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Chapter One




TRENT

With one last brush of Ruby’s hand across the brown stone disc sitting against one wall of the Enchanter’s transport chamber, a previously empty disc as wide as a carriage erupted in a flow of purple fluid. Like rain filling a basin, that fluid rushed in from the corners of the stone ring to fill the pool. Except this pool stood sideways.

With her back to them as she finished activating the portal, Ruby remained as gorgeous as ever. The scouting leathers she’d acquired in Castle Guileford’s dungeon hugged her shapely rear, and her curly red hair rolled across her back as she stretched. Her graceful motions looked very similar to what Princess Victoria had done the night she escaped Whitebridge.

“The portal now works again, Master!” As Ruby turned toward them, and her bright blue eyes widened in delight, her bubbly enthusiasm could warm even the darkest chamber beneath the Enchanter’s monastery. “We simply need to choose our destination.”

Behind them all, the golden automaton body of the Enchanter spoke dismissively. “Of course it works. All my portal lacked was power, and the kalor crystals you collected have provided that. I now have more than enough power to send you wherever you wish.”

Despite his current sexless, faceless constructed body, the Enchanter now wore even finer clothes than when they had met: an embroidered silken tunic, colorful trousers, and a billowing red cloak embossed with gold. It looked more appropriate for a king than a mage.

Trent would forgive the Enchanter a little grandstanding now that he had proven as good as his word. They had a way to travel to the Cridor Republic that didn’t require a nearly month-long journey by horse and boat. With one step, they could walk across the realm.

Ruby hurried over to stand beside him. “I cannot wait to see the princess again, Master. I suspect she will be overjoyed when she learns all you have accomplished on her behalf!”

“All we’ve accomplished, together.” Trent affectionally patted Ruby’s rear, which caused her to smile and press her pert bottom more firmly against his hand. “I could never have gotten this far without you, Beth, and Revca... and, of course, our gracious host.”

Trent nodded politely to the Enchanter. While the Enchanter’s only contribution to their effort so far had been allowing the use of his monastery in exchange for Trent collecting the crystals to power it (and a new mage body for the Enchanter himself) that was a significant contribution. It also wouldn’t hurt to continue flattering their host for diplomatic purposes.

The Enchanter inclined his faceless golden head. Trent might have imagined it, but he thought the automaton’s body language suggested he was puffing his chest out. So long as the Enchanter remained happy, Trent would retain the right to use his powerful magical monastery as a base of operations for his campaign to restore his princess to the throne.

And to take his own revenge against the traitorous king who had stolen his former life.

As Trent cupped Ruby’s perfect ass and looked past her at the activated portal, he couldn’t help but question if his eyes were playing tricks. The purple fluid could likely swallow his entire boot if he were to place it inside the pool... which remained tipped sideways. It remained wrong that fluid that should by all rights pour out of the ring didn’t.

Meanwhile, beside him, some color had drained from Bethany’s lovely face. When she glanced at him, her long brown braid rolled across one shoulder of her new hunting vest. This one was cut lower than her last one.

Trent didn’t know if it was necessary to show that much cleavage. He did know Bethany was wearing it for him. He appreciated her being so considerate.

Yet unlike Ruby’s wide blue eyes, Bethany’s gray eyes were narrowed with worry. Magic always worried her. Trent gently rubbed her shoulder.

“It’s a magic portal, love. Common as they come in this place.”

“It’s a magic portal that no one has used in over three-hundred years.” Bethany’s lips pressed together as she wrapped her arms around his waist. “Are we sure it’s safe?”

After giving Ruby’s ass one more loving squeeze, Trent wrapped both arms around Bethany and gave her a squeeze as well. “It looks almost identical to the one I saw beneath the chapel school, and that one worked. I see no reason this one wouldn’t.”

Behind them, the Enchanter harrumphed as well as an automaton with no actual lungs, throat, or vocal cords could do. “I assure you, Bethany, the portal is quite safe. I used it hundreds of times when I conducted business that required travel between realms.”

With her brown eyes locked on the portal, Revca walked up to the stone ring as if locked in a trace. Trent’s third wife looked absolutely fascinated by the purple fluid coursing about inside the sideways ring. It illuminated her cute nose and plump pink lips like a flickering candle in a darkened tavern, which only added to her earthy allure.

Since arriving at the monastery, Revca had replaced her threadbare brown dress with a white linen tunic and breeches. She’d salvaged those from the last of the clothing Bethany had secured in Kallowhorn. As Trent had learned when he saw Revca dressed like a princess in the dream where he spoke with Belgor, the devil who had been sending him prophetic dreams of the future since he was fifteen, Revca cleaned up well.

His pact wife’s crimson hair, which was just a shade darker than Ruby’s, coursed down her lovely back. Her linen tunic, while a bit looser on Revca than on Bethany, rested against her pert breasts and ended before her waist. Since Revca was a bit taller than both Bethany and Ruby, a line of pale bare midriff peeked out.

None of those lovely sights were sights he needed to focus on at the moment. While both Ruby and Bethany remained eager for his touch, Revca was his pact wife... a marriage of convenience that protected her from the Enchanter. While she had sworn her life to serve him, she served him only as his protector and advisor on magical matters.

Trent focused on Revca’s lovely face. “Do you think you can focus the portal on the Primal Academy? Or at least a destination close to the academy in the republic?”

“The way the runes in these stones are placed around the ring seem straightforward enough.” The confidence in Revca’s voice was a comfort to Trent, though he suspected it wouldn’t be to Bethany. “If I’m not mistaken, Enchanter, these runes are ancient Adrassian.”

“They are.” A hint of surprise colored the Enchanter’s tone. “I was not aware any in this time could read the old language.”

“Not many can. I only know the runes from my studies with my fath...”

Both Revca’s confidence and posture faltered as she spoke of the man who King Tallun’s Blessed Knights had murdered the night she fled her burning village. Yet after but a moment, she moved past her grief enough to focus. Trent was proud of her for that.

“From my studies, I know enough to choose our destination... provided the receiving portal on the other end has not been closed or destroyed in the last three hundred years.”

The Enchanter crossed his golden arms. “I see no reason it would be. Unless the priorities of mages have changed in the past three-hundred years, the mages of the Primal Academy would have no reason to destroy a perfectly good portal ring. Let us connect this portal once more.”

Revca turned to face Trent. “Husband? The portal is active, but not connected to any destination. Shall I connect it to the Primal Academy?”

Still embracing Ruby and Bethany, Trent inclined his head to Revca. “Open it, Revca. It’s time to go and find our princess.”

Revca turned her back to him and stood in front of the portal for a moment. The chamber fell silent as she evaluated each of the runes carved into the stones of the ring. Trent had no idea what they meant, but Revca obviously did. He wouldn’t rush her.

While Ruby could activate the portal thanks to her connection to this monastery, she lacked the magical knowledge to connect it to a portal on the other side. Revca, thanks to her ability to look into the Firmament—an otherworldly realm she insisted sat between Trent’s realm and others—could. She could also read ancient Adrassian, whatever that was.

Neither his pact wife nor his blade wife took orders from the Enchanter. They were part of his tribe. Trent was pleased with Revca’s pleasant tone when she asked him to give the order that would send them on their next journey.

In the four days they had spent recovering in the monastery while the Enchanter’s automaton servants refined the kalor crystals into the fuel needed to open this portal, he and Revca had grown comfortable with each other and their new relationship. She had even warmed to Ruby, though her relationship with Bethany remained frosty. The two of them rarely agreed on anything, though both remained grudgingly polite to each other in his presence.

Unlike Ruby and Bethany, whose company he’d enjoyed every night they rested at the monastery, Revca would never share his bed or that of any other man. Thanks to the oath she had sworn to her devil master when she still believed Trent’s intentions were less than pure, if he were ever to “claim” her, Belgor would kill her on the spot.

Trent could never allow that.

It didn’t mean he and Revca couldn’t remain allies and even friends as they fought to depose the man who had tried to kill Trent’s princess... and whose Blessed Knights had massacred Revca’s tribe. Trent would offer Revca a home as long as she wanted it. He always knew he could return to Kallowhorn one day, while Revca had nowhere and no one.

Trent was also very grateful to have her counsel. Given how little he knew of magic and mages, he needed someone he could trust to advise him on magical matters who wasn’t the Enchanter. It was simply a shame that the two of them could never have... more.

It took Revca longer than he expected to light four different runes. She took her time before doing so, and Trent wondered then what would happen if she lit the wrong ones. Given how magic tended to work, it likely wouldn’t be anything good.

Finally, Revca reached out and brushed one hand across a fourth rune. It ignited with a bright white glow. As her slim hand lifted off the last of the four runes she had turned white, the purple fluid inside the portal ring rippled like a stone had plopped into its center.

With an audible pop, it roiled away to the edges to reveal a ring of utter darkness on the other side. Bethany clutched Trent’s arm even more tightly. He could feel her fingers digging into his muscles even through the thick leather of his dark kestrel armor.

He wished he had some way to reassure Bethany other than hugging her close. Magic had always terrified her. Even so, and even despite her terror, Trent knew his birth wife would follow him to the ends of the realm. Her bravery was just one more thing he loved about her.

Trent also had to admit he was more than a bit unnerved by the darkness that now stood before them. When Princess Victoria had opened the portal beneath the chapel school in Whitebridge, it had opened onto a verdant green field with a bright blue sky in the background. The utter darkness on the other side of the Enchanter’s portal was certainly not that.

Ruby asked the question they were all thinking. “Did you activate the wrong runes?”

As Revca glanced back at them, a trace of annoyance flashed across her features before she tucked it away. “Assuming the location you provided for the Primal Academy is correct, Enchanter, I have activated the proper runes. It seems that, in the three-hundred years since you last used it, the far side of this portal has either been blocked or destroyed.”

Bethany incrementally relaxed at Trent’s side, probably because the fact that there was nothing to travel to suggested they might not actually have to step through a magical portal today. Trent, by comparison, was a bit put out. He glanced at the Enchanter.

“You have other portal destinations in the republic?”

The Enchanter said nothing. He was silent for long enough Trent momentarily wondered if his automaton body had run out of fuel. Finally, the Enchanter spoke again, but Trent noted a certain defensiveness in his posture as he did so.

“I cannot say that with certainty.”

“Then say it without certainty. Do you have any other portals in the republic that connect to this one? So long as it’s within a few day's ride of the Primal Academy, we can make the trek on foot. I’ve never been there, but I’ve heard the republic’s weather is pleasant.”

“I will need to consult my travel logs before I can answer you. There may be other destinations in the republic, but if a portal within the mighty Primal Academy has fallen into disuse, I doubt any other portals would have survived. The world truly has grown barbarous while I slept.”

Trent held back his sigh and reluctantly released his wives. He walked closer to the portal and scanned the runes around its edge, even though he had no idea what they meant. Revca looked askance at him as he approached the portal, but said nothing aloud.

Trent knew nothing about magic. He knew nothing about runes or portals. He knew of nothing he could do that could change their situation, yet he simply wasn’t ready to accept that, after all the trouble he and his wives had suffered to secure this monastery for Princess Victoria, that they couldn’t get her to it. This wasn’t fair.

Then, as his gaze focused on the utter darkness beyond the portal, he realized there was something they hadn’t tried. He turned to Ruby and smiled at her.

“Could you pull out the glow sphere? There’s something I find myself curious about.”

Ruby nodded eagerly and hurried to her pack, and when she bent over at the waist to rummage around in it, he shamelessly enjoyed the sight. She’d stacked her pack beside the packs Trent, Bethany, and Revca had all prepared for today’s journey.

Ruby pulled out the three conjoined copper rings of the enchanted device Trent had used to light the way through the kalor crystal cave where Revca nearly killed him. She strode over and offered him the sphere. It glistened in the white glow of the runes.

Trent took the three conjoined copper rings and twisted the knob at their base, where all three rings joined. The murky underground portal chamber abruptly brightened as the glow sphere shined. While generating no palpable heat, the space inside the rings glowed even brighter than a good torch. If Trent didn’t know any better, he’d call it a miniature sun.

He raised the sphere and held it up to the pitch-black portal like he might a torch. While the light brightened the edges of the stone ring and the room, even when he placed the conjoined copper rings almost directly against the portal, no light penetrated the darkness beyond the fluid surface. The film drank in light like dirt might drink in blood.

Trent glanced back at the Enchanter. “You said this glow sphere was one of many, right? You’ve created a number of these enchanted devices, and you can create more?”

“I have. But even a dozen such spheres could not light the void between realms. I cannot create more globes until you acquire me a body. Without the ability to draw ether and blood, I cannot help you.”

“Oh, I know. I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t tossing away a priceless artifact.”

“Tossing away... what?”

Trent tossed the still glowing sphere into the dark void inside the stone disc. It broke the sideways surface of the portal like a rock into a pond. And then, with a clank Trent saw rather than heard, the glow sphere struck a hard stone floor on the opposite side of the portal.

As it rolled unevenly along that floor, it revealed a welcome sight. The dark void beyond the portal wasn’t a void at all. It was, instead, what looked to be a dusty and entirely lightless storage cellar supported by thick stone columns, with a curved ceiling as high as this chamber.

The chamber was obviously mundane, obviously abandoned, and, until a moment ago, entirely devoid of light. Which was why it had resembled a dark void.

Yet with the glow sphere to light the previously impenetrable darkness on the other side, through a membrane that allowed neither sound nor light to pass through, the far side of the entirely intact portal was revealed. This portal was connected to its mate on the other side. The room had simply been sealed up at some point in the last three-hundred years.

Behind him, Ruby excitedly clapped her hands in delight. “Master, that was brilliant!”

Trent held back his grin as he glanced at his companions, whose reactions to him casually tossing the Enchanter’s glow sphere through the portal ranged from a huge grin (Ruby) to obviously unsettled (Bethany) to visibly annoyed (Revca). He knew Revca well enough by now to know her annoyance wasn’t with him or his actions, but with herself... for not thinking to toss a physical light through the portal in case it lit the space beyond.

There was no need to gloat. Trent shrugged instead. “It seemed a simple enough test.”

The Enchanter uncrossed his arms. “I suppose one advantage to lacking a basic understanding of magic is that it allows you to pursue novel actions that may not be obvious to the rest of us. Well played, Marston.”

“Thank you, Enchanter.” Trent took the Enchanter’s comment on his ignorance about magic as a compliment, then smiled knowingly at his wives. “Now, who’s going through first?”

Ruby eagerly raised her hand, all but bouncing on her toes in excitement. Trent grinned at her eagerness and turned back to the portal. He knew all three of his wives would protest if he told them what he planned, so he decided to simply not tell them.

Then, before anyone could react, Trent stepped across the realm.


Chapter Two




Passing through the portal’s filmy surface was like dashing through a waterfall that didn’t get him wet. A chilling tingle passed through his body, deep into his bones. His boots found hard and reassuring stone on the other side.

Now that he was inside it, the light from the glow stone made it absolutely clear this was a storage room of some sort. The dust and cog webs assured him no one had been down here to clean this room in years, or even decades. The air smelled stale and unpleasant.

Trent turned to find all three of his wives gawking at him from the other side of a glowing, filmy surface identical in size to the portal in the Enchanter’s monastery. The only difference was that this stone disc was made of black rock, not brown. Also, while four runes now glowed on this portal, they were not the same runes as on the Enchanter’s side.

Those must be the coordinates for the Enchanter’s monastery. Trent committed the strange symbols to memory. He should always have Revca to open these portals for him, but on the off-chance she wasn’t around, well... always best to be prepared for every eventuality.

On the other side of the portal, the Enchanter’s portal room remained dimly lit but easy to see into. Ruby was the first to charge through the film after him. She burst through the portal with an odd crackling sound, then dashed and tossed herself into his arms.

As he caught her with a wide grin, she frowned in obvious reproach. “Master, that was irresponsible! What if the portal had been dangerous?”

“Then all three of you would be safe.”

“But I keep you safe!”

“That road runs both ways, love. You know that.”

As he spoke the word “love,” Ruby blushed brightly and pushed contentedly into his arms. While their love was still very new, it was still love, and they both took great pleasure in sharing it. They also knew they would share this love for the rest of their lives.

Without warning, Ruby’s soft and eager lips captured his. He was still kissing her... and gently kneading her perfect ass in the way she loved... when another crackle sounded. While Ruby continued to kiss him longingly, pressing her body into his hands, Trent peeked one eye open.

Bethany had come through the portal next. He was proud of her for overcoming her fear of magic. He gently eased away from Ruby so he could use his lips for speech.

“See? It’s a perfectly safe magic portal.”

Bethany strode over, then slugged him in the arm hard enough he once more marveled at her strength. “You can’t risk yourself like that.”

Trent resisted the urge to rub his aching arm. “I had this discussion with Ruby already.”

“And now you’ll have it with me, husband. You’re our chief. If you die, our new tribe dies. No matter how strong we grow under your leadership, we’ll wither without you to lead us. So, please be more careful!”

Trent nodded sagely. “Would it make you feel better if I kissed you, too?”

Bethany made an odd face that told him she was struggling to remain annoyed with him. He knew that face well. Still, he could see that she was truly upset with him... because she’d been worried something might happen to him... and he regretted upsetting her.

He touched Ruby’s cheek affectionately, then took one of Bethany’s warm, calloused hands in his own. “I’m sorry, love. That was a bit hasty for a Windborne chief.”

She raised a judgmental eyebrow. “Was it?”

“I can’t promise I’ll never risk myself to keep you and the others safe, no more than you can promise you won’t risk yourself to protect me. I love you like the sun. What I can promise is I won’t leap into danger without letting you know first.”

“And considering all the other options.”

Trent stared into her worried gray eyes. “And considering all the other options.”

“Then, I suppose you’re forgiven.” She leaned close. “You can make it up to me once we find a bed. I still need you to put a baby in me.”

Trent pulled her into his arms and kissed her, too. She pushed against him with a happy sigh as the portal crackled one last time. As Bethany breathed in contentment and rested her cheek on his chest, Revca strode through the portal as casually as a woman through a door.

Her brown eyes darted to where his hands were now roaming on Bethany’s lovely body, then away. A trace of a blush colored Revca’s features before she pivoted to face the stone disc. Trent didn’t miss how her gaze swept across the same runes his had.

Revca was a clever one. She had also decided to immediately memorize the runes on the opposite side of the portal, runes which, if Trent understood how these rune circles worked, would allow them to connect a portal ring to the Enchanter’s monastery. They knew at least one other portal existed here in the Cridor Republic, so having a home address for the Enchanter’s monastery would be very useful.

On the far side of the shimmering, filmy surface, the Enchanter waited calmly without approaching the portal. Was he not going to close the portal on his side? Perhaps, without a human body, he couldn’t. He had no blood or flesh.

Trent took one breath to ensure he wasn’t making a mistake. “Revca? Close it.”

In the Enchanter’s stead, Revca wiped her hand over the four glowing glyphs one after the other. Unlike the portal Princess Victoria had used the night she escaped, this portal, it seemed, could be activated or inactivated from either direction. That was a relief.

Once Revca had extinguished all four glowing runes by running her hand over them, the window into the Enchanter’s monastery was enveloped by purple fluid. The edge of the black stone disc then sucked that fluid into itself. A moment later, it was dry and empty.

Magic. Trent doubted it would ever make any sense to him. But at least he understood how this particular aspect of magic worked.

Light runes, open portal. Wipe runes, portal closed. He’d wiped runes the night Princess Victoria stepped through the one-sided portal that allowed her to escape into the republic. And different combinations of lit runes connected the portal to different destinations.

In the time it had taken Revca to close the portal, Trent had regretfully eased Bethany to a chaste distance. Neither of them wanted to further discomfit Revca by making her watch him grope Bethany in a storage room... as fun as that might be. Bending his birth wife over a crate in a room abandoned for years was tempting, but he wouldn’t do that in front of Revca.

Revca remained his wife, even if she didn’t share his bed. He, Ruby, and Bethany had all mutually agreed to keep their affections largely chaste when in Revca’s presence. Not because they were ashamed of how often they all had sex, but because, as Bethany had once said, “It’s like showing a thirsty woman a pool full of cool water, and not allowing her to have a drink.”

Though Trent wouldn’t describe Revca as thirsty, he had noticed a marked shift in her attitude toward him since the night they agreed to marry around a campfire before returning to the monastery. Bethany had noticed it as well, and she’d commented on it more than once. This change was the one aspect of Revca’s character of which Bethany heartily approved.

Revca wasn’t just kind and respectful, now, but also seemed genuinely invested in teaching him about magic. He’d also caught her gaze on him more than once when she thought he wasn’t looking, which left him wondering if she was watching him out of curiosity or something more. He knew she’d never been with a man before she took her oath.

It was a shame Revca had taken her oath to Belgor before they could explore what might have been. Yet it would be even worse to tease her with the possibility that they might one day be more than allies when a literal devil oath ensured such a thing could never happen. Anything they did could put her in danger, and Trent was determined to keep her safe.

He hoped, after they deposed King Tallun and placed Princess Victoria on the throne, that he could find a way to once more speak to Belgor: the devil from another realm who sent him dreams of the future. If he managed that he could ask about getting Revca’s oaths, both to serve him and to never let him claim her, rescinded. Once she was no longer compelled to remain with him, if she still wanted to be his wife, he’d welcome her in any way she desired.

And if she didn’t want to stay with him after her oaths were done? She would finally be free to choose her own path. Given Revca had lost her entire tribe in one horrible night, Trent hoped she’d choose to stay with his tribe and the new family he’d gather to strengthen it.

But he needed to be sure staying with him would be her choice.

Now that his wives were through the portal and there was no obvious way to go back, at least not without having Revca reactivate it, Trent picked up the glow sphere and surveyed their surroundings in more detail. The room was about the size of a common room in the average tavern. It was filled with dusty crates that contained gods knew what.

If this storeroom was anything like the storerooms hidden beneath the Enchanter’s monastery, there could be all sorts of random magical artifacts hidden away in these crates. There could also be mundane items like clothes, candles, or supperware. Trent wasn’t going to start cracking open crates and check. He wasn’t here to pilfer anything.

Instead, his keen gaze focused on the single closed wooden door a short walk from the portal through which he’d just arrived. As he strode that direction, Bethany and Ruby fell in at his sides while Revca followed directly behind. Given Revca would need time to activate her spell forms, Ruby and Bethany had agreed to guard her flanks.

And Trent, at the head of their formation, would guard all three of them.

He tried the wrought-iron handle on the door and was unsurprised when it didn’t open. It did compress, however, which told him someone was still oiling these hinges. Even if no one regularly entered or cleaned this room, at least they kept this door and its lock in good repair.

Trent doubted the door was barred from outside. This was obviously not a prison, and there would be no reason to do more than include a stout lock in this door... provided, of course, the mages here hadn’t been worried about stopping people who came out of the portal. If the door was barred, he suspected Ruby’s great strength could bash right through it.

While Ruby could crush a lock with her bare hands or even take this door off its hinges if he asked her, breaking down random doors would be rude to their hosts at the Primal Academy. Diplomacy was more likely to get them to Victoria. He’d simply pick the lock.

Trent handed the glow sphere to Revca. She took it without question, then raised it high so it would better light the room and the door. He appreciated her thoughtfulness.

Trent knelt and pulled his sturdy picks from a pouch on his belt of dirty tricks. He slipped both into the lock and cocked his head so he could better hear any clicks inside the mechanism. A short time later, a satisfying click told him the lock was now open.

Trent was pleased that his skills in lockpicking hadn’t atrophied since he’d left Whitebridge. Back when he was working a regular shift, he’d always picked a lock or two every few days to make sure he didn’t lose his touch. He always re-locked the lock after.

He rose, tucked his lock picks into his pouch, and tried the door again. The handle compressed smoothly, and then the door opened with a barely audible squeak of hinges. It revealed a dark stone hallway that was equally as dark as the storeroom itself.

Torches sat in sconces on the walls, but none of those torches were lit. That suggested people didn’t come down here often, which was more evidence that no one in the Primal Academy was expecting anyone to come through their cellar portal. He would need to proceed cautiously from here on out to avoid surprising their guards and causing a diplomatic incident.

A quick check of the hall outside assured him no threats were present. He beckoned with two fingers, and then Ruby, Bethany, and Revca all filed out through the door in order. He glanced at Revca and beckoned again. She handed him back the glow sphere.

The hallway wasn’t long. The end to his left was solid stone, while the end to his right held another closed door. Trent also had the faint sense the ground sloped upward in that direction, though the slope was subtle. He strode off as his wives fell into formation again.

As they walked, Bethany spoke just above a whisper. “Shouldn’t Revca carry the globe?”

“I want her hands free if she has to cast a spell to defend us. Revca, can you summon your vines down here if necessary?”

“There is more than enough nature ether in this tunnel. I should have no difficulty.”

He and Revca had briefly discussed ether in the past few days as they waited for the Enchanter’s automatons to refine enough kalor crystals to fuel the portal. Ether was, according to Revca, a magical resource that existed everywhere in the realm. Mages could look into the Firmament—a realm between realms—see ether there, and even draw it to cast spells.

Revca also insisted he was a mage, or had the potential to be one. She claimed that if he could concentrate and focus, he, too, could see the Firmament. Trent hadn’t had any luck seeing the Firmament over the past few days, but he took her statement at face value.

“If anyone shoots crossbow bolts or fireballs at us, raise a barrier of vines between us and them. And if you must, immobilize them with your vines. Don’t kill them.”

Ruby winced at his side. “Master, why would anyone here attack us?”

“I don’t think we’ll get drawn into a fight. I simply can’t guarantee we won’t. While I can’t say how any guards we encounter down here might react, I do know that the guards at Castle Guileford wouldn’t look kindly on intruders walking up from their cellars.”

“But won’t they be expecting us? Princess Victoria must have told these guards and their academy that we would eventually come here to rejoin her.”

They reached the door, and Trent tried the handle to once again find it locked. “I’m certain she told someone. But if I were the princess, I would play my cards close to my vest, especially if I knew that King Tallun’s servants might be hunting me across the realm.”

Revca spoke up. “You believe that the mages of the Primal Academy may not know that we are here to rejoin Princess Victoria? That they may treat us as enemies?”

“What I suspect is that if Victoria did claim asylum here... and when we spoke beneath the chapel school, she gave me every indication this was where she would go... that she spoke only to the senior leadership. The academy’s executor, and possibly a few others.”

Bethany huffed in annoyance. “Which means the rank-and-file soldiers have no idea someone may be coming up from their cellars to speak with the supposedly dead crown princess of Dalry. Hence, why they might attack us.”

“That’s my fear. So, as I said, if we do encounter any guards who react poorly to our arrival, let’s try diplomacy first. If that fails, we must do everything we can to disable them in a way that doesn’t cause permanent harm to anyone. Non-lethal methods only.”

Bethany looked ahead. “I’ll certainly do my best. But no one harms you, husband.”

As Trent worked on the second lock with his picks, Ruby touched his shoulder.

“We won’t allow anyone to harm him, sister wife. Remember, my skin remains as tough as armor. So, if someone starts shooting at us, Master, I would like you to stay behind me.”

“I’d appreciate that, Ruby. Thank you.”

The second lock fell just like the first. He raised a finger, put it to his lips to suggest they should remain silent from this point on, and slowly opened the door. Just like the lock and the door to the storeroom, it had well-oiled hinges. Or maybe magic hinges.

The hall beyond was empty as well. It led to a set of stairs leading up. What was truly different was that this hall had torches burning in its sconces.

Guards must patrol this hall regularly. Trent considered calling out to anyone who might be in hearing distance. His three years of infiltration training at the Vespers violently argued against simply announcing his, thus far, flawless infiltration of the vaunted Primal Academy.

He couldn’t know if any guards were in hearing distance, or if whoever might hear him calling out would come down to check or simply sound an academy wide alarm. Better to at least scout out his options before shouting randomly in the halls.

Trent stepped out of the doorway and encountered no danger or difficulty. He stood with his hands lightly balanced on the pommels of his long knives as his wives emerged, single file, through the narrow door. Revca was the last through.

Trent glanced at her and made a pushing motion with one hand, then touched his lips once more. Revca turned and closed the door... quietly. He appreciated her caution.

As she closed the door, her long red hair fell fetchingly across one shoulder and down her side. That again drew his attention to how her thin white tunic clung to her shapely frame... and how the bottom of the tunic revealed an all-too-appealing slice of slim, bare midriff.

He really needed to stop noticing Revca’s figure. Ruby and Bethany were just as attractive, and he could have either of them naked and in his bed the moment he asked. He had never coveted more than one woman before founding his tribe. When had that changed?

Trent supposed it had come about when Bethany began making subtle comments about the fact that having Revca use her hand or her mouth on him, or him doing the same to her, wouldn’t technically violate her oath. So long as he didn’t penetrate her, Revca would remain a virgin. Thus, she would not be violating her oath to Belgor to never let him claim her.

Trent resolved not to think about that again for as long as he was here in the republic.

He lifted his hands from his knives and strode cautiously toward the stairs. He was pleased that his fitted kestrel armor remained absolutely silent as he moved. As he listened for any noise his wives might make, he couldn’t hear Bethany at all.

Ruby, sadly, was another story. He knew she was doing all she could to be silent, but the boots they’d picked up for her in Castle Guileford’s armory scuffed loudly in his ears. To another person the sound would have been scarcely noticeable, but to Trent, each scuff was like a shout.

Revca was audible as well, though Trent was surprised that the light steps she took made her quieter than Ruby. She must have some experience treading lightly in the wilds. Still, he was likely overthinking this. It wasn’t like Ruby was traipsing around in clanky armor...

...unlike the armor Trent then detected clanking loudly above them.

Two guards walked a patrol in the hallway somewhere above them, likely accessible via the stairs just ahead. He snapped his hand up to call a halt as he turned his sensitive ears on the sound. Neither guard spoke, but he heard both the scuffing of boots and the clanking of kit.

The soldiers above weren’t being stealthy. Stealth wasn’t their job. Their job was to patrol these halls at all times of the day or night. While Trent had never met a Primal Guard, their reputation for martial prowess and devotion to duty was known even in Dalry.

He glanced back at his wives and saw all three of them looking at him uncertainly. As tempting as it was to see how far he could get into the hallways beneath the Primal Academy undetected, that was his ego talking. He had no room for ego in today’s mission.

Trent straightened, cleared his throat, and shouted up the stairs. “Hello there!”

Both guards immediately clanked to a halt, and Trent heard the distinctive sounds of well-oiled blades coming free of sheathes. Neither guard spoke a word, suggesting these soldiers were both well-trained and well-prepared. Words, for them, were unnecessary.

Trent rested his hands on the hilts of his long knives and stared up the empty stairs. “My name is Pip Kaldron, a kestrel from the nation-state of Dalry. I have a message for your executor from Princess Victoria, but I’m a bit lost. So, could you kindly escort me to him?”


Chapter Three




One set of armor and boots thumped loudly away as Trent heard one armored man jogging down the hall above. The guards had split up, with one man remaining to hold the stairwell against the intruders while the other ran for help. The Primal Guards were no cowards.

Trent gave the brave man that was now separated from them by a turn in the stairs a moment to return his hail. No one spoke. Trent glanced at his wives and raised a hand to reassure them, then mouthed, “Let’s all wait a bit.”

Trent Marston was a wanted and possibly dead man in Dalry. Pip Kaldron, however, was still a watchman in good standing in what remained of Eight Company, back in Whitebridge. Trent hoped the surviving members of his old unit—Sergeant Crane, Pip, and Tim and Tom—were doing well. He hoped King Tallun had accepted their story of his death at face value.

While Trent had no idea how much news had spread to the Primal Academy since the night Princess Victoria used the portal beneath the chapel school to flee across the sea, using his own name was risky. So, he’d settled on the name of his best friend in Eight Company.

His missed all his fellow watchmen. It would be difficult for Sergeant Crane to rebuild his unit with nine members of it dead, but if anyone could whip some fresh recruits into shape and get them ready to protect Whitebridge’s streets, it was Sergeant Crane.

While Trent remained ready for a confrontation, none came. The Primal Guard, it seemed, wasn’t going to charge blindly down the stairs to engage whoever was in the halls below. He seemed content to hold the stairs above.

Tactically, the guard’s choice made sense. Trent wasn’t a rank-and-file soldier, and his training in battlefield tactics was basic, but he approved. The stairway leading up to the second floor looked to be set into a narrow hallway that swung around midway up.

A single armored man with a big shield and a club or spear could easily hold it against multiple intruders. Trent certainly wouldn’t charge blindly up those stairs. That would be a good way to get a crossbow bolt or the tip of a spear through his head.

Ruby could take those stairs. Trent suspected whatever weapon the Primal Guard now held would simply glance off her skin, which remained as tough as armor. She would roll over the guard like a runaway carriage. Revca could likely summon fire or vines to drive the guard away as well, and Bethany, well... she shared some of his skillset and his disadvantages.

Trent could imagine Bethany meekly surrendering to the guards only to hide a pick up her sleeve. She would then use it to open her cuffs once the guard’s backs were turned, then clobber them before they could call out. Trent would never underestimate his birth wife.

As they waited, Trent passed the time while the guard waited for reinforcements by considering his options if he did have to take the stairs. The simplest solution would be to turn Ruby into a blade and activate her powerful magical blast the moment he reached the turn in the stairs. Even an armored soldier could not stand against her powerful magic.

Even if he didn’t have Ruby’s aid, he still had other options. Tossing volcano powder at the guard and the walls would set both the hall and the man’s armor on fire. Generally, Trent had found, being set on fire opened holes in the defenses of even the hardiest knight.

Finally, and most importantly, the best solution to taking these stairs and the hallway above would have been to never announce himself to the guards at all. A kestrel lived by avoiding combat, not seeking it out, and Trent remained confident he could have penetrated far deeper into the academy before encountering any real difficulty from its guards.

The silence inevitably grew long. As Bethany’s visible worry grew, and Revca’s visible impatience grew, Trent decided to try diplomacy once more. If nothing else, it would be good practice for negotiation, and at least they could fill the awkward silence.

“While we wait, care to tell me your name?”

No response.

“As I said, I’m Pip Kaldron, a kestrel from Dalry, and I’m not your enemy. Princess Victoria tasked me to personally deliver a message to your executor, and I’m confident he will forgive this small bit of subterfuge once I deliver it. How long do you expect it’ll be before your reinforcements arrive?”

More silence.

“While we wait, care for a game of a dozen questions?”

The guard remained as silent as a statue. Was he still up there? Trent was almost certain he was still up there, ready to bash the brains out of anyone who tried to take his stairs. Yet if he was, he was as silent as the armored statues that graced Castle Guileford’s martialing yard.

Ruby leaned close and spoke quietly. “Can we play a game of a dozen questions?”

Trent barely held back his smile. “After we deliver our message? Of course we can.”

With the interminable silence now broken and the tension still high, Revca spoke next. “Husband, are you always this... cavalier... during infiltrations?”

Bethany snorted. “This is a bit much, even for him.”

Trent smiled at them both. “This isn’t an infiltration any longer. It’s a negotiation. Building a rapport with the other side is a key element in negotiation.”

Still not a sound from the guard.

Trent eyed the stairs once more. “Are you still up there, friend?”

Not a word. Not a sound. Not even a breath. At least until the sound of more pounding feet and clanking kits echoed through the hallway above. There was too much sound for Trent to judge a precise number, but if he had to guess, he’d go with “many.”

Finally, the guard who had stood a silent vigil atop the stairs spoke. His words were gruff, hard, and exactly what Trent would expect from a man hoping to intimidate an unknown number of infiltrators who had somehow breached the deepest level of his academy.

“Drop all your weapons and surrender immediately! If you don’t, we’ll use force!”

Trent glanced at his wives, then back at the stairs. “And then you’ll take me to speak to your executor? So I can deliver my message?”

“We’ll take you to the cells, intruder, and not the nice ones.”

“You have nice cells?”

A pause, then an angry huff. “Surrender now! This is your last warning!”

Trent turned to face his wives once more, then mouthed, “Go along with it for now.”

None of them liked that, not even Ruby. Yet they had discussed how they might approach their surprise arrival in the bowels of the Primal Academy should they successfully open the portal. “Surrender to the guards” was one option.

It wasn’t the best option, but it ensured they wouldn’t be forced into a bloody brawl that could make further negotiation impossible. Trent also took comfort in both the reputation of the academy’s Primal Guards (skilled, deadly, and fair) and the reputation of the academy itself (neutral in disputes between nation-states, hence why Princess Victoria had fled here).

Technically, thanks to King Tallun’s lies, Trent wasn’t a kestrel of Dalry any longer. But he was Princess Victoria’s knight, and that should allow him some diplomatic wiggle room as he worked toward obtaining a meeting with the executor. He knew from a bit of research that a queen’s knight had even more diplomatic clout than her kestrel.

Originally, Trent had suggested he should enter the academy alone and try to sneak into the Executor’s office to speak with him in private. Bethany had vetoed that idea. Then he’d suggested he should go alone and surrender to the guards, and all his wives had vetoed that.

So, as agreed, they would all surrender. And, as the Primal Guard had said, the academy did have nice cells. Trent hoped they wouldn’t have to wait too long for an interrogator.

He called up to the guard once more. “You win! We’ll surrender.” As he spoke, he beckoned to Ruby and mouthed the words, “Ruby, become a sword.”

Red magic manifested in the hallway beneath the Primal Academy as a vortex of rose petals swirled around Ruby’s now relaxing body. A moment later, the reassuring weight of her silver rapier with its ornate crossguard was in his hand. Then, she was in his sheathe.

Trent called up the stairs again. “Dropping our weapons now!”

Moving with Bethany, he pulled both his long knives from their sheathes, then dropped them to the stone floor with a loud clatter. He next pulled his father’s skinning knife and his boot knife and did the same with those. Finally, he once more drew Ruby from his sheathe... and then knelt to reverently set her on the floor beside his weapons.

Bethany did the same with her long knives, her brace of throwing daggers, her quiver, and her short bow. Revca had no weapons to surrender. She trusted to her spells to protect herself from trouble.

Once he and Bethany had littered the floor with deadly weapons, Trent called up the stairs once more. “We’ve removed all our weapons! We’re ready to surrender! Are you coming down to greet us, or should we come up to you?”

The guard called back. “Don’t move! We’re coming to secure you peacefully, but if you’re lying, intruder, we’re going to war!”

Trent glanced at the two wives who weren’t currently mixed in with the weapons on the floor of the hallway. “I understand why he forgot to tell us to do it, but let’s all raise our hands anyway. Just to ensure we don’t startle the nice man.”

As boots clanked down the stairs, Trent raised his hands. Bethany and Revca did the same, and both moved to stand close to him so they would all be in sight of the stairs. Moving with speed that impressed Trent, a soldier in gray armor rounded the turn in the stairs.

He had hard eyes and a hard chin. That was all Trent could see through the T-slit in his gray helmet. That, and the heavy crossbow he now pointed at Trent’s face.

Having a heavy crossbow pointed at him was unnerving. That would rip through armor even if he was wearing it, but at least it took effort to squeeze the trigger. Trent wiggled one hand to remind the guard he was compliant and non-threatening.

“Our hands are in plain view. All our weapons are on the floor. I’m merely a messenger for Princess Victoria of Dalry, friend, so there’s no need to put a bolt through anyone. That’d really upset my princess, and likely end up saddling you with a lot of unpleasant paperwork.”

With his aim steady as a statue, the guard barked orders. “Drop to your knees! Put your hands one over the other behind your head and keep them there!”

Trent and his wives complied, though he sensed Revca’s growing impatience with this whole surrender. Once the guard with the crossbow was satisfied, he cautiously took two steps off the landing. Three more guards filed down behind him, and then, as a unit, they advanced.

The moment the crossbow-wielding guard cleared the stairs, he smoothly stepped to the right without a waver in his aim. The Primal Guard behind him, also carrying a crossbow, stepped out and to the left. Two more guards followed as if they’d choreographed this in advance, which again impressed Trent. These men—and one woman—trained together often.

Of the four Primal Guards Trent had seen so far, all were dressed in the same gleaming gray armor, with a cuirass, vambraces, and boots over a tough leather undersuit. Their armor could have been steel if not for the faint lines of bronze color laced through it in beautiful runework. The last two carried heavy clubs, with large shields strapped across their backs.

As the two guards with the clubs and shields efficiently cuffed Trent’s hands behind his back and, he assumed, did the same with Bethany and Revca, the aim of the two crossbow wielding guards never wavered. Only once Trent was politely lifted to his feet did they lower their weapons. The second crossbow-wielding guard moved to secure one of Trent’s wives.

Once all three of them were cuffed and in the firm grip of a Primal Guard, the first guard to speak walked to stand in front of the stairwell and looked them over. He was an older man, Trent saw now, perhaps close to the age of Sergeant Crane: Trent’s old commander in Eight Company. He carried himself like a soldier who’d seen plenty of action.

Primal Guards, Trent knew, weren’t simply recruited off the street. Only soldiers who had already distinguished themselves in military postings across the Cridor Republic were selected to join the Primal Academy’s modest but elite garrison. Yet as they eyed each other, Trent sensed a subtle release of tension from everyone in the hallway.

He now suspected he’d approached this diplomatic negotiation correctly. The fact that the first guard now looked relaxed meant he no longer feared this could turn into a battle. Now that this was no longer a matter of life or death, he could, Trent hoped, afford to extend a bit more professional courtesy to a messenger sent by the leader of another nation-state.

The guard strapped his crossbow across his back. “Who are you, exactly?”

“You want me to repeat myself?”

“The others weren’t here to hear your friendly introduction.”

“That’s fair.” Trent repeated his fake name and his real mission to deliver a message.

“And these women? Who are they?”

“Skilled professionals who can speak for themselves.”

Bethany spoke up first. “Bethany Vellus, huntress of Kallowhorn.”

Revca spoke next, and her haughty tone would have impressed even Princess Victoria. “I am Revca, daughter of Miria, sister of Calla, and the last living child of Belgor.

The guard scowled as he straightened. “Did you just say Belgor?”

Trent realized then that guards who served at an academy full of mages might have a bit more knowledge of devils and their names than the average constable in Whitebridge. He should have considered how Revca was raised, which, he assumed, was alone in her tribe. She might not understand that one shouldn’t casually announce one’s affiliation with a devil.

“Bell-gore.” Trent stretched out the second syllable. “It’s a quaint little hamlet between Tunstead and Lakemire. Nice fishing out there, and friendly folks.”

The guard narrowed his eyes even further. “They named their town after a devil?’

Trent frowned back in visible confusion. “A what now?”

For a moment, he and the guard stared each other down. For his part, Trent suspected he had at least lowered the chance the guard would call them out as corrupters. He wasn’t eager to meet whatever religious authorities dealt with corruptors in the Cridor Republic.

He hadn’t delved deeply into the dominant religion of the republic before he arrived. Perhaps he should have. After they were all alone again, he would speak to Revca about not mentioning the devil she worshipped in polite company.

Finally, the guard stepped back. “How did you get down here?”

“We activated a long inactive portal in a storeroom about a hall back, then stepped through that portal and walked up here from there. If you like, I can show you.”

“Did you say a portal?”

“Yes. Big round thing. You step through it, you’re across the realm.”

The guard scoffed. “You expect me to believe that?”

“Do you know of any other ways we could sneak past you and get down here without stepping through a magical portal from the other side of the realm?”

The guard frowned in visible annoyance. Trent obviously had him there. After another moment, he shook his head and idly clenched and unclenched one leather-clad fist.

“Since when does the princess of Dalry send messengers to the Executor of the Primal Academy through magical portals in our cellars?”

“It’s a relatively new arrangement. I believe I may even be the first courier she’s sent.”

He didn’t hear anything. But he could practically feel Bethany rolling her eyes behind him. He suspected she suspected he was enjoying this negotiation just a bit too much.

The guard motioned to his fellows. “Secure them. We’re taking them to the cells.”

“And what of my message for your executor?” Trent smiled his friendliest smile as a guard marched him toward the stairs and, he assumed, the two others did the same with his wives. “Will he be coming down to the cells, or will you be escorting me to speak with him?”

“You’ll stay in our cells until we know you’re who you say you are.”

“And when you do know?”

“I suppose we’ll see what the mages say about all this. For now, you’re prisoners. So, prisoners, are you going to give me and my soldiers any trouble?”

“None at all. You’ve all been perfectly polite given the awkward situation. If I could ask one favor⁠—”

“You can’t.”

“—could you collect our weapons and secure them in your armory until they’re returned? Some of them are quite precious to us. I’d hate for them to get lost down here.”

Ruby, of course, remained a gorgeous silver rapier. He suspected any man or woman who appreciated a fine sword would be extra careful with her. Anyone who saw her would be.

And if things did somehow go sideways with their surrender to the Primal Guards... a possibility that remained remote, yet was still one for which he must prepare... Ruby could change back into a woman once she was alone in the armory.

Then, Ruby could free all three of them from whatever cells the Primal Academy had beneath its sturdy walls. With Revca’s powerful magic to deal with any guards who tried to stop them (humanely) they could all retreat back through the portal to the Enchanter’s monastery to consider their next steps. Which would involve sending a letter, perhaps.

Just because Trent was willing to surrender to the Primal Guards didn’t mean he’d put his fate in their hands. Neither, he knew, would his loyal mageblade. They’d both learned that lesson after Trent surrendered to the queen’s guard in Whitebridge’s chapel school.

As he walked up the stairs following the first guard and the others, Trent spoke again. “Any chance I could get your name, sir? You have mine, and it would feel rude to call you ‘Primal Guard.’”

The guard huffed. “I don’t know what you hope to get out of it, but if you feel the need to address me for some reason during our short interaction, I’m Sergeant Darrow.”

“A pleasure to meet you, sergeant. Next time we encounter each other in circumstances like these, I hope we can enjoy a drink together instead of a set of handcuffs.”

“Next time, assuming you are who you say and not an assassin sent to kill our Executor, I hope you’ll have the good sense to use the front gate instead of some magic portal.”

“Has your executor had particular trouble with assassins of late?”

Darrow stiffened in his armor, which told Trent he’d just hit a nerve. It also told Trent that his casual nature had actually made Darrow too relaxed. One of the first lessons in interrogation he’d learned at the Vespers was that when you let someone think they had the upper hand on you, they’d often let slip facts they might otherwise not.

So, the Primal Academy’s executor had been targeted by an assassin (or multiple assassins) of late. Was King Tallun, or those loyal to him, punishing the academy for helping Princess Victoria? That made little sense. This academy was half a realm away.

King Tallun didn’t know the daughter he’d tried to murder had come here. Trent, his wives, and the Enchanter were the only people who knew that Princess Victoria had fled across the sea. So, it was far more likely that whatever assassins had vexed the executor had been sent by someone who was a problem for the Cridor Republic, not Dalry.

But Trent was still going to ask the executor about it when they spoke.


Chapter Four




Despite Sergeant Darrow’s threat to throw them in the not-nice cells, Trent soon learned, to his delight, that the Primal Academy only had nice cells. While he had only his personal experience with being imprisoned to judge by, he couldn’t complain about this one.

His cell had a real wooden bedframe, a soft mattress, a fluffy sheet, a warm blanket, and a pillow. Those were luxuries Trent had never encountered in any cell in his life. When traveling across Dalry, he’d stayed at taverns and inns with less inviting accommodations.

There was also a small writing desk and a padded fold out chair. While Sergeant Darrow had provided no reading material, there was a bookshelf atop it that looked like it could hold a great many books. Barely legible lines on the desk suggested people also wrote letters here.

So, either mages were a great deal more polite to fellow mage prisoners than the average soldier was to the average soldier prisoner, or the Primal Academy didn’t hold prisoners here often. Perhaps they were simply more civilized. Or mages were soft.

Trent’s entire knowledge about the Primal Academy came down to, “mages trained to be mages there.” Bethany had only heard of the academy in passing, and Revca had spent her life with her tribe. Ruby, while she’d heard of this place, knew little more than he did.

From what few books he had read about magic academies during his time at the Vespers, the mages who trained here rarely tolerated outsiders. They remained secretive enough that the best information about them was limited to a few paragraphs in a travel tome. So, he didn’t feel like it was unreasonable for him to be surprised by their very pleasant cells.

Trent was more than comfortable and on the verge of dozing off on his surprisingly luxurious bed when a loud knock sounded at the wooden door of his cell. As he sat up and frowned at the closed door, he felt more than a bit cheated by fate. It couldn’t have been more than a half hour since the Primal Guards put him in here!

The one time... the one time... someone had actually shoved him into a cell with a pillow, a blanket, a soft bed, and a reading desk, he’d been released after half an hour. When he’d done his interrogation survival training at the Vespers, they’d tossed him into a muddy, roach-infested hovel of a cell. He’d had to sleep on piss-soaked hay.

He’d lived in that stinking hole for a week. Fate really was a bastard sometimes. Despite not being certain of the protocol, Trent called out, “Enter!”

Did he have to give his gaolers permission to enter his cell? He’d never had to do that before, but then again, no gaoler had ever knocked on the door before coming inside. This was, he supposed, a good sign... though he still regretfully ran his palm across the soft sheet.

A bolt thumped in a heavy lock, and then Sergeant Darrow and another Primal Guard pushed the door open. Both guards looked more than a bit cross with him, which, in other circumstances, Trent would have assumed meant he was about to receive a beating. Yet guards who’d come to give him a beatdown in his cell likely wouldn’t knock first.

Darrow’s scowl remained writ large. “Get your boots on, kestrel.”

Trent remained on his bed with his palms raised. “Prisoner transfer already?”

“It seems, despite my strong protestations to the contrary, the executor wishes to hear your ‘message’ after all. So, you’re being released into her custody.”

Trent belatedly realized he’d committed a massive diplomatic mistake. “I apologize, sergeant. I was given to believe your Executor was a man.”

“Oh, he is, darlin’.” A pleasant female drawl drifted past a scowling Sergeant Darrow and the guard behind him. “And he’s a good man. Sadly, for now, you’re stuck with little ol’ me.”

Both Primal Guards reluctantly stepped aside as a blue-eyed, blonde-haired woman strode casually into his surprisingly pleasant cell. She was taller than he was, which wasn’t all that unusual, but only by a bit. She wore a button-down green shirt, a gleaming black leather belt, and a dark skirt. As she stepped into his cell, Trent’s eyes were drawn to her strange skirt.

Its hemline sat at mid-thigh and was made of a thin, stretchy material Trent had never seen before. It was difficult to focus on the rest of her when it clung to her shapely thighs like a second skin. How could any material be that sheer and black? It wasn’t leather.

He tore his gaze from her wide hips and worked his way up. She was, given how much difficulty her button-down shirt was having staying buttoned, even better proportioned than Bethany. Only the top button of her shirt was undone, but all the others strained valiantly against the fabric. Any button that popped off would likely fly across the room.

This woman’s chin had a softness to it that was pretty instead of weak, and her full pink lips looked almost wet in the light. The faint blush on her face looked natural, which gave her face a soft shine some women worked hours to create. Her blue eyes held a hint of mischief as she looked him over, and the curled hair above her shoulders bounced with each step.

Was she a mage? She was dressed as nicely as a noblewoman of Whitebridge, though he supposed there was no reason mages couldn’t dress like nobles. Especially when they were walking around in their own academy. He appreciated that she wore good leather boots.

Trent judged this woman to be a few years older than him, but he couldn’t be sure. She watched him with far more interest than he’d expect from a woman he’d never met. Her blue eyes shamelessly worked their way down his body as his gaze worked its way up hers.

When their gazes finally met, Trent felt a pleasant jolt he hadn’t felt since the first time he’d locked eyes with Bethany when they met by that stream in Kallowhorn. That was followed by an enticing tingle in his chest... and lower. The blonde woman’s smile widened.

“Well, aren’t you just the nicest looking courier I’ve ever met.”

Trent grappled with how to respond to that, and then settled on a, “Thank you.”

She offered a slim hand with noticeably well-manicured nails. “My name’s Karissa Ambergreen, but you, darlin’, can call me Kari. I’m a life mage of the Primal Academy. Now, you say you’re a messenger from Dalry?”

Trent was on his feet at once, though he still wasn’t wearing his boots. “Pip Kaldron.”

He walked forward in just his socks to shake her hand. Her skin was rough and warm, and the faint callouses on her fingers told him that, despite her fine appearance, she was no stranger to hard work. The pleasant tingle remained even when he dropped her hand.

Karissa tucked her hands together behind her back, which had the unfortunate effect of pushing her impressive bust forward and further straining her desperate buttons. “You sure gave us a scare, Mister Kaldron. Not a lotta folks popping up in our cellars these days.”

“Yes, well...” Trent resisted the urge to apologize. “My message was urgent.”

“I’m sure it was, darlin’. So you know, the Executor’s real sorry for this little mix up with the cells, but you can’t blame the guards for being cautious. It’s been a rough few weeks.”

“Would that have anything to do with your assassin problem?”

Karissa smiled wide. “Now how’d you suss that out so fast?” As she raised one slim eyebrow and glanced over her shoulder, the posture of Sergeant Darrow immediately stiffened... and not because he was snapping to attention.

The intimidating life mage stared right at them. “You two been gabbin’ with our guest?”

The second Primal Guard barely resisted looking at Sergeant Darrow. As for Darrow, he quietly cleared his throat. “No, Mistress.”

As memories of how Ruby always insisted on addressing him rushed eagerly to the forefront of his mind, Trent somehow kept his features calm. “They call you Mistress?”

Karissa’s smile grew a bit amused as she again fixed him with her mischievous blue eyes. “It’s just a title, darlin’, no different than yours. I don’t do much instructing these days, but I’m still an instructor here at this academy... least if you go by the rolls.”

Trent rested his hands on his belt. “Should I refer to you as Mistress Karissa, then?”

“Oh, please don’t. That makes me sound so old.” Karissa took another two steps forward, which put them close enough that Darrow and the other Primal Guard instinctively reached for their weapons. “I’m not bonded, and I’m certainly not married.”

Trent calmly blinked as he scrambled for a way to respond to that. “Oh...?”

“So, Mistress? The guards can call me that, ‘cause they’re real sticklers for academy protocol, but you, darlin’? You just call me Kari. So long as I can call you Pip.”

Trent was feeling increasingly awkward about using a fake name, especially now that Karissa—no, her name was Kari now—was being so pleasantly diplomatic. Building a rapport.

He should be diplomatic too, shouldn’t he? Given how close Kari was now to him, he could see just a hint of cleavage peeking out of her shirt. He struggled valiantly not to look.

“I’d like that, Kari. Now, about my message?”

“Sure thing, hon. I know you said it was urgent. But first, I just need to ask. You’re just here to give the executor a message? You’re not a secret assassin here to kill him?”

Trent frowned. “Would I tell you if I was?”

“Stranger things, hon. Answer the question.”

“No. I’m here to speak with him on my princess’s behalf. That’s my only purpose here. I have no intention of harming your executor or anyone at this academy.”

Kari’s blue eyes held his for another moment, and then she smiled and nodded. “You ready to go talk to the executor right now, or do you need a minute to freshen up?”

He involuntarily ran his hands through his hair and wondered if it looked particularly sweaty, or if any bits were sticking out. He almost checked his teeth for food before catching himself. A gorgeous woman hadn’t left him feeling this disorganized since, well... Bethany.

That wasn’t a challenge he’d expected to encounter today.

“Just need a moment to pull on my boots. If you wouldn’t mind waiting?”

As Kari eyed him warmly, the tips of her fingers ever so lightly brushed his forearm. Trent doubted that was a mistake. Her gaze devoured his just a bit too long for her soft, pleasant touch to be anything but intentional.

“You go right ahead. It’ll give your lovely companions time to get their boots on, too.”

Trent hid his relief as he thumped back down on the too soft bed. He grabbed a boot. “You’re ready to release my companions as well?”

“Well, that depends. Do either of them plan on assassinatin’ anyone while they’re here?”

“Never. They’re both loyal citizens of Dalry, and firm allies of Princess Victoria.”

“Well, I’m just tickled to hear that.” Kari took one step back. “Always thought the princess was a real nice lady, least when I read about her and her mother in the news.”

As Trent pulled on his other boot, he eyed her cautiously. “What news have you heard?”

“Oh, not near enough. All the good gossip has one foot in the grave by the time it travels all the way out here. Last I heard, your princess hadn’t chosen her prince yet. Did she pick one? I know ya’ll do it different in Dalry.”

Kari was correct. Dalry was a matriarchy, which meant its queen chose who she was to marry when she came of age. Not the other way around.

Trent realized then he’d never asked Princess Victoria who she planned to marry. Opportunities for such discussion had been rather limited as they fled from necromancers and soulless. He pushed that question away and focused on gathering more information.

What was important is that it was very possible that no one at the academy had heard the news of Princess Victoria’s “assassination” by the traitorous rogue and scoundrel Trent Marston. That suggested there had been no need to use a fake name with these people, which made him feel a bit more guilty about deceiving them. Especially now that Karissa... Kari... had been so welcoming and polite.

Yet diplomacy also involved a fair bit of caution, especially when he knew the current monarchy of Dalry was spreading nasty rumors about him. While it was tempting to come clean to Kari right now, that was irrational. He’d only reveal his true identity to Executor Tallow, and make any decisions about revealing it to others once he knew more of the academy’s mood.

Trent stood again. “So far as I know, the princess hasn’t made a decision.”

“Aww, that’s too bad. Was lookin’ to get one up on the other ladies in the gossip pool.”

Trent saw a chance to build rapport and hopefully get this woman more firmly on his side. “Well... when I next see the princess, how about I ask her who she’s got in mind and pass along a hint? Assuming, of course, she doesn’t mind me sharing a little gossip.”

When he said that, Kari clasped her hands together in front of her straining green-shirt and bounced. The impressive jiggle that followed rippled down her entire body. Trent once again had to struggle to keep his eyes on her lovely face.

“Why, Mister Kaldron, that may be the nicest thing any man has offered to do for me this whole year!”

He kept his pleasant smile on his face. “I hope you won’t look askance at me for saying this, Kari, but I consider that a genuine tragedy.”

Her warm laughter was even more pleasant than her warm smile. “Oh, I like you, hon. Still, time’s a wastin’, and the executor gets so busy these days.” Kari turned to stride confidently through the narrow opening provided by the Primal Guards. “Just you follow me.”

Both Sergeant Darrow and the other Primal Guard eyed Trent in barely repressed annoyance as he followed Kari by expertly slipping through them both. He was unsurprised when both guards fell into step directly behind him. They were close enough to tackle him if he made the wrong move, or to simply stab him in the back.

Ahead, Kari’s boot heels echoed in the stone hall as her wide hips swayed enticingly ahead. The way that black, stretchy, impossible material hugged her shapely ass seemed like it defied the laws of clothing (and physics), but Trent supposed that the more wealthy the academy, the more rare materials they had for fine clothing. He needed his mind on task.

And he certainly didn’t need to be imagining how good Bethany’s ass would look in that skirt.

As they rounded a corner, the sight of his wives waiting impatiently alongside a female Primal Guard finally allowed him to focus on something besides the way Kari’s hips swayed as she strolled along. Neither of his lovely wives looked at all worse for wear from their captivity, though if their cells were as nice as his had been, he didn’t know why they would be.

Bethany’s face lit up as she spotted him, but what surprised Trent was how much Revca’s features brightened as well. She hid that brightening at once—in but a moment she was back to her narrowed eyes and faint scowl—but he had no question she had been pleased to see him walk around that corner with the guards. That was encouraging.

When he was finally standing beside them again, it took real effort not to pull them both tightly into his arms. He refrained simply because it would look unprofessional to the Primal Guards. He’d always judged it best to avoid giving information away, and the fact that he was married to both of these women (by Windborne custom) would be information.

Still, Bethany’s warm and relieved smile was almost better than any hug, as was Revca’s respectful nod. Kari inclined her head to them both, then offered her hand as she’d offered it to Trent. He was surprised when she introduced herself to both Bethany and Revca as “Mistress Karissa” instead of “Kari.” Why did he merit special treatment?

As Kari finished introducing herself to his wives and tossed him another too-warm smile, Trent decided that was a question best left unpondered. As Bethany’s gray eyes cooly evaluated Kari, and then she looked between Kari and him, her own features changed subtly.

Trent recognized the calculating expression on Bethany’s face. He resisted the urge to mouth, “it’s not that!” Judging from the way his birth wife was now evaluating Kari like a prospective competitor (or a prospective sister wife) Trent doubted she’d believe him.

Kari looked around at all of them in turn. “Well, now that we all know each other, how ‘bout we get right on with your business today? This way, folks!”

The lovely life mage strode off with a clicking of boot heels and confidently opened the single door leading out of the stone hallways and numerous cells. Trent didn’t know why the academy had so many cells. None of the rest of them seemed occupied.

Perhaps they used these cells to discipline mage students? That would explain why they were so... fluffy. It would be useful to have somewhere to put unruly students.

Still swaying her hips in that impossible skirt in a way that made it hard not to look, Kari led them up a long set of stairs. Trent followed her, with Bethany close on one side and Revca directly behind them. Behind her now clanked three Primal Guards: Sergeant Darrow, the man with him, and the woman who had waited with (and evidently freed) Bethany and Revca.

They wound through several other stone halls and up several more sets of steps. When they finally stepped out into a large courtyard, Trent slowed to take it all in. The transition from the cavernous underground space to the huge open space outside took an adjustment.

They had stepped into a huge martialing yard of well-worn cobblestones that had features Trent had never seen in any martialing yard in Dalry. A large clear pool of glistening water sat not far away, directly next to a smoldering bonfire. The juxtaposition made no sense.

Another part of the courtyard had been taken over by a garden with rich green grass and old and healthy trees. That connected to what looked to be a large patch of toiled earth in which nothing grew at all. It was like someone had tried to replicate different parts of the republic in miniature in this courtyard, for reasons he couldn’t fathom.

Finally, this academy itself almost as big as Castle Guileford, and far larger than he had expected it to be. Trent suspected one could fit the entirety of Kallowhorn inside the borders of its towering black stone walls. Those walls loomed over them and must be four stories or more.

Around the courtyard nestled fine buildings of brick, wood, and glass of two and three stories. There were also towers of black stone, both freestanding and built into the walls. Finally, as his eyes traveled up the length of one wall, Trent barely kept his jaw shut.

Two winged lizards crouched on a tall outlook jutting off a wall. Drakes. Those were drakes! While common in Hesia, Dalry’s neighboring province, few nested in Dalry itself.

He’d never seen a drake even though the Dalry Express, which took messages from town to town for wealthy people, used them. It seemed mages or soldiers at the Primal Academy were drake riders as well. He imagined it was rather difficult to sneak up on them.

As Kari confidently led them through the courtyard, with her blonde hair and other assets bouncing with each step, she led them toward a looming tower that looked at least twenty stories tall. A round glass window sat in a wall all the way at the top. It looked ornate.

Trent wondered if the Executor’s office was inside the tower. Perhaps built into the base of it? A guard rushed ahead of Kari with a clanking of armor to open the door, and then Kari paused in the entry and faced them. As Trent looked past her, he saw only stairs inside.

No. Oh no.

Kari crossed her arms beneath her breasts and smiled apologetically. “Now, the trek up to the twentieth floor of the tower can be a bit of a climb for new folks. So, don’t feel like you gotta’ take it like a race! You get winded, you let me know. We’ll stop and rest a spell.”

Bethany’s next question was also an open challenge. “Do you find you need to rest?”

Kari’s smile turned subtly competitive. “I’ve been working here for almost fifteen years, hon. Been up and down these stairs more times than I can count.”

Revca frowned at Trent’s side. “Could you not install a lift and pulley system?”

“’Spose we could, come to think. But who wants to wait for an unruly contraption like that when you got such a great opportunity to stretch your legs?” She beckoned before she strode through the arch. “Now, let’s get a move on!”

The Primal Guards didn’t follow Kari. The one holding the door and the two others waited expectantly. Trent glanced between Bethany and Revca, then headed inside. He noted that once they entered the tower, only Sergeant Darrow followed.

Trent supposed that made sense. Now that both Kari and no less a personage than the executor of the Primal Academy had assured the guards Trent and his wives were guests, not threats, it would be impolite to keep surrounding and menacing them.

That might give Trent the impression the executor didn’t trust him.


Chapter Five




As Kari took the first few floors of the endlessly spiraling staircase like she was out for a summer stroll, Trent felt a dull ache growing in his thighs and calves. By floor ten, the ache was noticeable, and while he and Bethany were still breathing more or less regularly, Revca was struggling not to huff. Finally, around floor thirteen, Revca stumbled and grabbed the wall.

Bethany immediately steadied her. Revca bared her teeth and warned her off with a raised palm. About six stairs up, boot heels echoed as Kari turned and winced in obvious empathy. She didn’t look pleased with her victory, only worried about Revca’s welfare.

“Hey, is she gonna’ be okay?”

Revca forced out words between deep huffs of breath. “I’m... fine.”

“Well, I did warn ya’ll. It’s a real climb, not to mention the change in elevation. Let’s stand and rest a spell. Don’t want anyone passing out in the executor’s office!”

Bethany, whose breathing remained steady and relaxed, stared up at Kari and offered a small and challenging smile. “Do you need a break, Mistress Karissa?”

Kari calmly returned the same small smile. “Do you?”

As Trent glanced between them and noticed their locked gazes, he couldn’t tell if they were teasing each other or genuinely at odds. With Bethany, it could be both at once. She had assured him repeatedly it was his responsibility to choose who would join their tribe, but that didn’t mean she didn’t insist on testing each prospective candidate first.

Bethany had certainly tested Revca on the journey back to the Enchanter’s monastery from the kalor crystal cave. They were only just recently civil to each other, and they remained frosty when he wasn’t around. So, did the fact that Bethany was now constantly challenging Kari mean that Bethany saw Kari as a prospective wife for her Windborne chief?

Gods. He really didn’t need to think about that right now, especially with Kari lounging against the outside wall. She’d crossed her arms in a way that lifted and jammed together her impressive breasts. Trent felt real sympathy for the straining buttons on her green shirt.

Revca pushed away from the wall and took deep breaths. “We should move.”

Kari ended her stare off with Bethany and smiled at Revca. “That’s the spirit, hon!”

Trent didn’t fail to notice that while Kari took the steps without issue, she did so slower than before. Based on the way her lovely chest rose and fell (he was, of course, only watching that rise and fall to gauge how tired she was) she wasn’t at all winded by their climb. She was granting Revca mercy without being obvious about it.

That small bit of courtesy endeared Kari to him even more. He had never met a life mage—mages who could heal others remained rare in Dalry and, as he understood it, across the realm—but he imagined anyone who cast healing spells for a living must have deep empathy for others. Why else would they devote their life to healing people?

Thanks to Kari setting a subtly more reasonable pace, all of them made it to where the endlessly spiraling stairs debarked onto the twentieth floor without another break. While climbing, they had passed archway after archway leading into the interior of the tower. Each archway had led to inner circles with locked doors.

How many mages lived in this tower? Trent imagined it could easily be a hundred. If they had to climb up and down even a fraction of these flights every day, he imagined the mages of the Primal Academy must stay in remarkable shape. Good for them.

With his armor still clanking audibly, Sergeant Darrow followed them onto the twentieth floor. Despite climbing twenty flights in heavy armor, he didn’t look even the least bit winded.

Trent’s respect for the man jumped a notch. Even if Darrow continued to scowl at him and watch him like he expected him to pull out a dagger at any moment, the man was a good soldier. Trent could also understand how stressful it was to try and protect people who didn’t think they needed to be protected. That sort of stress could drive a man to drink.

Kari strolled toward a thick oak door. Once there, she made a fist and whumped repeatedly on the door with strength and vigor that impressed Trent. Based on how easily she’d climbed those stairs, and the strength of her knock, she was no wilting flower.

“It’s me, Tal! Got the messenger from Dalry here, and some lovely lady couriers to boot. Seems they’re only here to talk, just like they said!”

Bethany spoke up from behind Kari. “We’re not couriers.”

Kari turned and eyed her curiously. “Well, what are ya’ll then?”

Revca stepped forward and stood proudly at Trent’s side. “I am his pact wife.”

Kari’s lovely brow furrowed. “His what now?”

Before Trent could decide just how to answer that question, the loud sound of several locks unbolting from the far side of the door killed their conversation. Then, the door swung open to reveal a tall, lean man. His glimmering white robes hung on his gaunt frame.

As the executor of the Primal Academy peered out at them, Trent noticed the bags under his eyes and at least two days of stubble. It seemed this man wasn’t sleeping all that well. Given he was currently dealing with an assassin problem, Trent could understand.

Executor Tallow peered blearily at Trent. “You’re the courier? Kaldron?”

Again, Trent had no choice but to lie about his identity. “I am.”

“And what’s your message?”

“That message would best be discussed in the privacy of your office, Executor. Princess Victoria asked that I deliver it to you in confidence.

Behind Trent, Sergeant Darrow loudly cleared his throat. “Executor, all we have is this man’s word that he’s a kestrel of Dalry. I’ll remind you⁠—”

Tallow silenced him with a tired wave of his hand. “We’ve vetted him, sergeant.”

“But the last man to⁠—”

“Sergeant.” As Tallow spoke again, his shoulders squared and his eyes narrowed. “I said we have vetted this messenger. I’m now confident he is here to deliver a private message to me on Princess Victoria’s behalf. You will remain at attention outside while we speak.”

In that moment, Executor Tallow no longer looked nearly as exhausted as he had when he opened the door. His features were hard, and his voice oozed authority. Trent was surprised and reassured by the change. Tallow wasn’t a weak man, simply one who was exhausted.

Sergeant Darrow snapped to attention. “Yes, Executor.”

Kari clasped her hands at her waist. “You want me to wait outside too, Tal?”

“No. I want you in here. This conversation will almost certainly concern you, and I don’t want to do any more walking today than necessary. Kaldron? You and Mistress Karissa may enter. Your escorts will remain out here with Sergeant Darrow.”

Trent was tempted to argue that both Bethany and Revca should enter the office as well, but it wasn’t necessary for them to do so to find out where the executor was hiding Princess Victoria. It didn’t feel wise to push this man. He was already dealing with so much.

Trent inclined his head. “After you, Executor.”

Kari flounced ahead. As she did so, she tossed another coy smile over her shoulder at Bethany and Revca. Both looked more than a bit put out by their exclusion, and the way Kari smiled smugly at them both likely didn’t help.

“Oh, don’t look so glum, you two. We’ll take good care of Mister Kaldron. I can personally guarantee it.” Kari’s teasing fingers brushed his arm again. “Follow me, Pip.”

As Tallow stepped back and held the door for her, Kari strode inside and graced him with another warm smile. Trent glanced back at Bethany and Revca and nodded subtly to reassure them all was well. Bethany watched him with her lips pressed together.

And Revca watched him with an entirely too cautious frown.

As he stepped into the office of the Executor of the Primal Academy, the door thumped closed behind him. Kari bolted it. Trent was unsurprised to see this room took up the entire twentieth floor of the tower, other than the space reserved for the spiral stairway and door.

Inside, thick carpets covered the stone floor, likely to ease the chill in winter. A large four-post bed with unmade sheets and far too many pillows sat at the edge of the room, suggesting the executor’s office was also his bedroom. That was odd, but understandable.

A large oak desk that was covered in scrolls and books sat against another wall, along with a pulled out chair. That must be the executor’s desk. A number of glistening trinkets that wouldn’t have looked out of place in the Enchanter’s workshop sat upon it.

Several more tables and chairs that were likely used for reading or lounging about were scattered around the room. There were also multiple shelves filled with more books than Trent had seen anywhere save the royal library of Whitebridge... which he’d only seen once.

A large picture window overlooked the countryside beyond the Primal Academy’s tall walls. The view over the walls was breathtaking, a sea of green, brown, and blue that stretched to the horizon. The Cridor Republic certainly was a pretty nation-state.

As Tallow walked over to the large desk, Kari strolled further into the office and snatched a chair from beneath the round table. She spun it so the backrest was facing forward, then spread her legs and thumped down onto it. Trent almost got a look up her skirt before she positioned herself so she sat in profile.

She was teasing him! With a coy smile, Kari rested her arms on the backrest, which had the side effect of mashing her breasts against the wood. The sight of her all but straddling the chair with her shapely thighs with her breasts resting on its backrest was... distracting.

Tallow turned when he reached his big oak desk. In a move that was far less formal than Trent expected, the man sat down on the edge of his desk and leaned back against it. He crossed his arms over his white robe and eyed Trent with barely concealed impatience.

“So, who are you really?”

Trent glanced again at Kari, who was now watching him with fresh interest, and then back at Executor Tallow. “Sir, I’m Pip⁠—”

“You’re not. You do seem to be a kestrel, however, and you match the description I was given. I also know of no way you could activate the portal beneath the academy unless someone had given you its runic confluence.”

“Runic... what?”

Kari piped up. “Those white runes you light on that big stone disc, darlin’. Any combination of four can take you somewhere. We’re private, here. No need to play dumb.”

Trent decided not to admit that he actually hadn’t known that. “You said someone left my description with you. To whom are you referring, Executor?”

“First, your real name. You’re asking me to trust a man who invaded my academy at a time when both my life and the security of everyone I protect is in jeopardy. I expect you to make the first move, son. I’m too old to dance around trust games.”

Trent could appreciate the man’s forthrightness, and if he couldn’t trust the executor of the Primal Academy, he was already in far too deep. “My real name is Trent Marston.”

Kari gasped and sat up in her chair. “Oh, I like that name much better.”

Trent offered her a warning glance. “Pip Kaldron is a good friend, and a good man.”

“Oh, I’m sure he is, hon. Still. You don’t look like a Pip.” Her smile grew. “You’re definitely more of a Trent... especially in the shoulders department.”

Tallow huffed and rubbed his temples. “Kari, can we dispense with the pleasantries?”

“I’m always pleasant, Tal. That’s why you love keepin’ me around!”

Tallow now looked even more exhausted, if that was possible. “I’m glad to see that you were able to escape Whitebridge, Sir Marston. Unfortunately, your princess isn’t here.”

Trent frowned. “What?”

Kari smiled brightly. “Oh, and he’s a knight too?”

Tallow continued as if he hadn’t heard Kari’s exclamation. “Initially, Princess Victoria accepted asylum inside these walls. I owed her mother a great deal, and I welcomed her to shelter here until this foul business with her father was concluded.”

“By foul business, you refer to her father’s attempt to assassinate her?”

“Yes, she told us all about that, and you.” Tallow eyed Trent curiously. “I will say, I was expecting you to come and ask about her before now. She implied that you would be arriving within two weeks. It’s been almost a month.”

Trent resisted the urge to feel guilty. “I was delayed, and initially, I didn’t even plan to rejoin her. At the time, I had no way to reach this academy without traveling across the sea. I feared that doing so could lead King Tallun’s bounty hunters in her direction.”

Kari nodded eagerly. “I bet it could have. Good thinking, hon.”

Tallow eyed him calmly. “And now? Where did you find the portal you connected to ours? Who taught you its runic confluence?”

Trent considered keeping that information to himself, but as Executor Tallow had said, they needed to trust each other. If he gave the executor a lie he could easily dismiss, the executor wouldn’t trust him. Trust was a bridge that was difficult to rebuild.

“The portal we used resides in an ancient monastery my wives and I discovered in the wilds of the Breckenrock, and the person who taught me to use it is, well...” Trent pondered how to explain. “A mage, I suppose. One like you. Except much older.”

“And the redheaded woman with you? Princess Victoria told me you would be traveling with a young woman with bright red hair, but she also said that woman would have blue eyes, not brown. Was she mistaken?”

Trent decided not to obfuscate, especially since Revca had made it clear she didn’t want anyone here to know she was a mage. “The woman of whom Princess Victoria spoke is another of her vassals. The woman standing outside is my wife.”

Kari sagged in her seat. “Aww, shucks.”

Trent was surprised by the change in her demeanor. “Is something wrong?”

“I was hoping you weren’t married, hon. Guess I won’t be able to get you drunk and take advantage after all.”

Trent’s calm expression cracked. Tallow’s scowl, at Kari, allowed him to gather his wits, and he focused very intently on the executor of the Primal Academy. He had far bigger concerns than Kari’s blatant offer to hop into his bed.

“You said Princess Victoria isn’t here. Why would she leave?”

“It’s them assassins, hon.” Kari frowned unhappily on her chair. “A little before the princess left, one nearly nicked her and the executor, but we’re pretty sure he was after her. That means King Tallun somehow learned she was here at our academy, and once he knew, well...” She gestured. “This all got real complicated.”

Trent scowled at Tallow. “You tossed her out?”

Tallow glowered as if genuinely offended. “I begged her to stay, Marston. Even if King Tallun knows she’s being sheltered here, he wouldn’t dare act openly against us. Yet no matter the arguments I made, she insisted on departing. She said, and I quote, ‘I’ve taken more than enough from you already, Executor. I won’t place you or yours in any further danger.’”

As he heard Victoria’s words from Tallow’s mouth, Trent inclined his head. “I’m sorry. I never should have spoken to you like that, and that does sound very much like the princess I know. But if she’s not here, can you tell me how to find her?”

“As I said, I don’t know where she is now. No one at the academy knows where she is. But I know you should start looking for her in Star’s Crossing.”

“And that’s... a town?”

“A large one. It’s not as big as your Whitebridge, but almost as old. With good horses, it’s a little over a day’s ride. Did you bring horses?”

“We didn’t have any.”

“Fine. We can lend you some horses.”

“That’s very generous. I would be in your debt, and we’ll take care of them.”

“You owe me no debt. I remain deeply in debt to Queen Agnes... and will remain so until her daughter is once again on her throne.” Tallow shrugged tiredly. “Sadly, as upset as I was when she left, I now suspect it was for the best. Our walls have ears... and knives.”

“You’re certain you have a traitor, then? Dalry’s spies are experts at information gathering, and they’re scattered across the realm. Could one of your serving staff have accidentally let slip that they saw a young blonde woman in the academy?”

“Our serving staff never leave the academy. This was not a case of loose lips or poor judgement. Someone informed King Tallun that Princess Victoria had sheltered here, and few knew that fact. This means I have a traitor in my inner circle, and possibly more than one.”

Kari thumped the back of her chair. “And when we find that two-faced son of a bitch, I’m going to jam my boot up their rear.”

Trent couldn’t hide his unease at Tallow’s reveal. “Is there a chance this traitor knows the princess departed to shelter in Star’s Crossing?”

“I know they know with a certainty. I received word from Star’s Crossing just yesterday. Someone hired a local mercenary group to abduct Princess Victoria from the tavern where she sheltered, and they knew exactly where to find her. I learned of the attack just in time.”

Fear and worry surged through Trent’s mind. “You stopped it?”

“I sent my best agent to stop it. Their letter arrived this morning, also by courier. It said only that their charge... your princess... was now safe, and that they were taking her deeper into the wilds of the republic to shelter her. Not even I know where Princess Victoria is now.”

“And who is this agent? A mage of your academy?”

“Someone I know to be absolutely above reproach, Sir Marston, and someone who also dearly values their privacy. To respect their wishes, and our agreement, that is all I will say. When you find them... and I do hope you find them... I will let them choose what to reveal.”

If traitors had infiltrated the mighty Primal Academy, Trent supposed, sending Victoria off into the wilderness with a powerful and trustworthy protector was likely the best way to keep her safe. The problem was, it would also hide her from him. He’d come too late.

So, where now? Perhaps, if he could learn who had betrayed the executor of the Primal Academy, he could interrogate that person and find out what they knew of the princess’s whereabouts. Trent pondered his options, then returned his attention to Tallow.

“You’ve really no way to ferret out your traitor?”

“Not yet. I’ve undertaken a few efforts I hope will eventually lead me to the culprit, but none offer any certainty. Worse, whoever betrayed us also admitted an assassin to the academy in a way none of us could detect. That man could not have infiltrated alone.”

“With respect, Executor, I infiltrated your academy without help.”

“You had the aid of a mage who knew we had a portal hidden in our cells and the runic confluence to access it. You had help. I must admit, I would like to know who that was.”

“And I would tell you if I could. Sadly, this mage... for now, let’s simply refer to them as a private benefactor of Princess Victoria... values their privacy as much as your trusted agent values theirs. I can assure you they bear neither you nor your academy any ill will.”

Tallow sagged against his desk. “I wish that were reassuring. We’ll put new guards on the portal, of course, and fortifications. You will not find it unguarded again. If you do find the need to use it, be ready to be intercepted on the other side. Peacefully, I hope.”

“Of course. We’ll take your generous offer of horses and travel to Star’s Crossing. Even if the princess has long left, perhaps I can pick up her trail.”

Kari walked over and rubbed his arm. “Aww. Don’t you look so down, hon.”

“I’m not down, Kari. It’s a comfort to know Princess Victoria is safe.”

“Well, of course she’s safe. Better yet, I’m going to lead you right to her.”

Trent didn’t bother to hide his surprise. “Tallow just said you didn’t know where she was.”

“He said he didn’t.” With a coy smile, Kari raised one hand to reveal a fine golden ring that wrapped around her index finger. “I do. This ring won’t lead us to your princess, but it will lead us to her mysterious protector. All we need to do is follow the ring’s pull.”

Now, Trent knew why Kari had been acting so friendly. He looked between her and Executor Tallow. “Mistress Karissa is coming with us?”

She patted his arm. “Unless you know how to channel life ether.”

“Is that required to use the ring?”

“At this academy, hon, channeling ether is involved in every little trinket we have. So, unless your lovely little wife is a mage like me, you’ll need me to activate the ring and reunite you with your princess.” Kari clucked her tongue. “Though, I will say, a trip into the wilderness together was going to be a lot more fun when I thought you weren’t married.”

Executor Tallow sighed. He looked like a man whose life was filled with heavy sighs. “Mistress Karissa is the only person who can help you find your princess, Sir Marston, and she’s one of the few I can trust to do it. I can’t force you to accept her company, but I don’t know how you’d find Princess Victoria without her. My agent will keep her well hidden.”

Trent couldn’t find a reason not to ask Kari to come with them. A woman who could use magic to heal any injuries they suffered would be welcome, and if Executor Tallow trusted her this deeply, it was unlikely Kari was the traitor in Tallow’s inner circle. Even so, Trent hoped she was going to switch to trousers before she hopped on a horse beside him.

Otherwise, he wasn’t sure even her stretchy skirt would survive the journey.


Chapter Six




With the bright sun sitting in the sky just past midday, they set out from the huge front gates of the Primal Academy. Trent, Bethany, and Revca rode on fine brown geldings, while Kari rode a pale mare Trent suspected was her personal mount. The mare obviously liked her.

Ruby was now back in her sheathe, along with the rest of Trent’s many weapons. She would ride there until they no longer had a life mage of the Primal Academy watching their every move. While Ruby had assured him, over their mental bond, that she didn’t mind remaining in her sword form, he still regretted the necessity of keeping her hidden.

Now that he knew the Primal Academy had at least one traitor, he didn’t want them knowing about his mageblade’s abilities. In particular, he didn’t want King Tallun to know about Ruby... at least not until Trent jammed her silver length directly through his traitorous throat.

Revca wasn’t a trained rider, but she could keep a saddle. So, Trent tied the lead of her gelding to the back of his. With untrained horses that could cause problems, but Kari assured him the academy’s horses were well trained. That became more obvious as they rode.

With Kari’s pale mare in the lead, they descended a wide road with many switchbacks. The Primal Academy was built atop a towering plateau that loomed over the surrounding countryside. That suggested the bowels of the academy ran deep.

The view off the sheer side of the switchbacks leading down from the plateau was impressive and a bit frightening, but the academy’s trained horses knew it well. They confidently descended without balking. The confidence of the horses bolstered Trent’s own.

No one spoke as they worked their way down the slope leading to the bountiful land surrounding the Primal Academy. From up here he could see to the horizon in all directions, and it was an impressive sight. A tower of rock was visible far to the north, similar to the one he’d followed to the kalor crystal cave in the Breckenrock. This land looked soft and safe.

The air was just the right amount of warm, the fields that stretched out below the academy were bright and green, and even the trees nestled in small copses or gathered in shallow forests looked absolutely thrilled to grow here. Trent wasn’t jealous. He loved the wilderness around Kallowhorn. Still, he would love to hunt in this bountiful land.

The wilderness around Kallowhorn held a bounty of its own, but the fields still hovered on the edge of a magical wasteland filled with horrors even mages feared to brace. The wilderness beneath the Kelarin mountains in Dalry had a quiet beauty that nonetheless seemed very plain compared to the bounty of the Cridor Republic. At least this would be a pleasant ride.

Once they’d descended the sloping path and were riding on a well-kept road on level ground, Kari dropped from the lead to ride at his side. He found her choice to drop back curious, and he wondered if she was worried about upsetting him by taking the lead. He would be happy to have her lead the way to Star’s Crossing, but she didn’t know that.

Bethany, by long agreement, rode confidently off his right flank. She rode close enough that he could speak to her without shouting, but far enough away that she could take her gelding in any direction to meet a threat. The arrows she’d brought from Kallowhorn clattered quietly in the quiver on her back, and she rested her short bow across her lap.

As Kari slowed her pale mare’s trot to ride almost directly to his left, Trent’s gelding snorted a greeting. Trent kept his gaze on the road, but he could sense Kari’s keen blue eyes watching him hopefully. Instead of glancing at her, he simply spoke.

“Is something amiss, Mistress?”

“Hon, you’re wound up tighter than a snake in a rain barrel. Sag those shoulders a bit. Nobody in the inner circle knows you came to visit, and since we know the traitor is in the inner circle, they don’t know about you and your lovely friends.”

Trent kept his eyes on the road. “I’m not tense, just focused on our journey.”

“So, you’re pensive?”

“Perhaps?”

Kari laughed softly. “You’ve been on the run a good while, haven’t ya’? Is this the first time you’ve been able to just take a ride without the law huntin’ ya?”

“It’s been an eventful few weeks.”

“It must have been! I only know what Tal told me, and he only knows what your princess told him, but I can’t imagine having to run away from your own army and endure all those nasty rumors about you is pleasant. Doubt anyone here has heard them, though.”

Trent finally glanced at her to find her eying him with a mischievous smile. “When you came to retrieve me from my cell, you asked me if Princess Victoria had chosen her husband yet. You knew she hadn’t, and moreover, that she was on the run. So, why the deception?”

“You sore about that?”

“Just curious.”

“Tal asked me to feel you out, and not in the fun way.” Kari relaxed in her saddle and looked ahead. “We was expecting a kestrel from Dalry to show up and ask about the princess, but I’m given to understand your king has more than one. Most of them are not so keen on protecting the princess as you. So, Tal asked me to look into your story first.”

“Look into it how? With magic?”

“Sort of. I can’t see inside your mind. Not your thoughts. But I can tell when a person’s trying to get one over on me, and you were telling the truth about not wanting to harm Tal... while also lying about your name. That’s just what the kestrel who your princess told us to wait for was likely to do.”

“So, you can tell when a person is lying simply by looking at them?”

“Sometimes. People have tells. But what I look for is the pounding of their heart and the tension in their neck. You spend enough time with life spell forms, you start to understand bodies a whole lot better. When it comes to sniffin’ out liars, I ain’t perfect, but I’m close.”

“And would you have taken me to your executor had you believed me to be lying?”

“Oh no, hon. I’d have scoured you instead.”

A chill gripped Trent. “And... what’s a scour?”

“Somethin’ I hope you never have to experience.” Kari shrugged as her smile returned. “But if you’re lookin’ for an apology, you’ll be waitin’ a long time. Anyone who comes after Tal has to go through me. When you come at me and mine, I’m a shade meaner than I look.”

Bethany spoke up from Trent’s other side. “It seems we have a bit in common.”

Kari eyed Bethany in amusement from across Trent. “You here protectin’ this man?”

“With my life, if necessary.”

“Good. That’s good.” Kari nodded respectfully. “Gotta’ say, of all the martial folks I’d prefer not to tangle with in a fight, archers are on the top of my list.”

Bethany led her gelding a bit closer to Trent. “Really? Not knights? Or pikemen?”

“Oh no, hon. You ever heard of a life spell form called weaken limbs?”

Revca spoke up from where she rode on the gelding following Trent. “I have.”

Now, Kari craned her neck in her saddle and eyed Revca curiously. “And how did you hear about that particular spell form, Miss Marston? You a mage as well?”

Before Trent could caution Revca, she calmly answered Kari’s question. “Nature.”

“Well, I’ll be hog-tied! If Tal trusted you enough to lend you this ring, you folks wouldn’t have needed me after all. Still, it feels good to be out of that stuffy old academy.” Kari’s smile turned to Trent again. “I appreciate you all letting an old mare like me tag along.”

Revca spoke up again, though likely to correct Kari rather than comfort her. “You’re not old.”

“Oh, I am by academy standards. Most women in their late twenties would have bonded years ago, but I’ve slipped that noose more times than I could count. Wasn’t easy.”

Trent glanced back at Revca in warning. Her brown eyes held his stubbornly. Earlier, she had asked him not to tell anyone she was a mage, and now, she had revealed that fact to Kari without a fight. He would need to ask her why later tonight.

For now, however, he pretended as if he’d expected this all along. He turned his attention to Kari again. “What does this spell do?”

Revca piped up from behind him again. “Spell form, husband. As I keep reminding you.”

She sounded more than a bit vexed that he’d once again ignored the lessons she futilely attempted to drill into him. Trent couldn’t blame her. Since he understood mages to cast by moving their limbs, the “form” was how they moved.

“Sorry. Kari, what does this weaken limbs spell form do?”

“Oh, it shuts the whole body down. It’s only got a reach of about fifteen paces, centered on me, but anyone who gets inside that circle while I’m channeling ain’t gonna’ move for long. Anyone who tries to run up and poke me just falls flat on their face.”

“But not an archer.” Bethany sounded very pleased now. “Because they’ll put two arrows through your head from the forest before you even know they’ve drawn their bow.”

“I’ve known a few who could do that in the dead of night. So, I have to say I feel a whole lot safer with you along, Miss Bethany.”

“I appreciate that. But what do you mean by slipping a noose?”

Kari guided her gelding closer and again and smiled at Trent. “You never talked about bonding with Miss Marston? How mages bond?”

“I am not Miss Marston.” Revca sounded increasingly irritable. “You will refer to me as Revca, or you will not speak to me at all.”

“Sure thing, hon.” Kari eyed her in curiosity. “Given you married a man who’s not a mage⁠—”

“He is.”

Again, Trent hid his wince. He resisted the urge to glance back at Revca again to caution her. He suspected, in Revca’s mind, she was defending him from Kari calling him weak, but she was also revealing information he would prefer to keep to himself.

Hopefully, she wouldn’t blurt out that the sword in his sheathe was also a woman.

Now Kari watched him like he was a fine jewel... and one she was going to covet more with each step of their horses. “Well, isn’t that interestin’! So, you’re not just an elite scout and hunter, and you’re not just Princess Victoria’s knight. You’re a mage, too.”

“To the best of my knowledge, I have magical potential. It’s not the same.”

“Potentials? Is that what they call those who can touch the Firmament in Dalry?”

“I can’t touch the Firmament.”

“You can’t touch it yet, husband.” Once again, Revca’s attempt to either comfort or defend him continued to give yet more away. “With my tutelage, you will.”

Kari settled back in her saddle and eyed Trent with obvious sympathy. “So, if you can’t touch the Firmament, you don’t know your affinity, then?”

Trent glanced at her with fresh curiosity. “What’s an affinity?”

Kari looked between him and Revca again. “You two just gettin’ started?”

“We are. I was only able to begin teaching him a few days ago. We won’t know his affinity until he reaches into the Firmament for the first time and draws ether.”

“Odd that he never learned before now. I reckon you don’t have life mages searching for people who can draw ether out in the wilds of Dalry?”

“It seems not.” Trent held Kari’s curious gaze. “Now, what’s an affinity?”

“It’s the type of ether you can pull out of the Firmament, hon. For life mages like me, it’s life ether, and for Revca⁠—”

“Nature ether.” Revca eyed them both calmly. “I’ve never channeled life ether.”

Her omission caught Trent’s attention. When he had led Revca, Bethany, and Ruby through the forest of twisted shadow people in the Breckenrock, Revca had summoned fire to defend them. Yet now, she was claiming she could only use nature spell forms. Why?

That was another question he’d ask her once they were alone. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Kari, exactly, but he would be shocked if she didn’t report everything she learned about them to her Executor and the Primal Academy. Revca had already offered far too much information, especially since Kari had just revealed she could tell if any of them were lying.

Kari smiled over her shoulder at Revca. “I gotta’ say, I envy you even more now.”

“Envy how?”

“You got to choose and marry a man for love, not the type of ether he could channel.”

Bethany eased her gelding closer to Trent’s other side, but her curious gaze remained locked on Kari. “Mages can’t choose their spouses?”

“Well, we can, but we’re expected to choose one matching our affinity.” Kari stroked her mare’s neck. “See, when mages bond, it ain’t just our hearts we join. We join our minds too, and our dreams, and most importantly, we gain the ability to send ether to each other.”

Trent now understood. “So, if you bond a mage who draws a different type of ether than you, you can’t channel it into spell forms?”

“That’s right, hon. The reason mages bond is to make us even harder to stop in battle. One draws, one channels, and we can strategize in our minds quicker than you can blink.”

Bethany smiled her predator’s smile. “That sounds dangerous. And useful.”

“Oh, I suppose. Anyway, most every mage finds and bonds another mage before they graduate from their academy. They always choose one with the same affinity.”

“But you haven’t.” Bethany was looking more curious by the second. “Because you wished to choose a man for love, rather than the type of ether he plucks from the Firmament.”

“Sounds real silly when you say it like that.”

“I don’t think that’s silly at all. Your choice of whom you marry should be yours and no one else’s. You were right to wait.”

“That’s a sweet thought, hon, but that’s just not how it is for those of us who live at the academies. Some day, no matter how many times I slip that noose, I’ll have to settle for a life mage, even if he doesn’t do more for me than an old boot. But... I ain’t keen to settle just yet.”

Trent now empathized with Kari. He knew life mages to be among the rarest of mages in the realm, and now that he knew life mages could only marry other life mages, he also knew how few options that must leave them. Society expected them to bond with each other.

Kari brightened visibly. “Anyway! Didn’t mean to burden ya’ll with the worries of an old nag.” She glanced at Bethany again. “How about you, hon? You’re a real pretty flower, and dangerous with a bow. Got anyone special waiting for you back in Dalry?”

Trent tensed in his saddle as he wondered how Bethany would answer. They had agreed not to confuse the mages of the Primal Academy with the specific customs of their Windborne tribe. Fortunately, unlike Revca, Bethany was far more experienced at subterfuge... even when the person she was speaking to could magically tell if she was lying.

“I do. There’s a man from back home who owns my heart. He’s brave, he’s clever, he’s strong, and most importantly, every time he looks at me, I want him to tear my clothes off.”

Trent was intensely turned on right now. If only he could find an excuse to sneak off into the woods with Bethany so he could pull her trousers down around her ankles, bend her over, and try again to put a baby inside her.

Kari shuddered on his other side. “Oh, hon. Now, I envy you. So much.”

Bethany smiled triumphantly. “Thank you. Still, who knows? Perhaps, one day, you’ll encounter a man who makes your heart flutter as my man quickens mine.”

Kari wistfully looked ahead. “It’s a wonderful dream. But, right now, I’d settle for a man with broad shoulders and muscles like your Trent here.”

Revca cleared her throat. “You’re speaking about my husband.”

“And you caught yourself a good one. Don’t you worry, hon. I’d never touch another woman’s man. Also, while I ain’t the baby-making type, when you’re ready to make one with him, I’d be happy to deliver it for you.”

This conversation was rapidly headed to a place that Trent wasn’t sure they could come back from. Fortunately for everyone, and especially for Trent’s increasingly tense nerves, Revca seemed content to let their conversation settle with that. Kari finally did as well.

While they made more small talk as they rode, it soon became clear to everyone that they weren’t going to learn much new about each other. They settled in respectful silence and simply enjoyed the ride. Trent appreciated that Kari could ride in silence.

The land through which they rode on their first day after leaving the Primal Academy was among the most pleasant through which Trent had ever ridden. While staying the night at the academy had been tempting, Trent had wanted to get underway at once despite the day being half over. He had left his princess without her knight for more than long enough.

Still, there was no way they could make it all the way to Star’s Crossing before night fell. It was, as Executor Tallow had said, a full day’s ride. While Trent was tempted to push on into the darkness, that would only leave him and everyone he protected tired when they finally arrived at Star’s Crossing.

As they rode, he mentally spoke with Ruby, describing the pleasant countryside to her. Even if she couldn’t see it, he wanted her to at least experience it through his words and thoughts. The warm way she responded assured him she appreciated his consideration.

Reluctantly, he called a halt as dusk gathered in a foreign land that was both level and warm. After a ride of barely five hours, Trent chose a level clearing well off the road that remained in sight of it. He found a stone fire ring and well-used fire pit waiting for them, which told him travelers camped often in this clearing.

There were no travelers camping here today. Under other circumstances Trent would not have minded company, but now that he knew King Tallun knew Princess Victoria had fled to the Cridor Republic, it was possible the king’s spies could already be spreading through the republic looking for her. Spies could look like anyone.

Fortunately, tonight, the only possible spy he had to worry about was Kari.


Chapter Seven




Trent knew how to ride a horse—he’d learned when he was young and trained many days at the Vespers—but that didn’t mean he was used to it. His legs still ached at the end of a long day of travel, but rather than the twitches and pains of a day on his feet, a pain to which he was accustomed, his thighs and rear instead pulsed with the pounding of his saddle.

He wasn’t quite bowlegged as he set up camp, but he felt like it. Bethany seemed fine—she did do a lot more riding than him—but Revca, the poor woman, could barely walk after they finished the day’s ride. Trent had led her horse the entire day. While she hadn’t fallen off, she’d clutched the saddle horn so tightly her hands must be cramped.

He still needed to caution her to be less open to strangers who asked questions, even if those strangers were as friendly as Kari. Still, now was not the time to speak to her about that. She was obviously in a great deal of pain from riding. She looked ready to snap at any moment.

As for the Primal Academy’s flirty blonde life mage, it was obvious as she slid off her mare at the end of the day’s journey that she was an experienced rider. She hopped off her horse as if riding through the wilderness for five hours was a pleasant stroll. She then immediately set to brushing down her mare and massaging its tired muscles.

The mare snorted and nuzzled Kari often. They had a visibly strong bond, and that was another reason he wanted to trust her. Kari treated her steed like family. While that didn’t mean she wasn’t a traitor, it suggested she at least understood loyalty.

She had also, Trent had noted with a mixture of relief and disappointment, switched to fine leather riding pants. That hadn’t stopped him from thinking about her impossibly stretchy skirt, but at least she was dressed for travel now. Though, as she doffed her cloak, he noted she still wore her green button-down shirt. It was as tight as her new leather riding pants.

That fine shirt was more appropriate for a noble supper than a journey across the realm, but Trent couldn’t fault her for her manner of dress. She was simply going to come with them to Star’s Crossing, and from there, to wherever Tallow’s agent was keeping Princess Victoria hidden. With luck, finding Victoria would only take a few days, and then they’d leave.

Despite her protests, Trent helped Revca limp to a cushion by the fire ring. Then, he helped her sit and brought her a canteen so she could drink. When she complained that she wasn’t doing her part to set up camp, he quietly asked her to covertly keep an eye on Kari.

He was relieved when Revca took that task to heart. It would both occupy her and allow her to recover after what must be her first day of hard riding in what could be years. The fact that Revca accepted both his help and his request without complaint was another sign of how far they had come since she tried to stab him to death in the kalor crystal cave.

Working as a team, he and Bethany watered, rubbed down, and then hobbled the fine horses they’d been gifted from the Primal Academy and left them to graze. Trent doubted any of them would run off in the night, given how well they’d been trained, but he felt responsible for these horses. They were a loan, not a gift, and he didn’t want any of them to get lost.

He and Bethany pitched two tents, one for him and Revca and one for her. He hated the idea of sleeping away from Bethany, but Kari’s presence made that a necessity if they were going to keep up their ruse. He wouldn’t have wanted to claim Bethany with Kari sleeping right next to them, regardless, but he would miss wrapping her up in his arms.

Kari pitched her own shelter, a small, practical tent that would have been more appropriate for a soldier than a mage. After they’d all set up their shelters, they settled in for supper. Bethany cooked, which Trent always appreciated.

Once they were finally settled down with bowls of fresh bread and rewarmed meat soup, Kari settled beside Revca and eyed Trent hopefully from across the fire. “So?”

Trent finished his bite before he took the bait. “So?”

“What do you think of our republic? You’ve now had half a day to appreciate it, and you’ve never visited before, have you? So, what do you think of the old girl?”

Bethany bumped his shoulder with hers. “It’s very pretty country.”

Trent nodded agreeably. “It is pretty. Are you allowed to hunt it freely?”

“Most if it. There’s portions reserved for some noble types, but there’s so much land in the republic that even the gluttons can’t gobble it all up. Most everyone can live off the land with only a small tax to whatever town they call home. Plenty for everyone in our lands.”

“That sounds wonderful.” Trent had certainly never experienced that sort of bounty in Dalry, at least not beyond the borders of his home in Kallowhorn. “So, what sort of reception can we expect in Star’s Crossing?”

Kari smiled ruefully across her soup. “The moment I try to lead us into small talk, you bolt right back to your mission. You sure are determined to find your princess.”

“She’s been on her own long enough.”

“But she’s not alone, remember? Tal’s agent is with her.”

“An agent who I still know absolutely nothing about, other than they are somehow connected to the ring you showed me in the executor’s office.”

“It is a bit of a mystery. One I’m keen to solve. But if it’s Tal, you don’t need to worry.”

“If you don’t know who this mage is, how will you recognize them?”

“Ask me again if we have to split up. For now, just know I can do it.”

Trent grudgingly relented. “I’ve every confidence in the executor’s choice of protector. Still, I should be the blade at her side. I’m her kestrel.”

“You sure seem to be. Though, I’ve been meaning to ask you something since we met. Do all you Dalry folk talk like this?”

Trent frowned. “Like... what?”

“All right and proper. You a noble, Trent? You don’t look like one.”

Trent considered what seemed to be her genuine question for a moment, then shrugged. “I suppose it’s about managing expectations.”

Kari leaned forward in obvious curiosity. “Whose?”

Bethany scoffed. “Wallers.”

“Wallers? What are those?”

Trent considered how best to explain the specifics of Dalry society to a woman from the republic. “In Dalry, many of the horrors of the mage wars still roam freely across the realm. So, most grew up inside the walls of fortified cities like Whitebridge.”

When Bethany chimed in, she couldn’t hide the anger in her tone. “And most of those consider those who live outside our cities to be little more than ignorant savages. Outwallers.”

“That’s what they call you and Trent?”

“It is, though we’ve since seized the title for ourselves.”

Kari nodded approvingly. “Good for you.”

“I’ve always thought so. But, the common belief of many wallers that we are savages is why Trent, I, and others among our tribe learned to speak, as you’ve pointed out, right and proper. That way, the wallers in Whitebridge can’t hold our manner of speech against us.”

Kari smiled a quiet challenge. “You sayin’ I speak like a savage?”

“Not at all.” Bethany watched Kari with obvious respect. “You speak like an honest woman I’d be happy to hunt or build a fire beside, unlike most of the ignorant nobles in Whitebridge. Your choice to help us find Victoria was also noble.”

Kari’s smile turned warm again. “That’s kind, hon. Thank you.”

“Still, you live in a land where you’re judged by your character rather than your place of birth. Speaking formally, well...” Bethany shrugged. “It’s how we learned.”

“I can see that, ‘specially if you’re dealing with people focused on how you speak instead of how you act. Had some of the same dirt tossed at me at the academy, just ‘cause I came up from the west. Even knowing I could channel life ether didn’t shut some people up.”

Revca peered at Kari curiously. “If you believed others would judge you based on your manner of speech, why not learn to speak like they expect?”

“Because that means they get to choose how I talk.” Kari pushed out her chest, which, in that tight shirt, again threatened to hold Trent’s attention. “I speak like I speak, and ain’t no one gonna’ tell me how to do otherwise. Least not without a broken nose.”

Trent was liking Kari more with each moment he spent with her. “Well, for what it’s worth, I never once thought any less of you based on how you speak.”

“Too busy lookin’ at my boobs, then?”

Trent’s response caught in his throat. Revca gawked at Kari, but Bethany, to all their surprise, laughed merrily. She bumped Trent’s shoulder and leaned forward with a grin.

“You have a truly incredible pair. In that respect, I envy you.”

Now, Kari let out a cackle that would travel to the road. “Oh hells, Bethany. When we get to Star’s Crossing, you and I need to grab a good stiff drink. You can tell me all the best stories about this man from home. The one who makes you want to tear your clothes off.”

“I just might, if you buy me a few drinks. But while we travel, call me Beth.”

“I’d like that. And you call me Kari.”

“Not Mistress Karissa?”

“Not unless that puts a tingle in ya’.”

Trent resisted the urge to rub his jaw. “We should consider turning in for the night. It’s past dark, and it’s getting a bit late. I want to start shortly before sunrise tomorrow.”

Bethany patted his shoulder. “You’re right. You should definitely get some sleep... Trent.” Since they were still hiding the specifics of how their tribe worked from Kari, she purposely avoided how she normally referred to him. “I’ll take first watch.”

Revca spoke up immediately. “I will take third watch. The second is absolutely dreadful.”

Kari eyed them all curiously. “No need for watches out here. The king’s constables keep the roads clear, and I know a few tricks to wake up if anyone wanders close. If you want to post watches, you can, but I’ll come awake if anyone steps within fifty paces of our camp.”

Revca leaned forward in rapt curiosity. “Another spell form?”

“That’s right, hon. One advantage of ten years slipping that noose is I’ve had plenty of time to study advanced life spell forms. Sheltered sleep with ensure the approach of anyone not close when I fall asleep will wake me at once. They come toward our camp, I’ll call an alarm.”

Bethany nodded. “I think we’d all appreciate a good sleep. Still, I’m not tired, and I’d love to hear more about your life at the academy... at least what you can share... before we bed down. It’s all so fascinating.” Bethany eyed him meaningfully. “Trent? Would it make you more comfortable if you scouted around before we settle in for the night?”

Trent’s love for Bethany flooded his heart. She was giving him a chance to summon and speak with Ruby in the wilderness by keeping Kari engaged in conversation and at their camp. His birth wife remained impossibly clever.

“If we’re to trust to a spell form tonight, I would feel better.” Trent rose and glanced apologetically at Kari. “I don’t doubt your abilities, but I’ll sleep better knowing we’re alone out here.”

“No offense taken, hon. You run right along and have a last look around.”

Trent glanced at Revca. “Care to join me for a stroll in the moonlight, darling?”

Revca eyed him in surprise. “My legs are still rather sore from riding.”

Kari glanced at her with fresh empathy. “I can help with that. Want me to put some life ether in ‘em? A massage is good, but a massage with life ether will leave you sleeping like a lamb. Give me five minutes to rub you down, and you’ll be ready to sprint through the trees.”

The thought of Kari’s calloused hands confidently working their way up and down Revca’s bare legs, as the two of them alternated between staring into each other’s eyes and looking into his, certainly caused a tingle inside Trent. He rapidly pushed that from his mind.

“If you don’t get up and walk now, you’ll be even more stiff in the morning.”

Revca pushed to her feet. When she took her first step, she winced. Yet she soldiered on without complaint, then walked around Kari to join him for a stroll she obviously very much wished not to take. Once again, Trent marveled at how far they’d come.

He hurried around Kari to steady Revca. He was relieved when, rather than pulling away, she eagerly relaxed against him. As he slipped his arm around her waist to steady her, he found himself touching the hint of bare midriff left by her tunic. She didn’t seem to mind.

As he steadied her with his arm around her waist, Revca clung to him with one arm and used the other for balance. Her red hair tickled his skin as the wind toyed with it. Together, they limped off in the direction of the tree line. The light of their fire faded to the light of the moon.

Initially, Trent had not planned to keep Ruby in her sword form as they searched for Victoria. He also hadn’t planned for them to be accompanied by a Primal Academy mage. He and his wives had mutually decided that they couldn’t let Kari, or anyone at the Primal Academy, know about Ruby. They had no idea how the mages would react to a mageblade.

Princess Victoria had revealed everything about her father’s attempt to assassinate her and about her knight, Sir Marston, to Executor Tallow, but she had not revealed any details about Ruby other than her appearance. Trent doubted that omission was accidental. If Victoria hadn’t mentioned that the ornate silver rapier she’d given her knight could also turn into a woman strong enough to break iron manacles, Trent wouldn’t either.

Mages were curious creatures, and a woman who could turn into a sword would leave the mages of the Primal Academy impossibly curious. It was tempting to resent Kari for forcing Ruby to hide in her sword form for what might be days, but at least she seemed genuine in her desire to help them find Princess Victoria. Trent couldn’t help but appreciate that.

Still, he wanted to find somewhere absolutely isolated before he risked summoning Ruby. He was more than far enough away to speak to Revca, though. Yet Revca didn’t speak. It seemed, regarding the missteps Revca had taken today, he would have to speak bluntly.

“In the future, it would be better if you didn’t introduce yourself as a child of Belgor.”

“I know, husband. In the heat of the moment, I dared think that the prejudice against my people did not extend to the republic. I will not make that mistake again.”

“Thank you. And... I’m sorry. Also, I thought we agreed not to tell anyone at the academy you were a mage.”

“That was before they sent one of their mages to keep an eye on us. Do not forget that I swore to protect you. I cannot do that if I cannot use my spell forms in combat.”

Trent nodded thoughtfully. “Not to mention Kari has already revealed she can tell when we lie. That’s going to be rather inconvenient, especially when we need to lie to her.”

“I do not believe her to be our enemy. Yet once I knew Mistress Karissa would be traveling with us to find your princess, I could not ride with my hands tied behind my back. So, I revealed my ability to channel nature ether... and only nature ether.”

“You can call her Kari. Everyone else is.”

“I would prefer to use her title. A mage of her skill should be referred to by her title, even if she insists otherwise. It is important to show one’s elders proper respect.”

Trent wondered if her father had taught her that. “But unlike other mages who can use spell forms and nature ether, you can also channel flames. Is that uncommon among mages?”

As they walked together into the darkened woods, Revca remained silent for longer than Trent expected. He didn’t push her to answer his question despite his curiosity. He didn’t want her oath to influence whether she revealed this secret to him.

Revca glanced at him uncertainly. “Most cannot. In fact, none of Belgor’s children... at least those with whom I grew up... could channel more than one type of ether. We had affinities in our tribe ranging from conflagration to frost, but only one affinity per person.”

“Save for you. So, can you channel just flame ether and nature ether, or more?”

“I do not know if I can channel other types of ether. But I can see them all.”

Trent stared in surprise. “All types of ether, you mean?”

“I would ask that you not reveal that to others.”

“Never without your permission.”

She relaxed in the support of his arm. “Thank you.”

“But may I ask why you’d wish to keep your abilities a secret? It seems like most mages would be overjoyed to learn what you can do.”

“I only know it would draw attention. My father...” Her breath hitched before she continued. “My father made it very clear that I should not reveal my abilities to others.”

“Even in your own tribe?”

“They knew. We hid nothing from each other. But we hid everything from outsiders.”

Trent considered what she’d just revealed as they moved deep into the woods. He also understood, just a bit better, why the Enchanter had been so eager to seize Revca as his new body... which he would never have stopped without Belgor’s warning.

Finally, he knew what else this meant. “Yet you shared your secret with me. Thank you, Revca. Your trust means a great deal to me. I’ll keep your secret safe.”

“I’m your wife now, husband. I will never keep secrets from you.” Revca looked up at him as they strode through the woods. “I doubted your character once. I will never doubt it again.”

Trent was genuinely touched by her words. Yet when she purposefully eased away, he worried he’d upset her. To his surprise, her faint smile assured him he had not.

“Do you have any other suggestions you wish to offer me in private?”

“No. I just wanted to caution you about casually mentioning Belgor.”

“I will not. Now, I am going to head back to our camp. Given how my legs ache, I believe I may accept that massage from Mistress Karissa... with your permission.”

Trent eyed her in surprise. “You don’t need my permission to get a massage.”

“No one will ever put their hands on me without your permission. I may not be your wife in the same way as Bethany and Ruby, but I am still your wife. I wish to honor you as a wife should honor her husband.”

Now, Trent was even more surprised... and touched. “That’s not a worry I have. Thank you for asking, but if Kari can do anything to make you more comfortable, I want that.”

“Then we will hope she is as talented with massage and life ether as she claims.” As Revca inclined her head, her lovely red hair rolled across her equally lovely shoulders. “Please let Ruby know that I miss our talks. And, if you pleasure her out here, try to keep her quiet.”

Trent grinned. “I didn’t sneak out here to fuck her, Revca.”

A bright blush colored Revca’s cheeks. “Well... perhaps you should. She, unlike us, has not been able to enjoy your company since we left the academy. She must miss your touch.”

Before Trent could say anything to that, she turned and hobbled back toward the camp.

Bemused, he stared after her. He dearly wished he could offer Revca more than an alliance, especially now that she’d been so clear that she intended to honor their marriage as firmly as if they slept together every night. She was a good, brave, and clever woman.

Her loyalty only left him all the more determined to ensure Belgor allowed her to abandon her oath to be with him, and make her own choice, as soon as that was possible.


Chapter Eight




Once he parted from Revca, Trent strode into the pleasant forested country of the Cridor Republic until he found an isolated copse of trees atop a shallow hill with a good view of his surroundings. No one was in sight, and a moment to listen for sounds and watch for movement yielded neither. No one would observe him up here.

Trent pulled Ruby from his sheathe and extended his arm with her silver tip facing west. Then, he quietly spoke the incantation to change her form.

“Ruby, return.”

The weight of her fine blade vanished from his hand, and then a burst of red rose petals swirled not far away. It was brighter than he liked in the dark night, but the trees should still hide it from anyone not directly observing this hill. As Trent rose, Ruby returned to the world.

She ran over and threw her arms around him.

Trent barely kept his balance as he caught her with a grin. “You⁠—”

Her warm lips mashed against his as she kissed him desperately, and as he felt the strength of her ardor, he felt his own resolve crumbling in the face of her affections. It wouldn’t be so hard to keep her quiet, would it? She was getting better at keeping the noise down.

He had told Revca the truth. He had brought Ruby all the way out here to allow her a moment out of her sword form and to check on her, not to fuck her so hard she could barely walk afterward. But if she kept kissing him like this, well... events would take their course.

Finally, as she relented, Trent gasped for breath. Ruby smiled brilliantly as she stared into his eyes. Then, she spoke softly in the night.

“I love this, Master.”

He stroked her cheek. “I’m sorry you had to stay in your blade form all day.”

“I mean that I love traveling the republic with you and my sister wives. This country is just as beautiful as you described it, but the descriptions you provided during our travels were even more wonderful. You had no reason to describe this land while you rode, yet you did.”

“Ruby, there’s very little I wouldn’t do for you.”

She hugged him happily and just a bit tighter than was comfortable. He could feel his ribcage compressing. Even so, he didn’t complain. He was just glad to see her this happy after being stuck as a sword for over twenty-four hours.

Finally, she eased away and stared into his eyes. “What do you wish of me tonight?”

“Just to give you a moment to breathe fresh air. I’m not sure how long it will take us to find the princess, and I’m not sure how often I’ll be able to sneak away and allow you to stretch your legs while we have our escort. Will you be all right as a sword?”

“Do not worry about me. Resting in your sheathe is as comfortable as relaxing in a soft hammock. Your thoughts keep me entertained, and when we aren’t speaking in our minds, I can sleep peacefully. So, having you carry me everywhere is like a vacation.”

That eased Trent’s mind. “Even so, I’d enjoy our vacation more with you at my side. We’ll come back to the republic one day and travel it together. We’ve yet to enjoy our date.”

She rested her head against his chest. “Where would you take me?”

“On... our date?”

“Yes. Pretend we did not have the company of a Primal Academy life mage, and that when we arrived in Star’s Crossing, you would take me out on a date. Where would we go?”

Trent pondered as he massaged the taut muscles of her upper back. He’d never been to Star’s Crossing, but all large towns had some of the same amenities. The republic was as wealthy as Dalry, if not more so. The question was what Ruby would enjoy.

“We’d start with supper.”

“What kind?”

“The local specialty. Star’s Crossing is landbound, so we’d steer clear of their fish, but given the bountiful lands around it, I’d bet their venison is delicious. We’d start by asking locals what they’d recommend, then enjoy the best meal they offer together at a fine restaurant.”

Ruby’s hands worked their way down his sides. “And would we dress up on our date?”

“I’d like that. I’ll be sure to acquire some fine clothes before I actually take you out on the town. Something that’s suitable for a lovely supper. Not road-worn leather.”

“But what of me, Master? What would I wear on our date?”

“I think you’d look absolutely lovely in a red or white summer dress, especially if you put your red hair up with a tiara. That would highlight your shoulders and set off your lovely eyes.”

Ruby shuddered happily against him. “I will wear whatever you wish me to wear. And at the end of the night, you would remove my dress and take me as you have before?”

“Well, yes. If that’s what you wanted. We’d rent the finest room at the inn.”

“With a soft bed and many pillows.”

“Many pillows. But first, after supper, we’d go on a walk somewhere in the moonlight. If we could find a route with street vendors, we could sample whatever local treats were on display. Supper’s even better if you save a bit of room for dessert, and, if we were to find something you liked, I’d buy it for you.”

Ruby almost crushed his ribs. “Master, you do not need to buy things for me!”

“But I’d like to, Ruby. Something simple, like a trinket or necklace. I want you to have something you could wear so you’d always remember our first date.”

Her lips found his again, but this time, her kiss was gentle and full of promise. As his hands slid down her back and once more cupped her shapely ass, she made a contented noise against his mouth. She pushed their lips open, and then her tongue quested for his.

When his hands slid up her side and brushed the outside of her breasts, her moan was loud enough against his lips he pulled back to caution her. He wanted her so badly, but he had to be cautious about getting distracted on the road. He’d learned that lesson the hard way.

“Remember, we can’t make noise out here.”

She bit her lip. “I know. I spoke about this problem with Bethany.”

“About... noise?”

“Yes. I love how you touch me, Master, and I love pleasing you. I also know I’m often louder than is safe for us on the road, but I want... I need your touch tonight. I promise, I can be quiet while we enjoy each other. But I will need your help.”

Trent slid his hands down to lightly grip her hips. “Anything you wish.”

“Thank you, Master. Now... allow me to show you what Bethany suggested.”

Ruby dropped to her knees and fumbled with his belt. Her fingers were far more skilled at getting it open than they had been the first night they had been together. She expertly opened his belt, and his trousers, then gently slipped down his smallclothes. She was careful not to rip them as she had the first night they made love.

As he sprang to attention, Ruby smiled in delight at what she’d revealed. She raised her warm gaze to meet his. As her soft hand curled around his cock and stroked, firmly, Trent let his head roll back. He barely held back his groan. He needed to be quiet, too.

“Master? For this to work, I need you to look at me.”

Trent focused on Ruby again. With her blue eyes locked with his and one hand still pumping his shaft, her other hand slipped inside her leather pants. He watched hungrily as the rapid movements there showed him what she was doing.

Her back arched as she gazed up at him. “When I’m with you, and you touch me, it’s often hard to stay quiet.” Now stroking him and masturbating at the same time, with her hand jammed deep into the front of her leather pants, she watched him with desperate need. “But Bethany had a wonderful suggestion for my problem. I can keep quiet if you gag me.”

Trent’s already disorganized mind fumbled through the contents of the pouches on his belt of dirty tricks. He didn’t have a gag handy, but perhaps...

As she continued to pleasure herself, Ruby’s warm red lips wrapped around the tip of his cock. Her tongue swirled in the way she’d learned with Bethany’s patient instruction and guidance. Trent groaned and caught himself. He wasn’t setting a very good example.

His now achingly hard cock popped out of Ruby’s mouth only to dance in front of her nose. She smiled up at him, chest heaving as her fingers played between her legs and her hand pumped him with firm and confident strokes. The fact that she was so sensitive to touch suggested she’d be enjoying her first orgasm not long from now.

She stared up at him with her blue eyes full of lust. “It will be easier for me to not make noise if you could muffle the sound each time I orgasm.”

“And... yes?”

She grinned a surprisingly naughty grin. “Master, I want you to gag me with your cock.”

Now Trent understood, and he couldn’t be happier to comply. He slipped his hands through the curly red hair on the back of her skull, then tapped her lips with it. “Like this?”

“Yes, Master.” Ruby opened her mouth wide and stuck out her tongue. As she continued to masturbate, her next moan came loudly enough it might carry down the hill.

Trent solved that problem by pushing himself into her warm, waiting mouth.

Ruby trembled in delight as she took half his length. As he slowly pushed deeper, testing her limits, she coughed once but adjusted. Then, she went to work. The way her thighs shook as he pumped in and out of her mouth told him she was already in the throes of her first orgasm.

While several desperate moans made it around what she had in her mouth, what he was doing to her muffled them just enough. He waited until she was finished. As she slowed, arms shaking, he slipped out of her mouth to give her a moment to catch her breath.

As her chest heaved, she smiled up at him dreamily. “Does this feel good, Master?”

He felt dizzy as he nodded. She was just so beautiful right now... especially with a trace of spittle dribbling down her chin from her desperate efforts to please him. Her chest heaved in the aftermath of her most recent orgasm.

Ruby smiled at his nod. “This will work. Use me as you like. Use my throat like you use Bethany’s. I can do this, Master.”

“I know you can, Mistress.” Trent winked to remind her that she had the keys to his heart as well. “But first, take a deep breath. Sometimes, it takes me a while to finish, and if you need to breathe before I’m done, you just tap me on the thigh. Understood?”

Ruby moaned softly as she continued playing with herself. She took one deep breath that swelled even her leather cuirass, looked up at him, and once more opened her lips. With her gaze locked with his and her pink tongue extended, she waited obediently to serve.

It was the hottest sight Trent had seen in... well, at least this week. She played with herself more forcefully as he rested both hands on the back of her skull. As he began pumping his hips once more, she coughed and then relaxed her throat to accommodate him.

As he gently fucked her face and bit back his groans of pleasure, he listened closely in case she sounded distressed. Yet she was as good as her word. She could take it. She was eager to take it. Bethany was a wonderful teacher, but Ruby was also a very determined woman.

Trent hadn’t been able to enjoy either of his wives since they’d left the monastery. Between the sight of Ruby staring up at him on her knees, her hand working between her spread thighs, and her moans as she once more approached her peak, he didn’t last long.

Soon, as his thighs clenched, he flooded Ruby’s mouth and throat with everything she’d begged for. Her eyelids fluttered as he pushed himself deep, and then her own thighs trembled violently as she once more made herself orgasm with her hand. Only the fact that he was now deep in her throat kept her desperate moans from carrying further than they did.

With him still in her mouth, gentle touches of Ruby’s tongue eased him down. Any more would have been painful, and Ruby knew that now. She was such a fast learner.

Finally, with one last gasp of pleasure, Trent pulled free of her wet mouth and thumped down on the earth. His legs shook in the aftermath of her attentions, a sign of just how hard she’d worked to please him. His love for her flooded his chest anew.

It was tempting to feel guilty about letting Ruby do everything tonight, but Trent wouldn’t. He would simply be grateful that she was so eager to pleasure her husband. He would gladly do the same for her... but that would need to wait for another night.

He rolled onto his back. Then, Ruby curled into the crook of his arm with a happy sigh. They cuddled for a few minutes in silence and stared up at the stars twinkling in the night above the Cridor Republic. The warm wind felt delightful on their skin.

Soon enough, it was Ruby who remembered her responsibilities. She rolled onto her side and kissed his cheek. “That was exactly what I wanted tonight.”

He grinned and squeezed her hip. “Oh, me too.”

“But you really should get back to camp before Mistress Karissa wonders if you’ve gotten lost. Otherwise, she may wonder about your skills as a scout.”

“It may be better if Kari thinks I’m less competent than I am. I’m glad we took time to do this. Ever since you entered my life, you’ve made it even more wonderful.”

“But, Master, I met you when you were manacled in a dungeon cell. After being labeled a traitor by King Tallun. That must have been awful.”

“It was, but then you freed me and made my life wonderful instead.” He kissed her again and again, then stroked her messy red hair back from her face. “I love you, Ruby. One day soon, I am going to take you on our first date, and then many more after that. For tonight, I’m grateful we could have this. You did an excellent job of keeping quiet.”

She giggled in his arms and nuzzled close. “I love making you feel like this. I love watching you lose yourself at my touch. But, Master, you really must go.”

Reluctantly, his blade wife rolled off him, and just as reluctantly, he rose. They stood together for a moment beneath the bright moon. Then, he extended his hand once more.

“Ruby, become a sword!”

Red and rose petals lit the night, and then the reassuring weight of her warm leather grip was once more in his hand. As he reverently slid her into his sheathe, she spoke once more in his mind. Over the bond they shared, the joy and love she felt was brilliant and strong.

“I love you so very much, Master. Sleep well!”

He adjusted his belt once more as he strode down the hill back toward camp. “After all you just did for me tonight, love, I’m going to sleep like a log.”

Her mental contentment was like a warm blanket wrapped around his soul.

When Trent finally returned to their camp, however, he found it empty save for Bethany reclining by the still smoldering campfire. As he approached, he looked around for any sign of Kari and Revca. Kari’s tent was now closed, so... had she excused herself and gone to bed?

And what of Revca? Had she gone to bed as well? Just how long had he been gone?

As he approached, Bethany eyed him knowingly. He smiled back as he reached the fire and settled beside her. After one brief glance at Kari’s closed tent, which assured Trent the life mage was now resting inside, Bethany scooted close enough their hips touched.

“You were gone for some time, my friend.” Her sly grin assured him she knew, and she was pleased. “Did you encounter something you couldn’t handle out there?”

“Oh, I handled everything I encountered quite well.” He gripped her hand, keeping that hidden from the tent with their bodies. “Have I mentioned you give wonderful advice?”

Bethany leaned closer, gaze locked hungrily with his. “Anything to help my friends.”

“It was a lovely hike. The best I’ve enjoyed since we left home.”

“Once this is all over, we’ll go on more hikes. Both you and I alone, and hiking together with Ruby. We’ll hike everywhere and any time you like.”

Trent had never imagined a simple discussion about walking through the woods together could sound so dirty. “So, our guest is already asleep?”

“Both Revca and Kari retired early, or... late, I suppose. I’ll retire soon as well, if you’re willing to trust to her spell form instead of a watch.”

“We should try. I can’t think of any way anyone could track us all the way out here.”

Bethany pressed her lips directly to his ear. “After Kari retired, I talked privately with Revca in your tent. Tomorrow night, after we get our room at a tavern, she’s going to ask Kari to show her around Star’s Crossing.”

Hiding the motion from Kari’s closed tent with her body, Trent ran his hand down Bethany’s back... and then settled it on her ass. “We don’t get a tour?”

“Revca has never been to the city before, and her tour with Kari could take some time. So, while they’re gone, I’m going to sneak into your room while your other wife is off touring the city with Kari. And there, you’re going to put a baby in me.”

He brushed his lips across her ear. “How do you know I haven’t already?”

“We’ll know for certain in a few weeks. If I’m late.”

As he imagined the son or daughter they might soon have, a shadow of a wonderful idea in the back of his mind, Trent’s smile grew. “Here’s hoping.”

“There’s few things in this realm I hope for more.” Bethany glanced once more at the closed flap to Kari’s tent, then squeezed his hand before reluctantly easing away. “Now, you should get some sleep. We’ve got a long ride ahead tomorrow.”

As Bethany rose, Trent hopped up with her. Then, after one last furtive glance at the closed and opaque flap of Kari’s tent, he snatched Bethany and kissed her fiercely. As she pressed so firmly against him he could feel every curve, she didn’t make a sound.

She was better at stealth than Ruby. Bethany made not a sound as she enjoyed his kiss and the feel of his hands coursing over her armor. When he finally eased her away, she brushed her hair back from her eyes. She stared at him with a longing that made him weak.

“Can I help you out of that armor? Friend?”

Trent turned about and spread his arms. “I’d appreciate that, my friend.”

With Bethany’s help, he unsnapped and unbuckled his kestrel cuirass, then slipped off the rest of his armor. He would sleep tonight in his clothes, but that was a soft tunic and trousers that would be almost as comfortable as sleepwear. Kallowhorn made good clothes.

The moment his armor was off, Bethany’s arms snapped around his middle, and then her hands roamed freely across his body. Anywhere she liked. Trent endured in rigid silence, but it took all his training not to gasp when her hand found the same prize as Ruby.

Gripping tight, Bethany spoke hotly in his ear. “So you know, next time we’re alone and you want my mouth, you can gag me with it.”

He shuddered in silence. After another moment of teasing him, Bethany slipped away. Trent once again glanced at Kari’s tent to find it as closed as ever.

He turned to smile at his birth wife. As he walked by her to stack his armor next to his tent, he stared into Bethany’s gray eyes. “Well, thank you for all of your help.”

“You’re welcome, Trent! I hope you and your lovely wife sleep well tonight.”

He glanced at Kari’s tent, then again at her. He mouthed three words. “I love you.”

She mouthed it back, then spun and strode off to her tent, intentionally swaying her hips. As she dropped to crawl inside, she made sure to glance over her shoulder. Down on all fours, her perfect ass was on perfect display.

It was needlessly cruel to tempt him given he couldn’t have her in her bedroll tonight... but he doubted both of them could keep quiet when she was sleeping so close to Kari’s tent. With a wry grin, she slipped inside her tent. She watched him until she closed the flap.

Now alone by the gently smoldering fire, Trent glanced at the sky one last time. If Kari had told the truth about how her ring worked, it would only be a few days before he was finally reunited with Princess Victoria. He could finally show her all he had accomplished in her absence, and then take her where she would be safe from even the most determined assassins.

And then, they would officially begin their campaign to depose her corrupt father.


Chapter Nine




Trent strode on quiet feet to the tent he would share with Revca in order to keep up appearances for Kari. He called out softly by the flap. He didn’t want to startle his pact wife.

“Revca? Are you decent?”

No reply. That suggested she was already asleep. At least he’d given her the chance to warn him off if she was changing into her sleep clothes. It should be safe to enter.

Trent opened the flap, then glanced once more at Kari’s tent before he crawled inside. Other than the gentle ripple of the fabric in the wind, he heard no movement inside. Perhaps she really was asleep... or, as she’d said, in a state of sheltered sleep thanks to her spell form.

When Trent turned back to the interior, he found Revca sitting with her thighs spread and her heels crossed in the tent, making a diamond with her legs. She was no longer wearing the white tunic and trousers she had borrowed from Bethany. She wore a frilly nightdress.

While the dress was modest by Bethany’s standards, it still left both Revca’s shoulders bare and revealed a hint of freckled cleavage. He could also see her creamy calves and bare feet, and the hem of her dress nestled around her knees in a way that suggested a stiff wind could lift it away. That was a thought he didn’t need right now.

Trent remembered how she had glared at him across the fire outside the kalor crystal cave. The night they met, she had believed his decision to capture her alive had been less than valorous. Her heated words remained lodged deep inside his mind.

“I’ll die first.”

He forced his eyes away from the attractive sight and focused on his own bedroll. He was still rolling it open as quietly as he could when Revca spoke.

“You’ve returned.”

He finished opening his bedroll without taking his eyes off it, then slipped into its warmth. “Did I wake you?”

“I was not asleep. I was attempting to reach our patron in the Firmament.”

She meant Belgor. The devil her tribe had worshipped and the devil Trent now knew had sent him prophetic dreams since he was a young man. The patron whose influence technically made Trent a corruptor. Many in Dalry would want him imprisoned or burned at the stake.

He settled into his bedroll and pulled it up to his waist. “Any luck?”

“He will not speak to me. It is not the first time my prayers have gone unanswered. I will try again tomorrow night.”

“Well, given all he has going on, I assume he’s quite busy.” Trent finally glanced up at her as he fluffed his pillow. “What did you want to speak with him about?”

As her brown eyes darted away, a hint of a blush colored Revca’s cheeks. “My oath.”

Trent could only imagine how frustrating it must feel to be bound to protect him against her will. “I promise you, once this is all over, we’ll brace Belgor together.”

She stared in surprise. “About... my oath?”

“Of course. I want you as part of our tribe for as long as you want to remain with us, but I also want staying with us to be your choice. We’ll find some way to absolve you of your oath to stay with and protect me, and then you can choose your path forward.”

Revca’s lips pressed together. “That is truly your wish?”

“I gave you my word. But until we find a way around your oath, I’m glad you’re here with us, and not just because of your skills. I’m glad for your company as well.”

Her blush grew brighter as her gaze darted away. “Thank you, husband.”

“Now, we really should get some sleep.”

She unfolded her own bedroll. “Of course.”

Trent rolled onto his back and did his best to get comfortable. Quiet rustling told him Revca was doing the same. He was almost asleep when she spoke once more.

“Husband?”

He barely stirred. “Yes, wife?”

“I am glad for your company as well.”

Trent smiled with his eyes closed until they finally fell asleep.

He woke several times in the night, the restless sleep of a man who was used to having someone on watch and didn’t fully trust the spell forms of a life mage he’d just met. Each time, he listened with his eyes closed for any sign of an approach. None came.

Wind caused the tent flaps to ripple quietly and coursed through the trees, making leaves shuffle and branches creak. Owls hooted in the distance, and once, when Trent was lying awake in his bedroll, a wolf howled. It took effort to remember the republic had normal wolves.

Unlike Dalry and Hesia, chaos creatures didn’t freely travel the wilds of the Cridor Republic. Much of the realm on this side of the ocean had been spared the worst devastation of the mage wars thanks to the massive sea separating them from the source. Yet the more Trent tried to sleep, the more his body refused. His stubborn mind didn’t trust Kari’s spell form.

His inability to fall asleep was why he soon noticed how loudly and rapidly Revca was breathing. Silent as a shadow, he eased his head up and opened his eyes. His eyes had adjusted perfectly to the darkness, and in that darkness, he watched Revca twitch and shudder.

At once he was leaning on his elbow, peering at her in concern. She had somehow rolled halfway out of her bedroll. Her fists clenched and unclenched as her body twitched in what looked to be some sort of horrible dream. She mumbled words he couldn’t understand.

Was this Belgor? No. It looked like nothing more than a normal nightmare, but given all that Revca had endured before they met... seeing her village slaughtered by King Tallun’s Blessed Knights... he shouldn’t be surprised her nightmares had such a hold over her.

As she twitched and huffed in her sleep, Trent was tempted to wake her. Yet would she want that? Revca had offered a great deal of trust by agreeing to sleep in this tent with him, and he was loathe to lose that by touching her without asking. Still...

Her next anguished moan was followed by quiet words. “No. Please, no. No!”

Trent gripped her arm tightly with one hand. “Wake up.”

He spoke just loud enough to alarm her and just quietly enough Kari would hopefully not hear him in her tent on the other side of the fire. Bethany would hear him, and she would likely come investigate the noise. As Revca snapped awake, fire manifested in her hand.

For a moment, she glared at him with all the rage she’d displayed when she attempted to stab him in the kalor crystal cave. Then, as if someone had pulled a shroud from her eyes, she blinked. Her brown eyes glistened as she stared at him in shock, then at her hand in horror.

She shook it rapidly, dispelling the flame, then looked back at him again. “An attack?”

“No. We’re safe. No one’s coming to harm us.”

She stared in worry another moment, and then, slowly, her features returned to their usual uncertain glare. “Then why did you wake me?”

He belatedly released her arm. “You were having a nightmare.”

The flutter of the tent flap was barely audible, yet both of their gazes snapped to the entrance to their small tent. Bethany crouched there, fully dressed in her hunting leathers. She looked between them with a mixture of concern and curiosity.

“All’s well, friends?”

Trent appreciated her checking on them, but felt bad for pulling her from sleep. “We’re fine. Revca was having a nightmare.”

Revca sat up in her bedroll and frowned at him. She rubbed her hands up and down on her bare arms as if shaking off goosebumps. “You were watching me while I slept?”

Trent belatedly realized what she must think. “I was already awake and trying to sleep when I heard the sound of your twitching and rapid breathing. When I rolled over to check on you, you were talking in your sleep. You looked truly distressed.”

After a moment of eying him with obvious suspicion, Revca stared sullenly at her knees. “It is nothing, husband.”

“If I’ve overstepped, I apologize. Would you prefer I not wake you in the future?”

“I am your wife now. Do as you wish.”

“That’s... all right.” He glanced at Bethany again. “Sorry we woke you.”

“I wasn’t asleep.”

He frowned in surprise. “Why?”

“I can’t sleep. It’s just...” She huffed. “It feels unnatural, sleeping without a watch. Every time I’m about to drift off some squirrel snaps a twig, and then I’m wide awake again.”

Trent smiled in relief. “Thank the gods. I’m not the only one.”

As Revca looked at him again, her severe expression faded. “You really can’t sleep?”

“I’ve certainly had trouble. I don’t like relying on Kari’s spell form instead of my eyes.”

Bethany nodded. “It’s too strange. So, I’ll take first watch. Or... second now.”

Trent watched her with concern. “You’re certain?”

“I’m wide awake now, and I’ll sleep better once you take my place.”

Revca frowned at Bethany. “I can also take a watch.”

“That’s not necessary.”

Revca’s features turned grim as, once again, the unease between her and Bethany simmered. “You think I can’t handle the watch?”

“Gods, that’s not what I meant.” Bethany eyed Revca in obvious annoyance, then glanced at Trent again. “It’s already past midnight, so three watches mean no one gets enough sleep. So, sleep tonight. You’ll take the first watch tomorrow.”

Revca sat stiffly in her bedroll. “I will take the middle watch.”

“If you like. Now, I’d best get my eyes back on this entirely too placid night so you two can get some real sleep.” She eyed Trent, then relaxed and offered a coy smile. “I really wish we could go on a hike right now. Fortunately, tomorrow is another day.”

Trent smiled warmly. “It is. See you tomorrow, my friend.”

She silently blew him a kiss, then let the flap drop as she strode off to keep watch. Trent knew, now, he would have no trouble sleeping once he finally closed his eyes. Knowing Bethany’s sharp eyes, ears, and instincts stood guard would let him sleep without issue.

After he settled back into his bedroll, he listened for the sound of Revca doing the same. He heard no shuffle of movement. Was she still sitting in the dark? When she finally spoke again, she confirmed his suspicions... but he didn’t expect her question.

“Do you ever dream about her?”

He wasn’t sure if she was talking about Bethany or Ruby. “Who?”

“Your sister.”

That confirmed why Revca was unable to sleep. She hadn’t just been having a nightmare. She’d been having a nightmare about the night the Blessed Knights slaughtered her parents, her sister, and her tribe in front of her.

Trent hadn’t had a nightmare where he watched Margo—his little sister—die from plague rot in over a decade. Still, the few times he had haunted him, especially the one where she followed him around while sobbing. Begging him to help her while her flesh rotted away. For years after she’d passed, he had truly believed he was the one to blame.

It didn’t matter that plague rot was unpredictable, afflicting one person and then hopping over ten more. It didn’t matter that it was a death sentence for some and a mild cold for others. Young Trent had somehow convinced himself that if he simply hadn’t taken his sister hunting that day, she would never have caught the rot.

It had taken him years to accept that Margo’s death had been just another random and horrible event over which he, a mortal, had no control. It had been almost a decade after that before his dreams of her faded away. Revca’s tribe had only died a few weeks ago.

Trent wanted to tell Revca that the deaths of her tribe were King Tallun’s fault, not hers. He doubted that would comfort her. Pace and Marika Marston repeatedly reminding him that Margo’s death was not his fault hadn’t been a comfort.

He decided to simply answer Revca’s question. “I haven’t dreamed of Margo for years.”

“But you did? After?”

“I did, and for some time. I also blamed myself for her contracting the rot.”

Revca scoffed. “That’s ridiculous. You could not have been responsible.”

Trent saw a way to lead her to a place she might help herself. “Oh? Why?”

“Plague rot affects everyone differently, and it jumps unpredictably from plant to animal to person based on the phases of the moon and the ambient temperature. There is no rhyme or reason to infections. It was designed to manifest randomly so it would manifest fear.”

“Because it can’t be anticipated or avoided?”

“Yes. If there is no pattern, there is no defense. The mages that designed the rot likely had a cure or ward against it, but if they did, it died with them.”

“So, you’re saying there’s nothing I could have done to spare my sister her fate?”

“Yes.”

“Then who do I blame?”

“You should blame the mages who created the rot. Your sister contracting plague rot, and then dying from it, was as random as lightning striking a man riding beside ten others on a rainy road. Even today, no one knows precisely how to avoid it or how it works.”

Trent remained silent, pretending to think it over. “So, you think I should blame those responsible for creating the rot rather than blaming myself for being with my sister when she contracted it?”

“I...” Her voice faltered as something clicked inside her mind. “Yes.”

Trent gave it a beat. “Thank you, Revca. I’ll do my best.”

Silence returned before she spoke again. “You’re welcome, husband.”

“I don’t know how long you’ll dream about them. I can only tell you how it was with me, and how it’s changed with me. After Margo died, the pain never left me.”

“I told you, her death was not your fault!”

“I can accept that more easily now, but even so. I was angry for a long time.”

Revca said nothing for a moment. “I am angry as well, but it is not enough to be angry. Even once I avenge them, they will still be dead. What do I have then?”

“You’ll have us. Your new tribe. In regards to your loss, I can’t tell you if it’ll ever fade or if the ache in your chest will ever ease. All I can tell you is what it was like for me. How the pain of her loss changed over the years.”

“And... how did it change?”

“It’s been almost sixteen years since I lost my sister. Sometimes, I don’t think about her for weeks. But when I do, especially now, I’m happy.”

He heard Revca’s bedroll shift as she leaned closer. “How?”

“With distance, I can finally look at the happy memories I have of her. The good times we shared. For a long time I couldn’t see past my grief and anger and guilt, but now, when I think of her, I think of the time we spent a whole day picking marsh berries in the snow.”

“Why were you picking berries?”

“It was the year’s first snow, and we knew the marsh berry bushes would retreat in the cold. So, we were harvesting as many as we could before the cold got them.”

“This was a special occasion?”

“For us. Normally, our parents didn’t allow us to eat berries right off the bushes because we’d eat too many. Those berries were for the tribe, not for us, but that day, we knew there were more than anyone could grab or eat. So, we gorged ourselves.”

The bedroll shifted again, and even with his eyes closed, Trent could sense Revca had moved closer to him in their small tent. “I’ve never picked berries.”

He opened his eyes and smiled at her. “You didn’t forage for your tribe when you were younger? Did you hunt instead?”

Her cheeks turned red as her brown eyes darted away. “I was not allowed to forage or hunt, or to leave the camp without an escort. I was...”

“The chief’s daughter?”

“Special.” The way she said that word made it sound like she didn’t appreciate it. “Because of what I can do. How I was different from the others.”

Trent remembered what Revca had revealed. She, unlike the rest of the mages of her tribe, could see multiple types of ether and channel at least two. That had set her apart not just from others, but from everyone in her own tribe.

“Well, would you like to?”

Her gaze snapped to his. “What?”

“Would you like to pick berries with me after we find Princess Victoria?”

Her brown eyes narrowed suspiciously. “We will have far better things to do.”

“Likely not. It could be days before we catch up with her, and days to travel back to the Primal Academy and our portal back to the Enchanter’s monastery. It would be good to forage, and I’d like the opportunity to learn what sorts of fruit in this republic tastes the best.”

She eyed him uncertainly. “Where would we even find them? These berries?”

“Everywhere. I’ve seen countless bushes hidden off in the trees as we rode. The bounty in this republic is more than I’ve seen anywhere I’ve ever traveled.”

Her shoulders sagged as she turned her gaze to her bedroll again. “You should take Bethany with you to forage. She’s far more skilled in the woods than I.”

“Oh, I know she’d love to come with us. But there’s good reason for you to go, too. You’ve already promised to teach me about magic. Let me teach you about the woods.”

Hesitantly, her brown eyes met his again. “You would teach me how to forage?”

“If you’d like. And to track and hunt.”

“I doubt I would be any good at such things.”

“No one is until they learn. I never was until both my father and my mother passed on the skills they’d spent their lives learning to me. Even after this is all over, if you’d like, I’ll continue to teach you to track and hunt while you continue to teach me how to touch this Firmament you keep talking about. And how to use whatever ether I pull out of it.”

“How to channel ether, husband. Using a spell form.”

“Yes, well. That. But given you’re putting in so much effort to teach me more about magic, I’d feel better if you’d let me return the favor in some small way. And in the case where you get separated from us, you’d be more prepared to survive in the wilds.”

Revca settled back in her bedroll, then pulled it over herself and turned her back to him. As Trent glanced at her again, he saw nothing but her curly red hair. Still, when she spoke again, she sounded calm and pleasant instead of angry.

“I suppose I could make an attempt.”

“So, we’ll pick berries together. At some point in the future. After we find the princess.”

“Yes. We will. I would like that.”

“Do you think you’ll be able to sleep now?”

“If you will stop asking so many questions.”

He smiled and settled back into his bedroll. He closed his eyes and said nothing more. Yet he hoped he had helped Revca with her grief in some small way. He hoped, when she had insisted his sister’s death wasn’t his fault, she’d seen the parallel to her tribe’s slaughter.

His pact wife was a strong and clever woman. She would survive this grief. And until she was steady on her own two feet, Trent would support her in every way he could.


Chapter Ten




As the sun crept toward its zenith, Trent and his party crested the last shallow hill on the wagon-wheel-rutted road leading to the city of Star’s Crossing. Kari continued to ride in the lead by mutual agreement, and he rode just behind her. The pleasant weather that cloaked the Cridor Republic was just a bit hotter than was comfortable, so he was finally sweating.

As he took in the city sprawled out below, he grudgingly admitted he was impressed. Star’s Crossing wasn’t nearly so large as Whitebridge, and its well-made walls were a fraction of the height of those towering around Dalry’s capital. Yet Star’s Crossing was many times larger than Kallowhorn, and much older. Many of these buildings were likely older than his parents.

As he swept the walls around the city, Trent visually located three gates built into stone archways. One faced them, and two more faced the east and west sides of the city. They were approaching from the north, and he assumed a gate sat on the south side as well.

From his current vantage point above the city, he could see roads leading to and from each of the visible gates. Roads from all over the republic came together in Star’s Crossing, where travelers could meet, trade, and rest. The fact that so many roads intersected here suggested it had military importance, which suggested it also had a sizable garrison.

A rushing river ran into the city from the northeast and flowed out from the southwest. While Trent couldn’t see any difference in the color of the water as it left the city, he knew which side of the river he’d drink from. While he could see the far side of the city when he squinted against the sun, he had to look almost to the horizon to do so.

Kari glanced at him curiously. “Well, hon? What do you think of her? She ain’t the biggest we’ve got, but she’s still a real pretty girl.”

Trent kept his face neutral. “It looks easy to defend.”

“That how you judge cities in Dalry?”

“Wallers do. I prefer to avoid them entirely. Still, I like the look of those rooftops.”

“The roofs? Why?”

“They’re sturdy. They look like they could hold my weight.”

Kari laughed warmly. “Can’t say I ever considered runnin’ about on the rooftops, but I imagine it’d be a treat in midday traffic.”

“I know I’ve asked already, but do you have any updates on our target?”

Thanks to the ring she carried, and the ether she channeled through that ring, Kari could track the anonymous protector Executor Tallow of the Primal Academy had assigned to escort and protect Princess Victoria. If that protector remained with Victoria (and Tallow’s words suggested they did) Kari could lead them straight to the princess.

Kari raised one hand and casually flashed the glimmering ring on her finger. “No change there. The agent’s still south of the city, so there’s no harm in walkin’ right through. It’d take longer to go around, not to mention fording the river. And we’d be sleepin’ in the wilds again.”

Trent saw no choice but to stay the night in Star’s Crossing. Had he not known Princess Victoria had a trusted agent of the Primal Academy to protect her, he’d never have chanced stopping. Yet it could take all day to interview those who witnessed the attack on the tavern where Princess Victoria was staying, and more of the night to gather rumors.

They would stay the night in Star’s Crossing. Trent knew Revca would likely be sore from another day of riding, even with the aid of Kari’s ether-infused massages, and he would be lying if he wasn’t looking forward to a soft bed in a warm room... and a very soft Bethany. If they were careful, he could even get Ruby involved without tipping off Kari.

Trent glanced over his shoulder to check on Revca, whose horse remained tethered to his own. Her brown eyes met his, and a faint smile warmed her features. She had continued to warm to him since the night they married, and after last night’s conversation about the ways they had both experienced grief, he felt closer to her than ever. That was a nice feeling.

Bethany spurred her mount forward and moved up to ride on Kari’s other side. “What sort of amenities should we expect inside the city?”

Kari eyed her curiously. “You mean like... places to eat and stay?”

“And drink.”

“That depends on how much coin you’re willing to spend, and just how seedy you like your taverns.”

“Oh, I like them seedy. And we have coin.”

Trent offered Bethany a warning glance. “We don’t need any bar fights.”

“And when have I started a bar fight? Other than that one time?”

“Are you forgetting that dust up in Lakemire?”

“That was barely a fight! Just a tussle between good friends.”

“I got a bump on my head that said otherwise.”

Bethany shrugged impishly. “You’d think a man trained at the Vespers would be better at dodging bottles.”

Trent casually looked ahead. “Seedy taverns do have all the best rumors. Still, I doubt the locals are keen to share. Not unless we’re willing to part with a great deal of coin.”

Kari glanced back again. “You let me handle that.”

“Handle... coin?”

“Planned to, anyway. If I let folks know we’re looking for tips about who attacked our Primal Guards, and I’m willin’ to pay to find the culprits, we might shake a few tips loose.”

“I thought the letter Executor Tallow received said the culprits had been dealt with?”

“Only those our agent found. Could be more in the city that arranged it, or knew someone who arranged it, or told the mercs who to hit. Lot of folks with dirt on their hands.”

Trent glanced at her thoughtfully. “And if anyone hoping to make some coin offered a tip, you’d know if they were telling the truth or simply spinning tales.”

Kari’s smile widened. “So, you’re good with me askin’ around?”

“Of course. You don’t need to ask me for permission to do that.”

“In this case, I feel like I do. Tal told me to do all I could to help you folks out, and while it’s our guards who got attacked here, it’s your friend who’s out there in danger. Tellin’ folks I’m looking into the attack could draw more hunters lookin’ for a quick score.”

Trent considered her caution as they started down the shallow slope. They would soon join a line of travelers, both mounted and not, waiting to be admitted to the city. Even in the middle of the day, there was a line of traffic waiting to enter the north gate. It was not all that dissimilar to the lines he would see leading into Whitebridge.

As they rode, he looked at Kari again. “If our quarry has spies in the city, they’re already well aware of any gossip. I’d rather hear that gossip than fumble about in the dark. So, if you’re willing to see what you can learn and grease some palms, I’d appreciate your help.”

Kari smiled appreciatively. “Then it looks like Beth and I will be trawling the lowest of the low tonight. You and your lovely wife plan to tag along, Mister Kaldron?” She was still calling him by Pip’s name just in case anyone overheard. “I’m a real fun drunk.”

As Trent glanced back at Revca again, he saw her watching him in consternation. It was obvious she had no interest in carousing in seedy taverns. He didn’t know if she’d even been drunk before. He was starting to understand she might be almost as sheltered as Ruby.

He looked at Kari again. “I’ll leave the tavern crawling to you and Bethany. Revca and I can interview anyone who witnessed the attack on the tavern and have a look at it ourselves.”

Kari nodded approvingly. “We’ll make sure to knock when we come home.”

Trent smiled to keep up appearances. He was, after all, supposed to be married to Revca, while Bethany was just a good friend. “I’d appreciate that.”

At his other side, Bethany stared down at the city. “I hope they have something other than weak mead.” She sidled her mount up beside Kari’s and offered a wry grin. “And that you can keep up with me.”

As Kari glanced back at Bethany, her shoulders stiffened. Trent caught the tension there, even though he didn’t know if Bethany did. Had Bethany offended Kari in some way?

Kari turned her gaze forward once more. “Oh, don’t you worry about that, hon. I’ll make sure you’re taken care of. You just leave tonight to me.”

They were now approaching the back of the line of people waiting to be admitted to Star’s Crossing. Trent raised a hand to caution everyone into silence. They would keep the conversation to a minimum while they waited in line to avoid inquisitive ears.

As they waited, it became clear to Trent that they likely wouldn’t even be able to enter the city until past noon. Either the guards at the gates were doing more thorough checks than normal, or there were more people with wagons in line than on a normal day. Without the ability to wave people and wagons through, everyone in line would suffer in silence.

Fortunately, Trent was used to waiting for long periods in silence. When he left Kallowhorn to hunt for his tribe, he’d spent many still hours as he watched a watering hole or game trail for prey. He’d learned even more about stillness while training at the Vespers.

Bethany was more than equal to the task. Revca was the one who fidgeted the most often, likely because she was still so uncomfortable in the saddle. She didn’t complain, but her shifting told him all he needed. He appreciated her pushing through her discomfort.

As for Kari, she sat atop her pale gelding with a serenity Trent envied. He would have assumed she was asleep in the saddle if not for the fact that her eyes were open and her posture remained upright. Her breathing (which remained distracting in her impossibly tight button-down shirt) was so steady it might hypnotize him if he looked too long.

He controlled his gaze. As Kari had admitted at their campfire, she certainly had a nice pair, but so did Bethany and Ruby. When the line was at a standstill and he was in the mood to ogle, he covertly focused on Bethany instead. She now rode at his side behind Kari.

Trent could tell Bethany appreciated his gaze when she casually loosened the top of her hunting leathers to provide him with a better view. She was always so thoughtful. Still, he kept his cleavage-gazing to a minimum as he kept a cautious eye on the line and their surroundings.

As the line slowly proceeded forward on the right side of the widening road, traffic leaving the city continued to pass sporadically to their right. Trent casually observed those who passed them more out of curiosity than worry. Most had the look of farmers or hunters who’d entered town at the crack of dawn to sell their crop or catch, and most were on foot.

A few wagons passed as well, most of which were pulled by donkeys rather than horses. It was easy to tell who had been buying or selling based on if their wagon was empty or full. At one point, two finely-dressed men on horseback, with steel bouncing at their sides, rode by. They escorted an enclosed carriage with its curtains pulled, most likely some noble.

The waiting remained dull. They were most of the way through the line when Revca’s sharp intake of breath caught his attention. Trent glanced back at her to see her staring wide-eyed at someone just ahead. The color left her face as she gawked like she’d seen a ghost.

Trent casually looked ahead and evaluated the group approaching them on the road headed out of the city. Two riders dressed in leather armor and ringmail, with brown hoods up and pulled in close around their features, sat astride powerful-looking geldings. They were riding escort on a dark wooden wagon pulled by a single massive ox.

The wagon rode low, loaded with a number of sealed crates stacked neatly in its back. The only passenger on board, a driver sitting on the wooden rise holding the reins in a relaxed grip, was staring dully at the road. He wore a brown forest cloak and good boots.

Nothing was out of place save his hair, which caught Trent’s attention. The driver’s hair was curly and red, and red hair was rare in Dalry. Trent knew red hair wasn’t as rare in the republic or Pasharal, but there was another factor. His eyes were a soft brown.

They were almost the same shade as Revca’s.

Trent glanced back at her just in time to see her all but fall off her horse. He barely stopped himself from calling out as she dropped clumsily to walk beside her horse, putting its bulk between herself and the passing riders. That was Trent’s cue to relax and look ahead. He kept track of the riders and wagon out of the corner of his gaze.

The riders ignored him. The red-haired man driving the wagon never looked up from the road. Yet Trent’s nerves sat on edge as both rode past close enough that he could have leapt into the wagon if he stood in his saddle. He felt an unnatural chill in his bones.

A moment after the riders and wagon had passed, Revca furtively hurried up to his side. She limped from her time in the saddle today. Trent glanced down at her and dropped from his saddle. He took the reins of his gelding and walked forward as if nothing was amiss.

As Bethany glanced back and frowned, Trent offered her a silent look to tell her he was handling this, whatever it was. Only a slight compress of her lips told him she was concerned.

He kept his eyes ahead as Revca walked close. “Do you know those men?”

She abruptly clutched his hand so tightly it surprised him. “We must step off the road. Please. We must speak alone.”

Bethany eyed them from her horse. “Problem?”

After a moment’s thought, Trent led his gelding forward and looped the reins around the post on the back of Bethany’s saddle. “Lead the horses and hold our place. We’ll be back.”

“Don’t wander far.” She obviously wanted to say and ask much more, but their guest and escort rode just ahead.

Kari glanced back at them as well. “What’s this fuss now?”

“Nothing you need concern yourself with.” Trent politely inclined his head as he stepped away with Revca still clutching his hand. “We’ll rejoin you in a moment.”

Kari fixed them with a knowing grin. “Oh, sure. Suppose you have time, if you’re quick about it. Just get out of sight of the road.”

Trent forced himself to smile back as, still holding her hand, he led Revca off the road and out of the path of traffic. Once it was clear he was listening to her, she strode ahead and all but pulled him after her. Only once they were a ways off the road and mostly out of sight of it did she turn to him again, still pale and worried. Trent leaned close.

“You knew those riders, didn’t you? Who are they?”

“Not the riders. The driver. I... that man and I grew up together.”

“You’re certain? Could it have been someone with similar features?”

Her hand tightened painfully on his before she released it. “His name is Anton, and until a moment ago, I was certain he died with everyone else in my village.”

Trent now worried for her even more. Revca’s nightmares last night had no doubt been of watching King Tallun’s Blessed Knights slaughter her people, so no wonder the sight of one of them alive had spooked her. Yet what would such a man be doing all the way out here?

Revca answered his unspoken question. “Anton was an emissary.”

“Is that like a negotiator?”

“In part. He also served as a messenger between our chief and those with whom he traded. We were not entirely isolated in Hesia, thanks to our emissaries. Anton was one. My...” Revca’s voice caught as she trembled, then blinked. “My sister was another.”

“Calla.”

Revca’s eyes widened when he remembered her sister’s name. “Yes.”

Trent forced a smile for her sake. “Then couldn’t this be good news? If Anton survived the slaughter and fled to the republic, perhaps others from your tribe did as well.”

“No one lived through that slaughter.”

“How much of it did you see?”

Her haunted gaze dropped to the cheery green grass. “All of it.”

Trent wondered how she had witnessed the slaughter without being targeted herself. That was a matter they would discuss later, and only if he knew it wouldn’t upset her further. She looked so lost as she hugged herself, and the warm wind toyed with her red hair, that he longed to comfort her however he could.

Were she Bethany or Ruby, he would pull her into his arms. She wasn’t, and a hug wasn’t what she needed. So, what did she need? What would he need in her place?

She needed answers about why Anton was still alive. She was also obviously hesitant to seek them out. So, as her husband, it would be up to him to find those answers for her. But first, he had to know what and who he was dealing with.

“If you thought it was Anton, why didn’t you call out as he passed? Why hide?”

“We were never close.” Revca pressed her lips together and visibly forced herself to meet his gaze. “But the reason I hid is because he vanished days before the attack.”

Trent finally understood. “You think he betrayed you. Your tribe. Could he have led the Blessed Knights to your village? Or let them know when best to attack?”

“I don’t know, husband. Until a moment ago, I was certain he was dead alongside everyone else I knew. Before she scribed the blood glyph on my back that led me to you, Calla told me everyone had died. But if he... if Anton is...”

Trent realized he had never asked her how Calla had been able to scribe a glyph on her back that allowed her to track him, given they’d never met. He hadn’t asked because he didn’t want to push on Revca’s grief. Now, he wished he’d asked before now... but that could wait.

Trent stepped forward and gripped her hands. “How can I help?”


Chapter Eleven




As his words visibly unsettled her, Revca’s brown eyes widened once more. “Help?”

“This man may be responsible for the slaughter of your village. Or, if he was lucky enough to be away delivering a message when the attack happened, he may be the only surviving member of your tribe. Either way, I want to help. So, what do you need from me?”

Revca abruptly fell into his arms. Trent was surprised, but not enough that he didn’t react appropriately. He wrapped her in his arms and held her close against him. She was very soft, very warm, and obviously struggling to maintain her composure.

Her voice was muffled against his chest. “There’s nothing we can do. Not now. We cannot abandon our search for Princess Victoria. It all falls apart without her.”

That was the rub, of course. Even at a wagon’s pace, Anton... if it was the man Revca remembered, which Trent had no reason to doubt... was moving further away from them with each passing moment. He was headed north along the road, in the direction of the Primal Academy, and Kari’s ring assured him Princess Victoria was in the opposite direction.

Revca eased herself away. “Victoria comes first. This doesn’t change anything.”

Trent wasn’t Kari, but he already knew Revca well enough to know she was lying to herself. She was desperate not to turn him from the task she knew he had sworn to accomplish, but not knowing if Anton was a traitor or a survivor would tear at her until she broke. He considered all their possible options and then settled on the only one that made sense.

“I’ll go and speak with him.”

She stared in alarm. “You can’t!”

“Why not? Is he dangerous?”

“He’s a spark mage, husband.”

Trent mentally went back over everything he knew about mages and their abilities, which was less than he liked. “So... he shoots lightning out of his fingers?”

“That and more. If he is a traitor, I would be cautious about engaging him even if I caught him by surprise, and I’ve trained to fight other mages. Spark mages can draw only spark ether from the Firmament, but their spell forms can kill a mundane man with one bolt.”

Trent was fast and agile, but even he had to admit it would be difficult to dodge a bolt of lightning. “He didn’t zap anyone as he passed, and he’s on a public road. He’s shown no aggression to others, nor would he have any reason to attack someone he’s never met. He has no idea who I am, so if I approached him as a friendly traveler on a long road⁠—”

She clutched his hands tightly enough he fell silent. “No, husband. It’s too dangerous.”

“Then what would you have me do?”

After a moment of clutching his hands, she looked down. “You must leave him be.”

“If that’s your wish, I will.”

As she looked up at him again, wet glistened in her brown eyes. He could see the reluctant gratitude in her features, and it made her even more beautiful. They were close enough he could kiss her if she allowed it, but he knew she never would.

She eased back. “Thank you.”

He squeezed her hands once before releasing them. “I can’t imagine how difficult this choice must have been for you. Thank you for thinking of Victoria, and me.”

Revca looked past him and breathed deep. “We should rejoin the others. Anton can... whatever his involvement was can wait. Even if he was involved, the deed is done.”

Trent led her back to the road. The rustle of high grass behind him told him Revca followed, though her steps remained uneven. She was stiff and sore from riding. She wasn’t in any condition to follow Anton’s wagon even if she wanted to.

While letting a possible traitor go free stuck in his craw, especially given his own experience with traitors, he almost agreed to Revca’s wish that he let Anton be. By the time he returned to the road, however, Trent had found a compromise that would suit everyone and, possibly, could settle an outstanding debt he still had no other idea how to pay.

He knew a way he could stop Revca from forever wondering about Anton’s role in the slaughter of her people without risking her, himself, or his princess. It helped that the Enchanter remained an exceedingly clever mage. His trinkets were second to none.

While they were gone, the line waiting to enter Star’s Crossing had barely moved. Yet before he could make his next move, he needed to speak with Bethany as well. Once he returned to the line, he walked up to Kari with Revca in tow.

“Kari?”

She glanced at him with a knowing grin. “Back already? It has been a while.”

Trent ignored her implication. “I need to speak with Bethany and my wife about a private matter. We need to step away for a bit. Can you hold our horses and our place?”

Kari’s smile faded as she watched him with fresh curiosity and no small amount of worry. “This ain’t about a roll in the hay, is it?”

“It’s our business.”

“Sure, hon. I’m here to help you find your friend, not dig into your private matters. But if you need me, you know you can always holler. Don’t you?”

“Of course, Kari, and I do appreciate it. We’ll rejoin you before you reach the gate.”

He glanced at Bethany just in time to see her drop from her horse. As Revca glanced at him with fresh worry, he once more led her and Bethany away from the road. This time, he led them far enough away and into a small copse of woods that no one could see them.

Bethany spoke the moment they were unobserved. “Is she the traitor?”

Trent blinked. “What?”

“Kari. Is she the traitor at the Primal Academy? Did you only now figure that out?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then why do you and Revca look like you’ve eaten some bad stew? And why did you insist on talking out here where she can’t hear us?”

He glanced at Revca. “I know how we can continue to search for Princess Victoria without abandoning your chance to question Anton.”

Revca’s glare surprised him. “Husband, you promised me. It’s too dangerous!”

“Not the way I’ve planned it.”

Bethany crossed her arms. “Who’s Anton?”

Trent efficiently explained all Revca had revealed about Anton and her tribe. He saw no reason Revca would object. And after he finished, he explained how he would ensure they could all speak with Anton. They could uncover his role (or lack thereof) in the slaughter of Revca’s tribe without compromising their current mission or risking any of their lives.

Bethany frowned when he finished. “I don’t like this. I don’t like this plan at all.”

Revca stood beside Bethany. “Nor do I. This is not your responsibility, nor is it your concern. I told you how I wish to handle this. Let Anton go.”

“If he’s working with King Tallun, I can’t do that, especially if the Enchanter learns we passed up yet another opportunity to settle our debt. Before we can be certain he will support Princess Victoria wholeheartedly, there’s still one more debt we need to pay.”

Bethany hissed through her teeth. “The Enchanter’s mage body.”

Trent nodded grimly. “If Anton did betray his tribe and help the Blessed Knights slaughter them, I can think of no candidate more deserving. He is a powerful mage.”

Revca’s glare grew fiercer. “Husband, he could kill you! All it would take was him spotting you at a distance and completing a single form of brilliant spark!”

“Which is why I won’t let him see me. I’ll be there and gone before anyone knows what happened, and if anyone does spot or pursue us, I’ll have Ruby to protect me.”

Bethany eyed him worriedly. “If this is your decision, I’m coming with you.”

“Not this time.”

“I’m quieter than you are!”

“I know, but we don’t need two people to track one wagon. Tonight, I need you to keep an eye on Kari and gather all the information you can about the attack on Princess Victoria. We’d already planned to stay the night there, and we can’t fall back further in our search.”

Bethany’s frowned deepened as she considered Trent’s suggestion. He knew she was working hard not to demand she accompany him. Once more, he appreciated her loyalty and trust. He would spend every day he lived ensuring he remained worthy of it.

“We can’t delay our search for Victoria any longer than a day, and I can’t track Anton’s wagon and explore the seedy taverns of Star’s Crossing for gossip. So, we’ll split up.”

Revca strode forward and gripped his arm. “Husband, I am sworn to protect you.”

“And you have. By warning me of Anton’s power, and how dangerous he might be, you’ve more than cautioned me against engaging him directly. He won’t see me, and I won’t confront him. I promise, I’ll stay out of sight.”

Revca didn’t quite look like she believed that, but at least she hadn’t immediately argued he shouldn’t leave. She was starting to come around. She was desperate enough to know the truth about Anton’s role in her tribe’s slaughter that she could be convinced.

Trent patted her hand on his arm. “I know how to track and hunt in the wilds, and I’ll stay well back of the wagon and its riders. I’ll slip the seeker into Anton’s wagon after they make camp for the night, then be back here with you before we set out in the morning.”

Bethany glanced at Revca as Revca glanced at her. For the first time, it seemed they agreed upon something. It was depressing that they both agreed this was too much of a risk. As they looked at him again, he could see that both his wives were now deeply unhappy.

Bethany spoke first. “What we do is your decision, husband. You are our chief.”

“Thank you.”

Revca eyed him uncertainly from Bethany’s side. “I don’t need this.”

“But I do.” Trent looked between his two very lovely wives. “Now, hurry back to Kari and let her know I’ve had to step away to handle a private matter. It’s possible I’ll meet you back in Star’s Crossing tonight, but if I don’t, I’ll meet you at the south gate at first light.”

Bethany snorted. “And ride the whole day dead on your feet.”

“I’ve stayed up longer than a day. At the Vespers, we trained for three.”

“Four.”

Trent frowned. “What?”

“I’ve stayed up for four days, though only once.”

“When did you stay up for four days?”

“I was standing a spirit vigil for my mothers alongside my father. And Helia.”

Helia, Trent remembered, was the third wife of Bethany’s father, Alyn Vellus. Antonia, Bethany’s birth mother, and Donna, Alyn’s second wife, had both died in the chaos wolf attack that shattered her Windborne tribe and led the survivors to merge with the Kallowhorn.

Trent sobered. “I wish I could have stood that vigil with you.”

A faint smile tugged at Bethany’s lovely features. “You’d have fallen asleep, and besides, a spirit vigil is for family. I might have fancied you then, but we weren’t family yet.”

“We are now.”

“Always and forever.” Bethany abruptly took Revca’s hand. “Back to the road.”

Revca gawked at Bethany, but didn’t pull her hand away. “But... now?”

“We’ve delayed our husband enough already. If I hug him before he goes, I might not be able to let him go.” Bethany strode away with Revca limping along behind her.

Trent smiled at Bethany’s back as she led Revca back to the road. “Love you.”

Bethany didn’t glance back. “I know!”

He savored one more precious moment to watch his wives stride back toward the road. He loved Bethany with all his heart, and Revca was growing more precious to him every day. Even if he could never be with Revca as more than her friend, friends helped each other.

And this was a way he could help his friend, his powerful patron, and his princess.

Trent strode toward the road as well, but in the opposite direction of Bethany and Revca. They walked southwest as he walked northwest. Once he reached the back of the line of people who had piled up behind his procession, he politely cut his way through. Then, he walked back up the long and muddy road he had spent his day traveling down.

Trent wasn’t surprised to see the muddy road torn up from the day. Dozens of wagons and hundreds of people walked this road on a daily basis, and were he attempting to track a wagon that had left this morning, he’d never be able to do so. Yet he was scarcely a quarter hour behind Anton and his riders, and the wagon that passed had been riding low.

While most every other wagon leaving the city was either empty or filled with lighter goods, the wagon Anton was driving had been laden heavily enough Trent had seen even the big ox huffing to pull it along. He found the ruts left by its deep wheels easily enough, deeper and wider than most others.

As if that wasn’t enough, two sets of hoof falls flanked the wagon on each side. There was only one set of hooves visible... the wheels of the wagon were crushing the other one... but the cadence and distance suggested these were the left and right feet of two different horses. Even a novice tracker could follow this wagon on a muddy road, and Trent was no novice.

He didn’t hurry. He walked at an easy pace which he mentally matched to the ponderous pace of the wagon and the riders escorting it from Star’s Crossing. He adjusted his long weatherproof cloak to wrap more tightly around his armor, but didn’t pull his hood up. No one on this road would recognize him, and having his hood up would give the wrong impression.

He didn’t want anyone he passed today thinking he planned to rob them.

As he walked, Ruby languidly stirred inside his mind. He didn’t know how she slept, exactly, but he did know she often went silent for long periods of time, after which the feeling of her grew faint. He hadn’t wanted to wake her unless it was necessary.

Her lovely voice spoke inside his mind. “Master? You feel tense.”

Given all the tension he’d just experienced, he was surprised he hadn’t woken Ruby earlier. Perhaps he was getting better at controlling the emotions he sent over their bond. She was awake now, and while she needed to remain a sword, he was glad for her company.

“We’ve had a complication.” As Trent followed the wagon’s trail, he explained all that had happened after Revca spotted Anton and how they had decided to handle it.

When he finished he expected Ruby, like Bethany and Revca, to insist this was too much of a risk. To his delight, Ruby felt more eager than worried. In fact... she felt thrilled.

“I love your plan, Master! I will not let you come to harm, and if we encounter this spark mage, you must summon me. He can’t drop me with his lightning magic, and I can drop him.”

Trent kept his eyes on the trail. “You can survive a lightning strike?”

“Magic does very little to me. Did I not mention that?”

He smiled at the certainty in her mental tone. “I don’t believe we ever discussed it.”

“I am magic. Magic is infused into my being, so striking me with magic? It does hurt, and it can stagger me, but it will not take me down. In fact, in some cases, striking me with magic will only make me stronger. So, if we must confront this mage, let me lead.”

“Trust me, I will.” Given he now knew his blade wife was proof both against mundane weapons and magical lightning strikes, Trent had no qualms about letting her take the lead. “But remember, we need him alive. Whether he betrayed Revca or not, we need to interrogate him. And I doubt the Enchanter would appreciate if we broke his new body’s neck.”

“I know, Master. If he betrayed my sister wife, we will make him pay. Together.”

“That we will, love.”

Ruby’s love and lust flooded his mind. “I love it when you call me that.”

After speaking with Ruby about how resilient she was, Trent was even more confident he could handle Anton and whoever was with him. He had promised Bethany and Revca he wouldn’t confront the possibly traitorous spark mage. He wouldn’t break that promise. But if Anton confronted him and Ruby, he was now confident Anton would regret it.

As Trent followed the wagon ruts and strolled along the muddy road, he passed more travelers going in the opposite direction. Not long after, he stepped off the road as two riders called out a warning before thundering past. Trent remained on edge as they galloped by, but neither so much as glanced at him. They appeared focused on their ride.

Both riders wore vibrant cloaks in yellow and blue with a border of blood red, and the material was obviously expensive. The clinking of their chain barding also suggested their animals were trained for war. He couldn’t imagine why two riders on warhorses were galloping down this particular road. They hadn’t passed a habitation for hours.

Not his business. Trent resumed his stately stroll and set his questions about the riders aside. It was quite likely that Anton and his riders wouldn’t make camp until nightfall, which meant he had a whole day. At least those riders weren’t after him.

Barely thirty minutes later, Trent slowed and then silently stepped off the road and into trees. The torn-up mess of mud on the road ahead was disturbing. It was flanked by a number of visibly broken trees. Several branches stretching across the road had snapped.

It was clear to him that he had only just missed what must have been a ferocious fight.


Chapter Twelve




Without a sound or a twig snapped, Trent melted into the woods and waited in silence for a good ten minutes. It was possible whatever had happened here wasn’t related to Anton or his wagon at all, but the two galloping riders he’d seen earlier had been after someone. While it was a clear afternoon, he knew from Revca’s grim warning about her fellow tribesman that Anton wouldn’t need clouds to call lightning.

He reached out to Ruby. “There’s been some sort of fight on the road, but we missed it. I’m going to keep you in sword form for now, but be ready to move if I call you.”

“I am ready, Master!”

Once he was certain no one was returning to check the road, Trent crept from the woods. He surveyed the torn-up road in more detail. From the mess of boot prints and hoof prints mixed with the sudden turn of wagon wheels, he visualized what must have occurred.

The riders in those colorful yellow and blue cloaks had ridden up on Anton, his wagon, and his riders at a gallop. As Trent looked left and right, he spotted churned up mud on either side of the road away from where anyone would tread. He visualized Anton’s mounted escorts wheeling about in response to the approaching riders.

What remained of the deep ruts carved by the wagon wheels told of the wagon veering sharply to the right. One furrow that was deeper than the rest told of where the wagon had settled during the fight. The ox had pulled hard, after, to get it moving again.

As Trent’s keen gaze swept the churned-up mud, he found one more chilling detail hidden among the earth. Blood. It had already dried to the point where it was all but indistinguishable from the dark earth, but as he crouched and brushed one fingertip through it, it came away with a glint he recognized. As he sniffed it, the coppery smell was clear.

Those riders had come across Anton, his wagon, and his escort. A person or multiple persons had likely died, and the fact that the wagon had resumed its journey afterward suggested whoever died had not been Anton. Trent looked north to find the road clear.

He pulled his hood up. That made him little more than another tree in the thick forest. He set off at a faster pace than before, keeping to the shoulder of the road in the shadow made by the descending sun. He would see anyone ahead long before they spotted him.

He’d walked barely five minutes before his keen eyes spotted the point where the wagon had pulled off the main road onto a narrow animal trail leading into the thin forest. Once he followed that trail off the main road, it became blindingly clear what he tracked.

He now followed four horses and one wagon riding low, pulled by a weary ox. So either Anton and his riders had taken the riders in the colorful cloaks alive after the fight, or they had taken their horses after the battle. If it was true Anton could kill a man by calling lightning from the sky, why couldn’t he strike a man dead in his own saddle?

It was an unsettling thought. Even so, his earlier conversation with Ruby remained a comfort. He might not be able to survive a lightning strike, but she could. He was just as good at being silent and invisible as she was at being loud and visible.

“Ruby? We’re veering off the road. I think we’re getting close.”

As he explained all he’d concluded to her, Trent stepped off the road and made his way through forest that grew increasingly dense. Even so, the woods in this part of the republic weren’t all that different from those in which he’d grown up. A bit greener, maybe, but no harder to navigate silently. He was little more than a brown shadow among the trees.

Thanks to his slow and stealthy pace, and his determination to provide a spark mage no easy target, he followed the animal trail upward and deeper into the forest for almost an hour. He no longer worried about the wagon turning off and losing him. This road was rarely used.

Finally, as the sun sat low in the sky, the woods thinned. Trent crouched as low as he could and, silently, made his way to a raised hillock where he could peek over the edge. Through a thick mix of branches, he observed the clearing beyond. He spotted his quarry.

The riders hadn’t unloaded the wagon. It was as heavily laden with identical crates as it had been on the road. That suggested Anton and his riders were only stopping here to rest, resupply, or meet someone, not that this was their base of operations.

This cargo was headed somewhere. Trent needed to know what it was, even if he didn’t know where it was going. He swept the clearing for any sign of Anton or anyone who would spot him emerging from the trees. Were he in command, he would have left a lookout.

Four horses and a single ox were grazing contentedly around the wagon he’d seen Anton driving earlier. Two horses wore simple saddles common across the realm, while the other two had the chain barding Trent remembered from earlier. Those horses were stolen.

And their riders were nowhere to be seen.

The clearing in which the wagon rested was about the size of Kallowhorn’s town square, big enough that you could park twenty wagons nose to front and still have room to dance between them. In the middle of the clearing stood what had obviously been a farmhouse, but little remained of that house but the overgrown foundation and a crumbling chimney.

There was a grain silo missing its roof next to that, and that, too, had fallen into disrepair. Yet the two-story barn beside the house was intact, if battered, and the light flickering from inside its darkened interior told him someone had a fire inside the barn.

That would be Anton and his riders... and, possibly, the two riders who had galloped past him on the road earlier. That assumed Anton and his escorts had taken them alive along with their horses. What if those men were being tortured in there?

No cries of pain sounded from the barn, and as Trent considered, he remembered he couldn’t be completely sure Anton was in the wrong. Revca had only said he might have betrayed her tribe. It was also possible he had returned from his emissary duties to find his people dead and his village in ruins, then fled in a blind panic across the sea.

What if those riders were mercenaries in the employ of King Tallun? Trent couldn’t know who was who and what their agendas were without questioning them, and he had promised Revca and Bethany he wouldn’t confront or even speak to Anton. Even if the man hadn’t betrayed Revca’s tribe, he could react poorly to the sight of a Dalry kestrel.

It would make more sense to attach the seeker to the wagon and return to his wives.

Back before he, Bethany, and Ruby traveled across the Breckenrock to the kalor crystal cave as the first part of his deal with the Enchanter, Trent had learned how the Enchanter had learned the location of the cave. Three hundred years ago, merchants had traveled freely across the Breckenrock. They often delivered shipments of kalor crystals to the monastery.

In an underhanded but undeniably brilliant move, the Enchanter had created a magical trinket—what he termed a seeker—and slipped it into the back of one of those merchant wagons before it left. By tracking the seeker on a magical map, the Enchanter had been able to plot the route the merchant took across the Breckenrock. He had learned the location of the kalor crystal cavern by tracking his seeker in the back of that wagon.

Obviously, Trent had seen the value of a tiny device that could track a wagon across leagues without being detected. He had insisted the Enchanter provide him with at least one map and seeker before he stepped through the portal to the Primal Academy. So, now that he’d caught up with Anton, all he had to do was attach the seeker to the wagon.

Yet there was still too much light to enter that clearing. Too many places a lookout could hide. It would easily take Trent over half a minute to sprint across the clearing, secure the tracker, and sprint back into cover, and that assumed he secured it on the first try.

He couldn’t accomplish anything if the seeker fell off the wagon when it hit the first big bump in the road, and he’d accomplish nothing at all if he was spotted. The Enchanter had implied the seeker would stick to any surface once he turned the tiny dial at its base, but he couldn’t imagine how that would work. He needed time to test it before he left.

This clearing was flat and open. There was no cover between Trent’s vantage and the wagon, and anyone who stepped out of that barn would see him the moment they stepped clear. So, as frustrating as it was, he was going to have to wait patiently until after dark.

Fortunately, his training as a hunter and at the Vespers had left him a very patient man. Thanks to the mageblade in the sheathe on his back, he had Ruby to keep him company. And thanks to the feelings of adoration flooding his mind, she made for very pleasant company.
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Bethany

The wait to enter Star’s Crossing had been exhausting, and even once they’d finally made it through the gate (after a surprisingly thorough search from a female gate guard) the crowds in the city itself remained vexing. Between the stalls crowding the streets, the crush of people going about their day, and the traffic snarls created by slow wagons and carriages, it was difficult to get anywhere rapidly. This was why Bethany had always despised cities.

Too many people. Too much noise, and the smells! You couldn’t go anywhere in a city without smelling something unpleasant, and some parts of cities smelled like latrines. From the severe expression on her face, Revca seemed to agree with her.

Only Kari seemed comfortable here. She looked cheery as ever as she led the way through crowds who reluctantly parted for a woman who was obviously a respected mage of the Primal Academy. Bethany assumed her colored cloak marked her as such. It bore a stylized sun and moon in rich purple on a background of black and white.

Trent’s gelding followed a lead attached to Kari’s pale mare. The gelding was docile enough and obviously well-trained. Bethany kept a close eye on her own horse and Revca’s to ensure neither got spooked by the dense and busy crowd.

She had no idea where anything was in Star’s Crossing, so she was grateful to have Kari along as their guide. The life mage confidently led their procession while leading her pale horse and Trent’s, with Bethany and Revca doing the same behind her. Revca had taken the reins of her own horse to lead him through the city after they passed through the gates.

At the request of the guards, they had dismounted and now led their horses instead of sitting astride them. The widened eyes and flaring nostrils of the horses told Bethany that even the Primal Academy’s trained geldings were unnerved by the crowds. In a crowd this thick, where any foolish action could spook them, it was better to lead the horses than ride them.

While Bethany had never admitted it to Trent when they planned for her to immigrate to Whitebridge and live there with him, Bethany had hoped to eventually convince him to return to the wilds or to Kallowhorn. She would live anywhere with her chief, but her dream was for them to found their own small settlement in the wilds. Their own village.

There, they’d cultivate enough farmland to feed everyone while they raised their numerous children together. They would build multiple cozy homes for her, Trent, his other wives, and any other members of their tribe. They would find people that would make it strong.

Not everyone who joined her tribe would be one of Trent’s wives, of course, but as chief, he would command both respect and the largest steading in the village. As his first and birth wife, Bethany would stand proudly at his side. While custom dictated that all of a chief’s wives were equal, the opinions of a Windborne chief’s first wife unofficially carried weight.

Bethany didn’t desire power simply for power’s sake. She wanted to be in a position to guide her husband and their tribe to success in the Windborne way. She wanted to build a legacy with him and his other wives that would endure long after they were gone.

She might be the only person who had actually grown up in a Windborne tribe to be a member of Trent’s new one. Thus, she would need to advise her husband and guide him, when asked, to ensure that they continued to build their tribe in the Windborne way. They would carry forward the traditions of her father and mothers to honor them.

No one spoke as they navigated the dense crowds on a path that only Kari understood. They had grown comfortable with silence as they waited in the long line to enter the city, and Bethany already knew where they were headed. Their first stop would be the tavern in which Princess Victoria had stayed with the Primal Guards Executor Tallow assigned to guard her.

Kari had told Bethany the tavern was called the Hand in Glove. While it wasn’t much favored by nobility, it was still a sight better than the more rowdy taverns along the stretch of river running through the city from wall to wall. Its area was also well patrolled.

Thanks to the fervent efforts of the Star’s Crossing fire brigade, much of the Hand in Glove still stood. Bethany understood from what Kari had told her that it had been damaged by the ruthless mercenaries who set it on fire. Presumably, they’d done so to force Princess Victoria and her protectors into the street where they could use their numbers to advantage.

After what felt like another hour of pushing their way at an agonizingly slow pace through the crowded streets, Bethany spotted what had once been a fine three-story building that had obviously been damaged by a fire. The sign showed a gloved fist clutching a mug. As tavern names and signage went, this was one of the more tasteful ones.

Warped and blackened wood was visible along one corner and much of a wall, though the sturdy skeleton had survived. Bethany knew that wallers had special chemicals they used to treat wood to ward it against fire. That treatment had likely saved the building.

Kari led them confidently toward a small stables attached to the Hand in Glove. It was staffed by a pale tow-headed stableboy. As Kari approached, he stepped off the wall he’d been leaning against and raised one hand... and his voice. He couldn’t be more than fourteen.

“Apologies, miss, but we’re closed for business while we repair.”

Kari didn’t slow her stride. “I know, hon. I’m here from the Primal Academy. Your tavern keeper is expecting me.”

The boy’s freckled face turned ashen. “You’re a mage?”

“Yes, but I’m a nice mage. A life mage. And you are running a fever that would drop most men. Why aren’t you in bed?”

The boy stood straighter. “I’m fine, ma’am.”

“You can call me Mistress Karissa, and you’re not. Not if you keep standing out here the rest of the day.”

The boy sniffed. “No help for it, ma’am. I’m the only help that showed up today.”

Bethany didn’t know if the other people working at the Hand in Glove had been injured in the mercenary attack or had fled for fear of another one. Either way, she empathized with the plight of this tavern keeper and his family. At least their home still stood.

Kari glanced at Bethany. “Could you take Starling’s reins a moment?”

Starling was the name of Kari’s pale gelding. Bethany saw no reason Kari would ask if it wasn’t important. She took the reins in the hand that wasn’t leading her own brown gelding, then watched in curiosity as Kari approached the stable boy.

His face turned from pale to bright red as a woman Bethany could not deny was incredibly attractive touched his chin. Bethany wasn’t jealous of how good Kari looked in her green button-down shirt and tight riding pants, but she also wasn’t blind. She knew Trent wasn’t blind either, and she knew he found Kari attractive. She had seen him looking.

This left Bethany excited. A life mage would be an exceedingly valuable addition to their Windborne tribe, especially when it came to delivering babies. A midwife was good, but a woman who could ease the pain of contractions and stop any dangerous bleeding with one wave of her glowing hand would be a treasure from the gods.

Bethany didn’t know if a mage of the Primal Academy could do anything but marry another mage. Yet Kari had said she wanted to choose her husband based on her preferences rather than his affinity for ether. Trent was a mage as well.

They just didn’t know what kind yet.

Kari’s warm smile almost melted the stableboy. “What’s your name, hon?”

“It’s... Lathan?” The boy looked somewhere between terrified and aroused.

“Well, I need you to relax, Lathan. Close your eyes and take deep breaths. I’m going to see if I can help with that fever of yours.”

The boy shut his eyes. As Bethany watched in fascination, Kari closed her eyes as well. She raised one palm to the air and extended a finger like she was stirring a bowl of soup.

Bethany marveled as glimmering white energy appeared on Kari’s outstretched finger. She’d seen a bit of this when she watched Kari massage Revca’s legs last night, but that had been night. This was midday. The ether glistened brightly enough it almost hurt her eyes.

Kari shifted her feet and lowered her center of balance while moving both arms and one leg. It was a graceful movement Bethany would have been certain was a dance if not for how purposeful it looked. More glowing white energy flared on Kari’s palm as she pressed it to Lathan’s head. He sucked in his breath and stiffened at her touch.

A moment later Kari removed her hand, stepped back, and smiled. “Better?”

Lathan opened his eyes and gawked at Kari. “Miss!”

“Mistress Karissa.”

“Mistress, that’s...” He took another deep, clear breath. “You cured me!”

“I’ve only eased your fever for a time.” Kari frowned in obvious warning. “That should get you through the rest of the day, but all I’ve done is ease your symptoms, not the cause. The moment your shift is over, you need to go home and rest. Do you have a tonic for fevers?”

Lathan rubbed the back of his head as if embarrassed. “Bit pricey, those.”

Kari reached into the small pack she’d carried since she left the academy. One hand emerged containing a small glass vial with a viscous blue liquid. It reminded Bethany of talun potion: what she and other outwallers used to treat chaos wolf bites back in Dalry.

Kari pressed the vial into the now very shocked stableboy’s hand. “Tonight, before you go to bed, take two sips of this, then two more in the morning. Keep doing that for three days, then go without and see if your fever fades. If it does, you can save the rest.”

Lathan gawked at the vial in his hand, then at Kari. “I can’t afford this!”

“It’s not free, hon. You said your tavern is closed. Your stables are empty?”

“Well... yes?”

“And can you still stable horses?”

“In all but one of our stalls, Mistress. The fire ruined that one.”

“So, you can stable four horses for the night? Feed them, water them, massage them?”

Lathan abruptly stood at attention. “Yes, Mistress. I’ll treat them like my own!”

“Given the value of that tonic, I’d expect no less.” When Kari patted the top of his head affectionately, the boy turned red again... but not from fever. “Now, is the tavern keeper in? I’d like to speak to her directly. Need to know everything she saw the night you got attacked.”

“Yes, Mistress. Last we spoke, Missus and Mister Kellan said they’d be spending the day replacing the burnt boards in the common room, or at least making a start on it. They were still at it an hour ago. Do you want me to...?”

Kari patted his shoulder. “You just see to our horses. And after you’re done with your shift, two sips and straight to bed. You need to keep that fever down.”

Lathan bowed awkwardly. “Yes, Mistress. Thank you, Mistress.”

He took Starling’s reins and walked off with the pale mare and Trent’s gelding. As he did so, he glanced back apologetically at Bethany and Revca.

“I’ll be right back for yours. Sorry, I can only handle two.”

Revca frowned but said nothing. Kari strode confidently past Bethany and then pivoted to Revca. “You mind holding the reins of Beth’s horse until he gets back?”

Revca frowned. “Why can she not hold them?”

“She’s coming inside as my bodyguard. Meanwhile, I’d like you to keep watch out here.”

Bethany kept her face neutral despite Kari’s odd request. Was Kari trying to separate them for some reason? She considered protesting, but decided to reserve judgment until Kari revealed her thinking or reasons.

Revca didn’t look convinced either. “Why is a watch necessary?”

“Only been a few days since the attack. Wouldn’t put it past whoever’s involved to leave someone watching for investigators. So, after we go inside and Lathan takes the horses, I’d like you to relax out here. Keep a good eye for anyone coming or going in a way they shouldn’t.”

“In... a way they shouldn’t?” Revca now looked even more uncertain of herself.

“Just make note of anyone who leaves after we enter.”

Revca glanced at Bethany for help. Bethany nodded incrementally. She wanted to know what Kari’s game was, and she couldn’t learn if Revca insisted on coming inside.

After a moment of eying them doubtfully, Revca nodded. “If that’s what you think best.”

“Thanks, hon.” Kari bumped Bethany’s shoulder with hers. “Let’s get ourselves a drink.”


Chapter Thirteen




Kari knocked firmly on the closed door to the standing but partially blackened Hand in Glove. After giving those inside a short time to pay attention to the knock, and possibly to wonder if someone from the group of mercenaries who’d attacked this place had come back to finish the job, Kari raised her voice. She shouted amiably through the wooden door.

“Missus Kellan! This is Mistress Karissa from the Primal Academy! I’d like to speak with you and your husband, if you’ve got the time!”

Bethany was surprised by how loudly Kari yelled through the door. She suspected everyone on the street could hear her declaration. As she connected the volume of Kari’s voice with her request to Revca to covertly keep watch, she smiled faintly.

If the people hunting Princess Victoria, or the people who had sent those mercenaries, did have someone watching the tavern on behalf of the culprits, Kari had just made clear who she was and where she’d come from. Any lookouts would be eager to report the arrival of a Primal Academy mage straightaway. They would likely flee to report to their masters once Kari and Bethany entered the tavern... but Revca would see them leave.

Also, as she thought back on Kari’s interactions with Lathan the stable boy, she could think of no way they had benefited her. The tonic she’d offered the boy was obviously worth far more than a night in the stables, but she’d brushed it off and made Lathan feel he’d earn it by taking care of their horses. She’d also found a stables they could trust.

Every moment Bethany spent with Kari made her like this woman more. She had no question Kari would make a fantastic birth or hearth wife for Trent. The only question, now, was if Kari would be open to sharing her eventual husband with other women.

Not every woman would accept that arrangement, and Bethany respected that. She’d been fortunate that both Ruby and Revca had agreed to become Trent’s wives without questioning her Windborne customs. She loved Trent more than anyone outside of her own family, but she also loved the idea of the strong and capable tribe they could build... together.

From beyond the closed door, Bethany’s sensitive hearing soon detected the sound of boots on a creaky floor. The sound of wood sliding on wood suggested a large bar had just been lifted on the other side of the door. The door creaked open a crack.

A frazzled-looking woman in a dusty apron peered out suspiciously from the crack in the door. She looked to be in her mid-thirties, with brown hair tied back in a bun and dark eyes. She held one hand behind her back. Bethany suspected she was holding a weapon.

Kari adjusted her stance to show off her colorful cloak and the purple sun and moon. As the woman beyond the door—Missus Kellan—relaxed, Bethany accepted that the colors and symbol of the Primal Academy must be known across the Cridor Republic. While she knew Dalry had a magic academy of its own, she only knew its name: Cantor Academy.

The woman motioned to Bethany and looked at Kari. “She with you?”

“She’s my bodyguard. Your boy Lathan is seeing to our horses at my request. I asked him to stable them for the night.”

“That’s fine, I suppose. We’re not using them.” Missus Kellan opened the door and stepped back. “You can both come in. Though I warn you, the common room is still a mess.”

Kari breezed in through the now open door with Bethany right behind her. “No worries there, hon. Sorry to pop in on you unexpected, but I wanted to talk while things were fresh.”

After they were inside, Missus Kellan closed the door behind them and then dropped the heavy bar in place. As Bethany looked the tavernkeeper over, she noted that the woman wore modest clothing beneath her apron. It was appropriate for rough work.

The sound of hammering drew Bethany’s attention to Mister Kellan, who was currently shirtless and covered in dust and soot. He was busy hammering a new floorboard down on the border of a large and slightly seared hole in the floor, and looked intent on the task. He reminded Bethany of her father, Alyn, which conjured a brief and pleasant memory of home.

Missus Kellan strode away from the door to walk behind her bar, which looked to have escaped the fire. One whole corner of the common room was visibly charred, and many boards in both the walls and floor were missing. Ash and bits of wood covered the floor... along with what Bethany recognized as a large pool of dried blood beside the door.

Someone had died in this tavern. Bethany wondered if it had been one of the Primal Guards assigned to guard Princess Victoria, or one of the mercenaries who’d come to claim her. Either way, she doubted Missus Kellan was pleased to have blood staining her floor.

The brown-haired tavern keeper reached under her counter. “Care for a drink?”

Bethany had just opened her mouth to ask for something strong when Kari gripped her forearm in obvious caution. “Juice or cider is fine, if you have it.”

Missus Kellan frowned in surprise. “Mages don’t drink?”

“Not this early in the day, hon, and not when I need to take good notes.” Kari glanced at Bethany and motioned with an inclination of her head, then settled herself on the customer side of the bar. “My bodyguard is mainly here to keep me safe. But if she has questions, I’d appreciate you listenin’ to those, too.”

Bethany settled silently at Kari’s side. As she did so, Missus Kellan visibly looked her over. Bethany appreciated that the woman looked to take her seriously.

Missus Kellan bustled into the back room and returned with two clean mugs and a clay jug. She poured what Bethany judged was some sort of cider into them and pushed the mugs over. Bethany felt silly accepting it... this was a child’s drink... but Kari must want a clear head.

Missus Kellan looked again at Kari. “Well? What do you want to know?”

As Kari calmly had Missus Kellan lead her through the night of the attack, Bethany listened intently. Missus and Mister Kellan had been asleep when shouting from outside woke Mister Kellan, followed by breaking glass. Both had come downstairs to see the Primal Guards to whom they’d sold two rooms in their common room. They’d barred the door.

At that point, a loud man outside had demanded that “the princess” step out of the tavern and surrender. That was when the woman Missus Kellan described as “kind, but a little sheltered” rushed downstairs into the common room. She had argued loudly with the Primal Guards, who insisted she should head back upstairs and shelter there.

Missus Kellan described Victoria’s anguish at the thought that she’d led these mercenaries to the doorstep of these fine people. She even recalled that Victoria promised them she would pay for the damages when she could. As the men outside battered the barred door, the Primal Guards had finally convinced Victoria to rush back upstairs.

Kari leaned forward. “So, what happened then? The mercenaries lit the place up?”

“Yes. Once... once those horrid mercenaries set our tavern on fire, one of the Primal Guards insisted we flee into the cellar. They said they would head outside, drive off the mercenaries, and call for help. They ordered us to bar the door behind them.”

“And did you?”

Missus Kellan looked down as if ashamed. “I did. I don’t know what they were thinking. They had no chance against so many, but they went out to face those mercenaries, anyway.”

Kari smiled sadly. “They wanted to draw the attackers away from your tavern and their charge before it burned to the ground. They spent their lives to buy time for the fire brigade and the city watch to arrive and deal with the problem. You ask me, there’s no finer or braver soldiers in the republic.”

Now Missus Kellan looked more than a bit distraught. “I’m so sorry they died.”

“We all are, hon. Just remember none of this was your fault. It was our business that brought those mercenaries here, and our guards chose to take responsibility.”

“I... thank you, Mistress Karissa.”

“But now, I need to know what happened after. Did you hear fighting in the street?”

“Yes, Mistress. I heard the shouting and clashing of blades, and soon, more pounding on our door. The mercenaries said the men outside were dead. They said they’d spare our lives if we unbarred the door and surrendered the princess, but... I couldn’t. Not after those guards died to protect her. Then, before they could break down the door, there was more shouting.”

“From the fire brigade? The city watch?”

“The mercenaries. And... their shouting sounded odd.”

“Odd how?”

Missus Kellan’s features darkened. “Like those horrid men were terrified.”

Bethany felt a chill as she realized Missus Kellan must be describing the moment Executor Tallow’s “agent” had arrived on the scene. What type of mage were they? One that was obviously powerful enough to defeat an entire company of mercenaries.

Kari nodded sympathetically. “And then? After the attack was over?”

“Once the fire brigade arrived and shouted all was safe outside, Henry... that’s my husband... and I rushed out onto the street to help with the buckets and the water. We saw bodies in the street, both your guards and the others, but... I didn’t want to look too close.”

“I understand. Now, let’s go back to the woman who came here with our guards. Where was she in all this?”

“Upstairs. I think. She fled back upstairs, but she was gone when I went to look.”

“The room upstairs have a window to the street?”

“It overlooks the alley. The window to the room was open and Vicky... the woman with your guards... was gone. I think she went out on the eaves and fled through the alleys.” Missus Kellan pressed her lips together. “Do you know if she escaped?”

Bethany eyed Kari closely in that moment. Would she reveal that Princess Victoria had escaped to make this woman feel better? Or would she lie and say Victoria was also killed in case anyone came around asking these same questions?

Kari deflected the query instead. “One question, first. How many mercenaries would you say attacked your tavern that night?”

Missus Kellan turned a bit pale. “Henry asked the watch, after. They counted eleven dead outside on the street, other than your guards, and one at the end of the nearby alley.”

“Was that man attempting to flee?”

“Maybe? He didn’t die like the others. Someone... I think they jabbed his throat.”

Kari smiled tightly. “Seems you have your answer, then. About where Vicky went.”

Missus Kellan considered, then nodded grimly. “It seems I do.”

Bethany approved of Kari’s choice to ease Missus Kellan’s mind. Whoever was hunting Princess Victoria must already know she’d escaped. Better to set the tavernkeeper's mind at ease than leave her wondering and distraught to no good end.

Kari glanced at Bethany to see if she had any questions. Yet Bethany could already visualize how the events of that night must have played out, and she knew who had stabbed that last guard by the alley as she fled the tavern. Princess Victoria was no wilting flower.

Bethany rested both arms on the bar. “No questions from me.”

Missus Kellan nodded sympathetically. “Did you know those guards, too?”

“I did not, but now, I wish I had.”

“I wish I had more to tell you.”

Kari patted Missus Kellan’s hand. “It’s enough to hear what happened from your lips. Now, let’s talk about the bodies. Where are they now?”

Their host turned a bit pale at the mention of bodies, but she soldiered on. “The city watch took the bodies, after. If they’re anywhere, they’re at the town morgue.”

“They should be. We made a request to keep them until I could arrive. Thank you for answering all my questions, hon. I’m sorry about the damage to your tavern.”

Now, Missus Kellan peered at Kari hopefully. “Will the academy be able to compensate us for any of it? As you said, it was your business that brought those men here.”

Kari didn’t look offended or angered by the question. “I can ask. For tonight, I’d like to pay you the standard price for two rooms, assuming they’re available.”

“We can’t offer our normal amenities.”

“That’s fine, hon. I’d rather stay with a woman I can trust than pick a tavern at random in a town where people like those who troubled you might still be wandering around. No one is looking for us, so I can promise we won’t bring trouble to your doorstep again.”

Missus Kellan nodded thoughtfully, obviously relieved to have more business. “We only have one room that’s habitable right now. It only has two beds.”

Bethany felt a kindling of anticipation. Having Trent sleeping in close proximity to Kari in the same room could certainly prove for an interesting night... assuming he was able to return before sunrise. Kari hadn’t seen Trent shirtless yet. She could easily arrange that.

Yet in light of Missus Kellan’s story, fresh thoughts of her husband troubled her. Bethany hated the idea of him being on the road alone, but then, she reminded herself he wasn’t. He had Ruby, and Ruby was stronger than five men and as tough as an armored knight.

Trent and his blade wife would keep each other safe. And then, whether tonight or tomorrow, Bethany would welcome her husband home... along with Revca and Kari. That was a pleasant ritual she could imagine herself and the others making a habit.

Kari raised her mug. “To the Primal Guards.”

Bethany raised her mug as well, and Missus Kellan grabbed another mug and joined in. They toasted the two brave warriors who they now knew had given their lives both to cover Princess Victoria’s escape and to save the Kellan tavern.

They downed the last of the cider before Kari pushed back and sat up. “It’s not late, yet, so I’d like to head down to the morgue and ask about a bit. We’ll also be asking around in the local watering holes. We’ll get some food elsewhere and be back by ten.”

Missus Kellan nodded. “Eating elsewhere is for the best. Given the price of lumber these days, we’ll be serving lean meals for some time. Though, if you want mead, I can spare that.”

Kari patted Bethany’s arm. “Cider’s fine. Now, let’s get a move on.”

Bethany rose, and then Kari walked to the door as Bethany walked at her side. The cider had quenched her thirst, but it was sweeter than she liked. She hadn’t drunk plain cider since... when? She must have been eleven or twelve the last time she enjoyed such a drink.

As Kari raised the bar that ensured the door couldn’t be forced open without utterly destroying it, Bethany glanced at her. “Have we decided not to get drunk tonight?”

With the bar now raised, Kari glanced at her. “I will, but you should stick to cider.”

“I can hold my liquor.”

“Oh, I have no doubt of that. But...” Kari smiled warmly as she stood before the still closed doors that separated them from Revca. “I didn’t want to tell you in front of Revca, since no one but you should know, but Beth? From this point forward, you shouldn’t drink.”

Bethany’s next breath caught in her throat as she remembered how easily and accurately Kari had diagnosed Lathan’s fever, the soreness in Revca’s legs, and also, her ability to tell if someone was lying simply by watching their body.

Kari was a life mage. Life mages could tell things about the human body simply by looking. A moment ago, Kari’s insistence that she stick to cider had annoyed her, but now...

Heart pounding with hope, Bethany dared ask. “You can see that? Even now?”

“I can, hon. So, that man you spoke about? The one who makes you want to tear off your clothes whenever he looks at you? When you see him again, you two should have a chat about your future. Having a child is going to change both your lives.”

A warmth spread from Bethany’s smile to her heart to her core. “You’re certain?”

“Wasn’t until today. It was still too new, and I can’t tell the sex until they’re much older, but yes, hon. That man of yours put a baby in you. So, stick to cider from now on.”

As Kari opened the door and stepped out, Bethany felt like she might faint... from happiness. She was with child. She was now carrying Trent’s child.

She had dreamed of this moment since before they founded their new tribe, but the wonderful life ahead of them had been but a story until now. This child would be but the first they raised together, and Bethany still hoped to give Trent many more... alongside any other wives who chose to do so. But still, their first would be undeniably special.

If they had a boy, he would be first in line to succeed Trent when he passed leadership of the tribe and left to retire with his wives. If they had a girl, as Trent’s firstborn daughter, it would be up to her to find another chief worthy of starting a new tribe. Either way the Windborne ways would continue, passed down through her and Trent’s many children.

Bethany felt like she was floating as she followed Kari back to Revca, who waited crossly for them at the entrance to a narrow alley. As they arrived, Kari smiled to ease Revca’s obvious ire at being left outside for so long. Now, Bethany finally understood why.

Kari stopped near Revca at the entrance to the alley. “Sorry that took a bit. It’s all done now, and we’re staying here tonight.”

Revca eyed the recently damaged tavern doubtfully. “Is it safe?”

“Tonight, I reckon this’ll be the safest tavern in all of Star’s Crossing. But what about you, hon? You see anyone actin’ shifty or hurryin’ off after I went inside?”

“Only one. A dark-haired man of middling age.”

“You see what direction he went?”

Revca pointed into the alley. “He’s in there.”

“In... the alley?”

“Yes. I intercepted him as he left, then restrained him for interrogation.”

As Kari gawked at Revca, Bethany felt surprising pride at Revca’s initiative. She might not always agree with Revca’s reasoning, or even get along with her most of the time, but none could deny Revca was a powerful and clever mage.

If only she hadn’t sworn that pesky oath!

Bethany smiled at Revca to show her approval, then glanced at Kari. “This time, I’d like you to let me ask the questions.”

Kari eyed her curiously. “You plannin’ to get rough with him?”

“Would it be a problem if I did?”

“Depends on if we’re dealin’ with a scoundrel working with heartless mercenaries, or a street kid desperate for coin. So you know, I don’t sit by for torture.”

Bethany patted the handle of one of her long hunting knives. “I won’t hurt them if they’re an innocent. And if they aren’t, well... you can heal them after, can’t you?”


Chapter Fourteen




With her mouth a grim line, Revca led them into the narrow alley. Bethany followed close behind her, with Kari walking behind her. It wasn’t long before they spotted a dark-haired man in a dark tunic, pants, and worn boots. His blue eyes were wide and terrified.

Bethany could understand his terror. His chest, limbs, and mouth were covered in pulping green vines. Behind her, Kari whistled softly in appreciation.

“That’s a fine spell form. Entangling vines?”

“Of course.” Revca pressed herself against the wall and motioned Bethany past. “He skulked away shortly after you entered the tavern to speak with the proprietor. When he saw me watching him, he attempted to flee down the alley. I saw no others.”

Bethany smiled her predator’s smile as the man’s blue eyes met hers. He remained terrified, but he relaxed incrementally as she approached. That told Bethany this man had likely been captured and interrogated before, and now that she and Kari had arrived, he assumed he was in for more of the same. He now had hope they wouldn’t summarily execute him.

Bethany crouched beside the still restrained man and looked him over. He had a short blade sheathed at his waist. She pulled that free and tossed it aside, then patted him down with mercenary efficiency. She found no other weapons but a dagger tucked into his boot.

She glanced at Revca. “How long can you hold these vines around him?”

Revca frowned as if insulted. “As long as I intend to do so.”

“And can you remove the vine from his mouth?”

“I can, but his shouting could draw attention.”

“You let me handle that. Remove the vine on his mouth when I say.”

Bethany turned to find the blue-eyed man now intently focused on her. Keeping her gaze locked with his, she casually drew one of her long hunting knifes. As she raised it and turned it so the late afternoon light glinted off the blade, the man eyed it nervously.

He looked even more alarmed when she casually pulled off his boot, then his wet sock. Revca’s vines kept all his limbs restrained, so while he could thrash and wiggle his foot, he couldn’t get it away from her. She kept her face calm despite the rancid smell.

He had rather dirty toes, but moreover, he was looking increasingly alarmed. He had no idea what she planned to do, which was good. She needed him off balance for this to work.

As Revca continued to restrain the man with vines, Bethany glanced at Kari. “Mistress, can a life mage reattach a man’s severed toe?”

Kari’s features darkened as she considered Bethany’s question. “I can, but it’ll hurt.”

“Wonderful.” Bethany turned to the restrained man again and made her face of stone. “In a moment, I’m going to ask my friend to let you speak to me. If you scream, she’s going to gag you with more vines. Then, I’m going to use my knife to saw off your little toe.”

The man stiffened in the vines. Bethany wasn’t sure if Kari would allow her to follow through on her threat, but she also doubted the woman could stop her. As Kari had said, they could always put it back on.

Bethany kept her hard gaze on the restrained man. “Let him speak.”

Cloth shuffled as Revca made some small movement behind her. The vine that had wrapped around the man’s face retreated and pulled away to free his lips. As Bethany raised her knife in warning, he didn’t scream. He did, however, take one huge, gasping breath.

Bethany waited for him to catch his breath, then spoke again. “As you heard, the woman beside me is a life mage of the Primal Academy. She’s incredibly skilled at reading the human body, and also, she can tell when you lie. So, how many more toes you lose today will depend on how honest you are with us.”

The man stared in disbelief.

“Now, your name?”

He watched her for a moment until she raised her knife. “It’s Aaron. Aaron Roe.”

Bethany glanced at Kari.

Kari narrowed her eyes. “He’s lying.”

The man’s eyes widened. “I swear, that’s my name!”

Bethany lowered her gaze to his foot and moved her knife’s tip forward to rest on the tender bit of flesh between his foot and his little toe. “We’ll know in a moment. Hold him still.”

Just before Bethany could cut, the man broke. “Jarold! It’s Jarold. Please don’t!”

As Bethany glanced at Kari again, the life mage nodded. “He speaks the truth.”

Bethany sliced Jarold’s foot anyway.

The man yowled and wriggled, but it was more from shock than any real danger. Bethany’s cut was a small one, and while it bled, it would clot soon. Still, as she focused on Jarold again, the man’s now rapid breathing assured him he believed her threat.

“And your business here, Jarold? Remember. It’s hard to run about without toes.”

Jarold swallowed in worry. “I’m just a lookout. I’m not with them, I promise. They paid me to watch over the tavern and report if any mages from the Primal Academy showed up.”

“Who paid you? Be specific.”

“That foreign mage. The crimson-haired woman. She hired a bunch of us to run errands for her and bring her reports in town a few days ago. I took a job to watch this tavern.”

Revca stepped forward. “How do you know she’s a foreign mage?”

“Her accent! And her hair. Never seen red hair unless it was a foreigner.” Then, he swallowed as he likely realized he was talking to one.

Revca’s glower grew. “And her name? What is her name?”

“I swear, I don’t know! She didn’t give it. She told us to call her Mistress, but nothing more. I don’t do the rough work, but a lookout job sounded like a sweet deal.”

Bethany glanced at Kari for confirmation. Under other circumstances, she would have hesitated to trust this man’s answers without further prodding... and possibly a missing toe. However, this time, she was fortunate to have a human lie detector along.

Kari nodded. “All truth.”

Jarold swallowed and winced. “I wouldn’t lie to you, miss. Not now. I only agreed to watch the tavern for her. I had nothing to do with the attack a few nights ago.”

Kari stepped forward and knelt beside Bethany. “Also true. So, Jarold, who attacked the tavern a few nights ago? Who set it on fire?”

“It was Red Dog’s men. The woman... the mistress... hired them to abduct some girl from the tavern, but they flubbed it. They, they got themselves killed by the city watch.”

Bethany considered his fervent testimony. What this man had revealed matched what Missus Kellan had told them about the night of the attack. A glance at Kari confirmed more truth. Every moment this woman was with them she proved ever more useful.

Bethany turned back to the man again. “Had you escaped once we arrived, where would you deliver your report about us? Do you have a contact here in the city?”

“Just her partner. He’s got red hair like hers, and I think he’s a mage as well. He comes down to low tide every few days to gather reports from those of us who work for her.”

“Low tide?”

“The end of the city river, miss. Where the working class taverns are.”

“Is he waiting there today?”

“I don’t think so. He wasn’t earlier. I saw him at the tavern last night, but not since.”

“Which tavern?”

“We meet him down at the Rowdy Lass. Lots of business goes on there.”

Bethany glanced at Revca to find Revca already looking at her with a grim expression. The red-haired male mage sounded like Anton, the man they had seen leaving the city in that wagon earlier today. This directly connected Anton to the attack on Princess Victoria!

Bethany glanced at Kari. Once again, Kari nodded to confirm everything their captive had said was true. How fortunate that Revca had captured the most spineless mercenary in all of Star’s Crossing. Either that... or a man who ran for a living was attached to his toes.

Bethany rose. “What are the terms of your contract with the red-haired mage?”

“The...” Jarold frowned. “She told me to watch the tavern.”

“And report back, I know. Is that all? You watch the tavern today, then tell him if anyone from the Primal Academy comes by? There were no other stipulations?”

He stared worriedly. “What are stipulations?”

Bethany resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “He didn’t give you any other orders?”

“No. No ma’am. Just to watch for a Primal Academy mage, and report if one showed.”

Bethany crossed her arms. “I suppose you should go and do that, then.”

Jarold watched her as if worried this was some sort of trap. “Miss?”

“You can’t be the only person this mage hired to watch the Hand in Glove. Others will report Kari’s arrival, and if you don’t, your employer may wonder why you failed in your duties. So, Jarold, in exchange for your cooperation today, I’m going to release you in a moment.”

Jarold said nothing else. He knew better than to question his luck. He also didn’t look like he believed it. Bethany glanced at Revca and prayed the woman would follow her lead.

“Before you release him, I want you to put a blood hex on him.”

Revca stared for a moment, then offered a grim nod. “What sort of blood hex?”

She’d caught onto Bethany’s ploy. Bethany held back her smile through force of will. “I think a killing hex will do. That should ensure his cooperation and his return.”

Jarold gasped from his vines. “Miss, I’ve told you everything I know!”

“Oh, I know.” Bethany turned back to Jarold. “And after we release you, you’re also going to tell that foreigner you saw a Primal Academy mage arrive at the Hand in Glove and speak to its proprietor. Collect your coin. You won’t mention us or this conversation.”

“But... a death hex? I don’t want to die!”

“My friend’s death hex will only kill you if you mention us. To anyone. So long as you never tell anyone we’ve spoken, the hex won’t harm you in any way.”

“And... what if I do?”

“Then you’ll die, Jarold. Quite painfully. So, be cautious with your words. Deliver your report, do not mention us, and then forget you saw us at all. Do you understand?”

After a moment, Jarold nodded. “I do.”

Bethany glanced at Revca. “Put the death hex on him.”

Revca frowned for a moment, then walked forward. Green light manifested on her fingers as Jarold stared in fear. Revca’s arms moved in a serpentine motion that Bethany found oddly hypnotic. A moment later, Jarold yelped and wriggled in the vines.

“What was that? What’d you do?”

Revca smiled menacingly. “The hex is inside you now.”

“Please. I promise. I won’t say anything to anyone!”

“I know. Because if you do, you’ll die as my vines grow out of every orifice you have and then strangle you.”

Jarold’s face turned even more pale.

Bethany barely hid her smile of triumph. “Release him.”

Revca moved her arms again. With an odd crackling sound, the vines that had restrained Jarold retreated into the dirt between the stones. Jarold scrambled up and looked between them, features torn between worry and hope.

“You swear it? If I don’t mention you, the hex won’t harm me?”

“You have my word, Jarold.” Bethany stepped back to clear the way to the alley. “But don’t forget your sock and boot. It’ll be hard to explain missing those.”

After a moment, Jarold picked up his sock and boot and limped out of the alley, favoring the foot Bethany had sliced. It was such a little cut Bethany couldn’t help but be disappointed in him. Still, perhaps wallers walked less. He must have tender soles.

Bethany glanced at Revca. “What did you really cast on him?”

“Nothing. I merely made one of the vines grow a thorn at the small of his back.”

“You can make them grow thorns?”

“If I wish my target to bleed, yes.”

From another woman, those calm words would have chilled her. Yet from a woman sworn to protect Trent with her life, they made Bethany feel even better about what Revca could contribute to their tribe. As Bethany lightly thumped Revca’s arm, the woman blinked.

“You did well today. I’ll make sure Trent knows when he returns.”

Revca frowned as if worried this was some sort of trick. “Well... thank you.”

Kari looked relieved they hadn’t resorted to actual torture. “I agree, hon. Though, I do wonder. If he’d been more stubborn, how many toes would I need to reattach?”

Bethany casually led them from the alley. “It couldn’t have been more than ten.”
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Trent

Night had fallen without any sounds of conversation or screaming from inside the barn, though the torches or fire crackling inside continued to glimmer from within. Trent found it odd that people could remain so quiet in such a small space for so long. He was quiet, of course, a silent and invisible shadow overlooking their barn, but he was here to plant a seeker.

Why had Anton and those with him chosen to stop and shelter at this particular barn? The most sensible explanation is that they were all catching up on sleep and planned to ride out once it grew dark. That meant he would need to time when he planted the seeker carefully. By the time darkness fell, he was ready to move. He couldn’t wait any longer without risk.

He slipped from his cover and, walking low, hurried across the disturbingly open clearing toward the wagon. Firelight continued to flicker from inside the barn. He kept his ears open for any sounds that suggested someone was coming back outside. No one emerged.

He reached the back of the wagon and hopped up on it with scarcely a sound, and nothing that would carry to the barn. He chose a crate at random—they were all about the same size—and pulled his hold out knife from his boot. He sawed it gently until it slipped into the narrow crack between the side of a crate and the lid, then slowly, carefully, pried.

The lid cracked open with a louder sound than Trent intended. He froze a moment as he scanned the forest for movement and waited for the barn doors to fly open. Neither occurred. Heart pounding, he pried the crate’s lid up a bit and peered inside.

The crate held gleaming black sand. Who would fill a crate with sand? Unless...

Heart pounding, Trent traced a finger through the cool, gleaming dirt. The faint tingle against his skin was unmistakable. He wrenched his hand out of the crate at once, then took one deep, calming breath. This was volcanic sand. Raw volcanic sand.

Scholars believed the distant and wet islands of Pasharal, along with their deep and warm caves, had been formed by ancient volcanic activity. The sand in this crate was evidence of that, gathered by grinding up scratchy black rocks made of the stuff. Such rocks dotted Pasharal’s beaches, caves, and land, and more washed up every day.

Trent had only seen crates like this once before. Dalry stored volcanic sand and other dangerous chemicals in a stone storeroom on an island separated from the main keep. That way, if something caught fire, only the island would burn. The water would contain the flames.

As a kestrel, Trent carried a variant of volcanic sand in one of the pouches on his belt of dirty tricks. Volcano powder used volcanic sand as a base element, and ignited in a short-lived fire when tossed. The flames were brilliant but fleeting, perfect for scaring a target.

This crate held enough sand to make hundreds of batches of volcano powder, but why would Anton be transporting this? Only a few alchemists knew the recipe to convert it to other forms, and to Trent’s knowledge, all of them lived in Dalry. So, why was the sand here?

He couldn’t possibly figure this out now. What he could do was plant the seeker and move before someone spotted him. While it was tempting to just toss the seeker in the crate and leave, he couldn’t know if the crate might be unloaded at some point. He needed to track the wagon, not one crate.

Trent forced the lid back down and was relieved when it popped into place on the same nails. Anyone who pried it open might notice it had been tampered with, but a cursory visual inspection would reveal nothing. The wagon held dozens of crates like this, which...

Were they all filled with volcanic sand? No. It must be something else.

No one would be mad enough to be carting dozens of crates of volcanic sand down a public road in the middle of the republic. It was inert in this form, but if it caught fire, the wagon, the riders, and anyone unfortunate enough to be close enough to see the explosion would cease to be.

Trent dropped off the wagon and looked it over. There was no obvious place to attach the seeker where it wouldn’t be seen by a cursory inspection. The only place that really made sense was on the underside of the wagon.

It would take time to get under the wagon, wriggle back out, and get away. Yet doing a careless job was as good as doing no job at all. After one more look at the silent barn, Trent dropped onto his back and wriggled under the wagon. It was made of solid planks.

As the Enchanter had instructed, he pulled the seeker from a pouch on his belt of dirty tricks, then pressed it flat against the bottom of the wagon. It was a wide disc about half the size of a man’s hand and about as thick as his finger. A small knob sat in its center.

Trent held the seeker against the wood then, as the Enchanter had instructed, turned the knob. He heard a faint popping sound, and then, hesitantly, removed his hand. He marveled at the sight of the seeker now stuck firmly to the wagon. This was a useful trinket!

Bethany carried the trinket’s mate, a rolled up parchment that would display a map with the seeker on it, that would allow him to check on its location. They had already tested the parchment before opening the portal to the Primal Academy, so Trent saw no reason to bring it with him. It would be just one more valuable item which he could lose in a scuffle.

His job here was done. His wives were waiting for him. He was in the process of wriggling out from under the wagon when he heard an impossibly frustrating sound.

Horses were galloping up the road down which he’d drifted through the woods. They were coming fast, and they’d somehow chosen now to arrive! He wanted to scream at the unfairness of it all, but his anger rose and vanished as it passed through him and beyond.

Sometimes, no amount of preparation or planning could counter simple bad luck.

With only a moment to weigh the risk, Trent wriggled back under the wagon. It was possible he could get out from under it, sprint across the clearing, and get back into cover before the riders arrived. It was also possible they would see him fleeing and sound an alarm.

When the loud creak of stressed barn doors opening followed a moment later, Trent knew he’d made the right choice. Had he made a run for it, Anton would have a clear line of sight to strike him down with lightning. Even Ruby might not be able to draw his attention long enough for them to both escape, and he wasn’t about to leave her behind to fight alone.

From the barn, a man with a harsh voice shouted. “Who goes there?”

The sound of horses galloping into the clearing was followed by their weary snorts and what sounded like riders slowing their mounts. A woman called back in response.

“It’s me. We’ve come with a warning. The couriers know of your theft, and they will be looking for you on the road from Star’s Crossing.”

The harsh-voiced man snorted darkly. “We know. Though I suppose we appreciate the warning, late and useless as it is.”

“So you...” The woman hesitated. “How did you evade them?”

“I put them in the ground, woman. Now, we have four cloaks instead of two.”

The woman hissed in obvious annoyance. “You reckless idiot! When those couriers don’t return to the office in Star’s Crossing, the station will report their cloaks as stolen. Once more, you’ve jeopardized our plans!”

“Our plan was jeopardized when the courier station discovered we’d stolen those cloaks and sent those riders after us. And how dare you accuse me of jeopardizing our plan? What of that mess you left in Star’s Crossing? You should never have relied on mercenaries!”

Trent’s heart thumped in shock and triumph. He had never imagined that today would reveal who had hired those mercenaries to murder Princess Victoria. By pure happenstance, he’d now discovered the culprit. Perhaps his bad luck wasn’t bad luck after all.

Silent as a shadow, Trent counted three sets of boots thumping dry earth. The woman had arrived with two others. The fact that only the woman spoke suggested she was the one in charge here, and the way she stomped suggested she was angry. She spoke again.

“We should discuss the rest inside. Even this forest may have ears.”

“It’s a bit late for that, isn’t it? Or do you trust your hired help?”

The man must mean the two riders with the woman. Given the man had referred to them as “hired help”, they must be more mercenaries. If this woman was comfortable using them to do her dirty work, it made perfect sense she’d hire whoever she could.

A second man spoke. “Rest easy, man. We haven’t heard a word you said.”

A third man piped up. “That’s right. I’ve already forgotten why we rode out here.”

“You should, if you know what’s good for you.” The man who had called out when the riders arrived likely meant to sound menacing, but to Trent, he just sounded peevish. “We’ll speak inside, even though this farm was abandoned years ago.”

The woman now sounded even more aggrieved. “That doesn’t mean republic spies or others aren’t surveilling you from the woods.”

“Gods, we swept the place when we arrived. You’re paranoid as ever, Calla.”

“No names, you idiot.”

Trent’s heart thumped again as the man used that name. Calla was the mage who had carved the blood hex on Revca’s back that allowed her to track Trent across the Breckenrock and do her best to murder him. She was also Revca’s younger sister.

Calla hadn’t died when King Tallun put her village to the torch. Calla was here! She was the woman who had hired those mercenaries to abduct or murder Princess Victoria?

The man scoffed again. “What have these men been calling you, then?”

“They refer to me as Mistress, just as you should, mage. We’re too close for risks, and you’re far too reckless. Now, help me settle these horses. We need to speak privately.”

From where he hid beneath the wagon, all Trent could see was the bottoms of boots and horses hooves as they strode past. Thanks to the fall of night and the fact that the wagon rode so low, he doubted anyone would see him unless they dropped right beside the wagon and shined a lamp under it. He kept his breathing even and shallow.

Calla’s arrival here changed everything. Trent had assumed that Revca’s sister, like Revca herself, had believed the lie that he murdered Princess Victoria. In doing so, Trent Marston had allowed King Tallun to send his Blessed Knights to slaughter Revca’s tribe.

Yet if Calla was alive and in the republic, and she had sent mercenaries to abduct Princess Victoria from that tavern in Star’s Crossing, that suggested that Calla had never believed Princess Victoria was dead. It suggested she had lied to her own sister. What could possibly lead Calla to not just betray her own sister, but her own tribe?

And how badly would it hurt Revca when she learned what Calla had done?


Chapter Fifteen




Trent would worry about how to broach Calla’s betrayal with Revca once he was safe. First, he had to figure out how to sneak away without being spotted. The man he now believed to be Anton gave one last order, likely addressing Calla’s mercenaries.

“You two! Watch the wagon while we talk.”

His luck was taking a turn for the worse again. He might have to kill these mercenaries in order to slip away. Yet if he left two dead mercenaries in this wagon, Calla and Anton would know someone had been here. They might even check their wagon.

The second man groaned. “Didn’t you just say you’d already searched the place?”

“That doesn’t mean someone didn’t follow you. I want you either on that wagon or beside it until we’re ready to leave. Make sure no one approaches the barn or the wagon, and call out at once if you hear more riders. We’ll be back out soon enough.”

A third man’s boots thumped toward Trent. “That’s fine. But we’re still owed coin by your partner here, and she’s already informed us you had it. We expect you to deliver.”

“You will have your payment once we reach our destination.”

“For your sake, I hope you’re telling the truth.”

Boots scuffed on mud as the man stepped forward. “What does that mean, mercenary?”

Calla’s boots thumped earth as she walked. “Enough! Inside. Now.”

Grumbling to himself, Anton’s boot steps receded along with the quieter sounds of Calla’s boots. The bad news was they wouldn’t be speaking inside that barn for long. The good news is the people who could kill him with spells were heading into the barn.

Trent doubted he could clutch the bottom of the wagon if they drove it out of here. He was strong enough to do so, but the wagon had no obvious handholds and would ride even lower once loaded. He would be swept out and crushed by the wheels, run over by horses, or simply beaten to death by those mercenaries... if he wasn’t struck by lightning.

He needed to escape before the mages emerged. Yet before he could move, the wagon creaked and settled above him. One of those mercenaries now sat on top of it. The wagon dropped again when another body joined him. The wagon’s bottom now brushed his nose.

He could still wiggle free. But he couldn’t do so quickly, and he certainly couldn’t sneak out of the clearing without being spotted. His window of escape was closing fast.

Another man might have panicked, but not Trent. He’d trained for situations like this. He couldn’t flee, but he wasn’t caught. So long as he wasn’t caught, he had options.

One of those options remained summoning Ruby, killing these mercenaries, stealing a horse, and galloping away after tossing some volcano powder at the volcano sand filled crate. If he could land it from far enough away, the wagon’s explosion would cover his escape.

It was tempting. Instead, he would bide his time. He would wait and listen and pick his moment to slip away without being discovered. And, if he was lucky, two bored mercenaries with nothing to do would provide him with more information about his quarry before he fled.

Ruby spoke worriedly inside his mind. “Master? Should we kill them?”

She was referring to the mercenaries atop the wagon, not the mages inside the barn. Trent could dispatch both mercenaries with ease from the shadows, but even if he hid the bodies, their disappearance would spook Anton and likely Calla as well. That was the downside of simply murdering these mercenaries and disappearing into the woods.

Calla and Anton must have accomplices. All his training at the Vespers suggested the two of them would have more contacts, and tracking their wagon to wherever it was bound could reveal more of their plot. If he simply blew up the wagon and escaped, they could still try whatever they planned again. Worse, they would know he had heard their plans.

Also, there was his promise. He had promised his wives he wouldn’t brace a spark mage like Anton directly, and given Calla was a mage as well, she stacked the odds against him. He was here to track this wagon, not to face two powerful mages in battle.

He thought back to Ruby. “No killing. Not unless we have no other choice. We need only be patient until we can slip away. Let’s wait and listen for our chance.”

“Very well, Master. But if we must fight, I would suggest you use my power to kill Anton rather than Calla. He’s the only mage who can strike us at a distance.”

“It’s a good plan, Ruby. But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

Fortunately, boredom and quiet proved far less acceptable to the mercenaries than to him. The second man soon broke the silence left by Calla and Anton’s departure. Trent remained trapped beneath the wagon, but he was also in the perfect position to eavesdrop.

The second man cleared his throat. “Mind if I light up?”

Trent froze beneath the wagon. Those idiots were going to light an open flame on a wagon holding crates of volcanic sand? He pushed down his panic and reminded himself it would only explode if the man was foolish enough to toss his pipe inside a crate.

The third man sighed in response. “Just keep that shit downwind of me. The smell makes me sick. Too much like rotten apples.”

Above Trent, the second man lit a pipe. As a sickly-sweet smell Trent recognized drifted down below the wagon, he mentally labeled the second man as Smoker. The third, he decided, would be Apple, simply because he’d mentioned hating the smell of rotten apples.

A barn door creaked as Calla and Anton sealed themselves inside. Trent waited in silence as Smoker puffed on his pipe. Not long after, the wagon creaked as one of the two men sitting almost on top of him adjusted his stance. A horse snorted in the distance.

Apple asked the first question. “Those look like courier horses to you?”

“Course they are. See that chain barding? That’s definitely a republic courier’s.”

Smoker, it seemed, was an expert on horse armor, or at least familiar with these “republic couriers.” Based on the conversation Trent had overheard, the two men who had galloped by him earlier today had attacked the wagon to recover stolen cloaks. Now, as Anton had said, they had four cloaks instead of two. Why were these cloaks so important?

That was a question only Kari could answer. He filed the detail away for later and focused on keeping his breathing silent and steady, and his airway clear. The last thing he needed was for a sneeze or cough to give him away.

Apple grunted soon after. “This job isn’t what she said it was. Escorting a pretty little mage is one thing, but killing republic couriers? That’s not jail time. That’s a hanging, or worse.”

Smoker audibly took another pull of his pipe, then blew it out. “We didn’t kill them. And like you said, we’ve already forgotten everything our employer said when she arrived.”

“Sure. Maybe. Still, you sure that shifty fart is good for the coin? I didn’t like his eyes.”

Smoker groaned. “Oh, here we go.”

“Don’t act like I’m imagining things. I didn’t like the way he looked at us. I’ve seen that look on nobles when they considered killing me instead of paying me.”

“I might just kill you if you don’t shut up.”

“You saw it, too. I know you did. Mages are bad enough, but foreign mages?”

So, the mercenaries were aware that Calla and Anton hadn’t grown up in the Cridor Republic. Another fact to ask Kari about. How would these men know if Calla and Anton hadn’t told them? Had something specific, like their red hair, given them away?

The wagon creaked as Smoker rose. “You’re getting paranoid in your old age.”

“And you’re still too young to smell a bad deal, probably because that leaf rots your nostrils. Who hauls around crates filled with sand?”

That confirmed there was more than one crate filled with volcanic sand. That suggested there were enough crates filled with it for this man to comment on it. Again, Trent’s heart hammered in his chest. His survival instincts screamed at him to get away from this wagon.

Smoker groaned louder. “Gods, man, they pay us not to be curious.”

“This is all wrong.” Apple sounded increasingly spooked. “Don’t let a pretty face and a great pair of tits distract you. These mages killed republic couriers, and the woman who hired us is up to some big and secret plan. You think they won’t kill us now that we know?”

Smoker scoffed. “So, what do you want to do, old man? Cut and run?”

“I’m this close. We hop on our horses, we’ll be gone before they leave that barn.”

“Without our pay.”

“What good is coin if you can’t spend it? The republic will hunt anyone who murders a courier to the ends of the realm. If these two idiots end up needing a scapegoat, who do you think they’ll toss to the wolves?”

Smoker considered that in silence for a moment. “She did get Red Dog’s men killed.”

“Right? They all got wiped out in that business at the tavern. Twelve experienced sellswords died in a single night, and they were hired by the same woman who hired us.”

“To be fair, Red Dog was idiot enough to set a tavern on fire in the middle of the city.”

“Even so. That woman and her partner know we know what they did. If they’re willing to kill republic couriers, you think they’ll hesitate to kill us if they think we’ll spread that rumor?”

Smoker didn’t respond to that. Trent imagined the man was thinking it over. Were Trent in his place, he certainly would be. He now knew how he would slip away.

Apple continued quietly. “I say we cut our losses. We hop back on our horses and leave before these foreign mages get done with whatever dark ritual they’re doing inside that barn. Hells, man, if we report them to the courier’s office, we might even get a reward!”

“Oh, and how would that work? We say we just happened to wander across an abandoned farm, saw republic courier horses stabled outside it, and concluded someone had killed the couriers and stolen the horses?”

“It’s as likely a story as any! How would they prove otherwise?”

Trent knew revealing himself now was a huge risk, but Calla had already revealed she and Anton wouldn’t be speaking in their barn for long. He had to leave now, and he was now confident he could do so without alerting those in the barn.

Trent wriggled out from under the wagon without a sound, then rose like a ghost. He spotted two male heads of hair, one brown and one dark with streaks of gray. The brown-haired man—Smoker—was smoking a pipe, while the much older man—Apple—lounged against the driver’s rise. Neither heard him slip out from under the wagon.

Both mercenaries wore non-descript leather armor that would stop an arrow at a distance or a glancing cut from a blade. It was well-used, well-cared for armor that made sense for two experienced men riding light escort duty. They had no true loyalty to their employers.

Trent had his hunting knife out and at Apple’s throat in the space of a breath. He kept Ruby sheathed on his back. Rapiers were more useful for poking into people, and that wasn’t his current intent. Not if he could find a way to swing this to his advantage.

As Trent raised his free hand in warning, Smoker gawked with his pipe still in his hand. From behind his partner, Trent offered Smoker a grim smile.

“Not a sound, or you and your friend will both be breathing through your necks. Hands stay where I can see them. Set down your pipe on the driver’s rise.”

Apple barely reacted to having a blade against his throat. He steadied himself to avoid sudden movements against the driver’s rise, but didn’t flinch or panic. Hostage negotiations were rarely pleasant, but it was refreshing to deal with trained professionals for once.

Smoker set down his pipe and kept his hands in plain view. “Who in the hells are you?”

“I’m someone very much like the two of you. A man making his own way in the world with his skills and his blade. While I do all sorts of work for many people, I make the most money tracking stolen goods. Can you guess who hired me to track this wagon?”

Apple grunted. “There’s more of us hiding in the woods.”

“Don’t do that. Don’t lie or posture, and don’t assume this has to end in violence. We’re all professionals here, aren’t we? We’re loyal to coin, not people.”

Smoker scowled at him. “What outfit are you with?”

“Outfits get you killed. I work for myself, and today, I’m working for the republic courier’s office in Star’s Crossing.” Trent hoped he was referring to that office in the correct manner. “But you knew that the moment I put my blade to your throat, didn’t you?”

Apple sighed heavily. “Those mages will kill all three of us.”

“Only if they know I’ve tracked them here, and only if they know we’ve spoken. I’ll be quick. You had nothing to do with killing those republic couriers, and the deed was done before you arrived. Moreover, you now fear your foreign employers will turn on you to silence you.”

“They’ll kill you too, tracker.”

“Oh, I’m well aware. That’s why I’m speaking to you instead of sprinting away as you bleed to death. Were you serious about reporting the murders to the courier’s office?”

Smoker eyed him suspiciously. “What if we were?”

“I’d say you’re good citizens of the republic, and I imagine they’d say the same. It’s better than swinging in the square. So, I’ll make you two a deal. After I slip away, you cut your losses. We split the bounty for reporting these foreigners and their crimes.”

Apple didn’t move. “What of your bounty for finding the goods in the first place?”

“That’s all mine. I found this wagon before you did, but I can’t collect my pay if we all kill each other.”

Smoker frowned at him. “And how do we know you’ll keep your word?”

“You don’t. But given you do know any sort of scuffle will alert your employers, both of whom you suspect will kill you to cover up their crimes, it’s best for all of us if we resolve this peacefully. Don’t forget, I benefit from your survival as well. The three of us giving the same testimony is far more likely to earn us a reward than my word alone.”

Still, Apple didn’t move. “You done?”

“I am. Your choice, gentlemen. Either we all die tonight, or we all profit tomorrow.”

Smoker looked at Apple. Apple was the leader here. A moment later, the older and obviously more experienced mercenary slowly raised both hands.

“I’ll take that deal.”

Smoker huffed. “Fine, me too. But we know your face now, tracker.”

“And I know yours.” Trent vanished his hunting knife with ease. “Now, I’ll be off. Slip away from your employers as soon as you can and return to Star’s Crossing. I’ll give the courier’s office my testimony tonight if I can, or tomorrow at the latest.”

Smoker now looked confused. “You’re not going to retrieve the cloaks?”

“I was hired to find these stolen goods, not retrieve them. There’s two mages in there.” Trent backed away with his hands on the hilts of his weapons. “The republic’s best men can deal with mages. I know better than to stick my neck out further than I can pull it back.”

As he left, neither man called out. As Trent hurried soundlessly to the clearing, he left without a look back. He didn’t know when or if those mercenaries would flee their employer, and his plan didn’t rely on them riding off, but if they did, it would provide a useful distraction.

He wasn’t worried about those men revealing to their employer that a tracker had found their wagon. Given their discussion and wariness about their employers, both men were smart enough to know that revealing they’d let him escape would get them killed as well.

He also hadn’t lied to those mercenaries. The best way for all three of them to live and profit was to pretend they hadn’t seen each other. While the ideal outcome would have been to plant the seeker with none the wiser, he’d come out with more than he lost.

Calla was alive, and she was hunting Princess Victoria with the help of local mercenaries. Anton was alive, and he had likely helped Calla betray their tribe while working with King Tallun. Both had likely betrayed Revca, and now, they had stolen four republic courier cloaks and were transporting crates filled with volatile volcanic sand across the land.

Were they hoping to sell it to smugglers? Volcanic sand could also be used to blast walls apart, and it had been used in heists and even in sieges before its use in warfare was banned by civilized realms who didn’t want their castles destroyed. You couldn’t very well take a castle for your realm and soldiers if you blew it into so many bits of charred rock.

And these cloaks? Trent knew little about republic couriers, but he now knew enough to know their cloaks were valuable. Killing a courier for his cloak would apparently get you hunted by the entire realm. Kari would certainly know more. He could ask her in Star’s Crossing.

Nothing was certain, and the outcome still depended on a good amount of luck, but Trent was satisfied with his work tonight. He had no certainty, but a kestrel rarely found certainty in his work. All he could do was plan, adapt, and keep moving.

Keeping to the shadows beside the road, where he could dive into the woods and vanish if anyone rode after him, he jogged back the way he’d come. If he made good time, he could be back in Star’s Crossing before sunrise. He would wake Kari, Revca, and Bethany, tell them what he’d learned, and then report all this to the republic courier office.

He couldn’t know where matters would lead after that. But so long as Calla and Anton believed their mercenaries had fled of their own volition, without stealing anything, they would most likely flee. They couldn’t know Trent could follow them anywhere.

He doubted either would think to search the underside of their wagon for a trinket they didn’t know existed. After he found Princess Victoria, he could lead reinforcements to wherever Calla and Anton had gone to ground. With luck, he could capture them both.

And then, he hoped, his pact wife might finally learn how her tribe was slaughtered.


Chapter Sixteen




Trent reached the gates of Star’s Crossing when the moon was low in the sky, but he did so without being attacked or pursued. If the two mercenaries he’d spoken with before he left had successfully abandoned their employer by now, Calla and Anton would likely leave the barn at once. What they wouldn’t do, Trent hoped, was check the bottom of their wagon.

Given the late hour, the main gates were closed. Fortunately, there was a bored city watchman manning a small postern door. After an annoyingly long look at Trent’s credentials, which included an endorsement from the executor of the Primal Academy, the guard admitted him to the city. He also offered a stern reminder that Trent should “keep his nose clean.”

Once inside the walls, he found people on the streets despite the late hour. Several taverns he passed apparently didn’t close at all, and they evidently did enough business to warrant burning the late night oil. Like Whitebridge, Star’s Crossing never fully slept.

It took Trent another hour to make his way to the Hand in Glove. He’d never visited Star’s Crossing before, and while it was laid out in a largely logical fashion, few seemed eager to offer a stranger directions. He approached the tavern to find its door closed and its lights out.

As he looked the tavern over, he also recognized the visibly charred planks and other recent damage. This early in the morning, before sunrise, Trent wasn’t certain anyone would answer his knock. It also felt rude to wake the tavern keeper simply for his convenience.

His gaze swept into the alley and then up along the eaves of the tavern. He smiled as he spotted a narrow gutter leading to the second-story roof. This tavern’s construction wasn’t so different from the buildings in Whitebridge. Everyone needed solid, dependable gutters.

After one more look at the largely abandoned street, he slipped into the alley and clambered up the gutter with ease. He found the eaves wide enough for his boots and crept silently along the wall to the first window. The curtains were drawn.

That wasn’t the room in which Bethany slept. She’d leave the curtains open and a candle in her room for him. She knew him too well to do otherwise.

He slipped past the window to the next one, which also had its curtains drawn, and then eased his way around a corner to the back of the building. From here, he could see that the alley into which he’d traveled ran all the way to the opposite street. As he reached the next window, which had not been visible from the street, a faint glimmer made him smile.

His birth wife had never doubted he would make it back tonight.

Trent sidled up to the window and peered inside. A smattering of furniture and two beds waited inside. In the light of the single flickering candle sitting on a dresser by the window, he was able to make out a curly head of long red hair snuggled into one of the beds.

Revca.

The woman in the other bed had her covers pulled up past her shoulders, but he caught a hint of bright blonde hair in the candlelight. Kari. Someone had given her an extra blanket, which suggested she was used to sleeping in warmer bedrooms.

And the third woman... his birth wife... slumbered curled up in a sheet on the floor. He supposed Bethany had slept on harder surfaces than a worn tavern floor. Even so, he found it charming that she’d chosen to offer Revca and Kari the comfort of those narrow beds.

If only he’d left Ruby behind, he knew she and Bethany would be cuddled up in the same bed, keeping each other warm. They’d done that often enough at the monastery, though they always made room for him in the middle. In his mind, Ruby stirred once more.

“Are we home, Master?”

“We are.” Bethany and Revca, just like Ruby, were his home now.

Trent gripped the edge of the window and gently pulled up. It popped open almost soundlessly, yet even so, Bethany’s eyes snapped open. While her gray eyes took a moment to focus, given her recent sleep, her face lit up as she spotted him.

Without a word, she rose from the blanket in which she’d bundled up, then put one finger to her lips. Trent nodded to show he understood, then raised the remarkably silent window wide enough he could slip inside if he wanted. Bethany must have oiled it.

She strode over on silent feet to the window. She somehow knew exactly what floorboards wouldn’t creak. Neither Revca nor Kari stirred in their beds. Trent supposed Bethany must have told Kari they wouldn’t need her detection spell form tonight.

She motioned for him to step aside. Bemused, Trent made way as she silently slipped out the window he’d opened, then spun to close it as quietly as he had opened it. They stood now on the eaves of the tavern with a drop below, but they’d handled more dangerous climbs.

With her gray eyes warm and her smile wide, Bethany silently took his hand in hers. Then, without a word, she drew his hand and palm to rest on her midriff. This seemed less an attempt to seduce him and an attempt to make him understand.

Trent’s gaze traveled between her delighted face and the hand she’d just pressed against her belly. He stiffened in place as the possibility became real in his mind. He mouthed the first words that came into his head.

“You’re pregnant?”

Bethany’s brilliant smile was all he needed to see.

The joy that flooded his mind from Ruby matched his own. “Oh, Master! I can’t wait to meet your first child! Nothing will ever harm them while I’m around!”

It was difficult and dangerous to hug and kiss Bethany as they balanced on the eaves outside the tavern. Trent did so anyway, and Bethany sighed in delight as she burrowed into his arms. Their lives had just changed forever, but this was a good change.

Despite his current circumstances and all the hurdles ahead before they could raise their children in safety, Trent embraced this change in his life as tightly as he embraced his wife. Bethany was with child. His child. So... he had just under nine months to depose King Tallun.

Nine months was a long time.

Carefully, Trent and his birth wife settled to sit on the eaves with their calves dangling over the edge. Bethany rested close and breathed contently as they stared up at the stars with one of Trent’s hands on her hip and the other resting on her belly. On their child.

They spoke no words. They didn’t need them. They had each other, and there was no need to wake the others when it was so close to morning. The privacy was nice, and Ruby was content to simply bask in Trent’s joy and enjoy it with them. He loved that she was here.

The sky was growing orange by the time Bethany stirred. She kissed him once more, then drew his face to hers with warm fingers on his chin. She stared into his eyes.

“Kari knows. Revca doesn’t. When should we tell her?”

Trent imagined the sight of her rubbing her round belly. He imagined him massaging her swollen feet. He imagined her nursing their baby as she cradled their child in her arms.

“Whenever you want.”

“We’ll tell her when we set out this morning, then. I don’t want to hide it. Shall we wake them, or do you want to sneak off this roof and find somewhere you can fuck me first?” She gripped his arms. “It’s been far too long since I’ve had you inside me.”

Trent gave Bethany’s hip a squeeze. “If you’d made that suggestion an hour ago...”

She squeezed him back. “We should tell Kari the truth. About you, my chief, and how our tribe is organized. I think she’d make an excellent hearth wife.”

That surprised Trent. “What brought this on?”

“Do you find her attractive?”

It took Trent a moment to remember that, when Bethany asked that question, it wasn’t a trick. “I do. She’s... well, she’s gorgeous. But she’s a mage of the Primal Academy.”

“One who’s already made clear she has no interest in settling for a marriage with another random life mage who does nothing for her. She knew I was pregnant simply from looking at me, and she’s so kind. And thoughtful. And clever. I already like her a lot.”

“You also think she’d make an excellent midwife.”

Bethany grinned. “You are going to be making an awful lot of babies with us. I don’t think any woman who shares your bed would be opposed to having a woman with Kari’s talents and experience on hand to help with our deliveries. Even if she doesn’t join us as your wife, I’d still like her to be there when I give birth. Even if we have to travel by portal again.”

Trent kissed her once more. “Whatever you want, love.”

“So, if Kari was willing to join our tribe, would you accept her as your wife?”

“Absolutely. A life mage would be invaluable to any tribe.”

“And her boobs are even bigger than mine.”

“That’s... well, I suppose that is objectively true. But I love all your boobs the same.”

Ruby stirred happily inside his mind. “And mine, Master? Even though they’re smaller than Bethany and Kari’s?”

Trent mentally thought back. “I love all of you, Ruby, including your fantastic boobs.”

“Oh, Master. If we are able to hike tomorrow, I want to go with you and Bethany!”

His birth wife smiled adoringly as she squeezed his thigh. “Shall we head back inside?”

Trent wanted to do nothing more than sit on the eaves with her and watch the sunrise. Sadly, his responsibilities hadn’t vanished simply because Bethany was now carrying his child. He needed to know what she and the others had learned, and tell them what he had.

First, Bethany told him all they’d learned from speaking with Missus Kellan and, after, what they’d learned from the lookout who attempted to flee when Kari announced herself. She also told him how Kari had helped the stableboy. Trent approved of all their decisions.

Next, Trent told Bethany everything he’d done and learned as he planted the seeker on Anton’s wagon. The news that they were hauling around volcanic sand made her frown, but she accepted it. When he spoke of Calla, Revca’s sister, Bethany’s gray eyes shot wide.

“This news is going to devastate her.”

“I know.” Trent sagged against the eaves. “Unless she lied to us about what Calla did and told her, it’s quite clear Calla lied to her the night she sent her to assassinate me in vengeance for the slaughter of her tribe. Calla is likely working with King Tallun.”

“Could Calla have learned the truth later? Like Revca? What if she believed you had murdered the princess at the time, then found out after Revca had left that you hadn’t?”

“If that were so, she wouldn’t be hunting Princess Victoria right now, or hiring mercenaries to burn down the tavern in which she sheltered. Whether she’s hunting Victoria on Tallun’s behalf or not, she likely never thought I killed her.”

Bethany looked at the brightening sky. “Revca’s already been through so much. This could break her, husband. What will we do if it does?”

“She’s stronger than that. I know this news will upset her, and I don’t know if it will make her more depressed or more furious. But it won’t break her. If anything, having someone to swear vengeance upon again may motivate her.”

“Even if it’s her own sister?”

“We can’t know Calla’s motivations in all this, but we also can’t hide this from Revca.”

“I agree. I’d want to know, and I’d be cross if you didn’t tell me to spare my feelings.”

“I feel the same. She needs to know. But I think we should let Revca consider how she wants to handle this news for a few days while we find Princess Victoria. Don’t rush her.”

“I have no intention of rushing her. But do you think she can keep her focus where it needs to be? If one of my sisters betrayed me, I’d have trouble with my focus.”

That reminded Trent that Bethany had sisters. Two of them, along with three brothers. All of them lived back in Kallowhorn, but still. They were going to have lots of uncles and aunts.

“She can. She will. She’s a remarkably focused woman, in case you hadn’t noticed that. And now, I want to find out what Calla and Anton are plotting as well. I suspect Princess Victoria will insist on it. So, once we’re certain the princess is safe, we’ll follow the seeker.”

“And hopefully help Revca make peace with her tragedy, whatever the cause.”

Trent gently stroked her cheek, thinking back to the day they’d sat on the edge of a cliff overlooking a stream. “Did killing the chaos wolves who attacked your tribe give you peace?”

“I suppose not.” Bethany kissed his fingers. “But you starting a new tribe with me did.”

Trent hugged her again, kissing her carefully so they wouldn’t tumble off the eaves. As much as it bothered them to think about how this news would hurt Revca, it didn’t lessen their love for each other... or the joy they shared now knowing Bethany was pregnant.

Once he was done ravishing his birth wife, Trent eased away. “Kari may also be able to tell us more about these republic couriers and why their cloaks are so valuable. Those cloaks seem to be the key to Anton and Calla’s plot, whatever it is. Magic of some sort, perhaps?”

“Kari does have a very nice cloak. We’ll ask her. So, now shall we head inside?”

“I think it’s that time.” Trent stared at her in adoration. “I can’t wait to meet them.”

She squeezed his waist. “Our child, love. We’re going to have a child together.”

Bethany cautiously rose to stand on the eaves, and Trent rose with her. As she sidled along the roof back to the window, she spun to face it. Her long braid flipped around and slapped down along one breast in the way he’d always loved.

Bethany soundlessly opened the window again, then moved inside without another word. Trent crept in behind her, then turned to close the window. When he turned back once more, he found Revca watching him from her bed with the covers pulled up.

So, either he hadn’t been quite as stealthy as he’d hoped, or Revca was a light sleeper. As she sat up in her bed, she clutched the sheet to her middle. Her bared shoulders and the thin white straps visible above the blanket told him she once more wore her frilly nightdress.

Revca puffed a strand of red hair from her eyes and watched him with an emotion he judged was some mixture of relief and annoyance. Trent didn’t want to think about what she’d look like once she knew. He’d tell her after she’d had time to wake up, first.

Then... they would see where the morning took them.

Meanwhile, in the bed behind Revca, Kari continued to slumber peacefully. Trent supposed a woman raised in the luxury of a magic academy would have no reason to learn to sleep lightly. Kari’s sheets were pulled almost to her ears, so he couldn’t tell what she was wearing to sleep. His imagination had some ideas, however, which he firmly stamped out.

As Bethany strode to the door to the room his wives (and Kari) had slept in overnight, she made no effort to avoid the creaky boards. Yet neither the creak of the floor nor the creak of Bethany leaning against the door roused Kari from her slumber. Arms crossed beneath her breasts, Bethany motioned with her head to where Kari slept.

Trent supposed he should be the one to wake her. As he walked over to Kari’s bed and ensured the floorboards creaked, so she wouldn’t be surprised, he glanced at Revca. She watched him while clutching the blanket against her chest, but said nothing else.

Trent knelt over Kari’s bed. “Kari? I’ve returned. We need to speak before we leave.”

With the sheets and blankets still pulled up to her neck, Kari mumbled something unintelligible. She looked to be a heavy sleeper. Trent sighed and gave her bare shoulder the gentlest of squeezes through the thick blanket.

“I’m sorry, but we really do need you awake. We’ve much to discuss this morning.”

With a wide yawn, Kari reluctantly rolled onto her back and stretched. As she lifted her lovely arms above her head, the blanket tumbled off her neck and lower. Far lower. Trent abruptly found himself staring at the largest set of bare breasts he’d ever seen.

Without the constraints of her green button-down shirt, Kari’s breasts were close to the size of his head. As she thumped onto her back they spread instinctively with gravity, but even that made no secret of her incredible cleavage. Her nipples were a dark red, with areolas of a lighter pink that were as wide as his mouth... which conjured all sorts of naughty ideas.

Kari smacked her pink lips, hands still raised, and blearily opened her eyes. Then, at the same moment Trent recovered from his surprise enough to tear his eyes away from her bare chest, Kari yanked the blankets up to cover herself. As Trent belatedly spun to put his back to her, he caught Bethany watching him with a knowing smirk.

She’d known. She’d known Kari was sleeping topless. And she hadn’t warned him!

Kari giggled from her bed. “Oh! Morning, Trent. Sorry you had to see that, hon. And Revca? I’m real sorry. I didn’t go to sleep hopin’ to flash your husband.”

Revca huffed. “Why are you not wearing a shirt?”

“Hon, I spend every day with... well, these... wrapped up so tight against my chest I can barely breathe. At night, when I sleep, I need to let my girls relax, ya know?”

Bethany eased off the door and smiled. “I certainly have no problem with that.”

Kari eyed her in amusement. “Yeah, but you’re not married to him.”

Bethany flipped her braid and smiled in obvious satisfaction. “Actually, I am. I’m Trent’s wife, as is Revca. We’re both married to him. We’re a Windborne tribe.”

Revca gawked at Bethany from her bed. Meanwhile, Kari sat up in her own bed, still clutching the sheet to her chest like a loose dress. She stared at Bethany in obvious surprise.

“You’re both married to him?”

Trent took a breath and turned to face Kari. “Yes. Both Revca and Bethany are my wives. The tribe we’ve formed together is different from others you may be familiar with, and, if you can, I hope you’ll keep this between us.”

Kari clutched her blanket and grinned in obvious amusement. “That mean you’re planning to get them both pregnant?”

Revca’s eyes shot wide. “Bethany is pregnant?”

Kari thumped her head with one palm. “And there goes my mouth again, runnin’ off without me.” She offered Bethany an apologetic glance. “I’m so sorry, hon. It’s too early for thinkin’, and... well, your revelation was unexpected.”

Bethany straightened and tucked her hands behind her as she watched Kari curiously. “Do you have any concerns?”

“Why would I?”

“You’re familiar with the Windborne way, then?”

“Wait. You mean you don’t...”

“Don’t what?”

After a moment, Kari chuckled and slapped her knee beneath the blanket. She seemed far more amused than Trent expected, given she’d just learned he had multiple wives.

Finally, Kari calmed herself and shook her head. “So, hon... I’ve never heard of the Windborne, but mages are no strangers to a mage takin’ more than one wife. Or the reverse.”

Bethany eyed her approvingly. “Your mages take multiple spouses, then?”

“It’s actually the way the most powerful mages in the realm do things, though we haven’t had a primal conjurer in our academy in... gods, a century?”

Trent frowned. “What’s a primal conjurer?”

“A rare mage who can draw all types of ether. Not just one, but every one under the sun. They’re rare, but when we get them, it’s important for them to grow strong by bonding not just one, but multiple mages. Through sex. So, hon, you’ll get no judgment from me. So long as everyone involved is of age and consenting, I say marry whoever you like.”

Bethany nodded approvingly. “It sounds like a primal conjurer is very strong.”

“He is! Or she. Though female primal conjurers are even more rare than males.”

Trent resisted the urge to glance at Revca. He could tell she had immediately connected Kari’s statement to her ability to see all types of ether. This meant Revca was a primal conjurer, a mage more powerful than the Primal Academy had seen in a century.

That was one fact they likely wouldn’t be sharing with Kari. Not tonight, and not unless she somehow decided to join their tribe and become Trent’s wife. He wasn’t sure how the Primal Academy would react to the news that a primal conjurer existed outside of their control, but if it was anything like how the Enchanter had reacted when he first sensed Revca...

They would want her for themselves.

As he locked eyes with Revca, he saw her worry. He nodded incrementally to assure her her secret was safe. She was his wife now, and he wasn’t going to ever surrender her, to the Enchanter or a magic academy. She incrementally relaxed on her bed with the sheets pulled up.

At his side, Bethany nodded proudly. “It’s the same in a Windborne tribe like ours. My husband... Trent Marston... is the strongest man I’ve ever met. He’ll give us many strong children who can travel the realm and carry on our traditions. Our tribe will grow powerful.”

Kari watched them with obvious amusement. “Well, for what it’s worth, I’m happy for all three of ya’ll. But... seein’ as we’re going to head out soon, and I’m still not decent... would you mind turning around again? I’ll let you know when I’m dressed.”

Trent put his back to her at once. “Of course. And... I’m so sorry.”

“You don’t need to apologize for me flashin’ you, hon. Sorry if I made you uncomfortable.”

Bethany laughed lightly. “Oh, I doubt you made him at all uncomfortable. You are a gorgeous woman, and Revca and I are more... open-minded about these sorts of misunderstandings. Also, so you know, I completely agree with you.”

“About... which part?”

“They are absolutely spectacular.”


Chapter Seventeen




Once Kari was fully dressed, everyone settled on the beds or the blankets as Trent repeated what he’d told Bethany to Revca and Kari. When he spoke about the crates of volcanic sand, Kari’s brow furrowed in worry.

“I’ve never seen the stuff myself, only heard of it. You think they’re sellin’ it here?”

“I don’t know if they plan to sell it, only that they have a crate or two. I can’t imagine why they would want to blow a hole in a castle wall or incinerate a building, but they could do so if they have gathered enough sand. They may not care for treaties or consequences.”

“You didn’t check any other crates?”

“No time. But we can track the wagon wherever it goes.”

Kari nodded thoughtfully. “Suppose that’s for the best.”

She asked a few more questions about his scouting and subterfuge, and he answered everything she asked. He only lied in one respect. He neglected to mention that he knew the identity of the female mage who had spoken with Anton as he hid under the wagon.

Trent knew Revca could handle the news about her sister. She had already endured the worst pain he could imagine—watching her tribe slaughtered in front of her—and, given time, she could deal with the news of her sister’s betrayal. Still, he felt it best not to ambush her with news of Calla’s involvement in front of someone who wasn’t part of their tribe.

Once he finished his tale, Kari wore a look like she’d swallowed something sour. Trent’s tale obviously bothered her, and he was curious to learn what made these republic couriers and their cloaks so special. Once he finally asked the question, Kari explained.

“So, republic couriers directly serve the council of the republic, and by extension, the king. Taverns and businesses are obligated to offer couriers free lodgings, and no town can turn them away or interfere with their business without facing the ire of the king himself.”

Bethany, who now sat next to Trent on the thick blanket on the floor, leaned forward. “So these men and women are like your nobility?”

“They’re not nobles, but they’re treated like nobles when doing their rounds. That line we waited in this morning? They wouldn’t have to wait in that.”

Trent absorbed this new information. “The mercenaries I spoke with mentioned your couriers have a local office here in Star’s Crossing. I imagine we should report the deaths of their couriers to them before we leave today.”

“Hon, you better let me handle that.”

“You think they won’t believe me?”

“I think they’d want you to stick around, which I imagine you’re not keen to do just now. Impeding a courier is fines and jail time. Harming or killing one, well... that’s a hanging.”

Bethany looked intrigued. “These people are really that important?”

“Republic couriers deliver the messages of kings, nobles, and folks who are part of Harandale’s nobility. They’re selected for their discretion and loyalty to the king. King Galen himself approves the commission of each new courier when they join the corps.”

Now, Trent understood why the theft of these cloaks was so important. “So, a person wearing a republic courier cloak and claiming to be one can essentially gain admittance to any residence in the republic? Even noble residences?”

“If no one challenges them, sure. If you suspect a person of impersonating a courier, you can delay their business and ask for confirmation from the local office, or, in some cases, the main office in Harandale. But if you’re wrong, you face fines or even time in prison.”

“So, most will simply accept a courier’s word at face value unless they’re extremely suspicious and willing to risk the wrath of your republic’s government.” Trent crossed his arms and frowned. “Such a system seems rife for abuse.”

“Others have said the same, hon. But it’s how the monarchy and nobles have done things for as long as anyone can remember, and people, especially government people and the nobles who pay their taxes, don’t like change.”

Revca made a face. “It all seems ridiculous to me. Simply wearing an expensive cloak should not give one license to travel anywhere they wish.”

“Like I said, hon, the penalty for impersonating a courier is death. So, even the most ambitious never-do-wells hesitate to risk that. But... it seems these people did, and Trent, that worries me a great deal. They could be planning somethin’ truly horrible.”

Bethany took Trent’s hand. “What could they do? What possibilities are there?”

“Well, for one, they might get a courier close enough to an important person to assassinate them.”

Trent nodded grimly. “Were I given the task to assassinate a well-protected person in your republic, I’d certainly consider stealing one of those cloaks to make my approach.”

Kari narrowed her eyes. “Can’t say I appreciate hearin’ that.”

“I’m simply being honest, Kari. Dalry and your republic aren’t at war, but if we were, and were I given such a task, I would consider exploiting this weakness to reach my quarry. We have to accept that these people might do the same.”

Revca scooted closer to the edge of her bed. “But why would Anton be involved in this? If he is working with King Tallun, and he was involved in the betrayal of my tribe, why would he be in the republic targeting your nobility? It makes no sense to start a war.”

Kari nodded thoughtfully. “It might be this is still all about your princess. You ask me, this King Tallun sounds like he’s a few apples short of a bushel.”

Bethany snorted. “I like that expression. I’m adopting it. But how do you mean?”

“He went after his own daughter to take the throne, but did it clumsy like. If he wanted her out of the way, he could have set up an accident after your queen passed. Or confined her to the palace. Would have been much easier to poison her if she couldn’t leave.”

Trent eyed Kari cautiously. “Now, I can’t say I appreciate hearing that.”

“I don’t know how it is in Dalry, hon, but in the republic, the years of squabblin’ and conspirin’ among the royals would fill a dozen tomes. Last coup happened over fifty years ago, but it was a messy one. What I’m saying is, if Tallun was dumb enough to trust a death mage⁠—”

“Necromancer.” Trent corrected her.

“If that’s what you call ‘em where you’re from. Anyway, if he was dumb enough to trust a necromancer to murder his daughter ‘cause he was too scared to do it himself, he might be dumb enough to hire folks here in the republic to kill our couriers and try again.”

“Then it’s good that your academy’s agent is keeping Victoria somewhere they can’t find her.” Trent watched Kari calmly. “There is one other possibility you haven’t considered.”

“Oh? What’s that, hon?”

“Are you certain the assassin you intercepted before Princess Victoria left your academy was there to assassinate her, and not your executor?”

“Why would your king want to assassinate Tal? You just said we aren’t at war.”

“Yet your executor did say he owned Queen Agnes a debt he intended to repay. He didn’t expand, but if he and Agnes were as close as Tallow claims, it’s possible Tallun could be aware of their relationship. He may expect Tallow to support Victoria’s claim to the throne.”

“Would your people care what an executor of an academy in a foreign realm said?”

“That depends. Does Executor Tallow have the ear of your king?”

Kari nodded thoughtfully. “He does have the ear of King Galen. I imagine if Tal were to express his belief that Victoria is the rightful ruler of Dalry, he’d consider backing her claim. Galen won’t take us to war over your succession, but he could support Victoria officially.”

“Which I imagine could embolden the nobles who support Princess Victoria in Dalry and weaken Tallun’s position, both at home and abroad.” Trent smiled at the thought. “They are likely holding their tongues for now, since everyone believes the princess to be dead. Once she returns and reveals her father’s attempted betrayal, that could change rapidly.”

“And do you know when she plans to do that, hon?”

“When she returns and makes her claim will be her decision. My task is to ensure she can negotiate from a position of strength. Once we find her again, I intend to offer her that.”

“In this hidden monastery you’ve told me about.” As Kari leaned forward on her bed, buttons strained. “Sure would love to see it some day. It sounds like a real impressive place.”

Bethany squeezed Trent’s hand. “Kari, we would love for you to visit! You should see the underground reservoir. It’s a good-sized lake, and the water is perfect for swimming.”

“That sounds awful nice.”

“My husband and I have enjoyed swimming in that lake a number of times. Given it’s below ground and private, it’s even permissible to swim naked. Which we also enjoy.”

Trent squeezed Bethany’s hand in warning. “For now, let’s focus on what we can do with this information. So, Kari, you’ll report the murder of the couriers and the theft of their cloaks today, and the presence of volcanic sand. What else can we do with this information?”

Kari tapped her lips. “They’ll want proof of what you said. Probably want to organize a party to go take a look at this barn you talked about. They’ll want you to lead it.”

“I’d be happy to do so once I’ve ensured my princess is in good hands.”

“Figured you’d say that, but they won’t want to wait.”

“Which is why we all agree you should tell them instead of me.”

“There’s a way we can split the difference. I can lead them to the barn with your help.”

This sounded like some sort of magic, which left Trent curious. “Oh? How?”

“If you’re willing to drink a bit of my blood, or give me some of yours, we can enter the Firmament together. Then, you can show me your memories directly.”

Bethany glanced proudly at Trent. “Because he’s a mage, just like you.”

“A mage who doesn’t know how to do any magic.”

“It still counts, husband.”

Revca raised an eyebrow. “If we do this, I would like to see these memories as well. Perhaps, if I experience your memories directly, I can identify the female mage you described.”

Now Trent was in a pickle. He knew Calla was involved, but he had omitted that fact in front of Kari. Given he now knew why republic courier cloaks were so important, and he had given Kari enough information to act, it seemed it was time to speak with Revca alone.

“I’ve entered the Firmament before, with Revca, and it was a rather... intimate experience. There are memories I’d prefer not to share. Not because I don’t trust you, Kari, but because I like my privacy.”

“I promise I won’t poke around, hon. You’d choose what memories to show me. We’ll just need to do it soon. I know you’re confident that those mages didn’t see you leave, but if they suspect something, they could accelerate their plans.”

“Then you should speak to the courier’s office at once.”

Kari blinked in surprise. “Like... now?”

“I see no reason to delay warning them any longer than necessary, and I need time to think about what you’ve suggested. Entering the Firmament together. I’ve only done that with Revca before now. I want to speak privately with my wives before doing more.”

Kari rose from her bed. “That’s fair, hon. And you’re right. Best to take this info to the courier’s office right now. They may not be open to visitors just yet, but they’ll open up for a Primal Academy life mage.” As she walked past him, she touched his arm. “I’ll be back after to take a look. I swear I’ll only look at the memories you offer. Nothin’ else.”

“Thank you, Kari. Return once you’ve spoken with the courier’s office. I’ll have an answer for you by then.”

Kari’s features turned solemn. “I have to say, as worryin’ as all of this is, I’m real glad you decided to follow that wagon yesterday. If we stop whatever plot they’re plottin’, it might earn you a medal from the king... and Tal’s gratitude.”

“I’d be happy knowing we’ve thwarted our enemies. We’ll speak in a bit.”

“Sure thing, hon.” Kari walked to the door to their small room and stepped out.

The moment she was gone, Trent drew Ruby from her sheathe and spoke the words to summon her. “Ruby, return.”

A blast of rose petals rose in the room and would not, Trent hoped, be visible to anyone out in the street. A moment later, Ruby was with them once more. She rushed over to give Bethany a hug, which she returned gratefully.

Ruby beamed in delight at Bethany. “I am thrilled you are with child. Congratulations.”

Bethany grinned proudly. “Thank you.”

Ruby then turned to fix the same brilliant smile on Revca. “And you, sister wife! I have missed our walks, and your company.”

Revca smiled faintly at the other woman’s sincerity. “It’s good to see you, too.”

Bethany squeezed Ruby’s shoulder. “Did you listen while we spoke with Kari?”

“Trent kept me informed over our bond.” Ruby turned to him once more. “Master, why do you hesitate to enter the Firmament with Kari? Do you not trust her?”

Trent glanced at Revca. “First, I want to know what you think.”

“Why would it matter what I think of her plan?”

“You’re the one mage I trust implicitly. You know far more about this magical business than I do. I know Kari can enter the Firmament with me if we share blood, since you and I did that the night we met Belgor. But, can she root about my memories without telling me?”

“No. Even when you are within a shared dream, a person who travels into the Firmament with you cannot delve into your mind unless you allow them. I would suggest that instead of offering Kari that courtesy, you instead visualize your journey for us in the dream. Focus consciously on what you wish to appear, and avoid memories you don’t want to share.”

Bethany poked him. “So, definitely don’t think about any of the times you made Ruby and I orgasm at the monastery. Unless you’re hoping to convince Kari to join our tribe.”

Trent was amused to see Revca blush as Bethany spoke about their activities. “I’ll do what I can to be discreet.”

His pact wife soldiered on. “Mistress Karissa cannot unearth information you do not provide. I see no reason not to accept her offer, especially if she can lead the republic’s forces to this barn without your involvement. We must focus on finding the princess.”

“I’m glad you think so. But before we enter the Firmament with her, there’s something you need to know. Something I left out of what I told Kari.”

Revca’s brown eyes narrowed in warning. “You lied to her?”

“I omitted the identity of the woman who spoke with Anton.”

“Why would you do something so reckless?”

“Because, Revca.” Trent took a breath. “I believe it was your sister. Calla.”

Revca’s eyes didn’t widen. She didn’t suck in her breath. She didn’t appear shocked, or horrified, or upset. She simply frowned as if he’d disappointed her.

“You’re mistaken.”

So, she was going with denial to start. Trent could understand that reaction. The idea that her little sister had been mistaken about Trent’s involvement in Princess Victoria’s murder was acceptable. The idea that she had lied to Revca was unthinkable.

“I’m sorry, but Anton called her by name. You also heard the testimony from both the man you captured in that alley and the mercenaries I spoke with outside the barn. Both were employed by a foreign mage with bright red hair. Like yours.”

“My sister is dead, Marston. She died alongside my tribe the night Tallun’s Blessed Knights attacked.”

Revca had just, likely unconsciously, switched back to calling him by his last name. That suggested just how much his statement had unnerved her. He hated forcing her to confront this unpleasant fact, but they didn’t have the luxury to wait.

“Anton is alive, and he was part of your tribe.”

“Anton was an emissary who wasn’t in our village when the Blessed Knights attacked. He may have actually led them there. If he did, he will pay in blood for his betrayal.”

“I wish I had another explanation. I know what I heard.”

“But you did not see this mage, did you? You only heard her voice and her name.”

“That... is accurate.”

Revca’s intense expression relaxed as she found a new way to cope. “I do not doubt what you heard, husband. However, I think it likely you encountered an imposter.”

Trent had to admit that wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. “You believe this foreign mage is posing as your sister? For what purpose?”

“I do not know, but I see no other explanation. When Calla carved the blood hex on my back that allowed me to find you, she believed you were responsible for the slaughter of our tribe. I know she believed it, because our minds touched.”

“In the Firmament?”

“In a way even more intimate than that. She was in my mind, and I was in hers. Lying is not possible there. She believed all I believed when I came to eliminate you.”

Trent knew mages could share dreams and even memories, so it was plausible that they could touch minds as well. Still, he didn’t want to give Revca false hope.

“If that’s the case, is it possible she, like you, later learned the truth? And then traveled to the republic to hunt for Princess Victoria for reasons that are her own?”

“That would only be possible were my sister still alive.”

Trent finally understood her certainty. “You saw Calla die?”

A faint tremble passed through Revca’s body. “As I hid myself with vines and dirt, and our village burned in the distance, Calla sprinted away to lead the knights from my position. As I watched, a Blessed Knight stabbed her in the back... and kept stabbing.”

Ruby hurried over to drop beside Revca in the bed. Before Revca could do more than stare at her, Ruby wrapped her in a tight hug. Trent’s blade wife closed her eyes and winced.

“I, too, loved my sisters. I wish I could ease your pain.”

Revca recovered enough to awkwardly pat Ruby’s arm. “Thank you.”

Trent considered what Revca had just told him. She had taken his statements about the mage at face value, so he would return her courtesy. Revca knew her sister, she knew how to touch minds with another mage, and most importantly, she knew what mages were capable of.

And she, just like him, had watched her little sister die.

“Can you think of any reason a foreign mage would impersonate your sister?”

“We will ask them when we find them, husband.”

Trent nodded agreeably, relieved they were past this... for now. “That make sense. We’ll find Princess Victoria, then lead Kari and these republic couriers to the wagon using the seeker. If we capture Anton and this... woman... we’ll find the answers we seek.”

Revca watched him with grateful brown eyes. “I appreciate you not ambushing me with this news in front of Mistress Karissa, but I am fine. As I said, I would also like to see your memories of planting the seeker. I wish to hear the words of this imposter for myself.”

Bethany’s fingers danced along Trent’s bicep before taking hold. “It sounds like we have a plan, then. So, Revca, could I ask you one last favor?”

Revca, still being hugged by Ruby, watched them curiously. “What favor?”

“Could you head down to the common room and ensure Missus Kellan knows we’d like breakfast for four? She likely doesn’t know Trent slipped back into our room last night. We don’t want our husband going hungry because she only prepared three meals.”

Ruby sagged on the bed. “I wish I could eat breakfast with you.”

Trent glanced at her with concern. “When was the last time you ate?”

“When you used me in the forest.”

It took Trent a moment to remember what she’d swallowed that night. She’d been taken Bethany’s lessons on raunchy humor, too. He barely held back his grin.

“We mean real food, Ruby.”

“Oh! Well... before we left the monastery? But remember, Master, I do not need to eat when I am carried about in my sword form.”

“Even so, you both need and deserve a good meal. We’ll find a way to sneak away during our travels today so you can enjoy a hearty lunch.”

Still hugging Revca, Ruby grinned wide. “I would love that, Master. And... after?”

“We’ll see.”

Bethany’s grip on Trent’s arm tightened. “Revca? Be a dear and let our host know?”

Ruby reluctantly released Revca and scooted aside. As Bethany’s fingers kneaded the muscle of his arm, and Ruby eyed him with mounting excitement, Trent abruptly realized why his birth wife wanted Revca to go downstairs and arrange a breakfast for them.

Bethany was plotting. He loved when she plotted. Especially when she was plotting new ways to have sex with him.

Bethany smiled sweetly as her hand possessively caressed Trent’s ass. “Once you speak to her, could you wait in the common room for Kari? We have some preparations to make before we come down for breakfast. We’ll join you once we’re ready.”

Now blushing again, Revca rose and brushed back her red hair. “Of course. Once Kari returns, we’ll wait for you downstairs. I’ll ensure it.”

“Thank you. We’ll be down once we’ve finished getting ready.”

Revca glanced at Ruby, who was now staring at Trent with a hunger that he could feel, then at Bethany, who smiled innocently as she waited for her to step out. Was that a hint of jealousy in Revca’s features? Or a hint of longing? Trent couldn’t know.

But the idea that Revca might one day wish to join them in such activities was more encouraging than he expected.


Chapter Eighteen




The moment Revca closed the door, Bethany kissed Trent hard enough to drive him backward several steps. Meanwhile, Ruby all but dived across the room. She dropped to her knees at his side, eager to pleasure her husband however he asked.

He’d already had Ruby’s mouth in the forest. This morning, he wanted to fuck her until she shuddered beneath him, then went wonderfully limp in the aftermath of multiple orgasms. Her eager blue eyes assured him she was more than ready for a good, hard fucking.

And after he left Ruby satisfied and limp, he’d do the same to Bethany.

As Ruby expertly undid his belt and rolled down his pants, Trent gripped Bethany’s ass and squeezed. Her moan of delight as she snapped her legs around his hips was another sign of how much she desired him. Her tight grip and soft body spoke louder than words.

Now supporting all of Bethany’s weight, he nearly fell over as Ruby dropped his pants around his ankles. The balance and training he’d spent over a decade honing saved him at the last moment. Even working together, his wives failed to topple him.

With Bethany’s lips locked with his and his hands gripping her ass, he shuffled over to the bed and tossed her onto it. As she dropped onto her back and immediately wriggled out of her pants, Ruby hopped up and attacked him with kisses. She was relentless.

As Ruby’s fervor threatened to overbalance him, Trent finally kicked his way out of his pants. He also caught Ruby’s hands just before she likely would have torn his armor off. He liked this armor. He couldn’t easily replace it without returning to Dalry.

As Bethany stripped herself naked on the bed, Ruby expertly helped Trent out of his armor and clothes. Bethany then hopped up and helped Ruby strip from behind as Trent did so from the front. The sight of both his wives, naked, was a vision from the gods.

Ruby gripped Bethany’s hand and stared hopefully. “Can I... since I...?”

Bethany grinned. “He’ll fuck you until your first orgasm, then finish inside me. Deal?”

“Deal!”

Ruby snatched Trent’s hands and led him to the bed. He surprised her by tripping her just in time to drop her onto it on her back, which led to a burst of delighted giggling. As he clambered onto the bed, he found it didn’t have room for all three of them.

That didn’t matter when Ruby wriggled into place below him and spread her legs. With her chest heaving and her hands groping her breasts, teasing her nipples between her fingers, she stared up at him while biting her lip. She looked so plaintively hot he was struck mute.

She wasn’t. “Please, Master. Fuck me right now. I need you inside me.”

Trent glanced at Bethany in surprise. She looked awfully pleased with herself. So, she hadn’t just been giving Ruby lessons on oral sex, but on pillow talk as well. As his birth wife motioned impatiently for him to get on with it, he dropped on top of Ruby and kissed her.

His blade wife melted in his embrace as he pinned her to the bed. His cock was ready far before Bethany somehow snaked a hand between them and began stroking. Trent took the opportunity to slip a hand between Ruby’s spread thighs as well.

When he fingered Ruby the way she loved, she moaned so loudly Bethany had to slap a hand over her mouth to avoid scandalizing whoever was sleeping in the next room... if they were still sleeping. Which they likely weren’t. Not after all this noise.

Ruby stared at him with adorable need. “Master. Please.”

With a small grunt, Trent granted Ruby mercy by slowly burying himself to the hilt inside her. Her back arched in delight. Knowing how quickly she always came, he didn’t take things slow. He took a firm grip on her pert little ass and pounded her relentlessly into the bed.

“Oh! Master!” As Ruby clutched him tight with her arms and legs, she pushed up to provide a better angle for them both. Her cries of pleasure grew as she all but crushed his back. “Yes. Please. Yes!”

Soon after that, as Trent continued to give her what she craved, Ruby shuddered in the throes of her first orgasm. Her unique condition meant he could give her many more. Under other circumstances Trent would have given her a second one, but then Bethany pushed into bed. They had made a deal, and his birth wife had been sorely neglected these past few days.

Despite her near delirium after how hard she’d just orgasmed, Ruby had the presence of mind to roll onto her side and give them room. She was thoughtful that way. Trent dropped onto his back beside Ruby as Bethany clambered into the narrow bed.

As her braid flopped across one full breast, Bethany stared down at him with a hunger that would have been disturbing if it wasn’t so hot. She expertly guided his cock exactly where she wanted it, then locked her gaze with his as he pushed up inside her. As she grunted in satisfaction, she stared down at him and smiled hungrily.

“Gods, I love you. Now give it to me, husband.”

As Bethany rolled her shapely hips and Trent took a firm grip on her hips, she dropped her full breasts so he could bury his face in them. He’d missed those, too. He’d missed burying his face in Bethany’s breasts and sucking tightly on her nipples as she fucked him desperately.

His birth wife felt amazing. He’d missed this feeling. He’d missed her. He loved this woman more than he could ever put into words, and they were going to have a child together.

Ruby had rolled to face them. With her hand between her legs, she was eagerly bringing herself to another orgasm... while she watched Bethany ride him. The love and devotion in her warm blue eyes was the perfect complement to Bethany’s hunger for his cock.

Bethany’s desperate pace and eager moans grew, which made it difficult for Trent to hold himself back. In the end, he didn’t try. It didn’t matter that Bethany was already pregnant. It only mattered that she wanted him to make her pregnant, again and again and again.

Bethany clutched his head and pressed close. “Fill me, love. I need it.”

He flooded Bethany with a groan as Ruby clenched his hand and breathed hotly in his ear. She’d just orgasmed again as well, and as Bethany slowed atop him, she smiled in satisfaction. She loved how it felt when he finished inside her.

The aftershocks of their shared climaxes were wonderful, as was the warm wife pile he ended up in after. While he was a bit worried the bed would break with all three of them, he wouldn’t trade being sandwiched between a naked Ruby and naked Bethany for anything.

He glanced down at Bethany’s tousled brown head, resting on his chest, and Ruby’s messy red, resting on the other side. He lovingly kissed them each in turn, then grinned as they snuggled closer. He could spend all day like this. Nothing that would make him happier.

But, sadly, he still had a princess to find.

Once they were all recovered and mutually dressed, Ruby returned to her sword form so Trent and Bethany could head down to the common room that Missus Kellan had reserved for them alone. They found Kari and Revca chatting amiably in the faint light of early morning, as well as two bowls of porridge which had likely been steaming when delivered.

Their porridge wasn’t steaming now. It was cold, which suggested to Trent that he might have taken just a bit longer with his wives than they had planned. He had no regrets. It had been too long since he’d had Bethany, and too long since they’d all had each other.

Still, with all their needs met, it was time to continue with the business at hand. After Trent finished his porridge, he leaned his arms on the table and stared across it at Kari. She was watching them all with an amused expression that suggested she knew exactly what had kept him while his porridge got cold. He decided to pretend she didn’t know.

“How did it go at the courier’s office?”

“Well, hon, they’re rightly furious. Two couriers went missing yesterday after they left to chase down what they thought was a normal thief, not a mage. Now they want to ensure the culprits hang, and they demanded I deliver you so you could lead them to this barn.”

“Then I appreciate your offer to lead them there even more. Are you ready to enter the Firmament now?”

“You’re good with that?”

“I am. Revca will be joining us as well.”

“Fine with me, hon. Still, I am curious. Do you two ever plan to bond?”

Trent’s brow furrowed. “What does that mean, exactly?”

Revca gripped his arm. “We’ll discuss it later, husband. For today, we simply need you to imbibe small amounts of our quintessence. Having you as the anchor makes sense.”

Kari set her bowl aside and rose. “Let’s all head back up to our room first. Not that I don’t trust our host, but if we’re going to all be in the Firmament for a spell, I imagine it’ll make it more difficult for Missus Kellan to tidy up.”

Bethany eyed them curiously. “You’re certain non-mages can’t join in this dream?”

“Can’t be done, hon. I wish it could.”

Trent squeezed Bethany’s shoulder. “I’ll feel much better knowing you’re awake and guarding us in the real world.”

“Nothing will harm you while I keep watch. But if there is trouble, how do I wake you?”

Kari walked around the table. “Well... you can’t.”

“You can’t wake a mage who is touching the Firmament?”

“It’s not like going to sleep, hon. Our souls, well... they drift up and into a different plane. They’re still tethered to our bodies, but we’re not in them.”

Bethany eyed Trent curiously. “I thought you didn’t believe in the soul.”

“Magic is strange. I only mentioned I didn’t like the idea of a soul.”

Kari eyed him in surprise. “Why not?”

“That’s a much more philosophical matter than I’m interested in discussing today. Now, shall we head upstairs and share this memory? I want to go after our mutual friend as soon as we can get our horses saddled and depart the city. Have you taken a reading today?”

Kari raised the hand with the single golden ring and waved the other as she closed her eyes. Glowing white motes of light—ether—manifested on her fingertips, and then she gripped the ring with the tips of two glowing fingers and took a deep breath. A moment later, she opened her eyes and smiled in obvious satisfaction.

“Good news, hon. Your princess is closer today. Maybe a day’s ride off, if you’re quick.”

The fact that the agent guarding Princess Victoria was only a day’s ride away was good news. “Perhaps they’re anticipating reinforcements from the academy and want to be close enough to meet them. Regardless, this makes me even more eager to move.”

“I understand, hon. So, let’s head up and get this done, and then you can set off.”

After ensuring Missus Kellan was fine cleaning up their dirty dishes, they headed back upstairs to their rented room. After Bethany locked the door and settled on the bed closest to it, Revca, Kari, and Trent all settled on the floor in the center. Kari had them all sit in a circle with their ankles crossed and their knees touching.

Kari produced a small knife that Trent would have assumed was a paring knife if not for the fact that Kari immediately sliced the tip of her finger with it. She raised her bleeding fingertip and then paused. She glanced at Bethany.

“You mind if he sucks blood off my finger? I could drip it into something, but it’s easier if I just stick it in his mouth.”

Bethany offered a faint smile. “He has my permission to suck your finger.”

With a knowing expression that was entirely not chaste, Kari offered her bleeding finger with a raised eyebrow. Now certain no one in the room would mind, Trent wrapped his lips around Kari’s fingertip and sucked... softly. As the salty taste of her blood drifted across his tongue, he felt a swelling where he didn’t expect. What was that about?

Better not to think about it. He released Kari’s finger. She pulled it back, then, blue eyes locked teasingly with his, she stuck her bleeding finger in her own mouth.

She was just easing the bleeding, right? Or was this... more?

Revca offered her bleeding finger. “Husband? Now mine.”

Trent complied. He felt the same pleasant tingle, though Revca’s was different. This was something he would ask Revca about in private. He wasn’t about to ask Kari about this tingling.

After Kari effortlessly healed her fingertip and Revca’s, she had them all link hands. Revca’s soft but calloused hand gripped his more tightly than he expected, almost like he would expect Ruby to grip it. Meanwhile, Kari’s slightly larger and more refined hand practically caressed his with her silky fingers. The odd tingle at her touch grew.

As they all sat together, Kari spoke. “Revca, you’ve done this before?”

“Many times.”

“Then I’ll let you handle you. Trent? You just relax. I’ll lift you into the Firmament.”

Trent kept his eyes closed and his breathing relaxed. “I’m ready.”

They sat in silence for longer than Trent expected. Just when he was on the verge of opening his eyes and asking if Kari was having trouble, she released his hand. When he opened his eyes, he gasped as he found them once more in a small yet intimate bedroom.

The bedroom was about the size of their room at the Hand in Glove. A tall wardrobe sat against the wall with one door slightly ajar. A soft-looking four-post bed took up most of the room, suggesting whoever slept here appreciated comfort over space.

The blankets looked thick and comfortable. The floor was cold stone layered with thick plush rugs. A full-length mirror on a frame sat in the corner, an expensive luxury.

He saw no sign of Revca. Only he and Kari were present in this place, and he was now certain this was her private bedroom in the Primal Academy. Why were they in her bedroom?

Kari now wore a silky nightgown that clung to her large breasts as tightly as her green button-down shirts... except this gown left a blessing of cleavage bared. That trapped Trent’s gaze. He pulled his eyes away after, but Kari noticed... and she looked more than pleased.

“You can stare, hon. Nothing wrong with a little starin’ between friends. Or was your Beth just teasin’ when she said she doesn’t mind you lookin’ at other women?”

Trent cleared his throat. “Better we not get distracted right now. Where’s Revca?”

His pact wife appeared in the center of the room. She, too, wore the same frilly nightgown she wore to sleep in their tent. While hers didn’t reveal nearly as much cleavage, it hugged her lovely curves just as tightly.

This was unfair. Were they trying to distract him?

Revca looked around in curiosity. “Why a bedroom?”

Kari crossed her arms beneath her fantastic breasts. “This is my mind shelter. It’s a place in the Firmament just for me. Most mages who touch the Firmament have one.”

Revca crossed her arms. “I do as well, but it is not a bedroom.”

“Oh? What is it?”

“I’d prefer not to share.” Revca turned to Trent and assumed a business-like expression that was entirely out of character with how she was dressed. “Husband? The memory?”

If Revca wasn’t going to mention how lightly she and Kari were now dressed, Trent wasn’t going to mention it either. Perhaps Revca wasn’t even consciously aware of what she was wearing, or only he saw her wearing her nightgown. He looked at Kari.

“So, I simply focus on the memory I want to share?”

“That’s right, hon. It’s just like tellin’ us a story, but you do it in your head.”

Given how they were both dressed, focusing on the story he intended to tell took effort and concentration. Trent concentrated. He was very careful not to show either of them any other thoughts... especially not the thought of burying his face between Kari’s breasts.

A moment later, he marveled as he found himself once more walking the muddy road leading out of Star’s Crossing. This time, however, Revca and Kari were with him. Now, both wore hunting leathers appropriate to their surroundings. That helped him focus.

Trent mentally recounted his journey as he’d trained himself to do, except this time, he did it in his mind. He took them through the moment from when he’d left them in the line to enter Star’s Crossing to when he’d wriggled under the wagon. The riders arrived.

As he crouched under the wagon, Trent noticed an odd phenomenon. The world around them was still present, but it was dark and blurred beyond what he could actually see from beneath the wagon. Therefore, no one could see what he couldn’t... but they heard.

Revca’s composure visibly took a hint when “Calla” spoke for the first time. That told Trent that if this mage wasn’t her sister, the imposter must be very good at mimicking Calla’s voice. Revca regained her composure shortly thereafter. Trent was proud of her.

He spooled out the rest of his memory, including how he’d reasoned with the mercenaries. Once he started jogging back to Star’s Crossing, Kari spoke again.

“That’s enough, hon. I know what I need to know to lead the courier’s posse and then some. I have to say, for someone without trainin’, you’re a natural at this.”

Was that pride he saw flash across Revca’s features? Again, Trent knew he might have imagined it. Still, that had looked an awful lot like pride in him... which warmed his heart.

He turned to Kari. “So? What now?”

“Well, hon, now we leave the Firmament and go our separate ways.”

Trent had known this was coming. He would miss Kari’s presence, but he was guiltily grateful Ruby could now walk openly with them. “You’re going with the couriers.”

“And back to the Primal Academy after that. Tal needs to know about these stolen cloaks, and especially that volcanic sand. Couriers come through the academy all the time.”

“I thought your academy was largely independent of the monarchy?”

“Doesn’t mean we don’t talk with ‘em. Lots of folks have bonded partners in Harandale, not to mention all the requests from the nobles. Tal needs to know about the danger.”

“So, you’ll leave us the ring you’ve been using to track your agent?”

“Don’t see any other way. Tal wouldn’t approve of that, but he’s not here right now.”

“How do I use it?”

“Channel ether through it like you would a spell form, and you’ll get a sense of where our agent is and how close. Though... I suppose you’ll need Revca to do that, won’t you?”

Revca nodded confidently. “I can handle the ring.”

Trent squeezed her hand to thank her. “My second question is how we will recognize this agent. Can you give me anything to verify their identity? Your executor refused to do so.”

“I know, hon. I was there. He didn’t give me much, either.”

“Still, anything you can offer would help.”

“Tal gave me a pass phrase. If you’re unsure if it’s our agent, ask, ‘Have you ever tried the apples from Pasharal?’ If they respond with ‘They’re a bit dry for me,’ you’ve found them.”

“From what little I’ve read, apples don’t grow on Pasharal.”

“Sure don’t. So, it makes sense most people wouldn’t answer that way.”

Trent smiled gratefully at Kari. “Thank you for all you’ve done for us. I hope we’ll get to speak again before we return to the monastery. Princess Victoria would love to meet you.”

“It’d be nice to meet your princess, hon. As a thank you, how about offerin’ me the chance to swim in that pretty little underground pond of yours?”

“I... suppose we could arrange that.”

“Unless your wives would object to me paddlin’ around naked.”

Revca sniffed. “In such matters, my husband may do as he wishes.”

“So, him seein’ me swimming around in the buff doesn’t bother you, hon?”

For a long moment, Trent actually thought Revca was going to say yes. Was she having second thoughts about the nature of their marriage? Whatever she’d been thinking passed, and then Revca firmed her stance and her expression.

“We are a Windborne tribe. Trent is our chief, and we all hope to make our tribe as strong as possible. Anyone who could make our tribe stronger is welcome with us.”

“Now that’s... hmm.” Kari grinned knowingly at Trent. “I have thoughts about that. Lots of real fun thoughts. Still! Time’s a wastin’. Ready to wake up and go?”

As he stubbornly pushed away a vision of Kari’s bare breasts, and how they’d look bobbing in the water as she floated languidly on her back, Trent nodded in relief.

“I think that would be best.”


Chapter Nineteen




With Revca now wearing Kari’s golden ring, they left through the south gate of Star’s Crossing in mid-morning. Trent had hoped to get riding even earlier than this, but it had taken Lathan, who was still the Hand in Glove’s only working employee, longer to prepare and saddle their horses than he’d expected. Then, traffic on the streets had proven unusually thick.

Finally, they were free of the suffocating traffic inside Star’s Crossing and beyond its modest yet imposing walls. The line to leave the city moved much faster, primarily because the town guards only did a cursory check for contraband if they did one at all.

Revca still wasn’t comfortable guiding her horse, so Trent had once more hooked the leads of her gelding to the horn on the back of his saddle. He led Revca’s horse with Bethany ranging out a bit to his side on her own gelding. She once again wore her hunting leathers and carried a full quiver on her back, with her short bow resting in her lap.

As for Trent, he was once again fully armed. Ruby rested in her sheathe on his back, along with the hunting knives on each hip, his holdout knife in one boot, and his father’s skinning knife in the other. Finally, his belt of dirty tricks fit snugly around his waist.

As they rode due south along the road in the direction Revca had offered, Trent swept his eyes across the beautiful countryside of the Cridor Republic. He once more marveled at how verdant it all looked. There truly was a great bounty in this land.

He wasn’t jealous. But if he and Bethany did found their own village, it wouldn’t be so bad to found one here. There would certainly be no shortage of land in which they and their many children could forage and hunt.

Finally, once they were out of sight of the walls of Star’s Crossing and Trent was certain Kari had gone the other way, he took one last look around for travelers. None were in sight. He pulled Ruby from her sheathe and held her out with one hand.

“Ruby, return!”

The reassuring weight of her silver rapier form vanished from his hand as a vortex of red magic and rose petals whooshed to life at his side. Then, his blade wife was once more walking alongside their procession. She carried two full packs as easily as he’d carry a pouch.

Ruby’s blue eyes widened as she gawked at the beautiful country around them in the bright light of mid-morning. When she looked up at him again from where he sat on his horse, her smile was both lovely and heart-wrenching, if only because he wished she could have been with them this way for the entire trip. Her wide blue eyes glistened in the light.

“Master, this republic is even more beautiful in the daylight.”

Trent smiled down at her. “Just like you, love.”

She blushed brightly and looked ahead. Trent slowed the horses and patted the back of his. “Why don’t you ride up here behind me? No need for you to walk all day.”

Ruby nodded eagerly. Even though she needed no help climbing into the saddle behind him, Trent offered his hand. She clambered up the side of the remarkably tolerant gelding and settled into the saddle behind him.

She wrapped her arms around his waist, rested her head against his back, and sighed contentedly. “Riding on your back is always lovely, but this is even more so.”

Trent grinned as he spurred their party forward. “I’m just glad you’re finally able to travel with us as you. Kari was certainly pleasant company, but I didn’t like keeping you in your sword form all the time. I’d much rather have you here with us.”

Bethany rode close and touched Ruby’s arm. “It’s good to have you back, sister wife.”

Ruby beamed at Bethany. “I couldn’t ask for a better tribe.” She glanced back at Revca, who clung to her horse as it followed Trent’s. “I do not know what we will discover when we track down the imposter and her allies. But Revca, whatever we learn, I will be there for you. I am your sister wife. Whatever you need, just ask.”

Revca offered Ruby the smallest of smiles. “Thank you.”

They stayed on the road until midday, then stopped for a short lunch. This time, Ruby was able to eat with them. The voracious way she devoured her share told Trent she had been hungrier than she let on. He had to be better about making sure she remembered to turn into a woman and eat with them when they spent days on the road.

They resumed their ride past noon. After discussion at lunch, Ruby switched to riding Revca’s gelding, with Revca riding behind her. That spared Trent the need to lead Revca’s horse and allowed the three of them to move individually, which would help if they ran into trouble.

Trent wasn’t expecting trouble on the republic’s well-patrolled main roads, but he also didn’t want to not be prepared for it. Ruby had spent years learning to ride at the Enchanter’s monastery, so she was an even better rider than him or Bethany. Revca could simply hold on.

At mid-afternoon, he had Revca take another reading by channeling nature ether through Kari’s golden ring. This time, she assured him Princess Victoria—or the agent protecting her—was a quarter day’s ride away, and now to the east. Trent took them forward and kept a keen eye out for any side roads or animal trails leading that way.

His instincts were soon rewarded. He spotted a small but well-used animal trail off the main road and turned them onto it. If this wasn’t the path Victoria and the Primal Academy agent had taken into the woods, it was at least headed in the same direction.

Soon, the path grew narrow enough, and the overhanging branches low enough, that continuing to ride would only result in them getting leafy branches to the face. Trent ordered a dismount and led them on foot. He took point and sent Ruby back as rear guard. Revca walked behind him to offer further directional updates, with Bethany behind her.

As the narrow path meandered through the increasingly thick woods, the forest canopy blocked off more and more of the light. It was still bright enough to see, but Trent suspected it would be all but pitch black in these woods after sunset. That was a bit unnerving.

He and his wives didn’t have a great history with dark and spooky woods.

Revca checked the ring several times but could offer no more specific updates than “more east” and “closer than she was.” The ring’s tracking ability was less precise than he’d hoped. He’d simply keep moving east until Revca offered a different direction.

The narrow animal trail wound unpredictably and split several times. Trent took each fork at random so long as it went east. The increasingly red tint to the light told him they were running out of day, and they had yet to find any sign of Princess Victoria or her protector.

Where was she? Was she camping in the middle of the woods? There was nothing out here, though that might be why the Primal Academy’s mysterious agent had brought her this way. He wished Kari had been able to give him more than a pass phrase.

Finally, as the duskiness of the woods slowed their pace even more, Trent heard a twig snap on a ridge not far above them. One hand snapped up to halt his procession, which had been moving as quietly as they could manage with three tired geldings. Silence fell.

Trent heard no voices. No footsteps. And no animals.

The birds in the trees had gone silent, as had the insects. An animal that heard them coming would have fled by now, but no animal was fleeing. A deep unease filled him as he considered why someone might be skulking about on the ridge above.

They were no longer alone out here.

In this near dark, with no one moving, it would be as difficult for whoever was stalking them from above to spot them as it would be for Trent to spot them. However, if he had Ruby become a sword, her vortex would light up these woods... and make them a perfect target for someone with a bow trained on them from above.

He turned back to his wives, all of whom waited silently. With hand signals only, he told Ruby to stay with Revca and guard the horses. Both were powerful warriors in their own way, but both were also loud as they bustled through the woods. He needed stealth tonight.

After exchanging a firm glance with Bethany, the two of them stalked, silent as shadows, in the direction of the ridge. Woods were woods no matter the realm, and he and his birth wife had spent decades learning to move silently within them.

The ridge proved too steep to climb, and the forest remained eerily silent. Whoever had snapped that twig remained frozen somewhere above them. While it was almost dark, Trent’s keen night vision allowed him to see a trace of Bethany’s lovely face.

He motioned for them to split up. They would silently close on their target from either side. With a grim nod, Bethany melted into the woods so deeply even Trent couldn’t see her.

He circled the ridge in one direction knowing she was moving silently in the opposite. He kept moving until he found an expanse of rock that had a slope shallow enough he could climb it with a minimum of noise. The wind picked up, rustling through the trees.

That noise gave him the cover he needed to clamber up the rocks. Using roots, handholds, and balance, he quickly scaled the low ridge and found a steep slope leading further up. Keeping low, he crept upward with his eyes fixed on the dirt for anything that might give him away. He was upwind of his quarry, so he’d hope they were only human.

He was still creeping along in the dark when the rustle of branches told him their quarry was finally on the move. They were trying to move quietly and failing. Trent spotted a pocket in an old tree and settled into it. His dark kestrel armor turned him into a shadow in the woods.

A moment later, a man in a set of brown robes stalked through tiny rustling branches, followed by another man. They were little more than silhouettes in the faint light, but Trent could still see them. All they saw was a tree.

And as they passed right by him, light glistened on short swords in their hands.

The two men passed him by without a glance. Yet before Trent could slip out of hiding and take down the trailing man from behind, the crackle of flames lit up the forest. Then, a furious shout from Revca echoed through the woods.

“Back, stay back, all of you!”

In eerie unison, both robed men pivoted to face the sound and the fire. As they instinctively raised their blades, Trent soundlessly pulled his hunting knife. In one smooth and silent motion, he stepped forward and drew it across one man’s throat.

The man was still gurgling and dropping to his knees when the second spun to face Trent. The only reason he didn’t get a blade in the face at once was because his eyes were, even in this faint light, jet black pits. Like the eyes of the sap zombies back in the Blackwood.

Trent’s shock lasted a half breath, but that pause cost him. The second man leapt back as purple light manifested on his fingers. A necromancer. This man was a necromancer!

Fortunately, now, Trent knew what he had to do to stop him.

He drove his second blade through the man’s glowing hand. Ether fizzled out as the figure recoiled, then somehow wrenched his hunting knife out of his hand. The strength he showed when he did that was comparable to Ruby’s, which was another surprise.

Even so, Trent wasn’t as surprised as the man when Trent kicked him off the ridge.

Branches snapped as the doomed man tumbled down a steep, forested slope. It would snap the neck of even the most practiced acrobat. Yet before Trent could dash down the ridge to come to Revca’s aid, the first man... the man whose neck he’d just slit... rose and glared.

Purple ether manifested on his fingertips.

This man’s throat bled red. He also had no eyes. Only inky black pits remained, and Trent was down a hunting knife.

He now knew, too late, that whatever he faced was no mere mage or necromancer. This was like a soulless or sap zombie, something he needed Ruby to kill. But for now, a faceful of volcano powder to the face would have to do.

More flames exploded in the night up as the pit-eyed man’s face ignited. Fire, it seemed, was finally enough to elicit a chilling shriek that was far from human. As the robed figure clawed at its own face, the purple ether vanished.

Trent stabbed the dead and burning man again and again. After the fifth time he put his blade through the walking corpse, it almost caught him with a hurtling fist. Trent swept the corpse’s ankles out from under it, dropping it onto his back.

Revca roared in anger. More flames lit the woods below. He had to get back to her, and Ruby, and Bethany. Where was Bethany?

Had she run into more magic-wielding, unkillable necromancers? What if they’d hurt her? Knowing such thoughts would only distract him, Trent waited until the corpse clambered up yet again and then threw his shoulder into its chest.

It, like its fellow, tumbled off the ridge. Yet as branches snapped and the short-lived fire conjured by volcano powder faded, Trent couldn’t be certain even a fall down a ridge would kill things like these. He had to get back to his wives and turn Ruby into her sword form.

Just before he darted down the ridge, he spotted something strange and fascinating. Bright purple dots of light now drifted lazily in the woods. They looked like no lights he’d ever seen, glowing brilliantly yet casting no light at all.

More magic? Time enough for that later. He was halfway down the ridge when the reassuring whistle of an arrow through the woods told him Bethany was alive.

Not all of her arrows whistled as they flew. Most were as silent as the death they offered, but Bethany carried a few modified arrows that whistled loudly when shot. Without a word, she was telling Trent she was alive and now had an elevated position.

Gods, he loved her.

It took only moments to return to where he’d left the horses, Revca, and Ruby, but it felt like an eternity. Flames flickered in the forest ahead. That assured him that Revca, at least, had held her own against any attackers. He hurdled a fading fire line and forged ahead.

His return to the animal trail revealed a horrifying sight. Revca crouched low, clutching one bleeding arm against her side as more blood rolled down her cheek. Fire surrounded her in all directions, along with several piles of still glowing ash. And Ruby...

Ruby was flat on the ground, on her face, and she wasn’t moving!

As Trent dashed into the clearing, something zipped past him. He ducked and spun just in time to see a brown-robed figure stumble back with an arrow protruding from its eye. All the flames Revca had conjured had ensured anyone above could see and shoot... like Bethany.

Ahead of him, Revca roared in frustration. “Down, husband!”

Trent dropped flat. As he did so, a whip of livid flame shot over him close enough it singed his hair. It slapped into the robed man with the arrow in his eye and ignited him with far more vigor than Trent’s volcano powder. The man shrieked as he collapsed.

And then, like a soulless stabbed with Ruby’s point, he crumbled into a pile of ash.

Trent spun and backed toward Revca and a still motionless Ruby. His heart pounded as he focused on everything but his fear for her life. Blades couldn’t cut her skin, and she could bend iron bars with her bare hands. So, what sort of power could harm her?

And where would he find the cure?

One fortunate aspect of this encounter presented itself. They had a ridge at their backs and a skilled archer on the high ground. That wouldn’t save him if someone like Anton dropped a lightning strike on him—had that happened with Ruby?—but it was enough for now.

Huffing heavily beside him, Revca spoke. “They... aren’t human.”

“No. Not at all.” He risked a glance at her. “Your arm?”

“Likely broken.”

“And Ruby? The horses?”

“Men in brown robes set upon us from the woods after you left. Ruby punched one into the woods before the other hit her with some sort of magic. After she collapsed, I used flame whip to incinerate anyone who came close, but... my flames spooked the horses.”

“Flame does that. It’s fine. Did any of the attackers retreat?”

“None that I saw. I burned everyone I could find.”

“Well done, Revca.” Trent meant that with all his heart. “Keep watch and keep your flames ready. Bethany’s watching us from above.”

Revca glared out at the dark. “Nothing will harm you while I draw breath.”

Trent gingerly flipped Ruby over and dropped his ear to her mouth. Soft but unsteady breath caressed his ear, which was a massive relief. He rose and looked her over for wounds, but her armor looked intact. Her skin was also hard as armor.

Magic. Those robed bastards had hit her with some sort of dark magic, and unlike when those shadow people had wounded Bethany in the Breckenrock, Ruby couldn’t purify corruption inside herself. Could she?

He pressed a hand to her forehead. “Ruby? Can you hear me?”

No response.

He tried another tack. “Ruby, become a sword!”

She remained motionless and silent on the ground.

That terrified him. Even when Ruby had been unconscious after he took her virginity outside the Blackwood—the night she shot red light into the sky—she had still been able to shift in and out of her sword form at his command. She wasn’t doing that now.

He tried the incantation twice more. She didn’t change. He was still racking his brain for how to help her when Bethany’s voice drifted from the woods.

“No movement. They’re all dead. What were those, husband?”

Trent held back his rage and fear as he stared at Ruby’s unmoving body. “Whatever they were, they weren’t human. And Ruby isn’t waking up.”

Bethany strode back into the firelight with concern evident in her features. “Is she wounded?”

“Not that I can see, but she also won’t turn into a sword.”

Bethany winced as she saw Revca crouching with one arm against her side and glaring at the dark beyond her smoldering flames. “You’re hurt.”

“I am conscious and capable of wielding a dagger. Worry about Ruby.”

“You can’t cast magic any longer?”

“Not without the use of my left arm.”

Trent rose as well. “Gods, we couldn’t need Kari more right now.”

“What we need is horses.” Bethany stepped forward. “And to move on before any friends of those men come to investigate all this light and noise in the woods.”

Trent forcibly pulled himself from his worries about his wives. He didn’t know who these people had been, but they had been close enough to wherever Princess Victoria was hiding that they worried him. They had to find her, soon.

Which meant they needed to rely on Kari’s golden ring.


Chapter Twenty




Ruby remained unconscious. She had also been unconscious after they made love for the first time outside the Blackwood, and she had recovered from their bonding ritual soon enough. She wasn’t just tough, but enchanted by one of the most powerful mages to walk the realm. She was also breathing. Trent had to worry about keeping everyone else breathing.

He dropped beside Ruby. “Beth, help put her on my back.”

As Trent crouched, with his help, Bethany lifted Ruby to rest against his back. Gripping the back of Ruby’s thighs, Trent rose cautiously and stayed low. By balancing her like that he could carry her on his back a good ways, though he wouldn’t move quietly.

Moving away from the site of the ambush was more important than staying quiet. Bethany wasn’t strong enough to carry Ruby for long, and she couldn’t use her short bow while she did. And Revca, bless her, couldn’t even use her left arm. Even so, she clutched her dagger like a woman ready to use it.

As Trent set off east, he knew he needed to reassure them both. They were too close to the fires and the fight for speech to endanger them. He needed to make sure his wives understood just how well both of them had performed in very trying circumstances.

“Revca, your skill with spell forms just saved our lives. I stabbed two of those men multiple times, and even sliced one’s neck. They still fought on. Without your flames to incinerate them, we’d all be dead right now.”

She huffed behind him. “I spooked the horses, and Ruby isn’t waking up.”

“You also saved her from a worse fate by burning those seemingly unkillable men. While Ruby may be unconscious right now, you’re the reason she’s still breathing and we are, too. So, thank you, for their lives and mine. I’m so grateful to have you in our tribe.”

Revca was silent behind him, but the rhythm of her footsteps picked up. He hoped he’d pushed away any guilt she might feel about spooking the horses or Ruby’s condition.

“Oh, and Beth?”

“I know, husband. It was an amazing shot.”

He grinned into the darkness. “That it was. Now, let’s make ourselves scarce.”

With Trent carrying Ruby on his back, they could no longer move quietly. However, they also no longer had horses to think of. That allowed Trent to lead them off the animal trail and even deeper into the woods. Revca made more noise than he did, but she followed.

They were well into the woods and had just entered a small clearing when a loud crackle of branches told him Revca had collapsed. Behind him, Bethany hissed furiously.

“Oh, hells.”

Trent spun about and almost dropped Ruby. “What now?”

“She’s wounded, and it looks quite bad.”

In the faint moonlight that came in where the canopy broke open to dark sky, Trent finally saw the bright red blood stain on Revca’s lower back. She must have hidden her wound from them to ensure they left before their enemy could gather reinforcements. He was both furious with and proud of her.

“Can you carry her?”

“Not far.”

“Try anyway. We need a defensible shelter, and then we’ll see to her wound.”

Bethany, bless her, somehow managed to lift Revca in a princess carry, but it was all she could manage. She took three steps and dropped, though she managed to set Revca down without dropping her. The frustration twisting her features told him all he needed to know.

Bethany had no fiercer critic than herself. Telling her it was all right that she couldn’t carry an entirely unconscious woman on her own would only made her more frustrated. As Trent looked back across the clearing, he also decided they couldn’t risk crossing it.

He searched the forest with his keen eyes until he found their shelter. Just within sight, a moss-covered tree had fallen against its fellows. It was the best cover nearby.

“Stay with her. I’m going to set Ruby down in the cover of those trees, then come back.”

“Then... hurry.”

With a destination now in sight, Trent pushed forward with fresh vigor. He reached the shelter formed by two large trees and the third that had fallen across them. Those provided a messy but sturdy barrier on three sides. He set a still unconscious Ruby down gently.

Her beautiful face remained placid, and her breathing remained even. Still, he had no idea what was wrong with her. Not knowing how to wake her up was maddening... but he did know how he could help his pact wife. He hurried back.

Bethany insisted on hauling Revca between them. Together, they carried Revca to the shelter and settled her beside Ruby. Once she was down, to Trent’s chagrin, Bethany slapped Revca right across the face. Not hard, but hard enough.

Revca’s eyes snapped open, and then she stared blearily. “I... what?”

“You passed out due to blood loss. Keep your eyes open and don’t go to sleep.” Bethany reached into her hip pouch for the bandages she always carried. “I’m going to strip off your tunic now and bandage your wound. You need to help me do that.”

Meekly, Revca managed to twist to the side. Trent grimaced at the sight of even more blood. She was losing it too fast, and again, panic threatened. He pushed it into the night.

Bethany stared grimly. “This is certainly going to hurt. Stay quiet.”

Revca nodded miserably as Trent rose and stood watch. He still had one hunting knife, his hold out knife, and his father’s skinning knife. What he didn’t have was Ruby. If he encountered another of those unkillable brown-robed men, he would simply lead it away.

Then, perhaps, he could find another cliff and toss the man off it.

Revca made not a sound as Bethany first tore her tunic off her, then wrapped her now bare midriff in gauze. Trent continued watching for threats. Finally, with a huff, Bethany spoke quietly in the night.

“You’re good now. Close your eyes. Just rest.”

Revca mumbled something.

Bethany settled beside him and joined his contemplation of the woods. “It was a near thing, but she won’t bleed to death. She will likely need days to recover, and I doubt we can carry them both all the way out of these woods. We need those horses, husband.”

With his eyes alert for threats, Trent lightly patted her thigh. “I’ll track them down. Keep the others safe until I return, and if Ruby wakes up, tell her I won’t be gone long.”

Bethany snatched his hand. “Our child is lucky to have you as a father.”

“And they’ll be lucky to have a mother who can protect them against the realm.” He kissed her quickly, squeezed her hand, and stepped away. “If you hear anyone who’s not me and a bunch of spooked horses, put an arrow through their eye.”

Revca wouldn’t bleed to death, and Ruby was simply asleep. He had no doubt Bethany would protect them both with her life, and she was a very dangerous hunter. A Windborne tribe was filled with strong people, and his wives were as strong as they came.

Without the need to carry Ruby or Revca on his back, he ghosted back through the woods toward the animal trail without a sound. He moved much faster despite his need to remain quiet. The fire was still flickering and crackling when he returned.

He crouched at the edge of the light and surveyed the scene, then blinked. He blinked again and again to clear the illusion, but failed. More of the same light purple motes of something now floated in the clearing, like pollen that never fell. What was that?

Magic. He didn’t want anything more to do with magic tonight. Fortunately, the trail the panicked horses had left when Revca filled the forest with fire couldn’t be more obvious. Their hooves had torn up the ground, and their bodies had snapped dozens of spindly branches.

Trent set off down the trail in silence. While it would have been safer to stick to the woods and follow the trail by sight, he needed to catch the horses before they wandered too far. If more robed men did appear, Trent could lose them in the woods.

Night sounds reassured him. Unlike just before the ambush, he heard the hooting of an owl and the soft buzz of insects. If the forest wasn’t concerned about pitch-eyed, unkillable robed men, he wouldn’t concern himself either. The churned trail led him on.

Finally, just when Trent was resigned to tracking the panicked horses all night, the trail widened and diverted left. The sounds of snuffling from ahead slowed him, and he melted into the woods to make his approach. Soon, from cover, he reached a wide clearing in the woods.

In that clearing sat an old church. He judged it as such from the faded white bricks and what shards remained of what had once been stained glass windows. A rusted silver star balanced precariously atop a metal pole that was slightly askew.

He wasn’t familiar with this particular religion. But the land had good grazing, and the Primal Academy geldings were having their fill. They weren’t burned or cut or injured. They were simply having a snack. For once, Trent’s luck didn’t take a turn for the worse.

After taking a few moments to make sure nothing else moved in the clearing, he decided to risk approaching the horses. The church’s roof had fallen in at a few places, but the walls still stood defiantly. The thick double doors had also withstood the test of time.

No firelight flickered through the windows. The horses also didn’t act concerned. That suggested no one but the panicked animals had been here for a long time.

Revca had almost bled out tonight, and Ruby could still be unconscious. Caution was fine to a point, but too much caution could kill. Trent approached the horses on silent feet. One looked up at his approach, then snorted loudly and indignantly in his direction.

He hadn’t expected that betrayal. As if responding to the horse, the thick double doors to the church broke open. What emerged was a kestrel’s worst nightmare.

The armored knight was a gleaming mountain of steel who stood two heads taller than he was, which was taller than most men. His silver armor glistened with ornate etchings that Trent would swear were glowing white. His Clarion-style helmet had only a horizontal slit.

This knight also wielded a claymore that was easily as long as Trent.

He had trained to hold his place in a line of city watchmen. He knew dozens of ways to disable or kill an unaware man from behind, but an armored knight was the threat kestrels learned to avoid at all costs. Fortunately, knights were easy to outrun.

The problem was, this one was holding the horses he needed hostage.

In the brief time it took Trent to evaluate this new threat, the huge and armored knight closed the distance by half. No man was that fast in heavy armor! Trent ignored the impossibility of the knight’s speed and focused on dodging his first huge swing.

He dived just before the claymore whistled by above his head, rolled forward, and sprinted to safety. He felt the air of the huge sword passing behind him again—no knight should swing a huge blade that fast, either—and put on a burst of speed as he reached to his belt.

He spun and tossed the last of his volcano powder. He couldn’t restock unless he returned to Castle Guileford or found someone who could make it, but there was no point in saving it now. Not if he wanted to leave this church in one piece instead of two.

Flames ignited across the knight’s armored chest, arms, sword, and helmet, which should even up the fight. That had been a perfect throw. Even armored knights generally reacted poorly when someone set them on fire.

With bright flames now trailing from his armor, this knight simply barreled ahead and almost cut him in half with another swing. Trent sprinted left and then dodged right at the last moment, but he stood no chance in a straight on fight. He had set this man on fire, and it seemed to have done little more than piss him off.

The church. He would head for the church. Once inside, he could clamber up something that would put him out of the knight’s reach. The armored man might be freakily fast and impossible to stab, but he couldn’t climb in that armor. Trent desperately hoped.

As he barreled toward the open church doors, the knight cursed soundly from behind him. Trent was pleased to finally catch him flat-footed. Then, the knight’s next shout... a shout that was undeniably female despite its deeper timbre... almost caused him to trip on the stairs.

“He got past me! Run!”

Did another mage wait inside? A second knight? A soldier with a crossbow aimed at the door? It was too late to turn back now without being cut in half, so Trent dived and rolled the moment he passed the threshold. His move might throw off the aim of anyone inside.

He rolled to his feet inside the church without getting a crossbow bolt through his chest. The floor was stone and wood with multiple holes. Some of the aging wooden pews remained, though most were scattered and some had splintered.

Bent wooden beams held up what remained of the ceiling. Those beams were too high to reach, but the sturdy-looking stone chimney at the back was not. Those stones, in fact, stuck out at all angles. As the clanking of armor and the creaking of the worn wooden floor told him the knight had chased him inside, Trent sprinted for the chimney.

He clambered right up the stone with the same ease that had led the other boys in Kallowhorn to accuse him of being part squirrel. Armor clanked to a stop below him as he heard the female knight huff in disbelief.

“Oh, for gods’ sake. Get down from there.”

Trent leapt from the chimney to one of the wooden beams holding up the roof. A moment after he left the chimney, stone shattered behind him. He caught the beam and expertly swung around it, then dropped himself on top and looked down slack-jawed.

The once sturdy chimney crumbled with a deafening crash, along with a good portion of the surviving wall of the church. When he looked down, he found the armored knight glaring up at him with her sword raised. She had somehow cut straight through the stone.

Thank the gods she couldn’t cut through the wooden beam from down there.

Half the back wall of the church had just collapsed. The two of them, wolf and bear, locked eyes through the slit in her gleaming silver helmet. Then, the knight lowered her sword.

“Vicky? Bring me the heavy crossbow.”

So, the knight did have a partner. At least they couldn’t easily shoot him all the way up here. Unfortunately, he also couldn’t easily get down, not now that this cursed armored knight had cut the godsdamned chimney in half. She had treed him like a cat.

Then, at the same moment Trent’s desperate mind connected the name the knight had used with what Missus Kellan back in Star’s Crossing had called her guest—Vicky—a young and beautiful woman with blonde hair pushed aside the hollow cabinet behind which she’d hid. She hesitantly stepped out lugging a crossbow she could barely carry, let alone fire.

The blonde woman wasn’t wearing a red dress, and she’d cut her once luxurious long hair almost as short as a boy might wear his. Even so, she had a lovely figure in her modest and worn hunting leathers, and her pale and upturned face was as lovely as ever.

Trent sagged on the roof beam in relief. “Princess!”

As Princess Victoria squinted up at him, her jaw dropped. That was followed shortly by her crossbow. Then, she stampeded across the church to where the knight stood.

“He’s not our enemy! That’s him! That’s the man who saved me!”

The armored knight glared up at Trent. “Looks just like the one who tried to kill you.”

“He’s a kestrel from Dalry, yes. He’s also the man to whom I owe my life. He’s not here to kill me, Sapphy, so please, stop trying to cut him in half!”

The knight lowered her sword. “Could have said that earlier.”

“I didn’t know!” Victoria turned to gaze up at him with warmth and worry that melted his heart. “Did she cut you? Please, Sir Marston, tell me she didn’t injure you!”

Trent smiled at the title. He was a knight now, after all, and thanks to the twin blessing of his pact wife’s flame spell forms and his remarkably clever horses, he had finally found his princess again. He was so grateful to see Victoria alive... and now, he understood how her protector had taken down twelve mercenaries, alone, in an open street.

He called down from the rafters. “Have you ever tried the apples from Pasharal?”

After a moment of staring up at him, the huge knight effortlessly settled her huge sword back into her huge sheathe. “They’re a bit dry for my taste.”

Trent relaxed. “Executor Tallow sent us. He gave us a ring and passphrase to find you.”

“Well, he could have told me he was sending another godsdamned kestrel.”

Victoria frowned worriedly. “I told you.”

“You said Sir Marston was a kestrel, not that he’d be dumb enough to still be wearing the armor of the enemy. The last two men wearing that armor tried to gut you.” Sapphy stared up at him. “You alone, Marston? Or did you bring a lot of luggage?”

“I’m not here alone, and the horses were a loan from Executor Tallow. Now, please, we can’t keep arguing like this. My...” He stopped as he pushed back his worry. “Two of my companions are badly injured. I have to get back to them with our horses.”

Sapphy glared up at him from behind her helmet. “How?”

“Robed men with pitch-black pits for eyes. One of my companions burned them to ash with her flames, but she was wounded. Somehow, those men knocked the other unconscious.”

“Tallow sent along a conflagration mage? Who?”

“I...” Trent ground his teeth. “She’s not a mage from your academy. She’s with me.”

Victoria placed both slender hands on her protector’s armored bicep. “Please, Sapphy. It’s him. It’s Trent Marston, my first knight, and I owe him everything. We must help him.”

The big knight sighed heavily. “Sure. I guess.”

Victoria smiled in obvious relief, then gazed up at him again. “Sir Marston? Can you... is it possible for you to climb down from there?”

As he looked around, Trent honestly couldn’t see how. He’d been filled with adrenaline when he scrambled up that old chimney, and Sapphy had recently cut it in half. Dropping onto wood and stone from this height would break his legs if it didn’t kill him.

The armored knight clanked forward. “Jump down. I’ll catch you.”

From his beam, Trent narrowed his eyes at her. “Excuse me, what?”

“I’ll catch you. Just jump. Aren’t you in a hurry?”

“I’m not trusting you to catch me from this height!”

Victoria wrung her hands and stared up at him. “Please, Sir Marston! I assure you, this woman is much stronger than she looks. I’ve seen her lift a wagon by herself.”

Sapphy grunted. “It wasn’t a very big wagon.”

Trent took one more look around, imagined all the ways trying to clamber down these crumbling walls could break his neck, then all the ways leaping into the arms of an armored knight could do the same. Victoria’s desperate gaze decided him.

She trusted this knight. So, he would trust her. Even with his life.

As Sapphy clanked into position just below, Trent frowned down at her. “So you know, I’m going to aim myself right at you.”

The knight raised both arms. “Just easier that way. Now, jump.”

It took a real, concerted effort for Trent to pitch himself off the wooden beam from this high up. He’d leapt onto opponents from above in training exercises, but never from this high... and he’d never dropped down on an armored knight.

Air whistled as his heart stopped, and then he thumped painfully into two strong and armored arms. He didn’t die. That was something. Sapphy let his trembling legs drop to the floor first, then steadied him until he could stand again. Finally, she stepped back.

Trent looked down at his boots, verified they were still attached to his legs, and brushed dirt and dust off his cuirass. “Well... thank you.”

Sapphy shrugged her armored shoulders. “Least you can aim.”

Trent was entirely unprepared for Princess Victoria to throw herself into his arms.


Chapter Twenty-One




His princess was hugging him. The crown princess of Dalry was very soft, very warm, and he could feel her royal breasts squashed against his broad chest. Her blonde hair tickled his nose from just below it, and she didn’t seem inclined to let go anytime soon.

Should he... hug her back? Victoria remained the crown princess of Dalry, and he was now her knight. In stories, damsels always hugged the knights who rescued them, but Trent hadn’t rescued her—at least, not this time—and also, she would someday be his queen.

As he tentatively wrapped his arms around Victoria’s back, trying not to remember how well her rear had fit into his hand after she dropped down the chapel school’s laundry chute, he patted her shoulder and summoned words.

“I’m fine, really. I’m not injured, princess. I’m so glad to see you alive.”

“And I you.” Victoria hugged him even tighter, which led to him being even more aware of her good her breasts felt against his chest. “You saved me from the soulless, from the necromancer, and even from my own father. And then, I left you behind to die.”

“I chose to stay behind to protect you, and I didn’t die. And you gave me a sword.”

“Yes, but you could have died. I thought you had so many times, that they had captured you, that they might even be torturing you... all because I couldn’t stop my own father!”

“Princess—”

Trent stopped talking when Victoria abruptly burst into tears. Yet he knew how to handle a soft and sobbing woman. He held her gently, let her embrace him as tightly as she wished, and gently stroked her hair.

Finally, with a sniffle, Victoria pushed away enough to smile up at him. In the moonlight that came in through the church’s missing roof, she was even more beautiful than he remembered. Her skin was flawless in the light, and her plump pink lips just begged for a kiss.

He was not going to kiss his princess right now, or ever. That simply was not what a knight did with his liege... at least not in any story Trent had ever read. Perhaps it had happened in one of Bethany’s saucy romantic stories. She did love romance novels.

Regardless, Trent was definitely not going to kiss Princess Victoria in the presence of the towering armored knight who, despite the fact that her helmet hid her face, he was certain was glowering at him even now. Their new truce remained tentative. Best not to test it.

“Princess, I appreciate your concern, but I’m worried there may be more men out there like those who attacked us in the woods. We must leave at once.”

Fortunately for everyone in the church, Victoria finally... reluctantly... released him and took two cautious steps back. As she dabbed at her eyes, she smiled and blushed bright red.

“I’m so sorry, Sir Marston. Of course, we’ll come with you. I was... temporarily overwhelmed. I’m simply overjoyed to find you safe and alive.”

“I feel the same about you.” Trent focused once more on his injured wives. “It’s not far to where I Ieft my companions. There’s an animal trail we can follow back to them, and then, we should return to the Primal Academy as fast as we possibly can.”

Sapphy grunted. “Bad idea. They have a traitor. That’s why we’re way out here.”

“Oh, I’m aware. We’re not staying. We’re going to use the portal there to go back to... well, let’s just call it a safe place. A place no one can harm Princess Victoria ever again.”

Victoria wiped her eyes. “I’m not going to hide from my responsibilities.”

“I never expected you to, princess. I’ve recently secured a base of operations where we can gather your forces in safety and plan our next move in your campaign to unseat your father. It’s incredibly defensible, and they even have magic trinkets that may aid us in any war.”

Victoria stared at him in wide-eyed awe. “How did you find something like that?”

“That’s all a rather long story we don’t have time for right now. I promise, I’ll explain everything, but we need to get back to my companions and then back to the Primal Academy. We also uncovered what might be a plot against your Executor on our way out here.”

Sapphy clanked forward. “Someone’s plotting against the executor?”

“Or the academy, or someone entirely unrelated. We’re not sure, but regardless, there’s definitely an evil plot afoot. One we can thwart once we’re back at the academy.”

“Before we leave, tell me about these men you fought.”

“Very strong, but obviously not that bright. Black pits for eyes. Probably magic, given I sliced one’s neck and it seemed to bother him no worse than stubbing his toe.”

Sapphy eyed him calmly through her helmet slit. “Huh.”

“Do you have soulless in the republic?”

Victoria shuddered. “Gods, I hope not.”

Sapphy turned to clank toward the door. “Never heard of soulless. They sound like a bad time. We have devils, though. What you fought sounds like a devil. If there’s more in the woods, we’ll want to be cautious as we move through them.”

As Victoria immediately followed Saphy, Trent followed Victoria. “Wait. You mean actual devils? Here? In the republic?”

“Well, not in the flesh. I mean... they have flesh, but it’s not theirs. Devils are what happens when some foolish mage touches the Firmament and makes a deal with creatures who live beyond. Devils can’t enter our world unless they have a body, here, to ride.”

Trent wondered if Revca knew that. He recognized the rest of Sapphy’s explanation, however. When trying to teach him how to reach the Firmament, the egg yolk that existed between realms, Revca had mentioned that beings lived beyond it.

Belgor was one such being. A devil, though he preferred to be called a mage. So, were the robed men he had fought and Revca had killed back on that animal trail devils like Belgor?

He didn’t see how they could be. In their one face-to-face meeting in the dream he shared with Revca, Trent had gotten the sense Belgor could squash him flat with one palm. Those brown-robed men had been hard to kill, but otherwise straightforward to defeat.

Perhaps the devils they’d faced on the animal trail were weaker than most. Regardless, it was reassuring to know that Revca could burn them to ash with her magical flames, and had Ruby been in his hand and in her sword form, Trent could have killed the devils with ease.

He should have taken Ruby with him into the woods. Yet if he had, Ruby might not have bought Revca the time to complete her complicated flame spell forms, and then Revca and their horses would all be dead. Second guessing his decisions wasn’t useful.

Unless, of course, Belgor sent him another prophetic dream.

As they strode into the night, Sapphy stamped her way toward the horses. All three seemed remarkably unconcerned at the approach of a towering armored knight. Trent wasn’t sure if a single gelding could carry her. It certainly wouldn’t enjoy the process.

Sapphy took the reins of the leading horse, then clucked softly. The horse reluctantly gave up grazing and followed her lead. Her silent suggestion made sense.

Trent took the reins of the second gelding, reassuring it with gentle sounds and affectionate cheek rubs, and Victoria easily charmed the third. Finally, they had a way to carry Ruby and Revca out of the woods. They could put them on the back of these geldings.

Sapphy glanced his way. She remained a large, amorphous, and intimidating presence sealed inside her head-to-toe armor, but at least she was on his side. Marginally.

“Marston? Care to lead?”

He picked up his pace. “That does seem best.”

Trent took point while leading his gelding. Victoria huffed and hurried to walk right behind him, with Sapphy walking at rear guard. Trent had never been more confident nothing could get at them from the back. This huge knight could likely crush a bear.

As they walked, Trent saw no need to keep quiet. The clanking of Sapphy’s armor would carry further than words. As he thought back to her earlier statement about devils, he couldn’t help but want to learn more. He and Revca hadn’t talked about devil possession.

Some tales claimed mad King Martinus had made a deal with a devil to gain the power that allowed him to subjugate his nearby nation states. Those same tales claimed that the deal had made him into a monster. Yet even devils, Revca had proved, could die.

“Sapphy? Can I ask you something?”

“Sure. But if you’re going to talk to me, call me Sapphire.”

Trent almost missed a step. “Your name is Sapphire?”

Sapphire was the name of one of Ruby’s sisters. Her sisters growing up in the Enchanter’s monastery had been Sapphire and Emerald. Emerald was supposed to be able to turn into a magical bow, while Sapphire... hadn’t Ruby said she turned into a huge sword?”

Sapphy—no, she was Sapphire now—answered him gruffly. “Sapphire is the only name I’ve ever used. Only Vicky calls me Sapphy. It’s a deal we made. But you’re going to call me Sapphire, or we’re going to see how far I can throw you across the woods.”

“That’s... more than fair.” Trent swallowed as he imagined all the possible ways this could not be one incredibly convoluted coincidence. “So, if I may ask...”

He wanted to ask, “By chance, can you turn into a giant claymore?” and he definitely didn’t want to ask, “Just out of curiosity, would fucking you bond us for life?” but eventually, he settled on a third question that felt safer than both of those.

“You said devils are made when mages trade their souls for riches?”

“Riches, or sex, or power, or, I don’t know. Chickens.”

“Mages have traded their souls for chickens?”

“Well, I can’t say I’ve heard of any case where that’s actually happened. But you’d be amazed what people will trade for their souls. I’m sure some mage, somewhere, has traded their soul for a farm full of chickens.”

Trent kept his eyes on the dark woods ahead. “So, these men... the devils who attacked my companions and I... they were former mages who made deals with devils?”

“Could be. Or they could have been devil soldiers in disguise. Devil mages can summon devil soldiers. They can look human if you dress them up and borrow some faces.”

Trent felt his gorge threaten mutiny. “Borrow... faces?”

“If they’re fresh. You can keep ‘em fresh for a couple of weeks with the right chemicals.”

Trent now knew more than he’d ever wanted to know about devil mages borrowing people’s faces. He focused on what he actually needed to know to live.

“How do you kill them?”

“Big batch of flames will do it. Devils don’t like fire in any form. You can also crush ‘em flat, or incinerate them with bolts of lightning.”

“Anything you can do with mundane blades or arrows? Weak points?”

“Devils don’t really have those. If you hack off all their limbs they’ll no longer be a threat, but they’ll roll around being annoying. Putting an arrow in one might stun it briefly, but it’s not going to slow them down. So, I guess, go for the tendons.”

“The tendons.”

“Yeah. They might be devils in human flesh, but their muscles still work like human muscles do. If you don’t have fire or lightning or a magic blade, go for the tendons. Even a devil can’t do much when his ankles aren’t attached to his legs any longer.”

“That’s wonderful advice, Sapphire. Thank you.”

“Not a problem. For you, I’d suggest stabbing ‘em with a magic sword. If you have one.”

Trent ruefully shook his head. “I’ll consider that.”

As he led them through the dark woods, Trent gave up on listening for the rustling of branches or the snapping of twigs. In her gleaming full suit of silver armor, Sapphire truly was the loudest woman he’d ever heard walking the woods. He’d tracked bears who were quieter.

Finally, they reached the site of the earlier battle. Revca’s fires had gone out, but just enough moonlight penetrated the canopy to reveal the charring on the ground. Trent half hoped a robed man or two would be waiting for them, if only for the satisfaction of watching Sapphire slice him in two.

The cursed purple motes of energy remained where they’d been earlier. Despite the need to get back to his wives, Trent had to ask. He pointed at the purple motes.

“Can you see those?”

Sapphire looked around. “See what?”

“Purple motes. Floating about like pollen. Quite a few of them.”

“Sounds like ether to me. You see purple ether?”

Trent frowned as he remembered Revca and Kari discussing the fact that he still didn’t know what sort of ether he could see in the Firmament. “Possibly?”

“You a mage?”

“I’ve been told I might be one.”

Victoria rushed forward to clutch his arm. “Sir Marston, you can wield magic?”

“Not at the moment. I’m still learning. But Sapphire, you said ether looks like floating motes of light? Just drifting about on the breeze?”

“Not sure the breeze affects it. It’s not part of our realm. But floating motes of light is how mages have always described ether, and I’ve known a lot of mages. Why not grab some?”

“Grab... the motes?”

“Sure. Stick your finger in one and swirl it about. If it comes when you beckon, stick it in your chest. See what happens. Maybe you’re a spark mage. That’d be useful.”

“Spark mages draw purple ether?”

“I think so? Can’t remember if it was light or dark purple.”

Trent almost reached out and stuck his finger in a floating mote of purple ether before he thought better of it. “Later. We can’t be distracted. Sapphire, can you guard the horses?”

“Why in the hells would I do that?”

“The path off the road isn’t as wide as this one, and anyone around will hear you pushing through branches and scrub in that armor for leagues. If there are more enemies out here, I don’t want to attract them.”

“Fine. We’ll wait here. But Vicky’s staying with me.”

Victoria possessively clutched his arm. “I should go with Sir Marston!”

Trent gently patted her hand. “Please don’t take offense, princess, but I’ll be faster out and back if you stay here and help Sapphire guard our horses. My companions aren’t that far into the woods. The horses we’ve reclaimed can carry our injured the rest of the way.”

Victoria blushed brightly and stepped back, head lowered. “Oh, of course.”

He resisted the urge to hug her again. He was surprised by how much he’d liked having her arms wrapped around him... and how amazing it felt when she flattened her lovely royal body against him. He needed to find his wives again.

“Back soon. Just shout if trouble threatens.”

Sapphire shrugged with a clank of armor. “Or, I could kill it.”

“Right. I’ll trust to your judgment. Back soon.”

As Trent hurried into the woods, he cursed himself for not asking Sapphire directly if she was what he thought she was: a mageblade. Why would the Primal Academy have a mageblade in their employ? He had specifically hidden Ruby from Kari because he didn’t want the academy to know mageblades existed.

Yet if they’d had one of their own this whole time...

His steps stayed silent. His night vision remained clear. As he approached the set of trees where he’d left his wives, he dropped into a crouch, took a breath, and then recreated the call of the common and annoying red bird from the woods around Kallowhorn.

A moment later, another red bird call answered him.

Bethany was safe, which meant Ruby and Revca were safe. Trent rose and didn’t bother to disguise his approach now that Bethany knew he was coming. There was no longer any chance he would get an arrow through his eye.

He found Bethany kneeling just ahead of the tree-made alcove with her short bow ready. Five arrows sat point-first in the ground, ready to be snatched up, nocked, and loosed in the space of a breath. Bethany could do that. She could fill a man with arrows in seconds.

Behind Bethany, Ruby slumped against Revca. Both appeared to be asleep, and the way their red heads of hair intermingled made it hard to tell which belonged to who. Again, Trent was struck by the similarity in their features.

They could be sisters. They weren’t sisters, given they’d been born over three hundred years apart. Sapphire was Ruby’s sister, or could be... though not by blood.

When they got back, Trent would simply ask Sapphire who she was. When he emerged from the woods carrying Ruby, who Sapphire would certainly recognize if she was that Sapphire, the matter would certainly come up. And if it didn’t? Sapphire was a different Sapphire entirely.

As he reached Bethany, Revca stirred. Her eyelids fluttered as she forced herself to recognize them. The smile that briefly flittered across her face looked to be both relief and joy. She hid it quickly, but Trent saw it come and go.

He smiled back. “How are you feeling?”

Revca coughed once. “Better.”

That was a lie. He pretended not to know that. He stopped beside Bethany and touched her shoulder. “I’ve found Princess Victoria, Beth. She’s alive with the horses.”

Bethany smiled in relief. “Gods, it’s about time. Do you want to carry Ruby, or Revca?”

Revca grunted loudly from behind them. “I can walk, husband.”

Trent watched as she struggled to her feet. She wobbled on them, but she didn’t fall again. The way she clenched her jaw assured him she was as good as her word.

“I’ll carry Ruby. Beth, you and Revca take point.”

Bethany snatched up her arrows from where she’d set them in the dirt and tucked them into her quiver. She didn’t glance back at Revca. “If you need help walking, just ask.”

Trent expected Revca to berate Bethany for even offering to help. Instead, as Revca limped up to join them, wearing a blood-stained tunic and covered in dirt, she smiled.

“Thank you, Bethany. I’ll be fine.”

That surprised Bethany as much as it surprised Trent. That didn’t mean he wasn’t glad to see this change. Bethany once more helped him load Ruby onto his back—her lack of consciousness continued to worry him—and then they walked back the way they had come.

To rejoin his princess and lead her back to their enchanted monastery.


Chapter Twenty-Two




The trek back through the woods to the animal trail felt shorter than the trek out from it, perhaps because Trent now knew exactly how long he’d be walking and also knew his princess waited at the end of the walk. He almost couldn’t believe he’d found her.

Yet it wasn’t that hard to accept. Revca’s guidance using the ring that could track Sapphire’s location had already put them close to her and Victoria, and Trent had seen no place to shelter out here other than that abandoned church. The spooked horses had simply followed the path of least resistance, in his case, the path leading to the only structure for leagues.

Perhaps luck was finally on his side. Or Belgor had subtly intervened somehow. Or Primal Academy horses were also psychic and capable of finding lost princesses in the woods.

Either way, Trent was finally in a position where he could launch his quest to return his princess to the throne, and, in doing so, secure his own future... and that of his new tribe.

He was now Sir Marston, Princess Victoria’s first knight, but he was also the chief of his small but powerful Windborne tribe. He would not allow his tribe to end up like Revca’s. They would not be hated, hunted, and slaughtered. They would have the favor of their queen.

And if he wanted to start his own village, where better to start it than at whatever estate Princess Victoria granted him after her return to the throne?

Trent truly wanted to depose King Tallun, and he truly wanted to ensure Princess Victoria reclaimed her throne. He would have helped her accomplish this for no reward. But now that he had three wives and possibly many future children to protect, he was more glad than ever that his goals and Victoria’s aligned. She, like Belgor, would be a powerful patron.

But all the same, he would do all he could to ensure his patrons never met.

They emerged onto the animal trail to find the horses, the knight, and the princess unmolested by devils or worse. Bethany emerged first, followed by Revca. As they left the woods, Victoria gawked at them. Then, she offered a decidedly unnecessary curtsey.

“Oh! Hello. I’m... you can call me Vicky.”

Bethany eyed her with obvious amusement. “And that won’t get me arrested?”

Sapphire clomped forward. “Better for everyone if no one hears us calling her princess until we’re back at this staging area Marston mentioned. We... should...”

Sapphire trailed off entirely as Trent emerged from the woods with Ruby unconscious on his back. While he couldn’t see her expression behind her helmet, the way her head moved suggested her jaw had just dropped open. That finally answered Trent’s unspoken question.

Victoria’s eyes widened as she charged forward. “Ruby? Ruby!”

They had spoken, Trent remembered, deep in the Randolf Ancestral Mage Vault. Princess Victoria had also looked up the history behind Ruby’s stay there and learned why she’d been buried for three-hundred years. Then, Victoria had given him Ruby as a protector.

Sapphire’s massive sword came free of her sheathe with a ring of steel. As she drew it, Victoria spun on Sapphire in shock. “What is it? More devils?”

As Sapphire readied her blade and focused intently on Trent, Trent carefully set Ruby’s unconscious body down on the trail and raised both hands. He should have expected Sapphire would react like this... if she was Ruby’s Sapphire.

Which he now knew she must be.

He kept his hands in plain sight. “Is there a problem?”

Sapphire squared up like she was ready for a fight. “What happened to her?”

Revca spoke up helpfully from Trent’s left. “During a recent attack, a robed man stabbed her with a blade of purple magic. She collapsed immediately thereafter.”

“Where is this man now?”

“I incinerated him with flame whip. But... his ashes are right over there.”

Victoria dropped to her knees at Ruby’s side. “Oh, Ruby. No. Please no.”

Trent rested a comforting arm on Victoria’s shoulder. “Princess, she’s still breathing, and she doesn’t seem to be injured. I’ve seen her like this once before, after we...”

“What?” Sapphire clanked forward with her sword raised. “After you did what with her, Marston?”

Trent abruptly wondered just how protective the woman he was now certain was Ruby’s older sister (not by blood) actually was. Given she was a knight who protected people, he suspected the answer was “quite a lot.” He calmly held Sapphire’s gaze.

“Ruby and I are now married by our tribe’s laws. She’s my blade wife, and I love her. She’s now part of my Windborne tribe, and will be for as long as we both live.”

Victoria’s eyes widened to almost fully round. “You... what?”

Bethany cleared her throat. “Trent is the chief of our Windborne tribe. He’s married to Ruby, and to me, and to Revca. We are all his wives. Now that we’ve established that, perhaps we should move out of these woods? I’d prefer a place where I can see beyond my nose.”

Victoria looked oddly deflated by this news. “You’re married?”

She sounded so disappointed Trent abruptly felt like he should apologize somehow. He didn’t. “Yes.”

Victoria rose and found a smile that didn’t feel real until it did. Her features brightened as she worked through whatever bothered her. “Well, I’m very happy for you. For all of you.”

“Thank you. Now...” He paused as another mote of purple ether drifted by in front of his face. “Dammit all, can anyone else see this?”

Bethany eyed him calmly. “See what?”

“Revca? Do you see this purple ether?”

She limped forward, brown eyes suddenly excited. “You see ether?”

“I see motes. Glowing motes of light purple, floating on this trail.”

Revca’s smile faded. “I don’t see anything, husband.”

Sapphire huffed. “Fire ether is bright orange. Why would you see purple?”

Revca abruptly went silent, which reminded Trent they now had a problem. Kari knew Revca only as a nature mage, and now, Sapphire knew her as a conflagration mage. Were these two ever to compare notes, they could have a big problem. He would worry about that later.

Revca touched his arm. “Husband, see if you can draw it.”

“Like... how?”

“Think of it like... like a very thick syrup. I want you to place your finger in the syrup and swirl it like you might in a cup of tea. Then, draw the ether into your chest.”

Trent reached out, then frowned. “We really don’t have time for this.”

“Please, we must try it. This could be the breakthrough we’ve been working toward.”

Why was Trent hesitating? It would only take a moment to test, but as he considered, he knew why he hesitated. If he could do what Revca suggested—if he could draw ether—it would be irrefutable proof he was a mage.

Mages trained at academies. He wasn’t about to do that when he had a princess to serve and wives to protect. So if the Primal Academy tried to keep him, well... he’d just leave.

Revca leaned close. “Just try. For me. Better to at least know.”

She was right, of course. Once he returned to the Enchanter’s monastery, he would be out of the jurisdiction of both the Primal Academy and the Cridor Republic. He would no longer be subject to their laws. He might not get another chance to know the truth.

Trent touched one of the motes of purple ether. As he imagined it as syrup, and sank his finger into it, it felt like dipping his fingertip in cool water. He swirled it as Revca had suggested, and the purple stretched and followed. He could touch it. This was happening.

Carefully, hesitantly, he drew the purple ether to his chest. The moment it was close, he gasped as a feeling like gnats fluttering in his stomach coursed through him. The ether vanished, but the feeling remained. He didn’t like it, but it also wasn’t intolerable.

Trent swallowed before he stared at Revca. “I think I just drew ether.”

His pact wife threw her arms around him, bloody tunic and all, and her warm body felt just as good as Victoria’s... if not better. Revca’s visible delight made her even more gorgeous.

“Gods, I knew you could do it! I just don’t...” She trailed off as she remembered they had company. “I don’t know what we can do with it, but at least we know you can draw ether now. That’s enough for tonight.”

Sapphire clanked forward. “So, he’s a spark mage?”

From what she’d revealed, Revca could see spark ether. She couldn’t see this ether, which meant it wasn’t spark ether. It was something even Revca had never seen before. Trent decided their priority remained getting everyone somewhere safe.

“Sapphire?”

The knight’s armor clanked as she once more focused on him.

“We’ll worry about my ether affinity later. For now, can you help me settle Ruby on the back of a horse? We can’t properly learn what’s wrong with her until we have some walls around us. As Beth said, we should get out of these woods before anyone else attacks us.”

After an awkwardly long moment, Sapphire sheathed her sword. She clanked over, lifted Ruby with no more effort than it would take Trent to lift a small log, then stomped toward a horse. She settled Ruby across it on her stomach.

She motioned to Ruby. “So you know, we’re not done talking about this.”

Trent nodded solemnly. “No, I imagine we aren’t. But first... walking.”

After some impolite cajoling from Bethany and a more polite request from Trent, Revca eventually consented to riding on the back of a second gelding. She was brave and determined, but she had lost too much blood for a long hike. This time, Sapphire took point.

Any branches that tried to bar the knight’s path violently lost that battle. Though the sound of her widening the animal trail with each step would carry, she would also be first in line if anyone attacked them. Trent suspected that person would not live to regret it.

He walked behind Sapphire, leading the horse on which Revca slumped. Victoria walked close behind him, practically on his heels. Bethany walked behind Victoria as rear guard, leading the horse over which Ruby slumped while unconscious. It would work until it didn’t.

The animal trail was long, dark, and winding, but at least it no longer appeared to be infested by robed devils with pitch for eyes. As Trent followed Sapphire, the subtle feeling of gnats flittering about in his chest came and went. He hoped it would go away soon.

So, ether. He could draw ether like a mage, even if he didn’t know any spell forms he could channel it into just yet. The fact that he could draw ether and Bethany couldn’t was also likely why he could summon Ruby when she could not. He had magical potential.

For the first time, he pondered petitioning Belgor for another audience.

He put that thought from his mind. Now that he had confirmation from no less an authority than Sapphire that mages often traded their souls to devils for power, he wasn’t going to ever ask Belgor for anything. He’d take whatever intelligence the devil offered in the spirit it was given and consider using it to help his princess, but he would never ask for anything.

By the time they made it back to the main road, the moon was low in the sky. They had a few hours before sunrise, but Trent was increasingly exhausted. Revca had fallen asleep on her horse, suggesting she remained dangerously low on blood. Ruby hadn’t woken up.

They needed a camp. A journey back to Star’s Crossing wasn’t possible right now, and who knew what sort of dangers they’d encounter if they went back there? Trent was still mulling over the best place to make camp when Victoria lightly touched his arm.

He glanced at her. “Is something wrong?”

“No! Nothing’s wrong. I just wanted...” She wrung her hands. “Well, what’s your plan?”

Trent considered carefully before he answered. “Camp first. Somewhere off the road but close to it. We have enough to keep a watch, and we need to check on Ruby and then sleep. Tomorrow past first light, we’ll head to Star’s Crossing, and then onto the academy.”

“Oh.” Her shoulders hunched. “All right.”

Her posture suggested she wasn’t fully on board with his new plan. “Would you prefer another approach?”

“Well... you said we wanted to get to the Primal Academy, right?”

“Yes. I know Executor Tallow remains worried about traitors in his midst, but we’re only passing through. There’s a portal in the academy’s basement we can open that will take us back to Dalry and safety. Once there, any spies your father has in the academy can’t follow us.”

Victoria’s face brightened. “That’s wonderful! But... if they have a portal at this monastery, wouldn’t it be faster to just head to the portal nearby?”

Trent blinked. “There’s another portal nearby?”

“Oh, yes! Sapphy showed it to me. She wanted me to know where it was just in case we ever got separated, and I needed to escape the republic.”

This was the best news Trent had heard since he found his princess. “How far?”

“Maybe... a few hours, walking? It’s up this road and off another trail.”

Trent pivoted to face Sapphire. “A few hours?”

Sapphire crossed her armored arms over her armored chest. “Just about.”

He turned back to Princess Victoria. “And this portal, where is it?”

“In some old ruin. Just below. I don’t think anyone has been there in some time.”

“We’re going. Tonight.” He turned to Bethany, who was already looking on in approval. “If the portal works, Revca, you can open a passage directly to the monastery. Correct?”

She nodded tiredly. “Yes, husband.”

Sapphire harrumphed. “What of the threat to the Primal Academy? What of this volcanic sand you mentioned?”

“Mistress Karissa... a life mage... is already on their way to warn them.”

“I know of her. I don’t think she’s the traitor. When did she leave to warn them?”

“This morning.”

“Then unless she rides through the night, she won’t be there until tomorrow. Do you think the threat to the academy can wait?”

Trent grimaced as he considered, then pointed up the road. “Portal first. Sapphire, stay on point and lead us to it. We’ll consider this question again once we’ve arrived.”

Sapphire didn’t move. She looked at Princess Victoria. That reminded Trent who was marginally in command here, though she certainly wasn’t acting like it.

Victoria nodded. “Please, Sapphy. Do as he says. It’s a good plan.”

Sapphire turned about with a clank of armor. “This way, then.”

Revca groaned softly at the thought of more riding. That was the only complaint she offered. They got moving again, and at least on the main road their walking was easy. It didn’t make them any less tired, but at least they weren’t being slapped with angry branches.

The sky was turning orange by the time Sapphire led them off the main path. Even Bethany looked dead on her feet, and Trent felt the same. Sapphire tromped on in her armor without slowing, and Victoria kept pace with her. Trent assumed both had slept last night.

The sun was rising after Sapphire led them down several almost hidden turns on the trail. Once more they entered a clearing, but this time, the clearing held only a crumbling building of white brick similar to the church. Overgrown stone stairs led down.

Sapphire paused and turned back. “Horses can’t make it down below.”

Victoria clutched her arms. “We can’t just leave them!”

After their loyal service, Trent wasn’t about to abandon these horses to the wilderness. “But we also can’t stay here. For now, let’s tie them up with room to graze. We’ll come back for them once we’ve dealt with other matters and seen to our injured.”

They tied the horses to a nearby branch with plenty of good grazing and then headed down the crumbling stone steps. Once again, Sapphire carried Ruby and Trent walked with Revca clutching him for support. He loved that she trusted him enough to help her walk.

Bethany walked ahead with her short bow ready for trouble. Victoria stayed close to Trent, close enough their arms bumped more than once and her palms kept brushing across his back. Every touch tingled. Trent focused on the darkness.

Soon they were belowground, but it didn’t remain dark for long. Despite her wound, exhaustion, and blood loss, Revca somehow summoned a warm flame. It burned on the hand she held out ahead of them while she hung across Trent for support. He squeezed her gingerly to thank her for her efforts, and she even pressed against him in response.

Soon, they found exactly what Trent had hoped for. A huge ring of white stones sat upright against one wall. Though the round space in its middle was empty, Trent knew that was because there was no ether coursing through it. Revca or Victoria could activate it.

Or, he supposed, he could. If he found any more of those light purple motes. At some point during their walk the feeling of gnats darting around inside his stomach had faded, but he sensed ether inside him. Waiting to be drawn out. Would it remain lodged there forever?

Revca tugged at him. “Look there. Torches, in sconces. Let me light one.”

Channeling flame ether in Revca’s condition must be exhausting. Supporting her as she walked, he led his pact wife to the nearest torch. It ignited easily, lighting the musky underground space, and then Revca let her own flames vanish with a relieved sigh.

Sapphire turned to face them. “So? Marston? What’s the plan?”

Trent turned to Revca, who remained kissably close. “Can I settle you against the wall? I need to activate the map linked to the seeker.”

Revca nodded tiredly. He settled her in a sitting position against one wall and glanced at Bethany to find her standing with her back to them. She had her short bow ready. At every step, his birth wife was right where she needed to be to protect them.

Sapphire set Ruby down as well. She remained limp and unconscious, which continued to challenge Trent’s calm. Then, for the first time since they’d met, the towering knight removed her helmet. Trent was shocked to find out how pretty Sapphire was.

The knight’s long blonde hair was packed into a tight and woven bun behind her head, likely so it would fit inside her helmet. It was sweaty and a bit dirty from days on the road, but still gleamed. She was also much younger than Trent expected. Early twenties at most.

Based on the anguished expression on her face, Sapphire was just as worried for Ruby as Trent was. Yet despite her visibly young age, there was a heaviness to how she carried herself. The distance in her dark eyes suggested she was older than she looked.

Trent left the beautiful blonde knight to watch over Ruby and walked over to where Bethany stood with her back to them. “I need into your pack.”

“Feel free, husband. But I’m keeping my eyes upward.”

Trent removed Bethany’s pack and set it down. As everyone looked on impatiently, he rummaged through it until he found the ornate golden scroll case the Enchanter had offered him. It was the companion to the seeker he had planted on Anton’s crate-filled wagon.

He popped the top, then shook it to produce a rolled-up scroll. As he had practiced with the Enchanter before he left, he rolled it out and marveled at a once again blank page. Back at the monastery, Revca had channeled ether through this. Should he ask her?

No. He could do this. He had ether inside him, and even if he couldn’t channel it into a spell form, he could still use it to activate this enchanted scroll. He needed to learn.

He thought back on the few days of instruction Revca had given him while they waited for the Enchanter to process the kalor crystals they’d retrieved. He heard her voice in his head, and he realized how much she treasured her patience and trust. He replayed her words.

“Once you’ve drawn ether, you can channel it into any spell form you have practiced. The form must be perfect for it to work, and that takes time to learn. Yet you can also summon ether from your body back to your fingertips if needed, for instance, to light the dark.”

Trent remembered asking, “And how do I do that?”

“You need simply focus on your desire. You must desire to bring the ether out. Think of it leaving your core and coursing through your fingers. Mastery comes with time.”

Trent focused on doing what Revca had said. Forcing the ether in his chest to move into his hand. Much quicker than he’d expected, his finger glowed with the light purple ether he had drawn earlier. By the wall, Revca gasped quietly.

Victoria glanced at her in curiosity. “Is that his first time channeling ether?”

“It is.” Revca now looked even more proud of him.

Trent drew the ether across the Enchanter’s blank unrolled scroll like he would trace blood across it from a split finger. In the aftermath of his stroke, ink drew itself on the parchment in real time. It revealed a forest, a high plateau, and the edge of a thick black wall.

In the center of the parchment, crawling forward at a snail’s pace, was a red dot Trent knew to be Anton’s wagon. The map had no markers, but as Sapphire stomped over to stare down at it, her jaw clenched.

The big knight pointed at the parchment. “What is that dot there? By the academy?”

Trent looked up in concern. “That’s the academy?”

“Those are its walls, and its forest, and its plateau. Why do you have a map of the land just in front of the Primal Academy?”

He now trusted Sapphire. He also knew now that Anton, his wagon, and those crates of volcanic sand were ahead of Kari. Even riding all night, she couldn’t have reached the Primal Academy already. It was quite possible her warning for Executor Tallow would arrive too late.

Which meant Anton and whoever was with him had just made his choice for him.

Trent rose. “It’s a map that shows the location of an enchanted object I placed beneath the wagon of a man who I believe wishes your executor ill. I believe he’s working with King Tallun in Dalry. He wants to kill Princess Victoria and, possibly, Executor Tallow.”

Sapphire frowned in warning. “Then we will stop him.”

“On that, we agree.” Trent glanced at Revca. “Do you still remember the rune stones we must light to travel to the Primal Academy?”

She sighed heavily at the thought of moving again. “I do.”

“Then we can’t delay. Open a connection to the portal in the academy’s basement. I’ll head through it and warn the academy of Anton and his wagon before they arrive.”

Bethany gripped his arm. “Not alone, you won’t.”

He patiently patted her arm. “Beth, please. Not this time. After I leave, I need you to escort Princess Victoria, Revca, and Ruby through a portal to the Enchanter’s monastery. The Enchanter can figure out what’s wrong with Ruby. He enchanted her, after all.”

Sapphire crossed her arms. “So, the old bastard’s somehow still alive?”

“He is, and we have a tentative accord.”

“So you’re working for him, now.”

“We’ve agreed to an alliance. In exchange for his help in returning Princess Victoria to the throne, we’ve agreed to help him restore his monastery and offered him the ear of Dalry’s monarch.” Trent turned to Victoria. “With your permission and approval, Highness. I’m sorry I couldn’t ask you first, but I had to take the opportunity when the Enchanter presented it.”

Victoria watched him cautiously. “You’re certain this monastery is safe for us?”

“It’s remote and magically protected in such a way that I doubt even a soulless army or Tallun’s Blessed Knights could break into it. It also has portals we can use to easily step across the realm. There’s far more to the place, but for now, I can guarantee you’ll be safe there.”

Sapphire frowned in warning. “No one’s safe with the Enchanter around.”

Trent eyed her calmly. “We are, for now. We have an accord, and for that accord to continue, I need him to continue to be alive. Will that be a problem for you?”

Sapphire turned to Victoria. “Highness?”

Revca waved from the wall. “We’re calling her Vicky now.”

Sapphire’s jaw clenched. “Highness? I serve you, not him. What are your orders?”

Victoria bit her lip and looked at Trent. “You believe we can trust this... Enchanter?”

“I do. He’s selfish, self-serving, and a bit unpleasant, but incredibly powerful. Moreover, I can guarantee he’ll keep his word to us. Forming an alliance with him and using his enchanted monastery to stage your return to the throne is the best plan I have.”

Victoria nodded firmly. “Then we shall do it. So long as...” Victoria looked at Sapphire in worry. “Are you all right with this? Do you have a history with this man?”

“I will do whatever I must to keep you safe, Highness, no matter how unpleasant.”

“Then... yes. I believe this alliance is in both my interest and the best interest of Dalry. Thank you, Sir Marston, for arranging it. Now, you must warn the Primal Academy at once.”

Trent really wanted to hug Princess Victoria again. He loved her courage, her compassion, and her decisiveness. Instead of hugging her, he merely inclined his head.

“As you command, your Highness.”

Bethany was all but quivering at his side. Though she didn’t say anything aloud, he could hear her shouting at him in her head. At least this time he had a good counter.

“Sapphire will come with me to the academy. I won’t be alone.”

The tall knight crossed her armored arms. “That’s really your whole plan? Take me along, and have me kill this mage for you?”

“I’d like to capture him alive. We need to interrogate him. But I can’t do it alone.”

Victoria glanced plaintively at Sapphire. “Please go. He needs you.”

Sapphire uncrossed her arms. “Then... let’s go. Right now.”

Bethany looked on the verge of arguing. Instead, she gathered herself and stared intently at Trent. “Anton is a spark mage. You can’t confront him directly. You can’t survive a lightning bolt to the face.”

“Oh, I have no intention of confronting him. As we’ve just established, I’ll let Sapphire do that. Or... the entire garrison of the Primal Academy. We’ll still get there ahead of him if we leave now.” Trent walked to Revca and helped her up. “I’m sorry to ask so much of you.”

Revca’s expression grew hard. “I am your wife, and I am sworn to keep you safe. Anything you ask of me is yours, if it is within my power. Now... help me walk.”

Trent helped her to the portal. He supported her as she tiredly activated rune stone after rune stone, calling up the location of the Primal Academy. As she did so, he turned back to his wives and companions. Bethany. Princess Victoria. And Ruby, still unconscious.

He focused on Bethany’s gray eyes. “Get them all home, love. I’ll trust you and Revca to explain everything to the Enchanter. Tell him I’ll be back as soon as I warn the academy.”

Revca clutched him for support as purple light filled the room. “The portal’s open.”

Trent turned to see that it was, indeed, open. He gently settled her beside it, then, without thinking, stroked her red hair back from her face. The way Revca blushed and smiled at his touch didn’t seem possible after all the blood she’d lost... or perhaps this was because of it.

“I’ll see you soon, wife. That’s a promise.”

Her brown eyes held his. “I will hold you to that promise. Come home safe.”

He rose and looked at Sapphire. “Ready to go save your academy?”

The big knight clomped forward and settled her helm once more over her blonde head. “It’s not my academy. But I still have a few friends there, so I’d prefer they not die.”


Chapter Twenty-Three




This time, when Revca opened the portal, Trent saw torchlight on the other side. He also saw two Primal Guards in full armor who snapped to attention at the sight of him and Sapphire standing on the other side of the portal. One man shouted inaudibly to the right, and the other was Sergeant Darrow... the man who led the guards last time Trent entered the academy.

Trent glanced at Revca. “Close the portal as soon as we’re through, then open one to the monastery. Tell the Enchanter everything you remember from the fight so he can help Ruby.” He then turned to Victoria. “My wife Bethany will keep you safe. She’s an even better hunter and tracker than I am. We’ll handle this foul business and be back before you know it.”

Princess Victoria nodded eagerly. “My hopes and blessing go with you, Sir Marston. And you, Sapphire. Gods grant you strength.”

Sapphire looked ahead. “Want me to go first? They look antsy.”

“They’ve seen me before, or that sergeant has. I’ll go through first, then you. Also, these men know me as Pip Kaldron. So, if they refer to me by that name, don’t be alarmed.”

Trent stepped through the portal and, once again, passed through what felt like a thin, wet curtain. He stepped aside at once to allow Sapphire to follow—he wasn’t sure what would happen if she landed on him, and he didn’t want to know—and he wasn’t surprised when Sergeant Darrow cautioned the second Primal Guard with him to release his weapon.

Darrow frowned at him. “Well, my day just got a lot shittier. Welcome back, Kaldron.”

The clanking of armor announced Sapphire coming through after him. As Trent glanced back at the portal, he exchanged one last furtive look with Revca before she wiped her hand over something he couldn’t see... and the view of her and the purple liquid vanished.

Trent turned back to Sergeant Darrow. “I must speak to Executor Tallow immediately. We’ve uncovered a plot against your academy, and an immediate threat to everyone here.”

Darrow’s eyes narrowed inside his helmet. “Where’s Mistress Karissa?”

“She’s on the road from Star’s Crossing, but still a ways off. She can confirm everything I’m going to tell Executor Tallow, but not in time to stop someone from getting hurt.”

Darrow eyed Sapphire cautiously. “And who’s this?”

It was curious that Sergeant Darrow didn’t know who Sapphire was, given she seemed to be Executor Tallow’s personal agent. Yet Tallow had been incredibly selfish with information about Sapphire in his office, even with Kari.

Sapphire must be an academy secret. For now, and to retain the good graces of Executor Tallow, Trent would keep that secret.

“This knight is the royal bodyguard of Princess Victoria of Dalry. She’s come here on the orders of the princess to help me save your academy from a plot by foreign agents to kill people inside these walls. Yet we can only do that if you take us to speak to Tallow now.”

Sergeant Darrow huffed. “Why not? The Executor did say to extend you every courtesy on your return, which obviously thrills me a great deal.” He turned to the other Primal Guard. “Keep an eye on the portal. If it opens again, sound the alarm. I’ll handle... this.”

Darrow strode off without another word. Trent eagerly fell into step behind Darrow with Sapphire clanking along behind him. He was now trapped between two armored soldiers, one of whom he knew was powerful enough to slice the wall of a church in half.

Were he not confident of their loyalty, he’d have been a bit worried.

As Darrow led them up the stairs, he spoke again. “Just so you know, you can’t meet with the executor immediately. You can wait in his office until he’s done gladhanding.”

Trent didn’t like the sound of that. “Respectfully, sergeant, this news can’t wait. What is so important that I can’t speak to the executor immediately?”

“What else? Nobles. There’s a wealthy donor from Harandale arriving by wagon in a few moments. They’ve come all the way from the capital to see how their donations are being used and to be assured we aren’t ‘wasting their money’ on frivolous pursuits. Now, the executor has to kiss their ass to keep the coin and good words flowing down from the top.”

Sapphire spoke up from behind Trent. “Why are you allowing the executor to meet with this noble alone?”

Darrow glanced back as they climbed. “What do you mean, why? Why are you asking?”

“Assassins have already targeted him once. What if this noble is an assassin?”

Darrow turned forward again. “Gods, woman, we’re not morons. The rest of our garrison is now out in the marshalling yard, all dressed up and their finest to impress the nobility. We’ve also got mages on the walls with a clear view of everyone below. The executor is safer in our marshalling yard than he is in his own office.”

Trent was growing increasingly worried he understood Anton’s plot. “And how do you know this noble is who he says he is?”

“You know I can’t tell you that, Kaldron. That’s academy business.”

“Do you know he’s coming because a republic courier delivered the news of his arrival ahead of time? Possibly earlier today, or yesterday?”

Darrow stopped and spun to face him. “If you know something, spit it out.”

“Foreign mages murdered several republic couriers and stole their cloaks in order to impersonate them. I believe one of these imposters delivered the news that this noble would visit you today. The wagon which the imposter is driving is filled with volcanic sand.”

Darrow’s features went increasingly ashen inside his helmet. “Are you mad, man?”

“I’m a kestrel. Learning of and warning you of plots like this one is what I do. There’s a good chance that the moment the wagon you’re about to admit stops in the middle of your marshalling yard, a spy in this academy will strike it with a bolt of lightning.”

“And... then?”

“Everyone you know turns into a slurry.”

So long as it was kept dry and contained, volcanic sand was little threat even when transported. Short of a spark landing inside an open crate or a fire igniting one, it wouldn’t simply explode without cause. In the year or so Trent had spent working in Eight Company inside Whitebridge, there had been only one case where the raw black sand detonated.

New couriers hired by Pasharal had been foolish enough to move a wagon with three crates of volcanic sand during a thunderstorm. A freak lightning strike had struck the wagon on top of a hill leading down toward the city. That explosion had noticeably shortened the hill. The wagon, the horses, and the couriers had simply ceased to be.

Anton was a spark mage, and he could cast lightning from any wall of the academy.

Sapphire clanked forward. “Enough delay. I am Executor Tallow’s agent, and I am ordering you to lead us to the executor right now.”

Darrow gawked at her. “You can’t be⁠—”

“The devil drake rises on a sky filled with blood, and in its wake, death follows.”

Sergeant Darrow’s jaw clenched. He abruptly snapped to attention and saluted as sharply as any soldier Trent had ever seen. “Agent!”

“Take us to the executor, Darrow. Right now.”

“This way! Ma’am!” Darrow spun and took off at a half-sprint.

Trent immediately took off running after Sergeant Darrow. Sapphire clanked heavily beside him, but he could tell she was pacing herself. She wasn’t even breathing heavily in her armor. He was now very glad he’d brought her along.

Whatever she’d said to Darrow must be some phrase Primal Guard officers knew that only an agent of Executor Tallow would provide. Tallow did seem to like his pass phrases. Now, Darrow believed in this threat as strongly as he and Sapphire did.

Trent prayed he was wrong. He would gladly accept the scorn and derision of this entire academy if he was wrong. But if he wasn’t, and he failed to stop this...

The death toll if a volcanic sand-filled wagon detonated in the academy’s marshalling yard, surrounded by their guards, mages, and executor, would be catastrophic.

Darrow’s huffing grew louder as he led them down hallways and up stairwells that were disturbingly empty of other Primal Guards. As Darrow had said, the bulk of the academy’s garrison must be assembled in the marshalling yard to greet the visiting nobles from Harandale. The academy had trusted the false republic courier and was now vulnerable.

How would Anton do it? Who was driving the wagon? Trent reasoned it out as they ran.

Anton wouldn’t sacrifice himself to blow up the executor. Even the brief impression Trent had gotten of the man suggested he was a coward. He was even more so if he’d led King Tallun’s Blessed Knights to the location of his own tribe for money or power.

No, Anton would use a patsy for this plot. A mercenary made the most sense, or, more likely, a desperate criminal. Most people who’d driven a wagon could do so without difficulty, and whoever was impersonating this noble had likely been given a great deal of coin.

They couldn’t know that same wagon was filled with crates of volcanic sand.

Anton would either be the republic courier who’d brought the news of their arrival to the academy, or he would have been secretly admitted to the academy by a false courier... or possibly the traitor that Executor Tallow had yet to track down. Anton would be on the walls, just one more non-descript mage on walls full of them, thanks to security precautions.

Once the patsy stopped the wagon, and Executor Tallow approached it to greet the noble, Anton would drop a lightning strike from a clear sky. Depending on how many crates were filled with volcanic sand, the resulting detonation would blow a crater in the yard deep enough to build a new cellar. It would also incinerate everyone in the yard, armored or not.

The explosion would turn Executor Tallow and the majority of his garrison to ash. Anyone close enough to see it would be knocked down or scarred by shrapnel. If the blast was powerful enough, mages watching from above might even be blown off these big stone walls.

In the chaos that resulted, with the help of the academy’s traitor or the false republic courier who could still be hiding somewhere in these walls, Anton could then easily escape... having struck a crippling blow to the Cridor Republic’s mage academy and the province.

Trent had learned much about assassination at the Vespers. He had practiced and planned assassinations as well. Yet even the most audacious plots his instructors and others had concocted couldn’t rival the scale and strategic brilliance of this particular plot.

Using a lightning spell form to blow up a wagon filled with volcanic sand driven by unknowing patsy was horrible, immoral, and wrong. But Trent could respect the strategy involved. He couldn’t think of a more reliable way to assassinate the executor.

Finally, after a tiring run, Trent saw daylight at the end of a long tunnel. He also heard the distinct sound of the huge doors of the academy grinding open. He’d heard that same sound when he set out with his wives and Kari on the republic’s geldings.

The deadly and explosive wagon had arrived.

He sprinted ahead as Darrow and Sapphire both increased their pace to match him. All three of them stomped, huffing, out into the marshalling yard, as the nearest Primal Guards turned to face them. All dropped their hands to their weapons.

Ahead, a man in white and golden robes turned to gawk at them in surprise. Trent recognized Executor Tallow, though he didn’t recognize the two mages standing at his sides. Both wore deep red robes that marked them as instructors or experienced mages.

Darrow waved and shouted. “They’re friends! Get the Executor back inside, right now!”

As Sapphire clanked to a stop at his side, Trent swept the walls above for targets. He counted nine visible mages, all of whom were dressed in the same red robes as the two at Tallow’s sides. All had a clear line of sight into the marshalling yard. The gates rumbled open.

At his arrival, eight of the mages had taken up similar stances that suggested they were ready to cast magic. The ninth had not. He also had his hood up around his face despite the warm weather. While Trent couldn’t see inside it, he could feel the man’s shocked gaze.

That mage was Anton. He stood on the wall atop the doors, and so long as the wagon was passing beneath that thick black wall, he couldn’t see it. Revca had said a spark mage needed to see a target to strike it with lightning.

Trent thumped Sapphire’s armored arm. “The man above the door with the hood up is our assassin. Capture him alive.”

He sprinted for the gates to the academy and prayed he’d avoid a lightning bolt to the head. Anton wouldn’t strike him. The moment he cast lightning to take Trent down he would reveal himself as an outsider, and the other mages on the walls would capture or kill him.

The only way Anton could escape was if he blew the wagon and used the resulting chaos to cover his exit. So, Trent would stop that wagon before it rolled into Anton’s view. The spark mage wouldn’t have any idea what to do then, and he’d panic... if he wasn’t already.

Only two Primal Guards remained between him and the wagon, as the majority had been placed deeper into the yard to guard the executor. As Trent plotted how he would evade one and strike down the other, Sapphire’s voice boomed through the yard.

“On behalf of Executor Tallow, let the sprinting man have the wagon! Mages, take the man with the raised hood on the south wall alive! Primal Guards, get the executor inside!”

Trent was vaguely aware of a scuffle breaking out somewhere behind and above him, and he was fully aware of both Primal Guards who’d moved to intercept him slowing in obvious confusion. He didn’t. The wagon only had one driver.

And that driver had just pulled a crossbow out from behind the driver’s rise.

The finely-dressed driver raised his crossbow. Before he could aim, Trent tossed his father’s skinning knife. He couldn’t hit the man at this angle, but he could hit one of the horses driving the wagon. He hated hurting the innocent animal, but it would survive.

His skinning knife thunked into horse flesh. The horse screamed and reared, startling its partner. The wagon lurched to an abrupt stop, throwing off the aim of the driver so he shot the stones of the marshalling yard instead of Trent. Then, Trent reached the wagon.

Using the horse he hadn’t struck with a knife as a springboard, Trent catapulted himself up and into the air. With the grace of the finest acrobats in Whitebridge, he slammed both booted feet into the side of the wagon driver’s head. Bone crunched and a man screamed as the driver was thrown off the driver’s rise and sent rolling across the stone.

Trent dropped into the rise and pulled back hard on the reins to slow the still frightened horses, one of which had a skinning knife stuck in its haunch. Ahead of him, he saw Primal Guards sprinting every which way as two mages in red ushered one in gold out of sight. The executor would escape, but that was no guarantee Trent wouldn’t explode.

Lightning crackled from above, but Trent didn’t disintegrate. Anton still couldn’t see the wagon while it stayed in this archway. That lightning strike was followed by shouting and the roar of more magic than Trent had ever heard. The Primal Academy’s mages were responding.

He prayed they’d capture Anton alive. He needed Anton alive if he wanted to confirm this was the extent of his plot. He also needed a strong mage body for the Enchanter. Mages who fully deserved to have their souls replaced were hard to come by, but Anton qualified.

Yet as he succeeded in halting the wagon before it rolled into the marshalling yard or it exploded with him in the driver’s seat, he decided he’d settle for saving the Primal Academy.


Chapter Twenty-Four




By the time evening fell, the Primal Guard and Executor Tallow had everything in hand.

Anton the spark mage was alive and in their custody, though he’d been badly beaten in the melee and lost one eye to an icicle tossed by a frost mage. The other mages had slapped something called an “ether blocker” around Anton’s neck. Trent now understood it would stop him from both drawing ether and channeling it into spell forms.

While Trent hadn’t been offered the chance to interrogate Anton yet, he’d requested it. He saw no reason the executor would deny him, given the man now owed Trent his life, the lives of his entire garrison of Primal Guards, and the lives of many mages of this academy.

As for the wagon, tense Primal Guards had rolled it back outside the walls. There, a safe distance away, they had verified it contained no less than twelve crates of volcanic sand. The others were filled with rusted supperware, discarded rivets and nails, and more pieces of scrap that would tear through armor and disintegrate flesh.

Had Anton successfully detonated that wagon, no one in the marshalling yard would have survived.

As for the horse Trent had knifed from a distance, that animal, at his insistence, had been seen to by academy medics. To his relief, they assured him he hadn’t hit anything that would stop the horse from making a full recovery. The horse had been blameless in all this.

As for the wagon driver/assassin, he proved to be a fountain of information. Trent sat in on the interrogation at Executor Tallow’s request. He heard everything Tallow and the other mages heard, and facing execution, the impersonator was all too eager to talk.

He admitted to being a thief and forger scheduled to hang in Star’s Crossing. He’d been granted a reprieve by a woman who wished him to do one last job... or so he’d thought. Only a man of his skills, she said, could steal a priceless relic from the Primal Academy.

The thief was to impersonate a Harandale nobleman who actually existed, but had no idea he was “visiting” the Primal Academy. The woman assured him he’d be admitted. While the thief didn’t know how he’d be admitted, Trent did.

Anton had delivered the news of his arrival in the guise of a republic courier, using the cloak to evade suspicion and then. Meanwhile, Calla had told the man her ally would arrange for his escape with the “priceless relic.” A relic that did not actually exist.

The man offered all of this information freely and eagerly. Learning that Anton planned to blow him up had soured his mood. Given he’d had no idea he was to be blown up and no idea anyone would die, the thief insisted he was more of a patsy than an assassin... despite having attempted to shoot Trent in the face with a crossbow.

When Kari arrived near the end of the interrogation, still huffing from her run through the academy upon her return, he knew they’d have the truth from this man one way or the other. Ultimately, whether he had gone along willingly or blindly didn’t matter. The impersonator was a tool, not the one wielding it, and he was the academy’s problem now.

Trent had been more interesting in speaking with Kari.

Yet before he could talk to Kari and compare notes, Trent had found himself personally invited to speak to Executor Tallow in his office on the twentieth floor of the mage tower. Which meant climbing more steps. So many steps. Which was what he was doing now.

As he and Sapphire reached the twentieth floor together, Trent wheezed and caught himself by resting against one stone wall. Beside him, the knight watched him in obvious amusement. She still wore her full suit of armor, and her helmet, but he could hear her smirk.

“Twenty flights too much for you?”

He took several deep breaths. “I sprinted from the basement. Then across the marshalling yard. Then out to an extremely volatile wagon. It’s been a taxing day.”

Before Sapphire could taunt him further, the doors to Executor Tallow’s office opened. The man was still wearing his white and gold robes, and he now looked even more exhausted than he had the day Trent met him. Learning you’d almost been disintegrated was stressful.

“Both of you. Inside, now.”

As Sapphire clanked through the door, Trent looked around for Primal Guards who would accompany them. He found none. They were alone up here.

Tallow beckoned. “Kaldron? Now. I’ve got so much more to do today.”

Trent entered the Executor’s office. The man closed it behind them, then locked three different bolts. Finally, he dropped a large wooden bar in front of the door. There was now no one in this office save Trent, Sapphire, and Executor Tallow. The man trusted him now.

This was good progress.

Tallow walked over to his desk, pulled out the chair, and thumped down into it. Then, he looked up at Sapphire. “You first. I need your report and your take on... all this. Marston? I’ll speak to you after, but please understand I am now deeply in your debt.”

Trent nodded to show he understood. He crossed his arms and waited patiently as Sapphire once again removed her helmet and set it aside. She was covered in sweat from the road, and her blonde hair was matted with it, but she remained quite beautiful.

Why did Sapphire only remove her helmet in the presence of Tallow and a few others? Was she shy? With the ease of a soldier who had made reports to her commander many times before, she filled Tallow in on everything that happened after he sent her to save Victoria.

Trent listened. He was even more impressed with her afterward.

Sapphire arrived in Star’s Crossing. Saw the fire at the Hand in Glove. Met Red Dog’s mercenaries and then killed every last one of them. Spotted a Dalry kestrel on the roof, followed him, and popped his head off just before he could stab Princess Victoria to death.

Then, Sapphire had led Princess Victoria out of the city and to the south. She had taken her to an old church she knew about from “the last time” she traveled south in the republic. That church had been dozens of years old, perhaps even centuries, which told Trent that Sapphire had to be far older than twenty-something. Or, like Ruby, she’d slept for many years.

Sapphire reported how she sheltered Princess Victoria in the old church and waited for reinforcements. She reported Trent’s arrival and the news of the devil mages that had nearly killed Trent and his companions. She reported how he’d tracked the wagon to the academy, and how he’d known to come through the portal and warn everyone.

Finally, she reported what he’d hoped she wouldn’t.

“There’s one other thing, Tal. Marston has a mageblade. He has my younger sister, Ruby, and from what I’ve been told... he’s married her.”

Tallow’s gaze snapped to Trent’s. “Is this true?”

“Would you like my report before we move on to my marriages? Everything Sapphire has told you is true, but she doesn’t have the full story.”

“I... yes. Of course. Let’s have that first.”

Trent then explained to Tallow how he had traveled with Kari to Star’s Crossing. He revealed all they’d learned about the foreign mage, Calla, and her foreign mage ally, Anton. He revealed how he’d discovered the wagon was filled with volcanic sand and tracked it here.

He also revealed the identity of the Enchanter. Knowing that Tallow knew what a mageblade was, and actually had one working for him, had changed Trent’s mental calculus. Tallow had kept Sapphire a secret from everyone in his academy. That meant he would likely do the same with Ruby.

Trent didn’t reveal that Revca was a primal conjurer. That was a secret he would take to his grave unless Revca asked him to share it. He knew he could keep the academy from getting their hands on her, but he also wanted to ensure they never tried.

As he finished, Tallow sat back and rubbed his temples. Trent had never seen a man look so tired. He decided the one thing he never wanted to be was a magic academy executor.

Tallow leaned forward in his seat. “Where is this Calla?”

“I don’t know. If she wasn’t here with Anton to make you explode, she may still be involved in other plots in your province. She has three more republic courier cloaks.”

Tallow sagged. “The crown, the capital, and the courier offices must be warned of this massive breach in our security. Perhaps this lapse will finally convince those idiots in Harandale to require couriers to carry some additional identification. Our system has, as you’ve shown, obvious weaknesses that any enemy could exploit.”

“I wish you luck with that. As for Calla, I and my wives will continue to hunt for her, as will Princess Victoria and her soldiers. If we find her, we’ll be sure to let you know.”

“I’d appreciate that. Now... about Ruby.”

“She’s now my blade wife, and we’re in love. What else do you need to know?”

Sapphire clenched a fist at his side, but she didn’t speak up. She obviously respected Executor Tallow, even if she didn’t respect the other mages here. Trent wondered why.

Tallow’s brow furrowed. “How did you two meet?”

Trent saw no reason to hide this truth from Tallow. Sapphire was going to want to know, and Ruby was going to want to tell her. And Sapphire, of course, would tell Tallow anyway.

“Ruby was enchanted to become the mageblade of a Dalry noble who lived over three hundred years ago. At the time, only nobles with magical potential... those who you call mages, who can touch the Firmament... could advise the nobility of Dalry. This man had no potential.”

“So, he just abandoned her?”

“His father hid her away in his family’s ancestral mage vault. Princess Victoria’s family. Three hundred years later, Victoria discovered Ruby and called her back into woman form. She learned her sad story and that she’d been hidden away from the world. She carried Ruby with her as a protector when she left the castle the night her father tried to have her killed.”

“And how did you come into possession of Ruby?”

Trent scowled. “I don’t possess her, Executor. She chose to stay with me because we love each other. I treat her as I treat all my wives, with respect and reverence.”

Tallow raised a tired hand. “I greatly apologize, Marston. I’m very tired, and I misspoke. But, I’d still like to know how you two met.”

“A necromancer trapped Princess Victoria and I beneath the chapel school in Whitebridge. As she has likely told you, she stepped through a portal to come here while I stayed behind to close it so Tallun’s traitors couldn’t follow. She left Ruby as my protector.”

“And then you fell in love with her? And married her? In a month?”

“I did. Ruby is an incredible woman, brave, strong, and loyal. She’s easy to love.”

Sapphire looked even more tense now than she had been before. Was she really that protective of her little sister? How could Trent reassure her he wanted nothing more than to give Ruby the life she’d never had?

Tallow took a deep breath. “On any other day I’d ask you to repeat this in front of Kari to verify you’re telling the truth, but I owe you my trust and more. You’re the reason I, my guards, and my colleagues are alive. So, thank you, Marston. If you ever need a favor⁠—”

“Actually, I need several of them. Now, if you’re available.”

Tallow paused, then nodded. “Very well. If it’s within my power, I’ll consider it.”

“Thank you. First, I want to know how Sapphire came to serve you here.”

Sapphire clenched her jaw, then looked at Tallow. “That’s my business.”

“It is. Of course it is.” Tallow motioned with one hand. “But hasn’t he earned the right to know how you came to be with us? He is your... well, I suppose he’s your brother-in-law now.”

Sapphire frowned at Trent. Then, after a heavy sigh, she turned to face him. One of her armored hands clenched.

“The Enchanter sold me to a mage who had no interest in me. He made that very clear.”

As much as she tried to hide it, Trent could hear the anguish buried in Sapphire’s tone. The repressed pain and regrets. This was obviously difficult for her to recount. He appreciated her sharing how she’d come to be here with him, anyway.

“Eventually, the mage for which I was... commissioned... sold me again. To this academy. Here, I have loyally served multiple executors when called upon over the last three-hundred years. Tallow is not the first executor I’ve served. He won’t be the last.”

Trent nodded sympathetically. “Do you like it here?”

Her dark eyes narrowed. “What?”

“Do you like living here? Serving the various executors? Does it make you happy?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because I believe you deserve more out of life.”

As Sapphire glared at him, Trent was convinced she was this close to stepping forward and punching him in the face. He silently prepared to dodge her strike. He didn’t want to know what a punch from a woman who could cut a church in half would do to her face.

Sapphire crossed her arms instead of punching him. “You don’t know me.”

“I know a little. I know a life spent in your sword form in this academy, waking up every so often only to leave and face horrors on behalf of whatever executor is in charge, is not a life I would choose. So, what do you want from life? What would you wish for?”

Sapphire’s scowl didn’t fade. Then, she turned to Tallow. “Are we done?”

Executor Tallow, to Trent’s surprise, was now watching Sapphire with both concern and empathy. “Could you answer his question, first?”

That took Sapphire aback. “What?”

“What do you want? Do you want to stay here with us? Banished to our cellars whenever you’re not out on a dangerous mission? Or do you want a life out there?”

For the first time, the blonde-haired knight stood at a loss for words.

Trent turned to face Tallow. “You would release her into my custody?”

“Marston, what the Enchanter did to this woman was a travesty. Had I the power to undo it, I would have freed her the moment I learned about her from the last executor. Yet I lack the power to help her. Trust me, I’ve looked everywhere I could think of.”

Sapphire sagged in place. “Tal, you don’t have to... you didn’t do this to me.”

“I still hate that I can’t help you. But perhaps this man can.”

Sapphire’s eyes widened. “You can’t be serious. He’s not even a proper mage!”

Tallow fixed his gaze on Trent once more. “You married Ruby because you love her?”

“Yes. I wish to spend the rest of my life with her.”

“Yet you know the enchantment makes her immortal, don’t you? That she barely ages?”

“I do. It’s my hope that, together, we can undo the enchantment upon her.”

Tallow leaned forward eagerly. “How?”

“When we met, we had no idea the man who had enchanted Ruby and Sapphire three-hundred years ago still lived. We could think of no way to free her from her enchantment. I was still determined to try, and I promised Ruby I would. And now, I believe I can.”

“You believe you can convince the Enchanter to undo what he did?

“I believe he knows how he created Ruby, Sapphire, and Emerald, their other sister, if she’s still out there. So, while I freely admit I accepted an alliance with the Enchanter to aid my princess, I also accepted an alliance in hopes I could convince him to make Ruby a normal woman again. And then, we could live the rest of our lives together.

Tallow offered a small smile before he looked at Sapphire. “Well?”

Sapphire frowned in obvious annoyance. “Well, what?”

“Would you want the enchantment undone? If the Enchanter could undo it?”

The blonde knight looked down at her armored boots. “It’ll never happen.”

“Even so, there is a chance. It’s a better chance than you’ll have living in our cellar.”

Trent crossed his arms. “I’d still like to know who sold her to the executor of this academy so long ago. The more I know about the mage who first purchased her, the more leverage I may have to convince the Enchanter to change her back.”

Tallow kept his gaze fixed on Sapphire. “You really don’t want me to tell him?”

“No.”

“Then I’ll just say that this academy is as much to blame for what happened to Sapphire as this Enchanter. I wish it were otherwise, and it happened long before my time, but I bear some blame. So yes, Marston. If you think you can help her, I would ask that of you.”

Sapphire now looked visibly conflicted. She looked between them, lost. Instead of touching her, which Trent suspected wouldn’t go well, he spoke instead.

“Would you be willing to continue acting as Princess Victoria’s bodyguard?”

She straightened abruptly. “You believe she would want that?”

“Do you? You’ve spent days with her. I believe she enjoys your company, and I know you can keep her safe when I’m off on kestrel business. I know it’s a lot to ask. But I and my princess would both be honored if you joined us as her royal bodyguard.”

Tallow rested his elbows on his desk. “If you wish it, you have my blessing.”

Sapphire looked at Trent in disbelief. She looked at Tallow in shock. Then, as her stance firmed and her expression with it, she inclined her head in a gesture of deep respect.

“Executor, Marston... it would be my honor to guard Princess Victoria.”

Trent smiled. “It’s settled, then. You’ll return to the monastery with us and act as Princess Victoria’s bodyguard. As for the Enchanter, well... you needn’t speak to him.”

Sapphire nodded. She looked like she was having trouble accepting she was awake. Trent understood that feeling, and he was glad he was partly responsible for it.

He turned back to Tallow. “What of her tracking ring?”

“That goes with you. Though I should warn you, we had two. One is missing.”

A chill crept up Trent’s spine. “A ring that can track Sapphire’s location is missing?”

“Yes. I now believe our traitor may have passed one of the rings to our enemies. I fear the devil mages you encountered near the old church were tracking Sapphire as well, using that ring. It’s the only explanation that makes sense for how you encountered each other.”

Sapphire stiffened once more. “I can’t protect Victoria if her enemies can track me!”

Trent turned to her again. “Even if they track you, they can’t penetrate the monastery’s defenses. This doesn’t change our plans. In fact, if we’re smart, we might even be able to use you to draw Calla and her allies into the open. It is a problem, but we’ll solve it.”

Tallow nodded. “I agree. Given how adept our enemies are at hiding, any chance to draw them out is welcome. So long as you’re willing to act as bait.”

Sapphire’s features firmed. “If it’s to protect Victoria, I’ll do anything.”

Executor Tallow smiled in satisfaction. “Then it’s settled. Marston, on behalf of the Primal Academy, I release Sapphire from all her oaths and debts to us. She may choose whom she wishes to serve. If she chooses to serve your princess, I wish you the best.”

Sapphire took a deep breath, then stared meaningfully at Trent. “I’ll protect Victoria. I’ll come back with you to the monastery. But we aren’t done.”

“You mean in regards to Ruby?”

She nodded, lips tight.

“Do you want to talk about that here, or back at the monastery?”

“It would be better discussed there. I still don’t know how comfortable I am with any of this, but if you truly mean to free her from her enchantment⁠—”

“And you, if you wish it.”

Sapphire shuddered before she firmed her stance. “Then we’re allies.”

“And friends, I hope. One day.” Trent turned to Tallow again. “Now, about my favors.”

Tallow eyed him in surprise. “I thought your favor would be Sapphire’s service.”

“Her freedom from this academy is her favor from you, not mine. In the interest of improving diplomatic relations with Dalry’s future ruler, and in exchange for my help in thwarting this plot against your academy, I’d like you to grant me two rewards for my service.”

Tallow didn’t look so enthused now. “I’m listening.”

“First, I’d like you to offer Mistress Karissa the chance to act as your envoy and personal connection to Princess Victoria and her quest to regain her throne.”

“You want Kari to join you at your monastery?”

“I do. You’ve told me you owe Queen Agnes a debt. Given I now know you and Mistress Karissa can speak in the Firmament by sharing quintessence, like blood, you need someone with us so we can coordinate our efforts and exchange information even while apart.”

Tallow eyed him with fresh eyes. “When did you learn we can do that?”

“Some from Mistress Karissa. Some from my wife, Revca. Regardless, both Ruby and Revca were badly injured in our quest to save your academy, and Mistress Karissa’s talents as a life mage and healer will be of great value during our campaign. So, I’d like you to offer her the chance to come to our monastery and serve as the Primal Academy’s ambassador to Dalry.”

Tallow thoughtfully crossed his arms. “If she’s willing to serve as our ambassador, I’d let her. She’ll need to agree to it. I know she wants to travel, but... this is more than that.”

“We both agree this should be her choice. I only wish you to make the offer.”

“I will, Marston. As soon as she’s done interrogating Anton and the impersonator, I’ll ask if she’ll accept the assignment. But if she refuses, it’s out of my hands.”

“I understand. My second favor is more sensitive. Once you’re done interrogating Anton, and you believe you have learned all you can from him, I want Mistress Karissa or another you trust to personally deliver Anton to us. We will conduct our own interrogation.”

Tallow frowned in surprise. “We’ll share everything we learn with you.”

“I’m certain you will, but he may know more than he’s telling you. He’s also a former member of my pact wife’s tribe, which King Tallun and his Blessed Knights wiped out. I know you want to put him on trial for this plot, but my wife still doesn’t know why Anton betrayed her tribe... or how he’s working with King Tallun. Knowing could be vital to our campaign.”

“And after you interrogate him, what will you do with him?”

“We will execute him for his crimes against your academy and against Dalry.”

Sapphire clanked as she turned to Tallow. “That’s also what’d happen if he stayed here.”

“I’m aware.” Tallow held Trent’s gaze. “Do you intend to torture him?”

“No. In my experience, torture yields mainly useless information. The Enchanter has coercive magic you lack here. I believe we could learn much from Anton when you’re done with him, and after, we will ensure his execution is painless and humane.”

The Enchanter had, after all, assured him having your mind wiped would be painless.

Tallow held Trent’s gaze for longer than he wanted. He could see the man’s practicality and debts to Queen Agnes and Princess Victoria warring with the morals that suggested he shouldn’t send anyone, even an assassin, off to be executed by a foreign power.

Trent appreciated Tallow’s moral standard. When Tallow finally nodded, Trent also appreciated his practicality. He could work with a practical man.

Anton had been a criminal destined for execution from the moment he began conspiring with Calla and others to blow up the Primal Academy’s executor. He had also likely been instrumental in the slaughter of his own tribe. Execution was a fitting end for him.

Tallow breathed out. “Agreed. We’ll need a few more days to ensure we know everything Anton’s willing to reveal, but after that... I will surrender him to Dalry. He’s from your realm. He should be tried by your justice system. So long as he receives a trial.”

“I give you my word. And if Kari chooses to join us as your ambassador to Dalry’s legitimate government, she can confirm it.”

“Then, in exchange for your great service to myself and my academy, I will grant you the services of Sapphire, offer Mistress Karissa the choice to join you as my ambassador to Dalry, and grant you custody of Anton the mage. Is that it for your favors?”

Trent smiled. “You’d prefer I ask more?”

Tallow rubbed his nose tiredly. “I’d prefer you didn’t, but if you must...”

“That’s all I’d ask, Executor. Thank you for agreeing to help us.”

“And thank you for saving... well, so many people. I still don’t feel this balances our scales. Not with what I owe Queen Agnes and her daughter on top of it. So, while I’m grateful this is all you need for now, you can ask more in the future. As I hope we can of you.”

“A strong alliance between Dalry and your academy would benefit us all. I’ll be sure to suggest it to my princess, and I’m almost certain she’ll agree. But now, if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to use your portal and go home. I need to check on my wives.”

“Understood. Sapphire? Do you wish to accompany Marston right now?”

“I do.”

“Then I officially dismiss you from my service. Thank you for everything.”

Tallow rose and then walked around the desk. As Sapphire watched him in surprise, he stopped before her and then bowed deep. He bowed more deeply than an executor should.

Tallow straightened and smiled proudly. “You have served this academy for generations as our hero and protector. I only regret that I couldn’t trumpet your deeds far and wide. Just know I will remember them. I know of no finer or braver knight in the republic.”

Sapphire’s dark eyes glistened. “You gave me a home.”

“And you are welcome to come and visit us whenever you wish. But I hope the next place you choose to live is brighter and more welcoming than our cellars.”

Sapphire wiped at her eyes. She was obviously overwhelmed, but she just as obviously recovered. Then, gently, she hugged Executor Tallow. The man hugged her back like a proud father would. Trent was glad to see Tallow cared about her as a person.

Eventually, Sapphire stepped back and turned to Trent. “I’m ready to leave now.”

Trent pictured the four rune stones he’d need to light to open a portal back to the Enchanter’s monastery. He could light those stones now, since he was officially a mage. Best to leave the Primal Academy before anyone asked him to study here officially.

“Let’s go see how Ruby’s doing.”


Chapter Twenty-Five




When Trent stepped into the monastery’s portal room, he found it empty and lit only by a single torch. With Sapphire at his side, he rushed to the surface. The blonde knight’s clanking pace slowed once they emerged. She also hadn’t removed her helmet.

Trent slowed to let her get her bearings. He desperately wanted to check on Ruby, but he’d been gone for hours after he stepped through that portal. The next few minutes wouldn’t change anything, and this was Sapphire’s first time home in gods knew how long.

Trent waited as she surveyed the sparse grounds and open blue sky. As her helmet turned to him, her shoulders sagged.

“It’s not like I remember it.”

“Soldiers from Dalry attacked it and tried to burn it down. It also ran out of power. We’re in the process of restoring it to its former glory, but until today, we were focused on finding a way back to Princess Victoria. Now, follow me. I think I know where to find them.”

Sapphire nodded. Trent took off toward the large building that had once held the Enchanter’s private bedroom. That was where he, Ruby, and Bethany had all decided to sleep. Revca slept in an adjoining room in her own bedroll, or up on the surface.

They’d just reached the steps when Bethany walked into view from below. She carried a small device on her belt that ensured the automated doors in the monastery would open for her just like they did for Ruby. When she saw him and Sapphire, she sprinted up the stairs.

Bethany threw her arms around him halfway down. Trent hugged her tightly as warmth and relief flooded him. Bethany was safe, so now...

“Ruby?”

Bethany eased away and smiled. “She’s awake, and she’s unharmed.”

Trent sagged in relief. “And Revca? You treated her arm?”

“It’ll be broken for weeks unless Kari can help, but she’s fine. She’ll live.”

“Thank the gods. Where is Princess Victoria?”

“She left us a bit ago. She requested a private meeting with the Enchanter, and he accepted. I believe they’re in his study formalizing the specifics of the alliance you suggested.”

Trent frowned. “We should be there for that.”

“She asked that you join her as soon as you returned, but she also didn’t want to put the Enchanter off. She’s a big girl, husband. She can handle her own negotiations.”

“You’re right. I knew that.” He relaxed. “It’s just good to have her here, finally.”

Sapphire clanked closer. “Can I see Ruby?”

Bethany eyed Sapphire curiously. “I didn’t expect to see you here. What changed?”

“I wish to stay with Princess Victoria. As her bodyguard. And your ally, if you would have me.”

Bethany started back down the stairs. “We would be honored to have you join us here in the monastery, and your aid will be invaluable if we face men like those devil mages again. Though you needn’t walk around all day in armor. No one can touch us here.”

“Yes, of course.” Yet Sapphire still didn’t take her helmet off.

Trent followed Bethany down into the building as Sapphire clanked along at their side. The door ahead silently opened for either Bethany or Sapphire, and they hurried through. They returned to the bedroom where they’d hauled a single large bed... the only piece of furniture they could easily acquire... and found it occupied.

Ruby sat on it beside Revca, where both women were chatting quietly. Revca’s arm was in a sling, and she had bruising on her cheek and gauze visible on the bit of bare midriff between her tunic and pants. Yet she didn’t look to be in any pain.

Ruby, by comparison, looked none the worse for wear. And when she saw him walk in with Bethany, she hopped up in delight. “Master! You’re safe!”

She charged toward him to wrap her arms around him. Yet just as Trent braced himself for a collision, Sapphire walked in behind them. Ruby saw her, gasped, and nearly fell flat on her face as she stumbled to a stop. She stared slack-jawed at Sapphire’s armored form.

“You... that’s her... where did you get that armor?”

Arms trembling, Sapphire finally removed her silver helm. “Ruby... it’s me.”

The high-pitched squeal Ruby unleashed was somewhere between shocked and overjoyed. She dashed right past Trent to throw herself into Sapphire’s armored arms, and Sapphire easily caught her. Then both women were laughing, sobbing, and hugging each other.

Trent felt his eyes itch as Bethany grabbed his arm and sniffled. After they met, they had offered Ruby a new family, but they had been unable to reunite her with her old family. Now, at least two sisters were together again... and Trent couldn’t be happier to see it.

Ruby cried and laughed. “How? How are you here?”

“I just... well, it happened. How are you married?”

“Oh, Sapphy. It’s incredible. My master is everything I wanted and dreamed of, and⁠—”

“Your master?” Sapphire fixed Trent with some terrifying side-eye.

Ruby touched Sapphire’s chin to draw her gaze back. “He chose me and bonded me, then took me as his blade wife. I’m part of his tribe now, and I hope...” Ruby stopped herself. “I hope never to be apart from you again. Where have you been? How have you been?”

Sapphire frowned as she blinked back wet. “That’s... well, it’s such a long story. I don’t know where to start. What happened to you after you left the monastery?”

“I turned into a sword and opened my eyes three hundred years later when Princess Victoria found me in a vault. Then, she asked me to protect Trent. Then, he bonded me and made me his wife. Now, I serve and protect him, and I’m as happy as I’ve ever been.”

Sapphire eyed Ruby dubiously. “That’s it?”

“That’s the summary. What else would you ask me?”

Sapphire turned to Trent. “I need to talk to my sister. Alone.”

“Of course. We’ll be here. Why don’t you two take a walk on the surface?”

Ruby gripped Sapphire’s arm. “Sapphy, wait. I want to go, but first...”

Ruby hurried over and threw her arms around Trent in a crushing hug. He endured the pain as always because he knew it came from love. Ruby relaxed her grip, and then Trent kissed her and stroked her cheeks until she smiled and spoke again.

“Did you save the Primal Academy, Master?”

“We did.”

“And did you capture Anton and Calla?”

“We captured Anton, but only because your sister helped.”

Ruby grinned wide. “I knew you would succeed. I want to hear all the details, but first, I wish to speak with my sister. And... Revca wishes to speak to you as well.”

“We’ll talk.” He gazed into her eyes. “Now, what happened to you in the woods?”

“Somehow, the attackers separated me from my physical body.”

“They what?”

“When they struck me, my soul was tossed into the Firmament. They knocked me right out of my body and into that. Fortunately, the Enchanter was able to recover me and place me back where I belong. Even so, I didn’t like it. My dream was disturbing and full of spiders.”

He hugged her again. “Gods, I’m so sorry.”

“Master, I’m fine.” She patiently patted his back. “The Enchanter is trying to figure out how those men knew to do what they did, and how they did it. Once he knows, I’m sure we can stop it from happening again. But for now, just know there’s no lingering effects.”

“Good. I love you dearly, and I never want to lose you again.”

Her warm expression all but melted him. “You will never lose me.”

“Now, would you like some time to speak with your sister?”

“Yes. Thank you, Master.” Ruby stepped back and then beamed at Sapphire. “Let’s go talk in the cornfields. Like we used to. There’s no corn there any longer, but the field is still there. I want to walk it like we did as children!”

Sapphire frowned dubiously. “I guess we could start there.”

As Ruby and Sapphire left, Bethany gripped his arm and snuggled close. Trent smiled sidelong at her. “I told you it’d all work out.”

“I believed you, but I still worried.” She kissed his arm. “But now you’re home again, we’ve gained a powerful new ally, and our princess is where she needs to be.”

“Sapphire isn’t the only ally we gained. I also got Tallow to agree to offer Mistress Karissa a job as the academy’s ambassador to Dalry. If she agrees, she’ll come here as well.”

Bethany’s eyes widened in delight. “Kari’s coming to join us?”

“Isn’t that what you wanted?”

She kissed him gratefully and with a great deal of tongue, then sighed and hugged him tight. “She’ll make everything so much easier. I want as many children as you can give me, but giving birth is still a worrying prospect. With Kari here, however, I don’t have to worry.”

“Nor do I.”

“And so there are no misunderstandings, you have my permission to kiss her. Or fuck her. Or marry her. Whatever ensures she stays here and joins our tribe.”

Trent laughed warmly. “Let’s see if we can find a place for her to sleep, first. I have a feeling she won’t be satisfied with a bedroll. You should see her bedroom.”

One eyebrow perked up. “And when did you see her bedroom?”

Trent winced as she called him out. “Not in the flesh. It was in her dream, in the Firmament.”

Bethany’s smile was now even more teasing. “She took you to her bedroom in her dream?”

Gods, that sounded even worse! Bethany looked more and more amused... and more and more eager for details. Trent considered telling her how fantastic Kari had looked in her low-cut nightgown, but Revca was watching them both from the bed with worried eyes.

Bethany noticed as well. “I’m being greedy. Revca worried for you as much as Ruby and I did, and she was incredible out there. I don’t think we’d still be alive if she hadn’t joined us.”

“I agree.”

“She would also like to speak to you, husband. In private. Princess Victoria will be in her negotiations for some time, and Ruby and Sapphire will be out on their walk. So, take some time to speak with her alone. I think you both need that.”

She was plotting. This was a Bethany plot. “What aren’t you telling me?”

She lightly shoved him toward the bed. “That’s between you and her. Now, go and comfort your pact wife after she saved our lives and stayed up all night worrying about you. I’m going to take a walk. I’ll leave you both alone for now.”

“And... all right.”

Bethany spun away with a twirl of her braid, then swayed her hips as she walked back toward the stairs. “Come get me when you’re done. You can bend me over somewhere and have your way with me. Until then, give Revca what she needs.”

Trent eyed her curiously, then turned and walked over to where Revca sat on the only bed in this entire monastery. She was staring at her feet. As before, she wore a clean white tunic and pants that clung to her lovely frame. It left a hint of bandaged midriff bare.

Gods, she was beautiful. She would also die if he ever took her virginity, at least until they found a way to end her oath to Belgor. They might not be together as he, Ruby, and Bethany were, but she remained his wife. She deserved all the comfort he could give her.

Trent stopped at the edge of the bed. “May I sit?”

As she looked up at him, her brown eyes looked conflicted. “Always, husband.”

He settled beside her but gave her space. He was surprised when she immediately scooted over so they sat hip to hip. Then, she asked a question he hadn’t expected.

“Could you... hold me?”

He was surprised, but not for long. He wrapped an arm around her to steady her, and then slowly, like she wasn’t quite sure what she was doing, Revca relaxed against his chest. With one arm around her waist, he reflexively wrapped the other around her midriff.

She rested her head on his chest and breathed. Her proximity tingled in a way Trent had never expected. He had never expected to hold her in his arms like this... but he loved how she felt against him. She was trembling, but not from fear.

Something had changed between them on the journey to find Princess Victoria. Something had been changing between them since the Enchanter tried to take her body and Trent stood in the way. He had thought they had been growing to trust each other, but this...

This felt like more. This felt like she wanted more.

He said and assumed nothing. He held her close and let her take whatever comfort she could from his warmth. He wouldn’t do more unless she asked it of him.

Finally, Revca eased away enough to look up at him. She didn’t leave his embrace. The glow lights on the walls didn’t flicker, but they gave her lovely face a warm glow.

Her brown eyes looked as worried as he’d ever seen them, but this was a different sort of fear. “Husband?”

“Yes, wife?”

“Were I... were this different...”

“Yes.”

She frowned. “You don’t even know what I’m going to ask.”

“I think I do. Or, I hope I do.” Trent brushed a bit of her tangled red hair away from her cheek. “Are you asking if I would want more with you? As my wife? If not for your oath?”

She bit her lip. “Yes?”

“Yes. I would want more, Revca. But if all we can ever have is this, I’m content.”

“But... why?”

Trent considered her in the Enchanter’s glowing lights. “It’s not just because you’re beautiful, though I often can’t stop looking at you. And it’s not just because you’re a powerful and knowledgeable mage, though your advice and protection has been invaluable. It’s because of the determination you showed when you came to kill me.”

She stared in alarm. “When I came to what?”

“You took a dangerous and difficult mission and never gave up. Even after the horrible trauma you suffered, you persevered and found a way to keep going, alone. You tracked me down across leagues, and you would have killed me if not for Belgor’s prophetic dreams.”

“How does that make you want to be with me?”

“Because I know if you become part of our family, you’ll protect the women I love and the children I have with as much determination as when you came to avenge your tribe.”

“Husband, I almost murdered you, and that was after I let them all die!”

“Do you remember our conversation in our tent?”

Tears abruptly flooded her brown eyes. Trent brushed one away.

“Remember what you told me when I said I felt I was the reason my little sister died of plague rot? That it was my fault? What did you tell me, Revca?”

She looked down. “It’s not the same. It’s not like you think. I cry every night when I’m alone. I even think about ending my life sometimes. You’ve given me a home and a new family I don’t deserve and still, every day, I grieve for those I lost. I’m not strong, husband.”

“You’re wrong. You’re stronger than you think because you’ve survived all that, and you’ve proven that every day as you fought to help me find Victoria and to protect us.” He traced his fingers along her cheek and drew her gaze to his. “I want to kiss you.”

Her brown eyes shot wide. “You... what?”

“Do you want me to kiss you?”

“I...” She blushed fiercely, then stared at him with fresh determination. “Yes.”

Trent brushed his lips to hers. Just a touch. She melted into his kiss. She was eager and clumsy in her desires, but her fervor made up for all that. Then, she cried out as she tried to hug him. She’d tried to move her broken arm.

Trent eased away at once. “Careful.”

Now blushing brightly, Revca stared at him in alarm. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t ever apologize for a wound you took keeping my family alive.”

“I’m not. I just...” She bit her lip again. “Was it...?”

“I love how you kiss. I want more of that.”

“But how? How can we be together when we can’t ever be together?”

“I don’t know yet. I just know I want to be with you if you want to be with me, and as more than allies. I want to be everything to you that a husband is to his wife. If all I can ever do is hold and kiss you, I’ll do that every day. And if we want more, we’ll figure it out.”

“I will never let you claim me. That is the oath I swore.”

“And I never will, at least not until we find a way to break that oath.”

“But will you be satisfied with this? If all I can do is kiss you? Won’t that be... vexing?”

Trent laughed and kissed her again. This time, she was much better at it. She also didn’t hurt herself by moving her broken arm in an unconscious desire to embrace him.

This time she was the one who pushed him away, though gently. Her chest was heaving like she’d finished a sprint, and Trent’s eyes were drawn to the curve of her lovely breasts. Her blush grew, but she didn’t complain. She looked pleased by his interest.

“Bethany said... I mean, if we wanted...” Her blush overtook her words.

Trent waited for Revca to master herself. This was obviously difficult for her, and his world was spinning with the headiness of being with her. Of holding her close. Of kissing her.

He loved Bethany and Ruby, and every moment with them felt wonderful. Yet being with Revca like this was new. This was dangerous and hot and almost decadently forbidden.

Trent knew enough about pleasing a woman that he was confident he could give Revca far more than a kiss if she desired that. He knew how to keep her safe even while he brought her to orgasm... or she did the same with him.

All she had sworn was that he could never take her virginity. There were so many ways they could be together that didn’t involve that. And if she’d been talking with Bethany, well...

Trent knew his birth wife. He knew how she plotted. While he was saving the Primal Academy, Bethany had likely been filling Revca’s mind with all sorts of ideas. That was the only way to explain how brightly she was blushing, and how tightly she gripped one of her thighs.

Trent leaned close again. “For today, this kiss is enough.”

Revca relaxed as she stared at him. “You’re sure?”

“I’m not just sure, I’m thrilled. Kissing you felt incredible, and I can’t wait to do it again. I also hope that if Kari chooses to join us⁠—”

Revca gripped his hand. “She’s coming here?”

“I asked her to become the Primal Academy’s ambassador to Dalry. I hope she accepts. If she joins us, she’ll be able to fix that arm so I can take you on a proper date. I owe Ruby one first, but I want to take you somewhere, too. Somewhere nice.”

“Husband, you already have me. You don’t need to woo me.”

“I think I do. In fact, I insist upon it. For now, you’ve revealed you want to be with me, and I know I want to be with you. We’ll have plenty of time to figure the rest out, and we’ll do that when we aren’t being attacked by devil mages. We don’t have to rush anything.”

Revca smiled warmly at him. “I’ve never in all my life misjudged someone as I misjudged you. I think about that every day. I thought you were a coward and a monster, but now... now I believe you’re perhaps the strongest and most caring man I’ve ever known. I’m grateful you chose to make me your wife. I want to be everything to you I can be.”

Trent was tempted to be self-deprecating, but that wasn’t what Revca needed right now. “Then that’s what we’ll be to each other. Everything.”

“I don’t know if I’ll ever stop crying, but... knowing you want me as more than some woman who teaches you spell forms feels wonderful. I can see a future for us now.”

“As do I. Now, I’m going to kiss you one last time, and then I’m going to go report to my princess and see what else she needs of me. But after that’s all done? I’ll be back so we can study magic, and then we can figure out how I can use that purple ether.”

Revca pursed her lips. “It’s so odd, husband. I told you how I can see all types of ether. Yet I couldn’t see that ether. That implies it’s ether that’s never been seen before.”

“We’ll figure it out together. For today, we recovered a princess and saved an academy. We’ll get her settled in and then enjoy a meal, a bath, and a good sleep. And tomorrow?”

Revca eyed him hopefully.

“I’m going to kiss you again.”

She laughed softly. “You keep promising, and yet⁠—”

Trent kissed her. She gently kissed him back. He stroked her cheek and her hair and held her until she pulled away with a contented sigh. She smiled as brilliantly as Ruby.

“I’m all right now. I also need to rest. Go and be there for your princess.”

Trent squeezed her before he rose. “You need food, too. Don’t forget to eat.”

“I won’t. And... perhaps we could sneak another kiss after supper?”

Trent grinned as he backed away. “I don’t see why that couldn’t happen.”
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Karissa

As she packed up one last box of her meager belongings, all of which Tal had assured her the Primal Guards would cart down to the cellar to pass through a portal that would take her across the realm, Karissa Ambergreen paused to take one more look around the room in which she had lived for the past eight years.

After graduation, she’d become an instructor, and that was when they granted her this private room. It was a good room, warm enough that she didn’t suffer in the winter and cool enough that she didn’t roast in the summer. It had a fine window overlooking the training yard.

She also never wanted to see any part of this room again.

She hadn’t become an instructor because she wanted to instruct other students. It wasn’t even because her own instructors thought she’d be particularly good at it. It was because it was understood that everyone from King Galen to the students here would feel better if the Primal Academy had a life mage as one of its instructors.

For eight years now, Kari had played her role. She had even tried to be good at it, all while Tal and others gently encouraged her to make the decision she had refused since she was a student here. She could bond any mage she wished... so long as he channeled life ether.

Kari knew of two other life mages in the Republic, one in Clarion, and three scattered between the neighboring provinces of Dalry, Hesia, and Corrin. Several were much younger than her, and another was much older, but they all had one thing in common.

They simply weren’t that interesting. At all. Every last one of them was a compromise.

Yet as the years had passed the pressure had grown, to the point where Kari had been convinced she would either need to resign herself to a mediocre bonding with a fellow life mage or run off to become an apostate. Perhaps in Pasharal. They let anyone live on the islands so long as they could contribute to a village, and Kari could contribute so much.

Yet just when she was on the verge of settling for an average mage, Trent Marston had stepped through a portal from across the realm and into her life. He was clever, and fascinating, and easy on the eyes, but more than that, he was doing something with his life.

He wasn’t writing an academic paper. He wasn’t currying favor with the nobility to advance his station. He was literally changing the course of his realm.

He had already charmed a talented huntress, a powerful nature mage, and, apparently, Sapphire’s sister, who Kari was now all too eager to meet. And now, he was challenging the corrupt ruler of Dalry to regain the throne stolen from his princess.

That was the type of man who made her weak in the knees.

As Kari stepped away from her last crate, she turned to the full-length mirror standing in one corner of her room. It was one of her many luxuries. She looked herself over in the glass, fluffed her blond hair, and then considered how many buttons to open on her tight green shirt.

For today, for her arrival at her new home, two should do it. That would flash just enough cleavage to catch Trent’s eye and leave enough hidden to ensure he’d imagine the rest. She knew he fancied her. She also remained amazed his other wives had no objection to that.

So what if she had to share him with other women? She could acknowledge the appeal of other women, especially in the bedroom, but more than anything, Kari wanted Trent. She wanted a man who had ambition and cunning and who was obviously talented in bed.

The thought of having his hands and his lips and his tongue on her was enough to make her wonder if she had time to relieve some pressure, privately, in her room. It would be better if she didn’t. It would be so much better if she denied herself any sexual pleasure until he, finally, gave it to her.

She knew she could give him a time he would never forget. Few men or women ever got to experience the sheer, pure ecstasy offered by life ether, and Kari was looking forward to hearing him groan the first time she traced it down his chest... and then lower. Her warm hand slipped between her legs and reflexively started rubbing there until she stopped it.

She had to abstain for now. Despite her interest, she didn’t plan to make it easy for him. A man like Trent wouldn’t respect her if she simply tore off her clothes and hopped into his bed. He would need to earn her first, or at least put in some real effort.

Gods, that was going to be so much fun.

Kari also needed more time to watch him and work beside him before she could be certain the way he made her feel was because he was the man for her, and not because of his easy smile and broad shoulders. Lust was always wonderful, but she wanted love.

In all her life, no man had ever intrigued her the way Trent Marston did. Kari fully intended to help everyone she could with injuries and illness using her spell forms, but on her terms. After decades working to please others, she was finally headed to a life she had chosen.

And if all went well, she would live that life with a man who made her want him to tear her clothes off every time he looked at her.


The End


I hope you’ve enjoyed the third volume of Queen’s Kestrel! Now that he has reunited with Princess Victoria, advanced his loving relationship with Revca, and gained the aid of a second powerful mageblade and a rare life mage, Trent is finally ready to launch his campaign to take back the throne King Tallun stole. And, perhaps, to grow his powerful tribe.

I hope you’ll be back for the next volume!

The audio for this book was again narrated by the fantastically talented team of Renee Nolan and Alfie Syme. If you enjoy audiobooks, I hope you’ll give it a listen. Either way, please leave a rating or review for this book. Both will help encourage others to seek out my work.

Finally, if you’ve enjoyed this story, please check out my other harem adventure series!

Psionic Elite is about a powerful ex-soldier who returns to a city filled with enemies to rescue the woman he left behind. It was heavily inspired by Final Fantasy 7 Remake, but if Cloud could date Tifa, Aerith, and Jessie at the same time. Book two was released in January 2025, and if you’re reading this around it’s time of publication, book three is on the way.

Finally, my first harem fantasy adventure series, Primal Conjurer, is about a powerful mage who lives one hundred years from the time when Queen’s Kestrel takes place. As a primal conjurer trained at the Primal Academy, Ryn Xaven will build a life with multiple beautiful female mages as he sets off to stop a second devil war. The series is now complete.

Finally, I hope you’ll check out my spicy slice of life mono-romance series, How I Met My Hot Alien Girlfriend. It’s now available in both an e-book and audio omnibus that includes all three books. If you’ve enjoyed Queen’s Kestrel, you may enjoy those titles as well.

If you’d like to read more of my books, you can find them at my author site: https://www.dannyroganauthor.com/. And if you’d like to support my work and read bonus content, you can find me at https://www.patreon.com/dannyrogan.

You can also find and chat with me on the Romance for Men, Pulp Fantasy, and Haremlit Discords, links to which follow this note.

Until next time!
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