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Act 1: The Journey North




Chapter One




After he took the final step off the gangplank of the Queen’s Consort, Primal Conjurer Ryn Xaven resisted the urge to kiss the wooden pier. Finally! Land! He never wanted to set sail on any ship again. Persistent seasickness was a curse he wouldn’t wish on his worst enemy.

Thanks to the two-week trip by sea, the almost two-week trip from the Primal Academy to Airedale, and the additional detour they’d made to stop an ancient devil from possessing an innocent girl, they were behind schedule. Still, Ryn knew Ella and her parents should have arrived in Pasharal by now. There, with his letter, they would no longer fear the Righteous Sect.

Braedon, a town of almost two million on the southern tip of the northern continent, was even older and more crowded than Airedale, the port town in the Cridor Republic from which Ryn and his auxiliaries (plus Nephale) had sailed two weeks ago. The docks smelled like salt, fish, and offal, which meant the town didn’t make a great first impression.

In the distance, the port city of the nation-state of Clarion sprawled upward in successively rising tiers of two and three-story buildings of stone, wood, and tile, like the crenellations on a castle wall built by an architect mad with power. A number of narrow lines marked winding streets that were likely wide enough to allow three carriages to travel abreast. From this distance, they looked like winding rivers. Smoke rose from countless chimneys.

The city was essentially a series of descending crescent tiers leading to the sea. Some had existed naturally and others, according to his history lessons on the boat with Auri, had been dug out over time. Zigzagging roads ran up and streams ran down, though those streams were brown, not clear. Definitely not water he’d ever want to drink.

They were fortunate, however, that Braedon’s harbor was so deep. The Queen’s Consort (the only ship in port at Airedale of the size and with the necessary crane to take on and take off large cargo, including horses) rode deep in the water, and Ryn knew the ship couldn’t even dock at the shallower ports further north. That meant a longer journey over land.

Ryn had made clear leaving their horses in Airedale was unacceptable. While it would be easier to buy new horses in Clarion, who knew how they would behave? Plus, after nearly losing his agreeable black-and-white gelding when a devil-marked mage stole him, Ryn was never going to abandon Pebble again. He genuinely loved his horse.

A small group of soldiers in gleaming steel armor had assembled on the dock to greet the primal conjurer and his auxiliaries. One soldier stood at the forefront of the group, wearing a nice helmet and a bright blue pauldron the others lacked. He would be their leader.

The man with the blue pauldron bowed his head. “Welcome to Braedon, Primal Conjurer. My name is Captain Harris. It’s my honor to host you and your auxiliaries today.”

As planned, Ryn remained aloof. Instead Auri, his intimidating former instructor, walked past him in her Primal Academy best: her knee-high heels, her tight leather skirt, and the leather corset that lifted and put her ample assets front and center. More than one soldier shifted imperceptibly as they gawked at Ryn’s gorgeous third auxiliary.

“Where is Magistrate Atherton?” Auri asked imperiously.

Captain Harris expertly shifted his focus from Ryn to Auri. “I bring apologies from the magistrate, mistress. He was unavoidably delayed by local matters. I’ve already cleared a path for your retinue to our diplomatic quarter, and the magistrate sends along word he’ll meet with you to discuss whatever you need once this local matter concludes.”

Ryn was tempted to ask “what local matter?” but refrained. Every moment they delayed their journey increased the risk that Gloriana Langley, the leader of the second pegasus training unit at the Clarion Flight Academy, would initiate a scheme that would slaughter half the garrison and their rare pegasi along with them. They couldn’t get distracted.

“I suppose that will have to do,” Auri said coolly. She silently spoke over their mage bond. “Do you wish me to arrange a meeting with the magistrate later tonight?”

Ryn considered how boring that might be. “Would he be offended if we skipped out? Given our options, I’d much prefer to get you naked and toss you in bed.”

Auri’s face remained inscrutable, but both amusement and lust flowed back over their bond. “I do not believe freeing the magistrate to do his job would cause offense.”

“Then there’s no need to bother him. We’ll let him run his town in peace.”

The mental exchange took but a breath, with Auri maintaining her focus on Captain Harris. “After you complete our escort, inform the magistrate that a formal meeting will not be necessary. We have a schedule to keep, and we understand he does as well.”

Harris nodded. “I will let him know, mistress.”

While Ryn could handle mundane introductions, he preferred to let Auri do that for him. Also, knowing a woman as beautiful and confident as Auri would eagerly submit to his every whim remained a massive turn-on. He had bigger concerns than arranging a place to stay.

If he failed to ferret out the devil-marked mages conspiring to take over the world in Nephale’s dark future, the second devil war would start in seven months. Nations would fall. Billions would die. After twenty years of conflict, humanity would go extinct.

Saving the world was, as Nephale had once pointed out, a soul-crushing amount of responsibility. It made Ryn all the more grateful he wouldn’t have to do it alone. His auxiliaries (and Nephale) would stand at his side through it all, and their love would keep him strong.

Behind Ryn, the gangplank creaked. He didn’t look back because the bond he shared with Lena and Saphi assured him they were on their way down. Lena wore her red cleavage-bearing conflagration mage outfit with her blonde hair trailing in the wind, and Saphi was no less impressive in her silk white mage robes. Both took up protective positions at his side.

Finally, the creaking of wood announced one more woman marching down the gangplank to join him. Ryn glanced up so he could appreciate the lovely sight of Nephale. She had just polished her pale devil-horn armor, and her armored leather pants clung to her shapely and muscular legs. As she descended, the wind toyed with her glossy black hair.

He still owed Nephale a real date, and he owed Saphi, Lena, and Auri the attention he’d been too nauseous to provide on the boat. Now that he was no longer dealing with persistent seasickness, he intended to remind these women just how much he cared. As Lena subtly pressed close on one side and Saphi pressed close on the other, he knew they felt the same.

Ryn had made it clear to the captain of the Queen’s Consort that he expected the crew to unload his belongings first, including their horses, before any others. He knew Pebble, Regal, Quiet, Peaches, and Frost had enjoyed the trip even less than Ryn had, and he wanted to get them back on land as quickly as possible. They deserved a break from rolling seas.

Even so, and despite seeing this process occur in reverse two weeks ago, watching the large wooden crane on the Queen’s Consort unload their horses (along with a great deal of large wooden crates) left Ryn’s heart pounding with worry. What if the cables snapped? What if the crew had balanced the load poorly? What if a storm kicked up and tilted the ship?

He didn’t stop measuring his breaths until the large, flat, square platform hanging from the crane’s taut cables landed with a loud thump on the docks. Dock hands no doubt incentivized by Captain Harris swarmed the platform after it landed. As the slack on the crane’s cord relaxed, the cord swayed gently with the wind and sea.

They had been lucky a ship the size of the Queen’s Consort (with a huge onboard crane for loading and unloading cargo) had been available in Airedale, and their arrival had come with light wind and clear weather. There was no guarantee a ship big enough to have its own crane would be here when they returned. Still, that was a problem for future Ryn.

Soon after, a nervous dock hand marched Frost off the large platform. Ryn was unsurprised the big stallion had been untethered first. He suspected the only thing that prevented Frost from trampling the dock hand was the sight of Auri.

Frost relaxed at the comforting sight of his mistress. Auri took Frost’s lead from a male deckhand and stroked his flank. Frost lowered his head and snorted agreeably.

The dock hands had less of a problem unloading Ryn’s gelding, Pebble, and Peaches and Regal, the pale and chestnut mares. All were nervous but well-trained. Quiet, the small white mare Saphi rode, surprisingly proved the most trouble. She snorted and pulled at her lead until Saphi rushed over and calmed her horse. Quiet settled down after that.

“Let’s ride,” Ryn ordered his auxiliaries over their bond. He looked at Nephale. “Time to go.” Since they weren’t bonded yet, he gave her orders aloud.

The deckhands on the Queen’s Consort were, fortunately, among the best on the high seas. The horses were already saddled and ready to go with their saddlebags in place. That meant all he had to do was step up into the saddle and ride off.

Sitting atop Frost, who was already the tallest horse on the docks by far, Auri towered over Captain Harris and his soldiers. “You may now escort us to our lodgings for the night.”

“Yes, mistress!” Captain Harris personally led them into the city as his soldiers settled in around the procession of horses, which rode single-file.

Ryn settled Pebble into line contentedly behind Frost. By his command, Auri’s armored warhorse always took the lead. The other horses were more comfortable following Frost, and Ryn could see the path ahead while still having Auri and her steed clear the way. Few dared to bar the passage of an armored white stallion as intimidating as Frost.

As Ryn rode, he pulled his hood up to hide his features, then glanced at Nephale. She had her hood up as well, which meant anyone who saw her would remember her gleaming devil-horn armor and little else. Once they changed into less flashy clothes, Nephale would be a gorgeous but otherwise visually unremarkable woman.

Despite the notoriety of his title, people here didn’t know Ryn by sight. Anonymity would protect them in a city this large, and Nephale deserved a normal date. She deserved a normal life, and despite the intimidating task before them, Ryn was determined to give that to her.

Nephale and Peaches rode behind Ryn, followed by Saphi and Quiet, with Lena, as always, riding Regal as rear guard. Should they be attacked while riding, at least from behind, Lena needed a clear line of sight to toss her flames. Launching a flame burst past them would panic even the most well-trained horses, so Lena didn’t ride in the middle.

They left the docks and rode up a wide cobblestone street flanked by two of Captain Harris’s soldiers. More soldiers in both steel armor and simple leather stood at intersections along their route, holding the street clear for his procession. Ryn swept his eyes across roofs to make sure no one suspicious was up there and knew his auxiliaries were doing the same.

Given the size of Braedon, Ryn suspected they wouldn’t normally be able to ride horses through the streets without being slowed by foot traffic, wagons, carriages, and people. As they rode off the docks, a few glances up the ascending tiers showed him that the zigzagging streets to his left and right were jammed tight. The garrison had diverted traffic.

He suspected Captain Harris and most of his garrison had turned out today to clear the road up which Primal Conjurer Ryn Xaven and his auxiliaries would travel. He also didn’t miss the crowds gathered in the alleys and on the porches of the many shops, taverns, and houses to see the arriving celebrities. Some people waved or offered eager hails and greetings.

Ryn nodded to the crowd from inside his hood, but offered no other response. Auri had assured him that people would expect a primal conjurer to remain aloof. Still, he was surprised to be greeted by so many people who seemed happy to see him.

Perhaps the people of Clarion were simply glad to see a primal conjurer marching through their city. Ryn was a reminder that the power of the Righteous Sect watched over this city. The sect kept the people safe from devils and the devil-marked mages who served them.

Of course, the sect also hadn’t told him that sibyls like Saphielle could channel ether in the Firmament (the only type of mage who could). Being unable to completely trust the sect had complicated his quest to stop the second devil war. The only person he fully trusted was Executrix Valenda back at the Primal Academy, and her support remained a boon.

As Ryn glanced Nephale’s way once more, he caught her watching him out of the corner of her eye. She looked away as if embarrassed, but he liked that she’d been covertly watching him. He hoped she was looking forward to their second date as much as he was.

The journey through the city took over an hour, even with the road cleared. Ryn forced himself to remain stoic and straight in his saddle, even when all he wanted to do was relax. He still felt tired from struggling to eat and drink without puking his own guts up for two weeks, but he soldiered on. He needed to look strong and powerful for Braedon’s people.

As they ascended, they passed through a guard-staffed gate every so often. It seemed each level of the city had a checkpoint, which made sense both to regulate traffic and, he suspected, to keep those in the lower quarters from visiting the upper tiers. Every tier they ascended looked nicer than the last, which fit his understanding of how wealth worked.

Ryn had initially wondered why the road into the city swerved back and forth. It was now obvious that a road going straight up would require a grade untenable for wagons. Like a set of switchbacks carved into the side of a steep hill, the zigzagging main road provided a much more gradual slope. Unfortunately, it made the road longer by an order of magnitude.

It was a relief when they finally turned off the zigzagging street onto one of the highest levels of the city. It was an opulent-looking area, with huge gleaming buildings that looked like they’d been built yesterday. Because this was one of the highest tiers of the city, leaving the city tomorrow would take far less time. They were almost out of the bowl.

While Ryn couldn’t see over the roofs from his vantage point on the street, he suspected he’d be able to look all the way down to the docks from the balcony of whatever tavern hosted them tonight. That would be a magnificent sight. He could take Nephale out on the balcony and point out the features of Braedon to her (as he knew them) before they went out for supper.

When Captain Harris halted their procession after walking for over an hour in armor, the man did not appear the least bit winded, nor did his soldiers. This garrison obviously kept in excellent shape, but Ryn knew a focus on personal fitness and health to be common in Clarion... for those who could afford it. Not everyone had the luxury to work out every day.

The tavern to which the captain had delivered them was three stories, not two. The balconies and golden railings along its second and third floors suggested it would offer a fantastic view of the city. The tavern had the high, peaked roofs, golden trim, and gleaming windows of high-quality taverns... yet of all the luxuries he would experience tonight, a soft bed was the most welcome. Fresh straw or even a hammock on a swaying ship wasn’t ideal.

Harris inclined his head. “Welcome to the Hawk’s Perch, Primal Conjurer. The staff here will see to your horses and needs. Is there anything else you require?”

“Is there anything else you need from this man?” Auri asked Ryn over their bond.

“Nothing we can’t get from the folks here,” Ryn thought back. “Let the poor man get back to his job. We’ve stolen enough of his time for one day.”

Auri turned to Captain Harris. “We are fine, captain. You’re dismissed.”

“And add a thank you,” Ryn thought.

“Thank you for seeing us to the tavern,” Auri added.

Captain Harris clasped his hand over his heart. He pivoted precisely and led his soldiers back to whatever they were doing before they had to close the streets for Ryn and his procession. Town business could now resume.

Auri dismounted, and Ryn circled with his hand to give the rest of his procession an order to do the same. Five stable hands immediately emerged from the Hawk’s Perch, young but immaculately dressed. One for each horse. Ryn appreciated their efforts. He unhooked his thick travel pack from Pebble and waited for everyone to do the same.

Once he was certain their loyal horses were in the best of hands, Ryn followed Auri into the Hawk’s Perch while carrying his things. The interior was a balance of thick and luxurious rugs and carpets, wooden banisters polished to a sheen so intense he could see a hint of his reflection, hanging chandeliers and wall-mounted lighting he suspected were actually gold-plated, and people eager to serve. While he suspected he would eventually get used to opulence after a few more years on the road as a primal conjurer, he still appreciated it.

Ryn’s stomach still wasn’t fully recovered from the travesty of the past two weeks, so he ordered Auri to tell the staff to skip a banquet and show them to their room. Ryn planned to eat supper with Nephale anyway, while his auxiliaries could have food brought up to their rooms or tour the city on their own. He knew Lena was looking forward to a night on the town.

He had debated between going out with Nephale or going out with everyone instead, but both Lena and Saphi had insisted he should take Nephale out alone. She was the one who had the least experience in cities that hadn’t been burned to the ground. Auri would manage matters in his absence, a responsibility for which he trusted her implicitly.

Their suite was, as he’d hoped, on the third floor. The nice but sparsely furnished servants’ quarters stood right inside the main doors, which would make Nephale happy. The suite beyond had plush chairs and couches to spare, along with a shelf of books.

Ryn soon verified this suite was actually two suites joined by a single door, which was fantastic. Either he or his auxiliaries could have a whole room to themselves if they liked. This also meant they had two bedrooms in addition to the servant’s room, though Ryn had already decided he would only need one.

Other than Nephale, every last one of his auxiliaries was sleeping with him tonight. They might not get another chance for weeks. The thought of having Lena, Saphi, and Auri all in bed with him was a balm on his lingering seasickness. And one day... Nephale.

When she was ready.

Ryn decided they’d all sleep in the bedroom that didn’t have a balcony. That way, Nephale wouldn’t stress about assassins sneaking in on the third floor. In fact, he could suggest she sleep in the larger, nicer room to watch the balcony. While he would try to talk her into not taking a watch at all, he doubted he’d succeed. Whatever made her feel safe.

Once they were all inside, Ryn offered his auxiliaries a glance that suggested they all wait before settling down. Nephale silently walked around the room, disturbing the furniture as she looked for “devil steps.” From her, Ryn knew those to be runic circles left by devil mages, which could allow devils to bypass locked doors and even balconies.

After Nephale satisfied herself the room was secure, Ryn set down his pack and flopped down on the nearest couch. Before he could relax, Lena hopped into his lap. Sitting sidesaddle with her glorious cleavage on full display, Lena kissed him without any regard for anyone else in the room. Finally, he could return her attentions without his stomach bothering him.

As much as he loved the affection, he did have other plans. “Remember, I want to take Neph out for supper first.”

“I remember,” she thought teasingly as she pushed her tongue into his mouth. “I simply wanted to remind you what you’ve missed.”

“Flame goddess, I couldn’t forget you, even if I wasn’t madly in love with you.”

“Silly Ryn.” She slid seductively out of his arms, but she’d no sooner stood before Saphi dropped into his lap as well.

“Me too,” she demanded.

Ryn laughed and kissed her as well, though he remained conscious of Nephale pointedly watching the balcony. He hoped he wasn’t making her jealous. He’d trained all his life, understanding that he’d bond multiple women (the benefit and responsibility of his ability to draw all types of ether) but he couldn’t help but worry about how he balanced them.

Ryn never wanted any of his auxiliaries to feel left out or alone. He never wanted any of them to think he loved them any less than the others. If he and Nephale were already bonded, he wouldn’t have worried, but she’d said she wanted to date first.

He also knew Auri wouldn’t be dropping into his lap, not unless he ordered it... in which case she would do so at once. For Auri, instructing her on how to please him was the same as giving her a tender kiss. As Saphi cuddled contentedly in his lap, he looked at his third auxiliary.

“Auri, I’m going to change into street clothes before Nephale and I go out for supper and our date. I’m not sure when we’ll be back, so I want you to handle spell form practice for Saphi tonight and make sure the tavern staff knows we need extra pillows. After that, organize a bath for yourself and anyone who wishes to join you.” He knew how Auri loved her baths.

Auri gratefully inclined her head. “Yes, prime.”

He squeezed Saphi’s waist and smiled at her. “I’ll be back tonight.”

His first love rested her forehead on his shoulder for a moment. “My prime.” She smiled as she slid off his lap and rose. “You two better have fun!”

There was no double meaning to her words. Saphi was as sincere as they came. She cared about Nephale as deeply as any of them, especially knowing what a brutal and traumatic life Nephale had endured twenty years in the future. Saphi wanted to give her a better life.

The fact that his auxiliaries were so insistent that Ryn take Nephale on a date, alone, was another reason he loved them all. Nephale already fit well with everyone. Saphi adored her, Lena wanted to be her best friend, and Auri genuinely respected her as a warrior and a strategist. As for Ryn... he was most impressed with Nephale’s perseverance and heroism.

He knew he and his auxiliaries could never replace all those Nephale had loved and lost. They wouldn’t try. Ryn just hoped that they could eventually give Nephale a new family, one she wouldn’t have to watch die, and a life that wasn’t desperately fighting a losing war.

As he picked up his pack and walked to the bedroom to change, Lena approached Nephale and tapped her on the shoulder. Curious, Ryn paused to observe.

Nephale glanced at Lena. “Something wrong?”

Lena grinned. “Time to change!”

“Into what?”

“No dating in armor. I have dresses! You borrow.”

“But we’ll both be safer if I’m wearing my armor.”

Saphi approached from Nephale’s other side. “But if people see you in armor, Nephy, they’ll know you’re someone important. That could cause problems for you and Ryn.”

“Why would it cause problems?”

“Trust us,” Lena said. “Also, Saphi will fix your hair.”

“What’s wrong with my hair?” Nephale demanded.

Ryn smiled to himself as he headed into the bedroom to change. Now that he was no longer on public display, there was no more need for his heavy battle robe. The armored plates inside his otherwise flowing robe could repel blades and were proof against all sorts of magic, but the robe also marked him as a mage. That was too obvious for tonight.

It was difficult to buckle or unbuckle all the clasps on his robe on his own, which was why Saphi or Lena usually did it for him... preferably while gazing up at him while on their knees. Still, Ryn remained capable of taking his own robe off. He carried the heavily armored garment to the closet, hung it up, and returned to the bed in his small-clothes.

He’d just opened his pack when a knock sounded at the bedroom door. “Prime?”

It was Auri. He could just ask her what was going on through their bond, but her greeting didn’t sound urgent, just polite. Every time they spoke across the bond Nephale could sense it, and he understood the mental buzz to be annoying. So he’d just talk.

“Yes?” he called.

“May I come in? There’s another matter I wished to discuss.”

Ryn was wearing nothing but his small-clothes. Yet he’d been naked in front of Auri—and she in front of him—so many times he felt as comfortable without his clothing as he did with it.

“Enter,” he said.

The door opened, and Auri walked into the bedroom and closed it behind her. She batted not an eye at his state of undress. Her spectacles gleamed in the light of the window, and the light also highlighted her every fantastic curve.

“What’d I miss?” Ryn asked.

“I’d like to organize a supper outing for Lena and Saphi tonight. I will, of course, accompany them as chaperone. There are a number of fine restaurants in this city, and I’m certain they would enjoy dining at any number of them.”

While his auxiliaries didn’t need his permission to grab a bite, he loved that Auri was still organizing outings for her “students.” He supposed you could take an instructor out of the academy, but you couldn’t take the academy out of an instructor.

“That’s a fantastic idea, Auri. You all need a night out.”

“Thank you, prime.” Auri immediately began unbuttoning her blouse.


Chapter Two




Ryn eyed Auri in surprise. “Did you... do you need to change before you go?”

His former instructor’s deft fingers stopped on the third button, and then she glanced at him with obvious curiosity. “Did I misinterpret your desire for sex? I felt your lust for me when I stepped into the room. I am happy to address your needs now, unless you have other plans.”

As hot as it was to be surprised, Ryn knew how disconcerting Auri found it to be distracted when she was focused on other tasks. “Well, yes. I can’t look at you and not want you. I love you. But you don’t have to drop whatever you’re doing for me.”

Auri smiled warmly. “I will forever appreciate that you choose not to bother me when I’m occupied.” Her fingers resumed unbuttoning her blouse. “But I have no other duties at the moment, and so now my focus is on you, prime. Allow me to pleasure you.”

Before she’d finished fully stripping off her blouse, Ryn hauled her close and kissed her. She moaned softly and kissed him back. While their tongues played, he brushed his finger along her ear just the way she liked it. She shivered gratefully as he groped her eagerly before, together, they removed both her blouse and her bra.

He eased away and grinned at her. “We might have to make it quick.”

“That is my intent.” Auri slipped off her spectacles, set them on the dresser, and then dropped to her knees and stared up at him. “Would you prefer my throat or my breasts?”

“Uh... breasts.” Auri’s unique mixture of academic curiosity and genuine lust always amused him. She was still new at, as she called it, “improvisational sex.”

“Then allow me to prepare you, prime.” Auri pulled down his trousers. His former instructor locked her gaze with his to ensure he was paying attention, then tenderly wrapped her wet lips around his shaft. She worked her way down his length without breaking eye contact.

Ryn lovingly slipped his fingers through her short, black hair and took a firm grip. The view as he gazed down at her, with his cock sliding in and out of her throat and her huge breasts pressed against his thighs, was incredible. She was thirteen years older than him, at thirty-two, but her figure could have inspired a hundred goddess statues.

The way she shamelessly and obediently choked herself with his shaft would never cease to impress him. Even so, he had to remember to encourage her so she wouldn’t doubt herself. “You are doing that just right. It feels good. I love watching you suck me.”

He felt her delighted satisfaction over their bond, as well as her fresh determination to please her prime. She sucked harder than any woman he’d ever been with... though given how often Lena enjoyed “practicing” her deep throat skills these days, she was fast approaching Auri’s level of competence. Ryn had no doubt Lena would get there.

Auri’s lips soon slipped off him, and then she spit a noticeable amount of saliva into her cleavage. Ryn only now realized the reason she had throated him so hard was so she could build up her saliva. She never stopped planning ahead!

With the space between her breasts now suitably lathered with her own spit, Auri rose and guided him to the bed. Once there, she knelt in front of him, pushed her breasts together with her arms, and enveloped his cock in her cleavage. After she started milking him like the expert she was, Ryn leaned back and groaned in delight.

“That’s good, Auri. That’s so good.”

She continued to milk him eagerly until she sensed his peak approaching over their bond. Given it had been two weeks, it didn’t take long.

“Would you like to release on my face, prime? Or should I throat you as you peak?”

“Face,” Ryn managed, and fumbled for her hair again.

He gripped Auri’s hair and pulled her up just in time to paint her face, lips, and chest with his seed. While she opened her lips to catch what she could, he still made quite a mess of her. All the while, she smiled in delight and eagerly accepted her reward.

When Ryn released her hair and gazed down at her, he found Auri visibly content. The sight of his third auxiliary panting and covered in his seed was so enticing he wanted to throw her down on the bed and have her again and again. Yet now, he had a date waiting.

Auri dabbed at her wet lips with one finger. One eyebrow raised while her other eye, by necessity, stayed closed. “That was more than I expected.”

Ryn grinned. “It was a long trip.”

“Was that acceptable? Is there any way I could improve?”

“Not a one. Also, I truly appreciate your... initiative... in approaching me for sex.”

She looked pleased by his praise. “I will always be eager to pleasure you, prime.”

“I know.” He loved her earnest nature as much as her raw lust. When he realized she was still waiting for further instruction, he added, “You can clean up now.”

Auri walked to the dresser, pulled a handkerchief from her travel pack, and delicately cleaned herself. Watching her do that was almost as erotic as making her messy. She dressed as expertly as she had undressed, then donned her spectacles once more.

Once they were both clothed again, they walked to the door. Yet when she went to unbolt the door, Ryn touched her shoulder. “Is there anything you’ve forgotten?”

He asked the question gently, just as she’d been gentle when instructing him. Auri slipped her arms around him. She kissed him tenderly, the way she knew he loved to be kissed, and only eased away when she sensed his contentment over their bond.

“My prime,” she whispered softly... and with affection that made him warm.

He kissed the tip of her nose. “You are my star pupil.”

As Auri unbolted the door, her blush made her even more gorgeous. “Thank you. I’ll check on the others and notify you over our bond when Nephale is ready for you.”

“Sure.” Ryn stepped back. “Make sure you have some actual fun at supper.”

“Oh, I intend to.” She closed the door behind her.

After Auri left to check on the others, Ryn took a moment to refocus. His quick interlude with Auri had been exactly what he needed to clear his mind for his date with Nephale. Even though Nephale had made it clear she wanted him to bond her, he wanted to take their relationship at her pace. She’d been clear she had no experience with love.

Nephale needed to feel safe with him in a world she remained convinced was trying to kill her. Given all the tragedy she’d suffered and all the traumas she’d experienced, Ryn intended to be exceedingly careful with her. She might think she was ready for sex... but they were both going to make sure she was correct.

Ryn washed his hands thoroughly in the basin and splashed cold water on his face to ease the heat still flooding his body. He grimaced at the scruffy beard that had gathered during his two weeks trying not to vomit on the sea. That would feel coarse against Nephale’s face.

He returned to his pack and pulled out his small shaving kit. It had just enough cream left that he could do a decent job with a straight razor. He was almost done shaving when Auri contacted him over their bond.

“Nephale is ready to go out now, prime.”

“Great!” he thought back. “Out in a bit. I’m presentable, but I need to dress.”

“Should I let her know that?”

“Just tell her I’m still getting ready, and I’ll be out soon.”

“Do I have your permission to take the auxiliaries out for supper?”

“You do. Enjoy yourselves.”

Auri’s mental smile warmed him. “I hope you two have a wonderful date.”

Ryn washed off and then patted on some powdered deodorant as well. A bath would have been better, but there hadn’t been much opportunity for those on the ship. Traveling light while on the road also left him with few options for informal clothing.

Even the normal outfits he carried were more suitable for an appearance in a royal court than wandering around Braedon. He settled on the less ornate of the two outfits, a blue and gold silk tunic with matching trousers and a sturdy pair of fine leather boots. He would still strike passersby as a man of noble birth, but likely not a primal conjurer.

With his preparations complete, Ryn walked to the dresser and looked himself over. Given this clothing had been custom-tailored for him at the academy, it fit him exceedingly well. He wasn’t ready to greet a king, but he was definitely ready for his date.

Ryn left the bedroom and re-entered the main suite to find it empty. Was Nephale still in the other suite? “Neph?” he called.

“Balcony!” she called back.

Of course, she’d be out there. Ryn walked around the couch to head for the balcony. It was screened by now open bending doors. As he came in view of the balcony and the woman standing with her back to him, looking over the city, he admired his date.

Nephale wore a loose and flowing red dress that, while it fell to her ankles, was just translucent enough he could see the outline of her waist inside the dress. Ryn knew it was one of Lena’s dresses, and why Nephale was wearing it.

Lena must have allowed Nephale to wear this dress for him, for the first time, to make their date special. He loved his flame goddess. Of course, she’d offer Nephale her best dress.

The red silk coursed down Nephale’s firm ass like it was melted onto her skin. While the dress was high-backed, he could see the corded muscles of her shoulders above the collar. The sheer red dress was also sleeveless, leaving her muscular arms bare.

He’d long been aware of how toned Nephale’s arms were, muscular while still feminine, but seeing them in this dress highlighted her physique. Finally, her glossy black hair, which normally fell to the middle of her back, was bound up in braids that wound around atop her head. It was similar to the style Saphi had worn when they first met at the Primal Academy.

Ryn had no doubt Saphi had left him a message. Be gentle with her. He did, of course, intend to do just that. Still, the fact that Lena and Saphi had taken so much care to help Nephale get ready for her second date with him made him love them all the more.

Ryn joined Nephale on the balcony and looked out over the descending tiers of Braedon below. It was, as he’d suspected, a magnificent sight. The sun was now a melting red smear on the horizon, lighting the sea and tiled roofs in an orange glow.

Still, he was more interested in the woman standing beside him than the view. He glanced sidelong at Nephale to find her watching the ocean with curious intent. Lena’s dress had a plunging neckline that highlighted Nephale’s beauty to wonderful effect.

She had fantastic cleavage. Her tan breasts were larger than he remembered, just a shade smaller than Lena’s, and she’d obviously borrowed some undergarment from Lena that pushed them together and up. He’d ask Lena about that later tonight.

The fact that Nephale wore her devil-horn cuirass almost everywhere she went meant he never got to appreciate how great her boobs looked in a nice dress. That was an oversight they were going to correct tonight. As her green eyes met his, she cocked an eyebrow.

“You shaved. Why?”

“I wanted to be prepared in case I end up kissing you tonight.”

“What’s that got to do with shaving?”

Ryn took her hand. He pressed it to his cheek and flattened her palm on his skin. “Smooth. That way, I’m not scratchy against your face.”

She pulled her hand away. “I don’t mind scratchy.”

“Should I not have shaved?”

“It just feels unnecessary.”

“Men probably didn’t have the luxury to shave in your time, did they?”

“Most didn’t.” She shrugged. “But you do look nice.”

“Thank you!” Ryn grinned. “And you look incredible.”

Her brow furrowed. “Do I normally not?”

“No, that’s not...” He considered how to phrase this. “Neph, all I’m saying is that you look gorgeous in a different way than you usually do. Tonight, you’re a gorgeous noblewoman instead of a gorgeous warrior, and I’m honored I get to take you out on a date.”

She nodded uncertainly. “Well... I’m honored to be taken. I think.”

“So, where would you like to go tonight? Three options off the cuff would be a meal at a nice restaurant, a quiet walk through town seeing the sights, or competitive gutter climbing.”

“That last one is you making a joke.”

“Don’t be so sure.”

She finally smiled. “What would you like to do tonight?”

“Let’s go for a walk through the city first. We’ll keep our eyes out for a place to eat and stop when we’re hungry and a shop smells good. Do you like flowers? I could buy you some.”

“They’re hard to keep alive.”

“I’ll take that as a no.” He offered his arm. “Slide your hand through here and wrap it around my bicep. That way, we can stay together, even in a crowd.”

Her shoulders hunched. “But I...”

“There’s no devil mages in this city,” he gently reminded her. “Tonight, we’ll be one couple among hundreds of people on the street, and there’s constables watching for trouble at the end of every block. So tonight, you can relax.”

Her lovely brow furrowed. “That’s going to be difficult for me.”

“I know.” Ryn considered how far to push her. “But I’d like you to try to relax tonight, for us. Just enjoy our date in a safe city with fine people.”

“What do you mean, for us?”

“For you, because I want you to be able to worry less about being attacked in this time, and for me, because I want to ensure you enjoy yourself tonight.”

“Those both sound like they’re for me.”

“Not so! I want to take care of you however I can. If I can give you a lovely second date, I’ll feel like I’ve accomplished something. So that’s something for me.”

“Maybe.” She reluctantly slipped her hand through the crook of his arm and gripped his bicep. “If it truly makes you happy, I’ll hold your arm.”

“It does.” He patted her hand and guided her off the balcony. “Now, let’s go for a walk.”

Ryn guided her out of the room and even opened the door for her, which she looked to find more amusing than chivalric. They passed several other people and couples dressed similar to the two of them, but not nicer. That reassured Ryn they wouldn’t stand out.

By the time they stepped onto the wide, clean cobblestone street outside the Hawk’s Perch, dusk had settled in and the lamplighters had already been through. Fine-looking flames glowed inside glassed-in lampposts, ensuring Ryn he and Nephale would have no trouble finding their way around after dark. At least in this part of town.

Ryn led Nephale out into the street and chose to walk east. That would take them down into the city rather than up, but they would have to descend several levels before they got out of the nice part. As they walked, he watched Nephale out of the corner of his gaze.

Her head remained on a swivel despite the crowded streets. Several times, he felt Nephale involuntarily squeeze his bicep when a coachman shouted to clear the way before a loud carriage rolled past. He’d hoped a walk through the city would relax her, but if anything, being surrounded by this many people and this much noise was doing the opposite.

Worse, while many of the buildings they passed smelled absolutely delightful, the lines of nicely-dressed people milling outside suggested those restaurants had a wait list. Ryn could jump right over the line by announcing himself as Ryn Xaven, Primal Conjurer, but that would destroy his anonymity and Nephale’s.

Every time they passed another group of people on the street, especially if that group was on a path that would take them past Ryn, Nephale’s hand tightened on his bicep. She was constantly bracing to defend him from possible attackers. So what now?

He spotted a fine stairway leading down and realized that the crowded, winding road wasn’t the only option. Carriages and wagons had to stay on the road, but people could walk up or down steps between buildings to quickly change tiers. After the next carriage passed, Ryn guided Nephale across the street and led her to the nearest set of stairs.

She looked around in alarm. “Where are we going?”

“Down, I imagine.”

“Why?”

He could say that she tensed up for a fight every time anyone approached them on the street, or that she jumped in alarm every time a coachman shouted, or that she was acting like a skittish horse in a thunderstorm. But none of that would be fair given all she’d endured, so he decided to go with a far more reasonable and neutral explanation.

“It’s too crowded up here for me, and all of the restaurants seem like they’re full. I bet we can find something cheaper and less packed a few tiers down.”

As they descended the stairs together, Nephale sighed. “This isn’t fun for me.”

Ryn guided her to the bottom of the stairs and noticed that this path, for whatever reason, was far less crowded. They were alone for the moment, and the only way anyone could approach was from above them or below them on the stairs.

Ryn watched her patiently. “What don’t you like?”

“Everything.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“The heels on these borrowed shoes are too high. My balance is off for a fight. I’ve got no knife, so after I spend all my chaos ether, I’ll be stuck with my fists. People keep marching up without announcing their intent.”

“They’re just people, Neph.”

“You can’t know that for certain. And... I feel naked.”

He should have known she wasn’t ready to wear something as sheer as Lena’s favorite dress. “We can get you a less revealing dress.”

“It’s not the skin.” She pointed directly at the deep cleavage revealed by her shimmery red dress. “Anyone who gets lucky could stab me in the heart. One bad slash will take out an arm or leg, assuming I don’t get one in my kidney from behind.”

“I’m... almost certain none of that is going to happen.”

“And I’m not, so I can’t do what you asked. I can’t relax, especially when I’m clutching your arm like a child. I need room to protect you. I’m your guardian, not your... arm jewelry.”

Ryn nodded thoughtfully. “I really did plan this all wrong.”

When she looked at him again, her green eyes looked pained. “This isn’t you. I asked for a date. Saphi worked forever to make my hair look like this, and Lena... she got this dress for you. To wear for you. She made me wear it tonight instead. I tried to refuse.”

“Have you ever actually succeeded in refusing Lena?”

Nephale frowned. “Have you?”

“Once or twice. Those occasions remain my proudest accomplishments.”

She looked down at the stairs. “I’m hard to date.”

“Maybe, but you’re also worth the trouble.”

She glanced at him in obvious annoyance. “You don’t believe that.”

Ryn kissed her in the pleasant privacy of the dusky space halfway down the stairs. Nephale immediately tensed as their lips met, but Ryn kept the pressure gentle. He gave her every opportunity to pull away. She didn’t.

Finally, Ryn slipped away and smiled at her. “You’re worth all this trouble and more.”

She blushed brightly and looked at her feet. “Why would you want me?”

“Why would you ask?”

“Because I’m damaged.”

“That’s not true.”

As Nephale met his gaze again, her lovely features looked haunted. “You and the others did everything to make this night perfect. You gave me this dress and this hair, planned all this out so we could be alone, and all I can do is worry and complain. That’s damage.”

“You’re not damaged.” He kept his tone gentle. “You’ve simply walked a far more difficult road than the rest of us, and we understand learning to live in our world is going to take time. I want you with me, and not just as a mage or a warrior. As a woman. Remember when I told you why I love my other auxiliaries?”

“You said Saphi was kind and Lena was brave, and Auri made you feel safe.”

“That’s right. Do you know what I love about you?”

“My novel and refined sense of humor?”

Ryn snorted. When Nephale struck, she rarely missed. Still, he wasn’t going to let her deflect the conversation or talk down about herself any longer.

“It’s your resilience. Your overpowering drive to keep going in situations where I would have collapsed. I don’t know if I’ll ever be as strong as you. I don’t know if I could survive what you survived, but what I do know is you impress me. Through it all, you’ve remained kind.”

As she eyed him doubtfully, Ryn slipped his arms around her back and pulled her close. She hugged him, hesitantly and then with more commitment. Even so, he knew she was watching the stairs behind them for anyone who might approach.

“This isn’t so bad,” she admitted finally.


Chapter Three




After taking the time to enjoy a warm, genuine, and pleasant hug that left him tingling all over, Ryn eased Nephale away. He doubted simply offering comforting words would be enough. So how could he make their date fun instead of stressful?

“Let’s not walk around in a crowd,” Ryn suggested. “We can still get food, but we’ll go somewhere less crowded. And...” An idea came to him. “You can teach me about chaos ether.”

Her brow rose in surprise. “Why?”

“Two reasons. First, once we bond, I’ll need to know how to find it, draw it, and pass it to you. Second, if we find chaos ether, you can show me some of its spell forms. I wouldn’t mind the ability to summon a glowing blue blade whenever I need to defend myself.”

“It’s an ether blade, not a spell form.”

“So tell me more about your ether blade. Show me everything you can do.”

“And... that’s a date?”

“We’re making it one right now. Teach me about chaos ether, Neph! I think that’d be a great second date.”

As she considered what he was asking, her shoulders relaxed. She even smiled. He’d found something they could do tonight that didn’t make her feel awkward or nervous.

She waved him off. “Step back. I’ll summon my ether blade.”

Ryn took five good steps back.

Nephale raised one hand and manifested a glowing blue blade from thin air. It was even more impressive this close. While she wielded it easily with one hand, it was almost as long as Saphi. Its curved edge looked impossibly sharp.

“That’s an amazing blade,” Ryn said appreciatively. “And it’s not a spell form?”

“No.” Her blade vanished back into the ether. “I keep it in the Firmament.”

“You can store things in the Firmament?

“Just ether. The blade is manifested chaos ether. It took... well, it took me a year to gather enough. The academy taught me glyph-etching. That’s how my blade keeps its form even when I put it back in the Firmament.”

“So you can put ether into the Firmament?”

“Sure. I sheathe it, but not in this world. I pull it like you draw it.”

“And the blade just follows you around in there?”

“Close enough.”

Ryn loved this idea. “Could it kill devils in the Firmament?”

“I have. When I went into the Firmament with Jessup, that’s what I did. Blade mages were designed to fight devils in the Firmament and without.”

“That’s incredible.” Ryn smiled as he imagined how much easier it would have been to kill Simula, the devil who’d tried to possess Ella Tanamount, with Nephale’s blade. Perhaps, if Saphi hadn’t managed to channel stop, he’d have done so. “So can I make one?”

“We’d need chaos ether. A lot. And you’d have to do your own etching.”

Ryn groaned as he remembered long sessions of trying to carve ether-absorbing glyphs into normal weapons with dead men screaming in his ears. “I hated etching.”

“It was a pain.”

“Still, let’s save the specifics for another night. Is there any chaos ether around here?” He was constantly aware of the Firmament, though he only saw ether when he looked for it.

She took a look around. “No. It’s oddly uncommon in your world.”

“So let’s look for some. You lead, I’ll follow. Tell me when you see it.”

“All right. Stay close.”

“And since I’ll be behind you, do you mind if I check out your ass while we search?”

Her lips quirked. “Weren’t you going to do that, anyway?”

“Yes, but it’s more fun for me if you encourage me to do it.”

“Fine. Ogle all you like.” As she walked away, he was certain she was swaying her hips more than she had been before. “But I’m keeping my eyes on the road.”

Now that she was leading the way and not attached to him, Nephale seemed less nervous around other people. The crowds also thinned out as they descended the city’s tiers. Ryn suspected only the truly wealthy had the time and energy for nights of leisure. Those who worked all day for a living would be making food at home or rolling into bed.

As they searched, they eventually ended up four flights down from the tier where they’d started. These buildings were still in good shape, but all were obviously older than those above. Many showed their age in the form of cracked stone, frayed wood, and dirty glass. The crowd was thinner down here as well, mostly merchants and laborers, judging from their clothes.

These people were going somewhere to start or close a deal, or walking to their nice homes on Braedon’s upper tiers after closing up shop below. Nephale subtly adjusted to give anyone they passed a wide berth. If anyone found their behavior odd, no one commented on it.

Eventually, Nephale looked down a narrow alley between two buildings. “There!”

She hurried into the alley with Lena’s shimmery red dress trailing her ankles. As Ryn hurried to follow, he found the alley narrow and smelling of piss, which was better than some he’d frequented. Pieces of rotted wood and other less pleasant refuse also waited.

The buildings that made the alley were two stories of wood and stone, difficult to climb. If someone came in after them... well, that was the reason Ryn had flame burst and Nephale had her ether blade. Any cutpurses would be unpleasantly surprised.

Nephale knelt in the alley in a way that, unfortunately, caused her dress to pool around her legs. As it piled up against the cobblestone, Ryn tried not to wince. The stone looked clean due to a recent rain, but still. Lena was going to be upset if they ruined her nice dress.

Nephale glanced up at him from her crouched position. “See it?”

Ryn focused on the spot she indicated. He could see all sorts of ether motes floating in this alley when he looked... flood ether near the puddles, wind ether drifting in the air, even a faint hint of nature ether where local wildflowers had defeated the stone.

He shook his head. “I don’t see any unfamiliar ether.”

“But you’re a primal conjurer.”

“That is weird, I’ll admit.” He crouched beside her and examined the spot she’d indicated. “That I can’t see the ether, I mean. Not my title.”

There were pieces of rotting wood as well, and as Ryn examined them, they looked less like random pieces and more like puzzle pieces. Perhaps an old waterlogged basket had been here, and someone had... broken it? As he looked at the wall, he noticed something else.

The small spatter of dried black was obvious. “That’s blood.”

Nephale peered at the wall. “You’re right. I missed it.”

Ryn glanced around the empty alley once more. He saw no signs of a large pool of blood, though any recent storms would have washed it away. Still, some staining always remained. Whoever’s blood marked that wall hadn’t, at least, died in this alley.

He considered the inconsistency in their perceptions of the alley. “In your time, you say there’s a lot more chaos ether?”

“Most everywhere, yeah.”

“So where wasn’t it?”

“What do you mean?”

“You said you saw it everywhere. Where did you not see it?”

Nephale’s brow furrowed as her stare went distant. “Never saw much in the academy. Or in the forts.”

“But it was everywhere else?”

“Most of the time.”

“And how often was that everywhere else a battlefield?”

She came back to the present and focused on him with fresh intensity. “You think chaos ether comes from battle?”

“Could it?”

She looked at the dried blood on the wall again. One fist clenched, then unclenched.

“This is a peaceful time,” Ryn said cautiously. “There is conflict, but most of it is personal. I’m tossing a guess off a cliff here, but I’d bet two people had an altercation in this alley. It came to blows, or someone pulled a club. Someone bled, but no one died.”

“How do you know no one died?”

“No death ether. Death mages are uncommon enough at the academies, so the chance of one walking down this random alley in the middle of Braedon and drawing it out is non-existent. Animals don’t come here to die, except rats, and they don’t leave much ether.”

She extended a hand and then a finger. “Well... watch.”

As she swept her hand through the air near where she’d indicated, her finger flared briefly in a color Ryn had never seen. Bright purple. She twirled the ether and pressed her palm to her chest. The ether vanished.

Ryn nodded. “So now we know why the academy never taught me about chaos ether. In our time, we must not know about it. Just like portal ether, we don’t know it exists.”

Nephale frowned in obvious frustration. “It’s odd that you can’t see it, though.”

“Maybe I don’t have an affinity for chaos ether. I couldn’t see the portal ether Saphi drew from the Firmament by that pool in Shale until she drew it, after all.”

“But primal conjurers have affinities for all types of ether.”

“All ether the academies are familiar with. Chaos and portal ether might be different.”

“But you must see it. How else could you...” She paused, as if grappling with something.

Ryn immediately knew she was hiding something from him, and as he sensed that, a conversation with Lena weeks ago flashed through his mind. A conversation about the mysterious primal conjurer who had led Nephale and her friends in her time.

“Because whoever this Jessup guy was, he was smart enough to figure out how to use portal ether, transfer that to his auxiliary, give her a way to embed it in my chest, and send Neph twenty years into the past to stop his war. I want to think he was clever and desperate, but the more I think about it, the more I wonder if we should trust everything Neph says.”

“I tell you. She is honest.”

“I believe that, Lena, but if Jessup’s bond does what she said it did... which was commanding her to do things... then he could have commanded her not to be honest.”

Nephale looked at the wall again. “We’ll look for more.”

Ryn debated pressing her on whatever she’d not said. She’d started to look like she might even be having fun before she hesitated, and he decided tonight was not the night to push her. Not when she was already on such unfamiliar ground.

Ryn straightened. “We should do this again with Auri.”

As she stood, Nephale eyed him in surprise. “You want Auri on our next date?”

He snorted. “No, I mean, once we all have time, we should go look for chaos ether together. What we’ve figured out... that you can see chaos ether and I can’t... that’s interesting, Neph. That’s the sort of contradiction the scholarly mages at the academy live to solve.”

“Your mages are different than mine.”

“I’d bet so. In our time, we have the luxury of investigating aspects of ether that aren’t related to warfare. Auri’s devoted half her life to that sort of study. If we tell her what we’ve figured out, she’ll be eager to explore it with us. It’s something we can all do as a team.”

Nephale looked more comfortable as it became clear he wasn’t going to press her on whatever she’d almost said before she stopped herself. Yet before she could say anything else, an older and annoyed female voice echoed down the alleyway.

“You there! What are you doing by my shop?”

Ryn turned in alarm to find an older, broad-shouldered, gray-haired woman walking down the alley toward him, waving what looked to be a rolling pin. Their eyes met as Ryn turned, and hers widened. She obviously hadn’t expected nobles.

The woman lowered her head. “Apologies, sir! I didn’t mean to shout.”

Ryn glanced back at Nephale to find her already in a combat crouch. He casually gestured with a back-facing palm to urge her to relax. He doubted a middle-aged woman in threadbare clothes was a threat. He also knew she’d find this very weird.

“I apologize as well, madam,” Ryn said. “It seems we might be a bit lost.”

As the woman looked up once more, she frowned. “Lost?”

“Yes. We’re visitors, you see. New in town.”

Ryn could imagine the dozens of jibes and taunts this woman might offer about why two nobles who clearly had no idea where they were would choose a dark alley, of all places, to wander down. She said none of those, of course. She’d been conditioned not to sass nobles.

He decided not to offer his last name or title, primarily because he didn’t want her to be any more intimidated. “I’m Ryn. Who do I have the honor of addressing?”

She looked suitably amused by his snooty greeting. “Well... you can call me Giselle, sir.”

“Sorry if we gave you a scare, Giselle. As I said, we got turned about down here.”

Giselle eyed them for another moment before she offered what seemed to be a genuine smile. “Well, what were you looking for?”

“Somewhere pleasant we could eat.”

Giselle sniffed. “Not going to find much of that sort of thing down here. We’re all common folk, you know. Most of us eat at home.”

“But when you do eat out down here, where would you go?”

“Begging your pardon, sir⁠—”

“Ryn,” he corrected gently.

She frowned. “Well... Ryn... dressed like that, you wouldn’t want to go anywhere you’d go down here to eat, especially with your... companion... dressed in such finery. Unless you’re keen to get your pockets picked.”

It seemed they had no choice but to head back to the upper levels and the crowded restaurants and the laughing people that made Nephale nervous. Or did they? As Ryn eyed the woman’s rolling pin, he realized it was caked with fresh flour.

“Do you run a bakery, Giselle?”

“Sure, I bake. But for the locals.”

“Well, would you be willing to bake a meal for us? A supper, perhaps?”

She eyed him doubtfully. “Why would you want to eat down here?”

“My companion isn’t comfortable eating at the crowded restaurants on the upper levels. She might be wearing a lovely dress, but she borrowed it from a friend. She’s far more comfortable down here, on a horse, or on the road.”

As Giselle peered past him, the change in her features told Ryn she saw it. Nephale had the muscles of a warrior, not a noblewoman. Ryn hoped she wasn’t still in her combat crouch.

“So we came down here looking for somewhere a bit less stuck up,” Ryn continued. “As you said, there’s not much open. I have a fair bit of coin. Does your bakery have tables?”

“We do.” She stood taller. “But I just closed up for the night.”

“Consider reopening. If you’d be willing to cook us a nice meal, I’d be willing to pay you the same price we’d pay for something I can’t pronounce on the upper tiers.”

Giselle stared in surprise. “You’re not joking, are you?”

“I’m passing through Braedon. I don’t live here. So tell me. If we wanted to purchase a fine meal for two on the upper tiers, what would it cost us?”

“Two queens,” Giselle said immediately. “Three if you wanted wine.”

So the cost of a single fine meal in the noble part of Braedon would buy twenty nights at a small inn like that formerly run by Ella Tanamount and her parents. Fortunately, coin was the one problem he didn’t have... thanks to the Primal Academy.

Ryn nodded. “Then I’ll pay three queens for a private meal, prepared by you, in your bakery. And some wine.”

“But...” Giselle’s mouth parted slightly. “I don’t have any wine!”

“Mead, then. Apple, if you have it.”

“I’ve got basic honey mead for good customers.” To her credit, Giselle had accepted this idea quickly and rapidly moved on to the bargaining phase.

“That sounds fine. Honey mead it is.”

“And it’ll be two queens, not three. Since I’m not serving wine.”

The fact that Giselle had bargained herself down told him she had exaggerated the price of a meal on the upper tiers. Now that Ryn had accepted, she must feel guilty. She seemed like a savvy woman, so she wouldn’t give up a queen unless she felt guilty.

Her taking down the price made Ryn feel even more comfortable with her. Giselle seemed like an honest woman with an honest job (baking) and nothing like the people he’d seen above. The nobles frolicking on the upper tiers weren’t bad people, necessarily, but they had no idea how everyone else lived in the vastness of their city.

Eating in a bakery with Nephale would eliminate any crowds, allowing her to relax. A private meal in a small local shop, with just the two of them, alone, would be storybook romantic. That was a good second date.

“You’ve got a deal, Giselle. Could you show us to your bakery?”

She pointedly gestured at the wall to her right.

Ryn chuckled. “Fair enough. Could you show us to the door?”

Her wry smile returned. “Why not? I can’t say the deal we’ve made is anything like one I’ve made before, but I can cook. You’ll get your money’s worth.”

“I believe you,” Ryn assured her.


Chapter Four




Giselle didn’t offer a menu once she set aside a private table for two inside her closed-up shop, but it wasn’t necessary. She offered a choice of meat stew or fish broth, and both he and Nephale pounced on the meat stew. The delicious smell of cooked sausage clued them in.

Giselle’s bakery doubled as a small restaurant. While it only had eight tables and a long bar, the floor looked worn from constant use. Ryn suspected Giselle got a crowd in here on a good day, which boded well for their supper.

Better yet, after she took their orders and lit some candles for them, Giselle vanished into the back. That left Ryn alone with his date in a bakery that smelled like fresh bread and cooking sausage. Nephale remained a vision in her red dress, especially by candlelight. A candlelight dinner for two had worked out well in every romance book he’d ever read.

Still, he wasn’t sure what to say to Nephale while they waited. Before the silence could get too awkward, Giselle returned with two mugs of light-colored mead.

Ryn thanked her and sipped one, then smiled. “This is fantastic.”

Giselle cackled as she headed back into her kitchen. “Wait until you taste my stew!”

Nephale tentatively sipped her cup. Her green eyes widened, and then she took a much longer drink. Ryn gently touched her wrist.

“Easy there. Save room for our meal.”

She eyed him suspiciously. “How’s mead going to stop me from eating?”

“If there’s a lot of bread, which I suspect there will be, that’ll expand in your stomach.” Ryn lowered his voice. “Also, we don’t know how much of the good stuff Giselle actually has on hand. I suspect she wants to impress us, but I don’t want to bankrupt her.”

“You’re paying two queens for a meal that costs a duke or two.”

“I don’t mind maximizing her profit. She seems like an honest woman working a hard job, and I imagine she’ll appreciate the windfall a lot more than the folks upstairs.”

Nephale took another long sip, then set down her mug. “You’re too nice.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“No, it’s just... I didn’t expect this.”

Ryn grinned at her befuddled expression. “Did Jessup tell you I’d be an asshole?”

“He said he’d pull a primal conjurer out of the Firmament. Said I had to touch you to transfer that ether. He didn’t tell me anything else.”

“But you said I’m not who you expect.”

“I expected a mage who’d bond me against my will to force me to stop his war. I expected a mage who’d murder a stable girl and get on with his life instead of risking himself and everyone else to save her and her family.”

Ryn’s grin faded. “I can’t just⁠—”

She gripped his hand. “It’s not a complaint.” She squeezed. “When I say you’re too nice, Ryn, I mean... when you act like this, it’s distracting. It distracts me. I like nice, so when you’re like this, it makes me...” She hesitated. “I like you more.”

“Oh.” He relaxed. “Well... thanks.”

As she blushed again, her smile was much warmer than it had been. “Sure.” She released his hand and sat back in her chair.

Their supper that night turned out to be freshly cooked sausage in a meat stew with spice and vegetables, warm buttery rolls that were so fluffy they all but crumbled in Ryn’s mouth, and more honey mead that was some of the best he’d ever tasted. No wonder Giselle could afford a bakery this size. She was one impressive cook.

Ryn had scarcely finished his soup when Giselle brought out another plate of buttered rolls. He groaned and waved her off. “This is divine, but I’m not sure how much more I can eat if I want to walk home tonight. I don’t want you to make food we can’t eat.”

“I could eat more,” Nephale said eagerly.

Giselle chuckled. “A woman after my own heart.” She looked to Ryn. “Eat what you want and let me worry about the rest. Is there anything else you’d like?”

Ryn smiled at her thoughtfulness. “One more round of honey mead, if you have it.”

“Coming right up.” She hurried away.

Nephale snatched another buttery roll and tore into it. As she did so, some melted butter dribbled down her chin and dripped directly onto her chest. Ryn’s eyes widened as he watched the droplet roll down, and Nephale glanced down at herself as well. Then up at him.

“Um...” she said uncertainly.

Ryn considered their options. “We don’t want to get butter on Lena’s dress.”

“No.”

“So should I⁠—”

“I’ll get it.” Nephale traced a finger along her breast to pick up the butter, raised it to her lips, and then, as if she’d only just made the decision, sucked it off as her eyes held his.

Ryn’s grin widened even as her blush grew brilliant. Despite her embarrassment, she didn’t look away. He’d never imagined a woman eating butter off herself could be this exciting.

He leaned close and lowered his voice. “That was hot.”

She actually giggled. “So, people do this on dates?”

“If you like the person you’re with.”

She abruptly looked to the window. “I like you, so... there.”

“I like you, too, Neph. This is a really good date.”

Giselle returned with their mugs not long after that. Ryn sat back and enjoyed the view as he and Nephale finished their mead. The fact that the bakery was spinning a little assured him the mead was stronger than Giselle had let on.

Once Giselle had left them alone again, Ryn noticed Nephale had slowed down on the bread and stew. “Are you full?”

“I am. But there’s food on the table. Feels wrong to leave it.”

“Like Giselle said, let her worry about that.”

She eyed him curiously. “So now we... head back to the room?”

“Not yet. That was a big meal, and some exercise would be good before we collapse in bed. I also want to see more of the town first.”

He didn’t add that he wanted to hold her and kiss her under the stars before he headed back to the Hawk’s Perch. He’d take her somewhere and suggest the idea. Given how much their date had improved since its disastrous beginning, he suspected she would enjoy that.

When Giselle returned, Ryn placed three queens on the table. She watched him uncertainly. “We agreed on two.”

“We did, but that was before I knew how good your food was going to be.”

“I don’t need charity.”

“This isn’t charity. I believe people should be paid what their labor is worth, and your food is worth this. Not to mention you re-opened your bakery just for us. This has been...” He glanced at Nephale, who smiled. “Fantastic.” He looked back at Giselle. “This was exactly what we needed tonight, so please accept that I’m paying you what tonight was worth to me.”

Giselle slipped the queens off the table and pocketed them. “Won’t argue with that.”

“Though, before we leave, I do have a question for you.”

“What’s that?”

“Are there any good overlooks down here, away from the crowds? Places where two people could relax and look over the town?”

Giselle looked between them knowingly. “There’s a lovely little park maintained by the sect a tier down. Head west after you leave, take the first flight down, then back east. It’s a quiet spot that should be empty this time of night, with a great view of the city.”

“That sounds fantastic. Thank you.”

“But keep an eye out,” she cautioned. “Most folks down here are honest, but every so often, you’ll run across a rougher sort. If you don’t like who you see, walk away, and don’t be afraid to shout if you feel threatened. Even if a guard doesn’t hear, it might scare them off. “

“We’ll keep all that in mind.” He rose and looked at Nephale. “Ready to go?”

She rose as well, then wobbled on her feet. “Room is spinning.”

Giselle grinned at her. “Did you want the mead without the alcohol?”

She focused on her surroundings. “I don’t usually get tipsy.”

“I don’t have a cure for that, I’m afraid, except more bread.”

“I’ve got her,” Ryn assured Giselle. He offered Nephale his arm and was pleased when she took it. “We’ve kept you up long enough. Thank you for a lovely meal.”

“Well, thank you for being such a lovely couple.” Giselle smiled warmly and walked to her bakery door, then opened it for them. “Keep an eye out on the way home. I’m not kidding about seeing the rougher sort up here, especially past dark.”

“We’ll be careful.” Ryn led Nephale out of the bakery, and was pleased when she leaned on him for support. She finally seemed comfortable with being close... or maybe it was her being tipsy. Either way, having her hanging off his arm made him tingle all over.

The street down here still had lamp posts, but they were dimmer and spaced further apart than those above. Even so, Ryn had no problem following Giselle’s directions. He even stopped once they descended the first tier, eased Nephale into the shadows, and kissed her.

She kissed back far more eagerly than she had last time. She slipped her arms around his waist without being asked. He slowly slid his hands lower on the back of her silk dress, but he stopped at the small of her back.

She pulled back in concern. “Am I... did I do something wrong?”

He smiled to reassure her. “Nothing. I just want you to enjoy dating at your pace. So if I do something that makes you uncomfortable, or you feel like we’re moving too fast, tell me.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Are you asking if it’s okay to squeeze my ass?”

“At the moment? Yes.”

“Thanks for checking.” She reached back to grip his hands, slid them down to cup her ass, and leaned into kiss him again.

Ryn soon pushed her up against the side wall of someone’s house. He felt guilty about it not being his house, but Nephale was enjoying the contact. Their kisses grew more heated as his hands roamed. Lena’s silk dress felt amazing.

His hands were sliding up her sides when she pulled away again. “Wait.”

He stopped. “Too much?”

She was flushed and breathing hard. “I thought I was ready. It’s just⁠—”

“It’s okay.” He squeezed and released her. “Thanks for telling me.”

She eyed him nervously. “You’re not mad?”

“Not one bit. This is how dating works. We only do what we both want.”

“I want to let you touch me,” she assured him hesitantly. “Just... another night?”

“The chance to touch your boobs is the best excuse for a third date I’ve ever heard.”

She giggled again, and it sounded so different from her normal serious tone that it warmed his heart. He wasn’t sure if it was the dress, or the mead, or the fact that the street was empty of everyone else, but she finally seemed relaxed. She was enjoying their date!

“Want to head down to the park?” Ryn asked.

The smile she offered was both warm and grateful. “Sure.”

He offered his arm. As she took it, her amused expression suggested she was humoring him. He appreciated her consideration.

They descended the steps and followed the directions from Giselle. While they passed other people on the street, all kept to their side and seemed focused on getting to wherever they needed to be. These were working people heading home after a long day.

Ryn spotted the tall stone steeple before he saw the church. This was a small building, likely a church to a local deity from Clarion’s past before the Righteous Sect moved in to claim it. The gleaming silver star on the steeple’s top was far newer than the rest of the building.

It also, just as Giselle had promised, was attached to a small but immaculately maintained park. Two flowering trees stood like sentinels at each end, and there were several stone benches where people could sit and look down the descending tiers of the city to the sea.

Ryn guided Nephale into the grassy park and then to the stone bench. He motioned grandly with his forearm, and she settled down on the bench facing the sea. Ryn sat beside her. He was pleased when she scooted over and bumped her hip against his. He slipped his arm around her waist.

She leaned her head against his shoulder as they stared over the sea. They sat together on the beach as waves crashed below and the cool but salty wind toyed with their hair. She was warm. He was warm. It was a wonderful night.

Finally, Nephale nuzzled his shoulder. “Thank you for tonight.” She kissed his arm, then looked up. “You made this work for me. I... never thought I’d get to go on a real date.”

He squeezed her hip. “We’re going to go on plenty more.”

“Sure. But... I just want you to know I appreciate this. Everything. It’s perfect.”

“Good.”

They cuddled close once more. They stared out over the sea as smoke from countless chimneys drifted by below. Ryn had just turned to kiss her again when the sound of boots scraping stone alerted him to someone else joining them in the park.

Ryn glanced behind him and then stiffened as he spotted three... no, four broad figures approaching. All were male, and all were dressed more like the people he’d seen sleeping in shacks down by the sea than the working-class folk on this tier. They wore rough spun clothes with visible holes and stains from whatever they’d slept in.

These must be the ruffians Giselle had warned him to watch out for. Yet Ryn didn’t stand as fast as Nephale, who spun around and fell into a combat crouch. He remembered to grip her wrist at the last moment so she wouldn’t do anything rash.

“Hold,” he ordered Nephale calmly.

The four men fanned out around them to block all escape. Ryn expected the tallest of them to be the ringleader, but instead, the shortest man among them stepped forward. He offered a crooked grin that showed yellowed teeth.

“Nice night for a stroll,” the yellow-toothed man said airily.

Ryn said nothing.

“You lost?” Yellow Tooth asked.

Ryn held his gaze. “I know exactly where we are. Are you lost?”

The other men chuckled menacingly and in unison. Ryn had to credit them for their coordination. He glanced at Nephale to find her glare unsettling. She obviously didn’t understand why Ryn didn’t channel flame burst, but things hadn’t escalated to that point.

“Please don’t get the wrong idea, good sir,” Yellow Tooth said amiably. “We’re just out for a stroll, like you. We don’t intend any mischief tonight.”

Ryn eyed him. “That’s a relief.”

“You see, we work for the sect.”

He swept his gaze across each of them in turn. “You all work for the Righteous Sect?”

“That’s right! We’re garden keepers.”

“You mean groundskeepers?”

“Same thing around these parts.” Yellow Tooth gestured grandly. “So, you see, the sect asks us to tend this little park. It’s not a cheap park, mind you. Lot of work to keep it looking so nice. The church isn’t rich, either, so they’re always looking for donations.”

Ryn nodded as if Yellow Tooth was making all the sense in the world. “So you’re here to collect a tithe on behalf of the church?”

Yellow Tooth placed both hands on his hips. “I knew you were a smart one!”

These weren’t devils. They weren’t even devil mages. They were people, and while they might be annoying and smelly people who’d decided to resort to thievery, and they had interrupted a perfect date, that didn’t merit a death sentence.

Ryn knew what this man and his band of ruffians had seen as they walked by. Two well-dressed nobles alone and a long way from home. It’d be easy to get them to cough up their coin with a little menace. No one would get hurt and everyone would go home alive.

Yet while he understood their plight, giving them coin would only encourage them to try this again. He was also carrying enough coin that losing it all would be a significant impact on their finances. He looked at Nephale, who was still watching him like he’d gone insane.

“I’ll handle this. Just be ready to back me up.”

The tall man behind Yellow Tooth chortled. “Need the lady to hold your hand?”

Ryn eyed him again. “If I’d let her handle this, you’d be dead already.”

Yellow Tooth’s eyes narrowed. “Now, sir, you wouldn’t want to anger the sect. We’d like your tithe. Everything you can spare. Pay your share and you can be on your way.”

Ryn settled into cleansing stance, a position from which he could easily channel any spell form he knew. “Here’s where you’ve miscalculated in your clever plan. We’re not nobles. We’re mages. That means if you force the issue, this ends badly for all of you.”

The tall man in the back chuckled loudly. “Tell us another one!”

“I’m telling you the truth. We’re mages. We’re not giving you our money, and if you try to force things, we’ll hurt you. Step aside and we’ll be on our way.”

Yellow Tooth’s eyes narrowed. “I thought you’d be smarter than this. I suppose a lesson is in order, after all.” He pulled a long, spiked club from where he’d hung it on his back.

Nephale multiplied. Ryn had just enough time to shout “Stop!” before she attacked. Her glowing ether blade froze what looked to be a hair’s width from the back of the tall man’s neck.

That man turned, gasped, and fell on his ass as he scrambled away. The other two men scattered and drew clubs. Ryn drew time ether.

He and Yellow Tooth moved at the same time. The horrified ruffian stumbled backward as Ryn expertly completed the spell form for stop. The man slowed, then froze.

Around them, the other three scrambled away from Nephale as she spun about, blade raised and teeth bared. She could have skewered all three of them in the space of a breath. Ryn was grateful she’d listened, because otherwise, these men would be dead.

“Take a close look!” Ryn shouted.

He pointed at Yellow Tooth, who now hung frozen in a backward flail. The man was visibly off balance. His mouth hung open and his eyes remained wide.

The tall man and the other two stared in horror. “What did you do?”

Ryn offered his most dangerous grin. “I taught him a lesson.”

One man dropped his club.

Ryn swept his gaze across the now terrified trio. “He’ll start moving again... eventually. If anyone else would like to become a statue in this park, test me again!”

The three men scattered and ran. As Nephale glared after them, Ryn walked close but stopped without crowding her. She was breathing hard, and this was angry breathing.

“They’re gone now,” he reminded her. “We’re safe. You’re with me.”

Teeth bared, she looked around once more before unclenching her hand. Her glowing ether blade, previously suspended above her head, vanished into the night. She shoved him hard enough he stumbled back.

“What was that?” she demanded.

Ryn raised both hands. “Neph⁠—”

She shoved him again. “Why risk yourself?”

The raw hurt and fury in her tone just about broke his heart. A moment ago, she’d been as relaxed as he’d ever seen her. Enjoying a night where she felt safe.

Now, her eyes were darting around like they had the night she’d dived through a portal in the past. Adrenaline filled her body as it reacted to memories of battles long past. Those bastards had undone every last shred of relaxation he’d given her tonight.

Ryn watched her calmly. “We didn’t kill them because they were thieves, not devils.”

“They could have hurt you!”

“They never had a chance of hurting me.”

“You can’t know that! What if one had been a devil?”

“They weren’t. No one got hurt, no one died, and that’s a good thing. We kill devils and devil mages. We don’t kill people, not unless we have no other choice.”

“But they...” She faltered. “They had...” She pointed at one of the abandoned clubs. “They drew on us!”

“And I know how alarming that was, and I know how much you had to fight your instincts to not cut them apart like other threats you’ve faced. Thank you for listening to me. For trusting me. You can’t imagine how much it means to me you did that.”

Her lower lip trembled. “You can’t get hurt.”

“And with you around, that won’t ever happen. But you need to trust me to evaluate the threats we face and give the appropriate orders. I promise you, if I thought those men were a threat to me or you, we’d have killed them before they could blink. But remember, this is my world, not yours. I know how my world works. Trust me to decide when we fight.”

Nephale glared at him, but she couldn’t hide how terrified she remained. “What if waiting to defend you gets you killed?”

“I’ll be careful, but I’m in command. Deciding when and who to fight is a responsibility I can’t pass off to others. When we kill, we do so on my orders.”

She glared a moment longer, then took several deep breaths. When Ryn stepped forward cautiously, she raised a hand to halt him.

“No more fooling around. I’m taking you back to the Perch, and we’re staying there. I can’t protect you out here.”

Ryn nodded solemnly. “Lead on. I’ll be right behind you, and I’ll stay close.”

Nephale walked off at a pace he had to work to match. She never asked which direction they needed to go, and Ryn never had to correct her. Even once they were back on the fine street leading to the Hawk’s Perch, she didn’t slow down.

Ryn caught amused glances from other people and couples enjoying the night. They likely saw a young and gorgeous noblewoman stomping away from an abashed looking nobleman. What offense had Ryn given, they’d wonder? Had he accidentally insulted her? Kissed her without her blessing? Touched something he shouldn’t?

Ryn ignored the amused looks. He focused on Nephale, who focused on the street around them as if devil soldiers could leap out from the shadows at any moment. He hated that their night had ended like this, but no one was dead and they were alive.

He would talk to her when she was ready. For now, he just wanted her safe.


Chapter Five




Nephale insisted on leading the way up to the third-floor suite, and when a servant at the Hawk’s Perch made the mistake of asking her if she needed something, her glare sent the woman scurrying aside. Ryn mouthed a silent apology as he followed close. Nephale ascended the stairs, alert for threats, and headed for the double doors to their suite.

She stopped and glanced back one more time, probably to ensure Ryn was following, then pushed the doors open and stepped inside. Ryn hurried in after her. At her firm gaze, he turned and threw the bolts. Only then did Nephale stride away.

“You’re back!” Saphi called happily from the next room. “Did you...” She gasped at the sight of Nephale storming in and, likely, Ryn’s confusing mix of emotions.

Ryn hurried into the main room of the suite to see Auri watching them from a nearby couch, a book propped in her lap. Lena sat on the other couch, with Saphi sitting in the only chair. All three women wore purple silk robes and, he suspected, nothing else.

The gleam on their skin and the dampness of their black, blond, and brown hair suggested they’d just returned from a delightful bath. They’d all been ready to go straight to bed... with him. Now, their sleeping arrangements might be a bit more complicated.

Saphi stood first. “What happened?”

Nephale glanced back at Ryn. “I need to change.”

He nodded. “Understood.”

She stalked off to the other suite. As Saphi made to move after her, Ryn raised his hand in warning. Saphi stopped, hesitantly, and stared with wide and worried eyes.

“The date went really well,” Ryn said. “Up until the point thugs tried to mug us.”

Auri set aside her book. “Are they dead? Should I contact the magistrate?”

“No one’s dead, just shaken up. Worse, Neph was almost entirely relaxed before they showed up, which makes me wonder if I can ever get her that relaxed again.”

“Oh, Ryn.” Saphi slipped her arms around him. “I’ll talk to her.”

Ryn hugged her close. “No need. I think what she wants right now is to change out of that dress, get her armor on, and be alone.”

“Why alone?” Lena asked.

“I’m not sure if she’s angry with me for holding her back or embarrassed about how she reacted to those thugs, but either way, I think it’s better to let her make herself comfortable and approach us when she wants to talk. She may not even want to talk tonight.”

“So what do we do?” Saphi asked worriedly. “To help her?”

“Be ready to listen when she’s ready to talk. That’s all we can do.”

Saphi snuggled close. As she did so, Ryn glanced regretfully at Lena and Auri. “I really did want to have all three of you in bed tonight, but we might have to change our plans.”

“That can still be arranged, prime,” Auri said confidently. “If Nephale is willing to take the first watch, I will take the second. After you’re satisfied, of course.”

“No,” Saphi said. “I want the first watch.”

Auri tilted her head in curiosity. “You wish to speak with Nephale alone?”

“If she’ll talk to me. If not, I’m just going to give her a hug.”

“I can also take a watch,” Ryn reminded everyone.

The look his auxiliaries gave him put an end to that suggestion.

“I’m just offering!”

Saphi squeezed his arm. “Don’t. The journey over the sea was rough, and knowing you were suffering was like torture. We want to take care of you tonight.”

Lena hurried over and wrapped herself around his other arm. “Your night.” Her lips quirked knowingly. “Though you get head start with Auri.”

Ryn gave her rear an affectionate squeeze. “I was simply instructing her!”

Lena pushed up on tiptoes to whisper hungrily in his ear. “So instruct me. I need more practice.” Her hot fingers tingled as they slipped down his side.

The sound of the door to the other suite opened. All of them turned to Nephale to find her not in armor as they’d expected, but instead in a silken tunic and trousers. Sleep clothes.

Ryn barely controlled his expression. “Is everything all right?”

Nephale watched them calmly. “I’m tired. Can you help me sleep?”

Ryn was floored by the huge amount of trust Nephale was now placing in their hands. She was asking for a night without nightmares, a night where the only way she could wake up was after Auri used cleanse. She trusted them to do that for her.

Ryn smiled. “We’re always happy to help you sleep. Are you ready now?”

She nodded and looked at the door to the bedroom.

Ryn disengaged from Saphi, then Lena. He walked over to Nephale and took her hand. When she didn’t object, he guided her to the bedroom. She went languidly, almost like she was in a trance.

Saphi entered behind him, then Lena. Auri walked in last, then paused at the open door into the large suite. “Shall I take first watch, prime?”

“Don’t bother.” Nephale stared at the huge bed and a dozen pillows. “We’re in the middle of a city of two million people, on the third floor of an inn in the safest part of that city, surrounded by guards. Bolt the door and we’ll call it a night.”

Ryn squeezed her hand. “You don’t have to do anything you’re not comfortable with.”

“I do, actually.” She slipped her hand from his and faced him. “You said if we’re going to be together, I should trust you to know your world and judge its level of danger. So be honest and don’t spare my feelings. Do we need a watch tonight to be safe?”

Ryn had expected a lot of reactions in the aftermath of their encounter with those thugs. Nephale trusting him to guide her through his world was one he hadn’t expected. Perhaps he’d made more progress than he’d thought.

“No. We don’t need a watch tonight for all the reasons you’ve mentioned. We’ll bolt the door and sleep lightly, but we can all relax.”

“If you say we can sleep, we’ll sleep.” Nephale looked at the others. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a pain about the watch.”

“Oh, Nephy!” Saphi threw her arms around Nephale before the other woman could even think of stopping her. “We just want you to feel safe. That’s all.”

“You safe with us,” Lena added. She walked past Ryn and stopped on Nephale’s other side. “You protect us. We protect you.” She glanced at Ryn. “And he protects us all.”

“You never need to hide your concerns from us,” Auri added as she walked to stand by Ryn’s side. “We will always welcome your council. But Saphi and Lena are right about us protecting one another, and Ryn is right about the watch. We must trust our prime.”

A trace of Nephale’s smirk returned. “I just said I did.” She looked at Ryn. “I trust you.”

With everyone pressed close, Ryn wrapped his arms around both Nephale and Saphi. The three of them cuddled before Lena joined them. Ryn glanced at Auri to find her watching.

“You want in on this? There’s room for one more.”

She adjusted her spectacles. “I’m simply happy to see everyone getting along so well.”

Lena snorted loudly. “We make her sandwich later.”

It took Ryn a moment to realize Lena wasn’t suggesting they make Auri some food.

Saphi slipped away to give them space, as did Lena. Ryn walked Nephale to the bed, and she pulled aside the covers and climbed in. As Nephale glanced across the bed’s magnificent length, she looked back at him for reassurance. “I’ll be fine in the bed?”

“You’ll be right beside us,” Ryn promised. “We’ll watch over you.”

“But you’re all going to be having sex.”

Ryn chuckled. “I can’t rule that out.”

“I can sleep elsewhere.”

“No. It’s a big bed, and we’ll give you all the space you need. We want you near us.”

“Well...” She considered. “As long as it’s all right.”

“And all we’ll ever ask you to do is sleep.”

“Tonight, sure.” She settled onto her back and then, after a moment, rolled onto her side. She offered a tired smile. “Ask me again tomorrow.”

He leaned close and rubbed her shoulder. “Ready now?”

“Yes.”

“Then good night, Neph.”

“Good night... prime.”

Ryn drew and traced nature ether across her forehead. She went out like a candle. Once he was certain she was sleeping peacefully, Ryn stepped back, focused, and channeled torpor, the life ether spell form he’d learned to put someone into an incredibly deep sleep.

Nephale would not have nightmares tonight. She would sleep peacefully, and she now trusted Ryn and his auxiliaries to protect her while she slept. All of them had come a long way from when they’d met by a cold pool outside Shale.

He glanced at the others. “This is good. Right?”

Saphi beamed at him. “This is really good. I know the ending to your date was horrible, but the rest must have gone really well if she’s willing to trust you like this.”

“I hope so.”

Lena kissed him on the cheek. “You good to her. Good to all of us. We knew.”

“I couldn’t imagine doing this any other way.”

Auri walked forward and gripped his hands. “Then take us to bed, prime. As you pointed out, we’ve had a long journey. We already discussed our plans for tonight, and we all agree that it’s well past time where we reinforced our mage bonds.”

“But I don’t have a comfy sleeping robe like all of you.”

Lena pulled the sash at her belt apart. She shrugged off her robe to reveal her gorgeous, tan, and naked body. Her golden hair gleamed in the lamplight.

“Borrow mine?” Lena asked knowingly.

Beside him, Saphi slipped off her robe as well. He glanced at her to find her still clutching his arm, but now, of course, she was naked. She pressed close and smiled up at him shyly. “We’re all yours tonight, love.”

Auri stepped back and, holding his eyes all the while, untied the sash on her own robe. It tumbled off her body to reveal her huge breasts and wide hips. She smiled in satisfaction as she felt Ryn’s reaction over their bond.

“You planned this all ahead of time,” Ryn said calmly.

Auri slipped off her spectacles. “I will not deny we conspired in the bath.” She walked to the nightstand, set her glasses down carefully, and pulled aside the sheets. “It pains us all that your travel over the sea was so difficult. We wish to make that up to you tonight.”

With a naked Saphi clutching one bicep and a naked Lena clutching the other, Ryn walked around the bed to where Auri had pulled the sheets open for him. He stopped there as she rose. Auri slid her hands beneath his tunic and slipped it off.

Once that was done, Lena dropped to her knees at his side and grabbed his trousers, then glanced at Saphi. She did the same on the other side. They slid his pants off together. He stepped out of them and looked up just as Auri’s hand came to rest between his legs.

He smiled at Auri. “Need me to instruct you tonight?”

“For the moment, I’m confident I know what to do.” She began stroking him through his small-clothes.

Ryn slid one hand around Auri’s left breast. “You’re doing great.” While still groping Auri with increasing intensity, Ryn pulled Saphi in close. She giggled in obvious delight and then kissed him. Ryn almost jumped when a warm tongue slid across his balls.

Still playing with Auri’s breasts, Ryn broke his kiss with Saphi to look down at Lena. She was already on her knees, blonde hair coursing down her back, smiling up at him as Auri stroked his erect length and Lena slipped his balls in and out of her wet, hot lips.

Ryn knew if he let her, the two of them would pleasure him like this until he released all over their faces. As tempting as that was, he wanted to be generous with everyone tonight.

He glanced at Saphi. “On the bed, love.” As she padded away, he slipped one hand through Lena’s hair and the other through Auri’s. “Not yet. I have another idea.”

Both of them complied with his instructions, though Lena looked a bit miffed at having her reward delayed. Saphi eagerly clambered onto the bed, and Ryn slid in beside her. He relaxed against the firm wooden headboard and pulled the sheets up to his thighs.

Saphi wrapped her arms once more around his bicep and sighed contentedly. The toes on one of her feet traced their way down his leg. Ryn glanced at his other auxiliaries.

“Lena, you’re on my lap. Auri, right here.” He patted the bed.

Lena hopped onto the bed, straddled him, and kissed him hungrily. Auri clambered onto the bed as well, huge breasts swaying with gravity. It was a lovely sight.

Ryn watched Auri until she settled at his side, looked to Lena, who straddled him with her hands resting on the sheets, and then at Saphi, who clutched his arm and stared hopefully from his other side. He was going to get very little sleep tonight... and now, he had an idea that might help them on the road.

“How would you all feel about trying something special tonight?”

Auri smiled warmly. “I will do anything you wish.”

“Same!” Lena added. “What you wish?”

“Well... I think we should try to form a quadruple bond.”

Saphi smiled. “Is that even possible?”

“It could be,” Auri said thoughtfully. “In Shale, you slipped your fingers inside Lena and Saphi so you could penetrate them both, and then all of you peaked at the same time.”

“But no one was riding him that night!” Saphi said excitedly. “So if he adds his...”

“Cock,” Lena added helpfully.

Saphi barely hesitated. “If one of us rides him while he fingers the other two, he could penetrate all three of us at the same time! But can we synchronize?”

“I have an idea about that,” Ryn said. “With my fingers inside two of you, my arms are pinned. I can’t draw life ether. But Saphi, your hands will be free. So you could⁠—”

“Draw life ether and pass it to you!” she said excitedly. “And then... you manifest it on your fingers? While they’re inside us?”

“Would that make you peak?”

“Having life ether pushed into such an intimate area would certainly do the trick,” Auri agreed. “I believe it is worth a try. So, prime, how would you like this to work?”

Ryn considered. “Auri, you’re the only one who’s not part of our triple bond. So you get to ride me tonight. Lena, Saphi, I’ll play with you the same way I did in Shale.”

“Fun,” Lena agreed hungrily.

Saphi nodded. “I’m ready to try it if all of you are.”

“And you’re the key to making this work, snow lily. You’re the only one, other than me, who can draw life ether from the Firmament. That means I’ll need you to help me in another way while we’re making this attempt.”

“How?” she asked curiously.

“I need you to trace life ether between Auri’s legs while she rides me.”

Saphi bit her lip as he considered. “All... all right.”

Auri tilted her head. “Are you not comfortable with that?”

“Saphi’s mine,” Ryn explained so Saphi wouldn’t have to. “She’s happy to please me, but only me.” He looked at Saphi. “But Saphi, you’d be doing this for me. You said you’d do anything to please me, didn’t you?”

“Anything,” she agreed breathily.

“So I’m asking you to trace life ether across Auri in my place so we can all synchronize. You aren’t being disloyal to me if you do that. You’re doing what I ask with my permission.”

“I will,” Saphi said. “For our bond, and for all of us. I’m ready.”

“Are you?” Lena asked Ryn knowingly.

“I will be,” Ryn assured them. “Lena, Auri, switch positions.”

The two women eagerly followed his orders, though Ryn halted Auri once she was on his lap. “Not yet.” He’d relaxed some as they spoke. “Saphi, get me ready for her.”

Saphi smiled happily. “Of course... my prime.” She slid down to put her head at waist level. Her soft hand wrapped around him. She stroked briefly before taking him into her mouth.

Ryn lovingly traced his fingers through Saphi’s hair as she worshipped his length, then looked at Aurienda. “Boobs.”

She leaned forward to present her breasts, and he kissed and sucked her nipples as Saphi continued to work him with her warm and soft mouth. He grew achingly hard.

He eased Auri back and looked at Lena. “You get yourself ready.”

Lena slipped her fingers between her legs, keeping her brown eyes locked with his. Ryn watched Lena finger herself as Saphi continued to pleasure him with her mouth, then looked to Auri and beckoned her close again.

Auri obeyed. Ryn kissed her passionately as Saphi bobbed lovingly up and down on his length. Meanwhile, Lena sat impatiently and masturbated.

“When?” Lena demanded.

Ryn couldn’t speak with his tongue in Auri’s mouth, so he used the bond. “Patience.”

“I being patient!”

Still kissing Auri, Ryn slipped his hands through Saphi’s hair and gently pulled her head up. She eased away compliantly, leaving his shaft aching for similar warmth.

Ryn broke his kiss with Auri, looked at Lena, and offered his hand. “Now.”

She clambered close enough he could reach her and spread her thighs. He toyed with her first before slipping two fingers inside her, and she gasped in delight. He looked at Saphi and motioned for her to do the same. She eagerly moved into position.

As he slipped his fingers inside Saphi, who was already very wet, she bit her lip and moaned. “Oh, yes.”

He expertly fingered both women to catch them up. Then he looked at Auri, who sat on his lap, pressed against his aching cock. “Ride me, now.”

Auri smiled, stroked him, and effortlessly slipped him inside her. Ryn gasped at how warm and tight she felt. As Auri rolled her hips and rested her hands on his shoulders, her huge breasts bounced directly in front of his face.

“Good,” he reminded her. “So good.”

Meanwhile, Lena and Saphi moaned as he continued working them with his fingers. Having Auri riding him made it difficult to focus on what the rest of his body was doing, but Ryn managed. They might only get one attempt like this tonight.

“Use some ether on Auri, now,” Ryn hurriedly told Saphi.

Still breathing hard, Saphi pulled life ether from the Firmament and eased her hand between Auri’s legs, tracing circles with one glowing finger. Auri stiffened at Saphi’s touch and groaned in delight. Ryn felt his peak approaching and scrambled for a solution. On the journey over, he’d forgotten how tight Auri was.

“Draw more ether, Saphi, but don’t pass it to me until I say.”

Saphi did as he asked, grinding with increasing desperation on his hand. Lena clutched him and Auri from his other side, panting directly in his ear. Auri locked her hands around the back of his neck for balance and then, staring into his eyes, rode him harder.

“Fuck.” Ryn groaned in pleasure as he watched Auri’s breasts bounce. “Okay, stop.”

Auri slipped off him just in time to let him pace himself. Meanwhile, Saphi lovingly kissed up and down his arm. Auri locked eyes with him and reached between her legs. Still supporting his cock with her stomach, Auri masturbated eagerly. She was helping herself along.

Their gazes remained locked as they measured each other’s progress. Ryn knew exactly how long it took Auri to finish herself. Saphi and Lena ground themselves against his fingers and palms, which were now very slick. Auri gasped, shuddered, and tensed up.

“Ride me,” Ryn said fervently.

Auri slipped him inside her again, then rolled her hips and moaned loudly as they moved toward a mutual climax. They were synchronized! He waited until the moment he was past the point of no return, and then focused on the others.

“Life ether, Saphi,” Ryn thought over their bond. “Pass it now.”

As Saphi passed him the life ether she’d drawn earlier, Ryn forced it onto the fingers on each hand, which remained inside both Saphi and Lena. Lena cried out in desperate pleasure as Saphi offered a loud moan. Meanwhile, Auri clutched him tight and orgasmed.

The sound of Lena and Saphi climaxing alongside Auri’s desperate moan was more than Ryn could take. He drifted out of his body as time slowed and, with it, his climax. He caught himself at the point of orgasm and stayed there as he focused on the three women he loved.

From their chests, he pulled out thin chains of flame, nature, and life ether. His spirit hands could move where his physical hands could not. He wound all three chains together before drawing the whole knot into his own chest.

As he dropped back into his own body, he erupted inside Auri. She clutched his head to her breasts and cradled him as she trembled in the aftermath of her own orgasm. Her heavy breathing filled his ears. Had they really pulled this off?

Ryn eventually settled back on the bed with all three women cuddled close. One by one they kissed him, somehow working out who would go first, but it was Auri who monopolized him more than anyone. She was giving him the affection she knew he craved after sex.

Once Auri finally rolled off him, Ryn rested his head on the thick pillows as Saphi crawled into the crook of his right arm and rested her head on his chest. Auri settled against him on his left. With her chin now resting on Auri’s shoulder and her arms wrapped around Auri’s waist, Lena offered Ryn a very satisfied expression. “Talented man.”

“Can you hear me now?” Auri thought hesitantly.

“Yes!” Saphi thought excitedly. “You did it, Ryn! You bonded all three of us!”

“We did it,” Lena thought smugly. “We make a fantastic team.”

Auri felt very pleased—and proud—as her thoughts slipped through their minds. “I never imagined such a quadruple bond was possible. Well done, prime.”

Ryn laughed. “Like Lena said, team effort.”

The four of them relaxed in the aftermath of their lovemaking, and Ryn felt like he was floating in a warm sea. Despite his sometimes heavy responsibilities, he often couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed but his good fortune. He was blessed to have these women in his life... and he would do everything he could to make sure they felt the same way about him.

Even so, having three beautiful, naked, and willing women pressed close meant it wasn’t long before Ryn was eager to go again. As he pushed his love and lust over their bonds, all his auxiliaries grew increasingly amorous. They shared everything, especially strong emotions.

Ryn looked at Saphi. “I want more kisses, and then you’re next.”

She gasped and snuggled close. “Oh, I can’t wait!”

Before the night was over, all three of his auxiliaries had been used ruthlessly, pleasured to the point of half-consciousness, and left gasping for breath in their bed. It took every trick Ryn knew to manage that feat, but like they’d said. This was a special night.

He’d had a good date with Nephale, despite its ending. He, Lena, Saphi, and Auri had formed a strong quadruple bond. At some point in the future, Nephale might join them.

Though he had no idea how he’d penetrate four women at the same time.


Chapter Six




Given all the sweaty, sexy activity Ryn had enjoyed the previous night, leaving the Hawk’s Perch without enjoying one of its luxurious baths was not something he was willing to tolerate. So despite still being groggy from the night’s activities, he rose early and headed down to the men’s bath. It was abandoned, so he got to soap and soak in contented silence.

Afterward, he enjoyed a lovely breakfast with his auxiliaries (and Nephale) before they headed out to find their horses already saddled. Nephale seemed surprised they’d managed to form a four person bond and looked more than a bit intrigued as she asked how they’d managed it. Ryn told her without embellishment or leaving anything out.

He wasn’t sure what reaction he’d expected after he told her what they’d gotten up to, next to her, in bed. He didn’t expect her to smile and congratulate him. That was a surprise.

After they had packed up, but before Captain Harris arrived to escort them out of the city, Ryn found himself devoid of anything important to do. So, as he had dozens of times since he acquired it, he reached into his pack for the small pine box he had found hidden beneath Liselle Annois’s bed in her small cabin at Kallin’s Grove. He opened the box.

Inside sat the hexagonal, coal-black diamond he and his auxiliaries had all examined multiple times during their trip over the sea. Nephale, as well, had never seen anything like it. Initially, Ryn had been worried Liselle’s diamond was cursed or would harm them somehow, but even Auri was now almost certain the object... whatever it was... remained inert.

Ryn idly turned the diamond over and over in one hand as he waited for their escort to arrive. This diamond had been important to Liselle Annois, a seasoned life mage who’d intended to make a devil deal. So why was it important? What had she intended to do with it?

The problem, Ryn had long ago decided, was that there simply weren’t enough experts on devil mages in this time. Had he found this black diamond months ago, he might have taken it to the Righteous Sect, but given what he now knew, he hesitated to do so.

The sect had, even if not outright lied to him, at least kept things from him before now. First, they’d hidden that Saphi could channel ether in the Firmament. Second, they’d kept secret that they suspected devil-marked traitors existed in the Primal Academy. And finally... there was the possibility they were hiding an extra primal conjurer somewhere: Jessup.

Nephale had told him Jessup, the man who led the Primal Academy in her time, was a primal conjurer who couldn’t be much older than Ryn. Given there were no other primal conjurers in his time, that suggested the conjurer was either in hiding or being hidden. Until he knew who in the sect he could trust, Ryn had to continue to investigate on his own.

This wasn’t ideal. Several times he’d considered abandoning the black diamond in case it allowed devils to track him somehow, but they were already carrying multiple sets of devil horns. Any tracking provided by the black diamond would be redundant.

“Prime?” Auri thought over their bond. “Captain Harris is ready downstairs.”

With a sigh, Ryn set the diamond back in the box and the box back in his pouch. He couldn’t solve all of life’s mysteries in a month. He’d focus on his journey to the Clarion Flight Academy and finding out who planned to betray it before worrying about a dumb rock.

Captain Harris led them well. They rode up several more tiers before they reached the city’s outer wall, which, though it wasn’t as impressive as the walls of the Primal Academy, was still impressive. Thanks to the bath, the breakfast, and the ride, they didn’t get on the wide carriage road that would take them north toward the flight academy until just before noon.

Ryn wanted to put some distance in-between them and Braedon. They could rest when it got dark. No one objected to his proposal, but he hadn’t expected anyone to do so.

Nephale once again wore her devil-horn armor and armored leather pants, but thanks to her restful night, she looked refreshed and alert. When Ryn glanced at her once they were on the road, she blushed before she looked away. It was a happy blush.

So despite the troublesome ending of last night’s date, Nephale had enjoyed it. She was growing more comfortable trusting Ryn and his auxiliaries to watch over and protect her, just as she did them. This wonderful development boded well for their future together.

They took a quick lunch after a few hour’s ride, then resumed their journey. Auri had told him they wouldn’t reach another town until the next day, so tonight, they’d be camping in wild territory outside the Cridor Republic for the first time. Tonight, they would set a watch.

Saphi was on the schedule, and Ryn made sure to give her plenty of special attention before they cuddled and fell asleep, naked and exhausted in his bedroll. The next morning, Auri and Lena had breakfast ready before they rose. They soon got back on the road to head for the fortress town of Rosewall.

It would be a hard ride, four days in the wilderness, but Ryn knew he and his auxiliaries could conquer it. They had ridden in the wilderness far longer than this during the trip from the Primal Academy to Airedale. It would simply be much colder at night.

The ground sloped upward about midday as the previously cold air turned frigid. They ascended rapidly enough the horses had to slow their pace. Ryn swallowed every so often to clear his ears. To the left, a sheer slope of rock rose. To the right, the cliff dropped off.

Ryn rode Pebble far from the edge. Still, as they moved higher in the shallow mountain range between Braedon and Rosewall, he had a breathtaking view of the wilderness spread out below. Towering trees cloaked in green pine needles formed a blanket that stretched out to the horizon below. A meandering gray line marked what must be a clear, clean stream at the base of the mountain. It flowed along the cliff’s perimeter to the north.

The peaks of higher mountains they’d avoid by taking this route rose over it all, majestic in the distance. Traces of thin clouds drifted about their peaks. The Cridor Republic was lush and gorgeous, but mostly flat, so Ryn rarely saw anything quite like this.

Drifting flakes of snow soon began to swirl as they rode higher. When Ryn glanced at Nephale, he found her watching the flakes warily. He reined in Pebble and dropped back to ride with her. “Everything all right?”

She glanced at him. “Is something burning around here?”

“It’s snow.” He considered her for a moment. “You’ve never seen snow before?”

“I’ve heard it mentioned.”

“Did you ever leave the republic back when you were fighting in the war?” Ryn cursed himself the moment he asked the question. “You couldn’t, could you? The other nations had already fallen to the devil army by then.”

She eyed the falling flakes. “It reminds me of ash.”

Ryn wasn’t sure what to say to that.

“If we breathe this, will it hurt us?”

“No. It’s harmless. Frozen water.”

She pulled her cloak closer around herself. “At least it doesn’t stick.”

“You know, if it gets deep enough, we can actually throw it at each other.”

She eyed him dubiously. “Why?”

“For fun! If we have time tonight, we can have a snowball fight.”

She watched him like he was crazy.

“Prime,” Auri called over their bond. “We may have a problem.”

Nephale stiffened as she sensed the bond speak. Ryn touched her arm to reassure her before he turned forward. “I’ve got this.” He rode forward. “Trouble?”

“The road is blocked,” Auri thought.

Fortunately, despite this path being high on the side of a mountain, it was wide and flat enough he could ride up to rein Pebble in beside Frost. Auri was right. A huge black tree had fallen across the mountain path, completely blocking forward progress. The horses couldn’t leap over it, and it would be dangerous for them to try.

Ryn looked around for any signs of an ambush. Fortunately, the rising rocky slope to their left was free of all but scrub and grass, so no one could hide there. He supposed assassins could be hanging off ropes on the side of the cliff to the right, but the moment they tried to ascend, he could blast them with flame burst. Still, this was ridiculously suspicious.

He spoke over his bond with his auxiliaries. “Saphi, dismount and join us up here. Lena, rear guard.” Ryn dismounted from Pebble and spoke aloud to Nephale. “Let’s take a look!”

Nephale hurried up on foot as Auri dismounted as well. She gripped Frost’s lead to ensure he didn’t grow nervous with the delay. Pebble snorted and pawed the ground, but otherwise appeared unconcerned. Ryn wished he shared the gelding’s opinion.

Nephale scowled at the fallen tree. “That’s not natural. Too many branches missing, and a rolling tree would never stop like that. It was dragged here.”

“That’s what I was thinking, too.” Ryn scowled. “So, bandits.”

“If we’re lucky.”

“Where are they, then?”

“Riders behind us!” Lena thought urgently. “They followed us!”

“Riders coming from behind,” Ryn told Nephale. “Let’s go.” As he hurried to the back of their procession, Auri and Nephale both fell into step behind him.

They arrived just in time to find Lena standing in the middle of the road with both of her spread hands glowing with flame. What looked to be at least a dozen men on horseback had gathered on the road behind them, wary of Lena’s display. Their leather armor was mismatched and worn, but it showed heavy use. Bandits... or deserters from a local garrison.

Out of the corner of his eye, Ryn saw Nephale summon her glowing sword. He spoke calmly as they walked up to join Lena. “Hold fast. Attack when and if I say go.”

As Ryn evaluated the riders ahead, he saw the predicament into which they’d wandered. The road was narrow enough they couldn’t adjust their lines, and while they had men with crossbows, those had been riding in the back. The crossbow men were moving up.

“Stay where you are!” Ryn shouted. “You face a primal conjurer and his auxiliaries! If you don’t want to die, I’d suggest you turn around and go back the way you came!”

The leader of the group spoke from his horse. “You’re blocked in! Surrender!”

Ryn drew flame ether and ignited one hand. He walked to stand beside Lena. “You’re in over your head here, friend! I don’t want to burn you and your horses to the ground, but that’s exactly what’s going to happen if you don’t back up!”

“Just let me kill them,” Nephale said from his side.

“Not yet.”

“When?” she demanded.

The man in the lead wasn’t backing down. His bandits weren’t retreating, and the men with crossbows were almost at the start of the procession. In another moment, they would have a clear shot at him and Lena. He’d given them all the warnings he’d tolerate.

Ryn thought to his auxiliaries. “Lena? Flames in front of the horses to spook them. Saphi? Pass us flame ether until you run out. Auri? Raise barriers on my command.”

Together, he and Lena channeled flame burst as mirror images. They didn’t directly attack the bandits and their horses, though that would have been easy to do. Instead, Ryn and Lena blasted flame directly in front of the horses and the crossbow wielders.

The panicked horses shrieked and reared, bucking and throwing their riders as the closely packed horses slammed into each other. The animals snorted and thrashed in a blind panic, and Ryn winced as one horse and its rider tumbled off the side of the cliff. He felt little pity for a hardened bandit, but that horse! His poor horse had deserved better.

Even so, the flaming display completely destroyed the bandit group’s cohesion. What men weren’t trampled under their horses’ hooves were left riderless as panicked animals spun about and tore off down the road. Some bandits threw down their weapons and fled as well, at least those that could still walk. Their rapid retreat made absolutely no sense.

These bandits seemed ill-prepared to face mages, and they had all scattered at a single blast of flame. If they were that skittish, why attempt to rob Ryn’s party at all? Unless...

Ryn scanned the cliffs above them and the road. He soon spotted inky black shadows creeping down the sheer rock surface like bugs: devils. Devil hounds like those he, Lena, Saphi, and Nephale had defeated their first night on the road from Shale.

Those bandits had been a distraction. A devil mage must have hired them to block the road and harass them from behind so his devils could attack them when they weren’t looking.

Ryn pointed up. “Kill.”

Nephale glanced in the direction of his arm and growled. She multiplied up the sheer cliff. She cut the first devil dog in half before it could react. The other vanished in a puff of smoke.

“Devils on the cliff above!” Ryn thought to his auxiliaries. “Protect the horses!”

Ryn ran back into the middle of the procession and went through the motions of channeling flame burst. If he had to, he could end the movement incorrectly at the last second. Yet his instincts were rewarded. A devil hound appeared five paces from Pebble, and Ryn greeted it with a flame burst directly to the face. No one was getting near his loyal horse!

Pebble shrieked and slammed into Frost, who snorted angrily and cantered sideways to keep his balance. For a moment, Ryn was afraid both horses would tumble off the side of the road, but then a wall of earth rose along the cliff. Frost slammed into Auri’s barrier, found his balance, and steadied Pebble. Auri lowered her hands and drew more nature ether.

The snarling devil hound advanced on Ryn. Fresh flame ether passed by Saphi kept Ryn stocked as he burned it to cinders. He’d just finished it off when a blow like a giant fist knocked him high into the air. As he flew over Auri’s barrier, off the road, and out over the trees far below, he stared down at a breathtaking view of the forest... and the long way down.

A wind blast! That had been a wind blast, and now he was falling to his death. He’d never imagined his life would end so abruptly, and as gravity took over, he reflected on how unfair dying like this was. He hadn’t even had a chance to fight back!

“Ryn!” The terrified thoughts of his auxiliaries slammed into him as the road ascended without him. A wind roared in his ears. Someone slammed into him in midair.

It was Nephale! She had used chaos step to move instantly into the air and catch him in her outstretched arms, but why? Now they would both fall to their deaths! The side of the cliff blurred as they rapidly fell down. His stomach lurched as the wind tore at his clothing and hair.

Nephale had him. Nephale held him. He’d never wanted her to die at his side, but it was her choice. He just wished he’d had time to give her a bit more of a normal life before the end.

Ryn slammed into a mountain stream and went under. The ice-cold water shocked him back into alertness, and he thrashed vigorously as he fought his way to the surface. He was still wearing his heavy battle robe and thick cloak, which made swimming difficult.

He went underwater again and again until the tips of his boots brushed ground. He fought his instinctive panic and focused on his goal. Staying alive. He found the creek bed.

A moment later, Nephale’s arms were around him as well. Supporting each other, they stumbled out of the freezing water. Ryn didn’t understand how they weren’t both bloody stains on the rocks. Even landing in a shallow stream from that high up would flatten them.

As Nephale coughed and clutched his side, they helped each other walk. He only then realized how she’d saved him. While holding him, she’d channeled chaos step a moment from impact. She had cancelled out their downward momentum at the last second and landed them in the stream. She’d saved his life just now... or rather, both their lives.

He would have kissed her if not for the inky black figures striding from the spare, gray forest. More devil soldiers. Whoever had set this trap, they’d been thorough. If he somehow survived the fall, the devil soldiers would finish him... or so they’d thought.

Ryn gave Nephale a gentle shove to separate them, at which point she spotted the devils as well. She took two steps sideways and pulled her ether blade from the Firmament. Ryn had just enough time to draw time ether and channel stop at the first soldier that rushed them.

It halted in mid-step, and then Nephale’s glowing ether blade sliced that soldier in two. Ryn followed in her wake, using her to clear the way as the remaining devil soldiers fanned out to surround them. All the while, he scanned the Firmament for available ether.

Ryn desperately pulled what little flame ether he could find from the damp, cold air. Given how wet he was now, the ether resisted. He channeled flame burst in a half circle across four devil soldiers advancing from behind.

All caught on fire and immediately retreated into the stream. If Ryn hadn’t been a primal conjurer, backing into a stream while fighting a conflagration mage like Lena would have been a smart tactical move. He drew shock ether and channeled brilliant spark.

A burst of purple lighting crackled from thin air and struck the flowing stream. All four devil soldiers, now knee deep, flashed purple as he electrified them and then crumbled to ash. The entire back rank collapsed. When Ryn spun around, he saw the last devil soldier retreating from Nephale with its flaming blade raised.

Their blades clashed as Nephale drove forward and threw a kick into its side. That sent it stumbling. It gave her an opening to drive her ether blade through its middle, and it, like those Ryn had electrified, ignited and burned away.

He looked around for more devil soldiers, but all were ash. He shook his head and grinned at Nephale. “Gods, you’re incred⁠—”

She slammed into him as something massive burst from the woods, shattering tree trunks. Ryn stared in disbelief as an inky four-legged beast as large as a carriage thundered past and splashed into the stream. As it turned on them, Ryn came to his senses and drew more shock ether. Nephale darted into the stream with her gleaming blue blade raised.

The beast was large, but still terrifyingly fast. Even as Nephale multiplied forward and slashed, the beast leapt away, then spun and charged her. She rolled away at the last second and slashed as it went by, carving a furrow in its side. It spun around with a roar.

“Get out of the water!” Ryn shouted. “Let me blast it!”

She dropped into a battle stance and raised her sword. “Shout and I’ll move!”

So Nephale intended to keep the beast’s attention focused on her instead of him. He hated that idea, but there was no time to discuss anything else. She lowered her stance.

Ryn started the form for brilliant spark, thumping both feet into the ground and spiraling his arms from high to low, then called just before he channeled. “Now!”

Nephale multiplied out of the stream onto dry land a second before another purple strike of lightning burst from thin air. It struck the river and electrified the massive devil beast, but the beast simply froze instead of turning to ash. What would it take to kill it?

“Use stop,” Nephale ordered.

Ryn scanned the Firmament and scowled. “Not enough time ether.”

“Then keep it busy. I’ve got one last trick.”

The beast, smoking and bleeding ink from multiple wounds, snorted and splashed toward them. Ryn dashed left and found just enough flame ether to power one more spell form. As the beast started to pick up steam, he channeled flame burst.

A brilliant stream of flame roared across the water and took the beast in the face. It roared and turned on him, but the deep water, the recent shock, and the flames blasting it in the face slowed it. Still, it wasn’t dying. Ryn’s flame burst ran out as it lumbered closer.

Fwoomph.

A bone-shaking reverberation unlike anything he’d ever heard made his ears pop. What looked to be a beam of purple energy speared the devil beast and burst out its other side. Finally, the beast caught fire and ashed away. Nearby, Nephale fell to one knee.

As soon as he was certain the threat was over, Ryn dashed to Nephale and helped her up. Her glowing blue ether blade had vanished, so had she sent it back into the Firmament? She leaned on him heavily, breathing hard. Still, she wore a grim grin.

“What was that?” Ryn demanded.

“Chaos spear.”

He pictured that purple lance of energy. “You can do that?”

“Just once per battle. It consumes all my ether, so once I use it, I’m done.”

They’d just torn through a small army on their own. All that remained of the devil soldiers and devil beast were slowly cooling horns. Now, to warn the others. He’d been too focused on battle to do that earlier, so now he focused on his mage bonds.

“Saphi, can you hear me?”

A moment later, her relieved thought blasted his mind. “Ryn!”

“I’m alive. Nephale saved me. We’re at the bottom of the mountain.”

“Oh gods, Ryn!” He could hear her sobbing over their bond. “We thought you were dead!”

“I’m sorry I didn’t contact you earlier, but we just fought a devil army down here. Are any more up there? They could be coming for you, too.”

“We’ve seen nothing since the bandits fled. Oh, Ryn. If you’d died... I couldn’t...”

“I’m alive,” he reminded her gently. “Auri’s in command until we can link up again. Have Lena blast that tree apart and continue down the mountain. I want you off that narrow road and safe. Once you’re on level ground, dig in and wait for us. We’ll find you.”

“But how?” Saphi thought plaintively.

“We’ll go north. This wilderness has to end somewhere. Once we’re out of the woods, we’ll double back to the road and follow it to you. Wait for us.”

“We will. We’ll wait as long as it takes!”

“I know. I love you. Let the others know I love them, too.”

“They know. We love you, too. Be safe!”

His entire mental communication with Saphi took two deep breaths. Bonds were wonderful. Ryn gripped Nephale’s shoulder in thanks. “What was that thing?”

“Devil bull.” She wiped her nose. “Didn’t expect one in your time. They’re rare even in my time.”

Ryn shook his head. “Have I mentioned how amazing you are?”

She gave him a weak push. “Keep an eye out while I gather ether. We can’t leave it.”

She meant chaos ether. So they’d been right. Battle did create chaos ether, or perhaps... battle against devils. This would be good information to give Auri when they met again. If only he knew why he couldn’t see chaos ether!

For now, Ryn would keep an eye out for more threats while Nephale drew chaos ether from around the area. He couldn’t see it no matter how hard he tried, but the moment she drew it, purple manifested on her fingers and slipped into her chest. So it was there.

Fortunately, it seemed that devil bull had been the last of what was waiting for them down here. What frustrated him was there was no sign of the devil mage that had summoned these inky-black beasts. The mage must have fled.

While Nephale gathered her ether, Ryn filled her in on the plan. “Auri will lead the others down the mountain and wait for us at the bottom of it, on the road. We’ll head north and link up with them once we’re out of these woods.”

He only then noticed his teeth were chattering. It was cold and growing colder by the moment. Though the fear and adrenaline of battle had kept him from noticing until now, he was already chilled. He wore a wet tunic and pants beneath a wet battle robe, and though his cloak was water-resistant, it too was soaked.

Nephale was even worse off. She had only her cuirass to keep her warm beneath her cloak, though hopefully, her armored leathered pants wouldn’t retain much water. He could already see flakes of ice in her hair. As he stared up the towering expanse of mountain they’d just tumbled down, he looked to the dark clouds on the horizon.

He huffed in annoyance. “Storm’s coming.”

Nephale’s damp shoulder pressed against his. “You’re sure?”

He reached out for Saphi again. “We might be delayed.”

No response.

“Saphi?”

He couldn’t reach her. They had been at the edge of the range where they could communicate over their bond when they spoke, so Saphi must have already moved down the road with Auri, Lena, and the horses. Auri, once in command, would waste no time.

Even when he couldn’t reach his auxiliaries through bond speak, he could always contact them in the Firmament and compare notes. He suspected Auri would slip into it tonight, just in case he needed to approach her. It was comforting to know he wasn’t out of touch.

He focused on Nephale. “The stream flows north. We’ll follow it. We need to find a shallow cave or thick copse and get shelter from the wind.”

“Better to move through the night until we reach the others. Or can’t you walk?”

Ryn set off. The clanking of Nephale’s armor ensured him she’d fallen in behind him. “If we try to walk all the way out of here tonight, we’ll freeze to death.”

“It’s not that cold.”

“That’s because the sun is still up and that storm hasn’t gotten here yet.” The whorls of flakes were growing thicker, dotting Ryn’s face and sticking to his wet cloak. “We could get a blizzard tonight if we’re truly unlucky. We need to find shelter before it hits.”

“Could be more devil soldiers out there.”

“You’re not wrong.” He led her alongside the stream. “But we need to figure out how to survive the weather first. Devil soldiers can’t kill us if a blizzard does.”

She followed close behind. If she disagreed with him, she didn’t voice it. Once again, he appreciated how much effort she was making to follow his orders, despite not knowing why he gave them. Even now, the Cridor Republic rarely got thick snow.

Clarion was different. This was a northern continent that got colder the more north a person went, and the winters here were brutal in comparison to those down south. Landing in that frigid stream had saved them, but if they didn’t get dry, it could also kill them.

Ryn knew about cold weather because he’d visited Clarion with other students from the Primal Academy almost five years ago. Academies sometimes swapped students for six-month periods in exchange programs to allow mages to learn in different environments. Ryn and others had come to the Granite Tower Academy in the middle of winter.

Those six months had been the most miserable of his life. Simply stepping outside left the cold clawing at him even through his cloak, and he’d never experienced chapped lips until he made the mistake of licking his own lips while out in the cold. Still, there was one benefit of those miserable six months he finally appreciated.

All students at the Granite Tower Academy had spent one week learning outdoor survival skills. Find shelter from the wind. Get dry. Get warm. That was his goal now. He suspected it was the only way he and Nephale would survive the night.

The flakes thickened as they walked and the light faded. Even walking at a brisk pace couldn’t completely keep Ryn’s teeth from chattering. Each gust of wind was like tiny knives digging into his face. Nephale needed him to lead them somewhere safe.

It was almost dark when he spotted the rocky cliffs growing, not against the mountain as he’d hoped, but on the other side of the stream in some rolling hills. They looked promising. Following this river wasn’t getting them anywhere.

“This way,” Ryn ordered. Rocks suggested caves.

Nephale shadowed him as he followed the rocky cliffs away from the stream. Just when he was certain he’d made a mistake, he spotted a small and open cave. Skeletal trees sat bare around it, and he didn’t see any bones or rubbish around the cave or inside it. That suggested nothing was living in this cave, which was a massive relief.

He hurried forward as the wind picked up. “We’ll shelter in here.”

Nephale walked at his side. “Aren’t caves cold?”

“It’ll keep the wind off us and warm up once we get a fire going.”

“How do you light a fire in a cave?”

Ryn forced a grin past his chattering teeth. “I’ll show you.”


Chapter Seven




The small cave only went back the length of a tavern’s common room. Still, it had two main chambers, with a small front section that would be easy to barricade. That narrowed as if it were going to close off before opening into a larger chamber with a high, sloped ceiling. That ceiling would, unfortunately, trap smoke... but at least they could stand up inside it.

If they could find a way to deal with the smoke, the back chamber of the cave would easily retain heat. That would be important if they didn’t want to freeze to death. He wasn’t sure how to solve the problem of smoke inhalation, but he could worry about that once he and Nephale were dry and warm. Winter survival was dealing with one problem at a time.

Working with Nephale, who used her ether blade to chop branches from the nearby trees, Ryn dragged a horde of jagged branches into the cave after them. It wouldn’t be easy to get out of this cave without pushing those branches aside, though in a pinch, Ryn could simply incinerate the whole makeshift barricade with flame burst.

The important thing was the branches would stop wild animals from getting into the cave, or force them to make a lot of noise that would wake anyone sleeping. At least they were confident. Now all the devil soldiers were dead. They hadn’t been attacked in an hour.

They could handle wolves or even a bear if one got desperate to enter this cave. Once the barricade was in place, Ryn crouched beside Nephale. In his heavy but still damp cloak, his teeth chattered intermittently. Nephale’s green eyes remained intent on the swirling flakes.

He could tell from her expression that she was also cold. Her occasional shivers assured him her stoic expression was just her being stoic. She was going to freeze as well if he couldn’t convince her to get out of that wet clothing and get dry.

Now that they had the cave secured, they needed to start a fire in its back chamber. As he remembered the spell form Nephale had used to carve a hole through that devil bull, he devised a way they could safely light a fire... if it didn’t bring the whole cave down on top of them. That would solve the problem of freezing to death with more death.

“Hey. Neph?”

“That’s me.” She kept her eyes focused on the pile of spiky branches between them and the snow swirling outside.

“Think you could use that amazing chaos spear spell form to cut a chimney up in the rock? If you aimed it straight up?” From his visible estimate before they entered, the snow-covered roof of this shallow cave wasn’t all that thick. Maybe his height.

She glanced at him. “You want me to waste all my ether on a rock?”

“We’ll need to get a fire going in that back chamber if we’re going to get dry and stay warm. We need somewhere for the smoke to go, and if you blast a hole in the rocky ceiling of the larger chamber behind us, we’d have a perfect little rocky hut.”

Her green eyes narrowed. “You’re still cold?”

“You’re cold! Or are you trembling because you’re scared of some starving wolves?”

“Just shiver and you’ll be fine.”

“Not with our clothes wet. It’s not even night yet, and this isn’t even a proper cold. It’s going to get far colder than this, especially if this storm grows the way I think it might. Without a fire, we will freeze to death in this cave. That’s going to make Saphi sad.”

She watched him doubtfully for a moment, then looked back to the branch-cloaked exit. “It’ll get colder?”

“Much colder.

“A fire could draw enemies.”

“Yet we need a fire. We have shelter and a barricade, but those branches won’t keep out the cold. Cold’s an enemy you can’t fight with a sword.”

“You read that in a book.” A trace of a smirk touched her features. “Is this an order?”

He sighed. “Neph...”

“Kidding.” She crouched low and headed into the back portion of the cave. “Watch the barricade. I’ll blow a hole. But if I die in a collapse, I’ll haunt you.”

“That’s perfectly understandable.” Ryn hugged his chest for warmth. The thought of a fire was so appealing. He could imagine the heat on his skin, which only made him colder.

A moment later, the bone-rattling fwoomph he’d heard earlier echoed through the small cave. He glanced back just in time to see a shower of rocky powder and snow trickle into the front chamber. Fortunately, the whole cave didn’t come down on top of them.

Nephale walked back into view, waving her hand in front of her face. She stumbled back to his side, then sneezed. She angrily wiped her nose.

“Nice job,” he assured her.

She coughed as she stared out at the snow. “My lungs disagree.”

He rubbed the small of her back. “Thank you.”

She eyed him, sniffled, then returned her gaze to the snow. “Fire now?”

“Yes. Just watch the barricade.”

“I’m more than capable of that. But thanks for the encouragement.”

Ryn couldn’t tell if she was being respectful, snarky, or simply annoyed at him. Either way, she had done her part. It was time for him to do his.

He grabbed one of the jagged branches on the inside of the barricade and dragged it through the narrow opening. When he entered the larger chamber and looked up, he could see a tiny circle of sky through a narrow rock chimney. Wind whistled quietly above them.

Nephale’s chaos spear had cut straight through the rock like a spear through hot cheese. He really needed to learn that spell form from her... but first, he needed to learn how to draw and channel chaos ether. Once he found a way to see it.

Working with his hands and boots, Ryn stomped, bent, and snapped wood to make enough wood to burn. Without tinder, it would be next to impossible to start a fire in a cave... if he didn’t know flame burst. By the time he’d busted up the first branch, he was sweating, which wasn’t good. His tunic was already soaked, and he needed to keep his body dry.

He unclasped his cloak and set it aside. While the inside remained relatively dry, the outside was already caked in frost. Cold bit at his still damp clothing. They’d need to dry their cloaks and their clothes after they got the cave warmed up... though that might be a hard sell if Nephale wasn’t comfortable with the idea of being naked together.

Even with the heat he’d worked up while splitting and stomping the branch, the winter chill clawed at his skin. Once he had the second branch busted up, he walked back to the entry.

Nephale glanced at him. “You said you were cold.”

He grabbed another branch and hauled it away. “I am.”

“So where’s your cloak?”

“If I sweat too much while exerting myself, it’ll be even worse than having wet clothing. That’s basically asking to freeze to death. Better to be cold now than sweat too much.”

“I challenge you to make less sense.”

He dragged the branch through the narrow opening to the back chamber. “Remind me, who’s actually had a week of cold weather survival training?”

She snorted. “Is this where you tell me we need to get naked to get warm?”

They’d broach that subject after they had a fire. “You will need to strip off that cloak so it, and your body, can get dry. But only after we get a fire going.”

He busted up the second branch, then went back for one more for good measure. At least the exertion of pulling, snapping, and stomping the branches into smaller pieces of wood kept him from freezing, though he was growing exhausted. His hands ached. Worse, he now suspected he’d need to bust up a few more branches to keep the fire going all night.

As he returned to the entry for the third time, the snow outside had gone from drifts to a curtain. He’d been right about the storm kicking up. It would be even colder tonight than he’d feared, and the drifts outside were thick and growing thicker.

Nephale hunched down as she stared at the storm. “So that’s a blizzard?”

“The start of one, and yes, it’s getting worse. That’s good for us.”

“How is this good?”

“Anything living out there, human or otherwise, isn’t going to want to be out in that. Devil soldiers might not feel cold, but that mage will. I don’t think we’ll need to worry about anything trying to get into our cave tonight. The weather works against them as well.”

“Glad we have a cave, then.” As Nephale glanced his way again, she sagged. “I’m sorry for giving you grief about your orders. I hate being helpless.”

He paused with his last branch. “How do you mean?”

“I can’t do anything. There’s no fight, so I can’t protect you. I know nothing about cold weather. You’re keeping us alive and all I’m doing is... being alive.”

Now Ryn understood why Nephale looked so grumpy and uncomfortable. She didn’t like not being able to help. He was also exhausted from busting up just two branches, so this was the perfect opportunity to give her something to do.

“There is another way you can help us.”

She eyed him doubtfully. “Need me to kill another rock?”

“Take this branch and another one into the back chamber, then chop them up with your ether blade. That’ll be a lot more efficient than me busting them up by hand, and it’ll probably give us more reasonably sized logs too.”

“You want me to chop firewood?”

He showed her his palms, which were red and scratched. “It’s a lot easier than breaking them up by hand. This isn’t busy work. I really do need your help.”

“Sure.” She sighed. “Just shout if we’re attacked.”

“Trust me, if anything tries to get at us in here, you will hear a lot of shouting.”

Nephale vanished deeper into the cave, dragging another branch behind her. Ryn soon heard the sound of what he assumed was an ether blade slicing wood. From ahead, the blizzard grew more intense. Wind whistled loudly at the mouth of the cave.

Ryn should have asked Nephale to slice up firewood for them earlier, but it had made more sense to have her guard the entry. With the blizzard growing stronger by the moment, that would no longer be a problem. She came back for another branch, and as she took it, he decided it would be enough. Any more would compromise their barricade.

When she returned not long after, he raised a hand. “I think we’re good.”

“So... fire now?”

He nodded. “Be right back.”

Ryn moved into the back portion of the cave and, when he arrived, whistled softly. Nephale’s ether blade was a marvel. She had sliced the branches into wooden chunks that were the perfect size to pitch on a smoldering fire, then stacked them neatly against a wall.

There was enough wood stacked up in here now to keep a small fire going for an entire night, though he’d have to be careful to keep it from burning too hot. He grabbed the most promising pieces and stacked them up against each other in the center of the cave. He had no rocks to make a fire circle, but the ground was rock. They’d be fine.

Once he had a sizable pile, he backed up and eased into cleansing stance. He focused on the Firmament and was relieved to find some motes of flame ether in the cave, likely residual ether from the rock. It wouldn’t be enough for more than a flame burst or two, but he doubted he’d find any flame ether in the blizzard. Only frost mages would be at home here.

Drawing the flame ether from the firmament immediately eased his chill, which made him regret not doing it earlier. He expertly channeled flame burst. He blasted the wooden pile in the center of the cave with concentrated fire.

He kept the stream up until he’d burned almost all of the ether. It was the only way he could start a fire in a stone cave without suitable tinder. He was relieved to see all the logs burning brightly, though it was obvious he’d incinerated more than he intended. He grabbed a few small pieces of wood and gingerly stacked them on the pile.

The fire wasn’t clean or neat, but the heat it offered was heavenly. Better yet, the heat would quickly fill this enclosed rocky space. This chamber would become warm. Relieved to be safe at last, he hurried back to Nephale. “I have good news.”

“We have a fire?”

“Well, yes, but I was going to say ‘We aren’t going to freeze to death.’”

She smiled. “Your news is better. Get warm.”

“We both need to get warm.”

“I’ll keep watch.”

“No, actually. There’s a blizzard out there, and I told you, nothing is going out in that. And if anything does try to get in here, we’ll hear it snapping and pushing through those branches. We both need to get dry. It’s time to warm up.”

She eyed him knowingly. “So, is this when we get naked?”

“You know what we agreed. Dating first. Then⁠—”

“I didn’t say I’d mind.”

Ryn paused. He suddenly felt warm all over, and not simply from the heat now caressing his back from deeper inside the cave.

“You’re blushing,” Nephale informed him proudly.

“I am warming myself up with blood magic.”

“Isn’t that why we lit a fire?”

“Let’s just... come back in here in the cave with me.”

She motioned with her head. “Lead the way.”

Crouching low, Ryn headed into the back of the cave. The enclosed rocky space was already much warmer, and the fire, while low, was crackling heartily. Better yet, the smoke was swirling up into the narrow rock chimney Nephale had created. They made a good team.

He glanced back to see Nephale straighten as she looked around in approval. She nodded gratefully as she unclasped her damp cloak and tossed it on the rock. “It is warmer.”

With her cloak off, it was obvious her heavy leather pants had frosted over as she stood guard. Her pale demon horn armor also had a layering of frost to it, which she brushed off in annoyance as she looked around their well-lit shelter. Flakes of ice glittered in her hair.

Nephale’s gaze returned to his. “So, who’s getting naked first?”

He knew she had enjoyed kissing him back in Braedon, and he knew she’d let him squeeze her ass, and he knew she wanted him to bond her... eventually. He also knew she’d gone through life without falling in love or getting a chance to know her partner.

As he remembered how Auri had made him comfortable by disrobing in front of him before she asked him to do the same, the answer was obvious. “I’m going to strip down and sit by the fire. I don’t mind if you watch me while I do that.”

“And me?”

“I’ll turn my back before you take off your wet clothing. We can put both our backs to the fire and you can keep your gaze focused out toward the cave entry. Once your cloak is dry, you can use that as a way to cover yourself.”

“But then you don’t get to see me naked.”

“To be clear, I would love to see you naked... but only when you want me to see you naked. My intentions here are innocent. Don’t freeze. Anything else comes later.”

She smiled faintly. “Then strip.”

It sounded like a dare. He pulled off his wet tunic without shame, then his trousers, then his small-clothes. As he laid his clothing out close enough to the fire that it would dry but not ignite, he looked up to find Nephale watching him intently.

“You’re ogling me.”

She eyed him up and down. “You said I could.”

“I did. I just wanted to point out how obviously you’re staring.”

“I’m aware.”

“Like what you see?”

Her bright blush grew, but she didn’t look away. “I do, actually.”

“You can look all you like.” Ryn laid out his cloak and settled cross-legged on it. The soft interior lining was still a bit damp, but warm and much more comfortable than the rocky floor. He put his back to the fire, Nephale, and the entry, and sat down. “Your turn.”

“There’s one problem with that.”

“I won’t turn around.”

“I need you to help with my armor.”

Her boots echoed in the cave as she walked around the fire to join him on the far side. He looked up in curiosity as she approached, then sat down directly in front of him. She lifted her glossy black hair up and out of the way with one hand, then turned her head so her face was in profile. It was the sexiest sight he’d seen in a while.

Though his still warming fingers remained clumsy, Ryn had no problem with the clasps. Once he had her cuirass loose, she raised her arms, and he helped her lift it off over her head. The armor came off easily. Her hair didn’t even catch, but only because she’d likely had lots of practice keeping it from getting tangled in her armor.

Beneath it, she wore a dark blue undertunic that clung to her skin. It looked more damp than he’d expected, and he stared at her in alarm. “You have to be freezing in that!”

She kept her hair raised with one hand. “Maybe.”

“Get that off right now.”

“Here?”

“On the other's side of the fire. Wherever you like.”

She dropped her hair. She shifted to face away from him, looking at the cave wall, as he continued to rub his bare hands on his bare, cold arms. The heat in the cave was helping, but he would still be warmer with some dry clothes. He’d just have to be patient.

“It’s pretty stuck,” Nephale said. “I’m not sure I can get it off without help.”

“Try. You’ll get colder if you leave it on, even with the fire.”

She sighed. “Am I that bad at this?”

“At what?”

“Flirting.”

He blinked at her. “You were flirting with me?”

“See?” she added dryly.

Ryn considered his next words carefully. “You know how much I like you.”

“You’ve said it. But you don’t treat me like the others.”

“How so?”

“No random kisses.”

“That’s only because you asked me to take things slow. I can’t read your signals, and the last thing I’d want to do is make you uncomfortable.”

“So you’re not sure when you can kiss me? Or strip off my undertunic?”

“That and more.”

She glanced back at him. “So long as we’re not in a fight, or in danger, and I’m not on watch, you can kiss me.”

“Does being stuck in a cave in a blizzard count as being in danger?”

“I’ve been asking myself that since we arrived.”

He chuckled. “I’m going to make a suggestion, then. Feel free to say no.”

“Sure.”

“Face the fire and the exit. You can sit in front of me and we’ll get that tunic off you. Then we’ll put your back against my front and use our body heat to warm up. We can both keep an eye on the entrance and the fire that way.”

She walked to his other side, then settled with her ankles crossed and her elbows resting on her knees. She kept her back to the fire. Ryn scooted close enough to wrap his arms around her waist from behind... but only if she wanted that.

“So, shall we get this off you?”

“Yes, please. It’s really, really cold.”

Ryn gripped the lower hem of her damp, dark-blue tunic. As he rolled it upward, it revealed tan skin covered in goosebumps. She raised her arms to help.

Ryn gasped when he saw the first livid scar running crosswise just above her tailbone. It had to be at least half as long as his forearm, and while faded, it looked like the cut had gone deep. A thin line of flesh around the scar was raised and red.

“There’s more,” she warned him. “They look rough.”

“That’s not it at all! I don’t mind scars, I just... how did this happen?”

“I was reckless. I dived into a pack of devil soldiers to stop them from burying Marcus in a melee, and then one of the inky bastards got a lucky strike on my back. A finger’s width deeper and he’d have chopped my spine in half.”

“And your life mage couldn’t heal it? Clara?”

“She stopped the bleeding. We took casualties that day. Life ether’s hard to come by in my time, so Clara had to triage.” Her shoulders hunched. “It’s ugly. I know. I figure you should see it now before⁠—”

Ryn squeezed her arms. “Your scars are not ugly, and neither are you. And even if you were, which you are not, I’d like you as much as I do now. I’m awed by all you survived.”

“Then why’d you gasp?”

“Because seeing that scar made me think about what it’d be like if I lost you. I don’t want to lose you, not ever.”

Her shoulders relaxed. “There’s more.”

“I know, and they won’t bother me in the least. Now, let’s get you warmed up.”

She nodded. “So this is where you get to see my boobs.”

“Your back is to me. We’ll keep it that way.”

“Maybe.” She looked ahead. “But I did say you could touch them on our third date.”


Chapter Eight




Ryn rolled Nephale’s wet undertunic up and was unsurprised when doing so revealed smaller scars on her muscular back, across her shoulder blades, and even one small but dark one just below the back of her neck. Once her top was bare, she shivered once.

Ryn eased forward and sat as she was, with his ankles crossed and his shins resting against her bottom. He placed both hands on her bare sides and waited to see if she protested. She didn’t. He eased close and wrapped his arms around her waist from behind.

Now it was Nephale who gasped as her cold back pressed against his warm front. She pushed back against him as her long hair tickled his chest. Ryn clasped his hands around her midriff and pressed against her back, holding her firmly.

He wanted to make Nephale stop shivering, and she did... eventually. Knowing that he could make her warm made him feel better. He needed her to feel safe with him.

“Leave my pants,” she said. “They aren’t damp.”

Ryn experimentally patted her hip, then the side of her thigh. The leather was, as she suggested, almost dry. “You’re right.”

“Need a cloak,” she added. “For a blanket.”

“Good idea.”

“So let me go so I can grab one.”

He released her waist. She leaned sideways to reach for her cloak, and he averted his eyes as one of her bare breasts dangled beneath her outstretched arm. If she noticed what she’d showed him or what he’d done, she didn’t comment.

She draped the cloak over herself and passed it to him. He couldn’t get it quite around his back, but the inside of the cave was finally warm enough he wouldn’t be cold. Having his back bare would regulate his temperature, which he suspected he’d need shortly.

Nephale wasn’t as warm as Lena, but she was warm, especially pressed to him like this: flesh to flesh. He’d already stiffened from holding her, so he was grateful he had his shins pressed up against her bottom. He didn’t want to poke her and embarrass her.

The fire crackled agreeably, and between their body heat, the cloak, and the rapidly warming cave, they were soon both comfortable. Outside, the wind howled louder as the blizzard increased. When Ryn looked up, he saw a blur of white flakes streaking by.

Nephale sighed against him. “You’re so warm.”

He smiled. “Body heat is a wonderful thing.”

“It is. You’re certainly making me hot.”

“In what sense?”

She giggled. “Multiple.”

He kissed the side of her ear. “See? You’re perfectly good at flirting!”

The chimney was dripping from melting snow as well, but the drops were too small to harm the fire. Every so often, a big drop would fall into the fire and hiss loudly, but he knew they wouldn’t need to toss more logs on for a while yet. He had another flame burst as well.

Bit by bit, Nephale relaxed against his chest. Her muscular middle was still tense beneath his palms, but her back muscles were no longer tense enough to cut glass. He felt the faint outline of her many scars against his flesh.

She sighed happily. “I like this. Just like the park.”

“I’m glad.”

“That I’m topless or I’m warm?”

“Both. We’re going with both.”

She laughed and pushed into his arms. “I love how you do that.”

“Do what?”

“Make this all feel normal.”

“It is normal.”

“Not for me. I never got to do this with anyone.”

“Then I’m glad you get to do it with me.”

“Aren’t you sorry I never got to do this in my time?”

“No. You’re here with me now. I’m focused on what your life will be like with me from here on out, not what happened before. We’ll move forward together.”

She snuggled closer. “You’re so nice.”

“I do my best.”

Nephale twisted in his grip so her shoulder was touching his chest. Her glossy hair tickled his skin. The cloak covered her below the neck, but the moment she let it slip lower...

Nephale gazed tenderly into his eyes. “I like you, Ryn. I like you a lot.”

A pleasant tingle flooded him at her words. “I like you, too.”

“So...” She craned her neck to stare back at him. “You can kiss me. Now, if you want.”

“You’re not worried about the barricade?”

“Nothing is out in this blizzard, and we’ll hear the branches if something tries to get in.”

He lifted one hand from her midriff and stroked his fingers across her cheek. She looked breathtaking in the firelight. Eager, yet nervous... and hopeful as well.

When he kissed her, her lips were dryer than he expected. Soon she was kissing him back tenderly, experimentally, as if gauging what she liked. She was still learning, after all.

With her torso half-twisted and her shoulder against his chest, this wasn’t as comfortable as it could be. He let her drive their intensity. Finally, she shifted so they were front to front. He kept his eyes on her face.

Her green eyes looked dazed, and her cheeks were deeply flushed. As Ryn held her gaze, a bead of sweat coursed down her forehead. She brushed at it in annoyance, which caused the cloak to slip off her shoulder... and lower.

Ryn immediately looked to the ceiling to avoid seeing anything he shouldn’t... before Nephale’s fingers touched his chin. She guided his gaze back to her, then smiled shyly.

“You can look at them. And me.”

He stared deep into her green eyes. “You’re sure?”

“Yeah. I want... if you want to look, I want to let you.” She shivered, but not from the cold. “But my pants stay on tonight. No sex.”

“No sex,” he agreed solemnly, and then shamelessly checked out the view. The cloak was puddled around her legs, and he could see her round, bare breasts perfectly in the firelight.

Nephale crossed her arms beneath them, pushing them together and lifting them. With her arms crossed below her breasts and her shoulders hunched together, her cleavage was dark and deep. Her nipples were dark as well.

He looked up. “Can I touch you?”

She nodded.

As Ryn cautiously traced his fingers around the curves of her breasts, she gasped. Her dark nipples soon grew hard as acorns, and not from the cold. He smiled tenderly at her.

Her lips pressed together. “Do you... like them?”

“Your breasts are incredible. Though I do have one question.”

“You have a question about my boobs?”

“Does that hurt? Fitting...” He wasn’t sure how to finish his thought.

She chuckled. “I’m used to the armor mashing them down. I normally wrap them before putting it on, but I forgot to do that today. So you get a show.”

“Thank you.” He gave her another loving squeeze. “This show is magnificent.”

“So’s yours.” Her rough hands coursed across his shoulders, then his chest. They explored each other in the warm cave, and then she gasped as he teased a nipple.

He peered at her. “Was that okay?”

“Feels good. Damn good.” She rested her head against his collarbone as she slipped her arms around him. “You touch... good.”

He pulled the cloak around them both and held it at the back of his neck. “Hold the clasp shut with your hands. That’ll keep it on us.”

Breasts pressed against his chest, Nephale slipped both hands out of their cloak and managed to snap the clasp behind his neck. That left them embracing comfortably in a mostly dry cloak in a now warm cave. Ryn was sweating now as well.

He slid his palms up and down her back. As he traced her many scars, he imagined every battle she’d survived and won. She’d endured so much to save their world.

She offered him another shy glance. “Why are you doing that?”

“Does it hurt when I touch your scars?”

“No. But why touch them?”

“Because they’re a part of you. I’m touching them to make sure you know I like them as much as I like you. Never be ashamed of these.”

She leaned close. “You’re doing it again.”

“Being nice?”

“Yes. If you don’t stop⁠—”

He kissed her hungrily, and she moaned against his lips. He slowly opened her mouth with his own, testing her for discomfort. He slipped his tongue past her lips.

As his tongue touched hers, she froze. It felt like she didn’t know what to do, so he showed her. She grew more confident as they played, and just when she was getting the hang of it, he slipped away. She blinked rapidly.

“That was... what was that?”

He grinned. “What was what?”

“I’ve never been kissed like that!” She eyed him. “Why’d you stop?”

“Because now I’m playing hard to get.”

“You’re teasing me?”

“I am. Teasing your partner can be really fun.”

“Like you tease Lena?”

Ryn firmed his expression. “You’re who I’m focused on tonight.”

“Not what I meant.” She pressed against his chest again. “Do you miss her?”

“I miss them all. Just like I’d miss you if you weren’t here. Do you miss them?”

“Yeah. I do. I didn’t realize, until tonight, just how used to all of you I’d gotten.”

“How so?”

“If we were in camp tonight, Saphi would be asking me to hunt sticks or telling me some sappy but lovely story. Lena would be teaching me new words in Pashal or making jokes. And Auri... I don’t know. Having her around makes me feel safe. Just like you.”

“We’ll always be here for you.”

“I believe you. After I leapt through that portal, I wanted to die. I never thought I could feel like I feel with all of you again.” Her green eyes glistened. “Like... I have a family.”

He squeezed her. “We are your family now, and we’ll find the others again.”

“What if we don’t? What if we stay lost in this stupid wilderness?”

“Then you and I will tough it out until we can find the others. I’m never going to abandon you, and I’m never going to order you to leave us. You’re mine now, Neph.”

She gazed at him with fresh longing in her eyes. “Prove it.”

Ryn kissed her hard, then gripped her waist and eased her down so they were lying side by side. She fumbled for his clasp and opened the cloak. It dropped to form a bedroll.

“Stay,” she ordered huskily. “I like you naked.”

Ryn settled on his side, propped up on one elbow, and shamelessly appreciated her topless body as she crawled around the fire to get her cloak. It had to be dry by now. She hauled it back over and then, as she settled on her knees, glanced at him.

“Want to look more?”

“I do. But I want to hold you and be warm even more than that. So come here.”

Nephale slipped in to rest on her side in front of him and pulled the second cloak over them both. It made a very good blanket. Still hesitant and nervous, she scooted close.

Ryn wrapped her up and hugged her as they settled front to front on their sides with the blanket over them. He stroked her hair until a contended shudder shook her body. She clutched him hard enough it was mildly uncomfortable, but he didn’t mind.

He didn’t know exactly what she needed, so he offered a bit of everything. Cuddles. Kisses. Caresses. He was so hard he ached beneath the cloak, and he was careful not to poke her by accident. Even if they fell asleep like this, he’d be content so long as she was.

Nephale’s grip around his back tightened. She pulled him close against her, all of her, and tossed one muscular leg across his before he could react. He gasped as she trapped his all-too-erect length between her thighs. Her pants were still a bit slick.

“You’re hard,” she said knowingly.

“Yes, well, that sort of thing happens when I’m embracing a gorgeous, topless Nephale.”

“It’s fine.” Some hair slipped across her face. “I’m flattered.”

“Are you wet?”

She blushed brightly again. “Yes.”

“Good. Now, I’m flattered.”

She nuzzled closer. “You constantly embarrass me.”

“I don’t mean to.”

“It’s not bad. You make me...” She took a breath. “I wasn’t sure I could be this way. With anyone. You make it easy. You make me blush, and I like it, but I feel guilty.”

“About what?”

“Making you hard, especially since I said no sex.”

“I don’t expect anything but your company. I’m fine holding you just like this.”

“But aren’t you uncomfortable like that?”

He squeezed her. “I’m only comfortable doing what you want.”

“Sure, but...” She hesitated. “Is this our third date?”

“If we consider falling off a mountain, almost drowning, killing a bunch of devil soldiers, and getting lost in the frigid wilderness a date, then this would be our third date.”

“So how many dates do people go on before they have sex?”

“That varies. What’s important is that they both want it and agree.”

She stared into his eyes with fresh need. “So... I know you said I should choose our pace, but how? When I say I haven’t been with anyone like this, I mean ever. I’ve never been naked with a man before, or... any of this. I don’t know how fast to go.”

“So you’ve been kissed before, but never anything else?”

“Yes, and even my one kiss was kind of lame.”

“Well, now you can practice kissing with me as often as you like.”

“So, what is this called? What we’re doing, that’s not sex?”

“Foreplay. It gets you ready for sex.”

“So you kiss me and touch me, and I melt?”

“That’s the idea.”

“I can see how it would be.” Her blush grew. “The more we do this, the more I want to say ‘Yes sex’ and beg you to fuck me.”

Ryn laughed and stroked her cheek. “That’s exactly how it’s supposed to work.”

“So what can we do that’s not sex? I just... I need...”

“You’re horny, Neph.” He stared contentedly into her green eyes. “That’s partially my fault, but it’s normal.”

“So, can you fix that?”

“Without you taking your pants off? Absolutely. Would you like me to?”

She eased so close their noses almost touched. “How?”

“We experiment and find out what we both like. It’s what we’re doing now, but I kiss and touch more parts of you.”

“Like my boobs?”

“Everywhere. I’ll do things to you, and if you feel uncomfortable, say stop. I’ll stop.”

She clutched him tightly. “Sure.”

“You trust me?”

“We wouldn’t be having this conversation otherwise.”

“It’s warm enough now we can slip the cloak off. Lay flat on your back.”

Nephale settled on her back, and he slid the cloak off her. He watched her bare breasts rise and fall in the crackling, fading firelight. Time to find out what made her melt.

Ryn leaned on her and pressed his lips to hers. He kissed her there before slipping lower, kissing her shoulder, then one breast. She gasped in delight as his tongue traced her nipple and clutched his head instinctively when he gave it a gentle suck.

So she liked that. He’d remember. He traced kisses all over her chest, sliding his fingers up and down her leather pants and, in particular, along the inside of her thighs. She tensed at his touch, but in a good way. Her soft moans encouraged him.

She was already breathing hard when he pulled life ether from the Firmament and twirled it around one finger. He kissed her neck, then traced the ether along the side of one breast. She groaned loudly and sat straight up, dislodging him.

She stared at him in shock. “What? What was that?”

“That’s life ether.”

“It never felt like that!”

“You have to know where to trace it. Any complaints so far?”

“No.” She bit her lip. “But I’m not⁠—”

“You don’t have to do anything but enjoy this.” He touched her cheek. “You said you’ve never done anything like this before, and that’s great, because now we can discover what you like together. I’m glad I get to be your first... or your first with all this.”

She looked so adorably conflicted. “But I’m not doing anything for you.”

“We’ll get to that when you’re ready. But it’s my turn now, and I like making you feel good. You said you wanted me to take the lead. Has that changed?”

She relaxed and laid back again. “No. Keep doing this. Keep touching me.”

He traced more ether along her cheek, her neck, and her side. Her soft moans and sympathetic shivers revealed all her weak spots. He lovingly teased her all over until she was limp and breathless on the cloak. Finally, he leaned close to her ear.

“Now I make you peak. Ready?”

“Please,” she begged.

He traced life ether down her thigh, eliciting an excited gasp. Then he traced her other thigh, and her legs shook. While she was still recovering, his glowing finger drifted between her legs. Finally, as her back arched and her desperate groan filled the cave, Ryn made her cum.

Nephale’s body writhed as she ground herself against his hand. Then she dropped onto her back, bare chest heaving in the fading firelight. The fire was getting low.

He kissed her ear on the spot that made her shiver. “Back soon.”

He moved over to the pile of wood and picked a few more choice pieces. He nudged those into the fire and waited until they caught. All the while, Nephale lay half-naked and glassy-eyed on the cloak in the warm cave. She raised one arm, then dropped it.

The fire would keep. Ryn settled on the cloak beside Nephale. He drew her into his arms and held her close. Her head and one arm flopped against his chest.

“How?” she asked.

“I’ve had a bit of practice. This is how I show you I care.”

“But I want my turn.” She pushed up. “I want to show you how much I care.”

“Well, I’m certainly not going to say no.”

She shoved the cloak off them again, then looked down at his erection in obvious curiosity. Then her green eyes rose to his. “So how?”

“Two options, given how we’re dressed. Your hand or your mouth.”

“Which feels better?”

“Your mouth. But if you don’t⁠—”

“I do,” she interrupted. “So I just... suck on it?”

“It would help if you also used your tongue. You can use your hand as well.”

“And you choke me on it?”

He slid his fingers through her glossy black hair. “Only if you’re in the mood, and we should work up to that. It’s... let’s just say that’s an advanced technique.”

She grinned. “So you’re taking it easy on me tonight?”

“I just want you to have a good time. Doing... that... can be uncomfortable if I push it into your throat, especially if you aren’t used to it.”

“I still want to, though. I can handle it.”

“I know you can. But for now, just suck on the tip and don’t take more than you’re comfortable with. I promise we’ll do more when you’re ready.”

“Okay. I just... could you not look?”

“Of course.” He leaned back and closed his eyes.

For a moment, he felt nothing. Then, he heard her shift, and then he felt her warm, wet lips tentatively slip around his tip. He involuntarily sucked in his breath.

Her mouth popped off him. “You okay?”

“Yes! That feels great.”

“Okay.” Her voice had never been this uncertain. “Tell me if I suck too hard.”

“Neph, I don’t think that’s possib... oh, damn.”

When Nephale did something, she put her full effort into it. She might be new at all of this, but her confidence was incredibly hot. It was clear how badly she wanted to please him. She just needed practice, and he was happy to let her learn.

As loud slurps filled the cave, Nephale wrapped her hand around his base. Her stroking joined her tongue. Ryn groaned in delight as Nephale eagerly returned all the affection he’d showed her. Even hesitant as she was, she was a natural!

Soon he slipped his hands through her silky black hair. “You’re doing great. I’m going to guide your head now, but gently.”

She sucked more eagerly at his encouragement. Still, she had no idea what was coming, and he didn’t want to take her by surprise. Soon, he knew it was time.

He gripped her hair firmly and pulled her head up. “Stop.”

With her fingers still wrapped around him, it was a struggle not to erupt all over her face. Even so, he managed... somehow. As fun as it would be to cover her in his seed, he’d never do that when she wasn’t expecting it.

“Was that too hard?” she asked worriedly.

“You are doing everything right. But use your hand to finish me.”

“So... you’re close?”

“Yes. I’m very close, and⁠—”

“Does it taste weird?”

Ryn laughed at her earnest question. “I honestly couldn’t tell you.”

She gently stroked the base of his cock. “Your other women swallow it.”

“Yes, but you don’t have to do that if you’re not comfortable with it.”

“Too late. I like you, and I’m competitive.” She eagerly went back to work.

Soon he couldn’t hold back any longer. This time, he pressed one hand firmly to the back of her head, and her eager moan encouraged him. She was his. She was all his.

“It’s coming. It’s coming, Neph!”

Her attentions only increased. Then, Ryn arched his back like Nephale had done. As he spurted and spurted again, he felt her twitch in his grip as she tasted seed for the first time. She slowed with him still in her mouth, her tongue exploring curiously.

He immediately released her hair in case she needed to spit. Yet after her initial shock, she resumed sucking with fresh intensity. She’d swallowed everything he gave her without complaint, and now she seemed intent on earning more. She was being greedy!

Soon enough, Ryn gripped her hair again. “I’m good!” He pulled up as gently as he could. “Really, you can stop now.”

She released him. She said nothing.

“Was that all right?”

“Saltier than I expected.”

“If you don’t like that⁠—”

“No, it’s fine. It surprised me, but... did that feel good for you?”

“Neph, that felt incredible.”

“I’m glad. So... you want me to stop?”

“I need a break, but only because you did such a good job.”

“Good. You can... you can look at me now.”

Ryn opened his eyes and glanced down at her. The warmth in her smile felt almost as good as her lips had around his cock. She was obviously quite pleased with herself.

“I’ll get better,” she promised. “Anytime you want me to do that, just ask.”

Her smile and affection left him feeling rather drunk. Rather than replying, he simply beckoned her with a finger. Nephale crawled toward him on hands and knees.

She curled up against him with a contented sigh. “This was really fun.”

“So fun.” Ryn wrapped her up in his arms. “But we need a fire and a watch.”

“Sleep first, or watch first? You choose.”

“You sleep. I’ll watch.” She considered him curiously. “And next time we sleep at an inn, I want you to bond me.”

His heart flooded with fresh affection for her. “You’re sure?”

“Yes. I can’t let anything happen to you.” Her gaze grew increasingly intense. “You are not allowed to leave me, understand? I’m yours... and you’re mine.”

“You have no idea how much it means to hear you say that.”

“Good.” She poked his chest. “Now sleep.”

“Wake me up before morning and throw on a few more logs once the fire gets low.”

She said nothing.

“I need your promise. Wake me halfway through the night. We’re a team.”

“Fine. But before we leave, tomorrow, could you touch me again? Like tonight?”

He kissed her nose and grinned. “Any time and everywhere you want.”


Act 2: The Executor Awakens




Chapter Nine




By the time a sliver of sun lit the snowy ground outside the cave, the morning was clear, with only light flurries. Ryn had kept the fire smoldering throughout the night, and leaving the warm cave to step into the frigid morning didn’t appeal. Still, his other auxiliaries had likely endured the same storm as they camped on the road, and he had to find them. Soon.

As she’d asked, he woke Nephale from her light sleep by tracing life ether over her body. It felt indulgent to play with her again when they had a long hike ahead, but her lurid moans as he woke her in the naughtiest way possible were difficult to resist.

When she attempted to rise, he gently pushed her back down. She silently submitted to his care. He kissed her and caressed her in the cave, then made her peak soon after.

She recovered quicker this time, and she insisted on sucking him off again while he watched the barricade. She even let him watch her this time, though she kept her eyes closed. The sight of her topless in her leather pants as she worshipped his cock was divine.

Her dedication meant she earned her reward quickly. Ryn had to sit down afterward. He held her close and stroked her hair, and she melted against him. Yet sooner than he liked, he kissed her forehead and pulled her to her feet. “Time to go.”

She stared at him with her warm green eyes. “I’m glad we did this.”

“Falling off a cliff or having sex in a cave?”

“Both.”

They got dressed and set out soon after. The sun was up now, though just barely, and cast a warm orange glow across last night’s fallen snow. The bare and spindly trees around the cave hung heavy with icicles. Nephale eyed the ice cautiously as they walked back to the stream. Ryn knew that following it past the mountain was the best way to not get lost.

As they walked, they kept a close eye on the forest for any signs of wild beasts or, worse, devil soldiers. It seemed strange that whoever had organized the ambush yesterday would give up so easily, but perhaps they had thrown all their assets into their first attack. Ryn knew from Nephale that summoning devil soldiers was not easy, and a devil bull was even more rare.

So who had set out to ambush him? A good portion of Braedon had been aware a primal conjurer would be arriving when Ryn did, so anyone who sought to harm him would have no trouble guessing when he would leave the city and the route he would take to the Clarion Flight Academy. There was only one road that went in that direction.

His enemies had hired those bandits. They’d been paid to distract him and his auxiliaries long enough for the devil hounds and devil soldiers to attack them undetected. If those failed, the wind blast that knocked him off the road would have doomed him.

Blade mages like Nephale didn’t exist in his time, so whoever had planned the ambush couldn’t have known she could use chaos step to intercept him after he was blasted off the mountain. If not for that fact, Ryn would be a bloody smear on the rocks.

He shared none of these thoughts with Nephale as they walked along the frigid stream. Several times they came across deer and other animals drinking in the early morning light, and once they even saw a small bear. Fortunately, the bear retreated soon after they arrived. Ryn would hate to have to kill a bear that was just going about its day.

The sun rose as Ryn remained wary of an attack that never came. The mountain alongside which they walked was growing steadily smaller, and soon the difference in height between the ground and mountain allowed them to cut across and climb up.

Ryn was thrilled when they found the road soon after. The question was, had his auxiliaries stopped south of here, or north? He reached for their bond.

“Auri? Saphi? Lena?”

No response. He’d made the decision to travel south when a faint thought reached him.

“Prime?” Auri thought hopefully. “We’re still encamped. Are you both well?”

Ryn focused as strongly on his love for Auri as he could, which allowed him to decide she was north, not south. Being able to communicate even over extreme distances was one benefit of keeping a mage bond strong. That, and all the sex.

“We’re fine, and we’ve found the road again. How far down did you camp?”

“A copse where the road is level. We sheltered through the blizzard just off the road.”

Ryn pointed up the road and glanced at Nephale. “They’re north of here. All safe.”

She smiled in relief. “So you can hear them again?”

“Barely, yes.”

“And soon you’ll be able to hear me, too.”

He grinned as he remembered their conversation last night. “That will be nice.”

She bumped his shoulder with hers. “So when do we add me to the schedule?”

He looked ahead. “We’ll talk to Auri about that.”

They walked far apart enough that Nephale could draw her ether blade and defend him from any direction, but closer than they needed to otherwise. Ryn cast occasional and affectionate glances Nephale’s way, and she smiled when he did so. He felt so close to her now.

The sun was halfway to its zenith when Ryn spotted a cloaked figure standing in the middle of the road ahead, keeping watch. She pulled back her hood to reveal her gleaming blond hair, then dashed down the road toward him. “Ryn!” Lena yelled happily. “Neph!”

Ryn set his feet before Lena dived into him. He barely kept his balance as he caught her. Lena kissed him frantically as he half-heartedly fought her off, and her abnormally warm body was a boon in the cold. Only when she was satisfied did she relent.

Lena released him, stalked over to Nephale, and threw her arms around her as well.

Nephale stumbled but kept her balance. “What’s this?”

“You save him.” Lena went up on tiptoes and pecked Nephale on the cheek. “Save Ryn’s life. Thank you. Best mage ever.”

Nephale half-heartedly thumped Lena’s back. “That’s my job.”

“Sure. Still. Best.” Lena sighed happily and walked back to Ryn, then clutched both his hands and tugged insistently. “We have food for you.”

Ryn’s stomach grumbled at the mention of food. They’d been able to forage for berries this morning but had little else to eat, and he’d worked up an appetite on his hike today. He suspected Nephale felt the same after they’d fought off a devil army.

When they found the camp, Ryn acknowledged Auri had chosen well. The clearing where his auxiliaries had set up their tents and made a small fire was surrounded by tall and closely spaced trees. Several sawed stumps suggested earlier travelers had cleared this space specifically for people who might need to shelter from a storm.

Their tents were set up close to the fire, and their horses were hobbled near the tents. Pebble snorted a greeting as Ryn arrived, and he hurried over to hug his loyal gelding. He felt blessed that neither his horses nor anyone else had died.

Saphi pushed out of a tent and then tackled him with enthusiasm equal to Lena’s. It took a great deal of kissing and assurances to calm her down again, and after, she clutched him and remained close as Auri emerged from the other tent and pointed to the smoldering fire.

“We have meat soup already heated, prime. You should both eat up.”

Auri didn’t need to run over and hug him to assure him she was glad he was safe. The fact that she’d led Lena and Saphi here and taken charge while he was gone told him all he needed to know about how much she cared about him.

In that moment, the love of Ryn’s auxiliaries all but overwhelmed him. “I’m so glad none of you were hurt. We’re lucky whoever ambushed us was after me.”

Saphi smacked his chest in obvious annoyance. “That’s not lucky!”

“No,” Lena agreed. “Only lucky you alive.”

Auri adjusted her spectacles as she considered him. “You believe the ambush we encountered was targeted at you specifically?”

“I do. That I was passing through Braedon was common knowledge. It would have been trivial for anyone to guess our direction of travel as we left, and if they knew this terrain, they’d know that narrow mountain road was the best place to hit us.”

“That does seem plausible,” Auri said. “We should speak at length about being less predictable in the future, but first, eat. Lena and I will handle the watch.”

“Sure. But before that... I need to tell you something.”

Nephale offered him an expectant glance.

“Neph and I have agreed I’m going to bond her next time we get a room.”

Saphi gasped, then abandoned him entirely to throw her arms around Nephale. “Oh Nephy, that’s wonderful!”

She chuckled and rubbed Saphi’s back. “It makes sense.”

“This means you’re staying with us, right? For good?”

“Unless I misunderstood how a mage bond works.”

Lena gripped Nephale’s shoulder and grinned. “Glad you stay.”

As Nephale looked between them, a hint of wet appeared in her green eyes. “Thanks for... well, putting up with me.”

From across the fire, Auri smiled at them both. “This is very good news.”

Saphi sighed happily. “Gods, I’m so happy.”

Ryn smiled at her. “I’ll try to get ambushed more often.”

She scowled and swatted at him. “Now that’s just mean!”

After Ryn’s news, Auri and Lena left to keep watch while Ryn and Nephale made up for not eating breakfast or lunch. Rather than hanging onto Ryn’s arm, Saphi sat between them, and it warmed his heart to see her so happy about Nephale becoming his fourth auxiliary. His gaze and Nephale’s met often over their meal, and he loved how often she blushed.

Despite it being just past noon, Ryn thought it best to put more distance between them and the sight of the ambush. They broke down camp and got riding and continued to ride long past sunset. Fortunately, the moon was large and bright, and despite the cold, the flurries remained light. Finally, close to midnight, Ryn called a halt.

They camped on a tall hill with good visibility in all directions. Despite the protests of his auxiliaries, Ryn took the first watch, and he was pleased when Nephale agreed to sleep alongside the others rather than stand with him. He tended the fire and kept an eye out until he was dead on his feet, then trudged into the tent and roused Auri.

She took the next watch. Meanwhile, Ryn fell asleep in a Lena and Saphi sandwich. He really was exhausted, and Lena, as always, was fantastically warm. In no time at all Auri woke him with the others, and then they set out for another long day on the road.

The fact that another attack had not come was almost more unnerving than if one had. Even if his hunter had expended all their resources in the mountain ambush, they wouldn’t just give up. Considering Ryn was following the road, it was unlikely they’d lost his trail.

Two days later, exhausted from riding hard and constant vigilance, they finally reached the walled fortress town of Rosewall. Despite the ambush, they’d made up time by riding hard and kept their trek through the wilderness to four days. A tavern would be wonderful.

Rosewall was a fraction of the size of Braedon, supporting a local population of about half a million people, but it offered a welcome respite from the road. This fortress city was built in the middle of large hills that were difficult to climb and filled with patrolling soldiers.

The fortified city made an intimidating barrier. It acted as both a center of commerce and a fortification to slow any army attempting to march on Braedon from the north. When Auri revealed it had started life as a fort and become a city after, Ryn could see why.

They were so close to their destination! The Clarion Flight Academy was just over a two day’s ride from Rosewall. Once there, Ryn could track down Gloriana Langley and order her scoured. If she bore a devil mark, that would put an end to or greatly neuter the threat.

Once they entered the line waiting to enter Rosewall, Ryn ordered Auri not to announce their arrival. They waited with the rest of the travelers making the long trip to other towns across Clarion. A touch of anonymity was worth the delay, for whatever good it might do.

The buildings inside the walls were old but well-maintained. The windows were cleaner than he expected and there was very little rubbish on the road. There was only one fine inn, gaudy enough that Ryn told Auri to leave it be. Their goal now was to be less predictable, and the nicest inn was where people would expect a primal conjurer to stay.

Ryn was surprised when the first modest tavern they investigated had no rooms to rent, but in retrospect, he understood. Rosewall was the last stop on the main road from Braedon before multiple roads diverged across Clarion, so anyone traveling up north, merchant or otherwise, would come through here. These taverns did good business.

The number of soldiers Ryn saw standing on the street, walking patrols, or manning the walls was a comfort. If his enemy hadn’t struck at him in the past two days on the road, they definitely didn’t have the resources to strike at him here. He could sleep easy for a night... after he bonded Nephale, of course.

Ryn would have no better chance to officially make Nephale his fourth auxiliary. If their enemy was going to strike again, they would strike somewhere along the road to the flight academy. He and his auxiliaries needed to be ready for anything.

Not to mention he simply wanted a night with Nephale, alone. He could tell she wanted the same. When Auri reserved two private rooms at the next tavern for them, he knew they would finally have the opportunity they both wanted. Tonight would be their night.

His third auxiliary had arranged everything so he and Nephale could bond.

Supper came and went, and then Auri, Saphi, and Lena all agreed to split a watch despite being inside the walls. They would take no chances with Ryn’s hunter... and Ryn and Nephale would have a room to themselves. After supper, he and Nephale were finally alone.

She looked around the room Auri had reserved for them. It could sleep four, and had four different beds for that purpose. It was also chilly despite being indoors. Ryn knew from experience that the further north they went, the deeper the ambient chill would become.

Ryn waited as Nephale gave the room a once-over for devil steps. Afterward, she brushed her hair back from her shoulder and glanced at him. “So... we just pick one?”

He drank in the sight of her. Her long glossy hair. Her hopeful green eyes. The way her armored leather pants hugged her bottom half.

“Ryn?” Nephale asked.

“Yes?”

“Are you going to stare all day or kiss me?”

“We’ll kiss in a bit.” He walked close and lightly brushed her hip. “Right now, I’m still thinking about how great you’ll look naked.”

She blushed hotly and turned to face him. “So come find out.”

He pulled her in for a kiss, and she giggled against his lips. Ryn helped her out of her armor, then disrobed completely to be sure she would feel comfortable doing the same. When he helped her slip off her tunic, he was struck anew by the beauty of her taut, muscular body.

She blushed at his obvious interest, but resolutely held his gaze. He traced his hands up and down her sides, across her stomach, and gently around her wide, round breasts. She had so many scars, and seeing them only made him want to reassure her more.

He wanted to give her the life she hadn’t had back in her time. Friends. Safety. Love. He kissed her again after that, then pulled her palm to his chest.

“Here. You touch me as well.”

Her rough hands traced all over as they had in the cave, following the curves of his muscles. Her fingers were calloused, but kind. He kissed her often as her hands explored his body. He helped her out of her pants and then her dark panties. For the first time since they’d met, he was able to see her completely naked... and he loved what he saw.

The space between her legs was dark and wet. He kissed her again and slid his hand down her thigh. “Can I touch you down there now? Is that okay?”

She nodded eagerly. “You can touch me anywhere you want tonight.”

He brushed his fingers between her legs with one hand. She gasped and wrapped her hand around his shaft, and that was his cue to continue. He carefully fingered her. Her breathing grew loud as he toyed with her, careful never to go too deep.

She moaned as her thighs trembled. “Fuck, that feels good.”

As she continued to gently stroke his shaft, he smiled at her. “So does that.”

“So when does... sex?”

“I still need to get you ready first. Come with me.”

He led her to the bed, sat down with his feet on the cold floor, and then guided her to sit down beside him. As she leaned close, he wrapped his arm around her waist. Her dark hair tickled his side as he gently stroked her hair, then her ear.

She smiled shyly. “Do you like my ears?”

“I like how you react when I kiss them.”

She slid her hand across his thigh. “I know it could hurt. I still want it.”

“I’ll do my best to make sure it doesn’t.”

“I don’t even know why I’m worried. I’ve been in battles where I almost got my limbs torn off. This isn’t that, so... why?”

“It’s still your first time. I want to make it as wonderful as I can.”

“You are.” She shivered and stared at him. “So please, just fuck me already.”

“Get comfortable on the bed and relax. I’m going to show you something we didn’t do back in the cave. I’m hoping it’ll help with everything else.”

She hesitantly relaxed in bed, and then Ryn kissed his way down her body... her neck, her breasts, her stomach... as she grew increasingly tense. When she felt the touch of his tongue for the first time, she gasped and involuntarily clenched her thighs around his head.

She pushed half-heartedly at his head. “I’m not... you don’t have to...”

He nuzzled her. “But I want to. Okay?”

“Oh... okay,” she managed.

As his tongue flicked across her, she moaned and dropped her head back. He used every technique he knew, not even bothering to involve life ether. He wanted to give her a steady, pleasant climb. He wanted her as wet and eager as possible before her first time.

By the time his fingers joined his tongue, Nephale was moaning loudly and possessively clutching his hair. She’d never experienced anything like this before. She was now so wet and aroused that any discomfort would be minimal, or so he hoped.

He clambered to support himself above her and stared down. “Ready?”

She kept her eyes tightly closed. “Yes.”

Ryn stroked himself to full mast and then slowly slipped inside her. There was a brief moment of resistance before her arms wrapped hungrily around him and pulled him close... and deeper. Her warm walls clenched as they both gasped.

He started slowly, but soon her loud moans assured him he could pick up the pace. He reminded himself how tough she was. He held her close as he fucked her for the first time, and she groaned and all but crushed his back. She was incredibly strong!

Ryn was shocked when she came hard not long after they started. He hadn’t expected to get her off so quickly, but she was new at this, and he had pleasured her mercilessly before he slipped inside her. He held her close as she shook with her first orgasm beneath him.

After she finally relaxed, she clutched him close. “Did I... was that too soon?” Her brow furrowed. “Did we lose our chance?”

“Not at all.” He kissed her sweaty forehead. “We can do this as many times as you like.”

She sighed breathily. “Then, yes. Fuck! Take me again and again.”

Ryn reached out with one hand and drew life ether from the air. He resumed his earlier pace, and by tracing life ether along her breasts and hips, he quickly caught her up. Each thrust made her moan so loud he knew his auxiliaries could hear her in the next room. He was impressed Lena didn’t tease him about that over their bond.

Not that she would. Not during their first time. Lena, Saphi, and Auri wanted this to be special for Nephale just as much as he did. Still, he hoped they were impressed.

Ryn’s peak approached as Nephale’s did... for the second time. As he grunted and fucked her harder, her loud and desperate moans hurt his ears. He hadn’t expected Nephale to be so loud, but she hadn’t known what to expect at all. At least he knew this was good for her.

As his climax approached, Ryn traced life ether across Nephale’s core. It felt like she almost crushed his spine. The way she clutched him meant he had to struggle for enough leverage to keep going. He only then remembered he’d forgotten to tell her to take over as he slipped out of his body, but she needed no encouragement in that regard.

She gripped his ass and made him fuck her as his spirit hands reached into her chest. As he floated just above their bodies, he drew a chain of bright purple ether... chaos ether... from her chest. He lashed it to his own ether and then shoved it, with his spirit hands, into his physical chest. The cords snapped tight as they orgasmed together.

As he re-entered his body, Ryn groaned loudly and flooded Nephale with his seed. Lena would have to give Nephale some of her share of herbs tomorrow to be certain she wouldn’t get pregnant. Ryn collapsed on top of her as she clutched him fiercely.

Finally, her death grip on his back relaxed. Ryn took deep breaths once he could breathe again. His back ached more than a little, but he didn’t blame Nephale for that. It was another sign that she had really enjoyed herself.

She was sweaty and limp beneath him as he finally rolled off her, wincing at the tinge in his back muscles. Still, as he balanced on one elbow and looked her over, he felt pleased to see her glassy-eyed. She was sweaty from head to toe.

She glanced up at him as if in a daze. “Ryn?” she thought hopefully.

He smiled. “I’m here.”

She gasped in alarm. “Your back!”

She could already sense his body’s aches over their bond. That suggested the bond they’d formed would be very strong, though he’d have to work just as hard to keep it that way as he did with his other auxiliaries. That was a task he’d greatly enjoy.

He sent calm and comfort over their brand new mage bond. “I’m fine.”

She touched his back gingerly, poking at his sore muscles. “Did I hurt you?”

She looked so guilty he had to grin. “I’m supposed to ask you that.”

She blushed furiously. “I’m so sorry. I just...”

“It’s fine.”

“That felt really good.” She stared in wonder. “I didn’t know it could feel so good.”

He rolled onto his back and sighed in relief. “I’m glad to hear that, because we’ll be doing this a lot more in the future. Now, come here.”

She eyed him with obvious worry. “You want me to lay on you? It won’t hurt?”

“Just snuggle up in the crook of my arm like you did in the cave. I’m fine!”

She was visibly hesitant as she pressed close against him. Then, once she was comfortable, she sighed contentedly. “You know the problem now, right?”

“What problem?”

“I’ll never leave you.”

“I know.”

“I mean it. Being ordered to leave my friends behind...” She shuddered in the crook of his arm. “Never again. Not even if you order me.”

Ryn affectionately stroked her hair, then her cheek. “And I never will.” He added “Promise,” over their brand new bond. He knew a feeling of certainty would reassure her.

She cuddled close and went still. Soon her breathing grew so steady Ryn was certain she was asleep. That was before her hand slid from his chest to his stomach, and then lower. She found his already stirring shaft and stroked eagerly.

She spoke right in his ear. “Can we do it again? Right now?”

“That depends.” He grinned at her. “You promise not to break me?”

Nephale kissed his shoulder and then bit down lightly with her teeth. “No.”


Chapter 10


Twenty Years From Now
The Executor


He woke in his soft bed in his tower at the Primal Academy as he always did these days, feeling like he’d gotten no sleep at all. Even his advanced meditation techniques couldn’t hold off the exhaustion of leading his dwindling forces day in and day out. The first light of pre-dawn glistened in the huge frosted window overlooking the academy from above.

His private chamber encompassed the top floor of the tower, twenty stories above the academy below. When he stood before the large frosted window, he could see over the walls and land to the horizon, though he rarely looked beyond the walls these days. A landscape of burnt trees, ashy plains, and dark skies wasn’t at all inspiring.

He’d won so many victories. He’d sacrificed so many people, and the devil army was going to win, anyway. Even so, he refused to roll over and die. It wasn’t in his nature.

The devils that had all but entirely overrun his realm might succeed in exterminating humanity, but not before what remained of humanity killed as many of the inky bastards as possible. The Executor had already killed his share. He intended to kill many more.

Still, his bones and muscles ached as he pushed up out of bed in the pre-dawn. His scarred and aging body didn’t have the resilience it had when he was twenty and freshly graduated. He would be forty in another month... if he survived that long.

He absentmindedly scratched his thick gray beard and then brushed his palm across the soft space beside him on the bed. It was warm but empty. These days, Glory slept even less than he did. Knowing her, she would already be out in the courtyard tending to her pegasus.

He hadn’t shared his last desperate plan with Glory yet. He wasn’t even sure it would work, and even if it did, everyone he cared about would die, including him. There was no longer any realistic way to win this war.

Even so, if he was right about an odd quirk of the Firmament, he could, perhaps, save the next world from the same fate... and give the devils a bloody nose as a parting gift. That thought cheered him immensely. At least he’d die ruining their plans.

He rose, dressed himself in the gleaming silver battle robes of the Primal Academy’s Executor, and readied himself as he had every day since he’d gained the title and command of the academy. For another mage, gaining the rank of Executor would have been the accomplishment of their life. Yet he only held this title because everyone else willing to fill the role was dead. The battle to unseat Executor Caladan had taken so many lives.

The Primal Academy had no allies left. Pasharal had sunk into the sea, Clarion was a graveyard, the Lachlan Confederacy was entirely populated with devil-marked, and the Cridor Republic, including its capital of Harandale, still burned. The people in the republic’s capital city had chosen to drink poison and burn the invading devil army alive in their own city rather than be tortured into devil deals. Harandale was now a funeral pyre larger than any in all the world, and it would burn for months before all the oil and other flammable materials were consumed.

The Executor respected the people in the republic’s capital for their sacrifice. They’d killed hundreds of thousands of devils when they turned their capital city into a giant inferno. The Primal Academy survived because the devil army on this continent had lost a fourth of its numbers in a pyrrhic victory. The people of Harandale had bought him time.

He splashed cold water on his weathered face at his private basin and didn’t bother straightening his graying hair. A little crazy hair would fit the role of a mage most of his surviving soldiers (many of whom were half his age) already thought was mildly insane. Yet before he left his room, he walked to the dresser and stared down at a small green jewel.

The green jewel was caldorite, a gem found only in Pasharal. It cost enough to purchase a house. While its frame and necklace had melted with her body, the jewel itself remained untarnished. It was a reminder of how much she’d loved him... and how much he’d loved her.

He picked up the jewel and kissed it. It was a morning ritual he’d maintained since she died covering the retreat of the last survivors from her home city in Pasharal. He didn’t cry. He'd long ago exhausted his tears. Still, his heart ached with all he’d lost.

“Love you, flame goddess,” Ryn said to their wedding jewel. “I’ll see you soon.”

He left his private chamber to gather reports from his sentinels and rally his remaining troops. Rage at the devils that had devoured their world kept his soldiers going. Making devils hurt was the reason they fought to live.

Ryn had barely exited his chambers before two hardened soldiers of the Primal Guard fell in to escort him: Liam and Sten. Both men were half his age, with a fraction of his battle experience, but they were senior to most other members of the Primal Guard. Jessup, the striped one-eyed cat who’d become the academy’s unofficial mascot, stirred as well.

Flanked by two hardened soldiers and one hardened barn cat, Ryn descended the Executor’s tower and ignored the creaking in his aging knees. Had he had his way, he’d be on the first floor, not the twentieth, but the top chamber was the most secure. He’d lost that argument to Glory, Ashlee, and his other protectors long ago. Jessup bounded ahead.

The academy’s Primal Guard had a fraction of their former numbers, now just thirty-one soldiers led by Captain Ashlee Garroth. Ashlee’s cynical sense of gallows humor was a boon. They often drank together after hours, and they usually fell into bed after that.

Ashlee was one of the only other people in the academy old enough to remember what the world had been like before the devil war. She’d been one of the Primal Guards’ rank-and-file back when Ryn graduated twenty years ago, so she was only a year older than him, at forty-one. They’d both lived too long and seen too many die to ever be whole again.

Everyone else from his time as a student... Executrix Valenda, Mentor Gaskon, Mistress Palena, and Mistress Aurienda, who he’d just begun to fall in love with before she died defending Star’s Crossing... were long dead. Ryn now knew, far too late, that those battles had been arranged by Executor Caladan. The devil-marked bastard had lured the others into traps.

And Saphi...

He couldn’t think about how he’d lost Saphi. That was too painful. He needed to present strength to his people so they’d go into their last battle feeling confident. Even if he couldn’t bring them victory, he could make them less afraid.

There were no students still alive at the Primal Academy who had been here in Ryn’s time. Other than Captain Garroth and a few of the Primal Guards, everyone who served under him was under the age of thirty. A number weren’t much over eighteen.

Even at dawn, the academy’s courtyard was thick with activity. The heavy beating of leathery wings announced the academy’s drake riders (the five who were left) returning from their nightly patrol. The drakes offered a token screech at the small group of pegasi taking their morning meal in the paddocks Glory had set up for her valkyries and their steeds.

Jessup darted back as the drakes flew over. The barn cat hissed his displeasure from Ryn’s ankles at the massive leathery beasts overhead. Meanwhile, the pegasi didn’t even look up from their morning meal. That was a testament to all the patrols they’d flown together.

Drakes and pegasi were natural enemies, yet after the academy’s drake riders had fought alongside the Clarion Flight Academy’s valkyries again and again, both beasts had embraced their shared enemy: devil drakes. Any animosity between the drake riders and valkyries was long gone. Only a friendly rivalry to kill the most devils remained.

Ryn headed for his drake riders as Liam moved ahead to watch for threats, Sten fell in behind him, and Jessup trotted proudly along at his side as if he held the rank of Executor and Ryn was his pet. A dark-haired young man in mage robes rushed over to Ryn the moment he emerged from his tower. Liam immediately moved to intercept him.

“Let him by,” Ryn reminded Liam. “We’re all friends here.”

Reluctantly, Liam removed his hand from his club as Marcus Harrow, the only living death mage in the world, jogged closer. Marcus’s dark face gleamed with sweat in the morning light, and his silver spectacles reminded Ryn of Mistress Aurienda. He only wished he’d been able to tell Aurienda how much he appreciated her lessons before she died.

Marcus stumbled to a halt and sketched a salute. “Executor Xaven!”

“That’s me,” Ryn agreed amiably.

“I found it! I’ve found the book!”

Ryn offered his best stern frown. “You’ll need to be more specific, soldier.”

“It has a passage about that technique you asked me to search for! It talks about a mage observing himself on a past journey inside the Firmament!”

Ryn resisted the urge to whoop. That wouldn’t be very Executor-like. He and Marcus had spent the last two weeks searching the Primal Academy’s massive library for records of the ancient technique Ryn had, before today, only heard about in rumors.

Marcus’s news suggested it was possible to enter the Firmament and, through the proper techniques, interact with one’s past self... so long as that past self was also inside the Firmament. Ryn had long suspected that time in the Firmament was not as rigid as in the mortal world. It was possible the passage Marcus had found while he slept proved it.

This could be the last piece of the puzzle. The final discovery that would make his grand, mad plan possible. It was too late to save his world... but he might still save the next one.

Ryn clapped a strong, weathered hand on Marcus’s slim shoulder. The man jumped at the contact, which seemed far too familiar for a leader and his soldier. Still, Marcus had done what he couldn’t, mainly because Ryn had too many other things to do.

“Good job,” Ryn said firmly. He released Marcus’s shoulder. “Get the tome and any others that looked promising together in the library and mark them up. I’ll be down as soon as I can to go over them with you. I have to make my rounds and check the walls first.”

Marcus bowed. “Yes, Executor Xaven!” He hurried off with a spring in his step, an unusual sight in an academy filled with people who knew they were going to die.

Unreasonably amused by Marcus’s good mood, Ryn approached the leader of the drake riders. Lieutenant Alex Marith was younger than all four riders he now led, but his flight skills and his wind channeling expertise went unquestioned. Like Ryn, Alex held his post less due to seniority and experience and more due to deaths. And like Ryn, Alex had earned it.

Alex was dressed in the thick, warm leathers that kept him from freezing as he and his fellow drake riders patrolled the skies above the academy. He thumped a fist to his chest as Ryn and his bodyguards approached. Jessup bounded forward and purred loudly as he pawed at Alex’s legging for a treat. Alex, Jessup knew, always brought the best treats.

Liam took up position on Ryn’s left flank as Sten watched his right. That left Ryn free to approach and speak with Alex as the man’s drake, still snorting steam from its wide nostrils, observed them with slitted lizard eyes. As Ryn arrived, Alex casually reached into the pocket of his flying jacket. He dropped a small chunk of bloody meat on the floor.

Jessup pounced and savaged it.

Ryn stared up at Alex and his drake. “What’s the word, son?”

Alex grimaced and rubbed his hand through his tousled brown hair. “I’m afraid it’s not anything good, sir. There’s a huge devil army on the move toward the academy from the north. We couldn’t get a count before their devil drakes forced us to retreat, but Josie thinks it’s easily the size of the one that burned up in Harandale.”

“So there’s really no end to these bastards.”

“I’m sorry, sir.” Alex looked genuinely upset to be the bearer of this news. “I know it wasn’t the news you were hoping for.”

“We knew they’d come for the academy sooner or later. Thanks to every loyal citizen in Harandale, it’s later. Based on their speed, how long do we have?”

“By my estimate, sir, they’ll be in sight of the walls by mid-afternoon. They were running hard when we flew past them.”

Ryn hid his grimace so as not to alarm the troops. “That soon?”

“They were moving at a full run, sir,” Alex added mournfully.

Ryn thumped Alex’s arm. “Yet thanks to you and your scouts, we’ll be ready for them. Get some food in you and your people, and rest while you can. It looks like the battle for the academy is going to happen sooner than we expected.”

“Can we really win this, sir? It was a massive army.”

Ryn grinned his most confident grin. “Son, we’re going to crush them flat.” He had gotten so much better at lying to his people over the years. “Now rest up. We’re going to need you and your riders back in the fight this afternoon when we tear apart that devil army.”

Alex thumped his fist to his chest once more and then turned to his people. As he shouted orders and organized them, Ryn strode away. He didn’t need to glance back to know Jessup was trotting along behind him, nomming his bloody meat.

Ryn found Glory right where he expected, rubbing the flanks of her tall white pegasi, Honor, as she cooed in Honor’s ear. A pegasus was a bit larger than a standard-sized horse and all white, with hooves that looked like solid silver. Also, they had massive feathered wings.

Again, Ryn’s bodyguards flanked him as Jessup hissed at Honor before scampering away. Jessup had always been afraid of horses, and horses with wings were even worse. Jessup was brave, but even a hunter as experienced as Jessup knew a fight he couldn’t win.

Glory didn’t look back as Ryn entered the paddock, but she sensed him. That allowed his gaze to freely travel down the honey-blonde hair. Her tight leather pants coursed over her shapely ass, and he knew she loved it when he ogled her.

Glory was two years younger than him, at thirty-eight, and a vision in her silver armor and riding pants. Ryn paused. If Glory was busy soothing Honor, he didn’t want to interrupt.

Glory continued massaging Honor’s flanks with both hands. “Executor.” The noble lilt to her speech was unmistakably Kanton. She sounded like she belonged in a royal court, which made it impossibly sexy when she begged him to ravish her like a common tavern wench.

Ryn smiled. “Morning, valkyrie captain. I wish I could tell you how nice your hair looks and move on with our day, but I have news.”

She glanced over her shoulder. “The devil army’s coming, isn’t it?”

“How do you know that?”

“I saw Alex speak, watched your shoulders slump, and felt your mood darken.”

Gloriana Langley sometimes came awfully close to reading his thoughts even when he didn’t share them with her. Their relationship had started almost by accident, and neither of them had expected it to progress to the point where he would bond her. Now, Ryn couldn’t imagine his life without her... at least, what was left of it.

Ryn had grown more cautious with his love as he aged. The beautiful faces of the loyal auxiliaries he’d loved and lost since this cursed war started twenty years ago still haunted him in the nights when he was alone. Saphi, Lena, Aurienda... and Cressa. Without Cressa’s bravery, he wouldn’t have survived this long. If only they’d had more time together!

While Ryn currently had five auxiliaries at the Primal Academy, Glory was the only one he’d bonded in the old way. His other auxiliaries were brave and loyal soldiers, but the oldest, Nephale, was only twenty-two. All were bound to him by the new “command bonds” that required only a mixing of blood and ether, rather than more intimate activities.

“What do you make of our chances today?” Glory asked.

If anyone else in this academy had asked that question, Ryn would have lied to them. Yet Glory shared his grim commitment to making the devils suffer at any cost. A devil army the size of the one coming at them had sacked Harandale, and the capital city’s army had been hundreds of times bigger than Ryn’s.

Even so, he spoke over their bond so as not to alarm others. “I hate to admit it, princess, but we’re not making it out of this one alive.”

“So today is the day we die.” Glory’s thought was oddly calm. “Now tell me this, my love. How many of these bastards can we take down with us?”

“After we fall, I’m going to make what we did to them at Harandale look like a tussle in the hay. I’ve got a surprise planned for when they finally take over the academy. They won’t be taking any prisoners home today, and there won’t be an academy left for them to occupy.”

Glory patted Honor on the flank and turned to him. “If we must die, I feel blessed to fight and die at your side. My only regret is that we did not meet twenty years ago.”

As his brave and lovely princess stared at him from paces away, her tan face, elegant nose, sky-blue eyes, and curls of honey-blonde hair enchanted him as it had four years ago. Scuff propriety. Today was likely their last day in the realm.

Ryn threw his arms around Glory and kissed her hard on the lips. She reflexively wrapped her arms around him for balance as their tongues played, and he felt her amused and scandalized thoughts in his head.

“This isn’t proper, Executor. Not in front of the troops.”

“I know, princess. But we’re likely dying today, so scuff proper.”

He eased Glory away, spun her around, and then slapped her ass loud enough Honor snorted at him and offered significant side-eye. Ryn knew the pegasus, the only other loved one in Glory’s life, tolerated him because Glory loved him. Still, tolerance was all Honor offered.

Glory blushed brightly as her burst of lust flooded their bond. Another of her pegasus riders giggled behind her hands and turned to her own pegasus. Ryn stepped back and crossed his arms as if he were simply acknowledging another member of his staff.

He knew Glory always grew embarrassed when it became clear how much she enjoyed being spanked. As tempting as it was to tease her further, Ryn acted as if nothing was unusual. Nothing other than the Executor of the Primal Academy slapping his wing leader on the ass.

“Stand ready to take wing, Captain Langley, but cancel this morning’s air patrol. Save your energy for the war we plan to fight this afternoon. I’ll expect your pegasi and their riders to lead the charge.”

“Yes, Executor,” Glory mumbled. In his mind, she spoke much more loudly.

“You will pay for that.” Her stern thought was both a threat and a promise.

Ryn grinned as he rejoined his escort. “If we survive until tonight, I can’t wait.”

Having received his report about the morning’s developments from Alex, and having given his orders for the afternoon’s war to Glory, it was now time to see and be seen by the rest of the soldiers at the Primal Academy. Even if they were all going to die today, Ryn wanted the people he’d been charged to lead to die with their heads held high.

His loyal soldiers needed to see their Executor confident of victory if they were going to have any chance of surviving the day. No one would actually survive (Ryn was all but certain of that) but he hoped his confidence would allow them to die furious instead of terrified. If he had to choose, he knew which emotion he’d want filling his last moments of life.

As Ryn toured the academy and greeted his soldiers in turn, Jessup rejoined him with his furry head high. Ryn took personal reports from the Primal Guard soldiers who’d stood watch through the night, even though Alex’s report had made theirs matter little. It was important that every guard he still had felt valued and needed.

Next, he checked on the small group of mages that had gathered for humanity’s last stand. They numbered perhaps thirty, thirty mortal mages left in all the world. He knew all of them by name and greeted them by name, which always cheered them up. Marion, especially, seemed to be in a surprisingly good mood.

If someone was looking at Marion, smiling and laughing with the others, with no knowledge of her past, they’d have no idea she watched her family burned alive by devil-marked priests posing as the Righteous Sect. Now the Lachlan Academy was all devils and Marion was the last mage to train there. She, he knew, would go down fighting.

Yet Marion and the others wouldn’t be enough to save the academy. A force one-hundred times their size wouldn’t be enough. But as Glory had said, if Ryn had to die today... if the last of humanity died today... it would be his honor to die with such brave people fighting beside him. Humanity would not go quietly into the night.

As Ryn left the group to head down to the library and speak with Marcus about what he’d discovered in the academy’s tomes, a muscular, dark-haired woman in gleaming devil-horn armor approached him at a rapid pace. It was Nephale, Ryn’s fifth auxiliary. She was also one of the best warriors in the academy, and a young woman he trusted with his life.

Nephale obviously had something important on her mind. He knew she could tell him over their command bond if she wished, but since she hadn’t, he suspected it wasn’t anything urgent. She’d have already contacted him in their minds if it was.

A command bond—a bond formed with a mere exchange of blood and a few etched runes—would never be as strong as one formed in the old way, as with Glory, but Ryn hadn’t been willing to take Nephale in any way she didn’t want to be taken. They could transfer chaos ether. They could talk over their bond. That was enough.

Moreover, Ryn knew Nephale’s drive to protect her friends was among the strongest he’d ever felt. Like him, Nephale could die happy so long as she died in battle alongside those she loved. Even if the devil army crushed them today, he wanted to give her that chance.

Jessup bounded ahead and meowed loudly at the sight of his favorite blade mage. Ryn watched in amusement as Nephale struggled between standing straight and tall and acknowledging the obvious pleading from her favorite cat. Finally, pleading won out.

The moment Nephale crouched, Jessup leapt into her arms with a loud yowl. The barn cat purred loudly as he curled up in her arms. Nephale rose, cradling Jessup, and glanced at him as she unconsciously scratched Jessup’s furry head.

“Executor Xaven, may I speak to you for a moment?”

Ryn motioned for Liam to give them some space. “I always have time for my auxiliaries. What’s on your mind?”

“Rumor is we’ll face battle today. Is that true?”

Ryn hadn’t made an official announcement about the approach of the devil army because he didn’t need to. Talk had been spreading since Alex returned, and if the news wasn’t all over the academy already, it would be soon. No point in denying it.

“That’s true,” Ryn said.

“And is the army as big as the drake riders say?”

“Probably even bigger.”

“Then I want to lead the vanguard that launches our first attack.”

Ryn idly stroked his thick beard, one he believed—despite Ashlee’s teasing—made him look quite regal and intimidating. “What makes you think we’ll attack first?”

“You always have someone attack first. So if you have to send a team out to harass the enemy and knock them off balance, let me lead that team. I can report back over our bond so you’ll know what we see and how many we take down.”

“There’s a very good chance any team I send out to do that won’t return.”

“I know.” Nephale scratched between Jessup’s ears in a way that made the barn cat purr in pleasure. “But you also know what I’m capable of.”

Nephale was, after all, the only blade mage left in the academy and, Ryn suspected, in all the world. He’d seen her tear through hundreds of devils in a single battle, especially when he was there to feed her chaos ether. Her oath to tear the devil army apart on her own would have been far more intimidating had she not been clutching a loudly purring barn cat.

Still, Ryn sensed her determination over their command bond. He could use their bond to compel her to stay in the reserve if necessary, but he didn’t want to. When possible, he avoided compelling his auxiliaries with anything but words.

“I don’t know how we’re going to hit the army yet,” Ryn said truthfully. “I also have an important matter that requires my immediate attention. But when I call the meeting to prepare the academy’s defense, you’ll be there beside me, right in the thick of it.”

She nodded firmly. “Thank you, Executor.”

Nephale was a talented, powerful, and gorgeous young woman. Had Ryn been twenty years younger, he would have considered inviting her to his bed. Yet he didn’t need another warm body beside him in the night. He needed brave and loyal warriors who would give their lives to buy time to enact his final and desperate plan.

As Ryn resumed his journey and headed for the academy’s vault to speak to Marcus about what he’d found, raw excitement overpowered weeks of melancholy. The more he thought about it, the more he was certain his wild theory about the Firmament was right.

If Ryn could contact his past self through the Firmament and interact with him over the mists of time, he could warn past Ryn of all the nightmares he’d survived to reach this point. His past self could stop this devil war from ever starting. They could change history together.

So now, all he had to do before the devil army sacked his academy was figure out how to teach his past self to save the world.


Chapter Eleven


Ryn


When he woke in the soft light of the sunrise with Glory asleep on his chest, he was momentarily disoriented. He’d been heading down to the library. Had he passed out? As he reflexively glanced down to stroke Glory’s honey-blonde hair, he gasped in his small bed.

Glory wasn’t the naked woman draped over his chest. This woman was more muscular than Glory, and old and new scars crisscrossed her bare, tan back. Some of her glossy black hair had slipped off the bed. He was in bed with Nephale.

The man he was now and the man he would be twenty years from now collided in his head, and Ryn shrieked loud enough to wake the dead. Nephale rolled off him completely naked as he thrashed. She was alert and awake in the time it took him to blink.

Paralyzed by memories that weren’t his own, Ryn watched as Nephale rolled to her feet in a combat stance. Her glowing blue ether blade appeared in one hand. Naked and tensed for battle, she was gorgeous in the morning light.

He coughed and thumped his chest, then looked down at himself as his stuttering mind struggled to reconcile who he was with who he’d been. He was twenty, not forty. His chin was scratchy with stubble, not covered in a beard. And his world wasn’t doomed... yet.

A burst of flame blew the locked door to their locked suite clean off its hinges. The burning wooden door clattered to the floor as Lena sprinted into the room, stark naked. Ryn was thrilled to see her, but not because of her lack of clothing.

Lena was alive. Ryn now remembered how it felt to live in a world where his beautiful flame goddess was dead, and he never wanted to live that way again.

Tears filled his eyes as he remembered kissing Lena’s wedding pendant in his chamber in the Executor’s Tower at the Primal Academy. As he remembered rallying his brave and doomed troops on the last day humanity would possess the realm. As he remembered Jessup.

A barn cat. Jessup was the name of his barn cat. And Jessup—the man who had bonded Nephale twenty years from now, figured out how to pull Ryn and Lena out of the Firmament and into the future, and use portal ether to send Nephale into the past—wasn’t some mysterious primal conjurer unknown to the academies hiding at some distant retreat.

Ryn was Jessup. Jessup was Ryn. Ryn was the mage who had led the Primal Academy on the day it fell twenty years from now, and he had sent Nephale back in time to prevent that war from ever happening. He now shared at least one dark memory with his future self... and now that he’d bonded Nephale, he instinctively knew there were more to come.

Saphi and Auri stampeded in behind Lena. Ryn finally found his voice as Auri’s gaze swept the rooms for threats. Coursing lines of green nature ether drifted around Auri’s fingers, waiting to be channeled at whatever threatened her prime. Since she could only channel ether in the Firmament, Saphi’s only weapon was a dagger, but she looked ready to use it.

The thought of Saphi being dead brought fresh tears to his eyes. He now knew how it felt to know he’d never see her again. Even so, even through his waves of unfamiliar grief, Ryn managed to speak to his auxiliaries over their shared bond. “Bad dream.”

Lena stared in disbelief. Then the flames encircling her hands vanished as she stomped over. “Bad dream?” She punched him in the arm.

“I’m sorry!” Ryn scrambled up in bed. “It was... gods, how to explain?”

Auri released the nature ether she’d drawn and eyed him calmly. “Should I inform the tavern’s owner we will pay for the door?”

“Later. Do that later. I need to tell you what I saw right now.” He wiped his eyes.

When she noticed his tears, Saphi hurried over and hopped onto the bed beside him. She hugged him close. “What is it? What did you dream?”

“The end of the world, love.” He breathed deep. “Now, stand that door up again. We’ll need privacy if we’re going to figure all this out.”

Nephale watched him for a moment with her lips pressed together. Then she strode to the fallen door, lifted it with a grunt, and shoved it back into place all on her own. As he watched her single-handedly lift the door, he realized just how sexy a sleek, muscular woman who could break him in half could be. Nephale was his, finally... and he was hers.

“Mistress Aurienda?” a concerned male voice called from beyond the door. “Is everything all right in there?”

Auri glanced imperiously at the door. “There was an accident, but we will compensate you for any damage. Take up position at the end of this hall and ensure we are not disturbed. No one is to enter this hall unless I explicitly give you orders to admit them.”

“But the door⁠—”

“If I need repeat my orders, I will do so after I have you fired.”

“Yes, mistress!” the man said hurriedly. “I’ll be just down the hall.”

Saphi was wearing her sleep tunic and pants. Auri was wearing her silk robe. Nephale and Lena were still completely naked, and given how cold this room felt, he doubted they could have a comfortable conversation in this state.

Ryn motioned. “There’s sheets on the other beds. Grab them, gather round, and get cozy. We’ll head back to the other room and get dressed once I tell you what I just learned.”

Auri immediately complied. Nephale took a moment longer, and Lena watched him with narrowed brown eyes and a firm frown. He knew her natural body temperature was much warmer than the others. She would likely be fine.

“Please, flame goddess. I’ll explain everything, but dress first.”

“Fine,” Lena said. “But if you give bad story, I punch you again.”

Saphi continued hugging him tightly, and it felt indulgent to sit in bed with her when everyone else was on the floor. Even so, he couldn’t bear to let her go. Ryn dropped his feet to the floor, then adjusted the sheets to cover his waist and legs.

Nephale, Lena, and Auri all gathered around as Saphi sat close beside him. Once he was certain he had everyone’s attention, Ryn took a breath. “I’m Jessup.”

Lena gasped. Auri frowned. Saphi immediately grabbed his bicep, but it was Nephale who Ryn watched as he spoke. Her reaction would tell him a great deal.

Nephale’s green eyes widened at his words. She blinked rapidly, and then her mouth opened. She jumped up, sheets coursing off her body, and stumbled backward as if she’d been punched in the mouth. Ryn could feel her blind panic over their new bond.

Ryn was on his feet at once. “What’s wrong?”

Nephale stared at him in obvious horror. Then tears flooded her green eyes, followed by bared teeth as she stomped one foot. “That manipulative bastard!”

The rush of betrayal he felt over their brand new bond was real, furious... and not directed at him. Thanks to the bond they now shared, he knew exactly how she felt. He also knew she hadn’t hidden this from him. She hadn’t known... or had been commanded to forget.

“What you know?” Lena demanded. “Ryn is Jessup?”

Nephale gripped her hair with both hands. “Gods, it’s all coming back to me now. What else did he change? What else did he hide from me?”

Ryn hurried over and wrapped his arms around Nephale. While she vainly tried to fight him off, he held her and stroked her hair until she calmed. Finally, she pressed against him.

“I’m so sorry.” She shuddered. “If I’d known, I would have said... well, something!”

Ryn gave her a squeeze. “I don’t blame you. Apparently, I blame me.”

“What does this mean?” Saphi asked from the bed. “Does this mean that Jessup... I mean you, Ryn... in the future... changed what Nephale remembers?”

“Like you feared,” Lena said grimly. “You not paranoid.”

Ryn sighed. “I wish I had been. It seems future me is a real bastard.”

He took Nephale’s hand and guided her to the bed. He helped her sit down on the other side from Saphi, then slipped an arm around her and held her close. As Nephale leaned heavily against him and Saphi laced her fingers through his, Ryn focused on the side of Nephale’s face.

“I’m going to tell you and everyone else everything that happened in the dream I had last night. I need you to tell us how close it is to what you remember. It’s possible that... I... only changed my own identity in your memories, but we can’t be sure.”

“You’re certain it was a memory and not a fever dream?” Auri asked calmly.

“Based on how real it felt, I’m certain it was a memory left for me by my future self. It came to me across my new bond with Nephale. He... I... must have buried it there.”

Nephale clenched one fist. “He used me like an envelope. Why wouldn’t he tell me?”

Ryn didn’t know enough yet to say if his future self had been wrong to manipulate Nephale like this. He didn’t know what Executor Xaven had intended. What he did know, from his memory, was that future Ryn had spent his last day knowing everyone he led would die.

His future self had also, somehow, uncovered a way to change history and stop the second devil war before it occurred. In that memory, Ryn discovered that a mage who entered the Firmament could interact with themselves in cases where they had previously visited the Firmament. That would be the first step his future self would need to warn him of the threat.

He also remembered the voice he’d heard during his Firmament trials. The day he watched Lena—or a figment of Lena—immolate herself in the ruins of her hometown. He couldn’t forget the words the unknown presence in the Firmament had spoken.

“It hurts, doesn’t it?” A distant male voice echoed inside his head. “Losing her.”

He still remembered how it felt to lose Lena in the Firmament, even if the loss had only lasted but a moment. He now remembered what it had felt like to lose her for real. So had the voice been... commiserating with him? Had that voice been his future self, speaking to the man he’d once been over twenty years?

He’d have time to consider such possibilities later. He could feel how worried and impatient all of his auxiliaries were over their bonds. They didn’t bother to hide that from him.

Ryn calmly recounted everything he remembered after he woke up in the Executor’s tower twenty years from now. When he got to the part about kissing Lena’s wedding pendant, he couldn’t help but choke up. Lena hopped up and leaned down to wrap her arms around him. He rested his head on her chest and took comfort in her heat.

Lena kissed the top of his head. “I’m sorry I hit you. So sorry, love.”

He eased back and stared up at her. “You’re alive. I’m going to keep you that way.”

“What about me?” Saphi asked uncertainly.

“I lost you, too. I don’t remember all of it, or even most of it, but I remember enough to know that in that other time... in Nephale’s future... Lena and I left you behind at the academy after we completed our Firmament Trials. I guess, that first time around, Caladan never accused me of being devil-marked. You were killed in a devil attack on the academy two months after I left with Lena and Aurienda. Before we could convince the sect to let you travel with me.”

Saphi rubbed his back. “That must have been so horrible.”

He was unsurprised her first thought was for him, even though she’d just heard she was the one who’d been murdered. The idea of losing her terrified him. He couldn’t imagine losing any of his auxiliaries, and in Nephale’s dark future, he’d lost all of them.

Nephale shivered against his other side. “You were Jessup. It’s all so clear to me now. I remember the day we met. You were much older then, but... you were definitely you.”

He peered at her. “Are we okay?”

Her lips pursed before she nodded. “You aren’t him.”

“I mean, I am, or I will be.”

“So far as I’m concerned, you’re two different people.” Nephale glared at her own legs. “I don’t... he was an incredible mage and an incredible strategist. He led us well. Maybe he had a good reason for using me like this. Still, I can’t help but resent him for it.”

“I understand.”

“But I don’t resent you.” Nephale looked up at him again. “You I like.”

“So you don’t regret that I bonded you?”

“Gods, no.” She relaxed. “Last night was the best damn night of my life.”

He smiled. “So here’s what else I remember.”

Ryn recounted the details from the rest of the dream, leaving nothing out, including that he’d been bonded with Gloriana Langley in the future. Gloriana was the pegasus rider Simula (the devil he and his auxiliaries had murdered to stop her from building a devil forge in Kallin’s Grove) had told them was the devil-marked traitor at the Clarion Flight Academy.

Saphi snuggled closer. “So does this mean that in Nephale’s future, Gloriana never made a devil deal?”

“But she must have,” Nephale said. “Simula said Gloriana was devil-marked. Devils can’t lie, which means she made her deal before I arrived.”

“Lying is the one ability devils lack,” Auri said thoughtfully. “Though we only have the weight of tomes and experience to speak to this belief. If devils can lie, they have never done so and been caught in all the history of our interactions with them.”

Ryn glanced at her. “Those interactions aren’t exactly common knowledge. Even the academies know very little about the devils and less about the Firmament. Would you agree?”

“Reluctantly... yes. Even if Simula was not capable of lying, it is possible she spoke a truth in a way we could misinterpret. The ability of devils to deceive without ever telling a lie is something they are known for among many.”

Ryn scowled. “I have no idea what future me was thinking beyond what I now remember. However, I feel like more memories will come back to me. His memories.”

“So there’s more,” Lena said. “More future dreams.”

“I don’t see how there wouldn’t be. I’m just tossing a guess off a cliff here, but if I was me, I’d have left my past self every clue I could think of to help current me stop the devil war.” He looked at Nephale. “Even if it hurt you.”

She sighed. “Thank you for being honest about that.”

“I always will be with you. I hope it doesn’t make you think less of me.”

“Not in this case.” She squeezed his thigh. “Though if you try to change my memories now, I am going to be cross with you. With violence.”

“We punch him both,” Lena said.

Ryn glanced at her in alarm. “You too?”

Lena ruffled his hair. “No changing memories. No matter why.”

Ryn was already starting to have his doubts about that. In the future, he had been both Nephale’s commander and a man almost twenty years older than her. From the memory his future self had shared, Nephale had respected him as a leader, but she hadn’t felt anything for him beyond that. Worse... future Ryn had commanded her to leave all her friends behind to die.

Knowing all that, would Nephale have been willing to consider letting his past self bond her in this time? Which might be the only way she could pass on the memories present Ryn needed to stop the second devil war from occurring? Could Nephale ever care for a man who’d been so distant with her, and who had used her the way his future self had?

Or would Nephale have left after passing on her message or, worse, attacked him in a fit of rage when she believed he was going to try and bond her against her will? Future Ryn might have had no choice but to change Nephale’s memories to make last night possible... but present Ryn wasn’t about to mention that possibility to anyone right now.

Auri broke the silence. “Prime, I believe we need to learn all we can about these memories. First, will your dreams bring your future self’s memories every time you sleep, or was your bonding Nephale the trigger for this one? Second, does Nephale need to be present in your bed for her to pass you a memory? Third, how many memories are there?”

Ryn considered. “It’s possible all I did was store everything I experienced on the day I sent Nephale back, but that doesn’t feel right. There have to be more in there. I suppose I’ll just continue sleeping like I have been and hope I have more weird dreams.”

Nephale growled low in her throat. “It’s also possible you’ll only remember what Executor Xaven wants you to remember. He was like that. I don’t know how much he kept from Captain Langley, but he rarely shared anything with us he didn’t think we needed to know.”

Ryn eyed her in surprise. “You knew her? You didn’t say anything when Simula mentioned she was our devil mark.”

“I didn’t remember her then. Gods, that’s frustrating. If I ever get the chance to go back to where I came from, I’m going to pummel him... you.”

Ryn gripped her arm. “You’ll never have that chance.”

She stared in visible confusion.

“You’re never going to leave me, remember?” He brushed her cheek with a finger. “And I’m never going to send you away. You’re with us now for as long as we all live.”

She smiled and leaned her head against his shoulder. “You better believe it.”

“I also feel like, just to prevent me from going mad, we should use Executor Xaven to refer to him... me... in future conversations. I’ve lived his memory, and I know I could be him some day, but I’m not who he was yet.” He grimaced. “I hope I never will be.”

Auri nodded. “It is also the proper address for a Primal Academy leader.”

Ryn chuckled as he remembered how much of a stickler Auri was for the rules. “So, if we continue your line of questioning, Auri, here’s my next one. Does Executor Xaven consider me his auxiliary, like Glory? Or does he consider me part of the rank-and-file?”

“We see if you have new dream tonight,” Lena said. “If yes, he trust you. If no...”

“Then I’m a real bastard.”

“Him,” Nephale said firmly. “Not you.” She kissed his chest.

He eased her chin up with his fingers and drew her in for another kiss. He held their kiss longer than necessary. When he finished with her Nephale was blushing anew, and then she looked around at the others as if worried they’d judge her.

Lena patted Nephale’s knee. “You one of us now. You kiss Ryn whenever you like.”

Saphi leaned across Ryn and gripped Nephale’s hand. “We’re yours now too, Nephy. Your friends, forever.”

Auri leaned close and placed a firm hand on Nephale’s bare shoulder. “We are now your family. We will never abandon you.”

Nephale sniffled as she looked around at all of them. “I really needed to hear that.”


Chapter Twelve




As disturbing as it was to learn the true identity of “Jessup,” it at least eased Ryn’s worries on one other score. He now knew without a doubt that Executor Xaven (his future self) was fully committed to stopping the second devil war. There was something so authentic about the memory he’d experienced that he couldn’t deny it was his own.

To fake a memory of a day so true to his own experience... even an experience he wouldn’t have for twenty years and, hopefully, not at all... felt impossible. Even one of his auxiliaries couldn’t get so many details of his thought patterns and reactions so perfectly right. Knowing his future self wanted him to succeed was encouraging.

That didn’t mean Ryn was confident he wasn’t still being manipulated somehow. Executor Xaven had no problem manipulating his own auxiliaries. He’d even changed Nephale’s memories to make it more likely she would bond his past self instead of running off to die.

If Ryn received more memories from his future self over the bond he shared with Nephale, he would have to examine them carefully and not take anything he “remembered” at face value. Despite all that, it was comforting to know he could ultimately trust the mage who’d sent Nephale back to him. His future self, for better or worse, had his back.

But what about Simula’s claim? In his dream of the future, he’d been bonded to Gloriana Langley. She was the woman Simula (who was, to be fair, a devil pleading for her life) had assured him was devil-marked. It was Gloriana who would betray the academy.

Yet mages could sense devil marks in mages they bonded with. Executor Xaven had been bonded with Gloriana in his future, and he’d sensed no devil mark in her. That meant, at least in Executor Xaven’s time, Gloriana had never made a deal with a devil.

While they hadn’t met until they were both in their thirties, that meant Gloriana had survived the massacre Nephale remembered (where over half the academy’s riders and pegasi were killed in an orchestrated training accident) and fought the devils for at least another fifteen years after. So did Nephale remember it wrong? Or had she simply heard it wrong?

Every devil-mark Ryn brought to justice with his and Nephale’s advance knowledge changed the future. Ryn had indelibly altered the course of Nephale’s history by exposing Mentor Caladan before he could become Executor Caladan. And by murdering Simula, he had made it difficult for the devil army to achieve the overwhelming numbers Executor Xaven had faced in his time. Their devil forgemaster was dead.

Yet none of those changes should have altered any of the events playing out at the Clarion Flight Academy, which stood high in the mountains on another continent that took over a month to reach. Executrix Valenda had, of course, kept the news that one of the mentors assigned to guide young mages at the Primal Academy was devil-marked. Few inside the academy even knew (Caladan had simply “retired”) and the news wouldn’t spread.

As for Ryn’s execution of Simula, the devils must know that Simula had gone into the Firmament to make a devil deal with Ella Tanamount and never returned. Yet they couldn’t know Simula was dead or who had killed her, because Ryn (with Auri’s help) had jammed Simula’s spirit into the body of a devil-mark. He’d killed her with a devil horn while in that body.

Simula had been wearing an ether blocker when she died. She’d had no way to tell the other devils what had happened to her, and no way to warn them that Primal Conjurer Xaven knew the basics of their plan. What, then, could drive the Gloriana in Ryn’s world to make a devil deal when the Glory in Executor Xaven’s world had never done so?

He didn’t have all the facts. He’d simply have to take what he’d seen in his memories, what he’d learned from Simula, what Nephale remembered, and his own conclusions into account once he reached the flight academy. His path forward now was murky.

Before today, he’d intended to simply march up to the Executrix of the Clarion Flight Academy, accuse Gloriana Langley of being devil-marked, and settle the matter by having her scoured before she could warn anyone else. Now, however... was that wise? What if, by accusing Gloriana, he alerted other devil marks in the academy and they attacked early?

He supposed he had two full days on the road to figure that out.

After they packed, they set out bright and early. They rode with Frost in the lead, Ryn and Saphi riding abreast, Nephale riding behind them, and Lena again riding rear guard. While it took concentration to manage the horses, they kept their formation tight. Nephale offered to scan the skies for threats while he, Lena, and Saphi watched the terrain around them.

As for Auri, she watched the road ahead from her vantage point atop Frost. With her stallion’s height and her own, she had the highest vantage point in the party. Every so often Ryn would admire her statuesque figure from behind as she rode... but not for long.

A tense morning passed in silence. While he had successfully formed his quadruple bond with Saphi, Lena, and Auri, he had no way to add Nephale. That meant he could speak to Nephale or his three other auxiliaries, but not all at the same time, and Nephale couldn’t speak to them over their bond. So unless there was a reason not to, they’d speak aloud.

Despite the threat hanging over them, having four bonded auxiliaries was even more pleasant than Ryn had hoped. Communication between the four of them in battle would now be effortless, and anyone that attacked them would face five mages who could attack, defend, and coordinate with skill superior to small armies that trained for years.

He was close to calling his party to a halt for a brief lunch when he spotted the strange light-purple glow in the fabric of the Firmament a ways off the road. He was always aware of the Firmament, as were all mages, but when he didn’t actively focus on it, he saw the world without it. It was only when he focused that it settled over his vision like a sheer blanket.

Ryn pointed off the road. “Anyone else see that?”

“Chaos ether,” Nephale said in satisfaction. “So you can see it now.”

The mote of light purple was nestled among a thick carpet of green nature ether and white life ether, along with motes of flood ether from recent rain.

Ryn looked at his other auxiliaries. “Can anyone else see that purple ether?”

“I see nothing,” Auri said.

“Neither do I,” Lena added. “Saphi?”

“No,” Saphi said in obvious confusion. “Why?”

Auri’s lips quirked, a sign her keen mind was collating and sorting facts. “And prime, you could not see chaos ether the night of your date?”

“I could not. Perhaps bonding Neph was what unlocked it?”

“That is an interesting theory. You are bonded directly to Nephale, while Saphi is not. This may have provided you an affinity for chaos ether that you previously lacked.”

“I wish I could see it,” Saphi said mournfully. “I could draw it for you.”

Ryn smiled to reassure her. “It’s fine. We’ll figure something out.”

“Perhaps this was also true of Executor Xaven,” Auri continued thoughtfully. “He may not have been able to see or draw chaos ether before the devil war began, but after fights with devils grew widespread, he could see it.”

“That still doesn’t explain where blade mages came from,” Nephale said.

“Agreed.” Auri looked at Nephale. “Do you know when the first blade mage was trained at the Primal Academy?”

“After the war started. I didn’t learn much about our history, but I do know we weren’t around for the first ten years of the war. The instructors at the academy were cagey about where they got the idea.”

“So maybe blade mages are secret,” Lena said. “Maybe they exist in first war, for fighting, but records vanished or were... found again... in Executor Xaven’s time. This says maybe mages a hundred years ago could see and draw chaos ether, but no devils to fight. So maybe those that have chaos ether not know since... there not ether in this time.”

“That is an excellent theory,” Auri said approvingly. “Once we are done with our business at the flight academy, we shall have to peruse their records to see if we can find cases of those who could touch the Firmament, but who never displayed an affinity.”

“Like me?” Saphi thought curiously.

“Perhaps, though we now know your abilities to be far more rare. There are no other sibyls in the world. Only you and Nephale can channel ether in the Firmament, and so far as I know, you are the only person to ever successfully draw and channel portal ether.”

“I can’t channel ether in the Firmament,” Nephale reminded Auri. “I just use my blade.”

“Of course.” Auri adjusted her spectacles and blushed. “I misspoke.”

Ryn lightly tapped Pebble’s flanks. “I’m going to see if I can draw it.”

Auri frowned. “It could be a trap, prime.”

“Agreed,” Nephale added. “Let me draw it for you.”

“Just ride out there with me, Neph. We need to know if I can draw and channel chaos ether before we know if I can support you in battle. We may not get another chance to try this before we reach the flight academy. You’ll be close enough to save me if I get attacked.”

Ryn guided Pebble off the road. His loyal gelding clopped contentedly into the grassy field. A snort and the trotting of hoofs announced Nephale expertly guiding Peaches after him. She continued to trust in his orders.

Auri, Lena, and Saphi would remain on the main road. All three could pass him ether over the distance between them and keep an eye out for threats. They would also leave a path to retreat clear if Ryn and Nephale had to wheel about and ride back to the road.

As Ryn approached the glimmering light-purple mote of chaos ether, he looked around for how it had been formed. If his theory was right, and mortals fighting devils formed chaos ether, someone must have fought a devil here. Yet the bright day revealed no devil horns.

There was no sign of battle near the mote of chaos ether. The grass was tall and undisturbed, with not a hint of charring. The ground was level and old. Blood would have long ago vanished into the earth, but there was no sign of a struggle.

As they approached the moat, Nephale spoke again. “We’re in the middle of nowhere now, and it’s not like a lot of blade mages would be passing through here, given there aren’t any in your time. Could this ether be from the first war?”

“If so, it’s likely the oldest ether I’ve ever tried to draw.” Ryn slowed Pebble and then expertly dismounted. He walked toward the glimmering purple ether cautiously.

Nothing attacked them. Ryn reached for the ether and found it colder than he expected, but otherwise, no different from any other ether he’d touched. He swirled his finger through it to gather the ether, then pushed it into his chest.

The mote was thick enough that Ryn had to draw from it several times to completely exhaust it. His whole body tingled unpleasantly with the feeling of chaos ether roiling inside him. It was uncomfortable enough that he doubted he could contain it for long.

He glanced at Nephale. “Does it always feel like this?”

Her brow furrowed. “Like what?”

“It feels like I’ve trapped lightning in my chest.”

She eyed him. “These days, I barely notice it.”

“Yes, well, you’ve been doing this a lot longer than me. So let’s channel it. Pass me your knowledge of that multiplication trick.”

She sighed. “You mean chaos step.”

Ryn smiled at her. “Is that what it’s called?”

“Just be aware that once it starts, the world will look strange.” She passed him a memory of a gray world devoid of sound. “Watch the ambient light level carefully. While it may seem like time has stopped passing, it won’t. The world will get darker as you expend ether.”

Knowledge Ryn hadn’t known trickled into his mind. Nephale was sharing all the years she’d spent training to channel chaos ether over their bond. This was another wonderful benefit of their new relationship. The spell form was simpler than he expected, especially given its power, but Ryn executed it without difficulty.

The previously bright world snapped gray. As Ryn looked around in shock, he realized everything was where it had been a moment ago... but nothing was moving. The stalks of grass that covered this field were stiff as fence posts. Pebble, who would take any opportunity to graze, was frozen with grass half-eaten in his mouth. Nephale sat astride Peaches with her eyes fixed on him, but she neither breathed nor blinked.

Ryn approached Nephale and watched as the world remained still. He brushed the top of her palm where she gripped her reins. Her tan skin was warm as ever, but she offered no reaction to his touch. He realized how dangerous this spell form could be.

Had he a dagger, he could stab Nephale’s frozen body anywhere he liked, multiple times, before she could do so much as blink. He could kill Peaches just as easily and be gone before the pale mare knew she was dead. This power chilled him... but it was also incredible.

He reached up to touch Nephale’s glossy hair, a bit of which the wind had picked up and drawn behind her. It moved easily beneath his touch, which suggested he could move things and people while in this silent gray frozen space. Could he pull Nephale off her mount?

Ryn wasn’t sure what would happen if he tried that. If he moved as quickly as he’d seen her move, simply ripping her off her mount at that speed could badly hurt her. He decided to head back to his auxiliaries instead. He turned to the road and jogged.

The gray world grew ever darker as he jogged toward the road where Auri, Lena, and Saphi sat astride their mounts with their eyes fixed on where he had been. The bright gray grew to a dusky black and then faded to what felt like a moonlit night.

So he consumed chaos ether based on how far he traveled after channeling chaos step. A moment later, Ryn snapped out of the darkness and barely kept his balance. All the sounds and smells and feel of the world came back.

He looked up a good fifteen paces from the road and stared at his first, second, and third auxiliary, all of whom were gawking at him. To them, it must look as if he’d covered the distance between his horse and this position in the space of a breath.

Ryn waved at his auxiliaries in excitement. “I multiplied!”

“Please don’t call it that,” Nephale thought in annoyance from behind him.

After verifying Ryn could see, draw, and channel chaos ether, Ryn decided the pleasant and open field he’d stopped at was a good place for lunch. What followed was a spare but lovely meal of cured meats and fresh bread they’d purchased in Rosewall before they left. Better to eat the perishable food first.

As they all sat in a small circle with their horses grazing contentedly, Ryn looked around at a vast green field filled with colorful wildflowers that swayed in the cold breeze. He looked up at the bright blue sky and found himself smiling. It was a perfect day.

This wasn’t the darkened sky he’d seen above the Primal Academy as Executor Xaven. This world was full of life... and he had four brave and gorgeous women to share his life. Seeing how bleak Executor Xaven’s life had become had left him ever more grateful for his own.

No matter his motives, his past self had given him the opportunity to save his world and everyone whom he loved within it. Ryn needed to remind his auxiliaries how much he appreciated them. He would treasure each day with them.

He scooted over to sit directly beside Nephale, waited until she finished eating her latest bite, then pulled her close and kissed her. He sensed her surprise (and delight) over their bond. He hadn’t kissed Nephale on the road before now, but they hadn’t been on the road since they’d bonded. He was thorough with her, stroking her ears and her hair.

When he finished with her, she smiled contentedly and reached for another piece of meat. He rose again and walked to Lena and Saphi in turn. He kissed them passionately in the middle of the wide green field. By the time he got to Auri, she looked both expectant and amused... and more than ready for her turn.

“Have you been paying attention?” Ryn asked.

Auri slipped her arms around him and kissed him as passionately as he had with Saphi and Lena. He tingled at her touch. Finally she eased away, removed her spectacles, and expertly cleaned the smudges left by their kiss.

Ryn smiled approvingly. “That was very good.”

Auri’s blush made her even more beautiful. “Thank you, prime.”

They packed up and returned to the road after they and their horses had enjoyed a short but pleasant lunch of yummy grass. They rode the rest of the day in comfortable silence, and while the threat of Ryn’s mysterious hunter remained, it felt more distant than before... or perhaps Ryn simply felt like he and his auxiliaries were prepared to face it.

As the sun grew low in the sky, the road ahead rose and narrowed. Soon the grassy fields and groves of evergreens turned to rock and scrub, and soon after that, they finally reached Cooper’s Gorge, a huge split in the earth named for the first man to ride clean off it. At least that was the story. Ryn had no idea how much of Cooper’s legend was true.

He disliked the gorge on sight. It was too wide, for one, easily as wide across as the Meditation Garden in the Primal Academy, and it was at least a ten story fall to the frothing whitewater below. He could see the other side of the gorge, but it was still a far greater distance than he liked to travel over an expanse of whitewater.

While a wide but shallow river ran through it from northwest to southeast, the same great river that had likely carved it over the centuries, Ryn knew the river was neither deep nor warm. The rocky tips visible in the whitewater suggested anyone who fell off the thick wooden bridge would meet a bloody end on the rocks below.

At least the bridge was thick. It was hardened, weathered oak with steel reinforcement and wide enough that two carriages could pass over it and pass by each other with room to spare. The crisscrossing supports that worked their way down to the frothing river were reinforced with steel joists that suggested strength and durability.

People, horses, and carriages crossed this wide bridge every day on their way into the tall gray mountains in which nestled the Clarion Flight Academy. There was no reason to distrust it. Yet if Ryn were intent on killing someone and wasn’t particular about the method, destroying this bridge while he and his auxiliaries were riding across it would be a great plan. A wind blast of sufficient force could also blow them over the guardrails and onto the rocks.

He didn’t feel comfortable speaking of his worries aloud. Someone might hear him. It was time to use the fact that he had bonded all four of his auxiliaries to his advantage. He silently spoke to Nephale over their bond.

“I need to have a strategy discussion with the others. Since you can’t hear us, I’ll fill you in as we go. All right?”

“Sure,” Nephale thought back. “Just tag me in when you need me.”

Ryn focused on his new and powerful quadruple bond. “Auri? If we wanted to ride around this, how long would it take?”

“Weeks, prime,” Auri thought. “And we would need to follow a cold and winding trail through barren mountain country. A blizzard could halt us entirely.”

“All right. We’re not doing that. Still... I don’t trust this bridge.”

“You think it’s some sort of a trap?” Saphi thought worriedly.

“I think it’s where I’d attack us if I wanted to take us all out at once. Let’s camp here for the night. We’ll inspect the bridge and see if anyone attacks overnight.”

“We could lose a day,” Auri thought. “You truly believe crossing the bridge to be a risk?”

“I don’t trust the fact that we were attacked on the second day after we set out and we haven’t been attacked since. During the attack, the devil mage... or whoever was after me... used wind blast to knock me clean off a mountain. This bridge is about the same width as that road, and it’s also somewhere my hunter knows I’ll have to cross.”

“Yet how would they attack us?” Lena thought. “There’s no one in sight, and I don’t see anywhere a mage could hide in the rocks and still be close enough to cast wind blast.”

“We’re only giving up a few hours of light,” Ryn thought. “I don’t want to risk crossing that bridge before we investigate it. So let’s set up camp near the bridge, hobble the horses, and have a look around before we settle in for the night.”

“As you wish, prime,” Auri thought. “Caution is certainly warranted.”

Ryn mentally shifted to the bond he shared with Nephale and caught her up.

“So much for fucking tonight,” Nephale thought in disappointment. “I was hoping to work on our bond.”

Ryn chuckled as he considered her words. Now that he’d cured Nephale of her shyness about sex, he suspected she would be the most forceful auxiliary he had... in bed. He felt like she’d been shackled by her expectations about what sex would feel like, and now that he’d shown her how wonderful it could be, those shackles were off.

That meant his future was both going to be more fun... and possibly a bit painful.


Chapter Thirteen




They made camp as they had many nights before, only this time, they had a few hours of daylight left after the tents were set up. Ryn rubbed down the horses, hobbled them, and left them to graze contentedly. Meanwhile, Saphi and Nephale gathered tinder for tonight’s fire.

Once their camp was prepared in an open field with good visibility in all directions, including in the direction of Cooper’s Gorge, Ryn took Nephale with him to investigate the bridge. Lena, Saphi, and Auri remained in the camp to protect it and the horses.

Ryn wasn’t sure what he expected to find. The bridge over Cooper’s Gorge looked as firm as any bridge he’d ever seen. While it wasn’t covered to hold off the elements, the guardrails on each side were higher than his waist. Still, as he approached, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he should cross it with caution.

Was this merely paranoia? Or was it something else, perhaps a subtle warning left in his mind by his future self? How would Executor Xaven even know about this bridge?

He supposed that in the next twenty years, he would travel all over the world as a primal conjurer. Could his future self have been ambushed at this bridge, or fought a battle here? The more he thought about it, the more he wondered just how much of his future self’s experience had come over his bond with Nephale. Just the dream? Or more?

Another worry chilled him as he considered a memory that was not his own. Was it possible that possessing the memories of his future self would change him? Would he grow more callous in his decisions as to how to prevent the second devil war?

He already felt a distant but real fondness for Gloriana Langley, a woman who, in this life, he’d never met. Yet Executor Xaven had been deeply in love with her, and while Ryn wasn’t, he remembered what it had felt like to love Glory in the future. Just as he remembered what it had felt like to desperately miss his other auxiliaries after they all died.

He had enough troubles without worrying about how gaining more memories from his future self would affect his present self’s outlook on the world. He inspected the bridge with Nephale escorting him. He soon concluded it would take multiple mages casting all sorts of magic to collapse it.

The supports were heavily braced and reinforced, and even were a mage to blast an entire support apart with a concentrated volley of wind, lightning, or flame, the other supports would still hold up the bridge. The bridge itself was well-built as well, and it would take a truly catastrophic amount of damage to collapse it entirely.

That left the idea of attacking him with wind blasts while he crossed the bridge and trying to send him flying off it. Wind blast, while a powerful spell form, was directional, which meant any blasts launched at him by a mage in sight of the bridge would be broken up by the rail when it arrived. At its worst, a blast would knock him into the rail on the other side.

He was just about to curse himself for being too cautious when Nephale touched his arm. As Ryn turned to her, she stepped close. She wrapped her arms around his waist and kissed him hungrily.

Her unexpected affection was wonderful. Yet when she spoke across their bond, he felt her wariness and knew there was more to this.

“Keep kissing me,” Nephale thought. “Pretend nothing is wrong.”

Ryn kissed her back and played along. “And what’s wrong?”

“There’s devil steps hidden under the planks of the bridge.”

Ryn was so grateful Nephale was with them. As she’d told them the first time she spoke about devil steps, blade mages could sense them. They were the only mage who could. That meant if Nephale wasn’t here, they would have been caught completely off guard.

“Let’s keep this ruse up for now,” Ryn suggested. “I’ll speak with the others.”

Nephale eagerly jammed her tongue in his mouth. “You ask so much.”

Somehow, despite the distraction, Ryn forwarded Nephale’s discovery to the others.

“That means devils could appear behind us, doesn’t it?” Saphi thought worriedly from their camp. “They could teleport from wherever the nearest step resides?”

“That’s right.” Ryn had to focus when Nephale possessively squeezed his ass. “If we’d stepped onto that bridge without checking, we could have been locked in a pincer the moment we reached the middle of the bridge. There could be more devil steps further out there.”

Ryn swapped back to his bond with Nephale. He felt her desperate arousal over their bond, and he was awed by how much she wanted him right now. She’d had no idea what she was missing these past twenty-two years, and now, she wanted to make up for lost time.

As he slid his hands down the back of Nephale’s armor, he considered their options. “Is there a maximum distance a devil can move from step to step?”

Nephale all but crushed his back. “I believe it’s only limited by line-of-sight.”

“But there’s nowhere nearby a devil could hide.”

“What if they’re hiding below?” Nephale broke their kiss only to hungrily kiss his neck, sending tingles across his chest. “Could they be hiding in the gorge? Beneath the water? They could see the bridge from the river if they looked up, couldn’t they?” She bit down.

Ryn yanked firmly on her long, dark hair, forcing her to relinquish him. “Stop that.”

She grinned eagerly. “You like pulling my hair?”

He eyed her. “I might.”

“Good. Do that next time we fuck.”

He barely kept his mind on task as he spoke over their bond. “Devil soldiers, Neph!”

“Right. Sure. Devil soldiers don’t need to breathe, so they could lie down beneath shallow water and step upward the moment we walked onto the bridge. They’ve done it before, it my time. They hid in pits of ash.”

Ryn couldn’t grope her boobs through her armor. He once more settled for her ass. Despite the danger, making out with Nephale felt so good neither of them had to fake anything.

“So do you want to spring the trap?” Nephale thought eagerly over their bond. “Because if you can’t fuck me tonight, at least I can kill something.”

He gripped Nephale’s hands. “Let’s head back to the others and strategize. If our hunter decides to attack instead of ambushing us on the bridge, they’ll do it after dark.”

They walked back hand in hand, and it wasn’t long before they found Auri approaching to check on them. As they closed with Auri, who eyed them in amusement, Nephale pulled away to flank them both protectively. Ryn turned Auri around and slipped an arm around her.

As they walked back, Auri spoke over their bond. “Is this part of your ploy to lull anyone watching into a false sense of security?”

Ryn smiled. “Yes! I want whoever’s watching to think I’m relaxed and unworried.”

“I see. Then, perhaps it would be more convincing if you grabbed my bottom as well?”

Ryn took a firm and possessive grip on her ass. “Right you are, third auxiliary. Wouldn’t want to rouse any suspicion.”

Auri blushed as her pleasure flowed over their bond. “That is wise.”

By the time they returned to camp, Saphi already had their supper (reheated soup with meat and bread) simmering over a warm fire. The sun would set in another half hour or so, which gave them time to eat and strategize before dark. Auri settled where she could watch the bridge, spectacles gleaming in the firelight.

Ryn took a seat beside Saphi as Nephale settled on Saphi’s other side. He loved that, even without speaking over the bond, both he and Nephale had decided to flank Saphi and protect her. As they ate in silence, Ryn knew he needed more information before he could decide how they would tackle this threat.

“How difficult are devil steps to destroy?” he asked Nephale over their bond.

“They’re mostly dried blood, so you can scrub them away with a soapy sponge... if you can reach them. But it felt like there were many painted on the bridge. The moment we tried to scrub one away, it will be obvious to your hunter what we’re doing.”

“Which means they could immediately teleport devils to the others.” Ryn took a bite of his soup. “What if we burn them with flame burst? Lena and I could sear the bridge in flame.”

“It might work,” Nephale thought... hesitantly.

When he asked the same of Auri, she strongly disagreed. “Attacking the devil steps with flame burst could set the bridge on fire. I’m certain the wood is treated, but that is to protect from sparks and tinder, not concentrated mage flame.”

As Ryn imagined the decades-old bridge over Cooper’s Gorge burning bright before eventually collapsing into the stream, he agreed with Auri. “Bad idea.” As he considered, another and much better option sprang to mind. He pitched it to all four of his auxiliaries.

Lena felt the most offended. “We are not using you as bait!”

Ryn smiled at her. “You’ll be there to protect me, won’t you? So nothing to worry about.”

“I will always worry,” Lena thought. “Especially when you are being brave and stupid.”

After they finished supper, they made the preparations they’d always make before bedding down. Tonight Nephale was on the schedule, which meant Lena would take first watch and Auri and Saphi would sleep in the auxiliary tent. If anyone was spying on them from the trees, nothing about their routine would arouse suspicion.

Planting devil steps on the bridge was a clever trap. Again, the only reason the trap hadn’t ensnared Ryn was because he had a blade mage bonded to him who could detect the steps. If Nephale wasn’t part of their team, Ryn and his auxiliaries might already be dead.

Given the care and preparation that had gone into his hunter’s second trap, Ryn suspected his hunter had been watching them for some time. Knowing that the person he hunted was on constant alert, he wouldn’t launch another attack unless he was certain it would succeed. He would attack on ground of his choosing.

If Ryn could observe his quarry without being detected, he would watch them for several days to learn their habits and search for an opening in their defenses. Even if his hunter hadn’t done that, it was best to assume they had. That meant acting as if nothing was amiss.

After Auri and Saphi “bedded down” in the auxiliary tent, Lena took up her normal post beside the smoldering fire as Ryn led Nephale to their tent. They stepped inside together. The moment the tent flap dropped, Nephale grabbed and kissed him hungrily.

When she finally relented, Ryn grinned. “I don’t think anyone can see us in here.”

She clutched his hands. “Those were for me.”

“What happened to the nice, shy woman I took on a lovely date in Braedon?”

She leaned close and responded over their bond. “You fucked her brains out. And after we kill these devil soldiers, I need you to do it again.”

He almost suggested they should make love right then, to sell the illusion. Yet their enemy could attack at any time, and as much as he wanted Nephale right now, they couldn’t risk being attacked mid-coitus. They would have to wait... but that didn’t mean he couldn’t get Nephale’s armor off of her. That was, after all, all part of the plan.

Lena was on watch outside. He and Nephale were supposed to be bedding down. Night had fallen and a wide moon filled the sky. So long as anyone outside knew, this was a perfect night to relax and enjoy some private time with his newly bonded auxiliary.

Ryn helped Nephale with the snaps on her cuirass and lifted it off her, and then she started kissing him again. That led to him groping her breasts as well, which made them both impossibly horny. After giving her wonderful boobs one last squeeze, Ryn rose. “Me now.”

As she had the morning they left their private cave, Nephale gazed up at him on her knees. She smiled coyly as she unsnapped the clasps on his battle robe. “I wouldn’t mind, you know. You can keep an eye on the tent flap while I take care of you.”

He stroked her cheek. “Later. But thank you for offering.”

“Lena?” Ryn thought over their bond. “Anything?”

“Nothing yet. It’s all quiet out here. How are you two doing?”

“We’re keeping up appearances.”

Nephale removed his robe and set it aside, then possessively wrapped her hand around his stiffened length. She worked him eagerly as she smiled up at him. “You sure I can’t?”

He grabbed her wrist. “I told you, we can’t do that yet. I need my strength.”

“Fine.” She released him and then spun to press her ass firmly against his front. “We’ll just sit, then.” They sat down on the bedroll with her in his lap, and she wriggled enough Ryn groaned. Anyone listening outside their tent would hear exactly what they expected.

He leaned close to her ear. “You’re not very good at following orders, are you?”

She grabbed his hands and slapped them once more against her breasts, then began grinding against his lap. “Not when I want you this badly.” She craned her neck to look at him. “So what happens if I don’t listen?”

Ryn decided it would be best to simply show her. “This.”

He took a firm grip on her shoulder and then forced her forward and onto all fours. She gasped in surprise as she caught herself on her hands and knees, and fresh lust flooded their bond. They both realized, at the same time, how much she enjoyed being manhandled.

Ryn growled low in his throat. “Down.”

Nephale gasped as he flattened his palm between her shoulder blades and pushed her down so her forearms pressed against her biceps. That mashed her boobs against the floor and raised her ass in the air, which only seemed to excite her more. She shivered.

After he lightly slapped the inside of her thighs to force her to spread them wider, she whimpered plaintively. “Is this all I get?”

Ryn continued to pin her down with her ass in the air. “We’re only getting started, fourth auxiliary! There’s a long night ahead. Now, how loud can you be?”

She shivered again. “That depends on what you do to me.”

Ryn reached into the Firmament for life ether. He traced it along the inside of Nephale’s spread thighs, and she moaned loudly enough it would carry a good ways outside the tent. Her moans grew more urgent as he refused to touch her where she desperately wanted him to.

From her post by the campfire, Lena contacted him over their bond. “Are you actually fucking in there?” She sounded amazed, not angry.

“Just selling the illusion,” Ryn thought back.

“That’s some illusion!” Saphi added teasingly from the auxiliary tent. “I want that!”

Ryn kept Nephale pinned and teased her relentlessly, sometimes with ether and sometimes without. And no matter how much she squirmed and begged, he never, ever, traced his fingers between her legs. As he both pleasured and denied her, her moans grew guttural.

There was no need to rush. They were both learning quite a bit about what she enjoyed, but a woman like Nephale could only remain submissive for so long. Finally, she pushed up and snatched his wrists hard enough it hurt.

“That’s enough,” she panted half-heartedly. “I’m not... I need my strength, too.”

“Oh, I think you’ll be fine.” He shoved her gently. “Now, down.”

She released him and collapsed onto her back. Ryn straddled her waist and then teased ether along her sides, her breasts, and her stomach. Finally, keeping his eyes locked with hers, he traced two ether-charged fingers directly between her legs.

The moans Nephale unleashed as she orgasmed against his hand were easily audible outside the tent and, likely, for a good way’s beyond. After Ryn finished with her, she went limp on the bedroll. As his ears rang in the aftermath, he decided he would need to teach her to be quieter. Perhaps Auri could suggest a comfortable gag they could use.

He leaned close. “Are you going to listen next time?”

“Maybe.” Nephale laughed and relaxed on their bedroll with one hand resting on her forehead. “I can’t believe I waited so long to let you do that to me.”

“Prime?” Auri’s rejoinder over their bond was cautious but, given the circumstances, warranted. “We should remain focused in case the enemy chooses to attack.”

“Right you are,” Ryn thought back. “We’ll give them five more minutes.”

Five minutes later, Nephale was (mostly) recovered from Ryn’s attention and no one had attacked. It was time to, despite the continued reservations of every one of his auxiliaries, bait the trap. His hunter wouldn’t launch an attack unless they had a clear opportunity.

Ryn pulled Nephale up and into his arms, then spoke over their bond just in case anyone was close enough to hear. “Let’s go kill some devils together, fourth auxiliary.”

Nephale squeezed him affectionately. “I was fifth in my time. I’ve been promoted!”

They emerged from his tent wearing only their tunics and trousers. Nephale leaned heavily on him as if she was drunk. Together they walked past the fire and Lena, who rose and then followed with a bemused expression. She was playing the loyal bodyguard.

Ryn focused on Saphi and Auri over their bond. “Remember, if they attack the camp instead of me, both of you get to us as fast as possible. We’ll have your backs.”

“We’ll be ready, prime,” Auri thought back confidently.

With Lena trailing to give them “space,” Ryn led Nephale to the bridge. “You won’t believe the view from out there. The river is gorgeous in the moonlight.”

“It better be. The tent was warmer!” Over their bond, Nephale added, “Devil steps ahead.” They continued walking down the middle of the bridge like half-drunk lovebirds. “We’ve crossed the first of them. It was a line.”

Ryn kept them walking. Ten paces. Twenty. Out onto the bridge, where they could only go forward or back. He was about to turn around when Nephale spoke across their bond again.

“Second line of devil steps ahead. It’s definitely set up for a pincer.”

“Then let’s make it pince,” Ryn thought. He walked Nephale to the guardrail.

As they reached it, Nephale kissed his cheek. The moment she did so, multiple flashes of bright red light erupted on both sides of them on the bridge. At least twenty inky devil soldiers flashed into existence on both sides of them. Ryn grinned with the satisfaction of being right.

“Now,” he thought.

In the space of a blink, Nephale transferred him half of her remaining chaos ether, as well as her memories of casting chaos step. The moonlit night turned gray as Ryn channeled the spell form. Charging devils slowed. Ryn jogged back toward the front of the bridge, and as he glanced sideways, he saw Nephale jogging with him.

The line of devil soldiers who’d flashed into being between them and safety was moving incrementally in this gray world, which meant that in the real world, they must be moving obscenely fast. Even so, Ryn and Nephale had no trouble slipping through the line of devil soldiers sent to murder them. They moved from a jog into a run.

The world dimmed as Lena stood with one hand outstretched at the end of the bridge, frozen in time. In a burst of air and moonlight, the world snapped back to its normal speed. Ryn spun at the same time as Nephale to face the devil soldiers now behind them.

“Pass me flame barrier!” Ryn thought to Lena.

Ryn didn’t know flame barrier, but Lena had mastered it years ago. Her memories merged with his as he expertly executed her spell form. A line of brilliant flames erupted behind the first line of devil soldiers, blocking off the bridge. Ryn seared them.

At the same time, Nephale drew her gleaming blue ether blade from the Firmament. She stepped up to his side to protect him as fresh flame ether filled Ryn’s chest. Back at camp, Saphi continued to draw flame ether from the campfire and send it across their bond.

Ryn focused on what would have happened to the women he loved if Nephale hadn’t warned them about this trap. Saphi being brutally stabbed by devil soldiers. Lena being killed in front of his eyes. Auri being brutalized before devils tossed her off the bridge.

With those visions came rage, and Ryn used that rage to super-heat his flame wall as he raised his hands high. Devil soldiers pushed or leapt through it to get at their target, but the flames were so hot most were melted badly by the time they fought past. As the survivors stumbled awkwardly into battle, Nephale brutally cut them down, one after the other.

Lena soon arrived at his side. As Ryn held the wall steady and more devil soldiers massed and burned as they struggled through it, Lena channeled flame burst with the graceful, deadly beauty she had the first day they met. From the campfire, Saphi kept them both fed.

Lena’s huge and lengthy flame burst blasted across the bridge and through Ryn’s flame barrier, adding to the heat and melting struggling devil soldiers where they stood. With her reinforcing him, Ryn released his barrier and channeled flame burst as well. Between them, they burned the remaining group of stumbling devil soldiers down to their horns.

As the last devil soldier melted away and Ryn’s wall of flames sputtered and fell, movement in the dark sky caught his eye. For the barest of moments, a dark shape flashed across the wide white moon. Ryn saw shadowed, trailing hair and beating wings.

A pegasus rider—a valkyrie—passed in front of the moon and was gone.

The sky was too dark to follow the rider’s movements beyond the bright moon. Ryn also had to keep his eyes on the bridge for threats, but no further devil soldiers arrived via the now smoldering devil steps on the bridge. His hunter had sent all their soldiers into that pincer, and then Ryn and his auxiliaries had ambushed that pincer from behind.

Ryn’s hunter now knew he could use chaos step. They likely knew he could detect devil steps as well. They wouldn’t try to catch him this way again.

Still, Ryn suspected this trap had been the last his hunter could set before he arrived at the Clarion Flight Academy. He also now knew for certain that a valkyrie was involved, likely one who’d already made a devil deal and planned to betray the flight academy.

This explained how his enemy had followed his movements so easily. They had a scout in the sky. He passed on what he’d seen to his auxiliaries.

Auri was the first to respond. “Once we arrive at the academy, we should demand a record of who has flown patrols over the last six days. That will give us the start of a list that includes our culprit. No pegasus leaves their stable without a record.”

“I agree,” Ryn thought. “Pack up the camp. Neph and I will hold the bridge.”

Lena rushed back to the camp to join Saphi and Auri in packing up. Ryn and his auxiliaries had all agreed there would be no better time to cross the bridge than after crushing his enemy’s trap. He and Nephale stood ready should stragglers attack.

“We should gather up the devil horns,” Nephale thought. “If we get enough of them, we might be able to find a smith capable of making devil armor plates for you.”

“I’ll gather horns,” Ryn thought back. “You gather chaos ether.”

“Right.” Nephale’s thought was a bit chagrined. “I shouldn’t pass that up, should I?”

Ryn walked back onto the bridge and started gathering up blackened devil horns as Nephale walked across the bridge, drawing the ambient chaos ether left by the combat and the presence of devils. Every time a devil soldier was defeated, its horns remained. Based on what Nephale had told him, devil mages could actually reconstitute devils using their horns.

Stranger yet, devil horns could harm other devils. So if you stabbed a mage possessed by a devil with a devil horn, it actually hurt the devil inside their body. That meant devil horns made excellent weapons against devils and devil-marked mages.

Unfortunately, devil mages could also feel the presence of devil horns, which meant so long as Ryn carried them, he would make a tempting target. In this case, they were already a target. He saw no further danger in both gathering a valuable resource and ensuring any devil mages involved in this attack couldn’t do the same. Ryn would keep their broken toys.

As he gathered up horns, Nephale drew strand after strand of light-purple ether. How she stored it for days without going mad was something he was going to need to learn more about. The one time he had drawn chaos ether, it had been horribly distracting.

Once Nephale finished, she once more drew her glowing blue ether blade from the Firmament and took up a guard position nearby. As he replayed the short battle in his head and stared at the weapon, he couldn’t help but be a bit jealous.

“You know, if we’re going to keep hunting devils, I could use an ether blade like yours.”

She glanced at him. “Sure you can swing one without chopping your leg off?”

He chuckled. She wasn’t wrong. “So how about we start by you training me to use a wooden blade? I only had time to learn the basics of fighting with a club at the academy.”

She smiled warmly. “You want me to instruct you in sword fighting?”

“I haven’t met anyone who can do it better, and I’d certainly pay attention if my instructor was as gorgeous as you are.”

She stared hungrily. “Gods, I want you right now.”

Ryn hadn’t imagined bonding Nephale as his auxiliary would leave her this lusty. She was like... a woman who had been denied chocolate her whole life, and now craved it.

“So can we?” she asked eagerly.

He shrugged nonchalantly. “We’ll see.”

By the time he’d gathered up the last of the devil horns, clutched like a stack of firewood in his arms, Auri arrived leading their horses. Saphi and Lena had their packs. As a group they crossed the bridge across Cooper’s Gorge waiting for an attack that never came.

Ryn could only breathe easy once they, their horses, and their packs were all safely on the other side of the gorge. They were safe. From here, the wide road would wind steadily upward into the mountains, but Auri had assured him there were no more drop offs.

Tomorrow would be their last day on the road. It would be a quarter day’s ride to the flight academy, and then they’d finally get some answers. For tonight, Ryn wanted to rest.

They moved far enough from the bridge to be well away from any further devil steps, and as Nephale did a quick patrol to ensure there were no more enemies hidden anywhere, Ryn and his auxiliaries set up their tents again. Since they would only sleep a few hours before they set out at dawn, they didn’t bother with building another fire.

Now that they no longer had a devil soldier ambush hanging over them, there was no reason not to stick to Auri’s schedule. After a quick discussion with his auxiliaries to ensure the watch was handled, Ryn dragged Nephale into his tent. She tackled him once inside, and they kissed and stripped. Once they were naked, he flipped her onto her stomach again.

As Ryn forced her down like he had earlier, with her boobs pressed against the bedroll and her ass in the air, she fumbled between her legs for his erect length. “Mine.”

“Yours,” he agreed. He adjusted his knees and wound his fingers through her hair.

When Ryn pulled hard on her hair, she moaned in delight. And when he started fucking her from behind while pinning her in place, her thoughts soon grew dizzy over their bond. She liked this position even more than the one they used last night!

He was done denying her anything. As he alternated between fucking her, spanking her, and roughly groping her breasts from behind, Ryn soon reduced his fourth auxiliary to a gasping, orgasmic mess. He used life ether to bring her to orgasm once, then again.

She panted desperately as she submitted to him, body and soul. After he came hard inside her, they collapsed together. She snuggled close as he wrapped his arms around her.

Ryn kissed her sweaty forehead. “How was that? Not too rough, I hope?”

“Mmm,” Nephale murmured contently.


Chapter 14


Fifteen Years from Now
The Executor


As a loud thumping rattled the door to his private chambers, Executor Xaven looked up from the pile of tomes he had been uselessly skimming through for the last few hours. He briefly remembered being twenty, not thirty-six, but the memory vanished quickly.

“Executor!” Liam called urgently from outside the door. “You’re needed outside!”

Ryn idly rubbed his hands through his graying hair. Despite the rumors he’d gathered from his last few spies in the Lachlan Confederacy, he could find no recorded instances of a mage in the Firmament speaking to themselves from a prior visit. That made his already farcical idea about warning his past self about the devil war seem even more ludicrous.

Even in the Firmament, how could he speak to himself at another time he’d been in the Firmament? That suggested that he was even now in the Firmament, or would be in the Firmament, or had never left the Firmament... none of which helped his pounding head. He didn’t even have mead to blame for this headache, just more strain on his aching eyes.

“Captain Garroth said it was urgent!” Liam added through the door.

“I’m coming!” Ryn shouted irritably. “Don’t execute anyone before I get there!”

Captain Garroth (Ashlee) wasn’t just the only woman in the academy who currently shared his bed. She was also a woman whose judgment he trusted implicitly, and if Ashlee had called for the Executor, Ryn knew it must be important. He dared not refuse.

It was the middle of the night, and any sane man would be in bed with a gorgeous woman or three. Even as the newly elected leader of the Primal Academy... it’s Executor... Ryn didn’t have the luxury to sleep whenever he liked. He had a devil war to win.

Ryn pushed out of his seat, grabbed his silver battle robe from the hook on the wall, and wrapped it around himself as he walked to the door of his chambers. He threw back the bolt and, the moment he opened the door, Jessup darted inside. The cursed barn cat made a beeline for Ryn’s soft bed and leapt into it, then flopped onto his back.

“Perfect,” Ryn muttered. “Cat hair in the bed again.” That always made Ashlee sneeze.

“Executor?” Liam asked worriedly. “Captain Garroth really does need you.”

Ryn pulled the door shut. “I’m here, aren’t I?” As he sensed Liam’s silent reproach from inside his helmet, he sighed as it felt well deserved.

“Sorry, son. Research isn’t great for my nerves.” He snapped the clasps of his robe, since he had no one else to do it. He wasn’t about to ask Liam.

Liam inclined his helmet. “I’m sorry to bother you so late at night, sir. Sten’s already secured the stairs for you, and Captain Garroth awaits you in the courtyard.”

“Well, lead on. I’ll buckle up on the way down.”

Liam took the lead with one hand resting on his club. As he descended the steps behind his sworn bodyguard, Ryn rubbed at his scratchy beard. “Any idea what this is about?”

“None, sir.” Liam set a decent pace as they descended. “All Sten said after he sprinted up the first ten flights was that Captain Garroth needed you at once. I came straight after.”

If Sten had been in that much of a hurry, either there was a devil army surrounding the academy or they’d lost a drake rider during their patrols. Ryn supposed it was also possible someone had snuck out of the academy in the night and gotten killed by devils, but he wasn’t sure why that would require his immediate attention. Had he really grown so cold?

People died. In Ryn’s thirty-six years of life, quite a few people had died, including women he loved with all his heart. He thought about Lena and Aurienda every day, and Cressa every so often, but he realized now he hadn’t thought about Saphi in weeks.

Thinking about how Saphi had died was too painful. She must have been so scared as she sheltered with the others, as devil soldiers Executor Caladan secretly admitted to the academy slaughtered half the staff. Saphi’s last moments haunted his dreams. As he reached the bottom of the tower, he found Sten waiting.

“This way, sir.” Sten opened the door for him.

Ryn marched out of the tower as Sten led the way and Liam fell in behind him. They were headed for the academy’s central courtyard. What had once been an open training yard for the academy’s pampered students was, these days, a combination smithy, stables, and sparring yard for the academy’s remaining Primal Guard soldiers.

Ryn saw the reason Ashlee had roused him. A single milky-white pegasus was stomping its hooves and flapping its wings in warning. Drakes, soldiers, and mages surrounded it. The pegasus stuck close to a tall woman with honey-blonde hair coursing down her back.

Ryn grimaced as Sten lead him down into the courtyard. The sight of a blonde-haired valkyrie and her pegasus was an ill omen if she’d arrived so early in the hours before dawn. Was she a courier from Crow’s Peak? Why? They had drake riders to bring messages.

Was it possible Crow’s Peak had fallen? If that was the case, they’d just lost over two million people to the devil army. Or... wait. Crow’s Peak had recently taken in the refugees from Baron’s Tower, so there would have been at least two and a half million people inside its walls when the devils sacked it. That was a numbing amount of death.

While it might seem impolite to the uninitiated, Ryn’s soldiers had surrounded this valkyrie on his orders. After Caladan’s many betrayals, no one entered Ryn’s academy without being vetted and possibly scoured. After all the funerals she’d overseen for Primal Guards killed while unseating Caladan, Ashlee was even more paranoid than he was.

As Ryn approached the valkyrie, he estimated her to be a few years younger than him, perhaps in her early thirties. Judging from how dirty, bloody, and haggard she looked, she must have endured a hard fight and had nowhere else to land but his academy. There were few safe harbors left in the republic, so he understood why she might make an emergency landing.

Despite the rude reception she’d received from his Primal Guard, Ryn was relieved to see Clara, a tall brown-haired life mage of twenty-four years, tracing bone mend across the blond valkyrie’s splinted arm. Knowing Clara, she’d insisted on helping this woman at once, and Ashlee couldn’t exactly stop her... a fact she had complained to him about in bed many times.

The valkyrie was lucky she’d only broken her arm. Had she broken her leg, she wouldn’t have been able to channel the wind spell forms that kept her mount in the air. Ryn’s last scouting reports suggested ten valkyries had been with the forces protecting Crow’s Fall. If this woman was the only survivor, she’d lost nine sisters tonight. That never felt good.

As he reached the outer line of his Primal Guard, the sky-blue eyes of the valkyrie met his gaze and impressed him with her fury. Despite her long ride, she remained quite gorgeous. She looked like an artist had peeled her off the grand murals of angelic valkyries in the capital.

The valkyrie captain scowled at Ashlee. “Who is this man? I asked for the Executor.”

Ryn smirked. She sounded like a noble from Harandale’s court, but people who grew up speaking Kanton (the native language of Clarion) often sounded like that. Given how proper and formal she sounded, annoying this woman might be really fun.

Ashlee sighed heavily. “That is the Executor.”

“That is not Executor Caladan.”

“I said I’d called for the Executor, not Executor Caladan. And here he is now.” Ashlee gestured sardonically. “Executor Xaven, meet Captain Gloriana Langley.”

Ryn patted Ashlee’s shoulder and stood beside her. “I’ll handle it from here.”

“Good scuffing luck,” Ashlee snarked before she stepped back. “I’ll make the rounds to make sure we had no other visitors this morning.” She walked away, but not before drawing her fingers teasingly along his side. If anyone noticed, they didn’t comment.

Instead of crossing his arms across his silver battle robe, which would make him look defensive, Ryn clutched his hands together at his back instead. “Where did you fly in from?”

“Why have your soldiers detained me?” Gloriana demanded. “By the accords your republic signed with Clarion, your academy is required to offer me harbor and aid.”

“Clara,” Ryn ordered.

Clara looked up, offered an expression that said “Really?” and huffed before she left Gloriana to stalk through the academy’s circle of steel. At least Gloriana’s arm looked healed. As Clara tried to leave, however, Ryn beckoned. Reluctantly, she approached.

Ryn indicated Clara with a nod of his head. “It looks like one of my life mages already gave you aid, but you’re not getting anything else until you answer my questions. Where did you fly in from, and what happened to wherever you left?”

“First, I demand to know why you are here instead of Executor Caladan.”

So this valkyrie captain demanded, did she? Ryn was growing more annoyed with this woman by the second. He’d always found valkyries far too uptight for his liking, and this one seemed wound up tighter than a carriage spring.

People did not demand things of him any longer. He was the Executor of the Primal Academy. He hated this job, but at least it came with rank and privilege.

Ryn eyed her coolly. “Executor Caladan has retired. As my captain has already mentioned, I am the Executor now. So if you require my aid, answer my questions.”

That Executor Caladan had been a devil-marked mage responsible for millions of deaths and, quite likely, the crushing defeat of several nation-states was news Ryn and his advisors had judged too sensitive to ever pass beyond the academy’s walls. Before Ryn had unmasked him, Executor Caladan had been the person the Cridor Republic fought for.

Many still fought for Caladan. To avenge his “heroic death as he faced the devil army.” If it became widely known that the spiritual leader of the last nation-state standing against the devil army had been a devil himself, it would break whatever spirit remained in the republic.

Gloriana stared in increasing disbelief. “He retired? But we’re at war!”

“I’m well aware of that. I’ll give you one more chance to be nice, and then this gets much more complicated for both of us. Where did you fly here from?”

As Ryn spoke he raised his hand, and as he did so, every last one of the Primal Guards surrounding him drew their clubs and raised their shields. Gloriana stepped back and put her back to her pegasus. Her proud mount instinctively reared and flapped its mighty wings in warning. It snorted a warning and pawed at the cobblestones.

“Lower your arms, fools!” Gloriana demanded. “I’m on your side!”

Ryn scowled at her. “We don’t know that. My people aren’t lowering their arms until I know you’re not a devil-marked infiltrator sent here to burn my academy to the ground.”

Clara sighed beside him. “Now you’ve done it.”

Gloriana stared, wide-eyed. “You think I’m devil-marked? You question my honor?”

“I think you flew into the middle of my academy unannounced, and now you’re refusing to tell me where you came from. Need I remind you, captain, that a good hundred of your sisters are flying for the enemy? Or did you forget?”

“Those traitors are not valkyries. Not any longer.”

“Yet you must see my concern. You’re the intruder here. You’re someone I’ve never met who landed in my academy in the middle of the night. You want safe harbor? Do me the courtesy of answering my scuffing questions.”

She scowled. “You have neither the presence nor grace of an Executor.”

“And you apparently had nowhere else to land,” Ryn reminded her dryly. “Now talk. Or so help me, I will order my soldiers to strip you to your small-clothes, toss you in a cell, and stable your pegasus in a locked stall until I know you aren’t here to betray us.”

His eyes and Gloriana’s remained locked for another tense moment as neither relented. Finally, Gloriana broke. In the brief moment where her regal pride dropped as she briefly looked away, Ryn saw how haunted and dispirited she truly was.

“I flew here from Airedale.”

Ryn frowned at the bold lie. “You expect me to believe that?”

Her gaze speared him. “Believe what you like. I am answering your question, Executor.”

Gloriana wielded Ryn’s title like a knife. He respected that, a little, even if her attitude vexed him. Their argument, oddly enough, was also turning him on.

“Even at your speed, that’s a six day journey.”

“It was. Which is why I am very tired, and why I would appreciate you ordering your soldiers to stand down and then providing me with a hot meal, a cot, and feed for my pegasus.”

“Why fly all the way here? Did General Knightley send you here to bring me a message?”

“General Knightly is dead. Airedale fell to the devil army six days ago.”

Too late, the reason Gloriana looked so haunted slammed home. Airedale was one of the most heavily fortified cities in the republic. It had to be, because without it, it would be impossible for ships to leave the republic or return there from other theaters of war.

It Gloriana was telling the truth... and Ryn was increasingly certain she was... the Cridor Republic had just lost its only connection to the sea, along with three million men, women, and children... and the massive garrison guarding the city. All gone save for Gloriana.

This loss was so great it was impossible to wrap his head around it tonight. He needed to focus on his interrogation instead. “Why did you leave your post?”

His question knocked the last of the fight out of her. “Because someone had to inform the Executor of the Primal Academy Airedale fell.” She looked at the sky as her blue eyes glistened. “I left my sisters behind so I could make this report.”

Ryn would have called Gloriana a coward had he known less about Clarion and its odd customs. In Clarion, the leaders of military units were expected to flee if they believed their unit was going to be destroyed in battle. Not to save their own hides... but to personally report the reason they had failed to win a victory and all the ways they had failed their soldiers.

And then to take their own lives in contrition for failing those they were tasked to lead.

Ryn considered Gloriana in silence. A devil would have no reason to make up such a story because it would be so easy to disprove. Drake riders still crossed the republic every day to pass messages between the cities that hadn’t fallen to the devil army, including the republic capital of Harandale. Multiple riders came and went every few days.

In fact, a drake rider from Airedale was due tomorrow... or, given the already early morning hour, a few hours from now at dawn. If the drake rider arrived, they could easily contradict Gloriana’s story about Airedale falling to the devils. And if they didn’t...

“You have two options,” Ryn said. “You can allow my people to disarm you, place you in a comfortable cell where you will be fed and offered medical attention, and stable your pegasus for the night. Pegasi, at least, can’t be devil-marked. We’ll treat your pegasus well and see to his needs, but you’ll stay in a cell until we verify your story.”

Gloriana’s glare returned. “Unacceptable. I am a valkyrie captain, Executor. You will not treat me with such disrespect. I refuse to sleep in a cell like some common criminal.”

Ryn firmed his expression. “You’re also the only person who escaped the devil army as they sacked the most heavily fortified city in the republic. Any mage can touch the Firmament and accept a devil deal. The fact that you so conveniently escaped is even more damning.”

As Gloriana stepped forward, the tip of a Primal Guard’s spear rested a fingertip from her neck. “Question my honor again and I will have your head, guards or no.”

Ryn smirked. “It would be amusing to watch you try. But if you like, we could go with option two. My life mage scours you right now.”

Clara sighed beside him. “And there it is.”

Ryn resisted the urge to elbow her. That wouldn’t be very Executor-like. “So which will it be, Captain Langley? A rest in a cell with food and nice pillows? Or teeth-grinding agony?”

Gloriana turned her forceful gaze to Clara. “Scour me.”

That took Ryn off guard. It also made him respect this woman a lot more than he had before now. Ryn had been scoured before. Despite all the battles he’d faced and the hardships he’d conquered, he’d never experienced anything more painful.

If Gloriana’s story was true, she had been flying for six days after leaving her sisters behind to die and watching the republic’s last connection to the sea fall into devil hands. She was exhausted, and now she would feel pain. More pain than anyone should have to endure simply to ensure they weren’t a devil.

Clara looked at Ryn with pleading eyes. He knew what she was asking. As much as he hated the necessity, he couldn’t risk that Gloriana was devil-marked. He had to follow through.

“Do it,” he ordered.

A woman who was not devil-marked and had no choice but to prove it would ask to be scoured. Also, a devil who thought to play upon Ryn’s empathy would demand the same and gamble Ryn would relent. If she was a devil, Gloriana’s gambit had failed... and if she wasn’t, Ryn doubted she would forgive him for ordering this.

“I’ll come to you, Clara,” Gloriana said. “Make a hole, soldiers.”

Ryn found it amusing that this stubborn, prideful woman would order his soldiers to do anything. He lowered his hand, and his soldiers, who had kept their weapons ready for his entire argument with Gloriana, lowered their arms.

“Do as she says,” Ryn added.

Two soldiers made a hole, though Liam and Sten stepped up to form a wall between Gloriana and Ryn. No surprises there. Gloriana walked stiffly through the hole and paused.

Clara walked to her. “I’m sorry it has to be this way.”

“As am I. But you must follow your Executor’s orders, no matter how asinine.”

Gloriana settled on the courtyard stones on her knees, tucked her calves under her legs, and balanced her hands on her thighs. She brushed her long strands of honey-blonde hair back so they fell cleanly down her back, out of the way.

Ryn caught more than one of his soldiers watching him in consternation. How dare he order this brave, exhausted, gorgeous valkyrie scoured after she’d spent six days flying here? He was a cruel man.

This was the price of being in command. Most everyone either respected you, hated you, or hated but respected you. There were only a few people in this academy Ryn could truly call friends, like Ashlee.

“Get her a bit,” Ryn suggested to no one in particular.

Gloriana stared up defiantly at Clara. “I don’t need it.”

“You’ll be far less fun to argue with once you bite off your own tongue.”

“I have endured a scouring before. It will not break me. I will not be treated like an animal any more than I will allow you to place me in a cell.”

“That’s not why...” Ryn huffed. “Fine, it’s your tongue.”

Clara knelt beside Gloriana. “You’re certain you can’t do as he asks?”

“All I have left is my honor, and your Executor casts it aside like a soiled blanket. Do what you must. I will endure.”

Clara glanced at Ryn with one last plea. He said nothing and made his face from stone. Clara sighed, drew life ether, and stepped back. “This is going to hurt a lot.”

As Clara scoured Gloriana, the woman trembled violently. Her eyes went wide as every muscle in her body twitched like it was on fire. Golden light from Clara’s hands swept slowly from Gloriana’s forehead to her chest, and when it reached her hips, Ryn winced in empathy.

Through it all, Gloriana’s growls of pain were barely audible. When Clara finished tracing her eerie light across the woman’s boots, she stepped back and sighed in relief.

“She bears no mark,” she announced loudly... and angrily.

Gloriana fell forward and threw up blood all over the cobblestones. She collapsed in a dead faint with her honey-blonde hair draped over her face like a blanket. It was obvious enduring that pain had taken every bit of energy she had left.

Ryn ignored Clara’s accusatory gaze as his guilt over what he’d been forced to do to keep his academy safe stabbed him in the back. He looked at his people. “Get her a cot and some food after she wakes up, and get her pegasus... whatever pegasi need. Also, see if you can ease her aches and pains from everything she’s been through. I’m authorizing the life ether.”

“That’s what I was going to do before you showed up,” Clara snarked.

Ryn eyed her in warning. “Don’t sass me, young lady. We just lost Airedale. I’m going to go scream into a pillow before I send a message to the king.”

Clara looked to the sky in obvious worry. “But... if the drake rider doesn’t show up tomorrow, who’s going to deliver your message?”

Ryn walked back to his tower with Liam and Sten close by as he considered what this massive loss might mean. “That’s tomorrow’s problem. I’m busy surviving today’s.”


Chapter Fifteen


Ryn


The flapping of many loud wings jolted him from his dark future memories. He scrambled with the disorientation of losing fifteen years and found Nephale already awake. She rested alertly on his chest.

“We have valkyries,” Lena thought in warning. “Four of them in total, all of whom made a single pass over our camp and then landed on the road.”

As Nephale rolled off him and sat up, her dark hair coursed across one breast and glistened in the faint light. She glanced at him. “Get dressed.”

“Good idea,” Ryn said. “They’ll take us more seriously if we’re not naked.”

She didn’t smile. “If it comes to a fight, let me take the lead.”

“It won’t come to a fight. If those valkyries were here to murder us, they’d already be dropping wind blasts or worse on our camp. Valkyries don’t fight from the ground. If they’ve landed their pegasi, they’re here to talk.”

“About what?”

“If I had to guess, they’re here to escort us to their academy.”

The Primal Academy had, of course, sent word that their newly minted primal conjurer was going to visit the Clarion Flight Academy as part of his diplomatic journey throughout the realm. Knowing Ryn was on the way was likely how his unknown hunter—a valkyrie herself—had targeted him. Announcing his visit had been a necessary risk.

There was no reason the Primal Academy, part of the Cridor Republic, wouldn’t notify an academy in Clarion, an allied nation-state, that they were sending Ryn to visit unless they suspected the leaders of the academy of not being trustworthy. Rumors about devil-marked traitors could cause those who had infiltrated the academy to act early.

As Nephale finished helping him snap the clasps on his battle robe and then strode out of the tent in nothing but her armored pants and undertunic, Ryn had a sneaking suspicion he knew who was leading the valkyries who’d just landed. Executor Xaven had known, too. It might be why... somehow... he’d dreamed about meeting future Glory last night.

Ryn emerged into the early morning light to find Lena standing between him and four tall women in silver armor with long, flowing hair. They stood beside their majestic white pegasi a good fifty paces from his camp. Ryn considered them all at a respectful distance.

Even from this distance, he could tell two were brunettes. One had dark hair, and one had honey-blonde hair that fell in graceful curls down her back. As she strode away from her sisters to greet him, Ryn couldn’t help but stare at her.

This was definitely Gloriana Langley, but she was eighteen now, with honey-blonde hair a shade darker than Lena’s. As she approached, her hair trailed behind her. While Glory had been a confident and attractive woman in Executor Xaven’s future, Gloriana was, in Ryn’s time, a slender long-legged beauty who looked more like a royal princess than a hardened soldier.

Princess. Executor Xaven’s pet name for the Glory he’d bonded fifteen years from now made a lot more sense given current events. Gloriana’s lovely hips swayed in her high-heeled boots as she approached—those heels channeled the bursts of wind necessary to guide her pegasus in flight—but their practicality didn’t make them any less sexy.

Ryn spoke over his bond with his auxiliaries. “Say nothing about the attacks on us during our journey. We don’t know who to trust yet. Auri, I’ll make introductions.”

It was appropriate and expected for Ryn to have Auri boss people around for him when dealing with the common folk, but not a mage from an allied academy. A brief touch on Nephale’s arm slowed her so he could walk out to greet Gloriana on his own, as he should.

Gloriana gracefully inclined her head as he stopped five paces away and did the same. Even so, his nod was far less noble than hers. She really did look like a princess.

“Good morrow,” Gloriana—eighteen-year-old Glory—said in the refined and noble voice he remembered from his future dreams. Her Cridorian was flawless, but her accent gave it an extra lilt that was simply charming.

“I’m Wing Leader Langley of the Clarion Flight Academy,” Gloriana continued. “Do I have the honor of addressing Primal Conjurer Xaven of the Primal Academy?”

Ryn knew Clarion’s primary language was Kanton, a flowery and beautiful dialect with words Ryn could barely pronounce. Something deep in his heart stirred at the sound of Gloriana’s lovely voice, and he had to work hard to master his expression. His memories from his future self were absolutely impacting his feelings in the now.

Ryn remembered arguing with her and then somehow falling in love with her. He recalled long nights comforting each other in bed as they dealt with the burdens of command... after fucking each other senseless. He recalled holding her close on their last day alive.

“I am Primal Conjurer Xaven.” Ryn gestured to the four loyal women gathered behind him in his camp. “These are my auxiliaries. Saphielle Provos, Lauralena Markov, Aurienda Devaleux, and Nephale Herano.”

Gloriana offered a respectful nod to those behind him. “On behalf of Executrix Helena, I welcome you all to our academy’s grounds. If you’ll permit it, my wing will escort you and your auxiliaries until you are safe behind our academy’s walls.”

Ryn glanced around casually. “Is there some reason I wouldn’t be safe out here?”

Gloriana’s sky-blue eyes widened. “Of course not, Primal Conjurer! If we knew of any credible threats toward you, I would, of course, tell you immediately. We simply wish to honor you as per our treaty with your republic.”

The urge to bait Gloriana into an argument was strong. He had always loved arguing with her. Sometimes, those arguments led to the most fantastic sex. In fact...

No! That had been Executor Xaven. Ryn had never met this woman before today, and according to Simula, the devil he’d executed back in Kallin’s Grove, Gloriana was a devil-marked traitor who would instigate an accident that would kill half the riders at her academy.

Yet the Glory Executor Xaven had loved would never make a devil deal and would never betray her sisters or her academy. There had to be more to Simula’s claim, and until Ryn had time to investigate further, he had to separate his life now from the life his increasingly manipulative future self tried to hoist upon him. He was not that man.

“We’d welcome your escort, Wing Leader Langley. I’m honored that you chose to greet us this morning. Did you have to search for us for long?”

A knowing smile brightened Gloriana’s already perfect features. “We’ve known you were here since last night. Our regular patrols reported your presence, but Cooper’s Gorge marks the extent of our academy’s territory. So if you wouldn’t mind me asking...”

“Why are we camped here instead of on the far side, like last night?”

“I admit I am curious why you chose to move your camp in the middle of the night, only to camp again after crossing our bridge. The last report from our scouts had you on the far side of the bridge as night fell.”

So the last time a valkyrie had seen them camped across the gorge—officially—had been just past sunset. That meant the valkyrie he’d seen fleeing after the ambush on the bridge had flown out later. That would be easy enough to verify once he could covertly ask around.

Ryn carefully devised his lie. “While on watch, my third auxiliary reported suspicious movement in the tree line to the south. We decided it best to cross the bridge and make camp on the other side on the off-chance whoever it was had ill intent.”

Gloriana tapped her perfect lips with a slender finger. “If there are bandits this close to the gorge that have gone undetected, several of our wing leaders will be soundly disciplined. I apologize for any inconvenience our oversight may have caused you.”

Ryn hoped he hadn’t just gotten innocent valkyries in trouble for failing to detect bandits who weren’t actually in the woods. “It’s fine. There’s also every possibility she simply saw wild animals in the forest.”

Gloriana’s brow furrowed. “Your auxiliary mistook wild animals for bandits?”

He wasn’t about to throw any of his auxiliaries to the proverbial wolves. If anyone was going to look foolish, it was going to be him... no matter how much Auri might chide him later. He knew Auri would gladly take the blame for any fault people might attribute to Ryn.

“As I said, all she saw was a shadow of movement. It could have been anything. I decided we should move our camp out of an abundance of caution, so I wouldn’t be too quick to discipline anyone for failing to see a threat I couldn’t verify.”

“I see.” If Gloriana’s opinion of the Cridor Republic’s vaunted primal conjurer had been lessened in any way as he admitted to jumping at shadows, nothing showed on her face. “Regardless, I shall inform our wing leaders to double patrols. Now, I’ll return to my sisters and allow you to take your breakfast and pack your camp. Please don’t hurry on our account.”

“We actually planned to get moving shortly after sunup. We won’t be long. Will you be riding alongside us or flying above?”

“I’ll ride with your formation. My wing will patrol the area from above to make sure we aren’t surprised.”

“Then we’ll be with you in a moment, Wing Leader Langley. Though if we’re going to be riding together, I’d be honored if you’d call me Ryn.”

She eyed him cautiously. “You are a primal conjurer.”

As both his own memories and Executor Xaven’s mingled like a warm soup in his mind, Ryn remembered how seriously people in Clarion took their honor. Gloriana likely believed to address a primal conjurer so informally would be disrespectful. Being disrespectful to a powerful allied mage without cause would bring shame on her.

“I would never consider it disrespectful if you used my name when we’re not in a formal setting. But whether you use it is, of course, entirely up to you.”

After a moment where Ryn could swear Gloriana analyzed him like Auri would analyze an important and recently discovered historical tome, she incrementally relaxed.

“Very well... Ryn. Though if we are to be comfortable with each other in the field, you may refer to me as Gloriana.” She frowned. “But not inside my academy.”

He smiled warmly. “Understood. We’ll be with you in a moment.”

As Ryn walked back to his auxiliaries, he offered the gist of the entire conversation in the context of a few thoughts. Auri, Saphi, and Lena started packing up the camp and tents. When Nephale moved to join them, Ryn mentally cautioned her.

“Let us pack. I want your hands free to pull your sword in case these valkyries aren’t as friendly as we all hope, or if someone else attacks us.”

“Fine by me,” Nephale said aloud. “Though, now that we’re awake and not being murdered, I need something else from you.”

Ryn was again amused by her complete shyness turn around. “What’s that?”

“I want my own pet name.”

As Ryn returned to the camp to help his other auxiliaries pack up, he heard them all giggling, save for Auri. Were they in on this as well?”

He eyed Nephale curiously. “What do you mean, pet name?”

“You call me flame goddess,” Lena said helpfully.

“And I’m snow lily,” Saphi reminded him. “Which is so sweet.”

“So I want a name like that too,” Nephale added. “But it has to be unique.”

Ryn frowned as he pulled up his tent’s stakes. “But if you ask me to give you a pet name, doesn’t me giving you one feel kind of artificial?”

Nephale frowned. “Why would it feel artificial?”

As Ryn carefully collapsed his tent, he glanced at Auri. “Do you want a pet name?”

“That is not necessary, prime. Though if you feel the need to give me one, I would, of course, accept.”

“Me first,” Nephale reminded all of them.

Ryn smiled at her. “All right. If the right name comes to me, I’ll let you know.”

“But it can’t be sword-related,” Nephale told him. “If you decide to call me your blade flower, or sword goddess, or something obvious like that, I’m going to be mad.”

It didn’t take long to pack up their camp, place the appropriate saddlebags across the appropriate horses, and get ready for their morning ride. They were all professionals in that regard after a month on the road. They set out in their usual formation: Auri and Frost in the front, Ryn, Saphi, and Nephale in the middle, and Lena in the back.

As they rode toward Gloriana’s valkyries, she called a loud, brisk order in Kanton, her native language. The three pegasi snorted and thumped the ground with their hooves before moving into a trot, then a gallop. A moment later their powerful wings flexed as all three pegasi took to the skies aided by strong updrafts channeled by their riders, wind mages all.

There was something absolutely enthralling about the sight of three gorgeous women in gleaming silver armor taking flight on the backs of flying horses. Ryn couldn’t tear his eyes from them. He watched the rest of Gloriana’s wing wheel and bank as they headed off in separate directions, all taking them away from the academy.

“Beautiful,” Lena thought longingly over their bond.

He knew Lena was talking about the pegasi, not the women. In his case, he could appreciate both. A valkyrie and her pegasus were truly something to see.

Meanwhile, Honor (Gloriana’s pegasus) snorted and cantered forward to walk alongside Ryn’s procession. As Ryn looked the pegasus over, he noticed a number of interesting details. It was strange to be able to pick out such details when he (present Ryn) had never seen a pegasus up close. These were details Executor Xaven had picked up in his time.

The feathers on Honor’s wings lacked the silver edge they would have fifteen years from now. The pegasus was thinner as well, sleek and muscular. It was the difference between a young man just coming into his prime and an older warrior bearing the weight of his years.

Pegasi, future Glory had taught Ryn, were matched with their riders in a bonding ceremony that took place in their teens. Moreover, pegasi would only allow women to ride them. Even after a pegasi chose her, a valkyrie would spend years grooming, feeding, exercising, and riding him (on the ground) before the two of them took flight.

Ryn didn’t know everything about valkyries, but he did remember some of what Glory had told Executor Xaven. Valkyries had to constantly draw and channel wind ether spell forms to help their pegasi fly. Unlike horses, who could trot on easily even with the weight of a rider and saddlebags, it took a great deal of strength for a pegasus to fly.

What was essentially a muscular horse did not, by default, fly easily with the weight of a full-grown armored woman on their back. To compensate for riding them, valkyries channeled wind ether using spell forms involving practiced movements of their legs. The specialized flying heels they wore further channeled and directed those spell forms into flight maneuvers.

Trudging along at the speed of a horse must be terribly boring for both Gloriana and Honor. Still, she offered no complaints as she rode off their flank and allowed Frost to lead the way. Auri’s armored stallion wouldn’t tolerate any horse walking ahead of him, even if that horse had wings. As for Ryn’s mount, Pebble, Ryn half suspected the gelding was simply glad to have another male “horse” around... other than Frost.

They rode until midday before Ryn called a halt. Gloriana politely declined Ryn’s offer to join them for lunch. Instead, she and her wing, who had all landed shortly after Ryn called a stop for lunch, ate small, pre-packaged meals that looked like bread rolls with vegetables.

As they continued their journey toward the academy, Ryn finally allowed his mind to drift as he’d been unable to since he first realized someone was trying to kill him on the road. This close to the academy, with practiced eyes in the sky watching for threats, no enemies would get close. He resisted the urge to glance at Gloriana as she rode beside them.

The more they rode beside each other, the more tender feelings inside him stirred. He both deeply loved Gloriana and barely knew her, and that was a disconcerting set of emotions to reconcile. How much worse would these conflicting emotions become as he experienced more of Executor Xaven’s memories?

He still had no idea how to broach the possibility of a traitor in the flight academy’s ranks. Even suggesting that Gloriana had made a devil deal would be a permanent black stain on her honor and would also besmirch the good name of her academy. Ryn would be lucky if it didn’t cause a diplomatic incident.

Worse, if he arrested Gloriana in his capacity as a primal conjurer and ordered her scoured (which he could do, since the Clarion Flight Academy had life mages) he would essentially be done with his investigation if he was wrong. Executrix Helena would be loath to let him scour another of her students after he launched an unfounded accusation, especially if Ryn revealed the only evidence he’d had against Gloriana was the word of a captive devil.

If he accused Gloriana early and was wrong, word would also spread through the academy and get back to the real traitor. The more Ryn turned the problem over in his head, the more unsolvable it felt. Fortunately, he’d encountered this problem before.

When he encountered a problem he couldn’t solve, he’d long ago learned that continuing to try to solve it would only form a mental block. He would find a solution. He always did. He just wouldn’t find it today. His auxiliaries might also have good ideas.

A few hours before the sun set, as Ryn alternated between staring at the ground or Pebble’s back, Ryn felt Auri’s pleasant thoughts over their bond. “Prime? We’ve arrived.”

Ryn looked up and smiled at the grand sight ahead. The gently ascending ground was still a ramp, but it had leveled out considerably from the steep grade earlier. Ahead, the tall walls of the Clarion Flight Academy stretched upward like white-gray marble. It looked like a wide serving bowl with a tall, proud tower lording over the grounds.

Unlike the Primal Academy, the Clarion Flight Academy had but a single tower, but that tower was easily twice as tall as the Executor’s tower and four times as wide. Multiple wooden platforms dotted its height like leaves attached to a tree.

Ryn spurred Pebble faster and guided the gelding toward Honor, who was still trudging along beside them in what could best be described as bored resignation. He glanced at Gloriana as he rode. “Your academy is gorgeous. I’d heard stories, but even those don’t do it justice.”

Her proud smile assured him she appreciated his compliment. “I’m glad you find it so agreeable... Ryn. One day, perhaps, I hope to see the vaunted walls of your Primal Academy as well. Is it true they are black as coal and absorb the sunlight?”

One of the first “dates” Executor Xaven and Captain Langley had gone on in Nephale’s future was a walk along the tall, wide walls of the Primal Academy. Executor Xaven had pinned her forcefully against a crenellation and kissed her as she half-heartedly struggled. He’d joked about his academy’s walls being bigger, while she’d assured him hers were silky smooth.

“We’d love to host you,” Ryn agreed, then added quickly, “or any of your fellow valkyries. To encourage further diplomacy between our nation-states.”

Gloriana raised one eyebrow. “I imagine your drakes would enjoy our visit a tad less.”

“They’re not so bad. A bit smelly.”

She chuckled politely. “With your leave, I’ll take wing and rejoin my flight. I will announce your arrival and have the gates open before you reach them.”

Ryn nodded agreeably. “Thank you for your escort. I hope we’ll speak again.”

She returned his nod before urging Honor into a trot, then a run. Ryn watched shamelessly as Gloriana stood up in the saddle and then knifed both legs down. She channeled wind ether into a strong updraft that Honor caught with outstretched wings.

Honor flapped aggressively as pegasus and rider ascended in a tight spiral with Gloriana’s honey-blonde hair trailing behind her like a pennant on a racing stallion. She soon winged away and flew directly over the walls of her flight academy, a deceptively simple task that would be difficult for anyone who couldn’t ride a pegasus.

Ryn looked at his auxiliaries. “When we arrive, I’ll handle the diplomacy, but Auri, please alert me immediately over our bond if I’m about to say something that will cause a diplomatic incident. Everyone else, stay alert and pay attention. Once we’re settled into a room for tonight, we’ll all compare impressions and figure out our next move.”

“Do they have a bath here?” Nephale asked. “Could we all take one together?”

Saphi eyed her curiously. “You mean... all of us? At the same time?”

Nephale grinned. “Why not? I have no problem seeing everyone here naked.”

“I am so glad Ryn bonded you,” Lena said eagerly.

Ryn couldn’t help but find the idea appealing, but kept that to himself. “Let’s see what type of room we’re in first. Then we’ll figure out how best not to get assassinated in our sleep.”


Chapter Sixteen




The diplomatic suite at the Clarion Flight Academy had no grand balcony, which made sense given how cold that would make the room in the deep winter. It was otherwise just as nice as any of the fancy suites Ryn had stayed at since he set out from the Primal Academy over a month ago. After Nephale swept it for devil steps, they were certain it was safe.

The walls were pale bricks similar to those that formed the barrier around the academy. It had multiple fireplaces that were already smoldering pleasantly when a young valkyrie ushered Ryn and his auxiliaries into it after a small but filling supper. Mage lights with golden tiles gave the room a cozy glow.

The furniture in the suite was a darker wood than he’d seen before and likely much older, but it was still in good shape. All the cushions looked plump and comfortable. The suite also had two separate privies and even a small kitchen. Its larder was stocked with fresh cheese, bread, and what looked to be fruit preserves.

There were also multiple bedrooms, and the largest bedroom had a veiled four-post bed sizable enough Ryn was certain could fit everyone. Which it would. Later tonight. Once he finally figured out how they were going to save this academy.

Unfortunately for them, Ryn and his auxiliaries had arrived on a day when Executrix Helena was flying a patrol with her battle sisters. Clarion was different from most other nation-states. Its leaders were expected to do all their soldiers did and more, which meant even the academy’s executrix flew patrols like any high-ranking officer.

One of the academy’s senior instructors, Mistress Grayson, offered her apologies for Executrix Helena’s absence over supper with her and the rest of the senior staff. Grayson assured Ryn the Executrix was expected to return at midday tomorrow. She would then, that night, host Ryn and his auxiliaries at a much larger supper.

Once everyone had unpacked and gotten comfortable, they assembled in the suite’s sitting room to talk over their plan of action. Saphi and Aurienda had donned their silk sleep robes, which conjured pleasant memories of their night in the Hawk’s Perch. Lena still wore her glorious conflagration mage bodysuit, likely to please him, and Nephale wore her sleep tunic and silk shorts despite the cold. She had, however, also donned a warm cloak.

Nephale and Auri pulled a couch over to face another couch and plush lounge chair around a wooden table next to one of the big, warm fireplaces. Ryn took the chair to prevent a debate about which of his four auxiliaries would be sitting next to him while they strategized. He needed to focus on saving this academy, not who he kissed first.

Fortunately, the academy had provided several pitchers of wine, goblets to pour, and a huge plate of cheeses, crackers, and fruit for them to enjoy after their long trip. As much as Ryn hated the travails of being a noble, he loved how nobles always got the best food. He poured a glass of wine for himself and gathered up grapes, crackers, and cheese on a plate.

Lena and Saphi sat on the couch to his left, with Saphi against one arm and Lena reclining with her spark heel boots on the table. Nephale and Auri sat on the opposite couch, with Nephale sitting closest to him and Auri nestled against a group of raised pillows.

After giving his auxiliaries time to quietly enjoy some wine and snacks, Ryn kicked off their strategy session. Tonight might be the only night they would get without some crisis that would interrupt their planning. They had to proceed cautiously.

While it would have been faster to have the entire conversation over their mental bond, he would have to constantly forward thoughts between Saphi, Lena, and Auri, who were all part of their quadruple bond, and Nephale, who wasn’t. In a suite this big, there was little danger of being overheard in quiet conversation. It was easier just to speak.

“I’ll start with a very basic question,” Ryn said. “I know not everyone got to speak with her today, but what were everyone’s initial impressions of Gloriana?”

Nephale spoke first. “It’s a bit unnerving to see her so young, especially because I can see the woman I knew in my world in everything she does. The way she speaks, the way she moves, even her facial expressions are all the same. She’s just younger.”

“Do you feel that way when you look at me?”

She considered him. “Now that I remember who you were, I do see some of Executor Xaven’s mannerisms when I look at you. It’s not near as strong as with Captain Langley, though. It might be because you don’t have his thick beard or his scars.”

“Scars?” Ryn realized he’d never looked at himself in the mirror in the memories he’d seen thus far. “What type of scars does he have?”

Nephale traced two fingers down her face from her forehead to her chin. “Claw marks that went deep. Rumor was he got it during his battle with Executor Caladan, and then he refused to let Clara heal him because there were other people on the verge of death. Of course, Marcus said he just didn’t get the wounds healed because he thought he’d look grizzled and impressive.”

Ryn winced. “I imagine we’re all glad I’m not getting those scars in my time.”

“Scars can be sexy,” Lena pointed out.

“Right, but not on my face.”

“What about eyepatch?” Lena smiled wide. “You could have sexy eyepatch.”

Ryn rolled his eyes and moved on. “Neph, given you’re probably the one most familiar with Gloriana’s body language, did you detect anything off? Like she was nervous?”

“Captain Langley never came off as nervous. Not in front of us. I did notice that she would often toy with her hair when she was trying to suppress her annoyance with someone, but she didn’t want to say it aloud. She did that often with Captain Garroth.”

“Who’s that?” Saphi asked curiously.

“Captain Ashlee Garroth,” Ryn told her. “She’s one of the Primal Guards serving at the academy right now, though as a soldier. I guess over the twenty years that passed in Neph’s time, enough officers died or left that she got promoted all the way up.”

“Ashlee is an excellent soldier,” Auri said. “I trust her implicitly. I know we all wish to prevent that future from ever occurring, but I am glad to hear Ashlee survived.”

“Did you bed her?” Lena asked knowingly. “As Executor?”

Ryn opened his mouth, then paused.

“You bed her!” Lena picked up a grape and tossed it at him in mock annoyance. “And you said you were sad to lose me. All lies!”

Ryn picked the grape off his lap and sobered. “Let’s not ever joke about that.”

Lena’s grin faded as she took in his serious expression, and then, as everyone looked more than a bit uncomfortable, Lena sat back and sipped her wine.

“Sorry,” she added. Her genuine contrition was more than enough.

Ryn smiled to assure her no harm was done. “What about the rest of you?”

“In truth, I was rather unimpressed with Wing Leader Langley today,” Auri said. “The lack of discipline demonstrated by her subordinates concerns me. While this may simply mean that she was promoted recently, it also suggests she lacks a talent for leadership.”

Saphi glanced at her in obvious consternation. “Why would you say that?”

Auri looked to Ryn instead of answering Saphi’s question... or perhaps because she intended to do so. “Prime, when you spoke to her, did you observe the rest of her flight?”

“I did not.” Ryn had been too busy reconciling an eighteen-year-old woman he’d just met with the thirty-eight-year-old woman his future self had loved.

“There were chatting and laughing with each other during your conversation. None were keeping watch for enemies, and none appeared concerned their wing leader would chastise them for lowering their guard. Given what I know of the high standards valkyrie leaders set for themselves, Wing Leader Langley seemed remiss in her duties.”

Ryn frowned. “They’re all about the same age as Primal Academy students, though. We joke around all the time, at least when the instructors aren’t around.”

“Which is why I found their behavior... unprofessional. By the standards of this academy, those who follow Wing Leader Langley should treat her as their instructor.”

Ryn wasn’t sure about that. Gloriana was only eighteen, and he knew from studying the academy’s policies that she’d been nominated as wing leader by her peers. If they were all good friends, they would trust each other without having to resort to formality.

Then again, Auri did have extremely high standards for students. As Ryn searched Executor Xaven’s memories of the Glory he’d known, he recalled her always allowing her flight to freely relax. Perhaps she saw some benefit to allowing them more freedom.

He shared his recollections of future Glory with his auxiliaries, and while Auri obviously didn’t approve of Gloriana’s leadership style, she was interested to hear that future Glory acted the same as her modern-day counterpart. That, inevitably, led to the question Ryn had been expecting all night, though he did not expect Saphi to be the first to ask it.

“Ryn... was Executor Xaven in love with her?”

Lena eyed him knowingly, but didn’t joke again. Nephale cocked an eyebrow, and Auri appeared intrigued. He knew they were going to discuss this sooner or later.

Ryn looked at Nephale first. “Was he?”

She frowned thoughtfully. “They were bonded, but we were bonded as well. If Executor Xaven was taking Captain Langley to his bed, they were never obvious about it.”

“I see. I guess I learned a few things about discretion in twenty years.”

“So they were involved,” Saphi said.

Ryn nodded. “He was very much in love with her.”

“So, how do you feel about her?”

Ryn fixed Saphi with a calm gaze. “We just met, and that future will never happen.”

She smiled gently. “Well, I liked her. I didn’t notice anything about her that made me uncomfortable, though I’ll certainly keep an eye on her in the future.”

Ryn was glad they could smoothly move on before they delved into questions he wasn’t ready to answer, even for himself. He also knew what he needed to know now to plan their activities for tomorrow, when their investigation would officially begin.

“Here’s my thoughts. Based on what we’ve discussed... that Neph sees the same woman she knew, and that Gloriana’s leadership style is the same now as it is in the future... it’s reasonable to say that if she has made a devil deal, it hasn’t yet affected her personality. That suggests she’s only recently made the deal, or hasn’t made one at all.”

Nephale compressed her lips. “As uncomfortable as it might be, I feel like you may know her as well as me now that you have Executor Xaven’s memories. Based on how he felt about her, especially given they were together, do you think she’d ever take a devil deal?”

“The Glory Executor Xaven knew would die before she did that. Her honor was more important to her than anything save the lives of her subordinates. So... for her, taking a devil deal would betray her sisters, her academy, and her ideals. She’d die first.”

“Then we should instead examine how Simula could have deceived us,” Auri said. “Let us think back to the exact exchange. With your permission, prime, I’ll replay it over our bond.”

Ryn nodded. “Go ahead.”

Nephale scowled in warning. “You can’t release her.”

“I’m in command here,” he told her firmly. “If Simula tells us how to save the Clarion Flight Academy, letting her go is a fair trade. Moreover, someone needs to go back to the devils she serves and tell them we’re ready for them.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Sure it does. If Simula does that, we might stop the entire war before it starts.” He looked at Simula again. “I want two more things from you. First, you’ll go back to your fellows and tell them I bested you. Second, I can call on you at some point in the future, and you will again answer my questions. I need you to promise me you’ll do that.”

“I will do this,” Simula said eagerly, her eyes half-mad. “Agreed!”

“So who is it? Who’s the devil-mark at the academy?”

“The leader of the second pegasus training unit. Gloriana Langley.”

“And is she the only mage you’ve compromised?”

“She is the only mage I know of, though there may be others.”

“Thanks,” Ryn said. “I appreciate an eons-old devil being so gullible.”

Her body’s eyes widened dangerously. “But you said⁠—”

As they all returned from the memory, Nephale smiled warmly. “I still love that you dropped that last line before you executed her. She deserved to fear death and see it coming. Executor Xaven did something similar before Marion executed her.”

“So let’s focus on exactly what Simula said,” Ryn said. “Their agent inside the Clarion Flight Academy, the person who will betray it, is the leader of the second pegasus training unit. Assuming we can verify that Gloriana does indeed lead that unit tomorrow, that leaves very little wiggle room for Simula to have deceived us.”

Saphi winced. “And we’re all certain devils can’t lie?”

“As certain as we can be based on all recorded interactions,” Auri said. “There are many cases where, had a devil lied, they would have gained a significant advantage or avoided detection entirely. So while we can’t entirely rule it out, the possibility is remote.”

Ryn shook his head. “I still can’t get over the fact that Glory never made a devil deal in Executor Xaven’s time. The woman he knew simply wouldn’t do it.”

Auri considered. “Perhaps seeing the death of so many of her sisters in the training accident we hope to prevent hardened her heart against the devils in a way that has not yet occurred. That could be an inciting event that changed her outlook.”

“Devils haven’t hurt her yet,” Lena agreed. “After, she hate them with all her heart.”

Ryn considered Auri’s suggestion and Lena’s addition. The more he thought about it, the more he thought it might answer the question he’d been unable to answer until now. Today’s Gloriana and the Glory from the future did have one very significant difference.

Gloriana hadn’t watched hundreds of her sisters and their pegasi killed in a training accident instigated by devil-marked traitors in her academy. Moreover, in this time, Gloriana hadn’t seen hundreds of her sisters accept devil deals and join the devil army.

“You could be right, Auri. That accident could be what set her against them.”

“I was right too!” Lena pointed out.

He smiled at her. “It’s not a competition.”

“It could be.” She rubbed his knee. “First one to answer correctly gets you first.”

“Focus,” he reminded her firmly. “Let’s stick with this theory for now, and say that today’s Gloriana could still be convinced to accept a devil deal because the devils haven’t harmed her yet.” Executor Xaven’s memories argued violently against the idea, but that only made Ryn more determined to consider it. “If she did take one, she took it recently, and in Nephale’s future, she never took one at all. So what else is different now than then?”

Ryn already had his own suspicions, but he wanted to hear what his auxiliaries thought first. If they thought along the same lines, that could be promising.

“It’s Caladan,” Nephale said firmly. “We took him out a month ago, and the devils must have learned that by now. With the centerpiece of the plan to start the second war removed before they were ready, whoever’s leading them might move in a different direction.”

Ryn nodded grimly. “So they targeted Gloriana earlier than they did in your future. I don’t want to believe it, but I was thinking along the same lines. The Glory Executor Xaven knew in his time would never accept a devil deal, but this isn’t that woman any more than I’m him. She hasn’t seen the death, war, and betrayal Glory did.”

Auri adjusted her spectacles. Nephale looked disturbed, likely due to how much she respected the Captain Langley from her time, but didn’t contradict him. Lena looked satisfied with all they’d discussed, and Saphi still looked a bit sad. She liked Gloriana already.

Ryn focused on their goals. “Here’s the plan. Auri, tomorrow, I want you to interview the other instructors here. Say you want to compare training methods based on what you did at the Primal Academy. Learn what these instructors teach about devils and the Firmament, and ask if they have any students who are particularly promising or troublesome.”

Auri inclined her head. “Yes, prime.”

“Saphi, I want you to get to know the working folk here at the academy. The scullery maids, cooks, and others. Maybe you could offer to help in the kitchen? See if you can dig out any information about Gloriana or other valkyries the devils might target.”

“Like what?” Saphi asked curiously.

“Which valkyries they like. Which they don’t. Who’s polite to them and who’s demanding and rude. Rivalries and disagreements would also be common knowledge.”

“But... why would they talk to me about that?”

Lena rubbed Saphi’s arm. “You are most trustworthy. Sweetest snow lily in the republic. Just listen as you do. People will tell you everything.”

Saphi blushed brightly. “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

Ryn smiled warmly at her. “Trust me, it’s true. Now, as for you, Lena⁠—”

“I tour barracks and pet the pretty pegasi!”

“That’s... not exactly what I had in mind.” Ryn suppressed his grin so as not to encourage her. “I want you to head to the training yard and observe their drills.”

Lena sighed. “So demanding. I want to stroke lovely pegasi wings.”

“While you’re there, pick up any gossip you can with the rank-and-file valkyries in the yard. It doesn’t have to be anything specific. Just start up conversations and ask about the things you’d naturally ask about as a visiting student from another academy.”

“No men,” Lena said knowingly. “Perhaps they satisfy themselves among each other?”

“Um...” Ryn rubbed the back of his head. “That is one direction you could take.”

Lena nodded eagerly. “I get much gossip. Make many friends. Get them very drunk.”

Given Lena’s legendary alcohol tolerance, Ryn wasn’t entirely sure if it was fair to unleash her on a bunch of valkyries whose wind affinity would actually make them more susceptible to alcohol. Still, their goal was to save the academy. Fairness didn’t factor in.

“What about me?” Nephale asked. “I’m not great at investigation stuff.”

“You’ll stay with me as my personal bodyguard while I tour the academy. That’s the excuse I’m going to use to convince whoever ends up watching us to let me take you everywhere we go together, including the more secure areas of the academy. I want you on alert for devil steps or anything you might sense that suggests a devil presence here.”

Nephale nodded in obvious satisfaction. “That’s how Executor Xaven used to use me.”

“He never use you like Ryn,” Lena pointed out.

Ryn rubbed his face and sighed. “How does everyone feel about this plan?”

“It seems sound to me, prime,” Auri said. “And we will reconvene and compare notes tomorrow night after we have concluded our activities for the day?”

“At least once, and possibly over multiple days here. If we accuse Gloriana and we’re wrong, Executrix Helena will doubt us, and we also need to review the flight records from the last six days to see if any other possible culprits present themselves. So until I tell you different, I’m a visiting diplomat and you’re my auxiliaries. Nothing else is going on.”

“Except sex,” Lena reminded everyone. “Sex is still going on, yes?”

Nephale grinned hungrily. “I could do with some sex.”

Ryn couldn’t help but be aroused as he looked over his four gorgeous... and eager... auxiliaries. They were now tucked away in a safe, warm room, and they had a plan. There really wasn’t much else to discuss before they settled down for the night.

He shrugged. “I could be convinced.”

Lena hopped up off the couch, but Saphi arrived first. She hopped into his lap and playfully stuck her tongue out at Lena, who was caught flat-footed. Lena eyed her with a smirk and then dropped directly onto them both, arms wide.

“Eep!” Saphi managed. She was sandwiched tight.

“Hey,” Ryn added as wood creaked with the additional weight. “This is a chair.”

Saphi giggled against his chest. “So take us to bed, prime. There’s much more room in a bed.”

Auri rose and smiled warmly. “If you could spare me for the time being, I would like to enjoy a bath before I join the rest of you in bed. As you’ve pointed out, we have had a long ride. A bath with some wine and a book is a luxury I have not enjoyed in some time.”

“Sure, that’d be—” Ryn stopped talking when Lena started kissing him.

“Just fine!” he added over their bond, as Lena eagerly shoved her tongue in his mouth. “And you can sleep after, if you want!”

“No,” Auri said. “When I return, I expect you to use me however you see fit. I wish our bond to remain strong.”

Nephale rose and stretched. “You know what? I’d like a nice warm bath as well. Riding in armor all day makes me feel gross. Can I join you, Mistress?”

“So long as our prime does not immediately require you in bed.”

“That’s fine!” Ryn somehow maintained their bond speak as Saphi’s warm hands coursed up beneath his shirt. “Go ahead!”

“I do want you to fuck me, though,” Nephale reminded him. “Once I’m nice and clean.”

Lena rolled off him and dragged him out of the chair. Ryn stumbled and clutched Saphi so she wouldn’t accidentally fall. “I promise you that will indeed happen.”

“Then we will be back soon,” Auri said. “Lena, can Nephale borrow your robe?”

“Of course!” Lena dragged Ryn away to the bedroom as Saphi giggled and hung off his arm. “If the baths here are as nice as I’ve heard, I will absolutely join you both tomorrow night. Now go. Saphi and I will take the first shift.”

Ryn stumbled as Lena kicked open the door with her heel. “First shift?”

“Silly Ryn.” Lena smiled hungrily. “Everyone is on the schedule tonight.”


Act 3: The Devil Mage




Chapter Seventeen




As with most nights he spent in a warm, safe, soft bed with his lovely and loving auxiliaries, Ryn didn’t get near as much sleep as he should have. And again, he could find absolutely no reason to complain. He’d been a little worried adding Nephale to their nightly activities would prove difficult, but she had no problem waiting her turn... nor did she have any problem diving into the fray the moment she saw an opening.

The next morning, he woke up with a half-dressed Saphi draped over his chest, a naked Nephale curled up against his other side, a naked Lena passed out and pressed against Saphi’s back, and Auri (wearing her silk robe) sitting at a nearby table reading a book. He couldn’t imagine a better way to come awake.

The moment Auri noticed he was up, she immediately set down her book, pulled off her spectacles, folded them neatly on the table, and walked over. With her cool blue eyes locked with his, she opened her robe to reveal her huge breasts. She allowed the silky fabric to slide off her shoulder and then her gorgeous body, then smiled knowingly as he stiffened.

As Auri crawled across the bed, careful to avoid Nephale, Saphi made a small contented noise. As Auri flattened her huge breasts against his chest, she kissed Ryn as eagerly as if they hadn’t seen each other for weeks. He loved how devoted she remained to his needs. Auri was still kissing him when he felt a warm hand wrap around his shaft.

“Morning,” Nephale said huskily in his ear. “I slept great.”

He moaned against Auri’s lips as Nephale clutched his arm and pressed close, working him eagerly with her hand. His moans caused Saphi to stir, and Ryn managed to get a look at her despite Auri’s affections. Saphi blinked as she woke, then gasped.

“Did I oversleep?” she asked urgently.

“You’re fine!” Ryn managed before Auri kissed him again.

As he enjoyed the feeling of Auri kissing him into the pillow, Saphi spoke again. “May I have a turn?” she asked timidly.

Auri kissed Ryn once more and then pushed up while smiling in Saphi’s direction. “Of course. Prime? Please continue touching me. I find it quite arousing.”

Auri continued to dangle her breasts just above Ryn’s chest, where he could freely grope them with both hands. Meanwhile, Saphi kissed him the way she always did... tenderly, eagerly, and with overwhelming affection. As Nephale stroked him faster, he tensed and remembered.

“Not on the sheets! What if they⁠—”

“I got it!” Lena called happily.

The feeling of Lena’s molten lips wrapped around his tip while he groped Auri’s magnificent breasts, Nephale stroked his shaft, and Saphi kissed him was more than he could take. Soon he came so hard in Lena’s mouth that even Saphi’s kissing couldn’t muffle his groan, and Lena giggled as she swallowed everything he gave her. As for Auri, her only reaction to how hard he squeezed her chest was a small growl of pleasure.

As Saphi sighed happily in the aftermath of his orgasm and kissed her way down his shoulder, Ryn opened his eyes to see Auri just above him, smiling contentedly. As Nephale eased her grip, Auri settled back on her knees to straddle him. Meanwhile, Lena lightly kissed up and down his legs. Her blonde hair tickled his skin.

Now satisfied he was satisfied, Auri smiled. “Did you sleep well last night?”

“So good.” Ryn hugged Saphi close in one arm and squeezed Nephale in the other. “This is the best way to wake up.”

Nephale clutched his arm and nuzzled him. “Yeah.”

Saphi kissed his shoulder. “Is there anything else we can do for you, love?”

Ryn focused on his responsibilities. “What time is it?”

“Early morning,” Auri said. “I expect breakfast will be delivered soon.”

“Then, as much as I hate to be the responsible one in this bed, we need to get up, get dressed, and get ready for our work today. We should start by gathering up the dishes from last night. Carrying those down to the kitchen will give Saphi an excuse to talk to the cooking staff.”

Saphi disentangled herself and scooted off the bed. “I’ll get them!”

Auri carefully unstraddled him, then rolled off the bed. “I’ll assist you.”

As Ryn glanced down to find Lena still contentedly resting her chin on his thigh, he stroked two fingers through her golden hair. “You should get dressed and primped as well. Don’t you have some pegasi to pet today?”

Lena hopped up as if only just remembering. “I do!” She vaulted off the bed.

As Nephale released him and sat up, Ryn touched her arm. “Hold up.”

Nephale glanced at him curiously. “What is it?”

Auri and Saphi hurried out. Lena followed them, winked over her shoulder, and closed the door behind her. That left him and Nephale alone in the bedroom.

“How was last night?” Ryn asked.

She smiled knowingly. “You’re worried I’d mind sharing you?”

“I’m just checking to see how it was for you. I realize this is still new.”

“I did get a little impatient waiting for my turn. But also... watching what the others did for you was illuminating. I definitely learned some new techniques.”

Ryn raised an eyebrow. “Did you?”

“Oh, yeah.” As she leaned close, her flirty nature shifted to one that felt more intimate. “And... sleeping beside you like this is nice.”

“Same here.” Ryn touched her cheek. “Obviously, the sex is great. But there’s something incredible about falling asleep next to people you love. Lena once told me about Pasharal. How people are never alone there. I feel like that’s us... or can be, now.”

Nephale leaned into his hand. “It is. It really is.”

“But that doesn’t mean it’s going to be that complicated every night. We’ll still have plenty of time to fool around on the road, just the two of us.”

She kissed his palm. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m happy with how we are at the moment, and I finally feel like I belong here, with you. That’s all I ever wanted.”

“Good.”

“Now, should I spread my legs or get ready for work?”

Ryn laughed. “Tonight. Promise.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” She scooted off the bed. “Now, I’m hungry.”

Breakfast arrived soon after everyone was dressed and back in the common room, fresh fruit, and warm bread along with a delicious red jelly and soft, spreadable butter. Ryn would have appreciated some meat as well, but he knew why breakfast was light. Most everyone at the Clarion Flight Academy was a vegetarian.

Mages with wind affinities rarely enjoyed meat. Every valkyrie at this academy had an affinity for wind ether. It was impossible to channel the proper wind spell forms to help a pegasus fly otherwise.

For the duration of his stay here, Ryn would need to get used to meals being light on meat. He suspected that would be more difficult for Lena than for him. With how voracious her flame affinity made her, even inhaling a plate of crackers, cheese, and fruit barely satisfied her.

They were done with breakfast by the time another polite but firm knock sounded on the door to their private suite. “Auri?” Ryn spoke over their bond. “Get the door, please.”

Auri walked smoothly across the room and threw the bolts back, then opened the door.

“Is everyone decent in there?” a hesitant voice asked.

“We are,” Auri said. “How may we help you, Wing Leader Langley?”

Ryn’s memories of Glory and all the nights she and Executor Xaven had spent together flooded him with unexpected affection for the woman outside his door... and a pang of longing. That wasn’t good. He didn’t need his future self’s memories or feelings distracting him today.

Glory had been Executor Xaven’s last great love. In this time, all Gloriana could be was a suspect in a plot against the Clarion Flight Academy. He couldn’t let his future self’s affection for this woman cause him to fall victim to her in his present.

Gloriana cleared her throat. “Mistress Grayson suggested that since you have already met me, primal conjurer, I should offer you a tour of our academy. If you’d... like a tour?”

“Yes,” Ryn said. He shifted to think of his auxiliaries. “Neph and I will tour the academy with Gloriana. That’ll give Neph time to observe her for any sign of possession. The rest of you already have your orders, so we’ll meet back here this afternoon. Everyone know the plan?”

Lena, Saphi, and Auri all acknowledged his orders over their quadruple bond. As Ryn glanced at Nephale, that was all it took to confirm she was in as well. He took Nephale’s hand as he rose from the couch, and she rose with him. He led Nephale to the door and dropped her hand before he arrived, but seeing her warm blush was still nice.

As Ryn reached the open door, he saw Gloriana for the first time since their meeting yesterday on the road. This morning she wore no silver armor, but instead wore a green tunic that had a shallow V that showed just a hint of cleavage. She wore a green skirt that ended just above her knees, leaving a ring of muscular leg visible before it disappeared into a set of thigh-high boots that looked to be formed of snakeskin.

Gloriana’s honey-blonde hair glowed in the morning light, haloing her features. In this light, she really did look like a warrior princess who’d stepped out of a mural in a storybook. He once again reminded himself to be careful with her.

“Can Nephale join us?” Ryn asked Gloriana.

She smiled politely. “The offer extends to your auxiliaries as well, of course.”

“Auri?” Ryn thought. “Find an excuse.”

“The rest of us have other duties today,” Auri said calmly. “So, we will leave our prime and his escort in your hands. I trust you will guard them as you would guard your own?”

Gloriana thumped a fist against her chest. “I’ll die before I allow either of them to come to harm, Mistress Aurienda. On my honor.”

Auri smiled warmly. “That is more than sufficient for me.” She glanced at him. “Prime?”

Ryn turned back to Gloriana. “We’re ready when you are.”

Gloriana pivoted. “Then we’ll start with the junior training yard. This way, please.”

Ryn had expected this academy’s training yard to be similar to those at the Primal Academy where he’d grown up. He’d expected a large and open square with areas set aside to generate all the different types of ether mages with all sorts of affinities might draw. He was thus surprised by the training yard Gloriana presented.

It was filled with a network of wooden forts, all connected by lengths of rope or thin poles that looked like balance beams. Even in the early morning, the younger academy students were hard at work practicing their spell forms... in this case, wind spell forms... which allowed them to leap and jump incredible distances and maintain balance.

Yet while all the students looked to be pre-teens, not all of those students were female. There were young boys practicing out there, too. As Gloriana led them along a third story walkway built inside the outer wall of the training yard, she gestured at the chaos beyond.

“That’s the junior training yard. It’s quite popular, especially in the mornings.”

Children who all looked to be pre-teens or younger leaped, or climbed, or strode across thin beams. The area below the wooden structures was thick, soft grass that would break a fall. Yet none of the children practicing today looked like they might fall.

Ryn couldn’t help but ask. “I was led to believe the flight academy trained only female mages. When did you start accepting boys?”

Gloriana smiled as if she’d heard this question a time or two. “That’s a common misunderstanding with some truth to it. We train everyone born in Clarion who demonstrates a wind affinity. Everyone you see out in that yard was born within our borders.”

Of course, the flight academy would focus on training those with an affinity for wind ether. No one could ride a valkyrie without one... the rider had to use wind spell forms to provide extra lift that countered her weight... but Ryn understood pegasi to refuse all but female riders. So were the boys transferred when they came of age?

Like a woman who was well-practiced with guiding tours, Gloriana answered Ryn’s next question before he could ask. “Yet while any Clarion native with a wind affinity can train here to gain a basic understanding of spell forms, only women can move into the valkyrie corps. When our male students come of age, they transfer to a more general academy in Clarion or in another nation-state.”

Ryn had always found it odd that only women could become valkyries. “Is the prohibition against male students riding pegasi institutional, or historical?”

“It’s simply the way things are. It’s not our decision, but that of the pegasi.”

“Pegasi only allow female mages to ride them,” Nephale agreed easily. She looked at Gloriana with obvious curiosity. “Has anyone ever figured out why that is?”

Gloriana shrugged. “For my part, I think it’s because adult women are generally lighter.”

Ryn glanced at the yard again and at the children training as hard as any young mages he’d ever seen. “So no matter how well those boys do, they’re only here for so long.”

“They have good lives while they’re here!” Gloriana assured him defensively. “No one leaves without first mastering updraft and rising gust. Better yet, the students you see walking across those beams and ropes are doing it without spell forms. We teach balance from a young age for both male and female students. Most turn into incredible acrobats.”

“Their sense of balance is impressive,” Nephale said appreciatively. “I wasn’t nearly that graceful at their age. These juniors must be working hard.”

Gloriana relaxed and smiled. “Every day.” It was obvious how much pride she felt in her academy and its students. “And it’s not like the girls have it easy. Not every woman who graduates to senior gets to ride a pegasi, you know. Pegasi choose their valkyries. Sometimes, for reasons we all wish we understood better, some women simply aren’t chosen.”

Ryn had known that as well... or Executor Xaven had. “So you have female students who graduate, but can’t become valkyrie riders?”

“Unfortunately. There’s only so many pegasi available to bond each year, and the bonding ceremony is... complicated.”

“Complicated how?” Some of what Ryn was hearing from Gloriana sounded achingly familiar, while other bits felt like entirely new information.

He had a sneaking suspicion that Glory and Executor Xaven had, perhaps, had this same discussion at some point in Nephale’s dark future. Executor Xaven would ask about the training methods of other academies. It was what Ryn would do if he were in charge.

Gloriana led them out of the sight of the junior training yard and down a stairway covered by a narrow roof. “Prospective riders enter the choosing paddock by rank, with small groups entering the paddock with the available foals. How well you perform in the years leading up to the choosing determines when you get to enter the paddock.”

“So there’s always more women hoping to be chosen by a foal than foals available to your female students?”

“In some years. That said, even if you enter the paddock in the first group, there’s no guarantee a foal will choose you. For pegasi, everything has to feel just right.”

Ryn glanced at Nephale, who shrugged. She looked interested in Gloriana’s tale, just like him, but her green eyes also swept the hall for threats. Ryn suspected she was also reaching out with her senses for any trace of devil steps or other signs of devil-marked mages.

Ryn focused on Gloriana. “So even if you get perfect marks and work as hard as you can, there’s a chance you won’t get to become a valkyrie?”

“A few always get left by the wayside,” Gloriana agreed. “I wish I could say it was because they had some secret darkness in their heart, but it seems random.”

“How so?”

Gloriana’s shoulders hunched. “I had a good friend who entered the paddock in my cohort. Aliana Coldcreek. She wasn’t just a natural mage, incredibly talented with wind spell forms, but also took extra time out of her studies to help others learn theirs.”

This Aliana sounded much like Lena, and it sounded like Aliana, for whatever reason, had gotten a raw deal. That made Ryn sad.

Gloriana’s voice echoed in the narrow hallway as she led them down one floor and then another. “Everyone was certain a foal would still choose her, even with her being in the last group, but there were only two foals left and both chose others. Aliana got passed over, while candidates who weren’t nearly as talented got to fly. It wasn’t...”

As Gloriana trailed off, Ryn glanced at Nephale again. She narrowed her eyes at him and spoke over their bond. “Nothing yet.”

Ryn returned his attention to Gloriana. Her honey-blonde hair bounced to and fro across her back, and her hips swayed enticingly as she led them ahead. He wanted to slip her arms around her from behind as he had so many times in the past and kiss...

“Stop that!” Ryn growled in his own mind. “That’s Executor Xaven’s memory, not yours! This woman may be devil-marked, so stop checking her out and start paying attention!”

“It wasn’t... what?” he asked aloud to distract himself.

Gloriana sighed. “Sorry. It’s best I not say anything else about the academy’s private affairs, especially in polite company. My mouth gets ahead of my mind sometimes.” As they stepped off the stairs, she pointed down another torch-lit hall. “This leads to the stables.”

“I know someone else who has that problem,” Nephale said wryly. “With their mouth.”

“You don’t have to share if you don’t want to,” Ryn added.

“I probably shouldn’t.” Gloriana glanced over her shoulder. “Let me answer your question by saying I wish everyone was chosen by a pegasi. I’m very glad mine chose me.”

“Here’s a thought,” Nephale said. “All pegasi who choose valkyries are male, right?”

“Correct. The females are generally too small to handle riders. Every so often, a female is born with the strength to carry a rider, but not often.”

“So have you ever considered that pegasi might choose their riders based on which women they find the most attractive?”

Ryn nearly choked on his next swallow. He stared at Nephale in alarm as Gloriana stiffened ahead of them. Instead of apologizing, Nephale offered a wink.

“Don’t give me that look,” Nephale thought over their bond. “She’s a devil-mark, or could be, but you’re not trying to antagonize her. We need her off balance if we want to uncover what game she’s playing. We need to disrupt her focus and see what happens.”

Nephale wasn’t wrong. Still, Ryn couldn’t help but feel Nephale had stepped over a line just now. He—no, Executor Xaven—knew just how seriously Gloriana took not just her honor, but the honor of her academy. He didn’t need her leaving in a huff.

Intentionally or no, Nephale had poked fun at a sacred ritual of Gloriana’s academy, and the actions of a primal conjurer’s auxiliary reflected on him... for good or ill. He needed to smooth this over, but how to do that without tossing Nephale under a carriage? Figuratively?

Ryn chuckled loudly enough that Gloriana’s shoulders tightened even further. Yet as she looked back at him with an expression of barely restrained tolerance, he raised one hand. “I’m truly sorry. Humor’s a bit different in the republic.”

“Is it?” Gloriana asked archly.

“I can’t say the way drake riders come into their roles is exactly the same as yours, but it is similar in that drakes choose their riders, and that they only accept men to ride them.” He knew those facts to be true, but what could he add to cushion the blow? “It’s long been a common joke in the republic... and, specifically, in the Primal Academy... that drakes choose their riders based on who’s the biggest man in the field. By physical appearance.”

“Our appearance has nothing to do with our choosing,” Glory informed them icily.

“I know that. I’m certain my auxiliary didn’t mean to question the honor of your pegasi or your students. We just couldn’t help but recall the old jokes that drakes choose their riders based on who has the biggest muscles. We may not understand how your pegasi choose their valkyries, but I’m certain they have fair reasons.”

“Smooth,” Nephale thought wryly in his head.

“So was your humor,” Ryn snarked back.

“I’m bad at jokes! I’ve been very clear about that!”

Gloriana’s stance incrementally relaxed. “I didn’t know that about drake riders. So are there any cases where drake riders approach drakes, but are not chosen by one?”

“Not generally. I believe drakes often lay more eggs than pegasi have... foals... so there’s generally no shortage of drakelings. If anything, it’s usually the drakelings who sometimes end up without a partner after a hatching.”

Gloriana’s features softened. “That must be very sad for them.”

“It’s not so bad. The academy releases those drakes that don’t choose a rider back into the wild. A drake who doesn’t want a rider is better off in the wild, anyway.”

“I suppose that would be true.” Gloriana winced. “But I apologize, primal conjurer. I’m neglecting your tour. Please, follow me to the pegasi paddocks.”

Now Gloriana looked mortified at being so familiar with her guests rather than Nephale’s joke. As their guide hurriedly led them onto their next destination, Nephale spoke again over their mage bond. “If she’s devil-marked, I can’t sense it. Even when she was ready to bite our heads off, I didn’t sense anything amiss.”

Ryn searched the memories he’d inherited from Executor Xaven and came up blank. “Could you sense devil-marked mages back in your time?”

“Sort of. In my time, the devil mages had no need to hide and didn’t hesitate to kill, so I worked under the assumption that anyone trying to kill me was a devil mage and anyone who wasn’t... wasn’t.”

“Was there ever a person you thought was clean who turned out to be a devil mark?”

“I wish I could say I’d sensed it in Executor Caladan before you... before Executor Xaven discovered his treachery. But I never felt anything odd from him. Still, you remember how I’ve told you I can sense when mages are speaking over their mage bonds?”

“Yes. You said it’s like a buzzing in your head.”

“There were times when I would hear that buzzing while closing in on a devil-marked mage, even when no other mages were around. It got stronger as I approached my target. I could never confirm it, but I often wondered if what I felt was the devil mage I was about to kill conversing with their devil in their head.”

Ryn considered as Gloriana continued to lead them on and introduce one feature of the academy after another. “I never knew Executor Xaven sent you on assassination missions.”

“It wasn’t so much missions as me being a scout. If I saw a target of opportunity, I took it out. That was one advantage to being outnumbered as the devil war drew on. Lots of devil mages got overconfident and careless, and they rarely saw me coming.” Nephale glanced his way in the dim light. “Does the fact that I stabbed them in the back bother you?”

“Never. They were devils, and you killed them for our realm and our academy. All I can say is that I hope you’ll never have to assassinate anyone again.”

Nephale looked toward Gloriana. “I’d like to agree with you, but killing someone before they get the opportunity to hurt you is awfully convenient. If I thought stabbing someone in the back would keep you safe, I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

“I appreciate that, but you don’t kill without my orders. Right?”

“Most of the time,” Nephale agreed.

He decided they would discuss this when they weren’t focused on revealing a devil mark. “So you don’t sense any buzzing from Gloriana. No talking in her head.”

“Nothing.” Nephale grimaced as Gloriana led them out into the light again. “She simply reminds me of a younger version of the woman I sort of knew in my time.”

“And this is the marshalling yard,” Gloriana said as she led them out along the edge of the largest enclosed space Ryn had seen yet. “This is where valkyries stage before flights.”

Ryn looked it over. At first glance, this huge open space looked to be mostly flat cobblestone and grass, but it was surrounded by two-story white walls and felt as big as a small colosseum. This colosseum wasn’t empty.

Six milky-white pegasi stood in the marshalling yard as well, though two of them were cantering in a large field and flapping their wings as if stretching their muscles. The other four were lined up on one side of the yard like Primal Guards standing at attention for inspection. Beautiful women in silver armor who were all Gloriana’s age or older stood with them: valkyries.

Each woman looked to be in the process of reassuring her pegasi the way Ryn might reassure a horse before stepping up into the saddle. They traced their fingers across their pegasi’s heads, rubbed their flanks, or lightly stroked their white-feathered wings. Ryn appreciated the obvious care each woman showed for her mount.

“Oh, here’s a treat!” Gloriana’s audible excitement felt as warm and earnest as Ryn would expect from any young student. “The afternoon patrol is about to take off!”

“They’re going to fly over walls these high?” Nephale asked curiously.

“They could, but we don’t need to. We have the Trebuchet.” She pointed eagerly at a large section of missing wall. “It’s what we call that big drop.”

As Ryn followed the direction Gloriana pointed with his eyes, he could sense the drop-off beyond the missing portion of wall. It felt like gazing off the walls of the Primal Academy, except the land beyond was even further below. The thought was unsettling.

Ryn knew that it was much easier for a valkyrie and her pegasus to take wing if they could launch off a high surface and glide into flight rather than launching from a standstill. Still, he wouldn’t feel comfortable riding Pebble off that particular cliff.

Each of the pegasi raised their wings almost straight up. Each of the four women waiting to mount them stepped up into the saddle. The way the pegasi raised their wings allowed the women to easily settle into the saddle, and then both wings lowered on either side of them.

Once the valkyries had all strapped themselves in, Ryn was surprised to see they didn’t wear any riding goggles, helmets, or gloves. Drake riders never went up without those, and wouldn’t these women be achingly cold at high altitudes without them? As the valkyries urged their pegasi into a coordinated trot, he glanced at Gloriana again.

“Valkyries don’t wear any protective gear?”

Her brow furrowed in confusion. “You mean besides armor?”

“No, I mean... protection. For their faces and hands. Don’t they get cold in flight?”

Gloriana frowned curiously. “Do drake riders wear gear like that?”

“If they don’t want to freeze, yes.”

As Gloriana smiled at him, a warm smile that both disarmed and intrigued him, Ryn felt a familiar warmth. He liked how she smiled at him. He loved looking into her eyes.

“One of the first wind spell forms we learn is warming breeze,” Gloriana said with confidence that was incredibly alluring. “We can turn air warm even in the coldest of environments, so we keep a bubble of warm air around us and others at all times.”

“So you don’t just use your spell forms to provide extra lift for your pegasi,” Nephale said. “You also use them to keep both your mounts and yourselves warm.”

“Mainly us,” Gloriana corrected, though not unkindly. “Our steeds are well accustomed to cold weather... and there they go!”

Ryn wanted to watch the valkyries take off as they galloped for the cliff they called the Trebuchet. Yet he once again found himself fixated on Gloriana. It wasn’t her attractive face or shapely figure that held his gaze. It was the genuine joy painted across her lovely features.

Ryn loved seeing her this happy. Had Executor Xaven ever seen his Glory this joyful? Nephale elbowed him just in time for him to snap himself out of his ogling.

Ryn looked to the cliff again just as all four valkyries and their pegasi leapt off the cliff and dropped out of sight. Then they rose into view with their wings spread and soared. As he watched them fly into the distance, Ryn couldn’t help but feel a little envious.

“I never get tired of watching that,” Gloriana said dreamily. “Flying.”

Ryn wet his lips. “It does look like an awful lot of fun.”

Gloriana tore her gaze from the skies and focused on them once more. “So, what would you like to see next? We have both the valkyrie officer barracks and, of course, a trip up to the Executrix’s tower. The view from atop that is unlike any I’ve ever seen.”

Ryn forced his mind back on task and, more importantly, on his goal. Determining who at the Clarion Flight Academy planned to betray it. He had to expose and arrest them before they caused an accident that crippled the academy and killed half its students.

“The Executrix’s Tower is the tall tower we saw riding in yesterday?”

Gloriana smiled proudly. “It is. The Executrix keeps her chambers atop it, along with a personal stable for her pegasi and those of her honor guard.”

Ryn wondered how one got chosen for that detail. “How many guards are up there?”

“She has two. In most cases, only she and her honor guard may launch off the tower, but every so often, a valkyrie distinguishes herself in such a way that she’s offered the honor of launching off the tower on her steed. One day, I hope Honor... my pegasus... and I can do that.”

“I think I’ll pass on jumping off the giant tower,” Nephale said.

Gloriana glanced at Nephale. “Are you frightened of high places?”

“I don’t mind high places. I just like my primal conjurer on the ground.” Nephale left unsaid that chaos step, properly used, would allow them to survive a fall even off the top of the Executrix’s tower. Though if Gloriana had betrayed them outside Braedon, she already knew.

Gloriana’s lips quirked. “Yes, well, I can certainly understand that.”


Chapter Eighteen




True to her word, Gloriana next led them to the ground floor of the tallest tower in the Clarion Flight Academy. As Ryn mentally prepared himself for a grueling climb up dozens of flights of spiral stairs, he was relieved to see a wooden lift big enough for six people descending along the tower’s side.

“Wonderful,” Gloriana said with satisfaction. “Ali was paying attention.”

“Ali?” Nephale asked.

Gloriana glanced at them. “You remember that friend I mentioned?”

Ryn nodded. “The one you said deserved a pegasi and didn’t get one.”

“Just because someone isn’t chosen doesn’t mean they have to transfer out. They can also stay here and continue to serve in other roles.”

“Serve how?” Nephale asked.

As the lift reached the ground with a loud thunk, Gloriana gripped a handle and pulled open a narrow gate. “Valkyries spend a great deal of their time in the air on patrol or scouting for Clarion’s armies, but we still need people to protect our academy and take care of daily tasks. The Executrix chose Aliana for that honor. Ali is stationed above us right now, and she sent down the lift because she saw us coming across the yard.”

Nephale stepped confidently onto the lift and gave it a visual once-over. “It’s clean,” she thought to Ryn over their bond.

In other words, no devil steps on the lift. If there was someone in this academy intent on murdering him, teleporting a devil soldier onto a lift when Ryn was fifteen stories above a hard surface would be a good way to assassinate him. Ryn stepped onto the lift beside Nephale.

The fit was tighter than he expected. As Gloriana sidled past him to close the railing, she brushed against him. The contact and the heady smell of perfume in her hair caused a tingle that felt like a spark spell form gone awry. Ryn might not know Gloriana very well, but Executor Xaven had known this woman intimately. Every curve of her.

As Gloriana turned to take up position by the small gate, color flooded her cheeks. That suggested she’d been surprised by the contact as well. Ryn took a step back to give her space. Even so... the tingle remained.

Behind him, Nephale’s shoulder bumped his back. “You want her, don’t you?”

“Bodies are dumb,” Ryn thought back. “As are all these future memories Executor Xaven shoved into my head. It’s him, not me. I’ve got it under control.”

“I know it’s confusing, and I trust you to handle it.” The lift lurched upward. “But if Executor Xaven’s memories of her get too distracting, just find a quiet place where we can be alone. I promise I can clear your head.”

Ryn covertly squeezed her thigh. “I didn’t expect you to be this insatiable.”

“Me neither!” Below them, the ground retreated. “But gods, do I love sex with you.”

As the lift gradually rose in muted but noticeable lurches, lifted by the winches and gears at the top of the tower, Ryn found himself increasingly glad for the waist-high railing. As Nephale had said, neither of them were scared of heights. Still! A railing was welcome.

The view of the flight academy as the lift rose was impressive. Ryn could soon visually trace the entire route of the tour on which Gloriana had led them. He focused on where the guest chamber where he’d slept with his auxiliaries was located. If matters grew dicey, knowing the layout of this unfamiliar academy would be useful.

Ryn committed all the details he could to memory as the lift swayed and creaked. Based on how small the people he could see below were now, and how far away the ground felt, he suspected they were easily fifteen stories or higher: the height of his old room in the mage tower at the Primal Academy. As he glanced up, he saw that they were only halfway up.

That made the Executrix’s Tower thirty stories tall, which was an impressive height by any standard. Nephale pressed closed against his back as they rose. As her warmth and bulk reassured him, her nervousness leaked across their bond.

“I thought you weren’t afraid of heights?” Ryn thought teasingly.

“Not when I’m alone.” Nephale’s thoughts darkened. “But if a rope snaps and flips this lift, I’m not sure I could get to you in time to stop you from breaking on the ground.”

He felt bad for teasing her now. “We’ll be careful. And if we do end up falling, I’ll just pull your knowledge of chaos step and save myself.”

“True,” Nephale agreed in relief. “I forgot you can do that now.”

“It’s one of many benefits of our lovely new bond.”

“Yes.” Nephale’s thoughts grew lusty once more. “Just one of many benefits.”

“Almost there,” Gloriana said confidently from her half of the lift. “I know it takes a while to reach the top, but your legs will thank you. The view up here is also spectacular.”

Ryn smiled at her. “No complaints so far. This view is gorgeous.”

Gloriana’s cheeks colored as she looked away. “I’m glad you like it!”

“Your attraction absolutely goes both ways,” Nephale thought as the lift stopped near the top of the tower. “If Gloriana isn’t devil marked, you should consider bonding her again.”

“I doubt she’s open to that,” Ryn thought. “She has a good life here.”

“Maybe. But having a valkyrie to scout for us would be incredibly useful, and in my time, women like Captain Langley were a big part of how we held back the devil army as long as we did. I looked up to her... we all looked up to her... and can you imagine how much easier having her and Honor on our team would have made finding Ella Tanamount after she fled?”

Nephale wasn’t wrong, and the idea of bonding Gloriana—again—had undeniable appeal. He couldn’t deny that some of Executor Xaven’s deep love for Glory had infected him. Still, until he knew the truth behind Simula’s accusation, he had to keep Gloriana at arm’s length no matter how much their mutual attraction simmered.

Gloriana moved to the other side of the lift and opened a second gate. As she did so, Ryn’s eyes alighted upon a woman with short, brown hair. She was slightly shorter than Gloriana, but looked to be about the same age. This must be her friend, Aliana.

Aliana’s dark eyes watched him curiously. “Primal Conjurer, welcome to the Executrix’s Tower.”

As Gloriana stepped off the lift and motioned for them to follow, Ryn stepped across the tiny gap thirty stories off the ground. Nephale hopped off after him. Ryn fixed Aliana with a warm smile.

“Thanks for the lift. I’m Ryn. This is Nephale, my auxiliary.”

Aliana’s eyes widened at Ryn’s informal nature. “Oh! That’s... I’m Attendant Coldcreek.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard a little about you already, all good things.”

Aliana’s eyes narrowed as she glanced at Gloriana.

“They had questions about how the choosing works,” Gloriana said calmly.

“And I was the cautionary tale.” Aliana returned her attention to Ryn. “I can’t say I wasn’t heartbroken, but not many are chosen to become Executrix Helena’s attendants. This isn’t the way I saw my life playing out, but we all serve however we can.”

“I certainly didn’t mean to dig up unpleasant memories. And as Gloriana told me, the selection process can be quite random. Knowing how you chose to continue to serve your academy with honor, I can see why they both think so highly of you.”

“You’re too kind,” Ariana said pleasantly.

“Oh hells,” Nephale thought in obvious surprise. “I feel buzzing. Head talking.”

“From Gloriana?” Ryn thought in alarm.

“No.” Nephale offered Aliana a deceptively pleasant smile. “From her.”

Ryn barely kept his own smile on his face. “You hear talking in Aliana’s head?”

“Something is sure as hells talking in there.”

“Attendant, may we head up to the overlook?” Gloriana asked formally.

“That should be fine.” Aliana smiled apologetically. “I would ask that you not touch anything. This is the most sensitive part of our academy.”

Ryn pushed past his alarm at the thought of a devil in Aliana’s head. “I understand. We’ll see you again when we want to get back down?”

“That might be best.”

“It’s stopped,” Nephale thought. “Whatever was going on in her head, it’s stopped.”

“You’re certain you felt talking in her head? Like over a mage bond... or a devil?”

“I am. The simplest explanation may be that Aliana has already bonded a fellow mage.”

“But who would she bond here? There’s no men of age.”

“Perhaps she bonded a mage outside the academy. We need to find out.”

Ryn followed Gloriana into a large, round sitting room that took up one whole floor of the tower. In addition to several soft couches and chairs spread around its perimeter, Ryn saw a large writing desk piled with tomes. What for?

He focused on their Aliana problem. “I’m not sure why or how I’d ask her if she’s already bonded. Given who I am, she’d almost certainly take my question as an invitation. I imagine the Executrix would frown on me trying to bed her personal attendant.”

“Well, you better come up with an excuse,” Nephale thought ruefully. “If both Gloriana and Aliana are devil-marked, we could be in for a real fight if they pincer us up here.”

As Gloriana led them forward, Ryn focused again on the writing desk and its tomes. “Does the Executrix keep a journal? Or do you have scribes working up here?”

Gloriana led them toward another archway that stood across the room and led back out. “That’s the duty station. The Executrix’s attendants don’t just handle the lift all day. They also track all flights we send out, patrols and otherwise. It’s important to keep a log so we’ll know to send out a search party if anyone goes missing.”

“That’s the log book!” Ryn thought urgently to Nephale. “We need a look!”

In the pages of that log book would be a record of who’d been cleared to fly on the nights a valkyrie attacked them, first on the mountain pass beyond Braedon and later at Cooper’s Bridge. It was also a book Ryn couldn’t casually ask to see, not without explaining why he wanted to see it and possibly tipping off devil marks in the flight academy.

“How?” Nephale thought back. “I doubt Gloriana or Aliana will let us browse.”

The answer struck Ryn. “Use chaos step and read it while you’re going fast.”

“Right now? In front of Gloriana?”

“Aliana’s not in here, and I’ll make sure Gloriana isn’t looking toward the book. You should be able to flip through those pages in an eyeblink or two.”

“If they all have plain names and dates and aren’t in some sort of code, sure. But that leaves me less chaos either to protect you. I haven’t seen any more here.”

“We have to try. We might not get a better chance to unmask the traitor.”

“Fine. But you need to find a way to distract Gloriana. I’m fast enough when I’m in chaos step, but the pages of that book and its cover will still audibly flip.”

“Right. I’m sure I can distract Gloriana... somehow.”

Ryn took two steps forward so that he outpaced Nephale, then purposely pitched himself forward. The result was that he bumped into Gloriana and clutched at her arm for balance. He nearly took her down as they stumbled forward, tangled together.

Gloriana adjusted with the grace of an acrobat to catch him halfway to the floor, but his weight still overbalanced her. He hit the carpeted floor before she came down right on top of him. She landed hard... but without her armor, she was soft in all the right places.

They stared at each other, wide-eyed, from a breath away. As her soft, warm body pressed against his, memories that weren’t his own flooded him. Pushing her up against the wall of the Memorial Garden as he kissed her to end their latest frustrating and thrilling argument. Tumbling backward onto his bed before Glory leaped on top of him. Stroking her lovely blonde hair in the afterglow of sex after weeks apart while she patrolled.

Ryn barely noticed the whoosh of wind or the sight of the flight journal flipping open. Multiple Nephales formed a chain of movement toward the back of the desk. Ryn yelped loudly to cover the sound of pages fluttering as they flipped.

Now resting right on top of him, Gloriana’s pale cheeks had turned so crimson he worried she might pass out. He wondered if this Gloriana had ever even been kissed before. There were no men of age at the academy, so it was quite possible he could be her first.

She pushed up, wide eyes fixed on him. “I’m sorry! I didn’t... are you...?”

Ryn grinned self-deprecatingly and rubbed the back of his head. “Gods, that’s embarrassing. I must have tripped on one of these fluffy rugs.”

More pages of the flight journal flapped particularly loudly behind them. As Glory moved to look, Ryn snatched his hand. “Help me up?”

Glory stared at his fingers around hers. “You want me... are you injured?”

Behind her, the flight log book closed with a dull thump. A moment later, Nephale strode past Gloriana. She reached down to clasp Ryn’s other hand. As she pulled him to his feet, he once again marveled at her strength.

Nephale gripped his arm to steady him. “Hey, prime?”

Ryn stared placidly. “Yes?”

“Perhaps you should keep an eye on where you’re walking instead of gazing at all this lovely scenery.” Nephale offered Gloriana a brief and knowing glance, then looked askance as Ryn. “Less chance you’ll be tripping over the carpets that way.”

“Ouch,” Ryn thought ruefully. “Now Gloriana’s going to think I’ve been checking out her ass the whole time.”

Nephale didn’t smile. “I wish that was our worst problem. It was her. The times we were attacked on the road match up with the times Gloriana was out on patrol.”

“Gods dammit.” As Glory looked between them with her cheeks still flushed, Ryn found it hard to reconcile the seeming innocence of this young wind mage with a woman who would make a devil deal. “I really liked her.”

“Right there with you,” Nephale thought as she stepped back. “So what now?”

“We finish the tour and compare notes with the others. We still don’t know if Aliana is what we think she might be. If she and Gloriana are working together, we can’t move against one of them without alerting the other. So for now, act like nothing has changed.”

Gloriana looked worried about them. “Are you all right?”

Ryn silently centered himself. “I apologize for being so clumsy. As my auxiliary pointed out, I really do need to watch where I’m walking.” He pasted on a smile he couldn’t feel. “I’d love to see the top of this tower. At least, as high as you can take us.”

“Yes, the overlook. Of course.” Gloriana looked relieved to have something to focus on besides whatever they’d both felt as she collapsed on top of him. “This way, please.”

She walked off at a pace slightly faster than necessary. Ryn fell into step behind her with Nephale now walking closely at her side. Nephale’s worry for him was on a hard edge. Now that she knew a devil mage led them, she longed to end the threat... but she couldn’t. Not until they had undeniable evidence Gloriana was devil-marked.

After the shock of confirming Gloriana’s guilt, the rest of their tour lost its appeal. She showed them what would otherwise have been a jaw-dropping view off the round stone roof of the tower, fenced in by crenellations. Ryn couldn’t appreciate it. His own relief at unmasking the traitor warred with the grief he felt due to Executor Xaven’s emotional memories.

His future self would be devastated to learn the woman he’d cared for so much in his time had made a deal with a devil in this one. Ryn would now have Gloriana imprisoned, scoured, interrogated, and then executed. He’d somehow held out hope Simula had lied.

As crushed as he felt inside, Ryn maintained a calm and even amused facade for Gloriana and whatever lurked inside her head. He couldn’t let on that he’d uncovered her secret. The devil hiding in her head had to believe it was safe until the end.

As they returned to the lift and Aliana Coldcreek took up position by the winch, Ryn remembered their other problem. As embarrassing as it would be, he couldn’t shirk his other duty. After Gloriana and Nephale had stepped onto the lift, he smiled at Aliana.

“Hey, can I ask you a personal question?”

She watched him warily. “Yes?”

“Have you bonded anyone yet?”

“Have I... what?”

“Bonded. A fellow mage. Since you’re not going to become a valkyrie, I wondered if you’d found anyone yet.”

Gloriana’s lips parted as she observed this flagrant violation of propriety. Why else would Ryn ask Aliana this unless he wanted to bond her? He doubted Aliana would feel honored to be propositioned so brazenly.

“I have not,” Aliana said stiffly. “And I have no plans to bond. Not for some time.”

In other words, Aliana had no interest in becoming the fifth auxiliary of a rude and clumsy primal conjurer who she had only just met. Just as well. If she had reacted in any other manner, Ryn would have had to scramble to find a way to refuse. Also, if Aliana wasn’t bonded... then something else was talking in her head.

Ryn stepped onto the lift beside a stoic Nephale and an obviously scandalized Gloriana. “I can respect that. Thanks again for having the lift ready. Have a pleasant day.”

“You as well,” Aliana said stiffly.

As she activated the mechanism to slowly lower the lift thirty stories to the ground, Ryn wondered how much she was thinking about speeding up the mechanism. Was she a devil mage as well? Nephale had heard bond speak in her head... but that wasn’t proof.

Convincing Executrix Helena to scour Gloriana Langley, a freshly selected and favored valkyrie, would be difficult enough. Convincing her to scour Aliana Coldcreek, her personal attendant, would require a level of trust beyond that. Trust he would lose if he was wrong.

Yet once one mage made a devil deal, their devil would focus on seducing those close to them in hopes of forming a group that already had strong ties. Gloriana and Aliana were obviously still close, so who else among her wingmates might have made a devil deal?

Their descent offered no answers, and the dull thump when they reached the ground was little comfort. Gloriana opened the gate and stepped off. When she spoke again, her tone was formal. “Is there anything else you’d like to see today, primal conjurer?”

She obviously remained mortified by his question to Aliana. Based on what Nephale had seen in the logbook, she was also a valkyrie who’d tried to kill him twice. He had to cut away the last vestiges of Executor Xaven’s love for her and see her as she was. His enemy.

Ryn offered a casual shrug. “No, I think that’s it for today. Thanks for showing us around, Gloriana. It’s a nice⁠—”

“Wing Leader Langley,” she corrected firmly.

Ryn allowed himself to look chagrined. He had to keep the devil inside her from suspecting he knew it was there. “Thanks, Wing Leader Langley. You can return to your day.”

“I trust you know the way back to your chambers. Good day.”

As Gloriana marched off, Executor Xaven remembered seeing his Glory do much the same. The only thing that made their frequent arguments worthwhile was the passionate make up sex afterward. That wasn’t going to happen this time... or ever again.

He glanced at Nephale. “Anything else you want to see today?”

“Not particularly.” She touched his arm and leaned close. “Are you all right?”

He resisted the urge to hug her in front of everyone. Instead, he focused on how much he appreciated her thinking about him in this moment. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

“Then we should get some food and head back to your room. We need a plan.”

“That we do.” He looked around. “So... where do we get food?”

Nephale frowned, as if disappointed in him. “Their commissary was the second stop on Gloriana’s tour. You really were hypnotized by her, weren’t you?”

Ryn decided not to answer that. “We should pick up something for the others as well.”

“We’ll get enough food for the whole crew. So, ready?”

Ryn nodded. “Lead on, fourth auxiliary.”


Chapter Nineteen




Of their party, Ryn and Nephale were the first people to return to their private suite. There they enjoyed a small and private lunch of bread, cheese, and fruit. Neither of them was all that hungry, and while Nephale had been amorous earlier, they now shared a foul mood.

Gloriana was a devil mage. The woman Executor Xaven had loved was a traitor to both her academy and the realm. No matter how he tried to separate his own memories from the Executor’s, Gloriana’s betrayal stung almost as badly as if they’d been bonded.

Moreover, the possibility that they had just uncovered two devil mages (and the possibility of more) meant Nephale couldn’t relax and fool around, even if she had been willing to trust to the thick door and its metal bolt. Instead, she paced the room like a caged tiger.

Saphi was the second to return. She knocked hurriedly when she arrived. After Ryn verified it was her over their bond, she rushed into his arms before he closed the door.

“What’s wrong?” Ryn asked worriedly.

Saphi clutched him tight. “I can feel how upset you are. What’s happened?”

He told her.

Saphi pressed close. “Oh, Ryn. I’m so sorry. I really hoped that devil deceived us somehow.”

“No need to be sorry. At least we know what we’re dealing with.”

“But now you have to deal with losing her.”

Ryn kissed the top of Saphi’s head. “That’s kind, snow lily. But Gloriana was the Executor’s auxiliary, not mine, and so long as I have you and the others, I remain the luckiest mage in all the world. Now, did you learn anything interesting today?”

Saphi sighed. “I couldn’t find out anything, at least not anything useful. There’s the same petty grudges and gossip you’d expect to find anywhere, but nothing anyone said stood out as strange to me. If anything, it felt like it did at the Primal Academy.”

“Well, don’t discount everything you heard today. Once we all compare notes, something else may jump out at you.”

Lena was the third to return later in the day. Ryn spent the time until then speaking with Saphi and Nephale about their dilemma, but none of them could decide on a course of action. Especially not without the fresh wrinkles Ryn’s other auxiliaries might bring.

After Ryn caught Lena up on everything they’d learned today, he sensed her anger over their bond. The only thing that surprised him was the reason.

“What if she hurts Honor? Her sworn partner? She kill him?”

Ryn considered the possibility and dismissed it. “I don’t think she’d murder her own pegasus. Valkyries and their pegasi bond for life. Even if she’s devil-marked, she needs him.”

Lena’s jaw clenched. “Bonded to a devil. No worse fate for me to think. And once she is executed, no new valkyrie for Honor. Like you say, pegasi only bond once.”

That was true. Honor deserved better. Yet despite Lena’s general likeability and friendly nature, none of the valkyries she’d approached today had divulged anything particularly suspicious. Like Saphi, Lena said the flight academy felt much like the Primal Academy... though the students here were a bit more stuffy. By Lena’s standards.

Finally, just before the supper bell rang, a firm knock sounded on the door. Ryn verified it was Auri, let her inside, and filled her in on all the news they’d gathered so far. As he finished, Auri sat herself in a chair at the center of the room.

“It is good to hear we have leads on who might be responsible for the event that we all fear may occur. And prime, your discovery about Aliana and Gloriana may inform mine.”

Finally, some good news! Ryn settled on the couch across from Auri, then smiled as Saphi snuggled up beside him. Lena squeezed in on his other side, pressing close, as Nephale stood over the three of them on high alert. Ryn focused on his third auxiliary.

“All right, Auri. Let’s hear what you found out.”

“The instructors with whom I spoke were all too happy to share their training techniques. Like its students, the instructors here seem quite proud of their academy. With that pride comes the belief that their training methods are superior to others.”

Ryn calmly listened. He knew Auri would get to the point... eventually.

“For that reason, I was quite surprised when one instructor, Mistress Hawke, expressed dissatisfaction with the judgment of several of the academy’s current instructors. Mistress Hawke was the lone dissenting instructor in a case involving a choosing several years ago.”

Ryn leaned forward. “What was the case?”

“Shortly before this choosing, which would have occurred around the time Gloriana was chosen, Mistress Hawke witnessed a training accident. The official story is that the offending student executed freezing gust instead of rising gust when her opponent was expecting the latter. Thus, the shards cut her up quite badly.”

“I saw wind mages land freezing gust a few times back in my day,” Nephale agreed grimly. “The aftermath wasn’t pretty, even on devil mages. Did the other student die?”

“She survived, but her wounds were serious enough that she was permanently disfigured even with the benefit of heal. Mistress Hawke, who was closest to the accident, judged that the offending student merely slipped up after a long day of training. The spell forms for rising gust and freezing gust are quite similar.”

“And the other instructors disagreed?”

“Two to one. As a compromise, the student who executed the offending spell form was not expelled. She was, however, knocked into the last group of candidates for that choosing.”

“Which ruined her chance to become a valkyrie.” Ryn grimaced. “That’s rough. And this Mistress Hawke believes the other instructors made a bad call?”

“She believes the student in question made an honest mistake. Had the incident been treated like a normal training accident, the student would not have been dropped into the last group. Mistress Hawke has no doubt a foal would have chosen her otherwise.”

“And this accident occurred when?”

“Two years ago. Given young women are typically enrolled in a choosing at the age of fifteen to sixteen, it would have occurred close to the time when both Aliana Coldcreek and Gloriana Langley would have their choosing.”

Ryn considered Auri’s tale. They had no proof, but they did have a reasonable suspicion. “If the penalized student was Aliana Coldcreek, I imagine she might hold a grudge.”

Auri nodded. “Many would.”

“She might feel the academy unfairly penalized her and caused her to lose her chance to become a valkyrie. She might have reason to want revenge on the academy and its people. We have no proof, so this is still speculation, but it’s within the realm of possibility.”

“Or perhaps Aliana merely wanted her dream,” Saphi added from Ryn’s side. “Perhaps she made a devil deal for the chance to ride her own pegasus some day. After having that dream of flight for so long, losing it must have been crushing.”

“Devils offer what you cannot have,” Lena agreed darkly. “And Nephale heard devil in that woman’s head.”

“I heard something,” Nephale corrected. “We can’t be certain it was a devil.”

Ryn moved on. “Regardless, this is the most promising lead we have. Aliana is also the personal attendant of the Executrix, which would leave her well-placed to both spy on the Executrix or even assassinate her if the need arose... or to arrange a training accident like the one Nephale remembers from her time.”

Nephale frowned. “It’s too bad your academies don’t routinely scour their high-ranking members. That’s how we kept the devils out of our forts.”

Ryn winced at the suggestion. “Have you ever been scoured?”

“Once. It sucked.”

“So you can imagine why we don’t routinely do that to our people.”

“I know why,” Nephale said. “I’m just saying, it solved a lot of problems.”

Auri looked at Nephale. “Let us focus on our second suspect. We now know Gloriana Langley was on patrol the nights we faced attacks. First, a wind blast targeted at Ryn near Braedon, one that any valkyrie could manage. A valkyrie was also present during the second attack at Cooper’s Bridge. Ryn saw her wing off after we defeated devil soldiers.”

Ryn looked at the others. “Any valkyrie who wasn’t devil-marked would have reported what she saw. That’s how we know the one I spotted was also our traitor.”

Saphi squeezed Ryn’s arm. “So do we tell the Executrix when she returns tonight? We now have both Simula’s word... horrifying as it is to say... and the proof Nephale found in the flight journal. That’s proof enough that Executrix Helena might authorize a scouring.”

Ryn sighed. “The problem is keeping it quiet. Now that we suspect at least two mages have made devil deals, there’s a greater chance there are multiple traitors in the academy. So how can we get Gloriana and Aliana scoured without tipping off the others?”

Auri tapped her lips in thought. “You would need to approach the Executrix in person and broach this matter in private. Since we also suspect her personal attendant may be compromised, even a vague request for a private meeting with the Executrix could arouse suspicion among the devils that we came here looking for them.”

“I have the clout to demand a private meeting, don’t I?”

“You do. Yet word would get out that you had done so.”

Ryn settled back in his seat. “This is a tough one. We’ll need to think about it.”

“Supper,” Lena said.

Ryn glanced at her. “We’ll get some more food soon. I want to figure this out first.”

Lena scowled and poked him in the side. “Mistress Grayson said the Executrix would invite us to supper tonight. Expected of visiting primal conjurer, yes? Builds relationships and bonds. So ask to have private supper with her. You alone.”

As her brilliant suggestion landed, Ryn brushed Lena’s hair back from her face and smiled his apology. “That’s a wonderful idea. Thank you.”

“I not always hungry,” Lena said defensively. “Sometimes, I also think.”

“I know, flame goddess.” Ryn sent how much he cared for and respected her over their bond. “I wasn’t listening. I’m sorry.”

Her lips quirked as she forgave him. “Dense as ironwood tree.”

“So who goes with Ryn?” Nephale asked. “Who protects him?”

Auri adjusted her spectacles. “If you wish to have a private supper with the Executrix, you should offer to do so without your auxiliaries present.”

“Not a chance,” Nephale growled.

Auri glanced up at Nephale placidly. “If Ryn offers to meet with Executrix Helena alone, she will not look askance at a request that she also dismiss her attendants. No one here would dare accuse Ryn of having any motive for inviting the Executrix to a private supper other than to firm up a strong alliance. He is the realm’s primal conjurer. A private meeting makes sense.”

Ryn chuckled. “Telling the Executrix we suspect she has two devil-marked mages in her academy is going to sour the mood. Should I do it before or after dessert?”

Auri frowned. “If I may suggest⁠—”

He patted her knee. “I’m kidding, love. It’s the first thing I’ll bring up. With a matter this sensitive, she’d be offended if I waited or concealed my intent.”

“I believe that might be best,” Auri agreed calmly.

“I also think asking the Executrix to make our supper private is the best idea we have.” Ryn looked around at his auxiliaries. “Anyone strongly disagree?”

“I don’t like leaving you unprotected,” Nephale griped.

“None of us like that,” Lena said. “But he is our prime. He is no mere target.”

Ryn always appreciated Lena’s faith in him. Even though Nephale was right to be cautious. He wasn’t vain enough to think he couldn’t be ambushed and killed by two or more devil mages if they got him alone and he wasn’t properly prepared.

“What about this? What if I ask to bring one auxiliary with me as an honor guard... in this case, Nephale... and have her wait outside the supper chamber with Aliana? That way, we’ll also have eyes on a possibly devil-marked attendant.”

“I like that idea,” Nephale agreed eagerly. “We should do that.”

“I will relay the offer, prime,” Auri said. “I suspect the Executrix might agree.”

“And you’ll call us if you need help?” Saphi asked worriedly. “Over our bonds?”

He leaned close and touched his forehead to hers. “If I get in over my head, I won’t hesitate to do just that.”

Auri rose. “Then, with your permission, prime, I will personally take your request to Executrix Helena’s attendant. I would also like to get a look at Aliana Coldcreek.”

Ryn smiled at her. “Go.”

Auri strode confidently to the door. The moment she stepped out Nephale closed it, locked it, and glanced back at Ryn in relief. “Thank you for listening to me.”

“You don’t ever have to thank me for that. You give good advice.”

“I try, but it helps to hear you say that.” Nephale took a breath. “Being with you is new to me. I often worry, as odd as it might seem, that I’m too protective. You may not be able to imagine just how much I worry about you. How I’d feel if you died. I’m not sure I...”

Ryn was surprised by a particularly strong burst of affection over their bond. He hadn’t expected to feel that just yet. The deep affection Nephale had for him almost felt like...

“You’ll be fine,” Nephale said confidently. “You’ve handled everything else since I arrived. Just call me from outside if anything threatens. Don’t try to handle it alone.”

Ryn looked around at his lovely and loyal auxiliaries. “That’s one of the reasons I care so deeply about all of you. With you looking out for me, I’m never alone.”

It was past dark when Auri returned to their chambers. Fortunately, she returned with good news. While Helena had requested time to “freshen up” after returning from patrol, she had agreed to a private supper with the realm’s only primal conjurer. Helena and Ryn would eat alone, with Helena’s attendant and one of Ryn’s auxiliaries stationed outside to ensure privacy.

Auri looked quite pleased as she relayed the news. “The fact that Executrix Helena accepted your invitation without requesting additional concessions suggests she is eager to work with you, prime. It suggests she could become a strong ally.”

Ryn smiled. “It’s one hurdle cleared. Now, we just have to hope Helena believes we’ve gathered enough evidence for her to back my plan to pull aside both Gloriana and Aliana. We’ll have them scoured in private, hopefully before the news spreads.”

Auri clasped her hands together at her waist. “It is unrealistic to assume we can catch every devil mage that may have infiltrated this academy in one trap. Yet eliminating those two as threats will do much to improve the academy’s security. That alone should compel the Executrix to take action to prevent the accident Nephale remembers.”

“Good,” Nephale agreed. “This is a nice place with nice people. Saving half of them from dying is going to really improve my mood.”

Lena sighed heavily. “I still want to pet pegasus. Maybe next time we come?”

Ryn squeezed her arm. “After we deal with the devil mages here and we know the academy is safe, I’ll ask the Executrix to let you ride one.”

Lena shoved him. “You tease. I don’t know wind.”

“The pegasus doesn’t actually need to fly, and you’re already an excellent rider. I see no reason you couldn’t ride one around the yard or even out in the field. You will pet your pegasi, Lena. I will insist on it.”

Lena eagerly kissed him. “You too good to us.”

He eased her away. “I don’t think that’s possible.” He glanced at the others. “Now, I have a supper to attend. With luck, we’ll have this academy saved by tomorrow.”

“Then we celebrate,” Lena agreed eagerly. “Maybe finally have everyone in a bath?”

Ryn considered the enticing possibility. “I doubt the Executrix would allow that.”

“Yet you say she will be very grateful! Or maybe we just find a hot spring?”

Saphi clutched his hand. “Be careful, love.”

“Always.” He squeezed Saphi’s hand before he rose to walk to the door. Yet Auri interposed herself, then slipped her arms around him. She pulled him close against her and kissed him with affection that made his head spin.

“I love you dearly,” Auri reminded him. “You must always come back to us.”

“And I always will.” He disengaged and looked at Nephale. “So. Supper time?”

“Ready when you are.” She smirked. “Though I’m still waiting on my pet name.”

Ryn pulled open the door. “I’m working on it.”


Chapter Twenty




Once Ryn confirmed he intended to meet with Executrix Helena for supper, matters moved forward smoothly and out of his control. He had enough time to freshen up in a private washroom, though Nephale insisted on standing watch outside and guarding the door. He washed, shaved, and put on his best formal clothing.

Despite how often he’d snacked throughout the day, Ryn was surprised to find he remained hungry. The lighter fare to which the students and staff here were accustomed wasn’t very filling, but mages with wind affinities were the opposite of Lena. They ate less and were lighter overall.

While the bodies of people with wind affinities were physically more flimsy than those without, their lesser weight also allowed them to jump higher, balance easier, and, of course, ride the back of a pegasus as it rose, banked, and dove through the air. They also had to eat less and drink less over time, which would have made them excellent scouts, even if they hadn’t been gifted with flying mounts. He remembered the first time Executor Xaven and Glory had made love, when he was worried she was so fragile he might...

Ryn blocked off that memory. He was not Executor Xaven. Gloriana Langley was not his auxiliary. If he was going to convince the Executrix of the Clarion Flight Academy to scour her personal attendant and a well-respected student, he couldn’t have conflicting priorities.

Gloriana would be scoured, interrogated, and executed. With a devil mage, there was simply no other fate that protected the world. He’d promised his auxiliaries he would be careful tonight, and letting his feelings for Gloriana blind him wasn’t doing that.

Soon a valkyrie came to lead him to the Executrix’s Tower. It wasn’t Gloriana. With Nephale at his side, Ryn found the large lift already waiting for him.

As he stepped on, the idea that a (possibly) devil-marked attendant was in charge of this lift was unnerving. Yet the lift ascended without any noticeable difficulty. It stopped before reaching the level he’d reached before.

Ryn’s senses stood on edge. Now that he was almost thirty stories up, would Gloriana or Aliana launch an assault? He could feel Nephale’s worry as well until a glow from behind him cued him to spin around. He spotted a white line tracing along the wall.

A mage door! This was a mage door just like those that existed all over the Primal Academy, and it was hidden in the wall of the Executrix’s Tower! As the white line snaked around the opening, Ryn realized someone inside was tracing it.

A moment later, a large portion of the thick stone wall of the tower simply vanished to reveal an open archway. Aliana Coldcreek stood inside. She stepped back and shook one hand to extinguish the wind ether glowing there.

“Please, come inside. The Executrix is expecting you.”

As Ryn considered what he’d just seen, he suspected that the chamber Aliana had just revealed was not one that could be entered easily from the outside, if at all. If the mage door was one-way... and he knew doors of that type to exist... once he was inside, it was unlikely anyone from outside could get to him. His auxiliaries couldn’t easily aid him in here.

Such security measures would ensure the Executrix and whoever she hosted in her private chambers were completely secure... were there not already a traitor among her staff. A traitor with a devil in her head.

Ryn stepped off the lift into the archway and smiled as if this was all a splendid surprise. “I have to say, I didn’t expect security like this. A mage door this big is impressive.”

Aliana nodded stiffly. “The Executrix has asked that you join her for supper in her private dining chamber. As agreed, I and your auxiliary will take up positions outside the chamber to ensure you are not disturbed. With your permission, I’ll seal the mage door now. We need to keep it closed to maintain the security of the tower.”

Ryn stepped aside and motioned for Nephale to do the same. “Please.”

Aliana summoned wind ether and traced her finger around the curve of the tall archway. When she finished, stone shimmered into being once more. Ryn wasn’t ashamed to touch it, and it felt as solid as it looked. There would be no escape without violence.

If he did his job, the only violence would be when the Executrix and whoever else she’d chosen as her protectors snapped an ether blocker around Aliana Coldcreek’s neck. Then, they would quickly detain Gloriana, and then... Ryn would do what he must.

Alaina strode past him. “This way, please.”

She still looked like a woman who was doing her best not to glare at a man who had made an entirely inappropriate pass at her. If Aliana did have a devil inside her head, either it was a phenomenal actor... or she was. Ryn knew from his studies with Mistress Aurienda that devils could co-exist with the souls they bargained for, at least until they devoured them.

“I didn’t realize we’d be trapped in here,” Nephale thought worriedly over their bond. “Can you still hear the others outside?”

As he followed Aliana down a short hallway toward another door, Ryn reached across his bond with his other auxiliaries. They had agreed that Auri, Saphi, and Lena would all find excuses to be within range of the Executrix’s Tower. They would storm it if they had to.

His other auxiliaries all responded with warm thoughts. If Aliana did attack them in here, even if his auxiliaries couldn’t get to him immediately, they could still inform the rest of the academy and the Executrix’s protectors. Yet could anyone open that mage door from the outside? That question troubled Ryn until he reached the archway.

Aliana led them to a thick wooden door that opened into a large and elegant dining room. There was a rectangular table of darkened wood in the center of the space, long enough that it had four high-backed wooden seats on each side and one at each end. Yet in a dining hall that could sit ten people, only one was present: Executrix Helena.

The Executrix rose from her seat as Aliana showed Ryn into the room. She was a tall woman, likely as tall as Auri, and probably at least five years older. She wore flowing blue and white robes that flattered her figure. Like most valkyries, she was quite beautiful, with lustrous brown hair that fell past her shoulders. A silver tiara rested on her brow.

From his training and lessons with Auri, Ryn knew Executrix Helena was showing him immense respect by standing when he arrived. As his diplomatic training took over, he sketched a respectful bow. Then he straightened and looked at Nephale.

“Fourth auxiliary, please ensure we are not disturbed.”

Executrix Helena motioned politely. “Attendant, you may leave us as well.”

Both Aliana and Nephale then backed out of the room. Ryn resisted the urge to glance back as the sound of hinges creaking told him Aliana was closing the heavy wooden door. In his mind, Nephale spoke without the ability to hide her worry.

“Be careful with her. She wouldn’t be this powerful if she wasn’t dangerous.”

He smiled at the Executrix. “You be careful too, kitten.”

Nephale’s rush of surprise flooded him over their bond. “Kitten?”

He focused on how he cared for her as he settled upon the loving pet name that fit her best. “Don’t you remember Jessup? The barn cat that lived at the Primal Academy?”

“What does he have to do with anything?”

“You love cats. You once told Executor Xaven it’s because you admire how graceful they are, and how stealthy, and you respect the fact that they’re excellent hunters. Completely independent. No one tells them what to do.”

“How do you remember that?” Nephale demanded, then added, “Never mind. Dumb question. Of course you remember that.”

“So do you like it? Kitten? If you don’t, I can choose another.”

“But... why not cat?”

“Two reasons. First, you’re everything you admire in a feline. Graceful, stealthy, an excellent hunter, and capable of surviving for long periods of time on your own.”

“And the other?”

“Despite all you are, how independent and strong and brave you are, I still want to take care of you. Where I can. So... I could take care of a kitten. A cat would never let me do that.”

Her warmth grew amorous. “It might also be hot if you called me that in bed.”

“I’m happy to stroke your hair after I get done pulling on it.”

Nephale now felt very pleased. “Fine. I like how it sounds in our minds, and... I don’t mind if you take care of me. At a minimum, I demand food and a warm place to sleep.”

“That’s a promise.”

But only you get to call me kitten. No one else.”

“That’s a deal!”

“Now focus on your supper with the Executrix and getting these devil mages scoured. I don’t want you choking on your food.”

“I promise I will not do that.”

Their entire mental conversation occurred in the few seconds it took Aliana Coldcreek to pull the door to the dining room shut. Once that door thumped closed, Executrix Helena offered a warm smile. The power this woman wielded was significant.

“Would you mind bolting the door?” Helena asked.

Ryn decided Helena might take offense if he questioned her about her customs. He didn’t like locking Nephale outside, but he remembered that would also lock Aliana Coldcreek outside. Nephale could handle her. His host then motioned to the table with one hand.

“Please, sit.”

Ryn sat himself in a high-backed chair at the end of the table opposite the Executrix. She did not do the same. Why was she still standing after he’d taken a seat?

Had he forgotten some important bit of protocol? Had he been a normal diplomat, he would have been out of luck if he had. Fortunately, he was bonded to one of the most knowledgeable and well-read nature mages in the Cridor Republic.

“Auri? The Executrix is standing after I sat down. Was there some formal thank you I was supposed to offer?”

No one responded.

“Auri?” Ryn thought once more.

No response. Ryn’s heart pounded as he reached out for Saphi and Lena. Silence. Before he could rise from the chair, Helena yanked a tube from her sleeve and placed it to her lips.

Ryn heard a pop followed by a biting sting in his neck. He slapped his hand to his skin and found a cool metal object about the size of an acorn embedded in his neck. As he pulled it out and stared at it in alarm, he recognized it.

A dart? A blow dart? Executrix Helena had just shot a blow dart at him?

As lethargy flooded his limbs and his tongue swelled in his mouth, Ryn barely had enough mobility to voluntarily collapse. He collapsed by choice so he wouldn’t hit the ground hard enough to crack his head open. He needed to remain conscious and call for help.

He focused on his bond with Nephale. “Need a rescue. Helena has a blow gun fetish.”

Nephale was right outside that heavy oak door. Yet once again, Ryn sensed no response. Had something happened to her? How could Aliana have gotten the drop on her? Ryn’s crushing worry for all of his auxiliaries threatened to paralyze him.

He focused past it. His neck had stopped responding, but he could still move his eyes. The boots of the Executrix sounded on the stone as Ryn strained to look at her. Helena knelt at his side and smiled a predator’s smile.

“Be at ease. This paralytic will not kill you. You can still breathe, and think, and feel... pain.” She produced a needle from inside her sleeve. “This will sting.”

Helena jabbed him in the center of his neck with the needle. A burn flooded his neck, throat, and jaw, swelling through his tongue and then the roof of his mouth. Ryn coughed once. He could move his mouth again, but... anything else?

Helena tucked the needle back into her sleeve. “Speak.”

He frowned. “This is the worst supper I’ve ever attended.”

Helena rose to tower over him. Other than his lips and neck, he couldn’t move, which meant he couldn’t execute any spell forms. He’d been prepared for spell forms like torpor or stop, but it hadn’t occurred to him that the Executrix might use a blow dart.

Helena also had a way to counteract the paralytic in that needle. Good to know. He’d make sure to take that needle from her and inject himself at some point in this conversation.

The Executrix tucked her hands behind her back. “First, a reassurance. Your auxiliaries are unharmed... for now. They will remain so if you cooperate with me.”

“You darted me at supper. You’ll excuse me if I don’t take your word.”

“You cannot speak with your auxiliaries because no bond speak can leave this room, nor can any mage channel ether inside it. The architects of my academy constructed this inner chamber to ensure this. This room is, for lack of a better term, a giant ether blocker.”

The idea that he couldn’t speak to his auxiliaries over their bond rather than the fact that they’d all been collared or injured was a relief that Ryn distrusted because it came too easily. Could an entire room serve as an ether blocker? Perhaps if the golden ring were big enough, and it stretched around the entire border of the chamber...

Ryn dismissed architectural concerns and focused on the reasons the Executrix would betray him like this. His auxiliaries would certainly grow alarmed when they tried to speak with him over their bonds and he didn’t respond. Ryn was also (to his knowledge) still protected by the authority of both the Primal Academy and the Righteous Sect.

Executrix Helena would not risk angering those powerful factions unless she had a very good reason. To do so could jeopardize her position and bring shame upon her academy. An Executrix would also never stoop to inviting him to supper and then ambush him... that was woefully dishonorable... unless...

Ryn sighed as his problem became clear. “You’re not the Executrix.”

Helena eyed him curiously. “Why would you say that?”

“Because I suspect, now, you’ve taken her place and her title. An imposter.”

Helena’s smile grew. “It is dangerous to toss around such accusations.”

“It’s also dangerous to dart a primal conjurer in the neck.” Ryn eyed her warily. “So, who am I speaking with? Play coy all you like, but the longer you keep me out of contact with my auxiliaries, the more suspicious they’ll get. If you’re what I think you are, you can’t lie.”

Helena waved a hand. “I don’t believe your auxiliaries will be unduly alarmed if you simply enjoy a meal. At least not before we’ve finished our discussion.”

“You’d be surprised. They’re actually quite possessive.”

Helena’s brow furrowed. “Your instructors described you as glib. Let us hope that your irreverent approach to adversity does not prevent you from seeing reason.”

“I’d say I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t care for the opinions of devils.” He frowned. “Also, which instructors?” Had Helena been corresponding with Mentor Bailan?

As Helena stared down at him impassively, a yellow glow consumed her light blue eyes. Ryn had seen that glow only once before. Caladan’s eyes had glowed as he revealed his true allegiance. Executrix Helena was secretly a devil mage. So now what?

When Helena spoke again, a harsh and unfamiliar male voice emerged from her lips. “The time for witty banter is past.” The devil inside her was male. “You will reveal the devil deal you made with Legate Xorumon and all the terms to which you agreed.”

That wasn’t the opening salvo he’d expected. “With who, now?”

“Did you think word would not spread once a primal conjurer made a devil deal? You allied yourself with the wrong house, Xaven. Had you come to my house instead, I could have made a deal that would have fulfilled all your hopes and dreams.”

As annoyed as Ryn was to be paralyzed by a devil-possessed Executrix, he couldn’t help but be baffled by the devil’s claim. “What deal do you think I made?”

“I see you need proof that your plot is laid bare. You will have it. Jaelis! Come!”

More white light traced its way along another plain wall on the side of the dining chamber. Another mage door opened in the wall. Ryn waited until it faded out, then thought urgently to his auxiliaries the moment the opening formed.

“The Executrix is a devil mage! Alert her bodyguards and get in here right now!”

Once again, there was no response.

The devil inside Helena chuckled. “The ring of the blocker is a bit larger than this room. Large enough for a room on the side where my protectors can watch over us, but still contained within the ether blocker that makes up these walls.”

As Ryn watched, Gloriana Langley... or the devil inside her... stepped out of the brand new mage door in silver valkyrie armor. His gut clenched. He should have planned for this, though... he didn’t know how he could plan for a blow dart in the neck.

Gloriana’s once blue eyes were pools of inky black. Ryn had no doubt, as he stared at her, that a devil hid inside her. This ripped the wound Executor Xaven’s love for Glory had left inside him open anew. Their memories and emotions were now jumbled together.

Gloriana—Jaelis—strode forward with a clanking of silver armor. “Aww. You look hurt!”

Ryn scowled at her. “I’m not. I simply liked you better when you weren’t possessed.”

Jaelis laughed a laugh so like Gloriana’s that it chilled his blood. “Gloriana is not gone. I have not consumed her. I have simply put her to sleep.”

“She’s still a devil mage.”

“Yet her unaltered consciousness remains inside this body. Would you like proof?”

As the devil inside Gloriana stared at him, the inky black melted back to white until her blue eyes stared in alarm. She trembled as if struggling with her own limbs, standing stiffly in place. Given he was also paralyzed, Ryn could understand the feeling.

As they both watched in mounting horror, Gloriana drew a long, slim blade from the sheathe hanging off her belt. She turned it as if to slice her own arm. As she lowered the blade to her exposed forearm, the devil possessing Executrix Helena raised her hand.

“Do not give her pain... yet. First, I will present our terms. Then, if Xaven refuses to reveal his pact, we will show him the pain of the woman he loves.”

Ryn glared at his captors. “Why would I care what you do to a devil mage?”

The devil Executrix grinned smugly. “Because you are in love with her. Jaelis? Return.”

Gloriana growled low and convulsed on her feet before her body relaxed. The whites of her eyes clouded with inky black. Soon her eyes were all black once more, and the way her lips revealed a rictus of a grin made Ryn furious. These devils had Gloriana’s soul captive!

The devil crossed Helena’s arms. “Reveal the primal conjurer’s plan.”

Gloriana—or Jaelis—smirked at Ryn. “Ryn Xaven made a devil deal with Legate Xorumon in hopes of thwarting House Adon’s invasion of this realm.”

The devil Executrix turned back to Ryn. “You know well our kind can speak only truth. You are undone, primal conjurer. Now. What boon did Legate Xorumon grant you?”

Ryn stared at the devil inside Gloriana. “Let’s all back up a moment. You can’t lie, but you can be misinformed. I made no deal with this... Xorumon. Why do you think I did?”

“Your lies will not fool Primus Lariel,” Jaelis said confidently. “Legate Xorumon also confirmed that the bargain he made with your realm’s only primal conjurer is among the most powerful ever sealed. He told me he has rarely met a mage so eager to offer his soul.”

Had Jaelis just revealed the name of the devil inside Helena? Lariel? That seemed like a blunder, and the way Helena—or Lariel’s—jaw tightened suggested he felt the same. Something more was going on here, something beyond what he could see.

“You’re obviously misinformed,” Ryn said dryly. “But in the interest of getting on with my life, I’ll humor you. Why would any of you care if I made a deal with this... Xorumon?”

Lariel scoffed. “Must you be so difficult? You reasons are obvious!”

“Let’s pretend they aren’t and negotiate from there.”

“Xorumon is of House Belgor.”

So there were multiple devil houses? Adon and Belgor? Ryn remembered Nephale’s words to him in the cave after they captured the devil Simula. She had explained why stabbing a devil with a devil’s horn hurt the devil inside whomever it possessed. There were multiple factions of devils, and those factions hated each other.

This talk of devil houses was yet more evidence Nephale (and his future self) were right. The devil nation wasn’t united. That suggested he could pit the devils against each other, but first, he needed to figure out why Jaelis—and Lariel—thought he’d made a devil deal.

Ryn smiled gamely. “Sure, all right. I take it you don’t care for House Belgor?”

Lariel looked to the silver-armored valkyrie beside him. “Return Gloriana’s sensation and consciousness. Her suffering may free his tongue.”

Ryn struggled for some way to stall them. “Why do you think hurting a devil mage would motivate me?”

Lariel grinned. “Because you love her.”

“We literally just met.”

“Not so!” Jaelis added eagerly. “The love Ryn Xaven has for Gloriana Langley is deep, so deep that pain to her causes great pain to him. How long can you watch her suffer?”

Lariel huffed impatiently. “Now, Jaelis. Hurt her. Enough delay.”

Gloriana’s body went into a brief set of convulsions as the darkness that had consumed her eyes leaked away. White and blue returned, along with a long, low moan of agony. As much as Ryn knew Gloriana was now his enemy, his stomach clenched. He didn’t love her...

But Executor Xaven certainly had.


Chapter Twenty-One




Still possessed by the devil inside her, Gloriana’s body raised its slim blade. Her wide blue eyes looked resolute, not terrified, as a body she couldn’t control threatened to cut her with it. Executor Xaven had known Gloriana was brave, but now Ryn knew it as well.

Lariel scowled at Jaelis. “Saw off her ear. Do so slowly to ensure she feels the pain.”

Was Ryn really going to watch this devil mutilate her stolen body? Gloriana might have made a devil deal—the fact that “Jaelis” now existed inside her was proof of that—but that didn’t mean she deserved to have her ear chopped off. Moreover, her claims were rubbish!

How could Jaelis claim Ryn had made a devil deal when he hadn’t? Devils couldn’t lie, which meant Jaelis genuinely believed he had made a deal with this Xorumon. A devil couldn’t lie about him making a devil deal, unless... unless...

“Oh, hells.” A chill flooded Ryn’s body as he considered all he knew about his world’s alternate and dark future. As Gloriana’s body readied itself to remove its own ear, he glared.

“Stop! Don’t hurt her! I’ll talk!”

Lariel crossed Helena’s arms imperiously. “Pause.”

Jaelis, in Gloriana’s body, complied.

Ryn glared at them both. “I’ll answer your questions about the deal I made with Xorumon. But first, I have a question for Jaelis.”

Lariel glowered. “Stalling will not benefit you.”

“I’m not stalling. I need to know how your subordinate learned about my deal with Xorumon. In return, I will tell you what you wish to know about it.”

Lariel eyed him doubtfully. “If you are lying, we will give Gloriana more pain.”

“You’ve made that quite clear, thank you. Now answer my question.”

Lariel glanced at Jaelis impatiently. “Answer the primal conjurer’s question.”

Jaelis smiled as she spoke. “Xorumon trusts me with his deepest secrets.”

“Why?”

“He believes I am loyal to him rather than Lariel.”

“And he’s never, you know, asked if you aren’t loyal?”

Jaelis snickered. “You really don’t know anything about us, do you?”

“Here’s what I do know. I know devils can’t lie, but you can mislead people. So did I make a devil deal? Me, personally? The man paralyzed on this floor?”

Jaelis looked pleased he’d finally figured it out. “Ryn Xaven made a pact with Legate Xorumon of House Belgor. He is in love with Gloriana Langley. None of this can be denied.”

So now Ryn knew for certain. In Nephale’s time... in a time twenty years from now, when his future self had nothing but bad choices and was facing the end of his world... Ryn Xaven made a devil deal. But not him. Not this timeline’s Ryn.

Executor Xaven had made a deal with this Legate Xorumon... and Jaelis must be from the same dark future as Nephale. She, just like Nephale, had traveled back through time to be here. It was possible this Xorumon had even sent her here.

Could a devil act as a double agent? He now suspected Jaelis was, at minimum, playing both sides. Given Ryn’s lack of options at the moment, he decided to play along with her and see where that led him. Since Jaelis couldn’t lie, he’d lie for her.

“You’re right. Xorumon agreed to help me stop your invasion in exchange for my soul. He agreed to lend us his strength and help us defeat your invasion.”

Lariel nodded in obvious satisfaction. “He deceived you.”

“Maybe. How?”

“Xorumon and his meager army cannot stand against House Adon. Belgor is a small house, weak and beneath notice. Even so, now that you have confirmed they acted against us, we will deal with them. Let us set that unpleasant matter aside for now.”

“Great!” Ryn said. “So, should we call for the first course?”

Lariel glanced at Jaelis. “Return our primal conjurer to his seat. Now that he has confirmed he is willing to bargain with devils, I believe he might be amenable to my deal.”

Jaelis inclined Gloriana’s head and walked over to Ryn. With strength he knew was far beyond Gloriana’s own. She lifted Ryn’s paralyzed body like a sack of potatoes and carried him back to his chair. As Jaelis settled him in it, a sharp sting bit his thigh.

That sting was followed by the same burn he’d felt when Lariel—in Helena’s body—pricked him with that needle to help him speak. The burn spread down his leg and up to his stomach, then through his chest. A moment later, he wiggled his fingers beneath the table.

While hiding the action from Lariel, Jaelis had just pricked him with a needle to counter Lariel’s paralytic. She was setting him up to take Lariel down! Jaelis was definitely playing both sides. But how could Ryn take advantage of her subtle betrayal?

Lariel settled Helena’s body at her end of the table. “You wish me to call for tea?”

Ryn frowned. “You understand I was joking about having supper, right?”

Lariel smile pleasantly. “You have already made one devil deal. Fortunately, you are not without options. I can annul your deal with Xorumon by offering my own.”

Ryn couldn’t help but stare. “I believed that to be impossible.”

“A devil can amend another devil’s deal if that devil is stronger. I am stronger than Xorumon. As I said, you made a deal with the wrong house.”

Devils couldn’t lie, but still... this was a lot. “And your house is better?”

“House Adon is strong. If you deal with me, we can come to an arrangement that will benefit us both. We will take your world... there is no stopping that... but there is no reason you and those you care for must die. Swear your loyalty to House Adon and we will spare you, your auxiliaries, and anyone else you name. After our victory, you will become our favored guests.”

Ryn chewed on that for a moment. “Is this how you seduced Executrix Helena? Did she make a deal with you to save herself from the coming war?”

Lariel nodded. “You are not as ignorant of the ways of diplomacy as you seem.”

“I’m not. I’m actually quite good at it.”

“In the interest of encouraging you to deal with me, I will answer your question. Once I made it abundantly clear to Executrix Helena that she and her realm had no chance to stop us, she made her deal to save her academy and her students.”

“So she pledged the Clarion Flight Academy to House Adon.”

“Some now. More will follow.”

“And those who don’t follow?”

“They will not survive to see the new world.”

Ryn now fully understood the dark tragedy he had come here to prevent. In Executor Xaven’s dark future, it was not a student of the Clarion Flight Academy who betrayed it. Executrix Helena had pledged her academy to Lariel of House Adon to save it... and arranged that training accident to eliminate all she believed would oppose her.

From Executor Xaven’s memories, Ryn knew a large portion of the flight academy’s valkyries had been flying for the devil army in that future. He now knew the Executrix had sold them to “save” her academy. Fortunately, Lariel’s most trusted devil mage was secretly working against him. Ryn wiggled his fingers beneath the table and realized he felt his arm as well.

He had been out of touch with his auxiliaries for some time. It was possible none had tried to speak to him over their bond, but it was also possible they were already scrambling to find out why they couldn’t. Would Lariel order them arrested if they resisted?

The mage door that he had seen when he entered this tower might not be accessible from the outside. He had Nephale on the other side of the inner door, but he’d bolted that himself. So he needed to take this devil down... and for that, he needed Lariel close.

“Before we deal, I want to know why you and your valkyries keep trying to kill me. First at the pass outside Braedon, and then again at Cooper’s Gorge. Why change your mind now?”

Lariel drummed Helena’s delicate fingers on the table. “Circumstances changed.”

“How so?”

“When you initially arrived on these shores, I believed you to be incorruptible. The news from Jaelis about your deal with Xorumon altered my designs. Once I knew you were open to negotiation, I decided I would offer you a deal before I destroyed you.”

“Smart,” Ryn lied. “So, state your offer in full. The least I can do is consider it.”

The burn inside him was now spreading across his chest and down to his waist. The paralytic was gone. Now, he just had to pick his time and move.

Lariel smiled at him. “Swear yourself to House Adon. Swear to help me sublimate those I must remove and co-opt those I must convince, and you and your auxiliaries will be treated as kings and queens in our new world. You will want for nothing. Slaves, sex, coin... your wealth will be more than you can imagine and your luxuries indulgent beyond belief.”

Ryn raised one eyebrow. “As an opening offer, it’s hardly original. Xorumon offered me all that and more after we defeat you.”

“Yet Xorumon cannot defeat us. House Belgor is weak. This is how he deceived you.”

Ryn considered how best to fool this devil. “I want the Primal Academy spared.”

“We cannot spare everyone. Those who refuse to submit or act against us will be removed. But those who are willing to swear themselves to our house... at your suggestion... can enjoy some of the same privileges as those here at the flight academy. A comfortable life for them and their descendants. We plan to preserve some mortals for posterity.”

“And all I have to do to secure my place in your new world is help you take it?”

“Yes. If you continue to act against us, if you seek to stop us, you will fail, and then the violence you will suffer will be beyond imagining. But if you join us, you and all for whom you vouch and care will live the rest of your mortal lives in great luxury.”

Had Executrix Helena really been this easy to seduce? Or had Lariel showed her things in the Firmament that broke her soul to the point where it was easy to steal? Ryn couldn’t know, and Helena had already damned herself. It was time to put an end to this farce.

“I’ll take that deal,” Ryn lied. “How do we seal it?”

Lariel hurried over as delight spread across his stolen body’s face. “You must enter the Firmament. I will meet you there. We will seal our deal and secure your future.”

“And my deal with Xorumon? That’s no longer a problem?”

“I will deal with Xorumon.” Lariel walked along the table. “Now, you will deal with me.”

The devil snatched a supper knife off the table and sliced the tip of one of Helena’s fingers. He raised her bleeding finger as he approached. If Ryn drank Helena’s blood, they would share quintessence. They could then meet up in the Firmament.

Lariel offered Helena’s bleeding finger. “Open your mouth.”

Ryn opened his mouth. He was fully in control of his body now. As Lariel leaned close to offer the fingertip, Ryn slammed his closed fist directly into the bridge of Helena’s nose.

The body of the former Executrix of the Clarion Flight Academy crumpled like a piece of blown over paper. As Lariel flopped to the ground like a dead fish, Ryn kicked out of the chair and dashed for the door. With the room’s “ring” closed he couldn’t channel ether, just like if he was wearing an ether blocker. He wasn’t about to wrestle a devil mage in close quarters.

“Jaelis!” Lariel howled from behind him. “How... why?”

Behind him, two people grunted before armor clattered on the floor. Gloriana—or Jaelis—had tackled Lariel to the ground! The traitorous devil was buying him time to escape!

Ryn focused entirely on the bolt. He gripped it, threw it, and opened it. The door burst open with enough force to send him stumbling.

Nephale spoke over their bond in the space of a blink. “Was the food that bad?”

“The Executrix is a devil mage. Kill her, but leave Gloriana alive.”

While it was tempting to try to capture and interrogate Lariel, the devil had already proven himself shockingly capable. If Lariel was a high-ranking member of House Adon, it was unlikely he’d offer anything useful during interrogation. There was also the chance Lariel could call for more devil-possessed valkyries using Helena’s voice.

With the room’s bond speak and ether blocking ring broken, a line of Nephales zipped across the room. Her glowing blue ether blade swept through Executrix Helena’s body. The body ignited like an oil-soaked torch as Lariel roared in fury from inside.

Ryn spun and drew all the ether he needed for flame burst, then confirmed it wouldn’t be necessary. Helena’s body was little but ash on the floor. Its destruction wouldn’t destroy Lariel, because he had no devil horns to stab the devil with, but at least he would be annoyed.

Gloriana—or Jaelis—stepped back and raised both hands. “I yield!”

“She yields,” Ryn said. “Don’t kill her.”

Nephale growled low. “She’s devil-marked. Why are we keeping her alive?”

“Because I’m not done interrogating her, and there’s still a great deal she might be willing to tell us.” Ryn reached out for Auri over their bond. “Supper’s over, love.”

Auri’s relief was evident. “Did the Executrix believe you?”

“About that.” Ryn mentally filled her, Lena, and Saphi in on tonight’s events. The mixture of shock, anger, and pleas to be more careful were deafening. Still, all three were relieved he was alive and the matter of the traitor at the academy was dealt with.

“Auri, I need you to find whoever was Helena’s second-in-command and explain the situation. If a bunch of valkyries think we’ve just murdered their Executrix, we could end up hurting innocent people. Let me know when they’ll listen, and I’ll open the mage door.”

“Understood, prime,” Auri thought back. “I will locate Mistress Grayson at once. Let me know if anything in there changes.”

Jaelis beamed in obvious delight. “Watching Lariel’s shock at this betrayal gave me great pleasure. I have served several of his rank, but never one so pompous as he.”

Ryn eyed her. “Imagine that.”

“Now, let us talk about how we can help each other.”

Nephale glanced his way. “Those eyes are freaking me out.”

As Ryn stared at the dead-eyed woman who had once been Gloriana Langley, standing with her hands raised in her silver armor, he decided he could at least listen. He needed to know what this devil knew. He also, then, remembered something else.

“Where’s Aliana?”

Nephale shrugged. “She tried to jump me when you unbolted the door, so I knocked her out cold. Thought you might want another devil to interrogate.”

“Thank you.” He looked at Jaelis. “I want to talk to Gloriana, and I want you to release all hold you have on her body. Let her speech and actions be her own.”

Jaelis sighed. “Trust must begin somewhere.”

The inky blackness in Gloriana’s eyes peeled back. The moment white and blue returned, Gloriana stumbled forward. She caught her balance easily, but when she looked up at them, tears slid down her beautiful cheeks.

She swallowed and stood straight. “I had no choice.”

Executor Xaven’s memories of the woman he loved almost overwhelmed Ryn in that moment. He shoved those aside and focused instead on the devastated eighteen-year-old valkyrie before him. A woman who’d made a devil deal.

Ryn made his face of stone. “What did the devil offer you?”

“The chance to save my academy from her.” Gloriana pointed at the pile of ashes Nephale’s blade had left on the floor. “She offered me the chance to ensure my Executrix couldn’t make the deal that betrayed our world.”

“So Jaelis is working on behalf of this other devil house. House Belgor?”

“I believe so. I surrendered my honor to save my academy, and with that task done, I am ready to face my trial.” She offered her wrists, palms up. “Arrest me.”

Ryn immediately wanted to assure Gloriana she wouldn’t be tried and executed, but wouldn’t he be lying? She’d made a devil deal. He killed devil mages on behalf of the sect.

Was Gloriana truly beyond saving? Before he could decide, he had to know what now motivated the woman his future self had loved... and the devil that lurked inside her. “Tell me everything about you and Jaelis. How did she first contact you?”

Gloriana reluctantly lowered her wrists. “Jaelis first came to me in a dream. She told me that a second devil war lurks on the horizon, and then revealed a powerful devil had already convinced Executrix Helena that our realm could not repel it.”

“Then why not simply report Helena as a traitor?”

“No one would believe me. I am a mere wing leader, and Jaelis was confident that Lariel could silence me and my claims with the Executrix’s authority.”

“Unless you had someone with more authority than the Executrix to pull rank on her. Like a primal conjurer with the full backing of the Righteous Sect.”

“Yes.” Gloriana swallowed. “Jaelis told me that if I made a deal with her, she could gain Lariel’s trust and move into position to betray her so-called master when the time came. She convinced me your arrival was the only chance I had to save my academy.”

“So why not tell me all this when I arrived? You had plenty of opportunities.”

“Because Jaelis was still loyal to Lariel at the time.”

Ryn frowned. “So... what changed her mind?”

“Devils cannot lie. But they can forget, or in the case of Jaelis, I believe her master... this Xorumon... made her forget her true loyalties. He changed her memories so she truly believed she served Lariel.”

Ryn remembered how his future self had changed Nephale’s memories so she forgot Executor Xaven and remembered “Jessup.” Had this Xorumon taught his future self to change people’s memories? Had that been another part of their devil deal?

Gloriana took a deep breath. “I could not restore Jaelis’s memories until it was time to betray Lariel. That was my part in our scheme. Holding those memories until the time was right. That time was once we strode out of that room to find you paralyzed on the floor.”

Ryn nodded thoughtfully. “I could have done with less paralysis, but you chose well.”

Gloriana’s sky-blue eyes flooded with tears. “You saved my friends and family, primal conjurer. You saved everyone I love. So... thank you.”

“You saved them, Gloriana. You did this.”

“I only did what I must. Now, you must arrest me as a devil-marked mage.” Gloriana extended her wrists. “Once whoever the sect sends to investigate interrogates Jaelis, her testimony about Helena’s crime will show you were justified in ending her life.”

Ryn glanced at Nephale to see what she was making of all this. When their eyes met, he sensed her unease. Nephale’s bond speak confirmed it.

“If what Gloriana is saying is true, everything she did was to protect our realm and her academy. We’re really going to execute her for that?”

Ryn kept his expression neutral. “She’s still a devil mage, Neph.”

“So toss her in a cell somewhere. But execution? Is that justice?”

“It certainly doesn’t feel like it, but the sect’s rules about this are clear.” He looked back at Gloriana and spoke aloud. “If it helps, I finally understand why you did this.”

Gloriana watched him cautiously. “How do you mean?”

“I couldn’t imagine why you’d ever make a devil deal. Even after we confirmed your guilt, some part of me couldn’t believe it. Yet while you’d never make a devil deal to betray your academy, you would make one to save it. If you believed there was no other way.”

“You talk as if you know me.”

Ryn considered how best to answer that and decided on silence for now. Gloriana was dealing with enough without the revelation that in Nephale’s dark and alternate future, she had become his auxiliary. He doubted she would believe him even if he told her.

“The justification for my actions does not excuse them,” Gloriana said. “I swore before the Wind Goddess and her pillars that I would never make a devil deal. I broke my sacred oath, and while that will forever shame me, I will not dishonor myself further by fleeing justice.”

“So, is Jaelis willing to be arrested and executed as well?”

Gloriana blinked in confusion. “I... haven’t asked her.”

Ryn held her now uncertain gaze. “If the Righteous Sect gets ahold of you, Jaelis won’t return to her realm when your body dies. When they’re done interrogating her, they’ll kill her by jabbing a devil horn through your heart. So why is she willing to die?”

“I don’t...” Gloriana’s cheek twitched. “I want... gods, what...”

Gloriana’s lips pressed together as her eyes once more darkened to an inky black. Her chilling smile returned. “You could just ask me, you know. I’m much more fun.”

As Nephale stepped forward with her ether blade, Ryn pressed a hand to her forearm. “I’m speaking with Gloriana.”

“She has said all you needed to hear. You will deal with me until we have an accord.”

“Can I punch her?” Nephale asked. “Just once. Just to wipe that smirk off her face.”

Ryn glanced at her. “It’s still Gloriana’s face.”

He belatedly detected shouting outside the tower. Some very angry valkyries had arrived, and a moment later, Auri’s confident thoughts flowed over their bond.

“We are just outside the mage door in the tower, prime, and I have explained all that transpired inside. Mistress Grayson demands proof that Helena was devil-marked. Can you provide that proof?”

Ryn glanced down at the pile of ashes, then at a woman with honey-blonde hair and inky black eyes. “Between Helena’s burnt ashes on the floor, my status as an agent of the sect, and the testimony of a devil who can’t lie, yes. We can prove everything.”

“Then open the door when you’re ready. We cannot open the door from this side.”

Ryn glanced at Nephale. “I need you to open that mage door for the others.”

She glared. “I’m not leaving you in here with her!”

“Kitten... just trust me.”

She blinked at her new pet name. “Trust you?”

“Do you trust me?”

Her lips pressed together. “You’re asking me to leave you alone with a devil mage.”

“Gloriana and Jaelis have what they wanted. The traitorous Executrix and the devil inside her are gone. So open that door for me. I’ll watch them.”

“Are you ordering me to leave you?”

“Never.” He traced a fingertip along her cheek. “I’m asking you to do me a favor.”

Nephale blew out one frustrated breath. “Then... just don’t do anything stupid. She’s not the woman you remember. She’s a devil now.”

“I know that, and I accept that, but we need her alive.”

“For now.” Nephale jogged to the door. “I won’t be gone long!”

As Nephale hurried out of the chamber to open the tower from the inside, Ryn turned back to Jaelis. “You still haven’t told me why you’re willing to die.”

Jaelis’s smile somehow grew even more insane. “To die in service to one’s house is the summit of perfection. Lariel of House Adon no longer possesses Executrix Helena, which weakens our enemies. If I must, I can die knowing I served my house and lord.”

Devils couldn’t lie, and Jaelis seemed sufficiently consumed by her zealotry, so Ryn moved on to another matter. “Then tell me this. My future self... Executor Xaven... made a deal with your master to oppose House Adon. What were the terms of that deal?”

She eyed him coyly. “You should ask yourself that question.”

It took Ryn a moment to process that. “Like... right now?”

“After all you have seen, you must now understand that time in the Firmament is forever fluid. For my kind, when is no more fixed than where. The Executor... you, Xaven... demanded we arrange an audience with you before he surrendered his soul.”

Ryn still couldn’t believe his future self had made a devil deal... but he also wouldn’t judge Executor Xaven until he spoke with him. “So where is he?”

“In the Firmament. Come there with me and I will introduce you.”

He remembered Helena’s bloody finger. “You want to share your quintessence?”

“No. I want you to bond this body and take Gloriana as your auxiliary. Once you bond us and cement your alliance with House Belgor, I will lead you to your future self.”

For the first time, Ryn found himself tempted by a devil deal. It wasn’t that he wanted to bond Gloriana. He’d never trust a devil to consent on Gloriana’s behalf, and he’d never bond a woman with a devil in her head. It was the other part of Jaelis’s deal that tempted him.

Speaking directly with his future self would offer him the chance to learn all he had to do to stop this second devil war. Executor Xaven knew every move the devils had made in his timeline. Every ploy they’d launch and every person they’d convert.

With the counsel of his future self, Ryn could utterly undo House Adon’s gambit. He could end this new devil invasion before it started. Like Gloriana, all he would need to give up to save everyone he cared about was his soul... and every last one of his auxiliaries.

He could never betray the women he loved. “No deal.”

Jaelis shrugged. “This offer has no time constraint. Once you begin to lose the coming war, you will reconsider.”

“If hoping for that makes you more amenable to answering my questions, please keep thinking that.”

The pounding of dozens of booted feet announced the arrival of Nephale, Auri, Saphi, Lena, and likely a dozen pissed off valkyries. As they all rushed into the room together, several valkyries gasped at the sight of Gloriana and her inky black eyes. They knew her for what she was... and Lena and Saphi’s horror came clearly over their bond. Even Auri felt ill at ease.

Ryn glared at Jaelis. “Tell them everything that happened here, devil.”

With great delight, Jaelis eagerly admitted she was a devil and explained all that had transpired at supper. When she revealed the true nature of Executrix Helena and her devil deal, none of her valkyries, or even Mistress Grayson, looked like they believed it.

Yet everyone present knew a devil could not lie.


Chapter Twenty-Two




Given how thoroughly Ryn and Jaelis’s reveal that Executrix Helena had been a secret devil mage had thrown the Clarion Flight Academy into chaos, it was days before Ryn had any real sense of what would happen next. Still, Auri was able to gather news from the other instructors, and Lena and Saphi picked up news from valkyries and serving staff.

And Lena, by Ryn’s command, got to ride and pet her first pegasus.

Aliana Coldcreek, after being scoured and revealed as a devil mage, tearfully admitted her part in the Executrix’s plot to “save” the academy. She claimed she had only gone along with it because she deserved her own pegasus. Lariel (as Helena) had offered her that.

Aliana’s motivations were selfish, but more importantly, her devil refused to reveal anything else. That devil must be loyal to House Adon, which meant executing Aliana would be kinder than it seemed. At least that way, the devil couldn’t consume her soul.

As for Gloriana Langley (and Jaelis) they remained confined in cells below the academy at Ryn’s request. For the time being, Mistress Grayson had accepted the role of acting leader of the academy. Yet, as if fearing even speaking to Ryn would unleash more chaos, Mistress Grayson left him and his auxiliaries alone. They were fed, housed, and ignored.

As for Jaelis’s devil deal, Ryn had revealed it to his auxiliaries the moment they were all alone. Lena almost slugged him before he assured her he’d refused, and the others all agreed that Ryn couldn’t trust Jaelis in the Firmament. The chance to talk with his future self was too good to be true, which made it the perfect offer to tempt him into a devil deal.

If he was going to stop the devils forever, he had to be smarter than that.

Even so, Ryn wasn’t just waiting for Mistress Grayson to decide her next move. He was also waiting to speak with the Executrix of the Primal Academy... or rather, for Auri to do so.

Executrix Valenda and Auri had exchanged vials of blood before they left the Primal Academy. So when they shared quintessence, they could find each other in the Firmament and talk across even a vast sea. It was similar to how the Righteous Sect and the Primal Academy had once planned for Ryn and Saphi to communicate if she had stayed behind.

Auri and Valenda’s next scheduled meeting in the Firmament would take place four days after Nephale cleaved the Executrix in two, so they had to wait. On the night of the meeting, Auri imbibed a small portion of Valenda’s blood from the vial and entered the Firmament. When Auri returned, she offered the news Ryn had both dreaded and hoped for.

“In the matter of whether you should execute Gloriana Langley here or turn her over to the Righteous Sect, the Executrix defers to your judgment. She will back your decision.”

“Skavac,” Lena said angrily. “So this means... what?”

As his auxiliaries looked at Ryn, he sifted through their conflicting emotions over their bonds. Lena despised devils on principle and anyone who dealt with them, but also respected Gloriana’s noble sacrifice to save her academy. Saphi was firmly in the save Gloriana camp, while Auri thought it best to give Jaelis to the sect for interrogation.

And Nephale? Nephale didn’t trust Jaelis, but she also didn’t want Gloriana to die. She felt as conflicted as Ryn, which meant this decision would be his alone.

He made his decision not long after. Gloriana might believe she’d lost her honor, but Ryn disagreed. She had made a devil deal, but for selfless reasons. As hypocritical as it was to say a devil deal could be made for the right reasons, he had to take that into account.

Moreover, while he wasn’t about to bond Gloriana or follow Jaelis into the Firmament, having a captive devil who opposed the devil faction trying to seize his realm could be useful. If he could string Jaelis along with the possibility that he might bond Gloriana, he could coax more information out of her about the other devil houses, their plans, and their weaknesses.

At least they had a name for their enemy now. House Adon. They finally had an enemy to attack. Ryn focused on his conclusions and sent them to his auxiliaries over their bond.

Saphi smiled in relief. “It’s the best compromise. Gloriana doesn’t deserve to die, and I don’t want to think about what the sect would do to her before the end.”

“I don’t disagree,” Nephale said. “But we’re going to have to watch her like a hawk while we travel, which means finding time to sleep is going to be a lot more frustrating.”

“She will wear an ether blocker at all times,” Auri announced.

“And Honor?” Lena asked worriedly. “We just abandon her loyal pegasi?”

“No,” Ryn said. “Pegasi only choose one rider. A valkyrie and her pegasus can’t be separated without breaking the pegasus’s heart... Glory told Executor Xaven that, once... so Honor is coming with us. At least Pebble seemed to like him.”

Saphi’s pale hand touched her bare neck. “I know what it’s like to wear a collar, and to feel so alone you can’t sleep. We’re taking Gloriana from everyone she knows and loves here.”

“That was her choice, not ours,” Nephale reminded her.

“I know. I hate that she has to leave them, but... at least she’ll be alive.”

Ryn looked around at the women he loved. “So we’re all agreed. I’ll arrest Gloriana under my authority and keep her as our prisoner. No objections?”

Lena pressed close and spoke over their bond. “You’re our prime. We follow you. Even when you’re brave and stupid.”

He bumped her shoulder with his and looked at the others. “We’d best go break the news to Mistress Grayson. We’ll gather provisions and our brand new devil mage, then get back on the road. There’s still the devil-marked councilors in the Lachlan Confederacy.”

Auri nodded in approval. “Do you have any thoughts yet on how to handle those?”

“Nothing made of stone.” Ryn walked for the door. “But if the devils who possessed those councilors are also affiliated with House Adon, Jaelis might have some interesting ideas.”


Afterword



While Ryn has now saved the Clarion Flight Academy, the threat of the devil-marked councilors in the leadership of the mighty Lachlan Confederacy remains. Worse, Gloriana Langley remains bound to the devil Jaelis. Saving Gloriana’s soul seems impossible... but if anyone can do it, it’s the realm’s primal conjurer.

Also, now that Ryn has finally captured a devil, Jaelis may have more to reveal about his enemies in House Adon. In book 5, Ryn and his auxiliaries will strive to save Gloriana’s soul and continue to uncover new devil plots. I hope you’ll come with me on that journey.

If you liked this book, please leave a rating or review on Amazon! Want to chat? You can find me on the Romance for Men and Pulp Romance for Men Discord servers, and you can find more of my work at https://www.dannyroganauthor.com/. If you’d like to read advance copies of my books, bonus scenes, and enjoy some cool art, you can also find me at https://www.patreon.com/dannyrogan. Finally, you can find me on Facebook if you use that sort of thing.

Until next time!
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