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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune opened his eyes to warmth and dappled light. He lay beneath the branches of a massive tree which had grown up through the side of a mountain. It seemed to be holding back the great stone, protecting Rune from its fall, like a guardian. 
 
    Rune trusted the tree to keep him safe, and he settled deeper into the grass. His gaze followed the branches above him, spreading into a living haze at the edge of his vision. There was no sound, no rustling, only contentment. It was peaceful here, soft as a lover. Even the air had the feeling of petals. 
 
    Rune smiled and did not rise from the grass. He would sleep now. 
 
    There you are, said a voice. 
 
    Rune frowned and sat up. The voice had been strange. There was no peace in it, only war and destruction. The words felt like smoke in his ears. 
 
    Suddenly this all felt familiar. He was dreaming. He had dreamt this before. 
 
    Who are you? he asked. It wasn’t the first time for this either. 
 
    The voice did not reply. 
 
    Rune grew cold, and he rose to his feet. The branches in the distance began to recede. The dream was fading too fast for him to catch it. 
 
    Answer me! he called out. Show yourself! 
 
    Ah, said the voice, ancient and rough. Arrogant, as always. I see you have come to me. 
 
    Rune spun in place, searching, but he was surrounded by forest. Trees blocked out the sky in every shape and direction, even as they faded away. He could not see through the knots of their branches, through the dissipating walls of their trunks. 
 
    What do you want? Rune said, but his voice emerged from his head, like a whispering wind as it passed through the leaves. 
 
    You think you can destroy me, Prime? I would like to see you try. 
 
    Rune didn’t understand, and he tried to say so. He shouted into the dark that took the forest away, but he couldn’t hear his own words. 
 
    Yet still, he could hear the broken voice in the shadows: 
 
    Enjoy your last days on this earth, it told him. You shall not escape me again. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Most men would kill for this, Rune thought. He was pacing across a plush rug worth more than a house, pausing to lean on a terrace banister literally gilded with gold, and surveying a thousand-foot view of the countryside that could have made a poet drop dead from exhaustion. 
 
    Rune knew the feeling. He hadn’t slept well. He’d had a nightmare somewhere around midnight, but he didn’t remember the details. There had been a great tree, a tortured voice. 
 
    Forget it. It was only a dream. 
 
    With a growl, Rune dug his hands into the banister. He ought to be happy right now. He was the guest of a king, with a bag of coin at his bedside, and a beautiful woman he could take to that bed. He had everything, and most men would kill for it. 
 
    But Rune Tellarus was not most men. 
 
    “And you’re absolutely certain?” Narcissa asked for the third time in as many hours as Rune shoved back from the banister to resume his pacing. The two of them had been dumped here at midday to await further word from the king, but four hours later, that word had yet to arrive. Bloody keeping us at his leisure, isn’t he, Rune thought bitterly. And to think he’d liked the man. 
 
    That had been a first impression, though, and a bad one—as evidenced by his response to Narcissa: “Yes, I’m certain.” 
 
    They cautiously said nothing more out loud on the subject, but the conversation continued in the mental bond between them. 
 
    “He was the one who ordered your murder,” Rune sent to Narcissa. “He’s the only one with the power to contact Covenant units through the valorglasses. Which meant he was the one that gave the order to Ivy and Oak, the order that nearly killed you.” 
 
    It had only been days ago, but it felt like ages. Just last week, Rune had been gardening for Narcissa’s father when the young mage had returned home from her Adept test in tears. She had failed the test, not because she didn’t have enough power, but because she’d had too much. Little did she know that the resulting explosion had exposed her as an Adeptus Prime, thus drawing the attention of several nefarious entities. One had been the Breeders, who had hoped to capture Narcissa and use her for procreative purposes. Rune had finished disposing of them just this morning. 
 
    Unfortunately, Narcissa had also been exposed to King Laurus Celtis of Orennian, and the man had promptly ordered her to be killed, and her body burned to hide it. Rune still didn’t know why the man had wanted her dead, but he was going to find out... and possibly kill the king while he was at it. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Narcissa sent him, striding up to put a hand on his arm just as he paced up to the banister yet again. “You can’t kill a king, Rune.” 
 
    “I can do what I please,” Run sent back, “if it means keeping you and Cam safe.” 
 
    Narcissa bit her lip at that. As Rune’s two Adeptus Prime bondmates, she and Camellia Birch would likely be targeted by the king as soon as the man could get Rune away from them. If he wanted Primes dead, they were in danger every moment. Unfortunately, Cam wasn’t here for Rune to keep an eye on her. 
 
    Don’t think about that, he told himself. If you do, you might break down the door. 
 
    “Rune, everything is going to be all right,” Narcissa said aloud.  
 
    He closed his eyes and sighed, allowing her voice to calm him. It always did. 
 
    Still, he could sense that Narcissa was worried he might get into trouble. At the same time, though, she felt an overflowing sense of love, to think that he would kill a king just to save her. As if any man wouldn’t do the same for Lady Narcissa Lumenz, one of the most heart-stoppingly beautiful women in the world. In her low-cut silk dress lined with glittering emeralds, and with gold eyes like the falling sun just as it meets the horizon... and those ringlets of auburn red hair, just waiting for a strong hand to twine through them.... 
 
    Rune shoved the thoughts away before he took all his nervous energy to the guest room’s giant bed. Making love to Narcissa—in safety and seclusion—was all he truly wanted. Unfortunately, he was in enemy territory. Anyone could be watching, or listening. Anyone could attack them at any time, and Rune was far less defenseless with clothes on. 
 
    “At least try to relax,” Narcissa said, leaning her breast against his arm and kissing his cheek. “The king can’t possibly know that you’re onto him. But he might figure it out if you don’t stay calm.” 
 
    He nodded, gazing out across the lands of Orennian, trying to absorb the sense of peace that sunsets usually brought him. Outside the massive, root-woven wall of the capital city far below him, forests and crevasses and hills gleamed pink-orange in the dying light. He had been born in country much like that, a simple kid in a simple town. 
 
    And now, he was the honored guest of a king that he might end up killing—provided the man was as guilty as Rune suspected. He still had to make sure of that. 
 
    Which was why he—and Narcissa—were here. 
 
    Narcissa jumped suddenly as a knock sounded behind them, and Rune had to make himself appear casual as he turned and strode back into the guest room. Like the rest of the place, the door was positively glamorous, a mahogany monstrosity that cost as much as a house. Even the guests got the royal treatment up here. 
 
    But Rune wouldn’t be a guest for long. 
 
    He swung open the door, careful to keep his body between the visitor and Narcissa. But the middle-aged woman on his threshold wasn’t brandishing any weapon, unless you counted her impressive scowl. 
 
    “Rune Tellarus, I presume?” she said, her voice so refined that it bordered on snotty. 
 
    “That’s me,” he said gruffly. “Who’re you?” 
 
    “Be polite,” Narcissa sent him, though he could sense her smile as she said it. She had stepped up behind him, her papery mental presence as clear to him as if he were looking right at her—but she hadn’t come too close, and was keeping a platonic distance from Rune. They couldn’t put their true affection on display, not with what they were planning to do. 
 
    “I,” the woman began, turning her nose up with a dramatic pause, “am Lady Eleanor Trillium. You may call me Lady Matron. I am the Matron of the Covenant Bonding Trials.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Rune said. “So what do you want?” 
 
    The woman sniffed, and Rune got a kick out of it. He knew perfectly well how to speak to a noble, but he was the hero of the day and he’d been ignored for a whole night, and also, he already didn’t like this woman. She was red-haired, with dull blue eyes and a select few deep-set wrinkles that hinted at a lifetime of scowls. She also wore enough makeup to keep a brothel stocked for a week.  
 
    “I have been tasked,” Trillium said, with another unpleasant pause that showed precisely what she thought of this particular task, “with assigning you to a Guardian training cohort. I must simply ask you a few questions before making a decision on your placement. Now, you are much older than the initiates we usually take on—” 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Rune said, straightening to his full height. “Did you say training cohort? Milady, you must be mistaken. Celtis told me—” 
 
    “King Celtis,” Trillium corrected him. 
 
    Rune fought the urge to roll his eyes, and instead squared his shoulders. He stood about a head taller than Trillium, and he could tell she didn’t like it. 
 
    “King Celtis told me that I’m to be trained as an Elite. As a Covenant unit.” In other words, Rune would be assigned an official bondmate, and would train alongside her, to work for the government. “He never said anything about training with a cohort.” 
 
    “Yes, well, the lord king was very stressed at the time he made this offer. He had only just been kidnapped, if you’ll recall.” Trillium followed this statement with a profound sneer, as if to add, and you were the kidnapper, in case you’ve forgotten. “You see,” she went on, “it is unheard of for a commoner with no combat skills to be assigned an Adept. It would be a dangerous breach of protocol to—” 
 
    Rune laughed. “No combat skills? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Stay calm,” Narcissa sent him, and although he nodded to indicate he’d heard her, Rune wasn’t about to be pushed over by some quill-pushing ladyling who hadn’t touched a sword in her life. 
 
    “While you displayed some merit during your little... rescue,” Trillium said, “I’m afraid it doesn’t constitute—” 
 
    “Test me, then.” 
 
    Trillium blinked. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Test me,” Rune repeated. “Whatever test a Guardian has to take to prove he’s ready for a bondmate—give it to me. I can pass it. Easily. Watch me.” 
 
    For a moment, Trillium seemed to search for words. She clearly wasn’t used to receiving orders. As she stumbled her way toward another sentence, however, Rune glimpsed a figure appearing down the hall, followed by several more. Someone else was approaching, clinking, probably strung up with a lot of metal. Baubles, or possibly armor. Rune stiffened. He couldn’t make out the faces headed toward him; the nighttime glowlights had yet to be lit. 
 
    “That would be highly irregular,” Trillium finally managed. “I won’t hear of it. I’m sorry, but—” 
 
    Rune leaned toward her, keeping half his mind on the approaching figures. “I saved the king’s life, Lady Matron, and I exposed the Breeders working against him. I foiled an assassination, in case you forgot. Your king would be dead without me. Your Covenant would be wasting away from within, poisoned by the Breeder sect, without me. So I will get a bondmate. I will train as an Elite unit. 
 
    “So give me your stupid test, and get it over with,” he finished, “before I get tired of you wasting my time.” 
 
    Somewhere at the far back of his mind, Rune heard a sultry voice say, Down, boy. It was Lenore, one of his other bondmates, speaking through their bond. He hadn’t heard from her in several hours, or from Ria either. Certainly not from Cam. That last thought made his teeth grind. If he wasn’t allowed to see her again, and soon— 
 
    “You dare to speak to me in this manner—” Trillium began, but another voice cut her off with a laugh. 
 
    “Now, now, milady Matron, there’s no need for a tussle,” said King Laurus Celtis, finally stepping into the sliver of pink-orange light showing through Rune’s open door. It was him who had been approaching, with an entourage of guards and attendants at his back. Rune scanned through the faces, looking for someone in particular, but he saw only men. The woman he was looking for wasn’t here. 
 
    “It seems,” Celtis said, angling toward Rune and forcing Trillium to step out of his way, “that there’s been a misunderstanding.” He dropped a hand on Rune’s shoulder amiably, grinning at him while his dragonscale armor clinked. “I did make this boy a promise to train as an Elite. And I can’t be going back on my promises, can I?” 
 
    Rune watched Trillium. He expected her to look surprised, or as if she might protest, but her face didn’t change. She bowed her head and said, “Yes, Your Majesty. Of course, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Rune glanced between them, his eyes narrowing slightly. Ed 
 
    “You thinking what I’m thinking?” he sent Narcissa. 
 
    He sensed her confusion. “Um... no?” 
 
    “I do,” Lenore put in. “This is an act.” 
 
    Rune gave a little mental nod of affirmation. There was no way Celtis miscommunicated something like this to Trillium; his promise to Rune had been clear and overt, and Rune’s heroism could not be contested. He should have received a hero’s welcome from Trillium, but instead, the king had played out this little drama on purpose, and Trillium had been in on it. But for what reason, Rune wasn’t sure. 
 
    “They’re getting a feel for you,” Lenore suggested. “Making sure you’re not a brute, maybe. Seeing how you handle being told what to do.” 
 
    That made some sense, especially given who Rune planned to bond with. Narcissa had always had a point about staying calm, but now Rune took the advice wholeheartedly. If he was going to stay in the lion’s den, then he’d have to know when to purr—and when to extend his claws. 
 
    He bowed his head and said, “Thank you, sire,” in a relieved and easygoing voice. He nodded to Trillium and added, “My apologies, milady. I’m afraid I was acting a little rough there. I’m not used to all this finery and whatnot. Just a simple country boy who’s had a long day of it.” 
 
    At this apology, Trillium’s face remained impassive, but her blue eyes seemed to darken. She wasn’t buying it. 
 
    “Welcome to court,” Lenore told him. “Where no one ever trusts anyone. You’re in for a fun time of it, Boss.” 
 
    He didn’t doubt it, but hearing it from Lenore—who was herself a noble, or had at least been born one—didn’t exactly put him at ease. 
 
    He’d have to be on his best behavior, then. At least until he found what he was looking for. Then he could put his great sword to use again. 
 
    Anything, to keep them safe, he thought. 
 
    “Well, then, now that that unpleasantness is behind us,” the king said, patting Rune again on the shoulder, “shall we do as he asked, and get it over with? I presume the bonding chamber is empty at this hour? Should be as good a place as any to do the Guardian test. Ask Larch to preside—he should be good for it.” 
 
    “Of course, sire,” Trillium said. “I will arrange it.” 
 
    With that, she bowed again and pivoted, stalking off down the hall, her green-and-white robes swishing behind her.  
 
    Celtis dropped his hand off Rune’s shoulder and said, “You’ll have to forgive her. She manages the training of fresh Covenant units, you see. Brand-new bondmates. Basically, she tries to control a whole tower of horny young people. It’s bound to put an old maid in a bad mood.” 
 
    “So that means I’ll be training under Trillium, Your Highness?” he asked. “Provided I pass this test, I mean.” 
 
    Celtis dipped a thumb into each of his trouser pockets, making more of his regalia clink. “Naturally, naturally. That is, if you pass the test and get chosen as a bondmate. There are always more Guardians available than Adepts to choose them, you know.” 
 
    Rune nodded. He knew this very well. In fact, it was the hardest part of his current plan—to not only get chosen as a bondmate, but to be chosen by a very specific Adept. 
 
    “And your daughter...?” he ventured. “You mentioned she might be choosing this year. It would be an honor to work with a princess—provided she found me worthy, of course.” 
 
    Celtis kept smiling, but his bright eyes seemed to flatten. Rune could tell his jovial mood—whether he’d faked it or not—was long gone. 
 
    “Yes, she will be bonding tomorrow,” Celtis said. “You will have just as much chance as the others to impress her.” 
 
    Rune knew he was pushing it, but he made a show of peering through the crowd of attendants again. “Is she here?” he asked. “I would love to meet her. I’ve only ever seen murals and the like.” 
 
    “She is in seclusion with the other unbonded Adepts,” the king replied tightly. Earlier in the day, he’d seemed somewhat enthusiastic about the idea of having Rune bonded to his daughter, but that may have been a show. Or perhaps Rune had acted a little too brutish to Trillium. Maybe this country boy wasn’t good enough for the princess. 
 
    It was a good thing, then, that the king wasn’t choosing his daughter’s bondmate. The princess would do that herself, as the traditions of the Covenant dictated. Rune just had to make sure she chose him. Everything relied on that. 
 
    “Fair enough, Your Majesty,” Rune said. “I suppose I will just have to meet her tomorrow. It will be my honor to witness her choosing, regardless of her choice.” 
 
    With that, Rune slapped his hands together and rubbed them. “So. Where do you need me?” 
 
    The king laughed again, some of his good humor returning, and he patted Rune on the back and led him back through the gaggle of attendants. “This way, son, this way. Lady Lumenz is welcome to witness this, as well,” he added, waving his other hand, so that Narcissa dutifully swept in behind them. “After all, we’re making history, aren’t we? The first man ever to bypass the Guardian corps, only to become a Guardian at age twenty-five anyway. Just goes to show you how powerful Guardian blood is, no?” 
 
    Yeah, I’m the first of a lot of things, Rune thought. The first Guardian Prime since Tellus the Mad, the first Guardian to escape the kingdom’s notice as a child... and the first Guardian to ever bond to an Orennian princess, if I have anything to say about it. 
 
    And Rune would bond to the princess, somehow. He would convince her to choose him. Because if Rune was bonded to the daughter of the king, it would be much easier for him to spy on that king. With the princess at his side, Rune could uncover the reason Narcissa had been targeted. And if it came down to it, he could protect her, protect all of them. 
 
    In the end, it all boiled down to one fact: only with the support of a princess could Rune safely kill a king. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the way to the chamber where Rune would be performing his very non-traditional Guardian test, he checked in mentally with all of his bondmates. Narcissa was following close behind him, safe if only because no one would dare hurt her while Rune was in sight. But Rune had five other bondmates to consider, and today had been a bit crazy. He had to make sure they were all as he’d left them. 
 
    Since the king was not aware of Rune’s status as a Prime, he also wasn’t aware of Rune’s other bonds. Therefore, all of Rune’s “female friends” had been allowed to go their separate ways from him, after the king’s rescue. He started by checking in on Ria; in his mind, her bond felt like a river of rose petals, a mental tether connecting him to her consciousness. 
 
    “Rune here, checking in. How are things?” 
 
    Last he’d heard, Ria had been sent to re-apply to be an Adept at the local Covenant field office, since her first bondmate, Mahogany, had died. She’d been given a pardon for her “crime” of failing to turn Rune into authorities, back when he’d been labeled an arsonist, kidnapper, and killer. 
 
    After a beat, Ria responded: “Ah, there you are, handsome. Living the high life, up there in that palace?” 
 
    Rune glanced around at the opulence lining the walls of the hallway. Starsilk tapestries hanging from solid gold dowels, glowlights spitting white light through encrusted gems, and foreign clay-fired floor tiles in dizzying patterns... all of it had gone over his head, for the most part. He took note of his surroundings by judging how he could move within it, and by figuring out where any potential weapons or escape routes might be; the beauty of the objects was secondary to him. 
 
    But not, he remembered, to Ria. She adored beautiful things, and so he let her see it all through his eyes. He felt her sigh of pleasure through the bond. 
 
    “Oh, how I wish I could see it.” 
 
    “You will,” he sent back. “Once I’ve bonded to the princess, you can visit whenever you like. At least, I think you can.” He still wasn’t certain on the details. He’d take it one thing at a time, for now. 
 
    “A princess. Can you imagine? Between her and Lenore and Narcissa, you’ll get tired of me for sure.” 
 
    Rune tried not to laugh aloud. Those three women might be nobles, but he liked commoner women just fine. In fact, he suspected he wouldn’t like the princess much. Nobles were already prissy. How bad would a princess be? 
 
    “As if I’d ever get tired of you, Sumeria Arbutus, Queen of Lacy Layers, Forger of Lovalopes. I’m short on time, or I promise I’d praise you more. Can I get a quick status update?” 
 
    He felt a wash of happiness from her, but then Ria gave a mental twitch that Rune recognized as frustration. “I’m at my second—SECOND—exit interview. I tell you, they don’t want to let me go.” 
 
    He nodded. Ria had decided to leave the Covenant altogether, and not to take on a second bond in service to the kingdom. Of course, she was already bonded to Rune and planned to keep it that way, but the Covenant didn’t need to know that. 
 
    They did seem to hate the idea of her being a commoner, though. Her gifts would be wasted if she wasn’t bonded, or so they said, since she couldn’t use most of her abilities without a Guardian. 
 
    “I keep telling them it’s what I want, and they keep telling me all the openings they have for carriage drivers. Selfish pricks,” she sent him with a mental sigh. 
 
    “Just keep at it. Wear them down,” he suggested. He was just happy she was in a public place, although she shouldn’t be in any danger now. She was just a regular Adept, not a Prime with a target on her back. 
 
    Having assured himself of her safety, Rune bade her farewell, and checked in on his other Adepts. Lenore was busy not far from Ria, currently assaulting the office of some poor solicitor. King Celtis had given her a full pardon for her crimes against the Breeders, and she was now attempting—with a royal letter from the king—to reclaim her lands and titles. One such “land” was a local mansion that had been inherited by a distant cousin after Lenore had faked her own death. 
 
    When he checked in, he found her quite busy verbally assaulting the solicitor. At this rate, all his bondmates would have a mansion to sleep in before the moon came up. 
 
    With a smile, he moved on to his next Adept, Iris. Iris was Narcissa’s handmaiden, and bonding to her had been a pure accident; at age eighteen, she couldn’t even legally take her Adept test, and yet she had bonded to Rune when he’d saved her from the Breeder compound. He found her where he’d last checked on her—with his final Adept, Denni, previously known as the “Red Bitch.” Both were being fed and cared for in a field site outside the Breeder compound that Rune had infiltrated. In the meadow surrounding the compound, the Breeders’ many victims were being treated, fed, and provided for. Denni and Iris had slept off some exhaustion before putting themselves last in line. He was glad to find they had stuck together, despite having only just met. 
 
    “Hey there,” he sent, attempting to address both of them. His bonds to these two were still very fresh, but given all they’d been through in the past day, he hoped they could at least get the jist of what he was saying. “How are you? Any news on what’s next?” 
 
    The response he got was vague, in part because their bonds to him were still weak, but also—he suspected—because their own futures weren’t clear to him. He wasn’t sure yet what the crown had planned to do with the Breeder victims, aside from keep them quiet about their ordeal. 
 
    Still, the two seemed safe to him. So he moved on to his last bond: “Cam?” 
 
    “Hey there, old man,” she sent back, sounding tired. 
 
    “Are you out yet?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She didn’t offer anything more, and Rune was about to ask—but then the king led him and Narcissa around a corner and under a sparkling crystal arch. The room beyond was brighter than Rune had been expecting, and at first, all he could see was a glittering blue haze. This shortly resolved into a room made entirely of blue glass, carved in the strangest shapes Rune had ever seen. 
 
    “Riveting, isn’t it?” Celtis asked as he dragged his entourage toward the center of the room. He waved an arm and said, “My grandfather commissioned it for my wedding. It’s all seaglass, collected from Syl’latian shores and molded by Artificers. A testament to my late wife’s—and my daughter’s—legacies as members of the Syl’latian royal line.” 
 
    “It’s... it’s a marvel, sire,” Rune said, and he meant it.  
 
    The more he looked, the more details he saw in the shapes of the room. For example, the walls weren’t walls so much as rows upon rows of seating, all carved in the shapes of cresting waves. The central floor was carved to mimic a great glass whirlpool, with two spiraling arms curling down before meeting at a central platform. The spot was wide enough for two people to spar on, and below it, Rune finally saw the source of all the glittering light: a pool of water, deep and dark, on which several enchanted glow-lanterns bobbed, carved in the shapes of water lilies. From the platform, a person could easily leap in. 
 
    “If you look closely,” the king said, indicating the water beneath the floor, “you can see the second level down there. The place where you can get out of the water, if you happen to fall in—or jump.” 
 
    Rune frowned, squinting at the distorted shapes of more glass below this floor. It felt like he was standing in a two-story temple carved from the heart of a flash-frozen lake. 
 
     “Is this some sort of... swimming chamber?” he asked. He knew that the princess and her late mother had Syl’lation blood, and that water was sacred to their people, but was it so sacred that they’d needed their own indoor pool? Rune couldn’t even imagine how it had been grown here, in the middle of a palace composed of giant trees. No wonder the Covenant was short on Artificers... they were all busy building wild things like this. 
 
    “You could say that,” Celtis replied, just as a door on the other side of the room boomed open. Celtis pulled up short, forcing Rune and the attendants to stop, as yet another group of attendants strode into the room like they owned it. Rune took note of the frown crossing the king’s face before turning to study these newcomers. 
 
    To a man—or, more accurately, to a woman—they all bore night-black skin and thick dark hair, although Rune could barely see that hair beneath all the gold regalia they wore on their heads. The skin, however, was easy to see, as six of the women wore barely enough clothing to merit the description of “undergarments,” with their midriffs and bare legs not only showing, but put on proud display. At this distance, by some miracle, he could even make out their tattoos, the black ink barely discernible against their ebony skin. Only about half the women had the designs, but they were uniformly tattooed up their left arms, in a violent style with jagged points and deadly spirals. 
 
    He might have been attracted by the scantily-clad women, if they hadn’t all been carrying polearms, with a veritable armory of blades strapped to their arms and thighs. 
 
    “Oh my gracious. Are those Djani warriors?” Narcissa asked, at his back. “I’ve never seen—I mean, the stories....” 
 
    “In the flesh.” Celtis sighed, not sounding all too happy as the foreigners approached. Aside from the six warrior women, there were only two other people. One was a man, tall and regal-looking, if not a bit boring. He screamed pointless dignitary to Rune, with his spotted furs and big toothy smile. Trailing behind him was another woman, modestly dressed—in fact, compared to the warriors, she looked positively invisible in her simple yellow dress, which didn’t cling to her form in any way, but instead hung like a dully-patterned sack. She had her eyes on the man, though, her gaze hard, like a raptor’s. Rune got the sense that she rarely blinked. 
 
    She wore a hood, as well, with her clothing covering her all the way to wrist and ankle. Some sort of servant, most likely... but despite the plainness of the woman, Rune couldn’t help but notice her face. There was something about it which captured his attention, and after one second too long of looking at her, the woman’s eyes suddenly shifted—directly to Rune. 
 
    And she stopped dead in her tracks. 
 
    Not only that, but the man did too—as if he were tethered to the woman by an invisible cord. Rune glanced up to see the man’s face had gone blank, but then he blinked and turned around to say something to the servant. When Rune looked at her again, she had averted her eyes. 
 
    Well that wasn’t strange, or anything, Rune mused. He knew he was a handsome man overall, but enough to stop a pious young servant in her tracks? He doubted it. 
 
    After a brief conference, the tall Djani man continued on, until the two knots of attendants faced one another from a few paces apart. The guards around Rune stiffened, and he got the sense that, if those Djani women attacked, Celtis might not survive the encounter. 
 
    Good. So the man has more enemies than just me, he thought. Still—why were these people here? 
 
    Just as he thought this, the Djani warrior with the most muscle mass stomped forward and clanged the heel of her polearm into the glass floor. “His Eminence and Ambassador, Second Consort Pyritius Zenobian, shall hereby view these proceedings with great interest. Are there any objections from our Foreign Brother Laurus Celtis, of the Eastern soilless line?” 
 
    The woman punctuated this question with another clang that suggested any “objections” would be dealt with by the other end of her spear. 
 
    That is... a lot of titles, Rune thought. 
 
    “The Djani are very formal,” Narcissa sent him; his own personal thought must have brushed up against her consciousness. “And not a little antagonistic. They are known for thinly veiling insults in their titles... you’ll notice that the herald never gave Celtis the title of ‘king,’ and instead called him a ‘soilless’ foreign brother.” 
 
    “My dear Ambassador,” Celtis said, after a steadying moment, “of course you are most welcome here. I only wonder how you ever learned of it? I admit this is not supposed to be a public proceeding, given the nature of—” 
 
    The warrior banged her spear again, staring straight ahead with her dark brown eyes. “Our Goddess sees all, and so too does His Eminence, who is our Lady’s chosen gift to Orennian. Be grateful for her power, and for the gift of her unspent consort, as yet untouched by a coarse woman’s hands.” 
 
    As yet untouched by what? Rune thought, aghast. 
 
    Again Narcissa responded: “The Djani worship their goddess, the Lady of Salt. She takes many men as consorts, and none are allowed to touch any woman after their own mother births them, up until they enter the goddess’s bed.” In the corner of his eye, Rune caught Narcissa nodding at Zenobian’s maidservant. “She must be a priestess, here to make sure Zenobian remains untouched.” 
 
    Rune suppressed a chuckle. He didn’t envy that priestess her job. 
 
    “Ah, well,” Celtis stuttered, before regaining his composure. He grinned and spread his arms magnanimously. “You are welcomed, Brother Ambassador. This is a rare day indeed. Ah, and here comes Larch now.” 
 
    With relief, the king turned toward the arch they had all entered from, where the newly-instated Minister of the Covenant, Thomas Larch, was entering with a single squire at his heels. Seems no one goes anywhere around here without at least one lackey, Rune thought. Between that and all the titles and games and politics, Rune wondered if he might be in over his head. 
 
    “And that’s why we’re here to help you,” Narcissa said. “Lenore and I know a little about court life.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lenore put in out of nowhere, flooding Rune with a rush of satisfaction. He had a feeling that she’d just gotten her mansion back, and that she was already raring for more battle. “We’re here to make sure you don’t get caught in the crossfire of... whatever that was,” she added. 
 
    “You meant the obviously tense exchange between the Djani dignitaries and Celtis?” Rune asked. “Because yeah, something seems amiss there, something big.” 
 
    Lenore and Narcissa both seemed to agree, but truly, the Djani visitors were not Rune’s concern. Fighting Larch was his concern now, as was proving his worth. Politics didn’t play into this. 
 
    “Yet,” Lenore advised. “They don’t play into it yet.” 
 
    Rune had to admit he didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    “Right, then,” Larch said. “I’ve had a bloody long day. So are we getting started, or what?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Instantly, Rune could tell that there was something about Covenant Minister Thomas Larch that let him get away with foregoing titles entirely. King Celtis backed out of the man’s way without a word, and the Djani warriors simply nodded and turned around to find seats in the crazy glass stands. 
 
    “Make it quick, Larch, if you please,” Celtis said. “Just run him through the same paces you would on the graduates.” He half-turned to a second wall of carved seating, before stopping and waving Larch closer to him. He looked like he was about to whisper something in the man’s ear. 
 
    “Hurry, Narcissa, Buff the muscles in my ears,” Rune sent, and without hesitation, his Adept used her magic to strengthen his hearing. It was just fast enough for him to catch what Celtis whispered to Larch: 
 
    “We have got to find out how they seem to know everything happening around here. Arens had an agent looking into it, but she was probably a Breeder traitor like the rest of them. I’ll send you a new agent to look into it.” 
 
    Larch said nothing, frowning, but he nodded. His traitorous predecessor, Covenant Minister Arens Redwood, had exploded into bloody bits earlier that day, thanks to Rune—and already Larch was taking over the man’s duties. Still, Rune found it strange that the king would send an agent to his Minister, and not the other way around—almost as if the king had a stock of personal agents. 
 
    The night witches, Rune thought. He means the night witches! 
 
    But before he could think too much about this, Larch stalked over and prodded Rune in the chest with the flat of a sword. It was now time for Rune to take his Guardian test—to prove that he was worthy of earning an official bondmate, and of being trained as an Elite. He had to succeed not only in this test, but in earning the bond of the princess herself. Only then could he learn more about why King Celtis wanted Narcissa dead, and about the night witches he suspected might be working for him. 
 
    First things first, though—Rune had to fight. 
 
    “He won’t be needing you, milady,” Larch said to Narcissa, who still hovered close to Rune, despite the king’s entourage having moved off. “Go sit in the stands, if it please you. And don’t use your magic, or it’ll mean prison.” 
 
    Narcissa paled at this, her golden eyes flicking to Rune’s. He nodded. “It’s all right. I’ll do fine.” 
 
    As Narcissa turned away, Larch made a huffing sound. “What a shame she can’t stay an Adept.  I heard about what she did, quite a brave one, that.” He shrugged. “But she failed her Adept test. You can’t go back from that, I suppose. Still a shame.” 
 
    You can say that again, Rune thought. After he proved himself here, he would be allowed to bond a different woman—but he would have to break his bond to Narcissa first. After all, he was supposed to be a normal Guardian, able to bond only one woman at a time. He’d been trying hard not to think about losing Narcissa. I’ll find a way around it. I’ll have to. 
 
    “You got a blade, Ox?” Larch asked him. 
 
    Rune reached up to tap his great sword, but Larch shook his head. “No. That monster of a sword requires a man to be Buffed, but you can’t use magic for this trial. Remember, it’s supposed to happen before you’re bonded. Got another?” 
 
    “Ah, I’ve got... a knife?” Rune hazarded, tapping his hip sheath. He’d lost most of his other weapons during the big showdown with the Breeders. 
 
    Larch growled in his throat and hailed his squire. The gangly young man nearly tripped over himself running to his master. Larch drew a blade out of several scabbards strapped to the boy’s back, then waved the kid off. He handed the weapon to Rune, and then held out a hand, offering to take Rune’s great sword off his hands. Rune drew the blade with considerable effort and handed it over. The huge weapon would only get in the way of the coming sword fight. 
 
    “We need a long blade for this one,” Larch told Rune, and he didn’t miss a beat before asking, “You look familiar. Do I know you from somewhere?” 
 
    Now here was a man who didn’t mince words. Rune hefted the blade, pleased to find it perfectly weighted in his hand. Larch may be gruff, but he knew his weaponry. 
 
    Rune twisted the blade and tapped the metal near the handle, where the maker’s mark had been etched. “Hawthorn Smithy,” he said. “I’m related.” 
 
    Larch eyed the mark, then Rune. He nodded. “You’re Hawthorn’s boy. All grown up. He bitches about you every time I visit.” 
 
    Rune shrugged, impressed by how unshakable Larch was. He seemed to take everything in stride, and Rune could respect that. 
 
    “We had a falling out,” he offered. “It’s nothing you need to be concerned about.” 
 
    Larch grunted. “Not concerned. Just impressed you survived.” 
 
    Rune got a chuckle out of this. He decided that he liked Larch, but he wasn’t about to let the man get close to him. He’d also liked Celtis at first, but the man had turned out to be a killer of innocent women. Rune wasn’t about to let his guard down again, especially not around a member of the Covenant. 
 
    Fellow member of the Covenant, he amended mentally, just as long as you pass this test. 
 
    “Right, then, down to the center.” Larch raised his own sword to indicate the seaglass spiral in the center of the room, with the wide sparring platform at its heart. “No need to take the spiral paths, just step across them. I don’t need to get romantic with you.” 
 
    Cocking an eyebrow, Rune nodded. He followed Larch to the spiral, and together they hopped across the gaps between the two spiraling bridges which met in the center. 
 
    “Square off then,” Larch said once they’d both dropped onto the platform. Rune couldn’t help but feel like it should shatter beneath their weight. “You know your Calla paces?” Larch asked him. 
 
    Rune did as he was told, falling into the starting form of the Calla, feet planted, body loose. “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    “I expect your pops taught you?” 
 
    “We had to test his weapons somehow.” 
 
    Larch mimicked the same starting form, his blade at the ready. “You think it’ll make up for nine years of official training?” 
 
    Rune tossed his sword between both hands. He was pretending to limber up, but in reality, he was sizing up his opponent. Larch was pale, with sandy hair going gray at the roots, and faded blue eyes. He was short but taut, entirely muscle but clearly built for movement rather than outright strength. He wore green-and-white livery, but his took the form of a soldier’s tunic and trousers, armless and without any excess fabric to trip over. No medals, jewelry, or other baubles, nothing that a blade could get caught on. Rune thought he glimpsed the bumpy edges of chainmail. This guy was probably ready for a fight in his sleep. 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” he told Larch. “Bar fights will take you a long way, when it comes to learning to fight. So, are we dueling? Or...?” 
 
    “I’ll be testing your parries, forms, speed, all that shit,” Larch said. “You just fight me like you would anyone, and don’t get hit. The blade isn’t blunted. It’s tradition. And don’t bother asking but what if I hit you, old man, because if you manage to kill me, well, then I don’t deserve this job, do I? Wave to the big shots, and we can get going once Celtis waves back.” 
 
    Rune nodded and looked up, raising an arm—but his movement went a little jerky when he realized that the entire Djani party had left their seats, and were looking down on him from the rim of the spiral. Zenobian, the ambassador, had his hands clasped before him, and was smiling passively down at Rune. He wore a small, inoffensive smile. Rune couldn’t read a single thing in the expression. 
 
    And clustered around the man were the warriors, each woman studying Rune closely, their dark eyes as sharp as the tattoos up their arms. The modestly-dressed priestess kept her own rapt eyes on Zenobian, always watching to make sure no one touched him. 
 
    What strange people, Rune thought as Celtis joined the Djani entourage at the spiral’s edge. The king was clearly annoyed that they’d chosen to come so close, but instead of commenting, he merely waved at Rune to start. 
 
    “Good luck,” Narcissa sent him, appearing a few paces behind the king. She smiled softly. “Although I know you don’t need it.” 
 
    “But I’m here, if you need me,” Ria added. 
 
    “Me too,” Lenore threw in. 
 
    Rune smiled, pleased they’d all been able to make it. He couldn’t really use their help—any sort of magic was clearly not allowed at this trial—and besides, he doubted he’d need their help for something as simple as swordplay. All the same, it was nice to have their support. 
 
    “Right then,” Larch said. “The trial ends when I throw down my blade. On guard—rah!” 
 
    With a cry of effort, the older man launched himself at Rune, probably attempting a surprise frontal attack. Rune allowed instinct to take over, flipping his hand to one side to catch Larch’s blade and deflect it before their crossguards could clash. 
 
    He then used the momentum to spin and bring his blade across Larch’s back, but the agile man had already pivoted and easily slid Rune’s blade off his own. With Rune’s blade temporarily flung outward, Larch ducked in for a gut punch with his shoulder—but Rune had known this form, and Larch missed. Rune aimed a kick at the back of the man’s legs, but he escaped Rune’s reach too quickly. 
 
    And so began a whole series of buts. Rune swung, but Larch parried. Larch lunged, but Rune dodged. Rune twisted to one side, then reversed, but Larch read his move. Larch aimed for Rune’s legs, but Rune leapt—Larch changed his swing’s direction, but Rune swung his blade low— 
 
    Clang! Clang! The sounds of metal on metal reverberated through the glass auditorium until Rune feared the whole place might vibrate and shatter. In the water below them, the floating glowlights seemed to cast sparks through the floor in time to the panting breaths of both men. 
 
    Then something changed, and Larch grinned, an almost manic look taking over his face. Once again he lunged forward, and once again Rune parried, but this time Larch came down with his full force, driving Rune to the edge of the platform. A smaller man would have been pushed off the edge, and Rune himself barely caught himself. He slid to a stop with his heel off the edge— 
 
    And then suddenly, the glass beneath his whole foot was gone. 
 
    Rune was too surprised to understand it. The floor literally went out from under him. He’d been at least semi-prepared to fall, however, and he managed to slide Larch’s blade up over his head as he toppled. 
 
    With a loud grunt of pain, Rune’s back slammed against the nearest arm of the spiral, one of the two twining bridges which met on the center platform. While Larch fumbled to get his own equilibrium back, Rune dropped his sword and scrambled to get hold of the walkway. He barely managed to get a grip, and he heard a splash below him as his sword hit the water. 
 
    “What the barking hells was that?” Rune thought. 
 
    “I thought you had it,” Lenore sent him. She was his most battle-hardened Adept, so she must be monitoring him closely. 
 
    “I did have it!” he said. “The floor went out from under—” 
 
    “He’s coming back!” Narcissa sent him. “Get up!” 
 
    Rune blinked as his arm was suddenly flooded with strength. Narcissa was buffing him, but carefully; the added muscle wasn’t enough to be visible. Rune glanced back over his shoulder to see Larch jumping the gap from the platform to the pathway. He was only a few paces away. 
 
    Without pausing to think, Rune hauled himself up over the edge, moving impressively fast thanks to his hidden Buff. On his feet now, but swordless, he drew the knife at his hip. 
 
    “Watch your feet,” Lenore advised him. 
 
    “No shit. Ria—” 
 
    But the request he’d been about to send to Sumeria went wild as Larch lunged again, this time checking for weaknesses on Rune’s non-dominant side. The blade came on at a bad angle—bad for Rune, anyway—and Rune had to leap away at the same time he parried to be able to deflect it properly. 
 
    He landed squarely atop another one of the bridge-arms, causing him to slide down its center, thankfully well away from the edges. He took a moment to double-check his footing, but just as soon as he felt certain of it, something hard blasted against him. It was like being struck by a metal shield. 
 
    Except there wasn’t anything there. 
 
    Rune realized he was still sliding, forced back by this invisible attack. Thinking fast, he dropped to his knees and slammed his knife into the seaglass. He wasn’t even sure if the steel would pierce the substance, but it worked, possibly because of his well-hidden Buff magic. The knife cut into the glass like it was made of hard clay, and when the movement stopped him, the invisible force at his chest dissipated. 
 
    “Okay, that definitely wasn’t a normal slide,” Lenore sent him. “Ria, you can sense Artificer bullshit, right? Check to see if anyone’s messing with that glass—” 
 
    Rune turned his focus away from them, thankful that his Adepts were focused on whatever chicanery was being enacted on him. Lenore must have sensed what he meant to ask Ria, and she’d passed along his orders, freeing up his headspace to keep facing Larch. 
 
    But the Covenant Minister was frowning now, as he hopped between bridges again. As Rune jerked his knife back out of the floor, he watched Larch’s gaze flick to his feet. 
 
    He knows I shouldn’t have slid so far, Rune realized. But he doesn’t like it. This isn’t his doing. 
 
    Rune glanced up at the faces lining the upper edge of the spiral. The priestess had closed her eyes—she must not be a big fan of fighting—and Zenobian’s smile had taken on a predatory cast. The warrior women looked no different, still intent on studying Rune’s movements. Had they seen the magic? Had they cast it? 
 
    Rune’s gaze flicked to Celtis, who had crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow. Rune wasn’t sure what that expression meant. 
 
    What he was sure of, however, was that if he failed this trial, he’d never get a chance to bond to the princess. To protect Narcissa and Cam, and to uncover the king’s secrets, Rune couldn’t afford to lose that chance. 
 
    Someone knew that. And they were trying to stop him—all while making it look like he was just sliding normally, or like his foot had innocently slipped off an edge. 
 
    Rune fell into the stance that would best help him stay in one place. The less he moved, the harder it would be for his enemies to make his bad footing look like an accident. 
 
    “What are you waiting for, Minister?” Rune said to Larch, brandishing his knife. “You think I can’t take you with this?” 
 
    Larch didn’t take the bait. He understood what was happening now. But he seemed just as powerless to do anything about it. 
 
    “I’m sorry, son,” he said slowly, his sword coming to bear again. “I can’t hold back.” 
 
    Rune feigned ignorance. “No one asked you to,” he replied. 
 
    “Hawthorn’s boy, indeed.” 
 
    Larch struck. 
 
    The blade drove straight at Rune’s chest, a move Larch hadn’t tested on him yet. Rune twisted in an expert dodge, but because of Larch’s own footing, he knew the move was a feint. As Larch halted his momentum with one foot and changed the position of his sword, Rune swung an arm up, caught the flat of the knife blade against the flat of the sword blade, and forced both to slam into his chest. 
 
    The strike cut some fabric, but little else, given the sharp edges weren’t directed at Rune’s flesh. The move surprised Larch, who immediately lost every shred of his balance. Meanwhile, Rune took the hit to his chest like he’d take any old punch, but he’d planted his feet properly, and Larch hadn’t, so— 
 
    One of Rune’s feet met open air. Shit. 
 
    Now both of them were toppling, where Rune should have been able to catch Larch and thump his sword out of the man’s hands. Instead, Larch thought fast, gripping Rune’s shirt and thrusting him back the way Larch had come. By the grace of the Tree, the two somehow traded momentum, both keeping their feet as Larch jumped to the next bridge. 
 
    “I sensed it!” Ria sent suddenly. “Yes, that was definitely an Artificer! But look, the hole’s already gone!” 
 
    Rune didn’t spare a glance at the place where his foot had nearly fallen through again. His Adepts—or at least, the ones with the strongest bonds to him—could see through his peripherals, and also through Narcissa’s eyes, if they worked hard enough. All of them were so tightly bonded that Ria and Lenore might as well be here in person, able to see the battle from the angles Rune couldn’t. 
 
    He had to end this, and quickly. With a knowing glance at Larch, Rune turned and skipped the two bridges back to the main platform. At least there, he was less likely to be thrust off an edge— 
 
    But when he hit glass, Rune slipped. Trees damn it! The fucking platform was slippery, like someone had spilled water on it. What kind of bullshit magic was this? 
 
    He twisted to do the move with his knife again, to stab the ground and stall his trajectory, but a screech suddenly lit up his mind, and he stopped dead as a glass ridge rose up in front of his foot. He recognized the screech as Ria’s, and then realized that she must have enacted her own Artificer magic to stop him sliding. 
 
     “Ria, what—” 
 
    “They were... going to....” 
 
    Her voice was fading. She wasn’t used to working on glass, much less enchanted glass; as a wood mage, it would have drained Ria significantly to put up that little ridge that stopped his slide. Not to mention she was funneling the magic through Rune, instead of herself. He hadn’t even known she could do that. 
 
    Clearly, it had overcome her. She was near-dead from exhaustion. But as Larch joined him one last time on the platform, Rune caught a few fading words from Ria: 
 
    “They were going... to send up... a glass spike,” she sent him. “If you get your hands... too close... to the glass....” 
 
    Lenore swore in his mind, a mirror to his own inner words. Basically, Ria seemed to be saying that if Rune stabbed the ground again, his invisible opponent would send up a glass spike—right through his wrists. To an onlooker, it might still look like an accident, like he’d stabbed the glass and it had split and stabbed him back. 
 
    Regardless, this person wasn’t trying to stop him from becoming a Guardian. This person was trying to kill him. 
 
    And if that was the case... he glanced over the edge of the platform. They’d tried to make him fall three times. 
 
    “What’s down there in that water, exactly?” Rune asked Larch as the two squared off once more. 
 
    Larch hadn’t stopped frowning, but now he turned his consternation on the water. “Nothing’s down there. Empty pool.” 
 
    Somehow, Rune doubted that. 
 
    “We almost done?” Rune asked. He could probably take Larch in any normal fight, but the longer he stayed out here, the more likely he’d get killed by this unseen assassin. He couldn’t keep dodging these attacks while still keeping his other Adepts—and his other abilities—a secret. 
 
    If this was what palace life was going to be like, then maybe Rune was in over his head. 
 
    “We still got a few—” Larch began, but then he cut himself off with an attack, in an attempt to catch Rune off guard. On instinct, Rune started to duck the wide strike, but then he remembered he shouldn’t get too close to the floor, which threw his balance— 
 
    “Here,” Lenore sent. 
 
    And then Lenore’s Eternal flooded him, her raw magic passing through their bond with the speed of an assassin’s thrown blade. He seized the power and used her Commander ability on himself, vastly increasing his agility. In half an instant, his balance was recaptured, and he was using it against Larch, catching the man in the gut with his shoulder. With the ease brought on by both Agility and Buff, Rune flung the Covenant Minister up and behind him. Larch went soaring, then sliding, but Rune wasted none of that time. He spun and threw his knife. 
 
    Larch grunted as the blade wedged clear into his chest—its point catching in the chainmail Rune had seen there. As it fell harmlessly away, leaving behind little more than a bruise, the Covenant Minister finally came to a stop. 
 
    “You know, I never asked,” Rune said. “What happens if I stab you in the chest?” 
 
    Larch looked up, scowling. “You win. That’s what happens.” 
 
    Rune studiously chose not to move. Even the slightest movement might give his assassin an excuse to stab him up through his feet, all while trying to make it look like an accident, like some quirk of the enchanted glass. 
 
    Then again, maybe they’d moved past wanting to make it look like an accident. 
 
    “So?” Rune said. “You gonna throw your sword in, or what?” 
 
    Larch’s gaze darkened, but he, too, wasn’t getting up. He must have sensed the same danger as Rune. 
 
    “I’m deciding,” he said quietly, “on whether to tell the king that you cheated.” 
 
    Rune’s stomach dropped. Larch had known about the Buff? Or was it the Agility? Had he seen Ria’s Artificery, or...? 
 
    Either way, Larch hadn’t spoken loud enough for the onlookers to hear.  
 
    Rune dipped his chin, putting on a dead serious face. “I didn’t cheat until someone else cheated first,” he said honestly, speaking just as low as Larch had. “You can’t bring a knife to a magic fight. You know that.” 
 
    Larch grunted. “Be that as it may—” 
 
    Crrracccckk. 
 
    The sound seemed to rise between them, and both men recognized it immediately, because both of them reacted. Rune, however, reacted faster. While Larch swung himself back to his feet, Rune bolted straight for the older man, his Agility magic pushing him just fast enough to outrun the web of breaking glass under his feet. 
 
    He felt the floor give way, just a few subtle shifts, spreading into more and more of them, a shattering in progress. The hidden assassin was going to break the whole damned platform, taking him and Larch down with it. 
 
    And there was no way they were doing it just to get Rune wet. No. This fall would kill him. Something was waiting down in that water, some poison or trap. Ten to one, it would kill Rune instantly. Most likely, it would also kill Larch. 
 
     And so Rune bounded toward the edge of the platform at full speed, roaring out loud as he sent his thoughts to Narcissa. She read him fluidly, perfectly, and his legs surged with Buff, and he slammed into Larch, and he leapt. 
 
    There would be no disguising this use of his magic. Rune practically flew out of the spiral, sailing over all its twisty glass arms and landing clumsily back on the main floor of the room. He stumbled, still gripping Larch. The two split apart, staggering, Larch coughing from Rune’s impact as he fell to his knees. 
 
    Narcissa was running toward Rune now, and so were two of the king’s guards, and so were the warrior women. It all seemed to happen in slow motion as below them all, the shards of glass rained down into the water, like bits of a glacier returning to sea— 
 
    But Larch stopped all the action with one movement. Somehow the man had kept hold of his blade through his entire ordeal, and just as the warriors were about to reach Rune, Larch threw his sword to the ground in front of him. 
 
    Clang! went the sword, and everything stilled. 
 
    The warriors blinked, seeming to realize that they couldn’t attack Rune now, not for no reason. If they had even been attacking to begin with. Had they? Rune couldn’t be sure. 
 
    The guards, at least, had been running to help him. They slowed to a jog and bypassed Narcissa, who had come to a stop. At the sound of the clang, it must have dawned on her that she wasn’t supposed to be showing how much she cared about Rune. For an instant, the idea pained him, but he knew it was false. 
 
    “He passes,” Larch said loudly, getting back to his feet and rubbing the spot on his chest where Rune’s knife had struck his chainmail. “Been a long damn time since an initiate got me, too,” he said to no one in particular. To Rune, he added, “Welcome to the Covenant, Sir Hawthorn.” 
 
    Rune didn’t smile. “It’s Tellarus.” 
 
    As the two guards looked him and Larch over for injuries, Rune surveyed all the onlookers yet again. The king stood back, conferring with some of his attendants, and Rune heard mention of “architectural integrity” and “call the royal Artificers. We need an assessment” and other such phrases. He heard no mention of sabotage whatsoever; the assassin had hidden their work very well. 
 
    By contrast, Zenobian again stood in the center of a rigid circle of warriors. All of them had returned to protect him as if they had never left. The maiden priestess remained at his back, dutifully staring at him; and the ambassador’s face was placid, his hands clasped before him, at rest. 
 
    “I don’t trust that guy,” Lenore sent. 
 
    “I know, right?” Narcissa added. “He hasn’t even spoken yet!” 
 
    As if to punctuate this comment, Zenobian lazily drifted a hand to one side. In response, the maiden priestess hurried up to him, and he leaned over to whisper in the young woman’s ear. 
 
    She nodded, and to Rune’s amazement, she rotated in place and began to walk backwards toward Rune. Narcissa took this opportunity to stand casually at Rune’s side. 
 
    “Are you gonna explain that to me?” Rune asked her. 
 
    “I... I think it’s because she has to keep eyes on Zenobian. At all times. To make sure women don’t touch him.” 
 
    “That seems like overkill,” Rune replied. He also wondered why Zenobian hadn’t simply sent a warrior and left his priestess in her place behind him. Maybe to appear less threatening? Who even knew, with these people? 
 
    Rune and Narcissa weren’t the only ones to notice, and the king’s chatter fell silent as the maiden came to a stop at Rune’s other side. He took a step away from her, just in case. 
 
    “His Eminence and Ambassador, Second Consort Pyritius Zenobian, would like to congratulate you on your acceptance into the Covenant,” she said in a small, tinny voice, her eyes remaining locked on her master. “Um, he said... His Eminence would like to tell you that... um....” 
 
    “She’s nervous,” Narcissa sent. “Everyone is looking at her.” 
 
    It was true. The room was now fixated on the young woman, and even though she kept her eyes straight ahead, she must know it. 
 
    “What is going on here?” Rune thought. “What is with all this tension?” 
 
    Out loud and in a low voice, he said to the priestess, “What’s your name, milady?” 
 
    She seemed to startle, and he was bewildered to see her dark cheeks flushing. He recalled that she had been startled in a similar way when she’d first seen him. A little crush, maybe? He couldn’t say he minded. She had an elegant, clear face, dark as the place where the moon met the sky. But in her hood and potato sack of a dress, he couldn’t judge anything else about her, not even her hair. Her eyes, though... they were strange somehow. The irises seemed a little bit... red? 
 
    “I have no name, Foreign Brother,” she finally replied, her voice tremulous. “I am but one hand of the Goddess, among many.” 
 
    “One Hand, huh?” Rune said. “Well, One Hand, how about you just speak plain for me? No one else can hear you. I won’t tell on you, if you don’t use all the titles and doublespeak. On my honor as a bloody tired Covenant.” 
 
    He caught the wisp of a smile from her then. “Very well, Brother,” she replied, her eyes flicking his way. “His Eminence wishes to tell you that he is happy you will be competing for the bond of the princess. He is most gratified at the thought of such a skilled warrior bonding to his betrothed.” 
 
    Rune opened his mouth to reply, but then her last word caught up with him. “I’m sorry. Did you just say ‘betrothed?’”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you not know?” One Hand’s gaze flicked Rune’s way again, then back. “His Eminence and Princess Nolana Celtis d’Calla are engaged to be married, as part of a recent peace treaty. They’re to be wed within the week.” 
 
    Rune stood stunned. An Adept was getting married? Of course, he knew the princess was—well—a princess, but an Adept marrying anyone aside from her own Guardian was unheard of. And since when was the bloody princess engaged? Surely Rune would have heard of this before now. 
 
    “If word hasn’t gotten out, then it must have happened recently,” Narcissa sent him. “Within the past few days.” 
 
    Out loud, she said, “The betrothal comes as part of a peace treaty, you say? As far as I was aware, we already had a treaty with Djani.” 
 
    The priestess’s face darkened, so starkly that it caught Rune off guard. “That treaty was violated,” she said. “And my Goddess was not happy.” 
 
    “Ah,” Narcissa said, before sending to Rune, “She means that Celtis fucked up somehow, and pissed off the Djani Goddess. Given how fast this betrothal has come about... I’m inclined to think we were on the brink of war. He’s marrying his daughter off to prevent it.” 
 
    Well, that explained all the tension, and some of Celtis’s bad mood, too.  War with a foreign nation had been threatened and then narrowly avoided. Now, dignitaries from that very nation were still hanging around, anxious to earn a whole lot more influence in Orennian by marrying the heiress to the throne. If Rune were Celtis, he’d be pissed off, too. 
 
    Pissed off... and very distracted. 
 
    “This ought to work in our favor,” Rune mused, speaking into his bond. “Celtis is less likely to see me asking around about why he wanted you dead, so long as these Djani are here.” 
 
     Narcissa frowned, but didn’t respond with words. Rune understood; their internal conversation had gone on long enough, and One Hand was still waiting around. 
 
    Rune shoved his hands in his pockets, rocked back on his heels, and said, “Well. Seems I’ve walked into a lot of politics.” He cracked his neck. “You can tell your master that, if I earn a place as Princess Nolana’s Guardian, it will be my honor to protect her with my life.” 
 
    He watched as One Hand’s mouth twitched. Then, with one final, so-fast-he-barely-caught-it glance at Rune, the maiden priestess nodded and returned to Zenobian. 
 
    “You didn’t call Nolana his ‘betrothed,’” Narcissa whispered, once the smaller woman was out of earshot. “He might see it as a slight, especially given—” 
 
    “Especially given Guardians have a habit of tossing the bed sheets with their Adepts?” Rune finished for her. “Yeah. The omission was purposeful.” 
 
    “That wasn’t very political of you,” Narcissa replied, but she was smiling. She knew him well enough to know that he planned to get every ounce of power out of his new Adept as he could—which meant he would need to sleep with her. But Narcissa also knew that Rune wasn’t one to share. Could he really be a Guardian for a woman who was married to someone else? 
 
    No, he couldn’t. Simple as that. 
 
    “I take it our timeline has moved up,” Narcissa sent, as King Celtis waved Rune back toward one of the glass auditorium’s main entrances. 
 
    Rune fell into step behind the king’s entourage, with Narcissa following at a distance that suggested she and Rune were only friends. “Yeah. I’ll bond to her, squeeze as much power as I can out of that bond, and take Celtis down before Nolana can get married. Then....” 
 
    Well, he wasn’t precisely sure what he’d do next. If this marriage prevented a war, then he really shouldn’t have any business trying to ruin it. At the same time, he couldn’t possibly continue a bond with a married woman. It was hard enough knowing Narcissa was bonded—if only accidentally—to some random Guardian trainee. 
 
    He shrugged. “I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.” For now, he had to get rid of that trainee by breaking Narcissa’s bond to him—all while somehow maintaining Rune’s own bond with her. That was where Celtis was probably leading them right now, as they moved down progressively less opulent hallways, back again in the part of the palace where everything was made of wood. 
 
    And this will be the tricky part, Rune thought as he passed a tapestry of dyed birch fibers depicting the holy bond of a Guardian and Adept. Since Rune had proven himself as a viable Guardian candidate, he would need to have his bond to Narcissa broken in order to bond with an official Adept. Narcissa couldn’t be that, as she had failed her Adept test and did not qualify. 
 
    But Rune could not—would not—lose her. He just wasn’t sure how he was going to do that, since the means of breaking their bond was so secretive. Even the wood around him seemed to dim in anticipation, shifting from bright, swirling pine to dark walnut as they approached the end of their bond. 
 
    Finally, they came upon a simple, nondescript door. Celtis raised a hand, about to wave off his attendants, when a servant hurried up to them from the other direction. 
 
    “What’s this?” Celtis said, his hand lowering slightly. He didn’t seem to be speaking to anyone in particular, but an older female member of his group—the tall and stern “Lady Eleanor Trillium, Matron of the Bonding Trials,” or whatever she called herself—took the hint and squeezed through the attendants to meet the servant. The young man was carrying an armful of white roses; he looked like a messenger of sorts. 
 
    “Are these His Majesty’s weekly order?” Rune heard Trillium say. When the messenger nodded, she hissed, “These were to go to His Majesty’s chambers directly. It’s always been this way. Are you stupid?” 
 
    “S-Sorry, ma’am, I’m new—” 
 
    “That’s Lady, to you. Now go deliver them properly, before I have your balls on a plate.” 
 
    Rune’s eyebrows rose. That was quite the threat over a couple of flowers. Beside him, Rune heard the king sigh, and this time he did signal his party to wait outside. Trillium didn’t seem included in that order, however. She returned to open the door for the king. 
 
    “You two, with me,” Celtis said to Narcissa and Rune, waving them in. Trillium closed the door behind them, and Rune tensed. 
 
    I could kill him, he thought. I could do it, right now— 
 
    He shook himself. Celtis might be unprotected right now, but killing him wouldn’t get Rune the answers he wanted. It would also ruin Rune’s own life and future, not to mention his Adepts’ lives, if any of them even survived the kingdom’s retaliation for the death of their monarch. No, Rune had to play it safe. Besides, if the king trusted him enough now to remain unprotected around him— 
 
    Rune missed a step. No. That can’t be right. 
 
    The king barely knew him. Sure, Rune was a hero, but no self-respecting king would allow himself to be alone and unprotected around a strange Guardian/Adept pair. Celtis wasn’t stupid. 
 
    Rune looked up at the woman facing away from him. Trillium. 
 
    She was currently bustling about a cabinet behind a desk. It appeared this room was an office of sorts. Though by the way Trillium was poking through the cabinet, Rune didn’t think this was her office. 
 
    “Where are we, sire, if I might ask?” Rune said, running his gaze over the room’s strange whitish walls, which looked like no wood grain that Rune had ever seen. 
 
    Celtis had settled himself into a stiff chair that looked purposefully uncomfortable. His green-gray eyes were sunken; he was clearly exhausted. Had he even slept since Rune had rescued him yesterday? The king probably had better places to be and better things to do, but it appeared he was just taking a breather, and Rune’s bond-breaking ceremony was an excuse to do that where his attendants couldn’t see him. 
 
    The king sighed. “This is the office of the Palace Treekeeper. It’s carved from the main root of the palace’s Tree outcrop, which means it’s the only non-public place that suits our purposes.” He leaned forward over his knees, looking all of his forty-some years, and clasped his hands together. His eyes got sharp again as he looked up at Rune. “You know why we’re here?” 
 
    Rune nodded, crossing his arms. After leaning back against the closed door, he said, “I need to break my bond with Lady Lumenz, if I’m going to be an official Guardian. But the process is some big secret or something.” 
 
    The king glanced between Rune and Narcissa, who was pointedly looking around as if interested in the extremely boring room. She was trying not to look dismayed at the thought of losing Rune, and Rune was doing the same. To outside eyes, they needed to appear like they weren’t terribly attached to one another. Lovers, maybe, but only from bond-lust. If they looked like they actually loved each other, then their intentions for splitting up might become suspicious—and Narcissa could more easily be used against Rune. She was his weakness. They all were. 
 
    “I’m very sorry about the need for a bond-breaking,” Celtis said. “I’m afraid we can’t just let an unsanctioned Adept run around with an unsanctioned Guardian.” 
 
    Rune shrugged one shoulder. “It’s all right, Your Majesty. I can serve my country better this way. Lady Lumenz might miss me, though.” 
 
    Narcissa huffed, still occupied in studying the room. “You? No. The power? Yes.” Without a bondmate, mages could hardly use their own magical potential, so it would make sense that she’d feel bereaved at the thought of losing Rune for that reason. “At least I didn’t manifest anything good,” she went on. “It’s much harder to miss being able to Buff some big brute, than to have to give up something more powerful. Oh, how I wish I’d manifested an illusion ability. Or maybe the ability to Artifice glass....” 
 
    She trailed off, and Rune knew what she was doing. Someone had tried to kill Rune by Artificing sea-glass only a half hour past, and Narcissa was testing to see if the king knew anything about that. He watched the king closely for a reaction to her words, but the king didn’t even twitch. Rune didn’t think he’d been responsible. 
 
    Which meant the Djani dignitaries had done it. They wanted Rune gone for some reason. For his potential bond to the princess? That seemed like a stretch. Rune would be competing with a dozen other Guardians for that chance, so there was no guarantee he’d bond to Nolana—and even if he did, why was that a bad thing for the Djani? 
 
    The plot thickens, Rune thought. As if it wasn’t thick enough. 
 
    “All right, we’re all set,” Trillium said suddenly, straightening. She’d emerged from the depths of a pale-wood cabinet with a vial of green liquid in her hand. “You two. Drink this. A couple swallows for Mister Tellarus, and the rest to Lady Lumenz.” 
 
    Rune focused his razor gaze back on the older woman. Here, in this room, she was the only protection the non-magical king had—and Rune suspected she was more formidable than she looked. 
 
    He wasn’t about to test that, though. Not yet. “What is it?” he asked her, reaching out to take the vial. 
 
    “Sap from the Tree of life, diluted with dew which formed on its leaves,” she replied tartly. “A single sip is worth more than your father’s entire smithy, so be grateful.” 
 
    Rune frowned, popping the cork off the vial and sniffing it. It smelled like a fresh spring breeze, with an earthy edge to it, like sawn wood. 
 
    “What does it do?” he asked, recalling that other parts of the Tree of Life could do a lot of magical things. The leaves prevented pregnancy and healed illness, the bark cured physical wounds, the fruits and flowers did something or other (he couldn’t recall which, but he could always use Treehugger to remember again), and if the Tree was damaged, it would release an airborne poison. 
 
    This turned out to be the main source of this potion. “The sap of the Tree of Life serves as a knockout drug,” Trillium said. “It can easily kill a person, but when diluted properly, it becomes a powerful sleeping potion which can connect you directly to the Eternal. Only in this Eternal dream-state can you break your bond without one of you having to die.” 
 
    Celtis held out a hand. “You will find yourself in a forest, once you enter the dream-state. Lady Lumenz, you will have a higher dose, so you won’t be conscious during. Mister Tellarus will have to do most of the work.” 
 
    “I will talk you through it from this side,” Trillium said, directing the comment at Rune. “You will be mildly aware of your real surroundings during the process, and will be able to hear me. And once it is done, I will know.” 
 
    This last, she spoke like a warning. It seemed Rune’s trust of her was about as fickle as her own trust for him. 
 
    “If she can tell that our bond is broken,” Narcissa sent him, “then I think that means she has magic.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was thinking that, too.” 
 
    “But she’s not wearing a valorglass....” 
 
    Rune nodded, tapping the vial with a finger. “Yep. Another big fat liar among us. Ria...?” 
 
    He waited a moment, pretending to consider, as Ria’s flowery consciousness surfaced in his mind. She reached out through his perceptions to get a feel for the potion he was holding. As an Artificer mage, she could discern if something was magically altered or not. 
 
    “It’s alive,” she said. “But I think it’s unaltered. I’m better with dead wood and other inert things, but if this liquid is alive, that means it’s what Trillium says it is. The Tree of Life never truly dies in any of its forms. I would say it’s safe to drink.” 
 
    “All right then,” Rune said stoutly, turning to Narcissa. “I suppose this is goodbye, milady?” 
 
    “I suppose it is,” she replied, holding out a hand. He shook it. 
 
    “It’s been fun,” he said. 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    Despite her bored words, Rune could see the fear in her eyes. She was hiding the emotion from him, but to Rune, it was written all over her. Don’t leave me, she was saying with that golden gaze. Please find a way out of this. Please don’t let them break us. 
 
    Rune tipped back the vial and took two sips. “I love you,” he sent her. “And I will never abandon you.” 
 
    It was all he managed to think before his knees started going weak. He swayed, and Trillium darted forward to snatch the vial from him. He had barely glimpsed her passing it to Narcissa before he’d slumped to the barren wood floor. 
 
    “I love you too,” he heard Narcissa say. 
 
    “Be safe,” Ria added. 
 
     “Don’t fuck up,” Lenore put in. 
 
    Rune smiled at the voices, and then all fell silent, and he felt a breeze, and smelled the scent of sawn wood. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune sat up, blinking. At first, he thought he had been transported to a nice, grassy forest—but soon he realized that this was no normal forest. It seemed to be made entirely of crystal. 
 
    He ran his hands through the grass in which he sat. It felt like grass, though it buzzed with yellow-green energy and looked like clear stone. He stood and turned about, peering through the evenly-spaced, unreal trees, which resembled poplars. They were tall and thin and elegant, like a beautiful woman; transparent and yet organic, like the grass. If Rune had never seen crystal or glass before, he would have assumed these were made of magicked water. There was something definitely alive about them, and they pulsed with that life, that color.... 
 
    He recognized the glass, and the yellow-green pulse. This place was the embodiment of the Eternal itself. Here was the source of all magic—and Rune sensed he had been here before. 
 
    “You should be waking up about now,” a distant voice murmured, making Rune jump. No human voice belonged in this place. “Wait a moment, until the disorientation passes.” 
 
    Rune smirked. He must have gotten oriented much faster than Trillium had expected. 
 
    Trillium. Right. That’s why I’m here. She’s going to lead me through the bond-breaking process.... 
 
    It all came to him clearly, unlike a real dream. Rune started to walk. 
 
    And the ground walked with him. 
 
    He stopped, confused, but that was what the sensation had felt like. He looked down at his feet, now planted in the grass. He tried to walk again. 
 
    Roots drew out of the ground under his feet. 
 
    It wasn’t like they were lifting him—more like they were attached to him. Weightless, but a part of him, grown out of his feet. He tried to walk again, and his roots walked with him. They didn’t slow him at all, but the ground was disturbed, the soil rumbling, the crystal grasses parting as his roots moved through it. 
 
    I’m a tree, he thought, in that odd way of dream-thoughts, but Rune knew instantly that it was fact. Here, in the Eternal, he was a tree—or at least, a root. 
 
    Oh, I get it, he thought, lifting one of his feet up in the slow kick he liked to use in taverns. Where normally the move was used to boot ruffians out the back door, here it pulled a long skein of root from the earth. This told him which way the roots led. 
 
    He set down his feet and followed the roots. 
 
    “Once you feel safe to stand, do so,” Trillium said. Rune chuckled to himself. He was ahead of the game. This should give him time to properly preserve his bond to Narcissa— 
 
    As he thought her name, light flared to his left. He whirled, his roots twisting, merging into each other like clay rather than tripping him. So surreal, he thought as he squinted into the golden light. That tree. It’s Narcissa. 
 
    Once again, he sensed the dream logic was true. He set off for Narcissa’s tree. 
 
    “If you lift up your feet,” Trillium began, but Rune paid her only half his attention. Narcissa’s tree bore golden leaves, the color of her eyes, and when he looked into it, he saw her sleeping face mirrored back at him from the heart of the trunk. With an experimental lift of one foot, Rune saw that his roots were connected to this tree. 
 
    I’ll have to cut the root, he thought. That will break our bond. 
 
    How, though? With what weapon? He bent down to pull a blade of grass, but it faded into sparking motes as it broke from the ground. Despite the razor-edged look of everything here, it was never sharp—or substantial—to the touch. He searched his pockets, but they were empty, not even a bit of lint to his name. He’d left behind his great sword before joining the king, and he’d lost Larch’s sword and his own knife during his Guardian test, but it seemed that even if he’d still had them, they wouldn’t have phased over to this dream-space. 
 
    It had to be a mental trick, then. He peered down at the base of Narcissa’s tree and stepped back, trying to see through the glass. And, as if it were responding to his own desires, the soil and grass seemed to clear, revealing a bounty of crystalline roots beneath Narcissa’s mirrored image. To Rune, they looked like veins, capillaries, even fingers of lightning. Most were thin and vague, but one was thick as a finger, another thick as an arm. It was this last one that led directly to Rune. 
 
    Huh, he thought, considering. Could it really be as simple as thinking the bond away? He focused on the root that connected him to Narcissa, and imagined it wasting away, drawing apart, splitting.... 
 
    Slowly, creakily, the root began to unravel. It stopped looking like one solid piece of wood, and instead like two wooden snakes who had grown together over decades, and were now being forced apart. 
 
    With a sudden flash of panic, Rune cut his focus, and the roots ceased their splitting. His chest fluttered. Their connection had almost been severed. 
 
    “When you say her name,” Trillium was saying, “or think of her, a specific tree should glow. It might take you some time to find it....” 
 
    Right. Rune had to find a solution quickly, before Trillium got to the whole root-cutting part. If he took too long to obey her, she’d think something wasn’t right. But how could he maintain his connection to Narcissa without cluing anyone in to it? 
 
    Rune set to pacing around the tree, watching his roots tangle and dance with Narcissa’s beneath the transparent earth. He noticed the second thicker root again, the finger-width one. If he had to guess, that one marked her accidental bond to the Guardian trainee. Could Rune sever it, or would the boy have to? He’d have to wait to see what Trillium instructed him. He wasn’t supposed to have reached Narcissa’s tree yet, after all. 
 
    Narcissa’s tree, he thought, mulling over the thought. What had Trillium just said? When you say her name, or think of her, a specific tree should glow.... 
 
    He glanced around and thought of both Ria and Lenore, but none of the other trees sparked. “Ria?” he sent. “Lenore?” 
 
    Nothing happened. Curious. Perhaps his Adepts had to be asleep for it to work? 
 
     “Red Bi—I mean, Dendrobia? Denni?” he ventured. Then, “Iris? Is anyone here?” 
 
    As victims of the Breeders, Denni and Iris were supposedly going through processing right now, as the palace tried to care for them and help them find a new life. It seemed fairly likely that they’d be sleeping, but if they were, then it wasn’t a deep enough sleep. 
 
    He tried one last time. “Cam?” 
 
    Hazel light flared, an earthy green-brown, a mesmerizing concoction of color that sent Rune reeling back into his childhood memories. Cam, who could charm any animal... Cam, with her daring smile... Cam, who could climb any tree, fight any boy, who could do anything.... 
 
    Cam, with the smooth, soil-black skin.... 
 
    He blinked at the memory, at the sexual feel of it. He and Cam weren’t lovers, but there had been... experiments, when they were young. Just stupid things teenagers did, that meant nothing. She was only a friend in Rune’s mind, and he knew she felt the same. In fact, she’d made it more than clear. She had taken every opportunity to tell him she saw him as a brother. It had hurt his younger self, at the beginning, when he’d had some notion they might get married someday... but Rune had gotten used to her jabs after that. Cam was his friend, and nothing else. He could live with that. 
 
    And yet.... 
 
    Cam on the grass, a dandelion spinning between her fingers.... 
 
    Cam, with her hands on his belt.... 
 
    He swallowed dryly. That stuff meant nothing. She was clear about that. But why, then, was it striking him now? Rune walked forward a few paces, following the hazel light. Cam’s tree was taller and thicker than Narcissa’s, more formidable, its leaves the same hazel color as her eyes. He saw her sleeping face in the mirror of its heart. 
 
    She was here with him, with Narcissa. Maybe she was merely sleeping, or maybe it was just because she, like Narcissa, was an Adeptus Prime. 
 
    Another, darker thought struck him: Maybe she’s being sedated. 
 
    As a member of the Breeders, Cam had been taken away upon their arrival to the palace, for questioning. She had led the Breeders, but never of her own volition. Rune had trusted justice to be done, and for her to be freed eventually. However, Celtis wasn’t exactly the most honorable man. Had something happened to Cam? Was she in prison, sedated? Or worse? 
 
    She had requested he back off of her mind for a while, and he had obeyed her, but now Rune wanted badly to be awake so he could check on her. His whole body tense now, Rune knocked on the bark of Cam’s tree, testing to see if her reflection might wake. Nothing happened. He was on his own. 
 
    “You should see her roots connecting to your feet,” Trillium instructed, her voice faint and annoyed. “Sever them. It should only take a thought.” 
 
    Rune’s time was up. If he didn’t act now, then Trillium and the king would be suspicious. They might discover that he was a Prime, or that Cam was a Prime. Those secrets were all that protected Rune and his bond-mates. If he had to sever his bond to Narcissa to protect the others— 
 
    Never. No compromises. She trusted me. 
 
    Rune took several steps back from Cam’s reflection, positioning himself between it and Narcissa’s own tree. He was connected to them both, and could see those roots beneath the earth clearly; his connections to the others were there, too, but they faded away, turning invisible. He couldn’t expect help from any Adept but Cam. 
 
    There was only one place he hadn’t yet looked, then. Rune tilted his head back and looked up. 
 
    Overhead, the branches of a dozen trees intertwined but never touched, never shifted, not even in the soft breeze. Leaves of all eye colors danced and winked, blocking out an endless and cloudless white sky. 
 
    Rune raised a hand and pointed at Narcissa’s trunk. Twist, he thought. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Twist. Move. Something! 
 
    Nothing. Rune cursed and tried Cam’s trunk. Twist. 
 
    The bark twisted, a whirlpool of crystal, a knothole in the infinite bark. 
 
    Startled, Rune raised his finger higher, following the curves of the tree, taking care to never lose track of Cam’s branches amid all the others. When he came to the point of her longest branch, he thought, Grow. 
 
    The branch began, slowly, to grow. 
 
    How is it working with Cam, and not Narcissa? he wondered, but he realized the answer almost as soon as he asked the question. He and Cam had been friends for nearly twenty years. They knew each other inside and out. Loved each other like family. 
 
    A few days with Narcissa, and some really great sex, didn’t compare with the bond he had with Cam. 
 
    “Ugh, what’s taking him so long?” Trillium was mumbling. 
 
    “Give him time,” the king said. “He’s still new to this.” 
 
    Grow faster, Rune thought, and the branch tried. It stretched and struggled, navigating the labyrinthine maze of other branches, striving toward Narcissa’s tree. 
 
    “No one’s ever taken this long,” Trillium said. 
 
    The king was silent. Not good. 
 
    Faster! 
 
    But the branch couldn’t move faster. It was doing all that it could. Rune’s bond to Cam wasn’t strong enough. It needed a boost. But she wasn’t here, in the bond or otherwise. So how could Rune strengthen the bond, using only himself? 
 
    He knew the one trick that always worked: sex. He closed his eyes and, for the first time in six years, he allowed himself to remember what Cam’s body had felt like, that day in the woods, on the grass.... 
 
    The memory hammered into him, unleashing a flood of pent-up desires, and he gritted his teeth and let them through. He’d spent ages telling himself that Cam was only his friend. Like a sister to him, nothing more. 
 
    Now, he dispelled that, and admitted that he had always wanted something else. He had always wanted her. 
 
    With a crack, the branch he’d been controlling snapped against Narcissa’s trunk and burrowed into it. Rune felt it all happen without opening his eyes, and with a last thought—I love you, I’ve always loved you—he felt the two trees merge into one. 
 
    “That’s enough. Wake him,” the king said, far away. 
 
    Rune tore his mind out of Cam’s tree and looked down at his rooted feet. 
 
    Here’s hoping this works, he thought desperately. 
 
    And with a slash of regret, Rune severed the bond. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune woke with a screech—or at least, someone’s screech. He blinked from the bed in which he sat, shirtless and sweating from a dream he couldn’t quite remember. 
 
    Losing her. The pain.... 
 
    Someone was cowering at the side of the bed, hands above her head. A maid, given her livery. She was a blonde girl, small and slight, but he couldn’t see her face. He must have woken up suddenly and frightened her.  
 
    Rune rapidly took in the rest of the room. It wasn’t the same place where the palace staff had put him before. It was windowless but expansive, the wooden walls an amalgam of different types of wood, all merged together in a scream of brownish colors.  
 
    Three fogged-glass doors were built into three walls of the room, one standing open to reveal a tiled bathroom. A fourth and final door, this one wood-crafted, stood closed. Rune guessed it led to a hallway. It had locks on this side, so he hadn’t been locked in. 
 
    Aside from the overkill amount of doors, the walls to each side of the bathroom looked to be built-in cabinets, of the wardrobe style, and carved with trees. A servants’ call-bell hung by the hallway door.  
 
    Signs of simple luxury were everywhere; gilded handles on the side table, a brass chandelier, a small umbrella plant in one corner under an Artificed glowlight. Rune even noticed a bowl of gold coins at his bedside, right there for the taking.  
 
    The bed was huge, and an intimate table took up a corner next to it. More living vines hung from its Artificed canopy, the plants fed by glowlights set into the tall bedposts. There were curtains on the bed too, sheer and sensual. 
 
    This is what made him realize where he was. 
 
    “The bonding apartments,” he said. “They took me to the bonding apartments.” 
 
    These were where Guardians and Adepts lived while they did their early training, which cemented their bonds and enforced the rules they would live by. He must have been taken here after he successfully broke his bond to— 
 
    Narcissa. 
 
    His gut churning, Rune lashed out with his mind, searching for any sense of Narcissa’s bond to him. A wall of metal came up against his search, jointed, like a gauntlet. It took him a second to wrap his head around the sensation. 
 
    A bond, he thought. I’m feeling a bond. 
 
    It was new to him. It felt like armor. Jointed armor, clinking together. Had he bonded to someone new, and already forgotten it? 
 
    “No,” a voice sent, as the maid’s head popped up on the side of Rune’s bed. “I think... it’s just me,” she said. 
 
    Still delirious from panic and sleep, Rune shook himself. “Iris,” he said, finally recognizing the small eighteen-year-old who used to be Narcissa’s handmaiden, and who had accidentally become one of Rune’s bondmates during the attack on the Breeder hideout. “I—I’m sorry, I must have scared you.” He shifted in his new bed, hiding as much of his bare stomach as he could. Iris wouldn’t be accustomed to seeing half-naked men. “What are you doing here?” he finally asked. 
 
    She seemed to realize she was still cowering, and she bit her lip and stood, backing away from his bed. “I’m a maid for the palace now,” she said. 
 
    This was all getting ahead of him. Where was Narcissa?  
 
    “What?” he croaked out. It wasn’t his brightest moment. 
 
    Iris held her hands before her, but they were tense. She seemed skittish. Not surprising given she’d been in the midst of a torture session the last time Rune had seen her. 
 
    A shame, though. He recalled her as a fierce and loyal companion to Narcissa. It seemed that spark had gone. Trees-damned Breeders, ruining everything. 
 
    Iris fidgeted. “The palace thought I knew too much about the Breeders, since I stayed with you after you freed me,” she explained. “They said I could submit to a memory erasure, or I could work in the palace, somewhere insulated. I chose the palace. Turns out the insulated place was the bonding chambers... so, here I am.” She shrugged, but it looked anything but casual. She was afraid of him. Probably afraid of everyone, right now. 
 
    Rune checked under the blanket to make sure they had given him pants—who even dressed me? he wondered—and swung his legs out of the bed. That sleeping draught must have been one hell of a drug, for him to sleep through being transported and dressed and Tree-knew what else. 
 
    “Where’s Narcissa?” he asked. 
 
    Iris swallowed, and pain flashed across her glassy brown eyes. There was a lot of color in those eyes, Rune realized. He wasn’t sure which colors, though. 
 
    “She woke a long time before you,” Iris told him. “They hired her an inn. Tomorrow, she’ll go back to her mansion....” 
 
    Rune bit his lip and closed his eyes to focus again. It was hard to see past the armor of Iris’s bond; she was clearly very distraught at her own separation from her mistress. Distraught and... confused, about something. 
 
    But even as Rune pressed past her, he saw no trace of Narcissa’s pages in his mind. All rivers led to Lenore, Ria, Iris, and even Denni. Not Narcissa. 
 
    Cam. He should still be bonded to Narcissa through Cam. He’d connected the canopies of both their trees during his dream in the Eternal. But had it worked? 
 
    With a jerk of his head, he searched out Cam’s bond. The bond was there, but it was hazy. He couldn’t tell what shape it took, but at the same time, he sensed the presence of trees. Because of this, he knew instinctively that she was being sedated by the same potion that had been used on Rune for the bond-breaking. 
 
    Well, that couldn’t be good. Rune stood and made for one of the wardrobes, throwing it open to discover a whole rack of dresses. Dresses? What the Tree-burning hell? 
 
    He tried the second wardrobe, on the other side of the bathroom door. This one held tunics and pants and coats and belts. Rune snatched up a shirt, soft to the touch, a fine material. They sure do spoil their new Guardians, it seemed. He started to throw it on. 
 
    “Wait!” Iris called out. Rune whirled. 
 
    “Wait, what?” he said. 
 
    She looked stricken. “Wait on—um....” She shook herself, looked away. “I asked for an assignment here, to your room, to... um....” 
 
    She wasn’t making sense. Rune began to button his shirt, but as soon as he did, her eyes stuck to his fingers. 
 
    That’s what she was asking me to wait on. She didn’t want me getting dressed. 
 
    The implications floored him for a moment. He frowned. 
 
    “Iris, I—” he began, then thought better of speaking aloud. This close to her, he should be able to speak mentally, even if he didn’t know her very well. 
 
    “I can’t feel my bond to Narcissa,” he sent her. “I think I’ve attached it to Cam, but Cam is sedated. If I don’t get to her, I can’t talk to Narcissa.” 
 
    At this revelation, Iris stood to immediate attention. The joints of her bond-armor seemed to all click into place, and Rune again saw that fire he’d seen in her all those days ago. Narcissa must mean a great deal to her. That made sense; weren’t they friends? 
 
    “Where is... Cam? Can we go... see her?” Iris asked. The words were staggered, on account of the newness of their bond. At such a young age, and so long before her testing, Iris shouldn’t even be bonded at all. 
 
    Rune opened his mouth to answer her question, then realized he couldn’t sense Cam’s location. The haze of her was scattered all through his head. Another effect of that potion? What were they doing to her? 
 
    Whatever it was, he couldn’t go around asking about it. He shouldn’t know that Cam was sedated right now, and he also shouldn’t be showing much regard for her. To the king, Rune’s Adepts had to all seem like strangers to him, or else they could be used against him. 
 
    Besides, even if someone on the palace staff did tell him where Cam was, he wouldn’t be allowed to go there until her dream-state had ended. If she was being tortured in some way, no one would let him in to see her until they were finished—and by then, he could already have lost her, Narcissa, and everyone else. 
 
    He sank into one of the chairs beside the small jade-topped table, dropping his head into his hands. How was he going to find Cam without arousing suspicion?  
 
    A stronger bond might do it, he thought. That seemed like the solution for everything. But hadn’t he strengthened their bond enough during the dream, when he admitted to wanting her, to having romantic feelings for her? 
 
    Iris must have sensed the problems he was facing, because she stepped up to the table beside him. 
 
    “Can you... steal energy... from me again?” she managed. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he sent back. “This is new to me. I just need to find Cam....” 
 
    Could he ask around? No, that would be suspicious. Steal energy to find her? Drop Lenore and Ria where they stood, and sap them? 
 
    He had a better idea. He tried contacting them. 
 
    No response. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Something was wrong. Rune knew it had to do with the potion, with whatever they were doing to Cam. He sensed that, if he didn’t get to her, he could lose everything. His Adepts could lose everything. 
 
    And it was his fault she was here to begin with. She had given herself up because she trusted him. 
 
    Rune looked up into Iris’s eyes. Like the furniture in his room, her irises seemed to be edged in gilt, with little green flecks, like spatters of patina. She had a soft, innocent face, with the simple figure of a woman who wasn’t used to showing off said figure. But there was a fierceness to her eyes that reminded him of Lenore, and he couldn’t help feeling attracted at the sheer fragility of her. She looked young, thin, and small enough to break with an overzealous handshake, yet at her core, he sensed hard iron. 
 
    “What’s your talent?” he asked her. Every mage had a talent, a small magical skill. It was usually very weak, even after they became an Adept. It tended to guide the mage’s magic as she upgraded her abilities. For example, Narcissa could remember almost anything she’d ever read, and that had made it easy for her to transition into the Treehugger ability that gave Rune his horticulture knowledge. Lenore had always been exceedingly sneaky, and so her magic had turned to shadow-walking and agility amplification. 
 
    “My talent?” Iris said, her eyebrows rising. “I—well, I like to enchant coins and things.” 
 
    Another Artificer in the making. Ria would be thrilled. “Enchant them to do what?” 
 
    She rubbed one arm with her opposite hand. “Well... not much. Mostly I kept them from getting lost. Mistress was always losing her jewelry, so—” 
 
    Rune reached out and gripped her arm. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    She flinched. “No.” 
 
    He could not believe his luck. He stood. “Iris, I need you to enchant something.” He looked around, saw the bowl of coins again, and rushed over to snatch one, dragging her with him.  He pressed it into her hand. “Enchant it so that it can find Cam.” 
 
    Iris stared at it. “I... that’s big magic. Too big. It’s not even a real ability, just a talent....” 
 
    Rune knelt in front of her, his hands on her forearms. “Iris, we are bonded now. You can sap me for energy. Hell, we can just swap some secrets to bring us closer. If the bond is strong enough, surely you can enchant one tiny coin.” 
 
    It was a desperate plea, but Rune knew that something was wrong, and that he had to make it right fast, or he could lose Narcissa, Cam, and everyone else. The only reason his bond to Iris was intact was because they were so physically close. 
 
    She seemed to flinch at that thought passing between them. Physically close. 
 
    Rune understood. “Oh, no, I don’t mean we need to—” 
 
    She slapped a hand onto his shoulder and gripped it, lifting Rune up. He was surprised at her strength. 
 
    “We do need to,” she insisted, once his eyes were level with hers. “It’ll be faster. I’m a virgin.” 
 
    For a long moment, Rune gaped like a fish. This frail, frightened girl had suddenly become someone else. 
 
    Still, she was right. If she was a virgin, and he was her first, then their bond would get real strong, real fast. 
 
    She shook him so hard that he almost fell over. “No one fucks with my mistress,” she said. “No one. I’ll do whatever I must to find her. And you’re as good a man as any.” She shrugged forcefully. “Nari likes you. So I like you too.” 
 
    This was the most insane flirtation that Rune had ever experienced. But Iris was willing, and time was running out. The emotions shooting through him should help him finish quickly. 
 
    If he could get his mind on the task, that is. He was so damned worried.... 
 
    Iris let him go and stalked to the bed. He watched her from behind as she worked at the strings up the back of her livery. 
 
    A softness settled over him, and he went to her. “Let me help you with that.” 
 
    She was trembling. “Sure,” she said, feigning nonchalance, but she was scared. This was happening too fast for her. This was all too forced. 
 
    Rune would have to get his head in the game if he wanted this to work. 
 
    He worked more slowly down the back of her dress, pulling the strings out one at a time. “Just relax,” he said. “Think of things that arouse you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what those are,” she said, shivering as his fingers brushed her skin. 
 
    He stepped closer to her, inhaling her scent. Fresh linen. His body responded, and he let it, putting all but a few of his thoughts into his cock. Don’t think of your worries. Just think of this. Think of how good this will feel. 
 
    Some of those thoughts seem to filter through their bond, because Iris relaxed a little, leaning back into him. 
 
    “What sorts of guys do you like to look at?” he sent her. 
 
    “I... guys like you, I suppose. Big ones.” 
 
    She was sounding clearer now. Already they were growing closer. He murmured low in his throat and pressed into her, hard enough to trap her against one of the tall bedposts. When he sensed no fear, he let her feel the shape of his cock through the simple cotton trousers he’d been resting in. 
 
    “I can provide a guy like me. I can provide big. What else gets you off? Tell me, and I’ll make it happen.” 
 
    Her breath caught as he rubbed his dick against her thigh. “I don’t know. I’ve never... done it.” 
 
    Oh. This would be easy. 
 
    Before Rune, Iris’s dress spread apart. He lifted it off her shoulders, let it fall forward at her waist. Her thin shift still covered her breasts, but he tugged at it, working the hem out of her bunched skirts. In short order, he had the dress on the floor, her legs bared, and the shift crawling up the backs of her thighs. 
 
    He saw the curve of one cheek, then the other. She gasped against the bedpost as he exposed her silken panties. 
 
    With a hand pressed into her lower back to keep her silk shift in place, Rune slid the fingers of his other hand beneath her panties, and began to drag them off. 
 
    Faster. Faster! 
 
    No. Slow. 
 
    He shook his head, focusing on her pleasure, on this action, not on Narcissa or Cam or the others or the danger they were in or— 
 
    “Think of Narcissa,” Iris said, as if she understood the turmoil he was going through. 
 
    He sank his mouth against her neck, whispered into it, “I can’t.” 
 
    “Not like that,” she breathed. “Like this.” 
 
    With that, she shoved her own underwear down and away, leaving Rune’s hand on the soft mound of skin she’d exposed to him. He drew a shuddering breath and let go, hastily dropping his own trousers and pressing his cock to her ass. He rubbed it between her cheeks, just feeling the softness of the skin there, not heading for the wet, not just yet. 
 
    “Oh,” Iris murmured, pushing back against him. “Are they all this big, or....” 
 
    “Do you want it inside you?” he whispered into her ear, her flyaway blonde hair tickling his nose. 
 
    She swallowed loudly. “I’m afraid,” she admitted. 
 
    With the hand at the small of her back, he rounded her waist and caressed the space between her stomach and breasts. Keeping his cock tucked between her cheeks, he used his other hand to reach lower, past the innocent, uncut hair. His finger burrowed until she gasped, until he felt the beginnings of wetness, the tiny bulb of her pleasure. 
 
    He rubbed her clit with his finger and thrust his hips forward slightly, until the head of his cock rested against her entrance. 
 
    “So you’ve never done this to yourself?” he said, rubbing her languorously. “You’ve never come before?” 
 
    “No—no—oh, Tree take me, that feels....” 
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “Yes... so good....” 
 
    He was about to say something else, when an image flashed through his mind. It was Narcissa. 
 
    But it wasn’t his thought. 
 
    “What...” he sent, feeling dazed by the power of it. 
 
    “Just—just think of her,” Iris said. “Imagine I’m her. It’ll go fast, if you do.” 
 
    Puzzled, Rune did as he was instructed, testing the waters. He imagined Iris’s fairy-blonde hair turning to luscious red curls. He thumbed the underside of Iris’s breast, and imagined it was larger, the perfect size for his grip. 
 
    His fingers found a nipple, and he remembered what that pink skin had looked like on Narcissa. 
 
    Iris moaned. 
 
    “That’s so... I don’t know what it is, but I...” she exhaled, her words ragged. 
 
    “Hot,” he whispered, licking her ear. “The word you’re looking for is hot.” 
 
    She nodded, her hair whispering against his cheek. The tight heat of her pussy was getting wetter by the second. Rune could enter her easily. He wanted to. 
 
    At the same time, he was curious. Gripping Iris’s breast, he turned her around and gently laid her back on the bed. She moaned in dismay when he stopped touching her clit, but then her brown eyes fluttered open, and her gaze landed on his cock. 
 
    He knelt over her, stroking himself with one hand as he touched her with another, rubbing up and down her wet entrance with a finger. Her nipples stood out against her shift, perfectly bite-worthy. 
 
    “Take it off,” he told her. 
 
    She nodded, her mouth wide open, her face set in a frown of intense pleasure. She lay back and pulled up her shift, revealing a flat expanse of pale stomach and two petite breasts. The smallness of her made his cock jump in his hands. So fragile, so breakable. 
 
    And he’d get to break her. 
 
    “You’re sure you’re eighteen?” he asked, to be certain. This wouldn’t be right, if she wasn’t of age; she couldn’t truly offer consent to someone seven years older than her. He had to make sure he wasn’t being predatory, but she sure seemed to be enjoying it. 
 
    She nodded, arching her back. “I’m eighteen... almost nineteen....” 
 
     “Good,” he sent. “Now play with your breasts.” 
 
    Instantly, she slapped both hands to her chest, one gripping, the other pinching a nipple. Rune’s gaze dropped to her pussy, the pink folds slick with want, so tight and untouched. He was the first person to ever venture here; even Iris herself had never played in her own pleasure. 
 
    He remembered her request then, and tried to please her again by imagining Narcissa before him, on her knees, sucking him down, curls bobbing, forehead creased in focus and hunger. His cock pulsed, the cum rushing up the shaft as he recalled what it felt like to spend himself in Narcissa’s throat, to feel her swallow and moan at the taste. 
 
    “Oh, the Djani Goddess fuck me, that’s good,” Iris said. “Oh god, Nari... Nari....” 
 
    Rune spread her legs, widening her sex, laying his cock against the moistening flesh and rubbing there. For an instant, he thought of Narcissa’s own pussy, the red hairs around it, the sound she made when he entered her for the first time. 
 
    “Oh—oh—oh—” 
 
    Iris twisted madly, pinching one nipple so hard it seemed to turn white as she arched her back in orgasm. Rune grabbed her leg, keeping her still enough for him to sink his head slightly into her flesh, to feel the pulse of her pleasure. 
 
    “I see how it is,” he sent her. 
 
    “Oh, fuck... is this what I’ve been missing?” 
 
    “Don’t change the subject. You like Narcissa....” 
 
    Iris fell still, her dazed eyes peering up at him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You like her. Romantically. You want to fuck her.” 
 
    She stiffened, trying to pull away from him, but Rune held her fast. 
 
    “That’s not a thing,” Iris said out loud. 
 
    “Oh, it’s definitely a thing. A woman can want to fuck a woman. My question is....” Rune took his hands off his cock and her leg, and lowered himself over her until their sexes pressed close, until her breasts pressed to his sternum. She was so much smaller than him, but he was still able to look down into her eyes. 
 
    “My question is, do you like men too?” he asked, pressing forward, threatening with his cock. “Do you want this, Iris? Because if you don’t, I can leave.” 
 
    She drew a large breath, her chest starting to flutter as she turned her head aside. “Don’t be an ass,” she said, her iron coming up from her core. He sensed that fire, and he wanted to fuck it. 
 
    “You want it, then take it,” she said, her eyes closed. 
 
    “Only if you look me in the eye.” 
 
    She seemed to finally remember her hands existed, because she used them to grip his lower back and pull him toward her. He swung forward, teasing, but not breaking all the way into her. Her juices sucked at his cock, inviting him in, but he resisted. 
 
    Her thin thighs curled around his, her soft skin twining against the rough hairs of his legs. With a hiss of pleasure, she met his gaze. The tiger-eye brown of her irises had gone filmy with want, and it struck Rune that she was anything but frail, anything but weak, and that the spark the Breeders had tried to take from her was back. Rune vowed never to let it fade, ever. 
 
    “Do you want to be my Adept?” Rune whispered, slowing their bodies, poised on the verge of sex. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered back. 
 
    “Do you want to help me protect Narcissa?” 
 
    “Yes. More than anything.” 
 
    He leaned down to her ear, his arms shaking from the effort of keeping himself out of her. 
 
    “And do you want me to fuck you?” 
 
    Her legs squeezed him. “Just... be gentle. I’m new....” 
 
    Rune kissed her temple, swung his hips, and entered her. 
 
    He didn’t go slow, but not fast either. He felt her legs part, her walls slide away as his cock sank past her entrance. Her breasts rose against him in a long, stifled moan. 
 
    Then Rune came up against something, moved past it. Her breath hitched. He sensed her pain. 
 
    He’d been afraid of this. It didn’t always happen in this way—every virgin was different—but for some, it could hurt. “Ride it out,” he breathed against her. “I’ll go slow.” 
 
    She nodded as he came to a stop, his member as deep inside her as he could go. Rune reveled in the tightness of her, marveled in the knowing that he was the first man to ever breach these gates. 
 
    The first, and the last, he vowed to himself. He pulled out of her, swung back in. 
 
    “Oh, Trees....” 
 
    “Say my name, Iris.” 
 
    “Rune... oh, Rune... yes....” 
 
    With each new thrust, he felt her pain fade, her walls loosen, her legs slacken against him, until they were tangled in sweaty, ardent lovemaking. 
 
    “You’re so big... you’re crushing me,” she murmured between moans. “I like it... I like it... keep crushing me....” 
 
    “You feel like Narcissa,” he sent her. “Hot and tight.” 
 
    “You took her too, didn’t you?” she returned, her mind so altered by pleasure that she couldn’t speak aloud. “With this same cock, you took her... it’s been inside her, and now....” 
 
    She went stiff, moans stuck in her throat and scratching out, and he felt her orgasm close around his shaft, pulsing, loosening. He sighed against her wispy hair and let the pulse take him away, let it break him into tiny pieces of pleasure. 
 
    He groaned, and her legs clamped tightly around him as he spent himself, the spurts pooling around his head because she was so tight from the orgasm to let any of it go deeper. She was so small beneath him, and he realized he had wasted his chance to fuck her sideways. He wanted to do this harder, make her scream, watch her bury her face in Narcissa’s pussy at the same time— 
 
    That thought sent one last spasm of pleasure from his head to her heat, and with that, some of his sense returned to him. He knew Narcissa liked to play the voyeur—she liked to watch him, to experience him, while he was making love to her fellow Adepts—but he didn’t know if she’d be amenable to having another woman’s face between her legs. 
 
    The idea was sexy, though. He’d have to run it by her—once he found her. 
 
    Drawing a breath to give himself the resolve he needed to exit her, Rune pulled his dick out past her slick walls. He shouldn’t have come inside her, but they’d worry about finding a contraceptive leaf from the Tree later. Rune checked in on his bond to Iris, and found the image of her clearer, the armor-sensation so refined that he could almost hear the clinking of metal plates and the creaking of gauntlets. An iron core, indeed. 
 
    “Iris,” he whispered. “We need to try... now....” 
 
    She nodded, and together they sat up. “Right,” she exhaled, before gulping in a dry breath. “Right, I need to try to make a coin that can find Cam. Right.” 
 
    Rune reached across the bed and picked up the coin he—or maybe she—had dropped there at some point. Finding Cam was one thing, but breaking her out of wherever she was—and saving her, if need be—now that would be tricky. It could compromise his whole mission in exposing Celtis, and get all his Adepts killed. 
 
    Danger really does seem to follow me, doesn’t it? Rune thought. I guess I’ll just rest when I’m dead. 
 
    “I cannot wait to turn you into a real Artificer,” he told Iris. The things she was capable of… they’d be amazing. “But for now, enchanting this coin will have to do.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune sat across his small sitting table from Iris, his hands laid gently on her forearms as she focused on the coin she was touching. He tried with all his might to exude an air of patience as she attempted to enchant the coin, but her magic was weak. Her power to enchant small metal objects was just a talent, and not yet an official Eternal ability. All mages in Orennian had a similar talent—some small magical power that non-Adept women could use in everyday life, even without a Guardian bond—but in this case, he and Iris had been lucky. Even a barely-enchanted coin could serve them well right now, if it helped them find Cam. 
 
    He felt Iris struggle through their bond, and he kept his thoughts even so as not to pressure her. He also offered her energy, feeding a steady line of his own nascent power into the jointed-armor sensation of her consciousness. Their bond, recently strengthened by sex and a mutual adoration of Narcissa, had given Iris slightly more power. But Rune knew that what she really needed was an Eternal ability, and he would need the Tree of Life for that. 
 
    The coin began to glow the soft yellow-green of the Eternal, and Rune’s heart leapt. His other strong bonds—with Ria, Cam, and Lenore—were so muddled in his mind that he couldn’t contact them or pinpoint their locations. As for his weaker bond with Denni and his bond to Narcissa, he couldn’t feel those at all. 
 
    He hoped he’d lost Narcissa because she was bonded to him through Cam now—and not that he’d messed up entirely, and severed their connection altogether. 
 
    Abruptly Iris gasped, her whole body recoiling. Rune snatched at her upper arm to keep her from toppling out of her chair, and as he steadied her, the glow in the coin began to fade. 
 
    “I... I think I managed... something,” she murmured, going limp against Rune’s touch. He rounded the table and let her crumple against him. “It’s definitely the best coin... I ever made. But I’ve never....” 
 
    “Shh,” Rune told her. As a hobby, Iris used to enchant coins and jewelry so that Narcissa couldn’t lose them. Enchanting a coin to find someone was a similar task, but it wasn’t something she’d ever attempted before. 
 
    “I gave it... as much range... as I could,” she whispered. “The energy you gave me... I hope it was enough....” 
 
    Rune patted the back of Iris’s fine blonde hair, eyeballing the coin she had magicked. He should put Iris to bed and try to find Cam without her. If the coin worked, it should lead him to Cam, who was currently in some sort of dream-state, meaning she was likely drugged. That dream-state was somehow related to Rune’s inability to contact his other bond-mates, so he hoped that, in finding Cam, he could resolve the issue for all of them. 
 
    At the same time, if he left Iris here, he’d be alone and powerless. The further he went from her, the more hazy her aura would become, until he stopped being able to use her magic. She was the only one that could currently help him. 
 
    He had to bring her along. 
 
    Knowing this, Rune fed her more of his energy, until he sensed her exhaustion fading. This didn’t leave him at his best, but at least he was still awake and functional. He had one good fight in him, albeit a short one. He stood. 
 
    “After you’ve taken a breath, we’ll leave,” he said, swiping up the coin. It seemed to hum against his fingers, a subtle vibration of power—and it was also heavy, more so than it should be. He wasn’t sure what this meant, but Iris could teach him how to use it in a moment. For now, he needed to be ready for what came next. 
 
    A cursory look around his new apartments provided him with his knife and great sword, which had been returned to him during his unconsciousness. In his returned, tattered outfit, he also found the few bits of Valor he had hidden on his person. He pocketed them, just to be safe, but the clothes were no longer wearable. Rune needed something new. 
 
    In his new wardrobe, Rune found a set of clothing with some thin armor plates sewn into it, just enough to deflect a thrown knife while not making the outfit look bulky. He wasn’t sure what else he might need, though. This new threat could ruin everything. If he found Cam or saved her in an illegal fashion, he wouldn’t be able to bond to Princess Nolana and use her to uncover King Celtis’s secrets. He would put all his Adepts in danger if he became a criminal today—but they were in danger already. He could sense that. 
 
    As Rune stepped into the armored blue tunic and pants, his gaze landed on a stain amidst his tossed bedsheets. Frowning, he moved toward it, and upon closer inspection, he recognized it as blood. At first this put him on edge, but then he realized the dried blood belonged to Iris. She’d lost her virginity to Rune only a half hour past, and at first, it had hurt her. 
 
    In the corner of his eye, Rune saw Iris rise from her chair, ready to proceed in their quest for Cam. Rune thought quickly and, to save her any embarrassment, he cut off the bloody portion of the sheets with his knife. He balled it up and stuffed it into a pocket before she could see it. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked as he drew his hand back out of his trousers. 
 
    “Nothing important,” he replied. He knew this sort of thing could embarrass women, especially those who were new to sex. He himself understood that it was all natural, but he didn’t want to kick off their search with Iris feeling humiliated. They needed to focus right now. 
 
    “Can you get this working?” Rune asked, passing Iris the coin. 
 
    She took it, and then her eyebrows went up. “It is working.” 
 
    He cocked his head. “How so?” 
 
    She hefted the coin. “The weight. It’s pressing downwards. That means Cam is below us.” 
 
    Rune had thought it was just heavier. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s below us and... slightly left. See?” 
 
    He took the coin again and yes, this time, it did seem to be pulling slightly to Iris’s left side. 
 
    “Huh,” he said. Now came the tricky part: how would they go down? “I think we should start by taking normal routes. Stairs and things. Will the other maids miss you?” 
 
    Iris had been hired on in the bonding apartments as a maid following her release from the Breeders, but she must not value the job much, because she only shrugged. “It’s my first day. I’ll just say I got lost. Trees know I got lost in the Lumenz mansion the first day I was there, too.” She moved for the door, waving a hand. “Lucky for us, I have a better sense of direction now. They gave me a tour, and I think I can get us a few floors lower. Maybe by then, we’ll have a better idea of Cam’s exact location.” 
 
    Rune smiled as she opened the door and swept out. She had seemed so timid when he’d first met her, and that had worsened after her experience with the Breeders—but it seemed her fire had resurfaced. Loyalty and love was what drove her, and although she usually presented as a meek servant, she turned into a battle mage the moment her mistress was threatened. 
 
    And it turned out she sees Narcissa as a bit more than a mistress, Rune thought, stepping into the hallway of the bonding apartments. She has romantic feelings for her, too. I wonder how Narcissa will feel about that? 
 
    Outside his new apartments, Rune found the hallway sparsely populated. There were a few maids scuttling about, and one bulky man in casual clothing was also leaving his rooms and walking the other way. So Rune wasn’t the only future Guardian to have taken up residence here, in preparation for the Bonding Trials. 
 
    As Iris led Rune toward the nearest stairwell, Rune caught the arm of a passing maid and asked her, “Pardon me, but when do the Bonding Trials begin?” 
 
    The maid, a pretty young brunette, batted her eyes at him in a way that he recognized all too easily. Oh, boy, he thought, as she answered, “Why, master, the Trials are tomorrow morning. You didn’t know?” 
 
    Rune’s brow drew low, and he let the blonde woman go. “Thank you kindly,” he said, rushing to close the gap between himself and Iris. Tomorrow. Shit, that’s fast. 
 
    Rune had an awful lot to do in a very short period, it seemed. He had to save Cam and return by tomorrow morning, without committing any crimes during; and then he had to somehow ensure he bonded to Princess Nolana, whom he had never met, and who could bond with anyone she pleased for any reason; and then he had to discover precisely what the king’s crimes were, and then expose those crimes to the princess... all before Nolana was married, when Rune’s bond to her would be at its height. After that, her future husband would be in the way, and Rune wouldn’t be able to stick around when that happened. And the Tree knew that with his luck, her wedding was scheduled for next week. 
 
    Impossible task after impossible task after impossible task. Not to mention potential war was in the mix.... 
 
    Rune shifted his thoughts elsewhere as Iris led him down a spiral wooden staircase, windowless and slippery from decades of hard use. 
 
    “Iris, what exactly did they tell you about your position as a maid?” he sent her. 
 
    Iris paused on a landing beside a door, checked the coin, and then continued down the stairwell. “What do you mean?” she asked. “It’s just maid stuff. I did that all my life, before I worked for Narcissa.” 
 
    Rune thought again of the pretty brunette maid he had spoken to. He had understood the suggestive look on her face as an invitation, but that offer of sex had come immediately. The woman had basically thrown herself at him with her eyes. What sort of maid did that for a man she’d met only a second ago? 
 
    The sort of maid that was hired for other types of work, Rune thought as they passed another maid who was just as pretty as the first. 
 
    “I think the maids here...” Rune sent to Iris, trying to think of how to phrase it. “I think they work on the Guardian floor for a reason—” 
 
    “Here!” Iris interjected, excitement burgeoning in her armored aura. She had stopped midway down a set of stairs, and Rune nearly bowled her over. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked mentally, reminding her to share sensitive information over the bond, and not out loud. 
 
    She patted the wall next to her. “The coin is pulling sideways. Cam’s on the other side somewhere. Maybe between floors?” 
 
    Rune eyed the wall. Without magic—especially without Ria’s wood magic—he would have trouble cutting straight through that. And besides, there was the whole “let’s not commit any crimes unless we have to” thing. 
 
    “Let’s go down a floor and see if we can pinpoint where she is above us,” Rune sent. Having a more exact location should give them a better idea of what to do next. 
 
    Iris nodded and kept on leading them. They must still be in the part of the palace that she had toured, because she navigated it confidently even after they exited onto the floor below. 
 
    “Just a servants’ passage,” she said, striding forward. She held up the coin, pinched between her fingers. “It feels lighter now, so she’s definitely above us, since it’s pulling upward. I’ll follow it the best I can.” 
 
    Rune was glad to find the hallway deserted. It looked like little more than a tunnel carved from wood—golden maple and coppery mahogany, if he had to guess. The palace was grown from all manner of tree species, all of them twining together at random. This was supposed to depict the unity between different regions of Orennian, but sometimes the strange designs made Rune dizzy. 
 
     The hall had the occasional other hallway leading off it, but as they wandered around—trying to pinpoint the coin’s directional cue—he saw few doors. It seemed odd to Rune that there would be so much wood gone unused, with just a few tunnels winding through the solid material at the heart of the tree. 
 
    He did eventually find a door, though, but he nearly missed it. It looked like it had been carved from the wall, pulled out to have its hinges installed, and then replaced exactly where it had been before. It was so well-disguised that Iris missed it entirely, walking on ahead of Rune when he stopped. 
 
    “Hey, look here,” he said, indicating the door. 
 
    She frowned and drew up beside him. Trees below, she was tiny. He was two heads taller than her, at least. 
 
    “Look at what?” she asked. 
 
    He trailed a finger down the doorjamb, where the door met the wall. She startled. 
 
    “Whoa! What are you doing?” 
 
    Rune was confused now. “Touching the doorjamb?” 
 
    “But there’s no door!” she said. “Are you doing magic on the wood, or something? It looks like your finger is disappearing in the wood.” 
 
    He poked into the gap again. “You can’t see this gap?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Well, now that was odd. Iris couldn’t see the outline of the door, and yet Rune could? 
 
    Of course I can, he realized. I’m a Guardian. Magic doesn’t affect me directly, and so this must be magic. It affects Iris, though, so it’s working on her. 
 
    This must be the illusion magic Narcissa had mentioned earlier, referring to it as something powerful. Someone had enchanted this door to be invisible to passersby, and since only servants passed through here, no one ever saw it until now. 
 
    He tried the door and found it locked, but when he ran his knife up the gap near the handle, he slipped the lock. Security wasn’t very tight here, it seemed. He entered. 
 
    “Ouch!” Iris cried out as she tried to follow him. He turned to see she had staggered backward. 
 
    “It stung me,” she explained, kneeling to rub her foot. “When I walked through.” 
 
    Rune waved a hand over the threshold, but nothing happened. “Another spell,” he sent her. “But I’m a Guardian. It doesn’t affect me.” 
 
    He’d have to go on alone, then. Hopefully he’d stay close enough to Iris to be able to use her energy if he needed to. He reached a hand out, and she passed him the coin wordlessly, sending, “Good luck. I’ll be close if you need me.” 
 
    As if he’d ever send her through that spell again. Who knows what it might do to her, if she passed all the way through it? 
 
    “Walk around a bit,” he sent back. “Try to look like you’re supposed to be here.” 
 
    After she nodded, Rune turned, trying to leave behind a calm aura, so that she wouldn’t be frightened. The girl had steel in her, Rune would give her that, but she wasn’t a literal fighter—yet, he thought—and she was also bewilderingly naïve. It was adorable, but it worried him. He was glad he wasn’t leaving her alone on the Guardian floors, but he’d have to do something to protect her once they returned. 
 
    If they returned. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Inside the door was a set of stairs leading up, and after closing the door behind him, Rune started to ascend into what had now become pitch darkness. It was a short staircase, though, and when he reached the top, he reached for the pouch at his hip and flipped open the top. This revealed the glow of the Valor he’d stashed within it. The small glass orbs lit the area with yellow-green light— 
 
    Just in time to show the spear rushing toward him. 
 
    With a cry, Rune dodged the thrown object, which abruptly stopped in midair and spun back toward him. At least, it tried to spin, but the hallway was too small for the long weapon to pivot in. 
 
    Magic, he thought as the thing molded and reformed again. By the way it caught the light, he guessed it was made of metal. A glance over his shoulder revealed a Djani warrior-woman standing there, hand outstretched. So they were mages, too—but where were their Guardians? 
 
    The woman dropped her tattooed arm rapidly, like she was jerking a blanket off a bed, and the spear sailed again toward Rune. He thrust himself to one side and caught it, whirling and throwing it back at the warrior. It stopped again, only an inch from her nose—and then it reshaped, the butt end turning back into the pointy end. 
 
    Rune leapt. 
 
    He managed to bypass the spear as it launched again, and he crashed into the woman. Behind him, the spear clattered as her focus was broken. Rune wrestled with her, hearing the sewn baubles of her regalia clink, and feeling enough bare skin to be distracted by it. Gradually, his raw strength earned him the chance to hold her hands behind her back. She’d been using them to cast magic, so if he detained them— 
 
    Suddenly, Rune felt a crawling sensation all over his arms, legs, and chest. Belatedly he realized the woman was altering the thin armor plates that had been sewn into his new outfit. She didn’t need her hands to cast; magic was entirely mental, and hands were only one of many channels. But she had to be powerful to change her casting style so easily. 
 
    Of course she was. She was a guard of the very ambassador of Djani. This was no common fighter—and in the next second, she’d have Rune’s own armor turning him into a living pincushion. 
 
    He let her go, raised a fist, and pounded her square in the back. She crumpled flat with a grunt, and Rune jumped to his feet. He’d knocked the wind out of her, and the crawling sensation had faltered, but it wouldn’t last. He could hit her harder, possibly knock her out—but that would risk killing her. Blows to the head were always risky business. And if he killed her, even by accident.... 
 
    It might start a war. 
 
    Groaning at his predicament, Rune turned and fled. If a Djani national were murdered in the Orennian palace... Rune couldn’t be responsible for the political fallout of that. 
 
    To keep from striking the low ceiling, Rune kept his head down while he ran—but he didn’t get far before coming up against a wall. 
 
    That can’t be right, he thought. There had been no turns. How could a secret passage lead into a wall? It had to go somewhere, didn’t it? 
 
    In a burst of inspiration, Rune checked the coin. It was now pulling sideways, at an angle. He followed the passage back a few paces, until the coin made it clear that Cam was directly on the other side. But it was just wall here. How would he cut through it? He reached out on instinct to check for a hidden door— 
 
    And his hand fell right through the wall. 
 
    What? he thought. This was impossible. A Guardian couldn’t be affected by illusions, right? 
 
    A female voice made him spin. “How you know?” asked the Djani warrior. She stood a fair distance away from him, wreathed in shadow, barely more than a pointed spear in the faint Valor-light at his hip. 
 
    Behind Rune was a dead end, beside Rune was a deadly blade, and ahead of Rune was a secret room. He should leap through, come what may, but that spear would follow him. 
 
    “Know what?” he asked, stalling her, taking in what little surroundings he could see. There was nothing to behold except wood and more wood. Streaks of every shade from pale gray to deep bronze. 
 
    Without Ria, wood wasn’t a weapon, though. Only one type of wood could help him, and that was wood from the Tree of Life itself.... 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Rune had an idea. 
 
    “How you know where to touch,” the woman said, speaking in broken Orennian. Despite her mangling of the language, her tone made it clear that she would kill him if he failed to answer or attempted to flee. 
 
    She was talking about the illusory wood he’d put his hand through. The second, more well-hidden door. 
 
    “I just leaned on it,” Rune lied, keeping only half his mind on the conversation as the rest of his awareness scoured the hallway. Gray wood... red wood... yellow.... 
 
    “You not do that. You knew construct was there.” 
 
    Construct? he thought. That was an awfully odd word for her to know in Orennian, especially when she didn’t even know how to use “did” in a sentence. She must use that word often, to know it so well. He surmised that she was calling this illusory wall a “construct.” In what way was it a construct, though? What did that even mean? 
 
    It didn’t matter right now. What did matter was the streak of pale wood just behind the warrior’s left shoulder. Pale wood, almost white, and still vivid with life. Her spiky tattoo almost seemed to be pointing to it. 
 
    “Iris,” he sent. “You still there?” 
 
    Her consciousness clanked against his immediately. “Yes.” 
 
    “Great. Now here’s what’s going to happen....” 
 
    Earlier in the day, King Celtis and his servant Trillium had taken Rune and Narcissa to a room that had been carved directly from the living wood of the Tree of Life. That wood had been white, and the existence of the room proved that bits and pieces of the Tree’s roots must pass through the entire palace, connecting it to the ground. 
 
    That was why the hallways here had no rooms filling the space between them. The Tree of Life was growing through this place, and the palace architects had hidden it from view... for good reason. 
 
    The woman poked her spear forward. “Answer me! And I make your death fast!” 
 
    Rune held his palms up to the warrior. “Fine, fine!” he said. “I’ll tell you—” 
 
    Halfway through his sentence, he lunged. 
 
    It caught her off guard just enough for him to hurtle past her spear and slam one shoulder into her chest. This flung her backward, but she had learned her lesson, because already the crawling sensation was all over Rune’s body again. She wasn’t letting his attacks break her concentration any longer. 
 
    But with her body out of the way, Rune now had access to that white streak of wood. And with the few seconds Rune had before his own armor stabbed him to death, he yanked a piece of fabric from one pocket, and his handful of Valor from the other. 
 
    And he slammed all of it into the wood. 
 
    Sexual arousal exploded through his body as the Tree of Life accepted his offering of Valor... plus the torn sheet containing Iris’s blood. 
 
    Their bond forged through Rune, metallic and defensive. His cock went hard, his thoughts swam with desire for Iris so delicate and naïve and so tight—but by this point, he was used to this sensation. It happened every time he bonded to someone... and every time he upgraded their abilities. 
 
    Blood and Valor, he thought. And access to the Tree. That’s all I need to give my bond-mates more power. 
 
    Iris was upgrading right now, somewhere close by. She was obtaining some new power, something that had to help Rune survive this. He already suspected he knew what it was. 
 
    So when his armor pieces grew longer and sharper inside his clothing, Rune closed his eyes, tapped into Iris, and used her. 
 
    The metal joints of her aura crunched together, the armor of her soul gone stiff as he seized it. He sapped her energy to pull the magic through him and exude it out through his skin in all directions. It embedded itself in the metal armor as if it were hungry for it. 
 
    Be still, he commanded—and the metal stopped shifting. 
 
    He now had access to a metalcraft mage. 
 
    At the other end of his connection, though, Rune felt Iris’s aura blink out. It took astronomical amounts of power for him to directly use his own Adept’s abilities, especially when he didn’t know them very well. If he hadn’t made love to Iris, or shared her loyalty to Narcissa, this use of her magic might have killed her. For now, though, they were close enough that the magic had only rendered her unconscious, like a glowlight that needed recharging. 
 
    Rune would go to her soon, but right now, he had other shit to deal with. With his armor no longer on the verge of murdering him, he spun to face the warrior. The line of holy wood was glowing now, lighting the passageway even better than the Valor had. The woman hissed a word in Djani that he didn’t recognize. He suspected it was “Impossible!” 
 
    After all, he wasn’t supposed to be bonded. He shouldn’t have any mages to help him. Yet clearly he did, if the warrior’s enchantment of his armor had stopped. 
 
    She could try to do it again though, and he wouldn’t have Iris’s energy to stop her this time. So Rune kicked the spear aside, spun, and slammed the side of his arm against the woman’s ear. She crashed into the wall, but was already recovering, sharply raising a knee. She missed his crotch but got him in the gut, all while he sensed the spear rising into the air behind him. The woman was no longer sure she could affect his armor, but the spear was another story. 
 
    So Rune fought her like a whirlwind, throwing short punches in the tight space of the hallway. She blocked and met his attacks with grace, yet without her weapon, he could see she was sweating. It took focus to use magic, and when he surreptitiously glanced behind him, he saw the spear hovering there. She was expending a lot of focus to keep it airborne, waiting for her chance to strike. 
 
    A moment later, Rune gave her that chance. He backed off, under the guise of taking a reprieve. Her gaze went flat, her body still. 
 
    She was using her magic—right now. 
 
    Rune twisted, raising an arm, meeting the spear with the armor plate sewn into his sleeve. The weapon glanced off, hurtling instead toward its mistress. 
 
    The spear ran her through at the shoulder. 
 
    She screamed in pain, staggering backward, but Rune was behind her in an instant, his arm looped around her throat. He choked her as blood pulsed from her wound, and she fought valiantly, with more power than he’d ever seen in a woman. Even Lenore would be hard-pressed to fight a Djani warrior, Rune thought as the woman thrashed and clinked in her slinky metal outfit. 
 
    Not slinky, he thought. Economical. She’d have free range of movement in that thing. And although it wasn’t armored, he thought that was on purpose. These warriors wore no armor as a sort of flex. It was like them saying, We don’t need armor to beat you. 
 
    For most people, that was probably true. 
 
    Gradually, though, Rune brought the woman down to the ground. But just as her struggles went totally weak, he released her and launched himself to his feet. He left her gasping and weak, focused entirely on her own recovery. The blood loss would weaken her further as she got her breath back, and she wouldn’t be a threat at a distance. 
 
    Knowing that, Rune bolted for the spot on the wall where he’d found the illusion. Without pause, he darted through it—and found himself in a torture room. 
 
    He knew it was a torture room because it had all the fixings: a wall of sharp, hanging tools of various sizes and uses; several metal tables with reddish stains down the legs; a drain-grate in the floor for excess spilled blood; and a table intended to stretch bodies out until their connective tissues tore apart. 
 
    Despite the harrowing nature of the place, however, it was quiet. On all four tables—including the torture rack—a person was lying down in apparent repose. 
 
    One of those people was Cam. 
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    Rune wasn’t sure what to make of the torture room at the heart of the palace. The place had been hidden behind two illusions, so it was clearly a big secret. But the illusions themselves put him on edge. The first one he had easily seen through, since Guardians weren’t supposed to be affected by magic. The second illusion had worked on him, though. That wasn’t supposed to be possible, and the Djani warrior he had defeated had called it a “construct.” 
 
    And yet all of those details were beside the point. What really threw him was that this torture room wasn’t being used for torture. It was instead full of sleeping women, which he suspected had been drugged to some nefarious purpose. Two women were clearly Orennian, but Rune had never seen either of them before; they were both middle-aged, one tanned and one pale, in simple palace livery. 
 
    The fourth woman he recognized. It was the maiden priestess, the one he’d called One Hand. 
 
    Why is she here without Zenobian? Rune thought. Wasn’t her whole job to watch him at all times? 
 
    And on top of that, what did she—or the Djani—want with Cam? Why had she been brought to this place at all? 
 
    When Rune and his party had arrived to the palace, Cam had been taken in for questioning. This had made Rune uncomfortable at the time, but he understood it was necessary; for years, Cam had been forced to play the part of the Breeders’ secret leader, while in reality, her Guardian had controlled her from the shadows. Once this last fact came out, Rune was certain she’d be released and cleared of all charges. 
 
    Yet here she was, strapped to a table, drugged into sleep with three other women drugged with her. Given they weren’t also restrained, he suspected they might be experimenting on her, or worse. His instinct told him their purpose fit the “worse” category. He couldn’t properly sense his Adepts right now, and it had something to do with Cam’s slumber. 
 
    Therefore, it had to stop. Now. 
 
    After a quick sweep of the tiled room, Rune rushed to the torture rack where Cam was chained in place. He watched her chest rise to ensure she wasn’t dead, and then tried to think of how best to wake her. 
 
    After meeting—and defeating—the Djani warrior that had been guarding this room, Rune guessed that the three other women here were mages. Otherwise, they would have had a much larger contingent of guards to protect them. And since Rune had sensed Cam in the Eternal dream-space earlier in the day, he suspected that’s where these women had gone to. But why? 
 
    Regardless, his bond to Cam was clear again, given she was physically near him. Her mind was foggy though, and he wasn’t able to communicate with her that way. 
 
    Her powers, he thought. Rune should be able to use them now that her bond had lost its haze. It would take a lot of energy to use magic that didn’t belong to him, but he and Cam were as close as two people could possibly be, at least without actively being lovers. 
 
    But what were her powers again? She had several, and he’d had to guess them all; they hadn’t had a chance to discuss them yet. She had both Levels of the Commander/Controller tier of the Eternal, if he remembered correctly. This meant she could control the actions and thoughts of others... but she had to touch them, first, for some reason. Most abilities didn’t have this limiter. 
 
    All the same, those two abilities suited this situation just fine. With a deep breath, Rune rummaged through her aura, trying to find the specific powers he wanted, so he could draw them out of her. Her bond-feel felt rough, but not in a hostile way; it was familiar and organic, and he easily got a grip on it. At first he couldn’t place the sensation.... 
 
    Tree bark. She feels like tree bark. 
 
    It made sense in so many ways. She’d always loved climbing trees, always preferred to play in the forest. And for years, she’d been putting on the face of someone else, hiding her true self beneath a coarse and stoic exterior. 
 
    He searched through that feeling until he pinpointed the ability he wanted and drew it from her. It was as simple as prodding a bit of tree bark off a tree and then pressing it against his own flesh. 
 
    Preparing himself for a huge dip in energy, Rune laid a hand on Cam’s cheek and cast her own Brainwash magic on her. He found her thoughts razor-focused, like a cloud condensed down to a single raindrop, but he couldn’t directly read those thoughts. Instead, he made suggestions to her. 
 
    You are dreaming, he thought at her. You should wake up, right now. 
 
    Her eyes darted under closed lids, and she made sounds in her throat, but it didn’t work. 
 
    He’d try her Obedience power then, and control her body. He ran his hand over her jaw and down her taut neck, before resting it on her collarbone. This time, when he focused on her aura, he tried to see the shape of her body with his mind’s eye. Once the image behind his eyes was nearly as vivid as real sight, he sent more orders to her body. 
 
    Open your eyes. They opened. Nothing else happened. 
 
    Sit up and gasp, he tried, and this time, it was enough. She jerked upright, inhaling a rapid burst of air. 
 
    “Rune!” she cried, even before actually seeing him. Rune took his hand off her chest and laid it across her shoulders. 
 
    “I’m right here,” he said, squeezing her. 
 
    She jerked away from him, reflexive, but then she exhaled a stuttering breath, taking him in with her bright hazel eyes. 
 
    “Rune, thank the Tree,” she suddenly exclaimed, seizing his arm. “They’re onto you.” 
 
    He frowned, glancing at the three still-sleeping women. He noticed that One Hand was gritting her teeth. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “They’re... they know I’ve bonded to someone. They’re trying to find him.” She waved a hand. “This whole Eternal dream-state thing... they were trying to find my tree, trace my roots. They know I’m a Prime, Rune, and they’re getting close to you. They’ve almost traced my root back to your tree....” 
 
    She clutched at her chest, gasping again. “Oh! I can still feel them rifling around. This is... I think I might be sick....” 
 
    Rune could sense her confusion, as well as the ill feeling in her gut. She had a grasp on what had just happened to her, but at the same time, the experience had been new to her. Like Rune, she had never experienced the forested Eternal dreamscape before. 
 
    Rune gripped both her shoulders, forcing her to look at him. “Cam. What about Narcissa? Did I connect her to you?” 
 
    As soon as he asked, though, Rune realized he could check. He closed his eyes and waded through the many rivers of his bonds. 
 
    The rivers ran clear again, stark and defined. He could sense where they all were, although with Denni, her location was still hazy. That was to be expected, though. Rune barely knew her. 
 
    But Narcissa’s bond... where was it.... 
 
    He looked to Cam again, but judging by her expression, she was mystified by his question. He tried again. 
 
    “I was in the same dream-state earlier. I had to break my bond to Narcissa, but I tried to connect her tree to yours, through the branches. Did you feel her in your branches, while you were sleeping?” 
 
    He knew even this might be too much, too vague—after all, he himself had been able to walk around the dream-forest freely, while his Adepts had taken the forms of trees. If she were stuck inside a tree, could Cam have even noticed what he’d done? 
 
    Cam closed her eyes, her body loose as nausea racked her. “Ohhhh.... ugh... no.” Rune searched her mind and felt a blossoming of thought; something was dawning on her. She now understood what he had done earlier, when her branches had stretched away from her, yanked away by some outside force. 
 
    “No,” she said, nodding to herself. “No, they didn’t see her. They’re looking at roots, not branches. I don’t think they even know you could do that....” 
 
    Rune allowed himself the smallest sigh of relief. He was still bonded, if only indirectly, to Narcissa—and this fact was fully hidden from Cam’s interrogators. He wasn’t surprised; in the dream-forest, the overhead branches had been labyrinthine, confusing. It would be hard to tell if one tree were connected to another, especially without close inspection. 
 
    That still left the root problem, though. If they traced Cam’s roots to him, they would learn he was a Prime. They would trace his other bond-mates, and see their faces in their trees. Even if these interrogators couldn’t identify Rune directly, they would identify all the women he was bonded to. They’d find his Adepts, and then they’d find Rune. 
 
    He was right. This could get them all killed. 
 
    Rune leaned away from Cam and took her hand, helping her to stand. “Cam, you need to use your magic on all of them. Make them stop what they’re doing, right now.” 
 
    She nodded, and was about to step toward One Hand when Rune caught her arm again. A thought had struck him. “Wait. Shit. If they wake up and find me here....” 
 
    He’d left a guard bleeding outside the room. She might even be dead by now, but either way, this place was supposed to be secret. If he was seen here, and if he was accused of attacking a foreign guard... all his credibility as a Guardian went out the window. He’d be perceived as an enemy of the state. 
 
    His mind raced until the solution struck him. It was so simple, really. 
 
    “You’ll have to use Brainwash,” he told Cam. “Make them see that your roots go nowhere, that you aren’t bonded. Then they will leave the dream-state willingly and will have no more reason to interrogate or detain you.” 
 
    Cam glanced at One Hand, and Rune sensed some emotion run through her, but he couldn’t quite place it. 
 
    Then she nodded. “Right. I do that, while you run.” 
 
    He waved an arm at the fake wall. “There’s an illusion there, leading out into a hallway. I left a guard bleeding out there. Do you think you can make her forget she ever saw me?” 
 
    Cam made a small scoffing sound. “Yes. I have an ability for that. My fourth one, Peace and Quiet.” 
 
    Rune stepped closer to her, until she couldn’t help but meet his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t kill her. Or any of them,” he said, his voice taking on a serious voice. “If you do, we could have war on our hands.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Relax, Old Man. I won’t kill anyone. They’ll wake up with nothing, and they’ll have no choice but to free me, and no wars will get started.” 
 
    He still sensed that strange emotion from her—unease, perhaps? But she spoke again before he could figure it out. 
 
    “So, can I do this or not, O Master? As much as I’d like to stand here watching you make those cute little googly eyes at me, every moment is a risk to your women.” 
 
    He let go of her arm. “Right. I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    Sniffing at him—to show him exactly what she thought of having his permission—Cam turned without another word, and headed straight to One Hand. Everything about the movement seemed cold, angry even. As if she resented being saved, and being told what to do. 
 
    That certainly fit with the Cam he knew. Independent to a fault, never one to need help or take commands. A free spirit. 
 
    Except, now that he was bonded to her... Rune could sense something else underneath Cam’s icy mask. A warmth, an ache, that he almost recognized as his own. 
 
    He thought again of her aura: tree bark. Like coarse armor on a defenseless living thing. 
 
    There was no time to consider this further, however. Rune had to get out of here before these people woke up and saw him, and he had to get Iris somewhere safe, too. 
 
    But Rune had barely stepped through the illusory wall when Cam sent something back to him: 
 
    “Don’t get lost on your way out... and thanks.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, Rune sat again at the table in his new Guardian’s quarters. He was looking at a book that had been left for him—A Guardian’s Guide to Good Conduct—but Rune wasn’t reading it. 
 
    Instead, he was checking his bonds. 
 
    Everyone was safe, and for now, Rune cloaked himself in his bond to Cam so that his other Adepts didn’t have to worry about what had almost happened. It was one big benefit of a bond with an Adeptus Prime—it could block out all his other bonds, or hide them from onlookers. It was like a little safe haven inside his mind. 
 
    Regardless, he’d fill them in on the details later. For now, he needed to make sure they were safe. 
 
    The first one he checked on was Narcissa. Her bond came through hazily, her voice tinny in his mind, and Rune could tell that Cam was privy to everything they said. Someday, he’d be able to fix the bond, convert it back to how it used to be. But for now, this would work. 
 
    “I was wondering when I’d hear from you,” she sent him, her mental pages fluttering in agitation. She had been worried about him. Maybe she hadn’t even known their bond was still intact. 
 
    “I apologize,” he sent her, and he meant it. The last thing he wanted was to scare his Adepts, but unfortunately, he’d been making a habit of it. “But I was out of contact for a reason,” he went on. “I can explain it all later. For now, I just want to check in with everyone. On that note... where are you?” 
 
    “You sound odd...” she replied, but she seemed to shake herself. He’d said they would discuss it later, and she knew he would keep that promise. “I’m staying with Lenore. She was able to get the deed to her family’s mansion back. The cousin who owned it was out of town, so we moved right in.” 
 
    “And what happened after our un-bonding ceremony?” 
 
    He felt a mental shiver from her. “When I woke up, you were still awake. The king was gone, and that boy—you know, the one I bonded to?—he was also asleep in the room with us. They must have grabbed him after you went to sleep. Anyway, that nasty Trillium woman said both my bonds had been broken, and my presence was no longer required. Basically, she booted me out on my ass.” 
 
    Rune grinned at that. He loved to hear Narcissa curse. He was also pleased to hear that Narcissa was staying with Lenore. After all, Celtis had ordered Narcissa’s assassination at one point. He probably still wanted her dead—but Lenore was the best person to delay that eventuality. He trusted her to take care of Narcissa. 
 
    “And your second bond,” he asked, “you’re sure the boy’s gone?” 
 
    She sighed, relieved. “Yes. I didn’t like having him there. He seems like a nice kid, though... and he did save my life. I hope they treated him well, once he woke up.” 
 
    Rune felt similarly. As much as he hadn’t liked having another man in his bond, he still owed a debt to that kid. He’d saved Narcissa from being struck by an arrow. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to check on everyone else. Just know that I’m going to miss you,” Rune said. 
 
    He sensed Narcissa’s sly grin. “You don’t have to miss me too badly, if you don’t want to. I can tell you’ve had a little fun with Iris... next time, let me join in, will you? Even if it’s only mental. You know I like to watch.” 
 
    Rune’s stomach did a neat little somersault at that prospect. He hadn’t told Narcissa how Iris felt about her, but he knew that Iris would be keen on this idea. Rune would, too, for that matter. 
 
    But he’d tell Narcissa all that later. With a mental kiss, he severed the connection, and checked in with Lenore. She confirmed that she’d keep Narcissa safe, but she seemed to be busy bossing around a moving crew, so he let her be. 
 
    Next, he tried Denni. Like Iris, she had taken up a position in the palace, but Rune wasn’t sure where, since their bond was still weak. He had better luck with Ria. She told him that she’d taken up room and board in a local inn, but she was petitioning to visit Rune soon.  
 
    “It’s to thank you for saving me,” she explained. “I think that’s a fair reason to stay the night and reward you, no?” 
 
    He laughed aloud. To anyone watching, it would have looked like the Guardian’s Guide to Good Conduct had amused him. He turned the page, shaking his head. 
 
    “I’ll look forward to it. Though I may be bonded to the princess by then.” 
 
    “If you can bond to her,” Ria said. 
 
    He nodded. “If.” He knew it wasn’t going to be easy. He’d never seen the princess, and knew nothing about her—and he wasn’t sure what interactions he’d even be allowed to have with her, before she chose a bond-mate. He knew nothing about that secretive process—only that it was happening the very next morning. 
 
    “You’ll do fine,” Ria said. “You’re irresistible....” 
 
    She trailed off, and he sensed something was wrong. 
 
    “Ria? What is it?” 
 
    A pause, and then: “Just... promise me you won’t get tired of me.” 
 
    He actually laughed again. Him, get tired of Ria? His manic, cuteness-obsessed little wood artist, who was crazy in all the right ways? 
 
    “I’m laughing,” he said, “because that is laughable. I will never get tired of you. How could you think that?" 
 
    “Easy. Because you’ve got real ladies. I’m the only one who isn’t a noble, Rune. Narcissa and Lenore have titles and wealth to spare, and soon, you’ll have your own princess.” 
 
    She said it like Rune owned all of them, and he didn’t like that implication at all. “You’re not possessions, Ria. You’re my partners—you’re each other’s teammates. Besides, what about Cam? Denni? Iris? None of them are noble.” 
 
    “You haven’t slept with them yet,” she countered. “You probably won’t with Cam, right? Since she’s your best friend and all. And you’ll let Denni and Iris break their bonds.” 
 
    Rune swallowed. Should he tell her about his revived feelings for Cam? About his little dalliance with Iris? 
 
    No. That was another thing for tonight, when he was safely in bed with a solid plan for catching the princess’s eye in the morning. 
 
    Still, he couldn’t abide this. He slapped a hand to the tabletop in front of him. “Enough of that, Ria. I don’t care about nobility.” He closed his book with a snap, and a thought struck him. “But maybe you do?” 
 
    Ria gave no reply, and Rune finally understood. She was working through her own insecurities here. 
 
    He leaned forward, as if she were on the other side of the table, and he were trying to get closer to her. 
 
    “Tell you what,” he said. “When I see you next, I’ll show you exactly how much I want you.” 
 
    Warmth bloomed inside the rosy petals of their bond. “Looking forward to it,” she said, before the connection broke off. 
 
    Rune sat back and sighed, some of the tension going out of him. He reached out for his newest bond: “Cam?” 
 
    “Oh, is it my turn, Old Man?” she snapped. Since he was shrouding himself in her bond, she’d been listening in on his conversations. 
 
    Rune didn’t flinch at her jab. He was starting to understand where her antagonism was coming from—and she could sense that he knew it, too. There were unresolved feelings between them, but she didn’t want to admit that. 
 
    So he did what he’d always done: he ignored her little fit. He went into Strictly Business mode. It used to infuriate her when they were kids—at least, until she broke down laughing. 
 
    “Have they let you go yet?” Rune asked her. Last he knew, their plan had successfully come to fruition. It had taken some time, but Cam had succeeded in making her interrogators see what she wanted them to see. The task had not been simple, and for Rune, it had been a real crash-course in using her magic. She was truly skilled, with six years of practice—and very little of it sanctioned or legal. Magic like hers was strictly regulated by the Covenant, but she’d never been bound by such rules until now. 
 
    Because of that, he wondered if they would force her to erase her abilities and start over with new ones, once she was freed. More likely, they wouldn’t have to, since they wouldn’t even want her to serve as an Adept at all. She supposedly had no Guardian, and therefore should have extremely weakened abilities. That would make it even less likely that they would suspect her of altering their minds. 
 
    Still, the act of altering perceptions within the Eternal Forest was like altering a mind within a mind, and the effort had sapped Rune and Cam dry. Iris still snoozed away on his bed, and Rune had been disturbed to find that no one came to look for her. Even while he’d carried her through the hallways, he’d received little more than knowing glances. 
 
    She’s in danger here. But weren’t they all? 
 
    “About that...” Cam said. “They haven’t exactly... let me go.” 
 
    Rune sat up straight. “What?” 
 
    They should have freed her. Once they understood she wasn’t bonded in secret to anyone, and after questioning her, and with Rune’s good word.... 
 
    “They should have freed you,” Rune said. “You’re a bloody hero, Camellia. You helped save the fucking king’s life!” 
 
    “Yes. And they have thanked me. This new cell is comfortable. Better food, too.” 
 
    Angry energy seethed under Rune’s skin, and he stood. He needed to do something to look busy, in case anyone was watching. Knowing the king, someone probably was. 
 
    He made for the shower. The sex with Iris, and the fight with the Djani warrior, had left him sweaty enough for a rinse. 
 
    “No matter how good that food looks, don’t eat it,” Rune said. “It’s because they know you’re a Prime now. They’re going to kill you in there. I thought the king would let you go and try to do it in secret instead, but—” 
 
    “Calm down, Old Man. No one’s going to kill me. At least, no one Orennian.” 
 
    Rune stopped on the threshold into his bathroom. The damned place was opulent, the bath large enough for four people. Gold and brass bits everywhere, porcelain, even some live plants and enchanted glass. There were at least three types of bubble bath next to the tub. Trees below, was that lubricant by the sink? 
 
    “Fucking horny Guardians,” he growled to himself. This place was practically a brothel—all the better to strengthen one’s bond with his Adept, while fucking the maids in between. 
 
    Rune shook himself and started to pull off his shirt. “What do you mean, no one Orennian?” he asked Cam. 
 
    “Well....” 
 
    He threw his shirt to the ground, recognizing her tone of voice. He recalled in detail the unease he had sensed from her, when he’d left her alone in the torture room. 
 
    “You knew,” he accused her. “You knew they wouldn’t let you go.” 
 
    “You know, Rune, you’re pretty sharp for an Old—” 
 
    “Stop fucking with me, Camellia,” Rune grated out loud, keeping his voice tight enough that no one else could make sense of it. It did the trick though, and silenced her. 
 
    “Explain, right now,” he said, reaching for his belt. 
 
    “All right, fine, but... can you not do that right now?” 
 
    “Not do what?” 
 
    Incredulity filled their bond. “Get undressed, you moron. Can you not?” 
 
    At first Rune was angry. Why did it matter? She’d seen it all before, hadn’t she? On that day he’d tried so hard to forget? 
 
    Then he let loose a small, evil smile. He slid his belt off slowly. “Why? Am I distracting you?” 
 
    “No. Of course not.” 
 
    He dropped his pants. “Then explain.” 
 
    Rune could practically feel the dryness of Cam’s throat. “I... um... right. You probably knew this, since I’m black as the night and all that, but I was born in Djani.” 
 
    Rune stepped from his pants, kicking them away—also slowly. His hand drifted to the strings holding up his underclothes. “Yeah, we all knew that. So?” 
 
    “Well... we didn’t exactly emigrate legally.” 
 
    He paused in tugging his breeches off. “Isn’t Orennian pretty friendly to immigrants?” 
 
    “Orennian wasn’t the problem. Djani was.” 
 
    Frowning, Rune loosened the strings as he moved toward the bath. He wasn’t up for bubbles right now, but there was an attached shower, powered by some intricate system of Artifice. Mages could do anything nowadays. Indoor plumbing... just incredible. 
 
    “Why would Djani care if you emigrated?” he asked, turning on the shower. 
 
    “Well... they knew I was a mage. A really good mage.” 
 
    She means an Adeptus Prime, Rune thought. They’d known about her capabilities when she was a child? How early could they tell, he wondered? 
 
    “In Djani, all mages like me serve the state from birth,” Cam explained. “So they didn’t exactly want me to leave....” 
 
    She trailed off as Rune dropped what remained of his clothing. Though he wasn’t looking directly at it, Cam could at least sense his cock. At least it wasn’t hard— 
 
    Then again— 
 
    Rune’s cheeks heated, which was rare for him. “So the state was going to take you away from your family, and they fled,” he surmised. 
 
    “Yeah....” 
 
    The way she lost track of her own words only made Rune harder. They were playing a game, and they were both losing. 
 
    He hurried himself into the still-cold shower, allowing the shock to cool him down a bit. That’s when it hit him—the reason Cam was still imprisoned. 
 
    “They know it’s you,” he sent. “They must have asked King Celtis for custody of you, in order to return you to Djani. They still want you in their service, because you’re so powerful. And he agreed, because tensions are so high right now. He can’t afford to make them angry.” 
 
    “Rune....” 
 
    Anger flared in him. “And you knew. You knew this would happen?” 
 
    Her voice turned plaintive, a sound so unfamiliar that it drained the anger right out of him. 
 
    “I had to, Rune. Otherwise you would have tried to free me, breaking me out of the palace, magic blazing, come what may. It would have made you into a criminal, and put you and all your girlfriends at risk, and... well, I like them. Now, you, I could give or take, but them....” 
 
    As her words faltered, Rune closed his eyes and sighed. He took in the sensation of the water falling over him, trying to feel each bead of cold as it struck his face and raced down his neck, his chest, his stomach. As the water warmed, so too did something inside him. Cam had taken a risk to protect him and everyone that he cared about. 
 
    She was still the person he remembered. The person he’d loved. 
 
    Rune lowered a hand to his dick, grasping it lightly. “Do you remember this?” he dared to ask. 
 
    Cam said nothing. But she didn’t retreat. 
 
    “You know,” he said, “I always used to let you boss me around. That day, when we were kids, when you told me that we were gonna get both our virginities out of the way—I did what you wanted. I always did what you wanted. But that time, I liked it. A lot.” 
 
    He waited, his hand still, the water now as hot as the desire in his stomach. 
 
    “That’s not me anymore,” he said. “I’m not fond of taking orders. But I’ll make an exception, right now, if you want me to. So give me an order, Cam. Tell me what to do.” 
 
    The water was near-scalding now. Rune turned it low with his free hand. Turned it as warm as a lover’s embrace. 
 
    “I’d tell you... to squeeze it,” she sent him. 
 
    He smiled, propping himself on the wall with one hand. With the other, he took the order he’d wanted to hear. The order he’d known he would hear. 
 
    “Ohh, Trees... I remember that,” Cam whispered. 
 
    He stroked himself at a calm, even pace. “Tell me what you remember,” he said. 
 
    “I remember....” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “... wanting you.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    His hand tightened, riding his cock, the movements as slippery as he imagined Cam to be. The roar of the shower filled his outer world, while in his mind’s eye, he remembered Cam on her knees. They’d been what—seventeen, eighteen maybe? When she’d said that they’d give this a try? 
 
    “It was that stupid Thistle girl,” Cam said, her words dreamy and guttering. He could feel her own hand slipping under her robes. 
 
    “What about her?” Rune asked. 
 
    “She kept hitting on you... I was jealous. I knew it was only a matter of time....” 
 
    He didn’t even remember the girl she was talking about. Rune had only ever seen Cam. 
 
    “I would be damned if... I let her have you first. So I....” 
 
    Rune groaned as his dick pulsed, pre-cum edging out of his head before the water washed it away. 
 
    “Oh, Rune... this is so....” 
 
    “Wrong.” 
 
    “So, so wrong.” 
 
    “We’re only friends.” 
 
    “Just friends.” 
 
    “The sex meant nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “This means nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing at all.” 
 
    They told themselves this, but Rune knew Cam could feel his cock, feel the shape and thickness of it inside his hand. At the same time, he could feel the flicking nub of her clit, the soupy wet of her pussy as she dipped her fingers in. 
 
    He’d felt some of that before, as a kid, but he’d been too dumb to remember it. Too dumb to figure out how it all worked. But now, he wanted to relive those moments anyway. Reenact them. Be inside Cam. 
 
    “I missed you so much,” Cam whispered. He could feel the starburst of her orgasm, the ache of it building. The sensation was in a different part of her lower stomach. His balls clenched, his cock throbbed, he wanted her. 
 
    “I’m going to get you out of there,” Rune said. “I’ll keep you safe, and then....” 
 
    “I know, Rune. I know you will....” 
 
    Tomorrow, they’d pretend this never happened. They’d keep playing their silly game. But right now, for the first time, they could be honest with each other. 
 
    “I’m going to come, Rune. I’m sorry....” 
 
    “Don’t be.” 
 
    “It’s just been so long since... oh fuck... Rune....” 
 
    He groaned aloud at the rage of her coming, a sort of washboard sensation. It tingled all the way to his toes. He knew it would finish him, so he looked down at himself, and let Cam watch his cock as he came. 
 
    White strings spurted out of him. He groaned low in his throat. Cam’s orgasm, nearly finished, seemed to reach a new crest. They swam the wave together, until it ebbed, until Cam’s fingers were dirty, and Rune was clean. 
 
    “Can an old man do that?” Rune asked, to break the silence. 
 
    “Once a month, maybe,” she retorted. “We can check back in, when you free me. See if you can perform on a... more regular basis.” 
 
    Rune turned off the shower and stepped out. He grabbed a towel and used it. Moving to the threshold, he looked through the doorway at Iris, still sound asleep in his bed. 
 
    “What about the Thistle girl?” he asked. “Do you still get jealous, Cam?” 
 
    She laughed roughly, the sound so clear that she must have done it aloud in her cell. 
 
    “Rune, I’ve been through some real dark shit. Monogamy’s not a priority for me anymore.” 
 
    “Oh? Then what is?” 
 
    He felt a sort of mental swiping, as if she were playfully shoving his face away. “Just stop, you big tease. We got work to do, don’t we?” 
 
    Rune looped the towel around his waist. She was right. And she was already so good at reading his mind. 
 
    “You have a plan for tomorrow. For the princess,” Cam stated. 
 
    Rune nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “What do you need from me?” 
 
    He paused to consider how to best ask the question, then shrugged and came right out with it. 
 
    “You need to touch people to use your Controller magic on them, right?” he said. “Why is that? Is there a way past it?” 
 
    Cam seemed to lean back on something, cross her arms, huff at him. 
 
    “Rune, I was bonded to a monster. I had to touch people because I was too weak to do it from a distance, because I fucking hated him, and that made me weak.” 
 
    He swallowed. “And now?” he asked her. 
 
    “Now, I feel like I could do anything.” 
 
    His chest warming once more, Rune strode to his bed. As he crawled into it and curled himself around Iris, he started to lay out his plan to Cam. 
 
    “You want me to do what?” she exclaimed, cutting him off. 
 
    He pulled Iris’s fragile body against him, sleep pulling him down and away. 
 
    “I want you to Brainwash the princess,” Rune repeated. “Just a tiny bit of treason. Are you game?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the morning of his official Bonding, Rune woke as Iris rose from the bed. 
 
    “You know, I’m normally the early riser,” he said, propping himself up on one arm as he watched her dress back into her palace livery. “I must say, I’m impressed.” 
 
    Iris spun around to face him, her cheeks instantly flushing. “How long have you been watching?” 
 
    He smiled. “Why? Have you got something to hide?” 
 
    She was currently halfway into a green-and white tunic, her breasts bunched up where she was trying to wrangle into one sleeve. Hurriedly, she finished the job. He admired her thin, pale legs while they were still bare. He’d like to run his hands over them again soon. 
 
    “I’m just not used to being watched when I’m... like this,” she mumbled, stepping into her skirts next. 
 
    Rune sat up and cocked an eyebrow. “Should I close my eyes?” 
 
    Iris paused in pulling up a stocking and looked at him with a frown. He wasn’t sure what she was thinking, so he instinctively tapped into their bond. 
 
    Her mental armor clinked, sliding around, indecisive. She was arguing with herself, like two slightly-different voices going back and forth in her mind: 
 
    “We only... did it... to help protect Narcissa.” 
 
    “But you liked it.” 
 
    “But he belongs to Narcissa. It was a one-time thing, anyway.” 
 
    “Why does it have to be? It felt so good....” 
 
    She looked away and finished dressing, her cheeks only growing redder each moment. It made Rune smile. He wasn’t used to seeing this sort of innocence. His other Adepts, even Narcissa, had a lot more experience with their own bodies, and with pleasure. They knew what they wanted. 
 
    Iris was only just figuring it out. 
 
    He stood and immediately made for his wardrobe, making it clear he wouldn’t put any sexual pressure on her this morning. 
 
    “I don’t belong to Narcissa, you know,” he sent her, keeping his tone conversational.  
 
    Iris jumped. They were indeed closer now, but she had never been bonded before. In fact, she was too young to bond the legal way, at age twenty. Not to mention their bond had only been around for... what? A couple of days? 
 
    I’m losing track of all my adventures, he thought ruefully, before sending her, “Don’t look so surprised. I don’t own any of you, any more than you own me.” 
 
    Iris’s eyes darted. “But Narcissa....” 
 
    “Likes to watch? Yeah, she does.” 
 
    Iris slapped a hand to her mouth, her soulful brown eyes going wide as he scandalized her. Rune couldn’t help it then. He stepped to her and pulled her into his arms. Trees below, she was so small. 
 
    “Anytime you want me, come find me,” he sent, thumbing a lock of blonde hair off her cheek. “Yesterday was just the first taste of all of the things I can do.” 
 
    He was pleased to find her limp in his arms, at a complete loss for words. Then a sort of resolve settled over her, and her face hardened. 
 
    “I can learn how to do this,” he felt her thinking to herself. “I can learn how to be good in bed, too.” 
 
    Rune chuckled and released her. Here was a woman who never stopped learning. She’d begun her professional life as a common maid, but had then moved up the ranks to become a maid for a prestigious family. Eventually, she’d earned the coveted position of handmaiden to a noblewoman, and now she was an Adept. With enough practice, Rune knew she could become formidable at magic... and at sex, too. 
 
    He couldn’t wait to help her with that. But for now, he couldn’t risk being late to his own official Bonding ceremony. In less than an hour, he’d be summoned to the Choosing, where the year’s best-in-class Adepts—including Princess Nolana—would be selecting their Guardians out of a lineup. 
 
    The thought made him anxious. Anything could go wrong here. He and Cam were planning to Brainwash Nolana, but if they failed, or were caught— 
 
    Iris must have gotten the gist of this thought, because she took his hands in hers. It was such a tender movement that it caught him off guard. 
 
    “It will be fine, Rune,” she said in a soft voice. He sensed she had used this same tone on Narcissa dozens of times. “If you treat her the way you’ve treated me, she’d be stupid not to select you. And I’ve heard that Nolana is anything but stupid.” She smiled with half her mouth. “A little crazy, maybe, but not stupid.” 
 
    With that, she finally retreated, back to face her duties as a palace maid. Rune meant to warn her about that—about what might be “expected” of her by the other prospective Guardians—but her words had distracted him. 
 
    If you treat her the way you’ve treated me.... 
 
    “Cam,” he sent, throwing on the official Guardian’s coat he’d found in his wardrobe, “listen up. There’s been a small change of plans....” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You,” said Cam, “are batshit.” 
 
    Rune fought down a smile at this accusation. Here, standing in a line of a dozen other trained Guardians, it wouldn’t do for him to show emotion. With Rune the unlucky number thirteen in the line, he already looked the obvious odd one out, especially given he had less muscle mass than the rest of them. They’d been trained for bulk, not brains, after all. 
 
    Still, this was a professional setting, and Guardians were supposed to be imposing and stoic. He’d act the part by not allowing Cam to make him laugh. 
 
    “When I called you an old man,” Cam said, “it wasn’t a challenge.” 
 
    “I’m not going senile,” he replied. 
 
    “Oh ho, I beg to differ.” 
 
    Rune surveyed the glass auditorium, still perplexed to have been summoned here. This place had been the scene of his battle with Larch yesterday, the one proving him worthy of being a Guardian. It seemed it was used for other parts of the Bonding process, though. He kept one eye to the water below at all times, watching the surface to see if it moved. 
 
    “I can’t Brainwash her, Cam,” he argued. “I can’t start a bond by force. I never did that with my other bond-mates, and I’m not about to start now. She has to choose me of her own—” 
 
    “Pardon me for a moment while I check the old folks’ apartments for openings. Oh, look—you’re full of shit.” 
 
    Rune rolled his eyes. After his talk with Iris, Rune had realized that he couldn’t possibly start a bond by Brainwashing his bond-mate. Where could the relationship go from there? The princess would figure it out eventually—she’d be able to read his mind, for Treessake! She’d hate him, and she’d be right to. 
 
    If you treat her the way you’ve treated me.... 
 
    “She won’t choose you if you don’t force her to choose you,” Cam sent. “I mean, look at these big bastards! You may think you’re a catch, Rune, but you’re a small fry compared to these guys!” 
 
    “All right, all right, you can stop complaining now,” Rune sent, before leaning toward the man standing at his right. 
 
    “I’m a little new here,” he said under his breath, keeping his eyes forward while speaking to the other Guardian. “But do you know when we’re going to start?” 
 
    The Guardian he’d spoken to was a tall guy with the build of a hay-wagon after harvest—that is to say, big and disheveled, and smelling like too many cut things. 
 
    Apparently, he wasn’t going for the charming rogue look, just your basic asshole rogue look, because his reply was, “Get outta my face, shit-digger.” 
 
    Rune sighed. For the past hour, he and his fellow prospects had stood quietly on one side of the spiraling bridges that led to the room’s central platform. It seemed some talented Adept had regrown the whole thing in the night. 
 
    “You were from Redwood’s cohort, I presume?” Rune said to the man. He wasn’t stupid enough to let the guy bait him. Everything the Guardians did right now was extremely public; judging by the sheer amount of feathery hats in the crowd, the auditorium stands were filled with nobles. 
 
    But there were exceptions, one being the midnight-skinned Ambassador Zenobian, with one fewer of his warrior-women present this day. Rune had heard nothing about her injury, so it was being kept under wraps, as of now. 
 
    In addition, Rune noted that One Hand, the maiden priestess, had resumed her place behind the much-taller ambassador. She looked frightened, and he wondered again why Zenobian had set her to the rough task of interrogating Cam. She didn’t look like she could interrogate a butterfly, much less play chaperone for a man whose literal title was Consort. 
 
    The Guardian to Rune’s right huffed. “All the best of us were in Redwood’s cohort.” 
 
    Rune turned his attention back to the Guardian. So I guessed right, he thought. He knew there were three cohorts in the Guardians’ training facilities: ones led by Acer Drake, Arens Redwood, and Thomas Larch. Naturally, all of the Drake cohort wouldn’t be allowed to bond to any Adepts this year. They were all technically members of the Breeders, and some were probably under arrest. 
 
    Redwood’s cohort, though... it hadn’t technically been a part of the Breeders, but had instead been a front of respectability for the Breeder’s true leader. Still, it had been a traitor’s cohort all the same. Rune didn’t like that anyone from that cohort was petitioning to bond for the princess today. In his opinion, Redwood’s men couldn’t be trusted. 
 
    Rune nodded his head to one side. “So those four smaller guys at the other end, they’re the only ones from Larch’s cohort?” 
 
    Big Blond frowned. “How could you know that?” 
 
    Because they don’t look like they’re half-giant, Rune wanted to say. Instead he shrugged. “No reason.” 
 
    So he had six opponents from Redwood’s cohort, and four from Larch’s. Looks like he’d be making good use of Cam’s Brainwashing ability after all. 
 
    This didn’t pacify Cam. “Look, I admire your confidence,” Cam sent, “and this plan isn’t a bad one, per se. But if you mess this up—” 
 
    “Wait,” he cut her off. “Do mine ears deceive me, or was that a compliment?” 
 
    He felt her eye-roll even through the bond. “Oh, shove off, old man.” 
 
    “You weren’t telling me to shove off last night.” 
 
    Silence followed that comment. As he’d expected, Cam had wanted to pretend they hadn’t done anything over their bond the night before. At least mentioning it kept her from heckling him. 
 
    “Relax,” he sent her. “You’re going to like how this plays out, I promise. Just because I’m not committing one crime, doesn’t mean I can’t commit others.” 
 
    As if to punctuate that statement, a haunting sound filled the auditorium; it reminded Rune of a harp being plucked. In response, the other Guardians around him stiffened to attention. Rune didn’t bother. He kept his eyes on the room’s biggest door, opposite the Guardian lineup. As he watched, two servants pushed the giant wooden doors aside from within, and Trillium appeared at the center. With a lip curled in disapproval, the Matron of the Bonding Trials waited until the sweating servants had finished positioning the heavy doors before she strode forward. 
 
    Six women followed in her wake. 
 
    Rune had trouble seeing them behind Trillium; that was how rigid the line was. Finally, Trillium pulled to one side and let the women stand opposite the Guardians, also on the edge of the spiral platform. 
 
    The princess was immediately obvious. She was the first in line—naturally—and easily identified by the opal crown on her head and the glittering diamonds festooning her dress. Her elegant, noble shape looked like an illustration in a fairy tale. To any man with a heartbeat, she was stunning. But perhaps the most alluring part of her was her hair: it fell in luxurious, water-like waves to her elbows. 
 
    And, wilder yet, her hair was blue. 
 
    The color of sea shallows, Rune thought, struck by the beauty in the color alone. He’d seen it depicted in murals, of course, but he’d assumed it was stylized. Who had blue hair in real life, anyway? 
 
    Princess Nolana Celtis d’Calla, apparently. Blue-haired and blue-eyed, the princess could stand out anywhere—and that wasn’t even counting her sleek legs, which went on for days. On top of all of that, she was nearly spilling out of her dress. If her nipples ventured any closer to her neckline, they’d fall right off the edge. 
 
    This particular fact drew Rune’s eyes, but not for the same reason it drew the others’ gazes. “Did they have to make her look so... inviting?” Rune thought. 
 
    “She’s the princess. She’d gotta be gaudy,” Cam sent. 
 
    Something about it didn’t sit right with Rune. His gaze ran across the lineup of other women. There were half as many Adepts as there were Guardians—six women choosing from thirteen men. Rune had heard that it often worked this way. The Adepts always got pick of the litter, and Guardians who weren’t chosen had to spend another year training, until they were selected—or died of old age. 
 
    The ideas swirling in Rune’s mind solidified then, but he wasn’t satisfied. There was something wrong with what he was looking at. 
 
    “None of the other women here are pretty,” Rune sent Cam. 
 
    “Please tell me you didn’t just say that.” 
 
    With only half his attention on his mental conversation, Rune ran his gaze over the six Adepts one more time. It seemed like this inspection-of-the-goods was actually part of the ceremony, since Trillium had yet to speak, and the women were scanning their prospective partners in much the same way as Rune. 
 
    “Number Two is portly,” he sent Cam. “Number Three is extremely tall. Number Four is bald, of all things.... Six is wearing glasses, and Five is flat-chested.” 
 
    “Way to judge books by their covers,” Cam scoffed. He could sense her getting upset, and he blinked. 
 
    “No, Cam. You’re not listening.” 
 
    “I’m listening just fine. You’re being an ass. Any one of those women could stop you dead in your tracks with their magic. Besides, with the right makeup and clothes—” 
 
    A small whistle sounded to Rune’s right. It was Big Blond. “I’ll have that on its knees by noon, mark my words,” he sneered to Rune, nodding toward the princess. “Wonder how good that pretty mouth works?” 
 
    “Remind me to smother that guy in his sleep,” Rune sent Cam. 
 
    “Maybe after I smother you for being a dickmunch,” she hissed back. 
 
    Rune shook his head. Cam wasn’t understanding what he was really thinking, even though she had full access to his mind. Seems she hadn’t grown any less stubborn since they were kids. 
 
    Six women, he thought, ignoring Cam to focus on the problem at hand. And none of them pretty. No makeup and no flattering clothes, either. Almost as if it’s by design.... 
 
    But why would they need to make the princess stand out so much, by making the other women look dumpy? She was already the princess. She already had blue hair. 
 
    Rune considered the other factors available to him. Lenore said that Adepts are presented in order of their power level, at the Bonding. That means the Princess is strongest—no surprise there—while Flat Chest is the weakest, and Glasses the second-weakest.... 
 
    He thought back to what he knew of the princess of Orennian. It wasn’t much. As the heiress to the throne, information about her was kept to a minimum for her own protection, with little more than stylized portraits released to the public. There was plenty of propaganda about her elegance, charm, and general goodness, but that was always what nobles said about other nobles in public. Rarely was it ever true. 
 
    This woman certainly didn’t look very charming. Her nose was scrunched in a nearly-imperceptible sneer. Rune could feel imperiousness emanating off her like a stink. She was the type of woman he went out of his way to avoid in taverns. A viper’s pattern is pretty, too, he’d tell friends, but I wouldn’t want to crawl into bed with it. 
 
    On top of that, her attitude was indicative of other things, which Cam was also picking up on. “Look at her,” she huffed. “You think that snooty little puff would ever figure it out, if you Brainwashed her into choosing you? If she’s got a brain in that blue head of hers, I’ll eat my chamber pot with a side of potatoes.” 
 
    “I agree,” Rune sent. “That’s the problem.” 
 
    “What are you on about?” she replied. 
 
    Before he could answer, Trillium stepped up to a podium that hadn’t been there a moment before. She must have grown it herself, out of the seaglass. 
 
    Just like whoever tried to kill me yesterday, Rune thought. The hairs on his neck stood on end. 
 
    “Ladies and masters of Orennian,” Trillium boomed, projecting her voice so that it filled the whole hall with a sense of impending hostility, “we are gathered here today to witness the Choosing of the best Covenant in the land: the King’s Elites. Today’s new Covenant units shall have the honor of serving the king directly.” 
 
    Rune nodded to himself. He’d forgotten until now, but there was a reason this particular ceremony was being held in the palace and not in a Covenant building. When the king had offered Rune a position as an Elite, he hadn’t been kidding. He was among the best of the best. 
 
    “In addition,” Trillium continued, “today we shall experience the Choosing of our nation’s heir to the throne, Princess Nolana Celtis d’Calla, eighteenth of her line, direct descendant of the great Slayer of Madness.” 
 
    By Slayer of Madness, she meant Calla Nyssa, the Adept who’d defeated Tellus the Mad. But as Trillium mentioned Nolana’s heritage, something edged into Rune’s mind. Something about her mother.... 
 
    Right, he thought, glancing around the room again. King Celtis said this auditorium was commissioned to honor Nolana’s mother, who had Syl’latian blood. So that’s where the blue hair comes from. She’s descended from sea-people, after all.... 
 
    Rune narrowed his eyes. Sea people. 
 
    He scanned through the six women one more time. 
 
    “The ceremony will proceed as follows,” Trillium declared. “I will number the Adepts and Guardians in order of their tested power levels. Then, upon the king’s signal, the strongest Adept will step forward and declare what she is looking for in a bond-mate.” 
 
    Rune frowned. But the king wasn’t here yet...? 
 
    “Probably still playing damage control after our little stunt last night,” Cam said, still simmering over his perceived sexualization of the Adepts. 
 
    “Ah,” Rune sent back. That made sense. If the countries were on the verge of war, and a Djani warrior was injured on King Celtis’s watch.... 
 
    “We need to be more careful,” Rune sent Cam. “This place is a pot that’s about to boil over.” 
 
    “When Adept One finishes her statement,” Trillium went on, “any Guardian who wishes to bond to her may step forward. The Adept may then ask any question she desires of her potential mates. They must answer in one sentence or less. After this, Adept One may choose. And then we will move on to Adept Two.” 
 
    No names, Rune noted. Just numbers. Lenore had told him to expect this, but now.... 
 
    As Rune ruminated, Trillium proceeded to number all the Adepts and Guardians. Rune got the unlucky number Thirteen. It figured. 
 
    As she was numbering, though, the king entered the auditorium quietly, his dutiful attendants in tow. His countenance was stormy, and the lack of fanfare for his entrance rubbed Rune the wrong way. He glared at Trillium with obvious distaste. 
 
    That cemented it. Something definitely isn’t right here. 
 
    “With His Majesty’s permission...” Trillium entreated, tilting her head toward the king. He had a ceremonial scepter in his hand today, and he impatiently waved it at her. Trillium visibly flinched, cracking some of the makeup at the corners of her eyes. When she spoke again, her voice was less sure: 
 
    “Adept Number One, stand forward.” 
 
    Like a chandelier with legs, the diamond-studded princess tinkled forward. Her breasts again threatened to go on ahead of her. 
 
    “In my Guardian, I seek noble blood and raw power,” she called out. “I need a man who holds sway wherever he treads, and who is the first one to draw blades in battle.” 
 
    At his right, Big Blond stepped forward, unsurprisingly. But Rune wasn’t paying attention. He was looking at the sixth Adept, the one with the flat chest. 
 
    No. Her hair is too yellow. 
 
    “Rune, what the hell are you doing?” Cam shouted into their bond. “Step forward already!” 
 
    Rune took a moment to look at his fellow Guardians. All twelve had stepped forward. 
 
    He chuckled. “They can’t all have noble blood. This is bullshit.” 
 
    “What are you doing!?!” Cam cried. “She’s going to—” 
 
    Rune looked at Adept Five, with the glasses. “Give me a second,” he said. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Rune grinned. “Come on, Camellia. You don’t trust me, after everything that we’ve been through? You trusted me enough last night....” 
 
    The words did the trick. Cam fell silent, fuming, but also secretly embarrassed. Their bond was strong enough that Rune could feel even the hidden emotions. 
 
    It was good their bond was strong. In a moment, he’d need that. Rune turned his eyes back to Glasses as the princess asked questions of the Guardians. Rune couldn’t care less what that woman was saying. 
 
    He was much more interested in Adept Number Five. 
 
    She slouched, for one. An odd sort of slouch, though. A kind of huddle. Every now and then, she straightened unconsciously, and then blinked, and slouched again. 
 
    The glasses were big, almost comically so. Her eyes were magnified inside them, with muddy green irises and yellowish whites. They made her look a little jaundiced, but her skin was healthy, a natural tan. 
 
    Her hair was tied back, black as void. There was a dark smudge at her hairline. Her dress was well-made and dark green, but it hung loose, unassuming. He couldn’t tell her shape under the fabric. She was petite, but not short... and her eyes darted a lot. She kept rocking back and forth on her feet. 
 
    Second-to-last, Rune thought. Not dead last, but close. But she’s moving a lot. Jumpy. That’s not very ladylike. 
 
    Then again, that smudge on her forehead.... 
 
    The woman suddenly met his eyes, and Rune didn’t look away. Instead he winked at her. 
 
    She looked at the floor. 
 
    It was exactly what Rune needed to see. Rune nodded to the woman and told Cam, “I choose her.” 
 
    At almost the same time, the princess said, “I choose Twelve.” 
 
    Cam moaned in Rune’s mind as Big Blond stepped out of line. “You blew it,” Cam said. “And she bonded to that guy, of all people... yuck.” 
 
    Rune shrugged. “You said yourself that the princess is brainless,” he said. 
 
    “Brainless but ROYAL,” Cam countered, sounding bereft. “You’re never gonna get me out of here at this rate. What’s so special about Glasses, anyway?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you in a second,” Rune told her. “But first, let Brainwash a few Adepts.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Over the next forty minutes, Rune explained his choice to Cam in between Brainwashings. Now that he had made his choice, he had to turn his focus to his secondary directive: getting all these Adepts to bond with the right Guardians. 
 
    After mentally nudging Adept Two to choose Guardian One, Rune told Cam, “I actually chose her because of the glasses.” 
 
     They were reading glasses, he explained. That’s why they were so thick. So the woman did a lot of reading, which meant she was smart. 
 
    Cam said that intelligence wasn’t as useful as royalty. Rune shrugged and said, “We’ll see.” 
 
    “I choose Guardian One,” said Adept Two, and Rune breathed out a sigh of relief. Using Cam’s magic at this distance—from both Cam herself, and from the target—was starting to make his knees weak. 
 
    He only grew more exhausted as he tried coercing Adept Three to choose Guardian Two. 
 
    “Glasses is also a noble,” Rune explained to Cam. “See how she keeps slouching on purpose, but standing up straight subconsciously? She’s used to standing up straight. She’s only pretending not to be a noble. And if she’s in a lineup with the princess, that makes me think she’s from a powerful family. That will have its uses too.” 
 
    Cam sniffed. “Whatever, Old Man.” 
 
    Rune hid a smile and licked his lips. Cam was going to kill him in a few moments. If he could survive using her Brainwash one more time. 
 
    When Adept Three chose Guardian Two, as Rune had “suggested,” Rune tried not to show his relief in his body language. Then he set to Brainwashing Adept Four. 
 
    “Why are you making them choose all the small guys?” Cam asked him. “Instead of getting rid of your bigger competition?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” he replied, feeling drained. He blinked hard; it was all he could do just to stand. To combat this, he stole a little energy from all his other bonds. He knew that Narcissa, Lenore, and Ria were all watching through his eyes right now, but he’d blocked them out by diving into his bond to Cam. It had helped him focus, and he was pleased that none of them had tried to break through to yell at him. They trusted what he was doing, while Cam didn’t. 
 
    Heartened by their trust—and bolstered by their energy—Rune gave Cam one last reason why he’d chosen to bond to Glasses. 
 
    “She’s also second-to-weakest,” Rune added. “And jumpy. It’s some sort of tic, looks like. Add those factors to the glasses, and it’s obvious that people underestimate her often. That will make her useful in spy work.” 
 
    After all, wasn’t that his main purpose? To find out Celtis’s secrets, and expose them? And figure out why he wanted Narcissa dead? 
 
    For a long moment, Rune wasn’t sure if Adept Four would take his little “recommendation,” but after a lot of meandering questions, she selected the Guardian he had chosen for her. 
 
    As the two Chosen stepped back, Trillium said, “Adept Five may now step forward.” 
 
    Glasses practically leaped forward, as if propelled by pent energy. Trillium said, sounding unnerved, “Adept Five may now give her—” 
 
    “I want someone patient!” Adept Five cried. “That’s all!” 
 
    Rune almost laughed, and he stepped forward immediately. After a moment, a few other Guardians followed after him, as if to say, Well, it’s not optimal, but a crazy Adept is better than none at all. 
 
    The woman’s gaze jerked rapidly between all her choices. 
 
    “Thirteen,” she said, while she wasn’t even looking at him, “why did you step forward first?” 
 
    Belatedly, she met his gaze. Judging by the additional dark smudges at her hairline, she was nervous—or maybe just amped up. Rune cocked his head. 
 
    “I stepped forward first because your hair isn’t black,” Rune said simply. The running dye was proof of that. 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened, and she anxiously patted her hair. “What?” 
 
    Silence followed, but no one said anything. Rune supposed “What?” counted as another question he could answer. 
 
    “And your glasses,” he said, “have been tinted yellow.” That’s what made her eyes look jaundiced, and what turned her blue irises muddy green. 
 
    She adjusted her glasses on her nose before smiling brightly at him. “Am I so obvious?” she asked. 
 
    Another question, so Rune answered—this time with a bow. 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Your Highness,” he told her. 
 
    Princess Nolana grinned. “Then I guess I’ll choose you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHAT?!” Cam screeched over their bond. It was all Rune could do not to flinch. 
 
    “Told you she’d be useful,” he said. 
 
    “YOU DIDN’T SAY SHE WAS THE FUCKING PRINCESS!” 
 
    “Well, you weren’t really listening anyway.” 
 
    At a twitchy signal from Trillium, Rune and Nolana stepped back. Their Choosing was complete, and they had chosen each other. 
 
    As he watched her, though, she did that thing again, bouncing excitedly on her feet, her gaze darting. She was certainly interesting; he’d give her that. He wondered if he’d bitten off more than he could chew. 
 
    While Cam railed at him, Rune ignored her. In a calm mental voice, he explained all his reasoning to her: The blue-haired woman had been a fake meant to look like the princess. That’s why she’d been dolled up while the other Adepts were left looking frumpy. They’d also been selected for their conventionally “bad” traits... being tall or bald or flat-chested. That matched fine with the princess wearing glasses. 
 
    When the king had arrived, he’d also been angry at Trillium. Rune suspected she had put up a fake princess as a way of protecting the real one. The big blond Guardian next to Rune had had some pretty crass things to say about Adept One, so Rune could certainly understand how beautiful Adepts might attract worse men. 
 
    Because of these things, Rune had suspected early on that one of the other Adepts was the real princess. He’d just had to figure out which. He guessed she’d be placed at the end of the line, made to look weak, again to attract men with better intentions. All he knew about Nolana was that she had blue hair, but Adept Six had been blonde. It would be hard to turn blue hair yellow like that, at least without magic. Ria had confirmed that no magic was used. 
 
    Adept Five, however, had a black smudge at her hairline—clearly a sign of dyed hair. Black could cover blue easily. And when she’d glanced down, Rune had been able to see the color flash off her glasses. They had been tinted yellow to turn her blue eyes greenish, further hiding her identity. 
 
    She’d also been hiding her nobility with forced slouching, and lastly, he recognized her dress as palace livery; he’d seen Iris putting on that same outfit this morning. The dress, though, had been dyed dark green to hide its white color and lighter green accents. She must have hastily stolen the garment from a servant—which meant her concealment was a last-minute thing. 
 
    “Hold on,” Rune told Cam, “let me use your magic again....” 
 
    Cam didn’t reply, but she helped feed him the power. She felt sheepish, chagrined, and angry that she felt that way, like she’d been outsmarted by an old man, of all people. 
 
    Smiling to himself—it had been so fun to tease her into believing he really had let the princess get away—Rune used Brainwash on the last Adept, draining considerable energy to nudge her toward choosing the Guardian that Rune wanted. 
 
    “Whyyyyyyyyyyyyyy are you doing that?” Cam whined, frustrated. 
 
    “Read the bond, and find out,” said Narcissa, her pages flitting past Cam’s tree bark with ease. “You’ve been giving him shit all morning, but the answer’s been right there the whole time. Why are you pushing him away, when you love him so much?” 
 
    Cam just about had a breakdown at that one, and this time Rune did flinch at all the emotions whirling between them. Narcissa promptly apologized, but Rune mentally waved her off. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad,” he explained. “Cam wouldn’t give people shit if she couldn’t also take it. She’s just wrestling with something right now.” He swallowed. “We both are.” 
 
    He had pushed things too far last night when he’d called Cam’s bluff, and spent a very steamy shower immersed in her mind. They’d spent a lifetime being friends and trying to pretend they didn’t want more from each other, and while Rune was open to that relationship, Cam was still working through it. He couldn’t blame her—she’d been through so much. 
 
    “Nolana really did choose well,” Cam said in a small voice. “If she wanted someone patient, I mean.” 
 
    Rune smiled. It was a start. He looked over at Nolana, expecting to meet her eyes, but it appeared she was rubbing the yellow film off her glasses and looking dreamily off at nothing in particular. Without the glasses on, she had a nice face, oval and high-cheekboned, the sort that one usually associated with “bedroom eyes.” Her eyes were less sultry though, but more enchanting, like the sky reflected off a deep sea. A true blue, almost mournful, despite the hyperactive way she kept moving. 
 
    In a few minutes, Rune would be bonded to her. To the princess of all Orennian. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    “Excuse me, Sir Tellarus,” said a voice, and Rune turned to find one of the king’s attendants standing behind him. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked. 
 
    The man gave a respectful half-bow. “The king requests your presence in the corner, sir.” 
 
    In the corner...? Rune thought, mystified, but when he looked up, he saw it to be true. King Celtis stood alone in a corner of the auditorium, tapping his scepter against his own shoulder in impatience. 
 
    Rune nodded and followed the attendant. He was swiftly delivered into the king’s presence. 
 
    “So you did it, son,” Celtis said. “Even though that woman tried to stop you.” 
 
    By that woman, Rune assumed he meant Trillium. Had she gone through this whole charade just to keep Nolana from bonding to Rune, specifically? If so, she had duly misjudged his intelligence. 
 
    Rune bowed. “It will be my honor to become Guardian to your daughter, Your Majesty,” he said. “I only hope I can—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m aware of how honorable you are,” the king said, still tapping his scepter. His face was still thunderous, even if the anger was directed elsewhere. “But son, I haven’t been straight with you. With any of her potential Guardians. That’s why I wanted her presented as herself—because I had planned to announce one caveat to her bonding. I will offer you one final chance to get out of this commitment, once you hear that caveat.” 
 
    Rune’s brows drew low. A caveat? He couldn’t imagine a downside to being a princess’s Guardian. 
 
    “You can’t have relations with her,” the king said. “Ever.” 
 
    Disbelief squeezed up from Rune’s stomach, expelled in a puff of air from his throat. He couldn’t possibly mean.... 
 
    “Excuse me, sire, but... what?” 
 
    “No sex. Ever. With my daughter,” Celtis clarified, angrily waving his scepter in the direction of Ambassador Zenobian. “They’re big on virgin brides in Djani. Worse, they’re big on monogamy. I’ll speak plainly, son: they will use magic to ensure she is pure—” the king spat the word, as if it sickened him “—on the day of the wedding. If she has sexual intercourse with anyone else before, or even after, the wedding... then our treaty with Djani is off.” The king leveled his bluish-green gaze on Rune. “And we really need this treaty, son. The Djani are more powerful than you know.” 
 
    Rune felt as if he might start hiccupping. There was a lightness in his chest he barely recognized—not disappointment, but a sort of bewildered awe. 
 
    “But she’s an Adept, sire,” he said. “The bond—” 
 
    “Will make you two want to jump each other’s bones every time you upgrade, yes, I’m aware,” the king replied. “As I said, it makes the job of being her Guardian much more thankless. So feel free to back out now. Because if you two break that rule, I will kill you, and all of Orennian would be endangered by your actions.” 
 
    Rune’s thoughts reeled. If he and Nolana couldn’t... then their bond would... he needed a strong bond to.... 
 
    He shook his head to clear it. No. He didn’t need sex to gain a woman’s trust. He would figure out some other way. 
 
    He had earned a Guardianship to a trees-damned princess. No way was he giving that up. 
 
    “I understand, Your Majesty. But I still want to work with her.” Rune bowed his head. “I would like to serve my kingdom, if I may.” 
 
    The king exhaled, as if all the air were seeping out of him. Rune was again struck by how likable the man was. He obviously cared for his daughter and his country. He had taken a liking to Rune. 
 
    And yet he had also ordered Narcissa’s death. Why? What was he hiding? 
 
    “Very well,” he said. “This Bonding will continue. But I will offer you a boon,” he added, looking up again. “Anything you want, I will provide it, as apology for my lack of transparency. But you must ask now. I don’t have the time to wait around.” 
 
    Rune blinked like a deer caught in bright glowlight. Anything he wanted? Anything at all? 
 
    I want your secrets, he nearly said, but that would only tip his hand and probably get him killed. What else, then? As bond-mate to the princess, he doubted he’d want for anything. And what did he care for money and titles, anyway? To be happy, Rune only needed two things: to know that his Adepts were safe, and that justice had been done. 
 
    The former stuck in his mind, and the right answer came to him. “Narcissa Lumenz,” he said. 
 
    The king blinked. “That noble girl you shacked up with when the Breeders were after you? What about her?” 
 
    Rune instantly seethed at this description of Narcissa. She’s not nobody, he wanted to say, and you know that quite well. After all, you ordered her killed. You see her as a threat. Why? 
 
    Despite his inner rage, Rune feigned nonchalance, and only shrugged. “I’ll have everything I want just by being bonded to Nolana. But Lady Lumenz... forgive my frankness, sire, but I’m worried about her. It was all I could do to keep her alive while we were on the run.” This was a lie—Narcissa was formidable in her own right—but the king didn’t need to know that. “I feel responsible for her, but I don’t think she’s equipped to defend herself if some rogue Breeders decide to hunt her again.” 
 
    The king rolled his hand, eyebrows rising. “So, what? You want her as a concubine?” 
 
    No, you idiot. Trees below, this man vacillated wildly between being likable and despicable. “No, Your Majesty. I would just like for her to have a security detail until the Breeder threat has been fully dealt with. For a year, at least, to be safe.” 
 
    This would keep her safe until Rune finished his investigations. The king had wanted Narcissa dead before, and Rune doubted that had changed. Lenore was watching over her, but the king had connections that none of them could fathom. If he wanted Narcissa dead, he could make it happen. 
 
    This, at least, would buy her some time. 
 
    “Done,” the king said slowly, but there was some indecision in his eyes. This, if nothing else, made Rune feel certain that Narcissa was still very much in danger. 
 
    “You are so sweet,” Narcissa sent him, her voice wobbly. She had been worried, too, but hadn’t wanted to bother him with it—as if he hadn’t already known. 
 
    “But... you should have requested Cam’s release,” Narcissa added, belatedly. “You told her you’d help her get out.” 
 
    He never could keep anything from Narcissa. She probably knew about the shower thing, too. 
 
    As Rune and the king parted ways—with Rune bowing, and the king just walking off without saying anything—Rune said to Narcissa, “I couldn’t show that I knew she wasn’t being released. As far as I’m supposed to know, she’s only being held for questioning, as a formality, right now. If I asked her to be freed, that would show the king that I know more than I should.” 
 
    Narcissa considered this, then sent her mental agreement that he’d made the right choice. Rune suppressed a shudder. This spy-stuff was already getting complicated, and he’d only just begun. 
 
    “The final Adept has selected her Guardian!” Trillium’s voice roared, making Rune turn back toward the center of the auditorium. “The Guardians who weren’t chosen may now vacate the room, as we perform the official Bonding ceremony.” 
 
    As the losing Guardians shuffled off, Rune scanned through them and smiled in triumph. The last Adept had indeed chosen the man he had wanted her to choose. 
 
    “I still don’t see why we wasted my magic on this,” Cam sent quietly. She sounded so pitiful that Rune gave her the answer rather than tease her any further. 
 
    “Because,” he sent back, “the winning Guardians are all Larch’s men. Which means that—except for the fake princess—those four other Adepts are going to bond to men who might actually treat them with respect. I only wish there’d been a fifth guy I could pass off to the first woman, but oh well... she picked her own poison.” 
 
    It had taken a lot of magic, but to Rune, the effort was worth it. He had saved those four Adepts from a life with one of Redwood’s followers. There wasn’t enough honor between them to fill up a thimble. 
 
    And maybe someday, he’d make allies out of those that had become Guardians. Given Rune might end up killing the king, he could use all the friends he could get. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what’s the Bonding ceremony like, exactly?” Rune asked Lenore and Ria, once he had returned to the center of the auditorium. Below the sea-glass edge in front of him, dark water swirled. How deep did that pool go, he wondered? And what exactly lived in its depths? 
 
    “Nothing lives there, silly, it’s just water,” Lenore sent him. “And I won’t spoil the Bonding. It’ll be more fun to watch that way.” Her mental focus shifted to Ria. “And don’t you dare spoil it either, missy, or I’ll go to your hotel room and hide spiders in your sheets.” 
 
    It was uncanny how well his Adepts could communicate through Rune’s mind, like he was the waypoint where all their roads met. It was tougher for Narcissa to speak into their bonds, since she was now attached to Rune indirectly through Cam, but ever since Rune had taken down the Breeders, conversations like this were becoming easier and easier. Sometimes he had to tell them all to get out of his head and talk to each other like normal people, for Treessake. 
 
    “I don’t know...” Ria replied to Lenore. “Rune, didn’t you say something was in the water yesterday? Something dangerous?” 
 
    Rune shifted on his feet as Trillium straightened at her glass podium. “I thought something was down there... but it was just instinct. I could have been imagining it,” he admitted. 
 
    He doubted it, though. The hairs on his neck were rising even now. He suppressed the urge to look too closely at the water. As a new Guardian, his focus should be on Trillium and the ceremony. 
 
    Then it dawned on him—if Lenore and Ria were discussing the water at the same time as the ceremony.... 
 
    Shit. I’m gonna have to go swimming. 
 
    Rune tensed and this time, he did look down. The dark blue water swirled lazily, moved by some unseen current, while the glowing lotuses twirled benignly. It didn’t look dangerous. 
 
    But Rune knew it was. 
 
    “Ladies and masters of Orennian,” Trillium announced, “I present to you the six newest Covenant units assigned to protect and serve our great nation. We will now begin the Bonding ceremony. During this hallowed event, our new Adepts shall place their full trust in their Guardians, thus cementing their bonds. Adept One and Guardian Twelve, please step to the spiraling bridge nearest you and descend to the center platform.” 
 
    The pair did so, stepping out of their respective lines to opposite sides of the strange hole in the glass ground, where the crystalline bridges spiraled down to the platform. As they descended, Trillium declared the real names of the two new Covenant. The woman was called Violet Solare, a surname Rune recognized as hailing from a low-ranking noble family. Meanwhile, Guardian Twelve—Big Blond, as Rune had called him—was from a high-ranking Terran family. His real name was Ash, and he didn’t look happy. After all, Violet had fooled him into thinking she was the princess. Their bond wasn’t off to a good start. 
 
    So she chose him for his rank more than his ability, Rune ascertained. She craves raw power, that one. She already has enough magic, so she’s using her Guardian to give her enough nobility, too. 
 
    Rune watched as the two met in the center of the platform and bowed to one another, Ash scowling the whole time he did it. For her part, Violet remained impassive. 
 
    “She’s going to regret this,” Lenore sent. 
 
    Long ago, she’d chosen her Guardian for similar reasons. That hadn’t ended well for her, but especially not for the Guardian. 
 
    After bowing, the new pair began going through the motions of the ceremony without prompting from Trillium: Violet laid an arm around Ash’s shoulders, and Ash picked her up and began to walk toward the platform’s edge. Apparently they had learned how to do this before now. Rune was happy he hadn’t gone first, given no one had ever told him what to do. 
 
    At the edge, Violet tensed, and without further ado, Ash tossed her into the water. 
 
    She attempted to land gracefully, but there was a great smack as she struck the surface. Rune frowned—how strange—but within moments, Violet began thrashing in the water. 
 
    He stiffened. She can’t swim, he realized. 
 
    “Of course not. No Adept can,” Lenore sent. 
 
    “Once a woman tests positive for magic,” Ria added, “it is forbidden to teach her to swim.” 
 
    He remembered this fact from somewhere—one of many facts that hadn’t seemed relevant to Rune in his youth, once he’d learned that he’d never be a Guardian. But now it seemed very relevant. Violet couldn’t swim. 
 
    She was drowning. 
 
    Yet Ash did nothing. He just tapped one foot, watching her flail beneath him. Trillium shifted uneasily at her podium. 
 
    Trying to look casual, Rune shrugged out of his coat. “He’s punishing her for deceiving him,” Rune sent, anger burgeoning in his chest. “He’s drawing out her suffering—” 
 
    Rune was two seconds away from diving into the water after Violet when Ash finally deigned to leap off the platform. 
 
    From there, Rune saw little of Violet’s rescue aside from gouts of splashing water. He heard cursing as Violet pulled Ash under twice, but then the air gave a strange pulse, and she fell still against Ash, her head safely above water and her panic subsided. 
 
    He saved her life, and they bonded, Rune thought. That’s what that pulse was. Damn.... 
 
    It seemed to him that this could have gone horribly wrong. 
 
    “It has before,” Lenore sent. “Not everyone survives. Sometimes even the Guardians drown.” 
 
    Rune hated the ceremony already. The bond happened when a Guardian saved an Adept’s life, but this... this was dangerous. 
 
    “Magic is dangerous,” Cam sent, her tone dark. “And we can’t ever forget that.” 
 
    With their Bonding complete, Ash tugged Violet off to the side of the pool, which was somewhere beneath the ground that Rune stood on. It seemed there was some other level beneath this one. 
 
    Where they can have a little privacy, he thought ruefully. 
 
    From there, Rune watched as three more Covenant bonds were made in the water. Not once did any creature rise from the depths to consume them, nor any magic spell affect them, nor any poison turn them to floating corpses. All the same, Rune grew ever more uneasy until finally, his name was called. 
 
    Trillium announced him and the princess in turn, to great applause and lots of murmuring from the crowd. The princess bonding to a commoner, after pretending to be someone else? This would keep the court gossip mill grinding for weeks. 
 
    Rune tried to catch Nolana’s blue eyes across the gap, but once again, she wasn’t looking at him. She seemed very focused on her feet, for some reason. 
 
    They began to descend the bridges. 
 
    Rune treaded carefully, just in case the assassin from yesterday—Trillium? The Djani?—might try to transform the glass again. Nothing happened, and he met Nolana in the center of the platform without incident. 
 
    He bowed to her, but much lower than the other Guardians had bowed. “Your Highness,” he said, rising and holding out a hand. “If I may?” 
 
    This time, she was looking at him. “Did Father tell you?” she asked seriously. 
 
    Rune felt his neck heat. “He did.” 
 
    “And you still want me?” 
 
    Rune tried to keep his eyebrows from jumping up. “Of course,” he said. “Any man would.” 
 
    Princess Nolana sighed, her shoulders slumping even as she slid an arm around him. For a few accidental moments, her fingers brushed against his neck. 
 
    “You wouldn’t, if you knew me,” she said. 
 
    You wouldn’t, if you knew me, either, he thought. Nolana had no idea that she was about to become his seventh bond-mate. With her permission, Rune lifted her off her feet and told his Adepts to back out of his mind. All of them retreated, even Cam. He couldn’t have them there when he bonded to Nolana; they had to stay secret from her, until Rune earned her trust. 
 
    And who knows when that might be, he thought as he carried her to the edge. Once there, he looked down at her just as she took off her glasses and popped them into his shirt pocket. She patted the pocket with a satisfied look on her face. 
 
    Without the thick lenses of her glasses obscuring them, her eyes transformed from muddy green to stark blue. This elevated her face from elegant to stunning. Her blue eyes were on the water. 
 
    Not just blue, Rune realized with a start. There’s also silver in them. It’s strange.... 
 
    There was some blue to them, but a metallic sheen backlit her irises, shining as if with some sort of magic. His gaze shifted to her hairline, where the black dye had run enough for him to see the teal-blue hair underneath. And now that he was close, he could see a faint blue iridescence to her olive-tan skin, as if a rainbow film had been absorbed into it.... 
 
    He understood after a moment. Her ancestry. She’s part Syl’latian... and not fully human. 
 
    Rune didn’t know much about the people of Syl’lat, but he did know that they lived almost exclusively underwater, and were known to have innate magical abilities that had to do with swimming, or something like that. They were a secretive and war-hungry people, and only by marrying into their royal line had King Celtis maintained a treaty with them. 
 
    The thought made him suddenly more interested in Nolana. And now that he was holding her, light as a feather in his arms, he could feel and see the shape of her better. The hunter-green dress hadn’t done her any favors, but that was by design. Without it, she would be far, far from frumpy. 
 
    He swallowed dryly. I’ll never see her without it... unless I want to start a war. 
 
    “Are you afraid, Your Highness?” Rune asked softly. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. You’ll save me. And you should probably call me Nolana. And we should probably do this. We’ve taken about twenty-five seconds longer than the next-longest bonding pair, already. People don’t like delays. They will talk. They talk about everything. They always do.” 
 
    Rune’s mouth curled up in a bemused smile. This woman sure had a lot of thoughts at once. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “On three....” 
 
    “One, two, three,” she said.  
 
    Rune blinked, and then shrugged. “Have it your way.” 
 
    And he tossed her over the edge. 
 
    Unlike the other Adepts, Nolana curled into a ball immediately upon going airborne. She didn’t exactly land gracefully, but there was no flopping about, and a great gout of water marked her immersion. 
 
    Rune wasted no time. He leapt in after her. 
 
    The water was warmer than he’d expected, and it barely shocked his system as he cut past the surface, the world shifting suddenly from splash-loud to soft silence. He rose to the surface as soon as his momentum slowed, and looked around to find where Nolana was thrashing. 
 
    She wasn’t thrashing. She wasn’t anywhere. 
 
    Heart pounding, Rune dove again. 
 
    There was only one place she could be: underwater. And she’d been there too long already. Rune searched the dark blue abyss—how deep is this fucking place?—before he saw a vague round shape below him. It was Nolana, still curled into her ball. She was sinking. Why was she sinking? Her lungs should have kept her afloat for at least a few moments— 
 
    She must have exhaled all her air already! Rune thought, kicking madly after her. What kind of woman just sank, instead of trying to stay afloat? 
 
    Rune broke back into Cam’s bond. “Narcissa! My legs!” 
 
    She understood immediately, and his legs tensed with magic as she Buffed them, tripling the power of his kicks. He nearly slammed into Nolana, gathering her into his arms as he pivoted, reversing their direction. He began to kick upward, into the silent light above him— 
 
    Something careened into Rune, heavy and sharp, stalling his movements and driving between him and Nolana. As they split apart, Rune tried to spin around, his short hair whipping around in the water and obscuring his vision. 
 
    What was that? he thought, as a shock of pain cut through him. He looked down. His arm was bleeding. That thing had gouged him as it passed— 
 
    It came again, a black ribbon emerging from the darkness so rapidly that he couldn’t get a good look at it before it struck his chest at full speed. The sheer pressure of its impact drove air from Rune’s lungs, and it retracted, whipping away to make another pass at him. 
 
    Rune drew his knife, but he had gotten turned around. Where was Nolana? If his lungs were already feeling the pressure, then she could be dead already. 
 
    A stream of bubbles caught his eye, and he squinted to see Nolana. She’d unfurled close by, her silvery eyes gone wide and her hands to her mouth in a silent scream. She’d seen the thing too, and it seemed she’d conserved some air, but now she’d screamed it all out. In seconds, her lungs would be screaming, and she’d inhale, and then— 
 
    “Cam!” 
 
    He didn’t have time to say more, because the black thing collided with Rune from behind. He released more bubbles without meaning to. It was trying to drown him. 
 
    “What?” Cam sent. 
 
    “Use your—” 
 
    It slid up from the dark, past his legs, cutting him on the back of one calf.  It had been going for his heel, for the artery. If it couldn’t drown him, it would slice him open. 
 
    “What, Rune? What do you need!” Cam shrieked into their bond, panic slicing through each word. 
 
    “I need—” 
 
    Black shadow, cutting the water. Rune barely deflected the serpent as it tried to slice through his throat; the impact rammed his cuff links so hard into his wrist bone that his vision went black for a moment. 
 
    The pain gave him an idea. He was wearing ceremonial clothing, like the cuff links. There was a lot of metal on clothing like that. 
 
    “Just read the bond!” Narcissa was shouting at Cam. “It’ll tell you what to do!” 
 
    Rune opened his thoughts to his other Adepts. “Iris!” 
 
    She swept into him, armor creaking, and he sensed she had hidden herself away in a linen closet to await news of his Bonding. “I need armor!” he sent her, pinning one cuff link between his fingers. “There’s metal all over me! Use it!” 
 
    She gave a burst of startlement, and then focused. Rune turned to Nolana again. She was swimming toward him. 
 
    “Cam—!” 
 
    “I got it!” Cam sent. 
 
    And with that, she read his mind, understanding what he wanted even before he could articulate it. She fed him the magic ability he needed—the one he remembered her using all those days ago, in a carriage as it fell off a cliff. Not Brainwash or Obedience, but something else: a magic that took away pain. 
 
    Rune seized the magic, and used it on Nolana. 
 
    Nolana stopped swimming for a moment as her lungs lost all sensation. They weren’t in agony any longer, weren’t goading her into breathing. It would buy them precious seconds. 
 
    Something squeezed him. 
 
    Rune released a water-dampened cry as intense pressure gripped his stomach and ribs. The black snake-thing had curled around him, constricting him, but when he tried to slice it off, his knife wouldn’t pierce it. He dropped the blade into the abyss and tried shoving the thing off his gut, but it was so slick that he couldn’t get a grip. 
 
    Worse yet, now his lungs were screaming. “Take my pain!” Rune sent to Cam. 
 
    A lack of pain—a peace and quiet—settled over Rune’s lungs, and the need to breathe faded away. Even the dangerous squeezing of his midriff went distant. But if the thing got any tighter, Rune’s guts would fund themselves on the outside of his body. To combat this, he Buffed his midriff with a mere thought. It was as if he’d done it himself, rather than communicated the need to Narcissa at all. 
 
    “There’s no need for that any longer,” she thought to him. “I love you, and I know what you need.” 
 
    A hand gripped his shoulder then, and he looked up to see Nolana, her face placid, eyes flashing silver. She opened her mouth as if to tell him something. 
 
    Instead, she ducked close and kissed him. 
 
    Rune murmured into the void, flummoxed and holding back panic, but Nolana only forced his mouth open. Then she breathed against his tongue, and Rune inhaled on instinct. 
 
    The freshest air he’d ever tasted filled his lungs. 
 
    He didn’t understand. How did Nolana still have air? She’d been down here longer than he had. Had she been saving it in her mouth the whole time? 
 
    “Rune!” Iris shouted. “I can’t change your metal! I don’t think that’s what my ability is!” 
 
    With a little air to tide him over, Rune looked down. His buttons and belt buckle remained in their normal states. He thought back to when he’d first used Iris’s magic. He’d merely stopped his armor from being affected by the Djani’s warrior’s metalcrafting. 
 
    Iris can’t metalcraft. Her skill is disenchantment. 
 
    Rune wasn’t sure what that meant in this case, so he told Iris to stay on standby while he dealt with the snake. His first instinct was to use Brainwash on the creature, but when he tried it, nothing happened. It was like trying to chop a tree with a feather duster. 
 
    This meant that, somehow, magic didn’t affect the beast directly. So Rune slapped it. It felt strangely hard, inorganic, like stone. 
 
    “It’s... it’s not alive! Ria!” 
 
    His second-bonded Adept came to him, and with growing exhaustion, Rune took the power she held out to him, and used her Wearwood ability. Although it was normally used on wood, the power worked by expediting natural processes; in this case, he tried to wear the stone away, as if centuries of natural erosion had gone to work on it. 
 
    All he received for his efforts was more exhaustion. The stone wasn’t affected. The thing was alive after all. 
 
    It’s just impervious to magic, he thought. Which meant he needed to use magic on himself. And that choice was easy... 
 
    “Lenore.” 
 
    She cast Shadow Walk on him, and Rune turned to mist and phased straight through the creature. He reformed in time to turn and see it curl in on itself, closing on a victim that was no longer there. 
 
    In that instant, he saw it for what it was—a massive black eel, three times longer than he was. Then it turned its eyeless gaze on him, its fanged jaws dropping open. Rune seized Nolana by the wrist and kicked for the surface. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how to defeat this thing, but he knew it wouldn’t attack them at the pool’s surface. Just like the assassin yesterday, this thing had tried to kill him out of sight of any onlookers. It was clearly trained, possibly even being controlled. 
 
    With all the might of his Buff, Rune swam for the light. But he knew it would come again. It was too fast. 
 
    So when he neared the surface, Rune thrust Nolana ahead and turned to meet the creature head-on. He’d timed the action well, because the thing hurtled into his chest. Rune hugged it and reached out into Iris. 
 
    He seized her magic and disenchanted the snake. 
 
    What happened next made no sense. The creature burst into red ink. Chunks of dark flesh dissipated into the water all around him. He could barely see through the flotsam, even as he waved a hand through it. A small white tooth bounced off his hand, and then sank. 
 
    Rune didn’t feel like understanding why the creature had exploded; he felt more like breathing, instead. He looked up, ready to speed toward the surface. 
 
    But a shape floated above him, its long dark hair leaking dye. The shape drifted on the surface of the water, not moving. 
 
    It was Princess Nolana, and Rune knew she was dead. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune made a beeline for Nolana, erupting out of the water, grabbing her and twisting her around. She was limp, her eyes open, her body still warm. She had drowned only seconds ago. 
 
    How? But I pushed her toward the surface! 
 
    It hadn’t mattered. She was dead. Her lungs had filled up with water. 
 
    Rune touched his forehead to hers, and thought, breathe. 
 
    Her body spasmed as Cam’s Obedience magic coursed through Nolana, commanding the fading remains of her consciousness. To power the magic, Rune used all the energy he could spare and dropped his Adepts where they stood. 
 
    In Lenore’s new mansion, Lenore and Narcissa slumped into their chairs. In her hotel, Ria collapsed to the floor. In the linen closet, Iris sank in between a mop and a broom. Somewhere, Denni fell to her knees. 
 
    It was enough. Nolana vomited. Water spewed everywhere. Then she inhaled the biggest breath of her life. 
 
    He’d saved her, so he closed his eyes against what came next. 
 
    Bright light. Power. And lust. 
 
    Nolana moaned and clung to him, putting her mouth to his ear, her legs wrapping tight to his waist. Rune wanted to scream as his erection pulsed to attention, unwanted. It was the hardest that he’d ever been. 
 
    Just get to shore, he thought. Get to shore and get away from her. 
 
    “No, stay here,” Nolana whispered. “Swim down. I’ll help you breathe.” 
 
    She had to be mad. What if there were more creatures down there? But her hands were already roving, one dropping to his ass, the other to his— 
 
    Rune caught his breath. 
 
    Get. To. Shore, he told himself, and started to swim. With one arm, he held Nolana, with the other he swam. It left nothing for him to protect himself with, and Nolana made use of that. 
 
    She was stroking him. 
 
    “Oh. I got lucky,” she murmured. “You’ll take up my whole mouth, when I suck on you.” 
 
    Rune wanted to tell her to stop, that now wasn’t the time for this, but the words got stuck somewhere behind his teeth. He wasn’t a slave to the bond-lust, but he wasn’t dead either. 
 
    “We can’t—” he began. 
 
    “It’s not penetration,” Nolana countered breathily. “You can’t put it inside me, but that’s our only limiter. We can do everything else....” 
 
    Rune’s hand slapped the glass flooring on the lower level of the auditorium. He curled his fingers into the hard floor to hold them in place and scoured the area for other people. 
 
    He was horrified to see Ambassador Zenobian and his entourage not ten paces away, standing eerily still beside a stairwell in the level’s back wall. The man was expressionless, and the same went for his warriors and his priestess. But it was clear why they were here—to ensure Nolana remained “pure.” 
 
    She was still stroking him, hard and merciless. Rune tried not to go loose against her. The Djani weren’t taking action, since Rune wasn’t mounting Nolana, but if they figured out what was happening under the water.... 
 
    A loud feminine moan caught his attention, and Rune jerked his head around to see the fake princess, Violet Solare, riding naked on top of her Guardian. Her head was thrown back, her breasts bobbing. And she wasn’t the only one feeling good, either. 
 
    All throughout the room, an orgy was going full-swing. The three other bonded Adepts were being hammered by their Guardians as they all let the bond-lust consume them. 
 
    Rune reached down and deftly flipped open his belt buckle. He shoved Nolana’s hand aside and pulled out his cock. 
 
    “Go fast,” he said.  
 
    She nipped his ear while her hand clamped down again. “Your wish is my command.” 
 
    Then she sank under the water. 
 
    Rune’s eyes flared wide as Nolana closed her mouth on him and sucked down with ravenous force. He pushed slightly away from the seaglass and made a show of looking down and around himself, as if Nolana were merely swimming just under the surface. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” he mumbled as the full length of his shaft met the back of Nolana’s throat. She seemed to be trying to swallow his entire dick, because the muscles in her mouth kept tensing and untensing around his base without her mouth ever coming off him. She didn’t stop, and he could have sworn his vision was going black from the pleasure of it. He’d never been so deep in a woman’s throat before, and never during the bond-lust. Every other time he’d felt it, he had been forced to ignore it, but now.... 
 
    “That’s so... hot,” Narcissa sent him. “Enjoy it....” 
 
    Then her consciousness drifted to sleep. 
 
    Everyone seemed asleep, and Rune was grateful. He would have a hard enough time explaining how he’d exploded the snake, without also having to explain all those voices to Nolana. 
 
    “You like?” a new voice sent him. 
 
    “Nolana?” 
 
    “Yes. You like?” 
 
    Her words were basic, their bond still fresh. He could only pick up simple words at the moment. 
 
    “Yes, I like. Keep going.” 
 
    “Come into me. Please,” she sent. 
 
    He cursed, glancing at the ambassador’s entourage. None of them had moved, but Rune doubted they were fooled. They knew what was happening. 
 
    And that was hot, too. 
 
    Get a good look, Zenobian, Rune thought at the man. Watch as your future wife sucks me off. Although some not insignificant part of him realized that this woman would never marry that mine if Rune had anything to do about it. They were bonded now, and that meant he would do everything in his power to ensure no other man touched her again. 
 
    His dick quivered, and a not-very-masculine noise jumped out of Rune’s throat as Nolana gripped his balls. She finally pulled off him—surely to surface, and take a breath—but instead she just sucked down again, and again, and again. 
 
    Each new thrust took him so deep in her throat that she should have been gagging, yet she only kept going. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” he tried to send her. 
 
    “Mmmm. Less talk, more cum.” 
 
    Rune shuddered, his legs going tingly. 
 
    Then it dawned on him: I’m being sucked off by a princess. 
 
    The thought was too much. Rune shattered. Raw pleasure lapped against his entire body as his orgasm crept up his cock. 
 
    Nolana felt it and pulled off him just as he started to spurt, but once more, she didn’t surface. Instead she licked up the full length of his shaft, like a gentle caress, except with a tongue. When Rune looked down, he could see her blue hair floating gracefully above his flushed cock, his cum forming globules in the water next to Nolana’s face. 
 
    She caressed his member reverently until he was spent. When it was over, most of the bond-lust had subsided. Nolana climbed him with her palms, feeling his abdomen under his shirt, then his chest. 
 
    She broke the surface, her eyes sparkling with mischief. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Rune croaked. 
 
    Nolana cocked her head. “Do what?” 
 
    Not breathe, he wanted to say. And not choke, and not gag.... 
 
    But the answer was obvious, once he considered it. When Nolana had sunk like a stone, her lungs must have been emptied. Yet later, she’d exhaled bubbles, and even breathed fresh air into Rune’s mouth. 
 
    And this blow job, where she’d stayed under too long... and never needed her airways clear.... 
 
    “You can breathe underwater,” Rune whispered. 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s a Syl’latian thing.” 
 
    So that’s the innate magic that Syl’latians had. That was convenient... but also confusing. 
 
    “If you can breathe underwater, then how did you drown?” he asked, re-fastening his belt with one hand. 
 
    Nolana faced the ledge and started to wriggle out onto the seaglass. “Easy. I decided not to breathe.” 
 
    Rune followed her, awkwardly struggling out of the water. “You just decided not to breathe?” 
 
    She stood up, and Rune went still. Her form was stunning. The unflattering dress was far less unflattering when it clung to her, sopping wet. 
 
    His cock twitched with remorse as the more debased part of his mind realized that Princess Nolana was stunning after all. So stunning, in fact, that the fake princess couldn’t hold a candle to what Rune was looking at. 
 
    And with that blue hair... silvery eyes... that iridescent skin.... 
 
    Keeping off her was going to be hard. 
 
    Nolana popped a hand under her chin in a childlike gesture, batting her eyes at him. “Why thank you,” she said, reading his attraction through the bond. “Glad to see you don’t find me plain anymore, tee hee.” 
 
    Rune flushed; she must have read that off him. But he wasn’t sure what to make of her response. 
 
    With a grunt, he got to his feet. “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    She did that thing again, where she rocked on her feet, this time with both hands clasped behind her. 
 
    “Haven’t you heard? I’m quite crazy.” Her head cocked in an exaggerated way, like an owl’s. “My mind works funny. So for me, it wasn’t a big deal to just stop breathing. I decided to do it, so I did it.” 
 
    All right, then, he thought. “But why?” 
 
    She frowned. “Because you had to save me for the bond to happen. I started breathing when we got attacked by the snake thing, but when we came back up—oh! The snake thing!” She whirled. “I should tell the guards about that, right?” 
 
    Rune snatched her wrist. “Don’t. Not yet.” 
 
    She glanced back at him, and he tried to think of what excuse he might give for staying quiet. He suspected her father had done this, through Trillium; but it also might have been the Djani. If he said nothing, he could better study their reactions. After all, they’d expect him to complain— 
 
    Nolana tapped her lip and rose on her tippy-toes, putting her nose right next to his. Rune’s eyes widened as she squinted at him, as if trying to read a very tiny word written between his eyes. 
 
    Then she flicked him in the nose with her finger. As he flinched, she giggled. 
 
    “Okay, we say nothing,” she told him. “After all, a Guardian always knows best.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly after Nolana and Rune had risen from the water, the final Adept and her Guardian arrived to almost the same part of the ledge. Rune led Nolana to the stairwell to give the new couple some privacy. The rest of the Covenant units had ceased their own activities, and were lying around in satisfied heaps. 
 
    “And people yell at me when I show an ankle in public,” Nolana sniffed. “Do you think they’ll have a buffet upstairs?” 
 
    Rune opened his mouth, but then decided that—for his own sanity—he wasn’t going to try to follow this woman’s train of thought. She’d called herself crazy, but she seemed smart enough. This was something else. She seemed almost... hyperactive. Always bouncing, always moving. Her thoughts scattering in every direction.... 
 
    “You say that,” Nolana said, curling an arm around him like a bar buddy, “but you haven’t seen me bored yet. When I get bored, I like to touch things.” She squeezed him suggestively. “I like to touch them everywhere, until I make them go... boop!” 
 
    At the same time she said boop, Nolana stuck her foot out to the side. Rune caught it with his own foot and stumbled forward. She’d tripped him. 
 
    “What the hell, Nolana?” he hissed, turning around. 
 
    She tapped her lips. “Oops, was that me?” 
 
    He stormed forward. “What is your problem?” 
 
    The princess batted her eyes innocently. “I thought it was funny.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, don’t do that. Ever again, thanks.” 
 
    She held her hands in front of her. “Or what? You’ll punish me?” 
 
    Rune blinked at her. She was crazy. 
 
    Then she stepped toe-to-toe with him, the same as she’d done before. Only this time, her voice was serious. 
 
    “I told you, Rune Tellarus. I get bored very easily. You won’t let me get bored, will you?” 
 
    He searched her silvery gaze, trying to see the joke in them. But there was no joke—just a fathomless mind. He found himself fascinated. 
 
    Then he smiled. 
 
    “For tripping me just now,” he said, “I sentence you to five minutes of sitting on my face.” 
 
    She returned his grin. “I knew you were perfect. I am going to hate that so much.” 
 
    “Your Highness,” a new voice cut in, and Rune and Nolana turned to see Trillium approaching from the stairway. The ambassador and his attendants were already halfway up the stairs, likely satisfied to see that Nolana had a chaperone once again. Rune caught One Hand’s tremulous gaze as it flicked his way—almost as if the maiden priestess were trying to warn him. 
 
    “You gave us a bit of a scare, there,” Trillium said, like she meant it. She bowed, and then eyed Rune uncertainly. “But it seemed you were able to make the bond happen despite your... natural talents.” 
 
    So Trillium was aware of the breathing-underwater thing. Rune suspected not many people knew of it. 
 
    What he wondered, though, was if she also knew about the sea-snake. While she spoke, he scanned her face for any sign of her guilt. 
 
    “Anyway, since you’re the first ones to... ahem... finish,” Trillium went on, studiously not looking at the naked bodies on the seaglass behind them, “you must now proceed to the next step of the Bonding process. Sir Tellarus, you are to go to the palace blacksmith to be fitted for proper Guardian armor. Your Highness, you must go to the Tree glade, and meditate over what power you would like to obtain.” 
 
    Not even a twitch out of place, Rune thought. If Trillium was surprised they hadn’t mentioned the snake, then she didn’t show it. Pair that with how impassive the ambassador and his warriors were.... 
 
    I can’t tell who tried to kill me. Not yet. 
 
    But now that Rune was bonded to the princess, he would find his assailants. With her power and prestige at his beck and call, he’d learn everything that he wanted to know—about his assailants, about Celtis, about the night witches, about everything. 
 
    And because of the sea-snake, he knew where to start. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Before he could uncover the identities of assailants, however, Rune had to wait for night to fall. Until then, he had to go through the motions of becoming a proper Guardian Elite, and the first part of that was getting his armor made. 
 
    After Trillium tasked yet another pretty maid with leading Rune to the palace blacksmith, he found himself in the sitting area of the hottest room he had ever been in. As the maid pulled the call-bell and scuttled away, already sweating through her livery, Rune removed his coat and shirt. These he threw over a nearby mannequin. If nothing else, he could use the heat to dry the things after his little swim in the seaglass auditorium. 
 
    While he waited for service, Rune took stock of the smithy. It was a cavernous, open layout, the size of a tavern hall, with almost the entire place visible to visitors. Only one place was closed off by a door, likely to a storage room. He suspected the smith was in there right now, since the huge forge was radiant with heat and flame, but empty of people.  
 
    As the son of a blacksmith himself, Rune could appreciate the wall-to-wall array of tools hanging from the wood-grown rafters, and the enormous high-end forge. Someone had carted metal up here and grown it into an anvil pedestal, but the stone forge appeared to have been constructed by hand. A smith who knew their craft, no doubt. 
 
    But the most impressive part of the room was the view. Unlike the claustrophobic—if expansive—rooms of the Bonding apartments, one entire wall of this smithy was open to the air and cordoned off by a simple chain-link railing. Rune marveled at the sight of clustered wooden homes knotted between the central market and the capital’s great wall of thorns. The homes had been grown one on top of the other directly inside enormous tree trunks of every imaginable variety, expanding outward all around the central palace tree like the base scribblings on a gargantuan sundial. Unlike most cities, which had understory and upperstory levels, the capital of Rue seemed to have dozens of interwoven layers of pathways and homes. When Rune stepped nearer the edge of the smithy and leaned over the chain-link railing, he saw the mansions huddled around the base of the palace, each one grown from several fat sequoia trees. 
 
    And beyond it all, farmland and forest. Rune had almost forgotten how high up he was, and he hadn’t realized how much he missed windows. At heart, he was a country boy, and the enclosed feeling of the palace was getting to him. 
 
    To his right and behind him, Rune heard a door clunk open, followed by a gruff female voice: 
 
    “And next time you topple half my ore samples, boy, I’ll have your hide for a purse.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” a young man replied, and Rune turned to see the backside of a muscular woman ushering a teenage boy toward the forge. He stepped away from the edge and strode forward to ring the bell again, making both of them turn. 
 
    “Oh,” said the woman. “Didn’t see you there, big guy. You one of those new Guardians? It’s about time.” 
 
    Rune inclined his head respectfully. He’d never met a female smith before, but this woman’s occupation was clear. She wore nothing but thick canvas coveralls and a simple black chest wrap, which ultimately exposed enough of her acorn-colored skin to keep her cool while she worked. Contrasting with that skin was her deep red hair—not a vivid auburn like Narcissa’s, but something more the color of raw garnets. 
 
    And she had muscle—lots of it. Her bare arms were thick with untapped power. Her face, arms, and chest were smeared with ash and sweat. If Rune wasn’t already feeling satisfied from his little sexual run-in with the princess, he might have been both intimidated and aroused. 
 
    While Rune made this assessment, the woman snatched a slate off one of the room’s dark-walnut support beams and approached him. 
 
    “Eye color?” she asked. 
 
    At first, Rune didn’t follow. “What?” 
 
    “Eye color of your Adept.” The woman looked up, flashing a serious, bright green gaze. “Or did you not notice while you were fucking her?” She sighed. “They never look at the eyes, I swear.” 
 
    Rune blinked at her candor, then chuckled. He was pretty sure he’d taken her measure now. 
 
    “Silver—I mean, blue,” Rune said. “A bright sea-blue. But with a sort of silvery undertone.” 
 
    “Ah,” the woman replied, scribbling on her slate. “So you’re the princess’s new toy.” 
 
    Rune leaned a shoulder against another support beam and crossed his arms. “She have a lot of toys, this princess?” 
 
    “To some degree, everyone is her toy.” The woman shrugged. “She’s just that kind of person. Can’t take anything or anyone seriously, at least not for more than two seconds. Well.” She struck her slate with her chalk in a let’s get to it motion, meeting his eyes again. “Let’s get to measuring up those big muscles of yours, shall we? And before you ask, yes, they’re real. No augmentations on this girl.” 
 
    The woman didn’t give Rune a chance to respond to this before she whirled, which only put her enormous breasts in profile even better. Rune had been attempting not to notice this, but with that flimsy-looking chest wrap, it was impossible. 
 
    He shook his head to clear it of the image while the blacksmith waved him off to another corner of the room, where several armor pieces hung on the wall, organized by size and type. 
 
    “Stand here,” said the woman, pointing down at a wooden platform. Still absorbed in her slate, she absently lifted a measuring ribbon off a hook on the wall. 
 
    Rune ascended the platform, studiously not looking down her shirt as she bent down to measure his feet, ankles, and calves. 
 
    “Um,” he said, “I’m Rune. If I might ask—” 
 
    “Yes, I am busy tonight, and every other night, thank you. No, I’m not interested.” 
 
    Rune cocked a crooked smile. This woman was definitely used to Guardians. 
 
    “I was going to ask your name,” Rune said. 
 
    She looked up, frowning at him. He fought all his instincts to keep his gaze out of the cavern of her cleavage. 
 
    “Oh.” She shrugged. “I’m Hibiscus.” She stood taller and began to measure around his thighs, her hands demanding and anything but subtle. Rune thought of snow and icebergs, so as not to embarrass himself. 
 
    Since Hibiscus clearly wasn’t interested in having a conversation with a Guardian, Rune shifted his attention to the teenage boy. This made him jerk to attention, which made Hibiscus snarl at him. 
 
    “Sit still!” 
 
    “But—that kid. Hey, kid!” 
 
    The kid, who’d been rifling through several small jars of dye-powders and frowning hopelessly at them, looked up. His blue eyes widened as he recognized Rune, and he gulped, very loudly. 
 
    Hibiscus straightened and put her hands on her hips. “Zinnius, close your mouth before a firemoth flies in. You two know each other, or something?” 
 
    Know each other was an understatement. For a brief time, Rune and this boy had actually been bonded. 
 
    “You’re the kid from the Breeders,” Rune said. “The one that—that saved Narcissa’s life.” 
 
    And then bonded to her, he added mentally. This teenage boy was the kid who had redirected an arrow meant for Narcissa. As an Adeptus Prime, she was able to have more than one partner, so she had bonded to the kid for saving her life. 
 
    Yesterday, though, that bond had thankfully been broken by the king’s secret procedure. Indeed, Rune didn’t sense it anywhere on the boy, and a second round of relief rolled through him. 
 
    “I should thank you for that,” Rune said finally as Hibiscus tapped his arms. He raised them in response, so that she could measure the length. “But what are you doing up here? Weren’t you a Guardian in training?” 
 
    The boy brought an armful of dye-powder jars to his chest, like a child clutching a favorite blanket. “I hated it there,” he said, paling. “I was given the option to continue under supervision, but—” 
 
    “But he’s got a horrible crush on one of the palace maids,” Hibiscus finished for him. “So he took up a position with me, on my father’s recommendation. Eventually, he’ll be the personal smith of the Guardians, provided he meets my dad’s standards, and stops toppling half my trees-damned shelves.” 
 
    “Your dad’s standards...?” Rune asked absently. 
 
    “Yeah, Tom Larch. And he’s a real tough biscuit, hard to impress.” 
 
    “Covenant Minister Tom Larch,” Zinnius corrected, before reddening. “I mean, Thomas Larch. I mean....” 
 
    Rune laughed aloud at this revelation, and he looked at Hibiscus again. There wasn’t much resemblance, but she shared some of her father’s personality, that was for sure. Brusque, brief, and to the point. He liked it. 
 
    “Thing is,” Hibiscus went on, “Zinnius is a bit of an idiot. If I was shorthanded before, now I’m short-legged, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Zinnius’s shoulders slumped, and he looked down at the floor. At least he didn’t seem terrified of Rune anymore. Am I really so imposing? Rune thought. Or did having to share Narcissa, even briefly, really make me into a jealous brute? 
 
    Well, he wasn’t about to apologize for that, but it wasn’t the boy’s fault the bond had happened. He’d saved Narcissa’s life, and the least Rune could do was be kind to him—especially since he had chosen to leave such a brutal branch of the Guardians. Rune could respect that. 
 
    “Hey, take it easy on the kid,” he told Hibiscus, who was now behind him, measuring for his back plate. As her hands roved, Rune added, “He’s been through a lot, you know. Raised with bad people. Yet he turned out good anyway, and saved a woman’s life. That’s a pretty rare thing, you ask me.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Hibiscus replied wordlessly, before standing back and scratching another notation on her slate. “All set. I’ll have this made up for you in no time, Sir Rune.” 
 
    “Just Rune is fine,” he said, stepping off the platform and heading over to his drying shirt and coat. He faced Hibiscus again, to thank her, and caught her staring at his chest and tapping her plump lips with her chalk. 
 
    He grinned. “Yes, they’re real. No augmentations on this man.” At least not right now, he thought. 
 
    Her vibrant green eyes flicked to him and stayed glued there, shameless and assessing. She kept the chalk to her lips the whole time. Finally she straightened, spinning the stick of chalk expertly between her fingers as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “You’re not like other Guardians, are you, big guy?” she said. 
 
    Rune threw on his shirt and began to button it. “And you’re not like other smiths. You’re better.” He nodded at the tools and the hanging pieces of armor. “Tools and supplies organized by use, size, type, and then alphabetically. Dye powders rather than magical implements. A handmade forge, but a magically reinforced anvil—indicating you know where expenses are needed, and where they aren’t. An open-sided wall, for better ventilation... and I highly doubt the palace would have given up such prime real estate so easily, so you must have fought for it. Airy clothing, despite all the nasty comments it causes you. And taking on an apprentice who’s going to be a pain for you in the short term but pay serious dividends in the long term. All the hallmarks of a good smith... and a good person. If you ask me,” he finished. 
 
    Hibiscus stared at him.  
 
    Zinnius, wide-eyed, said, “Wow.” 
 
    Rune bowed his head. “Thank you for your time, Smith Hibiscus. I anxiously await your next masterpiece.” He turned. 
 
    “Wait,” she said, and he looked back. She shrugged. “My friends don’t call me Hibiscus. They call me Bibi. You can call me that too... if you want.” 
 
    Rune smiled and reached out his hand. “Well, in that case—thanks, Bibi.” 
 
    She took his hand. “You’re welcome... Rune.” 
 
    As they clasped hands and shook, a voice chuckled in his head. 
 
    “Slow down, lover boy,” Lenore sent him. “You don’t have to fuck everything that moves, you know. She’s not even an Adept.” 
 
    “I’m not fucking her. I’m shaking her hand.” Rune let go of Bibi, bowed his head once more, and left the smithy. “It’s called respect, Lenore. You should try it sometime.” 
 
    “Ha! In your dreams,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As Rune headed back to his chambers, he passed several of the other newly-chosen Guardians on their own way to the smithy. All of them looked sheepish, averting their eyes when they looked at him; after all, he’d seen them all naked only an hour ago. While he had been able to control himself under the effects of the bond-lust, these men had given in to it, and now they were embarrassed—and they should be. Losing control wasn’t a good look on a Guardian, as far as Rune was concerned. 
 
    Of course, there was one Guardian who couldn’t be bothered to look shamefaced, and it wasn’t the least bit surprising: as Rune turned the corner into the hall containing the Guardians’ apartments, he caught sight of Ash, the giant blond guy who’d bonded to the pretend princess. True to form, the man was dragging one of the maids toward his chambers. 
 
    The problem was, the woman didn’t look like she was going willingly. She was hitting Ash, slapping her hands feebly against his arms. 
 
    “Let me go!” she cried, and Rune recognized her. It was Iris. 
 
    Oh, hell no, he thought. 
 
    As Rune broke into a run, he heard Ash say, “Come on, just a quick one, cutie.” 
 
    “I’m not doing anything with you, quick or not!” 
 
    Rune reached them then, and he seized Ash’s wrist so hard that the man cried out and let go of Iris. In one swift movement, Rune had the bigger man’s arm bent behind his back, his other restrained. 
 
    “You touch her again,” Rune growled, “and I’ll—” 
 
    Ash roared, and by sheer force, he thrust Rune off him with an incredible explosion of limbs. Half-stunned, Rune staggered backward. How could someone be this strong without a Buff? What were they feeding these guys? 
 
    Ash rounded on him, rage boiling in his flat blue eyes. “You dare to touch a son of the Terran family? I’ll have your bones for toothpicks, you runt.” 
 
    Rune reached out and clasped Iris’s forearm, tugging her behind him. “I told you these guys were dangerous,” he sent her. 
 
    “I know! But I didn’t do anything. I was just cleaning a sconce, and he grabbed me!” 
 
    Rune nodded. It figured. To Ash, he said, “In case you didn’t notice, o-great-son-of-Terran, you and I are of equal rank now.” 
 
    Ash tacked a scowl onto his furious expression. In a simmering voice, he said, “Fuck you.” 
 
    He’s still pissed about “losing” the princess, Rune thought. And he was about to take that anger out on Iris. 
 
    Well, Rune would happily give Ash a target. That is, if Ash could hit it. 
 
    “Careful,” Lenore sent. She must be lounging somewhere, because she was sticking with his consciousness while his other bond-mates went about other business. “It’s one thing to use your powers underwater, where no one can see you. But up here, in the daylight, if you’re caught using magic....” 
 
    Rune nodded. If he visibly used any of his Adepts’ powers—or had them use those powers on him—it would expose him as a Guardian Prime. He couldn’t have that, so he should avoid this conflict altogether. 
 
    He nearly laughed. As if I could do that. This man needed to learn a hard lesson, fast... and Rune would be happy to provide it, powers or not. 
 
    And once Rune was finished, he could get on with his real mission. After all, he had a new Eternal ability to earn, a new bond to strengthen, and an assassin to hunt. This idiot was small fry, by comparison. 
 
    So to Ash’s “Fuck you,” Rune said, “No thanks. Violet already fucked you enough for the both of us.” He grinned. “And besides.... I’m not your type.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, aren’t you a little instigator,” Lenore sent him, as Ash’s face turned tomato-red. “Please, keep going. It’s making me hot.” 
 
    Rune stood in the hallway of the Guardian’s apartments, staring down his newest adversary, Ash Terran. The entitled little—okay, the entitled giant rich boy—had made the mistake of trying to take an unwilling woman to his bed. Worse, that woman had been Iris. 
 
    Now Rune was going to teach him a lesson—but he had to do it without giving away the fact that he had any powers. 
 
    That might be tough. Too much Buff would be visible, and Shadow Walk certainly would be. He couldn’t morph any of the wood in the hallway with Ria’s magic, either. His Treehugger ability—which allowed him access to decades’ worth of horticultural knowledge—wouldn’t be visible, but it didn’t seem like it would be much help in this case. 
 
    And Cam’s abilities... too risky. If anyone saw him controlling Ash’s body or mind, or knocking the guy out with a touch.... 
 
    Suddenly Iris took Rune’s hand from behind him, pressing something into it. He’d nearly forgotten she was there, in his shadow, but she hadn’t fled the scene. He admired her for that. 
 
    When he glanced down to see what she’d handed him, however, he found himself looking at... a spoon? 
 
    “I’ve been experimenting all morning,” she sent him, stepping back again. “Turns out I can both disenchant and enchant metal objects. But I’m not sure how well it will—” 
 
    “Say that again, runt,” Ash seethed. “I dare you.” 
 
    Rune tensed, already gathering together a light cocktail of his Buff and Agility powers. They came more easily than ever, as if they were his magics, and not abilities that belonged to his Adepts. 
 
    “Very nice,” Lenore sent. “We really must love you.” 
 
    “I said, I’m not your type,” Rune said, repeating his earlier insult to Ash. “But if you’d like to take it from behind, I can probably find someone to—” 
 
    That was enough goading for Ash. He charged. 
 
    Rune sidestepped easily with his new enhanced agility, spinning like a dancer. His own grace threw him off, though, making him stagger. He needed more practice with Lenore’s magic. Hell, he needed more practice with all of it. Hadn’t he been a Guardian for only a week? 
 
    Ash rounded on him again and made the mistake of drawing his blade. “I heard about you,” he growled. “You beat nearly a dozen Guardians during an Adeptus Day ceremony.” He grinned. “But none of those Guardians was me. I’ve had the best training that money can buy—” 
 
    “Oh? Is that why you were ranked twelfth?” Rune asked. At the Bonding ceremony, Ash had been last in line before Rune, marking him as the worst Guardian to earn a place at the ceremony. 
 
    Ash’s knuckles turned white on his sword handle. “That was a mistake, and Larch is going to pay for it.” He tossed his sword to his other hand. “And so are you!” 
 
    He lunged forward, already swinging, too low for Rune to duck. Ash was a good swordsman, ambidextrous, and he probably expected Rune to sidestep or even jump the blade. Instead, Rune hurled himself backward and down. As his back and shoulders hit the floor, the low-flying sword passed above him, and he grabbed Ash’s ankle with a free hand. 
 
    As the huge man went sprawling, Rune righted himself and pounced on Ash’s back. He was about to attempt a choke-hold again, and make the man submit—this time with some Buff to back him—but then he had a better idea. 
 
    Gripping the spoon Iris had given him in one fist, Rune drove the object into the back of Ash’s neck. At first, it didn’t do much but bruise him. 
 
    So with a mere thought, Rune activated its magic. 
 
    Ash screamed in a wretched high-pitched wail as a buzzing jolt of energy ripped down his spine. Startled, Rune jerked the spoon away. It was warm in his hands, as if happy to be used. 
 
    “Trees below, Iris,” Rune sent her. That was one impressive spoon. 
 
    “What—what did you do to me, you fuck!?” Ash croaked, trying to roll over. But his body was spasming in weird, twitchy ways, and it clearly wasn’t doing what he wanted. 
 
    Rune stood up and stepped clear of Ash’s hands and his blade, taking care to keep himself between Ash and Iris. She was quivering with excitement, and he caught her thinking, “It really worked!” 
 
    To Ash, Rune said, “Oh, you didn’t want me to do that, did you? I’m sorry. You just seemed like the type of guy who prefers to bypass consent. Isn’t that right, Iris?” 
 
    “Yeah!” she said. “That’s right!” 
 
    Rune suppressed a chuckle. For someone so tiny, Iris certainly had spunk. 
 
    Still, she was rather helpless without him, at least physically. Rune handed her the spoon. “You keep it,” he sent. “In case any other assholes get ideas.” 
 
    “I’ll ruin you,” Ash hissed from the ground. “You fucking runt—” 
 
    “Oh, I’d pay to see that,” Rune said. “But it looks like you’re in no shape for a second round.” 
 
    Rune had seen Artificed objects used like this before, usually on pack animals, but this one had been a great deal more powerful. The pack animals were never affected, but if Ash had long term effects, Rune wouldn’t lose any sleep over it. 
 
    Rune pointed into Ash’s face with a finger. “Now listen here, Terran, or whatever your big fucking name is. If I ever catch you trying to take an unwilling woman to your bed again, I will scoop your shriveled little balls out of your sack with a spoon.” 
 
    To emphasize his point, Iris waved her spoon at Ash. The big man cringed, and Rune rose to his feet—just in time to hear murmurs behind him. He pivoted to see two other Guardians talking to each other, but they stopped as soon as Rune looked at him. 
 
    Gossiping like old maids. Damn, he thought. Even Larch’s men had issues. 
 
    “The same goes for the rest of you lugs,” Rune said. He jerked his chin up. “Pass it on.” 
 
    “You got it, man,” the first Guardian said, before his eyes darted to Iris. “So... she’s yours, then?” 
 
    Rune gritted his teeth. What was it with these fucking Guardians and treating every woman like a possession? 
 
    Get off your own pedestal, Rune, he told himself. You got bigger trees to chop right now. 
 
    “Yeah,” he spat, dropping a hand onto Iris’s shoulder. “This one is mine.” 
 
    As warmth bubbled up in Iris’s metal aura, the Guardian held up his hands, putting on a placating smile. “Hey, hey, we get it. There’s plenty to go around—” 
 
    “Haven’t you got better shit to do?” Rune snapped, about two blinks away from putting one fist into each of their faces. He was glad he’d lost his knife in the pool, or else he’d be throwing it at someone right now. 
 
    As the two men scurried off, kowtowing the whole way, Rune sighed and faced Iris. 
 
    “I don’t want you playing maid anymore,” he said lowly, keeping one eye on Ash as the man struggled onto his hands and knees. He trusted those other Guardians to leave Iris alone, but Ash was the vengeful type. He’d get to her, and then Rune would have to kill him, and then Rune’s whole operation would be blown. 
 
    I haven’t been caught committing crimes yet, Rune thought, and I’m not going to start because of this dipshit. 
 
    “Well, all right...” Iris said. “But what should I do, then? The maid work keeps me closer to you.” 
 
    Rune considered this. “You can stay with me at night,” he said. He doubted the other Guardians would think this out of the ordinary. “And....” 
 
    Something niggled at him, something someone had just said. Gods of salt and stone, he swore inwardly, what was it? Something about needing help.... 
 
    His grip on Iris’s shoulder tightened—this time with excitement. 
 
    “There’s a smithy, down that way,” he said, nodding toward Bibi’s forge. “And I heard the smith there is a bit short on good help. So why don’t you go ask if she needs a second apprentice?” He smiled. “Tell her Rune sent you... and tell her thanks.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With Iris’s safety taken off the list of things Rune had to worry about, he finally reached his apartments. He was tired already, and he smelled like minerals from the auditorium pond-water, and he wanted to look nice before he appeared before the princess. She was currently meditating over what power she wanted to start their Guardian/Adept career with, and once she was done, they could go to the Tree outcrop and acquire their first ability. 
 
    But when Rune opened the door to his chambers, something black rained down on him, making him leap back. Instincts running high, Rune whipped around, grabbing the little things—spiders, these are spiders!—and flinging them off him. 
 
    As they struck the opposite wall, however, they gave tiny dead thunks and fell stiffly to the ground. Once there, they didn’t move. 
 
    “What the hell?” he said, kneeling to pick one up. It was indeed a spider... a wooden one., painted black. 
 
    Somebody giggled behind him. 
 
    Rune closed his eyes, mentally gathering all his patience before rising and turning to face his newest bond-mate. 
 
    “Princess,” he said. 
 
    A few steps into his room, Princess Nolana Celtis Calla was holding a hand to her mouth, and now she burst out in full-blown laughter, bending over her stomach. This exposed some of her cleavage, leading Rune to realize she had exchanged her sodden and dyed palace livery for a lovely blue gown that matched her eyes. 
 
    The effect on her figure was immediate. She was stunning. And to think I once thought her plain.... 
 
    “You should have seen your face!” Nolana cried as Rune stepped over the threshold and closed the door behind him. “You really thought those were spiders! Oh, it took me ages to carve them... I’ve been saving them up for so long—” 
 
    “Give me your hands,” Rune growled. 
 
    To his complete surprise, Nolana fell instantly silent and held out both hands to him. Well, that was easier than he’d thought. 
 
    “Hold them there,” Rune said as he reached for his belt and unfastened it. “I told you I don’t like pranks, Nolana.” 
 
    She bounced on her feet. “Oooh. Are you going to punish me?” 
 
    He slipped the belt from its loops, wondering if he was up for this. He was tired, after all. He’d had about a thousand adventures in the past week, and his fighting-to-sleeping ratio was getting rather skewed. 
 
    Therefore, it was Rest Time for Rune Tellarus. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” Cam sent him. “I was wondering if you’d ever stop.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s not stopping,” Narcissa said, her voice fainter on account of her bond’s attachment to Cam. “Just watch. I bet you’ll like it.” 
 
    With a half-smile, Rune laid his belt across Nolana’s wrists and tightened it. “I don’t trust your hands,” he explained. 
 
    She pouted. “But you liked them earlier.” 
 
    Rune changed the subject by leading her to his bed. “You’re up to two punishments now. Do you remember punishment number one?” 
 
    “Sitting on your face?” 
 
    “Yes, that one.” 
 
    She stopped walking, causing Rune to tug on her bindings. He turned, expecting to see her with a beggar’s face on, but instead she was nodding to the one door in the room that he had yet to open. 
 
    “Let’s go there,” she said. “It’s supposed to be my chambers, you know, but because we can’t have real sex, I’m not allowed to sleep there, but I’d like to see it, it would have been nice to do this the regular way, I always thought I’d lose my virginity in one of those rooms, you know—” 
 
    “All right, all right, slow down before you hurt yourself,” Rune said, tugging her toward the door and opening it. Inside was yet another bedroom, done up with similar simple opulence, only with a little more lace to the curtains and coverlet. Ria would have loved it, but somehow Rune doubted it was to Nolana’s taste. She seemed more like an “all blankets, clothes, and pillows belong on the floor and nowhere else” kind of woman. 
 
    He reached for the switch to turn on the glowlights, then stopped himself. No, this would be easier in the dark. Far less tempting, that way. 
 
    “Are you expected anywhere?” Rune asked, leading Nolana to the bed. 
 
    “Oh, yes, lots of places. But I got away. I’m good at that.” 
 
    Rune thought about returning her to Trillium, but why bother? So long as he didn’t stick his dick in Nolana, her marriage to the Ambassador would retain its sanctity. Crazy fucking people, he thought, but for now, this suited him. So often, he had to have sex with his Adepts at the last moment, when he needed some new power boost or ability. He expected the same thing to happen with Nolana, so he might as well get the bond-making out of the way. 
 
    So he closed the door, shutting out the light, and led the princess—Trees below, she’s a princess, I keep forgetting that—to the bed. There, Rune laid down on his back and tugged her on top of him, so that her dress hiked up her legs, and she straddled his waist. 
 
    He placed his hands against the outside of her thighs, enjoying the river-pebble feel of them. Smooth and cool to the touch, and firm, and strong. 
 
    “Have you ever done this before?” Rune asked. 
 
    “What? Sitting on someone’s face? Yeah, when I was a kid. Not sure why you want me to do it now, but whatever.” 
 
    Rune blinked. She was talking about playing everyday children’s games—not about oral sex. Did she even understand what he’d asked her to do? What he was currently doing, as he ran his hands up her hips, over the hem of her panties? She knew at least the act of giving it to a man, since she’d done it to him during the ceremony—but did she know that it was also possible for a man to do it to a woman? 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I know it’s a sex thing. I eavesdrop on my maids all the time.” 
 
    He released a relieved sigh, but then she added, “I don’t know if I’ll moan, though. They’re all moaners.” 
 
    Rune didn’t want to ask how she knew that. He was starting to understand, though, that this woman was very sexually curious—and also very scatterbrained, and also hyper. That was a strange cocktail, and she’d probably been put on a leash all her life because of it, so Rune wasn’t sure how this would play out. 
 
    “Nolana,” he said slowly, “if at any time, you don’t like what I’m doing, we can stop, all right?” 
 
    She bounced in place. “All right.” 
 
    He swallowed. “Good. Then come sit on my face.” 
 
    With his hands on the small of her back now, Rune guided Nolana’s thighs up his chest, past his neck, and then finally to his head. As her soft skin pressed to his ears, he released a shuddering breath. It felt like ages since he’d gotten to relax like this. 
 
    “You call that relaxing?” Cam sent with a huff. “At least mount her, or something—” 
 
    “Shhh,” Narcissa sent. “I’m watching something here.” 
 
    “Lower,” Rune told Nolana. 
 
    “All right,” she said, her legs widening. “So, who are you talking to in there?” 
 
    Rune stiffened. She meant his mind. With a mental snap, he closed off all his bonds. 
 
    “No one,” he sent her. “Now go lower....” 
 
    She did, and this time the moist underside of her panties came up against Rune’s mouth, his nose perfectly positioned near her clit. With a free hand, he reached into the darkness between her thighs and tugged the panties aside. 
 
    Pure heat met his lips, and Rune quested out with his tongue, pushing aside folds of sticky skin and fine fluff. Within moments, he’d wedged his mouth and nose into the right position, and he began to circle her clit with his tongue. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she said, rocking forward. “Are you sure this is a punishment?” 
 
    The rocking turned his half-hard cock ramrod straight. “You’re not allowed to leave until I’m finished,” he sent her. “And remember, I still have to punish you for the spiders.” 
 
    She pulled her thighs closer to him, gasping as he changed his circling to flicking. Flick flick flick, went his tongue, and she shuddered almost in time to it. 
 
    “Oh, I like this, yes, this is nice,” she said. 
 
    Rune opened his mouth wide, venturing into her opening with his tongue. The skin parted, getting wetter and wetter. He dipped his tongue in and out, in and out. 
 
    Nolana swayed forward with each small thrust, moaning. “Oh—oh—is this—” 
 
    “Yes,” he sent. 
 
    “Why is it so soft?” 
 
    “I have something harder for you.” 
 
    She slipped into mind-speak. “Give me the hard thing. I want it.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you can’t have it. Daddy’s orders.” 
 
    “No fair,” she sent back. “I don’t want to marry a Djani. I want to sleep with whoever I want.” 
 
    Trees below, it was a miracle this woman had been prevented from having sex before now. He could sense her hunger for him, could feel her urge to twist and grab his cock and feed it into her. If it wasn’t for her bloodline, he’d already be inside her, going wild, the need for relaxation be damned. 
 
    Rune’s balls gave a twinge, and a strange anger overtook him. He didn’t want Nolana to marry the ambassador, either. He wanted her all to himself—and besides, she didn’t deserve to be a pawn, either for her father or for the Djani. When she married Zenobian, she would be both. 
 
    “Oh, do that thing again, that circle thing,” she begged him, each word crystal clear in his mind. If his goal had been to strengthen their bond, it seemed that was already working. 
 
    He did as she asked, circling her clit while her juices squished onto his chin. He was so hard now that it was painful, and still she kept rocking. He varied the speed of his licks, circling clockwise, then back, then slow, then fast. She shuddered, shaking his whole head. 
 
    “I can feel it,” she sent, “through the bond. I can feel you....” 
 
    He was so hard that he wasn’t surprised she could sense it. “Imagine it inside you,” he sent back. 
 
    “Oh... it feels so big... and it goes so deep....” 
 
    “Imagine it squirting. Filling you up with my cum.” 
 
    She swung her hips faster and called out, “Oh, Rune....” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up as Nolana reached her crest, and hastily he shoved two fingers into her, so that he could feel the pulses of her orgasm and stoke the tide of her pleasure. As he wiggled them, Nolana wedged her elbows behind the headboard and moaned, her entire body going so tense that Rune stopped being able to breathe. 
 
    With her hands still bound, she sat crumpled like that for several long seconds before the pleasure turned into simple tingles. Finally, she relaxed. 
 
    “Not over yet,” Rune sent. “Get off me, and lie on your belly.” 
 
    She did so awkwardly, but her sloppy movements only gave Rune more skin to explore. As she moved into position, unable to use her hands, Rune slid off the bed and spat into his hand. It was crude—he always preferred oil, if he had any—but this would do the trick. 
 
    “That was a very rude thing you did, with the spiders,” Rune sent, pushing her dress up to her hips with his dry hand. “So I’m going to be rude to you.” 
 
    It was a good thing he couldn’t see her, because he’d probably be coming on her butt cheeks already, if he could see the shape of them below him. No—better to leave all that to his imagination, for now. Curling his hand under one hip bone, Rune lifted her and tugged her backward, so that her legs were off the bed. Then he smeared her ass with his saliva, and laid his cock firmly between the cheeks. 
 
    “Are you going to take me?” she asked him. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She squeezed his cock with the muscles in her butt cheeks, then rubbed against him. “But I want you to.” 
 
    “It would start a war, Nolana.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    Rune shuddered as the temptation turned to knots in his balls. He fingered her hole, so wet and slick and ready. To stop himself from going in, he began to thrust his cock between her cheeks, sliding up and down, gripping her ass so that it gripped him back. She writhed back, moaning, never able to keep still, but he followed her motions, until they reached a frenetic rhythm. 
 
    And as he fell into that rhythm, he sensed something at the back of his mind, a rising tide of pleasure that wasn’t his. 
 
    “What is this?” Cam whispered through the bond. In a smaller voice, she added, “And why do I like it?” 
 
    Rune didn’t think he was supposed to hear that part. “I know, right?” Narcissa replied, her voice tinny and distant. “Lenore says I’m a freak, but this is almost better than actual sex with him. Almost.” 
 
    Rune felt Cam shudder, and something in his brain shifted. Instead of Nolana, it was now Rune who was using his imagination. As he rode the taut skin of the princess, he pictured Cam beneath him, on her stomach, her pussy raised up and ready. She had such a big ass. He imagined it rippling. 
 
    “You know I want you, right?” he sent Cam. 
 
    “I... I know.” 
 
    “So can we stop pretending?” He thrust. “Will you be my Adept, Cam?” He thrust. “In every sense of the word?” 
 
    “I... I want to, but....” 
 
    “But what?” He slowed, sweating, and Nolana moaned. 
 
    “Squirt on me,” she begged him. “Squirt it everywhere.” 
 
    He almost laughed, but he was still waiting for Cam’s answer. 
 
    “It’s just that... Rune, I love you. I’ve always fucking loved you. And you never noticed, not once.” 
 
    Rune paused, startled. “Cam, you used to call me an old man. You told me, again and again, that I was like a brother, and that I’d better not try anything. You had dozens of boyfriends, for Treessake!” 
 
    “I know,” she sent. “I just thought you weren’t interested, that I wasn’t good enough for you or something,, and... and now....” 
 
    Rune huffed and lowered his dick back into place. “And now you realize just how much I wanted you all this time?” 
 
    “I do. And I want you too.” 
 
    He could relate to that. “But it feels strange to be watching me with someone else?” 
 
    “Aaaagh... I am... I’m jealous and I hate it....” 
 
    “Rune, please,” Nolana said. “Please just do it. I need you inside me—I don’t care about Zenobian....” 
 
    He groaned low in his throat and moved his dick in a circular motion around the one hole he was allowed to penetrate. It wasn’t something he’d ever done before, but desperate times called for desperate measures. 
 
    Nolana understood immediately. Maybe this had also been something she had overheard from the maids. She raised her ass to meet him. 
 
    “Then be jealous,” Rune told Cam. “Be so jealous you want to scream. Then come to me, and I’ll help you do all the screaming you want. I’ll make you forget that you’re not the only one.” 
 
    There would be rules, though. Cam knew that. She had to treat her fellow bond-mates with respect, no matter what. And she had to start trusting him. No more calling him out in public. He was used to her jibes, but other people weren’t. They’d think she was undermining his authority. 
 
    At the same time, he didn’t want to make Cam into someone she wasn’t. He didn’t want to force her to be with him.  
 
    “This has always been me,” Cam said. “I’ve always been headstrong because you were headstrong. I wanted you to notice me, to take me down a peg.... Well, you’re doing it now, and I like it. So fuck the damned princess already.” 
 
    Rune smiled softly and leaned forward, his hand sliding up Nolana’s back. 
 
    “Are you ready to take me?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yes,” Nolana sent him. 
 
    “Yes,” Cam threw in. 
 
    Rune held Nolana’s hips in his hands and pushed into her. 
 
    Her cry shook the walls, and his eyebrows shot up at the sensation of her. Her hole was tighter than any pussy he’d ever felt, but only in that one spot, that one opening. The rest of her was loose and warm, and the friction... it was phenomenal. 
 
    “It’s... it’s so big,” Nolana said in a strained voice. “I feel like I’m gonna... oh....” 
 
    Rune was sliding out, shuddering the whole way. It was too much. He didn’t want it to be over, but it was definitely about to be over. 
 
    “Just hold on, Nolana,” he ground out. “Just one more.” 
 
    She tensed, and he sensed her pain and her unfamiliar pleasure, and it took him all the way to the edge. He surged forward, her hole clutching his cock all the way to the base, her ass rubbing his skin, tugging, squeezing— 
 
    He broke into a million pieces, almost felt each piece collapse and settle onto Nolana’s back like snow. Rune came and came, each pulse feeling harder and more intense than the last, even though that shouldn’t be possible, it all had to be in his head— 
 
    “I feel it,” Nolana moaned. “I can feel it inside of me. It’s all pulse-y and warm. Is that cum?” 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Rune nodded in affirmation, even though she couldn’t see it. He got softer, and Nolana’s body loosened as the strange pain faded. Her hole kept him in place better than any pussy could have, so that when he was finally spent, he had to put actual effort into sliding out of her. 
 
    She rolled over. “Am I done being punished now?” 
 
    “Yes,” he rasped. 
 
    “Funny. I don’t feel done.” 
 
    Rune groaned. “Stop trying to get me to fuck you properly,” he sent her. “I can’t, we can’t, you know we can’t.” 
 
    “No one has to know,” she replied. 
 
    “Yes, they do. They’ll use magic to ensure we’re not lying.” 
 
    “Oh, right, there’s that.” She sighed loudly, then leapt off the bed. “Well,” she said aloud, “now that that’s over.... Let’s go get my new magic, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune followed his newest Adept at a courteous distance as a servant led them both to the palace’s Tree of Life outcrop, while a line of Nolana’s personal guard trailed behind them. Now that Rune was once again free of his new Guardian’s chambers, he kept his senses sharp, with one eye to the guards. After all, this was enemy territory. The problem was not knowing precisely who his enemies were. 
 
    As he walked, Rune took stock of his suspicions. Rune knew that King Celtis was up to something, on account of his plan to assassinate Narcissa. Ambassador Zenobian and his coterie had been acting suspicious. Bonding Matron Trillium seemed to have an agenda of her own. And Rune hadn’t forgotten the night witches, either. He hadn’t seen one since his near-death encounter at the temple to Tellus the Mad, but they might yet prove a threat. 
 
    First things first: pinpoint any threats, and attempt to negate them. After that, Rune could complete his main goal of exposing the king for wrongdoing. Or maybe the king’s crimes and the attempt on Rune’s life were related, and the assassin would serve as a lead. He sure hoped so. Palace life already wasn’t agreeing with him, and he walked about six different razor edges at any given time. 
 
    I’ll figure out the identity of my real enemy tonight, he told himself. That would be a good start, and he had a plan. But it would involve Nolana taking on a rather specific new magic, once she touched the Tree of Life. 
 
    “What did you want me to choose again?” she asked, lazily floating in and out of his thoughts as her mind wandered. He was glad he’d kept his other Adepts out of his head, but that situation was growing untenable. Nolana would discover his other bonds soon enough. He’d have to add that to his ever-growing list of worries. 
 
    “I want you to be able to make me breathe underwater,” he said patiently. She’d asked him to repeat himself several times now. 
 
    “But I can already do that.” 
 
    He nearly groaned. “But I can’t.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” A pause. “But it’s not really a very fun magic, is it? I mean, we can only do underwater quests with it. Or we can be very good at fishing... yes, I do like salmon quite a lot....” 
 
    Rune ran a hand down his face in frustration. He could not keep this woman on task. 
 
    As they turned a final corner on their journey to the Tree, Rune had to shield his eyes against a sudden shift in the light. For a few moments, he could see nothing but shades of vivid green, seemingly pulsing from emerald to sprout-green to near-white, and back again. 
 
    As his eyes adjusted, he found they had entered a hallway paneled with stained-glass windows interspersed by mosaic glasswork. Every square inch of the place was some sort of green, and mirrored chandeliers further scattered the shifting light. Patterns of leaves, vines, sprouts, and branches coalesced to create the sense that he had just stepped into an enchanted meadow. He had to stop for a moment to marvel at it. 
 
    “What do you mean, it’s not open?” a voice snapped. Trillium, he thought, his mouth curling with distaste as he sought her out. 
 
    The middle-aged woman stood before a set of clear glass doors, where she was having a heated discussion with a pair of Djani warriors—two of the ones with arm tattoos—while a pair of Orennian guards stood by and did nothing. Instantly on high alert, Rune jogged toward Nolana and put himself between her and the warriors. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Nolana sent him. 
 
    He nearly replied protecting you, but then he caught himself. Nolana was the princess of Orennian and heir to the throne. She was perfectly safe here, even in front of these Djani. The trail of guards behind Rune only emphasized that—he’d already forgotten they were there. 
 
    Not to mention she’d be marrying Zenobian soon. These warriors would have no cause to hurt their master’s betrothed. Rune had just gotten so used to his Adepts being in danger all the time... maybe he ought to calm down a little? 
 
    No. Never. Too many threats. And one of them was through that glass door. 
 
    “I just wanted to get a better look,” Rune finally replied to Nolana, as he caught sight of Zenobian and his maiden priestess next to the Tree of Life. The priestess was bending down behind the Tree’s trunk—a massive, white-barked thing wider around than Rune was tall—while the ambassador stood behind her, observing and impassive. The two were alone, and One Hand’s robes were being shuffled slightly by the wind, since the Tree was exposed to open air at the very pinnacle of the palace. By contrast, Zenobian’s own gilded robes seemed eerily still. Even the wind didn’t faze the man. 
 
    “But the Tree was reserved for the Elites’ bonding rituals today!” Trillium shrilled. “I made certain it was booked for the entire afternoon!” 
 
    “I am sorry, most sorry, Lady Matron. Perhaps later time?” the Djani warrior replied in stilted Orennian, shifting to the right slightly. 
 
    “Absolutely not! Her Highness the princess has a right to her magic....” 
 
    As Trillium continued to argue and the warrior continued to capitulate, Rune noticed something odd. The warrior kept moving slightly, to block Trillium’s path. The thing was, Trillium wasn’t actually trying to get past the woman. So why try to block her like that? 
 
    She’s blocking Trillium’s line of sight, Rune realized, turning has gaze to Zenobian again. They’re doing something they’re not supposed to be doing. 
 
    But whatever it was, Rune must have missed it, because now the ambassador was approaching the doors with his priestess in tow. As usual, the priestess had her eyes glued to Zenobian, as if at any moment he might grab one of the Tree’s exposed Tree roots and attempt to fuck it. 
 
    Yet she must have glimpsed Rune out of the corner of her eye, because she glanced his way with that strange reddish gaze. Her steps grew more hurried after that, her cheeks pinkening. 
 
    I guess I’m glad she finds me attractive, Rune thought. She’s got a cute face, I suppose. But Zenobian’s definitely got her doing something illegal, and it’s making her nervous. 
 
    For a woman who was supposed to keep Zenobian in line, this priestess seemed awfully timid. As Zenobian neared the glass doors, he stopped walking abruptly. Taking her cue, One Hand rushed around him and opened the door for him, causing Trillium and the guard to cease their discussion. 
 
    One Hand bowed low. “His Eminence and Ambassador, Second Consort Pyritius Zenobian, has hereby completed his viewing of your honored Tree. He will now take his leave.” 
 
    Trillium opened her mouth, but she seemed to think better of arguing against something that she wanted anyway. Within moments, the warriors were spiriting their master away down the hall, with One Hand scurrying behind, as per usual. 
 
    “Does that guy ever talk?” Nolana said loudly, to no one in particular. 
 
    Trillium smoothed out her bun and rubbed at her lip, where her excessive layer of lipstick had smudged.  “No, Your Highness, he does not. Why speak, when you have women to do it for you? Come. It is time you acquired your first gift from our beloved Tree of Life.” 
 
    As Trillium led Nolana and Rune through the glass doors, Rune ignored the vast landscape below and focused in on the place where he’d seen One Hand kneeling. It was a balmy late afternoon, with the sun sinking nearer the forested horizon each moment, with the cloudless blue sky turning violet all around them. 
 
    “I’ll need some blood, Your Highness, Sir,” Trillium said formally. Rune and Nolana both held out a hand for her to slice into. 
 
    “No, your shoulders, please,” Trillium said.  
 
    Rune frowned. That was actually a smart move. Cutting fingers, hands, or joints would hobble a person when it came to everyday tasks. By comparison, a shoulder wound wouldn’t slow either of them. This was especially important for those who fought in battle. 
 
    This only furthered his suspicions that Trillium knew a bit more about combat than she let on. Rune recalled how she had been the only protection for King Celtis during Rune’s unbonding with Narcissa, and he decided she must have martial training of some kind. He would continue to keep an eye on her. 
 
    But after drawing blood from both of them, Trillium started up her oratory again, waxing eloquent about “communing with the Eternal” this and “serving the kingdom with your gift” that. She was turned enough away from him that Rune felt safe to edge toward the base of the tree where One Hand had been poking around. 
 
    When he thought he found the spot, though, he saw nothing at first—but upon closer inspection, he saw that the ground was disturbed. Kneeling, he pulled aside a bit of sod that had been settled back into place. Underneath, Rune discovered that a long strip of bark had been removed. He recalled that the Tree of Life’s bark helped to cure physical wounds, but that removing said bark caused a poison mist to be exuded from the exposed wood-flesh beneath. Hastily, Rune covered his nose, wondering if this had been a trap laid for him. Could Zenobian really be that clever? 
 
    Lucky for me, I knew to cover my mouth, Rune thought. He was getting a bit light-headed, but the airborne poison wouldn’t do much more harm than that. He’d covered his mouth just in time. 
 
    Rune, however, didn’t think that the warrior had been trying to hide her master from view just because he was sawing off a little magic bark. There had to be another reason, so Rune dug a bit deeper. Another inch lower, he was rewarded with the discovery of a bit of root, smeared with something that had collected dirt. As he dusted off the dirt, his fingers came away brownish-red. 
 
    Blood? he thought. Strange. Blood was normally used on the Tree by Adepts who wished to upgrade their abilities. Was One Hand an Adept? Perhaps secretly bonded to Zenobian? 
 
    Rune leaned on his hand to look closer, and he hissed in pain. Recoiling, he saw that he’d leaned on a small object he hadn’t noticed before. It looked like two pieces of a broken sphere, only the sphere was made of reddish wood. 
 
    Valor? he wondered, but Valor was made of glass. What on Orennian is going on here? 
 
    Before he could think any more about this, however, Rune had to choke back a gasp as desire ratcheted through him. 
 
    “And now,” Trillium intoned, “you are a true Adept, my daughter. Welcome to—Sir Tellarus, what are you doing?” 
 
    Lightheaded from the bond-lust, Rune rose. Nolana must have just earned her first power, and Rune had missed it. 
 
    “I—I just fell,” Rune rasped. “Knees went out,” he added lamely. 
 
    “You... fell.” Trillium’s eyes narrowed. “All the way over there?” 
 
    Rune decided ignoring her was his best course of action here, so he strode over to Nolana and touched her elbow. 
 
    “Are you all right? Do you know what your magic is?” 
 
    Nolana was blinking dreamily up through the twinkling canopy of the Tree. “Oh, yes. I can feel it.” 
 
    Sensing she was about to get cryptic on him—straight answers were not this woman’s forte—Rune closed his eyes and reached for her bond. But upon immersing himself in her aura, Rune realized he hadn’t really done this yet. Her bond-feel hit him full force. 
 
    Rain. 
 
    He smiled. It was such a calm feeling, like thousands of tiny droplets sparking in his mind. And amidst it all, a thunderhead of power. 
 
    “I know you wanted to be able to breathe underwater, but isn’t this better?” Nolana sent him. 
 
    Rune circled her power with his thoughts, trying to get a feel for it, but the shape of the magic kept changing. Uneasy, he asked, “What is it?” 
 
    Nolana grinned. “Why make it so you can breathe underwater,” she asked, “when I can make it so you can breathe anywhere?” 
 
    With his brow drawn low, Rune extracted himself from their bond and looked up. “You can make me breathe anywhere? What does that mean?” 
 
    By this time, Trillium had taken out a small pad of paper. “Are you able to determine what your ability is? If you aren’t sure, we can perform exercises—” 
 
    “It’s shapeshifting,” Nolana said. 
 
    Rune’s eyes widened, and Trillium seemed to match him. 
 
    “Really?” Trillium said. “That’s quite a rare trait. Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” Nolana replied, a hint of pride in her voice. 
 
    “Any sub-talents?” Trillium asked. 
 
    “Breathing.” 
 
    Trillium frowned. For once, Rune was on the same page with her. 
 
    “Breathing,” he stated flatly. 
 
    “Yep,” Nolana replied, without elaborating. 
 
    “As in...?” 
 
    “As in, I can make you breathe anywhere. I can give you gills or whatever I want.” 
 
    Rune swallowed. Well, that was interesting. Trillium was scribbling again. 
 
    “So it’s a Commander ability, then,” she mused. “You can cast it on others, not on yourself. Great.” She glanced up at Rune, as if to say, Maybe you can shrink this one’s balls, while you’re at it. After all, he needs to keep his paws off you. A little castration could go a long way. 
 
    Rune really disliked this woman. He took Nolana’s arm. “I take it we’re all set, then?” he asked. “No more rituals we have to go through?” 
 
    Trillium scowled. “There will be a ceremony tomorrow, formal dress. The princess and her... Guardian will have to attend in a royal capacity. After that, you will have to begin training. Learning to trust and work with one another—” 
 
    “Sounds delightful,” Rune said, tugging Nolana back toward the glass doors, where several more Covenant units now waited. “But I’m starving. Let’s go, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Oh, my,” Nolana said. “I believe I am being manhandled. So where are we going to eat?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Close your eyes,” Rune told Nolana. He had taken her back to his chambers, leaving a gaggle of very uneasy guards at his door. They probably knew that Rune wasn’t supposed to have sex with their charge, but at the same time, they weren’t sure how to enforce that. 
 
    Well, they could rest easy this time, because sex wasn’t currently on Rune’s mind. Instead he’d walked up to the wall behind the headboard of his bed and placed a hand on its wooden surface. 
 
    “Oooh,” Nolana said, closing her eyes, “are you going to ravish me?” 
 
    “Keep those peepers closed, and we’ll see,” he replied. Unsure of how much time he had, Rune sent out a call to Ria, whom he’d asked to be on standby. She came to him instantly, and after a brief exchange of thoughts, Rune was channeling her woodcraft magic into the wall. 
 
    Gradually, the wood thinned out and drew back, creating a temporary doorway into another room. Rune recognized it as a Guardian’s bathroom, which made sense. They’d been built all in a row in this hallway. 
 
    “Keep them closed,” Rune said, “and go where I lead you.” He took Nolana’s hand and gingerly guided her through the opening before stopping to close it again. 
 
    “Where are we? Oh, I’m so curious,” Nolana said, but Rune was turning his focus to closing the doorway back up. 
 
    “We went through a secret passageway,” he said, knowing he was toeing a thin line here. Nolana couldn’t find out about his other bonds, but he still needed to use those bonds. Rune had grown adept at managing the bonds, even hiding them, but he suspected a more astute princess would have figured all this out already. 
 
    Nolana giggled, seemingly at nothing at all, and Rune led her into the other Guardian’s quarters. The room looked exactly like Rune’s, right down to the way the maids had tucked in the bedcovers, although the bowl of gold was emptied. 
 
    As was the room itself. Rune knew the other Guardians were currently at the Tree of Life, so he’d seized his chance to spirit the princess away from her guards. He led her to the other Guardian’s interior wall, and used Ria to create an opening one more time. It sapped her of energy, but she didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    “You’ll give me plenty of energy later, when I manage to see you,” Ria sent him. 
 
    Right, Rune thought. She was petitioning to visit me, wasn’t she? 
 
    “Thanks,” he sent her, as he and Nolana stepped through the wall. On the other side was the stairwell that Rune and Iris had used yesterday. Rune closed up the wall, bid Ria farewell, and told Nolana that she could open her eyes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This doesn’t look like a dining hall,” Nolana said. 
 
    Rune turned toward the glass stairwell leading down to the lower levels of the auditorium. “That’s because it isn’t,” he said. 
 
    “Awww, but I was hungry.” 
 
    After entering the stairwell, Rune had led Nolana directly to the seaglass auditorium where they had first bonded, earlier that same day. Trees below, his days were getting long. 
 
    Well, at least the place is deserted, Rune thought. That was one bit of luck he was happy to take. 
 
    “Just follow me, will you?” he asked Nolana, but she was already falling into step behind him as he descended the stairwell to the sub-level where the mini-orgy had happened. Keeping his eyes peeled for any darting shadows, Rune strode to the water’s edge. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “Gill me.” 
 
    Nolana giggled. “Gill you?” 
 
    “Or whatever it is you have to do, so that I can breathe down there.” 
 
    She eyed the water like it might spit out another eel. “Why?” 
 
    Rune swept a hand out over the dark water, which was still lit by the enchanted lotus lights. “We were attacked, Nolana. Or at least, I was attacked. I want to find out who did it, and my only lead right now is that eel. So I’m going to go down there, and see if I can’t figure out where the wretched thing came from.” 
 
    Nolana tapped her lip, then brightened. “Well, I am always up for a swim.” Smiling now, she reached out and touched his neck. She closed her eyes and began humming randomly to herself. There was no real tune to it. Gods, she was odd. 
 
    Gradually, however, Rune felt something shifting in his chest and neck and— 
 
    “Hey!” He snatched her wrist, pulling her fingers from his throat. “What are you doing to my eyes?” 
 
    He had felt a twinge behind his eyes as she worked on him. Nolana cocked her head. 
 
    “Don’t you want to be able to see in the dark?” she asked. “What good is breathing underwater if you have to be blind while you do it?” 
 
    Rune made an are-you-kidding-me face at her. “You can do that?” 
 
    She spread her hands. “Shapeshifting. Duh.” 
 
    Rune let out a short laugh and released her. “I apologize. Please continue.” 
 
    She can really do that, too? he thought. See in the dark... breathe underwater... those seem like pretty disparate things. Almost like two different powers at once. Is Nolana just that powerful, or...? 
 
    “A pot pie,” Nolana said. 
 
    Rune blinked, but his eyes felt strange as he did it, like a film had grown over them. “What?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hungry for. Pot pie.” 
 
    He shook his head, and suddenly it all became clear. Nolana’s mind was always in two places at once, always jabbing this way and that. So it made sense that she wouldn’t settle on a single pinpointed magic. Any powers she gained from the Tree would be expansive, because that’s exactly how her mind worked. She couldn’t focus on one thing, so she just thought of everything. 
 
    I lucked out in more ways than one, he mused. Nolana’s position made it easier to get close to Celtis; her magic made it easier to do... well, anything; and on top of all that, she was gorgeous and not a little bit kinky. At the very least, she would keep him on his toes. 
 
    Provided she doesn’t run screaming once she finds out my plans for her father, Rune thought ruefully, and at that moment, he realized that he wasn’t breathing. His lungs were seizing up, but he wasn’t getting any air. 
 
    He couldn’t breathe above water anymore. 
 
    “All done,” Nolana said. “You’d better get into the water now.” 
 
    Hastily Rune took off his coat and shirt. “Follow me,” he sent her, before diving in. The warm water struck his senses for a moment, bubbles blasting down his chest as he dove. Once he was submerged, he turned to see a great explosion of bubbles. Nolana had followed him in. 
 
    He reached for her and caught her hip. She rolled elegantly against him, her dress floating around her. With the soft glowlights of the floating lotuses at her back, she looked like an angel with drifting wings. 
 
    “You should wait up there,” he sent her, but his thoughts hopped a little. In the silence down here, and in this beatific light, Nolana looked more magnificent than ever—and she was pressed against him, almost nothing between her skin and his. 
 
    “I’d be bored up there. I’m going with you.” 
 
    Rune sighed, and only then did he understand that he’d been breathing this whole time. He’d been drawing air in through his neck, the whole process involuntary. He fingered his gills and shuddered. The thin flaps of skin creeped him out. 
 
    Nolana also seemed to have them, and her skin was glowing a soft iridescent blue. That must be her Syl’latian bloodline again. 
 
    “I want to have you,” Rune blurted. She didn’t even look real. 
 
    Nolana smiled and pecked him on the cheek, an oddly innocent gesture. “Everyone does,” she sent back. “It’s quite tiresome.” 
 
    “It’s tiresome to be wanted?” he asked her, amused. 
 
    “No. It’s tiresome to never let anyone have me, to never give in to the want.” 
 
    A small sadness rolled through Rune then, and he pushed away from her, linking her hand with his. It must be lonely, being a princess. Especially one who could never be left alone. She’d probably been watched like a hawk since puberty, when it was decided that she’d be married off for political profit. 
 
    Someday, somehow, I’ll make love to her, Rune decided. Properly, this time. 
 
    With that thought to both bolster and worry him, Rune turned toward the vast dark of the pool. He scanned the abyss, but saw only the walls all around it, which began as seaglass but soon shifted to wood. That was more than he’d been able to see before, but still. 
 
    “What are we doing?” Nolana asked him. 
 
    “We’re trying to figure out where that eel-creature came from,” Rune replied. “Look there—is that a pipe?” 
 
    Nolana turned to the place he indicated, where a circular hole was set into the wooden portion of the wall, several feet deeper than they were. It looked to be made of another material, metal if he had to guess. 
 
    “Looks like a sewer pipe,” Nolana said. “I used to play in the sewers, you know.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” Rune said. At this point, she could say nothing that wouldn’t surprise him. 
 
    “Come on.” 
 
    Together they swam toward the opening, and as they drew nearer, Rune could better judge its size. Big enough for a man to swim through. Certainly big enough for an eel. 
 
    Soon Nolana pulled ahead of him—a natural swimmer, no doubt because of her breeding—and without hesitation, she swam into the pipe. 
 
    “Wait, stop! Stay behind me!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “For your own protection!” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Rune reached the pipe and found Nolana waiting for him. He squeezed past her, and he expected to see only darkness ahead of them. 
 
    Instead, there was a small hint of light. 
 
    Rune swam toward it, up an incline. It seemed the pipe was angled upward. 
 
    “If anything comes up behind you, scream,” he told Nolana. 
 
    “Oh, you mean like the big eel that’s following me?” 
 
    Rune whipped his head around, banging his head on the ceiling. “What?! Get back!” 
 
    Nolana giggled into his mindscape. “Just kidding.” 
 
    Growling into the water, Rune faced forward again. “You are just racking up punishments, aren’t you?” he said. “That’ll cost you ten minutes with my dick in your ass.” 
 
    Nolana replied with the mental equivalent of licking her lips. Rune feared he’d created a monster. What kind of woman wanted it in the ass? 
 
    He’d have to dwell on that lovely question later, because the light was drawing closer. It looked like the pipe opened up somewhere with dim lighting. Rune swam through and found the surface only inches away. He breached it, and found himself in an even larger tunnel, fed by dozens of other pipes. 
 
    Nolana surfaced with a gasp, then said cheerfully, “Yep! This is the sewers. The nicer ones, though, that don’t smell.” 
 
    By that, Rune guessed this was more of a water line than anything—meant to ferry around drinking water, rather than sewage. 
 
    There was a thin walkway to one side, probably for maintenance staff. Rune hauled himself onto it. 
 
    “Ouch!” Nolana called out. “Something bit me!” 
 
    Rune turned, expecting another prank. Instead he saw Nolana lifting a small object out of the water. 
 
    “Oh. It was just this,” she said. “It’s sharp.” 
 
    “Hand it over,” Rune said, and Nolana rose from the river. As she straightened, her sopping blue dress clung to her breasts, making her nipples stand out. Rune could even see her navel, and every curve of her hips. He’d felt her naked, but hadn’t yet seen her naked. 
 
    He ignored his out-of-nowhere erection—of course it would happen when he was in wet clothes—and took the object from her hand. 
 
    It was small, reddish, and round, like a marble. It glowed faintly from within, not unlike Valor, but it wasn’t made of blown glass. It seemed more like wood, and had little sharp bits sticking off it, as if it had been broken off of something else. Almost like some sort of... fruit? Torn off a branch? Regardless, those jagged protrusions must have cut Nolana. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve seen this before,” Rune said. Less than an hour ago, he’d found almost this exact same thing buried at the base of the Tree of Life—only then, the object had been broken open, and its inner light must have spilled out. 
 
    Just like Valor, he thought, turning it over a few times before pocketing it. But the material is all wrong.  
 
    “What do you think it is?” asked Nolana. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rune replied. “But I do know that it belongs to Zenobian.” 
 
    Rune could still see the man in his mind’s eye, standing stoically behind One Hand as she dug at the Tree’s roots to bury something just like this, and possibly also to spread some blood. 
 
    As Nolana crawled out of the water and sat beside him with a splat, Rune said, “Looks like it was your betrothed who was trying to kill me. He must have sent his eel into the palace water system, with the express purpose of killing me if I fell into the water. And one of his warriors must have been glass-crafting the platforms, trying to make me fall in.” He nodded at the spot where the pipe had come out. “Then he dropped this when he went to retrieve the eel.” 
 
    So it wasn’t Celtis or Trillium after all, Rune added mentally. They must not suspect me of anything, then. He thought of Trillium’s disapproving looks. Well, anything aside from wanting Nolana. 
 
    Nolana bent over her knees, picking out the folds of her skirts until they lay flat. Her blue hair was somehow still vivid, despite being wet. He hadn’t seen that in the bedroom, either. He vowed that their next encounter would occur in the light. 
 
    “So I’m going to marry a killer?” she asked. 
 
    “It would seem so.” 
 
    “That sounds lame.” 
 
    “I suspect it would be.” 
 
    Nolana sighed dramatically. “Politics, am I right?” She stood up and propped her hands on her hips. “Why would he want you dead, anyway? He’s never met you before, and you’re a commoner, and also he tried to kill you before you bonded to me, not just after, so our bond can’t be the reason. It makes no sense, and I’m still hungry, and—” 
 
    Nolana stopped talking. 
 
    Then she collapsed. 
 
    Rune knelt to her without thinking. Her eyes were glassy and wide. He checked her pulse. Still going. Was she having a seizure? Had the gill-magic exhausted her? 
 
    Or—did someone do this to her? 
 
    Rune lurched to his feet and whirled, drawing the new knife he’d found in his wardrobe. If someone was here, trying to hurt Nolana— 
 
    The knife whipped out of his hand. 
 
    Damn it. He couldn’t seem to hold onto his knives. Falling into a stance over Nolana, Rune scanned the room. He called on his other Adepts— 
 
    Just as a blade slid over his throat. 
 
    “Tell me, Mister Tellarus,” Trillium said, “is today a good day to die?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is today a good day to die?” 
 
    Rune had heard that phrase once before. Once as a child, in the forest outside his home... the night before every boy in a local village was murdered. 
 
    It was the first time Rune had met a night witch—but it hadn’t been the last. 
 
    Of course, Rune thought, as Trillium’s blade squeezed his neck. Of course. Trillium is a night witch! 
 
    That was why the King had been alone with her, why he had felt protected around her. Trillium was a night witch, an incredibly powerful mage. And the king knew it. 
 
    Rune was fucked. 
 
    He had all the magic in the world, so many Adepts he could draw on, but a blade to the throat trumped all of those things. He could Buff his neck or turn to shadow with a mere thought, but a night witch could cut just as fast. 
 
    And even if he escaped—these women were Primes. Trillium would have just as many powers as Rune had, if not more. And she’d know how to use them much better. 
 
    Trillium’s arm tensed, about to slit his throat, and Rune blurted out, “Yes! It’s a good day to die!” 
 
    As it had the first time, the words saved him. 
 
    Trillium stiffened. “Explain.” 
 
    Rune’s mind raced. What were the words again? By chance, his mother had taught him the answer to this riddle, back when he was a very young child. 
 
    Sweating, he answered as he had back then: “If a person wants to die, then they aren’t living,” he said. “So if they died on a day where they wanted to die, it would mean nothing, and their death wouldn’t matter.” 
 
    He sensed, more than saw, her lip curling. “And why does a death need to matter?” 
 
    Rune felt the blade start to slice him. “Because we only get one,” he replied. 
 
    He hoped—even expected—her to release him then. Instead she didn’t move. 
 
    “Who the fuck taught you that?” Trillium hissed. 
 
    “My mother,” he said. “It was just a child’s riddle.” 
 
    “The fuck it was,” she snapped. “You’re lying. Best not to take any—” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    The voice wasn’t hers, nor Rune’s. 
 
    “Stop it, Trill,” Nolana repeated. 
 
    Trillium shifted, as if to look at the ground where Nolana had been lying. “What are you—how—” 
 
    How are you awake, she was trying to say. Rune smiled and thought, “Thanks, Cam.” 
 
    “You haven’t changed a bit,” Cam replied. “Always getting into trouble. Tsk tsk.” 
 
    The second Rune had realized he was utterly toast, he had reached out to Cam. She had four abilities to her name, and one of them allowed her to knock people out—and apparently to wake them back up again. 
 
    So, knowing that he himself could die any moment, Rune had chosen to save Nolana instead. Hell, maybe she could have even helped him. 
 
    I guess she did, he thought. 
 
    “You... you used magic,” Trillium whispered. Once again the knife wedged up against his jugular, so tight that swallowing would have killed him. “And it wasn’t shapeshifting. It wasn’t Nolana. You... you’re a fucking Prime!” 
 
    Uh-oh, Rune thought. This wasn’t good. 
 
    “Trillium,” Nolana repeated, in the calmest, most serious voice Rune had ever heard on her. “I know you were worried. But you don’t have to be. He’s a good person. He treats me well.” 
 
    “He took you straight to bed, Lana!” Trillium exclaimed. “He took advantage! And he’s a Prime!” 
 
    Nolana sighed and said, “I know.” 
 
    And it was this that finally made the knife loosen. Trillium turned around, and in that instant, Rune seized her wrists and shoved her to the ground with the full force of his now-Buffed arms. He had the attention of every single one of his Adepts now, even Denni. He knelt using Agility, fast enough to gather Trillium’s forearms behind her before she could fight him. In short order, he had the older woman on her knees, at his mercy. 
 
    She barely seemed to notice. She was still looking up at the princess. 
 
    She has tricks up her sleeve, Rune assessed. She isn’t even worried I’m holding her. She can get away in a breath. 
 
    “You knew?” Trillium asked Nolana. 
 
    Rune looked up. This was news to him too. 
 
    Nolana had crossed her arms, and was now looking down at both of them, but there was nothing imperious to the pose. She just looked... disappointed. 
 
    “You know, people assume that I’m stupid,” she said. “Or crazy. But I’m not. My mind works perfectly well. It just works differently. Trillium.” Nolana nodded her chin at the Bonding Matron. “You can stop treating me like a child now. I’m twenty. I’ve had the best tutors in the world since I was three. I can handle myself—I just do it my way.” 
 
    Rune thought this over as Trillium’s mouth fell open. The entire display with the fake princess and Nolana’s hidden identity—it had all been to protect her from the interest of brutish Guardians like Ash. Trillium had orchestrated the whole thing for Nolana’s benefit... and King Celtis had been angry about it. 
 
    Seems this woman cares more about Nolana than her own father does, Rune mused. Celtis did have a soft spot for his daughter, but it wasn’t all that soft after all. Rune’s list of reasons to like the man was dwindling, while Trillium seemed much less insufferable than before. 
 
    Then again, even down here, the woman was wearing half a bucket of makeup. She had at least some priorities that Rune didn’t agree with. Hell, she wasn’t even wet. If she hadn’t followed them through the water, then how had she found them at all? 
 
    “And for what it’s worth,” Nolana continued, still directing her words at Trillium, “Rune hasn’t violated me. My wedding to Zenobian is still on, and I have not been deflowered.” She huffed. “Not for lack of trying, either. Rune has certainly got more fortitude than I have. So... maybe I am a little stupid when it comes to handsome men. But who isn’t? ” 
 
    She turned her attention to Rune. “Rune, could you please release her? She’s just being overprotective. She won’t be harming you, or me.” 
 
    Rune narrowed his eyes, considering. Was Nolana aware that Trillium was a night witch? Did she know the woman could bond to more than one man? 
 
    “You knew all this time?” Rune asked her mentally. “That I had other bonds?” 
 
    Nolana shrugged. “I can never keep my attention on one thing for very long, so I kept jumping in and out of our bond, and I caught you thinking of them.” She sighed. “You’re always thinking of them, Rune. Thinking of how to protect them. It’s quite valiant. 
 
    “And I understood why you didn’t want to trust me,” she added. “It’s got something to do with my father, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Rune studiously chose not to reply to that, neither verbally nor mentally. Instead he released his hold on Trillium and stood back, once again feeling the absence of his knife. 
 
    “She will go to the king, and expose me,” Rune said. “You do realize that, right? I’ll be killed, and all my Adepts—” 
 
    “She won’t go to the king. Will you, Trillium?” Nolana said. “If Rune makes me happy, you won’t take that from me, will you?” 
 
    Something in Rune’s chest got warmer. I make her happy? Really? 
 
    Trillium, however, wasn’t responding to the question. Despite Rune standing up and away from her, the Bonding Matron remained on her knees, frowning at the water-stained wood of the walkway. 
 
    Suddenly she looked up, spearing Rune with a deadly look. 
 
    “You will have to use that mental magic on me, if you want me quiet,” she said. “You’ll have to erase the memory, or make me think I never saw you down here. Can you do that?” 
 
    Rune nodded. That was right up Cam’s alley. “But why is that necessary?” he asked. 
 
    Trillium reached up to touch her chest, holding an object hidden underneath the white-and-green fabric on her chest. A valorglass. 
 
    “Women like me... we have obligations,” she said. “I will have to share this, when asked. I won’t have a choice. He could be listening as we speak.... So you must remove the memory entirely, and you must do it now.” 
 
    Rune frowned. The way she was clutching that valorglass.... 
 
    The memories came easily. Ivy, the Adept at the Lumenz mansion, had been killed by her valorglass. After the woman had tried to murder Narcissa, Rune had asked who had sent her. Before she could tell Rune that the king had ordered the killing, her valorglass burst, tearing her throat apart. 
 
    The same thing had happened in the temple to Tellus the Mad. One second, the young night witch had tried to tell Rune who she worked for. The next, her throat was a spray of red.... 
 
    Both of them acting under the orders of King Celtis himself. And Trillium would be no different. She was right. Rune had to act fast. 
 
    He laid two fingers gently on Trillium’s forehead, Cam directing his movements from the back of his mind. As he immersed himself in the tree-bark feel of her, Trillium said one final thing. 
 
    “That Lumenz woman. You’re still bonded to her, aren’t you?” 
 
    Rune opened his eyes. “Why?” 
 
    “If you are, then...” Trillium trailed off, then seemed to steady herself. “Then tell her this: if she ever walks into a room, and sees a rose on the bed... tell her to run. As fast as she can.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After an exhausting bit of spell work, Rune was able to leave Trillium asleep in the waterworks. When she woke, she’d have no memory of seeing Rune or Nolana. Because Rune had been channeling magic that wasn’t his own—not to mention magic he found unfamiliar—the stress of the spell had put Cam to sleep. Since she was still in a prison cell, this wouldn’t look suspicious. It wasn’t like she had anything else to do. 
 
    But although Trillium and Cam were snoozing away peacefully, Rune’s own thoughts were wide awake. As he let Nolana lead him to the nearest maintenance exit, Rune revisited Trillium’s warning about the rose. It tickled his memories. He’d heard something about roses only recently. Yet the harder he tried to place it, the more elusive the memory became. 
 
    One thing was for certain: Narcissa’s status as an Adeptus Prime was known to Trillium, and to the king. That’s why Trillium had given Narcissa the advice about the roses: it was a warning meant only for Primes. 
 
    “Celtis wants you dead because you’re a Prime,” Rune sent Narcissa. “But he has Trillium working for him, and other night witches, too.” That much was now clear: the young night witch at Tellus’s temple had clearly worked for Celtis, given the mode of her death, and the similar Primal power that Trillium had exhibited. Celtis could have a whole battalion of night witches, for all Rune knew. And if he did, he controlled them both tightly and inhumanely. Trillium’s plea to have her memory erased was proof of that. 
 
    “But if he has night witches working for him, why not recruit you?” Rune went on, still directing his thoughts to Narcissa. “Why try to kill you instead?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Narcissa replied, her voice hazy through Cam’s sleeping bond. “But it’s something we’re going to find out.” 
 
    Rune nodded. He agreed with that wholeheartedly. “At least we know what the king’s doing, now,” he sent. “We know what we’re trying to expose.” 
 
    And this was true. The king had every right to have a secret sect of soldiers—any king did. Yet King Celtis kept his night witches a secret, so that he could brutally destroy them whenever he pleased. Furthermore, he was killing off any Adeptus Primes that didn’t already work for him, like Narcissa. This meant that more innocent women would die if Rune didn’t stop Celtis. Was Narcissa the first he had targeted? 
 
    Rune gritted his teeth. She’ll be the last, that’s for sure. 
 
    As Nolana paused at a ladder ahead of him, Rune sent a mental message to Ria. As a privately contracted carriage driver, she had been familiar with bureaucracy, so she was his go-to when he needed to look up public information. 
 
    “Ria, can you find any information on missing persons, or murders?” he sent. “We’re looking for any possible Adeptus Primes that might have been targeted in the past... say, twenty years.” That’s how long Celtis had been king, give or take. “Can you do that?” 
 
    “I can try,” she sent, her voice uncharacteristically subdued. “But only if the cases were closed. If any of them remain open—” 
 
    “I’ll steal them,” Lenore put in. “I’ve been getting bored, anyway. I need a good heist.” 
 
    “And I’ll read whatever they both find,” Narcissa sent. “If there are any suspicious disappearances, or any patterns, I will tell you. If nothing else, we’ll take Celtis down this way. People don’t take kindly to men who murder young women, even if they happen to be kings.” 
 
    “Great,” Rune sent back, nodding to himself. “Ria, you just need to find out where those records are, and Lenore and Narcissa can handle the rest.” 
 
    “All right,” Ria replied, sounding uncertain. “I’ll try, but I’m not very good—” 
 
    “This is the one,” Nolana said, inadvertently cutting Ria off. She was patting the ladder she’d found, which was built into the wooden wall beside the spillway. The ladder ended in a square trapdoor. “It leads up to a servants’ bathhouse.” 
 
    Rune squinted up the ladder. “How can you know that?” 
 
    “Oh, I memorized all the spillways ages ago,” Nolana said. “It was the best way to escape my tutors and to have a little fun... Actually, this one was perfect. Once, I put on a man’s hat and stuck my head up through the trapdoor. A bunch of maids were bathing, and they thought I was a peeping tom, and they all ran screaming.” She chuckled. “I’ve never seen a naked woman run so fast. But there was one time when I saw a naked man—” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Rune interjected, laying a hand on her shoulder. It was truly brilliant how she had memorized these spillways, but he’d reserve his praise for later. “Let’s save story time for another time, Princess. Right now, we need to put distance between us and Trillium, before she comes to.” 
 
    At the mention of Trillium, Nolana’s face fell. She looked up to Rune, her unnatural blue hair standing out against the dark, even in the dim maintenance lights. 
 
    “Do you really think my father has done all those things?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Rune chewed his lip. On the one hand, Nolana deserved to know her father was a ruthless murderer. On the other.... 
 
    There is no other hand, Rune thought with a sigh. He had no choice but to trust Nolana—she’d already proven she could read his thoughts. He could hide from her when he was inside Cam or Narcissa, his Primes, but every time he had deviated, Nolana had been able to pick up on it. 
 
    She was right. She’s way smarter than anyone gives her credit for. 
 
    When Rune thought this, Nolana smiled—which only further proved his point. She had known he was a Prime for a while now, but she had told no one. Not even Rune. 
 
    “I’m sorry for that,” she sent him. “But I understood why you didn’t think you could trust me. If my own father is the man you’re hunting....” 
 
    Rune drew a hard breath. “You’re a good person, Nolana. I can tell that from our bond. So I’ll tell you everything. Tonight.” 
 
    Nolana smiled at him. “Thank you,” she said, before stretching up on her tip-toes to kiss him on the mouth. Rune’s chest did an unexpected somersault as her soft lips brushed his. Sure, he’d been inside her already, but this kiss was more personal, more tender than that. 
 
    “Hopeless romantic,” Lenore teased him. 
 
    “Gods, I miss you,” said Narcissa. “We all do. Can you put on another show for us, please?” 
 
    Nolana giggled—she had probably heard that. “They really care about you, don’t they?” Nolana murmured, curving her thin body against his. Rune slid an arm around her, enjoying the still-damp feel of her, the way her nipples prodded his chest through her dress. 
 
    “I care about them too,” Rune replied. “That’s why I’m trying to expose your father—so that all of them can be safe. So that every young woman in Orennian can be safe.” 
 
    Nolana seemed to turn to liquid against him, and Rune could feel her heat against his hardening cock. He had to remind himself that he couldn’t carry her up into that bath house and have his way with her. Real sex was off-limits... for now. 
 
    Nolana traced a finger along Rune’s collarbone. “I knew you were special when I chose you,” she purred. “I knew that, if any man could get me out of this marriage contract, it was you.” She turned her silver-blue gaze up to his. “Please make love to me, Rune. I want it to be you. We’ll find a way to hide it from Zenobian—” 
 
    Rune pressed a finger to her lips. “No.” 
 
    He wanted to. Badly. But this could cause a real war. Nolana might be willing to risk that, but Rune wasn’t. Thousands of people could die. 
 
    Nolana slumped. “You’re right. Of course you’re right....” She turned, staring off down the shadowy spillway before brightening suddenly. “Oh! I forgot I was hungry. I think there was salmon on the menu today.” 
 
    With that, she began to flounce up the ladder. Rune smiled after her retreating skirts. For a brief moment, she had seemed so serious, but now she was back to her scatterbrained self. 
 
    Not crazy, though. Not stupid. Just scatterbrained. Rune vowed never to underestimate her again. 
 
    “Really, Rune, you fall in love with the most interesting people,” Lenore sent him.  
 
    He grinned. “No. I fall in love with the best.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After a few creative lies and a minimum of naked maids, Rune and Nolana made it back to the Guardians’ hallway. From the servants’ stairwell, they peered down the hall, checking to see if anyone might see them returning from their little swim. 
 
    Unfortunately, the rooms sounded occupied. It looked like the other Guardians had returned from their Adepts’ first upgrades, and were once again capitalizing on the bond-lust that entailed. Faint moans and the subtle clunk of headboards striking walls made it clear that Rune couldn’t sneak through the other Guardians’ rooms again. 
 
    Even worse, Nolana’s guards were still standing sentinel outside Rune’s rooms. Rune wasn’t sure how he and Nolana would get past them without being seen. Maybe Shadow Walk? It would be a tight fit.... 
 
    Nolana waved at him. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll just walk up to them. They’re used to me escaping, anyway. It’ll be funny.” Closing the hall door, she looked over her shoulder at Rune. “I’ll draw them off, and then you can return without them seeing you. I have to go to a dress fitting, anyway. The official Bonding Ceremony is tomorrow, and Dad’s gotta fluff me all up for Zenobian.” She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, right. I forgot about that,” Rune said. He’d been told he’d have to attend the ceremony in formal dress, which sounded like hell. “Should I expect a dress fitting, too?” 
 
    Nolana blinked once, then blurted out a laugh. “Ha! No. Oh my gods, if you wore a dress, what color do you think—” She sobered abruptly, cutting herself off. “Oh. I forgot. You can bring a date. As long as it’s not me. That might upset my future husband, you know. I wonder if there will be cake....” 
 
    Rune cocked an eyebrow. “You’re kidding. Guardians can bring dates to their own bonding ceremonies?”  
 
    “Oh, Adepts can too. Everyone fucks everyone around here.” She made a face. “Except me. Never me. Ugh.” 
 
    She brightened. “Anyway. Byeeeee!” 
 
    With that, she bubbled out the door into the Guardian’s hall. Rune frowned after her, thinking. 
 
    “A date would be good,” he thought. “If I’m seen with another woman... yes. That’ll make me seem like less of a threat, to both Celtis and Zenobian.” 
 
    It was a solid plan. But who should he ask? 
 
    Rune didn’t have to think long. A smile lit his face. One of his Adepts had seemed a little down lately, and Rune had just the thing to cheer her up. 
 
    “Ria,” he sent, “are you free tomorrow? If so, then you’ll be needing a dress....” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time she entered the ballroom the next day, Ria was already glowing. When she found Rune’s eyes in the crowd, she lit up so brightly that she could have guided a whole fleet of ships home. 
 
    “Rune!” she sent out mentally, hurrying from the ornate doorway with her invitation still clutched in her hand. For his part, Rune had been mingling with all manner of simpering court women, and he was thrilled to finally see Ria headed his way. He was bored to death by all this pomp and ceremony, and the ceremony itself hadn’t even started yet. 
 
    “Where’s Nolana?” Ria asked before she reached him. 
 
    He nodded his head to one side. “Up front, with all the other big names.” Nolana was practically drowning in her own sea of well-wishers, both for her new Adepthood and for her betrothal. That last part hadn’t sat well with Rune, and he’d had to leave just to settle his stomach. 
 
    The sight of Ria made it all better. As she finally broke through the front lines of stiff noblewomen, Rune had to catch his breath. He’d had a hundred vale sent down to Ria from the bowl of coins beside his bed, and she had clearly spent every one of them. She was positively dripping in sheer, deep blue fabric, which flowed off her arms and down her hips like a moonlit cascade. A layer of pink lace peeked out from underneath it, succeeded by heaps of pale silk. A cut in the dress ran all the way up to one hip, revealing pearly netting around one bare leg. Small jewels glimmered from her bodice, which hung low and adventurous, and gemstones shone from her ears, wrists, and hands. 
 
    Despite all the fancy jewelry, however, it was her necklace that startled Rune. She still wore the cracked sapphire he had given her days ago. It had once been his mother’s, a relic of his past. 
 
    All in all, this was a far cry from the woman he’d first met, who had taken pains to cover herself up neck-to-toe in an attempt to deter her previous Guardian’s advances. Now she was vibrant and bubbly, her cheeks flushed from excitement. Her waist-length hair had been braided at least seven times, and was piled expertly on top of her head. 
 
    “Anyway,” said a noblewoman beside him, “I heard that the head of every great house will be here for the wedding. They are already traveling to the palace as we speak. The king’s putting them up for months! Can you imagine? Spending months in this place?” 
 
    “No! All of them?” the woman’s companion replied, before lightly slapping Rune’s arm. “You hear that, Sir Tellarus? You’ll have a chance to rub elbows with all the richest and most famous men in the realm!” 
 
    “Sounds fabulous,” Rune grumbled. Then he brightened. Ria had managed to break past a gaggle of young men and she was almost upon him. Time to say hello with his voice, instead of just his mind. 
 
    “Ria!” Rune boomed, flinging his arms wide and nearly backhanding another well-titled matron who’d been trying to foist her boring daughter on Rune for the past half an hour. “It is so good to see you,” he said, catching her in his arms. “You are stunning.” 
 
    Ria grinned and opened her mouth to speak, but already the court ladies were whispering. She frowned and glanced their way, but Rune guided her chin back with his fingers, until she was meeting his eyes. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” he said quietly. “You’re saving me.” 
 
    Her smile was a bit suppressed when she said, “This—this isn’t very refined of me, is it? Maybe we shouldn’t be so close—” 
 
    Rune pulled her closer. “Nonsense. Dance with me, milady.” 
 
    Her grin returned full-force, and Rune whisked her off to the floor. He had about an hour before the official ceremony began, and he’d be damned if he spent it brown-nosing with nobles. No—he had one goal for this hour, and that was to make Ria feel like the beautiful woman she was. He hadn’t missed her morose thoughts since he’d come to the palace—if she was concerned that he liked noblewomen better than he liked her, then she had another think coming. 
 
    “Oh, Rune,” she sent, reading his thoughts. “I’ve only been here two minutes, and I already feel like a princess.” 
 
    “You’d make a better princess than Nolana, that’s for sure,” he said, spinning her to a string of violin music that called for more conservative dance moves. “A lot less crawling around in nasty old spillways, and a lot more dancing.” 
 
    “Hey, I resent that,” Nolana sent. “You wouldn’t want to see me dance, you know. I’ve put people’s eyes out before.” 
 
    Ria only threw her head back and laughed. For a moment, all of Rune’s other Adepts laughed with them, even Camellia and Denni. Iris was close by, waiting tables, but Lenore and Narcissa hadn’t come—they were all busy looking over the Covenant missing-persons cases that Ria and Lenore had procured the day before. 
 
    Yet their merriment infected him anyway. Maybe big court parties aren’t so bad after all, he thought. It was the first time in a long time that he felt rested, for one. Iris had spent the night with him—after all, Rune had basically commanded it of her, in front of Ash—but she’d fallen fast asleep within moments of hitting Rune’s bed, and Rune had been happy to join her. 
 
    Ah, blissful sleep. Hours of it. Hours! Rune felt like he could do anything.  He had a gorgeous woman on his arm, and seven more in his heart. Ria, his artist. Narcissa, his scholar. Lenore, his thief, his shadow in the night. Iris, his little warrior, and Nolana, his princess. Not to mention Cam, his mind-bender, and his oldest friend. 
 
    Even Dendrobia, whom he barely knew, seemed happy in this moment. He had to catch up with Denni soon, find out what the old “Red Bitch” was up to. Break the bond, maybe, and set her free of him... or better yet, make something more of their brand new connection. Anything seemed possible, now. 
 
    That was, until he started to see the looks. The minstrels had taken the hint, and had struck up a jaunty tune for Rune to dance to. More ladies and gentlemen had taken to the dance floor, enchanted by Ria’s grace and excitement. 
 
    But some men lined the edges, watching hungrily. Following Ria’s every move. 
 
    Rune slowed his wild dancing and slid an arm around Ria, his hand on her lower back. With the other, he held her hand up between them in the intimate position of a betrothal dance. 
 
    “You are the most beautiful woman here,” he sent her. “And that’s saying something, with all those Djani warriors wearing almost nothing... not to mention Nolana’s blue hair.” 
 
    Ria giggled, some of her hair coming loose and falling in curly strands down her face. Normally her light brown hair was straight, but the braiding must have curled it. It was a good look on her. 
 
    “Liar,” she said. “The ambassador can’t keep his eyes off Nolana, and you know it.” 
 
    Rune fought a scowl. Oh, he knew it. Zenobian had been staring at the princess since the party began, saying nothing behind his wall of warriors, his face an indiscernible mask. If One Hand wasn’t there to watch him like a trees-damned hawk, Rune suspected he’d ravage Nolana on the spot. 
 
    Ria put her free hand to Rune’s chest. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned that.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Let’s talk about something else.” He leaned closer. “Or... let’s not talk at all.” 
 
    With that, Rune ducked past her jaw and kissed her on the neck, in plain view of the entire court. As he did it, he pulled Ria against him. 
 
    She’s mine, he was telling the room. She’s all mine. 
 
    She softened under his grip, arcing into him the same way Nolana had the night before, in the spillway. Rune had been unable to give in to his desires then. 
 
    He was under no such obligation now. 
 
    “Ria,” he whispered into her ear, “how much do you value your palace reputation?” 
 
    She shuddered. “Oh, I don’t know. I like being seen as a lady....” 
 
    Rune put his mouth to her neck again, once, twice, trailing butterfly-wing kisses down her neck. “How would you like to feel like a lady?” he asked her. 
 
    Ria let go of his hand, the one they were holding between them, and instead threw her arms around his neck, bringing them ever closer. As her chest pressed to his, her breasts bubbled up between them, so that he could see the pink skin at the edge of one nipple. 
 
    “I would like that very much, Rune,” she sent him, her thoughts scattered and dissonant. Passion was already wracking her, desire thrumming in her lower stomach. Rune felt it all and returned the sensations tenfold, so that she moaned quietly against him while everyone watched. 
 
    He pressed his cock hard against her, obvious even through all the clothing. 
 
    “Right here?” she asked, and Rune knew she wouldn’t argue. She would let him do it wherever he wanted. 
 
    “No.” He nibbled her ear. “A lady deserves privacy. She deserves for her every need to be met....” 
 
    With that threat trailing off into Ria’s flowery mindscape, Rune swept her clear off her feet. She felt as light as the petals of the magic flowing into him. He carried her off the floor, and other people made way. 
 
    “Making quite the show of it, aren’t you?” Nolana sent him. 
 
    A grin cracked across Rune’s face. “Is it working?” 
 
    “If by ‘working,’ you mean ‘has it scandalized everyone,’ then yes, you’ve done very well.” She paused as Rune stepped through a small servant’s entrance. “But yes, it seems like your little display is making it clear that you’re not after me.” 
 
    “Good,” he replied. As much as he wanted this, he also wanted to appear like less of a threat to both Celtis and to Zenobian. Especially Zenobian, since the man was actively trying to kill Rune for some reason. If Rune acted like a horny idiot who wasn’t interested in Zenobian’s future wife, maybe the man would leave him alone. 
 
    But also, honestly, Rune could use the release. It had been the most stressful week of his life, and it showed no signs of slowing down. Besides, he wanted Ria to know that he loved her, commoner or no commoner. After all, he’d asked for her to attend the ball with him—not Lenore or Narcissa, his noble-blooded Adepts. 
 
    This fact hadn’t gotten past Ria, either. “Thank you for this,” she sent, clinging to him as he carried her. Then she stiffened. “Did you just say you loved me?” 
 
    At a crossroads in the hallway, Rune looked both ways. There were dozens of doors, but which one would serve his purposes best? After all, Ria was a lady. He wasn’t about to fuck her on a linen closet floor. 
 
    He spotted a liveried man entering a room down the hall, back toward the ballroom entrance. He was carrying a massive fur cloak. As Rune watched, the man entered a room, then left cloak-less. The servant must be checking people’s accessories at the front door of the ballroom, then placing them in that room for safekeeping. 
 
    “Of course I love you,” Rune sent, making his way toward the coat closet. “Hadn’t you figured that out yet?” 
 
    Ria blushed all the way down to her chest. “I thought... you know, that Narcissa....” 
 
    “Is special to me? She is. You all are.” 
 
    It was true that Rune had a special connection to Narcissa. She was his first Adept, after all. Narcissa Lumenz, descendant of Calla Nyssa, was where this whole adventure began. 
 
    She was also the one that had taught him to keep all his Adepts happy. She was the reason Ria wore his mother’s sapphire, and the reason he had space in his heart for every one of his partners. His chest swelled with gratefulness to her, and to all of them. He wouldn’t be here without his Adepts. 
 
    “Just get to the coat closet already,” Narcissa sent him. “I want to watch the show.” 
 
    Happy to oblige, Rune shouldered his way into the coat room. It was lit by a soft, pinkish glowlight, which illuminated rows upon rows of luscious fabric. He saw furs of every color, cloaks of every manner of silk. Hats and scarves and finery of all colors. 
 
    It was absolutely perfect for Ria. Her eyes were already wide as she breathed in all the beauty—as if she didn’t have enough already. 
 
    Rune set her down carefully, then touched the door behind him. With Ria’s magic, he melded the wooden door to its frame. No one would be opening it anytime soon. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” he said, stepping closer to Ria. “Narcissa asked if she could watch.” 
 
    Ria’s chest rose in a flutter, like she couldn’t quite breathe. “Yes, I—I heard—what—” 
 
    Rune hadn’t stopped walking. He was forcing her to back up. When she hit a rack of coats, Rune grabbed the shelf above her with one hand, then spun her around with the other. 
 
    Pulling her thick skirts against his cock, Rune placed his lips next to her ear. “Does she have your permission to watch?” 
 
    Ria shuddered. “Yes. Yes, let them all see.” 
 
    Rune licked her ear and growled, “Then let’s put on a good show.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune judged he had about an hour to burn before Nolana needed him at her side, to play the part of the princess’s loyal Guardian in the palace ballroom. The ceremony announcing her bond to him was a formal one, but Rune had quickly tired of all the courtly chatter, and of all the wealthy mothers and fathers who were trying to pawn their daughters off on him. 
 
    Little did they know that Rune had no need of more women. He had all the women he needed in his head—and his arms. 
 
    He’d had one hell of a week, and almost died too many times, and last night had been his first decent rest in ages. He had to do something with all that energy and stress. He had to burn it off somewhere, while he still could. 
 
    “Oh, Rune, take me,” Ria whispered. He had her shoved into a rack of expensive furs in the coat-check closet of the ballroom, her back to him, the bustle of her dress pressed hard against the front of his trousers. 
 
    He had melded the door closed, but they weren’t alone. Narcissa’s old handmaiden and one of Rune’s newest Adepts, Iris, had retreated into one corner of the room. She had been waiting tables so must have come in here at some point to either leave something or get something for a guest. He sensed no fear from her, though, nor trepidation. Only the hot ache of anticipation, and a little shame upon feeling it. He’d help her dispose of that shame later. 
 
    In short, both of his Adepts were excited... and several more were watching through his body and mind, hungry for what would come next. 
 
    Rune bent his knees and gathered Ria’s skirts, senseless layers of silk and gauze and beading. As he worked, he pressed his chest against her back, making his presence known, showing her he had the power to prevent her escape. 
 
    “Oh, Trees below, Rune, take it off me,” she begged him as he gathered up enough lace to tie up a whole battalion of men. 
 
    With his lips touching the tip of her ear, he whispered, “I couldn’t possibly do that. After all, you’re a lady, and a lady shan’t disturb her skirts.” 
 
    She quivered against him, her rose-petal aura gushing with heat and need. He was making her feel so beautiful, so refined, and so fucking hot that it took all his mental energy not to give in right then. Finally he found her bare skin, and he squeezed one cheek of her ass, wedging his hand under one last bit of lace until his fingertips turned slick inside her. 
 
    Ria moaned, her voice muffled against the lush woolen coat of some wealthy noble who would have been scandalized to know this was happening. Already past waiting, Rune positioned himself so that all her gathered skirts were suspended between them, and he used his free hand to fumble his pants clean off. 
 
    He sensed a flare of excitement from Iris at the sight of his bare ass, and her desire only drove him forward faster. With his now-sopping-wet hand, he tugged aside Ria’s underclothes and placed the head of his dick where it belonged. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she groaned, even though he hadn’t entered her yet. Her ass wiggled against him, submerging his head in her wet flesh. “Make me feel like a lady, Rune, please....” 
 
    Rune leaned away, gripping her shoulder with one hand and her hip in the other, holding the skirts up just enough for him to look at their joining. He swung his hips forward, drawing a long, sensuous cry from her throat as his shaft vanished into her, those wet lips closing on him, kissing his base. 
 
    He went slowly, his gaze rapt on her opening as the pink flesh pulled back and then accepted him again. 
 
    “A real lady is tight,” he sent her. “Seems you’re a very real lady.” 
 
    “Milord,” she shuddered. “Oh, milord.” 
 
    “Milady.” 
 
    The titled words made her insides tense with ache for him, and the vein under Rune’s cock quivered with threat. He was turning her on, and it was so easy. He might come too, if he wasn’t careful. 
 
    “Milord, please, harder,” she begged him. 
 
    “Ladies like it gentle,” he replied. 
 
    Yet as he entered her again, his grip grew harder on her shoulder and hip, and he entered again, faster, then faster. Soon he had her bent forward so that he could pound her hard enough to make him forget about coming. He was sweating with the effort now, and she was pulsing, squeezing him, her whole body reacting to his possession. 
 
    Her ass jiggled as he bent her even further forward, flipping her skirts up and out of his way. 
 
    “Oh, Rune! Milord! Oh gods!” she shouted. “Oh—oh fuck! Yes!” 
 
    Rune pried her legs further apart and changed his speed, swinging low before driving into her at an upward angle. Her feet lifted off the floor as she scrabbled at the coats and scarves and sashes of unsuspecting nobles. 
 
    Then Rune felt himself crest, rising along the top of a wave, and he yanked out of her quickly to stave off his own pleasure. 
 
    Suddenly, his thoughts went blank and dead. The passion vanished. He stood mute for a moment. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Cam sent him. 
 
    He blinked. “You used your magic on me?” 
 
    “I calmed your mind. It stopped you, didn’t it?” 
 
    Rune grinned. It sure had. “Nice trick,” he sent, sliding his dick into Ria once more, in a calmer fashion now. She was breathing heavily, and she moaned helplessly as he slid into her again—the calming of his thoughts hadn’t cost him any hardness or girth. His orgasm reared its head again, but it was distant now. He could last longer. 
 
    “Milord is—is so b-big—” Ria stammered. “No, no—please don’t leave—” 
 
    But Rune pulled out again anyway, positioning his cock between her legs, the top of his member sliding across her hole but not entering it. He growled into her ear again as he started to thrust, not inside her, but across her wet clit. 
 
    “A true gentleman never comes first,” he said. “He takes care of his lady first.” 
 
    With that, he seized her thighs and pumped his cock against her nub. She begged and pleaded for him to enter her—“I need you inside me! Gods!”—but Rune only drove her closer to the edge, until finally, she spilled over. 
 
    His mind exploded with a windstorm of flower petals, so much pleasure that he thought he could smell roses. Behind him, Iris gave a small squeak of surprise. Rune grinned, and finally allowed Ria to collapse in a heap of lace on the floor. 
 
    Rune shrugged out of the rest of his clothes as Ria collected herself, her trapped breasts rising in big, gulping breaths. When she looked up, she found Rune holding the shelf above his head with one hand and stroking himself with the other. 
 
    “Now I’m hoping my lady might service her lord, as thanks,” he sent, then added without aplomb, “Pull down your dress.” 
 
    Flushed and sweating, Ria tugged her sleeves off her shoulders, then ran a thumb inside her neckline, separating the lace from pale flesh. Rune watched mesmerized as each nipple broke free of its prison, until her sizable tits were totally bare to him, pressed up by the bodice beneath. 
 
    He didn’t want to wait longer. He was done with the fantasy. He bent his knees and pressed his cock to her mouth. 
 
    She consumed him, her face a frown a desperate pleasure, and he thrust until her saliva dripped past her lips. Suitably moistened, he took his cock back. She moaned after it, reaching, grasping. 
 
    “Straighten up,” he sent her, and she climbed up his bare thighs. He slid his cock between her breasts, watching his head pop up from their depths with relish. Ria licked him, swiping precum off his tip and keeping him wet enough to slide away again. 
 
    Behind him, Iris was losing her grip on reality. She sank to her knees at the sight of Ria’s chest, at the jiggle of the flesh as Rune started to thrust. She watched helpless as Rune slid through Ria’s tits and against her hungry tongue. 
 
    “Milord—” Ria sucked him “—please come—” she sucked again “—please, I want—” he rammed her mouth “—yes.” 
 
    “You liking this, Cam?” Rune sent her. 
 
    Her tree-bark aura guttered, like birch peels caught in wind. “It’s awful. Just the worst.” 
 
    “Don’t stop me this time.” Rune reached down and tugged at a pin in Ria’s hair. One of the braids unwound, and he said, “I like to come in her hair.” 
 
    “You’re disgusting.” 
 
    “You know you like it.” 
 
    In fact, he could tell they all liked it. Especially Iris. She had melted into the floor, her mouth dry, her pussy aching with need. Rune certainly hadn’t broken her into sex easily. This would only be her second time. 
 
    “My, my, you do find all the freaks,” Lenore sent. “That one is into women, too, isn’t she?” 
 
    It was like Rune’s own private orgy: everyone was invited. Their voices, their heat, their own orgasms rolled through him. Those who weren’t present were touching themselves. Only Nolana and Denni had bowed out of the scene, but there was a synergy to it that amazed Rune. 
 
    He normally preferred to keep things more private, more one-on-one, but there was something about today that had him feeling reckless. So he lost himself in the pleasure of five of him bond-mates. 
 
    The next time he thrust between Ria’s breasts was the last. 
 
    He gritted his teeth, shoving a guttural cry back down his throat as his orgasm clawed up his shaft and spat his pleasure onto Ria. He pressed his cock hard against her chest, so that his cum spurted past her neck and into her fancy braids, his balls squishing between her tits, their sweat going cold. Ria moaned and gripped the backs of his thighs as his seed drizzled down her neck and tickled her left shoulder blade. 
 
    Once spent, Rune staggered back, his knees turning to jelly. Wordlessly, he turned and motioned to Iris to come forward. Panting, she felt around the piles of cloaks she had lost her balance on, and found a discarded wooden walking cane somewhere in the shadows of the room. She used it to rise and stumble over to him. Her mind was awash with pleasure that hadn’t yet been fulfilled. 
 
    Rune reached for the buttons on her dress, popped them off, and opened up her uniform. With easy precision, he dismantled her livery, revealing a smooth, flat stomach, perky tits, and two ruddy nipples that could have sharpened knives. 
 
    Never once did she ask what he was doing. She just let him move her, limp and naked, to the floor. He laid her on her back, his gaze drifting across her pussy. Her legs were already wide for him, her sex already wet. 
 
    “Ria,” he sent. “Sit on her face.” 
 
    Ria looked up from where she’d been recovering on her knees. One small string of cum was drying on one nipple. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A real lady,” he said, eyeing her meaningfully, “always comes twice.” 
 
    Her mouth hung open, and he could sense her wanting to defy him, but that defiance was weakened by passion and quivering muscles. She merely obeyed him, crawling up over Iris. While still facing Rune, Ria dropped her thighs to either side of the younger woman’s head. 
 
    “Time for dinner, Iris,” Rune sent her. He had promised her a meal, after all. 
 
    He couldn’t see anything beneath all of Ria’s skirts, but he could certainly hear it when she gave a jolt and peeped,  “Oh!” 
 
    “I don’t know how to do this,” Iris sent him. She was so nervous. It was adorable. 
 
    “Find the nub, and play with it,” he replied, sliding his hands under her bare back. With careful positioning, he was able to lay his dick against her pussy. He slid into her, only half-hard, just to make sure he had a good angle. He locked eyes with Ria afterward. 
 
    The other woman was already melting from pleasure. The look on her face was enough to harden Rune again, and the slick want of Iris’s tight opening helped too. 
 
    “Lords and ladies know when to trust the work to their servants,” he sent Ria. 
 
    She moaned. “Oh, Tellus take me, Rune. Stop. I can’t take it.” She swallowed. “No more acting. It’s too hot. Please.” 
 
    And for the next five minutes, the two of them made use of their “servant.” Iris had once been a handmaiden, and she was certainly using her hands—and her tongue—on a maiden right now. She was learning something new every second that Rune fucked her, while she played with Ria’s clit in return. 
 
    Rune watched Ria’s face shift into different expressions of pleasure. She couldn’t seem to believe what was happening, or how much she was enjoying it. As Rune thrust into Iris, he kept his eyes locked on Ria. They were sharing something entirely new. 
 
    And so it was that Rune had the pleasure of watching Ria orgasm a second time. Her thighs closed in on Iris, her exposed breasts flopping as she threw her head back. Rune knew this, too, would be the height of Iris’s own pleasure, so he hastily paused inside her and set one hand to work on her clit. 
 
    He rubbed her fast and efficient, and her own legs snapped closed as a muffled cry rose from between Ria’s legs. Ria wisely stepped away, and Rune took her place, thrusting into Iris—just the two of them, now—as her own orgasm ran its course. 
 
    “That was magical,” she sent him, dazed. 
 
    She was so wet. “I thought it was worth a try.” 
 
    Her legs locked around his back, her body taking him deeper. “Where did you learn that?” she asked him. 
 
    “Nowhere,” he said. “It was just an idea.” 
 
    In truth, he’d never done this either. Never two women at once—much less five of them. He closed his eyes and allowed himself to finish simply, thrusting at an even, gentle pace. There was something about her size, how she was small enough for him to snap her like a twig, that turned him on even in the most basic position. 
 
    It didn’t last long, but he hadn’t meant it to. When he came, Iris gasped, clenching even tighter to better feel the thin shudder of his second orgasm. He knew he shouldn’t come inside her, not without Lenore and her birth-control leaves close at hand—but the whole encounter felt momentous. He filled Iris with all the cum he had left. 
 
    “I want this every night,” she exhaled, her tits rising and falling with exhaustion. He admired her pussy one more time as he slid out of her. He settled against the wall beside him, where Ria was huddled inside a tent of petal-soft sable furs. She was gripping an object in her hand—a staff. 
 
    Rune nudged the object. “What did you do to it?” he asked. It was the same walking cane Iris had used to get up and stagger toward them, he could tell that by the design of the bottom, but Ria had altered the wood. She had elongated the material, twisting it into a long, treelike staff. By the way she was clutching it, Rune deduced that its owner wasn’t going to see it again. 
 
    Ria peered dazedly down at the staff. “Oh. Oops.” She clearly hadn’t intended to make the changes. The twists of the bark were like a visual representation of the pleasure Rune had subjected her to, subconscious, intense, and complex. 
 
    When she moved to put the staff down, Rune stayed her hand. “Keep it,” he said. “Just in case.” After all, wood was her weapon. It was a good idea to have some on her person at all times. 
 
    At that moment, Rune suddenly became aware of shouting. Then someone pounded the door. 
 
    “Uh oh,” he said. “Looks like we’ve been caught.” 
 
    Still naked, Iris sat up. “What do we do?” 
 
    Rune grinned and held up Ria’s hand. “We can carve out an escape route—” 
 
    And then, in his head, someone screamed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune went rigid, reaching for a knife that wasn’t there, on account of his still being naked. 
 
    “Who was that?” he sent, his heart rate running laps now. “Narcissa? Lenore? Cam?” 
 
    One by one, his Adepts called in, saying the mental scream hadn’t come from them. Even Nolana piped in to say she wasn’t playing a prank on him—“But I should have! Oh, the punishment would have been awful”—and obviously Ria and Iris were fine. 
 
    Rune scooped up his pants and shoved his legs into them. Ria rose, tucked her breasts back into her dress, and helped him into his shirt and coat. 
 
    “Who was it, then?” Rune asked. Someone had screamed into his head, but the scream hadn’t repeated. If one of his bond-mates had been killed, he would have felt it, right? 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he thought. “Denni? DENNI!” 
 
    Rune hadn’t thought too much about his second-to-newest Adept, Dendrobia “Denni” Vale, previously known to Rune as the Red Bitch. She was able to alter the weight of objects, to the point she could make an entire carriage float in midair for a solid ten minutes. She could also direct any projectile with ease, so that her weapons—or her Guardian’s weapons—never missed. 
 
    She had been mostly missing-in-action since he’d come to the palace, however. Rune hadn’t had the time to discuss their future together, if there might even be one. Last he recalled, she had been put through the same placement program as Iris. As a prior victim of the Breeders, the palace was supposed to help her find a new position.... 
 
    Rune cursed himself. Why hadn’t he checked in on her? She still hadn’t answered his call. They weren’t close, but Rune could at least pinpoint her bond in his mind, and thrust his general feelings into it. She should have replied with a blast of thought, something. 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Ria, a back entrance,” Rune sent, hauling his great sword up off the floor. Ria nodded and rushed to slap one hand to the back wall of the coat closet. She was still holding her new staff in the other, her knuckles white, her aura ready for battle. 
 
    Once she had molded an exit door in the wall—leading to the back end of a kitchen pantry, by the looks of it—Rune touched her shoulder. 
 
    “You stay here, clean up the place, make it look like we were never here,” he said, jerking his head at the closet’s original door. The celebration of Nolana’s Bonding was still ongoing in the ballroom beyond, and someone was shouting on the other side, trying to get the door open. “Act the lost damsel who got trapped in a closet,” Rune suggested. “Flip out a little. They’ll buy it.” 
 
    He wasn’t going to send her into battle, not until he knew what the enemy was. Ria nodded with complete understanding, and Rune hurried out of the closet, Iris close behind him. 
 
    “You get back to work. No sense having them miss you.” 
 
    Iris’s eyes widened, and her hands curled into fists. “What? No! I heard that scream too. I can help!” 
 
    Rune opened his mouth to argue, but then he was rocked by a blast of pain in his lower back. He jerked and spun, but there was nothing there. 
 
    Another scream tore through his head. 
 
    It took the wind out of him, nearly blew out his knees. “DENNI!” he shouted into her bond. 
 
    “IT HURTS!” she screamed, nearly incoherent. “IT HURTS! I CAN’T MOVE! AAAAGH!” 
 
    “Cam,” Rune sent. “I’m going to pinpoint her location. Take her pain away when I find her.” 
 
    He didn’t have time to argue with Iris. Let her stick around; she was already picking up a metal ladle from one of the pantry’s shelves, and she looked ready to enchant it.   
 
    Rune practically slammed his eyes closed, his thoughts racing toward Denni’s. She was hazy and unclear, their bond still new and still weak. And the pain in her back was clouding all her senses, and she was panicking too. She kept saying she couldn’t move. 
 
    Still, he felt her without trying too hard. That meant she was nearby. But where? 
 
    Rune lashed out at Iris, curling his hand around her ladle. “I need you to find her. Here.” 
 
    Acting on instinct, Rune reached into Iris’s armored bond and rifled around for her metal-enchantment ability. Drawing upon it was like pulling a sword from a scabbard, and he wrenched it out and channeled it. 
 
    This is how she feels, he thought, thrusting Iris’s magic into the ladle at the same time he channeled Denni’s bond-feel. For the first time, he recognized that her aura felt like silk, cool and smooth. Very different from the blade-wielding demoness she appeared to be, on the outside. 
 
    With a gasp, Rune let go of the ladle. Panting from the mental drain, he said to Iris, “I put her bond-feel into it. Finish the enchantment to search for that bond-feel. It should pinpoint where she is.” 
 
    “How did you even—never mind,” Iris said, closing her eyes tight. Within seconds she was finished, and she let the ladle lie loose in the palm of her hand. It spun, so that the scoop-end pointed through the wall. 
 
    His instincts in feeding the bond-feel to the object had apparently worked. It seemed anything was possible with magic. All he had to do was imagine a task, and use the powers he had to cobble together a solution.  
 
    Without pausing, Rune grabbed the ladle and dashed out of the closet and into one of three kitchens currently servicing the ballroom. Pans clanged as they fell from startled hands, cooks and scullery maids screeched, and a pot of soup hit the floor and splashed across the wood boards as Rune hurtled through and over the melee, the ladle gripped in his hand like a sword. 
 
    In the hallway, he turned a corner and ran in the ladle’s original direction, pausing about halfway down the corridor to check again. To his surprise, the ladle barely swung, indicating a door to the same anteroom Rune and Nolana had originally passed through to get to the ball. It was a place for guests of honor. Why would Denni be in there? 
 
    Was this... was this a trap? 
 
    He hesitated long enough for Iris to catch up to him, breathing hard. He drew his great sword from over one shoulder, making a shick sound as he pulled it from the leather scabbard slung across his back. 
 
    To be safe, he tapped into Denni’s bond again. “Denni—” 
 
    He nearly choked on the pain, again in his lower back. 
 
    “Rune? What’s wrong?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Get... get a healer,” he rasped. He was pretty sure that Denni had been stabbed. 
 
    And then suddenly, the pain was swept away as a tide of magic burst from Rune’s chest. It was Cam, diving to the rescue, casting her magic from his position and blasting it out in a large radius. 
 
    It took so much magic to do this that Rune had to sap power from both Narcissa and Lenore, causing them to slump in their chairs back at Lenore’s manor house. They had been ready for this, though—as soon as they learned that one of Rune’s Adepts was in danger, they had sat down and started focusing on his needs. 
 
    So it was that Rune was able to keep his feet even while Cam lashed out blindly. She successfully seared Denni’s pain away, and the high contrast between Denni’s extreme pain and sudden lack thereof allowed Rune to fully glimpse her location. 
 
    He reached for the door to the anteroom, and he flung it open. He hadn’t even noticed he was Buffed until wood splinters went flying. 
 
    And on the floor of the next room, he found Denni. 
 
    She was dressed not in red, but in palace livery, albeit a different style than Iris’s maid outfit. In fact, the white-and-green getup matched Trillium’s livery almost exactly, but for a change in insignia on the shoulder. 
 
    But that was beside the point; Denni lay flat, an obvious wound seeping blood from her back and soaking the fancy carpeting of the antechamber. She seemed to be restrained by manacles on her wrists, upper arms, thighs, and ankles. But they weren’t just any normal manacles. 
 
    Glass manacles. Coming out of the floor. 
 
    It was glasscraft magic, performed by an Artificer. Rune instantly realized who he was dealing with. During Rune’s Bonding Trial, where he fought with Larch, someone had shifted the glass platforms beneath his feet in an attempt to throw him into the water where the giant eel waited. 
 
    It’s Zenobian. Zenobian did this. 
 
    Rune didn’t know why, but the Djani ambassador—or possibly one of his warriors—must have done this to Denni. But there was no such person in the room. 
 
    The antechamber, however, was far from empty. He and Denni stood in one half of the room, while on the other, a cluster of about a dozen little girls sat around a table piled high with refreshments. To Rune’s horror and awe, the children were eating cupcakes and plucking berries off a tray, giggling and chatting with one another. They didn’t seem to have a single care in the world, even though Denni was bleeding out only a few paces away from them. 
 
    Rune knelt at Denni’s side. “Dendrobia. What happened?” 
 
    Denni had been facing the other way, but now she lifted her head and looked over at him. The movement was simple, easy, as if she felt no pain. Because she didn’t. 
 
    At least she’s still alive. Rune knelt at her side. 
 
     “Rune?” she asked hazily. 
 
    Rune touched the manacle at her right wrist, and with a thought, Ria helped him shatter it. She was a woodcraft mage, but their bond was strong enough for glass work, especially simple stuff like this. He set to freeing her, keeping an eye on the wound in her back. He hoped Iris found a healer soon. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked, flashing his gaze across the room again. The girls at the table didn’t seem to have noticed him yet, and he still saw no one, but anyone could use Shadow Walk. And ever since he’d missed that door in the palace’s hidden torture room... Rune wasn’t sure if an enemy could use illusion magic on him. Could someone be hiding here in plain sight? 
 
    Denni grasped for his hand, rising up on her elbows as soon as her arms were freed. Her pale green eyes cut into him. 
 
    “He was asking about you,” she said hoarsely. The memory of the pain was still in her voice, even if she wasn’t currently feeling it. 
 
    He leaned closer. “Who was asking?” 
 
    She blinked, opening and closing her mouth as she gathered her thoughts. Then the trained Adept came out again, and she gave Rune her report: 
 
    “I had just peeked out the door to see if they were ready for us yet,” she said, nodding to the door leading into the ballroom. “Lily was out there to announce us, but she said to wait. I closed the door and was walking back to the children when....” She shuddered, closed her eyes. “When someone stabbed me from behind. It’s my lower back, I think. They covered my mouth before I could scream and I blacked out. I woke up on the floor, and the girls....” 
 
    She tried to look back at them, but Rune stalled her; twisting like that wasn’t going to do her wound any favors. 
 
    “The children are fine. They don’t... seem to see you,” he said. 
 
    She nodded, facing him again, all business. As a former Adept of the breeders, she was familiar with life-or-death scenarios, and with making reports on dark things. 
 
    “When I came to, my voice... it didn’t work. I couldn’t talk or scream. Someone was behind me, asking questions—” 
 
    “Man or woman?” Rune cut in. “Any accents?” 
 
    “Man. Orennian.” 
 
    Rune frowned. Zenobian wouldn’t sound Orennian, would he? Rune had never heard the man speak, but he was a native of Djani. Could his accent really be that good? 
 
    “He said he knew I was bonded to Rune Tellarus,” Denni said. “Rune, he said your name. Whoever it is, they know who you are, and that you’re a Prime.” 
 
    Rune felt a chill skitter over him. He’d been trying so hard to keep that secret, but now it was out. And if this person went straight to Denni.... 
 
    “What else did he say?” Rune asked, afraid that Denni might faint from blood loss, even if she couldn’t feel pain. 
 
    She swallowed loudly, her mouth dried out. “He asked what other powers you had, and what you were planning. I said I didn’t know, and I kept saying that until... I think he would have killed me. If you hadn’t come....” 
 
    Tears sprung to her eyes, and Denni dropped her face to the floor to rub them away. Rune rapidly returned to breaking her bindings, and he had just shattered the last one when the door sprang open and Bibi the blacksmith bundled through. 
 
    For a moment, Rune knelt frozen in surprise—and it gave Bibi just enough time to look at his hand, then at the broken glass shackle, then at his face. 
 
    Oh shit, he thought. She knew. 
 
    Before Rune could concoct a lie to explain how he could use glass magic—when he was supposed to be bonded only to a shapeshifter mage—Bibi lunged forward and dropped to her knees. 
 
    “Go,” she said to Rune, reaching out to lay her hand on Denni’s wound. “I have her. Find whoever did this.” 
 
    For one brief moment, Rune remained stunned in place. Then he saw a light beneath Bibi’s hand. 
 
    “You’re a healer?” he said, amazed. 
 
    “Just got a talent for blood-work. I never made Adept. I can keep her from bleeding out until a skin-knitter gets here.” 
 
    Like many women in Orennian, it seemed Bibi had at least a small magical ability. However weak, Rune was thankful for it now. 
 
    But without the “skin-knitter” she’d mentioned.... 
 
    “Shit. Nolana! Get in here!” 
 
    Rune surged to his feet, calling his newest bond-mate to his aid. Nolana could help shape-shift the skin back together. Why hadn’t he thought of that before? 
 
    It didn’t matter. He had to chase whoever had done this. He darted for the door to the ballroom— 
 
    And crashed headfirst into nothing at all. 
 
    With a cry, Rune came to a stop, throwing his hands up as glass shards rained down all around him. He staggered back, shocked and confused, then threw a hand across his brow to shield his eyes as he opened them. 
 
    He was still looking at the antechamber exit. Nothing had changed. 
 
    Except for some reason, he was covered in glass. 
 
    “What the ever-burning fuck?” Bibi said, behind him. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything! I hit something....” 
 
    The glass seemed to have stopped falling, and now Rune could step across it. It crunched underfoot, and he looked up, and down, and around. 
 
    It dawned on him slowly, because he’d never seen anything like it. There was a wall here. A wall made of glass. So thin I didn’t even see it.... 
 
    An invisible wall. 
 
    Like an invisible door. 
 
    Rune pivoted, facing the gaggle of young girls who were still obliviously eating sweets at the table. With a brief thought to Buff his arm, Rune swung a fist out toward the girls. 
 
    And he cracked the sheet of glass that had been erected in front of them. 
 
    Just as before, the blunt impact decimated the invisible wall, cracking it in rapidly-spreading spider webs until the whole thing caved in with a crrrasssshhh. 
 
    Now the girls were noticing the hubbub in the room with them. The children screamed, leaping up and retreating, hugging each other as Rune cleared the glass away. Then, as he watched the thing disintegrate, the girls finally saw Denni. They screamed louder, calling her name. 
 
    Rune backed away, so as not to scare them. I get it now, he thought. Holy fuck. 
 
    “Well I’ll be a knothole at a stag party,” Rune swore. “Someone built an illusion here, out of glass.” 
 
    His mind rushed back to his fight with the Djani warrior, in the secret tunnel leading to Cam’s torture room. When Rune and Iris had entered that room, its first door had been hidden by an illusion. Rune had seen through it, because he was a Guardian. Iris hadn’t. 
 
    But then, in the next hallway, he’d found a door he couldn’t see. Glass had shattered then, too. 
 
    It wasn’t hidden by an illusion. It was hidden by glass. Glass that reflected an illusion. 
 
    The distinction was slight, but it made all the difference. Rune could see through illusions, because they affected the mind, and as a Guardian, his mind couldn’t be affected. 
 
    But a glass wall that reflected an image was different. It was the glass that was enchanted, not Rune. 
 
    And so, it had worked as a makeshift illusion, one that worked on everyone, even Guardians. The Djani warrior had even called it a “construct.” That’s what she’d meant all along. 
 
    “What—what are you talking about?” Bibi asked. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Rune didn’t have time to answer before Iris bolted into the room. She missed a step at the sight of the screaming children and the glass, but then she fell beside Bibi and handed over a satchel. 
 
    “Thank you,” Bibi said, taking it. The bag must contain healing supplies, and she must have sent Iris after them. 
 
    “Iris, why don’t you help these kids calm down,” Rune said, scanning the rest of the room for more glass walls. Whoever had tried to interrogate Denni must have thrown up that room-dividing wall, the one that walled off the children. This would have reflected a normal view to the kids, preventing them from seeing the attack and sounding any alarm. Then the assailant had thrown up a smaller wall in front of the exit. They must have done this just before Rune entered, to hide themselves as they escaped. 
 
    Cam’s magic, Rune thought. She flung it out everywhere. It must have alerted them that I was coming. They must have felt it too. 
 
    But this meant the attacker might have been in the room with Rune and Denni for some time after Rune arrived, just hiding behind the smaller wall they’d thrown up. That glass wall had been built in front of the exit, reflecting an image of no one behind it, but they could have been there all along. 
 
    Yet they hadn’t attacked, and Rune knew why. 
 
    What powers does Rune Tellarus possess? What is it that he is planning? 
 
    The assailant had asked Denni those questions. 
 
    The person hadn’t attacked, because they hadn’t known they would win. 
 
    Suddenly the exit door opened, and Nolana poked her head through, grinning. The grin fell away when she saw all the carnage. 
 
    “Wow. It’s messy in here.” 
 
    Rune pointed to Denni’s wound. “Nolana, can you help Bibi to—I mean, Your Highness, please assist Smith Hibiscus in tending this wound, if it please you.” 
 
    He had just glimpsed King Celtis over the princess’s shoulder. He’d completely forgotten the celebration going on in the room beyond. 
 
    The king didn’t look happy at the interruption, but he also didn’t look like he’d been behind it. His face read of inconvenience more than foiled plans. 
 
    Well, he’s going to be a lot more unhappy once he understands what happened here, Rune thought, opening the door wider for Nolana. As far as Rune was concerned, this party was over. He knew it was far too late for him to chase the assailant; they were long gone, melted into the crowd of partygoers beyond. He already knew no one would have seen them. This was a master illusionist he was dealing with. 
 
    But Rune knew exactly where to start looking. 
 
    As the king and his attendants filtered into the room, adding even more chaos to the tableau of blood and distressed children, Rune slipped past them into the ballroom. He looked up to the raised portion of the room, where the royals had been standing only moments ago. 
 
    No one else was there. Rune stepped closer— 
 
    And a door opened in the back wall. 
 
    Like one beast, Ambassador Zenobian and his attendants sauntered out onto the platform. Rune stared at his face, checking for signs of distress. 
 
    He was stone-faced, impassive, and silent. His hands were clean. No blood. 
 
    Rune counted the warriors—they were all there. The maiden priestess looked timid, as always. Her eyes were on Zenobian. 
 
    Rune waited. 
 
    He counted seconds, staring at her, ignoring every other sound in the room. Minstrels played, women laughed, men gave toasts and cheered. Somewhere, a tray clanged as a servant banged it into a pillar. 
 
    Still Rune stared. 
 
    Then the priestess looked at him. 
 
    One glance, there-and-back. A simple flash of frightened eyes. 
 
    It was all Rune needed to see. 
 
    His gaze wandered back to Zenobian. He wouldn’t look Rune’s way, oh no, he was too stoic for that. But his frightened little priestess could give him away. The woman that followed him everywhere, all the time, always. Of course she would have followed him into the room behind Rune. She would have watched as her master attacked Denni. 
 
    Zenobian might have self-control, but One Hand wasn’t him. Of course she would sneak a glance at the room through which they’d escaped. To see what was happening, to see if they were suspected. 
 
    Oh, you’re suspected, all right. 
 
    Rune wasn’t sure if Zenobian was a Prime, or just a Guardian using his Adept’s magic. Hell, One Hand might be using the magic for him. Rune doubted that, given her demeanor. She was too frightened all the time to be relied upon for such things. 
 
    Or was it possible that Zenobian was something else? What sorts of magic did they have in Djani? 
 
    Regardless, he knew for certain now that Zenobian knew he was a Prime. He also clearly wanted Rune dead. Worse, he knew one of the women Rune was bonded to. Hopefully he only knew about Denni, but.... 
 
    But that’s not possible, Rune thought. There was no way that, of all his bonds, his connection to Denni would be discovered first. He barely interacted with her. 
 
    Which meant Zenobian knew about all his bonds, but had simply chosen to attack the closest one. 
 
    Rune began to back away, slow at first, and then he was running. 
 
    If Zenobian wanted Rune and all his Adepts dead, then Rune had to start hiding all his bond-mates right now. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once he reached the hallway, Rune raced toward the linen closet, hoping to find Ria close by. But he hadn’t made it far before he realized she had left the area. 
 
    “Ria!” he sent. “Where are you?” 
 
    He was relieved to feel a sheepish wave of emotion from her. “They, um... they kicked me out.” 
 
    Rune blinked. “What?!” 
 
    “Um... I may have, well, forgotten to redo my hair, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Rune tried to understand this for a moment, standing now in the middle of a grand hallway full of milling nobles. Last he’d seen Ria, he’d left her in the coat closet to cover for his escape. 
 
    Then it hit him. Rune made a round “o” shape with his mouth. 
 
    “Yep,” Ria confirmed. “You left me a little present in my braids, and I forgot to wash it off.” 
 
    Rune gritted his teeth in embarrassment. During their little closet encounter, he had come right into her hair. 
 
    “Oops,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied. After a moment, she went on, “But I’m safe. Scandalized, but safe. They sent me away down a servant’s stairwell with a full guard contingent just to make sure no one saw me. A few minutes out from the palace exit right now.” 
 
    Rune nodded. “Call a carriage when you get out there, and hire a guard. You should probably head to Lenore’s mansion, instead of your inn.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    She must have absorbed the threat through their bond. All of his closest Adepts probably had. With Ria safe for the time being, Rune turned to run toward the antechamber where he’d left Iris and Denni. “Lenore? Narcissa?” he asked. 
 
    “Safe, with guards,” Lenore said. “I hired a couple of mercenaries with some money I found in a safe.” She sniggered. “My cousin won’t miss it.” 
 
    Oh, right, Rune thought. Lenore had recently gotten her true identity back, which left her entitled to all kinds of money. After visiting a solicitor, she had “retrieved” one of her family’s mansions from the cousin who had inherited it while she was thought dead. 
 
    “Plus, the king was true to his word, and sent a couple of guards for Narcissa,” Lenore went on. “You can tell he doesn’t truly mean to protect her, though. Pretty shitty guards—they’re not even Covenant. I’m staying close to her, just in case. Anything goes wrong, we both Shadow Walk outta here.” 
 
    “Good. Cam?” 
 
    His oldest friend chuckled into his mindscape. “Still in prison. But it’s safe enough. I’m watched all the time here, after all.” 
 
    Rune agreed. It was Zenobian who wanted Cam dead, not Celtis. If she was under watch by Celtis’s guards, she’d be safe enough. 
 
    For now, anyway, he thought. As soon as Cam was revealed as an Adeptus Prime, Celtis would be after her too. If Zenobian shared any of this information with his new ally, the king.... 
 
    Rune didn’t want to think about that. Having two major enemies was bad enough. But two enemies working together? 
 
    This left Nolana, Denni, and Iris. Zenobian wouldn’t kill his future bride, would he? At the least, Nolana had her own bodyguards. She should be fine. 
 
    But Iris was just a maid, and Denni—hell, he didn’t even know what Denni was, now. She’d worn a new uniform similar to Trillium’s. Rune had that question on his lips as he approached the now-guarded antechamber. He caught Bibi on her way out. 
 
    The blacksmith looked drawn, and Rune noticed for the first time that she was wearing a dress. It shimmered in dark gray, like metal. And just like her work overalls, it hung open at the sides, all the way from her shoulders to her waist. This revealed a great deal of sun-kissed skin, in addition to her usual black chest wrap. 
 
    “How are they?” Rune asked, stopping in front of her. He reached out a hand, concerned. “And how are you?” 
 
    He wasn’t touching her, just offering to, and she gave a slight nod of permission. In response, Rune placed a hand to her upper arm, putting some weight behind it to help her stay upright. 
 
    “I’m fine. It just took a lot of magic to stem the bleeding for that long.” She blew out a puff of air. “Well, not a lot of magic, but even a little is tough when you’re not an Adept.” 
 
    Rune could understand that. In the end, what she’d done was amazing for someone with no Guardian. Mages needed to bond to boost up their power, but if they failed their Adept tests at age twenty, they weren’t allowed to have a Guardian. All of those were controlled by the king. 
 
    “Thank you for helping her. She—she’s my friend,” Rune said. 
 
    Bibi quirked a smile at him. “You seem to have a lot of female friends.” 
 
    Rune ignored this. “Listen, Bibi, I have a favor to ask. It’s about Iris.” 
 
    Bibi straightened, placing a hand on one hip. He noticed that she kept some weight on him, though. She must like his touch just fine. 
 
    “You mean the favor of taking her on as a second apprentice wasn’t enough?” she asked, cocking one eyebrow. 
 
    “I’ll pay you,” he said. 
 
    She waved a hand and made a psssh sound. “I’m the king’s blacksmith and the daughter of the new Covenant Minister. I don’t need money.” She eyed him again. “But I’ll accept a favor, to be cashed in later. When I want something only the Guardian of the princess can provide.” 
 
    Rune didn’t miss the emphasis on princess. Bibi had seen him use magic that didn’t belong to Nolana. She knew already that he was some sort of liar, but she hadn’t told the king. If she had, Rune would already be in chains. Imprison first, ask questions later—that was always the motto for nobles. 
 
    “Fine. A favor, then,” Rune said. “I need you to protect Iris. Keep her in the shop, and keep guards around. And keep an eye out for more illusions, glass ones. Like the walls we saw back there.” 
 
    Bibi grinned. “So you mean, you want me to hide her. Oh, Big Guy, I can do that. A blacksmith knows how to make a good lock.” 
 
    Rune nodded. “Thank you. I’ll get Iris....” 
 
    His voice faded on him when he realized Iris wasn’t behind this door. He’d subconsciously checked her bond upon saying her name, but she had moved away. 
 
    “Oh, she’s not in there. She took the little kids to the playroom where the nobles show off all their children.” Bibi nodded down the hall. “And the king insisted that Miss Dendrobia be taken to his chambers to rest. They’re just down that way. I’ll go find Iris, don’t worry.” 
 
    With that, she headed off, waving at him over one shoulder. He watched her burly form for a moment, appreciating the muscle and power beneath the slinky, glittering dress. There was nothing slight about Bibi. She was strong—and she’d keep Iris safe. 
 
    Satisfied at that prospect, Rune hurried down the hall toward the king’s chambers. They were hard to miss, with multiple pairs of grand doors set behind columns in the hallway itself, and the floor outside tiled with Syl’latian seaglass. A pair of guards allowed him through the mahogany doors without comment, where Rune found Nolana helping Denni to stand up off a long, velvet couch. 
 
    “—of course, you wouldn’t want to do that now,” Nolana was saying to her. “You should get a new uniform, probably, and swing by the shrimp table on the way out, they’re incredible.” 
 
    Denni looked bewildered. “No, I can still present.” 
 
    “No, Denni. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    This voice came from another woman, an older one. The king was not present—he’d probably just called Denni here to keep the whole mess out of sight of his guests, while simultaneously making himself look magnanimous. Currently, the room was occupied only by Nolana, Denni, a few guards, and this woman. She looked familiar. Rune gave a start. 
 
    “Lily?” he asked. 
 
    The older woman turned, and her face instantly paled. Her knees seemed to weaken, because she suddenly pressed a hand to the closest piece of furniture, a small table, as if she needed the support to stay upright. A vase of yellow roses had been placed on the table, and it teetered as her weight came down on the tabletop. Rune instinctively moved to stop it from falling, but the woman flinched, and he stopped. 
 
    In the resulting silence, the vase rocked a few times, then fell still. 
 
    “Mister—I mean, Sir Tellarus,” Lily finally said, bowing her head at him. “A... pleasure to see you again.” 
 
    Rune remembered Lily from sometime last week. He’d killed her Guardian, a Breeder, at the temple to Tellus the Mad. Rune had then set Lily free, given she was herself a sort of captive. She had expressed a desire to protect the children still being held by the Breeders. 
 
    Oh. Those little girls.... 
 
    That’s why those girls had been here. They were former Breeder captives. Rune shuddered at the thought. The Breeders had made a habit of kidnapping strong mages, and then forcing them to procreate with a sect of criminal Guardians. Those trapped women had had children, of course. The Breeders must have kept them around. Girls that young, born to kidnapped Adepts, being raised up in a prison... until they could “breed” as well.... 
 
    Trees below, how long had Redwood been doing this? Rune thought. It was positively heinous, what he’d done. 
 
    Rune pointed between Lily and Denni. “So you two—you’ve been watching over those girls, then?” 
 
    Both women nodded. “Good,” Rune said. The girls deserved to be protected by women who had also been trapped. They would understand what those poor kids had suffered. It made Rune briefly happy, to think he’d made this possible. By destroying the Breeders, he’d given those kids a new life. 
 
    I can’t think of a worse fate than what they would have faced, he thought absently. 
 
    Then again... there were always the night witches. 
 
    Rune swallowed as a chill stole over him. “Denni—I mean, Miss Vale, can I have a word?” 
 
    Denni nodded and approached him without Nolana’s help, stepping over deep green carpets thicker than Rune’s bicep. Rune hadn’t really examined the king’s quarters too closely, but now he glanced over it—just in case someday, he might have to break in. This room was merely a sitting room, though, and not a place the king was likely to sleep. Everything was some manner of green, and tapestries depicting valiant, bloody battles were draped over every spare inch of wall.   
 
    In fact, there was a rather militant feel to the place. Rune supposed the yellow roses were intended to put visitors at ease, while the tapestries were meant to intimidate. 
 
    When she drew up beside him, Denni sighed loudly. “I was so looking forward to this celebration,” she said softly. “We were going to present the girls to the court. King Celtis was going to give them all medals for bravery, and assign them to noble households for mage training... oh, they were all so excited....” 
 
    Rune smiled at her, trying to keep calm. He still had to make sure she was protected. She was the last on his list... for now. When Ria arrived to her inn, he’d have to double-check that she, too, had proper protection from Zenobian. Gods, all his Adepts were in danger. 
 
    “Denni, you were almost just murdered, and all you can think about are those kids? That’s admirable, but... you’re in danger, Denni. And....” Rune slid into mental-speak. “And it’s all my fault,” he sent. 
 
    Pulling her into the hallway where there were less prying eyes, Rune explained the situation to her, including his confirmed suspicions about Zenobian, and the man’s apparent ability to display illusions on glass. He managed to do this through thought alone, and was gratified to see their bond had strengthened at least enough for his words to come across clearly. He’d saved her life twice now, after all. 
 
    When he was finished explaining, Denni didn’t reply for a long moment. Then she said lowly, “Rune... that man attacked me in plain view of my girls. I don’t think guards are gonna keep anyone safe.” 
 
    Rune considered this. She had a point. She used to be a valued member of the Breeders, however unwilling. She had killed countless adversaries for them. She understood assassination. 
 
    He stiffened, finally hearing her unspoken words. “You’re saying I need to kill the assassin, before he kills all of you.” 
 
    She nodded, and Rune knew she was completely right. He had seven Adepts, scattered all over. He couldn’t possibly protect them from this illusionist. And Tree help them if they fell into any water, and had to meet up with that fucking eel-thing. 
 
    He couldn’t be seven places at once. 
 
    The thing was, he didn’t quite know where to start. He couldn’t kill Zenobian openly. That would start a war. Zenobian couldn’t even die in his sleep, peacefully. If he died here, on foreign land, the Djani Goddess would be pissed—not to mention suspicious. At best, the alliance would be off, and then... war again. 
 
    Rune looked up into Denni’s pale green eyes. “Denni... what would you do? If you were the assassin right now?” 
 
    She had spent years playing that exact role for the Breeders. She sighed and closed her eyes, thinking. 
 
    “I’d act fast,” she sent. “I would hunt one of the targets that was closest to me, but who also didn’t have any eyes on them.” 
 
    Rune nodded. Lenore and Narcissa weren’t close, and Iris was surrounded by a bunch of little girls and probably Bibi, Denni would have a guard for a while, and Nolana had one already.... 
 
    “Ria,” he realized. The assassin would go for her first. 
 
    “Thanks, Denni,” he said. “I have to go.” 
 
    With that, Rune sped from the room, taking the first entrance into the ballroom he could find. As soon as he entered, his whole world seemed to freeze, his focus narrowing on the nobles’ grand stage. 
 
    Celtis was up there. Ambassador Zenobian was not. 
 
    Ria, Rune thought. Zenobian was already after her. 
 
    Worse yet, the man had a head start. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune might not reach Ria in time. 
 
    Ambassador Zenobian had vanished from the ballroom, and Rune was dead sure he was on his way to interrogate and kill Ria. Just minutes ago, he had tried the same thing with Denni, asking her about Rune’s powers, and his plans. 
 
    “Ria!” Rune sent, delving into their bond. She responded with a twitch of thought, and he pushed his explanation into her mind. It was like thrusting a whole conversation into one mental blast. 
 
    Their bond was strong, though, especially after tonight. She understood. 
 
    “What should I do?” 
 
    “Are you still with the guards?” Rune asked, breaking into a run. He knew where the main staircase was, so he headed straight for it. If he followed the path populated by the most guests and servants, it should lead him directly to Ria. 
 
    “No, the guards called me a carriage and then left,” she sent him, 
 
    Rune nearly tripped. “Get out of there! Now!” 
 
    She’d be a sitting duck in a carriage, and worse, she had no idea who might be driving it. 
 
    Fuck, I should have had a better escape route planned out, Rune thought. But he was in the middle of a tree, for Treessakes. He couldn’t even know north from south, not unless he could get near a window. 
 
    He slowed. A window. That’s it. 
 
    It was risky, but Zenobian had a head start. Rune had to beat him to Ria, and taking this crowded and meandering staircase wasn’t about to do the trick. 
 
    On the next landing, Rune bowled over a mustachioed noble in his hurry to get to a window. Some wretched noblewoman screamed, because of course she would. He wished he could do this without drawing so much attention. 
 
    Get to Ria first, make explanations later. 
 
    Every landing of the staircase had a window on one side, looking out on the sleeping capital city below. Upon reaching the nearest window, Rune Buffed his arm and drew back his fist. 
 
    “Wait!” a voice cried into Rune’s mind. “Please, let me do something, first!” 
 
    Rune paused, his heart juddering. The voice was Nolana’s. And... she was moving toward him. Fast. 
 
    “Nolana? Where are you? What are you—” 
 
    Rune heard a crackling sound, and he looked with surprise at his own arm. It looked like it was now made of stone. 
 
    “Now you punch things,” Nolana said, her aura whipping past him. She was traveling rapidly. 
 
    She was falling. 
 
    With a roar, Rune punched through the window, one rapid swing after another. Unfortunately for him, the glass was Artificed, the pane as thick as Rune himself. Without Narcissa’s Buff, it would have been impossible to make a dent. As it was, he was going too slow. 
 
    Wishing he didn’t have to distract her, Rune called out to Ria. She replied with a thread of Artificer magic, helping to weaken the glass. After three more punches, he had the entire window pane raining down around him. If not for the stoneskin, he would have been bleeding—but as it was, he could leap right through. 
 
    He did so, hurling himself into wide open air. Terraces and branching walkways threatened below him. 
 
    “Sorry about this, Denni,” he sent, before drawing the huge great-sword off his back. As a maple-wood balcony hurtled toward him, Rune reached into Denni’s bond and seized all her magic. 
 
    Like Ria, Denni was an Artificer—although she was most effective with metal, rather than wood. Lucky for Rune, he carried metal with him everywhere. He fed the magic into the sword. 
 
    It stopped falling. 
 
    It momentum was arrested so suddenly that Rune nearly let go of it, but with a grunt of effort, he managed to keep hold. In his head, he felt three lights go out. 
 
    Iris, Narcissa, and Denni. He’d sapped their energy to make the sword float. 
 
    It was a hefty price to pay, but Rune didn’t know Denni well. In normal circumstances, he wouldn’t even be able to power Denni’s use of her own magic, much less this. For Rune to use magic that didn’t belong to him, and at such a distance... the energy cost was extremely high, at least between two people who weren’t truly bonded. 
 
    Still, it seemed he had gotten his money’s worth. His instinct had told him that he would need twice this energy, but somehow, it had been enough. 
 
    It’ll be worth it, Rune thought, landing softly on the balcony that had been about to flatten him a moment before. Iris was safe with Bibi, Narcissa was safe with Lenore, and Denni was safe in the king’s chambers, where she would be guarded. He could ask them all for forgiveness later. 
 
    For now, he had to keep them alive. 
 
    With the sword still weightless in his hand, Rune climbed the railing and jumped. The great sword floated down like a feather, but Rune’s weight was speeding it up. 
 
    Damn it. I’m going to need to drop someone else. 
 
    The enchantment was wearing off, and the ground was still far away. He would have sapped Nolana, but the woman was somehow below him now. He’d been afraid she was falling before, but given she was still alive, he doubted that. 
 
    “I’m in the waterworks, silly,” she sent him. “There’s this big pipe, it’s just like a slide!” 
 
    Rune groaned. He didn’t dare sap Nolana while she was surrounded by water. He could drown her. And even if she crawled up on a maintenance walkway, she’d have no one to protect her while she was gone. She had obviously ditched her guards to get into the waterways. 
 
    That only left Lenore, Ria, or Cam. 
 
    Lenore was a no. She was the only one he could trust to protect both herself and Narcissa, should he be wrong about the assassin’s target. He didn’t dare sap Ria, not when she might be in imminent danger. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Cam sent. “Sap me. But you’re gonna owe me big-time, Old Man.” 
 
    Rune didn’t want to draw power from her. With her mind-magic, Cam was his best shot at defeating Zenobian, or at least the mage he must be working with. 
 
    But she was right. He had no choice. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he sent. “Owing you a favor sounds dangerous. Between you and Bibi, I could be fucked.” 
 
    He was falling faster now, at a rate that would break his legs when he struck the thorny courtyard below. Without Narcissa conscious, he couldn’t Buff his body to take the impact. Nolana could turn his legs to rock, but would they crumble when he struck? 
 
    “Ground’s getting a little close, there,” Cam sent nervously. 
 
    The sword was almost heavy again. The lamps of the courtyard grew larger. 
 
    Three... 
 
    Two... 
 
    “I’m sorry, Cam.” 
 
    Then he sapped her. 
 
    He sent his apology along with it as her tree-bark went smooth, as the river of her mind slowed to a crawl. Then suddenly, Rune was assailed with magic. So much of it that he couldn’t breathe. 
 
    What is this? he thought as raw power mushroomed into the great sword. Rune knew instantly that it was more than he’d needed. 
 
    With a jerk, the great sword went light again. And it wasn’t just weightless, it was less than weightless. It was trying to pull him up. 
 
    No! Stop! he thought, trying to rein in the power. Where had it come from? No one Adept could provide this. How could Cam have contained so much? 
 
    In his hurry to halt his slowing fall, he lost his grip on the blade. Enormous clouds of power seemed to dissipate as he slipped off the sword handle, cutting his connection to the weapon. 
 
    With a shout, Rune plummeted the rest of the way to the courtyard. Luckily, before the enchantment had made the sword start to rise, it had carried him far enough down. He landed with a thump that shook his bones. He felt like his spine had just popped through his skin. 
 
    But as he straightened and exhaled, he realized he was fine. Stalling the sword had also stalled him, just enough to keep him from dying. 
 
    But all that power... had it truly been Cam’s? It was the energy of three Adepts combined. And it all went to waste. Rune cursed. 
 
    “All right, that’s it,” Lenore sent him. “I’m coming out to help you.” 
 
    Rune tensed. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Lenore, you’re the only thing keeping Narcissa safe right now. That’s your only job tonight—keeping both of you safe. I mean it. Don’t leave your house.” 
 
    As she huffed in his mind, Rune looked up. His great sword was still descending slowly, about twenty feet above him. Reaching up with a hand, he mentally severed the magic links he had formed with the blade, and it dropped like a stone into his open palm. 
 
    “Fine,” Lenore said, “but I can’t watch you from here on. Sap me or use my powers if you need them, I’m prepared for that... but if I’m connected, I won’t be able to sit here and do nothing. I suck at doing nothing.” 
 
    Rune nodded. “Understood. I’ll call if I need you.” 
 
    “Damn right you will,” she replied, and cut off their link. 
 
    Thank the Tree for Lenore, Rune thought as he broke into a run. Of all his Adepts, she was the one most likely to hold her own against an illusionist—or against anyone, really. While it was true that Cam’s Controller abilities were probably the most dangerous powers that Rune could access, Lenore didn’t need magic to be deadly. She could kill a Guardian with nothing but a knife, and he wouldn’t see it coming. Thanks to her, Rune didn’t have to worry about two of his Adepts tonight. That cut his worries by about a third. 
 
    Armed again and ready, Rune swerved toward the palace gates, trying not to stumble on the artsy courtyard of moss, thorns, and roots. After his horrifying impact with the ground, his knees felt like they were bouncing around under his skin, but he soon found a rhythm that worked. 
 
    “Hey, you!” a guard shouted at the palace grand doors, but Rune didn’t dare slow down to face them. These guards were most likely Covenant, so they might use magic to stop him, and any fight at all would cost too much time. 
 
    “Oi, leave ‘im,” he heard a voice say. “We got no orders, and besides, I heard he beat up that cow-fucker, Terran.” 
 
    Inwardly, Rune grinned. Who knew that putting Ash Terran in his place would get him into these Guardians’ good graces? 
 
    “He beat up Terran? I hate that prick,” another Guardian replied, his voice fading as Rune darted past the open gates. “Hell, I should chase this one down just to buy him a drink.” 
 
    Outside the gates, a line of carriages and drivers crowded the street, some hired to wait for specific families, others waiting to be hired. Rune leapt over a harness between a pair of Artificed horses and their carriage—he didn’t have time for regular transportation. 
 
    “Ria? Where are you?” 
 
    He could sense her location, about a block away. 
 
    “I’m out of the carriage. But, Rune, I think someone—” 
 
    Her voice cut off abruptly, and Rune picked up speed, pulling on Lenore’s Agility magic to make his steps more efficient. He wasn’t sure where he was getting the physical energy to go faster, but the tremor in Ria’s voice egged him on. 
 
     “RIA!” he sent. “What’s happening!?” 
 
    He caught a flash of black, heard a scream, felt something close on his neck—only it wasn’t his neck. It was Ria’s. 
 
    “RUNE!” Ria cried out, but it was entirely mental. She couldn’t scream when someone was strangling her. 
 
    “I’m coming!” he sent. 
 
    “He’s choking me!” she screamed back. “And I.... And I can’t affect the rope!” 
 
    Rune could feel the thing around her neck, how hard and strange it was, as if she were being choked by a massive stone collar. 
 
    “Is he asking you questions?” Rune sent, approaching the corner building of the next street. He sensed Ria just around the next corner. During the day, the corner building was probably some sort of market, but right now the streets around it were vacant and dark, shrouded beneath a night sky that was heavy with clouds. 
 
    It was a place with open stalls, though. He’d never be able to leap over them faster than running around the edges, but if he could cut through in some other way— 
 
    Ria gasped, her aura flooding with relief as her assailant let her get a swallow of air. 
 
    He’s about to start the interrogation, Rune thought. He had to help her buy time, and keep the assailant distracted. 
 
    “Ria! Tell him what he wants to know!” 
 
    Rune said this at the same moment he shifted his body to shadow. 
 
    “About time you used my magic,” Lenore sent. 
 
    Under the effects of Shadow Walk, Rune’s body became mist, and he attempted a foolhardy leap over the stalls. As expected, his feet clipped the empty sales tables below him, but under Shadow Walk, this didn’t slow him. Wherever he hit a solid object, Rune’s body swirled like smoke, sifting over or between any barriers. It sapped a great deal of energy to shift his body that much, but as he jumped, only his feet caught on objects. It saved him enough energy to keep Lenore conscious. 
 
    With this crazy pass through the market, Rune was able to shave off several seconds of running time. He emerged right behind Ria’s assailant, maintaining his shadow form as he did so. Ria had been hiding in the recess of the market’s front door. The assassin had found her hiding place anyway. 
 
    But as Rune came upon them, he saw nothing and no one. Too late, he understood what was happening. 
 
    He shifted back into normal form just in time. 
 
    As expected, Rune plunged through a thin pane of glass—the illusion that was hiding Ria from sight. The glass barely slowed him, and he collided with someone, but he didn’t dare open his eyes amid all the shards. 
 
    A hail of chittering noise followed as Rune hit a wall, the glass hitting the ground all around him. 
 
    Ria screamed, practically in his ear—but it was her real voice, at least. Rune opened his eyes. 
 
    He’d been slammed against the market door, and Ria was next to him, on the ground, her new wooden staff lying forgotten a few feet away from her. A small form, all in black, lay groaning near the staff. Rune must have slammed the man into the wall, and he must have bounced off and landed right there. 
 
    Gathering his senses, Rune thought, Time to end this threat, now. He took a step toward the figure. 
 
    And something came out of its shadow. 
 
    Rune threw up his arms as a long black object lashed out at him. At first he thought it was some kind of whip, but then it struck his arms so hard that he slammed into the door again. 
 
    What is that made of? Fucking rock? 
 
    Peering through his arms, Rune saw the thing weaving in front of him. His heart sank. 
 
    It was the eel. 
 
    “Shit,” he said aloud, as the creature reared its stone head. He had only defeated it before by using Iris’s magic, but Iris was down for the count. 
 
    Like a viper, it struck, and Rune used Agility to dodge. The eel hit the door so hard that it went clear through the wood. As its tail began to whip around, Rune grabbed Ria’s wrists and hauled her up. He grunted as he took blows from the creature’s tail to protect her. 
 
    He glanced back. Splinters were flying. The creature would escape any moment. 
 
    “You,” hissed a male voice, and Rune’s gaze leapt to the assassin just as the small figure lifted its arm. Rune converted his body to shadow on instinct, and it proved to be the right choice. A glass shard erupted from the man’s open palm, cutting through Rune’s mist without causing him harm. 
 
    Distance, Rune thought. We need distance. 
 
    He could try to fight this man, but not with Ria so close. She could be hurt in the crossfire—not to mention that eel-thing would be free any moment, and Rune had no clue how to kill it right now. 
 
    So he grasped Ria’s hand and tore away from the market. He wished he could convert Ria to shadow too, but he was using Soldier magic. It couldn’t be cast on other people, only on one’s self. 
 
    Rune turned into the first alleyway that he found, if only to protect Ria from projectiles. He dropped Shadow Walk to conserve his own power. 
 
    Then he skidded to stop and shouted, “Fuck!” 
 
    Of course this alley had a dead end. 
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    Rune spun, shoving Ria behind him. The assassin hadn’t lost time, and he was now blocking the alley. The eel hovered behind the figure, its tail looped against the ground, its creepy jaws opening and closing like the fish that it was. 
 
    “Stay back!” Rune cried, casting his mind out, searching for anything that might help him. 
 
    “You know,” said the male voice—the face was completely covered by black wrappings, “I was told you were arrogant. But stopping me twice in one day? That’s impressive.” 
 
    Rune dared to glance over his shoulder, then faced forward in a blink. “Back away, Ria. About three steps,” he sent her. 
 
    As she followed his orders, Rune stalled for time. 
 
    “Who said I was arrogant?” Rune asked, and as he said it, the word tickled his memory. Someone else had called him arrogant recently... but Rune couldn’t recall the person, not now. 
 
    “Someone you should fear,” the voice replied as the figure drew two curved blades from its belt. “If you survive this night, that is.” 
 
    Rune squinted at the face, but he couldn’t even see a skin tone. The person had blacked out the skin around their dark eyes. 
 
    And yet... they were small. Zenobian was much taller. So this was a lackey? And there was something else.... 
 
    Then it dawned on him, and Rune said, “You’re a man.” 
 
    The figure cocked its head, but said nothing. 
 
    “Men can’t use magic,” Rune said. 
 
    Rune sensed a smile curling behind those dark wrappings. “And yet you just cast Shadow Walk on yourself. Don’t deny it. It happened too fast. It could not have been your Adepts.” 
 
    Sensing that Ria had gone back three steps as he’d asked, Rune sent her another set of instructions. Meanwhile, there was another voice in his head now. As it chattered at him, Rune ignored it. Instead of answering, he began to count down. 
 
    “How do you know about that?” Rune asked the figure. It took a step closer, toying with him. 
 
    “My Goddess knows all,” the male voice replied. “And every tree has eyes.” 
 
    With that, the person’s stance shifted. 
 
    “Ria, now!” Rune sent. 
 
    He listened as she gave a surprised cry behind him. The figure stiffened and leaned forward, trying to see past Rune. 
 
    It gave Rune all the time he needed. He leapt back three steps—and fell right through the ground. 
 
    He landed with a splash in the sewer, right beneath the manhole that Ria had just dropped through. There had been a wooden cover on that manhole only moments ago, but he’d directed Ria to melt it through. 
 
    She was standing next to him now, grabbing his arm. “Close it up!” he hissed, and Ria raised her other hand. Overhead, the manhole was a circle of almost-black in a space with no color at all. 
 
    But as the wood of the street began to close up the opening, a snakelike shape began to pass through. With a curse, Rune used Ria’s magic himself, extracting her energy to make it happen faster. As she slumped into the water, the manhole closed with a crick. Splinters fell, and then more, as something whipped around in the darkness, slamming its body into the sewer’s wood walls. 
 
    He’d barely stopped the eel from following them, but it wouldn’t stay trapped long. Not to mention their foe was an artificer. If they could use glass magic, then they could affect wood as well. It might take them more time, though. 
 
    “I thought I might find you here.” 
 
    Rune jumped at the new voice, and then sighed in frustration. “Tellus take you, Nolana. You scared me.” 
 
    “How could I? Can’t you feel me right here?” 
 
    “What... is she....” Ria whimpered. She was half in the water, too weak to stand. She clung to Rune in the lightless dark. 
 
    “She took the fucking waterworks here,” he explained. It was Nolana that he’d sensed when he’d thrust his mind out, trying to find a means of escape. In doing so, he’d found her, and the sewers as well. A single glance had revealed that a manhole was behind him, and by the grace of the Tree, the escape route had worked. 
 
    But their respite wouldn’t last. That eel would get free soon, or the Artificer above would find a way through. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” Rune said. 
 
    “What? Why don’t we stay and kill them?” Nolana asked. 
 
    “I can’t kill that eel-thing without Iris,” Rune said, hefting Ria into his arms. “It’s pretty much impervious to magic, not to mention blunt impacts. Mind-control didn’t work either. Or did you forget how it almost killed us?” 
 
    As he began to slosh through the water, Nolana splashed after him. “But didn’t you explode it?” she asked. 
 
    “That was with Iris’s magic.” 
 
    “Yes, but why is it here if it got exploded?” 
 
    He missed a step. That was a good point. He sighed again. “There’s probably more than one.” 
 
    Either that, or the thing could repair itself. Now that was a terrifying thought. 
 
    “What about the person? Can we kill him instead?” 
 
    “I’m running out of power,” Rune replied honestly. He was down to only two-and-a-half conscious Adepts. “And they control that barking eel-thing. It’s going to protect them, and I can’t do much to stop it. Besides, with their illusions, I can’t trust anything that I see.” 
 
    Rune hated to run, but the situation was dire. If he risked a fight, he wasn’t only risking himself—he was risking the lives of his seven Adepts. 
 
    Nope, not worth it. He needed to face the assassin on some sort of even ground. If he only waited until Iris woke up.... 
 
    “Do you know the way back to the palace?” he asked Nolana. “Or did you just wander here on accident?” 
 
    “Oh, no. I’ve been here lots of times.” 
 
    Rune sighed and changed over to mental speech. “I swear, you are the strangest princess on the face of the world.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she sent back, sidling past him. “Now follow me, if you please. It’s a maze here. That’s why no one ever found me, you know.” 
 
    Rune nodded, even though Nolana couldn’t see a thing in the dark any better than he could. Oh, right, he thought. Speaking of.... 
 
    “Way ahead of you,” Nolana said, as her fingers came to rest on his eyes. 
 
    This time, Rune didn’t panic. He just let her use her magic, reading into her aura as she did so. It was a far more complicated magic than he’d originally thought—a lot like Cam’s, in fact. 
 
    When she took her fingers off his eyes, he opened them. As expected, he could see in the dark. 
 
    “Amazing,” he sent her. The waterway was tinted green in his strange, altered vision, and it was far from perfectly clear. Still, he could see shapes and judge distances well enough. It ought to keep him from hitting his head. 
 
    “Rune?” Ria said faintly, shifting in his arms. “I’m... I don’t like it down here.” 
 
    As she moved, Rune felt something stiff bump against his upper arm. Somehow, she’d held onto her staff, and even brought it down here. Smart woman. Now she’d have a weapon close at hand, just in case. 
 
     “Just keep your eyes closed,” he soothed her. “I have you.” 
 
    “We should be getting back to the lighted areas soon,” Nolana said aloud. “It smells much worse up that way, where the sewer and the waterways meet.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Rune thought, tromping along through the running water. Right now, it was just a few inches deep, and the tunnel smelled of minerals and organic decay. Not so bad, as long as it wasn’t hiding giant eels. He was momentarily impressed by the subterranean architecture of the capital; it seemed the city planners had known what they were doing. 
 
    For a time after that, they all traveled in silence—but only because Rune was blocking out Nolana’s thoughts. She kept up a vivid interior monologue, and he was too tired to try to make sense of it. 
 
    As they walked, however, Rune used the silence to think back over his encounter with the killer. The small figure he’d seen—that hadn’t been Zenobian. It hadn’t been one of the man’s warriors, either. Those women were almost as tall and imposing as he was—not to mention the assassin’s voice had been male. 
 
    Could it have been an illusion? he thought. Maybe they hid their appearance? Maybe they are actually tall? 
 
    Unlikely. The assassin had used glass walls to reflect things that weren’t there. A stationary wall was one thing, especially when it displayed a stationary tableau. But a moving target? That would be far too intensive. The sheer amount of detail they would need to produce.... 
 
    And even then, how would they do it? Would they cover their whole body with glass? Or had the person themselves been a mere moving statue? But if so, then how did it wield its two blades? How could a glass statue speak? 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy,” Nolana said aloud, probably because Rune had tuned out her thoughts. “I used to scare the maids all the time. All you have to do is throw your voice.” 
 
    Rune blinked. “What?” How did a person throw their voice? 
 
    “Like this,” Nolana said, before drawing a huge breath. Then, farther away now, she said, “Hey there cutie! Wanna dance?” 
 
    Abruptly she spoke right next to Rune again. “I used to hide behind suits of armor and say that. The maids would lose it. Classic.” 
 
    Rune’s steps slowed, then stopped. “You didn’t move.” 
 
    “No, that’s the point. I threw my voice over there. Anyone can do it, with practice.” She dropped her voice and whispered conspiratorially, “I had to pay a court jester to teach me. He charged me sixteen bananas.” 
 
    What the fuck are bananas? Rune thought to himself, but he set the thought aside. Probably rich-people food from somewhere far away. 
 
    “So, you’re saying a statue could appear to speak,” he said, “when someone close by was actually speaking for it?” 
 
    “Yep,” Nolana confirmed. 
 
    Rune thought about that for a moment. Could the assassin have been a construct? 
 
    No. They moved too well. And I did run into them. The eel might feel like rock, but they didn’t. 
 
    “And you don’t even need alterations,” Nolana added. “You just do it with your nose and your tongue.” 
 
    Rune nodded absently, and then the nod slowed. 
 
    You don’t even need alterations. 
 
    His heart thudded. Glass statues... thrown voices... and bodily alterations.... 
 
    It was impossible. It was insane. 
 
    But it fit. Everything fit. 
 
    “You sneaky bitch,” Rune said. 
 
    “Well, excuse me for sneaking,” Nolana replied. “We are in a sewer running from a killer, after all. Also, I’m not a dog.” 
 
    Rune shook his head. “Sorry. I didn’t mean you.” He started walking again, keeping his thoughts to himself, hiding his revelation inside Cam’s silent bond. If he was right, that changed everything. If he was right, he had a way out of this... a way that would not start a war. 
 
    The three of them were now approaching a split in the tunnel. Rune was starting to smell sewage. This must be the place that Nolana had mentioned. 
 
    Yet she didn’t slow, and Rune barely had time to open his mouth before the princess ran into a wall. 
 
    “Oof!” Nolana said. “Found it!” 
 
    I should say so, Rune thought. “Try to stay quiet, Nolana. Which way do we go here? And for Treessake, it had better be left.” 
 
    At that moment, he heard a small sound some distance behind them. He turned, but even with his night vision, he could see little beyond twenty paces. 
 
    “Yep, it’s left,” Nolana said. Rune faced forward again to see her feeling along the walls, navigating from one thin maintenance walkway to another. “There’s an exit right by the palace’s main entrance.” 
 
    Rune couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was closing in on them. Would they have time to reach the palace before the illusionist or that eel-thing caught up with them? In the waterway, that eel could move fast. 
 
    “Where does the other path lead?” he asked. “The sewage path.” 
 
    “Nowhere. Just a dead end.” 
 
    “All right. Left then,” Rune said. “Step lightly, though.” 
 
    “We can either step light, or step fast,” Nolana replied, moving on ahead of him. “If we want to reach the exit before that eel finds us again—or, worse, before Trillium does, she might actually kill you this time—then I suggest that we go fast.” 
 
    Rune shivered. He could still remember the way Trillium had appeared out of nowhere, with no warning, in the waterway tunnel underneath the auditorium. Gods, she hadn’t even been wet. How had she even found them? 
 
    Rune stopped walking. “Nolana, stop.” 
 
    Ahead of him, she paused and looked back. “What is it?” 
 
    “Has Trillium ever found you in the waterways before?” 
 
    Any other woman might have asked why that could possibly be relevant right now, but Nolana just said, “Sure. Lots of times. I think she hides out here more than I do.” 
 
    Rune’s breath fluttered up his windpipe and stuck there. It was a long shot. He heard another scuff in the distance—and an almost-imperceptible splash. 
 
    “Nolana, we’re going the other way.” 
 
    Her silhouette straightened with surprise, a greenish blob on so much black. “What?” 
 
    “Come on. Put your hand on my shoulder—I’ll lead. The assassin is close, so stay silent.” 
 
    Rune turned, and as soon as Nolana dropped a hand on his shoulder, he started to head back to the crossroads. It only took a few steps to reach it, and when he arrived, he turned a corner— 
 
    The illusionist was standing right there. 
 
    Rune froze, but the person was turned toward the water. Rune looked down to see a sinuous black shape weaving in midair, its creepy beak opening and closing. 
 
    The tableau held a beat too long. They must be communing, Rune realized. The illusionist must be listening to the eel, and the eel was trying to decide where to go. They had some sort of mental connection, some kind of bond even. 
 
    Reading his thoughts, Nolana sent, “Do you think that’s it? That the eel is an Adept in disguise, and it’s really her magic that the assassin is using? Tellus take us, that is just genius!” 
 
    Rune swallowed soundlessly. It certainly would have been genius—if it were true. But Rune knew for a fact that it wasn’t. 
 
    He also knew that these two couldn’t see him, even from mere inches away. Not even the eel seemed to focus on him. If he wanted to, Rune could reach out and snap the illusionist’s neck before either of them could even react. 
 
    But if he did that... it would mean war. The mysterious disappearance of a foreigner could easily nullify the alliance between Djani and Orennian, resulting in entire armies of people getting killed. No, he had to expose this person much more publicly. 
 
    “Get close to me, Nolana.” 
 
    She did so without question, curling her arms around him. Just before he closed his eyes, Rune saw the eel slink back under the water. 
 
    They had chosen a direction, and Rune knew which one it would be. 
 
    With his eyes clamped shut, Rune let himself loosen, and he sank backward into his mind. There, at his core, seven rivers met. 
 
    Not rivers, though—but roots. 
 
    He had seen it when he’d dreamt of the Eternal forest. In that dream-place, he had been the living heart of a root system, attached to his Adepts by their roots. Each of them had fed into him, drawing sustenance from his own power. He was the nexus that connected them—not only to him, but to each other. 
 
    Magic had limitations, even for Primes, even for those with strong bonds. At least, Rune used to think that. But before long, he was using his Adepts’ magic himself, and now he could do it with only a thought. 
 
    Who’s to say, then, that he couldn’t go farther? Tellus the Mad had gone farther. His power had been limitless and unstoppable. The thing that ended him was betrayal. 
 
    Shadow Walk, Rune thought, summoning up the magic. It came to him from the roiling snakes of Lenore’s bond. In his imagination, his dream-state, the power coiled around him, smooth and giving, like a serpent’s flesh. As a Soldier ability, it could only be used on the self. 
 
    So Lenore had always been able to use it on herself, and now Rune could, as well. He tapped her power to cast it on himself. But his other Adepts couldn’t use it—not unless it belonged to them, too. 
 
    In his mind, Rune drew the snake closer. He whispered, told it where to go. It slithered along his arm and down his back. It split into two and arced down his legs. 
 
    From there, the snake moved along the tendrils that connected to Rune from all sides. He had always thought of them as rivers, but now he understood they were roots. 
 
    “Wake up, Ria,” he sent her gently. She had been sapped to the edge of exhaustion, but she had enough left to wake. 
 
    “Nolana. Ria. I’ve given you both a gift. You need to cast it on yourselves, right now.” 
 
    He felt them sense the snakes, feel their power strike into them. Both women were afraid at the foreign entity, but they trusted Rune. 
 
    And they both turned to shadow. 
 
    Rune wasted no time in casting the same spell on himself. 
 
    “This way, then,” a voice whispered. The assassin. “If you’re sure the other way’s a dead end.” 
 
    Rune opened his eyes, although those eyes were now mist. His night vision was gone, and there was only darkness. 
 
    Then the assassin walked up to Rune—and passed through. 
 
    “Be still,” he told Nolana and Ria. “Don’t make a sound.” 
 
    He needn’t have said anything. They both understood. Their energy faded rapidly as their bodies rearranged, forming around the shape of their hunter. The illusionist felt nothing but mist on the air. As soon as the foe was gone, Rune cut off the magic. 
 
    “How did you do that?!” Ria hissed into his head. 
 
    “We all needed to use Shadow Walk,” Rune said simply. “So... I found a way.” 
 
    With that, he quietly carried Ria to the sewer-side of the tunnel. His night-vision was back, so he helped Nolana cross paths. The stink in the air was intense. 
 
    “That’s not a real answer,” Ria said. 
 
    “We’re all connected, through me,” Rune explained to her. “I don’t have seven bonds. I am the bond. With enough energy, any one of us can be limitless.” 
 
    He supposed he had Trillium to thank for this. If she hadn’t taken him to that dream-forest, he might never have understood what he was. 
 
    Well, he’d have to thank her in person. They had just reached the tunnel’s dead end. 
 
    “See?” Nolana sent. “It leads nowhere.” She ran her hands over the wall they had come to. It had been built across the entire tunnel, with only a small opening below for the sewage to pass through. 
 
    “It can’t lead nowhere, Nolana,” Rune replied. “It makes no sense for there to be dead ends down here. This water/sewer system was all carved by magic, so its construction didn’t have energy or material limitations. Because of that, they would’ve made the whole thing accessible.” 
 
    Not to mention this system was entirely new. If the king’s mages wanted to build such a place, they would want to be able to keep an eye on it. On every part of it. 
 
    So therefore, a dead end made no sense. 
 
    With his night vision, Rune scoured the smooth wood wall for any trace of a hidden entrance. There was no door, no handle, nothing. 
 
    Ria pointed. “That root burl, there.” 
 
    Rune smiled. As an Artificer, she could sense enchantments in objects. After gingerly setting Ria back down on her feet, Rune pressed his palm to the root burl. 
 
    When nothing happened, Ria sent, “I think it’s based on a stimulus. You have to do or say something... most likely a password.” 
 
    Rune frowned as he considered this. He might have to get drastic, if he couldn’t come up with an answer. But there was one thing worth trying before he took out his great sword. 
 
    He said aloud, “It’s a good day to die.” 
 
    At first, it seemed like it hadn’t worked—but then the wood started to move. It pulled outward from the root burl, like a whirlpool in reverse, the wood fibers cracking and stretching. 
 
    Then light, as the wall disintegrated. Rune was looking into a well-lit room. 
 
    He was also staring down the blades of eight or nine weapons, all pointed directly at him. 
 
    “Who are you?” said a woman with a spear pointed at him. Rune didn’t recognize her in the least. 
 
    Then someone he did recognize stepped forward. “All right, now I have to kill you.” 
 
    Rune smiled at Trillium, then at all the other night witches. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said. “Call me Rune.”  
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    The door to the sewers closed behind them with a sound like a tree being chopped. Rune didn’t startle—he had expected it. He was in the lion’s den now. 
 
    What he didn’t expect, though, was for Ria to collapse. He barely noticed she was falling in time to stop her from hitting the floor at full speed. 
 
    When no further attacks came, though, Rune lowered her the rest of the way to the floor and gently settled her into a sitting position with her back against the wall. He checked her pulse and found it still thrumming, but he’d already known she was fine. Her bond had winked out, but it hadn’t been severed completely. 
 
    “Is she all right?” Nolana sent him. 
 
    “Yes. Just sleeping.” 
 
    “Why would they do that? Why not do it to me?” 
 
    Rune sighed. He had a good guess, now that he’d had a moment to think. “They can’t use magic on me directly, since I’m a Guardian. And they won’t do a thing to you, because you are Celtis’s daughter. Ria, though, was a wildcard. They weren’t taking chances, so they dropped her.” 
 
    He suspected they could kill him in a blink, though. They hadn’t because he’d given the password—but he didn’t know how long that goodwill would last, especially with the vengeful look on Trillium’s face. 
 
    So Rune stood and held up his hands, palm-out and placating. “We didn’t come here to harm you,” he said. “There’s no need for this.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Trillium hissed. “We should kill him right now.” 
 
    Rune cast about for the right thing to say, and settled with the strategy that had saved him as a kid. “Don’t you have any other questions to ask me? Before you all kill me, I mean.” 
 
    He meant the night witch riddle, and in response, the women glanced at one another with concern. They ranged wildly in ages, from what he guessed to be twelve years old all the way up to Trillium, who had to be in her forties. They were all shapes and sizes and colors—but he only saw one with true dark skin among them. 
 
    That made sense, after all. The Djani coveted their Adeptus Primes. That’s why Cam was currently stuck in a prison cell: her parents had fled the country to prevent her from being conscripted to work as a foot soldier for the Djani Goddess. 
 
    Still, the women had one thing in common. They all wore black to cover their skin—but the skin on their faces glowed. 
 
    Trillium was the exception there. He remembered thinking that she wore too much makeup, and now he understood why. 
 
    “How did you find us?” the nearest woman said. 
 
    Rune shrugged. “The water/sewer system of the palace is a relatively new technology. There shouldn’t have been a dead end anywhere, at least not until the functionality of the system was proven. Also, when I first met Trillium in the waterworks, she wasn’t wet. At first, I thought—” 
 
    “You’ve never met me in the waterworks,” Trillium growled. Right. She had forgotten that. 
 
    “Yes he did!” Nolana said. “You just forgot!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t forget a thing like that, Nolana.” 
 
    “Well, you would, because... um....” 
 
    She fell silent, realizing that she shouldn’t give away Rune’s status as a Prime. Another awkward pause passed, and Rune seized the chance to scan the room and get his bearings. As he did, he discovered that this place was some sort of barracks. The tunnel continued in one direction, about three arms’ lengths across and ending nearly out of sight. Beds lined the maintenance walkway, dozens of them. Beautiful carvings covered the wooden walls, clearly sculpted by an Artificer’s hand. 
 
    The place where he stood, however, had been hollowed out to be much larger than the rest of the tunnel. Several uncomfortable-looking wooden couches had been grown here, probably formed from the roots of the palace’s great tree. There was also a table grown out of the ground, but it had been carved from a vein of paler wood than the rest of the room. 
 
    Nolana must have sensed his thoughts, because she sent him a message: “You know, I think if they grew this room even a foot wider”—she nodded toward the inner wall, behind the night witches—“they’d break into one of the water storage areas. At least if my mental map is correct, and it always is, isn’t it? Anyway, we could probably flood this place just by knocking through that wall... that’s if you want to kill them, though. And I’d rather you didn’t. I’ve known Trill forever, she really is the nicest....” 
 
    With a sigh, Rune let her words fade away and finished his assessment. In a large trough beside the walkway of beds, the sewage continued to flow, but it was mostly hidden beneath an Artificed grate. The grate itself seemed to be shimmering with a magical aura— given the scent of lilac on the air, Rune guessed the room was shielded from bad smells. 
 
    “Is... is today a good day to die?” one of the younger witches asked. Rune’s eyebrows shot up. What had prompted that riddle? Especially given he’d already answered it with the password to get into this place. 
 
    “Shut up!” the spear-wielding woman hissed. “He already knew the password, so he’ll have the right answer. He’s not about to say something different.” She faced forward and poked Rune’s shoulder with the spear-tip. “How did you know the riddle? Who told you?” 
 
    “It’s just another reason to kill him,” Trillium said evenly. “He knows our secrets, and he has Master’s ear.” 
 
    Master? Interesting. “My mother told me,” Rune explained. “When I was a boy.” 
 
    He had told Trillium this during their encounter in the sewers, but she’d willingly had that memory erased by Cam’s magic. Therefore, Rune would have to regain her trust once again. If he did it right, he’d come out of this with powerful allies. 
 
    If he fucked it up, he’d never come out at all. 
 
    This was truer now than it had ever been. In this moment, with most of his Adepts knocked out, Rune was outmatched. Even if these women weren’t currently armed, they were the personal Adeptus Primes of a king. He had no doubt that all nine of them would have all eighteen possible Eternal abilities. For the king, there was no limit on Valor. He could give them all the power they could possibly use. 
 
    Rune would never be able to kill them, not without his Adepts. Hell, he’d never even touch them before they turned him into red mist, or worse. The weapons they carried were only for show. 
 
    “Trill,” said the young night witch carefully, “he knows the answer. We can’t hurt him. You said—” 
 
    “I know what I said,” Trillium spat, cutting the girl off. “But he killed Hyacinth. Last week, at the temple, he killed her. He probably got the answer from her.” 
 
    The room fell silent, and all eyes again turned to Rune. Shit, he thought. Hyacinth must have been the night witch he’d subdued at the temple to Tellus the Mad. She had turned out to be a young girl, and her valorglass had blasted her neck apart when she’d tried to tell Rune who her master was. 
 
    Spear tips rose, crossbows leveled, and fingers twitched. Rune had to think his way out of this one, and fast. 
 
    “Rune—what are they talking about?” Nolana asked quietly. 
 
    “I got into a scuffle with a night witch last week,” he said honestly. “When I asked her who sent her, her valorglass exploded and killed her.” 
 
    Trillium took a menacing step forward. “Liar! There’s no way a common Guardian could put one of us in that position. We know what happens when we talk.” She flung an accusatory finger at Rune. “He must have caught her by surprise—it’s the only way.” 
 
    No wonder Trillium’s been antagonistic toward me since the beginning, Rune thought. I recently got one of her compatriots killed. Worse, Hyacinth had been a teenage kid. Rune had felt terrible for triggering the valorglass, even if it hadn’t been his intention to hurt her. 
 
    But Trillium was right to say no common Guardian could have overcome a night witch, much less an untrained one like Rune. At the time, he’d secretly had three Adepts. If he told these women he was a Prime, though, they might still kill him—and they might go for his Adepts next. So he had to convince them in some other way. 
 
    “Rune isn’t like that,” Nolana said. “He’s been kind to me, Trill.” 
 
    “Of course he has!” Trillium snapped. “You’re the princess, Nolana. Don’t be naïve. Everyone is kind to you—they have to be!” 
 
    “Ugh, we already had this conversation,” Nolana said, her eyes rolling, as if she wasn’t afraid for her own life in here. Rune guessed these women wouldn’t hurt her, given they all worked for her father, but they might be able to mess with her memory. Between them all, there had to be hundreds of abilities. 
 
    Which means there’s probably an outcrop of the Tree of Life in here somewhere, Rune thought. If Celtis had an army of night witches, he would need to upgrade them often, and in secret. 
 
    “Wait,” Rune said, lowering his palms slightly. “There’s something missing here. Where are your Guardians?” He recalled Hyacinth having a small army of partners, back when he’d fought her at the temple. 
 
    “They’re not here,” said the young witch. “They leave us alone between missions—” 
 
    “Shut up, Meadow!” Trillium snapped. 
 
    But Rune had heard the girl just fine. They leave us alone between missions. 
 
    Oh, Trees below. Not again, Rune thought. Out loud, he said, “You aren’t here of your own will, are you? None of you are. Your Guardians probably treat you like shit.” 
 
    The Breeders had been the same way, and now Rune wondered how much else these women had in common with imprisoned mages like Cam and Denni. If they had all this power, and yet didn’t kill their keepers and escape... then there was certainly one more similarity. 
 
    As the anxious women exchanged glances, Rune made his guess: “He captures you young, and indoctrinates you. That’s why you don’t fight back or escape....” His eyes widened. “Of course. How didn’t I see it before? This is why he wants Narcissa dead!” 
 
    All this time, Rune had been trying to figure out what prompted King Celtis to try to have Narcissa killed. The king could have simply offered her employment and allowed her to work for him. A Prime was a powerful asset, so why hadn’t he done that? 
 
    Because he wouldn’t control her, Rune thought. He captures them young, brainwashes them as they age, and then gets those wretched, deadly valorglasses around their necks. They probably can’t even remove them.... 
 
    So Celtis hadn’t wanted Narcissa to work for him, because she was too old, and too hard to indoctrinate. Instead, he’d called for her death. He had seen her as a potential threat that needed removing. Which meant he was a control freak, on top of an abuser. The laundry list of his crimes was getting longer. 
 
    “We don’t escape,” Trillium hissed, advancing on him again, “because if we do, he will torture another night witch every day we are gone, and let us listen to their screams through the valorglass. But that is not any of your concern, Guardian.” She raised a hand menacingly. “It is time for you to die.” 
 
    Nolana tensed at his side, but Rune only had eyes for Trillium. He was desperately trying to think of a way to convince her to listen to him, without also giving up that he was a Prime. As his mind raced, Rune glanced from Trillium’s eyes, to her mouth, to her hand. Her fingers began to glow, and Rune backed into the wall. When nothing else happened, though, he tried to speak— 
 
    But he couldn’t draw the breath to do it. 
 
    He tried, gasping, his throat clawing for air, but there was none. “Rune?” Nolana sent, grabbing him. “What’s wrong? Rune!” 
 
    “Can’t breathe. She must be sucking all the air out of me....” 
 
    Nolana pressed her fingers to her neck. “I’ll try the gills again!” 
 
    Rune shook his head. There was no pair of gills or lungs that could breathe air that wasn’t there. Trillium was killing him, and Nolana would try to stop her, but she’d fail. These women were too strong. Only Rune’s mind could save him now, and he had to do it without words to boot. At least before, with their “Is today a good day to die?” riddle, he could just answer it. It had saved him from the very first night witch, the one he had met as a child.... 
 
    But after that, he’d had to survive off his wits. After all, Hyacinth had never used that phrase at the temple. Why was that, anyway? When both the first witch, and Meadow, had asked him immediately upon encountering them? What was the difference between those encounters? 
 
    As Rune’s eyes darted, he fought down his panic and tried to see the answer. Instinct told him that this question could save him. Why did some night witches ask their riddle, while some didn’t? 
 
    The first witch... was alone. She asked me. 
 
    Hyacinth... had her Guardians. She didn’t ask. 
 
    Trillium... in the waterworks... she’d been alone, and she asked. 
 
    These women aren’t alone, but their Guardians aren’t present. And they asked. 
 
    That was it. That was the difference. 
 
    They only ask the question when their Guardians aren’t with them! 
 
    Rune’s vision was starting to go black at the edges. He gave up on his knees and let them fold under him. As he leaned against Ria’s still form, his hands went to his throat instinctively, but it did nothing to earn him more air. Upon seeing this, Nolana spun and tried to attack Trillium, but she came up against an invisible wall. She pounded on it, screaming, but Rune didn’t hear her. 
 
    But why? he thought, trying is best to stay focused, to suppress the panic at the front of his mind. Why not ask the riddle around Guardians? 
 
    Because it’s a secret that only night witches know, he deduced. If the Guardians knew of it, the secret would be ruined. 
 
    This only led him to more questions: But what is the purpose of the question to begin with? Why ask their victims the riddle? Why spare those that answer correctly? 
 
    The answer hit him. It was the same answer: Because it’s a secret that only night witches know. 
 
    All at once, Rune’s mind flooded with epiphany. He couldn’t register the emotion of it, only its utility: this could save him. This incredible, horrible thing he’d just realized... it could save him. 
 
    He twisted and fumbled at Ria’s neck, taking hold of the sapphire pendant which lay against her chest. With failing energy, he pulled hard, snapping the leather thong and retrieving the stone. 
 
    This he held out to Trillium, his hand open. See it. See what it is. 
 
    Ever since that first night witch had given him the riddle, Rune had believed his survival to be chance. His mother had given him the answer when he was a child, but it was only a riddle, a fluke. 
 
    But then it had come up again. And again. And each time, it had saved him. 
 
    And now Rune understood what the question was for. He understood what the sapphire was for. 
 
    Trillium’s eyes dipped to the stone, then away, and then back again. Her gaze widened, and her hand fell away. 
 
    Rune’s vision went white, and suddenly his lungs were expanding again. He wheezed in the most painful breath of his life, his eyes watering, his body folding over itself. 
 
    Sweet, sweet air, oh beautiful air! He slapped his hands to the wood floor, gulping more of it, filling his body with life. That had been a close one, and it wasn’t over yet. Squinting through the pain, Rune looked up. 
 
    Trillium’s shoulders had slumped, but she still moved fast as she shoved past Nolana to snatch the necklace from beneath one of Rune’s hands. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” she hissed, her hazel eyes searing into him. She shook the stone. “Did you kill another night witch?” 
 
    “My mother,” he rasped. “She was a night witch.” 
 
    The silence fell again, but most of it came from Rune. He closed his eyes, shaking, as the meaning of his own words finally struck. 
 
    His mother had been a night witch all along. 
 
    “That’s what it’s for. Your riddle,” he rasped. “It’s a way for you to tell if your victim is another night witch, or related to one.” He looked up. “Like me.” 
 
    That’s why his mother taught him the answer—to protect him, should he ever cross paths with another deadly night witch. It was also why she’d hidden the sapphire so deep in her trunk. That pendant was a valorglass, her valorglass, a symbol of her enslavement to King Celtis. 
 
    And this was also why she hadn’t wanted Rune to be a Guardian—because she knew what those men were like. She was probably why Rune had been born with Guardian blood to begin with. He had her blood. Magic blood. 
 
    Meadow was now peering over Trillium’s shoulder at the sapphire. “It’s... it’s broken,” she whispered. 
 
    Now all of the witches were staring raptly at the stone. 
 
    “Impossible,” one said. 
 
    “Only one witch ever managed—” 
 
    “He said he caught her—” 
 
    “How did she do it?” 
 
    As they murmured amongst themselves, Nolana dropped to the floor next to Rune. “Are you all right?” she asked him softly, cupping his cheek with a hand. 
 
    He reached up to press her hand harder to his cheek. Meeting her eyes, he said, “I will be.” 
 
    All those years. All his life. His mother had been one of the most powerful mages alive, and Rune had never known it. He’d never even guessed. 
 
    It called everything into question. His entire identity. Was his father even his real father? Or had his mother been abused by one of her Guardians, and Rune’s father had merely sheltered her afterward? How had she escaped, and worst of all.... 
 
    Is her secret identity the reason she’s dead? 
 
    It was so long ago now, but Rune remembered the loss so clearly. One day, Cam was gone, off to take her Adept test. Then his mother hurried off to the same exact town. 
 
    Neither one of them returned. Cam vanished completely. 
 
    But Rune’s mother didn’t. Her body was found. 
 
    Murdered, and brutally. It was so bad that Rune’s father refused to describe it. All he’d said was that the body was hers, that her face had been left intact. There were no witnesses, no leads, nothing. Because the king himself had ordered her death. 
 
    She escaped her servitude, Rune thought. She destroyed her valorglass. She beat Celtis. 
 
    But he found her again, and he killed her. 
 
    Rune’s hands curled into fists as his vision went red. He’d already hated Celtis for wanting to hurt Narcissa. But now Rune knew that the man had murdered his own mother. 
 
    King Celtis was going to die. 
 
    “Rune, wait, you don’t know this for sure,” Nolana said, turning his face to hers, her blue-silver eyes pleading. “My father’s a good man, there must be some other explanation—” 
 
    “Your father is not a good man.” 
 
    Nolana and Rune both looked up to see Trillium closing her hand on the sapphire. Her expression was stone cold as she stared them both down. 
 
    “But, Trill—” Nolana began. 
 
    “He hurts us,” said Trillium. “Whenever we don’t perform perfectly. It’s part of how he keeps us in line.” 
 
    Rune watched the princess fall silent. He could feel the heavy truth in the air. When he looked around, none of the others would even meet his eyes. Tellus take him, some were only children. Hyacinth had been no more than sixteen! 
 
    And to think, I let him take Denni to his chambers, Rune thought. When his Adept had been injured, the king had magnanimously offered his own rooms to her. Rune remembered the roses on the table. Something so beautiful didn’t belong in a place where atrocities were no doubt committed— 
 
    Roses. The word, the memory, grew larger in his mind. Trillium warned me about roses. She told Narcissa to stay away from them. That if she ever walked into a room full of roses.... 
 
    His mouth fell open. “Ivy,” he breathed. Days ago, a regular member of the Covenant, Ivy, had mentioned hating roses. This was some time before she tried to kill Narcissa, and also before the king had murdered her with her own valorglass. 
 
    Did the king torture regular Adepts as well? Or did he just force himself on them? He was the king. They didn’t dare tell him no. 
 
    “The roses are a warning,” Rune said aloud, looking up at Trillium. “The roses on the table in the king’s chambers... they’re an intimidation tactic. His victims enter the room, see the roses, and know that they’re about to be tortured. It makes it so much worse. Doesn’t it? Trees below....” 
 
    All the answers were coming together now. He remembered the messenger delivering roses. “The roses come daily... he hurts someone daily....” 
 
    It was just like the Breeders. Hell, it might be worse. Rune didn’t want to know what the king—or the witches’ Guardians—did to these poor women. But it was easy to guess. 
 
    Torture. Imprisonment. A lifetime of it. Beginning when the Adeptus Prime was a child. 
 
    And when Celtis overlooked a woman... when she grew to age 20, took the test, and presented as a Prime.... 
 
    Then he killed her outright. He murdered her. How many like Narcissa had already died? 
 
    And this was the man running the whole country. He might be the most powerful man in the world. A mass murderer and torturer of women and children. 
 
    Rune had to kill him. But how? 
 
    “No...” Nolana whimpered, pressing a hand to her mouth. She didn’t want to believe it, and Rune didn’t know how to comfort her. He merely took her into his arms and looked up. 
 
    “You could all stop him,” he said. “If you all worked together. You’re incredibly powerful. You know you could do it.” 
 
    But Trillium was already shaking her head. “We cannot. Our Guardians all report to him directly, and in case you forgot, they can all read our thoughts. Each of us has at least six men watching us at all times.” She held out an arm to indicate the barracks. “Only when we’re here, can we keep our thoughts safe. Our quarters have a secret enchantment on them, one that Celtis has never detected. The enchantment was created by the bearer of this sapphire. She was the only one to ever escape.” 
 
    With that, she opened her palm and returned the sapphire to Rune. “Your mother. What was her name?” 
 
    Rune took the stone with reverence. What had it taken to break its enchantment, he wondered? To enchant a whole barracks in a way that no one could notice it? She must have been powerful, incredibly so. 
 
    Yet she’d lived a simple life as a gardener, as the wife of a blacksmith. As a mother. Why had she done that? 
 
    “Her name was Foxglove,” Rune whispered. “Foxglove Hawthorn.” 
 
    Trillium stepped away from him and nodded. “So she took your father’s name, but you took her maiden name. Or at least the one she gave you. Interesting choice.” 
 
    Rune brought the pendant to his chest. His mother had known what he was, and yet she had still loved him. She had been the best mother a boy could have. 
 
    Then Trillium’s words caught up with Rune: you took her maiden name. Or at least the one she gave you. 
 
    He looked up. “Tellarus was her maiden name.” He had taken the name to spite his father, when he had left home. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” Trillium said. “Her last name was Tellus.” 
 
    Confusion curled in Rune’s chest. “You can’t mean....” 
 
    Trillium crossed her arms. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Rune. But you’re a direct descendant of Tellus the Mad.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been a rough week for Rune Tellarus. 
 
    It all began with Narcissa. In the span of a few hours, Rune had gone from being her father’s gardener to Narcissa’s protector and life partner. He’d saved her first from her rampaging father, then from a murderous pair of Covenant, then from a house fire, and finally from the Breeders. 
 
    Along the way, he’d discovered he was a Guardian. Not just any Guardian, but a Prime—the only known Prime in existence. He was a myth. A legend. An impossibility. 
 
    Then he had taken down a criminal organization, discovered a sect of the deadliest witches to ever exist, and now he’d set his sights on a king... with an entire country hanging in the balance. Any misstep now could cause all-out war. 
 
    Oh, and his mother was a night witch. 
 
    Oh, and he was descended from Tellus the Mad, the worst Guardian who ever lived. 
 
    Nolana squeezed his shoulder. It somehow kept his knees from caving in again. 
 
    “It’s just blood, Rune,” she sent him. “My father... my father turned out to be... awful.” She swallowed loudly at his side while an entire coven of night witches looked on. “But I’m not like him. And you’re not like Tellus.” 
 
    Rune nodded, closing his eyes to steady himself and rubbing the cracked sapphire in his fingers. It felt warm against his skin, as if his mother were encouraging him from beyond the grave. 
 
    No. He wasn’t like Tellus. He was like his mother. He became the best, he fought back, and he won. 
 
    He would win this time, too. 
 
    “Trillium,” he said evenly, raising his gaze to the older woman’s. “Why is my mother’s valorglass warm?” 
 
    A thousand times he’d rubbed this rock, for luck or just out of habit, but until now, he’d never sensed the power in it. Until now, when he was a full-blown Guardian Prime, his power awakened, his mind opened to the thrum of magic. 
 
    It didn’t even surprise him, not really. Nothing did, anymore. 
 
    Trillium clasped her hand before her skirts. “Our valorglasses are directly tied to our life forces,” she explained. “They sap our energy to fuel their purposes. Whenever we communicate through our glasses, or whenever they track us, or whenever they... explode.” She took a steadying breath. “But Foxglove’s valorglass has a power all its own. A vast amount, in fact. Valorglasses aren’t made to store power. They are merely meant to use it, to channel it.” 
 
    Rune closed his fist over the stone. In it, he could now sense a vast well of power. It felt like sunlight—his mother’s bond-feel. Even in this dark place, she’d been sunlight. 
 
    “You’re saying that Foxglove Tellus funneled all her magic into this rock,” he surmised. “But the valorglass wasn’t built to take that kind of power. So it broke—and she escaped.” 
 
    Trillium straightened her shoulders. “Yes. And she gave up her magic to do it.” She nodded to the stone in Rune’s hand. “She gave up everything she was, just to overload the stone. This is what shattered it, but without any magic left in her....” 
 
    “She could never pull her power back out again,” Rune finished. “So all my life, she never had magic. She was just a regular woman.” 
 
    Trillium nodded. “A free woman.” 
 
    Rune smiled. “A mother.” 
 
    This news made him feel just the slightest bit better. In a way, his mother had never lied about who she was—only about who she used to be. 
 
    And now, she had given him one final gift: an enormous reserve of magical power, right when he needed it most. 
 
    “This is a lot of magic,” he commented, pocketing the rock and reminding himself to return it to Ria later. “It’s actually made me realize something.” 
 
    Earlier, when he’d sapped Narcissa of energy, the swell of magic had been extreme. He’d attributed it to the sapping of multiple Adepts at once, but later on, when he’d sapped Cam.... 
 
    Another huge influx of power. Just enormous, so much magic that he’d accidentally wasted it. 
 
    “Adeptus Primes are batteries, aren’t you?” he said, looking between them all. “You have power reserves well beyond the ken of normal Adepts.” 
 
    A few of the witches nodded, but Rune’s mind was flowing forward now. He had Cam and Narcissa, two Adeptus Primes—and he himself was a Guardian Prime. Between the three of them alone, his power reserves might well rival that of Tellus himself. He really could do anything, if he managed his abilities well. 
 
    Right now, though, both Cam and Narcissa were knocked out. He had only Nolana and Lenore to draw from, and he didn’t dare take anything from Lenore, since she was protecting Narcissa from the Djani assassin. 
 
    But he did have his mother’s valorglass. And he’d be damned if he didn’t use it. 
 
    Suddenly one of the night witches, Meadow, flinched and recoiled, one hand to her head. Trillium spun to her. 
 
    “Meadow? What is it?” 
 
    Another night witch hissed and winced, her hand also flying to her temple. “It’s Master,” she said. “He’s put a call out for the princess. She’s missing.” 
 
    As soon as she spoke, several more night witches went pale. They were all being contacted by their Guardians, and the experience was less than pleasant. Just watching it made Rune feel sick. 
 
    Trillium faced him, and Rune knew what was coming. “You said you erased my memories before. You must do it again, to all of us, before Master—I mean, before the king forces us to attend him.” 
 
    Rune nodded. “You can hide your thoughts from your partners while you’re here, but not when you leave. They’ll be able to see that you’ve met us here.” 
 
    His and Nolana’s cover would be blown. All chance of killing the king and protecting his Adepts would go up in smoke if that happened. 
 
    But Cam was unconscious, and no amount of power could allow him to use her magic when she was like that. Even in sleep, all his bonds winked out. He needed them conscious for their magic to work. 
 
    “No,” Rune said. “No memory-erasing.” His gaze fell on the table in the center of the room—the one that was made of paler wood than everything else. “I’ve got something else in mind.” 
 
    As he began to stalk toward it, Rune drew his great sword.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Trillium asked, her eyebrows shooting up toward her hairline. 
 
    “I’m saving your ass,” Rune said, planting his feet. “Nolana.” 
 
    But the princess was already kneeling by Ria and placing two fingers to her fellow Adept’s neck. She had read Rune’s intent through the bond that they shared. She was starting to work, and it would be arduous—but Rune had the power to make it happen. He had his mother’s last gift. 
 
    As Rune began to raise his blade, however, Trillium caught his arm. “You don’t understand. Our Guardians are coming here. You’ll be cornered.” She swallowed. “You will have to turn yourself in. It’s the only way to survive. If you erase our memories, we might even be able—” 
 
    “You say it’s the only way,” Rune replied. “But didn’t you say that to my mother, too? And she escaped. She made her own way.” He hefted the sword again. “And I’ll do the same.” 
 
    With that promise, Rune brought the sword down on the pale wood table, rending the whole thing in two. 
 
    Instantly, the severed wood exhaled what looked like smoke. Rune knew it was something else—poison. A mist released whenever a part of the Tree of Life took damage. 
 
    He’d known the Adepts must have their own outcrop to upgrade with, and he’d just cut that outcrop in half. 
 
    While Rune shifted easily into Shadow Walk to keep from breathing the aerosol in, all around him, hands slapped to mouths as the night witches understood what he’d done. He drew upon the sapphire’s power, pulling the sunlight feel of it into his chest—but he didn’t need to defend himself from the witches. Not a single one of them stopped him. 
 
    Either his heritage was enough to earn their trust—or they were perfectly happy to die at his hands, to escape the hell they all lived in. Rune didn’t know which it was, and he didn’t want to. 
 
    The night witches began to collapse. 
 
    “Nolana,” he sent, turning. “Tell me what to do.” 
 
    She was furthest from the severed Tree, but the poison would reach her any moment. He jogged over to her and pressed his hand to her neck, the same way she’d done for Ria. 
 
    That’s when the first fist pounded on the barracks door. 
 
    The enemy Guardians had arrived. 
 
    “Like this,” Nolana sent him, her eyes squeezing closed as she thrust feeling into him. It was like a knot of instructions, of images and explanations and thoughts all at once. 
 
    Yet he interpreted it all easily, and he reached into Nolana, cupped his mind like a pair of hands, and captured the rain of her bond-feel. Then he poured the rain out again, and into himself. He took hold of her shape-shifting magic, and he used it to alter Nolana’s windpipe. With a precision he knew only Nolana could come up with, he made it so she could filter the poison mist as she breathed it. 
 
    When he was finished, he went solid again, emerging from Shadow Walk. Nolana touched his neck then, and made it so he could breathe. 
 
    The pounding on the doors intensified. The Guardians knew their Adepts were down. But they’d never been given the password—they’d never needed it. They could torture their night witches to get the door opened. 
 
    Without the witches, though, they were just men. 
 
    “Get to the others,” Rune told Nolana. “They’ll break down the door soon, so be fast. And don’t forget the second step.” 
 
    In much the same way the princess had communicated her instructions in images, Rune had set her to an additional task with the witches. He wanted her to save the other women from the aerosol, but Rune needed her to do one extra thing to save them from what would come next. 
 
    Nolana hesitated. “Rune—it’ll take a lot of magic to do that. I don’t think—” 
 
    “I have the magic,” he said. “Trust me.” 
 
    The stone in his pocket felt heavier as he straightened again. Nolana nodded, and she set to work. Good. There was no time to waste. Prolonged exposure to the poison would kill all these women in mere minutes. He had to stop that from happening by altering their windpipes—but he also needed them to stay unconscious. Everything had to go right, if he was going to survive this. If he was going to end Celtis, and prevent all-out war. 
 
    So as he turned, Rune kept the sapphire’s Eternal forces flowing into Nolana. He listened for his mother’s voice, for any words of comfort trapped in the glass, but there were none. It was magic in the stone, not a soul. 
 
    Thank you, Mother, for this one final gift. 
 
    With that thought foremost in his mind, Rune strode up to the broken table. It reminded him more of an altar now—a shattered altar to a falling god. He ran one hand over it and reached into his pocket with the other. From there he withdrew the strange wooden ball that Zenobian’s assassin had dropped. 
 
    The ball still glowed from within, just like Valor. Zenobian and his priestess had certainly used it like Valor. The Djani people were very different from Rune, so what’s to say their Valor wasn’t different, as well? 
 
    The trick was having enough of it. But Zenobian and the priestess had buried only one tiny sphere, and the one he now held glowed through the wood, meaning it was actually far brighter than the glass Valor he was used to. Rune sensed this one ball would serve his purposes. If it wasn’t, he would still survive this, but he’d have to find a way to upgrade later. Other people would die, though. And he wasn’t sure where he’d find the time or Valor to upgrade before he returned to the palace, where all eyes would be glued to Nolana once more. 
 
    It will work, he thought. It has to. 
 
    “Ready?” Nolana said, coming up beside him. A crusty sound rose behind them as the Guardians got a weapon through the exit wall. Rune heard splinters clattering to the floor. 
 
    “You have to get it right, Nolana. No distractions.” 
 
    She nodded and held out her finger. With the tip of his greatsword, Rune pricked her fingertip, drawing a tiny blot of blood. This he smeared into the pale wood of the table, triggering the magic of the Tree of Life. 
 
    “I can focus when I really want to,” she said. 
 
    “I know,” he replied. In fact, Rune doubted a single one of his Adepts could focus on one thing the way that Nolana did. She was either focusing on a thousand things at once, or thinking of one thing with a thousand times the focus. That was how she’d mapped the waterways as a child, and how she knew the human body so well that she could accurately change it to filter out poison. No normal princess could do that. Trees below, even most healers couldn’t. 
 
    So Rune sent her the upgrade he wanted her to have. The Tree of Life gave a woman power based on her thoughts. Oftentimes, this meant an Adept’s powers were imprecise, never perfectly aligning with what they wanted. But unlike other people, Nolana could focus her desires to a razor point. She could get exactly what she wanted. 
 
    “Understood,” she said, reading his mind, and his wants. “I can do that. Count to three.” 
 
    Rune took her hand and swiped the blood off her finger. “One.” 
 
    He rubbed the blood onto the table. “Two.” 
 
    And he raised an arm and brought the wooden Valor down with all his might. The wood cracked like an egg. 
 
    “Three,” Rune said. 
 
    Yellow-green light flashed, and lust bloomed in his gut, and the world around him seemed to break into shards of reality, to crack like a great sheet of glass. 
 
    When it was over, Rune was reeling, but he was used to the feeling by now. 
 
    “Hit it harder, you idiot!” he heard a man shout. There was the great thunk of a sword striking wood. 
 
    Rune took his great sword again and rounded the table, drawing Nolana with him by the hand. 
 
    “I... I think it worked,” she murmured. 
 
    “Of course it did. Because you’re amazing.” 
 
    The princess giggled. “No one’s ever told me that before. They all just think I’m crazy.” 
 
    “Their loss,” Rune said as a splitting crack sounded, and the thunk of armor followed close behind. 
 
    “What the—hey! Hey, you!” a man shouted. Rune didn’t bother to turn around—he let go of Nolana instead, so that he could raise his blade with both hands. 
 
    “You ready?” he asked her. 
 
    She threw her arms around his midsection. “Ready.” 
 
    “Who is that?” a Guardian cried. 
 
    “Who cares? Just kill him!” 
 
    And Rune brought the great sword down on the wall. 
 
    The blade was magically-forged, and heavier than most men could handle, so it came down with the raw power of a beast. It was enough to cut clean through the wall—and into the water storage tank hidden behind it. 
 
    Nolana had told him about the tank when they’d been talking to the witches. She’d said he could easily break this wall down and flood this whole place, if he wanted to. She’d known because of her mental map of the waterways. 
 
    It turned out that she was right. 
 
    Water gushed out of the gash, hitting Rune square in the stomach and driving him back. When he and Nolana rammed into the broken table, Rune managed to roll them both sideways, out of the main torrent. 
 
    The wall cracked, and the flow of water intensified. 
 
    “Oh, fuck no,” a Guardian said, and Rune glanced toward the door to see the retreating backs of several of the night witches’ partners. Barking cowards, the lot of them. Leaving all their Adepts here to die. 
 
    Another crrracck, and the wall spit out a giant splinter of wood. 
 
    “Do we run now?” Nolana shouted over the geyser of water. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rune shouted back, and they darted for the door. They didn’t make it. The whole wall caved in. 
 
    The wave caught Rune at the back of his knees and slammed him into a wall, holding him there and forcing him to let Nolana go. As the water ripped her away into darkness, Rune squinted to look at the witches. He saw the nearest one, Meadow, flat on the floor. Her body hadn’t moved more than a few inches. Beside her lay Ria, who also lay still. 
 
    Because Nolana had turned them both to glass. 
 
    Rune grinned. He should thank the Djani assassin for that little idea. Hell, if he wanted to, he could thank Acer Drake, one of the many enemies he’d defeated this past week. Drake had been able to convert his body into metal. 
 
    And Nolana had been able to make that same sort of conversion, because Rune had upgraded her Commander/Modifier powers to Level Two. In the moments before the flooding, he’d sent her his idea while he rubbed her blood into the vein of wood belonging to the Tree of Life. She had then managed to get the exact power he wanted. Her mind was just that good. 
 
    So now, Nolana—and by extension, Rune—had the ability to change the makeup of flesh, and not just its shape and function. The creepy stone eels were another inspiration for that. They were solid rock that could somehow still swim. 
 
    The night witches didn’t have to swim, though, and neither did Ria. All of them remained completely inert. The water could barely push them, they were so heavy. Yet they still lived and breathed, which might have been problematic... if Nolana hadn’t also given them gills.     
 
    She’d done the same for herself and Rune. She’d protected them all from the poison mist, and also from drowning, and also from getting pushed by the torrent. Three different tasks, but Nolana was good at doing everything at once—especially when she had an enormous power source to draw from. 
 
    So unlike their Guardians, these night witches would survive this. They’d be comatose for a while after, but they would still be alive. That’s what counted. 
 
    Now Rune and Nolana had to do the same. 
 
    He sensed that his mother’s valorglass was half-emptied, which in itself was incredible. The kind of power she must have had... but that didn’t matter now. With a final drawn breath, Rune let go of the wall. 
 
    The water surged over and into him, whipping him out through the exit and into the sewage tunnel beyond. The tank he’d shattered was far from emptied, and Rune tried to keep his arms in front of himself as he ricocheted off the tunnel walls like a child’s toy ball. 
 
    “Nolana! Are you—” 
 
    “Still alive? I’m—” 
 
    Her voice cut off. He sensed her location, tried to swim against the current to angle his body toward her. Instead, the current smashed his head into a wall. 
 
    Darkness rushed him, and then light. Rune found himself sitting on crystal grass in a brightly-lit forest. The change jarred him. I must be unconscious... and still underwater. He cursed aloud. This wasn’t good. 
 
    Then the world around him flickered, and Rune shot to his feet. He was about to return to the real world. 
 
    As he rose, though, he suddenly recognized this place. It was the Eternal dream-forest, of course—he had understood this immediately—but this was a different part of that forest, one he hadn’t visited while under Trillium’s spell. Here, there was landscape: an entire mountain. He stood at the base of it, and upon looking up its flat face, he couldn’t see where it ended. 
 
    Another flicker. But now he was curious. Where had he seen this before? It was so familiar.... 
 
    A dream. I had a dream here.... 
 
    No. He’d had dreams here twice. 
 
    His mouth dropped open as his déjà vu coalesced into well-defined memory. He’d dreamed of this place twice before he’d even met Celtis. And both times, he’d heard someone’s voice.... 
 
    Blackness. Rune came screaming back to awareness, with no flicker, no warning to precede it. Still half-senseless, Rune flopped helplessly down the sewer tunnel that had knocked him unconscious only moments before. Luckily, his new gills must have worked just like lungs did, because he hadn’t drowned. The gills had kept him breathing, even when he wasn’t conscious of doing so. 
 
    When he came to, the water showed no signs of slowing. Something large and armored floated past him, not moving. A dead Guardian. 
 
    “Nolana!” Rune sent. No response. 
 
    He cast out for her presence again, and found it approaching him rapidly. She wasn’t moving, and her shape appeared to be trapped against something. The water was holding her in place, and she’d fallen unconscious. 
 
    And... she wasn’t breathing. 
 
    Shit, Rune thought. His augmented gills had been tailored by Nolana’s magic, but Nolana’s own gills were a natural part of her body. They were a part of her Syl’latian heritage... then they might function differently than Rune’s gills did. They might not work without her actively using them. 
 
    Which meant that Nolana was drowning. 
 
    I can still save her. I just need to reach her! Rune thought, but he was all out of options. 
 
    Except for one. Lenore. 
 
    Dammit, he thought as he tapped into one of only two abilities left at his disposal. The Agility magic inundated him, tightening every muscle, making his every movement neat and precise. Within instants, the current turned from a deadly force into a propellant. Rune easily angled his body toward the tunnel center, and from there he easily judged how to move to best make use of the flowing water around him. 
 
    Nolana’s body, meanwhile, was loose and flopping, catching on the current left and right. Rune arrowed toward her at twice her speed, using only his mind’s eye to detect her. When she was in reach, Rune struck out and took hold of her dress. He drew her close to him, so that the two of them became one projectile. 
 
    Now he only needed a way out. 
 
    The water was still gushing madly through the waterway, but when Rune reached out, he managed to find the surface—the water was draining, at least. With all his remaining strength, Rune twisted his body so that he could run his hand over the tunnel ceiling, in the open space where he could feel air. 
 
    One second, two seconds... then he caught something, a metal bar. A ladder, he thought. He’d found one of the manholes. Rune held on with all his might, his muscles straining against the torrent as he lugged himself and his Adept above the surface. 
 
    Then suddenly, the soft glow of moonlight. Rune looked up in time to see hands reaching down for him. One of them, he recognized. 
 
    Lenore. 
 
    “You barking idiot,” she berated him, but her voice swelled with relief. 
 
    No, he thought. No, she needs to be protecting Narcissa.... 
 
    Out loud, though, he croaked, “Nolana. Not breathing.” Lenore had taken hold of his arm, and with his own Agility spell to aid him, he was able to scale the ladder and haul Nolana out with him. Yet still, she wasn’t breathing. As he slid her gently onto the ground, he watched her chest for movement. Nothing. Worse yet, her bond was fading. 
 
    No, no, no.... 
 
    “Stay back, Rune,” Lenore said, shoving him aside. He watched in panic and confusion as Lenore straddled Nolana, clasped her hands together, and used them to push hard on Nolana’s chest. 
 
    Then Lenore leaned over to kiss her. No, not a kiss... she spread Nolana’s mouth open and breathed into her.... 
 
    Then back to compressions. This is the breath of life, Rune realized. He’d only heard of this in stories. But would it work on Nolana? It had to. 
 
    Then, miraculously, Nolana coughed.  Rune’s heart surged as water sputtered from her mouth. 
 
    “Thank the Tree,” Lenore gasped, leaning back to give Nolana space as she gasped in new air. She turned to Rune. “It was a good thing you got her out when you did. She didn’t have much time left. You saved her.” 
 
    Rune was perfectly aware he’d nearly lost Nolana. He would never forget the fading light of her bond. 
 
    “No,” he rasped. “You saved her. How did you even know...?” 
 
    Lenore smiled humorlessly. “I used to be an Adept, remember? I had to nearly drown to bond with my first Guardian. Afterward, I learned how to swim, and how to administer the breath of life. And now....” Her smile widened. “Now you’ll learn, too.” 
 
    Rune blinked as a cluster of thoughts unfurled in his head. Lenore was sending him something—not words, exactly, but memories, feelings. The tangle resolved itself over a few moments, until it felt as if it had always been inside him. 
 
    Now Rune knew how to do what Lenore had just done. She’d given him the instructions to the breath of life. 
 
    “For next time,” she said, her voice faint. Rune realized that he was still draining power from her to use his Agility. He no longer needed it, and he let the magic go. 
 
    One crisis averted—with another still at hand. He gripped Lenore by the arm. 
 
    “You have to get back to Narcissa,” he said. “The assassin might still be out hunting, and they know where she is.” 
 
    “I know,” Lenore said. “We had an encounter about a half hour ago. He almost had me, I think... barking impressive with a hand-scythe, that one... he mowed through all those mercenaries I hired. In the end, it was one of the king’s guys that saved both of us. Put a bolt right through the assassin’s arm, and he fled after that. I don’t think he’ll be attempting any more kills tonight.” 
 
    Rune nodded. If the killer had had healing magic, they would have used it in that fight. Since they hadn’t, it meant they were currently injured. So all of his Adepts were safe... for now. 
 
    Even better, he had a way to confirm all his suspicions—and to end the threat, once and for all. 
 
    “Rune,” Lenore said softly, laying a hand on his cheek, drawing his gaze into her moony gray eyes. “If it hadn’t been for you.... If you hadn’t had the king send us a guard.... Rune, I wouldn’t have been here. I would have already been dead. Narcissa too.” 
 
    Rune drew a shuddering breath. He’d cut things so close. If he hadn’t spent the king’s “boon” on protecting Narcissa.... 
 
    “Any other man would have asked for money, or Valor, or power,” Lenore said, leaning closer. She kissed him tenderly, which honestly wasn’t like her. “We all chose well, when we chose you,” she whispered. “We love you. I love you. And I’m going to show you exactly how much.... next time that we’re alone, that is.” 
 
    This last, she said with an unpleasant twist in her tone. Rune understood. In the corner of his eye, he’d seen them too—an entire troop of royal guards, jogging toward him. 
 
    He took Lenore’s hand and kissed her knuckles. “I’ll take that as a promise. Now you’d better go.” 
 
    With a nod, she rose to her feet, gave herself an inconspicuous amount of Agility magic, and darted away from the manhole where Rune and Nolana had emerged. A few guards broke off the group to chase after her, but Rune knew they wouldn’t have any luck. 
 
    After gathering what remained of his wits, Rune staggered to his feet to meet the guards. He knew what would come next. If he’d still had his great sword, he would have laid it on the ground, but he’d lost it in the torrent. No matter. He’d recover it later. 
 
    To his surprise, it was Thomas Larch—the new Covenant Minister, and Bibi’s father—who ran at the head of this ground of guardsmen. He came to a stop within spitting distance and pointed at Rune. 
 
    “Cuff him!” Larch commanded, and several guards lunged forward to do as he asked. Rune allowed it to happen. He said nothing. He would explain everything when he was asked, but for now, Nolana needed medical attention and safety. She was breathing now, but the breathing was shallow, and she didn’t seem fully aware just yet. 
 
    “You all right, Princess?” Rune sent her. 
 
    “R-R-Rune...? Is that you...?” 
 
    “Just take it easy, Nolana. Recover. I’ve got everything under control.” 
 
    As a quartet of guards surrounded the princess and unfurled a stretcher, Rune tried to fill her head with gentle, calming assurances. Soon she was loaded up, and Larch sent a contingent of guards along with her to the palace infirmary. 
 
    Only then did Larch finally talk to Rune, who stood with manacles on both wrists and with a guard holding both arms. For once, Rune felt exactly as weak as his captors thought he was. He’d used a great deal of magic this night. 
 
    “You’ve got a lot of explaining to do, son,” Larch said gruffly. 
 
    Rune sighed. Nolana was the heir to the throne and the key to an alliance. She had disappeared to help him, so she must have been declared missing. That would have thrown the whole palace into an uproar. It might even look like Rune had abducted her. Not to mention the sewers were flooded. 
 
    “And here I was hoping for a nap,” Rune said. 
 
    Larch scowled. “Don’t joke with me, son. If you want your head to stay attached to your body, you’d best get to explaining yourself.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune lied, of course. But he did it well. 
 
    “You chased this assassin through the sewers?” King Celtis asked incredulously. “And you somehow managed to flood them while you were at it?” 
 
    Rune bowed his head, feigning sheepishness. “As I told Minister Larch, sire, the night went in a direction I did not expect.” 
 
    This was the second time tonight that Rune had been forced to spin out his story. The first time had been in the middle of a street, where he had explained it to Thomas Larch. Now he was explaining the whole thing to the king himself, in the comfort of the man’s personal chambers. Rune took great pains to avoid looking at the bouquet of white roses at the king’s bedside. He wondered which night witch or Adept those roses were for. 
 
    He tortures them, Rune tried not to remind himself. He does it right here, in this room. 
 
    It was all he could do to hold back the rage and let the king continue to speak with his throat still intact. If only Rune’s life were at stake, he would have willingly ended the man—but without him to protect them, all seven of his Adepts would likely fall to the Djani assassin. 
 
    So Rune had to do all this properly. He had to let the king live for just a bit longer, until Rune could get rid of the assassin, prevent a war, and manage his own escape. 
 
    “All right,” the king went on, leaning back in his armchair and steepling his fingers. “So your friend Dendrobia Vale was attacked by an illusory assassin, for reasons unknown. That has been corroborated. And because my daughter told you about the palace water system—which I believe; you can’t keep Nolana out of that damn place—you took a wild guess and tried to find the assassin in the waterways, believing it was their best chance to escape unseen.” 
 
    Rune bowed his head again. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “And my daughter followed you, against your wishes,” the king added. 
 
    Rune shifted on his feet, sinking deeper into the plush carpets on the floor in front of the king. “Yes, sire,” he said. “I did try to dissuade her, but at first, she was in a different passage. I had no way of restraining her physically, in order to keep her from danger.” He looked down past his own hands, which itched for the king’s throat. “If I have failed as a Guardian, sire, then—” 
 
    The king waved a beringed hand, his gray-green eyes closing. “No, no. She’s headstrong, that one. Don’t I know it.” His eyes opened again, his gaze piercing. “And then what happened?” 
 
    “I... sire. This will sound outlandish, but I’m sure that, by now, the Minister’s men can corroborate—” 
 
    “Out with it, man.” 
 
    Rune looked up. “I found a coven of night witches, Your Majesty. Living inside the sewers, under the palace.” He shuddered, but he kept his eyes trained on the king’s face as he did it. “Nine of them, right there beneath our very feet. Who knows what they were planning? I had to stop them, of course.” 
 
    There, Rune thought, as the king’s left eye gave a twitch. Then Celtis jerked his head to one side, to face Larch, who was still holding a chained Rune by one arm. 
 
    “Is this true?” the king asked, even though he knew it was. To Rune, that little twitch gave him away. 
 
    They were his secret. And now that secret’s out. And he’ll have to pretend he knows nothing about it. 
 
    Larch inclined his gray head. “Yes, Your Majesty. But you will be pleased to know that the witches are all asleep. We have apprehended them all without injury, and are maintaining their rest state while awaiting your orders.” 
 
    The king’s eyebrows rose. “Did you say asleep? How?! Aren’t they bloody night witches?!” 
 
    “Yes, sire. It seems they’ve all been... turned to glass.” 
 
    The king’s head snapped back to Rune. “That’s not your magic,” he stated. Rune didn’t miss the undercurrent of suspicion. 
 
    Rune shrugged. “Honestly, sire, it was blind luck. I found Princess Nolana in the sewers shortly before the night witches apprehended us. They returned with us to their lair, but it seems we were followed by the assassin, whom I believe is a glass mage. While the witches were distracted with the princess and I, the assassin turned them all to glass.” 
 
    “Clever boy,” Nolana sent him. “So that’s the reason you had me turn them to glass, instead of into something else.” 
 
    “Always thinking ahead, isn’t he?” Lenore purred. 
 
    “Shut up and let him focus,” sent Narcissa. 
 
    Rune smiled. His Adepts had been waking up gradually over the past hour, and it was no distraction to hear their voices again. He was just glad that everyone was recovering. 
 
    “But I thought you said the assassin was an illusionist?” Celtis said. 
 
    “He was, sire. But he cast his illusions on the surface of glass constructs. It’s genius, if you don’t mind me saying so. Since his illusion doesn’t affect the mind or the eyes, but instead affects the glass itself, this ability allows him to trick even Guardians. No one can see through the construct, not even those who are impervious to magic.” 
 
    The king tapped his chin, and Rune remembered the first time he’d seen such a construct, in the secret torture room where he’d found Cam. He must know who had this ability, then. What he didn’t know was why this person would target Dendrobia Vale, a nobody. Rune could see the gears turning in the man’s head—and all of them in the wrong direction. 
 
    “So in the end,” Rune went on, “the assassin saved our skin, if only by accident. However, he still wanted us dead, and when he went for us, I took Nolana’s advice and cut through a thin wall, which she claimed led to a storage tank. This flooded the chamber, and after that, it was all I could do to keep the princess alive. I can only hope that the assassin was uncovered by the Minister’s forces afterward.” 
 
    The king looked up. “And has he?” he said to Larch. 
 
    “We are scouring the area, Your Majesty. Nothing yet.” 
 
    Good, the king’s eyes seemed to say. “Keep looking,” his mouth said instead. 
 
    Like Rune, he now knew the assassin was Djani, and if they were caught, Celtis had a political nightmare on his hands. He would rather that didn’t happen. 
 
    The king fluttered a hand. “Take his cuffs off,” he said, and Larch wasted no time in doing it. Settling morosely into his chair, the king tried and failed to sound happy about losing his night witches: “It seems I owe you for my life again, son. No doubt those witches were planning to kill me at some point.” His teeth audibly gritted. “I suppose I owe you another boon. What will you have?” 
 
    Rune’s eyebrows rose as he rubbed his sore wrists. He hadn’t expected this. All he’d wanted from this conversation was to escape scot-free, and be able to plot his murder of the king in peace. 
 
    But now that he was put on the spot, the answer was simple—because it was the same answer he’d originally wanted to give. 
 
    “Camellia Birch, sire,” Rune said. “I would like her freed. She was not a willing member of the Breeders, and should be allowed to live her own life in peace.” 
 
    The king scowled even deeper, putting dents in his own face. “That is a steep price, son, and not for the reasons you might think. It turns out that Miss Birch is a Djani criminal who fled her home country some years ago. Ambassador Zenobian has requested she return with him to Djani to face judgment, and at this stage, I am loath to refuse. Is there anything else which you desire?” 
 
    So the Djani are playing that card, are they? Rune thought. Cam had warned him that this might happen, and if the king followed through, Cam would be delivered directly into the assassin’s hands. 
 
    So Rune shook his head. “There is nothing else I want, sire. I am the Guardian of a princess—I have everything. So the only wish remaining is to see justice done.” 
 
    Rune could tell the king was barely holding in a growl. The man leaned his temple into his fingers and rubbed the skin there. He had a lot of messes to untangle this night. 
 
    He flicked his fingers. “Fine,” he snapped. “Release her, Larch... into this man’s custody. Let him protect her from the Djani delegation, if he dares. I hereby declare that it is no longer my problem.” 
 
    For the first time, one of the attendants standing behind the king spoke. “But, sire—” the man began. 
 
    The king cut him off by slapping the arms of his chair and shoving to his feet. “Yes, yes, I know,” he told the attendant, whom Rune judged to be the king’s foreign-relations advisor. “The ambassador is not going to be pleased about this. We shall have to make some other concession to him.” 
 
    The attendant hastily drew a pad of paper from his robes and aimed a feather quill at it. “I shall draft a message to the ambassador immediately. What are you thinking, Your Majesty?” 
 
    The king pushed past Rune. “What else can we do?” he groused. “We must move up the wedding. If the Goddess wants it done fast, then her wish is my command.” 
 
    Oh, shit, Rune thought. The king meant Nolana’s wedding to Zenobian. 
 
    The foreign-relations advisor scurried after the king, followed by others. Rune strained to hear the man’s next words. 
 
    “How soon, sire? The end of the month? Five weeks?” 
 
    “Oh, no. The Goddess will be far too pissed as it is,” the king said. Then he stopped walking and shot a glare back at Rune. 
 
    “And the princess stays in the infirmary, under watch, until she is wed,” he added. “I’m not taking any more chances. Nolana will remain exactly as pure as the Goddess wants her, and she will wed Zenobian.” 
 
    He growled under his breath. “And she’ll do it first thing in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    First thing in the morning. Well, shit. Rune never could catch a break. 
 
    By the time he’d washed all the sewer stink off him and stepped out of his magic-fueled shower, his mind was awash with bad ideas. He had to get Nolana out of this mess. She absolutely could not marry Zenobian tomorrow morning. The man’s assassin wanted her dead, after all! 
 
    “Well, maybe he’ll leave me alone,” Nolana sent him. “I mean, I am a princess, and we do need this alliance quite badly. I’m more useful to them alive.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Rune said, angrily toweling off his body. “It’s too risky.” 
 
    “But it isn’t, really.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Zenobian’s not who you think he is. If you knew what I knew—” 
 
    “Then tell me.” 
 
    “I can’t.” Rune had to keep his discoveries about the assassin a secret. For now, he’d hidden that information inside Cam’s bond. He trusted her to know it without giving it all away to the wrong person. Cam was used to keeping secrets deep inside himself. If he told even one of his other Adepts, all of the others would likely find out. 
 
    “Well, regardless, aren’t you planning to kill the assassin anyway?” Nolana sent. “So why stop the wedding?” 
 
    “Nolana,” Rune growled aloud. “Stop.” 
 
    “Look, I’m just saying that I should be safe. So why are you so against this? It’s just political. It won’t mean anything.” 
 
    “It means something to me,” Rune snapped. 
 
    Silence followed this statement, and Rune thrust his legs into a pair of silken sleep-pants so hard that he almost ripped them. Growling, he stormed into his empty bedroom and sat on the nearest chair to brood. His great sword and yet another knife had been returned to him, and he scowled at the nightstand where he’d left the weapons.  
 
    Unfortunately, this problem couldn’t be killed. 
 
    “Is it because you want to fuck me?” asked Nolana. 
 
    Rune groaned. “You know, Princess, sometimes your candor is endearing. Now is not one of those times.” 
 
    “You do, don’t you? Well, we can fuck afterward. I doubt Zenobian will even want to do it with me, and I can likely put him off forever. And there aren’t rules about taking lovers after the wedding. I mean, isn’t he the Goddess’s consort? He certainly won’t be faithful at all—” 
 
    “Nolana, do you want to marry him?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You, of course.” 
 
    Rune blinked. She had answered so quickly. 
 
    “Well, if that’s what you want, then why not fight for it?” he asked. 
 
    “Because it could start a war. Duh.” 
 
    He sighed. She had one hell of a point. She was also making sense, to some degree. Rune could always be with her—after. 
 
    No. I don’t do “after.” 
 
    Rune could never share a lover, not even to stop a war. He’d let her go, first. 
 
    But he didn’t want to let her go. Be it Zenobian or some future political ally, he didn’t want to watch Nolana with other men, nor to give up the power she offered him. Unfortunately, he could add that desire to a huge list of others: 
 
    He wanted to kill his own king. 
 
    He wanted to kill a foreign assassin. 
 
    He wanted to stop Nolana’s wedding, and all her future potential weddings. 
 
    He wanted to do all of this without causing a war. 
 
    And he wanted to do it all... by tomorrow. 
 
    Rune dropped his head into his hands and shut out all of his Adepts. “Shit, shit, shit,” he mumbled. 
 
    A small knock sounded on his chamber door. 
 
    Rune didn’t look up. He knew who it was. “Come in,” he sent. 
 
    The door creaked softly open, and Cam entered his quarters. Rune allowed himself to look up and to feel sweet relief. Camellia was safe, and free, and whole, and here. He had waited six years to see her like this, and for a moment, his worries all fled. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you,” he told her. 
 
    She smiled and closed the door, her hazel eyes crinkling. “I’d hug you, but I’ve got the stink of a prison cell all over me. Mind if I use your bathroom?” 
 
    He gestured with a hand. “By all means. There are women’s robes in that second wardrobe.” 
 
    Cam looked at the wardrobe, rubbing her hands. She didn’t move. Rune sighed. 
 
    “I won’t try anything,” he said. “Not tonight. I don’t think I even could. All of this....” Rune closed his eyes. He had so many problems to solve, and in no time at all. “You can sleep in Nolana’s bed,” he finally added, looking up again. “I’m sure it’s been made up by now.” 
 
    His best friend peered at him quizzically. Then she moved to the wardrobe without another word, and disappeared into the bathroom. She left the door slightly open, and some residual steam from Rune's shower drifted through. 
 
    “I could take care of you, you know,” she sent him, just as the hot water turned on. 
 
    Rune smiled. “There isn’t time for that. I have to figure out a solution.” 
 
    “Well... maybe I could help you.” 
 
    Rune didn’t see the harm. “I guess you could try.” 
 
    As she showered, Rune explained the situation to her in full detail. The night had been fuzzy for all of his Adepts, given they’d been unconscious—even Lenore needed an update here soon, since she’d willingly avoided the bond for a time. 
 
    By the time he’d gotten to the part where he’d flooded the waterworks, Cam’s shower was completed. He sensed her reaching to turn off the water, then stepping out of the tub. 
 
    Then walking to the door without stopping. 
 
    Rune shot to his feet, but he was too late. His mouth went dry as Cam swung the door open. Framed by the bathroom glowlights, her shape leaned on the door frame. She crossed her arms and cocked her head at him as all of her details resolved. 
 
    “Cam,” he croaked. She was naked, of course. “I thought I said we didn’t have time for this....” 
 
    “Time for what? I’m all business,” she said. She flipped a hand. “You were saying?” 
 
    Oh, I get it, Rune thought. He knew what she was doing now. She was taking charge of the situation, if only in her own way. As the fake leader of the Breeders, she’d had to develop a powerful presence, to throw so many evil compatriots off their game. Rune remembered how terrifying she had been, even while shrouded completely in black clothing. 
 
    Now, she was shrouded only in skin. Dark skin, smooth as midnight, not a freckle or blemish in sight. She looked to him like a marble carving. Her hair hung in thin braids over her shoulders and down around her breasts. These were bunched up by her crossing her arms, the nipples aimed like daggers right at him. They were so hard that they looked sharp, the dark skin around them goose-bumped. Steam kept her glistening, and a lone drop of water drizzled down past her navel and into the flat triangle between her legs. 
 
    He’d forgotten about the curves. When they’d had sex as kids, losing their virginities to one another, there hadn’t been enough time for admiration. Cam had treated the whole thing as a matter of course. Well, duh, your pants come off first. He remembered that line precisely. 
 
    Now, though, her body wasn’t a glimpse in a forest meadow, a warm sheath to be quick with. She stood whole before him, with wide hips and thick thighs. There was lots of flesh for holding, and his hands were already sweating with the need to turn her around and take her against the nearest wall, to watch her ass shake as he had his way with her. 
 
    But this little display of hers was also about taking control, about getting what she wanted. It was just Cam doing the taking, Cam doing the wanting, instead of Minister Redwood, who’d been controlling her from the sidelines for six years. 
 
    For one, she didn’t have to do that anymore. She could rest. And for another, Rune was done taking orders. This time, his pants would come off exactly when he wanted them to. 
 
    “I was saying,” Rune said evenly, crossing his arms to match her, “that we nearly died in the flooding. I underestimated how much water that tank was storing.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Cam purred, her arms unraveling now, her breasts bunching and dropping as she took the support out from under them. Next, she pinched one of her own nipples and started to rub it. Her other palm fell flat to her stomach and began to slowly, painstakingly descend. 
 
    Rune didn’t hide his erection, but he kept his voice level and unconcerned, bored even. “The water tossed me around like a ragdoll. It even knocked me out for a sec—” 
 
    He stopped speaking, and Cam’s hooded gaze suddenly widened. She gasped in response to the surprise radiating through Rune. He had just remembered something. 
 
    That dream. 
 
    “What dream?” Cam asked as Rune stood up off his bed. 
 
    “When I got knocked out.” Without much thought, he started pacing, crossing the room from the outer door to the inner one. “I’d forgotten, there was so much going on... but I dreamt of that Eternal forest again, only it wasn’t my own bond-trees I was dreaming about. I was in a specific place inside it. Somewhere I’d been before....” 
 
    He trailed off, trying to pull it all back. There had been a voice, so raspy that he couldn’t determine its gender. There had been words, dangerous words. 
 
    There had been something about a Prime. 
 
    All of this, Cam must have been reading through the bond. “Someone else was there with you?” she said. “That sounds too much like when I was interrogated in that torture room. Are you sure it was real?” 
 
    “I wasn’t, at first,” Rune said. “I had a similar dream last week, when we were still on the run. I think it was at Tellus’s temple, when we slept beside his old Tree outcrop. I figured it was only a dream, but then I had a similar dream at the palace. It was the same place, but not the same words.” He stopped pacing. “I’d forgotten it, until I hit my head, and got transported to the same dream-location again. It’s at the base of a mountain.” 
 
    Rune rubbed his face. What a mystery. He wished he understood more about magic. Even Cam didn’t seem to have a clue about the dream-forest. 
 
    “Wait,” a different voice sent him. “Did you just say the base of a mountain?” 
 
    Rune met eyes with Cam. “Narcissa?” 
 
    “Yes. Don’t worry, I haven’t really been listening too closely,” she sent. “I just can’t really not listen. My Eternal is still attached to Cam’s bond.” 
 
    Rune waved a hand. “That’s all right. I have no secrets from you.” 
 
    “Except the one about the identity of the assassin,” she pointed out. 
 
    Rune’s face heated. “I would have told you later—” 
 
    “Rune, I don’t care about that. Your reasons for keeping that secret are sound. What I care about right now is the mountain you saw. Can you describe it?” 
 
    “Sure,” Rune replied, and he explained what he could. He hadn’t seen much of the mountain, after all. Just the way it seemed to grow straight out of the grass, with a flat face that reached past the clouds. 
 
    “I see,” Narcissa sent. “Rune—I think you need to go back there.” 
 
    Rune joined Cam near the bathroom, leaning on the wall beside her. “Back to the dream? Why?” 
 
    “You remember how you set me, Lenore, and Ria to researching how the threat of war started? Well, we discovered that it began with a land dispute to the north. Near a mountain called Godstone. All the mountain’s faces are like you said—flat and gray.” 
 
    Cam tensed beside him, and Rune watched her nipples soften without really seeing them. That was a feat all its own. 
 
    “You’re saying the war with Djani has something to do with the place I dreamed about?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But that whole place is mental. It doesn’t mirror reality.” 
 
    Rune had been able to determine that much, at least. When he’d been asleep beside Narcissa, her personal tree had been far away from him. If it mirrored reality, she would have been next to him. 
 
    “You’re right, the dream-state is all mental. But that makes it even more important, because that place is important to someone. So important that they put their consciousness there when they sleep, and so important that your own mind was drawn there. The mind of a Guardian Prime.” 
 
    “Ah,” Rune said aloud. Narcissa had a point. 
 
    Cam placed a hand on Rune’s arm. “I could take you to the dream-forest, I think. With my Brainwash power, and with enough of an energy boost. Maybe there’s something there that could help us?” 
 
    Rune shrugged. “Maybe.” He wasn’t sure. And it seemed like folly to chase a lead from a dream, when so much in reality was going so wrong. 
 
    At the same time, the war with Djani was what started so much of this. It was the thing that held Rune back, that prevented almost all his potential actions. Thousands could die, if war started. Because of that, Rune couldn’t outright kill Celtis or the assassin, or even stop Nolana’s wedding. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “We’ll go. And we can use my mother’s sapphire to power the dream.” He’d need all his Adepts fresh and awake from now on, in case the assassin came calling. 
 
    “Rune, I really think this is important,” Narcissa sent. “I think you need to ensure it goes right, that you have enough to power Cam’s spell over time. That dream-forest appeared for us as an endless and uniform forest, with no landmarks—but someone managed to find the Godstone, and to draw you, a Prime, toward it. Whoever is consistently coming to that mountain and attracting Primes must be powerful. You cannot be too careful.” 
 
    Rune nodded. “Understood. I know what to do.” 
 
    “Good. Now I’ll give you some privacy. As much as I can, anyway.” 
 
    Cam frowned as Narcissa’s bond retreated. “What did she mean by—” 
 
    Rune laid a hand on Cam’s neck, and he kissed her. 
 
    “What—” she murmured against his mouth, but he kissed the protest away, running his tongue along her lips and then into her. She mumbled a small sound of pleasure as his hand slipped into her braids and gripped her head harder. 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” she sent as her tongue lashed out to meet his. “This will bring us closer. It’ll give me more power.” 
 
    “I’ll show you power,” Rune sent back. 
 
    Now Cam was gripping Rune, her hands pressed to the back of his head and his shoulder blades. She melted into him, her breasts molding into his bare chest. He wedged his erection between her thighs, the thin silk sleep-pants all that separated them. 
 
    Still he kissed her, hungry, his tongue fighting with hers. They stole rapid gasps of breath where they could, and she grew hotter against the head of his dick, her nipples nearly hard enough to scratch his chest as he buried his other hand in the prodigious flesh of her ass. 
 
    Ohhh, yeah, he thought, as some animal part of him learned exactly how much it liked a big ass. He shuddered, wondering if he’d ever been this close to losing control. With a jerk, he brought Cam against him, close enough that his fingers could crawl across her ass and then into it, between her thighs, to her pussy. 
 
    She gasped against him as he dipped into her, her fingernails digging into his back and scalp. 
 
    “You’re wet,” Rune growled into her ear. If he’d entered her now, the ride would be smooth. 
 
    Her response fluttered as his fingers started to work. “Y-Yes.” 
 
    “You want to fuck me?” he asked. “After all this time?” 
 
    Her own hands dropped to his ass, and she squeezed him, twisting to rub his cock against her heat. “Yes, Rune. I want you. I always have.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll fuck you then. But if you want to stick around, you’ve got to share me. Can you do that? A jealous woman like you?” 
 
    Pain raced through her, and he caught her response mentally. “I... I don’t know,” she sent. 
 
    He slowed the massage of his fingers, closing his eyes to sense every bump of her flesh, all the sweet muscle he’d be riding past in due time. 
 
    Rune knew he wanted Cam. He knew he needed her. But there was no room for jealousy in his life. He was a Prime. He wasn’t a one-woman show. 
 
    Unless... unless I can use that jealousy. 
 
    Rune smiled. Cam had liked it, before. He’d made her crazy with jealousy. She’d been hot with it, ready to drop to her knees. 
 
    Of all the people in the world to have that sort of sexual proclivity, Rune thought. He was lucky, and she would be, too. 
 
    Rune extracted his fingers from Cam’s pussy, dropped his hand from her hair. Her eyelids fluttered open as he met her eyes. 
 
    He took his wet finger and placed it against her lip. “Do you really think you can hold up to them, Camellia? Do you think you’re good enough to be my Adept?” 
 
    Cam blinked, and for a moment Rune thought she might shout at him, might finally try to put him in his place. She had done so when they were kids. Always in charge, always running things, always. 
 
    Then she pulled his finger into her mouth and sucked on it. 
 
    “I can best any one of them,” she sent. 
 
    Rune smiled, watching her mouth work on his finger. Her pussy was getting so wet that his pants were getting soaked, and the head of his cock was starting to feel moist. 
 
    “Which one first?” Rune asked. 
 
    “Lenore,” she said instantly. It figured. One strong personality recognizes another. 
 
    “Well,” he sent, “Lenore gives the best blow jobs. You think you can measure up?” 
 
    “Watch me.” 
 
    With that, Cam placed her hands against his shoulders and turned him so that his back was squarely against the wall. Then she sank to her knees in front of him and yanked down his pants. Maybe he didn’t control when they came off, after all. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” she sighed as his cock flopped in front of her face. She placed her palms to the wall behind his hips, and just stared at his member. Through their bond, he could feel her aching. She was mesmerized. She’d wanted him for so long. 
 
    “Go on,” he sent. “Show me how you measure up.” 
 
    She nodded, overcome, and then leaned forward and down, surprising him by sucking one of his balls into her mouth. His legs jerked, and she seized both his knees, locking them in place. When Rune tried to loosen them, he realized she was holding him up. 
 
    “Just relax,” she sent him, sucking gently on his sack. “Don’t expend any energy whatsoever. I’ll keep you from falling until I prove myself.” 
 
    Rune nodded, even though she couldn’t see it. He kept his gaze on her, sweat breaking out on his forehead as her jaw worked, her tongue swimming around his balls, softly teasing them this way and that. At first, he wasn’t quite sure if he liked the sensation, but over time, something melted inside him, as if his cum was gathering to meet her lips. 
 
    Then she sucked harder, just to the edge of pain, and his cock jumped. If she hadn’t been holding him up, he might have fallen forward. 
 
    She retreated then, her mouth coming off his balls with a pop that sent a vibration up the bottom vein of his dick. Then Cam met his eyes, the hazel of her gaze bright and crystal clear as she ran the tip of her nose up the length of his shaft. 
 
    It was like she was nuzzling him, and when she lifted her nose away, Rune saw a spot of white precum on her dark skin. Then her lips found his head, a tiny kiss with the flicker of a tongue against him. Flick, flick, as she tasted what was already there. 
 
    “Am I good enough, yet?” she asked, her mouth widening, her lips catching on the soft ridge around his head. 
 
    “Almost,” Rune sent. 
 
    Cam took him deeper into her mouth, her tongue playing with the ridge now, rubbing the flesh back and forth. 
 
    “Now?” she asked. 
 
    He closed his eyes. “Almost....? 
 
    Deeper she went, until his dick caressed the giving flesh at the back of her throat. Then deeper, until air bunched up around his head, her gag reflex incoming. Her teeth nipped his base, not painful, just a reminder that they were there, that she was ready to use everything at her disposal to please him. 
 
    “Now am I good enough?” she asked. 
 
    Rune reached into her air and drew her off him, then pushed her back down again. “Almost. Just a few more of these.” 
 
    Cam went where he guided her, taking his cock slowly, swallowing him as deep as she could. She choked on him, but never went faster. Melting him down into useless slag. 
 
    Finally he opened his eyes again, to watch her. Seeing Cam, his best friend, his first lover, sucking on him in this way... his cock shivered, the cum building, the pain knotting in his balls. 
 
    He pulled her head off him. “All right, Cam. You pass the first test.” 
 
    She smiled up at him and let go of his knees. Nuzzling his cock again, she said, “Told you I would.” 
 
    “Who’s next, then?” he asked, trying to see her without seeing her. If he looked too close at the way his skin touched hers.... 
 
    “Well, I was thinking Denni, but you haven’t slept with her yet. How about Ria?” Cam said, making puppy eyes at him. “How can I show you I measure up to her?” 
 
    “Ah,” he said, “that’s easy. Ria makes the best noises when I’m going down on her. She takes my tongue the best.” 
 
    It was a distillation of Ria’s skills, but it was why he liked fucking her. To Ria, all the pleasure felt new, and she wasn’t afraid to let him know it. 
 
    “That sounds easy,” Cam said, rising to her feet. With a casual toss of her hair, she took Rune’s hand and led him to the bed. There she released him, leaning forward to crawl across the covers. He watched the concave arch of her back, the sway of her braids, the jiggle of her ass as she crept up to the headboard and rolled over. 
 
    Rune’s gaze fell, and for the first time ever, he looked at her pussy. As she leaned her back against the headboard, both her hands ran down her stomach to her inner thighs, where she pressed her own legs wide apart. Skin jiggled as she opened herself up to him, revealing the pink-and-red folds of her sex, so wet that they glistened in the glowlights. 
 
    She touched herself with two fingers and spread them slightly. “It’s right here,” she told him. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Rune crawled onto the bed, his eyes glued to her clit. His mouth watered. “You sure you can take it?” 
 
    No, he caught her thinking. Her heart rate was galloping. “I don’t know. Are you good at it?” 
 
    Rune curved his hands around her thighs, burying his hands in her ass. Just like she had, he dropped his mouth to her sex without using a single one of his hands. 
 
    Her breath caught, loudly, and she moaned as he licked up her opening and over her clit. Then he nudged the folds apart left-to-right, always flickering over that nub. 
 
    Her legs quivered, and all the tension went out of her. “Tellus take me. Oh, gods, Rune.” 
 
    He opened his mouth wide and sucked at every fold that he could, making sure to keep his upper lip flush to her clit. She twisted and moaned, and he went faster, his tongue slicing into her, swirling around. 
 
    “Oh—oh—oh,” she moaned, his rhythm making her insides go tight. Her thick thighs closed on his head, and her fist sank into his hair. Still he pumped her, always touching her nub. 
 
    “Oh, I want you. I want you. Please stop.” 
 
    “No,” he sent her. 
 
    “I need you. This feels so good—” 
 
    He nibbled a fold then, making her cry out. As much as she was trying to be noisy—to show her appreciation the way Ria did—Rune could tell that she wasn’t faking. 
 
    She squirmed, her back arching, but Rune held fast and sucked her, until she gave a great twist and shouted his name. As her whole body convulsed in pleasure, Rune pulled off her pussy and crawled forward, dipping his mouth to one nipple instead. 
 
    “Oh, oh fuck,” she exclaimed, her legs still twitching to either side of him. He moved to her other nipple, pulling the hardened flesh between his teeth. 
 
    “You did good,” he sent her. “Who do we test against, next?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know. Iris?” 
 
    He rose off her nipple with a pop, leaving the dark skin glistening. “Iris is tight,” he said, gripping the headboard in one hand. “Really tight. I don’t know why.” 
 
    For the first time, Cam curled a hand around his cock. “I can be tight. I know how.” 
 
    Rune grinned, and he allowed her to lead his dick to her opening. Her legs were spread wide again, and he fit between them with ease. She squeezed his shaft and stroked him, each stroke bringing his head closer, until it was wet—then deeper and deeper, until there was no room for her hand. She let go of him, and he thrust inside her. 
 
    She seized up, gasping. He could sense her thoughts, her amazement. It’s even better than I remembered. Oh, fuck. I hope he does it again. 
 
    “Cam,” Rune chided. “You promised me tight.” 
 
    “Right, right, sorry,” she replied, closing her eyes and frowning. He felt her muscles contract on him, enough that he let loose an involuntary “oh.” 
 
    “I can’t hold it forever,” she said, her voice straining. “So please fuck me hard and fast.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Rune said, and he began. 
 
    He showed no mercy. He shoved his cock into her so hard the first time that her head slammed the headboard. She screamed out, and he slammed into her again, into the tight pussy she’d made for him, until there were tears on her face, until she was weeping for the Tree to save her. 
 
    Rune lost himself. He was completely bewitched. Here was Cam, one of the most powerful mages he knew, the girl who had bossed him around when he was a kid, and now he was fucking her harder than she’d ever had in her life, her legs wide to him, her body all his. Bracing himself on the headboard, he sank his dick into her hard enough to make her bounce up off the bed. 
 
    It was intoxicating and sweaty and rapid and tight, until she moaned and her muscles gave way and she was soft to him. Somehow that made it better, that she’d lost all control and could do nothing but take him. 
 
    He didn’t realize he’d slowed until she grabbed for his arms. “No, don’t stop. Please come in me. Please.” 
 
    He grinned. “Oh, I can do that. But you have to prove you can measure up to Nolana first.” 
 
    This time, Cam didn’t need to ask what she needed to do. As soon as Rune’s cock slicked out of her, she scrambled to the edge of the bed and threw her legs off it, until she was bent with her breasts against the covers and her knees on the floor. On any other day, Rune might have tortured and teased her a little more, but he knew his orgasm could burst out of him at any moment. If her butt so much as jiggled the wrong way, it would flip him over the edge. 
 
    So he got off the bed and stood behind her and slid his wet dick between her cheeks. She raised her ass, so that he could stroke his head against her pussy, getting it extra wet. 
 
    Then he put his hands to her ass cheeks, bunching the flesh, and spread them. With a groan, he pumped his cock into her smaller, tighter hole. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” she cried out. “Rune, please!” 
 
    She didn’t even know what she was begging for anymore, but he watched her arms as she repositioned so she could touch herself. Unlike the hole itself, the inside of her ass was giving and loose. Rune took a deep breath and pulled out, and thrust in again. 
 
    Trees below, this felt so good. 
 
    She moaned as he rocked her, her fingers not even bothering with her clit as she penetrated herself. He felt the pleasure of having two things inside her at once, felt the mounting rage of her second orgasm, all while his dick tensed and his balls flopped and went cold and— 
 
    The first spurt shook him to his core, all sound catching in his throat. Cam shouted his name as he jerked his last thrust into her, and then she pressed hard to her clit, and came too. 
 
    They shuddered together, gasping in tune, until Rune pulled his limp flesh from hers. He dropped to his knees and laid his face against her butt cheek. It smelled of soap and sweat. 
 
    “Not... not fair,” she breathed, as cum dripped down one thigh. “You didn’t tell me how to measure up to Narcissa.” 
 
    Rune smiled against her dark skin and kissed it. 
 
    “You already measure up there,” he said. “Narcissa loves me. Sex with her is incredible because I can feel that I’m wanted, not just my body, but my heart and soul.” 
 
    Also, she swallows, he didn’t add. Swallowing his cum was Narcissa’s specialty, and he’d promised not to let another Adept do it, to give her something to set her apart. No one could measure up there, anyway. Narcissa genuinely seemed desperate to taste him, to lick him clean of every last drop. 
 
    But the love meant something, too. And he knew Cam felt it. All of his Adepts were starting to get there, but with his two Adeptus Prime partners, the emotions ran just as thick as the physical need. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get into bed,” Rune said, rising on wobbly feet. Soon he had a naked Cam tucked against him, her breasts against his side, one leg folded neatly over his. 
 
    “All right,” she murmured. “Now we see just how much power this gave us. Are you ready?” 
 
    Rune closed his eyes and nodded. “I’ll be sleeping in no time.” 
 
    “And I’ll stay awake, to help guide your dreams.” 
 
    He smiled softly, and for the first time in days, he felt peaceful. He had every worry in the world, but in this moment, everything felt exactly right. 
 
    Before he knew it, he’d drifted off. And just as planned, he retook his consciousness in a green-crystal forest. Trees for miles in every direction, their branches a chaotic net overhead. 
 
    But at Rune’s feet, power thrummed. It was Cam’s roots, keeping him aware, keeping him anchored. He turned in place, thinking he would have to search for the Godstone mountain somehow—but instead, its great face rose right in front of him, an infinite expanse of unforgiving gray stone. 
 
    He heard nothing, no voice, not yet. So he walked up to the rock face and touched it. Unlike the forest, which was clear as glass and glowing from within, this was solid ugly rock. Yet his soul had been called to it. Why? 
 
    The stone was smooth and uniform, like river rock. Above him, the crystal leaves of the large tree tinkled and whispered, the roots throbbing with green light underfoot. 
 
    Then Rune found it—a mark, etched into the stone. A star with seven lines falling from it. He recognized the image as a simplified version of a carving he’d seen, in the temple to Tellus the Mad. It represented Tellus and his seven Adepts. 
 
    “Come to see your legacy, have you?” rasped a voice. 
 
    Rune let his hand fall away from the stone. 
 
    The person was behind him, standing close. He turned to face them. He kept himself loose and unthreatening, although he was alert for any attack. 
 
    He needn’t have been. The woman standing behind him bore no weapons, nor armor, nor even a gaze full of hate. She was tall and imposing and sinuous, her skin the same shade as charred wood. There was beauty to her, but it was dangerous. Her silver hair hung behind her in a gargantuan single braid, like a fallen cloud sparkling faintly with magic. 
 
    And on her neck, a huge scar, the sort that should have killed her. She had one silver and one golden eye. 
 
    He knew who she was then. It was the eyes that did it. Only one person in the world had those eyes. 
 
    Rune bowed. “It is a pleasure to meet you, oh great Goddess of the Djani. My name is Rune Tellarus, and I come in peace.” 
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    The Goddess of Salt smiled at him, but there was no mirth in it. “That is what they all say,” she said. 
 
    Rune rose from his bow. Of all the people to find in the Eternal dream-forest, he would never have guessed he’d find the Goddess of the Djani people. He wondered if she really was a goddess, or if that was just a title, as most Orennians believed. Certainly she would be some sort of mage. And one who could move about this place freely.... 
 
    I am in the presence of great power, he thought. 
 
    “I am being honest when I say I mean you no harm,” he said.  
 
    Both of them stood still, about five paces from one another, Rune atop the nearest tree’s gnarled roots, and the Goddess on the grass. Despite the casual, easy way they both held themselves, however, Rune could feel the threat strung between them. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Godstone mountain rose behind him, leaning close like an impatient overseer. Back in reality, this place was the reason for the looming war with Djani, but Rune had yet to figure out why. 
 
    “You are a Prime, Rune Tellus,” said the Goddess, using the name Rune hadn’t even known was his until mere hours ago. “You can say you mean no harm all that you like, but in the end, you will be the end of us all.” 
 
    Rune took a step toward her, angling right, and she sinuously did the same. Soon they would be circling one another. 
 
    “What makes you think I’m a Prime?” Rune asked her. 
 
    “I saw it,” she said. “When you fell asleep beneath the Tree in the temple of Tellus, your mind was called to this place, and I found you.” 
 
    How? Rune wanted to ask. How did you know to come there? 
 
    In fact, how was she here right now? Had something alerted her to his presence, or was she always here, patrolling the place that called out to the souls of Primes? How lonely that must be, if it were true. An endless vigil in an unchanging dream. 
 
    Rune did not ask the question, however. He didn’t know how much time was left, or how much power Cam was already expending to ensure he remained in this dream. 
 
    “So that’s why you feel you need to kill me,” Rune said. “Because you believe Primes can only do harm.” 
 
    “Power corrupts,” she replied, approaching the wall while Rune crossed onto the grass that she had just vacated. The Goddess, meanwhile, seemed to float over the tree’s twisted roots as if they were a flat carpet of moss. Are her feet even touching the ground? Rune wondered. Then he looked and realized, No. No, they aren’t. 
 
    While Rune’s own feet grew into the ground, becoming an endless warren of roots beneath the crystal soil, this woman was not connected to the forest. She had no roots, no tree, no nothing. She was adrift in this world. 
 
    “Well, I’ve done nothing but good things with my power,” Rune argued, trying to figure out what her disconnection might mean. 
 
    “That’s how it began with him, too,” she replied. 
 
    Rune paused as the Goddess did, at the base of the wall. She raised her hand to run a finger over the mark of Tellus, the star with the seven lines hanging from it. 
 
    “He was a hero, you know,” she said softly. “It is in the writings of Calla Nyssa, my ancestor, who defeated him. Tellus began like you, handsome and strong. But his kindness did not last, and his every whim became law. When all fear to tell you no, then you forget what no means. ” She turned her head to face him, her long braid crossing her back. “You have accidentally bonded to seven, and you have not released even one of them. You, too, are forgetting how to live without receiving your every desire.” 
 
    “That isn’t true,” Rune said. “I have made it clear that my Adepts can leave whenever they like.” 
 
    She trailed her finger down the wall, but gradually her hand turned into a claw, until granite crumbled away beneath her nails. 
 
    “Lies,” she said, “and even if they are not, ‘tis no matter. I have killed Primes in swaddling clothes, Rune Tellus. If but one of them might have grown into another dark madman, then it will make the death of every child worth it.” 
 
    Something in Rune’s chest turned to stone. “You’re a child killer?” 
 
    “I am what I must be.” She looked up, her silver and gold eyes flat and lifeless, seeing through him. “But you are no child, Rune Tellus. You have eluded me, but that shall end very soon. In fact, now that you are in my domain—” 
 
    “Wait,” Rune said, raising both hands. Oh, fuck. Can she kill me in here? “Wait, wait. I want to negotiate. Our countries, at least, can have peace.” He drew a breath and decided to go for it. Gazing into her eyes with as much gravity as he could muster, Rune said, “Are you aware of Celtis’s army of night witches?” 
 
    She did not blink, nor react. She did not even stiffen. “I... I guessed,” she said. 
 
    It was the first time she showed any true emotion. Sorrow cut lines to the sides of her eyes. For the first time, Rune wondered how old she was. She seemed youthful, and yet not, as if trapped within timelines. She could have been twenty, or fifty. He would not have been surprised at either number. 
 
    Her beauty, however, was ageless. Rune could understand why some men would give up their entire sex lives just to be this woman’s second consort. 
 
    “Well, then you know King Celtis has to go,” Rune said. Cam had told him that the Goddess stole every Adeptus Prime born in Djani, and the night witches were all Adeptus Primes. Something told Rune that, despite this thieving of children, the Goddess valued her female Primes greatly. Her hatred for Tellus went beyond his tyranny. She knew what he’d done to his Adepts, too. 
 
    “Allow me to kill the king for you,” Rune said. “Then you may chase me and kill me at your leisure, as I’ll be a condemned criminal at that point. The king’s daughter, Princess Nolana, will happily make peace with you in his absence. No wedding of any kind will be necessary, and she will give back the lands you desire. You can even offer a new life to the night witches. You will be able to do so much good....” 
 
    Rune trailed off, because the Goddess was already shaking her head. “It is too late for all of that,” she said, the mournful glint never leaving her eyes. “You freed the witches. They will offer you loyalty. They cannot be allowed to live... and neither can your bond-mates. I must kill them, for the sake of the world. 
 
    “And,” she added, “I must start with you.” 
 
    Her hand shot up, and a bolt of energy burst from her palm. Rune dove to one side, and the crackling bolt missed him—but not before he felt it passing. 
 
    Cold, he thought, shivering even as he tried to stand. But it was no cold he’d ever experienced. Even in that brief instance, it had run deeper than his bones. It was the cold of eternities, the cold of unceasing loneliness. It was the cold of a god doomed to kill. 
 
    To protect himself, Rune shifted into Shadow Walk—or he tried to. Nothing happened. He could feel Lenore with him, but he couldn’t reach her, nor tap her. 
 
    “You are alone here, Prime,” said the Goddess, her hand drifting toward him again, as if his death would take no more than one thought. “You have no power in this place, for you are of the earth. I am not.” 
 
    Another bolt burgeoned in her hand, and Rune leapt behind the nearest tree. Her energy cleaved right through it, raining crystal shards and dying green light on his head. 
 
    “You would let others die to save yourself?” said the Goddess. “You claim to be kind, yet you are a coward.” 
 
    What does she mean, I let someone die...? Oh, shit. 
 
    These trees. He remembered finding his Adepts inside their own trunks. Were all of these trees actually people? 
 
    Cam, he thought. Cam, I need you to get me out of here. He had no magic, and no clue how to fight a goddess. 
 
    He could sense Cam, feel her, but she did not respond. She could not hear him in this place, did not know what he wanted. In fact, her powers were the only thing holding him here—just like he’d asked her to do. 
 
    Her powers, Rune thought. She was using them on him right now. Which meant that, in one small way, they were connected in this moment. Otherwise, he would have already woken up. 
 
    So he had one tool—just one. Closing his eyes, Rune searched for it, for the bond-feel of tree bark that belonged to Cam alone. 
 
    He found it, a tenuous wooden thread. It was all that remained of his bond to her, but he had it. The only question was: what to do with it? He had barely sat down to discuss all the things she could do, but now it was critically important that he remember. 
 
    “You cannot hide from me, Rune Tellus. The next bolt shall not miss.” 
 
    He believed her. The first two shots had been almost casual, but with that sort of power... if she didn’t want to miss, then she wouldn’t. She was just playing with her food, that was all. Punishing him for what he was. 
 
    “It was foolish of you to come here. My agent was approaching you slowly, carefully. But now I may kill you at my leisure.” 
 
    Rune closed his eyes. Cam had Brainwash, which was mind-control. She had Obedience, which was body control. She had Impervious, which could prevent someone from feeling any pain. 
 
    There was one more, though. What was it? 
 
    “Know the name of she who defeats you, and take it with you to your grave.” 
 
    She put Narcissa to sleep that one time, Rune thought. 
 
    But weren’t he and the Goddess already asleep? 
 
    “I am Mercuria, the Goddess of Salt, and I decree your death.” 
 
    Rune jumped to his feet just as the Goddess raised up her bolt, and for the blink of an instant, he almost forgot to fight back. This bolt she had gathered was as wide as her spread arms, and growing wider. 
 
    Then she released it. 
 
    It whistled toward him, whining like water trapped in burning wood, splitting the very air as it cut through the sunlight. With each inch, it grew larger, all-consuming. 
 
    Rune yanked on Cam’s magic, and used it all. 
 
    “Peace and Quiet!” he shouted, for that was Cam’s name for this ability. It could slow the mind down, stop its thoughts, and render a victim comatose, but aware. 
 
    He didn’t cast it at Mercuria, however. He cast it at the ball of light. 
 
    The two magics collided, and her bolt turned abyssal black, while Cam’s white-green Eternal enveloped and consumed it. Mercuria screamed and collapsed, her knees hitting the roots below.... 
 
    Where her own true roots reached up to take her. 
 
    “Noooo!” she screamed, tearing at the roots. She had floated above this earth, a goddess of the dream-realm, disconnected from the real, living world. But now Rune had returned her to her own place, her own mind. In front of him, the great fist of his white magic growled like a beast and swallowed her poisoned magic whole. 
 
    Her magic had been thought. Her magic had been mental. And Peace and Quiet could still any thought. 
 
    Next, Rune raised his own hand to Mercuria. After all, like any magic, Peace and Quiet could also work in reverse. 
 
    She saw him and threw up her hands, but it was too late. Rune cast his spell, drawing with it every single drop of power he could yank from the slim tendril of his bond. With it, he doomed the consciousness of the Goddess to think. To wake from her endless dream. 
 
    The scream he heard next would follow him for many nights after. It was the scream of a mother watching her child die in her arms. It was a scream of endings. 
 
    And to her, Rune would be that end. 
 
    The forest flickered, and in the dying light of his spell, Rune saw that nothing remained of the Goddess. She had become earthly once more, wherever she was. 
 
    Then another blink, and the forest shattered to black. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune woke as if he’d been drowning, as if he were seizing the air with hands in his throat. It was so painful, so intense, that he looped his hands around his own neck, trying to stop the ripping feeling, trying to let in the air. 
 
    He was in his bed, in his quarters. His vision was filmed in red. He realized that it was blood, draining over one of his eyes. He looked over. 
 
    Cam lay limp beside him. 
 
    Oh, no. What had he done? How much power had he taken? Her hand was closed in a loosened fist, and when he pried her fingers open, the seven shards of a broken sapphire fell through. 
 
    No. His mother’s valorglass. Cam must have taken it when her power began to run low. She must have channeled it into him. Because it was inert, a tool, he’d been able to use it. 
 
    But his bonds to his other Adepts hadn’t existed in the dream-forest. So he’d powered the spell with only the valorglass... and Cam. 
 
    “No, no,” he said aloud, knowing even before he touched her neck that he would feel no pulse there. “Narcissa!” he sent. “Narcissa!” 
 
    “I’m... here....” 
 
    She was so faint, so feeble, and her bond-feel was fading, the flipping pages of her soul falling flat. 
 
    “Rune, I... I love you....” 
 
    Rune shook his head. No. This couldn’t be happening. He couldn’t lose his Primes, he couldn’t lose anyone. He opened his bonds wide and drew upon them, all of them. Ria and Denni and Iris, Nolana and Lenore. 
 
    But he couldn’t push that energy into Cam’s bond, because Cam was already dead. And by association, Narcissa was also dying, her soul attached to a woman whose heart had stopped beating.... 
 
    Yet Narcissa was still alive. Which meant Cam was, too. Just a thread of life. 
 
    Rune got up and straddled her. 
 
    He laced his fingers together and pumped her chest, hard enough to feel ribs crack. Three times. Then he leaned down to plug her nose, to breathe into her mouth, to inflate her lungs.... 
 
    He did it again, just as Lenore had taught him. And again. 
 
    On the third compression of the third try, Narcissa’s pages lost their ink. Out of instinct and panic, Rune seized the energy from his Adepts one more time, and pushed it all into one last compression. 
 
    This time, it was enough. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rune stood at Cam’s bedside in the infirmary, tucking one thin braid behind her ear. He’d been able to resuscitate Narcissa to normalcy, but Cam’s bond had been flattened. The Covenant doctor had called it a “hollowing.” 
 
    “She’s got a Guardian somewhere, that one. An illegal one. I’d watch her, if I were you.” 
 
    “I will, doctor. But will she recover?” 
 
    “Yes. But it may take some time.” 
 
    Rune sighed. He wished he wouldn’t have to face his last battle without Cam. But at least she would be safe here, until the wedding, that is. He had about an hour. 
 
    It would have to be enough. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rune, but I have to ask again.... Are you completely certain?” Nolana asked him. She was standing at the infirmary door with a gaggle of hand-maids, who had been sent to whisk her away to her wedding preparations. Half a dozen guards also watched her from within the room, as if she might deflower herself on Rune’s cock any moment. 
 
    He closed his eyes and sent, “I’m sorry, Nolana, but I’m sure. Mercuria would have done it last night, so that she could give the order this morning. She wouldn’t have taken any chances.” 
 
    Tears glittered in Nolana’s eyes, and he didn’t blame her. 
 
    “You should go now,” he sent. “She won’t show us any mercy, either. Not even you are safe, anymore.” 
 
    The Goddess had all but promised to kill Nolana. She would kill all of Rune’s Adepts, and all the night witches, too. Anyone with even a sliver of loyalty to Rune—or even the mere potential for that sliver—had to go. 
 
    If Mercuria could murder children, then she could murder anyone. Rune stood up. 
 
    “Sorry, Cam. I’ve got to go.” 
 
    He left in the wake of Nolana’s mass of attendants. “See you at the wedding,” she sent sadly as they parted ways at a crossing. 
 
    “Everyone in position?” he asked, posing the question into all his bonds at once. 
 
    “Target is acquired,” Iris sent. 
 
    “Good. I’m headed your way. Lenore?” 
 
    Lenore’s voice came through clean: “I’ve successfully snuck into the palace.” 
 
    “Narcissa?” 
 
    His first Adept was concerned for him—Rune couldn’t miss that. But she said what he needed to hear most of all: “I’m all dolled up and ready to be a good little wedding guest. This will definitely be the party of the year.” 
 
    Rune nodded, his smile ghosting away before it could really take root. 
 
    “Ria?” he asked. This morning, he had sent a message to the men holding Ria captive with the other night witches, explaining that she wasn’t one of them. Given she was an innocent bystander to the “fight” with the witches, she had been allowed to wake up and leave. Meanwhile, the other night witches were still being kept asleep, subject to the verdict of the king. 
 
    Ria answered his summons after a long moment. “Still—scuffling—with the guards—” 
 
    He stopped walking in front of a guest room door. “Do you need help?” he asked. 
 
    “No. I can do this. I know how to play crazy—” 
 
    Her voice cut off, not from danger but from focus. Rune sensed hands all over her, attempting to restrain her. At any other time, he would be rushing to her aid. But this time, she didn’t need saving.  
 
    “Just let me know if you need help,” he sent. 
 
    “Will—do.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Rune knocked on the closed door in front of him. He also projected his presence mentally, through the door. 
 
    A timid hand opened it, and Denni looked through. “I figured you would come,” she said. 
 
    He made no move to enter, nor to close her in. He made sure lots of space remained between them. He couldn’t forget Mercuria’s words: You accidentally bonded to seven women, but haven’t allowed even one to escape you. 
 
    Denni sighed. “Rune, we don’t need to do this right now.” 
 
    He ignored this. “Do you want to unbond to me?” he said softly. “I need the truth, Denni. And I’m sorry. I should have asked you this question much sooner.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. You’ve been busy.” 
 
    “But you’re important, too,” he said. 
 
    She drew a heavy breath and met his eyes, her pale green gaze seeing into him. He fought the urge to run his hands over the relaxed waves of her deep red hair. 
 
    She was beautiful, yes, and powerful too. He wanted her body and he wanted her power. Any man would. 
 
    But Rune would never take those things. He didn’t take. He gave. 
 
    “It’s... it’s not you,” Denni said. “It’s....” 
 
    “Tell me,” Rune said. “Please.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. “It’s the killing. I don’t want to kill anymore. I don’t care who I’m bonded to, or if I’m bonded at all. I just want the killing to stop.” 
 
    Rune smiled, and she blinked. She could feel his joy, too. 
 
    “If that’s the case,” Rune said, “then I think we can help each other.” 
 
    Dendrobia looked up, frowning. She was wearing a red shirt. Bright red, though. Nothing like blood. 
 
    “Do you have any plans today?” Rune asked. “Because I’m going to a wedding, and it would be nice if I came with a date.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Rune stepped into the sitting area of the palace blacksmith. As expected, he was not the only customer. Covenant Minister Thomas Larch currently stood at the front counter, trying and failing to extract himself from a conversation with two lovely young ladies. 
 
    “Really, Bibi, I have to be going,” the man said to his daughter, the buff and buxom blacksmith that had been tasked with making armor for the new crop of Guardians. “It’s only a half hour until the wedding, you know. And you still haven’t told me why I’m here.” 
 
    “Oh, but could you just stay a bit longer?” Iris pleaded. She stood next to the minister, her hands pressed together in a prayer gesture as she put on her best puppy-dog eyes. “Bibi said your armor was her best work, and I’m so curious, you really must show me!” 
 
    Rune chuckled. “All right, Iris, that’s enough.” 
 
    The minister turned, his gray eyebrows shooting up. “Oh, Sir Tellarus. What brings you here—? Ah.” Larch shot a scathing glare at his daughter. “You’ve been holding me here until he arrived. Haven’t you?” 
 
    “Well done, Iris,” Rune sent, and Iris’s pale face lit up as she grinned at him. Devilish little creature, that one, he thought, briefly scanning the room to see if Zinnius, Bibi’s male apprentice, was anywhere to be found. 
 
    Larch offered up a long-suffering sigh. “Well, what do you want, then?” he asked Rune, turning to face him and crossing his armored arms. The man wore his most formal livery today, a complex militant uniform of green and white—but Rune was pleased to see the armor beneath it was anything but ceremonial. As always, Larch was ready for anything. 
 
    Since Zinnius was nowhere in sight, and since Iris and Bibi could be trusted, Rune came right out with it: “You were given an order today, weren’t you?” he stated. “And it isn’t an order you like.” 
 
    Shadows flashed across the minister’s face, his blue eyes dulling with suspicion. “My orders have nothing to do with you, son. At least until you finish your training.” 
 
    Rune smiled. He highly doubted he’d ever finish his official training as an Elite. Hell, he and Nolana had barely even started. Taking a bunch of bullshit Covenant lessons just wasn’t on their priority list. 
 
    “Oh, you don’t have to tell me anything about your orders,” Rune said casually, shoving his hands into the pockets of his own Guardian livery. “After all, I already know what they are.” 
 
    Larch scowled. “How could you know such a thing?” 
 
    Rune wasn’t surprised that Larch was suspicious of him. This morning’s orders from the king would have been privileged information. No doubt Celtis would have called it “top secret.” 
 
    “Lucky guess,” Rune said. 
 
    Larch harrumphed. “I highly doubt that. But get to the point.” 
 
    “Right. My point is... well, it’s a request, really.” Rune stepped closer to the older man, and was gratified to see Larch stiffen, one hand resting readily on the sword at his hip. 
 
    Rune paused his advance. “Look,” he said, “I know you don’t like the orders that Celtis just gave you. But I’m fully aware you are beholden to obey them. My only request is that you wait until after the ceremony to carry them out. That’s all I ask. Just wait an hour.” 
 
    Larch’s voice dropped to a growl. “You don’t get to dictate what I do, boy.” 
 
    Rune spread his hands. “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it. I am merely making the suggestion that you wait. In return, I can take the task entirely off your hands.” 
 
    “And how might you do that, Tellarus?” Larch asked. “You’re no one special, boy, contrary to what you might think—” 
 
    “Father, please,” Bibi said, leaning over her counter and rolling her eyes. The movement drew Rune’s attention, even from the corners of his eyes. If the neckline of her overalls showed any more skin, Rune might forget what he was doing here. 
 
    He swallowed thickly. “Minister Larch, I’m aware of my status.  But give me an hour, and I will prove to you that these orders you were given are invalid. I will give you every reason not to follow them, at no cost to yourself. In short, I will give you an out.” 
 
    Larch opened his mouth again, probably to argue, but then Bibi caught his arm and tugged on him. Gritting his teeth, the gray-haired man leaned closer to his daughter so that she could whisper something in his ear. 
 
    His face darkened in a new way, his eyes darting to Rune again. 
 
    “Come on, Father,” Bibi said. “You owe me. And what’s the worst that could happen? The king could get angry at you for delaying one single hour?” 
 
    Larch shook his head. “Tellus take me, boy, but you collect female friends the same way that rich old ladies collect gaudy jewels. Fine, then. I’ll wait. But I don’t owe you anymore!” he added, pointing a finger in Bibi’s face. “You don’t get to bring that up, ever again!” 
 
    With that declaration, Larch stormed out of the smith’s, shoving past Rune rather hard as he went. Rune didn’t mind. The man was gruff, but he was honest. He wouldn’t carry out the orders he’d been given. That was all Rune wanted, right now. 
 
    “Heh. What did you even say to him?” Rune asked Bibi, amused. 
 
    She laughed, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “The man once got bit on the ass by a baby drake. I healed it for him so the palace healer couldn’t gossip about it.” 
 
    Rune grinned. “Then it seems I owe you a favor, later.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m aware. And you can be damned sure I’ll collect.” Bibi cocked her head. “Now haven’t you got places to be, oh Guardian of our Most Esteemed and Crazy Princess? I heard there’s a wedding going on.” 
 
    “Oh, there most definitely is. And I expect you’re both coming?” He eyed Iris. 
 
    His smallest Adept raised up the spoon she’d enchanted to shock people. “Oh, we’re coming. And we’ve got a whole set of cutlery this time.” She lowered the spoon and turned to Bibi. “Plus, we’ve got a surprise for you.” 
 
    Before he could ask, Bibi grinned. “Your new armor is ready. Iris helped me make it special. You got time to put it on, Big Guy?” 
 
    If it had been anything else, Rune would have said no. The wedding was mere minutes away. But as it was, he was about to do something profoundly dangerous. Stopping a wedding—this wedding—would be no easy task, and a little extra armor could go a long way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the wedding of Princess Nolana Celtis d’Calla, heir apparent to the throne of Orennian, and Rune—who until a few days ago had just been a gardener—had one of the best seats in the house. 
 
    He’d come a long way to get here, and half the journey had happened only recently. What had once been the uninteresting life of a blacksmith’s son had now become so much more. Not only was Rune a man with Guardian blood, he was also the son of one of the greatest night witches who ever lived—and the descendant of the world’s most powerful madman. 
 
    Today, within the hour, he would honor these legacies. He would kill a lot of people. He might even start a war. 
 
    But first, he had to get through the vows. 
 
    As expected of a court event, this one was incredibly boring. Already an hour had passed with speeches about diplomacy, leadership, Nolana’s great beauty and “inquisitive mind,” and so on, blah blah blah. The wedding was taking place within yet another ballroom, this one with a ceiling of colored glass that drizzled green light onto a forest of party guests. 
 
    “Forest” is a good name for it, Rune thought, scanning the crowd for the hundredth time. Back at the Bonding ball, he’d overheard several nobles talking about the invitation list: I heard that the head of every great house will be here for the wedding. They are already travelling to the palace as we speak.... 
 
    Well, it seemed all of those important people had indeed arrived, and that they’d brought their entire wardrobes with them. Rune curled his nose, wondering if they were also wearing their entire wardrobes. These rich people were done up in dozens of green layers, their outfits festooned with strings of peridot and emerald and green garnet, the men dripping with golden chains for their watches and belts and even the occasional monocle. So many hats were sporting silk leaves that an unsuspecting woodsman might get lost among them. The opulence was almost overwhelming. 
 
    Among the guests, though, Rune did spot a few more sensible people. Narcissa sat near the front in the emerald green that so suited her, her dress cut elegantly to accentuate her slim form—although aside from the cut, the dress seemed bulky and unwieldy, as if it had been filled out with stuffing. Rune knew exactly why. 
 
    By contrast, Lenore sat beside Narcissa, her arms crossed from boredom. As was so often the case, her greats were waging war with the neckline of her skimpy black gown, which had been cut to offer her the best ease of movement. 
 
    Iris had come too, and she sat beside Bibi, both of them wearing fine silken trousers and shirts. As a smith’s apprentice, Iris was clearly coming into her own. The confidence in her stance made Rune happy. 
 
    The armor she’d helped make for him, though, was even better. 
 
    He shifted in place, and the new blue armor barely clinked. Made to match Nolana’s silver-blue eyes, the iridescent armor was enchanted to be light as air, and it had been formed expertly, each piece fitting quietly into the next. He was the only new Guardian to have received such a coveted set, but there was a row of seats that contained at least a dozen unbonded trainees in the room, and they hadn’t exactly come armorless. 
 
    “Isn’t she beautiful?” Denni asked him, nodding to Nolana. Denni had agreed to come as his date, and now she stood at the front row of the ceremony next to him, if only on the very ends. The promised heads-of-houses had all taken the more coveted seats, bringing them closer to Nolana than Rune was. 
 
    “She looks like her dressmaker couldn’t decide which fabric to use, so he simply used them all,” Rune replied. 
 
    Denni didn’t giggle. She was too serious for that. But she did smile with the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Nolana’s dress did concern Rune a bit, though. She could barely move in the thing, that was clear enough, and she kept taking short breaths because of the corset underneath. 
 
    “You going to make it?” Rune sent her. 
 
    “When I’m queen, I’m gonna outlaw all dresses that weigh more than their occupants,” she sent back, but there was an edge of sorrow to the joke that Rune didn’t miss. 
 
    “It’s going to be all right, Nolana. I’ll be here for you.” 
 
    The princess smiled. “I know. You all will. Provided we don’t die, I mean.” 
 
    It was a true enough statement. As the palace’s Treekeeper began to wrap up the religious sermon that traditionally preceded the vows, Rune let his gaze wander overhead, where the palace’s massive Tree of Life outcrop towered over the segmented glass ceiling. It was a fitting place to change the fate of a nation—at the foot of the Great Tree itself. 
 
    “And may we, as two nations, come together as one on this day,” the Keeper was saying, his voice resonant from years of preaching as he stood at the podium between Nolana and Zenobian. “May this marriage symbolize a lasting peace between the Great Tree and the illustrious Goddess of Salt. May our great warriors”—at this, he flung a hand out to indicate the cadre of Djani warrior-women who stood uncomfortably near the ballroom doors—“need not use their impressive skills in senseless destruction, but instead in creation, that we may together grow a peace that will last for all Eternity. In the name of Tree and Soil, I say amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” the crowd echoed. Most of them, anyway. The Guardian trainees looked nervous and barely seemed to mouth the word—and the Djani warriors remained stony-faced, saying nothing. Both parties watched each other for different reasons, but the nobles in the crowd were oblivious to the undercurrent of animosity. 
 
    Blood will be shed this day, Rune thought, and Denni squeezed the armor on his forearm. Rune didn’t feel it, but he patted her hand with his other gauntlet. Less blood than there could have been, though. 
 
    “And now,” said the Keeper, “the vows. May His Majesty, King Celtis d’Osman, sixth of his line, present the Blossom of Eternity to his daughter and heir.” 
 
    Rune stiffened. These were the crucial moments—and all of the players had taken the stage. The Keeper, the king, the bride and groom, and the Djani priestess all stood together on a raised platform a few paces from him. The platform was shaped from the twisted, natural roots of the Tree of Life, lacquered over with an enchanted resin to keep them from ever taking harm. In this way, the Tree’s roots couldn’t be used to release the Tree’s poison into the air. 
 
    Rune wouldn’t need poison—and neither would his enemy. So he watched with all he was worth. 
 
    With a blank expression which hadn’t changed even once throughout the ceremony, King Celtis stepped up from behind his daughter and held up both hands to the Keeper. He did so stiffly, his arms rigid as boards, each blossom lying flat on the palm of one hand. 
 
    The Keeper frowned. This must not be entirely traditional. Perhaps the king was supposed to give the newlyweds the blossoms himself? Rune had no idea. 
 
    The clergyman rolled with it, though, taking one blossom tenderly between two fingers. “Bride and groom, please raise your hand to your betrothed....” 
 
    Rune watched as both Zenobian and Nolana raised a hand, palm-down, whereupon the Keeper laid the blossoms across the backs of their hands. It was said that if the flowers were to fall before the ceremony was complete, the couple would have a year of bad luck. 
 
    Like the king, Zenobian wore no expression. He was tall, stoic, and silent, appearing neither pleased nor unhappy at the pairing. Rune wasn’t surprised in the least, nor was he surprised by the man’s relatively simple garb. He and the king had both dressed as if this were a fancy dinner, not an opulent wedding that would change the history of the world. 
 
    One Hand also wore something simple, clearly designed to keep her out of the spotlight—however, she had facial expression to spare. She watched Zenobian raptly as his hand drifted ever closer to Nolana’s, her forehead glistening with sweat as she did so. Under the watch of maiden priestesses like her, the Second Consort had supposedly never touched any other woman since birth—and now, One Hand’s vigil was finally coming to an end. 
 
    Then Rune heard the words he’d been waiting for, and he turned his attention back to the ceremony. 
 
    “Do you, Pyritius Zenobian, take Nolana Calla as your wife?” the clergyman asked, using their names without honorific nor title. 
 
    Rune waited, watching as Zenobian opened his mouth. This one word, the first the man had ever spoken in Rune’s hearing, would confirm everything. 
 
    “I do,” the man said, his mouth barely moving. 
 
    Rune smiled. It was the same voice. 
 
    I’ve found you after all, dear assassin. As I knew I would. 
 
    “And do you, Nolana Calla, take Pyritius Zenobian as your husband?” 
 
    Nolana’s eyes flashed to Rune. “What are you waiting for?” she sent him. 
 
    “For you to be married,” he sent back. “What else?” 
 
    Like One Hand, Nolana’s face suddenly went sweaty. A look of betrayal met Rune for an instant before Nolana accepted her fate, turning to face Zenobian one last time. 
 
    “I... I do,” she said, in a tiny voice. 
 
    “Then I now pronounce you man and wife,” the Keeper said, his voice rising, a smile breaking out on his face. “You may kiss the bride!” 
 
    In that moment, Rune started walking. 
 
    He was coming from the far end of the front row, so that neither Zenobian nor One Hand could see him as Zenobian took the last step he would ever take, and leaned in to kiss his new bride. 
 
    For an instant, Rune felt what Nolana felt—the cold, hard kiss of a ghost. 
 
    Then Rune drew a knife and stabbed his enemy in the back. 
 
    One Hand didn’t have time to scream. 
 
    The small woman jerked upward against his chest, her eyes meeting Rune’s as her body went rigid. Surprise filled her red gaze, her eyes wide with sudden terror. 
 
    Then the tiniest smile, the faintest glimmer of hunger. 
 
    That’s when Ambassador Zenobian, Second Consort of a goddess, crumbled in a rain of black glass. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Only seconds ago, Rune had been watching the royal wedding of the princess of Orennian. He’d heard her say “I do” to the Djani ambassador. So, for a few moments, Nolana had been married. 
 
    But it turned out she’d been married to glass. 
 
    “So,” he said, as blood pulsed over the hand he’d used to shove a knife into One Hand’s back, “what should I call you? We’ll need the name for your headstone, after all.” 
 
    In response, the maiden priestess maintained her calculating stare. He held her tightly, and she was so small that she could lean her head back and look up into his eyes as she slowly bled out. 
 
    “My Goddess will not be happy,” she grated out. “There will be war.” 
 
    “Better war than enslavement,” he said. 
 
    She did something with her mouth then, as if she meant to speak, and instead she swallowed loudly. Rune frowned, but before he could make sense of the movement, Covenant Minister Larch came to his senses at the front row of the ceremony, and rushed the dais where the wedding had been taking place. He immediately took up a defensive stance in front of Nolana and King Celtis, who’d been standing just behind his only daughter. 
 
    Brandishing his sword at Rune, Larch cried out, “What is the meaning of this!?” 
 
    Without preamble, Rune yanked the knife from One Hand’s back and held it to her throat, adjusting his grip on her to make sure she couldn’t escape. 
 
    She just swallowed something, he thought. So I’d better make this quick. 
 
    “This,” he said to Larch, “is the real Zenobian.” 
 
    A terrified chatter had been rising in the cathedral, but when Rune spoke, a disturbed hush fell over the crowd. Most of them, anyway. The Djani warriors and Orennian soldiers had drawn their weapons near the cathedral doors, and Rune’s Adepts were moving surreptitiously among the crowd, taking their positions for what would come next. 
 
    Before Larch could protest, Rune continued: “This maiden priestess is much more than she seems. She is a personal agent of the Djani Goddess, sent here to kill and then impersonate the royal family. Isn’t that right, One Hand?” 
 
    The priestess grinned and spat. To her credit, she denied nothing. She knew when she was beat. 
 
    Which makes her all the more dangerous, Rune thought. 
 
    Larch eyed the pile of glass dust that had been Ambassador Zenobian. Behind him, Nolana was turning to look at the king. In her hand she held a soup ladle, as if she might hit him with it. She must have drawn the object from the sleeve of her wedding dress, because it certainly couldn’t have fit in her corset. 
 
    “You will need to explain more than that, son,” Larch said. 
 
    “This woman,” Rune went on, “is an Adept. Her magic is illusions—specifically, she can form glass constructs and project illusions onto them. In this way, her illusions could fool anyone, even Guardians, since the magic was being used on the glass itself, and not on people. 
 
    “And perhaps her greatest achievement,” Rune said, his voice rising to address the roomful of gathered nobles, “was the creation of Ambassador Zenobian. This man, whom you have all seen and even interacted with, was never real. He was always a construct. She made him. That is the true reason why she was always so close to him—not to watch his every movement, but to make those movements happen.” 
 
    Now the audience did react, and a susurrus of uneasy whispers laid the backdrop for Rune’s next words. 
 
    “This is also why the ambassador did not shake hands with the king—the cold, hard glass of his touch would have been obvious. It’s also why Zenobian rarely spoke. Whenever he was forced to, like just now when he said ‘I do,’ this crafty little spy had to throw her voice and fake a male tone. 
 
    “The reason I know this is that the voice I heard from him today was the same voice I heard from the Djani assassin who tried to kill me and the princess last night.” 
 
    For a moment, the whispers grew louder—but then the clink of metal drew everyone’s gaze to the cathedral doors, which were now being blocked by the Djani warrior women. Almost at once, all the guests seemed to understand that there was about to be a big, bloody battle exactly where they were sitting. Screams sounded, and like the mass of a great creature rising, the crowd began to leap and surge toward the base of the dais where the wedding party stood. 
 
    Larch’s gaze flicked to the warriors, then back to One Hand. “This is... this is going to be an international incident. Son, you had better let her go. Let me and the king apprehend her. We should deal with this from here on.” 
 
    Rune shook his head. “I wish I could. But unfortunately, King Celtis is already dea—” 
 
    He didn’t even finish the word dead before One Hand launched out of his grip. It took him a moment to understand that she must have grown glass directly out of her body, expanding her form and forcing Rune to release her or have his arms ripped off. She wasted no time in attacking Larch, ducking her tiny body under one of his arms just as King Celtis shielded his daughter with both arms. 
 
    Or at least, it looked like he was shielding her. What he was really doing was holding her in place. 
 
    “Now!” Rune sent Nolana. She closed her eyes tight, and she used the soup ladle. 
 
    Iris hadn’t been sitting about idly while waiting for this wedding, and she certainly hadn’t stopped at enchanting Rune’s armor. She’d had another look around the royal kitchens for bits of metal to enchant, and like the spoon that came before it, this particular ladle was enchanted to shock. 
 
    So when Nolana used it on her father—mere instants before One Hand reached her—Celtis shattered in a glittering mist of spent glass. She screamed as he vanished, in both terror and loss, but without his arms to hold her any longer, she was able to leap clear of the priestess’s killing blow. 
 
    Upon missing her target, One Hand whirled, a Djani hand-scythe appearing in each of her hands. Here was the true assassin that Rune had faced the night before—and she wouldn’t go down easy. 
 
    With an easy adjustment to his Agility, Rune darted between Nolana and One Hand, his great sword at the ready, his arms Buffed to hold it. 
 
    “As you can see, Minister Larch, the king is also a construct,” he said. “And One Hand here seems to have stolen a bit of bark from our beloved Tree of Life.” 
 
    Rune had seen the priestess and her master—meaning One Hand alone with her construct—steal a bit of the bark while burying the strange wooden Valor at the base of the Tree. She must have been keeping some in her mouth, he thought to himself. Hidden inside a false tooth, maybe? Ingenious. 
 
     Regardless, it had saved her from the knife wound he’d inflicted on her. No matter. The stabbing had served only one purpose—to break her concentration at the most crucial moment, when Nolana and Zenobian had to touch. This is what shattered Zenobian. For the king, another construct, to remain intact... she must be incredibly powerful. 
 
    Good. This would be a good fight, then. 
 
    “What... my king...” Larch breathed out, still staring at the dust that had been Celtis. 
 
    “I told you I’d give you good reason to reject your orders today,” Rune said. “Because they didn’t come from Celtis. They came from her.” 
 
    He raised the point of his great sword to One Hand, exposing himself to her attack as he did so. 
 
    She smiled, but she didn’t take the bait. 
 
    More than a good fight, he thought. An epic one. 
 
    He was always down for a challenge. 
 
    By now, the crowd below the dais had whipped themselves into a frenzy. A few sensible voices screamed at Rune to lower his blade, to let the Guardians handle this. These people wanted to get out of here alive, and they knew they wouldn’t have a chance if the warriors fought the soldiers, and won. 
 
    “For Treessake, man, just arrest her and be done with it! Do you want to start a war?” 
 
    Rune raised his voice to them one last time. 
 
    “The war,” he declared, “has already begun. It began last night, when this woman crept into the King’s chambers... and murdered him in his sleep.” 
 
    Nolana had her hand to her mouth now, tears shining on her face. He’d told her to expect this, which was the only reason the poor woman was still standing. As soon as Rune had guessed One Hand’s identity, he knew that she would attack King Celtis shortly before the wedding to ensure she could imitate him for the ceremony. Worse, Celtis himself had moved up the wedding date just in time for his most trusted bodyguard, Trillium, to be thrown unconscious into a prison. 
 
    Of course One Hand would take that chance to kill him, when he was most unprotected. It’s what Rune would have done. What he’d wanted to do. 
 
    And he’d punish her, here and now, for taking that away from him. She only had to make the first move. 
 
    “This was always the Djani’s plan!” he shouted. “They never intended a treaty. They intended to fake the assassination of Celtis, then to kill Nolana in the marriage bed, and then to seize our monarchy with their glass copy of our princess. They never wanted peace. They wanted only control. Isn’t that right, One Hand?” 
 
    The priestess hadn’t moved. Rune almost thought she’d turned herself to glass, too. But he knew better now. There was an energy to her, a cold calculation, that no glass-formed copy of a human could possess. She was deciding the next move of an entire nation, and the only reason the warrior women hadn’t attacked yet was because they were waiting for her cue. 
 
    She was more powerful, more cunning, than any adversary he’d ever known. Her manipulations were near perfect. Not even the night witches suspected her, much less Larch or Celtis. For a time, even Rune had been fooled by the timid and fearful façade of the skittish maiden priestess. 
 
    And all that time, she’d been trying to kill him—and every single person he loved. 
 
    “You are... most perceptive, Rune Tellarus,” One Hand said, her once-tremulous voice taking on a smooth razor edge. “But you’ve got one thing wrong. My name is not One Hand.” She cocked her head and reached up to her own throat with a scythe, slipping the blade beneath the ties that held up her plain robes. 
 
    “I am called Zenobia,” she said as she cut the robes away. 
 
    For a heady second, Rune took in the lithe beauty before him. Lean and muscular, Zenobia wore even less than her warriors, nothing but a loincloth of loose black flaps and a tight leather chest wrap sewn with gold thread. Her dark hair was fashioned into rows that clung close to her scalp, and jagged tattoos ran down her arms and legs in a labyrinthine, senseless pattern. Her stomach was flat and exposed, her navel pierced with a red jewel, her dark skin shining with a faint sheen of golden oil. 
 
    On anyone else, Rune might have thought the outfit obscene. How could anyone fight like that, with no armor? 
 
    They couldn’t—unless they were very, very good. 
 
    “I am the Glassmaker of Djani, personal illusionist of my Goddess,” the deadly woman said. “Know my name and titles, Prime... for I shall be your doom.” 
 
    With that, she dropped her shoulders low, as if to charge him. 
 
    The key words being as if. 
 
    But here was a trickster, an illusionist, a master manipulator. She may look like she was about to attack with her blades, but in reality Rune could feel the magic building around her, an astronomical amount of it, an explosive power he knew all too well. She wasn’t attacking Rune, she was distracting him... from the glass changing shape in the ceiling overhead. 
 
    Rune didn’t need to look to see it. The cathedral’s stained glass ceiling was prime material for a glass-talent Artificer like Zenobia. It would be simple work to take those window panels and re-form them into hundreds of tiny, fatal blades. 
 
    All in a room full of the most powerful people in all of Orennian—on the one day they would all be gathered together in one confined and deadly space. 
 
    With a wild cry of pure bloodlust, Zenobia rushed him—at the same time those blades shot toward the crowd. Rune saw Zenobia in slow motion as her face went white, as she lost a step, as she sapped herself dry for this one last attack. 
 
    All Rune had to do was reach out and catch her limp body as he shouted, “Denni! Now!” 
 
    A few paces behind him, the former Red Bitch, Dendrobia Vale, raised both her arms and used every last drop of her energy to change the weight of the falling glass—and deflect it. 
 
    Rune flinched as Denni sucked half the power out of him. She was used to working with metal, after all. 
 
    As the blades shot harmlessly into the walls, a series of clinks blanketed the room. It sounded like a torrential downpour on a metal roof. That’s when Zenobia’s full weight came down on Rune’s arm. He grunted, although she wasn’t heavy. She weighed barely more than Iris. 
 
    Behind him, he felt a long, mental exhalation as the silky feel of Denni’s bond faded out. “Thank you,” she sent him as she tumbled to the floor. “It was nice... to protect... just this once....” 
 
    “It won’t be the first time you save a life,” he assured her. “No more killing, just like I promised. You can bow out now, Denni. I’ll handle the rest.” 
 
    He sensed her smile as she fell into dreamless sleep. Their bond was strong enough for words now, and he was grateful for that. He was grateful for every single one of them. 
 
    With gentle movements, he lowered the senseless Zenobia to the ground. The crowd had fallen dead silent again. He rose and raised his arms. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began. “Of both Orennian and Djani—” 
 
    That’s when all hell broke loose. 
 
    The warrior women screamed high-pitched battle cries and charged the soldiers. The young men, most of the Guardian trainees with no Adepts, were instantly at a disadvantage. Blades clanged on armor, spears thunked wetly through flesh, men screamed death cries that echoed in Rune’s ears. In seconds, it became obvious that everyone in this room was dead. 
 
    “Where are the Elites?!” Rune heard a noble cry out. “They’re all fucking trainees!” 
 
    “Oh, Tellus take me,” gasped another. “Where’s the exits?” 
 
    “There are no exits! They’re going to kill us!” 
 
    The frenzied guests weren’t wrong. No one could stop the small, deadly tide of those warriors, their scythes spinning and spears hurtling through the air as they cut through the crowd. Without Denni to redirect their weapons, even Rune was at a disadvantage. He hadn’t expected such blood-thirst when their leader was downed— 
 
    “Shit!” Rune hissed, spinning just in time to catch a scythe on his great sword as Zenobia struck. The warriors weren’t attacking for martyrdom. They were attacking because she’d told them to. 
 
    With an unimpressed spitting noise, Zenobia leapt away out of reach. Somehow, she’d managed to get to her feet and charge him again without his hearing her. 
 
    But she was drained dry! I saw it. I caught her like a ragdoll! 
 
    Rune brandished his blade. The reasons didn’t matter. She was here now, and she looked fresh as a Tree-blossom. He flicked his eyes to both sides and called on Ria, in the prison several floors below, to check for constructs around him. She’d been waiting for him. 
 
    “No,” she sent, her rosy aura flowing through him. “She’s real. No illusions.” 
 
    “Stay with me while you can,” he replied. With his own Artificer to watch out for him, he’d be able to sense any enchanted glass Zenobia might throw up to confuse him. 
 
    Exactly like she was doing right now. 
 
    She made no attempts to form illusions as the glass shards implanted in the walls began to shake. Rune touched Narcissa and Lenore’s minds, ready to Buff both his body and his Agility in order to run a blade through Zenobia—but instead of shooting back into the room, the glass blades melted into a smoky soup. Nobles kept up their incessant screaming as it flowed between them, forcing them to leap out of the way of the enchanted glass river as it slithered toward the dais with malignant intent. 
 
    So Rune held back his attack... for now. 
 
    “What? No more stabbing?” Zenobia said, raising her arms and commanding the molten glass to rise along the edge of the dais in a hazy, greenish wall, until it closed over their heads in a massive bubble. 
 
    Rune knew what she was doing—more distracting. She was blocking him off from the chaos on the other side of the glass, letting her warrior-women finish their work while she wore him down in this quiet, sheltered place. 
 
    With a less-than-subtle crack, the glass bubble hardened. Rune had a feeling no normal blade could pierce it. 
 
    Unconcerned, he spun his giant blade with his Buffed arms, making a casual show of his strength. 
 
    “Stabbing didn’t work the first time,” he said. “So I think I’ll try slicing next.” 
 
    She smiled and cocked her head again, and for a moment, the false, timid maiden shone through. “Aw, the poor sweet Prime thinks he can defeat little old me?” 
 
    Rune let his spinning blade fall still. “You can stop stalling,” he said. “I’m exactly where I want to be.” 
 
    Zenobia frowned. A faint scream sounded on the other side of the glass. 
 
    Her lip curled. “So you noticed, did you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Hard to miss. You were half-dead a moment ago, after all. And my friend Cam—I think you’ve heard of her?—she tells me that all of Djani’s best warriors are Adeptus Primes. As they say, it takes one to know one.” 
 
    Zenobia gritted her teeth. He knew what she was. How else could she maintain such elaborate constructs for such long periods of time? 
 
    But figuring that out was easy. There was still one more step. Zenobia hadn’t trapped him—he was here willingly. He had only one goal now: to find the source of her power. 
 
    He needed to know where her Guardians were hiding, and he had to kill every last one of them. 
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    If Rune had learned one thing about Adeptus Primes the past few days, it was that they were wells of power. Sapping Cam or Narcissa gave him the most energy, far more than all of the others combined. Cam alone had enchanted his great sword to the point that it could have floated endlessly up into the sky if he hadn’t stopped it. 
 
    This woman, Zenobia, had that same power. As Rune and the former maiden priestess circled one another within the glass arena she had formed for them, he tried to think of how best to defeat her. She had energy for days, and probably a dozen Guardians to draw upon, on top of that. She would never tire, at least not before Rune did. And she had far more power than just glass and illusions. As a chosen agent of the Goddess of Salt, she must have a dozen abilities, at least. 
 
    Then again, she had called herself Glassmaker. Now that he thought about it, that was a bit strange— 
 
    He was midway through this thought when Zenobia struck. 
 
    She came at him with both hand-scythes bared, her arms spreading wide when she drew near enough to cut him. The movement could have sliced a man in half, but Rune managed to parry one blade while twisting out of range of the other. He then struck out with the pommel of his great sword, connecting cleanly with her forehead. 
 
    Her head snapped back violently, but even as she stumbled she still swung one blade in a controlled arc to keep him from advancing. Rune dropped his blade and swung upward, catching the flat of her inactive scythe and forcing it high enough to give him room to kick her. 
 
    She sensed the movement coming, though, and she caved into her own weight to fall  away from him faster. The momentum carried her backward, avoiding his kick, and she just kept curving, her hands hitting the ground as she maneuvered through a backward cartwheel. 
 
    Her blades flashed, barely leaving her hands before she had the handles ready once more, her feet planted. She was like a snake as she moved, all arcs, all sway. 
 
    Hmmm, Rune thought. Like a snake.... 
 
    Rune remembered the eels in that moment. How they’d moved in the water, like the black snakes of Lenore’s bond, or like the forest snakes of his childhood. Undulating, serpentine, and predatory. Those stone eels had almost killed him several times. 
 
    They had belonged to Zenobia all along. So where were they, right now? 
 
    She lunged for him, and Rune twisted and rammed straight into her oncoming blade. The scythe struck him near an elbow, glancing off his armor as he pounded her in the chest with the side of one gauntlet. 
 
    For an instant they grappled. Her other scythe went for his neck. 
 
    He turned to shadow, and the blade passed clean through. 
 
    His whole body phased then, his armor phasing alongside him, and he moved into her. If he could reshape himself inside her, and manage to maintain his own form, then he could kill her in a single instant— 
 
    But he knew that, to keep from being exploded himself, he had to have more energy than she did. Rune didn’t know that for certain. He didn’t know how many Guardians this woman possessed. 
 
    So he phased clean through her instead. 
 
    This left her standing in the middle of the bubble with nothing to hit. She spun just as he took shape again, and she managed the craziest move he’d ever seen. As he brought his blade down on her, she kept on spinning, doing a sideways flip right between Rune’s blade and his face. 
 
    Her whipping blades caught only armor, but her foot caught his face. 
 
    Rune grunted, but he’d seen it coming just fast enough to Buff his nose to keep it from breaking. Still he was forced to stagger as she recovered from her acrobatics. 
 
    She must have taken the stagger to be an opportunity, because Rune felt his whole body flash hot. 
 
    He smiled to himself as he regained his balance. “I was wondering when you might try that.” 
 
    Zenobia scowled, circling him while he remained stationary. “Your armor is enchanted. That would be your newest, Iris Cobb.” 
 
    Rune frowned. How did she know Iris was his newest? Or what she could do? 
 
    Remember, he told himself, she’s a spy. 
 
    The priestess indicated his nose with a blade. “That’ll be Narcissa Lumenz. A common Buff skill, but effective.” 
 
    Rune raised an eyebrow, his eyes tracking her as she stalked around him. “You’ve been studying me, have you?” he asked. 
 
    As he looked her way, however, Rune caught sight of a shadow outside the glass. It was long and slim, and it wasn’t alone. Three ribbons of shadow circled him like a brewing storm cloud, moving outside the solid bubble of green glass. 
 
    “I watch all my prey,” the woman said, her tone sultry. She raised one scythe and licked it, keeping her red eyes on Rune’s while she did it. 
 
    He smiled with one side of his mouth. She didn’t want him looking at those shadows. She wanted his eyes on her. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” he said. “Then where’s my Shadow Walk from?” 
 
    “Loralyn Aurensus, alternate identity Lenore Brattea,” she said casually, before shrugging. “She also provides you with Agility improvements. Then there’s Dendrobia Vale, who gave you that nifty little blade deflection. I must say, that did surprise me. 
 
    “Oh, and then there’s Camellia.” She clucked her tongue. “Such a shame about poor Miss Birch.” 
 
    Rune stiffened. “What have you done to her?” 
 
    She smiled. “People are ever so vulnerable when they are asleep in their beds.” 
 
    Rune growled, preparing to rush her. She tensed to meet him, ready to parry the emotional, foolhardy attack of a man who’d just found out his lover had been murdered. 
 
    A clever plan. Certainly most men would fall for it. 
 
    Rune turned and ran instead. 
 
    With Agility and Buff, he was able to kick clear through the glass she grew from the floor in an attempt to trip him up. When he reached the bubble, he dropped his blade to one hand and punched the glass with another. 
 
    He’d had this gauntlet made special. Just like the ladle that Nolana had used on the king, Rune’s gauntlet channeled a pulse of power—only his fortified steel gloves hit a lot harder than a spoon could. With the shock of pure anti-magic energy, Rune disintegrated a circle of glass and struck clear through to the other side—and into one of Zenobia’s circling shadows. 
 
    The stone eel exploded in a cosmic blossom of black dust. 
 
    “No!” Zenobia screeched, and Rune turned to meet her attack—only to find she had collapsed halfway between him and the position she’d held a moment before. She’d been running to stop him, but when he’d killed the eel.... 
 
    His brows drew low, and Rune stalked warily back toward her. As he did so, he looked over her tattoos in more depth. He’d seen some of the warrior-women wearing tattoos like those, including the mage he’d fought in the secret hallway. But the warriors each had only one tattoo, if any, among them. 
 
    Zenobia had four. 
 
    One tattoo on each arm, one on each leg. And now that he was closer, he could see that two of the tattoos weren’t black at all, but a deep, dark red. One on her right arm, one on her right leg. 
 
    He heard a scraping sound behind him, and he glanced over his shoulder to see the remaining two shadows slip through the hole he had made. The stone eels hit the floor hard enough to carve tracks in the wood. Soon they, too, would be circling him. They didn’t seem to move right, outside of the water, but they slithered just as they always had, sideways, their stone fins flowing. 
 
    Four tattoos. Four eels. Two dead, two alive. 
 
    The tattoos represented her eels—black ink for the living, and a faded red for the dead. 
 
    Rune faced her and said, “You don’t have any Guardians, do you?” 
 
    Zenobia spat at his feet, and suddenly one of the eels shuddered and fell still in Rune’s peripheral vision. Rune readied his blade again as Zenobia heaved back to her feet. 
 
    The eels are her Guardians, he thought. Or at least, they’re some sort of energy source. 
 
    He had now destroyed two of them, and she herself had drained one. So if he killed the last eel, she’d be on her own. She’d be mortal. 
 
    A cracking sound rose behind him, and he whirled. 
 
    Part of the glass bubble had caved in, and the shards at the edges hurtled toward his face as if sucked there by a powerful vortex. He raised his arms to deflect them, but they had no sooner struck before they were whizzing back at him again. 
 
    Rune backed away, arms flailing, sweat breaking out on his brow as he tried to deflect every one. He managed to explode a few of them with his gauntlets, but he hadn’t enchanted his other armor pieces the same way, and Zenobia soon figured that out. 
 
    She was now walking toward him, rage inundating a face that he’d once seen as timid and sweet. He’d never seen such fury on another person before. 
 
    He’d just killed her life partner, after all. 
 
    She raised a hand, and more of the bubble caved in. Silence reigned on the other side, and some of the glass pieces peeled away with blood spatter on them. With the twirl of a finger, she had them attacking him. 
 
    “Rune,” Ria’s voice warned. 
 
    He nodded subtly to let her know that he’d heard her, but he didn’t dare respond as he fended off a dozen shards of enchanted glass. They flashed green and yellow, then blood red, and then they started to show images. 
 
    Cam in a pool of blood, in her infirmary bed. 
 
    Iris, dead among the cathedral pews. 
 
    Narcissa, gutted, her body strung from a sconce. 
 
    Lenore with a spear through her chest. 
 
    Rune roared and raised his sword above his head, but the glass shards pivoted in response, aiming for the gaps in his defenses. One seared his cheek, one tore through his hip below his breastplate, one even managed to graze an armpit. As they buzzed past, he heard them turning to make another pass at him. 
 
    With all his might, he brought his sword down on the floor. 
 
    The blade cleaved through the lacquered surface that had been layered over the bare root-material of the palace Tree of Life. Within moments, the noxious protective poison of the wood lifted into the air. 
 
    And then the glass blades came at Rune from behind, and this time, they didn’t miss. 
 
    It was as if time stood still. Rune supposed impending death was the culprit. Whatever the reason, he felt as if he existed in some other plane as he experienced each shard implanting into the back his neck. 
 
    Huh. That’s seven of them. Funny number, he thought, as he fell forward in a spray of his own blood. 
 
    He lay there, still and bleeding, as he watched a pair of bare feet stride toward him. He heard a sigh as they came to a stop. 
 
    “What, no Shadow Walk?” Zenobia said. “I’m ever so disappointed, Tellarus.” 
 
    Rune opened his mouth, and a choked sound came out. 
 
    “It was clever, what you were trying to do with the Tree’s poison. I suppose you even had Nolana alter your lungs to be able to handle it? Tut, tut. Too bad I had the same modification made to my own lungs ages ago.” 
 
    Rune nodded feebly. He reached out with one hand, away from Zenobia. Scrabbling toward the hole in the bubble, toward escape. 
 
    “Well, that’s it then,” the priestess said, her voice to his right, just over her feet. Rune listened closely as her stance shifted, as she readied to make the killing blow. 
 
    He heard fabric swish—on his left. 
 
    He lashed out, punching clear through the paper-thin illusion she’d raised on his left side, the one that showed no one standing there whatsoever. His gauntlet plowed through the glass and encircled the ankle of his hidden adversary. Before she could react, Rune launched to his feet, leaving a trail of cracked glass as he lifted her up and flipped her onto her back. 
 
    Surprise and a knock to the head gave him enough advantage for him to snatch up his great sword once more. 
 
    But as she lay before him in a halo of broken glass, she grinned and rasped, “Takes one to know one.” 
 
    Illusionist. She means illusionist. 
 
    With a single gesture, Zenobia forced the last eel to fall still, and all the glass in the room raced to the dais and formed a single molten orb, rushing toward him. 
 
    In that moment, Rune knew that she’d seen through him the whole time. She knew he could still use Shadow Walk. She knew he’d had Nolana add extra bone beneath the surface of his neck, in order to defend his weakest point against flying glass. 
 
    Zenobia knew all along that he’d been pretending. 
 
    Amazing, he thought. A true adversary. And one who had named herself Glassmaker. That, he’d thought, was quite interesting. An Adeptus Prime could have any number of powers, and yet he’d seen her use, and claim, only two. The glass, and then the enchantment of that glass. 
 
    If she could enchant it to show images, she could enchant it to do anything. If an Adeptus Prime with four power sources had chosen only one or two abilities, then there wasn’t a thing she couldn’t do with those powers. 
 
    There was no surviving this molten orb. Rune knew it in his heart. It would erase him—and Zenobia—from existence. 
 
    “Shadow Walk out of this,” she hissed from the ground. 
 
    Rune sighed and said, “I’d rather not.” 
 
    He took his free hand and made a fist, and he latched onto Narcissa, who was waiting for exactly this moment. During the entire battle outside this bubble, she’d lain hidden under a pew only paces away. She was his one conscious Adeptus Prime, and his deepest well of power, and she wasn’t much good in a fight. 
 
    She was, however, a perfect power source—and Zenobia was all out of hers. 
 
    With Narcissa’s soul in his hands, Rune had everything he needed to call on the one woman that Zenobia had not named, the one woman she’d not seen as a threat. After all, what was wood in comparison to glass? It was soft and weak. It was nothing. 
 
    Rune was happy to prove her wrong. With Ria’s Artificer magic in his hands, Rune commanded the wood under the floor to obey him. The Tree of Life wouldn’t obey any man, of course, but the palace was made of a half dozen kinds of trees grown together. There was plenty of maple and birch and cedar to reach for. 
 
    He pulled it up and over them both. 
 
    A wave of wood and lacquer darkened the world as the palace itself shielded Rune from the terrible fury of the airborne acid glass. He could feel the wood disintegrating under the sheer power of a Prime, but as soon as one layer was ash, another took its place. 
 
    With each passing second, Rune tore an entire tree’s worth of wood from the heart of the palace and burned it away to keep himself safe. In the darkness, he gave a small tendril of wood one smaller, more significant task. 
 
    And a few seconds later, the glass attack fell silent, and the wood around him ceased to burn. 
 
    Sensing that the struggle was over, Rune let the wood shield age until it fell to sawdust on top of him. This revealed Zenobia, her face blue, her hands still gripping the single root he’d called upon to choke her to death. 
 
    He glanced around the room, nodded once, and then he straddled her body. 
 
    “Sorry about this,” he said, “but I can’t let you die yet.” 
 
    He was tired. So tired. But lucky for him, the Breath of Life took no magic at all. 
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    Rune didn’t dare remain Buffed as he gave Zenobia chest compressions. He’d probably crack her sternum or cave in her lungs. 
 
    As he bent over to press his mouth to hers, he sensed Ria running up beside him. After pushing a lungful of air into Zenobia, she started to cough, and Rune stood up and backed away from her. 
 
    “Glad to see you made it up here safely,” he said to Ria, holding out a hand. Barely a thought passed between them before she knew what he wanted, and she procured a dark iron collar from a satchel at her hip. The object glowed a threatening red. 
 
    “Wha-what?” Zenobia sputtered between gasps of air. She barely had time to squint up at Rune before he had the iron collar clicked onto her neck. 
 
    The dark-skinned woman lightened several shades as soon as the band closed. She reached for it, her eyes wide, but the lock held fast. Red haze slipped between her nervous fingers. 
 
    “It’s a magic suppressor,” Rune explained. “Courtesy of Ria here, who spent a little time today in the palace prisons.” He smiled and nudged Ria’s shoulder with his own. “Good job pretending to be my stalker, by the way. I see you didn’t have much trouble getting yourself arrested.” 
 
    Ria crossed her arms. She was still wearing the dark blue gown from the night before, although the thing was stained and tattered almost beyond recognition. It must have helped sell her “crazy ex” act at the palace front gates. 
 
    “That part was easy,” she said, before nodding her head at something behind her. “Now that part... that was tough.” 
 
    Rune watched as a dazed Zenobia followed Ria’s motion. Her mouth fell open in horrified awe. 
 
    Rune sank onto his haunches in front of her. “Remember how you thought you were distracting me from the battle?” he said. “Seems you had that backwards, don’t you think?” 
 
    Zenobia said nothing, but she clearly understood the scene in front of her. The cathedral pews were savaged with damage, splinters and scorch marks everywhere, spears and blades stuck in the ground or scattered haphazardly. 
 
    However, there was one crucial thing missing: blood. Rune could barely see a single smear of the stuff. In one corner of the room, the Guardian trainees had corralled all the civilian guests into a single knot of nobles. And in the other, nine women in dark cloaks stood over the six Djani warriors. The enemy women had been driven to their knees, collared, and stripped of their weaponry. Like Zenobia, they could no longer use magic—and they were also at the mercy of Primes. 
 
    “The night witches,” Zenobia breathed, her reddish eyes darting back to Rune’s. “How did you—how are they—” 
 
    “Alive?” Rune asked. “After you told Larch to execute them all, while you were posing as Celtis?” 
 
    Her mouth snapped closed. She’d thought she had been so far ahead of him, but in reality, he’d been leagues ahead of her. 
 
    During his dream-encounter with Mercuria, the Djani’s Goddess of Salt, she had declared that every night witch had to die. They were too close to Rune, too potentially loyal to him. So, naturally, Zenobia would have targeted the women as soon as she killed Celtis and stole his identity. The night witches had been sedated, after all, and Guardianless to boot. They were easy marks. 
 
    Larch hadn’t liked that order, though. So when Rune asked him to wait on carrying it out, he did so—all while Ria was getting herself arrested. 
 
    And once in the palace prison, she was able to escape, and then to free the night witches from their cells. After all, she was an Artificer mage. Even wood Artificers could bend the steel bars of the prison if they had enough power to feed them. And now that Rune was able to transfer his Adepts’ powers between them, Ria had been able to use a little bit of Iris’s disenchantment magic. In this way, she was able to free the night witches from their magic-suppressing collars. 
 
    All because the guards believed she wasn’t bonded. After all, an unbonded mage could never have escaped that cell. 
 
    “It was a good idea to have all those trainees waiting,” Ria said, pointing her chin at the young soldiers currently trying to calm the civilians. 
 
    “Well, it’s not like the night witches would be much use without Guardians to power them,” Rune replied. 
 
    Zenobia’s teeth ground together. “The night witches bonded to those idiots? Of course they did. It’s the whole reason you had all the unbonded soldiers here.” 
 
    Rune raised a finger. “That’s why Larch had all the newbies here. I mean, he did publicly post the security roster for the wedding. Just because Lenore snuck in to change out the names, doesn’t mean I should get credit for bringing them.” 
 
    Zenobia scoffed. “Your slave-women have been busy, I see.” 
 
    “Yes, my partners have been,” Rune corrected her. He twisted to look behind him. “As for your eels....” 
 
    Behind him, Iris had just knelt beside one of the fallen eels. Zenobia had used her two surviving eels as energy sources, but the sapped creatures still appeared to be alive. 
 
    Zenobia’s tone of voice suddenly changed. “Don’t hurt them. Please.” 
 
    Rune held up a fist, sending a mental command to Iris: “Wait. Don’t disintegrate them yet.” 
 
    “And what,” Rune said, “can you offer me? In exchange for your precious pets’ lives?” 
 
    “Anything,” she said instantly. “Please, they’re not just animals, and they’re not objects. They’re sentient. Please.” 
 
    “Would you betray your Goddess for them?” Rune asked, searching Zenobia’s eyes. “Would you tell me how to find her? How to kill her?” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open, then closed again. She didn’t answer for a long moment. Finally she hung her head. 
 
    “No,” she said softly. “That is the one thing I cannot do.” 
 
    Rune smiled and slapped his knees. He’d figured as much. Nothing was ever so easy. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “I’m sure we’ll come up with some other use for you. I’ll have Iris restrain and collar them, just in case.” 
 
    Zenobia exhaled deeply as Rune rose to his feet again. “Thank you,” she said, in a small innocuous voice. “And thank you for sparing the lives of my warriors.” 
 
    Rune shook his head. She’s already putting on the skittish-priestess act again, he thought. 
 
    “That,” he said, “was not mercy. It was common sense.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nolana said, appearing at his side to glare down at her father’s killer. “If war is to begin, it will not be Orennian who incites it. We have left you and your women alive, foreign agent. We still offer your nation peace. If your Goddess chooses to reject that offering....” 
 
    Zenobia hung her head. “She will. She will stop at nothing to kill him.” She raised her head. “And you should too, Queen Apparent, if you know what’s good for you. Kill him now, while your bond is still weak.” 
 
    Nolana outright laughed. “Oh! What a funny joke. You think I could kill him? You think anyone could? I mean, you’ve done a stellar job of it, haven’t you?” 
 
    Rune patted Nolana’s shoulder. “No need for goading,” he said. “We’ve got a mess to clean up.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” she replied, turning away. 
 
    Together they walked to the edge of the dais that was closest to the wedding guests. As they drew close, the chattering crowd fell silent. 
 
    Nolana leaned toward Rune. “Are you sure about this?” she whispered. 
 
    “Definitely. I’m done hiding,” he said. “Besides,” he added, turning his head to kiss Nolana on the cheek. “I’ve got the backing of a queen, now, don’t I?” 
 
    She giggled. “I do believe you’re ahead of yourself, First Consort.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true Seventh Adept,” he teased back. 
 
    The princess—now a queen apparent—slapped his arm. “Just hurry up and give your stupid speech, will you?” 
 
    Rune chuckled and turned to face the now-silent crowd. Without further ado, he raised his arms and boomed out, “Ladies and gentlemen, I’ve got great news. The threat is neutralized, and all of you are safe now. And as you can see....” With this, he ducked away to present Nolana with a sweep of his arm. “Your queen is safe, and sound, and entirely real.” 
 
    His tone changed as he straightened. “Unfortunately, war is coming. We are doing everything in our power to prevent it, but we believe it to be unavoidable. Djani will soon be at Orennian’s throat, and we must prepare. 
 
    “To that end, let me be the first to volunteer my services,” he said, before bowing low. “My name is Rune Tellarus, First Consort to the queen, and bonded partner to seven lovely Adepts.” 
 
    As he rose from his bow, dead silence took to the air. 
 
    “But that’s... that’s impossible,” one woman called out. 
 
    Nolana grinned, took Rune’s hand, and raised it into the air. “It is my pleasure to introduce our kingdom’s newest, greatest weapon—our very first Guardian Prime.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So the secret’s out, huh?” Cam asked, before hacking aside a bevy of thick vines with her machete. This revealed Ria in traveling clothes just ahead of them, her nose buried deep in a very large paper map. 
 
    “Yep,” Rune said. “Seems I’m not illegal anymore.” 
 
    Cam harrumphed. “I guess it pays to be fucking a royal.” 
 
    “Hm. I wouldn’t know,” he replied. 
 
    Halfway through the curtain of ivy, Cam paused to look back at him. “You two haven’t consummated yet? I thought her marriage to that statue got annulled.” 
 
    “Oh, it did,” Rune said, striding past her. “But she’s running a country now. She’s got lots to do. Convincing Larch to add the night witches to his army... it’s taking just about all of her energy. Not to mention deploying the troops to our border. Being a queen is hard work.” 
 
    Cam sniffed. “Well, then I guess you’ll have something to look forward to once we get out of this damned forest. Hey, Ria. Where are we, anyway?” 
 
    Ria hadn’t stopped scouring the map. “I could have sworn... Trees below, this cartographer was ass.” 
 
    Rune chuckled and took a look at the map, but he needn’t have bothered—Lenore had just stepped silently from the rainforest ahead of them. 
 
    Her gray eyes locked on his. “I found it,” she said. 
 
    He folded the map down, frowning. “Where?” 
 
    “Ahead of us, about two dozen paces.” 
 
    With that, she vanished into the thick brush again, but Rune could follow her easily by tracking her bond. 
 
    He glanced behind him. “Well, you heard the woman,” he said, tugging on the chain in his other hand. “Let’s get going. Time to make use of you.” 
 
    As the chain tightened up to the iron collar around Zenobia’s neck, the Djani woman scowled ferociously at him. “I already told you, I know nothing about this stupid place.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” he replied, falling into an easy walk with Cam on one side and Ria on the other. 
 
    “I don’t like walking with her behind us,” Ria sent him. “I think she’s staring holes in my back.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. If she moves, she’s dead,” Cam assured her. She shook her head. “I still can’t believe she tried to goad you by claiming she killed me. I ought to cut her tongue out for that one.” 
 
    “Easy, tiger,” Rune said, smiling. He was just happy Cam had fully recovered. He never planned to drain her so dry again. 
 
    That particular task would be easier, he thought to himself, if I had a third Adeptus Prime in my retinue. 
 
    Rune fought the urge to look back at Zenobia. Oh, it was an interesting prospect, certainly, but the woman would sooner kill herself than bond with him. That could change, though. Anything could. 
 
    “Let’s just try to avoid killing her for now,” Rune sent. “She may not be willing to betray her Goddess outright, but she loves her eels and her warriors dearly. As long as we hold them as collateral, she’ll provide us plenty of other information we might need.” 
 
    And that, he reminded himself, was the entire reason he was here—to get a crucial piece of information he’d been missing. Because although the Djani Goddess, Mercuria, had made several brazen attempts on his life, Rune knew that he wasn’t the reason she’d tried to take over Orennian. No—that reason was in this rainforest, at the base of the gray, flat-faced mountain he could see through the canopy overhead. Her reason for war was a place, and one she visited often in the Eternal dream-forest. 
 
    Which meant there was something here, something infinitely valuable—and Rune was going to find out what it was. 
 
    Suddenly, the tree cover broke, and they found themselves standing on a patch of flat, blackened ground. It looked as if it had been scorched by fire, and in fact it still seemed to be smoking. However, he saw no live flames, and the black ground continued, uniform in thickness, out of sight in both directions. It seemed to perfectly delineate the northern rainforest from the Godstone, a massive spike of a mountain that had supposedly been raised from the earth by Tellus himself. 
 
    Lenore stood close by, poking and prodding at the mountain’s face. He’d sent her ahead to scout, and it seemed she had indeed found the very same symbol Rune had seen in the dream-forest. It was dead ahead of them, faded to the point that he would have never seen it if he wasn’t looking: a star with seven lines falling off it, the personal crest of his ancestor, Tellus the Mad. 
 
    At his side, Ria anxiously reached up to touch his mother’s sapphire. It was even more cracked now, its color as faded as its magic, but she still insisted on wearing it. Seeing her touch it warmed his heart every time. 
 
    By contrast, her other hand was gripping her new staff as if an enemy was already standing before them. He was pleased to see a bit more iron in her. He could always use more partners that could hold their own in the field. 
 
    “Sense anything?” he asked her, even though he already knew she did. 
 
    “Yes. There’s a lot of enchantment here. It... it feels just like—” 
 
    Zenobia sighed loudly. “It’s mine.” 
 
    The three of them turned around to see her rolling her eyes. 
 
    “It’s mine, all right? My illusion.” She nodded at the cliff face. “I made a fake wall there. It was years ago, though—I’d honestly forgotten. Go on, try smashing through it with your big Prime powers. I’ll watch with ever so much adoration and awe.” 
 
    Rune rolled his shoulders. He’d be happy to oblige with the punching thing, at least. He’d been practicing using his powers at ever greater distances ever since leaving on this expedition, and this would give him a chance to test it out. 
 
    Still, he had to take precautions. “What’s behind it?” he asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “Some cave. I don’t know, we never went in.” 
 
    “Who ordered it hidden?” 
 
    “My Goddess. She came personally to make sure it was done. Blindfolded all of us so we wouldn’t be able to find it again, but she does that fairly often. We didn’t think it out of the ordinary.” 
 
    Interesting, Rune thought. Seems this goddess had all kinds of secret hidey-holes. But this one is the biggest. She affixed her soul to this place, in the dream-forest. 
 
    He wondered if Mercuria had managed to get back into her permanent dream-state or not. Rune had no clue how that worked, much less how divinity worked. Was she really a goddess? Or just a strong Adept? 
 
    Didn’t matter. That was for later. For now.... 
 
    “Straight ahead? Not by the symbol?” he asked Zenobia. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, at the same time Ria said, “No.” 
 
    Zenobia glared at Ria, then shrugged again. “Can’t blame a girl for trying.” 
 
    No, I can’t, Rune thought. He wouldn’t relish being a prisoner either. “The symbol it is, then. You two stay here,” he said to Cam and Ria, before he joined Lenore at the wall. 
 
    “Anything to report?” he asked her. 
 
    Lenore was rubbing a spot just under her ear, as if deep in thought. “Just that creating this must have taken astronomical amounts of power. Aside from the symbol, the stone is all smooth as glass, for miles in either direction. I honestly can’t see the top from here. Why would he ever have built it?” 
 
    “I think we’re about to find out,” Rune said, drawing back a fist. With a steadying breath and a surge of effort, he called upon both Narcissa’s  Buff and Nolana’s Alteration skill. The Buff strengthened his arm, and the Alteration skill thickened his finger bones and skin so that they’d take the impact without being damaged. 
 
    He was miles away from his other Adepts, however, so even this small use of magic was an intense drain on him. It was like trying to lift a watermelon with a toothpick—doable, but finicky, and a lot harder than just picking up the melon himself. 
 
    “All right, stand back,” he said, and as soon as Lenore had backed a pace away, Rune swung his fist forward with all of his might. The first strike had no give, but he heard a very discernible crack. 
 
    With a final roar, Rune punched the same spot, and a dark spiderweb of cracks exploded from the point of impact, racing up and out from his fist. He stood back and watched as the cracks swiftly revealed the oblong shape of a cave entrance, before finally collapsing entirely. 
 
    As the glittering dust drifted past Rune’s legs, he found himself standing before a dark cavern. The strange thing was that it appeared to be natural, toothy with stalactites and stalagmites, with no rhyme or reason to the shape of the rock. Meanwhile, the Godstone mountain was obviously fabricated by magic. The two seemed strangely at odds. 
 
    Lenore must have noticed too, because she said, “Trees below! Did he grow the whole Godstone just to hide this one cave?” 
 
    “I was thinking that too,” Rune said. “But if that was true, why was it left open? Mercuria had to close it up, right?” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll find out when we go in,” said Ria, raising a glowlight over her head. As Rune’s other two Adepts followed suit, Rune took Zenobia’s chain off his belt again. He fought the urge to tug on it. If he wanted her to have any respect for him someday, he couldn’t treat her like some sort of pet. 
 
    “What?” she sneered. “Gonna ask me to go first? Be your sacrificial lamb?” 
 
    Rune started walking, his Adepts falling in at his sides. “Nope. Just making sure you follow us. I wouldn’t want you to get scared and try to lag behind.” 
 
    “Why, you—” she began, and then Rune tugged the chain, smiling to himself. She must have realized she was getting teased, because she fell into sullen silence after that. 
 
    Soon, the light of the entrance vanished behind them. For nearly an hour afterward, they continued to walk. The glowlight flashed across reddish, misshapen walls, but the stone was dry as a bone. Rune saw no water, although there were plenty of ancient mineral deposits to suggest there had once been water. 
 
    He must have plugged the place up when he covered it with a mountain. Fresh water hasn’t gotten here in ages. 
 
    This—paired with the disintegrating piles of animal bones they came across—furthered the notion that Tellus had grown the entire Godstone just to hide this one cave, and hide it well enough that nothing could get in or out. But what might Tellus have hidden in a cave like this? Rune had already visited the man’s temple. That had been near-impossible to find, and even harder to excavate. It had contained the Tree outcrop that Tellus had used to upgrade his Adepts in secret. What else could warrant the creation of an entire mountain to hide it? What could be bigger than that outcrop was? 
 
    Rune fully expected them to continue in darkness until they stumbled upon Tellus’s secret treasure, but upon turning a particularly sharp corner, the dark was suddenly split by an eerie red light. It wasn’t an effusive light, but instead looked like a rip in the shadow. Rune stepped up to it first, borrowing Ria’s glowlight as he pored over the rock. Zenobia’s chain went taut in his hand as she attempted to back away. 
 
    Huh. I thought she would have tried attacking by now, and instead she’s running? Watching her movements was the whole reason he’d been keeping tension on her chain. 
 
    “I don’t like this place,” Zenobia said. “That light... It’s unholy.” 
 
    “Yeah, you would think that, wouldn’t you?” Ria said. To Rune, she clarified: “This red is the same color that magic suppressors give off. See? Her collar almost matches.” 
 
    Rune glanced back to confirm this. Zenobia’s collar did indeed give off a red glow—in the dark, it looked just like smoke. It wasn’t enough to see by, not really, but the resemblance to this new light was eerie. 
 
    “It’s a passage,” Rune said, facing the crack again. “Natural, but slim. And sharp edges. Be careful.” 
 
    Another twenty minutes later, the five of them had managed to twist and contort their way through the jagged opening. As the largest one, Rune came away with no shortage of small cuts. 
 
    He surveyed the area as he held out a hand to help Zenobia exit. 
 
    “You’re right,” he told her. “This place is unholy.” 
 
    He shivered. The vibes alone were creeping him out, but the place clearly served some sort of religious purpose. The main attraction of the cavern was a circle of white arches which appeared to be holding up the ceiling. The pale marble absorbed the red glow as if it were glass, nearly doubling the intensity of the light. 
 
    The light itself, though, was clearly coming from the statues within the arches. They were covered in that same magicless iron, the black surface hazing red like hellish steam. The human shapes of the statues took odd, obscene forms. He saw a terrified woman on her knees, mouth open as she begged, her hands raised as if to grip someone’s skirts. Then another woman, a hand to her wounded stomach, her body leaning to one side as if she’d crashed into a wall and was about to slide down, leaving a blood trail behind her. 
 
    In fact, all the figures looked as if they were near death, or as if they were pleading to be spared from that death. If Rune had to guess, they all represented the last moments of some poor woman’s life. 
 
    By contrast, the central statue—of a man—was more casual. He appeared to be looking back over his shoulder. His stance was relaxed, his hands in his pockets. The cut of his coat was spiky, an unfamiliar style, and his hair hung in a tail to his waist. 
 
    But the statues themselves weren’t the worst of it. The worst thing was how they were positioned. They didn’t stand on plinths, weren’t perched atop pedestals. 
 
    Each statue had been hung from the ceiling... by its neck. 
 
    The statues were dead still, untouched by the wind for millennia. Rune guessed the ropes used were actually a metal of some kind. He couldn’t fathom what was going on here, so he stepped a little closer. 
 
    This revealed one noose that was empty. Beneath it was a pile of human bones. 
 
    They’re not real, he told himself. They’re just carvings, like the rest of it.... 
 
    “Look,” Cam said, and Rune actually jumped. He was liking this place less every second. 
 
    “What is it?” he said, turning from the skeleton to see Cam kneeling down beneath one of the arches. She held something up. 
 
    “It’s a mushroom,” she said. 
 
    “You’re kidding,” Rune replied, stepping closer. Cam dropped the object into his hand, and Rune found himself the mystified owner of a springy blood-red mushroom, spotted with iridescent yellow-green, its cap a round sphere on a thin, shriveled stalk. 
 
    “All right, that is definitely poisonous,” Lenore said, leaning close to it. “But how the fuck is it alive down here?” 
 
    “Search me,” Rune replied, rolling it around in his palm. “Hold on.” 
 
    With great mental effort, he accessed Narcissa’s Treehugger ability, tapping an extensive hoard of horticultural knowledge. As his mind went analytical, Rune poked and prodded the fungus. 
 
    Pages flipped in his head. It’s not this. Not this.... 
 
    Then he had it. “It’s called flamewood,” he said, frowning. “And... ugh, it’s so fuzzy at this distance....” 
 
    He trailed off, trying to focus on Treehugger, but it was no use. He’d lost hold of the magic. Oh well, he could access it later. 
 
    “But... it’s a mushroom,” Ria said. “Why would it be called a wood?” 
 
    Rune nodded. Curious. He also recalled the word “flamewood” from somewhere. 
 
    He snapped his fingers. “Tellus’s temple! The wall ink was made from flamewood. Narcissa said it was... um.” He paused and peered at the mushroom again. 
 
    “She said that flamewood went extinct,” he said carefully. “Hundreds of years ago, actually.” 
 
    Silence followed this comment, and in this place, Rune didn’t like silence. Seized by a sudden familiarity, Rune popped the cap off the mushroom. 
 
    A perfect orb. He looked around. 
 
    The tiny spheres were everywhere, now that he was looking. They encroached on the marble arches like tiny fumbling knuckles, as if they wanted to drag the stone itself into hell. 
 
    But here and there, he saw flamewood caps that looked... different. Brown and dry and... glowing, just slightly. Older ones, that had matured. 
 
    The glow of the orbs was red, not yellow-green, but he couldn’t deny the resemblance. He lifted up one of the tiny Valor lookalikes and turned to  Zenobia. 
 
    “You know what this is,” he said. “Don’t you?” 
 
    Her red eyes were demonic in the faint light of the flamewood. 
 
    “This is Djani Valor,” he said. “The stuff you used on the Tree. The stuff you dropped when you retrieved your eels from the pool.” 
 
    Ria jumped forward. “No! Are you sure?” 
 
    “It’s exactly the same,” Rune said. “The color of the light’s just different.” 
 
    “But then—then it all makes sense!” Ria cried. “The war began when Celtis took the territory surrounding this cave. Mercuria knew this was here. It must be her main source of Valor! And she couldn’t let Orennian have all of her Valor!” 
 
    Rune nodded slowly. It was indeed a treasure trove, and well worth a war. But he didn’t miss the way Zenobia was still staring at the fungus, a trancelike horror written over her face. 
 
    “Well?” he said. “Is this Djani Valor, or not? And don’t lie to me. I won’t be eating it, no matter how healthy you claim it is—” 
 
    “No,” she interrupted, still staring eerily into the light. “It is not the same. This is like our Heartwood, but it is poisoned. Vile. My people would burn this on sight.” 
 
    Rune sighed. They’d been so close to the answer. 
 
    “So, if the mushrooms aren’t the treasure... then what is?” Cam asked. 
 
    As if pulled by strings, they all turned to the statues. 
 
    “Seven women,” Ria breathed. 
 
    “One man,” Lenore added. 
 
    Rune nodded. He’d already guessed as much. The statues obviously represented Tellus the Mad and his seven Adepts. 
 
    Rune ascended onto the marble floor beneath the hanging figures, keeping an eye and ear out for traps. Nothing happened, and he approached the nearest one. When he touched it, the stone was warm. Not warm like a lover, nor warm like fire... it was the warmth of decomposition, of leaves left to decay. He shivered again. 
 
    Need to get out of here. 
 
    “They feel... wrong,” Ria said, placing a palm first on one woman, then another, and then finally on Tellus. “The stone is enchanted but... I can’t tell how.” 
 
    Rune opened his mouth, but the sound of chain hitting stone cut him off. Zenobia had just strode up beside him, making the taut chain clink to the ground between them. As if hypnotized, he watched her walk up to Tellus. When Ria saw her face, she jumped out of the way. 
 
    Rune stopped breathing as Zenobia raised up her hand. She should have no power, no way to affect the statues, nor even to read their composition. 
 
    But there was one thing she couldn’t deny any more than he could. The statues felt like something they’d both touched before. 
 
    They felt exactly like Zenobia’s stone eels. 
 
    Like a lover, Zenobia traced trembling fingers down Tellus’s carven cheek. Rune could feel the terror emanating from her, and he knew what she would say before she said it. 
 
    “These stones,” she whispered. “They are sentient. They live.” 
 
    She turned then, looking over her shoulder at Rune the same exact way that Tellus was doing. He could imagine the man alive, at his rest, hands in his pockets as he looked over the map of the next place he would conquer. He could imagine him hearing the scuff of a foot behind him, and turning to look over his shoulder. 
 
    Rune could even guess the words he would have spoken. “Calla, my lovely. What brings you?” 
 
    And then nothing, for five hundred years. 
 
    “These aren’t statues,” Rune said, his blood running cold. His gaze dropped to the pile of bones, to the one Adept who escaped... only to find herself hanging by the neck, in a buried place where no one could save her. 
 
    “These are people,” Rune rasped. “Real people.” 
 
    Then he swallowed, looking up, into ancient stone eyes. 
 
    “What we’re looking at is Tellus the Mad.” 
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