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Chapter One




The massive black clouds on the midday horizon were rolling closer faster than Trent liked, and he still had no idea where he and his lovely wives were going to find shelter from the storm. The lightning flashing inside and below those massive black clouds looked ominous and unnatural. It was purple instead of white, which suggested it was magic lightning.

Any magic created by the petty and short-sighted mages who had almost destroyed the world was not a magic Trent wanted to experience firsthand.

After parting with Trent’s mother, Marika, at the border of the Breckenrock (a fallen nation-state utterly transformed and distorted by warring mages), Trent and Bethany had cautiously traveled through increasingly bizarre country for two days. Ruby, again in her sword form, rested in the sheath on his back. She was sleeping in preparation for tonight’s watch.

So far as Trent could tell, no one loyal to King Tallun pursued them. That suggested the gambit Sergeant Crane (his former commander in Eight Company) and Pace Marston (his father) had arranged had been a success. They had returned the badly burned body of a fallen member of Eight Company to the queen’s army and told Captain Cole (the Blessed Knight handpicked by King Tallun to arrest him) that this body was Trent’s.

That meant, so far as Captain Cole and King Tallun were concerned, the former kestrel who had “assassinated” Princess Victoria had been brought to justice. Meanwhile, Princess Victoria, so far as Trent knew, remained safely hidden in the Cridor Republic. With the crown princess safe and gathering her allies, Trent’s full focus was now on protecting his new tribe.

His two very lovely wives.

Thus far, the Breckenrock differed only marginally from the rolling and rocky terrain at the edge of the Abyssal Wastes north of his home village of Kallowhorn. After making their way around a putrid and unnerving swamp, they now had the comfort of firm ground beneath their boots. They could see forever in all directions save the west, where the Kelarin mountains rose.

The trees in this part of the Breckenrock had no leaves. Their trunks grew at odd angles that were both unnatural and unsettling. It was like someone had tilted the entire rough and scrub-covered plain sideways, and the trees had grown to chase the sun. At least these trees, unlike the sap-filled trees of the Blackwood by his home, didn’t seem eager to devour them.

Trent quickened his pace as Bethany walked confidently at his side. A glance at his first love showed her gray eyes on the storm. Her face was calm, focused, and beautiful. It had been rough travel since they left Kallowhorn, but she’d never complained and never would. She wasn’t just brave and beautiful, but as experienced in the wilds as he was.

Bethany remained gorgeous in her hunting leathers, with her long brown braid resting against her back and trailing all the way down to her lovely rear. She carried two long hunting knives on her hips and also, thanks to Marika, carried a hunting bow and quiver as well. They had not found much game yet, but Bethany had feathered a small hog yesterday.

She was his wife, now, and his wife remained an incredibly talented huntress.

Trent allowed himself only a moment of ogling Bethany before returning to his surveillance of the surrounding terrain. The hazards of the Breckenrock weren’t just in the skies. The ground itself could be riddled with magical traps left by one mage or another.

Ruby spoke inside his mind. “Is everything all right? You feel worried, Master.”

Trent thought back as reassuringly as he could. “We’re fine, Ruby.”

“Summon me if you need me. I am already awake.”

“I will. For now, rest. We’ll likely need you to take first watch tonight.”

Since Trent, with Bethany’s help, had “claimed” Ruby during their first passionate night of lovemaking, Ruby could speak inside his head even when she was in her sword form. No one they met would know the elegant rapier he carried—with a silver hilt of intertwining tendrils, a polished leather grip, and a ruby in its center—was actually an enchanted woman.

The next peal of thunder was so loud it felt like it shook the ground on which they walked. While the storm remained distant, the fact that it seemed so huge despite that distance suggested immense power. Trent had heard stories of rain out here that could rot leather and even flesh. He didn’t want to be caught in anything so foul.

He was growing to despair of finding any shelter when they crested a deceptively shallow rise and spotted a sizable ruin in the distance. The trees surrounding it, unlike all those they’d seen before, grew in the proper direction: up. While their leaves were orange, brown, and yellow, they were normal leaves.

The ruins around which the woods grew were also in better shape than others Trent had seen. While the brown brick walls were covered in moss that ran through the cracks between stones, the stones themselves looked largely unbroken. The walls looked solid, which suggested there might still be an intact room that could put a roof over their heads.

He glanced at Bethany. “I know it’s a risk to enter strange ruins, especially out here, but I don’t like the look of that storm. Do you see any other options?”

Bethany smiled bravely as she stared into her eyes. “I trust your instincts, husband.”

“Then let’s double our pace. I don’t like jogging over terrain I don’t know is safe, but I also don’t want to get our flesh melted off. Let’s move!”

Trent broke into a brisk jog and was pleased when Bethany effortlessly fell into step beside him. Ruby was snug in her sheath, so she didn’t clatter about inside it, but the sheath itself bounced against his back as he ran. He had loosened it to ease the discomfort after two days of travel, but he wished he hadn’t done that now. At least it wouldn’t come off.

Beside him, Bethany’s long legs and confident steps ate up the rocky terrain. She was able to move through dense forest with even less noise than Trent, who had spent three years training at the Vespers to do just that. Neither of them carried a pack because Ruby carried both... and in her sword form, their packs vanished with her clothing.

As another deafening peal of thunder rumbled across the plains from the approaching storm, Trent grew more certain his decision to shelter in the ruins was correct. The alternative was getting caught in the open, where they’d be in danger of getting struck by lightning or, worse, burned by acidic raindrops. This storm was coming far too fast to be natural.

The wind picked up as they increased their pace to a run. Given the day’s heat, it was an oddly cold wind. Trent had come awake to a humid morning and been sweating in the warm air ever since. The cool air buffeting them now was a relief, but it might not be for long.

Ruby spoke again in his mind. “Master, you are running. Are you being chased?”

“Just trying to outrun what looks to be a nasty storm. We’ve sighted some ruins that may provide shelter. We’re trying to get there before the bulk of the storm hits.”

“Let me run with you! What if there are monsters hiding inside the ruin?”

“If there are, I’ll summon you, and we’ll deal with them together. But Bethany and I are fast and nimble over open ground. Let us handle the running for now. You don’t have the experience we do covering rough terrain at a sprint.”

“Very well, Master.” Ruby sounded a bit miffed. “But I will remain awake!”

If he didn’t know any better, Trent would swear the dark thunderheads on the horizon were rolling toward them faster. This storm felt like a predator that had been sneaking up on its prey and now, after flushing them, was giving chase. The purple lightning crackling inside and below that storm was like the gnashing of teeth eager to rend flesh and bone.

The first frigid drops of rain had just begun to sting his cheeks when he and Bethany entered the cover of the large trees clustered around the ruins. The patter of cold rain on leaves was loud, but none of the leaves melted away or rotted. That was a relief.

The rain now falling from the sky wasn’t corrosive or harmful, but that didn’t mean the purple lightning crackling with frightening intensity would be so forgiving. Bethany ran beside him as they both avoided tripping on any roots. The brown walls of the ruins stood just ahead.

The walls were lower than Trent expected, perhaps the height of a one-story house, but there were nasty-looking metal spikes atop them. Trent suspected those spikes were poisoned, and likely with a poison no mortal could cure. Mages made nasty poisons.

Still, a one-story wall wouldn’t stop a siege. This wall had likely been designed to keep out small predators rather than hold off a human army. That was a small reassurance regarding any magical traps that might be hidden within... but they needed shelter from this storm.

This ruin was not one of the massive ruined castles that other travelers through the Breckenrock had described. Those castle fortresses had been the edifices of powerful, long dead mages, and even hundreds of years after they had gone to war with each other, their dark halls held traps and perils few dared brave. This smaller ruin was less threatening.

Even so, as they made their way along the moss-covered walls, there didn’t seem to be any way inside. The rain was coming down harder now, soaking their hair and rolling off their weatherproof leather armor. Thunder rumbled constantly, and flashes of purple were all too common. At least they were lower than the trees and the wall.

A cold rain relentlessly pounded them both by the time they completed a circuit of the ruins. These walls, Trent now knew, were seamless. A set of walls with no way inside them was ludicrous by the standards of normal people, but these had likely been built by a mage. For all Trent knew, the mage could have simply flown over them, or passed through solid rock.

With no way inside the walls and nowhere else to run, they huddled in the thickest part of the forest beside one of the weathered stone walls. The walls cut the wind, at least, and the fact that the rain was coming in almost sideways meant it didn’t hit them as hard.

The temperature was dropping rapidly. It already felt like a cool day in early winter instead of the hot and humid day from earlier. Putting up their single tent was out of the question in such high winds. Not far away, a tree cracked as purple lightning struck its leaves.

Trent shaded his eyes in the aftermath of the flash. Seared leaves and a small fire showed where the lightning had struck, but the tree itself had survived. Yet this was only the edge of the huge storm. Trent suspected it would grow worse before it got better.

Bethany clutched his arm and pushed her lips to his ear. “Call Ruby!”

Trent squinted against the pouring rain and leaned close. “I don’t think she can help!”

“What about her magical blast? We could use it to knock a hole in the wall!”

Bethany was clever. Trent didn’t know that would work, but he also didn’t know it wouldn’t. Even if hitting this wall with the blast of red energy Ruby could summon once a day only cratered the wall, they could shelter in that crater until the storm passed.

“Stay by the wall! I’ll give it a try!” He focused on his connection with Ruby and thought to her over their bond. “I’m going to use your magic to try and destroy this wall.”

Her excitement flooded his mind. “I am ready, Master!”

Trent pulled Ruby from her sheath and then, shielding his face from the driving rain and wind, strode out to get some distance from the wall. Trying not to think about the lightning crackling overhead, Trent focused on a portion of the wall far from Bethany. He had only unleashed Ruby’s red magic twice before: once to kill a necromancer, and once to kill a young doe for supper.

He focused on where he wanted to strike. He picked the most dilapidated portion of wall, then struck. He thrust Ruby forward like he was attempting to poke through someone.

A tall, arcing line of reddish energy crackled toward the stone wall of the ruins, trailing spectral rose petals. It slammed into the bricks and incinerated the moss and vines growing between them... but the wall itself absorbed the blow without a scratch.

“Scuff it!” Fighting the wind that was trying to knock him over, Trent stumbled back to Bethany. “Magic bricks, Beth! Even Ruby’s power can’t make a dent in them.”

Bethany’s brown hair was sodden now, and her braid was whipping with the wind as if invisible hands were tugging on it. “Can we climb over the wall?”

“Not with those spikes up there. We’ll just have to shelter as best we can.”

Another thundercrack hit so hard they instinctively ducked. Behind Trent, the sound of wood snapping told him another tree had suffered a lightning strike. As Trent spun to scan the trees, one of the bigger trees collapsed onto two of its smaller fellows.

He wrapped his arms protectively around Bethany, shielding her by putting his back on one side of her and the wall on the other. As they huddled together against the wall, increasingly cold, wet, and miserable, the stones at least shielded them from the worst of the wind. Purple lightning flashed overhead with increasing frequency.

This was no natural storm. It had been born from magic, and Trent once again cursed the selfish and arrogant mages who had lived hundreds of years ago and inflicted so many horrors on the world. Plague rot, chaos wolves, shrike bats, cloak beasts, and worse.

“Master!” Ruby’s excited thought echoed in his mind. “I know where we are now!”

Trent held Bethany as they shivered in the storm. “How do you mean?”

“This is my home, Master! It calls to me! This is where I grew up!”

“You can feel that?”

“Yes! Are the walls of the ruins made of brown stone? Is it surrounded by a grove of tall green trees?”

Trent’s gaze snapped to the forest of tall trees whose leaves were writhing and trembling in the strong wind. “They’re not green any longer, but there are trees.”

“Summon me, Master! I must see it!”

“There’s a storm out here, and lightning.”

“Then let me warm and protect you with my body! Let me try!”

Trent leaned close to Bethany. “I’m summoning Ruby.”

Wet and obviously miserable, she shivered in his arms. “Why?”

“She says these ruins were once her home.”

Bethany gawked at him. “How can that be?”

“We’ll soon find out.” Trent pulled Ruby from her sheath and extended his hand, and her blade, toward the storm. “Ruby, return!”

As it had many times before, the splendid silver rapier he clutched vanished from his hand. Bright red energy burst into being on the ground ahead, then rose along with a shower of spectral rose petals. Ruby appeared inside that ring, eyes closed and hands at her side.

His blade wife remained a lithe beauty. Her curly red hair had yet to feel the impact of the wind and rain. It hung down past her shoulders in lustrous curls. Soft freckles colored her cheeks and nose, and her lips were plump and as red as the jewel that rested in her blade.

Ruby still wore the leather armor of the queen’s army, a cuirass and pants they had stolen from the armory beneath Castle Guileford in Whitebridge. The dark leather coursed over her lovely curves and into well-made boots that rose to her calves. She also carried two packs on her back with one hanging from her hip, since all went with her when she became a sword.

The moment the ring of red energy faded, Ruby stumbled backward before she caught her balance. Wind and rain lashed at her with force that made Trent wince, but she strode forward a moment later without visible difficulty. She was far stronger than he or Bethany.

“Master, I’m home!” Ruby shouted so loud that her joyous cry was audible even over the constant peals of thunder. “This is my monastery! This is where I grew up!”

Trent protected Bethany as best he could with his raised arms. The sideways-blowing rain had now turned to sleet, like tiny knives digging at his skin. Purple lightning blasted the top of another tree, tossing burning leaves and splinters of wood into the storm.

Ruby tossed down their packs, but only because they were in the way of her arms and hands. She reached the wall and pressed both hands to it, then closed her eyes. Her ruby-red lips pressed together in concentration, and then her blue eyes snapped open.

She walked rightward along the wall with her palms trailing across the brown bricks. “This way, Master. There’s a door!”

Trent rose, clutching Bethany’s hand. The two of them rapidly shouldered a pack apiece and then hurried after Ruby. Crouched low against the driving wind, they stayed as close to the wall as they could to minimize the impact of the now dagger-like sleet.

Ruby soon stopped at an otherwise unremarkable portion of the smooth wall, then pivoted. She pressed both palms to the bricks. As she did so, the bricks visibly shimmered out of existence, revealing a high archway. How was that possible?

Ruby glanced his way and smiled like she hadn’t a care in the world. “This way, Master! We can find shelter from the storm inside!”

Trent followed his blade wife inside the ruins without hesitation. Anything was better than staying out here to freeze or, worse, being crushed by a falling tree or struck by purple lightning. The moment he passed through the arch, Trent gasped at the change.

Rain continued to fall above him, but it vanished before it landed. Even though there was nothing but air above them, some sort of invisible (and perhaps magical) dome blocked all rain falling from the clouds. Whenever lightning struck it, it seemed to disappear.

Bethany stepped away and gawked up at the storm. “Gods, that’s incredible!”

So far as Trent could tell, all the raindrops streaking down from the storm above were vanishing as they struck an invisible dome above the wall. What that dome was made of was impossible to ascertain... for all Trent knew, it might be air... but what was important was neither the rain nor the wind nor the lightning could touch them inside these walls.

The air inside the walls was pleasantly warm, a comfortable temperature like that one could enjoy on a sandy beach. It was nothing like the hot and humid air cloaking the Breckenrock. Trent glanced back as Ruby stepped through the arch. The moment she was inside it, the brown stone bricks shimmered back into being as if they’d never vanished.

With a huff, Trent collapsed on soft green grass that was unlike any he had seen since he left his home village of Kallowhorn. He looked around in unabashed wonder. Only the heavy and familiar weight of his pack assured him he hadn’t stumbled into a dream.

Was he really still in the Breckenrock? The space inside these walls, which had seemed the size of several houses from outside, looked as big as Kallowhorn from the inside. This had to be more magic. Whoever had built this place had made it bigger within than without.

The land around them was flat and overgrown, but otherwise pleasant. A whole orchard of fruit trees was visible in the distance, with a large field of unkempt wheat visible beside that. The trees and wheat grew wild, but they did grow, and they looked... normal.

A cobblestone road wound back and forth from the door Ruby had created through the solid brick walls. While grass stalks peeked through what had likely once been an immaculate path, a little weeding would restore the road to its former glory. It was a nice road.

To their left, a stone gazebo rose beside a clear and burbling pool. Clinging vines with small purple-and-white flowers wound around its pillars and through its rails. Stone statues of children with horns were posed playfully around the pond, spitting water into its depths.

In the distance stood eight angular stone buildings that were, architecturally, unlike any Trent had ever seen. Stone reliefs of strange figures looked over sturdy columns cloaked by winding vines. Brown stone steps led down into what must be rooms dug into the ground.

A ninth stone structure stood at the front of them all. It didn’t have walls, just lines of columns and a stone roof. As Trent stared at it, he realized it looked almost like a stables would look, except this stables was built entirely of stone instead of lumber and brick.

Ruby was home. This was her home. That magical storm couldn’t touch them in here.

So now, Trent wanted to know why it hadn’t burned down three hundred years ago.


Chapter Two




As Ruby stood proudly and gazed at the stone buildings, Bethany clutched his hand. Her drenched hair clung to her forehead and cheeks. Her leather was soaked as well, but it should dry out quickly enough if given time. Their clothes, however...

Bethany held his gaze in wonder. “This ruin wasn’t this big from the outside. We walked the entire perimeter.”

Trent squeezed her hand. “Magic.”

“And... didn’t Ruby say her home burned to the ground?”

Rather than answer, Trent pulled Bethany close. She gasped as he kissed her.

She soon melted into his embrace. They were both drenched from the rain and still shaking off shivers, but they were now safe and warm and inside impenetrable magic walls. They warmed each other in a way only kissing a woman he loved dearly could.

If magical defenses came to life inside these ruins and attacked them, Trent might not get another chance to kiss his lovely birth wife. He wasn’t going to miss the opportunity. After he finished with her, Bethany smiled warmly.

With her cheeks flushed, her wet braid resting on one breast, and her chest rising and falling with fervor, she now looked more than a bit amorous. “What was that?”

“Only what you deserved. Once we’re certain this place won’t kill us, you’ll get more.”

“I will expect more, husband.” Bethany grinned as if drunk. “Now, what next?”

“I suppose Ruby should give us the grand tour.”

The two of them walked over to cautiously join Ruby. She continued to stare at the stone buildings and the huge space with a wide smile on her face. When Trent glanced at her, a tear rolled down her cheek.

He lightly brushed it off her. “Good memories, or bad?”

“I suppose it is a mix. It feels so strange to be home.”

“Is anything going to attack us in here?”

“I don’t know, Master. Much is as I remember, but the fields were not overgrown, and the grounds were immaculate. Also, I see no sign of the Enchanter’s attendants.”

“It’s been three hundred years. I’m amazed this place is still standing at all. Didn’t you tell me the ancient king’s soldiers burned it to the ground? After they came here to arrest the Enchanter for the supposed crime of creating a fake mageblade?”

Ruby pressed her red lips together. “Princess Victoria read that Dalry soldiers burned the enchanter’s monastery to the ground. Perhaps... the soldiers lied in their account?”

Bethany pressed close. “Or perhaps the enchanter created an illusion. Or the soldiers couldn’t get inside the monastery at all, so they returned and claimed they’d burned it down.”

Trent smiled as he considered it. “That last explanation is more plausible than you might think. They wouldn’t be the first company of soldiers who swore themselves to secrecy after finding it impossible to complete a vague order from an unreasonable monarch.”

Ruby glanced at him in concern. “I do not know how much my home may have changed while I was away. If we are to explore, I should lead.”

“I agree. But first... come here.”

Her blue eyes widened. “Why, Master?”

“I haven’t kissed you today. Before we brave a magical ruin filled with deadly magical traps, I think at least one kiss is in order.”

Ruby blushed bright as she beamed at him, then took one step closer. Trent wrapped his arms around her. She breathed deep and stared into his eyes with eager parts lust and hope.

Trent brushed her hair back, then gently kissed her ruby lips. He savored the warmth and taste of her, as well as her tender and eager response. She pressed possessively close. He slid his arms down her back, then took a firm grip on her pert little ass.

He loved touching her like this. The little moans she made when he caressed her body reminded him of the night he had made her orgasm eight times while wiping purple corruption off her bare skin. Now, he could do that for her without reservation or guilt.

As he eased her away, a now brightly blushing Ruby watched him with precious hope. “Do you intend to take me now? For... sex?”

Bethany laughed lightly behind him. “If that’s your intent, I could keep watch.”

Trent gave Ruby another affectionate squeeze, then released her. “I just wanted to remind you how much you mean to me. I don’t know if that storm would have killed us, but you certainly saved us from an unpleasant day and night. Once again, you’ve protected our tribe. I’m so glad to have you as my blade wife.”

Ruby blushed so bright at his praise she looked a bit dizzy on her feet. Then, she firmed her stance and nodded eagerly. “I hope never to disappoint you, Master.”

“And you never have. Now, let’s have our tour. If you sense any danger, let us know and we’ll turn back. This space seems secure. If worst comes to worst, we can simply relax in this field while we wait for the storm to pass. We’ll enjoy a meal before we move on.”

“That sounds wonderful. Now, follow me, but stay behind me. I know I am welcome here, but I am not certain you will be. Not until I can assure my home you are my guests.”

Ruby set off down the winding cobblestone road. Trent followed close behind her with Bethany close behind him. He was pleased when Bethany took his hand as she followed close behind him. She didn’t need to hold his hand... but she wanted to. She so often did.

As they walked toward the eight stone buildings and single stone stables, Trent marveled at each step. Had the inside of this ruin been the same size as the outside, they would be walking up to the other wall right now. Instead, that wall stood far in the distance, behind the orchard and the fields. At least this magic seemed useful instead of harmful.

They were almost to the stables when Ruby held out one palm and stopped. Trent and Bethany stopped behind her. Trent scanned their surroundings for movement or anything that didn’t belong. He was ready to drop his pack and turn Ruby into a sword at any provocation.

It was difficult to tell what didn’t belong in a place he’d never been, but he knew what stone and grass looked like. Anything else would be suspect. As Ruby glanced back at them, her curly red hair coursed across one shoulder.

“This is wrong. The Enchanter’s attendants should have greeted us by now.”

Bethany stepped close to Trent. “Would people still be living here after all these years?”

“The Enchanter’s attendants were not people. Not as you think of people. They were animate, but their bodies were brass and copper.”

Trent remembered Ruby telling him something about that when she told him about how she’d grown up. “So, the attendants are walking statues? Magical statues?”

Ruby looked at the stone buildings once more. “If the monastery is intact, I do not know why the attendants would not be. Unless the soldiers did get inside, and they shattered them.”

“Will these attendants attack us?”

“If they believed you to be enemies.” Ruby glanced back at him. “Master, it may be safer for you and Bethany to remain here for the time being. May I scout ahead?”

Trent found Ruby’s suggestion a good one. She had not only grown up in this monastery, but she knew it well. Her skin was also as tough as armor, and she was strong enough to bend iron bars. Any traps might even ignore her since she’d lived here.

“Scout ahead and return only once you’ve satisfied yourself as to the safety of these ruins. Beth and I will wait by the... well, I suppose these must be stables.”

Ruby smiled gratefully. “Thank you, Master. I will return as soon as I can.”

“Take your time. We seem to be safe enough inside these walls.” Trent pointed at the roiling black clouds that had turned the day as dark as dusk. “That storm looks angry we’ve evaded it. It may continue to lash this place for some time. I see no reason to rush off.”

“Oh, I hope we can stay a bit. Be safe!” Ruby blew him a kiss, an absolutely adorable gesture he immediately treasured, and hurried off toward the leftmost stone building.

After she disappeared inside, Trent glanced at Bethany. “Did you teach her that?”

“I did not. I wonder where she picked that up?”

“She’s a fast learner, either way.” Trent took another long look around, then glanced at Bethany again. “Do you feel safe here, love?”

“I do.”

“Then it’s not just me. As nice as it seems, I don’t trust this feeling. I imagine magic can affect your emotions as easily as it might affect anything else.”

Bethany glanced in the direction Ruby had gone. “You think so?”

“I can’t dismiss it. While I’m tempted to attribute my feelings of safety to magical walls and a magical dome, accepting what we feel at face value feels... well, dangerous.”

“Then we’ll simply keep our eyes and ears open until Ruby returns.” Bethany brushed her sodden hair back from her forehead. “Regardless, I’m soaking wet. If we are attacked by magical statues, I doubt my hunting leathers will be of much use. I’m going to take my armor off and let it dry, then change into a set of clothes not drenched from the storm.”

Several changes of clothes were another of many luxuries they both carried in their packs, thanks to the generosity of Trent’s parents, Pace and Marika, and the generosity of the people of Kallowhorn. He nodded approvingly. He needed out of his wet things.

“Help me with mine, and then I’ll help you with yours?”

After another quick look around, they decided the open stone stables would be a good place to hang their armor to dry. One wall had sturdy-looking iron hooks hanging off its side. Trent approached the stables cautiously and looked them over.

The hooks and stone were obviously mundane. The stables themselves were simply hard stone, but that wasn’t surprising. There was no sign of whatever once filled them.

Bethany pressed her chest against his back more firmly than strictly necessary, and her hands wandered more than needed as she undid the clasps on his armor. Trent said nothing as her hands slipped inside his cuirass. Her deft fingers coursed up and down his sides before she finally helped him pull his armor off over his head.

His shirt was sodden. Rain had gotten inside his armor. It would feel good to get this off.

Once Trent’s cuirass was off, they hung it on a hook. Trent stripped off his wet shirt and draped it over one of the stone walls. Once his powerful frame was bare to the world and gleaming with wet, he sensed his birth wife ogling him. He liked it when she ogled.

His leather pants were already mostly dry, so they could stay on. Now shirtless, he saw to Bethany’s hunting armor. Hers was lighter and easier to remove than his kestrel armor.

It had been made from treated leather and was designed to protect her from teeth and claws, not blades. As a result, it also wasn’t as waterproof as his. The storm through which they’d rushed had been a powerful one, and it had soaked her to the bone.

As Trent slipped her hunting armor off her, he remembered she wore only a thin white tunic underneath. Thanks to the rain, that tunic was absolutely plastered to her upper half, and thanks to the cold, he could see most of her lovely breasts through the wet fabric. The sight tempted his hands, but he focused on keeping them safe.

Trent hung her armor on the hook to dry. When he turned, he was both pleased and surprised as Bethany stepped close and embraced him. She was so warm. He brushed more wet hair back from her face and rested his hand on her cheek.

Trent recognized the eager offer in her lovely gray eyes. The promise. He also didn’t know if they could indulge right now, given their dangerous situation.

As he’d told her a few nights ago, he really needed to stop thinking with his cock. Last time he’d had sex with Bethany and Ruby in the wilds, they had been forced to flee through the Blackwood while they were chased by sap zombies. What if some ancient magical monstrosity attacked them while they were naked and in the throes of passion?

She smiled up at him. “Are you going to peel the rest of this wet clothing off me? Or do I have to do it myself?”

Trent stroked her soft cheek. “I wish I could, love, but the only magical weapon we have is off searching these ruins. Until we’re certain we’re alone here, you’ll have to wait.”

She pouted. “But waiting is such torture.”

“For me as well. Still, the only thing I want to do more than fuck you right now is keep you from harm. So, let’s get changed without getting distracted.”

She sighed in resignation, then offered a warm smile. “Yes, Master.”

Trent scoffed. “Now, you’re just making it worse!”

He hadn’t been able to make love to Bethany or Ruby for two full days. Seeing Bethany’s wet clothing plastered to her was simply the latest difficulty he’d had to endure. They had wanted to get well inside the Breckenrock before making camp, so they’d only stopped moving for naps and meals. After a full day of hiking, they’d been too tired to do anything more.

The feeling of safety that pervaded this place continued to do its best to seduce him. It was possible that when Ruby had opened the door and ushered them inside, whatever enchantment protected these walls had marked them as a friend. It was also possible that it now intended to kill them after lulling them into relaxing.

He couldn’t relax. Not until he was certain Bethany and Ruby were safe. He would have plenty of time to enjoy them both once they knew this shelter wouldn’t kill them.

As Trent (reluctantly) kept watch on the monastery and its buildings, Bethany moved behind him and changed out of her wet clothing. He never turned around. Not because she would mind if he looked (in fact, she longed for him to look) but because he doubted he could continue to control himself if he saw her damp and naked. He had to keep her safe.

Still, she wasn’t out of tricks. As she flattened her now bare breasts against him from behind, her nipples poked his back. Bethany was making sure that he knew she was now topless, even if he couldn’t see her. He could feel her.

“I’m cold, husband.” She breathed against his neck. “Warm me.”

Her palms coursed up his sides and lovingly made their way across the taut muscles of his chest. Her warm lips found his back, then his shoulder, then his neck. All the while, he resolutely kept an eye out for threats and resisted temptation... barely.

Out of respect for his wishes, Bethany kept the rest of her affections largely chaste... at least in comparison to what she usually did to him. Ruby emerged from a distant building. She spotted them, waved eagerly, and then walked off to enter another.

Bethany rested her chin on his shoulder from behind. “What if it’s empty?”

“Hmm?” Trent loved the way her breath tickled his ear.

“What if this entire monastery is empty, love? No automatons? No magical monstrosities? What if we’re truly safe here?”

“Then we may have finally found a place we can rest safe from the king. I doubt anyone who’s not Ruby can enter that door she made vanish.”

“So, we could stay here for a time? Camp here? To recover our strength?”

“I don’t see why not, provided it’s safe. We have enough provisions that we won’t need to travel outside these walls for a few days, at least. Do you like this place that much?”

“I like the idea of having a safe place where you can repeatedly take advantage of me.”

He rested his hands atop hers, which had now settled dangerously low against his midriff. “As soon as Ruby assures us it’s safe, I’ll pin you down and use you every way you like.”

“There is one other option, husband. Were I to pleasure you, only one of us would need to keep watch. You need simply alert me if anything threatens us. Better yet, since I’d be down on my knees, you could easily see over me while I take care of you.”

“Too distracting. Sorry.”

“As you wish. The offer remains open now, and, well... essentially forever.”

Ruby emerged from another building. Once more she glanced their way, then smiled warmly as she saw the two of them embracing... topless. Trent raised a hand to assure Ruby he and Bethany were fine. Once more, Ruby vanished into another building.

As they waited, Trent’s natural caution and protective instincts warred with the feeling of safety and security these walls provided... and his desperate desire to have his birth wife’s wet, full lips wrapped around his cock. Why was he being so cautious?

Bethany was right. He could easily keep watch and warn her if anything threatened them. When one of her warm hands slid down to cup his erection through his pants, he snatched her hand and pulled it away. She was relentless!

He scoffed. “You’re making this incredibly difficult.”

“Am I?” Her hands tingled as they slid up his sides. “Am I vexing you, husband?”

“Yes. I am truly vexed.”

“So, what are you going to do to me if I don’t stop?”

“Many things. Would you like me to list them?”

“Only if you want to make this even more difficult for me as well. I don’t imagine there’s much you could do to me right now that I wouldn’t allow.”

Bethany’s lips once more found the back of his neck, then his shoulder. As she kissed her way along his flesh, he somehow controlled himself. She really was being incredibly naughty... and the fact that she was so desperate for his touch was a delight.

He knew she would stop if he truly demanded it. As difficult as it was to resist taking her, her devoted touches simply felt too good. It wasn’t just that she wanted him to take her again and again. It was knowing she desired him this badly... just as he desired her.

As they waited, the magically resized monastery grounds remained empty and open. As Bethany finally contented herself with massaging his back and shoulders, Trent relaxed. That felt amazing, and it was everything he craved after a long day’s trek. Other than her.

Still, Ruby did not emerge. Trent was just starting to grow worried when Ruby strode from the building into which she’d vanished, then glanced his way. He waved to reassure her all was well. After she waved back, she resumed her search. Four more to go.

Bethany snuggled close against his back. “I wish we’d had more time in Kallowhorn.”

“Another day in the bathhouse certainly would have been nice.”

“Not just there. After a year away, you came back and agreed to start a tribe with me. You agreed to make me your birth wife. Can you imagine how happy that makes me?”

“I can certainly tell you how happy it makes me.”

“So, you can understand why I can’t stop craving your touch. In normal times, a Windborne chief who takes a new wife would retire with her for days as his other wives tend to the tribe’s business. The chief and his new wife spend every waking moment when they aren’t eating or resting learning how to pleasure each other.”

“So, it’s like a wedding night, but it goes on for days.”

“Yes. We should have had so much more time to celebrate forming our new tribe, but that stupid army tried to kill you before we could enjoy our wedding nights.”

“Well, now we can correct that. If this ancient monastery truly is as safe as it feels, I see no reason to leave immediately. No one else can get inside, and we’re so deep in the Breckenrock that even the most determined bounty hunter can’t find us here. So, if it’s safe, we’ll relax here and make up for lost time. So many wedding nights.”

“If we’re going to do that, we might as well add Ruby. I still have so much more to teach her about pleasing you, and I imagine you’d enjoy teaching her as well.”

Trent smiled. “I’m always happy to participate however I can.”


Chapter Three




It soon became clear that Ruby was going to take some time to search the rest of the buildings. There was no need to stay on their feet. With sex off the table, Bethany reluctantly donned a dry shirt that made it a bit easier for Trent to concentrate on their surroundings.

They settled for close cuddling as Ruby emerged again and again. Bethany snuggled in his lap as they stared, together, at their pleasant surroundings. The feeling of safety that had infected Trent when he entered this place grew more prominent with each moment he relaxed.

He wanted to be alarmed by his new calm, to distrust it, but each moment that passed without an attack made that feel ever more ludicrous. If something were going to attack them, it would have done so by now. Even so, he wouldn’t relax until Ruby returned. Anything related to mages and the Breckenrock was simply too dangerous to take at face value.

The mage wars had almost destroyed the world, and most of the magical monstrosities dueling mages had created during those wars were truly horrific. Chaos creatures, plague rot, magical quicksand, and all manner of other spells had run amok after the mages responsible killed one another. The hubris of those powerful mages had all but brought the world to ruin.

The survivors of the mage wars—those without magical power, or those with magical power too weak to be noticed by the mages themselves—had survived their changed world by changing themselves. They abandoned small villages that were difficult to defend.

Trent’s tribe, the Kallowhorn, and Bethany’s tribe, the Windborne, had been the descendants of two such nomadic groups. It was only in the last hundred years that humanity had begun to settle outside the safety of massive walls: outwallers becoming wallers. Kallowhorn’s people were still outwallers, but in a hundred years, who knew?

Only the largest and most well-protected cities had survived the chaos of the mage wars, and not without large portions of them being laid to waste in countless battles. Whitebridge, Dalry’s massive capital city, was older than the mage wars, but many of its current buildings were not. Its huge walls were a mixture of construction, both old and new.

With the exception of huge cities like Whitebridge, smaller settlements (and their people) simply hadn’t survived the unrest and upheaval of over fifty years of magical warfare. The enchanter who had made Ruby into a mageblade had lived in a time of peace and plenty, but in the three hundred years since, the mage wars had nearly destroyed the world. So, how was the monastery owned by that enchanter still here?

The enchantments that protected this place seemed powerful to a man like Trent, who was no mage, but a mage during the mage wars would likely crush this place like an egg. That didn’t even account for all the horrors that roamed the Breckenrock. Trent knew there were creatures hidden here that could give even a soulless army pause.

He had never encountered anything more dangerous than a chaos wolf, but he had heard stories of twenty-story tall statues that crushed forests and creatures made of steel shards that simply couldn’t be cut. Those horrors, like the soldiers sent by that ancient ruler of Dalry to burn this monastery, had not managed to infiltrate or destroy it.

He didn’t like that he didn’t understand how this place could still be intact any more than he liked that he couldn’t understand how it was ten times as big inside its walls as it was on the outside. Yet there was so much about magic he would never understand. Agonizing about mysteries he could never solve was a distraction that served no purpose.

As a mortal man, all he could base his decisions on were his own senses. This monastery appeared to be empty of enemies. He felt safe here. With nothing else to go on and a truly dangerous storm still raging outside, along with whatever monsters roamed the Breckenrock, he would be foolish to abandon a place of safety based only on unfounded suspicion.

Finally, Ruby emerged from the last of the eight buildings, then hurried back to them. She smiled approvingly when she him cuddling with Bethany. She stopped a few paces away.

“I have good news, Master. I’m now certain no threats remain.”

Bethany pivoted in his lap and stared at him. “See? Now, sex.”

Trent gripped her hips to stop her from grinding on him and managed to look past her at Ruby. “What have you learned about the state of this monastery? Did you find any trace of the automatons the enchanter used to defend it?”

“Oh yes, Master! All the automatons I remember sleep in the enchanter’s workshop.”

That stirred Trent’s interest. “He has a workshop?”

“Yes, Master. I expected it to be in poor repair, if the soldiers had made it inside, but it looked to be undisturbed since I saw it last. All of the enchanter’s automatons are gathered in neat lines on their charging diamonds, and the workshop itself is immaculate... if a bit dusty.”

Trent gave Bethany’s hips another squeeze. “I want to see this workshop for myself. You’ll have to wait a bit longer, love. After all I’ve already endured, a bit longer won’t end me.”

“It might end me. But, your wish is my command.” Bethany kissed his cheek before she pushed out out of his lap. “At least my armor looks to have dried. Yours as well.”

Trent rose with her. Being weatherproof, their armor had dried while Ruby searched the monastery grounds. Bethany turned to face him and held her armor out for inspection.

“Help me don this, husband?”

Ruby eagerly raised a hand. “Oh, I can help you with your armor! May I?”

Trent smiled approvingly. “Why not?”

“May I help you dress? Sister?”

Bethany eyed Ruby in amusement and then handed Ruby her armor. “You can, but we’ll need to find another way to refer to one another. That one’s a bit odd for me.”

Ruby’s endless cheer took a hit. “You do not wish to be my sister?”

“I already adore you, Ruby, but I don’t think that... term... properly reflects who we are to each other, or this tribe. I’m Trent’s birth wife, and you’re his blade wife, but we aren’t related by blood. While it has been done⁠—”

“Has it?” Trent eyed her in surprise.

Bethany winked at him as Ruby helped her don her armor. “While it has been done, I would prefer to think of you as my dear friend. You are a strong and brave woman whom I can trust to aid me in protecting and pleasuring our husband while he grows our tribe.”

Ruby frowned thoughtfully as she snapped the clasps on Bethany’s armor. Once Ruby was done helping her, she still looked a bit forlorn. Bethany could sense that as well—Trent knew from the slight furrow to her brow—and Bethany’s coy smile told him she had an idea.

“Ruby, I apologize.”

Ruby blinked at Bethany. “Whatever for?”

“The thought behind your suggestion was wonderful, and as part of Trent’s tribe, we are family, even if not by blood. Gods willing, we will spend the rest of our lives together. So, given we are also both Trent’s wives, I know how I wish to frame our relationship.”

“And... how would you frame it?”

“It would please me to call you my sister wife. Would that please you?”

Ruby beamed at Bethany. “Yes! I love it!”

Bethany glanced knowingly at Trent. “What say you, husband?”

Trent knew Bethany was looking for a way to appease Ruby, but he could also tell this idea pleased her. “So long as you’re both comfortable with that, I think that’s a fine idea.”

Ruby abruptly embraced Bethany, which caused Bethany to gasp for breath. Ruby, when excited, sometimes forgot her own strength. Thankfully, Bethany was quite tough. When Ruby released her a moment later, she took a deep breath and steadied herself.

Ruby looked eagerly between them, obviously thrilled with this new development. “I treasure all you do for me, sister wife. Thank you for inviting me to join your tribe.”

“Thank Trent.”

“Of course! Thank you again, Master!” Her blue eyes darted down his body, then back up again. Her lips pressed together. “Are you certain we must go to the workshop right now?”

“I’d like to see it. Why? Is there something you aren’t telling me?”

“No! I’d never keep anything from you!” Ruby’s thighs rubbed together. “But... now that we know we are safe here, if you wish me to... if you wished to make use of my body...”

Bethany laughed lightly and glanced at Trent, then lightly slid a finger down Ruby’s arm. “You somehow survived all my seduction attempts. But can you resist us both?”

He mock-scowled. “I can, and I will. Now, let’s return to our tour. I need to be certain I’ve seen every potential threat this place has to offer before I can relax.”

Ruby sighed in disappointment, then nodded. “This way, Master.”

As they followed her, he felt both amused and a bit guilty at how the spring had left her step. Ruby had endured enough disappointments in her life, and he couldn’t bear to see her shoulders sag like that. He wanted that spring back in her step.

“I promise, Ruby, we’ll have all the sex you want once we’ve... settled in. But, before I bed you both today, I want a full tour. If we truly are safe here, we may be able to stop running and make this place our home... at least until we know our next move.”

Her shoulders straightened. “And then, after, you promise to take me again?”

“We’ll make a day of it.” Trent gave her a firm slap on the ass, one that made her jump before she glanced back at him in surprise. “But only if you offer us a thorough tour as our guide and our protector.”

Ruby grinned over her shoulder. “You won’t be disappointed!”

Bethany clutched his other arm. “Knowing our husband, neither will you.”

“Of course, Master. Please, follow me this way!”

This time, Ruby pranced off. Her long, lovely legs ate up the ground between the stone stables and the fourth of the eight buildings. Trent hurried after her with Bethany at his side. He was growing more excited by the moment, and not just because of how his wives wanted him.

The idea of a place like this monastery—a magical fortress that was completely safe and seemingly hidden from his enemies—was even more tantalizing than sex. If Ruby was right about the state of this ancient place (and everything he knew about her suggested she was), then they had somehow stumbled upon the ideal location to take the war to King Tallun.

So far as Trent knew, Princess Victoria remained safe with her mother’s allies in the Cridor Republic: a distant nation-state across the sea. As the queen’s army chased him all the way to Kallowhorn, his home, Trent had found himself the one being hunted. While he hoped King Tallun would believe reports he was dead, he couldn’t trust his fate to hope.

But this place? This magically-protected fortress? This was a place where King Tallun, the queen’s army, and even the most skilled outwaller trackers in Dalry could neither find nor reach him. Until Ruby had opened that door for him, he and Bethany had been unable to get inside these walls. Ruby was likely the only person who could open that door.

So, as much as he wanted some time with his wives, Trent needed to see what other wonders this monastery might contain. He needed to know if it could protect him and his small but already powerful tribe... and if he could one day keep Princess Victoria safe here as well.

Soon, they reached the descending stairs Trent had observed earlier from a distance. Ruby led them down twelve wide stone steps, about the height of a man, and into a building that was embedded in the grounds of the monastery. A wide room with benches placed around its edge narrowed to a hall leading to a sealed door.

Trent saw no trace of a lock or handle. It had no visible hinges. Yet as Ruby approached it, the door abruptly whisked out of sight into the floor. It moved with a whoosh and a slicing sound, like a scythe cutting wheat.

Bethany clutched his arm as they both observed the odd and unsettling behavior. He suspected they were both thinking the same thing. What would happen to a person standing in that doorway when the door came up?

Ruby stopped just inside the doorway and smiled back at them. “I assure you, Master, all the doors here are quite safe! So long as I am in proximity to any door in this monastery, it will open for me. It will also remain open so long as I am present.”

Trent stepped through the doorway first, then motioned Bethany to follow. Once they were through, Trent watched as Ruby walked away. The moment she was five paces from the door, it slowly slid up and gently settled into place. He was relieved when it didn’t rush.

Like a more mundane door, it seemed it would close slowly enough that it wouldn’t immediately bisect anyone standing in the doorway. Still, there was the possibility it could rise faster if Ruby wasn’t around. Doors like that were a perfect example of a mage trap.

Trent turned to find Ruby waiting at the entry to another archway. This one had no door. If he couldn’t open any doors in this place without Ruby to lead the way, that was going to prove troublesome. Not just for him, but for Bethany and anyone else he might shelter here.

“Ruby, before we proceed, may I try an experiment?”

“Of course, Master! How can I help?”

“Become a sword.”

Ruby stood straight, snapped her arms down against her sides, and closed her eyes as a vortex of spectral rose petals burst into being around her. A moment later, the comforting and warm weight of her sleek and silver rapier was once more in his hand. He slipped her into the sheath on his back and walked toward the door.

The moment he stepped within five paces, the door once again rapidly whisked away into the floor. Trent nodded in satisfaction at having his suspicions confirmed. Ruby did not need to be in human form to open the doors here.

So long as he carried her, which he could easily do when she was in her mageblade form, he would have free run of the place. Now, to see if that extended to the others he desperately wanted to protect. There would lie the rub.

Trent stepped back cautiously, counting steps. Again, the door rose slowly to once again settle closed. He looked at Bethany.

“Carefully approach the door. Even if it opens, don’t step through.”

Bethany nodded thoughtfully and walked to the door. It didn’t open. She paused almost on top of it and carefully tapped it with one finger, then turned back to glance at him expectantly. They both understood the ramifications of this experiment.

Ruby could travel anywhere in this monastery. Trent could walk anywhere so long as he was with or carried Ruby. But Bethany couldn’t bypass any door in this monastery, and if she were to become trapped inside one of these buildings without them, she might never escape.

He now understood why Dalry’s soldiers had never been able to penetrate any of these buildings. They couldn’t get the doors open. That was troubling.

Still, Trent wasn’t ready to abandon his dream of turning this ancient magical monastery into a bastion that could protect Princess Victoria and her allies as they gathered their strength to depose King Tallun. There was much more to see. He extended his hand once more.

“Ruby, return.”

The mageblade in his hand vanished, and another shower of spectral rose petals revealed his lovely blade wife. She was attired just as she had been before she became a sword. As she opened her eyes, he could see the disappointment there.

“I am sorry, Master.”

Trent smiled his warmest smile to reassure Ruby that neither he nor Bethany blamed Ruby for this problem. “How the doors here operate is not your fault, and we wouldn’t be able to shelter here at all without your help. Let’s see the rest of the workshop. Perhaps we’ll discover something that may help us with these doors, like extra sets of keys.”

“Then...” Ruby smiled brightly once more. “This way, Master!”

Trent, with Bethany close behind him, followed Ruby through the open archway into a much larger space. As Trent looked around, he was impressed. Despite its magical nature, Trent would have guessed this was a workshop even if Ruby hadn’t told him first.

Someone had piled gleaming copper and brass oddities, jagged rocks that looked like raw ore, and jewelry that he had no way of identifying atop multiple parallel stone benches. There were also more mundane objects, such as casts and molds. He spotted a set of calipers, a small hammer, and dozens of other tools he’d find in any smithy in Dalry.

A forge the size of a small house sat against one wall. The dust gathered within its deep and darkened belly suggested it hadn’t burned for centuries. Past the forge was an army of gleaming humanoid figures that were obviously not human: automatons.

Yet none of those sights were as impressive as the room’s sheer size, which was far larger than the building Trent had seen when standing in the wide space above. So, either the workshop had been dug out and buried beneath the other buildings... or this was yet more evidence of powerful magic at work. Just as the inside of the monastery was bigger than the space inside its walls, the inside of this workshop was much bigger than the building itself.

Trent rubbed his temples in consternation and focused on the workshop itself. Other than the fact that none of the components piled upon the stone benches looked like they would be useful to forge weapons or armor, nothing struck him as particularly out of place. What he was truly interested in were the automatons. He counted at least twenty of them.

He pointed at the army of distant, gleaming statues lined up like soldiers assembled in a castle courtyard. “Is it safe to approach the automatons?”

“Yes, Master! They all appear to be asleep.”

“And what if my approach wakes or triggers them? Will they attack?”

Ruby’s expression darkened. “If they do, I will tear them apart.”

That gave him the confidence to investigate further. He strode between two long stone benches and past the forge to where the twenty or so automatons had been assembled. Once close, he could see that each stood on a gleaming stone tile.

While they resembled statues at a distance, it quickly became clear to Trent that they were not carved from stone. They looked instead to be built from shaped plates of copper, brass, and similar materials, like a child’s plaything grown to a human-size scale. All looked the same—like sexless humanoid bodies—and all lacked hair or anything approaching a face.

Trent recalled the few times he’d visited tailoring shops after winning the Tournament of Leaves. That victory had granted him the immigration visa that let him live inside the grand walls of Whitebridge. While he had never been able to afford any of the fine clothes others in the city wore, he had visited tailoring shops once or twice inside the city.

These sexless, faceless copper people were like the headless humanoid busts of cloth and wood tailors used to show off a fine tunic. The only difference was that the automatons had a head, arms, and legs rather than simply a torso. If he were to dress an automaton in human clothing, it would look human from all but a close inspection.

As he approached, none stirred. They were unarmed. While their hands had four fingers and a thumb, just like a person, their fingertips were blunt, not sharp. They could, if they were as strong as Ruby, crush or strangle a person, but that would be easy enough to avoid.

Bethany’s tone made no secret of her unease. “Gods, these things are creepy. Ruby, you grew up surrounded by these... automatons?”

“Oh, yes!” Ruby smiled at the thought of what Trent hoped was a happier part of her strange childhood. “The automatons saw to all of my needs, and those of my sisters, while we lived at the monastery. They brought us clean clothes, good meals, took away our plates after we finished eating, and even tucked us into bed at night. Or... they tucked me in.”

Fresh melancholy struck Trent. The enchanter who had raised Ruby and eventually turned her into a magical weapon hadn’t even troubled himself to settle a lonely child in bed at night. He had ordered his faceless automatons to do that for Ruby in his place.

Ruby had deserved so much better than the callous mage who raised her. She had deserved to go on long hikes with her parents and enjoy sweetcakes on her birthday. Now, Trent hoped he and Bethany could give her the sort of life she deserved... once they all dealt with the pesky matter of the corrupt king who’d framed him for Princess Victoria’s murder.

Bethany pressed close against him once more. “Is there anything else you’d like to see here? Or should we continue our tour?”

That was as close as Bethany would likely ever get to asking him to move on. She was brave and beautiful, but magic, he knew, had always unsettled her. Only his own ability to dream the future was magic she seemed comfortable with... and, of course, Ruby.

The idea of traveling through the Blackwood had terrified Bethany. He suspected these automatons at least unsettled her. They were certainly unnerving Trent.

“I’ve seen enough to know what’s here. I suppose if we’re truly worried about them getting out, the door wouldn’t allow it.”

Ruby spun to face him. “Oh, that’s not true, Master! The automatons are like me. All doors in the monastery open for them. Otherwise, they couldn’t complete their duties.”

Bethany’s grip tightened on Trent’s arm. She was likely imagining one of these faceless copper figures sneaking into one of these rooms while they slept. He certainly was.

He eyed Ruby. “Well, like you said. If one becomes troublesome, you can deal with it.”

Trent wasn’t sure what stabbing a metal man with a metal sword would do, but he doubted it would do much. He was glad Ruby was here to deal with magical threats. Just as he was walking off with Bethany at his side, however, metal creaked behind him.

Then, one of the automatons moved.


Chapter Four




Trent drew both long knives at the same time Bethany did the same. Ruby stepped protectively in front of them as the automaton raised its faceless head to fixate upon her. Even without any eyes, Trent had a sense of where the automaton was looking. At Ruby.

Trent scanned the copper figure for joints and other weak points. “What’s it doing?”

“I do not know, Master! Stay behind me!”

Though it had moved its head to focus on Ruby, the automaton remained on its tile. It hadn’t done so much as raise its arms. It had done nothing threatening, so Trent kept his distance with his mundane weapons readied and waited to see what it would do next.

Ruby stepped forward. “Oh, I recognize this one now! He used to wear more clothing.”

Trent eyed the automaton cautiously. “They all look the same to me.”

“This one spent many days with me! See the scratch on his dome? That’s how I know he’s Butler.” Ruby took another step forward while keeping her body between the automatons, Trent, and Bethany. “Butler, do you recognize me? It’s Ruby! Do you remember who I am?”

An odd series of clicks emerged from inside the automaton’s faceless metal head. Then, to Trent’s astonishment, the automaton spoke in a flat monotone. It sounded nothing like anyone who had ever heard human speech would expect.

“Mistress Ruby.” The automaton, at least, recognized her. “You have returned.”

“I have! Oh, Butler, I’ve missed you!”

Ruby fearlessly threw her arms around the automaton as if greeting an old friend. Trent glanced at Bethany, who still looked ready to flee or pounce. He incrementally shook his head and lowered his blades. Reluctantly, Bethany did so as well.

Ruby finished hugging the faceless copper figure and stepped back. “Why are you here in the workshop? Why are the others all here? Did you come here to hide during the attack?”

The automaton Ruby had referred to as “Butler” focused its faceless head on Trent. “There are intruders in the sanctuary. We must warn the master.”

“These aren’t intruders, Butler! This is my master, the warm and wonderful man who claimed me, and my sister wife, a brave huntress. They have come to shelter from a storm and a corrupt king. They are under my protection.”

Butler pivoted his head toward Ruby. “This man is a client?”

Trent stepped forward to draw the automaton’s attention. “I am. I am the man for whom your master created Ruby. I am...” He glanced at Ruby for help.

“Lord Aron Randolf.” Ruby caught on quickly. “So, as you can see, Lord Aron is our guest. You must protect him as you would protect me.”

Ruby had never told him the name of the young noble for whom she had been commissioned, but Princess Victoria had told Ruby the story of how she came to be. She had also told Ruby the name of the man who’d intended to claim her.

Thank the gods he hadn’t.

Butler froze for a moment. It froze long enough that Trent was worried that it might have stopped working. Finally, the automaton spoke again in its odd monotone.

“Recognized. Lord Aron Randolf, son of Lord Mikel Randolf. Lord Mikel contracted for one mageblade with an aura based around rose petals. Mortal form was to be a beautiful virginal woman of no more than twenty-one years of age, with red hair.”

Trent hid his anger as he heard the “order” Princess Victoria’s great ancestor had placed for his son. He had long suspected that Ruby’s beauty was no coincidence. Hearing this soulless creature repeat Aron Randolf’s “requirements” confirmed his dark suspicions.

While Trent was not happy Ruby had spent three hundred years tucked away in the Randolf Ancestral Vault, he was very glad that Lord Aron Randolf had lacked the magical potential to summon her. While he couldn’t know the character of a man who’d died almost three hundred years ago, and it was possible that it was Mikel, not Aron, who had demanded Ruby be a virginal beauty, Trent doubted it. His opinion of nobility remained low.

Butler stepped off its platform but walked no further. It faced Trent, then bowed smoothly at the waist. Gears inside its body whirred audibly as it did so, and there was a faint metallic clicking as well. Trent couldn’t help but be impressed by this fascinating machine.

Butler’s head turned again to Ruby. “For what purpose has Lord Aron come today?”

Trent knew there was only one way he could find answers. “I wish to speak to your master, Butler. I have questions about my new mageblade. Is your master available?”

Whether Ruby’s enchanter had died three hundred years ago or fled his home, it would still be useful to know where he had gone. How had he escaped the soldiers Dalry’s monarchy sent to kill him? Perhaps there were more magical artifacts hidden in this monastery that Trent could use to aid him against King Tallun.

Butler twitched, then pivoted to Ruby. “New directive present. Recall goal activated. Ruby, the Enchanter wishes to speak with you at once.”

Ruby tilted her head. “Me? Why?”

Butler ignored her question and walked toward the door out of the workshop. Its jerky movements reminded Trent of a puppeteer marching a wooden puppet across a stage. Trent moved carefully to keep the automaton in sight, but Butler seemed to have lost all interest in him. The automaton proceeded to the end of the workshop, then spun about.

“Ruby. The Enchanter wishes to speak with you at once. Follow me.”

As Ruby glanced at Trent, she looked conflicted. “Master? What should I do?”

Trent had no experience with magical automatons or magical monasteries. What he did have some experience with, thanks to his time at the Vespers, was negotiation. If the enchanter had still been alive, it would have made sense for his subordinate (in this case, Butler) to lead Lord Aron Randolf, the enchanter’s client, to meet with him.

This didn’t feel like a trap, unless the enchanter, like him, had prophetic dreams of the future. Even then, he couldn’t use those dreams to set a trap since he’d been dead for almost three hundred years. With Ruby along to open doors, following Butler felt safe enough.

“Take the lead, but stay close to us. I want to see where this thing takes us.”

Ruby nodded firmly, then strode after Butler. “Follow me, Master!”

Trent, with Bethany right behind him, followed Ruby, who followed Butler out of the workshop. The door leading out opened once Butler was within five paces. Trent walked close behind Ruby, and he and Bethany passed through the door directly behind her.

Butler slowed as it reached the steps, then stopped. Gears whirred somewhere inside its sealed metal frame, and then, as Trent watched with increasing unease, Butler dropped onto all fours. Moving like a deer stricken with stiff joints, Butler awkwardly clambered up the stairs.

Once they were back on level ground, Butler straightened and resumed its jerky two-legged walk. It seemed to know exactly where it was going, walking directly from one of the other seven buildings Ruby had yet to take them to on her tour. Trent caught up to Ruby.

“What is this building? Do you know where it’s taking us?”

“This is the enchanter’s private residence, or... it was when I lived here. We were only allowed inside on special occasions such as the Solstice Festival, where we would all eat together at his grand table.” Ruby smiled wistfully. “Those were happy times.”

“I’m glad you had a few of those.”

“Thank you, Master. I will always miss Emerald and Sapphire, but now that I am part of your family, I no longer feel so alone.”

Trent could never forget those names. Emerald and Sapphire were Ruby’s true sisters, mageblades like her whom her enchanter had raised in this monastery. He doubted they were still out there after three hundred years. Still, it didn’t hurt to hope.

He smiled at Ruby. “We’re glad to have you with us as well.”

“Thank you! I am curious to see where Butler will lead us. Besides the dining room, the enchanter’s private residence has a study, a guest bedroom, and the master bedroom. All were empty when I investigated. I do not know why Butler would take us to this building.”

“Do you know what it meant when it said it had uncovered a new directive?”

“I do not. Were the enchanter still alive, I would guess that he had given Butler specific instructions to complete when a client arrived. But given it has been three hundred years...”

Bethany pressed close against Trent’s other side. “Perhaps this is simply a very old directive. You said you recognized Butler, which suggests it hasn’t aged. Perhaps it has simply been sleeping, like you. We’ve finally fulfilled the circumstances on which it waited.”

Trent eyed the automaton still amiably leading them onward. “In other words, we’re three hundred years late to lodge our complaint about the enchanter’s workmanship.”

Once Butler reached the stairs leading down into the enchanter’s private residence, it once more dropped onto its arms and legs. It descended the stairs the same way it had ascended the earlier flight. Trent wondered if it lacked the ability to balance on stairs.

They entered another room similar to that in the workshop—a lobby of sorts, with benches for people to wait for their appointment with the enchanter—and once again, the lockless, knobless door whisked away into the floor as Butler approached it.

Trent abruptly had a rather dark thought. Assuming he could figure out which part of the automaton triggered the doors in this monastery to open, he could simply rip one apart and use whatever portion of its anatomy opened the door as a key. If it came to that, however, he wouldn’t dismember Butler. Ruby seemed especially attached to this automaton.

While Butler continued on without looking back at them, Ruby waited near the door until he and Bethany passed through. Ruby then hurried ahead, leading them into a large dining chamber that wouldn’t be out of place in a mansion in Whitebridge.

A rectangular dining table long enough to seat six on each side was covered in multiple layers of dust. Despite that, it otherwise looked immaculate. Chairs built of dark and sturdy wood were tucked beneath it, and while whatever cushions had once sat on these chairs had rotted away, the chairs themselves looked intact. Three doors led out.

Butler chose the door opposite that which they had entered. Ruby, Trent, and Bethany followed the automaton through another narrow hall into a room that resembled a servant’s quarters. More fine wooden furniture sat in this room, including a dresser, a wardrobe, and two bunk beds piled with the tattered remains of what had once been mattresses. Butler walked past them all, then stopped facing the featureless stone wall at the room’s end.

Then, to the surprise of everyone, a slab of wall the size of the door through which they’d entered the enchanter’s private residence whisked down into the floor at Butler’s proximity. Ruby stared back at Trent in surprise and alarm.

“Master, I did not know this door was here! I have not secured the area ahead!”

Butler dropped once more onto all fours and began clanking his way down and out of sight. That suggested a set of stairs waited beyond the door. Once again, the size of the space beneath this building failed to match the size it appeared on the surface.

Trent motioned for Ruby to precede them. “We’ve come far enough I don’t plan to turn back now. Lead the way. We’ll be right behind you.”

“But Master, what if we can’t find our way back out?”

“I can’t plan for events we don’t know will happen, but this doesn’t feel like a trap. If the enchanter truly wanted to harm us, having the dozens of automatons attack us in the workshop would be more efficient. I want to see where this stairway goes.”

Ruby didn’t look happy, but her unease abruptly changed to visible determination. “I will not let you come to harm. Neither you nor my sister wife!”

“I know. Now, let’s not delay our appointment any longer.”

Ruby resolutely followed Butler down the stairs. Trent took Bethany’s hand and led her after Ruby. Walking close together, they descended a narrow spiral stairway that continued to feel as it could never fit in the building they’d entered. They descended for some time.

Finally, from ahead, Ruby called up. “Master, I see a door! We’re at the bottom!”

Bethany released Trent’s hand. “Finally. I’ve had more than enough stairs.”

As Trent reached the bottom of the spiral stairs and found an open archway ahead, he stalked out of it with one hand resting on the hilt of his long knife. They stood now in a circular underground room about the size of a guest room in a tavern. The walls were plain brown stone like the building above, unadorned with any livery or decoration.

In the center of the room sat what Trent could only describe as a stone and metal throne, and on that throne sat yet another automaton. This one, however, looked to be constructed of pure gold. It was also, unlike Butler, fully clothed in fine silks.

How had its clothing not rotted away after all these centuries? Magic clothing, no doubt. It certainly looked comfortable.

Ruby stood alertly beside the archway. Bethany stepped out of the stairwell and fixed her predator’s gaze on the golden automaton sitting on its stone and metal throne. Butler approached the golden automaton, then took a knee. It went still.

Trent risked a glance at Ruby. “You’ve never seen this room before, have you?”

“No, Master.”

“And this golden automaton? Is it one you remember from your time here?”

“No, Master. I have never seen this automaton before!”

“Beth? Stay close. Ruby? Stay by the archway. If that arch tries to close, you stop it however you can.” He would hope her impressive strength was up to the task.

Ruby watched him with obvious worry in her blue eyes. “But Master, how will I protect you if I am by the door?”

“Nothing I’ve seen of these automatons suggests they can move particularly fast. This golden one is likely no different. If it moves in a way I don’t like, I’ll rapidly retreat.”

Trent cautiously approached the golden automaton on its stone and metal throne. He was within ten paces when it twitched like a man coming awake from a dark dream. Its faceless head rose and, unlike the mechanical movements of Butler, fixed on Trent as if it could see him.

When this golden automaton spoke, its voice was far from monotone. While its voice was still unusual, like a man speaking to Trent down a long metal pipe, it was far more lifelike than Butler’s voice. Lifelike enough that the sound of it gave Trent an unexpected chill.

“Who are you? How have you penetrated my sanctuary?”

Trent glanced back at Ruby, who looked alarmed, then back at the automaton. While it was tempting to maintain the ruse he’d used on Butler, his instincts told him that was the wrong approach... especially given Aron Randolf’s father had ordered the death of this automaton’s master. If the enchanter had left directives, one might be to kill any Randolf.

“I’m the master of a mageblade created by the enchanter, who I understand once resided in this monastery. Now, who am I speaking with?”

The automaton stiffened on its throne. “Which mageblade do you possess?”

Trent was growing more and more certain he was speaking to a person, not a magical construct. Mages were capable of feats he could not hope to understand. That meant whoever he was speaking with was likely a mage as well.

“Her name is Ruby.”

“And her form? Her weapon form?”

“A rapier with a ruby in the hilt.”

“You are Lord Aron Randolf, then?”

Trent heard no animosity in the question. Even so, he decided caution was best. “My name is Trent Marston, and now, I’ve answered enough of your questions that I would like you to answer one of mine.”

“Why would I do that?”

“So we can begin our negotiations. Who are you? Are you a descendant of the enchanter who once lived here? How are you speaking through this automaton?”

The golden automaton leaned back on its throne and crossed its metal arms across its fine silk clothing. “While you now possess Ruby, you are not a mage.”

“I never claimed to be.”

“Yet you possess my mageblade. So, you’ve claimed her?”

Ruby spoke up from the archway. “He has! And whoever you are, I would not recommend you test him. My master is both clever and strong!”

The golden automaton focused on the sound of Ruby’s voice. While it lacked any sort of face, Trent would swear its posture suggested surprise. The tone of its oddly human voice reinforced this assumption, as did the next words it spoke.

“Ruby? Is that you?”

Now, it was Ruby who stared at the golden automaton in shock. “Enchanter?”

“Yes, Ruby.” The golden automaton relaxed. “Come closer. The orbs in this construct have degraded considerably since I last possessed it. Let me see how you have grown.”

Ruby’s lips compressed as she glanced at Trent. “Master?”

It was reassuring to know that Ruby was still following his commands, especially if whatever intelligence was animating this automaton was, indeed, a now three-hundred-year-old enchanter. That suggested that Trent’s “claim” to Ruby would prevent her from acting against him if this enchanter ordered her to do so.

Trent beckoned Ruby closer. “It’s all right. Come stand beside us.”

As she walked to stand on Trent’s other side from Bethany, Ruby stared resolutely at the golden automaton. “It is me, Enchanter.”

“It is. Remarkable. You’ve barely aged a day. How long has it been?”

Trent put a finger to his lips to suggest Ruby let him handle things from here, then turned back to the golden automaton. “You obviously have a number of questions. So do I. I propose we trade information. But to do that, I must first know your name.”

The golden automaton focused its faceless attention on Trent once more. “Names hold great power. Were you a mage, you would not so easily have provided yours.”

“Yet, as I’ve told you, I’m no mage. So, how should I refer to you?”

“You may refer to me as sir, or Enchanter.”

“Very well, Enchanter. Now, your butler came to life in your workshop, and he told Ruby he’d received a new directive to bring us here. Did you give him that directive?”

“Before I answer that question, I would ask one more of you. What year is it?”

Trent frowned as he considered all the reasons the Enchanter would ask. “According to the queen’s calendar, we’re a few weeks before the winter solstice. In 834.”

The golden automaton sagged on its throne. “Has it truly been so long?”

“And how long is that?”

“If you speak the truth, it has been over three hundred years.”


Chapter Five




Trent crossed his arms as his suspicions about the identity of this golden automaton were confirmed. This was the very same enchanter who had made Ruby into a mageblade. What would stop him from merging his own consciousness with an automaton?

Trent knew from histories that mages across the realm had long sought the key to immortality. Perhaps this enchanter had found it, though life as a faceless golden automaton was not a life Trent would choose. He lacked the desire for eternal life many mages shared.

What mattered was that he now stood before the master of this monastery. Automaton or no, it was likely this mage still possessed some control over his magical estate. This was not the time to express his displeasure with the man. He needed allies to help him help Princess Victoria, not new and even more powerful enemies.

Trent eyed the Enchanter. “I take it you never intended to sleep this long?”

“I did not. Tell me, Trent Marston. What king now rules the kingdom of Dalry?”

So, the Enchanter had no knowledge of what was going on in the outside world. Given he, too, had slept for three hundred years, that was not surprising. Trent saw no reason not to be honest. If he wanted to make this man an ally, honesty would help.

“Dalry does have a king at the moment, but he’s merely a pretender who stole his throne. Also, Dalry has been a matriarchy for... well, for at least a hundred years. Her last ruler, Queen Agnes, passed away a few years ago, leaving behind her husband and her daughter.”

“And did this pretender king send you to settle his debt?”

“I don’t work for him, and I have no quarrel with you.” Trent kept his disgust with the Enchanter’s decision to turn Ruby and her sisters into mageblades to himself. “But, before we discuss these matters further, I would like to know how you’re still alive.”

“Magic beyond your understanding. Now, if you have not come to kill me, how have you found me after all this time? Did Ruby lead you here? Did she receive my recall directive?”

Trent glanced at Ruby. “Did you receive any directive from this man?”

“No, Master! I would have told you if I did.”

The golden automaton focused once more on Trent. “If Ruby did not lead you here, then how did you know where to find my monastery?”

“We had no idea what this place was until Ruby told us. We were traveling through the Breckenrock to avoid some complications with the corrupt king I just told you about. We stumbled upon this place while trying to escape a storm.”

The golden automaton crossed its arms. “Now I understand.”

“Could you aid me in understanding, then? I find our arrival here awfully convenient.”

“You should. You see, Trent Marston, you did not simply stumble upon my estate while wandering through the Breckenrock. It sought you out.”

“It... Enchanter, are you suggesting your monastery can move?”

“It would be more accurate to say it can teleport, and only within the bounds I was able to devise in my time. Before I slept, I left my estate a directive to seek out any mageblades who answered my recall directive. When it detected Ruby, it must have traveled to you.”

Trent could scarcely believe the Enchanter’s words. Yet if the Enchanter could create an estate that was larger inside than out, and rooms inside that estate that were larger than the buildings above, why could he not just as easily move his estate around the Breckenrock?

Trent accepted the fact that the monastery could move freely about the realm and moved on to what was truly important. “Why did you issue this recall directive?”

“Before I answer that, I need to know that I can trust you.”

“And I you, I imagine. So, how would you suggest we earn each other’s trust?”

Trent was growing increasingly confident he could bargain with this... man... but he didn’t want to suggest they bargain first. It would be better if they let the Enchanter request an alliance. That way, he would have the advantage in whatever negotiations they began.

The golden automaton—which Trent now accepted as the Enchanter—took a moment to consider his question. Then, he turned to Ruby once more.

“Do you believe your new master to be trustworthy?”

“Yes, Enchanter! Trent is a good man who helps people. If you ask him to help you and offer him help in return, both of you could benefit from such an alliance!”

“And me, Ruby? Would you advise your new master to trust me?”

“You always dealt fairly with me. So... yes, Enchanter.” Ruby focused on Trent. “Though I was not involved in the deals he made, I never knew the Enchanter to break a deal with others. I believe he would honor a deal with you. You can trust him to honor an alliance.”

Trent nodded thoughtfully. “So, Ruby vouches for us both. That’s a good start.”

He once again considered his displeasure with what the Enchanter had done to Ruby, and he once again set it aside. By the standards of his people, the Enchanter’s decision to turn Ruby into a mageblade would not have seemed immoral. It was a different time.

Of course that decision had been cruel, and wrong. Yet Trent was also a practical man. If he could gain the Enchanter as an ally—if he could gain the aid of a man powerful enough to create a mageblade and a monastery that could travel across the Breckenrock—he would gain a powerful mage to help him stand against King Tallun. Moreover, Queen Victoria would gain a new ally as well, one who would be eager to do business with the rightful queen of Dalry.

Finally, there was another consideration. The Enchanter had the magical knowledge and power to turn Ruby into a mageblade. That meant he might also have the power to change her back into a mortal woman one day... if Trent could somehow gain his trust.

If he allied with the Enchanter, he could one day ask the Enchanter to undo whatever he’d done to Ruby. That would allow Ruby to have her dream—to grow old with Trent and their tribe, and even, one day, give him a child—and most importantly, it would free her from her existence as a magical sword. Trent would accept an uneasy alliance to do that for her.

He focused on the Enchanter. “As Ruby says, an alliance would benefit us both.”

“Perhaps. I know what I can offer you. What can you offer me?”

“Guidance and information about today’s realm. The nation-states you knew and society itself have changed drastically in the three-hundred years you’ve been asleep. More importantly, I serve the true ruler of Dalry. Princess Victoria.” Trent left her last name unsaid. “If you help me help her retake her throne, you’ll once again have the ear of the monarchy.”

“If all I need is the ear of the monarchy, why not ally with this new king?”

“Because you could not trust him to deal honestly with you.”

“So you say.”

“So I know. King Tallun, after swearing an oath to protect Dalry and its people, allied with a necromancer and a soulless army to try and assassinate his own daughter. Now that I know what he’s capable of, I wouldn’t be surprised if he also caused Queen Agnes’ early death.”

Ruby gasped from behind him. “Master, you never told me that!”

“I’ve since had time to think, and I also learned a great deal about poisons at the Vespers. There are poisons that, if introduced in small enough quantities over time, can cause a weak heart and eventually death. If King Tallun was willing to murder his own daughter, I see no reason he wouldn’t also poison Queen Agnes in his quest for power.”

The Enchanter observed Trent for a moment. “I have only your word on this.”

“And Ruby’s. Am I telling the truth about King Tallun’s treachery, Ruby?”

“You are. He is. Enchanter, you must listen to him!”

Trent honed his pitch. “I also know why you are now hiding in the body of a golden automaton, and why you stopped doing business with the crown and others.”

The Enchanter’s faceless golden head focused on him. “Who said I was hiding?”

“History. What few official accounts exist from your time suggest that the Randolf family paid you to create a mageblade for them. They claim you failed to do so... that you took their coin and gave them a fake... and named you an enemy of the crown.”

“And what else do these histories say about me?”

“They say you are a charlatan, Enchanter, and a traitor to the crown.”

“Neither of those is true.”

“Oh, I know. Would you like to know what I believe happened?”

The automaton said nothing, but Trent was certain he was listening. He wasn’t sure if the Enchanter’s consciousness was actually inside the golden automaton, or simply passing through it, but he was now certain he was speaking with a person. Or... an intelligence.

Trent continued the story he’d heard from Princess Victoria, through Ruby, the day she told him how she’d come to be hidden away for three-hundred years. The reason one of Princess Victoria’s ancestors, Mikel Randolf, had hidden her in the Randolf Ancestral Vault.

“I believe that after you delivered Ruby to Lord Mikel, he realized too late his son couldn’t summon her. Rather than admit his son lacked magical potential, which would remove Aron from proximity to the monarchy, Lord Mikel instead accused you of delivering a fake.”

“Why would one among the nobility risk such a lie?”

“To preserve his power. To cover his own weakness, he falsely named you a charlatan. He didn’t just threaten your business and your life. He also ruined your reputation.”

“Everyone who knew me is long dead. What need have I of a sterling reputation?”

“You need one because your tale is not over. You outwitted Lord Mikel’s ploy to defeat you. The man who betrayed you, his son, and generations since are dust in the wind. You, however, remain... and if you serve a ruler you can trust, like Princess Victoria, you cannot just return to forging enchantments for the crown. You can forge a new name for yourself.”

The golden automaton sat back on its throne. “So, this is all you offer?”

“It seems more than generous. Not just a guide to the world you’ve returned to after three hundred years away, but an introduction to the crown princess of Dalry and, once we restore her to the throne, a chance to once again ply your trade with the nobles of Whitebridge. A trade that, I imagine, has made you very rich.”

“Are enchanters common in this time?”

“Given I have never encountered an enchanter before today, I would say no. Services such as yours are unheard of. I doubt there’s any mage alive today that possesses your knowledge or skills. That would put you in a unique and highly profitable position.”

That was laying it on a bit thick, but Trent felt like it was safe to use flattery on this man. He’d never known any mages personally, but he had known powerful people. There were few things powerful people enjoyed more than being reminded of how powerful they were.

Still relaxing in his chair, the Enchanter steepled his fingers and rested his elbows on his knees. “Let us say all of this is true. What would you ask of me in return?”

“The use of this monastery to protect Queen Victoria and her allies as we organize the effort necessary to unseat King Tallun and retake her crown. Your magical aid in providing spells or weapons that can allow us to face the king on equal terms. And your expertise.”

With the quiet whirring of gears, the golden automaton stood and, in a surprisingly human gesture, brushed its tunic off. “I find the idea of this alliance appealing. Let us discuss how we can help each other in person, over a meal and some fine wine.”

Trent wondered then if automatons could eat. “In person, Enchanter?”

“This golden body is but a temporary vessel. My mortal body rests deep beneath this monastery, awaiting my return. If it is finally time to return to the world I left, I would wish to do so in my own body. This golden cage is a poor substitute.”

As the Enchanter strode past Butler, the second automaton rose and followed obediently. Trent glanced at Bethany, who continued to look to him for guidance, and motioned covertly with his head that they should follow. He glanced at Ruby and did the same.

Ruby smiled brightly as she hurried after the Enchanter and Butler. As odd as it might seem to Trent, to Ruby, it must feel as if she’d just been reunited with two of her best friends... or at least family. As they ascended the spiral staircase in single file, Bethany took his hand.

She didn’t have to say anything to assure him she was in agreement as to his actions so far. It was reassuring to know she agreed that forming an alliance with the Enchanter was the right call. He had great power, and making a foe of this man would only complicate their ultimate goal of deposing King Tallun and restoring Princess Victoria to her throne.

It wouldn’t be the first time an alliance of convenience bore fruit.

Trent emerged into the dining room attached to the hidden door that had led them to the underground room where the golden automaton waited. The Enchanter (with Butler following) then led them, not out, but to what looked like a master bedroom.

The space was the size of the common room in Kallowhorn’s tavern. The four-post bed was enormous, easily big enough to fit eight people. The sheets and mattress had both rotted away in the past three hundred years, but the fine oak frame was intact.

The Enchanter strode for the bed. As he did so, a dull thump sounded. Then, as Trent watched in fascination, a huge chunk of floor beneath the bed rose from the level of the rest of the room. It paused, then slid sideways like a ball of soap along a wet washboard.

That revealed another set of stairs leading downward, though these stairs were cut at hard right angles rather than the spiral from earlier. As the Enchanter started down, he pointed at Butler. The lesser automaton took up position beside the new stairway leading into the floor.

The Enchanter turned to them. “If you wish, you may descend with me. I would only ask you wait outside my chamber while I transfer my consciousness into my mortal body.”

Trent smiled pleasantly. “I’d certainly like to see that.”

Ruby followed the Enchanter as Trent and Bethany followed her. Together, they descended several flights of stairs until they came to yet another closed door that lacked both a handle and a lock. This one, however, looked to be iron and steel.

As the Enchanter approached the door, but before it opened, the golden automaton raised a palm to halt them and glanced back. “My mortal body resides inside this chamber, in stasis. The room is flooded with a virulent airborne poison that will kill anyone who enters.”

Trent abruptly took a step back from the door. “Other than you, I expect?”

“This body does not breathe, nor does the body suspended in this room. Again, I would ask that you wait here until I have transferred my consciousness. Once I am again in my true flesh, we will take a meal together. We will discuss your plans to return me to prominence.”

Trent crossed his arms. “We’ll just wait here, then.”

The Enchanter rested his golden palm on the door. As it hissed open, Trent resisted the urge to make a run up the stairs. He knew how painful death by poison could be because he’d learned many ways to accomplish it at the Vespers.

He was relieved to see a shimmering magical field behind the open steel door. The airborne poison was contained inside. The Enchanter entered the room, and then the reinforced door shut rapidly behind him. Only then did Trent dare breathe again.

With a moment to speak to his wives without the Enchanter overhearing (he hoped) Trent looked at Ruby first. “Is this the man you remember? Are you certain?”

“He is, Master. He was not always the kindest or warmest person to be around, not like you, but he is the man who raised me. I thought, other than you, I would never again see anyone I knew from before.” Ruby sniffled, then wiped a tear from her eye. “I feel conflicted.”

Trent frowned. “Why?”

“Because of my loyalty to you, Master. I would never betray or abandon you, but I once swore the same to the Enchanter. What if he asks me to stay here and protect him?”

“Then you and I will politely tell him no.”

She stared at him hopefully. “You would fight to keep me?”

“I would fight all of Dalry to keep you at my side. A chief does not abandon his tribe, nor does a man abandon his wife. You belong to Beth and I, just as we belong to you. We’ll never let anyone take you from us.”

Ruby sighed happily and wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you, Master.”

Bethany joined their hug, then kissed Trent’s shoulder. “Well said, husband.”

As he held them both close, he focused on Bethany. “How do you feel about allying with this... man?”

“I follow my chief.”

“I appreciate that, but I’m asking your opinion as a woman whose instincts I will always trust. Do you feel that allying with the Enchanter is the correct course of action?”

Bethany pursed her lips. “He has powerful magic unlike any we have seen in the realm for centuries, and more importantly, he made Ruby. So, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Perhaps, one day, we could convince the Enchanter to undo what he did to her.”

Ruby gasped as she looked up at him. “Why?”

“I won’t abandon you, but I also don’t want you to one day be abandoned. You are immortal, while I’m not. So, if I could, I would much prefer to have you return to being a woman once this business with King Tallun is through. Then, we could grow old together.”

Ruby kissed him passionately. Trent greatly enjoyed her affections. Soon, she eased away with a warm smile on her face. “I would die for you, Master.”

“Or we could live a long life together before that. That would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

“It would.” Ruby stared resolutely into his eyes. “I would give you so many babies.”

Bethany laughed warmly and rubbed Ruby’s arm. “We are definitely keeping you.”

The three of them embraced as they waited for the Enchanter to complete whatever magical ritual would return him to his original body. Trent wondered how the man had managed to keep his body alive for three hundred years. He had mentioned his body being “suspended” so perhaps this was like... like freezing meat in a cellar for a long winter.

Even so, to Trent, it felt as if whatever ritual the Enchanter needed to complete was taking too long. That was likely just his impatience manifesting. Now that he knew everyone was on the same page—they would ally with the Enchanter and link him to Princess Victoria’s cause—he was eager to find out more about the capabilities of this man’s traveling monastery.

A magically-protected fortress that was big enough to contain and feed a small army that could also move freely across the Breckenrock would be nigh impossible to assault or besiege. If the Enchanter allowed them to bring Princess Victoria here, and if Trent agreed he could trust the Enchanter to keep his word, there might be no safer place in the realm for the crown princess than this monastery. Provided he could get her here.

Finally, the armored steel door opened once more. The shimmering field remained, but it was not a man who stepped out. It was the golden automaton the Enchanter now animated.

As that body once more emerged, Trent recognized the way its shoulders sagged and its head dropped. He knew then something was wrong. Ruby spoke first.

“Enchanter, are you all right?”

The Enchanter’s faceless golden head rose to look at her. “The enchantments I placed upon the vessel suspending my body did not last as long as I expected.”

Trent grimaced. “And... your mortal body?”

“Bones and dust, I’m afraid.” The Enchanter didn’t sigh, but the rattle his golden head emitted sounded similar. “No matter. While I cannot create new enchantments while in this form, I have several devices already made that can accomplish a basic soul transfer. Finding a new and suitable body should be relatively straightforward.”

The Enchanter stepped out of the chamber, which closed behind him. “Tell me, Trent Marston. Where is the closest slave market to the Breckenrock? Also, what is the stock like there? I would prefer a strong male of twenty-five or less with magical potential, but I will settle for a healthy female free of disease, preferably in her early twenties.”

Trent barely managed his expression. “You can transfer your mind into another body?”

“You cannot?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

“Interesting. Soul exchange is a basic pillar of enchantment. Unfortunately, this automaton body cannot travel beyond the Breckenrock, so I would need you to acquire a healthy body for me. If you wish to form an alliance, this task will prove your usefulness to me.”

Cold dread crept up Trent’s spine. “What do you mean by ‘inhabit?’”

“I will replace the mind inside the body with my own.”

“And... the original owner?”

The Enchanter’s faceless globe focused intently on Trent. “They would cease to be.”


Chapter Six




Trent stared at the Enchanter’s faceless golden head in stony silence. Until now, he had foolishly assumed all he would have to do in order to gain this powerful mage’s aid was to do what he already wished to do: help Princess Victoria reclaim her throne.

Now, however, he understood that what the Enchanter might expect of him went a ways beyond plying his trade. Mages were callous and cruel, and he should have known the Enchanter would be no different. Mortal lives meant very little to this man.

Trent had killed three men in his life. Every time, he’d killed to protect someone he cared about or to prevent future harm to the same. What the Enchanter now requested of him was different. He wished for Trent to abduct someone, bring them to this monastery against their will, and allow the Enchanter to... replace... their mind with his own.

Trent had never believed in the mortal soul. He had never believed that mortal consciousness continued after it ended. But the mind... he believed in the mind. Whether the Enchanter killed someone by ending their life or ending their mind, both led to the same result.

Him delivering someone to their execution.

The Enchanter’s automaton body, as if somehow sensing his discomfort with this idea despite his placid expression, continued explaining unasked. “The process of transferring a mind into a new body is painless. There is no suffering involved. The body falls into a pleasant slumber and then awakens as a new mind. As me. Do you understand?”

Trent wasn’t about to reveal his discomfort with this idea when he still didn’t know how he was going to react to it... or if he would be willing to do as the Enchanter asked. “I do.”

“Now, in the interest of continuing to build trust between us, may I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“You say you serve this Princess Victoria as her champion and protector. She is your temporarily displaced queen-to-be. Have you ever killed anyone on her orders?”

“I have killed, both to protect those close to me and to end threats that might arise in the future.”

“And do you regret the murders you have committed?”

“I only regret that they were necessary.”

“Then I see no reason we cannot understand each other. I, too, have never ended a life unless it was necessary to do so. Those who have never faced the threat of harm to themselves, their servants, or their property have the luxury to judge us for killing others. But you and I, I hope, understand that morality is not so simple as they make it out to be.”

Trent couldn’t argue with the Enchanter’s logic. This was how he’d justified his decision to become a kestrel. A queen’s kestrel acted as a scout for his army and a shield for his queen, but also, if the situation demanded it, as her assassin. A dagger in the back of her enemies.

He had known that his queen might one day ask him to not simply kill in defense of himself, her, or Dalry, but to assassinate a person who could become an enemy. To murder not just in the heat of battle, but in the cold of night. That, he knew, was a different sort of killing.

The morality of committing murder on the orders of his sovereign had been something he’d grappled with after he accepted, at the Vespers, that he might one day serve as the queen’s assassin. While many at the Vespers accepted their role as a weapon for the one they served, escaping any guilt by granting themselves no more autonomy than a steel blade, Trent had never been able to so easily absolve himself. He had, instead, chosen another route.

He wanted to serve the queen of Dalry because he wanted to protect not just her, but his people. As Bethany had told him when she comforted him by the stream on the night of the Solstice Festival, Dalry would always need good, forceful men who could do hard things. As a kestrel, Trent could only hope that any dark acts he committed served a greater good.

After agonizing over his responsibility for weeks, Trent had accepted his role not just as a protector, but as an assassin as well. He had made his peace with the fact that his queen might one day ask him to murder someone who’d done him no harm. He would end lives on his queen’s orders and pray she asked him to do so because it would keep Dalry safe.

And he would trust himself and those he loved not to judge him too harshly.

So, what was so unusual about the Enchanter’s request? He was asking Trent to perform one assassination, and in doing so, he could secure the loyalty of a mage who might be more powerful than any still alive. The Enchanter was the ally they might need to defeat the Blessed Knights, the queen’s army, and everyone else King Tallun had co-opted as he stole the throne.

Ultimately, the question Trent had to ask himself now was not if he was capable of abducting someone and allowing the Enchanter to seize their mind... he was... but if Queen Victoria would, when faced with the Enchanter’s demand, order him to do so. Before he could hope to guess Victoria’s decision, he needed to know everything this mage could offer.

Trent crossed his arms and held the golden automaton’s gaze. “I can find you a body. But before I agree to do that, I would like to know everything our alliance would entail. Every benefit you can offer my queen. If you cannot help her, I cannot help you.”

“A fair request. So, shall I give you a tour of my estate?”

Trent forced a smile he hoped looked genuine. “That would be a wonderful start.”

The Enchanter walked past them and up the stairs. Trent glanced at Bethany to find her watching him with a calmer gaze than he expected. She’d always been good at hiding her emotions. If this idea bothered her, she wouldn’t let the Enchanter see.

Ruby was another story. She was visibly wringing her hands as she considered what the Enchanter had asked and, it seemed, how she would feel if her “master” agreed to do it. He gently squeezed her shoulder as he passed. Her stance firmed.

As Trent followed the Enchanter, his wives followed him up the stairs. Once they emerged back into the master bedroom, the enchanter once more waved his hand. A low rumble sounded deep in the machinery of the bedroom as the bed once more rose. Butler, the automaton who had brought them here, remained frozen with his “head” bowed.

The Enchanter looked around the room. Trent imagined a man cataloging all the features of his magical estate and deciding the order in which he could present them to impress his guests. He wondered then if the Enchanter had, belatedly, realized his mistake.

This mage had admitted he could not do magic without a human body. He had also revealed he could not leave his magical estate to retrieve one. So, either by design or accident, the Enchanter had revealed he needed Trent. That put him in a poor negotiating position.

To regain the ground he’d lost, the Enchanter would need to prove how much Trent—and his princess—needed him in return. Trent imagined the mind animating that golden automaton was even now plotting a path back to power. He waited.

The faceless golden globe turned to Trent. “Butler brought you to me.”

“He did.”

“Then you have already seen my workshop. Perhaps we should start there.”

Trent motioned respectfully with one hand. “Lead the way.”

In silence, he, Bethany, and Ruby followed the Enchanter back down the same path Butler had led them to when he led them to the Enchanter’s secret room. Trent noticed Butler didn’t join them, despite the fact that the Enchanter should be eager to have him along.

Something about that didn’t sit right, just like the fact that the automatons had all been waiting in the workshop together. He tucked that detail away for later. It tugged at him.

As they emerged once more on the surface, the Enchanter paused. As he scanned his grand estate, he seemed surprised by what he beheld. Like he’d expected... more.

The hesitation was brief. The Enchanter once more casually strolled off, leading them back to the workshop. Trent filed this detail away as well. The monastery was now obviously in poor repair, and he could point that out in any serious negotiations.

Once more, they descended a set of steps into a building embedded in the ground, and once more, Trent followed the enchanter into the workshop he’d seen earlier. He was pleased that Ruby walked very close to him and Bethany. She never left their sides. So far as Trent knew, the doors in this place opened only for her, Butler, and the Enchanter.

So, Ruby was going to stay almost on top of them to make sure they never got trapped.

Once they entered the Enchanter’s workshop, the automaton’s posture changed. Again Trent was struck by, despite its odd construction, how lifelike the golden body seemed. Watching the Enchanter thrust out his chest and straighten his shoulders suggested... pride.

The Enchanter gestured grandly at the silent army of automatons. “Before you stands the staff of my estate. My automatons require neither sleep, nor food, nor rest, and can serve your princess and your guests every hour of every day. They are also impervious to most mortal weapons, and each is stronger than the strongest man you know.”

Bethany stepped forward. “Can they fight?”

The Enchanter glanced at her, then at Trent. “This woman speaks on your behalf?”

Trent speared the Enchanter with a firm stare. “Bethany is my wife, as is Ruby. Both of them may speak as they please, and I trust both to advise me.”

He was pleased when Bethany thrust out her chest as well. At his side, Ruby smiled proudly. He wasn’t going to let the Enchanter treat either of them like chattel.

The Enchanter nodded his head. “Of course.” He focused on Bethany. “To answer your question, young lady⁠—”

“Bethany.”

“Bethany, to answer your question, my automatons can, indeed, fight. While they move at a casual pace while doing menial duties, they are much faster than they may appear, especially when called upon to defend me or my estate. Their strength alone is enough to crush an armored man. I can also arm them, and they are impervious to arrows, bolts, and blades.”

“How do you command them?”

“With my voice. I give orders, and they obey.”

“And can they refuse your orders?”

“Nothing I create can refuse my orders.”

Trent felt another chill as he wondered if the Enchanter might have again—intentionally or accidentally—given something away. Was he suggesting he could force Ruby to act against them if he decided to do so? He had, after all, enchanted her.

Bethany’s question was also a reminder that his birth wife was a very clever woman.

As Trent looked the automatons over, the fact that the Enchanter had tucked them all away down here, and then left Butler behind rather than bringing it along for this tour, finally explained itself. “If your automatons obey your orders... if they are the staff of your estate, maintaining and protecting it... why are they all down here?”

“I ordered them to shelter here.”

“Why?”

“I had no need of them while I was in a suspended state.”

Trent doubted that was all there was to it. The Enchanter did not seem, to Trent, to be a foolish man. By “suspending” himself, even in a chamber filled with poison gas, he had left himself vulnerable. Had he been able to, he would have left protectors for his tomb.

Yet after they arrived, Ruby had searched this entire monastery and all its buildings to find nothing waiting for them. Not a single automaton had challenged her. The Enchanter would not have left his grounds undefended by choice.

Trent crossed his arms. “I’d like a demonstration of how your staff work.”

“What would you have them do?”

“Resume their posts. Now that you’re once more awake, is there any reason you do not wish to order them to once more guard and maintain your estate?”

“My estate is not in the state I left it.”

“Why would that matter?”

“Automatons are simple constructs, capable only of following orders as they are given. The orders under which these automatons currently labor may not be suitable after three hundred years. I will need time to evaluate the state of my estate and decide how best to set them to their purposes. That is not a quick task.”

“Or you simply aren’t capable of animating all of your automatons right now.”

As the Enchanter straightened, Ruby stepped up by Trent’s side. He didn’t miss how she stepped halfway in front of him as if preparing to protect him. He also sensed Bethany tense at his other side, though she was so casual about it he doubted the Enchanter would see.

Trent and the Enchanter’s golden form regarded each other. Trent refused to break the silence. Finally, the Enchanter inclined his head.

“Your instincts are correct. As I have revealed, I never intended to lie in suspension for three hundred years. Even my enchantments require power, and I fear my automatons have exhausted theirs while I was away. They have orders to come here when they must sleep.”

“Can you wake them up?”

“With the proper resources... yes.”

“Resources that, I imagine, cannot be found inside your monastery. And if these automatons can run out of fuel, that leads me to wonder how much fuel remains in your current body... and what will happen to your mind when that power fades.”

The Enchanter lowered both golden arms. “You claim not to be my enemy.”

“I’m not.”

“Yet you seek to force me to aid you in exchange for my life?”

“I’m not your enemy, nor do I wish to be. But I also don’t like being lied to during a negotiation. I understand that your monastery may not be in the state it was three hundred years ago. You do not need to hide that fact from me out of fear I’ll judge you for it.”

“You seem quite confident of the position in which I stand. You believe me to be dependent upon you for survival. I assure you, that is not the case.”

“Be that as it may, the fact remains that you can’t acquire a body without me. I can accept that you and I, should we form an alliance, must work together to restore your estate to the state it was three hundred years ago. I’m willing to do the work if you are.”

“And you believe your princess would consent?”

“We can all benefit from restoring this place to its former glory. However, I can’t trust a man who hides his weaknesses from me. I must be able to trust that you will not lie to me about your capabilities if I’m to recommend this alliance to my princess.”

“You do not have the authority to seal our alliance without her blessing?”

“All I can do is make my case to her, and I cannot recommend an alliance if I don’t trust the man I’m recommending she ally herself with. So, from this point forward, Enchanter, no more omissions. I expect an honest presentation of your current resources, good or bad.”

“And if I refuse?”

“I don’t believe we’ll have much else to discuss.”

Again they stared each other down—it was odd to have a staring contest with a body that had no face or eyes—and again, the Enchanter inclined his head. “Agreed.”

Trent nodded politely, as if they’d only had a minor disagreement about a minor matter. He wasn’t going to rub this in. “Now, you were showing us your workshop?”

The Enchanter pivoted and strode past his army of lifeless automatons. “I have already shown you the army I can provide to defend your princess and her retainers should my monastery ever come under attack. You have also seen the walls that protect us.”

“Ruby could open a door in your walls. Can anyone else?”

“Any one of my mageblades can gain access, but only because I have issued a recall directive. Mages in my time could open that portal, but you have told me no mages of my caliber remain.”

“Not here in Dalry. Elsewhere, I cannot say.”

“Then, while we will accept that there may still be mages strong enough to defeat the wards that guard my estate, we can also accept that they are rare. And even such a mage would still face my army of automatons and my other magical defenses.”

“None of which I imagine are active after all this time.”

The Enchanter paused. “I shall need to do a full accounting of the state of my monastery, and all of its magical defenses, before I can answer that.”

“Which you’ll provide for me to review, as well as providing a summary of how we can restore this monastery to its former capabilities.”

“I will.”

“Thank you. Now, what’s all this? All these... objects?”

“Many things.” The Enchanter walked to a bench and picked up a device that looked like a long copper tube with a horn on the end of it. “This, for example, is a speaking device.”

“It speaks?”

“It transfers speech from where it is spoken to its paired device, even across leagues, yet is small enough to be carried in a backpack. A simple enchantment, but one I’m sure your scouts may find of great worthwhile out in the field.”

Trent had to admit the device sounded useful. “And it, too, requires fuel?”

“A pittance in comparison to my other marvels.” The Enchanter picked up another device, this time a rod that looked similar to a nightstick. “This is a shock stick. Once charged, it can unleash a burst of lightning that can incapacitate or kill a mortal target.”

That also sounded very useful. Trent knew there were mages capable of calling down lightning, but he had never imagined he might be able to do it himself. “Can anyone use it?”

“Even one without magical potential, yes.”

Trent didn’t miss the way Bethany tensed at his side. He could imagine the thoughts that might be going through her head right now. All the ways she could use that stick to strike a distant enemy instead of needing to get up close. He knew she wanted it.

The Enchanter walked along a table with one golden set of fingers extended, trailing through the air above his many creations. He paused, again, then lifted three conjoined copper rings that appeared fixed to each other in the form of a globe. He raised it for display.

“This device is perhaps the simplest of my enchantments, yet also one of the most useful. Twist the knob, and it casts light from its interior that puts to shame the brightest torch. Yet it emits no smoke, emits no heat, and requires no fuel save a tiny crystal holding its charge.”

Trent nodded sagely. “Your workshop is full of wonders. I’m impressed.” A little more flattery couldn’t help but build rapport.

“I should hope you would be. I have many more enchanted devices that serve a multitude of purposes, but detailing all of them would take most of the afternoon. Given we have seven more buildings to visit, as well as the grounds, would you prefer we move on?”

Trent was tempted to ask the Enchanter to keep presenting them with new magical toys. Every one of these were fascinating. Yet it was enough to know this man could create mundane objects that replicated many of the tricks mages reserved for themselves.

That left Trent even more curious about the wonders hidden in the rest of this place. It also left him all the more convinced that allying with the Enchanter on behalf of Princess Victoria was the best move he could make. After all, there was no reason the body he presented to the Enchanter needed to be a slave or an innocent.

There were plenty of guilty and dangerous men who could serve just as well.


Chapter Seven




Three hours and one extensive tour later, Trent knew everything he needed to know about his new prospective ally and the heavily enchanted monastery he commanded. As the Enchanter had claimed, his monastery could actually move. Magically. By teleporting.

While it could not leave the boundaries of the Breckenrock, it could freely move across leagues in a manner that only made sense to mages. That alone made it impossible to siege. Any army that attempted to surround this monastery would be baffled as it simply... departed.

The Enchanter also had his small army of automatons, copper, and brass constructs that would be as useful for trimming hedges as for breaking enemy lines. Trent wasn’t sure what an enchanted blade like Firebringer would do to an automaton, but he now knew no mortal blades could harm them. They were even resistant to the acid-blood of soulless.

The benefits this monastery offered as a base of operations did not end there. The invisible magical dome overhead was proof against not just rain and lightning, but mundane attacks like flaming rocks or oil tossed by ballistae. It could not be attacked from above.

Next, of course, there was the Enchanter’s workshop full of gadgets, like the strange device that allowed communication across leagues and the smokeless light. Bethany, Trent knew, was still dreaming of what she might do with that electro-rod. She could cast lightning.

After that was the fact that the monastery was large enough to house Princess Victoria, her advisors, a sizeable army, and anyone else who chose to lend her aid. The monastery could also become self-sufficient once they restored its farms and orchards. It could feed itself.

Furthermore, the monastery even had a large reservoir beneath it. It held enough fresh water for months, and the monastery could refill its reservoir simply by traveling to any lake in the Breckenrock. Finally, and most importantly, there were the portals.

Trent had seen a magical portal before, of course, in the bowels of the chapel school in Whitebridge. Princess Victoria had entered a room with the portal and used it to travel across the sea to the Cridor Republic, after which (at his insistence) Trent had closed it behind her. Deep beneath the monastery, the Enchanter had his own portals. More than one.

None were active at the moment because they lacked the magical fuel that powered all of the Enchanter’s creations. Trent now knew the “fuel” to be the ground remains of a rare crystal that was once found in abundance across the Breckenrock. Whether it could still be found was a question he would need to answer if he agreed to this alliance on Victoria’s behalf.

The Enchanter had also been clear about the purpose of his portals. As a powerful mage capable of creating wonders, he had not spent his heyday sailing on common vessels. He had simply... walked... from nation-state to nation-state using his personal portal network.

The Enchanter had a portal to Pasharal. A portal to the Cridor Republic. Even a portal to Hesia, and another to Clarion. The ability to move small groups and even full armies instantly across the realm offered possibilities for military tactics that continued to boggle Trent’s mind.

He’d never trained as a tactician. He had no idea how to organize an army or lead it against another army. But someone who did? Such portals would change the nature of warfare, and do so in Princess Victoria’s favor. The Enchanter had so much to offer them.

All it would cost was the sacrifice of one unwilling mortal mind.

Finally, thanks to the Enchanter himself, Trent now knew the true story of what unfolded three hundred years ago. The army that Dalry’s ruler had sent to bring the Enchanter to “justice” had included not just soldiers, but mages. The Enchanter had known he could not hold out against them all, so had ordered his automatons to shelter in his workshop.

Working together, Dalry’s mages had been able to gain entry to the monastery itself, but the Enchanter had fortified the wards on his personal chambers and buildings. Even the mages sent by Dalry had been unable to open those. Eventually, the soldiers had settled for burning the orchard, fields, and anything else flammable.

So, the accounts of burning the monastery to the ground but not ever locating the Enchanter were true. The soldiers and mages had decided the Enchanter had fled (or reported his flight to avoid failing their mission) and all the while, the Enchanter had slumbered in his secret chamber hidden from his enemies. Decades and then centuries passed.

Before he put his mortal body in suspension and transferred his mind to his golden automaton body for storage, the Enchanter had planted one last directive in the center of his monastery. The monastery was, itself, a massive automaton capable of following simple orders. It was to wait fifty years for the mortal threats plaguing the Enchanter to die off naturally, then seek out those loyal to him by teleporting to them. It was also to wake him when it was safe.

This, the Enchanter had admitted, was where he had erred. His monastery had no way to judge if he was “safe” other than if someone other than himself, a person whom the Enchanter could trust, was present. Thus, just like Ruby, the monastery had hidden itself for three hundred years. It had conserved its power until Ruby entered the Breckenrock, after which it teleported to her.

Had Trent not seen Ruby transform herself into a sword and out of it multiple times, and had he not seen Princess Victoria step across a sea, and had he not nearly died in a dark forest filled with trees that could animate the dead, he would have doubted the Enchanter’s story. Now, it was just one more odd aspect of magic he would never understand.

They ended their tour in the room with the four empty bunk beds. As the golden automaton turned to observe them, Trent knew the Enchanter expected an answer. He also knew that, even as much as he wanted this alliance, it would be a mistake to agree too quickly.

“Thank you for the lovely tour. I’d like time to consider your offer.”

“What about what I offer is unclear?”

“You’ve made your case, and I’m intrigued, but I’m certain you also understand that agreeing to an alliance before you’ve had time to fully consider the ramifications is foolhardy. My wives and I have just completed a very long journey. We need food and rest, and I need time to consider all you’ve offered with a clear head.”

“How much time do you need to consider the terms of our alliance?”

“Just the night. I’ll have your answer by first light.”

“Then we will speak again at first light. Now, if you will excuse me, I will once again retire to the chamber in which you found me. I, too, need rest.”

“Then I’ll bid you goodnight, Enchanter.”

The Enchanter strode past him to the hidden door in the wall. It opened, and then the Enchanter walked out of sight around the spiral staircase. The moment the door closed, Bethany threw her arms around him. He blinked as she pinned him against the wall.

“Beth! What... now?” He managed to get words out between her kisses.

She momentarily relented. “Yes. Now. We’re safe until first light. I want you, and I’ve waited for this more than long enough.” Still pressing him against the wall with her soft and now very willing body, Bethany glanced at his blade wife. “Ruby?”

Ruby snapped to attention. “Yes, Mistress?”

“I’m going to pleasure my husband until he can’t think straight. While I do that, I want you to stand guard in front of that secret door and make sure the Enchanter doesn’t return and bother us. Can you do that?”

“I promise, Mistress! Nothing will threaten you while you enjoy sex!”

“Thank you.” Now that Bethany was certain they would be undisturbed, she wasted no time. She spun about so he could help her unsnap her armor, then pull it off her. Before she could turn back Trent cupped her breasts in both hands, from behind her, and squeezed.

As he groped her, Bethany eagerly ground her ass against his pants. “Gods, finally.”

Trent grabbed the hem of her tunic, then pulled. She raised her arms so he could peel it off her. Once she was topless, she tossed it in the direction of the wooden remains of the guest room’s bunk bed frames. Trent buried his face in her breasts, then found her lips again.

They pulled his shirt off together. He loved kissing her, especially when she was this hungry for his touch. Her hard nipples were like fingertips against his bare chest. As one hand cupped his ass and the other wrapped around his erection, he clenched her arms.

Despite her pressure, he easily pushed off the wall. She gasped as he spun her around, then pinned her to it. She wriggled experimentally before surrendering with a soft laugh. Behind him, he heard Ruby gasp longingly as she watched them from her post.

Bethany smiled knowingly. “Are you vexed about my teasing by the stables?”

“Yes. So very vexed.” He stroked her hair and stared into her eyes. “How should I deal with such a vexing wife?”

“Teach me any lesson you like. I only wish you could finish inside me, but the timing isn’t right. But, if you’re going to punish me, could you pull my braid as well?”

He took a firm grip. “You know, you brought this on yourself.”

Her eyelids fluttered as his grip tightened on her braid. “Gods, do I.”

He pulled hard enough to force her head back, then hungrily kissed her bare neck and chest before pressing a hand between her legs. He toyed with her through her pants just long enough to make her moan, then shoved her against the wall once more.

She gazed at him, visibly dizzy and blushing bright. “Anything.”

“Down. Right now. I want your throat.”

Staring dreamily at him, she slowly sank to her knees. “Yes, Master.”

She slowly pulled down his pants, then worked his erection with her warm hands. As she teasingly wrapped her lips around him, he glanced back to check on Ruby. Her fingers now worked between her legs as well, though she remained dressed and watching the secret door.

Ruby looked so plaintively hot as she alternated between touching herself and casting desperate glances over her shoulder. Her ass looked amazing in those pants. As Bethany’s tongue swirled lovingly around his tip, Trent groaned and slid his fingers through the back of her brown hair. He slowly pushed him deep, and she complied with a muffled moan.

Bethany was utterly devoted to her task, which made keeping his feet impossible. Trent dropped to sit against the wall, then groaned again as Bethany expertly adjusted to drop between his legs. As she rested on her elbows and alternated between teasing his tip and full-throated devotion, Trent saw Ruby watching them while biting her lower lip.

Unable to resist teasing her, he snapped his fingers. “Watch the door.”

Her desperate blue eyes turned away. “Yes, Master!”

Bethany lovingly worked on him until he thumped his head back in pleasure, then eased up to let him recover... but only so she could tease him a bit more. Still gently stroking his cock, she glanced back at Ruby in amusement, then eyed him knowingly.

“You’re going to make her watch the entire time?”

He gripped her head again. “Did I say you could talk?”

“I... oh!” As he pushed her down again, Bethany almost choked but managed to keep up the pace. He could see how much she loved it when he was forceful with her. She knew what he enjoyed, and she knew exactly how to drive him to distraction.

Still, the Enchanter hadn’t returned. They really were safe here, and Trent’s day had been long enough he was willing to take at least one risk. What was life without risk? Still gripping Bethany’s hair, Trent beckoned with his other hand.

“Ruby? Get over here right now.”

She hurried over with a wide smile. “Yes, Master!”

With a hard pull on Bethany’s braid, he pulled her mouth off him. She’d done almost too good a job, and he needed a moment to calm down if he wanted to please them both. He still intended to satisfy both his wives, even though it was two against one.

“Beth, strip Ruby. I want you both naked. Right now.”

With a warm grin, Bethany pushed up and stumbled over to Ruby. The two of them eagerly and awkwardly stripped Ruby’s remaining armor and clothing off as fast as they could, though Bethany nearly fell over when trying to tug off Ruby’s boot. Ruby easily caught her.

Finally, when both his wives were ready for him, he beckoned. “Beth? You’re first, but I’m finishing inside Ruby. Now, get over here.”

It was a shame all they had was a hard floor, but he wasn’t about to take a break to walk all the way outside. As Bethany dropped into his lap and shoved her breasts in his face, she guided him inside her and then moaned in delight. “Oh fuck, yes.”

Ruby dropped to her knees at his side. As Bethany rode him, Trent beckoned her close, then kissed Ruby as Bethany rolled her hips with increasing desperation. As much as he loved the idea of finishing inside Bethany, they couldn’t risk getting her pregnant with King Tallun still hunting them. Fortunately, he had Ruby for that.

Bethany was going to give him many babies, but only once they were both safe. Otherwise, their children would be in danger. But, one day, they’d have a family of their own.

Bethany was so good at fucking him. Soon, he gripped her hips and lifted. “Switch.”

His birth wife kissed him possessively, then reluctantly dismounted. Ruby eagerly took her place. As tight as she was, it took all their concentration to get him inside her.

Yet soon, she tossed back her head and rode him just like Bethany. She was a quick learner, and she’d had plenty of time to watch them both. As her breasts bounced, her eager moans echoed off the stone walls. If the Enchanter could hear that, too bad.

Bethany took over kissing as Ruby desperately rode him to completion, at which point he gripped her hips and flooded her with everything he’d saved up for two days. She slowed as he finished inside her, then gratefully collapsed onto his back. Ruby dropped onto his chest, panting for breath. She shuddered as her surprisingly quick orgasm joined his.

They all rested close, sweaty and content, until Ruby shifted and smiled up at him. Color flooded her cheeks as she stared with her gorgeous blue eyes. She looked so happy it made his heart flutter. Her lovely voice was like honey for his ears.

“Thank you, Master.”

He couldn’t help but laugh at how grateful she sounded. “You’re welcome.”

As Bethany snuggled close, Trent eased Ruby off him and into the crook of his arm. They cuddled close on each side, and even the hard floor was heaven with his wives to make it soft. Bethany wound her fingers through his, then leaned close and eyed him coyly.

“Have I learned my lesson?”

He kissed her sweaty forehead. “For today.”

His thighs were shaking, and his body felt drained, but he couldn’t imagine a better way to ease two day’s tension than by having them both. As Ruby cuddled against him, though, Trent knew his job wasn’t done. Not yet. Ruby was content, but Bethany deserved more.

He brushed his hand across Ruby’s cheek. “Keep an eye out?”

She smiled a brilliant smile. “Do what you wish with her. I’ll protect you both, always.”

“I know.” He kissed her gently, then turned back to find Bethany eying him expectantly. He pushed her down on her back, and she eagerly complied.

“Lie back and spread your legs, love. I owe you some attention as well.”

She eyed him in amusement. “I can take care of myself, you know.”

He abruptly remembered saying those same words to her, in an entirely different context, as they told each other secrets on the cliff above the river. It had been the night after the worst day of her life. That night, her words convinced him he wanted her to be his forever.

“I know.” He crawled over. “But you shouldn’t have to.”

Her eyes widened as she realized what she’d said... and what he’d said in return. Then, he dropped his face between her thighs and paid her back for everything she’d done for him today, yesterday, and before. Her thighs clenched hard against his ears. She gripped his hair.

“Oh, fuck!” Bethany’s back arched beneath him as she panted. “Don’t stop, don’t stop.”

He fumbled up her naked and sweaty body until he found her braid, then grabbed it and pulled down. Her back arched again as he pulled her head back, forcing her to push up and against his mouth. From experience, he knew exactly how to pleasure her, and he knew exactly how hard to pull her braid. Soon, Bethany’s moans of pleasure echoed through the space.

“Oh, fuck. Yes. Oh, oh, oh!”

Her thighs clamped around his head as he took her through an orgasm that shook her whole spine, forcing her to buck her hips in pleasure. He never slowed as her lovely body trembled. Finally, she gasped and went limp, at which point Trent finally released her braid.

He pushed up on his hands and knees and smiled up at her. “Better now?”

She raised her head enough to fix him with a dizzy smile. “Gods, you’re amazing.”

“I know.” He thumped back into a sitting position against the wall, then helped Bethany sit up. He pulled her into his embrace once more.

He wrapped an arm around Bethany, then did the same with Ruby. They contentedly cuddled close, naked, sweaty, and now, entirely satisfied. Bethany glanced up at him.

“I really needed that.”

“We all did.”

“So, are we going to sleep here tonight? It’s a bit stuffy.”

“No. I don’t trust this building yet. I know Ruby can theoretically open any door in this monastery, but I don’t want to test that again until we’ve sealed our alliance.”

Bethany sobered. “Does that mean you’ve made your decision?”

“Not yet. I want to talk it over with you first. But only once we’re not in here.”

Ruby hugged his arm. “One day, I hope, we can get a real bed and make this a real room for the three of us. I want to do this every night.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Every night we’re not being hunted, we will.”

Once they’d all recovered, they left the workshop and emerged into the open grounds of the monastery. He now knew this monastery was more than a place he could take shelter from the storm. Here, he, Princess Victoria, and any allies they gathered could plan their next move to expose King Tallun’s attempt to assassinate her and seize power for himself.

Even though he and the Crown Princess of Dalry had only shared the night he had saved her life, she remained in his thoughts... and not just because of her great beauty. It wasn’t even because Victoria might be the only person in Dalry who could prove he was innocent of assassinating her. It was because Trent had joined the army to protect Dalry’s people, and Princess Victoria—who could one day be queen—represented the Dalry he wanted to protect.

King Tallun was guided by his own ambitions and focused on his own power. Everything Trent knew about Princess Victoria suggested that she, just like her departed mother, Queen Agnes, only wanted what was best for Dalry’s people. People like his parents, Pace and Marika, and his friends in Kallowhorn, and everyone who lived in Whitebridge.

Despite the promise of this alliance, however, Trent was still determined to sleep outside in their own bedrolls. He didn’t like the idea of sleeping inside a buried stone room whose only door was one he could not personally open.

He selected a campsite as far from the stone buildings as possible. That would, he hoped, give Ruby plenty of time to see anyone approaching their campsite tonight. Still, the fact that the Enchanter remained dependent on him for help eased his worries.

He settled on an open stretch of grass next to his bedroll. “I’ll get the fire and soup started. Beth? Why don’t you set up our tent. And Ruby? You’re once more on watch.”

Ruby thumped a hand to her chest. “Yes, Master.”

“Once we’ve got our camp assembled, I’d like to hear what both of you think about our host and his offer of an alliance. But first, let’s eat.”

Ruby wriggled one boot tip hopefully. “And then... we will have more sex?”

Trent cocked an eyebrow at her. “I didn’t give you enough orgasms today?”

“No! I loved them! But... on some nights, you give me more.”

Bethany laughed from the fire pit. “She’s getting greedy.”

“I’m not! I just... I love making you feel happy. We can have sex whenever you like.”

Trent smiled at her. “Just being with you makes me happy. But now, I need food, and then we need to settle on a plan of action. After that, we’ll see where the night takes us.”

As he dug out a small pit for their fire and gathered what tinder he could, Bethany raised and staked their tent. It was just big enough for him and her, since Ruby would either be on watch outside or inside sleeping as a sword. One day, once they could sleep without fear of attack, it would be wonderful to have her once more sleeping in their bed.

Once the fire was going and supper was warmed, they ate in comfortable silence. Trent had always enjoyed the fact that he and Bethany could sit together without filling the air with small talk. Ruby seemed comfortable with silence as well. He treasured that about them both.

Ruby devoured her supper. She sat across the fire from them, between them and the buildings of the monastery. Bethany sat beside him, hip to hip, as she finished her soup. Finally, Bethany set aside her empty bowl and wrapped her arms around his waist.

“Now, what’s this about a plan of action?”

“First, I want to hear your opinions on this alliance.”

“You are our chief.”

“I know, and I’m going to make the decision before morning. But I didn’t take you both as my wives simply because you’re brave, beautiful, and amazing in bed.”

Ruby gasped. “You find me amazing? In bed?”

“You’re getting better at sex every day.”

“Oh, Master. Can we do it again right now?”

“Soon. But to be clear, I don’t just treasure you both for how good you make me feel. You’re both smart and clever. So, I want to know if you think we should meet the Enchanter’s conditions and form this alliance. If we should provide him with a... body... to make his own.”

Ruby’s obvious ardor faded as she considered. “Must it be a slave?”

“No. Dalry does not tolerate slavery, and while it is still legal in Hesia, Queen Agnes did much to stamp out the practice there... or she tried her best. Regardless, we cannot easily travel all the way to Hesia and return with a slave to sacrifice to the Enchanter. I also know Princess Victoria would not wish us to sacrifice an innocent, even for power like this.”

Bethany eyed him calmly. “So, we will refuse this alliance?”

“Do you think we should?”

Bethany turned her gaze toward the fire. “The idea of offering that mage the body of a person to possess is repugnant. Yet, even so...”

Trent waited.

“He has such power. He has so much that could help our nation, and the princess, and you. He would also make a terrifying enemy. We cannot afford another of those.”

“I agree. This monastery is a weapon unlike any in the realm, and the Enchanter may be the most powerful mage in Dalry. If we refuse his request, we risk saving one life only to doom thousands in a grisly civil war. Many who serve King Tallun do so only because of his lies.

Bethany turned from the fire to meet his gaze once more. “But we will not take a slave.”

“No. I’ve had a day to consider what the Enchanter asked of us, and all he said is that he requires a healthy body with magical potential whose mind he can replace. That widens our options. Do you recall Spence Gladry?”

“I recall how he betrayed you.”

“He betrayed Princess Victoria as well. As I see it, allowing the Enchanter to replace the mind of someone like Spence is no different from executing Spence for crimes against the crown. Had I the option, I would execute Spence again in a heartbeat.”

“So, if Spence were alive and had magical potential, you would offer his body to the Enchanter to take as his own.”

“I would. Having admitted that, I see no reason we can’t fulfill the Enchanter’s request. While I wish it were otherwise, I’m certain there will be many more despicable men between us and safety. We will need to remove them all if we wish to be done with this foul business.”

Ruby leaned close. “So, instead of killing our enemies, you would... capture them?”

“At least one of them.”

“And you would offer him to the Enchanter so he could have a new and human body?”

“Yes. As I see it, it would be no different than slicing the mage’s throat. In a way, since what the Enchanter would do to him is painless, this execution would be even kinder.”

Ruby sat back. The way she hugged herself and stared into the darkness told him this idea troubled her, and of all of them, she was closest to the Enchanter. She knew the most about him. Trent felt he knew what his queen would want him to do... but would Ruby agree?

Not long after, she returned her gaze to his. “I will do anything to protect you, Master, including killing our enemies. If you believe that offering the Enchanter the body of one of our enemies is no different from killing him, which we would do anyway, I can accept this.”

“Thank you.” Trent looked at both of his wives in turn. “So, we’re agreed. We’ll accept the Enchanter’s offer of an alliance, and once we find a candidate to serve as his human body, we deliver them. Dead is dead, whether at the end of a blade or through... brain magic.”

Bethany shuddered. “Your logic is sound, especially if the Enchanter’s power will allow us to avoid plunging Dalry into a violent civil war. One life to spare thousands.”

“That is how they taught us to justify assassination at the Vespers.”

Bethany smiled warmly. “Sometimes, good men must do forceful things.”

“Fortunately, some of us have good women to make sure we only take lives when it’s absolutely necessary.”

They cleaned up their supper, then set the cooking apparatus aside to cool. Then, as they all relaxed together in the comfortable cool of the monastery at night, Trent glanced up and gasped in surprise. He pointed at the sky.

“Ruby, look!”

As Ruby glanced up, her lovely blue eyes went wide. “Magic?”

“Better.” Trent grinned. “Falling stars.”

As Bethany cuddled close against him, tiny glowing motes streaked across the sky. Trent wasn’t sure if they were natural or just another magical storm brewing outside the safety of the monastery. What he did know is they were beautiful, and Ruby was entranced by them.

Trent had seen falling stars before. As such, he alternated between watching them and watching Ruby. Her awestruck look as she stared upward reminded him she had likely never seen anything like this. As Bethany cuddled close, he knew she treasured this moment as well.

Finally, they were giving Ruby something she hadn’t had growing up. She was watching falling stars with her family and her tribe. He hoped they would have many more nights like this. Nights where Ruby could simply be happy, and safe, and delighted.

They watched the stars fall together until the last had long faded. The peace of the monastery had pervaded every pore in Trent’s body by now, and finally, he could rest assured it was not a trick. This was the monastery’s enchantment at work. Safety for as long as he stayed.

Content and safe, he, Bethany, and Ruby embraced and enjoyed the quiet and lovely night. The air in this monastery was warm and pleasant. It was all pleasant. It all felt perfect, and soon, Ruby slumbered against his chest.

Bethany lovingly stroked back a bit of Ruby’s hair. “She kept a good watch today.”

“She did.”

“Should we wake her? You did promise her more sex.”

“I could go again, but I think, given the opportunity, it would be best if we all get some sleep. There’s no one here but us and the Enchanter. Nothing can get inside these walls, and he needs us. Who knows when we’ll have another opportunity to sleep without a watch?”

“I agree.” Bethany contentedly snuggled close. “We could make this place a home, love. A real home. At least until King Tallun is dealt with, and we can purchase our own.”

“I think so as well. Remember, the princess owes me an estate. I’m her knight, after all.”

“One day. But if we are to stay here, I want a real bed. And our own room. You’re always welcome to take me beneath the stars, but I want to sleep in a warm bed.”

“If we can get those portals working, we can haul in furniture from across the realm.”

“We will need more than a single bed. So you know, a Windborne chief should have his own room. Right now, your only wives are Ruby and me, so we can all fit in a single bed in a single room. But as our tribe grows, we will need more rooms. More beds.”

Trent glanced at her in amusement. “Out of curiosity, how many wives does a Windborne chief normally take?”

“My father had three, but we were a small nomadic tribe.” Bethany looked up at him and smiled knowingly. “Before the aftermath of the mage war forced us to move all the time, tribes were larger. I love my father, but I hope our tribe will be larger than his.”

“So... four?”

“At a minimum, though if we have the space and need, I could easily imagine more.”

“Beth, I’m not sure I could handle three women at the same time, let alone four.”

She grinned and squeezed him. “You wouldn’t need to satisfy all of us every night. We’d take turns satisfying you, one or two a night, and eventually, you’d get one of us so pregnant that the others would tend to your needs. That’s why we’ll eventually need the extra rooms, so those who aren’t sleeping with you will have their own space to sleep undisturbed.”

“I’m still wrapping my head around how all this is going to work. I know you’ve told me such an arrangement wouldn’t bother you, but it’s difficult not to wonder. And worry.”

Her lovely features turned solemn. “Do you love me?”

“With all my heart.”

“And would you ever leave me, or send me away?”

“I’d die first, but not before killing whoever tried to make me abandon you.”

She kissed him again. “Then you having other wives will never bother me, and as much as I love you husband, remember. Growing our tribe isn’t all about you.”

“It’s about our children.”

“Yes. Building our tribe is for our children, both those you will have with me and those you’ll have with your other wives. A strong tribe ensures all of our children have safe lives with a loving family. No one in our tribe will ever face homelessness or hunger. No one in our tribe will be attacked or enslaved by other tribes. We’ll nurture and protect all our children.”

Trent nodded solemnly. “I’ll make sure of that.”

“I know you will. Together, we’ll ensure our family and children are safe and protected, and one day, I hope, our many children can form their own tribes and carry on the legacy of my father and my people. Our legacy, love.”

“It’s a grand plan. I’m happy to be a part of it.”

Ruby stirred against his chest. “That sounds wonderful to me, too.”

Trent smiled down at her. “How long have you been listening?”

“Only since you told Bethany you love her.”

“You’re next, you know.”

She stared up at him in surprise. “Next for... sex?”

“Tomorrow night. I’m referring to our love, Ruby. You’re a wonderful woman, and I’m already falling in love with you. I hope you feel the same.”

Her blue eyes glistened as she stared up at him. “I want no one more than you.”

“Good. Because as lovely as this is, I can’t imagine it working any other way.”


Chapter Eight




Morning dawned peacefully as Trent completed the last watch of the night. Once he finalized his alliance with the Enchanter, he would finally trust the mage to provide a locked room where he and his wives could all sleep safely. But for now, they kept a watch.

He glanced at Bethany, then Ruby. Both looked absolutely stunning as they slept in their own bedrolls. They had agreed to return to the Enchanter at first light and agree to the alliance, and with the sun now up, he needed to wake them both.

That didn’t mean he couldn’t take a moment to enjoy how lovely they looked this morning. His wives. These were his wives, and the fact that they’d chosen him left him ever more determined to keep them safe, happy, and content.

Moving silently, he settled at Ruby’s side. He knelt beside her bedroll and then, gently, stroked her face. He loved how the sunrise reddened her hair. It glowed like fire.

Ruby barely stirred, but Trent was in no hurry this morning. He stroked her chin, then her cheek, then her hair, marveling at how the light played across her pale skin. The next time his fingers traced down her cheek, her lovely blue eyes fluttered open.

She beamed like the sun at the sight of him kneeling beside her, then glanced at Bethany, who still slumbered peacefully. Then, Ruby looked at him again. She kept her voice quiet and respectful.

“Master? Can we have sex again this morning?”

“Yes.” Trent kissed her softly. “I want you, Ruby.”

She clutched him tight. Together, they got as naked as necessary. After a few more tender kisses, Trent again took his blade wife until she came so hard her moans grew impossible to contain. As he gave her a moment to recover, he glanced at Bethany to find her watching them in amusement from her own bedroll.

He smiled. “Did you sleep well, love?”

“I did, husband. But, I am curious.”

“About what?”

“How many times do you plan to make her orgasm this morning?”

Still on top of her, and inside her, Trent glanced at Ruby. “How many times would you like?”

Panting for breath, Ruby stared up at him. “Oh! Perhaps... twice more?”

“We can manage that. Beth? How about you?”

She slipped one hand inside her sleep pants, then, as she toyed with herself, she watched them both with a wicked grin. “Let’s race.”

Ruby gasped. “A race, Mistress?”

“To orgasm. You’ve got Trent, and all I have is my fingers. We’ll see who wins.”

Trent grinned as his heart raced with them. “Why don’t you count for us? Given what I’m about to do to her, she might lose track.”

“I wouldn’t... oh, oh! Master!”

As Trent resumed fucking Ruby, Bethany watched them hungrily, thighs spread and fingers hard at work. Her eyes held his as she played with herself, groping her breasts with her other hand. She wasn’t kidding about racing Ruby. Even so, Trent knew who would win.

Watching Bethany pleasure herself was incredibly arousing, and it wasn’t long before Ruby orgasmed beneath him. Trent barely gave her time to recover, and with her beneath him, he could continue to fuck her even while she was still coming down. All she had to do was let him have his way with her... which she did. Every way possible.

Trent did everything he could to pace himself. But between Ruby’s increasingly desperate moans, watching Bethany buck against her own hand as she came for the first time, and how amazing Ruby felt, he finished inside his blade wife faster than he planned.

Clutching her trembling body, Trent relaxed. He rolled onto his back, then pulled Ruby close. As she slumped against him, he glanced at Bethany to see her breathing hard.

“What’s the score, love?”

“Five to two.” Bethany laughed warmly. “Next time, we’re switching teams.”

“Fair. Now, come over here and keep my other side warm. I miss you.”

Bethany crawled over and snuggled close. As he stared up at the bright blue sky and watched wispy clouds drift by, Trent knew he’d made the right decision. Not just for his princess, and not just for himself, but for his wives. He could protect them here.

He could protect his entire tribe.

After they’d all recovered, dressed, and packed up their camp, Trent led the way back to the building that contained the Enchanter’s guest room... and the secret chamber beneath it. If he was true to his word, the Enchanter should be waiting for them there.

Ruby took the lead once they entered the building, and Trent and Bethany stayed close to her as the doors opened at her approach. When they reached the guest bedroom, they found the Enchanter waiting as they’d hoped.

He wasn’t alone. Four automatons were present as well, including Butler. They had brought in a long wooden table from somewhere. The automatons had laid out golden platters with what looked to be fresh fruit and pastries.

Trent stared in surprise. “Enchanter, where did all this come from? Is it... safe?”

“Why would food be unsafe?”

“Aren’t we the first to visit in three hundred years?”

The Enchanter’s golden head watched him a moment as if certain Trent was testing him, then seemingly accepted that Trent was genuine. “These were in my cupboards.”

“And the food inside them is still fresh?”

“Of course. Do you not have temporal cupboards in this time?”

“I’ve never heard of such, no.”

The Enchanter crossed his golden arms. “The fact that you have no knowledge of such simple conveniences makes me wonder how many other devices from my time have been lost to the ages. Once I resume my work, I may be quite busy.”

“As I said, it’s been a tumultuous three hundred years.”

“It would seem so. So, temporal storage cupboards create a time pocket. They remove anything you place inside from the normal stream of time.”

“Of... time, Enchanter?” Even by magical standards, this sounded impossible.

“Time is malleable, especially in realms beyond this one. A longer explanation would likely only confuse you... please do not take offense... so I will only say that the fruit and pastries you see before you are as fresh as the day I added them to my stores.”

“Which was three hundred years ago.”

“Three hundred and nine, to be precise.”

Trent glanced at Bethany, then Ruby. “You knew about these?”

She nodded thoughtfully. “The cupboards work as he says.”

“Why didn’t you mention them?”

“I didn’t know you didn’t have them!”

If the Enchanter wanted to kill them, he had four automatons who could attempt to murder them right now. Poisoning them with magical fruit and pastries seemed both unnecessary and overly complicated.

Trent took a seat at the table, then plucked a wet and ripe-looking strawberry from the platter of fruit. As he bit into it, lovely juices rolled down his tongue. If he was to be poisoned to death by a three-hundred-and-nine-year-old strawberry, there were far worse ways to go.

He glanced behind him, then patted the bench to his left and right. Ruby and Bethany then joined him, and together, they enjoyed a feast of sugary pastries and fresh, juicy fruit that Trent suspected rivaled the most expensive breakfasts in Whitebridge. It was a far cry from the hard jerky and bland porridge they’d eaten for breakfast since they left Kallowhorn.

If they were going to eat like this every day, this was yet another benefit of forming an alliance with the Enchanter. The Enchanter hadn’t even mentioned his “temporal storage cupboards” when listing off the features of his mobile monastery, and now, Trent knew why. To the Enchanter, such marvels were as mundane as the hitch on a wagon.

Once he, Ruby, and Bethany had eaten their fill, two of the automatons gathered up the remaining food and carted it off and away. Trent assumed anything they didn’t eat would simply go back into the temporal storage cupboards. He needed to see those cupboards later.

Still, having such a lovely breakfast followed by such a lovely morning with his wives had left him in a remarkably good mood. The Enchanter settled on the bench across from them and folded his arms over his silken robes. Automatons didn’t eat.

Trent saw no reason to leave the man in suspense. “I’ve considered your offer, and I believe that an alliance will benefit us. I believe my princess will agree. As you asked, we will find you a new and healthy body to inhabit. To be clear, who the person is does not matter?”

“Only the body matters. The mind does not. Still, I am surprised you do not have slave markets in this time. Are automatons now so common as to make human slaves unnecessary?”

Trent decided to keep his reservations about the Enchanter’s original suggestion to himself. He hadn’t learned a lot about diplomacy, but he knew about avoiding unnecessary arguments. He’d already made his peace with this unpleasant task.

“We don’t have automatons, but the closest slave market is in Hesia. It would take weeks to get there and return, and more if hauling a slave.”

“If only my portals were working, it would take a day.”

Trent was suddenly glad those portals were inactive... at least for now. He also needed to complete his pitch before the Enchanter came up with another one. While he still found the Enchanter’s sense of ethics questionable, the mage seemed more practical than evil.

“Even so, we’re only a few days from habitations beyond the Breckenrock. I’m certain we can find you a suitable body in our travels. How soon will you need it?”

“I cannot enchant any new objects or use any spell forms until I have a human body. So, it would benefit us both for you to acquire me a new body as soon as possible.”

“I’ll make it a priority. Now, you mentioned that most of the devices in this monastery of yours, including your automatons, require rare crystals to provide them with power.”

“Yes. Kalor crystals were quite common in my time, at least in this area.”

“And in your time, how did you acquire these crystals?

“Regular shipments from local traders and merchants.”

“And did these merchants ever reveal where they gathered the crystals?”

“No, but I have created a device that can detect them. Its range is limited, but it should guide you to any crystals within a few hundred paces. It should still have some power.”

“The Breckenrock is a bit more wild than you remember.”

“I don’t expect you to scour the entirety of the Breckenrock. While the traders and merchants who sold me their crystals were cagey, you must remember who I am. There is a cavern two days to the north that should be filled with such crystals.”

North would take them further into the Breckrenrock... and past more of its dangerous magical hazards and creatures. A two day journey through the wilds could be very dangerous, but Trent had known this wouldn’t be easy. At least they had a destination in mind.

“You’ve been to this cavern before?”

“No, but a small device one of my automatons placed in the back of a trader’s wagon has been. It brought me the path to the cave after the trader returned with his wares.”

“That sounds like a useful device.”

“I have many useful devices. Now, while you slumbered, I had Butler draw you a map that should lead you to the cave. While I imagine much has changed in the past three hundred years, caves don’t generally move. I will also provide ether-infused packs.”

“And... those are?”

The Enchanter shook his golden head. “Those wars truly were catastrophic.”

“They were indeed. The Breckenrock is largely uninhabited these days, and the horrors the mages created in that war still roam freely across the rest of the realm, or at least the realm on this continent. Most citizens still live in walled cities for their own safety.”

“But not you?”

“I thought that’s what I wanted a year ago. I thought I would build my future inside Whitebridge’s massive walls.” Trent glanced at Bethany, who smiled warmly, then back at the Enchanter. “I’ve since revised my preferences. Now, about these packs?”

“In my time, ether-infused packs were a common and cheaply available enchanted item, so I rarely kept them for long. Fortunately, I have two ether-infused packs that were not sold before my disagreement with Dalry’s king. I offer them to you as a first step in our alliance.”

“How many crystals can these ether-infused packs carry?”

“The rough limit is around the size of a carriage.”

That was impressive. “And the weight?”

“Inconsequential. If you can, think of the pack less like a container and more like a pantry door that you can take anywhere. Anything you place inside the pack exists in a realm that is both part of ours and separate from it, not inside the pack on your back.”

“So rather than storing things inside the pack, the pack instead allows me to access a magical pantry door I can access from anywhere.”

“A reasonable simplification. So, once you find the cavern with the kalor crystals, all you need do is break them off and shove them into the packs. If both temporal storage cupboards and ether-infused packs no longer exist in this time, I suspect you’ll have little competition for crystals. Cram in as many crystals as you can recover.”

Trent considered a moment. “Can you fit a person inside an ether-infused pack?”

“You could, but they wouldn’t live long.”

“Why’s that?”

“The realm to which the pack connects is not like ours. It lacks oxygen... or, as you most likely refer to it, air to breathe. So, while you can freely reach into a pack without danger, I would not suggest sticking your head inside one.”

Trent held back a shudder. “I’ll remember that.”

“So, when will you leave?”

Trent considered how difficult and dangerous a trip deeper into the Breckenrock might be. There could be more purple storm clouds, chaos wolves, and worse. Even with Ruby as his enchanted magical blade, it was not a journey he would take lightly.

“We’ll leave first thing tomorrow. We’ve just completed two hard days of travel, followed by more than a week before that. So, now that we have an accord, I’d like another day here for all of us to rest and recover before setting out again.”

“If you believe that is necessary.”

“I do. Do you have any food suitable for travel in your temporal storage cupboards?”

“That would depend. What food is suitable for travel?”

Trent was amused the Enchanter didn’t know that, but if he simply used his portals to travel everywhere, it made sense. As powerful and experienced as this mage might be, Trent doubted he had ever slept a single night beside a dusty road.

“After we’re done here, show us to your cupboards. We can gather what we need.”

The Enchanter nodded his golden head. “Butler will see you to them.”

“He has the keys to the cupboards?”

“In a sense. As you have seen, he can open any door or cupboard in this monastery. You are welcome to take anything you believe you will need for the journey.”

“That will do. Thank you.”

The Enchanter rose. “So, Butler will provide you access to my stores, and I will gather all the information I have on the crystal cavern. Do you require anything else this morning?”

“We now have free run of the monastery?”

“Within reason. While there are chambers to which I would prefer you not travel, primarily because of the danger to you, those doors will not open, even for Ruby. So, today, explore as you like. Do you wish to sleep once more in the grassy fields?”

“If the alternative is a hard stone floor.” Trent kept his unease with sleeping in a room the Enchanter could seal any time he liked to himself. “I don’t suppose you have any mattresses in one of those temporal storage cupboards?”

“Sadly, no. But once my portals are active once more, it will be trivial to refurbish my monastery with furniture suitable for my station and wealth. I assume gold is still valuable?”

“It is.”

“Then price should be of no object. I have a great deal of gold available for refurbishment.” The Enchanter rose. “Now, I will leave you to your food selection and tours.”

“If I may ask, what are your plans for the rest of the day?”

“I will rest.”

“Conserving fuel?”

“Unless you have need of me.”

Trent rose as well. “Should we expect you for lunch or supper?”

“No. Butler will provide you with nourishment and any other luxuries you require. I will, however, see you off tomorrow. When do you plan to leave?”

“Shortly after first light, I imagine.”

“Then I will see you again in a little over a day.”

The Enchanter strode toward the secret door in the wall. It opened for him, and he wandered back downstairs to his throne. Once he’d done so, Trent snapped his fingers at Ruby.

She eyed him curiously, then walked to the same door through which the Enchanter had departed. As Trent had expected, that door didn’t open. Ruby wasn’t the key to everything in this place, just those portions of it the Enchanter deemed suitable.

Everyone had their secrets. The Enchanter likely had more than most. What mattered was that they had a day to rest and relax before another dangerous journey, a lovely lunch and supper to look forward to, and a day with no one and nothing trying to kill him.

What had already started as a wonderful day continued to improve.


Chapter Nine




Butler pivoted to face them and spoke in his odd monotone. “Would you like to see the stores now?”

Trent eyed the automaton curiously. “Yes. Let’s.”

The three of them followed Butler through several doors and a long underground hallway that Trent realized must connect at least two of the buildings he’d seen aboveground. Each building continued to be larger on the inside than out. Soon, they found cupboards that were taller than Butler. He would need a ladder to reach the top shelves.

One by one, Butler opened them, and Trent was shocked at what they revealed. There was everything from buckets of more fresh fruit to delectable looking pastries to perfectly-cooked steak. He would swear the steak still steamed on its plate, awaiting consumption.

He glanced at Bethany. “Tonight, we’ll celebrate our new alliance. So, would you prefer the three-century-old steak or the three-century-old pheasant?”

She smiled in amusement. “We have a day to choose. Let’s focus on provisions first.”

It didn’t take them long to locate enough food to feed them for two days without any of it going bad. Bethany also suggested they bring some bread, cheese, and jerky as well, so they’d have extra provisions in case they were delayed on their journey to the cave or back.

They left all the food in the temporal cupboards. Packing it this morning would defeat the purpose of keeping it fresh. Afterward, Trent asked Butler to show them the way back to the surface. Once they emerged, Butler crawled back down the stairs.

After Trent glanced around at the monastery again, he turned to Ruby. “The Enchanter already gave his tour, but you were never able to finish yours.”

Ruby’s brow furrowed. “You wish another tour?”

“From you. I know this monastery doesn’t look the same as it did when you lived here. But, this was your home, and I’d love to learn how you grew up. Where you played with your sisters and trained with a sword. And anything else you’d like to share with us.”

Ruby smiled in obvious delight. “We should start in the wheat fields!”

“Did you play there a lot?”

“Emerald, Sapphire, and I would play fade and seek there all the time. The fields were much larger then, of course, and we were much smaller. But, still. We should go!”

As Bethany took his arm and pressed close, Trent smiled. “We’ll follow you.”

As the morning progressed, Ruby took them on a tour through all of her childhood haunts. They visited the wheat fields where she’d played fade and seek with her “sisters”—women who the Enchanter had turned into mageblades, like herself—as well as the orchard in which she’d learned to climb and from which she’d picked all the fruit she liked.

Ruby showed them the training yard in which she’d learned how to wield a rapier with the skill of a master swordsman. She described sparring with both automatons and visiting fencers from across the realm. While there was no sign the flat area had ever been paved, Ruby assured them it had once been so. She also described weapon racks and training dummies.

After that, Ruby showed them the building in which she’d slept and taken her meals. In her room, they found the skeletons of four bunk beds not dissimilar to those on which Trent had slept in the barracks as a member of Whitebridge’s city watch. The mattresses had long ago rotted away. It saddened Trent to see that her bedroom had been so empty.

Ruby did not speak of having any personal possessions, not even a favorite toy or stuffed animal. The Enchanter had provided neither. Trent reminded himself that he had no control over Ruby’s past. All he could do was make her future as bright as possible.

Soon, it was time for lunch. They returned to Butler and the dining chamber in which they’d met the Enchanter. Fresh slices of meat, bread, cheese, and juicy grapes sat arranged.

Again, Trent and his wives enjoyed a delightful and expensive meal fit for royalty. He knew it was dangerous to get used to such luxuries... but he wouldn’t refuse them now. He would enjoy all the lovely meals he could when not on the road.

After taking lunch, Bethany suggested they all take some time to simply rest and cuddle, another suggestion Trent appreciated. Of course, “cuddling” soon turned to sex, and Trent didn’t get nearly as much rest as he’d initially intended. A small price to pay.

Finally, late in the afternoon, Ruby led them into a building they hadn’t explored yet. A door opened onto a spiral staircase not unlike that which they’d descended when they first encountered the Enchanter’s golden automaton body. After descending a number of flights, they emerged into a huge underground cave that again baffled Trent’s mind.

There wasn’t enough room under the monastery for a cavern of this size, but here it was... and it was filled with fresh water. This was the reservoir the Enchanter had told them about, though he could easily have described it as a small lake. Trent glanced at Ruby.

“All of this is safe to drink?”

“Yes, Master. The darkness keeps this water clean and cool, and the stones within it ensure that nothing harmful grows within its depths. We even have a dock!”

“For fishing? Or boating?”

“No fish, or boats. Though... I suppose we could easily acquire some!”

Trent gazed out over the massive expanse of still water. It was like a huge mirror. “I don’t know what introducing fish to this reservoir would do to it, or how they would interact with whatever enchantments keep the reservoir clean. Best to save it for drinking. We could⁠—”

“And swimming,” Ruby interrupted.

Trent glanced at her in surprise. “Swimming?

“Of course! When we were younger, my sisters and I would often sneak down to the reservoir after a long day of training and fighting. We always enjoyed taking swims in these cool waters. I love swimming! Would you and Bethany like to join me?”

Bethany glanced coyly at Trent. “We don’t have any suitable bathing wear.”

Ruby frowned in confusion. “Why would you need bathing wear?”

Trent looked between them, shrugged, and stripped off his tunic. His wives eagerly stripped off their clothing as well, which was a lovely sight. He would have them both again soon enough. But for the moment... a quiet swim in a cool, clean lake sounded divine.

Once they were all naked, Ruby splashed into the reservoir with a wide grin on her face. She dropped into the water and rolled into a backstroke. As she swam, her red hair trailed along her wet body like the magic that surrounded her when she changed into a rapier.

Trent entered the water a bit more hesitantly, holding Bethany’s hand. He was relieved that the rocky bottom of the reservoir was less slippery than he’d expected. As Ruby had said, whatever enchantments kept the water clean must prevent things from growing in it.

The water was a bit chilly, but Trent suspected he’d warm up quickly enough, especially once he got moving. Soon he and Bethany were paddling about as Ruby swam rings around them, laughing in delight. Trent abruptly found himself having a fantastic time.

Growing up, it had been dangerous to swim in the pools near Kallowhorn. Being without armor or weapons in the wilds, where a chaos beast might attack, raised the chances of being attacked and killed. Yet this huge reservoir was completely safe. It was theirs alone.

After they grew tired of swimming, attempting to dunk each other, and playfully splashing about, Trent and his wives simply floated and stared up at the cavernous ceiling. A sense of safety pervaded this reservoir that felt even stronger than the sense of safety he felt upstairs. He felt like he could sleep here if not for the chance of drowning.

He didn’t know what time it was upstairs, but his stomach soon suggested it would like to eat again. So, regretfully, Trent swam to the shore and was followed soon by Ruby and Bethany. He’d intended to dress and head upstairs, but then both of his wives emerged from the reservoir naked, dripping wet, and eying him hopefully.

After that, there was really only one logical way the day could proceed. Trent was even hungrier after he finished with both of them for the third time that day, but at least they were (mostly) dry in the aftermath. They dressed and headed upstairs.

They emerged after sunset, and Trent was surprised that so much time had passed while they were down below. A day spent following Ruby around her ancient home left him feeling like he knew her even better. While her life here hadn’t been what he’d hoped, at least she hadn’t been alone here. She’d had Emerald, and Sapphire, and Butler, for what it was worth.

They returned to the dining chamber to find that Butler and another automaton had selected their supper for them: smoked pheasant in a lovely red sauce with wine, bread, and cheese. Trent wasted no time indulging. Neither did his wives.

Finally, with a full belly and the satisfaction of having claimed his wives multiple times today, Trent was more than ready to settle in for another good night’s sleep beneath the stars. This time, he slept below the stars because it was simply more comfortable to sleep on grass rather than stone. It was no longer because he didn’t trust the Enchanter.

As Bethany and Ruby cuddled close, Trent drifted off content. Every day he remained in this warm, safe haven made it harder to leave, but he knew he couldn’t hide here forever. King Tallun’s grip on Whitebridge and its people grew stronger every day, and Princess Victoria would need every ally she and Trent could acquire to oppose him.

He would find the Enchanter a new body. He would find and retrieve kalor crystals. He would use the Enchanter’s portals to teleport to the Cridor Republic and locate Princess Victoria and those aiding her, then pitch her the alliance he hoped she would eagerly accept. He loved his wives and these two idyllic days with them, but he couldn’t forget his duty to Dalry.

And as he had only three other times before, as he drifted off, he dreamed of the future.
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With the challenge of traversing the deep but narrow chasm over, Trent strode deeper into the increasingly narrow cave with the Enchanter’s metal globe raised to provide light. The earth beneath his feet was growing more damp as he traveled deeper into the rocky tunnel.

As the detection device hanging off his belt crackled quietly, he increased his pace. Soon, in the light from the Enchanter’s globe, he spotted the bright green-blue of more crystals. This looked to be another sizable patch.

Just like those above, it should be straightforward to hammer these off and shove inside the ether-infused pack on his back. As he continued forward, however, Bethany called out in alarm. The challenge in her tone was unmistakable.

“Stop right there! You won’t... agh!”

Bethany’s pained shriek tore his heart apart. Trent spun and sprinted back the way he had come, toward the chasm. As he clutched the metal globe tightly in one hand, he reached out with the other hand for Ruby. He only then remembered she was far above, standing watch at the cave entry in case anything attempted to come in here after them.

Pushing down his terror at the thought of someone hurting Bethany, he sprinted toward the narrow chasm. He could leap it. He had before.

Trent burst into a sprint as he approached the crevasse, then tossed his body forward with all the force he could muster. For one terrifying moment, he was worried he had misjudged the distance and would plummet to his death... and then the tip of one extended boot touched rock on the other side. He’d made it, but only just.

Trent rolled forward, sprang to his feet, and drew one long knife. He charged toward Bethany, who had collapsed on the rocky floor. She rolled back and forth, shrieking and clutching her face. What had attacked her? Was it invisible, like a cloak beast?

Tearing his focus from his struggling wife, he scanned the darkness for enemies. None appeared. He sprinted to a stop at her side and dropped to his knees rapidly enough he skinned them, then set his knife aside and reached for her.

“What happened, Beth? Where are you hurt?”

A muffled, barely audible shriek sounded from above him. Trent snatched his knife again as he glanced up only to freeze in shock. He couldn’t understand what he was seeing. Bethany was pressed against the ceiling, trapped and thrashing in thick vines. But she was⁠—

Something sharp pierced his ribs, then twisted as it tore into his heart. As blood flooded his throat and a bone-deep malaise washed over his body, Trent managed to look down at Bethany in dismay... or the woman he had thought was Bethany.

Whatever had cloaked her true form was gone. This was not his Bethany. This woman’s fierce eyes were brown, not gray, and her hair was a fiery red, not brown. It hung in messy curls to her shoulders rather than being wrapped in a braid. She wore a tattered brown robe.

He’d been tricked. He’d been a fool. And as the red-haired woman drove her blade to its hilt in his chest, her snarled words revealed how she, too, had been deceived.

“For Victoria. For my tribe. Now, die!”
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Trent snapped awake so violently Bethany woke as well. She clutched him in alarm and stared, gaze bleary as she struggled to focus after being roused from sleep. Ruby continued to sleep peacefully on his other side. He was glad he hadn’t roused her, too... but a bit worried about how soundly she slept, given the dangers they might soon face in the field.

And when they entered the cave where that red-haired woman would ambush him.

As Bethany stared at him in silence, it was clear she expected an explanation. “I had a dream, Beth. I can’t be certain, but it felt like one of those.”

“Your dreams of the future.”

“Yes. There was... in my dream, we had found the cavern the Enchanter sent us to find, though it was more of a tunnel than a cave. I left Ruby to guard the entrance, so you and I were alone. I leapt a crevasse to reach crystals deeper in the cave while you stayed behind.”

He proceeded to describe all the events of his disturbing dream to her, including the sword the unknown red-headed woman had thrust directly into his heart. Bethany clutched him tighter when he spoke of how he’d died. Soon, she firmed her expression.

“You’re certain this was a prophetic dream?”

Trent was growing less certain by the moment. When he dreamed of the thief who broke into his home murdering his parents, he’d dreamed it for two consecutive weeks before it actually occurred. It had been the same when he dreamed of failing to save Bethany and her tribe, and when he’d dreamed of failing to save Princess Victoria.

He’d also had nightmares in which he died that were not prophetic. As tempting as it was to believe he’d just uncovered yet another plot on his life, he couldn’t be sure with only a single dream to draw upon. More and more details of his dream failed to make sense.

They were hidden away in a monastery that could move, and any bounty hunters who’d come out here to claim their gold must have heard that he was “dead” by now. Even if that woman had somehow tracked him into the Breckenrock after how careful he and Bethany had been, she would have been caught in the terrible storm they barely escaped.

Finally, how would this nightmare woman follow them into that narrow tunnel without one of them hearing her? How had she made herself look like Bethany, or tied the real Bethany to the ceiling with what he was now certain were wriggling green vines?

As he stared into Bethany’s worried gray eyes, he grimaced. “I don’t know. It certainly felt real enough, like it was something that could or will happen. But, it could also be the danger I’ve escaped and the horrors I’ve seen catching up now that we’re safe.”

Bethany nodded sympathetically. “I’ve had dreams just as terrifying, and we’ve certainly endured our share of horrors in the last few weeks. Still, we can’t dismiss this dream out of hand. Do you think we should ask the Enchanter for another source of crystals?”

“If there was a closer source, he’d likely have provided it already. He’s as desperate to get more crystals for his automaton body as we are to get the rest of his monastery functional again. Traveling two days deeper into the Breckenrock will be dangerous enough.”

“So there’s our answer, love.”

Trent peered at her. “What?”

“We’ll have two more nights of sleep before we reach the cave. If you have this same dream tomorrow night and the next, we’ll know then it’s prophetic.”

His lovely wife made resolving this complex problem so simple. “As lovely as you are brilliant.”

“Stop.” Even so, she blushed as she smiled. “So, if it is a prophetic dream... what do we do? Do we turn around?”

Trent settled onto his back as Bethany snuggled close. As he considered his options, only one truly made sense. If his dream was of the future, that meant someone powerful enough to sneak up on him in a narrow tunnel and disguise her appearance wanted him dead.

Until now, he hadn’t suspected anyone was still hunting him. The powers he’d seen that woman manifest in his dream suggested she was some sort of mage. That meant he, Bethany, and Ruby might not be safe even inside this monastery. Not if she found a way inside.

Also, if his dream was prophetic, he now had one advantage over his pursuer. He knew where and when she planned to strike, and even how she would do it. Were he to deviate from the plans he’d formed in his head last night before falling asleep, he would also deviate from the path that led him to that future... and his confrontation with this fierce red-haired woman.

That had been no chance encounter. She’d entered that mine shaft to murder him, and in her own words, she’d done it to take vengeance for his “murder” of Princess Victoria. A woman that angry and determined wouldn’t simply give up. Not unless he stopped her.

“If it is prophetic, I think we’ll need to proceed exactly as we planned.”

“You want to turn the tables on her.”

“Yes. If she’s as powerful as she seemed, letting events proceed until she actually attempts to murder me is our best chance to end this threat.”

“So, do we simply kill her? Or do you want to try and capture her?”

He frowned thoughtfully. “You think it’s worth the risk?”

“If we take her alive, she could tell us if she came alone or if she’s with others. She could also tell us who sent her. Finally...”

A chill passed through Trent. “The Enchanter.”

“Yes. He desires a healthy body, and it doesn’t matter if it’s male or female. A powerful mage who’s intent on putting a sword through your chest would make a perfect candidate. We could resolve both of our resource problems in a single trip.”

“I’m not so sure. Even knowing that woman came to the Breckenrock to kill me, I’m not sure I’m ready to give her to him. The way she spoke, it sounded like she truly believed I’d murdered Princess Victoria. It wasn’t just hate in her voice, Beth. It was pain.”

“I imagine Spence felt pained as well... when he learned betraying you and his princess wouldn’t earn him a knighthood.”

As Trent considered his dream and his options carefully, he made his decision. “Her assassination was well-planned, but I don’t think she killed me on King Tallun’s behalf. She claimed vengeance for me murdering Victoria and the people of her village.”

“So, you believe you can turn her. That she might help us if she knew the truth.”

“I hope so. Enough have already died for King Tallun’s lies. I’d like to avoid any more.”

Bethany considered him curiously. “So, was she beautiful?”

Trent frowned in surprise. “I didn’t get a good look at her.”

“So she wasn’t attractive?”

“Beth, she literally stabbed me through the heart. After attacking you.”

“So, not only did this woman somehow get past Ruby, a woman we both know to be immensely strong, she bested me, then lured you close enough she could kill you.”

“Yes. And... you sound like you actually admire her for that.”

“A hunter can admire another hunter, even if that hunter is competing for her prey.”

Trent snorted. “Am I your prey, then?”

“You were. I hunted you for years, love.” She kissed his chest. “Until I caught you.”

“That you have.”

She sobered once more. “Still, based on why she claimed vengeance in your dream, it sounds to me as if this woman... this mage... was loyal to, or at least close with, Princess Victoria. That means she, like the Enchanter, could make a powerful ally.”

“So, we agree we should do our best to capture her.”

“What we should do with her is your decision, husband. I’m simply offering my counsel.”

“And I appreciate that. But why did you ask if she was beautiful?”

She slid her fingers teasingly along his midriff. “Why do you think?”

Trent rolled his eyes. “Gods, Beth. I can’t take every attractive woman we encounter on our travels as my wife. I’ll never have time to do anything else.”

“You only need take the strong and powerful ones. In your dream, this woman slipped past Ruby, bested me, and killed you. A woman like that could make our tribe even stronger than it is now.” Bethany shrugged. “Still, perhaps she’s just a dream.”

“More like a nightmare.”

“But now, after all that, I’m wide awake.” Her fingers slid lower as she pressed her lips to his ear. “Do you know any way to put me back to sleep?”

He cupped her lovely ass and pulled her into his lap. “I can think of a few ways. You could use another lesson.”

“Gods, could I. Shall we wake Ruby?”

“Let her sleep. She needs her sleep.”

“And you?”

“I only need you, love.”

Bethany smiled eagerly as she stripped off her tunic.


Chapter Ten




The next day dawned too soon for Trent, who found the idea of leaving this peaceful monastery less and less appealing. If he only cared about his own welfare and that of his wives, he would consider making a deal with the Enchanter to shelter here for good. All he would need to do is find the Enchanter a new body to inhabit in exchange.

Yet hiding away behind strong walls wasn’t the man Trent Marston wanted to be. He’d been born an outwaller, and as foolish as it might be to travel a world filled with dangerous magical beasts, the wilds continued to call to him. He wasn’t ready to settle down just yet.

He also couldn’t bear the thought of King Tallun succeeding in his coup, and he certainly couldn’t bear the thought of abandoning his family in Kallowhorn. Until King Tallun was deposed, Trent could never return to Kallowhorn or visit his parents without putting them, and his whole village, in danger. He couldn’t just leave his family and village behind.

He would never be truly safe while King Tallun held the throne of Dalry, and while he knew Princess Victoria was clever and brave, he also knew her chances of returning to her throne would vastly improve if she allied with the Enchanter. Finally, he had sworn an oath to protect Dalry. He took his oaths seriously.

He had not simply sworn that oath to Sergeant Crane (and, by extension, Princess Victoria) on the day he joined Eight Company. He had sworn it to himself the day he left for the Vespers. He had sworn never to sit idly by and let terrible men do terrible things.

After he and his wives dressed and readied themselves, they traveled to the Enchanter’s dining room to find the golden automaton waiting patiently with Butler, his automaton servant. With them were two leather packs that looked mundane but were, Trent knew, magic.

After they enjoyed another lovely breakfast of sweet pastries, fresh fruit, steaming bacon, and juice, they were well prepared for a treacherous journey across the Breckenrock. Trent would miss the food here. At least he had something to look forward to on his return.

After he and Bethany shouldered the ether-infused packs, Butler led them to the temporal cupboards. There, he and Bethany gathered food that would keep on a four-day journey and extra provisions in case they got delayed. To keep the food separate and safe, Ruby carried those in her own mundane pack.

Finally, the Enchanter himself provided three critical items. First was the map leading to the kalor crystal cave. The Enchanter pointed out the monastery’s nearest position and described the closest landmark... a finger-like spire of rock.

Next, he provided a small metal box that Trent hung on his belt by its hinged hook. The Enchanter assured him that whenever he was near kalor crystals, the box would make a soft crackling sound. It would allow him to track the crystals from a good distance away.

Finally, the Enchanter provided them with one of his many clever devices: a light globe. It was three conjoined brass rings with what looked like a glass ball in their center. The Enchanter demonstrated how turning a small knob at its base would cause it to glow.

Of the Enchanter’s devices, this “light globe” was the one that fascinated Trent the most. There was no sign of a flame inside the glass, or, for that matter, anything at all. A globe of glowing energy simply appeared inside the glass orb when he turned the knob.

The Enchanter cautioned him that the device would only glow for so long... perhaps half a day... but could be recharged if he left it sitting in the sun beneath an open sky for an entire day. It could also be charged with kalor crystals, though the crystals would need to be ground down and refined using another of the Enchanter’s machines before that would work.

Trent gave the map, crystal detection device, and light globe to Ruby to store in her pack. It felt indulgent for him and Bethany to carry empty packs when Ruby was carrying everything else, but she was far stronger than both of them. She offered no complaints.

Finally, the time came to leave the safe and warm walls in which he’d sheltered with his wives for over two days. Once more, they would step out into the twisted and treacherous wilderness that made up the Breckenrock. Once more, they would brave dangers both mundane and magical and hope their hunting skills and Ruby’s magic kept them safe.

As the Enchanter led them toward an otherwise featureless portion of brown brick wall, Trent took one last look around the huge and warm monastery that could, one day, be the centerpiece of a campaign by Princess Victoria to reclaim her throne. He would miss this place... but he’d need to walk a long road before he could relax here without guilt.

The Enchanter paused at the wall and turned to face them. “Ruby? Open the door.”

Ruby glanced questioningly at Trent. “Master?”

She hadn’t followed the Enchanter’s direct order. It was possible the Enchanter hadn’t intended her to do so, but once again, he had given away something he might have wished to keep to himself. Was it possible the bond Trent had forged with Ruby when he claimed her actually superseded the Enchanter’s authority?

He hoped so. He very much hoped so. For now, he wouldn’t draw attention to this.

“Yes, Ruby. Please, open the door for us and lead the way out.”

As she had done the day they arrived, Ruby walked to the wall and pressed her palms to brown stone bricks. Those bricks shimmered and then vanished to reveal an archway just wide enough for a single person to pass through at a time. Trent suspected the Enchanter hadn’t opened it because, in his automaton body, he couldn’t do this sort of magic.

Ruby passed through the opening without a look back. Trent walked after her with Bethany on his heels. The moment he stepped outside the comfortable warmth of the monastery, a blast of heat hit Trent like a wall.

He had forgotten how hot the Breckenrock grew, even in the early morning. Sweat broke out on his sides and back. He longed for the monastery’s comparative cool.

Once they were all outside, Ruby walked back to the opening and raised her palms again. The last thing Trent saw before the brownstone bricks reappeared was the faceless golden head of the Enchanter watching them solemnly from inside. Then, they were alone in a dangerous wilderness filled with magical horrors.

Trent snapped his fingers to draw everyone’s attention, then strode north. As his wives fell into step behind him, Trent picked their path carefully through shallow hills of dirt and scrub. Large rocks were scattered here and there as well, some blackened in ways that suggested they’d been badly burned by... something.

As he evaluated the land through which they traveled, Trent saw a patch of rock and scrub that was higher than the others. Still walking in silence—there were dangers in the Breckenrock that could be drawn by careless speech—he gradually ascended the rocky plateau until he stood overlooking a vast expanse of blasted earth and twisted black trees.

In the distance, a towering finger of brown rock pointed at the sky. Trent suspected it dwarfed even the tallest towers of Whitebridge, but from this distance, it was smaller than his own outstretched finger. It was likely almost a full day’s travel away.

Trent glanced back at Ruby and spoke quietly. “Map, please.”

She shrugged off her pack and produced the map the Enchanter had given them. Trent turned it to face north and examined it in the bright light. While judging distance across the odd expanse of the Breckenrock was often difficult, the distant finger of rock did appear to be close to the cave on the map’s location... and a good way from the monastery’s current location.

He rolled up the map and tucked it into his belt, then turned to look at his wives. He had told Ruby about his nightmare as well, of course. Now that they were outside the monastery, he could tell the thought of someone stabbing him terrified her.

The thought terrified Bethany, too. She was simply better at hiding it. As he stared over the expanse of largely open ground he could trace in all directions from this vantage, Trent was certain he would spot any movement for leagues around. He saw nothing.

Where was the red-haired woman? How was she tracking them? Or did she somehow know their destination, and was waiting there right now ready to spring her trap?

Behind him, Ruby spoke quietly. “Master? Are we lost?”

He smiled faintly. “Not yet, and I hope to keep us that way. I’m simply taking a moment to think through how the woman from my dreams, if she’s real, could be tracking us. Sadly, I’m not coming up with much. Unless she can turn herself invisible.”

Bethany glanced back the way they’d traveled. “There’s a lovely thought.”

“Ruby? How’s the weight on that pack?”

“I barely feel it!”

“It occurs to me, now, that I never got around to asking you if you could verify the Enchanter’s claims. Have you ever carried an ether-infused pack like ours?”

“I have not, but I know many of the Enchanter’s clients purchased one. Sometimes, I would stand beside him while he showed visiting customers his wares.”

“I see.” Trent suspected Ruby had been part of those wares, and he wasn’t about to ask since there was nothing he could do to change that. “Still, you’re certain they work as the Enchanter suggested? I want to make sure there’s no surprises ahead.”

“To the best of my knowledge, yes. Perhaps... we should do a test?”

“That’s a good idea.”

He shrugged off his pack and set it down, then undid the clasps. He carefully opened the flap, then gasped at what he saw inside. Or rather... what he didn’t.

The inside of the pack simply didn’t seem to exist. There was only a black void inside, a void that looked so deep Trent feared anyone who fell into this pack could never find their way out again. Fortunately, the pack itself wasn’t big enough to allow an adult to fit inside it... at least not easily. Still, he had no doubt he was carrying a featureless magical void on his back.

Bethany walked over to join him, then gawked as she saw what he saw. Ruby waited where she was, eyes scanning the horizon for threats. He appreciated that she’d chosen to keep watch without being asked. He already knew that, with him and Bethany to teach her, Ruby was one day going to make a talented hunter.

Trent pulled his eyes from the void and cast about for a rock. He found one about the size of his palm, hefted it, and then, refusing to touch the void inside the pack, dropped it. The rock fell into the pack and vanished, but that was followed by the reassuring sound of a rock impacting a hard surface.

That sound reassured him. There was a floor inside the pack! Or... something approximating a floor and a room. It wasn’t an endless void that led to gods knew where.

He still wasn’t sure how he would get the rock back out of the pack, but he didn’t need to. He only needed to drop whatever kalor crystals they found into the pack and bring the pack back to the monastery. The Enchanter could figure out how to get them out of there.

Trent closed the flap, snapped the clasps, and reluctantly shrugged the ether-infused pack back on. He glanced in the direction of the towering finger of rock and then swept his gaze along the flat but treacherous terrain leading to this overlook. As a man who’d trained to do so all his life, he mentally picked out his own landmarks and fixed them in his mind.

Once they set off again, he’d lose his bird’s eye view of the terrain through which they needed to travel. But between the mental map he’d just formed and the towering finger of rock in the distance, he was confident he could lead his wives through the day.

The first part of their long trek was actually enjoyable despite the heat. The joy of exploring somewhere few alive had seen remained alive inside Trent, even if he knew the area he was exploring was dangerous. It helped that Ruby could turn into a magical sword and kill most monsters they encountered with a single stab.

They trekked until around noon without encountering anything treacherous. Trent decided to skirt a grove of leafless trees with purple bark, growth that looked unnatural enough he didn’t trust it. Not long after, he chose to backtrack when they came across a river the color of fresh blood. The river was too wide to jump, and Trent didn’t want to risk fording it.

Those setbacks cut into their time, but they still made decent progress by the time they paused for lunch. They didn’t bother with a fire. They simply enjoyed the fresh meat, cheese, and bread they’d packed before they left before resuming their journey shortly after.

Everything continued to proceed smoothly until they reached a huge expanse of sickly-looking forest. Emaciated trees spouted spindly branches and rotting brown leaves. Given the size of this expanse of forest, Trent knew going around it could take days. It was risky to proceed forward, but calculated risks were a part of traveling the Breckenrock.

He glanced at his blade wife. “Ruby? Become a sword.”

She lowered her head and rested her arms against her sides as a small vortex of red magic and rose petals erupted around her. A moment later, Ruby (the woman) vanished, and Ruby (the sword) appeared in his outstretched hand. Trent sheathed her on his back and strode into the sickly forest with Bethany walking close behind.

He reached out to Ruby over the mental bond they’d shared since the night he claimed both her magical bond and her virginity. Back in the Blackwood, she’d been able to sense the approach of the evil sap inside the trees before they saw it. If some similar magical threat existed in these woods, she might be able to do so here as well.

“Keep your magical senses open. Let me know the moment you sense anything amiss.”

“Yes, Master!”

These trees were far thinner and wider spaced than those in the Blackwood, the living forest whose sap had animated the dead bodies of Eight Company and had attempted to claim Trent and his wives. It was possible this forest was just what it seemed: a forest. Yet the Breckenrock bore the scars of countless wars between powerful mages, and those mages, rather than confronting each other directly, had relied heavily on clever traps.

Trent’s worst suspicions were confirmed when the day began to dim despite the sun remaining halfway to the horizon. The farther he walked into the forest, the dimmer the day became. This was obviously dangerous magic at work.

He focused on his mental bond with Ruby. “Anything?”

“I sense... a vague aura of power, but nothing specific. What are you seeing?”

“It’s growing darker, despite the fact that it’s still mid-afternoon.”

“Then be careful, Master. I sense nothing other than a general aura of magical power in this place, but I will alert you the moment that changes.”

After a glance back at Bethany, which confirmed she was nervous but willing to follow his lead, Trent continued into the forest. What choice did they have? Navigating around this forest could add days or even weeks to their journey. They didn’t have that kind of time.

Soon the day was as dark as a moonless night. Nothing had threatened them yet, but it seemed past time when something might. Trent paused in the gloom and pulled Ruby from her sheathe, then summoned her back into her woman form. At his command, she pulled the light globe the Enchanter had given them from her backpack.

The light globe would only glow for so long, so using it to light the way through this forest could mean they wouldn’t have any glow left for when they arrived at the kalor crystal cave. Even so, Trent refused to stumble through this forest in the dark. He twisted the knob on the bottom of the globe and gasped as bright light burst from inside.

To reveal an army of inky humanoid shadows creeping toward them on all sides.

“Ruby, become a sword!” A moment later she dropped the globe as she appeared in his hand. A moment after that, the shadow people rushed them from all sides in absolute and terrifying silence. For a moment, Trent worried he’d gone deaf.

Until Bethany howled in anger and pain.

No time to check on her. He had to protect his tribe. Trent felt Ruby’s innate knowledge of swordplay flooding his mind and muscles. Now that they were bonded, she could impart her incredible skill with a rapier to her master... in this case, Trent.

When they stabbed the closest shadow person, it burst into flames and vanished. Trent expertly dodged a swing from a second shadow and dispatched it before it could react to the death of the first. As their fellows fell, the other shadows scattered without a sound.

Trent chased them far enough to deter them, but he didn’t leave the range of the light globe. Once it was clear they’d learned respect, he checked on Bethany. He found her clutching her upper arm, and worse, he saw bright red blood coursing past her fingers. She was hurt!

Trent fought the urge to pull Bethany into his arms and check on her wound. He needed to be ready to repel the shadow people if they attacked again. He backed cautiously toward Bethany while scanning the gloom at the edge of the globe’s light for threats.

“How bad is it?”

“Just a scratch.” Bethany winced as she kept pressure on her wound with one hand while keeping her wounded arm raised and her long knife readied. “Normal weapons go right through those... things... but whatever weapons they have seem entirely solid.”

“Well, Ruby seems to have deterred them for now. Can you bandage that yourself? Stop the bleeding?"

“Yes.”

“I’m going to call Ruby back so we can drop her pack. After you wrap that wound, can you carry it?”

“Of course.” Bethany took one more look around at the circle of light that was the only thing separating them from utter darkness. “Let’s hope we taught them some manners.”

“Ruby? Return!”

Ruby once more appeared beside them, then immediately tossed down her pack. The moment she did so, Trent turned her back into her sword form and whipped her around to face the darkness. He caught a hint of movement, but it quickly retreated.

As Bethany dug through the pack for a bandage to wrap her wound, he slowly scanned the circle of light while turning Ruby’s tip to face it. The shadow people did not emerge again, but if not for this light globe, and Ruby, Trent was certain they would be dead now.

The dangers of the Breckenrock continued to be both unpredictable and terrifying. At least they had the measure of this danger, for now. As Bethany wrapped her arm in silence, Trent was abruptly reminded of the day they’d met.

Bethany had been bitten by a chaos wolf. Thanks to his dreams of the future, he’d known to have a talun potion on hand. She’d used it to cleanse the corruption of the chaos wolf bite on her thigh while he kept watch with his back to her. They’d learned to trust each other.

His first love spoke from behind him. “I’m good.”

“Then let’s move. Stay close. Ruby and I will stab anything that threatens us.”

After Bethany took the globe and Ruby’s pack, along with her own, Trent realized he had no sense of what direction to go. The sky was pitch black, as was everything beyond the border of the light globe. How was he to navigate them out of the forest without a sun?

Pausing too long could mean doom for all of them, but wandering off blindly in a random direction could leave them in an even worse situation. Trent carefully scanned his surroundings until, at last, he saw it. He peered closely at a nearby spindly tree.

They didn’t need magic to escape this trap. Nature would save them.

Despite their unnatural appearance, these trees shared much in common with the trees he’d grown up with... including the patches of moss that grew on the north side. Moss preferred the north side, and Trent needed to move north. The trees served as a compass.

Trent set a brisk pace and kept Ruby at the ready. He passed tree after tree and checked each one. While not all had moss growing on them, enough featured some measure of moss that he could verify he was still heading north.

Once or twice the shadow people encroached, but each time, a snarl and a few stabs at air drove them back. These shadow people could learn. Soon, Ruby spoke over their bond.

“I feel them all around us, Master. There have to be hundreds of them! What if they gather the courage to attack in mass?”

“Nothing we can do but push forward. At least we know you can kill them now.”

“I know. I wish I could be out there fighting beside you!”

“You are, Ruby. Just guide my arm, and I’ll handle the rest.”

Keeping to their brisk pace with the reassuring clatter of Bethany’s pack to assure him she was right behind him, Trent marched north for what felt like half a day. In reality, it might not have been more than an hour, but his knowledge that a veritable army of shadow people was milling just outside the ring of light Bethany carried made each moment an eternity.

He’d almost settled into complacency when Ruby called out urgently in his head. “I feel them massing behind us. I think they might be preparing to attack!”

Trent increased his pace. “Time to run. Stay close.”

Bethany’s voice barely trembled as she responded. “Ready!”

Trent had as good a sense as he could of the direction now. He’d just broken into a jog when Ruby spoke once more in his mind.

“They’re coming, Master! From behind us!”

Bethany shouted a warning as they broke into a sprint. Trent didn’t dare glance back for fear he might trip over a root or ridge, but he could imagine the army of silent black forms chasing them now. He saw no end to the darkness, which meant he’d have to turn and fight.

He shouted to Bethany. “Run ahead, then stop and let me defend you!”

He slowed and spun as Bethany passed him, then gawked at the dozens of inky black figures charging them from behind. They had an army, but he had a Ruby. With a grunt, he thrust out with Ruby’s blade and summoned her powerful magic.

A wave of bright red energy slashed toward the oncoming rush of shadow people and cut through them like a scythe through wheat. Dozens burst into flames and crumpled as the rest scattered in surprise. Ruby’s once-a-day magical attack broke their charge.

As the surviving shadows came at him as a disorganized mob, Trent dove into the grim business he’d trained for since he entered the Vespers. Killing. With his own extensive training combined with Ruby’s knowledge of rapier techniques, he became a blur of death.

When he and Ruby fought as one, the shadow people couldn’t touch them.

Each slash or thrust of Ruby’s blade ignited shadow person after shadow person, and with Ruby’s years of training with a rapier and Trent’s agile body, he flowed past the clumsy strikes of their shadow blades. With Bethany as his center of gravity, he danced around her with speed that was as thrilling as it was otherworldly. He dodged, stabbed, and killed.

As terrifying as it was to be surrounded like this, it was also exhilarating. He had never felt as powerful as he did right now. No one could match him and Ruby with a rapier.

Dozens of shadow people burned away at his slash or touch, and then, just like that, the remaining shadows sprinted back into the darkness. Breathing hard with all the exertion, Trent circled Bethany with Ruby, ready to defend her. No more shadows threatened.

Ruby spoke triumphantly in his head. “They’re retreating, Master!”

Trent spoke aloud for Bethany’s benefit. “They’re pulling back. Time to leave.”

As before, Trent led the way north with Bethany close behind him. As they walked, the darkness gradually turned gray. Daylight was returning! That spurred Trent faster, and Ruby’s next thought increased his pace.

“I sense no more ahead of us, Master. They’re all behind now, and receding.”

Trent kept walking, and then, as if dozens of thick clouds had suddenly drifted away from the sun, daylight returned. The sun was now a red blob melting on the horizon, but after the unnatural darkness of that shadow forest, its warmth and glow were a delight.

“Beth? Turn the knob. We don’t need the globe any longer.”

Bethany extinguished the magical light, and together, they trudged free of the last of the spindly trees. The skyward-facing finger of rock was closer than it had been, though still a half-day’s walk away. They were already hours behind, but at least they were alive.

Now, he needed to find a safe place to rest and check on Bethany’s wound.


Chapter Eleven




Bethany obviously flagged the further they walked from the forest of black shadows. What worried Trent was that, even after a day’s hike followed by a sprint for their lives, she shouldn’t be slowing as much as she was right now. What he feared most was that the blade of that inky black shadow had been tipped with poison.

Finally, Bethany’s faltering steps made it clear that something was very wrong. Yet they were still too close to the borders of the shadow forest, and there was nothing around but disturbingly open ground. They were also losing light faster than Trent liked.

“Ruby, return!”

Once Ruby was once more in her woman form, he pointed. “Carry Beth and both packs.”

Bethany took another faltering step. “I’m fine!”

“Please don’t lie to me.” Trent walked over as Ruby easily swept one arm behind Bethany’s knees and lifted her in a princess carry, then looped both their mundane pack and the ether-infused pack across Ruby’s shoulders. “Tell me what you’re feeling. Do you feel sick?”

As Trent hurried forward with Ruby on his heels, carrying Bethany, she responded in a voice that was growing weaker by the moment. “Not... sick. Cold. When did it get so cold?”

The day remained sweltering despite the setting sun. So what afflicted Bethany now might not simply be poison, but some sort of corrupting magic as well. Trent ground his teeth as he considered their few and unpleasant options.

He couldn’t turn back to the Enchanter’s monastery for help. The most direct route to the monastery would take them back through the forest of shadows, and with Bethany injured to the point where she couldn’t walk, he doubted they could pass through it again. Finally, he spotted what looked to be an opening in a shallow cliff.

“There. We’ll shelter there. Jog, Ruby.”

Trent broke into a brisk jog as Ruby effortlessly matched pace, carrying Bethany. Ruby was certainly jostling her despite her best efforts, but Bethany offered no complaints. Trent loved her dearly, and the thought of some magical corruption claiming her terrified him.

The light was fading by the time they reached an opening in the tall cliffs Trent judged defensible. There was only one way to approach, and while it was wider than Trent liked given Bethany’s injuries, at least they had solid stone at their back. He pointed at the cliff.

“Settle her there. Gently.”

As Ruby settled Bethany next to the sturdy and rising cliff wall, Trent rummaged through his past travels in his mind. He had no idea what magic afflicted Bethany, only that most types of magic out here were fatal. He couldn’t rationally acknowledge the fact that she might die.

No. If his dream was prophetic—the dream of the kalor crystal cave, where the redheaded woman disguised as Bethany ambushed him—then Bethany had been alive and well when that woman stabbed him, in the heart, a day from now. That meant Bethany must survive this wound and this magical cold... but only if he’d truly dreamed of the future last night.

For now, all he could do was change the bandage on her wound. Leaving Ruby to guard Bethany and their campsite, he undertook a quick and urgent search for enough kindling to start a fire and fresh wood to burn. In the end, he only found enough to burn for a few hours, which meant that they would spend much of the night without a fire.

They only needed the fire for light, not warmth. The Breckenrock remained sweltering. With luck, they would have clear skies and a bright moon.

As the last daylight faded, Trent returned with what he could scrounge up. He then found that, in his absence, Ruby had carved out a small pit and made a ring with rocks from the area. He smiled past his all but crippling worry over Bethany to thank her for her forethought and encourage her. Then, he got to work on getting the fire started.

Once a small fire was crackling merrily, he set their cooking frame atop it and poured water from a canteen into a small pot. He left that to boil and turned his attention to his birth wife. He’d need hot water to cleanse the wound and fresh bandages to seal it.

Ruby had laid out a bedroll for Bethany on which she now reclined. The makeshift bandage on Bethany’s arm was already soaked through with blood, which wasn’t a good sign. She shouldn’t still be bleeding so much unless the wound was serious.

Her skin was paler than it should be, and despite the heat that lingered over the rocks, she shivered. He brushed her sweaty hair back from her forehead.

“Still awake?”

Bethany opened her gray eyes and squinted up at him. “Yes.”

“Are you still cold?”

“A little.” Her teeth chattered as she spoke.

Trent forced a smile he hoped would reassure her. “Let’s do what we can to bundle you up. Then, we’ll change that bandage and get you some food.”

She smiled weakly. “You don’t need to nurse me.”

“I’m going to do whatever it takes to keep you comfortable and safe, love, for as long as we both live.” He kissed her sweaty forehead. “Now, let’s get those bandages changed.”

After he and Ruby had wrapped her in every bedroll available, enough to stop the worst of her chattering teeth, it was time to see to the rest of her. After pulling more gauze from their pack, and with Ruby standing watch, Trent carefully unwound the now sodden gauze from around Bethany’s upper arm.

She hissed quietly as the fabric pulled at dried blood. He saw now that one of the shadow people had sliced its weapon across the side of her bicep. While the cut didn’t look deep, it oozed both blood and a darker purple fluid.

That fluid looked like a darker version of the purified corruption Trent had brushed off Ruby the night he cleansed her. Worse, what resembled a festering bruise was spreading on either side of the cut. The corruption inside her wound looked to be spreading.

As Bethany’s gray eyes saw the same thing he did, she smiled bravely. “If there’s corruption inside me, perhaps you can cleanse me the same way you cleanse Ruby.”

“If only it were that easy.” He glanced at Ruby. “Come here. I need you to look at this.”

In the faint light of the crackling fire, Ruby knelt beside them. She gasped as she stared at Bethany’s wound. “That is corruption!”

“I was afraid you’d say that.”

Bethany coughed. “It’s no worse than a bad cold.”

“So far.” Trent looked at Ruby again. “Do you recall the Enchanter ever mentioning any local plants that might be able to counter the effects of magical corruption? Talun petals work for chaos wolf bites, but I don’t know if they’ll work for this.”

Ruby miserably shook her head. “I do not, Master.” Then, her eyes widened as she smiled with sudden hope. “What of my blade form?”

Trent frowned. “What of it?

“My touch destroys all corrupted magic.”

“And...” Trent considered her bizarre suggestion. “Your touch could destroy the corruption inside Bethany’s wound?”

“I do not know, Master! But if I could touch the corruption inside her, I could purify it the same way I purify corrupted creatures.”

Bethany smiled thinly. “If the cure is to stab me with Ruby, we should consider other options first. What if I turn to ash like those shadow people?”

Trent hated not knowing the best course. “Allowing that corruption to spread could be worse. If it’s anything like the bite of a chaos wolf, it could rot off your whole arm, and if it’s spread this far in a few hours, it could be worse by tomorrow morning. Much worse.”

“I do like having arms.” Bethany took a deep breath, shaking with an unnatural cold, and then stared up at him. “I trust you both... and I trust your judgment, husband. If you think stabbing the corruption could cleanse it, I consent.”

Trent knew every moment he hesitated could put Bethany in further danger. He had to make a decision about this, and quickly. The crackle of the fading fire reminded him that if he waited too long, he would also soon be without any light save the moon.

He rose. “We’re going to try cleansing that corruption with Ruby.”

Bethany closed her eyes. “I imagine this will sting a bit. Can you find a good stick?”

Trent fumbled through the wood he’d gathered and picked a small stick. He snapped it several times until he had a portion she could fit in her mouth, then carried it back to Bethany. He wished he could wash it, but mundane sickness was the least of their worries.

Bethany opened her mouth, then bit down on the stick. She clenched it between her teeth. Trent rose and stretched a hand out.

“Ruby, become a sword!”

Red magic and rose petals appeared and vanished, and then a fine length of magical steel was once more clasped in Trent’s hand. He turned the blade upward so the ruby in its wrought-silver hilt faced him, then focused on his connection with his mageblade.

“You’re certain your touch won’t kill her?”

“It will not. She is mortal, not a being of corrupted magic. However, there is corruption inside her now. That is what I hope to burn away.

“I hate taking the risk, but in my nightmare of the kalor crystal cave, she was alive. I feel like burning out the corruption is our only option, which means I may have taken this same course in the time before I dreamed of my death.”

“I pray you are right, Master.”

“I’ve found prayers to be of little use, but I certainly won’t turn yours down.”

Trent knelt at Bethany’s side. “There’s nothing to be done but to stab Ruby’s tip straight into the wound, love. Like cauterizing it. I don’t know how much it will hurt.”

She grunted past her bit. Her meaning was obvious. He was the one hesitating, not her.

“Beth, I love you. Please don’t die.”

She smiled up at him past the stick. She was being brave... for him... even though he knew the thought of being stabbed with a magic sword terrified her. He loved her so much.

Trent focused on the wound in Bethany’s arm, the darkened flesh around it, and every bit of precision Ruby had gained with a rapier as she practiced in the Enchanter’s training yard. Then, with one precise stab, he pricked Bethany’s wound with the tip of Ruby’s blade.

He struck directly in the center of her discolored flesh, and not deep. He only needed to touch Ruby’s tip to the magical corruption, not stab straight through Bethany’s arm. Bethany screamed against the stick in her mouth. A red glow ignited in the center of the wound.

Trent ground his teeth and held the blade steady despite the sound of his love cracking the stick as she bit down hard. Ruby’s blade grew bright red, as red as if it had been heated in a forge. Bethany stiffened visibly before, mercifully, passing out from the pain.

As Bethany flopped flat, Trent pulled Ruby’s tip free of her wound. He was terrified, for a moment, that he had murdered her. Yet as he held Ruby in one hand and touched Bethany’s neck with the other, he found her pulse. It was irregular and elevated, but constant.

He also recognized the rise and fall of her chest, and most of all, he saw the change in her wound. The bruised flesh around the slash was visibly retreating toward where she’d been cut. As for the cut itself, it glowed faintly, as if it was still being seared by Ruby’s blade.

Soon, the black flesh around the wound was gone, as was the dark purple ooze. Only human blood and a shallow cut along the side of her bicep remained. Trent thumped back on his calves in relief, then extended one hand and Ruby’s silver blade.

“Ruby, return!”

As his blade wife stood watch, Trent checked over Bethany’s wound once more. The slash across the side of her arm now looked no different than the wound a cut from a mundane sword would leave. It was, despite its ugly appearance, a flesh wound. With Bethany already unconscious, there would be no better opportunity to clean her wound.

After donning his thick leather gloves, which he hadn’t worn before now due to the day’s thick heat, he soaked bandages in hot water and cleaned the dried blood and dirt from Bethany’s wound as best he could. She remained mercifully unconscious, which helped.

She was likely hungry. Yet, if he woke her, the pain of her wound could be excruciating. Better to let her sleep. That would also make cleaning her wound easier.

Once he was satisfied he’d done all he could to minimize the chance of an infection from this cut, he wrapped a fresh round of gauze around her arm and tightened it to keep the gauze snug. Then, in the moonlight, his love slept peacefully.

Bethany would survive. The terror of knowing he might lose her faded to be replaced with the all but overwhelming gratitude of knowing she would live another day... thanks to Ruby. Her unique ability to destroy magical corruption had saved them.

Sadly, the faint fire had burned down to nothing while they treated Bethany. He didn’t want to wander the Breckenrock by moonlight and find more kindling. At least the day’s sweltering temperatures had now faded to a more pleasant heat.

Ruby kept her eyes on the terrain around them. “Master, you should sleep.”

Now fighting through exhaustion, Trent looked up. “We’ll split the watch.”

“No. You and Bethany have both had a terrible day. You both need rest. I will watch through the night, and then, tomorrow, you can carry me as I sleep.”

Ruby was making sense. The adrenaline of fighting off dozens of shadow people, followed by his worries for Bethany, had exhausted him. Even so, he hesitated to sleep just yet.

Ruby had killed over a dozen shadow people today. If they were anything like soulless, she, too, was corrupted. He couldn’t let her suffer.

“Are you feeling sick yet? Is the corruption affecting you?”

“No, Master. I feel the corruption inside me, but my body is still in the process of purifying it. I do not believe it will overcome me tonight. But tomorrow... perhaps?”

“Tell me the moment it becomes a problem. I’ll cleanse you, and this time, I’ll lavish all the affection on you I can. If cleansing you is going to be sexual, we might as well embrace it.”

She smiled as she eyed him shyly. “I’ll try not to get too loud.”

“I’m sure Beth wouldn’t mind, but we do have to be conscious about attracting monsters.”

She sighed dreamily. “I love sex with you. But if I must wait, I will wait.”

His growling stomach then reminded him that, due to the urgency of treating Bethany’s wound and finding a safe place to shelter before dark, he had never eaten supper. With the fire out, there was no way to cook anything. Jerky, bread, and water would have to do.

He beckoned Ruby close. “Let’s eat. You need your strength for the night’s watch.”

“And Bethany? Should we wake her?”

“No. After all that, I think she may need sleep more than anything.”

After he and Ruby enjoyed a quiet and cold supper, she turned once more to stare out at the terrain around them. Then, in the darkness, Ruby spoke again.

“Master?”

“Yes?”

“Back at the monastery, you said that you could one day love me.”

“And I will. Every day I grow more fond of you, especially days like today. You not only saved us from those shadow creatures. You saved Beth from corruption. You’re incredible.”

Her shoulders straightened at his praise. “I am so glad I could protect you both. But... Master, there’s something I have kept hidden from you. After we came so close to dying today, I worry about keeping it from you any longer. But... I don’t want to alarm you.”

“You can tell me anything. You’re my blade wife now, part of our tribe, and we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together.” Trent stayed where he could watch Bethany and gazed into Ruby’s worried blue eyes. “What is it?”

“I love you, Master. I have since you asked me to join your tribe. You and Bethany have finally given me a home. After you told me of how much you loved her, I was so happy for you both, but... I was also so lonely. I’m so grateful she was willing to share you with me!”

Trent immediately felt guilty that he couldn’t tell Ruby he loved her back. Not because he didn’t care deeply for her, nor because he wasn’t certain his love for her would bloom one day soon. It was that when he said those words, he should mean them with all his heart.

He had met Ruby a little more than a week ago. While they had made love multiple times, it had been months before he’d felt ready to say those words to Bethany and know he meant them. Still, he worried he might hurt her if he didn’t say something.

Ruby winced as if worried she’d overstepped. “I don’t expect you to say the same in return. I know we have only just met, and I know that you and Bethany have known each other for years. And even if you never love me, I will still⁠—”

“Hush.”

He touched two fingers to her lips, then kissed her. She made a contented sigh as he stroked her cheeks and hair. Soon, he eased back.

“Thank you for telling me.”

“I... you’re welcome, Master.”

“So, how does it feel?”

Her lovely shoulders hunched. “You’re asking because you think I don’t understand love? Because you are the first man I have ever been with?”

“Not at all. You know your heart, and I’d never doubt how you feel. You’re a strong and clever woman. I simply want to know what love feels like for you.”

She relaxed, then smiled dreamily. “It feels like... like I am constantly hungry, but only in the sense that my stomach tingles for something it does not have. An excitement infuses me when I feel your gaze upon me.”

He brushed her cheek. “Just my gaze?”

“And your touch! Master, when you touch me, and kiss me like you just did, the reason I clutch you so tightly is because I feel I might float away. Is that how you feel with Bethany?”

Trent smiled. “It’s a wonderful way to describe love, and yes, I feel something similar whenever I’m with her... and with you.”

Ruby’s lovely blue eyes widened. “You feel the same when you’re with me?”

“Every time I hold you in my arms. You and Beth make me feel like the luckiest man in Dalry. I’m so grateful to have your loyalty I often have trouble believing I’ve earned it.”

“Master, you have earned me! You not only saved Princess Victoria, but you gave me the life I’ve always dreamed about!”

“One day, I hope we can dream bigger.” He motioned for her to keep her eyes on the terrain. “Even so, that doesn’t mean I can stop trying to make your life better.”

She shifted, sitting on her calves, to keep watch. “What do you mean by that?”

“I mean I’m going to spend every day finding new ways to be worthy of the love you’ve offered me. That’s how our love grows. We continue to do all we can to earn each other.”

She stared out over the night. “I’m so grateful you’re my Master.”

“And I’m grateful to have gained the trust and love of a woman as strong and powerful as you. One day soon, I hope we can wander the streets of Whitebridge as other couples do. We’ll buy snacks from food stalls and watch jugglers in the streets. Have you ever been drunk?”

“No, Master. But I have often wondered what it is like!”

“It’s a bit like being in love, I suppose. A tingle in your stomach, and the way the world seems to spin about you. It’s not always pleasant, especially if you overdo it, but a pleasant dizziness and a warm body beside you is something everyone should experience once.”

“And... do you wish to experience being drunk with me?”

“Whether you drink is up to you. I simply want to take you on a proper date, with all that entails. We’ve fought soulless and shadow people side by side, but we’ve never kicked our feet over a glistening stream on a dock beneath the stars.”

“You have done these things with Bethany?”

“Many times. We’ll do similar things together, and go on similar dates, as soon as I can arrange it. I intend to show you what life is like outside your monastery. I want your life to be as full of novelty and joy as mine and Beth’s were while we got to know each other.”

“Master, I simply cannot wait!”

Trent rose and walked to her. He settled behind her, wrapped his hands around her waist, and kissed the nape of her neck. As she turned in hopes of kissing him, he touched her chin and gently pointed her gaze back to the wilderness.

“Eyes ahead.”

As Ruby gratefully melted into his arms, she dutifully kept her eyes on the moonlit terrain around them. He wondered if she felt like she might float away. As he traced his fingers through her lovely red hair, despite the day’s events, his blood stirred.

He could tell from the blush on her neck and the way her breath quickened that his touch had her excited as well. He couldn’t fuck her tonight. That would be too dangerous when Bethany was unconscious and unable to keep watch. But he could reward her.

He leaned close to her ear. “Are you keeping a good watch?”

“Of course, Master.”

“I’m sorry you have to do all the work tonight. You saved our lives today. I think, given that, you deserve to be rewarded for your loyalty.”

“But Master, my reward is serving you!”

“You might be satisfied with that, but I think you deserve a bit more.”

“Then...” Her breath caught. “What reward would you give me?”

“First, I need you to promise me something. Can you keep a good watch even while I distract you?”

“Yes! Nothing will distract me.”

“I’d like to test that.”

“How?”

As Trent slid one hand up her side and cupped one breast through her armor, she sucked in her breath. “Oh! So that’s... oh!”

“Too distracting?”

“No, Master. If this is a test, I’m determined to pass it!”

He raised his other hand and then, as he pressed against her from behind, groped her breasts through her armor. He wished he could wrap his hands around her bare flesh, but that would require removing her cuirass. She needed it on in case they were attacked.

As he massaged her breasts, he leaned close against her back. “Does this feel good?”

“Yes, Master. This feels wonderful.”

“So, I can touch you like this without distracting you from your watch?”

“Yes. No matter where you touch me, I will pass this test!”

“I’m glad you’re confident, but there’s more to come. Now, spread your legs.”

“Yes, Master. I...” She did as he ordered, then gasped again as, still groping her breast with one hand, he slid the other between her thighs. “I... oh, that’s not fair!”

“I never said this test would be fair, Ruby. Now, wider. I expect you to keep your legs open until I’ve finished rewarding you for your loyalty. Understood?”

“Yes, Master.” Now panting softly, she spread her legs as wide as she could manage.

As he toyed with her, treasuring the way she pushed into his touch, Trent glanced back at Bethany. She slept more peacefully now that they had purged whatever corruption had taken her arm. He still couldn’t bear to think of how close he’d come to losing her.

Without Ruby, they’d both be dead. His blade wife deserved all the attention he could lavish upon her and more. Tonight, he would see to her needs as best he could.

Soon, he slipped one hand inside the front of Ruby’s hunting pants. He found her as wet as he’d expected, given his massage and her heavy breathing. He slowly, teasingly, slid two fingers inside her. She stiffened against him, then pressed hard against his chest.

“Oh! Master...”

He spoke firmly in her ear. “Eyes forward. No distractions. Stay as quiet as you can.”

“I... I’ll do my best!”

As they watched the moonlit wilderness around them, Trent was relieved to find enough moonlight to see. Other than the cliffs, it was clear in all directions. As Ruby resolutely watched for threats, he tested her devotion to his orders with his deft fingers.

Keeping quiet was a challenge for her. Her unique condition ensured that he could easily bring her to orgasm again and again, which he did. He savored the way her lithe body trembled against him each time he brought her to her peak.

Each time, she struggled not to collapse after. He held her waist tight and supported her until he recovered, then started again. After her third time, she pushed up into his lap and began desperately grinding her soft, perfect ass against his erection. He allowed it.

Even so, even through every trembling orgasm he gave her, Ruby did exactly as she’d promised she would. Even as she swallowed her desperate moans and her chest heaved in the moonlight, she never took her eyes off the wilderness. She also never, ever closed her legs.

He groped and pleasured her, and she ground her ass on him, until her rhythmic motions on his lap and the sound of her next shuddering orgasm finally brought him his release as well. He clutched her close as they came together.

After, he kissed her neck and hugged her tight. He held her for a time. Then, he leaned close to her ear. “Did you enjoy your reward?”

As she melted against him, her red hair tickled his cheek. “It was perfect.”

“Good. Now, let me take the first watch.”

She clutched his hands. “No! I promised I’d keep watch. I passed my test, did I not?”

“You’re certain? You’ve seemed rather sleepy after I’ve done that to you in the past.”

She giggled happily. “I will not fall asleep, Master. I love all you do for me, but I want to keep you safe so you can be with Bethany. But, what can I do for you in return?”

“You already did it.”

“With... in your lap?”

“Yes, Ruby. You made me feel very good. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Master!” She sounded so happy to learn she had pleased him. “Now, get what rest you can. You’ve certainly earned it.”

“So long as you promise to wake me if you tire.”

“I promise. Now, sleep!”

Trent trusted her as much as he trusted Bethany. She would keep a good watch. She would always watch over him and Bethany... and their tribe.

“Goodnight, Ruby.”

“Sleep well, Master!”

Trent pulled his bedroll close to Bethany’s and settled beside her. He didn’t wrap her up in his arms for fear of hurting her wound. Even so, Bethany murmured contentedly and cuddled into his arms as he wrapped her up. He hoped she was feeling better.

Quicker than he expected, with the warmth of his sleeping birth wife beside him and his blade wife keeping watch, he fell asleep. And once again, he dreamed of the future.

A muffled, barely audible shriek sounded from above him. Trent snatched his knife again as he glanced up only to freeze in shock. He couldn’t understand what he was seeing. Bethany was also pressed against the ceiling, trapped and thrashing in thick vines. But she was⁠—

Something sharp pierced his ribs, then twisted as it tore into his heart. As blood flooded his throat and a bone-deep malaise washed over his body, Trent managed to look down at Bethany in dismay... or the woman he had thought was Bethany.

Whatever had cloaked her true form was gone. This was not his Bethany. This woman’s fierce eyes were brown, not gray, and her hair was a fiery red, not brown. It hung in messy curls to her shoulders rather than being wrapped in a braid. She wore a tattered brown robe.

He’d been tricked. He’d been a fool. And as the red-haired woman drove her blade to its hilt in his chest, her snarled words revealed how she, too, had been deceived.

“For Victoria. For my tribe. Now, die!”

Trent woke the next morning at first light. This time, he woke without screaming. He glanced at Bethany, who still slumbered peacefully beside him, then at Ruby, who sat just past the extinguished fire staring at the horizon. He sat up, then padded over to her.

As Ruby glanced up at him, she smiled past blue eyes bleary with a lack of sleep. Even so, he had no doubt she’d stood a good watch all night. He helped her stand, kissed her gently, and brushed her red hair back from her cheek.

“The dream was prophetic.”

Ruby gasped in alarm. “Your dream that you might die?”

“Only if I do exactly as I did in that dream, which I won’t. We now know that the woman from my dreams will try and ambush us in the kalor crystal cave, which means I can find a way to stop her. But you know what else this means? Why I’m smiling instead of upset?”

Ruby’s eyes widened in delight. “This means Bethany will recover!”

“That’s right. It means you cleared all the corruption out of her last night, just as we hoped. So, Ruby? Thank you. Once more, I owe you more than I can ever repay.”

“I’m just glad I could help her, Master.”

“Now, do you want to eat breakfast before you sleep?”

“Yes. I am hungry.”

“Then you rest. I’ll cook. And tomorrow, we’ll reach the kalor crystal cave.”

“Where we will stop that woman from assassinating you.”

“That’s right. And, if we can capture her, we’ll finally learn why she made the attempt.”


Chapter Twelve




Bethany stirred at some point during breakfast, then blearily opened her eyes. Trent scooted closer and touched her cheek. “How are you feeling this morning?”

“This hurts, but at least I’m not cold.”

“Do you think you can walk today?”

She eyed him in obvious and affectionate annoyance. “What kind of a question is that? It’s no worse than any old trail injury.”

Trent was relieved to have confirmation she was no longer afflicted by corruption. “Would you like some bread and soup? There’s plenty left.”

“Yes. I’m famished.” Bethany slowly sat up, then winced. “Could you tell the world to stop spinning?”

“I doubt it’ll listen to me.” Trent spooned some more soup into his bowl from the small pot over the cookfire. “But if you’re not up for it, I’ll feed you breakfast.”

“If you must. It’s not like I can stop you... yet.”

As Ruby looked on in amusement, Trent scooted over beside Bethany and propped her head against one of his thighs. Then, with her head resting on his thigh like a pillow, he spoon-fed her the morning’s soup. Both that and the bread was fresh despite two days on the road.

As Bethany relaxed she obviously enjoyed her breakfast, and the special attention. He had a sneaky suspicion she might actually not be as tired as she claimed. He wasn’t about to raise that suspicion with her. Once she pushed the spoon away, he gazed down at her.

“Had enough?”

“For now. I can’t say I’d be opposed to you feeding me breakfast in the future.”

“Whenever you want, love.”

She smiled a contented smile. “You’re so thoughtful and considerate when I’m being lazy. I should get wounded more often.”

“Please don’t.”

She gingerly pushed up into a sit, then rolled her wounded arm experimentally. She nodded in satisfaction. “No worse than a bad scrape. I won’t slow us down.”

Trent rose and offered his hand. “I never thought you would.”

Bethany took his hand in both of hers and then he pulled her to her feet. Then, he pulled her close and kissed her hard. After they both had plenty of time to enjoy each other’s affection, he eased her away and smiled. “Love you.”

Bethany sighed happily. “I couldn’t ask for a better husband.”

Ruby walked over. “I will carry your pack today.”

“That’s kind of you.”

“Anything for my sister wife.”

They packed up their campsite, then placed everything they planned to pull back out in the mundane pack Ruby carried. Then, Ruby shouldered that heavy pack and Bethany’s ether-infused pack. Trent shouldered his own.

The finger-like spire of rock in the distance looked even larger today than it had yesterday. Despite their near death in the forest filled with living shadows, they had made good time. Trent led his wives away from the cliff and set an easy pace to start.

He could hear Bethany huffing quietly as she worked to keep up. Even so, as the morning dragged on, her huffing faded. Soon, he increased their pace, and Bethany had no problem keeping up. As he’d hoped, the corrupted wound was no more than a scrape.

They paused again around midday on a hill with good visibility in all directions and enjoyed a short lunch. Afterward, they set off again, with Trent leading them as best he could through a land he’d never seen. Despite how nice a little shade would have been, Trent steered away from any large groups of trees or cliffs.

While he could do nothing to steer them away from an invisible trap in the middle of open ground, he could at least avoid anything that might threaten them from the small groups of odd trees, crumbling ruins, and towering cliffs. Their trek was uneventful save for a tense moment when the distant howling of chaos wolves set them all on edge.

Bethany’s tribe had been almost wiped out by those monsters. Trent could tell how much she wanted to sprint off in the direction of the howls and shoot them in the eyes with her bow. Instead, they stayed low and attempted to stay upwind. Then, all the howls abruptly stopped at the same time.

Trent waited, then waited some more. Wind whistled gently as it wound through the plains and twisted trees, but the chaos wolves remained silent. Eerily silent.

Was the whole pack creeping up to stealthily attack? If they did, Trent and Ruby could best them. Better yet, against chaos wolves, Bethany could also defend herself. Unlike shadow people, chaos wolves could bleed. Bethany would be more than a match for them.

No attack came. Trent rose and beckoned his wives to follow him, and cautiously, they resumed their journey. The rocky finger of rock loomed over them, telling Trent they were almost to the kalor crystal cave. They wouldn’t reach it today, but tomorrow? Certainly.

They trekked until the sun was low in the sky and never again heard the howling of the wolves. Chaos wolves held territory just like normal wolves, and Trent was certain that they would hear the pack howling a challenge as the sun set. They would stake their claim.

Yet as they gathered kindling for a long night and set up their camp, the chaos wolves they’d heard earlier remained silent. It was like they had all fled their territory... or, more likely, had met something they couldn’t defeat and died. That was a disturbing thought.

Once they’d had a decent supper, Trent shared his concern about the odd behavior of the wolves with his wives. Bethany’s brow furrowed in concern, while Ruby looked eager to test herself against a monster that could defeat chaos wolves. Ultimately, however, they remained undisturbed. Then, just before they were planning to bed down, Ruby coughed.

Trent glanced at her and winced in sympathy. “Is the corruption getting to you?”

As she looked at him, she looked so guilty. “I had hoped to hold it off until tomorrow.”

“There’s nothing you can do about it. Better to deal with it tonight. That way, you’ll be fresh and ready for our journey into the cavern tomorrow.”

Bethany eyed him worriedly. “Have you decided what you’ll do differently?”

“Still mulling it over, but we’ll certainly discuss it before we enter the cave. Now, Beth, can you keep watch while I cleanse Ruby of her corruption?”

“Of course. Still, I may peek. I didn’t get to see it happen last time. After hearing you both describe the process, I’m eager to see it firsthand.”

Ruby stared guiltily at Bethany. “I promise, I’ll be as quiet as possible.”

“I appreciate that, especially given what any noise you make might attract. That said, whenever we do this in safety, you can be as loud as you like when our husband touches you.” Bethany walked over with a warm smile. “Now, let me help you with that armor.”

As Trent watched in silent appreciation, Bethany helped Ruby out of her armor, then her clothing. As they’d agreed, this time, Ruby’s cleansing would be sexual. Why fight it?

Once Ruby was undressed, Bethany eyed her curiously. “Can I see it?”

Now reclining naked on her back, Ruby peered up. “The corruption?”

“Yes. Trent described it, but I’d like to see it for myself.”

Ruby lifted a hand and then focused. Light purple fluid appeared in her palm, like sweat.

Bethany leaned close to Ruby’s palm. “Will it harm me if I touch it?”

“No. I have removed all impurities from the magic, but I must still be rid of it.”

As Trent watched curiously, Bethany drew a finger across Ruby’s palm. The purple fluid coated her finger and, unlike when Trent touched it, did not turn to purple dust and vanish. As she rubbed it between her fingers, it looked and behaved a bit like mud.

Trent eyed Bethany. “You’re plotting.”

“Just testing something. I was just curious if I could cleanse her. It appears not.”

“She did say only I can cleanse her. It’s part of our bond.”

“So, can you cleanse this purple liquid off the tip of my finger? Show me how you do it.”

“All right. Hold out your hand.”

Bethany complied, and Trent traced the light purple fluid off her finger with two of his. As it glittered and blew away, Bethany sucked in her breath.

Trent eyed her in surprise. “Did that hurt?”

“Not at all. Though, now, I definitely need to test something else.” Bethany glanced at Ruby. “Can you make more?”

“You mean... expel more purified corruption?”

“Yes. Why don’t you give me your other hand?”

Hesitantly, Ruby did as she was told. This time, Bethany clenched Ruby’s hand firmly and covered her palm in the purple mud-like mixture. She offered her palm to Trent.

“Brush this off my palm as you did with the last bit.”

Still wondering what she was hoping to figure out, Trent ran his palm across hers. As when he did so on Ruby’s skin, all the purple mud in Bethany’s palm turned to dust and glittered as it blew away on the wind. This time, Bethany visibly squeezed her thighs together.

Finally, Trent understood what they’d discovered. “Did that... really?”

“Really. It wasn’t an orgasm, but Gods, it was close. No wonder she has so many while you cleanse her. When the purple turns to dust, it feels amazing.”

Ruby eyed them both in surprise. “So, he can cleanse you as well?”

“I’m not corrupted. I simply felt that sensation when he made this purple mud evaporate in my palm. You said this is purified corruption?”

Ruby, still stark naked, sat up and brushed her red hair back. “Yes.”

“Purified corrupted magic, specifically.”

“Yes.”

“Which makes it, essentially, magic. Uncorrupted magic in physical form.”

Trent frowned. “Liquid magic?”

“Perhaps.” Bethany glanced at Ruby once more. “How are you feeling? Is it too much? Do we need to move on with cleansing you?”

“We needn’t rush. I just didn’t expect this.”

“Neither did I.” Bethany glanced at him again. “Obviously, I have no idea how Ruby’s enchantment works, or how she purifies the corrupted magic she absorbs. But I have to wonder if simply casting this magic back into the air is all we can do with it.”

Trent considered her. “Are you suggesting we save some of it?”

“Not this time. I don’t even know how we would transport it, or if it would keep. But at some point, after Ruby kills something corrupted and purifies the magic she absorbs, I want to ask the Enchanter about it. I can’t help but wonder if this strange magic purification process isn’t simply for her pleasure, but another aspect of his enchantment and design.”

Bethany was right, of course. There had to be more to how Ruby processed corrupted magic than the ability to make her orgasm repeatedly. He could already easily make her do that, so perhaps there was more to the cleansing process than it seemed. But, as Bethany had said, they wouldn’t figure that out tonight.

Bethany stood and smiled at them both. “I’ll leave you to it.”

From where she reclined on the ground, Ruby clutched Bethany’s hand. “Please. Stay.”

Bethany settled once more beside her on her knees. “You’re certain my presence won’t make you uncomfortable?”

“Never. In fact... perhaps you could help.”

“Help how?”

“If you like, you can rub the purified corruption off my back. Trent could cleanse it off you afterward. That way, you could enjoy this sensation as well!”

Bethany smiled in obvious affection. “You want to share your cleansing with me?”

“Of course! If you truly like how it feels when he cleanses me, I would share this with you. We should share everything, not just our husband.”

“As tempting as the idea is, I fear that would be too much of a distraction.” Bethany glanced at Trent. “She’s all yours. I’ll keep an eye out.”

Trent scooted over beside Ruby. “We’ll start with your face and work our way down.”

She smiled up at him happily. “Thank you, Master!”

As Trent deftly brushed purified magic off Ruby’s naked body, and it vanished into the air, Ruby’s eyelids fluttered as she reveled in his attentions. Trent took her cleansing slow. He made sure to offer her plenty of soft kisses between tender strokes of his hands.

Ruby visibly loved every moment of what he did to her. Having him lavish affection on her while he made the purified magic evaporate with his hands was just as good for her as fucking her would be. After brushing off the corruption around one breast caused her second orgasm, Bethany hurried over... but only to place her hand firmly against Ruby’s lips.

After exchanging a grin with Bethany, Trent worked his way down Ruby’s body. Meanwhile, Bethany muffled Ruby’s moans with her hand. Trent dropped to kiss and suck on her nipples as he brushed corruption off her belly, which made her orgasm once again.

As they gave a panting Ruby a break from her pleasure to recover, Trent exchanged another hungry look with Bethany. He could tell how aroused she was by watching this. He could tell it was taking all her effort not to leap on top of him and ride him again.

Trent skipped the space between Ruby’s thighs and dropped to her feet instead. Bethany barely muffled Ruby’s giggles as he cleansed her feet. She was still so ticklish.

Soon, it was time to finish her. Before touching Ruby again, Trent took Bethany’s wrist and pulled her hand away from Ruby’s lips. Bethany eyed him curiously.

“You want her to be loud?”

“I don’t think there’s much for that, love. I don’t want her to bite down on your hand.”

Ruby winced. “Oh, that would be awful!”

Bethany grinned her naughty grin. “That’s a fair point. So... grand finale?”

“It was last time.”

“I won’t say I’m not just a tiny bit jealous of how good this makes her feel. If we ever do this somewhere safe, I’m going to take her up on her offer to let you evaporate some of this purified magic mud off my breasts. But, for now, let’s put her out of her... pleasure?”

Trent glanced at Ruby again, but this time, before he touched her, he dropped close and showered her with tender kisses. He wanted to remind her, again and again, how much he treasured her. As he slid his hand down her taut belly, he stared into her eyes.

“Are you ready for me to finish?”

“Yes, Master. Please. Finish. But... may I hold your hand while I orgasm this last time?”

“Would you like that?”

“Yes. I want to hold your hand and feel you close while you use your fingers on me.”

He gently interlaced his fingers with hers. “Just try not to break my hand. It’ll be much more difficult for me to kill monsters without it.”

She giggled softly. “I promise I won’t!”

Now holding her hand, Trent traced his fingers along Ruby’s thighs and then, as he had several nights ago, brushed the corruption from between her legs. Ruby’s back arched as her body went taut, and this time, she couldn’t muffle her orgasmic moan. Her thighs clamped around one hand as her other hand tightened around his.

His hand hurt as he rode this cresting wave with her, but as she’d promised, she did no more than squeeze. Trent held her hand as she rode out the finale of her cleansing while grinding herself against his fingers, then collapsed in exhaustion. She never released his hand.

But she did, like a lamp being snuffed with a heavy breath, fall asleep.

Trent smiled as he carefully disentangled his aching hand, hoping not to wake her. He glanced at Bethany, who looked suitably impressed. He appreciated her understanding.

“So, that’s how I cleanse her of corruption.”

Bethany eyed him approvingly. “And, to be clear, you did this before you came back to Kallowhorn? Before I found you outside the Blackwood?”

“Yes, but only once.”

“And after hearing and touching her like that, you didn’t fuck her?”

“Of course not. We hadn’t had our discussion yet.”

Bethany crawled closer, then settled her knees against his. She rested her hands on his thighs as she leaned close. As her braid rolled across one shoulder and coursed across her chest, her gray eyes stared into his with affection he cherished.

“When did you decide to be so loyal?”

“From the moment we made that promise on the night of the Solstice Festival before I went away, and to be honest... from the moment I told you about my dreams of the future on the cliff. You believed me, and you accepted me for who I am.”

“You saved my life and my tribe. How could I not believe you?”

“Not everyone would. You were the first person, outside of my family, I ever told about my dreams. You didn’t doubt me, or call me a corrupted monster, or accuse me of lying for attention. You simply accepted what I told you, then thanked me for my help.”

“You accepted my beliefs once I revealed them.”

“Knowing you wished me to lead a tribe and marry other women is a bit less of a surprise than learning I have prophetic dreams.”

“Fair. Still, how were you even able to sleep after doing that with her?”

“Well... I didn’t sleep immediately.”

Bethany grinned knowingly. “So, that’s how you managed it.”

“Until I knew doing anything else wouldn’t hurt you, it was my only choice.”

“So you know, I did the same.”

“When... what?”

“From the moment you saved me and my tribe, I knew I wanted to one day become your wife. The thought of allowing another man to touch me wasn’t something I ever considered. I was yours from that day onward, if you desired me.”

“And now you’re mine for the rest of our lives.”

“That isn’t to say I didn’t touch myself, though. Often, and always while thinking of you. It was a long three years waiting for you to come back and claim me.”

Trent grinned. “Would you believe I fantasized about you at the Vespers?”

“I’d be offended if you didn’t. So, what did you fantasize about?”

“Kissing you, mostly.”

“Just kissing?” She frowned teasingly. “Please don’t tell me your fantasies were so chaste. Tell me you at least stripped me naked.”

“Oh, I did. I often thought about kissing and groping your breasts as well.”

She giggled. “I fantasized about how I’d finally seduce you most every night you were away. But, tell me. The day you finally returned and claimed me, when we went for that picnic by the lake, was what we did as good as it was in your fantasies?”

“Beth, my fantasies before that day couldn’t possibly be as good as the reality of you.”

She kissed him again, and this time, she kissed him hard. As much as he wanted more, and as eager as he was after cleansing Ruby, he soon eased her away.

“We can’t. Not so close to the cave. Not with... you know.”

A woman with hair as red as Ruby’s could be just out of sight even now, watching them from afar as she planned how best to assassinate him. He knew she wouldn’t attack them tonight... otherwise, he’d have expected an ambush in the cave, in his dream... but even so, he dared not tempt fate. Every time he’d given into his urges, fate had punished him.

Bethany sat back and squeezed his hands. “I know. But Gods, I don’t think I’ve ever wanted you inside me this badly. I’ll survive for one more night.”

“Also, I imagine we might have to wait until we return to the monastery. So we can keep a careful eye on the crystals we’ll collect tomorrow.”

“Right. The crystals.” It would be rather difficult for them to make love if they’d just taken his assassin captive, and they couldn’t be certain she wasn’t listening.

“So, shall I take the first watch?”

“I’ll take it. Why don’t you cuddle with Ruby?”

That sounded like a wonderful idea. “She could use a bit of cuddling. We’ll let her skip her watch tonight. Wake me when the moon’s at mid-sky.”

Trent gathered his bedroll and curled up beside Ruby on hers. She murmured contentedly as he settled beside her, and then, he pulled the bedroll over them both. He’d just settled in for sleep when Ruby’s slender fingers found his side. They slid across his midriff.

Without a word Ruby slipped her hand between his legs, and, beneath the bedroll, she did exactly what Bethany had taught her to do. Trent wanted to do the responsible thing and tell her to stop, but after cleansing her and being unable to have Bethany, he simply lacked the will. Ruby’s soft, warm hand simply felt too good as she rubbed him through his pants.

He glanced at Bethany to find her sitting on alert by the campfire. She would keep a good watch. He rolled onto his back so it would be easier for Ruby to focus on him, and then, after teasing him for a bit, she slipped her hand into his pants.

As she curled up against him, she whispered in his ear. “Make your hot mess, Master. I want it all over my hand. I want to make you feel like you make me feel.”

As she panted softly in his ear, her hand lovingly stroked him to a climax that he barely kept quiet. Even after, she barely slowed. He had to touch her hand to get her to stop. Now that she knew he was satisfied, she cuddled close.

“Did that please you?”

He nodded silently.

“I love pleasing you. I love you so much.” She kissed his cheek. “Now, sleep well.”

Trent smiled as she cuddled against him. Soon, she was asleep once again. Treasuring her closeness, he closed his eyes and drifted off.

Once more he dreamed of the future, of every step he would take from the moment he entered the kalor crystal cave. Every step that would lead to that mysterious woman stabbing him in the heart. Every step that would lead to his death tomorrow.

When Bethany woke him for his watch in the middle of the night, he knew both how he was going to avoid being stabbed... and how he would capture his would-be assassin.


Chapter Thirteen




After slipping through a nerve-rackingly narrow rock canyon, they reached the kalor crystal cavern just before midday. The rocky cliffs in which it sat had been growing larger since they set out from their prior night’s campsite. Now, those cliffs towered over them on all sides, providing countless perches for ambushes from above. That left Trent’s nerves humming.

Given how vulnerable they were to attack down here, this canyon would have made him nervous even had he not known an anonymous red-haired woman would soon attempt to stab him in the heart. Even more unnerving was the fact that the path to get here, through that rock canyon, had been so narrow. Where was his would-be assassin hiding?

Even turning sideways, Trent had barely fit through some of the narrower portions of the canyon. He had to remove and carry his pack to get by. That assured him they hadn’t passed his assassin on the way to the cavern, which suggested she either intended to slip in after them, somehow, or was already waiting inside the cave to ambush them.

He didn’t know who this woman was. He didn’t know her capabilities, though his dream had revealed she could manipulate vines with magic. That suggested she was a mage of some sort, though the fact that she had stabbed him rather than attempting to melt him with necromantic power or burn him with fire suggested she couldn’t harm him at range.

As he, Bethany, and Ruby gathered in front of a yawning hole in the side of the rocky cliffs, Trent resisted the urge to check the map the Enchanter had provided one more time. He had checked it twice before slipping into this rock canyon, and, though it was tiny, the canyon was represented on the map... leading straight to the entry to this cavern.

It was time to see if the first of the Enchanter’s devices actually worked.

Trent glanced at Ruby. “Could you pull out that crystal finder?”

In the absence of an official name from the Enchanter, “crystal finder” was as good a name for the small brass device as anything. According to the Enchanter, once activated, the crystal finder would “crackle” in the presence of kalor crystals. It would be essential to locate them.

As Bethany kept a subtle but alert eye on the rock canyon behind them, ready to call an alarm if the red-haired woman attacked early, Ruby removed the crystal finder from her pack and handed it to Trent. He turned it over and over in his hands, examining it.

It looked like little more than a small brass brick, though it had etchings of lines along its sides and top that suggested a more complicated design. Trent also recognized the small knob on its base. That knob was identical to the knob on the light globe.

He carefully squeezed the knob between two fingers, then twisted left. It didn’t move. He twisted right, and after a moment, the knob complied. Immediately, the brass brick began emitting a faint crackling sound. It sounded almost like the crackling of a fire, but quieter.

Trent raised the device and pointed it toward the cave. The crackling grew a touch louder. Then, he slowly turned the device away from the cave until it was facing the rock canyon which Beth watched. The crackling continued, but it was quieter now.

The crystal finder sounded exactly as it had in his recurring dreams. Yet more proof his dreams of his assassination had been prophetic. He had never heard the sound this brick made in the presence of kalor crystals before today, other than while asleep.

As strange as it was, the finder seemed simple enough to use. There must be kalor crystals near enough it would crackle to alert him, and the crackle grew louder if the brick was facing the direction of those crystals. The Enchanter’s trinkets continued to impress.

Ruby eyed him calmly. “Do you wish me to guard the entrance?”

Again, Trent mentally ran through the events of his recurring dream. It always began once he was already inside the cavern, holding the brick and walking in any direction that made the crackling more loud. Ruby hadn’t been with him in his dream, only Bethany.

So, in his dream, he must have told Ruby to guard the entrance. Given he could think of no way an enemy could anticipate that he would find and enter this hidden cave, leaving Ruby to stand guard at the entrance made sense. It was something he would do.

The challenge would be to deviate from what he’d done in his dream enough to save himself without deviating so much that he forced his would-be assassin to change her plan. He would lose all benefits of future knowledge that way.

Trent lowered the crystal finder. “No. Ruby, I’d like you to enter the cavern with me and carry the light globe. Beth? You stand guard at the entrance. Don’t be afraid to fall back to us if you encounter a threat you can’t easily handle.”

His wives nodded their understanding. To ensure that the assassination attempt played out largely the way he had dreamed, he had decided to change only one factor. Instead of entering the cave with Bethany, he would do so with Ruby at his side.

Bethany handed Ruby her ether-infused pack. Once again, Ruby would carry that and the mundane pack in which she easily carried the rest of their possessions. Both packs, just like her armor and clothing, would disappear if he ordered her to turn into a silver-hilted rapier.

Trent led his wives into the cave, then glanced back. Bethany set out arrows behind a rock at her position by the entrance. He knew how unnerving it must be for her to set up to repel an enemy from without when they both knew the enemy could already be within. He also hated that he didn’t know from what direction the red-haired woman would approach.

If the woman had entered the cave from behind them in the reality of his dream, that meant she had incapacitated or killed Ruby to do so. If his hunter was capable of that, Bethany, as much as he loved her, would have no chance. For that matter, Trent might not either.

Yet Bethany had insisted he allow her to take this risk, and Trent had no cause to deny her. He didn’t simply protect her. They protected each other, and they had all agreed the best way to ensure he didn’t die today was to post her as a guard at the entrance to the cavern.

The cavern had no natural lighting. The further they moved from the entrance and the bright sun, the darker it became. Trent glanced at Ruby.

“Bring out the globe.”

Ruby pulled the mundane pack around to her front and rummaged around in it for the three conjoined brass rings with the glass orb in the middle. She tweaked the knob on the bottom. Bright light filled the descending cavern at once.

The air grew ever more cool and damp as they descended. As Trent held the crystal finder and observed the oddly smooth walls, he decided this cavern had been carved either by water or by magic. Ahead, the finder continued to crackle like an eager fire.

As they passed a formation of stalagmites, a faint blue-green glitter caught Trent’s eye. As he pointed the crystal detector toward it, the crackling grew as loud as it had ever been. He motioned for Ruby to hold the light globe higher, then knelt close by the rock formation.

The crystals were here! Now that the finder had led him to them, it was obvious that some of the thin stalagmites jutting upward were filled with veins of glittering blue-green ore. He resisted the urge to look around for attackers—the attack would come deeper in the cave, once his would-be assassin believed his guard was down—and reached up.

“Pick, please.”

Ruby offered him a heavy mining pick they’d taken from the monastery. Carefully at first, then more firmly as he verified the rocky stalagmites weren’t brittle, Trent repeatedly whacked the base of the first narrow stalagmite until it cracked off in his hand.

The echoes carried away in all directions. They hurt his ears, so his assassin would absolutely be hearing this. Perhaps it would lull her into a false sense of security.

The stalagmite was lighter than he’d expect for a rock of this size. The crystals that grew inside it must be lighter than stone. Now, to test the next trinket the Enchanter had given him.

Trent pulled off his ether-infused pack and opened the flap. Once again, he stared down in consternation at the black void inside it. The kalor crystal-infused stalagmite was easily as long as the pack, and were it mundane like Ruby’s, he could likely only four or five broken-off stalagmites into the pack... and only after removing everything else.

He lowered the stalagmite into the pack, then held back a shudder as the inky darkness inside swallowed it like a dark pond would swallow a rock. Rather than place his hand inside the darkness, he dropped it. The clatter of stone on stone told him it was now inside.

He wasn’t sure how he would retrieve the crystals, given the Enchanter had said the space beyond the pack’s void was airless, but that would be the Enchanter’s job. His job was simply to gather them. This was going to be easier than he expected.

Trent smiled at Ruby. “That’s one down. Keep watch while I get the rest.”

“Yes, Master.”

Using the crystal finder, which was louder or softer based on the amount of kalor crystals in the rock, Trent carved off or knocked over seven more crystal-rich stalagmites. He dropped each into his ether-infused pack, and each vanished as it went into the void.

Once he was done, he did one more sweep with the finder. The crackling was still present, but faint. He had gathered all the deposits in this area. Trent closed the pack, shouldered it once more, and set off deeper into the cavern. The pack still weighed almost nothing, which proved the magic it held was doing its job.

Despite Trent’s knowledge that he would soon meet a woman who wanted to kill him, their descent soon became tedious. The cavern was, as the Enchanter had hoped, rich with crystals, and Trent paused frequently to break off rock that was crystal-infused or knock pieces out of walls that set off the finder. Mining was rough work.

He was soon surprised when the next rock he dropped into his pack stopped with its tip sticking out of the inky void. That suggested he had stacked enough rock inside the pack that the magical room to which it connected was full. The arm he’d used to swing the pick ached.

How many crystals had he mined today? Enough to fill one pack. Yet despite the fact that the first ether-infused pack was now “full,” it weighed the same as it had when he left the monastery—which was to say, it weighed hardly anything. Magic was so strange.

Trent handed Ruby the “full” ether-infused pack and took the empty one. He then rose and started forward again, following the crackling sound of the crystal finder. Then, after what must have been over another hour of mining, he came across a wide crevasse in the floor.

This was the crevasse over which he had leapt to “save” Bethany when he saw her clutching her face and rolling about. All the while, the real Bethany had been trapped in vines. His assassin had yanked her into the ceiling with those vines and pinned her there, out of sight.

The feeling of being watched wasn’t his imagination. The woman who intended to kill him was here, now, somewhere, and still he couldn’t see her. Trent was a master at disguising himself in woodlands and even in tall grass, but there was no cover inside this cavern. So either the woman could turn invisible—or she could make herself look like solid rock.

With Ruby practically on his heels, Trent walked to the crevasse and raised the crystal finder. The loud crackle from ahead assured him there were more stalagmites rich with crystals on the far side of the crevasse. In his dream, he’d been eager to collect them.

He motioned with one hand. “Let’s back up. I’ll need a running start.”

As he and Ruby retreated, she asked the question he remembered Bethany asking in his recurring dream... only in her own unique way.

“You intend to jump the crevasse?”

Meanwhile, Trent heard Bethany’s words from his recurring dream inside his mind. “You think you can leap that, husband?”

He glanced back at Ruby and offered a cocksure smile. “You think I can’t?”

“I just can’t bear the thought of anything happening to you!”

“It won’t. I could leap gaps larger than this when I was a boy. I just need a running start. Now, let me leap across first, and then you can toss me a rope from your pack. Then, we can tie that around your waist, and I can haul you in if you don’t make your own jump.”

In his dream, Bethany had smiled knowingly and responded with “If you wanted to tie me up, all you had to do was ask.” Ruby, by comparison, was far more innocent.

“What if my weight drags you into the crevasse?”

“I can easily support you. You’re no heavier than Bethany. Now, watch.”

Ruby pressed her lips together. “Be careful, Master.”

Trent set himself, taking several deep breaths, and visualized the leap he would take at the edge of the crevasse. He couldn’t let the thought that a homicidal mage was almost on top of him distract him. If he died because he failed a jump, that would be a truly ignominious end for a queen’s kestrel.

His boots echoed as he sprinted toward the crevasse, then leapt. A blackness so complete Trent wondered if it dropped into the center of the realm passed beneath him, and then he landed easily on the far side of the crevasse with a pace to spare. He slowed, turned to Ruby, and smiled a cocky smile that was entirely for the benefit of their hidden attacker.

“See? I could make that jump in my sleep.”

As she clapped excitedly, Ruby’s smile appeared genuine. She was entirely focused on him instead of the darkness behind her, just like Bethany had been. Trent turned, raised the crystal finder, and listened as it crackled. He forcibly kept his gaze ahead.

“There’s more ahead. Let me take a look before you throw the rope across.”

Pulse pounding, he stalked forward with the crystal outstretched. He was almost to the formation of rocks and stalagmites when Ruby’s indignant yelp sounded from behind him. The light globe clattered audibly to the cavern floor as light danced wildly through the space.

Trent spun and, just as in his dream, saw a red-haired woman wearing the leather armor of the queen’s army rolling about on the cavern floor. She was clutching her face with both hands and screaming. His assassin had found him.

And this time, instead of looking like Bethany, she looked exactly like Ruby, clothing and all. A magical illusion. It had to be.

Where had the woman come from? How had she hidden herself from them? Who was she, and why did she want him dead?

As Trent sprinted back toward the crevasse, he pushed all those questions aside and focused on closing his trap. He had to time this perfectly. Failure would mean death.

Once more, he leapt the crevasse and sprinted toward “Bethany” (or, this time, “Ruby”) to see how she’d been injured. This time, however, he reached out with one hand as he ran toward the downed woman. Together, they had planned for her to be pinned by vines.

“Ruby, turn into a sword!”

A vortex of red magic blasted into view from a portion of the rocky ceiling that had obscured his view of the space above the woman. Spectral rose petals drifted downward as an ornate silver-hilted rapier appeared in Trent’s hand. Just as in his dream, he dropped to his knees at the woman’s side... but this time, he pressed Ruby’s tip to the woman’s throat.

The screaming woman on the ground abruptly froze. He could almost hear her screaming, “That’s not fair!” inside her mind. The tableau held like that until Trent spoke.

“Open your hands. Slowly. If you try anything, I’ll carve you a new mouth.”

The woman cautiously moved her hands away from her face. She was no monster. She looked to be about the same age as Ruby, nineteen or twenty, with lustrous red hair past her shoulders. Hers was closer to the ruddy-brown of blood than the fiery red of Ruby’s hair.

She wore a brown linen dress that had been mended many times over the years. The soft brown fabric clung to curves comparable to Bethany’s, though this woman was a bit slimmer and shorter. Her dress hung off one shoulder, revealing the swell of one breast.

Her skin was a shade more tan than Ruby’s, with a glow that suggested years beneath a bright sun. A lovely nose that was just a bit wide led to plump pink lips that glistened in the light globe’s glow. She had slim and lovely eyebrows that framed her furious brown eyes.

She was glaring at him like he had looked at Spence Gladry when he learned Spence had betrayed his princess. This woman hated him, and having someone hate you was always unnerving. As Trent continued to hold Ruby’s tip against his throat, she spit at him.

The fleck of spittle landed far short. In Trent’s recurring dream, this woman had claimed she was avenging her village and Princess Victoria. That suggested that she believed King Tallun’s lie that Trent had assassinated the crown princess of Dalry.

So now, he would need to convince her that Princess Victoria lived. Or try, anyway.


Chapter Fourteen




“Do it, then. Bastard.”

As she spoke, the woman’s cold, throaty voice left no doubt in his mind that she would eagerly die if she was certain she could take him with her. There might be nothing in this world she desired more than seeing him dead. Gaining her trust would be difficult.

Despite how furious she looked, he spotted something underneath her rage. Hurt. This woman had been hurt badly, and now, in her mind, she had failed to punish the man responsible. He could sense that agony tearing at her insides. She hid it well.

Trent eyed her cautiously with the tip of Ruby’s blade against her throat. “I did not kill Princess Victoria. She’s alive and in hiding. King Tallun sent a necromancer to assassinate her, but I thwarted that assassination attempt and saved her life.”

During this morning’s journey, he had debated with his wives as to how much he should reveal. Ultimately, he’d decided it was better to tell this woman the truth than hide it. If he wanted to convince her not to kill him, he had to put all his cards on the table.

King Tallun already knew everything he’d revealed, so if this redheaded woman was working for Tallun, he’d be telling her nothing she didn’t know. And if she didn’t know... the truth could sway her. She couldn’t avenge a princess who was still alive.

The woman’s brown eyes narrowed in disgust. “After betraying the ruler you swore to protect, now you deny the deed? Coward.”

“I’m not lying, though I don’t expect you to take that on faith. I swear this by the gods... or whatever god you favor. Princess Victoria is alive, and King Tallun is lying to you. So, if you’ve come to avenge Victoria, why not help me kill her traitorous father instead?”

He and his would-be assassin stared each other down for another moment before she incrementally relaxed. Some of the hatred faded from her features, or at least... she intended him to think so. She couldn’t fully conceal her disgust.

“If that’s true... if you didn’t kill her... then prove it. Take this blade from my throat.”

“We’ll get there. Toss away the blade you’ve hidden behind your back, first.”

The hate she had barely concealed once more manifested. “Monster!”

“Were I a monster, I’d have opened your neck the moment I stopped you from opening my heart. Instead, I’m trying to reason with you. Why would I do that?”

His question obviously bothered her. Why would he spare her? What could he gain by doing so? He eyed her calmly.

“Let’s start with this. Just who do you think I am?”

“A traitor, and the most hated man in Dalry.”

“My name, though?”

“Trent Marston. Everyone knows who you are, betrayer, but only because they revile you. From the streets of Whitebridge to the edges of the realm, people curse your name.”

He hoped she was exaggerating about that. “Well, at least you’ve heard of me. Now, what shall I call you?”

“I am Revca, daughter of Miria, sister of Calla, and the last living child of Belgor. You should know my name before I kill you. I will avenge my tribe.”

“I’ve done nothing to your tribe.”

“Whether you intended their deaths when you murdered your princess does not matter to me. King Tallun could not have acted against us while Princess Victoria lived.”

Finally, Trent understood how Revca believed he had wronged her. That had been one of the most puzzling aspects of his dream. He had known Revca wanted vengeance for her tribe and her people, but he had never met them... so far as he could recall.

“King Tallun attacked your tribe? The Belgor tribe?”

“’Attacked’ suggests a battle. Your king’s Blessed Knights slaughtered my people like livestock. They set their homes ablaze in a cowardly night attack, then riddled the bodies of all who fled the flames with arrows or cut them down from behind. Only I escaped, Marston... to find the man who made it all possible and tear his heart from his chest.”

Her account chilled Trent. “That sounds horrific, and while I’ve never met anyone of the Belgor tribe, I grieve with you. But I tell you again, Princess Victoria lives.”

“And again, I call you a liar.”

“How can you be certain I’m lying?”

“Are you dull, fool? King Tallun would not have dared act against us while Victoria was alive. We signed a treaty with Dalry’s queen. Queen Agnes forbade anyone from taking any action against us, and Princess Victoria honored our treaty as well. Until you murdered her.”

Knowing what he did about Victoria, Trent suspected she would be utterly distraught when she learned what had happened to the Belgor tribe. Her father, in her absence, had slaughtered people Victoria had pledged to protect. The slaughter wasn’t Victoria’s fault... it was entirely the fault of her ruthless father... but he doubted Victoria would believe that.

Helping Princess Victoria deal with her grief over the slaughter of the Belgor tribe was a problem for later. Revca was a problem for now. He believed her horrific tale, which made him even less inclined to kill her. But how could he stop her from killing him?

Between all the earlier mining and, now, holding Ruby’s blade against Revca’s throat, an ache infused his arm. Even so, he would hold her at rapier point for as long as it took to get her to agree to listen instead of killing him. At least she genuinely believed King Tallun’s lie.

This furious and traumatized woman wasn’t here to kill him on Tallun’s behalf. She had hoped to avenge her slaughtered tribe and the crown princess of Dalry. That was a noble cause, which suggested she was a noble woman. He could still turn her to his side.

As if unnerved by the silence, Revca spoke again. “How do you explain her body?”

“Whose body?”

“The body of the princess lying in state in Whitebridge. Princess Victoria’s body. Are you saying the king murdered an imposter and laid her to rest?”

That idea was entirely too plausible. King Tallun was more than ruthless enough to murder some poor woman and pass her off as Princess Victoria. Burying that woman in the royal crypt would also make it harder for Victoria to claim her throne when she returned.

“If you saw a woman’s body lying in state in Whitebridge, I don’t know who it was or where she came from. But, as I’ve stated repeatedly, it was not Princess Victoria. I know, because I’m the man who led her to safety the night her father tried to have her killed.”

“Where is she, then? Where are you hiding her?”

“Given you just tried to kill me, I would be a fool to tell you that.”

“You’re a fool to let me live at all.”

“Perhaps. Yet I took an oath to Queen Agnes, and now Princess Victoria, to protect Dalry and her people. As a citizen of Dalry⁠—”

“I hail from Hesia, fool.”

“Regardless. As a citizen of our allied nation-state, my oath leaves me as responsible for your safety as that of any other citizen of Dalry. Given you seem innocent⁠—”

“I’m not.”

“—at least of working with King Tallun, I believe you deserve a chance to learn the truth. Also, if you’re willing, you can help me restore Princess Victoria to the throne... and take vengeance on the man who ordered the slaughter of your tribe.”

Revca’s fierce gaze battled his for another moment before, with a grimace, she accepted that he had bested her. Slowly, she pulled a concealed blade from beneath her back, and then, with one smooth motion, she tossed it away. It clattered to the rocky floor of the cavern.

“Well? Now’s your chance, Marston. I’m unarmed. Was she?”

“I didn’t kill Victoria, and I have no wish to kill you.”

“Then why does the tip of your blade remain at my throat?”

“Because I’m worried the moment I remove it, you’ll summon the vines you used to pin my companion to the ceiling and do the same to me.”

A trace of consternation crossed her features. As he once again predicted her movements before she made them, he saw her wariness increase as well. This woman was beginning to understand, too late, how completely he’d anticipated her.

“How did you see through my delusion? Are you a mage?”

“I’m no mage, but I’m quite perceptive.”

“Then, if you can’t trust me not to attack you, and I can’t trust you not to kill me, how do we move forward? Or do you intend to hold that blade at my throat all day?”

Without removing the tip of Ruby’s rapier from her neck, Trent pulled one of his long knifes from its sheathe and rested it beside the rapier. With the tips of both blades at her throat, Revca’s breathing slowed. Yet not a trace of fear showed in her features.

Trent was silently impressed by her resolve. “I’m going to summon my companion. She’ll end our stalemate. So you know, this blade is just as sharp as the first.”

“Really? It looks rather plain to me.”

Trent ignored her mocking tone. He kept his long knife at her throat, then carefully pulled Ruby away. As Revca eyed him in what might be genuine curiosity, he reached out.

“Ruby, return!”

Revca’s eyes widened noticeably as Ruby’s silver rapier vanished from his hand. Behind him, a vortex of red energy lit the cave as Ruby once more returned to woman form on the far side of his assassin. Her blue eyes watched Revca warily.

“Master? What now?”

“Put her sword in your pack. We might want it later. Then, pin her arms behind her back, lift her to her feet, and help her walk.”

Ruby retrieved Revca’s discarded sword, which was more of a thin poker than a blade. A curious weapon for an assassin. As Ruby marched forward, Trent fixed Revca with a calm gaze.

“I’d suggest you cooperate with her. Remember, so long as you live, you may have another chance to murder me.”

Revca eyed him with more annoyance than rage as Ruby stalked closer. Though Ruby wasn’t rough, she was firm as she snatched Revca’s slim wrists and wrestled her arms behind her back with ease. As Ruby stood her up, Trent stood as well.

He didn’t know everything about mages, but he did know that in order to cast spells, they had to move their arms and body in a precise manner. He doubted Revca could cast anything with Ruby pinning her arms behind her back. With them pressed together, the similarity in their facial features and hair color was unsettling. They could be sisters.

Trent held his long knife out for a moment longer, ensuring Revca’s eyes fixated upon it. Then, deliberately, he sheathed his blade. Ruby was strong enough to bend steel bars with her bare hands. Trent had no fear Revca would escape her grip.

Revca eyed him derisively. “You are foolish.”

“We’ll have a whole afternoon to decide. Now, why don’t you try to pull free of Ruby?”

“You would take pleasure in watching my struggle?”

“It’s merely an invitation that will save us both a great deal of grief. You’re going to try to break free anyway. Why not satisfy yourself you can’t now?”

She made no move to free herself. After a moment, Trent shrugged. “Have it your way.” He made a spinning motion with one finger. “Ruby, march her ahead of you. I’ll follow.”

“Yes, Master!” Ruby easily pulled Revca around and marched her back the way they’d come. “And as for you, please. Cooperate.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because I have no wish to harm you, and I grieve for your tribe.”

“You have no idea who I am.”

“I know that Princess Victoria wished to protect you, which assures me you are a good person who deserves to be protected. Even so, should you attempt to harm my master, I will snap your neck. You will not take him from me.”

As Ruby marched her up the cavern, Revca snorted. “You’re a loyal slave.”

“I am no slave, but I protect my master and our tribe.”

“And what tribe is that?”

“We are a Windborne tribe. Trent is our chief. I am his blade wife.”

As Ruby continued to march her forward, Revca glanced at him over her shoulder. Fresh disgust darkened her features. “So. That’s why you took me alive.”

He resented her implication. “I took you alive because King Tallun deceived you.”

“Your lies grow brittle. Know this, fool. I will never forgive you for betraying Princess Victoria, and I will never forgive you for the slaughter of my tribe. And most importantly... and I swear this upon Belgor himself... I will never let you claim me.”

“I didn’t ask, nor will I.”

“I’ll die first. Do you understand?”

“Given I’ve just gone to a great deal of trouble to prevent your death, you have nothing to worry about. Now, watch your step. The rock gets slippery up ahead.”

Revca stubbornly faced forward as Ruby marched her on. Ruby locked Revca’s wrists behind her back in a vice grip the equal of a steel manacle. A few times Trent saw Revca’s shoulders and arms tense, and each time, Ruby gently corrected her. It only happened twice.

Revca’s resignation to being marched told Trent something else about her. Even when consumed with fury, she was a patient woman. Now that it was clear she couldn’t escape from Ruby’s grip, Revca was conserving her strength for her next opportunity to break free.

Ruby never offered her that chance. As much as Trent would have liked to remain in the cave and gather more kalor crystals, he couldn’t do so with this woman at his back. First, he had to convince Revca that he was not responsible for the death of everyone she loved.

To his dismay, Trent soon noticed that the glow provided by the light globe was shrinking. It must be close to out of oil, or energy, or whatever allowed it to burn. So, without the globe, he would have had to end his kalor crystal collection relatively soon anyway.

Next time, he was bringing a good old-fashioned torch. Torches he understood. He knew nothing about these conjoined brass rings save that they’d make a good projectile in a fight.

Fortunately, they rounded the last dark corner of the cave before the light from the globe faded entirely. The mid-afternoon sun lit the cavern ahead and highlighted the curvy brown-haired silhouette crouching in the cover of a rock at the opening. At the sound of their feet shuffling on the rock, Bethany rose. She glanced back at them.

“You found her, and she’s alive. How wonderful.”

Trent wasn’t quite certain if she believed that. “Beth, Revca. Revca, Beth.”

“And what reason did this woman give for trying to assassinate you, husband?”

“It’s even worse than I thought. She not only believes the lie that I murdered Princess Victoria, but she came here to kill me after King Tallun’s Blessed Knights slaughtered her entire tribe. It seems only Victoria’s protection prevented the king from doing so earlier.”

Bethany’s features softened. “Gods, I’m so sorry.”

Revca scoffed as Ruby marched her forward. “Another wife? How many women have you ensnared? Or did you simply purchase this one off the street?

Bethany crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “That won’t work on me.”

“Have you so little self-respect?”

“I won’t allow you to bait me because I know why you’re doing it. You’re trying to create an opening to escape. I also know what it’s like to lose your tribe, which means I know exactly how empty you feel right now. You’ve suffered enough.”

Revca snarled as Ruby forcibly halted her at the cave entrance. “You know nothing!”

“I know more than you think. Five years ago, my tribe was almost wiped out like yours. I lost two mothers and many friends. The only reason I’m alive... the only reason anyone in my tribe is alive... is because of the actions of the man you came here to kill. My husband.”

Trent said nothing and simply allowed Bethany and Revca to speak. If Revca continued to insult and belittle her simply to get under her skin, he would learn something about Revca’s character. He would also learn something if she did not.

After a long moment of exchanging stares, Revca turned her baleful gaze on Trent once more. She seemed more comfortable directing her hatred at him than at Bethany, who had done her no wrong. So, Revca was not a cruel woman, at least not without cause.

In the light of the sun, even with her skin smudged with dirt and her dress smudged with more from her travels, Revca was even more attractive than she had been in the cave. The afternoon sun lightened her blood-red hair to a dull orange. He focused on the problem.

“Do you know of any threats in the cave, or can we camp here for tonight?”

“If I did, do you believe I’d tell you?”

“I know you’d likely prefer we all die together. I understand such animosity toward me, given our current misunderstanding, but do you feel like Beth also deserves to die? And Ruby? Neither has harmed you as you claim I have. Would you kill my family to avenge yours?”

After another staring contest, she scowled. “There is nothing dangerous in the cave.”

“I’m choosing to believe you. I’m going to trust you, Revca, because trust must begin somewhere. Let me take the first step.”

“So, now your blade wife will release me?”

“I don’t trust you quite that much.” He glanced at Bethany. “Mind tying her up, love? Bind her arms behind her back. That should limit her ability to channel her spells at us.”

Revca glowered. “Spell forms.”

“What?”

“They’re spell forms, fool, not spells. Who taught you to do magic?”

“I don’t know magic, which is a pain given how often mages complicate my day. Perhaps you can explain how you manipulate vines over a meal? The only way out of here is through that rock canyon, which is quite defensible. Which is why we’re camping here tonight.”

Ruby restrained Revca’s wrists until Bethany arrived with the rope, then slipped back just enough to allow Bethany to bind them. When it came to tying someone up, his wives worked remarkably well together. That conjured distracting thoughts Trent quickly dismissed.

Once Revca’s hands were firmly bound behind her back, Ruby walked her to the edge of the cave. “Would you like to sit? I can help you sit.”

“I am your prisoner now. Does your prisoner have a choice?”

Ruby frowned in what Trent recognized as genuine hurt. “I just think you’d be more comfortable if you sat.”

Trent took another look at the sun, which was only an hour or so from going down. He doubted they would find a better or more secure place to camp than the mouth of this cave at the end of this narrow rock canyon. A chaos wolf couldn’t even squeeze in here.

“Ruby? Sit beside our guest and keep her comfortable and secure. We’ll set up camp.”

“Yes, Master!” Ruby easily forced Revca down, then sat directly beside her.

Revca eyed Ruby with visible disdain. “And you claim you are not a slave.”

“I choose to serve my master because I love him. I am not his slave.”

Bethany’s gray eyes widened at Ruby’s admission. Trent realized then he hadn’t told her what Ruby had told him the night they spoke while she recovered from her corrupted wound. Ruby loved him. She had since he’d asked her to become his blade wife.

Bethany offered a quizzical glance. Trent smiled, then shrugged. Ruby, however, remained focused on Revca. Revca continued to watch her with something between annoyance and genuine curiosity. She looked almost fascinated by her captor.

“What are you?”

Ruby frowned prettily. “I am Ruby, and I am Trent’s blade wife.”

“You’re no mere woman. What spell form was that? How did you turn into a sword?”

“I... well, that’s a rather long story, and I don’t know if I like you enough to tell it yet.”

Trent raised a hand. “Revca, please. I promise, we won’t harm you so long as you don’t attempt to harm us. But for now, we need to set up camp.”

“The word of an oathbreaker is worthless.”

“I agree, which is why I didn’t betray Princess Victoria. So, please. A moment of peace. You can resume chastising us after we’ve started a fire and cooked a meal.”

Trent was surprised when Revca gave that to them. He had no doubt she was plotting her next move, how she would escape her bonds, trap them all in vines, and then drive her blade through his heart. Hopefully, such plotting would keep her occupied for a time.

And perhaps she’d be in a better mood once they got some food in her.


Chapter Fifteen




Trent was grateful Revca allowed him and Bethany to set up their camp for the night without further interruptions. Her glower never faded, but at least she had the decency to glower quietly. For his part, Trent was growing increasingly uncertain he could reach her.

In regards to his claim that he’d saved Princess Victoria, the only evidence he had to offer Revca was his word and the word of his wives. He doubted Revca would trust either, and even if she claimed she did, he still couldn’t trust her not to stab him in the back. Time alone with his wives had allowed him to forget that the average Dalry citizen now likely hated him.

Revca had called him the most despised man in the realm. If King Tallun’s propagandists had been spreading their false tale of him murdering the princess—and Trent saw no reason they would not—the news would now have spread far and wide. That would present additional difficulties if he had to travel back into any town save Kallowhorn to resupply.

Yet in the grand scheme of his life, did it matter? Whether or not King Tallun had bought the ruse his father and Sergeant Crane had presented to Captain Cole, he wouldn’t be introducing himself in polite company as Trent Marston. He needed to focus on making camp. He’d worry about the rest of his life after he survived the next three days.

Given the rocky terrain, there was precious little kindling to be found. Fortunately, they had gathered more than enough as they traveled. They soon had a small and pleasant fire going, over which they set up their small cooking frame.

They had finished most of the perishable meat and bread already. So, tonight, they would cook some of the rice his mother had been generous enough to provide. They’d pair it with the last of their bread. Meat would be better, but they’d had no time for hunting.

As Bethany took over cooking, adding special spices she’d brought from Kallowhorn, Trent rose and fixed his gaze on their captive. He disliked the necessity of letting Revca out of his sight, but if he was right about her, she wouldn’t try and murder his wives.

So far, she was only interested in murdering him.

“I’m going to set some trip wires in the canyon to alert us if anything approaches in the night. Ruby? You’re in charge of our prisoner until I return.”

Ruby thumped a hand to her chest. “Yes, Master!”

As he walked by Bethany, he leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “Back soon, love. That smells wonderful.”

She patted his leg. “Don’t get lost.”

“I can almost guarantee that won’t happen.”

Ears open and eyes alert, Trent walked a ways into the rock canyon. As he walked, he reached carefully into his bag of dirty tricks. He had a few hair-thin tripwires he’d saved for such an occasion as this. The canyon made a perfect choke point.

He set his first trip wire almost at the entrance, just before the canyon widened, and then retreated and set two more. The lines were thin and razor-sharp, and while anyone or anything that blundered into them wouldn’t lose their leg, the wire would still cut deep. Any screaming that resulted would carry all the way to their camp.

Between the narrow approach and his trio of trip wires, Trent was now confident nothing could stealthily approach them in the night. The only threat tonight would come from Revca, but if he could find a way to convince her that he wasn’t responsible for King Tallun slaughtering her tribe, he could end that threat as well. So, how could he reach her?

By the time he returned, the rice was cooked and ready. Bethany tipped it into a smaller travel pot that allowed the water they’d gathered to drain, then spooned a large serving of lovely-smelling rice into his bowl. Trent’s first bite was heaven because it tasted like home.

Ruby smiled from across the gently crackling fire. “That smells delicious!”

“Thank you, Ruby. You’re too kind.”

“I’m not being kind. It really does smell incredibly good!”

Bethany spooned up a bowl for Ruby, then another for Revca. She rose and walked around the fire, then sat at Revca’s other side. Now sandwiched between Ruby and Revca, Revca reluctantly met Bethany’s patient gaze.

“You expect my gratitude?”

“Simply your cooperation. We can’t unbind your hands, and rice is difficult to eat with those. I’d prefer not to starve you.”

Before Revca could respond, a growl in her stomach caused all their eyes to widen. When Revca scowled and blushed in obvious embarrassment, it softened her in a way Trent hadn’t expected to see, at least not tonight. She was human after all.

Still blushing, Revca glared at Bethany. “I am your prisoner! I have no say.”

“True, but I don’t want to force rice down your throat. So, may I feed you?”

Revca glared at Bethany for another moment, then looked longingly at the bowl. She nodded, grudgingly. Bethany set Ruby’s bowl beside her and settled herself on Revca’s other side. Then, as Trent had done for her this morning, Bethany fed Revca rice.

The moment she ate the first bite, Revca’s eyes widened. She chewed too eagerly and swallowed too quickly, and almost looked bereft before Bethany fed her another bite. For the moment, she appeared... if not friendly, at least cooperative.

Trent wondered how long it had been since Revca had eaten. She wasn’t carrying a pack and didn’t look to have any pockets, so had she been living off roots and berries she scavenged from the Breckenrock? Given half the fruit out here was poisonous, that was a dangerous way to live. Or... perhaps she’d simply caught and killed animals with her magic vines.

That was an unpleasant thought. Even so, Trent finished his meal faster than he expected. It was good rice, especially with Bethany’s special touch added. He eagerly devoured his share of the last of the bread, then walked over to relieve Bethany.

“I heard chaos wolves earlier, then nothing. Did you kill them?”

Revca smiled a predator’s smile. “Does that frighten you?”

“No. I’m impressed. I’d also like to know how you knew to wait for us in the cave.”

“Then you will continue to wonder. I will tell you nothing, fool.”

Trent glanced at Bethany. “I’ll take over feeding her for now. You need to eat.”

Revca scowled. “I will accept your wife’s help. I will accept nothing from you.”

Bethany smiled wanly. “It’s fine, husband. We’re almost done.”

“If that’s how it has to be. Perhaps we’ll have Ruby feed her tomorrow.”

By the fire, Ruby perked up. “I would be happy to do that, Master!”

Trent returned to his side of the fire and waited until Bethany had finished feeding Revca the entire bowl. Revca couldn’t fully hide that she was eager for more. Perhaps Trent could offer her seconds if she listened to reason.

Leaving Ruby to secure Revca, Bethany sat close beside him and devoured her own meal. As she did so, Trent stared thoughtfully at their prisoner from across the crackling campfire. How could he reach her? What could he say?

Finally, Revca broke the silence. “I told you, I’ll die first.”

He sighed heavily. “That’s not what I’m considering.”

“Then what?”

“I’m trying to find a way to convince you I’m telling the truth.”

“Well, let me set your remarkably small mind at ease. You can’t.”

“That’s rather closeminded, isn’t it?”

“Nothing you say matters. Even if what you say is true, my tribe is dead. So, either you are lying, as I believe... or Princess Victoria broke her oath to us and abandoned my tribe to be slaughtered. In which case, I might as well seek vengeance against her, too.”

This time, Trent couldn’t hold back his scowl. “She didn’t know what Tallun would do!”

“Of course she knew.”

“She didn’t have a choice, Revca. King Tallun suborned one of her sworn queen’s guards by threatening and then murdering his family. Tallun’s minions allowed a necromancer and his soulless to attack her inside the walls of Whitebridge. He even bribed members of the city watch to kill her if she escaped, and they would have. I know, because I killed one of them.”

“The Victoria I know would stay and fight for her throne!”

“You can’t win a fight you’ve already lost. Tallun stabbed his daughter in the back and left her no recourse but to escape to fight another day. Victoria is a brave and clever woman, but she’s also a practical one. Had she remained in Whitebridge, her father would have murdered her, and then her people would forever languish under the boot of a tyrant.”

“We were her people.”

“And you still are, but a ruler has to think about more than one tribe. Regardless, your only path to vengeance is to join with Princess Victoria and help her retake her throne. If you’ll stop trying to kill me and let me prove she’s alive, we can take our vengeance together.”

Revca relaxed in Ruby’s grip. “As attempts at deceit went, that one was respectable.”

Ruby huffed indignantly. “Everything he says is true! Why do you call him a liar?”

“Is this you defending him? Or are you simply saying what your master ordered?”

“I told you, I am his blade wife, not his slave. Princess Victoria lives.”

“You’ve convinced me you’re loyal, at least.” Revca turned her glare back to Trent. “Here’s all that matters, Marston. I swore an oath to Belgor to avenge my tribe. I will end the lives of everyone responsible for their slaughter. I will get free, and I will kill you.”

“And if you’re wrong, and I’m telling the truth about saving Victoria?”

“Then you helped your cowardly princess betray my tribe and leave them to die. I won’t mourn either of you. My oath, and my vengeance, are all your king has left for me.”

Trent considered her across the crackling fire. “I’d argue otherwise.”

“I told you, I don’t care what you think.”

“Then all you need to do is listen. I lost my sister to plague rot when I was eight. Bethany lost half her tribe and two of her mothers to chaos wolves when she was eighteen. And Ruby? She never even met her parents. She was raised in a monastery by a cold and aloof mage.”

“You think I care? You expect my sympathy?”

“I’m merely providing perspective you lack because your loss is so recent. The pain of losing those you love never goes away, but it does become easier to bear. Over time.”

“And? What is your point?”

“Had I given up on life when my sister died, I’d never have met the two wonderful women you see sitting beside this fire. I love my life with them. I’ve never been happier.”

Ruby stared in delight. “Master! Truly?”

“Truly.” Trent turned his gaze on Revca. “All three of us have lost family, and yet each of us is proof that it’s better to move forward than give up. Today, even with the queen’s army hunting me and my name cursed across the land, I’m grateful to be alive. I would willingly endure all the pain I experienced to this point to one day find myself here with my wives.”

Bethany gripped his arm. “I feel the same.”

“As do I!” Ruby smiled fiercely from the other side of the fire.

Revca scowled at him. “You’re all mad.”

“Maybe so. But if we depose King Tallun, it may finally allow you to look beyond those you’ve lost and find a life where you can live for them instead of dying to avenge them. Someone has to tell your tribe’s story. If they’re gone, the only one who can do that is you.”

Revca stared him down. He stared back. If he couldn’t appeal to her desire for vengeance, and he couldn’t appeal to her desire for peace, he wasn’t sure what other avenues of discussion he could pursue. That suggested only one route remained.

If Revca refused to believe him no matter how many chances he gave her... if she remained a dagger pressed against his back... he would soon have no choice but to do exactly as she asked. He would have to kill her. He couldn’t leave an enemy this powerful at his back.

He already had far too many of those.

After another moment of silence, Revca sat back. “Is that all?”

“For tonight. I’ll conclude our parley with this. If I can’t find a way to turn you from this course, I will kill you. Consider the ramifications of that. Who will remember your tribe then?”

“Why wait? Kill me now, unless you intend to torture me with more saccharine sentimentality. If I must choose, I’d choose the blade.”

Bethany chuckled darkly at his side. “Someone’s read a lot of books.”

Trent leaned toward the fire. “I think you’re bluffing about being ready to die. But, since we’ve reached an impasse on your vengeance, I’m curious about something else. I’ve never heard of the Belgor tribe, but I don’t know much about tribes from Hesia. Where did you live?”

“If you’re hoping to build a rapport with me, please stop.”

“You also said you swore an oath to Belgor. To kill me. Was he your chief?”

Annoyance flashed in Revca’s eyes. “I can’t tell if you’re trying to vex me or simply dull.”

“Let’s go with the latter for the sake of getting me answers. If your tribe is anything like mine, there must be some way you settle disputes when all other methods have failed. When you reach an impasse with your tribe mate, what then? How did your chief resolve it?”

The moment eagerness replaced the despair in her gaze, Trent knew he had finally found an opening in her walls. Revca was watching him hungrily now. She’d found a way past their impasse... and a way that suggested she might still get a chance to kill him.

“You would never agree to it.”

“Try me. In your tribe, how would you settle an issue with your tribe mate like ours? Where you believed they were lying, and they wanted to prove they’re telling the truth?”

“We would form a blood bond, and we would allow Belgor to judge our honesty.”

Bethany gripped his thigh. “You’re right. He’s certainly not doing that.”

Trent glanced at her in surprise. “You know what she’s suggesting?”

“I know I won’t let her form something called a blood bond with you.”

“I’m not agreeing to anything, love. But, let’s hear her out.”

As Revca spoke again, she couldn’t hide her eagerness. She didn’t even try. “Form a blood bond with me, Marston, and we can resolve our impasse. If you’re telling me the truth, and you didn’t kill Princess Victoria, then my tribe’s blood is not on you. I’ll let you live.”

“And how does this blood bond determine if I’m telling the truth?”

“If one bonded person lies to the other, the bond stops their heart.”

Bethany gripped his arm again. “You are not doing that.”

Ruby spoke up from the other side of the fire. “I will.”

Trent scowled at Ruby in warning. “No, you won’t.”

“Master, you just implied you would accept a blood bond with her!”

“I only asked what it was and how it would work. It’s too much of a risk.”

“If it’s too much of a risk for me, it’s certainly too much for you!”

Revca eagerly looked between them. “It’s no risk so long as you speak the truth.”

Bethany glared at her. “And we’re just supposed to take your word for that?”

Still sitting beside Revca, Ruby pressed her lips together. “You could take mine.”

Now, Trent stared at her in surprise. “You’ve heard of blood bonds?”

“I have. As I told you, before I was enchanted, I often observed the Enchanter’s interactions with his clients. Blood bonds were a common way he ensured no client could refuse to pay him or break a contract. Only one of his clients ever came to harm from a bond.”

“And... how did he come to harm, exactly?”

“After he formed the blood bond, the Enchanter stated he would honor their deal. The client said he would as well. The moment he finished speaking, he dropped dead.”

A chill gripped Trent. “You saw this?”

“Emerald witnessed it. She told us about it. She would not lie about such a thing.”

Emerald was one of Ruby’s two sisters, other mageblades like herself. Though, if Trent recalled correctly, Emerald had actually been enchanted to turn into a bow. He had never heard of a magic bow that could turn into a woman, so Emerald was likely lost by now.

But he wasn’t about to remind Ruby of that fact.

Trent considered Ruby’s testimony. “Why did his heart stop?”

“We did not learn the why until later. A week after the merchant dropped dead, a man tried to assassinate the Enchanter and failed. Once he learned that his employer was dead, he quickly revealed the plot. The merchant hired him to kill the Enchanter a week from the day.”

“Let me guess. That was after the Enchanter had delivered whatever trinket he’d ordered, but before the merchant was due to deliver payment. Is that right?”

“His second payment. The merchant could only afford the first, as we learned when the Enchanter seized his bank records. The merchant thought, foolishly, that he would escape harm because someone else would betray the Enchanter. His intent killed him on the spot.”

Bethany stared at him pleadingly. “You can’t.”

“I can.” Ruby stared hopefully. “Please, Master. Allow me to form a blood bond with Revca. I have nothing to hide, and I will not lie. A blood bond is perfectly safe for me, and once we form it and I tell her about how amazing you are, she’ll have to believe you!”

“No. No one’s agreeing to anything until we discuss everything this bond would entail.”

“Then... let us discuss it.” Ruby watched him calmly. “Ask me what you wish to know.”

Revca was now watching them eagerly. The fact that she’d said nothing else told Trent she was desperate to allow Ruby to make her case. He wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

“You’re certain this bond will only harm me if I break my word or lie?”

“Yes, Master. None would have agreed to form blood bonds with the Enchanter otherwise. The Enchanter, as well, was subject to the bond’s power. He never hesitated, which is all the evidence I need to know a blood bond cannot harm you if you speak the truth.”

So, there it was. He did have a way to save Revca. By risking Ruby... or risking himself.

On one hand, putting his life in danger to save a woman he’d just met was a foolish and unnecessary risk. On the other, Revca was also a powerful mage with a grudge against King Tallun. Simply executing her would be a waste when she could aid them in their fight.

Trent didn’t want Revca as another wife. She had made it clear she had no interest in that, or him. But she, like the Enchanter, could make a powerful ally... and perhaps, this time, he wouldn’t have to offer her a body to possess to secure her allegiance.

He met Revca’s gaze. “Let’s say we did form this blood bond. How would it work?”

Bethany squeezed his thigh so hard it hurt. He knew how hard she was working not to demand he stop. He appreciated her restraint.

Revca eyed him eagerly. “Upon forming the bond, we would agree to speak only truth to each other. We would converse only until we were satisfied with each other’s honesty.”

“And how do we break this bond? Can we?”

“Yes. It can be broken once we both agree. If you tell me your story and live, I will accept it as true. I will also swear to never harm you or your wives, and also to break our bond after.”

“And who determines if my word is false? You or me?”

“Belgor will decide. He will know. If either of us speaks falsely, he will still our hearts. But if we speak only truth, as you claim to do, neither of us will be harmed.”

“You talk as if this bond is sentient.”

“The power behind it is. Even so, Belgor does not harm the righteous.”

Trent frowned. “So, Belgor’s not just the name of your tribe? He’s your god?”

“Belgor is older than this world. His power is beyond measure and his wrath beyond imagination, but so long as you deal honestly with him, he will deal honestly with you.”

Ruby eyed her curiously. “The Enchanter never mentioned any Belgor.”

“Then you never asked. All mages must make a pact with Belgor before they can wield the elements as weapons. Without his blessing, none can wield our power.”

Trent thought back on his few brief interactions with mages at the Vespers. “I’ve never heard any mage mention making deals with Belgor. Mages in your tribe did this?”

“Yes. My tribe were all children of Belgor, like me.”

“But... not literally.”

“Of course not, fool. Belgor is beyond this world, but even those whom he denied his power still worshipped him. That is why we were hated and feared.”

“By whom?”

“Everyone!” Revca’s jaw clenched. “Rather than allowing us to worship in peace as we have for hundreds of years, fools like you deemed us corruptors! That is the word King Tallun’s Blessed Knights screamed at my people as they burned them out of their homes.”

Trent abruptly sat back on his palms. “Belgor’s a devil?”

“Only small-minded fools call him that. Devil is a word they toss about as an excuse to burn those they fear and hate. To say Belgor is a mage like me is to compare an ant to a lion, but he is a mage, Marston. One with power beyond any like you can imagine.”

“That’s enough!” Bethany glared at Revca, then at Trent. “You are not about to let a corruptor cast some devil spell on you!”

A fanatical gleam entered Revca’s eyes. “Call me what you wish. I’ve heard it all before. This is how you can convince me, if you believe you must. Form a blood bond with me.”

“And what if I do? I’m offering you your life. What can you offer me, Revca?”

“I...” She narrowed her gaze. “I offer you my loyalty. If you form our bond, tell your tale, and Belgor does not kill you, I will know you speak the truth. If that is so, I will join your quest for vengeance. I will serve you, Marston, and your princess, if she lives.”

Trent shook off the chill that had gripped him when he learned Belgor was a devil and focused on what he knew about Revca’s people. Why would Queen Agnes and Princess Victoria protect a tribe of devil worshippers? There had to be more to this story than Revca offered.

“How do you even know Belgor exists? Have you met this devil?”

“Our world is too small to contain him.”

“Then what proof do you have of his existence?”

“His deeds.”

“Like? Name one.”

“In times of great sickness, he healed my people. In times of great strife, he lent his power to our mages. And in times of great uncertainty, he even revealed the future to our chief. Many disasters were avoided because our chief witnessed devastating events before they occurred, then changed our tribe’s course to avoid them.”

That claim knocked the breath from Trent’s chest. One fist clenched at his thigh as Bethany’s fist clenched against the other. He knew Bethany’s mind had immediately rushed to the same conclusion as his. A conclusion that terrified them both.

Trent swallowed against his dry throat. “Belgor... can show people the future?”

Revca’s smile grew even more predatory. “Yes, Marston.”

“How? You said no one in your tribe has ever met this devil!”

“We never had to. He visits us in our dreams.”


Chapter Sixteen




Trent’s hand hurt, but only because Bethany was crushing it. Ruby continued to watch them both curiously as she considered all they’d said, and then, her eyes shot wide. Ruby gasped, opened her mouth to ask a question, then shut it as Trent snapped his fingers at her.

“Not a word. Not one word, Ruby.”

She visibly deflated. He could tell she was bursting with questions about his prophetic dreams and how they might be similar to those of the chief of Revca’s tribe, but Ruby was still new to this world. She didn’t know how the people of today viewed those who claimed to deal with devils. She didn’t know that corruptors were deemed worse than murderers.

She didn’t know that a single word from her could get him burned at the stake.

Cautiously, Trent disengaged his hand from Bethany’s. As he rose, it was all he could do to keep his legs from trembling. He felt like someone had just informed him he’d contracted a case of plague rot... and there was no cure. Only a painful death awaited him now.

Meanwhile, Revca continued to watch him like a wolf would watch a cornered rabbit. She knew she had horrified him. What she didn’t know was how she had done it. She thought he was now terrified of her because of the power she wielded.

She couldn’t know that the power that now terrified him was his own.

Trent Marston dreamed the future. He had never known how this was possible, and he had never asked because it was pointless to ask questions he could never answer. Now, however, Revca had answered the question he hoped no one ever would.

And her answer could doom him and everyone he’d ever loved.

“Ruby? Watch our prisoner until we return, but don’t answer any of her questions. I need to take a walk to clear my head.”

Ruby thumped her hand to her chest. “Yes, Master.”

“Beth? With me.”

He strode off into the rock canyon without a look back. Soft footfalls assured him Bethany followed. Trent’s blood pounded in his ears as he slipped through increasingly narrow walls of high rock that closed in around him. He felt trapped, and not by stone.

He hadn’t murdered Princess Victoria. That accusation was false, and he could eventually prove it. But if Revca was right, he had relied upon a devil’s power to save her. What, then, did that make him? More importantly, how would the people of Dalry see him?

Trent would never forget the night after he turned eighteen. The night of the Solstice Festival. The night he and Bethany kicked their feet above a river as she promised to wait three years for him to return from the Vespers. That night, he had burned the effigy of King Martinus.

Two hundred years ago, the tales said, Dalry’s king, a powerful mage, had grown tired of wars to defend his province and his throne. King Martinus had somehow traveled beyond their realm to another, and there, he had met a mage of unimaginable power. Or rather... a devil.

A deal was struck, but not for the soul of King Martinus. Martinus, instead, offered the soul of his eldest son... and a steady diet of continued sacrifices from the ranks of his own people. None of those sacrifices had given themselves willingly. So many had died.

In exchange, this devil from another world granted King Martinus the power to not only rule Dalry and the lands beyond its borders, but to dominate them. Even the most powerful mages in the land fell before his might. Martinus crushed entire armies beneath his boots. The entire realm lived in terror for over a decade before, somehow, Martinus was slain.

Some said the devil with whom Martinus made his deal grew greedy and asked for more souls than Martinus could give. Others said Martinus was the one whose greed grew, frustrating his patron until the devil took his soul. One tale even said an army of great heroes banded together and ended King Martinus in a battle that scarred the world.

What no one questioned was the tales of horror that survived from that time. Devil possession, blood sacrifice, and worse. Devils were beings of unimaginable evil, and anyone they touched was tainted by that evil. Those people were known as corruptors, and allowing even one corruptor to live meant a new Martinus could threaten the world.

Worse, this revelation from Revca put Princess Victoria in danger as well. The people of Dalry loved their princess, and because of that, Trent had assumed restoring Victoria to her throne would be as easy as proving King Tallun had lied about him murdering her.

Yet what if, upon being exposed, King Tallun spun a different tale?

What if Dalry’s traitor king claimed he’d only acted against his daughter because she, or those loyal to her, had made a deal with a devil? What if she claimed Victoria and all those who served her were corruptors? What if her first knight, Trent Marston, was named a corruptor?

Many would refuse to believe their beloved crown princess would do something so vile. But enough would believe the tale that political strife would tear Whitebridge apart, and Dalry with it. The civil war Trent hoped to prevent by exposing Tallun’s betrayal and deposing him quietly would inevitably erupt, and then hundreds of thousands would die.

If anyone ever learned what he could do, even if he somehow helped Princess Victoria retake her throne, there would only be one way she could avoid plunging Dalry into civil war. She would have to denounce him as a corruptor, then publicly order his execution. Dalry’s people would accept no less, and worse, Trent understood why Victoria would have to do it.

He wasn’t afraid of death, but he was afraid of finding himself responsible for the deaths of those he loved. Once he became known as a corruptor, people would question if his parents and friends were tainted as well. And worse, what kind of woman would marry one?

Bethany would be in danger. Ruby would be in danger. His parents would be in danger as well, as would anyone in Kallowhorn who dared speak up for him. His neighbors. His friends. Worse, even if he fled Dalry with his wives, they would have nowhere to go.

No nation in the realm was safe for a corruptor. His tribe would become as reviled as Revca’s. One day, a group of knights would find and slaughter him and those he loved as those Blessed Knights had done with Revca’s tribe.

Trent was so consumed with these dark thoughts he almost stumbled into his own tripwire. He didn’t need to slice his shin open tonight. He turned, extended a hand to halt Bethany, and judged they were now far enough from the camp they could speak in private.

She flew into his arms, and she hugged him like she was afraid he might vanish. He knew what she was thinking because he was thinking the same. As he repeated Revca’s chilling words, he found himself once more taking stock of how many people knew what he could do.

His parents knew he had prophetic dreams, as did Bethany and Ruby. None of them would reveal that he dreamed of the future, so, as long as he didn’t share that knowledge with anyone else, he should be safe. Or more importantly... his wives would be safe.

Bethany pushed away and stared resolutely into his eyes. “She must die. Tonight.”

“What?” Of all the things Trent had imagined she’d say, that wasn’t one.

“You heard what she said. If she can’t murder you with her blade, she’ll murder you with her lies. All she needs is to find one person who believes this devil showed you the future, and that person will name you a corruptor.”

“And? Am I?”

“I don’t care.”

That shocked him. “How can you not?”

“I don’t know what this means. But even if you told me right now that you met this Belgor in your dreams and swore to serve him in exchange for his power, it wouldn’t matter.”

Incensed by her sincerity, he pushed her away. “Well, maybe it should matter!”

“You’re wrong.” As Bethany glared at him, her brown hair glistened in the moonlight. “I love you, but my love for you has never blinded me to your faults. I don’t say this wouldn’t matter because I love you. I say it because I know you, and that is why I love you.”

“And what do you know about me, Beth? About my life before we met?”

“I know you risked your life to save mine and my tribe. I know you risked your life to save Princess Victoria, and I even know you risked your life to save Revca. You risked your life for a tortured and hateful woman who swore to her devil master she would kill you.”

“She only wants to kill me because she was deceived!”

“And to you, that matters.”

“It... what?”

“You don’t care that she intended to kill you. You only care why. Even after all she’s done, you’d forgive her in a moment if she accepted the truth about you.”

“Because we can use her!”

“That’s one reason. The other is because of your selfless nature. That is why it doesn’t matter to me why you dream your dreams, or if this Belgor is real or not. I trust you to do what’s right, and to protect me and our tribe, regardless of where your power comes from.”

She was too understanding. Too loyal. Trent wanted to scream at her. He wanted to clutch her to his chest and hold her until the world ended. He wanted to insist she leave him and never return, if only to keep her safe, but he was too selfish a man to ever give her up.

So, instead, he sat against the rocky canyon wall beside his tripwire and stared at the side of the opposite cliff. After a moment, Bethany joined him. They sat, hip to hip, and breathed. Then, she once more took his hand and pressed close.

Trent closed his eyes and rested his head against the rock. He focused on his training, his breathing, and his calm. He had trained his whole life to keep his wits about him, so the fact that Revca’s revelation had unnerved him like this showed just how terrifying it was.

Was it true? Had he made a deal with a devil? Would he even remember if he had?

He had never asked for the power to see the future, and more importantly, he had never abused his power. Armed with the knowledge from his recurring dreams, he had saved lives instead of ending them. Until now, he had never considered a devil might be the reason he dreamed events before they happened, but as Bethany so firmly said, it didn’t matter.

Even if he’d known where this power might come from, he’d still have saved his parents from the man who tried to kill them in their sleep. He’d still have saved Bethany and her tribe from the chaos wolf attack. And he’d still have saved Princess Victoria from her father.

Was he a corruptor? So what if he was? He would still choose how to use this power, and he would use it to keep himself, his wives, his children, and his nation safe. Anyone who would damn him for protecting those wasn’t someone whose opinion he cared about anyway.

He glanced sidelong at Bethany. “Gods, I love you.”

“I haven’t forgotten.”

“But we’re not killing her. You heard her. If we convince her of the truth, she’ll help us.”

“We can’t risk her spreading her tale.”

“She won’t spread her tale if she joins us, because telling anyone what I can do... what either of us can do... would endanger us both.”

“She already said she’d die to kill you. You can’t trust her, husband.”

“I also can’t kill her without knowing if this is true.”

Bethany’s jaw clenched. “Why? I just told you it doesn’t matter!”

“It matters to me. If what Revca says is true, and my ability to see the future in my dreams comes from a devil, I can accept that. I can... accustom myself to it, and move forward. What I can’t do is continue to blindly trust my dreams. One way or the other, I have to know.”

Bethany glared at him. He sat quietly and let her search her feelings just as he had searched his. After that, he hoped, she’d give him the answer she always did.

“If that’s truly how you feel, I accept it.”

He smiled in relief and squeezed her hand. “Thank you. Your trust means everything to me. I can’t imagine my world without you.”

“It would be rather dull. I do, however, have one small request.”

“Anything.”

“Let me form the blood bond in your stead.”

He grimaced. “Dammit, anything but that.”

“I’ll let you do this, but you can’t risk yourself. You’re our chief, and as you said, so long as I tell Revca the truth, I’ll be in no danger. Assuming she’s telling us the truth.”

“I’m not insisting I form the blood bond with her because I’m stubborn, Beth. I’m insisting I form it because you literally can’t convince her I’m telling the truth.”

Her eyes narrowed dangerously. “And why not?”

“You weren’t there. You didn’t actually see me save Victoria. You have only my word that I did so, so it doesn’t matter if you believe me. Revca won’t believe you.”

Bethany glared a moment, but he could see she recognized his logic. Then, her determination returned. “So, have Ruby do it, then! She saw you save the princess.”

“No, she didn’t. She was in her sword form at the time. Until I claimed her, she wasn’t even conscious. She only knows she found me in a cell. She never saw Princess Victoria flee.”

“Then how did she know Victoria chose you as her wielder?”

“I... come to think of it, I never actually asked her.” Trent frowned. “We’ll ask her after we speak with Revca. But first, I need to learn everything she knows about this Belgor, and I need to know if we can convince her to join us.”

“And if we can’t? If she still insists on killing you?”

“She’s already said she won’t try and kill me if I’m telling the truth. Once we’re both under the influence of this blood bond, she won’t be able to lie about her intentions any more than I can. So, if she refuses to swear she won’t kill me, I’ll kill her.”

Bethany released his hand. “Promise me.”

“I promise, Beth. She swears her loyalty while forced to tell the truth due to our blood bond, or she dies. One way or the other, I have to know the origin of my dreams... and whether I can continue to trust them, given their source.”

Bethany winced as she finally saw the thrust of his true worries. “You think this Belgor, if he’s responsible, would deceive you in your dreams?”

“He’s a devil, Beth. If that’s true, I can’t trust anything he shows me.”

They stood together. They stared into each other’s eyes. Then, Bethany pressed herself against the wall of the rock canyon to let him pass. As she did so, her gray eyes found his... and he remembered the many reasons he loved her more than his own life.

He pressed her against the wall and kissed her, and in that moment, all the pent-up frustration they’d built while they argued burned away... to be replaced with a molten desire neither of them could contain. He didn’t fight his need for her, or his love.

He had a tripwire in place.

He didn’t fully undress her. They didn’t have the time. He simply pulled her pants down as she yanked down his. She snapped her legs around his waist and gripped his shoulders to balance herself, and then, she stared into his eyes with desperate need.

“I need you inside me, husband. Right now.”

He clutched her and kissed her and fucked her without restraint, and she moaned and panted until he could no longer hold back. Yet when he tried to pull out, she trapped him inside her with her legs and strength. She made him climax inside her.

Trent groaned in ecstasy as he flooded her, and she shuddered and clutched him like she was drowning. His wave of lust and love was tempered by a burst of worry, even though she had made it impossible for him to do anything but spill inside her. Was this... was this safe?

As they hugged in the aftermath, Bethany kissed him all over before she eased back. Her smile was blinding. He stared into her joyous gray eyes, unsure what to make of her abrupt change of mood. Had he lost track of her cycle?

“Beth, are you...?”

“It’s possible.” She sighed happily. “I suppose we’ll know in a month or two.”

He almost dropped her. “But what about King Tallun?”

“He can rot, as can anyone else who tries to take you away from me. I can’t say what our future holds, or if we’ll restore Victoria to the throne. What I can do, tonight, is claim my right as your birth wife. I want to have your babies, starting now.”

“But... where would we even raise them?”

“In the Enchanter’s monastery, I suppose. Ruby lived her whole life there, so once we move in some furniture and gather some more allies, and you find and take a hearth wife, it should be safe enough for a child... or a woman pregnant with one. You haven’t changed your mind about allying with him, have you?”

“Of course I haven’t! But what if he changes his?”

“I don’t see how he can. He needs a new body and a powerful patron, and you are the only person who can provide him with both. Maybe we could even demand he form a blood bond with you to ensure he can’t betray us after you finalize your deal.”

Trent considered her suggestion. “That would be a reliable way to seal our alliance and ensure he must continue to protect our tribe even after we deal with King Tallun.”

“That’s right. Ruby said that’s how the Enchanter sealed deals in the past. Either way, I want you to put a baby inside me. My future is with you and our tribe. I’m done waiting for it.”

“Then...” Excitement flooded Trent as the idea of a family, of children, with her, became real. He couldn’t imagine anything that would make him more happy. “We’ll figure it out.”

“That’s right. We’re looking forward from now on, toward a future where we grow our tribe and our love. Even if we all die on the trip back to the monastery, I’ll die without regrets.”

Trent smiled ruefully as he pulled up his pants. “No regrets. Not one.”

She smiled coyly as she buckled her belt. “Also, you know what this means, right?”

“That, once again, I couldn’t stop thinking with my cock?”

Bethany gently brushed his cheek. “It means we no longer need to be careful. If you’re going to get me pregnant, you already have, and if you haven’t... we’re going to keep trying until you do. That means, husband, that you can finish inside me as often as you like. In fact, I’m going to insist you do that at least once a night... when we’re not being hunted.”

Despite the fact that he was about to form a magical blood bond with a woman who wanted to kill him, Trent was now almost giddy with the idea of starting his family with Bethany. The speed with which his birth wife shifted moods sometimes surprised him, but he couldn’t say this shift wasn’t pleasant.

She was also right. Now that they had a magical monastery in which to shelter, there was no reason to wait before building their tribe. Or... Trent could think of a dozen reasons. But his lovely wife didn’t care about those, so if she didn’t, he wouldn’t either.

He would protect her. He would protect Ruby. He would protect their children. And if his prophetic dreams came from a devil, well... that would only make protecting his new tribe easier, wouldn’t it? King Martinus had chosen to dominate the world with his powers.

All Trent wanted to do was put a just ruler on Dalry’s throne, and then retire to a small estate to raise his children with his wives.


Chapter Seventeen




Trent returned to his camp in a far better mood than he’d left it. Despite knowing that his prophetic dreams might be tied to a devil and that, if the realm found out, he and those close to him would be hunted for the rest of his life, he couldn’t help but feel incredibly grateful... and excited. He held Bethany’s hand as she walked close beside him.

The two of them were going to start their family, and they were going to do it now, not at some nebulous point in the future. Trent still regretted that Ruby had been raised alone in a magical monastery, but that need not be the fate for his children. They could be born there, and even spend their first few years there in safety, but eventually, he had to believe he’d succeed in clearing his name and restoring Princess Victoria to the throne.

He’d depose King Tallun. He would build a life with his wives and his children in a wealthy estate behind strong walls... or perhaps he would raise them in Kallowhorn. It might be foolish to think it would all be so easy, but what benefit was there in thinking otherwise?

They would move forward. They would always move forward, together. He, Bethany, Ruby... and whoever else they all found worthy of joining their Windborne tribe. They would honor the legacy of Bethany’s people and forge their own.

As he and Bethany settled across the now smoldering campfire, Revca eyed them with suspicion. She could no doubt sense their joyous mood, and that had to unnerve her. From where Ruby continued to sit with one hand on Revca’s arm, Ruby obviously sensed it as well.

“Master? Is everything all right?”

Trent smiled. “Everything is fine, Ruby. Thank you for watching over our guest while we... cleared our heads.”

Bethany giggled, then clutched his arm possessively. Trent kept his face serious.

“We have one more matter to resolve, and then we can finally get some sleep before heading back to the monastery to complete our deal with the Enchanter.”

Revca frowned. “You’ve decided to kill me?”

“No. I’ve decided to form a blood bond with you.”

Revca’s eyes widened for but a moment before she caught herself. She looked both eager to believe and scared to do so. For his part, Trent was simply glad the path to turning her from her quest to kill him was so straightforward.

Trent hugged Bethany, kissed her cheek, and then eased away. As they sat side by side, he met Revca’s anxious and angry brown eyes. He liked that he’d finally unnerved her, but he would never have gotten to this point without Bethany’s counsel... and her unconditional love.

“So, to restate. We’ll form a blood bond, and then speak only the truth. After I prove I didn’t betray and murder Princess Victoria, thus proving that I am not the reason King Tallun attacked your tribe, you’ll help me depose him. Are you still willing to agree to that deal?”

Revca watched him suspiciously for another moment, then nodded. “Yes.”

“Good. What’s the first step?”

“You’ll need to unbind my hands.”

“Before we do that, describe the process. How is this bond formed?”

“Each of us will prick all four fingers on our left hands. Afterward, we will press our palms and pricked fingers together, binding ourselves in blood. Then, one of your wives must tie our hands together with rope or gauze.”

As magical rituals went, this one sounded relatively straightforward. “When exactly is the bond formed? Once we finish binding our hands?”

“After our hands are bound and our blood has mixed, I will call upon Belgor to stand over us in judgment. He will form our bond.”

“And how do you call Belgor?”

“I lift my soul from my body and beseech him for counsel in the Firmament.”

“And... what’s that?”

Revca huffed. “Must you ask so many questions? You are like an annoying child.”

“I need to know everything about how forming this bond works. That’s the only way I’m willing to form it with you.”

“The Firmament is... well, I suppose you could call it a tapestry of dreams.”

“It’s in your mind, then?”

“No. It is beyond this realm, and all around it.”

“Like the sea? Is the Firmament a sea?”

She scowled. “I have no idea how to explain this to you.”

“Remember, I’m not a mage. So, describe it in a way that makes sense to someone who doesn’t summon vines by wiggling her fingers.”

“I don’t wiggle... fine.” Revca visibly ground her teeth. “The Firmament is wrapped around the realm... our world... like the white around an egg yolk. Can you imagine that?”

“At least that makes some sort of sense. Yet if we’re inside an egg, why can’t we see the Firmament? Or are you referring to the sky?”

Revca looked genuinely pained as she stared at him, and not from having her hands bound behind her back. “Marston, if you expect me to educate you on cosmological theory tonight, just kill me now. All you need know is that Belgor can hear me. He will come.”

“So, devils live in the Firmament.”

“Of course not!” Revca now looked even more irritated with him, which Trent had to admit amused him just a little. “Mages such as Belgor live beyond the Firmament in their own realms. They can speak through it, but they cannot enter our realm in the flesh.”

“So there’s our realm, and the Firmament around it, and other realms beyond?”

“Beyond count. The Firmament is what both separates and binds all realms together.”

“And King Martinus? Is the devil that made that deal with him in that other world?”

Revca’s brown eyes narrowed in sudden curiosity. “What do you know of Martinus?”

“I know I didn’t care about a two-hundred-year-old legend until you told me devils were real, and that you worship one. Now, I’d like to know more.”

“Martinus was... complicated. But he was not a child of Belgor.”

“So, there’s more than one devil in this world beyond ours?”

“Mages, but yes. There are more mages in Belgor’s realm than there are people living in ours. Even among those multitudes, Belgor wields great power. So much power his world cannot contain it. And so he reaches beyond his world, to ours, to share his power with us.”

“I’ve never known anyone with that much power to share it willingly.”

“And I’ve never known someone to demand so many answers about something they can’t possibly understand. Is this some new method of torture?”

Trent smiled tolerantly. “I suppose you’ll have plenty of time to educate me about the Firmament and its devils after you serve me. It’s a two day walk out of these wastes.”

Revca glowered at him. “Are you ready or not?”

“That’s really all there is to it? We bind our bleeding hands together, and you... leave your body, somehow... and call Belgor to stand in judgment over us?”

“Yes. He would not answer just anyone, but I am his child. He will answer me.”

“Let’s hope you’re right. Otherwise, you’ll be stuck answering my questions about cosmological theory all night.” Trent glanced at Ruby. “Is what she describes how you remember the Enchanter forming blood bonds with his clients?”

“Yes, Master. The method she suggests... with each member of the bond binding their bloodied fingers together... that is how the Enchanter does it.”

Revca glanced sidelong at Ruby. “He sounds like an interesting man. I know there are other children of Belgor in the world, but I’ve never met anyone outside my tribe.”

Revca looked almost eager before her face fell. Trent knew what she felt because he’d felt that exact mix of emotions in the years after he lost her sister. Seeing something that he knew Margo would love and turning to share it with her... only to remember she was dead.

Revca turned back to him. “Now, are you ready, Marston? Or is this another ploy?”

Trent glanced at Ruby. “Untie her hands, but be ready to restrain her if she tries to cast a spell or stab me with a knitting needle.”

“I will not let you come to harm, Master. But... please don’t lie. I cannot protect you from a devil’s will.”

He smiled reassuringly. “I won’t lie.”

He stood and walked around the fire. He settled close enough to Revca they could touch once Ruby removed her bonds. He frowned in surprise as Bethany walked around the other direction... then silently drew her hunting knife.

Bethany dropped behind Revca with the speed of a striking fox. Her blade flashed to Revca’s neck as her other hand snapped around Revca’s waist, pinning her. For one terrifying moment, Trent was worried Bethany was going to take matters into her own hands.

Revca must have felt it as well. Her fists clenched and her eyes widened in genuine fear, and as time slowed and stopped, Trent knew then that she wasn’t ready to die. Not in her heart. Revca had told herself she was ready, but she was lying to herself.

Bethany didn’t cut Revca’s throat. She merely held the edge of her blade against Revca’s neck with a steady hand. While she spoke softly in Revca’s ear, they all heard her.

“One wrong move, and I’ll cut. If I even think you intend to harm him, you will die, and it will hurt the entire time you’re choking to death on your own blood. Do you understand me?”

Revca recovered some of her earlier resolve. “Yes.”

Bethany glanced at Trent. “Husband? Do as you will.”

Trent kept his face calm. He didn’t want anyone, least of all Bethany, to know that he had genuinely thought she might actually murder Revca a moment ago. Not because she wanted to betray him... but because her loyalty was so great she couldn’t let him risk his life.

Yet betrayal wasn’t who Bethany was. Even if she was terrified for him, after she had promised him her support, she’d give it. He felt shamed by his moment of doubt and promised himself he’d apologize to her later. But now... he had a blood bond to form.

Ruby watched him uncertainly. “Master? Shall I start?”

“Yes. Untie her hands, then grab some gauze from your pack. We’ll use that to bind our hands together until we break the bond.”

After Ruby easily untied the ropes binding Revca’s hands, Bethany spoke before anyone could move. “Raise your left hand only. Slow and steady. Remember, I won’t hesitate.”

“I understand.” Slowly, Revca brought her left hand from behind her back. She remained stiff in Bethany’s grip with the knife pressed against her throat, then beckoned with one finger. “I trust you’ll do the cutting for us?”

“I simply prick the tips of your fingers?”

“Mine, and your own.”

Trent pulled his trail knife, then eyed it in annoyance. “We should clean this first.”

After he’d washed the knife with soap and water from a canteen, Trent knew he had done all he could to minimize the chance that their wounds from tonight would get infected. If that happened, it would take some time, which meant they could likely return to the monastery before suffering any ill effects. It was what it was.

Despite the situation, he cleaned his knife thoroughly. He suspected if Bethany had known that he was going to have to clean his knife before they started, she wouldn’t have ambushed Revca yet. They could have handled all this while Revca was still bound.

Trent spread the fingers of his left hand and poked the tips of each finger. Blood welled. He showed his palm to Revca. “Will this work?”

She smiled in obvious satisfaction. “Yes.”

“You’re next, then.”

She eagerly offered her hand, palm out. As Trent took it, he was surprised at how soft her skin felt. He’d expected her hands to be rougher, like Bethany’s, but they were almost as smooth and soft as Princess Victoria’s. Perhaps Revca had lived a sheltered life.

He pricked the tips of her slender fingers, then glanced at Ruby. “Bind our hands.”

He pressed his fingers and palm to Revca’s. Once more, he was struck by how soft and warm her hand felt. A pleasant tingle coursed down his arm as their palms pressed together. Her scowl suggested she felt that tingle as well... and she didn’t like it.

As Bethany resolutely held her knife at Revca’s neck, Ruby bound their hands together with a roll of gauze. She bound their hands tightly enough Trent knew he couldn’t get free without sawing through the gauze, or having Ruby rip it. The tingle grew stronger.

Trent eyed Revca curiously. “Are you feeling that? That tingling warmth?”

Revca said nothing. Instead, she closed her eyes, and then her breathing slowed. As her red hair coursed down her bare shoulders, drawing his eyes once more to her lovely cleavage, her chest rose and fell with the regularity of a woman in a deep sleep. Was she meditating?

Trent glanced past her at Bethany, who continued to hold her knife against Revca’s neck. He knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t cut without intent.

As they waited, Ruby looked between them with her lips pressed together in worry. Meanwhile, Revca continued to breathe calmly in Bethany’s grip. Slowly, her eyes opened. The whites and pupils of her eyes were gone now. A baleful yellow glow awaited instead.

Trent barely kept himself from recoiling from the sight. He somehow knew that what he now saw in Revca’s eyes... the presence staring at him from inside her head... was not Revca. Not any longer. He felt like he was staring at two miniature suns burning inside her eyes.

The devil Belgor spoke in a low, powerful male voice. “I stand in judgment over this parley. Speak only truth.” The sunfire eyes felt like they were melting his own.

Trent swallowed as he stared down a devil in the flesh. “That’s the plan.”

Revca’s eyes fluttered, and when she opened them again, they were once more clear and brown. She looked momentarily disoriented, but she quickly remembered she was sitting before him with Bethany’s knife pressed against her throat. She smiled in satisfaction.

“The bond is formed. Belgor will now judge the truth of all words we speak.”

As terrifying as it had been to hear a devil speak through her, at least now he knew that this ritual would work. Trent focused on what he needed to do to gain her trust, or at least stop her from distrusting him. He could only save her by convincing her to stop trying to kill him.

“Do you swear that if I prove I did save Princess Victoria, and that I am not responsible for what happened to your tribe, you will finally stop trying to kill me?”

“Yes.”

“And if that’s true, if I saved her, you will help me depose King Tallun?”

“Oh, yes.”

Bethany spoke up. “And you will serve him, Revca? You will follow my husband’s orders, and you will protect him with your magic and your life? Swear it by Belgor.”

“Yes. I swear it all by Belgor.”

Revca hadn’t died. If everything else she and Ruby had told him was true, that meant she wasn’t lying. Now, finally, he could put an end to her nonsense. He smiled wide.

“I did not kill Princess Victoria.”

Revca glared in triumph. She grinned wide as she waited for him to die. She waited for Belgor to seize and stop his heart.

Trent watched her calmly, and every moment he watched her, her smile shrank. Soon confusion replaced it, followed by what might be genuine fear.

Revca blinked rapidly as if trying to snap herself from a dream, or worse, a nightmare. Then, her lips curled into a snarl. “How did you do it, then? Did another kestrel kill her for you?”

“I did not kill Princess Victoria. I saved her life. Her father admitted a necromancer and soulless assassins into Whitebridge to murder her, but I stopped them and ensured she went somewhere King Tallun cannot touch her. She’s alive, Revca. That means you serve me now.”

Revca’s jaw dropped. As he continued to sit before her, hand bound to hers, breathing with his heart still beating in his chest, she looked increasingly horrified by her mistake. Had she really believed he was lying to such a degree that she’d assumed this bond would kill him?

Revca knew now he spoke the truth. She looked absolutely devastated at the knowledge that she had been wrong about him... and now, by her oath, that she was bound to serve him for the rest of her days. For now, he would let her assume that would be unpleasant.

Trent eyed her calmly. “So, you were wrong. If you still doubt my desire to unseat King Tallun, now’s the time to question me about it. What else do you wish to ask me?”

Her next word was low and pained. “Nothing.”

“So, you’ll stop trying to kill me? You’ll follow my orders from now on?”

She looked like he’d punched her in the stomach. “Yes.”

“Then if we’re done with all this, do you agree to break our blood bond?”

“Yes.”

“As do I.”

A warmth grew between their joined hands, then vanished. Though he had nothing else to go on, Trent was now certain the blood bond was undone. He glanced at Ruby.

“Would you mind removing this gauze?”

Smiling in triumph, Ruby gripped the gauze and tore it from around their hands like he would tear a thin sheet of paper. She remained freakishly strong, but that continued to reassure Trent rather than frighten him. He knew how gentle she could be.

As Trent pulled his hand away, he turned to check on his pricked fingers. To his surprise, his flesh had healed as if it had never been cut. If Revca’s burning yellow eyes and the sound of a devil speaking with her mouth hadn’t convinced him this was magic, healed fingers did.

Now staring at the rocky ground, Revca shuddered. “Why?”

“Because I honor my oaths. I don’t break them.”

“Why, Belgor?” Revca wasn’t speaking to him. “Am I being punished?”

Now uncertain about Revca’s mental state, Trent rose. “Beth? I think you can relax.”

“Not yet.” Still holding her knife to Revca’s throat, Bethany leaned close against their former captive, eyes hard. “Are you listening? Revca?”

The now utterly despondent woman didn’t answer.

“You swore an oath to Belgor to protect my husband. To your devil. Will you keep it?”

“I must.” Revca shuddered in Bethany’s tight grip.

“So, from this moment forward, you will protect my husband with your magic, do everything he tells you to do, and never again attempt to harm him?”

“Yes, Bethany.” Revca shuddered and squeezed her eyes shut. “I serve him now.”

Slowly, Bethany pulled her hunting knife from Revca’s throat. She gently pushed the woman away, and when she did so, Revca fell forward and collapsed on the rock. She pulled her arms close under her chest. She stared at the now smoldering fire as if watching a friend die.

This was inconvenient. While Trent was relieved to have convinced Revca to stop trying to kill him, he hadn’t intended his victory to devastate her. What use was she to him if she was now so despondent at learning the truth that she couldn’t defend herself, or him?

Still... he had three tripwires in the rocky canyon, an empty cave at his back, and an alert mageblade to keep watch through the night. He didn’t have to push Revca to snap out of her now obviously despondent state. He would give her a night to get used to a world where the man responsible for the death of everyone she loved remained out of her reach.

Revca would adjust to the fact that the only way she could have vengeance was to fight at his side. She would serve Princess Victoria until they returned her to the throne and sent King Tallun to the executioner... assuming Trent didn’t put a blade through his throat first.

Bethany grabbed the rope Ruby had dropped earlier, then nudged Revca in the back. “Lie on your stomach, now. Your hands will remain bound while you sleep. You’ll need to earn the right to sleep unbound, and you’ll only earn it when I’m satisfied you’re not a threat.”

Trent looked between them in consternation. “Beth, I don’t think that’s...”

Her glare told him he had pushed her as far as he could manage for one night. Bethany had been remarkably tolerant of his desire to risk himself. He wouldn’t push her further.

Instead, he crossed his arms. “You can give her my bedroll. I’ll take first watch.”

Revca didn’t resist as Bethany rolled her onto her chest and then tightly bound her hands behind her back once more. Revca didn’t do much of anything, and Trent wished he understood exactly what was going through her mind right now. She had gambled and lost, but he’d already told Revca he wouldn’t kill her. He even intended to help her get her revenge!

So, why did she look so despondent?

Did Revca worry he would abuse the oath she’d taken to serve him? Was he worried that he would treat her as a slave rather than a person? If she continued to look this depressed by the morning, he would address those worries with her before they broke camp.

Once again, his prophetic dreams had allowed him to avoid his own death and save the life of another. He and Revca were both alive thanks to whatever power had sent him his dreams of the future. If it was Belgor, and Belgor was a devil, well... Trent would accept this gift in the spirit of which it had been given.

And he would never again trust a prophetic dream until he was certain he could trust the devil who sent them.


Chapter Eighteen




Bethany’s hand on his shoulder snapped Trent to wakefulness early the next morning. He sat up at once, blinking off the disorientation of sleep, and took in the gray morning. The sun wasn’t quite up yet, but enough light had arrived that he could see.

Ruby was already awake and packing up their camp. Revca was awake as well, though she was doing nothing but sitting in front of the fire pit with her eyes fixed on the ashes. Dark rings around her eyes suggested she hadn’t slept well last night... or at all.

Revca’s hands were now bound in front of the knees folded against her chest. That suggested someone had untied her and retied her wrists. Trent glanced at Bethany in question.

She calmly met his gaze. “We’ll untie her before we leave.”

“She swore an oath to protect me. I don’t think she’s a danger any longer. Also, what if she needs to cast a spell to defend us from some monster in the Breckenrock?”

“Ruby can protect you. You and I can protect each other. But until I trust that woman truly has no plans to stab you in the back, I’m not taking any chances with her.”

Trent knew, from the cast of Bethany’s features, that this was not an argument he was going to win. He could simply order Bethany to untie Revca’s hands, and she would do it... against her better judgment... but she would remain worried and frustrated all day as a result.

So, he simply nodded. “While you finish up, I’ll go collect my tripwires.”

She smiled a smile that warmed his heart. “Don’t get lost.”

He smiled back as he abruptly remembered their conversation—and decision—from last night. No wonder Bethany was feeling so protective this morning. She was protecting the father of her future children... one of whom might arrive sooner than they’d planned.

Trent still had a smile on his face as he headed into the rock canyon to retrieve his tripwires. As he used the tip of his father’s skinning knife to carefully unwind them and roll them up so he could tuck them into a pouch, his pleasant mood only grew. A child. He might soon have a child with a woman he loved. Would the child have his eyes, or hers?

His mood soured when he found the third trip wire discolored by dried green blood.

Trent snatched one of his long knives from its sheathe and scanned the narrow gray area beyond the trip wire. He spotted another dried smear of green blood at once, and then dried droplets leading out of the rock canyon. Something unnatural had tried to sneak into this canyon last night... and despite cutting itself on his trip wire, it had retreated without a sound.

The blood of chaos creatures was corrosive, and this blood had been sitting on his trip wire for hours. Trent wouldn’t bother retrieving the wire. He carefully snapped it with his knife and left it on the rock.

He hurried back to his wives and his... well, he supposed Revca was his guest now. She’d sworn an oath to protect him. He would no longer treat her like a prisoner.

Though Bethany almost certainly would.

Ruby had already shouldered all three of their packs by the time he returned. Since those packs vanished with her clothing and her when she was in her sword form, it simply made sense to have her carry everyone’s packs. Not to mention her strength made that trivial for her.

As their eyes locked, Bethany’s expression darkened. She knew him well enough to know something was wrong simply from the cast of his features.

“What is it?”

“We had a visitor last night.”

Ruby gasped and then winced as if embarrassed. “Master, I heard nothing!”

“Neither did I. Whatever it was cut itself on the first trip wire, and then retreated. That’s far enough out I doubt either of us would have heard anything unless it screamed due to the pain. I don’t know many chaos creatures who scream or, for that matter, feel pain.”

Revca looked up from her sitting position by the fire pit. “Most predators that roam this part of the Breckenrock would press forward if they felt they’d been attacked, not retreat. What color was the blood?”

Trent was surprised that Revca would care... and relieved that she’d finally pulled out of her dejection to involve herself in their conversation once more. “Green.”

“And was it wet, or dry? How long ago did the creature encounter the tripwire?

“Dry, but likely only by a few hours. Likely after midnight.”

Revca rose with her hands bound ahead of her. “We must leave this canyon at once.”

That statement earned her a cross look from Bethany. “Are you expecting friends?”

“The only creatures with green blood in this part of the Breckenrock are callinthropes, and they are the only creatures crafty enough to retreat and gather allies. All the other predators out here would have charged at us blindly after we made them bleed.”

Trent held back a shudder at Revca’s worried gaze. “And... what are callinthropes?”

“Bipedal four-armed creatures slightly larger than a human child, but with the strength of a grown man. They’re almost as intelligent as humans, and some rumors claim they once were. While they will eat each other, they prefer meat of the human variety. They’re also pack hunters, and they hunt in much larger groups than chaos wolves.”

“How much larger?”

“Some accounts suggest a single hive of callinthropes can grow to thirty or more.”

Trent was growing more worried by the moment, though he didn’t let that show on his face. He didn’t want to worry his wives. “You’re certain they’ll be back?”

“Callinthropes can smell all types of blood, but they can smell the blood of a fellow callinthrope from a great distance. So, if a callinthrope cut itself on your tripwire last night, an entire pack of such creatures is almost certainly approaching this canyon right now.”

Trent turned to face the narrow rock canyon, then, unbidden, his eyes rose to the top of the canyon and the rocky terrain above. “Can these monsters climb?”

“Yes, Marston. They can climb almost anything, including sheer cliffs, and actually live in cliffside hives. You won’t be able to funnel them into that canyon. They’ll climb right over it and drop down on top of us. They’re also known to use slings, and even primitive bows.”

Trent glanced at his blade wife. “Ruby, become a sword.”

As Ruby closed her eyes, lowered her arms, and disappeared into a vortex of red magic and spectral rose petals, her leather grip once more appeared in his hand. He sheathed her on his back and headed for the exit to the canyon. He scanned ahead for threats.

“Beth? Cut Revca’s bonds so she can walk and use her magic. We’re leaving now.”

He heard no protest, which told him that despite her reservations, Bethany had listened to him. He was grateful for her loyalty, especially given how much he knew she still distrusted Revca. For his part, Trent was now worried they had waited too long to leave.

Had Revca not sworn to her devil to protect him with her life and magic last night, he would have been certain this was some trick. Either she would be urging him into the open so he would abandon an easily defensible position, or she had allies waiting to feather him with arrows the moment he emerged. Now, however, he had no doubts about her loyalty.

He’d never seen a callinthrope. He’d never fought one. But a huge pack of bloodthirsty cannibalistic monsters was not a challenge he wanted to face this morning, or ever. They needed to reach open ground and leave this canyon behind before more callinthropes arrived.

Thanks to the fact that Ruby had taken all three of their packs with her when she transformed, Trent had no problem squeezing through the canyon. Shuffling on the rocks told him Bethany and Revca were close behind. They were almost on top of him.

He was surprised that Bethany would allow Revca to walk between them until he saw that she carried one of her long knives. Bethany wanted Revca ahead of her so she could keep an eye on her and stab her if she tried to harm him. It was a lovely, if frustrating, gesture.

Trent believed Revca would honor her oath. Not because she had any particular loyalty toward him, but because of the fervent loyalty she’d shown toward Belgor... and the fact that her devil master could likely stop her heart if she ever broke an oath she’d sworn to him.

He would find a way to tamp down on the animosity between Revca and Bethany later. Now, they had to move. He didn’t want to get caught in this canyon by cannibalistic four-armed monsters who could bombard them with stones and arrows from above.

The twilight before sunrise had brightened into the red glow of dawn by the time Trent wriggled out of the rock canyon. He scanned the rocky terrain to the north for any sign of movement and was relieved to find nothing. It was mostly open ground.

Revca squeezed out after him, followed by Bethany. As Trent glanced their way, he found Bethany still watching Revca warily while holding her knife. He needed her focused on real threats. He walked past Revca and touched Bethany’s arm.

“She swore an oath, Beth. I need you to stop treating her like a threat and focus on the threats in our surroundings. I need your eyes today, not just mine.”

Revca peered north. “I will not harm him, Bethany. I have sworn an oath and will not break it. But I may need to channel spell forms to defend Marston before we return to this monastery. I can’t protect him if you stab me in the back as I attempt to do that.”

Bethany scoffed. “The way I see it, there’s only one backstabber on this plain.”

Trent tightened his grip on her arm. “Enough.”

“Are you saying that as my husband or my chief?”

“This morning, I’m saying it as both. Revca serves me now. Focus on keeping us safe.”

Bethany defiantly held his gaze. Revca’s urgent hiss broke their standoff as they both turned to look at her, then instinctively crouched low to minimize their profiles. Trent looked past Revca... and at a rocky rise in the distance to the north.

The movement on the rise was almost too subtle to spot, but Trent had spent years in the wilds, hunting. Someone... no, multiple someones who moved unlike humans... were now watching him and his wives from atop that ridge. He glanced once more at Revca.

“How fast can callinthropes move?”

“We can outrun them over short distances, but they have the stamina to follow us for leagues. Running won’t allow us to outdistance them, and they’re relentless once they’ve sighted prey. The only way free is to kill them.”

“Can we?”

She scanned the horizon for movement. “Not this many.”

“Then we’ll run until I have a better idea. From what you’ve told me, it sounds like they’re endurance hunters. We can play that game. So, how far can you jog?”

Revca glared over her shoulder. “Stop worrying about me and make a decision.”

On the distant ridge, Trent caught more flickers of movement in the light of the rising sun. These callinthropes were cautious and patient, building their numbers as they sized up their prey. He wasn’t certain if those on that ridge had spotted him and his wives yet, but he knew they would spot them once they made a break for it.

Waiting would be worse. “We’re heading south. If you can’t keep up with us at a jog, let me know. I’ll have Ruby carry you.”

He rose and jogged off. Bethany easily fell into step beside him, and Revca hurried along just behind. He didn’t glance back to check on her, but the sound of her boots scraping rock told him she was matching their pace... at least for now. It was going to be a very long morning.

The canyon and the figures quickly fell behind. Even so, Trent set a vigorous pace. The wind that cooled his face as he ran would also be carrying his scent behind him and into the callinthropes, which meant he might as well be leaving them a trail of blood. No help for it.

After they’d jogged for what Trent judged was almost a half hour, he knew they were going to need to take an early break. Revca was wheezing audibly, but she hadn’t slowed or fallen behind. He and Bethany could jog longer if necessary, but they had trained for years.

Trent had risked many glances back as he set the best pace he could without exhausting everyone. He had seen no sign of movement in the gently rising and falling land behind them. If the callinthropes were following them, they must be doing so at an equal or lesser pace.

When he spotted a tall, rocky cliff ahead that would provide a good vantage point on the area they had covered this morning, he slowed. Bethany matched his pace without being asked, but Revca continued to struggle, wheezing for breath. She barely kept her feet.

When Trent held an arm out in front of her as they jogged, she glanced blearily at him. He saw now just how exhausted she was. The fact that she had pushed on despite being barely able to keep her feet showed impressive resolve.

When he and Bethany finally slowed to a walk, then stopped, Revca almost dropped. She barely kept herself upright by dropping her hands to her knees. As she desperately sucked in breaths like a woman who’d almost drowned, Bethany looked more than a bit amused.

Trent drew Ruby from her sheathe. “Ruby, return!”

Red magic flared, and a moment later, his blade wife stood with them once more. When she saw Revca struggling to recover her breath, she gasped and hurried over to help her. Revca waved Ruby off, then glowered at Trent in annoyance.

“I’m... fine. We must... keep going.”

Trent eyed the ridge. “We need a break. I’m going to see what I can see from the top of that cliff. With luck, they’ve scented other prey by now. Ruby, you’re on guard now.”

“Just be careful, Master! I can’t protect you from a fall... unless I catch you.”

He gave her a quick kiss. “I climbed far more treacherous cliffs in my youth.” As he glanced at Bethany, he smiled at a shared memory. “We both have.”

After he left Revca to catch her breath, and he left Bethany and Ruby to watch her, Trent scanned the wall of rock and plotted a way up that would allow him to climb without breaking his neck. He climbed without looking back or down. That was never a good idea.

A few minutes later, he was almost at the top. As he pulled himself onto the summit, he found he could see for what must be leagues all around. He scanned the rocky and rugged terrain to the north, all the way to the horizon, past the rolling hills and scraggly trees.

There, to his dismay, he saw them.

A swarm of red-skinned figures was barely visible on the horizon. His instincts put them a little over half an hour away. They moved slowly enough he suspected they were walking. Even so, there were dozens of them... and he had no doubt they were following him.

Trent glanced down at his wives, and Revca. Ruby was eying the north while Bethany kept watch to the south. Revca stood stubbornly between them, arms crossed. As he carefully worked his way back down the cliff, he considered their rapidly dwindling options.

They couldn’t outrun the callinthropes. Even if he and Bethany jogged half the day, they’d eventually have to stop to eat and rest. They’d never reach the Enchanter’s monastery even if they could keep up an inhuman pace... which the callinthropes could.

The cannibalistic monsters seemed tireless, and Trent knew they would eventually catch up because he had done exactly the same when hunting game for his tribe. If his first arrow didn’t kill an animal, it was difficult to land another arrow. He never had to.

Once wounded, an animal would flee by instinct. Most animals were faster than him over short distances, and so could easily vanish into the woods or the plains. Yet in their haste they would leave a trail, one he would follow as long as it took to catch up.

And, because his wounded prey eventually exhausted itself, he always caught up.

The callinthropes hadn’t wounded them before they started this hunt. Revca’s knowledge, and her warning, had certainly saved all of their lives. But the monsters of the Breckenrock were tireless, unrestrained by human needs to eat and rest, and at their relentless pace, they would overtake him... if not tonight, then certainly tomorrow.

Once he was low enough to leap down without injuring himself, he jumped off the cliff and rolled to cushion his landing. Ruby hurried over with a hopeful look on her face.

“Master? Did you see anything?”

“They’re still coming.”

Bethany’s shoulders tensed. “How close?”

“A half hour back at best. Walk with me. We need to consider our options on the move.”

Ruby and Bethany effortlessly fell into step behind him as Revca gamely walked along behind. She wasn’t wheezing now, and he was relieved that their stop had allowed her to catch her breath. Even so, he was certain that a jog of half an hour had pushed her to her limit.

“Revca? How do callinthropes track prey? By smell?”

“Yes. As I told you, they have incredibly sensitive noses. We can’t lose them.”

“Dogs have incredibly sensitive noses, too. We could lose dogs.” He glanced at Bethany. “I don’t recall any large streams on our trek out to the cave, but I was watching that rocky finger. Do you remember any big enough that they could mask our scent?”

Bethany frowned as she visibly thought back. “I recall a few brackish lakes, and we refilled our canteen at that spring surrounded by green and seemingly healthy grass and weeds, but I don’t recall encountering any flowing water. Nothing that would hide our scent.”

Revca spoke up again. “They can track your smell on the wind, Marston. You couldn’t lose them by tromping through a river. Are you sure you’ve traveled the wilds before?”

Bethany scowled at her. “Stop being so helpful.”

“I swore I would keep your husband alive, but I can only do that if he listens to my counsel. As for you, fishwife, if you’d like to complicate matters, keep pushing!”

Trent growled low in his throat, loudly enough that both women glanced at him in alarm. “Bickering doesn’t help. Beth, I need Revca’s knowledge, and I trust her to honor her oath to Belgor. And Revca? Show some respect. That’s my birth wife you just insulted.”

“All I did was call her a fishwife. Is that not accurate?”

Bethany glared at her. “I’ll hook you in the mouth if you don’t stop blathering.”

“Enough.” Trent halted and glared at them both. “We have dozens of cannibalistic monsters on our trail right now, and I need to find a way to lose them or pick ground on which we can fight before they overrun us. If either of you have an idea of how to do that, speak up! Otherwise? Let’s focus on covering as much ground as possible before lunch.”

Ruby timidly inclined her head. “Yes, Master. I am sorry we angered you.”

He tempered his expression for her sake. “I’m not angry, Ruby. I’m simply focused on escape. I refuse to let any of you die out here.” He met Revca’s challenging gaze. “Any of you. We’ll figure a way out of this mess, but we can only do it if we all work together.”

He turned and strode off. “Now, stay close. We’ll walk for now, which should at least keep them from closing the distance while I figure out how we’re going to solve this problem.”

As he led them, he waited for their complaints. None came. He doubted Bethany and Revca would ever get along, but at least they were willing to tolerate each other until he could figure out their next move. The problem was, he didn’t have a move.

The Enchanter’s monastery remained another day and a half away, and that assumed they walked steadily instead of dropping from exhaustion. Revca had said that callinthropes were as strong as an adult male and could use slings and bows, and intelligent enough to harry them with missiles and flank them before attacking. Finally, there were just so many of them.

So, Trent couldn’t throw them off his scent. He couldn’t outrun them. He definitely couldn’t outfight them, even with Bethany’s skills, Ruby’s enchanted blade, and Revca’s magic. Against that many fierce and hungry fighters, one or all of them would eventually go down.

In that moment, he missed Eight Company. He missed Pip, and Sergeant Crane, and Tim and Tom, and even Thatcher, sullen as he’d often seemed. Had they been twelve strong soldiers with a defensible position, like a ruin, Trent knew they could fight off these attackers.

Yet more than half those men had died one dark night in the Blackwood, and the rest were all the way back in Whitebridge. He didn’t have Eight Company to fight at his side. As much as he loved and respected Bethany and Ruby, they couldn’t fight an army alone.

As for Revca, he had seen mages fight against superior numbers before, but he had also learned the many ways to kill them at the Vespers. A mage’s primary weakness was to make them panic (which would cause them to improperly execute the kata-like movements they used to cast spells) or wait until they were distracted by another target, which made them easy to ambush from behind. Once you put a blade in a mage’s back, they died like anyone else.

Revca couldn’t save them, though Trent now believed she would die in the attempt. No matter how he played out the battle in his head, they simply didn’t have the numbers to kill all these enemies and escape unscathed. He needed an army he didn’t have. He needed...

The answer came to him in a flash of terrifying insight. This wasn’t the first time he’d been pursued by superior numbers and lacked the ability to outrun them. It also wasn’t the first time he’d barely survived a journey through a forest enchanted by dark magic.

This was a dangerous and risky path to walk, but it was a path, and more importantly, it was a path with a good chance of getting them clear of these monsters. As the master of tactics at the Vespers had once said when discussing matters of nation-state diplomacy, you did not always need allies to win.

Sometimes, you only needed someone who hated your enemy as much as you did.


Chapter Nineteen




It was late afternoon, and they were all more than a bit exhausted, by the time they came within sight of the forest of spindly and twisted trees that stood between them and another day of travel toward the Enchanter’s monastery. Trent was tired, hungry, and thirsty, which suggested his wives were the same. And Revca, for her part, was stumbling on her feet.

Even so, there had been no time to stop and enjoy a leisurely lunch. Not unless they wanted to become lunch for the pursuing callinthropes. The relentless monsters had slowly but steadily closed the distance all day.

They were now close enough that Revca could count their numbers. Trent also, finally, knew how she had tracked them to the kalor crystal cave. When she pressed her palm to the ground, she could detect people and their positions, even at a distance.

According to Revca, they numbered forty-six, and they were close enough they would be within range to fire their slings and arrows very soon. They might have gotten even closer since they had paused, briefly, so Revca could take another magical measurement. Still, they had made it to the woods just in time. Now, all they had to do was run.

Trent glanced back. “Ruby? Carry Revca. Revca? Don’t resist.”

Revca squawked in indignation as Ruby swept her off her feet and effortlessly carried her forward. Trent had considered having Ruby carry her earlier, but Revca had somehow kept up with them. He had wanted to have Ruby unencumbered in case it came to a fight. Now, however, their only goal was to move into the spindly forest as fast as possible.

If all went as he hoped, this would turn out just like his journey through the Blackwood.

He increased his pace, huffing loudly as he did so. Bethany was breathing hard beside him as well. They were all exhausted from the day... all save Ruby... whom Trent now suspected could not just jog, but sprint for hours. Her stamina really was inexhaustible.

They had just reached the border of the spindly forest when something whooshed past Trent’s head. He glanced back and spotted several distant and sinister shapes on the rise they’d just left. More shapes arrived on the rise, and then more stones and arrows came flying.

At this distance, and with the trees in the way, none of those projectiles struck home. Yet if they’d been just a bit slower today, all of them could have been wounded, poisoned, or worse. They might never have escaped that rock canyon without Revca’s warning.

Trent turned his gaze forward. Soon, he would need Revca to walk again so he could wield Ruby against the shadow people who lived in these woods. But not yet. For now, he simply had to get as far into these shadow-cloaked woods as he could manage.

If the callinthropes were smart, they wouldn’t follow him. They would return to their homes and seek easier prey. If they weren’t smart, well... they’d see shortly.

Once they were deep enough into the forest that it would be impossible for the callinthropes to make a shot, Trent slowed the party with a raised hand. The afternoon had already darkened considerably, as if heavy clouds had rolled in to cover the sun.

He turned to Ruby. “Put Revca down, then become a sword.”

Ruby set Revca on her feet. Revca wobbled a moment, but she kept her balance. Then, Ruby flattened her arms at her side, lowered her head, and vanished in a storm of red energy. After she appeared in Trent’s outstretched hand, he didn’t bother sheathing her.

He kept her ready to wield. Soon, he might need to remind the shadow people of these woods what she could do. They needed to know that he could kill them.

“Revca? Have they followed us?”

With sweat pouring down her brow and her jaw tight with determination, Revca knelt and once more pressed her palm to the earth. She closed her eyes and lowered her head. Each moment counted, but Trent dared not rush her.

She opened her eyes. “They’re right behind us. They’ve entered the woods.”

“Then let’s move. You’re certain you can summon magic fire?”

Revca scowled, rose, and took a breath. She closed her eyes, made a motion like she was plucking berries from some invisible branch, and then performed an elegant kata that involved moving both arms and one foot. A ball of fire burst to life in her hand.

Bethany eyed the flame warily. “How long can you make that burn?”

“Long enough.” Revca’s brown eyes met Trent’s in challenge. “Where now, Master?”

Trent was glad she could still joke, even in her uniquely caustic manner, given these dire circumstances. “Stay behind me, but stay close. Bethany, eyes behind. If any shadow people approach, put me between them and you. Ruby and I will make them reconsider.”

As they strode off, Revca spoke again. “Shadow people burn.”

“You can burn them with that flame of yours?”

“If you promise not to blunder into it while I do so.”

“Then be ready to cook them on my command. Thank you. Let’s hope this works.”

“No prayers, Marston?”

“I don’t believe in gods. But if we all survive today, perhaps I’ll consider adopting one.”

Behind them, odd sounds rose. It sounded like owls hooting to each other, but the sound was just “off” enough that it made the hairs on his neck stand on end.

So, that was what callinthropes sounded like as they communicated. They were growing closer. They must be thrilled by the idea of capturing the prey they’d pursued all day. Soon, Trent hoped, the hunters would themselves become prey.

The day grew darker as Trent and those he protected fled deeper into the twisted, night-cloaked woods. They would all have died here days ago if not for Ruby’s ability to set the encroaching shadow people aflame. The ball of fire Revca carried lit a circle around them just far enough that Trent would have time to react if a shadow person came sprinting out of it.

As movement caught his eye, he thrust out one hand to halt everyone. Revca, who obviously hadn’t been paying attention, bumped right into him from behind. His stance was wide enough she didn’t send him stumbling, but he did hear her curse.

Bethany turned to watch his back, and together, they sandwiched Revca between them. Since the Enchanter’s light globe was now all but out of power, they couldn’t depend on it for light. The proximity of the callinthropes had left them no time to search for the materials to make torches. If Revca’s magic flames went out, there was a good chance they would all die.

Two shadows burst from the edge of the darkness, and at the same time, Bethany shouted a warning from behind him. “Three behind!”

Trent charged the two ahead. “Burn them!”

Flames roared behind Trent as he charged the shadows ahead, hoping desperately that Revca hadn’t overestimated her capabilities. As the prowess Ruby had honed with a rapier over a dozen years became his own, the first shadow tried and failed to get around him. It made no sound as it burned, and then something audibly exploded behind him.

As heat blossomed against the back of his head, Trent only barely resisted the urge to turn around and check on his companions. If they were in danger, Bethany would have let him know. He had to keep an eye on his own problems. He had heard no shrieks of pain or fear from behind him, which suggested both women were still uninjured.

Two more shadow people emerged from the darkness to aid the lone survivor. After Trent set the second shadow person aflame with a single thrust, they paused, then backed off into the darkness. Hopefully, they now remembered who they were dealing with.

Trent scowled at the darkness. “There’s more tempting prey behind us. Now, back off!”

He didn’t know if the shadow people understood him. He did know it felt good to see them retreat while facing Ruby’s blade. Red light flickered behind him, suggesting Revca’s flames had ignited more than shadow people.

Trent backed toward his allies, eyes on the darkness, until he bumped into Bethany’s back. Only then did he risk a glance behind them, at which point he couldn’t help but gawk.

A trail of flames still burned along the rocky ground, and one of the spindly trees was now burning like a pyre. As for the shadow people, there were no signs of those.

Revca breathed, moved her fingers as if plucking invisible berries, and then once more executed the same kata she had earlier. Fresh flames burst to life in her palm. As she glanced at Trent, he caught a flash of vengeful satisfaction in her eyes. Was she showing off?

Or, given how frustrating the last day and night had been for her, was she simply happy to finally have the opportunity to burn something?

One way or the other, their deterrence had worked. No more shadow people entered the ring of light, and then, to Trent’s great satisfaction, a pained shriek echoed through the woods from behind them. That shriek was not human... and shadow people didn’t shriek.

As more otherworldly hoots of anger erupted across the forest, followed by more shrieks of rage and pain, Trent allowed himself another grim smile. If the shadow people couldn’t kill him and those he protected, there were now plenty of targets in this forest they could kill. He doubted any of the callinthropes would live to learn from their mistake.

Trent pointed south, then strode off with Ruby readied. Bethany and Revca both followed him without a word. Bethany, in particular, had a wide and relieved grin on her face.

Trent suspected she was as pleased as he was at their success in turning the shadow people against their pursuers. Being chased for food was not something either of them had enjoyed. Now, those horrid little monsters were getting a taste of their own medicine.

Behind them, the hoots and shrieks grew less frequent. Trent hoped that was because the shadow people were running out of callinthropes to kill and not because any of the little cannibals had escaped. Either way, the callinthropes were no longer pursuing them, and the shadow people were too busy defending their woods to cause them any more trouble.

With Revca to light the way and Ruby to deter any further aggression, Trent led the way through the twisted, night-cloaked forest. The soles of his feet ached from traveling all day, and his stomach growled audibly as it complained about all the energy he’d burned. Yet camping inside these woods would kill them just like waiting for the callinthropes.

With the only light provided by Revca’s flame, the three of them stumbled onward until, at last, the darkness began to fade. The full and unnatural night that cloaked the woods rose to the gloom present at twilight, then gradually increased into the pleasant glow of a warm afternoon. As the spindly trees thinned, the sight of open ground quickened Trent’s pace.

Finally, alive and unharmed, they emerged from the spindly woods that had swallowed their pursuers. Trent glanced back just in time to see Revca stumble forward, then collapse. Her flame flickered out as her body thumped to the earth.

As Bethany remained alert for threats from the woods, Trent dropped beside Revca’s collapsed form and rubbed her back. “Are you wounded? Revca!”

She didn’t answer. She continued to breathe, however, and as Trent looked her over, he saw no sign she’d been injured. She was simply pale, sweaty, and exhausted.

Between the hours of walking, casting her flames at those shadow people, and keeping that flame burning in her hand while they fled the woods, she must have given them everything she had. Trent appreciated her dedication. He stretched out the hand holding Ruby.

“Ruby, return!”

Ruby’s comforting weight left his hand to be replaced by the comforting sight of the brave red-haired woman at his side. Trent rose and pointed at Revca’s now slumped form. Without her and Ruby, they wouldn’t have survived a second trip through those woods.

“I think we have truly exhausted her this time. Can you carry her again? There’s a break in the cliffs not far from here where we can make camp for the night, then finally grab a meal.”

Ruby smiled bravely. “Yes, Master!”

She knelt and then, gently, slipped her arms beneath Revca’s legs and back. Despite carrying three packs and, now, a full-grown woman, Ruby rose easily and looked to him for instructions. As he watched her, Trent was abruptly overcome with affection for her.

Time and again Ruby had saved them, and her loyalty and relentlessly upbeat attitude always bolstered his morale. Ever since she freed him from that cell beneath Castle Guileford and saved him from torture and death, Ruby had been there protecting him. Serving him.

Loving him.

It wasn’t just that Ruby had saved Bethany from dying of corruption, or that she’d made it possible to capture Revca and kill those shadow people. It was that, whether he deserved her loyalty or not, her faith in him was unshakable... as was her love.

As their eyes locked in the aftermath of her once more, ensuring they escaped a forest full of magical horrors, Trent accepted his true feelings for his blade wife. He loved her. He knew Ruby felt the same. He also knew Bethany would be delighted by this development.

So, he would tell them both when they had a chance to rest after a very long day.

Trent led them away from the shadow-cloaked forest and toward the break in the cliffs he remembered from their trek on the first day after leaving the monastery. What would otherwise have been an easy trek up a gentle slope was torture after what they’d endured to get here, but knowing the callinthropes were gone gave them the energy to keep moving. Soon, they found the break in the cliffs Trent remembered.

The area beyond the break was rough and difficult to traverse, and high walls surrounded the break on both sides. It could only be easily approached from one direction, and Trent felt confident Ruby, at least, could keep watch. Her stamina remained incredible.

He looked at his wives. “See if you can rouse Revca and get some water in her. I’ll take our canteens to the stream down south and replenish them while you recover.”

Bethany gripped his arm. “I don’t like you going out there alone.”

“I’ll be careful, love.” He pulled her into a hug. “I can’t believe that worked.”

Bethany rested her head on his chest. “Of course it did. I’m sorry I ever doubted you.”

He eyed her in half-hearted amusement. “You doubted me?”

As she eased away and looked up, her lips quirked. “Well, not aloud.”

He laughed as the last of the tension they’d faced since they discovered they were being pursued bled away. “It’s all right, love. That was rough business. I doubted me as well.”

“But never aloud.”

“Never.” He kissed her lovingly, then glanced at Ruby. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Once you’re certain Revca’s resting comfortably, can you help Beth set up camp and build a firepit? I’ll gather some kindling while I look for a place to refill our canteens.”

“Of course, Master! And I’ll protect the camp while you’re away.”

“I know.” His smile grew. “I love that I can trust you to do that.”

“It’s my job, Master!”

“That doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate all you do for us.” He walked over to pick up the single mundane pack she had carried all this way, then shouldered it with all it contained. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. If Revca wakes up, tell her she did a wonderful job as well.”

Bethany eyed Revca ruefully. “She did, didn’t she?”

“Yes. And?”

“And... well, I’ll try to get along with her. I don’t think I’ll ever fully forgive her for trying to kill you, but she was useful today. So, husband, I will tolerate her for your sake.”

Trent grinned before he strode away. “Thank you, wife.”

As he strode off, he kept a wary eye on his surroundings for threats. Yet from the last time he’d come through here, he knew that this portion of the Breckenrock, at least, seemed free of dangerous predators and chaos beasts. Perhaps the proximity of the shadow people made other creatures hesitant to live here, similar to how the Blackwood outside Kallowhorn deterred soulless. He wondered, then, if both forests had been grown by the same mad mage.

As he gathered kindling on his way toward the stream, he doubted it. Forests such as the one through which they’d passed were already natural barriers to the movement of enemy troops, so it was likely mages with the power to do so had simply altered them to become an even more terrifying deterrent. He would remain wary of any forest in the Breckenrock.

As he walked and gathered loose branches, his arms were soon filled with enough material to keep a fire going through the night. He’d have to drop it all if he was attacked, but nothing threatened him. He reached the stream without issue.

As he filled two canteens with water from the stream, he considered how best to speak to Ruby about his feelings for her. His love for Bethany had started as a young man’s infatuation with a beautiful woman and grown each time she greeted him with a warm hug after a long day of hunting. As strong as his feelings had been then, even his feelings for Bethany on the night of the Solstice Festival had been a shadow of what he felt for her now.

His love for Ruby was like his early love for Bethany, new and incredibly exciting. It grew with each day they spent together (as well as each wonderful night they spent making love) and each challenge they bested as a team. So, he wouldn’t be lying if he told her he loved her.

He would simply be acknowledging a new part of their wonderful journey together.

Still, Trent would wait until they returned to the monastery. Given how excitable Ruby was about most things, he didn’t want her overcome with giddiness until they were back safely inside the Enchanter’s walls. For now, he needed her focused on their survival.

His heart felt light as he stuffed the kindling and the canteens into his pack. They’d already devoured all the food they’d carried other than the rice, and that was tucked into a pouch that wouldn’t get filled with wood chips. He closed the pack, rose, and turned.

He pulled both long knives from their sheathes at the sight of the robed figure standing ten paces away. It wasn’t just the fact that he hadn’t heard the figure approach that alarmed him. It was that the figure wore a dark robe with a raised hood.

And the space inside that hood was as empty as the inside of an ether-infused pack.


Chapter Twenty




As Trent summoned his momentarily scattered wits, he noticed the figure was not a man at all. The robe looked as if it was fitted to a man—it had a chest, and arms, and legs—but there were no feet visible below its hem, and no hands emerging from its sleeves.

It was, quite literally, a floating black robe.

Trent and the floating piece of ominous-looking clothing regarded each other in the light of the setting sun. In addition to its otherworldly appearance, power radiated off this figure. As Trent accepted that, he accepted that his blades would be about as useful as foul language.

So, he’d do his best to be diplomatic and hope it didn’t get him killed.

He lowered both long knives and took a blind guess. “Belgor, I presume?”

The robes offered a shallow bow. “Belgor is beyond this realm and busy with much larger matters. I am a sending of Belgor. You may think of me as his personal courier.”

Trent couldn’t tell if the robe was smiling, frowning, or simply unconcerned. It was unnerving to have only an empty void inside a hood on which to focus his attention. When the person to which he spoke lacked a body and a face, where exactly should he look?

No matter. This robe wanted to talk. So... they’d talk.

“And what can I do for you today, sending of Belgor?”

“I have come to extend an invitation on behalf of my master. After your parley with Revca, you no doubt have many questions about Master Belgor and his aims. My master wishes to answer them by speaking with you face-to-face... so to speak.”

“That’s surprisingly generous of him. Did he explain why he’s feeling so benevolent?”

“He understands that, given the latent prejudices of your people toward his kind, you may now be hesitant to accept his counsel. He would like the opportunity to assure you that you and he remain allies. In the end, he has only your best interest at heart.”

“So, Belgor is the devil who sends my dreams.” Trent’s heart pounded as the robed figure confirmed his worst fears. “And, now he wants to... officially introduce himself?”

“He has granted you, a mortal, an audience. You should be honored.”

“Oh, I am. So very honored. So, he’s coming here?”

“He will enter your dreams and speak with you. Provided you consent.”

It was a relief to know he had to consent before a devil could invade his dreams. Trent needed to know more about this before he agreed to it. He would also dearly love to ask Bethany and even Revca for their thoughts, but he suspected the reason this... robe... had intercepted him at the river was so it could speak to him alone.

“If I agree to meet with your master, what will it cost me? Does he seek my soul?”

“You must discuss any such arrangement with him. For now, you are only agreeing to meet Belgor inside your mind. You accept and offer nothing. You may make a deal with Belgor if you find it mutually beneficial, but accepting this meeting obligates you in no way.”

“And how do I know you’re telling the truth about all that?”

“We cannot lie. If you doubt that, ask the child of Belgor waiting at your camp.”

He meant Revca. Trent considered the robe for a moment as he debated how far he wanted to push a supernatural being he didn’t understand. “Do you need my answer now?”

“No. You need merely mentally consent before you sleep. If you like, you need not even mention to the others that Belgor has extended this offer to you.”

“And why would I keep the fact that I intend to meet a devil from my wives?”

“That is a question only you can answer. Now. Your appointment with Master Belgor will take place in your dreams once you accept. He bears you no obligation, nor do you bear any obligation to him. Before I depart, do you have any other questions you wish answered?”

Trent considered a moment. “Can I ask you personal questions?”

“Why would you do that?”

“Professional curiosity. I’ve never spoken with a devil before today.”

“I am a sending, not a mage. But, ask. If I can, I will answer.”

“Given your lack of a face, how can you speak?”

“This form is a spectral pawn manifested through Belgor’s will. I, his sending, animate it through teledimensional magic from a place of power in a realm beyond your own.”

“And that’s... is that something you do often?”

“The amount of magical power consumed in order to arrange this conversation was enough to power an army of war golems for two hundred years.”

“So, that’s a no, then.”

“As I said, you should be honored. Master Belgor has invested a great deal of time and effort in ensuring you fulfill your destiny. It is in his best interest that you succeed.”

“In restoring Princess Victoria to the throne?”

“In ensuring the mages who seek to infiltrate, corrupt, and conquer your world cannot establish the foothold they need to do so.”

Trent tightened his grip on his long knives. “You’re talking about another Martinus.”

“Who is Martinus?”

“A mage king who lived two hundred years ago. He made a deal with a devil... most likely from the realm where you reside... and used the power that devil offered to conquer his fellow nation-states and terrorize the world. Are you telling me that’s going to happen again?”

“I’m telling you that Master Belgor now offers you a chance to prevent another such individual from gaining power in your realm similar to that of this... Martinus.”

“And, please pardon my skepticism, but why does your master care about my realm?”

“That is a question you should address to him.”

The robe wasn’t wrong. “Thank you for extending this offer of parley. I’ll consider it. To be absolutely clear, he can’t enter my dreams until I consent?”

“No, Marston. But I would encourage you to speak to my master before you return to the Enchanter’s monastery.”

“And... why?”

“You will be better prepared to finalize your deal with the Enchanter if you speak to Master Belgor before you return. He wishes to offer you counsel to aid you in negotiations.”

“Is the Enchanter planning to double-cross me? Are we walking into a trap?”

“More questions you should address to him. Now. I must depart. I have already tarried in this realm too long. While my master’s power is without limit, his patience is not.”

“Right. Well... goodbye, robe.”

“Goodbye, Trent Marston.”

Like a brittle leave crumbling in a person’s hand, the floating robe crumpled in midair and broke down into motes of brown light before drifting away. It resembled the way the purified magic Ruby expelled through her skin evaporated when he brushed it off her. A moment later, there was no sign the floating, talking, sentient robe had ever existed.

And Trent’s previously lovely mood had vanished with it.

As the sun faded to a red smear on the horizon, he hurried back to his camp. He didn’t want to worry his wives by taking too long to return from the stream, but more than anything, he simply wanted their company and closeness. Despite the warm air, a chill clung to him.

Belgor had sent his prophetic dreams. Belgor was a devil. Therefore, according to the beliefs of every religion in Dalry and beyond, he, Trent Marston, was a corruptor. The fact that he hadn’t accepted Belgor’s aid willingly didn’t matter.

Still, had anything really changed since his discussion with Bethany last night? Trent didn’t regret how he’d used this power. His wives didn’t think any less of him for possessing it. And the only people who knew what he could do would never share the tale.

Still, if it ever came out... his own nation would hunt him to the ends of the earth.

Twilight had fallen over the Breckenrock by the time he returned to his camp. Bethany stood in the distance and lowered her bow. As Trent hurried back to the fire with his heavy pack bouncing on his back, she eyed him with a mix of worry and annoyance.

“What happened?”

Sometimes, Bethany’s ability to intuit what he’d been up to while he was away made it seem like she could see the future, too. Trent reached the camp and set his pack down by the fire pit his wives had prepared. Revca was awake and watching him like a hawk.

He trusted Bethany, he trusted Ruby, and Revca had sworn to serve him and protect him with her life. Even so, he wasn’t sure how much he was willing to share about this invitation. He would tell Bethany anything, and he knew she wouldn’t judge him, but would the others?

“Something unexpected happened. We’re in no danger. We’ll talk more after supper.”

Bethany frowned. “That, husband, is ominously and frustratingly vague.”

He kissed her on the cheek. “I know, and I’m sorry. But I’m tired, hungry, and exhausted from avoiding being eaten by cannibals. Let’s get a fire started and get food in our bellies. Then, after I’m fed and I can trust myself to think, we’ll speak at length about our next move.”

As Trent dumped the kindling he’d collected beside the fire pit, Ruby smiled in delight. She always enjoyed her night watches more when she had a crackling fire to keep her company. The pleasure she took from simple things was another reason he was falling in love with her.

Bethany insisted on cooking for everyone, even though Ruby and Trent both offered to help. It would be rice again tonight, but there was no reason to ration it with the Enchanter’s monastery now only a day away. They would eat well tonight... or as well as they could.

After they finished their meal (Revca, finally, could feed herself) Ruby offered to take the first watch. She appeared as energetic as ever, and Trent hugged her in thanks. She then walked a short distance from the fire to where she could keep watch for any threats.

As for Revca, she simply passed out after finishing her meal, with her red hair spread out around her head in all directions. She looked utterly exhausted after the long trek and harrowing fight in the woods. It was a sign of just how hard she had pushed herself today, both physically and with her powerful magic. Her acerbic nature aside, she was a powerful ally.

As night fell and the fire crackled, Trent felt sleep clawing at his mind. Bethany, also, was visibly struggling to stay awake. The warm weather plus the crackling fire plus nothing obviously trying to kill him was a dangerous temptation Trent knew he couldn’t yet indulge.

He needed to make a decision about Belgor’s invitation tonight.

With Revca passed out and Ruby on watch, Trent took Bethany’s hand and led her to the side of the rocky cliff. As he settled against it, she snuggled contentedly against him with a quiet sigh. They held each other until Trent caught himself drifting off and snapped awake.

He couldn’t do that. Not yet. Not until he’d made his decision about tonight’s appointment. To do that, he needed to speak with Bethany... and then Revca.

As he squeezed her side, Bethany stirred and peered up at him. He could see how obviously tired she was, and he could also see how determined she was to stay awake so long as he had need of her. He kissed her forehead, then her nose, then pressed two fingers to her lips when she tried to kiss him back. He couldn’t let her get distracted just yet.

He spoke quietly enough he doubted Revca, who slept over by the fire, could hear. “At the stream, I encountered... well, I don’t know how to describe it, other than to say it was some sort of devil servant.”

Bethany stiffened in her grip. Trent continued his tale.

“It didn’t harm me. It actually came to invite me to speak with its master, who, you will be unsurprised to learn, is Belgor: the devil Revca and her tribe worship. We were right. Belgor is the devil responsible for my prophetic dreams, and he wants to talk to me.”

“This devil is coming here?”

“He can’t enter our world, not in the flesh. He wants to speak to me in my dreams.”

“Want implies you have a choice. Can you refuse?”

“Apparently. Belgor can’t speak to me in my dreams unless I consent, but the servant mentioned something else. He implied the Enchanter plans to betray us when we return or, at the least, offer an alliance we won’t be happy with. Belgor, he claims, knows more, which is why he wishes to speak to me tonight. To warn me.”

Bethany pressed her lips together. “I don’t like this.”

“I don’t like any of it. But what part do you like the least?”

“That this devil offers you choice on one hand, and then implies that making any choice but the one he wants will place you in danger.”

“That fact hadn’t escaped me. However, there is one bright spot. The servant assured me that this meeting would cost me nothing. I owe Belgor nothing, which means he hopefully doesn’t plan to offer me power in exchange for my soul. He just wants to... well, talk.

Bethany clenched his hand. “You’d never offer your soul to a devil.”

“Never.” He smiled to reassure her. “But the idea of bracing the Enchanter again does worry me. We know these kalor crystals will allow him to once again fuel his automatons and at least some of his monastery’s enchanted relics, including the portals.”

“But he could also power something else, couldn’t he? Like a device he could use to trap us inside his monastery’s walls until we agree to a deal where he has all the power. He could make us his slaves, or at least try to do so.”

“That’s my fear. Trusting him would be a mistake, but so would trusting a devil.”

“So, who do you trust?”

“You. Ruby. And... Revca, I suppose.”

Bethany watched him calmly. “You want to ask her advice about this?”

“She knows more about Belgor, and devils, than either of us.”

“So, why are you hesitating?”

“Because you’ve never once sent me down the wrong path. You’re not just my wife. You’re also going to become the mother of my children, and while I intend to continue to make decisions for our tribe as our chief, I don’t want to make those without your counsel.”

Bethany snuggled close. “No one knows more about this devil than she does. Your reasoning is sound. Wake Revca and see what she has to say.”

“And if she offers no warnings about meeting with Belgor?”

“Then... provided she assures us you’ll be safe, I would recommend you speak with him. If he is responsible for your prophetic dreams, then every life you’ve saved is partly thanks to his efforts. He deserves a chance to make his case.”

He kissed the top of her head. “I’m so glad we agree. I feel much better now.”

“You already had your mind made up.”

“Perhaps, but all that means is I’m almost as smart as you are.”

She laughed quietly. “She’s not going to be happy to be roused.”

“She hasn’t seemed happy about anything since she failed to kill me. I suppose that’s understandable. Now, you’ll need to get off me if I’m to reach the campfire.”

Bethany pushed up. “If I must. But I expect more cuddles after.”

They walked, hand in hand, to the campfire, then settled beside where Revca dozed like the dead. As Bethany settled herself and stifled a yawn, Trent knelt beside Revca and touched her shoulder. Her brown robe felt coarse and worn, and her skin was oddly warm.

He squeezed her shoulder. “Revca? Wake up.”

She didn’t stir. Trent grimaced, then shook her. “Wake up, please.”

She stirred, opened her brown eyes blearily, then snarled and slapped his hand away. As she glared at him with fury that set him aback, he watched her in surprise. Her lips curled up as her red hair dangled fetchingly across one narrowed eye.

“I told you, I’ll die first.”

Trent stared at her in disbelief, then huffed. “Gods, I’m truly not interested.”

“Then why are you leering at me like a cutpurse in a dark alley?”

“I’m not leering, and... you know what? Just answer this for me. Can devils lie?”

She peered at him blearily. “What?”

“Can devils lie to you? When you speak to them?”

“Why do you ask? Did one speak to you?”

Trent merely watched her calmly.

Blinking in alarm, she sat up, brushed her hair back, and focused on him with frightening intensity. “What devil spoke to you, Marston?”

“It was less of a devil and more a floating disembodied robe.”

“You encountered a sending?”

“A floating robe, which... yes, it referred to itself as a sending. It invited me to speak with its master, Belgor. He claims he wants to introduce himself.”

“You have dealings with Belgor? And you didn’t tell me?”

“I’d literally never heard of this devil before last night!”

“Then why would he want to speak with you? Why you, Marston?”

She looked incensed... and more than a bit jealous. Trent almost told her how he’d bested her when she tried to assassinate him in the kalor crystal cave. Instead, he sat back.

“I don’t know what he wants from me, which is why I woke you to ask.”

That was the truth, or close enough. He didn’t know what Belgor wanted to speak about, though the sending had implied that Belgor simply wanted to assure him that he could trust whatever prophetic dreams he sent in the future. Which made Trent trust them less.

Revca snatched his wrist with strength that surprised him. “Take me with you.”

“He’s not coming here. He wants to⁠—”

“Speak to you in your dreams. I know, Marston. Take me with you.”

“You’ve spoken to him before?”

“Only our chief ever spoke to him, and only when matters of great import lurked on the horizon.” Revca’s brown eyes now held an almost desperate need. “Please, Marston. There’s so much I need to ask him. About my tribe. About how King Tallun caught them unawares.”

“Answer my question, first. Can devils lie?”

“No. Not to us, and not through the Firmament. The Firmament forbids lying.”

“It... the egg white? The one that surrounds the world? It’s sentient?”

“The Firmament has a will, yes, and it allows and forbids. Lying, at least when projecting your soul into another realm, is forbidden. I do not know if mages from Belgor’s world can lie, but I do know they cannot lie to us. Not when speaking in our dreams.”

“The sending said Belgor would speak in my dream. Will he also speak in yours?”

“No. We will travel into the Firmament... which you can think of as a realm of dreams, if you like... together. That is where Belgor will meet you.”

“And how do we get there?”

“Once he summons you, I will simply join you in your dreams.”


Chapter Twenty-One




Trent eyed Revca calmly. “Could you explain that in a way even I can understand?”

“Everyone dreams. The souls of all mortals brush against the Firmament when they sleep, though they rarely remember any interactions they have there. Mages are different. Mages can enter the Firmament by choice and speak to each other, and other mages, inside it.”

“That’s not going to work for me. I’m not a mage.”

“Don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not lying! I’ve never cast a spell in my life!”

She frowned as she looked him over in disdain, but that soon transitioned to disbelief. “You truly don’t know of your potential?”

“What potential? I told you, I have no idea how to cast spells, and I never have.”

“That doesn’t change that you could draw ether and execute spell forms, were a mage to teach you how to do so. I can feel the magic inside you even now.”

“And you didn’t think to mention that?”

“I assumed you knew!”

“I assure you, I did not. And what do you mean, you can sense magic?”

As she pressed her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, she looked truly vexed. “How do you form thoughts, Marston? How do you process your emotions?”

“I... what?”

“Can you explain to me how those processes work, in detail?”

“Can you?”

“Of course not. It’s just something I can do, and I can no more explain to you how I form thoughts than you can. So, I can’t tell you how I know you’re a mage, only that I can sense the magic inside you. It’s something I’ve always been able to do.”

Trent considered her words, then glanced at Ruby, who sat beyond the firelight watching for threats. He could call upon her magic. Bethany could not. He had magical potential. Bethany did not. So why wouldn’t he also be a mage? He was already a corruptor.

If he was going to embrace his new powers, he might as well embrace them all.

Revca eyed him calmly. “You’re a mage, Marston, whether you know spell forms or not. That means you can touch and visit the Firmament, and you and I can do so together.”

Bethany sat at his side. “If that’s how it’s going to be, we’re all going.”

“You cannot travel with us.”

“You think I’ll let you take my husband to visit a devil alone?”

As Revca raised a hand to caution Bethany, she actually looked... if not apologetic, at least respectful. “Please do not misunderstand me. If I could, I would take you with us, but you’re not a mage. Mortals like you cannot travel to the Firmament, at least not as we do.”

“You’re lying. This is how you’re going to finally get your vengeance, isn’t it?”

Trent glanced at Bethany in warning. “You said we were past this.”

“I said I trusted her to keep her word in this realm, while I’m here to keep an eye on you. Not that I trusted her to drag you into a dream realm with her patron devil. What if they’ve conspired to arrange this? What if Belgor arranged all this to invade your mind?

“Devils cannot lie.”

“She said devils cannot lie! Who’s to say she’s not lying?”

Revca winced and rubbed her temples. “I don’t know how else to reassure you, Bethany. I swore, to Belgor, that I would protect your husband with my life. I protected him today and will always do so, for as long as we both live. I will have my vengeance... against King Tallun.”

Trent took Bethany’s hands. “I know you have concerns. But after seeing how Revca fought for us in that shadow forest, and after she warned us about the callinthropes, I trust her to keep her oath. I don’t trust the Enchanter to keep his. The first thing he asked us to do for him was allow him to seize the mind of a slave. If he’s plotting, I have to know.”

“I understand why you wish to speak with Belgor. I don’t understand why she has to come.”

“Revca knows more about him than I do, and I want her there to advise me. She’s likely the only one who’s ever dealt with this devil before.”

Revca frowned. “Belgor is a mage of immense power from a realm of the same. Don’t ever call him a devil, at least not when you’re in his presence. He resents that term.”

“I’ll be diplomatic. Now, you said we could enter the Firmament together. How?”

“For your part, you need only sleep. Belgor will draw you into the Firmament once he is ready. As to how I will join you, I will need to imbibe your quintessence... or you mine.”

“And what is quintessence?”

“For our purposes, the simplest quintessence to exchange would be blood.”

Bethany’s hand tightened on his arm. Trent rose, and he easily pulled her up with him. As she glared in worry, he touched her chin.

“You’re worried about her trapping me with some sort of blood magic or spell.”

“And you aren’t?”

“I’m worried about a lot of things, but nothing we do comes without risk. We don’t have the luxury to play it safe. Now, Beth, answer me this. Am I your chief?”

Her jaw clenched before she answered. “Yes.”

“And as your chief, will you listen to me and respect my judgment?”

“Of course.”

“Then I need you to trust me now. Always tell me your worries, and always know I will listen and consider them carefully. But tonight, I’ve made my decision.”

“You’re going, then. You’re forming this blood pact with this woman despite the risk.”

“I’m going to bring Revca in my dreams with me. I don’t know anything about the Firmament, or dream magic, or quintessence, or the rest of this. But what I do know is that Revca has given me her oath she’ll protect me. I believe she will honor her word.”

Bethany threw her arms around him. “Just be careful.”

He wrapped her up tight. “I will, and I’ll come back. But while I’m asleep, I’m trusting you and Ruby to guard our bodies until we return.”

“Nothing will harm you while we breathe.”

As he prepared to brace a devil in his dreams, Trent hugged Bethany tight and treasured her warmth. As he glanced at Revca again, he saw her eying him in consternation. The emotion vanished as her scowl returned, but for a moment, had she looked... grateful?

He turned to Revca. “If we have to share quintessence, then you’re going to imbibe my blood. How much do you need?”

“Only a few drops.”

“Then let’s get that taken care of right now.” He pulled his hunting knife from his boot and handed it to Bethany. “Would you mind washing this, love?”

As she eyed the knife, then him, a trace of amusement finally returned to her tense features. “After all that, now you’re demanding I wash your knife?”

“Only because I trust you more than anyone in the realm to keep me from getting an infection from a dirty blade. Feel free to use the last of the soap.”

She snatched his hunting knife and headed to the fire. “You owe me. So much.”

“I haven’t forgotten.” As Bethany pulled out a canteen with the last of their water and then a ball of soap and set to work, Trent looked again at Revca. “Have you done this before?”

“Have I... which part?”

“Sharing quintessence? Entering another person’s dreams? Speaking to a devil?”

Her scowl returned. “You need not doubt my competency.”

“I don’t.”

“Then why ask?”

“I’ve never done any of this before, so I simply want to know what to expect once I fall asleep. What does this Firmament look like? Is it like our world, or something stranger?”

Revca’s scowl faded as she evaluated his seemingly sincere question. “The Firmament is a realm of dreams, so... I suppose it’s no stranger than any dream you’ve had in the past.”

“Are you certain? I’ve had some very strange dreams.”

Had she smiled? He could swear she almost smiled before she once more made her face of stone. “The Firmament is ever changing, just like a dream, and your mind controls what you see and experience to some extent. But for as long as you are speaking with Belgor, his mind will control our reality. In his presence, our reality should remain consistent.”

“And can all devils do that? Control the Firmament?”

“The Firmament is a realm of the mind. Strong minds can influence what we encounter there once we meet them in our dreams. In a contest of wills, the strongest mind wins, and Belgor’s mind is far stronger than yours or mine.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“If he wanted to harm you, he could do so much more than inviting you to a parley.”

Trent supposed she was right about that. “So, why have I never heard of anyone being influenced by devils before?”

“The Firmament is vast, so the chance of you encountering a mage by accident is practically zero. Were you and I to travel there separately, we would never find each other. Hence, the need to share quintessence. It allows me to find you across the Firmament.”

“You say vast, but how big do you mean? The size of a sea? The size of a realm?”

“Its size is... well, imagine all the seas of this realm as fitting into a cup the size of a grain of sand. Then imagine there are as many grains of this sand as the stars in the sky.”

“So, big.”

“Unimaginably big. The cosmos is so much larger than our tiny dreams, but that’s why we long to explore it. Why mages like Belgor look beyond their own realms. They, like us, want to know what else is out there in the unimaginably vast space between the stars.”

As Revca spoke about magic and the Firmament, or at least how she understood both, the almost childlike wonder she felt about such things momentarily peeked past her fierce and stoic exterior. It made her rather beautiful in the light of the rising moon. Then her brown eyes met his again, and they narrowed as her frown returned.

“What are you looking at? If you mean what you say, and you respect my wishes, then I expect you to stare elsewhere. Or, at least... not like that.”

Trent ignored her and glanced at the fire to find Bethany returning with his knife. He offered his hand, and she poked his finger deep. He yowled in surprise.

“Gods, Beth, you don’t need to take my finger off.”

She eyed him a moment, then took his hand in hers. Then, gray eyes locked with his, she drew his hand to her face. She wrapped her lips around the tip of his finger and sucked.

As Trent eyed her in surprise, she offered a knowing smile around his fingertip. Finally, she relinquished it. “Is that better?”

“Just a bit.”

Bethany glanced at Revca. “Come here. Now.”

Revca frowned, then, when it became clear Bethany was serious, hesitantly approached them. She looked more than a bit cautious now. Bethany didn’t release Trent’s hand.

“Open your mouth and stick out your tongue.”

After another moment of scowling disbelief, Revca evaluated Bethany’s resolve and found whatever she needed. She opened her mouth, then reluctantly stuck out her tongue. Bethany had made it clear that what Revca desired would happen no other way.

As Trent watched in bemusement, Bethany guided his hand so his finger rested above Revca’s face. She dripped the blood from his finger onto her outstretched tongue. Several droplets landed there, and then Revca swallowed them and stepped back.

Bethany stared Revca down. “Did that do it? Can you join him in his dreams?”

“Yes.”

“And you will protect him in this Firmament? Even from Belgor?”

For a moment, Revca looked as if she was simply going to start another argument. Then, seeing the cast of Bethany’s features, she obviously thought better of it. She inclined her head.

“I will protect him. I swear it by Belgor.”

“I believe you.” Bethany walked forward and offered her hand. “Now, shake.”

Revca gawked at Bethany’s extended hand. “Are you serious?”

“I’m trusting you with my husband. I expect him back safe. Now, shake on it.”

Hesitantly, Revca raised her hand, then shook Bethany’s. Her eyes narrowed at Bethany’s grip, but she didn’t wince. Bethany released her hand and took Trent’s.

“Let’s get you to bed. I want you back before I fall asleep. You can tell me all about your first meeting with a devil from beyond our realm.”

Bemused, Trent followed her to the bedrolls. “I’ll do my best to move things along.”

As they returned, he glanced at Ruby once more to find her still loyally watching the wilderness. Tomorrow, once they were back safe in the Enchanter’s monastery, he would tell Ruby how he felt about her. But now... it was time to finally get some sleep.

As he settled on his bedroll beside Bethany, he glanced at Revca. “So. Sleep?”

She nodded as she once more settled on her own bedroll. “I can enter the Firmament while awake, but you’re untrained. I’ll wait until you’re asleep and join you there.”

“Then, I suppose I’ll see you in my dreams.”

He settled into his bedroll as Bethany curled up beside him. As she snuggled into his arms, he laid back and closed his eyes. Mentally, he accepted Belgor’s invitation. As unnerving as it was to know a devil might soon visit him, they needed to speak.

Exhaustion flooded him the moment he relaxed, and then sleep took him... but the dream that followed was unlike any he’d had before. He stood in the throne room of a great palace, but not just any palace. The throne room of this palace was the size of the field in the Enchanter’s monastery. Jade and marble columns the size of castle towers loomed over him.

The floor was tiles of mottled white marble inset with precious gemstones in such amounts that a single tile could rival a kingdom’s treasury. The walls of this throne room were gold and silver that rose high enough clouds drifted against the ceiling, and the windows in the sky blazed with light so bright it hurt to look at it. The wealth of a realm sat beneath his feet.

This was not a dream. It was too... real... to be a dream, for lack of a better term, and as Trent looked down at his own body, he found himself dressed in fine clothes suitable for a noble of Whitebridge. At least he looked presentable.

Still, as incredible as the sight of this otherworldly throne room was, Trent’s gaze swept past it all as he searched for any sign of a powerful devil. He expected some towering, scaled monstrosity with claws and horns. Instead, he found a gray-haired, pleasant-looking man about his father’s age sitting behind a round table of fine wood.

This devil had an average build, a trimmed gray beard, and keen blue eyes. As Trent sized up the man with a glance, he found Belgor... if this was Belgor, the powerful devil who sent him prophetic dreams... far less intimidating than he’d expected. The devil’s fine purple silk clothes spoke of wealth and power, but no more than any other noble Trent had ever seen.

Air popped at his side. Revca gasped as she stumbled forward, then caught herself. As Trent glanced at her, he raised an eyebrow in surprise.

Gone was her frayed and simple brown dress. This Revca was dressed for a palace ball. She now wore a fine red low-cut gown with enough encrusted jewels to hire a private army, along with crimson heels that raised her to his height.

A glittering silver necklace hung around her lovely neck, nestled in her cleavage in a way that couldn’t help but draw the eye. Finally, while her face had a natural beauty in his world, with her skin clean and a touch of blush on her cheeks, she now looked radiant.

In her dreams, Revca looked like Victoria. She looked like a princess.

Revca dropped to one knee—no mean feat in her frilly gown—and lowered her head in eager deference. As her red hair dangled toward the floor, Trent belatedly realized he might want to do the same... considering he now stood in the presence of a powerful devil.

Devils, he imagined, were a lot like nobles. Flattery was the best currency he could offer. Trent dropped to one knee as he would in the presence of a princess or a king, crossed his hand across his chest, and bowed his head.

He kept his eyes on the jewel-encrusted floor and waited for the man at the table to address him. Nobles loved such deferential gestures. He might be here for a while.

Belgor’s warm chuckle surprised him. “That’s utterly charming, but unnecessary. Rise, Trent Marston. You as well, Revca of the Belgor tribe. I, as you must have already decided for yourselves, am Master Belgor. But if you like, for today, you may both call me Bel.”

Trent rose. Revca rose beside him, much more hesitantly. She continued to stare at the floor of this grand palace with a precious mixture of worry and hope. Trent wondered how he’d react if he believed in a god, then met them. Now, at least, he believed in devils.

Still, given Revca looked inclined to do nothing but stare at Belgor in awed deference, it would be up to him to move this along. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person... or, here. Since we’re all being rather informal, I’d invite you to call me Trent.”

“I shall, Trent.” Belgor motioned with his free hand. “Please, sit.”

As he spoke, two ornate white chairs shimmered into being around the table. As Revca had said, Belgor’s mind was powerful enough to control reality here. That meant Trent was entirely at this devil’s mercy... at least so long as he dreamed... but given there had been no other way to meet Belgor, Trent wouldn’t dwell on that.

He calmly approached the table and then, after a moment’s thought, pulled out the second seat. He glanced at Revca. Revca stared at him, frowned, and then, with a huff, walked to the other seat. She pulled it out for herself, then sat delicately... just like a princess.

Amused by her annoyance, Trent sat and pulled his seat in as if that was what he’d intended to do all along. Belgor watched them both with bemused cheer. He was entirely too cheery for a devil from another realm.

A fine silver pitcher of steaming tea appeared on a silver plate, followed by two small white teacups. As the pitcher rose and poured itself, fine black tea coursed into both cups. The smell of honey and something else a bit spicy was surprisingly pleasant.

Belgor motioned with both free hands. “Please, before we begin our parley, have a sip of tea. It’s my favorite blend.”


Chapter Twenty-Two




Trent cautiously took the teacup, which was surprisingly cool, and eyed Revca as she hesitantly did the same. As he sipped the tea, he found it pleasantly hot, but not so hot it burned his tongue. It was, quite simply, perfect in every way, and he didn’t even like tea.

As Belgor watched them both with the same amused expression, Trent took one more sip, then set down his tea. It seemed clear this devil... or mage, as Trent would hereafter refer to him... was more than content to wait until his curiosity got the better of him. He’d oblige.

“It’s lovely tea.”

“Thank you. My concierge spent decades refining the blend.”

“But it’s not real. We’re in a dream.”

“You are, but ask yourself this question. What is real? When you run your hand through grass in your world, is that real? When you eat succulent fruit in your world, is that real?”

“I’ve always thought so.”

“Then you must widen your thinking. Mortals, all mortals, are imperfect vessels who can only guess at what is real based on what their senses tell them. Reality is not the same for everyone. Ultimately, your reality is merely what you see, feel, and experience.”

Trent politely set down his cup. “You’re saying whatever we experience is effectively real, even dreams, so long as we believe they’re real while we experience them.”

“Well said. To some, even the concepts that make up one person’s reality may be impossible to imagine in another’s. To a man born blind, sunlight is a concept he cannot comprehend. To a man born deaf, the sweetest symphonies are beyond his imagination.”

“And in my case, I can’t imagine what it’s like to walk between realms.”

Belgor nodded sagely. “Revca has educated you on these matters already.”

“What little we had time to discuss. Since we met, we’ve been a bit busy.”

Belgor turned his oddly benign gaze on Revca. “And you, child? I can feel the doubt and dread in your chest. You’ve come to ask me something important, haven’t you? Ask.”

“I... I’m not sure I can.”

“Why?”

“I’m afraid.”

As Belgor leaned forward and rested one arm on the table, he looked, for all intents, like a kindly and benign grandfather. “I’ve watched over and protected your people all their lives. Ask what you will of me. So long as you offer me your loyalty, I offer the same in return.”

Revca looked once more at the table. Her hands clenched as she struggled to find her words. Seeing how much difficulty she was in, Trent decided to lend his aid. He didn’t want to spend all night in this dream, and he suspected Belgor didn’t either.

“If I may hazard a guess, Bel, I’d imagine she’d like to know why, if you protected them, King Tallun was still able to slaughter her tribe.”

“That is a fair question. Revca, you may ask it.”

Revca looked up once more. Her fists clenched against the table. “Then... how?”

“Remaining in Hesia and awaiting the knights is the path Chief Farron chose to walk.”

Revca pushed back from the table so abruptly the teacups rattled. As she stared at Belgor in wide-eyed disbelief, her lovely features vacillated between disbelief, horror, and betrayal. As Belgor watched her calmly, she finally found the words she’d lacked.

“You mean to tell me my father chose to be slaughtered?”

“I only know that he failed to heed my warning.”

“But why? Why would he choose to let Tallun’s knights murder him? And my tribe?”

“I do not know Chief Farron’s mind, only the actions he chose to take after I offered him my counsel. When I saw Tallun preparing to move on your people... my children... I sent him a dream of the slaughter his tribe would experience if they did not leave their camp and seek shelter and safety. Despite my dreams, he chose to remain in Hesia.”

“But... that doesn’t... he could have run! They all could have run!”

“I thought so as well, which is why I sent the dream.”

“Did my mother choose to stay? The elders? Did he even tell them?”

“Again, I cannot know Farron’s mind or why he took the actions he took after he woke from our dream. I can only say that I hoped to prevent the slaughter. I now grieve with you.”

Now barely keeping her feet, Revca stumbled back to her chair. She thumped into it, staring at the tablecloth and her still cooling tea. Tears glistened in her brown eyes, and her body trembled in a way that made Trent ache to put his arms around her and comfort her.

He didn’t. He wasn’t here tonight to solve the mystery of Revca’s slaughtered tribe. He was here to solve the mystery of his prophetic dreams. He might not have another chance to speak to this devil... this mage... and decide if he could trust him.

Trent turned his attention back to Belgor. “Here’s my question. Why me?”

“You’re asking why I sent you dreams of future events?”

At his side, Revca nearly fell out of her chair. She gazed at him in disbelief, and Trent realized then that she, too, now knew he dreamed of the future, just like her father: chief of the Belgor tribe. He hoped she wouldn’t go spreading such news around.

“Yes. Why send me prophetic dreams? And am I seeing the future, or just what you wish me to see? Given knowing the future suggests I’ve changed it, I’ve always wondered what happened to the old future. Did I truly change the course of the realm?”

“The answer lies between. You did not actually visit the future in your dreams, merely one possible future that I devised based on knowledge gathered from my scrying, my servants, and my understanding of your world. In short, I showed you what I believed would happen.”

Trent was both surprised by Belgor’s honesty and also relieved that he finally understood something a mage had said. “So, were we to look at this from a slightly more mundane perspective, you gathered intelligence and delivered a report. To my dreams.”

“Yes. That is what I offer you and those like you. My knowledge. While I cannot predict the future with absolute certainty... no one can, not even a mage of my power... I can analyze the flow of lives and events and intuit what is most likely to happen. So I have done with you.”

And if Belgor was ever wrong, Trent would never know... either because he’d taken actions to avert the future he’d dreamed about, or he was dead. “And who am I to you?”

“Until now, you have been my instrument. I hope, after tonight, you will remain so.”

“So, you sent me dreams that allowed me to save those I loved because you wanted me to do your bidding? The weeks you spent sending me dreams of Princess Victoria’s death were because you wished me to save her?”

“Yes. I wish to guide you so matters in your realm will align with my designs.”

“I can accept that, but what I don’t understand is how my other visions relate. Why did it matter to your designs if my parents died? Or if chaos wolves wiped out Bethany’s tribe?”

“Their lives do not matter to me at all. However, guiding you so you could save them was the way I judged best to ensure you would one day act as I wished.”

That all made an eerie sort of sense. “You needed me to believe my prophetic dreams were real before you sent me the dreams about Princess Victoria’s death. Otherwise, I might not have acted.”

“Precisely. The first vision ensured you would consider the second, and the second ensured you would act immediately upon the third. While I am, of course, pleased that you were able to save your family, and Bethany’s tribe, I only offered those dreams to gain your trust. Please don’t take offense, but the lives of individual mortals are beneath my concern.”

Trent sat back in his chair. “I hadn’t expected you to be so forthright about using me.”

“Why would I attempt to deceive you? Revca has told you I cannot lie. Without that ability, my only option for deception is clever wordplay. There is always a chance you could see through my words, and then you would trust me less than you do now.”

“Bold of you to assume I’d trust you after you manipulated me.”

Belgor laughed, and his laugh was more genial than Trent expected. “Would you prefer I have let your parents die? Your Bethany as well? And your princess?”

“No.” Trent would be honest as well. “I’m grateful you allowed me to save them.”

“Then if I manipulated you, I only manipulated you into acting in your own best interest, just as I later manipulated you into acting in the best interest of your nation and your princess. The interests of both just happen to align with my own. In that way, I am quite selfish.”

“How does Princess Victoria factor into your designs?”

“She provides the stability I desire. She is the only ruler available to your province whom I believe can both unite it and guide your nation-state in accordance with my designs.”

“And... would you be so kind as to share your designs with me?”

“Sharing why your nation-state and realm has caught my interest is one reason I wished to meet with you tonight. However, rather than simply hand you such a gift, I would like to see how your mortal mind works. First, what else has Revca told you about me?”

“She said you are a powerful mage who uses his power to reach into other realms.”

“And has she implied I’m the only one who can do so?”

“No.” Trent, for the first time, recognized his true enemy. “There’s obviously others.”

“Then, as a man who studied basic diplomacy and tactics at the Vespers, you can likely intuit my designs based on the facts at hand. Why would I wish Princess Victoria to live?”

“Because another mage with power similar to yours wishes her dead, and that mage wants her dead so they can complete designs you oppose. That mage is hoping to inflict another Martinus on our realm, and for some reason, you want to prevent that.”

“You have said it as succinctly as I could.”

“I’m glad. Even so, could you repeat it? Since you can’t lie?”

Belgor smiled approvingly and raised his teacup in salute. “I wish you to aid Princess Victoria and return her to the throne to accomplish my goal of preventing my rivals from accomplishing theirs. So, now you see not just what I offer, but what I have to gain.”

“And to be clear, you cannot directly pursue your designs without my help?”

“Even I have limits. As Revca has told you, I cannot enter your world, nor can I affect it directly. Even with all my power, I can only watch. Yet by guiding you and other instruments like you, I hope to prevent those whose designs I oppose from succeeding in them.”

“And in exchange for my cooperation, you offer me the means to defeat my enemies?”

“And to keep your loved ones safe.”

“So, whose designs do you oppose? And whose instrument is King Tallun?”

Belgor nodded approvingly. “I was hoping you’d intuit Tallun’s true motivation.”

“He’s just a puppet. Another mage, or multiple mages, are now guiding their own instruments... mortals like King Tallun, who they’ve either tempted into helping them or coerced into cooperation... to accomplish their own goals in my realm. You oppose them.”

“Yes.”

“So, can you reveal who they are, and reveal their designs?”

“The names of my rivals would mean nothing to you. As to their designs, they are many and varied. Currently, one of my rivals hopes to place King Tallun on Dalry’s throne. They desire a puppet who will do their bidding, and they desire to spread war across your land.”

“And once Princess Victoria is crowned, you’ll expect her to serve as your puppet?”

Revca gasped and clutched his arm. He had almost forgotten about her as he verbally fenced with Belgor, but as he glanced at her, he could see the warning in her eyes. Was she warning him that he was pushing Belgor in a direction he might not wish to go?

Belgor eyed Revca patiently. “This is a parley. I would not smash a valuable tool simply because it asked a question I did not like. Trent’s question is one I consider fair, and one I would expect a man who has sworn to serve his ruler, as this man has, to ask.”

“Then, please.” Trent kept his eyes on Belgor. “Answer it.”

“Manipulating mortals requires time and effort. While I have concerns in your realm, yours is but one of thousands of matters I and others grapple over every day. I have neither the desire nor the time to puppet your princess into doing my bidding. Instead, I prefer to evaluate the mortals available and elevate one who aligns with my aims.”

“So, you don’t plan to manipulate Victoria because you believe she’ll bring peace and stability to Dalry on her own. Her goals already align with yours.”

“That is correct. My rival hopes to manipulate Tallun into using his power and influence to tear your realm apart. I hope to prevent this. And now that you know what I desire and what I can offer you, if you cooperate, I sincerely hope you will continue to act as my instrument.”

“You’ve made a fair case. Now, since you’ve said you won’t penalize me for asking questions you don’t like, I’m going to ask another one. Since the dreams you send me are how you believe the future may play out, and you’ve made clear you sent those dreams in hopes of guiding me toward your designs, would you ever send false dreams to manipulate me?”

Belgor’s smile grew even wider and, for the first time, more than a bit dangerous. “I believe you now have all the information you need to answer that question.”

Trent suppressed a shudder and smiled instead. “I believe you’re right.”

“So, Trent. Will you continue to act as my instrument?”

“I will closely consider all intelligence you offer, how it can benefit me in my efforts against my enemies, and how I can best restore Princess Victoria to her throne. Since you’ve already said that you find manipulating mortals a waste of time, I’ll trust you wouldn’t have chosen to manipulate me unless you already believe my goals align with yours.”

“I certainly hope so. Now, while I have genuinely enjoyed this time with you, my time is limited in ways my power is not. Our appointment is now drawing to a close. I hope we can continue to work together in a way that will advance your designs and my own.”

“It’s a wonderful thought.” Trent raised his cup. “Thanks for the tea.”

“After this, we will never speak again. So, is there anything else you wish to ask?”

“Yes. Your sending suggested the Enchanter, with whom I’ve already formed a tentative alliance, plans to alter our deal when I return to his monastery. How does he plan to do that?”

Belgor snapped his fingers. “I’d completely forgotten about that! Would you like me to send you a dream about your coming negotiation with him tonight?”

“If it’s all the same to you, perhaps you could just tell me.”

“When you next meet with the Enchanter with Revca in your company, he will sense the incredible magical potential within her. Revca’s affinity for all types of ether is higher than any he has ever seen. He will almost certainly demand you allow him to take her mind for his own.”

Trent stood so abruptly the table shook. “I won’t allow that to happen.”

“You will have little choice. Once you are within his walls, and he has seized the kalor crystals you recently collected, he will have all the power he needs to sleep for several more centuries. With that threat to hang over your heads, he can simply starve you until you agree.”

As Trent glanced down at Revca, he found her staring at him in genuine terror. For the first time, she looked truly afraid of him... and what he might do to her. She couldn’t disobey him, and now, she knew just how vulnerable she was. She was helpless.

If he ordered her to let the Enchanter claim her mind, she would do it. Her oath allowed nothing less than total obedience. One day, Trent would find a way to change that.

“He won’t take your mind. I won’t allow that to happen. I swear it.”

Belgor chuckled. “Well, you likely won’t allow it to happen now.”

Trent turned back to Belgor. “How do I prevent this?”

“I imagine there are a number of ways you could deter the Enchanter from making the claim on Revca you now know will come once you return. One would be to exile her from your party before bracing the Enchanter again. He cannot covet a woman he does not know exists.”

Trent considered that. “We hope to use the Enchanter’s monastery as a base in our campaign against King Tallun. Refusing to allow Revca to enter it would be troublesome, and if he learned about her, and that we’d kept her from him, he could argue we’d broken our deal.”

“Then the simplest way to avoid a situation where the Enchanter will demand Revca’s mind for his own would be to stake a claim to her he cannot so easily dismiss.”

“Stake a...” Trent blinked. “You can’t possibly mean what I think you mean.”

“I know who you are, Windborne chief, and I also know how the Enchanter thinks. He would have no hesitation about demanding your slave or even your ally in exchange for forming an alliance with you, but your wife? Such a price is one he cannot so casually demand.”

So, there it was. There was his path forward... one he knew Revca would never accept. He doubted Bethany would be pleased either, despite Revca’s great strength. It was Revca’s character that worried her, not her inability to contribute power to their tribe.

Belgor smiled. “Now, I really must be off. May I consider our parley concluded?”

As Trent glanced at Revca once more, he found her clutching the edge of the table hard enough her fingers had turned white. As she looked up, he saw the challenge that had once filled her brown eyes replaced with uncertainty and fear. He couldn’t help her... yet.

Trent looked back at Belgor. “One last question, and we’re done.”

“Ask.”

“If you can see everything occurring in my realm, and you have enough knowledge of events there that you can reliably predict the future, do you believe I will successfully depose Tallun and restore Princess Victoria to her throne?”

Belgor smiled warmly. “Why else would I choose you as my instrument?”

And with that, he vanished... as did his palace and the fabric of Trent’s dream.


Chapter Twenty-Three




Trent woke with Bethany cuddled in his arms. She dozed peacefully, which told him he’d been asleep long enough she had fallen asleep as well. To him, it felt as if no time had passed at all, but as he stared at the sky, he saw the moon already past its zenith and heading down.

The fire was low but smoldering, and Ruby sat resolutely on the other side with her gaze fixed on the wilderness. As Trent scanned the rest of the camp, he found Revca once more sitting up in her bedroll. Her brown eyes fixed on him intently.

Trent gently eased Bethany off him, then sat up. “That was you? In my dreams?”

Visibly haunted by what they’d seen and heard, Revca nodded. “He served us tea.”

Before tonight, he hadn’t known it was possible for mages to share dreams, but before tonight, he hadn’t known he was a mage. Despite his ability to see the future, he’d always assumed his dreams were some sort of rare gift unique to him.

Bethany stirred and rubbed her eyes, then sat up. “Did you meet him?”

“We did.”

“And do you trust him?”

“I trust him more than I trust the Enchanter at the moment.” Trent glanced past the fire. “Ruby? I’d like you to come join us, but keep your eyes on the terrain. I need to tell you what I’ve learned about my... well, I suppose it’s best to refer to him as my patron.”

As Revca crawled close and Ruby hurried over to sit beside Bethany, with her eyes still focused beyond the fire, Trent relayed what he’d learned in his dream conversation with Belgor. Bethany seemed relieved to hear their goals were aligned, and she looked more than a bit cross when Trent revealed what the Enchanter would likely demand regarding Revca.

Bethany glanced at Revca when Trent finished. “You need to leave.”

Revca wrung her hands. “I can’t.”

“You will, unless you want to become the Enchanter’s vessel when we return. You swore an oath to protect my husband. The best way to do that is to leave and never come back. Seek your vengeance elsewhere.”

“I can’t leave him.” Features tense, she met Bethany’s gaze again. “It would be best for everyone here if you simply killed me instead.”

As Bethany frowned, Trent scowled at Revca. “I already told you, I’m not killing you. You only tried to assassinate me because you were misled.”

“And in my dream, I succeeded.”

Trent stared in alarm. “What dream?”

“A prophetic dream sent by Belgor. A dream in which I believed I murdered you.”

As Bethany glared at Revca from his side, Trent placed a hand on her wrist to caution her. “You’ve dreamed of the future?”

“Only once. Belgor sent me a dream where I watched you choke on your own blood.”

“In the kalor crystal cave?”

“No. I do not know exactly where we were, only that we were on a field of battle in the dead of night. In that field, I held you as you died in my arms.”

Trent considered her dream as Bethany watched him warily. He knew they were treading on dangerous ground. He also knew that simply killing Revca for the crime of having a dream wasn’t a weight he wanted to carry around with him.

There had to be more to this, and it frustrated him that Belgor had never thought to mention this while they had tea. The devil was obviously plotting something. This was another attempt by Belgor to manipulate one or both of them, and he had no idea how.

“In your dream, did you actually murder me?”

“I thought so at the time. My dream of your death was brief, only a moment in time. When I woke from the dream, I still believed that you had murdered Princess Victoria and doomed my tribe. Why would I let such a man live?”

“But I didn’t murder Victoria. I didn’t doom your tribe.”

“I did not know that then. My certainty that I would one day murder you was why I was certain you were lying the night we formed a blood bond.”

“Even after you told me lying would stop my heart?”

Revca’s lips pressed together. “I thought you didn’t believe me.”

“In other words, you thought I believed everything you’d told me about our blood bond was superstition. That I would foolishly try to take advantage of your beliefs, to convince you I was telling the truth, then die when Belgor’s power over us proved all too real.”

“That was my hope. Instead, I learned too late that I blamed the wrong person for the slaughter of my tribe. Now, I am bound to serve you for the rest of my life.”

“I only demanded that oath to ensure you didn’t harm me or my wives. I don’t need to kill you to set you free. If you want to leave, I release you from your oath to serve me.”

“You cannot release me from an oath I’ve sworn to Belgor. Only he can release me, and it seems clear to me he wishes me to serve you instead. Or... to serve as your sacrifice.”

“He can wish whatever he likes. He already admitted he can’t affect our world directly, and he needs me as his instrument. If you want to pursue your vengeance on your own or simply live your life, you’re free, Revca. I won’t keep you here against your will.”

“How you see my oath doesn’t matter. I swore to protect you, and I cannot do that if you send me away. I am bound to you now. Where you go, I go... so long as I remain alive.”

He huffed in annoyance. “Even if that is true, how would killing you solve anything?”

“It would ensure my dream of you dying in my arms never occurs. It would protect you, which is what I’ve now sworn I’ll do for as long as I live.”

Revca meant that. She was now willing to die to keep him safe, a level of devotion he hadn’t expected. As he glanced at Bethany, he saw her revising her opinion of Revca as well.

He looked at Revca again. “We prevented that dream when I bested you in the cave.”

“I don’t believe we have. With the new context I have from my dream... you dying in my arms... I now believe you died not because I killed you, but because, at some point in the future, I will fail in my oath to protect you. But, if I’m no longer here, that future cannot occur.”

At his side, Bethany finally relaxed. Trent wasn’t sure if that meant that Revca had finally won her over, or she was simply preparing her next argument. He settled back on his calves.

“I appreciate the thought. I truly do. But I hardly see how having one less ally would make me safer, and I would prefer you alive.”

“Why? All I am now is a burden to you!”

“Quite the opposite. You’re a mage I can trust to advise me about magic, and a woman whose powerful spells I’m glad to have on my side. I don’t have anyone with your knowledge or your powers to aid me, and I could use a mage that can melt shadow people.”

“So long as I live, the future I dreamed that night could come true.”

“And so long as Belgor continues to send me prophetic dreams, I’ll be ready to change it. I’m not killing you, and I forbid you to kill yourself. We’re going to find another way.”

She glared another moment before her shoulders slumped, and the fight went out of her. “Then... what do you intend to do with me? Give me to him?”

“I swore you an oath. I’ll never let him claim you. I take my oaths as seriously as yours.”

Ruby tentatively touched his arm. “You should make her your wife.”

Trent frowned in annoyance. “That’s not helping.”

“This is not a jest! I am serious, Master. Did Bethany not say that a Windborne tribe grows more powerful by adding powerful members? Revca is very powerful! As your wife, she could both protect you and be safe from the desires of the Enchanter.”

Bethany sighed at his other side. “If we’re not going to kill or banish her, Ruby’s not wrong. We certainly can’t let the Enchanter take her mind away. She doesn’t deserve that.”

Trent glanced at her in surprise. “You just said you wanted to send her away!”

“I still do, but she’s made it clear she can’t leave so long as she’s bound to you by her oath to Belgor... which is partially my fault, since I demanded she give that oath while you two were under a blood bond. She’s also made it clear, multiple times, that she really does intend to protect you with her life.” Bethany watched Revca calmly. “You truly can’t leave him?”

“I cannot.” Revca winced. “But, I also swore to never let your husband claim me, so I cannot simply... do what you suggest. Even if I wanted to marry him, my oath to Belgor forbids it. So, if you won’t allow me to kill myself, you should let this Enchanter seize my mind.”

Trent glared at her. “I told you, that’s not happening.”

As Revca eyed him with an eerie calm, the warm wind of the Breckenrock toyed with her long red hair. “The Enchanter demanded a body with powerful magical potential before finalizing your alliance. If he takes me, you’ll cement your alliance and ensure the future where I hold you in my arms as you die can never occur. And at least, then...”

She trailed off. She didn’t have to finish her thought for Trent to understand it. He’d felt it in the weeks after he watched his younger sister die from plague rot.

“I know you miss your family and your tribe. I know how much it hurts to have them gone, and how much you want to join them. But killing yourself isn’t the way forward.”

Bethany leaned forward. “What exactly did you mean when you swore your oath?”

Revca scowled. “What about ‘I will never let him claim me’ is difficult to understand?”

“There’s a number of ways that statement could be interpreted. Is this about actually becoming his wife? Marrying into our tribe? Or is this just about refusing to have sex?”

Color flooded Revca’s cheeks as she looked away. “I don’t see how that matters.”

“What matters is what you were thinking when you swore that oath. So? What was it?”

She wrung her hands before she looked up. “When I thought... when I assumed Marston’s reasons for sparing my life were selfish, that he wanted to claim me against my will, I swore to Belgor that I would die before I would let him claim my... flower.”

“So, that’s what you meant. You’re a virgin.”

Revca glared. “So what if I am?”

“If all you swore is you won’t let him claim your virginity, then the solution to our dilemma is simple. You don’t need to do anything but serve my husband as you have since you joined us. Trent can take you as his pact wife. The Enchanter can’t touch you then.”

Trent eyed her in surprise. “You never mentioned pact wives.”

“That is because they are rare among the Windborne, and I didn’t think we’d run into a case where you would marry one. In rare cases where tribes seal an alliance through marriage, the new wife or the chief may not wish to become intimate. In such situations, the chief would take her as a pact wife. She would serve him, but only as an advisor and protector.”

Revca stared at Bethany in disbelief. “Why would you accept me into your tribe?”

“Because my husband has made clear he needs and trusts you, and because you’ve repeatedly proven your loyalty to both of us. We aren’t letting the Enchanter claim your mind, and if you won’t leave, this is the best way to keep you safe.” Bethany glanced at Trent again. “Provided you feel the same, husband.”

Before he’d had weeks to consider how Bethany’s tribe did things, Trent would have found the idea of taking Revca as a “pact wife” baffling. But when he’d agreed to become the chief of their Windborne tribe, he’d accepted they would live by Windborne rules and customs.

He needed Revca’s counsel and power to defeat King Tallun. He didn’t need her body, just her loyalty. And now that he knew the Enchanter would want Revca as his new body as soon as they arrived at the monastery, claiming her as his wife would be the best way to both protect her from the Enchanter and secure his loyalty for their tribe and his cause.

Even if he could never secure her heart.

Trent fixed Revca with a calm gaze. “I’ll repeat what I said earlier. So long as you promise not to harm us, you’re free to leave. I release you from your oath to protect me.”

“And I told you, you can’t release me from an oath to Belgor.”

“Then if that’s what you truly believe, then marry me, Revca. Become my pact wife.”

“I just told you we can never be together!”

“I’m only asking for your loyalty, not your love. You heard what the Enchanter will demand unless we ensure you are off-limits, and I need your help. While I know our tribe can never replace your old one, that doesn’t mean you can’t have a home with us.”

Bethany rose. “Even so, if you become Trent’s pact wife, you can also never be with anyone else. This is still a marriage, even if you’ll never share his bed. You’ll never share anyone else’s, either. You need to accept that if you’re going to accept this.”

Lips tight, Revca nodded slowly. “Such matters are the last thing on my mind.”

“That may change in the future, so we can’t have you agreeing to this without understanding what it means. You will be his wife in all respects but the way you’ve sworn you cannot offer. For as long as you’re married, you can have no one else.”

“I understand. And... you would accept me despite our differences?”

“Yes. I thought I’d made that clear.” Bethany looked at Trent expectantly.

Trent rose as well. “If you believe the only way you can honor your oath to Belgor is to stay at my side, then become my pact wife. I’d welcome your counsel and your company, and I will never ask you for anything else. You have my word.”

Revca finally stood. As she watched him in the moonlight, her brown eyes were filled with uncertainty and worry. But, at last, Trent saw no trace of hate.

They were finally past that.

Revca smoothed down her dress. “Before I answer you, I have questions.”

“Given we’re now discussing marriage, I’d hope so.”

“How did you know I would ambush you in the kalor crystal cave?”

“Belgor’s prophetic dreams. In my dream, I met you with Bethany. You pinned her in vines and disguised yourself as her, then stabbed me in the heart while I was distracted. Since I knew you would attempt to trap whoever was with me, I knew Ruby could escape your vines.”

“So, Belgor betrayed me.”

“Or he averted a gruesome tragedy and brought us together. It depends on how you look at it.”

“I suppose that is true. Here’s my other question. Given I planned to kill you, and you could have easily killed me, why did you risk your life to save mine? If you truly never intended to make me your wife, why not simply kill me in that cave?”

“Because in the prophetic dream from Belgor, as I died, you claimed vengeance for your tribe and for Princess Victoria. That’s how I knew you sought to kill me because you had been deceived by King Tallun. You weren’t my enemy, and when I can, I kill only my enemies.”

“Even if that is so, Belgor already told you how useful I would be in your quest to seal your alliance with the Enchanter. Why not let him claim me? You owe me nothing.”

“The fact that you don’t deserve that fate isn’t enough?”

“I simply don’t understand why you would risk so much to protect someone you just met!” As Revca stared, she looked desperate for a reason to continue to despise him. “I’m nothing to you. Just a useless woman who can’t even warm your bed!”

“You’re far more than that, and Bethany said it best. We don’t believe you deserve to have your mind stolen, and we certainly wouldn’t inflict that fate on you against your will.”

“Then how will you meet the Enchanter’s request? You can’t not give him a body!”

“We plan to offer him someone we do believe deserves that fate. There are plenty of people with magical potential who willingly aided King Tallun in betraying Princess Victoria, including the Blessed Knights he sent to heartlessly slaughter your tribe. So far as I’ve decided, offering a person like that to the Enchanter is no worse than executing a traitor.”

Revca looked like she was going to continue to argue. Then, her shoulders sagged, but not in dejection. As she looked up at him again, she looked almost... hopeful.

“You are a complicated man.”

“And you are a complicated woman, but one I’d like to continue fighting at my side. Even after we depose King Tallun and restore Princess Victoria to the throne, at least you’ll have a tribe to call your own. So, Revca, I’ll ask one last time. Marry me. Become my pact wife.”

Trent had never imagined marrying anyone under circumstances like these, but then again, he had never imagined marrying anyone but Bethany. Saving Princess Victoria, finding Ruby, and learning new facts about Bethany’s tribe had changed the course of his life.

As he’d told his wives the night they braced Revca by the fire, he now couldn’t imagine living his life any other way than this. Bethany and Ruby made him happy, and he would do all he could to make them happy in return. If Revca continued to be a part of their lives, he would find a way to make her feel welcome and content within the bounds they’d agreed upon.

She strode forward until they were but a pace away from each other. As the warm wind tugged at her long red hair, she was as beautiful as she’d looked since they’d met. Trent wasn’t sure whether it was her sudden vulnerability or the fact that she no longer despised him, but whatever it was, he knew now that they could live their lives together. Peacefully.

She inclined her head. “I accept. I would become your pact wife, Trent Marston.”

Trent smiled, then glanced at Bethany for guidance. Now visibly amused, she offered none. He at least knew that this wouldn’t be like the night he’d married Ruby.

This would be a marriage of political convenience, rather than one for love... though it might not always be that way. A marriage was a long time. Trent offered Revca his hand.

“Welcome to our tribe... wife.”

Revca’s eyes widened at the word. Then, she took his extended hand in both of hers. Her flesh was soft and, again, warmer than he expected.

He expected her to shake his hand. Instead, she raised it to her lips, and then, she kissed his fingers... just once. Then, blushing bright, she dropped his hand and backed away.

“Husband.” She said the word so quietly he barely heard it, but she did say it.

Finally, they were ready to brace the Enchanter together. Tomorrow, they would return to the Enchanter’s monastery with their kalor crystals, provide the fuel the Enchanter needed to strengthen his defenses and activate his portals, and then, finally, seek out Princess Victoria.

So Trent could introduce her to the alliance, magical monastery, and allies he’d gained.


Chapter Twenty-Four




Late in the afternoon on the day after Trent married his third wife, they finally crested a ridge and sighted the monastery’s low brown walls in the distance. Today’s trek had been considerably less arduous than yesterday’s. While a pack of chaos wolves did challenge them just past lunch, a single blast of Revca’s flames sent them fleeing for their lives.

Trent didn’t even need to stab them with Ruby to make them run away. That was the benefit of having a powerful mage capable of wielding vines and flame as his pact wife. For her part, Revca had come awake in a far more serene mood than he’d seen in prior days. While she still seemed uncertain how she should act around them, all her hostility had vanished.

Revca even smiled (every so often) as she, Trent, and his other wives spoke infrequently throughout the day. The biggest relief was that Bethany, as she’d promised, had fully accepted Revca as part of their tribe. Some tension remained between the two of them that would likely never go away, but at least they were finally getting along... for the most part.

As for Ruby, she remained overjoyed to have a new member added to their still small tribe. Trent caught himself watching her often as they walked, and whenever their eyes met, her brilliant and grateful smile quickened his heartbeat. Soon, he could tell her how he felt.

But first, they had an Enchanter to brace.

It was a short hike of half an hour to reach the walls of the Enchanter’s monastery, and Trent remained certain something else would threaten them until the point Ruby pressed her hands to an otherwise featureless stretch of brown bricks. An archway shimmered into being.

Revca eyed the wall curiously. “You can open a mage door? Without drawing ether?”

Ruby glanced at her in curiosity. “I don’t know how I open it. Simply that I can.”

Lips pursed thoughtfully, Revca nodded.

Trent glanced at her. “What’s a mage door?”

“A concealed door sealed and unsealed with ether drawn from the Firmament.”

“You can draw magic from the Firmament?”

“Motes of ether. Different types of ether allow mages to channel different spell forms, based on their affinity. If you like, I can explain in detail when we have more time.”

“I thought you said teaching me about magic was frustrating.”

She eyed him calmly. “I never said it wasn’t frustrating, only that I’d continue to do it.”

Trent smiled. She looked like she might be on the verge of smiling back. Then, Bethany pressed her hands against the smalls of their backs.

“Inside. Now. Before something else attacks us.”

She was right, of course. Trent was delaying his next meeting with the Enchanter because he wasn’t looking forward to what the man would ask. He needed the Enchanter’s knowledge and monastery, which meant he needed the Enchanter. So, he would simply think on his feet and hope to resolve the Enchanter’s coming request diplomatically.

Ruby entered first, followed by Trent, Revca, and Bethany. Once everyone was inside, the sweltering heat of the Breckenrock faded to the comfortable warmth that existed inside this magical fortress. Revca strode forward, eyes wide, as she took it all in.

Trent joined her. “It’s impressive, isn’t it? Even in the state it’s in now.”

As Revca’s brown eyes met his, the sense of wonder he’d seen briefly when she talked about cosmological theory flooded back. “This place is incredible. I’d never imagined anyone could harness and stabilize amplification magic within a space this large.”

“Amplification? Is that how the Enchanter made it bigger here than outside?”

“Yes... or that is how I would have done it. Were I capable of such feats.”

“Perhaps he can teach you while you teach me.”

“I doubt he would share such secrets with me.”

“You might be right, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask. Now, follow me. He’ll likely be waiting in his bedchamber. I want to get this all finished before supper.”

Trent led his wives—all three of them—down the winding cobblestone path through the peaceful fields and past the empty stables toward one of the eight large buildings at the center of the monastery. As they descended, Revca continued to look around appreciatively.

The door to the Enchanter’s bedroom opened for Ruby. Soon, Trent hoped, it would open for all of them. The moment they entered the Enchanter’s bedroom, Butler (the automaton who had led them to this room from the workshop) rose and offered a stiff salute.

Revca eyed the automaton, then glanced at him. “How does he animate them?”

“I have no idea.”

“So many curiosities. I never imagined any mage could create such wonders.”

Before she could say anything else, motion caught their eyes. The hidden door in the back of the room slid open silently, revealing the spiral staircase leading below. Then, the finely dressed golden automaton Trent had spoken to last time he was here walked into view.

The Enchanter’s faceless golden dome fixed on Revca, and the way it tilted on its neck suggested both surprise and delight. Revca stiffened visibly at his side, either in awe or worry. Trent felt the sudden tension in the room, and he was grateful he’d prepared.

The Enchanter walked forward. “A mage? You’ve captured this mage for me?”

Trent made himself look as confused as possible. “She is a mage, yes. This is Revca.”

“She’s perfect. You’ve outdone yourself, Marston. Her power is more than I dreamed. In this body, I will be able to forge wonders.”

As the golden automaton strode forward, Revca abruptly took a step back. Even without a face, Trent could imagine the covetous look in the mage’s eyes. He allowed his features to cycle between confusion, shock, and then anger, then stepped between them.

“What the devil are you talking about?”

The Enchanter pivoted. “My new body. I must have her, Marston.”

Trent glared. “Revca is not here to serve as your new body, Enchanter.”

“You wish to bargain for her? I have no objection to adding a bonus. If you wish⁠—”

“Enchanter, this woman is my wife.”

The Enchanter stiffened, then pivoted to face him. Faceless automatons couldn’t look shocked, but this one was doing the best job it could.

“Your wife?”

“Yes. So, in the interest of not further damaging our alliance, I’ll forget you just suggested that I would allow you to seize the mind of my wife for your new body.”

The Enchanter straightened and pointed at Ruby and Bethany, both of whom had moved to flank Trent and support him. “Those are your wives.”

“They are. All three of them. I will find you a new body, Enchanter, but I will not allow you to seize the body of one of my wives. If that’s the deal you seek, our alliance is over.”

The golden automaton’s head swiveled between Trent, then Revca, who Trent realized was now standing close behind him. Then, as if realizing he’d overplayed his hand, the Enchanter stepped back. “My apologies. I should not have presumed.”

“Apology accepted. Don’t ever presume anything like that again.”

The golden automaton steepled its golden fingers. “Still, you do owe me a new body.”

“And as I said, you will have it once you re-open the portals beneath your monastery. There are many traitorous mages working for King Tallun who will serve your needs well enough. Also, as discussed, I’ve returned with the crystals you asked for.”

“So, the cave continues to produce them. Wonderful. Were you able to fill both packs?”

“One full pack and half of the other. That should get our refurbishment started.”

“Why could you not fill the second pack?”

“The primary problem was the shadow people who attempted to murder us, followed by the horde of cannibalistic callinthropes who wanted to have us for supper.”

The Enchanter went silent for a moment. “I’m afraid I don’t know what those are.”

“Be glad of that. Our trek across the Breckenrock was far more dangerous and difficult than you suggested, but we succeeded. We can gather more crystals we’ve restored your monastery’s ability to teleport close to that cave.”

“Yes. That should be our first order of business. We’ll teleport my monastery to more hospitable grounds where resources will be easier to come by.”

“Good. Now, I will restate our deal so there’s no more misunderstandings. We will provide you a new body. We will provide you the kalor crystals necessary to fuel the most critical parts of your monastery. In exchange, you will offer me, my wives, and my allies sanctuary and safe passage to Dalry, the republic, and anywhere else we need to go.”

“Agreed.”

“Then shall we form a blood bond to seal our pact?”

“Is that still how alliances are sealed?”

“It’s how I’d like to seal our alliance. Unless you object?”

“I cannot seal an alliance in that way, Marston. Not while I lack a human body.”

That was going to be a problem. Trent considered carefully until Revca stepped up to his side. He was surprised when she clutched his hand... then squeezed it as if to comfort him.

“Swear it to Belgor.”

The Enchanter’s head turned incrementally. “You know of Belgor?”

“I am his child.”

Trent squeezed Revca’s soft hand in thanks and stepped forward. “That’s acceptable to me. Will you swear an oath to Belgor that you will honor our alliance as we’ve just agreed?”

After a moment, the Enchanter nodded. “I swear by Belgor.”

“I, too, swear by Belgor.” Trent breathed out, then smiled. “That wasn’t so hard.”

Revca released his hand. Even so, she remained close. They both knew what this meant. She was now forever safe from the Enchanter. Trent was relieved.

Their new ally beckoned to his silver automaton. “Take the packs to the workshop and activate the smiths. I want the crystals melted and ready to fuel the furnace by the end of the day. After that, re-activate the portals, and then the scrying pools.”

Butler bowed its silver head before hurrying over to Ruby, who provided both ether-infused packs with a wide smile. As Butler hurried off with them, the Enchanter once more turned to Trent. He seemed, if now cowed by their earlier discussion, at least respectful.

“You’ve had a long journey. I imagine you’d like supper?”

Against his orders, Trent’s stomach rebelled... loudly. “That would be nice.”

“My automatons will prepare whatever you like. Simply pass an order onto Chef.”

“Which one is he?”

“Ruby knows. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must start putting the resources you’ve gathered to work.” The Enchanter strode off, then paused and glanced back. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Revca. Having another mage about is certainly welcome.”

Revca politely inclined her head. “The pleasure is all mine, Enchanter.”

Only after the golden automaton had strode out of the room did Trent relax. As he glanced at Revca, he found her standing almost on top of him. She was trembling.

He wanted to wrap his arms around her. Instead, he lightly touched her arm. Rather than glaring at him or batting his hand away, she leaned against his hand and shuddered.

He peered at her in worry. “Are you all right?”

Her trembling eased as her eyes found his. “That was terrifying.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

“And I’m now very grateful you chose to prevent it... husband.”

Trent smiled. “You’re part of our tribe now. We protect each other.”

“I... thank you.” Revca glanced past him. “He said there was food here?”

Trent glanced at Bethany and Ruby, who were both watching him just as hopefully. “There should be. So, let’s eat. We’ll have plenty of time to plan our next move.”

Led by Chef, the Enchanter’s silver automatons provided a feast once more fit for kings. Even Revca seemed surprised at the quality of the food the Enchanter provided... and Trent found that seeing her genuine smile felt nicer than he expected. While he knew meals like this couldn’t last forever without resupply, they had all earned this one.

Given they still had no furniture, and the Enchanter informed them it would be at least a day before the kalor crystals were refined to the point where he could reactivate the portals and teleport the monastery, they decided to sleep outside again. Trent once more found himself inside safe walls where nothing threatened him or his wives.

Finally, they could relax.

Once again, he owed Belgor for guiding him off a dangerous path. So, devil or no, he would continue to consider any dreams Belgor sent carefully. Even Princess Victoria didn’t have to know exactly where his dreams were coming from... and she likely never would.

Once they’d raised a tent and gotten a fire going, Ruby (after extensive cajoling) convinced Revca to go on a tour of the monastery with her. After they’d both walked off, Trent abruptly found himself alone with Bethany, but a warm fire, in a safe place.

Ruby got more clever every day. He loved her even more knowing she’d arranged this. As he and Bethany cuddled by the fire, her hand inevitably drifted over to rest upon his thigh. As she looked up at him expectantly, her gray eyes filled with beautiful hope.

He brushed her chin. “How would you feel about me getting you pregnant?”

She clutched his hand to her belly. “Finally.”

“But after that, I need to speak to Ruby. You recall how she feels about me?”

“You feel the same for her?”

“Yes. It’s new, but I do love her. So, I want some time to speak with her alone.”

“I’m so glad. However, I’m not letting you escape again.”

Trent wrapped his arms around her. “Love, you long ago trapped your prey.”

She laughed as he kissed her, then moaned as his lips found her neck and his hands found her breasts. With no one around but the two of them, he wasted no time in helping her out of her armor, and then the rest of her clothing.

Making a child was going to be so much fun.

They made love beneath the moonlight by the crackling campfire. They were in no rush, but more importantly, he also knew they didn’t have to be careful any longer. After he once more finished inside her, she clutched him so tightly it hurt his back.

She was perfect.

Eventually, Trent glanced up. The moon had traveled a good ways, but Ruby and Revca were still off on their tour. For now, he had time to enjoy the afterglow of the sex they’d longed to have for three days. As Bethany rested contently against his chest, she spoke.

“You know, there is a loophole.”

He eyed her curiously. “In the Enchanter’s deal with us?”

“In Revca’s oath.”

“She’ll keep her word.”

“I don’t doubt her loyalty to you. I was referring to her oath never to let you claim her.”

“Then... what?”

“She swore an oath never to let you take her virginity.” As Bethany’s smile turned naughty, she eyed him with her chin resting on his chest. “That doesn’t forbid other activities.”

Trent scoffed. “Why would you bring that up tonight?”

“Because while she’s your pact wife now, someday, she may find she has other needs.”

“And if she did?”

“I’d be more than happy to remind her of such loopholes when we’re alone.”

“She just lost her tribe and family, then found herself married to a man she hardly knows. I’d be content if she just finds a way to be happy again.”

“I know you would be. That’s part of why I love you.” She kissed his chest, then pushed up. “Now, we should dress. And then, you can go find Ruby and tell her everything you need to tell her. She has to be just about done with her tour by now.”

Trent sat up and reached for his shirt. “And while we’re gone, what will you be doing?”

“Getting to know Revca, I suppose.”

“You’ll be nice?”

She eyed him in annoyance. “When am I not nice?”

“I’m not sure how to answer that without endangering myself.”

She poked him sharply in the ribs. “Go. Take as much time as you need with her. Just bring her back when you’re done so she can share our bedroll. We don’t need a watch.”

“That will be a nice change.” He kissed her again, then reluctantly eased away. “But I mean what I said about Revca. She’s suffered so much loss. Be careful with her.”

“I will. For her, this is much like the day we met.”

“So, you can help her through it?”

“I can certainly try.”

“Thank you. Right now, all I want to do is focus on making her feel welcome in our tribe. We have a king to depose together. We’ll figure out the rest once Tallun’s dead.”

After he finished dressing, he gave Bethany another lingering kiss and then left her to tend the fire. As he headed to the building into which Ruby and Revca had disappeared, he was relieved when both emerged. They were chatting more animatedly than he’d expected.

It seemed Ruby had somehow succeeded in drawing Revca out of her shell, at least a little. When they spotted him, Revca went silent as Ruby’s blue eyes lit up. She hurried over to him, smiling wide despite a visible trace of worry.

“Master! You should be making a baby with Bethany. Is something wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, Ruby. I just wanted to see you.”

She relaxed. “So, you’ve already finished with her for the night?”

“We’re still going back to camp. To sleep. But first... I was hoping to speak to you. Alone, if possible.”

Revca inclined her head. “I’ll head back to the campfire. Thank you for the tour.”

Ruby turned to her and beamed in delight. “Thank you for asking so many interesting questions! I wish I could have answered more of them.”

“You answered more than enough.” Revca’s brown eyes met his briefly before they darted away. A blush colored her features before she strode off.

Trent gazed after her a moment, then turned back to Ruby. As she watched him in adoration, his gaze traced across her lovely face, the curve of her breasts beneath her leather tunic, and her shapely hips. Then, he pulled her close and kissed her.

Ruby moaned happily as she kissed him back, wrapping her arms around him possessively. No words were needed, not yet. Trent simply showed his blade wife how he cared about her with his lips, hands, and touch. Soon, he had her panting for more.

Ruby stared longingly. “I know you just had sex with Bethany. But... could we?”

“I want that, and you. But first, I need to tell you something I discovered on our journey across the Breckenrock. Again and again, you’ve saved both me and Bethany. You also revealed you loved me, which I didn’t expect so soon... but which has made me incredibly happy.

“I’m glad I could do all that, Master! But I told you⁠—”

“I know what you said, but let me finish speaking first. I love you, Ruby. That’s not something that will happen in the distant future. I love you right now.”

Her eyes widened.

“I know it seems a bit perfunctory after we’ve known each other for this short time, but that’s how I feel. I love you, and I’m thrilled that I get to spend the rest of my life with you.”

She looked dizzy as she stared at him. “But... why?”

He smiled in amusement. “From the day you broke me out of Castle Guileford’s prison, I knew you were special, but it’s only in the days since that I’ve discovered just how special you are. I wouldn’t be alive without you, nor would Beth. So, after all this is over, I’m going to make you⁠—”

She tackled him to the grass, and Trent decided the rest of his speech could wait. She was almost as desperate as Bethany the night they tried to conceive a child in the rock canyon by the kalor crystal cave. Fortunately, he’d had just enough time to recover.

He gave her everything she craved.

Thanks to his recent time with Bethany, it took him longer to finish than normal. That meant, that in the shadow of the Enchanter’s workshop, he easily made Ruby orgasm four times before he finally found his release. It was the least she deserved after waiting so long.

Afterward, they cuddled beneath the stars until Trent could walk again, then dressed. As they walked hand in hand back toward the campfire, Trent loved the way she felt against him. He loved how exhausted and contented she looked. She glanced at him and smiled dreamily.

“I love you, Master.”

“And I love you... Mistress.”

She giggled. “You can’t call me that! That’s what I call Bethany.”

“Try and stop me. Because, like Beth once said, you are now the mistress of my heart.”

Ruby sighed happily and pressed close.

They returned to find Revca already asleep and Bethany relaxing in her bedroll by the fire. When she spotted them hanging all over each other, she smiled knowingly.

“Did you give her what she needed?”

Trent nodded.

“Then we should all get some sleep. Tomorrow, I want another dip in that lovely reservoir, and then more of those sweet cakes the Enchanter squirreled away. And you, husband.” She smiled in obvious contentment. “I want so much more of you.”

As Trent settled into his bedroll with Ruby passed out on one side and Bethany contently resting against the other, he found he couldn’t sleep just yet. As he stared up at the stars, he wondered if Princess Victoria was staring at the same sky. He’d made real progress.

He’d found a fortress that could keep them safe, and he’d found powerful allies who could help return her to her throne. He’d made allies of a devil, an enchanter, and a mage. He’d find more allies, of course, but he now had the foundation to keep his princess safe.

So, tomorrow, he would start his journey to reunite with her.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Victoria


As she kicked one more stubborn wooden plank free of the narrow bedroom window, it provided just enough room for her to squeeze through. As she stepped out the window and onto the treacherous slope of the roof, the clashing of blades continued below. Once again, she’d been betrayed, and this time, there was no brave and loyal kestrel to save her.

This time, Princess Victoria was going to have to save herself.

As her sturdy leather boots teetered on the narrow edge of the wooden roof, Victoria pressed her back to the wall and carefully, and silently, made her way along the back of the already burning tavern in which she’d thought to shelter for the night. She wore no fine dress today. She’d learned her lesson about those the night she nearly died in the Chapel School, as a necromancer hunted her with his soulless husks.

Tonight Victoria wore a thick wool tunic and hunting pants, and even carried a long knife at her waist. If only she better knew how to use it! Even so, the master-at-arms at the Primal Academy had spent a few days with her before she departed. Pointy end in the enemy.

Guilt clung to her as flames crackled below and dark smoke rose in the moonlight. Men shouted. The tavern keeper had seemed like such a nice man with such a lovely family. Even if he escaped with his family, and he prayed she had, this inn was their livelihood.

Once it burned to the ground, what would they have left? If she’d never come to Star’s Crossing, they’d still have their home. Still, she had to remember that she hadn’t caused their tavern to burn. The person who had paid these mercenaries to kill her was responsible.

Her own father. King Tallun. The fact that the kind and loving father who had raised her now intended to murder her seemed impossible... yet he had now attempted it twice.

She couldn’t lose herself in grief or guilt. She had to focus on escaping this tavern and then whatever came next. The Primal Guards tasked with her safety had been incredible warriors, but there was no way two men, alone, could defeat the army of mercenaries that had surrounded the inn. To cover her retreat, they had sworn to do so anyway.

Once more, brave soldiers had sacrificed their lives so she could save hers. She wasn’t remotely worthy of their sacrifice, but she also refused to waste it. She would strive every day to make their bravery mean something.

She would start by finding a way off this roof.

Below, in the alley, Victoria spotted a wagon filled with soiled hay. It smelled awful, but it would cushion her fall. She knelt, gripped the edge of the railing, and lowered herself off the eaves... or tried. Her gloves slipped on the slick edge, and then she tumbled with a quiet yelp.

Even hitting the pile of sodden hay knocked her breath from her body. Gasping for any air she could shove into her lungs, she clawed her way up the wagon’s side, then tumbled over it onto the wet cobblestone alley. The flames that had started in the common room of the tavern were licking at the walls, and the clashing of blades had stopped.

Soon, the mercenaries would know she was no longer hiding in the top floor... and then they would either shoot her dead in the street with crossbows or run her through. She couldn’t waste time catching her breath. Otherwise, she would never breathe again.

Victoria didn’t leave the alley leading to the street. The mercenaries would spot her as soon as she emerged. Instead, she turned to the low wall that split the alley and, after she caught her breath, leapt upward. She caught the edge and, grunting, pushed up.

This wasn’t like the night she’d been unable to climb out of a simple laundry bin. She’d been practicing every day to improve her upper body strength and her agility, and it was gratifying to finally see her efforts pay off. As she climbed over, a mercenary yelled in triumph.

“Over here! The alley! She’s heading out the alley!”

Victoria dropped on the far side of the wall and ran for her life. This alley was longer than the other one. At the end, another mercenary’s lightly armored body darkened the only exit from the alley. They’d left someone to guard this back alley as well!

His eager grin was terrifying until she stabbed him in his unprotected neck.

As the man stumbled away, gurgling and clutching his throat, Victoria darted past him. The fact that she had just murdered a man barely seemed real. Still, he had intended to murder her, and she had seen murder often enough. She’d just never expected to feel... this.

Nothing. She felt nothing after stabbing that man, other than a desperate desire to live and ensure those who’d stolen her throne and threatened her nation again failed to assassinate her. Perhaps the guilt over that man’s murder would come later. She hoped so. Otherwise, she would wonder what sort of woman could kill a man and not grieve after.

Fierce screams erupted from the direction of the tavern. Were the mercenaries now engaged with the city watch? Someone had obviously assaulted them. It was all out of her hands now. She had to find somewhere to hide until she could be certain she’d lost them.

The streets of Star’s Crossing were largely empty in the early morning, but she soon passed a fire brigade rushing toward the now burning tavern. Alarms were rising across the city as well, which meant the mercenaries had overplayed their hand. The city alarm was raised.

In hoping to burn her out, the mercenaries had called the attention of the city watch and the fire brigade. Those attacking the tavern would now need to flee the city or face the city watch and explain their actions. In the chaos, she could⁠—

A gloved hand snaked out of an alley and snatched her wrist. As her boots came out from under her on the slick street, a powerful body yanked her into the darkness and slammed her against the wall. As a leather glove covered her mouth and another choked her neck, Victoria flailed for purchase on the slick street. His glove muffled her screams.

The man who’d snatched her off the street was dressed all in black, like a thief, but she instinctively recognized his leather armor. For one wonderful moment, she thought he’d come to save her—her kestrel, Trent Marston, had once again come to save her—but the hard eyes watching her from behind this mask weren’t his.

These eyes were cruel and unforgiving. This man was a kestrel of Whitebridge’s army, all the way from Dalry, but he was not a kestrel loyal to her. The king’s kestrel raised his long knife to point between her eyes.

“This pains me, princess, but it’s how I become a knight. Don’t struggle, and I’ll⁠—”

The man gurgled and dropped his knife as a shadow loomed over them. It gripped his neck and lifted him right off his now wildly kicking feet. As the masked man clutched at the fingers now squeezing his neck, Victoria instinctively averted her eyes.

A sickly pop sounded, followed by the thump of something heavy hitting the ground. A body. The kestrel’s now headless body. Then, a calm, hard female voice spoke up.

“Highness? Did he wound you?”

Victoria peeked her eyes open. She gawked at the armored woman now looking down at her from a head above. This woman’s long blonde hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, and she wore gleaming silver armor that looked like none Victoria had ever seen.

And her face! Despite the way she carried herself, like a veteran soldier who had seen dozens of campaigns, she didn’t look to be much older than twenty. Despite being spattered with the man’s blood, she was also beautiful. Her dark eyes glittered like jewels.

The two-handed sword strapped across the woman’s back was easily longer than Victoria was tall. It seemed impossible for anyone to carry it. How could this woman be real?

The blonde-haired knight wiped the blood off her face, shook the man’s blood off her hand as best she could, then offered it. “I’ve come from the Primal Academy, Highness. Executor Tallow sent me to ensure your safety. But to do that, we must go.”

Victoria swallowed her fear and sidestepped the now headless body. “Go where?”

“Somewhere you’ll be safe. Star’s Crossing isn’t safe for you any longer. For that, and the trouble, you have the Executor’s most fervent apology.”

“Where is safe?”

“I don’t know yet.” As the blonde knight shrugged, armor clanked. “Anywhere is better than here. Now, let’s be off before another masked scoundrel catches your scent.”

Victoria focused her wits and nodded. “Lead the way, miss... knight?”

“If it pleases you, Highness, you may call me Sapphire.” The armored woman turned and clanked out of the alley. From her confident movements, it was obvious the blood spattered across her sword and armor was not her blood. How many soldiers had she fought tonight?

And how many men had she just killed?

As Victoria followed, she considered how the knight had introduced herself. “Sapphire is an unusual name. Is that your title? Are you the Sapphire Knight?”

“Just Sapphire, Highness. It’s the only name I’ve ever used.”

With Victoria close on her heels, Sapphire led the way through largely deserted streets. Victoria saw no sign of the mercenaries, who were likely fleeing the city by now.

“And the Primal Guards? The men with me?”

“Dead. I couldn’t save them, but I made sure those who ended them paid the proper price. No one remains alive to report your escape. I hope to keep it that way.”

Victoria trembled and hugged herself. “I’m sorry about what happened to the Primal Guards. They were brave men. When I’m queen, I will honor them in Dalry’s court.”

“It’s a nice gesture. Thanks for offering it.” As the tall blonde knight led her through the city, she looked around and shook her head. “This place sure has changed. Bigger, too.”

Star’s Crossing was almost as old as Whitebridge. “Changed... how?”

As Victoria followed Sapphire through the now empty streets, the knight kept her eyes on the road ahead. “Last time I walked these streets, this was a village.”


The End
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