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    Rune Tellarus was up to his elbows in dirt, when a voice said, “Oooh, go deeper.” 
 
    He looked up from the rosebush he was planting and squinted against the late-day sunlight, which outlined the silhouette of an ornate mansion looming before him. Made of bare cedar, curved and twisted by magic, the building reminded him of a huge, hunched gargoyle, dutifully marinating in the last light of day.  
 
    And leaning against the porch rail of said mansion was a household servant, a maid most likely, given the feather duster she was using to fan herself. She was only a few feet away from Rune, yet he hadn’t heard her approach. 
 
    “Excuse me?”he said, unsure.  
 
    The maid grinned at him. 
 
    “Mmm? Did I say something?” she purred, and continued her fanning, breathing out with a sultry murmur, her chest rising and falling dramatically—and given the size of the chest in question, the effect was positively theatrical. 
 
    He swallowed and glanced away. “A maid was already out here earlier. Sweeping and whatnot.” 
 
    “Was she?” the woman asked, before leaning clear over the rail. Even in his peripherals, he could tell she was nearly slipping out of her green-and-white maid’s uniform, which—now that he was paying closer attention—was a fair bit shorter than the one he’d seen earlier that day, on a much more modest maid. 
 
    Ah. One of those types, he thought. He’d heard of women like her—beautiful women hired by wealthy noblemen for housework, mostly to keep their mistresses close at hand. 
 
    “I’m Lenore,” the woman said, in a way that suggested she was delightfully entertained by his presence. 
 
    “Rune,” he replied. With effort, he avoided looking at the bare shape of her chest as he pulled his trowel off the back of his utility belt, knelt, and got to work breaking up the root ball of the rosebush. 
 
    “Awfully sharp trowel you have there, Rune,” Lenore said. His glance up found her lazily dusting the rail. “You must take very good care of your tools.” 
 
    He could see where this was going. “I’m not interested,” he said. 
 
    “Oh? In what?” 
 
    He replaced his trowel. “I don’t have any money, either.” 
 
    “Money? For what? I must admit, you are confusing me. But you are just handsome enough that I’ll let it slide. I do like my men dirty, you know. Especially when they go fist deep.” 
 
    Rune eyed her again. Short, slight, her dress as skin-tight as it could be without actually tearing along the seams, and of course, and especially, that chest. Rune, as a rule, strived to keep his gaze respectful, but at a certain size the wandering glances became inevitable. 
 
    Meanwhile, her gray eyes sparkled with mischief, and her hazelnut skin displayed no sign of a blush whatsoever. Her hands were busy, fiddling with her single braid of black hair, which reached just past her breasts. 
 
    “Awww.” She smiled. “I get nothing for that? Not even a little chuckle?” 
 
    “I said, I don’t have money,” he said. Women like her always wanted money. Oh, sure, you could have a good time with them, eat and drink and be merry, but by the end of the night you’d somehow lost them in the crowd along with your wallet. 
 
    Still her smile persisted, either woefully oblivious or intensely unoffended. “So,” she said, “you’re the gardener? I thought all gardeners were stuffy old men. The last one through here was.” 
 
    He began to scoop the displaced soil over the roots of the rosebush. “You do what you can to get by,” he said. And luckily, this was the last bush he’d have to plant in the city of Cedar. Once he got the cash for today’s landscaping, he’d have just enough to reach the next town over. Hopefully there, he’d find some trace of her. 
 
    If she isn’t dead yet, he thought.  
 
    Don’t think that, he rectified. Camellia can’t be dead. The words were a hollow refrain, an oft-repeated mantra to keep him moving for the past six years and eight towns of his life. In all his travels, he’d heard nothing, found nothing. It was as if his childhood friend had vanished off the face of the earth. 
 
    But he would find her. Just one more job, just one more town. Someone, somewhere, had to know something. 
 
    “You should try mercenary work,” Lenore said as Rune stood up. “Big muscle-y man like you. There are always rich idiots looking for extra lackeys, you know, and it pays a lot better than, well, dirt. You sure you failed your Guardian test?” 
 
    Rune rolled his eyes as he brushed dirt off his faded canvas pants. The government gives the Guardian test to all male children at puberty, to determine whether or not they are susceptible to magic. Men able to resist magic, the lucky ones, get to be trained as Guardians.  
 
    Rune had failed, of course. The phrase “no aptitude” had been written on the top of his report in red letters, that may as well have been seared into his skull for how impossible they were to forget. 
 
    “If I had Guardian blood, you think I’d be digging holes in some rich guy’s yard?” he asked Lenore. As for mercenary work, he’d considered it before, but the idea of going around killing people just because someone else told him they were bad didn’t sit well with him. 
 
    Lenore tugged her braid, probably to draw attention to the creamy brown expanse of skin between her smooth neck and the dangerously low collar of her livery. Rune resisted the little trick—he was well-built, decent-looking, and he knew how to bathe, so he was used to women noticing him now and then. 
 
    All the same, he couldn’t say he minded the attempt. He was starting to like Lenore’s sharp gray eyes. 
 
    “I could probably find a gig for you,” Lenore finally said. “Let’s just say, I know a guy. Why don’t you swing by the Gilded Lotus sometime? That’s an inn, on the north side of town—” 
 
    “I know what it is.” 
 
    She smiled softly. “I’ve got a room there, upstairs. Nice and quiet. I could give you plenty of work to do.” 
 
    Oh, boy. “Thanks for the—advice,” he said, very nearly saying Thanks for the tip. Who knows where she would take that one. “Listen, I’ve got to get going. Have you seen the master around?” 
 
    She shrugged one shoulder, still leaning over the rail. “You mean Master Cedric Lumenz, of the Lumenz Line of Esteemed Tree Huggers, Tenth of His Name, or whatever? He’s probably porking the scullery maid to take his mind off his daughter’s Trial today. Word is, she’s not half the mage her older sister was. Might not even make Adept. You ever seen her? She’s a redhead.” 
 
    “No,” he admitted, a little thrown off by the mention of the scullery maid. Maybe Lenore wasn’t a mistress after all. Or maybe Cedric had more than one. That wouldn’t surprise Rune in the least. 
 
    He ran a hand back through his short, dark hair, dislodging a few grains of dirt. “So today was Trial Day,” he said. “That explains a lot.”  
 
    It had been busier than usual this morning, on his way to the city. More hawkers, more Artificer carriages, more bruisers guarding buildings. Young women from Cedar’s ancillary towns must have traveled from afar to test at the Trial, some even bringing along family members who hoped to see them succeed. Any 20-year-old mage could apply, and if she proved herself strong enough to tap into the Eternal—the world’s source of all magic—then the state would grant her a Guardian partner, and the Adept/Guardian pair would be allowed to hone their magical abilities in service to the kingdom. 
 
    At least, that’s what was supposed to happen. But when Camellia had gone to be tested six years ago, she hadn’t ever come back. 
 
    “Speaking of,” Lenore said, mirth leaving her voice, “here comes our very own Covenant watchdogs. Look alive.” 
 
    He followed her gaze to see an Adept and her Guardian approaching. He’d seen the pair earlier in the day, patrolling the property, probably working security for Master Lumenz.  
 
    The Adept —who, like all Adepts, was a woman—wore a slim emerald dress, but her diminutive size seemed deceiving to Rune, given she stomped along like she was trying to trample her own shadow to death.  
 
    The Guardian—who, like all Guardians, was a man—wore emerald-tinted armor to match her outfit, and rumbled along at her side, stone-faced. In fact, everything about the man made Rune think of a rough boulder; the face was just the stoniest bit. Meanwhile, the Adept was thin as an icepick and just as cold. Both had the pale skin common to this region. 
 
    And although they’d passed him twenty times that day, now that Rune was standing up, they took notice. He met eyes with the Guardian and watched impassively as the man sized him up. He got that a lot. He wasn’t the tallest or the most muscled man around, but he was big—big enough that beating him up would give another man some decent street cred. 
 
    Unfortunately for them, though, it never worked out the way they imagined it. It was them who always ended up on the floor, and Rune who always walked away unscathed, with other people’s lost bets in his pocket. 
 
    “You there,” the woman snapped at him. “What’s your business here?” 
 
    He indicated the rosebush calmly. “I’m the gardener. Just finishing up.” 
 
    She sneered at the plant as if it had personally slighted her. “Ugly thing,” she commented. 
 
    He shrugged easily. “It hasn’t bloomed yet. Try back in a couple of months.” 
 
    Her sneer remained. “I hate roses. Except red ones. The color of blood. Are these of a red variety?” 
 
    “No,” he said honestly. “White.” 
 
    “Shame,” she said and raised a hand. 
 
    Behind him, there was a rushed crinkling sound, like dead leaves underfoot. He turned to watch the rosebush—a novelty variety, worth nearly a week’s salary—shrivel into a skeletal shadow of its former self, its branches thinning to brittle twigs, the green of its leaves gusting away in a puff of gray dust. 
 
    And, just as he was understanding what was happening, he noticed Lenore had vanished from the porch. He hadn’t even heard her footsteps. He set the thought aside and rounded on the Adept. 
 
    “That was a very expensive rosebush,” Rune said evenly. 
 
    “Like I said,” the woman replied. “A shame.” 
 
    He stared at her, and she stared back, her eyes the same dull emerald as her clothes, both of which matched the gemstone on a glass chain around her neck. All Adepts had one, worn in plain sight by state law. The Guardian wore his on the back of one gauntlet. 
 
    “Are you planning to pay for that?” Rune asked, danger seeping into his tone. 
 
    She laughed, an unpleasant sound. She patted her chest. “Me? Pay for landscaping? You must be out of your mind. No, I think you’ll be paying for it. You should have kept a better watch over it, after all—” 
 
    Before she could finish, Rune had his trowel out in front of him, grip firm on the handle the way his father had taught him. The woman’s Guardian stepped in front of her—but if Rune had meant to hurt her, the man would have been a second too late. 
 
    “You dare—” the woman started, but then a frosty sound cut her off. It reminded Rune of the cracking of thin ice. 
 
    She shifted behind her Guardian, who never once took his frigid black eyes off Rune, even though the gemstone on the back of his gauntlet had very obviously started to glow. Rune figured it had made that weird cracking sound. Some sort of magic alarm? 
 
    “What is it?” the Guardian grated out, talking to his Adept. 
 
    “Not here,” the woman replied.  
 
    She stepped away from her Guardian’s shadow and sneered at Rune again. In her hand, she was holding her own gemstone, which was also glowing. Yep, it had to be magic. Rune had never seen a rock do that before. Unflinching, he kept his trowel raised. 
 
    “We shall deal with you later,” the woman said. “Did you know, it’s a capital offense to threaten a member of the Covenant?” 
 
    “Threaten?” Rune replied. He made a show of looking around. “Who is threatening you? Huh, I ought to get out of here, if there’s someone here who’s a threat to an Adept and her Guardian.” He hefted the trowel and raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t want to get caught up in that, seeing as how I’ve got more digging to do.” 
 
    If a person could be said to sneer two times at once, then this Adept was doing just that. But she didn’t press the issue, and instead waved huffily for her Guardian to follow her.  
 
    The two vanished around the corner of the mansion, but not before Rune heard the woman hiss, “Not now, Oak. The message is from him.” 
 
    Message? Rune thought. Was that what had happened with the glowing stone? A message was being passed through it, somehow? Well, I guess that’s magic for you. They say it can do anything you can think of. Of course it can make a rock talk. But did the rocks speak directly to your mind, or was there a special language you had to learn, a rock-tongue of some kind? 
 
    Before he could get caught up in daydreaming of magic’s mysteries, the clopping-sound of an Artificer carriage reached his ears, and he sighed and faced the front drive of the mansion. It had already been a long day of hard work, and now he had to try to convince the Master he hadn’t burnt the bush out of negligence or for the heck of it. The nobleman wouldn’t believe him. The cost of the damned rosebush would have to come from his own pocket, which would set him back, what, three weeks?  
 
    Three more weeks before he could leave this fruitless town, and three more weeks for any leads on Camellia to grow cold. 
 
    Worse yet, it seemed the Master’s prodigal daughter was returning, which meant Rune would have to wait around for Master Lumenz and family to discuss how her Trial had gone, before Rune had any hope of being paid anything.  
 
    Rune found himself feeling distantly bitter toward the beautifully carved wooden horses that trotted along ahead of the carriage, their bodies directed by yet another Covenant pairing that sat on the vehicle’s front bench. The woman had to be an Adept, specifically an Artificer, and her magic was what kept the wooden horses walking. She must be expensive, too, because those horses almost looked real, but for the elegant designs on their flanks and their creaking joints. Of course, it wasn’t the horses’ fault that his rosebush was ash. 
 
    Hoping to cut in line and sneak in a quick talk with Cedric before the returning daughter, Rune made for the front double doors of the mansion, which had been ornately carved from—what else?—cedar.  
 
    Bars of shadow crossed over him as he approached, each dark line cast by a structure suspended high up, just outside the Lumenz property line. There, a phalanx of massive cedar trees towered over the grounds, with stone paths and aqueducts and even the occasional building strung between them. You could tell how rich the Lumenz were by how few roads were grown over their home. 
 
    Rune beat the carriage to the front doors, and had just raised his fist to knock when he heard sobbing. He turned to the carriage, which was fully enclosed, the curtains drawn over its windows, doing its best to hide its occupants. 
 
    “I can’t do it,” a woman’s voice said. “Iris, I can’t do it—” 
 
    And the mansion door opened under Rune’s fist. 
 
    He spun, but Cedric Lumenz was already shoving past him and hastening toward the carriage. “Narcissa!” he roared. 
 
    And, very faintly, Rune heard the voice in the carriage say, “Shit.” 
 
    “Narcissa, get out here this instant!” Cedric raged. 
 
    He was a big man, red-faced and fat but also just plain large, with the sort of commanding voice that intimidates pretty much everyone. Even the Adept and Guardian atop the carriage bench exchanged worried looks, and the Adept barely caught the scroll that Cedric shoved at her. 
 
    “Your payment, for whatever it isn’t worth,” Cedric growled. “Carting around my useless failure of a daughter. Get out, Narcissa. I said out!” 
 
    Rune could swear he heard a gulp before the far side door opened and a handmaiden rushed out, wearing something similar to Lenore’s outfit, but far more modest. 
 
    “One moment, sir, just one moment,” she said, reaching to open what Rune presumed to be Narcissa’s door. He realized as the maiden opened it that he’d already walked half the distance to the argument at the carriage, and he forced himself to stop. No one was getting hurt, not yet anyway, and he needed to be civil if he wanted to get paid— 
 
    And then, Narcissa stepped out. 
 
    For an instant, time hung still, and their eyes met. Her gaze was golden, golden as the sunrise, of that first crest of light on the horizon. It was all he saw for the longest moment, a gaze of pure magical blood, a gaze he’d only read about in stories. 
 
    Then she looked away, and flyaway ringlets of auburn hair whipped in front of her face, which drew his eye to the ash on her cheeks, and the ill-fitting cloak wrapped around her, which clearly wasn’t hers; it was liveried, it must be the maid’s— 
 
    His mind caught up with the image then, and he realized that, yes, she was wearing her handmaiden’s cloak, and that although she gripped it tightly to herself, bits of torn and shredded gown were escaping through its folds. 
 
    Her dress. Whatever she’s wearing under that cloak... it’s ruined. 
 
    Her father hadn’t figured this out, however. Fuming, he seized her by the shoulder and tried to rip the cloak off her. She shrieked, and Rune started to run toward them. 
 
    “What do you think you are wearing, Narcissa!?” Cedric boomed, yanking on her. “I say, get that rag off!” 
 
    “Father!” 
 
    “Hey!” Rune shouted. “Stop! Can’t you see the lady needs that cloak?” 
 
    Cedric rounded on him. “And who are you to —” 
 
    “Her clothing is ruined. Burned, by the looks of it,” Rune insisted. Get your hands off her, I swear to the Tree.... “Unless you want your daughter to stand naked in front of the whole neighborhood, I suggest you—” get your hands off her “—let her be.” 
 
    Cedric looked about to explode from fury, but then he blinked, glanced at her, and released the arm. “Burned?” 
 
    Narcissa hastily pulled the cloak tight again, trying and failing to stuff the shredded bits of gown back behind its front buttons.  
 
    Her maid took her by the arms as Rune skidded to a stop, and the maid—who looked about eighteen and as insubstantial as a dandelion seed in a gust of wind—said, “There now, Nari, let’s get you back to your rooms. Master Lumenz, sir, I will just dress her up, will I, and then you can have a talk with her, yes?” 
 
    Cedric was having none of it. He stormed after the two young ladies, once again ignoring Rune completely. “Burned? You burned your gown? Do you know how much that thing cost? I say, woman, I’m talking to you!” 
 
    Narcissa said nothing, only sniffed and quietly tried her best not to sob. Rune followed the group. He’d seen men like Cedric before, he’d seen what they could do when they were angry, and he wasn’t about to let it happen here, pay be damned. 
 
    “Please, Master, it was an accident,” the handmaiden insisted in a tiny voice. It was probably taking all her courage to defend her mistress. Rune could respect that. 
 
    “An accident?! The council sent me a glow, Narcissa! Or did you forget I had a glassline installed? They told me you failed. That you nearly killed them all!” 
 
    The women had just reached the porch steps, and Rune realized that Narcissa was stumbling, and that the handmaiden was struggling to hold her up. The poor woman could barely stand, and as he and Cedric reached the pair, he offered an arm to the handmaiden. 
 
    “Here, let me help,” he said softly, but not before glancing back at the corner of the house where his sad little rosebush was actively blowing away in the quiet wind. He expected to see the Covenant pair headed toward him—they were security, after all, and wasn’t it their job to protect Narcissa from random men trying to put their arm around her?—but he saw no one. The rosebush-hating Adept and her stony Guardian had seemingly vanished into thin air. 
 
    He turned back to the hesitant handmaiden—Iris, he thought he’d heard Narcissa call her—and said softly, “Don’t worry. I’m just a gardener.” 
 
    Cedric looked like he was about to comment on Rune’s dirty arms, but he must have thought this was secondary to the issue at hand, because he said, “Explain yourself, Narcissa! This instant!”  
 
    As Iris gratefully allowed Rune to slide an arm around Narcissa. The woman practically collapsed against him, her face still hidden amidst the disheveled ringlets of her auburn hair. He was amazed the handmaiden had been able to hold her before now, because Narcissa wasn’t putting any weight on her own two feet. 
 
    “It was an accident, Father,” she whispered. “I did everything I was supposed to. If you’ll just read the written portion of the test—” 
 
    “Fuck the written portion!” he cried. “You failed the practical! The only part that counts!” 
 
    “All I did was touch the Guardian glass,” she explained, her voice going plaintive. “And I channeled magic into it. That’s all. It exploded....” 
 
    “And burned half the testing hall down with it! Do you have any clue how much that will cost me—” 
 
    Rune ignored him and helped Narcissa into the house. Inside, the bare cedar wood had been expertly grown into a huge entry hall, complete with twin dragon statues framing a massive staircase, above which dangled a chandelier of tinkling yellow topaz. Narcissa nodded him toward the upper mezzanine, and he took a step toward the stairs. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Cedric said. “You are not staying under my roof a single minute more. Sit here and relax, daughter, while I go and get your things.” 
 
    “Father, please,” Narcissa said, but Cedric was already rampaging up the stairs. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Rune said. “I bet he just needs to cool off for a moment. Let’s take it easy up the stairs, shall we? Maybe by the time we get there, he’ll be of sound mind.”  
 
    Narcissa nodded. “Thank you.”  
 
    She didn’t look at him, but he figured she didn’t have the strength to raise her head. If he’d known her better, he’d already be carrying her, but that would probably give Iris a heart attack. Given the wary expression on her face, she was clearly having second thoughts about letting her lady be touched by a strange man, much less one covered in dirt and wearing a utility belt of strange, sharp utensils. 
 
    He’d best give the poor girl something to do, then.  
 
    “Iris, was it?” he asked kindly. “My mother used to have fainting spells. A glass of water always helped her. Can you fetch one for your lady? And maybe a tray of the lady’s favorite dessert?” 
 
    Eyes widening, Iris looked between Narcissa and Rune. “Sir, I don’t think that would be—” 
 
    “A strawberry—” Narcissa exhaled “—shortcake. A fresh one, Iris, if you would.” 
 
    Iris closed her mouth, paused, and then curtsied. “Of course, my lady.” She moved to turn, then stopped and shot Rune such a withering look that for a moment, he envied the rosebush. 
 
    If you hurt her... she mouthed at him, with all the implied violence of a descending axe. Then she was gone, hurrying through a doorway, probably into the kitchen. He caught himself smiling. Woman after my own heart. 
 
    “She gets... high-strung, when she’s worried,” Narcissa said. “My room is at the top of the stairs, to the right, down the hall. You may—you had best carry me.” 
 
    “Ah. All right. My apologies,” he replied, before hefting her.  
 
    She weighed little more than a cord of hardwood, but of course she was much softer. He didn’t dare look at her face again, for fear he’d be caught by those heart-stopping eyes once again.  
 
    As he began to ascend the steps, he kept his mind on the sounds down the hallway at the top of the stairs. Glass was shattering, furniture thumping. Cedric was going crazy in there. 
 
    Rune was halfway up the stairs when the destructive sounds stopped.  
 
    “What do you want?” Cedric’s voice snapped. 
 
    Rune stopped to listen. 
 
    “Your daughter. Where is she?” said another voice. He recognized it instantly—the rosebush-hating Adept. She didn’t like Cedric any more than the rosebush. 
 
    “Not my daughter anymore,” Cedric growled. Then, “What do you want with her?” 
 
    “She is to be arrested, I’m afraid. Where is she?” 
 
    Narcissa stiffened in Rune’s arms, fingers clutching his shirt.  
 
    “Arrested? Preposterous! She’s my daughter! A scion of the Lumenz line, a descendant of Calla Nyssa herself! You can’t just arrest her. I’ll have you flogged! I’ll have you—” 
 
    His voice cut off abruptly. 
 
    “You talk too much,” said the Adept. There was a new thump, like knees hitting the floorboards. Then a gurgle. 
 
    Narcissa’s grip tightened. “What are they—” 
 
    Rune shook his head at her, sharply, and she fell silent. He heard a noise that sounded suspiciously like a whole body’s worth of bone cracking at once, and the gurgling stopped, and Rune started to retreat down the stairs with quiet urgency. 
 
    We need to get out of here. Now. 
 
    “This complicates things,” the Guardian said. 
 
    “What can I say? I didn’t like him. Go kill the girl, and the maid too, while you’re at it. I’ll get a fire started. Always works like a charm.” 
 
    Narcissa stifled a terrified whimper, her eyes wide. 
 
    Kill? Rune thought. I thought they said “arrested”? 
 
    It was a front, he realized. A lie. They’d just said “arrested” to keep the father from losing it. Much tidier to just take Narcissa away somewhere, then kill her, and tell whatever story they wanted. 
 
    But it hadn’t worked, and so they had silenced him.  
 
    Rune was already half-way down, when a floorboard creaked. 
 
    “Got a runner!” the Guardian roared, rushing onto the upper landing. “Ivy, the entryway—” and he paused, not pursuing, and Rune leapt the rest of the way down the stairs to the floor of the entrance hall, and the Guardian finished his thought “—NOW!” 
 
    And then the floor was gone. 
 
    It disintegrated, instantly, in a puff of sharp wooden scent and cedar shavings, as the Adept erased it from a whole room away. Rune plummeted through the space where the floor had been. He landed, thud, and crashed down to a knee, pressing Narcissa to his chest to keep from dropping her. Slender arms clutched him back, as if terrified of letting go. 
 
    “What,” she said against him, tears flowing. “What, Father, no....” 
 
    Rune staggered to his feet, his calves pulsing from the impact, but he hadn’t been raised by a blacksmith for nothing. If he could heft a steel smithing hammer for hours on end, he could jump down ten feet with a skinny woman in his arms without breaking his knees. 
 
    Still, he was a regular man and needed a few seconds of recovery, unlike the Guardian. Any second now, the warrior would come at him with a knife, if not something worse. The only thing protecting him now was the settling dust. 
 
    “Exit, where’s the exit,” he hissed to Narcissa as his eyes adjusted to the dimmer light of the basement 
 
    “Be... behind you. Under where the stairs... were.” 
 
    He turned around and headed into the black, only to find the path be blocked by a collapsed dragon statue and a heap of broken stair treads. 
 
    “Not bad, for a gardener,” the Adept said, materializing out of the dust.  
 
    She must have taken a set of service stairs down, or maybe a dumbwaiter, or something. Quick thinker, this one.  
 
    Narcissa clung to Rune, and he lowered her—slowly, non-threatening—to the floor. He needed to get her behind him, but if he turned around, he’d be showing his back to these people. He didn’t think he’d survive that mistake. 
 
    “I like you, Handsome. So I’ll do you a favor.” The Adept smiled. “I’ll kill you slowly.” 
 
    With a clink of emerald armor, the Guardian jumped down beside her.  
 
    Rune set Narcissa on her feet and whispered, “Stay behind me.” 
 
    “Don’t play with your food, Ivy,” the Guardian said. 
 
    Ivy pouted. “Oh, Oak.  You’re no fun.” 
 
    Then she raised a hand. At Narcissa. 
 
    Rune didn’t think, he moved, thrusting her behind the fallen dragon statue. The movement whipped him around, and he felt the magic hit him in the back, exactly where Narcissa had been only a moment before. It felt like a chill pane of glass pressing against him, spreading, shattering across his shoulder blades. 
 
    And the world around him changed. 
 
    Everything broke. His world cracked into a thousand shards, which then shifted, the flat planes of the images tilting this way and that. There was a faint green light, and wisps of curling, incorporeal smoke. 
 
    And his chest, his stomach, his legs and arms, every square inch of his flesh felt like paper, fluttering paper, like a book open in a harsh wind, pages shuffling madly under his skin.  
 
    In that infinitesimal moment of what he knew to be his death, he looked at Narcissa, met her frightened eyes, and finally saw her face, ashen and bone-white and eternally, thunderously beautiful. Not a bad sight to die for, he decided. 
 
    “Run,” he said, his voice as cracked as the world all around him. 
 
    Then he hit the floor. 
 
    And he blinked. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Impossible,” said the Adept. 
 
    Rune wobbled on his knees, swaying from something that wasn’t pain, but wasn’t not pain, either. That frigid woman—Ivy—had hit him in the back with her magic.  
 
    And it hadn’t been healing magic, either. She’d hit him with some sort of disintegration magic, the same kind that had evaporated tonnes of wooden floor in a blink, and somehow, he was still in one piece.  
 
    It didn’t even hurt. He wasn’t sure what he was feeling, only that it didn’t hurt. 
 
    Not pain after all. His mind latched onto that. Nothing hurts, and I’m not tired either. Roots below, I feel fantastic. 
 
    And now he had to get up and fight an Adept and her Guardian, a magic user and one hell of a bruiser, and he had to defeat them. Because if he didn’t, they’d kill Narcissa—the woman they’d supposedly been hired to protect. 
 
    Oh, and me. They’ll also kill me. 
 
    It was more than illegal. Doing harm to members of the Covenant meant a death sentence. But killing innocent noblewomen with eyes like gold coins did not qualify anyone as Adept-Of-The-Month, so Rune would take matters into his own hands, come what may.  
 
    “That—” he growled “—tickled.” 
 
    And with a grunt, Rune rose, and nearly startled himself with how easy it was. Where he expected weakness and vertigo, he instead felt the strange glow of power that he normally only felt during... well, during lovemaking. Specifically, the part at the end. 
 
    “Impossible,” Ivy repeated. “Every boy gets tested. They’ve never missed one.” 
 
    Rune turned to face the Adept and her Guardian. They couldn’t be suggesting what he thought they were suggesting. He’d failed his Guardian test. He remembered that clearly, and he wouldn’t ever forget it.  
 
    No, this had to be something else.  
 
    But what else could it possibly be? Only Guardians were impervious to magic, and Ivy’s spell hadn’t hurt him. It had done something, but whatever that something was, it hadn’t turned him into ash. 
 
    He cast the thought aside for the time being, and said to Narcissa, “Stay behind the statue.”  
 
    He saw her nod in his peripheral vision, just as Ivy moved to attack. This time, he couldn’t see any evidence of her magic, aside from the raising of her hand, but he certainly felt it. That same feeling, like a cold pane of glass pressed against his chest. Nothing else. 
 
    Ivy lowered her hand and said one word: “Oak.” 
 
    Her Guardian wasted no time with words, leaping over a pile of shattered floor tiles and swinging down at Rune with a sword so huge, Rune was fairly sure it could serve as a fence post. He himself had no sword—he’d left it at home, so as not to frighten off any of the nobles he gardened for—but he did have his utility belt, and by the time that thick monster of a sword came down on him, Rune had drawn his trusty trowel. 
 
    Instead of meeting the blade head on—which might well take his arm off from the impact alone—Rune pivoted, redirecting the man’s huge blade so that it slid to one side and smashed in the cracked head of the second dragon statue. Rock exploded. The hairline fractures of its collapse all caved in. Rune used the momentum of his parry to spin around and sink his trowel directly under dear old Oak’s back plate. 
 
    The man wheezed, and Rune yanked the trowel out of his flesh and retreated as he fell to one knee. 
 
    Rune raised the bloodied trowel, waiting to see if the man would bleed out or get back up. 
 
    “You’re not a gardener,” said the Adept. 
 
    “And you’re not a very good Covenant, are you?” Rune replied, flipping up the trowel in one hand, so that he held the handle loosely between his fingers. “Now tell me who you work for. I can throw this thing just as well as I can parry with it, and the next blow is going for his neck.” 
 
    “Ivy,” Oak gasped. “Just kill her—” 
 
    “I can’t, you gargantuan idiot,” Ivy snapped. “Their bond is too fresh. They’ll have each other’s powers for the next couple minutes.” She faced Rune again, then smiled. “But I can do this.”  
 
    Her hand went up. Rune threw. 
 
    Ivy screamed as the trowel sunk into her palm. In the same breath, Rune heard a grating noise, the sound of rough stone on rough stone. It came from behind him, where Narcissa knelt under the first statue. 
 
    On pure instinct, Rune bent his knees and pivoted with all the force he could muster, and kicked out as high as he could, landing a kick on the head of the statue. The dragon’s neck had been partially disintegrated by Ivy’s magic, sliced at an angle, so that the huge stone head had begun to slide toward Narcissa. But the force of his kick sent it flying.  
 
    Narcissa whimpered and ducked even lower, her cloak falling open to reveal the shredded and dusty remains of a once-golden gown. 
 
    Rune didn’t take time to admire the exposed skin, however. He regarded his enemy coolly. “Raise either of those hands again, and I’ll put this set of pruning shears through your wrist. Now let’s try this again. Who do you work for?” 
 
    “Tree damn you!” Ivy roared. “My hand!” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “What kind of trowel is this fucking sharp!?” 
 
    “A good one. Don’t make me ask again.” He was already gripping the shears. 
 
    Ivy curled over her ruined hand, pressing against the wound. The trowel was still buried in the flesh, and blood gushed out around it like an angry red fountain. 
 
    “I work for the Covenant!” she said, half-snarl, half-sob. “Or are you really as dumb as you look?” 
 
    Rune frowned. “And the Covenant wants an innocent mage dead, simply because she blew up a building? I thought they were in the business of at least making arrests first.” 
 
    Ivy was breathing hard now, obviously accustomed to neither pain nor blood loss.  
 
    Oak fell to his second knee beside the other statue, a curtain of red pulsing down the back of his greaves. The dying man said his Adept’s name again, pleading.  
 
    Ivy ignored him completely. 
 
    “You received an order. Through your glass thing.” Rune indicated her emerald-looking pendant, the one all Adepts wore on a glass chain. 
 
    “A valorglass,” Narcissa whispered. “That’s her valorglass.” 
 
    “Ah,” he replied, wanting to glance at her but resisting the urge. “I take it they can get messages through those things?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, you got one right before you snuck up to her rooms to try to kill her,” Rune said. “You said it came from him. Not them. Him. So who’s ‘him’? Who ordered you to kill her, and why?” 
 
    Ivy met his gaze, her emerald eyes the same shade as her slim dress, only colder, fiercer, and gleaming with ruthless cunning. 
 
    She dropped her gaze to the floor, her dark hair wisping around her face. “All right,” she said. “I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Then Rune noticed the curve of a tiny smile, and in that same moment, the Guardian roared. 
 
    Oak surged to his feet, and he hefted a huge piece of stone with him. With supernatural strength, he heaved it toward Rune. Whatever had protected him from Ivy’s magic, Rune was pretty sure it wouldn’t save him from getting splattered by a flying rock. 
 
    So he did the simple thing, and he ducked. 
 
    The boulder brushed his hair and crashed through the wall of what he now suspected was a wine cellar, given the chorus of broken glass that followed.  
 
    Rune recovered fast, and had taken one bounding step toward Oak when the man said, “You fuckin’ bitch,” and collapsed. 
 
    Rune paused, then turned to see Ivy scrambling away up the rubble. That smile. 
 
    Either she had forced Oak to act as a distraction to save herself, or he’d tried to save her of his own volition. In either case, she’d abandoned him like a used rag. 
 
    “Are all Covenant this cowardly?” he asked Narcissa as he pulled himself up onto the top of the dragon statue. 
 
    “I... I don’t think so. Didn’t think so,” she amended. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Going after her,” he said, scaling onto the severed neck of the statue. A twisted remnant of the stairwell’s cedar banister hung in front of him, and he grabbed it and pulled himself up. 
 
    “Are you going to—to kill her?” 
 
    “Watch Oak,” Rune said, finagling his way onto the still-intact floor of the level above them. “I’m pretty sure he’s dead or dying, but there are plenty of broken wine bottles back there to stab with. At worst, he’s gonna be slow. You can get him on the back of the knee.” 
 
    With that, he stood up, once again in the foyer. Or what remained of it. 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune caught Ivy halfway up the stairs. 
 
    It wasn’t very heroic of him, tackling a wounded woman from behind, but he wanted her hands where he could see them. He wasn’t clear on precisely how magic was cast, but it seemed—at least for Ivy—to happen through her hands.  
 
    And although she’d said there was some sort of bond protecting him, she’d also said it wouldn’t last. 
 
    As for catching up to her, it hadn’t been hard. She’d been trying to run and climb in a dress. He had no doubt that his childhood friend, Camellia, could have pulled it off, but not some noble-blooded brat from the city. 
 
    Ivy cursed as he rolled her over and pinned her arms down. She went for his groin with a knee, but he twisted and took the hit with his hip. 
 
    “Your Guardian is dead,” Rune said, “and you will be too, if you don’t tell me who sent that message.” 
 
    The Adept paused her struggling then, and for the first time, Rune saw true fear flash across her face. 
 
    “You can’t. If you hurt us—” 
 
    “Bit late for that.” 
 
    Her emerald eyes flicked, going wild now. “They’ll hang you. And she’s dead anyway.” She refocused on him and went limp. “I can pay you. You don’t even know her, do you? Just a gardener.” She laughed madly. “Just a blighted gardener! I’ll pay you, I’ll tell them she killed Oak. I’ll give you whatever you want—”  
 
    “A name. That’s what I want. Then I’ll tie you up, and leave you here, and you’ll live another day. You get me?” 
 
    Ivy stared, chest rising and falling rapidly. She might have been beautiful, once, before whatever turned her into this poisonous, rose-hating murderer. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Fine, I’ll tell you. It was him, all right? Em—” 
 
    Blood. 
 
    Her word cut off in a spray of red mist, and Rune jerked back, shielding his face. When he dropped his arm, hand on his garden shears, he saw immediately that they’d do no good. 
 
    Ivy’s throat was ruined. 
 
    Where her neck had been, there was now a hole rimmed in torn flesh, and blood that was already slowing. She hadn’t made a single sound, not even a gurgle. It killed her that fast. 
 
    “The glass,” he breathed out. The valorglass. He couldn’t see it, not anywhere in that awful red mess. He strongly suspected that it had exploded. 
 
    At the exact moment she’d been giving him the name. 
 
    He swore and turned around, only to freeze when he spotted a woman in the foyer.  
 
    Short and fairylike, her blonde hair wafted in a crazed halo around her small head. Iris, the handmaiden. She stood by the front door, which was incredibly still in one piece. She’d pulled an object off the wall and was holding it up to her head. 
 
    Her eyes darted to the body. Then back to him. 
 
    Naturally, she screamed. 
 
    He didn’t have time to explain what had happened, and even if he could, he doubted she would believe him. Blissfully, she paused to take a breath and then bolted out of the room, dropping the object, which he noted was made of glass. 
 
    Probably that glassline thing that Cedric was talking about. She must have been calling for help. 
 
    Not that it was entirely necessary. He could smell smoke. Ivy must have started a fire on the upper floor, in the moments before she’d evaporated the foyer. The fire brigade would see it and come running in no time, and likely with Covenants in tow, given this was the mansion of one of the richest nobles in town. 
 
    He heard a grunt, and suddenly a red head of curls popped up at the foot of the remaining stairs. He hurried to help Narcissa up on her feet. It seemed she’d gotten some of her strength back. 
 
    “Oak’s dead,” she said, practically reading his mind. She looked up the stairs, and her eyes widened when she saw the bloody mess of Ivy. 
 
    Her voice pitched higher. “You—” 
 
    “I didn’t do that,” Rune interrupted. “Her valorglass exploded, or something. We can talk later. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    She frowned up at him, and for a heady instant, every thought flew out of his head. She was, without a shadow of a doubt, the most stunning woman he’d ever seen—ash and blood and all. 
 
    Blood. She’s bleeding. “You—you’ve got a cut,” he said, reaching up to her forehead before thinking better of it. 
 
    Narcissa didn’t seem to hear him. “We can’t leave. Father—” 
 
    “He’s dead,” Rune said. He was certain he’d heard the man get turned to dust. “Look, milady, we don’t have time. Those Covenant won’t be the only ones looking to kill you. There’s never only one. And right now, I’m a common gardener and you’re a recently failed Adept and we’ve got the bodies of two government officials at our feet. No one will believe a word we say, if they even give us time to say it before they cut our heads off. 
 
    “So.” He stepped away, and took her hand. “We need to go. Right now.” 
 
    Narcissa’s mouth hung open, and she looked at Ivy again, her face white as birch wood. Rune moved to block her view. 
 
    “Narcissa,” he said softly. 
 
    She met his eyes, and then shifted, carefully pulling something out of her handmaiden’s coat. It occurred to him briefly that the coat would be helpful in hiding her identity, once they left. 
 
    Then he saw what she was holding. He nearly leapt back. 
 
    “I borrowed it,” she said softly. “I thought... if he got a message through it, maybe we could contact somebody....” 
 
    She held one of Oak’s bloody gauntlets. Specifically, the one with the valorglass embedded in it. 
 
    In his mind’s eye, Rune relived the spray of blood. 
 
    “Is it going to explode me?” Narcissa asked, holding the gauntlet further away from herself. 
 
    He couldn’t help himself. He laughed. “No. No, I don’t think so,” he said as his knee-jerk panic wore off. He took the gauntlet from her. Ivy’s valorglass had almost decapitated her, but it had clearly been triggered by what she was saying. Whoever had tried to kill Narcissa wanted his identity kept quiet at all costs. 
 
    At the same time, that person wanted Narcissa dead. If he’d been listening through this glass just now, she’d already be mist. They’d gotten lucky—this time.  
 
    Rune wrapped the glass up tightly in a handkerchief—to muffle sound, in case anyone might listen in later—just as shouts rose outside the mansion.  
 
    Rune peeked through the velvet curtains of one of the front windows, glimpsing the approach of a fire brigade carriage along with several pairs of Covenant. 
 
    Narcissa shook herself, eyebrows rising. “There’s a trellis outside Father’s office. We can go out the back way—” She cut herself off and looked up the stairs. “Oh no. I smell smoke. Did they...?” 
 
    “Set the place on fire? Yes. Come on.” 
 
    With a squeeze of her hand, Rune started to run up the steps. “Which way?” 
 
    “Go right,” she said, but as soon as they reached the mezzanine, she stopped. “Wait! No, my jewelry box!” She pivoted toward her room, which Rune guessed was the door currently spitting flames. He stopped her and seized her by the shoulders. 
 
    “Narcissa, we don’t have time–” 
 
    “But it was my mother’s!” she blurted, eyes wet, voice trembling. 
 
    He opened his mouth to say that no heirloom was worth her life, but then he stopped himself. A jewelry box. As in a box full of jewelry.  
 
    Wherever they were going, they would need money. People on the run needed money. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” he said, nearly coughing on the smoke. It was thicker up here, and growing worse every moment. “You get to the trellis.” It would take her longer to descend in a dress anyway; he could just jump out the window. “Where is the box?” 
 
    “Bedside table,” she said breathlessly, and then she dashed to the right. For a noblewoman, she did pretty well under pressure. He expected more of a blubbering mess. 
 
    Wasting no time, Rune bolted into her room, holding his breath against the sting in the air. Scalding hot flames clung to everything, every silken curtain and embroidered chair, and especially to the four-poster bed, which had been grown expertly down from the ceiling.  
 
    Luckily the flames hadn’t devoured the room yet, but, for a moment, Rune felt that something was off. He couldn’t place the feeling, and didn’t dare take the time to, not with the fire rapidly spreading.  
 
    Squinting against the heat, he darted toward the bedside table, kicking up a pile of dust as he went. The dust had probably been Cedric Lumenz. 
 
    Rune was two steps from the side table when he realized what it was that was so strange in the room. It was tossed. Everything was burning, but it was also all over the place. Of course it was. Hadn’t Cedric been up here, kicking her out? 
 
    But the cedar side table was barren, and he couldn’t see any sort of fallen box on the smoldering wool rug that surrounded it. And every drawer on the vanity, which had been grown out of the opposite wall, was open and empty. 
 
    Cedric had been making a lot of noise. The upturned chair in one corner was a reminder of that. But he hadn’t been stealing his daughter’s jewelry. 
 
    Someone else had been here, and Narcissa’s box was long gone. 
 
    With a colorful curse about no one’s mother in particular, Rune raced out of the room, beating out a flame on one sleeve as he went.  
 
    By the time he crossed the landing, water was hissing into the room behind him. Steam and smoke billowed through the hallways. The Artificer running the brigade carriage would run its machines until she exhausted herself, at which point a second Artificer would step up to keep the water coming. 
 
    He found the office easily, leapt over the broad cedar desk, and hurtled out of the window, catching the side to swing himself back against the smooth wood wall. From there it was a simple drop to the flower beds below, where Narcissa was struggling to escape the thorns of one of the very bushes he’d planted earlier.  
 
    Without a word, Rune kicked the plant away. Some idiot part of his mind groused, There goes another week’s salary. 
 
    As if he didn’t have bigger worries now.  
 
    He grabbed Narcissa’s forearm, and together they careened across the grounds. At any moment a Covenant would come around the side of the mansion to establish a perimeter, and they had to reach the tree line before that happened. 
 
    “Ah, fuck it,” Narcissa said, and Rune nearly tripped when he heard such a harsh word coming out of a gorgeous noble’s mouth. She slowed, but only long enough to thrust off her coat and hitch up the shredded remains of what had once been a stunning gold gown. 
 
    His mouth went dry at the sight of so much smooth leg. Even above the waist, what remained of her gown didn’t do much to cover her. Every curve of her body was more than visible. It was all he could do not to lose pace. 
 
    She certainly didn’t. With a growl of determination, she picked up speed, and without the coat and skirts to slow her, they made the tree line in no time. Shouts chased them, but they’d made it far enough to have a fighting chance. 
 
    “Woodwork’s there,” she said, nodding him toward an enormous cedar tree. “Servant’s way.” 
 
    On the other side of the tree, the two skidded to a halt, throwing up a wall of dried tree needles as they turned onto the stairway that had been grown from the tree. It wasn’t polished smooth wood, not like the mansion. No, this was normal fare, the cheap work of an inexpensive Artificer, rough with bark and sap. This gave the stairs better traction, even if it was a bit sticky.  
 
    With Narcissa breathing harder each moment, they climbed up to the forest canopy, where several bark-covered paths—like wide, flat tree branches—led off to different parts of the city. 
 
    Rune stopped to let Narcissa catch a breath or two. If this was a servant’s path, one of these branches would lead to the market. He asked her which one. She pointed. 
 
    “Want me to carry you?” he asked. He was winded, but not nearly as winded as she was. She didn’t spend her days digging holes and carting around dirt and rocks. 
 
    Ridiculously, her cheeks pinkened. She shook her head without meeting his eyes. “No. I’ve got it.”  
 
    She started to run again, to prove her point, which put her ahead of him for just a brief moment—long enough for him to see the round underside of a buttock peek underneath the gown. Skin and sweat and nothing else showed from beneath her scorched corset. 
 
    I should run for my life more often, he thought, feeling even more dazed than he had after the damned floor had vanished out from under him. He mastered his eyes quickly and caught up to her, keeping one arm up to shield himself from the unkempt branches of the organic railing. 
 
    Who is in charge of taking care of this path? Rune thought, frustrated by how much the trees slowed them. The illustrious Cedric Lumenz, tenth of his line, needed a gardener for more than just roses. 
 
    Had needed. Past tense.  
 
    Rune let out a breath of relief when the tree cover finally cleared and they emerged into the upper level of Cedar proper, one of the larger cities that bordered the capital. Narcissa went full-gasp and dropped to her knees, heaving in huge gulps of air. 
 
    Now this—this he could work with. The city was familiar territory to Rune. Any city, anywhere, was perfectly navigable to him, even if he was in some unfamiliar corner of it, like he was now. He’d traveled enough to know his way around, and he’d gotten into enough scrapes to know how to escape a place fast. 
 
    And so, heart racing, he scanned the road nearest him.  
 
    Like all tree-city roads, it had been grown from the branches of trees. The entire city was built both on and inside a forest, with one main upper level in the canopy, one main lower level on the ground, and all kinds of roadless levels between. The trees themselves had been augmented by magic and time, and were twice the height and thickness of normal trees. If someone were to fall over a railing into one of the occasional gaps between the buildings and roads, it would be a long fall indeed. 
 
    As for the main roads, they were crown-funded. Not beautifully wrought by any means, but free of bark and worn smooth by decades of wheels and automatons. By contrast, the buildings were raw wood, and shaped in odd humps; forcing wood into perfectly square edges was not easy to do, as the trees fought against that inorganic sort of tinkering. Instead, the city was grown in nature’s way, each storefront built from wide intertwined branches, as if they’d been caught in a hurricane, stripped of bark, and then frozen in time. 
 
    Throughout it all, mixed with the sounds and scents of people, hung thick the soft, prickly scent of wood and the rustling of cedar branches. The city of Cedar was beautiful, and yet uniform. His friend Cam would have called it boring. 
 
    Cam. The nickname sent a pang through him. After today, he’d have to pause his search for Camellia, and who knows when he could start again. 
 
    At that moment, Rune found what he’d been looking for.  
 
    Only seconds had passed during his little survey of the area, and Narcissa still gasped for air.  
 
    Resolving to apologize later, he scooped her up without pausing to get permission. Then, he made a break for a carriage parked around the next street. When he reached the vehicle, yanked open the door, and unceremoniously shoved her inside, Narcissa gave a short squeak but otherwise didn’t protest.  
 
    At the sound of the door opening, the driver’s seat at the front of the carriage—a carriage which was shaped like a gigantic rose, and painted bright pink, of all things—creaked. A man leaned over to look back at Rune. Rune held his breath, relaxed every muscle in his body, and then breathed out as he met the man’s gaze, keeping one hand on the open door. 
 
    “The Hidden Pearl,” Rune said. “You know it?” 
 
    The man blinked. Narcissa made no sound, but she had certainly rocked the carriage when he’d thrown her into it. The carriage was enclosed, so the driver couldn’t see Narcissa, whose torn clothes and bloody, ash-smeared face would be a dead giveaway that something fishy was afoot.  
 
    At the same time, the driver —another beefy Guardian—was perfectly aware someone else was aboard. But he was also perfectly aware that the Hidden Pearl was a brothel. If a man was headed there with someone whom he didn’t want to be seen with.... 
 
    The Guardian shrugged. “Righto, sir. That’ll run you about thirty vale.” 
 
    Thirty. Rune steadied himself internally, keeping his face neutral.  
 
    “Certainly,” he replied, digging around in his utility belt and handing the man three ten-vale coins, acutely aware of the sounds of crashing needles coming from the path they had just exited. 
 
    The Guardian hefted the coins, then shrugged and turned around to tell his Adept where to go. Rune couldn’t see the woman, but he knew she was there. The Artificer carriages couldn’t run without their mage. 
 
    What are her automatons like? he wondered as he stepped into the giant wooden rose and closed the door behind him. Butterflies? Unicorns? Chubby-cheeked fairies in pink dresses? 
 
    As soon as he closed the curtains, a shout chased the carriage, but the automatons were already moving. He waited with bated breath, but the vehicle kept on going, turning the corner, out of sight of the forest path. 
 
    He exhaled. Not out of the woods yet—so to speak—but they were out of immediate danger. 
 
    “Um... sir,” Narcissa said. “You’re glowing.” 
 
    Rune blinked at her, and for an instant he registered the fresh tears on her face, which had turned the ash and dust to streaks of mud. But then he followed her golden gaze to his belt, where he’d shoved Oak’s gauntlet. 
 
    The valorglass gemstone glowed green, even through the handkerchief that he’d wrapped around it. 
 
    Experimentally, Rune touched it. Cold. Magic was being used on it. He covered it up with his hand, trying to ensure that they couldn’t be heard. 
 
    “Milady,” he said carefully, drawing her red-rimmed gaze back to his. “You were training to be an Adept, right? Studying and whatnot?” 
 
    Swallowing, she nodded. 
 
    He patted the valorglass. “Do you know if... if someone could be listening through this?” He’d prepared for this with the handkerchief, but that had been a quick fix. How powerful was its listening capabilities? Could it hear through a layer of fabric, or even a layer of stone, or could it only hear the Adept or Guardian it was made for? 
 
    Another thought occurred to him. “And do you know if it could track us?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, no.” 
 
    The answer was right there in her eyes. This thing could be tracked. Was being tracked, right now. 
 
    Rune pressed a finger to his lips before she could say anything more—just in case the thing could hear them. Then he cracked open the door, quietly, so as not to alert the drivers. He reached out a hand to drop the gauntlet, but stopped when he saw that they were trundling next to a railing, which overlooked the forest below. This gave him a better idea. 
 
    Hastily, he retreated into the carriage, dug a plant stake out of his belt, and plucked the valorglass out of the gauntlet. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Narcissa whispered as he leaned out again, holding his arm past the railing.  
 
    He felt Narcissa’s weight shift behind him, and then her hand fell on his shoulder as she leaned against him, trying to see what he was doing. It took everything he had not to instantly focus on the cool softness of her skin, on the giving flesh of her breast—with naught but frayed silk to hide it—pressing against one of his shoulder blades. 
 
    Blinking rapidly to gather himself, he narrowed his gaze on the forest below, waiting until one of the city’s dozens of aqueducts appeared. When one came within range, he waited until just the right moment, and dropped the glass. 
 
    With a ploop, it landed fifty feet below, squarely in the middle of a stream of water... which would be carried by the aqueduct, at a mild walking pace, all the way to the other end of town. 
 
    “Genius,” Narcissa whispered, her voice behind his right ear, every syllable warm on his skin.  
 
    Instinctively, Rune raised a hand to put his fingers over hers, but then the pressure on his shoulder eased as she sat back again. He swallowed, masking the movement with his hand by hastily standing. Hunched over in the tight space, he stepped to the small window that opened onto the driver’s bench, and slid it aside. 
 
    “Um,” he said, wondering where in the leafless hells his saliva had gone to, “actually, can you take us to....” He thought fast. A place where they could actually stay, a place, any place but a brothel— 
 
    “The Gilded Lotus?” he ventured, regretting the words immediately. Lenore lives at that inn. She’ll recognize you. This is a very bad idea. 
 
    Still, if he changed his mind again, it would look suspicious, especially now that pairs of Covenant were no doubt swarming the city, asking questions wherever they went.  
 
    So, he let the question hang. He could deal with Lenore if he saw her. If.  
 
    “Sure thing, boss,” a woman’s voice replied. He couldn’t see anything through the window, aside from the back of her very pink coat, but the Adept had heard him just fine. “Same price,” she added, without turning. 
 
    He closed the window, sat onto the plush bench beneath it, and deflated with a long, relieved exhale. 
 
    After a moment, he turned to Narcissa. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “That was an adventure.” 
 
    She stared at him, tear-stained and half-naked and too overwhelmed to bother trying to hide it.  
 
    A rush of attraction burned through him, followed instantly by shame. Her father was ash in the wind. Her home was burning. Her life was in ruins and she was on the run from the law, whether she understood that part yet or not. 
 
    And he was right there with her. A complete stranger, and a commoner. A strong-looking, big man, and she was completely in his power, and he could see all of this, dawning in her eyes. 
 
    Rune held out a hand. “I’m Rune,” he said, and offered her his best attempt at a friendly smile. “So. You come here often?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The enclosed carriage creaked on all sides as, against all odds, Narcissa giggled at Rune’s joke. 
 
    The tiny laugh didn’t last, but it’d killed tension between them before it could fully settle in.  
 
    “Narcissa Lumenz,” she said, in response to his own introduction. “As I’m sure you’ve deduced.”  
 
    She held out a limp hand, palm-down, for him to kiss. When he took it, his fingers suddenly felt hyper-sensitive.  
 
    “Who, exactly, are you?” she asked. 
 
    “Um,” he said. He’d kissed hands before, dozens, but he’d never been flustered by one, and he wasn’t sure why he felt flustered now.  
 
    Gathering himself, he brushed a kiss across the back of her hand. This, too, was out of the ordinary for him. He tended to kiss knuckles instead, and to linger, and to smile gamely as the woman raised a sultry eyebrow at him. He was very good at kissing hands. 
 
    Instead, he was treated to the sight of Narcissa’s cheeks going pink.  
 
    “I’m just the gardener,” he replied, letting go of her hand. “Your father hired—I mean, I was hired to plant the roses. So you could say I’m just a bystander.” 
 
    Pain flashed across her eyes at the mention of her father, but impressively, she fought back her tears. “Pardon my Djani,” she said, crossing her arms across her half-exposed chest, “but you are one hell of a bystander. What kind of gardener does that?” 
 
    Good question, he thought. Most commoners turned the other way when they saw other people in distress, especially when it meant getting between a nobleman and his target. But he’d figured that, at worst, he wouldn’t get a paycheck from Cedric for keeping Narcissa at arm’s length from the man. 
 
    Instead, a Guardian pair had tried to murder her for no discernible reason, and Rune had left three bodies and a witness behind him in a mansion now burning to the ground. The Covenant were almost certainly after him, and presumably at least some of them were after Narcissa. Ivy and Oak wouldn’t be the only ones working for whatever man had told them to kill her. 
 
    Which meant Rune and this strange and beautiful young mage were on the run until further notice. 
 
    Who knew planting flowers could be so damned dangerous, he thought.  
 
    Aloud, he said, “Any man worth his soil would have helped you. And before you say you highly doubt that,” he added, “I should warn you that most men aren’t worth their soil.” 
 
    She chuckled again, and once more, the laugh died quickly. Her knees came together, and she turned toward one of the four curtained windows. He wished he had a coat he could give her—she had to be cold in that shredded dress, not to mention embarrassed—but his only option was to take off his shirt. He doubted that would help with the embarrassment. 
 
    The carriage rumbled on. 
 
    “I take it you weren’t able to find my jewelry box,” she said softly. 
 
    His heart did a sad little flop in his chest. She must have really cared for that box, to be thinking of it, even now. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” he said. He considered telling her that he suspected a thief had torn through her room, but he settled for a simpler answer. “I think your father must have thrown it, and the fire... I couldn’t.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It was nothing.” 
 
    He knew it wasn’t, but he let the matter drop.  
 
    “Milady,” he said. “About what happened in that fight....” 
 
    She closed her eyes, as if in pain. “When Ivy hit you with her magic, you mean.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    She drew a long, careful breath, making her chest rise and fall distractingly. His gaze kept dropping to all the places where her skin went from smooth to round. He could see her navel between two golden strips of silk, and a sizable expanse of one thigh. His mouth went from dry to desert. He could have grown a cactus in there. 
 
    Rune crossed his feet and cleared his throat and tried very hard to remember what they’d been talking about. 
 
    Oh, right. The bond. Ivy had mentioned a bond, after I didn’t die to her magic. 
 
    “I believe,” Narcissa exhaled, “that you and I are now a bonded Adept-and-Guardian pair.” 
 
    He very nearly snorted, even though all the evidence did seem to suggest this, however impossible. 
 
    He settled for saying, “But I failed my Guardian test.”  
 
    Every year, a contingent of highly-trained Covenant officials swept across the kingdom, testing every thirteen-year-old boy for Guardian blood. Most were easy to find, since by definition, Guardian blood made a man impervious to magic.  
 
    A few written questions, a little spell thrown at him, and it was obvious if a boy was a Guardian. Most boys craved this—Rune certainly had—but every now and then, a boy knew he was a Guardian, and yet didn’t want to become one. Often, he or his parents didn’t want him to be separated from his family. All Guardians were taken away to training, only to return for visitation once they came of age. 
 
    So there was always a story or two, every year, of boys trying to escape their test. 
 
    They were found and captured. Always. 
 
    Narcissa met his gaze evenly. “Only a Guardian could have withstood Ivy’s magic. Unless you have some sort of augmentation, some enchanted object....” She looked him over and inexplicably blushed again, looking away once more. “I understand it’s hard to believe,” she conceded. “They’ve never missed a Guardian or an Adept, ever. They use magic to ensure that. 
 
    “And yet,” she continued, indicating Rune with her chin, “here you stand, unharmed, after being hit with Tree knows what kind of attack magic. You’re a Guardian, there’s no other explanation.” 
 
    He considered this. “Ivy mentioned some sort of... bond?” 
 
    Narcissa swallowed, eyeing the curtains again. Probably wishing she could wear them. 
 
    “She meant that you and I... that I’m your Adept now, and you are my Guardian.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “I don’t know how it happened, so don’t ask. The cause of the bond is a closely-kept secret, and since I so spectacularly failed my Adeptal test, I was never told what it was.” She shook her head, frizzy ringlets bouncing. “It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. I can’t tell you how illegal this is.” 
 
    Illegal? After everything that happened today, that’s what she was worried about? Not that some sort of villain was after her life? 
 
    And this bond. What did it mean, exactly? Could he really be an undiscovered Guardian?  
 
    The thought stirred within Rune a deep pit of old hopes and dreams he’d nursed since boyhood. 
 
    “I saw the test results,” he insisted. “I failed.” 
 
    Narcissa frowned, her lashes flitting as she faced him once more. She was keeping as much distance as she could between them, her knees tight together and swung to the side against the seat opposite his, but now she loosened a little more, and the space between them thinned. Rune could feel every inch as it vanished, and he realized that, against all common sense, he desperately wanted to kiss her. 
 
    As he wrestled his thoughts back into submission, Narcissa said, “What do you mean, you saw the results?” 
 
    He cleared his throat, which felt awfully tight. “You know. Like, the paper sheet they give you.” 
 
    “What paper sheet? No one gets a paper sheet. I’ve attended the public testings. I know.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Well, my test was a little different, I think. I was right at the end of it when one of my neighbors showed up to tell me that my father had gotten into an accident. I had to rush out, right then, and my mother went up to get my results later. They gave her the sheet, and then....” 
 
    Rune found himself trailing off, thinking fast. 
 
    “You never found that suspicious?” Narcissa asked. 
 
    “No,” he said, and he straightened his shoulders. 
 
    Outside the carriage, he was starting to hear music, some sort of harp. A moment later, it was punctuated by a male shout and the tinkling of feminine laughter.  
 
    “It is a little odd, I’ll give you that,” Rune said. “But the Covenant would have come and gotten me if I’d passed, or even if I hadn’t finished the test to their satisfaction. No one escapes those tests, milady. The testers know they’ll be hung if they fail.” 
 
    That, at least, was common knowledge. No Guardians escaped, not ever, because letting a Guardian slip through the kingdom’s fingers was one of the few offenses that earned the death sentence for members of the Covenant. The Covenant, as the nation’s main policing force, was pretty much untouchable otherwise. 
 
    Abruptly, the carriage stopped. The jerk threw Narcissa off her seat, and before he could think, Rune found himself having caught her mid-fall.  
 
    For several frozen beats, he was mesmerized by those thought-stoppingly stunning golden eyes beneath disheveled curls, and the expanses of pale softness pressing against his skin… there was even a hint of softer pinker flesh where the dress failed its duty. The touch of her was almost electric. 
 
    Face red, Narcissa averted her gaze. Snapping out of it, Rune helped her back up and took a swift step back, where he pretended to adjust his utility belt, while taking the most stabilizing breath of his life.  
 
    This woman needed clothes before he did something stupid. She was terrified enough from being alone with a stranger. But being alone with a stranger who wanted her.... 
 
    I hope this place offers cold baths, he thought. He’d ask them for ice. 
 
    Rune moved to the door, hunching to keep his head from scraping the low ceiling. “Well, whether I’m a Guardian or not, milady, we’re in some deep trouble,” he said roughly. “I think our best bet is to go into hiding for a while. We’ll be accused of their murders, you see.” 
 
    He expected an argument—but if we just talk to them, surely they will see that this is all a big misunderstanding!—but Narcissa only nodded, covering herself for modesty again, blushing all the way to her collarbone. 
 
    “And they wanted to kill me,” she said. “Let’s not forget that. I’m in danger of assassination, for some reason.” She sniffed. “When I failed my test, I didn’t kill anyone. Just took off a couple of eyebrows.” 
 
    Rune cocked an eyebrow of his own. He had questions about her test, but now wasn’t the time. Clothing, first. Place to stay, second. 
 
    Finding out what exactly their bond entailed... third. Ice was two and a half. 
 
    “Which all makes me think,” he mused, “that something nefarious is going on here. If we ever want to return to normal life, milady, we need to expose this plot against you.” 
 
    “You know, you’re pretty smart for a gardener.” 
 
    He snorted. “And you’re pretty smart for a noblewoman.” And brave. And composed. And half-naked. 
 
    “Don’t let my father catch you saying—” She stopped, peeking out through the blinders. Then, brows rising, she asked, “Pardon, is that a whorehouse?” 
 
    The sounds of laughter were louder now, the music interspersed by giggles and even the occasional moan. Outside the carriage window, the light had grown dark. Night had fallen during their ride, and night was when brothels flourished. 
 
    And Lenore had told him this place was an inn. 
 
    He nodded, resigned. He’d just have to work with this. “Let me do the talking. I’ll be right back, with a coat.” 
 
    Narcissa looked away again, a curious expression on her face. “Yes. Very well. Thank you.” 
 
    Unsure what else to say, Rune stepped out of the carriage. At almost the same time, the Guardian up front dropped off the bench. 
 
    “Reckon we’ve done enough for the day,” he said briskly, talking to his Adept, who still sat on her bench. 
 
    The woman sighed loudly, loud enough for Rune to hear. “Seems to me you’ve got plenty more doing to do.” Then she, too, dropped off the bench, as evidenced by the way the carriage bobbed upward. “Go on, then. But I swear to the Tree, Mog, if you spend any fucking Valor, I am going to gut you with one of the unicorns.” 
 
    The big man waved her off. “Yeah, yeah,” he said, glancing back at Rune. He shot him a grin. “Have a good night, sir. I sure will.” 
 
    As Mog rounded the front of the carriage, Rune stepped up next to the driver’s seat to lay eyes on the Adept. She was a tall woman, about the same height and age as himself, and she was patting one of her automatons and murmuring to it. As he had suspected, they were fashioned into unicorns, complete with a swirling pattern of rose vines twisting up their wooden flanks. 
 
    Behind her, the Gilded Lotus Inn glowed from within, casting dancing shadows against its clouded windows. His gaze flicked across the upper windows, where Lenore had claimed to be staying. They were dark, but not silent. He recognized the sounds he heard through those open windows. 
 
    I shouldn’t bring Narcissa into this place, he thought, and then straightened. But no one will look for her here. It’s the last place on Orennian that a noblewoman would hide. We’ll have the night to recover, at least. 
 
    “Excuse me, Madam Adept,” he said formally. The woman looked up at him, her face still shadowed, backlit by the light of the inn. “But could I trouble you to borrow a coat? My... guest is not properly dressed.” 
 
    “Mm, is she now?” The woman straightened, and her figure came into full relief. On any other night, he might have looked closer, but he was exhausted. “I suppose I have a spare coat under the bench. For a fee, of course.” 
 
    Rune fought back a sigh. He was down to maybe fifty vale on his person—barely enough to cover a night at an inn, much less any food in the morning. 
 
    The woman placed a hand on her hip, and her hair swung in its tail. He’d never seen hair quite that long before, well past her waist. He couldn’t make out the color, but it was straight and tidy. 
 
    He felt himself getting looked over.  
 
    “You look like a thief or something. Got any Valor?” she asked. 
 
    “No.” He sighed. Commoners had very little access to the special currency used by Adepts. 
 
    “Ten vale, then,” she said gamely. “It’ll pay for one of Mog’s cheaper whores.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure why, but the idea that a Guardian would go gallivanting off to a brothel, while leaving his Adept behind to fend for herself, seemed at least slightly despicable. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “And we don’t all sleep together, you know. Guardians and their Adepts, I mean.” She shrugged. “Not that I hadn’t considered it. Mahogany is a handsome devil; it’s why I picked him to begin with. But the second we were alone….” She shook her head. “One second was enough, if you catch my drift. He’s a big man, but—” 
 
    This conversation was quickly becoming uncomfortably detailed. He hoped Narcissa wasn’t in earshot. 
 
    “Ten vale,” he said, pulling it from his coat. “And you keep the cart here for ten minutes.” 
 
    She took the money. “All right, but only ten minutes. Outside a place like this, I can make a fair penny renting by the minute.” She nodded at her carriage. “We call it the Sex Machine after night falls, you see. It’s quite popular.” She paused. “Coat’s under the bench. If you can find it. No one ever can, these days.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Rune found himself in the lobby of a brothel. He’d given Narcissa the coat and then told her he’d come back for her, once he’d secured them a room. 
 
    He shouldered his way past a man who, even this early in the night, was teetering perilously atop watery legs. A woman in a skin-tight red dress was holding him up, fingers dipping in and out of his coin-purse. 
 
    Keeping his own money securely in one hand, Rune wove and danced and threaded his way past scantily-clad women and slobbering men until he finally reached the bar of the so-called “inn.”  
 
    The wall behind the bar was decorated with barrels—and the man behind it was built so much like a barrel himself that he very nearly blended in with the scenery. 
 
    “You gotta pick a girl first,” the man groused, shoving a full tankard of ale down the rugged, well-worn countertop, where a girl in a scant peacock costume miraculously saved it from going off the edge, before sweeping away to deliver it somewhere. 
 
    “I just want a room,” Rune said. “Any room.” 
 
    “Still hafta pay for a girl.” 
 
    Mentally, Rune rolled his eyes and groaned. “How much?” he asked. 
 
    The man told him. 
 
    “That’s obscene,” Rune snapped. 
 
    The round man shrugged. “It’s the price, is what it is. You got a problem? You want me to call up a Guardian?” 
 
    Rune huffed. If the man intended to call Mog, he was sorely mistaken. The guy had already wandered upstairs with two women at once. Both of them, Rune had noted, were just as tall as Mog’s Adept. 
 
    His thoughts raced. “I know someone here. A boarder. Maybe she could speak for me.” 
 
    The man’s eyes, dark and flat, suddenly went cold as obsidian. “We ain’t got no boarders.” 
 
    “Her name’s Lenore.” 
 
    “No Lenore here.” 
 
    So she’d lied then. Not surprising. But she had invited him here. Why? Probably as some sort of joke— 
 
    The barman reached up and pulled a cord over his head. Nothing of note seemed to happen. 
 
    “Calling the Guardian,” he warned. 
 
    Rune eyed the rope doubtfully, before his eyes narrowed. He had a suspicion about that cord. 
 
    Still, he paused to weigh his options before he did anything stupid. He needed a room. He couldn’t afford the price, but he also couldn’t just throw this guy around and expect to get anything out of it. At best, he’d end up corralled by a gaggle of women dressed up like exotic birds. This place was a bar in several senses of the word, but not the type of a bar where fistfights broke out. Prostitutes were too good at conflict resolution. If a man got too riled up, they took him upstairs and gave him a discount. No sense upsetting other patrons. 
 
    Which meant one option. He counted to five. That should be enough time. He pushed away from the table. 
 
    “I don’t want any trouble,” he said, and turned to head for the exit. 
 
    As he drew nearer, prostitutes bouncing off and against him at every available opportunity, he noticed the posters beside the door for the first time. Bounties, the sort posted at city halls and Covenant outposts. He’d seen plenty of them on his travels, but for the first time, he actually processed the words. The largest had an image of a scowling man, with more beard than any man had a right to: 
 
      
 
    SOLANUM RUE 
 
    WANTED FOR ASSAULT 
 
    Reward: 
 
    COMMON: 4,000 VALE 
 
    COVENANT: 5 VALOR 
 
      
 
    And tucked behind it, half-torn, an image of a Djani woman, her skin pitch dark, her hair in a braid, and a jagged scar down one of her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    QUEEN OF STREETS 
 
    WANTED FOR SERIAL MURDER 
 
    Reward: 
 
    COMMON: 25,000 VALE 
 
    COVENANT: 25 VALOR 
 
                                                                                                                                     
 
    He’d heard of the Queen of Streets. It didn’t get much more dangerous than her. He’d heard she targeted noblemen, specifically. However, she operated in the capital, last he knew. Odd to see her poster out here. 
 
    But that wasn’t what concerned him about the images. It was the two different currencies. And the way in which he suddenly fit into the second category: He and Narcissa, if they truly were bonded, were now technically members of the Covenant. Which meant they received payments for bounties in Valor, rather than money. He wondered what it was worth. Could he just beat up the occasional murderer, and make lots of cash? 
 
    With that thought, he stepped out the door. 
 
    He felt the shadow instantly, sensed its movement in the dark, and before the door had even closed, Rune spun around as a dark figure struck toward him. With a snakelike twist, he dodged the knife, before snatching the figure’s wrist. He slammed it—and the woman attached to it—against the outer wall of the inn. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Lenore said breathily. “Am I really so obvious? Or are you just that impatient to pin me against the wall?” 
 
    He tightened his grip on her wrist. “Drop it.” 
 
    She did, and the knife clattered onto the wooden porch. She kept smiling, squirming a little too suggestively. “Do you have any idea how sexy you are, big boy?” 
 
    “Don’t play with me,” Rune growled. When the bartender had pulled that cord—ostensibly to call Mog, who was otherwise occupied—Rune had figured he was warning someone. Someone who wasn’t supposed to get visitors. 
 
    “You aren’t a maid,” he said. 
 
    “Mmmph. For you, I can be anything you want—gh—” 
 
    He pressed his body harder against her, trying to be threatening, but he had a feeling she wasn’t very easy to threaten. At least the pressure kept her other arm at bay. She’d been trying to go for his utility belt. For his weapons, or his money, or his—well. 
 
    “I,” he said stiffly, “have had about enough of beautiful women for one day, thank you. Now you’ve seen my face, yes? You know who I am, and you invited me here, and I will tell you up front that I’ve only got forty vale to my name. You can have it all if you let me sleep in your room tonight. You don’t even have to steal it.” 
 
    She exhaled, sagging precipitously against him. “As if you’d have to pay me for that.” 
 
    Cautiously, he released her. She smiled at him, her acorn skin turning amber in the light through the fogged windows. She pulled her knife back toward her person with a toe, her shoulders coming forward, her bosom dropping lower, her braid swinging out over the rounded flesh. 
 
    “You think I’m a thief,” she said, her voice dancing. 
 
    “What I think,” he said, “is that Narcissa’s jewelry didn’t run away on its own.” 
 
    Her smile faded, then leapt back to her face. “On a first name basis with her, now, are you?” Her gaze darted. “She’s in the cart, isn’t she, then?” 
 
    “You keep my secret, I’ll keep yours,” he replied. He wondered how much of the fight with Oak and Ivy she’d seen. 
 
    Lenore twirled her braid, considering, and then answered that question. “You have quite a few more secrets than me, Guardian. I don’t know if that’s a good bargain.” 
 
    Rune swallowed. She must have seen the whole fight. But he never saw her, not even once. 
 
    She must be a very good thief. 
 
    He was racking his brain for something else to offer, some way to sweeten the deal just so he and Narcissa could have a safe place to sleep, when Lenore said, “You’ll owe me a favor.” 
 
    “A favor?” he asked, “What kind of favor?” 
 
    He thought she’d say something along the lines of, If you’re lucky, it’ll be a favor of the sexual variety. Instead, her gaze turned sharply toward him, going from somnolent to steely in the space of a blink. He realized he was looking at two different women. 
 
    A very, very good thief. 
 
    And, on top of good, dangerous. 
 
    “You know,” she said, “if you were anyone else, I would have already left you bleeding in the street.” She shrugged a shoulder. “But you interest me, Rune the Gardener. And there’s nothing I like so very much as an interesting man.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That looks absolutely stunning on you, darling,” Lenore said to Narcissa. “Perhaps I should give you and your Guardian some alone time? He might like to take it off.” 
 
    Rune suppressed a groan as Narcissa pulled Lenore’s blanket up to her chin, huddling herself even further into the corner of the room, where the bed met the wall. Lenore had generously offered her a dress to replace the one that she’d torn. Unfortunately, the dress in question had clearly been borrowed from one of the prostitutes. Narcissa was lucky it didn’t have feathers. 
 
    “I am not going to do that with her,” Rune said. Not that he wouldn’t like to, of course. He did. Very much so. It just wasn’t right to consider it at the moment. The poor woman had just had everything stripped away from her, including her father, and that made a woman vulnerable. He wasn’t the type to take advantage of that. 
 
    “Yet,” Lenore corrected. “You are her Guardian, after all. It’s practically inevitable, you know. Most do it right after they bond.” 
 
    Rune sank into the only chair in the tiny room—a lounge chair, long enough to stretch out on. The bed took up the rest of the room, while a second door led to a bathroom. A private one, with an enormous tub. The walls were shades of luscious scarlet, the curtains were sheer or lace, and even the scent of the room was heady and suggestive. 
 
    This room had been designed for one thing, and one thing only. Rune wondered why Lenore chose to live here. He wondered if she worked downstairs. 
 
    Then her words hit him. Most do it right after the bond. 
 
    “How do you know that?” he asked. He recalled the way the bond had felt—like the very peak of the lovemaking process. It didn’t surprise him that, in a less deadly situation, a bonded pair might let the momentum carry them a bit farther. 
 
    Lenore tugged out the ribbon that kept her braid intact and started to unwind her long dark hair. 
 
    “My brother was a Guardian,” she finally said. “We were close. He told me all about it.” She paused. “He’s dead now.” 
 
    Rune tried to read her face. She kept it studiously blank. He knew that look—he often used it himself. He suspected she was telling a lie. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” Narcissa said, sounding genuinely sympathetic. 
 
    Real pain flashed through Lenore’s gaze. “Thank you.” She sank onto the far end of Rune’s couch, then absently picked up a glass ornament from the bedside table, which was jammed in close enough to be in reach. “I suppose you’ll both be wanting to know the particulars?” she said, passing the ornament from one hand to the other. “About being a unit, and all that.” 
 
    A unit. Was that the proper word for an Adept/Guardian pair?  
 
    “What can you tell us?” Rune asked, leaning forward. 
 
    Lenore sighed and replaced the ornament on the table. Rune noticed it was made of blown glass—a specialty job, by an artisan, not an Artificer. It was a flower, specifically a night glory. The trumpet shape was formed from black glass.   
 
    “Oh. You’re going to owe me so many favors,” Lenore said, crossing her arms, which ‘accidentally’ pushed the neckline of her own dress to its limit. It seemed she couldn’t even speak without making sure the whole room was looking at her breasts. As if those things needed the help. 
 
    At the same time, Narcissa had lowered the blanket to her waist, her focus entirely fixed on Lenore. This revealed her own lacy black neckline, if it could be called a neckline. It dipped well out of the vicinity of her neck, and the lacy bits themselves left hints of pink visible. 
 
    I am surrounded, Rune thought to himself. Completely outnumbered. He adjusted his toolbelt. He’d need that cold bath soon. 
 
    “You are clearly an unregistered Guardian,” Lenore began. “I don’t know how that’s possible, but you definitely bonded with her. I saw the light show. Hard to miss.” 
 
    “But what causes the bond?” Narcissa asked. 
 
    Rune had a guess. “I saved her life.” 
 
    Lenore nodded. “When the Adept tried to kill her, you stepped in the way. Since you have Guardian blood, this didn’t kill you, but either way, it saved her life. That bonded you to Narcissa—permanently. This means,” she said, pausing to let the words hang, “that you are now susceptible to Narcissa’s magic.” 
 
    Rune and Narcissa exchanged glances.  
 
    “But I don’t have any magic,” Narcissa said. “I mean, not really. I can read quickly, but that’s just my talent. All mages have a talent. Only Adepts get actual powers.” 
 
    “Naturally,” Lenore replied, fluttering a hand. “And if this were a normal bonding, performed under controlled circumstances, you would have gotten several minutes of alone time before you were taken to the Tree of Life. The Tree is what gives Adepts their powers, you see. The first ability costs a vial of blood, from each of you. You pour it right onto the Tree, and it rewards you with your stated power. After that, all further abilities cost Valor. More and more as time goes on. 
 
    “But,” she went on, “you two bonded illegally. So unless you can find a way to bleed on the Tree of Life....” 
 
    “...we’re relatively helpless,” Rune supplied. 
 
    “Yep. I mean, you’re still impervious to other women’s magic. But an arrow is still going to kill you.” 
 
    Rune thought about this for a minute. The Tree of Life was a massive tree, inundated with magic, whose roots reached all across the land of Orennian. Its nearest glade—a space where a singular tree had sprouted up from the root system—was guarded by the local branch of the Covenant, in Cedar. Commoners weren’t allowed entry, but they could view the sacred spot from high up and far back. There were viewing platforms all around it, platforms that would be deadly to leap from. And, of course, there were guards. Lots of guards. 
 
    If he and Narcissa were going to survive—and expose—whatever enemy was chasing them, they would need to get access to that Tree. Lenore was right—without actual Adeptal abilities, they would be sitting ducks against other Covenant. 
 
    And then what? he thought. Say we do get out of this. Say we get some more power, hunt down the mysterious “him,” and kill him or get him thrown in jail. What then? Will I be stuck with Narcissa forever? How will I ever find Camellia with a noblewoman shackled to my side? 
 
    When he’d woken up this morning, he hadn’t expected anything more from the day than to put a couple of rose bushes in the ground, cash out, and bid the city goodbye. Now he was hunted by the authorities, sitting in a brothel room with two scantily clad women, and plotting to break into the most sacred site in all of Cedar.  
 
    “What sorts of abilities can we pick from?” Narcissa asked. “I mean, I know the main categories. Artificers, Soldiers, Commanders. But the rest is a secret. Did your brother ever tell you what they were?” 
 
    Rune shoved his mind back on the road at hand. He knew the basics of Adeptal abilities, everyone did. The three main categories specified what a mage could use her magic on. Artificers affected nonliving things; Soldiers affected themselves; and Commanders affected other living things. Ivy had been a Commander, able to affect plants and her own Guardian. By contrast, the carriage drivers were all Artificers, able to affect their automatons. Soldiers usually trained with the army, or spent a lot of time chasing bounties, since they performed their magic on themselves. 
 
    “That’s the simple way to say it, yes,” Lenore said. “Those categories are called Eternities—Soldier, Commander, Artificer—and each one has three Subclasses. These are Amplifier, Modifier, and Controller. They’re what they sound like.” Lenore held up a hand to tick the Subclasses off on her fingers. “Amplifiers amplify their subject—either the self, another living being, or an object—by amping up something that already exists in the subject. Making people stronger, making automatons work faster, that sort of thing. Modifiers change their subject fundamentally, adding or subtracting from them in some way, or altering how they function entirely. For example, they can turn a person’s skin to stone, or make a lantern that turns rooms dark instead of lighting them. And Controllers control the subject. That one is self-explanatory.” 
 
    Rune ran all this through his mind. So Narcissa could become a Soldier, Commander, or Artificer, affecting herself, others, or objects. Then she could choose in what way to affect her chosen subject. 
 
    “Also,” Lenore said, “there are two Levels to each subclass. Basically, two abilities. After reaching Level One, you can then purchase Level Two. In total, there are eighteen possible powers an Adept can earn—but each one costs a lot more Valor than the ones before it. Very few Adepts ever gain all eighteen possible abilities.” 
 
    Rune frowned. “Eighteen? That doesn’t add up. Each ability has three Subclasses with two Levels. That means six total abilities.” 
 
    Lenore reached out and patted him on the leg. “The key words being per ability, darling. There’s no rule saying an Adept can’t have more than one ability. They just cost more Valor, is all.” 
 
    Rune raised his eyebrows and then whistled. “So a mage with all eighteen abilities....” 
 
    “...can do basically anything, to anything,” Narcissa finished, sounding breathless. “Tree take me. Where should I even start?” 
 
    “Depends on your goals,” Lenore began. “Since you’re a noble and can’t fight worth a damn anyway, maybe Soldier magic isn’t the best choice—” 
 
    “I’d suggest object magic,” Rune interrupted, his thoughts racing. He held out a palm. “It’s the best way to get around other Guardians—you can make weapons out of things, and poke holes in people. First rule of any fight,” he explained, “is to start with a weapon, a good one. And I doubt you’re very good with your fists.” 
 
    There would be other applications, too, dependent on her Subclass. Amplifying could make blades sharper and swords lighter, Modifying could turn any weapon into any other sort of weapon on a whim, and Controlling could make sure an arrow went wherever you aimed it. Oh, sure, being able to affect other people sounded great, but against Guardians, that was perfectly useless. They couldn’t be affected by magic, unless it came from their own Adept. 
 
    “What are the limits of these abilities?” he asked, musing. “Can she do anything that fits the description of a given Subclass or Level? Or will she end up with specific skills that merely fit the criteria?” 
 
    Lenore yawned. “Oh, she can do anything within the given parameters—but it might kill her. Using magic saps your energy, you know. Yours and your Guardian’s, collectively. But every time a woman upgrades, her magic sort of... wraps around the new power. She’ll have strengths and weaknesses within each Level, dependent on her personality and natural talents and whatnot. For example, my brother’s Adept could turn her whole body invisible, but turning a single fingertip to stone just about killed her.” 
 
    Rune tapped his chin. So there’s no guarantee we’ll get something tailor-made for our troubles. Either way, any abilities would be a massive improvement to their situation. 
 
    And moreover, they had a plan now. He always felt better with a plan. 
 
    “So we drop some blood on the Tree of Life, Narcissa makes her wish to the Tree, and then we can actually use magic to help us,” he said. “Then we see what abilities we end up with, and take steps from there.” 
 
    Lenore snorted, tossing her hair back. “You make it sound so easy. Do you know how many guards the Tree has? Getting into the compound is nigh impossible. Trust me, Rune, I’ve tried.” 
 
    Rune slapped his thighs, grunted, and then stood up off the chair. “We don’t need to get into the compound. We just need to get close. Does your bath run cold water, or hot?” 
 
    She looked up at him, mystified. “Both,” she said. “What do you mean, we just need to get close? There is no ‘close.’ The viewing platforms are dozens of feet off the ground—” 
 
    “That’s quite the delicate little night glory you have there,” he interrupted, thrusting a thumb at the glass-blown flower on her night stand. “Where’d you get it? Close by?” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “Down the street....” 
 
    “Great. Fantastic. Then we should be set.” He opened the door to the bathroom. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Narcissa asked him. 
 
    Rune threw her a grin over his shoulder—a grin which faltered at the look on her face. He shouldn’t act like this, all big grins and confidence, when a lady—when his Adept—was looking like that. Frightened and overwhelmed and barely dressed and exhausted and beautiful and get into that cold water and vulnerable and get in there right now. 
 
    “I mean that I’m going to get you your magic, milady. I mean that I have a plan.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, Rune lay awake. 
 
    There was a lot to think about. His life had taken one hell of a turn. He’d gone from gardener to Guardian in the space of a few hours, and now he was lying on the floor of a brothel, next to a bed containing a sleeping thief and the noblewoman he was most likely stuck with for life. 
 
    I should be upset about that part, he thought.  
 
    But he wasn’t.  
 
    If he closed his eyes, he saw Narcissa again, with her strange golden gaze and red tresses, and he felt that flutter of pages in his chest that hadn’t really gone away since their bonding. And then, if he left his eyes closed for a little bit longer, he saw that torn dress again, and all those bare curves.... 
 
    Focus, he told himself, eyes opening to the dark. He breathed carefully, feigning sleep and waiting—because Narcissa wasn’t the only one he was stuck with. 
 
    He was also entwined with a thief. 
 
    Minutes passed, and he listened to the sounds in the room.  
 
    Narcissa slept on the bed, and Lenore on the chaise, both of them breathing evenly. He himself lay on the hard floor, which he was perfectly used to. What he wasn’t used to were all the other sounds of the building. The Gilded Lotus Inn had a rhythm, of bed frames and moans and the occasional giggle. Why Lenore chose to live here, he had no idea. How could anyone sleep through this racket? 
 
    After a time, one of those rhythms stopped abruptly in the room beneath Lenore’s. Because he was listening so hard to the sounds within his room, he couldn’t help but hear the murmurs below. 
 
    “Ah, girls, you have outdone yourselves,” said the patron. Rune recognized the voice of Mog, the Guardian to the Artificer who had driven Narcissa and Rune to the brothel. He wondered distantly what her name was. Funny that he should know the nickname of both her Guardian and her rose-shaped carriage—he suppressed a chuckle as he remembered the Sex Machine—and yet he didn’t know the name of the Artificer herself. He’d never even seen her face, not really. 
 
    Below, Mog groaned, the sort of sound a sore man makes when he attempts to stand up. Payment was discussed briefly, and then he thumped out of the room, leaving the pair of prostitutes behind to discuss. 
 
    “Third time’s the charm. I hope,” one said. 
 
    “I know. I think he might be sterile.” 
 
    “All it takes is one, though. Then you get the stipend. Just one, and you’re set for life.” 
 
    Rune blinked, processing this. All it takes is one what? A stipend for life... and sterility.... 
 
    A pregnancy, he realized. She means a pregnancy. 
 
    These prostitutes wanted to have Mahogany’s child? 
 
    “Besides, he pays,” the second woman went on. “It’s not like we’re doing it for free.” A pause as she yawned. “We’re lucky we look like his Guardian. I think he wants her, but she doesn’t want him.” 
 
    “Can’t blame her. If he wasn’t paying, I would never. If you can call this paying....” 
 
    Rune’s ears perked up, and he listened for a few more minutes, a smile growing on his face. There had been one little hole in his plan for tomorrow, and these prostitutes had just patched it up. 
 
    Now that he’d figured that out, he was still left with the question: Why would they want to have that guy’s baby? A baby wasn’t the sort of thing prostitutes went after. The stipend had to be pretty high, and he was guessing it didn’t come from Mog himself. His Adept had already ribbed him about his bad spending habits. 
 
    Which meant the stipend came from the Covenant, the organization that Mog was a part of. And that incentive must exist because the man was a Guardian. 
 
    The Covenant is trying to breed them, Rune thought. It was the only logical conclusion. Only boys who come from a Guardian bloodline could become Guardians; he’d known this because Guardian blood had been in his own family, several generations back. Guardians, however, were rarer than their female counterparts—mages—and so, if there were more Guardians, there could be more Guardian/Adept pairings. “Units,” as Lenore had called them. 
 
    Someone is trying to build an army of units, he thought. And depending on how long this has been happening.... 
 
    Maybe they’ve already done it. 
 
    The disturbing thought settled for a moment, and then a sound broke the silence of the room, and all of Rune’s faculties turned toward the noise. It came from the lounge chair, a subtle shift of fabric—so subtle, in fact, that he would never have caught it if he hadn’t been expecting it to come. 
 
    Tense now, he waited, his breathing low and slow. A silhouette unfurled from the lounge chair, took a step toward him, and then knelt, wedging between his body and the bed frame. 
 
    And then Lenore reached under her bed. 
 
    Rune sat up and lashed out, curling his hand around her wrist before covering her mouth with his other hand. He pulled her tight against his chest, so that her loose hair—freed from her dark braid—tickled his neck and the stubble of his chin. 
 
    “No sound,” he warned. “Milady needs her sleep.” 
 
    He took his hand off Lenore’s mouth—but not off her wrist. He expected her to go tense, to try to jerk away from him, but instead she sagged back against his shoulder, turning toward him. 
 
    “You caught me,” she breathed, in a way that made him pristinely aware of the wet marks her lips had left on his palm. “And here, I thought I could surprise you....” 
 
    With her free hand, Lenore reached up to touch his face, her fingertips ghosting over his jaw with all the force of a breath. She drew closer, until her nose brushed his. Somewhere in the house, another woman cried out in ecstasy. 
 
    His body responded to her. Ardently, and through the touch, he felt her thigh. Gently, she pressed herself against him. 
 
    No. 
 
    He tightened his grip on her wrist before the animal part of his brain forgot what his own hand had been doing. That’s what she wanted, after all—for him to forget that she hadn’t been crawling into his blankets, but that she had been reaching under the bed. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said slowly, his voice rougher than he intended. “I did catch you, didn’t I, thief?” 
 
    Now she did tense. He was almost disappointed. 
 
    “And don’t try the seduction act again,” he said. “It isn’t going to work.” 
 
    A pause, and then a soft leg pressed itself deeper between his. 
 
    “Seems like it’s working to me.” 
 
    His throat clamped up. Shit. He let go of her wrist and backed away. 
 
    “I’m human, not dead,” he hissed. “Now why don’t you finish what you were doing, Lenore? Go on. There’s no sense distracting me. We both know what’s under your bed.” 
 
    In the darkness, he could see only her outline, barely limned by what little moonlight managed to creep through her tightly closed blinds. The temperature in the room seemed to drop, and for an instant, he thought he saw her whole body flicker. 
 
    “You’re no fun,” she finally said, before ducking to reach under the bed. A moment later, she returned and sat up again, thrusting an object in his lap. 
 
    “There,” she said bitterly. “Happy now?” 
 
    Hardly, he thought. A certain part of him was still very eager for something that wasn’t going to happen tonight. 
 
    Or could it? some treacherous part of his mind thought. There is a private bathroom. We could go there. We wouldn’t have to wake up Narcissa— 
 
    He shook his head to clear it. No, bad idea. He couldn’t trust Lenore, because he had no clue as to her motivations. She had promised to play lookout for them tomorrow, during their big operation breaking into the sacred site at the Tree of Life, but even that was suspect. He didn’t know why she’d offered. What was in it for her? 
 
    And he didn’t sleep with women that he couldn’t trust. Especially after hearing the prostitutes down below. Did Lenore want him in bed for that reason? To have his child and sell it off to the Covenant? 
 
    He was getting way ahead of himself.  
 
    “I’ll be happy if nothing’s missing,” Rune finally answered her.  
 
    He hefted the object, then leaned back toward Lenore’s door, reaching up to turn the handle and let in some of the hall light. The warm reddish glow of Artificed lamps fell across a small wooden box. A jewelry box. 
 
    Narcissa’s box. 
 
    “It’s all there,” Lenore whispered, annoyed. “I didn’t have time to fence it. If you want the other stuff—” 
 
    “You can keep whatever you took from her vanity,” he replied, “provided you keep your word tomorrow, and play lookout. Consider it payment for helping us out.” 
 
    Lenore huffed but said nothing. She’d been outplayed. Back at Cedric’s mansion, when Narcissa had begged Rune to go back for her jewelry box, he had found her room ransacked by a thief. He’d suspected Lenore then, but really, it could have been any of the servants, or even a stranger. 
 
    But then he’d come here, and she had accosted him. And she’d even admitted to being a thief. He knew, then, that she had stolen Narcissa’s things. But Lenore was no idiot. She knew he suspected her, which meant she had several valuables in this room that she didn’t want him to find. 
 
    So he had lain awake and waited for her to sneak them out. She’d underestimated him. Again. 
 
    “You’re smarter than I gave you credit for, big boy,” she said mirthlessly. “Fine. I’ll play lookout tomorrow, and I’ll keep your stupid secrets. But after that, we part ways, am I clear?” 
 
    He swallowed, and this time, the disappointment in his own chest was undeniable. “If that’s what you want, Lenore.” 
 
    She snorted. “Why wouldn’t I? You may be my type, but no one’s hot enough to pin me for longer than one night.” 
 
    Her voice was a little higher, a little less sultry than usual. He wondered who she was trying to convince. After that, though, she returned to her chair, and Rune lay back down to wonder some more.  
 
    What was Lenore’s game? What was her story? Would she betray them tomorrow, or wouldn’t she? 
 
    Because if not, he might be able to trust her. 
 
    And if he could trust her.... 
 
    He fell asleep smiling. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A rush job? That’s going to cost you.” The man looked Rune up and down. “Somehow, I doubt you can afford it.” 
 
    Rune glared across the counter of the glassblower’s shop, meeting the artisan’s gaze head-on. The man wasn’t wrong. Rune had thankfully dropped his dirty clothing from yesterday, but unfortunately, that left him to borrow whatever he could grab in the brothel’s lost & found, which honestly may have been a downgrade. Still, Rune was perfectly aware that having a glass project done fast was going to cost him. 
 
    So he pulled out Narcissa’s jewelry box. 
 
    He’d shown it to her that morning and explained how he came to possess it. Then he had also explained he would need something out of it, to pay for one essential piece of their plan. 
 
    She had agreed, but she’d said nothing since. He couldn’t tell if she was angry, or sad, or just frightened about what they were about to do, but it was definitely some sort of brooding. Currently she waited for him outside the shop, a hood pulled up over her hair. She’d temporarily inked it black with Lenore’s help, to hide its vivid red. He missed it, and he missed her voice, but he tried not to think of that now. 
 
    As for her jewelry box, he had to admit it was beautiful. Its lid had been fashioned from white moonwood, a very rare material, which had then been carved with a strange sea creature that seemed to be eating its own tail. Narcissa had said to sell the first piece of jewelry he saw. 
 
    He flipped the lid open, and his heart broke. 
 
    The first piece of jewelry was a bracelet of faceted yellow topaz. The gemstones were golden yellow, just like her eyes. And exactly like her valorglass would have been, if she’d passed her test, and a valorglass had been made for her. 
 
    His heart sank. She must have had this bracelet made to match her future valorglass, which meant she had truly wanted to be an Adept, a real Adept. Instead she was on the run with a criminal. Rune hadn’t ruined her life, but he couldn’t help but feel as if he’d had a part in the disaster. 
 
    He took out the bracelet and handed it to the glassblower. The man’s eyes went wide. The bracelet was worth triple what Rune was asking of him. 
 
    An idea struck Rune. If this bracelet was so valuable.... 
 
    “Oh, and I’ll need one more thing done,” he said. “And you have an hour to do it. Do we have a deal?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour-long carriage ride later, Rune and Narcissa stood at the edges of an enormous crowd in the heart of the town of Cedar. Half the local populace had come to the Tree today, to watch the new Adepts and Guardians presented to the masses. Rune hoped it would give him and Narcissa some cover as they did what they’d come here to do. 
 
    As for Lenore, she’d already vanished into the milling citizenry, probably to avoid being in close quarters with Narcissa for any longer than she had to. Clearly, she wasn’t used to hanging around the victims of her theft after she’d thieved from them. Narcissa had made a point of never meeting Lenore’s gaze, but Rune knew women could practically communicate telepathically with each other. There could be books worth of bad vibes exchanged between them with him none the wiser. 
 
    “She didn’t mean to harm you, personally, you know,” he said to Narcissa, taking her arm and scanning the area, picking out Covenant and noting their positions. 
 
    She looked up, her eyes glazed. “What?” 
 
    “You know. Lenore. When she stole from you. She was just trying to make a living, is all.” 
 
    “Oh, that,” she said vaguely, looking away. “I’m not angry about it. You got the box back. That’s what matters....” 
 
    She trailed off, and he wished he could read her mind. What was she brooding about? Did she not trust him to do this? Was she mad about him selling the bracelet? What was it? 
 
    And why did it bother him so much, to see her unhappy? 
 
    “You know I’m not putting you in any danger, right?” he asked. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He pointed. “See that spot? That’s where you need to go. But I’ll see all the action, not you. And Lenore will keep an eye on you, just to be safe.” Wherever she was. The woman sure knew how to melt into a crowd. She had promised to shadow Narcissa, and to alert Rune with an ear splitting scream if she saw anyone attacking his Adept. He believed her. 
 
    He hoped he wouldn’t regret that. 
 
    When Narcissa didn’t respond, Rune scanned the crowd again, feeling slightly anxious. His eyes paused on the bulbous pink hump of the Sex Machine pulling up to the crowd, where it dispensed a couple of passengers. On the seat, the Adept was sitting as far as she could from Mahogany, who looked to be asleep, his face bloated from a hangover. They weren’t far off, and from here, Rune could tell the Adept was a brunette. Unfortunately, he couldn’t make out any of her other features besides the long ponytail. 
 
    The woman did something with her hands, and her automaton unicorns sat down in the dirt to wait for another patron. But no one would be leaving for a while yet, not until the presentation was over. 
 
    Unknowingly, she’d just become their number one get-away option. 
 
    Self-consciously, Rune patted his pockets, checking that the objects he’d purchased from the artisan were still there. The movement stretched the bandage on his arm, which matched the one on Narcissa’s hand. They’d both drawn blood this morning—blood that he had to get onto the Tree of Life, so that Narcissa could manifest her first power. 
 
    But that was easier said than done. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “I can walk you part of the way there.”  
 
    A hood covered his head, and Narcissa had dyed her hair. The Covenant guards shouldn’t recognize them... yet. 
 
    Narcissa nodded and reached for his arm, curling her hand around his bicep like the proper lady she was. He should tell her not to, to avoid giving away that she was a noble in disguise, but he liked the feeling of her hand, and thought better of it.  
 
    He waited for the crowd to part slightly, and then he led her into it. People tended to part before a man of his size, but he still got jostled a bit by the thick crowd when they reached the nearest railing of the viewing platform overlooking the sacred site. 
 
    And that was the trouble with the task he’d been set—this area merely overlooked the Tree. The Tree itself grew out of the ground dozens of yards below them, far enough for a fall to turn a man to red mush. The viewing area encircled the Tree, built into the canopy of the local cedar forest. In addition to forming the ring, the circle of cedar trees had also been forged into smooth walls from the viewing platforms to the ground. The walls were ladderless and unclimbable, barring the use of any magic. He suspected, though, that even magic wouldn’t work on those particular walls. The place was too sacred not to be protected from any old Artificer who wanted to have a go at it. 
 
    He had originally considered breaking in through the temple, which was built into the wooden wall opposite where he and Narcissa now stood, on the ground level—but Lenore had assured him that entering that way would be a death wish.  
 
    Every wall in that place is lined with Covenant, and probably even more so, after what you pulled yesterday. If they think Narcissa is a disgruntled, failed Adept, they’ll be expecting her to make a move here. 
 
    Lenore had been right about that. The site was crawling with Covenant units, patrolling in concentric circles around the Tree. And above them, something new had been added to the canopy: an enormous rope net. This was the only thing he hadn’t accounted for—but the openings in the rope were wide apart. It shouldn’t be an impediment. 
 
    If he was lucky, that is. 
 
    Swallowing, Rune pointed to his right, where a stairway atop the viewing ring led up to another two stories of viewing balconies. To fit the entire citizenry, the huge viewing ring had been grown into three different floors. Narcissa would be on the second, and right above her, on the top platform—Rune. 
 
    “That’s where we’ll do it,” he said. “I’ll stand right where that branch is, see it? Just try to be close, underneath somewhere. As close as you need to be for the upgrade to work.” 
 
    Narcissa nodded, maintaining her silence. Neither of them knew how close they had to be once the upgrade initiated, but once again, Lenore had put their minds at ease.  
 
    “You don’t have to be touching,” she’d said. “You just don’t want any people between you. It’ll muddy the connection, that’s all.” 
 
    So a single wooden floor separating them ought to work. And after Rune took care of the blood and the Tree, he’d attract a ton of attention, and Narcissa would have a window to escape while he dealt with whatever trouble came their way. No one would even know she was with him, not when they were a whole floor apart. 
 
    “Have you figured out what power you want yet?” he asked her, suddenly hesitant to leave her alone. 
 
    “I think so,” she said softly. 
 
    “Well? Is it Artificer magic?” He’d wanted her to be able to mold things around her. It would allow her to form weapons, or at least to shield herself. He couldn’t always be there to protect her, after all. 
 
    Narcissa smiled faintly. “Don’t worry. I’ll do what you said. I’ll choose a power that gives me a weapon.” 
 
    She didn’t sound happy about it. “You can choose whatever you want, you know—” 
 
    “We should do this,” she replied tightly. “They’ll be starting any minute.” She turned to leave. 
 
    “Narcissa, wait,” he said, touching her arm. She stopped, but didn’t pull away, and hastily he dug around in his pocket for the second object he’d had the glassblower make for him. 
 
    “This is for you,” he said. 
 
    Her gaze locked on his palm. In it lay a pendant. The necklace itself was cheap cord—all he could manage on short notice—but the center jewel was the brightest topaz off her bracelet. The artisan had fashioned a glass setting for the stone, fashioned to mimic real valorglass. 
 
    He withdrew a hand off her shoulder. “I’ve another in my pocket. For me,” he said. “A real Guardian/Adept set. Well, not a real one. There’s no magic in them. But I figured, you know, today you become a real Adept. You need something to denote your station. Do you like it?” 
 
    She only stared at the stone. Her eyes welled up, blinks chasing away tears before they could fall. She took it, her lip wobbling, breath shuddering. 
 
    Then she met his eyes, stepped up, rose on her tip-toes, and pressed her lips against Rune’s for the briefest of moments. 
 
    He didn’t have any time to react, only enough time to feel how soft her lips were, to taste the faint hint of cherry from her breakfast that morning. All the same, the touch ran through him like lightning. The pages went wild in his chest again, whirring, and for a moment he saw the fractals of her magic cutting the world into facets around him. 
 
    “Don’t you dare get caught,” she whispered, dropping low again, a cautious smile lifting the corners of her mouth.  
 
    The exultation of their bond sank into other parts of his body, making his very soul scream for it to be fulfilled. He reached for her, to pull her against him and return her kiss tenfold, harder, harder, to make love to her right there in front of everyone, oh, Trees below, he was mad with it, mad with the need to make their two bodies become one— 
 
    But Narcissa, having already turned her back, slipped through his fingers and melted into the crowd. 
 
    Rune stood there for several seconds, until finally, the raw ecstasy wore off. I’m never going to get used to that, he thought, wondering what had triggered it to happen again. Weren’t they only supposed to bond the one time? Or had something changed with the bond they already had? 
 
    And wasn’t Narcissa angry with him? Then why kiss him? 
 
    Rune shook his head. You’ll just have to ask her later, he told himself. And see if she wants to do it again.... 
 
    He couldn’t help but smile at the daydream as he rolled his shoulders, limbering up for what he was about to do. There could be no mistakes, if he wanted to be alive to ask Narcissa about this afterwards. If he wanted to finish whatever it was she had started. 
 
    Holding that idea close, he headed for the stairwell leading to the uppermost floor of the viewing ring. Each step of the ascent brought him, somewhat ironically, back down to earth. 
 
    There were Guardians stationed here, too, at each landing of the stairs. Big beefy men, all of them, clean-shaven and sporting an impressive variety of weapons. Most were pale, Orennian, but one was as dark as the Queen of Streets had been on her wanted poster. A Djani transplant, then, from a family who had moved here from that desert nation. 
 
    Rune wasn’t worried about the men. He knew how to fight a man well enough. It was the Adepts he was worried about, and he couldn’t see any sign of the Adepts that belonged to these Guardians. To hedge his bets, Rune memorized the color of the valorglasses each Guardian wore, which would match the eye colors of their Adepts. It was the only clue he’d have into finding who they were paired with. 
 
    Once he reached the top platform, he started scanning the women. 
 
    It was difficult to do without looking like a total creep. This viewing platform was less packed than those below, and barely wide enough for two people to pass side-by-side, so it was tough to hide how closely he was looking at each of the other onlookers. 
 
    Hazel eyes, gray-hazel eyes, or brown eyes, he thought. Hazel, gray-hazel, brown.... 
 
    At first, it seemed hopeless; those were common enough eye colors. But then his gaze settled on a woman who wasn’t watching the Tree below. A woman who was scanning the crowd, just like he was. 
 
    She met his eyes. He looked away. 
 
    It’s her. 
 
    He’d found the Adept that was up here. One of them, anyway. She’d been diminutive, hazel-eyed, pale-skinned and plain... purely uninteresting, except for the hole in one ear, where her valorglass must have hung before she’d disguised herself. 
 
    But even though he’d identified her, without a closer look, he couldn’t possibly guess what sort of magic she had—and if he looked any closer, she’d get suspicious of him. 
 
    If she wasn’t already. He felt her eyes on him. On his hood. Why would an onlooker be wearing a hood today? she must be thinking. The sun is out, but it’s cloudy. It’s not like he’d get sunburn. 
 
    Rune was rapidly running out of time. 
 
    Come on, get the ceremony started already, he thought, glancing down through the net at the Tree of Life. Once the ceremony began, all attention would be turned toward the Tree. Everyone would see what he was about to do, and everyone would panic, and he and Narcissa would have their best shot at getting away. 
 
    Agonizingly slow seconds ticked by, however, and nothing happened, except that the Adept was moving closer to him.  
 
    Below them, the sacred Tree was more a tangle of papery white roots than a tree, and like all of the other outcrops of the massive organism that he’d seen, its species was unidentifiable. In only one part of that mess—the center—did an actual trunk rise up, and its bark was pure white, marred by black growth scars of random thickness and spacing. Despite the white color, however, it wasn’t birch; the bark didn’t peel like birch does. There were only a few leaves on only a couple of branches, each of them twinkling with the lush-green colors of summer. The whole sapling was barely taller than a man, yet it still felt larger than that, as if containing something infinitely larger. 
 
    Doesn’t matter if I don’t reach the branches, he thought, reaching into his pocket. I can spill the blood on the roots. That’ll work fine. I don’t have to hit the Sapling itself— 
 
    In his peripheral vision, the Adept placed her hand on the railing and went stiff. In that moment, he knew what sort of mage she was. 
 
    And he knew that he’d run out of time. 
 
    His fist closed tight around the glass vial in his pocket, and he drew it out, cocked his arm back, and threw. 
 
    A dozen summers playing ball with Cam in the woods behind his father’s smithy had prepared him for this exact moment. The spherical glass-blown vial, filled with his and Narcissa’s blood and capped with a cork, soared true over the sacred grounds below. He knew it would shatter among the roots, but he didn’t dare wait and watch.  
 
    He rounded on the Adept and stomped the platform as hard as he could, hoping Narcissa would hear the signal and understand that it was time for her to start thinking about what power she wanted— 
 
    Or he would have stomped, if the platform itself hadn’t risen up like wooden waves and engulfed the leg as he was bringing it down. 
 
    He grunted, stuck fast. The Adept smiled. 
 
    Shout, he thought. Shout for Narcissa— 
 
    No. That’ll only alert them that she’s here. 
 
    “What do we have here?” asked the Artificer, as—in the corner of his eye—he saw the faint shape of the glass ball descend. 
 
    Rune closed his eyes, preparing to withstand the rush of magic when the glass vial shattered on the Tree. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Either he’d missed, or Narcissa hadn’t triggered the upgrade. He tried to move, and the platform rose again, engulfing his other leg, but his arms were still free as a tendril of wood disconnected from the railing, lashed out, and threw back his hood. 
 
    “Rune Tellarus, in the flesh,” breathed the woman, drawing back the hand she’d used to trigger the magic. “You look just like your bounty poster... only sexier.” She grinned. “A shame. Do you have any idea the price they put on your head?” 
 
    He had no idea, nor did he care. My hands are still free, he thought, and with all the speed he could muster, Rune drew the knife that he’d borrowed from Lenore. The blade arced outward, aimed at the woman’s arm. If he could damage the part of her that cast magic— 
 
    Quick as thought, wood leapt from the ground and curled around his wrists, solidifying, halting his attack mid-swing. This time, the woman hadn’t moved her hand at all. She’d used the magic with mere thought. 
 
    When he stopped struggling, she chuckled into her hand. 
 
    “Adorable, just adorable,” she said. “You think an untrained Guardian is any match for an Adept? You may be impervious to magic, Mister Rune, but you aren’t impervious to wood.” 
 
    Then, still smiling, she looked past him. 
 
    He twisted to see behind him. She was watching the top of the stairway. There was nothing there, and nothing else to look at except a couple of passerby who were staring at Rune, open-mouthed and whispering behind their hands. 
 
    What is she looking at? he thought, just as a Guardian came up the steps. The Guardian with a valorglass on his pauldron—a valorglass the same color as the woman’s eyes. 
 
    How? Rune thought. She didn’t call out for him. We’ve made no real sound. How did he know to come? 
 
    Ringing, a blade left its sheath as the man approached, and Rune came to the only logical conclusion. The Adept had communicated with her Guardian without making sound. Telepathically. Through the bond. 
 
    “My apologies,” said the woman. “I’d kill you myself, but I don’t like to get my hands dirty. Now my Clay, on the other hand... he’s quite fond of his play-time. If you tell me where your illegal Adept is, however, I can tell him to make it quick.” 
 
    Rune’s mind whizzed through options. He couldn’t move and he didn’t dare yell, lest he betray Narcissa’s location. Clearly the woman didn’t understand what he’d thrown, or she would already have figured out that Narcissa was close by. He doubted she could help him get out of this predicament, but if she knew what was happening, she could at least get her magic and escape while they were busy torturing him.  
 
    But the start of the ceremony was supposed to be his signal to throw the blood. Without the ceremony having started, she couldn’t know he’d already thrown it, and every minute she risked being found out. 
 
    The clinking of armored footsteps closed in from behind him. The Adept stepped away to let her Guardian in. A shadow fell across the platform at Rune’s feet—the shadow of a drawn knife. 
 
    Rune did the only thing he could think of—which was thinking. 
 
    He thought with all of his might. 
 
    “NARCISSA!” his mind roared. “DO IT NOW!” 
 
    No response. Narcissa couldn’t hear him through the bond.  
 
    The shadow with the knife moved. He heaved against his bindings with all of his might— 
 
    And the wood tore as the world turned to glass. 
 
    Fractals-pages-and-ecstasy, magic seared through him, into his arms, his legs, his muscles, nerves, and bones. The Guardian’s knife cut through empty air as Rune splintered his wooden bindings and staggered into the railing. 
 
    Impossible. He shouldn’t have been able to do that. Not through solid wood— 
 
    His muscles bulged. 
 
    Not visibly, but he felt it, an intense strength in his limbs. It flooded him, twirling manically with the euphoria of Narcissa’s magic. She’d triggered it, somehow, she’d given him strength. 
 
    She chose Controller magic, he thought. With an Amplifier subclass. She’s controlling me, building onto my strength. Trees bless you, you gorgeous girl! 
 
    With a bellow, with his body thrumming with power, he ducked under another strike, then in a sweeping kick brought the Guardian crashing onto his back. Spinning with the same momentum, he rose and buried a fist into the side of the Adept’s face. She went down cold, but not before she shifted the wood beneath his feet, raising it up, up, up— 
 
    As she fell unconscious, her magic stopped, but the leaping platform had launched both Rune and the tripped Guardian out into the open air. Rune flailed for a handhold, but the small bit of railing he managed to grab shattered into splinters under his fearsome grip. 
 
    And so Rune plummeted, air whistling past his ears, the sun passing behind a cloud in the heavens. He tried to twist, so he could see the net coming, but it hit him in the back, and he flailed as it caved under him, ropes snapping apart under his weight—under the weight of the muscles Narcissa had given him. 
 
    The ropes barely slowed him, but they slowed him just enough. Ground slammed into him, reverberating his bones and jostling his innards like a kick. Though shaken, he lived. The Guardian wasn’t so lucky. He crunched and what was left didn’t stand up. 
 
    “You were supposed to make a weapon,” he thought at Narcissa, dazed. 
 
    “I did make a weapon,” Narcissa said, like a whisper through his mind. “You are my weapon, Rune. You.” 
 
    Breathing hard, he looked up at the sacred site all around him. Covenant units were closing in from every direction. Too many to count, too many to fight. 
 
    “Get out of here,” he said as he brandished his knife. “I’ll buy you as much time as I can.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune had taken on two men at the same time before. One unlucky night, he’d taken down three. 
 
    But he’d never taken on a dozen at once. Much less a dozen Guardians. 
 
    Twelve men, give or take, bore down on Rune like a wave—if waves had weapons. Some paces behind the mass of swords and pikes, a dozen Adepts trotted after their Guardians, waiting for their chance to cast magic into the melee. So really, the odds were more like twenty-four to one. 
 
    It gave hopeless a whole new meaning. 
 
    Rune shifted his stance, his muscles tense with Narcissa’s magic. He could try running, but even with his amplified strength, he doubted he could do more than play leapfrog with his attackers. As for escaping entirely, well, he had fallen directly into the sacred site of the Tree of Life, which was surrounded on all sides by walls built of magically grown cedar. The wood was bare of bark, however, and too smooth to be climbed without tools. 
 
    Running was a no go. This was the end of the line for him. 
 
    At least Narcissa will escape. 
 
    That thought buoyed him as he met the Guardian at the head of the pack, ducking to throw himself at the man’s midsection and narrowly missing his pike. The man grunted from the impact, which might have killed him if he hadn’t been wearing his Covenant-issue armor. 
 
    I’m still strong, at least. I can fight like a bear, and take a few enemies with me. 
 
    As he and the first man crashed to the ground, Rune seized the moment to steal the man’s spear with his free hand; in the other, he was still holding the knife he’d borrowed from Lenore, and he threw this at the next Guardian bearing down on him. The blade burrowed into the flesh between helmet and chest plate. What sort of idiot didn’t wear mail there? 
 
    One whose Adept is a healer, he thought a moment later, as the man pulled his hands from his bloody neck to reveal smooth, stained skin.  
 
    Undeterred, Rune went for another man’s head with his spear. A skull cracked red. 
 
    As the man toppled, others took his place.  
 
    Rune backpedaled to avoid being encircled. If they got him flanked, there’d be a blade in his back within seconds. His best shot was keeping them at bay with the— 
 
    The spear, it seemed, had other ideas. It crumbled to ash in his hands. An Adept again. 
 
    Tree be damned, he cursed as the Guardians pressed again.  
 
    Rune weaved sideways to avoid two thrusts aimed at his kidneys, then drew all the strength his supernatural legs had to give and leapt. Ground dented. Above, beyond any spear’s reach, he flew over a line of angry swords.  
 
    A man moved to intercept him. Twisting in air, Rune swatted the blade and landed foot-first on the Guardian’s helmet with all of his magically enhanced mass. No crunch this time, but the man went down and wouldn’t get up anytime soon. Unless he has a healer as well, Rune thought wryly. He grabbed the man’s blade, then stabbed into the unprotected backside of his knee to give the healer, if he had one, some extra work.  
 
    The man’s piercing scream changed the pace of the others, pausing them for a moment of hesitation.  
 
    Then, frenzied rage. 
 
    Three dove at Rune simultaneously. A fourth lunged upward to cut off any jump attempts. The blades snipped at his hair and clothes, but found no purchase in flesh. However, the armored boots that followed, did. They had the force to break bones. They should have, but in his beefed-up muscles, Rune felt only the dull ache of bruises. 
 
    Rune spun his blade into a man’s neck, while the kickers regained their footing. Blood sprayed, another scream.  
 
    Inches away from piercing another throat, Rune’s blade twisted and hissed. Tree be damned, again? An Adept had turned his blade into a snake, forcing Rune to toss it. Of course they could affect metal just like they did wood. 
 
    From there, the battle devolved into a fever dream. Blades and fists and armored boots nicked away at him. Knuckles and knees driven by supernaturally enhanced muscles answered in kind, smacking weapons away and burrowing deep into unprotected bits. He must have downed some of them—he hoped he had—but whenever he did, another Guardian popped up. 
 
    Then, the ground turned to sand. The air thickened into purple fog. The toxic fog burned his eyes, and even the tiniest sip of it danced inside his lungs like a fiery rebellion. An  inhumanly fast punch clipped his chin, and if not for old reflexes, it would have dropped him. 
 
    Rune staggered. Magic, too much magic. If this goes on, I’m screwed. 
 
    But the Guardians were coughing too, and getting stuck on the same sand as he was.  
 
    They’re no better than bar brawlers, he realized. They don’t know how to work together. They’re all just fighting their own fight. 
 
    He’d expected better of government-trained Guardians, but then again, each of them probably wanted Rune’s bounty to himself. All the better to upgrade their Adept’s magic, and upgrade their own status along with her. 
 
    As the fog eddied and swirled, Rune tensed his legs, and leapt over it. Without their Guardians, the Adepts were defenseless. 
 
    Unfortunately, they were smart enough not to cluster together. At the zenith of his leap, he searched for his first target among the scattered female figures near the roots of the Tree. 
 
    But another shape caught his eye. Clad in white and gray to match the Tree, with a hood hanging loosely over a face of brown skin. The shape skulked among the sacred nest of white roots, camouflaged by its clothing, and by Rune himself. Every Covenant unit was facing away from the figure, distracted by the bloody spectacle of Rune. 
 
    Rune landed just as the figure settled behind a large root, aimed a crossbow, and fired. Rune cursed. He’d have no chance to dodge. 
 
    The bolt whistled past him. 
 
    A Guardian cried out. Another bolt followed the first, and the scream turned into a dying gurgle. Rune seized the opening, bounding toward an unprotected Adept and throwing a punch. 
 
    In an ugly crunch, the woman’s nose, jaw, and cheek bent under his fist. A flash of guilt stabbed him. Rune wasn’t used to the sort of power he was fighting with. But the feeling faded a beat later. 
 
    Well, if she wants to take my life, he thought, then I have every right to try taking hers. 
 
    Bolstered by cold determination, Rune spun to face the next enemy as several Guardians wobbled out of the mist and ran to aid their mages. He’d barely made it two steps before another Adept turned the sand under his feet into flowing quicksand. He jumped with all his might, but even that stone-splitting strength couldn’t compensate for liquified footing. He made it out, but barely. 
 
    Troublesome. He’d have to outrun that particular magic.  
 
    Rune glanced at the Tree, but the shadowy figure had turned tail to run, a black canvas bag bouncing on their hip. Whoever it was had helped him, for some reason, but they’d only fired two shots. 
 
    In the split second he watched, a single green leaf fluttered out of the person’s bag. 
 
    The Tree of Life. That’s a leaf from the Tree-of-fucking-Life! 
 
    They stole it, they’re some kind of thief— 
 
    Ah… Thinking fast, he bolted after the fleeing figure. She must have snuck in. And if she snuck in, then she must have a plan to sneak out. 
 
    With his monstrous new muscle mass, Rune closed the gap fast, pulling up beside the fleeing figure as it made for the wall. 
 
    “So this is why you helped us,” Rune said to Lenore. 
 
    She whipped her hooded head around. “What the barren hells are you doing? You’re blowing my cover!” 
 
    Behind Rune, all the remaining Guardians and Adepts were chasing after him, which meant they could see Lenore. He had outed her. 
 
    She wasn’t fast enough. Rune scooped her up and sprinted for the wall. 
 
    Lenore eeped in surprise, her hood flying back to release her black braid. She scrambled to pull it back over her face again.  
 
    Behind them, one of the Adepts had beefed up their own Guardian, and the man was quickly gaining on Rune. For his part, Rune felt his own energy draining. He sensed that Narcissa’s magic had been sustaining his transformation, but that she was reaching her limits, wherever she was. 
 
    With a grunt of effort, Rune skidded to a halt at the smooth wall of the site. “Every thief keeps a grappling hook,” he grated out. “Right?” 
 
    “Let me down, you impossible oaf!” 
 
    He set her down. “Answer me—” 
 
    “Of course I have a barking hook! Now back off!” 
 
    He stepped away, counting seconds as Lenore pulled out her crossbow and fixed it with a hook from her satchel. The hook was attached to a length of rope, and as soon as she fired it, the rope slithered up into the sky. The hook anchored onto a railing. 
 
    That won’t last, he knew, not with that Adept who controls wood. If that woman woke up, and started warping that railing.... 
 
    The bulked-up Guardian charging them roared, and Rune acted, seizing Lenore and swinging her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. She cursed at him, mostly to urge him to hurry up. He started rappelling up on the fading dregs of his super-strength. 
 
    The entire wall shuddered a moment later, as the giant of a Guardian rammed into the spot where they’d been. 
 
    “Cut the rope, damn it!” Rune shouted. His strength was fading fast, to the point he might even be back to his own normal mass. 
 
    Thankfully, that mass was still somewhat impressive. Some tension went out of the rope, followed by a bellow, as Lenore sliced through. The giant Guardian dropped before he could even start climbing. 
 
    Now gasping for air, Rune surmounted the railing, set Lenore on her feet, and bent over to breathe in huge gulps of air while steadying himself. His body was sore, exhausted. Magic leaving him was like hitting the end of a hundred-and-twenty-hour workweek spent planting rosebuds in gravel. 
 
    “Well, don’t just stand there!” Lenore shouted. “Get me out of here! It’s your fault that—oh no—” 
 
    He looked up into her eyes, then followed her wide gaze. Two viewing platforms down the ring, at the top of a set of stairs, he saw what Lenore was seeing. 
 
    Narcissa, trying to fight off a Guardian, and losing. 
 
    No. No. I told you to run! 
 
    At Narcissa’s feet was an Adept, probably another wood mage. The woman was holding one hand to her head. Narcissa must have clubbed her with something, to keep her from upending the grappling hook. 
 
    And it had cost her. 
 
    “Lenore,” he said, “I need to borrow that cross—” 
 
    A twang sounded behind his head, and a bolt sliced across the sky and implanted cleanly in the Guardian’s face. 
 
    Rune turned.  
 
    Lenore lowered the crossbow. “What? He was on my list.” She shrugged. “Besides, I like her. She’s got spunk.” 
 
    Your list? What list? Oh, never mind. Rune turned his thoughts back to Narcissa, who had staggered into the railing and was staring at the bleeding mess that had once been a Guardian, her pretty face drawn in an expression of shock. 
 
    She wasn’t used to gore and death—not yet, anyway. He had to snap her out of it. 
 
    “NARCISSA!” he thought, with what he imagined to be all his mental might, “I AM SAFE NOW. YOU NEED TO RUN.” 
 
    Her gaze spun to meet his, eyes wild, her black-inked ringlets tossed by the wind. The clouds moved angrily behind her, a thunderstorm brewing. She looked like a tempest, like some sort of goddess, representative of innocence lost. 
 
    Then she nodded, turned, and fled. Slow and struggling with her steps, she looked as exhausted as he felt. Despite it, she had the wits to stick with the original plan, in which they both headed back to the Gilded Lotus via different avenues.  
 
    He scanned the path ahead of her for any further Guardians and saw none. There were plenty of remaining crowds to get lost in, however. Many of the locals had been watching the entire fight, some of them even hooting and hollering, but now that Rune had his attention turned toward them, they were starting to realize that he was a violent criminal who had just gone toe-to-toe with a small army of Covenants. He might be dangerous.  
 
    Rune leaned on that assumption by tilting his head back and belting out his best battle cry.  
 
    People screamed and people ran.  
 
    Pandemonium ensued. 
 
    Well, that did the trick, he thought. In the confusion, Narcissa should get away clean. 
 
    “Now what?” Lenore said. “There will be other wood mages. And the guards below will be on their way.” 
 
    He scanned the sea of fleeing onlookers for that telltale pink shape. Miraculously, the Sex Machine was still visible. It was moving away from the melee now. Someone had hired it. 
 
    “Follow me.”  
 
    He darted after the crowd, which only made it scream and flee faster. People were so terrified of him—of the strange outlaw Guardian who had just survived a dozen of his fully-trained peers—that they parted like a school of fish before a shark. Thank the Tree for that, because he was too exhausted to fight off a crowd if they turned on him. 
 
    He reached the Sex Machine after it turned a corner, out of sight of any Guardians that might be chasing them. Good. It made them less likely to suspect that Rune was hiding inside it. 
 
    So he thrust open the side door and hauled out the occupants, even while the carriage was still moving. 
 
    The nobleman inside cried out, “Hey! How dare you—” before he hit the ground in a flutter of coattails and curses. 
 
    “Run,” Rune growled.  
 
    The nobleman paled, gained his feet, and scampered off faster than any nobleman he’d ever seen. He didn’t even ask for a refund or threaten to file a complaint. Rune took it as a compliment. I must really be terrifying. 
 
    The carriage had stopped by this point, and the driver leaned off one side of the bench to check on what was happening. “Hey, what—oh, it’s you again,” she said, and for the first time, Rune got a good look at her. He was almost angry to see that she was beautiful. He was surrounded by too many pretty women as it was. 
 
    Her eyes, a severe, mossy hazel, looked him over. She had an elegant face, the kind that Rune normally expected to see at the top of the stairs in a ballroom, and everything about her screamed neat and tidy. Not a hair nor thread out of place, which was honestly impressive, given she wore at least three layers of clothing, all different shades of pink. Her tailor had done things with lace that would have made a dollmaker jealous. 
 
    The cuteness of her outfit clashed with her refined and stoic expression like oil and water. She dressed like a woman who bred fluffy kittens for a living, but she looked like a woman who could spot an errant dust mote at ten paces and order a maid executed for it. Her lips thinned as if they were used to frowning. Her bronze-brown ponytail drifted over one shoulder. 
 
    No Guardian, though, he noted. Mog must have gotten bored and gone back to whoring. 
 
    “You,” she said evenly, “need to leave. I don’t want any of the trouble that’s—” 
 
    “Eighteen Valor,” he said. “I’ll pay you eighteen Valor. To get me back to the Gilded Lotus. That’s all.” 
 
    She stared at him with the sort of gaze that could slice through a stone fruit. Hastily, he patted himself down, until he found the tiny balls of Valor he’d purchased from Mog’s prostitutes early that morning. It had cost all of his remaining money and quite a lot of shameless flirtation, but they had given him the Valor eventually, since it was illegal for a non-Covenant to sell it anyway. Only Guardians and Adepts were supposed to trade in the stuff. 
 
    “Where did you get those?” the woman asked as he held out a hand. The Valor pieces were like marbles, glowing with a variety of intensities. Eighteen of them in total. 
 
    “Last night, you asked me if I had any,” Rune said, speaking fast. “Well, now I have some. It’s all yours, for just one carriage ride.” 
 
    Her gaze cut from the rocks back to his face. “You are a criminal. I could be hanged for helping you.” 
 
    “Yes, and you could also trade me for a bounty, too. But if you try that, I’ll let them know that your Guardian has been illegally trading Valor to commoners.” The prostitutes had taught him that this was severely looked down upon. Not a hanging offense, but something close. 
 
    He suspected, in fact, that Mog had already been caught in the act before. It’d explain why such a talented Artificer was running a carriage. Her Guardian’s indiscretion had cost her, and now she had no choice but to chase the Valor she needed, to earn back whatever rank she’d lost. 
 
    All the same, he expected more argument, but the Adept merely sighed. Under her breath, she muttered, “Ria, you fuckin’ idiot.” To Rune she snapped, “Fine. Get in. Quickly.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for her to change her mind. Rune practically flung himself into the carriage, and Lenore was fast on his heels. She slammed the door, and they started rolling away, the clop of wooden unicorn’s feet reverberating through the floorboards.  
 
    Most of the crowd’s screams had thankfully faded, but he was starting to hear a different sort of shouting. The Guardians and Adepts were spreading out to find him. And, unfortunately, his body was done fighting. 
 
    Lenore settled on the opposite bench and fanned herself with one hand. “My, my, wasn’t that just exhilarating?” 
 
    “You’re telling me.” 
 
    She breathed out and deftly unbuttoned the top of her white outfit to give her breasts a little more breathing room. He didn’t even try to avert his eyes. He was too tired to try or care. 
 
    “Like what you see?” she purred. 
 
    “You used us,” he replied, continuing to stare at the exposed flesh. “You weren’t playing lookout for Narcissa. You were using us as a distraction to help you steal—” he waved vaguely at her satchel and the green leaves sticking out of it “—whatever that is. She could have died.” 
 
    “With you around? Unlikely.” She danced a finger along the inside edge of her low-cut neckline, tantalizingly parting the fabric from the skin of her breasts. A little lower, and he’d be seeing a lot more than shadows. 
 
    “Come on. Don’t be angry, big boy,” she purred. “Let me make it up to you?” 
 
    He closed his eyes. Great, he thought, as one particular part of his body promptly declared that it, for one, was not exhausted. Now I’m horny. Could this day get any worse? 
 
    Outside, a male voice shouted, “Halt!” 
 
    The carriage stopped. 
 
    Yes. Yes, it can definitely get worse. Across from him, even Lenore went tense, the flirtatious smile dropping off her face. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Ria asked. Rune could hear her clearly through the closed window leading onto the driving bench. 
 
    “Mistress, my apologies,” the male voice went on, “but we need to check your occupants. There’s a dangerous criminal on the loose, and he was last seen close to the area.” 
 
    His voice low, Rune hissed to Lenore, “Take off those clothes. They’ll recognize you.” 
 
    Her gray eyes flashed understanding, and she hurriedly began to strip off the white clothing she had used to camouflage herself among the roots of the Tree. As she stripped rapidly down to her shift, Rune threw off his own coat, and then his shirt for good measure. 
 
    All the while, Ria was speaking. “My clients are not criminals,” she said smoothly. “I would never take on such a fare.” 
 
    “All the same, Mistress—” 
 
    “That said,” Ria interrupted, speaking a bit louder now, “I do take on the occasional... private fare. If you catch my meaning. Sir.” 
 
    The man seemed to process this, which gave Rune enough time to catch Ria’s drift, and to get an idea. An awful, terrible, horrendously ill-advised idea, but one that should work all the same. 
 
    He threw off his shirt. “Kneel on the floor,” he told Lenore. 
 
    Her mouth dropped open. “What?” 
 
    “Just do it. Trust me.” 
 
    Raising an incredulous eyebrow, she slipped to the floor in front of her bench. Rune unbuckled his trousers and let them fall a few inches down his thighs. 
 
    “Now, I’m asking this with the deepest respect,” he whispered, “but you need to pretend to be—” 
 
    “Oh,” the man outside the carriage said, finally realizing. “Well, be that as it may, Mistress, I still have to check.” 
 
    There was another pause where Ria probably shrugged. “If you want to be a voyeur, have at it. But don’t come whining to me when someone punches your lights out for interrupting.” 
 
    “I’ll, um, keep that in mind.” 
 
    Rune stepped up to Lenore, towering over her, and leaned his weight against the wall behind her bench. She shuddered, her attention on his crotch, her nose a breath away from it. He fought down a shiver of embarrassment, knowing that—although his breeches were still intact—this position was more than suggestive. 
 
    Which was the entire point.  
 
    “Just... pretend,” he said to Lenore. “Until he leaves. That’s all.” 
 
    She looked up at him. On her knees and with the tops of her breasts exposed in that tiny shift, the sight of her was nothing less than erotic and only made the situation in his briefs worse.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed, and mischievous amusement twinkled within as she cocked a brow. “Some first date,” she mumbled, before her hands encircled his legs and ran up the back of his thighs. “You’re a damn tease, you know that?” 
 
    Then she pulled. 
 
    Her face came against him, soft lips separated from his erection by strained fabric, just as the Covenant man opened the door. Rune clutched handholds in the ceiling, his head dropping, and his breaths grew heavier, becoming almost groans.  
 
    Lenore bobbed her head and made damnably wet and hot ‘mmphs’ and ‘ahngs’ with her mouth. 
 
    Slender fingers massaged the back of his thighs, squeezing hungrily into his ass. Her head kept bobbing, pressing lips and cheeks against him, still held off by fabric.  
 
    And the sounds. Those damn sounds. If he closed his eyes, the only thing he could see was her lips, round against his base as she suckled on his entire length. Trees, what would that feel like?  
 
    “Oh,” the guard blurted, “my apologies,” he stammered and slammed the door shut. 
 
    Lenore froze. Rune froze. They remained perfectly still in their strange tableau. 
 
    Hot breath washed over his hard-on. He knew she could feel his pulse through it. 
 
    “You know,” Rune said, clearing his suddenly hoarse throat. “He might come back.” 
 
    Lenore looked up at him, raising that eyebrow again.  
 
    Rune swallowed. “And we might get stopped again.” 
 
    At the front of the cart, Ria spoke with the guard once more, and the carriage started moving, rumbling off toward the Gilded Lotus. The vibrations of the road didn’t help things in the slightest, as his hips kept swaying and bumping against her face. 
 
    He waited, suddenly desperate for her to catch his drift and agree to it. Lenore had seemed like a hopeless flirt at first, but after today, at the Tree…. 
 
    There was something more to her. She could nail a bolt between a man’s eyes from a hundred feet, she could escape a small army of Guardians, and she could sneak into one of the highest-security places in the world, albeit with a bit of distraction. And she had helped him and Narcissa, even saved his life. He was attracted to her, he admired her abilities, and could even admit to liking other parts of her, though he wasn’t entirely sure of her intentions yet. 
 
    Flirty, empty-brained women were one thing. But Lenore wasn’t that. 
 
    “Yes…” Lenore drawled, her hands sliding up his rear, to the upper edge of his breeches. “You’re right. We just might get stopped again.” She tugged on his underwear experimentally. “We’d better keep up the charade, then, don’t you think?” 
 
    Rune had stopped breathing. “Yeah,” he rasped. Then he gathered himself. “I don’t know. You think you can handle it?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not sure,” she said playfully, her fingers riding his waistline, tickling his hips before coming to rest at the front of his breeches. Lightly, she toyed with one of the strings. “See, I’m not very good at pretending. They’ll see right through me, next time.” 
 
    Rune found himself smiling. He was liking this game. “Well, then I guess you’ll have to do the real thing.” 
 
    “Mmm.” She shrugged. “We could. Purely platonically, of course. After all, you can’t trust me. I’m just a double-crossing thief.” She licked her lips. “I might pick your pockets, if you aren’t careful....” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I can take you,” he said. If she wanted to see him squirm, then she had a surprise coming. He took one hand off the wall and reached into his breeches. 
 
    It had been a long day. He could use the release. And she was offering, wasn’t she? She’d been offering since they’d first met. 
 
    He released his cock from the fabric and let it loom above her face, a whisper away from her nose.  
 
    “The question is,” he said, “can you take me?” 
 
    “Uh.” She swallowed, and Rune was pleased to find he’d thrown off her game. He wasn’t about to be toyed with, and she hadn’t expected that. She must be used to toying with people. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “maybe I’ll have to teach you. You can continue by touching.” 
 
    Lenore licked her lips, collecting herself. “Like this?” she said, back to her old persona. She ran a finger up his length, sending shivers of electric pleasure through him. Rune fought the urge to groan. He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction, not yet.  
 
    And in that instant, his mind flashed back to Narcissa, to her kiss. He felt a sudden need to be loyal. Wasn’t she waiting for him, back at the inn? 
 
    But why did that matter? asked the logical part of him. He barely knew the girl. There was nothing declared between them. Weren’t they just allies of circumstance?  
 
    Lenore traced a finger along his hardness again, and the burning pleasure of Narcissa’s lips haunted his mind. Big mistake... that flicker re-ignited a ravenous need within him. He couldn’t deny that any longer—he was hungry. He had so much lust to burn that if he didn’t let it out, it might hollow him from the inside. 
 
    Besides, he couldn’t return to Narcissa with his thoughts lost in lust. He really had to get rid of them first. 
 
    “I think I hear some guards coming,” he murmured. 
 
    Grinning, Lenore tugged his clothing down further. His dick fell out to rest over her sultry expression. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “then we’d better get started.” 
 
    She leaned in, and the carriage rumbled on. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune had made a lot of plans for today.  
 
    He’d visited a glassblower to make a vial to hold his and Narcissa’s blood.  
 
    He’d thrown that vial onto the Tree of Life, so that it would shatter and trigger the upgrade to Narcissa’s magic.  
 
    And then he’d fought his way free of the onslaught of Guardians and Adepts that had tried to keep him and Narcissa from escaping. There had been a few hiccups, of course, the main one being his fall into the sacred site itself, and his new ability to increase his muscle strength (courtesy of his Adept), oh, and let’s not forget how he found Lenore stealing from the Tree of Life, all while he did her the favor of being a gigantic distraction. 
 
    So, yes, some things had gone awry, some plans had shifted a little.  
 
    But perhaps the most surprising thing about the entire madcap day was the fact that, almost directly after escaping, Rune found himself on the receiving end of a blow job in a rose-shaped carriage called—aptly—the Sex Machine. 
 
    He had been exhausted up until this point, but now all his faculties were acutely aware of what was happening, and as the Sex Machine trundled casually back to the Gilded Lotus Inn—where Narcissa was waiting for him—Rune let himself enjoy the trip in every possible way. 
 
    “Ungh,” he sighed as Lenore parted her lips and took him into her mouth.  
 
    It was slow, languorous, and as much as he liked to watch her, he closed his eyes to savor the pleasure. Her tongue washing back and forth across the underside of his member... The slight, expert brush of her teeth at the bump of flesh where his head met his shaft... The warm give at the back of her throat, the pause, the faint vibration of her moan, and the unexpected push even further down her throat, all the way down her throat, until her lips kissed the wisps of hair at the base of him. 
 
    She murmured again, and he opened his eyes to see her frowning, not in an unhappy way, but the way a person’s brow drew low when they tasted the best meal of their life.  
 
    He realized he wasn’t breathing as her tongue pulsed against him, savoring the taste of his sweat and desire. 
 
    His fingers combed through her thick hair, coaxing her to continue. Then her throat tightened, rejecting him, and she pulled away with a throaty moan that made him want to grab the back of her head and shove her back into place.  
 
    He wanted to hear that noise from her, over and over, to make her gag reflex go wild until he broke into the back of her throat. 
 
    At least, he thought he wanted that, until Lenore took him into her hands, both of them.  
 
    Fingers ran up his shaft as she drank in the sight of him, her fingertips admiring every bump and fold and expanse of skin. 
 
    “Mmm, so this is what you look like,” she murmured, her voice thick with heat. “I’d been wondering....” 
 
    She kissed him, softly, on his head. He exhaled a ragged breath. He’d experienced blow jobs before, but never like this. Never like the woman wanted to taste him, to treasure him, to touch every part of his cock, to explore him, to— 
 
    Hold him. He groaned as one of her questing hands became a fist, while the other dragged his clothing all the way to his ankles, then reached around to grip the top of his thigh. 
 
    Her tight hand began to stroke, controlled movements, up and down. She kissed him again, further down this time, enveloping his head until her lips just barely brushed the shaft. When she pulled back, she let her tongue drag from her mouth, and slurped up. 
 
    “You taste incredible,” she said, the words pleasure to his ears. 
 
    Not that the sight of her was any less sexy. In that tight skimpy shift, she let him drink in the sight of her curves, the shape of her ass, the size of her heavy breasts about to spill out, and the sheer arousal and want on her face.  
 
    His grip tightened on her hair. The intoxicating smell of a woman and nutty shampoo hit him, driving a pulse of almost painful need through his cock.  
 
    Eyes roaming the sexy thief kneeling beneath him, Rune’s thoughts fell into the rhythm of her hands. While one rode his manhood, base-to-head, base-to-head, the other massaged the tender skin where his leg met his ass. He had to blink from the intensity of it. He’d never had a hand job be so simple, and yet so madly erotic. 
 
    Rune couldn’t help himself. “Oh, you’re very good.” 
 
    She looked up at him, gray eyes hooded. “Do you like it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied. “Keep it up.” 
 
    While holding his gaze, she stopped stroking and licked up the entire left side of his shaft. Seeing her tongue meet his flesh made him shudder. 
 
    “How about this?” she asked. 
 
    He exhaled his pent breath as she took him into her mouth, against the back of her throat, kissing her own fist at his base, where she squeezed him. He inhaled as she drew off him, slowly, carefully— 
 
    She sucked down again. Hard. 
 
    And didn’t stop. 
 
    The fierceness of her speed made his knees give out, and they both cracked against the bench to either side of her shoulders. For a few seconds, he watched her reddened lips drive up and down his shaft, sucking in as she went down, puffing out as she pulled back. 
 
    Then he couldn’t keep his eyes open—he slung an arm against the carriage wall and leaned his weight against it, his forehead meeting his forearm. Her pace made a rhythm, perfectly timed and precise, up-down, up-down, a heartbeat of raw, unadulterated desire. 
 
    Rune groaned, struggling to focus, to keep from coming too soon. He could hold out, he knew he could, but it was supposed to be a short trip, wasn’t it? He should climax now, right? It would give him time to get Lenore there— 
 
    In the end, though, she made the decision for him by reaching between his legs with the hand massaging his thigh. Her fingertips prodded his testicles, a playful, painless flick, and then she took one of them and squeezed it, just a little. 
 
    Just enough. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” he swore. His grip tightened on her hair as he felt the orgasm coming, a quiver starting in his balls and streaking up to the soft bits where her tongue was. She must have felt it, because she tried to cry out, her moan muffled by his cock in her throat — 
 
    She dropped her fist off him, gripped his ass with both hands, and gulped him down all the way to his hair. 
 
    He grunted, his hips kicking as the climax shot through him, drowning all thoughts in pure release, sapping with it what remained of his energy. He felt his own heat spread down her throat, then smear across her tongue and her teeth as she slowly drew his softening manhood out between her swollen lips. 
 
    With a wet moan, she laid her hands on her thick, chestnut-colored thighs and craned her head back, mouth open, tongue peeking out, eyes half-lidded with lust. The ecstasy on her face should have looked fake, it had to be fake, coming from a woman like her—but he could see no farce there. Her nipples stood hard against the shift, and there was a heat smoldering against the foot he had between her legs. His cock jumped. 
 
    With a wild toss of her braid, Lenore reached for her discarded white thief’s clothing. He watched her wipe her tongue and her teeth on the fabric, mesmerized by the shine of his own seed on her lips. 
 
    “Whoops,” he couldn’t help saying. 
 
    She laughed, met his eyes, and then rose up off her knees. He tried to back away, to give her space, but she redirected his momentum, her hands moving to his hips. 
 
    Without a word passing between them, he followed her cue and sat down on her bench. Then Lenore, wearing nothing but her shift, pulled one sweet brown leg onto the bench with him, then the other, both smooth as silk against his thighs as she straddled him. 
 
    “What are you saying that for?” she asked, knowing full well why. 
 
    “Don’t make me say it.” 
 
    “Don’t make you complement me? Why, Rune, that’s so rude.” 
 
    He swallowed dryly as she settled onto him, her legs open, the hot crux of her pressing against his defeated manhood. The fabric of the shift was all that separated them. His hands fell on her thighs, their soft expanse downright addictive to touch. She let out a pleased moan, shifting closer against him as his touch moved toward her ass. 
 
    “You want me to finish you?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, not just yet,” she replied. “You see, I didn’t think you’d come for a moment there. And I really wanted you to come.” She leaned closer to him, until his chin was tucked into the gap between her breasts. He felt them give against his jaw. 
 
    “You know why I wanted you to come?” she whispered. 
 
    His hands sank down her shift, lifting the hem. He hadn’t realized it was a two piece, but of course it was, she’d been wearing pants in her thief’s clothes, how could she wear a dress for a shift under pants— 
 
    His nonsensical thoughts stopped when his fingertips met her rear and sank in for one greedy feel. In all this time, he hadn’t touched her, not really, not as much as his body screamed at him to. The give of her plump ass sent a buzz through him, and his body reacted. His rising erection pressed against hot, wet fabric. 
 
    “Mmm.” She squeezed him with her legs. “That’s why I had to make you come early. Because the second time, you’ll last even longer.” 
 
    His chest seemed to lose all its air. “Second time?” he nearly wheezed. “Oh, I like the sound of that.” 
 
    She shrugged one shoulder. “If you please me enough.” 
 
    “You mean if you please me enough,” he corrected her. Even though he had every intention of making her scream, he wanted to keep her in line, and show her he wasn’t someone she could play with.  
 
    To soften any blow to her pride with his little comment, Rune kissed the top of the nearest breast. “And it will please me to make you cry out my name. So tell me what you like best, and I’ll do it better.” 
 
    Lenore took a hand and buried it in his own short hair, gripping the back of his head. “Fine, then,” she said. “You want to know what I like? Turn yourself on with me, Rune Tellarus, you delicious little hero. I want to watch your eyes as I make you crave me.” 
 
    He nodded into her skin, and began his work at her back, where his hands slipped under the silk, passed over her shoulder blades, then came around front.  He went slow, savoring the softness and the change in shape where her ribs met the mound of each breast. He felt the sweat where the two met, the sweat of skin gone too long untouched. His fingers spread, but she had too much flesh to give him. His hands couldn’t even fit around her. 
 
    Rune pushed up, and her nipples popped from her shift. 
 
    Large and soil-brown, darker than the rest of her skin. He leaned in to suckle on her right breast, on the nipple caught between the fingers of his hand. 
 
    “Ooohhh,” she moaned, pulling his head tighter against her. “Well, if you’re going to do that, then I guess you don’t always have to look at me….” 
 
    He squeezed all the flesh he could get a hold of, then squeezed again, massaging in a firm-but-gentle rhythm, the same slow rhythm she’d used on his cock before she’d taken him into her throat. 
 
    She squirmed on his lap, rubbing her heat against his own. “Trees below, Rune, I’m getting so wet. Want to feel it? Can you feel how much I want you?” 
 
    He mumbled a wordless yes against her nipple. She was so hot. He could already be fucking her. But why the rush, when her nipple was getting so hard, when his hands were eliciting such honest moans, when he was making her crazy enough to turn her shift wet? 
 
    Wet. Mmm. Breasts were one thing. But he had two hands. He could do two things at once. Besides, she had invited him. 
 
    She seemed to sense the idea running through his head. “Touch me, Rune. Please touch me….” 
 
    So he dropped her left breast with his other hand. He’d intended to make it even, the same amount of suckling on both, and he eyed the forgotten breast as it slumped down over the neckline of her shift, forlorn and exposed. I’ll get back to you shortly, he promised. 
 
    His hand reached under the skimpy little silk shorts digging into her hips, digging, searching.  
 
    He found her sex, slick and hot and giving. This time it was Lenore who shuddered. 
 
    When the shuddering faded, he whispered, “You like that?” 
 
    “Yesss.” She exhaled, directly into his ear. “Oh, Rune… Feel me. Make me ready for you.” 
 
    Oh, I’ll make you ready all right. So ready that you’ll never stop wanting me.  
 
    He would be damned sure to engrave this ride into her body. He wanted her thinking of him every night for the rest of her life. He wanted the memory alone to make her slick. 
 
    And so he touched her, starting in the gentle exploring way of all first encounters, getting to know the shape and tension of her insides, the thickness of her lips, the location of her clitoris. Hers was slightly large, engorged, easy to find. 
 
    “Did you know, Rune?” she whispered, his name like a plea on her lips. “I wanted you ever since I first saw you, digging your big, meaty hands in the dirt…. 
 
    “And now….” She stifled a gasp as their eyes met. “And now you’re finally digging those big hands into me….” 
 
    In response, he plunged three fingers inside her slick hole, knuckle deep. Her mouth dropped open, her breath catching with a broken cry, and she started to grind against him, her braid coming undone over the breast that he’d freed.  
 
    He nibbled on her, gently, pulling his fingers out slowly. She quivered, and he bit down harder on her nipple. She threw her head back and moaned, her fingers digging into his shoulders. 
 
    “You never let up, do you?” she asked him, breathless. Their gazes met again, and locked there. “Please, don’t ever let up….” 
 
    Back to the clit, then.  
 
    He rubbed his fingers against it, watching her face slacken in pleasure. A little pressure, that’s all she needed. It was all that Rune needed, too. 
 
    Because he was hard. Tree damn Lenore for wearing fucking shorts. 
 
    “Rune,” she moaned, her gaze foggy, “oh, yes, Rune, I can feel you. I’m almost there. I need you inside me. Please get inside me.” 
 
    You don’t have to ask me twice, he thought, keeping the pressure pulsing against her as her hips swung to ride his hand. 
 
    “Tell—tell me you’re ready,” she begged him. 
 
    He pulled off her chest with a little pop. “Let’s see.” 
 
    And with a stretch of his strong arms, he set her on her feet, where she tottered. But there wasn’t time to fall before he had the shorts off her and was pulling her back into his lap. 
 
    He felt her heat before his flesh actually touched it. Even that one small thing made him harder, and when her wet flesh met his— 
 
    “Hurry,” she managed to say. 
 
    “Hold still.” 
 
    She nodded, and he took his hand off her sex and gripped himself instead. The other hand he rested lightly on her thigh, to part her lips and keep her in place, at exactly the right distance. 
 
    Then he squeezed himself, and stroked himself—into her. 
 
    Not all the way, barely parting her lips. He grew stiffer as he did it, rubbing the head of his member against her little nub. Applying pressure, and making her mad for him. 
 
    “You’re hard,” she whispered, her thighs tightening. “You’re hard, Rune. Don’t make me wait.” 
 
    “You’ll be feeling it soon,” he replied. 
 
    And all the while, Lenore looked into his eyes, watching as his gaze went dull from need. Could she see her own craze for him mirrored in his eyes? How much he wanted to shove her down onto him and see the change in her eyes when he did? 
 
    He became aware, then, of how the cart was still moving, its subtle vibrations shared between them. 
 
    His own hands began to ease her closer, his tip pressing against her lips—but at almost the same moment, the cart stopped. He and Lenore froze in place; he felt her tension through her sex. Had another Guardian stopped the cart? 
 
    “Just a quick stop,” Ria called, her voice perfectly clear through the closed window. The cart’s weight shifted as she stepped off the bench. 
 
    I should go check on her, Rune thought. Make sure she isn’t betraying us— 
 
    “I’m not betraying you,” Ria said loudly. “Finding a bathroom, that’s all. You two have fun in there while I’m gone.” 
 
    She knew. Of course she knew. She called this damned thing the Sex Machine, and they hadn’t exactly been quiet. Rune felt his ears heat up and saw blush spread across Lenore’s cheeks. 
 
    Rune didn’t wait. He started stroking himself against her clit again. 
 
    Lenore groaned through a pout. “I thought I told you to fuck me.” 
 
    “All in due time,” he replied.  
 
    “You incorrigible tease,” she said, but her eyes closed again, another moan growing at the back of her throat. “If you didn’t have such a nice dick….” 
 
    “It is my best feature,” he said smoothly. 
 
    “Which is why I want it so bad,” she countered. “Please, Rune, please stop teasing….” 
 
    “No,” he said, and at the angry sound she made, his cock joined Lenore’s side of the argument.  
 
    As Rune felt the shiver of orgasm threatening under his flesh, so he slowed the pace of his stroking. He’d never rubbed himself against a woman like her, not like this, and it was so incredibly sexy that he held himself with fewer fingers, stroking in a way that pleasured him less. Because this time, he was going to last until he sent her over the edge—and then long enough after that to make sure she had trouble walking tomorrow. 
 
    So he turned his focus to aiming his head more carefully, to swiping his cock across the full length of her pussy. With the long movement, he was threatening to enter her, before slamming her clit to drive the point in. Of course, slamming was hardly the term, because even while hard, his head was soft enough not to hurt her. He wanted to get all the pressure he could against that little nub and drive her crazy. That was the place where it mattered. 
 
    “Rune, I’m so tight, don’t you want me?” she begged. “Rune, please. I’m going to come.” 
 
    He ignored her pleas as she grew slicker and slicker, her juices thick with the lust she’d been throwing at him every moment since they’d first met.  
 
    Despite his best efforts to draw out her torture, his balls were starting to ache from the need to get inside her. At least Lenore was getting close, too. Her claws sank into the back of his head. All the while, her huge breasts bounced with her needy writhing. He watched the way her nipples moved, back and forth, in all directions. She was meeting him, rhythm to rhythm, riding the head of his manhood in time to his own strokes against her. 
 
    “Now,” she said. He met her eyes again. “I need you now. All of you.” 
 
    He smiled, pretending to patronize her. “But you haven’t come yet—” 
 
    “If you don’t fuck me now, Rune, I’ll never forgive you. So do it. Fuck me. Now.” 
 
    He took his hand off himself and gripped her legs. “How do you want it?” 
 
    “Stop talking, Rune. Hard. I want it hard.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows, then wondered why he was surprised at her directness. Lenore was nothing if not direct. 
 
    So he lifted her and flipped her, her weight almost nothing to his arms. There was one part of her he hadn’t touched enough yet. He wanted to see that part jiggle. 
 
    He positioned her across the bench, on all fours. Well, on all threes. Her ass was upturned, but her face was buried in the cushion and her breasts squished under her weight. One of her hands was where his cock had just been, working between her legs, masturbating desperately. 
 
    “Please, Rune, now,” she pleaded. “I want you to feel me come.” 
 
    He admired the sight of her wide hips, perfect thighs, and ready sex, sending shivers through her as he caressed the plump flesh.  
 
    Rune considered teasing her a little longer, but then thought of how it would feel to be inside her when she broke. He wanted to see that face. To hear that scream. So Rune gripped himself, found her lips, and filled her tight hole. It was the easiest thing in the world. 
 
    She moaned and shuddered, and through the fog of sudden pleasure, he remembered what she had asked for.  
 
    Hard, she’d begged. 
 
    “Hard it is.” 
 
    His grip tightened around her hair, eliciting a sound of pleasure from the woman below. He dug another hand under her, seizing a breast by the nipple. Toying with her sensitive nub, holding her in a tight pin, Rune pulled out, and thrust again, harder. Her fingers were slicking away, he could feel them flicking when he exited, her nails brushing his head as she feverishly chased herself toward the edge. 
 
    And he felt it, her fever, like it was inside his own body. Leaning back, he watched her ass, and started to fuck her with all the strength he had left, and strength he hadn’t known he had, so that the flesh jerked every time he slammed into her. 
 
    “Yes, Rune, yes!” she cried, not even trying to hide her pleasure from any passersby outside the Sex Machine. Her skin jiggled and jumped, and she cried out. He grunted as every second brought him back inside her. He sank deep into her body, as deep as he could go, and her walls went tight and then they were pulsing. 
 
    She screamed as she came, her body clenching around him. He rocked the carriage, throwing himself into her, fucking her against the cushions until the wheels creaked and the cabin swayed, until she was calling his name, and he had to press her mouth against the pillow to gag her howl, and— 
 
    He yanked out of her, strings of white lava snapping between their sexes, and slapped his wet sloppy cock against her lower back, where his pale cum spat all over her tawny brown skin. Rune watched it paint a picture across the quivering muscles of her hips, sliding rivers in the contours of her toned lower back, mesmerized. 
 
    They both breathed for a long time, until, slowly, the heat waxed and the spell of lust broke.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a gentle jerk, the carriage continued to move. 
 
    Blinking rapidly, Rune staggered away, then snatched up Lenore’s white clothing and cleaned her off with it.  
 
    Once he was finished, Lenore climbed upright and sagged on the bench, her breasts still swinging free of her silken undershirt, and her black hair a tousled sexy mess. She looked a little dazed, her eyes content. Smiling, he handed her the undershorts, and she pulled them on while he tucked his own pants into place. 
 
    They didn’t say anything, but they did watch each other.  
 
    Finally, Lenore smiled with one side of her mouth. She cocked an eyebrow and said, “You think we fooled the guards?” 
 
    It took him a moment to remember what she was referencing. 
 
    “What? Did you forget?” she prodded him. “I mean, fooling any guards who stopped us was the whole point of pretending to be lovers, right?” 
 
    He raised his own eyebrow as he buckled his belt. “Pretending, huh? Remind me to come find you next time I’m on the run. I’d love to pretend with you again.” 
 
    She waved a hand and laughed. “As if you’d ever leave your precious Adept’s side for a moment.” 
 
    “I left her this time, didn’t I?” 
 
    Still chuckling, Lenore reached into her pile of clothing to pick out whatever hadn’t been soiled by cum. “Oh, come on,” she said. “You’re obviously in love with her.” 
 
    He’d been sitting back down on his bench, but when she said that, his focus shifted partway through his movement, and he very nearly missed his seat. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She didn’t meet his eyes—which, he noted dazedly, was uncharacteristic of her. She’d met his gaze almost the whole time they— 
 
    “You,” she said, “are in love with Narcissa. I think it happened the moment you set eyes on her, actually. I know I’m easy to forget, but I was standing right there.” 
 
    There was a lot to unpack in that sentence. Rune felt like he was fending off a dozen Guardians again. 
 
    “I’m not—not with her,” he said. 
 
    “Isn’t it funny,” she countered, pulling her white pants to her waist, “how when you talk about Narcissa, you stammer like a teenager? When you talk to anyone else, you are perfectly sure of yourself.” 
 
    His chest was throbbing now. He almost felt like running. He couldn’t be in love with Narcissa. He’d only just met her. And he’d just fucked someone else. 
 
    Which reminded him: “You aren’t forgettable.” 
 
    “Uh huh, sure.” 
 
    Rune stood and crossed the small space between their benches. Lenore looked up, then gave a start as he laid a hand on her cheek. He drew his gaze into hers. Her mouth opened. 
 
    “Come with us,” he said. 
 
    She closed her mouth, frowned, and in the movement, he noticed something on her face, a sort of mark down her cheek. The noon light from between the carriage curtains had caught it, making it shine through her makeup. He hadn’t even known she’d been wearing any. 
 
    He knew what she was thinking, though, or what she was making herself think. He just wants me around as a bed-warmer, a toy. He doesn’t really care about me. 
 
    “I like you,” he said. “You’re capable and quick on your feet and damned mysterious. You know how angry I should be at you, for not watching Narcissa like you promised? For risking our lives and using us as a distraction?” 
 
    Her eyes dropped, guilt, fear, and something else behind them. “I am sorry about tha—” 
 
    “Lenore, you don’t have to apologize. I already knew I couldn’t really trust you; I mean, you are a thief.” 
 
    Lenore’s hands tightened around the rag of white cloth, her tone rising in frustration. “But I’m not just a thief. You can trust me.” 
 
    Now it was his turn to be startled by her directness. Still, he had to maintain some distance here. He knew she had secrets, that she wasn’t a simple thief, but he still had no idea who she really was. 
 
    “I knew you’d be fine, back at the Tree,” she said. “Seeing you all beefed up like that… well, most Adepts aren’t trained to fight Guardians, since Guardians are impervious to magic, and they pretty much never go rogue. So the Adepts had no idea what to do with you, and as for the Guardians… they’re trained to fight in one-on-one battles with non-mages. All in all, Covenant units are accustomed to fighting people who give up and beg and cry the second a bit of magic comes their way. They’re used to dominating. And since you aren’t the type to be dominated, I had no doubt you’d survive them.  
 
    “As for Narcissa, I knew you’d keep her safe. That’s why I left her unprotected. She didn’t need me. She had you.” 
 
    Her grip on the cloth loosened. For a pause, she hesitated. “But that’s not all of it. Rune, we’re on the same side.” 
 
    The tone of the conversation had changed, grown suddenly darker. Lenore bit her lip, as if afraid to speak another word. 
 
    Rune eased next to her and laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Lenore glanced at the nearest window. “Look, it’s complicated. We can talk about it later. I mean, we’re going to arrive soon. She’ll be waiting....” 
 
    He squeezed her. “Lenore, tell me. You know I wouldn’t betray you.” 
 
    Lenore sniffed, not like she was about to cry, but like she had something stuck in her nose. She averted her eyes and rubbed a bare arm across her face; she still hadn’t put on her thief’s tunic, and wore only the shift as a shirt. 
 
    After her arm came away, though, Rune saw that mark again, on her cheek. Much more obvious this time. She’d been wearing a lot of makeup. It looked like a long, white scar, from above her left eye to clear off her chin. 
 
    His stomach did an uncanny flip. He leaned away from her, stunned. 
 
    “Holy Trees,” Rune said. “You’re her. You’re the bloody Queen of Streets.” 
 
    That bounty poster he’d seen, for a serial murderer—it was her. It had looked nothing like the messy, freshly sexed woman before him, not really, just vaguely the same facial shape, with the skin much darker, nearly black. But in the nighttime, and from the eyes of the right sort of onlooker, a witness might easily describe her as darker-skinned. 
 
    She closed her eyes, releasing a long breath. “I told you it was complicated.” 
 
    He took his arm off her leg. “I thought—you’re a thief, not a—” 
 
    Rune cut off, remembering what she’d said back at the viewing ring. She’d shot the Guardian holding Narcissa, without even a thought. 
 
    What? He was on my list. 
 
    “Not a murderer,” she finished for him. 
 
    He huffed a short laugh, and took a mental note of where all her weapons were, just in case. “Yeah,” he drawled. 
 
    She smiled mirthlessly, her gaze beyond the window. “Would it help if I told you all my victims deserved it?” 
 
    He swallowed. A part of him wanted to believe her. “Well, I mean... that Guardian did.” He scooted closer to her. “How about you explain? It looks to me like you want to.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes in a relieved sort of way. “Oh, you have no idea. I don’t think I’ve ever told anyone... well.” She swung her knees, facing away from him, and hugged herself. “It’s hard to talk about. You know.” 
 
    The way she was sitting, so vulnerable, like her heart was naked before him and afraid his next word might shatter her, was too much for Rune. This scared girl wasn’t Lenore. This wasn’t his Lenore. 
 
    At that moment, Rune decided to trust her. 
 
    He scooted closer and wrapped his arms around her, his hands coming to rest on her back. “Tell me,” he said over her shoulder. 
 
    She drew a shuddery breath, melting against him. “I—used to be an Adept. I had a Guardian and everything. His name was Thorne.” 
 
    She paused, waiting for his response. An Adept. She’s Adept. She has magic. 
 
    Rune set this aside for the time being. “So what you said about having a brother who was a Guardian—” 
 
    “A lie. I’m sorry. No more lies from here—I swear.” In those wet eyes, he could see her begging him to believe her. 
 
    He did, and smiled into her hair. “Go on.” 
 
    “Well, Thorne... he was an asshole. A real piece of work. I actually chose him because of that. It’s what my mother wanted. Choose the most frightening Guardian you can get your hands on. Then no one will mess with you. Ever. 
 
    “And she was right.” Lenore shrugged. “Everyone left me alone. Everyone except him, of course.” 
 
    Rune’s heart sank. “Oh, Lenore. Did he—” 
 
    “He tried. A lot. Every night. I said no each time. I was afraid of him. He really didn’t like that I kept saying no, but he respected my wishes. At first.” 
 
    Rune thought of Mahogany, crawling upstairs with prostitutes that looked just like Ria. An ugly, angry knot tightened in his guts.  
 
    Lenore’s voice dipped. “You know how big Guardians are,” she said, her voice small but even. “I knew it was only a matter of time before he took what he wanted. I tried to tell myself it was a part of the job. I mean, everyone knows that Adepts need to sleep with their Guardians. They get 250 fucking Valor for having babies with them. Gotta keep the bloodline going, and all. 
 
    “So I tried. I really tried to be attracted to him, to connect with him. But he was a brute. It was actually strange, how brutish he was. I mean, I’m talking ice-cold.  I got the sense he was saving up all my ‘no’s for one night where he’d pound them all back into me. I knew it would be bad. 
 
    “And the crazy thing, Rune?” Lenore took one hand out from under his, then gripped his fingers and held them to her chest. “I was terrifying. I was the best Trees-damned Adept of my year. I could go anywhere, take anything, assassinate anyone. I was fucking famous. Everyone knew my name.” 
 
    She drew a breath, and Rune thought back. It had to have been recent. She wasn’t much older than the Adepts’ testing age of twenty. She had to have been around twenty-one when this happened, and she was around his age now, so say, four or five years ago. A famous and frightening Adept, from five years ago.... 
 
    “Loralyn Auensus,” he whispered. 
 
    She huffed a laugh. “The very same.” 
 
    “But she—she’s supposed to be dead.” He paused, racking his memory. “She tried to kill a fire dragon or something.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the old dragon trick,” she joked, patting his hand. “He was a dragon alright.” 
 
    He understood then. “You killed him. Thorne. And burned his body, and maybe someone else’s too? And staged it to look like you lost a fight with a fire dragon.” 
 
    She reached up and playfully tweaked his nose. “You are so smart for someone so sexy.” 
 
    He shook his head. “But why all the other murders, then?” 
 
    Lenore sighed. “It’s what happened to make me kill him. I think... honestly, Rune, I think I was about to give in to him. I was such a victim then. But then something happened. He snuck out one night, when he thought I was asleep. I followed him. He was meeting up with a woman, but not for sex, just to talk. I used my magic to get close and listen.” 
 
    She turned around then, on the bench, and clutched his arms against herself. She tried to hide it, but fear trembled in her voice. “Rune, there’s someone inside the Guardians, some sort of trainer or leader, who’s been raising men to grow up into people like Thorne. On purpose. They get Guardians when they’re boys, you know, and then this guy raises them to see women as objects, and to manipulate and control them and finally to rape them. Thorne mentioned some kind of... a breeding farm, Rune. He said he missed it, and that I was boring him. He said he could produce more babies back on the farm, but they told him he’d been chosen by an Adept who was too strong, too useful. He had to stay where he was, to control me, to twist me to their purposes....” 
 
    She trailed off, and Rune had to steady himself. A knot of nausea tightened in his stomach, and his throat felt sore from a raw, building fury. 
 
    A breeding farm. Of human beings. 
 
    Disgusting didn’t begin to cover it. 
 
    “And then he realized I was there. And he tried to attack me. And I killed them both,” Lenore said simply. 
 
    He exhaled, trying to keep himself from punching the nearest wall. 
 
    “Well done,” Rune managed to say. 
 
    “I know. I didn’t feel bad about it. And that’s when I realized what I had to do.” 
 
    Rune met her gray eyes, so earnest, so afraid he would hate her. 
 
    “You’ve been chasing them ever since,” he surmised. “Those people, that farm. You’ve been murdering Guardians. Men who participated.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know it’s wrong, but—” 
 
    Rune threw his arms around her, squeezing tight. “Lenore, I’ve never known someone braver. You’re doing the right thing. Those women deserve justice.” 
 
    She laughed humorlessly into his shoulder. “I didn’t think a man would understand—” 
 
    “Oh I do. Trust me, I do.” He pulled back and held her shoulders firmly. “And you think this farm has something to do with Narcissa?” 
 
    “Well... I’m not sure, exactly. I know they hunt down Adepts who fail their tests... but not to kill them. They use those women, abduct them for... their sick purpose.” 
 
    Rune’s eyes widened. Cam. Is this what happened to Cam? 
 
    It was his first lead in six fucking years. 
 
    Immediately, Rune chastised himself for the words. For six years she had… He didn’t dare to finish the thought. He couldn’t. 
 
    “So I feel like they would have wanted to abduct Narcissa. But they wanted her dead,” Lenore explained. “I think it must be connected, but I don’t know how yet. I was trying to find out by working for her father. Cedric was going to throw a huge party when she became an Adept, and all the big names within the Covenant were going to be there. As a maid, I was going to get a good look at all of them, see what I could learn. But it didn’t work out that way, obviously.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said hazily. “Obviously....” 
 
    He lapsed into silence, thinking of Cam, of these fuckers, of how much he wanted to rip them apart. But he had to find them first. With Lenore’s help, he could— 
 
    The cart stopped abruptly.  
 
    Rune straightened, peeking out the window. He relaxed upon seeing the Gilded Lotus. 
 
    Then, behind the driver’s window—“Oh, shit.” 
 
    He tensed. There was something about the way Ria said it that instantly put him on high alert. 
 
    He thrust open the driver’s window just as Ria jumped off the bench. Her face was at eye level with him now. 
 
    She looked panicked. 
 
    Ria reached up into her perfectly-tidy hair and pulled at it like a crazy person, her eyes wide, her face bone-white. 
 
    “Oh shit, oh shit, ohshitohshitohshit.” 
 
    She was looking at the Lotus. Rune turned. 
 
    In time to hear Narcissa scream. 
 
    He knew it was her, because the door of the Lotus flung open at the same moment, and Mahogany was there, dragging Narcissa by the hair, grinning at her as he hauled her kicking and screaming out of the building. 
 
    His bond, Rune thought. His bond with Ria. 
 
    When Ria had gotten within range of that bond, her Guardian must have read her mind, or maybe they had communicated in some way, but however it had happened, Mog had learned about Narcissa. And he wanted her bounty, no matter how Ria felt about it. 
 
    A thought, instantaneous, ripped through him. 
 
    No wonder my father didn’t want me to become a Guardian. Every single one of them is a scumbag. 
 
    If his father and mother really had faked the negative results of his Guardian test... well, he could understand why. 
 
    “He’s handing her in, Rune!” Ria cried as he tore out the side door. “I didn’t think he would—fuck!” She grabbed his arm to stop him from running. “Hold on! They’re already here!” 
 
    She was right. In his blind rage, he’d tunnel visioned, and hadn’t spotted the open-topped carriage full of Covenant pulling up the street from the other direction. They were coming for Narcissa. For his Adept. 
 
    No one touched his Adept. No one. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he said as he found a quiet place in his mind, and mentally shouted, “NARCISSA, USE YOUR MAGIC! OVER HERE!” 
 
    She lost her footing at the sound of his voice in her head, and she hit the wood of the road and looked toward him. He met her golden eyes, saw the relief, then saw her reach to touch her chest— 
 
    And Mog backhanded her on the side of the head. 
 
    Rune felt her light go out, inside him. He hadn’t even known he’d been sensing the bond. But he felt her slip into sudden, sharp blackness. Not death, but unconsciousness. 
 
    No. 
 
    He had no magic, and those people were upon her. Lenore dashed up behind him. 
 
    “Oh, Rune. Oh, no—” 
 
    He grabbed her arm. “Give me your crossbow.” 
 
    Rune had some killing to do. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While Lenore darted back into the Sex Machine for her crossbow, Rune weighed their options. Narcissa was down, knocked out cold by Mahogany, so Rune couldn’t channel her magic and bank on winning with inhuman strength. He still had a bow, though, and Lenore’s own fighting skills; she’d made it clear she was willing to help him and Narcissa. They seemed to be fighting the same enemy—a secretive sect of magical “breeders” inside the Covenant. 
 
    He could count on Lenore’s help and he could kill without guilt too, for the men coming here weren’t innocent Covenant. No, they wanted Narcissa for breeding purposes, to make more Adepts, and more Guardians, by imprisoning her. They would want to acquire their ‘asset’ first hand. That meant the Covenant units heading up the street were onboard this twisted conspiracy. 
 
    He counted only four units—well, three units plus what looked like one Adept on her own. She wore a black hooded cloak hiding broad enough shoulders that she might actually be a smaller man.  
 
    So, potentially four magic threats, and at least three large men to contend with. Their carriage would stop any moment, and they would stand up to get out. Easy targets. 
 
    I faced twelve of your units earlier today, he thought as Lenore reappeared with the crossbow. I can bloody well do it again. 
 
    A hand closed on his arm. “No, wait,” Ria said. He’d nearly forgotten the carriage-driving Adept, and when he looked up into her hazel eyes, he saw terror. 
 
    “I know one of those units,” she rushed out, pointing at a woman clad in red leather. Her Guardian, in matching red, was the smallest of the bunch, but he was practically a walking armory, strapped with enough weapons to arm twenty men. Curiously, the other three units seemed to be sitting well away from the reds, despite the open-topped carriage having room for plenty more. 
 
    “He never misses,” Ria warned Rune. “She’s a metal Artificer, and she guides all his weapons. You won’t make it, I promise you.” 
 
    Well, shit, he thought.  
 
    “Thanks for the warning,” he said, before turning again.  
 
    The street was far too open. If Ria’s warning was true—and she had no reason to lie—then he wasn’t likely to make it to Narcissa’s side at all, much less to get her safely back across. He was impervious to direct magic, but not to magically-aimed blades. 
 
    His only shot, then, was to aim at the Adept and end her quickly. He raised the crossbow, sighted, and fired. 
 
    The bolt flew true, but the moment it passed over the outer benches of the carriage, it shattered in midair, and all of the units focused on him. 
 
    More damned magic, he thought. There must be some sort of shielding over them, put up by one of the other units—most likely the woman in white, in the middle, who was keeping her eyes closed in deep concentration. 
 
    Projectiles wouldn’t solve his problem. But they would serve his enemies just fine. 
 
    “Back inside!” he shouted, and barely dove behind the driving bench of the Sex Machine before a bolt twanged into wood behind him.  
 
    Ria screamed, but not in pain. He whipped around to see one of her wooden unicorns shot through the nose with a crossbow bolt. 
 
    Ria’s head had been there a minute ago. 
 
    Going for the Adept first, he thought. These ones are smarter, better trained. Elites, maybe. Not some grunt guards on an already well-protected sacred site. 
 
    And if that Guardian in red really couldn’t miss.... 
 
    The man’s eyes were locked on him, his gaze a cold promise of death. 
 
    “On the bench!” Rune shouted to Lenore, before he wrapped his arms around a startled Ria from behind and hefted her onto the driving seat. Another crossbow bolt embedded itself in one of the horse’s legs where Ria’s feet had stood. 
 
    Perfect aim, indeed. If you can’t kill, maim. 
 
    Leaping up to join the two women outside the line of fire, Rune hissed to Ria, “Aren’t you one of the Covenant? They seem perfectly happy to kill you.” 
 
    Her face had gone white, and she was staring at the arrow that could have put a hole through her. 
 
    “Not anymore,” Lenore answered for her. “They know she’s harboring you, Rune. Her Guardian would have snitched when he called in the bounty for Narcissa. He must have been reading her thoughts about you since she came into his range, and he probably wants your bounty as well as hers.” 
 
    “I... I didn’t think he would...” Ria mumbled, eyes unfocused. 
 
    Rune huffed. Clearly Mahogany would do anything for more cash to spend on prostitutes—even if it meant betraying his own Adept. Would he be rewarded with another, once Ria was killed? Judging by the arrows embedded in her horses, it didn’t look like she’d be getting a trial. 
 
    Another Adept with another shit Guardian, he thought bitterly.  
 
    “So if we leave her here, she’ll die, is what you’re saying?” he asked Lenore. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. Unlike Ria, Lenore had barely paled. She looked ready for a fight, with a knife in one hand. Practical and deadly. That was one hell of a woman to have on his side. 
 
    He ran through his options. We could drive the carriage over to Mog, use it as a barrier against the arrows as we scoop up Narcissa. He risked a glance around the corner of the driving bench. The Covenant carriage was about thirty feet from the Gilded Lotus. It was doable. 
 
    Although, his feet would be exposed to attack when he picked her up. What good would he be to her if he couldn’t walk? Not to mention it’d put her in danger of collateral damage. And there were prostitutes now, many of them done up as Djani priestesses, spilling onto the porch to watch the goings-on. He didn’t want to get them caught in the crossfire. 
 
    In his head, something stirred. Narcissa. He could sense her again, sense her page-fluttering presence. He didn’t need to see her to know exactly where she was. 
 
    This gave him a new idea. Several at once, all various shades of risky and crazy. 
 
    “Lenore, can Adepts and Guardians track each other’s location?” he asked. After all, if he could communicate mentally with Narcissa, and sense her spatially even now, it stood to reason that the bond was a beacon of sorts. 
 
    Lenore nodded, her body tense, in anticipation of battle.  
 
    Ria groaned and hid her face in her hands. 
 
    Rune sympathized. She was absolutely fucked. If she stayed here, she’d be killed. If she left with Rune, they’d hunt her. Her bond with Mahogany would ensure she’d never be safe. 
 
    But Rune could use this. The bond went both ways. 
 
    “Ria, Narcissa’s bounty. Is it dead or alive?” 
 
    “A... alive,” she said feebly. 
 
    Good. That meant those Covenants wouldn’t kill Narcissa, even if their overall intentions, according to Lenore, might be worse. She’d live though, and that gave him room to pull something off. 
 
    “Can you direct the carriage from inside it?” he asked Ria. To make her wooden unicorns move, he didn’t know if she needed to see them. 
 
    She nodded, still covering her face. He gripped her shoulder and pushed her toward the driver-side window. Catching on, Lenore slid the door open as Ria finally looked up. She didn’t protest as they all crawled into the safety of the carriage, taking care to stay under window level. 
 
    “All right,” Rune said, setting Lenore’s small crossbow on one of the benches before taking off his tunic. “I’m going to need you both to do exactly what I say, if we want to make it out of here alive. Understood?” 
 
    “Loud and clear,” Lenore said, and Ria nodded, swiping a hand across her face and composing herself.  
 
    With his shirt off, Rune picked up the crossbow and stuck the fabric of his collar on the head of the bolt. He then fired it into the ceiling, where the shirt hung pinned. Through the window, at a glance, it would look like a person. 
 
    “What—” Lenore began. “Oh. A distraction.” 
 
    Close, he thought. Outside, he could hear the rumble of wooden hooves as the other carriage—this one drawn by simple but fast-looking horse automatons, manipulated by one of the Adepts on board—drew to a stop beside the steps of the Gilded Lotus, where Mog gripped a limp Narcissa by the collar. Rune’s window for crossing the street to snatch her up had closed. 
 
    “Ria,” he said, “I need you to turn this thing around and get us out of here.” Any moment now, the Adept who was manipulating those horses would be turning her attention to this wooden carriage, and if Ria couldn’t maintain control of it.... 
 
    “But you have to turn it,” he clarified. “Don’t run straight. We need to run back the way they came from.” 
 
    Wide-eyed, Ria stared at him. “But what about—” 
 
    “Listen to him,” Lenore said. “He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    After swallowing, Ria did as directed. Rune paid careful attention to how she placed both hands against the nearest bench. It did seem that magic worked through the hands, and yet hadn’t Narcissa tried to touch her chest when Rune had asked her to empower him, just before she’d been knocked out? 
 
    Speaking of, he thought, and closed his eyes to focus as Ria’s horses broke into a gallop, faster than any real horse. While the carriage tilted with a hard turn, Rune projected his thoughts to Narcissa, whose consciousness brightened by the minute. 
 
    “I am going to leave you,” he thought. 
 
    He sensed it as she startled, and a moment later, he felt a wash of confusion. None of her thoughts came back to him in words, but he knew what she was about to think. 
 
    “It’s the best way to find out where they are,” he assured her.  
 
    After all, if Narcissa’s enemy within the Covenant were the same as Lenore’s “breeders,”  they would have some sort of hideout. It would be well-hidden, if someone of Lenore’s capabilities hadn’t been able to find it in five years. They might not get an opportunity like this again. 
 
    “I’ll track you through the bond, and I’ll come for you,” he assured Narcissa. “Do what they say, and they shouldn’t hurt you. 
 
    “And if they do, I’ll stop them.” He didn’t know how yet, but he would. “I’ll stay connected to you the whole time. You won’t be alone, I promise.” 
 
    A series of thunks sounded as the unicorns completed their swerve, turning the carriage to face the Covenant. That walking armory of a Guardian must have let loose a rapid fire of arrows into the wood, just for kicks. 
 
    Ria gasped, then hissed, and Rune opened his eyes to see her closing her own. Her tendons stood out in her neck, and her fingers had curled inward, nails biting into the wood. 
 
    If Rune had to guess, she was struggling against the other wood Artificer’s control. And if she was anything like the red Adept, that other Artificer would be powerful. There was no telling how much time they had before their carriage turned into a wooden deathtrap. 
 
    He had to make it count. They were almost to the scene. 
 
    “Do you trust me, Narcissa?” he asked her, in his head. 
 
    A pause. Each half-second was agony. 
 
    “If you trust me,” he said, “then when I tell you to scream, you’ll do it. You’ll scream and pretend that I’ve just died. Like your connection to me has been severed.” 
 
    That way, her captors would consider her bondless, with no one to chase after her. They’d get complacent, and they’d take her to the place where the Breeders were. All this he wished he could tell her, but there wasn’t time. He didn’t have a chance to wait for her to confirm what he’d said. Time was up. The unicorns were in full gallop. 
 
    This is the best way, he assured himself as he reloaded the crossbow and sidled up next to the open driver window. I’ll come back for her, and because we’re doing it this way, we’ll be able to find these people and expose them. And then Narcissa can have a normal life again. And Ria. And me. And no one will get an arrow through the head—or the heart. 
 
    Well, not no one. He steadied the crossbow against the ledge of the window. He didn’t dare expose his head or even his hand; he merely held the trigger, cloaked in the carriage’s shadows, as the cart raced past the tableau of deadly Covenant and feathered prostitutes and the fallen Narcissa, his Narcissa— 
 
    And Mahogany, leaning over her, holding her in place as she struggled. Rune felt her presence and her position, and through her he felt Mog’s cruel grip. Even without seeing Mog, Rune could feel his outline. 
 
    A little higher, a little to the left, Rune adjusted his aim. 
 
    “Ria, keep going,” he told her. “No matter what happens.” 
 
    She met his gaze. She understood. She nodded. 
 
    They pulled past Mahogany, a bolt aligned with his chest. Rune pressed the trigger. 
 
    In his mind’s eye, he felt Narcissa drop as the man holding her collapsed. Ria screamed, and the carriage jumped as one of the unicorns missed a step. They swerved, one side crashing against the Covenant’s carriage. 
 
    “Mog,” Ria wept. “Oh, Mog....” 
 
    With that, the world broke like glass. 
 
    It was the third time he’d experienced this shattering, and still it threw Rune for a loop. He felt the rush of ecstasy swell inside him and at the same time, something new: the soft flutter of falling petals, not pages, in his chest. 
 
    This is Ria’s magic, he realized. It must be inundating the very air. Which meant something must have happened to her, something big. 
 
    Of course it had. Her Guardian was dead. 
 
    “Stay down,” Rune commanded, keeping his head out of sight. The unicorns had regained their stride, and they were putting distance between themselves and Red... and the wood Artificer... and the shield Adept... and who knows what other threat that was posed by that fourth unit. 
 
    So this is what the Covenant’s elite are like. He could take on twelve of the regular units in the time it took him to flee these four. 
 
    But there was still one last thing to do. He looked up at the ceiling and waited. 
 
    And right on time, an arrow soared through his pinned shirt. 
 
    “Scream,” he told Narcissa. “Right now.” 
 
    His heart stuck in his throat then, even with the danger mostly passed. Did she trust him? Or did she hate him? He’d left her, and he had barely explained why. He’d done it to help her get her normal life back. To help save all those women that Lenore believed were being held by the Breeders. 
 
    But not once had she responded to him, mentally, with words. He’d only felt terror and confusion and—if he was perfectly honest—the poisonous nausea of his betrayal. Had she even heard him to begin with? Had his message been garbled? 
 
    Or had he simply not proven himself? He was only a gardener. A stranger. A weight on her soul. A partner she’d never asked for, who was running away from her— 
 
    She screamed. 
 
    He felt the cry like a lance through his chest, a blade of fear and confusion— 
 
    And trust. 
 
    Pure trust and belief. She knew he’d come back for her. She trusted his decision, even if it confused her, even if she was afraid. Even if she had to be carted off as a prisoner, thrown into a prison cell, and potentially hanged. 
 
    Or worse, he thought. So much worse. 
 
    He would come back for her—or else. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The light through the windows dimmed as the carriage passed under tree cover. They’d reached the outskirts of Cedar, and the carriage tilted downward as the road sloped toward the forest floor. 
 
    I can’t leave her, Rune thought, standing up. The scream, a piercing wail of sheer loss, was still reverberating in his ears. What am I doing? I have to go back. 
 
    A hand gripped his shoulder. “I know what you’re thinking,” Lenore said, “and it would be suicide. We’ll get her back. And we’ll kill anyone who even looked at her sideways.” 
 
    He nodded, dazed. It was the right choice, and the only remotely safe choice. All of them would be dead or maimed, otherwise. 
 
    So why did leaving her behind feel like a cold blade in his guts? 
 
    You’re in love with her, Lenore had told him. He was starting to wonder if it might be true. 
 
    “This isn’t possible,” Ria whispered. 
 
    She was frozen in the same position, huddled against the corner bench of the carriage, one hand on the wall and one on the floor. Her skin was ghost-white, her gaze dull. 
 
    But the carriage was still moving. Fast. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said gruffly, barely able to find his voice. He took a seat, searching for words. “There was no other way. I had to kill him. Otherwise, he would have tracked you. It was you or him.” 
 
    Lenore huffed. “Guess he wasn’t important enough to get protection from that shield, huh?” 
 
    “It looked localized,” Rune replied. “The Adept running it was already sweating, with her eyes closed. Expanding it wouldn’t have been easy.” 
 
    “This isn’t possible,” Ria repeated, in the same shocked voice, as if she hadn’t heard a word that they’d said. This time, though, she raised her eyes to his. The glazed, mossy hazel sparkled with disbelief. Something about her expression made Rune’s blood run cold. 
 
    Lenore drew a breath. “Trees below,” she said. “The carriage.” 
 
    Rune’s gaze darted, searching every corner of the Sex Machine for damage. He saw only one bolt that had gotten through the wood, its head spitting threads of torn cedar. 
 
    “What about the carriage?” he asked. 
 
    “It... it’s still going,” Lenore said. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    Lenore turned. “Rune, when a Guardian dies, his Adept loses all the power she gained from bonding with him. She has to bond again if she wants that power back.” She swung a hand at Ria. “But the carriage is still going.” 
 
    He frowned. That had almost led to a deadly mistake. He made a mental note to learn more about this Trees-damned bond before he made a mistake that killed them all. 
 
    Yet the carriage rolled on, leveling out as they reached the main road on the forest floor. 
 
    “Is Mog still alive, then?” he asked, although that had to be impossible. Rune had felt Ria’s magic go wild, all rose petals and broken glass and pure pleasure. Surely that had happened because Mog had died? Why else would it have been so intense that someone outside their bond could feel it? 
 
    It felt just like bonding to Narcissa, he thought. It made sense that un-bonding would feel similar— 
 
    His thoughts stopped. 
 
    It felt just like bonding. 
 
    He blinked several times before finding Ria’s gaze once again. She looked terrified, but awed. Like she was seeing the dead come to life. 
 
    Closing his eyes, holding his breath, and focusing his senses inward, Rune tried to sense her. 
 
    And Ria was right there, made of petals, a whole soul of pink petals. 
 
    Rune was bonded to two women at once. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After an hour of non-stop riding, Ria swerved them off the main wood-smooth road and onto a bumpy track made of fallen needles and dirt. Once they were hidden from view of the main thoroughfare, she slowed the cart to a crawl. 
 
    “I know a place,” she said faintly. She looked like she had melted into the bench. The hard riding must have exhausted her.  
 
    Rune, too, felt the day catching up to him. His eyes struggled to stay open. 
 
    Because we’re bonded. Because she is sapping me. 
 
    Rune still had trouble believing it. 
 
    No one had spoken in some time. At first, Rune had come to the logical conclusion—that Narcissa had died, leaving him free to bond again. But Rune had then double- and triple-checked that he was still connected to Narcissa. He was. 
 
    He had bonded to both. 
 
    “I didn’t know Guardians could do that,” he had said. 
 
    “That’s because they can’t,” Lenore had told him. “It’s impossible.” 
 
    What followed had been a long trail of assurances that no, this had never happened before, to her knowledge; that yes, it had been attempted many times, but had always ended in failure; that no, the breaking of a bond couldn’t be felt outside the members of the unit, no matter how intense that break was; and that no, there was no other explanation she could think of. Ria had confirmed this on all points. 
 
    So, somehow, against all the laws of Tree and nature, Rune had bonded with two Adepts without trying. 
 
    “You did save her life,” Lenore had pointed out. “By killing Mog, you kept her from the hangman. So it makes sense as a trigger for the bond.” 
 
    That seemed awfully subjective to him. It wasn’t like he took a blade meant for her. 
 
    “Magic is often subjective. After all, it is sentient, you know.” 
 
    He hadn’t known that, either. He had a lot to learn. 
 
    The cart rumbled in silence for another mile, before stopping. With a shuddering breath, Ria rose unsteadily to her feet. 
 
    He heard the thunks of wood as the unicorns collapsed. 
 
    On instinct, Rune caught Ria before she even started to fall. But fall she did, crumpling neatly into his arms. He laid her on a bench as comfortably as he could. Outside the carriage, an eagle cried out. 
 
    She must have taken us to the canyon, he thought. A canyon ran between the cities of Maple and Cedar, which were the two largest cities aside from the capital. He’d been planning to take his search for Cam to Maple next, but now those plans were all fluff on the wind. 
 
    At the same time, he knew more now. He might actually find her, with Narcissa’s help. 
 
    “Selfish prick,” Lenore muttered, leaning down to brush a strand of long hair off Ria’s sleeping face. 
 
    “Sorry?” Rune said, emerging from his reverie. 
 
    “I mean Mog, not you,” Lenore assured him, straightening. She gestured at Ria. “She sapped herself dry to power the carriage. Yet you’re still standing. She could have borrowed energy from you, but she didn’t.” With her hands on her hips, Lenore shook her head. “I’m guessing it’s because he trained that out of her. Probably complained every time she did it. He was a shitty partner, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Rune drew a breath and opened the door. “Speaking from experience?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Thorne loved to see me weak.” 
 
    Rune shivered before stepping out of the carriage. The mention of Lenore’s previous Guardian only reminded him of the organization the man had been a part of. In Rune’s head, he’d started calling them the Breeders—people who abducted mages who had failed their Adept test, and put them to use birthing babies with magical blood. Against their will and under duress, they were used up by Guardians. He wondered if Mog had been one of them. 
 
    If he could keep Narcissa safe, they’d find out. 
 
    For the fourth time in so many minutes, he checked on his bond with her. It was made faint by distance, but it was clearly Narcissa; the sensation of her presence felt like shuffling pages in the same way that Ria felt like petals, so he could tell them apart. 
 
    He stepped out of the carriage to find that Ria had parked them on an old scenic lookout, probably crown funded, which had been abandoned. The cedar road leading up to it was gray and weathered, the platform itself overgrown with vines, all its rope railings worn away by time. Overhead, the sky had gone dark again with a storm that had been popping in and out all day, without ever fully committing to rain. 
 
    He tasted it on the air though, the thick potential of water. He was glad they had the carriage for shelter—although Rune was feeling pretty damn dusty. And he was still shirtless. He’d probably just stand out here in the rain for a while and let it wash off the sweat. 
 
    “So, about that necklace,” Lenore said, following him out of the carriage. 
 
    Rune started and almost said What necklace? before he realized she meant the leather thong around his neck. He reached up to touch the shard of sapphire affixed to it, its sharp edges worn smooth by years of unconscious rubbing. He’d long since grown so used to the object that it might as well be a part of him. He never even thought about it, not really. 
 
    “It was my mother’s,” he said. “She died when I was nineteen. Bandits.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Lenore said quietly. She had redone her braid and fiddled with it absently. “It’s an odd shape. Did something break the stone?” 
 
    He shrugged. He had no idea. His mother had never even worn the thing. He’d found it at the bottom of her trunk. But after the fight with his father—the one that had made Rune leave home—he’d had to take something of hers with him. 
 
    “Do you think we’re safe out here?” Lenore asked, nodding back at the road, past the arrow bolts sticking out of the side of the Sex Machine. He yanked out the nearest bolt and checked the head for poison or oil. 
 
    “We weren’t followed,” he said. He’d been checking and listening the whole ride. Sure, they’d received a few confused looks from other drivers or pedestrian travelers, but no one had outright stopped them. When Ria had turned off the road, he’d made sure they’d been out of sight of anyone else. 
 
    Still, the Covenant would search this place eventually. It was only a temporary base of operations. 
 
    I’ll have Narcissa back by tomorrow, he assured himself. 
 
    And then maybe she’d kiss him again. 
 
    He shook himself and held the arrow out to Lenore. “Does this arrow feel normal to you?” 
 
    She glanced over the point, then took it gingerly into a hand. Her gray eyes narrowed. 
 
    “It barely weighs anything,” she said. 
 
    Rune thought it was too thin to be hollow. “So they can make things weightless, too?” he guessed. 
 
    “Yes. Artificer magic, Modifier class, Level Two. Enchantment, basically,” she explained. “Must make it even easier for that red bitch to direct her man’s weapons. That means she has three abilities, at least.” 
 
    Three abilities, meaning three possible combinations of ability, Subclass, and Level. “What are your abilities, anyway?” he asked Lenore. He might need to make use of them when they reclaimed Narcissa. 
 
    “Well, I can’t really do it anymore, not without a Guardian. But I used to be able to make myself invisible. Soldier magic, Modifier class, Level One—converting my body to shadow. And my second ability was Soldier-Amplifier, Level One—making myself more agile and flexible. It’s gotten me into a lot of really tight places.” 
 
    It was a testament to the gravity of the situation that she didn’t spin that line into an innuendo about tight places. He remembered when he’d first met her, the way that, as soon as he’d looked away, she’d vanished, out of sight of Oak and Ivy. 
 
    She didn’t want to be recognized, he realized. And her power must still work, at least somewhat, for her to become such a good thief—and killer. She’s weakened, but she’s still perfectly dangerous. 
 
    “Rune,” Lenore said slowly. “If you can really bond with multiple women....” 
 
    He knew where this was going. “No,” he said, before tossing the arrow over the derelict railing. It fell silently over the cliff. “I won’t risk your life, too.” 
 
    And I’m not risking Narcissa’s. Ever again. 
 
    “But if I could be your Adept—” Lenore began. Rune cut her off. 
 
    “I have to save your life for the bond to happen, right?” he said, facing her.  
 
    She was stunning in this dim light, shadows highlighting her figure, drawing attention to her gray eyes.  And to the pale scar, a proof of enemies long defeated. She was a force to contend with, a minor legend in the thieving world. The Queen of Streets, asking to be his Adept.... 
 
    Yesterday I was a fucking gardener. 
 
    “Lenore…” he began, before sighing. “Look. I never asked for any of this, and suddenly I’m bonded by the soul to two women I don’t know.” One of which I might be in love with. “I’m tempted, don’t get me wrong. But I want to learn more about this bond before I start collecting… well, women. You aren’t your abilities. You’re people, not tools.” 
 
    After all, before he started taking on more abilities, he needed to make sure they wouldn’t be liabilities. He could have killed them all today, because he hadn’t known that Ria would lose her Artificer powers as soon as her bond had been broken.  
 
    Lenore crossed her arms, but she looked thoughtful, not upset. Finally she shrugged. “Eh, I’d have to put my life in danger anyway, for you to be able to save it, in order for the bond to work.  I suppose that would be risky. And like I said, magic is at least slightly sentient… it might not work at all.” 
 
    He nodded, glad to hear she agreed. At the rate he was going, however, he’d be accidentally bonded to her by this time tomorrow. 
 
    How exactly do the Covenant normally facilitate bonds? he wondered. He thought about asking, but for now, he had to learn about the basics first.  
 
    “Lenore, I need you to teach me about the bond,” he said. “I need to know she’s safe, and where to find her, and what she is doing.” 
 
    Lenore looked sad, not out of envy, but pity. She knew who he meant. You’re obviously in love with her. She knew how much this was killing him, even if he wasn’t sure if the “love” thing was true. 
 
    “All right, Rune. I’ll teach you—” 
 
    “No,” Ria rasped, and they spun to see her stumbling out of the carriage. Rune had to catch her again. 
 
    “Ria, you need to rest,” he said, staggering back beneath her weight. Her cute pink dress was disheveled, the lacy bits sticking off in places. Her eyes were sunken and dark. 
 
    She didn’t seem to hear him. “I can teach you. Let me teach you.” Ria swallowed, a hand clutching her chest. “Otherwise, I can’t bear it. Thinking of Mog. I hated him, but... he was mine.” 
 
    His heart clenching at the pain in her voice, Rune lowered her to the ground, where they knelt to face one other. 
 
    “All right, Ria,” he said. “But first, you need to take some of my strength.” 
 
    She squinted up at him, confused. 
 
    “Ria,” he said, then paused. “That is your name, right? Ria?” He’d only heard it faintly, when she’d spoken to herself. They’d never actually been introduced. 
 
    “Short for Sumeria. Sumeria Arbutus. But you can call me Ria. I never let him call me that. He called me Sumer. He thought it was romantic.” 
 
    She was rambling.  
 
    “Ria, then. My name is Rune Tellarus, but you probably already know that from my bounty, right? Listen, Ria. I’m not like Mog. Intentional or not, I’m your partner now, and partners share their burdens. So please, take some strength from me. Then we can go about fixing all this. We’ll get you your life back. All right?” 
 
    With a dazed frown, she nodded, and then touched his cheek with her palm. Even disheveled, there was something tidy about her. She was single-minded and practical. She went with the flow. No hysterics, no jokes, and all common sense. Accepting the world as it was. 
 
    He felt the rose petals again, except this time, they were swirled inside him. They drew upwards and out of him. It felt a little bit like throwing up, like having something pulled from his stomach up through his throat, except this went out through his cheek. 
 
    He slumped as Ria finished drawing on his energy, his muscles leaden and breath ragged.  
 
    Rune swayed, feeling slightly hung over. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ria whispered, offering a cautious smile. “That was kind.” 
 
    No, he thought. It was teamwork. 
 
    “Now about this bond,” he said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ria led Rune to the broken railing of the overlook, where ropes had once run through holes in wooden banisters. All that was left now were the banisters themselves, dilapidated and worn down by the years. The wooden pillars, with their empty rope holes, stood sentinel over the chasm between Cedar and the city of Maple like a trail of religious icons forgotten by time. 
 
    Ria sat down at the cliff’s edge, legs dangling over the gray granite, which must have been fashioned by an Artificer ages ago given how smooth it still was. Little bits of mica flickered in the stone, dimmed by the stormlight. Thunder rumbled distantly. 
 
    “The bond happens when a Guardian saves the life of an Adept,” Ria began. “It is a bond shared only by the two of them, which both of them can feel and make use of. The bond makes a Guardian vulnerable to his Adept’s magic, while every other mage cannot affect him directly. These are the basics.” 
 
    Rune joined her at the edge, leaning one shoulder into a banister. He watched the wind tousle her hair and caught the hint of a rosy perfume. 
 
    “I’m aware of those bits, yes,” he said. Guardians were impervious to all magic except their Adept’s magic. Simple enough. “Can we hurry along to the part where I can use the bond to track Narcissa’s location?” 
 
    Ria lifted up a gauzy layer of her pink dress and settled it back more neatly than before. It struck him again how at odds the pink frills were with her personality. She ought to be bubbly and energetic, with all that bright color. Instead she acted matter-of-factly, even cold. 
 
    He wondered if her late Guardian, Mahogany, had had something to do with that. 
 
    “The thing is,” Ria said, “I’m not sure you will be able to find her.” 
 
    Rune stiffened. “What?” 
 
    She sighed and settled another bit of lace back into place on her sleeve. “The bond is initially very weak,” she explained. “And you and she are newly bonded, correct? It takes a long time for the bond to grow powerful enough to become useful to people who are essentially strangers.” 
 
    “Useful?” he replied. 
 
    “Yes, you know, like being able to track each other, or mentally communicate, or share magic. Just about the only thing that comes easily is sharing energy—” 
 
    “But Narcissa and I have already done most of that,” Rune countered, facing her, with his back to the banister and one eye to the abandoned road. He thought for a moment that he glimpsed a shadow in the trees, but couldn’t be sure. Might’ve been Lenore. She was watching the perimeter, while he and Ria had this discussion. 
 
    Ria was frowning now. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, I’ve spoken to her mentally. She even spoke to me, although that only happened once.” 
 
    He remembered the exchange clearly. “You were supposed to make a weapon, Narcissa.” 
 
    “You are my weapon, Rune.” 
 
    “She didn’t speak to me later, though, at the Gilded Lotus,” he conceded. “But she seemed to hear me, at least.” 
 
    “Remarkable,” Ria said, her gaze riveted on his. “Like, you heard specific words?” 
 
    “Yes. And back at the brothel, I could sense her location almost exactly. It’s how I killed—well, Mog. Without actually laying eyes on him.” Otherwise he would have been shot. “I knew his position in relation to her,” he clarified. 
 
    Spellbound, Ria stared at him for a moment, her mouth slightly open, before letting out a whistle and turning back to the storm. “A bond that deep usually takes months to develop. How exactly did you two bond?” 
 
    Rune explained it as briefly as he could—how he’d been gardening for the Lumenz family when Narcissa had returned from her Adept test, which she had failed spectacularly by blowing up half the test room. Rune had helped her into her house, where her father had then been murdered by the Covenant unit he’d hired for security. That unit had then come to kill Narcissa, goaded by some unknown leader, and Rune had stopped them, and had basically killed them both. 
 
    Killing Covenant was, of course, illegal, so he and Narcissa had had to flee the home, which was, at that point, a roaring inferno. They’d been on the run ever since. 
 
    Ever since? Rune thought, cracking a rueful smile. It was only yesterday, but it felt like last year. 
 
    “I see,” Ria said slowly, tapping one elegant lip as she considered the story. Rune watched her finger, catching a trace of pink makeup on her mouth. What was it with this woman and pink? 
 
    Her hand fell. “So you were thrown together by circumstance, with your lives in each others’ hands. Yes, that can certainly strengthen a bond. Although it seems your bond to her is stronger than hers is to you.” 
 
    Rune cocked his head. “How so?” 
 
    “Well, she only spoke to you in words that one time. What did she say?” 
 
    Rune bit the inside of his cheek. He wasn’t sure if he ought to share that. It was private, in a way. You are my weapon. 
 
    Ria nodded sagely. “I see. So it was personal, yes? That explains it.” 
 
    Rune was getting impatient now. “How do you know that? You don’t have to be cryptic here. We’re in this together. I want to know where she is, and if you say my bond to her is strong, then surely I can find her. So teach me how.” Internally, he added, I want to know she is safe. I want to better explain everything. I want to get this rescue planned and done. 
 
    He wasn’t going to make Narcissa wait one more second than necessary. 
 
    “All right, then,” Ria said, pulling her legs up off the edge to face him. Her waist-length ponytail fell over one shoulder as she added, “Let me show you.” She reached out and took his hand into hers. 
 
    He allowed it, uncertain.  
 
    “How does this feel?” she asked. “And don’t ask me what I mean by that. Just answer. How does holding my hand feel?” 
 
    Rune looked at their entwined fingers, then at her serious face. “Um. It feels alright.” 
 
    “Nothing special, right?” She let go, leaning back. “And how does my bond feel, inside you?” 
 
    His brow drew low. “Like petals?” 
 
    She caught him off guard by smiling, not a casual smile, but almost confused. Like she was looking at a wooden toy puzzle and trying to solve it in her head before ever touching it. 
 
    “Nothing else?” she said finally. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Exactly,” she said, absently reaching back to take her hair from its tail and retie it into something neater. Shiny and perfectly straight, it looked like a long river of bronze. She must take very good care of it. Rune almost wanted to reach out and touch it. 
 
    With her arms still up retying her hair, Ria continued, “The bond starts off weak because the two parties are strangers. But as their personal bond strengthens, so too does their magical bond. It’s as simple as that. The better two people know each other, the stronger they become. They can begin to sense each other’s location over small distances, and then finally pinpoint it exactly over vast ones. They can speak in emotions or sensations, and then finally with words, again over short distances and moving into larger ones. 
 
    “And wilder yet,” she said, leaning close to him again. Then closer, pink lips threatening to kiss him. His breath stilled in his throat, but then she prodded the banister at his back with a finger, once their faces were close. “And wilder yet,” she repeated, quieter this time, “they can share magic. You’ll be able to shape wood, just like this, just like I can, if we get—” she touched her nose to his “—close enough.” 
 
    His pulse started to thump. “What—” 
 
    Ria knocked a fist on the banister and cut him off. “What do you think it would take?” she asked slowly, “for you to be able to shape this?”  
 
    Her hand materialized at his ear, her gaze trailing her own fingertip as she ran it down to the tender skin where his jaw met his neck. He practically heard the rustle of little hairs as she traced his jawline, and his body reacted against his own will. 
 
    She was beautiful, after all. Elegant and tall, his height, but she had the figure of an hourglass, her hips the type made for gripping. He could imagine running his hands over her thin waist, to her ribs, over her breasts that were so neatly ensconced in this pink sheath of a dress. He wondered how large they might be in his hands. It was impossible to tell with how tight and layered the fabric was, attempting to hold her flat and failing. It clung to her even halfway up her infinitely kissable neck. 
 
    All of this flashed through him in an instant of plain old human desire. A moment later, shame followed. That’s when he understood what she was really saying, and doing. 
 
    He pushed her carefully back, his hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to play these games, Sumeria.” 
 
    Once again, she surprised him by smiling in that confused but pleased way. “Ah, so you’ve figured it out?” 
 
    He nodded and said gruffly, “Sex, right? Sex strengthens the bond.” And Sumeria was trying to see how he’d respond to that. She wanted to know if her new Guardian would see her as an object, if he would turn into some sort of mindless animal when she drew too close. Basically, she wanted to know if he was like Mog. 
 
    He wasn’t, and he’d make that clear. 
 
    “So this is why Guardians and Adepts are left alone after the bond. Why they’re expected to have sex with each other during the high of their bonding,” he said. “It actually hastens the bond.” 
 
    She nodded. “Knowing another person’s naked body like that... and if there is chemistry... well, some of the strongest Adepts fell in love at first sight, while their Guardians fell in love at first sex.” She laughed humorlessly. “Mog tried, of course. I almost let him. But it wasn’t right, somehow.” She sighed. “He was in love with me, so his bond to me was always stronger than mine to him.” 
 
    “He wasn’t in love with you,” Rune said stiffly. “The man coveted you, or rather your body. Did you know his prostitutes looked like you? Habitually? He objectified you, Ria, made you into something he could never have. And it must have made him angry, deep down. That’s why he was constantly wasting your Valor and ruining your career. That’s how he was able to betray you. He couldn’t take no for an answer, and you couldn’t give him a yes. A small man like that doesn’t deserve a yes.” 
 
    Ria tilted her head, considering, and then she gazed out over the chasm, where natural granite fell away below them in jagged layers. Across the gap—which was about ten times as wide as any normal man could jump—the layers of ancient stone were more pronounced, bands of lichen green and sienna brown and storm-cloud slate. Ria seemed to be counting them as she considered his words. 
 
    I’m not like him, and I won’t ever be like him. If he was bonded to this woman, he was going to make that bond a strong one, sex or not. Because there was a lot more to knowing a person than just knowing their body, wasn’t there? It’s why he and Narcissa were already so strong. 
 
    Well, I’m strong, he conceded to himself. Narcissa, on the other hand, seemed to have lost the ability to mentally speak to him using words. The one time she had... that moment had been emotional, connective. Like she’d been telling him some key part of herself. 
 
    Plus, there was that kiss.... 
 
    And then, afterwards, I slept with Lenore, Rune realized. Did Narcissa feel that, through the bond? She must have. Did it upset her? How much of it could she feel? 
 
    But if that was the case, why had Narcissa still trusted him? She had let herself be taken into custody based solely on his word that he’d save her. He had a hunch there was something more to her weaker bond than some sort of misplaced jealousy over a man she barely knew. 
 
    Meanwhile, here he was, still able to feel her pages at who knew what distance. 
 
    Pages. And petals. He looked up. 
 
    “How long did it take Mog to feel your petals?” he asked Ria. 
 
    That secretive smile again. “Months.” 
 
    And yet Rune already felt them. He’d already taken Ria, at least partially, into his heart. 
 
    “Wow. All I did was show you a bit of respect, a bit of trust,” he said, “and I get months ahead of the last guy.” 
 
    She laughed. “Yes. I guess you did.” 
 
    Saving her life had paid off in giving him a new bond, and trusting Ria to save his life—to get that carriage out of town safely and quickly—had rewarded him with months of power. Power which he suspected she shared. 
 
    “What do I feel like?” he asked. “My bond, or whatever.” He had never thought to ask Narcissa. 
 
    “Hmm, maybe I’ll tell you sometime,” she replied cattily. “Now, let’s try to find Narcissa, shall we? If you can already communicate with her in words, you may be able to sense her. The trick is to focus on the feeling of her. Whatever the ‘petals’ are, for her.” 
 
    “Pages,” he said. 
 
    “Ah, so she’s a scholar then?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure. Again, he was frustrated by how little he knew her. And yet their bond was strong—his bond, anyway. Why was that? He knew she had an older sister—from something her father had said—but he didn’t know that sister’s name, or if Narcissa had other siblings. Why was their bond so strong, when he didn’t even know her friends, or her hobbies or interests? When he didn’t know her favorite color or food? 
 
    When I don’t know what her mouth really tastes like, his mind roved. When I never had the time to kiss her back.... 
 
    “She’s very intelligent,” he managed to croak out. If he dwelled too long on the memory of that kiss, or the memory of Narcissa in her tattered and burned dress, or of her wearing that skimpy thing Lenore gave her… 
 
    But even as he thought about these things, the pages fluttered inside him. Her bond sparked as if calling out to him, and he sensed its general direction. She was in Cedar. 
 
    “You’re getting it,” Ria said. She must feel it too. “Keep on thinking of her. Imagine turning those pages and seeing some new aspect of her on each one. Imagine that you’re madly in love with her, that she’s your whole world, your whole reason for existence.” 
 
    Rune swallowed and, against his will, his eyes started to burn and his stomach went all airy. 
 
    You’re obviously in love with her. 
 
    Imagine that she’s your whole world. 
 
    Pages fluttered. He saw Narcissa’s bravery in fleeing the house, her sorrow at losing her father, her determination to go through with his plan despite all her fears. He saw the expression in her eyes of dawnlit gold, when he presented her with their matching makeshift valorglasses. The way she looked with the storm clouds behind her, like a goddess of loss ready to take on the world. 
 
    And the trust that had seared through him, when she’d believed he’d come back for her. And the scream she had screamed, when she’d pretended he had died. And the way he felt now, like he was missing some part of himself. 
 
    Desire and lust turned the pages, but love read the book. 
 
    “I found her,” he said. “Damn it.” 
 
    “What? Is she hurt?” 
 
    “No.” He’d cursed because of the emotion. He hadn’t realized how afraid he was. But she was safe. He saw her form, sitting and yet moving slightly, almost vibrating. She was in a carriage, her hands behind her back. Being taken somewhere. 
 
    “Try talking to her,” Ria said, her voice gentle. “Assume she can’t respond, that it’s only one way.” 
 
    He nodded, eyes closed. He saw Narcissa in middle space, with his own consciousness neither above nor below nor to the sides of her—almost as if he was inside her, as if he were her skeleton. So he tried to speak, to imagine himself speaking, into the papery shadow of her head. 
 
    “Where are you?” he asked. 
 
    An instant response, a flash of relief—but no words. Right. She might not be able to reciprocate the same contact. 
 
    “We escaped safely,” he said. “We are planning your rescue. Do you know where your carriage is headed?” 
 
    A pause, and then a flashed mental image of a tree. It meant nothing to Rune, green-leafed and blurred. Images must be even tougher than words. 
 
    But if it was a tree, then that could be a place name, a city. Like Cedar or Maple, or like the capital, Rue. 
 
    “I didn’t get that,” he thought back. “But it seemed like a city. Is it Rue?” 
 
    A negative sensation. No, not the capital. 
 
    “Maple?” he asked. 
 
    Affirmative. They were headed to Maple, just across the canyon from here. 
 
    “Are you certain? Did you hear them say they were going there, when they didn’t know you were listening?” They might be slipping her wrong information, trying to mislead her. 
 
    She sent a flash of something that almost seemed to take the shape of the words not stupid. Rune smiled. 
 
    “No, you aren’t. Any other clues?” 
 
    He waited. She seemed to be thinking. Maple was a large city, so without more clues, he doubted they could find the Breeders’ hideout before they themselves were discovered. He could try to force Narcissa’s captors to reveal the hideout’s location, but they were all wearing the same valorglasses that Ivy had worn. If they gave up information, it might take their heads off, and that wouldn’t be useful to Rune. 
 
    But if the only clue they had was the city, he’d still call this off and intercept her carriage. He wasn’t going to risk Narcissa’s life just to pinpoint the hideout’s location, not when he had no way of knowing how it would be guarded. After all, what use was an exact location if there was no way to break into it? 
 
    Then Narcissa sent something else, another vague tree image, but attached to it was a sensation of power and awe. 
 
    “The Tree of Life?” he asked. 
 
    She mentally affirmed this, and then sent another word: create. 
 
    “Create?” he asked. 
 
    Negative. Rate. 
 
    “Rate?” 
 
    Negative. Kate. 
 
    She wasn’t very good at this, but there was definitely a lot more distance than there had been, when she’d spoken to him before, in complete sentences. 
 
    Create. Rate. Kate. The words were similar, but they weren’t the right ones. She was trying to say something else. 
 
    “Um. Crate?” he thought back. 
 
    Affirmative! She sent this with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Tree of Life, crate?” he replied. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “She says Tree of Life, crate,” Rune said, confused. 
 
    “That’s good,” Ria encouraged him. “That’s very good, that you’re hearing this. Her bond is strong, too. Maybe not as much as yours, but still strong.” 
 
    This heartened him, even as the wind picked up and the first flicker of cold rain fell on his skin.  
 
    He picked apart Narcissa’s words a little bit more, but Tree of Life could have any number of connotations. It was a religious artifact, after all, the conduit through which the Eternal—all of magic—passed into and out of Orennian. The thing was vast, a huge clonal system of trees that were technically all one organism, with its every sapling and tree closely protected by the Covenant, and many of them worshiped from afar, on viewing platforms much like this one. 
 
    But crate—that was simple. Crate. She was saying crate in a carriage. 
 
    “Are there crates in the carriage with you?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes!” Her affirmations were words now, but childlike. She was incredibly happy to be hearing from him. “Empty!” she added. 
 
    “I think she’s sharing a carriage with some empty crates,” he told Ria, after confirming the idea with Narcissa. “And the crates have something to do with... the Tree of Life... something that gives us more clues... to where....” 
 
    Rune realized, almost too late, that his energy was flagging dangerously. His balance teetered toward the drop. He got an arm around a banister at the same time Ria grabbed him. 
 
    I almost fell off this damn cliff, he thought, heart racing. 
 
    “Rune, you need to cut off the communication,” Lenore said, and he was so startled to hear she had snuck up on him that he opened his eyes. As soon as he did, thousands of stimuli flooded his mind: the roiling storm clouds, the scent of rain in a forest, the gritty feel of stone dust and bleached wood under his hands. 
 
    And with that loss of focus, Narcissa was vanishing, their connection fading to a shadow of what it had just been. 
 
    No! he thought, reaching for it, for her, but it was too late. With the last of his energy, he tried to shout to her, as loud as he could. 
 
    “I’m coming for you! I promise!” 
 
    And as Rune fell back into Lenore’s arms, as the dark closed around him like a fist, and the sky broke in a storm, two words chased him, two words that said everything: 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    And then she was gone. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune woke in leafy, crunching darkness. He lay on the earth, inside a bedroll. A tarp stretched above his head, and the sky was quietly falling on it in sharp little taps that broke the silence of the night. 
 
    The crunching was feet on dry leaves.  
 
    He sat up, and as soon as he became aware that he was weaponless, he also realized the shape was Lenore. She was ghostly, her tawny brown skin fading into the dark while her white undershirt and shorts hovered like a phantasm. There was a glowlight on the ground nearby, a type of Artificed creation casting enough colorless light to see by. Its glow showed her hair was freed from its braid and wet. As she knelt beside him, he saw the rest of her was dripping. She had a blanket pressed to her hair like a towel. 
 
    “You’re awake,” she said. “I just had a shower.” She smiled. “The rain is good for that.” 
 
    His gaze flicked to the hard points of her nipples, standing obviously through the delicate fabric. He scanned the woods behind her. but it was a moonless night and still storming, although the tree cover muted the worst of the weather. 
 
    “Ria’s working to reshape the carriage back that way,” Lenore said, pointing. “So that we can use it tomorrow without being recognized. She has to do it slowly, though, because you’re both tired. The bedding and whatnot is from her travel stores. Apparently she and Mog had to camp out on the road now and then.” 
 
    He felt around the bedroll and found a knife from under the sewn-in pillow. “I have to get Narcissa,” he started. “We know the city she’s headed to. That’s enough clues as to the location of the Breeders’ hideout. I’m not risking her just to pinpoint the place.” 
 
    Lenore laid a hand on his chest. “Slow down, Rune. Ria told me what you heard. She says she knows these roads well, and if Narcissa was headed to Maple at the time of day that she was, her carriage is definitely going to stop at the inn outside the Maple Bridge. They don’t extend that bridge until midday, if you remember.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said. He did remember something about that. Since Maple acted as a sort of gateway to the capital city of Orennian, only specific people—and specific numbers of people—were allowed entrance. They heavily tolled the bridge and withheld it for hours each day to prevent too many travelers from crossing. 
 
    It was a perfect place for an ambush, Rune realized. 
 
    “We’ll make our stand there,” he decided. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” she replied, dropping the blanket from her hair and shrouding her shoulders with it. It was summer weather, but those little points in her shift made it clear she was cold. The hard-on that Rune had woken up with suddenly started getting ideas. 
 
    Lenore noticed. After all, he was still shirtless, and she must have stripped him down when she hauled him into bed, because he wasn’t wearing anything else but his breeches and the sapphire on a leather thong around his neck. 
 
    She slid a hand up his thigh with feigned nonchalance. “But if we’re going to save her, you’ll need to rest and recharge.” Her palm drifted closer to his cock. “You’ll need energy if you’re going to use both Ria and Narcissa’s magic effectively tomorrow.” 
 
    Although he was thoroughly tempted to “rest” with Lenore at the moment, Rune caught her wrist. “I can’t, Lenore. I need to go to her now. If they’re stopping somewhere for the night, who knows what they might do to her? You do realize what bad men do in the dark?” 
 
    “They won’t,” Lenore said. 
 
    He frowned. “What?” 
 
    “They won’t hurt her yet, Rune. She almost killed people at her testing, right? And that was without a Guardian. They’re not going to touch her until they know she won’t burn their dicks off.” She shrugged. “Besides, I’ve found a couple women over the years who escaped them. They always said the abuse didn’t start until later. At first, they just try to convince you that they’re your friends. It’s all a mind game to them. Sick, really.” 
 
    He thought this over. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Are you kidding, Rune? Do you think I want to see what you’d look like if you thought they’d done that to Narcissa? Everything within a six-mile radius would be burned to a crisp from your glare alone, much less from the rest of you. No, I’m absolutely sure.” 
 
    Well, that did seem like certainty. And he did need to rest. He loosened his grip on her and led her hand to his dick, where she responded by closing her hand around it.  
 
    “Ria says there’s a back way to the bridge,” she said, squeezing. “She can get us there before Narcissa’s party arrives.” 
 
    Rune held her wrist a little longer, helping her find the rhythm he liked best. “So you’ve both thought of everything, have you?” 
 
    Her squeeze turned into the precise stroke he was looking for. A fast learner. “Yes. You choose your women well.” 
 
    He wouldn’t put it that way, exactly, but he wasn’t about to argue the point. “If you want to get yours, you’d better sit on my face,” he told her. “Otherwise I’m just going to lie here and enjoy you.” He really was that tired. 
 
    “Just relax, Rune. This is for you.” 
 
    Mmm, he thought, and now he did close his eyes, but he still forced himself to look over the plan for holes. No, it was good. There were details to be hashed out, but that could come later. Ria was exhausted, and so was he, and so was Narcissa, wherever she was. If he could sleep well, it would probably help them sleep well too. 
 
    And yet, there was Narcissa’s reticence to consider. Their bond had seemed weaker after he’d been with Lenore the first time. So maybe he shouldn’t.... 
 
    He didn’t stop her stroking, but he did manage to say, “I’m worried that... uhhh....” He couldn’t deny the pleasure any longer. “I’m worried how Narcissa might feel... about this.” 
 
    Lenore slowed and straddled him. “Well, she knows about it, I can guarantee you that,” she said, maintaining the slow, languid pace even as her other hand picked apart his underclothes and exposed him to the air. 
 
    He groaned as her hands met his skin. He reached up to touch her shoulder, to exert a little downward pressure, to tell her what he wanted. Still, an uncertainty lingered.  
 
    “Were you... trying to make a point?” he asked. 
 
    “My point...” she crawled back a few feet, then leaned over to suck on him, her warm throat contracting on his tip, her tongue flicking over the fleshy ridge of his head. 
 
    It was good. Nice. Relaxing. He deserved a little bit of relaxing. 
 
    Lenore rose off him again, and he raised his head to see her breasts dangling beyond his cock. Her nipples were still hidden by that infernal neckline, but the sheer size of those things made his cock jerk in her hands. 
 
    “My point is that she knows,” Lenore said, kissing his head, “and still managed to communicate with you over miles today.” She kissed him again, then a deeper suck. “So she’s, at the very least, getting used to this.” Another deep suck. He slid in, all the way in, until his head met the back of her throat. She pulled off. “Ahh. And she’ll have to get used to it. Because you need strong bonds with Ria, and also with me. Once I’m your Adept.” She ran her tongue down his shaft, then spoke against his balls, “Because I will be.” 
 
    With a deft tongue, she sucked one of his balls into her mouth. He quivered, and she let him go, giggling.  
 
    “If you say so,” he replied vaguely. He wasn’t about to argue anything right now. Regardless, though, Lenore had a point. If Narcissa was upset with him, they wouldn’t have been able to communicate.  
 
    “Take off that shirt,” Rune said. 
 
    Lenore smiled and obeyed, lifting her shift off, exposing her damp breasts and the deep shadows between them. 
 
    “Now come here,” he told her. “And stop talking about being my Adept. You’re making me think you’ll purposely put yourself at risk, and I have enough to worry about without watching for that, too.” 
 
    She placed her hands on his chest. “Don’t worry, Rune,” she said, dropping her hips until her sex met his. Her hips made lazy circles, smearing him with her need. “I’m sure it will happen... naturally.” 
 
    With that, Lenore sank down onto him, her tight pussy closing around the sensitive flesh of his shaft. He groaned and sank his hands into her hips. 
 
    “You took me hard, like I asked. Now tell me how you want it,” Lenore breathed out. 
 
    He sighed as she rode him once more, for emphasis. Then he told her exactly how he wanted it. 
 
    “Slow,” he said, “and selfish. I want to lie here and do nothing. I want you putting in all the work. I want you to make me come when I like.” 
 
    Her breath seemed like it was lodged in her throat for a moment. “You know, I don’t usually let men talk to me like that.” She paused, then tightened her inner muscles around him. “I have to say—it’s hot, being ordered around.” 
 
    And she rode him quietly, rhythmically, her body like a lullaby. His hands roamed her thighs and ass, his eyes her breasts. Sleepily, he raised his hips to meet hers, to make sure he was getting as far inside her as he could. 
 
    She exhaled in loud, moany breaths, her face passing between expressions of pleasure. For a time, she braced herself on a single hand and held her own breast with the other, playing with a nipple. 
 
    Hot, delightful minutes of her working his cock passed. He was on the edge. 
 
    His hands tightened, ready to push her off him. She stopped bracing herself entirely and sat back, placing her hands over his without once breaking the soporific rhythm of her casual thrusts. 
 
    “Come inside me,” she said. 
 
    He groaned, eyes closing. “I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “I won’t get pregnant. Trust me.” 
 
    He didn’t want to have this argument now. “You know it only takes once, right?” 
 
    “It won’t this time. Just trust me. Show me you trust me. Show me that I’ve earned that trust back.” 
 
    On any other woman, he wouldn’t have done it. He’d heard the story a thousand times: canny mistresses baby-trapping rich men, or horny young men lying to their sweethearts, saying that it couldn’t possibly happen, not this time, not just this once. 
 
    But this was Lenore. Did he really trust her? The Queen of Streets herself, a killer and thief? Was she manipulating him? Was he just another stupid man, thinking with his cock? 
 
    She shuddered, her breath juddering, and he felt the pulse of her pleasure. 
 
    No, she wasn’t faking this. They were in this together, and he trusted her. 
 
    He sighed, suppressing a deep growl in his throat as he let go and spilled his seed inside her. The warm fuzz of orgasm washed over his mind, blanketing, for a sweet moment, all his worries. 
 
    Lenore slowed, jerking him through the high, seeing their lovemaking through until the very end. Together, they breathed until he was fully spent. As he softened, Lenore rolled off him and reached out into the darkness, pulling her satchel close to the bedroll. She reached into it and pulled out a leaf. 
 
    She smiled as she held it up to the light. He’d forgotten about the leaves she’d stolen from the Tree of Life. He’d been meaning to ask what they were for, but other things had gotten in the way. 
 
    Before he could ask, though, Lenore ate it. She chewed for a moment and swallowed. 
 
    “Hmm,” she said. “Tastes like sugar.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    She patted her satchel. “Baby prevention,” she said casually. “The leaves make sure there’s no baby. Oh, and they cure sickness, too.” 
 
    Rune blinked a few times. “That’s why you stole them?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re very valuable, you see. People pay a lot for this sort of thing. Although....” She ran a finger up his cock again. “I might keep the whole bag for myself, if I’m going to travel with you.” 
 
    Rune laughed, and Lenore followed suit, but as she shifted sideways to curl up beside him, a new thought edged into his mind. 
 
    Putting his arm around her naked chest, he said into her hair, “What do other parts of the Tree do?” 
 
    “Mmm,” she said, snuggling her bare butt against his dick. “Well, the flowers and bark also have healing properties. The seeds are like a youth potion, but it’s temporary. And the root....” She pressed harder against him. “You’d never need the root, Rune. It’s an aphrodisiac. And it makes people more fertile.” 
 
    As he’d suspected. Rune started to get excited. “That sort of thing would be valuable to the Breeders, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    She stiffened and rolled over. “What?” 
 
    “An aphrodisiac and fertility drug.” 
 
    “Well... yes. Why?” 
 
    He slipped a hand on her waist and pulled her close. “That’s it. That’s our clue. Narcissa said she was in a carriage with crates. Empty ones. But she mentioned the Tree of Life, so I think she meant that the crates were supposed to be filled with bits of the Tree. They must have been labeled. Which means that wherever they are headed, they are planning to fill those crates.” 
 
    Lenore frowned, her gray eyes like marbles in the glowlight. “So...?” 
 
    “So, their hideout must be next to an outcrop of the Tree,” he said. “They’re using it for their... for their purposes, so they’re keeping it close. But they’re also shipping it out, probably selling it, just like you’d planned to do with the bits you stole. After all, they need to fund their activities somehow, right? Since they’re operating within the Covenant, but in secret? 
 
    “And there can’t be more than a couple of Tree of Life outcrops in all of Maple,” Rune concluded. “Lenore, we have their hideout. We can find it now, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Which meant that, even though they were freeing Narcissa early, they’d still have clues to follow to the Breeders’ hideout—all without having to risk her. 
 
    He saw the same conclusions dawn in Lenore’s eyes. Smiling, she pressed a sudden kiss against his lips. He realized it was their first. 
 
    “Now all we have to do is get her back,” Lenore said, beaming. 
 
    “And kill everyone who took her,” he said sleepily. 
 
    She patted his hip. “One thing at a time, hero.” 
 
    Hero. Was he really a hero? 
 
    Tomorrow, he was going to find out. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune woke the next day to a light kick in the shoulder and a cheery voice saying, “Up and at ‘em!” 
 
    He squinted and rolled, expecting sunlight, but the cedar forest was still dim with night. Dawn had fingerpainted the sky with soft strokes of pale blue, but sunrise was a long way off yet. At least the moon was out, albeit at the edges of the forest, and the rainstorm had given up and slunk home. 
 
    Sumeria was standing over him, fully clothed and immaculately neat and very pink. When she noticed he was coming to, she waved and turned. “And let’s not pause to play with morning wood,” she added as she walked a few paces away. 
 
    Rune grimaced as he shifted the blanket. Beside him, Lenore stirred, her bare shoulder catching the glowlight of the Artificed cylinder beside their bedroll. He picked up the lamp, surprised to find its glowing surface ice-cold, to the point that touching it directly would be painful after a few moments more. There was a handle, though, which didn’t glow, and he moved his hand to that spot instead. The handle felt like the glass that the object had once been, before the enchanting. 
 
    Artificed objects like this one were rare and expensive. They were lucky that Ria had one. If prostitutes would have taken a glowlight as payment, Mog would have sold it ages ago. 
 
    “It’s still night,” Rune said. 
 
    “What? Are you afraid of night witches or something?” 
 
    He tried to see her through the dimness. Metal clinked. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Hooking up the new carriage,” she said. “You’re going to like it, I think. Now come on, we need to go if we’re going to beat Narcissa to the bridge. We’ve got a more direct route, through the trees and all, but it’s not that much faster.” 
 
    He nodded, shook Lenore’s shoulder until she started to murmur, and rose. “Be right back,” he said and wandered off to relieve himself. He found a nearby creek on the way and stopped to clean up a bit. It would feel good to wash some of the dirt and sweat from the past few days off his skin. While lifting his sapphire pendant off his skin, he heard the crack of a branch in the woods and froze. 
 
    A moment later, the sound of snuffling and small running feet. A fox or something. 
 
    Night witches, he thought. Why did she have to go and mention night witches? 
 
    As a kid, he had seen one—or more likely, he thought he had seen one. Night witches were supposedly Adepts who had been tainted and twisted by the dark side of the Eternal, and who wandered uncivilized places, hunting and killing anyone they found. He’d been playing with Cam one day in the forest near his father’s smithy, when Cam’s own father had called her. She’d run off, leaving him alone, and then he’d felt this cold, terrifying sensation, and he’d turned around and seen— 
 
    “Superstitious, are you?” said a voice in his head. Rune jumped. 
 
    “Ria?” he tried to send back. 
 
    “Good, you heard me. You’re not very clear, though.” 
 
    “You can talk to me?” 
 
    “Trees below, you sound fuzzy. You don’t like me all that much, do you?” 
 
    Already tiring of the conversation, Rune focused on finishing splashing cold water on himself, before slouching back into camp. 
 
    “Sorry,” Ria said, out loud this time. Near the glowlight, Lenore was groggily shimmying into the clothes she’d taken off the night before. “I should have warned you before I started sending.” 
 
    Sending. That must be the word they used for this mind-speak. “How is it you can do it so well already?” he asked her. 
 
    “I’ve had more practice than you, and we’re at close range. Besides, I like you. And also you saved my life.” She put her hands on her hips at the edge of the light and took a stout breath, looking around as if she were surveying a dirty room she had yet to clean. Rune couldn’t help but notice she was avoiding eye contact with him. 
 
    And that’s because of the way I saved her life, he thought. He couldn’t imagine what it might be like to lose a bonded partner, even if you didn’t particularly like them. Ria still had to be processing the trauma. It might be happening for quite awhile yet, and until she recovered, there was no telling how she might act or what she might do. Everyone mourns differently. 
 
    Luckily, he sensed no animosity from her. She wasn’t about to kill him for revenge. 
 
    “And,” Lenore added, her voice muffled by the white leather tunic she was struggling to put on, “Ria was probably with you last night, too.” 
 
    Alarm bells went off in Rune’s head. “With me last night?” he asked. 
 
    Lenore’s shirt fell into place. “While we boned,” she explained. 
 
    His cheeks flamed again. “What?” 
 
    She shrugged and waved at Sumeria. “You tell him.” 
 
    The other Adept chuckled as Rune rounded on her. “I mean, it’s obvious, right?” Ria said, stepping closer to him. “Our bond is strengthened by us getting to know each other. And I can get to know you really well if I put myself in your consciousness while you’re having sex.” She walked a couple of fingers up his chest. “And you know, during the moment of orgasm, you’re quite the open book. I can jump right into your head then—so to speak—and just sort of bathe in your personality.” 
 
    Well, that’s a little intrusive, Rune thought, but at the same time, a smile touched his lips.  “Bathing in my personality, huh?” he asked Ria. “So is that a cold-water sort of bath, or one with lots of bubbles, or…?” 
 
    She smiled coyly. “Definitely the bubble kind.” 
 
    “Glad to hear I’m an enjoyable bath.” 
 
    She laughed, a tinkly sound that he instantly liked. “Yes, well, as I was saying, it’s all part of being Covenant,” she said. “I can try to give you privacy, next time, if you want. But, I mean, I did make us stronger, even if the communication is only improved in one direction—” 
 
    He caught the hand she was now using to tease the edge of his jaw—and for a moment, he forgot what he’d been meaning to say. Their eyes met, and a knot of desire slowly unspooled in his stomach. This woman had experienced him having sex only hours ago, and what should have felt deeply invasive instead gave him a strange, erotic thrill. 
 
    She liked what she felt. 
 
    “Look,” he finally said, “I don’t mind you watching, as long as Lenore doesn’t mind, but I’d prefer it if you asked, or at least announce yourself, so we can tell you to leave if we want to. It’s impolite to peep without asking.” That, at least, was universally true, regardless of how anyone felt about voyeurism. Rune turned to Lenore. “Do you mind, if she’s there… during?” 
 
    “Ah, let her see,” Lenore said, gathering the bedroll now. “Maybe it’ll teach her a few tricks for when you two do it.” 
 
    Ria grinned again. “You don’t think I have my own tricks?” 
 
    Rune’s mind caught for a second on the assumption that they would have sex, as if it was some foregone conclusion. “So, you’re telling me that you’re both completely fine with an arrangement like that?” he asked. “Let’s set aside for the moment that I don’t really know you, yet, Ria. If I did get to know you better, and one thing led to another… you’d both be fine with both of you sleeping with me?”Sometimes both at once, he almost added, given that Ria could occupy his mind while he “occupied” Lenore. “You seriously want me to believe that I won’t have to worry about jealousy or anything like that?” 
 
    Lenore and Ria exchanged looks, and there was an awkward pause where he could feel them seriously considering his question. This was all so... so damned confusing. He was actively being intimate with one woman, while he couldn’t get another woman—Narcissa—out of his mind, all while he was expected to screw yet another woman, like it was fated or something 
 
    He couldn’t tell if he should be the happiest man in the world, or the most terrified. How was any of this supposed to end well? 
 
    The moment resolved, and both women smiled at each other. 
 
    “You’re a Guardian,” Ria sent him, before patting him on the arm. “And I’m an Adept. We learn early that we’re not the only one our Guardian sleeps with. Lenore knows it too. All Adepts do.” 
 
    He nodded. So none of them were going to kill him in his sleep out of jealousy. Big relief. 
 
    But Narcissa was never a normal Adept, he thought. She was the wild card in this situation. If she had feelings for him, and had to share him.... 
 
    “Oh, stop worrying,” Ria said. “One look in your head, and she’ll see what you feel about her, and whoop! The legs will be spreading.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Do you always talk like a sex-deprived barfly?” he asked. 
 
    She poked him in the chest. “You, my dear Rune, literally murdered my Guardian yesterday. I am in absolute mourning, and therefore I can talk however I please.” 
 
    Ria punctuated this with a direct hit of pain to his chest. Not physical pain, but something emotional, a wash of conflicted feelings passing from Ria to him. In that dark package, he caught a glimpse of the years she had spent with Mahogany, of how well she knew his face, of hours talking or playing word games to pass time while they ran the carriage, of endless nights on the road, in the dark, with him always there to protect her. 
 
    But at the same time, Rune also saw how tiring those years were. He saw how she’d grown to hate Mog’s face, how their conversations had dulled to the point she often fell asleep during them, how she’d had to start letting him win all those games. He remembered, alongside her, those dark lonely nights, and all the times he’d made a move for her bedroll, and all the times she’d had to snap at him, No. 
 
    It was complicated, but it was all very real. Rune had taken a life partner from her. He opened his mouth to tell her he was sorry. It had been the only way, but he’d never meant to cause her pain. 
 
    Ria cut him off by grinning. “That’s settled then!” she said, patting him on the chest. “Now come look at the horsies I made!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have to admit, they’re unrecognizable,” Lenore said. 
 
    They were within half an hour of the bridge now, according to Ria, who was currently scouting ahead to double check her maps and her memories. This left Rune with Lenore and three large wooden automatons, one of which was carrying all their things. The Sex Machine itself had been dismantled entirely to make an extra pair of wooden mounts. 
 
    “Ria,” he said steadily, “is insane.” 
 
    Lenore laughed and patted the head of the deer she was riding, although “deer” was not the best word for a thing whose antlers had been fashioned into half a dozen twined hearts. The flanks of the animals were no better, with hearts carved into them, huge ones, impossible to miss. Another heart stuck up from the rear of each deer, mimicking a puffy tail. Even the footprints they left were heart-shaped. 
 
    He actually preferred the unicorns. 
 
    “Yes, but I like her insanity,” Lenore said. “I bet she didn’t get to show it much with her old Guardian. Too embarrassing. But you aren’t embarrassed, right?” 
 
    She batted her eyes at him, and he had to chuckle. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “it will be fun to kick some Covenant ass from the back of one of these things. The last thing they’ll see will be absolutely adorable.” 
 
    Lenore laughed. “Talk about emasculating!” 
 
    Talk about emasculating? Fine then, he would: “After we finish this,” he mused, “I wonder if my butt will have a permanent imprint of a heart in it.” 
 
    “Ha! You will have to show me.” 
 
    “It’s a deal.” 
 
    The sound of bounding wooden feet cut off their banter.  
 
    “I found it,” Ria said, pulling astride the two of them. “We can turn left here and we’ll hit the cliff edge. Bridge is a little bit further down.” 
 
    “Extended yet?” Rune asked. 
 
    “No, but the sun’s almost at its zenith, so they’ll be extracting the bridge soon. There are people waiting, six carriages.” 
 
    Rune listened carefully as she described each vehicle. As he’d expected, Narcissa’s carriage had been disguised as a merchant wagon, one of several. According to Ria, none of the drivers wore valorglass. It was against the law for Covenant to appear publicly without the gemstones of their office, so something shady was definitely going on here. 
 
    He paused to sense Narcissa, just faintly. Rune didn’t want her to know he was coming right now, because she might react and give something away to her captors, who would probably be watching her closely, since her power was still so unpredictable to them. He pointed in the direction of the pages in his mind. 
 
    “First carriage,” Ria said, judging where he was pointing. 
 
    “Figures,” he replied. “How many drivers?” 
 
    “Two. And one was wearing red, so it’s probably them.” 
 
    The elites who never missed a shot with arrows they made lighter. If those two saw Rune or Ria or Lenore, they were dead. 
 
    “Good,” he said. They had planned how to deal with the Red. 
 
    “It’s not a big carriage, though. There’s room inside for maybe two more units, plus Narcissa,” Ria said. 
 
    “One less pair than we expected, then,” Rune replied.  
 
    What he worried about was which two pairs they were dealing with. He knew the abilities—or at least some of the abilities—of two of the Guardian/Adept pairs they had fought yesterday outside the Gilded Lotus. There was that woman who could form invisible shields from projectiles, and that Artificer with the wood talent. But they’d seen a fourth Adept at the Gilded Lotus, the one wearing the black, hooded cloak, and he’d yet to figure out what she could do. That gap in knowledge could be a lethal disadvantage if they fought. 
 
    Most likely, the Shielder would be here, considering how Mog had died. 
 
    “Right.” He looked at Ria. “You know what to do.” 
 
    She smiled, and she bounded away to carry out her part. He and Lenore angled left, toward the cliff. 
 
    “Now, you’re sure you can do this without your agility magic?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course. It was Amplification magic, Rune. It was working off skills I already had.” 
 
    “This won’t be dangerous for you? You’re sure?” 
 
    “Perfectly sure.” 
 
    They stayed within the cover of the forest, about twenty paces from the bridge site. Two platforms stood on opposite sides of the canyon, built of Artificed metal grating, with pylons on both sides for ridge chains to be wrapped around and tied off once the bridge was unfurled. 
 
    Rune had taken stock of Ria’s supplies that morning. He’d been pleased to find they had some good rope in her stores, along with a little food and enough camping equipment for two tents—some of which he had converted into a makeshift backpack, which was tied to his back with a rope slung across his chest. He wore the same shirt from yesterday, the one with an arrow hole in it. Hopefully today wouldn’t add any new holes to it. 
 
    They dismounted and scouted for a good spot to climb down. The road was close enough to hear voices, but line of sight was blocked by the forest.  
 
    A bridge operator called out. Another man across the chasm responded. The bridge was about to be unfurled. 
 
    “Here’s a good spot,” Rune said, patting a thick root. He went first to test the footing before Lenore followed, aligning herself to his right, closer to the bridge.  
 
    She was still wearing her white clothing, but they’d burned a few bits of cedar bark on the way with some of Ria’s camping tools and rubbed the ash into Lenore’s outfit until it turned various shades of gray. It blended against the granite that made up the top layer of the cliff side. She could move laterally without being seen by any watchers across the bridge. Rune would be spotted, but that wouldn’t matter much, since he wasn’t going to the bridge. He would descend. 
 
    Thank the Trees the chasm was a jagged blend of different sediments, with plenty of hand-holds and grooves to climb with. Otherwise this whole operation would’ve been… well, not impossible, but dangerously challenging. 
 
    “This one?” Lenore asked, nodding at the root they’d used to climb down.  
 
    Rune looked it over. “No. It needs to go back into the ground again, or loop back up.” Bracing himself on the root, he pointed past her. “That one will work. It’s far enough from the bridge.” 
 
    She nodded, and the two of them climbed sideways, like a couple of scuttling crabs. Once they were positioned on either side of the root, Rune tied a rope to it. 
 
    “Over, then under, like this,” he said, instructing Lenore on how to tie a knot that would hold her weight if—and in fact, when—she fell. “Repeat it, on your waist. In case you need another knot later.” 
 
    “I’m a thief, Rune. I do know how to make a climber’s knot,” she said with a smile, pausing to brush a kiss across his cheek before putting her back to the wall and carefully wrapping her hips in the rope harness Rune had shown her. He’d designed it to distribute weight so she wouldn’t bruise too badly when all her weight came down on it. A simple rope-around-the-waist would have been much more painful and dangerous. 
 
    They’d anchored it to the side and not directly beneath the bridge. This way, if she fell—and they did plan for her to fall—she’d swing left of the bridge and not fall straight down. It would lessen her impact, among other things. 
 
    “Good.” He tugged the rope. “Now, when you reach the bridge, use these knots....” 
 
    And again he used the tail end of the rope to show her a new knot. This one would hold her weight, but only for a short while. That’s what they wanted. He’d already had her practice that morning, but he wanted to be sure she had it. 
 
    As expected, she demonstrated the knots perfectly. “Anything else, Teacher?” she asked, batting her eyes. “I’m ever so ready to learn.” 
 
    Rune grinned. “Maybe later. I do know a couple more knots....” 
 
    She laughed. “Oh, now I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    His smile fell as Rune eyed the expanse of cliff-face that would take Lenore to the underside of the bridge platform. “Do you need an escort?” he asked. 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Rune, I’ve been climbing things I wasn’t supposed to since I could walk. I’ll be fine.” She nodded down the cliff-side. “Besides, don’t you have somewhere to be?” 
 
    He chuckled to himself and finally stepped back from her. “All right, then. See you soon. Be safe.” 
 
    “You too,” she said, giving him a warm smile. 
 
    And while Lenore began her careful side-shimmy toward the bridge, Rune began his descent. As he went, he closed his eyes, relying on the feel of the stone against his feet and palms to guide him safely down. Meanwhile, in his head, he sought out his connection to Ria. 
 
    He found her crouched behind a tree, and she must have noticed him, because she sent him an image of her surroundings. She was hiding near the road leading to the bridge platform, where about a dozen carriages of various sizes and shapes were lined up, waiting to cross. 
 
    “I have bad news,” Ria sent him, before focusing in on a feminine figure that seemed to be stalking the far side of the road, with a hulking guy in armor following close behind. 
 
    “The wood mage,” Rune sent back. They had thought she was gone from Narcissa’s party of captors, but she’d been on a patrol. 
 
    They couldn’t let her complete that round and find Ria. 
 
    “What should I do?” Ria asked, her thoughts tinged with panic. “She’s going to find me. Should I mess up all the wheels, and run?” 
 
    That was the task he’d sent her to do—to tamper with the wooden wheels of the carriages around their target, to prevent any of them from getting involved in the coming fight. Now, though, it looked like Ria would be facing a deadly obstacle to that task. Worse, the wood mage might know Ria was doing magic, if she was maintaining any awareness of the wood around her. 
 
    And Ria wasn’t used to fighting. She was outmatched. 
 
    “Call one of your deer,” Rune sent her. 
 
    Ria did so as the figure of the wood mage rounded the tail end of the line of carriages and began to walk back up Ria’s side. 
 
    When the heart-laden deer pulled up to Ria, Rune sent, “Now get on it, and look nervous. Try to stay out of sight of the wood mage, but don’t try too hard. She needs to see you and think you’ve been hiding.” 
 
    “And then what?” Ria replied. Her mind was starting to feel frizzy with panic. 
 
    “She’ll think you split off from me, that you’re traveling alone. She’ll chase you, but she won’t feel a need to alert the others. She’ll just want to silence you.” 
 
    “Oh, really, just that? Well, now I’m not worried at all.” 
 
    “When she sees you, run back, toward me. Head straight for the cliff’s edge.” 
 
    A couple of wildflowers, growing out of a crack, tickled Rune’s nose in the silence that followed. 
 
    “I said run toward it, not over it,” he clarified. He had begun to ascend now. He didn’t know how much time they had before the bridge was unfurled, but it wasn’t much. “Can you sense my location? Head right for me, then stop at the edge—” 
 
    The thought truncated suddenly as a shrill sensation of terror severed their connection. Ria was running. Rune opened his eyes and climbed as fast as he dared, until finally he peeked up over the edge. 
 
    Ria was barreling toward him on her deer. The Guardian and Adept were giving chase, kicking up cedar needles, the big man drawing back an arm with a wooden spear— 
 
    “Sharp left!” Rune sent, and Ria obeyed, darting left as the spear sailed past her, barely missing. It crashed to the forest floor in a shower of dirt. 
 
    And Rune crawled up over the edge and grabbed it. 
 
    The Guardian missed a step, but the Adept focused on Ria, chasing after her, one arm raised. 
 
    “Off the deer!” Rune sent, and he felt Ria jump just as the deer began to transform beneath her. He felt her crash and roll, and saw through her mind’s eye as the deer molded and changed into a long serpent, its deadly fangs poised to strike. 
 
    Rune threw the wooden spear at the Guardian’s throat. 
 
    His aim was true, and although the man wore chainmail around his neck, it wouldn’t protect against the blunt impact. His throat collapsed from the pressure, and his knees gave out as he let loose a mangled scream. Rune took off running as, in the back of his mind, the wooden serpent went stiff and the Adept yelped in mirrored pain. 
 
    “Cover her mouth, now, while she’s distracted!” Rune sent to Ria. 
 
    “But she’ll kill me!” 
 
    “She won’t have time. Just trust me!” 
 
    Ria scrambled to her task just as Rune reached the grounded Guardian. He didn’t waste time. He drew his knife, knelt, and pulled up the chainmail. 
 
    “No, please—” the Guardian begged, before steel turned his plea to blood. 
 
    “Men like you don’t deserve mercy,” Rune sneered as life gushed out of the man’s beaten throat. Done, Rune raced to Ria’s position, finding her with his bond-sense alone. 
 
    He found her tussling with the wood mage, who was weeping uncontrollably, thrashing against Ria’s hold on her mouth. She must have screamed when her partner died, but Ria had held fast, so the others wouldn’t be alerted to the struggle. 
 
    Rune got between them as another series of shouts reached him from the bridge operators. Time was running out. He needed to be on the cliff face, not here. 
 
    With a grunt, he managed to slip his arm around the Adept’s neck before she could call out, and as Ria jumped away, he said, “Now, Ria. Go mess up all the wheels.” 
 
    “But—but what about—” 
 
    “I’ll take care of this,” Rune assured her, tightening the chokehold. “Go.” 
 
    Ria nodded and bolted. He hoped she could get the job done in time. He didn’t want any innocents involved in what would come next. 
 
    The Adept kicked and flailed and scratched at his arms, to no avail. Gradually her struggles grew weaker, until she was moments from passing out. 
 
    At that point, Rune loosened his grip. She gasped a terrified breath that seemed to shake her entire body. 
 
    “Don’t speak,” Rune commanded her. “Now, I’m not going to kill you. Yet. Because I’m not sure if you’re a victim, or an enemy.” 
 
    Her hands went limp against his arm. 
 
    “I don’t know if you joined these people willingly, or not,” Rune went on, quieter now. “If not, then when you wake up, you’ll have your first chance to escape. Perhaps your only chance. 
 
    “Whether you run or not, though,” he said as she pulled her knees up, “I will kill you the next time I see you. So for your sake, I hope you run.” 
 
    He waited for her to nod, and then he hefted her to her feet and led her back to her own Guardian’s body. There, he tied her up, gagged her, and left her stuck to a tree. 
 
    After that, he had to run. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While Ria dealt with the carriages, Rune descended the cliff side, until he found a decent-sized ridge to rest on underneath a huge root to hide him from view. It was kind of amazing how deep the roots went, how easily they seemed to burrow through solid rock. The massive trees of Orennian were famed for defying natural limits, feeding on the Eternal that the Tree of Life bled into Orennian soil. 
 
    This particular ledge was both sheltered and large enough for him to sit and watch Lenore without clinging to handholds. He needed to watch, to be able to position himself properly, and he also needed to keep his body fresh and ready. There was no telling whether Narcissa would be able to boost his strength again, or for how long she might be able to. They could be keeping her unconscious, or they might notice she was boosting him and knock her out. At least they wouldn’t kill her. She was too useful to them, with her powerful magic. 
 
    And I’m going to find out what that magic is, he thought. I’m going to get her back, and we’ll find out, together. 
 
    Across the canyon, two feminine figures rode out between the bridge pylons. They stood still for a beat, until a horn was blown in the small bridge operations building behind them. An answering horn sounded on Rune’s side of the canyon, and the women raised their hands. 
 
    Show time. 
 
    Two metal chains unraveled from wherever they’d been stored on the far side and rose into the air like a pair of snakes, dragging a cluster of wooden boards behind them. For a moment they wove about in a predatory fashion, before diving forward to slither across the gap, trailing the boards. It reminded Rune of a toy train dragged about on a string. 
 
    He shifted his attention to the near side. Squinting, he could make out Lenore in her camouflaged clothing. She’d shuffled into position under the bridge platform, out of sight of the travelers, near-invisible even if they had searched for her.  
 
    Above her, the bridge chains snaked into place with a raucous clanking, looping around the pylons. Bridge workers hastily jumped up to perform the finer work of safely anchoring the chains. Soon enough, the bridge went taut, with the strung boards laying flat between the chains.  
 
    A horn sounded, and this time another pair of chains reared their heads to make the crossing—these ones destined to become the railing, according to the description Ria had given him that morning—but by now, Lenore was already moving. She had to cut ahead of the cart, which would start rolling the moment the railings were anchored. 
 
    Rune watched her with no small amazement as she scuttled across the underside of the bridge like a spider, hooking her fingers and feet in between the wood slats. She had claimed to be good at sneaking and thievery even before becoming an Adept, and she was proving this true.  
 
    Scaling onwards, she followed his instructions. She paused every ten feet or so to tie another knot to one of the chains. These knots were different from the first in that they were quite weak, and would only hold her weight for a few seconds before giving out. From the looks of it, she’d tied them correctly. 
 
    By the time she was halfway through her own length of rope, Rune had a pretty good sense of where he needed to be positioned, so he began the short climb to his ideal spot as another horn blew and the first cart started crossing. 
 
    As expected, the first cart—their target—came alone, with nothing but frustrated shouts chasing behind it as the other would-be travelers were waylaid by a few... inconveniences. 
 
    The first thing we need to do, he’d told Ria that morning, is ensure that no innocents get hurt. That means every cart and traveler, aside from our target, needs to be delayed, while our target crosses the bridge alone. But it must look accidental, or the Breeders will get suspicious. Do you think you could manage that, with your woodcraft? 
 
    She had smiled secretively and said, I will figure something out. He suspected she had changed the shape of a few wood axels or sunk a few wheels further into mud than might be wholly natural. 
 
    “Nice job, Ria,” he sent, but she didn’t answer. He still sensed her petals, so he tried not to worry. 
 
    The cart had passed over the platform now, and Rune looked it over. Two people up front, most likely the Reds, the unit that never missed a shot with their near-weightless projectile weapons. Inside would be Narcissa and most likely the Shielder and her Guardian, who would no doubt be protecting the Reds from within the safety of the cart. 
 
    The wood mage was confirmed gone by Ria, but the hooded mage, in black... she might still be in that cart with Narcissa. That person was the wild card they needed to watch out for. 
 
    Lenore had stopped now, at the far end of her rope. She was messing with the chains of the bridge, just like he’d taught her. And just like his father, a blacksmith, had taught him. 
 
    The thing about Artificed bridges, father had said, when Rune was young and his mother was still alive and Cam was still around, back when Rune was actually interested in having a future in the family business, is that they are made cheaply, by people who have never learned actual metalwork. 
 
    To emphasize his point, Rune’s father had pounded a fist on the pylon holding up a small local bridge, one which he had strung up himself. 
 
    Now, this bridge was forged with actual care and expertise. Each link is as thick around as my finger and built of the precise alloy needed to bear a heavy load and resist the elements. It will never break, not to weather nor weight nor age, and it doesn’t even need a bored Covenant mage with a silly contract to watch over it. 
 
    But in the cities, his father had continued, bitterly, they’ve got no use for a real smith anymore. Not when some metalcraft Adept can just whip up whatever she likes. Do you think they train in alloys? Do you think they know that metal can shatter, under the right circumstances? 
 
    Rune had asked what circumstances those were, and his father had told him that any number of things could do it: the right sort of insect, a sharp change in temperature, a knife shoved into a chain link with enough pressure exerted on it. He had then proceeded to illustrate on a few faulty lengths of chain, with young Rune utterly absorbed in his father’s lesson. 
 
    Some things, he thought as he watched Lenore wedge a knife into a chain link on one side of the bridge, are more useful when broken. 
 
    When the cart was within twenty feet of her position, Lenore had moved to the other side. She needed to break a single link on both sides of the bridge, if that cart was going to fall. On the first side, where she’d wedged in the knife, pressure would do the trick to break the chain—not her pressure, as the weight of a single woman with no real leverage would never dent metal—but the pressure of the entire bridge’s weight coming onto that link, rather than being shared between both sides of the chain. 
 
    Which meant she needed to break this other side directly, after which the second should follow suit. She drew an object from her satchel, an object which glowed white-cold, and held it to the chain link. 
 
    But the glowlight, as frigid as it was, would take time… and it was glowing, vivid and noticeable.  
 
    Rune watched with a sinking feeling as the Breeders’ cart slowed, and then stopped. A man in a bulky, hump-backed cloak stepped off and clomped toward Lenore. It’s that Trees-damned pincushion of a Guardian, Rune realized. He remembered the red mage’s Guardian from all the weapons he wore; and now that these  arrows and blades were hidden under a cloak, they made the man look hump-backed.  
 
    Their targets weren’t supposed to stop this early, and the glowlight wasn’t supposed to take this long. With a grunt of frustration, Rune ascended back the way he’d come, his palms scraping stone dust, which the canyon winds swept into his mouth. Suppressing a dry cough, he found a new position and turned back to the scene. 
 
    The man had stopped right above Lenore. He was eyeing the light with suspicion, hand resting on an undrawn blade. Any moment he’d see her, and understand what was happening. 
 
    The Guardian whistled, and instantly, the cart—driven by real horses—began the arduous process of attempting to turn around. Glinting in sunlight, steel left the man’s scabbard. 
 
    “Run, Lenore!” Rune sent, but of course she didn’t hear him, because she wasn’t his Adept; she was just a regular woman, with her own powers inert. “It’s not working! Run!” 
 
    They would figure out something else. They had to. He couldn’t lose her just because she trusted his plan, because she believed that this next second it would work… 
 
    But she couldn’t hear him. It had to work. 
 
    If it didn’t, the next instant would bring a blade through her heart. 
 
    He couldn’t bear the thought, and he shouted, “Leno—!” 
 
    Then a strange metallic snap, loud as thunder but sharp as lightning. 
 
    And all at once, the bridge started to fall.
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    At first, the bridge listed sideways. Lenore had broken one side with the frigid magic of the glowlight, making use of the cheap, faulty alloys that metalcraft mages relied on to Artifice their chains. And just as Pincushion’s blade shoved between slats in the wood, aiming for Lenore’s chest, she flicked him the bird and let go of the bridge. 
 
    Rune watched chain fly on the side Lenore had broken, saw Pincushion lose his balance, arms pinwheeling as the boards tilted to one side. Then with another snap, the second side went, as all the weight of the bridge settled on one compromised link. 
 
    In that infinitesimal second, Lenore hit her first bad knot, which held her weight, slowed her, then let out again. One by one, she’d fall through those knots, slowing each time, until finally she swung to the side where they had anchored her to a root, out of the range of the collapsing bridge. 
 
    Relieved to see Lenore on her way to safety, Rune’s attention flicked to the broken bridge. He was so tense, his blood surging so fast, that the corners of his vision seemed to fade to black, and the scene he watched was now churning through slow motion. 
 
    Pincushion was falling. The cart and horses were falling. Red was screaming on the cart’s driving bench, her hood thrown back and her hands raised— 
 
    Her hands raised. This wasn’t slow motion. She was slowing it all, making the bridge slats beneath her Guardian and the cart lighter. 
 
    Just as Rune had anticipated. 
 
    Weight-reduction magic, Lenore had explained that morning, is basically levitation magic. But it’s a Level Two magic, meaning it goes against nature. This makes it extremely taxing. 
 
    Why? she had added. Do you want to watch out for it? 
 
    No. I want to use it against them. 
 
    Red was struggling. Rune could hear her growls of effort from here. She’d been startled, too, and that hadn’t helped her focus on her magic. The bridge was still falling, just not as rapidly as nature wanted it to. Pincushion was scrambling back to the cart, and Rune knew that he would be trying to tie down the cart to the bridge. That way, when the bridge finally hung slack against the rock, the cart would hang with it. 
 
    Rune couldn’t let that happen. The cart had to fall. 
 
    Sorry, horses, he thought, as the cart dropped another ten feet. It was now level with Rune. He counted the seconds. 
 
    Then, when the cart hit the right position, Rune jumped. 
 
    Pincushion was near the front wheel of the cart, and he never saw Rune coming. Rune tackled into the smaller man with a roar. 
 
    He felt the magical shield around the man, almost as cold as the glowlight, but it wouldn’t matter. Shielded or not, enough momentum would still send Pincushion flying. 
 
    Although, in this case, he had nowhere to fly. 
 
    Rune’s airborne tackle crunched the Guardian against the wheel he’d been attempting to tie down. The small armory he carried, blades and bolts and who-knew-how-many other weapons, turned against the man, finding purchase in his back. 
 
    The Guardian screamed in pain. The bridge quivered. 
 
    “No!” Red screeched. 
 
    Rune, half-dazed from the impact, grabbed the bench as Red shifted her magic off the bridge slats and directly to the cart. It didn’t slow their fall, but it kept her Guardian alive, clinging to the wheel and wheezing through a punctured lung as the bridge swooped away beneath them before clattering into the cliff face. 
 
    Pincushion was at Rune’s mercy now, but Rune couldn’t kill him, not yet. He needed the levitation magic to work a little longer, and if her Guardian died, Red could no longer use that magic. With a howl of effort, Rune instead hoisted himself onto the bench, and leapt upward before Red could turn it into snakes or something, if she even had the mental space to spare. He clambered onto the cart roof, but cursed when he found it cold to the touch. The entire cart had been shielded. He pounded on it, and the shield vibrated under his fist, flickering. 
 
    He took that as a sign that the shield, too, was taking up a great deal of mental energy. He continued to lay into it, hoping Narcissa would hear him, sense him, and feed him magic.  
 
    These enemies, however, weren’t stupid. Any half-intelligent person would have known to render Narcissa a non-threat as soon as things had got fishy.  
 
    Rune was on his own. 
 
    But, just like Lenore’s agility magic, his strength magic was built on strength that was already there. It only amplified him. 
 
    And what it amplified was already a man capable of breaking bones. 
 
    Red sobbed and strained behind him as her Guardian’s pain ripped through her, and as her magic stuttered under the monumental weight of her task of keeping the whole carriage aloft. Rune thought of Narcissa and brought his fist down with all the strength he could muster, unconcerned whether his knuckles got bloodied and broken. 
 
    The shield held, totally firm, likely formed by the Adept still stationed inside the carriage. Hissing, Rune stopped pounding, temporarily flummoxed, before he understood. 
 
    She’s shielding where I’m hitting. And only where I’m hitting. 
 
    He grinned, slammed the same spot once, and then rolled to another, bringing his fist down. 
 
    Wood cracked in splinters, piercing his hand. Rune leapt up and slammed his feet down at the hole. The Adept inside wasn’t able to redirect her shield in time. Rune punched through and tumbled straight into the middle of the cart, a rain of brown-gray splinters chasing him down. 
 
    He kicked the first person he saw in the face. It was the woman in white, the shielder. Her nose caved in, and she clutched it, howling in pain. 
 
    Rune surged backward, crashing into the person who had come up behind him. The blade meant for his gut slid harmlessly to one side as Rune elbowed the Shielder’s Guardian in the ribs, knocking the wind from him, providing Rune enough room to stomp down on him. 
 
    But the Guardian caught Rune’s leg and twisted. Rune lost his balance, but managed to kick off with his remaining stable foot, which threw his weight around so unexpectedly that the Guardian let go of him. 
 
    “Kill him!” the Adept screeched as Rune and the Guardian faced off. Rune had one of Lenore’s knives, but nothing else. Remote forests weren’t exactly known for their weapon shops. 
 
    By contrast, the Guardian had a sword. The edge was scarred with marks of use and reforging. That thing wasn’t just for decoration. It’d killed before, and it had killed a lot. 
 
    While the Shielding Adept sobbed about her bleeding nose, and her Guardian sized him up, Rune took stock of the two others in the carriage. One was the hooded figure, whose chin he could see—dark Djani brown and clearly feminine. Likely an Adept, then. 
 
    The other person was Narcissa, gripped in Black Hood’s arms, one of the woman’s hands pressed over Narcissa’s mouth. Narcissa was conscious, eyes open, but with a filmy sheen to them. She mumbled nonsense as if she were hallucinating. 
 
    He wanted to mentally reach for her, to try to sense what was happening, but the Guardian lunged. 
 
    Rune danced to one side easily and landed a boot on the guy’s back. Rune was perfectly used to fighting in narrow confines. Most of his fights had been tavern brawls, with the crowd shoving contestants at each other and people shouting their bets. This Guardian, by contrast, was likely used to training in open areas, running through drills and forms, learning fancy sword work. 
 
    None of that would work here. 
 
    Rune drew Lenore’s knife from his belt and rammed it down at the Guardian’s neck as the man was trying to regain his footing. 
 
    The blade sparked against a shimmering wall. Trees damn that Shielder. It was as if two inches of invisible glass existed outside the man’s skin. Rune threw himself on his opponent, and they grappled in the corner, both seeking to bring their blade against the other’s neck, slicing shallow scrapes on each other’s arms.  
 
    In the end, Rune won. 
 
    The man scrabbled and gurgled as the magical shield sank into his skin. As Rune had already proven, the shield could stop projectiles, but any impacts still transferred through the shield. And a bladeless pressure could still kill a man, especially if it was administered from both sides. 
 
    Rune slipped to sit behind the Guardian, facing the room as he strangled the man. The Shielder, with the lower half of her face a curtain of blood, rose off her seat and drew her sword. Behind her, Black Hood remained completely still. Rune still couldn’t see her whole face, just her mouth, with thin dark lips set in a grim expression. 
 
    Shielder took a step and two things happened at once. Narcissa and the Adept gasped, but they were two wildly different sounds. 
 
    Then Narcissa started to cry, and the Shielder Adept smiled, and Black Hood did nothing at all. 
 
    Her magic was all Rune managed to think, before the Shielder thrust out a hand. The shield around her Guardian vanished instantly, with Rune’s bicep closing down on nothing whatsoever for long enough to give the Shielder an opening to strike with her sword. Rune twisted to the side, glancing the blade off the Guardian’s pauldron. Metal bit the wooden bench behind him. Rune found his knife and went for the Guardian’s jugular. 
 
    Metal sparked against the shield again, renewed at the man’s throat. The Shielder Adept was learning. Trees damn it. 
 
    Bellowing with effort, Rune shoved the Guardian into his Adept. As the pair stumbled, trying to find enough leverage to attack him, Rune spun around and slammed the knife through the Adept’s eye. 
 
    She was so used to shielding her own protector that she never thought to shield herself. 
 
    The sick squish was almost enough to turn Rune’s stomach, but he yanked out the knife despite his urge to leave it there. 
 
    Then, in the space of time where Rune expected to hear twin screams of pain, he instead heard twin growls of anger. Backing into the carriage door, he saw the Guardian stand and the Adept turn around. 
 
    Her eye was bleeding. Profusely. Her face was a mask of blood and clear fluids he didn’t want to examine too closely. 
 
    But there was no pain. No wailing. No wild and thoughtless response. Just two people staring at him, pure hatred burning in their eyes. 
 
    Rune wasn’t sure that pain reduction magic existed, but right now, he’d bet good money on it. 
 
    “Finish him,” grated the woman in black. 
 
    Rune knew, then, that he had to finish them. Time was running out. Red couldn’t hold the levitation magic much longer. The woman in black knew it too. 
 
    And if he fought the Shielder Adept, unless he took her head off, she’d keep rising back up if she was immune to pain. Her Guardian, though, was another story. Guardians were impervious to other people’s magic. He wouldn’t have the pain reduction, not for his own body. He couldn’t even get healed by a healing magic unless his own Adept could do the magic. 
 
    For Guardians, this was normally a good thing, but Rune was starting to see the downsides. After all, if the Guardian felt pain, his Adept might feel it through the bond. 
 
    And as they lunged, stepping in perfect sync, Rune knew their connection ran deep.  
 
    Rune yanked the handle on the carriage door and shoved it open, breaking the lock with sheer strength. It swung wide, and he swung with it, jumping to grab the top of the door. The other two nearly flung themselves out into open space, but caught themselves on the threshold as Rune whipped to one side, getting his body off the door entirely. Now he clung to the roof. 
 
    He kicked the door shut, slamming it into the Guardian’s sword arm. Both the Guardian and the Adept cried out in pain. The door swung back, and Rune climbed up and threw himself through the opening. 
 
    Before they could recover from the Guardian’s broken arm, Rune kicked the man out of the cart. 
 
    “Shield that.” 
 
    The Guardian plunged toward a rocky death. Shielder hurled herself away from Rune, turning to face him once more, her knife raised— 
 
    That’s when her Guardian splatted like a ripe fruit. 
 
    Pain contorted her, and Rune saw every crunch and snap of every organ and bone flash through her wide eyes as she choked on a silent scream. Any shields she might have maintained were gone. 
 
    Rune did the merciful thing, and he slit her throat. 
 
    He left her in the corner, blood burbling from a wound she couldn’t feel. And he turned to face the woman in black, rolling the knife in his grip. 
 
    “I suppose you plan to kill the other two,” the woman said. Her hand was closed around Narcissa’s mouth again. Narcissa had stopped crying, and lay still, her eyes glazed and dead. If she hadn’t been halfway through drawing a shallow breath as he looked at her, Rune might have lost his composure right then. 
 
    Instead, Rune tightened his grip and pointed the blade at Black Hood. “If you think you’re getting out of this, you’ve got another surprise coming.” 
 
    The woman chuckled, but it was a strange, surreal sound. Her mouth was open when she did it, and a chuckling noise came out, and her throat bobbed as she formulated the sound, but her lips and her cheeks barely moved. 
 
    “You would kill a defenseless young woman?” asked the very not defenseless young woman. 
 
    Rune swept a hand at the Shielder Adept and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Ah. Well. There is that.” 
 
    “Give her back, and I’ll make it quick.” 
 
    “How generous of you. No, I don’t think I will.” 
 
    And the woman’s hand clamped down harder on Narcissa’s mouth. 
 
    Rune didn’t know what was happening. He didn’t know how it related to the pain-reduction magic he’d seen before, or whatever she had done to Narcissa. Through his connection with Narcissa, he felt nothing at all, nothing except her living presence. It was an eerie, uncanny quiet. Whatever the woman was doing, it couldn’t be good. 
 
    One thought struck him, and it was the only thought he needed. He’d read it in enough stories, heard it in enough jealous bar tales. 
 
    If I can’t have her, the woman was thinking, no one can. 
 
    “Wait,” Rune said. “Maybe we can negotiate.” 
 
    The tendons in the hand loosened, the knuckles getting their blood back. “There is no situation,” the woman drawled, in that strange grating voice, “in which you walk out of here with this woman.” 
 
    “I could just stab you,” Rune said. 
 
    “Yes. But I can kill her much faster.” 
 
    Great, Rune thought. That definitely limited his options. Keeping his eyes on the Adept, Rune took stock of everything in the carriage without actually looking at it. 
 
    I am not leaving her. Never again.  
 
    But as he opened his mouth to stall her, the whole carriage shuddered, and he felt the floor go out from under him for a half-second before it stopped and took his weight again. He could feel the weight of the cart in the air, could sense Red’s struggle to keep it aloft, with the injuries of her Guardian pulsing through her. 
 
    The Adept in black had not moved.  
 
    “What is she?” Rune asked. “What makes Narcissa so important?” 
 
    “I have a feeling you will survive this situation,” the woman replied, “so I don’t believe I am going to tell you.” 
 
    Rune made a plan. Held it. And waited.  
 
    “Why not?” he said. “Will your valorglass rip your throat open if you do?” 
 
    The woman exuded that weird chuckle again. He saw a drop of sweat drip down past the corner of her mouth. 
 
    But that’s a strange place for sweat to be, he thought. Maybe it was a tear. 
 
    “You are trying to get me to say something incriminating, I see. You are a very smart man, Rune Tellarus.” The hand clamped down again. “But I see through you. It’s time for little Narcissa to—” 
 
    The carriage slumped. 
 
    Before Red could steady it again, Rune kicked up the Shielder’s sword, dropped his knife in order to catch the larger blade, and thrust the sword through the wall to his left. On the other side, Red screamed as the steel cut straight through her, and the carriage shuddered and finally went into free fall. 
 
    “No!” Black Hood screamed, in an entirely different voice. It still grated, raw as meat, but there was more femininity to it, and something familiar, something he couldn’t place. 
 
    Regardless, the woman released Narcissa, who gasped as the magical trance dissolved. Furniture and bodies jostled as the carriage paused its fall abruptly, only for the falling to begin again, pausing and restarting at jagged intervals. He must not have dealt a killing blow to Red, but it wouldn’t matter. The weightcrafter’s magic was failing. 
 
    In one brief respite of normal gravity, Rune caught Narcissa’s collar, and pulled her to the door just as the carriage banged against the cliffside. This entire time, it had been slowly falling sideways. Red must have hoped that her hump-backed Guardian could secure the carriage to the bridge chains, so that they could hang from them and not plummet to their deaths. 
 
    Instead, good old Pincushion had only managed to tie off the one wheel. It wouldn’t hold for long. Bloodied and bruised as he was, the man had crawled up onto the bench—Rune could just see his boots. 
 
    “Rune...” Narcissa said, groggy eyes searching for him. 
 
    Rune stooped to pick up the knife he’d dropped, perilously aware of the Adept behind him. She was struggling to stand up, muttering, “Not today.” 
 
    That voice. There was something about it.... 
 
    “Hey, gorgeous,” he said to Narcissa, gathering her against his chest and securing his grip on her, before reaching the bridge chains, which now hung parallel to him. “A little strength would be nice, if you could spare it.” 
 
    Face buried in his chest, she wrapped her arms around him, fingers clutching his shirt. “Okay.” 
 
    Pages fluttered. A rush of ecstasy soared through him as power flooded his muscles, and the chain bent in his grip as he lifted them both away from the carriage with ease. Then he slammed a foot down on the one wheel that had been tied off. It splintered, and the carriage floated off into open space. 
 
    “Let it fall, you dumb bitch!” the woman in black screamed, staggering into the open doorway, where Rune had just been.  
 
    Red must have obeyed, because the cart started to drop faster—just not fast enough to kill them when it crashed into the bottom of the canyon. In truth, she should have been doing it that way the whole time. Rune had expected most of this fight to happen on the ground, but for some reason, Red had insisted on keeping the whole contraption airborne. Either she wasn’t that bright, or she was very afraid of not getting where she meant to go. 
 
    Rune understood why, now: the woman in black was their leader, and she did not tolerate delays. Although she’d accept one now, because her life depended on it. 
 
    You’re not getting away that easy, Rune thought, hefting the knife as he measured the distance. The leader of the Breeders was right there, at his mercy. 
 
    She threw her hood back and looked up. 
 
    His heart stopped. 
 
    “Get out of here!” the woman yelled. “You big idiot, go!” 
 
    Rune lowered the knife. 
 
    She was Cam. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His brain a storm of questions and confusion, Rune climbed up the cliffside, fighting the urge to go back and save her. 
 
    Cam. Camellia. Camellia Birch. His childhood friend gone missing at age twenty. The one he’d been looking for these past six years. 
 
    She was the leader of the Breeders. 
 
    Impossible. 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” Lenore said. 
 
    He looked up at her as he and Narcissa crested the edge of the cliff, where she and Ria waited for him. 
 
    Go back. Go help Cam. 
 
    No. She’s your enemy. 
 
    No, she can’t be. 
 
    Rune stood and said, “I wouldn’t call this fun.” 
 
    Ria frowned from her seat atop one of her love-deer, peering sideways over the edge. 
 
    “You let them go,” she said. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” he replied. 
 
    Ria nodded and didn’t question him as he mounted the nearest deer and positioned Narcissa ahead of him. She was dazed, but coherent. He had a feeling her silence came more from the emotions roiling through him than from any lingering illness on her part. 
 
    Ria must be feeling them too, given the nauseous look on her face. He felt much the same. 
 
    “What?” Lenore asked, glancing between them. “What is it?” 
 
    “A concerning development,” Ria said. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Rune cut in. He didn’t want to talk about this, not now. “More Covenant will show up any minute. Breeders or not, we don’t want to meet them if we don’t have to. Ria, can these things handle mountain-climbing?” 
 
    Ria clearly sensed his urgency to leave, given the way she patted her automaton, which caused all her animals to shift restlessly in a strangely lifelike way. “I’ll need to make a few adjustments. But I know a clearing nearby. We can figure out our next steps there, at least.” 
 
    Rune swung an arm. “Great. Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, take a rest,” Rune said as soon as the deer, which Ria had declared were henceforth to be called lovalopes, had come to a stop in Ria’s clearing. 
 
    “We won’t stay long,” he clarified, sliding off the lovalope he shared with Narcissa. After all, their heart-shaped hoofprints would be easy enough to track. “But grab a bite to eat out of Ria’s stores and maybe get a nap in. I’ll keep watch.” 
 
    Lenore and Ria nodded, dismounting, and Rune reached up to take Narcissa’s hand. 
 
    “Milady,” he said, feeling a tad unsure of himself. Were they on a first name basis? Had they ever been? “How are you feeling? Are you hungry?” 
 
    Did they hurt you? 
 
    She smiled uncertainly and accepted his hand. “No, Rune, they didn’t hurt me,” she said, even though his last question had been entirely mental. She made a little yelp as she hit the ground and proceeded to brush a leaf off her dress. The feminine garment had forced her to sit side-saddle. He’d have to split the seams if they were going to continue traveling on the ridiculous lovalopes. 
 
    It was a new dress, though, provided by her captors. It was a shade of emerald green that made a red-haired woman look like she was on fire, and it appeared to be high-quality and comfortable, modest but not too modest. He was pristinely aware of every curve hidden beneath it—and of the incredible fragility of those curves. 
 
    She swayed a little and laid a hand on his arm. “How—how are you doing that?” 
 
    He tried to maintain a respectful distance as he steadied her, but it was hard. He wanted so badly to hug her. How was it that their mere hours apart felt like the longest hours of his life? 
 
    “Doing what?” he asked, meaning it. 
 
    “Thinking at me,” she said. 
 
    “Oh. I’m not sure.” He paused. “Ria says our bond is stronger than it should be. When we’re really close, it’s even stronger. We’ll probably have to work on tempering it a little.” He didn’t want her in his head every second, and he doubted she’d like it either. 
 
    Thinking of this, of course, only made him sink deeper into his other doubts, the ones surrounding his relationship with Lenore, and how Narcissa had most likely been mentally present during those encounters. And how that shouldn’t really matter—it was his own private life, after all—but then, there was that kiss— 
 
    “Rune, stop,” Narcissa said, and he stopped. “You do realize we barely know each other, right?” she added. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, but why was it so hard to say? “Narcissa—are you really fine?” 
 
    “Yes,” she assured him, her voice resolute. She glanced around, but Ria and Lenore had taken the unspoken hint and given Rune and Narcissa some space. She tugged him behind the nearest tree anyway. 
 
    “Listen,” she said, hesitating for a beat, before throwing her arms around him.  
 
    He startled for a moment before embracing her in turn, burying his face into her auburn hair and breathing her in. He could still smell a bit of the ash from her Adept test, but it was probably all in his head. She had bathed and washed her hair, but somehow in his mind, he would always associate her with the smoky scent of raw power. He’d always think of her as his gold-eyed goddess of storm. 
 
    “Thank you for saving me,” she whispered, her cheeks heating. 
 
    “As if I could do anything else.” 
 
    “And....” She pulled back, and he felt himself melt as her golden eyes finally lifted to seek his. “And did we get what we needed? I wasn’t able to figure anything out on my own, but I thought....” 
 
    She trailed off, and the urge to touch her face flared within him. This time, he didn’t fight back. Her skin was so soft, like cool silk. Her eyes closed as she leaned into his touch. 
 
    “We have enough clues,” he said softly. “We can find their headquarters. All because of how brave you were.” 
 
    “All because you thought of the right plan,” Narcissa said. 
 
    He slid his hand against the side of her neck and pulled her close, until their foreheads touched. “I’m never letting you leave my side again.” He blinked, then backed off. “I mean, not until we clear your name—” 
 
    “Rune,” she said, and Trees below, how many times had he even heard that word on her lips, spoken like it was her favorite song? And would he ever tire of it, ever? 
 
    She touched two fingers to her head as if she had a headache. “Can you please stop being so romantic, in your head?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Stop... I don’t know... feeling like that.” Heat had spread to her ears. 
 
    But Rune couldn’t stop. He only felt more urges, to stroke her hair or kiss her or just hug her again to make sure she was real and safe. He was so ecstatic about their reunion that he was barely hearing her words. “Stop feeling like what?” 
 
    “Like you love me or... or something.” 
 
    The words stopped all his other thoughts, tightening the air between them like a giant fat bowstring. 
 
    And here it was, the moment where he had to admit it to himself as well as to her: “Maybe I do feel that way.” 
 
    She exhaled, a long breath, and every second was an eternity in hell, until she said, “I think I might feel the same way.” 
 
    It wasn’t what he’d expected to hear, and it left him speechless. 
 
    Her fingers finally dropped off her forehead, and she met his gaze again. “Listen. I had some time to think. And I came to the conclusion that we are both victims of circumstance. I’m beautiful and you are handsome, and we were thrown together into a life-or-death situation and we basically fell in love at first sight.” 
 
    She waited for a response from him. Rune replied, eloquently, “Um....” 
 
    “Not to mention,” she continued, as if there’d been no pause, “that we are now bonded in just about the most personal way possible. We are literally inside each other’s heads. And all that... um, shit... all that shit you just pulled to free me... Tellus take me, Rune, no one has ever done anything remotely like that for me, in all of my life.” 
 
    She paused to breathe. “So of course I’m crazy for you. Absolutely mad for you. The problem is this.” 
 
    He waited. Nothing. His heartbeat was galloping. Even the stupid lovalopes couldn’t have run so fast. 
 
    “You are, unfortunately, a Guardian.” 
 
    Rune blinked. “What?” 
 
    Narcissa laid her hands on his chest. “What I mean is, you aren’t a one-woman show. No Guardian in the history of Guardians ever was. It’s in your blood, or something. So, here’s me, wanting you all for myself, and knowing—feeling—that this will never happen, and currently is not happening. No, I didn’t sense everything that happened with Lenore, but I did know, and....” 
 
    Oh, by Celtis, Rune thought, taking the king’s name in vain. “Narcissa, I can—” 
 
    “And I didn’t hate it,” she finished, her voice hard. 
 
    Now she was really throwing him. “What?” 
 
    She turned away from him. “It was like... like I got the pleasure too. Your pleasure.” She laughed humorlessly. “Isn’t it funny that my first sexual experience came to me through a man’s perspective?” 
 
    His mind fruitlessly worked over everything she’d just said, before locking on what was arguably the most important part. 
 
    “First?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Rune. I was obviously sheltered. Of course I’m a stupid idiot virgin.” She made a frustrated huff. “It’s part of what’s making this so hard, you know. A girl wants her first time to be special. She wants the man to love her. And I always knew my first would be my Guardian, so I was prepared for sharing, to some degree... and look, let’s not be stupid here, us having sex is a foregone conclusion. We basically have to. But that’s all muddling up in my head, and—and—ugh, why is it so hard to articulate....” 
 
    He felt that exact same frustration. He considered telling her he’d give up whatever-it-was that he had with Lenore, and that they could try to be monogamous... but he hadn’t even told her yet about Ria. He didn’t think she knew about his second bond yet. The one that was supposed to be impossible. Just like how him being a Guardian was impossible. 
 
    If I’m going to take down the Breeders... he thought, then we’ll all benefit from me getting closer to Sumeria. He had to stay open to having a relationship with her. 
 
    At the same time, if it meant being with Narcissa…. 
 
    Narcissa spared him from having to consider this when she said, “I don’t want you only to myself. I know that’s what this is sounding like, and that’s not the issue. It’s just that...”  
 
    “Then...” Rune began, but he tapered off. Then what’s the problem? is what his hindbrain wanted him to say. Why can’t I take you behind that tree and show you exactly how much I’ve been thinking of you, and all the ways I’ve been thinking of you, right now? 
 
    Because, he argued with himself, she doesn’t want that. She wants it to be special. 
 
    And then it hit him. “You want to know it’s real.” 
 
    She snapped her fingers and flashed those glittering golden eyes at him. “Yes! Exactly.” 
 
    “You want to know it isn’t just circumstance. That I actually care about you. Love you, even.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. Even if it’s just puppy love.” 
 
    He strongly suspected it wasn’t, but even so. “And Lenore—?” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Narcissa interrupted, waving a finger in front of him. “No, don’t give me a say in your other relationships. I’m not a part of those, except, well, except in your head, I suppose, I can’t help it in there, but it... look, it wasn’t unpleasant, all right? And I understood that you liked her. That you respected and cared for her, at least to some degree. Even more so the second time.” She took a breath. “I just—I need to be special, Rune. To you. I need to be... I don’t know.” 
 
    He thought he got it now. “You want to be my first.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open. 
 
    “My first Adept,” he clarified. 
 
    The words didn’t have the impact he’d thought they would. She frowned at him, confused. “Your first...?” 
 
    Shit. He hadn’t told her about Ria. 
 
    Narcissa gasped as the information passed from his mind to hers. “A second bond? You’re kidding.” 
 
    They really were too intertwined. Rune wondered ruefully if “puppy love” could achieve a bond this strong, but set the thought aside, and explained Sumeria to Narcissa. It was a bit of a long story for such a short time spent apart. 
 
    “So, because she chose to help you, in exchange for Valor—which you got off a prostitute, which she had because Mog paid her with it—so she was helping you in exchange for her own Valor, and because of that, she was technically aiding a criminal, and her Guardian turned on her, and gave her up? And if you hadn’t killed him and run off with her, she’d be dead now?” 
 
    “That about sums it up,” he said. 
 
    “Gosh, you sure know how to collect damsels in distress,” she said. “And you’re certain you’re bonded?” 
 
    He almost stopped to say he didn’t think Lenore quite qualified as anything in distress, much less a damsel, but he set that aside for now and said, “Yes. Sumeria and I are both very sure.” The woman could talk into his head, for Treessake. If they weren’t bonded, then Rune was hallucinating. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Narcissa said, tapping her lower lip with a finger. He found himself watching it and growing a little jealous of the finger. “So, you’re like Tellus the Mad.” 
 
    He started. “What?” 
 
    “Tellus the Mad. You know, the evil emperor. Lived three hundred years ago, tried to subjugate the whole world. Genocide and fire and general pillaging. Vanished mysteriously after a battle with Calla Nyssa, leaving behind a political power vacuum so vast that it ended up creating three different kingdoms. That Tellus the Mad.” 
 
    He let loose a single, mystified laugh. “I know who he is, Narcissa. Everyone does.” The man’s name was a common curse, even more so than the current king, Celtis. 
 
    “Yes, well, he had more than one Adept, too.” 
 
    “Say what now?” Lenore asked. 
 
    Both Rune and Narcissa jumped.  
 
    Lenore stood behind a tree not ten paces from them. She shrugged one ash-gray shoulder. “I was scouting, not eavesdropping. Not my fault you didn’t hear me. You said Tellus the Mad had multiple Adepts, too?” 
 
    Damn, Rune thought. If Lenore was that quiet without her agility magic, he couldn’t imagine what she was like when she used it. 
 
    “Well, it’s all conjecture, of course,” Narcissa said. “It was just something I found in a book once.” 
 
    “What book?” Rune asked. 
 
    “Um.” Narcissa considered it. “Well, it was more of an essay, I think. Which was quoting a historical record. The record was of someone’s last words... you know, how the Covenant record the last words of people who are sentenced to death? Well, he was the first one to be recorded, right after Orennian was founded. He was some guy who worked under Tellus, and he made the claim that Tellus had more than one Adept. He revealed this like it was some big secret, hoping to get leniency. He still got hung, and no one really believed him.” 
 
    “But some people did,” Lenore said, “if there was an essay.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. No one believed that guy, either, but his arguments were very sound. It explained how Tellus was so much more powerful than any other Mage-Guardian pair.” 
 
    “And you remember this?” Rune asked. “Word-for-word?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I like reading.” 
 
    Well, he thought, her soul doesn’t feel like pages for nothing, I suppose. 
 
    “You know...” Lenore drawled, stepping closer. “There’s something close by, that I think you might be interested in. Before we run off to cut some Breeder heads off.” 
 
    Rune couldn’t imagine what might slow him down on that front, now that he’d seen Camellia among the Breeder ranks and burned for answers. But he humored Lenore anyway, mostly to keep Cam from his mind. He didn’t want to discuss her with Lenore or his two Adepts just yet—not until he knew a bit more. 
 
    “Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” he said to Lenore. “What’s close by?” 
 
    She crossed her arms and rolled a hand in a oh, you know sort of gesture. “It’s a temple,” she said. “I have used it to hide from the authorities on a few occasions, since no one ever goes there. No one dares to.” 
 
    “A temple?” Why would he want to visit a temple? 
 
    “Yes,” Lenore said. “It’s a temple dedicated to Tellus the Mad. And.” She winked at him. “It has pictures.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Think of it as taking the scenic route,” Ria told Rune as their lovalopes picked their dainty way down the sheer wall of the cliff like a quartet of mountain goats. 
 
    He nodded. He didn’t like diverting his attention from the Breeder problem, but going down into the canyon and back up again to get into the city was the best way to get there without being noticed. Besides, a little time between skirmishes might make the Breeders complacent. They would think he had fled, lull them into believing Rune didn’t intend to attack them directly. 
 
    It was a sound plan, but Rune couldn’t help feeling like he was leaving Camellia behind in much the same way he’d left Narcissa. Besides, every minute spent not exposing the Breeders was a minute that he, Ria, and Narcissa spent hiding from authorities. None of them could go back to their normal lives without defeating the Breeders. Not even Lenore, although her reasoning was revenge. She’d been presumed dead for five years already, and Rune couldn’t imagine what “normal life” would look like for a dead woman, once her vengeance was achieved. 
 
    And even when they did manage to expose the Breeders, what then? Would Rune sign up for normal Guardian training? Would he and Narcissa join the Covenant ranks? Could they even do that, when their bond had occurred illegally, and when Narcissa’s magic was so shrouded in mystery, and when Rune was able to bond with multiple women, which was considered impossible? 
 
    Of all these questions, it was this last one that seemed like the crux of everything. Rune had been “missed” as a Guardian when he was a child. His abilities had been hidden from authorities, likely by his parents. Could his mother and father have known he was not only a Guardian, but one who could bond to multiple women? Since his father still lived, Rune hoped to ask him one day, if they could ever manage to speak to each other again without shouting. 
 
    Until he did, his only clue about his abilities might well reside in the shrine they were headed to. A small temple, Lenore had said, that was mysteriously dedicated to the most evil man who had ever lived: Tellus the Mad, the man who had nearly conquered the world, and made everyone else suffer for it. 
 
    “Can’t say I mind having some time to think,” Rune told Ria.  
 
    She was riding the lovalope ahead of him, while Lenore and the pack lovalope took up the rear. Narcissa was holding onto him, sleeping. She’d had a rough and fearful night the day before. 
 
    He was enjoying her warmth, though. And her hands around his waist, the way her grip on his shirt sometimes tightened. It was a chaste sort of feeling, and he had decided that, for now, he would take things slow with her. Hold her hand first, maybe kiss her next, and then kiss her a bit harder, then kiss other parts of her— 
 
    A natural progression, he told himself, stopping his hungrier thoughts from running wild. Like a couple of kids exploring each other. 
 
    While he couldn’t help some measure of impatience, the idea also pleased him. He was allowing himself to fall in love the old-fashioned way, something he hadn’t believed possible. And more than anything, he was surprised by how easy it felt, how natural it was to fall for her.  
 
    He laid a hand over hers, at his waist, and thumbed each of her delicate fingers in turn. He’d often rubbed his sapphire pendant in the very same way. 
 
    “Yes, it is nice to have a break from all that life-upending excitement and mortal danger, isn’t it?” Ria said cheerfully. “And you have no idea how much fun I’m having with these little guys.” She patted the heart-studded rump of her lovalope and grinned back at Rune, obviously confident in the creature’s ability to navigate the thin wedge of path they were on, regardless of how much she moved around on top of it. 
 
    Rune dropped his gaze down the layered rock of the cliff face, to the scraggly rock plants and treetops below. Ria’s comment had given him a thought. 
 
    “By the way,” he said, “what exactly are your powers? Given what you and Lenore have both told me, the abilities that Adepts have can be very specific, but they all fall within the same general guidelines.” 
 
    “Right you are,” Ria said, before reaching down to grab the hem of her multilayered lace-and-silk skirts. He watched with fascination as she somehow managed to gather them all with a single fist, hitch them up to her thighs, and turn around in her saddle (which wasn’t really a saddle, as it was grown onto the deer itself) to look at him directly. She then let the various pinks of her dress go free, but since she was no longer riding sidesaddle, they didn’t fall far. He could see a great deal of pale, inner thigh. 
 
    “In fact, you’ve given me an idea. Narcissa would love it. How about we write down the abilities we all have, collectively? We could also give them names. It wouldn’t normally be tough to keep track of your own Adept’s powers, but since you have more than one of them, and weren’t raised to understand them, this might help us all communicate more effectively with one another.” 
 
    With that, Ria reached into a fold of her dress and produced a small notepad, made of several sheets of parchment glued together at one end. To Rune’s amazement, she unfastened the button at the top of her high collar and let the top flap of her dress fall open. This revealed the neckline of her shift, cut comfortably low. Her breasts looked almost relieved, given the release of pressure upon the removal of the tighter fabric they were normally confined in. Given the bulging look of the tops of her breasts, they were much larger than he had first guessed. 
 
    Of course he reacted to this, physically. He wasn’t dead. He was happy that Narcissa was sleeping through this, especially since her hand was so close to his dick. He felt that small wash of shame and uncertainty again, but he did as she had instructed him and set it aside. She was prepared for him to be a Guardian in every sense of the word. This meant allowing himself to grow close to Ria as well as to Narcissa. 
 
    Ria smiled secretly at him and said, “Should we stop?” 
 
    The offer caught him off guard, and he scowled. “Stop testing me.” 
 
    “Testing you?” 
 
    “To see if I’m like Mog,” he replied. “Like I’ll try to take advantage of you, if I get the chance. Whatever it is that we are, we can take it slow.” 
 
    Ria kept smiling at him, knowing something he didn’t. 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want to take it slow,” she sent him. 
 
    “Well!” she said brightly, before her sultry inner words could even fully land. “Let’s get this list started, shall we? I’ll put down my own abilities first.” 
 
    With that, she finally revealed her reason for opening the front of her dress: she reached into her cleavage to retrieve a long thin cylinder that he recognized as an Artificed pen. 
 
    Great. Now I’m jealous of a pen. 
 
    Ria began to write, smiling the whole time, and Rune decided to take a page out of her book and sense her. He closed his eyes and focused on the nearby sensation of rose petals, narrowing his inner eye until he could see the full shape of her body, including her suppressed breasts and widespread legs. Warming at the vision, he moved deeper, into her mind. It felt exactly like digging into a pile of flower petals, pleasant and scented, with the natural-yet-somehow-unreal softness of vivid, blooming roses. 
 
    He thinks I’m testing him. How adorable. Her eyes flicked up at him, catty and secretive. Very adorable. I wonder how far the adorableness goes... maybe he has a very small— 
 
    Rune leapt out of her head with a mental jerk and stopped just short of saying My dick is perfectly satisfactory, thank you. 
 
    His own defensive thought made him laugh. “Do you always think about the size of men’s dicks when you’re around them?” he asked. 
 
    Ria blinked at him, confused, and then inexplicably blushed scarlet. “I didn’t mean that.” 
 
    Rune found himself unexpectedly thrilled to have made her blush. “Say something like that about a man, and he’ll only want to prove you wrong,” he said, allowing a little teasing threat to sneak into his voice. He raised a finger. “Besides, size doesn’t have to matter. Every man has the same size tongue.” 
 
    Ria averted her gaze, her cheeks positively flaming now. “Well, I’m not sure if that’s entirely true—” 
 
    “Semantics,” he interjected. “And that’s not even getting into the fact that even a guy with small fingers can put two or three of them together for a—” 
 
    Ria slapped a hand to her face. “Oh, Tellus take me.” 
 
    Rune grinned, elated to finally be making one of his companions do the squirming, rather than the other way around. “We’re not at the shrine yet, Ria. You don’t have to pray to Tellus just yet.” 
 
    She thrust her notepad at him. “Just stop! I can’t take it!” 
 
    He caught the pad and asked, “Why not?” 
 
    “I just can’t!” she said, hefting her skirts and once again turning in place. He reached out to her, mentally, and found that the tenuous string of power she’d been feeding to the lovalopes had increased tenfold. They didn’t need so much of her focus to function. He must have really gotten to her. He could still see her blush on the back of her neck, coming in and out of view behind her long, swinging ponytail. 
 
    Smiling to himself, Rune read the top page of the notepad: 
 
      
 
    SHIFTWOOD. Artificer, Modifier, Level One. 
 
    Best at reshaping dead wood into any shape. 
 
      
 
    WEARWOOD. Artificer, Controller, Level One. 
 
    Best at directing dead wood in any act it would naturally achieve, such as rotting or wearing down or drying out. 
 
      
 
    DRIVE. Artificer, Controller, Level Two. 
 
    Best at controlling dead wood in an act it wouldn’t naturally achieve, but looks like it could. As in, making a deer statue walk or move. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, this is great,” Rune said. “I like the names. You can wear wood down?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said tightly. She was still embarrassed. He couldn’t figure out why. It had just been a few jokes. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he sent. “I’m sorry if I—” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything. I’ll explain later.” 
 
    Rune thought about pushing her on the subject. She didn’t seem upset in a bad way. The embarrassment he was sensing from her was warm, like she wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry or both. 
 
    “I’m just not used to innuendo,” she finally conceded. “Not that kind, anyway.” 
 
    He shrugged. “So, it says here that wearing wood down is a natural thing, but making it walk isn’t. Is that the difference between Level One and Level Two of a Controller power, then?” he asked. “Level One abilities are based on what something might possibly achieve naturally, and the Level Two abilities enter the realm of impossibility?” 
 
    “Yep, you have it,” she replied. “And Amplifier magic works the same way, with objects. Level One is possible, Level Two is impossible. That’s only for object magic though—for Artificers. It’s different for Commanders and Soldiers, whose subjects are living. The parameters are a little different for them.” 
 
    Fascinating, Rune thought. He’d need to pick apart these details later. 
 
    “But this possibility aspect is related to Commander and Soldier magic, right?” he asked. “For example, in Amplifier magic, a human subject can only be amplified to the point they might achieve naturally? For example, Lenore’s agility magic can only improve her agility to the point she might achieve naturally? And I can only get as strong as I could make myself, with weightlifting?”  
 
    “Yes. But that ceiling is very high. We’re talking about what you might achieve with lifelong training. Weightlifting every day, all day, for the rest of your life.” 
 
    That did seem pretty impressive. “And Level Two enters the realm of the impossible?” 
 
    “In a way. It’s a little complicated. It has to do with the difference between living and nonliving subjects, but it would take some time to explain that. For now, just think of it as Level Two affecting the mind, rather than the body. Which you can argue is impossible. It can’t really be proven one way or another.”  
 
    Got it, he thought. Level One is the body, Level Two is the mind. He would definitely be asking more about that later, but for now, he scanned back over what he’d already written. There was a lot he could do with this. He tapped the pen against his lip for a moment, and then added Narcissa’s single ability to the list, tacking on the first name he could think of: 
 
      
 
    BUFF. Controller, Amplifier, Level One. 
 
    Can make another person (aka Rune but can probably work on someone else too) increase their muscle mass. Possibly to the point they might be able to achieve naturally, if they worked out, like, a lot? 
 
      
 
    That last part didn’t seem entirely right to Rune. When Narcissa’s magic was running through him, he’d been stronger than any mortal man ought to be, supernaturally so. Then again, it wasn’t like he ever lifted weights nonstop every day of his life. 
 
    “Hey, Lenore!” he called back to her, two lovalopes down the line. The ground of the canyon here was studded with trees, and the tops of their canopies grew closer. They ought to arrive at the bottom soon. “What are your abilities again?” 
 
    She called them back to him, her voice muted by the breeze. The wind was always strange when it came up against hard stone, and Rune was only inches from the stuff. Currently, the path and the wall beside him seemed to be made of shale, dark gray and split in sharp lines, like storm-dark pancakes flattened by the millenia. 
 
    He penned Lenore’s abilities as she explained them to him. He knew she didn’t have access to their full potential, not without a Guardian, but they were clearer once he’d written them down: 
 
      
 
    SHADOW WALK. Soldier, Modification, Level One. 
 
    Converting her own body to shadow. Basically used for invisibility purposes. 
 
      
 
    AGILITY. Soldier, Amplifier, Level One. 
 
    Improves her agility and flexibility. Good for getting into tight places or climbing weird shit. 
 
      
 
    He read Shadow Walk a few more times. It seemed that Modifier magic could go beyond reality even on Level One, but that made sense. After all, the magic modified things, changing the makeup of what was already there, rather than amplifying or controlling what was already there. How could Level Two improve on a magic that already turned a body to shadow? That seemed incredibly powerful as it was. 
 
    Level One is the body, Level Two is the mind, he remembered. The implications gave him chills of excitement. Between the three of them, they had potential to grow insanely powerful. 
 
    “And we can get more abilities?” he asked Ria. “By exchanging Valor at an outcrop of the Tree of Life?” 
 
    She nodded, her chestnut ponytail swinging. “Yep.” 
 
    Wow. The possibilities seemed endless. “How much Valor does it cost for an upgrade?” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” she replied. “I can make up a chart for you later, but basically, it’s always cheaper to add abilities within the framework you have already earned. As in, if you are a Commander Amplifier Level One, getting Level Two in that same category is the cheapest upgrade. Getting Commander Modifier or Commander Controller at Level One are the second cheapest. The most expensive is to leave the main class altogether, to add abilities from Artificer and Soldier when you’re already a Commander, for example.” 
 
    They descended beneath the tree line. Here, maples dominated the forest instead of cedars, their bright and pointed leaves twinkling in the breeze. Like the cedars, these were just as unnaturally majestic in size. The Tree of Life must have roots beneath this place, for the trees to have grown to the same heights as they do in cities. 
 
    “Upgrades also get more expensive each time you get one,” Ria added. “So it’s quite rare for someone to unlock all eighteen possible abilities before they die.” 
 
    Eighteen, he thought. That was per Adept. If he had more than one.... 
 
    I am already more powerful, magic-wise, than a seasoned Guardian, he realized. 
 
    “So my cheapest upgrade right now,” he ventured, “would be giving Narcissa another power, since she only has one. And the cheapest of my options is to make her a Controller-Amplifier Level Two.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “What would the cost be for that? Hypothetically.” 
 
    “Twenty-five Valor,” Ria said. “So you already have enough, given the Valor you offered me earlier.” 
 
    Rune grinned. So all he had to do to add to his abilities was find an outcrop. Easier said than done, he thought, but still. He’d have to discuss it with Narcissa. What unnatural way could they amplify skills he already had, by upgrading to Controller-Amplifier Level Two? Whatever they were, they’d have to involve his mind, not his body. 
 
    The possibilities were endless, but the cliff-side path was not. It petered out into a small clearing, which split into two paths. 
 
    Rune and Ria slowed their mounts, and Narcissa stirred at his back. Rune held her forearm, to make sure she’d remain steady as she woke. 
 
    Lenore reached the bottom and moved around to the front of their procession. Rune frowned at the stony expression on her face. All this discussion of magical powers, and here she was, unable to use the magic she used to be famous for. He wondered what it was like for her, living without it. She had asked Rune to become one of his Adepts, but he’d needed more time to understand the bond before he took on a third partner.  Did he know enough yet, to feel comfortable bonding to her? Regardless, he would have to save her life for the bond to happen. Was there a way to orchestrate that safely? He’d have to ask her later tonight, perhaps after their visit to the temple. For now, though, she didn’t look very conversational. This shrine was putting her on edge. 
 
    With a faint sneer on her lips, Lenore drew up beside him and pointed, not at either of the paths, but at some brush on the right side, where scree from years of erosion had gathered at the base of the canyon. 
 
    “It’s about a quarter mile this way,” she said. “But it’s hard to find. I’ll lead from here.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The temple was indeed well hidden. The entrance was set about ten feet up the rock face, and a trail of shale steps led up to it, looking entirely natural in the way they formed each stair. It was as if the gray stone had cleaved over time and slid out of formation of its own accord, with each step slightly tilted. The footing was bad. 
 
    Furthermore, from the ground, even if one were to perceive the thin shale as a stairway, they would have no view of the entrance from this angle. There didn’t appear to be any door or cavern at all, but as they left their lovalopes behind and carefully ascended the precarious steps, their perspective of the folds of yellow-and-orange chard—which made up the next layer of stone—gradually shifted. The curtain-like stone had naturally camouflaged a thin slit in the rock face, which Rune was almost too big to sidle into. 
 
    Only once they were inside did the purpose of the place become apparent. And as soon as Rune passed through, he reached for his knife. 
 
    There wasn’t much light, and what came through was made orange by the thinness of the stone that had hidden it. The room was circular, with a simple round altar at the center. Atop it was a basin. 
 
    Full of blood. 
 
    Rune could smell it in the air, coppery and congealed. Someone had been here, but not recently. Then again, had they ever left? 
 
    He wished that they hadn’t lost Ria’s glowlight. 
 
    “Careful,” he sent to Ria and Narcissa, who were close behind him, shielded on both ends by himself and Lenore, who were much more adept at hand-to-hand combat. “There’s blood in here.” 
 
    Even in the poor light, he could see that the blood had dimmed from bright red to a nasty brownish color, and had pulled away from the sides of the basin, leaving dry stains behind it. It looked a few days old. 
 
    The others sent a mental confirmation and emerged behind him, keeping close to the entry, staying behind Rune. He waited, allowing his eyes to adjust to the darkness, until he was certain there was nothing for an enemy to hide behind. No pillars, no alcoves, no seating; just the altar with the basin on top, and a couple of stone sconces that had been grown from the wall. He saw no signs of life anywhere, even on the ceiling, which was carved into a fluted dome like a miniature cathedral. 
 
    He tested one of the nearby sconces with a fingertip, but the ash wasn’t fresh. Whoever had been here had added that blood in the dark. He suspected any lighting could be seen from outside the temple during the nighttime, so it wouldn’t be a good idea to have a fire going, except perhaps during the day. 
 
    “How fascinating,” Narcissa said, studying the room in awe, while keeping close to Rune. On every square inch of wall, someone had painted murals with red paint, made even redder by the bizarre orange light. “These images... the ink... I think it must be from flamewood trees. See the red tint? Those have been extinct for centuries, ever since Tellus disappeared. It was said the trees watched with his own eyes.” 
 
    “Creepy,” Lenore said, striking a match on her boot. She had wrapped a bit of fabric around one of her knives, tied it in a knot, and now lit it. It appeared that her underclothes were making the ultimate sacrifice, in order to afford the group better vision. 
 
    Without any oil to soak the clothing, however, the time they had with the light was limited. So he looked around and tried to take in the murals. The largest and most centralized one was to his left, rather than on the big wall straight ahead, which seemed odd.  
 
    It depicted a brutally large male figure—Tellus, no doubt—hovering high over the heads of seven other figures. Rays of what might have been sunlight, if they hadn’t been painted so darkly, exuded from his body in all directions. Aside from his size, there was little to define his body, but he wore a crazed smile which showed most of his teeth.  
 
    That wasn’t even the most unsettling part of him. His face looked as if it had been tattooed with flames from his jawline and chin all the way past his eyes, while his forehead remained unmarked. He also wore an odd earring in one ear, which was affixed to his belt by a thin chain, and his hair was tied back in a tail. This particular hairstyle had been out of fashion for men as far back as Rune could remember, most likely because no one wanted to look like Tellus the Mad, even three hundred years after he’d died. 
 
    By contrast, the seven figures below him were women, buxom and shapely and featureless, their hands raised to Tellus in supplication. They wore dark bands around their breasts and hips that made Rune think obscurely of slaves he’d seen in books, which supposedly existed in the far-off land of Syl’lat. 
 
    It was the depiction of the women, not of Tellus, that made Rune’s blood run cold. Specifically the way they had been given no faces, as if they had no identities of their own. 
 
    “These lines,” Narcissa said, drawing a finger down the thick bands of red ink that connected Tellus to each woman. A whole knot of lines had been drawn to each figure, rather than a single one, as if they were all marionettes attached to Tellus. The image seemed to suggest that if Tellus moved even slightly, all of the women would be forced to follow. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rune said. “Those lines sure look like bonds to me.” And even more telling was that Tellus was connected to seven women. As if he had seven different Adepts. 
 
    “But why so many lines? Why not just one?” Narcissa asked. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Rune said, peering closer. Despite what Narcissa had said about flamewood ink, he wouldn’t be surprised if these drawings had been painted in blood. 
 
    At that moment, Rune heard the faintest of scuffing noises near the opposite wall of the room. He spun around, knife ready. 
 
    There was nothing there. 
 
    “What happened here?” Ria asked.  
 
    Rune was now squinting at the right wall, listening. The others were still observing the left wall, but Ria had turned her attention to the back of the room, where the stone wall was blackened, its image marred by fire, if any images had ever been there at all. Rune kept his hand on his knife and glanced at the spot. It was unremarkable except for one distinguishing feature: 
 
    A door was set into the wall. 
 
    A door as black as the stone around it. It looked like someone had set off an explosive in front of the thing, several times, to open it. If there had ever been a door knob or handle, it had long since been broken off. 
 
    The door suggested that there was more to this temple than this single room, if only one could break past that door. 
 
    “Don’t get excited,” Lenore said. “The door is only carved into the stone. Feel the outlines. They only go an inch deep or so.”  
 
    Rune was only half-listening. The others might feel safe because their eyes told them this room was empty, and that no one had been here in some time, but Rune preferred to err on the side of caution. He didn’t like this place. 
 
    Lenore leaned back from the door and shrugged. “It hasn’t stopped people from trying to break in, though. It must be enchanted in some way, because the wall itself hasn’t deteriorated at all, even with all the stuff people have clearly thrown at it.” 
 
    Sounds like a diversion to me, Rune thought, turning his attention back to the room as a whole. The hairs were prickling up at the back of his neck, and he thought suddenly of Lenore’s magic, which he had named Shadow Walk on his list. Shadow Walk: turning one’s body to shadow. 
 
    Keeping his own awareness wide open, Rune looked over the images on the right wall. 
 
    The pictures here were gruesome and seemingly random. Huge swaths of wall were dedicated to dead people, slain in horrible ways, but with clear features suggesting they were specific enemies that Tellus had defeated. Other bands of images were drawn as if they were on fire; homes and people and animals and most notably, a massive tree. People bowing atop endless hills, their faces turned down in obeisance. A map of all the places that Tellus had conquered. 
 
    It was odd, when compared with the other wall. Disorganized. But Rune wasn’t looking at the images. He was watching the corners of the room, where the circular walls met the floor, or the ceiling. The ceiling arced above them, fluted yet unmarked. Why stuff all of Tellus’s conquests on that one ghastly wall, when there was a whole ceiling to paint on? 
 
    He noted how the others turned to survey the gory wall, before turning away again just as fast. Even Lenore didn’t want to see the devastation depicted there. He could sense her tension, too, even though they weren’t bonded. She didn’t like this place either. 
 
    Movement. Rune’s eyes darted to the entrance without moving his head. A puff of dust was swirling up from the smooth floor, as if caught in a curling breeze. Could have been natural. 
 
    Then the dust moved. 
 
    “GET DOWN!” Rune sent out at the same time he leapt backward, barely intercepting the clot of shadow that had just gone for his Adepts. The shadow dissipated in a wild cry, forming into the shape of a man now crashing into the stone. His body whipped past Rune’s, somehow passing through him. 
 
    “What the—” Lenore began, but her words cut off with a hiss.  
 
    Rune clambered to his feet while the other man coughed. He had been grounded, and hadn’t made any move toward Lenore, so why…. 
 
    Rune felt all the blood drain from his face. 
 
    Lenore stood there, staring down at the knife wedged in her abdomen, eyes wide in bewilderment. She was the only one who hadn’t heard his mental warning. She hadn’t ducked. 
 
    Her knees gave out. 
 
    Rune whirled and threw his knife at the ceiling. The other blade had struck Lenore at an upward angle, and he had to make an educated guess about the trajectory, but it was a good guess. The knife struck true. A woman materialized in midair and thumped to the ground with a bone-shattering crack. 
 
    So shadow magic doesn’t make a person immune to damage, Rune thought. Yet while the woman had taken a blade, the man had passed through him harmlessly; clearly there were rules about Shadow Walk that Rune had yet to learn. But how were they both using the same ability? Commander magic was used on others, while Soldier magic was used on the self. How could both an Adept and her Guardian be using the same thing simultaneously? 
 
    They could have both abilities, he realized. According to Ria, the cost of getting Eternities from different categories was very high, but it wasn’t impossible. 
 
    The Guardian regained his footing. He stepped to defend his Adept and raised an impressive greatsword in both hands. Even from here, in this dimmed light, Rune could tell the blade was of good make, and that it had been well-cared for. Meanwhile, he noted several bruises on the Adept which had been there long before her fall. As if she had been beaten, possibly by her own Guardian. 
 
    Which could only mean one thing. Breeders, he thought, acutely aware that he himself was now weaponless, with his knife buried somewhere in the fallen Adept. 
 
    “S-S-Sage,” the woman murmured, attempting to rise. The Guardian kicked her back, hard. 
 
    “Stay down,” he growled. 
 
    She made a small, tremulous sound. It was hard to believe that a moment ago she had thrown a knife at Lenore. 
 
    Rune shoved the thought away. He’d tend to her in a moment, and, until then, he had to deal with a more immediate threat. The man was close enough to swing at him, but not without exposing himself to Rune in the process, not with a big blade like that. 
 
    So Rune reached for his belt while the man was distracted with his kick, placing a hand on the empty hilt of the knife scabbard that Lenore had given him. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” said the Guardian, who might be Sage, unless the Adept’s word meant something else. 
 
    Regardless, the ploy had worked. Sage believed that Rune had another knife to draw. A knife against a greatsword, in so small of a space, could give Rune the advantage. But if the man could turn to shadow, it might be easy for him to dodge any forward charge Rune attempted, which would put him behind Rune. 
 
    Where an injured Lenore, plus Ria and Narcissa—Adepts who couldn’t use magic directly on another person’s Guardian—would be at the mercy of that very large sword.  
 
    A stalemate, then. Good. It gave Rune time to think. 
 
    “State your business,” said the Guardian. 
 
    State their business? Rune parsed out the words, realizing that these two hadn’t been lying in wait for him. They didn’t seem to know who Rune was. Curious. Two Breeders hiding out in a temple dedicated to Tellus the Mad? That didn’t fit. 
 
    Furthermore, the two had attempted to hide from him, rather than attack him directly as soon as he walked through the entrance. Which meant they were waiting to make their move, holding out until they could get a better look at their potential victim—or adversary. 
 
    Were they expecting someone? Rune wondered. 
 
    There was a story here, and he wanted to know it. 
 
    Rune smiled as an idea came to him. “You try to kill me,” he said, making his voice sound raw and tired, “and put a knife in my Adept, and tell me to state my business?” 
 
    The Guardian’s eyes darted to Lenore. Good. He now thought that Rune’s Adept was injured, and that any powers he might have would be weakened. He would also target Lenore, since two other women couldn’t possibly be bonded to Rune, who was the immediate threat. 
 
    Rune felt his muscles tighten and thicken. “Wait. Not too much,” he told Narcissa. “I don’t want it to be obvious.” 
 
    She slowed her enhancement, her “Buff,” as he had called it. He still felt stronger than normal. But strong enough to stop a greatsword with his bare hands? Or strong enough to wrangle a shadow? 
 
    He was a little out of his depth here, but hey, he liked a challenge. He formed a few more mental words: “Ria, the torch.” He sent her an image. 
 
    “Got it,” she said, and the light in the room flickered. 
 
    “Cower a little,” he told his Adepts. “Move back. Leave Lenore behind and exposed.” 
 
    Ria and Narcissa huddled behind him, and the light moved away, dimming. Ria had placed the torch behind her back, and he could feel her using magic on the wooden hilt of the knife that Lenore had used to construct the little light source. Ria was tricksy enough to keep the light burning. 
 
    “How about you state your business?” Rune said, when the other Guardian’s silence grew too long and too calculating. He didn’t want to give the man a chance to figure out that Lenore’s exposure was bait. 
 
    Which meant he had to act now. 
 
    “Pretend to be burned by the fire,” he sent to Ria, and on command, she hissed in pain, and the fire flickered, and Rune looked toward her to feign distraction— 
 
    Sage turned to shadow—along with his blade. 
 
    It was incredible magic. They must have all three Eternities: Commander, Soldier, and Artificer, for the woman to be able to convert herself, and others, and objects to shadow. Bloody useful magic, that. 
 
    Rune now had no idea where the man was, which was Sage’s intent. By turning to shadow when Rune was distracted, he could approach and kill Lenore from any angle, and Rune wouldn’t have time to figure out where he was, until it was too late. He wouldn’t leap straight past Rune, though, or come near him, as a single kick or swipe of Rune’s blade could bring him back out of the shadow. So he was at the periphery, or possibly the ceiling—can they fly? Rune pondered, remembering how the Adept had been up there—and right now, he was probably dead still, waiting to strike. 
 
    The Adept, meanwhile, was unprotected. She was also bait. Sage expected to be able to kill Lenore first, which would do heavy mental damage to Rune, leaving him vulnerable. Sage expected to kill him easily once Lenore was down. 
 
    But Lenore wasn’t going down. 
 
    “Throw it,” Rune told Ria. 
 
    And with a sweep of her arm, Ria threw sawdust into the air. After all, she was able to reshape wood, but she could also break it down, the same way nature might. If nothing altered the trajectory of the sawdust, that meant Sage was coming from another direction, and Rune could act accordingly. 
 
    But no. The sawdust hit something, as if coming up against a hard wind, and outlined the shape of a man. Sage had been sneaking up that side, trying to kill all three women with one sweep. 
 
    Rune charged and slammed him into the wall. 
 
    The attack was brutal, backed by pounds upon pounds of muscle that Rune himself had never earned. Bones cracked. The man’s ribs caved, and he wheezed, his lung punctured, while his sword arm bent the wrong way, and his weapon clanged to the stone floor so loudly that Rune had to wince. 
 
    “Now, that wasn’t very conversational of you,” Rune said calmly. 
 
    “Go—” wheeze “—fuck yourself,” Sage croaked. 
 
    “I’m not in the mood,” Rune replied. “But I’m overjoyed to have your permission. Anyway, moving on. What are you doing in this temple?” 
 
    “Keep your eye on the Adept,” he sent to his own bond-mates. “If she moves or disappears, alert me immediately.” 
 
    “This is—misunderstanding,” Sage ground out. “See? Same side. No glass.” 
 
    “No glass?” Rune’s gaze flicked over what little he could see of the man, but Sage was right, he couldn’t see any valorglass. The unit had disguised themselves, then, which was illegal and thus marked them as Breeders. Hopefully that meant that their glasses were shielded somehow, to keep any legitimate Covenant from listening in. 
 
    But Rune and Lenore also weren’t wearing any valorglass, so the man assumed they were a part of the same organization. Rune could use that to squeeze information out of the man. 
 
    There was one little problem with that, though. It would take time. And Rune didn’t know how much time Lenore had left. 
 
    So he did the only logical thing. He buried a fist in the man’s gut. 
 
    Organs shifted and caved. Blood splattered from Sage’s mouth. His Adept screamed in pain, and the man slid to the ground. Rune caved his head in with a stomp. 
 
    It was simple. Gruesome, but simple. 
 
    “We are not,” Rune said, “on the same side.” He turned. 
 
    The Adept was looking up at him, sobbing and wide-eyed, gripping her leg where his knife had gone in. Rune bent to pick up the greatsword and found it light in his hands. He’d been needing a weapon for some time now. This would do. 
 
    “Now,” he said to the woman, “let’s try this again.” He held up the blade and leveled it at her face. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The temple to Tellus the Mad—a forgotten and depraved ruin if ever he’d seen one—remained resolutely quiet as Rune gave the enemy Adept time to cobble her words together.  She and her Guardian had been here when Rune and his party had arrived, and although they had been under Shadow Walk, Rune had still managed to best them. 
 
    Not without cost, however. Lenore was injured.  
 
    “How is she?” Rune asked, turning around. The enemy Adept’s leg was broken, and her Guardian was dead. She wouldn’t be very coherent for a few minutes yet. 
 
    By contrast, Lenore was conscious, her jaw tight against the pain, her forehead slick with sweat. She was breathing in short hisses, and he could tell she was crying and choking down sobs of pain as Ria wove a bandage around her waist. The bandage, once a shade of happy pink from Ria’s dress, was stained with crimson. Ria was down to one of several lacy pink petticoats, surprisingly sheer. 
 
    Enticing as it was, he couldn’t enjoy the sight. Lenore’s anguish tore at him almost physically, and had he been bonded to her like he was to both Ria and Narcissa, he knew he’d be screaming with her. He almost wished he was. Perhaps sharing the pain would make it easier for her to take. 
 
    “It’s not looking good, I’m afraid,” Ria replied from where she knelt over Lenore, who had been on the receiving end of a knife to the abdomen. “I think it may have grazed an internal organ. It’s bleeding too much. Not too fast, yet, but she doesn’t have much time. She’ll need a magical healer.” 
 
    “Do we know any?” Rune asked. 
 
    “In Maple or Cedar, maybe. But it would expose us. The sort of healer we need will have to be an Adept, and all Adepts are in the Covenant.” 
 
    Rune grated his teeth. He didn’t care about exposing himself, not if it meant saving Lenore’s life, but if he were to turn himself in, then Ria and Narcissa would have no one left to help them expose the Breeders and get their normal lives back. 
 
    It was an impossible situation. 
 
    He turned around. “Look, I know your leg is broken and bleeding,” he said to the Breeder Adept, who had fallen off the ceiling after he’d thrown a knife at her, “but as you can see, I’m short on time. I need to know what you were doing here.” He waved a hand at the bowl-topped altar, which had been filled with blood sometime in the past few days. “Have you been making sacrifices here, or something? Well?” 
 
    The Adept was older than he was, perhaps in her mid-thirties. She looked like she had once been a smoldering beauty, with bronze skin and dark eyes, but the years she’d seen since hadn’t been kind. Her skin was leathery where it wasn’t bruised, and her eyes sunken as if she hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in ages. 
 
    In addition, she was a bit round about the stomach. Rune suspected she might be pregnant. 
 
    It made sense, assuming she was a part of the Breeders. The Breeders operated outside the normal Covenant framework, where mages pass a test at age 20 and are assigned a Guardian, after which they live a life in service to the people. According to Lenore’s research, the Breeder organization abducted women who failed in this test, and then subjected them to rape in the hopes of creating more Guardians and Adepts to serve the Breeders’ purposes. They still hadn’t figured out what those purposes might be though. 
 
    And this woman might have that answer. 
 
    “We weren’t... making a sacrifice,” the Adept said. “The blood was already on the altar when we... came. We were... investigating... the scene.” She drew a wobbly breath. “There have been reports of night witches being sighted here... so Mistress said to be careful....” 
 
    She trailed off, groaning from a fresh pulse of pain. Rune waved to Narcissa, who was kneeling near Lenore, looking unsure what to do with herself. 
 
    “See if you can treat our friend here,” he suggested. The Breeder looked better off than Lenore, but he didn’t want to risk having an unborn child die by his hand. 
 
    Not by my hand, he corrected himself. It was the Breeders, not Rune, who had put a pregnant woman in a position to get stabbed.  
 
    As Narcissa moved to minister to her, he considered what the woman had said. She and her Guardian had come here to investigate night witches, eh? Night witches were supposedly powerful Adepts that had gone rogue, and who prowled the wilds of Orennian, brutally preying on anyone who crossed their paths. They were myths, but even if they existed, they sounded like perfect recruits for the Breeders. 
 
    And yet the Breeders had seemed wary of whoever had come here to pay obeisance to Tellus the Mad, to the point that the Guardian, Sage, and his Adept had kept themselves hidden from Rune for quite a while after Rune had arrived. This suggested they were afraid of these so-called “night witches” and didn’t want to engage one. They had waited to attack until they knew Rune’s companions weren’t here to pay homage, thus proving they weren’t night witches. 
 
    It seemed there might be more players in this scheme than just the Breeders, but for now, Rune was only really concerned with them. They were his immediate enemy, after all, and he could only save himself and his friends if he exposed the Breeders and their crimes to the Covenant. So he’d stick to that for now. 
 
    “So you were on a mission for the Breeders, then,” he stated. “You weren’t expressly looking for me or mine?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes darted, and although he didn’t know any official name for the organization she worked for, she seemed to find the name “Breeders” described them just fine. “I have no idea who any of you are,” she said, and then hesitated. “I haven’t been in contact with Mistress for some time now. Please, sir, you should know that I’m—” 
 
    “Pregnant? Yes. I can see that. Who is Mistress, then? Your leader?” 
 
    She nodded and Rune thought, Cam. 
 
    No. It wasn’t possible. His childhood friend would never get involved in something as evil as this. She had been roped into it. She had to be. 
 
    And he was going to get her out. 
 
    “Do you know this Mistress’s name? Or the location of her headquarters?” 
 
    The woman shook her head, then hissed through her teeth as Narcissa wrapped yet another makeshift bandage around her leg and knotted it. Given the sensitivity of the information he was requesting, Rune took a moment to scan her—not for the first time—for any signs of a valorglass. As with most of the other Breeders he’d met, however, the woman didn’t seem to wear the trinket. 
 
    So at least she won’t explode if she gives me information, he thought ruefully. Then again, the valorglass might be in a pocket or something. He waved at Narcissa and sent, Keep your distance. She could still be dangerous. 
 
    Unfortunately, the woman didn’t have much to offer him. “They don’t give the Adepts that sort of information,” she said. “Only the Guardians. They bring us in and out of the facilities with our eyes covered. They don’t trust us.” 
 
    Well, that made perfect sense. According to Lenore, most of the Adepts that worked for the Breeders had been abducted and forced to both work and procreate for them. Rune couldn’t imagine the psychological toll that took on a person, or what they were subjected to in order to ensure their compliance. The bruises on this particular woman suggested that she had been controlled, in part, through violence. And her condition suggested that children were another means for that control. 
 
    Rune knelt, trying to get on a level with the woman. “What is your name?” 
 
    She laid a hand on her stomach, and tried to shift to face him, flinching the whole way. “Lily,” she said. 
 
    “Lily. That’s a pretty name. Well, tell me, Lily—if I let you go, will you run from the Breeders? Or will you go crawling back to them?” 
 
    The woman bit her lip, probably thinking that Rune meant to kill her if she gave the wrong answer. Her fingers tightened on her stomach. He thought again of the wood mage, whom he had left in the forest near the bridge. He had no way of knowing whether she fled the Breeders, or went back to them. He didn’t know what the risks were to the Adepts, or how much they had been conditioned to be loyal to their oppressors. 
 
    “I... I must go back,” Lily finally said. “I have ten children, sir. Have mercy. If I don’t go back, then they’ll have no one who cares for them. They’ll grow up loveless, and my girls....” She sniffed, her lip wobbling. “My poor girls....” 
 
    Rune shuddered. Using children as collateral. It was sick. 
 
    He rose. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said gently. “But I am going to keep you out of the way for a while.” Hopefully he could defeat the Breeders and come back for Lily later. After all, the children she mentioned would need someone to care for them, once they, too, were freed. “Ria?” 
 
    Ria looked up from where she was now ministering to a silent, unconscious Lenore. He didn’t like that silence, but at least Lenore would have some distance from the pain for now. 
 
    “Take Lily outside and bind her to something. Use wood, not rope—we don’t want her getting away for a day at least. Leave her some food and put her someplace hidden, with shelter from the elements.” 
 
    Ria nodded and rose in a rustle of lace. She had—at some point—taken the time to light a sconce, and as she stood, the firelight backlit her form from behind. Through the lace, he could see a perfect outline of her figure, the round shape of her hips, a thin waist, and breasts that were much larger now that her tight dress wasn’t holding them close to her chest. He even glimpsed the gap between her thighs, a tiny triangle of light, and he couldn’t help but want to pull up the lacy edges of that shift and give her all the pleasure she deserved, pleasure that her Guardian, in his selfishness, had denied her. 
 
    It was a passing thought, though, entirely frivolous in such a desperate moment, and apparently loud as a shout through their bond.  
 
    She had paused.  
 
    Wincing, he sent, “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” she replied instantly. After crossing the few paces between them and kneeling down to help Lily stand, Ria added, “You think I’m beautiful. Truly beautiful. It’s... nice. Mog always thought... other things.” 
 
    Rune glanced at Narcissa, who was looking away, clearly privy to the whole conversation. He wished the desire had never flashed through him—and yet, hadn’t Narcissa said that she didn’t want him to stop having other relationships, or to give her any say in them? 
 
    “You deserve someone better than Mog,” Rune sent to Ria, rising. “I’ll be that, if I’m able, if you want that.” 
 
    Ria nodded, her hazel eyes lingering on Rune a moment longer before she helped Lily hobble toward the temple entrance. Just before she began to navigate them both sideways through the odd stone curtains, Lily spoke. 
 
    “You should leave before the night witches come. That blood came from a human, you know.” 
 
    Rune frowned and nodded, and Ria led Lily out of the temple, leaving Rune with Narcissa and the unconscious Lenore. 
 
    You should leave before the night witches come. He didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    Luckily Narcissa distracted him by taking his hand as they both moved to Lenore’s side. “The way you see Ria’s beauty,” Narcissa sent, “as a part of her, an extension of what’s inside her heart.... You don’t think of her as an object, like most Guardians would.” 
 
    He was startled by the clarity of her words. They were communicating almost perfectly now. He’d expected that, after he’d lusted after another woman, it would be harder than ever for Narcissa to connect to him. 
 
    “If I saw women as objects,” Rune sent back to her, “then I wouldn’t be worthy of their love. You have more value than your appearance, Narcissa. Never forget that.” 
 
    She didn’t answer, not with words, but she squeezed his hand in hers, and they set to the task at hand. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Narcissa asked as they stood over the inert Lenore. The red stain on Ria’s dress-slash-bandage was growing, and it killed Rune to see Lenore like this, with all the energy and movement gone out of her. 
 
    But the truth was, Rune wasn’t sure what to do, other than turn himself in and beg help for Lenore. They were out of options, their time slowly bleeding out.  
 
    Rune averted his eyes, looking over the murals inside the temple again, as if they might provide some answers. And once again, his eyes honed in on the right wall mural, the one full of a complicated carnage of slain enemies and atrocities. It seemed so out of place, with the other wall dedicated to a single image, a wide expanse of wall with only a door, and a domed ceiling with no artwork whatsoever. Why shove so many pictures into a small space? 
 
    And, speaking of whys, why was there a fake door in the temple to begin with? What was the point of that? To prank ancient priests? 
 
    This place leads somewhere, he knew it in his guts. This couldn’t be the whole temple, but instead some sort of anteroom to a temple. Or at least, the place advertised itself as such, with the fake door; and clearly, people had believed this advertisement, given they had tried to get into the fake door. The black blast marks were proof of that, not to mention the fact the walls had to be enchanted in some way. Otherwise, any Artificer with a stone talent would simply be able to shift the fake door out of the way, or bore a tunnel into the wall, or Emperor knew what else. 
 
    There was a secret here, and Rune wanted to know it. He couldn’t afford to waste too much time on chasing that secret now, not while Lenore’s minutes were numbered, but he had a few more moments before Ria returned. After that, he would happily carry Lenore out of here and back up the mountain and straight to medical attention, come what may. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That wall,” he said to Narcissa, nodding at the crowded mural. “There’s something not right about it.” 
 
    A jolt of revulsion ran through their bond as Narcissa followed his gaze, then looked away. “That’s an understatement,” she said. “I can’t even bear to look at it, honestly. Those poor people....” 
 
    She had a point. Towns burning, children hung from trees, people in chains, and brutally carved-up corpses, their suffering captured in gruesomely intricate detail... it was terrible to look at. So terrible that only Rune himself had been able to stomach it for more than a few seconds, ever since coming here. 
 
    Almost as if the carvers didn’t want people to look too closely. The same way the carvers wanted people to focus on the fake door. 
 
    If there’s a door at all, Rune thought, stepping closer to the mural, then it’s here. He scanned the image, searching for anything out of place, but he saw only more grotesque images-within-images, the nastiness going deeper the longer he looked. 
 
    So instead, he tried again by stepping back, letting his vision blur slightly, so that all the scenes melted together into a hazy mess. 
 
    Only it wasn’t a hazy mess. The more he disconnected himself from the content of the images, the more he was able to see something else in the mural, a larger and more coherent image. The longer he looked, the more the dead bodies took the shape of leaves. Huge swaths of people trying to escape fire turned into a single trunk, and people struggling against torture devices became branches, and the faces of diseased children began to look like budding flowers. 
 
    Tree of Life, he realized. A blasphemous, disgusting, and well-hidden depiction, but a depiction of the Tree all the same. 
 
    Through their bond, Narcissa saw it too, and gasped. “How horrible....” 
 
    Why would Tellus the Mad—or at least his disciples—hide the Tree of Life in his mural? Grasping at straws now, Rune counted the largest of the branches, and came away with the number seven. Seven branches, while on the opposite wall, Tellus was portrayed with his seven Adepts. 
 
    “It’s a symbol of the bond,” Rune breathed. “This Tree, it’s a symbol of his bond, or his power. He bastardized it as a way to declare he was just as powerful, if not more so, than the Tree itself.” Trees below, this man must have been mad beyond comprehension. 
 
    “Which means,” Rune went on, stepping up to the wall and placing a fingertip in the center of the Tree’s gruesome trunk, “if he sees his Adepts as branches, he thinks of himself as the root. The source of power.” He drew his fingers down, and remembered something Narcissa had said. They say the trees watched with his own eyes. 
 
    His finger came to rest on the base of the hidden tree, where a pair of eyes—hidden inside the negative space between other images—looked out from the tangle of despair. And inside the carved irises of Tellus the Mad, Rune saw the color green. Two emeralds, so miniscule as to be impossible to notice beneath the blood-red paint, had been hidden in the eyes like mere flecks of color. 
 
    Experimentally, Rune pressed a finger to both of them, and the wall disappeared. 
 
    It was as simple as that. One moment, the stone wall existed, hard and immovable and disgusting. The next, it had vanished entirely and soundlessly, exposing a dark tunnel of stone behind it. 
 
    Narcissa gave a little peep of surprise and clung to him instinctively, but no monsters came rushing out of the aperture. Despite this, Rune didn’t like the idea of going in. If the enchanted wall closed behind them in the same way it had opened.... 
 
    “Well,” Lenore rasped, “isn’t that something.” 
 
    Rune spun and rushed over to her, falling at her side with Narcissa close behind. She smiled up at him, her face wan. 
 
    He laid a hand on her cheek. It was cold, worryingly cold. “Lenore,” was all he could think to say. 
 
    She offered a faint nod. “I know. It’s bad.” She rolled her head to the tunnel. “You don’t think there’s a doctor in there, do you?” she joked. 
 
    If only, he thought, looking back at it. He wondered where it led, to what purpose. Did it have anything to do with the Tree...? 
 
    The Tree. Rune turned back. “Lenore, you said the Tree of Life had healing properties. That the leaves cure sickness. Can they help you?” He searched for her satchel, but they hadn’t brought it inside. He sent a message to Ria asking her to fetch it before returning to the temple. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited, darling,” Lenore said, her voice faint. “The leaves cure sickness, not wounds. You’d need bark for that, and I didn’t have time to gather any.” 
 
    Bark, he thought, mentally repeating the word. Good, this was good. 
 
    Narcissa voiced his own thoughts. “If we could find an outcrop of the Tree....” 
 
    “Then we could heal her without a doctor,” Rune finished. 
 
    Narcissa nodded, biting her lip. “But it’s not like there’s an outcrop around every corner. They’re rare and always well-protected. Even the one in the Breeder headquarters is most likely heavily protected by their own men.” 
 
    Rune looked up at the secret passage again. Why exactly was it secret? Where did it lead? 
 
    “There could be an outcrop in there,” he said, nodding at it. 
 
    Narcissa looked skeptical. “Rune....” 
 
    He stood. “Think about it. That mural showed a picture of the Tree, but the image was so hidden that it was clearly meant to be a secret. And the image showed seven branches, depicting his Adepts, his bond. And although Tellus clearly felt superior to the Tree in some way, even he would have needed access to the Tree when he upgraded his abilities, right? Why is it so strange to believe there could be a Tree in there? In a temple that he himself might have used?” 
 
    If it even was a temple, Rune thought. It was an ancient place, and the artwork had been made using ink that was only available during Tellus’s lifetime, which meant he might well have built it himself. It wasn’t necessarily the work of his followers, or some fanatics that worshiped him after he died. No, this felt like the real deal. 
 
    The place also wasn’t exactly obvious. Why hide a temple dedicated to his own glory? Tellus seemed like the type to enjoy watching worshippers bowing and scraping at his feet. Rune didn’t think he would hide any of his temples. He probably had them on every street corner, all the better to see himself lording over others. 
 
    So if this hidden, ancient place wasn’t a temple, what was it? 
 
    “This is where they upgraded,” Rune breathed out. 
 
    Narcissa stood up to join him as the reddish light from the entrance flickered, indicating that Ria was making her way back into the room. 
 
    “You really think so?” she asked. 
 
    “It makes sense. The place is so secret that few people would ever find it, and so gruesome that, even if someone had crossed paths with it randomly, they would want to leave immediately.” He swept a hand at the artwork depicting Tellus’s bondmates as slaves. “And it was intimidating, too. If he brought a woman here to bond with her, or upgrade her abilities, the art would make it very clear what Tellus thought of her. And the horrifying artwork would keep her from getting any ideas about fighting back. All while the enchantments kept his own personal outcrop safe from tampering, ready and waiting for him whenever he needed it.” 
 
    “Not to mention,” Ria added, stepping into the flame-light, “that his status as a Guardian Prime was supposed to be a secret. He wouldn’t have wanted to interact with the Tree anywhere public. He would’ve needed a place like this.” 
 
    Rune nodded to her and sent, “Good point.” He had expected Ria to feel awe over his discovery of the tunnel, but she must have experienced it all through their bond when it happened. They were growing closer every moment, it seemed. All three of them. 
 
    The thought warmed him unexpectedly, but Ria cooled him off by saying, “It has to be right. There has to be an outcrop in there. Because frankly, I think it’s Lenore’s only chance.” 
 
    Lenore chuckled weakly. “I was going to say the same thing. I doubt I’d last a full lovalope ride to Maple or Cedar. Tellus take me, this hurts like a bitch.” 
 
    Rune exchanged glances with his two Adepts, then with Lenore, whose gray eyes seemed dangerously glazed over. 
 
    “I’ll do it, you know. Get you to a healer, hand myself over,” he promised. 
 
    She smiled up at him. “I know you would. I know.” 
 
    Their gazes lingered, something unspoken passing between them. Rune realized she might well die, and it dawned on him that he couldn’t face the thought of a world without Lenore. Her smile and her jokes, her abilities in combat, the way she wanted him, and the thousand things he had yet to learn about her... he didn’t want to lose that, any of that. He would do anything to save her. 
 
    But they were right, she might not make it to a healer. Meanwhile, the Tree of Life might have an outcrop right here, only feet away from them, in the shadows of this ancient tunnel. It was her best shot, and maybe her only shot. He had to take it. 
 
    “All right,” he conceded, “we go in. But I’m not leaving anyone behind, in case that wall closes in on us again. There’s no telling if we can unlock it from the other side. So Ria, I’ll need a stretcher.” As she nodded and left to fashion one, Rune crossed to the nearest sconce and ripped it off the wall with a grunt. He handed it to Narcissa. “And we’ll need a light. See if you can find some oil in Ria’s supplies.” 
 
    Narcissa nodded and rushed off, leaving Rune alone with Lenore. He stared down the black, featureless tunnel. 
 
    “You had better hope that that wall closes behind us,” Lenore croaked. 
 
    Rune nodded. “Yes, I think you’re right.” 
 
    Lily, the Breeder Adept, had told him to watch out for night witches. She’d said that night witches had been rumored to visit this place. And if night witches existed, and they did frequent this temple.... Rune glanced at the altar of dried blood. 
 
    Yes, he hoped the wall closed behind them. Otherwise, someone much more dangerous than a Breeder might just follow them in. 
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    “Good, it closed,” Rune said. The gruesome mural where the secret passage had been hidden had reformed as soon as they’d passed through. 
 
    “Why don’t I feel like this is a good thing?” Ria asked, eyeing the wall behind them. 
 
    “There’s no way out now,” Narcissa said, swallowing. 
 
    “But it will also be hard for anyone to follow us,” Rune pointed out. “Most notably the night witches that Lily said frequent this place. If they’re even real.” 
 
    “Night witches aren’t real,” Ria said. “Everyone knows that. Just children’s stories.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Narcissa countered. “I’ve read a few scholarly texts that say—” 
 
    “We can debate the existence of night witches another time,” Rune said, facing forward.  
 
    Ahead, the secret passage stretched on into shadow, the walls smooth and featureless granite. The firelight of their one broken-off sconce didn’t pierce more than a few paces into the darkness, and its flicker whipped their shadows into an eerie dance, making Rune feel as if there were more people in this passage than just the four of them. It was exactly the sort of creepiness he expected from a shrine to Tellus the Mad. 
 
    “For now,” Rune continued, finishing his thought, “we need to find that outcrop of the Tree of Life. After that, we can worry about the exit.” And about whoever put that blood in the altar, he added mentally, and about whether or not a worshiper of Tellus might already know about the secret entrance, and whether or not they’ll be angry that we intruded, and.... 
 
    None of that was important right now. Lenore, drifting in and out of consciousness, was slowly dying on the stretcher.  
 
    Rune carried the front of the stretcher, serving as their first bastion against evils that might leap out of the darkness. Meanwhile, Ria and Narcissa each held a back corner. Ria had molded a nice little loop in the stretcher to hold the sconce, so the light remained steady as the group delved deeper into the mountain. 
 
    Minutes passed, each one tightening the air like a string on a lyre. The tunnel was soundless. Endless, too, it seemed.  
 
    Could it be enchanted? Some sort of trap? he thought. An endless passage to nowhere, trapping people eternally inside a mountain... well, that certainly fit with Tellus’s cruel personality. 
 
    At the same time, it might have served to keep his Adepts obedient. He could imagine Tellus here, centuries ago, one man alone with seven dangerous women, leading them along the most frightening passage he could conceive of. It would have kept most people in line, which suited Tellus perfectly, since he would have feared his own Adepts, however secretly. After all, those seven women could use magic on him. Being a Guardian Prime couldn’t spare him from that. To protect himself, he had to keep them perpetually terrified, believing he was more than just a mortal man. This passage would certainly have done the trick. 
 
    It wasn’t helping Lenore, though. Each minute brought her further from guaranteed help and closer to help that was little more than a hunch. 
 
    We should turn around. I risked Narcissa’s life once, and I vowed never to do it again. I shouldn’t be doing it to Lenore— 
 
    His doubts at their crescendo, Rune’s thoughts ground to a halt as the passage ended. Once more, the change was abrupt and clearly enchanted. One moment they’d been passing through the endless, seamless stone tunnel, and the next, they stood in a cavernous room, so brightly lit that Rune had to shield his eyes. 
 
    “It’s the Tree!” Narcissa gasped, pointing at the brightness. 
 
    Blinding as it was, the outcrop of the Tree was impossible to miss. It grew on the far side of the huge room, behind glass—or perhaps something thicker than glass, perhaps crystal or diamond. It was like looking through a huge picture window, behind which was a small tree, glowing bright green, with tiny round leaves and spotless off-white bark. Like a beautiful parasite, the tree sprouted out of a massive root, as big around as Rune himself, which emerged from the granite before curving back into earth. 
 
    Tellus must have excavated the root himself and encouraged the sapling to grow. In the ceiling of the cavern above the tree, a circle of stone had been enchanted to glow yellow. It must be exuding sunlight somehow, thus giving the tree the nutrients it needed to survive. 
 
    All of this was set behind that glasslike barrier, which looked thick enough to hold up to a sledgehammer. There was no way into the room that Rune could see, no doorway in the glass. And now that his eyes had adjusted to the pure yellow-green light, he noticed a small chasm separating him from the Tree. Even if he did want to try to break the glass, he would have to cross over this bottomless pit first. 
 
    “Bottomless pit is right,” Ria said, reading his thoughts as she leaned over the edge where they had emerged. “I’d throw in the torch to see how far it went, but it’s our only one.” 
 
    Rune grunted. “Bottomless or not, I guarantee that a fall would be deadly. Tellus didn’t want others messing about his Tree and he didn’t go easy on security.”  
 
    The pit was about thirty feet across. Buffed up, he could leap across and reach the window, but he’d bet his left nut on it being enchanted to be impenetrable, just like the fake door at the temple entrance. Besides, there wasn’t really any good ledge for him to land on, just the flat slippery window. 
 
    “Let me scan it,” Ria offered, holding out a hand at the window. 
 
    Rune frowned. “Scan it?” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s just a perk of being an Artificer mage. We can basically scan the makeup of any potential subject,  which, for us, means a nonliving object. Actually affecting the thing is much harder, but I can at least tell if it is enchanted.” 
 
    “Well then, be my guest,” Rune said, stepping back from the edge to give her space.  
 
    He expected her hand to glow, or something, but nothing happened externally. Instead, he sensed the petals of her being fluttering inside her, gathering around her hand, as if caught in a wind. 
 
    She lowered her arm. “Yes, it’s enchanted. That window is denser than diamond, and without knowing how the spell was performed, there’s no way for me to reverse the enchantment.” 
 
    Rune mulled this over for a moment. “But you could reverse it? I thought you could only affect wood.” 
 
    “Wood is my talent,” she explained. “But any Artificer can affect any nonliving material. If it’s not their talent, though, it will sap their energy rapidly. So I can technically use Wearwood and Shiftwood and Drive on diamond or glass, but I probably couldn’t make anything more than a marble before it killed me. We all have our strengths and weaknesses." 
 
    He remembered her—or possibly Lenore—mentioning something about that. How all the abilities that Adepts used were technically universal, but that their individual talents defined what they could realistically do. Food for thought. 
 
    “There has to be a way in, though,” Narcissa said, bending her knees. He and Ria followed her lead and together lowered Lenore to the floor. “I mean, it seems like Rune was right, that this was where Tellus did his upgrades. But he couldn’t do anything if he couldn’t touch—” 
 
    Narcissa was cut off by a thunderous boom.  
 
    Rune spun, muscles tensing in anticipation of battle, but he saw nothing—just the smooth, unclimbable walls, and the bottomless pit, and… 
 
    And lights. Seven lines of light crept out from beneath Lenore’s stretcher like rays extending from a fallen sun. Rune backed away as the lines continued to draw themselves into the floor, glowing the same yellow-green as the Tree-window. They flowed through grooves in the floor, like summer-green molten lava. 
 
    At the edge of the pit, instead of cascading into molten waterfalls, the light continued to extend with no regard for gravity. Through open air, the lights fanned out at equal distances from one another. 
 
    “What the burning bark is that?” Rune asked no one in particular. 
 
    “Looks like another enchantment,” Ria said. “I think we triggered it when we set Lenore down.” She knelt to the stretcher again, and Rune watched as she laid a palm against the floor. 
 
    “I can feel it,” she said. “There’s a pressure plate under Lenore.” She frowned, her gaze drawing Rune’s attention back to the lines. 
 
    They’d stopped entirely. The beams of light had crossed nearly the entire pit, halting within a few feet of the Tree. If the glass hadn’t been blocking it off, Rune could have stepped off one of the lights and touched the sapling. 
 
    “What is it?” Rune asked. 
 
    “It’s...” she said, tilting her head. “Feels almost…” She shook her head. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    A lumbering groan of pain from Lenore drew Rune to catch another heart-breaking glimpse of the ever-spreading scarlet across her bandages. She doesn’t have long. 
 
    They didn’t have time for confusion, so he closed his eyes and let himself merge with the petals of Ria’s being. It came easily, aided by their proximity. It felt like phasing through a wall and stepping from his mind into another. He was a ghost inside her, and it was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    Through her perception, he saw what had her so lost. He could sense the pressure plate beneath Lenore, a simple contraption made of nonliving granite—also cannot be affected by magic, she alerted him—and then he could feel the granite beneath the light lines, tiny aqueducts designed to hold light. He followed the channels outward, into open space, but where he expected them to change, they didn’t. 
 
    Aqueducts, stone, and all—he felt the floor there, stretching over the pit. Rune opened his eyes, fully expecting to see it, but he saw nothing. Just those yellow-green light lines, like veins in a giant, invisible hand. 
 
    Narcissa suddenly gasped. “Oh. Oh, wow.” 
 
    He turned to her. “What?” 
 
    The room turned her golden eyes surreal, their irises absorbing the Tree’s life-giving light like jewels of spring. Instinctively, Rune reached for her, laying a hand at the small of her back. 
 
    “I joined you,” she said. “I saw you two doing that trance thing, and I tried to join you, and I did it. I sensed what you sensed. It was... beautiful.” She shook her head, as if to clear it, and then indicated the light lines with a decisive hand. “Rune, there’s a floor there. That’s what you’re sensing—an invisible floor.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Ria said, standing. “I think she’s right. I’ve never heard of that before, and I don’t see how it’s even theoretically possible. Converting something to shadow is one thing, but converting stone to solid air?” 
 
    Fascinated now, Rune stepped up to one of the light lines and tentatively felt around with his foot. And Narcissa was right. His weight settled on something solid. He drew his foot back. 
 
    “All right, that’s neat, I’ll admit,” he said. “But how is it any different than converting a bit of stone to shadows?” 
 
    “Semantics,” Ria said. “Lenore’s Shadow Walk actually converts her flesh into fog, or mist, which only looks like shadows. She then gains the properties of mist—hard to see, slightly wet. But this stone was converted into air itself, which means it should be insubstantial, like air is. Yet it maintains the solidity of stone. Air can’t hold weight, but this can. I don’t know how that could be done.” 
 
    “With a lot of power,” Narcissa said softly. “I’ve read theories on this sort of thing. Converting only some properties of a material into some properties of another... picking and choosing how your enchantment works... it would take astronomical amounts of power, and a very creative mage. They’re changing the natural state of something multiple times at once here. Incredible.” 
 
    “But it’s safe?” Rune said. “It won’t suddenly go out from under me, will it?” 
 
    Ria shook her head. “I don’t sense that the invisible bits are enchanted beyond their makeup. We could even destroy them if we wanted. But—” she indicated the seven glowing ends of the lines with a hand “—I do sense a pressure plate where each of those lights end. And that is enchanted to be indestructible. By Celtis, this place is intricate.” 
 
    “I’d give anything to study this,” Narcissa said. “But there’s no time.” 
 
    “There’s not.” A glance at Lenore soured the wonder for him. “Maybe after we get to the Tree. So, pressure plates, huh? I think I’m starting to get it.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Ria said. “You were right, Rune. It is an upgrade facility for Tellus and his Adepts. All seven of them, every time.” 
 
    He nodded, and he felt Ria’s petals and Narcissa’s pages cluster close to him as they all shared in the same basic realization. 
 
    Tellus had indeed come here to upgrade, but he’d always brought all his Adepts. This left him especially vulnerable to them, which is why he’d made the place so creepy, starting with the sickening murals and blood sacrifice, continuing with the interminable passageway, and ending with an invisible floor over a bottomless pit. The whole place was engineered to frighten his Adepts and keep them in line while they upgraded. 
 
    And all of it culminated here, in this chamber. Tellus would have likely stood where Lenore currently lay, to trigger the lights. Each of his seven Adepts would then have walked over open air, completely at his mercy—or at each other’s. One misstep, and they’d have been dead. 
 
    And then each of them stepped on a plate at the same time, which Rune suspected was the trigger to opening a path to the Tree. This way, Tellus could also prevent others from using his secret space to make contact with the Tree. If at least eight people didn’t come here and work together in a very specific way, they’d never get through. Any regular Guardian/Adept pair would fail to trigger it. 
 
    “But, Rune, how will we trigger it?” Narcissa asked. “There’s only four of us. That means we can trigger three platforms if we leave Lenore where she is. What about the other four?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a real thinker, ain’t it?” Ria put in, crossing her arms and kicking a bit of ancient dust onto one of the invisible walkways. “I wish I’d brought my lovalopes. Damn.” 
 
    Damn, indeed. But there hadn’t been time to mold and shape the things in a way that got them past the razor-thin entrance to the temple. There wasn’t time to go back, either, and gather up rocks or other heavy objects. Rune had to come up with a solution, fast. If he were bonded to Lenore, he suspected he’d be very, very worried right now. Even more so than he already was. 
 
    But to trigger four more platforms when there was literally nothing in the environment that they could use.... 
 
    No. Not nothing. 
 
    “Ria, you said we get more power from knowing each other better, right?” 
 
    She peered back at him over her shoulder. “Yes...?” 
 
    “Now’s not the time for sex, Rune,” she added mentally. 
 
    “I don’t mean sex,” he sent back. “And you also said that, if the relationship is strong enough between a Guardian and Adept, that the Guardian could potentially use the Adept’s magic, right? Albeit in a weakened fashion.” 
 
    She frowned thoughtfully, a slow nod affirming his question. 
 
    Rune turned to Narcissa and pulled her closer. Surprised at first, she relaxed, leaning into him. 
 
    “Rune…” she murmured, as her golden eyes sought his, finding instead a path straight to his heart. 
 
    His chest fluttered at the sight, sound, and scent of her. Having her against him, close enough to feel her breath… his mind raced with fantasies of her slender palms traipsing across his chest, and he imagined the sensation of her, his Narcissa, pressed against him with no clothing separating their love. He wanted all of her, so bad he felt drunk on the want. 
 
    He held those feelings close in his mind, in all of their minds, as he curled a hand behind Narcissa’s head. His thumb caressed her ear, his fingertips pausing at the nape of her neck, her red ringlets tickling his knuckles. Her pulse raced against his fingers, faint but unmistakable. 
 
    “I,” he said slowly, meaning every word, “am in love with you.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, that ethereal, celestial gold. He remembered the first time he’d ever seen her, the fear and confusion in her gaze. He remembered what it felt like to hold her in his arms that first day, to keep her safe, first from her rampaging father, and then from the killers who’d come to take her life. 
 
    Now, those eyes were clear and brilliant, moistening at the edges. “Rune, I....” 
 
    “You don’t have to say it back,” he told her, gently smiling. “And I’m not sure yet if it’s real love or ‘puppy love’ like you said. But I am in love with you, absolutely crazy in love with you. Every moment I’m not touching you, I feel cold and alone. Every time I look at you, I get warm, and my heart goes nuts, Narcissa. I haven’t felt like this since I was a kid.” He leaned closer to her, until their lips were nearly touching. “And I want you,” he said, quiet enough for the words to stay between them. “I want to make love to you, Narcissa. I want to do it slowly, I want to show you all the beautiful ways that two people can share pleasure. And when and if it finally happens, it’s going to be just you and me and no one else, in our heads or anywhere. You are my Adept, my first Adept, and you are beautiful and intelligent and courageous, and I never want to live without you, not ever again.” 
 
    Tears broke from her eyes, and she wore that perfect frown of hers, the one that spoke of fear and hope and desire. “Oh, Rune....” 
 
    He thumbed her lips, leaned closer, and kissed her.  
 
    The sensation exploded through his nerves, nearly choking him. The gentle give of her lips closed his throat and made him sigh, their breaths intermingling. He tilted his head, guiding her to do the same, and he deepened the kiss, more pressure, more need. 
 
    He let her feel it, too, the desire roving through him. With his other hand at her back, he pulled her tighter against him, until she could feel how much he wanted her, and how easily that want had come to him.  
 
    Rune flicked his tongue along her lips, and he savored the little gasp with which she responded. He felt her own heat, her own unexpected need in this dark and dangerous place, he sensed her thinking there’s no time for this and yet she opened her mouth to him all the same. 
 
    His tongue quested against hers, and she gave the tiniest moan, and he sent her the image of her lying naked beneath him, he sent her what he imagined it would feel like to sink between her open legs and truly meet her, flesh to flesh. 
 
    “Rune. Oh, Rune....” 
 
    Pages engulfed him, flipping madly through their connection. He gripped her, hard, and kissed her like he knew no one ever had, the sensation the only thing anchoring them in that endless blooming forest of pages, until they were both gasping, until he had her against a wall, until he felt her fingertips slide under his shirt and up his back. 
 
    He pulled away, his heart thumping so hard he thought the lovalopes were back and dancing around them. She crossed the space between them without hesitation and kissed him again, her tongue ardent now, curious and desperate. 
 
    “Stop,” he sent her, but the word was full of love, a sort of laughing plea. And he felt common sense return to her, to both of them, gradually but surely. 
 
    “Lenore,” she thought. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He stepped away from her, and he could feel the pain she felt upon letting him go. 
 
    “I... I would have let you,” she sent him. 
 
    “Not until we know it’s real. Not until we both mean it.” 
 
    But he knew that moment was close now. Narcissa knew it, too. 
 
    “Um,” Ria said, behind him, “what was that about? I mean, I get it, you’re a hunk and this is a very stressful situation—” 
 
    Rune rounded on her and interrupted. “Tell me a secret.” 
 
    She blanched. “What?” 
 
    “A secret. Something you’ve never told anyone. Tell it to me.” 
 
    Ria gaped, her mouth opening and closing. Narcissa understood first, and through their whizzing-paper connection, he felt her press her palms to her ears. 
 
    “I’ll back out,” she sent. “I won’t hear it, I promise.” 
 
    And he felt her retreat. The sensation was painful. 
 
    I just told her I was in love with her, he realized. I just admitted it. 
 
    And she accepted me. 
 
    The thought made him warm all over, and he knew that his admission—and her response—had done exactly what he had meant it to. They were stronger now. Much stronger. 
 
    He would need that, to do what came next. 
 
    “Oh,” Ria breathed. “Oh, I see now.” 
 
    “You’re strengthening our bonds,” she sent. “So we can do more.” 
 
    “Yes,” he sent back. “I have a plan. But if it’s going to work, I need you and I to be stronger.” 
 
    She nodded. “And you think sharing a secret will do that.” 
 
    Rune cracked his most winsome smile, meeting her hazel eyes. “There are other things that might do it, but we don’t have the time—or the privacy—for that right now.” 
 
    She stifled a small laugh. “Oh, stop. You couldn’t possibly. You’re too worried for Lenore.” 
 
    Fair enough. As much as he had wanted to lose himself in Narcissa, all of this was for a purpose.  
 
    Ria drew a shuddering breath, preparing herself. “All right. You remember earlier, on the cliff side path, when you kept making me blush with that innuendo about fingers and tongues?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Her eyes fell to the floor as her ears reddened. “Well, that’s because no one has ever... used those things on me. Fingers. And tongues. I’ve never gotten an orgasm from a man before. Only from myself. And it is so embarrassing. That’s why I kept blushing.” 
 
    Rune’s mouth dropped open, but he caught the incredulous chuckle before it could worsen her embarrassment. “Oh, we can definitely fix that. Later.” He paused, and he felt the power between them burgeoning, not much by much, but it did grow. “Tell me something else. Something bigger.” 
 
    He sensed something then, a fleeting thought darting in and out of their connection, like a minnow catching the light before fleeing back into shadow. 
 
    “That,” he sent her. “What is that?” 
 
    “Oh, no. No, Rune, please don’t make me tell you that....” 
 
    “Tell me.” He pressed. 
 
    She groaned, covering her face. “It is way too embarrassing. No!” 
 
    Rune backed off, giving her breathing room, glancing at the dying Lenore lying behind him. “Ria, we don’t have time.” 
 
    Ria’s gaze swept to her companion. Tears lit her eyes. “Fine. I’ll tell you. For her.” 
 
    He nodded. “I promise I won’t laugh.” 
 
    “I highly doubt that.” She drew a breath, and this time, she spoke out loud, her mind strangely empty. She didn’t want there to be any chance of Narcissa intuiting this from the bond, and the other woman still had her hands pressed very firmly to her ears, her eyes on the ground. 
 
    “When I hit puberty,” Ria said, “I was incredibly horny.” 
 
    Rune nodded. He wanted her to speak faster, but he kept that pressure to himself. He could feel how juicy this secret was. 
 
    “One of my friends told me about... you know. About doing it myself.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “So I carved my first... you know... out of wood.” 
 
    “I see. As one does.” 
 
    “I held it by the pointy end, but... it was a unicorn’s horn.” 
 
    A master of his own expressions, Rune murdered a chuckle in his throat before it could be born. “Oh. My. Trees.” 
 
    “I knoooooowwww,” she moaned, slapping a hand to her face. “I was like, sixteen, okay? I liked unicorns and wanted to be banged by a unicorn horn!” 
 
    “Hmm.” The chuckle was fighting back, but Rune held firm. 
 
    “And... it worked. Really well.” She squared her shoulders and, with her voice wobbly, she said, “I still have it. And it still works. Really well. It’s all the bumps, you know, how they go around the horn in a kind of spiral.... Oh my Trees.” 
 
    He could have cooked a steak on her forehead. Rune allowed himself a grin and reached out, pulling her into a hug. 
 
    “That is hilarious,” he said softly into her ear. “But you know what?” 
 
    “Whaaaaat,” she moaned, dying inside. 
 
    He dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I once found my childhood friend’s dildo.” 
 
    Ria gasped. “No!” 
 
    “Pulled it right out from under her bed.” 
 
    “You didn’t!” 
 
    “And she caught me. And hit me over the head with it.” 
 
    “She didn’t!” 
 
    “Repeatedly.” 
 
    Ria burst out laughing. “You have got to be kidding me!” 
 
    “I can still feel the bump. It’s right here—“ 
 
    “Just stop! No!” She sprang out of his arms and bent over, laughing. “This is not the time for laughing, Rune Tellarus! Tellus take me! She hit you over the head with it! Over the head!” 
 
    Rune allowed himself a chuckle, too, and he sent over to Narcissa that she could take her hands off her ears. She wobbled as she did so, and he knew she must be feeling some of what he was feeling—an absolute whirlwind of mental rose petals. Ria’s power had intensified drastically. She really had never told anyone that secret. No one else had ever seen the horn. 
 
    Rune smiled to himself, and thought—in the most private way he could—that he would definitely need to ask about that horn again soon. Using it on Ria... and then putting it to use... yes. That was going to be fun. 
 
    He clapped his hands. “Well! I think we’re ready now.” 
 
    “By the bleeding goddess of the Djani, I fucking hope so,” Ria said, breathless. 
 
    Narcissa stepped up beside him, smiling too, if only from the mental proximity to a joke she hadn’t heard. “Tell us what to do, Rune,” she said, before quietly adding, “and you have to tell me this secret later.” 
 
    Ria would kill him if he did, but he sent back, “We’ll see.”  
 
    “Now,” he said, “Narcissa, I need you to Buff me.” 
 
    Narcissa raised her head and stepped back, touching a hand to her chest. Pages fluttered as her magic gathered. Rune tensed as his muscles shifted under his skin, engorging, nearly doubling in size. His skin stretched to contain it all, and by the time Ria was finished, his body felt so taut that he feared a single cut might cause him to pop like a balloon. He knew this wasn’t the case. It was just that this incredible body wasn’t his. It was foreign, and bordered on inhuman. People weren’t meant to be this huge. 
 
    “Great job.” He didn’t need to tell Narcissa to maintain it. It was the actual casting of the spell that sapped her energy. He could feel that her knees had weakened, but he could also tell the casting had tired her less than before, all thanks to their bond. 
 
    He offered to walk Ria to the edge, where they paused at the suspended lines of light. Careful of his strength, he stuck out a foot and put weight on it, then another foot, until he was standing in midair. 
 
    “That is so freaky,” Ria said. 
 
    “I feel like I’m seeing into a dream,” Narcissa added. 
 
    “We’re lucky it holds after so many years,” Rune said, treading farther out and lightly pulling Ria along with him. He took each step slowly, checking for any other traps Tellus might have left behind.  
 
    “Now you said we could affect this stone, right?” he asked her, tapping the invisible pathway with a foot. “It’s not enchanted to be impervious to magic. Only the pressure plates are.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” she said. 
 
    Rune stepped onto the invisible platform and poked around for the pressure plate. When he found it and pressed down, the light line that connected it to Lenore vanished, like a glowlight snuffed out. When he took his weight off the plate again, the light returned. 
 
    “Okay. Now I need you to kneel down on the plate,” he said, and Ria did as she asked him. “Now, this is the hard part, Ria. I am going to break the invisible bridge that leads to this.” 
 
    Ria looked up, startled. “What?” 
 
    “I’m going to break the bridge,” he said. “And I need you to focus your Drive skill on the whole thing, to keep the stone afloat. Acting against its nature, right? Hovering when it should be falling?” 
 
    “But I can’t do that!” she protested. “I’m a wood mage! This is—this is rock, or air, or something! It’ll kill me. I’ll be lucky to keep a pebble hovering.” 
 
    “The unicorn-horn dildo would suggest otherwise,” he sent her. 
 
    Her cheeks flamed again. “That secret was not enough to give me that kind of power.” 
 
    He straightened. “Then draw it from me. Whatever you need, take it. I only need you to keep the entire bridge airborne for a few moments. You don’t have to move it, or lift it, or change its shape; and after a couple of moments, you just have to hold up the piece where you’re kneeling. I’ll try to be fast, so you don’t have to stay hovering for long.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it!” Narcissa called from behind them. “You’re going to break the bridge up into pieces, and use them to depress the pressure plates. Since they’re the only stone in this whole place that we can use magic on.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he said, but Ria was still shaking her head. 
 
    “I’ll sap you dry,” she sent him. “I can’t even make wood hover, Rune. It’s not one of my talents. And you want me to keep this whole bridge airborne?” 
 
    “Just try,” he told her, kneeling to place a hand on her shoulder. “I know you can do it, Ria. But again, focus more on your own piece of stone. No matter what you have to do to me, keep yourself safe. Am I clear?” 
 
    She groaned and looked down. “This isn’t going to end well.” 
 
    “I have faith in you,” he said, standing. He turned and crossed the invisible bridge again, before kneeling at the far end. “Now let me know when you are ready.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ria’s fear trembled through Rune as a flurry of frightened petals. He distanced himself from her emotions, to better keep them both focused.  
 
    Seconds passed, then almost a minute.  
 
    His trust stayed steel-firm. Whatever she had to do to feel confident, he would give her the moments to do it. 
 
    Then, very faintly, he heard her send, “Ready.” 
 
    “Remember, keep yourself safe, first and foremost,” he sent, although he kept the message light, a mere brush against her consciousness, so as not to distract her. 
 
    Then he raised his beefy arms above his head, took a breath— 
 
    And brought them down. 
 
    Every muscle of his back, every fiber of his being went into the slam, and the roar he released filled the cavern. His fists met the bridge with a loud crack, followed by the crumbling sound of rock disintegrating.  
 
    Rune seized the invisible stone piece in front of him, now detached from the rest of the bridge. Trees be damned, it was heavy, definitely enough to depress a pressure plate. He hefted it, laying the boulder down on the floor. By the balance of it, it felt like a good five-foot piece— 
 
    Weakness hurtled through him, so intense he gasped and dropped the stone. He heard the sound of it breaking into several pieces just as Narcissa seized him by the shoulders and held him from plummeting into the pit. Sudden lethargy had taken him by complete surprise. 
 
    “I can’t... hold... the rest...” Ria sent, fear growing with every syllable. 
 
    Rune wanted to tell her to keep it up, but he could sense how close they both were to complete exhaustion. “Drop the rest of it!” he sent her. “Drop everything but what you are sitting on!” 
 
    With a shattered cry, she obeyed him. He felt the snap of released magic and, after a few seconds, heard the crash far below. The rest of the bridge was gone. He’d only salvaged a single piece, albeit a large one.  
 
    “Hurry,” she sent. There was no please, no explanation of how long she had. Her petals were quivering from effort. She didn’t have a single shard of energy to spare for anything except keeping the island under her in the air. 
 
    Rune scrambled upright, feeling spent despite his bulging musculature. Keep moving, he thought, centering himself above the piece he’d caught and punching down with all his remaining strength. With a grating crunch, the stone broke into two pieces, each about the same size, and each probably about as heavy as a child. He hoped they’d be enough. 
 
    “Get to the last platform,” he told Narcissa, “and get ready.” 
 
    She hurried across the invisible bridge. Meanwhile, Rune lifted up a stone piece and trudged out to the second bridge, next to Ria. 
 
    He dropped the rock on the pressure plate, and the light line flickered, and went out. 
 
    Barely enough weight, he thought. He’d been hoping he could break the stone into more pieces, but no such luck. 
 
    A minute later, he had the other stone piece on its respective pressure plate. The first three plates were now depressed, as was the seventh, where Narcissa stood. Rune moved onto the fourth plate, leaving two plates still lit. These lay between himself and Narcissa, each about five feet from the next. 
 
    “Okay, this will be the tricky part, for you,” he said. “Watch me, and do as I do.” 
 
    After seeing her affirmative nod—doesn’t even question me, complete trust, no fear... gods, how I like this woman—Rune gathered his remaining strength, faced Narcissa, raised his hands above his head— 
 
    And fell forward, stick-straight. 
 
    It felt like a complete leap of faith, like he was trusting a god he had never worshiped to catch him, when there was nothing to suggest he had anywhere to land. But land he did. His palms slapped hard against the next platform over, catching his fall. 
 
    He was now sprawled out, his feet on one pressure plate while his palms worked their way toward the other. A moment later, both of his light lines had vanished. Only one remained. 
 
    “There is no way I can do that,” Narcissa said. 
 
    “I know,” he replied, huffing as his chest strained with every muscle tensed. 
 
    “You’d just crumple,” he sent. “You’re not strong enough to hold yourself out like this, with your hands above your head.” 
 
    “So,” he went on, “we need to give you that strength.” 
 
    The statement sat there quietly in his head while she processed it, and he sensed she was about to speak when a torrent of terror and exhaustion coursed through him. He cried out as Ria screamed, “I can’t hold it!” 
 
    “One more minute,” he sent back. “Please, Ria.” 
 
    He waited a breath, and he felt her latch a tendril of magic to him. It pulsed, like a heartbeat, and with each inner thud, he felt more of his own energy draining out of him, flowing into her. 
 
    “I should draw upon Narcissa’s energy,” he thought but didn’t dare. She would need everything she had in a moment. 
 
    “Rune, I can’t use my own magic on myself,” Narcissa said softly. “Rune, please. You need to get up, we need to get Ria—” 
 
    “No.” He wasn’t giving up, not on Ria, not on Lenore, and not on himself. “Narcissa, I know you can’t use your own magic on yourself. You’re a Commander, not a Soldier like Lenore. But Ria said that I could use your magic, if our bond was strong enough. And I can use your magic on you.” 
 
    Silence met his statement, and he sensed her disbelief at first, and then a creeping sense of awe. 
 
    “You really think you can do that?” 
 
    He nodded, the muscles in his neck and abdomen straining. “I have to try.” 
 
    After making what might be the last decision of his life, Rune closed his eyes, trying to distance himself from his own body, his own fading energy, his own completely magic-less soul. He phased into Narcissa instead, merging his sense of being with the sense of pages that inundated her. Not for the first time, he wondered what his soul felt like to them. Was he heavy and brutal, like stone, or light and gentle, like feathers? It didn’t matter now. It might never matter. 
 
    Setting all else aside, Rune followed his instincts, diving deep into the pages and flipping through them. Browsing Narcissa’s soul came naturally. He was turning pages, scanning words that never took on true form. 
 
    But now he imposed his will on that realm of books, and the words on the page solidified into meaning that mirrored his need.  
 
    Target: Narcissa. Action: Buff. Sub-target: her abdomen. Go. 
 
    The book snapped closed against his chest, the same place where Narcissa always triggered her own magic. He could almost hear the slap of the book’s covers as it closed, as the spell released into Narcissa like a punch to the stomach. 
 
    No, not a punch—more like he’d thrown a book at her gut. He sensed her grunt more than he heard it. 
 
    And then, pain. So much pain. The screaming, shaking ache of trying to hold up his own weight when his muscles were turning into trembling lead. Sweat beaded his brow and hands, making his grip start to slip. His core was burning and his lungs screaming. Strained to the limits of his endurance in body and magic, and bearing the load of Ria’s exhaustion, all he could do was trust Narcissa to depress the last pressure plate. 
 
    Worry flicked through his mind. Could she do it, fall forward and trust that the strength he’d given her was enough to catch her fall? She would be too frightened, or maybe she wouldn’t know how. Either way, it was over. It was over— 
 
    Then she fell forward, and the last light line went out. 
 
    Pages fluttered, sending him a surge of energy, urging him to move. Rune did. 
 
    Supernatural strength coiling in his arms, he heaved himself onto the fourth platform. Behind him, the fifth began to light up again, light running through the groove. In that narrow window of time, he leapt at Ria, grabbed her by the collar, and as her magic failed and the platform beneath them began to fall, he jumped for the window to the Tree. 
 
    Rune fell through. 
 
    He and Ria landed in a rolling ball, his arms around her to protect her. His back slammed into a wall, eliciting an oof. Ria stayed quiet, weak as a dead fish, eyes closed, fingers curled, mouth open. But alive, thank the Trees. Rune sighed with relief after testing her pulse. 
 
    Standing up, Rune found himself inside an ancient emperor’s secret Tree terrarium, only now without the barrier that had once protected it. It was thick with moss, and dead leaves carpeted the ten-foot wide boxed area. The remaining platforms were only a step away from him. 
 
    “Help me,” Narcissa sent him, still lying horizontal in midair, sprawled between two invisible platforms. 
 
    This time, it was Rune who felt panic surge through him. He crossed the distance, reached out, and seized Narcissa by the back of her dress. She yelped as he pulled on her, and he felt as if some thick piece of paper inside them both had been torn. He had nixed the magic keeping her Buffed, but she was still feeding her own energy into him, giving him just enough power to heave her away from the platforms and into his arms. 
 
    Rune held her, eyes burning. “I almost lost you.” 
 
    “You were strong enough for the both of us,” she gasped. 
 
    “So were you.” 
 
    They laughed, and she cried as relief hit her. It had been close, too close, but he had saved them all. 
 
    No, not all of them 
 
    Lenore. 
 
    “Shit.” He pulled away from Narcissa. As his steps staggered, knees nearly giving out underneath him, Rune understood for the first time exactly how much this magic had cost them all. His vision swam, and his thoughts crawled like slugs. Narcissa collapsed onto her butt, and Ria was already completely unconscious. 
 
    I need more of them, he realized. I need so many more of them. 
 
    He wasn’t sure where the thought came from. It was primordial, like a vision, but in that heady instant of bare survival, Rune knew that he was destined for something.  
 
    He was a Guardian Prime, a breathing myth, a thing of legends, perhaps the first to be born since Tellus himself. He could do anything, be anything, tackle any evil. 
 
    But only if he had more Adepts. 
 
    The thought was gone as soon as it had come, and in its place was just one tiny spark of new energy. Rune burned into that reserve without hesitation, ripping a piece of bark off the Tree, rushing across one of the remaining invisible bridges, and kneeling to feed crushed pieces of the bark to Lenore. 
 
    If nearly losing Ria and Narcissa to the bottomless pit had been terrifying, putting that bark between Lenore’s lips nearly killed him. If she was already dead, if he was too late, even the bark wouldn’t save her. And if that was the case, there was nothing he could do, no magic or quick thinking that could save her. 
 
    But then Lenore’s mouth moved, and she frowned in her sleep, eyelids juddering. 
 
    “Swallow,” he told her, massaging her throat. “Please, Lenore. Chew and swallow.” 
 
    He watched her jaw work, feeble as it was, and then nearly wept with joy when her throat bobbed. She had taken the medicine. She would heal. 
 
    He leaned back to get a look at her wound— 
 
    And felt instantly like tearing her clothes off. 
 
    With his hand on her shirt, it was suddenly all he could think of. He wanted her, desperately, nonsensically—he wanted to whip her shirt off over her head, injury be damned, and take her pants off right here and now— 
 
    He scuffled back from her, sickened by the bout of raw animalistic desire, and that’s when it hit him. Trees below. 
 
    They had just bonded. 
 
    I saved her life. With the bark. I saved her. 
 
    And now Rune had a brand new Adept. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, Rune dreamt of the Tree. 
 
    Faintly, as if they were memories from another life, he recalled feeding Lenore the bark from the Tree of Life, followed by a surge of emotions. The bark had healed her, and so he had saved her, thus bonding him to Lenore as her Guardian. 
 
    It should have been impossible. A Guardian could only bond with one Adept, and vice versa. But Rune, it seemed, was no normal Guardian. He was a Guardian Prime, just like Tellus the Mad. He was able to bond with as many women as he wanted, and now, he was up to three. 
 
    Like blurry waves, these memories ebbed from his dreaming thoughts. Perhaps he had picked Lenore up and brought her under the protective branches of the Tree outcrop, or perhaps he’d collapsed beside her as exhaustion overtook him. Whatever had happened, he was definitely dreaming of that Tree now.  
 
    It stood sentinel over him, as if keeping watch for enemies, and it was larger now—no longer a sapling, but instead a tree that reached up, up, into the very fabric of the mountain, if not the heavens themselves.  
 
    In his lucid state, the mountain both existed and didn’t, and the Tree spread its branches and roots through the earth in an endless net of life-giving power. The air pulsed with it, the Eternal, the source of all magic—and on each of three branches, he watched them sleep.  
 
    Narcissa, Sumeria, and Lenore... his partners, his bondmates, his Adepts. 
 
    Meanwhile, Rune lay at the roots, and he could feel the Tree drawing from him, pulling power from his core and feeding it to the women. But rather than feeling sapped by it, Rune felt stronger with each passing moment. He was flesh, and he was wood, and he was also glass; a cracked collection of fractals, shifting this way and that, reflecting the souls of those he had bonded with. 
 
    A flash of Ria’s long hair; a glimpse of Narcissa’s smile; the loosening neckline of Lenore’s white shirt. Golden eyes, gray eyes, hazel eyes, each of them looking up to him, asking to know where to go next, what to do next, how to save the world. 
 
    It was destiny.  
 
    He felt it in the fractals, the thousand ways the world broke and reformed around him. He was the source of something, the meaning of something. 
 
    Then a voice, rough and smoky, the voice of someone who’d spent so long screaming that they never learned to speak again, whispered: 
 
    “You should not exist.” 
 
    Rune blinked, feeling his body return. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I killed you all. I killed every single one. And I will kill you, too.” 
 
    Then a flash of darkness, the kind cast by a storm cloud passing before the giving sun, and Rune woke with a start, breathing hard. 
 
    He lay beneath the Tree sapling inside  Tellus’s training chamber, on the soft and thick moss that had grown on the light of an enchanted stone ceiling. He had his arm around a warm body—Lenore. 
 
    “Mmm, you’re awake,” she murmured, snuggling against him, her ass rubbing the erection he couldn’t help but wake up with. He blinked a few times, then slid his arm down to her waist, slipping a hand under her shirt. 
 
    The skin beneath was smooth, unmarred. The bark from the Tree had healed her. 
 
    “How long have I been out?” 
 
    She squirmed, coaxing his hand an inch higher beneath her shirt, closer to her breasts. “Hours, I think. Do you remember telling me to keep watch? I’ve been so very bored.” 
 
    He dimly recalled asking her to keep watch after she’d risen from her curative sleep. That memory, and everything since he’d brought the bark to her, was a hazy mess. He’d kind of expected it. The sort of magic he’d performed with both Ria and Narcissa... first, feeding Ria enough power to cast a hovering spell on a material she didn’t normally work with, and then casting Narcissa’s magic himself, giving her body a partial Buff.... 
 
    Things normal Guardians took years to manage had taken Rune a couple of days. 
 
    He turned to find Ria and Narcissa curled up together nearby, snoozing happily with vague smiles on their faces. 
 
    Lenore reached under her own shirt, took his hand, and pushed it higher, bringing his palm to rest over one of her nipples. He would say it rested on her breast, but the thing was too big to fit in only one hand. 
 
    “Did you dream of the Tree, too?” she whispered, squeezing his hand until he squeezed her breast in response. He turned away from Ria and Narcissa, and instead breathed in the scent of Lenore’s black hair. 
 
    Now wasn’t the time for sex. He knew that. And yet he could still vividly recall the bond he had formed with Lenore, the way it made him want to yank her trousers down even before she had healed. Well, she had healed now, so what exactly was stopping him?  
 
    He fingered her nipple ponderously, pinching it between his thumb and forefinger. She quivered deliciously against him, whining out a cute little sound of delight. 
 
    “I’ll give you a tree to dream of,” he said. “Take off your pants.” He would have done it himself, but his hand was busy teasing her.  
 
    “Right here? Now?” she asked, even as she obeyed him, reaching to her belt and wiggling free of her pants, until her bare butt pressed against his crotch. 
 
    Rune released her nipple momentarily to pull his cock free of his pants. He didn’t take them off all the way, just enough to lie down beside her again and feel his hot, hard flesh against her cool, smooth ass. 
 
    Gripping himself, he wedged his member in between her cheeks, roaming the slick wet folds with his tip, until it slipped into the nook between her folds, coming to a rest against her sensitive opening. “You’ve been thinking of me for a while, haven’t you?” he growled into her ear. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. “Just lying here, wishing you were awake.” 
 
    “You woke me, didn’t you,” he said, nibbling on her ear now and earning himself a muffled gasp for it. “With all that naughty wiggling.” 
 
    Her breath caught as his dick pressed against her. “Guilty,” she said, pressing her ass against him, the motions of her body begging for it. “But I didn’t really think—” 
 
    The words died as Rune thrust his hips forward, savoring every inch as the hot walls of her pussy enveloped him in a tight pleasurable clench. He exhaled a half groan as she murmured nonsense, burying himself so deep inside her that his balls were resting on her thigh. 
 
    “What nghh—about Narcissa?” she asked between hitched breaths. 
 
    He paused. He’d had a discussion with Narcissa about being with other women, but he hadn’t really shared her response with the others. Lenore only knew how much he cared about Narcissa, how much he had worried about her reactions to his lovemaking. She didn’t know that things were fine now, that Narcissa had told him she didn’t want a say in his other relationships—that she even found them... enjoyable. 
 
    “Oh... so it’s like that,” Lenore sighed, lips drawing into a sly smile. Her pussy tightened around him, inner muscles contracting. She must be feeling all his thoughts through the bond. 
 
    Rune moved a hand to grip her hips. Then, shifting to get his other arm out from beneath her, he seized a breast with a greedy grope, fingers finding a lewdly stiff nipple. 
 
    “Oh, Rune. Squeeze me harder.” 
 
    He did so, using his grip on her hip to pull out of her and thrust back in until their hips kissed with a wet slap. The sideways position did a lot of the work. All he had to do was pull her against him, and the head of his dick could ride past her entrance and let the warm folds envelop him. 
 
    “Yes. Yes,” she murmured, tightening. “Oh, this feels incredible. The bond... it’s so close....” 
 
    It was. 
 
    Rune did feel close to her in a way that went well beyond their first sexual encounters, like their minds and bodies were melting together in understanding and mutual pleasure. The intensity of it had him close to climax, with release shivering up from his balls to his shaft to his head, threatening to end it all in an explosion of mind-numbing ecstasy. He kept himself slow and steady, determined to draw out their pleasure. 
 
    “It’s like fucking and getting fucked all at once,” Lenore breathed, slender fingers clutching her other tit. “Like I’m inside you, with you inside me....” 
 
    He thrust and grunted into her ear, “You like it?” 
 
    “Yes. I love it, Rune. Your dick... Trees below, Rune, it feels even bigger....” 
 
    He dug his fingernails into her hip, into her nipple. She moaned in the sort of pleasured pain that urged him to go faster, to roll her flat and fuck her into the ground till the ground crumbled. 
 
    Slow. Slow. Slow. He felt pre-cum already leaking inside her, and knew that his cock couldn’t bear to hold it in much longer. Luckily, he no longer had to worry about pregnancy. He could fill her up with his seed and keep on driving his cock into her, riding out every last wave of his orgasm to its fullest. 
 
    She reached around and gripped his ass, her body arching deliciously with each thrust. 
 
    “You’re so deep. How are you so deep?” 
 
    He felt her pleasure at his core, a new sort of ache that came low in his stomach. It was like his own, and yet different. 
 
    “Like what I’m doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Tress, yes. Just keep going,” she said. “Keep going... you feel... so good....” 
 
    “Touch yourself,” he ordered, and she obeyed. 
 
    He felt a new sensation as she touched her own clit, and it nearly shoved him forcibly over the edge. Gritting his teeth, he shook it and held himself back. 
 
    “I can’t wait... to feel you... come inside me,” Lenore rasped, her hand working. He could feel it when he pulled out of her, when he thrust back in. Every bump, every contraction of muscle. The deeper he went, the tighter she felt. Hot liquid seemed to grip him as fresh waves of desire pulsed through her. 
 
    “Oh... yes....” Lenore’s eyes fluttered. Her toes curled, her whole body shivered, and she bucked against him. He slowed, and she seized his ass again. “No. Don’t stop. Keep going. I want to feel you... I want it all....” 
 
    Rune closed his eyes, knowing this thrust would be his last if he didn’t pull out. He wanted this to go longer— 
 
    Then her orgasm crashed through him. It was like vertigo, if vertigo was made of pleasure. He was instantly drunk on it, and it felt like a pair of lips had closed around his balls and sucked him in. He intimately felt her insides pulse, the muscles sending little sparks of sensation into her arms and legs. 
 
    “I need your cum, Rune, I need it, please, now—” 
 
    He groaned into her hair and spilled himself into her, a second high washing through his own mind. Cum pulsed between their sexes, each spurt, each glittering moment doubled by her own crescendo. He gripped her breast hard enough to draw out a gasp, and thrust twice, thrice, and then some, luxuriating in the freedom of being able to fuck her all the way through till the end. 
 
    “I feel it... all of it... inside me,” she exhaled. “Oh gods, this pleasure... I’ll do anything... Dangerously good…” 
 
    He nodded, speechless. Rune had been inside her only a few minutes, maybe less, and yet he had just had the most intense orgasm of his life. 
 
    He wanted to do it again. Now. Right now. 
 
    But his body had other ideas, and he slumped. 
 
    They lay together, inside each other, for another minute, until her pussy got sticky and his dick got sad. Then he finally let go of her chest and folded the sticky downstairs situation back into his pants. A bath and fresh briefs was added to his to-do list.  
 
    Sitting up, he scanned the chamber, still dazed from sex. He half-expected to see an enemy there, ambushing him during the vulnerable throes of his pleasure. 
 
    There was no one, and all was quiet. Amazingly, Lenore seemed to have fallen asleep within seconds, snoring softly by his side. 
 
    Waited all that time for some dick to put her to sleep, he thought with a chuckle, tucking an errant lock of her hair behind an ear. The Queen of Streets, killer and thief, he mused. And she’s my Adept, and I just came inside her. 
 
    He sighed in half-contentment—half of him still wanted to make love again. The pleasure still roiled through him, partially hers—but while she peacefully slept, he was wide awake. He glanced at the Tree, then stood up and approached it, plucking a leaf off one of its branches. 
 
    He placed it in Lenore’s hand, just to remind her to eat it when she woke. They didn’t need any unborn children making their mission any harder right now. 
 
    “Oh, you’re up,” a voice said, and he turned to see Ria rubbing her eyes. She shook her head the way a wet dog might, blinking in an exaggerated fashion. “Holy Laurus Celtis, I feel horny.” 
 
    Excitement zipped through him, but Rune suppressed it. He kept thoughts about Lenore under an icy clamp. His love life was anything but private now, but he didn’t want Ria to realize that her waking pleasure had come from something he’d done only moments ago. It might seem invasive to her, even disturbing. It felt wrong to do so before they got a better feel for each others’ boundaries. 
 
    So, instead he gave her an amicable chuckle and helped her up. She bumped against him, just her hip against his, and he felt something hard beneath her lacy slip. 
 
    “Ow,” she said, frowning down at the spot. Then she reached down and pulled up her hemline, revealing one long, pale leg, slender and doll-like in its smooth perfection—and on that leg, a leather garter, holding a thin belt of glowing marbles like projectiles in a quiver. 
 
    The Valor, he remembered. He had given her some of the special Covenant currency in exchange for her help in carting him away from the sacred Tree of Life site in Cedar. Of course she would keep the stuff close at hand. 
 
    “I haven’t learned how to count it yet,” he said, lowering his hand to touch one of the magical orbs, letting his fingers brush the white flesh between them ‘accidentally’. 
 
    Her skin visibly prickled. “It’s in the intensity of the glow,” she said softly. He had the sense she was working hard to keep her voice steady. “There’s a little over fifty of it, here.” 
 
    At the mention of amounts, Rune recalled their earlier conversation from when they’d been descending the mountain.  
 
    “Can you lend me twenty-five of it?” he asked. 
 
    Her hazel eyes looked at him with something between questioning and disbelief. “Lend? It’s all yours, Rune. We’re partners now.” She handed over three orbs, one of which was much dimmer than the others. “That one’s the fiver,” she said, tapping it. “The others are tens.” 
 
    He examined them closely, but they didn’t stop looking like shiny marbles, no matter how hard he squinted. The light was unmistakably Eternal, though—it bore the same yellow-green tint as the Tree of Life. 
 
    “You want to upgrade Narcissa, right?” Ria asked. 
 
    He nodded. “She’s the only one we have enough to upgrade right now. At least, if I understand right.” 
 
    “You do,” she confirmed. 
 
    “How do we make it happen?” he asked, turning to face the Tree. “More blood?” 
 
    “Just a hair, one from both of you, will work the second time. Here, I’ll get one of hers and meet you there.” 
 
    Rune frowned. “Shouldn’t she be awake?” 
 
    Ria had already knelt beside the other woman. “Only if you want her to be. It’s her psyche, after all, that will determine what ability she gets next. But given the cost, it will have to be the Level Two of her Amplifier-Commander magic. Another version of Buff, that is.” 
 
    “But she can be asleep?” Rune asked, plucking one of his own hairs off his head as she joined him at the Tree. 
 
    “Yes. It will just make the resulting power more unpredictable. Unpredictable can be powerful, though. It would be based off whatever she’s dreaming about. It will still be something she wants, deep inside.” 
 
    Whatever she’s dreaming about. Interesting. Rune glanced at Lenore. Did you dream of the Tree, too? Lenore had asked him. 
 
    An idea sprouted in Rune’s mind. “Ria, did you dream of the Tree?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. That’s common when you’re in the proximity of an outcrop.” 
 
    He thought about asking whether she’d heard that strange voice or not, but that was beside the point. “So Narcissa is probably dreaming of the Tree too.” 
 
    Ria cocked her head. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It’s probably a long shot. But at this point, everything is. Tell me what to do here.” He indicated the Tree with the hand full of Valor. 
 
    Ria reached out and placed a strand of curly red hair in his palm. He joined it with his own, and she moved her hand to hold his from beneath, lightly leading it toward the Tree. 
 
    “You just press it all into the bark,” she said. “The Tree will absorb it. It may seem a little haphazard, but the Tree knows what to do. It has its own sentience, you see.” 
 
    Its own sentience, huh? Maybe that was the voice he’d heard. Yet, in the dream, he’d felt only goodwill from the Tree itself. Hell, he’d been a part of it. No—that voice was something else. Something that had sensed him through the Tree, somehow. Thank Celtis that it hadn’t been able to hurt him through that same connection. He had no idea how to fight disembodied Tree-ghosts or whatever the hell that had been. 
 
    As Ria gently led him toward the bark, Rune inhaled her rosy scent, enjoying the small moment of closeness. Together they pressed the hairs and valor into the Tree. It was like pressing bubbles into water—that’s how smoothly the strange glass melted into the bark. 
 
    A zap ran through him, feeling oddly like a mental papercut, and then, through his bond with Narcissa, he felt a new book opening amidst the fluttering pages. He tried to read the words, but they fled his mind like dreams. He’d need her to translate it for him and figure out how it worked. 
 
    On that thought, pure desire lanced through him. 
 
    Again, it was like a flurry of pages fluttering, only they seemed to flutter in his groin instead of his mind. He swallowed dryly, his cock perking up. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Ria said, flushing, just as surprised by the surge of arousal as he was. 
 
    He should have realized that the lust would rake through him, just as it had during all of his bondings, and during Narcissa’s first upgrade—but Ria hadn’t had any real idea it would happen. She had been unconscious during Lenore’s bonding, and not bonded to him yet when Narcissa earned her first ability. She wouldn’t expect to feel someone else’s bond-lust like this. 
 
    Just another perk of the job, Rune thought ruefully. Being a Guardian Prime seemed to come with these cursed bouts of supernatural hornyness. Luckily, Rune was a big man. He’d survive this ordeal. 
 
    “That is so strange,” Ria commented, fanning her chest. “She’s lucky she’s sleeping through it. Otherwise she’d be crawling on top of you. Oh my.” 
 
    He had to agree. Narcissa, who was sleepily humping a backpack and drooling, would be mortified to be caught mounting him in front of other people. As for him, well, he didn’t want to see her throwing herself at him, because he didn’t think he could tell her no. He would have made love to her, shamelessly and fiercely, if she’d been awake. 
 
    Which would be a bad thing, at least at this stage. Narcissa wanted to know that he cared for her, that their feelings were real, and if the two of them fucked like animals because the bond made them do it... that wouldn’t be the experience that she wanted. It would be fun while it lasted, but afterwards, they would both realize that it had ruined their first time. 
 
    “If I never have to feel that again, it would be too soon,” Rune croaked, shaking his head sharply and avoiding ogling at either of the slumbering women who were… well, they were doing things, and making sounds in their sleep. “I can hardly think through this. It’s madness.” 
 
    Ria chuckled. “Maybe that’s why they called him Tellus the Mad. Seven Adepts, constantly getting bonded and upgraded—oh.” 
 
    She’d stopped abruptly, and he looked up to see her looking at something. He followed her gaze to the back wall of the terrarium, behind the sapling. 
 
    He groaned. “Not another secret door.” 
 
    He hadn’t noticed it before because its handle was camouflaged as a tiny root and its outlines were hair-thin, too hard to see from any distance. But now that he was looking right at it, it was unmistakably a door. 
 
    “Relax, it looks like a regular door,” Ria said, and he felt her questing out with her magic. “Yep. Totally normal stone. No vanishing and un-vanishing enchantments or shady murder-traps there. Shall we go and have a look?” 
 
    Rune glanced back at his other two Adepts, both sleeping peacefully. “We can’t leave them exposed,” he said. 
 
    Ria waved a hand. “I’ll re-form Lenore’s stretcher into a creature and send it down the tunnel to keep watch for us. You go try the door while I do that. It seems like it’s gonna be heavy.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’m here for, ready for work anytime.” Rune sighed, groaning as he adjusted the inconvenient erection. He approached the door. 
 
    “You all right?” Ria sent him a moment later. 
 
    He sighed again, gripping the door handle. “Yeah. I don’t mean to mope. It’s not a big thing, well it sort of is, but the problem isn’t.” 
 
    “Blue balls?” she queried. 
 
    He chuckled. “You have no idea.” 
 
    “Well, you just try that door then. Maybe we’ll find a solution on the other side.” 
 
    Rune paused, taken aback by the flirt in her send. But a moment later, he found himself smiling. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Ria.” 
 
    “Did you hear me make a promise?” she shot back, but he could feel the levity in the words. She was teasing him. 
 
    To himself, he thought, Well, I wasn’t exactly the only one feeling all that lust. And it’s not like my first time with Ria has to be anything like my first time with Narcissa.... 
 
    Bolstered by the thought, Rune tugged on the door handle. It swung open so smoothly that he caught himself making a surprised noise. 
 
    “Damn, what did Tellus oil these hinges with? Baby dragon fat? Unicorn blubber?” 
 
    “Probably a sexual lubricant,” Ria replied. “He would have needed it.” 
 
    It was a sobering thought. Tellus’s seven Adepts must have both despised and feared him. Yet they, too, would have felt the lust of the bond, and no doubt he would have followed through on it every time he pleased, whether or not they shared the want. The idea made the bond feel slightly malicious, and Rune resolved to keep a close watch on the sensation. He didn’t want the bond to spur him and his Adepts into sex they might come to regret. 
 
    It’d been fine with Lenore, sex with her was casual and easy, even before the bond stuff. With Ria and Narcissa, though… No, he would always make sure to have the proper consent beforehand, even if it meant tying both himself and his Adept to bedposts on opposite sides of a room. Ruminating on that thought, Rune opened the door fully. 
 
    And he marveled. “It’s another terrarium!” 
 
    “What? No!” Ria sent, and he felt her rushing up to him. She placed her hands on his shoulders, pressed her chest to his back, and peeked past his ear at the room beyond. 
 
    In it was another sapling of the Tree, this one a bit larger, big enough for several people to flop down in its shade. Flowers clustered at its base, sprawling outward in a spiral of colors. Most appeared to be roses in every shade under the sun, from blood-red to pink-orange to purple-black. Overhead loomed another circle of glowing stone, mimicking bright, cloudless daylight.  
 
    A small creek trickled between the flowers, tinkling merrily over smoothed pebbles, its water fed by a natural waterfall dripping down the far side of the room. The cascade was big enough to shower under. 
 
    Rune thanked the Trees for delivering such swift salvation to his sex-stained pant situation. 
 
    “Another door,” Ria said, pointing at the wall opposite them. 
 
    He nodded. “An escape route. Of course.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow as he turned to wrap an arm around her. “What do you mean, of course?” 
 
    “I mean, Tellus would have had an escape route. He was clearly a methodical man, and a man like that wouldn’t put himself in a tight place with only one way out. What if an entire army met him in that passage back there? He could be the most powerful man in the world, but in a funnel like that, battles get unpredictable. And another mage could try to block him in when he wasn’t looking.” 
 
    “Oh. I see. Yeah, that makes sense.” Ria sounded nervous, but before he could ask,  she slipped an arm around him and stepped onto a nearby patch of moss. He followed her lead, closing the door behind them. 
 
    An awkward pause. Ria chewed her lip, her brain obviously thinking back on those flirty remarks. 
 
    “Your automaton is up?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yes. It’s keeping watch.” 
 
    “Good.” He tugged her closer against him, and he decided to be quiet then, to just savor her presence, savor all of this. She had gone tense, but she loosened as that feeling inundated their bond. It was a beautiful place, and he was here alone with a beautiful woman, and for a moment, that was enough. 
 
    Her palm wandered up his back. “You really think I’m beautiful?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “You don’t?” 
 
    She shrugged a shoulder. “Mog found me attractive, for some reason. But he was the only one who ever did, really. My mother always said I was too thin.” 
 
    “Well, Mog had one thing right, at least. You’re definitely gorgeous.” Rune paused. “How are you feeling, by the way. About that?” 
 
    She swallowed. “You mean about losing him?” 
 
    “Yes. You do know I’m sorry, right?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Don’t be. He betrayed me. It was him or me, and you chose me. I’m glad you did, thankful for it, though I don’t think I could’ve done it.” 
 
    He frowned at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But sometimes I think I would have just let them take me,” she added mentally. He wasn’t sure if she’d intended to share that or not. 
 
    “That would have been a shame,” he sent back, turning. They were about the same height, but he placed a hand beneath her chin and tilted her head up anyway. 
 
    “How could you ever let that happen?” he asked her, his voice low. “How could you ever give your life for a man like that?” 
 
    Her hazel eyes blinked away moisture, and she placed both her hands on his hips. “I’d give my life for you,” she whispered. 
 
    “Well, don’t,” he said. “You’re too beautiful, too fun, too interesting to die for a dumb gardener like me.” 
 
    Her mouth opened, but he brushed a thumb across her lip, stalling her before she could speak. 
 
    “You aren’t a dumb gardener,” she sent him, the words quivering. She blinked. “And even if you were, I love flowers. And there wouldn’t be any flowers without gardeners, would there?” 
 
    “I would dearly love to grow flowers for you,” Rune said. 
 
    She laughed, suppressing a happy grin as she pulled away from his touch. “Now that’s just the bond-lust talking.” 
 
    “Is it?” he asked, reaching out for her again, trailing a hand down her cheek, to her throat. Her chest rose quickly, her breath catching as he caressed her. His knuckles trickled down to her collarbone, to the tops of her perky breasts. 
 
    He toyed with the lace of her pink shift. “You love beautiful things,” he said. “Is it so odd for me to feel the same?” 
 
    “No,” she breathed as he wedged a light finger under the strap of her shift and flipped it aside. Beneath it was yet another shift. She wore so many layers of petticoats and whatnot that he could imagine getting lost in them, but those layers were anything but modest. The lace was delicate and soft, expensive and expertly crafted, and traced the outline of her figure in a most pleasing way. He could tell that Ria loved these clothes, loved the beauty in them, and wore them the same way she wore a smile. 
 
    He tugged aside the other strap and let the first layer fall, his hand raising goose pimples from her bare shoulder. He leaned close, pressing his lips to her neck, brushing the edge of her jaw with his nose. 
 
    “I must smell terrible,” he whispered into her ear apologetically. “Time for a wash, don’t you think?” 
 
    “No, you smell amazing—I mean—” 
 
    Rune bent his knees, dropping kiss after kiss down her neck, her chest, her lace. He sensed her pulse speeding up, either through the bond or mere intuition, he didn’t know, didn’t care. He had to have her.  
 
    “Do you want this?” he sent, holding himself back, keeping to his oath to respect his Adepts. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    The answer was not a word but a ball of frustration and demand that echoed his own. 
 
    In one swift movement, he picked her up by the waist, so that she was forced to bend her knees and put her legs around him, her arms closing around the back of his neck. 
 
    His hands edged perilously close to the heat of her core, his fingers curling around the bare ass cheeks she had hidden under her skirt. She wore something else underneath, something lacy and frilly and oh-so wonderfully tight against her skin. He decided he was going to destroy it—maybe even with his teeth. 
 
    “Rune, what are you doing?” she said, clinging to him. 
 
    “Making you feel beautiful,” he said, starting to walk toward the waterfall. 
 
    “You—you don’t have to do that—” 
 
    “Oh, but I want to.” A few good minutes of pleasuring her, and one or two orgasms, and he’d be ready to explore her most secret expressions. His body needed some time yet to recover from Lenore. 
 
    “At least let me start—” she began. 
 
    “No,” he sent her. “No, we can save that for later. Right now, I want to make you scream without even getting inside you.” 
 
    She’d said she had never been truly pleasured by a man before. That fingers and tongues were strangers to her pussy. All she’d ever had was that fake unicorn horn. 
 
    Rune was going to show her so much more. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune stepped under the tiny waterfall with Sumeria’s legs wrapped around him. He pressed her against the wall as the cave-water soaked his hair and dripped down his face, off his nose, trailing lines across Ria’s breasts. She gasped as the cool liquid found its way into the shadows of her cleavage, as it drenched her lacy shift, beginning to transform it into a clingy film of pink, and made her nipples stand out.  
 
    Rune’s shoulders were soon drenched, but he was already kissing her wet neck, suckling the taste of minerals and freshness off her skin. 
 
    Gasps and moans encouraged him. Ria tilted her head back, but he ended the kiss there and journeyed lower. With each half-bite, he marked his passage with red spots of passion. 
 
    She breathed faster with each kiss, one of her hands roving up the back of his neck and into his hair. 
 
    “That hurts so good,” she whispered, “more.” 
 
    And Rune growled low in his throat and switched to the other side of her neck until he urged little moans of sweet pain from her throat. She leaned farther back against the stone wall of the cave then, swinging her hips an inch forward, so that the fingertips he was using to grip her thighs drew ever so slightly closer to her heat. 
 
    “Show me,” she begged him, too overcome to speak with actual words. “Show me what it feels like to be touched....” 
 
    Water had now seeped all the way down, drenching all of her, turning that pink shift and petticoat almost see-through, and making the sight before him more erotic than nudity. Rune’s fingers wandered the water-damp flesh of her inner thigh, pulling on her skin, inching closer until he began to feel the coarse hairs of her sex.  
 
    He stopped then, beside her lips, just to hear her needy pleas again. He wanted her desperate, to heighten her enjoyment and give every drop of pleasure she deserved. 
 
    “No more teasing, please, please show me....” 
 
    “Patience. First, a kiss.” Rune raised his head from her throat and kissed her then, diving into her tongue-first. He kissed her into the wall, going hard, their teeth clicking until they found a rhythm of breathless desire and mutual want. He’d kiss her from the left, tongue dancing with hers, but he’d then find that there was some part of her he wasn’t reaching, and he’d kiss her from the right instead. Water ran over their faces, past their lips, their noses wet and one long strand of hair plastered to her forehead. 
 
    Ria had such long hair, he remembered. Always kept in that long, perfect tail, not a strand out of place. 
 
    He decided he was going to cum in her hair. 
 
    “Oh, Rune, you’re driving me mad... please let me take you,” Ria sent, her mental words dripping with need.  
 
    She squirmed, trying to free herself and breaking their kiss. He watched her lick her lips, almost felt the dryness of her mouth, her dire craving to be on her knees and have his cock slamming between her teeth. The thought sent a hard throb though his shaft. 
 
    “Please,” she begged him. “I want you to come all over me. Please—” 
 
    “No,” he growled as his fingers found the wet outline of her pussy. He prodded them deeper, adjusting her body against his, closing her in so that she couldn’t escape as his finger wormed deeper inside her. 
 
    “Ohhhh,” she breathed, eyes hooded.  
 
    He added another finger and started to stroke. With each prod, the wetness of her sex turned from simple cave water to the thick juice of want. He began to smell her, the spray of the waterfall intensifying her musk, mixing with the mineral smell of wet stone and the fading aroma of her rose perfume into an intoxicating cocktail he’d never forget. 
 
    She moaned, harder as his fingering intensified. He added another finger, running them through her in a pattern, first one then the other then the other, making sure to find her clit with each flick. He wasn’t going deep, not yet, but she was new to being pleasured in this way, and he could sense the ache in her stomach already growing as her legs lightened around him in the tell-tale signs of impending climax. 
 
    He caught her mouth with his again, but her tongue barely responded, her body too overwhelmed by the pleasure of his hand that it was consuming her thoughts. 
 
    Rune Rune Rune Rune Rune— 
 
    She kept thinking his name in time to his little thrusts, and as her mouth fell completely slack, unable to do anything but lie open in breathy pleasure, Rune turned back to her neck. Soon the taut muscles there were peppered with love-bruises and his own erection was hard as a rock, stuck between them, anxious and aching.  
 
    But he’d promised to teach her the feel of fingers, and teach he would.  
 
    He changed the target of his pulsing fingers, focusing entirely on the little nub from which all her pleasure truly stemmed. And as he did, he bit and yanked off the final two straps of her final lacy shift, until the neckline gathered around the tops of her nipples.  
 
    She caught her breath, then threw her head back, breathing so hard now that one pink nipple popped out from her loosening shift. “Oh yes, Rune, please, don’t stop....” 
 
    Rune watched her freed nipple, suddenly hungry to have it between his teeth as he flicked her clit faster and faster, until her entire body was moving, trying to get away from him and failing as he held her tighter, pressed her harder, trapped her inside the cold, raining pleasure. 
 
    “I’m going to—I’m going—” 
 
    Ria cried out, and sensation flooded him, the incredible whole-body intensity of the female orgasm making his head spin so much that his arms gave out and he dropped Ria onto her own unsteady legs. As she slapped her hands against the slick wall behind her, her face torn by pleasure, her lace tumbling off her chest and down to her waist, Rune decided he had to have her, for just a few moments, just enough to get his thoughts back in order. 
 
    Taking her by the shoulders, Rune spun her and slung an arm against her shoulder blades until her large breasts were pressed upward against the cold and unforgiving wall. Distantly, he felt the tingling of her nipples as the cave water and ancient stone perked them up, but he was already gathering the back of her lacy shift in one hand and tugging it down. Some of the delicate material tore before he allowed it to fall, and Rune paused to take in the sight of her two small but perfect butt cheeks, and the lacy band of fabric that ran between them. 
 
    He decided that he liked lace. There was something undeniably sexy about it, something about its fragility that made him want to tear through it and fuck Ria with all his might. “You like things delicate, do you? I’ll show you delicate....” 
 
    Still pinning her tight to the wall, Rune fumbled his belt off and tugged his pants down. 
 
    “Faster, Rune, I have to have you,” Ria said as he kicked his pants away. “I’m still pulsing, please, I want to feel you—oh!” 
 
    She gasped as Rune took pressure off her and flung off his shirt before sliding both hands over her hips, trapping her flat to the wall once again. 
 
    “No, please!” she begged him as his hands slid donwward, over the mound above her sex and inside her hips, until he had two fingers of each hand hooked into her pussy, deeper than before. 
 
    “Nooooo,” she wept. “No more. I need your cock, Rune, not this.... No more....” 
 
    He gave her what she’d asked for, wedging his dick between her ass cheeks until her warm sex met his head, until the lacy string of her underwear gave way to one side. With a swing of his hips, he broke past her tight opening, the lace brushing his head as he entered her and made her cry out. 
 
    “Oh, Ria,” he thought, experiencing her, feeling the exact shape and curve of her. Her pussy was unique, like all of them were. Hers put pressure on the entire left side of his shaft while leaving the right side loose and hot. 
 
    “Oh yes, that’s perfect,” Ria murmured, wiggling her ass, guiding him deeper. “You’re perfect. I want you deeper... I want you to use me....” 
 
    “I am using you, just the way I like.” He adopted a slow rhythm, his fingers working her, keeping unceasing pressure on her clit. 
 
    “I can’t—I can’t take it. No more fingers, please go deeper....” 
 
    “You’ll take what I tell you to take,” he sent her, his mouth opening against the back of her head as he sighed out his own pleasure. Her long ponytail, soaked now, was stuck between them, and Rune growled and took her ribbon in his teeth and teased it until the knot fell free. 
 
    Her ponytail unfurled, and what little of it hadn’t been wet was drenched in seconds. He enjoyed the feel of it, and of her. Her pussy felt good, tight and sopping-wet, closing around his cock with a perfect grip. He moved in and out of her, his balls swinging against her thighs. 
 
    “It’s too much, Rune, too much,” she murmured. 
 
    He could feel it smolder through their bond, the intensity of her pleasure, that place of no return where a woman’s orgasm made her sensitive to the point of pain. He maintained his pressure anyway, and his rhythm, using each casual thrust to torture her while slowly bringing himself under control, putting his mind where it needed to be to give her exactly what he’d promised. 
 
    “Please, no more!” she wailed, and she sent him an image of herself on her knees, her hair freed and falling to the floor, her mouth closed around his cock he slapped wildly against her lips, all while she stroked him with both hands— 
 
    “Oh no you don’t,” he sent, and pulled himself out of her, dropping to his knees and running his hands down her slick legs as he went. “I’ll let you suck me off when I damn well please.” 
 
    “No no no no no,” she thought, but when she tried to turn, he gripped her thighs hard. 
 
    “Stay,” he commanded, and leaned forward to lick the space where a butt cheek met the thigh. His cock jumped as her whole body quivered in response, as goose pimples rose under his tongue. 
 
    He pulled her away from the wall, and shoved his nose into her ass, and licked the back end of her sex. She cried out, shaking all over, and he did it again, flicking his tongue into and across her, giving her clit the rest it needed to recover from her last orgasm. 
 
    “Come back,” she whimpered. “Come fuck me.” 
 
    He dropped one hand off her hip to stroke himself. “Not yet.” 
 
    “I want you, I have to have you....” 
 
    She must have sensed that he was pleasuring himself, that his palm was getting slick with the liquid that had been inside her only moments ago. She cried out in desperation, “let me do that, let me!” 
 
    “Not until you come again,” he sent back. 
 
    “I can’t!” 
 
    “You can.” 
 
    “Rune, please—” 
 
    He shut her up with four fingers of his free hand, wedging them into her and tugging her back slightly, so that his mouth could get at more of her. She tasted like heaven, a sharp rosy tang. He couldn’t breathe through his nose, he was so deep in between her ass cheeks. All he could do was breathe her, taste her, through the same mouth he was using to deny her what she wanted. 
 
    He picked up his speed then, matching his hand to his tongue. She started to sway against him, to ride his other hand and his mouth, and her pleasure spurred him to go even faster, so fast he started to get sloppy, nearly fingered her raw, nearly licking her dry. They lingered there for several seconds, clinging to the wild, careless lovemaking, and through their bond he felt her going mad with want. 
 
    “No, Rune, please!” Ria cried, slapping back against the wall and spreading her legs. “Please just fuck me!” She gripped his hair, tried to pull him up. “I need you! Please!” 
 
    He rose an inch, but no more, and he seized her left leg and threw it over his shoulder, taking her clit into his mouth, licking, sucking. She screamed, and a surge of heat met the tip of his tongue as her body gave up another spurt of desire. 
 
    She squirmed and fought him, but he was too strong, and he held her in place, forced her to take the pleasure, until finally she went limp and let it come. 
 
    “Hurry,” she sent him. “Hurry.” 
 
    She wanted his dick in her mouth, his cum in her hair, and she knew she couldn’t get it if she didn’t orgasm one more time. 
 
    “I feel like I’m dying,” she sent him, and waves of her pleasure crashed against his psyche.  
 
    His cock jumped, craving her, and his own orgasm made threats in his stomach, even though he wasn’t touching himself anymore, even though he wasn’t buried inside her.... 
 
    He forced the thought away, flick flick, his tongue growing raw as it stroked against her lace and the overwhelmed nub beneath it. Then he felt it, like a blooming flower, as her pleasure spread its petals from her nub, into her pussy, into her stomach and nipples and arms and toes— 
 
    This time she screamed, actually threw her head back and screamed, hitting her head against the wall so hard that even Rune grunted from the shared impact. Her legs gave way, and the two of them tumbled out of the waterfall in a splash of shared pleasure. Completely naked, Rune rolled over her protectively and watched, breathing jaggedly, as her large breast rose and fell, flopping outward. 
 
    It was too much. Half-in, half-out of the water, Rune gripped one breast in his hand and thrust his cock inside her. She moaned, spreading her legs to either side of his hips, and this time he fucked her all the way to his base, until his balls met the hairs of her sex. 
 
    “Gods, you’re huge,” she cried. “Oh, Rune—Rune—Rune—” 
 
    Rune sped up, his gaze locked on the one free, jumping breast while he squeezed the other in an ever-tightening grip. She arched and moaned with his movements, unable to lie still, trying to welcome him deeper, trying to get his cock to slam against her very soul— 
 
    It was that same insane, twinned pleasure, like he’d had with Lenore after they’d bonded, only now it was quadrupled by so many minutes—and orgasms—of foreplay. He felt her pleasure, her desperate vulnerability, and he fucked her against the moss and roses until the liquid on his body turned from river-water to sweat. He was so taken in by her pleasure, twisting into his own, that he somehow couldn’t come despite the orgasm coursing through him. He’d been taken so far beyond normal pleasure that he’d confused his own body. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, yes!” Ria cried, gripping his back, leaving scratches. “Yes!” 
 
    She thrust her hips up, meeting his thrust, and he could have sworn it had urged him just a tiny bit deeper, just enough to feel one brand new bump along her tight inner walls. As he pulled away that time, he became acutely aware of her panties again, still plastered between them, still brushing against his cock, hanging on heroically through the rough sex. 
 
    Not so fragile after all, he thought, and as he ducked down to suck one nipple between his teeth, he felt his climax arriving. 
 
    “Oh—oh!” Ria wept, feeling it, and he pulled out and flipped onto his back. She followed his lead, her mouth open and ravenous, and he seized her hair and yanked her face down to his cock. 
 
    She sank her mouth onto him with wild fervor, her tits swinging madly as his manhood slammed the back of her throat, as she tasted her own sex on his dick. She groaned with need as she felt the quivering of his arrival. He gripped her harder, spreading his legs and then bucking against her lips. 
 
    The first spurt went straight down her throat, but Rune didn’t waste the second. With pleasure hazing over his every thought, he scratched her scalp with his fingernails and pulled her off him. 
 
    He watched as cum painted her cheek, her jaw, and then her long wet hair, his liquids standing out white in the light-brunette strands. She turned toward him, her mouth open in lusty hunger, and after he came one more time into her hair, she began to lick his sloppy cock, cleaning him off, suckling on every last bit of seed, until finally, after long moments, his cock lay limp and empty and perfectly content. 
 
    They breathed hard for a while, both their mouths dry, Rune still holding her head between his legs, Ria still nuzzling his cock, kissing, licking. He wished he could will himself hard again and just lay there, pumping her head back and forth until he could paint her hair white from root to tip. 
 
    It was while he was lying like that, naked and satisfied, that he felt—for the first time—the papery presence of Narcissa in his mind. His heart stalled, and despite her assurances that she was fine with sharing him, he found himself panicking to feel her there. It wasn’t guilt, not exactly, nor was it shame. It was more primal than that. 
 
    He was afraid. 
 
    Afraid he had ruined what he had with Narcissa. Afraid that she’d think he loved Ria more. Afraid that she would leave him for spending her bond-lust on somebody else, when she’d been lying right there— 
 
    “Oh, Rune,” she sent him, the words flickering like candle flame, as if she could barely gather them all in one place. “I don’t think those things... Tellus take me....” 
 
    He sat up, and Ria rolled over, mumbling. “Are you all right?” Rune sent Narcissa. 
 
    “Yes. I just... had an orgasm.” 
 
    He blinked. “What?” 
 
    “I think it was... by proxy,” she managed to tell him. “It woke me up... trees below....” 
 
    He still couldn’t tell the tone she was taking, the emotions she was trying to share. Distantly he felt her own pleasure, the warmth in her stomach. 
 
    Finally, Rune steeled himself and asked the question he actually wanted to ask. “Are you okay with what I just did, Narcissa? Please tell me. I have to know.” 
 
    He felt her laughing ruefully, or maybe he even heard it, on the other side of the stone door. 
 
    “When you have sex,” she finally sent, “you put your whole self into it, and you think of nothing else but the pleasure of your partner and your own. You didn’t think of me, or of Lenore, at any point while you were with Ria.” 
 
    He swallowed. Had she wanted him to think of her? 
 
    “No, Rune. I want you to love me. And when you sleep with a woman, you love them, all of them. And I... I can’t get enough of it. I want to share it with you, every time, forever. I want to love them too.” 
 
    Rune grinned, and his breathing finally slowed down. “Really?” 
 
    “Really. The thing is....” 
 
    He frowned. “What is it?” 
 
    He sensed her gathering her courage. “I’m afraid I won’t be good enough. Lenore knows what she’s doing, and Ria doesn’t even want her own pleasure. But... I’m a virgin, inexperienced, and... I want it, Rune. I want you to pleasure me. 
 
    “And I’m afraid, when the time comes, I’ll just lie there, and you’ll be bored by me. I couldn’t stand it, if you were bored by me....” 
 
    Rune gave himself some time to parse this admission, and then it was his turn to laugh. “Narcissa, if all you did was lie still and let me please you, I’d probably come right into the bedsheets. Probably even before you did.” 
 
    Doubt crossed from her mind to his. “You’re lying.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    But there weren't words to explain it to her, so he tried to send it, to give her some context for the way that he saw her. He cared about Lenore and Ria, and a part of him probably loved them, or would love them soon, but he was in love with Narcissa, infatuated with everything about her.  
 
    The mere idea of seeing her naked—of running his tongue up her pussy, over her breasts, to her lips— 
 
    Emotion turned lust into something else entirely. He wasn’t sure where it had come from, either. He had only known her a few days, but he’d never known a love like this, even as a teen when crushes had been larger than life. 
 
    It might fade, eventually. He could admit that. But right now, he wanted and craved her in a way that could take him over the edge much too fast, like a teenager just learning his own body.  
 
    Rune was used to being in control, and he had never had any trouble taking the lead in the bedroom—sometimes even stealing the lead away from headstrong women like Lenore—but with Narcissa, he knew that he would worship her. He would have to, to keep himself sane. 
 
    He could just imagine the simple act of tucking her hair behind her ear and meeting her eyes as he moved slowly into her. He didn’t need anything more than that. She wouldn’t have to move a muscle, except to tell him she loved him. Those words alone would melt him more than any carnal pleasure ever could. 
 
    “Well,” she said, finally cutting off his reverie, “I can guarantee I’ll do more than that, at least.” 
 
    He could sense, though, that he had put her insecurities to rest. It made him smile, and he felt the smile mirrored on her own face. 
 
    “You’re getting better at that,” Ria said, sitting up and bumping her hip against his. 
 
    He blinked. “At what?” They’d never had sex before this. How could she say he’d gotten better? 
 
    “At blocking off your thoughts,” Ria said. “You were talking to Narcissa, right?” 
 
    He frowned. “You could tell?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I can always tell. You block her off from me, sometimes. I can’t get in at all. It’s an impenetrable wall, which is impressive, since I never taught you how to build one.” 
 
    Rune pulled his knees up and slung an arm over them, setting his gaze on the Tree outcrop a few paces away. Whatever he was doing to block Ria off, it definitely wasn’t conscious. 
 
    I guess that only further proves what I told Narcissa, he thought to himself. She occupies some other part of me, some part that other people can’t access. 
 
    He decided that it was his heart. It might be an oversimplification, but he was happy with that answer. Narcissa existed in his heart, and that came with the benefit of knowing that—when he finally did make love to her—no one else was going to be there to watch. 
 
    It was a nice thought. Being a Guardian Prime was already proving to be anything but private. It was good to know that, no matter what happened, he could always retreat into Narcissa and quiet the noise of everyone else. That he could always make love with the woman he loved, without having anyone looking in on him. 
 
    The woman I love.  
 
    The thought ran through his mind again. He knew he was getting ahead of himself, and that love-at-first-sight was most of what he had with her—but he wanted to get ahead of himself. He wanted to love her. 
 
    I’m going to get to know her better, he decided. Every single day, I’m going to learn something new. That way, when the time comes to be with her, she’ll know that what we have is real. 
 
    That wasn’t to say he didn’t have strong feelings for Lenore and Ria, or that what they shared couldn’t develop into love. Just that what he had with Narcissa was different.  
 
    With those thoughts, he stood up and stretched. Ria joined him, and after they both washed the sex and sweat off themselves in the small waterfall, they gave their clothes a quick wash before dressing. 
 
    “So,” Ria said, straightening. “What’s next for us?” 
 
    Rune drew a deep breath. “Next, we find the hideout in Maple. Somehow.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure how they’d do it, though. All he knew was that the hideout was close to a secret outcrop of the Tree, just like this one. But that outcrop could be anywhere. 
 
    “About that,” Narcissa sent him, and a loud rumble filled the space. Both Rune and Ria turned to see Narcissa entering through the stone door. 
 
    “What is it?” Rune asked. “Did you remember some clue, from when the Breeders had you?” 
 
    She grinned. “Oh, no. Much better than that.” 
 
    He didn’t think what could be better than that, given their current situation. He waved a hand through the air. “Well?” 
 
    “Well,” she drawled, “while I was sleeping, my Guardian did the funniest thing.” 
 
    Rune frowned. Did she mean the sex? 
 
    “He upgraded my abilities,” Narcissa clarified, and her smile turned sly. “And I think he’s really going to like what that upgrade entails. I think he’s going to find—” and with that, she stepped into the room “—that now, he’s got exactly what he needs to beat the bad guys. 
 
    “And I can’t wait to show him what it is.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, don’t leave me hanging,” Rune said, wading through the small field of roses that Tellus the Mad had engineered centuries ago. However evil the man had been, Rune had to admit that he must have had a green thumb—or at least some plant-related magic—because the roses had no thorns, and were incredibly lush and healthy, despite having no natural light. Still, the small beauty didn’t outright salvage all the disturbing aspects of the temple, like the notion that this had been where Tellus had spent his bond-lust on his Adepts after upgrading. 
 
    It was from that upgrade-area of Tellus’s temple that Narcissa was now joining them. The room of invisible stone platforms was through a door behind her. Another door was set into the wall behind Rune, on the opposite side of this paradise room. This second door was likely an escape route leading out of this mountain.  
 
    The ancient emperor’s paranoia had been a boon to Rune. If the first known Guardian Prime had not secreted away his own personal Tree sapling, then Rune wouldn’t have been able to heal Lenore using its bark, or to upgrade Narcissa’s power while she slept. 
 
    That upgrade, however, was still a mystery to Rune. He knew that it might have to do with the Tree of Life, since Narcissa had been dreaming of it during the upgrade. All of them had. Apparently, that was normal when in close proximity with the Tree. 
 
    So the new power might be Tree-related, but it also had to be Amplification magic, according to the Valor he had spent to obtain it. And Narcissa had claimed it was “exactly what we need to beat the bad guys,” which sounded perfect to Rune.  
 
    For them to get their normal lives back, he and his Adepts had to expose the evil Breeders, but they couldn’t do that without finding the Breeder hideout in the sprawling city of Maple. He was excited to hear more about this power. 
 
    “You’ll never believe this,” Narcissa said, taking Rune’s hand as he drew close to her. “But our new ability has to do with gardening, of all things.” 
 
    “Gardening?” he said, a glance at her eyes nearly throwing his thoughts off track. He’d made love to Ria only minutes ago, but whenever he was this close to Narcissa, he could think of little else. He marveled at the happy golden glimmer of her eyes, her happy news almost visible in the twinkles behind them. 
 
    “Yes. It’s an amplification of your gardening knowledge,” Narcissa said. 
 
    “Okay,” Rune said, slowly nodding, not yet seeing how that could be useful. 
 
    Ria said, “That does sound like a Level Two magic. Remember what I told you about Level Two?” 
 
    He ran Narcissa’s new power through all the other things he’d recently learned about Adeptal abilities. Improved knowledge of gardening.... 
 
    “You said that Amplification magic—on human subjects, at least—follows what might have been possible, with lifelong training,” he said, turning back to Ria, whose face was still flushed with pleasure not an hour old. He could sense, along with it, their intensified magical bond. She was stronger now than ever. “For example, Narcissa can Buff me to the point I could have buffed myself, if I worked out every day of my life. So now, I guess, she’s buffed my gardening knowledge to the point I might have learned myself, with lifelong study?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ria said, holding up a finger. “Both Level One and Level Two of Amplification magic follow what is technically possible. The difference is that Level One affects a person’s physical aspects, and Level Two affects their mental aspects.” 
 
    Trees below, Rune still had so much to learn. Physical first, then mental second... makes sense. Physical abilities, while impressive, could be outshined by the right mental powers. Although knowing more about gardening? That seemed... if he was honest, a little disappointing. 
 
    “Don’t be so quick to judge,” Narcissa said, sensing his thoughts through their bond. She leaned in close, eyes still beaming excitement. “It’s not really just gardening—more like an intensifying of your knowledge of plants altogether! Botany or horticulture, if you will. Let me use it on you, Rune, and you’ll see exactly what I mean.” 
 
    With that, he felt a blossoming of sensation in his head, reminiscent of fluttering pages; for a moment, gravity was out of whack, like he was drunk. It passed quickly, though, as the amplification settled onto him. 
 
    At first, he didn’t notice a difference. 
 
    “You have to draw upon it, I think,” Narcissa urged, still excited. 
 
    “Look at a plant and try to know something about it. Something you wouldn’t normally know,” Ria said, trying to help. 
 
    Well, let’s give it a shot. Rune focused on one of the nearby roses, its blooms as big as his hands and a pink so vivid it bordered on orange. 
 
    He already knew a lot about roses, but he’d never seen one without thorns. Why didn’t this one have thorns? 
 
    Because magic was used upon it, he thought instantly. A Commander mage with a specialization in affecting living plant matter used a Level One Modification spell on it to remove the potentiality that triggered the rose to grow thorns. It’s possible that it is also a natural mutation, but those are far too rare for so many of them to have happened in all these different varieties of roses together. In addition, you can tell by the bumpiness of the stems that this was caused by a spell, not a natural.... 
 
    Rune had to blink away to arrest his mind from spiraling into thoughts of the outward differences between natural mutations and unnatural enchantment in the plant world, and how those differences changed between plant species, and—and an endless well of obscure  knowledge, which kept flooding his mind. And with every glance at a new plant came a new tide. 
 
    This particular species of rose went extinct one hundred and seventy-eight years ago due to an infestation of Syl’latian aphids.... 
 
    Its rosehip makes a highly aromatic  floral tea with an extremely bitter aftertaste.... 
 
    Pink roses symbolize infatuation, while orange roses symbolize friendship, so this was once considered to symbolize a friends-with-benefits relationship.... 
 
    “Enough, all right, I get it,” Rune said, though he wasn’t sure if he was talking to this new incessantly scholarly voice in his head, or to Narcissa, or even to the rose itself. 
 
    “Is it overwhelming?” Ria asked. “I’ve heard that it can be. You’ll need a focusing agent to help center your mind between draws upon your knowledge base. An object to rub, or something. Either that, or Narcissa will have to cut you off.” 
 
    At this, Rune sensed Narcissa shifting her own consciousness to negate the magic, but he stopped her with a gentle squeeze on the shoulder. “No. Relying on you to cut me off might end up costing us in the heat of the battle. Let me find a focusing agent... let’s see....” 
 
    He rummaged about his person for objects that might do the trick. There was his knife, but drawing that out in public would be… not great. His shirt buttons, but not all shirts had buttons... his mother’s locket.... 
 
    He paused on the necklace, considering. Whenever he gathered his thoughts, he was already rubbing it habitually. But then his fingers brushed over another option in his pocket, the golden topaz gemstone he’d had that glassblower work into a pendant, the one meant to match Narcissa’s, and to serve as a replacement valorglass for both of them.  
 
    A strange guilt ambushed him for never having put it on, and he hurried to open his locket’s string. 
 
     “This,” he said, slipping the yellow topaz onto the string beside the cracked sapphire. 
 
    Narcissa laid a hand over his. “Oh, Rune....” 
 
    Her eyes were tearing up, fixed on the topaz, which matched hers. The air between them felt suddenly fragile, almost quivering with emotion. 
 
    Narcissa.... 
 
    And then, unexpectedly, he felt a slap of jealousy, and flinched. At first he was merely confused by the emotion, but when its source became clear he turned. 
 
    “Ria?” 
 
    “Oh—oh, I’m so sorry.” A hand rose to cover her mouth. “I didn’t mean it, really.” 
 
    “No,” he said roughly, “no, I think you did.” He cocked his head and thought, Maybe I shouldn’t wear it? I don’t want to show favoritism here.... 
 
    “No, no!” Ria insisted. “It’s just—oh, gosh, I’m so sorry. It’s just that it’s so pretty that I got jealous. I’m stupid, I know it’s only an object—” 
 
    “But you like pretty things,” a new voice butted in, and the room turned to see Lenore leaning against the stone frame of the doorway. She raised an eyebrow at Rune then and sent him, “Trouble in paradise?” 
 
    “Seems like it,” he sent, frowning. The women had all assured him that their... unique romantic arrangement would work, but Ria’s jealousy had been fierce, however quickly she had smothered it. 
 
    Still—it was only an object, right? He fingered the two pendants.  
 
    “You don’t have to wear it,” Narcissa said suddenly. “It’s all right—“” 
 
    “No, please!” Ria exclaimed. “Don’t stop on my account, I was just being materialistic! I just like jewelry, and it was just a kid’s jealousy, really it was. Not very mature, more of a kneejerk reaction!” 
 
    She wasn’t able to stop babbling, and Rune sensed she was trying to cover up a lot of emotions with words and failing magnificently. Their bond was roiling.  
 
    Of all the things to mess with their arrangement, it was going to be a tiny little stone? 
 
    Rune sighed, wondering how to resolve this. Narcissa and Ria looked upset, Lenore merely amused. “Any advice?” he sent her. After all, she was a woman and an Adept herself. She’d understand these feelings better than him. 
 
    The scar on Lenore’s cheek bent with her catty grin. “Don’t look at me, big boy. I don’t need a rock to keep from being jealous. 
 
    “Buuut, she added, drawing out the thought, almost relishing in this, “we all need something. I’ll need your cock, on the regular—pretty simple. Narcissa seems to need that lovey-dovey star-struck romance crap, which by the way, no thank you. As for Ria.... pink and frilly and hearts and all that.” 
 
    Right. He nodded. Ria liked pretty things. 
 
    The solution suddenly became obvious. 
 
    “Here,” he said, slipping the sapphire pendant off the cord. He held it out to Ria. “This was my mother’s. I know it’s broken, but it’s extremely important to me. I’ve worn it since she died. My father has a similar piece, and someday, I can go back and try to get it from him, so we can have a matching set, if you like?” 
 
    Ria’s mouth hung open in a small ‘o’ as she looked at the sapphire. Sapphire was much more valuable than topaz, but the stone was also cracked. Would it be enough? 
 
    Rune swallowed. He hoped so. He loved that pendant in his own way, and if he had to give it up to someone who didn’t also love it— 
 
    Ria snatched the pendant from his hand and held it to her chest. “No! No, Rune, I will treasure this. Please don’t think I won’t! It’s perfect. Thank you!” 
 
    He smiled, pleased to see that her eyes were wetting with the same emotion that burned behind his. 
 
    “So you can sense what it means to me?” he sent her. 
 
    “Yes.” That one word, even through their mental bond, still broke with the tears she was obviously holding back. “I will wear it with pride.” 
 
    “I’m sorry it’s broken—” 
 
    “No one’s ever given me jewelry, Rune. Any kind. Much less something this important. I’ll treasure it with all of my heart.”  
 
    He frowned, saddened to hear that it had been her first decent gift, but he left it alone and found Narcissa’s eyes. She looked relieved, and that was all he sensed from her—relief. She valued her own topaz valorglass, but she didn’t mind seeing Ria with something that Rune also valued. 
 
    “Crisis averted,” Lenore sent him, her tone laced with laughter. 
 
    “You got that right,” he replied. But if he really was going to be sleeping with multiple women at once—in order to strengthen their magic—then he would need to track and take care of his Adept’s needs. The occasional pretty bauble for Ria was easy, and showing Narcissa he cared for her was something he’d have to actively fight to avoid doing. As for what Lenore needed... he’d be more than happy to provide that as well. 
 
    “You say that now,” Lenore sent, “but I have a voracious appetite.” 
 
    “Good thing I have a lot I can put in your mouth, then,” he shot back, before grinning, exchanging flirty winks with her. 
 
    “Well, now that that’s out of the way,” Rune said, retying his neck-cord and tucking it under his shirt, “let’s talk more about our new ability. It definitely seems useful, but when it comes to beating the bad guys—” 
 
    He stopped, his mouth hanging open as it dawned on him. What they needed next was to find the Breeders.  
 
    The Breeders had a hideout in Maple. Besides that, they only had one clue to its location.... 
 
    “The Tree of Life,” he said, spinning to look at the large outcrop of the sacred Tree. “The Breeders have their hideout near an outcrop. We can find that outcrop, by using this knowledge....” 
 
    He trailed off, mind spinning with the implications, and before a word could be spoken, Rune jogged over to study the Tree. 
 
    How do you decide where to sprout? he asked mentally. How can I find the locations of your outcrops— 
 
    And just like that, the information flooded him. 
 
    He could tell by the bark what part of the world this Tree was growing in, and how far it was from the surface of Orennian. He could tell from the shape and number of the leaves which direction it had grown from, and where it had grown to. From the arrangement of its branches, he knew all the reasons it was larger than the outcrop in the terrarium one room over, and all the spells that had urged it from the earth.... 
 
    He knew everything about the Tree, everything he could have possibly learned in a single lifetime of studying plants.  
 
    There was still plenty left shrouded in mystery—the way it connected to the Eternal, for example. But the things he didn’t know  belonged to the realm of mystical—things that would have been shrouded in conjecture in a scholarly text, rather than established as fact. 
 
    Rune’s eyes found and locked on a blank space of wall. The roots would lead there, seeking the water sources at the bottom of the ravine outside the temple. From there, they’d head up the cliff into Maple, toward the sunniest or wettest place, and — 
 
    “I can track it,” he said, suppressing the deluge of information. “Even if it never leaves the ground, I can figure out where the Tree is. We’ll be able to find our outcrop. We’ll be able to find the Breeders.” 
 
    Narcissa clapped her hands. “I know! Isn’t it perfect?” 
 
    Lenore unfolded her arms. “It’s more than perfect,” she said. “It will allow us to find the Breeders, sure, but it can also help us find any outcrop anywhere we go. We won’t have to upgrade at sacred sites anymore, or ask the Covenant’s permission to do so.” 
 
    The thought had crossed Rune’s mind too. It was a big advantage, if trouble chased them even after clearing out the Breeder situation.  
 
    Narcissa had been right. Her new ability was incredible.  
 
    How has no one ever done it before? 
 
    This question must have resonated loudly across his bonds, because Ria said, “People have tried to do something like this, but... well, it’s not that simple, especially not with mental magic. We really don’t have much control over our abilities, aside from the first one we receive, and even then.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Lenore put in. “I think it actually comes, in part, from you having been a gardener, Rune. You already had a passion for plants. The magic ran with that.”  
 
    As the two people who had been Adepts even before bonding to Rune, Ria and Lenore knew more about this than Narcissa did. His first Adept was watching them with rapt attention, her chest rising and falling with scholarly excitement. 
 
    “Right!” Ria added. “All Guardians are trained from childhood, and for them to enjoy gardening as a hobby... it wouldn’t be common at all. Not for boys training in combat since puberty. And hell, it wouldn’t even be common for most Adepts, since most Adepts come from noble families. Nobles pay people to garden for them. They don’t do it themselves!” 
 
    “So once again, Rune’s uniqueness saves us,” Lenore said. She winked at him. “You really are one special son of a—” 
 
    Lenore’s words cut off as she did a little hop, and Rune saw something small and pale scuttle between her legs. Lenore drew her knife instantly, and so did Rune, but the thing was making its way toward Ria. Rune burst into a run— 
 
    “Oh!” Ria cried, holding up an arm. “Stop, don’t worry, it’s just my auto!” 
 
    Rune didn’t slow. Her auto...? 
 
    Her automaton. 
 
    He’d had her make the thing to keep watch while he and Ria made love, since the others had been sleeping, and unprotected. Despite knowing this, Rune reached Ria before the creature could, and watched it carefully, knife raised in defense. 
 
    Ria held out a hand, and the creature slowed, chittering. She had put it in the form of the cutest little baby bunny that he had ever seen. 
 
    Beautiful things, he reminded himself, thinking of the Sex Machine and the lovalopes. “What does it want?” he asked, glancing at Ria. “What’s it doing?” 
 
    But Ria had gone pale, and Rune understood what that meant. They’d sent the creature to keep watch. 
 
    It had seen something. 
 
    “What did it see?” Rune asked, his body tensing so much that he almost thought Narcissa had Buffed him. 
 
    “One woman, three men,” Ria said faintly. The automaton was reporting to her mentally, passing along information the same way she and Rune did. “The men are heavily armed, and the woman is....” 
 
    Her words petered out, her face ghost white, and Lenore put in, “Sounds like a Covenant unit with a security detail. They send them after enemies of the state, kind of like a bounty but for more dangerous—” 
 
    “They aren’t Covenant,” Ria whispered. 
 
    Now it was Lenore drawing her knife. “No valorglass? Breeders?” 
 
    Rune shook his head. It wasn’t Breeders. They’d killed the Guardian and freed the Adept sent to investigate this place. The Adept, Lily, hadn’t said anyone else would follow after them. She’d said— 
 
    “The woman,” Rune snapped. “What was she wearing?” Please tell me she isn’t glowing. 
 
    Ria swallowed loudly. “Black.” 
 
    He thought of Cam. Maybe it was her. He’d actually prefer that right now. 
 
    “How much black? Just a cloak?” Then that might be Cam. 
 
    After a beat, Ria whispered, “All black. Head to toe. Ankles, hands, everything.” 
 
    A silence descended over the bonding chamber, cold and crackling. 
 
    “It can’t be,” Narcissa said. “They’re only legends....” 
 
    “I thought that Adept was full of shit,” Lenore said. “But if she’s got no skin showing....” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just to scare us,” Ria said. “Please, let it just be to scare us....” 
 
    Rune sheathed his knife and raced for the door between the bonding and upgrade chambers, hauling it closed as Lenore jumped out of his way. 
 
    “They are real,” he said. “I’ve seen one.”  
 
    He’d never believed his own memory, not until this very moment, but he believed it now. The Covenant unit he’d defeated in the Temple had been extremely wary of him before attacking. They’d made absolutely sure to identify him and his bond-mates as normal, everyday Covenant before attacking... not as what they’d been expecting to encounter there, what they’d been afraid of encountering. 
 
    Because according to Lily, the temple to Tellus the Mad attracted a very specific type of evil. One that was supposed to be just a legend. 
 
    “You saw a night witch?” Narcissa whispered. 
 
    He turned back to her. “Yes, I’ve seen one.” He’d been a child then, alone in the forest, when the woman had emerged from the trees. Clad head-to-toe in black, with every inch of skin covered, right down to the eyeless mask covering her face. 
 
    Hello there, little boy, she had whispered to him in a voice that on restless nights still sometimes found its way to his nightmares. Isn’t today a good day to die? 
 
    “And if we want to survive meeting this one,” Rune continued, “then we need to get out of here, now.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello there, little boy,” the dark woman whispered. “Isn’t today a good day to die?” 
 
    At age eleven, Rune was no coward. He had never backed down from a fight. All the boys in town had tried to beat him, and failed. 
 
    He instantly wanted to run from the woman. 
 
    She drew closer, gliding and silent, her legs shrouded beneath flowing black robes—if she even had any legs to begin with. There was something spectral about her, like she wasn’t entirely there, like if you saw her from the wrong angle, she’d vanish in shadows. 
 
    “I asked you a question,” she whispered. “ Why won’t you answer? I don’t like waiting for answers.” 
 
    Rune could feel her malevolence as a weight in the air, and he knew it was magic. Once, he’d caught another boy torturing a squirrel to death. He’d never forget the boy’s smile. All that blood, the sad squeal of the creature. 
 
    It was nothing compared to this woman. 
 
    Her presence seeped toward him, suffocatingly thick, like blood. He smelled pain, tasted rage, felt the raw prickle of vengeance as the sheer power of her being froze him in place. 
 
    And when she stopped to tower above him, it was as if he was the squirrel standing in the maw of a gigantic beast of the night. Her mask shifted, as if a mad smile were cracking open underneath. 
 
    “Time’s up,” said the woman, raising a hand, touching a gloved finger to the center of Rune’s forehead. 
 
    “It is!” Rune burst out, shivering with terror. “It is a good day to die!” 
 
    The woman stilled. She said nothing, but he knew what she meant by that nothing. 
 
    What she was saying was, Explain. 
 
    “If it’s a day that someone doesn’t want to die,” he croaked out, “then it’s a good day for them to die. And I don’t want to die today.” Please, please let me live. 
 
    “Who told you this?” hissed the night witch. 
 
    He swallowed. “My mother. She said—” 
 
    “Explain it. Explain what you mean.” 
 
    She was testing him, making sure he wasn’t repeating a rote phrase. She wanted to be sure that he knew what it meant. 
 
    “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 gathered his courage and told her. “Because we only get one,” he replied. 
 
    She regarded him icily, and such was the weight of her gaze that Rune knew it alone would slay him if he tried to run. He wouldn’t, though, because it would lead her somewhere. To his best friend Cam, who had just left this clearing; to his mother and father, down the path to his right. Or to his village and all the people inside it. 
 
    If he could placate this woman, he knew he could save them, even if it cost him his life. 
 
    “Kill me and leave,” he told her, raising his chin in defiance. “I’m ready. It’s a good day to die.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “But how’d you survive the first one?” Ria blurted. “You’re still here after meeting a night witch. We just have to do what you did, back then—” 
 
    “All I did was make her angry,” Rune shot back to Ria. “She left me in the woods, and I thought she had spared me. But the next day, when we went into my village... she’d killed every single boy in the next town over. To punish me. It was worse than death....” 
 
    He could still remember her parting words as she faded back into the trees. 
 
    “So you want to be a hero, do you? I’ll show you what heroes are good for....” 
 
    Rune’s throat closed up. It was a memory he couldn’t bear. All that screaming in the town, all that terror and pain. 
 
    If he’d just said something else, if he’d just begged for his life.... 
 
    His mother had said the woman would have killed him. That he’d only be another one of those boys. But Rune had never believed it. He should have saved them. 
 
    And to do that, he should have died first. 
 
    “I try not to remember it,” he finally said. “Sometimes, it all feels like a dream.” 
 
    But whether it was a dream or not didn’t matter. Night witches were legendary killers, merciless and inhuman in their work. They reveled in death, treating every kill like it was an expression of their personal vengeance. Despair and mourning followed wherever they tread, and no witnesses were ever left. 
 
    Stories like that don’t spring from misunderstood forest mages. There’d be no negotiating with a night witch.  
 
    He needed to get his Adepts out of here, now. 
 
    Rune pointed at the interior door of the bonding chamber, set on the far side of the Tree. “Go through there,” he instructed his Adepts. “It should lead to another tunnel like the one we passed through before. One direction, smooth walls, nothing living in it. Just keep moving. I’ll hold her off.” 
 
    Ria’s bunny automaton had warned them about the approaching night witch a few minutes ago, and who knows where it had been keeping watch. The night witch might ambush them any second now. 
 
    She might even be standing on the other side of this door at this very moment. 
 
    Luckily for them, Tellus the Mad had been paranoid in designing this place. If his traps were any indication of quality, the escape route would be the mother of all escape routes and practically fly them to safety. Say what you will about the murdering tyrant, he’d been thorough when it came to his own survival. That tunnel would lead Rune’s Adepts to safety. 
 
    All Rune had to do was give them a head start, stall the witch for a few moments. He’d die, but the women would live. 
 
    “Rune... we aren’t going to leave you,” Narcissa whispered. 
 
    Ria straightened. “What? No, Rune, you can’t mean you’re staying here!” 
 
    Lenore pushed to Rune’s side. “He does mean it,” she said darkly, “and we are going to listen to him. He knows what he’s doing, and he’s saved us all several times over. He’s already proven he can draw on our magic from far away. All we do by staying is make targets that he has to protect.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” Ria said. “You know it’s not. She’s just one woman, and there’s three of us!” 
 
    Narcissa crossed her arms. “Absolutely not! If he’s going to die, then we’re all dead anyway. I’d rather die with him than be stranded without him.” 
 
    Rune grit his teeth. A good day to die. They all think it’s a good day to die. 
 
    “Lenore stays,” he said, finding a way to resolve this. “Her shadow magic will give us the edge we need. But we can’t use it on everyone. I won’t be able to fight properly if you are all in my way. Narcissa, you can Buff me from a distance. Ria, you can leave your auto to report back on what happens.” 
 
    “Clever, very clever,” Lenore sent him. “Make them believe you’ll survive this, and you’ll get them to leave.” 
 
    He ignored her thought, but she was absolutely right. 
 
    To Ria, he sent, “Remember back in the Sex Machine, when we fought the Covenant, and I told you to do exactly what I said? You did, and we survived that. This is the same.” 
 
    To Narcissa, he sent much the same thought: “You know I can handle myself, with or without magic. But you know you’re no good in a fight. So don’t put yourself in one. Trust me.” 
 
    The two women looked at each other, hesitant, but Rune filled their bond with his expectation that he be obeyed, even as Lenore fell in behind him. 
 
    “You’re going to make me leave, too, aren’t you,” she sent him. 
 
    “Yes. As soon as they’re gone.” 
 
    “You really think I’ll leave just because you say so?” 
 
    “I think you’re not stupid. You don’t want to die.” 
 
    She chuckled behind him as he opened the door to the terrarium and slipped through. The upgrade room beyond, with its bottomless pit, was deserted. But the night witch was close. He could feel it, that terrifying weight in the air. 
 
    Blissfully, he could also feel Ria and Narcissa fleeing toward the secret exit tunnel in the bonding room. His muscles tightened, then bulged with power, as Narcissa left him with the gift of his Buff. 
 
    Lenore whistled softly, looking him up and down. “I really, really need to fuck you in that form sometime.” 
 
    He smirked, stepping over roots and onto one of the remaining upgrade bridge-platform-things where they’d triggered the seven pressure plates earlier. “I thought you liked being able to walk,” he said. 
 
    She shrugged. “I know how to spend a day on my back.” 
 
    “Funny, funny,” he said, crossing into the tunnel leading back to the temple. “Now, get going. They’re far enough away that they won’t know you’re behind the—” 
 
    An arrow ran through Rune’s arm. 
 
    He cried out, more of an animal howl of surprise than pain. It hurt, but the pain was distant, dampened by the feel of strength blazing inside. 
 
    “On second thought,” he sent Lenore, ripping out the arrow and throwing himself against the wall to present less of a target, “how about you convert to shadow form and bring me some of the bark from the Tree?” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” she sent back, already incorporeal. In the corner of his eye, her misty form swirled back toward the Tree. He knew that, despite having converted herself to shadow—or more accurately, into mist that only looked like shadow—she was still vulnerable to attack. And with all that terrarium light behind both of them, she’d be visible. 
 
    To give her some breathing room, Rune called down the tunnel, 
 
    “Today is a good day to die!” 
 
    He didn’t know if he was facing the same night witch he’d met as a child, but he was fairly sure that the question she had asked the eleven-year-old Rune wasn’t unique to her. It had the sound and feel of something oft-repeated, something used by all night witches to play with their prey before they killed them. 
 
    Offering up the answer before the question, then, would be distracting enough to draw the woman’s attention. And this answer had saved him before. Maybe he’d get lucky again. 
 
    Or maybe it had always been the wrong answer. Maybe this woman would let him live… but then move on to murder his bondmates, or kill off a bunch of kids in some nearby town. 
 
    Rune listened, but heard nothing, not even the sound of clinking armor from the three heavily-armored men that the automaton had reported seeing. 
 
    “That,” said a whisper out of the darkness, “is what they all say.” 
 
    Knife in hand, muscles coiled, ready to charge at the slightest sign of danger, Rune watched the dark, despite knowing that he wouldn’t be able to see the woman unless she wanted to be seen. There was a reason night witches were a legend: few people ever saw them. 
 
    Even after the murderspree that had reaped the boys of that town, none of the parents or siblings or other townsfolk had seen a thing, either. Night witches had other secrets to their stealth than simply killing all the witnesses. Rune suspected that invisibility, shadow walking, or something similar was one of their gifts. 
 
    He’d fought Lily and her Guardian, both shadow walkers, too. Rune’s grip on the dagger tightened in tandem with his determination. 
 
    He could fight this woman. 
 
    She’s an Adept, he realized. A rogue Adept, that’s all. Just a regular old-fashioned mage, albeit one that’s good at being scary. 
 
    The power he’d felt from the night witch he’d met—Rune had been feeling a lot of those same sensations since bonding with his new partners. He was probably just misremembering the intensity of her magic, since he’d had no exposure to it. 
 
    There’s a chance. She’s only human. 
 
    Maybe he’d get back to his Adepts after all. 
 
    A dry laugh drifted out of the blackness ahead of him. “You know nothing,” a new voice whispered in his mind. “A night witch is no Adept, Rune Tellarus, son of Ignatius Tellarus, who met a night witch and lived, who has disgraced the temple of the great Auratius Tellus, who flees from the people whom he calls Breeders... and who has sent his own two Adepts on ahead of him, and is currently risking the life of the third.” 
 
    Rune swallowed. That voice... there was no bond attached to it, yet it had trickled through his mind so easily, so clearly. 
 
    And it knew everything. The night witch was reading his mind. Using magic on him. That should be impossible. Guardians were impervious to magic. 
 
    Right? 
 
    He’d heard this magic existed and had counted himself lucky to have never come across mind-reading before now. It had sounded too all-powerful to him, impossible to counter or fight. 
 
    Yet here it was. I really am doomed. 
 
    “Here,” Lenore sent him, deftly sidling up beside and behind him, out of the line of sight of any more projectiles. She pressed a piece of bark to his lips, and he chewed. It tasted faintly of licorice, and almost immediately, the wound on his arm started to burn as it healed. 
 
    “Stay still,” he sent her, “and stay behind me. When they take me down you run.” 
 
    It wasn’t a great plan, but it was the only thing he had. It might just save her—but probably not. 
 
    “You mean if they take you down,” she replied, worry edging her thoughts. 
 
    “No. I’m pretty sure it’s a ‘when.’” 
 
    “You think yourself clever, don’t you?” a voice whispered out of the darkness, coming from a different direction this time. Rune knew it was misdirection, a play to confuse him to her location so she could strike unseen. 
 
    This gave him a spark of an idea, but he drowned the thought instantly. The woman in the dark could read his thoughts. Any ideas he had would go directly to her. 
 
    How could he stop that from happening? How could he hide his thoughts from a mind reader? 
 
    “I think,” Rune finally responded to the witch, “that cleverness isn’t going to help me right now.” 
 
    “I did not ask that,” the woman said, once again from a different direction. “I asked if you thought yourself clever, for asking for death. My victims often try to be clever. I kill them anyway.” 
 
    “I’m guessing my knowing the answer isn’t going to cut me any slack this time?” Rune replied. 
 
    “There is no right answer,” the woman replied, “nor is there a question. You have been misinformed, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “She’s playing with her food, Rune,” Lenore sent him. 
 
    “Trust me,” he sent back. “I know.” 
 
    He was stalling not only to let his Adepts run, but for time to figure out a way to block his mind off from the witch. If he couldn’t, he’d be toast. 
 
    Suddenly, the witch materialized five feet in front of him, her form lit by an ethereal greenish glow. A Guardian and what Rune assumed to be two guards flanked her, though he couldn’t tell which was which, as the men wore identical face-masks, just as she did. All four were coated in black, although only the witch wore a robe. She was the shortest of them, small and slim, almost a gangly teenager. The men, meanwhile, were Guardian-large. That, unfortunately, seemed to be a theme among Rune’s enemies lately. 
 
    But then again... why three men? Why would a night witch need two guards, when she could read her enemies’ minds? 
 
    “Interesting question,” the witch whispered. “Why don’t you kill one of them, and see what happens?” 
 
    Rune was holding his knife so tightly that he didn’t think he could throw it if he wanted to. The greatsword he had stolen from the dead Guardian in the temple was currently slung across his back, but it would be no good in such a close space. He wouldn’t be able to swing it overhead without banging it on the ceiling. 
 
    So for now, he stuck with the knife. He wasn’t about to throw it at one of the men to see what happened. He doubted he’d ever reclaim it if he did. 
 
    Then again, he could use all the information he could get. 
 
    “You’ve got some spare knives, Lenore. Throw one,” he sent her. 
 
    “At her? Or at Uglies One, Two, or Three?” 
 
    “Surprise me,” he replied, and she threw. 
 
    She’d aimed at the man to the witch’s side, nearest the terrarium. It passed right through him, making his image ripple. 
 
    “Oh my,” whispered the witch. “It went through.” 
 
    “Shadow magic?” he asked Lenore. 
 
    “No. Too real-looking,” Lenore said. “She’s using a Commander, Rune. She’s altering both of our minds....” 
 
    Her thoughts petered out, terminating in a very real sense of fear. Even Lenore, a well-practiced and powerful Adept in her own right, the Queen of Streets and a deadly killer, didn’t think they had a chance. 
 
    “The Queen of Streets, you say?” asked the witch, only this time, her voice came from one of the illusory men. She was playing with them, and thoroughly enjoying herself. 
 
    Teasing... shit, he realized.  
 
    This woman wasn’t in the hurry she should be in, if she was concerned with catching Ria and Narcissa. Worse yet, the Adept he’d left tied up outside the temple, Lily, had told him that night witches frequented this place. So they likely knew all about its secrets. 
 
    And since this one had entered the secret tunnel, it was clear  she knew those secrets. Ten to one, she knew about Tellus’s escape route, too. Which meant she knew where his companions were headed. 
 
    She wasn’t in a rush to chase Narcissa and Ria, because she already had allies waiting outside the exit, ready to kill Rune’s Adepts. 
 
    Heart beating with dread, he sent them a warning, telling them to stop where they were. The second he felt their distant confirmation, he cut off the contact. He didn’t want the witch worming into their heads. 
 
    “Clever, clever, always clever,” the witch whispered, once again from a new direction, although her illusion remained. “Oh, I do wish it would matter. I am so bored with killing so easily. If only you might pose a challenge.” 
 
    “Is it possible she isn’t here?” he sent Lenore. “That she’s just distracting us with—” 
 
    Another arrow twanged against the wall by his head, bouncing off. It was meant to prove that the witch was indeed present, but Rune spun and threw his knife at the darkness, aiming where the arrow had come from. 
 
    He heard a grunt, and a loud, wretched gasp. The illusion flickered and died. 
 
    “Aim for the gasp!” he sent Lenore, and she obeyed with a flick of her wrist. 
 
    Once again, the silence sucked up the knife. Somewhere in the black, a body thumped to the floor. He prayed it was the witch, but doubted it. Either way, that likely put an end to the arrow problem, giving him a chance to turn on the offense.  
 
    Rune began to edge back toward the pit with its six remaining bridges. He kept his mind blank, knowing that any plans and ideas would become useless as soon as they crossed his mind. 
 
    Until he figured out a way to block mind-reading, he’d need to move on pure instinct. He asked Lenore if she knew of any way. 
 
    “No,” she replied. “The magic she’s using, it’s actually a forbidden magic... if a Covenant Adept accidentally manifests it, they have to go through a complex process to remove it and try again.” 
 
    “Covenant Adepts, maybe,” he sent back. “But this woman isn’t in the Covenant.” 
 
    “He,” hissed the witch, voice bubbling with cold fury, “was my favorite.” 
 
    Rune ducked, hauling Lenore down with him. The instinct proved right as two knives sailed over his head. Instinct, at least, he could trust. It couldn’t be read. As long as he got close enough to let his body do its own thing, he could trust instinct and strength to win the brawl, and— 
 
    And now that I’ve thought that, she’ll be able to counter it. Wonderful, Rune thought. 
 
    Far behind and below, in the pit, the two knives clinked. The woman had lost control of those weapons, at least. 
 
    Mind-reading, Rune thought. Visual and auditory illusions. Moving objects. The night witch had at least three abilities, and he suspected those were only the canopy of the tree. 
 
    “I’ll kill your Adept slowly as punishment, Rune Tellarus,” whispered the witch, having regained her composure. “But which woman is your bondmate? Ah.” 
 
    No, he thought, but he knew she’d already drawn Narcissa from his thoughts. His bond with her was too integral to who he was, and because of that, he might have just doomed her— 
 
    Wait. Their bond. Something niggled at his mind. His bond with Narcissa... Ria had said something about it.... 
 
    I can always tell when you’re talking to Narcissa. I can’t get into your mind at all. It’s an impenetrable wall, which is impressive, since I never taught you how to build one.... 
 
    “Narcissa, Narcissa,” the witch exhaled. “I will make her watch as I carve out her guts and read my fortune in them....” 
 
    “No,” Rune said, slapping a hand to the topaz around his neck. “You won’t.” 
 
    And he opened his bond to Narcissa. 
 
    It was there, as pure and perfect as a newly printed page. He felt her stumble somewhere in the tunnel ahead, surprised by the sudden intensity of their connection. 
 
    “Stay with me,” he sent her. “That’s all that I need.” 
 
    And Rune scooped up Lenore and started to run. 
 
    In his Buffed arms, she was as small and light as a doll, shielded from arrows within his fortress of muscle. Rune kept close to the walls. Projectiles pierced his shoulder and upper thigh. But the wounds were shallow, and the pain an afterthought, already fading. 
 
    “You ate some Tree bark?” Narcissa sent him, panicking. “Rune, what is happening? I’m coming back!” 
 
    Right, the bark. There was still some of it in his system, healing wounds as they appeared. 
 
    “Stay behind the door,” he commanded, before leaping onto one of the bridges. It cracked, but he kept running. 
 
    “How are you doing that?” the witch hissed behind him, before her whisper changed location and direction. “He’s blocked me off, you fool,” she said, to a guard, or her bondmate. “Can’t you tell?” 
 
    It was an odd thing to say, but Rune didn’t ruminate on it as he lunged off the pressure platform and into the terrarium area.  
 
    “Now would be a great time to know how to bring back that thick glass window-thing,” he sent at Narcissa, keeping his thoughts safe from the night witch. 
 
    And, now that he was really thinking of it, how did the night witch get into his head? He was a Guardian. He was immune to Adeptal magic. Only his own bond-mates should be able to affect him like this. How could this be happening? 
 
    There was only one way. The woman’s Guardian must be the one doing the mind-reading, using her magic. He must be the one she was speaking to. 
 
    It’d explain why she was speaking and toying with him so slowly. If she had to read Rune’s thoughts through a second party, it would take a few extra seconds to read him. 
 
    But which one of the remaining men was the Guardian doing the magic? They both looked identical, and even then, they’d been illusions. She could make them appear however she wanted, and by having more than one— 
 
    That’s why she hired the two extra guards, he realized. It kept her enemies from knowing which man to target, in order to bring down the witch. 
 
    “Kill both men, and you render her useless,” Narcissa said, echoing his own thoughts back at Rune as he ducked behind the thick roots of the terrarium sapling, crouching low to take cover. Inches from his head, arrows thunked into the tree. 
 
    After the shot, Rune risked a peek. One of the men approached under the yellow-green light. 
 
    “How many knives you got left?” he asked Lenore.  
 
    He didn’t dare to send her the question mentally, for the fear of breaking his mental connection to Narcissa and losing his protection from the mind-reading. He didn’t know how it was working, only that it was working, and he’d hold onto it as long as he could. 
 
    “Only one, unfortunately,” Lenore said. 
 
    He held out a palm. “Let me have it.” 
 
    She handed it over. “She’ll know you plan to use it. She can still read me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she won’t know where I’ll throw it. Now close your eyes and ignore everything you see and hear, until I open our bond back up again.” 
 
    She nodded, eyes already closed, and snuggled closer to the huge roots, covering her ears for good measure. 
 
    Rune peeked over the root again. The hulking guard was halfway across the bridge, advancing cautiously, a shield raised high. 
 
    Rune raised the knife, letting it catch the light, as if he was about to lunge. The man hopped backwards, and then took a fighting stance. He preparing to charge Rune… but he was doing it on top of the fragile bridge, the one Rune had cracked with his leap. 
 
    Rune grinned. 
 
    And the bridge broke loudly and collapsed, caving beneath the man’s weight. With a very real shout, the man fell into the abyss.  
 
    “No!” the witch hissed after him. It didn’t seem like she could actually use her voice, and was limited to whispers and hisses. Was it the same witch that Rune had met before, then? Or were all night witches unable to speak? 
 
    Another moment passed, and then he heard—blissfully—a gasp of pain, clearly suppressed but still audible. The falling man had died, and the Adept had felt his passing. That last man had definitely been the Guardian. 
 
    “You got him!” Narcissa sent. “You must have, if she reacted!” 
 
    “I know. Now to finish her off—” 
 
    The thought stopped dead as a sound ratcheted out of the tunnel, the hard slap of a hand meeting flesh, followed by the fwip of a palm slamming the wall. 
 
    She must have slapped the last guard, was Rune’s first thought. The woman was unhinged, having just lost her Guardian. But this also meant she’d be vulnerable. He had to seize the opening while he still had the chance. 
 
    So he rose up, aimed toward the noise, and was just about to throw when he heard her say, “I told you! I don’t know how he’s doing it!” 
 
    Rune was already partway through the throw, and there was no stopping it now. The knife sailed into the blackness, and Rune held his breath. I told you, I don’t know how he’s doing it. She must have been saying that to her last remaining guard. 
 
    But those words made no sense. They didn’t. 
 
    He dropped back down as a piercing cry sounded from the dark—the cry of a man. The woman followed this with another gut-wrenching gasp. 
 
    “No... no... no....” 
 
    “What—what just happened?” Narcissa asked Rune. 
 
    “The last guy has to be her Guardian,” he explained. “She must have faked her reaction to the other man dying. And I just hit her Guardian, instead of her. Damn....” 
 
    This was getting complicated. It was making his head spin. 
 
    “But how can you tell this one was the real Guardian?” Narcissa pressed. 
 
    He tried to explain it in one burst, wordlessly. The man had slapped the Adept, for one thing, a classic Guardian move. Not something a hired guard would do to an Adept, never mind to a barking night witch. 
 
    Secondly, she’d said she didn’t know how Rune was doing it—how he was blocking her. Which meant she was still using magic. Which meant her Guardian had still been alive. 
 
    The question was—was he still alive? 
 
    Rune had hoped to kill the witch, and had instead hit the Guardian, but he had no way to confirm if it’d been a kill. The Adept had gasped, but that could have just been from pain or serious injury.  
 
    It likely had been a mere injury, given the muffled curses and shuffling of feet his ears picked out through the darkness. 
 
    “The Guardian’s injured, but the Adept is still a threat,” he summarized for Narcissa. “And I’m all out of weapons—” 
 
    He heard clacking then, of wood against wood. Almost like arrows, he thought, and realized what was coming. 
 
    Rune grabbed the nearest root of the Tree of Life outcrop and ripped it free in a shower of white bark and pale splinters. Roaring as he tapped into his supernatural strength, he swung it just in time to catch a hail of arrows raining down on him. 
 
    As all fell still again, Rune exhaled and said, “I am getting really tired of dealing with Artificers.” 
 
    “Shh. Ria might take offense to that,” Narcissa sent back, but the joke was feeble. She was worried, and not just about the angry night witch, who had the power to lift up and manipulate weapons to her whims.  
 
    Rune snatched at the nearest arrows, but already, several were rising into the air and retreating back the way they’d come, the magic returning them to their sender. 
 
    “What is it, Narcissa?” he sent. “Something’s wrong. You’re worried.” 
 
    “I... Rune, I think there are people coming.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ria sent her automaton down the escape tunnel, ahead of them....” 
 
    “Shit,” Rune cursed. Whoever the night witch had sent to lie in wait for Ria and Narcissa was now closing in on them and boxing them in. Rune had to finish off this witch and her Guardian quickly, and run to help his trapped Adepts. 
 
    But... how could they be coming, if they’d been told to lie in wait? The night witch must have sent a mental note ahead of her once Rune got out of hand. Could she really read minds at such a distance? 
 
    And if she could read minds from that far, then surely Ria would be in danger. 
 
    “Narcissa, is Ria acting normally?” he asked. 
 
    “What? Yes!” 
 
    “It’s important, Narcissa. Look closely.” 
 
    “Rune....” Lenore said, beside him. 
 
    “I am looking closely, Rune,” Narcissa insisted. “She’s completely focused on a piece of dead wood she found. She’s shifting it into a club.” 
 
    “And you can see the wood? It’s actually there?” 
 
    “Yes! Why?” 
 
    “Rune....” 
 
    “Hold on, Lenore,” he said, thinking. Rune figured that Narcissa, like himself, was currently protected from the mind-reading. But Ria wasn’t. So why wasn’t the night witch making use of that, if distance was no problem for her? If she was able to mind-read the men at the end of the tunnel, well beyond Ria’s position? 
 
    He could think of only one answer to that question. But it was impossible. 
 
    Wasn’t it? 
 
    “Narcissa... did Ria’s automaton see men coming? And what sort of men?” 
 
    “Hold on,” she told him. “I’ll ask.” 
 
    “Rune...” Lenore whispered. “I don’t... feel so well....” 
 
    He looked up to find Lenore sprawled out, wide eyes lazily wandering the ceiling, her hands slipped off her ears. 
 
    “What are you... seeing... oh shit.” 
 
    Halfway through his question, Rune realized he was dizzy, that the world around him was doubling and tripling when he looked at it. 
 
    “I think... the Tree,” Lenore rasped, before blinking once, long and slow. 
 
    He had to fight not to be mesmerized by the sight. His body felt like a clumsy bag of sand, too heavy to stand, and the panic that followed knowing that, if the night witch shot another arrow now, he’d never be able to deflect it, was muted. He could die any moment, but found himself unable to care. 
 
    The Tree, Lenore had said. The Tree of Life. The Tree whose root he’d just torn from the ground.... 
 
    “She says they were men, big men, wearing black,” Narcissa answered him. Then, “Rune? Rune, what’s wrong? Rune!” 
 
    “I need you... to boost... my mind,” he said. 
 
    His beautiful, smart Narcissa wasted not a second asking why. She gave him the magic, flooding his head with the answer to the question, What happens when the Tree of Life gets damaged? 
 
    It emits an aerosolized poison, his endless horticultural knowledge base returned to him. For small damage, such as tearing off bark, the amount of poison released has little effect. But large damage, such as trying to chop off a branch, will release a deadly amount. This dose is generally fatal if not treated within seven minutes. The leaves of the Tree are the only cure, but victims tend to fall out of reach of said leaves. And even if they managed to get hold of a leaf, they’d likely be unable to grip it— 
 
    Enough, he thought, thinking of the yellow topaz at his neck and of Narcissa, clearing the path for his bond to her and shoving all the Tree knowledge to the back of his mind.  
 
    Groaning, Rune tried to rise, crawling up the nearest root and reaching for the sapling sprouting out of it, but the leaves were so far, and he was so heavy.... 
 
    “Rune, no! I’m coming!” 
 
    He blinked, and in that instant, he had the most pristine moment of clarity that he’d ever experienced. If Narcissa came out here, she would die, and she knew that, and yet she was still running toward him—by Laurus Celtis, he loved her for that—but if she came out here, she would fucking die, and so Rune had to stop her, and so— 
 
    He reached into the bond, seized the pages of her soul in his fist, and tore them out of her.  
 
    She fell unconscious, collapsing on the other side of the stone door, safe and alive. 
 
    At the same time, with a fistful of Narcissa’s pages in his mental grip, Rune grew stronger. Energy flooded him. He shot to his feet, snatched a handful of leaves, and stuffed one first in Lenore’s mouth, then his own. 
 
    “There you are,” the night witch whispered. 
 
    He turned to see her standing on the other side of the pit, hands out to her sides, three arrows hovering malevolently in the air all around her. There was something different about her form—the black robes clung to her tiny, childlike body— 
 
    Because they were wet. Soaked in blood. 
 
    “You have one of us,” she whispered, and there was a mad quiver to her voice. “You are a Prime, and you have one of us. If I kill you, he will forgive me.” She giggled quietly, without using her voice box. “Clever clever, a challenge after all.” 
 
    Her hands dropped. Arrows flew. Rune ducked to pick up the root he’d ripped off, but the bolts pierced through his shoulders before he could bring it up. Except he hadn’t meant to use it as a shield. If he’d wanted a shield, he could have used his greatsword. 
 
    Instead, he rushed the night witch, holding the torn up root up before him. 
 
    She didn’t panic, continuing to fly her arrows. Sliding in and out, stabbing through his armor of muscle, searching for weak spots, the arrows danced around him, leaving bloody trails in their wake.  
 
    Crossing an unbroken bridge, he felt none of it. The Tree’s poison was still coursing through him, blanketing his senses under a heavy curtain of fuzzy nothingness, wobbling his every step. Rune lumbered onwards, charging like a drunken bull toward the shape of a night witch. Roaring, closing in on the blurry figure, he raised the root, several feet from victory. 
 
    “Enough,” she hissed. 
 
    The arrows drove through his knees like pitons, locking his legs. 
 
    Rune sprawled out, feeling none of the pain, but unable to run. Mid-fall, he threw the root toward her.  
 
    Had the night witch known what it would do, she might have kicked it away, but she merely allowed it to fall at her feet. Mind reader she might be, but she didn’t have a lifetime of botanical knowledge under her belt. 
 
    With a grunt of pain, Rune collapsed on the floor.  
 
    The night witch, smugly smiling, approached Rune and knelt casually beside him. From her belt, she drew a knife, and he felt her masked, eyeless gaze locking tight on his throat. 
 
    “He’ll forgive me,” she said, mostly to herself. 
 
    The knife neared his throat, coming within inches of it, and then… stopped. She held her head in her other hand and began to sway, cursing something under her breath. The poison, now that it had set in, worked fast. 
 
    She crumpled. 
 
    Rune felt the poison’s effects leave him—his bond, and his previous consumption of the Tree’s leaves must have helped him out. Once he felt able, he began getting to his knees, which started healing the moment he pulled out the arrows. The Tree’s bark was still working, too.  
 
    The night witch lay beside him, twitching, dying. 
 
    “I can save you,” he said slowly, still gathering his thoughts. He leaned over her, staring at the full-face black mask. “You’ll die in seven minutes, if I don’t save you.” His botanical knowledge had given him an exact number. “But you have to give me something first.” 
 
    Her head twitched, the barest nod, and Rune ran through all the questions he most wanted to ask her. She wouldn’t be able to speak for much longer, so he’d only get to ask one of them. After that, he’d dose her and then knock her out, so she couldn’t do any more damage. 
 
    He considered asking for a name, first. She’d mentioned a he. She’d said he will kill me, as if she were beholden to someone. A night witch, beholden to someone? Rune had to know who that was. 
 
    And yet... and yet. There was a bigger question. 
 
    “Are you an Adeptus Prime?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the only explanation he could think of, the only way his fight with the night witch could make sense. The first two men Rune had killed, those hulking guards... she had reacted to both of their deaths like a bond had been broken. 
 
    And given the blood on her robes, the third one was dead too. Her Guardian. Yet she could still use her magic. 
 
    And the men coming for Ria and Narcissa, on the other side of the wall behind him—those men were dressed just like these three. They’d been far away, too far for her mind-reading to work on them, yet they had known to come.... 
 
    Because of a bond. 
 
    Five men, at least, and she was bonded to all of them. Rune was a Guardian Prime, able to bond with more than one woman. So an Adeptus Prime, if they existed, would be a woman who could bond to more than one man. 
 
    None of his own Adepts had heard of such a thing, anywhere. Not even Narcissa, his beautiful scholar. Yet it stood to reason that such women existed. 
 
    And some of them turned into night witches. 
 
    “Just nod,” he said. “Just nod if it’s true.” 
 
    The woman lifted her chin— 
 
    And exploded. 
 
    Not all of her, not her whole body, but it felt like that at first. Rune shouted wordlessly, scrambling back from her as blood spattered his face and hands. When the red mist cleared, catching the yellow-green light of the terrarium in a caustic glow, he saw that the woman’s neck was what had been torn open. 
 
    A valorglass. She’d been wearing a valorglass, just like the first Adept he had killed. Just like Ivy. 
 
    Not again, Rune thought. Not again! 
 
    “Rune!” a voice cried behind him, as in front of him, the night witch died. She did it soundlessly, her chest deflating, without a single gurgle. Even in death, she could only whisper. 
 
    But she had nodded. He’d seen it. 
 
    And someone else hadn’t wanted him to. 
 
    He spun to see Ria lugging an unconscious Narcissa out of the bonding chamber. She closed it behind her as Rune broke into a run, crossing one of the invisible bridges to reach his Adepts. 
 
    “How far?” he asked. The night witches’ other bond-mates had been closing the gap on Ria and Narcissa from the escape tunnel attached to the bonding chamber. 
 
    “They were opening the door when I left,” she replied as Rune picked up Narcissa.  
 
    To his side, Lenore was struggling to her feet, overcoming the poison much slower than he had. The energy he had stolen from Narcissa was the only reason he could hold her right now. 
 
    He nodded behind him. “Run. I’ll be right behind you. Don’t go through any doors ‘til I’m there.” 
 
    Ria nodded and raced off.  
 
    “Can you run?” Rune asked Lenore. 
 
    She breathed heavily, running a hand back through her hair. He felt magic shoot through her with the motion. 
 
    “Your Agility magic?” he sent. 
 
    She winked. “There’s that bond-talk you promised me. So you really aren’t an illusion.” 
 
    With that, she darted after Ria, and Rune threw Narcissa over his shoulder. Two enemies, at least, would be opening the door within seconds. 
 
    Rune knelt and, grating his teeth with effort, he ripped the Tree sapling off its roots and tossed it into the path of the approaching Guardians. 
 
    Then he chased after his Adepts, running away from the airborne poison. He’d nearly passed the night witch when he slowed, hesitating, his curiosity prickled. 
 
    Rune knelt down and yanked her mask off. He wanted to know what his enemy looked like. Why did they wear the mask? What had they done to themselves? Were they maimed, or eyeless? Were their mouths sewn closed? 
 
    But Rune didn’t expect what he saw on the other side of the fabric. 
 
    She... she’s just a kid. 
 
    A Djani girl, midnight-dark, no older than fifteen, looked up at him with clouded gold eyes. What had seemed like a small woman had been a child this whole time. 
 
    So much power, so much twisted malevolence crammed into her head, and she’d only been a child. What they’d done to her was evil. 
 
    His chest tightened. Those eyes... they reminded him of Narcissa. It was terrible. She’s only a child. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he told the girl. “I’m so, so sorry.” 
 
    Then the door opened in the terrarium wall behind him.  
 
    Rune hefted Narcissa and ran. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Outside the hidden temple to Tellus the Mad, Rune was relieved to find that the night witch hadn’t left a dozen more of her Guardians to guard the front door. He was doubly relieved to find that Lily, the Adept he had defeated in the temple proper, had escaped the night witch’s notice. At least, he presumed she had. Instead of a body, where Ria had tied her to a tree, their party found only a few broken branches. She had escaped. 
 
    “You think she went back to the Breeders?” Lenore asked. “To warn them we’re coming, or something?” 
 
    “I hope not,” Ria said, leaning against the tree to catch her breath after their flight from the temple. “But even if she did, I can’t help but be glad she survived the night witch. That woman would have torn her apart.” 
 
    Rune shook his head, still in disbelief over their encounter with the witch. With so many Guardians, who knew how many abilities she’d had? Tearing someone apart piece-by-piece could have easily been one of them. 
 
    “Her own Guardian beat her,” Rune said, referring to Lily, but knowing the same seemed to have applied to the night witch. “Who in their right mind would go back to that?” 
 
    Lenore curled her lip. “And what sort of woman would lead an organization like the Breeders? None, right? Except that one did. I met her five years ago, and I killed her.” She shook her head. “These women are twisted, and not by their own choice. To be honest, I don’t think I want to find this hideout of theirs. I can only imagine what horrors we’ll find.” 
 
    Rune swallowed, his pulse moving a little faster at the mention of females leading the Breeders. His own childhood friend, who’d gone missing years ago, was involved with the Breeders in a leadership role. He hoped—he knew—that there was more to the story.  
 
    His Cam would never have done this. 
 
    Rune readjusted his hold on Narcissa, and said to Lenore, “Well, whether you want to go to the hideout or not, I’m going to need you there, when we try to break into it.” He ducked his chin to indicate the sleeping Narcissa in his arms. “Because we’re going to have to leave her behind, with Ria to watch her.” 
 
    Lenore stepped close to him and laid a hand on his shoulder to peer down at her fellow Adept. “How is she?” she asked. “I can’t read your bond, so I can’t tell.” 
 
    “Just sleeping,” Rune replied.  
 
    During their flight from the Guardians in black, Narcissa’s unconsciousness had shifted into the simple sleep of the exhausted. He’d caused it. Rune had sapped her energy to prevent her from sacrificing herself for him, but a part of him still felt guilty for ripping those pages from her soul. It felt wrong to have so much control over a woman who trusted him so explicitly. 
 
    “You know,” Ria said, “normally I might tell you, ‘No way! I’m coming too!’ but after seeing that witch....” She pulled her long ponytail over her shoulder and combed through it with her fingers. “I’ll be happy to stay behind.” 
 
    Rune nodded. Understandable. The night witch had been a mind-reader and illusionist, among who-knows-how-many other abilities. If Rune hadn’t been able to close himself off from her using his bond to Narcissa, they’d all be dead. 
 
    And he hadn’t even told the others about the Adeptus Prime thing yet, either.  
 
    That tidbit of information was still locked away inside the same part of his mind that had saved him from the witch. He wanted a bit more time to mull it over, because if what he suspected about the night witches was true, then that had significant implications for Rune. 
 
    The others must have sensed the general direction of his thoughts, even if they couldn’t get past the wall around Narcissa’s bond, because Lenore asked, “And you really think the night witches and Breeders aren’t related? They’re not a part of the same organization?” 
 
    “Let’s discuss that on the way,” Rune said, nodding into the woods.  
 
    Far overhead, evening had fallen, and the bridge from the Cedar and Maple territories had been retracted. Carriages had, miraculously, managed to cross despite Ria’s sabotage of their wheels and Rune’s destruction of the bridge. The bridge Artificers must have fixed it. Over the quiet ravine, stars speckled the clear sky far above. 
 
    “We don’t want to be here in case any of those Guardi—any of those guards survive,” he corrected. They were hidden as they were, but it wouldn’t take long for them to be discovered by persistent enemies. “Ria, do you know a path into Maple?” 
 
    The veteran carriage driver shook her head. “Sorry, no. I only know the legal avenues between cities, and crossing without the bridge is far from legal.” 
 
    “Leave that to me,” Lenore said. “The Queen of Streets to the rescue, once again.” 
 
    Rune didn’t ask how she knew the way. He was too tired. His Buff had faded off as Narcissa slept, and he’d heard enough stories about murder and plotting and tortured souls for one day. 
 
    “Lead on, we’ll ride the—” he said, and when Ria turned to him with a grin, he forfeited, “All right, all right. I’ll call them Tree-damned lovalopes.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lenore proved the value of having a wanted and legendary thief as a friend by stealing them all into Maple. The whole affair was surprisingly neat, involving a bit of shadow walking and a couple of guards who’d be waking up tomorrow with very bad headaches. 
 
    True to its name, the multi-level city had been grown entirely from massive maple trees. The shaded under-city floor was made up of hovels and seedy businesses, supporting mansions and government buildings far above, amidst the canopy.  
 
    The rich seemed to be the same everywhere Rune went. They hogged access to the sky and sun, while the poor lived amidst roots. 
 
    An exception was made, of course, for the ultra-rich like Narcissa’s late father. Nobles like him flaunted their wealth by owning such vast swaths of land and canopy space, that they could build mansions and grounds on the forest floor, with nothing crowding over their heads. 
 
    One such mansion was visible from the outskirts of Maple, a huge complex that Rune had first taken for a governor’s residence, but which Ria explained was the training facility for young Guardians. Warm light flickered in its windows despite the late hour, half-concealed from Rune behind a big sprawl of brothels and taverns. 
 
    Taverns that he’d been looking forward to for the better part of a day by the time they reached them. A bed, a bath, and breakfast were all Rune wanted—just a small relief to give him strength to continue their mission. But when he pulled the lovalopes up to the only inn that fit their budget, he could feel his face falling. 
 
    He felt Lenore bumping her hip against his. “Oh, now I was going to exchange this for some sexual favors,” she said, holding up two small coin purses in one open palm, “but when you put on a face like that....” 
 
    Rune stared at the coins for a moment, then caught himself laughing. Those guards would now wake up broke, as well as aching. 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me what favors you want later,” he said, “because I’ll pay up three times over, and happily, if it means we can sleep somewhere safe.” 
 
    She laughed and laid a hand on his lower back. Ria came up to his other side and did the same. It occurred to him that, of all the Adepts he could have taken on, he’d somehow managed to procure the three most useful women in all of Orennian. A thief, a traveler, and a scholar... altogether, they’d saved his hide a dozen times over. 
 
    And I’ll save them back, he assured himself, hugging Narcissa’s limp form a bit closer. Tomorrow, he was going to trace the Tree of Life to the secret outcrop where the Breeders hid. And once he outed them to the public, all his Adepts could return to normal life. Ria and Narcissa’s crimes would be cleared, and Lenore’s bloody mission against the Breeders would be satisfied. 
 
    And then, there was Cam. He’d save her too. Somehow. 
 
    It was going to be a very long day. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rune awoke the next morning to a soft, rainbow light, filtering in through the stained-glass window of his room. He squinted at the window and tried to make out the image crafted into it through the muck and dirt. Another depiction of the Tree of Life... how creative. 
 
    “It may be a common image,” Narcissa whispered beside him, “but I can’t help but love it. Not after the Tree saved us so many times.” 
 
    For a moment, Rune thought he was dreaming, to hear her voice so close. But he turned to find her half-draped over him, stripped down to her emerald shift, with one knee tucked over his thigh and one hand on his chest in a lazily erotic pose. His erection stiffened to more than morningwood, though he was swift to hide it.  
 
    As a virgin, Narcissa might think he was getting ideas. Well, he was, but he didn’t want to scare her.  
 
    He shifted the blanket to add another layer of concealment, when, on his other side, Ria moaned as her shoulder was exposed to the cool morning air. Sleepily, she tried to cling onto his blanket and murmured something incoherent. 
 
    Lenore was nowhere in view, though that wasn’t a big surprise. The Queen of Streets had to be a light sleeper. She was probably out gathering information, and after a brief mental reaching, the hunch was confirmed true. 
 
    Pulling his thoughts back into himself, Rune turned his face back to Narcissa, whose golden eyes caught the dawn like jewels specifically enchanted to mezmerize Rune. 
 
    “This is nice,” she said, as if sensing his notice. “I think I would like to get used to this. Waking up beside you, I mean.” 
 
    He swallowed at the implication. “That could be arranged.” 
 
    She turned her face toward him, smiling, her eyes shifting colors as they refracted the stained glass. This close, he spotted the ever-so-slight freckles on her cheeks and shoulders, and instantly he imagined a child version of Narcissa, reading books in the garden for so many hours that the sun left its kiss on her cheeks. 
 
    She giggled, closing her eyes for a moment. “You are so romantic, Rune. You don’t even have to talk.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault you’re gorgeous,” he sent her, fighting to keep his eyes off her cleavage. Cleavage which was squishing up against him and presenting a nice dark shadow he’d give anything to bury his nose in. 
 
    Narcissa rolled her eyes then, and the hand on his chest—Why did I wear my shirt to bed? Why!?—wandered down to his hip, then his thigh. She wasn’t touching his dick, but she was almost touching it, getting closer… 
 
    “I’ve decided,” Narcissa sent. 
 
    His throat had absolutely zero moisture when he swallowed. “You’ve decided... what?” 
 
    She laid her face on his chest and looked up at him, almost puppy-like. 
 
    “You know what,” she sent him. 
 
    He swallowed again, because yes, he did. 
 
    “Not right now,” she told him, a fingertip drawing small circles on his thigh. “But tonight, I think. As soon as we can be alone.” 
 
    Rune’s mind jumped ahead, racing, trying to think of a way to boot Ria out of the room and bar Lenore from coming back and hang a no-service sign on the door and lock it for the whole day and—and— 
 
    “And you have more important things to deal with, first,” Narcissa summarized for him. She cocked an eyebrow. “Think of it as... a reward. For coming back in one piece.” 
 
    He breathed out, excising every last puff of breath, until he felt as flat as a strip of birch bark. Narcissa had decided that what they had was real, and she was offering herself up to him, body and mind, fully and completely.  
 
    He couldn’t rush that. Their first was a thing to be savored. 
 
    “What changed your mind?” he asked as a drop of guilt trickled through him. When he’d sapped her energy, without her permission— 
 
    “Oh, shut up. You saved my life,” she corrected him, her fingers inching closer to his crotch. “But it does have something to do with that. Back then, when I thought you were about to die... I didn’t think about myself. I didn’t think at all. 
 
    “And Rune, I’m always thinking. It’s what I do. But not then.” 
 
    Her fingers brushed against his dick, barely more sensation than a butterfly’s wing through the fabric of his trousers. He felt her shiver, both intrigued and excited by the contact. She wanted to see it, he could tell that, and in a brief glimpse through their bond he saw she wanted more than just a look. 
 
    His chest did that weird thing it did around her, like it was about to float right out and leave behind a vacated rib cage. Acutely aware of every inch of her curves as they pressed against him, Rune reached down and flipped open his belt. 
 
    Narcissa didn’t stop him.  
 
    Rune shifted in the bed, bumping Ria as he got one arm under Narcissa and gathered her closer, all while he worked to extract himself from his breeches and pants. 
 
    He paused once he had access, and then licked Narcissa’s ear. He let his cock free. 
 
    “Go ahead,” he told her. 
 
    She froze with nerves. She hadn’t expected him to ask her to make this first move. But he worried that, if he put hands on himself, he might not be able to stop. And he didn’t want to scare her by doing that now. 
 
    All he wanted was to let her see, to sate some curiosity. That’s all. 
 
    With a shudder, and a gleam of interest in her eyes, Narcissa rose off him. The move lowered the hemline of her shift just enough to reveal the pink flesh surrounding a nipple, and as his hand slid off her back, Rune glimpsed the arc of her spine beneath the thin silk. 
 
    The sight was intimate and fragile, almost unreal, and when she tentatively reached into the folds of his clothing, Rune was pretty certain he’d died and gone to the Eternal. He just didn’t know it yet. 
 
    Then her fingertips landed, brushing the fleshy underside of his head. She kept going, slowly caressing. 
 
    “Oh. Oh my,” he caught her thinking. “It’s so... when does it stop?” 
 
    He laughed, more mystified than amused, and then she reached his base. The sensation of her fingertips on his balls made him exhale without meaning to. 
 
    “Take it out,” he sent her. 
 
    Her chest rose but didn’t fall as she mustered courage, and then her fingers pressed slightly into his base, gently forcing aside the fabric, guiding his erection free of its confines. His cock emerged into the chill air with a spot of precum already leaking, as if every unconscious part of him was screaming to take Narcissa. 
 
    Narcissa sat back, laying her hand almost chastely across his shaft. “Wow,” was all she could say. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Rune rasped. Do you want it inside you? 
 
    This last he added mentally, and not by his own volition. He saw her blush. She’d heard it. 
 
    “I didn’t... um... picture them being this big,” she admitted. 
 
    “Not all of them are.” He’d been told that he benefited from women having examples to compare him against, but it’s not like he knew for sure. It wasn’t the sort of question men asked each other, and certainly not one that anyone answered honestly. 
 
    She ran a light hand up the soft, giving underside, testing it. Goosebumps broke out on his balls and the insides of his thighs. 
 
    “Will it hurt?” she asked him softly. 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” he said quickly. 
 
    She made a move with her head, as if meaning to ask a question, but changed her mind. She seemed to appreciate the sight of him. In fact, through their bond, she seemed downright mesmerized. 
 
    “The first time is different for every woman,” he explained, sensing her unspoken question. “Or so I’m told. Some have it easy... some bleed. But if it’s done right, the pain passes quickly.” 
 
    She smiled. “And you do everything right.” 
 
    Rune became aware of his pulse, exactly as loud as Narcissa’s touch was quiet. He was just about to reach for the strap of her shift when he heard a key jam into the lock and the knob turn. 
 
    Narcissa gasped, and Rune moved fast, tucking his cock away just in time for Lenore to slip quietly into the suite. She nearly had the door closed when she saw them, both red-faced and obviously guilty of something. She froze for a second, before a knowing smile stole across one side of her mouth. 
 
    “I’m not interrupting anything, I hope?” she asked, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “No!” Narcissa said. “No, nothing!” 
 
    Rune fought down the blush in his cheeks. He wanted to make a comment on Lenore’s bad timing, but if he was honest with himself, it was probably good timing. If Lenore had walked in while Narcissa wore nothing—or worse, while Rune was inside her— 
 
    And that wasn’t even considering poor Ria. No, it was a good thing Lenore had stopped them, because Rune didn’t think anything else could have done it, and Ria waking up to the bed shaking beneath her... that wouldn’t have been fair to Ria. Nor would it have been the private lovemaking Narcissa deserved. 
 
    “You weren’t interrupting,” Rune said.  
 
    He sat up, surreptitiously grabbing the blanket to hide his movements as he got his belt back in place, before swinging his legs out of the bed. 
 
    Narcissa made way for him, but her sad eyes lingered on him, on his crotch. 
 
    “Later,” he sent her. He even managed to smile. “Remember? You said it’ll be my reward, for returning tonight, in one piece.” 
 
    She nodded, and tugged up her shift to hide the little edge of a nipple she’d only just noticed. Her face was just as pink, and Rune warmed a little at the innocence of it. She wouldn’t be innocent for much longer, and he’d savor every moment as he took it away. 
 
    “Well, if you’re sure you don’t need some alone time....” Lenore drawled, her tone still teasing. 
 
    “We don’t. Got anything to report?” 
 
    “Yeah, actually, boss man,” she said, finally closing the door and leaning her back against it, arms crossed.  
 
    She was wearing new clothing, and although it outwardly resembled a workman’s leathers, with a few skin-tight bits that did miracles with her ass and breasts, there was more to it. The outfit was meant to blend into a crowd, in the daylight, but also to keep her unrestrained and agile. The leather would additionally protect her from the occasional glancing blade. It was a thieves’ outfit if ever he’d seen one. 
 
    “The thing is, we’ve got a very small window here,” she said, finishing her thought. “I’d almost forgotten, but we’re still in the throes of the Covenant celebrations. New Adepts have been chosen, they’ve gone to the Tree, and tomorrow, they’re going to be presented to the people. You’ve heard of the Maple Parade?” 
 
    Rune groaned. He’d forgotten all about that. He’d still been thinking about the customs of Cedar, where the events that celebrated new Adepts culminated in the ceremony at the nearest Tree site. After those celebrations, the majority of new Adepts were carted into Maple to be presented to the king himself. This meant that His Majesty Laurus Celtis would be coming down from the capital tomorrow, which meant that the city was going to be at its most bustling today and tomorrow. 
 
    He shot a glance at the stained glass window again. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Still early,” Lenore said. “We should find the hideout before noon when all the drunks wake back up. The town’ll get real busy then.” 
 
    Rune had to agree. Festival fever was about to run rampant through this place. It would serve as a distraction to some extent, sure, but it also meant more eyes on everything that they did. 
 
    They set about gathering their possessions, and his mind wandered back to the feel of Narcissa’s hand on his manhood, the sight of her sprawled on his lap in that emerald gown, the feel of her slender thighs, the curve of her perky tit and — 
 
    And he really, really needed to stop thinking about that. 
 
    “Wha—whass goin’ on?” Ria murmured, sitting up and blinking in the light. She’d stripped down to just one of her several lacy pink shifts, and she’d found a cord to tie around her neck. His mother’s broken sapphire currently rested on some fantastically luxurious pillows and did not in the least bit make Rune jealous of not being a pendant. 
 
    “Nothing’s going on,” Rune said. “You and Narcissa are staying here.” 
 
    As he spoke, Narcissa had been getting out of the bed. She stopped and looked over her shoulder. “What?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, “but we need to be covert here, so the fewer people who are going, the better. We’re just looking for the hideout, and all we need for that right now is Lenore’s skill set. You both can try to keep an open link to me while I’m gone, though, in case I need your abilities.” 
 
    Ria yawned into one hand. “But our magic will be weaker, at a distance,” she said, her voice still thick from sleep. 
 
    “That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” Rune replied, before meeting Narcissa’s eyes again. “We’re not going to have an argument, are we?” 
 
    Narcissa sighed and crossed her arms, looking through the stained glass. “No. You’re making perfectly logical sense, Rune. I’m not a kid. I’ll stay here.” 
 
    He remembered how she’d mindlessly raced into danger to save him, and he knew that it was weighing on her mind. She didn’t like acting on bad instincts. She liked acting by logic and making sensible choices. Being overwhelmed by emotion was new to her. 
 
    Rune knew her problem well. The trouble was unfortunately mutual. If Narcissa got into danger, while they were out fighting people, Rune would be blinded to everything else until he got her out again.  
 
    This was the true reason Rune didn’t want her too close to him on a mission. Lenore could handle danger. She was used to it. But the others would serve him better as a base of operations than as direct partners in actual crime. 
 
    “Anything for the road, then?” he asked Narcissa, adding mentally, “Ria says we have a sort of bond-wall that goes up when I get deep enough into your psyche. I’ve got to step out from behind that wall now. We’ll still have open channels to communicate, but the others can easily listen in.” 
 
    “I see,” she said. “I’ll have to ask Ria about that when you’re gone.” 
 
    “Nothing for the road,” she said, walking up to him and kissing him on the cheek, “except be careful.” 
 
    He caught her shoulder as she leaned away, and pulled her nearer to him, and planted a kiss on her lips, brief but intense, loaded with his feelings for her. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon. Don’t worry.” 
 
    She smiled at him, looking woozy, half-dazed by the kiss. “I won’t worry,” she said, at the same time she sent him, “I will definitely worry. I’ll worry myself totally sick and probably die of worry, so please be safe.” 
 
    Rune supposed he would have to accept that. But no matter what happened, he’d be coming back. 
 
    He had a reward waiting for him, after all. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are we—this is the stables, Lenore.” 
 
    She had led him out of the crummy hotel and straight to its stables, which was occupied mostly by personal automatons of various shapes and sizes. 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” Lenore said, striding across the maple-wood flooring to the back of the long building, to the empty stalls. The stable walls were open design, more a fence than a wall, so Rune had a good view of the smooth wooden street and the steady trickle of people already milling about their morning business. 
 
    “Then what are we doing here?” Rune asked as she stepped into the last stall. 
 
    “Exacting my favor,” she said as he followed her. 
 
    He stopped as she turned to face him, crossing her arms. “What? You don’t mean—” 
 
    “You said you would pay it back threefold,” she reminded him, tapping her foot. “So, by my estimation, you owe me... let’s see....” She counted off on her fingers, looking pensively up at the ceiling and mouthing wordless numbers.  Then she met his eyes. “About fifty-one fucks,” she finished. “And it’ll be fifty a few minutes from now.” 
 
    He couldn’t believe this. “Lenore, you just said we were running out of time—” 
 
    “And you were just having your dick jerked by the girl of your dreams,” she pointed out, waving her hand for emphasis. “Come on, Rune, I can still sense it in the bond. You’ve been practically tripping over yourself from distraction all the way out here. You need to get your rocks off, or you’ll be useless today.” 
 
    She held up a finger. “And before you ask, yes, I promise to take special care to keep this particular encounter mentally private from the others. Narcissa is a virgin. She doesn’t understand why you need this yet. But I do. So let me take payment now, please.” 
 
    The whole idea was absurd, utterly absurd, but it was also so completely Lenore that Rune had to take her offer at face value. She did have a point; his erection had yet to go away, and his thoughts were still very much trapped back in that suite.  A little post-nut clarity couldn’t hurt. 
 
    And, in a way, he wanted to risk Narcissa knowing about this. She’d been willing to have him this morning, but she hadn’t exactly been thinking with her head at that point. He didn’t want to make love to her if she wasn’t truly okay with the bond, and all that it entailed. 
 
    Still, he didn’t want this to mean more than it had to. It was going to be a strictly utilitarian quickie, for head clearing purposes. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “But we do it fast.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I told you, I just need dick. Orgasms are nice, but it’s penetration that gets me.” She put her hands on her belt and started to work her pants off. “How do you want it? What way will be fastest?” 
 
    “Put your hands against that wall,” Rune said, pointing to the partition between the final stall and the one beside it.  
 
    It would still be in fair view of the street, but not quite so obvious as the outer wall would be. By the time he had his dick out, Lenore had assumed the position, hands over the edge of the divider and her tight leathers peeled down to her ankles. He stroked himself and rubbed one of her ass cheeks, groping the supple flesh. She had less fat here than on her chest, for certain, but there was still plenty to jiggle and plenty to sink his fingers into. 
 
    He fed his head into her pussy, stroking just the first inch up and down, until she was wet enough for entry. He paused one more moment to admire the slick pink-and-brown folds and the hot view of Lenore’s eager ass, before sinking in. 
 
    She grunted. “Oh, I forgot how that felt.” 
 
    Rune pulled out. “How?” He thrust in again. “You just had it yesterday.” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be... focusing?” she asked. 
 
    She had a point. “Stay quiet. We don’t want the... neighbors... to hear.” 
 
    She moaned at the word neighbors, as he thrust into her, hard. “This is so hot,” she breathed out. “Right here where—anyone—could see us.” 
 
    Rune didn’t reply. He gripped the inside of her hips to give himself the leverage he needed to go faster. He wanted to make good use of this time, where she was the tightest and driest. She was still plenty wet, of course, but there was a little more sensation at the beginning, a little more traction, and he focused his mind on it, on the entire inner length of her. 
 
    “Oh fuck, you’re huge,” she moaned under her breath, dropping her head and suppressing a groan of pleasure.  
 
    He barely heard what she said, though, because he was too busy driving into her, making her ass ripple with his thrusts, making her pussy slosh and squeak, making the wood groan and creak, and leaving finger marks on her hips bones. He wished he’d asked her to take her shirt off so he could see her breasts slapping the wall, but the sight of them bound in that tight leather top wasn’t bad either.  
 
    Already, he could feel his climax building up, approaching.  
 
    “Oh—gods,” Lenore gasped, in time to his thrusts, “Narcissa—doesn’t—know—what she’s in for.” 
 
    Rune hadn’t thought he could go faster, but he did it now, lifting Lenore off her feet, until her whole forearms were forced up against the wall, pinning her between hard cock and hard wood. 
 
    “She’s going to—like this,” Lenore groaned. 
 
    “Who says I don’t like it already?” 
 
    Rune lost his rhythm at the sound of Narcissa’s thought slamming his. “Narcissa—” 
 
    “Don’t stop. I’m coming. Don’t stop.” 
 
    Rune grunted down a moan, Narcissa’s pervy arousal mixing with his own. Whatever Lenore had done to block Narcissa, it hadn’t worked, and instead of upsetting her, she was in the suite getting off on this— 
 
    “You kinky bitch,” Lenore grunted. “You sick little girl. You like this—don’t you?” 
 
    “Don’t stop.” 
 
    Rune felt like he might cry, that’s how intense he felt. “I want you,” he sent Narcissa. “I want you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Lenore scoffed and said, “It’s always the quiet ones.” 
 
    Rune gave a short laugh at that, before reaching out and grabbing Lenore by the shoulder, still digging into her hip with his other hand. He angled himself to slam upward into her, to get just that tiny bit deeper. He felt the familiar tension of her muscles, the exact bumpy map of her pussy, and he wondered how it would feel inside Narcissa, what shape and size and tension she might have— 
 
    “I,” Narcissa thought. “I—I—” 
 
    And he felt her coming, as if the feeling were inside his own balls, his own shaft, his own head— 
 
    He yanked out, spilling lewd rivulets of cum all over Lenore’s creamy-brown inner thigh, slapping her back to prop himself up.  
 
    His balance didn’t feel normal, and his connection to Narcissa seemed to have been broken by her lapse in concentration. He was thankful for that. It’d be better to feel it in person. It’d make their first time all the more special. 
 
    Tonight, tonight, tonight. 
 
    Lenore swept a hand across her thigh and wiped the cum off on the wall. “Good,” she said. “Now you’re ready for action.” She bent low, drawing her pants back on and forcing him to stand on his own. “I’d stay out of her bond, if I were you,” she suggested. “The intensity lasts longer, for women.” 
 
    He nodded, half-senseless, as he tucked his dick away. “Where to first, then?” 
 
    Lenore turned around and cocked her head at him. “Well I don’t know, boss. You’re the Tree-reader. How about you tell me?” 
 
    Rune had been inside another woman, so he felt a bit sheepish sending a request to Narcissa: 
 
    “I need you to boost my horticulture knowledge again, if you could.” 
 
    He felt her dazed laugh through their connection, and he wondered if maybe they should discuss what had just happened. During his little encounter with Lenore, Narcissa had been fully connected to him, and instead of being bothered by the sharing, she had gotten off on it.  
 
    What was it Lenore had said? It’s always the quiet ones. Narcissa had enjoyed this just as much as Rune had. He didn’t have doubts anymore; the bond was going to work for them. 
 
    And tonight was going to be very, very fun. 
 
    His mouth went dry just thinking about that. Making love to Narcissa wouldn’t be quick, and it certainly wouldn’t serve to keep Rune clear-headed, which had been Lenore’s goal. Instead, he’d dive into the deep end of pleasure and drown in it together with Narcissa. 
 
    First, though, he had to find the Breeder hideout. 
 
    To do that, he needed to find the secret outcrop of the Tree of Life, where the hideout was based. He and his Adepts knew that the hideout was here, in Maple. They knew that the Breeders harvested from the Tree for their own purposes, and to fund their operations. Since there was only one sanctioned outcrop in Maple—its sacred site—then all Rune had to do was find the Breeders’ illegal outcrop, and he could start taking them down. 
 
    “And be quick about it,” Narcissa sent him. “One round of Treehugger magic, coming right up.” 
 
    With a sigh, he felt her papery magic flood into him—Commander Amplifier magic, Level Two, which amplified his horticultural knowledge to the point of turning him into a walking library. By the time the pages of her power stopped fluttering through his head, he knew exactly what he needed to do. 
 
    “We need to go toward the sacred site,” Rune told Lenore, his partner-in-crime for the day. Despite being relegated to the inn for their own safety, he was keeping his bonds to Ria and Narcissa open, so they all heard his thoughts. 
 
    “I know I told you to be quick,” Narcissa sent him, “but I don’t care how long it takes, as long as you stay safe.” 
 
    “I second that motion,” Ria added. “The most important thing is that you two come back alive.” 
 
    Rune nodded, which sent a mental affirmation to all of his bondmates, and with a wave, he led Lenore out of the stables, pausing only at the water pump out front to clean his hands off.  
 
    Now fully awake, the city of Maple bustled with activity. This was the time of year where new Adepts were brought into the Covenant ranks and granted Guardian partners, and everyone was celebrating. After all, without the Covenant keeping the peace, crime would be running rampant all over the kingdom. 
 
    It wasn’t an ideal situation, to find and expose the Breeders at a time where Maple was bursting at the seams with people. The king himself was coming to the city tomorrow to see the lineup of new government mages, which meant a lot of witnesses and a lot of potential collateral damage if anything went wrong with Rune’s mission. 
 
    “Don’t worry, boss,” Lenore said, patting him on the back. “It won’t go wrong. We’re talking about you, here. You’ve taken care of the bad guys a dozen times already, no problem.” 
 
    Dozen was a bit of an exaggeration, but the vote of confidence was appreciated.  
 
    Rune pointed. “Crowd’s thicker that way. The sacred site must be over there. People coming to pay their respects early, and whatnot.” 
 
    “Right you are,” she replied. Unlike Rune, she had been to this city before. “Come on. I’ll show you the sights.” 
 
    There wasn’t all that much to see that Rune hadn’t seen before on his travels. Lots of people, lots of carriages, lots of pop-up stalls selling everything from enchanted party hats to dragon jerky to amber jewelry “right off the Great Tree itself,” which definitely weren’t off the Great Tree itself, given that they only cost a couple coins and looked an awful lot like dirty blown glass. 
 
    He’d seen big festivals and crowds before, too, though that’s one area where Maple city surprised. The streets were packed. Absolutely, completely, utterly packed.  
 
    Even as big as Rune was, he had trouble navigating the currents of the thick, fast flowing crowds, to the point he found himself shoved to the railings next to the roadway a block or two from the inn.  
 
    From the railings, he had a look at the maple forest below. Like most Orennian cities, Maple stretched atop the canopy of its namesake tree, high enough that a fall could kill a man. However, with so many crisscrossing aqueducts, bridges, and ramshackle homes on the branches below that, it would be a challenge to fall straight down and die. Instead, it was much more likely that a falling person would break a leg on some poor man’s front porch. 
 
    Rune spotted a few other tidbits from his vantage point: the exposed roots of the occasional maple, a small creek glittering in the weak light, and mingling mats of moss and lichen coating the trunks of trees below. His “Treehugger” magic, as Narcissa had dubbed it, was already working overtime when he looked at these things, calculating the probable emergence points of the root system.... 
 
    “Go on ahead,” Rune sent to Lenore, who’d gotten separated from him in the crowds. She wasn’t far—he could still see her black braid about twenty feet away, right next to a group of bouncing schoolchildren whose teacher wasn’t having the best day. 
 
    When Lenore stopped shoving kids away and raised an eyebrow at him, he added, “Use your Shadow Walk to get through to the sacred site, then send the image back to me. I should be able to get a location from that.” 
 
    She nodded, and he tacked on a reminder for subtlety. He watched her grin at that, and the next moment, she was swimming through the river of people. At first, he couldn’t understand how she was doing it, but then he noticed that the edges of her body were blurring. Her arms, breasts, and hips were vanishing and reforming as he watched. She was converting just part of her body to mist, which allowed her to navigate without vanishing completely. 
 
    Interesting, he thought. As Soldier abilities, Lenore’s Shadow Walk and Agility powers affected herself, but if his bond with Lenore grew strong enough, Rune might be able to access that power directly. He closed his eyes, stretched his mind across the bond, and tried to feel her. 
 
    Their bond was new, and he hadn’t had much time to focus on it yet. As he dipped his mind into hers, he felt a slick, black feeling in her mind. It was nothing like the rose petals or paper pages he felt when he accessed his other Adepts. He couldn’t quite get his mind around it, in part because the magic seemed to writhe and twist. It was a familiar sensation, and yet distant.... 
 
    Snakes, he realized. Her Eternal felt like a nest of black snakes. 
 
    “Yeah, and my Guardian hated it,” she sent him. Of course she was aware of his prodding; she had been an Adept before, and she was used to monitoring the bond. “He had a phobia of snakes, if you can imagine.” 
 
    There was a certain worry to her words, despite their playful facade, a trembling edge to them, and Rune smiled when he recognized it. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not afraid of them. I used to catch them when I was a kid.” 
 
    That was how he recognized the slithering feeling, from a childhood spent running wild in the woods. Entire days had been spent hunting garter snakes, the striped harmless kind, and he’d always enjoyed the way they felt in his hands: smooth, but not hard, all muscle and speed. 
 
    “It suits you,” he added. “Dangerous, hard to see, hard to catch.” 
 
    He felt her smile. “Well, go on then. Tap into it.” 
 
    With a shrug, Rune leaned hard on the railing and focused on her magic, drawing it into himself. It slithered across their bond, but the movement was sluggish and exhausting. Once he’d wrangled control over just a little of it, he fed it into his hand. 
 
    His arm turned to mist, up to his elbow. It phased through the railing, and he nearly tumbled over. 
 
    “Whoops,” he said, arresting the fall.  
 
    “Everything okay? Did something happen?” 
 
    “All good,” he sent back.  
 
    With his concentration broken, however, his misty arm went solid and fleshy again. He glanced around to make sure no one had noticed. After all, he wasn’t openly wearing a valorglass, which was required for registered Guardians. If he was seen doing magic, someone might report him. 
 
    “There’s a trick to it,” Lenore said, once he’d determined that no one was paying him any mind. “We can practice more later.” 
 
    He nodded. “Preferably on ground level.” 
 
    Still, it was good to know he could use her abilities in a pinch, however exhausting it was to do so. For now, it was more reliable for his Adepts to use Commander magic on him and Soldier magic on themselves, at least until they had more time to work out the kinks. 
 
    So he turned his attention back to the forest below and studied it closely as Lenore wove smokily through the crowd. A few minutes later, she sent him an image of the sacred Tree site, where the country’s new Adepts would be presented to the king  come tomorrow. 
 
    Closing his eyes and bracing himself on the railing, Rune directed Lenore to scan the sacred site over and over, until he had every detail etched out in his mind.  
 
    Like the site in Cedar, the sacred grove grew within a wide-open space, with a circular opening in the canopy looking down at it. Viewing platforms lined the edges of the canopy ring in several stories, about a hundred feet off the ground, give or take. Unlike the Cedar outcrop, though, this Tree was composed of more than one individual tree—almost its own miniature forest, with a tall central tree surrounded by a grove of saplings.  
 
    Rune noted with some satisfaction that the netting over the Tree had a much tighter weave, and that it seemed to be buzzing with energy. Some of the Covenant’s Artificers must have enchanted it, after his little stunt falling through the netting in Maple. They were tightening their security measures. 
 
    Once he had a good look at it, he focused his Treehugger magic on the image, and his mind went into overdrive. He paired the new information with what he could see in the forest from here. 
 
    The Tree is a nitrogen-hungry plant, so expect it to move toward nitrogen... but it also needs easy access to water... and the presence of parasitic vines on its eastern side signifies that it’s getting too much nitrogen from that direction already... meaning its roots are moving in a different direction... as also evidenced by the warping of the ground on its western side.... and below me, there is a patch of ellinus fern, which indicates a high phosphorus content in the soil, which balances the nitrogen... however, the creek is not a large enough water source.... 
 
    Without realizing it, Rune found himself moving along the railing beside the smooth wooden roadway, scanning the forest floor far below as he waded against the crowd. By comparing all that he was seeing and all that Lenore had given him, he could pinpoint the most optimal location for the Tree to set roots, in order to maintain an even nutrient flow.... 
 
    He was aware that anyone else would have found his train of thought intensely boring, but Rune was fascinated by the deluge of trivia. As a kid, he’d enjoyed helping his mother in the garden, but this... he had never known there was so much to know about plants, even though he’d planted roses for a living. Narcissa’s ability had gifted him a whole new world of knowledge, and though muscles and shadows were amazing in a supernatural way, this, Rune found, instilled in him the greatest awe he’d felt for magic in years. 
 
    Finally he pointed. “There,” he said to Lenore. “River should fan out into a grove of ellinus fern, and it’s the easiest path between the root systems of the existing maples.” 
 
    Somewhere a few blocks away, Lenore laughed. “Spare me the details. I never was one for flowers. Meet you there in ten?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    This time, Rune pushed through the crowd with renewed purpose, using his significant natural size and a hard, determined forward glare to open a path.  
 
    Despite his mission, the festive energy of the place was starting to get to him. It was a beautiful summer day, with enough scattered puffs of cloud to keep it from being too hot, and bright green maple leaves flickered happily above and below and around him, as the wooden facades of elite taverns passed by. He didn’t so much as glance at the prostitutes winking his way. He’d had sex recently, and didn’t have a desire in the world, aside from killing some Breeders, and that desire was coming closer every moment— 
 
    “Shit,” Lenore sent him, and his reverie died away. He stopped in the middle of the crowded street, and the bench of a horse carriage nicked his shoulder as it veered around him. 
 
    “What is it?” he sent her. 
 
    “See for yourself,” she said, materializing on the side of the road and nodding in the direction they’d been heading. 
 
    He followed her gaze, and his heart sank into his stomach. 
 
    They were headed toward the Guardian training compound. 
 
    Enormous and sprawling, the Covenant complex was a nest of living quarters and classrooms and training platforms, splitting into three identical wings. This close, Rune could make out that the compound descended all the way to the forest floor. Spanning dozens of floors, it was tall enough to house and train every Orennian boy with Guardian blood. The top floor was protected by buzzing wire fences and guard stations grown into the trees. Guardians manned the stations with their Adepts at their sides, one pair every fifteen feet, and these didn’t look green behind the ears. 
 
    “Nothing is ever easy, am I right?” Lenore asked, waving him off the road.  
 
    With a growl, Rune skirted a cart full of chestnuts and joined her. 
 
    “That’s probably the most guarded place in the city,” Lenore said to him, speaking casually. “You sure that’s where we’re headed?” 
 
    He stole a resentful look over the nearest railing, only to find the widening river and fern grove exactly where he’d predicted they would be. Worse yet, someone had built a roadway to the compound, and the trees felled to build it would leave even more open ground-space for the Tree of Life to spread its roots. The outcrop was definitely at the base of the compound. In fact, the compound had likely been built over top of it. All fourteen stories of the thing. 
 
    “They’ve got fencing and Covenant for every damned floor,” he noted. The Adept-Guardian units manned platforms all down the sides of the tower, with the fencing strung between them. Getting through that mess would be impossible as it was, but getting through it undetected? “Well, fuck.” 
 
    “It figures,” Lenore mused. “I mean, this is the future of the Covenant we’re talking about. Every boy with Guardian blood, between the ages of twelve and twenty, is housed there. Of course they’ll be protected, even more so than the sacred sites.” She crossed her arms and leaned a hip against the railing. “I guess this fully confirms that the Breeders are operating within the Covenant, though. Their hideout is literally in a government building... hidden in plain sight, so to speak.” 
 
    Still stewing on their bad luck, Rune stared at the base of the three-winged tower. “At least we know one thing: the hideout will be at the base, since that’s where the outcrop will be. Close to the ground. Conveniently, that’s where there are the most guards.” He shook his head. Damn it. “And if we can’t find the damning evidence down there....” 
 
    “Then who knows where it is,” Lenore supplied. “With three wings of fourteen floors each....” 
 
    Rune growled, though it soon lapsed into a sigh of frustration. There was no sense getting worked up over this. He had to get into that place, find the Breeders, kill a few, and gather enough evidence to get the rest of them hung or arrested... there was no way around it, if he wanted his Adepts to ever live normal lives again, much less himself. And since it had to be done, there wasn’t any use moaning about how impossible the task was.  
 
    Better to work up a plan than to whine. 
 
    He leaned away from the railing and slapped the wood for good measure. “All right, then. Let’s get down there.” He glanced around, found a stairway down to the city sub-levels, and started wading his way toward it. Lenore trotted along in his wake, looking all too smug about using him to push through the crowd. 
 
    “Down?” she asked. “Rune, there’s like, a solid wall of guards there.” She paused, and continued on mentally, to keep from being overheard. “Wouldn’t it be easier to find a weakness partway up the tower, break through there, and drop down a lift shaft or a stairwell, or something?” 
 
    “Sure, until you need to get out again,” he replied. “You’ll be forced to exit on the ground floor, into all those guards. By that point, the Covenant will know you’re there, so they’ll block off the stairs, and the guards will all be warned and will be ready for you. And that’s not even considering all that fencing. You got any idea what that stuff can do to you?” 
 
    He meant it as a question, but Lenore took it as a warning. “No,” she said. “What does it do?” 
 
    “No idea. Was hoping you could tell me.” He highly doubted it was simple fencing. Ten to one, it was enchanted. Simply touching it might blow him to bits. 
 
    “Sorry, but I have no clue what it does,” Lenore said. “They never let Adepts in that place, just Guardians.” 
 
    Rune gritted his teeth. “Fantastic.” 
 
    By now, Rune had reached the spiral staircase into the under-city, and he began to descend, scanning the compound with every step. The more he looked, however, the more booby traps he saw among the trees. Most of it involved small Artificed contraptions he didn’t recognize, but was sure hid all kinds of nasty magical surprises. He was also starting to get a good idea of what the guarding Covenant units specialized in. 
 
    “Look,” he said, nodding at the seventh floor. “An Adept wearing all red.” 
 
    “The Red Bitch,” Lenore growled. “Damn, I thought we killed her.” 
 
    “Well, we definitely killed her Guardian.” He distinctly remembered pushing the man off the floating carriage at the bridge crossing, and he’d seen the Red Bitch react to his death. “She must have bonded right away to someone else.”   
 
    “Fucking Breeders,” Lenore seethed. 
 
    He could agree with the sentiment. They hadn’t even allowed the wretched woman time to rest and recover, before thrusting her into the hands of a new Guardian. A new abuser, if he was anything like the other bastards they’d come across. It would be easier if she had died, so he didn’t have to feel conflicted about killing a woman, who was probably a victim herself. Still, he would do it in a heartbeat if it meant keeping his own Adepts safe. 
 
    In a way, though, he was happy to see she’d survived, because it meant that Cam had, too. 
 
    Camellia. His friend was somewhere in that compound. She was closer than ever before on his six year quest to find her, yet also further than ever, confined behind walls of guards and traps. She was yet another reason he had to do this, or die trying. He had to get her out. 
 
    Still, seeing the Red Bitch was disconcerting, because it meant that the Covenant guarding this compound would have skills similar to her perfect-aim projectiles. Trees below, this was a death trap. Rune figured he could think his way past it, but it was going to take a lot of time to concoct some crazy heist—time they probably didn’t have, not with the full force of the Breeders chasing after them.  
 
    They had days, maybe hours, before they were discovered. Magic had a way of making a hunt a lot easier. 
 
    No. They needed something sooner. And for that.... 
 
    Rune scanned the forest floor. The under-city was composed mostly of low-rent housing and cheap, run-down businesses, strung between branches or built between trunks. The lower they went, the worse the conditions were, which was typical. The wealthier a person was, the higher they lived, unless they were rich enough to carve out their own hole in the canopy. 
 
    And the closer these dwellings got to the compound, the more run-down they looked, as if the Covenant had actively been withering nearby dwellings over time. They probably had, Rune thought, to improve their own security, or to make their building look even more forbidding. The houses that remained had holes in their thatch roofs, tilted foundations, and worn out walls, steadily decreasing in quality the closer they were to the compound.  
 
    At fifty feet from it, the city came to a stop. There, foliage had been cut away to create an open kill-zone. 
 
    “A building that big,” Rune said, “has gotta have a basement, right?” 
 
    Lenore tossed her braid back over one shoulder. “Or at least some subterranean levels, yeah. What are you thinking?” 
 
    Rune gave the cleared area around the compound another look, and this time, he saw what he was looking for. A cleared dirt path encircling the compound, perfectly uniform in shape, with the grass stopping exactly at the edges of it. And walking along that path was a separate unit of Covenant, patrolling the perimeter. Just one pair. 
 
    Rune grinned as he stepped off the last wooden stair. “I’m thinking,” he said, holding out an arm to Lenore, “that it’s such a charming neighborhood. Let’s do a little house-hunting, shall we?” 
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    In their dark, worn, and utilitarian clothing, Rune and Lenore blended with the inhabitants of the under-city. To sell the image, they avoided speaking to the locals, so it took them an hour to find and confirm what they were looking for. By that time, all interest in Rune had faded off, though he still caught the occasional man leering from the shadows at Lenore.  
 
    It wasn’t the dangerous kind of attention though, and one look from Rune was enough to send them scurrying. 
 
    “Aw, getting possessive, are we?” she teased him.  
 
    The building they had chosen—a decrepit, abandoned tavern—was just around the next corner, and once they reached it, there’d be no time for teasing. 
 
    “Possessive? No. Economical, maybe.” 
 
    She laughed. “How so?” 
 
    “I don’t want to waste energy killing these people,” he replied. “There’s enough killing to do once we’re in.” 
 
    Lenore snorted again and bumped her shoulder to his. “You are so adorable, you know that?” 
 
    A new voice cut in through their mental exchange, a little weaker in his head than Lenore’s. “Only you would find killing ‘adorable,’” Ria said. “Are you both sure you want to do this right now?” 
 
    “No time like the present,” Rune replied. Over the past hour, he’d been discussing his idea with her, and he was happy to find it was sound. As an Artificer mage, Ria was his expert on magic that affected inanimate objects. 
 
    Soil was one such object. 
 
    Rune stopped in front of their derelict tavern, and Lenore came up beside him, taking his hand in her own. From there, she leaned into him, making sure to dip low and give him a full view of her cleavage, all while her other hand walked up his chest. 
 
    “You’re absolutely sure about the range on this?” she purred, speaking more to Ria than to Rune.  
 
    Rune caught her hip with one hand and kissed her, smothering her whole mouth with his. 
 
    “She’s sure,” he said as their lips parted, “and I trust her.” 
 
    Lenore licked her lips and fluttered her eyelashes. “Hmm. Well then, let’s go put on a show for the locals. But believe me when I say I’ll never actually fuck you in someplace as dirty as this.” 
 
    Rune chuckled at that one. “You mean I can’t have sex in dirt piles anymore? Damn, that’s like, my whole sex life.” 
 
    With a playful slap to his chest and a roll of her eyes, Lenore preceded him into the house. The place was a hovel, with no door to stop them; someone had long since stolen it for firewood or something. He followed her through the eroding door frame, into dusty dimness caused by half a thatched roof and a hundred feet of branches hiding most of the sunlight. In what remained of the thatch, he heard rustling. Rats or opossums owned this place, now. 
 
    Lenore poked around a bit and found an old cedar-needle mattress some homeless person had used ages ago. It was a great place to continue their little show. Bracing herself on one of the supports holding up the ceiling structure, Lenore started to kick it in a rhythm. 
 
    “Seems we always end up putting on shows,” she sent him, sounding bored. In order to keep the locals from getting suspicious, they needed to make their entry into this building look like a romantic detour. “I gotta say, faking sex was more fun in the Sex Machine.” 
 
    “There was nothing fake about that sex, and you know it,” he replied, poking about for the trapdoor that all taverns had. “At least I‘m not making you moan for effect.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Lenore tossed her head and nodded at the far corner. “Trapdoor’s there, under that creepy old mirror.” 
 
    While she continued to kick the mattress, doing a perfect solo imitation of the sounds of making the beast with two backs, Rune made for the trapdoor and tugged on the handle. Miraculously, the lock held, even after years of disuse and who knows how many looting attempts. 
 
    “Narcissa?” he sent out. “Can I get a Buff?” 
 
    She didn’t answer in words, just with a vague sense of worry, but Rune was flooded with strength all the same. With his arm muscles bulging, he carefully tugged on the trapdoor’s handle again. It popped open with a loud groan. 
 
    Lenore was quick to follow the noise with some truly inventive sexual sounds. The imaginary Rune was demolishing shit with his hips in there, and the imaginary Lenore was getting a kick out of it. 
 
    He peered into the blackness below, wishing again for the glowlight they’d dropped into the chasm. Instead, he used the next best thing, and tossed in one of his few remaining Valor orbs. The thing gave off just enough light to show that the room below was empty, even somewhat clean. When the owner of the tavern had left this place, he’d taken all his ales and his whiskeys with him. 
 
    Rune looked up at Lenore. “You good up there?” 
 
    “Aaahn! Nggh! Harder! Harder! Yesyesyes, fuck me there, honey!” Between howls of faked pleasure, she leaned to one side, and a shaft of light fell across one of her gray eyes, which was focused on a broken window on one of the walls. She kept an eye on the patrolling Covenant unit, the one walking the unnatural dirt path. 
 
    “There! Mmngh, so good!” she moaned. 
 
    “Yep. This is a good vantage,” she sent. “I’ll let you know if I see them coming.” 
 
    “And I’ll let you know when I’m done.” 
 
    With a crack of his neck, Rune dropped into the cellar, forgoing the ladder and thunking to the floor. Dust billowed around him. As it settled, he was pleased that nothing skittered away from him, and even more pleased to find he could barely hear Lenore above him. The sound of his work here would be dampened by the ceiling above. 
 
    After picking up the fallen Valor, Rune approached the wall on the same side of the building as the Guardian compound. It was a stone foundation, but with a little help from Ria, he was able to reshape and remove one of the rocks, thus exposing the bare soil beyond them. She still wasn’t used to working with rock, and he still wasn’t used to using her magic indirectly, but their bond was strong enough to keep the work from exhausting him. Besides, he only needed to move one rock. After that, he could pull the rest out with his hands. 
 
    From there, it was simple work to start building a tunnel into the earth. Narcissa’s Buff made it easy to rip out rocks, dig a bit, rip out more rocks, and dig more. Once he’d made it about ten feet in, he went faster, since the sounds he was making would be even less likely to be heard at this distance from the trapdoor. 
 
    “I see her,” Lenore sent him, and he slowed. 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “Forty paces.” 
 
    “Okay. Tell me when she reacts.” 
 
    From there, he kept digging, but slowed the pace, mimicking the motions of a badger. Better safe than sorry with a suspected Artificer mage approaching. When he’d spotted that perfectly manicured dirt path, he’d had a hunch that the person patrolling it was an Adept with a soil talent. Ria agreed that to be more than likely. 
 
    This was how the Covenant kept people like Rune from digging into the compound, by keeping a soil mage around to monitor the ground. But all Artificers had a range in which they could sense a material; Ria had told him as much. The trick, then, was to find this woman’s range. 
 
    And once they knew how far she could extend her senses, and precisely what she was trying to sense, they would know how to get around her. 
 
    “Stop!” Lenore sent him, and he stopped. “She just noticed something. She’s looking around.” 
 
    He nodded and accessed the slithering bond he had with Lenore, enough that he could see through her eyes. The Adept that was patrolling the dirt ring had paused on the path. 
 
    Rune began again, digging like a burrowing animal. Tiny little scratches at the earth. 
 
    Across the bond, he saw the woman turn to her Guardian. The man drew his sword. 
 
    “Narcissa, deBuff me,” Rune sent, and the Buff drained away from him instantly. 
 
    In his mind’s eye, the patroller looked around again, frowning. She placed a hand on her Guardian’s arm and said something to him. He put the sword away. 
 
    The pair kept on walking. 
 
    “Well, that’s it, then,” Ria sent him. “She’s trying to sense magic being used on the soil, not the configuration of the soil itself. Otherwise, she would have lost interest once you started digging like an animal, instead of when you deBuffed.” 
 
    Rune grinned. This was the first good news they’d had all day. The Artificer wasn’t checking to see if the dirt had any holes or tunnels in it. She was instead sensing if any magic was being used underground. All Rune had to do was deBuff anytime she got within range of him, and after this first pass-by, he now knew that range. 
 
    “She was about twenty paces off when she first noticed you,” Lenore told him. 
 
    “Then I’ll deBuff at thirty paces, to be safe,” he sent back. 
 
    He felt a snake’s tail of discomfort whip through her. “Still seems like bad security to me,” she said. 
 
    “It is,” he replied. “But Ria says it’s much more energy-efficient to sense traces of magic in a large area than to try to sense what specific bit of dirt is being disturbed. The ground is littered with animal burrows and roots as it is, so looking for a specific tunnel in a massive knot of tunnels would be exhausting. Much easier to look for something rarer, like magic.” 
 
    He felt Lenore smile. “So this Adept is just being lazy.” 
 
    “Yep. And we’re capitalizing on that.” 
 
    “Well, get capitalizing, boss, because she’s back out of range.” 
 
    Grinning, Rune called for his Buff again and resumed his digging. Once Lenore assured him the Adept remained oblivious, Rune set his focus on the work, using his tripled strength to rip away huge swaths of stone and sand and rotting roots.  
 
    With each passing minute, he got another foot closer, carving out a space wide enough for him to stand and keep digging, making occasional trips back to the cellar to deposit excess earth. When Lenore called him to stop again, he deBuffed and surveyed the tunnel he’d already dug, checking for weak points and doing what he could to shore up the walls. He didn’t want it collapsing before Lenore followed him in. 
 
    Despite his speed, it took hours to cross the field. Only one person approached the abandoned tavern in all that time, a dirty local man who had leered at Lenore earlier. Rune didn’t have to run back to protect her, though. She scared the man off by tossing an opossum at him. 
 
    “You know, for a noble, you handle rodents without the normal amount of screaming,” he sent her, pausing to wipe sweat off his forehead. It was well into the afternoon aboveground, and he estimated he was nearing the compound’s cellar. 
 
    “Eh, a real lady saves her screams for the bedroom,” she replied. 
 
    “And for distractions,” she added after a moment. 
 
    With a steadying breath and a smile, Rune resumed digging. If he hadn’t also buffed the muscles in his fingers—they looked disturbingly like sausages in the Valor-light—his fingernails would have been bleeding by now. But his whole body was tough as iron, and nothing down here had pierced his skin yet. Still, exhaustion was slowly creeping in. If he didn’t find the subterranean wall of the compound in the next half an hour— 
 
    And right then, as if the universe had been waiting to stab him with dramatic irony, Rune’s fingers scraped against something sharp. With a hiss, he pulled his injured hand back and sucked the blood off his fingertips. Holding out the Valor-light, he peered closer. 
 
    Glass-like spikes glinted back at him, protruding unnaturally from the dirt in even lines. One final line of defense, it seemed: an Artificed underground wall of spikes. 
 
    He had arrived. 
 
    “That looks like the same material glowlights are made from,” he sent to Ria. 
 
    “Yes. It’s enchanted glass.” 
 
    He nodded to himself and fished around for a bit of Tree of Life bark he could chew to heal up his fingers. He hadn’t had time to gather any back when they’d fought the night witch, but Lenore had stuffed her pockets at some point. Mostly for profit, of course, but she was magnanimous enough to share some with her Guardian. 
 
    “If you break it, it’ll make a very loud noise,” Ria warned him. “That’s probably the whole point. If you hadn’t been digging by hand, I bet you’d have already broken it, and the guards would be here already.” 
 
    He nodded. As he’d thought—a final line of defense. 
 
    “Well,” he sent Ria, “time to see how good that sex was.” 
 
    Back at the temple, he’d been able to use Ria’s magic through their bond, even to affect a material she wasn’t familiar with. They’d accomplished that with her sharing her deepest secret with him. 
 
    Since then, however, they’d experienced a more physical bonding. If their lovemaking had strengthened the bond enough, then he should be able to access her magic, affect this glass-stuff, and do it all from a fairly large distance. 
 
    It was a long shot. But then again.... 
 
    “It was very good sex,” Ria assured him. 
 
    “It was very good sex,” Rune agreed. 
 
    And he put his hands on the wall, and melted it through. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Moments later, Rune was gasping to catch his breath in the stuffy soil-scented tunnel. Before him spread a round, barely Rune-sized opening in the wall of glass, gleaming in the dim light of the Valor orb.  
 
    It had taken a lot out of him, but he’d done it. Trees damn it, he’d done it. 
 
    “Ria? Are you with me?” he sent her as he stepped into a cramped storage armory.  
 
    Buffed, and therefore enormous, Rune felt like a bull trapped in a toyhouse, having to watch his shoulders and elbows from toppling the weapons around him. Stacks of wooden shields piled up against one wall, a rack of bows crowded the other, and dulled training swords and headless arrows claimed the shelves beside the door.  
 
    “I...” Ria began, a sense of exhaustion seeping through their bond, until it went dark altogether. 
 
    Worry snapped Rune stiff and the pommel of his greatsword—which was slung across his back—cracked a sliver of glass off the tunnel he’d made. But he barely noticed, his dread much too great for any other thoughts to fit his brain. Had Ria overtapped herself? Had she used too much magic to help him melt through this enchanted glass wall? 
 
    “Narcissa!” he called out. “Check on Ria, quickly!”  
 
    He’d left them back at the inn, while he and Lenore broke into the Guardian compound, where the Breeders were hiding. Narcissa should be there next to Ria. But if something had happened— 
 
    “It’s all right,” Narcissa sent. Even in mind-speak, she sounded tired. “She’s still breathing. Just unconscious, I think....” 
 
    He didn’t like the way Narcissa, too, was trailing off. He’d been using her Buff at a fairly extreme distance for hours now. It was a testament to their bond that the magic hadn’t run out already. 
 
    “DeBuff me,” Rune said. “You need rest.” 
 
    He sensed the beginning of a protest—this was the most dangerous part of his mission, after all—but she seemed to be too exhausted to argue. Not a good sign, Rune thought as his enhanced muscle deflated. 
 
    “Take it easy, recover your energy,” he told Narcissa, stepping up to the door to peek into the hallway of the compound.  
 
    He’d heard no alarms yet. The tunneling and melting of the underground wall didn’t seem to have triggered anything. The Breeders must have expected potential intruders to shatter the wall rather than melt it, trusting the ensuing ruckus to serve as an alarm. Makes sense. They wouldn’t have expected someone like him, with access to Ria’s Artificer abilities, to come knocking uninvited—not when every Adept/Guardian pair capable of doing it belonged to Covenant. 
 
    “You need... the Buff,” Narcissa replied. 
 
    “I’ve been strong as an ox my whole life,” he replied. “I can go without the Buff for a while. But I can’t go without you and Ria.” 
 
    “How... sweet,” Narcissa replied. He got the sense she was shaking her head, trying to stay awake, and feeling frustrated by it. “I’ll make sure that Ria... is safe....” 
 
    At that, his connection to her cut off. Rune’s guts kept boiling with worry, but he’d sensed no fear before the bond went dark. Most likely she’d just drifted to sleep. Rune hammered his anxiety down with logic, reminding himself that his two Adepts would be all right, for the time being at least.  
 
    Satisfied that his small family was safe, Rune turned back to the task at hand.  
 
    Through the small slit he’d made by opening the armory door, Rune spied a long, militantly bland hallway of mortared stone and identical maple doors and no decorations whatsoever. What a dreary place for a kid with Guardian blood to grow up in.  
 
    And what a hellish place to be trapped in, Rune added to himself.  
 
    The main reason he was after the Breeders was because they abducted women and forced them to reproduce with Guardians. Somewhere down here, the inhumane operation to breed more Guardians and Adepts continued in full swing. Would he find some of those women today? 
 
    He hoped so, but it would be a challenge. The towering compound had three wings, and their tunnel only granted access to one of them. The Breeders had to be here, somewhere near the ground, where their illegal outcrop of the Tree of Life would be hidden. He just needed someone to lead him in the right direction—preferably someone expendable. 
 
    He felt Lenore closing in behind him. She’d had to wait until the patrolling soil Artificer had passed overhead one more time. Once she joined him, Rune had to be fast in finding the Breeders, because as soon as that patrolling Artificer stopped being lazy and actually searched for a tunnel—or got relieved by someone more competent—he and Lenore would be compromised. And if one of the local citizens noticed that he and Lenore had never left the building where he’d dug the tunnel.... 
 
    Suffice it to say, it would be tricky escaping through a collapsed escape tunnel. 
 
    “I’m here,” Lenore sent him, despite being close enough he could feel her black-snake presence slipping through the opening behind him. 
 
    “Great,” he replied. “Hey, you remember how you moved through the crowd earlier today? By turning bits and pieces of yourself to mist?” 
 
    As she silently appeared at his side, she sent, “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    “That suggests that your Shadow Walk can make you incorporeal,” he replied. “I thought it was mostly an invisibility thing, but can you actually become mist? As in, can you slip through extremely tight spaces?” 
 
    He felt her inhale a deep breath, her chest bumping his elbow as it rose, but her breathing was soundless. Lenore was used to operating in the dark. 
 
    “In theory, I can do that, but it’s incredibly dangerous. If I lost concentration or ran out of energy while a part of me was slipping under a door, and I went solid again.... Let’s just say it wouldn’t be pretty. A broken spine, a popped organ, a snapped wrist at the least. And it takes a ton of energy, which we both need right now.” 
 
    He nodded. This would be another useful utility in his tool kit, but messing it up would be gruesome, and it would leave them both drained. So he’d better use it sparingly for now. 
 
    “All right, then,” he sent. “Use Shadow Walk to move down the hall. Open what doors you can and peep inside. If a door won’t open, can you throw the lock by making your fingers incorporeal and getting between the frame and the door?” 
 
    She nudged him teasingly with an elbow. “I’m a thief. I’ll just pick the locks. Be back shortly.” 
 
    With that, she slipped out of the room, vanishing almost entirely. Rune could just make out her outline, a heat mirage distorting air. Her shifting tendrils of mist bent the starchy white glowlights lining the ceiling like wisps of dust, but if he hadn’t known to look, he would never have noticed her.  
 
    He made a mental note to think of heat distortions as potential enemies from now on. They could easily be enemy Adepts using Shadow Walk, and he resolved to give them a sharp glare if he encountered any. At least one enemy he knew had the ability, but there would be others. 
 
    Anxious to start moving, Rune rocked back on his feet as Lenore cracked open doors and peeked inside.  
 
    “Living quarters. Linen storage. Living quarters. Apothecary storage. Living quarters, all empty,” she reported. The inner wall of doors must be where the Guardians-in-training slept, and this wall was where their keepers stored things. 
 
    Which meant he could pop into any of those rooms to hide, if he needed to. So Rune joined Lenore in the hallway. “You go that way, I’ll go this way. Keep reporting.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” she replied.  
 
    Together, they peeked into doors on their way to turn opposite corners of the hallway. The living quarters Rune encountered were as dreary as the rest of the place, with two beds apiece, a weapons rack, and a storage chest. He saw no personal trinkets on display, no drawings tacked to the walls.  
 
    It occurred to Rune that—if his mother and father really had faked his Guardian test, somehow—then maybe that was for the better. If he’d been taken away from his family and raised in this awful place.... 
 
    I can’t believe I used to want this life, he thought. It had been his dream, as a kid, to be a Guardian. But now he knew how many of these men turned out to be idiots, or abusers, or downright evil incarnate.  
 
    Surely, they couldn’t all be this way? Surely some of them had been kids like him, kids dreaming of defending the innocent, and not rotten from the get go. 
 
    “Tellus take me!” Lenore shrieked, so loud in his mind that the words echoed. 
 
    He whirled. “What is it!” 
 
    “It was the first locked door and... I found them, Rune. The women. Oh, trees....” 
 
    She sent him an image of a bedroom much like the ones he’d already seen—only the two beds in this room were occupied by young women, both in their early twenties by the looks of it. Recently-failed Adepts, no doubt. The Breeders hunted those who failed their Adept test, to serve as breeders. 
 
    The women were both unconscious, lying still except for their rising chests. They wore simple white cotton shifts. A pair of manacles locked each woman to her bedframe by one wrist. Bruises lined every inch of skin he could see. 
 
    Rune wanted to vomit. 
 
    “I would say ‘pay dirt,’” Lenore said unevenly. “But this....” 
 
    He knew what she meant. By sheer dumb luck, they’d entered the Guardian compound near the heart of the Breeder enclave. But he couldn’t find joy in that small victory. Not when it was confirmed by this. 
 
    “Oh, Rune,” Lenore sent, her mind-voice trembling. “Please tell me to free them. Please.” 
 
    Rune opened his mouth, so ready to tell her “of course” that he risked speaking it out loud, but then, with a sinking feeling, he stopped himself. 
 
    “No,” he said. “They’re not conscious, Lenore. They can’t run. And even if they could, their escape would expose us. We’d be caught and they’d be hunted down before making it out of Maple.” He swallowed. “We have to leave them. The only way to get them out right now is to expose the Breeders. Once that happens, the king himself will free them. We stick to that plan. For now.” 
 
    He could sense Lenore’s eyes burning, feel her hand pressed to her own mouth. “Can’t I just... unlock their manacles....” 
 
    Rune shook his head regretfully, forcing himself to move on to the next room down the hall. “And if they’re found with their doors or their manacles unlocked, they’ll be punished. And if they end up trying to run, they’ll be punished even worse, possibly killed if they get far enough. No.” Rune grit his teeth. “No. We expose the Breeders now, today, and have these women free by tomorrow. I promise you, Lenore. I won’t let them suffer a moment longer than necessary.” 
 
    In fact, Rune planned not to let them suffer anymore, period. If he found the men who normally occupied these barracks.... 
 
    But those would be teenagers. Kids. He wasn’t going to kill a room of kids. Was he? 
 
    By now, Rune had reached the corner. Lenore had stopped to gather her composure, her breath shivering with emotion. He couldn’t blame her. This place was downright vile. 
 
    “Check the other side, and whatever’s at the end of the hall,” he sent her. “Try to avoid the prison rooms, for now. We’re looking for offices, or the secret Tree outcrop, or the Guardians-in-training themselves—” 
 
    Rune stopped himself there, because he heard voices. Gotcha. 
 
    He poked his head around the corner to find a stub of a hallway which ended in a set of stairs. On each side of the hall was a single, larger door, but these had glass windows set into the wood, and plaques on the wall beside them.  
 
    Leaning close against the corner, he was able to parse out the sound of a man speaking in the nearest room, and of clacking wood in the one farther out. A lecture hall of some kind, and the second was probably a sparring area. 
 
    Unfortunately, stepping into the hallway and looking through the classroom window was about as smart as outright yelling ‘catch me’ to the Breeders. He didn’t want to risk taking on two roomfuls of enemies at once, especially since most of the people here were probably teenage boys. He didn’t want to kill kids if he didn’t have to. 
 
    Then again, those boys, depending on their age, could already be fully-trained Guardians. The only guarantee was that they would be under age twenty, which is when Guardians are assigned to their Adepts, and sent out of this disgusting facility. And to have to fight off a dozen nineteen-year-old Guardians in an enclosed space, without Narcissa’s Buff to help him.... It wasn’t an enticing idea. 
 
    All the same, he needed to hear the voices in that classroom more clearly if he was going to learn anything about this damned place. The voices were faint and too muffled to make sense to him, since he was hearing them through solid wood. 
 
    “Narcissa?” he tested.  
 
    He knew that her Buff ability was geared toward improving his musculature, but as a Level One ability, it should be able to buff any physical component of his body. It would cost more energy, but if he could strengthen the muscles—or whatever it is that ears have inside them—for just a couple of minutes.... 
 
    But when he tried to find Narcissa’s pages in the ether of their bond, he couldn’t. It was as if the book of her soul had snapped shut, as if her Eternal had been closed off to him. She was still there, just... quieter. He’d never experienced this before. It was nothing like being physically distant from her, and he could tell she wasn’t dead, and there was a calmness to the feeling that made him instinctually think she wasn’t in danger. 
 
    Either way, he couldn’t waste time exploring their bond’s quirks right now, and he couldn’t tap into her Eternal to strengthen his hearing. He could send Lenore into that room, but even then, he wouldn’t be able to safely follow her. The occupants of the training room across the hall would see him. He had only one option.  
 
    He’d have to use Shadow Walk himself and try to crack the door and listen. If he was seen, then he’d have to survive long enough for Lenore to come back him up. 
 
    Hopefully that wouldn’t happen. Hopefully the teacher or students inside would somehow point him to where he needed to go, all without ever knowing he was there. They’d been lucky to find the Breeder’s hideout, but he still had no clue where to start looking for evidence that linked the crimes to names, and he somehow doubted that anyone was going to just reveal that information out loud.  
 
    No. Most likely, he’d have to beat it out of someone. 
 
    Rune cracked his knuckles, a grin tugging his lips at the thought of cracking some Breeder bones. I’m looking forward to it. 
 
    With that, he closed his eyes and sank back into his bond with Lenore. One minute of invisibility. That’s all he would need. After shooting her a quick warning, he reached out and snagged one of the writhing snakes that represented Lenore’s Eternal. It really was as simple as imagining himself grabbing a real snake. The whole thing was mental, an exercise in visualization. 
 
    But he was now starting to see how a stronger bond made things easier. Where once, Narcissa’s pages and Ria’s petals had been faint and wavering, and therefore harder to access or seize, their presence was now more solid, almost real. Although he couldn’t access Narcissa, she was still there in the idea of a massive, closed tome. 
 
    And Lenore, despite the freshness of their bond, was just as vivid as the others. He could feel the individual muscles of her snakes under slippery scales as they writhed under his imagined fingers. 
 
    This way, he goaded them. Into me. 
 
    He felt her magic, her abilities, slither into him, and, with snakes inside his soul, he focused on casting the spell. Intuitively, he commanded the snakes to grant him Shadow Walk, and they began crawling up his whole body. 
 
    It physically felt like that, as his body went misty. As if he was covered with squirming, benign snakes. He opened his eyes to see—well, nothing.  
 
    His body was see-through, with barely more than a wisp of mist outlining his fingers. 
 
    Wasting no time to gawk, Rune moved to the door of the lecture hall and turned the handle, his body still solid, if not visible. It wasn’t locked. As soon as the door cracked open, the voices resolved themselves. 
 
    “Please, no,” a tiny voice pleaded. 
 
    Rune nearly became corporeal. The voice was a woman’s. 
 
    He hadn’t heard a female voice from the room until this moment. He cracked the door wider to peek inside. 
 
    And then he stood there, frozen in shock. 
 
    “You see, they are quite helpless when they aren’t bonded,” said the only person in the room that was standing.  
 
    He was an older man, tall and broad-shouldered. Rune couldn’t see his face from this angle, but his gray hair was cut short in a fighter’s style, and the man carried an array of knives along his Covenant-issue belt.  
 
    Behind long tables, nine boys watched him raptly, none of them older than thirteen by Rune’s guess, all of them as beefed-up as thirteen-year-olds could possibly be. They wore the same Covenant uniforms and shaved heads, but their skin tones showed a variety of colors, including a few boys who looked green from nausea. 
 
    But that wasn’t what had Rune so stunned that he couldn’t move. No—that was the girl. 
 
    The teacher held her up by one arm, so that only the toes of one of her feet touched the stone floor. She was weeping, her other arm hanging limp, broken by Rune’s guess. She was trying her best to put weight on her feet, but the Breeder wasn’t allowing it. He raised her slightly higher the moment she got a little purchase. Rune recognized it as a torture tactic—hang someone by their arms, and don’t give them enough space to put their full weight on their feet. The pain in her arm had to be excruciating. 
 
    Despite it, she struggled. 
 
    The Breeder dodged her with contemptuous ease. She screamed in frustration and agony as what little weight her other foot had been bearing now came down on her straining shoulder.  
 
    “Whoa, there!” the man said, a smile in his voice. “We’ve got a fighter. They do like to fight, when they’re new.” 
 
    New, Rune thought vaguely. She’s new. 
 
    The word kept repeating in his head for one reason, and one reason only: he recognized this woman. He’s seen her before, if only briefly. 
 
    It was Narcissa’s handmaiden, Iris. 
 
    He shook his invisible head. She’s new, because they only caught her a few days ago. After they burned Cedric’s mansion... it was the perfect cover. The Breeders were likely first on the scene, and they would have seen a vulnerable young mage, and they could have simply claimed she’d died in the fire. It was a clean abduction without witnesses. 
 
    She was too young to take her Adept test, but that didn’t matter to these bastards. She was a mage, just ripe for the picking, and, most importantly, unable to defend herself. 
 
    And in a way, it was Rune’s fault she was here. 
 
    “The trick,” the teacher said, “is to break them hard, and break them early.” He looked up at his classroom. “A week’s double rations to whoever goes first.” 
 
    Rune stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. The teacher turned and frowned, squinting at the door which had moved on its own. In the space it took Rune to cross the room to the man, none of the kids volunteered. 
 
    Good, then. He would only have to kill one person in this room today. 
 
    Rune materialized and landed a hook square on the Breeder’s chin.  
 
    The gray-haired man toppled with a grunt, though he remained conscious. Iris screamed as she went sprawling. 
 
    “Lenore, get back here, right now.” 
 
    The man clambered onto his hands and knees, but Rune kicked his head and dropped him cold. Then Rune darted forward and scooped Iris up. He’d only met her briefly before, and even then, she’d seemed so tiny and frail that a good laugh could have blown her over. Now, she looked even smaller, even frailer than that, like a doll missing half her porcelain. Her deep brown eyes were wide with shock, her wispy golden hair frizzing about in all directions as if it, too, wanted to flee. 
 
    “It’s... it’s you,” she breathed. 
 
    All of this happened in seconds, and Rune didn’t waste any more of them. He carried her out the door. 
 
    “Go with her,” he told Iris, before shoving her toward Lenore. He wasn’t gentle, but Lenore was right there to catch her. The small blonde teenager collapsed against the maid she used to work with. 
 
    “Get her out of here,” Rune told her. “Right now—” 
 
    And that was when the world broke. 
 
    “Oh shit, oh shit,” Rune thought, falling against the door to close it as the bond magic tore through him. He realized too late that what he’d just done must have constituted saving Iris’s life, and now she was his, and he was hers. 
 
    All around him, his vision was breaking like cracked glass. It would have been a beautiful and confusing thing, if the timing wasn’t so horrendous. His enemies split into jagged fractals, so that he couldn’t know which direction they were coming from, couldn’t know if they were attacking, or calling for help. 
 
    Add to that his sudden, overwhelming desire for Iris, the most perfect woman he’d ever seen— 
 
    With a roar, Rune dug through his own mind for Narcissa, seized her closed book in his hands, and hugged it to his imaginary chest. It was instinct, but she had always been the only one who could hide his mind from others, who could keep him separate. 
 
    It worked, but almost too late. 
 
    As the world resolved into clean lines once more, the gray-haired Breeder lunged at Rune, a knife in both hands. Rune turned and kicked, catching the guy in the chest. He staggered away, and the two squared off. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve got an intruder, boys,” the teacher said, wheezing through a bloody grin. Though visibly rattled by the hits, he was upright, and looking almost stronger than he had a minute ago. 
 
    No—he didn’t just look bigger. He was. He was Buffed, and that’s how he got up. 
 
    Of course he was, the man was a Guardian. He would have his own Adept, out there somewhere. Whoever she was, she was probably sounding the alarm on Rune right now. How long until reinforcements arrived? 
 
    On the other side of the classroom door, Rune heard the door to the sparring room slam open. 
 
    He was damn near out of time. 
 
    Rune grabbed the door handle and opened it one more time. 
 
    Another gray-haired Guardian practically stumbled through the door he’d been intending to open a second ago. While he was still disoriented, Rune leapt forward, seized his collar, and swept his knife across the man’s neck. 
 
    A third assailant hit him from behind an instant later, crushing Rune to the floor. But when he tried to heave himself up, his arms buckled underneath the weight.  
 
    Magical exhaustion was hitting him hard. 
 
    The Shadow Walk. When he’d used Lenore’s magic.... 
 
    “Fuck! Greg’s dead. Well, what are you waiting for? Kill him!” the first teacher shouted, directing his voice at the heavy lump of muscle wrestling to keep Rune grounded. Rough hands squeezed his wrists, and after seconds of grappling, Rune found himself in a sort of arm-wrestling contest with the new assailant. He was currently staring at the pointy end of his own knife as it slowly trembled closer to his eye. 
 
    Rapidly losing energy, Rune reached out for Lenore’s bond. He found her and Iris running toward the tunnel, despite both of their exhaustion.  
 
    “Lenore,” Rune sent, “you’ll have to carry her.” 
 
    And he tore into his bond with Iris, ripping out every drop of her energy. Well, not every drop, but damn close to it.  
 
    Strength surged within Rune, washing away his exhaustion. The energy in his veins made him feel ready for a marathon.  
 
    With this new power, he ducked under the oncoming stab, dropped his own knife and then grabbed it with his other hand as he slipped underneath an attempt to grab his neck. From there he thrust his midsection up, throwing the man above him off balance. Rune spun over and buried a knife in the guy’s chest in the same motion that he rolled onto his feet and backed off into a defensive stance. 
 
    In the distance, a woman screamed—the man’s Adept, heading in for the rescue.  
 
    Around him, the hallway was crowded by a half-dozen boys, all wide-eyed in shock. 
 
    Rune saw a few swallow as he sheathed the dagger and drew his greatsword into a two handed grip, giving it a few twirls to limber his shoulders, and to make the boys think twice about suiciding on it.  
 
    “Six month’s double rations to whoever kills him,” the teacher said with a laugh. “And you’ve got one minute before I do it for—” 
 
    Blade high, tip forward, Rune lunged for the teacher. Two daggers caught his stab effortlessly, guiding it to the side as the man dashed in, under Rune’s range, a lifetime of experience turned into lethal instincts. A lifetime of experience sparring with Guardian trainees. All of it empowered by Buff. 
 
    Rune’s grip nearly broke from the impact of the knives; the Guardian greatsword was too heavy for a normal man to wield, but he held onto it, using the momentum of that impact to throw himself back. A knife sliced empty air. Another came at him, stabbing for center mass with enough strength behind it to puncture a wall, promising certain death. 
 
    Rune released a hand from the grip, shifting instead to grab the blade halfway to the tip. From there he brought the sword between them, holding it toward the man’s face like a guillotine blade, promising mutual death. 
 
    They’d have both died if not for the older man’s instincts. 
 
    Just before the stab could land, just before his head was lopped off by his own momentum, the teacher rolled to the side. But with his enchanted strength, his toes cracked the floor and he couldn’t quite stop the momentum. Rune had waited for this from the moment he thought of playing chicken with him, and he simply let go of the tip and dropped his blade a little. 
 
    The edge carved through the teacher’s neck, and he stumbled into the wall, crashing through stone, leaving a trail of broken floor and blood behind him.  
 
    Deathly quiet followed, then: another horrible, distant scream.  
 
    Sensing and hearing no movement behind him, Rune reached for his greatsword. Without his Buff, he could barely heft the thing—it had been built to be used by a Buffed Guardian, after all, but he knew the weapon would look frightening as all hell. He turned back to face a room and a hallway full of teenage boys. 
 
    “Who runs this place?” Rune asked, his voice cold as a grave. “And don’t fuck with me. I ain’t above killin’ kids.” 
 
    One of the boys who’d looked green earlier shot to his feet. “Sir, Madam Camellia runs this place, sir.” 
 
    Rune felt something inside himself snap.  
 
    “Liar,” he growled. 
 
    Silence, trembling, the seconds counting down. Rune cursed himself. He couldn’t let emotions blind him, not now. 
 
    Another boy shuttered, “Sir, he’s right, sir, but you’re right that she’s not exactly a public Trainer General of the Guardian Corps.” 
 
    Rune couldn’t help but sneer at him. “Who are the Trainer Generals, then?” 
 
    “There’s three of them, sir,” the boy replied. “The Minister of the Covenant, Sir Arens Redwood; Mister Thomas Larch; and Sir Acer Drake, sir. Sir Drake is the one in charge of our cohort.” 
 
    Rune ran the names through his mind. Arens Redwood he recognized. Everyone knew him. He was one of the three Ministers who advised the king directly, the very man in command of the Covenant. He was what other countries might call a war general. Acer Drake, Rune had never heard of. He’d remember a slimy name like that. But Larch… Larch… he knew that name from somewhere. Somewhere very far back. 
 
    “And what’s Cam got to do with your leader, then?” Rune asked. “This Acer Drake bastard, or whatever you call him?” 
 
    The first boy continued, “Sir, she’s bonded to Sir Drake, sir,” the boy said. Rune had to admire his steady voice, even if the rest of him was shaking. “But everyone knows she’s the brains of the operation. She—” 
 
    “Spare me the details. Where’s Drake?” 
 
    The boy pointed back the way Lenore had been scouting. “Go that way until you can’t go anymore. His office glows from under the door.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    If Rune had had any connection to Ria’s magic, he would have melted the door shut behind him and sealed it so the boys couldn’t call for help. But she was still unresponsive. Iris was out cold, being carried by Lenore, who needed what energy she had left for herself. The only Adept Rune had left was Narcissa, whose book remained shut, barred to him by distance or something else. 
 
    In the end, Rune had to choose between running and giving up the mission, or trying to find Camellia, therefore likely failing the mission and earning himself an early grave. He had no magic left, alarms had gone off, and the boys he’d left behind as he raced to Drake’s office would point pursuers to his exact location. 
 
    Despite the fact it would most likely kill him, Rune ran past the armory and the tunnel hidden within it without slowing. He was going to finish this now. 
 
    “Come on, Narcissa, where are you?” he sent as he rounded first one corner and then another. This brought him full-circle, in a way. Each wing of the tower had a rectangular layout, and at one corner was the stairs to the next level, while this far corner led him to a set of double doors with yellow-green light growing out from beneath them. 
 
    Had Rune been Buffed, he would have kicked the door open. He grabbed a handle, stepped off to the side, and yanked a door open. 
 
    A crossbow bolt whizzed through the open air.  
 
    Acer Drake had known he was coming. 
 
    Rune spun through the gap as Drake reloaded his weapon. 
 
    He had only an instant to process the room. A cloaked woman sat in one corner, her hood up, her head down. He could see her dark skin tone in the small triangle of her chin. 
 
    It was Cam. He had finally found her. 
 
    She didn’t look up, though, or say anything. By contrast, a huge man stood behind the room’s broad, black-oak desk with a crossbow in his hands. In a corner near the entrance, a stunning glass case displayed a glowing Tree outcrop, its bark as pale as Drake’s skin was dark. 
 
    As Drake brought the crossbow to bear, Rune tumbled low. The bolt sailed overhead as he stood and rammed a shoulder into the Tree’s glass case. 
 
    It shattered. Un-enchanted, just as Rune had expected.  
 
    Drake was a Breeder, and Breeders lived for control. They kept their Adepts as slaves, and brainwashed their Guardians-in-training to adopt their twisted worldview. There was no way a leader of such people would have any need to protect the Tree of Life from his underlings, because none of them would ever dare to defy him. 
 
    Which is why Rune had no trouble getting to the Tree and hacking his greatsword through it. 
 
    He ducked away, retreating while holding his breath as the Tree’s invisible poison burst to fill the room. Drake swore and backed away toward Cam, who still hadn’t moved from her seat, except to raise her head. 
 
    “Steel up,” Cam said. “Lungs too.” 
 
    Drake slowed, until he stood upright near the opposite wall. As Rune drew his knife, Drake did nothing, staring straight ahead with his dark Djani eyes. Like Cam, he was born with enough foreign blood to look like he hailed from another country entirely. And like Cam, he wore his hair in long black braids thinner than Rune’s own pinkie finger. 
 
    He was scarred all across his face and neck and his arms. Arms that were transforming suspiciously silvery. In a flash of understanding, Rune threw his knife. 
 
    Too late. The knife sparked against metal, spinning off. 
 
    Slowly, Drake turned to acknowledge Rune with the quiet confidence of a bear studying a trout. Silver spread across his neck, then his face, then even his eyes, clothes, braids, and presumably even lungs as all of him became metal. He did not look the least bit bothered by the Tree’s poison. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    Camellia found Rune’s eyes then, her own still dark and big. And although they had the same shape as in his memories, the spark of joy and compassion they’d once held was nowhere to be found. In that instant, he knew that the woman he’d once cared for, whose shadow he’d chased for six years, whom he’d even loved once upon a time as a boy, was gone.  
 
    But when she spoke and said his name, he heard that adventurous, daring girl in the sorrow of her voice. 
 
    “Dammit, Rune. I told you to go away,” she said, frowning. 
 
    “I’ve never been all that great at listening,” he replied, still holding his breath as the poison drew closer. Rune raised his greatsword, even as its ungainly size strained his muscles, threatening to crack his wrists. “Now can we get this over with? I’ve got places to be.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune was bluffing, and all of them knew it.  
 
    He had no magic, and the best weapon he had was an enormous sword he could barely lift. A sword which couldn’t cut his foe’s metal skin to begin with. He’d have to breathe, and when he did, it would only be a matter of time before the poison took him. Though rather than dying of the poison, it was more likely that Acer Drake—whose entire body was now made of solid silvery metal—ground him to mince meat. 
 
    Cam pulled the neck of her cloak up over her nose to filter some of the poison. She still hadn’t moved more than her hand and her head ever since Rune had entered the room. 
 
    That’s not like her, some distant part of Rune’s mind thought. His best friend was a mover. A doer. She had been the sort of kid to climb trees, chase snakes, and fight imaginary bad guys until she exhausted not herself, but Rune, after which she’d laughed at him for being a “tired old man.” 
 
    “Hey, Rune,” Narcissa sent. “Is this a bad time?” 
 
    Acer Drake dropped low and pounced. 
 
    Rune performed the only counter he could think of against a man made entirely of metal: he darted out the office door, bowling over a pair of Guardian trainees who’d been listening through the keyhole.  
 
    No reinforcements had arrived yet, which seemed miraculous at first. But then again, this was a secret stronghold within the Guardian Tower. The Covenant as a whole was not supposed to know about the Breeders. 
 
    They wouldn’t have too big a security force to call on. They were trying to keep things quiet by killing Rune in-house, which, while great news in a sense, wouldn’t stop Drake from killing Rune in a few seconds. As exhausted as Rune was, there was no way he’d outrun the man, who was currently as fresh as a daisy... made of murder-happy titanium. 
 
    “A very bad time,” Rune replied to Narcissa. “Where are you? Where have you been?” 
 
    A shard of worry cut through their connection. Rune realized that Narcissa was close, very close. His sluggish steps faltered as he ran for the tunnel in the armory, and, with each step, the bond strengthened. He cursed. 
 
    Narcissa walked out of the armory. 
 
    “What are you DOING here?” Rune shouted in his head. 
 
    Her golden eyes widened. Holding up her hem, she ran toward him. “When Lenore joined you, I realized the tunnel would be left unguarded, and I went to keep an eye on it in case anyone tried to close it off or follow you in.... I blocked you off from the bond, because I thought you’d be mad at me....” 
 
    Rune let loose a cry of frustration at the same time he felt the clanking thuds of Drake’s footfalls behind him. He wanted to call Narcissa many things in that moment—foolhardy, rash, even stupid—but then he passed the door to one of the storage areas Lenore had inspected earlier, this one with a plaque beside it, and an idea struck him, and he decided that Narcissa was, in fact, the bravest and most magnificent woman he’d ever known. 
 
    He snatched her by the sleeve of her dress and hauled her through the door. With Acer Drake two steps behind them, he sent her: 
 
    “Use Treehugger on me. RIGHT NOW.” 
 
    He’d brought her into the apothecary storage room filled to brim with medicine. Dozens of potions, concoctions, and infusions lined the walls behind glass, and his brain bloomed with the knowledge of all plant based potions on the display. That one there—green and syrupy—that one acted as a smelling salt. The one next to it, brown and sludgy, helped burns to heal, and the one in the blackened glass would be a strong antiseptic— 
 
    But even better than their uses were their ingredients. Rune knew instantly what all of them were made of, and he burst past Narcissa to snatch the two that he needed, just as Drake burst into the room. 
 
    The door shattered, bits of it flying off the hinges as a silver man charged through it. Eyes promising a cold painful death found Rune’s. 
 
    Rune popped the corks on two vials and splashed the contents across Acer Drake’s face. 
 
    The man wiped his face, but the liquid stuck to him, and now both his face and hand began to sizzle. His metal eyes widened, and Drake hissed with pain, staggering backward. 
 
    Rune upended an entire box of vials on him. 
 
    Ristamonic acid, from marret root, Rune repeated to himself, finding every single bottle of which it was an ingredient. Lincoisite, from nightspine, he added. Put them together, and you get a corrosive strong enough to melt solid metal. 
 
    Drake screamed, his cry hard and metallic as the liquid corroded his chest, blackening the sheer mirror-surface, causing it to bleed in rivulets across his body. “Get it off! Get it off me!” he shouted. 
 
    The man’s screaming and writhing brought a smile of satisfaction to Rune. Stepping in front of Narcissa, Rune held up another box of bottles. 
 
    He paused, frowning. 
 
    There’s a sound I’m not hearing. 
 
    As Drake’s arm wasted away, charring and sizzling and melting, Rune glanced in Cam’s direction. No screams, no shouts, no nothing. She wasn’t responding to her bondmate’s injuries. 
 
    Was she not feeling any of Drake’s pain? 
 
    Rune took a step back as it dawned on him. Transforming skin into metal? He’d never seen Cam do that, during their first encounter. She’d been able to render people unconscious— 
 
    And she’d been able to take away pain. 
 
    A thing which definitely wasn’t happening to Drake right now. And now that Rune was thinking of it, hadn’t Cam told him to turn himself into metal? She hadn’t been speaking across a mental connection at all. 
 
    “Shit,” Rune said, pocketing the remaining potions. “You aren’t her Guardian, are you?” 
 
    Drake was on his knees, gasping and choking as acid ate through his lungs. Rune drew his greatsword and stepped closer. Cam might not be experiencing this man’s pain, but some other imprisoned woman was feeling it, and Rune didn’t see any point in drawing her misery out any longer than he needed to. 
 
    Perhaps sensing the end, Drake sought Rune’s eyes, and in his night-black gaze, Rune saw the dumb animal he’d been fighting this whole time. This guy was a trained Guardian, but he was no more than a brute, only there to stand around looking intimidating. He was playing a part, but he wasn’t the leader of anything, much less the most dangerous crime syndicate that had ever infiltrated the Covenant. 
 
    “End this,” the man croaked, as one of his long braids burned away. His dark gaze was already gauzy with death. 
 
    Rune brought his blade above the man’s neck. “Who’s really in charge here?” 
 
    Both Drake’s forearms sloughed off like pieces of metallic wax. Narcissa couldn’t bear to look and had turned away in disgust. 
 
    “She is. Camellia,” Acer Drake coughed out. 
 
    “Liar,” Rune replied, but he killed the man anyway. 
 
    A head clanked onto the floor, and the body slumped, still sizzling and melting. Rune took Narcissa by the hand— 
 
    And her horror hit him like a toppling wall. 
 
    The smell of burning flesh and the sight of dismemberment, the terror of seeing that beast tear through the door, all of it far more intense than through his own senses. Rune knew this would forever be etched in her mind. 
 
    He took her in his arms, and he kissed her. 
 
    She went slack against him, her mouth desperate for his. For one long stupid moment, they lost themselves in each other. 
 
    “You saved us,” Rune sent her. “You saved me.” 
 
    “But it’s so horrible....” 
 
    “He deserved it, and more.” 
 
    He kept on kissing her until she calmed, until he could bury the memory beneath how much he loved her. “I love you, I love you, I love you.” 
 
    It was all he could think of to get her to settle down, to make sure this moment didn’t scar her forever. 
 
    “And here I thought the past six years had made you smarter,” Cam said. “But it seems I gave you too much credit.” 
 
    Rune and Narcissa broke apart, and Rune shoved his Adept behind him. Camellia stood in the busted doorway, her dark eyes flat and dead, one of her braids hanging loose beside the midnight skin of her jaw. 
 
    “Cam,” Rune said. 
 
    “Rune Tellarus,” she replied, with the same neutral tone she’d used at the bridge crossing. 
 
    Rune flicked his gaze at his sword, which he must have dropped in his race to kiss Narcissa. Trees below, he lost all good sense around her. 
 
    But she made him stronger anyway. He knew that now. 
 
    “Go on,” Cam said. “Pick it up. I can’t use my powers to stop you, anyway. I’d have to touch your Adept, and make her do it.” 
 
    Rune bent slowly to pick up his sword, wondering what Cam’s game was, but quickly realized she didn’t need any “games.” Her bondmate, whoever he was, would know that Drake was dead. This time, there would be reinforcements. 
 
    She was delaying Rune. That’s all. 
 
    “You say you’d have to touch her,” Rune said. “And you have some sort of control magic.” 
 
    “Some sort, yes,” she said, shrugging one shoulder. The movement was disjointed, eerie, as if her shoulder had been pulled up by a string. 
 
    “You can take pain away. You can make people unconscious. And you can control them,” Rune surmised. “When you touch them.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Rune,” Narcissa sent him, “don’t we need to go?” 
 
    “Soon. Really soon. I promise.” 
 
    “So,” he said to Cam, “who’s your real bondmate?” 
 
    Cam stared at him and said nothing at all. 
 
    “How long has he had you?” Rune asked. “All six years you’ve been gone?” 
 
    “Long enough,” Camellia replied. 
 
    Six years, Rune thought. It was all coming together. Six years getting the same treatment I saw Iris getting. 
 
    It was enough to drive a person mad. 
 
    Thing was, Cam had been a little mad to begin with, in a good way. Rune had never met anyone wilder than she was, but this was wrong, this twisted corrupted version of Cam wasn’t her. 
 
    “He broke you, didn’t he,” Rune said, measuring his words. “He’s making you do this. Making you play the part of leader of the Breeders.” 
 
    She cocked her head mechanically, like a doll with a broken neck. “Interesting theory,” she said. 
 
    “Controller magic,” Rune said. “Funneled through the Adept to her Guardian. In theory, he could use her own magic on her. Make her do whatever he wanted, provided she loved him enough.” 
 
    Cam smiled toothily.  “Very clever, Mr. Tellarus. As expected of a man who’s already trained three women to obey—” 
 
    Cam gasped. 
 
    Rune wanted to instinctively reach for her, but he was smart enough not to close the full gap between them. If this was a trick, he’d have a knife in his gut before he knew what hit him. 
 
    So it was that Cam fell to her knees, her black robes staining with Drake’s gore. She looked up at him, wide-eyed and intense. 
 
    “Find me,” she blurted, with the voice of the true and very scared Cam. “At the Smoke and Bell. I can help—” 
 
    Her face froze, then fell utterly slack. 
 
    “Whoopsie,” she said, and rose again, her movements mechanical. Behind her, another man stepped through the door. 
 
    Interesting timing, Rune thought as the Breeder Guardian leveled a crossbow at Rune. He had never seen this man before, but the guy was pale, bloated, and stank like the upturned belly of a dead salmon. He was also older, in his thirties. He was dressed like any old Guardian, though. He wasn’t Cam’s secret bondmate. 
 
    Narcissa stiffened at Rune’s back. “Reinforcements?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yep. The worst kind. See?” 
 
    As if to punctuate his statement, the Red Bitch stepped in behind the Guardian, her crimson dress flowing around her like giant rose petals catching wind. She looked smaller than the last time Rune had seen her, with fresh bruises and a slouch. Reduced was the word he would use. 
 
    “I thought I might be seeing you again,” Rune said to her.  
 
    She averted her pale eyes to the ground, her dark, reddish hair shrouding her face. The powerful mage he’d encountered before was gone. 
 
    The Breeders had beaten her back into quiet submission. 
 
    Cam turned stiffly to the Guardian. “I trust you can handle this?” she said, again in that non-Cam voice. Someone else was controlling everything that she did. 
 
    Rune had been right. Cam wasn’t the evil thing that people believed her to be. She was just a front, a puppet, for someone else. 
 
    The grin fell off the Guardian’s face, and he said with incredible sincerity, “Yes, mistress. Of course, mistress. My pleasure.” Rune could almost see sweat breaking out on his forehead. 
 
    They all really think she’s the boss, Rune realized. The boys, this guy, the people in the carriage... all of them. They have no idea that someone else is controlling her. 
 
    But none of them had known the real Camellia Birch, before the Breeders got hold of her. Whoever was pulling her strings was a master of ruling through fear, using Cam as his face. 
 
    “Good,” Cam said flatly, turning to the door. “Be quick about it.” 
 
    And then she was gone. 
 
    The smile returned slyly to Fish Face’s mouth, and his gaze slid to Narcissa and stuck there. Rune knew this guy’s type. He was a gloater. He wasn’t going to be quick about anything. 
 
    And he had his eyes on a prize. 
 
    “How’s it feel?” Fish Face said to Narcissa. “To be just one of a man’s whores? To be the fucktoy of a Guardian Prime?” 
 
    Her fingers clutched at Rune’s back. “He knows you’re a Prime!” 
 
    “I heard him. Don’t worry. Let me handle this.” 
 
    “So you aren’t as dumb as you look,” Rune said. “How’d you learn that?” 
 
    The man laughed, the arrow point bobbing. “Careful study, that’s how. Been watchin’ you.” 
 
    “From where? I’ve never seen you,” Rune said, faking deep confusion. 
 
    “Well, maybe I’m good at hidin.’ You ever think o’ that?” 
 
    Rune stepped closer, and the man stood his ground rather than backing up. If he was smart—if he had really been watching Rune like he claimed—he would have tried to maintain the distance between them. He would have known exactly what sort of threat Rune posed, and he would have shot Rune as soon as he saw him, or at least tried to. All while his all-powerful boss was still in the room, to protect him if he failed, like so many before him. 
 
    But clearly, this man wasn’t smart. He’d gotten all his information second-hand. 
 
     “You know what I think?” Rune asked. 
 
    The man sneered, one nostril twitching. “That you’re about to fuckin’ die?” he said. 
 
    “I think,” Rune repeated, keeping his words easy and casual, “that you killed your own Adept within the past day.” 
 
    The man flinched. “Wha? How could ya know that?” 
 
    “You’re in your thirties,” Rune pointed out, indicating the man’s whole body with a nonthreatening hand. “Which means you would have been assigned an Adept at twenty, like all the other Guardians here. Yet you are now bonded to this red woman here, who I know for a fact was bonded to another man only yesterday. 
 
    “In addition,” Rune went on, “you’re extremely pale, one might even say bloodless. It’s the way people look when they’ve lost someone close to them. And I think all the crying and sweating and misery you must have gone through happened recently, because you haven’t had a chance to bathe since then, which is why you stink so bad that I can smell you from here.” 
 
    The man took a step. “Why, you—” 
 
    “And I also think,” Rune said, spreading his arms and smiling good-naturedly, “that this young woman here, this very capable woman in red—” at this, Rune tipped his head at the Red Bitch, and her fearful eyes rose to meet his “—doesn’t know you killed your own Adept. She knows, of course, that she was punished for failure. That she was assigned a brute like you because she let her own Guardian die, and failed to transport her master in a timely fashion.” 
 
    In truth, Rune hadn’t actually witnessed her original Guardian dying, but he must have done so, or he’d still be here controlling Red. Instead, she was stuck with a brute who wasn’t likely to make great use of her gifts. Ah, poor old Pincushion…. He hadn’t survived the punctured lung after all.  
 
    “But she doesn’t know,” Rune went on, “that Adepts like herself are expendable to your organization, does she? She doesn’t know that, at any time, a less-useful Adept can be killed off, to ensure that a useful Adept—like herself—has a Guardian to control and use her, for the benefit of the organization.” 
 
    Fish Face growled in his throat. “I’ve had just about enough of you,” he said. “It’s time you shut—” 
 
    “Or maybe she does know, and has always known, that your Adepts are expendable,” Rune commented. “Maybe that’s why she’s always worked so hard to be the best, to be useful. But being useful didn’t save her from a beating, did it? It didn’t keep her out of the hands of men like you, oh no.” Rune slid his gaze to hers. “No, it didn’t. And nothing ever will.” 
 
    He focused on the Adept in red. “Not unless she kills you right now.” 
 
    Rune told Narcissa to buff his left arm and raised the thickening appendage to shield his face, as the Guardian across the room pulled the trigger. 
 
    But Rune’s backup plan turned out to be unnecessary. 
 
    Because the arrow stopped, hovering in midair. 
 
    It vibrated there, quivering, and then in a blink, the thing rotated. In a blur of speed, it shot through Fish Face’s right eye. 
 
    The man staggered back, came up against the wall, and slid down. 
 
    Rune seized Narcissa’s hand and dove into their bond. 
 
    She sensed his intent immediately, and together they closed their eyes and collided, body and mind. He felt himself merge with her body, and felt her slipping into his. Torn pages tidied up, collecting themselves into a single grand tome, which snapped closed with both of them inside it. 
 
    It was just enough to shield Rune from the avalanche of sensations and emotions that followed, when the Guardian died, and he bonded to the Red Bitch. 
 
                                                                                                                      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two minutes later, Rune found himself wading through the pitch darkness of his tunnel with a mortal enemy held in his arms. The Red Bitch was weeping uncontrollably and grasping at him, shaking all over. He couldn’t imagine the trauma she was experiencing, to have lost not one, but two bondmates in less than two days. 
 
    One of which she’d killed herself. 
 
    “How did you know she would turn on him?” Narcissa asked, trailing close behind him, gripping the tail of his shirt to make sure they didn’t get separated in the darkness. 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Then why...?” 
 
    He readjusted his grip on Red, eternally grateful that his bond to Narcissa had shielded him from getting lusty over her at the worst possible time. The Red Bitch, though, was experiencing all that lust right now, in addition to the pain of her Guardian dying. He didn’t envy her that twisted cocktail of emotions. It was a miracle she wasn’t unconscious. 
 
    “It was never a gamble,” he explained. “Either she turned on him, and I got away without an injury—or I goaded him into pulling the trigger exactly when I wanted him to. That way, I could protect myself effectively by knowing exactly where he was aiming and when he was firing. Taking the bolt in the arm would have hurt like hell, but then he would have needed to reload or throw a knife, or she would have needed to pull her own weapon and aim it at me... and I could have killed them both before either of them managed it.” 
 
    It sounded a lot more convoluted now that he was putting it into words. But to Rune, it had all been a straightforward setup, thought up and executed in seconds. He needed to escape alive with Narcissa, so he had done so. He just hadn’t expected to bring a new bondmate with them. 
 
    “That’s two in one day,” Narcissa said. “A record, for you.” 
 
    Oh, Trees. He’d almost forgotten about Iris.  
 
    Thinking about her now, he quested out into his other bonds, and was able to sense that Lenore, Ria, and Iris were all safe and unharmed, at the inn. All of them were sleeping, even Lenore, but they were safe. 
 
    Rune allowed himself to crack a smile. “Here’s hoping I never break that record,” he sent Narcissa. “I don’t know how many bondmates I can take.” 
 
    “You mean you’re going to keep them?” Narcissa asked. “Rune, Iris is only eighteen.” 
 
    He missed a step. “Oh, no, Narcissa, you misunderstand me. I’m going to let them both go.” He swallowed. “I would never force anyone to honor their bond to me. Hell, once we expose the damned Breeders, I won’t try to kick a fuss if you all want to go your separate ways, bond be damned.” 
 
    She snorted audibly behind him. “As if any of us would leave you.” 
 
    Rune smiled wryly as the floor changed from dirt to wood. He hadn’t spent much time thinking about the future, but to think that three women—possibly more—would forever be chained to him, simply because of random chance... he had meant to save their lives, every one of them. He wouldn’t make slaves of them. 
 
    At the same time, Guardian-Adept bonds couldn’t be broken without one or the other dying. Still, just because their bonds were all here to stay didn’t mean they needed to follow him around like ducklings forever. Once he made the world safe for them again, when the Breeders were exposed and the Covenant stopped breathing down their necks, they would be free to go. 
 
    Perhaps if they all moved far enough away from him, the bond would be weak enough that they could all live their own lives. Hopefully, they’d find a way. 
 
    The Red Bitch’s voice startled him out of these thoughts. She sounded raw and quavering. “You—you would let me go?” 
 
    Nausea curled up and sat down in his stomach. That she even needed to ask.... 
 
    “Of course,” he said, squeezing her arm reassuringly. “As soon as we get out of this hole.“ 
 
    “No one’s getting out of any hole,” a voice said. 
 
    Rune had just reached the ladder up to the trapdoor, where the barest hint of sunset-pink light filtered down on them, past the hole-riddled thatched roof of the tavern and a hundred feet of maple canopy. Part of him had expected a Breeder to be waiting for them. 
 
    He’d just expected them to be in the tavern, not in the cellar behind him. 
 
    He’d also expected them to be adults. 
 
    Rune looked around and raised an eyebrow, and because his eyes had been adjusting to darkness for some time, he was able to make out the pair of Guardian trainees clumped in the corner of the room, behind an old cask. 
 
    Rune sighed when he saw the crossbow the nearest kid had leveled at him. Gods, he was getting tired of crossbows. The second kid also held his own bow, but this kid was sitting, the bow slung across his knees without even having an arrow nocked yet. Theirs were training weapons, stolen from the armory most likely, weak, but still good enough to put an arrow through the eye. 
 
    “Nothing is ever easy, is it?” he sent to Narcissa. 
 
    “They’re just boys,” she replied, tense. 
 
    It was true. They were only kids, and indoctrinated ones at that. But if Rune had to choose between himself and a kid… He wished this could go any other way. 
 
    The first boy, the lighter-skinned one, swiveled his bow at Narcissa. 
 
    “If you don’t do exactly what I say, I’ll kill her,” the boy said. 
 
    Red shrank against Rune. “He’ll do it,” she whispered. “They all will.” 
 
    “What exactly do you want me to do?” Rune asked, but it was a fight to keep his words as level as that fucking crossbow. Pointing an arrow at him was one thing. But pointing an arrow at Narcissa was another. 
 
    “Go up the ladder,” the kid said. “No sudden moves. Then we walk back to the compound.” 
 
    Rune’s teeth grated as he planned out the steps for how he was going to throttle this kid. A quick pull on the Red Bitch’s energy reserves would give him enough juice to use Lenore’s Agility magic. He’d be across the room before— 
 
    Several things happened at once. 
 
    The kid huddled on the ground shot to his feet. The first kid must have sensed something off, because he fired, just as the second kid rammed into him, throwing his shot. 
 
    And in that infinitesimal moment, something happened to Narcissa. She gasped in shock and lurched backward, as if cold water had just doused her from head to foot. She wobbled, falling to lean against the wall and kept gasping, her hand going to her lower stomach. 
 
    Oh, Rune thought. Oh shit. 
 
    The boy across the room—the second, darker-skinned one; in the dark, there were no other details by which to tell them apart—was also collapsing against the wall, out of nowhere. Rune suspected he might be, too, if he hadn’t just disconnected from his bond to Narcissa to check on Ria and Iris and Lenore. 
 
    But because he had moved back into the state of being open to all of his bonds, Narcissa’s pain was muted, allowing him to move. Rune dropped Red onto her feet, leapt across the room, and slugged the first kid across the face before he could reach for a knife. 
 
    The kid went down and stayed down. This first kid, at least, was out of the picture. 
 
    Rune turned to the second boy and seized him by the shoulder, shaking some sense into him. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” he shouted, making the kid blink and stutter. The poor boy was flushed so scarlet that Rune imagined he could see the color in the darkness—and Rune knew exactly why. 
 
    “I—I just—” 
 
    “Why did you stop him?” 
 
    The boy closed his eyes hard, his eyelids wrinkling as he struggled to focus. “I—I hate it here. I want to go home. And he—he always bullied me....” 
 
    Damned fool, now the kid was in danger as well.  
 
    Rune turned around to see Red slowly rising to her feet. “What’s your name?” he asked her. 
 
    She blinked at him. “I’m... Dendrobium... people call me Denni.” 
 
    Huh. A red orchid. It suited her. A terrible name, though. No wonder she went by Denni. 
 
    “Well, Denni,” Rune said. “You want to get the fuck out of this town, am I right?” 
 
    She blinked again and nodded. 
 
    Rune spun and thrust the boy at her. He was too dazed to protest, and she was too dazed not to catch him. 
 
    “If you really want to get away, and not have anyone follow you, I can make that happen,” Rune said as both Denni and the boy stared at him quietly. “But you will have to do exactly as I say, just for one day. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    Denni swallowed audibly. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Rune pointed at the kid. “Get him somewhere safe, and stay with him. Somewhere no one would think to look for either of you. If you’ve got any valorglass, any trackers of any kind, dump them, even if you have to cut them out of your fucking skin. And fucking stay there, in one room, preferably without any fucking sharp objects, until tomorrow night. I repeat—unless you are in danger, don’t leave the room. Not until darkness falls tomorrow. Am I clear?” 
 
    She nodded, and the kid followed her example. 
 
    Rune continued, “If either of you want an explanation, come find me after tomorrow. I’ll be easy to find.” He shook his head and added mentally, Very easy. Trust me. “If not,” he went on, “then do whatever you want. I won’t come looking for either of you, I promise. Now go.” 
 
    Denni nodded once more, then looked up the ladder. “Do you think there’s anyone else?” 
 
    “No. They would have come down by now. It’s clear.” It’s probably where Fish Face had been stationed originally, and where he’d been recalled from, once Drake had failed to kill Rune. 
 
    Without another word, the two of them scurried up the ladder and out of sight. Meanwhile, Rune took the first kid’s knife and crossbow and tossed them as far into the tunnel as he could, where the first kid wouldn’t be able to see them when he woke. 
 
    With that done, Rune finally turned to Narcissa. 
 
    “Narcissa,” he said softly. “We should go.” 
 
    She was still leaning against the wall, still gripping her stomach. She looked up at him, her golden eyes catching the faded light, like flickering lamps in the darkness. She looked shaken, disbelief and confusion etched across her face. He went to her, braced her, pulled her against him. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I know.” 
 
    “It... it isn’t possible....” 
 
    Rune embraced her. Ever since the night witch, he had suspected this. And now it was proven, and now he could tell her. He’d been doing his best not to think of it, so as not to worry her, but they were past that now. 
 
    “He saved your life, Narcissa. When he made the arrow miss its mark.” 
 
    “But... but he’s just a boy and... and I....” 
 
    “His age doesn’t matter. He’s got Guardian blood.” 
 
    “But I’m just... I’m already....” 
 
    “Bonded to me? Yes. You are.” 
 
    “But that—then that means—” 
 
    Rune hugged her tight, harder than he’d ever hugged anyone, his hand sinking into her hair as he spoke against it. 
 
    “You want to know why Ivy and Oak were sent to kill you after your test?” he asked. “You want to know why my bond with you is so different from my bonds with the others? Why you’re stronger than they are, even before we’ve made love? Narcissa, do you want to know why you failed your Adept test? Do you want to know what makes you special?” 
 
    “No,” she wept against his shoulder, shaking her head. “No, no....” 
 
    “You failed the test because you were too powerful, Narcissa. You failed because you’re an Adeptus Prime.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune would break this bond. It was supposed to be impossible to break a Guardian/Adept bond without one of them dying, but Rune was a Prime, possibly the first Prime in three hundred years. He had five Adepts he could tap into for power. He could do anything. 
 
    And as he and Narcissa made their way back to their inn, Rune swore an oath to himself: he would break Narcissa’s second bond before she ever laid eyes on that kid again. Before she ever felt even a whisper of his psyche again.  
 
    Rune belonged to Narcissa, and she belonged to him. 
 
    He was not going to share her. Not ever. 
 
    At the same time, Rune couldn’t help thinking… a Guardian Prime bonded to an Adeptus Prime. There had to be power in that. But what sort of power? What would this mean for them both? 
 
    He had to discard these disturbing thoughts as they finally reached their destination. Not a second passed after Rune and Narcissa had stepped into the inn, when the clerk called out, “Excuse me, sir? Yes, you.” 
 
    Rune paused to draw a calming breath. This better be short or important. He was too tired to deal with any bullshit today.  
 
    He’d infiltrated the Breeder compound—by digging a tunnel with his bare hands—killed one of their leaders, freed a couple of people, and discovered that his best friend was more trapped than he’d ever realized—and that was if he was even right about Cam being trapped at all. It could also be some sort of trick. Lenore had been saying so ever since she woke up, when he and Narcissa were halfway back to the inn.  
 
    And add to all that the depressing fact that he hadn’t achieved all his original goals yet. Sure, they’d found the compound and killed their Tree outcrop and wreaked havoc, but the Breeders were still operating. He hadn’t been able to find any evidence to expose them... yeah, he was tired. Dead on his feet. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked the clerk, without any inflection. He didn’t have the energy for it. He just wanted to get Narcissa somewhere safe, where they could discuss her status as an Adeptus Prime in peace. He had even taken the long way back just to ensure they weren’t followed. 
 
    Rune needed a fucking nap. 
 
    Behind the long maple desk, beside the inn’s stained-glass double doors, the clerk said, “Sir, the woman staying with you—” and then stopped. The poor man’s eyes had landed on Narcissa, and something unpleasant had clicked in his brain. He swallowed. “I mean... the woman who made your reservation....” 
 
    “He means Lenore,” Rune thought vaguely.  
 
    Lenore was the one who stole the money to pay for this place, and she was also the one that had booked it. The room had only one bed, though, albeit a huge one. The man couldn’t know that Rune had shared it with three women last night. 
 
    “Just say what you need to say, man,” Rune said, trying his best not to sound too grumpy.  
 
    If the man wanted to worry about how many affairs Rune was having, and with whom, and spurning whom... well, he could join the club, really. Rune was just as confused as this poor clerk when it came to his love life. 
 
    “Well, she... the woman with the braid, sir, she booked you a second room and told me to let you know when I saw you.” He pulled a key off one of the many hooks behind the counter and held it out to Rune. “Here’s the key, sir. Room 208, the newlywed suite.” 
 
    Rune exhaled, annoyed, and took the key. In his head, Lenore called out, “Surprise!” 
 
    “You’re hilarious,” he sent back, and even mental, his words were testy. 
 
    “Well, Narcissa did promise you a lot of lovin’ tonight, didn’t she? I figured she could pay up with some privacy. It might be weird to fuck in the same place where Ria and Iris are trying to sleep.” 
 
    “Go away,” he replied, making his way toward the stairwell.  
 
    Narcissa added not a peep to the conversation, although she had to be at least partially aware of the whole exchange, since she was bonded to Rune, and he was keeping all his bonds open. He was starting to figure out that he had to narrow his focus on one Adept in order to use her power, but that for communication, he could keep his mind open to everyone, which meant almost none of his experiences or conversations were private. 
 
    The exception, of course, was Narcissa.  
 
    When he focused on his bond to her, he could shut everyone else out. He suspected this was because she was an Adeptus Prime, a fact that had been confirmed an hour ago, when she had inadvertently bonded to a second Guardian—a thirteen-year-old trainee from the Breeder hideout, who was now thankfully distant enough to be out of her head. 
 
    And who was absolutely, definitely not here to stay. 
 
    I’m breaking that bond before the week’s out. Before she ever feels his presence again. I swear it on my life. He is GONE. 
 
    As he unlocked the door, he heard Ria slur, “What’s this about a Prime?” 
 
    “An Adeptus Prime,” Lenore chirped. “Narcissa is one.” 
 
    With a groan, Rune delved into his bond with Narcissa and cut everyone else out of his head. During the walk back to the inn, he’d explained the whole thing to Lenore, all while Narcissa was listening in, too overwhelmed to speak. Now Lenore could do him a real fucking favor and keep him from having to explain himself a third time. It was hard enough to answer all of Narcissa’s tough questions, and then to have to answer them again in her hearing. 
 
    “How long have you suspected that I was a Prime?” 
 
    “Since we fought the night witch, back at Tellus’s temple.” 
 
    “Why then? What happened? What didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I figured it out during the fight. She had multiple Guardians, the same way that I have multiple Adepts.” 
 
    Narcissa insisted there was no literature to corroborate this, that they had only confirmed the existence of one Prime, and he was a Guardian, and he was Tellus the Mad. And this and that and… she was grasping at straws to rationalize it any other way.  
 
    Rune understood her desire to deny it. For one, he could tell that she didn’t wish to have any other bondmates, and Rune agreed wholeheartedly. While he had a many-to-one relationship with the women he was bonded to, he had to admit he wouldn’t like any of them to have bonds with other men.  
 
    There was also another reason for Narcissa to want to deny that she was an Adeptus Prime: if anyone like the Breeders got hold of her—now, or far into the future—they could subject her to a whole boatload of shitty Guardians. 
 
    Or, they might just kill her outright.  
 
    He was fairly certain this was the reason why Ivy and Oak were sent to murder her after her failed Adept test proved she was too powerful. They hadn’t been working for the Breeders, but for someone else who wanted Primes dead. 
 
    Weighty as her concerns were, Rune had one that begged a question. 
 
    Was Narcissa the first ordered to be killed for her power?  
 
    Or was she just the first one that they failed to kill? 
 
    It was a disquieting thought, and Rune did not want to dwell on the implications. At least, not today, not right now, when he was about to unwind and spend a special night with a woman he was madly in love with. 
 
    And as he swung open the door and stepped into the suite Lenore had cheekily booked for him, he had to admit this was a great place to sit and stop thinking for a while. 
 
    The room was spacious, and damn luxurious, with two white-leather chairs and a sitting table on one side of the wide bed, and a full velvet couch on the other. An iced wine bottle sat on a bench at the foot of the bed, as well as some berries and a few sugar-dusted sweets. The door to a private bath stood open, steam already wafting out of it. Warm yellow glowlights illuminated the room in a cozy, inviting ambiance. 
 
    On the bed rested down comforters covered in rose petals, all of them dyed faintly blue by the moonlight passing through the stained glass windows, which were set into a pair of ornate terrace doors. 
 
    Newlywed suite, indeed, he thought, warming to the idea, but knowing Narcissa was in no fit state to explore the meaning of the name. 
 
    “The bath looks hot,” he said, closing the door behind them both, but still holding on to her in case her knees gave out. Even aside from the Adeptus Prime revelation, she had experienced some dark things today, and as much as he’d been looking forward to making love to her, her mental wellbeing took priority. “How about I dump this ice bucket and fill it with hot water, and go scrub myself down in here, while you go relax in the bath for a while?” 
 
    He could only see the back of her head as she nodded, her red ringlets far less bouncy than usual, on account of all of the dirt they’d accrued in their escape tunnel. Even in her mind, she wasn’t saying much. This was all a lot to process—especially for someone with a mind like Narcissa’s. She was a scholar. She’d look at this from all angles, perhaps too many. 
 
    And so he set about getting some water and bathing the old-fashioned way, with a rag and a bucket, while she disappeared into the bath and closed the door. He was fine with that. He hadn’t expected an invitation. 
 
    Besides, he had one thing left to do. 
 
    Rune opened his mind to his Adepts again. He liked to think of it like un-damming a bunch of rivers at once. There were probably actual terms for these things, but he didn’t exactly have a Guardian Prime to teach them to him. 
 
    “Ria,” he sent out. “I need your help.” 
 
    “Yes?” she replied, right away. She had clearly been slapped awake by his news. 
 
    “How are you feeling? And Iris?” he asked. First things first. 
 
    “She’s still asleep. You really sapped her back at the compound. But her breathing is even and her pulse is normal. As for me, I still feel dog-tired, but I understand why you drained us. Just try not to make a habit of it, all right? It’s scary, to just... faint like that.” 
 
    “Noted,” he replied and meant it.  
 
    Sapping his Adepts’ energy to power their spells—not to mention powering himself, when he borrowed said spells—was a last resort option. He had done it to keep them safe, and that was really the only scenario where he’d let himself do it again. 
 
    “So,” she sent, “what do you need?” 
 
    “You used to carry merchants around, right?” he asked. “On the Sex Machine—I mean, on your carriage.” 
 
    She hadn’t expected this change of topic, away from Adeptus Primes; he could tell by the length of her pause. 
 
    “Sure,” she finally sent. “I’ve carted lots of merchants around. Why?” 
 
    He twisted the wet rag he’d been using to clean up his arms, sluicing dirty water into the ice bucket. “Do you know any place to get merchant records? Like, from a long time ago.” 
 
    “Hmm... well, I think so. They’re all public record, at least anything legal should be. Am I looking for anything legal?” 
 
    “Yes. All above board. I need you to look into orders delivered from a specific blacksmith... Hawthorn Smithy, out of a small auxiliary town near Pine. Starting about twenty years ago, and going to now, I want to see if anyone around here—in Maple—ever ordered weapons or armor from Marius Hawthorn... that’s the owner of the smithy. We’re talking orders to supply the Guardian compound, so they’d be big orders. A dozen weapons at a time, at least.” 
 
    He sensed, more than heard, Ria chuckle in consternation. “All right. I can do that right now... the mercantile at the city center should have that information, and I can borrow a few coins from Lenore to rent the ledgers. But what’s this about? Do you know this guy, Marius Hawthorn?” 
 
    Rune sighed. “Yeah. He’s my father.” 
 
    During the pause that followed, Rune strode naked across the room to a closet, where he found a white linen tunic and a pair of simple black pants. Lenore had gone all-out with her little surprise. She’d even gotten his size right. 
 
    Breeches were naturally missing from the ensemble. Her idea of a joke, no doubt. 
 
    “I took my mother’s maiden name when I left home,” Rune explained. “So my pops couldn’t find me.” 
 
    “Oh. I see,” she replied after a moment. “But what does your father have to do… with all this?” 
 
    “While I was in the Breeder compound,” he explained as he dressed, “the trainees gave me some names of the people in charge of the different Guardian cohorts. There are three of them, one to each wing of their tower. The one supposedly led by Acer Drake is the one housing the Breeders, but he’s not the real mastermind here. Or he wasn’t, anyway, since he’s dead now.” 
 
    “So I heard,” she replied, musing. “And the other two leaders? You suspect one of them of being the real man in charge?” 
 
    “Yes. We’ve got the Covenant Minister himself, Arens Redwood, or some guy called Larch.” 
 
    “And you think one of them might have ordered weapons from your father?” 
 
    Rune sprawled out on the couch, listening distantly to the water splashing in the bath as Narcissa stepped out of it, beyond the door and out of his sight. 
 
    “When I was a kid, my father mentioned a guy called Larch. Said he was a real piece of work, but that he paid well.” 
 
    “I see,” Ria replied. “So you think he might be in charge of the Breeders?” 
 
    Rune watched the shadows move under Narcissa’s door. “Maybe. It depends on what you find.” 
 
    “And if he is? Then what?” she asked as the bathroom door opened. 
 
    “Then we have a very big day ahead of us,” Rune said honestly as Narcissa stepped into the room in a silky white robe. “Look, I... I have to go,” he told Ria, because suddenly his mind couldn’t focus on this conversation—and suddenly he wasn’t feeling very tired at all. 
 
    Ria sent him a wink. “Go get ‘em, stud,” she said, and a moment later, Rune closed her off. 
 
    “Oh. No need to stand up for my sake,” Narcissa said, pausing outside the door.  
 
    She was absolutely stunning. Warm glowlight danced in her golden eyes, lighting up the hint of pink on her freckled cheeks, and reflecting off her curly red hair that cascaded onto her shoulders. Draped across her curves, the white silk left bare a deep window into her perky, freckle-painted breasts, and left much of her pale legs uncovered, causing Rune’s attention to flick up and down, unable to settle anywhere with so much to look at. 
 
    Rune had barely been aware he’d stood up from the couch, but now that he had, he figured he’d make the most of it. 
 
    “Hard not to stand at attention, when a beautiful woman walks into a room,” he said, sinking back down slowly and daring to pat the leather beside him. He was pleased to watch her pale cheeks darken. 
 
    She gifted him a coy smile and approached. Every swaying step hiked the hem of the whisper-thin silk, threatening to reveal the breath-stopping sight hiding between those perfect thighs. If Lenore had meant to assassinate him through temptation with this gift, she had officially achieved her goal. 
 
    Narcissa paused within an arm’s reach, as if afraid he might grab her. She closed the neckline of her robe, though it didn’t really improve the modesty of the garment. His mouth dried out as a pair of nipples hardened under the stretch that strained over her breasts. 
 
    He looked away, knowing that if he adjusted his belt, he’d only draw attention to... and if she looked, it might pressure her into things she was too weary for. 
 
    “I... I feel silly,” Narcissa said. 
 
    Rune met her eyes, even while her hair was guiding his gaze down her neck, down to the riot of erotic innocence that stood before him, garbed in the most frustratingly tight robe in all of history. 
 
    “You feel silly?” he asked, incredulous, and took the moment to sneakily slip his erection into a pant sleeve. “Why?” 
 
    She swept a hand around the room, pivoting to indicate the whole place. The hem hiked up her thigh then, as her legs swayed, rising dangerously high. 
 
    “Just... this. All this. It’s like... it’s more than I....” She swallowed, closed her open hand, and let it fall to her side as she faced him. 
 
    “Oh,” Rune said, understanding. He shook his head. “Narcissa, nothing has to happen. This is Lenore’s idea of a joke. Would you like me to have Iris come in here? I’m sure you two have a lot to catch up on, given the last time she saw you... I’d guess, being a handmaiden, that she’s probably really been missing her lady....” He was rambling. “I can sleep in Lenore’s room,” he summarized, “or alone, if you’d rather. It doesn’t need to be awkward. I’ll get you some proper clothes. Do you want my shirt?” 
 
    “No.” She smiled at him. “It isn’t awkward, Rune. And I’m sure Iris is fine. I can see her tomorrow.” She stepped up to the couch and sank down beside him. “Don’t send for anyone, please.” She reached for his hand and guided it against her leg as she looked into his eyes. “And let’s not talk about today, either. Let’s just... relax.” 
 
    Relax? Rune thought. Sexiest goddess I’ve ever met wants to sit next to me wearing a tiny strip of fabric that a passing cloud could rip open, and you expect me to relax? 
 
    Narcissa stifled a chuckle into her palm. “Rune, I can hear what you’re thinking, you know.” 
 
    He swallowed and looked away. “Ah. I keep forgetting....” 
 
    She leaned closer, moving to touch and squeeze his thigh, inches from his hard-on. Rune drew a shuddering breath, cursing Lenore for leaving out the breeches. 
 
    “Rune, look at me.” 
 
    He did, perfectly aware that he was down to his last thread of willpower. Her golden eyes shimmered in the light of the enchanted sconce, their beauty as hypnotic as the first time he saw them. 
 
    “You’re thinking you’re acting like a teenager again,” she said, her hand drifting over the inside of his thigh, avoiding the package by a miracle. “And now you’re thinking that, even as a teenager, you never felt this strongly about someone before.” 
 
    He didn’t trust himself to try reading her mind. He hadn’t drawn a breath in several seconds. 
 
    “You know,” Narcissa said, tilting her head to one side and dropping her gaze to his mouth, “you are so confident when you’re with the others. You’re in control, and you know what you’re doing.” Her hand, the one holding her robe closed, dropped away, revealing two mounds of firm inner boob, the pale freckled valley in between, and maddening hints of nipple. He could smell the shampo now, cinnamon, and something else, as she leaned close enough for her next words to brush his lips. 
 
    “The truth is, Rune,” she whispered, “I haven’t the faintest fucking clue what to do right now, and it is killing me inside—in a good way—to see that you’re feeling the same way.”  
 
    She slid her free arm around his neck, her questing hand drawing closer, closer. Really near it, like right next to it— 
 
    There. 
 
    She was touching him, her whole hand pressed in a soft caress to his cock, and that’s when his body finally realized the edges of his vision had blackened and he needed to breathe. 
 
    Slow, he reminded himself, forcing control back into his body before he lost it completely. Do this slowly. You only get one first time. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he rasped. 
 
    “That depends,” Narcissa said. “Do you love me?” 
 
    He couldn’t escape her eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, then realized that was only one word. She needed three. “Narcissa, I love you.” 
 
    She smiled then, a smile that spread across her whole face, like a sunrise with two golden suns, and she brushed her nose to his and kissed him. 
 
    “Then tell me what to do,” she told him, “before I mess all of this up.” 
 
    He chuckled, but there was no humor in it, only a voice hoarse with need. And that desire was blinding him, making him stupid. 
 
    “Touch me,” he said. “I don’t care where. Everywhere. I won’t take long, and then we’ll move to you.” 
 
    She put a little more pressure on his cock. “Like this?” 
 
    “However you want. Wherever you want.” 
 
    And he meant it, too. He was pretty sure that if she spent the next five minutes even finger painting all over him, he’d still come in five minutes plus one second. 
 
    But Narcissa had other, more mature ideas. 
 
    “Oh gods,” he said, dropping his head back against the couch as she squeezed him. 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    Rune shuddered. “Yes.” 
 
    She squeezed him again, jerking along the length of his erection. “Is there a special way you like it?” 
 
    He couldn’t speak, but he thought, “However you do it is the way that I like it.” 
 
    There was one modifier he had to add to that, though. 
 
    “Just as long as you don’t stop.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune couldn’t think of a better way to end the four most stressful days of his life than to melt away under Narcissa’s touch. 
 
    As she leaned into him, the top of her thin silk robe sliding further, revealing more of that tantalizing expanse of breasts, and her hand gripping his cock through his pants, Rune finally allowed himself to stop thinking of anything and everything else. 
 
    That the Breeders—the evil organization that had attempted to kill Narcissa and was currently abducting and breeding young mages like her—were still beyond his grasp? All of that flew out of his head. 
 
    That tomorrow—depending on the information Ria came back with—might be the day he finally took down the Breeders, or died trying, so that his Adepts could all return to normal lives? He had better things to think about now. 
 
    That his childhood best friend Cam was still trapped with the Breeders, bonded to their leader, who had likely brainwashed her? That Rune might not be able to save her, depending on how tomorrow went, when he fought her bondmate? He had another, closer woman on his mind at the moment. 
 
    Or that he was a Guardian Prime, a rare magically-blooded man able to bond with more than one woman, just like the history’s vilest villain, Tellus the Mad? Or that Rune had no idea what to do with this power—or what it might do to him? Yeah, that wasn’t bothering him in the least at this moment. 
 
    Or that Narcissa was just like him, only she was an Adeptus Prime? An incredibly powerful mage in her own right, able to bond to as many men as she wanted? And that she had already bonded to a teenage Guardian, who was too far away to be any part of this? Hiding out with his own newest bondmate, the Red Bitch? Nope, definitely not thinking about that.  
 
    The only thing in his mind was Narcissa. 
 
    She was here now, alone with him, and all their bondmates were elsewhere, both physically and mentally.  
 
    Narcissa paused upon hearing this thought of the boy pass through his mind. She paused her squeezing of his dick. “Oh, Rune... it’ll never be like that.” 
 
    “I know.” He sighed.  
 
    Rune reached out and laid a hand on her upper arm. With a light push, he urged her to continue what she’d been doing. As her hand pressed down on his shaft, her fingers closed around it through his own thin clothing. 
 
    “I just…,” she said, making him groan as she squeezed harder than she had before, “I want to clear this up, to avoid misunderstandings over it.”  
 
    Her voice was soft, but insistent, and he sighed again when she took her hand off him and slipped into his lap. As she straddled him on the couch, with both knees to either side of his hips, Rune watched every movement of her robe. First it hiked up her hips, a mere whisper away from exposing her most sensitive bits. The neckline fell further, curtains of silk parting all the way to the navel, revealing a flat stomach. She was so close, he could feel the warmth between her perfect, pale legs. 
 
    Narcissa looked at him, a gaze so deep and considering that he felt like a book being read, but not just any book, no, her favorite book. 
 
    She couldn’t get enough of him, and they’d only just started. 
 
    Finally Narcissa reached for the collar of his white linen tunic and began to undo the top button. 
 
    “We’ll keep him far away,” she said softly, referring to her new bondmate, the boy. Neither of them even knew the kid’s name. “He’ll never come between us.” 
 
    She popped the button and moved onto the next. 
 
    “I know,” Rune said, and he meant it. But he still had to add, “Is there any other way to end the bond, though? Aside from killing one of the bondmates?” 
 
    She shook her head, and another button went. He could feel a wisp of her breath in the center of his chest. 
 
    “No one knows of any method,” she said sadly. “But I’d drop him in a moment. You know that, right?” 
 
    He closed his eyes, focusing his mind on the brush of her fingertips on his sternum, of the loosening of the airy fabric that was vanishing from between them. 
 
    “I’ll find a way,” he murmured. “You’re not listening,” she whispered, her deft hands tugging at the last button. Slowly, reverently, she spread his shirt open, so that it still hung on his shoulders, while putting all of his chest on display. 
 
    He heard her breath catch at the sight of his pectorals and abdomen, of the muscle he’d spent a lifetime honing. Then she placed a hand between his pecs, and he felt some of the same wonder that she did, because her robe shifted to one side, revealing an erect nipple and the full round curve of one perky breast. 
 
    He groaned internally, and finally allowed himself to touch her without inhibitions on his desires. Reaching up, he slid each fingertip over her nipple, one by one, and cupped his palm underneath to heft the weight. 
 
    Narcissa sank against him, eyes closed, with the faintest moan he’d ever heard escaping her lips.  One of her drying ringlets fell over her face.  
 
    Her breast was a perfect fit, not an inch of flesh escaping his tenuous grip. He squeezed her lightly, just to hear that sound again.  
 
    “Maybe I don’t want to listen right now,” Rune breathed. “Maybe I just want to feel.” 
 
    With her face set in a frown of desire, she laid her free hand over his, so that both of them were shielding her heart. 
 
    “And I just want you to know that this is yours,” she murmured. “I will never, ever bond with another man on purpose. Whatever power I have, Rune—it’s yours, all of it. I don’t mind sharing you, but you have to know this....” 
 
    She fixed him with an intense gaze. “You won’t ever, ever have to share me.” 
 
    At those words, Rune forgot everything all over again. He even forgot her nipple, pressing insistently against his palm, and even the heat, hovering so near his cock. 
 
    All he could think was that he loved her. All he could do was slide his hands around her back and pull her against him, into him. Their lips met, chaste at first, before the floodgates gave and their tongues and mouths entangled in a wrestle of pure lust and passion. He knew in that moment that she was all his, all his, forever. 
 
    The thought set his desires aflame, too hot to restrain. Rune pressed Narcissa onto her back, never breaking the dance of tongues. Limbs entwined, her smooth legs closed around his, her arms roamed his chest and arms, holding him closer. He caught a fistful of wet hair, squeezing out a desperate, ragged moan.  
 
    Neither was willing to let go of each other or the kiss. Neither could bear to draw a full breath before they were diving back into the other. 
 
    Her hands found his back, fingernails sinking into his shirt, trying to tear and strip it off his shoulders. Rune broke the kiss just long enough to whip the shirt off, and then he kissed her again, harder than ever, her legs wrapping around him, her breasts mashing into his chest. 
 
    With each new pulse of their kiss, she squirmed against him, her hard nipples dragging across his pectorals, her cool silky breasts squishing against him. He felt both perfect points in their rhythm, and he reached to gather a breast into his palm for a greedy grope. 
 
    “Oh-hh,” she choked out, throwing her head back as he squeezed.  
 
    He gripped her even harder and covered her mouth with his, pushing his palm against her flesh with each thrust of his kiss. Wanting more, needing to taste all of her, he slipped a hand under her lower back, making her spine arch as he lifted her. His lips slicked off hers, wandering to her jaw, then the sensitive underside of her throat. 
 
    She moaned his name as he left hungry marks down her neck, and she begged for more as his tongue swept her collarbone. He granted that wish, tightening the hold on her hair, and trailing a path of kisses and nibbles down the flat of her chest, into the valley between her breasts. 
 
    He breathed hot and hard against the round flesh of her right breast. She arched higher, thrusting her nipple between his lips, and he took as much of her flesh into his mouth as he could, and he sucked, hard and needy. 
 
    “Oh, Trees!” she cried, her fingernails raking his shoulder blades, as if she wanted to tear his flesh from his back. There was no pain to it, though, not even the faintest glimmer of hurt—only the crazed ache in his cock as it pressed up against her inner thigh. 
 
    Her legs closed around his hips as he continued to suck on her nipple. “Please, Rune, please touch me, please....” 
 
    Growling ferally against her skin, Rune let go of her back and rose over her, forcing her head back, exposing her neck again. She was in his arms, breathing heavily, body hot with desire for him, every sexy curve of her exposed underneath the sheer white robe, eyes smoldering with love, and pussy so slick with need that he could sense it through the bond. He felt hunger, and he let her feel that hunger by sinking his free hand into her robe. 
 
    His finger came across the syrupy heat of her need. The juices were thick and ready, and she made a sound like a sob as he traced a path between the lips of her womanhood. 
 
    She squirmed and sobbed and humped against his fingers, and he hadn’t even touched her in her little nub yet. If she wanted it this much with only a kiss, how much more would she want it once he started showing her all of the things he could really do? 
 
    “Please, Rune,” she gasped. “It’s time. I want you—” 
 
    He circled her nub with a thumb, and that must have changed her mind. She stopped speaking and started to twist and writhe beneath him, her legs gripping, then loosening and then tightening around his hips again as he circled and circled and circled. 
 
    When her breath started to stutter out, when her inner thighs began to shudder against him, Rune sank two of his other fingers inside her. 
 
    Her inside walls were hot, tight but giving, and slicker than oil. His cock throbbed with the need to shove into her, to fill her with his seed and watch it dribble out of her well fucked and satisfied slit. 
 
    But then the wet flesh tensed and pulsed, and she cried out into his face, her back arched, her flattened breasts pulled up toward her chin. He watched them bounce, his mouth dry, as the tumultuous pleasure of her orgasm cascaded through her. She kept pulsing against his fingertips, and he met her pulses in time, thrusting his fingers inside her and back out again. 
 
    Rune could imagine all too viscerally what it would feel like to sink the head of his cock through that opening. He could imagine it—and crave it—so badly, that he knew he’d lose all control if he fucked her now. 
 
    So instead he took his hand out of her and sat up to fumble his pants open. He watched her eyes drop to his cock as he pulled it out. 
 
    Her exhausted legs spread wide again in the cutest and lewdest invitation he’d seen in all his life.  
 
    “Oh, yes, Rune. Yes,” murmured the voice of heavens. 
 
    But Rune wanted to savor this. Instead, he gripped her hips and dragged her closer to him, so that if he came, he’d be spurting all over her stomach. 
 
    He seized her hand, the nearest one he could get, and thrust it onto his cock. Her angle was terrible but it didn’t matter, he was near his breaking point as it was. 
 
    “Make me come,” he said, forcing her hand to move faster. “I need to come right now.” 
 
    With a moan, she took initiative and went even faster than he’d dictated, stroking madly and clumsily up his shaft. But although the vein beneath his cock quivered with pleasure, she never quite pushed him over that edge. His balls started to ache. 
 
    So he shoved her hand aside and crawled above her, and then higher, so that when he lowered himself—with one leg off the couch, one foot on the floor—his cock was kissing her mouth underneath him, parting her lips, opening her up to him. He pushed his head against her tongue and fought to slow himself as her mouth closed around him, as her tongue tasted his sweat and cum, exploring his full shape. 
 
    “You taste good,” she moaned, this time into his mind. “I didn’t expect it to taste good....” 
 
    Rune was sweating and shaking now from the mental effort of not thrusting all the way down her throat. His mind was a mess, but somewhere back there, he remembered that Narcissa was a virgin. She’d experienced self-love before, but never cock, not in any part of her body. 
 
    He didn’t want to scare or misuse her. She trusted him to guide her here, to take it at her pace, and to make their first special. 
 
    “I’m gonna start fucking your mouth,” he warned. “Until I come. You know what happens when a man comes?” 
 
    Her mind was as thick and tangled as his was. “No. But I want it. Please give it to me, please—” 
 
    “Something’s going to come out of me,” he explained. “It’ll try to shoot down your throat. You don’t have to swallow it, but it won’t hurt you if you do. Whatever is easiest—” 
 
    “Show me,” she demanded and gripped his ass as Rune drove his cock past her gag reflex. He felt air pass over his dick as she made a loud choking sound. 
 
    “Careful,” he said. Even in his head, the word shook. He could think of nothing else but his need to sink into her, to spurt his seed into the back of her throat. 
 
    “I want it,” she sent. “Just tell me what to do.” 
 
    “Don’t use your teeth,” Rune said, and he thrust. 
 
    And he couldn’t have stopped if he’d wanted to. 
 
    He fucked her mouth like an animal, riding past her tongue down her throat, feeling the pop of her gag reflex against his fleshy head. It was his turn to groan as the tight velvety sheath of her throat enveloped him and the wet pressure tightened around his length. Grunting, he picked up speed, trying to come as fast as he could. 
 
    She started to make a noise, like distress, and he knew she was having trouble breathing. He slowed. 
 
    “No!” she sent him. “Keep going!” 
 
    So he did, grazing her teeth, losing himself in her tongue as it whipped around his shaft, worshiping the underside of his cock. Each time he felt his head squash against her throat, his balls tightened further. They slapped against her chin, adding to the wet noise. 
 
    “I’m hungry, Rune,” she sent him. “Feed me.” 
 
    Now he felt pain, and it was incredible. 
 
    The burgeoning heat of his orgasm made him groan loud enough to be heard through the walls, and on pure instinct, he pulled himself out of her. But he had only enough time to spurt once against her lips before she was gripping his ass and forcing his cock back into her. 
 
    He spasmed and sighed as he spent himself. Her tongue cradled and caressed, cheeks sucking to milk his cum until he was finished. 
 
    Then audibly, Narcissa swallowed. 
 
    The sound made his balls tighten again, and he sank away from her, straddling her spreading breasts. He watched in fascination as an expression of raw pleasure broke over her. She licked her lips, clearing the rest of his cum and savoring the taste with tiny sounds of delight. 
 
    Without thinking, Rune laid curled a hand over his shaft. He was surprised to find it still hard. 
 
    “Ugh,” she moaned, her eyes still closed. “I liked that. I liked that a lot.” 
 
    “Apparently I did, too,” he thought, stroking himself experimentally. Well, this was rare. He was sensitive and a bit sore, more fleshy than a full erection, but his dick was definitely ready for more. 
 
    Finally, Narcissa opened her eyes. “Why did you do that?” she breathed. “I thought we were... you know....” 
 
    “Oh, we will,” he said, swinging his hips forward so that she had a good view of his cock. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “I thought men couldn’t go twice? My sister said—” 
 
    “They can,” he said, although he was nearly as amazed as she was. “Just not very often. Usually it takes more time.” 
 
    “Time I meant to spend making you come three more times,” he added mentally. “But now I’ll settle for once more. How’s that sound?” 
 
    She watched his cock raptly as he stroked it, chewing her lip. It made small wet noises on her residual saliva, but it was getting drier—and harder—each moment. 
 
    Almost idly, Narcissa’s hands slipped between her legs, fingers fumbling at her hot wet slit. She was deliciously disheveled, her wet hair all over the place, her breast sweaty and spread-out as she lay flat. 
 
    She must have noticed this observation, because her cheeks pinkened and she averted her gaze. 
 
    “I’m sorry they’re not as big as Lenore’s,” she sent him. 
 
    He shook his head. “They’re a perfect fit in my hand. I love that. I can squeeze the whole thing at one time.” 
 
    She nodded. “You liked Ria’s, too, and she’s only a little bigger than me.” 
 
    “I like all breasts,” he sent back, as his hand went whap whap on his dick. 
 
    She smiled then, in that special shy way she had. “Did you like it when I swallowed?” she asked. 
 
    Tellus take me, he thought as he nodded. He had liked it so much that he had stayed hard. In fact, it was actually the first time a woman had ever done that for him. 
 
    Narcissa’s eyebrows rose. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. Up until a couple of minutes ago, I kinda thought it was an urban myth.” He’d never believed someone could swallow without gagging. 
 
    But Narcissa had. And she’d enjoyed it. 
 
    Beneath him, she propped herself up on her elbows to watch his cock more closely. “So I like something—and I’ll do something—that your other Adepts won’t.” She looked up at him. “How about we make this exclusive? You let me, and only me, swallow.” 
 
    He didn’t see the point in limiting himself, but then again, it wasn’t like most women wanted to do that anyway. It wasn’t a huge sacrifice to make, if that was what she wanted. He loved seeing his cum on women’s bodies anyway. Seeing it in Ria’s hair had just about done him in. 
 
    Narcissa shrugged. “You don’t need to if you don’t want to. But it would give me at least one thing to set me apart from everyone else. One thing you can’t get from anyone but me.” 
 
    Rune considered this, and pleasure pooled low in his stomach. With each stroke, he grew more fond of the idea. If he ever had to bond another woman again—and he would, even if Lenore or Ria left him after the Breeders were dismantled; he was a Guardian Prime, and he had to use that power for good—but when that did happen, when he took another woman, he still wanted Narcissa to know that she had come first. She was his first Adept.  
 
    And as he thought all this, something else struck him. 
 
    “You’re not going to leave me,” he said. 
 
    Her golden eyes flashed with confusion, and then she giggled. “You mean after we ruin the Breeders? Of course not, silly. I’m here for the long haul, no matter what’s next.” 
 
    Forever. She would stay forever. 
 
    Rune finally stopped stroking and stepped off the couch. 
 
    As she moved to follow, however, Rune knelt beside her. He slipped his arms under her and lifted her up. 
 
    “It’s a deal,” he said, carrying her to the bed. “You’re the only one who gets to swallow my cum.” 
 
    He sensed her heartbeat speeding up—or maybe it was his own. They both knew that it was time. 
 
    But he was gentler with her this time, with one orgasm behind him. He moved slow, his mind clear, his dick ready. 
 
    She felt like a cloud in his arms as he laid her atop the rose petals, positioning her at the foot of the bed. Someone, he noted, had designed the piece of furniture well. It was exactly the right height for his purposes. 
 
    For a few seconds, Rune just drank in the sight of her, caressing her inner thighs as his cock hovered close to her pussy. Red curls, now drying, framed her golden eyes and round chin, trailing down the delicate muscle at her neck, and the cleft beneath it. The breasts with their symmetrical, tiny nipples, stood hard as they waited for what was coming. 
 
    And her smooth thighs, and her navel... there was so much elegance to her shape. And her pussy, the hair shaved, although a few red hairs showed through. She had prepared for him. 
 
    She’d prepared for this. 
 
    “You’re so perfect,” Rune said. 
 
    “Look who’s talking,” she replied, but the words sounded raspy. Her breasts rose and fell as she drew a breath. 
 
    Tentatively, he bent her knees and pushed them into the air, so that her pussy widened, aimed right at his cock. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” Rune said, “and see through mine. We can both watch it happen, together.” 
 
    With a nod, she obeyed, her eyes closing. She lay flat, arms above her head, gripping the covers. The muscle in her pussy seemed to pulse, inviting him into her. He pressed his head against the lips of her sex. 
 
    He sensed her fear then, her worry, over how much it would hurt. But he didn’t have to tell her aloud that he’d stop, if only she asked him. 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt for everyone,” he assured her. Every woman’s body was different. 
 
    She nodded and swung her hips ever so slightly, sinking his head just that much deeper. He watched the folds spread around his girth, sucking him in, until her pussy consumed the ridges at the edge of his head. 
 
    She was tight all around him, tense from trepidation. But he met no obstructions. He didn’t think there’d be blood. 
 
    And so he pushed forward, watching closely as each inch of his shaft entered her, until his base met her lips, and she moaned. 
 
    Sensing no pain from her, aside from that initial ache of the first entry, Rune tightened his grip on her legs to spread them wider. As he finally drew back out of her, those legs quivered in his hands. 
 
    He swung his hips forward. With a wet slap, he was buried hilt deep in pleasure. 
 
    “Oh!” she cried out, so he pulled out and repeated. 
 
    “Oh,” she said next, then “Oh gods,” then “Yes.” 
 
    Then there was only mindless moaning from Narcissa, getting faster as Rune picked up speed. He rotated her knees in a circle with his movements, to keep her wide open, to always have access to her hot entry point. And still he watched as her pink flesh pulled around his, seeming to hold on, as if desperately trying to keep him from leaving. 
 
    Her next cry had words. “Will you come again?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh gods. Please come again—” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Soon Rune found a rhythm that made his balls quake, a perfect give-and-take of her movements to his. She did her best to thrust against him, and he did his best to keep pace, to lay claim to what was rightfully his. 
 
    “I—this is—” she tried to say. 
 
    “Put your hand down there,” Rune told her. “And I’ll come when you do.” 
 
    Tears were rolling out of her eyes now, and she hastily obeyed him, slapping a hand to her stomach, and finding her clit with a finger. Still Rune kept thrusting as her flesh grew looser around him, getting used to him, getting slicker with need. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” she gasped. “I’m so close, don’t stop.” 
 
    As if anything in the world could have stopped him. 
 
    It didn’t even take effort. He’d forgotten the exhaustion of the day. It was just himself inside Narcissa, all the way inside Narcissa. When she stopped meeting him with her own thrusts—distracted by her building orgasm—Rune simply pounded her with all of his might. 
 
    “I’m going to come!” she cried out, her breasts rocking, her mouth wide, her fingers working feverishly at her clit. Rune stared at her mouth and remembered how much cum she had swallowed. 
 
    He had to leave cum at the other end, if he wanted things even. 
 
    She screamed, the bed’s comforter whipping as she tossed it around. He closed his eyes and felt her walls closing in on him, felt the pulse of her orgasm. It was so strong. 
 
    Every pussy was different, and Narcissa’s had a special power capable of slaying the mightiest of heroes. When she came, she got tighter than any other woman he’d ever had. 
 
    So of course it drove him over the edge. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and rammed one final thrust into her, as deep and hard as he could. Pressure and pleasure clenched around him. His own high spurted and pulsed, and she got wetter and pulsed, turning ripples of climax into waves and lengthening both their orgasms, intensifying them into a time-freezing haze of bliss. He came until his knees caved, and he toppled onto the bed. 
 
    Rune found her hand and gripped it, and together they lay there, breathing. Her other hand moved to grip her lower stomach. Rune’s eyes wandered to the white trickle flowing over her reddened sex. 
 
    “I never knew,” she exhaled. “I never knew it was like this.” 
 
    Rune nodded, too senseless for words. 
 
    Then, for only a moment, that old fear passed through him. He never used to come inside his partners. But ever since Lenore had stolen those magic leaves…. 
 
    Yet he didn’t ask Narcissa if she’d take a leaf. He didn’t try to sense the answer at all. This had been perfect, and if a child came out of this, Rune would accept that without a second thought. 
 
    “Rune,” Narcissa breathed. 
 
    “Yes, Narcissa?” 
 
    “I love you, too,” she said. 
 
    He smiled sleepily and pulled her hand to his chest. How absolutely mad that this had happened in only four days. He’d never known a feeling like this. 
 
    And Rune was about to tell her so, when the door was knocked.  
 
    The moment fled him. Rune shook his head to clear it and sat up. 
 
    “It’s Ria,” he said, allowing his bond-walls to melt. He could sense her on the other side of the door. 
 
    “What does she want?” Narcissa asked, out of curiosity, not annoyance. They’d had their time together, and now they had things to do. 
 
    “I have the information you wanted,” Ria sent him. “And you were right. Thomas Larch ordered weapons from your father, dozens of times.” 
 
    Rune closed his eyes, cursing inwardly. Narcissa laid a hand to his back. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. “I don’t understand. Doesn’t this mean we know the leader of the Breeders?” 
 
    “It does,” Rune said. “But it isn’t Larch.” 
 
    And this was a very, very bad thing. 
 
    Ria took this moment to open the door. Lenore was with her. 
 
    “You’re going to have to explain that,” Lenore said. “Why’d you send Ria to the records, if not to confirm Larch was the leader?” 
 
    With a tired sigh, Rune grabbed the comforter and offered it to Narcissa. He didn’t see any need to cover himself. 
 
    “My father used to work with Larch,” he explained. “Said the man was a real piece of work. He’d knock you senseless if you looked at him wrong. Thing was, the guy was a fair customer, too. Always paid, never haggled—my father liked him.” 
 
    His Adepts exchanged glances. It hadn’t struck them yet. Not a surprise. It wasn’t obvious at a first glance. 
 
    Rune set his elbows on his knees, leaning forward as he looked at his Adepts in turn. “When we broke into that armory, there were weapons there. And they weren’t made by my father.” 
 
    Dead silence. 
 
    “Which means,” Rune continued, “that the leader of the Breeders got his weapons somewhere else. He isn’t Larch. He’s Minister Redwood.” 
 
    Now he did feel a surge of murmurs, both out loud and mental. One of the three Ministers advising King Celtis himself? One of the four most powerful men alive was a crook? 
 
    “It gets worse,” Rune said. “You know what happens if the king dies?” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    Narcissa gasped, bringing a hand to her mouth. “Minister Redwood would take command!” 
 
    “But wouldn’t it only be temporary?” Ria asked. “King Celtis has heirs. A daughter and son. Once one of them was crowned, he would need to step down.” 
 
    Rune shook his head. “Easy to pick off kids when you’re in temporary command,” he said.  “And easy to do that when you run the Breeders, and when not even the king knows you run it. He’s got his own assassination force, to use as he likes.” 
 
    Lenore stepped forward as the other women’s eyes widened. “Are you saying Redwood is going to try killing the king? And then use the Breeders to kill his heirs?” 
 
    “Let’s not forget taking control of the Covenant,” Rune added. 
 
    “It would be chaos,” Ria said, leaning back. “A violent overthrow of the kingdom….” 
 
    “No one could stop the Breeders, either,” Narcissa added. “People don’t even know about them yet. Any attack they’d perform would be an ambush. Redwood would pretend to fight them, but he’d really be using them to suit his own purposes.” 
 
    They were getting it now—what the Breeders were for. Rune had been asking himself this since the beginning. Why play such a long game, in secret? Why hoard Adepts and breed as many Guardians as you could? 
 
    There was only one reason: to destroy the Covenant from within. To erase all opposition when Redwood made his move and consolidate his power into tyranny. 
 
    “There’s one more thing,” Rune said sadly. “And it’s the worst part.” 
 
    Ria moaned into her hand, her eyes closing. Lenore and Narcissa tensed. 
 
    “He knows who I am,” Rune continued. “He knows I’m a Prime. And he knows I can get into his compound whenever I please.” 
 
    Lenore crossed her arms and leaned her shoulders back into the wall. “You’re a credible and immediate threat to him, so you’ve forced him to advance his timeline,” she realized. “He has to act right away, or you might stop him, which means he has to kill the king now, or his whole plan could fail. Oh dear…” 
 
    “Not right now,” Rune said. “Tomorrow, on Adeptus Day. Because that’s when King Celtis is coming to town.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the morning of Adeptus Day, Rune woke early to find that Narcissa had already risen. He heard soft voices and scrubbed a hand over his eyes as he sat up.  
 
    Seated around the small table of their “newlywed” suite, were Narcissa and Iris, her handmaiden. 
 
    The two women were holding hands. Iris was crying and cursing in a small, strained voice. Since Iris had been unconscious for most of yesterday—on account of Rune sapping her energy to fuel his escape from the Guardian compound—this had to be their reunion that he was witnessing. Before Narcissa had failed her Adept Test—due to being too powerful—she’d been a noblewoman, and Iris had been her trusted, protective handmaiden. 
 
    With a poke at his bonds to both women, Rune could tell they were incredibly close. 
 
    “I thought you were dead,” Iris was saying. “Holy fuck, Nari, I thought they would kill me.” 
 
    Narcissa patted her friend’s hand as Rune quietly eased out of bed. Her eyes flicked to his, before she said to Iris, “Don’t worry. You’re safe here.” 
 
    To Rune, she sent, “Put some clothes on.” 
 
    He’d been about to stand when he realized he was not only totally naked, but he was also in the presence of a young woman he barely knew. He got the sense from Narcissa that Iris wasn’t very experienced when it came to naked men, so he dug about for some trousers. 
 
    Luckily, Iris sat facing away from him, so neither of them needed to be too embarrassed as he fumbled the pants on under the blankets. Narcissa continued to soothe her friend until she had Iris laughing. 
 
    When he was fully dressed and standing, Narcissa looked up to formally acknowledge his presence to Iris, and Iris turned around. Her eyes widened when she saw him, and her gaze darted from his feet to his head to his hands to his bare chest. Through their bond, he got the faint sense that she thought he was as big as a Guardian, and that sent fear rippling through her chest. 
 
    Rune dropped his hands into his pockets to purposely make himself look smaller, offering her his most non-threatening smile. “Hey. How are you feeling?” 
 
    Her face went pale and blank, and she turned her head down, focusing on her hands. Narcissa patted one of them. 
 
    “She’s doing fine, Rune. Just confused. I’ve told her all I can about the situation, though. She’s agreed not to leave us just yet.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    Last night, he and his first three Adepts had stayed up making plans for today. He’d had a pretty good idea about how to put a stop to the Breeders for good, but the others had helped him refine a few things. He was lucky to have so many useful skills and knowledge bases to draw upon. In his case, four heads were better than one. 
 
    But for those plans to succeed, he needed Iris to stay in town, just like he needed the Red Bitch and Narcissa’s second bondmate, the Guardian trainee, to stick around. They all had a role to play.  
 
    “She just doesn’t understand about today,” Narcissa said, sighing. “She wants to help. I tried to talk her out of it, but that’s just how she is.” 
 
    Rune remembered the day he’d met Narcissa and her handmaiden. Iris had shot him a deadly look when he’d touched her mistress, promising in that protective glare vicious death to any who might hurt her mistress. She might look small, but she was a fighter. She’d kicked her Guardian captor while he was torturing her, too. 
 
    “Narcissa, can you leave for a moment? I want to speak with Iris.” 
 
    Narcissa glanced between the two of them. Iris tensed, but didn’t protest as Narcissa rose. 
 
    Iris’ hand twitched, almost reaching out. 
 
    “I’ll be just outside,” Narcissa said softly. 
 
    He nodded. “She’s safe with me, but I’m sure that’ll make things more comfortable.” 
 
    She shot him a catty smile. “I was trying to comfort you,” she replied. 
 
    Rune blinked at that, startled, and then Iris chuckled. It was weak and still strained with leftover stress, but he was pleased to see the smile linger on her face. Narcissa smiled too, and left them alone. 
 
    Rune took Narcissa’s place at the table, carefully pulling back the slightly too small chair. Iris’ tumultuous gaze flicked to his, revealing nice brown eyes with green specks and gilt edges. He’d never seen brown eyes with such color before. 
 
    “So, let me start by saying that I’m sorry our first meeting has to be so brief,” Rune said. “But as you may have guessed, we’re on a tight schedule. What has Narcissa told you, exactly?” 
 
    The small girl frowned. “She said that the Covenant Minister is crooked. That he secretly leads the organization that captured me, and....” She swallowed and glanced away again, as if trying to escape those memories. “And she said that, because you’ve gotten so close to Redwood’s true identity, and have come so close to outing the Breeders already, that you’re pretty sure he’s about to enact his secret plan early.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Rune said. “And that plan is to kill King Celtis today, while he’s exposed, in the Adeptus Day parade that will run through Maple.” 
 
    He couldn’t be certain of this, of course, but Rune’s gut told him this was it. Rune had gotten close enough to the truth—and had not been caught or killed doing it—that any smart man would feel threatened at this point.  
 
    And a powerful person with ill intentions, when backed into a corner.... 
 
    He’ll take the first and best opportunity to enact his plan, and that will be today, while King Celtis is away from his palace. 
 
    Iris curled her hands into fists and drew them close to her chest. “Narcissa said he plans to kill the whole royal family, and seize power. That his organization will seize power with him.” 
 
    Rune nodded. “There will be chaos, and Redwood will be able to kill and betray a lot of Adepts and Guardians before anyone even thinks to fight back.” 
 
    Now, Rune himself wasn’t a huge fan of the regular old Covenants, but most of those men and women did police the country, keeping people safe, and preventing war. Chaos was the least of what would happen if Redwood succeeded, especially knowing he approved of abduction and abuse of magical women.  
 
    There was a chance, a real tangible fear, that this coup could turn the kingdom into a dark oppressive place. 
 
    The idea made his blood boil, and Iris flinched, her wispy blonde hair snapping around her head. She must have felt Rune’s rage through the bond, but he hoped she realized it wasn’t directed at her. 
 
    Rune took initiative then, and reached out to lay his hand on hers, just like Narcissa had done. When she didn’t jerk her hand away, he leaned close and said, “Listen, Iris. This is all very serious. What happened with you and me—the bond—we can discuss that later, and figure out a solution. I will honor any wishes you have. 
 
    “But today, we need to solve a much more immediate problem. And I can’t give you all the details yet, but you staying behind... well, it’s actually critical to the success of the plan.” 
 
    She looked up again, her pale eyes sharpening. “I want to help. I don’t want to sit here.” 
 
    Rune drew a breath, measuring his words. He didn’t want to tell her that their bond was too new, and that she had no Eternities to use yet, which would just make her a liability. He didn’t think she’d appreciate that. 
 
    “Look,” he said, “I’m gonna let you in on a secret. The plan today? I haven’t told the others how it ends. They think they know how it will go, but I’m actually keeping a secret from them. It’s for the good of the mission, though. And it’s the reason I need you to stay here.” 
 
    Her brows drew even lower, suspicious. 
 
    Rune raised his hands to placate her, continuing, “You will understand at the end of the day, I promise. And I also promise I’m not forcing you to stay behind because I think you’ll be useless in the field. It’s just currently the best way I can make use of you. You’ll still be crucial to the mission, provided you do not leave this room. That is critical. Do I have your word?” 
 
    She chewed her lip for a moment, scrutinizing his gaze, and then straightened. Her hand slipped from beneath his as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “I’ll stay behind. But only because Narcissa trusts you. And—” at this, she raised a finger “—if I find out you were lying, and just hiding me away here to protect me, I’ll....” She trailed off, seemingly searching for words. “I’ll make you regret it. Somehow.” 
 
    Rune chuckled and leaned back. “Duly noted.” 
 
    She huffed and averted her eyes from him again. “So what is this plan, anyway? What are you going to do? Narcissa wouldn’t tell me a thing.” 
 
    Still smiling, Rune placed both palms flat to the smooth maple tabletop. “We’re going to do the only thing we can do. We’re going to kidnap King Celtis before Redwood can kill him.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The city was still just waking up to the Adeptus Day celebrations when Rune found himself with Lenore and Ria, in a warehouse in the ritzy district of the city. With Lenore’s help, and her abilities, they’d snuck into the warehouse without triggering any alarms. She walked ahead of him, while Ria trailed behind. 
 
    As they crept past crates piled high to the ceiling, however, Rune noted that each wooden box had a metal object Artificed into it. If they disturbed a single crate, or attempted to steal one, alarms would be blaring in moments. 
 
    “I have to admit, it’s genius,” Lenore said, furtively crossing a gap in the crate towers ahead of him. The warehouse was windowless, which added shadows to the place, so that her brown skin and leathers made her fade into the dimness, even when she didn’t use Shadow Walk. 
 
    “No one would ever think to sneak into a merchant warehouse to steal nothing,” she continued. 
 
    This was the reason they hadn’t come across any obstacles in getting in, and wouldn’t have much trouble getting out, either. Only the crates themselves had any security. 
 
    “Honestly, how do you think up this shit?” Lenore asked. 
 
    “With my dick,” he joked back. “What else?” 
 
    She smothered a laugh as the three of them reached the deepest corner of the warehouse, Ria silently bringing up the rear. She was too nervous to talk much, mentally or otherwise. She wasn’t used to skulking around like a criminal. 
 
    “Right here,” he whispered to Ria, indicating the inner wall of the warehouse beside their hidey spot. The space between the wall and crates was so narrow that Rune could barely squeeze through it, but he managed to butt himself up against Lenore and free up some space around Ria. 
 
    “Well, that explains why you’re so smart,” Lenore said. “You think with your dick, which is bigger than your brain.” 
 
    He laughed quietly and whispered, “Cheeky little thief, I’ll have to punish you for that comment, later.” 
 
    “Only if you catch me,” she whispered back as Ria put a hand on the wall. 
 
    He watched with pride as she used her woodcrafting skills to accurately affect the metal wall instead. He knew it was a draining endeavor for her, so he reached out into his many “rivers”—as he liked to call all his bonds—and fed her a little energy that he drained from Narcissa.  
 
    Narcissa was waiting nearby, sitting in a tea shop with a brew, just in case he needed her to Buff him. He didn’t need her for this part of the plan, though. She could spare the power to help Ria cut a door in this wall. 
 
    Suddenly, a horse brayed on the other side of the metal-sheets, probably hearing them with its animal senses. Rune wasn’t startled. He’d already known there was a stable on the other side—Lenore remembered the layout of the next area, from a heist she’d pulled off years ago. 
 
    Still, when the cut sheet of metal started to fall away from them, Rune darted forward to catch it. They could make some noise, but a piece of metal clanking down could still get them caught. 
 
    “Sorry,” Ria said, her voice jumpy.  
 
    This high-risk situation was stressing her. Rune wished he hadn’t had to put her through it, but the warehouse was the easiest way to access these horses without drawing any attention to what they were doing. The inner-city stable was too large and too full of witnesses, to be entered from anywhere but its shadows. Well, not exactly a proper stable. It was part of the warehouse; this was a merchant guild-building, which rented out sections of it to the highest bidder. 
 
    And today’s bidder was the biggest of all of them.  
 
    The horse carriage before them belonged to the King Celtis himself. 
 
    “You’re doing great,” Rune assured Ria, stepping past the cut piece of metal and into a small paddock. The huge black stallion huffed smartly as they entered, blowing air out his nose like a dragon blowing smoke, following them with dark, intelligent eyes. 
 
    “Easy, boy,” Rune said, holding his hands up. “We’re not here to hurt you.” 
 
    It was the truth. They weren’t here for the animal. Unconvinced, the horse stamped threateningly. Rune kept himself between the creature and Ria as the two of them crossed the paddock into the storage stall next to it. 
 
    “You sure you’ll be able to get the timing right on this?” Lenore said. She was staying behind to watch their exit, and he had the sense she was deliberately avoiding any thoughts regarding the horse. 
 
    “Trust me,” Ria sent back, “I know how to manage a harness.” 
 
    “And I’m using Treehugger, Rune added. In this state, he knew everything he needed to know for this task. “Not to mention my father used to forge harness components. Don’t worry, Lenore, we’ve got this.” 
 
    And with that, he and Ria began working on the horse’s leathers, committing high treason, for the greater good. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    One re-sealed metal door and one sneaky exit later, the three of them picked up Narcissa from the cafe and headed toward the town square. Ria and Rune had swung by earlier, counting their steps, while Lenore scouted the aqueducts. With her Agility magic, she could climb them the best. 
 
    They stopped beside a huge sign erected for the parade. If Rune didn’t know better, he’d say the two bases to the sign had once been gallows, and had merely been retrofitted to display the huge wooden sign arching over the roadway between them. 
 
    Not for the first time, Rune read the words, musing at how apt they really were.  
 
    In bold, big letters, it read, WELCOME NEW ADEPTS. 
 
    I will, thank you, he thought to himself. By the end of the day, he planned to have one more bond. 
 
    “Are you really sure about Camellia?” Lenore sent him as the four of them found a shady alley in which to wait. Ria and Narcissa had trusted his judgment implicitly, without questions, but Lenore was a woman cut from shrewder timber. She understood that trust came with risks. 
 
    “I would trust Cam with my life,” Rune replied. “She wasn’t tricking me at the compound; she really is trapped in her bond. And she needs my help. I can’t abandon her.” 
 
    Lenore didn’t like it, but she fell quiet as his mind filled up with his last image of Cam. He could vividly picture the way she’d fought her Guardian’s control over her body and mind, the way her stiff persona had suddenly dropped away, replaced by a rush of words, as she tried to steal a few moments of freedom inside her own head. 
 
    Find me at the Smoke and Bell. I can help you. 
 
    Rune’s fist tightened at the memory, and the blow of parade horns filled the air. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rune waited until he could spot the king’s parade float. By then, a dozen of the crazy contraptions had rolled by. There’d been dancers dressed up as trees, a whole orchestra playing the Orennian national anthem, and a platform full of color and attractive men and women whose only job seemed to have been to blast confetti through massive cannons. The crowd was hooting and screaming with exuberation, too riled up to notice anything suspicious. 
 
    “It’s time,” he sent Lenore. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Beside him, Lenore stood with her arms crossed below her ample breasts, scowling at the float of a flame dragon passing by. For Adeptus Day, all the floats depicted epic battles fought by Covenant. Even the confetti and orchestra, at least according to some public opinion director’s interpretation of said battles. 
 
    However, none were quite as magnificent as the dragon. And standing on this dragon float was a woman dressed up as Lenore. 
 
    Not his Lenore, but the person she used to be, the fearsome noblewoman Loralyn Aurensus. The best-in-class Adept who had been handed over to a Breeder-raised Guardian, and who had almost become a part of the organization they were fighting today. 
 
    But, in the end, she hadn’t given in to her first Guardian. She had discovered his treachery, and she had found the Breeder ways sickening. She’d been killing Breeders in secret ever since. 
 
    So she knew more than any of them what today would mean. A traitorous splinter cell was poisoning the Covenant from within, and if they didn’t stop it, law and order would fall into chaos as the Covenant went to war with itself. 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she finally replied, once the paper-covered wooden caricature of the dragon had passed. “Although I wish you’d just let me do it,” she added testily. “It would take less energy that way.” 
 
    She definitely had a point, but the Queen of Streets was not the person he needed for this job. A hot day was brewing, with the sun bearing down hard even in the shadows, and although Lenore always wore makeup, a little sweat could reveal her scar any moment. If she was recognized as the serial killer that she was, today’s mission would go sideways fast.  
 
    No sane person would believe the word of an outlaw, and it was imperative that the king be convinced. 
 
    “You know I need you elsewhere, helping Ria and Narcissa,” he told her.  
 
    The two were nervous even now, in the warm shadows behind him, pressed up against the outer wall of a mercantile. Despite their commoner’s clothing, they couldn’t help but stand out, as beautiful and nervous as the both of them were. 
 
    He could sympathize with their worry though, and shared some of it himself. The weak point in his plan was that he didn’t know precisely when Redwood would act. If the Minister got to Celtis before they did... well, all bets were off. 
 
    But Rune had good reason to believe Redwood wouldn’t make the killing public. It would be easier for him to dictate the story if it happened away from prying eyes. He’d wait until after the parade. 
 
    And by then, the king would be long gone. 
 
    Lenore crossed her arms and looked away from him. “I know, I know. I have to play babysitter. Take my powers, you big brute, and go.” 
 
    Rune nodded and mentally warned the others of what was coming. They slid to the ground, backs to the alley wall, waiting. 
 
    Rune was starting to get good at borrowing their abilities, and he knew how not to waste time. Within seconds, he had stolen Lenore’s magic, used it on himself, and transformed into mist. By draining all three of his Adepts at an equal rate, he was able to spread out the drain on stamina. By the time he had climbed to the top of the WELCOME ALL ADEPTS sign, they were starting to feel the drain, but were all still functional. 
 
    “Tired?” Narcissa replied. “Who are you calling tired?” 
 
    “Us, you silly bookworm, Lenore groused. 
 
    “Well, I feel great,” Narcissa sent back. “Rune, can you take the rest from me?” 
 
    On his perch, still in his shadow form, Rune assented, and obliged her. He felt a collective sigh of relief from Ria and Lenore as the power-drain focused solely on Narcissa. 
 
    “Oh, that tickles,” she sent. 
 
    “Ugh,” Lenore snipped. “A woman gets one taste of cock, and suddenly she gets cocky.” 
 
    Ria giggled, and Narcissa did too, and suddenly all his Adepts were laughing into their hands in that alley like a gaggle of idiots.  
 
    As for Rune, his invisible eyebrows were shooting up. A woman gets one taste of cock.... 
 
    It was a crass way to say it, but Lenore had a point. Losing her virginity had strengthened Narcissa. Rune hadn’t actually thought about how his bond to Narcissa would be affected by last night’s lovemaking, his focus had been on fucking, but it must have been quite an improvement. He could sense her well of energy even now, though it was fading as he drained her.  
 
    He’d have to maintain shadow form for a few minutes yet, but he had a feeling she’d still be standing when he finished. The reservoir of their bond had deepened since yesterday. 
 
    If that’s not true love, Rune thought, then what is? 
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    Five minutes later, Rune’s Adepts had all vanished, taking their positions. Even as they left his view, Rune wasn’t worried. Lenore was guiding them. The dangerous maze of aqueducts beneath the city was nothing to her, especially with her Agility buff in full swing. 
 
    Narcissa was definitely flagging now. She would be weak by the time the king’s float got to Rune, but she would still be standing, at least. 
 
    And that moment was approaching faster than ever. The details of their target float came into view at the far end of the parade. It was an expansive representation of the Tree of Life. Rune recognized this particular Tree as a copy of the one that grew from the public terrace of the king’s palace. It had always been the most symmetrical Tree that he’d ever seen. 
 
    This float though, was more than a good replica. The leaves sprouting from its branches were real, as if a real-life Tree had been grown into the shape of the float. Rune couldn’t imagine the expense of Artificing something like that, but as it came closer, he realized it wasn’t a real outcrop. It was just a poplar tree groomed to the likeness of a Tree of Life. Even without his Treehugger, Rune could still recognize a few mistakes here and there. 
 
    Regardless, the common people loved it. The Tree spread its branches over the citizens who crowded next to the street, granting them shade from the midsummer heat. 
 
    All of this dragged along by a single black horse. 
 
    The horse was being amplified by an Adept, Rune knew. As it approached, he also noticed agents of the Covenant sifting through the crowd, watching it like hawks. They would have checked the cart thoroughly for tampering before the king ever set foot on it. 
 
    But not the special harness the horse wore. 
 
    Rune shifted in place as the king closed the gap between them. At fifty or so feet away now, Rune could start to make out the features on the king’s face. As a born-and-raised country bumpkin, Rune had only ever seen pictures and statues.  
 
    The king was a tall, robust man, about as large as Rune. He might have made a decent Guardian, if he’d spent more time bulking up his frame. He wasn’t skinny, per se. His broad shoulders and tall build were garbed by expert tailors to enhance his presence, to sculpt him into the perfect specimen to demand awe and intimidation. 
 
    He used that presence now, to stand tall and wave, to pivot in place, letting every one of his citizens bathe in his gaze. He kept pausing to laugh, with a hand pressed to his belly; or to lean over the edge of the float and offer a cupped ear to the crowd, as if to hear something a common onlooker was telling him. 
 
    And when he smiled, it was the most brilliant and charismatic smile a man could smile, so cheerily that Rune suspected it to be genuine. In fact, the closer Laurus Celtis got to Rune, the more Rune liked him. 
 
    The people lining the streets cheered, shoving at the Covenant units that were holding them back through a combined effort of muscle and magic. Everyone wanted to touch the emperor who had brought peace and prosperity to Orennian. Everyone wanted to show their love to their emperor, and Celtis did his best to acknowledge them all. It was kind of heartwarming, a reminder that maybe there was good here heavy enough to outbalance the dark. 
 
    As the float drew within thirty feet of Rune, he steeled himself. Celtis turned absently in his direction, and Rune got his first proper look at the man behind the power.  
 
    A square, regal jaw; eyes of indeterminate but light color; and his skin a deep tan, not pale like most nobles. This was a result of the many inter-kingdom marriages that had stabilized the royal line over generations. 
 
    The emperor wore a cloak of deep green silk and a tunic of vibrant green dragon scales, with the brocade on his trousers sewn with Artificed gold. 
 
    Though his jovial manners made him seem a part of his people, the outfit elevated him above them. 
 
    And now, Rune was right above him. 
 
    The horse passed beneath Rune. He waited. The harness reins passed beneath. He waited. The front of the float passed, and he waited some more. 
 
    Then the emperor was past him, and he could only see the Tree’s canopy. 
 
    That’s when the harness fell apart. 
 
    Without a second’s hesitation, Rune dropped straight into the tree, landing among the branches just as the stallion neighed loudly in confusion. He heard shouts as hidden Covenants emerged from the crowd, rushing to the harness to inspect the accident, and to ensure that their monarch was safe. 
 
    They wouldn’t find evidence of tampering, not at first glance. He and Ria had been careful about that. Together, their combined knowledge of wood (which composed the harness cross-braces), carriage harnesses (as used by the Love Machine), and the forged components of similar contraptions (thanks to Rune’s father’s smithy) had allowed them to make just the right adjustments to this special harness. Their goal had been to cause the whole mess to fail between 312 and 325 paces from the warehouse, in the area under the WELCOME NEW ADEPTS sign. 
 
    And they’d pulled it off.  
 
    After the first few moments of panic, the Covenant units examining the harness calmed down. It was a specialty piece of equipment, after all, made only for floats; and it was brand new, made especially for the king. No one was surprised by an experimental harness failing. Besides, no one had tried to attack when the float had stalled. A smith somewhere might get fired, but they wouldn’t look deep into it. 
 
    As the Covenant worked to fix the harness, Rune navigated the branches of the tree, climbing as quietly as he could, just as he had with Cam, a lifetime ago.  
 
    Rune dropped down behind the king, still invisible as a puff of mist. He threw his translucent arms around the man, and shouted out mentally, “Now!” 
 
    A hole appeared in the wooden floor of the float, just slightly to his left. At the same time, Rune dropped his Shadow Walk, and Narcissa spent some of her last energy to Buff him. 
 
    Muscles bursting with strength, Rune heaved King Celtis sideways, covering his mouth before he could let out a peep. Rune and the king fell through the floor, shouts chasing after them as they plummeted through the carriage. Instead of hitting the road beneath, however, they fell through that too, out into the open air of the canopy. 
 
    Like all canopy cities, the streets were grown from once-living trees. This meant that, like the float, the road was also made of wood. 
 
    And Ria had no trouble with wood. 
 
    Rune splashed into an aqueduct under the street. This, too, Ria had adjusted, bending support beams just enough to catch his fall. 
 
    “What the burning hell—” the king started to say, but Rune was already getting to his feet, dragging the man along. The aqueduct shifted. Above, the hole in the street closed. 
 
    It would take the Covenant a few moments to understand where their king had fallen. They had planned to use this time to convince the king of their intentions. 
 
    Rune spun the king around and slugged him in the face. 
 
    “What—what the hell?” Lenore cried as Celtis fell over, collapsing in a silk-and-dragonscale heap. “You said you were just going to talk to him!” 
 
    “No,” Rune replied. “I said I would convince him. That’s an entirely different thing.” 
 
    Lenore fumed in exasperation. The king lay between them, weakly groaning as Rune knelt beside him, hastily unclipping the man’s green silk cape. Beneath them all, the aqueduct started to move. 
 
    “Why did you lie to us?” Lenore demanded. 
 
    She was the only one who could complain at the moment. Ria was too focused on moving the aqueduct, on leading it where they intended to go. As for Narcissa, she had fallen to her hands and knees in the water. He knew she might crumple at any moment. 
 
    As Rune accessed his bond-rivers and fed Ria what remained of his own energy, he said, “I didn’t want you on that sign, Lenore. I didn’t want you doing this. So I told you it was because of your reputation. Because someone like you could never convince him.” 
 
    With this explanation, Rune focused on Celtis again. He started undoing the buttons on his dragonscale tunic. 
 
    “But it would have taken so much less energy for me to do it!” Lenore shouted over him. “You don’t—you don’t have to protect me, you big idiot!” 
 
    I wasn’t protecting you, he thought, but kept the thought to himself by affixing his mind to Narcissa’s. He still had one more plan to execute today, and he didn’t want any of his Adepts knowing what it was—but it had to do with the lie that he’d told them. 
 
    Rune finished what he was doing with the king just as the aqueduct slowed to a stop. 
 
    “We’re here,” Ria rasped, collapsing to her knees with a splash. She’d moved them under a flat expanse of wood—the underside of a building—and bored a hole in it, creating a ladder up into the building’s basement. 
 
    They’d gotten away clean, but not unscathed. Ria and Narcissa could barely move, and Rune himself was starting to feel the strain of tapping into magic too greedily. He redirected the energy flows between their rivers of power towards himself. 
 
    Now it was Lenore who was gasping, sapped of what energy she’d had left. “You big... brute,” she choked out, bent over with her hands on her knees. 
 
    “I’ll go first to make sure it’s clear,” Rune said, hefting the king with enchanted strength. He’d left himself just enough of Buff to haul the man up the ladder, and not a speck more. That was fine though. 
 
    The room above was the end of the line. 
 
    Huffing and puffing, Rune managed to get up to the top step, at which point a dark-skinned hand appeared in the hole to offer some help. 
 
    Rune breathed out through a grin. Things were going according to plan.  
 
    “You got my message,” he said. 
 
    “You mean the message you left me at the front desk, signed ‘Old Man’?” she asked, her voice natural, not stunted like before. “I bet no one else has ever called you that. Or ever will.” 
 
    He chuckled and accepted her hand. “Depends on how long I live.”  
 
    With a scoff of laughter, Cam heaved him up and into pitch darkness. He couldn’t see a thing here, aside from the vague shadows of her face. 
 
    “So this is the cellar of the Smoke and Bell,” Rune said. His team had scoped it out last night. He sniffed the air as he leaned the king against the nearest wall. “Smells like ale. Maybe it’s time for a toast.” 
 
    Celtis stirred, groaning as his head bumped back against the wall. While Camellia helped his exhausted Adepts up the ladder, Rune settled the king down against the nearest wall, shielding him from Camellia’s view. 
 
    “Just a few more minutes, Your Majesty,” he said quietly, “and all of this will start to make sense.” 
 
    “What...” Celtis slurred, and for a moment Rune had to let out a short laugh and shake his head.  
 
    He had abducted the king of the whole damn kingdom, and smuggled him into the basement of an alehouse like a sack of potatoes. So this is what it meant to be a Guardian Prime, huh? To have the strength and insanity to do just about anything he wanted to, if he had enough Adepts to power his plans. 
 
    No. He shook his head. I can’t think like that. I’m not invincible, and I’m not Tellus the Mad. I can’t let it get to my head. 
 
    His last Adept, Ria, got pulled up through the floor.  
 
    “Over here,” Camellia told her softly, before leading her into the dark on the other side of the room. 
 
    “We made it,” Narcissa sent him. “I can’t believe we really made it.” 
 
    “Is he waking up?” Ria asked. “Can we explain things to him now?” 
 
    Rune scanned the darkness. “Soon,” he replied. 
 
    There was a wooden popping sound as Cam pried the lid off an ale cask. She dropped it over the hole, and the daylight blinked out. 
 
    “About that toast,” Cam said. “I have just the thing.” 
 
    That’s when all the glowlights went on. 
 
    Rune didn’t move as an entire contingent of Guardians appeared in the cellar, with all of their eyes—and weapons—trained on him. The glowlights lined the back wall, triggered by someone’s Adept. 
 
    In an instant, Rune counted twelve men. 
 
    Before his Adepts could cry out, they were silenced by the big meaty palms of the only three men who weren’t currently brandishing weapons. Lenore fought the most, her eyes wide, disbelieving. She bit the man’s hand, and he yelped, letting her go for an instant. It was enough for her to pull out her knife. 
 
    He went down with a grunt and a red splash of blood, but there were plenty more to take his place. 
 
    “Get off me!” Lenore screamed, thrashing. Despite her complete exhaustion, it took three of them to bring her to heel. 
 
    “Remind me not to get on her bad side,” Rune thought, and then winced for joking in this situation. Because, while his Adepts were being wrestled down, he didn’t move once. He had to stay where he was. Even though every cell of his body clamored to start killing, Rune kept himself stationed in front of Laurus Celtis. 
 
    After all, if Rune couldn’t keep himself between the king and the bolt of Cam’s crossbow, then Arens Redwood had already won. 
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    “I told you!” Lenore sent him. “I told you she was tricking you!” 
 
    “I know,” Rune sent her. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    And he was, but not for the reasons she thought. He tried not to think of them. After all, he was dealing with Camellia. She could control anyone that she touched. 
 
    This meant she had access to any information his Adepts had, provided she touched them. It wasn’t mind-reading, not like the night witch at the temple. But with bodily control, she could just command them to tell her things. Of course, Rune couldn’t be certain of this yet, but he’d rather not take the risk. 
 
    Rune, though—he was impervious to magic. She couldn’t do anything directly to him. 
 
    “Up to your usual games, I see,” Rune said to Camellia. 
 
    Cam smiled stiffly and tossed her head, which threw back her hood. It settled around her curtain of thin braids, and her black eyes met his. There was no glint to them. 
 
    Cam wasn’t here. 
 
    “You,” Rune sneered, his hand going to his belt knife. But Cam jerked the crossbow up threateningly, and he stopped. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Cam said, but Rune knew who was really speaking. He opened his mouth to say the name—Redwood, you bastard—but Cam raised a finger to her lips in a silent shhh. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk,” she tutted. “Don’t go saying anything you might regret, love, or else I’ll have to start taking pieces off these lovely ladies here.” 
 
    Rune closed his mouth. Right. Not even the Breeders themselves knew that Cam wasn’t their leader, and Redwood wouldn’t want Rune to out him. Not when he’d assigned Acer Drake to be Cam’s fake Guardian all these years, while in reality, Redwood controlled her from the shadows. 
 
    The only question now was: did Cam want that control? Had it been her or Redwood who led Rune to this trap? When she’d told him to come here, when she’d sworn to help him, it had been her voice, her expression, that delivered it. He wanted to believe in her. 
 
    Rune spoke then, to Cam. The words would reveal nothing. 
 
    “You know, I remember when we were kids,” he said. “I remember how you used to dance through the trees. You’d pretend they were bad guys, and you’d stab them from all angles.” He shook his head. “You killed so many trees.” 
 
    Cam scoffed. “I’m not that girl anymore. And you were a fool to think I’d still care about you.” 
 
    Rune said nothing. He’d planted a seed with his comment. One seed. 
 
    Maybe later, he would see it grow. 
 
    Rune’s expression hardened. “Enough of this crap. You’re going to take us somewhere, aren’t you? So get on with it.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Cam replied. “Just step away from Laurus here, and we’ll all be on our merry way.” 
 
    Rune shook his head. “You know I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Well, then I’ll have to—” 
 
    Rune went for his knife. 
 
    Cam’s crossbow fired, but with the last of his strength, Rune sapped enough energy to activate Agility on himself. He caught the bolt and slipped his knife into a throw-hold, raising his hand so fast it blurred. 
 
    Now, with a simple flick of his wrist, he could put his blade through Cam’s exposed throat. 
 
    “Stop!” Cam commanded as several more crossbows rose up to replace the one she’d unloaded. “Don’t shoot him. Not yet.” She studied him warily, her bow lowered. “You have super-speed, huh? What do you want?” 
 
    She understood what would happen if they fired. The bolts would kill Rune, but with Lenore’s Agility in his pocket, his knife would fly before he died, and it would find its target. 
 
    “The king stays with me,” Rune said, “until this is over. Otherwise....” He pointed his knife at Narcissa. “Otherwise, the Adeptus Prime gets it.” 
 
    As Narcissa’s eyes widened, Cam huffed a laugh, eyebrows rising. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “If you think that, then you don’t know me either.” 
 
    He watched her—watched Redwood—calculate the chances that Rune was bluffing. Rune kept his face straight and his eyes level. He couldn’t bear to look at any of his Adepts beyond making sure they were all still unharmed. 
 
    He felt their eagerness to use magic, but knew they were aware of how little they could do. Their kidnapping of Celtis had sapped them of all actionable energy, and it was all they could do to stay awake. 
 
    Rune himself had only enough to access Agility one last time. 
 
    Camellia put one hand on her hip, an old habit he recognized. She looked him up and down with a frown. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” she said, “but I can’t take the risk, and you know that, don’t you?” 
 
    Rune nodded, because he’d been banking on several facts that would lead Redwood to draw this conclusion. For one, the man had to be a psychopath, to do all the sick things that he did. And as a psychopath, he wouldn’t understand or recognize love when he saw it. He’d only see a young man bonded to a beautiful woman that he had only known for five days. 
 
    And when Redwood compared a beautiful acquaintance with the king himself... well, a morally bankrupt person like him would have strong opinions about which one was most valuable. 
 
    The second fact, though, was the cincher: Rune knew that Redwood wouldn’t dare risk the life of an Adeptus Prime. His Breeders didn’t currently control any woman with Narcissa’s raw potential. After all, if he’d already had a Prime in his retinue, she would have been sent to kill Rune by now. 
 
    Yet at the same time, the man was aware of Adeptus Primes like Narcissa, given he’d had an agent scoping out the night witches gathering at Tellus’ temple. Redwood knew how valuable a woman like Narcissa could be. In fact, he’d do just about anything to get his hands on her to add to his own power. He wouldn’t dare risk her life just to kill Rune and Celtis a bit faster. 
 
    Not when he thought he’d already won. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Just stay quiet, Your Majesty,” Rune whispered two minutes later, from his place on the floor in the back of Cam’s wagon.  
 
    Cam had honored his request to travel at the very back of their caravan, the third wagon in a line of three. Rune had orchestrated the positioning to stay close to Celtis, while simultaneously keeping his knife trained on Narcissa—all while five Guardians had arrows trained on him. 
 
    On him, though, not on Laurus Celtis. The man huddled under the seat bench behind Rune, and Rune sat on the floor in front of him. 
 
    “Stay quiet, huh?” Celtis hissed. “But I’m in such a mood for conversation.” 
 
    Rune smiled with one corner of his mouth. 
 
    He was the only one. Rune’s Adepts hadn’t spoken once. They’d all been bound at the wrists and ankles, and thoroughly gagged. They could have used mind-speak, of course, although two of them couldn’t, not really. He was hiding inside the closed tome of Narcissa’s bond, but even she wasn’t sending a word. 
 
    He kept himself from sending anything to her either. The last part of the plan had to stay a secret. 
 
    They passed through the city unnoticed. Everywhere Cam’s three wagons traveled, the citizens of Maple looked the other way. 
 
    “It’s an illusion,” Cam said after a while. “We’ve got an Adept who can make people see what she wants them to see, and she’s casting it over these wagons.” 
 
    So Cam was in there, somewhere. She had recognized his “what’s going on?” face, as she’d always called it. The old man has no idea what’s happening, she would tease him, anytime he was focusing hard on trying to figure something out. 
 
    Still, Rune didn’t bother trying to discern where this illusionist Adept hid. He didn’t need that information to kill Redwood. He wanted to be brought before the man. 
 
    “You know what I can’t figure out?” the king asked. 
 
    “I imagine a lot of things,” Rune replied wryly. 
 
    “What I can’t figure out,” the man continued, unfazed by his jab, “is why the man who kidnapped me is the one protecting me from my own Guardians who seem to be attempting to kill me.” 
 
    “It’s complicated, sire,” was all Rune could say. “But if you stay quiet, I’ll get you out of here safe.” 
 
    “Yes, because you are ever so trustworthy,” the king snapped. “Tellus take me, but it’s cramped down here.” 
 
    For that, Rune didn’t envy him. But sitting on the floor with crossbows aimed at you wasn’t exactly luxury either. 
 
    Finally, the caravan slowed, the front wagons tipping forward and disappearing over an incline. They headed down a road into the under-city, and when they passed the viewing ring around the Tree of Life sacred site, Rune understood why. 
 
    “You’re taking us to the Tree,” Rune said aloud.  
 
    This path would lead them to the temple complex that made up the thick walls encircling the sacred site. 
 
    “Incredible observation,” the king snipped. “Why, you should take up scholarship, with big brains like that.”’ 
 
    Rune nodded absently, barely processing the insult. It made sense that they’d be taken to the Tree. Arens Redwood was Minister of the Covenant, after all. He would need to be present during the Tree ceremony today, where all the year’s new Adepts would be put on display. 
 
    Where would he take them though? Not the Tree itself, where the crowds would be watching. 
 
    The public chapel, Rune concluded.  
 
    Inside the base of every sacred site was a public worship space with an altar. Locals and pilgrims would go there intermittently to worship the Tree and leave offerings. It would be deserted today, with all the excitement up top. 
 
    Seemed Redwood had a good sense of theater, then. Rune could make good use of that if he was careful. 
 
    He only hoped the Tree itself liked his offering... because it was going to be the bloodiest one yet. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rune brought up the rear as the line of crooked Guardians strode into the chapel. Although he had the king at his back and Narcissa marching ahead of him—one protected while the other remained vulnerable to Rune’s attack—Rune knew that all his control was an illusion. At any moment, Camellia could renege on her deal with him, and one of her hidden Adepts would kill Rune or the king from the shadows. 
 
    Rune was prepared though. It’d take him an instant to Shadow Walk, and he had ways of providing himself energy from there. He’d have his Adepts out of here in no time. 
 
    The thing was, if he did that, they’d survive, but lose.  
 
    Laurus Celtis would die, the Breeders would complete their coup, and Rune and his Adepts would be wanted across the kingdom. 
 
    The only way to win was to play this until the end, and he was already close. Soon, he’d meet Arens Redwood in person. 
 
    “You three—stay,” Camellia said to the Guardians holding onto Rune’s Adepts. “The rest of you can return to your posts. I have this situation well in hand.” 
 
    Rune made no comment as the Guardians obeyed her, exiting the room down the aisle between pews. He’d been to a few other Tree temples in the past, and this one gave off the same earthy aura. The long pews were built of different woods, each row a different color and grain. From blackwood to mahogany to pale, simple pine, the benches formed a brown-tinted rainbow. 
 
    The floor was maple, aside from the center aisle, where a carved scene of the Tree was set beneath glass. The glass caught the greenish light from the wall at the front of the room, on which was set a huge glowlight screen. 
 
    In front of the screen grew a tree, a small, cultured maple, kept stunted by its caregivers across generations. The glow silhouetted it from behind, cutting the light into fractals, like black lightning on a yellow-green sky. 
 
    It was before this tree that Rune and Cam came to a stop, facing each other from opposite sides of a small maple altar. Behind Cam, the three Guardians had forced Rune’s Adepts to their knees. Behind Rune, the king waited. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Celtis murmured. “We’re exposed here.” 
 
    “Feel free to run, Your Majesty,” Rune replied, his gaze on the maple tree. “If you think your chances are better anywhere else.” 
 
    He could practically feel Celtis’s scowl burning into his back. The man knew he wouldn’t make it two paces before one of those Guardians shot him and Rune both. 
 
    With a loud bang, the massive carved doors of the temple slammed shut. A beat passed, and then a man stepped out from behind the maple. He was tall and lean, his dark hair slicked back to both sides, giving him the appearance of a black-horned mountain ram. 
 
    His smile was an easy one, and his eyes were friendly blue. He looked like the type of guy who hustled gamblers in bars, able to act the fool until the right moment struck. 
 
    “Hello, Laurus,” said Covenant Minister Arens Redwood, stopping by Cam’s side. “Fancy meeting you in a place like this. I never pegged you as much of a worshiper.” 
 
    “Arens!” Celtis exclaimed, moving to step around Rune. “Thank the Tree—” 
 
    Rune smacked a hand to his chest to stop him. “I wouldn’t do that, if I were you.” 
 
    This gave Celtis pause, and then he looked at Cam, who had pointed her crossbow at the king as soon as he’d been about to step out of cover.  The three Guardians were also still keeping their knives pressed to the throats of their three captive women. 
 
    “Arens,” the king said. “What’s going on here? Explain this.” 
 
    Redwood only smiled, and Rune’s blood instantly boiled as he laid a possessive palm on Cam’s lower back. She didn’t flinch, and her expression remained flat as Redwood leaned close to kiss her on the cheek. 
 
    “Arens!” Celtis barked, his voice loud and close behind Rune. “What is the meaning of all of this? Answer me!” 
 
    Redwood’s gaze slid back to the king, then away again as he rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Laurus, Laurus,” he drawled, with a long-suffering sigh. “You never were very sharp, but this? It’s embarrassing. I would think that even you could figure this out by now.” 
 
    Rune waited for the pieces to click for the king. As they did, confusion slowly gave way to outrage. 
 
    “This is treason,” said the king. 
 
    “Not once I’m done telling the story,” Redwood replied. “And your friend Rune here has made it so easy for me. After his little stunt at the Adeptus Day parade, I’ve got an even better scapegoat than I’d originally planned.” 
 
    Yeah, I bet you do, Rune thought. Redwood could say Rune abducted him and then murdered him afterward. Dozens had seen the kidnapping. No one would question it. 
 
    Turning to Rune now, Redwood said, “Speaking of.... it’s a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance, Rune Tellarus. I’m only disappointed that this meeting will be short lived.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Rune replied. “If I had it my way, I’d tack on a few hours of torture before I let you die.” 
 
    Redwood cocked a dark eyebrow. “You do realize this won’t end well for you?” He swept a hand at his Guardian lackeys. “In case you didn’t notice, I hold all the cards here. One wrong move from you, and these two ladies die.” He indicated Lenore and Ria, who weren’t Adeptus Primes. Redwood didn’t need them. He had regular Adepts to spare. 
 
    Then he gestured to Narcissa. “And you expect me to believe you would kill this woman, just to spite me? If you throw your knife at her, I kill you and the king moments later, and I’d simply heal her before she bled out. 
 
    “Which means,” Redwood went on, “that this little plan of yours would achieve absolutely nothing at all.” 
 
    Rune didn’t doubt it. After all, Redwood had control of his own personal Tree outcrop. He had plenty of bark he could shove down Narcissa’s throat to heal anything except instant death. 
 
    But Rune had never intended to hurt her. In fact, he’d always intended the opposite. And it was time now to start making that happen. 
 
    He began to swim through the rivers of his bonds. 
 
    “If you really want to take that risk,” Rune said, “then be my guest, Minister Redwood. But we both know an Adeptus Prime is invaluable for an operation like yours. How many children could she produce in one lifetime, you think? How many of them would also be Primes?” 
 
    Redwood scowled. “Don’t presume to tell me my own business, Tellarus, or I’ll have to make your death last.” 
 
    In Rune’s head, the rivers came together, funneling into him to power his spell. He had to keep Redwood talking just a moment longer. 
 
    “All I’m saying is, she’d be quite the asset,” Rune said. “This thing you’ve got going, it’ll need a constant supply of fresh Primes, if you’re going to keep your men under control. Power responds to power, after all... and if you take the throne, you’re going to need even more of it to protect what you already have.” 
 
    Redwood scoffed. “You think I don’t have protection? You think I don’t already have my own Prime?” 
 
    Rune’s blood ran cold. That couldn’t be possible. If Redwood had a Prime, he would have sent her after Rune, because Rune was the biggest threat to his plans. 
 
    And if he had a Prime, then he had a trump card. Rune hadn’t accounted for that.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    Redwood must have read his thoughts, because he followed his claim up with a poisonous smile. “You seem surprised,” he said as he tugged Cam closer, forcing her to curve her body uncomfortably to lean into him. 
 
    And it was that movement, that possession, that made Rune understand. 
 
    Rune had assumed that Redwood would send everything he had after him, and Rune had been right about that. He just hadn’t expected to face a Prime with only one Guardian. 
 
     Camellia Birch, his best friend, was a Prime. 
 
    “Honestly, Tellarus, you should never have trusted her,” Redwood said, grinning as he nuzzled Cam’s braids. “Oh, there was a time she might have helped you,” he murmured. “But I broke that out of her a long time ago.” 
 
    Rune boiled to see Redwood touching her, knuckles whitening around his knife. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Rune said. “The Cam I know can’t be broken. And I’m going to prove it.” 
 
    And he struck. 
 
    Three veins of power, completely untapped until now, surged through Rune as he called them to action. Somewhere in the city, three people collapsed. 
 
    Iris, the Red Bitch, and Narcissa’s new Guardian all hit the floor where they had been standing. 
 
    As Redwood opened his mouth to speak, Rune used what he’d drawn from them to pull Narcissa’s Buff ability into himself. From there, he cast the spell outward— 
 
    Buffing all three of his Adepts at once. 
 
    As their bodies grew with coils of muscle, Rune shouted, “Now!” 
 
    Shocked as they were, his team needed no instructions. 
 
    They shot to their feet as energy and strength infused them, and the movement threw their Guardian captors back. Knives went flying, failing to cut through thickened muscle. 
 
    Redwood must have understood he was out of time, because Camellia fired her crossbow. 
 
    Rune threw himself before the king and took the bolt in the chest. 
 
    It should have killed him. Redwood would have loved that. Unfortunately for the Minister, Rune had taken precautions. 
 
    An hour earlier, after he’d kidnapped the king, Rune had borrowed the man’s dragon-scale shirt. To the confusion of Lenore and his other Adepts, he’d stolen the shirt right there, on the aqueduct. They’d been too tired to ask why or think twice about it. 
 
    Rune had counted on that exhaustion, even planned on it. It was what kept his Adepts from getting themselves killed. He’d made the entire kidnapping plan as energy-intensive as possible, in order to drain their power and make them look beaten. This in turn had made Rune appear defeated, which had gotten him into Redwood’s presence. After all, he was no longer a threat. 
 
    Or he wouldn’t have been, if he hadn’t had three sources of fresh energy close by, resting inside hotel rooms. 
 
    His entire plan had been built around this moment, although the dragonscale shirt had been a lucky bonus. Normal arrows and blades could not pierce it. 
 
    So Rune took the arrow. The quarrel splintered into shards from its own momentum, and he shifted himself into Shadow Walk, sheathing his weapon. 
 
    Like a gust of wind, Rune flowed over the altar and right into Cam. 
 
    She’d stepped in front of her master, to protect him, but Rune had expected this too. With a surge of concentration, he stole energy from Ria and Narcissa to fund his next move. After all, they were safe now, outside the carnage Lenore had brought onto the Guardians. Those three men were already dead or dying, while Ria and Narcissa were deBuffed and hiding between the pews. 
 
    Surging with energy, Rune phased through Camellia, emerging behind her. Then he reached his hand forward, and asked Narcissa to Buff him as he dropped out of his Shadow Walk form.  
 
    She gave him the power. His body protested. Every fiber of his being strained as he changed back from mist to muscle. Rune’s arm was trying to reform where it shouldn’t be— 
 
    Directly inside Arens Redwood. 
 
    For a moment, Rune thought he might lose the arm. It was a small price to pay for saving his Adepts. 
 
    But then his energy reserves overpowered even the bondmate of a Prime, and Rune solidified into a statue of muscle, and with another man’s Buffed arm caught in his chest, Redwood exploded in a fountain of gore. 
 
    Camellia screamed, and the temple doors flew open as two Breeder Guardians rushed to the rescue. Rune fell to his knees, spent. 
 
    And at the altar to the Great Tree, he prayed. 
 
    Please, let it happen, he begged. Please don’t make me kill her. 
 
    Another second passed. 
 
    And Rune got his wish. 
 
    Desire and lust rampaged through him. He was a twig in a torrent.  He wanted Camellia more than he wanted life. It was exhilarating, confusing, and it had the rough edge of tree bark and the twinkle of leaves. 
 
    That was the texture of Camellia’s soul. She had always danced through the trees. 
 
    Do you remember how you danced through the trees? 
 
    He sent her that message, and listened as she started laughing. It was almost a wheeze, since she was also weeping, overcome by passion and relief at the same time as loss. 
 
    “Yeah, I remember, old man,” she said, pivoting to face the two Guardians on wobbly knees. “Now take some of my energy, and help me kill these thugs. It’s like you said... we’ve got places to be.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Rune and his Adepts emerged from the sacred site compound and hailed a wagon to take them back to town. Their exit had been surprisingly bloodless. After all, the Breeder Guardians still believed Camellia to be their leader. The few who’d asked questions were easily dismissed, and the two who’d fought in the temple had died by her hand, supposedly as traitors to the cause. 
 
    Smooth as the escape was, they were all tired and blood-spattered by the time they made it out. Even Celtis looked like he’d been through a wringer. 
 
    “You, sir, are in a great deal of trouble,” Lenore sent Rune as the two of them led the vanguard onto the wagon. “If I wasn’t so damnably tired right now, I’d make you explain yourself. But I can’t keep my eyes open.” 
 
    “Everyone, take a rest,” Rune said aloud, indicating the padded benches of the wagon. “I’ll explain everything I can, once you feel better. But we’re safe now. I promise you that.” 
 
    Lenore snorted, but she did as he instructed, laying on the bench farthest away from him, and turning her back. Rune didn’t blame her for being upset, but she’d understand once he’d explained himself.  
 
    Exhausting his Adepts and using them as bait had been central to his plan to end Redwood. But if Rune had let any of them in on the plan, the information would've leaked to Camellia, and by extension to Redwood. In the end, she’d never asked them those questions, nor used her power to force them to answer. The secrecy might have been for naught, but even a small risk had been too big, when the stakes included his loved ones and the entire kingdom of Orennian. 
 
    Cam stepped into the wagon, pausing beside Rune. “You saved my ass back there,” she said, drawing his gaze into hers. 
 
    Rune grinned, squinting against the hard sunlight behind her. “Pretty good for an old man, don’t you think?” 
 
    Her face remained impassive. She was going through a lot of emotion, and it would be a long time before she processed it all. He’d need to be careful of her for a while. Rune wasn’t sure how deep Redwood had sunk his claws into her mind. It had to be deep, though, for him to be able to use her own magic against her. 
 
    “How did you know?” she asked. “That it was a trap?” 
 
    He nodded, his smile dropping. “Because I know you, Cam. You would never get involved with men like Redwood, not if you could help it. Which meant he had to have complete and total control over you. Which meant your little attempt to warn me was just him again, acting like you.” 
 
    Of course, he had also been prepared for the opposite.  
 
    If she hadn’t ended up “betraying” him in the Smoke and Bell, then their adventure could have ended in that cellar. It would have been easier, less bloody, but also a whole lot less cathartic. Redwood would be in prison, instead of in bloody pieces like he deserved. 
 
    Cam averted her gaze, lips pressing tight. “He made me do everything. I never wanted any of it... but I let him into my head. I was weak. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize, Cam,” Rune said. “You just have to go on, to recover from this. Redwood is gone, and he can’t control you anymore.” And I’m certainly too smart to try. 
 
    This last he added mentally, and Cam smiled again softly. “That’s good to know, but it’s beside the point. You were taking a huge risk in trusting me. You could have killed me back there, and it would have been safer and simpler.” 
 
    Rune had to marvel at how clear her words were, despite the fresh nature of their newly-forged bond. “Well,” he sent, “I’ll let you in on a secret: I’m not very good at ‘simple’ and ‘safe.’” 
 
    Cam snorted, rolling her eyes at that, and flicked a hand at him. She’d had enough conversation for now, so she slipped to sit between Lenore and Ria, who were already snoozing inside the wagon. Rune watched his old friend sink to the floor, her eyes following Celtis with suspicion. She wasn’t too keen on powerful men. 
 
    As for Celtis, the man of the day had settled into the bench opposite of Rune and Narcissa, looking thoughtful as he considered the ramifications of what he’d just witnessed.  
 
    Narcissa slid an arm around Rune’s back, and he did the same to her, pulling her close by the waist. They shared loving looks. 
 
    “Now we see if this was all worth it,” she sent him. 
 
    “If it’s not, I’ll make it worth it,” he replied. 
 
    “So,” Rune said to Celtis, “I’m sure you have questions, Your Majesty. How about we take the scenic route back to your palace, and I explain everything? It’s a bit of a long story, I’m afraid.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    And so Rune told the story of Rune the Gardener, most of it anyway. He left a few things out. For one, he claimed Narcissa was his only Adept, without admitting his other five bonds. He still wasn’t sure what being a Guardian Prime meant, but until he knew, he would keep it a secret. And unlike Arens Redwood, King Celtis was not aware of Rune’s Primehood. At least, he wasn’t yet, and it was safer to keep it that way. 
 
    Instead, Rune just described Lenore, Ria, and Cam as victims of circumstance, forced into hiding or service by the Breeders. It wasn’t hard to sell that particular story, since in several ways, it was true. 
 
    He also left out Cam and Narcissa’s status as Primes. Given he still wasn’t sure who had originally ordered Narcissa to be killed, it was safer for no one to know. 
 
    When Rune finished his tale, Celtis sat back and whistled. “That’s quite the yarn, son. Color me impressed. I’ll see to it the Breeders go down.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Rune said sincerely. “And I’m sure Camellia would be happy to help you. She’ll still be recognized as their leader, for now.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Celtis replied, nodding. “And what do you want for all this? For your service to the kingdom of Orennian, I’m sure a sufficient reward can be arranged.” 
 
    “All I want is my name cleared,” Rune answered him. He waved an arm at everyone else in the wagon. “I want all of our names cleared, even Miss Brattea’s. The Queen of Streets only ever acted against the Breeders. Her thefts and assassinations were all committed against them, and no one else. She deserves to take back her true identity, and all the lands and titles it entails.” 
 
    Celtis let out a sigh that seemed to age the forty-year old man by two decades. 
 
    “Well, that particular appeasement might be a little tougher to arrange,” Celtis admitted, “but I am the king. I’ll see it done.” 
 
    Rune nodded. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Celtis jerked his chin at Narcissa, who had fallen asleep on Rune’s shoulder, drooling all over his shirt. “And your young partner? Do you wish to remain bonded to her? If you would prefer it, I could give you proper training. Put you through an advanced Guardian school, so to speak. It would forever give you special privileges, to be one of my elites... but you’d have to start over with a new Adept.” 
 
    At this offer, Rune frowned. Celtis was suggesting he break his bond with Narcissa? That wasn’t supposed to be possible. There was only one way to do that, and he didn’t think Celtis was suggesting they kill her. 
 
    Which meant only one thing: there was another way to break a bond.  
 
    I knew it. 
 
    With this knowledge, Rune could free his other Adepts from any obligation to him, and he could get rid of Narcissa’s new bondmate. He’d sworn to break the boy’s bond to her, but it would happen even sooner than he’d thought. 
 
    “Don’t look so surprised,” Celtis said, chuckling. “Like I said, I’m the king. I have plenty of tricks up my sleeve.” 
 
    “So there is a way?” Rune said, his voice dropping low. “You know how to break a bond without killing either bondmate?” 
 
    “Know a way?” Celtis said. “Son, I invented it. Just say the word, and you and Lady Lumenz here can both go your separate ways, no harm done.” 
 
    Rune considered this. This exact offer wasn’t tempting. He couldn’t let Narcissa go, but if he asked Celtis to use it on that boy, and on Rune’s other bondmates.... 
 
    But that would reveal his status as a Prime, and Narcissa’s too. And those were secrets he’d prefer to keep. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you could just tell me that secret?” Rune said. “As a reward for my heroism, and all.” 
 
    Celtis chuckled and leaned away, against the back of the bench. “So you could sell it off, and spread it to all of my enemies? Sorry, son. I can’t give you that.” 
 
    Rune sighed. He’d figured as much. 
 
    “You just think about my offer, though,” Celtis said. “Elite Guardian-Adepts can go quite far in the world; it’s how Thomas Larch started out, and he was only a commoner. Besides, my own daughter is choosing a Guardian this year. If you’re lucky, she might choose you as her bondmate. I can’t say I would mind.” 
 
    Rune had to smile at that one. Flattering as it was, he already had too many bondmates to deal with. Six total, to be precise. 
 
    “I’ll take that under advisement,” he said. “But for now, let’s get you back to your palace.” 
 
    It had been a long journey out of Maple and down the royal road to Rue, but they were approaching the outer wall of the capital now. As the shadow of the wall drifted over their party, Rune turned toward it and took a moment to marvel. The great wall was enormous, easily four stories high, and composed entirely of twisted knots of roots. The shadow it cast was speckled with shards of light where the sunlight peeked through the roots. There were no spaces big enough for even a squirrel to crawl through, though.  
 
    At the same time, the wall seemed entirely scalable, with handholds galore… until Rune squinted enough to see its thorns. If he had to guess, those thorns were toxic. He made a mental note never to try breaking in—or out—of the capital. 
 
    As for the capital itself, he couldn’t see much of it past the wall, except for the palace. Even from an entire city’s worth of distance, he could see the great spiral of intertwined trees that made up the heart of the building. Many varieties of tree made up the spire, each one embracing the others, symbolic of the unity of the different regions of Orennian. Papery birch bark clung to fraying cedar, and smooth poplar hugged rough maple, while leaves of all shapes and sizes clustered over the terraces and pathways that encircled the palace. The trees themselves were massive, easily twice the size of even the most magically-modified tree he’d ever seen. 
 
    And topping it off, blotting out the noon sun, was the Tree of Life outcrop that had been copied onto the king’s parade float. It was truly a sight to behold. 
 
    Celtis slapped his knees. “Right, seems we’re home now. I’ll call some of my men.” 
 
    “I can run and go get them, if you like,” Rune offered. 
 
    “Oh, there’s no need for that,” Celtis replied, reaching into a pocket to pull out a small item. It looked like a blue-green gemstone, the same color as the king’s eyes. 
 
    Then it began to glow in Celtis’s hand, and he held it to his mouth. 
 
    “Calling all units near the front gate of Rue,” he said. “I need an escort up to the palace.” 
 
    Rune frowned at the rock, and Celtis returned it to his pocket. “That’s a pretty nifty trick you’ve got there,” he said. “Is that a valorglass? I thought you weren’t a Guardian.” 
 
    “Nope. Born dry as a bone, as far as magic is concerned,” Celtis said, patting his pocket. “But you’ve got a good eye. This is similar to a valorglass. It lets me communicate to any Covenant unit, anywhere, at anytime.” 
 
    Rune’s blood ran cold. He swallowed carefully. 
 
    “Did Redwood have one of those?” he asked. 
 
    “Nope. This is the only one,” Celtis replied. 
 
    Rune leaned back against the bench. “Huh.” 
 
    He tried to appear casual, to keep his tension from showing, and the sweat from beading on his brow. All he could think about was the valorglasses around two pairs of necks, in the seconds before the flesh blew apart. 
 
    Ivy, he remembered. And the night witch.... 
 
    Both of them had worn valorglasses. Both of them had been killed by them. As soon as they tried to tell Rune who they were working for, their valorglasses had ended their lives. 
 
    And whoever could speak through that glass was the same exact person who sent Ivy to kill Narcissa to begin with. 
 
    Slowly, Rune slid his arm back from Narcissa, but it was too late for him to do anything to the king. Three Covenant units were already racing toward the wagon from the gate, and if Rune tried to hurt Celtis, where the whole world could see him… 
 
    No. Not here. Not now. 
 
    He couldn’t do that to his Adepts, not when he’d just earned back their freedom. No, he had to do this the right way. He had to get answers. 
 
    And then, if the king was guilty…  then King Laurus Celtis would die. 
 
     “Hey,” Rune said, “about that offer to train me....” 
 
    Celtis had been waving toward his units, but now he turned to Rune. “Yes?” 
 
    “I think I’ll take you up on that,” Rune told the king of Orennian. “I’ve always wanted to be a Guardian, after all.” 
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