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      TRENT

      Two weeks after he saved the Primal Academy, Princess Victoria Randolf finally received word from Executor Tallow that their prisoner transfer was underway. With the approval of King Galen of the Cridor Republic, Tallow would soon deliver Anton—the traitorous spark mage who had tried to blow up the Primal Academy—to Dalry. They would use the portal connecting the Enchanter’s monastery to the Primal Academy.

      Alongside Sapphire, Princess Victoria’s royal bodyguard, and the Enchanter, who was now Princess Victoria’s advisor, Trent stood at Victoria’s side as both her kestrel and her first knight.

      On the other side of the transparent barrier, two Primal Guards stood at attention. They wore enchanted gray armor laced with faint bronze lines of color. No one else walked into view. Trent’s experience with the glacial pace of military procedure assured him he might be waiting a bit.

      As he looked around at those gathered in the portal room with him, he reflected on just how far he’d come since he helped Princess Victoria escape Whitebridge’s chapel school and then fought his way out of the dungeons of Castle Guileford.

      He had helped Victoria escape King Tallun’s assassination attempt. He had convinced others he trusted in Dalry that Princess Victoria was alive. He had discovered an ancient and magically protected monastery in the wilds of the Breckenrock and allied with its master.

      Trent had then saved Princess Victoria from “devil mages” who had entered a dark forest hoping to end her life. He had saved the Primal Academy from a tragedy that might very well have kicked off a war between Dalry and the Cridor Republic.

      And finally, he had delivered his princess to a place where she could stand and fight... safely.

      The crown princess of Dalry looked particularly radiant today, and the fact that she was finally here and safe was a blessing. As Victoria glanced his way, she blushed before looking back at the portal. Her long blonde hair, which fell to the middle of her back, was glossy and radiant thanks to a recent wash with some kind of  expensive soap.

      Victoria wore one of her finest dresses today, a frilly white and blue dress with gold trim, a high neck, and a hemline that fell to her ankles. But even its modest cut couldn’t hide her lovely curves, especially from behind. And her frequent blushing glances at Trent had led to Bethany teasing him about the princess being enamored with him.

      Yet even if Victoria did feel... something... for him, it was only because she was grateful to him for saving her from her father’s assassination attempt. Victoria’s eventual husband would be a powerful head of state, not a simple kestrel. Trent definitely didn’t want to be caught ogling the princess when her royal bodyguard was nearby.

      The armored woman standing at Victoria’s side could not be more different than the lovely blonde princess—or more intimidating. Sapphire, Victoria’s bodyguard, wore her suit of gleaming armor and helmet proudly. She also carried a two-handed sword the size of Victoria’s whole body.

      Sapphire’s lovely face and blonde ponytail remained hidden inside her helmet, which Trent found odd to this day. Sapphire was a beautiful woman. But while she was gruff and confident in most interactions, something about the idea of doffing her armor left her oddly shy.

      The fourth person in the monastery’s portal room was the strangest of all. The Enchanter—or his faceless golden automaton body—stood stiffly on the far side of Sapphire, wearing fine robes. He lacked a human body, but if all went well, that would change today.

      Because after a short trial, the Enchanter would be taking Anton’s body as his own.

      Two more Primal Guards joined the two standing at attention on the far side of the portal. These two guards bore a stretcher. On that stretcher rested Anton, their prisoner. Given his prone posture, the only part of Anton that Trent could see was his curly red hair.

      Anton had betrayed his tribe—the tribe of Revca, Trent’s pact wife—to King Tallun’s Blessed Knights for reasons yet unknown. He had also tried to zap a wagon filled with crates of volcano sand in order to blow up the Primal Academy. His crime was unforgivable, yet the academy had taken him alive and promised to turn him over after interrogation.

      So why were these two Primal Guards carrying him on a stretcher as if he was dead?

      All four of the Primal Guards waited until another figure joined them. At Trent’s request, Executor Tallow had appointed Mistress Karissa Ambergreen as the Primal Academy’s ambassador to Dalry... or its court-in-exile. And today, she looked absolutely beautiful.

      Kari, like Victoria, had lovely blonde hair, though hers bounced at her shoulders instead of coursing down her back. She was also a bit taller than Trent, though not as tall as Sapphire. Kari wore the same outfit she’d worn the day she retrieved him from a Primal Academy cell: a button-down green shirt with a gleaming black leather belt, a dark skirt, and heeled shoes.

      Kari turned sideways to sidle through the narrow space between the Primal Guards, the stretcher, and the barricades. As she stopped on the far side of the portal, her blue eyes met Trent’s. Her shamelessly naughty smile was far from professional.

      Trent smiled back. When Kari had learned from Bethany that Trent was a Windborne chief who took multiple wives, she’d looked interested rather than dubious. The problem was, Trent had no idea if Kari could actually turn down bonding a life mage if her academy insisted.

      Given how much easier and safer life mages made the process of giving birth, Trent suspected Bethany was even more eager to add Kari to their tribe than he was.

      Kari turned to the Primal Guards carrying the stretcher and beckoned. Her lips moved, but Trent couldn’t see what she said. No sound carried through the portal.

      She turned and stepped through. As she emerged from the shimmering and almost liquid-like surface of the portal, she brushed a bit of blonde hair from her eyes. She then stepped aside to allow the Primal Guards to follow.

      Princess Victoria greeted her. “Welcome, Ambassador Ambergreen, to Dalry’s court. I hope, as our ambassador to the Primal Academy, you and I will form a long and fruitful relationship.”

      Kari’s smile, at Princess Victoria, looked forced. “Thank you for havin’ me, Highness.”

      “I’d expected our prisoner to be on his feet. Did you lock him in some sort of magical slumber for transfer?”

      “Oh, I wish we had. Tal and I were both hopin’ turning Anton over would be a simple affair, but, well... we had a hiccup.”

      The Enchanter’s golden body stiffened. “What sort of hiccup?”

      “If it’d be all right, Highness, I’ll give you details after we close up the portal.”

      As the Primal Guard carrying the head of the stretcher hesitantly stepped through the portal, the second guard increased his pace. After both men traveled safely through the portal, they glanced at Kari for orders.

      Kari pointed at the floor beside the portal’s edge. “Y’all just set that stretcher down out of the way. Then go back and grab my belongings. After you stack those up by the wall over there, you can go back to your duties.”

      Both Primal Guards inclined their heads before walking back through the portal. Their second trip through was less hesitant than their first. Trent continued to marvel at magic that allowed people to step across a two-week journey on the sea: the Enchanter’s magic.

      As Kari tucked her arms behind her back, Trent watched in increasing amusement as the Primal Guards made trip after trip through the portal. Those chests looked heavy.

      The guards carried through two... no, three... no, four big travel chests large enough to fit a human body inside. These must contain Kari’s clothes, personal effects, and keepsakes. Mistress Karissa Ambergreen, it seemed, didn’t travel light.

      Next, the Primal Guards delivered a gorgeous full-length mirror that looked rather delicate. Trent knew Bethany and even Ruby would be eager to steal time in front of it whenever they could. Princess Victoria had purchased several new dresses for them both.

      Finally, the guards carried through a full-sized desk, a wooden table, three different wooden chairs, and even what looked to be a massive wooden wardrobe. As the guards huffed and puffed, Trent grew increasingly amused. Was Kari bringing all her furniture?

      She was opening an embassy. Embassies required furniture. It wasn’t unreasonable.

      After the Primal Guards delivered two more loads of tightly-wrapped poles and wooden slats that would make a large bedframe, he was less surprised when the guards carted a full, soft mattress through as well. Bethany and Ruby would be very jealous.

      While Trent had been able to sneak into town on Princess Victoria’s behalf and buy a few fine dresses and other clothing they could wear while presenting themselves “at court,” he and his wives were still making due with a single worn-out bed. The mattress was old and hard.

      He suspected Bethany’s eagerness to get Kari into bed with him would increase even further once she saw how nice Kari’s bedroom was going to be.

      After both exhausted men left through the portal, Kari walked over and stopped by one of the glowing tiles set around its circular length. She turned to face them.

      “With your blessin’, Highness, can I close the portal?”

      Victoria nodded solemnly. “You may.”

      Through all the bustle of chest, bed, and mattress deliveries, Trent had watched Anton for any sign of consciousness. The man hadn’t moved, though it was obvious, upon close inspection, that Anton still breathed. So, he wasn’t dead. Just... comatose?

      As Kari stretched to brush her hand across the glowing white runes on the stones around the portal, Trent noticed how great Kari’s ass looked in her stretchy skirt... and how that skirt rode further up her thighs. This was all Bethany’s fault.

      Given how much Bethany had recently been filling his ears with her fantasies of all the fun she, Kari, and he could have in bed together, thoughts of burying his face between Kari’s pillowy breasts were understandable. She had certainly seemed interested in that sort of activity two weeks ago.

      Yet as the portal turned first to a standing pool of purple liquid and then to a blank expanse of stone, Kari’s grim face cooled his ardor. She looked more than a bit out of sorts.

      “So, Highness. As I said, we’ve had a hiccup.”

      “And that is?”

      “A few days ago, when we were just startin’ to get somewhere with our interrogation of Anton, he just... well, stopped being awake.”
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      The Enchanter stepped forward. “What do you mean, stopped being awake?”

      Kari frowned at the Enchanter, then glanced at Victoria again. “Am I answerin’ to the golden statue man as the Primal Academy’s ambassador? Or you, Highness?”

      As Sapphire glowered at the Enchanter, who had obviously spoken out of turn, the golden automaton stepped back in line. He glanced at Princess Victoria, who offered a disapproving frown—one which Trent approved of very much.

      The Enchanter inclined his golden dome. “Apologies, Highness.”

      “See that it doesn’t happen again. I value your counsel, Enchanter, but when I desire it, I will ask.” Victoria turned to Kari and softened her stern expression. “Now, what do you mean when you say Anton ‘stopped being awake’ during your interrogation of him? Did you have him under some sort of duress? Were you using magic to interrogate him?”

      “Nothin’ like that, Highness. You ask me, his injury, or whatever it is, seems more mental... or, if I’m being honest, an illness of the soul.”

      “The soul, Ambassador Ambergreen?”

      Kari crossed her arms beneath her breasts and frowned. “Only way I can describe how empty he is now. One moment, he was talkin’ about how he’d never betray his people or his cause. The next, he was as blank-faced as... well, that walkin’ statue at your side.”

      As Victoria frowned in regal but clear disapproval, Trent had to admit that she looked... well... queenly. He certainly wouldn’t want Victoria looking at him like that. He felt a bit bad that Kari was taking the heat for something that might not be her fault, though that was right there in the job description of any ambassador.

      Victoria eyed Kari calmly. “Executor Tallow promised me, after you finished interrogating Anton in regards to his crimes in the republic, you would return him, alive and unharmed, so we could try him for his crimes against Dalry. This is not what we agreed on.”

      “I know, Highness. Wasn’t anything we expected to happen, and I do apologize for... well, we’ll just call it an accident. Still, it’s mighty strange, and I can’t imagine anything we did caused it. More like...”

      “What?”

      “Like he got uncomfortable enough with our interrogation he somehow offed himself. In his mind. Using magic.”

      Victoria fixed a searching gaze on Trent. “Is that possible?”

      Trent blinked in surprise. “That’s a question better addressed to Revca.”

      “Could you retrieve her?”

      Trent inclined his head. “At once, Highness.”

      As he hurried toward the stairs, he ignored the amusement on Kari’s lovely face. She might find it humorous to see the brave and confident man she’d followed into battle taking orders from an eighteen-year-old.

      Yet Princess Victoria wasn’t just any eighteen-year-old.

      She was the rightful ruler of Dalry, and in Trent’s mind, his nation-state’s only chance to live under a ruler who was just and kind. He didn’t serve Victoria out of fear or obligation. He served her because he genuinely believed, once on the throne, Queen Victoria would make life better for everyone he loved... including his family, his wives, and his friends.

      That meant he obeyed the orders of his princess-in-exile without question.

      Fortunately, as Trent hurried to where two of his wives eagerly waited for news, he knew he wouldn’t have to go far. No further than the top of the stairs.

      There, he spotted Ruby and Revca talking quietly. As they often did, they stood close together.

      Ruby, his blade wife, looked lovely as ever in her leather outfit. Her armor clung to her curvy and athletic body in a way that captured Trent’s gaze. Her curly red hair cascaded over her shoulders, some of it flowing down her chest and some down her back.

      Revca looked eerily similar to Ruby, and that similarity had grown more apparent to them both the longer they spent together. Revca was slightly shorter than Ruby, and her breasts were just a bit larger, but her soft features and shapely nose were similar enough to Ruby’s that they could be sisters. It was one more oddity in a sea of so many.

      Thanks to Princess Victoria’s fine gifts, Revca now wore a sheer and silky purple dress that was more than suitable for court. It was tailored to her curvy frame, tight around her lovely breasts and cut just low enough to show a tasteful hint of cleavage. Revca’s red hair was shorter than Ruby’s, but curled in a similar fashion.

      At the sight of Trent hurrying up the stairs, both of his wives turned to him and brightened. Ruby’s change in expression was an explosion of bubbly happiness compared to Revca’s more moderate smile. Still, he was glad to see the faint blush on Revca’s cheeks.

      Even though all he and Revca had done so far was kiss, Trent now knew she wanted more with him... if they could find a way to safely indulge themselves without risking her life. Revca still labored under an oath to Belgor, her and Trent’s devil patron. An oath she couldn’t break.

      Right after Trent captured Revca in the kalor crystal cave in the Breckenrock, after she tried to kill him, Revca had sworn to Belgor that Trent would never “claim her.” She would die first. Such an oath, to Belgor, was binding.

      It didn’t matter that Revca had now agreed to marry him and believed him to be a good man. An oath to a devil was an oath from the moment it was sworn, regardless of what might change in a person’s life after. That meant, if he were ever to take Revca’s virginity, she would die the moment he penetrated her for the first time.

      Trent would never risk hurting her. He had long been hesitant to risk more than kissing her as a result. They had to fix her oath before they could indulge as they both wished.

      Yet over the past few weeks, as Revca continued to tutor him in magical matters in her attempts to teach him how to reach and seize the Firmament—the magical world all mages looked into—Revca had reassured him she understood the extent of her oath. Until they found a way to remove it, Trent could never take her virginity.

      But, in Revca’s own words, he could take anything else he desired.

      Trent was already planning their first date. Revca and Ruby both deserved first dates now that they weren’t constantly on the run. But before they could enjoy such a diversion, they needed to figure out how Anton had lapsed into a coma and why.

      If Anton’s body was no longer habitable, he could no longer serve as the Enchanter’s new body. That meant Trent would have to find and capture another mage loathsome enough to deserve a summary execution in Dalry’s courts. That was a tall order.

      At Trent’s grim expression, Ruby’s warm smile faded. “Was there a problem with the prisoner transfer?”

      “I’m afraid so, though fortunately, it’s not a problem that puts us in danger. It’s simply... odd.” He looked at Revca. “Wife, our princess requires you below.”

      Revca blushed brighter whenever he called her his wife, which he’d been doing often since she decided she wanted more than a professional relationship with her new husband. Yet, despite her blush, Revca’s eyes narrowed as she focused on her duties.

      “What need has Princess Victoria of my counsel? I know little of diplomacy.”

      “This isn’t a diplomatic problem. Kari’s here now, and she suspects that Anton, during interrogation, well... did something. To himself. Using magic. He’s in a coma.”

      “We must look into this at once. With me, husband.” Revca strode down the stairs.

      As Revca confidently walked past him, Trent smiled at how she transitioned from a shy, blushing wife to a domineering mage. Revca might be inexperienced in matters of love, but she remained boldly confident in matters of magic.

      Yet as he tried to leave, Ruby grabbed his hand.

      “Master? Are you all right?”

      Trent squeezed her hand. “Of course, Ruby. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Well... this morning, we weren’t able to pleasure you properly.”

      Trent stared in disbelief, then chuckled at how innocent and upset she looked. “Ruby, we all had an early morning and a late night. It’s fine.”

      “But Bethany said a Windborne chief must never wake unsatisfied. As our wives, one of us must please you every morning.”

      “That’s just Beth teasing you, love. I don’t expect you to do that every morning.”

      “But Master, I feel like I’m not doing my part!”

      Trent really needed to head below, but he didn’t like the idea of Ruby doubting herself. “That’s not true at all. You make me incredibly happy in and out of the bedroom, and I hope I do the same for you. Beth’s just teasing you. She’s bored after being stuck here for weeks.”

      As he tried to step away, Ruby refused to release his hand. “Even so, Master... if you have a moment, I could... I mean, I would be happy to⁠—”

      Trent shut her up with a kiss. Her warm body relaxed as she pressed herself against him. Every day he was with her, he fell more in love with Ruby’s kind, generous, and thoughtful nature.

      He eased away. “You’re amazing, love, but I assure you, I’m fine.”

      Ruby watched him hopefully. “Then perhaps... once you get back?”

      “Absolutely. Also, it’s not right for Beth to constantly tease you. I’ll remind her.”

      Ruby’s eyes widened. “Oh! Are you going to discipline her?” She looked almost... eager.

      Since Trent had been reunited with his first love after over a year apart, it had become obvious to him how much Bethany enjoyed a bit of discipline from her loving husband. He was sometimes in the mood for that as well, but he mainly indulged to please his birth wife.

      Still, Ruby didn’t know that. It would be more fun to let this be payback for teasing. “After we get done with this matter, we’ll both discipline her.”

      Ruby released his hand. “I’ll help however I can, Master!”

      “I truly appreciate that. Still, I really do need to get back below. Best to keep the meeting to those summoned for now.”

      “I know. I would normally be worried about leaving you alone with Anton, but with Sapphire present, I have no worries at all. Nothing will happen to any of you while she’s there to protect you. Still... call if you need me.”

      “I will, love. Always.”

      Ruby grinned brightly as Trent reminded her he loved her now. Their love was still new and special, given he had known her a fraction of the time he’d known Bethany, but it was real and blooming brighter every day. He couldn’t wait to take Ruby on her first date.

      But first, he had his duty to Dalry and his princess to fulfill.

      He hurried down the steps and caught up with Revca the moment she reached the bottom. There, Princess Victoria waited with Sapphire and the Enchanter. Kari had moved to stand beside the stretcher on which Anton rested.

      Revca strode across the room to the man sleeping on the stretcher. As she stopped to stare down at Anton, a mix of emotions crossed her face. Disgust. Anger. Even a bit of pity.

      Anton, so far as Revca knew, had betrayed her tribe and possibly led King Tallun’s Blessed Knights to them. He, like Revca’s sister, Calla, could be responsible for the murder of everyone Revca had ever known. Even if Revca still believed Calla was dead and the woman posing as her sister was an imposter, Trent wasn’t so sure.

      And Calla... or whoever she was... was still out there. Plotting.

      Revca knelt beside Anton and closed her eyes. She passed a hand over his face, then his chest, palm close to his skin but never touching. She opened her eyes, rose, and fixed Kari with a curious expression.

      “How long has he been like this?”

      “Three days. Nothin’ we tried can wake him up.”

      “And you said he first became non-responsive during interrogation?”

      “That’s when it happened, yeah.”

      Revca considered briefly, then asked another question. “I assume you had an ether blocker on him during his interrogation?”

      “Course we did. Put one on right after we captured him.”

      “And what was the last question you asked him before he... became like this?”

      Kari glanced at Princess Victoria. “Highness, you want me to answer that?”

      Princess Victoria nodded primly. “Answer Revca’s questions as you would my own.”

      “We asked ‘Are you workin’ with any devil mages?’”

      Revca nodded grimly. “He will not be waking up.”

      Kara tilted her head in curiosity. “Why not? Do folks workin’ with devil mages have some way to shut themselves up?”

      “He will not be waking up because he no longer has a soul. His soul has ceased to be.”

      A chill rippled up Trent’s spine as Revca spoke. He came so close to asking her how she knew that, but he, unlike the Enchanter, knew better than to speak out of turn. This might be the Enchanter’s monastery, but it was now Princess Victoria’s court.

      Fortunately, his princess asked the question for him. “How can you tell?”

      Revca respectfully inclined her head to Victoria. “Learning to project my soul into the Firmament was one of the first lessons my mother taught me. The second was helping others reach it. In doing so, I learned to detect when their soul was present... and when it was not.”

      Victoria frowned. “Could he not travel into the Firmament to avoid interrogation?”

      Kari grimaced. “Beggin’ your pardon, Highness, but that’s just not possible for a mage wearing an ether blocker. So long as it’s on, they can’t touch the Firmament.”

      Revca nodded in agreement. “As I said, Anton’s soul has ceased to be. I regret that I do not know how this is possible, only that a mage’s soul could not escape their body while they wore an ether blocker. His soul has ceased to exist, likely by his own hand.”

      Kari uncrossed her arms. “Seeing souls is a useful trick. One I wouldn’t mind learning.”

      “I’d be happy to teach you if you wish.” Revca returned her attention to Victoria. “So, Highness, I cannot tell you how, exactly, Anton obliviated himself during the Primal Academy’s interrogation. I can, however, tell you that this body is now an empty vessel. No soul remains.”

      Victoria frowned in obvious disapproval. This meant they would not get to ask Anton what his intent had been when he attempted to blow the Primal Academy to cinders. They couldn’t even know that his body would still be useful to the Enchanter.

      The Enchanter chose that moment to speak up. “Highness, if I may offer a thought?”

      Victoria glanced at him. “You may.”

      “The lack of a soul within this body will actually make it easier for me to assume control of it. Also, it is possible that if I possess this body, I could also access its memories.”

      “Revca just said Anton’s soul has ceased to be.”

      “Yes, Highness, but memories are not housed in the soul. Most believe that memories reside instead in the physical body.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “In the brain.”

      Victoria eyed him curiously. “You mean the mind. Which is part of the soul, is it not?”

      The Enchanter’s next small sound was something like a depressed sigh. “These concepts are... similar, but in my time, we developed a... nuanced... understanding of the human body and its processes. I fear a great deal of knowledge has been lost in the past three hundred years.”

      Given the Enchanter was now essentially calling his sovereign a moron, he would need to tread cautiously. Few rulers enjoyed having their intelligence or knowledge questioned.

      Yet once again, and to Trent’s relief, Victoria proved she was not one of those rulers.

      “If you are confident some memories remain, I will defer to your expertise in this matter. We would all be grateful for any memories you can recover that might shed light on the plans of our enemies. And if you believe this empty body would be of use to you, it is yours.”

      “Thank you, Highness. With your leave, I will have my automatons deliver this body to the transfer chamber immediately. If all goes well, I may be able to join you for supper tonight in a human body... and, of course, complete my blood pact with your first knight.”

      As Victoria’s eyes met Trent’s, her lips tightened. “I suppose you could.”

      After Victoria had arrived in this magically protected fortress two weeks ago, his princess had wasted no time finalizing the alliance Trent had arranged with the Enchanter: the ancient and powerful master of the magically protected monastery in which Victoria and her vassals now sheltered. Their treaty was now signed and, soon, would be sealed in blood.

      As soon as the Enchanter had a human body that had blood.

      Now that Victoria’s gaze was focused on him so intently, Trent felt a hint of unease. Something was obviously bothering his princess. Something she was hesitant to discuss.

      Yet before he could even think of asking, Victoria gave them marching orders.

      “Revca? Lead Ambassador Ambergreen to her new room. Enchanter? I leave the transfer of Anton’s body in the hands of your automatons, and I hope to speak with you again at supper. Dame Sapphire, you and Sir Marston will accompany me to my private chambers.”

      As Sapphire visibly stiffened in her armor, Trent barely avoided doing the same. Yet Victoria gave them no opportunity to ask why she had given those orders. She simply strode to the stairs, and Sapphire fell into step beside her.

      And Trent, a moment later, did the same on Victoria’s other side.
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      As Trent walked up the stairs from the portal room behind Princess Victoria with Sapphire clanking on the other side, he glanced at the tall, armored woman. Sapphire’s gaze remained focused on her charge. She took her new job as Princess Victoria’s bodyguard seriously.

      Once they reached the top of the stairs, Ruby, who’d been waiting there, stepped back to press against the wall. She bowed as Princess Victoria strode past. Victoria graciously inclined her head in response.

      As Victoria passed, Ruby mouthed the words, “What’s wrong now?”

      Trent smiled to assure her it was nothing. He didn’t know this was nothing, not yet, but he also knew if Princess Victoria wanted to speak to him and Sapphire in private, it was related to concerns about either the Enchanter or Kari. He could help with both.

      The Enchanter was not a kind or empathetic man. He was, however, a man Trent believed they could trust to assist them so long as doing so remained in his best interests... which Victoria had ensured it would.

      Trent also needed to stay on the man’s good side so that one day, he hoped, he could convince him to undo his enchantments on Ruby and Sapphire, if they wished.

      Trent was determined to grow old alongside Ruby. He could only do that if the Enchanter found some way to make Ruby a mortal woman again. He refused to pass away and leave her all alone.

      As for Kari, Trent already trusted her implicitly. She had proven a strong and loyal ally on his journey to Star’s Crossing to find Victoria. Even had he not been interested in adding her to his tribe, he didn’t question her loyalty to her academy or the republic.

      They soon emerged onto the grounds of an open monastery surrounded by similar buildings and unkempt fields. It was a reminder that if Princess Victoria planned to use this monastery as a base of operations, she needed some actual subjects.

      Maintaining this monastery was a task too large for Trent and his tribe, or even the Enchanter’s automatons. It would soon be time for Victoria to gather both military and domestic allies who could cultivate the lands inside this monastery and protect it. An entire army could be based out of this monastery... and it could teleport itself across thousands of leagues to any battlefield.

      Seven people couldn’t maintain a monastery of this size, even with the help of the Enchanter’s automatons. The kalor crystals Trent had gathered on the dangerous journey across the Breckenrock with his wives had mostly been consumed already. So as much as inviting more people here might allow spies and assassins to sneak in, they had no choice.

      Princess Victoria didn’t look back nor slow down as she led them to the largest of the nine buildings in the monastery grounds. This building was where the Enchanter had his private bedroom and, beneath it, the chamber where he had stored his former body before it rotted away over three hundred years.

      That building also, now, housed their war room. It seemed clear to Trent this was where Victoria intended them to go.

      They descended the steps. As Victoria approached one of the handleless doors in the hall, it slid open not at her approach, but at Sapphire’s. Only the Enchanter, his mageblades, and his automatons could currently open these doors without special trinkets.

      Once he had a human body again, the Enchanter had promised to create more trinkets that would allow everyone to open the monastery’s doors without a mageblade present. Trent intended to hold him to that. He didn’t like the idea of being trapped.

      They passed through the large master bedroom atop the Enchanter’s secret storage room and out again, and reached another door which opened at Sapphire’s presence.

      Then Princess Victoria surprised them both again. By raising a hand to halt Sapphire.

      “Sir Marston, inside. Dame Sapphire, wait outside and ensure we aren’t disturbed. I’ll knock when I need you to open the door again.”

      Even with her helmet down, Trent could imagine the shocked expression on Sapphire’s face. “Highness, I should be inside that room with you.”

      “That will not be necessary. Our war room is quite secure, and I wish to speak to my first knight about several strategic considerations before we bring them to a larger group.”

      “But... you...”

      As Princess Victoria looked up at Sapphire, she remained physically small in comparison to the other woman. Yet her posture and presence made her seem taller than she was.

      “Do you believe that my being in a room alone, with my first knight, endangers me?”

      “I merely think I should remain with you, Highness.”

      Victoria turned and entered the war room. “Your concern is appreciated, but unnecessary. You have your orders. Sir Marston? With me.”

      As Trent hurried after his princess, he was afraid for one moment that Sapphire was going to block his way. He wasn’t sure he could slip around her. It was a relief when the tall knight instead took up position to one side of the door.

      As he entered, she spoke softly. “This is only because it’s you.”

      Trent nodded. “We both want Victoria safe. But thank you for trusting me.”

      “I don’t trust anyone but Ruby.” Sapphire stood at parade rest. “But I distrust you less than most.”

      The clanking of armor told him Sapphire was striding away as the door gently rose and shut. Sapphire had locked him and Princess Victoria in the war room.

      The furnishings in this room were sparse simply because they had only had two weeks to prepare. Victoria had ordered one of the unused supper tables to be brought into this room, and on it, she’d spread out maps of the realm... albeit maps that were three-hundred years out of date. Many of the nation-states listed on these maps were unknown to Trent.

      Between the time these maps were drawn and now, the mage wars had ravaged the realm. Nations that had existed for hundreds of years had been entirely wiped out. Only Hesia existed on this map, and it was much smaller than it was now.

      With the Enchanter’s permission, Victoria had taken paint and charcoal to the map to draw the current borders of Dalry, Hesia, and Corrin. Together, those occupied most of the large southern continent. It represented the realm as it now stood.

      United, Dalry and Hesia formed a nation-state equal in size to the Cridor Republic. Clarion and Pasharal remained minor powers by comparison. Even the stubborn gnawing of the necromancer nation of Corrin remained more of a nuisance than a threat.

      On the map, the southern continent containing Dalry, Hesia, and Corrin was the largest of all. Across a vast expanse of sea to the north of Dalry sat the slightly smaller central continent, home to the Cridor Republic. The countless islands of Pasharal were tucked away to the southeast of the republic’s continent, with Clarion to the northwest.

      A copper trinket that looked to be a tube of some sort represented the current position of the Enchanter’s monastery. It had moved in the past few weeks, warping across the Breckenrock to “park” much closer to the kalor crystal cave where Trent had found Revca.

      Dozens of other markers across the map represented the queen’s army of Dalry, the king’s army of Hesia, and the soulless hordes commanded by the necromancers of Corrin. With Tallun on the throne, Dalry and Hesia’s war with Corrin had grown even more heated.

      As far as Victoria had been able to gather on the run, the soulless still harried both Dalry and Hesia. That meant Tallun’s plot to let Corrin’s necromancers assassinate Victoria might be isolated to just a single deal between the king and an ally there, not an official alliance between their respective kingdoms.

      Seeing the provinces and armies of the realm laid out made Trent even more confused as to what Anton had been plotting two weeks ago. They still had no idea who Anton and Calla served, or why they had sought to destroy the Primal Academy.

      The pair couldn’t be associated with Tallun. Even Dalry’s pretender king couldn’t want war with the Cridor Republic, which is exactly what would have happened if Anton had succeeded in blowing up the Primal Academy and connecting it to Dalry.

      A war on two fronts would be a disaster for Dalry and Hesia. Tallun was a zealot, but he was also a military man who understood tactical concerns. Yet if the people who had sold Revca’s tribe out to Tallun’s Blessed Knights and then tried to blow up the academy weren’t working for Tallun, then... who were they working for?

      Such questions, Trent knew, would keep any sovereign up at night. Considering the many possibilities reminded Trent why he had become a kestrel instead of an army officer. He was more comfortable leaving strategy to the tacticians while he did the delicate work.

      While he contemplated the map, Victoria walked to the far end of the room, posture tense and hands tight. Trent waited silently at the map table to give her space. It occurred to him then this was the first time they’d been alone in the two weeks since he’d found her.

      After her arrival, Princess Victoria had thrown herself into detailed and multi-day negotiations with the Enchanter. Trent had been busy as well, both spending time with his wives and working with Revca to try and touch the Firmament. They still needed to solve the mystery of why he’d been able to see that strange purple ether when Revca couldn’t.

      Until today, Trent had always been comforted by the sight of Sapphire dogging Victoria’s heels. Knowing Sapphire’s strength, he had rested easy knowing no assassin could harm her. Yet the other woman’s constant presence precluded any private conversations.

      One of which, as Victoria finally turned to face him, Trent knew she must want to have.

      Gods, was she gorgeous.

      It felt wrong to acknowledge Victoria’s great beauty when they were alone for the first time since he had rescued her from the chapel school, but she was. His gaze traveled over her gorgeous blonde hair, the way that frilly white and blue dress clung to every curve, and especially the gentle rise and fall of her lovely chest.

      If Bethany was here, he could only imagine her teasing grin. Yet the expression on Princess Victoria’s face was pensive, not hopeful. This was the expression of a woman who was grappling with a problem she couldn’t quite solve.

      “Highness, whatever it is, I’m here to listen.”

      Victoria’s lips pressed together. “While we’re alone, could I ask you not to call me that?”

      “Of course, Princess. I’m⁠—”

      “Not that, either.” Victoria stepped closer. “Call me Victoria, or even Vicky. Yes. At least when we’re alone, which I don’t think we will be often, I’d like you to call me Vicky.”

      Trent considered carefully. “Is that appropriate?”

      Victoria’s worry faded, replaced with what might be... amusement? He wasn’t sure what to make of that. She already looked more at ease.

      “Sir Marston, are you refusing an order from your princess?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Do I need to order you to call me Vicky when we’re alone?”

      He considered again, before throwing caution to the wind in a way that would certainly make Bethany cheer if she knew. “Of course not... Vicky.”

      Victoria smiled. “Thank you. I like how my name sounds on your lips.”

      Trent wasn’t sure what to say to that. What could he say that would be respectful? Fortunately, Victoria sighed heavily and rested her royal bottom on the table before he could decide.

      “No one calls me Vicky any longer. It’s been so long since anyone did anything but walk on seashells around me. They treat me like a precious flower.”

      Trent wished he could hug her. “You mean since your mother passed?”

      “Since my father murdered her.”

      That made Trent scowl. “Given he tried to murder you, I’d begun to suspect.”

      “As did I, though I didn’t want to believe it after she passed.” She hugged herself. “Perhaps that’s why I didn’t try harder to prove he’d poisoned her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I let myself doubt. So long as her failing heart was simply a result of natural causes, I could continue to live my young, idyllic life until I smoothly ascended to the crown. It just seemed like I had so much time... until, that night, I didn’t.”

      “You weren’t even of age to take the crown yet, High... Vicky. There was little you could do until you came of age.”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. I often wonder if my mother would have hesitated in my place.” As Victoria glanced at him again, her blue eyes looked haunted. “I also think of all the people who would still be alive had I voiced my suspicions and accused my father before he acted. Do you remember my Queen’s Guard? The one you left to die when you rescued me?”

      “He wasn’t going to let us leave.”

      “I don’t blame you for stopping Callus. I blame myself for allowing him to be forced to betray me at all. I should have taken more steps to protect his family.”

      Trent frowned in worry. “You can’t think that way.”

      Victoria smiled again. “Now you’re telling your sovereign how to think?”

      “Suggesting. Politely. As your advisor. I’ve had similar discussions with Revca, if you can believe that. She also blames herself for King Tallun’s actions.”

      “I can only imagine. My father slaughtered Revca’s tribe after my mother gave them her word they would be safe. Their deaths, too, are a loss I think about every day.”

      “Yet they weren’t your fault... Vicky. Nor your responsibility.”

      As Victoria tensed again, her face became every bit as regal and imposing as it had been when she reminded the Enchanter not to speak out of turn. “I am the crown princess of Dalry, soon to become the rightful queen. Everyone in my realm is my responsibility.”

      “I know it feels that way right now, but if you are to serve your people as I know you wish to do, you have to accept that some of them will die for you. Some may even die because of you. Yet even when that happens, you cannot blame yourself for their loss.”

      “It’s not as easy as you make it sound. How would you suggest I do that?”

      “Accept that you are as much a symbol as a ruler. Soldiers you send off to battle could die, but they’re dying in the service of Dalry... and because they believe in you. Innocents may also die when your enemies think to weaken you, but they die only because your enemies lack scruples, not because you’ve failed them in some way.”

      Her jaw clenched. “If I fail to protect my people, I cannot push the blame off on others.”

      “And if you focus on the inevitable deaths of soldiers and individuals over the good of your nation as a whole, you will grow so distracted you will fail more than a single tribe. Dalry, and all nation-states like it, are larger than one man, one tribe, or even one army.”

      Victoria watched him for a long moment. “Do you truly believe that?”

      “I only hope I made it sound intelligent and insightful. It’s a quote from a book on nation-building I had to read while at the Vespers.”

      She laughed. Victoria’s laughter was brief and faint, but it was laughter, and it was beautiful.

      And as the crown princess of Dalry smiled at him with a faint blush coloring her cheeks, Trent found himself wondering if there was any truth to Bethany’s teasing reassurances.

      Even if there was, how could either of them ever act upon them? Victoria was to be the ruler of an entire nation, while he was simply the chief of a small tribe. While Victoria had voiced no disapproval of his Windborne ways, and Kari seemed eager to join his tribe, that didn’t mean the people of Dalry would ever accept their princess being with a Windborne chief.

      If Victoria felt anything for him, it was the passing fancy of a young woman who felt she owed someone her life. Trent would be careful not to encourage her affections or any thought that they might one day be together.

      Though not because the idea didn’t please him. The thought of running his hands over Victoria’s supple body heated his blood.

      Yet if anyone found out their princess had started an illicit affair with a lowly kestrel who already had three other wives, especially her subjects back in Dalry, it could make it more difficult for Victoria to earn their trust and loyalty. So even if Victoria did have some notion that they might one day be together, Trent would ensure it never happened.

      Still, as Victoria sat docilely on the war table with her blonde hair cascading down over her shoulders, Trent couldn’t help but appreciate her beauty. Innocent, chaste, untouchable beauty.

      Yet when she spoke again, her features were tense once more.

      “I’m dancing around the topic when I should simply charge right in, just as Sapphire would if she saw a threat. So, I’ll simply ask this question and accept the consequences.” She took one deep, steadying breath, then met his gaze.

      “Have you ever heard the name Belgor?”
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      Trent’s mouth went dry as he considered Victoria’s question.

      He didn’t want to lie to his princess. But answering her could lead to the unraveling of all he’d worked to do for her... and the end of his new tribe.

      Belgor sent his prophetic dreams. If Victoria judged him to be a corruptor, she would order him arrested. Sapphire would follow her orders, and Ruby would try and stop her.

      His confession would pit sister against sister. Ally against ally. With one admission, Trent could throw the allies he’d gathered so cautiously since he fled Whitebridge into a civil war.

      So, he told his princess the truth... cautiously.

      “I’ve heard the name, yes.”

      “Who is he?”

      “From what I was told, he is a powerful devil who lives in a realm beyond our own.”

      Victoria looked at the wall. “Then you know as much about him as I.”

      Trent held his tongue until Victoria looked at him again. As much as she was trying to hide it, the hint of panic in her blue eyes gave her away. Her slender fingers twitched as if desperate to clench into fists.

      Was she debating whether to name him a corruptor? No. If Princess Victoria believed him to be a threat to her, she would never have locked herself in this room with him. She would certainly never have sent Sapphire away against the big woman’s better judgment.

      After visibly steeling herself, Victoria eyed him calmly. “Trent, do you know why my father made a deal with necromancers from Corrin to have me assassinated?”

      “He wanted your throne.”

      “That is one reason. I do not believe it is the only reason. In fact, I know it’s not.”

      Trent frowned. “Highness, I⁠—”

      “Vicky.”

      He grimaced. “Vicky, I don’t understand. What else could he want but your throne?”

      “Peace and security for Dalry. Tell me this, and tell me honestly. If you knew I had done something... bad... would you still serve and follow me?”

      What was this all about? Victoria had only just turned eighteen, and she had lived her entire life in luxury while surrounded by loyal guards. Trent also knew her to be a bold, just woman whom he believed to have a pure heart.

      What crime could she have committed? Had she hurt a servant by mistake? Stolen something from a rival? Been caught in an illicit affair?

      Such events were frequent for those among the nobility, and they were rarely punished for them as commoners would be. It was one reason Trent disliked nobles.

      Yet Victoria... she wasn’t the same as those petty, pampered aristocrats. Or was she? Had he misjudged his princess and her motives so badly? Had he fought this hard to serve a woman who was hiding some horrible secret, one that made her unfit for the crown?

      Trent simply couldn’t believe that about his princess. He refused to believe it, and as he realized that, he approached her with his hands in plain view. He fell to one knee before her.

      “I’m just a kestrel. I can’t imagine the weight that rests upon your brow as an entire nation looks to you for guidance. I know nothing about your life in Castle Guileford, your mother and father, or how you were raised. But I know that I have committed crimes.”

      Victoria leaned forward on the table. “What crimes?”

      “When I was but fifteen, I stabbed a man in the back, and then again and again, until he died. I believed this man had come to my home to murder my parents, and so I ambushed and murdered him. I did not offer him the chance to surrender, nor did I ever consider doing so.”

      Victoria said nothing.

      “During my escape from Castle Guileford, after your father framed me for your murder, I struck down multiple guardsmen during my escape. Some may have survived, and I did all I could to spare them as I struck, but even those who survived may still be crippled for life. I did not even do it for you, or Dalry. I did it to save my own life and return to Bethany.”

      Still, Victoria said nothing.

      “Days later, after the few survivors of Eight Company had escaped the treachery of Captain Cole, I executed Spence Gladry, a guardsman alongside whom I had served for over a year. While I believed he had betrayed you, me, and our nation, I did not offer him a day in court. I alone served as his judge, jury, and executioner... and would do so again.”

      A soft breath escaped Victoria’s lips. Still she listened.

      “Finally, before I retrieved you, I struck a deal with the Enchanter. In exchange for his promise to allow us to use his magical monastery as a haven for your campaign, I agreed to capture, bind, and deliver a mage to him. A mage whose mind he would then replace with his own. I agreed to deliver a mage for execution.”

      Finally, Victoria broke her silence. “These acts grieve you?”

      “I feel deep regret that any of these acts were necessary. Yet given I would do them all again were I to repeat my life, grieving over my actions seems... hypocritical, to say the least. All I can say is I accept that my actions served the best interests of Dalry.”

      “And how does that answer my question?”

      “Because, Vicky.” Trent looked up at her worried blue eyes. “I believe in my heart that no matter what you’ve done, or believe you’ve done, you did it for the right reasons. I also believe you are the best choice to lead Dalry into a future where everyone I love will thrive.”

      Victoria’s light pink lips trembled, but she was too proud to cry. It was a relief to see hope in her tender blue eyes once more. Not worry.

      Trent rose to stand beside her. “So that’s my answer. I cannot think of anything you could do, or could have done, that would make me choose to stop following you. There are acts that might lead me to abandon you, but I do not believe you are capable of such acts... or, if you are, you would ever do them without a reason I can understand.”

      Victoria shuddered against the table. “Thank you. I believe you.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “And so, now, I will tell you the other reason I believe my father, head of Hesia’s order of Blessed Knights, chose to collaborate with forces in Corrin to arrange my assassination. He did so because I am a corruptor... as was my mother, Queen Agnes.”

      Trent’s jaw fell open.

      From the moment Victoria had mentioned the name “Belgor,” he had been terrified she had figured out his secret. He feared she had realized he could never have found and saved her in Whitebridge’s chapel school without foreknowledge of certain events.

      Trent had only saved Victoria with guidance from an otherworldly source. A devil. A devil who sent him prophetic dreams that allowed him to change the course of history.

      Thanks to his meeting with Belgor in his dream alongside Revca, Trent now knew the devil mage from beyond his realm had guided his actions since he was young. It was Belgor who had sent him the recurring dreams of the thief who entered his home and murdered his parents, Belgor who sent him the dreams of finding Bethany dying by that stream.

      Belgor who sent him his dreams of Princess Victoria being raised as a soulless.

      Belgor was his patron. Trent had not only agreed to accept future dreams from the devil mage, but possibly act upon them if he believed his goals and Belgor’s aligned.

      Together, they hoped to return Princess Victoria to her throne. Together, they wanted her to lead Dalry. But the only people who could ever know were Bethany, Revca, and Ruby.

      Unless...

      Trent closed his jaw. “I can’t believe that.”

      “It is the truth. I am a corruptor, like my mother before me.”

      “Then... how? How have you cooperated with devils?”

      “Only one devil. The devil mage Belgor. Many times, I have accepted his dreams.”

      Again, Trent gawked. He had spent the majority of his life believing his prophetic dreams were guidance from the gods, if there was such a thing.

      He had only learned a few weeks ago that his so-called prophetic dreams were, instead, dramatized intelligence reports from a devil mage who could see events occurring across his realm and send back warnings to a time before they occurred. “What dreams?”

      “Not long ones. Unlike my mother, I have only a trace of the spark that allows mages to touch the Firmament. Were I tested, a life mage would not even judge me a mage, yet I have affinities. Faint, fleeting, but real. So, I see... glimpses.”

      “And you’ve touched the Firmament?”

      “Never in all my life. Yet I still receive glimpses of Belgor’s guidance in my dreams.”

      “How does he guide you?”

      “By showing me images of people I will need on my side. People whom I can trust to help me. It is in those dreams that I first saw you.”

      Trent’s keen mind snapped back to the events on the night he evaded Eight Company, trekked through the sewers and over the rooftops to reach Victoria, and then busted into her room.

      There Callus, a Queen’s Guard forced to betray Victoria when Tallun threatened his family, held Victoria hostage. As Trent busted into the room where Callus was holding Victoria, he remembered what happened after.

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

      “It’s you! What are you... who are you?”

      Trent breathed out as he realized the truth. “That night, you knew me.”

      “Yes.”

      “The moment I broke down that door, you knew who I was.”

      “Not who. I did not yet know your name, but I knew your face and your voice. Belgor sent them to me in a dream. As I said, my affinities are so weak as to be non-existent, and I cannot touch the Firmament. But it seems I retain some sensitivity to it... and to devils.”

      “So in your dreams, Belgor showed you... me.”

      “As my savior. I did not know how I would be in danger, or the circumstances that would lead us to meet, or even when it would happen. But I knew you, Trent. And when I saw you break into that room, I knew my father had finally chosen to eliminate me.”

      Trent ruefully shook his head. “No wonder you trusted me so easily.”

      “You are easy to trust. You have a kind face.”

      “Thank you, Vicky.” Trent pulled out a seat and thumped into it. “But, if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather sit for the rest of this conversation. With your leave.”

      Victoria eyed him hopefully. “Why have you not fled the room or tried to arrest me?”

      “Why would I?”

      “I am a corruptor. I have just admitted to consorting with devils. As a loyal subject of Dalry, and by the decree of our church, you should arrest or even execute me.”

      “As I see it, you had good reason to... consort... with Belgor.”

      “And that is enough reason for you to continue to serve and trust me?”

      “It is, Highness. Vicky. Also, the fact that you would trust me with this knowledge, despite how difficult it was for you, is more proof I chose the right sovereign.”

      She offered a soft and relieved smile. “I’m grateful, truly, for your trust and your loyalty. Yet I do not understand how you can believe that.”

      Trent gazed into her curious blue eyes. She was no longer fearful, but she did harbor doubts. He would too, in her place. So he would trust her as she trusted him.

      “Because I’ve accepted dreams from Belgor, too.”

      Victoria’s eyes widened only a little. Then she scooted along the table to be closer to him. Her calves bumped against his knees.

      As Victoria leaned closer, her blonde hair dangled fetchingly in the light of the artificial glow lamps on the walls. She smelled faintly like flowers. “What dreams?”

      “One such dream gave me the guidance to reach you that night in Whitebridge.”

      “So it was Belgor who guided you to me?”

      “Yes. Again and again, in my dreams, I lived out the same scenario. In response to a soulless attack on our walls, I traveled with Eight Company to hold the King’s Gate outside District One. There, I stood atop the wall until a tattered Queen’s Guard, already dying from the dark magic of the necromancers, stumbled toward our gate.”

      Victoria wilted. “He died?”

      “Yes, but only after warning us you had been assaulted by necromancers and soulless at the Chapel School. As one, led by Sergeant Crane, Eight Company rushed to your aid. Yet by the time we arrived, you and your Queen’s Guard had been murdered... and raised.”

      Victoria snatched one of his hands. “I was raised as a soulless?”

      Jaw now tight, Trent nodded. He didn’t know what to do now that the crown princess of Dalry was tightly clutching his hand. While they were alone. In a sealed room.

      This wasn’t contact necessary for him to drag her out of danger. This was unnecessary and intimate contact that, if it were witnessed by a Whitebridge noble, might get him arrested. Commoners were not allowed to be so familiar with the nobility, let alone the crown princess.

      After a moment of staring into his eyes, Victoria seemed to remember herself. With a hot blush, she released his hand and brushed back her blonde hair.

      “I’m sorry, Sir Marston. Your... tale... momentarily robbed me of my wits.”

      “It almost robbed me of mine, Highness.”

      “Vicky.”

      Trent smiled. “You just called me Sir Marston. Why do you get to be formal?”

      “You’re not wrong. I’m sorry... Trent. Please, continue your tale.”

      “There’s not much more. I knew what would happen if I remained at the King’s Gate, so I snuck away from the other guardsmen of Eight Company and rushed to your aid. Every day I remember how close we came to losing you, I thank the gods I arrived in time to help.”

      “And you believe in the gods?”

      “I believe in devils, and now, I think I may actually believe in the soul. I once doubted the existence of both. So if souls and devils are real, I imagine gods are, too.”

      “I sincerely hope so.” Victoria eyed him curiously. “Has Belgor given you other dreams?”

      “Yes. One set of recurring dreams allowed me to save Bethany and her tribe from death at the claws of a pack of chaos wolves. Another set allowed me to save my parents.”

      “Belgor sent you dreams of the man you murdered in your home.”

      “Yes. That is how... that is why I was ready to stop him.”

      “Do you know why Belgor chose your parents to save? Were they also his?”

      “No. Belgor himself explained it to me when I met him in a dream.”

      Victoria’s eyes widened in excitement. “You’ve actually spoken to him?”

      “Revca and I both have. While returning to the monastery from our trip to gather kalor crystals, I learned the truth of my prophetic dreams from her. Revca’s tribe also worshipped Belgor. Together, we met the devil mage in a grand palace that is impossible to describe.”

      “What did he look like? What did he say?”

      “He looked... well, like a noble. Older, well-dressed, but pleasant. As to what he said, well... when we spoke, he told me that his interests and ours align. For reasons of his own, he wants you on the throne of Dalry. He wants me to help that happen.”

      Victoria nodded thoughtfully. “At least I know he still favors our nation. I wish I could take comfort in that. It is difficult to trust a devil, even if our interests align.”

      “On that, we agree. Belgor told me he can never lie to me, and Revca believes him to be correct in that regard. But he wouldn’t say if the dreams he sent me could be altered or changed to guide me in a direction he wishes. I suspect that may be possible.”

      “Even so, you believe Belgor wishes to help us?”

      “I do. I also know there is another devil mage opposed to him, one whom I believe has led Tallun to turn on you and take over Dalry. This devil mage seeks to bring chaos to our realm and Dalry, in particular.”

      “I’d long theorized as much. It seemed impossible that any could oppose my mother while she was guided by Belgor, were they not similarly advised.”

      “Your mother met regularly with Belgor?”

      “As I said, my mother was a corruptor... by the definition our nation has chosen. She willingly received Belgor’s dreams and took what she could from them.”

      Trent’s shock at this news was fading. “What did she take from them?”

      “Advice and counsel about future events. Under Mother’s wise and just rule, with advice from the patron she met in her dreams, Dalry flourished, as did Hesia. If only she’d taken the throne sooner, Corrin might never have risen against us.”

      Trent had long wondered why the war had started. “I was told Corrin attacked first.”

      “That is a matter of debate, and a longer story. Would you hear it tonight?”

      He smiled. “We’ve come this far. I hate to leave a journey unfinished.”

      “As do I. So, we’ll start there. First, did you know my mother was a mage?”

      Trent frowned as he considered. “I never heard one way or the other. But I suppose if she was receiving dreams from Belgor, she must have been.”

      “She was a life mage, in fact. Perhaps the rarest of the breed.”

      Trent smiled. “Like Karissa.”

      “Yes. Like Mistress Karissa. Yet due to my mother’s noble birth, she was never required to attend Cantor Academy to train, nor was she required to wear an ether blocker. The truth of her abilities were sealed by royal decree.”

      “I see. And... she contacted Belgor in the Firmament?”

      “No. Belgor contacted her.”
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      Trent absorbed that. “So without ever being taught by an academy, your mother touched the Firmament. And while wandering that world of dreams, she encountered Belgor.”

      Vicky smiled sadly. “What do you know of the Firmament? And devils?”

      “Revca’s taught me a little, and I’ve heard more. As I said, I’ve also been there. The night Revca and I spoke directly with Belgor.”

      “I envy you. I’ve long wished I could travel the world of dreams.”

      “It’s not all that interesting. It’s honestly a bit unsettling. But, tell me more.”

      “When she was young, my mother touched the Firmament. Belgor reached out to her there. As the next ruler in line to the throne of the kingdom of Dalry, he told her he believed she could do great things for her province and her world. He offered to guide her. To help her.”

      Trent remembered Belgor offering to do the same for him. He’d asked Trent to be his agent in this realm, and follow the guidance of his prophetic dreams. And he’d agreed.

      “Princess Agnes accepted this arrangement?”

      “She did. Yet before she took the throne, as I’ve told you, Corrin rose up against us, but not out of malice. They rose up because Hesia’s Blessed Knights threatened to exterminate Corrin’s people unless they stopped consorting with devils.”

      Trent hissed through his teeth. “We don’t talk about that part, do we?”

      “Not here, and not in Hesia. Even so, back then, Mother was prepared to intercede on Corrin’s behalf. Even while still a princess of Dalry, she tried to prevent Hesia from acting.”

      Trent had known some of this, and it made more sense as he remembered how Queen Agnes had offered Revca’s tribe, who were also devil worshippers, protection.

      “So if Queen Agnes prevented Hesia from acting, why did Corrin rise up against us?”

      “King Karlo of Corrin did not believe Princess Agnes, who was not yet queen, had the strength to hold back Hesia’s ambitions. So, he struck first. Karlo tasked Corrin’s death mages with raising an army of soulless to secure their border.”

      “Which they used to attack Hesia and Dalry.”

      “I only know the original order from King Karlo was to raise an army of soulless warriors to defend Corrin’s borders. As you said, this was all before my time. Yet by the time my mother finally took the throne a year later, the war was in full swing.”

      Trent grimaced. “Almost as if someone urged Corrin into rash action.”

      “And Hesia with it. So, you see it now as I do. These devil mages... Belgor and his foe... could have been using mortal pawns to struggle for influence for years.”

      “You really think the war with Corrin was engineered?”

      “No one truly wanted it, not even Hesia. Given how Belgor was guiding my mother to prevent war between Hesia, Dalry, and Corrin, it makes sense that his opponent might guide either Corrin or Hesia into it before she could stop it.”

      “It’s all very unsettling. But... hold on.” Trent frowned. “There’s something you haven’t explained. You said you believed Tallun had more than one reason to poison your mother and assassinate you. Do you believe Belgor’s opposing devil mage guided him into it?”

      “It is possible. Or, he simply let slip that my mother and I were corruptors.”

      Trent sat back as it hit him like a hammer to the face. “Gods.”

      “Yes.”

      “If your father knew, as a Blessed Knight of Hesia, he’d be compelled to act. All Blessed Knights swear to defend the realm against devils and corruptors. He took that oath⁠—”

      “Before he ever married my mother.” Victoria smiled sadly. “So, you see why it was so difficult for me to believe my own father would assassinate me. King Tallun... Karl Tallun, my father... was a kind, just man. He doted on me. Under his eye, I was cherished and loved.”

      “Until someone tricked him into believing both his wife and his daughter were corruptors being guided by devils.”

      Victoria’s sad gaze held his. “It wasn’t a trick. It was the truth.”

      Now Trent saw the tragedy. “And devils, no matter their intent, can only tell the truth.”

      “Yes. I can only assume a devil mage is manipulating him, likely without his knowledge.”

      As Trent reconsidered events from weeks ago in Whitebridge, he saw new possibilities. He had assumed Tallun meant to steal the throne.

      Had he actually, in his mind, been trying to save it?

      “Vicky, do you believe King Tallun poisoned your mother and then arranged to have you assassinated to save Dalry? From corruptors, as he sees it?”

      “It is the only explanation that makes sense. My father... the wonderful man who raised me, and loved me, and doted on my mother like she was more precious to him than his own life... that man would never ally himself with devils, nor consort with necromancers. Yet he poisoned my mother, made a deal with death mages, and tried to have me killed.”

      “He also framed me for your murder.”

      “Perhaps because whatever devil is guiding him told him you are a corruptor, too.”

      Trent nodded grimly. “He could eliminate you and one of Belgor’s agents at the same time.”

      “Now that I know Belgor has given you dreams as well, that might be true.”

      “But High... Vicky, why are you telling me all this now? It doesn’t change anything. We can’t let your father keep the throne. Not if some devil mage has his ear.”

      She frowned. “Why? Despite his actions, I still believe my father to be a just man. Somewhere deep inside his heart, I imagine he grieves over what he had to do.”

      “Poisoning his wife and trying to assassinate his daughter.”

      “A ruler cannot let a soft heart dissuade them from acts that protect their people. In my father’s mind, if he learned my mother and I were consorting with a devil, he may have believed he had no choice but to remove us from power. Even if it broke his heart.”

      Trent scowled. “Well, we’ll have to put you back on the throne and prove him wrong.”

      “Why?”

      Now, Trent blinked. “Why... what?”

      “Why risk throwing Dalry into a civil war? Why risk causing the deaths of thousands upon thousands of soldiers and people? For power? I don’t want it. For Dalry? My father can lead it well and keep it safe. He may even be a better choice than I am.”

      “With respect, Vicky, you’re wrong.”

      Victoria watched him calmly. “How?”

      “Belgor’s actions are all the proof we need. He believes that Dalry will only be stable with you on the throne. And consider this. Even if your father does believe his actions are just, he also sent his Blessed Knights to slaughter Revca’s tribe. People who committed no crime.”

      “Except worshipping Belgor.”

      “All the more reason for Belgor’s devil foe to manipulate Tallun into having them murdered. While some may call your father’s actions just, I call them those of a zealot. Revca does not deserve to die. Her people did not deserve to die.”

      Victoria bit her lip. “I agree.”

      “Queen Agnes was no slave to Belgor. She simply allowed him to advise her, and in doing so, Dalry and our realm flourished. And if you are right, when her own husband learned what she was doing, he poisoned her to death instead of trying to understand her.”

      Victoria listened, but her doubt was visible on her face. Trent had to banish it.

      “And Corrin’s people? Had Tallun left them to worship peacefully, they would never have felt the need to raise an army of soulless, defend their borders, and attack us. Corrin’s war with Dalry and Hesia would never have started if not for your father’s rash actions.”

      “So you believe my father to be a monster?”

      This was Victoria’s father they were talking about. A man who had raised her and loved her and who, Trent now suspected, she still loved... despite everything he’d done.

      “I believe him to be misguided. Tallun may think what he does is for the good of Dalry, but all he has done is engage in blind zealotry. From what you’ve told me, your mother’s association with Belgor was no threat to Dalry. Quite the opposite.”

      “It did seem so at the time.”

      “Time and again, your father has based his choices on the belief that anyone who even speaks to a devil must be killed. Thanks to that unflinching belief, he pushed three provinces into war, poisoned his wife and Dalry’s rightful ruler, and tried to murder his own daughter.”

      Victoria trembled as she stared at him.

      “These may be the actions of a man who believes he is just, and they may even grieve him a great deal. But he still committed them, and would again. I don’t believe any peace is possible with your father on the throne, and that may be what Belgor’s devil foe believes.”

      Victoria’s eyes widened. “How do you mean?”

      At last, Trent had a possible explanation for why Anton and those with him had attempted to blow up the Primal Academy. Trent could think of no reason Tallun would start a war against the Cridor Republic... but he would certainly, and zealously, attempt to finish one.

      “Had Anton’s plot against the academy succeeded, and had the Cridor Republic connected it to Tallun, wrongly or not, they would have accused your father of attacking a magic academy. An unforgivable crime. How would he have responded?”

      Victoria grimaced. “By denying it. And accusing the republic of slandering him.”

      “And if he believed the republic would invade? How would he react?”

      “He would mobilize all Dalry and Hesia’s soldiers in a show of force that could, if Anton and others continued to offer provocation, lead the republic to believe it had no choice but to remove him from the throne.”

      “A realm-wide war.”

      “Yes.” Victoria considered it. “One to rival the mage wars of old. But why would anyone, even a devil mage, want to instigate such a horror?”

      “Who can say? Even Belgor’s motives remain murky, but I do believe he doesn’t want our realm to erupt in war. Hence why we need you on the throne.”

      “Because if I’m not, sooner or later, Anton or someone like him will find a way to draw my father—and Dalry—into another war with our neighbors.”

      “That’s my fear. So, you can see now why I believe you remain the best choice to take the throne. Even if we must place you there by force.”

      Victoria’s gaze challenged his own. “And my father? Would you kill him for what he did to you? He named you a traitor and tried to execute you. He even attacked your village.”

      “I would follow your orders, Highness, as I always have.”

      “Vicky.”

      “Not this time. In this matter you are my liege, and so I will address you that way. Princess Victoria, I am your knight and your kestrel. I am yours to command. Once we put you back on the throne, you will decide whether we arrest your father... or execute him.”

      Victoria touched his shoulder. “What did I ever do to earn such loyalty?”

      “You convinced me you would make life better for me and everyone I care about. That is one thing I’ve never doubted.”

      “Then... as my friend, and not my knight, could I ask you one last favor?”

      “Anything.”

      “Could you... hug me?”

      Trent froze with indecision, but only because her request would lead to an action that, in noble eyes, was almost as great a crime as harming a noble. For a commoner to embrace the crown princess, especially alone in a locked room, would be the height of scandal.

      Yet they were alone here, and Victoria did look desperately in need of a hug. Trent bit back his hesitation and opened his arms.

      Victoria hopped off the table and onto his chair. A moment later, the crown princess of Dalry was in his lap, with her arms wrapped around his waist and her head resting against his chest. Worse, he was holding her.

      Tightly, as if he never intended to let her go.

      Victoria breathed against his chest. “Thank you. I needed this. Just... being held.”

      Trent swallowed. “Of course.”

      “I don’t know how I can ever thank you properly. You saved me, protected me. Gathered allies and showed me why I must fight for them. I’d be dead or lost without you.”

      “You made me your knight, Highness. I’d be a poor knight if I failed you.”

      “Vicky. You can’t turn formal just yet. I hope it will not make you think less of me, but... I truly do not think I can return to my throne without you. So, please. Never leave my side.”

      Trent hugged Victoria. He did all he could to ignore how good her bottom felt in his lap, or how wonderful her soft, full breasts felt pressed against his chest. He definitely didn’t pay any attention to how her breath had quickened, or the way she squeezed him tight.

      He was her knight. She was his liege. And his princess simply needed a hug.

      After resting contentedly in his embrace, Victoria finally eased away enough to smile up at him. “I was terrified this conversation would turn out differently. That you might turn on me or, at least, leave to go your own way. I’ve dreaded speaking with you for weeks.”

      “I’m sorry you had to worry. For what it’s worth, I was terrified as well.”

      She tilted her head curiously. “Of what?”

      “That you would learn of my connection to Belgor and be forced to banish me to avoid angering those who would support you on the throne. That my wives and I would be forced to run and hide like Revca’s tribe, and one day, be hunted by Tallun’s Blessed Knights.”

      Victoria stared into his eyes. “So long as I breathe and hold the throne, I will never let anyone hunt you, your wives, or even those we have labeled corruptors without first judging their worth as people. I believe people should be judged on their actions, not their god.”

      “I do, too.”

      She sighed in relief. “So, now you know. You have served me in ways far beyond those I could ask, so in return, I swear I will always protect you and your tribe. Wives, children, everyone. When I once again hold the throne, you will be welcome in my court.”

      Trent smiled. “I hope it doesn’t seem ungrateful, but I’d be happy having a plot of land far outside Whitebridge’s walls. Simply knowing that my tribe and my children would be safe from persecution would be enough. It would also save you a great deal of trouble.”

      “With Whitebridge’s nobility, I suppose. Many truly are the worst.”

      “That you’ve said that is yet another secret we’ll keep. Together.”

      “Yes. You are one of the few I trust to keep my secrets.” Victoria blushed and looked up at him shyly. “Like that you allowed me to sit here in your lap.”

      “Um... yes. We’ll definitely be keeping that a secret.”

      Her lips quirked. “Even from Bethany?”

      “Oh, no. I’m sorry, but I can’t keep anything from my birth wife. But I promise she will keep your confidence as much in mind as I do. Nothing from your lips will ever leave this room from either of us. We are your loyal subjects... and always will be.”

      “And my friends?”

      “Those, too.”

      Victoria cuddled close once more. The crown princess of Dalry was sitting in his lap with her arms around him, and his around hers. This wasn’t remotely appropriate.

      But if she wouldn’t tell, he wouldn’t either.

      Finally, with a heavy sigh, Victoria eased back. “I should let you get back to them. Your wives. I’ve kept you busy all day, and I should check in on Karissa to make sure she’s settling in.”

      “I’m sure she’d appreciate that, Vicky.”

      “Highness. You can call me Highness again. I’m about to go knock on the door, and I don’t want Sapphire to get suspicious of what we were doing in here.”

      “You mean as you consulted me on the future of Dalry, Highness?”

      She giggled. “Yes. That.”

      She clambered out of his lap and took two steps away, then glanced back at him. As he looked at her, her dress hugged her curves in a way he couldn’t help but appreciate. Her lovely blond hair coursed down her back and drew his attention to things he definitely shouldn’t stare at.

      “But... Trent?”

      “Yes, Highness?”

      “If I am ever feeling overwhelmed by all my responsibilities, or lonely in this vast place, or simply in need of advice, may I call upon you again like this? Alone, like this?”

      “I’m here to aid you however I can.”

      “Even with more hugs?”

      “Yes. Even with more hugs.”

      “You just swore an oath, Sir Marston! I will hold you to it.” Victoria reached the sealed door to the room, then thumped her fist upon it. “Dame Sapphire! Please, open the door!”

      Heavy footfalls sounded outside before the door whisked open. Sapphire entered without being asked, then frowned in disapproval at Trent. Trent remained where he was, beside the table, with his hands at his side and his expression solemn.

      He certainly hadn’t had Princess Victoria cuddling in his lap a moment ago.

      Sapphire frowned at Victoria. “Are you done?”

      “Yes. I’ve dismissed Sir Marston for the day, and now, Dame Sapphire, I require your escort again. Is Ambassador Ambergreen all settled in?”

      “Yes, but she keeps asking for someone to assemble her bed. It’s huge.”

      “Then perhaps you and some of the automatons can help her with that. We don’t want our new ambassador to be uncomfortable.” Victoria glanced at him. “Sir Marston?”

      Trent hurried over to the door. “Ready, Highness.”

      “Sapphire? Lead us out.”

      After another suspicious glance at Trent, Sapphire clanked away with Victoria close by. Trent hurried out of the room behind them before the door could close. He followed Sapphire through the halls and doorways of the building before emerging back into the open air.

      He, Bethany, Ruby, and Revca had taken over a building on the edge of the monastery for their own, one of the few that had a chamber that wasn’t sealed away by one of the doors only Ruby could open. They had a bed there big enough for three. It was a small luxury.

      After exchanging a covert smile with Victoria, Trent took deep breaths as Sapphire led her off to meet with Kari. He could scarcely believe what he’d learned today.

      Victoria received dreams from Belgor. Had he not heard those words from her own lips, he’d never have believed them. Even now, he struggled to understand... but it made sense.

      If Belgor had guided Queen Agnes and then her daughter on the throne, then of course he would guide his agents to protect them. Belgor had, it seemed, been unable to save Queen Agnes from poison, perhaps because he didn’t know about the threat. But he had saved Agnes’ daughter.

      Through Trent.

      Bethany was going to want to know everything they’d talked about today. He couldn’t imagine keeping these facts from Ruby or Revca, either. All his wives should now be done with their own duties for the day. They had a few hours before supper.

      As he hurried toward the building they’d made their temporary home, Trent’s memories of Victoria’s soft body curled into his lap left him rather keyed up. That, combined with his promise to Ruby this morning, left him eager to be alone with his wives.

      Ruby had to have found Bethany by now. She had also shown herself eager to help him remind Bethany that she couldn’t constantly tease her sister wives. Together, Trent suspected he and Ruby could discipline Bethany quite thoroughly.

      Which he knew both his wives were looking forward to as much as he was.
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      As Trent descended the steps leading into the stone room they’d taken as their own, he found his wives just where he’d expected them to be. Bethany was sitting at the wooden table they’d carted in, idly whittling away at a piece of wood. Ruby reclined on their single bed with one of the Enchanter’s books, while Revca sat on a bedroll meditating.

      Some days, it still boggled his mind just how blessed he was to have them in his life.

      Thanks both to his own successes against Tallun and the encouragement of his loving birth wife, he had three beautiful women eager to share his bed. ... because tonight, after their first date, Revca planned to join him in bed as well. She had quietly promised him that yesterday, after they finished their attempts to teach him how to view the Firmament.

      Bethany, his huntress and first love, and Ruby, his second, had shared his bed for weeks now. Trent had to pace himself to keep them satisfied. Still, thanks to the oath she’d sworn to Belgor, Revca had remained aloof... until recently.

      Since their heart-to-heart two weeks ago after they saved Princess Victoria, Revca had continued to act first as his magical instructor and second as his pact wife. Their first kiss had been tender and lovely, and they’d had many more tender kisses since... but nothing more.

      That would change tonight, or so Trent hoped. He was finally going to get to take both Ruby and Revca on one of the dates he’d long promised them both.

      While he’d initially intended to take them both on a date separately, his redheaded wives had grown closer and closer over these last few weeks. Last week, they’d suggested he take them both on a triple date.

      Trent wasn’t sure what they were plotting. Even Bethany wasn’t certain why Revca and Ruby had started spending so much time together. It could be simply because Bethany and Revca remained frosty with each other, while Ruby was... well, just wonderful to everyone.

      Trent couldn’t imagine Ruby being cruel, other than toward someone who wanted to harm those dear to her. Despite growing up here in this monastery with only Emerald and Sapphire for company, Ruby remained a relentless fountain of positivity. Even just being in her presence often made Trent feel like smiling.

      Still, as he entered the chamber they’d made their home, Trent’s gaze was drawn to Bethany first. Even though she wasn’t showing yet, his first love was now pregnant with his first child. That knowledge made his heart swell every time he looked at her.

      Bethany always looked good, but she was particularly gorgeous today. Her long brown braid dangling to rest against her firm, round ass. Somehow, she looked even better in a dress than pants.

      Her light blue dress, a gift from Princess Victoria, fell just past her knees. Sapphire had been running errands through the portals for her for two weeks, and those included acquiring dresses and niceties appropriate for a princess and her allies. Including soap.

      As he entered the room, only Bethany and Ruby looked up. The faces of both lit up at his arrival, though in different ways. Ruby’s smile at his return was always filled with joyful and almost innocent delight, while Bethany’s was a good bit more lusty.

      He could certainly help her with that.

      Trent pointed at the table by which Bethany sat. “Ruby? Bend my birth wife over the table and restrain her. I need to teach her a lesson about teasing you constantly.”

      With a delighted gasp, Ruby sprang out of bed and charged the table. Bethany made a half-hearted attempt to rise from her chair before Ruby eagerly dragged her halfway across the table. She trapped Bethany’s arms above her, bending her over the table with her considerable strength.

      As the uncomfortable position flattened Bethany’s breasts against the table and left her barely keeping her feet on the floor, she wriggled experimentally. Ruby grinned proudly.

      “I have her, Master! Do with her as you wish.”

      Bethany mock-growled at her. “Oh, you traitor.”

      As Trent walked further into the room, his first love’s brown eyes watched him knowingly. As she adjusted her feet against the floor to more comfortably bend herself over the table, her lips curled into an amused grin.

      “Husband? What is this?”

      “Only what you deserve.”

      “Did you have a frustrating day?”

      “Not as frustrating as Ruby’s. You need to stop teasing her.”

      “I’m teaching her, husband. It’s not quite the same.”

      “She’s not the only one who needs a lesson this morning.”

      “Oh, my.” Bethany wriggled again and found herself completely immobilized in Ruby’s grip. “So have you helped Kari get settled in? I’m certain she’d love some help unpacking her things and getting her new room ready for... oh!”

      Trent smacked her ass loudly through her light blue dress. As her breathing quickened, a warm blush rushed across her cheeks. Trent roughly pulled up her dress from behind and draped it over her back. He was pleased by what he didn’t see.

      Bethany wore no underwear. She was always ready to take care of her husband. As he gave her ass another smack, she spread her thighs wider for him without being asked.

      Trent looked up at Ruby. “Don’t you dare let her up until I’m done with her.”

      Ruby pulled Bethany’s arms more tightly together above her in a way that made Bethany gasp in pleasure. “Of course, Master!”

      As Trent unbuckled his belt, Bethany craned her neck to stare longingly at him from over her shoulder. “You know I’m already pregnant, don’t you? I can’t get any more pregnant. If you’re looking for release, I’m sure Ruby could accommodate you.”

      Ruby bit her lip and stared at him hopefully. Trent felt almost guilty when he saw the lust reflected in Ruby’s blue eyes, but he’d have time to play with his blade wife tonight on their date. Bethany wasn’t going to wriggle out of this again... not that she wanted to.

      Despite his goal of fulfilling Bethany’s fantasy of being disciplined by her stern husband, Trent couldn’t help but smile as he imagined the child they would one day share. He imagined her singing softly as she rocked their baby to sleep. He imagined the joy he’d feel as he and Bethany taught their child to hunt, and forage, and explore together.

      No. Not just their child. Their children. They would have far more than one.

      But after seeing her like this, he needed her like he needed to breathe. So, as Ruby looked on hungrily, Trent dropped his pants, took a firm grip on Bethany’s braid, and yanked it so hard she offered a small cry... of pleasure.

      It was so tempting to take her immediately, but he knew what she loved too well to deny her. He treasured her enough that he wanted to give her what she craved.

      As he pulled her braid hard enough to make it uncomfortable, he slipped a hand inside her loose dress and roughly groped one full breast. He knew Bethany preferred it a bit rough. As he squeezed and twisted one nipple, he spoke in her ear.

      “Who do you belong to, Beth?”

      She struggled to press back into him. “You.”

      He gave her nipple another, harder twist. “What was that?”

      She gasped and cried out louder. “I’m yours, love!”

      He gave her other breast a firm slap, which elicited another lusty moan, then gripped her neck... carefully. “Are you certain about that?”

      She quivered in excitement. “Yes! Take me whenever you wish.”

      Ruby was watching him with a trace of concern in her expression. Trent offered her a brief smile to reassure her where Bethany couldn’t see, then pressed Bethany’s body more firmly against the table with his weight. The angle at which her arms were now pulled couldn’t be comfortable, and he listened closely for any signs of true distress.

      All he heard was desperate panting. He smiled and leaned close, continuing to roughly grope and squeeze one of Bethany’s breasts as he and Ruby stretched her across the table from opposite sides. He tightened his grip on her neck, and her urgent swallowing told him she loved it.

      She spoke huskily. “I’m sorry I teased her, but this is too much. Please take me, husband. I need you inside me. Right now.”

      Trent knew how much Bethany loved drawing this out, but she was better at it than he was. She was impossible to resist when she begged. As he slowly and teasingly penetrated her from behind, Bethany unleashed a long, low moan.

      As Trent slowly began fucking her, he tightened his grip on her neck. “Like this?”

      She barely managed to speak. “Oh, love. Yes. More.”

      Flesh loudly slapped flesh as Trent increased his pace. He was also lustily amused as Ruby, who continued to restrain Bethany, watched in obvious excitement. He released Bethany’s neck only to give her red ass another firm smack.

      She quivered on the table and cried out. “Oh, gods! Harder, please.”

      Trent considered pulling out long enough to make her beg again. Yet he was too desperate for release, and too in love with her to tease her. So, he took what they both wanted.

      As he continued to pound Bethany against the table and Ruby eagerly continued to restrain her wrists above her head, Trent reached between Bethany’s legs to toy with her. As his deft fingers joined his cock, Bethany cried out as he took her over the edge.

      “Yes! Oh, yes, gods!”

      They’d been together so many times, Trent knew Bethany’s body as intimately as he knew his own. He knew exactly how hard to pull her braid, and Ruby was getting better at restraining her the way she liked. Bethany’s frantic moans might even reach the surface.

      If anyone was up there listening, that was their problem.

      Bethany climaxed a moment before he did, but Trent didn’t order Ruby to release her. He simply filled her, rested on top of her, and slid his hands between the table surface and her taut belly. A belly that he hoped, one day soon, would show the bump they both longed to see.

      Panting beneath him, Bethany shuddered and then relaxed. “Am I forgiven?”

      He kissed her sweaty shoulder blade. “I could never stay mad at you, love.”

      “I’ll try to be more vexing, then.”

      Trent laughed and gently ran his fingers up and down her stomach against the table. “You know, this may be one of the last times I get to fuck you like this. We’ll have to flip you on your back soon.”

      Ruby, lips tight, watched them from where she still held Bethany’s arms above her head. “Master? Do you wish me to restrain her further?”

      Trent straightened. “You can release her now.”

      Ruby gingerly released Bethany’s arms. As Bethany pushed up, rubbed her wrists, and smoothed her dress back down her body, Ruby’s lips pressed together in worry.

      “Mistress, did I squeeze your wrists too hard?”

      Bethany laughed as she fell back to rest against Trent’s front. He lovingly wrapped his arms around her again. As they cuddled, Bethany brushed back a bit of brown hair.

      “You’re supposed to make it uncomfortable for me, Ruby. That’s part of the fun.”

      Ruby watched them doubtfully. “As long as you find it fun.”

      “I certainly wouldn’t allow it if I didn’t.”

      From the nearby bedroll, Revca cleared her throat. “Are you two done?”

      Trent glanced at Revca only to see her sitting impatiently in a lotus position on the bedroll. How long ago had she finished meditating? He had assumed she would continue to meditate for quite some time, but evidently, at some point, she’d stopped.

      Trent released Bethany long enough to pull up his smallclothes and trousers, and then awkwardly buckled his belt. He knew it was irrational to feel like he and Bethany had been caught doing something they shouldn’t. Still, he couldn’t help but feel that way.

      Given Bethany’s clothing was much simpler than his, all she had to do after he finished using her was straighten her dress. As she gingerly sat back down at the table, she adjusted her dress and carefully crossed her legs. He knew she liked keeping the warmth of his seed inside her, even if she didn’t need it. She always had.

      Trent couldn’t bear to simply end their afternoon tryst like that. He knelt beside Bethany’s seat and kissed her tenderly until she poked him to make him stop. He ended by kissing her nose, which always made her giggle, and then looked at Revca.

      “We’ve been thinking about doing that all morning. I didn’t know you’d be awake.”

      Revca stared calmly. “You need never apologize for being with your other wives.”

      “I’m not apologizing, just checking to make sure you’re still okay with it happening in front of you. I know⁠—”

      “It’s fine, husband.” Revca relaxed and even smiled.

      Bethany eyed Revca knowingly. “Did you learn anything useful from watching our husband pin me to the table and fuck me until I couldn’t breathe?”

      Trent couldn’t help but be amused as his confident, clever mage turned as red as Ruby the first time he’d complimented her hair. “I... it looked a bit uncomfortable. Is it always?”

      Trent gave Bethany an admonishing look for teasing Revca like she did Ruby, then moved the conversation onto something with which his pact wife might be more comfortable.

      “Of course not. Beth enjoys this sort of play⁠—”

      She poked him. “So do you.”

      “But when you and I are together, we’ll do whatever you enjoy. Nothing more.”

      Revca relaxed and nodded firmly.

      “Now, did you have any luck contacting Belgor?”

      Everyone was disappointed when Revca shook her head. Belgor, for whatever reason, refused to speak to Revca whenever she entered the Firmament looking for him... or, perhaps, was simply too busy to do so. He had implied he was a very busy devil mage.

      Trent crossed his arms. “Then before we speak further, I have some news I need to share with all of you. But first, we must agree it does not leave this room.”

      Ruby abruptly turned solemn. “I swear it, Master.”

      Revca rose from her bedroll and walked over to join them. “As do I, husband.”

      Trent glanced at Bethany, who winked impishly. “If you need me to say it...”

      “I don’t.” He pulled the last remaining chair out from beneath the table and looked to his pact wife. “Revca? You might wish to sit down for this.”

      She eyed him cautiously. “You should sit. I can stand.”

      Bethany frowned and motioned. “You should sit in his lap. If you want to grow closer with him, you should take any excuse to touch him.”

      Revca’s earlier blush returned with a vengeance. “What?”

      “You’ve said you wish to grow comfortable being intimate with our husband. Sitting in his lap is certainly not going to violate your oath. Unless you’re having second thoughts?”

      “But I...” Revca bit her lip and looked at Trent. “Husband?”

      He smiled at her. “If you wish to stand, you should stand. But I would love to have you in my lap... if you’d like that as well.”

      Trent calmly sat down in the chair. Before he could push it in, his pact wife hurried around the table. Revca awkwardly climbed into his lap, wrapping her arms around him as if uncertain of what she was doing. She looked anxious she might hurt him, which was adorable.

      This was a reminder of how it had felt to have Victoria sitting in his lap not too long ago. Revca was even more awkward about it, if that was possible. She was still learning. So far as Trent knew, she had never even kissed a man before him.

      The weight of Revca’s full figure was welcome, as was the press of her curvy body against his. Her red hair coursed down one shoulder and breast in a way that drew his eyes. As Trent lightly gripped her silken hips, he found their sudden intimacy a delight.

      He met her uncertain brown eyes. “Comfy now?”

      Still blushing with her lips tight, Revca nodded. As Bethany looked on approvingly, Trent lifted Revca’s shapely legs to settle her calves on the far side of the chair. They both relaxed as she settled in.

      As he slipped one arm around her waist, Revca relaxed further. With their faces now closer than ever, she offered a hopeful smile. “This is... it’s not uncomfortable? For you?”

      “It feels wonderful. So wonderful, in fact, you’ve earned a kiss for your trouble.”

      “Oh!” Her blush grew crimson. “Well... I am yours, husband.”

      “And I’m yours, wife. No matter your oaths.”

      Trent kissed Revca’s soft lips gently at first, then more firmly as she cuddled closer. Revca was still new at kissing, but obviously eager to learn more. He stroked her cheeks and hair as he left her breathless, then smiled at her.

      “You know, you get better at that every time we do it.”

      As Revca’s brown eyes darted away from his, her faint smile told him she appreciated the compliment. He gave her an affectionate squeeze before looking at his other wives. He would hide nothing from these women.

      “Today, when I spoke to Princess Victoria in private, she confirmed that both she and her mother have received dreams from Belgor.”

      As Revca stiffened in his lap, he tightened his grip to steady her. Ruby’s lovely blue eyes went as wide as saucers. Even Bethany sucked in her breath in surprise.

      Calmly and quietly, Trent explained what he and Victoria had discussed to his tribe. Belgor had once advised Queen Agnes. He had sent dreams of people whom Victoria needed to trust through the Firmament. And Tallun might actually believe he was in the right.

      When he finished, Bethany’s lips curled in disgust. “What a monster.”

      Trent frowned. “Belgor? Or Tallun?”

      “Tallun, obviously. Knowing that wretched man chose some oath over his wife and child is even more despicable than knowing he sought power for power’s sake. After he framed you for Victoria’s murder, I thought I couldn’t hate him more. If only I’d known.”

      Ruby now looked truly sad. “I can only imagine how conflicted Princess Victoria must feel. To love her father while knowing he murdered her mother, and then tried to murder her. I only wish I’d known so I could comfort her.”

      Trent glanced at Revca. “What do you think of all this?”

      Revca considered carefully before she spoke. “It answers questions I’ve been pondering for years. Despite being grateful to her, I never knew why Queen Agnes of Dalry would care about the well-being of a small tribe like mine. Now, I understand.”

      Bethany eyed her. “Could you share your blinding wisdom with the rest of us?”

      Revca barely noticed the taunt. “Belgor no doubt asked Queen Agnes to protect us. His children. And because she agreed to do so, her husband poisoned her.”

      Trent gave Revca another squeeze. “That’s on Tallun. No one else.”

      “I know, husband. But knowing doesn’t change how it feels.” She peered at him. “Does this change anything for us?”

      Trent looked at his wives. “For me, it doesn’t. I still believe Victoria is the most viable choice to rule Dalry, and still support her with all my heart. What do you all think?”

      Bethany’s expression turned firm. “Family comes first, always. As I see it, both Queen Agnes and Princess Victoria have always put the well-being of Dalry above themselves. I’ve never much cared if people consort with devils, only what they do with such power.”

      Ruby nodded as well. “For all his faults, the Enchanter never judged his clients or those he spoke with on their religious beliefs. Only their deeds. I never knew Queen Agnes, to my sorrow, but once she manifested me in that vault, Princess Victoria was so kind to me.”

      Trent remembered Ruby’s tale of waking up after three hundred years tucked away in a vault. “I’m glad she was there for you, and not someone... well, far less pleasant.”

      “As am I, Master. So to echo your words, for me, nothing has changed.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. But given what we now know about Princess Victoria, I have to ask you all something else.” Trent took a breath. “Now that we know, what do we tell Kari?”
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      Bethany winced at the question.

      “Gods, that will be a problem. None of us can lie to her. She proved how adept she was at ferreting out lies when we interrogated that sniveling little man back in Star’s Crossing. The one who was running messages for Anton and Calla.”

      Revca’s eyes narrowed. “You mean the imposter posing as my sister.”

      Trent offered Bethany a warning look. They didn’t need this argument cropping up again. At his look, Bethany visibly bit back her reply.

      Trent focused on their problem. “I don’t know much about magic academies or their beliefs, but it’s my understanding that they take consorting with devils quite seriously. Kari is a good woman, and she seems more liberal than most, but still. I hesitate to share this news with her, especially given it could jeopardize our alliance with the Primal Academy.”

      Revca frowned at him. “Then don’t tell her anything, husband. I doubt she’ll ask.”

      Bethany nodded. “An ambassador certainly knows better than to ask a foreign princess if she consorts with devils. Even the question could cause a diplomatic incident.”

      “I hope you’re both right, but it’s not just Kari’s alliance with Victoria that I feel might be in jeopardy. It’s her alliance with us.”

      Ruby stared in surprise. “But Master, why? She was of so much help on our last journey!”

      “That’s because she doesn’t know I also receive prophetic dreams from Belgor. Kari may be our ally now, but that may change if we challenge her and her academy’s rigid beliefs. That means she cannot know about Princess Victoria’s ties to a devil... nor mine.”

      Ruby sagged. “She cannot join our tribe?”

      “I don’t see how, not at this point. Even were she willing⁠—”

      “She is,” Bethany interrupted firmly. “Eager, even.”

      Trent eyed her knowingly. “I know you hope that’s true, love. But I can’t imagine inviting a woman to join our tribe... to join her life to ours... while hiding this from her.”

      His wives all looked less enthused when he pointed that out. They knew he was right. He also appreciated that they all agreed with him. He could tell how disappointed Bethany was, so he looked at her reassuringly.

      “I want Kari with us. She’d be a boon to our tribe. But I don’t know how we could broach the matter of devils without forcing her to choose between us and her academy. I’d never want to put her in that sort of position. It wouldn’t be fair to her.”

      Revca kissed his forehead, an intimate gesture that both surprised and delighted him. As she gazed at him, he cherished the warmth in her eyes. She took his hand and stared calmly.

      “For now, we should focus on your training. On ensuring you can touch the Firmament and, someday soon, channel spell forms. After seeing you channel that strange ether back in the forest, I know you can do it. We just have to find a way to unlock your abilities.”

      “If only we could identify whatever ether I saw that night.”

      “On that score, I believe I’ve made some actual progress.”

      Trent stared at Revca in surprise. “How?”

      “As I said, I have continued to be unable to contact Belgor in the Firmament. That does not mean lesser devils cannot be reached. Before I finished my meditation, I spoke with a devil mage of a lesser house. He had a theory.”

      Trent eyed her warily. “What did you offer this devil in return for his help?”

      “Nothing I had not experienced before, husband. It’s of no consequence.”

      Bethany leaned across the table and frowned. “We’re not doing that. I may not agree with the idea of mistrusting anyone who consorts with devils, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to accept vague answers about what you promised. Kari was clear that devils take souls.”

      Revca scowled at Bethany. “I’d never trade my soul. I’d never be so foolish.”

      “Then what did you trade? Why won’t you tell us?”

      Revca looked at Trent for help. “Husband? I assure you, I’d never make any bargain that endangered you, our tribe, or myself. I’d simply prefer to keep this private.”

      The part of Trent that hated all the loss Revca had endured wanted to assure her she could keep whatever deal she’d made with this lesser devil secret. The part that served his princess and protected his tribe assured him that wouldn’t be possible. They had to know.

      “We won’t judge you, but we’re not about to start keeping secrets from each other. Especially since it seems we may need to consort with devils. What did you trade?”

      Revca pressed her lips together. “I... offered my memories.”

      Ruby watched her in worry. “How do you mean?”

      “Of the slaughter. The devil wished to know... they wished to experience human grief.”

      Bethany’s gray eyes widened. “How did you manage that?”

      Revca shuddered in Trent’s lap. “I allowed the devil to see into my memories. No, that’s not... it was more than that. I allowed myself to relive the night my tribe was slaughtered, so the devil could experience my loss as I experienced it. In detail.”

      Trent stared at Revca in mounting horror. “You endured that horrific night again?”

      Her lovely features hardened. “I’ve endured that night in my nightmares over and over. My memories of seeing my family and friends slaughtered already haunts me. What was one more time reliving the worst of it?” She frowned. “I knew you would worry like this, which is why I didn’t want to tell you. You need not worry. I will survive.”

      Instead of chastising Revca for her choice or insisting it wasn’t necessary for her to experience such grief over and over, he hugged her tightly instead. As he stroked her hair, she melted into his embrace. He found words he hoped would help.

      “I hate that you had to endure all that again. But I’m grateful to have a wife as strong as you to support our tribe. Thank you.”

      Revca pressed close. “It was a cost I could pay.”

      Trent embraced her as he stared across the top of her head at Bethany. Bethany looked as disturbed as he felt about the horrors Revca had endured to find the answers they needed. Yet her consternation soon turned to approval, and even pride.

      Bethany rose and walked over to touch Revca’s shoulder. “None of us would have asked you to endure something so horrible. I respect your choice and bravery, and I’m glad to call you my sister wife. No one can question your devotion to Trent, or our tribe.”

      “Me, too!” Ruby hopped up and rushed over, then threw her arms around both Trent and Revca fervently enough she almost knocked the chair backward. “Oh, Revie, you should have told me before you did something so reckless!”

      Bethany abruptly smirked. “Did you just call her Revie?”

      Revca pushed away from Trent’s embrace just enough to stare up at Bethany in challenge. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer no one call me that.”

      Ruby reluctantly released them both. “Oh. Okay.”

      As Revca glanced at Ruby, she no doubt noticed the same adorable disappointment as Trent. Ruby was truly difficult to disappoint. Finally, Revca sighed.

      “If you must, you can call me that. But only when we’re alone.”

      Ruby abruptly perked up. “Thank you!”

      Trent touched Revca’s chin and drew her gaze to his once more. “Like Beth said, we’d never ask you to endure anything so horrible on our behalf. But, since you chose to do so, all I’ll say is I’m grateful. Now, in exchange, what did this devil tell you?”

      “The devil spoke of chaos ether. I believe that is what you encountered in the forest. You saw it in the aftermath of an attack by devil mages.”

      “Is chaos ether a common affinity?”

      “I’d never even heard of it before the devil shared its existence with me. Therefore, I must assume an affinity for chaos ether is exceptionally rare. It is also the first type of ether I have not been able to see, which, for one with my affinities, is quite odd.”

      Bethany sat back down. “What types of ether can you see?”

      “Flame, flood, wind, spark, life, death, nature, and time.”

      Ruby smiled in wonder. “That’s amazing, Revie.”

      Revca’s lip quirked as she resisted the desire to correct her sister wife. Yet before she could speak, Bethany crossed her arms and frowned.

      “I was given to believe all mages could see and draw ether. What’s unusual about your ability to see it?”

      Ruby looked at Bethany in surprise. “But not all types, Mistress. Most mages can only see and draw one type. Which is why Revie is so special.”

      “You don’t need to call me Mistress when we’re not having sex.”

      “I know, Mistress. But... I’d like to?”

      After a moment to gauge her sincerity, Bethany smiled. “If you like. I won’t deny it’s empowering, at least after you’re done pinning me down so our husband can use me.”

      Revca cleared her throat and resumed her lecture. “As Ruby says, most mages can only see and draw one type of ether.”

      Bethany eyed her calmly. “So why are you different?”

      “Because among mages, I would be known as a primal conjurer.”

      Trent looked meaningfully between Bethany and Ruby. “This is something else we can never share with Kari, at least not until we trust her implicitly. We can’t risk the secret of Revca’s multiple affinities getting back to a magic academy. Any magic academy. They would certainly demand Revca come and study with them, and I’m not giving her up.”

      His pact wife pressed herself into his arms. “Thank you.”

      He kissed her shoulder. “You never have to thank me for protecting and holding you close. That’s not just my responsibility as your chief. I truly can’t imagine losing you.”

      Revca stared another moment, then, unasked, kissed him once more. This time, her kiss was soft, lingering, and heartfelt. She no longer wanted to kill him the way she had when they’d first met. This was so much better.

      After she’d shown him how much she appreciated him, Revca eased away. “I wish we could trust Kari as well. But for now, I think we must keep her at arm’s length.”

      Across the table, Ruby sighed. “Oh, I hate that there’s so much we can’t tell her.”

      Bethany frowned. “As do I. Still, she doesn’t have to share your bed to deliver our babies. I just hope...” She sighed. “That one day, she finds a life mage who makes her happy.”

      The idea of Kari not joining their tribe was disappointing, and not just because of her beauty. She had a genuinely kind soul, one Trent truly admired. He would be honored to become her husband, should she choose him, but he couldn’t do so while lying to her.

      So, as much as it hurt to admit, he might have to set any idea of a relationship aside.

      Bethany eyed Revca. “So as rare and special as you are, you can’t see chaos ether?”

      Revca nodded and turned to Trent. “So, husband, that’s why I find it so impressive that you can see it. I also know that unlike other types of ether, which occur naturally across the realm, chaos ether only appears where devils... or devil mages... have been slain.”

      Trent grimaced. “So had we not faced those devil mages, or at least what Sapphire assumes were devil mages, that ether would not have appeared at all.”

      “Which also explains why you never saw chaos ether before now, despite having an affinity for it.” Revca smiled proudly. “That question vexed me to no end, husband. Even if you could not touch the Firmament, you should have seen ether from a young age.”

      “Unless that ether simply doesn’t occur naturally in our realm. So chaos ether is something from the realm of devils?”

      “That is my supposition, especially since it only appears in our realm in places where someone has fought or vanquished a devil.”

      Bethany idly tapped a finger on her knee. “If it’s so rare, can it be of any real use to us? It seems like the only way we’d encounter a steady supply is if we constantly encounter devils or devil mages, which, if it’s all the same to the rest of you, I’d like to avoid. Husband?”

      “You’ll get no argument from me. I’ve gone my whole life without the ability to touch the Firmament or channel this... chaos ether. I’ve done just fine.”

      Revca touched his cheek. “Even so, we should return to the forest. In the republic. There is no reason to think more ether doesn’t linger there, and we should at least gather it.”

      “So I can carry gnats around in my chest for the next year? I can’t say I’m looking forward to that.”

      “Such feelings will pass. When I first drew flame ether into my core, I felt like I had developed an unbearable fever. With nature ether, my skin itched for days like I had a rash. Yet with time, I learned to hold both inside me without any unpleasant sensations.”

      Trent grudgingly accepted her reasoning. “Which means it might be best for me to learn to carry around chaos ether sooner rather than later, even if I don’t know how to use it. Especially if the only way to gather it is by fighting devils.”

      Revca nodded.

      “We’ll make a trip back to those woods, but not tonight.” He smiled at her, then at Ruby. “Because tonight, we’re all headed to Pasharal. Remember?”

      Ruby gasped in delight and clapped her hands together. “Master, I simply cannot wait!”

      “You’ll need to remember not to call me that while we’re walking around Salt’s Grave. Slavery isn’t legal in Pasharal. While I know that’s not remotely what you mean when you use that title, we don’t want to give anyone an excuse to take a closer look at us.”

      Revca frowned thoughtfully. “Salt’s Grave is such a grim name. It’s odd such a place would become a resort destination.”

      “To be clear, ‘Salt’s Grave’ is the rough Cridorian translation. In Pashal, I’ve heard the meaning is closer to ‘salt’s safe harbor’ or ‘salt’s final rest.’ The implication is that the salt carried by the ocean finds eternal peace with its ancestors in the placid cove.”

      Trent frowned when he saw all three of his wives staring at him in surprise.

      “What? I read books. I’ll have you know I even recall what I read from time to time.”

      Bethany grinned. “I’m just marveling at the fact that you offering obscure linguistic corrections makes me want you to bend me over again instead of putting me to sleep.”

      Ruby perked up. “Master, would you like to bend me over? I don’t mind!”

      Trent had never known any woman who could seem so innocent and so naughty at the same time. “Later, love. After our date. For now, Beth’s left me quite satisfied.”

      Bethany’s grin widened. “Oh, did I now?”

      Trent looked at Revca. “I appreciate that you wish us to become more intimate as husband and wife, but we’re going to take things at a pace that’s comfortable for you.”

      Ruby rose and squeezed Revca’s shoulder. “And if you ever have questions about sex, you can ask me. I’ve learned so much from Bethany about making our husband feel good!”

      Rather than setting her at ease, Ruby’s comment only made Revca blush.

      Trent decided to grant her mercy before his other wives teased her to the point where she might doubt herself. He gently patted Revca’s thigh.

      “I need to check on Kari to see how she’s settling in, and then get ready for our date tonight. I trust you both have preparations to do as well?”

      Ruby clutched her hands together and looked eagerly at Bethany. “Mistress? You said you had some suggestions for how I should fix my hair?”

      Bethany rose as well, now eyeing Ruby eagerly. “You always look lovely. That said, I have a few ideas for your hair, and some blush and eyeshadow that I think might make you look even more beautiful. When I’m done, Trent won’t be able to keep his hands off you.”

      As he gingerly helped Revca out of his lap, Trent mock-scowled. “I’ll have you know I can’t keep my hands off Ruby right now.”

      Ruby blushed and smiled at him. “Thank you, Master.”

      “Ruby, remember what we agreed? Best get started on the adjustment now.”

      “Right!” Ruby swallowed and focused. “Or... my love?”

      “That one is my favorite. I actually prefer it over the other.”

      Ruby smiled adoringly. “Yes, my love.” She giggled. “But I’m still going to call you master whenever we have sex.”

      Trent sighed an exaggerated sigh. “Whatever makes you happy, love.”

      Ruby hurried over to Bethany. “I want to start the makeup now! Oh, and the hair!”

      “Of course, but it needs to be a surprise.” Bethany glanced in Trent’s direction and made a shooing motion with both hands. “Don’t you have a Primal Academy ambassador to ogle?”

      “I’ve no intention of ogling Kari. I really do want to know everything she can tell us about her interrogation of Anton, at least before the man... what did you say, Revca?”

      “He obliviated himself. Which continues to baffle me.”

      “Perhaps Kari will have some idea how it’s possible. Either way, we’re not about to put off our date again. I’ve owed both of you that experience for far too long.”

      Ruby bounced up and down beside Bethany. “I want to get drunk! You said getting drunk is just like being in love!”

      Trent glanced back in reproach from the stairs. “I said both could make you dizzy, love. It’s not exactly the same thing.” His gaze met Revca’s. “Wife? I’ll see you tonight.”

      Revca’s genuine smile lit up her face. “I look forward to it, husband.”

      Trent climbed the steps and headed toward the exit to the building. He had no sooner emerged back onto the monastery grounds before he saw the red-haired man in golden robes walking toward him. He involuntarily reached for his hunting knives.

      Trent caught himself at the last second, though his skin continued to crawl at the sight. Other than the golden eyepatch he now wore, the Enchanter now looked identical to the man who’d tried to blow the Primal Academy to cinders.

      Except this wasn’t Anton.

      Trent forced his hands away from his knives. “Enchanter? You’re looking well.”

      The body who had once been Anton smiled awkwardly. “Yes, Marston. It is I.”

      “I’m glad to see your soul transfer ritual was successful.”

      “And let me say, other than the damage to his eye, this body was otherwise in excellent condition. Spark ether is also conducive to enchantment, so this may be an even better fit for me than my former flesh. You did well to secure this body for me.”

      That phrase was among the most creepy Trent had ever heard. He felt almost relieved that Anton had—obliviated himself—before the Enchanter took the body over. He wouldn’t change the choices he’d made, but he would rest a bit easier now.

      “You’re welcome, Enchanter. I’m glad the body suits you.” He considered a moment. “Have you had any luck recovering Anton’s memories?”

      “Only fragments so far, but I’m certain more will come.” As the Enchanter approached, he reached into the pocket of his red and golden robe.

      Again Trent had to work hard not to draw his knives and launch himself forward. Having the mind of an ally in the body of an enemy would take some getting used to.

      And gods, how horrifying would seeing this man be for Revca?
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      The Enchanter pulled a slim copper rectangle out of his pocket. “For you.”

      As Trent cautiously took the rectangle, he recognized it. It reminded him of a piece of bread, except this one was sliced as thin as a twig. Bethany already had a similar trinket, but he needed to confirm this was what he thought it was.

      “This is...”

      “A new talisman. After shifting my soul into this body, my first test of my restored capabilities was to see if I could once again enchant objects. In this case, this talisman will open all appropriate doors in my monastery in the same way as a mageblade. You need no longer worry about becoming trapped anywhere on my estate.”

      Trent nodded with relief and slipped the rectangle into a pocket of his kestrel vest. Now they had two keys instead of one, and soon, he hoped, more.

      “That’s kind of you, Enchanter. Thank you. How many can you make?”

      “As many as we need... once I have the proper materials. It will take a few days for me to spin up all of my machinery and devices, and to craft a new receptacle for more talismans. But if you wish me to prioritize that task, I can do so.”

      “Please do. Ambassador Ambergreen will certainly need one as well.”

      “I have already given her the other one I produced.”

      Trent smiled. “Thank you, Enchanter.”

      “You’re welcome, Marston. Now, is Ruby below? She⁠—”

      The Enchanter abruptly stopped as Trent stepped in front of him, then frowned.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “If you wouldn’t mind, could you wait a bit before speaking to Ruby? Perhaps send an automaton to let her know you wish her to come to you?”

      “Why is that necessary?”

      “The body you now... inhabit... was once a member of Revca’s tribe, and a man she knew. He may be the only other survivor of her tribe, and we believe he betrayed his people to Tallun. The face you wear is the face of the man who had her family and friends slaughtered.”

      The Enchanter grimaced as if he’d swallowed something sour. “Ah, yes. I can see how that would be unsettling. Revca is also below?”

      “Yes, along with Bethany. My wives and I still intend to take a portal to Salt’s Grave later tonight. Both Revca and Ruby are readying themselves for the journey now.”

      The Enchanter crossed his now human arms. “I wouldn’t wish to cause one of your wives any further anguish. Still, at some point, we are going to need to be in the same room.”

      “And you will be. I’d simply ask that you give me time to help Revca grow comfortable with the idea. We all knew this day was coming. I’m glad you have a body again, but even so, this is going to be an adjustment for all of us. Especially for her.”

      “I suppose this matter can wait until tomorrow.”

      Trent nodded. “If I may ask⁠—”

      “You may not. Ruby asked me to keep this matter between us. If you wish to know the specifics, you need only ask her.”

      Trent was truly baffled. Since they’d met, Ruby had been more open and honest with him than he’d felt he had any right to ask for. Now she was keeping something from him?

      No matter. A kestrel was nothing if not capable of juggling multiple problems at the same time. His most pressing problem at the moment was preventing Revca from suffering the renewed trauma of seeing “Anton.” He’d consider what might be troubling Ruby after their date.

      He inclined his head. “I appreciate your consideration. Thank you again for the new talisman. Since you spoke with Ambassador Ambergreen already, how is she settling in?”

      “I assigned a few automatons to assist Dame Sapphire in assembling her bedroom furniture, for which she expressed gratitude. She asked a few questions that were no doubt intended to ease her concerns about my identity. If you have any doubts that I have, indeed, taken over this body, she can verify I am still myself.”

      Trent didn’t say that the Enchanter’s demeanor and seeming inability to understand basic human problems felt unchanged regardless of the body he inhabited. That would be far from diplomatic. Instead, he simply smiled.

      “I trust you to be the same honorable man I met when I first arrived. I hope now that you have your body back, and you and Princess Victoria have formalized your alliance, we can all march toward a brighter future together.”

      “That would be ideal.”

      “Then I’ll bid you good day, Enchanter.”

      “Yes. Good day, Marston.”

      Confident the man would no longer re-traumatize Revca, Trent headed for the Primal Academy’s embassy. For now, its only resident was Kari, but that would likely change as Executor Tallow of the Primal Academy assigned more staff... or Princess Victoria did.

      The kalor crystals he had brought back from his first trip to the cave with Bethany and Ruby had allowed the Enchanter to fully recharge his portals, though he would need to make another trip into the cave in a few days to gather more. Between the automatons, the glowing furnaces in the workshop, and the portals, the crystals were being consumed rapidly.

      Trent knew it burned a large amount of crystals to open a portal across the realm. It seemed indulgent to expend so many simply to take his wives on a date, but neither Ruby or Revca had ever had a proper date. He and Ruby had skipped that part of their courtship, and Trent wanted her to experience something of what she’d missed.

      As for Revca? So far as he could gather, she hadn’t been outside of her small and isolated tribe for the whole of her life. There was so much of the world he hoped to show her once they had returned Princess Victoria to the throne. This was a start.

      Was a date indulgent? Of course. Had they earned it through all their hard work and the dangers they’d braved together? They most certainly had. So tonight, he would expend a small fortune in kalor crystals to treat his wives to a night in a Pasharal resort town.

      As Trent walked toward the Primal Academy’s new embassy, two of the Enchanter’s faceless copper and bronze automatons strode past him with jerky steps. Even after weeks of seeing them around, the unnatural way they moved continued to nag at him.

      Trent doubted he would ever be comfortable around the automatons, but at least they didn’t walk around armed. He knew they were capable fighters—the Enchanter had said as much—but he didn’t want to think about those things wielding blades. He’d prefer to task them with sweeping up rooms and assembling furniture.

      He was looking forward to seeing how Kari had furnished her new embassy. The fact that Kari had brought so much furniture suggested she hoped to make a life here, not just visit. That was a good sign for relations between Princess Victoria’s Dalry and the Primal Academy.

      As he descended the stairs leading down into the building they’d set aside for the new embassy, the door leading deeper into the building whisked open. The trinket the Enchanter had given him worked. Trent stepped aside to let an automaton pass, then entered the hall.

      He was unsurprised to see that all Kari’s furniture had made it to her new home. The desk he’d seen earlier must be for whatever receptionist she eventually hired. The table and chairs those Primal Guards had carried in were set off to the side for guests.

      Other than the Enchanter’s personal chambers, this was now the best-furnished room in the monastery. Kari would no doubt collect more furniture, and perhaps even some tapestries or artwork to break up the stone walls.

      As Trent paused and took the place in, the clanking of armor drew his attention to a door across the room from the entry. Sapphire emerged from the room behind this one. In a rare event, she carried her helmet in the crook of one arm.

      Her blonde hair was mussed and sweaty from exertion, but her face remained lovely. When she saw him, however, her dark eyes narrowed suspiciously.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Her confrontational tone surprised him. “Checking in on our ambassador. Is she busy?”

      “I thought you’d be busy prepping for your date. Or did you call that off?”

      “What? No. We’re still going, of course, but not for several hours.”

      Watching him with all the distrust he would expect from a protective older sister, Sapphire clanked over to him.

      “You know Ruby’s never been outside the monastery before, don’t you?” Sapphire frowned. “She’s never even been to a large town.”

      “It’s my understanding none of you have.”

      “Not so. Before I was enchanted, I acted as the Enchanter’s representative whenever he needed one to leave the monastery. And when I served the Primal Academy, I traveled far and wide across the realm. Ruby hasn’t. Are you sure it’s wise to take her somewhere so crowded?”

      Once he realized Sapphire was only concerned for Ruby, Trent relaxed. “She wants to see a city, and Pasharal is neutral territory. We’ll be completely safe from anyone who wishes us harm, and I’ll keep her close.”

      “And what if she gets overwhelmed? Or you lose track of her?”

      “You know her better than that, and Revca will be there with us as well.”

      Sapphire donned her helmet. “Because you’re so busy with all your wives you can’t even spare the time to take Ruby on her own date?”

      Trent frowned. “It was my intent to take them on a date individually. But after they discussed it, Ruby asked that Revca join us. Both agreed. Are you suggesting I refuse them?”

      While it was now hidden behind her helmet, Trent could imagine Sapphire’s scowl. “Since you seem the type who appreciates directness, I’ll be blunt. Ruby deserves a man who will put her first. I just don’t see how you can do that when you’re married to twenty other women.”

      So that was what this was about.

      Trent had noticed disconcerting looks from Sapphire when he was with Ruby and the others. Until now, he hadn’t connected those looks with the fact that Sapphire was uncomfortable with the idea that he was married to women other than her sister.

      He stared up at the big woman calmly.

      “I have three wives, not twenty. It’s a new arrangement for us all, and we’re all still learning how it’s going to work. Even so, I intend to honor and cherish them all.”

      “And how can one man do all that?”

      “I’ve asked myself that question many times. After Ruby rescued me from execution in Whitebridge, I never expected to take more than one wife, let alone three. In many ways, our relationships are as new to me as they are to them.”

      Sapphire crossed her armored arms with a clank. “Then why marry her at all?”

      “Because after getting to know her, and seeing how wonderful she is, and learning that she cares about me, I can no more imagine abandoning Ruby than I can Bethany or Revca. I feel blessed to have all three of them in my life. I will be the chief and husband they need.”

      “I’m still waiting to hear how that’s even possible.”

      “Then ask Bethany. She was raised in a Windborne tribe, and I’m certain she’d be happy to tell you all about it. We also can’t thrive as a tribe unless I listen to and trust all of my wives. That’s why when Ruby asked for a date and Revca agreed to go with us, I adjusted our plans.”

      Sapphire loomed over him for another long moment, then clanked off. “Just remember, Marston. You ever hurt her, you’ll answer to me.”

      Trent glanced over his shoulder as the tall, armored woman stalked out of the room, then ruefully shook his head. “Not like I’m going to forget that.”

      When he turned back to the room beyond the first, he blinked. Kari now leaned against the doorframe. She wore one of her white button-down shirts with the top two buttons undone. She also wore her stretchy black skirt along with knee-high boots.

      The Primal Academy’s new ambassador smiled a warm and sultry smile. “For what it’s worth, hon, I think you’re man enough to handle way more than three wives.”

      Trent collected himself. “Thank you, Ambassador Ambergreen. It’s a pleasure to have you here.”

      “Oh, hush. Please tell me I’m still Kari. Given you’ve already seen me topless, seems a bit late to be so formal, doesn’t it?”

      Trent remembered the morning he had accidentally seen Kari’s phenomenal breasts as she stirred from slumber in their room in Star’s Crossing. Kari had a way of making him feel like he was young and awkward about love again. It was a little late for formality.

      “You’re right, of course… Kari. So, how are you settling in?”

      She waved one hand dismissively, then brushed back a bit of her short blond hair. “My new bedroom’s a bit stuffy, but I’m managing. Wish I had some windows.”

      “I’m sorry we can’t offer more pleasant accommodations. The entire monastery stood abandoned for three hundred years after an army attempted to burn it down. I’m afraid things are going to remain a bit sparse for a few weeks.”

      “Oh, I’ve slept in worse! Still, it feels like it’ll get a mite lonely with just me. All alone. In this big, empty building.” Kari eased off the doorframe and took a step closer. “Would be awful nice to have some company... from time to time.”

      Kari now stood only a pace away from him. Her warm smile caused tingles in places Trent hadn’t been prepared for. This woman was intoxicating.

      But he couldn’t have her. Not while he was receiving prophetic dreams from Belgor. He couldn’t risk compromising their relationship, or Kari’s relationship with Victoria.

      “You’re of course always welcome to join us for meals in the Enchanter’s dining chamber, and, of course, to visit us at our home if you’d like company.”

      “You sure? I doubt you want me dropping in unannounced on you and your wives. I should probably check first in case you’re... busy.”

      Kari wasn’t wrong. Thus far, he and his wives had been able to have each other anywhere in the monastery, and at any time they desired. That had changed a bit with the arrival of Princess Victoria and Sapphire, but both kept to the Princess’s private chambers.

      Once they had actual staff running about the monastery, going to and fro on errands and carrying messages, Trent would need to be more careful about which of his wives he bent over the furniture and when. Perhaps he could have the Enchanter install a door in the building they’d chosen to make their home... or they could move.

      Trent should have prepared. He now knew, thanks to their differing opinions about consorting with devils, that he and Kari couldn’t have a future together. Yet if he made it clear he wasn’t interested in her, he would have to find a reason why that wouldn’t offend or upset her.

      Her experience as a life mage was no doubt telling Kari everything his body was experiencing right now... including his strong attraction to her. Since Bethany had made clear none of his wives would mind if he took one more, what reason could he give to refuse Kari?

      At least she was waiting for him to make the first move. That gave him time to come up with a reason not to. For now, he settled on a compromise. Professional courtesy.

      He stepped back as if to clear the way for her to walk to the table by the door. “Is there anything else you need that you’ve been unable to acquire since you arrived? Did the automatons assemble your furniture to your satisfaction?”

      Kari eyed him as if disappointed he’d asked a question instead of kissing her, then walked past him into her “reception area.” Her hips swayed enticingly in her tight skirt. Trent kept his eyes on the back of her head as she spoke.

      “Sapphire was a big help. Those bronze statues don’t seem great at followin’ directions, less they come directly from the Enchanter. But with her here, we managed.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Trent walked after her. “So, do you have any questions about the building or this place?”

      “Sure would like to know more about the man who shoved his soul in Anton’s body.”

      Trent nodded grimly. “Yes. That is disconcerting. What would you like to know?”

      “I know he runs this monastery. I know the magic’s his. But how did he build it? Those portals? These automatons? It’s like nothin’ I’ve ever seen.”

      “I wish I could tell you. Unfortunately, he seems reluctant to share that information.”

      Kari chuckled as she pulled out a chair. “’Spose I would be, too. Maybe if I needle him enough, I’ll get it out of him. Still, I also need to understand how all this works with you.”

      Trent settled himself in the seat across from her. “The monastery?”

      “Your alliance with him. I know what you get, but what’s he get out of it?”

      “Ah. Yes. To start with, in exchange for allowing Princess Victoria and her vassals the use of this monastery, she’s agreed to make the Enchanter one of her royal advisors.”

      “In her new court. So, she’s gonna put him into the peerage, then?”

      Kari meant the nobility of Whitebridge. “It’s my understanding he’s not concerned with noble titles. Instead, he’s to gain the title of ‘Royal Crafter.’ After she regains her throne, Princess Victoria will award him generous contracts for his unique trinkets.”

      “So he gets all the coin and clout he needs to build his trinkets, and Dalry gets a technological advantage over other nations. You know if he plans to sell to anyone else?”

      “Princess Victoria won’t forbid it. So long as you’re allied with us, I can’t imagine why the Primal Academy wouldn’t be welcome to purchase from him as well.”

      “And why hasn’t he tried to make that same deal with King Tallun?”

      “Best you call him Tallun. That’s what we do. He’s not a king. He’s a pretender.”

      Kari eyed him in amusement. “I’ll remember. So, why not make a deal with Tallun?

      “I made it clear to the Enchanter that he would be... unwise... to trust a man in business when he’s previously poisoned his wife and tried to have his own daughter assassinated.”

      Kari paled. “Tallun actually poisoned Queen Agnes?”

      “He did. Over time. Whatever he put in her food caused her heart to give out.”

      “That’s awful.” Kari grimaced. “So, the Enchanter’s lookin’ forward to gettin’ rich off of Dalry once Princess Victoria is back on the throne. How often does he need new bodies?”

      “With luck, never again. Once he... inhabits... a body, he lives out its lifetime and then some. So assuming nothing untoward happens, he will not need a new one for some time.”

      Kari shook her head. “Damn. He’s found the trick to immortality.”

      “Another thing to question him about?”

      “Not me. Can’t say it appeals to me. Not unless everyone has it.”

      “Agreed. I’d leave too many I love behind. Now, since we’re speaking about Anton, could I ask that you tell me more about what happened with his interrogation?”

      She sighed heavily. “Wish I had more to tell you.”

      “To be clear, I doubt Anton’s... obliviation... was something you could have anticipated. It seems like whoever is pulling his strings is both ruthless and clever. I’d simply like to know what you asked him before that, how he answered, and your thoughts on it all.”

      Kari leaned back in her chair. “Long as it’s just us down here, you can ask me anything.”

      Trent decided to take Kari’s invitation as nothing more than politeness, even though her every sultry glance and warm smile offered far more.

      Bethany was right. Kari was open to the idea of joining their Windborne tribe... with all that entailed.

      But Trent had tackled far more difficult challenges than an amorous and flirty life mage.
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      Trent relaxed as best he could in the hard wooden chair and settled his hands comfortably in his lap. Kari made herself comfortable as well, though by leaning forward to rest her elbows on the table. Her shirt hung open to show her deep cleavage.

      Trent focused on her lovely blue eyes. “Let’s start at the end. You said the last question you asked Anton was ‘Are you working with any other devil mages?’”

      “Yeah.”

      “And what exactly happened? Can you describe it?”

      “He slumped over like he’d fallen asleep. The rest is harder to explain.”

      “The rest?”

      “Let me ask you somethin’, hon. You been able to touch the Firmament yet?”

      “Sadly, no. Is that pertinent to our discussion?”

      “Just that what I’m gonna say might not make much sense if you hadn’t. So, the Firmament, to a mage, is like a... well, let’s say the world had a thin burlap sack draped over it.”

      “A sack?”

      “It’s see-through. You can see the world, but you’re seein’ it through the fabric of a burlap sack. Like it’s over your head. There’s also motes of ether floatin’ about like dust bunnies. You ever see anything like that?”

      If Kari asked something that would incriminate him or Victoria, he would simply decline to answer. He didn’t have to lie. For now, he could tell her the truth.

      “I have seen ether, but only recently. There were dark purple... motes, as Revca has called them... floating in the forest near where I found Sapphire and Princess Victoria.”

      “Any reason you left that out of your report to Tal?”

      “It wasn’t pertinent.”

      “Uh huh. So, you’re a spark mage?”

      The devil Revca had spoken with in the Firmament had described the dark purple as chaos ether, and so far as they knew, devils couldn’t lie. But knowing if Kari had ever heard of anything similar would be useful. He would trust her with the truth.

      “No. Based on the accounts Revca provided about the color of spark ether, I don’t believe what I saw was that. It was something else.”

      Kari’s blue eyes widened curiously. “Purple that ain’t spark? Can’t say I’ve ever heard of such. That’s... well, that’s fascinating.”

      “And frustrating if you don’t know what it is.”

      “Were you able to touch it? To draw it into you?”

      “I did.”

      “What’d it feel like?”

      “Like a horde of gnats flitting about in my chest. Not pleasant.”

      She frowned. “That is damn odd.”

      “Have you ever heard of any ether like that I describe?”

      “Can’t say I have, which is just... bafflin’. Were you part of the republic, I’ve no doubt Tal and the other instructors would love to help you figure it out.”

      Trent smiled politely. “I’ve duties here in Dalry, and to my princess. I couldn’t take time off to study at a magic academy even if I wished to do so.”

      “I’m not tryin’ to recruit you, hon. Half the reason I agreed to take this post is to get away from all the academy’s stuffy rules. But if you’d like to start explorin’ this new power... as a friend... I’d be happy to offer whatever help I can.”

      Trent saw no harm in allowing Kari to help him explore the extent of his new magical affinity. He trusted Revca implicitly, but not the devils she’d spoken with in the Firmament. Having the insight of another mage, especially one as well-read as Kari, could be useful.

      “I don’t recall seeing the burlap sack you describe draped over the world. But I did see the ether. So, how does this all relate to your interrogation of Anton?”

      “Just that when he slumped over, I figured he bit a poison capsule in his tooth or some nonsense like that. We searched him real good, but assassins have their ways.”

      “And was it poison?”

      “No, hon, which was why this was so strange. His body, so far as I could tell, remained healthy. But after he slumped, I called the other instructors to help. They came a-runnin’, and that’s when Mentor Gellar noticed something strange.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Mentor Gellar’s a death mage.”

      Trent felt a chill. “You mean a necromancer.”

      “However you want to say it, hon. Anyway, he confirmed the presence of death ether.”

      “Which is... what?”

      “Black as night, and rare. We only see it where a death occurred. Yet so far as I could see, Anton’s body stayed alive. His soul just wasn’t there anymore.”

      “Even though he continued to wear the ether blocker device, which traps his soul.”

      “Prevents him from escaping into the Firmament, yeah. So somehow, Anton killed himself without poison or magic. Then his soul took off while his body remained healthy.”

      Trent frowned. “Has this ever happened in an interrogation like yours?”

      “We could only find one account in the stacks. There’s not many good histories from the mage wars, given how long ago it all happened. One older tome included the interrogation of a man convicted of being a devil mage.”

      Trent remembered what Sapphire had told him about such people. “Those are mages who make deals with devils, surrendering their souls for power or wealth. Like the seemingly unkillable men who attacked us before we found Princess Victoria.”

      “You got it. Anyway, the common belief among folks who’ve spoken with devils is they can’t lie, but can refuse to tell you stuff. In the interrogation in this tome, the mage had a way to compel an answer from the devil against their will.”

      “That sounds useful. How did he do it?”

      “No idea, hon. But what matched our experience was that once the interrogator pushed the devil mage to answer something he didn’t wish, the devil... well, ceased to be.”

      “It obliviated itself.”

      “That’s right, hon.”

      “Which means Anton may have been a devil mage as well.”

      Kari shrugged. “Can’t say for certain. There’s too much we don’t know. But if I had to guess, unofficially, then yeah.”

      “And you told Princess Victoria this?”

      “Course. She also said I could tell the same to you. In fact, she encouraged me to share this all with you and your wives, Revca in particular.”

      “You should do that. I know Revca’s eager to speak to you as well.”

      Kari smiled warmly. “Oh? What about?”

      “Magic and academies. She’s never trained in one, though like me, she can’t right now.”

      “She’s way too old. Least she knows not to make deals with devils.”

      Trent barely kept his expression calm. “Still, the fact that Anton was able to obliviate himself suggests he was a devil mage, as does the fact that he did so to avoid answering a question as to if he was working with them. Did he reveal anything else useful?”

      “Not much, hon. But the interrogation only took a turn once I told him we’d be delivering him to Dalry after we finished questioning him.”

      “What kind of turn?”

      “He got all twitchy. His heart rate and breathing went nuts. So, again, were I the type of gal to guess, I’d say he didn’t want to arrive here alive.”

      “The Enchanter did say he had ways to compel captives to answer questions. Perhaps he knows the same methods employed by the mage in the ancient tome you mentioned. He is older than the mage wars, after all.”

      Kari nodded thoughtfully. “Sure would like to pick his brain about how things worked back then, and this enchantin’ he talks so much about.”

      “You’re welcome to try. I’d like to know more as well.”

      “And in the interests of us trustin’ each other, I’ll tell you that building warm relationships with your princess isn’t the only reason Tal sent me here. He also wants me to build a relationship with your Enchanter. That man knows so much we don’t.”

      Trent smiled to set her at ease. “I’d question your executor’s commitment to his academy if he wasn’t interested in employing the Enchanter’s expertise. Still, I appreciate the honesty. In that spirit, I should also share what we’ve surmised so far about Tallun’s goals.”

      Kari leaned forward again. “You sure, hon? All Princess Victoria would tell me is that she doesn’t believe just announcing she’s alive will win her back the throne.”

      “It won’t. Not given all the time Tallun has had to sell the story of her death. He’ll no doubt label her an imposter. Revealing she’s alive too early risks plunging Dalry into a civil war. Given the casualties that might result, we’re trying to build a coalition first.”

      “Of people still loyal to her. Even though they think she’s dead?”

      “They’ll rally once the truth is known. Now, here’s what else we’ve surmised about Victoria’s father.”

      While leaving out their revelations about Belgor and his glimpses of the future, Trent relayed what he, Princess Victoria, and his wives had discussed.

      First, that a devil might have manipulated Tallun into seizing power in Dalry. Second, that Corrin’s war with Dalry and Hesia could have been arranged by the same devil mage.

      Kari listened appreciatively. “Lot there I knew, but some I didn’t. I’d like to share all this with my folks, if you’re willin’. If some devil mage is instigating wars in Dalry, well... that’s something the academies should know.”

      “Of course, Kari. We’re allies now. We’d appreciate any insight the academy provides.”

      “Will do. Now, as much as I’d like to keep you down here and bend your ear all day, don’t you have a date to get ready for?”

      Trent grinned. “Who told you that?”

      “Dame Sapphire mentioned it a few times. Didn’t seem all that happy about the idea.”

      “I understand her concerns. She’s protective. She is, after all, Ruby’s big sister.”

      “I wouldn’t let it worry you, hon. From everything I’ve seen, you’re a man who knows how to treat his wives right. Can’t say I’m not a bit jealous.”

      Kari was certainly not being shy about her intentions. Trent was going to have to find some way to keep her at bay without alienating her, which was even more disappointing because of how much he liked her. If only he could trust her not to label him a corruptor!

      “Thank you for sharing information about the interrogation. I suppose I really should start preparing for a relaxing night with my wives. It’s been a stressful—well, month.”

      Kari grinned. “Well hon, if you’re ever feeling stressed or tired, you just come by here. You haven’t lived until you’ve had a life ether massage. Same goes for your wives.”

      Trent rose before Kari could tempt him further. “That’s very generous of you. Now, if there’s nothing else, I’ll take my leave.”

      “Sure thing. Don’t be a stranger!”

      “I won’t be. It’s wonderful to have you here. Have a good night.”

      As Trent strolled up the stairs, he could feel Kari’s gaze on his back. The thought that she could interpret how he was feeling simply by watching his heart and breathing remained unsettling. Still, he’d handled welcoming her as best as he could.

      Now, the rest of the night would be a lovely date with two very lovely women.
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      KARISSA

      After Trent left, Kari rose and considered her awkward conversation with Princess Victoria’s first knight. The change in Trent’s demeanor during their conversation wasn’t just disappointing. It was unsettling, particularly because of everything he hadn’t said.

      When they’d ridden out of the Primal Academy together to find his princess, Kari had known Trent was hesitant to trust her. Any smart man would be. But after their journey to Star’s Crossing and beyond, she had noticed a significant thawing in their relationship.

      Before they parted ways, he’d trusted her. He’d certainly been attracted to her, and she to him.

      And once she’d learned from Bethany that he was a Windborne chief—a lifestyle she’d since researched almost obsessively in the Primal Academy’s library—she’d been even more eager to see him again, if only to see if he might have room for one more wife in his new tribe.

      Yet today, his whole demeanor seemed nervous and on edge. Trent was no longer comfortable around her, and she couldn’t decide why or what, precisely, had changed. It couldn’t all be related to their failure to deliver Anton for interrogation as they’d promised.

      Kari could understand Trent changing his mind in the time they’d been apart. One of his wives could have convinced him she wouldn’t be a good fit for their tribe, or his princess might have advised him not to get involved with the Primal Academy’s ambassador. Yet the impression she’d gotten from Bethany was she was eager to have Kari marry her husband.

      Moreover, Trent was still as attracted to her as ever. That had been obvious from the cues she’d picked up in his body language. Something was holding him back from exploring his attraction, something that didn’t feel like it was related to his wives or his princess.

      Which meant Trent Marston was hiding something from her.

      As Kari walked out of the main room and back into her bedroom, she considered the possibilities. Trent hadn’t struck her as the type to shy away from a hard conversation about his own concerns. Whatever he was hiding had to be related to Dalry’s security.

      Kari had been honest when she mentioned Executor Tallow had sent her here to build a relationship with the Enchanter as well as Princess Victoria. What she hadn’t told Trent... and what she wished she could... is that Tallow had also asked her to look into disturbing rumors related to Princess Victoria. Rumors he’d dared not share with anyone but her.

      The Cridor Republic, like all nation-states, had its spies and informants in the ranks of foreign powers, whether hostile or allies. Republic spies in Hesia, those close to their legendary Blessed Knights, had recently relayed a vicious rumor.

      Princess Victoria consorted with devils.

      The rumor was ridiculous on its face, especially given the princess was beloved by her people. So far as public records said, Victoria wasn’t even a mage. The rumors in Hesia reeked of propaganda kept in reserve to justify King Tallun’s actions, should they ever come to light.

      So far as the mages of the academies knew, devils couldn’t lie. But people most certainly could. Even so, the rumors that Victoria consorted with devils, and that her profane dealings had gotten her killed, were disturbing enough that Tallow had mentioned them.

      Those rumors had seemed ridiculous then.

      But now? After her latest conversation with Trent and the mysterious gulf that had grown between them, the rumors about Princess Victoria’s associations with devils remained ridiculous.

      But not as ridiculous as they’d seemed mere days ago.

      The opinions of magic academies about those who consorted with devils were known to all. Devils could not be trusted, nor could anyone who spoke with and made deals with them in the Firmament.

      But could Princess Victoria really be capable of such a crime?

      Every moment Kari had spent with that young, determined woman spoke of her concern for her people and her agony over the thought that they might suffer. It was rare to encounter a good sovereign, yet Victoria felt like one. Kari couldn’t imagine her consorting with devils.

      Yet if Victoria had made a devil deal, the Primal Academy and Kari would need to reconsider their alliance. They might even be forced to side with her father to remove a threat to the realm at large. Kari hated the very idea of that.

      No man who’d poisoned his wife and then tried to kill his daughter could be trusted. If it came to that, she’d find some way to stay out of it. Somehow.

      As she walked into her bedroom, she once again examined her new home. Two smokeless glowing globes provided light that felt as warm and natural as torchlight. Even mages had nothing like them, and figuring out how they worked was going to drive her to distraction.

      The full-length mirror she’d brought from the academy stood in the corner, as did a small chest of drawers stuffed with clothes. Her comfortable four-post bed stood against one wall. Her wardrobe stood empty save for her academy robes, but she’d buy more dresses.

      She doubted anyone would disturb her for some time. She sat down on her bed and pulled off her boots. As she thumped back onto her soft mattress and stared at a ceiling lit only by one of the marvelous smokeless torches on the wall, she found herself conflicted.

      She was still a mage of the Primal Academy and a citizen of the Cridor Republic. She had no intention of abandoning her loyalty to either. Yet she also didn’t want to end up in a loveless bond with a fellow life mage when she could explore the world with a man like Trent.

      During the lonely days preceding her move here, Kari had let the possibility of what their life might be like together run away with her. But what if the gulf she sensed had always been there, and she hadn’t recognized it because she’d been too busy staring at Trent’s broad shoulders and strong hands? Thinking about how those hands would feel on her?

      The Primal Academy was never going to let her leave behind her responsibilities and bond, or marry a foreigner. Executor Tallow understood her hesitance to bond a fellow life mage, but that didn’t mean he’d support her if she refused to bond.

      Especially if she eloped with a kestrel from Dalry instead.

      Kari was now as close as she’d ever been to the life she’d always craved. One that, as Bethany had described it, had her adventuring alongside a man who made her want to tear her clothes off every time she looked at him. Yet she was also further away than ever.

      If she were to commit herself to Trent and his tribe, she’d have to leave her oaths to the academy and republic behind. When that wasn’t possible, the idea had felt intoxicating. Now that Kari actually had the chance to cut ties, however, it was unsettling.

      Many young mages who discovered an affinity for ether lost touch with their families after growing up at the magic academies. Kari had never been one of those. She remained close with her father, mother, and sister, all of whom were extremely proud of her.

      If she abandoned her academy and republic to elope with a foreigner from Dalry, what would the republic and the academy tell her family? Moreover, could she ever safely visit them again without risking arrest as a traitor, or even an apostate?

      She hated the idea of never seeing them again... but she also knew, if she left, her family would understand.

      It wasn’t that Kari feared her family would turn on her if she abandoned the republic. It was that she hated the idea of never seeing them again. As enticing as a life of adventure and romance might be, how could she abandon her family?

      She closed her eyes and breathed until she had pushed her uncertainties down where they belonged. She’d only just arrived. Her posting here could last months, or even years.

      The answer would come to her. Until it did, she would treat her new role like any other diplomatic posting. This was just another role she’d been given by the Primal Academy.

      Even if she was constantly thinking about hopping into bed with Victoria’s first knight.
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      As he stepped out of a long-abandoned portal into a dark seaside cave filled with the echo of crashing waves, Trent picked up the torch he’d tossed through ahead of him and raised it to check for any threats.

      Pasharal was a nation formed of hundreds of islands, and none had predators large enough to threaten a man. Even so, when stepping through portals that hadn’t been used in over three hundred years, caution was always best.

      With a faint shimmer, Ruby stepped through the glowing portal behind him, followed by Revca. There was no one else about, and why would there be?

      If the Enchanter was right, this portal hadn’t been activated in centuries. Given its location in a seaside cave, Trent was amazed it even remained intact after three centuries. Ancient magic portals, it seemed, were built to last.

      He turned to face the portal just in time to see Revca wiping away the white glows on its surrounding stones. As impressive as the stonework of the ancient artisans was, he could only briefly appreciate how they had integrated the portal with the back wall of this cave. It was impossible not to stare at his two very lovely wives.

      Neither woman had a great deal of experience making themselves up. But Bethany did, and both women had agreed to let her do their hair and makeup tonight. They looked like they’d stepped out of that portal ready for a grand ball in Whitebridge.

      Ruby wore a striking red dress that clung to her curvy body and rippled in the gentle wind. It ended just above her knees. A pair of red straps wrapped around her neck while leaving her shoulders bare, displaying a lovely glimpse of cleavage.

      She also had her red hair done up with a number of pins. Trent was going to be careful not to lose those if he took them out tonight. The way Bethany had fixed Ruby’s hair bared her lovely neck and highlighted her delicate ears, while also framing her gorgeous face.

      Ruby also wore a faint blush that brought out the color in her cheeks and a rosy eyeshadow that made her look even more exotic than normal. Her lips were a shade of crimson as well, and gleamed wetly. That made him want to kiss her all the more.

      As for Revca, Bethany had helped her fix herself up such that she looked similar to the finest of Whitebridge’s noblewomen. Revca’s dress was a lovely white. While it had a high collar, it was cut sharply along the sides and low in the back. It revealed both the sides of her full breasts and the small of her back to just above her rear.

      Revca’s dress, unlike Ruby’s, was tight and fell past her knees. It featured a high side slit that revealed her lovely thighs. Finally, to compensate for Revca being a bit shorter than Ruby, she wore strappy white sandals that showed off her red-painted toes.

      Both women looked absolutely gorgeous tonight. When their eyes met, with Ruby’s blue eyes eager and Revca’s brown eyes hopeful, he wondered if he’d fallen into some wonderful dream. He hoped his wives felt the same.

      Trent, for his part, wore a nobleman’s garb tonight: a fine white shirt under a silken doublet, with fine shoes and tailored cloth pants. He didn’t plan to sprint anywhere tonight, but if he had to make any tailoring adjustments, he also carried a hunting knife in a sheath hidden at his back.

      Though if they were attacked, the only weapon he would really need was Ruby.

      Trent pivoted and raised the torch as he walked toward the exit from the cave. “The ground’s a bit wet and slippery in here. Watch your step on the way out.”

      Neither of his wives responded as they walked, but he heard the scuffle of their shoes on the hard black stone. From the Enchanter, Trent knew this cave wouldn’t flood... or, at least, it had never flooded three hundred years ago. Even so, he’d chosen to arrive at low tide and leave before high tide, just in case.

      Once they emerged beneath the light of a bright, full moon, Revca gasped so loudly he wondered if she’d tripped. Yet when he glanced back to check on her, he found her gawking at the vast moonlit sea. Ruby stood close beside her, blue eyes wide.

      Trent smiled as he pulled a worn cloth from his pocket and extinguished the torch. He set it at the entry to the cave hiding the ancient magical portal from plain view.

      Neither woman had ever seen the sea. Standing beside them as they both saw it for the first time was a sight he would appreciate for the rest of his days. He turned to look out over the vast expanse of frothy water stretching to the horizon.

      He could just see the distant island called Kaluhale to the east. The lights of its two large towns were visible even across the sea. It was one of the most populous islands of Pasharal, though only when the torrential storms didn’t drive the people underground.

      The island on which they’d arrived, Lanahawe, was smaller than Kaluhale and catered primarily to wealthy foreigners who came to enjoy themselves in Pasharal’s lovely weather... or at least the lovely weather that existed for a few months each year outside of its torrential storms. Salt’s Grave was only open a few months every year, but that was a busy time for the townsfolk.

      Trent knew his choice to take his wives to Pasharal for their first date was every bit as extravagant as the wealthiest nobles in Whitebridge. Given its cost in kalor crystals, it was likely as expensive as well.

      Yet he had wanted to make their first dates special, and there had been nothing more special than this... at least, nothing he could arrange from the monastery.

      Ruby took one of his arms and pressed close. “It’s beautiful, Maste—I mean, Trent.”

      He poked her side gently. “Careful, love. You’re going to get me arrested.”

      Ruby winced adorably. “Sorry.”

      Revca tentatively stepped to his other side, close but not touching. “I’ve never seen anything like this, husband. The scale of it. I’ve read accounts of the ocean, but the reality is...”

      She seemingly couldn’t finish. Trent gently wrapped an arm around her waist. As he held her close, he kissed the top of her head.

      “We can stay and enjoy this sight as long as you both like. We have all night.”

      Revca wrapped her arms around his waist as if this was a new sensation for her. “We could. But I’m certain we could enjoy the view from a local eatery.”

      Ruby giggled. “You truly can’t wait for those buttered crab legs, can you?”

      Revca glanced across Trent’s chest at Ruby. “If they’re anything like those traders used to bring down from Aramore, you’ll enjoy them, too.”

      Ruby squeezed Trent’s bicep. “I can’t believe it’s finally happening. We’re on our date. The one you always promised me we would have.”

      Without releasing Revca, Trent pulled Ruby closer. “I’m only sorry it took so long, love. Though I’m still at a bit of a loss as to why you wanted me to take you on your dates together.”

      Ruby smiled up at him. “Given how busy we are, and how many responsibilities you have, we couldn’t agree on who should go first! Then, as we discussed it, it simply made sense to combine our dates. That way, we could share our first night in a town with you.”

      Revca poked his side. “Are you worried the two of us will prove too much for you?”

      Trent loved how Revca could tease him now. Not long ago, this woman had sworn to kill him. As he stared out over the vastness of the moonlit waves, he marveled at how far they’d come in a few short weeks.

      “I believe I’m up to the challenge. But you can both tell me after we eat.”

      Ruby clutched his arm and pressed her breasts against it. “Where is the resort? Master, you said there would be a wonderful resort.”

      “From what the Enchanter told me, it should be a bit north of here, and might be a bit of a climb. I’ll go first. My boots will handle it better than your sandals. And it’s Trent. Remember.”

      “Or... my love?”

      Trent grinned at her. “That continues to be my favorite.”

      As he released Revca and moved off, Ruby stepped in front of him and rested her palms on his chest. Her strength made that gentle touch the equivalent of walking into a wall. She stared up at him, blue eyes warm, and bit her lip.

      “You haven’t kissed either of us since we came through the portal.”

      “You generally kiss at the end of the first date, Ruby, not the start.”

      “Oh, that’s not fair! Can we change the order just this once?”

      Trent laughed. “Fine. One kiss before we set off.”

      Ruby grinned and closed her eyes.

      Trent gave Ruby a brief kiss, and once she hungrily grabbed his shoulders and pulled him close, he submitted to a much longer one. When Ruby was finally content to let him walk, he reached out to Revca. She was watching him uncertainly.

      “Take my hand?”

      She tentatively took his hand in hers. Without warning, Trent pulled her forward. Unlike Ruby, who was stronger than she looked, Revca was only as strong as a slim human woman.

      She flew into his arms with a gasp, and he kissed her in the moonlight by the sea of Pasharal as passionately as he’d kissed Ruby. When he finished with her, she stared at him wide-eyed. Her chest heaved in her sheer dress, which was a lovely sight.

      She blinked. “What was that?”

      “I simply had an overwhelming desire to kiss my lovely wife. Any complaints?”

      Now blushing brightly, Revca brushed back a bit of hair from her face. “I’m yours to kiss, husband. But... fair is fair, I suppose. Ruby got one, so I should get one, too.”

      From his other side, Ruby giggled. “See? Sharing is that easy!”

      Revca eyed Ruby in amusement. “I never said I wasn’t willing to share.”

      Trent took both their hands and walked backward. “Now come, both of you. I didn’t bring you all this way to not treat you to a good meal at a fine seaside resort first.  I want tonight to be a night we all remember for the rest of our lives. Let’s see about those crab legs.”

      Ruby beamed at him. “Yes, my love.”

      Revca smiled as well. “Yes... husband.”

      With his lovely wives in tow, Trent left the cave and traveled up the sandy beach. They encountered an animal trail not long after, one that had seen enough use that Trent was certain people ventured down here as well. People might even visit this ancient cave, though they would likely find the arrangement of stones inside a mere curiosity.

      Given how narrow the animal trail was, they had to walk in single file. Trent doubted anyone ever came hiking out here in clothing as nice as that which they wore now. He kept worrying that the passing thorns and vines might catch on the lovely dresses of his companions.

      But both women were cautious not to become ensnared, and the trail grew easier to navigate as they left the beach. They soon emerged from the forest path onto a paved road that looked well-maintained. In the distance stood the weathered one- and two-story buildings of Salt’s Grave.

      The resort town gleamed with what must be thousands of lights, both open braziers and enclosed lamps. The murmur of distant crowds was audible from all the way out here, blending with the faint crash of waves on the shore. The air was wet, warm, and smelled of salt.

      Trent set off up the road with Ruby hanging off one arm and Revca clutching the other. They took their time on the walk, enjoying the warm night, the warm breeze, and the feeling of strolling along calmly when no one was trying to kill them. That was too rare these days.

      Tallun didn’t know that Trent now had access to a magical monastery with portals that could teleport him across the land. There was essentially zero chance Dalry’s pretender king could have assassins or agents lying in wait. No one would disturb them tonight.

      By the time they came within sight of the gates of the city, built more for artistry than functionality, they had either passed or joined up with multiple resort-goers. Most were dressed like nobles, though two weren’t. Those women were even traveling topless, and their tan skin, blonde hair, and shimmering red skirts marked them as Pashalites.

      Local laws regarding clothing were quite different here. While Trent couldn’t help but check out the display, he did so only briefly before he returned his gaze to the path. When he saw Ruby watching him curiously out of the corner of his eye, he smiled at her.

      “In case you’re wondering, I still like yours better.”

      She grinned proudly and pressed her breasts against his arm.

      The single bored guard at the gate waved them through into the resort. Had they not been dressed like nobles, the guard might have asked for identification, but Trent understood all that was generally handled at the small dock on the eastern side of the island.

      All the other resort goers would have arrived here on small boats from Kaluhale. Trent and his wives were the only ones who’d arrived through a portal from the monastery. There was no way the bored guard watching the entry to Salt’s Grave could know that.

      As they walked up the main street of the crowded resort town, Trent slowed. He guided his wives off to the side of the road so anyone in a hurry could easily get by them. Now, both women could walk and gawk openly at the first large town either of them had ever seen.

      Lines of street stalls with colorful carts offered fruit, meat, and snacks of all varieties, along with vendors selling handmade jewelry that incorporated shells, strings, and flowers. Even this late, the streets were filled with visitors, and many of the merchants were still doing brisk business. Colorful banners hung from buildings and poles.

      Shops of sturdy worn stone ran along the road, and smaller roads led to more places to shop, eat, or relax. There were at least six large inns inside the walls of Salt’s Grave as well, some as extravagant as the finest in Whitebridge. They also cost as much, and despite having the Enchanter’s horde of gold to rely on, Trent was glad they didn’t need to stay.

      They wandered aimlessly until it became obvious to Trent that both his wives were slowly being overwhelmed by the people, sights, and sounds. He gently eased them off the road and into a small open-air shop that smelled like flowers and honey.

      As they stood aside from those passing through the streets, Revca looked to him for guidance. “How do we find somewhere to eat? Is there a map?”

      Trent pointed at a nearby sign. “Most of the restaurants should be obvious, even if the signs are in Pashal. But I think we should head north up the road.”

      “Why?”

      “Have you noticed how the road gently descends? The best seafood restaurants will likely be on the northern portion of Salt’s Grave, since that’s closest to the sea.”

      Revca nodded thoughtfully. “That does make sense.”

      Ruby, meanwhile, was inhaling all the lovely scents around them. “Gods, I’ve never smelled anything so lovely as this! What is it?”

      Trent glanced back into the shop to see it sold candles of all types, some of which must certainly be perfumed. “No idea. Would you like one?”

      Ruby blinked at him. “What?”

      “A scented candle, Ruby. A few of those might make our home more pleasant.”

      She gawked as if refusing to believe that was possible. “We can buy these?”

      “That’s the purpose of this shop, and why the owner is burning their scented candles despite plenty of light. To entice us to buy. So, shall we grab a few for home?”

      Ruby nodded eagerly. “Oh, Ma...” She caught herself. “Yes, I would love one.”

      “Wonderful. We’ll stop and pick them up on the way back. That way, we won’t have to carry them around the resort all day.”

      As Ruby sighed happily, she stared at the shop. “My first present from my husband.”

      Trent grinned and led them back onto the road. “It’ll be far from the last. And Revca?”

      His pact wife watched him curiously as they walked.

      “Let me know if you see anything that strikes your fancy as well. I want you both to have something to remember from our first date, but I want you to pick it out.”

      Revca looked around with new intensity. “I don’t even know what I’d wish to purchase here. It all seems so... frivolous.”

      “There’s joy to be found in frivolous things, especially when they remind you of someone you care about. Shall we pop into a few more shops?”

      “If it’s all the same to you, husband, I’d prefer to eat first.”

      Trent grinned as he led them north. “Then that’s our first goal. Crab legs.”

      A short time later, they found their first seaside restaurant. Trent suspected they all served the same basic items, though the chefs at each one would likely cook them differently. As he evaluated the clientele, however, he saw not a Pashalite among them.

      Those dining here looked to be nobles from across the land, though those he knew by sight held his attention. Trent saw the fine clothing of several he judged to be out from Dalry. Two other men wore the bright clothing and turbans of merchants from Hesia.

      All looked to be wealthy merchants, not soldiers. None would recognize him as he was now dressed, and even Ruby and Revca’s beauty wouldn’t stand out in a resort town filled with so many beautiful women. His wives wore more modest dresses than most of the women here.

      The fact that only nobles and travelers were eating here led to Trent’s decision to move on. He was pleased when neither Ruby or Revca questioned his decision, though Revca did stare longingly at a plate of steamed fish. They passed several restaurants whose clientele were similar to the first as they continued north and the path descended.

      Soon the larger buildings thinned out. Trent could sense Revca’s impatience, and he respected her all the more for not giving it voice. She trusted him to lead the way.

      Just off the beach, Trent spotted a restaurant that looked rather plain. It was built of ancient stone and reeds. Most importantly, the majority of those eating there were Pashalites.

      Many of the women were dressed just like those they’d passed earlier... in nothing but shimmering skirts... and the men weren’t dressed in much more than that. Several wore only loincloths. Since his arms were occupied, Trent inclined his head toward the restaurant.

      “This place looks good. Let’s try here.”

      Ruby eyed him curiously. “Because of all the breasts?”

      Trent almost choked on his next swallow. “No, Ruby. Because it’s all locals. The fine restaurants we passed were no doubt recommended by tour guides and brochures far and wide. I’m sure they serve fine food. But in my experience, if you’re searching for the best local food you can find, you eat where the locals eat.”

      Revca evaluated herself and her fine clothes. “We hardly fit in.”

      Trent smiled to reassure her. “It’s not all locals here. There’s a few travelers as well. They all seem like friendly folk. Unless you want to try our luck back in town?”

      Revca gripped his bicep. “No. I trust your judgment, and I really want to eat.”

      “Good. Now, let’s see if we can get a table.”
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      The man who was waiting to seat travelers at the restaurant looked more than a bit surprised to see three foreign “nobles” approaching. Even so, he seated them without delay or comment.

      They were placed at a round wooden table with curved benches bordering its edges. That allowed Trent to sit facing the sea with one of his wives on each side. That felt right to everyone.

      The first problem was when a young Pashalite server delivered a piece of worn parchment which must be a menu. It was written in Pashal, the language of these islands.

      Trent eyed it dubiously. “I neglected to account for this.”

      Ruby bumped his shoulder with hers. “We know what we want, though. Don’t we?”

      Revca nodded from his other side. “Buttered crab legs.”

      Trent relaxed. “Fair enough. Let’s hope they’re as good as you say.”

      Once the young woman returned, she seemed surprised they could read the menu... or hadn’t needed to. Regardless, she spoke flawless Cridorian. Trent suspected she might speak several other languages as well, and most importantly, she confirmed that crab legs were on the menu.

      Along with mead.

      As they waited for their food, Revca scooted close so their hips touched. Trent loved that she wanted to be close to him now. As for Ruby, she remained pressed against his other side as they all watched the gleaming moonlit waves roll in across the beach.

      Ruby soon adjusted to press the side of one breast more firmly against his arm. When her hand also slipped down to tease along his thigh, he gently gripped it to discourage her. He really was looking forward to the food here. He didn’t want to get distracted.

      Three plates of buttered crab legs with some sort of fluffy rolls arrived, along with three mugs of mead. Trent watched approvingly as Revca snapped a leg open with the confidence of one who had done this before. Then, with her eyes closed, she sucked out the juicy meat.

      Revca’s eyelids fluttered. “Gods, that’s even better than I remember.”

      Trent bumped her leg with his. “It seems we chose well.”

      “You chose well, husband. As you seem to do.”

      As Ruby cracked a leg on his other side and mimicked Revca, she, too, moaned happily. Trent was eager to try their simple meal for himself. When he did so, the only thing he regretted was that he couldn’t share this delightful meal with Bethany.

      One day, he promised himself, he would bring his birth wife back here to try these crab legs.

      Their meal was among the best he’d ever eaten, even in comparison to the fine meals the Enchanter served from his magical pantry at the monastery. This food had likely been caught fresh and cooked today, not three hundred years ago.

      They shared the next plate of delicious crab meat. By the time they finished that off, as well as several mugs of mead, Ruby was giggling and constantly rubbing against him. Revca looked a bit dizzy as well.

      Trent suspected neither woman had ever tried alcohol before. While he felt a bit buzzed as well, he was used to that. While he made sure neither of his wives overindulged, they were still all rather stuffed and dazed when they finished their meal.

      Trent paid the server generously and then led his wives down to the sandy beach. There, they found a set of unoccupied wicker chairs and pulled them close together on the sand.

      As the waves crashed, and they all sat contentedly after a wonderful meal, Trent took both of their hands in his. Ruby’s was soft despite her tough skin, while Revca’s rougher hand was similar to Bethany’s. Revca had grown up doing hard work and enduring hard days.

      It wasn’t long before Ruby leaned across their chairs and kissed him on the cheek. Shortly after that, her lips were locked with Trent’s. He traced the line of her neck.

      There were other people on the beach, of course, but none were sitting close enough to be bothered by a little kissing. Still, he knew they might draw too much attention if he let Ruby grow too excited in public. He didn’t need her tearing her dress off.

      He soon eased her away. Yet before he could rise, Revca thumped into his lap. The shock of her doing that without being asked took him off guard.

      When Revca kissed him as well, he relaxed and enjoyed the sudden intimacy of having his pact wife so close. She had been paying attention to Bethany’s suggestions earlier today.

      At his side, Ruby sighed happily. “Oh, Revie. I’m so glad you came. I can’t imagine enjoying that wonderful meal, or seeing this wonderful sea, without you and our husband.”

      Revca eased away and stared longingly at Trent. “Nor can I.”

      Trent gave her a squeeze. “Shall we go look for your gift?”

      She eyed him in surprise. “You don’t... we aren’t kissing any longer?”

      “I could spend all night here with you in my lap, but I want to find you something special that will mark our first date. Plus, it may be awhile before we get to shop again.”

      Revca nodded uncertainly. “All right. So, was I⁠—”

      Trent bumped his forehead to hers. “You’re amazing. This whole night is amazing.”

      She actually giggled. “Well, good.”

      After Revca awkwardly wriggled out of his lap, Trent rose. They walked back into town and spent the next hour wandering from shop to shop.

      They passed candles, jewelry, and local crafts. Those ranged from quilts to scarfs to figurines whittled from the thin local trees. Revca and Ruby both seemed enamored with much of it, but nothing truly caught Revca’s eye until she spotted a simple silver star necklace on an ornate chain.

      As she lifted it in one hand and let it dangle before her eyes, Trent could tell he’d found her gift. He offered his hand. “May I help you try it on?”

      Almost shyly, Revca handed him the necklace. She turned around and used one hand to lift her hair. Given how low her dress was cut in the back, the sight was almost as enticing as seeing her naked. The edge of one breast peeked out below her arm.

      Trent undid the clasp and lovingly wrapped the chain around her neck, then clasped it. As Revca dropped her hair down her back and turned back to him, she toyed with the silver star now resting on her chest. As she looked up, Trent saw her brown eyes glistening.

      He brushed aside a single tear. “Are you all right?”

      “Finally, I think I will be.”

      Ruby all but swooned at his side. “Oh, Revie. That necklace looks so beautiful on you.”

      Trent glanced at her. “Shall we find you a necklace as well, love?”

      “What? Oh, no, I don’t need a necklace.”

      “You don’t want jewelry?”

      “I want those scented candles.”

      Trent laughed and squeezed her hand. “You can have both.”

      “Oh!” Ruby considered their surroundings. “Well, I don’t see anything here that takes my fancy. So... we’ll look for a necklace on our next date?”

      “A good plan. Now, let’s pay for this necklace and buy your candles.”

      When Trent turned his eyes to the store’s proprietor, he saw the man watching him like a hawk. Trent doubted people stole often from these shops... nobles had no need to steal... but he didn’t dally in heading over to inquire about the necklace’s price.

      The necklace wasn’t nearly as expensive as he expected, though he suspected the merchant had pushed up the price. Fortunately, the Enchanter had enough spare coin that Trent saw no point in haggling.

      Had it been his money, he might have, but this money was the Enchanter’s... and there was so much more where this came from. They’d earned this indulgence.

      Once they paid for Revca’s new necklace, they walked back through town. When they passed a rug shop, Trent decided to stop to pick up a brown fur rug for their room back at the monastery. Anything would be better than the cold floor. The rug was thick and well-made.

      Next, they headed back to the candle shop. There, Ruby picked out her favorite scents. They left with a handwoven bag filled with six thick perfumed candles.

      Trent once again suggested they buy Ruby something more permanent, like a ring or pendant, but she promised to treasure the sack. Which, he supposed, was acceptable. It was a sturdy handwoven sack. A practical gift for a practical woman.

      As Trent looked up at the dark night sky, he realized the moon was now far higher than it had been when they’d arrived. This truly had been a wonderful date. As he and his wives strolled out of Salt’s Grave, with him carrying a rug over his shoulder and both of them walking close, Trent’s heart swelled at how happy they both looked.

      He couldn’t imagine a more lovely night than this... at least not until they reached the animal trail. Ruby plucked the rug out of his grip before Revca gripped his doublet and pulled him close.

      Once more, he found himself kissing his pact wife. As her arms wrapped tightly around him, he could tell she wasn’t eager to pull away. She was so soft.

      As Revca pressed closer against him, Trent ran his hands up and down the bare skin of her taut back. As he continued to kiss Revca, Ruby pressed against him from behind. She started nibbling on the back of his neck. That tickled.

      Ruby leaned close and spoke hotly in his ear. “Master?”

      No one else was around to hear her. No one would complain.

      “We want you to make love to us by the sea and beneath the stars. So, can we?”

      Trent glanced over his shoulder at Ruby, then at Revca in surprise. “You’re certain?”

      Revca nodded. “Bethany said you knew a way that would be safe. For me.”

      “I do. But you really can’t wait until we’re back at the monastery?”

      “It’s all cold stone. If I’m to be with you tonight... if this is to be our first time... I want it to be somewhere warm and beautiful.” She smiled warmly. “Somewhere I’ll always remember, like a beach beside an endless sea.”

      Trent gave her hip a squeeze. “I guess it’s good we bought a rug, then.”

      Revca eyed him in surprise. “You mean this wasn’t your intent with buying the rug?”

      “Well, no. Like you said, it’s all cold stone back at the monastery.”

      Her laugh was even more lovely when she was a bit tipsy. “It’s certainly not cold here.”

      As Trent led both women back down the same animal trail they’d taken to arrive, he was relieved to hear no sounds of habitation. This late in the night, it was unlikely they’d encounter anyone save Pashalites on this part of the island. Few of them actually lived here. They all rowed home at the end of the day to their homes on Kaluhale.

      Rather than returning to the rocky cave, Trent found a spot on the sandy beach that was free of rocks and close to the ocean. As he unrolled the rug, he realized it was the perfect size for three.

      The ocean stretched to the horizon, the moon lit the beach, and they were alone. Better yet, they were only a short walk from the portal if they needed to run for it.

      Once the rug was laid out, Trent patted the center of it. Revca settled beside him, blushing, and Ruby dived onto it to settle at his other side. She hungrily drew Trent closer, and he kissed her until they both needed to breathe. Then he did the same with Revca.

      He rolled onto his back and allowed both women to snuggle close. As he stared up at the glittering sky, he sighed happily. “If only we could sleep out here beneath the stars.”

      Ruby ran her hands teasingly down his middle. “Just sleep?”

      “Well, not yet.” He gave Revca another tender kiss, then turned to Ruby. “It’s near the end of our date. It’s about time I get you out of that dress.”

      She gasped in delight. “Oh! Of course, Master!”

      As Revca sat curiously on the soft rug, Trent lovingly kissed Ruby and played with her hair. Then he expertly untied the knot on the back of her neck. As the twin cloth straps of her dress fell apart, Trent slid the dress, and his hands, slowly down her body.

      When his hands slid over the curve of her warm breasts and his thumbs teased her already erect nipples, Ruby leaned her head back and moaned. “Oh, Master! Yes. I’m yours.”

      Trent kissed her firmly as he allowed her dress to pool around her waist, then helped her wriggle out of it. Soon Ruby was wearing nothing but her slim red panties.

      Yet rather than slipping his fingers inside her as he’d so often done, he gave Ruby’s hip a squeeze and glanced back at Revca. “Would you like me to get you out of that dress as well?”

      Cheeks now bright red, Revca eyed him. “Could we... kiss more first?”

      Trent kissed Ruby once more, grinned as she teasingly pushed him away, and then crawled back over to Revca. “I’d love that.”

      The visible tension in Revca’s body was obvious. As Trent eased her onto her back on the soft rug and settled alongside her, he once again considered the huge amount of trust Revca offered. Were he to penetrate her, even by accident, she would literally die.

      Still, she wanted this. Still, she wanted him. That was why he was going to treat this brave woman like the priceless treasure she was.

      As he settled beside her and helped Revca roll onto her side, he started by kissing her as he’d done before. He held her close, stroked her hair, and laid kisses on her neck and shoulders. They kissed and embraced for some time as Ruby snuggled close against him from behind.

      Finally, Revca broke their kiss and stared resolutely at him. “You can... now?”

      Trent stroked his fingers through her lovely red hair, then slid them down. He deftly snapped open the clasp at the back of her neck. Her dress fell sideways, fully exposing one breast. Her nipple was a darker pink than Ruby’s, and just a bit bigger.

      Trent paused to enjoy the sight, then met Revca’s eyes. “You’re gorgeous.”

      “Thank you. Now... do as you wish with me. I trust you.”

      Lightly cupping one of Revca’s full breasts in one hand, he kept his gaze locked with hers. As he slipped her dress down and lightly traced his fingers around the edge, she sucked in her breath. From behind him, Ruby unleashed an orgasmic moan.

      As both of them glanced at her in surprise, they found her on her back, thighs quivering, as her chest heaved and her hand rested between her legs.

      Trent grinned at her shamelessness. “Did you start without us?”

      Ruby stared happily at him with one hand between her thighs and her red hair spread around her head. “Oh Master, I... I couldn’t wait.”

      “Do you want to join us?”

      “Not at first. If it’s all right, Revie... well, if you don’t mind, I’d really like to just watch.”

      Trent eyed her in amusement. “You don’t just have to watch. Beth’s not here.”

      “Oh, I know! But given how often I’ve watched you with Bethany, I’ve found that I enjoy seeing you with your other wives. So... I want to touch myself while you touch her.”

      Trent touched Revca’s chin to bring her gaze back to his. “Are you all right with that?”

      “She’s my sister wife, so... yes.”

      “And have you ever done that? By yourself?”

      “Yes, but... only alone in my tent.”

      “Tonight, I’m going to do something similar to what you’re used to, but I’m not going to use my fingers on you. I don’t want to risk any accidental penetration.”

      Revca blinked. “Then... how?”

      Trent ran a hand up and down her side, then bumped his forehead to hers. He quietly explained the process to make sure she understood. Her eyes grew wide and eager.

      After that, Ruby and Revca worked together to get his shirt off, and then their kissing grew more intense. Soon Trent’s mouth was on Revca’s breasts, along with his hands. As he ran his hands over her increasingly pliant body, he felt the tension fading from her spine. Her nervousness was melting away.

      Once he had her naked, he slowly kissed his way down her body until he could nuzzle her inner thighs. Her breathing grew louder and more uneven. When his tongue finally slipped between her folds, she bucked her hips in surprise.

      “Oh! Gods. That’s...”

      He kissed her stomach and looked up. “More?”

      Revca stared down at him hungrily. “Yes. More.”

      Beside him, Ruby groaned in delight as she eagerly gave herself her second orgasm of the night. Trent gave her hand a squeeze, then winced when she almost crushed his in return.

      Ruby was taking care of herself, so he focused entirely on Revca. Her scent and taste was heavenly, and as Trent worked between her legs using nothing but his tongue, he assured her there was no danger of her violating her oath. He also took his time with her.

      Soon Revca grabbed his hair possessively, pulling him to where she most wanted him to be. Now that she knew what he offered, she seemed intent on taking advantage of his affections. Trent let her guide his efforts. Her moans grew louder and more frequent.

      As his tongue took Revca ever closer to her peak, he almost lost his focus when someone yanked his pants down his legs. That could only be Ruby, and he could swear he heard the fabric tear a little. Before he could complain, he felt her hand on his cock.

      Followed shortly by her hot, hungry mouth.

      Trent groaned between Revca’s thighs as Ruby, with one hand still shoved between her legs, voraciously began to suck him off as he pleasured Revca with his tongue. As distracting as that was, Trent focused past his pleasure toward his goal. Revca had to come first.

      Soon, his pact wife clenched her thighs around his head and tightened her grip on his hair. “Oh, gods. That’s... oh, gods, yes!”

      As Ruby eagerly took him deeper into her mouth, it took all Trent’s focus to keep what he did steady and consistent. He brought Revca through the first orgasm a man had ever given her. To his delight, Revca didn’t push him away as he gently brought her down.

      In fact, she only spread her thighs greedily as if ready for him to do that again. She didn’t release her grip on his hair. She obviously wanted more.

      Trent smiled in satisfaction. His pact wife didn’t orgasm as quickly as Ruby, but she was more than willing to enjoy what he offered multiple times. He could do that for her. It was her first time, after all.

      He had Revca halfway to her next orgasm when he finally felt his own coming. One hand snapped down to slap against the back of Ruby’s skull. She utterly surrendered to his need as he let himself thrust between her wet lips until, finally, he filled her mouth with his seed.

      Panting with exertion, Trent slowed his efforts until an insistent tug from Revca on his hair told him she was growing impatient again. As Ruby swallowed and continued warming him with her mouth, making sure nothing went to waste, Trent resumed his efforts.

      Soon, Revca cried out once more and arched her back. After her second orgasm of the night, she finally seemed sated... at least for a time. Trent suspected now that he’d shown her how fun this could be, they were going to be doing it far more often.

      He rolled onto his back to rest on the rug beside Revca as she stared up at the stars, gasping for breath. Ruby cuddled close on his other side, wrapping her arms around him and nibbling on his ear. She kissed it and sighed happily.

      “This was a wonderful first date, my love.”

      He squeezed her hand again. “It was, wasn’t it?”

      Revca’s fingers laced through his as they all laid together under the stars with the waves crashing on the beach. Trent glanced at her to find her red hair mussed and sweat gleaming on her face. He squeezed her hand and leaned closer.

      “I loved that. Did you?”

      Revca turned to look at him. The sense of peace and contentment on her face was as beautiful as the rest of her. Her real, warm smile was the perfect reward.

      “It felt incredible. You’re just as skilled as I imagined.”

      “You had doubts?”

      “Never. But... I didn’t expect it to feel quite that good.”
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      When they finally dressed and returned to the monastery, it was past midnight but still hours before dawn. They’d lingered in Salt’s Grave for some time after their meal, enjoying the beach and each other’s bodies. Portal travel remained a marvel to him.

      Other than a bronze and copper automaton numbly walking around and sweeping the room, everyone else must still be asleep. Part of living in a magically warded monastery was that they could now all rest without leaving a watch. Though... Trent would certainly insist they assign a few watchmen once they actually had soldiers to assign.

      They didn’t have to worry about threats from outside these magically enchanted walls for now. But once Princess Victoria started recruiting from those loyal to her, they would have to be careful about infiltrators or spies sneaking into the monastery. Even the tallest walls protected by the strongest gate could still fall... if that gate was opened from the inside.

      More people would arrive any day now. Ever since Victoria had learned the Enchanter had a portal connected to a basement in an abandoned fortress in southern Dalry, she had been sending Sapphire on mission after mission to deliver messages to those soldiers, retainers, and nobles still loyal to her memory.

      Only a few of her loyal vassals knew she was still alive. But that would all change once they were ready to reveal Tallun’s treachery.

      Better yet, they had a back door to the enemy’s capital less than a day’s walk from the walls. When it finally came time to take back Whitebridge, they would be able to march on the city from the south, and with speed even Tallun could not anticipate. Trent’s discovery of this magical monastery continued to prove itself a boon.

      So long as the portal remained undiscovered, it would provide a covert means of travel for those soldiers, councilors, and nobles loyal to Princess Victoria’s memory. Once they had assembled enough supporters who had verified the princess was, indeed, alive and no imposter, they would be able to start the process of exposing Tallun’s many lies.

      There always remained a chance of a civil war—an outcome Victoria wanted to avoid at all costs—but for now, they were hoping to avoid armed conflict. If Dalry’s armies and people were to go to war with each other, too many innocents would die.

      Avoiding a civil war was a problem for another day. His problem now was getting to bed without falling over and going to sleep in the grass. As Trent walked up the stairs with Revca and Ruby both leaning drunkenly against him, he felt like a much younger man sneaking home after heading out with his friends.

      Though... he’d never had the opportunity for so much sex when sneaking out before.

      The three of them paused briefly to take in the stars above. These were slightly different from those above Salt’s Grave. There was also a good bit more kissing and groping, all of which, surprisingly, was instigated by Revca.

      Now that she knew how much fun she could have with her husband, she was like a person experiencing sugar for the first time—eager and insatiable. They couldn’t keep their hands off each other, and that was a wonderful problem to have.

      Eventually they headed to the large building Trent and his wives had taken as their home. While he had initially intended to creep down the stairs and sneak into bed beside Bethany, the glow of a light from below told him his birth wife was still up despite it being past midnight.

      He hadn’t asked Bethany to wait for them, but he could see why she might. If Trent, Ruby, and Revca were all going to sleep in tomorrow, there was no reason Bethany shouldn’t sleep in as well. She would certainly want to hear how their date had gone.

      Yet when Trent entered the room in which he and his wives had placed their single bed, their single table, and their two chairs, Trent was surprised to find both chairs occupied. By Bethany... and Sapphire.

      This was the first time Trent had seen Sapphire in anything but armor, and it took him a moment to recognize her without it. She remained a tall woman, but without that heavy armor to hide her form, she was shapely as well. She wore sturdy boots, well-made cloth breeches, and a thin linen shirt that was obviously intended for a man.

      The thin fabric was tight over her chest, and the sleeves were cut high to show off her impressive biceps. While Sapphire was still feminine, she was also the most muscular woman Trent had ever seen. As Sapphire rose and turned to face them, she scowled.

      “Where in the hells were you?”

      Given how relaxed he was after multiple times with his wives, it took Trent a moment to understand her question. “We were... on our date?”

      As Sapphire stalked over, Trent was momentarily fascinated with how her blonde ponytail bounced behind her... as well as how other things bounced. Ruby pushed off him and intercepted her sister with an exuberant cry.

      “Oh, Sapphy, I had the most lovely time tonight! It was everything I’d dreamed of.”

      Sapphire slowed, obviously torn between berating Trent for keeping her little sister out so late and acknowledging Ruby’s absolute delight at what she’d experienced. As she paused and frowned at her sister, she seemed to settle on the latter.

      “How do you mean?”

      “The sea is incredible, like the sky, but it moves! And the smells, Sapphy, and the people! And the candles! Oh, you have to smell my new candles!”

      As Sapphire realized, too late, that Ruby was going to gush about her experiences on her date tonight, Trent gripped Revca’s hand and wisely led her around the tall woman. Sapphire glanced at him as if to ask a question, only to be interrupted as Ruby pulled out a candle.

      She eagerly thrust it beneath her big sister’s nose. “Smell this, Sapphy! It smells just like strawberries! A strawberry candle!”

      As Trent approached the table, Bethany’s smirk hid what had obviously been a frustrating night. How long had Sapphire been here waiting for them? Finally, he understood why Bethany was still up. He wasn’t all that pleased about it.

      On the other hand, his birth wife would have kicked Sapphire out if she was truly vexed by her presence. Bethany was more than capable of that. Knowing her, she’d taken the opportunity to turn Sapphire’s unexpected visit and vigilance into a bonding experience for them both.

      Sapphire interrupted Ruby’s latest exclamation by gripping both her shoulders and staring into her eyes. “You’re really okay? You weren’t scared, or anxious?”

      “Never. I know you’re concerned about me, but I’ve never been happier than I am now that I’ve married Trent. We had an absolutely lovely date, and my husband takes wonderful care of me. You needn’t worry about me, dear sister.”

      Sapphire’s lips went tight as she stared past Ruby at Trent. Then, to his shock, she nodded. A respectful nod.

      Something had changed tonight, and given how concerned Sapphire had been about her sister’s husband, he suspected that change was Bethany’s doing. He couldn’t wait to ask her about it after he took her to bed.

      After Sapphire departed, Bethany eyed him in amusement. “Why aren’t you drunk?”

      Trent smiled. “We only had a little at the start of the date. I exhausted myself with other matters. ”

      Bethany rose and walked over to wrap her arms around him. “Then let’s get you to bed. You can tell me all about it tomorrow.”

      “Mm hmm.” As Trent’s hands slid down to cup her ass, the small, pleased sound she made only encouraged him. “What if I’m not ready for bed yet?”

      “Then I’m yours in whatever way you want me. Always.” Bethany eased away enough to stare past him. “Revca? Will you join us in bed tonight?”

      A small gasp drew Trent’s attention from Bethany’s lovely eyes. As he glanced at Revca, he saw her watching them uncertainly. Yet before either of them could say anything, Ruby clutched Revca’s hand and stared hopefully.

      “Please, Revie! You can fit in the bed with us. It’s silly to have you sleeping alone in your own bedroll, especially after all we shared tonight on the beach.”

      Revca took a breath and eyed him uncertainly. “Husband? Would you⁠—”

      “Yes. Gods, yes.” Trent grinned wide. “From now on, I want you in our bed every night. So long as you want the same?”

      Revca swallowed and brushed her red hair back. “And... must I be naked?”

      Bethany laughed warmly and kissed Trent’s cheek before disengaging. “It gets a bit too cold in here for that. Wear the same sleep clothes you always do. Those are loose enough that I’m certain our husband can still get them off you if he feels the urge.”

      Revca focused. “Yes. Then... I suppose I had best get changed for bed.”

      Ruby hugged her tightly. “Oh, let’s change together! Where did you leave your nightdress?”

      “In... the back room? Where I always leave it?”

      “Let’s get changed!” Clutching Revca’s hand, Ruby dragged the other woman off toward the door in the back. “Back soon, my love! We’ll give you and Bethany some time alone.”

      As Trent eyed them in amusement, Revca gave up all attempts to resist Ruby’s eager tugging and hurried after her. Even before they’d both disappeared into the back room, Bethany pressed close and rested her head against his chest.

      “You truly made a breakthrough with her, didn’t you?”

      “I suppose you could call it that.”

      “This is wonderful. Now that Revca’s accepted her role in our tribe... and your bed... perhaps we can set some of the remaining animosity between us aside.”

      He squeezed her middle. “I certainly hope so.”

      “Still, before we settle in, I want to speak to you about Sapphire.”

      Trent eased away to look at her. “She kept you up?”

      “She came to me and expressed doubt about your ability to give Ruby the life she deserves. We talked for some time tonight about her concerns. Fortunately, I think I’ve eased her worries for the time being. Ruby’s exuberance when you returned certainly helped with that.”

      “I suppose it’s reasonable for her to be concerned about her sister.”

      “Even if it is ridiculous. Yet tonight, I feel Sapphire has finally accepted our tribe and your marriage to Ruby, even if she’s not completely happy about it. My other concern is Kari.”

      Trent hadn’t expected her to have such a busy night, but given how focused she was on protecting and growing their tribe, he wasn’t surprised.

      “What’s your worry?”

      “She hasn’t visited. Once you left with Ruby and Revca, you gave Kari the perfect opportunity to visit with me and make her intentions toward you known. It’s clear she still wishes to become one of your wives. Yet she didn’t approach me.”

      “And the fact that she’s not approached you about possibly joining our tribe is... bad?”

      “It’s certainly not what I expected, especially given her interest in you and her desire to not be married off to a life mage. Did you give her cause to doubt we wished her to join us?”

      “Isn’t giving her doubt about that exactly what we discussed doing?”

      “Delicately, husband. Were you delicate with her?”

      As he mentally stumbled back over their conversation in the embassy, Trent sighed. “I said nothing one way or the other, but I imagine she could read the conflict in my body language. I may have given her cause to wonder if I’m still interested.”

      “Then we’ll find some way to explain our hesitance. Offer a reason we might hesitate while leaving the door open.”

      “But... it isn’t?”

      “It isn’t now. Who says things might not change as we continue this campaign? I don’t want to burn any bridges with her until we’re certain we can’t welcome her into our tribe.”

      Trent frowned. “She’s never going to accept the idea of consorting with devils, Beth.”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Either way, that is definitely not a reason we can use to refuse her. I’ll consider what else might make sense.”

      As he wrapped her up in his arms again, Trent’s smile returned. Every day, Bethany proved how capable and clever she was. “Have I told you how much I love you today?”

      “You could tell me more.”

      “I love you, Beth. With all my heart. You’ve made me the luckiest man in Dalry.”

      She cuddled close again. “Along with your other wives.”

      “You’re all lovely, but none of us would be together if not for you.” He took her hands and led her to the bed. “So let me remind you how much I appreciate your efforts.”

      Bethany laughed warmly. “More punishment?”

      “No, love. This time, I only want to reward you for everything you’ve given me.”

      They were still stripping off each other’s clothes when the shuffle of soft shoes on stone announced Ruby and Revca’s return. A quiet gasp—Revca’s—was joined by a delighted one: Ruby’s. She did love to watch.

      He assumed they were both dressed for bed. He didn’t have time to check.

      Trent was too busy removing Bethany’s dress. It was far easier to get off than his complicated nobleman’s clothes, but she easily managed those. As they tumbled onto the bed together, he heard Ruby speaking to Revca from across the room.

      “You can wait back in the other room! Or... we could watch?” Ruby giggled. “I like watching our husband with Bethany. He and my mistress are... well, they’re good at this.”

      Unlike this morning, Trent was too dazedly in love with Bethany to do anything but worship her body. He might be spent thanks to Ruby and Revca’s efforts earlier tonight, but that didn’t make his fingers and tongue any less clever. Soon, with soft and grateful cries, Bethany clutched his head with her thighs as he brought her to her peak.

      As they panted contentedly and cuddled up in the center of the bed, Trent glanced up to find both his other wives had stayed to watch... and Revca was watching closely. She wore her modest shift, which had a high collar and fell to her knees, while Ruby wore a slightly more naughty nightdress that only dropped to mid-thigh. Both women looked eager to join them.

      Trent beckoned with one hand. “We still have time before dawn. Come to bed. Both of you.”

      After exchanging a brief glance, they hurried over. Revca paused as if unsure of where to go, but before Trent could offer, Ruby gently pushed her toward the bed.

      “You sleep here. Cuddle close!”

      As Revca glanced at Ruby, she sat down awkwardly on the bed. “Isn’t this your spot?”

      “Not tonight! He only has two sides, so we’ll just have to take turns unless we want to smother him. You hug him and I’ll hug you, Revie. That way, we all stay warm!”

      Revca looked uncertainly at Trent again. With Bethany cuddled contentedly in the crook of one arm, he opened the other and beckoned with his fingers. After offering a tentative smile, Revca settled into the bed. She cuddled close as they had on the beach.

      Revca then gasped as Ruby crawled into the bed and cuddled up against Revca’s back. She wrapped her arms around Revca’s midriff and kissed the back of her head.

      “I’m so glad you joined us, sister wife. I can’t wait until our next date. This was our first trip abroad as family... even if we’re generations apart.”

      Trent was just settling into the bed when Ruby said that, but then, as his alcohol-addled mind processed Ruby’s statement, he blinked. “Wait. What?”

      Bethany leaned up on one elbow and stared in fascination. “Ruby, are you saying you and Revca are related?”

      As the two women rested beside him, with Ruby embracing Revca from behind and staring contentedly at him from her shoulder, Trent once again marveled at their resemblance.

      It wasn’t just their hair color that was alike. Their faces were, too. Not just similar. Like sisters.

      Ruby smiled. “I wanted to surprise you both, but mead makes my brain fuzzy.”

      Trent watched her eagerly. “It certainly does. But Ruby, are you sure?”

      As she rose into a sitting position on the far side of Revca, her lovely red hair cascaded down her chest. “I am. I asked the Enchanter to reference his records of my purchase. He confirmed the people who sold me are distant ancestors of Revca’s tribe.”

      Trent winced as he remembered that Ruby’s parents had sold her to the Enchanter, as an infant, to be raised here and eventually turned into a mageblade. “Did you learn anything else about them? Your parents? Why they sold you?”

      “Only that they had debts. Selling one child to take care of six makes sense, Master. I was the only one of seven children with magical potential, so I’m glad I was able to help my siblings, even if they and my original family have long since passed.”

      “I’m so sorry, love.”

      “Don’t be sorry! That sale led me to a life I adore... as your wife. As for my parents, they were members of an ancient tribe that worshipped⁠—”

      “Belgor.” Bethany interrupted Ruby as she sat up as well. “Gods, it makes sense.”

      Still cuddled in the crook of Trent’s arm, Revca nodded. “My tribe was one of many offshoots of a larger tribe that traces its origins back to Corrin and before. When Ruby told me, I was hesitant to believe her. Yet the details the Enchanter gave her matched up.”

      Trent finally understood. “This is what you asked him about in private, didn’t you?”

      Ruby grimaced. “I never meant to keep this from you, my love. I just didn’t want to say anything until I knew, and then surprise you with the news.”

      “I’m not angry. Not remotely. Your heritage is your personal business, and I’d never begrudge you the choice to keep it to yourself if you chose.”

      “Then how did you know I asked the Enchanter about this in private?”

      “I didn’t until now.” Trent then remembered something else he’d vowed to do. “I intercepted him while you and Revca were preparing for our date.” He focused on Revca. “He’s in Anton’s body now. His soul transfer worked. So, you’ll be seeing him around.”

      Revca’s lips pressed together. “I expected this.”

      “I know. I still didn’t want the body of the man who gave up your tribe walking in on you while you were preparing for what I hoped would be a wonderful date.”

      She gave him a warm and unexpected kiss on the shoulder. “Your thoughtfulness seems impossible sometimes. Thank you.”

      Bethany gave him a squeeze. “Just be glad I’m willing to share him.”

      Revca eyed her dubiously. “I already made clear I was.”

      Before they could get into another argument, Trent cleared his throat and focused on Ruby. “Anyway, love, that’s how I knew you’d spoken to him. The Enchanter was coming to speak to you, likely to deliver the news that he’d verified your relationship to Revca.”

      Ruby again blushed. “Oh, that’s... no, Master. I already knew I was Revca’s ancestor.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes. The Enchanter told me days ago.”

      “Then what was he coming here to discuss with you?”

      “Whether it will be possible for you to get me pregnant.”

      Silence hung in the aftermath of Ruby’s plaintive statement. Yet before Trent could think of how to respond, Bethany leaned across him. She stared at Ruby eagerly.

      “And? Can you?”

      “I... don’t know? He said he would go back over his notes, but I asked him not to mention anything to either of you until we knew.”

      “Because you didn’t want us disappointed if you couldn’t.” Bethany brushed back her hair. “Oh, Ruby. I’ve told you, blade wives are just as important as birth wives.”

      Revca eyed Bethany in annoyance. “And pact wives.”

      Bethany eyed her dubiously. “Yes, Revca. Though I suppose now that you’ve joined us in bed, you’re closer to Trent’s birth wife than anything else.”

      “Save for the fact that I can’t ever let him claim me.”

      Trent touched Bethany’s arm again, then Revca’s. “Enough. First, we’re going to one day see about your oaths, and second, you’re right about Ruby, Beth.” He turned to his blade wife. “Whether you can give me a child doesn’t matter one bit. I will always love you, and I will never stop trying to give you the best life I can.”

      Ruby’s blue eyes gazed adoringly into his. “I know! But I still want to give you a child. More than one, if I can. I want children. I want at least one of my own.”

      Trent smiled at how that news made his heart soar. “I’d love that as well. But as we’ve discussed, I’m far more interested in whether the Enchanter can make you a normal woman again.”

      “So we can grow old together.”

      “Yes. That.” Trent stroked her cheek. “I don’t want you to be alone ever again.”

      Ruby reached across Revca to grip his hand. “I asked him about that, too.”

      “And?”

      “He doesn’t know. He’s never reversed an enchantment before.”

      Bethany pressed against Trent’s back. “But he didn’t say it wasn’t possible.”

      “You’re right. He didn’t say he couldn’t do it. So, there’s still a chance!”

      Revca ruefully shook her head. “So one of us can’t give you a child or even die, and the other can’t let you claim her without dying to a devil curse.”

      Bethany pressed close. “And yet I’m still grateful you’re both part of our tribe.”

      Revca eyed Bethany cautiously. “You mean that?”

      “Of course I do. You and I have our differences, but as I’ve told you time and again, I don’t question your loyalty to our husband. Even if we don’t always agree, never doubt I’m glad to have a woman as strong and determined as you at our side.”

      Revca bit her lip and looked down at the pillow. “Thank you.”

      Bethany kissed the back of Trent’s neck. “Now, gods, it must be only a few hours until sunrise. We should get at least some sleep. Unless anyone else has secrets to reveal?”

      Ruby fervently shook her head. “I don’t! Those were all my secrets.”

      Trent gave Ruby’s hand another squeeze before he released it. “Well, I suppose we both have more answers to look forward to. But Ruby, just remember I will love and cherish you no matter the answers we receive. About you giving birth, or becoming mortal again.”

      “I’ll remember, my love.” Ruby settled contently into bed, then poked Revca. “Revie? Could you settle back into bed? I want to cuddle you again.”

      Revca glanced over her shoulder, then settled once more into the crook of Trent’s arm. She stiffened as Ruby wrapped her arms around her waist, then relaxed.

      As Revca snuggled close, she sighed. “This really is better than sleeping alone.”

      Bethany cuddled up against his other side. “It is. Now, Revca? I only have one question before we drift off. This is your first night sharing our husband’s bed, which comes with new responsibilities. That includes pleasuring our chief once he wakes.”

      Trent gawked at Bethany over his shoulder. “Beth, you don’t⁠—”

      “Yes.” Revca interrupted and hugged his arm. “I can’t speak to my skill in such matters, but I’m willing to learn. That is... if you’d prefer my mouth tomorrow morning? Husband?”

      Trent stared at Revca, then kissed her forehead. “You really don’t have to do that every morning, you know.”

      Bethany poked him and grinned a naughty grin. “It’s not every morning. That’s why there’s three of us, so we share the work... and the reward.”

      Ruby giggled. “It does take some getting used to, Revie, so tomorrow, after you wake up, just focus on getting used to having him in your mouth. You can do most of the work with your lips and tongue. I can help! We can work up to using your throat.”

      Trent relaxed on his back in the bed. “Gods, I love my life.”
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      Eight days later, Trent Marston was finally reunited with Eight Company.

      When Sapphire had told him who was going to arrive at the monastery today, he almost couldn’t believe it. Yet when the portal opened into the hidden cellar beneath a crumbling fortress in southern Dalry, and he saw the eight figures standing in wide-eyed awe on the other side of the portal, he felt an entirely unexpected lump in his throat.

      Sapphire was at their head in full armor, of course. She’d led the group to the portal from their pre-arranged meeting point. With her were Sergeant Crane, Pip, Tim, and Tom.

      The four members of Eight Company who’d survived the horrific events following Princess Victoria’s escape from Whitebridge had finally come home... or to their home in exile. They were his company. His friends.

      And the fifth man with Sapphire? That was Captain Kyle, the highest ranking Blessed Knight in Dalry. The man who commanded Whitebridge’s defense against the soulless. Kyle had served Queen Agnes, and Dalry’s crown, loyally for all his life.

      Kyle was a tall man with broad shoulders and a strong chin, and he wore gleaming mail that was similar to that worn by the soldiers of the Primal Academy. While it bore no visible enchantments, Trent suspected it carried at least one. Blessed Knights were half mage, half soldier, and unlike King Tallun and the traitorous Captain Cole, Kyle was on Victoria’s side.

      Sergeant Crane would never have told the man the truth if he didn’t believe that.

      Captain Kyle was a legend in Whitebridge and beyond. The night Trent had come awake after his prophetic dream—the night he had saved Princess Victoria from her gruesome fate—Kyle had been the one to rouse him and the rest of Eight Company from slumber. Carrying the magical blade Firebringer, the Blessed Knight had rallied the city watch to repel the soulless army attacking Whitebridge’s walls.

      Now, one of Dalry’s great heroes was here. With Eight Company. To serve Dalry’s true ruler.

      With men like Captain Kyle on their side, Tallun could never defeat them.

      There were two other women with Sapphire, as well. One was a short, plump woman with her brown hair in a messy bun. She was dressed like a serving maid and looked about the same age as Ruby. Trent didn’t know her.

      The other woman, an older blonde, was Sara Crane, Sergeant Crane’s wife. Trent had only met her once, but he’d liked her no-nonsense attitude and sense of humor. The fact that Sergeant Crane had brought his wife showed he was moving here for good.

      As Sergeant Crane looked at Captain Kyle, they exchanged some unspoken understanding. These two men had served together for decades. Kyle strode forward in gleaming mail with his glowing red godsword strapped to his back.

      The portal shimmered as the Blessed Knight stepped into the cellar beneath the Enchanter’s monastery. Only the slight widening of Kyle’s eyes betrayed his awe at stepping across the realm. Trent knew the feeling well by now. It was... unnerving.

      Before Eight Company stepped forward, the young maid grabbed Pip’s arm in worry. At that sight, Trent felt a surprising burst of pride. Pip had finally found a woman of his own.

      Good for him.

      Crane offered his arm to his wife, who took it. They all followed Kyle through the portal. Crane’s head was freshly shaved, and his dark eyes and hard scowl looked as intimidating as ever. Still, Trent had rarely been so glad to see a man who’d once vowed to kill him.

      The twins, Tim and Tom, continued to be all but indistinguishable save for the divot on Tom’s cheek. Their short blond hair, brown eyes, and moderate builds were otherwise identical. They strode through next, looking suitably awed by the transition.

      And Pip, of course, was still Pip. Short, dishwater-colored hair, chubby cheeks, and just a bit round in the middle. Trent watched in approval as Pip gently reassured the young woman clutching his arm. Then, together, they strode through the portal, following the example of Sergeant Crane and his wife.

      When they arrived, the woman on Pip’s arm gawked in wonder. Pip, meanwhile, had eyes only for Trent. His face lit up at the sight of his first true friend in Eight Company.

      “Hey! Trent! You’re here!”

      Sergeant Crane snorted. “Who were you expecting, man?”

      As the group formed up, Captain Kyle’s gaze met Trent’s. Kyle nodded respectfully. Trent had never expected to receive a respectful nod from a Blessed Knight, but as Victoria’s first knight, he now outranked Kyle... technically.

      As Trent’s eyes met Sergeant Crane’s, the grizzled warrior offered a wide grin. They clasped hands as Pip, Tim, and Tom all looked on eagerly, obviously waiting for their turn to greet their former kestrel. Crane dropped Trent’s hand.

      “You look good for a dead man.”

      “And you look just as ugly as the last time I saw you.”

      Crane scowled, then roared with laughter. “I guess I can’t make you clean the latrines for that comment, can I? Sir Marston.”

      “Not any longer, I’m afraid. We’d need to dig some first. You’re the first Dalry soldiers to set foot inside this monastery, and we’ll need to build a proper barracks before we can assign anyone to latrine duty. But I’m certain you won’t be the last to join us.”

      Sara Crane grimaced at her husband. “This is how you address the queen’s first knight?”

      Crane grinned at his wife. “He was just Trent when I knew him, love. And after I saved him from a horde of sap zombies, he owes me.”

      Trent narrowed his eyes. “I saved you, remember?”

      Crane shrugged. “I’ve heard your memory fades after a few too many knocks to the head. Might want to get that looked at.”

      Trent rolled his eyes and inclined his head to Crane’s wife. “Trent Marston, ma’am. You may not remember me, but we met once during the spring festival in Whitebridge.”

      Sara smiled. “I remember. Mason has told me so much about you.”

      Trent had almost forgotten Sergeant Crane had a first name. “All good, I hope?”

      Crane chuckled again. “Oh, not even close!”

      Before Trent could catch up with Tim, Tom, Pip, or meet Pip’s lady, Captain Kyle stepped forward with a clank of armor. He offered an appropriately formal frown.

      “Sir Marston, if I may? We’re on a strict schedule. Once I speak to the princess, I need to get back to the capital before King Tallun suspects me of fraternizing with his enemies.”

      Kyle was right. While Sergeant Crane and Eight Company could defect without causing too much of a fuss—Tallun wouldn’t care if a few city watchmen deserted—the head of Whitebridge’s Blessed Knights could not simply vanish. The resources Tallun would unleash to recover Kyle might uncover the fortress that hid the portal connecting Dalry to the monastery.

      Kyle couldn’t just defect. Trent felt bad for delaying the man. He stepped back.

      “I imagine you’re all eager to see Princess Victoria. It must have been maddening wondering if she was alive all this time.”

      With the serving maid still clutching his arm, Pip stared wide-eyed from behind Crane. “But you already told she was alive weeks ago.”

      “Yes, but being told is different from being shown. You can’t honestly tell me none of you have had doubts that I told you the truth. I’d have doubts, in your place.”

      Tim grinned. “I certainly did.”

      Pip frowned. “Well, I didn’t.”

      Tom rolled his eyes and pointed. “I’m with the captain. Let’s get on with it, maybe?”

      Trent nodded. “We’ll have time to catch up over a meal later. For now, the princess is waiting for you on the grounds of the monastery.” He eyed Pip’s lady. “And this is...?”

      The woman on Pip’s arm blushed crimson, released his arm, and bowed so deep Trent worried she might fall over. “Apologies, sire! I’m just a scullery maid.”

      Tim ribbed Tom knowingly. “I hear she’s good at cleaning, that one.”

      Tom nodded sagely. “Cleaning pipes, from what I’ve heard.”

      Pip turned crimson and scowled at them. “I told you two to knock that off!”

      That only set Tim and Tom off once more, but Pip wisely ignored them and helped the woman rise. Pip looked both annoyed on his companion’s behalf, and truly proud to have her on his arm.

      “Trent, this is Gertrude. She works for the Logan household in Whitebridge, or did until... well, she’s here now. She’s my lady.”

      Gertrude clutched Pip’s arm tightly again. She still looked more than a bit out of sorts. She pressed close against him like she was worried she might be dragged off by something that would leap from the shadows and consume her.

      Gertrude winced. “Is this place truly magic?”

      Trent nodded calmly. “It is, but you need not fear that magic, nor the copper and brass statues you’ll soon see wandering about. They’re harmless.”

      Her blush faded as the blood drained from her face. “Walking... statues?”

      At Crane’s side, Sara paled a bit as well. She clutched her own husband’s arm more tightly.

      Kyle harrumphed. “Marston? If you would.”

      Trent pivoted and strode toward the stairs. “With me, everyone. Gertrude, that includes you. We don’t just need soldiers to turn this monastery into a base. We’ll need to reclaim Dalry, and we need all sorts of talented people. I’m glad you decided to join us.”

      Gertrude gasped from behind him. “I’ll do all I can, sire!”

      Pip spoke up as well. “I told you he wouldn’t object to you coming with us.”

      “I’m glad, but... I go where you go. We agreed.”

      Trent hid his smile by looking ahead. Even when they served together in Eight Company, he’d never known Pip had a woman. Either he’d been good at hiding Gertrude, or he’d met her only in the past few weeks.

      Either way, they knew each other well enough that Gertrude had defected with Pip to a place she’d never seen, simply to remain with him. That was true love, or close.

      Trent was glad that he wasn’t the only man to enjoy that particular blessing. His good friend enjoyed it, too.

      The clanking of armor told him everyone had fallen in behind him. A Blessed Knight, his former sergeant and his wife, and three city watchmen were now following his orders... along with a loyal scullery maid. Trent wasn’t ready to lead them into battle.

      But he could certainly lead them up the stairs.

      Loud clanking announced Sapphire marching double-time to catch up with him. She slowed once she reached his side, however, rather than passing him up. He appreciated the respect she offered. In the days since his first date with Ruby, she’d grown downright tolerable.

      Side by side, they led the newcomers to the surface of the monastery. As they stepped out beneath the sun of the Breckenrock, Trent once again marveled at how the landscape around them had changed. They had finished gathering kalor crystals several days ago, and the monastery had since teleported itself to an entirely different portion of the Breckenrock.

      The cliffs and countryside around them shouldn’t change overnight, but they did. Trent wasn’t even certain exactly where in the Breckenrock they were now, only that it was quite a ways from Kallowhorn. They’d moved here to ensure no one could reach them.

      Sapphire increased her pace. “Hold them here. I’ll notify her Highness.”

      Trent raised a fist and pumped it down. “Company, halt!”

      Behind him, Crane snorted. “You need to say that louder, boy. Doesn’t he, Sara?”

      Trent glanced over his shoulder. “We can still have you dig a latrine, you know.”

      Beside her husband, Sara Crane sighed a very vexed sigh.

      Sapphire hurried off to the next building over and descended. A moment later, she returned... along with Princess Victoria.

      At the sight of their crown princess back from the dead, more than one of those assembled gasped. Poor Gertrude nearly fainted before Pip caught her. He was learning.

      Victoria looked resplendent in a white gown that was cut modestly, yet made no secret of her great beauty. Her blonde hair was bound up above her head in a fine circlet quite close to a crown. Her regal expression made even Trent want to kneel.

      The sound of armor clanking behind him reminded him he should kneel. He’d gotten out of that habit around Victoria. He took a knee and waited, head lowered, as the clanking of armor told him Sapphire was approaching alongside her charge.

      Sapphire wisely halted the princess twenty paces from her loyal subjects. Even here, in the Enchanter’s monastery, there were formalities to be observed.

      No one save the princess’s sworn protectors could approach closer than within twenty paces of her. That was how rulers got assassinated.

      Beaming regally at the men who’d come to serve her, Victoria spoke. “Rise, all of you. I’m so grateful to have each of you here.”

      Trent rose. As he glanced back, the others all did so as well... all save Captain Kyle. He continued to kneel before Victoria and slowly drew Firebringer from the sheath on his back.

      Trent heard the sound of metal leaving a sheathe as Sapphire drew her sword, which was ridiculous. He frowned in Sapphire’s direction to warn her off. Kyle and Crane went back decades, and Crane trusted Kyle with his life.

      Still... what was this?

      Kyle balanced his glowing red godsword in both palms and raised it above his bowed head. As he spoke, his voice was low, reverent, and regretful. This was a man who grieved.

      “My liege, I have failed you.”

      Victoria’s eyes widened. She likely would have stepped forward to assure him had Sapphire not firmly stopped her. Victoria reluctantly accepted the correction.

      “Captain Kyle, please. The events of that dark night were not your doing.”

      “I broke my oath, my liege. I swore my life to defend a traitor to Dalry and the crown.”

      Crane snorted softly. “Gods, man, didn’t you say we can’t waste time today? You had no way of knowing Tallun would try to assassinate his own daughter. Give it a rest.”

      Kyle continued to kneel with Firebringer raised and his head low. “A knight is nothing without his oaths, Princess Victoria. I am only sorry that I could not protect you.”

      Victoria once again tried to step forward to comfort Kyle, and this time Sapphire seized her arm. Victoria frowned and batted at Sapphire’s hand.

      “Dame Sapphire, unhand me at once!”

      Sapphire’s helmet hid her features, but Trent could imagine her scowling at the princess. She had an impressive scowl.

      “Keep your distance, Highness. I can’t protect you otherwise.”

      “These are good soldiers! My soldiers! And that is a Blessed Knight!”

      Head bowed, Kyle raised his glowing red sword higher. “Forgive me, my liege. Forgive me for what I failed to do for you in Whitebridge. I won’t fail you again, but I cannot fulfill my oath until you return my sword to me.”

      Victoria tugged at Sapphire. “Unhand me. That’s an order, Sapphire!”

      Sapphire released Victoria as if she’d been burned. Yet as Victoria hurried forward to assure Captain Kyle he had done no wrong, Trent had a horrifying thought.

      This was no premonition from Belgor, no prophetic and recurring dream. This was several disturbing facts clicking together. First, there were the words Kyle had spoken when he arrived.

      “Once I speak to the princess, I need to get back to the capital before King Tallun suspects me of fraternizing with his enemies.”

      Kyle had said King Tallun. Blessed Knights trained for decades to wield magic and blades, but they were also trained as nobility as well. Their courses in etiquette, diplomacy, and royal customs were as stringent as their martial training. They rarely misspoke.

      Tallun wasn’t the rightful king of Dalry. Tallun was a traitor. Yet Kyle had referred to Tallun as king despite all that. And like Tallun, who believed his wife and daughter were corruptors, Kyle was a Blessed Knight.

      As Victoria hurried forward to return Kyle’s glowing sword to him, Trent darted forward and shouted a warning. “Sapphire, stop him!”

      In Trent’s horrified mind, the world slowed to a crawl. His boots felt like he was running through molasses as he hurtled toward his princess. Moving with speed that defied his size, Kyle leapt to his feet and gripped Firebringer in both hands.

      And Victoria was still walking into range of his swing.

      Trent slammed into the princess’s middle and bent her over his shoulder like a slim branch struck by a log. With a frantic huff, all the air left Victoria’s lungs. The hot wind of a burning blade swung by so close to Trent’s back he could feel the heat.

      As Trent drove Victoria away from the threat, Sapphire charged toward it. Multiple men and women cried out in shock and alarm. He and Sapphire passed each other in a blink, and then the sound of steel clanging against steel echoed through the monastery.

      Enraged by Kyle’s betrayal, Sapphire snarled like a bear. Trent, meanwhile, didn’t start running until he spotted Bethany, Ruby, and Revca all rushing from the shadow of the building where they’d settled to watch the ceremony. His wives would keep Victoria safe.

      Ruby had the quickest stride, but Bethany had the quickest reflexes. Trent shoved a now breathless Victoria into Bethany’s arms for safekeeping, then spun in time to witness a fierce battle and see what he could do to help. Though... how could he stop an armored knight?

      Behind him, in the open courtyard of the Enchanter’s monastery, two towering magical soldiers did battle. In the face of that, the other people in the courtyard had wisely scattered to avoid being cut apart.

      This was no mortal courtyard duel. This was a battle of gods.

      In her gleaming armor, Sapphire was a hair taller than Captain Kyle, but her blade wasn’t like his. It wasn’t a godsword. While Sapphire was stronger and just as heavily armored, her blade was simply a blade. As it met Firebringer, it shattered before the godsword’s heat.

      Trent reached out. “Ruby! Become a sword!”

      Red light burst behind him as Trent catapulted himself back into the fray. As Ruby’s familiar weight manifested in his outstretched hand, all of her knowledge of fencing and rapier work flowed into his head. She’d spent over a decade training to wield a sword.

      His blade wife was in his mind... and he would serve as her body.

      As Firebringer slammed into Sapphire’s side, armor shattered and flesh hissed. Yet Sapphire was a mageblade, not a mortal. While the blow from Firebringer tore open her side and tossed her to the ground, it didn’t split her in half as it would have done anyone else.

      In his mind, Ruby howled in fury at the sight of her sister struck down.

      Kyle saw the new threat in time to face it, but not so fast that he was able to step forward and finish Sapphire off. With speed that must be related to the magic in his blade, Kyle swung at the lightly-armored, rapier-wielding kestrel charging him in a suicidal sprint.

      It should have been the mismatch of the century. Kyle had enchanted armor, a fire-cloaked godsword, and decades of experience training with the finest swordsmen in the land. Trent had his kestrel armor, a slim silver rapier, and no training with that rapier at all.

      Yet Ruby was an expert fencer. And while Trent wasn’t armored, he was fast.

      With Ruby’s instincts to guide him and his finely-honed body as her tool, they ducked beneath the swing of Kyle’s sword and stabbed him in the gut. Armor that would have smashed aside a normal rapier parted like butter before Ruby’s enchanted tip. The blade went deep.

      Yet Kyle was no devil, no demon, nor soulless. Despite his enchanted armor and magical sword, he was a mortal man.

      And while Ruby’s blade was magic, it was enchanted to kill magic things. All their rapier strike did was poke at Kyle and anger him.

      But thanks to Trent’s speed, the Blessed Knight’s next strike missed as well.

      As shouts of anger and fury sounded around him, Trent gave himself over to Ruby’s fencing training. He tore at the traitorous Blessed Knight with all the speed and fury he’d honed, first on his own, and later at the Vespers. This speed was how he’d won the Tournament of Leaves.

      Kyle’s huge blazing sword would have cut Trent apart with even a glancing blow had it been able to hit him, but it could not. Kyle was a monster, but Trent was the wind. You couldn’t cut the wind... and when it grew strong enough, it could topple even an armored knight.

      Again and again, Ruby pierced Kyle’s armor and flesh. Again and again, Trent and Ruby danced away from danger together, and Kyle was tiring as each stab went deep into muscle and even bone. Each new wound, while tiny, must bleed, and even a man this skilled could only bleed for so long.

      Yet Trent was tiring as well. He was winning this fight, but he wasn’t certain if he would win it in time. Even if the flurry of holes he poked in Kyle would kill him when he bled out, Trent would die the moment that enchanted sword touched his flesh.

      Revca shouted from behind him. “Husband! Move!”

      Trent threw himself backward just in time to avoid Kyle’s next crazed spring. At the same moment, gleaming green vines burst from the earth and wrapped Kyle up in the blink of an eye. Revca had channeled nature ether to bring the Blessed Knight down.

      The bleeding captain tried and failed to slice Revca’s vines apart. Using the nature spell form she had just channeled—entangling vines, if Trent remembered correctly—Revca had immobilized Captain Kyle in his own armor.

      One vine wrenched Kyle’s right hand so hard, Trent heard the bone snap. Only a small grunt escaped Kyle’s clenched jaw as he finally lost his grip on Firebringer. As Trent raised Ruby, he knew he could finally end this.

      Kyle was now disarmed and defenseless. Ruby’s deadly blade would slide clean through the space between his eyes and into his brain. It would be a quick, painless death.

      Yet they couldn’t kill the man they’d trusted with Victoria’s life until they knew why he’d betrayed them today. They had to know if his justification for attempted murder was the same as King Tallun’s, or something more. They had to know who else he’d told she was alive.

      As Kyle grunted in frustration, Revca’s vines pulled him down and pinned him on his back. With a crackle like a leather belt tightening, they lashed him to the ground as firmly as if he’d been staked there. Kyle coughed blood... and in Trent’s mind, Ruby cried out.

      “My sister! Master, I must see to my sister!”

      Sapphire remained where she’d fallen, clutching her side to stop the flow of blood. Sapphire shouldn’t bleed. Mageblades didn’t bleed... unless, Trent supposed, they were cut by a godsword forged by an ancient mage.

      Firebringer lay where it had fallen, though its red glow had finally gone out. One could have judged it an ordinary sword had they not seen it shatter Sapphire’s blade and then cut through her armor... and her.

      Trent stretched out one hand. “Ruby, return!”

      Her weight left his hand. And as ruby light and rose petals swirled, Ruby dashed over to drop at her sister’s side. “Sapphy! Speak to me!”

      Meanwhile, Trent glared down at the man pinned to the grass of the Enchanter’s monastery.

      The hero. The traitor. A man he’d looked up to since he’d arrived in Whitebridge, and treasured the idea of fighting beside one day.

      Kyle spit blood again and spoke for all to hear. “Princess Victoria is a corruptor.”

      Crane stalked forward, his mouth agape. The horror on his features was exactly what Trent would expect from a man who’d just watched a comrade in arms—a loyal friend who’d saved his life time and again—try to murder their liege. Their princess.

      “Gods, man! Are you mad?”

      “A corruptor, Mason. Victoria and her mother consorted with devils in an attempt to doom our realm. If you’re a loyal man of Dalry, you must⁠—”

      A vine wrapped around Kyle’s mouth, cutting off whatever else he might wish to say. Yet everyone gathered in this monastery had heard it. Kyle’s accusation hung in the air.

      Everyone in the courtyard now suspected what Trent already knew. Rumors about Victoria consorting with devils could end her resistance before it started, especially if Tallun confirmed those rumors once she announced her return.

      From the door of the Primal Academy’s new embassy, Kari cried out. “What in the hells is going on out here? Are those knights hurt?”

      Trent’s eyes met Revca’s. Given what Victoria had told Trent in confidence, and what he had shared with his wives, they already knew why Captain Kyle had betrayed his princess.

      They also knew Karissa Ambergreen would know if someone she interrogated lied... or, instead, told a truth that none of them could risk being revealed to others. The fact that a devil named Belgor had spoken to both Queen Agnes and Princess Victoria in their dreams.

      Trent’s nod was all it took. As Revca’s jaw clenched, so did her vines. With a single loud snap, one of Revca’s vines crushed Captain Kyle’s windpipe.

      The heroic Blessed Knight thrashed as his eyes bugged out of his skull. Mercifully, he soon went still.

      Trent bowed his head in regret. Kyle had served his country and his realm faithfully... until his blind zealotry led him to turn on everything he’d once hoped to protect.

      Kari rushed over, wide-eyed. “What’s happening? Who’s hurt?”

      Sergeant Crane gawked at Kyle, then fixed Revca with a downright murderous glare. “What did you do, woman?”

      Trent gripped Crane’s shoulder. “Stand down, sergeant. She followed my orders.”

      “She killed him! She killed Andrew!”

      Andrew Kyle was dead. Mason Crane was alive. These two men had served side by side for decades, saving each other’s lives more times than Trent could count. They had dined with each other’s families and trained together since they were boys. They were family.

      But Revca was Trent’s family now.

      Sara rushed over. “Mason! What... what’s happening?”

      As Crane tried to shrug him off, Trent tightened his iron grip. “Kyle betrayed us, sarge. Like Spence. Like Tallun. You saw it yourself. He tried to kill Princess Victoria. Stand down.”

      Crane wrenched his shoulder away from Trent, but he didn’t rush toward Revca or draw his truncheon. He rushed to the body of his fallen brother instead.

      He dropped to his knees beside the sightless face of Captain Andrew Kyle... and there, the bold Sergeant Crane wept.

      He didn’t glare murder at Revca again. Sara fell to his side, then glared up at Trent. She must have known Kyle too, or perhaps she was merely supporting her husband.

      Ruby’s cries became frantic. “Oh, someone help!”

      That drew Trent’s attention. Yet before he could go to her, Kari rushed over. “I’m here. Show me. I can heal her.”

      Sapphire coughed. “Been awhile since I’ve seen my own blood. That’s some sword.”

      As Kari closed her eyes and drew glowing motes of white light from the air, Ruby clutched Sapphire’s side. “You almost died. He almost killed you!”

      Sapphire chuckled. “Doubt it. I’m hard to kill.”

      In the distance, Victoria called out with all the royal authority an eighteen-year-old woman who’d just survived an assassination attempt could muster. Though he felt numb, Trent was impressed. Victoria sounded both confident and unflinching.

      “Eight Company! Stand where you are! Mistress Ambergreen! See to Dame Sapphire’s wounds! Sir Marston! To my side at once!”

      Victoria was giving commands. She was taking control.

      And after the shock of having Captain Kyle try to murder her and then cut him in half, Trent was ready to listen.
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      As Kari shifted one foot and brought her outstretched arms around like she was performing a complicated dance move, motes of white energy swirled around her hands. Those motes coursed down and impacted Sapphire’s bleeding side like leaves on the wind.

      Sapphire stiffened as the white glow shined inside her armor. Trent had no more time to observe the wonders of life ether spell forms in action. He hurried past them, to where Bethany and Revca stood protectively beside Princess Victoria.

      A glance over his shoulder allowed him to catalogue any other possible threats. Tim, Tom, Pip, and Gertrude all huddled together like they were worried Victoria would blame them for Kyle’s betrayal. Sergeant Crane knelt numbly by the still body of his best friend.

      Sapphire relaxed on the ground as Kari sent another burst of white energy into her and Ruby clutched her hand. Trent turned back to see Victoria watching him with a pretense of calm.

      She looked so strong. Yet he could tell that, after being betrayed and almost killed again, she was hurting. He hated how many times she’d been hurt.

      Trent stood at her side and brushed her hand with his. “Are you all right, Highness?”

      She spoke softly. “That’s three times now. Three times you’ve saved my life.”

      “I’ve only counted two.”

      “Had you not come to find us in that church, those devil mages could have overrun the place and murdered me. I’m lucky to have you at my side, Sir Marston.”

      Revca stood at Victoria’s other side. “What of the other traitors?”

      Trent frowned. “They’re not traitors. I’m shocked by Captain Kyle’s actions, but Crane and the others all almost died when another Blessed Knight sent them into the Blackwood to kill me. They escorted me safely to Kallowhorn. They’re loyal to Princess Victoria.”

      “And this Gertrude? How do you know she isn’t another spy?”

      “She isn’t.” Victoria wrung her hands. “She’s one of mine.”

      Trent glanced sidelong at Victoria. “One of your... maids?”

      Victoria didn’t answer. Instead, she stood patiently and regally as Kari channeled several more spell forms. Sapphire sat up soon after, then glanced down at the tear in the side of her armor. One glove was still wet with blood, but no new blood joined it.

      From across the courtyard, Kari’s blue eyes met his. Some warmth remained, but Trent recognized fresh suspicion as well. She didn’t understand why Trent had ordered Revca to murder Captain Kyle, despite having captured and immobilized him.

      So she suspected there might be some truth to his claims. That much was obvious.

      Trent glanced at Victoria. “Highness? We can’t allow these foul rumors to spread.”

      Victoria glanced at him in confusion. “What? What do you mean?”

      “Kyle’s lies. His claims that you are a corruptor. All here heard him speak, but we have an advantage that he didn’t anticipate. Ambassador Ambergreen. She’s a life mage, and one who can tell if someone lies to her. I think we should reassure the others that Kyle lied.”

      Victoria swallowed hard. “How can we do that?”

      “You have never spoken with a devil. You are not a mage, and you cannot touch the Firmament. And never once have you offered a devil anything in return for favors. You and I both know this to be true, don’t we?”

      Princess Victoria was a clever woman. She recognized how they could reassure the others, and their new ambassador, that Captain Kyle and eventually Tallun were lying about her. No one could know that Tallun and Kyle were telling the truth... as they saw it.

      Victoria nodded. “We’ll put this rumor to rest. I will inform everyone of the false beliefs held by my father. Better they hear it from me than a traitor’s lips. Gather them all together, Sir Marston.”

      “At once, Highness.”

      As Trent walked back toward the rest of Eight Company, Bethany walked at his side. He glanced at her. “You should stay with Victoria.”

      “She’s not approaching five people we no longer know are loyal, husband.”

      Trent shrugged as they walked. “They’re all loyal. But I’m glad you’re here, love.”

      They approached Sergeant Crane first. He continued to kneel at the side of the fallen Captain Kyle with his wife, Sara, clutching his hand. Trent cleared his throat.

      “Sergeant?”

      Crane didn’t look up.

      “We need you here. Eight Company needs their leader.”

      Crane clenched a fist. “I told him everything about the night we burned Thatcher and said he was you. I led him here, Marston. He must have told others.”

      “You couldn’t have known what he would do, sarge.”

      “Of course I could! I’ve known him all my life. How could I not know?”

      Even after he’d tried to cut the princess in half, Trent wouldn’t disparage Kyle. That wasn’t how he could bring Crane back to himself.

      Instead, he would honor Kyle’s “sacrifice”... or at least make a show of doing so for those gathered.

      He knelt beside his old sergeant. “It’s not entirely his fault.”

      Crane glared at the body of his best friend. “Not entirely?”

      “Captain Kyle was driven by something stronger than friendship. He was driven by his loyalty to Dalry and the oaths he swore as a Blessed Knight. He was also deceived.”

      Crane finally looked up. “Deceived by who?”

      “You know who, sarge. You heard the lie from his own lips.”

      “That our princess...” Crane swallowed, then shook his head. “Why would Andrew believe something so ridiculous?”

      Sara bit her lip as she looked between them. The glare she’d directed at Trent was no longer present, replaced with agony. Trent focused on what they needed to move forward.

      “Tallun is a Blessed Knight, just like Kyle. The true reasons Tallun seized the throne are even more complicated than we believed. We’ll explain everything... Princess Victoria will explain... but first, I need you present. Assemble your company.”

      Crane shuddered once more, but Trent’s respect for Captain Kyle seemed to have brought him back to himself. With Sara to help him, Crane rose.

      “If that’s true...”

      “Tallun deceived Kyle. We can prove it. And we will, right now.”

      Crane fixed him with the hardest stare Trent had ever seen. “If he was deceived, and you knew it, then why did you kill him?”

      “Because a Blessed Knight cannot betray an oath, sergeant. He wouldn’t have believed anything we said, and he would have been a constant threat to Princess Victoria and everything we’re trying to do. Once Princess Victoria explains, you’ll understand.”

      Sara touched Crane’s side. “She is the princess. If we can’t trust her...”

      Crane nodded grimly before he looked back at Trent. “If you’re right, then Tallun has another death to answer for. That rancid horsefucker needs to die.”

      Sara frowned, but didn’t interject. Crane always did have a way with words.

      Yet before Trent could try and convince him further, Crane turned and marched toward the others.

      “Eight Company! Fall in!”

      Responding instinctively to Crane’s confident voice, Pip, Tim, and Tom... all that was left of a proud company of city watchmen that once stood twelve strong... formed a line and snapped to attention. Gertrude stood wide-eyed for a moment, then stood beside Pip.

      As Sara released his arm, Crane walked over to the line, pivoted precisely on his heel, and snapped to attention at their head.

      Trent glanced at Sapphire, Ruby, and Kari. Sapphire was once more on her feet and had removed her helmet, likely at Kari’s insistence. Sapphire’s beautiful face was sweaty and a bit pale, but she otherwise showed no ill effects from having her side sliced open. Having a life mage on their side was proving to be a great boon to everyone.

      Ruby remained pressed close against Sapphire, clutching her arm in a way that Trent recognized. Sapphire wasn’t going to be able to dislodge her no matter how hard she tried. Ruby’s blue eyes were wet, and Trent hated that she’d been worried.

      Trent beckoned to Kari. “Mistress Karissa? We need you here.”

      Kari frowned in surprise, then strode over. Sapphire stomped off toward Princess Victoria with Ruby clinging to her.

      Trent glanced at Princess Victoria. “Your subjects are assembled, Highness.”

      With a firm and regal nod, Victoria approached Eight Company. She didn’t approach closely, however, and didn’t protest when Sapphire and Ruby took up a protective position between her and their remaining visitors. Revca stood at Victoria’s other side.

      Victoria spoke with confidence that made Trent proud. “You all heard Captain Kyle. He claimed I was a corruptor. He claimed I made a deal with a devil and betrayed Dalry.”

      Victoria paused as she let everyone absorb that. All eyes in the courtyard were now on her. Then their princess spoke again.

      “Nothing could be further from the truth. Despite the fact that his claim is utterly without merit, I will answer it. Given its grave nature, I can’t not answer it.”

      As everyone in the courtyard listened raptly, Victoria explained everything she had explained privately to Trent... while also leaving key bits out.

      Victoria told everyone that King Tallun had poisoned her mother, but not that Queen Agnes had been speaking with Belgor in her dreams. She told them how Tallun conspired with unknown forces in Corrin to admit a necromancer to the city to kill her, but only that Tallun believed she too had conspired with devils.

      Finally, she turned to Trent.

      “Sir Marston? I leave verifying the truth of these claims in your hands.”

      Trent nodded firmly, then turned to Crane, Sarah, Eight Company, and Gertrude. “I doubt any of you know our guest, since you’ve just arrived, so I’ll introduce her. This is Ambassador Karissa Ambergreen from the Primal Academy in the Cridor Republic. As you’ve likely gathered from seeing her miraculous spell forms in action, she’s a life mage.”

      Trent felt Kari’s gaze on the side of his head. He focused on the others.

      “Mistress Karissa is a talented woman, and not just with healing. She can also tell, simply by looking at someone, if they are lying.” When he turned to Kari, he found her watching him intently. “Mistress Karissa, is this true?”

      “Sure is.”

      Trent looked again to the newcomers. “You heard the foul lie from Captain Kyle’s lips. Yet to Kyle, it was the truth. He and others believe it because Tallun convinced them of a lie Princess Victoria was never allowed to dispute. So, today, you will hear directly from her.”

      Trent walked over to Victoria and glanced at Kari. “Now, I would like you to observe Princess Victoria closely and tell us if what she says is the truth or a lie.”

      Kari watched him cautiously. “This seems like a matter for Dalry to resolve.”

      “Yet no one else here can say with certainty if Princess Victoria is lying. You can. So, as our ally, I ask you, on behalf of the kingdom of Dalry, to lend us your services as an interrogator. I want you to verify her words for everyone assembled.”

      Victoria nodded firmly to Kari. “Please, Ambassador. We must put these rumors to rest.”

      Kari crossed her arms. “All right, then. Princess Victoria, are⁠—”

      “I’ll ask the questions, ambassador.” Trent interrupted her firmly but politely. “You need simply verify whether Victoria’s statements are true or false.”

      Kari blanched. “Of course.”

      Trent pivoted to Princess Victoria. “Highness, did your father poison your mother, Queen Agnes, until her heart gave out?”

      “Yes.”

      Trent glanced at Kari. She looked to those they desperately needed to convince.

      “Princess Victoria is telling the truth.”

      Sara Crane audibly gasped. Crane’s scowl returned, and everyone else looked suitably shocked by the news that Tallun had murdered his wife. Trent nodded sadly and continued.

      “Highness, why did King Tallun work with agents in Corrin to try to assassinate you?”

      “Because he believed me to be a corruptor, Sir Marston.”

      Kari spoke again. “Truth.”

      Trent turned to those gathered. “To ensure you all know what that means, Tallun believes Victoria consorts with devils from beyond our world. He believes that Victoria regularly enters the Firmament, a land of dreams, and there, she has offered a devil her soul in exchange for power and wealth. Mistress Karissa, is that a common offer devils make?”

      Kari nodded hesitantly. “To mages, yeah. Though it’s not always power and wealth. They offer anything the mage might desire.”

      “And those who accept these deals and offer their souls are corruptors?”

      “We call them devil mages, but... yeah. Same thing.”

      Trent turned to Victoria again. “Highness, are you a mage?”

      Victoria straightened. “No.”

      “Can you touch the Firmament? The land of dreams where devils dwell?”

      “I cannot. I have never seen nor touched the Firmament.”

      “And have you ever offered a devil anything in exchange for favors?”

      “Never.”

      “Have you ever spoken with a devil?”

      “No, I have not.”

      Trent turned to Kari again. “Mistress Karissa? Has she told a lie?”

      Kari shook her head. “No lies. Every word out of her mouth is the truth.”

      As Kari spoke, Trent looked to Eight Company. He saw the tension that had been present in everyone, including Sergeant Crane and his wife, easing out of them.

      No less an authority than a Primal Academy life mage had reassured Victoria’s subjects that their princess was who they hoped. They would remember this moment all their lives.

      Trent didn’t want to have to repeat this performance in front of each new group of soldiers that joined them at the monastery. The point in doing it today was so those who’d arrived first would share this news with the others. He hoped he’d played this right.

      Sara Crane would handle the wives of the men who came to serve Victoria. Mason Crane would handle the other officers. And Pip, Tim, and Tom would handle the enlisted. Any rumors Tallun snuck into their camp about Victoria’s dealings with devils would be called out.

      As he caught all four members of Eight Company glancing with a mixture of sadness and disappointment at Captain Kyle’s motionless body, he knew they believed Victoria. They didn’t believe Kyle had lied to them. Blessed Knights didn’t lie.

      But they did believe Tallun had misled Kyle.

      Knowing Tallun had betrayed a hero like Captain Kyle would further harden their hearts against him. Trent walked over to stand beside Princess Victoria and glanced at Kari.

      “Thank you. We appreciate your help with this matter.”

      Kari offered a tight nod. “Of course.”

      “Now, if you would, I’d like you to speak with each of our newcomers as well. I need you to ask them two questions. First, do they support Princess Victoria as the rightful ruler of Dalry? And second, will they protect her with their lives?”

      Kari looked a bit put out by having additional duties thrust upon her, but a good diplomat didn’t complain. “I could do that, yeah. If your Highness wishes?”

      Victoria nodded regally. “I do, Ambassador Ambergreen. It would be a help.” Her eyes fixed on Gertrude, who continued to stand uncertainly beside Pip. “If you would, start with that young maid. I could use a maid in my service.”

      Gertrude gasped and nearly fainted. As Pip steadied her, she stared in alarm.

      “Highness, I couldn’t... I’m no one! I didn’t even serve in the castle!”

      “Then you’re well overdue for a promotion. Mistress Ambergreen? Ask your questions of our newcomers. Ruby? Remain with Gertrude and escort her to the war room when Ambassador Ambergreen is finished speaking with her. Eight Company? After you speak with the ambassador, Dame Sapphire will show you to the building we’re going to convert into our barracks. She is in ultimate command of our defenses.”

      The men of Eight Company thumped their hands to their chests and bowed their heads. Trent had no doubt that they were now Princess Victoria’s for life. Kari would verify it, of course, but they now had four more loyal soldiers to keep her safe.

      And one less traitor hiding in their midst.

      Victoria turned to Trent. “I need to speak with you in private before we invite any more of my subjects to join us. Kyle isn’t the only Blessed Knight we had thought to be loyal. If Tallun has turned him against me, we must assume that all the Blessed Knights feel the same.”

      Trent knew whatever meeting Victoria had in mind was far more than questions about personnel. He also knew they needed privacy for this. “Of course, Highness.”

      Victoria returned her serene gaze to Eight Company. “Even though he tried to kill me, I grieve for the man we lost to my father’s lies. Kyle was a hero and a good man. I hope you all still understand how grateful I am for your support and loyalty. We’ll speak again soon.”

      Princess Victoria strode away from the courtyard. Trent briefly clutched Bethany’s hand before he dropped it and hurried to walk beside her. Revca fell in at Victoria’s other side as Trent glanced back at Bethany and motioned with his eyes to Kari.

      Bethany nodded. She would remain at Kari’s side and try to learn what she could about how Kari was feeling about today’s events. There was no one at this monastery he trusted more than Bethany to gauge Kari’s feelings about today without alerting her she was doing it.

      No one approached the motionless body of Captain Kyle. Sapphire, however, donned her helmet once more, then walked over to pick up Firebringer. The godsword glowed red the moment she touched it, confirming that she, like Kyle, had magical potential.

      Trent was relieved that the powerful blade was once again in loyal hands.

      Sapphire turned to Eight Company. “Fall in. We’re going to put you up in the old garrison, but those bunks won’t assemble themselves.”

      Trent focused on protecting his princess and his pact wife. Once again, they headed down into the buildings of the monastery and into the war room. Here, the princess had revealed the truth about the people she saw in her dreams... and then hopped into his lap.

      That wouldn’t be happening again today. Not with Revca in the room with them and a new and loyal maid on the way. But given Trent had just worked with one of his wives to murder one of his childhood heroes, he wasn’t really in the mood.

      Trent’s enchanted trinket opened all doors they encountered. Once they were all safely in the war room where no one could disturb or overhear them, Victoria turned to him.

      “Why did Kyle have to die? He would have made a valuable prisoner.”

      Trent took a moment to form his arguments before he answered. He hadn’t asked Victoria if she wanted Kyle dead. He hadn’t wanted to leave her suffering from that guilt.

      “He believed you to be a corruptor, Highness. Blessed Knights are skilled with magic as well as swordplay, and trained to resist interrogation and escape. We can’t spare the soldiers to guard him, nor could they stop him if he escaped and tried to bring others back here.”

      “And why did we not interrogate him before you executed him?”

      “We couldn’t without risking he could reveal more than we could have made common knowledge. Had Kari interrogated him, and she certainly would have tried, she would have learned things we’d all prefer she and the Primal Academy not know. Like the name Belgor.”

      Victoria sighed heavily. “Thank you. I regret that we had to execute a man who’d done so much for Dalry, but... I trust your judgment. Still, I wonder. Is the portal now compromised?”

      “I don’t think we need to worry about that. Sapphire met everyone in Hartford and then led them to the portal as a group. None of them knew where the portal was hidden until she led them to the fortress, and none had a chance to return to Tallun. It’s possible someone could have tailed them from Hartford, but I think it’s still safe.”

      “Yes. You’re right, of course. Not even Kyle could have told Tallun where the portal was until he returned after taking my head.”

      “All the more reason I’m glad he could do neither, Highness. Still, we should revisit our security precautions with Sapphire after this. Even meeting prospective loyalists in Hartford may give Tallun the clues he needs to uncover the portal. There’s only so many old fortresses.”

      Victoria wrung her hands in obvious worry. “We’ve only just started gathering the forces we need to oppose my father. There’s so many more I need to contact. We can’t lose the portal. If he finds and secures it, we’ll lose our only connection to Dalry.”

      “Not our only connection, Highness. We could still funnel people through Kallowhorn, and from there to the edges of the Breckenrock. We could move the monastery there to pick them up. I’m confident my parents and the people there are loyal to you, not Tallun.”

      Victoria smiled. “I will continue to do all I can to be worthy of that loyalty. Still, the situation with Kari worries me.”

      “I don’t think she believes you to be a corruptor, Highness.”

      “Not yet, but she didn’t like seeing Kyle executed. You played a dangerous game with her today. What should I do if she asks me, to my face, if I’m a corruptor?”

      Revca stepped forward. “Then tell her the truth. You are not.”

      Victoria stared at Revca in surprise. “I am.”

      “No, you are not. You heard the definition Kari agreed to. A corruptor, or a devil mage, is a mage who enters the Firmament, seeks out a devil, and offers that devil a trade in exchange for favors. You have never done this. A devil sends you images, nothing more.”

      “By Dalry and Hesia’s definition, any association with devils makes me a corruptor.”

      “And by the definitions of the Cridor Republic, you are not one.” Revca frowned impatiently. “You must come to understand this, Highness. You must believe it to your core. Then you can tell Kari the truth.” Revca glanced at him. “As can you, husband.”

      Revca remained wise as ever, especially in magical matters. Trent accepted her reasoning. He felt much better about being alone with Kari now. He saw no reason why she would ever ask him if he was a corruptor; but now, he really could say he wasn’t.

      All he had to do was believe that to the core.
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      Princess Victoria focused on Revca’s guidance, and Trent did the same. His pact wife was truly knowledgeable in matters of magic, and the matter of what was the truth or a lie was often in the mind of the beholder. Revca was wise to remind them of that.

      Victoria eventually pulled out a chair and settled into it. Sadly, in this room, there were only two chairs. Trent glanced at Revca.

      “Would you like to sit?”

      Her warm smile was lovely. “I wouldn’t mind.”

      Trent pulled out a chair for her, a small gesture that obviously pleased her, and let her seat herself. He then relaxed on the edge of the table and glanced at Princess Victoria.

      “Is there anything else we can help with, Highness?”

      Victoria looked up. “I’d like you here to meet Gertrude when she arrives.”

      “She’s... the maid?”

      “She is that, yes, but also more. Gertrude is also a member of a secret order of informants who trace their origins back to before my mother’s time. We don’t have a name for them, but my mother often called them her little doves.”

      Revca smiled a predator’s smile. “A network of inconspicuous informants amongst the nobility certainly does sound useful.”

      Victoria nodded. “Having servers with their ears to the ground amongst the nobility and others scheming against the crown served my mother well. Even the nobles rarely watch themselves around their staff. We also have little doves among the serving staff at Cantor Academy. Once my mother died, I inherited her network.”

      Trent frowned. “None of these doves warned you of Tallun’s plot against you?”

      “My father fired both his maids months before he moved against me. He also grew increasingly reclusive, speaking only with people he trusted, who mostly hailed from Hesia. In retrospect, that should have been the confirmation I needed that he was plotting against me.”

      “Did your mother ever share the truth with him? About her little doves?”

      “It’s possible. But even if she had, he wouldn’t know which servers were passing her information, only that they existed. There are many who simply do the job they were hired for. Those few who pass intelligence to us are the keenest and most secretive among them.”

      Revca eyed Victoria carefully. “You just told us.”

      “I hope you appreciate why. Other than Sapphire, Ruby, and Bethany, this room now holds the only people in this monastery I trust with my secrets.” Victoria shuddered. “And given how I almost got myself killed today, it’s clear how much I need talented advisors.”

      Trent leaned closer. “You couldn’t have known Captain Kyle⁠—”

      “Yes, I could have.” Victoria frowned in obvious disapproval. “If you’re to be my advisors, I would not have you coddle me. You and Sapphire picked up on Kyle’s odd behavior without being prompted, while I all but blindly walked into his blade.”

      Trent wanted to comfort his princess. Yet she was right. Victoria didn’t need comfort. She needed advice on how to survive until she reclaimed her crown.

      “Then... yes, Highness. Sapphire had the right of it. There’s a reason we keep a safe distance between our rulers and their subjects. You should never have approached Kyle. His honor could wait to be redeemed in a more secure setting.”

      Victoria nodded. “I will trust you all to warn me should I do anything so rash again.”

      Trent smiled to reassure her. “We won’t let you down, Highness.”

      “You’ve proven that time and again. I only hope I don’t let any of you down. Having the whole of Dalry on my shoulders, well... it’s quite the weight.”

      Trent didn’t know anything he could say to comfort her regarding that. So he said nothing at all.

      Revca, however, didn’t seem satisfied with the silence.

      “How long do you believe it will take Gertrude to arrive? If it’s going to be a while, I should slip into the Firmament and see if I can contact our patron.”

      “I’d prefer you stay. Don’t let Gertrude’s shy and flustered act fool you. She is as sharp as a needle, and if she’s come all the way here, she will have reports from the capital. I’d like both of you to hear those reports. She’ll be returning to gather more of my little doves.”

      Revca frowned. “Why?

      “We have to know how the political situation is changing in Whitebridge before I announce my return. Gertrude’s reports regarding the behavior of nobles in Whitebridge, and any magical plots by the mages of Cantor Academy, may be useful to both of you.”

      Revca crossed her arms. “I know little of magic academies. Kari would know more.”

      “Would that I could trust her as I trust all of you. Yet even so, I do not know how we would have gotten through today without her help. She healed Sapphire from what could have been a grievous wound, and reassured my soldiers when no one else could.”

      Trent nodded. “She’s a good woman, Highness. But your instincts are aligned with our own. So long as Kari believes any contact with Belgor to be equivalent to making a deal with a devil, we can’t let her know the truth about our... intelligence reports.”

      With a quiet whoosh, the door into the war room receded into the floor. Trent turned and smiled as Ruby strode in, with Gertrude meekly dogging her heels. The moment she saw them all assembled, Gertrude’s eyes widened.

      “Oh, I... should I leave?”

      Victoria motioned to Ruby. “Step forward so the door will close. Gertrude? You may deliver your reports before my advisors. I trust everyone in this room.”

      As Victoria spoke those words, Trent marveled at the change in Gertrude. The seemingly diminutive woman seemed to grow in stature. A confident and calculating woman emerged from behind her shy gaze.

      Did Pip know who he was dating?

      Gertrude bowed low. “Highness, you cannot imagine how grateful I am to see you alive.”

      Victoria smiled warmly. “And I you, Gertie. Now please, rise.”

      Gertrude straightened and eyed each of them in turn. The gaze she fixed on Trent was particularly piercing. He kept his expression as neutral as he could. Given how insightful this woman was, he wouldn’t put it past her to detect Victoria’s feelings toward him.

      Victoria watched Gertrude with worry. “Has my father uncovered any of our doves?”

      “Not yet, Highness, though his interrogations grow more invasive every day. We’re fortunate the only life mage at Cantor Academy is currently abroad. Rumors persist that he’ll return in a few weeks. When he does, I suspect he’ll be interrogating all the servers.”

      Revca huffed. “That’s problematic. Is there no way to lie to a life mage?”

      Trent considered. “Kari would know, though she might wonder why I’m asking.”

      “I’ll ask her.” Revca glanced at Princess Victoria. “With your permission, Highness. I suspect Mistress Karissa would enjoy learning what I know of the Firmament and ether as much as I would enjoy learning from her. Perhaps she’ll let something slip.”

      “Of course.” Victoria returned her attention to Gertrude “What of the noble families? How are they adjusting to Tallun on the throne?”

      As Trent listened intently, Gertrude answered Victoria’s questions with an efficiency and professionalism he respected. He knew very little about the noble families of Whitebridge, but he did know enough to know that it was difficult to hold Dalry’s throne without their support.

      Thus far, Tallun had their support... but only due to the lack of an alternative, and only while no one had any proof he had conspired with necromancers from Corrin to remove his daughter.

      To Trent, it sounded like there were still families who would be willing to back Victoria for the throne... if they could be convinced she could seize it. They had their own estates and people to think about. They couldn’t oppose Tallun without risking themselves.

      Once Victoria finished quizzing Gertrude about the concerns and daily lives of the nobility, she moved on to the mages and instructors at Cantor Academy. Trent was likely as dismayed as Revca at the reports that the Executor of Cantor Academy had made a public statement reaffirming its support for the war with Corrin.

      Executor Marsh insisted Dalry must redouble its efforts to unmask and drive out all corruptor influence. Revca looked particularly displeased. The Executor’s fiery public statements were like those that had motivated Tallun’s Blessed Knights to slaughter her tribe.

      The nation-state of Corrin, Trent now knew, was in a similar situation. They had raised an army of soulless to protect themselves from Hesia. Tallun seemed more intent than ever on pressing on with the war against Corrin, no matter how much it hurt both nations.

      Once Gertrude completed her report, Princess Victoria inclined her head. “As always, I remain grateful for your loyalty and bravery. You’ve already done more than I could ever ask. I also won’t force you to return to Whitebridge if you wish to stay and serve me here.”

      “Nothing would make me happier than remaining at your side, Highness. Yet I cannot do so in good conscience while a pretender to the throne threatens your life. If I wish to remain above suspicion, I must return to Whitebridge in two days.”

      Victoria glanced at Revca. “Then you have that long to find out if there is any way a person can fool a life mage into believing they are telling the truth.”

      Revca nodded thoughtfully. “Can I inform Kari of why we need to know?”

      “What would you tell her?”

      “That you have loyal informants still within the city, and Tallun will soon have a life mage interrogating them. You cannot risk losing your intelligence network if we wish to retake your crown. I also assume you do not wish to cast those who served you so loyally aside.”

      Victoria’s jaw tightened. “Never.”

      “Then I will phrase my inquiries to Kari in that vein, Highness.”

      Victoria graciously inclined her head before returning her attention to Gertrude. “While you’re here, Gertie, I’d like you to remain at my side. Your cover as my personal maid should be enough to discourage any questions from Eight Company.”

      “As you command, Highness.”

      “Then, for the moment, you are dismissed. Ruby, please lead Gertrude to the kitchens and introduce her to Butler. Get her some food and drink.”

      Ruby smiled. “Oh, Miss Gertrude, you’re going to love our kitchens. And Butler.”

      Gertrude frowned. “Is that his title or his name?”

      “His name. He’s an automaton. Come, I’ll show you!”

      Ruby hurried out of the door. With one last glance back at her liege, Gertrude hurried out after her. Trent wondered again if she was with Pip or simply using him.

      He hoped it was the former. If it was the latter, well... he would speak to Princess Victoria about that. He didn’t want Pip’s heart broken.

      Victoria looked at Revca. “We’ve little time to waste if we want to prepare Gertrude for her return to Whitebridge. I’d like you to explain our latest problem to Kari today. I’d like a report on our options by supper tonight.”

      Revca eyed Victoria in surprise, then inclined her head. “Yes, Highness.”

      “Thank you. You’re dismissed.”

      Revca strode for the door. Trent walked beside her to open it for her. Yet as he walked after her, Victoria called after them.

      “Sir Marston? Stay a moment. I have a few more matters I want to discuss. Regarding my security.”

      Trent paused in the doorway as Revca gave him a questioning glance. He wasn’t sure what this was about, but he wasn’t going to question his princess if he didn’t have to. He gave Revca’s hand a squeeze before she left.

      “Be careful with Kari. She’s a clever one.”

      Revca smiled her predator’s smile. “So am I, husband.”

      “I’ll see you tonight. If anyone asks for me, let them know I’m consulting with the princess. You need not offer anything more than that.”

      Revca raised an eyebrow at him, opened her mouth as if to say something, and then strode out without a word. As Trent backed away from the door, it whisked shut behind her. He turned to Victoria.

      “Princess—?”

      That was all he got out before Victoria threw herself into his arms. He was shocked by the action, but his reflexes remained as sharp as ever. He caught and steadied her.

      “Highness, what is⁠—?”

      Victoria pressed against him and shuddered. “Hold me, please. Just... hold me.”

      Having Victoria briefly sitting in his lap was one thing, but this felt different. There was desperation in her tone and closeness that worried him. Still, he wasn’t going to push her away.

      Victoria was a brave and beautiful woman, and he knew none of his wives would object to him simply embracing her, even alone. He was more worried about Princess Victoria’s station and goals. He couldn’t let her obvious attraction to him complicate her future.

      He was likely the first man she’d been alone with, but he couldn’t be the first man with whom she’d fall in love. That would need to be a noble or king. As much as Bethany joked about adding a princess to their tribe, Dalry’s people would never accept their relationship.

      He had saved Victoria’s life. Three times. She’d also received a reassurance from no less than Belgor that she could trust him to do it again.

      Finally, he had accomplished a great deal for her... though he had also done that to secure a future for himself and his wives.

      Still, Victoria wasn’t asking for anything inappropriate after yet another man had tried to murder her. All she asked was that he hold her. He could do that. When it came to holding and comforting a worried woman, he had a bit more experience than most men his age.

      Trent settled his hands at the small of Victoria’s back and wrapped his arms around her. She pressed the side of her head against his chest, breathing in short, uneven bursts. As he embraced her, her trembling eased. Soon she was breathing normally again.

      She would explain all this when she was ready. Finally, Victoria relaxed her grip. Trent did as well, and with a sniffle, the princess stepped back and stared up at him.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Trent swallowed. “Highness, you don’t⁠—”

      “Vicky.”

      He accepted the correction. “You don’t need to apologize for asking for a hug. Did something in Gertrude’s news unsettle you?”

      Victoria narrowed her lovely blue eyes. “I was almost assassinated today. Again.”

      “Yes, but given how often it happens, I assumed you’d be used to it by now.”

      Victoria’s eyes widened in disbelief. Then, as he cracked the barest of grins, she giggled, seeming to surprise even herself.

      “You shouldn’t say such things to your liege.”

      “But you’re just Vicky right now. Remember?”

      She nodded and bit her lip. “How does one get used to almost dying?”

      “I hope you never will, Highness, if only because I hope your life is never threatened again.”

      Victoria gathered herself and walked back to the table. “You also said whenever I needed a hug, I could ask for one. Have I overstepped?”

      “Never.”

      She nodded and sat herself against the table. “Thank you for saying that. I need your advice, and not as my advisor. I need the advice of a good friend.”

      Trent walked over to stand next to her. “About what?”

      “The fact that I am proving to be an inept monarch.”

      Trent blinked. “Highness⁠—”

      “Vicky.” Her visible annoyance was no joke.

      “Vicky, why would you say that? You’ve survived near impossible circumstances, and now you’re on the road to reclaiming your throne and putting things right.”

      “No, Trent. You are the reason I’m on my way to reclaiming my throne.” She lifted one hand and counted off fingers. “Had you not found me in Whitebridge that night, Callus and I would have died together. Had you not found this enchanted monastery and tamed its master, I would have had nowhere to run. And had you not anticipated Anton’s plot to destroy the Primal Academy and draw Dalry into war, we could be at war with the republic right now.”

      “Vicky—”

      “Trent.” She grimaced and gripped his hand. “I’m not belaboring your accomplishments. They... intimidate me. I cannot help but feel as if I’m nothing more than a figurehead playing at one day being queen. Without you, I would either be a soulless or dead in a ditch.”

      Trent kept his expression calm. “No one can lead a nation alone.”

      “Yes, but I should be better at it. Shouldn’t I? I couldn’t save my mother. I couldn’t stop my father. And today, had you and Sapphire not been there, I would have gotten myself killed, yet again.”

      “You would also be dead had you not escaped Star’s Crossing.”

      Victoria sighed. “As if I needed a reminder.”

      “But you do, because you did well. When those men attacked you at the Hand in Glove, you kept your head and your wits about you. You escaped out the window, and even took down a trained mercenary waiting to snatch you up and murder you. You escaped on your own.”

      “Only by leaving those brave Primal Guards to die for me, and even then, had Sapphire not intervened, another of my father’s kestrels would have put a blade through my neck.”

      “Yet think of how far you came in so short a time.” Trent leaned close. “When we met, you could barely clamber up on the roof of the chapel school. Mere weeks later, you evaded a company of hardened mercenaries, climbed out a second-story window, and stayed alive long enough for Sapphire to find you. No one is born with those skills. I certainly wasn’t.”

      Victoria glanced at him doubtfully. “You killed your first man at fifteen, did you not?”

      “Yes, and my hands shook the entire time. I only won that battle because I had foreknowledge from our patron, and even then it was close. Would you like to hear about the time I stepped on a branch and sent the doe my father and I had stalked for hours running?”

      Victoria smiled. “Was he angry?”

      “No, just disappointed in me. That was worse.” Trent took a breath. “There was also the time I cut myself while skinning a rabbit. It was only a little cut, but the blade was filthy. It cost my parents a month of savings for a tonic to keep my finger from rotting and falling off.”

      “And how old were you?”

      “Eight. Even so⁠—”

      “You’re trying to reassure me that you’ve also made mistakes. I wish that made me feel better, but it doesn’t. When you’ve made mistakes, the only people who might suffer were you and your family. Not your nation.”

      Trent nodded sympathetically. “I can’t imagine the weight you must feel.”

      “Some days I worry it will crush me. I can barely get out of bed because I can’t bear the thought of facing another day where I fail my mother and my nation. Most nights, I fall asleep thinking retaking my throne is impossible. And some nights... I find I can’t even sleep at all.”
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      Trent had known that Victoria faced doubts, but never to this extent.

      Yet why wouldn’t she feel doubts? She was newly eighteen, with the fate of an entire nation riding on her shoulders, and of the people who should be guiding and protecting her—her mother and father—one was dead and the other intended to kill her. Everyone Victoria had ever known and depended on back in Whitebridge was either dead or out of reach.

      It was no wonder the princess wished to speak to him alone about her doubts and worries. Victoria had no one to confide in any longer, not even Sapphire.

      Sapphire was her personal bodyguard and a brave, strong woman, but were he in Victoria’s position, he wouldn’t want Sapphire to know she had doubts about whether she could retake her throne. Or even if she could survive to the end of the week.

      Trent considered how best to comfort her. “The day I arrived at the Vespers, I was terrified I wouldn’t make it through the first week.”

      Victoria eyed him in surprise. “Wouldn’t anyone be?”

      “I had convinced myself I was ready. I’d already killed a man. I’d trained to hunt and track with the best, and none in Kallowhorn could match me. I even had a wonderful woman waiting for me to return and give her the life we both wanted.”

      Victoria smiled fondly. “Bethany.”

      “Yes. Even so, as I took my first steps into those vaunted halls, the enormity of what I was setting out to become hit me like a wave to the face. I was a commoner from a tiny village no one had heard of, training alongside mercenaries with years of experience and nobles who’d been schooled in martial combat all their lives. How could I ever become a royal scout?”

      “I can see how that would be worrisome. How did you face it?”

      “The same way I would suggest you face your utterly terrifying task... Vicky. By asking yourself one question. Do you want this?”

      Victoria stared at him in curiosity.

      “Do you want to take the throne of Dalry once more? To protect your people?”

      Her lips pressed together. “Yes.”

      “And do you think your father can protect them as well as you can?”

      “No. Perhaps once, but not after seeing who he’s become.”

      “So, you can do what I did the day I walked into the Vespers and every day after. I had no idea if I would survive the first month, let alone all the way to graduation. I had no idea what would be required of me or how I would accomplish it. But I knew I wanted it. I made that enough.”

      “You wanted to become a kestrel.”

      “To serve my queen and country. To better myself and my family’s status. And yes, even to give Beth the life I felt she deserved. Selfish reasons, mainly, but those reasons kept me motivated and moving forward, even when I had no idea what to do next.”

      “And you’re suggesting I do the same. Focus on what I want... to rule and guide Dalry... even if I have no idea how I can achieve that. Or if it’s even possible.”

      “All we can do is march toward our goals. At least you know what you’re striving toward. Many don’t figure that out until they’re much older.”

      Victoria sighed heavily. “I’m certainly not going to give up. I can’t live with myself if I let my father take Dalry down the path he wants. I just... even with all you and others have accomplished on my behalf, taking the throne back feels impossible.”

      “I felt the same that first day at the Vespers. Yet I not only graduated, but also won the Tournament of Leaves and my place in Whitebridge. I was a commoner from Kallowhorn, but I made my way. Moreover, you don’t have to figure this out alone. You have us, your advisors and friends, and rest assured that you’ll have many more as your campaign expands.”

      She grimaced. “I hope so. Their loyalty was to my mother, not me.”

      “That’s not true. Take it from someone who long hoped to see you on the throne, and who grieved when your mother passed. I was not alone in my appreciation for you, or for her. Countless others feel the same. You have support in Whitebridge. We need only gather it.”

      Victoria forced a smile. “I’ll try to keep that in mind next time I can’t sleep. Thank you.”

      “Of course. Now... would you still like a hug?”

      Trent casually opened his arms and Victoria leaned heavily against him. He slipped his hand around her waist, and she snuggled into the crook of his arm as if she was meant to be there.

      This woman was destined for a prince or king, one she would choose, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t at least comfort her until she found one. And moreover... there was also no reason for her to feel so alone. Not when he was here.

      And as he considered how lonely and overwhelmed Victoria must feel, he knew how else he could help. “I have one other suggestion. You should speak to Beth about joining you in your chambers. Even staying with you from time to time.”

      Victoria stared up in surprise. “Why?”

      Too late, he wondered if she might misinterpret his reasons for suggesting this. Bethany was his first wife and held seniority in his Windborne tribe. While it was true that it was up to Trent to decide who joined their tribe, Bethany had a say. He wanted her to have one.

      “If you’re to form a court in exile, you need ladies-in-waiting. Women who are neither your bodyguard or your maid. Women you can speak to as an equal and trust to never reveal your secrets. Women who can advise you on matters I can’t.”

      “But... your birth wife? Why would you offer her?”

      Trent smiled. “It’s not an offer, but a suggestion. Beth is one of the smartest and most clever women I’ve ever known. She may have been born a commoner, but a month of royal etiquette training would have her mingling with Whitebridge nobility like she was born there.”

      “There’s no court here, Trent. No nobility to flatter or impress.”

      “But one day, there will be. Beth is also a wonderful listener, and if you think I give decent advice, it’s only because I’ve had her to rely on. You’ve suffered enough loss and tragedy already. You shouldn’t be alone in this monastery with no one to keep you company.”

      Victoria pressed more closely against him. “And... is this because you can’t be here for me when I’m alone?”

      “Not all the time, and not if I’m out on missions for you. Also, while I’m no expert on such matters, I imagine it might be nice to have another woman to talk to about... whatever.”

      Victoria smiled knowingly. “Whatever?”

      “Whatever matters you aren’t comfortable sharing with me.”

      “And what matters might those be?”

      Trent wisely kept his expression neutral and didn’t mention anything about dressing, undressing, or baths. “It’s just a suggestion, but one you should consider.”

      “And you believe Bethany would be open to taking on this role?”

      “I know she fervently wishes to see you on the throne. I also know she feels that way because you’ve made clear you will let us worship and organize our tribe as we please. You’ll find no more loyal lady-in-waiting than Bethany. If you wish for one.”

      Victoria pressed close again. “How would she feel about what we’re doing now?”

      “She’d be glad you came to me. She’s never been known to begrudge anyone a hug, even from me.”

      Victoria sniffled in amusement. After squeezing him once more, she eased away. “You’ll suggest this arrangement to her? It... it would be nice. To have someone to talk to on my long nights alone. Someone who’s only there to listen.”

      “Of course I’ll ask her, with your permission.”

      “Then, yes. Though... doesn’t this mean I would be taking her from you? And your home? And your other wives?”

      Trent saw no reason to dance around what they all knew was going on in his home. “Beth and I have a strong bond, one I’d consider unbreakable. We’ve been apart many times after we promised ourselves to each other, sometimes for years, and our love has never faded. I’d still see her every day, even if she isn’t home with me every night. And...”

      Victoria leaned close again. “What is it?”

      “She’s now carrying my first child. So, having her close to you would also grant her the protections you enjoy when I’m away. Such as Sapphire’s constant vigilance.”

      Victoria smiled warmly. “I will never let harm befall her or your child.”

      “Thank you, Vicky. That means... well, your willingness to put your people first and let them live and worship as they please is a strength your father lacks. You want to serve Dalry and her people, not rule them, and more importantly, people can sense that about you.”

      “The same was said about my mother. She died in bed surrounded by traitors.”

      “Then I would only suggest you choose your king carefully.”

      Victoria watched him for a very long moment. “That is good advice. So, you will speak to Bethany about becoming my lady-in-waiting?”

      “I will. I suspect she’ll be more than eager to join you, but I can’t speak for her. I may be her chief, but I’m also her husband. Of the two, the latter is more important to me than the former. I think she’ll jump at this arrangement, but I’d never force it on her.”

      “No, you wouldn’t. I’ve kept you to myself long enough. I wouldn’t want rumors to spread about us, especially now that we’ll soon have more guests.”

      “We certainly don’t want rumors. Especially now that you have a new maid.”

      “Gertrude would never reveal my secrets. Though she would likely be a bit scandalized to know I was being so forward with my kestrel.”

      “I already gave you my oath, Vicky. A hug whenever you need one.”

      “I doubt this will be the last time I ask for one. Or your advice. Thank you.” She smiled warmly. “You’re dismissed. Though before you leave, I would like you to open the door for me.”

      When they emerged from the war room, Trent found Sapphire waiting impatiently. He couldn’t see her expression or her eyes behind her helmet, but he knew she was judging them. He also knew she wouldn’t say anything about any suspicions she might have.

      Trent smiled at her. “See you at supper?”

      Sapphire harrumphed. “Where else would I be?”

      Trent inclined his head to Victoria and then strode off to speak to his wife about her new position. The idea of asking Bethany to become one of Victoria’s ladies-in-waiting hadn’t even occurred to him before he realized how lonely Victoria must feel.

      Yet the more steps he took, the more right this felt. Bethany and Victoria could help each other.

      When he emerged into the courtyard, he found he wasn’t alone. Pip was speaking to Gertrude, who was wringing her hands. Pip looked more than a bit upset. His face was red, but not from anger. From what Trent could see, he looked genuinely worried.

      Still, that was Pip’s business. And Gertrude’s. Yet as Trent made to head to his own chambers, Pip saw him and called out.

      “Trent! Trent, please, you have to talk her out of this!”

      Trent sighed inwardly and changed his direction. Pip might not command his allegiance like Victoria, but the man was a good friend. He walked over to face the inevitable.

      Giving relationship advice.

      Pip stared in worry. “Whitebridge is too dangerous for her to return. Tell her!”

      As Gertrude turned to face him, her true self peeked out but a moment before she hid it under her meek mask. Again, Trent wondered where her loyalties were. If she was using Pip, even for the benefit of Princess Victoria, it was hard to trust her.

      But he wouldn’t judge her before they’d spoken.

      Trent crossed his arms. “What is this about?”

      Pip pointed desperately. “She says she has to head back to Whitebridge! In two days!”

      Gertrude looked up, abashed. “The Logans need me. The other maids need me.”

      “I need you!” Pip stared desperately. “We promised, remember? Where you go, I go.”

      Gertrude’s expression hardened. “You cannot return to Whitebridge with me.”

      “I’m not letting you walk back into that nest of vipers alone!”

      “Even Sergeant Crane doesn’t dare return after deserting. That’s why he brought his wife with him. None of those from Eight Company who marched to Kallowhorn can return now. Tallun’s people will... they’ll know. They’ll arrest you and interrogate you.”

      “And what if they do the same to you?”

      “No one knows I’ve slipped away. I took days of leisure I’d earned through honest work, and I have others covering for me in the capital. Yet if I don’t return in two days, my absence will be noticed. Investigations will be launched, and then, everyone who’s covered for and helped me, including the Logans, will be under suspicion as well.”

      “But... I...” Pip wrung his hands. “Trent, tell her!”

      Trent considered them both, then looked at Pip. “Do you love her?”

      Pip gawked. He didn’t answer. Trent didn’t let him off the hook.

      “It’s a simple question, and one you should be able to answer if you truly feel you have a say in where she goes and what she does with her life. Do you love this woman, Pip?”

      Gertrude was staring at Pip, wide-eyed, and this time, Trent decided, it wasn’t an act. Pip had never told her he loved her. Time to find out the truth.

      Pip hardened his expression. “Yes.” He turned to Gertrude. “I love you, Gertie.”

      Tears glistened in Gertrude’s eyes before she blinked them away. “I don’t want to leave you, but I can’t stay here and let all those who depend on me in Whitebridge suffer.”

      Trent glanced at Gertrude. “And do you love him?”

      “Of course I do.”

      Now, Pip gawked in disbelief. Trent was almost amused to see him so shocked to hear the woman he’d just declared his love for loved him in return, but he suspected Pip hadn’t had a great deal of luck in the love department. Not until recently.

      He turned his attention to Pip and thumped a hand down on the other man’s shoulder. “If you love each other, your relationship can survive being apart, even for weeks, months, or years. I hope it won’t take that long for Princess Victoria to retake her throne.”

      “But I... she needs me!”

      “You can’t keep her in a cage, and based on what I understand about the dangers in Whitebridge, she’ll be safe. Your absence... and Crane’s, and Tim and Tom’s... have been noticed. You can’t return to Whitebridge unless it’s at the head of Victoria’s army. But Gertrude still has a place in Whitebridge. Moreover, having eyes in the capital is vital for us.”

      “But... could she... you really think she could...”

      Trent glanced at Gertrude to find her watching them with worried eyes. He understood why Gertrude hadn’t told Pip the truth about her secret role as Victoria’s spy. She had sworn an oath to her princess to never reveal her secret loyalties, even to the man she loved.

      He understood not being able to tell people he cared about his secrets. He knew  that dilemma all too well, especially with Kari. He didn’t envy Gertrude being forced to measure her conflicting loyalties against each other.

      Trent turned back to Pip. “She can handle serving her noble family. She’s done it for years, and I imagine the Logans are loyal to Princess Victoria?”

      Gertrude nodded firmly. “Always. They will support her the moment they know she’s alive. And while they can’t overtly oppose Tallun, they’ve certainly given him headaches in the past.”

      Trent nodded. “She’ll be as safe as you would be anywhere, Pip. Among friends.”

      Pip visibly focused. “But... for how long?”

      Gertrude clutched his arm. “Only a month or so until I can see you again. The Logan family is generous with their servants, and I won’t even be in Castle Guileford.”

      “Then... you’ll be staying at the Logan residence?”

      “Where else would I be? It’s where I’ve worked for a decade. Master Logan is a good man, as is his wife. I won’t be in any danger so long as I return on time, and I’ll have another few days of leisure in a month. Now that I know how to get here, I’ll visit.”

      There was a double meaning to Gertrude’s promise. Trent now had no doubt that she did truly care for Pip, and she was looking forward to seeing him every month.

      He also knew Gertrude would be bringing intelligence reports from the capital. These goals weren’t at odds.

      Pip stared longingly. “And... this will only be until Princess Victoria reclaims her crown?”

      Gertrude leaned close. “I meant what I said. Where you go, I go. We’ll just have to compromise until we can live safely in Whitebridge... together.”

      Trent clapped both their shoulders. “You’ve also got a couple of days to figure this out. Bethany and I were apart for three years when I left for the Vespers, and another year when I left for Whitebridge. Our love survived. Yours will as well.”

      Pip bit his lip. As Gertrude glanced at him, he spotted her grateful nod as well.

      Gertrude wasn’t using Pip. She truly cared about him, but she had to put her princess and nation first.

      This also wasn’t his relationship to fix. If these two were going to find a way to make this work, they would have to figure it out for themselves.

      He stepped back. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to head home.”

      Pip grimaced. “Right. Right! I’m sorry for holding you up.”

      “We’ll talk at supper. Now, take care.”
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      After Trent left the young couple, he increased his pace and darted his gaze left and right to make sure no one else intercepted him before he could speak to Bethany. The last thing he needed was for Tim and Tom to spot him and start demanding more embarrassing details about his role as a Windborne chief. He would likely get enough of that at supper.

      But mostly, he just felt an overwhelming urge to wrap his arms around Bethany and ask if she was interested in stepping into the cutthroat world of nobility and politics.

      He found her right where he’d hoped she’d be. She was alone in their modest room, though she wasn’t idle.

      Bethany wasn’t an idle woman. He was unsurprised to find her inspecting her arrows as if she was about to embark on a day-long hunt.

      She was dressed in a simple brown commoner’s dress that reminded him of the dresses she’d worn for him when he got back from a hunt in Kallowhorn. Even when they were surrounded by chaperones and watchful eyes, Bethany never failed to be there when he came home from a hunt. She’d always been dressed just like this.

      As she looked up, she smiled warmly. “How is... oh!”

      His birth wife gasped as Trent yanked her out of her chair, but went eagerly and willingly to their bed. His hands were on her a moment later, and her dress was off a moment after that... followed by just enough of his clothes that he could take her as she wished.

      He made love to her as tenderly as he had during their first time. Despite how often she enjoyed things a little rough, she instinctively understood what he needed right now. She offered everything he needed from her freely and eagerly.

      After they were both satisfied, and once they were cuddled together in bed, naked, Bethany stared into his eyes curiously.

      “Husband? What was that?”

      He kissed her softly once more. “I just gave Pip and Gertrude relationship advice.”

      Bethany blinked. “Really?”

      “Yes. They’re so... well, new at it. Seeing them together took my mind back to our first days together. To seeing you waiting for me every time I came back from a hunt in Kallowhorn, even before we were both of age. Back then, I had no idea how lucky I was.”

      She offered a knowing smirk. “That was only because you couldn’t lift my skirt.”

      “I mean it, Beth. Your loyalty and love has been...” He breathed out. “I just needed to have you like this today. Just like we were together, back in Kallowhorn.”

      She cuddled close. “I love it. Still, there’s something more to this. Was it Kyle?”

      “That and more. I... well, I need to apologize.”

      Bethany eased away and eyed him dubiously. “For what?”

      “I suggested to Princess Victoria that you might serve as her lady-in-waiting.”

      Bethany’s gray eyes widened as she grinned. “Did she say yes?”

      “Only if you do.”

      Bethany hugged him tight. “Gods, what brought this on? I love the idea, even though I hate the idea of being apart from you. But why would you even discuss it?”

      “She’s so alone, Beth. Her father wants to kill her and her mother is in the grave. Everyone she knew back in Whitebridge is so far away. Sapphire is a wonderful and loyal protector, but she can’t be Victoria’s confidant as well. There has to be some distance.”

      “And you think I could be her confidant?”

      “We both do. I don’t like the idea of not having you in my bed every night, but we’ve been apart for far longer than a day or two here and there. We survived three years apart.”

      Bethany smirked. “Also, you now have Ruby and Revca to tend to your needs.”

      Trent hugged her tighter. “I can’t ever lose you. But... there’s the child to think about. As this campaign continues, I may be away for some time.”

      Bethany sobered at once. “You want us close to the princess. And Sapphire.”

      “Yes.”

      “Because once I start really showing, I won’t be able to travel with you on your dangerous missions.”

      “I’d never tell you what to do. But I also know you wouldn’t risk our child.”

      “I certainly would not.” She took a breath, then hugged him again. “You were right to suggest it, and I do hate the idea of Victoria being alone. Selfishly, I also can’t deny it will be good for our tribe to be closer to her. I believe she will keep her word, but now I can be sure.”

      “So you’ll accept your role in her new court?”

      Bethany peered at him. “With your permission, husband.”

      He kissed her nose. “I just asked you to do it.”

      “Even so. I don’t know how much you know about the responsibilities of a princess’s ladies-in-waiting, but I’ve studied up on it, if for no other reason than wild flights of fancy. Many nights, my responsibility will be to Victoria and her alone. I promised never to put anyone ahead of you, but this changes things. I may not be able to warm your bed when you ask.”

      “If she asks you to stay with her, you can’t very well decline.”

      “Not if I want to serve her the way she needs. But if I ever thought I was neglecting my responsibilities to you, I’d leave her service in a heartbeat.”

      “You won’t be neglecting me. You’d be keeping yourself, our princess, and our child safe, and all three of you are dear to me. Also, you’ve missed having your sisters around, haven’t you? Spending time with Victoria would be like being with them again.”

      Bethany snorted. “Gods, they drove me insane. She’s a bit different, though.”

      “Then I guess we’re agreed about this. Sorry to spring this on you.”

      “As my husband, I know you’re simply looking out for us both. And as my chief, inserting your birth wife as a lady-in-waiting to the Princess of Dalry is a masterstroke of negotiation and diplomacy.” She kissed him again. “I need to reward you for this.”

      “You just did.”

      “More leisurely. With my mouth. And whatever else you desire tonight.” She trailed her hands down his sides. “Even if I can’t share your bed every night from now on, we’ll certainly find time. I don’t think I could go a week without your touch. Now, lie back and relax.” She offered her braid. “Also, you can pull on this if you like.”

      Trent followed his wife’s orders. He loved this woman so much it hurt sometimes... but in the best way.

      And as he remembered how lonely and alone Victoria must feel right now, he was even more grateful to know having Bethany to serve as her confidant would help with that. And that no matter how far afield he traveled, their new child would be safe.

      Soon after Bethany finished pleasuring him again, they fell asleep in each other’s arms. Yet as much as Trent would have loved to lounge in bed with his birth wife for the rest of the day and evening, this was the first night they would have supper with their guests... minus one.

      Captain Kyle’s betrayal would still be fresh in everyone’s minds, along with his fate. It would be best for Trent to appear alongside his wives and enjoy their first supper with guests. Soon, they got out of bed and got dressed for supper.

      With the addition of their guests, the Enchanter’s long table was as occupied as it had ever been. Though it took a bit of maneuvering to find enough places at his large table for everyone, the Enchanter proved to be a truly amiable host. He’d likely had a lot of practice.

      Having company had another wonderful effect. Eating supper here felt like bonding with his extended family. Bethany, Ruby, and Revca were his wives, but the men of Eight Company were his friends and comrades. The monastery felt much less lonely now.

      After supper, Trent accepted an invitation to go out “for a smoke” with Crane, Tim, Tom, and Pip, which he already knew was their excuse to get him alone and bombard him with questions about what it was like to have three wives. Trent went along with it, not because he wanted to, but because this conversation was inevitable.

      Best to get it over with.

      Yes, they all lived in the same building. Yes, they all shared a bed. No, he would not be going into details. No, he didn’t have a favorite wife, and even if he did, admitting to that would lead to the queen’s first knight being blackmailed by his former comrades.

      Spending a night alone with the surviving members of Eight Company provided something Trent had missed since that fateful night in Whitebridge when he slipped away to save his princess. He’d missed the chance to laugh, joke, and drink with men who’d all suffered the same traumas, particularly facing the sap zombies of the Blackwood.

      In the end, it was Crane who shut them up. One by one, Crane called out the name of those in Eight Company who’d died that night after Captain Cole, a Blessed Knight, ordered them into the Blackwood to search for the traitor Trent Marston.

      They poured a drink for each of their fallen comrades on the Enchanter’s fine lawn.

      Trent was relieved to confirm none of the others blamed him for that night, not even Crane. Even Tim and Tom, ever irreverent, eventually admitted they were relieved that he had managed to save Princess Victoria. When they finally decided to retire, Trent felt whole again.

      Which made him all the more eager to climb into bed with his wives.

      As he descended into his new home, he detected two female voices ahead. That wasn’t a surprise. He’d expected three. Yet when he recognized the distinctive drawl, he slowed.

      Kari was here. She was in their home. And... she and Bethany were speaking.

      He had asked Bethany to get a feel for how suspicious Kari might be about the events that took place today. He hadn’t expected Bethany to still be talking to her after the conclusion of supper.

      Even so, he hadn’t been able to feel Kari out at supper. This was better.

      As Trent entered the room they’d taken as their own, he found Kari and Bethany relaxing at their single wooden table. Kari was nursing a wooden cup of something or the other, while Bethany restricted herself to juice. While she enjoyed mead, their baby had to come first.

      Kari glanced up as he entered and smiled. “That time already?”

      Trent slowed. “What time is that?”

      “You need your wife back, hon? I stole her after supper once you left with the boys.”

      Trent cracked a smile. “It is a bit late for all of us.”

      “Sure thing, hon. And Beth? It was a real pleasure.”

      Kari chugged whatever remained in her mug, which took longer than Trent expected, and also gave him a new appreciation of her love for alcohol. She slammed down the mug and rose. As she did so, she pulled her button-down green blouse tight to straighten it.

      Trent focused on his birth wife. So far as he could tell, Bethany’s smirk had no hidden meaning. She really had been enjoying a drink with Kari, and discussing... well, they could have been discussing all sorts of things. He trusted Bethany enough to know she’d explain.

      Kari brushed back her blonde hair and walked over. “So you know, I finished interrogatin’ all your new friends. Least, what you asked me to ask them. Didn’t want to bring it up at supper since they were all, you know, there at the table with us.”

      Trent nodded. “We all appreciate your help. So, any concerns?”

      “Every last one of those soldiers is as loyal to your princess as you’d hope. There was something off about Gertrude, though.”

      Trent felt a twinge of unease. “Off... how?”

      “She’s loyal to Princess Victoria. No doubt about that. But she’s hiding something, too. Couldn’t tell what, exactly, but something about her ain’t what it seems.”

      Trent already knew Gertrude’s secret. He gave it a beat.

      “Is she a threat?”

      “Not to your princess. To her boyfriend, maybe? While it’s not something I think you need to worry about for security reasons, I had to mention it.”

      So Kari, even without asking Gertrude about her loyalties directly, had already sensed something “off” about Gertrude. That suggested she and Victoria’s other “little doves” would be in great danger if they were ever interrogated by a life mage.

      This was grim news, especially with Gertrude planning to return to Whitebridge in two days. Yet Revca was already searching for a way around that problem. His duties were done for the day... at least until the princess called for him again.

      “I’ll make sure to inform the princess. Now, I won’t keep you any longer.”

      Kari smiled warmly. “You aren’t keeping me here, hon. ‘Specially after your wife told me I’d be welcome any time.”

      Bethany raised her mug. “Any time, Kari. Have a wonderful night!”

      Kari grinned over her shoulder at Bethany. “You too, Beth.”

      Yet Kari wasn’t even halfway to the stairs when Revca hurried down, her face ashen. Trent immediately went to her. He knew that look.

      “What is it? What’s happened?”

      Revca pressed her lips together. “We must speak to the princess at once.”

      Kari slowed and frowned. “This have to do with today?”

      Revca fixed Kari with a calm gaze. “I’m sorry, but it’s not something I can speak with you about just yet. This concerns internal matters related to Dalry and the princess’s future. I promise, we will call on you if you’re needed. But for now, all I need is Trent.”

      Kari eyed him curiously, then shrugged. “I understand, hon. Y’all call if you need me.”

      The moment Kari left, Bethany was at his side and Revca was standing in front of him. Her expression made clear they should all wait until the Primal Academy’s life mage was out of earshot. Once they did so, Revca spoke softly to them both.

      “I’ve finally received a message, husband.”

      A chill rippled down Trent’s spine as he realized what that meant. “From Belgor.”

      “Not directly, but from a servant of his. No. More like his lieutenant.”

      Bethany huffed. “At least he finally rated us the courtesy of a lieutenant.”

      Trent frowned at Revca. “What did he say?”

      “He gave me a message to deliver to Princess Victoria.”

      “To her directly?”

      Revca nodded.

      “And how would you explain where this message had come from?”

      “He knows, husband. Belgor knows that we now know of Victoria’s... associations, and those of her mother. His lieutenant made that clear, and he also said this is a positive development. Now, he said, we can all more eagerly work toward Victoria’s goals.”

      Trent frowned. “Or Belgor’s.”

      “I know, husband. For now, we must still hope these are one and the same.”

      “And who is this lieutenant? Does he have a name?”

      “Xorumon.”

      Trent frowned as he considered. “That name means nothing to me. Shame we can’t ask Kari if the Primal Academy, or any of its mages, have heard from him before.”

      “Xorumon cannot lie to us any more than Belgor could. He is Belgor’s lieutenant, and I got the impression he’s moving up. Regardless, his message was this. Princess Ivy of Corrin wishes to join her crown with Princess Victoria’s. She wishes for an alliance with us.”

      Trent blinked. “The necromancer princess wants to ally with us?”

      Revca’s flash of annoyance surprised him. “The term is death mage, husband. I know you were raised in Dalry, and I know that is how you refer to death mages, but it is not accurate and honestly... it’s rather defamatory.”

      Under other circumstances, Revca’s defensiveness would have amused him. Yet Kari had made this distinction as well. Regardless of the terms being used, this news was shocking.

      “I won’t misspeak again. Still... Corrin? We’ve been at war with them for decades. What makes Princess Ivy think it would be possible to heal that rift now? How did she even learn that Princess Victoria was alive and opposing her father?”

      Revca eyed him calmly.

      Trent sighed. “Belgor told her in her dreams.”

      Corrin was, after all, a nation who worshipped devils... or so Hesia claimed.

      Revca nodded. “Belgor wishes Princess Victoria to sit on the throne of Dalry. It seems he favors Princess Ivy for the throne of Corrin, or at least is not in favor of this unnecessary war.”

      “Many have fought in that war all their lives. Crane has. Kyle did, too.”

      “And what has it gotten them, husband? Villages of innocent people burned alive or raised as chattel. Countless lives lost. All because Tallun and his Blessed Knights believe anyone who even speaks with those they term ‘devils’ must be purged from the realm.”

      Bethany touched his arm. “We need more allies. We’ve already allied with the Enchanter, who I doubt anyone would argue is a sterling example of good character. Why not ally with this death mage princess as well? Corrin has a grand army.”

      Trent frowned at her. “Beth, I know it seems like a good idea to gather more allies. I’d even agree with you, but I’ve lived in Whitebridge. For a year.”

      Revca eyed him in annoyance. “How is that pertinent?”

      “I’ve seen the hate there. Hate for Corrin. Hate for its people and the soulless they’ve sent to attack our walls time and again. I haven’t seen any fervent hate for Princess Ivy in particular, but her father, King Karlo, is reviled among commoners and nobility alike. The only reason Ivy isn’t as loathed is because she wasn’t of age nor in power yet.”

      Bethany nodded. “So if Victoria were to ally with Ivy, the nobles might not support her.”

      “Not just the nobles. The commoners would turn on her the moment she suggested making peace with Corrin. We’re lucky that in Kallowhorn, we were beneath the notice of the major powers. Whitebridge’s people, and the people of the towns and villages Victoria will need to rally to her side, were not. They despise Corrin and its... death mages.”

      Revca crossed her arms. “Hesia started this war.”

      “And yet Corrin has pursued it relentlessly for decades, razing entire villages and raising the dead as soulless.” Trent shook his head. “I don’t see how an alliance would benefit anyone. For Princess Victoria to ally with Corrin would only prove the worst of Tallun’s claims about her devil associations. It would doom her campaign to reclaim her throne.”

      Revca stared for another moment, then nodded. “So we’ll keep this from her?”

      Trent hissed through his teeth. “Gods, we can’t.”

      “But you just said⁠—”

      “I said she shouldn’t do it, not that we can’t deliver this message. The moment I start picking and choosing what intelligence to share with my princess, I’ve already betrayed her. I will not go down the same road as Tallun.”

      Revca nodded with relief. “I never thought you would.”

      Bethany squeezed his arm. “What do we do, husband?”

      “We must present Xorumon’s message to Victoria at once, but... we can’t have Kari getting wind of it. We’ll also have to find a story to tell both her and Eight Company about how this message arrived. They might not ask, but they’ll wonder, and then they’ll doubt.”

      Bethany tapped her thigh. “Perhaps we could say a courier arrived and departed?”

      “No, that would never work. Sapphire would know it wasn’t true, and Kari would figure it out soon as well.” As Trent remembered the young man and woman he’d counseled today, his plan for how to handle this matter fell into place.

      Both as to what he would do if Victoria refused this offer... and if she accepted it.
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      With Bethany and Revca at his side, Trent strode against the backdrop of another peaceful night inside the magically fortified walls of the Enchanter’s monastery. It was strange to feel safe in a place he barely knew, but he was safe here.

      Now that even more people he cared about and trusted were here with him, he felt much more confident they could one day reclaim Victoria’s throne. So long as she didn’t ally herself with Corrin in a moment of desperation and lose all the support she would otherwise have had in Dalry.

      Trent kept a watchful eye out for Kari or other witnesses as they walked, but no one else was out here. He still felt guilty for keeping things from Kari. If only she was willing to accept that not all contact with devils was bargaining for souls!

      Yet Princess Victoria’s fragile alliance with the Primal Academy was too new, and even with the Enchanter on their side, they had too few allies to alienate any of them. That was part of what made this message from Belgor—or Xorumon—so baffling.

      Even if Belgor believed that the war needed to stop and supported Princess Ivy, he had to know that Ivy allying with Victoria wouldn’t fix anything. Unless Belgor knew something Trent didn’t. And Belgor seemed to know a lot of things Trent didn’t.

      Thus far, Belgor’s intelligence and nudges toward his various pawns had kept Princess Victoria alive. The fact that the devil mage hadn’t been wrong before strongly suggested that he was also correct to suggest this alliance. Which was maddening.

      By the time Trent reached the building Princess Victoria had taken as her private chambers, he was glad the decision as to whether to consider this alliance or turn it down wasn’t one he had to make. Victoria was not wrong about the weight she carried. No matter her decision, he would support her.

      They were halfway down the steps when a booming male voice rang out.

      “Who goes there?”

      Trent was surprised to hear that voice. That wasn’t Sapphire, whom he’d expected. He also knew better than to keep them waiting.

      “It’s just me, sarge.”

      Crane chuckled from below. “I’d make a joke about you trying to claim a fourth wife, but I haven’t been here long enough to risk a rope.”

      As Trent descended with Bethany and Revca at his side, however, Crane turned almost as pale as he had the night he’d seen his first sap zombie. He swallowed and frowned.

      “Too much mead tonight, ladies. Apologies for my loose tongue.”

      Bethany bumped Trent’s shoulder to remind him why they were here.

      Trent gestured past Crane. “We need to speak with the princess.”

      “At this time of night?”

      “Since when have you known a crisis to respect our sleeping schedules, sarge?”

      Crane smiled. “It’s captain, now.”

      Trent groaned. “Oh, gods. She promoted you?”

      Crane’s smile widened. “Not like there’s any other senior officers around to seize the title.” He sobered as he remembered his best friend. “Least... none we can trust with it.”

      Trent didn’t need Crane slipping back into his melancholy, and he was also genuinely surprised to find him here alone. “Where’s Sapphire?”

      “Catching some shut eye. She left me to guard the princess.” He stepped aside. “Who asked not to be disturbed unless she received a visit from her first knight.”

      Trent finally understood, and he felt a sense of relief. Sapphire had put Crane on guard duty because they would need to get used to a regular rotation if she was ever to get any sleep. Trent honestly didn’t know when the woman slept. He’d never seen her sleep.

      Trent walked forward. “Thanks, Sar... Captain Crane. As you were.”

      Crane grinned as Trent walked past him with Revca and Bethany flanking him. “Wish the promotion came with a pay bump. Or any pay at all. But we’ll see to that once we retake Whitebridge, won’t we?”

      The door opened soundlessly as Trent approached it with the trinket the Enchanter had given him. As they walked down the hall, Trent slowed and then put out both hands to slow his wives. It was very late. He didn’t want to walk in unannounced.

      “Princess Victoria? It’s Sir Marston. I’m here with Revca and Bethany. May we come in?”

      The sound of booted feet pounding over stone was his first clue that at least someone was paying attention. Ruby sprinted around the corner and ran toward him with a wide grin on her face. Now dressed in just her frilly nightdress, she was very... bouncy.

      “Master! We were just talking about you.”

      From outside the door, Trent heard Crane chuckle. “She seriously calls you that?”

      Trent took two steps forward to make the door close, then caught Ruby as she flung herself into his arms. She kissed him eagerly and desperately before he calmed her down.

      As much as he loved it when she greeted him this way, he needed to speak to the princess.

      “Is Victoria decent?”

      “She’s... oh!” Ruby blushed. “Well, she’s in her nightgown, which... might be inappropriate?”

      Trent peered at her flushed cheeks. “You’ve been drinking again.”

      “Just a little! Just a little wine. I like the fuzzy tingle, Master.”

      He kissed her again. “My love.”

      Ruby oohed softly and bumped her forehead to his. “My love. So... should I...”

      Bethany brushed past them. “If Victoria needs help dressing for company, I imagine I can handle that. Especially since I’m going to be her lady-in-waiting.”

      Ruby gasped again. “Oh, Mistress, that’s wonderful! We talked about you, too!”

      Bethany stopped and glanced at Ruby. “About what, exactly?”

      “How you and Trent first met! How you grew closer, and especially how you and Trent always...” Ruby turned bright red and slapped a hand over her lips. “Oh! Oh, I’m sorry.” Her voice came out muffled past her fingers. “Wine. It’s tingly.”

      Trent decided to put this conversation from his mind. “Beth? Could you make sure the princess is ready for company?”

      Lips quirked, she strode away. “Princess Victoria? It’s Bethany Marston. My husband and Revca have news that cannot wait, but I’m coming in first to speak to you about the new role you and my husband discussed. About how I might best support your new court.”

      As Trent waited in the tunnel with Ruby pressed drunkenly against him, he was surprised when Revca abruptly took his hand. Surprised and pleased. Her sudden gesture of affection warmed him, especially since it came from her own desires.

      He squeezed Revca’s hand and pressed close against her side. He steadied Ruby with his other arm and accepted her soft and drunken kisses on his arm and chest. They stood in contented silence until, not long after, Bethany returned wearing a warm smile.

      “She likes this idea as much as we do. So, I’ll likely be moving a temporary bed in tomorrow, even though I won’t be sleeping here every night. I can’t be her lady-in-waiting if I’m not... well, waiting.”

      Trent nodded. “I’m glad to hear it. Is she decent?”

      “She’s more than ready for you, husband.”

      Trent eyed her dubiously. “For Revca, you mean. She brought the message.”

      “Of course. I simply misspoke.”

      Bethany spun and walked away with a twirl of her braid, which left Trent frowning as he considered just how infrequently Bethany misspoke about anything. She was teasing him again.

      Or plotting. It could be either with her. The fact that she always kept him guessing was part of why he loved her.

      He finally entered Victoria’s reception chamber, which was, like most rooms in the monastery, simply a large and empty room with a few pieces of furniture. This one at least had a couch, table, and chairs for guests. Sapphire had purchased it all in Hartford.

      An open bottle of fine wine sat on the table, and it was obviously empty.

      Victoria, cheeks rosier than normal, sat demurely on the couch in a silky blue robe. It must be one she wore to keep warm in the cold stone room. It looked lovely on her.

      Trent refused to imagine what might be under that robe. Victoria looked both pleased to see him and a bit embarrassed. Ruby hadn’t been the only one to have a bit of wine.

      This was not the mental state in which Victoria should be making decisions about the future of her kingdom or her alliances. Yet this message couldn’t wait, and Trent would keep this secret along with many others. There wasn’t anything wrong with having a few drinks in private.

      Even if one was the crown princess of Dalry.

      Victoria’s smile faded as she saw all three of them arrive, and her focus returned as well. That assured Trent she wasn’t as tipsy as she’d looked, which was a relief. She turned solemn.

      “What’s happened?”

      Trent looked to Revca. “It’s your message. I’ll let you deliver it.”

      Revca stepped forward and closed her eyes as if struggling to recall her entire conversation. Then she opened her eyes and spoke.

      “While in the Firmament, I received a message from Xorumon, lieutenant of Belgor. Princess Ivy of Corrin wishes to discuss an alliance with your court-in-exile and, once you retake your throne, a permanent alliance that ends the war. She is ready to publicly support your claim to the throne. She can even offer military assistance in exchange for a future peace treaty.”

      Victoria paled at those words. “This message came to you in the Firmament?”

      “Yes, Highness. It also came with an offer.”

      “What sort of offer?”

      Revca mentally focused again. “In just under a month, during the new moon, Princess Ivy will be touring Stonehew Academy for an inspection. If you are willing to form an alliance, she asks that you send someone to abduct her and deliver her to your court.”

      Trent blinked. “Did you just say abduct her?”

      Revca glanced at him. “Xorumon’s words, not mine.”

      “You didn’t mention that when⁠—”

      “You didn’t ask.”

      He frowned, then nodded. “No, I did not. Fair point. So... did she explain why?”

      Revca returned her attention to Victoria. “She claims Corrin’s leadership... specifically, her father, King Karlo... is no longer acting in Corrin’s best interest. She seeks to form a new arrangement with you as the queen of Dalry and her as queen of Corrin, one where you would end the war and retreat to your own borders once more. No further attacks.”

      Trent considered this new information carefully. He’d been so shocked to hear from Belgor—or in this case, his new minion, Xorumon—that he hadn’t thought to ask Revca what else the devil mage might have said. He needed to be more careful  about that kind of thing in the future.

      Victoria wrung her hands in thought. “We’re certain this message is from Belgor?”

      “I know from Xorumon’s own lips that he is a servant of Belgor, and that he is working on Belgor’s behalf. Mages cannot lie. Xorumon would not ask this without Belgor’s approval.”

      “Why the change? Is Belgor... has he lost interest in us?”

      “I can’t say for certain, Highness. But I believe Xorumon has taken charge of Belgor’s interests in our realm for the time being, just as you’d assign a noble or advisor to handle a task. He may simply be delegating.”

      Bethany snorted softly. “I suppose one realm isn’t all that important. To him.”

      Victoria settled back on the couch and stared at her hands. “Even the idea of allying my court with Corrin is madness. The people would never stand for it.”

      Of course Victoria would see the same dangers as he did. Trent had to remember that, despite her age, she’d been training to swim the deep sea of politics and alliances all her life. That didn’t explain why Belgor... or Xorumon... had suggested this.

      Victoria looked again to Revca. “Sit. While I want to reject this idea outright, I can’t discount it until I’ve heard your concerns and thoughts on it when I’m... fresh.”

      Victoria meant not drunk. Trent mentally nodded in approval.

      Victoria wasn’t going to rush this decision, and he was glad he wasn’t the one who had to make it. An army of soulless would certainly tilt the field in their favor, but Dalry and Hesia’s people would then see them as evil invaders. They would label Victoria a traitor and corruptor.

      Revca walked over and thumped down on the couch opposite Victoria. Bethany, without being asked, grabbed a chair and dragged it over, then sat down beside Victoria. That left one chair which Trent offered to Ruby.

      His blade wife smiled. “You should sit with them, my love. I’ll guard the door.”

      “Against who?”

      Ruby shrugged. “Sapphy says it’s always good to have one person guarding the door.”

      Trent leaned in to give her a quick kiss. “Thanks, love.”

      Ruby’s smile turned brilliant before she turned to watch the entryway.

      Trent pulled the last chair to the couch to make a semicircle and settled into it. Victoria visibly gathered herself before once more turning her attention to Revca.

      “Can we send a message back to Princess Ivy through the Firmament?”

      Revca nodded. “Xorumon offered to carry a reply to her in two days. He gave us that long to decide how we will respond.”

      Victoria turned to Trent. “What are your thoughts on this? Speak freely.”

      Trent considered before he answered. “I have the same concerns you do. We need all the allies we can gather, but we also need to retain the trust and support of Dalry’s people if we’re to return you to the throne. Allying with Corrin would surrender that trust. It would also add weight to any claims Tallun makes about you and your mother.”

      Bethany leaned forward. “But it’s not Corrin we’d be allying with, is it? It’s Princess Ivy.”

      Trent glanced at her. “There’s little difference, I’m afraid.”

      “How so? Earlier, you said that people in Whitebridge despise King Karlo and Corrin for their constant attacks on our villages, but that the distrust for Ivy is less.”

      “Only because she hasn’t taken power yet. She’s still a nec—” Trent caught himself as he saw Revca glance warningly at him. “A death mage.”

      “Yet she said she no longer agrees with King Karlo’s aims. She believes he no longer has Corrin’s best interests at heart, and she wishes to end the war. It seems Ivy’s situation is similar to that of our own princess, save for the fact that her father hasn’t tried to kill her yet.”

      Bethany wasn’t wrong, and the situation was eerily similar. Trent turned to Victoria again.

      “Pardon my ignorance, Highness, but where is Princess Ivy in the line of succession? I’m unfamiliar with how Corrin’s monarchy works.”

      Victoria offered a faint smile. “Corrin is a patriarchy, so only men ascend to the throne. Ivy is the oldest of her siblings. Her brother, Aron, was in line to follow Karlo, but he was killed in battle with Hesia. There is another brother, Narius, but he’s not yet come of age.”

      “How old is he?”

      “Sixteen. Prince Narius is next in line to inherit the throne after his father passes, but as I’ve said, King Karlo is only in his sixties and in good health. It could be decades.”

      Trent nodded thoughtfully. “Or immediately, given the randomness of war. If Ivy’s father passes before Prince Narius comes of age, would Ivy take the throne?”

      “As queen regeant only. She would surrender her crown once Narius turned eighteen.”

      “Which means should her father pass or fall in battle, she would have a few short years where she could end the war.” Trent sat back. “So there is a possibility this could lead to a lasting peace, however small. Provided King Karlo either stepped down or was... removed... in the next two years.”

      Bethany looked between them. “I doubt Princess Ivy would have reached out if she didn’t believe our nations could forge a lasting peace. I also think there’s a route we haven’t considered. With your indulgence, Highness, may I explain my reasoning?”

      Victoria nodded. Trent was also eager to hear Bethany’s scheme. There was also the fact that Belgor’s agent recommended this, which they couldn’t not take into account.

      Bethany took a breath. “Even those who are loyal to Dalry and Hesia can’t deny that Tallun started the war with Corrin. Some of the blame for this war is ours. I suspect Corrin’s people despise Tallun as much as those in Whitebridge despise King Karlo.”

      Trent wondered where Bethany intended to go.

      “Tallun can’t make peace with King Karlo, nor would their people accept peace while the enemy ruler remained in power. Their grudge is a conundrum I’ve seen before.”

      Princess Victoria now looked curious. “When?”

      “Before my time, before my father inherited leadership of our Windborne tribe, his father was in a similar situation. Our tribe had long warred with another over fertile lands both tribes wanted. Both tribe leaders... my grandfather and the leader of the other tribe... reviled each other, as did their people. Their feud stretched back generations.”

      Trent was now fascinated as well. Bethany rarely talked about her time in her Windborne tribe before they met, let alone the regime of her father and how he’d come to lead her tribe. Given all the wives and children involved, Windborne tribes got complicated.

      Much like his own would likely be one day.
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      Bethany continued her tale. “As much as the tribe leaders hated each other, both tribes were also exhausted after years of war. In the end, a peace was forged... through marriage.”

      Victoria now looked fascinated. “Who married whom?”

      “My grandfather stepped down and passed power to my father, and my father took his first wife. She was both a birth wife and pact wife who hailed from the tribe we’d long warred against. They forged a peace that left old feuds behind.”

      Trent stared. “I never knew your mother was from another tribe.”

      He winced as he spoke. Antonia, Bethany’s mother, had died in the chaos wolf attack that nearly shattered her tribe, along with Donna, her father Alyn’s second wife.

      Before he’d gotten to know the details, Trent had long thought that Helia, Alyn’s third wife, was Bethany’s mother. Bethany had only explained about how her Windborne tribe worked the night she revealed she wanted to build a new tribe with him.

      Fortunately, Bethany only smiled a wistful smile as she glanced at him. “Remind me to draw you the family tree one day, when we have a few days of leisure.”

      Trent nodded thoughtfully. Bethany turned back to Victoria.

      “I can’t claim to understand the politics or beliefs of the entirety of Dalry, Hesia, and Corrin. I also recognize nations are far larger than single tribes. But I can’t imagine any of the commoners is eager for more war. Like our tribes back then, they’re tired of it.”

      Trent crossed his arms. “Both nations still want revenge.”

      “I know, husband. Yet while Corrin’s people would never make peace with Tallun, and Dalry’s people would never make peace with King Karlo, they might accept peace were both leaders to be replaced by their daughters, who presented a united front opposing future wars.”

      Victoria raised an eyebrow. “Are you suggesting I marry Princess Ivy?”

      “No. I’m suggesting Princess Ivy could marry your first knight.”

      Trent almost choked on his next swallow. “Beth, what?”

      Bethany patted his thigh to placate him. “Once we spread the story of how my husband saved you from your father’s cowardly assassination attempt, Trent Marston... your first knight... is likely to become a hero remembered in songs.”

      Trent hardly saw how that was possible. “I’m not going⁠—”

      “Were he also to take Princess Ivy as his wife, it would unite Dalry and Corrin by blood shortly before Ivy’s younger brother takes Corrin’s throne. I doubt Prince Narius will continue to war with a nation where his eldest sister is married to the queen’s first knight.”

      Trent looked between them. “But I’m already married. To all of you!”

      Victoria eyed Bethany curiously. “I’d never considered the marriage option. There is a short window of time where a marriage could be arranged before Prince Narius takes the throne. If Ivy were to become a ranking member of my court through marriage, and were her brother to take power, even the most bitter zealots can’t blame Narius for his father’s actions.”

      Bethany nodded eagerly. “Just like they don’t blame Ivy. At least, not like Karlo. And were Princess Ivy to marry Trent, many would likely forgive her parentage.”

      Trent frowned in annoyance. “I don’t even know this woman!”

      Bethany glanced at him, then at Victoria. “Is Ivy beautiful?”

      Victoria nodded thoughtfully. “I’ve never met her in person, but there are certainly tales from abroad. Among her people, she’s known to be quite fair, with a keen intellect.”

      Bethany smiled at him. “Smart and beautiful. She’d make a good wife, husband.”

      Revca looked to now be considering this as well. “The pageantry of a royal marriage could certainly provide the cover all nations could use to set aside the animosity of years of war, especially since she would be marrying your first knight rather than anyone in the royal family.”

      Trent could scarcely believe two of his wives and his princess were now all conspiring to marry him off to a woman he’d never even met. “I understand you all somehow think this is a wonderful idea, but do I get a say in this?”

      All three women glanced at him. Bethany looked amused. “Why wouldn’t you want to marry a smart and beautiful woman and help Dalry and Corrin make peace?”

      “Because she’s a...”

      Trent trailed off as Revca’s narrowed eyes stopped him from finishing that sentence. He quickly took a different and far safer tack.

      “She’s a princess. I’m not even a noble. I’m a commoner.”

      Victoria smiled. “The moment I named you my first knight, you entered the peerage. You are a noble, and once I retake my crown, you will be the first and most senior knight in my court. Your marriage to Princess Ivy could rebuild a bridge long burned.”

      As Trent looked around at all three women, he realized they weren’t teasing him. This wasn’t all a lark to annoy and frustrate him. They were serious... especially Bethany.

      “Even were we to entertain this... idea... there’s a problem none of you have brought up. I’m not hiding my tribe or my wives away from the world. I doubt Corrin’s people would accept me marrying Ivy while I’m also married to three other women.”

      Victoria pursed her lips. “Possibly. Bethany, I’m given to understand that some of the first Windborne tribes were formed in Corrin, weren’t they? And some still thrive there?”

      Bethany nodded eagerly. “That’s right. Some of their oldest and most revered magical communes still practice plural marriage. It’s even said the first primal conjurer in history hailed from Corrin, born and raised to honor the Windborne ways.”

      Trent stared at her. “How did I not know this?”

      “You never asked.”

      “So... all right.” Trent collected himself. “We’re seriously considering this?”

      Bethany glanced at Revca. “Do you have any objections or concerns about our husband also marrying Princess Ivy? As a pact wife, or otherwise?”

      “I do not. As you’ve stated, we don’t intend to add wives to our tribe that make us weaker, and Princess Ivy is both an experienced death mage and a member of Corrin nobility. I hardly see how having the blessing and protection of rulers of two realms could hinder us.”

      Trent looked between them. “But this only works if Karlo dies in the next two years, and if Ivy can take the role of queen reagent and end the war. Are we suggesting we assassinate him?”

      Bethany watched him calmly. “Princess Ivy must have a plan. We can’t see the future, and we certainly can’t see across realms. But we know someone who can.”

      Trent thumped back in his chair. “Belgor. So... this is why he’s offered this treaty?”

      “It would be nice if this Xorumon had offered something more concrete than a verbal message. Yet perhaps there are limits to the aid Belgor and Xorumon can give us. Either way, if a path didn’t exist, neither Xorumon or Ivy would offer it. So, do we explore it?”

      Bethany and Revca turned to Princess Victoria. Trent, despite his reservations, found himself watching her as well. The princess was clearly considering this matter carefully, and he no longer knew which way she would swing.

      Victoria focused on Revca. “Princess Ivy wishes us to abduct her? That was her request?”

      Revca nodded. “From Stonehew Academy. Three weeks from now. During the full moon. It sounds like she’s willing to join your court-in-exile and trusts herself to be treated well by your soldiers, which means she’s sticking her neck out quite a ways.”

      Victoria looked at Trent again. “Could you do it?”

      He frowned. “You mean... marry Princess Ivy?”

      “If that’s the best road to peace, perhaps. We’d have to discuss it. What I’m asking is if you could reach Stonehew Academy, infiltrate it, contact Princess Ivy, and get her safely back to the monastery where we could formalize an alliance.”

      Trent considered. “Unfortunately, Highness, that simply isn’t possible.”

      Victoria’s brow furrowed. “Why not?”

      “So many reasons, chief of which is the security at Corrin’s border. It’s not just manned by soulless, but death mages and regular sentries. There are only a few bridges over the huge river separating Corrin from Hesia. To get there, I would have to travel through both hostile territories and somehow penetrate the border. I might be able to do that. Alone.”

      Bethany grimaced. “But not with Princess Ivy in tow?”

      “I would have to escort her through her own territory for weeks without being spotted, and an entire army of death mages and trackers would be on us hours after we left the monastery. Even if we evaded them somehow, we’d still have to pass through the border again, which would be on high alert. Then we’d have to travel through Hesia, which kills death mages on sight, as well as anyone they think may be sympathizing with them.”

      Revca frowned, then brightened again. “Does Stonehew Academy have a magic portal? Like the Primal Academy? Perhaps one hidden in its bowels?”

      “I... don’t know, actually.”

      Revca looked at Victoria again. “The Enchanter would. We could ask him.”

      Victoria nodded thoughtfully. “Yes. If he does have a portal to Stonehew Academy, retrieving Ivy would actually be quite easy. As easy as it was for Kari to come to us here.”

      Trent considered all that. “So we are truly considering this?”

      Victoria adjusted her robe. “I’ll not order you on a suicide mission, Sir Marston. If you don’t believe it’s possible to retrieve Princess Ivy, we won’t attempt it. But I do believe we should speak to the Enchanter about the possibility of a portal to Stonehew Academy, or perhaps somewhere in Corrin that will allow you to reach the academy more easily.”

      Bethany glanced at him. “Husband? Does a portal change your calculations?”

      “It does. If I could simply step across the world into some remote fortress in Corrin, or even the academy itself, it would make retrieving Princess Ivy significantly more straightforward. Provided Stonehew Academy doesn’t have anyone guarding the portal or isn’t aware it can still be activated. We’d also need a way to ensure Ivy knows where to find us.”

      Revca nodded. “Xorumon could pass the message to her. We have two days to prepare our reply, and we need not worry about any message to Princess Ivy being intercepted.”

      Victoria rose. “Thank you, everyone, for your wise counsel. I haven’t made a decision yet, and we have two days to decide. Tomorrow, Sir Marston, I’d like you to meet me for breakfast. We can speak with the Enchanter about his portals.”

      Trent rose as well, as did everyone else who’d attended this short and, to him, disorienting war council.

      He wasn’t opposed to marrying again. He’d actually thought he might end up adding Kari to his tribe before he realized her beliefs about devils would forbid it.

      But marrying a necromancer princess? That hadn’t even been a glimmer in his mind.

      Victoria looked at Bethany. “So would you... stay the night?”

      Bethany smiled warmly. “Of course. Ruby said you had questions about how Trent and I met, and how we’ve handled organizing our tribe. I’d be happy to discuss those matters with you in detail, but I’d also love to hear what life was like in Whitebridge.”

      Victoria looked genuinely thrilled by the idea of having another young woman she could speak to about more than war or her safety.

      “Yes. Well... we’ll see! After that conversation, I might need just a touch more wine before bed.”

      Bethany ran a hand across her belly. “I can’t join you there, sadly. But I’d certainly enjoy some water and the company.”

      At the mention of their child, Victoria beamed at her. “Yes. As would I.”

      Trent inclined his head. “With your permission, Highness, I’ll take my leave.”

      Victoria glanced at him, then glanced at Bethany. “Do you need to say good night?”

      “If you wouldn’t mind.”

      “I’ll fetch another bottle, then. Back in a moment.”

      As Victoria strode off deeper into her private building, Bethany hurried over and took his hands. “Last chance to ask me to abandon my new post.”

      He stared into her eyes. “I can’t believe you offered to marry me off to a death mage.”

      Bethany eyed him in obvious amusement. “She’s a princess, husband, and quite beautiful. And it’s for peace! Don’t you like peace?”

      Trent hugged her tightly. “I’m going to miss having you in my bed. But it’s not forever.”

      “No. It won’t even be the week.” Bethany kissed his chest, then his chin, then his lips. “Now go snuggle with your other wives.” She glanced at Revca, then Ruby. “You’ll take care of him? In all the ways I can’t?”

      Ruby nodded eagerly. “Yes, Mistress!”

      Revca took his arm. “Yes. Now, husband, let’s get you back to bed.”

      Bemused, Trent allowed Revca to lead him back to Ruby. He didn’t miss the knowing glance Revca and Bethany exchanged. He was starting to get the impression his wives might not be as at odds as they sometimes seemed, at least not when it came to the direction of their new tribe.

      As Ruby took his other arm and pressed one soft breast against it, he found himself considering just what it might be like to find himself married to a foreign princess as Victoria’s first knight. He’d always thought of Corrin as an evil nation.

      But it might be time to start learning more about it before he judged.

      Captain Crane looked amused when they emerged, but wisely didn’t comment. Revca’s cautioning gaze likely had something to do with that. Given the late hour, no one intercepted them on their way back home.

      As they descended the steps to their room, Trent looked at the table where he’d often find Bethany knitting or mending her arrows. “Gods, I miss her already.”

      Revca elbowed him. “It was your idea for her to offer herself as a lady-in-waiting.”

      “I know, and I know Victoria needs someone in whom she can confide. I’ll adjust.”

      Ruby pressed close again. “I already miss her too, my love. But I’m also glad that Vicky isn’t alone any longer. I could tell how happy she was to have company tonight.”

      “I’m glad you two are getting along so well.”

      “Oh, splendidly! But still, I’m glad that I get to sleep in your bed tonight. With Revie.”

      Ruby brought them to a halt, then turned to face him. Without a word, she casually slid the strap of her nightdress off one shoulder. She slid the other off as well, and then the entire dress coursed down her curvy body... leaving her naked.

      As Trent’s appreciatively took in the view, Ruby smiled eagerly. “Will you take me to bed, my love? I wish you to ravish me.”

      Revca pressed into him from behind. “We did promise to take care of you.”

      As Revca started nibbling on his shoulder, Ruby stepped forward and took his hands. Eyes locked with his, she lifted his hands to cup her full breasts.

      Trent smiled as he glanced at Revca, to find her already stripping off her night dress as well. Her curves were even more full than Ruby’s. The sight of two lovely and willing redheads, so eager for him to take them to bed, was enough to take his mind off anything.

      He led them to the bed. After they helped him out of his clothes, he kissed and stroked Ruby until she was panting against his lips, then did the same for Revca. As they kissed and groped each other, Ruby slid one hand between her legs and moaned.

      He settled Revca onto the bed and did the same for her, careful to ensure his fingers never went anywhere near inside her. As Revca’s red hair sprawled across the bed and her breasts heaved in excitement, he pleasured her as Ruby writhed and moaned beside them. Ruby had her orgasm first, but Revca’s quickly followed.

      After giving both women a moment to recover, it was his turn. As he laid on his back on the bed, Ruby rode his cock while Revca rode his face. Ruby came twice before he flooded her tight core, and Revca once more as well.

      Afterward, they tumbled into bed together.

      Ruby kissed his chest. “We know you’re going to miss Bethany.”

      Revca lightly bit his shoulder. “We’ll also make sure you don’t miss her too much.”

      Trent relaxed as he held them close. He kissed Ruby’s head, then Revca’s, and relaxed in their shared bed. And when he slept that night, he dreamed of the future.

      Huffing and clutching his wounded arm, Trent led those with him through the torchlit lower halls of Stonehew Academy. The screeches of soulless dogged their heels. Two sets of footsteps followed—Kari and Princess Ivy—but Ruby’s footsteps weren’t among them.

      Her death was still too new to feel real.

      Their descent remained unopposed. The entire academy was on alert now, but Mentor Marlowe couldn’t know they had a back door out of the academy. If they were fast and lucky, they might still be able to reach the portal and open it before they were overwhelmed.

      Behind him, Princess Ivy panted desperately as she tried to keep pace. “This is... unacceptable. They should never... they betrayed me!”

      Risking a glance back at her, Trent saw that Ivy was flagging fast. Even with a cut up its side, Ivy’s ankle-length black gown was slowing her down. While she’d discarded her heels, her pale bare feet were obviously not used to charging through stone hallways.

      Ivy’s chest heaved in her low-cut gown, and her dark eyes looked frantic and panicked. Her once glossy black hair was matted with sweat and blood, and what made it worse was that Trent knew it wasn’t her blood. Ruby had protected her.

      And his blade wife had paid for that bravery with her life.

      Ivy took a bad step and stumbled. Fortunately, Kari was there to snatch the back of her gown. She hauled the other woman to her feet as Trent looked ahead. He needed to keep them moving. He called out encouragement.

      “Stairs! We’re almost there! Don’t slow!”

      Kari had Ivy well in hand. Trent focused on their escape. They simply needed to reach the lower cellar, bar the door, and hold the soulless and their necromancers off long enough for Revca to open the portal.

      Trent paused at the stairs. “Move, move, move!”

      Ivy almost paused at the sight of him waiting, but Kari drove her onward. As both women rushed down the stairs, Trent’s heart sank as the first of the soulless charging after them rounded a distant corner. Dozens upon dozens of them, and they were just the start.

      As his hand clasped at the space at his back,  grief squeezed his heart.

      His mageblade was dead, and the only weapon that would allow him to defeat an army of soulless had died with her.

      But if he didn’t keep moving, he’d lose Kari, Revca, and Ivy as well. Ruby wouldn’t want that.

      Trent charged down the stairs just as Kari rounded the halfway point. As he reached it, he yanked the torch out of a sconce and tossed it on the stairs. It was just a simple flame, but the soulless might balk at it for a few seconds. It would buy them precious time.

      Trent sprinted into the lower hallway and then stopped just before he would have smashed into Kari’s back. She was clutching Ivy tightly as both women backed toward him, facing the door leading to the lower cellar. As Trent looked past them, all hope inside him died.

      More soulless filled the hallway, and worse, the door to the cellar was open. He had thought that losing Ruby had been the worst sight he could bear, but when Revca stumbled from the darkness with half her head bloody, wobbling like a drunk, it was worse.

      Blue light poured from her eyes. Revca had become a soulless. And without her flame spell forms, they had no weapon that could defeat one soulless, let alone dozens of them.

      As Trent drew two knives he knew would be useless against their enemies, the mocking voice of Mentor Marlowe filled the hall.

      There would be no negotiation this time. Now that Princess Ivy had told them what she knew, Marlowe couldn’t let any of them escape.

      Their pursuer laughed a cruel laugh. “If only you’d listened, Karissa, this all could have turned out differently. So in a way, this is all your fault.”

      Kari stood protectively in front of Ivy. “Rot in the hells, you bastard!”

      Marlowe scoffed. “Kill them. Kill them all.”
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      KARISSA

      As she strode toward the monastery’s war room beside a fully-armored Sapphire, Kari found it increasingly difficult to hide her curiosity... or her nerves.

      Trent, his princess, and Revca were all hiding something from her. She understood that Dalry had its secrets, but this conspiracy of silence felt like more than just another secret. It felt ominous.

      Sapphire said nothing as she led Kari to her princess. As they reached the war room, Kari noted that the newly minted Captain Crane was present as well. It seemed this meeting was going to include everyone of importance in the monastery right now.

      That made it even more disconcerting that no one would tell her what it was about.

      Crane straightened once they arrived. “Everyone is inside.”

      “Good.” Sapphire didn’t slow her pace. “You’re needed inside as well.”

      Crane frowned. “Who’s going to guard the door?”

      “You are. Inside.” Sapphire slowed by the door as it whisked open in the proximity of her presence, then glanced at Kari. “The princess is waiting.”

      Kari smoothed down her blouse and strode through the hallway leading into the war room. The clanking of a single set of armor told her Crane was right on her heels.

      As she entered, she wasn’t surprised to see that she’d been right. This was a war meeting.

      Trent stood at attention wearing a noble outfit that, quite frankly, left Kari a bit weak in the knees. The man could certainly fill out a doublet, and he’d let his shirt fall open just enough to reveal his collarbone and the trim between his pecs.

      Still, she wasn’t here to ogle the queen’s kestrel. At least... not today.

      Trent stood beside the table next to a map of the southern continent, and Princess Victoria, who looked lovely in a white gown that fell past her ankles and rose to her neck, was standing serenely at his side.

      Kari knew from seeing that map prior to today that Victoria had used charcoal to paint the current borders of Dalry, Hesia, and Corrin. Those three nation-states covered the southern continent, replacing or uniting many smaller nations that had come before.

      She was surprised to see that neither Bethany nor Ruby was present. The only wife Trent had with him today was Revca, who was wearing a frilly white dress that looked both tasteful and expensive. She abruptly wished she’d thought to pick out a nice dress of her own.

      The Enchanter was also present, looking unruffled and regal in his fine red silk robes. He had swapped out his simple leather eyepatch for one made of copper and gold. While Kari wouldn’t ever tell him to his face, it looked garish. He remained an odd man.

      Kari completed her quick survey of those gathered—and their manner of dress—and paused a respectful distance from the princess. “You asked to see me, Highness?”

      Victoria nodded graciously. “Thank you for coming, Ambassador Ambergreen. I know your time is valuable, so I’m going to get straight to the point. I’ve received some disturbing news from one of my contacts. I need to speak to everyone assembled before we proceed.”

      Kari mentally scrambled as she considered what Victoria hadn’t revealed. What contact could have possibly brought her information in the past two days? The only people to enter this monastery had been Eight Company, Captain Kyle, Sarah Crane, and Gertrude.

      Of those, Gertrude had left this morning to return to Whitebridge, which Kari had considered more than a bit odd. Why would a simple scullery maid travel all the way out here with that nice city watchman, only to leave and return to the city two days later?

      Now that she knew Victoria had received a message from someone, however, she considered the odd contradictions she’d seen in Gertrude with fresh eyes.

      Gertrude had been loyal to Princess Victoria. Fiercely loyal. Yet she’d also been hiding something, just like Kari had told Trent.

      The idea of Gertrude returning to Whitebridge made no sense... unless she was going back to bring a message to someone. Or had brought a message from Whitebridge. The unease she’d sensed in Gertrude hadn’t been disloyalty, at least not to Princess Victoria.

      It had been something else entirely. Gertrude was a spy.

      A young and timid scullery maid would be in the perfect position to pass messages and intelligence to Princess Victoria. Kari felt relieved to have one mystery solved. The one that remained is why whatever message Gertrude had delivered merited a war council.

      Victoria solved that mystery a moment later. “Princess Ivy of Corrin wants to join forces to remove my father and hers from power and form a lasting peace. I need someone to travel to Stonehew Academy in Corrin to verify the truth of Ivy’s offer and bring her back here.”

      Somehow, Kari kept her face calm. Crane’s explosive gasp at her side was much louder. As he stomped forward with the clanking of armor, his voice rose.

      “You can’t be serious!”

      Kari was unsurprised to sense Crane’s heart pounding like a galloping horse. Victoria blinked at the fierce tone of his voice, then frowned.

      At her silent admonishment, Crane abruptly blushed and stepped back. Kari watched as embarrassment warred with rage.

      “I... apologies, Highness. I didn’t... I shouldn’t have.”

      “You may speak freely here. I asked Dame Sapphire to summon you because you are part of what we must do to end the war with Corrin. So, speak.”

      Crane straightened and scowled. “Highness, they’re necromancers.”

      Kari almost corrected him, but held herself back just in time. Necromancer might be a slur in the Cridor Republic, where death mages were respected and understood, but the republic also hadn’t been at war with a whole nation of them for decades. So she stayed silent.

      Victoria didn’t. “The Primal Academy employs necromancers as well. They refer to them as death mages. Do you believe we should end our alliance with the academy?”

      “Highness, that’s different.” Crane recovered most of his usual gruff nature. “The academy’s mages don’t raise soulless spawn or devils from beyond the veil.”

      Kari decided it would be best to clear up any misunderstandings, especially since she didn’t want anyone to accuse her of holding back. “To be clear, we do.”

      Crane scowled at her. “Well, you certainly don’t send them to raze villages!”

      Kari might not be an expert on politics, but she knew how to recognize a war that had gone on too long. Dalry and Hesia’s war with Corrin was pointless and wasteful. If Victoria finally had a chance to end it, Kari suspected her people might welcome the peace.

      She pretended she was once again instructing a young class of Primal Academy students on the uses of different ether affinities. She focused on what they needed to hear.

      “Death is just another part of life, hon. Death ether is part of our realm. The summons a death mage calls may not be from our world, but they’re not good nor evil. If someone takes a sword and cuts down an innocent, you blame the sword? Or the man wieldin’ it?”

      Crane frowned at Kari, then turned his eyes to Victoria. “Highness, those freaks have killed so many of our people. Back in Whitebridge, they tried to kill you!”

      Kari understood Crane’s hostility. Corrin may have initially raised its army of soulless to defend its borders from Hesia’s aggression, but had since attacked Dalry and Hesia countless times. Led by Corrin’s necromancers, soulless armies had wiped out villages.

      So far as Kari knew, Trent and his wives had been raised away from the front lines, but that didn’t mean they might not share the same feelings. The sight of your dead friends walking around was certainly not one anyone forgot.

      Victoria stared serenely at them all. “I understand your worries, captain. I agree that Corrin has committed crimes, just as Hesia and Dalry have committed crimes.”

      Kari silently approved of Victoria’s correction.

      Crane set his jaw. “What crimes, Highness?”

      “My father sent Dalry’s Blessed Knights to burn Revca’s village and slaughter her people, and I now know that Hesia, Dalry’s ally, has made frequent attacks into Corrin’s borders as well. They slaughtered Corrin’s people and burned their villages in much the way they later burned ours.” Victoria glanced at Revca. “Would you put me on trial for that crime?”

      Revca’s lips pressed together. “No. Once, perhaps, but you and your mother offered us your protection and suffered as a result. Tallun is the one responsible for that slaughter.”

      “So, despite the fact that Dalry’s Blessed Knights slaughtered your tribe, you are still willing to stand beside me and oppose him? Even though I am a princess of Dalry?”

      “I am, Highness.” Revca fixed Crane with a hard look. “She did not give the order.”

      Kari was starting to suspect where this conversation might go. All she knew about Princess Ivy was her name and that her father ruled Corrin. But if Ivy took over...

      Crane eyed Victoria in obvious frustration. “Highness... why would it matter? Set aside that we can’t even get into Corrin. Even if we brought her here, Ivy doesn’t wear the crown.”

      Victoria nodded grimly. “Her father has long prosecuted this war, and for a time, Ivy agreed with his goals. In the face of Hesia’s bold aggression, and my father’s threats to cleanse them of corruptor influence, Ivy supported her father for many years. But no longer. Now her father has become consumed with naked aggression.”

      Crane scoffed. “She’s lying, Highness.”

      “Why?”

      “Because...” Crane looked around at them all, then scoffed. “Fine, I’ll just say it. You were betrayed by your father, and you now oppose him. By claiming the same, Ivy hopes to play upon your sympathies and stab you in the back. That’s what necromancers do!”

      “The possibility had crossed my mind.” Victoria looked at Trent. “Sir Marston? What do you think about this offer?”

      Kari watched Trent very closely, and was surprised by a flicker of deception. While Trent appeared visibly confused, he wasn’t. It was like... like he’d been expecting this question.

      Trent merely shook his head. “Highness, I simply don’t know enough about her to offer you an opinion one way or the other.”

      Revca spoke up. “I do.”

      Kari focused on Revca. Unsurprisingly, the woman’s pulse and heart rate remained as steady as an ox. Revca had always been disturbingly difficult to read. That hadn’t changed.

      Victoria glanced at Revca. “Please. Share with them what you shared with me.”

      “For a time, my tribe lived on the border of Hesia and Corrin. The death mages there left us alone, despite the tension in the area. I know that they did so at the behest of Princess Ivy. She and her father both kept their word to let us live in peace.”

      Truth. Every word of that was true. Kari filed it away to add to her own arguments.

      Crane scoffed. “Just what tribe are you from, woman?”

      Trent glanced at Crane. “Careful, captain. That’s my wife.”

      As everyone in the room glanced at him in surprise, Crane grimaced. “Fine, that was uncalled for. But Highness, I worry this is a trap.”

      Victoria nodded graciously. “I appreciate your caution. That is why I wanted you in this meeting. If I can’t convince you to accept peace, how can I convince anyone else?”

      Crane grimaced again. “Even if we did decide to do this, we can’t get to her. Corrin’s necromancers would melt us before we reached the border, or cut us down and raise us as dead puppets. We wouldn’t make it an hour without being attacked.”

      “Not if you were traveling under a flag of truce, which I believe is our only option for reaching Stonehew Academy and retrieving Princess Ivy. Ambassador Ambergreen? That is why I requested you attend. I must once again request the Primal Academy’s help.”

      How could Victoria possibly believe the Primal Academy could help them penetrate Corrin’s borders and speak to their princess? They’d barely maintained diplomatic relationships with Stonehew Academy, especially since the war started. Kari was lost.

      “I’m here to help, Highness, but... not sure how I can.”

      “Have you ever been to Stonehew Academy?”

      “Can’t say I have, no. Seemed a poor time to visit, what with the war and all.”

      “But do you know any mages there? Any at all?”

      Too late, Kari saw the trap. She briefly considered lying to everyone’s faces. No one would know. Yet lying to her allies went against her nature, even if the truth was sour.

      “I know of one.”

      Victoria smiled warmly. “I hoped that would be the case. An instructor?”

      “Yes, and a life mage. We’ve... exchanged some letters. From time to time.”

      Kari had burned most of them. Part of the reason she’d been so eager to claim a post out here in the middle of nowhere was so that Executor Tallow and the other instructors at the Primal Academy would stop badgering her about choosing another life mage to bond.

      Back at the academy, she’d even fantasized about bonding Trent. He was a mage, even if they didn’t know what kind yet. Yet that fantasy had fallen apart shortly after she arrived, and now she didn’t know who she was going to end up with.

      But Stonehew Academy was home to one of her prospective suitors.

      Victoria nodded firmly. “Then your visit with that life mage would be all the cover we need to approach the academy. We could speak to Princess Ivy about joining her forces with ours. We know she will be there on a royal visit in just over three weeks.”

      Kari pushed past her distaste and focused on what Princess Victoria was actually asking. Perhaps all they needed was a ploy. “So you want me to... express more interest?”

      “I’d only ask that you arrange to meet with your suitor in person at Stonehew Academy. I’m not asking you to promise this man anything, or to suggest a bond might result. But simply speaking with him? That seems a fair request.”

      Kari almost told the princess of Dalry to go sit on a pike. That was what the woman who walked into the Primal Academy fifteen years ago would have done. Yet she was no longer that woman, and she was also here representing the Primal Academy.

      The whole realm would be better off if, somehow, Dalry, Hesia, and Corrin ended their decades-long war. If she refused to help because she couldn’t handle some awkward conversation and drinks, what kind of woman did that make her?

      Not a good one.

      “His name’s Marlowe, Highness. He sent so many letters I started burning them for warmth on cold nights. I imagine he’d leap at the chance to meet in person.”

      Trent’s heart jumped when she revealed the name of her suitor. That intrigued her. The slight increase in his heart rate and the barely visible tic in one hand suggested... jealousy?

      Did the idea of Kari marrying herself off to a life mage actually make him jealous? That was certainly encouraging. Maybe she still had a chance with him.

      Kari looked past her own desires and focused on those of her allies. She knew enough about politics to know that even Corrin’s soldiers would be hesitant to attack a Primal Academy life mage traveling under a flag of truce. The magic academies remained above the conflicts of each nation, and the Cridor Republic wasn’t involved in Dalry and Corrin’s war at all.

      This could actually work. If she sent a letter to Mentor Marlowe and said she was interested in meeting in person, she had no doubt the man would invite her to join him at Stonehew Academy as soon as she could.

      And better yet... she’d need a bodyguard.

      Victoria watched her calmly. “Would you be willing to request a meeting with him? I know I’m asking a great deal of you, but I’m not asking you to lie. Your visit to Stonehew Academy would be to speak with Mentor Marlowe in person. I’d only ask that you allow Sir Marston to accompany you in the guise of a hired mercenary.”

      Trent frowned in surprise. “Why not pose as a Primal Guard?”

      His surprise looked genuine, which was reassuring after feeling like they’d planned this conversation out in advance. Kari considered how best to spare his feelings, then settled on focusing on the difficulty of their infiltration.

      “The guards at Stonehew Keep would never buy it, hon.”

      “And... why not?”

      “The Stone Guards have sworn the same oaths as our own Primal Guards, and come from the same veteran stock. We’d need to fake up a whole list of postings and assignments for you, and you don’t know enough about magic academies to seem like you’ve lived in one.”

      Trent nodded thoughtfully. Kari knew he’d seen the Primal Academy’s guards in action when he saved them from Anton’s plot, and also that he knew two of them had held off twelve seasoned mercenaries while Princess Victoria escaped the Hand in Glove in Star’s Crossing.

      Trent turned to Victoria. “So, I’m posing as a mercenary. What’s my true role?”

      “You, Sir Marston, will be making contact with Princess Ivy on my behalf. Once you’ve spoken with her, you’ll arrange a meeting with Ambassador Ambergreen as well. She can, I believe, tell you if Princess Ivy is sincere in her desire to join her crown to my own.”

      Now Kari understood her role even better. Victoria didn’t trust Ivy’s offer, at least not without verifying it. And ferreting out lies was one of Kari’s many talents.

      Trent nodded thoughtfully. “Even if she is sincere, they won’t let her leave quietly.”

      “No, they will not. Fortunately, Stonehew Academy has something in common with the Primal Academy. Something all there have likely forgotten.”

      Trent smiled. “A portal.”

      “Yes.” She turned to the Enchanter, who had stood silent and impassive during this exchange. “Could you tell the others what you told me earlier today?”

      The Enchanter nodded gracefully. “Long ago, I did business with Stonehew Academy from time to time. A portal rests in its bowels. However, I have checked. The portal is locked from the academy’s side.”

      Crane scowled. “Which means it’s useless to us.”

      “Not so, Captain Crane. It is useless for Trent’s journey to Stonehew Academy. But once he reaches the academy and secures Princess Ivy, Revca can open the portal from within the bowels of the academy itself. They can use it to return with her without leaving the academy.”

      Revca nodded thoughtfully. “I suppose I could pose as Kari’s...”

      “Chaperone.” Kari smiled at Revca. “We can’t say you’re a student, since you’d have finished long ago, but Tal would send a chaperone to make sure me and Marlowe don’t get up to any funny business. Feel like protecting my virtue?”

      Revca smiled back. “It would be my pleasure.

      Trent smiled as well. “So, this avoids a month-long trek across Corrin and Dalry while trying to hide their princess from everyone who passes by. It’s a solid plan, Highness. But do we really believe Stonehew Academy, and Corrin’s leaders, will let us pass unharmed?”

      Victoria looked at Kari. “Ambassador Ambergreen? The Cridor Republic remains neutral in our conflict, does it not? An academy’s neutrality exceeds even the republic’s.”

      Kari had already committed herself to this plan. “Can’t say we won’t run into trouble on the road, Highness. But I can say it’s less likely to be from Corrin’s folks. Trouble’s less likely to find us on this road than if we did it any other way.”

      “Then I believe we can move forward. As to why Ambassador Ambergreen is traveling without a Primal Guard to accompany her, we’ll simply say that none were available. The Stone Guards won’t like it, but you probably won’t be required to answer too many questions.”

      Kari was surprised Victoria had constructed this complicated plan so quickly. She had a dozen questions, but she wasn’t about to ask them in front of a crowd this large. There was also the matter that, if they succeeded, Stonehew Academy could accuse her of being involved.

      That was a diplomatic problem she’d let Executor Tallow handle. He could simply say they had both been deceived by agents of Dalry. Kari could claim she hadn’t known who Revca and Trent really were. Hells, she might even let Trent abduct her.

      Wouldn’t that be a fun bit of roleplay?

      Victoria looked at Trent. “How long would the journey to the academy take?”

      As Trent visibly considered, Kari found herself once again admiring his strong jawline. And those eyes. Gods, she could lose herself in his eyes.

      “Assuming we took a portal to Hesia, we’d arrive perhaps a week from Corrin’s border. Even if we manage to cross unopposed, it would be another two weeks through winding hills and war-torn lands to reach Stonehew Academy.”

      Kari would have hesitated to undertake a long journey through a foreign country alone. Yet with Trent and Revca along, she would be well protected. With the Primal Academy’s banner of neutrality to shield her as well, it might end up being a rather boring journey.

      She liked the idea of traveling across the realm with Trent again, especially since it sounded like the journey could take weeks. She needed to understand why he’d changed his mind about the future they might have together... and if she wanted that future as well.

      Kari would accept this mission. She might even enjoy the thrill of it. This was just the sort of adventure she’d always dreamed about... traveling the realm with a handsome and powerful man at her side, righting wrongs and seeing sights few dared to find.

      It was also for a good cause. Corrin had been at war with Dalry and Hesia for as long as Kari could remember. Even if Executor Tallow didn’t initially agree to it, Kari was certain she could sweet-talk him into at least signing off on letting her go alone.

      Or she could badger him until he surrendered.
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      TRENT

      As he watched Kari’s expression out of the corner of his eye, he knew she’d not only mentally agreed to their plan, but had no suspicions it came from a devil mage.

      And because Gertrude had left this morning, Kari would have no chance to interrogate her to see if she truly had brought this message. His plan to sell how they’d received Ivy’s message had worked.

      Now, all he had to do was figure out how to avoid leading them to their doom.

      His prophetic dream of their deaths beneath Stonehew Academy still haunted him. What was even more vexing is his dream began after they were on the run from the soulless, not before. How had Ruby died? Why had he left Revca alone in the bowels of the academy?

      And how had Mentor Marlowe... the life mage who had apparently been sending love letters to Kari for years... discovered their plot to slip away with Princess Ivy?

      Assuming the dream Belgor had sent was unaltered, seeing Ivy running alongside them confirmed she was genuine in her desire to defect from Corrin. Trent had no reason to think Belgor would betray him. If he wanted to, the devil mage would have done so long before now.

      Also, now that he’d seen Princess Ivy in person—or at least, in his dreams—Trent was determined to help her. Not just because, as Bethany slyly insisted, Ivy was beautiful, but because she truly wanted peace between Dalry, Hesia, and Corrin.

      Ivy was like Victoria in that way. She wanted peace for her people and others. Now that he knew Hesia had started the war against her nation, he could understand her point of view.

      Now, marrying Ivy? That was still something they would have to discuss. But helping her escape those hoping to hurt her and allowing her to make peace? That Trent could support.

      Victoria now looked as proud as if she’d conceived this plan but a moment ago, instead of painstakingly developing it with him, Revca, and Bethany since they’d decided to move forward.

      Trent still hated lying to Kari, especially now that she’d offered to help without hesitation. Yet they simply couldn’t risk telling her that devils were passing messages to them from the Firmament.

      Victoria smiled. “Thank you for your counsel and thoughts. Ambassador Ambergreen, before we move forward, I assume you’ll need to speak to Executor Tallow?”

      “Yeah. Can’t say he’ll be pleased about me travelin’ to an active war zone, but I think I can talk him around if I tell him I’ll have Sir Marston and Revca with me. As protection.”

      “I understand. Please thank the executor for everything he did for my mother.”

      Trent spoke up. “And remind him he still owes me a few more favors.”

      Kari eyed him knowingly. “I said he wouldn’t be pleased, not that he wouldn’t let me do it. He’s as eager to bond me off as every other instructor at the academy. When he hears I want to go have supper with Marlowe, he’ll likely offer to pay for it.”

      Victoria inclined her head. “Then you’re dismissed, Ambassador, so you can arrange this journey with your academy. Thank you for agreeing to help. Revca? I’d like you to stay. I need to ask you a few more questions.”

      Kari strode off toward the closed door. Trent rushed over to use his enchanted trinket to make it descend. As he reached her, Kari glanced back at him and smiled warmly.

      “Thanks, hon.”

      “Of course. It seems we’ll be going on yet another road trip. I’m sorry to impose upon you further.”

      “It’s hardly imposin’. You’re offerin’ me a chance for adventure with a handsome man at my side. Think I’d turn that down?”

      Trent kept his expression calm. “We’ll speak again soon.”

      “Sure, hon.” Kari strolled out, swaying her hips more than was likely necessary.

      As Trent returned to Crane, he saw his former sergeant watching him knowingly. The man shook his head. “Really, Marston?”

      “Really, what?”

      “Three isn’t enough for you? When do you even sleep?”

      Trent turned his gaze back to Victoria and said nothing at all.

      With little fanfare, Victoria dismissed Sergeant Crane to speak to his wife and Eight Company. That left only Trent, Victoria, and Revca in the room. The silence held until Trent spoke for all of them.

      “So, that’s it. We’re dancing to the tune of a devil mage.”

      Victoria watched him calmly. “And your dreams?”

      “They still worry me. I’m frustrated because every time Belgor sent a prophetic dream before this, it contained context. When this dream begins, I’ve already failed. Ruby is dead. Revca is soulless. We’re on the run. How can I avoid that if I don’t know how it happened?”

      Revca touched his shoulder. “It won’t happen, husband. More dreams will come.”

      “I hope you’re right.” He gave Revca’s hand a squeeze, then turned his gaze back to Victoria. “We do have a few weeks on the road. Now, can you describe the woman you saw in your dreams one more time? I want to be absolutely sure it’s Ivy.”

      “It’s as I’ve told you. Dark hair to the small of her back, pale, almost porcelain skin, dark makeup around her eyes, and purple lips. Certainly painted on.”

      “And Belgor has assured you that you can trust this woman.”

      “Just as he once assured me I could trust you. Ivy doesn’t seek to betray us.”

      “Which leaves us no choice but to trust a devil mage who won’t give us the time of day.”

      Revca squeezed his shoulder. “He’s led us this far, husband. He’s the reason I didn’t kill you. We have to assume that if he’s holding something back, it’s for a good reason.”

      “I know. I also know he saved my family, and Bethany, and Princess Victoria. Ending the war with Corrin would make you even more popular in Dalry, as long as King Karlo is deposed. But if Ivy’s people won’t follow her, what can she actually offer us?”

      Victoria crossed her arms. “That’s one of many questions I’d like you to ask her. Regardless, if she’s willing to travel through a portal to the monastery, we’ll have plenty of time to speak. If her situation is similar to mine, there could be just enough loyal noble families left in Corrin that the two of us can broker a truce after I reclaim the throne.”

      “And Ivy certainly can’t broker one with Tallun. I’m committed to this, Highness. Assuming I can find a way to avoid getting us killed by a soulless army, we have a reasonable chance of escaping with Princess Ivy.”

      Victoria smiled warmly. “The thought of true peace, well... that would be a goal I would be happy to accomplish. Even if I never manage to take Dalry’s throne.”

      Revca took Trent’s hand and stood proudly at his side. “Corrin’s people are similar to my tribe, Highness. They speak with mages from beyond our realm, but do not trade their souls. We exchange information and knowledge. That does not warrant death.”

      “No, it does not. And when I’m queen, I’ll make certain everyone in Dalry understands that. Even those who wish it otherwise.”

      Now, Trent only had to explain to Bethany why she couldn’t join them. He doubted she would have any objection to him traveling weeks alone with Kari. What she would object to was her husband traveling into a land of necromancers without her to protect him.

      Bethany would be two months pregnant by the time they reached Stonehew Academy, and while he wasn’t worried about her capabilities, he was worried about their child. He’d heard dark rumors about what necromancers could do to unborn children.

      Some said they could warp them in the womb. Others said that simply breathing the air around death mages could lead to miscarriages. Almost all of it must be lies—if it wasn’t, how could people in Corrin reproduce?—but still, he didn’t want to risk their child.

      If, by some cruel twist of fate, he did end up dying in the depths of Stonehew Academy on a failed mission for his princess, he also wanted Bethany and his child to live. He’d never tell her he now put her life above his own. She’d never stand for it.

      But that didn’t mean he was going to change his mind.

      With the meeting concluded and the preparations underway, Trent had nothing left to do today. Victoria dismissed him after asking for another hug, which he offered graciously and with none of the side-eye he expected from Revca. After that, they walked home together.

      As they strode through the monastery grounds, Revca took his hand again. He loved how often she had been doing that lately. Their journey to Salt’s Grave... an actual date... had broken down the remaining barriers between them. Her oath to Belgor was the only barrier that remained.

      When he spoke to Bethany at breakfast, she had suggested she would be occupied with Princess Victoria all day. Trent was unsurprised to find Bethany waiting in their underground home with Ruby. He knew she would want to hear the news from him first.

      She had borrowed one of Victoria’s royal dresses, a frilly black number with a hemline at mid-calf and a high collar. It fit Bethany well everywhere but the chest, where it was far tighter than it would have been on Victoria. Trent couldn’t say he minded.

      Revca halted him with a gentle tug of his hand, then kissed him on the cheek. “I need to meditate, husband. I’m going to explore the Firmament for a bit on the off-chance our benefactor has more to say.”

      Revca was leaving him alone to say what he needed to Bethany, who was watching him anxiously for news. As she walked over to the bedroll in the corner, Trent wrapped Bethany up in his arms. She nuzzled close and squeezed him.

      “It’s been decided, has it? You’re going?”

      “Kari agreed to act as our diplomatic shield. It’s a chance to stop a war that’s been going on as long as we’ve been alive. We can’t pass up this opportunity.”

      “I know, and I also know I can’t go with you.”

      Trent eased back enough to glance at her in surprise. “Really?”

      Her lips quirked. “You were expecting me to argue?”

      Trent considered that question very carefully and decided there was absolutely no good answer. “I’m simply glad Victoria will have company.”

      Bethany rested her head on his chest. “I was the one who asked to become your birth wife. I knew that my role would sometimes involve me tending our camp while you traveled with your other wives to keep us safe. At least now I’ll wait here as a noble lady.”

      He gave her rear a squeeze. “You certainly look lovely dressed like one.”

      She giggled and kissed his chest. “This dress is far too valuable and complicated for you to simply rip it off me. We’ll have to be careful removing it. But before you take me to our bed, I want you to know that I’ll handle everything in our camp. Our home.”

      Trent hugged her close and stroked her hair. “Thank you.”

      “Princess Victoria needs a friend. The Enchanter needs someone to keep an eye on him, and our child... some day... will need a mother to nurse and teach him.”

      “Children. Plural.”

      She giggled. “That’s the right attitude. Now. How long until you’re needed again?”

      “Not for a few hours.”

      “Good. Now, I’m going to teach you how to get this dress off me, then put it back on after we’re done. Adjusting to our new roles may take time, but I’ll make the effort if you will.”

      As she eagerly led him to the bed, Trent’s heart pounded. “I love you so much.”

      “And I you, husband.” She sat on the bed and adjusted to put her back, and her braid, toward him. “Now, start by undoing the laces on the back.”
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, after Trent stepped through a portal into a narrow stone tunnel beneath Hesia, he glanced back one last time through the shimmering curtain.

      Bethany stood on the far side of Princess Victoria, wearing the lovely black dress he was now well-experienced at getting both on and off her. With a warm smile that belied her wet eyes, she blew him a kiss across the realm.

      Trent would miss his birth wife desperately. He also knew Bethany would be there waiting when he returned, triumphant, from his latest mission. No matter how far afield he traveled or where their tribe ended up, Bethany would always be his home.

      He glanced next at Revca, who had bundled up in a thick travel cloak and pulled her hood up to hide her red hair. Her cloak couldn’t entirely hide her lovely figure, but it certainly made her stand out less than if her blood-red hair was on display.

      Kari was another matter. She wore a cloak over her green button-down shirt and comfortable linen slacks, but the cloak had vibrant colors. It bore a stylized sun and moon in rich purple on a background of black and white. She absolutely stood out.

      Which was her intent. She needed her cloak to be as visible as possible from as far away as possible. That way, any soldiers or bandits who spied them on the road would know she was traveling under the Primal Academy’s flag of truce... and leave them be.

      Trent held Bethany’s warm gaze as Revca wiped away the white glyphs on the rocks around the portal, one after one. The portal popped as it turned featureless and purple, and then even that purple drained into its edges. In another moment, it was like it wasn’t there.

      Revca turned to him. “We’re in your hands, husband.”

      Trent had left his kestrel armor at home this time. He wore a nondescript suit of light armor that would be suitable for any mercenary across the realm. Over that, he’d added a plain brown weatherproof cloak that would blend into the woods.

      Other than leaving his belt of dirty tricks at home, his kit hadn’t changed. He carried two hunting knives at his belt, his father’s skinning knife in his boot, and a hold-out knife in his other boot. He’d also added a brace of throwing knives for extra reach.

      Only the gleaming silver rapier on his back marked him as anything unusual.

      Even in her sword form, Ruby stood out. Trent would simply have to hope that anyone who saw her would assume he spent all his pay on his weapons. As he led his two lovely companions through a hall that was barely lit by afternoon light, he breathed stale air.

      It was obvious no one had set foot in these ruins for some time. Trent wondered what they had been like three hundred years ago in the Enchanter’s time. A trading post for travelers who used portals to step across the realm? Or something else?

      The narrow stone tunnel terminated at a heavy wooden door that was halfway collapsed. It was far too heavy for even Ruby to move, and as he considered it, he wondered if their journey to Corrin would end moments after it started. He glanced at his companions.

      “We need to get this open. Any thoughts?”

      Kari shook her head. “Sorry, hon. I can’t do anything with that much wood and stone.”

      Revca spoke up. “I believe I could move it. With entangling vines. Provided doing so did not compromise the structure of this tunnel.”

      “That would be amazing. The tunnel looks fairly sturdy, so go ahead and give it a try.”

      Revca closed her eyes and reached out. Green light glowed on the tip of her fingers as she gathered nature ether from the moss and weeds that had poked their way into the stone. She shoved that energy into her chest. A moment later, she pivoted and spun her hands.

      With a crackle like snapping branches, glowing green vines burst from the stone and wrapped possessively around the heavy wooden door. Trent’s gaze traveled between the door and Revca as she visibly concentrated. She grunted as she pushed forward her hands.

      With a deafening rumble, the huge wooden door collapsed outward onto the stone. It hadn’t actually moved, but daylight now shined in through the hole Revca had made. They could use the door as a ramp and clamber over it.

      Trent walked back to Revca as she opened her eyes, panting. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her on the forehead.

      “Well done.”

      She hugged him back. “Thank you, husband.”

      Kari whistled appreciatively. “You’re somethin’ else, hon. I know nature mages who’ve trained for years who don’t have your sort of fine control.”

      If only Kari knew how truly talented Revca was! Sadly, they couldn’t let her learn that Revca could draw and channel more than nature ether. Her other affinities had to  remain secret.

      So far as Trent knew, there were no other primal conjurers currently living in the realm. If they knew, the Primal Academy would want Revca for themselves. Neither he nor Revca wanted to put Kari in a position where she had to keep secrets from her people.

      Trent released Revca and strode away. “I’ll go out first to scout. I’ll call if it’s clear.”

      He climbed up the fallen door and poked his head over it to find the wilds of Hesia empty of any threats. Around them stretched a marshy and yellow land of swamps and wetlands. Not all of Hesia was like this, but this part was rarely traveled.

      They were in the Yellow Marsh. Trent recognized it from the maps he’d studied at the Vespers. The Enchanter hadn’t been certain exactly where his Hesia portal resided, since the terrain and borders had changed so much since his time, but Trent was pleased.

      The Yellow Marsh was three days closer to the border with Corrin than he’d expected them to arrive. They would lose a day to travel simply because the terrain was so difficult, but gain two by virtue of arriving closer to the border than they’d hoped.

      No threats presented themselves. Trent called down to his companions. “It’s clear, but it’s going to be a slow trek. Good thing we all brought good boots.”

      He dropped down off the door and quickly scouted out the stone ruins in which they’d arrived. Much of it was overgrown and many of the stones near the edge were already sinking into the swamp. Trent doubted the original builders would have constructed a stone fortress on a swamp. He suspected the terrain had become more squishy over the last three centuries.

      He looked up in time to see Revca lowering herself delicately down the pile of rubble below the door. Before he could ask if she needed help, she skidded the last bit of distance and rose without being injured. Kari then clambered down with an ease that surprised him.

      At his look, Kari grinned. “Lot of harsh country where I grew up, hon.”

      “You climb well. Let’s hope we don’t have to do any more of it.”

      Kari brushed off her cloak. “It’s almost past noon. We gonna camp here?”

      “No. There’s still plenty of daylight left, and I don’t want to lose even a half day. If we can’t make it out of the marsh by sunset, we’ll find a solid stretch of ground and pitch our tents. The Yellow Marsh isn’t huge, so we can be out in a day or two at most.”

      They had one advantage normal travelers didn’t. Ruby, who was currently in her sword form on his back, was also carrying three full packs that included camping supplies, bedrolls, and tents. Thanks to the fact that those went with her clothes when she transformed into her rapier form, they wouldn’t have to lug all that through a swamp.

      Every time Trent’s mind tried to consider the logistics of how Ruby’s clothes, pack, and body simply vanished when she became a blade, his mind hurt. For that reason, he rarely thought about it. He simply appreciated that she could carry packs for three people.

      Trent took their direction off the descending sun and set off to the east. None of them spoke as they walked, and he approved of both Revca and Kari’s ability to simply enjoy the silence during a difficult hike. The ground was muddy and mushy, but walkable.

      Trent kept a keen eye on the terrain and led the way to ensure they didn’t step into any quicksand or deep marsh. Kari and Revca simply followed in his footsteps, so while neither woman had a great deal of experience with the outdoors, they benefited from his experience.

      He was also comforted by the fact that the marshy terrain was not hospitable to large predators. The chances they would encounter a wild pack of chaos wolves or other predators out here were minimal. Any encounter with wild animals could result in someone getting hurt.

      They didn’t make it out of the swamp the first day. After Ruby returned to her human form, however, they were able to find a firm stretch of marsh surrounded by tall trees. Trent slept that night in a tent with Ruby and Revca cuddled close, while Kari slept in her own.

      This was the first night Trent was willing to trust Kari’s sheltered sleep spell form. They would be on the road for weeks this time. Given how difficult this swamp was to traverse, the chances of them encountering other travelers were small. He’d get used to it.

      He awoke many times during the night as his instincts refused to let him sleep soundly without setting a watch. Revca dozed contently when he did so, but he was still awake when Ruby stirred and nuzzled close to him with a happy little sigh.

      Before he could speak, she put two fingers from his lips and then kissed her way down his side. Trent considered stopping her, but she looked so intent on her favorite task. She was still engaged in it when Revca stirred.

      She blearily glanced down at where Ruby’s head was bobbing up and down, then sighed and cuddled close and spoke in his ear. “Really, husband?”

      Trent felt no shame for enjoying his blade wife’s tender affections. “It was her idea.”

      “Then I suppose I should at least help.”

      Revca rolled halfway on top of him and kissed him, though she was careful to leave Ruby room to work. With Revca’s lips on his mouth and Ruby’s lips coursing up and down his cock, Trent barely managed to keep his groans to himself. His wives worked so well together!

      Soon, Trent shuddered and groaned quietly against Revca’s lips as he pumped Ruby’s wet mouth full of his seed. With a quiet giggle, she eagerly swallowed everything he gave her. As he reached down to play with her as well, she cuddled close.

      “I don’t need that, Master. I just wanted to do it for you. To please you.”

      Before he could protest, Revca kissed his neck. “We like taking care of you. Hopefully, you’ll sleep more soundly after that. Now, be still. I require cuddles.”

      They were right. Trent did sleep more soundly after Ruby enjoyed her midnight snack, and the next morning, he woke feeling refreshed and ready to face the day.

      Meanwhile, Kari said nothing about any sounds she might have heard from their tent last night, but her sly smile suggested she knew more than she was letting on. And she was amused.

      Their second day ended much like the first, with them finally out of the swamp. Trent made camp a ways from the main road, and that night, he insisted on paying both Ruby and Revca back for their generosity. Both women did their best to be quiet, and both failed.

      Kari definitely knew what was going on in the tent next to hers. Trent also knew she wouldn’t deny them a little fun after a long day of travel. The third day, they found the road.

      They reached a small town that night and settled into an inn that had beds, baths, and mead. Kari’s cloak got her more than a few whispers and looks, but no one bothered them. Moreover, Kari’s presence ensured few looked at Trent or Revca.

      While Kari offered to pay for two rooms, the inn only had one free, so they made do. Trent offered to sleep in a chair, but Kari insisted she could sleep on the floor in her bedroll while he and his wives enjoyed the bed. After a bath that wasn’t cheap, they all simply slept, clean and content, in freshly changed sheets in a cool room.

      Their journey continued to be largely uneventful until they reached the edge of Hesia’s border. They had to pass through a fortress staffed by soldiers in dark armor. Hesia’s armor looked similar to Dalry’s, save for its darker tint and the spikes atop the helmets of its soldiers.

      Trent stuck close to Kari as she, with all the confidence and charm of a practiced traveler, talked them through with her diplomatic papers. While the captain of the fort wasn’t pleased they were traveling into Corrin, he had no cause to stop a Primal Academy mage going about academy business.

      They got out of the Hesia fortress at midday, which meant they would be able to cross the no-man’s-land between Hesia and Corrin before nightfall. It was late afternoon by the time they came in sight of a similarly worn stone fortress. But this one was different.

      Smoky, sinister forms shimmered in tight formation around its outer walls. Some sort of devil or other supernatural entity summoned by its death mages, no doubt. Soulless also stood like sentries in the watchtowers, blue eyes glaring balefully.

      They had reached Corrin’s border. Neither Dalry or Hesia’s armies had ever successfully passed this point after King Karlo raised his soulless army. Thousands had thrown themselves at this fortress and died, only to rise up and take arms against their comrades.

      So now, they would learn the limits of Kari’s diplomatic immunity.
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      Revca pressed closer as they approached the fortress in clear sight on the road. Kari bravely took the lead in her obvious Primal Academy cloak.

      Even as Trent’s nerves tightened, the devil spirits on the border didn’t move toward them. No arrows flew from the walls.

      Trent knew from reading accounts of earlier battles that this structure was one of three large fortresses guarding the stone bridges over the deep and treacherous Alycian River. That river formed a natural border between Corrin and Hesia and flowed all the way to the sea.

      The border between Hesia and Corrin was almost entirely natural, which made crossings over its rough water and steep cliffs very difficult. Its natural borders and tireless dead soldiers were part of the reason Hesia and Dalry, while united, had never penetrated into Corrin itself.

      They’d tried. Countless armies had tried. Yet those who fell trying to take these fortresses were raised each night, and soon, any army that tried to fight its way through one of these stone fortresses and over one of these long bridges was repelled or overwhelmed.

      Which was why they were going to have Kari try and talk them through.

      They were within hailing distance when a loud male voice called out from the walls.

      “Halt, travelers! State your business!”

      The fortress had identified them as travelers, at least. Not soldiers. So far, so good.

      Kari called back confidently and at a volume that impressed Trent. “My name is Mistress Ambergreen from the Primal Academy! I’ve been invited by Mentor Marlowe to visit him at Stonehew Academy inside your borders! They should have sent word a few days ago!”

      There was silence for a time, likely as whoever was on duty here spoke with his peers or consulted paperwork. Finally, the same voice replied.

      “Stay where you are!”

      A small postern door opened in the wall, and then a single soldier in the blue-black armor of Corrin strode out, wearing a long black cloak. His armor gleamed as if freshly polished and looked like it had come right out of the smithy. Not a veteran, then.

      Or perhaps he was simply a man who let the dead fight for him.

      At his side walked four soulless. These wore fine armor that had been made for them. Had their slack jaws and glowing blue eyes not been obvious, Trent could have mistaken them for rank-and-file soldiers. His skin crawled as the man leading them approached

      The soulless moved out to ring them as the sentry walked forward. “Papers.”

      Kari presented them. The sentry made a show of looking them over as the sun set, and Trent made a show of being unconcerned as four soulless soldiers watched them like statues of flesh and bone. He could feel the cold seeping from their presence, like the chill of winter.

      The sentry handed her papers back and nodded. “You seem to be right on time, Mistress Ambergreen. Did you have any trouble with the Hesians?”

      Kari smiled a disarming smile. “Thanks for askin’, hon. But no, they were just as polite as you’ve been. Road’s been clear and the weather’s been tolerable, so no complaints.”

      The sentry nodded. “You arrived in Aramore how long ago?”

      His simple question seemed innocuous enough, but Trent knew it was far from that. Something in their arrival had set this man’s senses on edge. Fortunately, he and Kari had rehearsed their story over and over during the past few days on the road.

      “Just under two weeks ago, hon. Came in with the tide all the way from the republic.”

      “On what vessel?”

      Kari answered the sentry’s questions with a breezy familiarity that once again made Trent glad they’d chosen her to lead their infiltration of Corrin. Given the sinister look of this fortress and the number of soulless in plain sight, he suspected more hid inside.

      A single death mage could guide dozens of soulless. Getting inside Corrin’s borders would have been incredibly difficult without Kari. They were lucky she was here.

      The sentry soon glanced at Kari’s companions. “Who’s traveling with you?”

      “The young woman is a nature mage from the academy. The man is our bodyguard.”

      The sentry eyed Kari curiously. “He’s not a Primal Guard.”

      “Didn’t have any to spare, and I didn’t need one.”

      The sentry strode to Trent. “Do you have papers, sir?”

      Trent nodded and presented his own. He had been able to obtain forged papers linking him to one of the independent mercenary guilds based out of Aramore. While Hesia’s soldiers supported Tallun, its mercenaries worked across the realm.

      The sentry went over Trent’s papers for longer than seemed necessary, then handed them back. He turned with a sweep of his fine cloak and walked off.

      “We’ll admit you through the postern door, Mistress Ambergreen. Follow me... and welcome to Corrin.”

      The sentry’s acceptance of their travel papers concluded their dangerous play. They had accomplished what Dalry and Hesia’s armies could not. They had penetrated a reclusive country full of death mages that had been at war with them for what felt like forever.

      Now, a two week journey waited between them and Stonehew Academy. Trent had yet to have another recurring dream from Belgor, so he still had no context as to how he came to be fleeing through the bowels of the academy with Kari and Ivy after Ruby... died.

      Belgor’s guidance had to come. It had to! If he had no dreams tonight, he would travel into the Firmament with Revca and search for answers himself.

      Belgor and Xorumon wanted him to succeed, so he had to believe they would eventually offer him answers. But if they didn’t, he would keep his senses sharp and hope for the best. He’d accomplished many missions without the help of devils.

      Travel through the fortress itself was as nerve-wracking as Trent had anticipated. As they walked over the river on a wide stone path, they passed through stone halls devoid of cover. The walls were filled with murder holes behind which archers could loose arrows, and several open areas in the ceiling suggested boiling oil could be poured on any attackers.

      None of those dangers would bother the soulless, who would be attacking any army attempting to cross this bridge the whole time. Trent wouldn’t wish trying to take this fortress on his worst enemies. Only death... and servitude beyond... awaited those who might try.

      Fortunately, the other side of the fortress was simply open country. Corrin’s roads were well-maintained. When they entered the first small village along the road that night, Trent was surprised at how much it reminded him of a village in Hesia or Dalry.

      This village felt similar to Kallowhorn. It had that rustic feel. The biggest difference was the two soulless soldiers standing guard at the gate.

      Trent would never get used to seeing dead men shambling about like they were alive. Yet intellectually, he knew Kari was right. A sword was neither evil nor good, just a tool for whoever wielded it. Soulless, like a sword, were tools wielded by death mages.

      The soulless could be set to a task of tearing open a chapel school and slaughtering everyone inside. Or they could be set to the task of guarding a town’s gates against bandits or enemy soldiers. The idea of a soulless serving as a constable was bizarre, but not impossible.

      A soulless sentry would never get drunk, never fall asleep at their post, and could continue to hold ground against bandits even if it was filled with a dozen arrows. Trent had never seen soulless as anything but profane horrors before now, but seeing a pair of them standing guard as normal people amiably strolled by changed his perspective.

      In a way, the soulless were similar to the Enchanter’s bronze and copper automatons. They did what they were ordered not out of malice, but out of duty. The fact that the soulless didn’t hold any active animosity for people hadn’t occurred to him until now.

      He found himself considering what Princess Victoria had said about the need for peace back at the monastery. Before now, Trent’s only encounters with Corrinites had been with its foul necromancers—rather, death mages—and unkillable soulless monsters. His enemies.

      Those who entered the town treated the soulless like the protectors they’d been tasked to be. Even the children showed no fear of the corpses. Yet had Tallun and his Blessed Knights ever reached this village, they would slaughter these people and put it to the torch.

      Like they’d done with Revca’s village.

      They ate that night in a tavern that felt like it could fit into any realm he’d ever visited, and spent the night in a single room since only one was available. At least it was private. Trent gave his wives and Kari the bed while he slept on a bedroll on the floor.

      They weren’t going to be having sex with Kari in the room, and he was more than used to sleeping on hard ground. A clean wooden floor was a luxury by comparison. They set out bright and early the next day, continuing to travel on the road and on foot.

      The roads were less traveled than Trent expected, but those who passed them looked no different from people he’d encounter on a road in Dalry or Hesia. They passed patrols of soldiers several times. They always had to show their papers, but the inspections were cursory.

      Trent noted that most Corrin patrols only included one or two live soldiers and a single mage. The rest of the patrol was soulless, sometimes as many as six, and he wondered if Corrin was running low on manpower after decades of war. At least... living manpower.

      The ability to harness the dead and devils from beyond the realm made Corrin very difficult to invade and almost impossible to fight. They could also send soulless armies against the walls of Whitebridge and lose nothing but already dead bodies. Why feed more bodies into this stalemate?

      A peace treaty made sense. If Princess Victoria and Princess Ivy could finally bring an end to the fighting, Corrin would no longer feel the need to attack Hesia and Dalry. Hesia could finally be brought to heel so long as it stopped antagonizing Corrin.

      Peace was possible. But only once Tallun no longer sat on Dalry’s throne.

      They camped that night at a site that looked to be set aside for travelers who got caught between towns. Trent insisted on setting a watch for his own peace of mind, but the night grew cold as clouds brought a downpour. The miserable weather continued the next day.

      With their travel hampered by rain, wind, and muddy roads, the next day of walking was miserable. Around midday, they huddled in a thick copse of trees and did what they could to fill themselves with jerky and bread. There was no way they could start a fire.

      The rain continued into the night, but fortunately, they found a small town not long after dark. Tired, miserable, and cold, Kari paid for a warm bath and Trent did the same. It was difficult getting him, Ruby, and Revca all into the same tub, but at least it was warm.

      They were so grateful for the warmth, they didn’t even fool around. They were too busy recovering from the rain.

      Trent slept well that night, and the storm had spent itself by morning. Yet they soon ran into more trouble. As they broke their fast in the tavern common room, the door opened.

      Two soldiers in the black and blue armor of Corrin walked inside.

      They weren’t here for breakfast. The soldiers scanned the tavern crowd and fixated on Kari. By design, her cloak made her stand out.

      As he relaxed back in his seat, Trent casually reached for the hilts of his long knives under the table. He mentally went back through what he’d seen last night in the pouring rain. There had been a single soulless standing guard at the town gate, and this town had two gates. Ruby could easily dispatch two soulless and the Corrin soldiers.

      How many people had seen their faces? The tavern keeper, the servants who’d brought up the bathwater, and a few others.

      Finally, few would forget Kari. She was too beautiful to not notice.

      Kari looked up at the two men and smiled. “There a problem?”

      Trent was relieved when the lead soldier inclined his head respectfully. “I apologize for bothering you so early in the morning. Are you Mistress Ambergreen of the Primal Academy?”

      Trent kept his hands on his knives beneath the table. Revca remained tense at his side. Kari lightly patted his thigh below the table.

      Her pat suggested she could see no malice in these soldiers. Trent grudgingly raised his hands and set them on the table in plain sight. He would trust Kari’s instincts.

      Kari smiled at the soldiers. “I am she. Need to see my papers?”

      The first guard grimaced. “That won’t be necessary, Mistress. You’re a life mage?”

      “I am.”

      “Well, I hoped... if you’re not already busy, we’ve several men in the garrison who’ve taken ill. The fever looks unlikely to break any time soon, and neither seems to be getting better. We fear it might be marsh fever, which can be quite dangerous if untreated.”

      Kari rose at once. “I’ll come take a look.”

      Both soldiers smiled in relief, and the first nodded. “Thank you, Mistress. We can of course pay⁠—”

      “Won’t be necessary, hon.” Kari patted the soldier’s vambrace. “There’s nothin’ to a simple examination to check on your soldiers. If more’s needed, we’ll talk, but I’d be happy to take a look and tell you what we’re dealing with first.”

      The soldier nodded graciously. “Thank you again, Mistress. Please, this way.”

      Trent rose as well, which caused the guard to raise a hand. “No civilians.”

      “I’m her bodyguard.”

      The soldier turned solemn. “I give you my word she will suffer no harm in our care. On our lives, we swear it.”

      Kari smiled at him. “Hon? It’s fine. These men got me in good hands, so you just sit a spell and enjoy your breakfast. I’ll be back after I’ve had a look at their friends.”

      Trent wanted to argue with her, but Kari could tell when people were being dishonest. She would know if the soldiers were lying to her. He couldn’t risk making a scene, especially given how deep they were in enemy territory. So reluctantly, he sat back down.

      Kari glanced at the soldiers. “Lead on, hon.”

      As she left the tavern with them, Trent exhaled. Beside him, Revca leaned close and took his arm comfortingly. “She’s a kind woman.”

      “I know, but I can’t help worrying for her.”

      “She knows what she’s doing, husband. Those soldiers also know who she is. Had they wished her ill, they would have entered the tavern with soulless to support them. Like she said, we should relax and enjoy breakfast.

      So they did. The next hour was excruciating. Yet just when Trent was on the verge of heading out to check at the garrison, the door opened and Kari returned.

      She looked a bit tired, but also proud of herself. She beckoned from the door. “All’s well, hon. Just had to ease a few fevers. We can get back on the road.”

      Trent gratefully emerged from the tavern to find the same soldier from before waiting patiently. Now that Trent could see him in the light, he realized the soldier was younger than he’d initially thought. He might even be younger than Trent.

      He also looked genuinely guilty about having taken so much of Kari’s time.

      That guilt humanized him. This soldier was no longer an enemy intent on slaughtering Dalry’s people, but a young man who’d signed up to defend his small town from bandits, chaos beasts, and Blessed Knights. A man who wanted to protect his people.

      As they emerged, the soldier bowed low from the waist. “Mistress Ambergreen, we can’t thank you enough. It’s a relief to know the others are on the mend, and that the fever won’t spread further. Now, you’re certain we can’t offer an escort?”

      Kari airily waved her hand. “My fellow mage and bodyguard are more than sufficient, and with half your garrison down, you’re already working doubles. You worry about your own people, hon. Me and mine can take care of ourselves.”

      The soldier nodded respectfully to Trent. “Mercenary, care for some advice?”

      Trent appreciated that the man didn’t assume he needed it. He nodded back.

      “Roads are mostly clear between here and the next town. That’s Carrow. But the country beyond that’s rugged, and more than one party has disappeared out there in the wilds. We think it’s bandit groups, possibly more than one. I’d move straight through and not camp.”

      “Any idea where they might be based?”

      “Somewhere in the wilds. I wish we could root them out, but we don’t have enough soldiers to go bandit-hunting with the war on. Consider asking in Carrow to see if you can hire a couple more soldiers. I’m sure they’d be happy to escort a mage of the Primal Academy. If you tell them how you helped our garrison, they may be willing to do so for free.”

      Trent had no intention of hiring soldiers from Corrin. Even if they were as sincere and honest as this young man, he couldn’t risk them discovering who he really was.

      Still, he nodded politely and thanked the man for his advice. Then they set off once more.

      Travel that day was uneventful, with clear skies and open roads. They reached Carrow that night and checked into its small inn, which had two rooms and good food. The longer Trent spent in Corrin, the more he recognized it was no different from Dalry.

      That night, in their private room, Trent made up for lost time with both Ruby and Revca. Both women smelled wonderful after they got out of the bath, and the sight of them naked left him only one option, given how generous they’d been on the road.

      He needed to pleasure them both out of their minds. In Ruby’s case, she was so exhausted after he finished with her that she couldn’t move. Revca could, but only just.

      When they set off the next morning, Trent was feeling almost relaxed. They were deep inside Corrin now, and they had just over a week to Stonehew Academy and clear skies ahead. The threat of bandits remained present, but there were towns and walls within a day’s walk.

      Trent was starting to convince himself this journey wouldn’t be as difficult as he’d feared. He was even growing accustomed to seeing soulless in town and not being bothered by it. In fact, he was actually enjoying being on the road with his wives.

      Which was why, when the first bandit rose from a leather tarp covered in leaves and hidden on the side of the road, he was more annoyed than upset.
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      The bandit raised a gleaming crossbow to cover them from thirty paces away.

      “Easy there, mages. Keep your hands where I can see them. No strange or flowing movements, and we’ll let you walk away with your throats intact.”

      As four more men wriggled out from beneath similar leather tarps and piles of leaves, Trent remained as still as a deer startled by a snapped twig. That young soldier had been right about the bandits, and the bandits had been eating poorly. What rotten luck.

      As five bandits walked onto the road, led by the one with the crossbow, Trent evaluated the distance between them. The lead bandit, an older man with one bad eye, a scar on the left side of his face, and dirty hair, was obviously experienced. He was too smart to step close enough for Trent to reach him.

      While Trent could pull Ruby, charge the man, and run him through, the bandit leader could still fire his crossbow and hurt Kari or Revca. Trent’s fingers itched for action, but he held off. Until the bandit discharged that crossbow, either woman could be his target.

      Kari spoke as calmly as a woman greeting another traveler while she was out for a stroll. “’Fraid y’all picked the wrong travelers this mornin’. We’re fresh out of coin.”

      The bandit leader scowled. “Don’t even think of resisting. I won’t hesitate.”

      “Oh, hon, I don’t mean we’re going to resist. Just lettin’ you know we’re dirt poor.” Kari laughed, a relaxed, warm laugh that didn’t seem possible under these circumstances. “So, y’all are going to be disappointed when all you come away with is about enough for a mug of mead.”

      Ruby carried most of their coin in the packs that vanished with her human form. The bandits would find nothing even if they searched everyone thoroughly. Though, in Kari and Revca’s case, the thought of the bandits searching them thoroughly made Trent grind his teeth.

      The bandit leader motioned to his allies. “We’ll be the judge of that. Now, my men are going to search all three of you. If you resist, things get ugly. Any of you plan to resist?”

      Trent wasn’t on this muddy road alone today, and any mistakes wouldn’t harm just him. These bandits collaborated with the ease of a crew who’d been at this for some time. If they’d been robbing travelers in Corrin and hadn’t died, that suggested two possibilities.

      First, they could simply be very good at what they did. Second, they could be in the habit of killing anyone they robbed after doing so, thus ensuring they couldn’t be identified and tracked down. Trent truly hoped their success was due to the former.

      Kari kept her tone calm and relaxed. “Coins are in the pouch on my left shoulder. What we got. Like I said, hon, it ain’t much.”

      She wasn’t lying. She did carry a few coins, just in case they encountered a situation like this one. Bandits wouldn’t believe they carried absolutely no coin, so offering them a pittance might stop them from searching for more. Or so Trent hoped.

      Revca spoke stiffly and with every bit of indignation Trent would expect. “I carry no coin. All we have is some dry food and canteens.”

      The bandit leader turned to Trent. “What about you, mercenary?”

      Trent shrugged incrementally. “Scrap of old bread?”

      “Cute. Boys? Search ‘em.”

      As the lead bandit covered them with his crossbow, two others moved in to search them for valuables. Two more remained in position behind the man with the crossbow, holding their truncheons. One was even tapping his in one hand menacingly.

      If either Kari or Revca could use their spell forms, this encounter would be over in short order. Yet the moment they started drawing ether or moving their arms and legs to channel a spell form, the bandit leader would put a crossbow bolt through one and order his fellows to charge the other. Trent could take down three easily, but someone would still get shot.

      If he or Revca took the bolt, it was possible Kari could heal them afterward. But if Kari was the one who took it, they would lose their ambassador to the Primal Academy, their only way to get into Stonehew Academy, and a woman Trent already considered a good friend.

      He spread his arms. It would be a true shame to survive false imprisonment, the magical terrors of the Breckenrock, and nearly being blown to bits by a wagon full of volcanic sand, only to be shot dead by bandits. He would allow this search until they forced his hand.

      He kept his eyes ahead as the men searched his companions. Soon, a man patted him down from behind. The man with his hands on Trent chortled.

      “Got a real nice sword here, chief. Looks like it would fetch a fair amount of coin.”

      This was the outcome he’d feared ever since these bandits stopped them on the road. Trent absolutely couldn’t allow them to take Ruby.

      As the man grabbed Ruby’s hilt and pulled her from the sheathe on Trent’s back, he spoke to her in his mind.

      “A man is about to take you from me, Ruby. When I give the order for you to change to human form, be ready. You will be surrounded by five men, four with clubs and one with a crossbow. Put down the crossbow-wielding man first.”

      “Yes, Master!” Ruby’s eager and reassuring thought faded as she was plucked away.

      Trent measured his breath as the two bandits walked back to their leader with their ill-gotten treasure. They had Kari’s meager coin pouch and Ruby’s fine silver rapier form, but nothing else. The leader of the bandits looked disappointed they’d been telling the truth.

      Without lowering his crossbow, the bandit leader ruefully shook his head. “You nobles just get more disappointing every time we rob you.”

      As the bandits who’d searched them handed over the loot, the leader looked to the other two. “Truss them up. We’ll leave them on the road for the next batch to find.”

      Kari smiled tolerantly. “Now, hon, that’s just uncivilized. It could be days before someone passes this way again, and what about wild animals? We’ll behave.”

      The leader smiled back blandly. “I only wish I could believe you. Now, remember, don’t resist. If you do, we’ll simply club you all until you stop moving.”

      A crossbow took time to reload, so the bandit leader still had to worry his other two marks might get lucky after he dropped one. But once they were all trussed up, he could put bolts in their heads at his leisure. Trent suspected the bandit planned to do just that, and even if he was sincere in his desire to tie them up, they couldn’t afford the delay.

      He also couldn’t part with Ruby.

      The two bandits who had stood guard pulled out lengths of rope and walked forward. Meanwhile, the one now holding Ruby stopped behind the highwayman with the crossbow. As the two bandits approached with their rope readied, Trent spoke calmly.

      “Ruby? Return.”

      Behind the bandit leader, a burst of red energy crackled into the sky. As a vortex of red and rose petals sprung up behind the leader, he made a critical error. Eyes wide, he spun about as Ruby appeared and unloaded his crossbow directly into her chest.

      The bolt easily penetrated Ruby’s leather armor, but it bounced off her hardened skin. While Ruby might be wearing light armor, her skin was as hard as steel. When her fist impacted the bandit leader’s chin, it rocked back with a boney snap.

      That was his neck breaking. He would be dead before he hit the ground.

      The chaos behind them diverted the attention of the two men coming to tie them up. With the speed of a striking snake, Trent tossed one of his hunting knives into the eye of the nearest man. It embedded itself to the hilt with a wet thunk.

      The man hadn’t even collapsed before Trent dived at the other man. Too late, the bandit had dropped his rope and fumbled for his club. Trent’s hunting knife kissed his neck and whipped away in the blink of an eye as he charged past.

      The bandit with the knife buried in his head dropped without a sound as the second clutched his neck and choked on his own blood. The two bandits on either side of Ruby were now smashing her with clubs.

      Their strikes did little more than annoy her as she swung like a drunk. She was partially protected by the three packs she’d carried in her human form, not that she needed them. Sadly, while Ruby was nigh invulnerable to their attacks thanks to her thick skin and their packs around her, she wasn’t a trained brawler.

      Yet now that the man with the crossbow was down, she didn’t need to do anything but distract them. Revca and Kari could use their spell forms now.

      With an eerie green glow, spectral vines burst from the muddy road. They wrapped around the arms and legs of the two bandits attempting to take Ruby down.

      With horrified cries, the bandits lost their grips on their clubs and tumbled to the muddy road. Revca had channeled entangling vines. Neither man could get away.

      Before anyone could question whether they were going to take prisoners or debate the morality of doing so, Trent dropped atop one of the fallen bandits. He ruthlessly cut through the man’s neck with a single slice, then rolled off him.

      As the other man gurgled out what must be a desperate plea for mercy, Trent ignored him and cut his throat as well. He took no pleasure in murdering these now helpless bandits, but he also saw no way around it. They had no time to wait for Corrin’s justice.

      Killing men was not something he’d ever gotten used to. He hoped he’d never get used to it. But everything he’d witnessed since these bandits had appeared suggested they had robbed, raped, and murdered people on the road before.

      Any mercy he offered could ruin or end more innocent lives in the days ahead.

      Too late, he caught the flicker of steel gleaming out of the corner of his eye. His gaze snapped up in time to spot a sixth bandit, also wielding a crossbow. He’d aimed it at Kari, who was staring, shocked, at the efficient murders he and Ruby had just committed.

      The bowman was too far away for Trent to reach in time. As he loosed a bolt that would almost certainly go through Kari’s face or throat, the world slowed.

      Trent burst to his feet and slashed with one knife, hoping against hope that he could deflect the bolt. He did block it, in a manner of speaking. The hot pain that knifed through his chest told him he had intercepted the bolt... but not with his blade.

      Trent hadn’t truly expected to intercept a bolt in mid-flight. Protecting Kari with his body had always been his fallback plan. Still, he couldn’t help but be a bit disappointed it hadn’t worked.

      Sharing his story of slicing a crossbow bolt in half would impress Crane and Eight Company.

      With a feral howl, Ruby charged the bowman. Trent knew she would reach him before he could reload his crossbow. Even if he managed to shoot her, the bolt would only bounce off. Now that the bowman had revealed himself, he was as dead as his companions.

      As Trent stumbled backward, clutching the bolt embedded in his chest, a deepening chill coursed through his limbs. As Revca cried out, Trent’s legs trembled. He collapsed.

      The bolt was poisoned. All the more reason to be grateful it hadn’t struck Kari instead.

      Hitting the muddy road didn’t even hurt. Trent had just enough time to see Kari standing over him, fingers glowing white as she cast some life spell form or another, before the world grew too dark for him to see. His mind fell asleep.

      Sometime later, he woke on a bed of what had to be old straw, with a throat as dry as a sandy beach on a hot day. The sound of rain beating on wood above suggested he was in a structure of some sort.

      He was dry, not damp. So why did he feel so damn cold?

      As he focused his vision, Kari thumped to her knees at his side. Her blonde hair was matted from the rain, and her green button-down blouse was still damp enough it showed more skin than he was ready to see at that moment.

      Her bra was blue. That was... interesting. He had the answer to a question he’d had since they set out, one he’d not been willing to ask.

      As Kari leaned over him, he focused on her worried blue eyes instead of the hint of frilly blue beneath her damp green shirt. “Hey, can you hear me? How you feelin’?”

      Trent croaked something that was supposed to be a word. It came out as more of a gurgle. Kari clucked her tongue, then raised a canteen.

      “Don’t try to move just yet. That was some nasty poison. Want some water?”

      Trent managed a nod. His throat felt so dry he was worried it might tear itself apart. Kari raised the canteen and dribbled cool water between his cracked lips.

      The first few swallows were pure torture, like blades being driven into his throat. Even so, his thirst was so great he fought past the pain. Kari was careful not to give him too much, but no matter how much he drank, he wanted more.

      When she pulled the canteen away, his head raised reflexively as his lips struggled to once more find purchase on its spout. His head thumped back down on what he realized must be Kari’s travel pouch. They were in a barn, though he didn’t know whose it was.

      The pounding of urgent footsteps announced Ruby’s return. She dropped to his side and gripped his arms hard enough it hurt, staring down at him with an intensity that would have been adorable had she not obviously been traumatized.

      “You’re awake! Are you hurt?”

      Trent tried his voice again and managed a low rasp. “I’m... fine.”

      Ruby dropped her head against his chest and clutched him so tightly around his middle he grunted. “Oh, Master. You cannot jump in front of crossbows. You must let me do that!”

      Trent managed a faint chuckle. “Tried to... block it. With my knife.”

      Kari watched him with dubious eyes. “You do that often, hon?”

      “First time... for everything.”

      Ruby shuddered against him, then rose and threw her arms around Kari. The older woman squawked in surprise as she felt the true pressure of an excited-Ruby-hug for the first time. Her eyes widened as her immobilized hands batted at her thighs.

      Ruby clutched Kari far too tightly. “Thank you, Mistress. I do not know what I would have done had we lost him. You saved him. You saved his life.”

      Kari spoke as best as she could in Ruby’s crushing embrace. “Just what I do, hon. Now... loosen up?”

      “Oh!” Ruby looked abashed as she abruptly released Kari. “Oh, Mistress, I’m so sorry.”

      A calmer set of footsteps announced Revca returning from wherever she’d been, likely standing watch at the entry to the barn. She, too, knelt by Trent’s side. Only a faint twitch revealed how worried she’d likely been about him.

      She gripped his bicep. “You must never do something so foolish again.”

      Trent shrugged. “Better the bolt go... in me.. than a woman who can... cure poison.”

      Kari ruefully shook her head. “Or you could just not block any crossbow bolts at all.”

      “I’ll... try that next time.”

      As Ruby attached herself to his side and cuddled close, Kari settled back on her knees and glanced at Revca. “Any change out there, hon?”

      Revca shook her head. “This farm remains abandoned, and this blasted storm will discourage anyone from approaching from the woods. Whoever lived here moved on long ago, like many who have lost their homes and livelihood since the start of this accursed war. We were lucky to find a shelter that wasn’t in worse repair.”

      Kari nodded. “He’s through the worst, but it’ll be at least a day before he can handle a hike. So, y’all huddle up. I’ll go take over the watch, least for a few hours.”

      As Kari rose, Trent found the strength to snatch her hand. “Can’t... wait.”

      Kari frowned at him. “Hon, it’s almost nightfall, the road’s all but washed out from this storm, and you couldn’t walk alongside us even if it wasn’t. All settin’ out in this storm will do is exhaust us and give us a cold, or worse. Stonehew Academy can wait.”

      “Ivy... can’t.”

      Ruby cuddled closer against him. “We can make up for lost time tomorrow, Master. If you like, I could even carry you for a change!”

      Trent chuckled as that image danced through his head. “We’ll need to push hard.”

      Revca tightened her grip on her bicep. “And we will. But you need rest, husband.”

      As disheartening as it was to lose a day on their journey, Revca was right. Kari had managed to cleanse whatever poison had been on that crossbow bolt. Even so, Trent could barely move his fingers, let alone his legs.

      He would only slow the others down and, should they encounter more bandits, he would become a hostage at best. In the future, he resolved to try to avoid being struck by crossbow bolts. As Ruby had pointed out, that was really her job.

      He released Kari’s hand. With a smile and a nod, she walked out of his vision.

      Revca folded herself against him. Ruby cuddled close on his other side. As his wives pressed close and warmed him with their pillowy bodies, his lingering chill began to fade.

      He was so relieved that none of them had been hurt, at least... not to the point where they’d passed out in a barn. Ruby’s steel skin was such a marvel.

      The faces of the four bandits he’d murdered before he fell briefly flickered in front of his eyes. Some likely had families or loved ones. Everyone had someone, and now, out there somewhere, there could be some child or lover who would grieve and seek revenge.

      Those bandits had lived a hard life. They had also tried to rob the wrong people. There had been no safe way to survive but to kill them, so Trent wouldn’t dwell on their deaths.

      He was the queen’s kestrel, her first knight and, if she needed, her personal assassin. He suspected he would end up killing again and again before Victoria reclaimed her throne.

      He also knew that so long as he killed only to protect those he loved, he could live with his actions.

      So, warm in the loving embrace of his wives, he let his body drift back to sleep.
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      When Trent woke once more, he was shivering with cold despite the warm horse blanket someone had tossed over him. He realized Ruby and Revca were both absent.

      As he tested his arms and legs, he found them still heavy and partly numb. At least the darkness suggested it was still night.

      He must have slept most of the day while poisoned, and then slept onward into the night after Kari healed him. He’d been asleep too long, and his stomach grumbled as it begged him for something to eat.

      Yet just when he was about to call out, he heard two voices in low conversation. Revca... and Kari. He focused his ears and picked up on Kari’s voice first.

      “—so that’s all I can really tell you about my life at the academies, hon. Nice room, nice bed, all you can eat. Nothing to complain about.”

      Revca snorted softly. “Other than the forced marriage.”

      “The bonding and... yeah. Most mages can play the field with those in their own graduating class, and most want to. Life mages are one of the few who have to look abroad, since there’s so few of us.”

      “Like this Marlowe.”

      “And a few others. Marlowe’s still low on my list, mainly because I don’t want to live in Corrin. Still, it wasn’t just the idea of bonding that left me unhappy. It was... well, being caged.”

      “I know that feeling well. I felt the same when living with my people. Never was I allowed to leave the village, not without an escort.”

      “Cause you were the chief’s daughter?”

      There was a pause before Revca spoke again. “He was very protective of me.”

      Trent smiled silently to himself. Revca was well-practiced at telling the truth without telling the whole truth. The real reason her tribe had always kept her close, Trent knew, was because she was a primal conjurer. But she had been the chief’s daughter as well.

      Somewhere in the near dark, Kari spoke again. “And Trent ain’t like that?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Protective?”

      Trent perked up. As rude as it was to eavesdrop, he was still recovering from poison and stuck here for the rest of the night. He found himself quite curious how Revca would answer. Perhaps he could learn something that would make her life more pleasant.

      Revca snorted softly. “He is protective, yes, but it’s different.”

      “How so?”

      “He trusts me.”

      “Tal trusts me, but still wants me to bond another mage. How’s Trent different?”

      “He does want to keep me safe, but he does so by traveling beside me rather than telling me where I can’t go. He’d rather walk the realm at my side than stash me in a cage.”

      Kari sighed heavily. “Gods, what I’d give for a man like that.”

      Trent felt a pang of longing. If only Kari wasn’t part of the Primal Academy! Her fellow mages could never tolerate anyone consorting with devils... which is why Revca’s next question set his teeth on edge.

      “You seem like an enlightened woman, and you’re very kind. So why do you hate those who worship what you call devils?”

      Trent barely dared breathe as he waited for Kari’s answer. Revca might be confident she could talk rings around Kari with clever words, but Kari was perceptive. If Kari learned they had undertaken this mission based on a devil’s word, she’d leave.

      Or try to arrest them.

      Kari didn’t speak for a long moment. “I don’t hate folks who worship devils.”

      “Your academy does. Any who worship devils are seen as corruptors, vile people to be stamped out. All in Corrin worship what you call devils... mages from beyond our realm... yet you treated those soldiers as if they were your own. Was it simply your duty as a life mage?”

      “Hon, that’s... well, there’s a world of difference between devil mages and Corrinites.”

      “How so? Both worship the otherworldly mages you despise.”

      “Hon, it’s not about the worship. It’s about bargaining with devils.”

      “Explain.”

      “Devils who speak with mages in the Firmament bargain for the mage’s soul. They offer sex, coin, wealth, and mortal comforts in exchange for a body to use in this world. And once they take the mage’s body, they get up to all sorts of evil. We can’t let them roam free.”

      “People in Corrin do not give their souls to devils. Many aren’t even mages.”

      “Hon, don’t you think I know that?”

      Now Revca was silent, and Trent swallowed hard as he listened. Kari continued.

      “Look, this is how I see it. Mages need to be taught to use their power. That includes their ability to touch the Firmament, which puts their souls in jeopardy. If they don’t know any better, devils can tempt them into all sorts of mischief.”

      “So are you saying you don’t hate those who worship devils, then?”

      “No, hon. I don’t particularly care who you worship. Could worship the sun or the moon or a devil or the gods. So long as your worship does not harm, I say praise who you wish.”

      Trent was shocked to hear Kari say something so... reasonable. He had believed that everyone in the Cridor Republic treated those who spoke with devils like those in Hesia. Apparently the republic’s people were more enlightened... as was the Primal Academy.

      Revca sounded hopeful. “So the fact that Corrinites worship entities known as devils doesn’t bother you? Doesn’t that conflict with your academy’s beliefs?”

      “Not so long as they don’t offer the devils their souls, or aid their actions in this realm. There’s a world of difference between praisin’ devils and making deals with them. The people here in Corrin are just people, and few can touch the Firmament.”

      “And what about Corrin’s death mages? Do you feel the same about them?”

      “They train in Stonehew Academy so they know not to make devil deals. As far as I’m concerned, they’re no different than Mentor Gellar back at the academy. Good folks.”

      “I see. That’s... well, that’s a more enlightened perspective than I’d expected.”

      Kari chuckled. “I’m not sure whether to be offended or grateful.”

      “I apologize. I misjudged you, Mistress Karissa, without allowing you to speak to your beliefs. Just like I misjudged my husband before we met.”

      “Oh? How’d you do that?”

      “That’s a tale for another night. Right now, I’m wide awake and ready for my watch. I’ll go and relieve Ruby, then wake you at dawn. Do you believe my husband will be ready to move?”

      “He should be. He’s a strong man. Probably could move out now if we asked.”

      “Let him sleep. He’s more than earned a rest. Goodnight, Mistress Karissa.”

      “Night, hon. Thanks for the talk.”

      As the sound of boots on wood and straw rose from the front of the barn, Trent snapped his eyes shut. He breathed evenly as the creaking of boots on wood announced Kari’s return to where he rested in the darkness of the barn. He heard her settle beside him.

      Soon, she spoke. “Can’t sleep, huh?”

      Trent opened his eyes. “And I thought I was good at faking.”

      It was too dark for him to see Kari’s smile, but he could imagine it. “Not a clue in your posture, hon. Your heartbeat and breathing gave it away. Guess the poison’s gone.”

      “I guess so. I still feel rather weak, but I’m recovering. You should rest.”

      “Sure.” Kari paused. “Don’t suppose you heard me talkin’ your wife’s ear off?”

      “I heard some of it. Woke up halfway through.”

      “Ah, well... sorry if we woke you.”

      “I suspect I’d be up regardless. I’m sorry for eavesdropping.”

      “Not like you could walk off.” With the rustle of straw and fabric, Kari shifted to sit closer to him. She was so close he could almost see her in the dark.

      The longing he felt for her surprised him. Once again tonight, Kari had impressed him with her generosity and calm. She was beautiful, but that beauty was more than skin deep.

      Kari was a beautiful soul who wished to help people regardless of their beliefs. She deserved a life outside her academy. She deserved a life with someone she desired.

      Kari sat right beside him and pressed his shoulder with hers. The contact was pleasant and tingly. It was both comforting and exciting.

      “Never did thank you for saving my life. Never had a man jump in front of a crossbow for me. That’ll be a hard act to follow.”

      “Ah. Yes. To be fair, I did intend to block the bolt.”

      Kari laughed softly. “I should have seen that bandit. Always feared an archer would be the end of me. I just didn’t expect...”

      “The murders. Yes. I should explain.”

      When Kari gripped his hand below the blanket, that surprised him. Her next words surprised him even more.

      “Hon, you did what you had to. Can’t imagine those men would let the next folks up that road through, any more than they’d let the ones before. I couldn’t tell you in the moment, but their leader was lying. He didn’t mean to spare us. If you hadn’t acted, I would have.”

      Trent wasn’t sure why he was so relieved to know he’d made the right decision. Even so, he was relieved, and he was grateful to Kari for giving that to him.

      “That’s a comfort, yet I am curious. How would you have acted?”

      “Remember that spell form I told you about? Weaken limbs?”

      “Ah, yes. The one that causes all near you to collapse. You could have cast that before the man with the crossbow shot you?”

      “Maybe. Was going to try. Figured even if I didn’t manage it, he’d be out a bolt. You and Revca could finish the others before he could reload.”

      Trent squeezed her hand below the blanket. “Please don’t think of sacrificing yourself.”

      “We were all going to die, hon. Better one than all.”

      “Yes, but had you died, we would have lost our way into Stonehew Academy. My choice to leap in front of that bolt was entirely motivated by my desire to complete the mission.”

      Kari squeezed his thigh. “Oh, you hush.”

      Trent laughed quietly. “I’m glad we didn’t have to sacrifice anyone. I’m also grateful for your efforts to heal me. I trusted you could save me even if I missed the bolt.”

      “That was some nasty poison, too. Think it was from some sort of local snake. Would have dropped me dead in a few minutes after the bolt hit.”

      “And me, had you not saved me. So, Kari? We saved each other.”

      Kari snuggled close. “It’s a cold night. Mind if we share body heat?”

      Now that she was so close, her blouse and travel pants felt almost sheer. The warmth and softness of her body caused a reaction that was entirely inappropriate. She would notice.

      “That... no, I don’t mind at all.”

      He could just make out the glow of her blonde hair in the faint light. He could also feel her breasts squished against his arm. She was trying to seduce him, and he couldn’t say he minded. She was obviously good at this.

      “Now, don’t get your head in a tizzy, Sir Marston. It’s just a cold barn on a cold night, and you’ve got the only blanket. You really gonna ask me to sleep in the cold?”

      “I suppose not. Though I think I’m done sleeping, and my limbs are tingling.”

      “I could help with that, you know. If you like.”

      As Trent’s heart pounded faster, he knew Kari must be able to see and hear it. “How?”

      “Life ether, hon. Makes a whole world of difference in aches and pains. Figure the least I can offer after you saved my life is a massage.”

      “And... how does that work? Is it a spell form?”

      “Just life ether, hon. Feels real good on your muscles. Since your limbs are still a bit stiff from the poison, it might be good to use some on you before dawn.”

      Trent was now more than intrigued. “Is drawing that ether taxing?”

      “Oh no, hon. Life ether is present in everyone and everything, and the world. It’s just about everywhere, and drawing it is no more difficult than breathin’. Wanna see?”

      After a beat, Trent nodded.

      A rustle told him Kari had pulled her arm out from under the blanket. Trent squinted as a bright white light burst to life on her fingertip. As it lit the space between them, he took in several details.

      Her mussed blond hair. Her warm blue eyes. And the fact that she’d unbuttoned the first three buttons of her top while they embraced, showing her deep cleavage.

      Kari noticed where his eyes went and grinned. “I don’t mind you lookin’ at my boobs, hon. You stare all you want. But first, let me show you how this ether works.”

      Trent did as she asked.

      “I’m going to draw this ether along your arm, first. Through your muscles. Should help with any stiffness, plus it’ll help you relax.”

      “All right.”

      As Kari dipped her arm back below the blanket, the light vanished. A sensation like warm water coursed through his arm, followed by a tingle through his muscles that was both pleasant and relaxing. Trent sucked in his breath.

      That was life ether? It felt incredible!

      Kari leaned closer now, her lips almost against his ear. He could feel her breath against his scalp and one breast squashed against his shoulder. As his eyes darted to her deep cleavage and away, Kari shifted to give him an even better view down her blouse.

      “I told you, you can look. I don’t mind at all. Now, that feel okay, hon?”

      Trent swallowed and stopped trying not to stare at Kari’s breasts.

      “Good. Now, you just lie back and relax. I’ll take care of all that stiffness.”

      He hoped she wasn’t speaking about what was happening beneath the horse blanket. He suspected she’d noticed.

      No, he knew she’d noticed... and her warm smile suggested she was pleased. He was fast running out of reasons to ask her to stop.

      Kari traced more ether along his arm, which made Trent moan softly, despite his best efforts to remain quiet. When her glowing, tingling palm traced across his chest, his nipples tingled like her tongue was on them. His skin danced with tiny feathery fingers of pleasure.

      When she traced her life ether across his middle, the feeling of it coursing through his body turned even more pleasurable. It wasn’t exactly an orgasm, but it was quite similar to the pleasure he’d feel were she stroking his cock. Which was now painfully hard.

      Kari snuggled closer. He wanted to cry out and complain as she moved onto his other arm rather than continuing to trace that delightful ether across his chest and midriff. Yet when her glowing fingers danced across his thigh, he had to bite down not to groan.

      That had felt close to an orgasm, and she hadn’t even touched him there yet!

      He should stop. He should ask her to stop. He couldn’t ask her to join his tribe without revealing his association with Belgor, but she wasn’t asking to join them, was she?

      Kari wasn’t asking to do anything but help him recover from that poisoned bolt. After he’d saved her life. She was simply giving him a very good massage.

      She breathed softly in his ear. “Hmm, now... this might be a problem. Bit too hot beneath this blanket. Mind if I cool down, hon?”

      Without waiting for him to answer, Kari’s glowing fingers expertly unbuckled another button on her blouse. Then the one after that.

      The shirt now hung open to display her full breasts and pretty blue bra. She smiled coyly as she invited him to look. Her breasts were even more legendary when packed into her frilly undergarment.

      As she rolled to sit on his calves, the way her breasts swayed was almost more erotic than if she’d straddled him. Her expression was somehow both innocent and naughty.

      “Just need a better angle for your legs, hon. I’ll get that stiffness right out.”

      She made her fingers glow again, then traced glowing ether gently up and down his thighs. Trent clenched his fists. He felt like he was already on the verge. Kari was incredible.

      As she leaned down to drop her breasts and cleavage more firmly into his view, she blew back a strand of long blonde hair and smiled at him. “You feelin’ any better, hon?”

      “I’m... yes.”

      “Good. Now, given you saved my life, I’d do just about anythin’ to pay you back. I’m not asking for much. Just a bit of casual fun. So, anything else I can do to help you feel better?”

      Before he could answer, the sound of boots on wood announced the return of one of his wives. Trent was now so utterly relaxed and well-pleasured that his mind felt even less responsive than before. As he peered past Kari, he spotted Ruby.

      Her blue eyes widened as she saw Kari sitting on his calves with her blouse hanging open. Yet rather than reacting in alarm, she clasped her hands together and grinned.

      “Oh, Master! Is she going to help you get back to sleep?”

      Trent swallowed. “I... no, Ruby. It’s not what it...”

      Kari eased a leg off him. “He was feeling stiff after the poison, hon. I needed to work some life ether through his limbs to ease the poison. Hope you don’t mind?”

      Ruby looked at Trent hopefully. “Master? Did you mind?”

      He took a breath. “Not at all.”

      Ruby beamed and walked over. “I’m so glad you helped him feel better! Thank you, Mistress Karissa. May I join you under the blanket?”

      Kari grinned. “You don’t need my permission to cuddle up with your husband.”

      “But would you like to join us? Beneath the blanket? It is rather cold tonight, and we only have one blanket. So why don’t we share?” She smiled knowingly. “I love sharing!”

      Kari nodded thoughtfully. “So long as neither of you mind.”

      “I don’t! Master?”

      Trent took a breath. “I wouldn’t want Kari to catch a cold.”

      Not even bothering to button her blouse again, Kari contentedly snuggled close. “Gotta say, I like how enlightened you Windborne folks are about this sort of thing.”

      Ruby giggled. “You have very nice breasts, Mistress. Thank you for sharing them with us.”

      Kari stared at Ruby a moment as if trying to decide if she was serious, then chuckled as she decided she was. She looked at Trent.

      “Well, Sir Marston? Cuddle up.”

      Ruby hurried over and snuggled up on his other side, then glanced down knowingly at his pants. “I will warm you too, my love. Are you feeling better now?”

      Trent adjusted the blanket to cover himself. “Of course.”

      “Wonderful! Then we should all get some sleep!”

      But moments later, Trent was once again wide awake, with two women snuggled up against him. This time, one of those women wasn’t his wife. Yet.

      Given he knew Bethany, Ruby, and Revca wouldn’t mind, what was the harm in sharing some warmth? It was a cold night, after all. He hoped Revca had bundled up in her cloak.

      Trent was relieved when his body relaxed. Kari’s life ether massage really was something. It was pleasurable, but also left him feeling both relaxed and comfortable, like he’d just spent an hour in a warm bath.

      Soon Kari was dozing quietly against him, soft and pillowy. Trent was almost asleep when Ruby’s hand began sliding up and down his side. She leaned close and spoke in his ear.

      “Did she leave you stiff, Master? I’m sorry I interrupted.”

      He swallowed and nodded.

      “Then... can I help you relax?”

      He nodded again.

      With a quiet giggle, Ruby stirred his cock back to life with gentle, loving strokes. Of course she’d offer. Of course she’d want to help, too.

      As she stroked him, Trent locked his lips with hers. As Kari pressed her breasts against his arm and slept, he and Ruby kissed quietly and passionately as she pumped him beneath the blanket. As she sensed him growing close, she broke their kiss and leaned close.

      “Oh, I want it all over my hand. Let me know, Master. Let me know when it comes.”

      That didn’t take long. Kari had left him rather primed. As he enjoyed his release in the grip of Ruby’s warm hand, he shuddered hard enough that Kari stirred before offering a contented murmur and settling back to sleep.

      Blue eyes locked with his, Ruby raised her glistening hand and smiled. She sucked her fingers. Each of them. Until they were all clean.

      Finally, she leaned close and spoke warmly in his ear. “You can’t ever get poisoned again. I can’t lose you, my love.”

      He kissed her again. “You never will.”

      “Promise. Now, let’s sleep. We have to make up for lost time tomorrow!”

      To no one’s surprise, after all Kari and Ruby had done for him, Trent slept.

      And dreamt of the dark future where they all died beneath Stonehew Academy.
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      The next morning, Trent woke up grumpy and annoyed. But his bad mood had nothing to do with the wonderful night Kari and Ruby had offered while he recovered from the poisoned crossbow bolt.

      His foul mood had to do with Belgor sending him dark dreams. Again, the devil had warned him they would all die. And again, Belgor refused to show him why it would happen.

      Kari noticed his foul mood first. “Hon? You know it was just a massage, right?”

      Trent realized that Kari almost looked embarrassed about what they’d done last night. Like she worried he’d regret their intimacy by the cold light of day. That was so unexpected and amusing that it lightened his mood, if just a little.

      He smiled for her benefit and gave her arm a squeeze. “My limbs feel incredible, and I don’t feel any lingering effects from the poison. I don’t regret anything that happened last night. I hope you don’t, either.”

      Kari’s relieved smile made her even more beautiful.

      “Oh. No. Not a thing, hon.” She leaned close. “Anytime you need another massage, just ask. I had fun, too.”

      As her blonde hair haloed her beautiful face, Trent nodded.

      They had a cold breakfast of bread and cheese and got back on the road while the sun was still rising. Ruby picked up all their packs and became a sword once more, and Trent settled her into his sheath. As they set out, he marveled at how refreshed he felt.

      Life ether massages truly did have magical properties. Kari hadn’t simply been trying to seduce him... or, rather, she hadn’t been only trying to seduce him. She’d helped him recover from taking a poisoned crossbow bolt to the chest. Life mages were a wonder.

      The rain continued to fall, but it was a sprinkle that was easily countered by their thick cloaks. Thanks to the wide and well-kept road, they made good time despite the mud.

      Trent once again wished they had horses. Yet they had none at the monastery, and he had no idea how horses would have made it into the portal room, or even through the portal.

      Horses were skittish enough around snakes and small rodents. He doubted you could get one to walk through a magic portal.

      They stopped again for a brief lunch, then detoured to a nearby stream to refill their canteens. The recent rain had left plenty of streams available. While Corrin’s damp lands remained dreary, they at least offered an abundance of water.

      As they walked along the road, they passed a few travelers and soldiers. But this deep in Corrin, the soldiers didn’t even check their papers. They just nodded to fellow travelers as they passed. Kari’s Primal Academy cloak was all the cover they needed to move unhindered.

      Trent mentally estimated how long they still had to travel. Three more days to Stonehew Academy at this pace. Three more days until they were to meet with Mentor Marlowe, and Kari would have to endure his courting.

      The thought of Kari spending time with another man bothered him, and what was maddening about it was he had no right to feel that way. He had no claim on her, and had in fact rebuffed her own not-so-subtle invitations to make one. He shouldn’t want her like this.

      But after their night in the barn, he wanted her more than ever.

      When they settled in the next night, he was half-tempted to say they only needed one tent. Kari was eyeing him like she hoped he might suggest that. Yet he thought better of it and staked the tent for only himself, Ruby, and Revca.

      As they all snuggled in, however, Revca spoke up. “Husband? I have a confession.”

      “Oh? What’s that?”

      “I spoke with Mistress Karissa last night. While you were asleep.”

      Trent hugged her close. “I have a confession, too. I heard you.”

      Her brown eyes widened. “How much?”

      “I woke up at the tail end of her stories about the academy. Then I heard your discussion about devil worshippers.”

      Ruby gasped. “Oh, Revie, did she say something awful?”

      “Quite the opposite. Mistress Karissa explained that she believes all people should be able to worship whom they choose and however they choose.”

      Ruby clutched his arm tight. “Really?”

      “Yes. She and her academy frown upon mages who make deals with devils in the Firmament... among my people, that was also not allowed... but unlike Tallun and others, she does not paint us all with the same brush. Not even Corrinites.”

      Ruby perked up. “Master, do you know what this means?”

      “She’s wonderful. I know.”

      “No, this means you can take Mistress Karissa as your next wife! You haven’t made a deal for your soul!”

      Trent frowned at her. “Of course I haven’t, and that’s not the same.”

      “You haven’t even contacted a devil. You can’t touch the Firmament. You simply receive dreams from one, and you offer nothing in return. Don’t you see? Kari would understand!”

      Trent gave her a gentle squeeze. “We’re a long way from sharing that secret. Belgor is still a devil, and his dreams still come to me. I even follow their advice. It’s still consorting.”

      Revca pressed close. “Husband, I agree with her.”

      Trent stared at her in surprise. “Wait, really?”

      “Part of the reason I brought up the topic last night was to learn where Mistress Karissa stood on such matters before we arrived at Stonehew Academy. We still don’t know how we will fail. Have you yet to receive any dreams beyond those where we die beneath the academy?”

      “No, and that vexes me greatly.”

      “Then perhaps you should share your dreams with her.”

      “She’d label me a corruptor.”

      “She would not. I truly believe that if you told her about your dreams, and explained what you have accomplished, she would consider the intelligence in the spirit Belgor provided it. Moreover, we may have no choice but to share your dreams with her.”

      He stared into her worried brown eyes. “Why would you say that?”

      “In your dream, you said that Mentor Marlowe was the one pursuing us beneath the academy. You heard him taunting us. What did he say, exactly? Remind us.”

      “He said a lot of things. Like ‘kill them all.’”

      “But didn’t he say something to Kari? Specifically? Think back.”

      Trent focused. “Come to think of it... yes. He said ‘If only you’d listened, Karissa, this all could have turned out differently. So in a way, this is all your fault.’”

      As he considered that, he wondered if Revca was right. Revca asked the question he hadn’t thought to ask until now. “So, husband, what was Kari’s fault?”

      “Gods, I don’t know. In my mind, as she said it, I think I remember... she met with him? Yes. They had supper.” Trent focused on what he’d recalled in the last moment before he died. “I think... we tried to sneak Ivy out of her chambers while Kari kept Marlowe busy. I believe you ended up getting her out, Ruby, but... you died in the process.”

      Ruby nuzzled his shoulder. “Never, Master. I won’t ever leave you.”

      Trent had been so focused on trying to recall what he had done wrong before the prophetic dream began that he hadn’t focused on what others might have done. What if Belgor couldn’t tell him what he’d done wrong because it was not he who made the error?

      “Ruby, you left us to get Ivy, and somehow, on that journey, you were killed. Revca slipped away to open and prepare the portal, but given her fate, she must have been overwhelmed by death mages. And Kari... she went to distract Marlowe.”

      Revca leaned close. “Why?”

      “Something to do with Ivy. Perhaps Marlowe was acting as her escort?”

      Revca nodded grimly. “And Kari chose to entertain Marlowe while Ruby retrieved Ivy, yet possibly balked when he wanted more than supper and a drink.”

      “And did something that gave us all away.” Trent ground his teeth. “Gods, could that be it? Could something in Kari’s interactions with Marlowe have unraveled our whole plot?”

      Revca clutched his hand. “You must tell her of your dreams, husband. Both those you have had before now, and this most recent premonition. If you don’t, we may all die.”

      “And if I do tell her, Kari might abandon us.”

      Ruby pressed close. “She won’t. I know she won’t! Listen to Revie, Master. Kari is a good woman, and you are not a corruptor. Tell her the truth. If she knows what is to happen, and that it is somehow related to her speaking with Mentor Marlowe, she can prepare and act!”

      Revca stared into his eyes. “She could save the mission. It’s a risk we must take.”

      Trent looked between his two very lovely wives as he struggled with how to move forward. If he told Kari the truth about his prophetic dreams and where they came from, he could finally end the distance between them and bring her fully into the fold.

      On the other hand, if Kari reacted as he feared, he could forever drive a wedge between them. He might even compromise Princess Victoria’s relationship with the Primal Academy. He would also ruin any chance they had to infiltrate Stonehew Academy and reach Princess Ivy.

      Ruby squeezed his hand. “She’s a good woman. Trust her.”

      Revca nodded. “Trust us. I truly believe she’ll understand.”

      He did. He trusted his wives. If he didn’t, what was the point of forming their tribe?

      Trent leaned close and kissed Revca, who snuggled into his arms. He then pulled Ruby close and kissed the top of her head. He made his decision.

      “I can’t lose either of you. Not ever. Given Belgor seems intent on threatening me with that fate, but not revealing a way to avoid it, you’re right. Telling Kari is our only choice.”

      Revca moved away a little. “I’ll get her.”

      “Wait. Tonight?”

      “Now that we’ve made the decision, I see no reason to delay. We have three days before we arrive at Stonehew Academy. Even if revealing what we know lets Kari adjust her plans for Marlowe, she’ll still need time to consider her approach.”

      “All right. But if she’s asleep, don’t wake her. We can discuss this over breakfast.”

      Revca squeezed his hand before crawling out of the low tent and back into the night. As Trent sat in his low tent with Ruby, she cuddled close and rested her head on his shoulder.

      “Oh, if this works, Bethany is going to be so happy!”

      Trent snorted. “She has been rather insistent about asking Kari to join our tribe. What about you, Ruby? What do you think of her?”

      “She’s wonderful inside and out, and so beautiful. I would... well, if you two decide to... I’d also like to watch you with her. While you touch her.”

      Trent eyed her in surprise. “You’ve seemed more interested in watching recently. Are you... well, is everything all right?”

      Ruby squeezed his hand. “I love how you touch me, Master. Everything you do to me. But ever since Bethany requested I watch you with her in Kallowhorn’s bath house, I’ve found... yes. I like seeing you with your other wives, especially when I can pleasure myself while I watch.”

      Trent’s heart pounded faster as he hugged her. “So long as they don’t object, you can watch us anytime you like. Though I will still want you to participate.”

      Ruby kissed his shoulder. “All you need do is ask.”

      They snuggled contentedly until Revca opened the tent and peered inside. “She’s awake, and eager to speak to you. I’ll stoke the fire.”

      Trent gently disengaged from Ruby. “Here we go.”

      He emerged from his tent to find Kari already settled on a log on the far side of the smoldering fire. She was dressed in her thick Primal Academy cloak. The way she hugged herself told him she was cold. That made him regret rousing her from her bed.

      He settled on the far side of the fire from Kari so that he could stare into her eyes without forcing her to pull back her hood. Ruby settled close beside him while Revca sat between them, as if mediating. Kari eyed him with both curiosity and uncertainty.

      “Revca said you had somethin’ urgent to tell me. Somethin’ change in our plans?”

      Now that he’d made the decision to share his secret with Kari, it should be easier to do so. Still, it took a real effort to speak. If this didn’t go the way Revca and Ruby hoped, he could doom their mission with a single confession.

      “Kari... did you mean what you said when you told Revca you don’t care who or what people worship?”

      “Course I did, though now I wonder why you’re askin’.” Kari leaned forward and peered at him. “Never took you for a devil worshipper. Is that what this is about?”

      “Would your feelings change about me if I did worship devils?”

      “Normally it wouldn’t concern me at all, hon, save that I know you’re a mage who never trained at an academy. You ever offered your soul to a devil in trade?”

      “Never, and I never would.”

      “And do you plan to help the devils hurt our realm or people in it?”

      “I’d die first. Dalry and our realm is too important to me to ever compromise it.”

      Kari nodded thoughtfully as she looked him over. “I don’t see the lie in you, hon. You believe all that, so I’ll tell you just what I told Revca last night. You can worship whoever you worship. Don’t make a whit of difference to me.”

      “And if I told you I’d spoken with a devil, instead?”

      Kari’s features tightened. “That’s... well, that’s a sight different.”

      “How? I just told you I’ve offered no deals, and I would never trade my soul.”

      Kari stared at him for longer than he expected, and Trent was content to be stared at. She could see his breathing and his heart rate. He hoped she could see his sincerity, as well.

      Finally, she nodded. “All right, hon. This is obviously difficult for you to talk about, so I’m just gonna listen. What did this devil say to you? Did it offer you a deal?”

      “No. He offered me prophetic dreams, and has done so since I was fifteen years old.”

      Kari’s eyes widened again. “Fifteen?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what were these dreams?”

      So just like that, Trent told her about his dreams from Belgor. Dreams that had allowed him to save his parents, then Bethany, then Princess Victoria. Finally, he told her of the dream he’d had of them dying beneath Stonehew Academy.

      When he finished, Kari looked pale. She glanced at Revca. “Got some water handy?”

      Revca, having given up on getting the fire going again in the wet, rose. “Of course, Mistress. I’ll head down the stream and fill our canteens.”

      “Wouldn’t ask you to go to all that trouble.”

      “It’s no trouble. You and my husband obviously have a great deal to talk about, and I imagine you’ll both need something to drink by the time your discussion is at an end.” Revca nodded to him before she strode off into the dark.

      Ruby hopped up as well. “Master? I’m going to go stand on sentry by the road. Come and get me when it’s time for you to take the watch.”

      Trent glanced at her, then at Revca, who was already disappearing into the dark. Ruby squeezed his shoulder.

      “This is a big step. Call if you need us, but for now, I feel we’d just be in the way.”

      As Ruby walked off, Trent stared at her in bemusement. When he looked at Kari, he found her now more amused than surprised. She eyed him curiously.

      “This was the distance, wasn’t it? The reason you were nervous around me.”

      “You sensed that?”

      “I did, and it didn’t make a lick of sense ’til now. Can’t say you were wrong to worry I might arrest you. Some mages might. But not me, hon, especially since I see the truth in ya.”

      Trent nodded in relief. “So, that’s the secret I’ve been hiding from you since we met. I might never have told you if not for my worries that we could all die in three days’ time. I know it’s asking a lot, but I’d greatly appreciate it if you could keep this news from your people.”

      “Can’t say how Tal would react if he knew.” Kari frowned and rubbed her arms. “Now, I’m going to just ask. If the only reason you were distant was because of your worries that I’d judge you for your dreams, does this mean you’re still interested in me? As a woman?”

      Trent smiled. “Kari, you’re an incredible woman, and one I’m already grateful to call my friend. If you wanted more together, I’d want that a great deal. But are you certain ours is the sort of relationship you want? One as a wife in a Windborne tribe?”

      She grinned knowingly. “You mean sharing you with three other women, hon?”

      “There’s simply no other way to say it. I love Bethany and Ruby, and I’m fast falling in love with Revca as well. I could never be yours alone.”

      “Like I said, I don’t judge any of you for that. You love who you love.”

      “I know. I never imagined this life for myself before the events of Whitebridge, but I’ve embraced my role as both their chief and their husband. I know we have room for you, and I want to make room for you, but I also don’t want you to ever feel neglected.”

      Kari shook her head. “That’s the strangest thing about all this. I’ve spent my whole life dodging a bond and a man to tie me down. Always thought the one who finally caught me would be some whirlwind romance from a storybook, and then I met you. A married man.”

      Trent watched her calmly.

      “I’ll just be blunt. I’ve wanted you since the moment we met in that cell, and after getting to know you, I want you even more. I want a life with you, Trent Marston.”

      Trent couldn’t help but smile. “I’m flattered, but... why?”

      “You didn’t even think before jumping in front of a poisoned bolt. Without a care for your own safety, you saved your Bethany and your princess. You’re gonna change the world.”

      “That’s yet to be determined.”

      “But you’re gonna try, and that’s why I want to be yours. You’re the man for me. Not a storybook hero, but a man bendin’ the world with his own hands for those you love. I also can’t say it wouldn’t be exciting to see where this all goes. To be part of history.”

      He crossed his arms. “You do see the danger, though? With Belgor? He says he wishes to see Princess Victoria on the throne, and he does genuinely seem to share our goals. Yet he can also pick and choose what intelligence to deliver, just as he has tonight.”

      “Like he wanted to force you to confide in me.”

      “Exactly. I worry he’s pushing me where he wants me to go. I wouldn’t change anything I’ve done, but the worry that I’m being manipulated by a puppetmaster from beyond our realm never leaves me. Even if our goals align with his, I’m still dancing to another’s tune.”

      “The fact that you know that makes me feel better about you doing so. It’s also not the first time I’ve heard of such an arrangement.”

      “You mean a mortal receiving dreams from a devil?”

      “Even beyond that, hon. There’s been times when mortals had devils as advisors.”
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      Trent’s eyes widened as he recalled Princess Victoria telling him that Queen Agnes had taken advice directly from Belgor. It had been such a surprise, back then, that he had thought the situation with Queen Agnes and Belgor must have been unique.

      Yet why would it be so? Belgor and whoever was antagonizing him obviously shared an interest in the direction of their realm. And that realm had existed for thousands of years.

      Devils could have been intervening in political matters for countless generations. What better way to do so than advising leaders and queens?

      Trent leaned toward the smoldering fire. “This has truly happened before? A devil advising someone while not attempting to take their soul?”

      “In days long past. The academies never talk about it, since any admission that devils might deal honestly with folks would only make mages more tempted. Most devils we’ve encountered only want a body to ride across the realm. But there are a few cases where some devil’s advice guided a mage toward a better tomorrow.”

      Trent sat back and took a breath. “You can’t imagine how relieved I am to hear that.”

      “It’s good you’re cautious about it. Means you’re smart. But you also should know that not every arrangement like this has ended poorly. Can’t say why this Belgor is interested in our realm, but from what you’ve said, seems like he’s helped us more than he’s hurt.”

      “On balance, yes. I can only know how he’s guided me, not how he’s guided others.”

      “Has he given you any clue why he’s interested in our realm? In Dalry?”

      “I’ve long suspected the reason he favors us is to spite his rival.”

      One of Kari’s eyebrows rose. “He has a rival?”

      “Do you recall how I told you we believed a devil mage might have manipulated Tallun into starting his war with Corrin? We believe that devil to be a rival of Belgor’s. So, Belgor’s interest may be less in helping us than in thwarting his foe.”

      Kari considered his news in silence for a moment, blue eyes distant and thoughtful. “Two devils moving pawns around would explain a few things.”

      “Like?”

      “Like why you haven’t made peace before now. Not many wars last decades. War’s expensive. Costs the realm in soldiers, taxes, food, and weapons. Most of the time someone wins and someone loses, and that’s it. Your war with Corrin, well... it ain’t like that.”

      “Corrin is impossible to invade, but lacks the manpower to move deep into Hesia and Dalry. Soulless are implacable enemies, but incredibly stupid. They can’t go far without death mages to guide them, and for all our faults, we’ve learned to target death mages who approach Whitebridge. To cut off the head of the snake. It’s a stalemate for the ages.”

      “All the more reason to sue for peace. If anyone wanted peace.”

      “What the people need and their rulers want is not always the same.”

      “True enough. Still, this olive branch from Princess Ivy is another reason I decided to join you on this mission. If I can help, even in some small way, to end this decades-old war between you and Corrin, I’ll have accomplished more than most.”

      Trent nodded. “Ending the war is my hope as well, especially after getting to know Corrin’s people. Before now, I’m ashamed to say I saw them as a nation of death mages, not the nation they really are. They’re just people. People who’ve suffered as much as ours from this war.”

      Kari smiled warmly again. “People are just people everywhere, hon. You travel enough, you learn that. Now, where’s all this leave you and me?”

      “You mean... in regards to our mission to Stonehew Academy?”

      “I mean about me joinin’ your tribe. You may be receiving prophetic dreams from a devil, but I also believe you’ll never make a deal or sell your soul. So, if you were worried about me leavin’ or turnin’ you in once I knew, well... don’t. Your secret is safe with me.”

      Trent believed her. He really could trust her. “Thank you.”

      “And so you know, I’m not interested in Marlowe. Never was.”

      “You made that clear. I’d also never ask you to do anything with Mentor Marlowe you aren’t comfortable with.”

      “Nor would he ask, if he knows what’s good for ’im. But if what you dreamed is true, it’s possible I was too prickly with him. Or too impatient. Or simply too caught up in the idea of sneaking away with a handsome kestrel to keep my mind on the job.”

      “I wish I had more information for you.”

      “Just knowin’ what you saw happen will keep me on my toes. Now that I know I need to be cautious, I’ll be cautious. Might make all the difference.”

      “I hope so. We’ve also got a few more days to plan.”

      Kari grinned. “Imagine that’s why Revca insisted you tell me tonight, isn’t it?”

      “It was. She’s a clever woman.”

      “Clever enough she left us alone by the campfire. Makes me wonder what else she was thinkin’ might happen if we got you past your worries about me.”

      Trent eyed her cautiously. “Did you have something in mind?”

      “I’ve already said it, hon. I want to be with you. As a woman. So, you think she’d mind if we crawled back in your tent and got warm again?”

      He smiled. “I’d love that, but first, I need you to explain what joining our tribe means. To you.”

      “I know how it all works, hon. I already talked to Beth.”

      Trent blinked. “When?”

      “That night we spent drinkin’. I was curious, and she was talkative. She figured this was gonna happen on the road at some point anyway, and she wanted me prepared.”

      Trent could scarcely believe this. “She... what did she explain?”

      “That once I join your tribe, I can’t be with another man. Seeing as I can’t imagine ever meetin’ one who interests me more, that won’t be a problem.”

      Trent looked at her with slight disbelief. “You’re certain about this? We don’t have to decide what we want to do tonight.”

      “I’ve had damn near three weeks to think about it, and after you jumped in front of that crossbow for me, I knew. I want to be all yours. I know I’ll have to share you with your other wives and maybe even some new ones, and I’m good with that. So, are you?”

      Trent’s heart pounded as he stared at her. “I could use another massage.”

      Kari rose and beamed at him. “All you have to do is ask, chief. Oh, and so you know? I wanna be a hearth wife. I’m not much for makin’ babies, but I can sure take care of ’em.”

      Trent could scarcely believe how lucky he was. “Then... welcome to our tribe. Wife.”

      Kari grinned. “Still want you to put a ring on my finger someday, though. You got your ways, and I respect ’em, but I need you to respect mine.”

      “Always. So, should we wait until⁠—”

      “Oh, hells no. We’re fuckin’. I’ve wanted this way too long to wait on a ring.”

      As Kari walked around the fire and stood before him, Trent pushed away the last of his worries. He got to his feet, wrapped his arms around Karissa Ambergreen, and kissed her soft lips as he’d longed to do many times since they’d met.

      Kari moaned as she clutched him tight. He could feel her full breasts squashed against his chest, a reminder that she was easily more blessed in that department than any woman he’d ever been with. One of her hands squeezed his ass possessively.

      She wasn’t shy about being together, so he wouldn’t be either. Trent slid his hands inside her cloak and up the thin fabric of her blouse. Kari kissed him more hungrily as he kneaded her back, then gave him a gentle shove in the direction of his tent.

      She didn’t seem like a patient woman. After waiting this long, Trent wasn’t patient either. He had wanted her for so long.

      Now he could have her. They could have each other. He was going to do all he could to make their new life together wonderful.

      It was a struggle to open the tent flap with Kari kissing him and pawing at him, but he managed. When he motioned with his head, she dropped to all fours. She crawled into his tent and glanced over her shoulder with a wry and knowing grin he absolutely adored.

      He looked in the direction of the stream. Revca hadn’t returned. Ruby had promised to stand watch so they wouldn’t be disturbed. He knew both of his lovely wives had already given him permission and encouragement to welcome Kari to their tribe.

      He could think of no better way to do that than by warming her up in his tent.

      When he crawled into his tent again, Kari had already stripped off her cloak. That left her clad in her tight blouse and riding pants. She turned to kneel with her calves tucked below her thighs and her body facing his.

      As she brushed back her blond hair, she looked almost... shy. “So you know, it’s been a while.”

      He settled close to her. “What would you like?”

      “Anything you want to do to me. You can’t get me pregnant, not with the herbs I take, so there’s no worry there. But if we’re dancin’ tonight, you lead.”

      He brushed her chin with his finger as he’d longed to since they met, raising her gaze to his. She stared longingly, taking deep breaths. He leaned in to kiss her, then gently opened her lips with his. As their tongues played for the first time, she grew eager.

      Soon he eased her away, but only enough to look into her eyes. If Kari wanted him to take the lead for their first time, he certainly would. Bethany always enjoyed that.

      “Open your blouse.”

      Her blush grew. “Uh huh.”

      Eyes locked with his, her nimble fingers undid buttons. Trent danced his lips across her cheek, ear, and neck as he stared down at what she was offering him. When he experimentally rested a hand on the side of one large breast, Kari inhaled sharply.

      She spoke in his ear. “Clasp is in the back, chief.”

      Trent could pick a lock on a secured door in a rainstorm. He had no problem with the clasp on Kari’s bra. Once he pulled it off, her full breasts seemed even bigger... especially when he eased her back on his bedroll and began massaging both with his hands.

      Kari grinned as she pulled off her blouse and his hands struggled to wrap around her breasts. Her hands fumbled for his tunic, and he stopped groping her long enough she could get it off. As her fingers trailed across his bare chest, their tips glowed.

      As an almost orgasmic tingle filled his chest and weakened his limbs, Trent collapsed. He thumped to the bedroll, wide-eyed, as he savored the feeling of life ether across his flesh. Before he could push up again, Kari rolled on top of him and kissed him.

      She didn’t hold him down. She didn’t force him to relax on his back. She was simply offering him the same massage she’d offered last night... except this time, she wasn’t going to leave him stiff and wanting. This time, she was going to massage everything.

      As Kari pushed up to straddle him, her upper arms pushed her large breasts together and put them on display. Her nipples were large with prominent areolae. She tossed her head to set aside a lock of blonde hair and smiled down at him.

      “Wanna squeeze ’em? They’re yours now.”

      Trent savored the sight of this woman. Every magnificent curve. As the warmth of the bedroll cushioned his body, Trent traced his fingers across her supple flesh. As he traced gentle circles around the edge of her breasts, Kari’s eyelids fluttered again.

      “Oh, chief. You’re such a tease.”

      She pressed close, a warm, pillowy delight whose lips devoured his chin, then his neck. He slid his hands down her sides to grip her hips and riding pants. Somehow, without ever rolling off him, Kari wriggled out of her pants.

      He found her plump ass as lovely as her breasts, and removing her panties was easy when she pushed up in the air to help. Once more her glowing fingers coursed along his sides, forcing an urgent moan. That life ether would drive him to distraction!

      Trent was now as hard as an iron bar, and not just because of how good Kari felt atop him. Something about that life ether flooded his body with energy. The thought of being inside her as she rocked atop him and he watched her breasts sway was overwhelming.

      Yet he had more to do before he claimed her. He needed to show her exactly what she’d be in for once she joined his tribe. He took a firm grip on her ass and pushed.

      “Up here. Higher.”

      As Kari’s cheeks reddened, her blue eyes widened. “Really?”

      He gave her ass a squeeze. “My wives always come first.”

      With a wide grin, Kari settled against his collarbone with her thighs around his head. Trent took a firm grip on her ass with both hands and guided her higher. The moment his tongue flicked between her legs, she sagged on top of him.

      She was heavier than Ruby or Revca, but not unpleasantly so... and she tasted wonderful. With a grunt, Kari slapped her hands down above his head.

      “Oh, hells. That’s nice.”

      He buried his face between her thighs and did what he hoped she’d been dreaming about for weeks. He soon added a finger, then two. He treasured the progression as Kari’s rapid breathing transitioned to long, low moans... and then to louder ones. Soon, she was writhing against his lips.

      “Oh, fuck me, that’s good. You’re just... oh, oh, fuck!”

      As Kari clamped her thighs around his head and orgasmed against his face, Trent kept his motions as steady as he had the entire time he’d pleasured her. She trembled again and again against him. Soon, as much as he treasured the feel of her, he had to breathe.

      He gave her thigh a squeeze, which seemed to bring her back to herself. She languidly rolled off him, then kissed him with such passion he barely got a breath in edgewise. Their tongues played as she tasted herself on his mouth. She seemed to love it.

      She stared dreamily into his eyes. “That was even better than I thought it’d be.”

      He smiled affectionately and brushed back her hair. “Need a break?”

      “Oh, hells, no. I’m returnin’ the favor.”

      Kari hungrily kissed her way down his body and then eagerly enveloped his aching cock in her warm, wet mouth. Trent groaned as the tip pushed against the back of her throat. As she sucked hungrily on his length, he thumped his head back on the bedroll.

      Kari was both eager and attentive. As her gaze held his and she bobbed up and down, the sound of soft slurping filled the tent. He knew she would work him until he flooded her throat, so he grabbed her hair and slowed her down.

      He could have her mouth later. Tonight, he wanted to claim her the way a chief claimed his wife. He flipped her over and put her on her back, then pinned her.

      Kari spread her legs as her chest heaved, staring at him with longing. As Trent guided himself inside her, she clutched his back and groaned.

      “Can you...”

      “Yes?”

      “Suck on my tits? While you fuck me?”

      Trent grabbed her hips for leverage and did exactly as she asked. Kari groaned and gripped his hair as he sucked on one nipple while pounding her into the bedroll. This must be what it felt like for Bethany when he pulled her braid.

      While the angle was a bit stretched out, the fact that she was a tiny bit taller than he was helped. When he finally bit down lightly, she moaned so loud she hurt his ears. It was a good thing Ruby was on watch. She’d keep them safe.

      Trent was already close when one of Kari’s fingers traced life ether down his side. That orgasmic tingle finished him. Grunting around her breast, he flooded her warm core... and thanks to her life ether, that orgasm was far more pleasurable than he expected.

      Trent shuddered against her as she cushioned him with her pillowy chest and gently stroked his hair. He soon rolled off her and pulled her close. Kari was limp, content, and sweaty, and now, she was his. This incredible woman was finally his.

      As his fourth wife threw a leg over his and snuggled close, she sighed in his ear. He knew he had her hooked. He felt the same.

      She breathed against him and smiled.

      “Gods, you’re good at that.”

      “You may not believe this, but I’ve had lots of practice.”

      She laughed warmly. “I want it all with you. The adventure, the romance, the fucking hot sex. Every time you put a baby in your wives, I’ll make sure they come out safe. And while I can’t say I ever planned to be a mother, if it’s yours, I might just consider it some day.”

      He kissed her sweaty forehead. “Let’s start with this. Us. Together.”

      “Uh huh.” She gazed dreamily into his eyes. “Tonight feels like what I’ve always wanted. Don’t even care if we ever bond so long as I get this. This is perfect.”

      “So are you. Generous, thoughtful, clever, and also incredibly hot.”

      She laughed. “I’d say that’s a line, but I can see your heart. Still... I do need somethin’ from you other than this. A promise.”

      “If it’s within my power, it’s yours.”

      “My family’s still in the republic. Not sure how easy it’ll be to get to ’em if I leave the academy, or even if they’ll let me leave. But I can’t ever lose ’em, hon.”

      Trent stared into her eyes. “I know how important family is. My parents remain in Kallowhorn, and I couldn’t imagine ever leaving them behind for good. We have portals, and even if we didn’t, we’d make the trip on foot, even if we have to sneak past half the republic.”

      Kari eyed him in amusement. “You could do it, too.”

      “We’ve already snuck into Corrin. The republic is far easier. And I’d love to meet your family. We all will, together, when this is all over.”

      She nuzzled his chest. “Good. Now, I just need one more thing.”

      “Oh? Just one?”

      “Hold me?”

      They cuddled close until Trent remembered that Revca had gone to the stream to fill their canteens. She must have returned ages ago. He didn’t want her stuck in the cold.

      He called through the tent flap. “Revca?”

      “Yes, husband?”

      Gods, how long had she been outside? Listening? At least he knew she had no problems with what they’d done. He simply didn’t want her waiting out in the cold all night.

      “Kari has asked to become my hearth wife. She’s agreed to join our tribe.”

      “That’s wonderful, husband. Shall I take the other tent? Bethany did say that when a chief takes a new wife, he usually spends a few nights with her alone.”

      “Not tonight. I need you here. There’s room in here for all three of us.”

      The tent flap opened, and then Revca crouched low as she crawled inside, wearing her heavy cloak. She set down two glistening canteens. As she looked them over, she smiled.

      “Mistress Karissa? I’m so glad to have you with us.”

      Kari brushed back her hair. “If I’m going to be livin’ in your tribe, hon, you need to call me Kari. Specially if we’re all sharin’ a bedroll.”

      “I’ll try to remember that... Kari.”

      Revca pulled off her cloak and then wriggled into the bedroll beside Trent. After giving Kari a squeeze to show how much he appreciated her, Trent kissed Revca again and again. As her blush grew, he brushed back her hair.

      “You were right. About everything.”

      She smiled patiently. “I’m simply glad it all worked out as we’d hoped.”

      “Now, can I take care of you tonight? You deserve a reward as well.”

      She kissed him affectionately. “Save your energy. We’ll have plenty of time to figure out how this changes things once we’ve escaped Stonehew Academy with Princess Ivy.”

      Trent glanced at Kari. “You’ll figure it out.”

      “Damn right I will. Not losing my new tribe after spendin’ all this time to find it. Now, we should rest... unless you’re ready for round three?”

      “Tomorrow.” He pulled Kari close as well, and she sighed in delight.

      “Damn, this feels good.”

      Kari had chosen him. He knew the trust she was offering, and also what she was giving up by joining them. He would do everything he could to ensure she never regretted this.

      He also knew Bethany was going to be over the moon.
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      Three days later, just past midday, they finally reached Stonehew Academy.

      It looked more like a military fortress than a mage academy. The high, crenelated walls looked siege-ready, and had tall towers with narrow windows perfect for archers. The now familiar sight of soulless standing a silent vigil on the walls only added to its ominous appearance.

      It was strange to think that young mages trained in this looming fortress. Perhaps the interior of the academy was more welcoming than its exterior.

      As they approached in the open, on the main road leading to the two heavy wooden doors, no one challenged them. There was little reason for the academy to worry about attacks this deep in Corrin’s territory. If the academy was anything like the villages they’d passed on their journey, it was also most likely lightly staffed in both guards and others.

      Trent now knew Corrin had no choice but to rely on soulless and summoned entities to bolster the ranks of their soldiers. This long war had taken more from Corrin than he’d known. He only hoped they could soon put an end to it.

      Kari took the lead as Trent walked on one side and Revca on the other. The weight of Ruby in her sword form remained a comfort on his back. She was still sleeping after taking her long watch last night, and Trent intended to let her rest until they needed her.

      They had a plan to infiltrate the academy. While it wasn’t the best plan Trent had ever devised, the fact that they were able to openly involve Kari in devising it made him confident he’d already made at least one change. His hearth wife also knew the truth now.

      In his latest prophetic dream, Kari hadn’t known that he received dreams of the future. So trusting her with his secret had already changed the course of their mission. Now that Kari was part of their tribe and knew the dangers, he trusted her not to let them down.

      As traumatic as it was to dream about his wives dying, waking with them cuddled close never left him unsettled for long. One or more of them was always there to kiss and reassure him. In the past three days he’d found Kari to be as affectionate as Ruby, if not more so.

      There was rarely a point now where Kari didn’t want to be close to him, and he loved how she doted on him. He’d also discovered Kari absolutely loved using her breasts to pleasure him. Once she, Revca, or Ruby had lubricated her cleavage with their spit, it felt amazing.

      They were within hailing distance of the walls of Stonehew Academy when an ominous creak announced one of the big wooden doors cranking open. Trent touched Kari’s arm in warning, as any mercenary hired to protect his employer might. She slowed at his request.

      The door opened enough to allow people in and out of the academy. Trent expected soldiers to emerge and demand their papers. Instead, a single figure strode out, wearing fine red robes similar to those Trent had seen on the instructors at the Primal Academy.

      The tall, dark-haired man in the red battle robe had to be Mentor Marlowe. He looked more like a soldier than a mage, with a wide build and strong features similar to Captain Kyle’s. That was a bit unnerving.

      Captain Kyle had been a hero of Dalry. A man Trent had respected all his life. He’d also been a man who turned on his princess because he believed anyone who even spoke to a devil must be put to death. Weeks after the fact, Kyle’s betrayal still stung.

      Though, in the aftermath, Sapphire had acquired a rather nice godsword.

      As Marlowe strode forward to greet them with a wide smile, Trent verified the life mage was alone. No soulless marched with Marlowe, nor did the academy’s Stone Guards accompany him. He wondered how many students were training at Stonehew Academy right now.

      Marlowe reached them, snatched Kari’s hand, and brought it to his lips. As he kissed it while making eyes at her, Trent kept his own eyes ahead.

      He wasn’t jealous. Kari was his. Yet something about this man unsettled him, and he couldn’t put his finger on what it was.

      They both suspected that Marlowe, just like Kari, could sense people’s emotions from watching their bodies. They would need to guard their feelings. Trent took no pleasure in using the man, but this was about ending a decades-old war.

      Marlowe stepped back and smiled. “Mistress Ambergreen, I’m so pleased you managed to make the journey unharmed. And right around the time you anticipated.”

      Kari nodded agreeably. “Give or take a few days. Had some rain.”

      “Well, let’s get you out of this dreadful weather. But before we enter the academy, could I ask you to introduce your companions?”

      Kari gestured to her right. “This here’s Revca, a young nature mage. She’s here as my chaperone. The man to my right is our escort.”

      Marlowe inclined his head to Trent. “You’re a long way from Aramore, mercenary. You seem nervous.”

      Trent knew better than to lie. “I’m always on edge when I’m on the job.”

      “Well, your troubles are now at an end. You’re quite safe here.”

      Trent simply nodded. Marlowe, however, was watching him with increasing interest. Interest that made his skin crawl. The man appeared almost amused.

      “It’s the soulless, isn’t it? They unsettle you.”

      Trent said nothing.

      Kari stepped forward. “Been a long journey, Marlowe. Mind showin’ me to the guest quarters so I can freshen up before supper?”

      Marlowe’s eyes snapped away from Trent to Kari, and he smiled again. Yet now that Trent was paying attention, something about Marlowe’s smile seemed... odd. It didn’t quite reach his eyes, and it felt like he had to force the smiling.

      “Of course, Karissa. May I call you Karissa?”

      “Seeing as I’m callin’ you Marlowe, it’d feel awkward otherwise.”

      “Wonderful. Will your chaperone need her own quarters as well?”

      “No. She’s with me. Just need an extra bed.”

      “Of course. I’ll also find a berth for your mercenary in our barracks. Shall we?”

      As Marlowe turned to walk back into the academy, however, Kari stepped forward. “My escort remains with me.”

      Marlowe paused and furrowed his brow. “In the guest quarters?”

      “Servant’s quarters would be best. Assuming you have one that’s attached.”

      “We do, but... I assure you, you’re in no danger here.”

      Kari smiled patiently. “Executor Tallow didn’t want me to be without an escort and a chaperone. Not worried about you and yours, but I’m a long way from home and you’re short on guards. We already paid the man. Might as well use him.”

      Marlowe didn’t look all that pleased by the idea of having a foreign mercenary stationed in the servant’s quarters attached to whatever guest room he’d provided for Kari. Yet it was obvious he also didn’t want to upset her, at least not yet. He nodded agreeably.

      “Of course. Now, all of you, please follow me.”

      Trent took the lead without being asked, following Marlowe and forming a screen between the man, Kari, and Revca. If Marlowe noticed, he didn’t complain. Nothing Trent had done so far was out of character for a man paid to guard an important personage on a long journey.

      Once they entered the main courtyard of the academy, Trent was surprised to find it largely empty. Two Stone Guards in armor stood at attention before a wide set of doors. No one else was present.

      When he’d entered the Primal Academy back in the Cridor Republic, there had been people everywhere. Guards walking patrols, mage students roaming the halls, and serving staff bustling around on one errand or another. Stonehew Academy felt abandoned by comparison.

      As they approached the double doors leading into the rest of the academy, which still continued to look more like a fortress than a school, one of the Stone Guards silently opened the door for them. The guard didn’t speak. With his helmet down, Trent had no way to tell if the guard was male or female... or even human.

      He wouldn’t put it past these death mages to put a soulless in full armor.

      Once they were inside the well-lit halls of the academy, the mood grew less ominous. Trent spotted a few younger folks he judged to be academy students talking quietly in small groups. None approached. All scurried away as Marlowe led them through the halls.

      Trent got the impression that even the students were uncomfortable living here. He knew the Primal Academy was one of the largest in the realm, but until now, he hadn’t known just how much larger it was.

      He wanted to ask so many questions—how many instructors worked here? How many students were currently studying here?—but kept those to himself.

      He was a mercenary, only here for a paycheck. Marlowe would know if he lied. It would be safest if Trent kept his interactions with the man to a minimum.

      In his prophetic dreams, Marlowe had killed Ruby. He’d killed Revca. If this man learned they’d come here to abduct Corrin’s princess, he might kill them all.

      Marlowe led them through a large dining hall that sat empty, save for a few servers busy sweeping or wiping down the tables. These people, just like the students, looked glum and miserable. They seemed more like prisoners than hired servants.

      They passed a few more Stone Guards. Like those at the doors, they neither spoke nor reacted. They really did take their duties seriously here.

      While the Primal Guards at the Primal Academy had obviously been disciplined, Trent had seen them joke and greet each other as they went about their day. Perhaps the stoicism of these Stone Guards was all a show for a visiting life mage. They were on their best behavior.

      As Marlowe led them through the gloomy, largely empty academy, he explained its amenities and discussed the ins and outs of each day with Kari. She listened and offered friendly comments when appropriate. She was playing the role of visiting mage perfectly, and also ensuring that he and Revca rarely had to speak at all.

      As they reached a set of spiral steps in the center of the academy, Trent suffered a shock of recognition. He’d seen this spiral stairway in his prophetic dream. All the floors of the academy were accessed by a single spiral stairway that ran both up and down.

      In his dream, he had fled with Kari and Ivy down a lower passage that had led them to these spiral steps. They’d then rushed to the lowest level, where the Enchanter had said the inactive portal in Stonehew Academy would be found. They’d hoped to escape.

      And then they’d died, surrounded by soulless.

      Only one set of central stairs wasn’t ideal. It would be too easy to secure, were an alarm to be raised in the academy. Kari noticed as well, and Trent was grateful when she asked.

      “This the only set of stairs, Marl?”

      At some point during the tour, Kari had taken to calling Marlowe “Marl.” Trent assumed it was to make him more comfortable with her. Marlowe led them up the stairs.

      “This is the main stairway, and reaches all levels of the academy. Why do you ask?”

      “Seems like a fire hazard.”

      He glanced back and frowned. “A fire hazard? Really?”

      “At the Primal Academy, we’ve got multiple stairwells up and down, just in case one gets blocked or we have to evacuate. Got a whole plan telling students and instructors which stairwells to take in an emergency. Seems odd you don’t have the same.”

      “Ah, that may be due to this academy’s origins.” Marlowe led them out onto a higher level. “You see, this was originally a military fortress. For decades, it stood guard over winding passages in the mountains to the east. Those lead all the way to the sea.”

      “Ah. Why’d it change?”

      “Now that we have soulless standing silent vigil in the passes, there is no need for a garrison based so close to the mountains. An ancestor of King Karlo converted this fortress into the grand magic academy it is today. We’ve trained many powerful mages here, but our death mages are among the finest in the land. Death ether affinities are common in these lands.”

      “Just like flame is common in Pasharal. Always wondered why that was.”

      “It’s one of our realm’s great mysteries.” Marlowe stopped at a wooden door, unlocked it, and stepped back. “These guest quarters are reserved for visiting mages. I regret that we can’t offer you the diplomatic quarters, but those are currently occupied.”

      Kari perked up as if she hadn’t known. “More visitors?”

      “Royal visitors, in fact. No less a personage than Princess Ivy has come to tour the academy. As you can imagine, we’re all putting our best faces forward.”

      Perhaps that explained how formal the Stone Guards were, and why the serving staff was nervous and the students skittish. No one would want to be seen slacking off if Princess Ivy happened by. It led Trent to wonder what the death mage princess was like.

      Ivy was older than Victoria, twenty-four against Victoria’s eighteen. Had she been a princess of Dalry, she’d have taken her crown six years ago, but Corrin reserved its crown for male rulers. Still, he wondered if Ivy was beloved like Victoria, or feared like Tallun.

      Kari sounded audibly excited now. “The princess is here? Why didn’t you let me know? I don’t have anything on me that’d be fit to meet a princess.”

      Marlowe frowned in apology. “Her inspection was sudden and unannounced, and we only learned she was coming a few days ago, long after you were on the road. I regret we couldn’t inform you. Did you bring your academy battle robes?”

      “Left ’em at home. A bit heavy for walking all day.”

      “I’ll speak with the other instructors. I’m sure one can offer you a spare set. A battle robe is more than appropriate for supper with the princess.”

      Kari nodded warmly and swept past him. “Thanks so much, Marl. You’re a treat. If you find some robes for me, just have a servant knock and leave ’em by the door.”

      Once again, Marlowe smiled that odd smile that didn’t reach his eyes. And again, Trent was struck by how strange this man was.

      This didn’t feel like Marlowe being respectful or polite. It almost felt like he didn’t know how to interact with people.

      Revca hurried in after Kari without a glance at Marlowe. Trent waited to be told where the servant’s quarters were. He didn’t want Marlowe to see him joining Kari in her room, or give the man any sense that they had more than a professional relationship.

      Marlowe stared into the room. “Will you be joining us for supper?”

      From inside, Kari called back. “Wouldn’t miss it, hon! Just need a few hours to rest and freshen up. Any chance I could get your servers to draw me a bath?”

      “I’ll make the request personally. Is there anything else you need?”

      “Nothin’ right now. I appreciate you puttin’ me up in this nice room. We’ll get to know each other over supper, yeah?”

      “I look forward to it.”

      “Oh, and just put my man up in the servant’s quarters.” Kari closed the door.

      Now that they stood alone in the dark hallway of Stonehew Academy, Trent felt even more ill at ease. Something about Marlowe was unsettling, and not just physically.

      Trent realized now that he’d felt an odd... itch... ever since they’d met. An itch inside his mind. What was he feeling, and why had he never come across it before?

      Marlowe strode down the hall, then opened another door. “Any servants sleep in here, mercenary. The linens are changed every day. Simply leave used plates outside the door.”

      Trent nodded and walked past him. “I appreciate it.”

      “See that you don’t wander. Given the princess is here, our guards and mages are on high alert. Soulless guardians are stationed in all corridors, and we have doubled our patrols. Anyone found wandering the halls will not be welcomed with warm arms.”

      Trent didn’t have to fake indignation. “I get it, man. I’m not a thief.”

      Marlowe stepped back. “Of course. Now, I bid you good day.”

      “Good day, Mentor Marlowe.”

      Trent walked into his room and closed the door. Once inside, he breathed a sigh of relief. The itch in his mind was fading, but it was odd to have it there in the first place.

      This itch was a reaction to Marlowe. Trent knew that to his bones. Yet he had never felt this... mental itch... in the presence of another mage. Why was Marlowe different?

      And why didn’t his smile reach his eyes?

      He set the problem aside for now and focused on his new room. It had two doors. The thicker door led out into the hall, while an inner door connected to Kari’s guest quarters.

      That door had no lock on his side. It didn’t have a handle at all, suggesting the door was simply barred on the other side. That would make it impossible to pick. It seemed people in Corrin didn’t trust their servants... or anyone those servants might admit.

      This servant’s room had two narrow beds. There was a single empty dresser and a foot locker, but no privy. What might have been an inconvenience was actually a blessing.

      Trent couldn’t simply wander the halls of Stonehew Academy. If he was caught doing so, he could always claim he was simply looking for somewhere to pee. Marlowe hadn’t told him where the privy was, which was all the excuse he needed to stretch his legs.

      He’d barely finished surveying his new room when a loud thump announced a bar being lifted on the far side of the door. After it opened, Revca poked her head inside. Her red hair dangled fetchingly as she looked around, then smiled at him.

      “For servant’s quarters, your accommodations look quite comfortable.”

      He grinned. “I’ve had worse. So, any problems?”

      “None we didn’t expect. The room is secure, and we can speak freely. Join us?”

      Trent rose and headed into the larger room.
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      When Trent entered the guest room, he found it considerably nicer than the servant’s quarters. Like that one, it had two beds, but these were wider, with wooden headboards and footboards. They also had silk sheets and thick blankets that would ward off the chill.

      The room Marlowe had assigned Kari and Revca was about the size of one of the larger rooms in the Enchanter’s monastery. This chamber was filled with colorful rugs, multiple desks and vanities, and a fine table surrounded by a couch and two chairs.

      Kari was already reclining on the couch with her feet on the table, though she’d doffed her boots. She wore soft, sheer stockings that looked fantastic on her long legs. As she glanced his way, she mock-frowned at Revca.

      “You let the help in?”

      Trent rolled his eyes and thumped into a chair beside the couch. “How do you feel about your first interaction with Marlowe? Will he be a problem?”

      “Not so far, hon. Nothin’ I saw suggested he was worried or suspicious about my arrival here. Man’s as calm as a glacier.”

      “He is that. Other than his calm, did you notice anything... off?”

      Kari eyed him curiously. “Seems a bit of a cold fish, but no. Why?

      “It’s hard to say. The moment he greeted us outside the academy, I felt... well, let’s just describe it as an itch in my mind. I didn’t even notice it at first, yet the longer we spent near Mentor Marlowe, the more I became aware of it.”

      Revca dropping into his lap was a pleasant surprise. Yet she seemed more interested in this itch than anything more intimate. She peered at him.

      “Have you felt this itch before?”

      “Never. It’s unnerving. Almost as unnerving as a man who’s faking his smile.”

      Kari nodded thoughtfully. “Noticed that too, did you?”

      “It was difficult not to notice.”

      Kari shrugged. “Makes this whole thing easier if he’s not interested in me.”

      “Yet that’s what worries me, Kari. I can’t imagine how any man wouldn’t be interested in you. Hence my concern.”

      Kari grinned eagerly. “You don’t need to butter me up to get my blouse off.”

      Revca patiently tapped his chin to bring his eyes back to hers. “I want you to focus on this itch, husband. It faded when Marlowe left?”

      Trent nodded, then pulled Revca in for a kiss. She allowed that briefly before pushing away, though not forcefully. She looked more amused than annoyed.

      “You may kiss me later. This feels important. The itch you describe sounds almost like a sympathetic reaction to the presence of ether, like the heat of flame ether or the cool of flood.”

      “You feel that?”

      “Mages feel the presence of ether for which they have an affinity, yes. The fact that this itch only occurs in Marlowe’s presence is even more alarming. We already know that your affinity may be chaos ether. Is it possible Marlowe is secretly a chaos mage?”

      Kari frowned from the couch. “He’s a life mage. Can’t fake pullin’ life ether.”

      “Yes, but there are cases where mages can access more than one affinity.”

      “Primal conjurers, maybe.” Kari snorted. “Doubt Stonehew’s hidin’ one of those.”

      Only the fact that Revca was currently sitting in his lap gave away that Kari had hit a nerve. While they had shared his secret with Kari, they hadn’t yet shared Revca’s. That would require some careful thinking on their part as they decided how to broach it.

      Revca looked back to Trent and eyed him curiously. “For now, I’d like you to remain alert for this itch. Note when it occurs and when it fades, and if it is always in Marlowe’s presence or that of other mages as well. You don’t feel it now?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Then I suppose it’s a mystery we must set aside for now.”

      A knock at the door announced company, followed by a young woman’s voice. “Mistress? We’ve brought the bath water!”

      Revca hopped off his lap. As Kari made an urgent shooing motion with her hand, Trent silently got up. He walked back to the servant’s quarters as Kari strode for the door.

      She called out to ensure the servant didn’t barge in. “Coming!”

      As Trent darted back into the servant’s quarters, he was surprised when Revca followed him. She pulled the door closed behind her. They were alone.

      Before he could ask what she wanted, she showed him with her lips and embrace.

      Trent relaxed. Kari would be busy with her bath for some time, and the servants would likely remain present in case she needed towels or more hot water. Trent couldn’t exactly join Kari in the bath, and there wasn’t much he and Revca could do while they waited for supper.

      Other than, he supposed, each other. He loved this new side of Revca. Since their first time on the beach in Pasharal, she had become almost as eager to be with him as Ruby. She didn’t just tolerate his affection. She craved it now.

      He kissed Revca as tenderly as he had the night of their first date, then led her to one of the two beds against the wall. When he opened his mouth to ask if she wanted to cuddle, however, she placed two fingers to his lips. He cocked an eyebrow in surprise.

      Brown eyes locked with his, she slowly slipped her dress off her shoulders. She let it slowly course down her body, exposing his lovely breasts for his gaze only. Eyes still locked with his, she unbuckled his belt as she continued to smile up at him affectionately.

      With the same efficiency with which she accomplished everything, Revca smoothly pulled his smallclothes down to his thighs, wrapped her hand around his already rising cock, and stroked him slowly and lovingly. She never broke eye contact.

      Trent couldn’t imagine what had brought this on. He did, however, know he was grateful. He stared into her warm brown eyes and smiled. “That feels so good.”

      Her warm smile grew at his compliment. After she’d silently brought him to full mast with one hand, she dropped to her knees and wrapped her lips around him without another word. Her eagerness surprised him, as did the firm grip she took on his thighs.

      She was using just her mouth now, and she was taking him deeper than she had before.

      It felt like she couldn’t get enough of his taste,  like she was addicted. As Trent rested his back against the wall and held back a groan, Ruby stirred in her slumber.

      She was still in his sheath in her sword form, but the warmth of her mind touching his was a pleasant addition to Revca’s lips and tongue. Her mental closeness was a comfort.

      “Master? Are you with Kari?”

      As Revca bobbed up and down on his shaft, red hair dangling, Trent worked to keep himself silent so the servant bustling around next door wouldn’t hear them. The chance of being caught made Revca’s unexpected blowjob feel even more naughty.

      He focused on his bond with Ruby. “No. Revca’s... well, she’s a bit busy.”

      She gasped happily in his mind. “Oh, Master, can I watch?”

      Trent barely held back another groan. “Not this time. We can’t risk anyone seeing you.”

      “Very well. I’ll simply enjoy the feel of you enjoying her.” Ruby silently evaluated the feelings they were both experiencing. “Oh! She’s gotten quite good at this. I may have competition, Master.”

      Ruby wasn’t wrong. Revca was an incredibly fast learner, and from what he knew of her, there was no task she would undertake without seeking to master it. He gently rested his hand on the back of her skull, which caused her to redouble her efforts.

      As soft moans escaped her lips, he realized Revca was actually enjoying this. That made it so much better. Knowing she wanted this as much as he did made it even hotter.

      Soon enough, his pact wife brought him to his peak. Quietly and efficiently, she swallowed everything he offered.

      Trent shuddered as he flooded her mouth, then stroked his hands through her hair and stared down at her with overwhelming affection.

      With a quiet pop, Revca rose, wiped her lips, and smiled her warm smile. “Was that good for you, husband?”

      “Incredible.” He clutched her hand. “Your turn.”

      She brushed brightly. “You don’t have to. I’m happy simply pleasing you.”

      “I know, but I want to. I want to taste you. Right now.”

      She winced. “I’m just... I’m not certain I can stay quiet.”

      “You can. I have complete faith in you. Now, lie back, relax, and let me remind you why you’re mine.”

      Lips tight with longing, Revca rose and let her dress course down to her knees. That left her taut, curvy body entirely naked. Wet already glistened between her legs.

      Now eying him almost shyly, Revca smiled. “Yes, husband.”

      Trent eased her into the bed and returned her generous favor once, and then again. Kari was taking a very long bath, and they had nowhere else to be. After he slowly and lovingly brought her to her second shuddering orgasm, Revca gripped his hair tight.

      “Gods, you’re good at that. But I can’t... it’s too much.”

      He kissed her belly and smiled up at her. “Thank you for trusting me.”

      She stared down at him with a level of adoration and gratitude that made him dizzy. “I always feel safe in your hands. I know you’d never hurt me. But... we really should clean up.”

      “Perhaps, once she’s clean, we can borrow Kari’s bath.”

      Revca squeezed his hand before she hopped off the bed and, on somewhat shaky legs, once again donned her dress. After that, she opened the door and glanced back.

      “I’ll call for you when she’s out. Let me know at once if you feel that mental itch.”

      After Revca left, Trent settled back on the bed. Her reminder that his affinity was chaos ether—ether that only appeared in their world after one battled devils or devil mages—felt more pertinent now than ever. Ruby spoke again in his mind.

      “What’s wrong, Master? Something troubles you.”

      Trent settled into the bed and explained what he’d felt when he stood near Marlowe. Ruby didn’t know what to make of it either, though she promised to pay attention next time he felt the itch. She could feel some of what he felt due to their bond.

      Marlowe couldn’t channel chaos ether. His only affinity was life ether, and he’d have no way to hide that from others. Trent also felt nothing like he’d felt with Marlowe around Kari, so he knew it wasn’t related to life ether. This was something else.

      As Revca had said, they couldn’t learn more until supper. Trent pulled Ruby from her sheath and rested with her silver blade on his chest. He could feel her warmth even in her sword form. Anyone who saw them would simply think he was possessive of his blade.

      Which he certainly was.

      Trent closed his eyes and relaxed. He was likely going to have a busy night after lights out, so he’d best get a bit of sleep. He was going to meet a foreign princess in only a few hours.

      He wondered what she’d be like.
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      Supper at Stonehew Academy was a more subdued affair than he’d expected. It made sense that the academy wouldn’t want just anyone eating with their princess, but the only people present were mentors and mistresses in red robes. The academy’s Executrix wasn’t present—she was away on business—which made it a wonder Trent was at this supper at all.

      He knew Kari had insisted. They hoped it wouldn’t make Marlowe suspicious. Trent stood at the back of the room by the wall as Kari’s guard.

      The itch was back. It was even stronger now than it had been when he was alone with Marlowe, and it was maddening to not have a source. He had listened as the other instructors introduced themselves to Kari, but they, like Marlowe, felt eerily calm.

      This couldn’t simply be a reaction to the presence of Princess Ivy, could it? Revca sat beside Kari at the table, and he couldn’t ask her. Neither looked his way, and Trent kept his eyes on the doors and windows like a good bodyguard should. He wasn’t here to eat.

      Everyone was obviously waiting for someone. When the wide doors creaked open and two soldiers in the blue and black armor of Corrin strode in with military precision, Trent knew the princess had finally arrived.

      Both soldiers swept the room like the experienced veterans they were and gave Trent a good long look to evaluate his threat level before clearing the way. Only after they were satisfied did Princess Ivy enter the room, wearing a tight black gown that hugged her long legs.

      She was exactly as she’d looked in his dream, pale and quite beautiful. Ivy was tall and leggy, with a bust about the size of Ruby’s. Her legs were constricted by her ankle-length dress, and her gown also rose to her collar. Only her pale shoulders and arms were exposed.

      Ivy’s hair, black as midnight, fell to the middle of her back. She wore a thin golden circlet in her hair encrusted with several gleaming jewels, yet as crowns went, it was modest. As Ivy’s dark eyes swept the room, they lingered just a bit too long on his.

      That wasn’t flirtation. That was recognition. She’d seen him before.

      Ivy was a death mage. Unlike Victoria, she could touch the Firmament. Did Belgor send her dreams as well, or, like Victoria, did he send her images of those she could trust?

      After a soldier pulled out a chair for her, Princess Ivy gripped her dress and sat primly at the center of the long table. She nodded to Mentor Marlowe, who seemed to be in charge of matters in the Executrix’s absence.

      “Let’s get started with supper, shall we?”

      For once, Trent was glad he didn’t have to deal with all the pageantry and formality of a fine noble supper. As part of his infiltration training at the Vespers, he had trained to suffer through these occasions. He knew all the proper utensils to use and the order of courses. That didn’t mean he enjoyed them.

      He did, however, keep his eyes and ears open. Most of the conversation at the table revolved around mundane matters at Stonehew Academy. Mentors and Mistresses discussed students and plans for the next few weeks.

      Some of the conversation, however, caught his interest. Ivy was eager to hear about life at the Primal Academy and in the Cridor Republic, and Kari was all too happy to share anecdotes. Were Trent in Marlowe’s place across from her, he would have been entranced.

      Marlowe alternated between staring at his plate and staring blankly in the direction of the woman he was supposed to be courting. Something was truly off about this man, and, for that matter, the rest of Stonehew Academy’s instructors. Only Princess Ivy seemed alert and lively.

      Everyone else seemed like they were simply going through the motions of supper.

      By the time dessert was served, Trent was struggling to focus past the abominable itch inside his head. What had been an annoyance at the start of the supper had fast turned into a torturous, unending irritation. He had to resist scratching angrily at his forehead.

      Had he fallen ill on the journey? Was this some lingering effect from whatever poison had been on the bolt that nearly killed him? Was the air itself poisoned somehow?

      Such were his struggles that he could barely focus when Princess Ivy spoke across the table to Kari.

      “Mistress Ambergreen, I’d like you to join me for wine and snacks after supper. I want to hear more about your republic. Your stories tonight have fascinated me.”

      Princess Ivy’s invitation was polite and pleasant, but it was also not phrased as a request. Trent pulled his focus from the damnable itch behind his eyes and looked to Kari for her reaction. As Kari smiled and inclined her head, she looked pleased by the invitation.

      “It’d be my pleasure, Highness. I’d be honored to speak to you.”

      Kari had done it. They had a way to speak privately with Ivy. So far, so good.

      Ivy smiled. “One of my soldiers will arrive at your quarters to escort you to me later tonight. Come alone.” As she rose, the rest of the table bowed their heads respectfully. “Thank you for a wonderful supper, Mentor Marlowe. Instructors. Now, I take my leave.”

      Regal as ever, Princess Ivy walked out without a look back at her subjects. As Trent covertly watched her go, he found himself comparing her to Victoria. Both women had a regal air about them, but Ivy’s was the air of a woman who’d been wielding power for years.

      Victoria wasn’t quite on Ivy’s level yet, at least not when it came to putting on royal airs. In Trent’s mind, that was a positive. Still, everyone including the instructors had seemed to be putting on masks for this supper. Perhaps Ivy was doing the same.

      Now, it would be up to Kari to arrange Ivy’s escape from the academy.
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      KARISSA

      As Princess Ivy’s soldier opened the door to Stonehew Academy’s diplomatic quarters and stepped back, he motioned with his free hand. “You’re expected inside, Mistress.”

      Kari expected the man to accompany her, and was surprised when he didn’t. She breezed into the room and listened as the soldier closed the door behind her.

      This was a small reception room set aside for visiting dignitaries to greet people who came to ask them for favors. The room was empty. Where were the rest of Ivy’s soldiers?

      From the room beyond, Ivy’s dignified voice called out. “In here, Mistress Ambergreen. I’ve already prepared a plate for us.”

      Bemused and a bit unnerved to be allowed so close to the princess of Corrin while unsupervised, Kari walked through the door and entered a larger sitting room as well-furnished as the quarters she’d been given. Ivy sat in a chair next to a table at the center.

      She had removed her circlet and her gloves, but still wore the dark ankle-length dress she’d had on at supper. She motioned with one hand for Kari to sit in a way that implied she expected obedience. No different from other nobles.

      Kari took the chair and then the waiting cup of wine. Nothing in Ivy’s breathing, heart rate, or posture suggested she’d poisoned the wine. She was nervous, but that was likely because she was now plotting her escape from Corrin with a foreign mage.

      Kari would let Princess Ivy herself bring that up.

      Ivy lifted her glass. “A toast?”

      Kari nodded and leaned forward. “To peace.”

      Ivy eyed her curiously, then lightly clinked their glasses together. “And security.”

      They sipped their wine at the same time. Ivy placed her glass beside her on the end table. Then, with all the dignity befitting a monarch, she committed treason.

      “How do you intend to smuggle me back to Princess Victoria?”

      Kari wondered how Victoria could possibly have slipped Ivy a message to expect her. It seemed her network of spies extended even into Corrin. That was impressive.

      Kari took another, much longer sip of her wine, then grabbed a piece of cheese. As she turned it in her hands, she focused on the danger.

      No one could hear them. Princess Ivy would never have admitted to attempting to defect if so. So she answered the question.

      “There’s a portal in the bowels of the academy. Forgotten. But we can activate it.”

      “And go where?”

      “To Princess Victoria and safety.”

      Ivy nodded. “My man at the door is loyal to me, as is the other, but only because they do not yet know I plan to defect. I pray they will not be punished when I vanish, but I cannot bring them with me. I would only ask that if you must disable them, you spare their lives.”

      “We’ll sure do all we can. But if they’re loyal men, why can’t you trust them?”

      “Because they are also loyal to my younger brother, and both have families in the capital as well. My brother has given them strict orders to ensure I do not leave Corrin. He already suspects I’m having second thoughts about the war.”

      Kari nibbled on her cheese. “So, why do you want to defect?”

      “Our father is no longer himself. He is now possessed by a devil, as are half the court mages and every instructor at Stonehew Academy. A conspiracy of devil mages have turned Corrin into their puppet nation, and now my people suffer. I intend to take it back.”

      Kari almost choked on her cheese, then stared wide-eyed at Ivy. She evaluated Ivy’s heart rate, breathing, and posture to see if the woman was deceiving her.

      Princess Ivy wasn’t lying. She actually believed this.

      She believed that Corrin’s king, half its court, and every instructor at Stonehew Academy had made devil deals. They were now possessed by the otherworldly entities the academies taught all mages to avoid at all costs.

      Kari was going to need a lot more wine before she was ready to have this conversation.
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        * * *

      

      TRENT

      For what felt like hours after supper, Trent waited impatiently in the servant’s quarters with Revca cuddled in his arms. They’d kissed and snuggled, but otherwise remained alert for Kari’s return. They couldn’t get distracted when an academy servant might enter at any time.

      Revca didn’t ask questions. She didn’t try to make small talk. She simply rested in his arms, warm and willing, as Trent treasured just how good she felt against him. It felt like they grew closer every day, and her loyalty to him was now stronger than ever.

      He couldn’t bear the idea of Revca being killed and raised as a soulless. Ruby remained beside them on the bed in her sword form, but she was silent as well, likely resting in preparation for whatever they would face tonight. He would keep his wives safe.

      There was no guarantee they could leave tonight, of course. Yet thus far, Mentor Marlowe didn’t seem to think anything was amiss, and Trent trusted Kari to move things forward at a respectable pace.

      After three weeks on the road, Trent keenly missed Bethany as well. The thought that he could be back in her arms as soon as tonight was a keen motivator.

      Finally, the lock on the outer door opened. Revca hopped out of his arms and rushed to the door leading from the servant’s quarters to the main quarters. A door opened and closed, followed by Revca’s voice.

      “You’ve returned. Wonderful. How was your visit with the princess?”

      “Disturbing as all hells. Grab our husband. We need to talk.”

      Trent was already up and through the door. “Here.”

      Kari walked over to the couch and thumped down. “It’s bad. It’s real bad. Maybe the biggest threat to the realm in our lifetimes, and we walked right into it.”

      Trent’s eyes widened as he joined Revca at the table. “What in the hells happened?”

      Kari calmly laid out the truth about why Mentor Marlowe and the other instructors here seemed so stiff and lifeless. They weren’t human any longer. They were devils wearing human flesh, just like the men Trent had fought while searching for Princess Victoria in the republic.

      And then, in a flash of insight, he understood the itch. “Kari, I felt them.”

      Revca glanced at him. “What?”

      “The itch. That’s the itch! It first came on when I met Marlowe and spent time with him, and when we had supper, it grew almost unbearable.”

      Kari turned pale. “You can feel the presence of devil mages?”

      “It’s the only way to account for the fact that my head almost split apart at supper. I was standing in a room full of them. The sensation eased after we left supper, but it was the same sensation I had around Marlowe. Just stronger.”

      Kari whistled softly. “Now that’s a damn useful talent. Academies across the realm would love to know how you pulled that off.”

      “As would I.” Trent focused on their goals. “Still, as disturbing as it is to know I can sense devil mages, our plans haven’t changed. We still need to get Princess Ivy to safety, now more so than ever. We need to get her away from her guards and down to that portal.”

      Revca wrung her hands. “How could an entire academy make devil deals?”

      Kari looked almost livid. “Fear, hon. In hindsight, Corrin’s situation is the perfect bait for desperate mages. I’d bet you tomorrow’s supper that every mage here made a devil deal hopin’ to protect their nation and people. Their selflessness could doom the rest of us.”

      Trent frowned as he considered. “If Ivy knew this academy was infested before she invited us here, why would she choose to meet us in a den of devil mages?”

      Kari stared into his eyes. “She says a devil named Xorumon told her she was going to meet us here, hon. That devil spoke to her in her dreams.”

      That name again. Xorumon, Belgor’s lieutenant. Trent had known Xorumon had already spoken with Ivy, of course, but he hadn’t told Kari yet.

      He was grateful Kari had come by this information on her own and relieved Princess Ivy had shared it freely. That was all the more assurance they could trust Kari in regards to his patron. So long as she knew he hadn’t made a deal, his hearth wife had no concerns.

      Kari grimaced. “Here’s the other thing, hon. I think I know how we all died.”

      Revca thumped down in the chair. “How?”

      “Ivy’s admission about the instructors threw me for a loop. Never would have believed it if I didn’t already know what you’d told me, Trent. I like snoopin’, and knowin’ me, I probably got caught searchin’ Marlowe’s room or something just that dumb.”

      Trent winced. “Which is why, in my dream, Marlowe said it was your fault.”

      “I doomed us, hon. Or... I would have, if you hadn’t warned me.”

      Trent gripped her shoulder. “And yet now you’ve uncovered a massive devil mage conspiracy and contacted the princess. None of this would be possible without you. You’re the reason we’re here, and you’re the reason we know all this. You’re incredible.”

      Trent dropped onto the couch, then kissed her. With a soft, contented sound, Kari melted against him. She rested her forehead against his and smiled.

      “You plan to dote on me like that every day? Cause I wouldn’t mind.”

      “Every day I can. I feel blessed to have you in our tribe.”

      “Sure glad I’m your wife.” Kari blew out a breath. “So, I told Ivy about the portal, and she told me she’s ready to go tonight. Just need to find a way to get her out of her chambers and down to the cellar.”

      Trent saw no reason to delay. “What did you see of the princess’s security arrangements?”

      Over the next ten minutes, Kari revealed every detail of Princess Ivy’s chamber, the soldiers guarding her door, and the soulless sentinels she’d walked past on the way there. Trent considered what they faced and didn’t like it.

      They simply couldn’t reach Ivy through the halls. That left one other option he’d hoped they could avoid. This one involved his climbing gear, slick walls, and avoiding a very long drop.

      “The diplomatic suite is above this one, isn’t it? Or close?”

      Kari paled at his words. “You’re gonna try and climb up to her window?”

      “I’ve climbed walls far more treacherous than these. Ruby has the proper equipment in her packs. I can do it.”

      “Even if you monkey your way up the wall and through her window, how’d you plan to get her back down?”

      “I don’t think I can. Yet once we’re together, I’ll have Ruby, and Ivy will have her death spell forms. Death mages can control soulless, right?”

      Kari nodded. “Yeah. Seen Mentor Gellar do it a few times. Back at the academy.”

      “Good. I can’t get past those dead sentinels if I approach her through the halls, but Ivy can deal with them. Together, we can reach this room.”

      Revca frowned. “Why not go straight to the portal, husband? I can prepare it for us.”

      “Not a chance. In my dream, when I sent you off alone to secure the portal, you died and were raised as a soulless. I’m not splitting us up. After Ivy and I return to this room, we descend to the portal and leave together.”

      Kari winced. “Just one problem with that, hon.”

      “Another problem?”

      “I saved this one for last because I don’t know how to deal with it. When I left my meeting with the princess, a soldier passed me a note from Mentor Marlowe. He’s invited me for a nightcap.”

      Trent frowned. “Decline.”

      “I can’t, hon. If I tell him no, he may decide to wander around the academy, or check in on Princess Ivy. With the Executrix gone, he’s in charge of the whole place, which means no one moves without his orders. That’s how devils work. Someone needs to keep him busy while you make your move.”

      “You can’t go and have a nightcap with a devil mage, Kari!”

      “I’ll be careful, but our priority is still gettin’ Princess Ivy out of here. If anyone suspects she knows the truth about Corrin’s king, they’ll kill her. Might even blame us for it. We need Ivy in the fold, and we need to end this war with Corrin. Now more than ever.”

      Trent grimaced and shook his head. “Knowing literal devil mages are training those Corrin sends onto the battlefield will only strength Tallun’s hand.”

      “Unless Princess Ivy herself denounces her father and academy. Then, we’ll see. But you need a distraction, and I’m the best one you have. I’m a big girl, Trent. I can protect myself.”

      Trent wanted desperately to forbid Kari from meeting with Marlowe again. The thought of losing her to a devil mage was almost unbearable.

      Yet as Kari said, she was a powerful and experienced life mage. She was also not simply his to protect. She could protect herself, and for their new relationship to work, he would have to trust her. They would have to trust each other.

      He stared into her eyes. “You’re certain you can protect yourself if things go wrong?”

      “You certain you can monkey up those walls without turnin’ into a pancake?”

      “Fair. All right. Thank you for acting as our distraction. We’ll wait for you at the portal.”

      Kari grinned, then hugged him tight. “You were right, hon.”

      “About what?”

      “Not you.” Kari kissed his shoulder and looked at Revca. “He walks beside us.”

      Revca smiled proudly. “As I said.”

      With their plan in place and the enemy closing in around them, there was no further reason to delay. Kari left to meet with Marlowe, to keep him occupied and avoid suspicion, while Revca promised to bar the door and wait for Trent’s return.

      Ruby manifested in their diplomatic suite for the first time, then dropped the pack that carried Trent’s climbing equipment. It was a dark and rainy night, which would make the bricks unusually slippery. The only blessing was that it would also make him difficult to see.

      After kissing Ruby more than enough times to remind her how much he cared, Trent turned her back into a sword. He had evaluated the bricks of Stonehew Academy when they arrived. They were old and weathered, with plenty of spaces in the grout for his pitons to stick.

      He had done more treacherous climbs in worse weather. He was fairly confident he wouldn’t die. Yet before he hopped out the window, he attached a safety line to a wide bench and braced it below the window.

      If he fell, it would hurt, but the bench wedge into the window would prevent him from falling all the way. He could start his climb again, assuming he wasn’t spotted by the guards below. Even if he was, they would have difficulty hitting him with arrows.

      The rain had slacked off to a drizzle, and the night was dark, save for the dim gleam of two armored Stone Guards patrolling below. Neither man had any reason to look up, and the grout was just as old as Trent hoped. His pitons went right in. Climbing the outside wall was slow and exhausting, but seeing the window of the diplomatic quarters open a few floors above motivated him.

      He didn’t think about Kari being stuck in a room with a devil mage. He didn’t think about Revca being forced to defend herself as soldiers and soulless battered down their door. He didn’t think about his dream of Ruby and Revca dying.

      He climbed the stone.

      He was almost to the upper window when a piton slipped free. He banged his arm painfully, but his other piton held... as did his arm. Grimacing in pain, he took a moment to calm his pounding heart and rescued his second piton. Finally, he reached the window.

      Once he could grasp the windowsill, the rest was easy. He slipped silently into the darkened room, then untied the rope. The torches were out, suggesting Princess Ivy was asleep, or pretending to be. She shouldn’t have any soldiers in the room with her.

      Just before he slipped through the door to what was likely the bedchamber, the faint sound of breathing tipped off his sensitive ears. Ivy wasn’t in her bed. She was awake and pressed against the wall beside the doorway into her bedroom, ready to attack.

      The death mage princess of Corrin would be no easy mark.

      Trent spoke in a low tone. “My name is Trent Marston, Highness. I’m Princess Victoria’s first knight. I’ve come to lead you to the portal below this academy, and to my liege.”

      After a moment, Ivy spoke. “I expected you to come through the door.”

      “There are far too many soulless and soldiers in the halls for that approach. The window was better. Now, are you ready to go?”

      With a swish of fabric, Ivy walked into view. She wore the same black dress she’d worn to supper, which was less than ideal.

      Trent already knew how this would go. “You need to change.”

      As Ivy eyed him doubtfully, he was reminded of Victoria’s hesitance to let him “alter” her mother’s dress when he rescued her from Whitebridge’s Chapel School. Princesses, it seemed, were possessive of their clothing across the realm.

      The princess of Corrin crossed her arms. “I will not enter a foreign court dressed as a commoner. I will greet Princess Victoria as her equal.”

      “No, Highness, you will fall and die in that dress while we escape. Pack it if you must, but change into something you can run in. I’ll turn my back and wait.”

      As much as it went against his instincts, Trent turned his back. He didn’t have time to argue with Ivy, but he also couldn’t rush her. Princesses, he knew, could also be stubborn.

      She spoke again. “I’ve seen you before, you know.”

      “I know. I’ve seen you as well. Belgor sends me dreams of the future.”

      Ivy went silent for a moment as if considering his claim. “Truly?”

      “Yes. In the last dream he sent me, we all died because you couldn’t run in that dress.” That was an exaggeration, but a useful one. “So please, Highness. Change.”

      “Oh, very well. Do not turn around.”

      “Rest assured, I’ve no intention of that, Highness.”

      He focused on listening for the sound of guards outside the door, or any sounds of alarm suggesting the academy was under attack. All he heard was the soft sound of fabric sliding on and off of pale skin. At least he knew Ivy was changing her clothes.

      Faster than he expected, Ivy spoke again. “You may turn around now.”

      Trent turned around to see Ivy dressed far more sensibly. She was now wearing a tight black tunic and riding pants that flattered her frame. It would do.

      He entered the room and looked around. “Grab your pack.”

      She frowned as she followed him. “You’re going to make me carry my own pack?”

      “I need to be able to use my sword, Highness. But I’ll let you deal with the soulless.”

      A rustle of cloth told him that Ivy was, thankfully, able to carry her own belongings. Trent motioned to the door and approached silently. He pressed against the wall, then beckoned for Ivy to open it. He mouthed, “Call him in.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, Victoria knocked on the door. “Sir Alain?”

      A male voice responded at once. “Yes, Highness?”

      “Please open the door. I wish to walk the halls. I’m feeling rather restless tonight.”

      “Of course, Highness.”

      This soldier sounded respectful and considerate. Trent intended to honor Ivy’s wish. He would not kill this man unless he had absolutely no other choice.

      When Sir Alain opened the door and walked inside wearing only an armored chestplate, Trent was relieved to find his neck fully exposed. He snaked an arm around it and kicked Alain’s knees out from under him. That threw the other man off balance, and his armor weighed him down.

      Alain wheezed and gasped as Trent choked him out. As Victoria watched in increasing alarm, her sworn soldier thrashed and flailed until finally, he sagged in Trent’s grip. Trent released his chokehold before it could prove fatal and beckoned to Ivy.

      He mouthed, “He’s alive. With me.”

      As Victoria glanced at Sir Alain, Trent saw the conflict there. He appreciated that she felt guilty about luring her loyal soldier into an ambush, even if it was convenient for her purposes. It was more reassurance that she was who she claimed to be: a good woman.

      They entered the hallway to find it abandoned. Trent set off at once, and then paused at the corner and raised a hand to halt Ivy. He quickly peeked around for just long enough to spot the threat, then pressed against the wall and beckoned Ivy closer.

      She crept forward, eyes wide and chest heaving. She was obviously as keyed up as he was, if not more so. This was likely her first heart-pounding escape.

      Trent mouthed, “Soulless. Can you deal with it?”

      Ivy rose and strode forward, twirling two fingers. As she did so, ether that was black and somehow glowed at the same time manifested on her fingertips. With a full-body motion that looked similar to a woman doing a ritualistic dance, she channeled a spell form.

      Trent heard a faint clatter, followed by a hiss. He peered around the corner to see a melting pile of ice and flesh. An armored helmet and empty chestplate sat atop it.

      Princess Ivy could banish soulless. That would be very useful.

      Working together, they avoided one patrolling Stone Guard and melted two more soulless sentinels. They descended two levels and then hurried to the guest quarters. Trent rapped heavily on the door, twice, then called through.

      “Revca? Open it.”

      The door unbolted at once, and then Revca hurried out. She exchanged a brief glance with Ivy, curtsied, and then looked to Trent. He set off without a word as Revca and Ivy fell into step behind him. This time, thanks to Kari’s bold distraction, they were undetected.

      They encountered no more Stone Guards. Trent wondered if the devil mages here had done something to them. He knew that the reason magic academies had soldiers was two-fold.

      They were here to protect these mages, but they were also soldiers who couldn’t touch the Firmament. That meant a devil couldn’t tempt them. They were to be the last line of defense against the mages they guarded, in case those very same mages betrayed the realm.

      Stonehew Academy was infested. So either the Stone Guards had failed in their duty... or they, like the devil mages running this academy, had been compromised or deceived.

      Ivy banished a few more soulless as they reached the lowest level of the academy, then marched down the hall toward a closed wooden door. Trent recognized this hallway. It was the one in which he and the others had been cornered by Marlowe’s soulless army.

      This time, it was empty. Kari had done whatever she needed to do to avoid raising an alarm during Ivy’s escape.

      Belgor’s warning, limited though it might be, had saved them again. Trent still didn’t like dancing to a devil’s tune, but at least the music was good.

      The door to the next room was locked, but Trent picked it without issue. Inside, they found a storeroom not dissimilar to that which they’d found beneath the Primal Academy. An urgent spree of sheet removal finally uncovered the inactive portal against the wall.

      Trent pointed at the portal. “Open it.”

      Revca frowned. “Kari?”

      “We’re going to wait for her, but given what we’re up against, I’d like reinforcements.”

      Revca stepped forward and manifested fresh ether. “At once, husband.”

      As Trent stepped back and watched the door, Ivy regarded him calmly. “You are married, Sir Marston?”

      Trent kept his eyes on the door. “Yes.”

      “Then Mistress Ambergreen is your... concubine?”

      “No. She’s my hearth wife. In addition to Revca and Kari, I have two more. We are a Windborne tribe, and I’m the chief.”

      He expected Ivy to ask a dozen questions. Instead, she simply nodded. “I see.”

      That was not the reaction he’d expected. It seemed Revca and Bethany were right. Corrin’s people were familiar with ways of the Windborne.

      So at least that wouldn’t be an awkward conversation in the future.

      A burst of light behind him told him the portal was open. Trent risked a glance back to find the portal room back home occupied. Pip was lounging in full armor on a chair, half asleep.

      He snapped awake the moment he noticed the portal opening and gawked. Trent waved, then pointed toward the stairs on the other side.

      Pip sprinted up the stairs. Help was on the way.

      With luck, they wouldn’t need it.
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      Seconds ticked by like hours as Trent waited, hoping against hope that Kari would find her way down to the portal on her own. He had considered sending Princess Ivy through the portal immediately, but he might end up needing a death mage if soulless attacked.

      He kept his eyes focused on the exit, not the portal. The heavy clanking of armor, however, told him that he was no longer alone. Sapphire had arrived.

      She huffed in audible annoyance. “There a problem?”

      Bethany gripped his arm. Trent turned and smiled as he saw Sapphire, Bethany, Captain Crane, and Eight Company all standing and awaiting his orders. They were a step away from freedom... but he wasn’t going to leave without Karissa Ambergreen.

      He wanted to hug Bethany tightly and never let go. Instead, he gave the orders necessary to ensure they accomplished their mission. Ivy had to come first.

      He turned to the princess of Corrin. “Highness, this is Lady Marston, Princess Victoria’s lady-in-waiting. She will see you safely to the princess and attend to your comfort.”

      Ivy nodded. Sending her off with a commoner might have offended her, but Bethany was now nobility, just like he was. Her new station would satisfy Ivy’s sense of propriety.

      “Captain, Revca, hold the portal open.” Trent wasn’t going to leave Revca to hold the portal on her own, but he also knew Eight Company’s weapons couldn’t harm soulless. “Sapphire? With me. We’re going back up.”

      Bethany frowned at him. “Why?”

      “We’re going to find Kari.”

      Bethany’s eyes widened. “She’s missing?”

      “She stayed behind to distract a devil mage in charge of this academy.”

      Sapphire growled low. “Oh, it would be one of those.”

      Revca touched Bethany’s arm. “Also, Kari has decided to join our tribe. As a hearth wife.”

      Bethany gawked but a moment before she threw her arms around Trent and hugged him tight. She looked somewhere between worried and overjoyed... but she trusted him. She kissed him longingly in front of everyone, then smiled and eased him away.

      “Bring her back to us, husband. I’ll see to the princess.”

      Ivy looked around at them. “I can help as well. How will you deal with the soulless?”

      With a ring of steel, Sapphire pulled her brand new two-handed sword off her back. This time, it ignited with a bright red flame. Firebringer was hungry for devil flesh.

      Trent couldn’t see Sapphire’s grin through her helmet. He knew it was there, though.

      As Ivy stared at the sword, her eyes widened. She swallowed and looked at Bethany.

      “After you, Lady Marston.”

      As Trent pulled Ruby from her sheath and strode forward, her voice spoke over their bond. “Master? You’re tense. Are we facing enemies?”

      “Not yet, but we will be. Sapphire’s with us. We’re not leaving without Kari.”

      “Oh, we can’t!” He felt Ruby’s determination over their bond. “Let’s go get her!”

      Trent took the lead without any attempt at stealth. Sapphire’s clanking would give them away as soon as anyone entered the same hallway as her, and speed was more important than stealth now. They had to get to the upper floors, break into Marlowe’s chamber, and get out before the devil mages or the Stone Guards could organize a defense.

      As they hurried up the spiral stairs, they encountered their first soulless. It was walking a mindless patrol, but the dead soldier reacted with a cackling hiss. It hadn’t even pulled its club free before Trent stabbed it with Ruby’s blade. It burst into flames and melted.

      As they ascended, Trent came face to face with a young man who looked to be a mage in training. He gawked and fell back in terror. Trent clubbed him on the top of the head with Ruby’s hilt hard enough to, he hoped, simply knock him out. He didn’t stop to check.

      They emerged onto the floor for the instructors to find three mages in red robes all standing ready. They must have been alerted by the death of the soulless, or something more sinister. As all three simultaneously cued up bursts of purple energy, Trent thrust.

      The burst of magical energy Ruby could summon once a day blasted down the narrow hall. It incinerated all three death mages at a single blast of energy. The fact that they burned like the soulless below revealed their true nature: they were also devil mages.

      In the aftermath of their death, glowing motes of dark purple ether floated in the hallway after their deaths. That was chaos ether. Trent could see it.

      At his side, Sapphire grunted. “Gods, Marston, I just got this shiny new godsword. Could you stop killing all the devils?”

      Trent didn’t smile. If Xorumon was right, and devils couldn’t lie, chaos ether only manifested after one fought and killed a devil. He wouldn’t be able to come back to this academy and collect it. This was too rare to leave behind.

      With a grimace, he dipped his finger in a mote, swirled it, and drew it into his chest.

      The sensation of gnats buzzing in his stomach came with a vengeance. It was distracting, but tolerable. As Trent walked forward, he drew mote after mote.

      Sapphire cursed softly. “You really are a mage.”

      “It seems so. I’m a chaos mage.”

      “You know any spell forms?”

      “Not a one. But we can’t leave it here.”

      “Just hurry, Marston. If we⁠—”

      Her sentence was cut off as a door opened, and an older woman in the red battle robes of an academy instructor stepped out. Her eyes turned stark black as she raised both hands, which crackled with lightning. Sapphire cut her down with a single swing.

      As her body caught fire and crumpled, Trent reached out and drew another mote. At least the sensation of gnats in his chest wasn’t growing worse. It was simply getting bigger.

      Sapphire walked past him. “You know which door is Marlowe’s?”

      “No idea. But at least we know they’re devil mages. No need to pull our punches.”

      Working with Sapphire, Trent kicked down door after door. Many rooms were empty, but they found and ended the lives of two more devil mage instructors. Trent drew the chaos ether left behind from their deaths as well. How much could he carry inside him?

      Finally, at the end of the hall, the door opened to reveal Mentor Marlowe. He crouched low, one hand glowing with white light. Kari was unconscious on the floor in front of him.

      His other hand held a strange dagger above her chest.

      Marlowe’s eyes turned stark black as he scowled at them.

      “Stop, fools! Drop your weapons! One wrong move and I’ll banish⁠—”

      He fell backward with a scream as Trent whipped a throwing knife into his eye. As Marlowe’s other eye narrowed, he raised his dagger to stab blindly at Kari. Trent tossed his body onto Marlowe and stabbed downward with Ruby.

      He had never been astride a devil mage as it burst into flames. He wasn’t surprised when it singed his skin, but his armor took the worst of it. Marlowe... or the devil that had infested his body... was dead. Marlowe himself must have died long ago.

      He checked Kari over, to find her breathing but unconscious. He didn’t even bother trying to wake her.

      He rose and turned to the door, then, after a moment’s reflection, picked up the strange knife. It had a pure black handle, spiky and odd, and a blade that gleamed white.

      He tucked it into his pocket. “Sapphire, carry her.”

      Behind him, the big woman grunted in disbelief. “What? Why can’t you?”

      “You’re stronger than me.”

      “That’s... well, all right. Fair.”

      Trent had no illusions about his ability to carry a full-grown woman through multiple levels of this academy while fighting off soulless and worse. He also had no shame about asking a woman who could lift a carriage to do it for him. Sapphire’s clanking assured him she was well-equipped for the task.

      He had no idea what Marlowe had done to Kari. He suspected it never would have happened if she’d refused to join him for a night cap. She had put herself at risk to ensure the rest of them escaped, and he was going to thank her for that again and again back home.

      But they had to get home first.

      On the way back down, they encountered no more soulless. When they encountered two Stone Guards, however, Trent decided to bluff.

      “Someone’s upstairs! They’re trying to break into the princess’s chamber! Go, quick!”

      The two Stone Guards hesitated just long enough for Trent to rush past them. Sapphire did the same.

      Then they were heading down the stairway, and soon after they were at the portal again, where Revca, Captain Crane, and Eight Company waited impatiently.

      Trent saw a number of ash piles. Soulless or worse had attacked the portal while they were gone, but Revca and Eight Company had held strong together. His pact wife smiled in relief at seeing Kari unharmed.

      Ivy was safe. Kari was safe. Revca and Ruby were alive.

      Once again, thanks to his prophetic dreams, Trent and his wives had safely navigated an impossible situation.

      So now, all they had to do was stop a decades-long war.
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        * * *

      

      KARISSA

      When Kari woke on a soft bed, she felt like she was drifting peacefully on a warm sea. She felt refreshed and a bit confused, even more so as she remembered the world spinning around her. Then her chest seized up.

      Marlowe had spiked the wine. A devil mage had spiked her wine. She’d passed out!

      Trent’s warm voice and firm hand on her shoulder steadied her. “You’re safe now, Kari, so just relax. We’re back in the monastery, all unharmed.”

      Kari blearily opened her eyes.

      She was in her own soft bed in her new embassy, but she wasn’t alone. Her new tribe was with her, and all of them looked overjoyed to see her awake.

      Moreover, her room smelled like strawberries. As she spotted the scented candle burning in the corner, she realized why.

      Kari’s heart swelled as she looked around. Not just at Trent. Trent was as handsome as ever, even if he had bags under his eyes. How long had he waited up for her?

      The others were here as well. Bethany. Ruby. Revca. All three women looked overjoyed to see her awake, and seeing them all here made her feel as welcome and wonderful as she did back home.

      Kari realized that she had never felt fully at home in the Primal Academy. She felt at home now. She was with her tribe. She would never be alone again.

      With a grin, Kari looked around. “How long have y’all been standin’ there like that?”

      Bethany settled on the bed beside her and gripped her hands. “Long enough to worry about you... sister wife. Whatever Marlowe dosed you with was powerful, and none of us have your healing abilities. Nor does the Enchanter.”

      Kari frowned. “How’d you heal me?”

      Ruby perked up. “Oh, we couldn’t! It was awful. Trent wanted to watch you all the time, but needed sleep. We took turns watching you and giving you water until you woke up.”

      She was touched by their concern. “How long was I out?”

      Bethany squeezed her hands. “All day and night. Can you tell if there are any ill effects?”

      Kari grasped the Firmament. As the phantom sack cloth over her head revealed hundreds of motes of glowing white ether, she pulled some out and traced it along her body. The way it changed color and the ripples of pleasure told her all she needed to know.

      “I’m tired. Dehydrated. But otherwise fine.” She grimaced. “I expected a devil mage to try and melt me, or stab me. Didn’t expect him to stoop so low as to spike my wine.”

      Trent settled into bed beside her and stroked back her hair. That simple affection sent a thrill through her body. Her new husband smiled in relief, but she saw his worry for her.

      Trent’s smile faded. “We’re lucky he didn’t get to finish his plan.”

      “I’d have killed him for that.”

      “It wasn’t that, Kari. It was worse.”

      She blinked. “What could be worse than that?”

      With an expert flick of his wrist, Trent produced a strange dagger. The hilt was oddly-shaped, almost ritualistic, and the blade gleamed with an unnatural glow.

      Kari stared warily at the odd dagger. “Where’d you get that?”

      “Marlowe had it. He intended to stab you with it.”

      She swallowed. “It’s cursed?”

      “Worse. It’s enchanted.”

      Kari blinked. “Like... the Enchanter’s trinkets?”

      “The very same magic, though the Enchanter claims it was not he who enchanted it. We do, however, now know what it does. Do you recall the story I told you about when we encountered those devil mages in the forest? One stabbed Ruby, and she collapsed.”

      Ruby shuddered and hugged herself. “Oh, it was awful.”

      Kari thought back. Her memory was still a bit fuzzy. “You said... she ended up in the Firmament. Right? That’s why her body collapsed.”

      Revca stepped forward. “She didn’t simply end up there. I recognized that dagger the moment Trent showed it to me. It was the same as one those devil mages wielded.”

      Kari was growing increasingly alarmed. “You know what the enchantment does?”

      “The soul of any person stabbed with that dagger is cast into the Firmament.”

      Kari gawked at her. “That can’t be right. That ain’t even possible!”

      “I’m afraid it is, Mistress. Now do you realize what fate Marlowe intended for you?”

      Kari’s whole body went cold. “He wouldn’t.”

      Trent squeezed her hand. “The Enchanter and Revca believe that is how the devils took so many mages in Stonehew Academy. Not because they made devil deals. All a devil mage needed to do was stab them, and their bodies would be as empty as Anton’s.”

      “Mages waiting for possession. Gods.” As Kari sat up, the whole room spun.

      Trent steadied her. “Sapphire visited the Primal Academy to inform them of what we’ve learned. Executor Tallow is alarmed and aware. He’ll spread the news to the other academies.”

      Kari shuddered and then rested against her new husband. “Gods. Those poor mages. For all we know, their souls might still be out there. Lost in a sea of dreams.”

      “I know. It’s horrifying. So needless to say, we’re all very glad you’re still with us.”

      After a moment, Kari smiled again. “You saved me. Again.”

      “You saved us, Kari. We’d never have escaped Stonehew Academy if not for you.”

      “So we call it even?”

      “Not even close.” Trent kissed her so warmly it made her toes curl. “I’m far from done thanking you tonight. But for now, all you need do is lie here in bed with us.”

      Kari’s lips quirked. “Us? All y’all?”

      Bethany scooted closer. “Your bed is bigger than ours, and far more comfortable. Would you prefer we head to our room first?”

      Ruby rushed over and all but dived onto the bed. “No! I like this one!”

      After shaking her head in bemusement, Revca walked over as well. “It is late. I suppose we should all get some sleep... and Kari does have the only bed in this monastery that is big enough for all of us to sleep in together.”

      As Kari considered the man staring at her with warm, wide eyes, she grinned. “Fine. We’ll share the bed. Y’all can sleep if you want, but I’m not tired.”

      Ruby giggled. “Is there someone you’d like to do first?”

      Bethany squeezed her arm. “He’s yours first, then. If you’re feeling up to it.”

      As Kari stared into Trent’s eyes, her heart pounded. She glanced at Bethany and smiled. “It’s just like you said, Beth.”

      Bethany eyed her knowingly. “Oh?”

      “Every time he looks at me, I want him to tear my clothes off.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you’ve enjoyed the fourth volume of Queen’s Kestrel! With the addition of Mistress Karissa Ambergreen and Princess Ivy of Corrin, the allies Trent has gathered for Princess Victoria grow stronger than ever... as do the threats facing Trent’s tribe.

      In the next book, Trent will grow closer with his new hearth wife, get to know Princess Ivy, continue to unravel the mysteries of his chaos ether affinity, and help Princess Victoria grow her forces in preparation for announcing her campaign to retake her throne.

      I hope you’ll be back for the next volume!

      The audio for this book is once again narrated by the 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!

      At the time of this book’s publication, I have two standalone haremlit titles I hope you’ll enjoy. Morphinizin’ Chroma Corps is a Power Rangers homage I wrote with Virgil Knightley, and one of the silliest books I’ve ever written. The Warlock of Oom is a gender-flipped fairytale road trip harem that’s an homage to The Wizard of Oz, and quite fun.

      I also have two other haremlit series available.

      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 three was released in April 2025, and if you’re reading this around its time of publication, book four is on the way.

      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. In this completed series, Ryn Xaven will build a life with multiple beautiful female mages as he sets off to stop a second devil war. As of this publication, an e-book and audio omnibus is available.

      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.dannyrogan.com/. And if you’d like to support my work and read bonus content, you can find me at https://www.patreon.com/dannyrogan.

      You can also find and chat with me on the Romance for Men, Pulp Fantasy, and Haremlit, links to which follow this note.

      Until next time!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Danny Rogan
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      Ten years ago an elite author was sent to Facebook jail for a violation of rule 34 they didn't commit. This man promptly escaped from a maximum-security facility and into the Internet underground.

      Today, still wanted by Meta, they survive as a writer of fortune. If you are bored... and no else can help... and if you can find them on an Amazon search... then maybe you can read a story by... Danny Rogan.

      
        
        Follow me on Amazon here.

        Check my website here.

        You can support me here on Patreon.

        Chat with me on Discord.

        Follow HaremLitBooks on Facebook to keep up with the latest releases in the genre!

      

      

      
        
        Also by Danny Rogan

        Mono-Romance

        How I Met My Hot Alien Girlfriend Omnibus

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Check This Out!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading!

        If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review.

        Reviews are so important to authors.
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        Join Royal Guard Publishing Discord to participate in tons of giveaways, extra content,  and chat with all our authors and narrators.

      

        

      
        For more Harem Adventures Check out:

        For more Harem Lit Adventures:

        www.royalguardpublishing.com

        https://www.facebook.com/RoyalGuard2020

        https://www.facebook.com/marcus.sloss.524

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks

        https://www.reddit.com/r/haremfantasynovels/

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/1520110688072405/members (Harem Lit)

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/484560235438701 (Club Kaiju)

        https://linktr.ee/romanceformen

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/pulpfantasy
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