
        
            
                
            
        

    
Primal Conjurer 5


Primal Conjurer
Book 5


Danny Rogan


[image: Royal Guard Publishing LLC]



Copyright © 2024 by Danny Rogan

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


Contents


Act 1: The Wind Pillars
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
8. Sixteen Years From Now
Act 2: A Valkyrie’s Soul
9. NOW
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Act 3: The Black Diamonds
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Afterword
Also by Danny Rogan



Act 1: The Wind Pillars




Chapter One




As he rode away from the Clarion Flight Academy on the start of the month-long journey that would take him to the Lachlan Confederacy, where he would root out and expose the corrupt councilors in league with the devil army, Primal Conjurer Ryn Xaven glanced back at the academy’s towering white walls. It might not be his academy, and he had left it in chaos, but what would come out of that chaos was order... and a new Executrix.

He had dealt the devil army seeking to invade his realm yet another powerful blow. The former Executrix, who had made a devil deal in hopes of saving her academy and all those she protected from the coming war, had been exposed and eliminated. If not for the efforts of Ryn and his auxiliaries, Executrix Helena (or Lariel, the devil inside her) would have sent half her valkyries to their doom and had the others flying for the devil army.

As Ryn savored his latest victory, however, he couldn’t help but look down the line of horses behind him. The sight tempered his feelings. Auri led their procession on her mighty warhorse, Frost, as she always did, and he rode directly behind her on Pebble. Nephale and Peaches rode behind him, and directly behind Nephale rode Saphi on her pale mare, Quiet.

After over a month on the road, this riding order was familiar. It felt right. Now, however, their procession had one notable addition. Riding behind Quiet and Saphi and ahead of Regal and Lena, who rode rear guard, was the newest member of their procession.

A white pegasus trotted with its great wings folded protectively around a slumped woman with honey-blonde hair wearing silver armor. Honor would never abandon his valkyrie any more than Gloriana would abandon him, but Ryn knew Gloriana was hurting. His fight to save the academy had not come without casualties, and Gloriana was one of them.

He looked at the road ahead. This Gloriana Langley was not the same woman Executor Xaven (his future self) had bonded in Nephale’s dark future. She was not the woman who had been one of the only people Executor Xaven could confide in as the devil army grew strong.

She was also not the woman Executor Xaven had fallen in love with... but now that Ryn’s future self had given Ryn many memories, he couldn’t help but care for her as well. The fact that Gloriana had helped him save her academy from the fate Executrix Helena had intended didn’t seem to comfort her. Worse, because of Executor Xaven’s memories, Ryn knew why.

Glory (future Glory) had protected only one other thing as fiercely as she protected her friends and allies. Her honor. She would never betray an ally and never break an oath, especially an oath to Scylla, Clarion’s Goddess of Wind.

Ryn knew from his future self’s post-coital chats with Glory that all valkyries stood before the Wind Pillars in northern Clarion after they enrolled in the Clarion Flight Academy. There, beside their sisters, they swore a sacred oath that they would never make a devil deal. Gloriana had made her devil deal to save her academy, but that didn’t matter... to her.

In Gloriana’s mind, she had sullied and sacrificed her honor. Her identity was built around her honor. Without it, she must feel as if she had lost everything... and while Ryn had saved her academy, he was no longer certain he could save her.

He was still mulling over his options when they reached Cooper’s Gorge and the bridge where he and his auxiliaries had once fought almost twenty devil soldiers... and won. This time, Ryn had no fear that they would be ambushed on the bridge. However, he called his procession to a stop anyway. He and Auri had decided this would be a good place to take lunch.

They pulled the saddles off the horses, hobbled them, and left them to graze. They would enjoy their lunch today. This time, they would not have to rush their journey.

Nephale knew of no more impending threats from her time. There were still threats, of course—the councilors in the Lachlan Confederacy who had already made devil deals or were working with devil mages were one notable example—but none of those threats were imminent, especially with the devils likely in disarray after Ryn’s latest victory.

As he walked away from the horses, Ryn glanced back. He was curious whether Honor would graze like a normal horse or not, but it seemed pegasi were no different from horses when it came to enjoying yummy grass. Honor grazed happily as Gloriana combed him.

Ryn did notice, to his amusement, that Honor and Frost had insisted on eating as far away from each other as possible. The two stallions continued to give each other significant side eye. As the only stallion in the party, Frost had previously been at the top of the horse pecking order. Now that Honor was here, however, he had competition.

Fortunately, the rest of their horses still got along famously. Pebble, Quiet, Peaches, and Regal all clustered close together and made short work of the green grass. As Saphi and Lena worked to set up a small cooking fire, Auri began scribbling in a notebook. Nephale strode off to do a perimeter sweep, and Gloriana continued to idly comb Honor’s coat.

Ryn thought to Saphi, Lena, and Auri over their quadruple bond. “I’m going to see if I can get Gloriana to join us for lunch. At the least, we need to make sure she eats.”

“Understood, prime.” Auri didn’t look up from her notebook. “I took the liberty of procuring some fresh legumes, dates, and other food suitable for a valkyrie before we left the academy. Lena, could you gather those from my pack and prepare them for her?”

Lena snorted inside their heads. “What’s to prepare? It’s rabbit food.”

“I’ll do it!” Saphi volunteered bravely. “Auri, I’ll make her a plate.”

Ryn sent his warm approval over their bond. “Thank you, all of you. I still don’t know if Jaelis will even let us talk to Gloriana, but I want to try. Just remember that everything we say in front of Gloriana, her devil will hear as well. So say nothing you wouldn’t tell a devil.”

He completed his mental conversation with his auxiliaries in the time it took to take two steps toward Gloriana, who was still idly brushing her silver comb down Honor’s flank. The fact that Honor’s hair was groomed in one place and not others suggested Gloriana was lost in thought. Ryn remembered that Glory often groomed her pegasus to calm her mind.

It felt strange to know so much about her when they’d only just met. He had no idea how to broach his future knowledge with her. He didn’t know how much Xorumon (the leader of House Belgor, a devil house) had told Jaelis, the devil inside Gloriana, about Xorumon’s deal with Ryn’s future self.

Jaelis must know that she had traveled twenty years into the past, and the devil must also know that Executor Xaven had traded his soul to Xorumon in exchange for Xorumon’s help. Xorumon had also been involved in sending Nephale back to this time to stop the second devil war from occurring. Ryn’s future self had made a deal not to save his world, but the next one.

But Ryn didn’t know what else Jaelis knew, and it seemed wise to prevent the devil inside Gloriana from obtaining any new information. He had taken custody of Gloriana for two reasons: first, because he couldn’t bear to let the Righteous Sect interrogate and execute her, and second, because a devil willing to give up information on devils was useful.

Jaelis was of House Belgor, as was her master, Xorumon, and both of them hated House Adon: the devil house planning an imminent invasion of Ryn’s realm. Lariel of House Adon was either leading the charge to start a second devil war or was highly placed in the devil command structure. Jaelis could tell Ryn how to hurt Lariel and his allies.

Once Ryn was within ten paces of Honor and Gloriana, the pegasus snorted in warning. He took two steps away from Gloriana and glared directly at Ryn. As Honor flexed and spread his massive wings, Ryn knew what this meant. Stay away from my valkyrie.

He knew that Executor Xaven and Honor had never become friends in the future, but they had grown to tolerate each other. Mostly because once the Executor took Glory as his auxiliary, Honor had no choice. Still, Ryn had vague memories of some rough patches.

Gloriana rested one palm on Honor’s flank. As she rubbed him, Honor looked between them and then snorted another protest. Gloriana walked around Honor and brushed her hand across his neck, then his nose. Honor settled as she pressed her forehead against his.

Ryn remained perfectly still. He didn’t want to take another step until he was certain he wouldn’t upset Honor further. After making small cooing noises and stroking Honor’s head and neck enough that the pegasus tucked his wings away, Gloriana turned to face him.

“Primal Conjurer.” She inclined her head. “How may I serve?” Her voice remained the textbook definition of proper, and her breathy Clarion accent added a lovely spice.

As he went through possible replies in his head, Ryn couldn’t help but once again notice Gloriana’s great beauty. Her silver armor gleamed in the midday light. Her long legs and silver high-heeled boots accentuated her height, though she was still shorter than Auri.

Her face was like one of the lovely goddess statues he’d seen in the Meditation Garden at the Primal Academy, regal yet kind, and her lustrous honey-blonde hair framed her face before coursing over her shoulders and down her back. Ryn remembered how it felt to run his hands through her gorgeous hair, and how soft her lips felt when he kissed her.

Princess. That had been Executor Xaven’s pet name for her.

The sight of the ether blocker gleaming around Gloriana’s neck jolted Ryn back to today. He forcefully shoved his memories from Executor Xaven in a closet and locked them inside. Every day, he grew more annoyed at having another man’s emotions stuffed into his head.

Ryn wasn’t going to bond Gloriana. He could never bond her, even if they both wanted that, because her soul was bound to the devil inside her. Jaelis had her now, which meant the only way to save Gloriana’s soul from being devoured would be to execute her... but even if he couldn’t save her life, he could make the rest of it tolerable and even pleasant.

Asking Gloriana “How are you feeling?” would be pointless because he knew she felt terrible. It would also be cruel to ask questions to which he knew the answer, such as “Are you doing all right?” or to fail to reassure her with statements like “You did the right thing.”

So instead of hurting her further with pointless questions, Ryn focused on what he’d come here to do. “We’re about to take lunch. I’d like you to join us.”

Gloriana looked at her pegasus. “I thank you, but I should eat with my pegasus.”

Ryn managed a smile he hoped would set her at ease. “As much as Honor might disagree with me, I’m not sure you can persist on grass alone.”

The moment Gloriana’s sky-blue eyes snapped to his, he knew he had made a mistake. Trying to inject humor into this situation would only suggest he wasn’t taking her grief seriously. From the way her jaw clenched, Ryn knew she was now certain he’d insulted her.

He raised one hand to placate her... he hoped. “That wasn’t a taunt.”

She looked down at the grass. “I deserve all that and more. Say what you wish.”

“You don’t...” Ryn barely caught himself before he allowed her to draw him into an argument he was not going to win. He knew when to be kind and when to be firm. It seemed kind was not an option today.

“You’re in my custody now, and I don’t want to spend my lunch keeping one eye on you instead of enjoying it with my auxiliaries. So I would like you to come and eat with us around our cook fire. I may have phrased that as an invitation, but I consider it an order.”

Gloriana tucked her silver comb into one of Honor’s saddlebags, turned to him, and snapped her heels together. “I have sworn to remain your prisoner, and I intend to do all you ask of me. If I may make one request, please be clear about your orders in the future.”

“I’ll... sure, I’ll do that.”

Gloriana once more affectionately rubbed down Honor’s flanks, likely to reassure him, and then strode past Ryn without a second glance. As her hair trailed behind her and her silver-heeled boots ate up the ground on the way to the cook fire, Ryn bemusedly followed her.

There was a message in how Gloriana had strode past him rather than waiting on him to lead her. She was reminding her “captor” that while she might no longer have her honor or her academy, she still had her pride. Ryn hoped she would never lose that.

Auri and Lena were already sitting by the cook fire when Gloriana arrived. Saphi hopped up. She smiled wide as she hurried over with a small plate filled with cheese, nuts, and dates.

Saphi thrust the plate at Gloriana with a big smile. “I’m so glad you decided to join us for lunch! Please, sit right here by the fire. If you need anything else, just ask.”

Gloriana eyed Saphi with bemused tolerance, then took the plate. She settled as far from the cook fire as she likely believed she could get away with, on the opposite side from Auri and Lena. Ryn almost went to sit between them, but changed his mind at the last moment.

He sat down between Gloriana and Saphi instead. He didn’t miss how Gloriana almost scooted away before catching herself. She had sworn to become his prisoner and so she would obey his commands... even if those commands made her uncomfortable.

So Ryn would simply be very careful not to abuse his new position as her jailor.

As Lena happily nibbled a pork rind, Ryn didn’t miss her amused glances at Gloriana, who was picking daintily at her plate of vegetables. As much as he would have loved to tease both of them about that under other circumstances, now was not the time.

He focused on his bond with Lena and spoke privately to her alone. “Be nice.”

His flame goddess offered him a teasing glance. “I am being nice! I haven’t made one comment about her rabbit food.”

“People with wind affinities often don’t like meat. It’s quite common in Clarion.”

“Perhaps she’s simply never met a man who stuffed the right kind of meat in her mouth.”

Ryn was going to respond to that, paused, and then frowned at her. Lena winked impishly and returned to gnawing on her pork rind. He barely suppressed his sigh.

Nephale returned not long after. “All clear.” She thumped down on Gloriana’s other side, close enough to grab her if she tried to run but far enough away to give her space.

Gloriana glanced at Nephale in surprise, but Nephale didn’t even look at her. Nephale took a swig from her canteen, set it aside, and said something in Pashal to Lena. Lena happily replied in her native language, then pulled out a rind for Nephale and passed it over.

Nephale took Lena’s gift, again said a word in Pashal, and tore into her food. Ryn caught a trace of consternation from Gloriana before she went back to her own plate. Lunch was starting to feel awkward, and he knew Gloriana felt less welcome by the moment.

Fortunately, Saphi sensed that as well. She rose, stepped right over Ryn, and settled between Ryn and Gloriana... which put her almost hip to hip with their captive. Gloriana froze in mid-chew. She eyed Saphi warily.

Saphi smiled at Gloriana. “I won’t tell you it’s going to get better over the next few days, because I don’t know it will. I also know you must feel like you’ve lost everything, and I can’t come close to imagining what that must feel like. But I think you did the right thing.”

Gloriana fixed Saphi with a placid gaze. “Respectfully, I do not see how that matters.”

Ryn’s instinctive desire to defend Saphi lasted only a moment before he remembered how emotionally strong his first auxiliary was. Saphi wasn’t at all deterred by Gloriana’s statement. She simply nodded as if Gloriana made perfect sense.

“I’d never dare suggest how you should feel. But I believe you’re a big reason we were able to save your academy and everyone within it, so I will always respect you for sacrificing so much to save your friends and everyone else. My feelings are my own.”

Gloriana picked up another bean sprout. “That, I have never disputed.” She daintily slipped it into her mouth and chewed quietly.

From Gloriana’s other side, Nephale finished wolfing down her food. Then, she rose and walked over to Ryn. She stood over him and waited for... something.

He stared up at her in curiosity. “Something going on?”

As Nephale leaned down, her long hair dangled fetchingly. “Road kiss. You haven’t given me one today.”

Ryn chuckled at her bold declaration and stood, then wrapped his arms around her. He stared into her eyes for a moment, then kissed her warmly. Nephale responded by pressing her strong hand to the back of his head. He corrected his intensity immediately.

As they kissed, Gloriana chuckled darkly. “Oh, if only he could see that.”

The noticeable shift in Gloriana’s tone of voice turned Ryn’s blood cold.


Chapter Two




Ryn and Nephale broke apart to face Gloriana as Saphi hopped up and backed away from her. Lena rose on her side of the fire and dropped into cleansing stance, then readied herself to summon and spread flames. Her glare felt hot as fire.

Meanwhile, Auri peered cautiously at Gloriana from across her notebook. She looked entirely unperturbed... from Gloriana’s perspective. From his, Ryn could see Auri’s fingers flexing as if she was warming up to cast barrier or entangling vines.

Ryn decided it best he defuse this matter before it grew more fraught. He stepped between Saphi and Gloriana, then settled himself directly in front of Gloriana with their knees almost touching. He wanted to make her devil knew he feared nothing from her.

As the black ink finished consuming Gloriana’s once white and sky-blue eyes, Jaelis spoke using Gloriana’s lips. “You all really must stop reacting this way. It’s too fun.”

Ryn stared coldly at the devil hiding behind Gloriana’s now coal-black eyes. “I don’t recall asking you to join us for lunch.”

“And yet here I am all the same!” Gloriana’s mouth twisted into a disturbingly malevolent smile as the devil inside her head seized full control. “It has been five days, Xaven.”

“So, you can count. I haven’t changed my mind.”

“You are being irrationally difficult. I have clearly stated that your chance to speak with your future self in the Firmament comes with no price attached. Your soul is not needed. Your future self has already paid with his, and it was his wish to speak with you.”

“You’ve also informed me that time in the Firmament is more malleable than time is here. You’ve proven that by slipping twenty years back in time to harm a brave woman who deserves far better than she has now. So if I can wait, so can he.”

“Time may be malleable, but it can be wasted. My master cannot complete his deal with your future self until he has met all the Executor’s conditions. A private audience with you, his former self, is the last condition. So, in refusing, you vex both him and the Executor.”

“That’s your doing, Jaelis. I need more information from you before I’m willing to take anything you say at face value, but we’re in the middle of lunch. So perhaps you should go and... do whatever you do when you’re not possessing people.”

Nephale thumped his shoulder. “I’m done eating.”

“Me too.” Lena sounded utterly disgusted. “No meal beside a devil is good.”

Jaelis smiled mockingly past Ryn. “You’re quite wrong! Our feasts are succulent.”

Saphi walked back around the cook fire. “Auri, can I help you clean up?”

“Perhaps.” Auri rose. “If we are done with our lunch, prime, do you wish to interrogate this devil now? Should I take notes? Or should I help Saphi pack up our things?”

Ryn appreciated Auri re-focusing everyone on their next task. “You take notes, and also, ask any questions that occur to you. Saphi, you and Lena pack up the camp. Neph⁠—”

“Kitten,” she corrected.

That assuaged some of his rough feelings about having their lunch interrupted by a devil. “Kitten, I’ll trust you to keep an eye on our surroundings and warn us of any attacks.”

“I always do.” Nephale glanced disdainfully at Jaelis. “As for you, the only reason I haven’t put a horn through that skull you’ve infested is because I deeply respect the woman you’ve taken hostage. Don’t make me lose my patience with you. It’s already frayed.”

Jaelis smiled up at Nephale. “If you intend to torture her, I can offer tips.”

Ryn raised a hand. “No one’s torturing anyone.” He made sure Jaelis understood that, and also Nephale and Lena. “But I do have questions for you, so we’ll talk.”

“And then you will allow me to lead you to speak to your future self?”

“I haven’t ruled that out.” That was a lie, and his ability to lie was one advantage Jaelis lacked. “But you’ll need to talk me into it by telling me what I wish to know.”

Gloriana’s lips twisted into an indulgent smile. “As you must now earn another chance to speak again with Gloriana. A favor for a favor, Primal Conjurer. Ask.”

As Saphi and Lena became to pack up and bustled about the camp, Nephale walked about twenty paces away. There she would have a good view of the road, the bridge over Cooper’s Gorge, and their surroundings. Ryn considered where he should start.

“Tell me more about House Belgor. Your house.”

“What do you wish to know?”

“Lariel told me you’re a small house. Too weak to challenge House Adon. Is that true?”

“Only for now. Time is malleable.”

“So something about the deal my future self makes with Xorumon is going to help House Belgor grow strong enough to oppose House Adon. Is that what you gain from this?”

Gloriana’s features took on an increasingly exultant cast as she spoke. “The grand plots of my master barely touch upon this realm. The conflict you so fear is but a single thread in a brutal and brilliant tapestry of spiritual influence that my master even now weaves to strangle our foes. You might as well ask why the sun sets or the wind blows.”

Ryn sighed loudly for her benefit. “Sure, all right. Can I ask you one more favor?”

“You may ask. I will listen.”

“If we’re going to negotiate in good faith, can you be less full of yourself? Your posturing doesn’t improve your position. Going on about how strong you are makes you look weak.”

Gloriana’s features reverted to an icy calm.

“When I ask what you gain from helping us stop House Adon from invading my realm, just give me a straight answer. When you answer with overwrought sonnets about tapestries and plots, that suggests you either have no idea what Xorumon intends or you don’t intend to tell me. Which means you’re wasting my time.”

Ryn could feel Jaelis’s displeasure through Gloriana’s inky black eyes. This devil was genuinely annoyed with him. He liked that she was annoyed with him, but he wasn’t antagonizing her for fun. The more he put her off balance, the more she might reveal.

Jaelis spoke again not long after. “Very well. We will limit our conversation to concepts you can comprehend. Preventing House Adon from seizing your realm does help us.”

Devils couldn’t lie. He had to be careful not to take anything Jaelis said at face value, but he knew there had to be some truth to it. Now that he’d finally pushed her toward speaking honestly about her goals, he might be able to learn what he truly wanted to know.

“How does your plot work in regards to me changing the future?”

“I would appreciate you asking a less generic question.”

“I’ve already removed House Adon’s agents from two of our largest academies, and given my track record so far, I’m confident I can root out the confederacy’s devil-sympathizing councilors as well. So let’s say there’s no second devil war. What happens then?”

“In what sense?”

“If I change the future, there’s no devil war. If there’s no devil war, my future self never makes a devil deal to prevent it. So if that happens, how does your master gain anything?”

Jaelis sniffed dismissively. “Any answer I give would confound you. I doubt your puny mortal mind can comprehend the intricacies of branching universe theory.”

“Try me.”

“Nothing you do in this world can change his.”

Ryn considered Jaelis’s statement in silence for a moment. His goal since Nephale had arrived had been to stop her dark future from occurring, but if he succeeded, how could Nephale come back at all? If no war occurred, she would never come back to change history.

The only way that would work was...

Ryn nodded as it all became clear. “So my realm and his exist simultaneously.”

Gloriana’s eyes narrowed. “That is not correct.”

“I think it’s close enough. My realm and Executor Xaven’s must be... separated now. The moment Nephale arrived our realms diverged, for lack of a better term, like two forks in a flowing mountain stream. Our rivers both started at the same place, but after we split at that fork, we’ve continued flowing separately and independently of one another.”

Jaelis scoffed dismissively. “You think too small.”

Ryn eyed her in surprise. “So you’re saying there’s more than one fork? That every time I make a choice, two rivers... or realms... branch out from that, and they fork again and again? That implies... gods. Millions of different versions of my realm?”

Jaelis sighed dramatically. “You cannot hope to comprehend this concept.”

“Yet I think I have the gist. Even if I steer my realm away from the dark future that you and Nephale came from, that future still exists on some other path. A path on which, for some reason or another, your master gains an advantage he wouldn’t otherwise have. Is that right?”

“You understand as a dog understands an itch.”

“And that’s... is that a taunt? You may need to explain that one to me.”

Gloriana’s fists both clenched. “A dog knows only that it itches and it must scratch, not why the itch occurs. So it is with you.”

“So here’s my next question, then. Do you have dogs?”

Now her brow furrowed in genuine confusion. “What?”

“In your realm. Do you have dogs? You just taunted me with a metaphor regarding one, so that leaves me wondering if you have dogs where you come from. Your hell dimension.”

“Our realm is not a... hell dimension. It is far more comfortable than yours! We are more wealthy, more powerful, and far more advanced. We bend reality to our whims.”

“Oh? If it’s so nice in your realm, why are you trying to invade ours?”

Gloriana’s features once more turned calm. “These questions have nothing to do with how to defeat House Adon. I see no benefit in answering them.”

“But I’m just making conversation, Jaelis. Building a rapport. That’s how two people on opposite sides begin a negotiation like ours. Or have you never negotiated before?”

“I have told you what you must do and why you should. Why you refuse is beyond me.”

Ryn snorted derisively to further annoy her. “That’s obvious. Tell me something else, then. When I asked you why you were willing to die inside Gloriana if I let the Righteous Sect have you both, you said you would gladly die knowing you had served House Belgor well.”

Gloriana’s lips smiled smugly. “I have.”

“But have you?”

As Gloriana’s jaw clenched, Ryn knew he had once more put Jaelis on the defensive. “You said you wish to negotiate in good faith. What does mocking me gain you?”

“I’m not mocking you. I’m genuinely confused. How have you served your master well?”

“I injected you with counter-poison so you could defeat Lariel. I am the reason you were able to defeat him and save the Clarion Flight Academy.”

“That’s incorrect. Gloriana is the reason I was able to do that. You were simply her tool.”

Gloriana’s eyes widened dangerously enough Ryn knew he’d hit a nerve. “I seduced her into helping me betray Lariel and help you!”

“No, she rationally considered and accepted your deal because she’s a far better woman than you’ll ever be. You didn’t seduce her. She learned of a danger to everyone she loved and willingly sacrificed her honor to save them. She seduced you into helping her.”

Now Gloriana’s body went so tense he feared Jaelis might use it to tackle and then attack him. “Do you understand how bargains work?”

“I’m beginning to wonder if you do. I can accept that your goal is to convince me to follow you into the Firmament and speak to my future self, but you’ve utterly failed at convincing me to do that. Nothing you’ve done has made me more inclined to do as you say. In fact, every time you pull a stunt like you did just now, I’m less inclined to trust you.”

That looked to hit Jaelis like a rock to the face. “Your kind lies freely.”

“True, but I’m not lying about this. It seems to me that Xorumon gave you a task you’re incapable of completing, either due to your ineptitude or your ignorance. Your task was to find me, convince me to trust you, and eliminate enough of my worries about you and your master that I would follow you into the Firmament. You’re not anywhere close.”

Gloriana’s body was looking more uncomfortable by the moment.

“Gloriana and I already saved the flight academy. So do you have any more information to offer me? Or have you simply given up on accomplishing your master’s goal?”

The devil slammed Gloriana’s fist on one thigh. “You are impossible to reason with!”

“Or you’ve simply overvalued your hand. Would you like me to reveal your mistake?”

Jaelis rolled Gloriana’s eyes so hard Ryn worried the devil might have accidentally hurt her. “Oh, please! Tell me, simpleton.”

“You should have offered me the chance to speak to my future self long before now, perhaps by intercepting me on the road in another devil mage. You should have made your offer when I was more desperate, long before I had multiple victories under my belt.”

Again, Jaelis’s composure took a hit. His taunts were having an effect. That the devil seemed unaware of what she was giving away through Gloriana was even more promising.

“Caladan is gone, Jaelis. Your Bloody Executrix is ash. Helena is a memory. You’ve come to me and attempted to bargain when I’m already beating you, which is not a good look.”

She glared at him through Gloriana’s eyes. “You could not stand against House Belgor.”

“Then why would your master make a deal with my future self to gain power? You’ve already admitted you can’t oppose House Adon right now, and I’ve been kicking their agents in the teeth since before I left my academy. If I’m already beating them, what chance does a weak devil house like Belgor stand against me?”

She slammed one palm against the ground. “The plague will alter your smug calculus!”

Ryn barely kept his shock from his face. “You have a plague?”

He could tell from the way Gloriana recoiled that Jaelis had realized, far too late, just how badly she had erred in letting him get under her skin... figuratively. A devil plague was coming. That was a threat Ryn was in no way prepared to combat, and if it arrived before he was ready for it, he could grow desperate enough to accept Jaelis’s offer.

Gloriana choked, then almost tipped over before Ryn dived forward to catch her. Only when her twitching stopped and the black faded from her sky-blue eyes did he realize how tightly Gloriana—and it was her, the real her—was clutching his arms. She was trembling.

Ryn said the words before he could stop himself. “It’s okay. I’ve got you. You’re okay.”

Gloriana remained paralyzed in his arms for a moment, and then, gradually, a blush flooded her cheeks. Ryn released her, even though every instinct in his body urged him to hold her close and stroke her hair until the terror of what she’d just endured faded to a distant memory. Knowing a devil could take control of you at any time must be terrifying.

He longed to hug her. Gloriana hugged herself, took deep breaths, and met his gaze with her now once again sky-blue eyes. Eyes he had once gazed into as the world burned down.

“Kill me, Primal Conjurer.”

Her words stabbed him like a knife through his chest. “No.”

“You must! I can feel some of what she feels even when she tries to hide it from me. Every day our souls grow more closely aligned. She is... corrupting me.”

Saphi dropped to her knees beside Gloriana and gripped her hand. As Gloriana stared at her in surprise, Saphi leaned forward. “We won’t let her take your soul.”

Gloriana stared in exasperation. “How do you intend to stop her?”

As Saphi glanced at Ryn with desperation in her eyes, begging him to give them an answer, Ryn hated that he didn’t have one. He had never read any accounts of someone who made a devil deal being released from it. Even when Lariel had claimed he could undo “Ryn’s” deal with Xorumon, he had only offered to do it by replacing that deal with his own.

Gloriana’s increasingly desperate gaze once more found Ryn’s. “I do not wish to be corrupted. I know oath breakers do not deserve mercy or consideration, but I wish to die as the woman I am. That is all I ask.”

Ryn took one steadying breath. He couldn’t let Gloriana or Jaelis see how frightened the idea of her dying made him. He focused on what he’d learned today.

“Jaelis can’t consume your soul. Not yet.” He knew Jaelis would hear that, too.

“I do not require platitudes or empty promises. I know why I must die.”

“I am telling you the truth. I may not know everything about Jaelis, but I’ve spoken with her enough to know her better than she may think.” He had no problems saying this in front of Gloriana because he hoped Jaelis was listening. “She may be inexperienced in negotiation, but she’s zealous. She is utterly determined to convince me to follow her into the Firmament.”

“And... you believe she will not consume my soul until she succeeds?”

“She can’t. The moment she takes you away from us, she loses the last of her leverage. I will put a devil horn through your body and burn it, and her, to ash. That means she will fail to complete her task and her master will fail as well. Jaelis has made clear she is willing to die for her master, but only after she completes the task he gave her.”

With visible effort, Gloriana relaxed her tight grip around her own chest. “You believe you can learn more from her, then. About this devil invasion, and now, this plague.”

“I do.”

“Which is why I cannot die. As she holds me hostage, so do I hold her.”

“That’s... yes, that’s how I see it.”

Gloriana took one more shuddering breath. “I will endure. I know the word of an oath breaker is always suspect, but I swear this. I will live until you say otherwise.”

The way Gloriana said that was exactly like the Glory from Executor Xaven’s time would have said it. Even at the tender age of eighteen, Gloriana had a steel spine. She might believe she had sullied her honor, but every action she took proved that was not true.

Ryn debated, then rested a hand on her shoulder the way one soldier might reassure another. “Thank you.” He offered her his best commander’s nod and released her.

She seemed genuinely reassured by his touch. “Primal Conjurer, I⁠—”

“Ryn. Remember? We’re past formality at this point.”

Gloriana visually readjusted, then nodded. “Ryn. I know I do not deserve an answer, but I still do not understand what Jaelis wants from you. How can you talk with your future self?”

“That’s a very long story that continues to hurt my head. I would tell you everything from start to finish if I could, but I don’t know how much Jaelis and Xorumon actually know. I don’t want to give them anything they haven’t bargained for, so I can’t tell you the rest.”

“I understand.” Gloriana shuddered again. “And... perhaps I can offer you some help.”

“I’ll take any help you offer. Jaelis is awful, but I like you.”

“As I said, I can feel some of what the devil feels. Our souls feel closer every day. As you spoke with her, I felt increasing frustration and alarm. You rattled her, and I believe that is why she retreated from your argument. Also... she seemed very excited about this plague.”

Ryn sighed. “Well, now it’s even more terrifying.”

“Pointing out that you had failed to account for this plague was the only moment in your argument where she felt confident she had the better of you. And only for a moment.”

Ryn nodded to reassure her. “Thank you. That really helps me.”

Gloriana bit her lip in the cutest way possible. “I know we will only be traveling together until you execute me. Yet despite my despicable actions, you and your auxiliaries have always treated me with courtesy and kindness. So... if you like, you may call me Glory. ”

Ryn’s heart soared at those words before crashing once more to earth. Another vague memory that lingered from dreams of Executor Xaven involved a similar discussion before the Executor and his Glory bonded. After weeks of formality, Gloriana had finally grown comfortable enough with Ryn’s future self to allow him to call her by her nickname.

It both thrilled and hurt Ryn that he and Gloriana—no, it was Glory now—had just made the same breakthrough. This meant Glory now trusted him far more than she had before they met. It also hurt him because this would make it much harder to say goodbye.

Ryn had no choice but to execute Glory in order to save her soul. So when he believed he had learned all he could from Jaelis, he would have to kill Glory before Jaelis realized this as well. If Jaelis realized he had no intention of following her into the Firmament where she and Xorumon could ambush him or worse, she might consume Glory’s soul out of spite.

Knowing failure would have such a high price was worrisome. It left him tempted to execute Glory right now, humanely, to remove the danger to her soul. Yet so long as he had a captive devil willing to give him information, he had to gather all the information he could.

Even if his failure to time this right would doom a woman he cared for to oblivion.


Chapter Three




Ryn rose and offered Glory his hand. “I’d like to have a private talk with my auxiliaries now. I’m sure you can understand why. Did you get enough to eat before... that?”

Glory took his hand. Her fingers were soft and warm as he helped her up, and a tingle passed through Ryn’s body as they touched. He wondered if she could feel that as well.

Glory snapped her heels together and inclined her head. “I have eaten enough for now. With your leave, I will return to my pegasus so you can speak in private.”

Ryn released her hand. “Thank you. Though... stay where we can see you.”

“I will.” Glory turned her now kind gaze to Saphi. “Thank you for preparing a lunch for me, and for your concern for my wellbeing. I regret my rude behavior earlier. It was unbecoming of a valkyrie, and I am sorry, Saphielle.”

“It’s fine!” Saphi wrung her hands. “I still won’t accept that we have to say goodbye, but... just remember that we are here for you for as long as you’re with us. You don’t have to endure this horrific situation alone. You can talk about it, and I’ll listen.”

Glory smiled faintly. “I thank you.” She brushed a few strands of honey-blonde hair back from her forehead. “Honor needs a good brushing. Let me know when we are ready to ride.”

Glory strode off without another word. As she did so, Saphi clutched his arm possessively. Ryn pulled her close and kissed the top of her head.

She trembled once. “I haven’t been that frightened since we confronted Simula.”

“I know, snow lily. But at least we learned something new.”

Lena touched his other arm. “You were good with her. Very good.”

He wasn’t sure if Lena meant how he’d comforted Glory or tricked Jaelis into revealing the plague. Perhaps Lena meant both. Either way, he sent a burst of gratitude over their bond. Then, with Saphi still clutching his arm, Ryn turned to face the cook fire.

“I hoped to get more out of Jaelis, and she’ll be wary of more tricks. But at least we learned something useful. The devil army still has weapons they haven’t deployed.”

Auri joined their standing huddle. “Prime, I have a concern.”

Ryn chuckled darkly. “And I have so many. But what’s yours?”

“While many actions the devils have taken are troubling and often horrific, every action they took in the time of your future self was taken with a clear purpose. Controlling the academies and building the devil forge all moved their plan to invade and seize our realm forward. I do not understand how unleashing a plague upon us would advance their goals.”

Nephale walked over and scoffed. “There’s no plague.”

Ryn glanced at her in surprise. “How do you know that?”

“In my time, in my future, there was never a plague. Countless souls died and whole towns were wiped off the map, but the devil army did that the old-fashioned way. A plague doesn’t even make any sense. It would kill all the people they’d need to convert.”

Ryn groaned. “Unless they’ve decided to go the route of my future self.”

Nephale’s green eyes widened. “What does that mean?”

“Based on what Jaelis said, that your old realm is separate and doomed no matter what we do in mine, it seems clear to me that Executor Xaven gained nothing from sending you here. That suggests the only reason he made a devil deal with House Belgor was to salt the earth.”

Nephale’s jaw clenched. “One last kick to the balls of his enemies.”

“Did he say that?”

“No, but that was the type of man he was. At least how I knew him.”

Ryn wasn’t sure how to respond because he understood his future self’s actions perfectly. If he knew he had lost everything, if he knew there was no one left to save, he likely would make a devil deal... if only to ensure those who’d defeated him paid in blood.

Saphi tugged his arm. “What does salting the earth have to do with a plague?”

Ryn loved her too much to ever doubt her resilience, even in the face of terrifying news. “It’s possible that if House Adon, or whoever’s behind this invasion, comes to believe we’ve made it impossible for them to win, they’ll unleash a plague to spite us.”

Nephale growled. “Which is why they didn’t do it in my time. They won.”

Aurienda adjusted her spectacles. “Then what I’ve long feared has come to pass.”

Ryn glanced at her in alarm. “You had suspicions about the plague?”

“No, of course not. I simply knew that Nephale’s foreknowledge could only take us so far. As you surmised in your excellent river metaphor, our rivers now flow too far apart.”

“I hate admitting it, but I agree. Every time we rooted out a devil mark or prevented some event from occurring, we diverged. We’ve diverged at least three times already, which means less and less of what Nephale remembers has any bearing on today.”

Nephale frowned. “Knowing the future was nice while it lasted.”

“At least now we know your future isn’t one we’re going to see.”

“I wholeheartedly agree.” She turned to watch Glory, who was now contentedly combing Honor. “She’s as brave as she was in my time. My... realm. She might look fragile, but she’s made of steel.”

Lena walked up to stand beside Nephale. “To have that thing in her head must be horrifying. She endures so we can interrogate it. She risks her soul for our realm.”

Ryn looked around at his auxiliaries. “So, about that. I hate asking this of any of you, but I trust you to answer honestly and keep me on the right path. We now know Jaelis can possess Glory at any time. That could cause us problems. So should I execute her? Today?”

Saphi gasped and clutched his arm. “Ryn, no!”

“Not because I want to.” He gripped Saphi’s hand. “Gods, it’s the last thing I want, and Honor would be heartbroken. Pegasi only bond once.”

“Then why even consider executing her?”

“Because every moment we refuse to execute Glory is another moment where Jaelis could devour her soul. Lena’s right that Glory is willing to risk that for us, but I’m not sure if we should let her risk her soul. I know enough about Glory to know she’ll never put herself first.”

Saphi rested her head against his arm. “I hate that you’re right.”

“Me too, snow lily.”

Auri touched his shoulder. “Jaelis remains too valuable to execute.”

Lena bared her teeth. “I agree. I hate this too, but it is needed. So much this devil could tell us, and now that we know of this plague...” She glanced at Ryn. “We need more.”

When Ryn looked at Nephale, she shook her head. “Oh, no. This is your call. I’m just the muscle at this point.” After a moment, a half-smile emerged. “And naked the moment you ask.”

Ryn stared wide-eyed, then chuckled. “Gods, Neph⁠—”

“Kitten,” she reminded him coyly.

“This is the worst possible time to flirt with me.”

“I know. That’s why I’m doing it. I’m reminding you that no matter what you decide about our prisoner, I trust you to lead us. I trust you to lead me.”

Auri squeezed his shoulder. “As do I. I am only offering my counsel. If you think we should execute Gloriana now, to ensure her soul is not consumed, I consent.”

Ryn glanced at Lena again. “Any of that change your mind, flame goddess?”

“No. But if you need, I will do it. I know it would be hard for you.”

Ryn looked again to the kind, brave woman whose murder they were discussing as she contentedly groomed her pegasus. He weighed all the risks and benefits in his mind and found that a grueling task. He had to take his emotions out of this and focus on his realm.

“Thank you for listening. For your thoughts and your faith in me. Every moral bone in my body tells me we can’t risk Glory’s soul a moment longer, but the man who needs to stop this war disagrees. So she lives, at least until we know everything Jaelis knows about this plague.”

Auri flipped her notebook shut. “Then we should resume our travel, prime. If we retrace our steps, we can reach a clearing near a clear river that will allow us to refill our canteens.”

Ryn glanced at her appreciatively. “I love that you just know that.”

“It is my duty to organize your travels.”

“Yes, well, I’m going to remind you how much I appreciate you being dutiful in our tent tonight. Unless I’ve misremembered who’s on the schedule?”

“No, prime.” Auri blushed and adjusted her spectacles. “Your memory is correct.”

Nephale gripped his arm. “In that case, I have a concern.”

Ryn patted her hand. “Tomorrow, kitten. I’ll make you very loud.”

Nephale blushed bright, then punched him in the arm hard enough he winced. “If we’re going to keep Glory with us, she needs to be restrained after we make camp. She may not be able to draw wind ether, but she could still hit Saphi in the head with a big rock.”

Ryn scowled at the very thought. “She’d never. Jaelis knows I’d never forgive her, and that would ruin any chance she had of accomplishing her goal.”

“But we can’t trust that, Ryn. She’s a devil. I know you think I’m too hard sometimes, but you’re also too close to Glory to make this call. She needs to be bound tightly every night, even if it’s uncomfortable, and whoever’s on watch needs to keep a close eye on her.”

Ryn gently released Saphi and pulled Nephale into his arms. “You’re right. Of course you’re right. Like I said, you all keep me on the right path.”

He touched Nephale’s chin to draw her face to his, then kissed her as he’d been doing before Jaelis rudely interrupted their lunch. He kissed her warmly for a good while, and he felt the approval of his other auxiliaries over their quadruple bond. Every woman he loved now had their own strengths, and security was Nephale’s.

Soon he stepped back. “Do you think she needs to be bound while we ride?”

Nephale’s blush remained, but she looked pleased he’d listened. “No. She needs her hands free for balance, and valkyries... if she fell, she could seriously injure herself.”

Lena nodded. “Brittle bones.”

“Thin bones, but yes. No bindings while we ride. While we ride, I’ll watch her.”

Lena slapped Nephale’s back. “And I watch the back for devil soldiers. Is good plan! Now, let’s get riding before more time passes. I want a bath tonight in sunlight. Real bath.”

Saphi shivered reflexively. “In that stream water? But it’s so cold!”

“Not for me.” Lena offered Ryn a sultry smile. “You come watch me bathe in stream. Then, I practice on you. You compare my technique to Auri’s tonight. See how I improved!”

“That’s...” Ryn shook his head and smiled. “I’m very spoiled, aren’t I?”

Saphi rubbed his arm and kissed it. “As you should be.”

With all their belongings once more packed and their decision as to Glory’s continued survival made, they saddled up and crossed the bridge over Cooper’s Gorge without being attacked by devil soldiers or blasted by wind from flying valkyries. Ryn had felt almost safe this morning. He’d believed that, thanks to his victories, he had the devils on the back foot.

He no longer believed that. Because now, he knew the devils had a plague. In the end, he supposed, his final steps in stopping this war would come down to timing. Just as he would have to kill Glory after he’d learned everything he could from Jaelis (but before Jaelis devoured her soul) he would also need to defeat the devils only after he’d neutralized their plague.

That meant he needed to revise his plans. If Ryn went straight to the capital of the Lachlan Confederacy and started removing the devil-marked councilors there, it could convince the devils all their plans had failed. Now, he knew that could doom his realm.

Before he pushed the devil army beyond defeat, he had to find and disarm their last trap. That meant his goal was no longer to remove the devil-sympathizing councilors, at least not yet. He first needed to learn how they planned to unleash this plague and neutralize it.

As they resumed their journey Ryn updated his auxiliaries, over their mage bonds, on his thoughts about where they should now focus their goals. No one disagreed. Sadly, none of them had any luck guessing where they would even start looking for a plague. So, for their own sanity, they all agreed to table the matter. They had a week to make new plans.

They would need that long to pass back through Rosewall, the fortress town between northern Clarion and its southern half, then ride to the port city of Braedon to book passage on another boat. Then it would be a week on the seas to the Lachlan Confederacy.

Ryn wasn’t looking forward to another nauseating boat ride. Fortunately, Auri already had some thoughts on tinctures and herbs they could acquire in Braedon that would, with luck, minimize his persistent seasickness. Auri never stopped watching out for him, and while his relationship was obviously nothing like he’d have with his mother, she doted on him like one.

They reached the pleasant clearing Auri had chosen as their stopping point for tonight a little under an hour before sunset. Once his auxiliaries had set up camp and Ryn had rubbed down all the horses, he was surprised when Lena took his hand. She tugged insistently.

She’d been serious earlier today. She really did want to practice. As Nephale fell into step behind them, he also realized she and Lena had been conspiring. Finally, he realized just how much he needed some quality time with all four of his auxiliaries.

It wasn’t just because he was feeling amorous. He always felt amorous around his auxiliaries, and they with him, thanks to their mage bonds. But today’s disconcerting interruption by Jaelis and the revelation that devils still had a plague up their sleeves made Ryn long for the comfort of the women he loved... and to offer them that comfort in return.

After Auri offered reassurance over their bond that she and Saphi would see to the cooking and keep an eye on Gloriana, Lena led him to the nearby stream with Nephale marching close. Once they arrived, Lena gave him a gentle shove. Nephale caught him.

His fourth auxiliary kissed him hungrily and eagerly, and Ryn began to wonder if she’d decided to cut in line. Then Nephale pushed him away and looked at Lena.

“Take all the time you need with him. Nothing’s getting you two while I’m on watch.”

Lena thanked her in Pashal, and Nephale replied and winked at Ryn. “Have fun.”

Hands now clutching his, Lena backed slowly into the cold stream. Despite his eagerness, Ryn balked at the edges. “You know this is going to overtop my boots, don’t you?”

“Then take boots off.” Lena slipped off her top. “And watch me take everything off.”

When his second auxiliary wanted something, Ryn was very loath to deny her. He sat down and pulled off his boots and socks as he watched Lena, slowly and very seductively, strip for him in the stream. One quick glance at Nephale assured him they were safe here.

Once Lena was completely naked, she dropped onto her back in the shallow, frigid stream. She sighed happily as its chilly water coursed over her lovely curves. The setting sun cast her whole body with a faint red tint. It reminded Ryn of just how hot she burned.

The water was just shallow enough that Lena could float on her back without being swept away. As the water coursed over her blond hair and teased it, she moaned softly. “Is perfect.” With her wet breasts just above the water, her nipples looked very hard.

As Ryn stepped into the shallow river, he hissed reflexively. This water was frigid! Yet Lena’s flame affinity meant, for her, it must feel both cool and refreshing. He wondered how she could even survive in a hot spring. Wouldn’t she pass out?

As her hair floated around her, Lena gazed up at him and smiled the prettiest, most innocent smile. A smile that offered no clue she was eager to wrap her lips around him while he used her throat like he’d use the rest of her. “Ready? Practice?”

Lena’s willingness to take him deep wasn’t all that struck him in that moment. It was knowing she wanted to do that for him because she loved him so much. Ryn ignored the cold and settled to his knees beside her in the stream, overcome with affection.

“You said you wanted to bathe. So how about I wash your hair first?”

Lena gasped in delight and sat up. That caused rivulets of water to course down her shoulders, neck, and breasts enticingly. “You do that now?”

He traced the back of a finger down her cheek. “A woman with hair as beautiful as yours can’t very well be expected to wash it alone.”

Lena giggled and then splashed past him in the stream to grab her small travel pack. She pulled out a small wad of soap that smelled like flowers, then handed it to him. After the horror of learning about the devil plague today, Ryn knew they both needed some normalcy.

Lena traced her fingers across her own palm. “Rub it on your palms, very much, then rub this into my hair and make it slimy. Go slow. Like braiding.”

He kissed her on her cute button nose. “Anything for you, flame goddess.”

Lena smiled wide and sat with her back to him in the stream. Ryn settled in behind her. His bare feet, calves, and bare bottom half remained chilled by the water, but his body was slowly adjusting. Fortunately, having his tunic on lessened the impact of the wind.

Ryn ensured his hands were thoroughly lathered before he wrapped his soapy fingers around Lena’s golden tresses. He kneaded gently and worked his way down each fistful of hair. Lena sighed happily as Ryn tended to her.

As he soaped and massaged her lovely hair, he glanced occasionally at Nephale to make sure nothing was amiss. The one time their gazes met, Nephale blushed bright and grinned. She pointed at Lena, which was clearly telling him to focus on his task.

Once Ryn had Lena’s beautiful golden hair soaped and sudsy, he leaned close and tenderly wrapped his arms around her from behind. Her hot body warmed his cold one. She sighed contentedly as she relaxed against him. Her soapy hair smelled like flowers.

Ryn squeezed her. “I love you like the sun. I really can’t imagine my life without you.”

She squeezed his arms. “Nor me. But why so lovey today?”

“Because I sometimes worry I don’t tell you I care about you enough.”

She craned her neck to smile at him. “I love you, too. You are my everything. All I want.”

“Good. Now, lay back in the stream and I’ll wash your hair.”

“No. I wash later. I want to show you my love.”

Ryn was surprised when she forcefully pushed out of his embrace. She scooted around in the stream to face him. Their bare knees touched as her brown eyes met his, and he could feel her desire for him radiating over their bond.

She eyed him hungrily and licked her lips. “I want my practice now.”

He sighed in mock resignation. “If we must.”

“And this time, you control me. Just like in your dirty dreams.”

“If you like. But... just so we’re very clear about things, this water is very cold.”

Lena’s hot hand found him in the stream. “I will make you warm again.”

Ryn smiled as her very warm hand countered the cold water, then pulled her close and kissed her hungrily. As she brought him to full mast with one hot hand, he rubbed the remaining soap up and down her warm back. She was positively steaming in this cold stream.

He’d just started soaping her boobs as well when she slapped his chest and laughed. “Get up! Getting dark! I still need to wash out soap!”

Ryn gave her one last kiss before he stood while rock hard, which left only his ankles in the stream. Before the cold could attack him, Lena wrapped her lips and mouth around his shaft. As she sheathed him in warmth, he shuddered at the wonderful change in temperature.

She spoke over their bond. “Any fantasy you have, you can indulge with me. Never be ashamed of telling me what you want. I will do it all for you.”

Ryn stroked her soapy hair. “Lena, relax. I’m not about to say no.”

His flame goddess simply wanted him to feel good. Even if what they were about to do might be uncomfortable for her, all that mattered to Lena was giving him another amazing orgasm. He couldn’t imagine loving his second auxiliary any more than he did.

With the last of the sun lighting her body from behind and suds glistening in her golden hair, Lena held him in her mouth and tenderly caressed him with her lips and tongue. As she teased him, Ryn laced his fingers through her hair and cupped the back of her skull.

This was an advanced technique they’d only gotten to try a few times during the four day wait at the Clarion Flight Academy before they’d left. Lena improved every time they “practiced.” Her enthusiasm never flagged... and she was right. He had fantasized about using her like this, and she was very eager to fulfill his fantasies.

As she continued to gently roll her tongue around him, Ryn groaned at the intense heat. After spending so much time in that cold stream, having Lena’s wet lips and wet tongue subtly milking him was even more heavenly. He suspected she wouldn’t get to practice long.

Her lusty thought came over their bond. “Stop being so nice! Take what you want!”

Ryn groaned and pushed himself deeper. Lena barely twitched as she took him to the hilt, then teased his balls with her tongue. She’d barely been able to do that when they first tried this in the Golden Condor. She had already improved so much!

Knowing she’d demand nothing less, Ryn pushed her to the limits of her endurance and then eased back. He allowed her to breathe, but kept his cock in her mouth. As she stared up at him, he felt her lust overflow at the thought of what he desperately wanted to do with her.

“Use me. Use my throat. Make me choke on it.”

Ryn pushed into her willing mouth again, took a firm grip on the back of her head, and then shamelessly fucked her throat. Even the few times Lena gagged on him, he rarely slowed down. He knew she would tell him over their bond if she was in trouble.

As he clutched the back of her skull and focused on how devoted she was to pleasing him, their shared lust burned hot. When he was finally ready to flood her, he slapped his hand hard against the back of her head. He drove himself as deep as she could take.

Lena trembled on her knees as one hand slapped against his thigh and gripped tight, and then she used the other to grab his ass. She wasn’t about to stop now, even if she couldn’t breathe. She was such a devoted auxiliary!

He came so hard he nearly lost his balance, but Lena kept him steady. She was strong when she needed to be, especially when it came to managing her gag reflex. She was getting so much better about that! She swallowed all he gave her eagerly and without complaint.

Finally, and only when Ryn had given her everything he had to give, Lena slipped off him, coughed and blinked back tears, then smiled up at him in satisfaction.

“How much do I improve?”

Ryn leaned down to kiss her on her now sweaty forehead. “At this point, I think I may have to start calling you the goddess of deep throat.”

She laughed and playfully patted his thigh. “Good. Good practice. Now, light is missing, and I still need to wash these suds out of my hair. Go get dry.”

“I will. I’m also going to tell Auri how far you’ve progressed. She’ll be so proud of you!”

“Yes. Boast about me and my amazing throat. Now, get dressed before you freeze.”


Chapter Four




Though Ryn wasn’t completely dry, he could dry out his clothes by the fire tonight. He pulled on his clothing (well, the lower half of his clothing) and then paused. “You know we’re going to watch you until you’re done, right? We’re not leaving you naked in a stream.”

“I can call flame naked!” Lena dropped back into the shallow stream and started washing the suds out of her hair. “But you two watch all you like.”

As Ryn did exactly as she asked, soft footfalls and the softer clanking of armor announced Nephale’s arrival at his side. Her palm briefly and affectionately rubbed his back before she took a few steps away. She wanted to be ready for any threats.

As they both watched Lena bathe, Ryn could feel Nephale’s molten desire over their shared bond. He couldn’t say he was surprised. She took every opportunity to learn.

Finally, Ryn glanced at her. “How are you doing, kitten?”

She gripped his hand as she watched Lena in the stream. “That was so hot.”

Ryn laughed but kept their distance as Lena merrily splashed about. “So you enjoyed watching that, did you?”

“Yes! I loved how animalistic you were with her, and seeing how good she made you feel.” Nephale glanced at him. “Can we try that tomorrow night? In your tent?”

In that moment, Ryn truly couldn’t believe how lucky he was. “You can experiment, but I want you to go at your own pace. I’m not going to use your throat like that, at least not yet. That’s a technique that requires practice and preparation, and it’s not very comfortable.”

“You’d be surprised how uncomfortable I can be.”

“I, uh...” Ryn eyed her. “Thanks?”

She quickly looked away. “That came out entirely wrong.”

He pulled her close and hugged her. “I know what you meant, and I appreciate it.”

She leaned close before easing him away so she could be ready to draw her ether blade if a threat presented itself. “So... could Lena teach me to do that like she does?”

“Possibly.” Ryn’s mind drifted back to the Golden Condor. “Or you could ask Auri.”

“She does that for you, too?”

“Oh, yes. She’s fairly well versed in the art.”

Nephale nodded in obvious determination. “If you like it that much, I’m going to learn to do that for you. I’m going to make you feel as good as you make me feel.”

That was when Lena’s loud moan alerted them both that she wasn’t just washing herself in the stream. As Ryn and Nephale watched, transfixed, Lena dropped back and settled with her knees up and her legs spread. As cold water washed over her body, her fingers played... and Ryn knew she was eager for him and Nephale to watch her.

By the time Lena finally climaxed, loudly, the moon was up and offered just enough light to see. As Lena emerged from the stream... naked... she flicked both palms and summoned bright red flames. She walked forward holding them, and the sight of his second auxiliary emerging naked and dripping from the stream, carrying fire, was breathtaking.

Ryn eyed her with halfhearted reproach. “You know I would have done that for you.”

“I know!” She looked between them in amusement. “But more fun to give you a show.” She motioned with one flaming hand. “Now, I watch for threats. You take care of Nephale.”

Nephale gasped and blushed bright red. “What? I’m fine!”

“You are breathing like a mare in heat, and wet as rainstorm.” She looked at Ryn. “No need to undress her. Do her quick, with your fingers. She keeps armor on while you make her feel like I made you feel. I keep careful watch... and listen close.”

As Nephale glanced at him hopefully, Ryn saw the desperate need in her eyes. After he’d made her watch him fuck Lena’s throat in the stream, and then they’d both watched Lena masturbate, it would be unfair to leave Nephale unsatisfied when she was this aroused.

He pulled Nephale close, kissed her, then forcefully manhandled her around to face away from him. As he pushed against her from behind, he growled quietly in her ear.

“Down.”

Trembling hopefully, Nephale bent over at the waist. Ryn locked her arm behind her back to both balance and restrain her, then drew life ether with his other hand. He held the glow before her eyes so she could anticipate exactly what he was about to do to her.

As Lena dried her body and hair and watched appreciatively, Ryn lovingly traced life ether all over Nephale’s fully-clothed body. She moaned so eagerly he knew she was at her limit, but he didn’t rush. She had, after all, been very patient today.

Finally, as Lena wriggled into her panties and Nephale was close to falling over, Ryn rubbed his ether-infused fingers between Nephale’s legs. He made Nephale peak so hard she collapsed in a heap. She landed and rolled onto her back, panting and glassy-eyed.

Ryn dropped by her side and stroked her cheek. “Are you good now, kitten?”

She thumped the back of her palm onto her forehead. “Gods, yes.”

Lena pulled on her dress, then flipped back the last of her wet hair. She strode over and hooked her arm through his. “Told you both. This is a good stream!”

After they both helped Nephale stand again, the three of them walked back to camp with Lena clutching him tightly on one side and Nephale stumbling against him on the other. Ryn assured them both he was more than alert enough to handle threats, and Nephale’s trust that he could do that for her was a reminder of how far they’d come. As a couple.

By the time they returned to their camp, the small cauldron on the cook fire was bubbling merrily. They’d have soup tonight, and warm soup was welcome after that cold stream. As he settled with Lena and Nephale at his sides and Auri joined them, Ryn looked around for Glory. He spotted her speaking quietly with Saphi.

Saphi cautiously took Glory’s hand. Tentatively, Glory let Saphi lead her to the cook fire. Whatever Saphi had told Glory while Ryn was away playing with Lena and Nephale, it seemed to have had its desired effect.

Ryn was once more awed by Saphi’s incredible empathy and generosity. Few could resist her kind nature for long. He would ask her what she and Glory had discussed later. For now, as they all enjoyed a warm supper together, not one devil interrupted.

After he retired to his private tent with Auri, who was genuinely thrilled to hear her guidance to Lena was bearing fruit, Ryn lovingly took her twice before passing out beside her. He woke up in the pre-dawn with his third auxiliary sleeping contentedly beside him.

Even after all they’d done last night, Ryn still wanted more time with his Mistress before they left his tent. They had so many unrequited years at the academy to make up for. He leaned close, rubbed Auri’s arm until she drifted awake, then whispered softly in her ear.

“Wake up, love. I’m feeling amorous again.”

Her deep blue eyes drifted open, and then she smiled contently. “As am I.”

“I want to kiss and then pleasure you this morning, and I intend to make you peak first.”

Ryn always remembered to tell Auri what he liked and why he was doing it. He knew that ensured she’d never worry about misinterpreting what he wanted. He made her feel loved.

Auri adjusted herself in their bedroll and obediently spread her legs for him. Ryn kissed her until they both knew kissing was not going to be enough, then pleasured her with his fingers and life ether. He did that until, without a sound, her back arched beneath him.

She collapsed not long after, gasping for breath. When her blue eyes finally found his again, slightly unfocused without her spectacles, she eyed him curiously. “And now?”

He rolled onto his side. “We’re going to do that again, but this time, I’ll be inside you.”

She wrapped her arms around him. “On mornings like these, I feel blessed to be yours.”

He held her gaze as he eased himself inside her. She was incredibly wet after all he’d done with her, but that didn’t make her any less tight. She felt as perfect as she always did, and he still sometimes had trouble believing he could now have his Mistress anytime he wished.

She clenched her calves around his back, and then he started fucking her hard enough to make her breasts bounce almost to her chin with each thrust. Her legs tightened as her breathing grew desperate. Small moans escaped her lips as her nails slid across his back.

Ryn pounded her into the bedroll until she arched her back and unleashed a low, orgasmic moan. Finally earning that made him climax inside her. He dropped his head to her pillowy breasts. He had timed their orgasms perfectly... but only to remind her why she was his.

They embraced and breathed together until Ryn recovered enough to push his head up and smile warmly at her. “I loved that. I love you. Good morning.”

She beamed in delight. “And I love you! Good morning, prime.”

They dressed and emerged to the dusk just before sunrise. Nephale glanced over from her post and nodded in obvious approval. Gloriana had settled on her side in a Z shape with her bound hands and bound ankles resting on the grass. It didn’t look comfortable.

As Auri began disassembling their tent, Ryn hated that any of this was necessary. He hated that Glory had to sleep on the grass in bonds. He also wanted to let her sleep as long as possible, but she snapped awake the moment Pebble snorted an eager greeting.

Their eyes met briefly, and then Glory blushed and stared at the grass. It was tempting to ask her how she’d slept, but he barely suppressed what would be a stupid question. He would check on their prisoner after they were ready to travel.

As Auri disassembled their tent, the flap on the auxiliary tent opened. Lena wandered out and cat stretched, then offered a loud yawn. Her blonde hair looked radiant, which reminded Ryn of their fun by the stream. The only woman he hadn’t had last night was Saphi.

He was going to need to remedy that today. Perhaps they could sneak away at lunch.

Over weeks, Ryn and his auxiliaries had all settled into and grown comfortable with their morning routine. Saphi emerged from the tent next, and then, as Nephale kept watch (she always took third watch) Lena, Saphi, and Auri packed up while Ryn got the horses saddled.

The only steed he left alone was Honor. Ryn knew how to saddle a horse, but he had no idea how to saddle a horse with wings. Fortunately, they could still trust Glory to take care of Honor before they slept and ready him in the morning.

Once the horses were ready to go, Ryn returned to find everything ready to move. Glory sat now with her knees pressed against her chest and her arms wrapped around them. Her wrists and ankles remained bound. Nephale stood over her uncertainly.

Ryn glanced at Nephale in surprise. “She’s still bound?”

“She said I should leave those on her until you spoke to her.”

Ryn settled in front of Glory and eyed her calmly. “You don’t need to stay bound once we’re up and about. If she takes over, we can all react in time.”

Glory watched him calmly. “I refuse to put anyone here at risk. I would ask that you keep these on me until we know how she will react to what I suggest.”

“And what do you suggest?”

Saphi hurried over and touched his arm. “We need to go to the Wind Pillars.”

Glory’s eyes widened. “That is not what I asked of you!”

“But that is where we are going to go.”

Glory huffed in obvious annoyance. “I said I would ask him this morning, not that you should insist!” She looked at Ryn again. “Please forgive my presumption. Your responsibility is to the realm and its protection, not my⁠—”

“I think we should divert to the Wind Pillars,” Saphi interrupted firmly. “If we go there, Glory can apologize to Scylla, her wind goddess, for breaking her oath not to make a devil deal. If she does that, she’ll feel better about everything... one way or the other.”

Glory stared at them both with a mixture of longing and alarm. Meanwhile, Saphi stared at Ryn with as firm an expression as he’d ever seen on her. She was determined.

“Glory needs this, Ryn. She should make peace with her goddess while we’re here.”

Ryn nodded thoughtfully. “I’ve only heard of the pillars in passing. What are they?”

Glory sighed. “A journey to them would take you three days out of your way. That is why I did not mention it. I would not ask you to set aside your responsibilities for my whim.”

Ryn glanced around at his auxiliaries. “Three days isn’t so bad. We have time, right? There’s nothing pressing, and we can’t...” He switched to their bond. “We don’t even know where we’re going to start looking for this plague. A diversion gives us more time to think.”

“I’m fine with a little sightseeing,” Nephale thought. “We could all use a break.”

Auri’s thought came next. “If we can spare the time, I have long desired a chance to see the Wind Pillars in person. The way explorers describe them suggests they are unique manifestations of wind ether, physical structures enchanted in such a way that ether actively influences our realm without being drawn from the Firmament. A natural wonder.”

Lena chuckled mentally. “This will also give us time to find more rabbit food.”

Ryn was pleased by the idea of doing something nice for Auri as well. “So we’re agreed, then. We’re taking a side trip to the Wind Pillars so Auri can see a natural wonder, and Glory can hopefully find some small bit of peace.”

He looked at Glory and spoke aloud once more. “It’s not a big ask. We’ll take a detour.”

Her sky-blue eyes widened. “I have no right to ask this of you!”

Ryn resisted the urge to take her hand. “Just as Saphi is entitled to her feelings about you, I’m entitled to mine. I believe you were heroic and selfless when you helped me save your academy, so I believe you deserve consideration. We’ll go to the Wind Pillars.”

Glory dropped forward and kowtowed. She rested her bound wrists on the ground with her forehead pressed to the earth. “Thank you. I am now even more in your debt.”

Ryn couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable at such a display, but if it made Glory feel like she’d offered them the proper thanks, he wouldn’t question it. Saphi walked over in his place and knelt beside Glory, then helped her sit back up. Saphi then looked at Ryn.

“I’m going to get these off her now.”

Ryn found no reason to argue. “Based on Jaelis’s complete lack of reaction, I think she’s fine with us traveling to the pillars. It’ll give her more time to plot her next move... and figure out what else she has to offer me.”

He said that for Jaelis’s benefit as much as theirs. He wasn’t sure what the devil was thinking now that he’d already bested her once. He didn’t need her doing something rash.

Neither Ryn nor Nephale offered to help Saphi remove Glory’s bonds, but only because they needed to be ready. One look was all it took for them to agree to act in tandem if Jaelis emerged. Ryn would pull Saphi to safety, and Nephale would pin Glory to the ground.

Once her bonds were off, Glory winced and rubbed her discolored wrists. As she made to rise, however, Saphi gripped her arm. “You shouldn’t get up and walk around after having your ankles bound like that all night. Let me rub the circulation back into them.”

Before Glory could protest, Saphi leaned in and started massaging Glory’s ankles. Glory moaned and dropped onto her back. “You don’t have to... that is not necessary!”

“It’s fine.” Saphi looked up at Ryn. “And it is very necessary.”

He offered her a faint smile. “I don’t disagree with any of that.”

By the time Glory finally pushed Saphi’s hands away, Auri and Lena had everything packed away in their saddlebags. Nephale offered Glory a hand up, and Glory allowed herself to be pulled to her feet. As she tested her footing, Glory looked at Saphi once more.

“Thank you, Saphielle. For all you have done for me.”

Saphi smiled and patted Glory’s arm. “This is what friends are for.”

“Now, I will prepare Honor. I will not be long.” Glory strode off.

Ryn would have hugged Saphi in that moment if he hadn’t been worried about taking his eyes off Glory... and Jaelis. Every time he decided he couldn’t possibly love his first auxiliary more than he already did, she surprised him. There was no one Saphi wouldn’t help.

Fortunately, Glory was not the only one who knew the way to the Wind Pillars. Auri knew as well, and since she was already leading their procession on Frost, they didn’t have to change their formation to take their detour. Ryn grew more excited as they rode.

The more he considered this detour to a natural wonder and historical landmark, the more he liked the idea. Ever since he’d left the Primal Academy with his auxiliaries to stop the second devil war, everyone had been pushing themselves so hard. They’d been able to enjoy a fine meal here and an amorous night there, but still, sand poured through the hourglass.

But not at the moment. At the moment, they had an open schedule where they could carefully consider their options and mentally scrounge for new leads. He also had to give Jaelis time to doubt herself. After revealing the information about that plague, she must be sweating.

If Ryn made the devil wait long enough, she might grow desperate enough to offer them more information about House Adon, House Belgor’s plans, or even this devil plague. He needed to keep her off balance and trick her into revealing as much information as possible before the inevitable. He also knew something he dared not tell his auxiliaries.

Jaelis was right about the leverage the devils held. If Ryn came to believe the only way to stop a plague—a disaster that could wipe out millions of innocent men, women, and children—was to follow Jaelis into the Firmament, he’d take that risk.

He could risk himself now because his situation wasn’t the same as it had been when he left the Primal Academy. He had already taken huge steps toward stopping a second devil war. Plague aside, he was increasingly confident he had already crippled the devil’s invasion plans, so if he died, well... that would be tragic. But he no longer felt it would doom his realm.

The Primal Academy was secure, the Clarion Flight Academy was secure, and the Bloody Executrix was a stain in a cave outside Kallin’s Grove. The devil mage councilors in the confederacy might still push for war, but that would be far more difficult without Caladan to push from the republic’s side. He doubted the confederacy’s populace supported war.

It was likely that devils had infiltrated other academies, of course, but those academies were all smaller than the Primal Academy. Their Executors lacked the influence and power necessary to make a big move. And while the idea of devil sympathizers in the Righteous Sect remained troublesome, that was only because of what they could tell their devil masters.

The senior members of the Righteous Sect—that is, everyone with enough power to enforce change—were routinely scoured by a rotating set of life mages. They endured that agonizing process every few months, by choice, to ensure their loyalty never strayed. So while devil mages might have infiltrated their lower ranks, they could only do so much.

A detour was fine. A detour was even warranted. And by the time they stopped for lunch, Ryn was feeling so affectionate that he wolfed down his meal and then, without saying a word, took Saphi by the hand and led her away from the camp.

It was time to remind his first love how much he cared about her, too.

Ryn knew Nephale and Lena were stalking them, out of sight, to keep them safe. He confirmed that over their bonds, just as he confirmed Auri was watching Glory. He loved that he could trust each of them to keep the others safe.

His other auxiliaries gave them privacy. That let Ryn hug, kiss, and strip Saphi naked in a small clearing. As they kissed his hands roamed, and he reminded her how much he enjoyed making her orgasm.

After he finished with her for the second time, Saphi giggled madly and thumped his chest. “We can’t just slip away and do this! We’re making everyone wait. That’s not nice.”

Ryn rolled onto his elbow and stroked her hair. “Trust me, absolutely no one minds.”

She clutched him tight. “You are making a horrid mess of Auri’s schedule.” She gently walked her fingers across his leg. “And me.”

“All with good reason.” He stroked some of her sweaty hair out of her face. “I genuinely thought we were on the tail end of this journey. That we’d root out some evil counselors and then spend the next decade traveling the world as we always dreamed, having adventures.”

Saphi smiled coyly. “And sex. So much sex.”

“Still, this recent revelation... this plague... reminded me that no matter how confident I am in my abilities, I could still lose you no matter how hard I fight.”

She gasped and clutched his bicep. “Don’t say that!”

He eased close and stared into her eyes. “To be clear, I’m not going to let such worries haunt me. You wouldn’t want to be around me if I was constantly morose. All this means is that I’ve decided to spend every day we’re together showing you how much I care.”

She watched him tenderly. “Because we might not have a chance the day after that?”

“That’s one part of it. The other reason is because you deserve it. You’re an absolutely wonderful woman, Saphi, and knowing how much you love me always brightens my day.”

Saphi sighed and kissed him softly. “Me too.”

He grinned as her intense love for him washed over their bond. “Also, I didn’t just want some time with you like this. I wanted to tell you how amazing you’ve been with Glory.”

“What do you mean?”

“I had forgotten about these Wind Pillars. I had no idea stopping there to let Glory apologize to her wind goddess might make her feel better about everything. You figured that out.”

“Only because she told me!”

“She told you because you were able to make her trust you. I’m not sure anyone else could have done that, no matter how pure their intentions. There is something intrinsically good about you. Goodness fills your heart. It’s part of why I fell so hard for you.”

She tenderly rubbed her hand up and down his chest. “And I fell in love with you because you’re like this.”

“Ruggedly handsome and great in bed?”

She poked him gently. “You care. Don’t act like I’m the only one with goodness in their heart. The way you care for me and the others is one reason why I love you, and you even look out for people we haven’t met. Like Ella and her parents.”

He eyed her in mock disapproval. “We just agreed to talk about how great you are.”

“I agreed to nothing of the sort!” She snuggled close. “But... we really do need to get dressed and get back. Still...” Her hand drifted down to his legs, and then her fingers slid up and down his thighs. “I haven’t done anything for you. So can I...?”

Ryn hugged her and leaned close. “You can if you’re quick about it.”

With a delighted gasp, she pushed him back and then dropped to his waist. As she wished, he relaxed and let her do what she loved most. Pleasing him. She never took him as deep as Lena, but she had everything else she did down to an art. She always seemed to know exactly what to do with her lips, hands, and tongue to drive him over the edge.

After he finished and she swallowed, Saphi delicately pulled his trousers back up and then gave him a warm, tender hug. “I loved this. You making this time for me.”

“I’ll always make time for you.

“Still, I didn’t expect to have you for lunch.”

Ryn laughed. “You’ve been spending too much time with Lena.”

She giggled. “Or not enough!”

After that they dressed and then walked, arms wrapped around each other, back to their camp. They arrived to find Auri, Lena, and Nephale all waiting by the horses as if they’d been here the whole time. Glory, meanwhile, looked to the east.

Toward the Wind Pillars.

Despite the detour he’d taken to remind Saphi how much he loved her, they still made good time that afternoon until Auri took them off the main road. She led them up an obviously much less traveled side road, and they had to walk slowly to ensure they didn’t miss any holes that might trip and cripple their horses. They were now, truly, off the beaten path.

Going was slower without the main road, and they had to proceed cautiously and keep an eye out for bandits or, worse, ambushes from random devil mages attracted by the extensive collection of devil horns they now carried. Even so, with four bonded auxiliaries, Ryn was confident they could best any attackers with ease.

Their days of travel passed peacefully. While Glory continued to sleep bound every night and eat with them during the day, Jaelis did not emerge again. So either Ryn had set her back enough that she was still mulling over her next move, or she was simply sulking.

Ryn had Nephale in his tent the first night, Lena the next, and Saphi again the night after that, but he also found time for interludes with all of them during their leisurely journey. He treasured the fact that he could now simply ride at a casual pace through this gorgeous countryside with the women he loved. The simple meals they shared, the sights they enjoyed, and their time cooking and cuddling by the cook fire were better than any noble inn.

Ryn knew they would get back to saving the realm soon enough. There would be danger, and worry, and trauma. But for a few days, he and the women he loved could savor their journey. Once he dealt with the devil army for good, this would be his life. Their lives.

That was just one more reason they would all fight hard to earn this life.


Chapter Five




Midmorning on the fourth day after they left the main road, they exited the sparse and pleasant forest to find an intimidatingly deep ravine ahead. It was one of the most impressive ravines Ryn had ever seen, stretching north and south almost to the horizon and wide enough it might take a half day to cross. It sheltered a verdant forest watered by winding streams.

Yet as deep and impressive as this forested ravine was, it couldn’t hold a candle to the four huge stone pillars floating, entirely divorced from the ground, in its center. The distance from the edge made their size deceptive, but Ryn estimated each pillar must be the size of half the Clarion Flight Academy. Greenish lightning crackled between them and the ground.

Each pillar drifted slowly back and forth without ever leaving its base, which appeared to be formed of crackling green lightning and swirling leaves. There was space enough between the pillars that Ryn suspected a person could easily walk between them... not that he would. These rocky obelisks were as tall as small mountains and entirely unconcerned with gravity.

While the pillars seemingly made no sound despite floating above the forest, the wind did. A warm wind swirled and buffeted the pillars and the trees below, and what looked to be hundreds of birds slipped and slid across it with their wings spread. The birds glided rather than flapping, suggesting the warm updraft was sufficient to keep them aloft on its own.

As Ryn belatedly glanced around at his auxiliaries, he found each of them looking as awestruck as he felt. Saphi’s jaw was open at the sight ahead, and she didn’t look inclined to fix that. Nephale stared with almost childlike wonder, and even Lena looked suitably impressed.

And Glory? She fell to her knees and stretched, placing her hands on the earth and her forehead against the dirt. With her face toward the ground, she whispered heated words in Kanton: her native tongue. Ryn couldn’t understand her, but he understood her intent.

She was profusely apologizing for (in her mind) betraying her goddess of wind.

Saphi clutched his arm excitedly. “Ryn, look into the Firmament. Just look at it!”

When a mage focused on it, the Firmament became a half-translucent sheet of sackcloth over the world. Motes of colored ether floated about within it. Mages could see and draw ether that matched their affinity, and when Ryn did, he gasped in wonder.

Because he was a primal conjurer, a rare mage able to draw and channel all types of ether, Ryn saw ether everywhere he looked. The type and density of that ether varied based on his location, but there were always motes he could draw. That was why he was so much more powerful than other mages... there was rarely a place he couldn’t draw and channel something.

Forests tended to be rich in nature and life ether, while grassy plains had nature and wind ether. Rocky areas often had nature and fire ether, and areas with lots of water had flood and wind ether. Spark ether floated in the air and grew thick in storms.

Yet unlike other areas he’d visited, this ravine held it all. All types of ether were visible in the Firmament, every type Ryn had ever seen save for chaos, and the density of that ether was so thick it looked more like a quilt than distinct motes. The light was all but blinding.

At his other side, Lena reached out and traced her hand through the air. In the Firmament, Ryn could see numerous motes of flame ether spreading around her hands like wake left by a boat on a lake. Saphi reached out as well, brushing her fingers through motes of ether like she would draw her fingers through a thick field of grass.

As Ryn marveled at the sight, he glanced at Nephale to see her reaction. He found her watching the pillars in suitable awe, but not the Firmament. Had she not looked?

“Kitten, are you seeing this?”

She glanced at him. “You mean the giant wall of chaos ether?”

Ryn grimaced as he realized he’d asked a stupid question. He could see the forest of motes, as could Saphi, but Lena would only see the flame motes and Auri the nature motes. Because of her chaos affinity, Nephale would only see chaos ether... and none was here.

“Sorry.”

She smiled in obvious amusement. “Make it up to me next time I’m on the schedule.”

He smiled back. “That’s a promise.”

As he turned back to the forest of motes, Ryn sighed happily. Lena and Auri would still see dozens more motes than normal, but to them, this wall of colored lights wouldn’t look nearly as impressive. This was a sight only he and Saphi could share.

As Saphi slipped her arms around him and he instinctively hugged her tight, he knew she was thinking the same thing. He would never keep anything from his auxiliaries by choice, but in this case, it wasn’t his choice. It warmed him to have a sight for him and his first love alone.

As Auri walked to stand on the other side of Lena, she adjusted her spectacles and touched her hand to his back. “The pillars are even more impressive than I’d dreamed.”

Ryn pulled his gaze from the wall of ether and focused on the equally as impressive and seemingly impossible sight in the ravine beyond. “That is an accurate statement.” As Saphi cuddled close, Glory prayed, and his auxiliaries stared, he asked what they were all thinking.

“How are they floating like that?”

Auri walked to the edge of the ravine without taking her eyes off the magnificent sight. The warm wind toyed with her short black hair and loose clothing. Watching the wind course over her made her even more beautiful.

Auri glanced over her shoulder once she arrived as her features settled into a cast Ryn recognized. He was about to get a lecture, but he’d requested this one. Auri took a deep breath that, as always, caused her breasts to strain against her blouse. She didn’t intentionally do that to draw attention before a lecture, but it certainly worked on Ryn.

“The Wind Pillars are first spoken of in writings by explorers that predate the devil war by hundreds of years. In that time, Clarion was once a lightly settled continent with many disparate tribes. Almost all histories in the Clarion tribes were passed down orally, as while they could read and write in Kanton, they, for whatever reason, chose not to do so.”

At his side, Glory continued kowtowing to the Wind Pillars. She whispered soft and beautiful words just loud enough for Ryn to hear. In what few clear memories he had from Executor Xaven’s time, Glory had never spoken Kanton to him. It was a beautiful language.

Ahead, Auri turned her gaze once more to the seemingly impossible pillars of stone. “The first accounts of the pillars were thus deemed nonsense by the scholars in Dalry who read them. You may remember that it was Queen Victoria of Dalry who united all the nomadic tribes on the central continent. They joined with the provinces of Corrin and Hesia, along with the united nomadic tribes, to form the Lachlan Confederacy.”

Ryn sort of remembered that. “So no one believed those first explorers.”

“Even so, the explorers were respected enough that additional expeditions were sent, and when those men and women returned with the same accounts, the mages of Dalry took an interest. What followed was over a century of intensive studies as Dalry mages studied the Wind Pillars and gathered oral histories from the Clarion tribes, who would eventually⁠—”

“Scylla.” Glory spoke of her goddess so reverently Auri ceased her lecture at once.

Ryn glanced at her in surprise. Glory was on her feet now, with her wrists pressed together and her palms facing up. Head lowered, she walked toward the edge of the ravine. The closer she came to it, the more Ryn was worried she might be thinking of jumping off.

As Glory approached the edge, Auri’s deep blue eyes sought out Ryn’s. As she spoke over their bond, he sensed a hint of worry. “Should I stop her?”

Ryn clutched Saphi’s hand to ease his nervousness. “No, let her do what she likes. She’s not going to jump. I think this is part of her process for asking forgiveness.”

He might not know this Glory as well as his future self had known his, but both of them knew their Glory well enough to know she’d never kill herself. While another woman might seek to escape the burden of her devil deal, Glory had given Ryn her oath she would endure the devil’s curse. The only time Glory had ever broken an oath was to save her academy.

Still, Ryn’s heart was practically in his throat by the time Glory stopped walking... less than a pace from the sheer edge of the ravine. Once there, she sank to her knees and lowered her head. As she rested her hands, palm up, on the rock, Ryn breathed a sigh of relief.

She was praying. He assumed she was praying. She spoke no words.

He and his auxiliaries stood in respectful silence as Glory made whatever peace she needed to make with her goddess. It wasn’t difficult to wait with her. The four massive stone pillars continued to drift about in place like boats at anchor. If that sight wasn’t magnificent enough, he could watch the hundreds of birds fly or the rivers flow below.

Ryn was glad he had come to see the Wind Pillars while he was here in Clarion. To the best of his knowledge, there was nothing else like these four floating pillars in all the world. He and his auxiliaries would treasure this memory for the rest of their lives.

Glory rose once more. As she stared out at the pillars, she pressed her hands together and bowed her head. Then, she turned to face Ryn and offered a genuine smile.

“Thank you, Ryn. Thank you, everyone. I have offered contrition to Scylla. An oath breaker can never find forgiveness, but at least I can die knowing⁠—”

Saphi gasped. “Watch out!”

As Saphi’s warm body slammed into him, Ryn stumbled aside just before Honor, galloping at top speed, blew past him in a blur of snorting white muscle. How had he not heard the massive pegasus coming? As Glory’s eyes widened, she thrust out one palm in command.

“Stop!”

Glory’s pegasus slammed into her headfirst and sent her flying out over the ravine. Ryn howled in despair and belatedly dashed forward, but he’d barely made two steps before Honor leapt off the cliff after Glory, who was still plummeting. It was a nightmarish reminder of when Glory’s spell form had knocked him off the path from Braedon, but reversed.

As Ryn glanced at Nephale in desperation, he remembered their bond. “Grab her!”

“I can’t!” Nephale thought back in anguish. “I don’t have any chaos ether!”

Lena pointed excitedly. “He got her! Honor caught her!”

As Ryn turned back to the ravine, he gawked in disbelief. He spotted Honor flapping his wings vigorously in the distance, easily staying aloft thanks to the warm updrafts. And dangling from his mouth by the back of her armor...

Ryn shouted after her in disbelief. “Glory!”

The wind sucked away his shout. She couldn’t hear him, and she and Honor were already tiny in the distance. Honor was now winging off with her to... where?

After a moment, Ryn stared at his auxiliaries. “What in the hells?”

Saphi’s hand popped against her lips. “He rescued her. He rescued her!”

“From what?”

Saphi winced as she held his gaze. “The people who were planning to execute her.”

Gods! Was Saphi right? Was Honor intelligent enough to understand that if he didn’t get his valkyrie away from the people traveling with her, they would eventually execute her?

As Ryn looked back over the ravine and the hundreds of birds lazily circling above, he knew one thing. Honor had picked the perfect time to strike. Like he’d planned this all along.

An average pegasus couldn’t easily take flight with a full-grown human on his back. A woman who was lighter overall was easier to carry aloft, but it was still difficult and tiring for a pegasus to fly with someone on his back. For that reason, all valkyries were mages with an affinity for wind ether, and they channeled wind forms to aid their pegasi in flight.

Without Glory on his back to aid him with her wind spell forms, Honor would normally never have been able to fly with a woman’s full weight on him. But thanks to the endless updrafts in the ravine, he was able to both fly and carry Glory by the back of her armor.

The idea that Glory could have arranged this herself came and went. As with her oath to never kill herself, she had also given him an oath she would not flee his custody. He knew without question that Glory had not wanted Honor to snatch her up and wing away... and Ryn had absolutely no idea how he was going to follow them.

After Honor and Glory had vanished into the distance, Ryn turned to his auxiliaries. “Well, we’ve seen the Wind Pillars. What natural wonder should we go see next?”

Lena thumped his arm. “No time for jokes.”

“Oh, it’s time. I could use all sorts of jokes right now, because we didn’t just lose Glory and her pegasus. We lost Jaelis, the only one who can tell us more about this plague.”

Nephale clanked forward in her armor. “Why did the maid go out to milk the cow and come back with milk on her face?”

Ryn stared at her. “Is that... are you actually telling a joke?”

Her features bunched up defensively. “You asked!”

Auri’s warm hand rested upon his shoulder. “Prime, you need not blame yourself for losing Glory. I have never heard of a pegasus acting in this manner before.”

“I don’t blame myself. I blame Honor!” He glanced at Saphi to find her staring out forlornly over the ravine. “Though I guess I understand his reasoning.”

Lena rubbed his back. “Honor wants to protect his valkyrie. Best way to do that, for him, is to take her. He only knows protect, not what will happen if he does.”

Nephale walked past Ryn to join Saphi in looking into the ravine. “That is a long way down. We won’t be able to climb down into that ravine without breaking our necks. We’d need real climbing equipment, good ropes, pitons... everything we don’t have at the moment.”

Saphi turned back to face Ryn. “So how do we find her? How can we save her?”

As Ryn examined the distant pillars in annoyed contemplation, he came to a depressing but inevitable conclusion. “We wait.”

Lena scoffed. “For what?”

“For Glory to fly back here, I suppose.”

Auri crossed her arms beneath her breasts and eyed him curiously. “You believe that once Honor releases her, Glory will convince him to fly back to us of his own free will?”

“I know pegasi can’t fly forever with the weight of a human, especially without the help of Glory’s wind spell forms. Honor can glide in this ravine with all those updrafts, but he’s going to tire. He’s going to have to set Glory down, and when he does so, she’ll ride him back.”

Lena joined his contemplation of the ravine. “Or he refuses to bring her back, and she wanders down there in the trees for months. Eating rabbit food.”

“I hope it won’t be that long. I’d like to see some more of the countryside around here. Even so, Glory gave me her word she would not flee my custody, and she knows how important it is she stay with us until we find out more about this plague. Not to mention Jaelis.”

Saphi winced. “She won’t give up on convincing you to enter the Firmament with her.”

“That’s right. So both Glory and the devil in her head have good reasons to come back here after they have a chat with Honor. So, we’ll gather enough wood daily to light a signal fire, just to ensure Glory can find us no matter where she ends up in this ravine. And while it burns and we wait for her to fly back, we’ll spend the rest of the time doing... something.”

Nephale nodded. “If no one has any other ideas, I’d recommend lots of sex.”

Lena laughed and bumped Nephale’s arm with her fist. “So shameless. I love it.”

“I’m shameless?” Nephale grinned at Lena. “You’re the one who throated him in a stream. While I watched.”

“You could do more watching.”

“True. I do still need you to teach me how you do what you did without gagging.”

Lena glanced at Ryn as she moved to stand beside Nephale, then slipped an arm around Nephale’s waist. “We stuck here for tonight. Many nights too. Why not practice together?”

Nephale glanced at Lena, then grinned slyly at Ryn. “That could work.”

Ryn stared at them both. Suddenly, being stuck here waiting for Glory to return felt a lot less annoying. So Lena... and Nephale... together... were going to...

Auri spoke up from his side. “I understand your thinking, prime, but we cannot make camp here forever. As difficult as it may be to accept, we may have to resume our journey if we cannot recover Gloriana and her pegasus in a reasonable amount of time.”

Saphi looked at Auri worriedly. “But what if the devil takes her?”

“A single devil mage is dangerous to travelers, but alone and without support, she can do little harm to the realm as a whole. Given we now face the threat of a plague that could sicken or kill millions, we must eventually return our focus to stopping that.”

Ryn stroked his chin, which was just starting to get scruffy again, and nodded as he made the only decision he could. “We’ll wait two weeks.”

Auri watched him calmly. “Can we afford to dally here that long?”

“Under normal circumstances I’d say no, but our best lead on the plague continues to be Jaelis. I have no scuffing idea where we would go to look for it without her.” Ryn looked around at his auxiliaries. “If any of you have any ideas of where else to look, I’d love to hear them and will alter our plans. But I can’t think of anything else to do right now.”

Lena looked annoyed, but mainly with herself. Saphi and Auri seemed baffled as well. As for Nephale, she left Lena and walked over to where Ryn stood. She brushed back her hair.

He eyed her curiously. “Something on your mind, kitten?”

Nephale took his hands. “You’re right. We can’t back the devils into a corner until we neutralize their plague, and given we have no leads on that plague, waiting here for Jaelis makes sense. So we’ll make camp in this area until Glory returns or two weeks pass.”

Ryn nodded. “I guess it’s settled, then. So, if no one has any other objections⁠—”

Nephale kissed him before he could finish, and kept doing so. Saphi squeezed his hand at the same time, and then Auri began massaging his back. He felt very loved in that moment, and when Lena teasingly brushed her warm fingers across his arm, he sighed happily.

When Nephale stepped back, Ryn was surrounded by his lovely auxiliaries. Women he would protect with his life. Women he would never abandon.

Nephale poked his stomach. “So if we’re going to be stuck here for the next two weeks, I see no reason why I can’t start teaching you how to fight.”

Ryn eyed her. “I can fight.”

“With spell forms. But after we took down those devil soldiers on the bridge over Cooper’s Gorge, you told me you wanted to learn how to use a blade like mine. I think I could teach you the basic moves in a few weeks, at least enough to avoid slicing your own leg off.”

Auri squeezed Ryn’s shoulder before she walked off to stare once more at the Wind Pillars. “If we are to make camp here, that would give me time to organize my notes regarding our investigation into Executrix Helena. I would like to do so while my thoughts are fresh.”

Saphi smiled wide. “And I’ll practice my spell forms! I haven’t had much time to do that since we’ve been so busy stopping devils and saving people, but I need to start learning them if I’m going to channel ether in the Firmament. That’s a way I can help everyone.”

Lena sighed at Ryn’s other side. “I suppose I could nap.”

As everyone glanced at her in surprise, she eyed them all in annoyance. “What? I am already perfect at many things, so why should I train more? I never have time to nap!”

Ryn chuckled, then glanced at Nephale again. “So why did the milkmaid come back with milk on her face? Was it her first time milking a cow?”

“It was.” Nephale grinned wide. “So she milked the bull by mistake.”

As Ryn’s mind put two and two together, his jaw dropped. Saphi stared wide-eyed, and then, Lena doubled over and started slapping her knee while laughing uproariously. Auri adjusted her spectacles and considered Nephale’s joke carefully.

Lena nearly tumbled over as she laughed at the idea. “Milked... the bull... by mistake!”

Ryn ruefully shook his head. “Where did you hear that joke?”

Nephale smiled smugly. “Executor Xaven told me that one.”

Ryn laughed despite his annoyance over their day. “I’ve never heard it myself, so I must make a few new friends in the future. Or I did. In your time. Not in ours.”

Nephale sobered a bit. “We’re now flowing down an entirely different stream.”

“But you know what, kitten? It’s a good joke. Thank you.”

She blushed. “Happy to help.”

They spent the rest of their morning gathering wood, tinder, and materials that would cause the fire to emit a thick black smoke. If they were building a fire for cooking or warmth, that would be undesirable, but in this case, it was a signal fire. Smoky was best.

After they had enough materials to keep the fire going, they gathered rocks to build a fire pit on the edge of the ravine. If they lit a fire here, Ryn knew, the smoke would be highly visible during the day. Better yet, at night, a light up here would be visible across the ravine.

It was possible their signal fire could draw unwelcome travelers, but this deep into the wilderness that was unlikely. It was also possible valkyries flying a long patrol might spot their smoke column and investigate, which would be the best case. Once Ryn explained the situation, he would have a full flight of valkyries and their pegasi to track down Honor and Glory.

There was also the chance the smoke or fire could draw devil mages or someone less friendly, but again, since they were carrying a backpack full of devil horns, devil mages could already sense those from a good ways away. A fire added no further risk in that respect.

Once they’d prepared their fire pit and gathered more than enough wood and tinder to keep it burning for the rest of the day, they took a break to enjoy another leisurely lunch. As mundane as these simple moments might be, Ryn continued to treasure them. Whenever he grew restless, turning his eyes to the magnificent floating wind pillars helped.

After lunch Auri and Lena built a sizeable base which Lena then lit with liberal applications of flame ring and flame burst. Meanwhile Ryn, at the insistence of his auxiliaries, relaxed against a tree. Saphi sat contentedly in his lap while Nephale pressed close against his left side. He kept one arm around Saphi’s waist and his hand at the small of Nephale’s back.

As they watched Lena and Auri stoke the fire higher and higher, Nephale leaned close against Ryn and spoke. “Hey, Saphi?”

Saphi glanced at her. “Hmm?”

“Since I’m already going to be teaching Ryn how to swing a blade around without chopping his nose off, how would you like me to teach you some basics as well?”

Saphi gasped. “I can’t sword fight!”

“Why not? You have arms.”

Saphi looked at Ryn in alarm, then at Nephale. “I’m too weak.”

“So we’ll get you a lighter sword. I’ve been thinking about what we might encounter down the road, and while you can now defend yourself in the Firmament, there’s still not much you can do in conflicts here in this realm except channel ether to Ryn.”

“Or Lena and Auri.” Saphi sounded defensive about that.

Nephale smiled. “I’m not trying to make you feel bad. I really do think you could do well with a sword, especially a light sword like a rapier. Learning to use a blade isn’t that different from learning spell forms. It’s all about learning how to move your body.”

Ryn thoughtfully squeezed Saphi’s waist. “That’s a fantastic idea, snow lily. You’re already really good at learning spell forms, and I would feel better if I knew you had a weapon to defend yourself and some basic idea how to use it.”

Saphi wriggled to sit in his lap sidesaddle and stared into his eyes. “You really think I could learn to use a sword? Or a dagger? You think I could handle that?”

“I doubt there’s anything you can’t do. Not to mention both of us will have one amazing teacher.” He smiled at Nephale. “You’ve taught before, right?”

“I have... been taught.” Nephale shrugged. “Can’t be that different.”

Ryn squeezed Saphi’s thigh. “So that’s our plan for the next few days. When we’re not taking our shift tending the fire or admiring the Wind Pillars, you, me, and Nephale will slap each other around with sticks. Nothing like some healthy bruising to keep us on our toes.”

Saphi made a face. “I don’t know if I can hit you, though. Either of you.”

Ryn smiled knowingly. “Who says we’ll let you land a hit?”

She frowned and poked him in the stomach. “Mean.”

By the ridge, Lena raised both arms and cackled madly. “Now that is a fire!”

As Ryn glanced her way, he had to agree. People would be likely to see the thick black smoke now rising for leagues around, especially with the way the updraft from the ravine was carrying it higher. Perhaps they could attract a flight of valkyries. While most patrols wouldn’t fly further than a day from the academy, he knew some also flew further out.

Lena walked back toward them with the fire roaring behind her. She grinned wide as she pointed over her shoulder. “We made that!”

Ryn couldn’t help but smile back. Lena just looked so proud of herself.


Chapter Six




Once Lena and Auri were comfortable tending the signal fire, Ryn decided it would be a good time for him to take Nephale and Saphi into the woods to search for some sturdy branches they could carve into makeshift swords... with help from Nephale’s ether blade. Ryn had seen her blade cut through a full tree trunk with ease, so it could easily carve up wood.

The search took them most of the afternoon, but Ryn didn’t mind. Saphi alternated between clutching his hand or rushing off to kneel by pretty flowers or budding trees. All the while, she gazed about at the wilderness in delight.

Clarion might grow colder than the republic, but when it wasn’t cold, it was a beautiful country. They encountered all sorts of wild beauty as they walked, and even a group of multi-colored butterflies. Ryn wondered if the fact that the Wind Pillars stayed warmer than the rest of the countryside allowed these butterflies to survive the cold.

Nephale did her best to keep a stoic face as she escorted them both. Yet Ryn could feel both wonder and pleasure seeping over their bond in equal measure. Nephale had grown up in a world of smoke and ash, so the rich wilderness of Clarion must be a welcome change. He was so glad she could see this with them.

The sun was low when they found a fallen tree, recent enough that the wood had not started to rot. It had a number of long, straight branches that would be perfect for carving into wooden swords. Better yet, one of the branches was light enough they could carve a smaller sword for Saphi. Nephale lopped off three branches, and then they each carried their own.

It was close to sunset by the time they returned to camp. Despite having seen the magnificent view many times before, the sight of the Wind Pillars once again astonished Ryn. With the sun now a red smear on the horizon, the amount of green lightning crackling below the floating stone pillars and around them was even more noticeable.

What looked like dirt particles at this distance were likely rocks as big as his head or larger. They’d been swept up in the greenish lightning and now orbited the wind pillars like fallen leaves swirling in a whirlpool. The signal fire was burning lower with the sun going down, as light, not smoke, was now its most important feature.

Lena and Auri had been tending the signal fire all afternoon while Ryn was off with Nephale and Saphi looking for sticks, so Ryn ordered a change of the guard. As Lena and Auri settled down for some well-deserved relaxation, Saphi got started on supper. Ryn rubbed down their horses and checked them over as Nephale left to do her nightly patrol.

Despite the fact that they’d only ridden the horses a little today, they still expected their evening rundown. With Honor gone, Ryn had no question that Frost was once more feeling like the king he was. He even started crowding Pebble until Ryn made him knock it off.

After Ryn and his auxiliaries all settled by the campfire, they enjoyed the simple but delicious soup Saphi had prepared. As the fire crackled and the wind in the ravine blew, and the forest came alive with night sounds, he again took the time to appreciate this moment.

He kept expecting some horror to tear this tranquility apart, but it never arrived. There was just the lovely fire, the cool night, and the company of the women he loved. He was still staring up at the stars when Nephale kissed him.

She didn’t shove him onto his back. She didn’t tug his clothes off. She just kissed him gently, and he sighed against her lips and considered how glad he was to be with her. She had been giving him many surprise kisses recently, and he couldn’t be happier about that.

As they kissed, he could feel Nephale’s warm affection for him flowing over their bond... and possibly more. She had told him she wanted love. He now knew he could give that to her, and after all they’d shared together, he was fast on the way there himself.

Nephale soon eased him away and looked at the others. “We’re safe out here for a few hours at least. There’s no one for leagues around. Just us and the fire.”

Saphi clutched Ryn’s hand. “So we don’t need a watch?”

Nephale smiled tolerantly. “We don’t need a watch yet.”

Saphi eagerly kissed Ryn as well. He wrapped his hands around her and stroked her hair until the feeling of a warm hip pressed against his told him Lena was now feeling lonely. Eventually, as Saphi’s tongue played with his, Lena loudly cleared her throat.

Saphi eased away with a giggle, and then Lena drew him in for another warm kiss. She had no sooner finished before Auri settled on her knees before him. She gently wrapped him up in her arms, then drew him forward so he could rest his head on her pillowy bosom.

Auri lovingly kissed the top of his head. “This was a good day.”

Nephale rubbed Ryn’s arm. “Agreed. Given how it started, it was downright perfect.”

Ryn sighed with his head resting contentedly on Auri’s breasts. It was more habit than anything, but soon his hands were roaming and squeezing as he grew hard. When he looked up to check on her, Auri smiled knowingly.

“I am on the schedule tonight. But as Nephale has confirmed, we are alone in this wilderness. As we do not need to rise early tomorrow, I am more than happy to share.”

Saphi giggled. “That’s very generous of you, Mistress.”

Lena leaned forward with a mischievous glint in her eye. “I have idea.”

Auri eyed her curiously. “Oh?”

Lena looked at Ryn, then smiled her naughty smile. “Stay.”

He raised one eyebrow at her. “Excuse me, second auxiliary?”

“You stay here! By the fire. Get comfy, maybe take a few clothes off. We’ll be back.” Lena rose and beckoned to the others. “Come! We talk in private, so Ryn can’t hear.”

Ryn eyed them in amusement. “Hear what?”

Nephale and Auri exchanged a glance, then rose. Saphi, after one tentative glance at Ryn, rose to follow them. Ryn watched in amused curiosity as all four women walked over to huddle by his tent. With Lena leading, they spoke in soft tones.

As much as he strained his ears to hear them, he couldn’t hear anything over the wind and night sounds. What were they planning over there? This was obviously a Lena plan, and Lena plans were always absolutely amazing... or terrifying.

One by one, his auxiliaries nodded. Saphi giggled and hurried back, followed by Lena, Nephale, and then Auri. As Ryn sat up, Auri dropped to her knees beside him and pressed one hand to his chest. Seeing her desire, Ryn contentedly relaxed on his back.

Nephale glanced at Lena, then turned to put her back to her. “Help me with my armor.”

As Lena helped Nephale unclasp her cuirass and ease it off, Saphi settled on his other side and took his hand in both of hers. She gently massaged his palm with her fingers, never letting go. Meanwhile, Auri touched his chin with her fingers so he could look up at her.

“Prime, Lena has devised a game for us. We would like you to participate.”

“Is this a drinking game?”

“We considered that option, but we do not have enough alcohol for everyone. We do, however, have a blindfold.”

Ryn stared in surprise. “For what?”

Lena leaned close, blond hair dangling as she stared in amusement. “Is guessing game!”

“And... what are we guessing?”

“You guessing.” She winked. “We ask you questions, then see how well you know us.”

Ryn looked around at the four women who had now settled on all sides of him. Auri sat contentedly at his feet, while Nephale and Lena sat to his left and Saphi sat to his right. All of them looked eager to play Lena’s game, and he decided he could humor them this once.

“Fine, I’ll play. But I need to know the rules and the stakes.”

Lena nodded in satisfaction. “Is simple to play. We blindfold you, then you relax on this bedroll by the fire. No peeking! We ask you questions about us, and you answer.”

“And if I’m wrong?”

“You lose one piece of clothing.”

Ryn was starting to understand where this game might go. “And if I’m right?”

Lena snorted as if he’d asked the silliest question in the world. “Then we do, silly. Also, you get one kiss for each right answer.”

Ryn nodded sagely. “And what happens if you or I run out of clothing?”

“The game ends!” Lena leaned close enough her hair dangled inches from his face, then traced her warm palm across his chest. “You like it either way, though.”

Ryn did his best to ignore the tingle from her fingers. “You’re on.”

Lena purred in satisfaction. “Good. But also... no cheating.” She motioned to Auri.

Auri’s expression remained neutral as she opened her small pack. As Ryn watched her curiously, she pulled out a gleaming golden ether blocker. At the sight of Ryn’s now dubious gaze, Auri pressed her lips together in obvious concern.

“Lena believes that for this game to be fair to us, we must ensure that you cannot sense our emotions over our bonds. However, this is only possible if you wear a blocker.”

“While blindfolded.” Ryn looked around at his auxiliaries. “That does make it harder.”

Saphi rubbed his arm. “You don’t have to. We can play without it.”

Nephale bumped Lena’s shoulder with hers and smiled at him. “Or you can live dangerously. You choose. We’re all fucking either way.”

Ryn smiled. “While a wiser man than me might refuse, I can see how this might be fun. Moreover... I trust you.” He looked around at his wonderful auxiliaries. “I trust each one of you with my life, so you may be the only four souls in the world I’d let put a blocker on me.”

“Awww!” Saphi beamed and moved to kiss him again.

Lena intercepted her with a raised palm. “No kissing! Not yet. He has to answer right.”

Saphi pouted and sat back. “Fine. But I’m going to kiss him a lot once he does.”

Auri eyed him cautiously. “Prime, you are certain this is okay?”

“It is. As Lena said, it wouldn’t be fair if I could tell which one of you was nervous or expectant after you asked a question. I could learn too much over your bonds.”

“Then... sit up, please.”

Ryn sat up. Auri leaned forward, breasts pressing against her tight blouse, and snapped the ether blocker open. As she eased it around his neck, Ryn took a breath. When she snapped it shut, he felt his connection with his auxiliaries vanish.

It was unnerving... but having no idea what the women he loved were thinking or feeling about him was also surprisingly arousing. He’d grown so used to feeling their presence in his mind that not feeling them was novel. He had no idea what they wanted to do with him.

Lena and Saphi both eased him onto his back, and then Lena pulled out the blindfold. She wrapped it around Ryn’s head and tightened it enough it wouldn’t fall off. Ryn had been worried he might feel nervous like this, but surrounded by these women, women he trusted and loved and who loved him in return, he felt safe.

Saphi spoke beyond his blindfold. “So... who goes first?”

Lena spoke up. “I will ask questions. Saphi, Auri, you give me yours over bond. Neph? You whisper in my ear. Then, we see how good our prime is at getting our clothes off.”

Ryn smiled past his blindfold. “Bring it on, second auxiliary.”

Lena cleared her throat. “First question! Whose hair is this? Reach up.”

Ryn raised an eyebrow behind his blindfold, then raised his hand. Glossy hair tickled his fingers. As he gently wounded his fingers through a woman’s hair, he smiled.

Lena was starting with an easy one. Given how much he’d enjoyed washing her hair in a stream, he couldn’t touch it without recognizing its texture, gloss, and warmth.

“Lena.”

She scoffed and yanked her hair away. “I told you that was too easy!”

Saphi giggled. “But you said we should start with an easy one! Now, we promised he’d get a reward.”

Saphi’s warm, soft lips found his. As she kissed him lovingly, Ryn kissed her back and sighed happily. He would gladly answer their questions if this was the response.

As Saphi continued kissing him more and more amorously, Ryn heard clothing rustling from his other side. Nephale whistled appreciatively.

“I expected you to start with a boot.”

Ryn could hear Lena’s impish shrug. “Too hot. Much cooler now.”

So Lena had taken something off? Something that surprised Nephale? Because she was too hot? As he remembered the day they’d met, and the way her thin, transparent tunic had clung to her breasts while drenched in sweat, he greatly regretted agreeing to the blindfold.

Saphi finished giving him his reward, then reluctantly eased away. Ryn was tempted to sit up and fumble around for her, but he had promised he’d play this game fairly. So far.

Lena cleared her throat. “Next question! Who does not like bugs?”

Ryn rolled his eyes inside his blindfold. “Saphi.”

His first love giggled in delight and clutched his hand. “I only told you the day we met, and that was almost a year ago!”

Ryn smiled. “The moment you told me you were afraid of those, I memorized it. That way, I’d be ready to get rid of one if it ever made you uncomfortable.”

“Awww!” More clothing rustled, and then Saphi sighed. “I guess... will this do?”

Lena chuckled. “That is good choice.” Now Lena’s hot lips touched his, and she kissed him hard enough he felt his head pressing against the bedroll. So she wasn’t that annoyed he’d answered his first two questions correctly.

As Lena pulled away, his lips cooled without her. Also, what was Saphi now not wearing? This was growing more maddening by the moment.

Ryn clapped his hands together for attention. “I’m two for two here, ladies. If this is all you have, I suspect all four of you are going to be chilly despite the fire.”

“Oh, we make it harder!” Lena sounded rather competitive now. “Next question! Raise hand, palm up! Keep hand steady.”

Ryn smiled and raised one hand as she’d instructed.

“Whose fingernails are these?”

Ryn frowned as a slim, firm edge drifted teasingly across his palm. Whoever was touching him traced multiple circles before they eased away, so they gave him plenty of time to analyze the feeling. He suspected this would be easier than they thought.

Saphi always kept her nails short and flat so she could easily cook and clean, but the nail that brushed his palms had been sculpted to a point. Moreover, Nephale’s nails were rough and flat as well, both due to her profession and practicality.

Lena and Auri both had longer nails that could easily be responsible for the tingle in his palms, but Lena’s always felt a bit hotter than anyone else’s. He also recognized these sculpted nails. She’d been raking them on his back as he fucked her so hard she could barely breathe.

Ryn smiled confidently. “Auri.”

Lena huffed. “He too good at this.”

“He is impressive,” Auri said appreciatively.

Cloth rustled and bodies moved, and then Lena chuckled. “Really, Mistress?”

“I suspect he will get many questions correct. I should undress conservatively.”

A hand landed by his ear, and then Nephale kissed him hard. He knew it was her because of how aggressively her lips pressed against his and the way her glossy hair tickled his cheek. She also kept kissing him, and a moment later, Lena spoke up. “Okay, keep guessing.”

Nephale brushed Ryn’s cheek with her finger as she slipped away. “He’s winning, Lena.”

“Yes, for now. But I know how we stump him!”

There was silence, and then Ryn heard women whispering. He strained his ears, but couldn’t pick out words. A moment later, cloth rustled beyond his blindfold.

Who was it? Who was removing their clothing, and why were they doing it?

Cloth rustled above him, and then Saphi gasped. “Hey, that’s not fair!”

Lena chuckled. “Doesn’t have to be fair, only possible. Okay, prime. Both hands up, palms up. Keep them steady.”

Ryn complied. A moment later a pair of soft, round objects brushed his palms. Before Ryn realized they were boobs, they slipped away. He hadn’t even had time to grope!

More cloth rustled, and then Lena spoke up. “Whose boobs?”

This was escalating! Still, he’d handled everyone’s enough that he was an expert. He immediately eliminated Auri, simply because her breasts were so large he could never get his hands around them. These had been smaller than that.

That left Saphi, Nephale, and Lena in order of smallest to largest. Saphi’s were a wonderful handful, Lena and Nephale’s required a bit more work, and Auri’s were so large she easily topped the scales. As he remembered Lena whispering to Nephale, the sound of clothing being removed, and Saphi’s protest, he knew he’d solved this problem.

“Saphi’s.”

Lena chortled in delight. “One for us!”

Ryn frowned. “Wait, what?”

Saphi sighed and squeezed his hand. “They pulled my top off to make you think they were my breasts, but then Nephale slipped off hers. Lena made me promise not to tell.”

Before Ryn could protest, two strong women touched his shoulders and grabbed his tunic. As they rolled it up, he had no choice but to let them strip it off him. As multiple palms slid across his now bare flesh, however, he couldn’t find cause to complain.

Saphi whispered in his ear. “You can touch my boobs all you want after the game.”

Lena harrumphed. “No winner yet! Still plenty of time to play.”

Even with the blindfold and the disadvantage of the ether blocker, Lena soon discovered Ryn knew his auxiliaries remarkably well. While he eventually lost both boots and then his pants, Lena, Auri, Saphi, and Nephale all lost multiple articles of clothing. He was winning this game four on one, and he was getting lots of kisses.

Saphi laughed in delight when Ryn answered her question correctly. “Well, I’m out.”

Nephale chuckled as well. “I was out two questions ago.”

“But you still have your panties!”

“Wait. Are we stripping down to our underwear, or going completely nude?”

There was a pause as another clothing item slipped off flesh, and then Saphi spoke again. “If we were playing to underwear, I lost one question ago.”

So Saphi was naked. And Nephale was down to her panties. And Lena and Auri had lost enough times that he could only imagine how much skin they were showing off right now. Ryn really wanted to snatch off this blindfold, but a deal was a deal.

He raised both hands and groped an imaginary pair of boobs. “So, who’s left?”

“Me,” Lena said. “I still have skirt.”

“And panties?” Saphi asked curiously.

Lena chuckled. “No.”

“Auri? How are you?”

“Quite naked, prime.”

Ryn grinned past his blindfold. “Then it’s just you and me, second auxiliary.”

Lena dropped to speak close to his ear. “For now.”

“Then let’s flip this around. Lena, all of you have to answer a question about me. You can confer with the others first, but you have to get every part of it right.”

“Interesting. And if we do?”

“Then you win.”

“And if we don’t?”

“Then I get to do whatever I want with you.”

Lena scoffed in amusement. “We let you do that anyway.”

“Right, but it’s more fun to make you throat me after I’ve beaten you at something.”

She laughed warmly. “We play! What is question?”

“What do I love most about each of you? Be specific.”

Lena went silent, as did the others. Then, Nephale spoke up. “Oh, we’ve got this one.”

He motioned impatiently for them to confer. “Don’t be so sure!”

Multiple bare feet padded grass as his auxiliaries moved away to confer. Ryn took a deep breath, relaxed against his bedroll, and imagined the stars. If Glory was still here, he’d be able to leave tomorrow, but since she wasn’t... he could enjoy this.

He couldn’t think of a better way to spend his night.

Soon enough, multiple feet padded back to him, and then someone dropped at his side. As Saphi kissed him hungrily and stroked his hair, someone else unsnapped his ether blocker. He gasped as multiple rushes of love and affection flowed over their bonds.

Without the blocker, the love of his auxiliaries hit him like a wave. Answering his question had done exactly what he’d hoped. Nephale had always been a quick study.

Saphi broke their kiss. “You said it’s my kindness. You love me when I’m kind.”

“That’s one reason.”

Lena huffed at his other side. “And you love my fearlessness? You truly think that?”

“You are perhaps the bravest woman I know, Lauralena Markov. And so smart.”

Lena’s lips crushed his, and then her hand slid down his chest and inside his smallclothes. He snatched her hand and, laughing, pulled it away.

“Stop. You haven’t won yet.”

“Prime?” Auri settled near his other side. “You truly admire my leadership skills?”

“All that and more. I love that if I ever need to put you in charge, you’ll excel and keep everyone safe. I trust you not just with my life, but the lives of everyone here.”

Nephale clenched his hand. “And you love my strength.”

“Yes, kitten, and not just how strong you are physically. I love how tough you are emotionally as well, and I love how focused you are on protecting everyone I love.”

“So we win.” Nephale snatched the last of his clothing and ripped it off him. Then, she began stroking his shaft gently but eagerly. She was getting very good at that.

As Ryn groaned and dropped onto his back, Lena scoffed. “He threw the game!”

“I told her this once, flame goddess. How could I know she was paying attention?”

Someone slipped his blindfold off, and then Ryn blinked around at the firelight. Lena and Nephale knelt side by side between his legs, with Auri to his left and Saphi to his right.

And naturally, all four of them were naked.

Lena and Nephale glanced at each other and then, without a word, dropped and began bathing his shaft with their tongues. Before Ryn could even think about slipping his hands through their hair, Saphi snatched his hand and shoved it between her legs.

He loved when she wanted him so much she was forceful. He could feel exactly what she wanted, and when he started fingering her, she moaned in delight. Given how eagerly Nephale and Lena were already teaming up on him, he was eager to give back.

Meanwhile, Auri raised one leg and straddled his chest. He’d expected her to sit on his face, but instead, she lowered her breasts so they were in easy reach of his mouth. As she wrapped her fingers around the back of his head, his lips found one of her large nipples.

As he licked and sucked, her nipple swelled in his mouth as it always did. Given how much he loved having his mouth on her breasts, Auri made sure to let him do it as often as he liked. As Saphi ground herself eagerly against his hand, he sucked hard.

Auri gasped and fingered herself with one hand while using the other to support him as he suckled her breasts. Meanwhile, Nephale and Lena took turns pushing themselves progressively deeper on his cock. They were egging each other on, and then Lena started helping Nephale... by pushing against the back of her head.

Nephale accepted Lena’s help without complaint. All the while, Ryn fingered Saphi so expertly she fell, panting, against Auri. He knew he would soon flood Lena or Nephale’s mouth for the first time tonight, and he suspected they’d complete fiercely for their prize.

Each of them would get their turn. He wasn’t going to get much sleep tonight. But on the bright side, he really didn’t have anything planned tomorrow.


Chapter Seven




Birds chirping woke Ryn in his small tent at some point the next morning, and he rolled over to wrap an arm around Auri. His arm slapped bare bedroll instead. While he was still tucked comfortably in his bedroll, he was alone in his tent. Or was he?

Ryn was alarmed but a moment before he felt a warm rush of affection over his bond with his third auxiliary. He soon found Auri sitting beside him with her back resting against one of their packs. She had her knees up with a book balanced on them, and while she wore her black skirt, she remained topless and magnificent.

As she glanced his way, she smiled knowingly and removed her spectacles. Ryn watched in increasing appreciation as she wordlessly set down her spectacles, set down her book, crawled over their bedroll, and peeled the bedroll off his still naked body.

While the tent leather was largely opaque, the fact that light filled the interior told him it was past sun up. The enticing smell of cinnamon told him Saphi had put some in the morning porridge, but he was more focused on Auri as she repositioned to drop onto her elbows by his bedroll. She stroked his already rigid length and then wrapped her lips around him.

Ryn sighed contentedly and leaned back in his bedroll. This morning, he rested his palm against the back of Auri’s head rather than forcing her down as they sometimes did. He let Auri pleasure him however she liked. She was eager, efficient, and thorough.

After Auri enjoyed her morning snack, she slipped her lips off him, crawled along his bedroll, and snuggled contently into the crook of his arm. He kissed her forehead and brushed back her dark hair. “Love you, Mistress.”

She beamed up at him. “And I you. Good morning, prime.”

“It seems like I slept in.”

“We all agreed that would be best. Given how thorough you were with the four of us, we felt it best to ensure you were well rested. Nephale and Lena already have the signal fire going strong, and Saphi has breakfast prepared whenever you wish to eat.”

“Gods, you four.” Ryn hugged Auri tight. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you, but after we finish kicking House Adon in the teeth, we’re going to spend the rest of our lives figuring that out together.”

Auri sighed happily. “You should know we feel the same way.”

“I’d hope so. I’d worry otherwise. So... what were you reading?”

Her face lit up as he’d hoped it might. “A historical tome regarding the early days of the Lachlan Confederacy. It’s a fascinating treatise on the historical rifts that grew between the fledgling democracy of Dalry and its neighbor, Hesia, after Queen Victoria formed her first provincial council. At the time, Hesia was a monarchy, and so they were rather alarmed by...”

As Auri continued excitedly describing events that occurred hundreds of years ago, Ryn stared into her eyes. He listened closely even though the material didn’t really interest him.

What was important was that this tome interested Auri, and he wanted to absorb enough to discuss it with her later. He knew how much she loved academic discussions, and she didn’t get to have those as often as she liked. For Auri, engaging her in a spirited academic discussion made her feel just as special as when he used his tongue on Lena.

Auri was still deep in her lecture when the tent flap opened, which ended the discussion for now. Ryn looked up to find Saphi waiting and holding the flap. She looked so guilty.

“Sorry! I didn’t want to bother you, but... your porridge is getting cold.”

Ryn winced and sat up. “I’m sorry, too. I know you spent time on that.”

She smiled warmly. “You were spending time with Auri. I can heat it up again.”

“Why don’t you join us? And did you eat?”

She nodded. “We all ate this morning before Lena and Nephale got the fire going again. Nephale’s out on patrol and Lena’s watching the skies.”

Ryn frowned as he considered, then glanced at Auri. “You already ate breakfast?”

“Yes, prime.”

“But... did you dress?”

“Of course.”

“And then... you came back in my tent? And got undressed?”

“I wanted to ensure you woke to a pleasant and arousing sight, and I wanted to be close so I could take care of you as soon as you woke up.”

Saphi giggled and sat down beside him. “We all did, but it was Auri’s night.” She offered him the breakfast she’d lovingly prepared while he slept.

As Ryn took a warm clay bowl from his first love, he shook his head in bemusement. “The primal conjurer in me hopes Glory returns in an hour so we can get back on the road, but the man in me wouldn’t be upset if we ended up being stuck here for a full two weeks.”

Saphi sighed. “I can’t stop worrying about her.”

“She’ll be fine.” Ryn pressed his shoulder against Saphi’s to reassure her. “She may not have her spell forms, but she’s got Honor to protect her. I doubt there’s much down in that crevasse that can threaten her. Hopefully, she’s found some fruit or nuts now as well.”

As they spoke, Auri reached for her bra. She slipped her breasts into the deep felt cups. Now that Auri had taken care of his morning erection and Saphi had brought him breakfast, she finally seemed ready to dress. Ryn suspected she might want to sneak in some more time with her book as well, so he rose to a crouch holding his bowl. His tent remained low.

He glanced at Auri. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to know more about the rifts that formed between Dalry and Hesia and how they patched those over time. Since we’ll soon be visiting the confederacy, I’d like to familiarize myself with its history. So unless you have more pressing duties today, I’d like you to continue to peruse that tome and take good notes.”

As Auri sat up, she couldn’t hide the rush of excitement she felt from their bond. “Of course, prime. If I work until lunch, I’m certain I can have a summary for you by tonight.”

“That would be wonderful, but take your time and be thorough. I’m sure we can handle the morning’s tasks, and I really do want to discuss your conclusions in depth.”

Auri nodded and excitedly grabbed her spectacles, then her tome. As Ryn crouch-walked out of the tent holding his porridge, Saphi hurried alongside him. He felt her amusement and approval over their bond.

He knew Auri would never do something so indulgent as losing herself in a historical tome while he had need of her. Yet if he asked her to do it, she would be doing it for him. The fact that she’d enjoy reading and dissecting that tome was simply a bonus for her.

After he emerged from the tent, he spotted Lena standing at the edge of the crevasse by a truly impressive signal fire. Noxious-looking spheres of inky black smoke bubbled off the flames and rose rapidly in a column so tall he couldn’t see the top of it.

Lena wasn’t simply admiring the view. She was naked save for a pair of thin red panties, and her tan skin glistened in the morning light as she channeled another gout of flame burst out over the ravine. There would be no need for hot clothing out here!

He sat down on a log with Saphi close and watched his all but naked second auxiliary practice her flame forms as he enjoyed his porridge. Saphi had flavored it with just the right amount of cinnamon, and only she could make road porridge taste this good. Or perhaps it was her love that made it taste like that.

After Ryn finished his bowl, he set it aside and beckoned Saphi over with a finger. She giggled and settled in front of him, and they contentedly kissed until Lena wandered over, breathing hard, and thumped down on the grass beside them. She was sweaty and naked.

As Saphi eased back and glanced at Lena, she smiled. “Seconds?”

Lena nodded. “If you have some.”

“I saved some extra for you. I know how hungry you get after you practice your forms.”

Lena grinned wide. “You are such a nice person.”

As Saphi moved away to get Lena another bowl of porridge, Lena, tan skin gleaming in the light, glanced his way and brushed blond hair back from her eyes. Despite the fact that she was naked, Ryn remained captivated by her lovely face.

Obviously amused by his staring, she raised one eyebrow. “Good morning?”

Ryn remembered Auri eagerly waking him up. “Couldn’t be better. How was yours?”

“Very sweaty.”

Ryn laughed. “Would you believe mine was too?”

As Saphi came back and offered Lena a big bowl of porridge, she smiled gratefully at Saphi and started eagerly spooning it into her mouth. Ryn knew she wasn’t going to talk much as she ate (or rather, he hoped she wouldn’t) so he carried on their conversation for them both.

“This area is remarkably rich in ether. Far more rich than any place I’ve ever been. I wonder if the wind pillars have something to do with that? I’ve never seen any natural phenomena like this, and it must take a staggering amount of ether to keep them aloft.”

Saphi stared across the ravine. “I still can’t believe that’s natural. It seems so impossible that anything like this could occur naturally.”

Ryn rubbed her back. “That’s what Auri thinks, and as she’s almost certainly read all the books on the subject, that must be what everyone else thinks, too.”

Lena swallowed another bite of porridge. “Could be natural, but also made.”

Ryn glanced at her in curiosity. “How so?”

“Those pillars are so large, but no clear origin. Where did they form? From this valley? They don’t fit. Maybe they change over thousands of years, but then how to suspend them? And this ravine? Strange how it starts and ends. No river to form it this deep.”

Saphi leaned across Ryn. “So what do you mean by ‘also made?’”

Lena motioned with her spoon. “Could be reaction to action.”

Now Ryn was intrigued as well. “A reaction? To what?”

“Trauma. Like... how blister comes when you rub a heel too much. What if something happened here many years ago that caused trauma to this land? Like a big storm. Storm so big it cut this earth open and even ripped up part of the Firmament.”

Ryn found himself genuinely considering her theory. “Where are you getting this?”

She took another big bite of cinnamon porridge, then swallowed. “See those scars?”

Ryn focused on the Firmament again but saw nothing but an endless carpet of multi-colored motes of ether. “I can’t see anything but lights.”

“Me too,” Saphi said mournfully.

“Ah. Yes. You both see all ether, while I only see flame. So for me, there is lots of flame, but also tiny wrinkles where flame isn’t, like... scars in the Firmament. At least, that is what they look like to me. Could be me imagining.”

Ryn shook his head and looked at the pillars again. “Imaginary or not, your theory is fascinating. If some sort of massive natural or magical event happened here centuries ago, one powerful enough to affect the Firmament, this could be the result. It altered our world.”

Lena eyed him curiously. “You don’t think it’s silly? It’s just idea.”

“I never think your theories are silly. You were the first one of us to speculate that we might have slipped through time during our second Firmament trial. If you’d stayed back in Pasharal instead of transferring over here, you’d probably be an instructor by now.”

Lena grinned and poked him with her spoon. “Talented with tongue.”

Saphi giggled from his other side. “Gods, is he.”

Ryn slipped an arm around Lena’s naked and glistening body. “Finish your porridge. Then, you should take a nap. You did say you wanted to enjoy some good, long naps.”

Lena shoved another bite in her mouth and chewed thoughtfully, then spoke over their bond as she shoveled more porridge in her mouth. “I am a bit sleepy. We had a busy night.”

Ryn nodded knowingly.

“But I worked hard on that fire. It’s a nice fire. I’m quite proud of it.”

“I’ll tend your fire like I’d tend you, flame goddess. You’ll find it burning just as strong whenever you wake up.”

Lena all but purred as she scraped her spoon across the now empty bowl, then kissed him hungrily on the lips. After that she handed her bowl to Saphi, who took it to put with the others, then headed for the auxiliary tent. Given how late they had all been up last night, Ryn wasn’t surprised she was tired. Hopefully, everyone would have time to relax today.

As Saphi picked up an armful of bowls to walk to the nearby stream where they’d washed off last night, Ryn hurried to help her. He wasn’t about to let her clean up alone.

She gasped in protest. “I can handle the dishes!”

“Yes, but you shouldn’t have to.” He took a few bowls from her. “We’ll wash everything by the stream together, then tend Lena’s fire until Nephale gets back.”

As they walked off toward the river together, Saphi sighed happily. “I love this.”

“You love washing out bowls?”

“I love the two of us doing normal things like a normal couple. It’s so... domestic.”

Ryn smiled as he realized how right she was. “I’ve recently been thinking that as well. We’ve been so busy saving the world we haven’t had time to do dishes together. And I can’t remember the last time we sat down to read a romance novel.”

“Do you think we’ll be able to get a house for everyone when we’re a bit older? After we’re done traveling and saving the world?”

As they headed into the sparse forest leading to the river, Ryn glanced at her. “Of course we will. We’ll need somewhere to stay that’s not a stuffy academy, though I can’t say I’d be too upset if we only had one bedroom. One with a big, big bed.”

She giggled. “I can’t wait to have a house, but I’d like land as well. Maybe even a farm. And we’d actually need multiple bedrooms in case...” She trailed off and blushed brightly.

Ryn sensed both her worry and her need. “Saphi, finish that thought. You aren’t just thinking about a house and farm for the five of us, are you? This is more.”

She looked up at him. “Well... yes. I was thinking there might be children.”

Ryn looked ahead as they walked through the woods together. He sensed Saphi’s nervous excitement and wanted to reassure her, but he also wanted to make sure he was completely honest with her. He’d thought a great deal about what his days on the road with his auxiliaries would be like, but had only rarely contemplated the after.

He and Auri had discussed children, of course, but only in the theoretical sense. Both of them had agreed that saving the realm and his responsibilities to it had to come first, which made it unlikely they would be able to settle down for a decade or two. By the time they did so, she might be too old to give him children, but fortunately, she wasn’t in any way upset.

As for Nephale, he had no idea of her thoughts on the matter. Given how traumatic her life had been, and how much death she’d seen, Ryn didn’t know if she’d want children at all. He’d never broached the subject with her and would never do so unless she brought it up.

He and Lena had briefly discussed the idea, but always in terms of a far-off future. He knew she wanted at least one, but he also knew she wanted to raise them in Pasharal with her people. That could present difficulties if they didn’t settle there. They had tabled the issue.

But Saphi? It was obvious what Saphi wanted... children, with him, and possibly more than one... and that made his once murky future come into focus like never before. With all they’d accomplished, what waited ahead was going to be his future, not Executor Xaven’s.

Only in the aftermath of Saphi’s question did Ryn realize what else from his memories of Executor Xaven bothered him. It wasn’t just that he’d lost the women he’d loved or even that he was on the verge of losing his world. It was that he was so utterly alone.

Ryn glanced at Saphi again. “Yes.”

She almost stumbled on a root and fumbled with her bowls. “What?”

“When we’re ready to settle down, when the world is safe from this devil war and we’ve done our share of saving it, I want everything with you. Land filled with places to play and a house with enough rooms for all our children. You’re going to make an amazing mother.”

Bowls clattered to the earth as Saphi threw her arms around him, then all but tackled him. She pushed up on tiptoes to kiss him. Despite his best efforts, he lost his own bowls in the melee. She flooded his bond with so much joy and excitement he couldn’t bear to deny her.

This revelation was also a great excuse to hike up her skirt and fuck her right there in the woods. It didn’t matter that they got covered in leaves and dirt, or that they might have to wash more than bowls at the stream. They needed each other right now.

When they finished, breathing hard and clutching each other close, Saphi kissed him again and again. She beamed at him as her eyes glistened with happy tears, and he lovingly stroked her hair and thought warmly about their future together. Theirs... and the others.

She pressed her lips to his ear. “I am going to have so many babies with you.”

“I imagine they’ll have a few half-siblings as well.”

She giggled and clutched him tight. “Oh, I hope so!”

After some more kissing and cuddling, they picked up their bowls and dishes and headed to the stream. Washing everything was easy, but they took their time. As Saphi had said, it was wonderful to just enjoy a simple domestic task like this. Together.

After they returned, Ryn and Saphi tended the fire together while Lena napped and Auri enjoyed her book. Nephale returned from her patrol shortly before lunch, and then everyone enjoyed hot stew and light conversation. After lunch, Nephale sat down to carve the sticks they’d gathered yesterday into usable wooden swords, and then led their first sword lesson.

That night, with Ryn bruised in a dozen places from all the strikes he had not countered, Nephale and Ryn retired to his tent as Auri and Lena settled in to tend the signal fire. Saphi, meanwhile, crawled into the auxiliary tent to get some well-deserved rest. As much as it had hurt him to see her get bopped, it was obvious she was a quick study with a stick.

They had only cuddled together for a short while until Nephale started playfully poking his bruises, taunting him with his inability to defend himself. That quickly got her pinned down and restrained, and after that, fucking her was mandatory. It seemed like she was constantly horny these days, and she turned all but insatiable whenever he pinned her in place.

After they’d sated themselves twice, Nephale snuggled close against Ryn as they drifted off together in his bedroll. And then, as he had several nights before, Ryn dreamed a memory of a very dark future... but this time, it was not his memory.

It was hers.


Chapter 8


Sixteen Years From Now
Nephale


As she walked up the gently spiraling steps of the Executor’s tower behind a silent Primal Guard, Nephale focused on the steps ahead instead of the brutal dressing down to follow. She had disobeyed orders. She had disobeyed a lot of orders, and now the Executor himself was going to personally chastise her for putting the academy in danger.

She’d be lucky if he threw her in a cell. It was more likely he’d toss her out of the academy entirely, and then where would she go? Airedale was now a devil stronghold, and most of the other big cities had already burned to the ground.

Still, she had options. She’d excelled at the survival training she received from the Primal Guard, so perhaps she could simply live off the land... or what was left of it. She could stalk and kill devil mages until one finally killed her. At least she wouldn’t be bored.

Nephale refused to apologize for leaving her post. She might have lost her home, and her parents, and her life, but she still had her friends. Marcus, Clara, Marion, and a few others. Keeping them alive was why she fought devils. She certainly didn’t fight for the republic.

The Cridor Republic had done nothing for her, her family, or Shale. So far as she knew, they hadn’t sent a single company of soldiers to defend Shale from the oncoming devil army. She’d heard all the justifications—Shale was too small, the journey would take too long, the devil army was coming too fast—but that, in her mind, didn’t excuse anything.

Her family had died in Shale. Everyone she’d known had died as her home burned, and the republic hadn’t lifted a finger to stop it. The only reason she was fighting the devils instead of republic soldiers was because, unlike soldiers, she knew she’d never run out of devils.

Nephale was done crying over her old life. She’d lost her home and parents four years ago, and that was a lifetime in a world that was constantly burning itself down around her. She was eighteen now, which made her far too old to sob in her bedroll clutching a stuffed cat.

After a grueling climb of twenty flights, the stairs finally ended. A second Primal Guard stood at attention at the Executor’s large oak door, a door leading into the Executor’s suite on the twentieth floor of the Mages Tower at the Primal Academy. She’d never actually seen the inside of the suite before, so at least that would be novel.

The guard who’d led her up the steps stopped and pounded firmly on the door. “Blademage Herano is here now, Executor.”

A calm, reassuring voice emerged from the other side of the door. “Let her in, Liam.”

The guard—Liam—inserted a key in the lock and turned it with a loud thump, then pushed open the door. The second guard didn’t move from his post. Once inside, Liam glanced back at her and motioned impatiently.

“Well, get in there. He’s a busy man.”

Nephale brushed her dark bangs back from her forehead and marched past Liam and into the Executor’s suite. If she was going to receive a dressing down from the Primal Academy’s leader and then be exiled for disobeying orders, she wanted to get that over with before lunch. She hoped they’d let her have lunch before they kicked her out.

She swept her gaze across the room in the thorough but rapid manner that allowed her to survey a battlefield and make life-or-death decisions in the space of a breath. A rectangular table had a huge map of the realm laid out across it with colored pins, flags, and markers representing forts, armies, and battle lines. A line of bookshelves along the back wall were half empty, with many books resting flat or stuffed back onto the shelves haphazardly.

As Nephale’s gaze swept the room, she noted thick carpets to ease the chill of the stone, a single large four-post bed with unmade sheets and far too many pillows, and several more tables and chairs that were likely used for reading, eating, or glyph-etching. There was also clothing on the floor and dirty dishes on several tables, which made her wonder if the Executor ever let the cleaning staff in here.

This wasn’t how the leader of the Primal Academy should live. It bothered her that Executor Xaven lived in such conditions, but perhaps he was too busy planning a battle to save the world to bother with dirty dishes. That made him practical, rather than a slob.

A huge picture window overlooked the countryside beyond the Primal Academy’s tall walls. The greenery out there was beautiful in the midday light, but the dark clouds on the horizon were not. That was the smoke from hundreds of burning fields and towns.

The Executor’s tall and muscular form stood in front of that big window, dressed in his silver battle robes. He stood looking out toward the territory seized by the devil army, which couldn’t be pleasant to contemplate. They lost fresh ground every day.

How much longer would it be before the land around the academy was as burned and charred as the rest of the republic? With Airedale gone, there was no way for any of the republic’s citizens to escape over the sea... not that they had anywhere to go. The confederacy was devil territory now, and Clarion and Pasharal were in worse straits than the republic.

The thick door thumped closed behind her. Despite her best efforts, Nephale jumped. She was glad the Executor had his back to her. At least he hadn’t seen that.

She waited in silence by the door with her hands clasped behind her back, her heels together, and her chin high. She waited for longer than she felt comfortable with, and still the Executor looked out over the countryside. He was wasting her time, and no matter his station, Nephale did not allow anyone to waste her time.

“Blademage Herano, reporting as ordered. You wanted to see me, Executor?”

He didn’t glance back as he spoke. “That took less time than I expected.”

“What did?”

“You seizing the initiative when it seemed like I was ignoring you.”

Nephale barely held back her grimace. “Were you? Ignoring me, I mean?”

“I was curious how long you’d wait before you spoke up. I’ve read the reports from my subordinates about your actions, but I haven’t had time to directly observe you. I wanted to meet the blade mage who consistently disregards battle plans and orders in person.”

So Sergeant West had been right. She’d disobeyed her orders for the last time. It didn’t matter that they had been stupid orders, only that she hadn’t listened to them. Just as well. She could kill more devils if they kicked her out, at least until they killed her.

At this point, dying would be a relief.

Executor Xaven turned to face her. He was taller than her and, while he wasn’t as broad as some soldiers she’d seen, he looked fit and muscular. She had seen him before many times during their daily briefings and passed him in the halls of the academy more than once, but his station and the power he projected had kept her from taking too close a look.

The Executor’s full-face beard was scruffier than he expected, trimmed to some extent but not what she’d expect from a man of his station. His spiky dark hair, now streaked with gray, was long enough to brush his shoulders, but in a way that suggested he simply didn’t bother grooming it. Two livid scars stretched from his chin to above his right eye.

Given the circumstances, Executor Xaven’s dark eyes looked more amused than she expected. Perhaps he enjoyed dressing down disobedient subordinates. Or he was simply bored, and telling stubborn people like her they were exiled was a highlight of his days.

“Thank you for meeting with me. Before we move on to why I’ve summoned you, I want to make sure I understand what happened during the assault on Carter’s Hill. Sergeant West ordered you to guard the wagons from attack while our forces secured the town. Correct?”

Nephale nodded in silence.

“And did you?”

“I did until I was needed elsewhere.”

“So you’re saying that despite Sergeant West’s direct orders, which were to guard the wagons and our life mages in case the devil army flanked us, you left both undefended to rush to the aid of our left flank of your own volition.”

“You heard correctly. The left flank was under attack by devil drakes, and they had no one to take those down. Or did you miss the part about Reddy getting his head torn off?”

“I read all those reports. Losing a conflagration mage like Reddy is always a tragedy, but the report also stated Lieutenant Marith’s drakes were already flying back to secure our skies.”

“They wouldn’t have arrived in time. I know how fast our drakes fly, and I also know how fast devil drakes can tear through a group of mages and soldiers with no anti-air spell forms. If I hadn’t left my post and cut those drakes down, we’d have lost many more.”

“So you disobeyed a direct order and went to their aid despite the fact that, by doing so, you were leaving our wagons, bandages, and life mages undefended?”

“Our wagons weren’t currently under attack by devil drakes, and there were more than enough archers and guards to hold off any devils that broke through our lines. After I took down the devil drakes attacking our left flank, there would also be enough chaos ether for me to double back to the wagons if they fell under attack. That meant I could save our people.”

“It also means you don’t trust Sergeant West to command you.”

“I don’t. Sergeant West isn’t exactly an idiot, but he’s also new at command. In my opinion, he struggles to adapt to changes in a battle’s course. You know that, or you should know that. If I’d stuck with the wagons, I’d have let dozens die. So I saved them.”

The Executor stroked his unkempt beard and eyed her curiously. “If I had to guess, I’d say you don’t have the same respect for authority or the chain-of-command as your peers.”

“If you have to guess, you might want to read a few more of those reports.”

Rather than frowning at her, the Executor chuckled. “Gods, you’re perfect.”

Those were not the words she’d expected. “Excuse me?”

“Sharp-witted, sharp-tongued, and absolutely fearless on the battlefield. Moreover, every report I’ve read about you suggests you have a talent for evaluating the battlefield that others take years to cultivate. This isn’t the first time you’ve saved lives by disobeying orders.”

“And... that’s good?”

“In my opinion. You’re also right, of course. I’ve gone over the after-action reports from West, Marith, and the others with Captain Garroth. If you hadn’t disobeyed your orders and taken down those devil drakes, half our left flank would be missing their heads like Reddy.”

Nephale had been prepared for a number of stern dressing downs and punishments, but she hadn’t been prepared for this. Was the Executor agreeing with her? That made too much sense. Nephale always distrusted when life began to swing her way.

“So if you agree I did the right thing, why are you going to discipline me?”

The Executor cocked one bushy eyebrow. “Who said I was going to do that?”

“Sergeant West made it rather clear I was going to be disciplined.”

“You said it best. He’s not an idiot, but he still has a lot to learn. Had I the luxury to replace West with a more experienced commander, I’d do so, but, well...” He stopped and gestured to the map. “You’ve seen how the war is going. Our talent pool is mostly dead.”

Nephale glanced at the big map and noticed for the first time how much of it bore flags or markers of the devil army. She suppressed a shudder and looked back at the Executor.

“Then did you call me up here to pin a medal on me? That seems like a waste of time.”

“No medals today. We need the ore for other things. I do have one more question for you before we move on, however. Why have you never bonded a fellow mage?”

Was he... was he propositioning her? Executor Xaven was close to twenty years her senior, and she had no more interest in a relationship with him than she had with any other men at the academy. She refused to get attached to anyone these days.

She refused to grieve after they died.

“If you know another chaos mage who’s not dead, feel free to introduce us.”

“I know a few, though they’re all fighting on other fronts. Would you like me to transfer you to another fortress? One where you could bond a fellow chaos mage?”

“No. I like the food here.” She also refused to leave her friends.

“So, to be clear, you’re not currently in a relationship with anyone at this academy? And you’re not planning to bond anyone?”

“I don’t see how that would help. I fight better alone.”

“Then let me see if I can change your mind. I’ve summoned you to my chambers today to ask if you’d be willing to become my fifth auxiliary. To fight directly at my side.”

Nephale stared in alarm. “What?”

“No one now bonded to me has an affinity for chaos ether. Primal conjurers can bond one auxiliary per school of ether, and you’re one of the last chaos mages we have. Given the lack of mages who can draw the same ether as you, I am one of your last real options.”

She simply couldn’t believe this. “You want me as your auxiliary?”

“Using a command bond. Do you know what a command bond is?”

“I know I don’t like the fact that it has the word ‘command’ in it.”

The Executor nodded sagely. “I won’t deny our bond will allow me to give you orders you can’t refuse. I’ll also assure you I’ve only done that twice in all the times I’ve had them.”

“And you think that makes it right?”

“I think it is sometimes necessary. If you like, I’ll ask my other auxiliaries to set aside time for you to speak with them about why I feel those two times were justified.”

“And what makes you think I’d want to bond with you?”

“You like killing devils. Don’t you?”

Nephale eyed him cautiously. “So?”

“So do I. Once we’re bonded, I’ll be able to speak to you across the battlefield and guide you to wherever the devil formations are strongest. I don’t have as much to do as I like on the back lines while directing the battle, but drawing ether? I can draw chaos ether and pass it to you, which means you can focus on killing devils instead of anything else.”

“And you’d be content acting as my ether pool?”

“Passing ether to my auxiliaries is most of what I do these days. No matter how much I beg to be on the front lines, Captain Garroth and Captain Langley keep telling me I can’t die. It’s like they want me to lead them or something. Trust me, leading people is the worst.”

“But I can? Die, I mean?”

“I hope not, but if you do, every report I’ve read about you tells me you’d prefer to die while tearing apart a horde of devils rather than while guarding wagons on the back line. You’ll also be able to forward my orders to others in the field, so I don’t just want you as a blunt instrument. I want you to pass my commands forward and take command when needed.”

Nephale stared in disbelief. “So you’re promoting me?”

“I’m certainly going to try. I need talented fighters and talented leaders, and you’re both. I do want to be clear, however, that fighting on the front lines could get you killed.”

After considering that, Nephale shrugged. “Living these days is overrated.”

“So, that’s why I’ve called you here today. Obviously, you can take all the time⁠—”

“I’ll do it.”

Executor Xaven eyed her in surprise. “You realize we’ll be bonded for life?”

“If you truly think I’m sharp-witted, you already know the answer to that. And you’re right. While I’m not particularly keen on dying, I know none of us are going to live forever. We’ll be lucky to live five years. I want to kill as many devils as I can before I go.”

The Executor stepped forward, then offered his hand. “Then let’s shake on it.”

Nephale eyed his hand. “Then... really?”

“This is a partnership, Herano, and I like to begin all my partnerships with a good, firm handshake. Unless you’d prefer a hug.”

“I’m not really a hugger.” Nephale shook his hand firmly. “So how do we do it?”

“It’s not nearly as involved as you might think. You have to drink my blood so we’ll share my quintessence, which is the grossest part. After that, it’s not that different from glyph-etching, just on a human body. In this case, you’ll etch a glyph in blood around my heart.”

At the thought of painting a glyph in blood on the naked chest of her supreme commander, Nephale fought a hot blush. At least she knew it was necessary for them to bond. She trusted Executor Xaven enough to know he wasn’t simply trying to get in her pants.

“Do I have a diagram to follow?”

“You’ll need to etch a simple pattern around my heart in this world using your blood, and then I’ll enter the Firmament and bind us. I’ve done it twice now, and trust me, it’s much easier to bond now than it was when I was your age.”

She eyed him cautiously. “What sort of ritual did that involve?”

The Executor chuckled again. “That’s something I’ll explain to you years from now, when we know each other better and we’re both more than a little drunk.”

“So we’re doing this right now? Today?”

“You said you were ready. Having second thoughts?”

“We don’t really have the luxury for those.” She glanced at the table, then at him. “So, are we drawing your blood first, or mine?”


Act 2: A Valkyrie’s Soul




Chapter 9


NOW
Ryn


As he snapped out of another future dream, he was shocked to find Nephale resting naked beside him, staring at him in alarm. It was still early morning, but his eyes were well adjusted to the faint moonlight. Just enough filled the tent that he could make her out.

As he mentally snapped back from a future he’d hopefully never see to a present he could still save, he could feel Nephale’s shock and uncertainty over their bond. He could tell she, too, had just snapped awake, and she had been... somewhere else.

Ryn swallowed. “Did you...”

She nodded in wide-eyed surprise. “Did you?”

“So, that’s new.”

Nephale shuddered. “We dreamed about the day I formed a command bond with Executor Xaven.”

“Yes, and it was your memory, not mine.” He hugged her. “I’m so sorry, kitten. Even after you told me all you’d endured, I... I never imagined you felt like that.”

She went silent as she melted into his arms. He could feel her sadness and uncertainty over their bond as she recalled her last hopeless days in her time. She’d lived to fight and expected to die. She’d been wracked with grief and devoid of hope.

Despite that, Ryn was also relieved to feel something inside her he hadn’t felt in her memory. She had hope now. He was certain he could feel hope inside her, faint though it was.

Nephale’s hope was like a cook fire started with the tiniest of flames. One small tragedy could snuff it out forever, but if he could nurture and protect it, it would grow. He also knew that there was nothing in this realm that could stop him from protecting her.

Nephale sobbed, just once, as he held her close. “I felt like I was back there.”

“I know.”

“I was so alone. I never want to feel that way again.”

“And I hope you never have to. I hope this trip back in time was a one time thing. So long as you’re in this time, with me, you will never be alone.”

She shuddered once more and clutched him tight. He could tell she was fighting to hold back her emotions. He could feel her struggle over their bond.

He stroked her hair. “You don’t need to hold all that in with me.”

“Crying doesn’t help, and I’ve done it a lot less since I found you.”

He was relieved to hear that. As he held her in silence and listened to the wind ripple outside the tent, she sighed heavily and spoke again. “Ryn...”

“Hmm?”

“I desperately want to tell you something, but... I’m scared.”

After all she’d endured, he wondered what could possibly scare her. Then, he suspected he knew. As he searched his feelings about this brave, smart, and powerful woman, he realized he felt the same. It was both a relief and a wonder to acknowledge the truth.

His feelings for Nephale had been growing ever since he pulled her through a portal to a carefree day where they smacked each other with wooden swords. Even so, he didn’t want to pressure her or alarm her. If he was wrong about what she felt now, he’d bide his time.

He touched her chin and stared into her eyes. “There’s nothing you could tell me now that would make me think less of you.”

“And... what if I told you I loved you?”

He hugged her tight. “Then I’d say I love you too, kitten.”

Nephale gasped and clutched him so hard he winced. Even so, he was used to a little discomfort when she was overcome with emotion... like she was now. She relaxed soon after, and then she started laughing and crying at the same time. It was a little of both.

Ryn held her, kissed her forehead and nose, and stroked her long glossy hair. He could feel her love for him flooding their bond, but this time, he could sense all she wanted was to be held. He wanted him to hold her like this and never let her go.

Nephale snuggled close and stared into his eyes. “I love you. I really do.”

“I love you, too.”

“This is so strange. Now that I know you feel the same way, I feel dizzy and happy and nervous as well. I never thought it’d feel like this.” She huffed. “It’s terrifying!”

“I know. Love is terrifying, but while the thought of losing any of you is something I can scarcely stand to think about, I wouldn’t give this up. Not one day with you.”

“So you won’t die. Right? Can you promise me you’ll never die?”

“I can promise you that if we’re ever overwhelmed and surrounded by devil soldiers, we’ll die together. It’s the best I can do.”

“I’ll take it.” She kissed him softly. “I want sex now.”

“I can arrange that.”

“But not... I want it like we did that first night in the tavern.”

“Gentle?”

“Yes. I love how forceful you are with me, but tonight... I want you to be gentle.”

He lightly traced his fingertips over her scars as he sent his next thought over their mage bond so it came with all the affection he could muster. “As you wish, my love.”

She sighed in almost delirious delight.

Just because he was gentle with her this time, didn’t mean she enjoyed it any less. He also used life ether to ensure she orgasmed at just the right time, and after he spent himself inside her, she clutched him happily and murmured before she passed out.

“I love you. Love you. Love... you...” She trailed off as she snuggled close.

As he basked in Nephale’s feelings for him, Ryn felt like he might float away. He held her into the early morning, waiting for her to twitch like she was having a nightmare. If he did, he’d wake her and reassure her she was safe.

She never woke up. Her breathing remained even and measured. She seemed content.

Ryn hadn’t expected this to happen so soon, but he was glad it had. Their love was still so new and fragile, but he knew it would grow stronger, not weaker. He couldn’t wait.

Yet as much as he longed to join Nephale in slumber and make sure he was rested, his mind had fixated on something he couldn’t quite comprehend. It was struggling to dredge up something from Nephale’s dream, and he couldn’t sleep until he found it. What was it?

He knew Executor Xaven had placed his memories inside her. His future self had used their command bond to store his memories inside Nephale’s mind like historical scrolls until they could be unrolled. He could “read” them over his bond with her. But why include this?

The memories he’d received from Executor Xaven’s time had been oddly specific. He’d learned his true identity the night after he bonded Nephale, which he supposed could have happened at any time, but he’d dreamed about Glory for the first time right before he met her. That dream had informed every decision he made while saving the Clarion Flight Academy.

Every time he’d experienced a memory from his future self... or, last night, from future Nephale... it had arrived because it was in some way pertinent to his current dilemma. Somehow, whether through foresight or pure, dumb luck, his future self was sending him clues to help him navigate the problems he encountered in the now.

So what purpose had Nephale’s memory served? It filled in a small gap in his understanding of how she had come to be bonded with Executor Xaven, the when and the why, but it otherwise seemed to have no bearing on his current situation. The only other thing that he knew now that he hadn’t known before was how to form a command bond, but he didn’t...

Ryn sat up so fast Nephale rolled off him.

One hand flailed blindly at his chest. “Sleeeeep.”

He stared down at her and gripped her shoulders. “I’m sorry, but I need you to wake up for a bit. I need you focused on me, because I need to ask you several important questions that may solve a problem that’s vexed me for weeks.”

Bleary-eyed as she might be, Nephale sat up so their faces were close and they could see into each other’s eyes. “We can do it hard this time if you like.”

He smiled and touched her cheek. “I hate asking you to think back to a time that held so much horror for you, but I need you to clarify a few things for me. Back in Kallin’s Grove, when you first told us about the devil foundry, you said Jessup... me... interrogated Simula after you seized her devil foundry in your future. Before you blew it back to hell.”

Nephale peered sleepily at him. “And... yes?

“You said Executor Xaven was able to alter the mind of Simula’s host body, the future Ella Tanamount, to make her susceptible to interrogation. That’s how you learned what she’d built and what its purpose was. You said when a devil possesses someone it has to possess their mind, which makes mentally manipulating them possible.”

“I... think so?” Nephale frowned. “Why are you asking?”

“So if a devil ever possessed someone under the influence of a command bond, does that mean that the command bond would command the devil as well? Is that why the Primal Academy switched to command bonds in your time? As a defense against devil possession?”

Nephale abruptly sat straight up. Her eyes widened in alarm. As she chewed on her lower lip and struggled to focus past her exhaustion, he let her.

“Gods, I don’t know. I never asked. It was just the way we did things.”

“And what was it like for you? With Executor Xaven and his command bond? You said he could order you to do anything, and you couldn’t refuse. Right?”

“He never used it like that. Not until the end. But I certainly didn’t want to leave everyone in the final battle, and I certainly didn’t want to come find you. I eventually agreed after he pleaded with me, but I think... if he’d wanted... he could have made me do it.”

“He also commanded you to forget who he was. To think of him as Jessup.”

“Maybe? I truly don’t remember. That could also have been Xorumon’s doing, couldn’t it? Part of the devil deal he made with Executor Xaven? We already know Xorumon was able to change Jaelis’s memories so she genuinely believed she was loyal to Lariel... until she wasn’t.”

“Either way, it sounds to me like a command bond can compel the bondee to obey the bonded mage, and we also know that when a mage possesses someone, that requires inhabiting that person’s mind. So devils can fall victim to mental manipulation.”

“So you think...” She gasped. “How would you even form a command bond with Glory?”

Ryn was relieved Nephale’s keen mind was already thinking along the same lines as his. Their stalemate with Jaelis existed so long as they couldn’t remove her from Glory’s mind and he refused to visit his future self in the Firmament.

Jaelis knew far more about the devil plague than she had let on... Ryn was certain of that... and he was also certain she wouldn’t tell him anything else about it without demanding much in return. Xorumon had likely weighted his deal with Executor Xaven in his favor, and Jaelis had implied all that was necessary to complete it was Ryn speaking to his future self.

That suggested that the deal was almost complete. Executor Xaven’s deal with Xorumon of House Belgor had ensured Saphi, Lena, and Aurienda all lived. It had brought Nephale into his life and given her new hope. It had exposed Caladan, destroyed Simula, and torn Lariel of House Adon out of Executrix Helena before she could betray half her academy.

Ryn didn’t know the identities of the devil-marked councilors in the Lachlan Confederacy, but he knew how to root them out. Given how upset Jaelis was when she revealed the plague, it was quite possible Xorumon hadn’t told Executor Xaven about it. After all, Executor Xaven couldn’t ask Xorumon to stop the plague if he didn’t know it existed.

Ryn considered in silence as Nephale, now fully awake, pressed close but didn’t try to distract him. She was letting him think, and he knew she was thinking as well. Both of them had cared for Captain Gloriana Langley in Nephale’s dark future, in different ways, and so both of them also cared deeply for today’s Glory despite the devil deal she’d made.

Nephale huffed. “I just don’t know how you could trick her into forming one. You could get her to drink your blood, maybe, since you could say you wanted to share quintessence to enter the Firmament. To see your future self. But the etching? There’s no way she’d do that.”

“I remember something about command bonds you don’t, though.”

“What?”

“The bondee doesn’t need to etch the mage. All that determines who is the commander and who is commanded is who drinks whose blood. In your future, you drank Executor Xaven’s blood, which meant you shared his quintessence. You’d have become his bondee at the ritual’s conclusion regardless of who etched blood on the other’s chest.”

“Then why would he... oh.” Nephale blushed as she thought back. “I can see why he decided I should do the etching on his chest rather than asking to do it on mine.”

“He didn’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

“Also, I would have said no.” Nephale shook her head. “Before you showed me how good it feels when you touch them, I honestly wasn’t sure I wanted anyone to touch them.”

He eyed her in surprise. “I never knew that.”

“Neither did I. But trust me, once you showed me what foreplay was like in that cave, well...” She shivered, but it was a happy shiver. “I like every way you touch me. I kind of want you to touch me again right now.”

He smiled and squeezed her shoulder. “But do you think I’m right?”

“About the command bond commanding her devil? I think... maybe.” She settled on her back in their shared bedroll. “But I have no idea how you’d pull it off.”

“You let me chew on that. I’m sorry I had to wake you, but I needed to make sure I didn’t misunderstand or misremember your story about how the Executor manipulated future Simula by altering future Ella Tanamount’s mind. If it works, we could save Glory.”

Nephale breathed out. “Gods, we could.”

“Or at least neuter her devil to the point where it was no longer any threat to her.”

Nephale giggled then. “You’d spay her.”

Ryn blinked. “What?”

“She’s a woman. Or a female devil. You can’t neuter a girl because... obviously.”

Ryn nodded thoughtfully. “Where did you pick that up?”

“I grew up on a farm, Ryn. It was a small farm, but still. I wasn’t always a warrior.”

He settled beside her. “Nephale Herano, a hero from simple origins.”

She slapped his arm. “Don’t you dare. I’m no fated hero.”

“Of course not. I’m the fated hero in our story.”

She laughed and slugged his arm. “Is sometimes wanting to kill you part of loving you?”

“More often than you’d think.”

He held her close and rested contentedly beside her until she drifted off again. He loved that he could put her at ease and, finally, chase away some of her bad dreams. Even without the benefit of torpor, it seemed obvious she slept much better in his arms.

Still, it was now impossible for him to sleep. He was too close to a breakthrough, too close to saving a woman his future self had loved and one whom he already cared about. If he could find a way to trick Jaelis into forming a command bond with him, he could both learn where to start looking for the plague and ensure she never devoured Glory’s soul. But how?

By the time the sun came up, Ryn had his answer.
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Five more days passed in peaceful and domestic bliss. The nearby trees gradually lost branches, leaves, and worse as Ryn and his auxiliaries fed the hungry bonfire day and night. It was a constant effort to keep it going, but with five people to tend it, it was possible.

Once Ryn revealed what he and Nephale had dreamed, what he’d learned, and what he wanted to do, he asked everyone to spend a day thinking about all the ways he could be wrong about this. Any way his plan to trick Jaelis into a command bond might backfire.

They quickly formed a consensus. Everything they knew suggested a command bond could command a devil, and Ryn’s plan, while risky, was the best chance they had to save Glory. Given the alternative was Jaelis devouring her soul, they had to make an attempt.

As they stubbornly held out hope that Glory would make it back to them, Ryn and his auxiliaries continued to use their time wisely. Ryn and Saphi practiced swordplay with Nephale for hours each day, and while they both ended up bruised and tired, they also progressed rapidly. Ryn was surprised by how comfortable he soon grew with a sword.

The forms Nephale taught them... sword forms... were not all that different from spell forms, and he and Saphi had both spent most of their lives learning to internalize how their bodies should move from diagrams and demonstrations. Learning how to properly thrust or block with a blade wasn’t all that different, and while neither of them would be winning any grand tournaments any time soon, basic self-defense seemed quite possible.

For Ryn, in particular, his bond with Nephale was a boon. With their bond, she wasn’t limited to showing him how to wield a blade. She could pass her memories of training with a blade to him as well, just like she could pass memories of her spell forms. Thus, he had both her expert tutelage and her memories of decades of blade training to draw upon.

As his knowledge and comfort with their simple stick blades grew, he passed what he learned onto Saphi over their bond. Given Nephale’s memories of learning how to strike, parry, and block were coming to Saphi through him, they were diluted, but still powerful. With that mental advantage, Ryn suspected they made months of training progress in a mere five days.

As for Auri, she made a great deal of progress on her notes and tomes, and she also taught Ryn a great deal about the founding of the Lachlan Confederacy and the various provinces and tribes that had existed beforehand. None of it was useful information, at the moment, but it was interesting... because Auri was interested in it. Saphi also seemed intrigued.

On the sixth day after Ryn formed his plan, and just over nine days after Honor had dragged Glory off across the ravine, a tired-looking pegasus winged out of the valley and flapped toward their signal fire. Glory clutched Honor’s neck as if half-asleep... but she was alive.

Even with the warm updrafts from the ravine holding the Wind Pillars, Honor was obviously struggling to gain altitude without Glory’s help. Even if she’d been in shape to use her wind spell forms to help him fly, which she obviously wasn’t, she still wore the ether blocker she’d worn the day she vanished. Ryn had been secretly worried about that.

As he watched Honor flap hard, struggling to reach the cliff, Ryn was terrified the pegasus would either plummet into the ravine or drop Glory. Honor did neither. He might be the reason Glory had been missing for nine days, but Ryn also suspected Honor wouldn’t stop fighting to bring her home until both his wings broke and his heart gave out.

Honor landed heavily at the edge of the cliff and then stumbled forward. The pegasus was obviously hungry, thirsty, and exhausted, and Glory barely seemed conscious at all. It took effort to pry her arms from around Honor’s neck, and Ryn kept expecting the pegasus to buck, kick, or bite him.

Honor did none of that. He lowered his head in what Ryn could only interpret as shame and resignation. Somehow, Glory or Jaelis must have gotten through to him.

Either Glory had finally made Honor agree that she couldn’t betray her oath to Ryn, or Jaelis had made him understand she could devour Glory’s soul if the pegasus refused to return her to captivity. Either way, Glory’s loyal pegasus had lost his battle to save her... and that loss looked to have taken the fight right out of him.

Ryn hoped Honor would feel better after they tricked Jaelis into forming a command bond.


Chapter Ten




Working together, Ryn and Nephale unwrapped Glory’s death grip around Honor’s neck and lifted her out of the saddle. As Ryn took on Glory’s full weight, he was genuinely surprised by how little she weighed. He had no problem carrying her near unconscious body to a bedroll.

Despite being taller than Saphi, Glory weighed less. As he and Nephale settled her on a warm bedroll and Saphi hurriedly prepared some soup, he remembered what Lena and Nephale had said about valkyries with a wind affinity. They had thinner, lighter bones.

Executor Xaven had been worried he would hurt Glory when he bonded her or after, but he never had. As she’d proven both in the future and in the now, Glory had a steel spine. Still, right now she was malnourished, dehydrated, and badly in need of a good night’s sleep.

Ryn looked up at Lena. “Can you see what you can do for Honor?”

Despite the concern present on her face, Lena couldn’t hide her delight at being asked to tend to a beautiful pegasus. She loved horses, and winged horses were a step above. She rushed to their saddlebags to grab a juicy apple that would certainly make the other horses jealous. Frost was already giving Honor the evil eye from the open area he’d staked out.

As Lena fed Honor, Auri brought out a blanket from the tent and laid it over Glory to stop her shivering. Saphi soon returned with a canteen and a bowl of heated gruel. Ryn knew Saphi would spoon-feed it to Glory if she needed to, and given Glory’s condition, she might have to. Nephale stood close enough to watch Glory and their surroundings for threats.

Ryn gently touched Glory’s chin as she breathed shallow breaths on the bedroll. “Glory? Can you hear me? I know you’re exhausted, but you need to drink and eat.”

She murmured something he couldn’t quite make out.

Saphi winced as she looked Glory over with obvious worry in her eyes. “Should we take the blocker off her? She doesn’t need it now, does she?”

Auri cleared her throat. “I would not recommend that, prime. Her energy may be low and her body weak, but what sleeps inside her remains a threat.”

Ryn sighed. “I wish we could take that blocker off, but Auri’s right. It’s not hurting her, and channeling ether won’t improve her condition. Let’s see if we can get some food and water in her. Once she’s had some time to recover, we’ll figure out the rest.”

Nearby, Ryn heard Lena clucking affectionately, followed by the soft hoof falls of a pegasus meekly trotting along. “You being so good! You are such a sweet pegasus.”

As he glanced up, he saw Lena walking backward with one hand pressed gently to the bottom of Honor’s head. She would lead him all the way to the river nearby, where he could drink his fill and graze contentedly. Honor soon balked and glanced back.

Ryn held Honor’s gaze. “I’ll take good care of her. I swear it. Now go drink.”

The pegasus snorted and turned back to stare tiredly at Nephale. She continued leading him forward with gentle words and soft strokes of her warm fingers across his head and flanks. To Lena’s great delight, Honor folded his great wings against his back and let himself be led.

Ryn glanced down at Glory. Even with the dirt of nine days of wandering marring her gorgeous and perfect face, she possessed an almost ethereal beauty. The honey-blonde hair resting alongside her cheeks only enhanced her allure. He had missed her... and now, if he and his auxiliaries all played their parts, he could save her.

To his relief, Glory soon stirred. Her eyelids fluttered before she pushed them open with effort. Somehow, she found and focused on him despite her exhaustion.

“I did not flee.”

Ryn leaned close. “I know. The escape was all Honor’s idea. You gave me your oath, and you’ve kept it by convincing him to bring you back. Now drink, eat, and rest. The rest can wait.”

Auri dropped to her knees at Glory’s other side. “Allow me to help you. I will lift you so you can sit, and then you must let Saphi feed you. We have water as well.”

Glory meekly allowed Saphi and Auri to feed her gruel and sipped water as Ryn sat beside Auri. He hid one hand behind his back so Glory wouldn’t see it clenched. If Jaelis took Glory over before he was ready to execute his plan, could he delay her? For how long?

He couldn’t imagine how Jaelis could get any inkling of what they’d planned. Even so, what if she did? Glory could be lost to them in the space of a breath.

While Glory drank most of the canteen, she refused the latter half of the gruel. Ryn raised a hand and nodded to Saphi to let her know that was all right. Even after nine days in the wilderness, living off nuts and berries, Glory still likely needed less food than others.

Auri eased her down again, and Glory visibly passed out on the bedroll they’d rolled out for her. Even with Glory seemingly unconscious, Jaelis could still be listening using Glory’s ears. Auri pulled another bedroll over her for warmth and spoke over their bond.

“You were right, prime. She returned just as you expected she would.

Ryn kept his features calm as he spoke in their minds. “I wish it hadn’t taken so long, but I know Glory. She’d never break an oath unless her entire academy was at stake... which, a few weeks ago, it was. I’m just glad she seems to be uninjured.”

“Do you wish to bait her into a deal tonight?”

Ryn pretended to glance back at the floating wind pillars as he thought to Saphi over their bond. “Don’t nod. Just think. Are you ready for your part in this?”

Saphi kept her eyes on Glory as if searching her for further injuries. “I am.”

“Then we’ll move the moment Jaelis gives us an opening. I wouldn’t trade these nine days for anything, but if we can capture Jaelis, truly capture her, we’ll have options.”

“And if we can’t?” Saphi thought worriedly.

Ryn barely held back his sigh. “Then Glory will appreciate that we tried.”

Unfortunately, Glory truly seemed exhausted from her ordeal. She slept the whole afternoon. There would be no sword fighting with her asleep, so reluctantly, Ryn and Saphi got back to straightening up their camp. Nephale watched Glory and Auri returned to her studies.

When Lena eventually returned with Honor, Glory continued to slumber. Her pegasus snorted as he walked directly through their camp toward his valkyrie. Ryn rose and stepped away. Honor lowered his head as if on the verge of nuzzling Glory, then paused.

He stepped back and looked at Ryn instead. As their eyes met, Ryn was all the more certain the pegasus was far more intelligent than the average horse. Pebble was a lovely and friendly animal, but he wasn’t all that bright. Honor, by comparison, knew what they had done for Glory. That Ryn and his auxiliaries had fed her, tended to her, and put her to bed.

Honor snorted and bowed his head, then backed up so as not to trample Glory. He walked off to the wide area which the other horses had already grazed down to a nub. Frost snorted a warning as Honor approached, but the pegasus chose the side of the field farthest from the big white stallion. Frost, to his credit, kept to his part of the field as well.

The signal fire was dying down with no one to support it, much to the disappointment of Lena. She had been very proud of that particular fire. Still, all great fires eventually burned down to nothing, and Ryn was relieved they didn’t have to chop more wood.

As the sun set they enjoyed a short and awkward supper. Ryn was tempted to ease Glory awake and get right to his offer, but Jaelis would certainly suspect something if he approached her first. He had to make her ask him. He needed her to want this very badly.

Finally, just as they were finishing up supper, Glory stirred in her bedroll. She winced, yawned, and sat up with great effort. Her hair cascaded down one shoulder as she glanced blearily in the direction of their cook fire. With a voice raw from lack of water, she spoke.

“May I join you? I’m feeling rather famished.”

Saphi smiled happily. “Of course! We’re having soup again, and I saved you a bowl. There’s no meat in it. Just vegetables and broth.”

Before Ryn could rise, Nephale hopped up and hurried over. She offered Glory her hand, and with her help, Glory shakily rose to her feet. Nephale escorted Glory over to the cook fire and settled her beside Ryn. She took up position on Glory’s other side, and Saphi gave her a bowl.

With most of them already done with supper, Glory ate slowly and in silence. She kept her eyes on the flame and didn’t once look up. Once she finished her meal she set the bowl beside her, then finally met Ryn’s gaze. She looked... lost.

“Jaelis has offered an ultimatum.”

Ryn nodded as calmly as he could. “She asked you to deliver it in her stead?”

“She commanded it.”

“I see. And what is her ultimatum?”

“You must enter the Firmament and speak to your future self by tomorrow morning at first light. If you do not, she will devour my soul and accept the consequences.”

Ryn didn’t have to fake his burst of anger. “That is not acceptable. If she devours your soul, I’ll kill her, and then she’ll have failed her master! She knows that, doesn’t she?”

“What she knows... or rather, what she has come to believe... is that you are toying with her. You have no intention of allowing her to complete her task. So, she insists that you allow Xorumon to complete his deal with your future self... or she will complete her deal with me.”

“And the plague? What of the plague?”

“That was not part of your future self’s deal with her master. If you wish to bargain for information on it, Xorumon will consider making a deal with you as well. However, you must first speak to your future self to complete Xorumon’s deal with him.”

Ryn looked at his other auxiliaries for “help” while simultaneously speaking to them over their bond. “It’s a good thing we planned to double-cross her already, because it seems she’s done waiting for her chance to double-cross us.”

Auri’s features gave no clue as to the worry in her thoughts. “I don’t like this. If Jaelis has prepared herself for a confrontation with us, she will be wary of any deal you offer, even if she believes she has forced you into it. Success or failure will fall entirely upon Saphi.”

Saphi huffed inside their minds. “I know that, Mistress. But I’ve had days to practice and prepare myself. I can do it. I won’t fail. I just need enough time to complete the form.”

Ryn focused on his bond with Nephale which, unfortunately, Saphi, Lena, and Auri didn’t share. “We’re executing the plan. No choice now. She’s not taking Glory without a fight.”

It was curious that Jaelis wouldn’t deliver this ultimatum herself, but perhaps that was more evidence he had unnerved her in their last argument. Or she was simply being extra cautious, wary of a trap he might have devised while she was away.

Ryn did plan to trap her. Jaelis wasn’t wrong about that. He just had to hope she didn’t know how he planned to trap her, since he wasn’t sure any devil could.

Ryn offered Glory an annoyed glance. “I need to confer with my auxiliaries. Alone.”

Glory looked at the fire. “We will be here when you return. You have until sunup.”

Ryn wasn’t sure if Glory was speaking those words or if Jaelis had gotten eerily better at imitating her voice. Either way, he rose and gestured for his auxiliaries to do the same. He led them away from the cook fire even though they could all speak in their heads.

The next part of their plan was the most questionable. They had only Nephale’s suspicions about devil hyper-senses to guide them. Their plan to trap Jaelis didn’t depend on this part of it succeeding, but it would certainly make it easier if it did.

Voice just above a whisper, Ryn spoke. “What can we do now? Do we have a choice?”

“I fail to see any, prime.” Auri spoke so quietly that her voice would never carry to a mundane woman sitting by a cook fire. Jaelis, however, was no mundane woman. “If it is true that she plans to devour Glory’s soul, we should kill her and be done with it.”

Over their bond, Lena gasped happily. “She twitched! Ryn, I think she heard that!” Aloud, all Lena said was, “I will do it.”

“No.” Ryn let himself speak just a bit louder for Jaelis’s benefit. “I’ve had a week to consider it, and as much as I wish it was otherwise, we can’t simply kill her when she still knows about this plague. I don’t like it, but I may have to do as she says.”

Saphi clutched his hand. “It’s too dangerous. What if she takes your soul?”

“She can’t take it so long as I don’t accept anything.” Ryn was rather proud of how well his auxiliaries were delivering their lines. “So, I don’t see how we have a choice.”

Lena hissed low. “Stupid Jaelis. Too clever by half. I hate this devil.”

Ryn barely contained his wince and spoke over their bond. “Careful, Lena. If you lay it on too thick, she may suspect we’re saying all this for her benefit.”

Lena chuckled in their minds. “She won’t suspect. Her vanity remains bruised from how you tricked her into revealing the plague. Hearing how much I hate her clever nature will set her mind at ease. She wants to believe she is smarter than you, so we’ll let her.”

“And hope she’s not right,” Ryn thought. Aloud, he sighed. “No other choice?”

Saphi winced and rubbed his arm. “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

“I will, and most importantly, I’m not going alone.” He looked at Nephale. “If she refuses to let you go with me, we’ll just kill her. That’s the backup plan. So let’s hope she agrees.”

Ryn hadn’t been sure if he would add that part to their little play. Now that they knew Jaelis was listening, Ryn suspected he’d need this. He needed Jaelis watching him and Nephale so she wouldn’t see the actual trap snapping shut.

Ryn walked back to the cook fire and settled across from Jaelis. Nephale stood at his side to flank him as Lena did the same on the other and Saphi and Auri walked together to stand before the tent. Ryn focused on Glory across the fire and glowered appropriately.

“Let me talk to Jaelis directly.”

Glory shuddered. “She’ll only talk to you once you agree to her deal.”

Ryn focused as much of his anger into his words as possible. “Then tell that devil bitch I’ve agreed. But I also require assurances before I’ll trust her to lead me into the Firmament.”

Glory sat up, then shivered and shook like she was having a seizure. A moment later her head drooped to the side, then rose like a woman who was sleepwalking. Inky black manifested in Glory’s eyes and rapidly consumed her sky-blue pupils and her whites.

Glory smiled... but it was Jaelis who moved her lips and clenched her teeth. She waited placidly for his offer. She looked far too pleased with herself for his taste.

Ryn watched her in annoyance. “Did you enjoy your hike in the woods?

“Very much so. Your primitive world is charming in its own way. I can see why House Adon covets it, and why you defend it so zealously. Still, I have seen all I wish of it for now. I wish to be done with this business and return home.”

“And your mission from your master?”

“I will complete it tonight or die in the attempt. Either is now acceptable to me.”

Devils couldn’t lie. Jaelis wasn’t lying. He had to act now.

Ryn leaned forward. “I need to know exactly what completing this deal will involve. How will I speak with my future self in the Firmament? Will we travel through time?”

“We will travel through the Firmament. As I have told you repeatedly, and as your feeble mortal mind still struggles to grasp, time is malleable in realms beyond these.”

“Thank you for simultaneously insulting my intelligence while providing no useful information. After I finish speaking with my future self, I’ll return here? To my time?”

“Yes.”

“And you have no plans to trap me in the future? To leave me there so I can’t find my way back to my body? Can you assure me I will return safely to my body, in this time, with my sanity intact, when this is done?”

“No, and no, and yes.”

“Then say it. I want you to say it clearly so there’s no room for misunderstandings.”

Jaelis smiled indulgently. “I will lead you to your future self in the Firmament. I will not harm your soul or trap you there. I will ensure you return, safe and intact, to your own body after you have completed my master’s deal with your future self.”

Was she convinced? He’d better hope so. Time to ramp up the pressure.

“Then I want one more assurance.” He pointed to the woman glowering at Jaelis on his left. “Nephale’s coming into the Firmament with us. I want her as my bodyguard.”

“Your auxiliary cannot speak to your future self. He was clear that only you could speak to him. No one other than you may speak to him if we are to complete this deal.”

Again, Jaelis couldn’t lie. That gave Ryn pause. Why would his future self specifically forbid any of Ryn’s auxiliaries from coming with him?

Wouldn’t Executor Xaven want to see them again, since he had loved them... or versions of them... as well? Or was the idea of once again seeing women who were dead on his “branch of the river” so painful that Executor Xaven couldn’t bear it? Or, as he’d done with Nephale, did the executor need to hide some secret plan from everyone but his past self?

None of that mattered, because Ryn wasn’t going to speak with his future self... at least not until he’d dealt with Jaelis. After Jaelis was no longer a threat to Glory, he would further consider his options. His future self had so much knowledge to offer him.

Also, as much as the idea of ensuring Xorumon could never complete his deal with Executor Xaven appealed to him, compromising it could put Nephale... and his branch... in danger. If Xorumon couldn’t complete his deal, could he undo the other parts of it?

Ryn focused on Jaelis. “I’ll speak to Executor Xaven alone once we reach him, but until I do, I want Nephale with me. That’s non-negotiable.”

“And if I disagree?”

“Then you’re a fool. If you want to accomplish your mission enough you’re willing to die tomorrow, then don’t let your fear of Nephale influence your thinking.”

Glory’s eyes narrowed. “I do not fear any of you.”

Then you really are a fool, Ryn thought silently. Aloud, he said, “Take it or leave it. This is my final offer. I’ll travel into the Firmament with you, but Nephale has to come as well.”

Glory’s lips smiled. “Your fourth auxiliary may accompany us until we reach our goal. I will be watching you both at all times, and should you attempt to betray me, I will devour Gloriana’s soul before you can complete whatever feeble scheme you’ve concocted.”

Having Jaelis watching them both like a hawk was exactly what Ryn wanted. He was, however, careful not to say the word “Deal.” He had to be very careful that he never agreed with Jaelis in any way that suggested they were making a pact that might consume his soul.

“Then I will travel with you to the Firmament of my own volition. By my own choice.”

“I would expect nothing less.”

Jaelis couldn’t hide how gleeful she must feel now. Ryn hoped that feeling lasted. He needed her thrilled by her impending victory, focused on him and Nephale, and unprepared for what they were going to do to her next.

He looked at Auri. “Can you grab an empty vial from the tent?”

She nodded and strode away.

Jaelis watched Auri go and then turned Glory’s head back to face him. “You wish me to drink your blood?”

“I don’t see any other way this works. I’m sure as hells not bonding you.”

Jaelis chuckled darkly. “A shame. Glory is rather enamored of you.”

Ryn glared. “What did you just say?”

“You saved her academy, Xaven, which endeared you to her, and then you brought her here to the pillars to absolve herself before her goddess. She also finds you physically appealing. In her mind, she has often fantasized about having you⁠—”

Ryn raised two fingers and glared at Jaelis. “Not one more word.”

“I cannot lie.”

“I don’t care. You have no right to share Glory’s private feelings with anyone, let alone feelings so private as those. Can you at least try to remain civilized until we finish this?”

Jaelis rolled Glory’s eyes. “I thought you would be pleased to know she fancied you.”

“Given you’re planning to devour her soul once your deal with her is concluded, no, I’m not. I still want to talk to you about that as well. If we complete this part of your master’s deal, can I convince you to relinquish Glory’s soul and go home?”

Jaelis chuckled darkly. “All things are possible in the Firmament, Xaven. Ask me again once we are standing on neutral ground. There are... options... we could explore.”

As Auri returned with an empty blood vial, Ryn popped it open and looked at Nephale. Without a word, she knelt at his side and pulled out her trail knife. They had washed and disinfected this knife every day in case they needed to use it for this purpose.

Ryn offered his arm, and Nephale made one precise cut. Blood pooled from the small cut and then, slowly, dripped into the vial. Ryn held it steady and waited. Glory would only need a small amount of his blood to share his quintessence.

Once she shared that, they could find each other in the Firmament despite the fact that they were not bonded. Meanwhile, since Nephale was bonded to him, she would have no problem finding him at all. Nor would any of his other auxiliaries.

Which was what Ryn and the others were counting on.


Chapter Eleven




Once the vial was ready, Auri walked it over to Glory. The devil inside her drank it down without hesitation, then stared at him through Glory’s eyes. “I will need this collar off.”

Ryn nodded to Auri. “Do it.”

Auri knelt, then expertly unsnapped the ether blocker from around Glory’s neck. Ryn winced when he saw the visibly reddened and irritated skin beneath. Wearing that blocker for nine days straight could not have been comfortable, and Glory didn’t deserve more pain.

Ryn glanced at Nephale. “Ready, kitten?” Mentally, he spoke to Saphi as well. “Enter after we do and wait for my signal before you jump to our location. I’ll let you know when she’s distracted and you can make your move.”

“I’m ready!” Saphi thought bravely.

As Nephale settled at his side, Ryn glanced at Auri. “Ready to lift us both into the Firmament, Mistress?”

Auri nodded and rested her hands on both their shoulders. “Give the command.”

Glory’s lips smiled before her eyes closed. “Finally, you make a sane choice.”

A moment later, her body relaxed in place. She was still sitting, breathing evenly, but Ryn knew her devil soul wasn’t animating Glory any longer. Sadly, she had likely taken Glory’s soul with her into the Firmament. They remained bound.

Ryn closed his eyes. “Now, Auri.” He drifted out of his body as he’d been taught.

A moment later, Ryn opened his eyes to find himself standing in a verdant garden enclosed by tall stone walls. A small fountain burbled in its center, and stone benches set at the edges offered plenty of seating. Colorful flowers grew in planters throughout.

As Ryn glanced to his right, Nephale shimmered into being at his side. She nodded her readiness as her raptor-like gaze swept the garden for enemies. Ryn looked around as well, but didn’t see Jaelis anywhere. Would she take Glory’s form in here? Or her own?

Ryn glanced at Nephale. “Is this your mind shelter?”

“I don’t have one of those.” Nephale remained close with one hand ready to draw her ether blade. “It’s not yours?”

A devil’s voice spoke from behind them. “It’s mine, of course.”

Ryn and Nephale pivoted in unison to find a tall, dark-haired woman wearing a flowing blue dress standing before one of the well-trimmed hedges. She was about Nephale’s height, but thinner, with an acrobat’s build. So this was how Jaelis looked in the Firmament.

Jaelis was younger than Ryn expected, visibly closer to Glory’s age than Auri’s. His last encounter with a female devil in the Firmament had been with Simula, also known as the Bloody Executrix, and she had looked older and intimidating. Jaelis could pass for a student training at the Primal Academy... but was this her actual age, or all for show?

A moment later, Glory shimmered into being beside Jaelis. Her honey-blonde hair looked lustrous in the Firmament, and her silver armor gleamed like it had been freshly polished. The only disturbing part of her appearance was the leather collar around her neck... which shimmered into being with a chain leading to Jaelis’s belt.

Ryn scowled. “Get that off her.”

Jaelis smiled placidly. “I could not even if I wished to obey. We are one soul now. The collar and chain represent our joining, at least until we consummate.”

Glory calmly met Ryn’s gaze. “I will endure. Focus on your mission here.”

Glory showed not one bit of visible fear at the thought of being consumed by her devil. Perhaps she had already resigned herself to that fate. He couldn’t risk giving her any clue that any fate other than oblivion awaited her, as much as he wanted to do so in that moment.

Ryn crossed his arms and considered their surroundings. This enclosed garden was too small to call for Saphi, and Jaelis wasn’t comfortable with them yet. He needed better ground and a more attentive Jaelis before he could risk signaling Saphi.

He motioned impatiently. “Well? Where are we going?”

Jaelis spun about and waved one hand. The hedge ahead of her shimmered and vanished, and then stone walls blocking in the garden rumbled as they retracted into themselves like elaborately-built segmented doors. She strode off confidently.

As Ryn followed her, he evaluated the changing terrain. As they walked, the garden fell away to be replaced by rolling green hills filled with tall grass. A bright sun shined above.

He knew the Firmament was as malleable as a dream, which meant the terrain was malleable as well. Still, he dared not launch their trap, not yet. And now that he was here, he was again reconsidering his hesitance to talk with his future self.

Executor Xaven could tell him so much. His future self might even know something about this plague. The fact that the chance to speak with him was so appealing was why he had refused to do it... the best devil deals were always appealing... but that had been before he had re-discovered, from his future memories, how to form a command bond.

Moreover, if he spoke with Executor Xaven, Jaelis would consume Glory’s soul. But once Jaelis was no longer a danger to her... could he? Should he? It was clear from speaking to Jaelis that Executor Xaven had requested this private audience, not Xorumon, and he had to be able to trust his future self... right? If he couldn’t trust himself, who could he trust?

The grassy fields soon turned swampy, and the day turned overcast. They walked through a rainstorm that didn’t get them wet and then stepped out of that onto an arid stone plane. It was almost as featureless as the plain Ryn and Lena had encountered when they entered the Firmament for the first time during their second trial at the Primal Academy.

As they walked along the plain for an indeterminate amount of time, the terrain and Jaelis’s pace offered Ryn no openings. Glory marched along behind Jaelis with the chain linked to the collar on her neck hanging slack. Ryn knew she would never allow herself to be dragged.

Finally, the arid stone plain grew wet. Soon they were walking on a carpet of grass that was soaked with runoff. Ahead waited a small wooden cabin not dissimilar to the one Liselle Annois had occupied in Kallin’s Grove. Was Executor Xaven... relaxing here?

Jaelis stopped beside the small, closed door of the cabin. “Your future self awaits you inside. Your auxiliary will remain here with me. Take as long as you like to satisfy his conditions, and then emerge. You may then return to your body.”

Ryn watched her warily. “And Glory? What about her? We still need to bargain for her.”

Jaelis smiled eagerly. “Speak to me when you emerge. We will bargain then.”

Ryn knew they could delay no longer. He spoke over his bond. “Now, kitten.”

Steel rang out across the Firmament as Nephale pulled her gleaming ether blade into existence. “Not a chance, devil. You won’t take his soul.”

Jaelis scowled at Ryn. “Control your pet.”

Ryn stepped between Nephale and Jaelis. “Neph, just consider this with me.” He shifted to his mental bond with Saphi. “It’s time. She’s focused entirely on us now.” Then, he spoke aloud and backed toward Jaelis. “There’s no reason any deal has to involve my soul.”

Nephale marched forward with her blade hanging threateningly in the air. “Jaelis has already led us to the executor. Why not simply cut her down right now?”

Jaelis hissed behind Ryn. “Treachery will not benefit you. I will consume her before you can strike!”

Saphi’s warm thoughts flowed over Ryn’s bond. “I’m here.” Because they were bonded, once Auri had inserted Saphi into the Firmament, she had been able to find him with ease.

Ryn placed himself between Nephale and Jaelis as if desperate to prevent a fight. He remained entirely not focused on the fact that Saphi was now sneaking up behind Jaelis.

“Stop it, both of you. No one is betraying anyone. I’ll talk to my future self, and then⁠—”

Jaelis spun about just in time to be struck by a wave of almost invisible gray energy from Saphi. As it washed over her, she ceased moving. As Saphi finished the spell form for stop, breathing hard, Ryn noticed that Glory was now frozen in place despite the form missing her.

Their souls really were joined. In using stop on Jaelis, a task only possible for a sibyl like Saphi who could channel ether in the Firmament, they had also frozen Glory. Even so, Glory’s existence was now suspended in the Firmament, not the world. As Nephale pumped her fist and shouted in triumph, and Saphi grinned happily, Ryn made a snap decision.

“Stay here. Both of you.”

Saphi nodded eagerly. “You want us to watch her?”

“Yes, but that’s not the only reason. Now that we know where my future self resides in the Firmament, I want you to stay here so I can find my way back.”

Nephale frowned worriedly. “You think completing Xorumon’s deal is a good idea?”

“It wasn’t a good idea because Jaelis might trap me or consume Glory’s soul. If the command bond works, we won’t have to worry about either of those. I’ll call you out of the Firmament if I need you, but for now, I want you both guarding Jaelis and this house.”

Nephale sighed. “If you say so.”

“Love you both. Back soon.” Ryn focused on returning to his body.

Meanwhile, Saphi gasped as he faded. “Nephy! Did Ryn just say⁠—”

Ryn’s eyes snapped open in the real world as he took one deep, gasping breath. He found Glory’s body as still as ever, breathing but immobile. Both her soul and the soul of the devil who’d bound itself to her remained frozen in the Firmament. Auri and Lena dropped to his side, barraging him with a burst of mental questions.

Ryn smiled proudly. “Saphi did it. For Jaelis, time is frozen.”

Auri breathed heavily in relief. “Then we must complete the command bond at once. Lena? Help me with Glory. We must remove her armor and settle her flat on her back.

This was the one part of their rescue plan that Ryn wasn’t all that happy about. Taking off Glory’s top and etching the necessary blood glyphs around her heart without asking her first. Fortunately, he and his auxiliaries had come up with a solution. He looked away as Auri and Lena prepared Glory for him, mentally fixing the form of the glyph he’d etch in his mind.

He was lucky that Executor Xaven had formed command bonds enough time to do it without a visual guide. Drawing the form of a command bond could have tipped Jaelis off if she discovered it. Now that he had Executor Xaven’s memories, he could do it, too.

Auri spoke. “She’s ready, prime.”

Ryn peeked at Glory and breathed a sigh of relief. While Auri and Lena had stripped Glory’s top, they had also maintained her modesty as best they could. While her abdomen and cleavage, the canvas on which he’d need to etch, were bare, they had wrapped two spare tunics around her breasts to cover her nipples.

The end effect, while alluring, was no more scandalous than a low cut dress. While it wasn’t entirely necessary to go to such effort, Ryn and his auxiliaries had all agreed they should. Glory deserved all the respect they could offer her given the situation.

He took the small knife Lena offered and sliced the tip of his index finger. It hurt, obviously, but it also ensured a steady supply of his own blood. Ryn had no choice but to straddle Glory, respectfully, and then, as her consciousness remained frozen in the Firmament, he etched the elements of a command bond around her heart in his own blood.

As tempting as it was to rush this etching, he couldn’t. If he didn’t do this right the first time, he might not get a second attempt. He carefully traced a complicated pattern his future self had memorized in his own blood. It started at Glory’s collarbone, ran down and along one breast, below her breasts and below her heart, then back up on the other side to make a ring.

Lena and Auri said nothing as he worked. The only sound was the whistling of the wind in the gorge containing the Wind Pillars. The crackling cook fire offered just enough light for him to see what he was doing, but he wouldn’t have turned down more.

Finally, the etching was complete. Now, to see if he remembered this process as well as he thought he did. Ryn closed his eyes, drifted out of his body, and, using his spirit hands, carefully drew a chain of life ether from his own chest. This was a similar process to binding his ether chain with a future auxiliary, but in this case, he would be attaching it to the glyph.

Ryn reached for the blood glyph he’d scribed on Glory’s chest and was relieved when a glowing glyph of exactly the same size and shape peeled off. It was like pulling a layer of thick clay out of a wagon rut. He’d succeeded in etching a command bond glyph!

Ryn carefully looped the chain of life ether from his own chest through and around the glowing glyph that hung suspended above Glory’s motionless body. Once he was certain it was secure, using his spirit hands, he carefully tamped it back down on Glory’s chest.

The glyph adhered to the blood on Glory’s chest without issue, pinning his chain of life ether beneath it and forever linking them... he hoped. This would work or it wouldn’t.

Ryn dropped back into his own body, then stood and stepped back. As he reached into his mind for any trace of Glory’s mind or memories, he felt... nothing.

For a moment, he was terrified he’d failed. Then, as he focused more intently on their new bond, he realized what he did not feel. It wasn’t that he hadn’t formed a bond with her. It was that he had formed one... which was why he could feel a void of consciousness through it.

Jaelis and Glory were still suspended in the Firmament thanks to stop!

Ryn settled into a meditation position once more. “Auri? Send me back in.” He closed his eyes and drifted out of his own body. A moment later, he opened them to find himself standing on the deck of a tattered wooden boat on the ocean in an intense storm.

Not ideal. He focused on his bonds with Saphi and Nephale as Auri had taught him. He pictured himself joining them, and a moment later, his body broke apart and zipped away. He reassembled with a gasp outside the small cottage he’d seen last time he was here.

Saphi rushed over and threw her arms around him. “Did it work?”

He stroked her cheek and kissed her, then smiled. “I think so.”

Nephale, meanwhile, stood by Jaelis and Glory with her ether blade resting at her side. He knew from training with her that the pose she had chosen would allow her to conserve her energy. It would also allow her to flow into an explosive swing if necessary.

Saphi sighed happily and clutched his hand as they walked over to join Nephale beside Jaelis and Glory, who remained statue still. Saphi squeezed his hand. “So you love Nephy now?”

Ryn chuckled. “Why wouldn’t I? She is intensely lovable.”

Even though she kept her eyes on their quarry, Nephale blushed. “Stop that. I need to focus on keeping you both alive if this devil lunges for you.”

Saphi practically bounced up and down. “But when did you realize? Why didn’t you tell me you’d told her you loved her?”

“I guess... I thought it was obvious?”

Nephale snorted. “Looks like you thought wrong.”

“Fine. The moment we return to the real world, I am going to loudly proclaim my love for you to everyone in earshot. I’m not joking. They need to know.”

Saphi giggled happily. “This means she’s definitely coming to the farm with us.”

Nephale barely kept her eyes on the devil. “What farm? Is this another farm joke?”

Ryn patted Saphi’s hand. “Nephale grew up on a farm.”

“Oh!” Saphi nodded. “Well, this would be a different farm. Our farm. You, me, Lena, Auri, and⁠—”

“Xaven.” Jaelis’s devilish growl made his blood chill. “You dare⁠—”

“I order you to freeze.” Ryn interrupted her with a glare as he focused on manifesting their new command bond. “Don’t touch Glory’s soul. In fact, don’t take any action save breathing until I give you explicit instructions to do so.”

Jaelis made a small, choking sound as she stopped where she was. Now that he had her separated from Glory, visibly, he could see her reaction to his words. Her features had twisted into a hatred so intense it turned his stomach. Even so, she didn’t move.

“Now. Jaelis. Raise your left hand.”

Though her body moved jerkily, the devil raised her left hand. She did nothing else. Ryn was growing more confident he now had control of her over their command bond.

“Now slap yourself. Do it hard.”

Jaelis smacked her cheek with her left hand so loudly it echoed in the Firmament. A red mark appeared on her cheek in response, and the hatred on her face grew even more livid. Meanwhile, Glory stared in alarm from her side, still chained to Jaelis by her collar.

Yet Glory hadn’t lifted her palm or slapped herself. That confirmed that, while he now shared a command bond with Glory that would also command Jaelis, he could issue commands to them separately. That was the one element no one had been able to be certain was true.

He looked at Glory. “Glory? You, and only you, may speak and act as you wish.”

Glory gasped and stumbled, then stared at him in alarm. “How have you done this?”

“It’s a rather long story I’ll explain in detail once I have everything I need from your devil. I’m now confident I have full control over Jaelis, which means she can’t devour your soul unless I instruct her to do so. Which I will not. Ever.” He looked at Nephale. “Let the others know we’ve succeeded, and I may be a bit.”

Nephale nodded, closed her eyes, and then vanished.

Ryn looked at Jaelis again. “Jaelis, after you return to Glory’s body in the real world, you are to remain silent and take no action, save breathing, until I instruct you again. Go.”

Jaelis shimmered and vanished, and Glory, mouth wide, vanished with her.

Saphi walked over and took his hands. “So we’ve done it?”

“We’ve done the first step.” He pulled her close and kissed her in the realm between realms. “You were magnificent, snow lily. She never even saw you coming.”

“She did turn around.”

“Not in time. It seems we were right. The average devil has no idea what you’re capable of in the Firmament, which means we need to keep your abilities a secret.”

“Then...” Saphi winced. “Do we have to?”

“She planned to devour Glory’s soul, Saphi. She was willing to do that if we didn’t come with her. She’s a devil from a hell dimension intent on taking over our world.”

Saphi sighed. “I know we don’t always have the luxury to be merciful. If we set her free... if we even can... she’d tell others how we captured her. We’ll lose our advantage.”

“I know this is hard for you. It’s hard for me as well. So do me one favor.”

“You know I’d do anything for you.”

“I want you to never lose your kindness, especially if we get to the point where I have to make increasingly hard decisions. I always want you to remind me to be merciful when I can be. I don’t want to ever grow so cold that I can murder anyone, even a devil, easily.”

Saphi hugged him tight. “I promise.”

He hugged her back. “Good. Now... I need to have a chat with the Executor.”

She couldn’t hide her worry from her features or their bond. “Be careful.”

“I will. Can I ask you to stay here in the Firmament until I come back?”

“I’ll wait for you as long as it takes.”

Ryn nodded, then walked to the cabin. He paused at the threshold. Was he really doing the right thing? This would complete Xorumon’s devil deal with his future self, and if Xorumon or Jaelis had left some sort of trap for him, he might never escape.

He had to trust that his future self would have anticipated that possibility. He had to trust that Executor Xaven had clearly stated that his past self must be allowed to freely come and go so they could meet. He needed to find out everything he could about the devils.

Ryn gripped the handle, opened the door, and stepped inside the darkened cabin.


Chapter Twelve




Ryn was shocked when he stepped from a cabin door into what he recognized as the twentieth floor of the mage tower at the Primal Academy... though a moment later, he realized he shouldn’t be. It made perfect sense that Executor Xaven would recreate a space he was comfortable with to wait for his past self. Just as he’d been in Nephale’s memory, a tall man in silver robes stood before the picture window. Looking out.

Ryn took a quick look around the chamber to see if anything had changed. It was, for the most part, as it had been in Nephale’s dream. Some tables and chairs had been scooted around, and there was significantly less visible dirty laundry, but this was the Executor’s chamber.

And the man standing with his back to Ryn was the Executor. Himself. In the future.

Rather than waiting for his future self to acknowledge him as Nephale had, Ryn walked to join Executor Xaven at the picture window. He had a faint impression of the Executor glancing at him, eying him in amusement, before returning to their joint survey of the realm.

The hills beyond the academy were green and vibrant, and a glorious blue sky lit the room. Eagle’s Crag stood tall in the distance, and it all looked... pleasant. Given how wretched the world looked in Executor Xaven’s time, this illusionary world must be a comfort to him.

Ryn kept his gaze on the grand illusion of the republic. “So, I’m here.”

The Executor—Xaven—nodded in approval. “You came quicker than I expected.”

“Really? It’s been months since Nephale arrived in my time. How long has it been since you sent her to find me?”

“An hour. Maybe less. Time is odd in this place.”

Ryn took a fresh look at Executor Xaven. Just as in Nephale’s dream, he had a thick beard, though it was now neatly trimmed and much better kept than the day he’d asked Nephale to become his fifth auxiliary. The dual scars along Xaven’s face intrigued him.

Ryn traced two fingers along his own face. “How’d those happen?”

“Cut myself shaving.”

Ryn groaned. “You know, being a wiseass is only fun when I’m doing it.”

Xaven chuckled Ryn’s chuckle, except older. “You can only deliver so much snark before it rolls back on you, son. Now, I gave you a mission. What do you have to report?”

“You first. I want to ask...” He frowned. “How much time do we have?”

“I suspect we have exactly as much time as we need. That’s what I asked for. Xorumon isn’t the most pleasant sort, as devils go, but he really does want to conclude this deal.”

“And devour your soul.”

Xaven shrugged. “It’s not like I have much use for it.”

That was an unpleasant thought. It was all the more unpleasant because Ryn knew Xaven meant it. His future self had no one and nothing to live for. Just vengeance.

“Then... let’s start with your devil deal. You sent your memories back with Nephale. The last one I have... the one I believe is closest to when you made your deal... was the day you learned from Lieutenant Marith that the devil army was marching for the Primal Academy.”

“Not my favorite morning, but we had a lovely ‘We’re all going to die’ feast.”

“That day you got news from Marcus, one of your death mages, that he had discovered a passage in a tome that matched criteria you’d asked him to look for. What was that?”

Xaven glanced at him and smiled. “Isn’t it obvious?”

Ryn frowned. “Executor, let’s dispense with guessing games and teachable moments. My auxiliaries are waiting for me back in my world. I don’t want to worry them.”

“Fair enough. The passage Marcus uncovered confirmed that traveling back into history was, theoretically, possible through the Firmament. I just didn’t know how.”

“And that’s what you needed Xorumon for.”

“Got it in one, younger self.”

“Thank you. You’ve likely saved every soul in my realm, and people I love very much.”

“Don’t make me blush.” Xaven eyed him hopefully. “So who’s alive?”

“Of... my auxiliaries?”

“Yes. Is Saphi...?”

“Very much alive.”

As Xaven shuddered, Ryn realized for the first time how much emotion the man had been holding inside. A single tear escaped Xaven’s eye before he wiped it away and took a calming breath. What must it have been like to spend twenty years grieving his first love?

Xaven smiled at Ryn. “Now, I need to thank you.”

“It’s mutual. Let’s treat it that way. Less awkward.”

“Agreed. And... Lena? Auri?”

“She’s alive. Auri’s alive. Nephale’s alive, but Glory...” He winced. “She made a devil deal to save her academy. I’m not sure I’ll be able to save her.”

Xaven sighed heavily. “It was too much to hope we could save everyone.” He raised a bushy eyebrow. “You’ve said nothing of Cressa.”

Ryn stared in surprise. “Cressa Logan?”

“You haven’t met her yet?”

“We have met, but... at the academy. When she tried to abduct me.”

Xaven nodded and stroked his beard. “If only her plan had worked, events could have flowed quite differently.”

“That’s... interesting, but beside the point. We didn’t execute her, so to the best of my knowledge, she’s alive in the confederacy.” He paused as what Xaven had revealed forced him to consider his choices. “She really was trying to save me that night?”

“Yes, though at Caladan’s behest. He manipulated and betrayed Cressa and others, but Cressa’s intent to save me... you... was always pure. We figured that out together in my time.”

“And then you lost her as well?”

Xaven nodded sadly. “If you find her again in your time, bond her. She’s been loyal to you from almost the moment she manifested her affinity. You can trust her.”

Ryn considered his future self in silence. “If I find her, I’ll consider that.”

“Fantastic.” Xaven smiled and blinked back wet. “Let’s sit and talk. I’ll make tea.”

As Xaven walked off hurriedly to a table, Ryn stared after him. “I learn to make tea?”

“Cressa taught me. She loved tea. It was one of the things she shared before she died.”

Xaven opened a cupboard and pulled out a tea set, then carried it over to one of the tables in the room. He swept books and other things off the table to clear it, then set down the tea set. He settled himself in his seat, then glanced impatiently at Ryn. “Coming?”

Ryn walked over. “Don’t you need to make the tea first?”

Xaven waved a hand above the tea kettle, and steam began to rise. “That’s one lovely thing about the Firmament. All I have to do to make tea here is convince myself I’ve done it.”

Ryn reluctantly settled himself in a chair across from his future self. Xaven poured him a cup of steaming hot tea. Ryn took it, touched it to his lips, and sipped.

He grimaced as it burned his lips, then set it down. “Can you make it less hot?”

“Simply think of it as warm. It’s a bit tricky at first, but you improve over time.”

Ryn thought of the tea as pleasant, then sipped again. The taste was warm and rich. It was good tea, flavored with a bit of honey and some other pleasant tastes he couldn’t identify. It also seemed obvious Xaven was content, for now, to let Ryn drive their conversation.

“So, I want to ask you something else. Why did you ask to speak to me in here?”

“I needed independent confirmation that Xorumon had completed his end of our deal. I needed someone I trusted... in this case, me... to assure me we’d succeeded. Also, if I was going to sell my soul to change history, I refused to do it cheaply. The memories you received from Nephale are just the start of what I offer. Here, you can ask me anything.”

Ryn nodded in satisfaction. “What do you know about branches in the river?”

“You speak of how time works.” Xaven sipped his tea. “Xorumon’s been rather cagey about the specifics since he admitted it was possible, but I have my suspicions. As it seems you already are, think of time like a river. It only flows one direction, but if you step out of it⁠—”

“—you can travel back along the river along its banks, or even proceed along its flow without being part of that flow. But you can’t change the direction of a river. It’ll continue to flow downstream even if you step out of it. Unless you find a way to make it branch.”

Xaven smiled proudly. “It’s good to know I still have my wits in the past.”

“I’m you, remember? Just younger and more handsome.”

“That’s debatable. I’m far more grizzled and battle-hardened, and Ashlee’s made it clear she finds me more attractive with my beard and scars.”

Ryn laughed and relaxed in his chair. “This is the oddest conversation I’ve ever had with anyone. I’m glad you can still... well, chuckle.”

“Humor’s the only thing that’s kept my soul alive this long.”

That was a sadder revelation than Ryn had expected today. He moved past it for both their sakes. “So the way I think of it, when you sent Nephale back⁠—”

“Xorumon sent her back. At my behest, certainly, but it required his manipulations.”

“Fine, yes. Either way, Nephale’s arrival branched the river that makes up the timeline of our realm. Our river flowed to a single point until Nephale arrived, then flowed off in two directions as we diverged from your future. So does time branch every time I make a decision?”

“I don’t think so, though, like you, I only have my own suspicions to base that upon. But after my discussions with Marcus, Clara, and the others, we decided that while it is likely that multiple layers of reality exist, each layer flows down but one primary path.”

“So does that mean no one individual controls their fate?”

“No, simply that all our fates remain intertwined. Imagine the river is deep and wide, with millions of currents. Those currents choose to swirl and change as they travel down the river, but all flow the same way. You can choose your route, but not your destination.”

“That makes sense.” Ryn internalized this new theory. “So while there are many realms that make many rivers, each realm’s river follows but a single path. Until it branches.”

“Yes. When you and Nephale branched the river of our realm, you didn’t simply change the direction of your personal futures. You changed the flow of the river for everyone who exists in your time, hopefully for the better.”

“But even so, your time... your branch... continues to flow independently of ours?”

“My theory? Two branches can continue only so long. I’ve been able to read a few more books than you, and what I have found on this topic suggests that time... the river... prefers to flow down one branch only. So while we have two branches now, one will eventually dry up.”

“And that’s your branch.”

“If it isn’t, Xorumon isn’t keeping his part of the deal. My branch of the river flows to a realm where everyone’s dead and devils reign supreme. Not the future I’d choose.”

“So does that mean time, in your realm, will eventually stop?”

“Or my realm will eventually cease to exist. I’d like to think that, by sending Nephale back to change the way the river flowed, I’ve sent everyone else down the right path.”

“So... where does that leave you?”

“Dead or non-existent, I imagine. Time will flow along my branch only until your branch is following a path clear of obstructions. Once all the probabilities regarding various outcomes that might occur lean in your branch’s favor, my reality dries up.”

Ryn felt a chill. “So what about Nephale?”

Xaven smiled reassuringly. “She’ll be fine. I made Xorumon assure me of that. Once she escaped my branch of the river, she moved fully into yours. Anyone who’s escaped my branch before it dries up will continue on your branch. Like a leaf in a river.”

Ryn looked at his tea. “We really are pushing this river metaphor a good ways.”

“If you have a better metaphor, I’m happy to adopt it.”

“I can’t think of one, so we’ll make do.” Ryn paused to consider all he’d just learned and what he still needed to learn. He wanted to console his future self on fading away, but he wouldn’t want him to do that. “Do you know why Xorumon agreed to your deal?”

“He opposes the devils who invaded my realm. Not because he wants to protect us, but because we share the same enemies.”

“House Adon.”

Xaven eyed him curiously. “Is that the name of the devils who seized our realm?”

“It is, according to a devil I recently interrogated. You never learned this in your time?”

“No. Xorumon admitted, after some needling, that he was agreeing to my devil deal to hurt enemies of his, but he didn’t identify them.” Xaven smiled in triumph. “It seems like you’re doing even better in that new branch than I’d hoped.”

“With Nephale’s guidance, and your memories to grant me knowledge you didn’t have. But... yes. We’ve had more than a few successes since Nephale arrived.”

“Tell me about them. Making a brighter world is the reason I did this, after all.”

Ryn considered how best to summarize, then shared every success he’d had with his future self. Uncovering and executing Mentor Caladan before he could arrange the deaths of countless people, including Saphi, Auri, and Executrix Valenda. Stopping Ellen Tanamount from ever making a deal and destroying the Bloody Executrix. Saving the Clarion Flight Academy.

Xaven stroked his beard as he considered that last bit. “So it was Helena all along.”

“Another thing you never learned in your time?”

“No, or I’d have told Nephale. It seems you two did rather well on your own.”

“Everyone contributed to our victories over the devils.” Ryn considered his next question. “So in your time, how did it all play out?”

“How do you mean?”

“I’ve told you what time was like for me. It must have played out differently for you.”

Xaven grimaced. “You’re really going to make me rehash my sad, tragic journey?”

“I don’t want to, but I feel like I must. We’ll never get a chance to speak again, and if there’s anything I can learn from your decisions, I should learn it. Shouldn’t I?”

Xaven stroked his beard as his brow furrowed. “Look at you, being grim and practical. Let me think back, and I’ll relate all the ways I failed the women I loved and my realm.”

That was more brutal than Xaven deserved. Ryn was tempted to comfort him, but held his tongue. They both waited, and then Xaven spoke again.

“I suppose your first divergence was during our second Firmament Trial. Lena and I passed it. We found the box and completed the trial. It was annoying, but straightforward.”

Ryn nodded. “It makes sense that’s where our realm branched. In my time, Xorumon intervened during our second trial and dragged us into your future.” He shuddered again. “I heard him. I think. In that dark vision of Lena’s burned-out village, after I watched a fake Lena die. Someone spoke to me, and he didn’t sound like a very nice man.”

“I didn’t ask Xorumon to taunt you. I suppose he took some creative liberties.”

“So after your second trial, what then?”

“Third trial. My first official task as a graduated primal conjurer. I had to travel to Star’s Crossing and act as a negotiator. I was to get two opposing houses to agree to a line of inheritance regarding their fortunes. A trivial task until it all went wrong.”

“How did it go wrong?”

“I left the academy with Lena, but Saphi... since I hadn’t accomplished anything... stayed behind. I had to prove myself as a primal conjurer before I could leave another auxiliary at the academy in her place. Mistress Aurienda stayed as well, and while Executrix Valenda did reveal Auri had always planned to become my auxiliary, she didn’t until after the war started.”

“So when did you actually bond Auri?”

“Three years after the war. A year after that, she died defending Star’s Crossing from a devil incursion. But we had one pleasant year together.”

“I’m sorry, Executor.”

“As am I. Still, we’ve jumped ahead, and in order to relate my sad tale, we need to do so in order. So, we’re now a few months after I’ve graduated. The negotiations in Star’s Crossing dragged on and on, and then reports of a devil attack on the outskirts of Carter’s Hill arrived.”

“I remember that town. We stayed a night on our way to Shale.”

“So you know it. Small town, but nice people. Definitely not the sort of people who deserve to have their heads torn off by devil soldiers.”

Ryn grimaced.

“So, Lena and I left Star’s Crossing to investigate the attacks around Carter’s Hill. What followed was two weeks of failure, and when I returned to Star’s Crossing, I heard the news.”

“Which was...”

Xaven sighed. “Devil sympathizers snuck into the academy. They killed Saphi, along with many others. Saphi was the first to die, but only because... she threw herself in front of a scullery maid hoping to save her.”

Ryn swallowed a lump in his throat. “So you lost Saphi that soon.”

“Losing her would have broken me if not for Lena. Her love kept me going, but as you can imagine, losing Saphi took both of us down a darker path than yours.”

“Which was?”

“We both put all of our efforts into uncovering how those devils had infiltrated the academy, into finding and killing them, and we succeeded. We thought. I only realized many years later that Caladan tossed us disposable puppets on which we could take our vengeance.”

Ryn hated forcing Xaven to relive this, but he had to. “And then?”

“More death than you can imagine. Years of conflict that we initially believed was a Lachlan Confederacy invasion and only much later determined was truly the devils declaring war. I don’t think much of what happened in the war will help you, since you’ve stopped it.”

“Can you at least summarize it?”

“I suppose. As the armies of the republic clashed with the confederacy and Clarion and Pasharal remained neutral, I hunted devils, Lena and Auri hunted devils beside me, and the Primal Academy turned martial. Executrix Valenda organized everyone into devil hunting parties, for lack of a better term. After the devils assassinated her, Caladan was elevated.”

“Was that before or after Auri died in Star’s Crossing?”

“Just after. Losing Auri hurt both Lena and me, but I was too numb by then to suffer as I had after Saphi. As we fought on, somehow, the devils kept growing thicker. Caladan played us all like puppets. I found out later Aurienda died in an ambush arranged by his allies.”

“You know, Nephale punched him in the jaw.”

Xaven smiled in delight. “Really?”

“And Auri. She hit him so hard I think he blacked out.”

“And he was scoured?”

“Yes, and then executed. I was there. Between you and me, I was hoping the headsman would screw it up. That he’d suffer. But his head came off in one clean chop, and then his body burned up like a twig in a fire.”

“I would have wished for a far worse fate for Caladan in your time, but I’ll take that one.” Xaven took a breath. “But... back to my journey. More than a decade into the second devil war, when Lena and I were far more accustomed to battle⁠—”

“Wait. A decade passed?”

Xaven frowned. “Am I telling this story, son, or are you?”

“Right, but... in a decade, you never bonded anyone else?”

Xaven looked down at the table. “After losing Saphi and Auri, I wasn’t sure I could bear to lose someone I loved that much again. So, I kept everyone but Lena at arm’s length.”

Ryn winced in empathy. “I see. So it was just you and Lena against the world.”

“She kept me sane and alive, and... we married. Five years into the war, once it became clear it wasn’t ending, it made sense. We had a glorious ceremony in Pasharal, and her parents and her whole village attended. It was the brightest spot in decades of dark war.”

Ryn remembered the green caldorite stone Executor Xaven had kissed and stroked after he woke up on the last day he’d be alive. “And then you lost Lena, too.”

“Not for many years. Lena and I had many good years after we married, and I even thought we were winning. She and I tracked down and exposed dozens of devils until we traced one to the capital of the confederacy. We infiltrated it. That’s where we met Cressa again.”

“And you two just got along?”

Xaven chuckled. “Lena tried to kill Cressa in the middle of the capital city, and the two of them made quite a mess of the market district before I calmed them down. Eventually, Cressa offered me the secret to forming a command bond. After they both insisted, I used it on her.”

“That’s how you knew Cressa was telling the truth about wanting to save you.”

“Yes. That’s also how we realized Executor Caladan had betrayed us. I learned then that Caladan was an agent of the Lachlan Confederacy, or far worse. With Cressa’s testimony, I gathered what loyal forces we could and moved to depose Caladan.” Xaven pointed to the deep scars on his face. “It went about as well as you’d expect.”

“And Lena died in that battle?”

“No, but Cressa did. A number of others as well. Even so, we destroyed Caladan and the devil inside him, but we couldn’t reveal that to the realm. We said he’d been killed in battle. We made him a hero because the truth would have cracked what was left of our army in half.”

“So... I hate asking this, but how did Lena die?”

Xaven’s eyes went distant. “We learned that the devils planned to wipe out all of Pasharal to ensure we couldn’t recruit more conflagration mages. Lena insisted on going to defend her home, and I wasn’t about to let my wife do that alone. To stop an army intent on massacring people who had no hope of escaping in time, she drew so much flame ether she...”

Xaven looked as if he could no longer continue. As Ryn remembered how dream Lena had immolated herself in the Firmament, in a vision created by Xorumon, he gripped his future self’s clenched fist and took mercy. “That’s enough. I know enough.”

Xaven shuddered. “From there, I imagine most everything played out as you already know. I led what was left of us, but we were already so far behind. We’d won many battles, but I learned too late we’d lost the war. We killed Caladan, but not before he doomed us.”

It was a sad, depressing tale, but it all made sense, and Ryn was glad he knew now. He did have one last question, though. “So... why Jessup?”

Xaven gathered himself, then smiled. “He was the bravest cat in the academy.”

“That’s not all. You wanted Nephale to fall for me in my time, didn’t you? You knew that if she remembered you as me, she’d resent me for you forcing her to leave her friends behind. She’d never have let me bond her if she thought of me as you.”

He sighed heavily. “I suppose it wouldn’t do any good to lie to myself.”

“It rarely does.”

“Then... that’s why. Xorumon changed her memories, but I requested it. I also ensured they’d return once you bonded. I wanted Nephale to have a life that wasn’t this. I wanted to save everyone, but Xorumon made me choose. I could only save one soul, and it wasn’t mine.”

“So why choose Nephale?”

Xaven frowned. “You really want me to reveal that?”

“She’s going to ask me. I don’t want to lie to her.”

“Then I’ll let you decide how much to tell her. I want to say I chose Nephale because she was the bravest of my auxiliaries, or the most worthy in my eyes, but that’s not true. So many people under my command deserved to live, and I failed them all.”

Ryn was done letting his future self beat himself up. “Executor, you faced betrayal after betrayal and challenges no one has ever faced. Despite that⁠—”

“Doesn’t matter what I faced. I was anointed my realm’s primal conjurer, and I failed it. That’s my burden to bear on my dried-up branch of the river. You’ll do better. You have already. If yours is the only victory I get out of this mess, I’ll cheer you on from... wherever.”

“I was only able to accomplish what I have thanks to your efforts and your sacrifice.”

Xaven smiled sadly. “Comforting an old man in his last days. I appreciate you, past self. Anyway, the reason I chose Nephale is because of her skill in battle.”

Ryn managed to smile back. “I don’t imagine that would leave her too upset.”

“So tell her if she asks. Of my auxiliaries, Nephale was the only one I was confident could survive a week beyond the walls of the academy. She had to find you, pass on that ether, travel to the burnt-out remnants of her home village across leagues of devil-infested territory, and wait as long as she could for you to open a portal to my time.”

Ryn nodded ruefully. “Not many could have survived that trip.”

“I hope she can forgive me some day, but given I’ll be a devil, at least I won’t care.”

“And why did we have to go to Shale? Was there something special about it? Was Nephale able to come through to my time there because that’s where she was born?”

“It was the spot where Xorumon told me it would be possible for three bonded mages to open a portal between times. He never explained why. It’s some devil thing, I imagine.”

“So what can you tell me about what Xorumon’s asked of you?”

“All he’s revealed so far is that he won’t be devouring my soul.”

Ryn held back a shudder. “So, how will you hold up your end of your deal?”

“I will act as a vessel. From what I’ve gleaned, Xorumon has some sort of... monster, for lack of a better term. Something so horrible even a devil army can’t stand against it. It’s not something that can enter our realm naturally, but if he feeds it my soul, it can enter our realm through me like any other devil would.”

Ryn set down his tea. “You’re going to become a devil monster?”

“A monster that, I am promised, will slaughter millions of devils. I won’t be me, not any longer, but I will be responsible for making the devils who destroyed everything and everyone I’ve ever loved suffer and shriek. The last thing they’ll see before they die is me killing them.”

Ryn thought back to his dark day in the future. “You’re going to have a lot of eyes.”

Xaven glanced at him in surprise. “You’ve seen the monster I’ll become?”

Ryn could never forget the giant that stomped out of the Primal Academy, in Xaven’s time, as he and Lena ran for their lives before Nephale shoved them back in the Firmament.

“I think on your branch... perhaps even right after we conclude our conversation here in the Firmament... Xorumon must feed your soul to his monster. During my second Firmament trial, Xorumon pulled us out of the Firmament and dropped us in your time. Your future. Nephale passed me the ether you gave her, and then we returned to the Firmament.”

“And you saw me stomping around in that time? As a devil?”

“I watched a giant devil rise from the ruins of the Primal Academy. It stood taller than the mage tower, and it had more eyes than I can comfortably recall. It shook the earth with each step. I saw it crushing and scattering the devil army before I ran for my life.”

Xaven grinned darkly. “So that is to be my vengeance. I’ll take it.”

“I’m sorry that’s all you have left.”

“My fault. Not yours.” Xaven drummed his fingers on the table. “And now, I think I finally understand what Xorumon gains out of this.”

Ryn sat up straight. “What does he gain?”

“It’s just supposition, but think. If my research regarding how branched rivers dry up on the branch that grows less likely, Xorumon’s enemies... House Adon... must have the majority of their forces in my branch right now. My branch, and time, is flooded with their soldiers.”

Ryn saw how Xorumon might gain from this. “And if House Adon’s soldiers can’t escape that branch before it dries up, assuming they don’t get copies, their entire army could end up stranded in a dried up branch of reality. Xorumon... or Jaelis, one of his servants... did reveal that House Belgor can’t oppose House Adon now, but could in the future.”

Xaven grinned a predator’s grin. “The devils that seized my realm will spend their last moments knowing they can never go home. They’ll die, trapped, knowing they failed their master, fleeing a twenty-story-tall giant me that crushes them and grinds their bones.”

Ryn looked down at his tea. “It’ll be the worst day of their lives.”

“I was hoping I wouldn’t regret this deal. Thanks to you, I don’t.”

Ryn looked at his future self again. “Do you want me to tell them anything about you?”

Xaven’s grim smile faded as he considered Ryn’s question. “Tell Saphi and Lena I loved them dearly in my time, and tell Auri my year with her was among my best. Tell Nephale I did this to make those who took our world from us pay. And Glory...” Xaven stroked his beard. “Tell her that her future self never once compromised her honor.”

Ryn might soon have to execute Glory to save her soul from Jaelis. “I will.”

“Also, if you do meet Cressa? Tell her I’d never have gotten this far without her, and that I’ve always enjoyed her tea. Now, let’s have the rest of it. What else can I tell you?”

As they finished their tea, Ryn asked Xaven every question he could think of about how the future had gone so wrong. The more questions he asked, the more he confirmed what Nephale and Auri had said. Executor Xaven had now offered all the knowledge he could.

Thanks to Ryn’s victories against House Adon, his branch of the river had diverted too far from Xaven’s for much of his future self’s information to be useful. Xaven had also never heard of the devil plague, so he was no help there either. Finding the plague fell on Ryn.

After a time they both concluded, reluctantly, that Ryn had learned everything he could from this exchange. Xaven now knew that Xorumon had upheld his portion of the devil deal. A branch of Xaven’s realm he would never see now flowed to a brighter future... without him.

Xaven pushed back from the table and stood. “Thank you for meeting with me.”

Ryn stood as well. “Thank you for giving your soul to save my realm.”

“My motivations for doing this were far more selfish than that, but don’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t.”

“So... I suppose this is goodbye.”

Ryn frowned. “We’re not going to hug, are we?”

“Unless you want to. Do you want to? I don’t want to.”

Ryn offered Xaven his hand. “You may believe you failed your realm, but you didn’t fail mine. You saved us, Executor. I’m not leaving this place without shaking your hand.”

Xaven gripped his hand and shook it firmly. Other than Xaven’s skin being rougher and more wrinkled, Ryn was shaking his own hand. That continued to bother his mind.

They stepped apart. They nodded to each other. And then, Ryn forced himself to turn and walk for the door of the Executor’s chambers.

Ryn was leaving his future self to be devoured by a devil monster and then become one. He hated this, but Xaven had made his choice. Ryn wouldn’t belittle it with false comfort.

He was now more certain than ever that if Xaven didn’t follow through, Xorumon could somehow alter their deal. That would be bad for everyone, and it would undo all the good Xaven had done by sacrificing his soul. Worse, no one would ever hear of Xaven’s heroism.

Yet Ryn’s auxiliaries would hear of it. He would share this with them and everyone in his realm once the fight against the devils was over. The people and academies of his realm would remember Executor Xaven as a strong, brave, and selfless man who helped save them all.

As with the legends spun around many famous and powerful individuals, how history remembered them was far more important to the future than how they had actually been.

But Executor Xaven, Ryn knew now, had been a good man to his core.


Chapter Thirteen




Ryn stepped out of the Executor’s chamber to find Saphi waiting eagerly. She glanced at him in surprise. “Was he not in there?”

“No, he was. How long has it been since I went in?”

“You just went in! Like... but a moment ago!”

Ryn nodded ruefully. “Time is odd here.”

“So, was he in there?”

“He was.”

She stared wide-eyed. “What did he say?”

“So much, snow lily. I’ll need time to sort through all of it, and then... we’ll set aside some time, and I’ll tell all of you together. For now, we need to focus on helping Glory.”

Saphi straightened. “I’m ready.”

He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tight. “Let’s head back together.”

Ryn closed his eyes and focused. Saphi vanished from his arms, and then he popped back into his sitting body. He opened his eyes to find Glory... or Jaelis... staring daggers at him from across the fire. She was back. She was awake. But she wasn’t moving.

Ryn rose and looked around at his auxiliaries. They all looked ready for anything, and Nephale had her glowing ether blade ready. Still, he knew now that no further violence would be necessary. He already had Jaelis exactly where he wanted her.

Ryn would tell his auxiliaries about his conversation with his future self later, after he’d decided what to tell them. For now, he had a devil to interrogate. His future self had guided him as far as he could. Everything from this moment would fall on him and his auxiliaries.

“Jaelis? Stand.”

Glory’s body stood.

“Tell me everything you know about the plague.”

Glory’s face glared as Jaelis moved her lips. “The third great plague consists of microscopic airborne particles that can survive outside a host for two weeks after being expelled, after which it can ride a hundred leagues on the wind. Upon ingestion, these particles attack the lymphatic system and induce swelling, discomfort, and hemorrhaging in all infected.”

Everyone save Glory winced. Even though Ryn only had a limited understanding of how plagues worked and how they attacked the body, this one sounded lethal. Jaelis continued.

“It can infect humans and animals with equal effectiveness and can spread through the air, through physical contact, or from bites from infected fleas, rats, and other common animals. The original plague was fatal in only fifty-two percent of those infected, but with the help of our talented plague mages, we have now increased the lethality rate to over ninety⁠—”

“Stop.” Ryn raised a hand and realized he should ask a more narrow question. “Where are the devil mages in our world storing this plague?”

“To my knowledge, the only samples House Adon provided of the third great plague are stored in sealed vials in the tower armory at Fort Prospect. It is located past the Kelarin mountains in the swampy marshland known commonly to your people as the Abyssal Waste.”

Ryn had heard of those mountains, since he had actually been discussing how the confederacy was formed with Auri. He had never heard of this particular fort. Still, there were so many forts dotting the realm this wasn’t surprising.

“How big is the garrison at Fort Prospect?”

“I do not know. I know nothing about the fort’s complement.”

“And who commands the fort?”

“I do not know. I know nothing about the fort’s command structure.”

“Then how do you know the plague is stored there?”

“Legate Xorumon’s other servants have covertly acquired intelligence from devil mages of House Adon. They are part of the fort’s garrison, and charged with safeguarding the plague.”

“You mean releasing it if Lariel commands it.” Ryn nodded in satisfaction. “So, you hoped to use this information to tempt me into a devil deal? You’d wait until the plague was released, then offer me a way to stop it?”

“There is no way to stop it. If the devil mages at Fort Prospect release the plague, it will infect every soldier there and then roll across your lands as an unstoppable wave of death. While it will initially only infect small settlements, some outliers from those will last long enough to reach your larger cities and spread it there. Very few of you will survive.”

Jaelis couldn’t lie. He really hated that she couldn’t lie right now. This was horrific.

“How do I destroy it? Can we burn these vials?”

“Not with your futile flame-based spell forms. Any attack on the plague vials would cause them to shatter, at which point the plague would disperse so rapidly you could never incinerate it all before you inhaled it. It would also spread on the surrounding winds.”

“Then how would you destroy it, Jaelis? If you had my abilities?”

Glory made a disgusted face. “I would... you should bury the vials deep in the earth.”

“So rather than destroying the vials and risking the plague dust inside escaping, I should bury the vials of plague so deep no one can shatter or recover them?”

“That is the safest way to dispose of the plague that is within your pathetic capabilities.”

So while Jaelis was bound to do his bidding now, she wasn’t bound to cease insulting him. It was tempting to order her to praise him instead, but that felt petty. He didn’t want to give her any command that might taint her interrogation.

“How do I break your deal with Glory? How do I ensure you can never devour her soul?”

Glory’s features twisted into a smug glare. “Our deal can never be broken. Our souls are now bound one to the other for life.”

“Is there any way to break that link?”

“Only in dissolution can such a bond be undone, and should you kill me, her body... and soul... will be destroyed as well.”

“But will she go where our souls go? Or where your soul goes?”

“I do not know. I do not believe our souls will survive the dissolution.”

The way Jaelis spoke about it, a devil deal almost sounded like a mage bond. Once formed it could never be undone, but it could vanish if one of the bonded mages died. He also knew that a mage bond outlived the soul, or at least remained attached.

Garon, Liselle Annois’s demon-possessed husband in Kallin’s Grove, had maintained his bond despite his soul being consumed by a devil. That suggested devil deals formed bonds that were not dissimilar to mage bonds. The more Ryn considered that, the more sense it made.

Just as a mage bond (and, to a lesser extent, a command bond) linked two souls together, a devil deal did as well. So how could he kill Jaelis without killing Glory? Every time he had killed a devil in the past, either by jamming a devil horn through their heart or by ordering Nephale to chop them in half, the possessed human had died as well.

In Simula’s case, the body had burned to ash. He would prefer Glory not. He needed time to think, but they didn’t have time to be idle while he scrambled for an answer.

“Jaelis, I now want you to answer any questions posed by my auxiliaries. I command you to do that. Understood?”

Jaelis clenched Glory’s jaw so hard Ryn worried she might crack Glory’s teeth even without conscious intent. Trembling, she nodded. He looked around.

Auri spoke up first. “Where do you come from, Jaelis?”

“A realm beyond this one.”

“What is that realm called?”

“It does not have a name I can pronounce in your language.”

“Tell me the name anyway.”

When Glory’s mouth opened, sounds came out. Ryn winced like he was listening to nails on a chalkboard. When Glory’s mouth closed, Jaelis looked oddly satisfied with herself.

Auri adjusted her spectacles. “Why do you seek to invade our realm?”

“House Belgor does not seek to invade your realm. That is House Adon.”

Auri nodded as if she’d expected that answer, but simply wanted to be thorough. “Why does House Adon wish to invade our realm?”

“I do not know their reasoning. You would need to ask Primus Lariel.”

“If you had to guess, based on what you know, what reasoning would you give?”

“They seek fertile lands to make their own. To expand their empire. To grow stronger.”

Ryn looked around at his auxiliaries as he mentally compared what Jaelis had revealed to what he and Executor Xaven had speculated. “So it’s really that mundane. It’s like all cases in history where a larger, more powerful state desired the territory possessed by a smaller one. They invade that territory, kill or enslave the inhabitants, and take it for their own.”

Jaelis scoffed loudly. “Again, you comprehend only the simplest interpretation.”

Ryn eyed her in annoyance. “Jaelis, say the words ‘I am crude and unpleasant.’”

“I am crude and unpleasant.”

Glory’s fist clenched as Jaelis finished speaking. He could tell she was even more incensed, overwhelmed with fury, and he realized he took no joy in tormenting or humiliating her. He had beaten her. That was all that was important. So what now?

He supposed that would be up to Glory.

“Jaelis, listen to everything I order you to do and do not act until I tell you to do so. I wish you to allow Glory to once again control her body and mind, but remain inside her mind to an extent that you will continue to be compelled by our command bond. Under no circumstances are you to attempt to escape our command bond or defy my wishes. When I call for you to return, you will do so immediately and without harming Glory. Now, do as I asked.”

Glory shuddered and shook, and Auri and Lena snatched her arms and shoulders to support her as the inky-black receded from her eyes. Glory coughed and retched, then spit well away from Auri. She stared at Ryn with what had to be vengeful satisfaction.

“You have enslaved her. How did you do this?”

Ryn winced. “Well... I could only do that by also enslaving you. It’s a type of bond known as a command bond. We are now bonded similar to mages, but without... you know.”

Glory nodded calmly. “I consent. To all of it. This information is worth this price and more. You must find and bury this plague. You must not allow the devils to release it.”

“I won’t let that happen, I promise you. But now, I need to ask you something.”

“You wish to know if I am ready to meet oblivion.”

“That is the last thing I want. But... you heard when I spoke with Jaelis? When she said that there was no way she could dissolve your bond without both of you dying?”

“I did. I also felt her perverse satisfaction when she answered. She is furious that you have bested her in this manner, but the one solace she takes in her defeat is knowing that you cannot separate me from her. When you kill her, and you must, we will both die.”

Saphi clutched Ryn’s arm. “We’ll keep looking. We’ll find some way to separate them!”

“Saphielle...” Glory looked at Saphi with sad, kind eyes. “I know that you wish to be kind to me, but now that Ryn has learned what he needed to learn about the plague, the kindest thing you could do for me is to end my life while I am myself. I wish to die as who I am.”

Lena leaned close. “What about Honor? You leave him behind?”

Glory stared up at her. “I cannot risk this devil seizing control of me and bringing harm to him. Honor is precious to me, and I do not know if he would defend himself from my attacks even if my soul no longer inhabited this body. I must spare him that pain.”

The rush of victory Ryn had felt when he had spoken with his future self after trapping Jaelis was fast being subsumed by the knowledge that an abhorrent task waited ahead. The only way to save the soul of a mage who’d made a devil deal was to kill her before the devil consumed her soul. He could no longer shirk his responsibilities.

He walked around the fire and then settled beside her. He took her hand, and he squeezed it as he wrapped it in his own. “Before you go, I want to explain why I’ve done what I’ve done. How I know so much about you, and why Jaelis wanted this deal.”

“You do not have to explain yourself to me.”

“But you deserve to know.” Ryn took a breath, then, as efficiently as he could, summarized the events that had led to them saving her academy. Caladan’s betrayal. Nephale’s arrival. Their fight to find and root out devil-marked traitors, and finally... the memories he had gained of his future self after he bonded Nephale. His memories of future Glory.

Glory listened in silence. He expected her to ask a question or accuse him of deceiving her, but she never did. When he finished, she smiled. Tears glistened in her eyes.

Ryn held her gaze. “I’m sorry we couldn’t do more for you.” He remembered Executor Xaven’s words. “But your future self never once compromised her honor.”

Glory touched his cheek with one soft hand. In that moment, dozens of warm memories of Executor Xaven and her future self flooded his mind. It took every muscle in his body to prevent himself from wrapping his arms around her and hugging her tight.

“Ryn... you have already done more for me than anyone I have ever known. You have saved my academy and everyone that I love. You will stop this plague. And finally, you have saved my soul. I can depart this realm as who I am because of you.”

“And everyone here.”

Glory nodded and looked around. “I can never thank you for all you have done for me. It is enough. Please, if you can, accept that when I die, you have done only what I asked.”

Saphi sniffled and wiped back her tears. “I’ll try.”

Nephale dropped to her knees at Glory’s side. “I wish I’d had more time to get to know you. But future you? She was incredible in every way. Brave, fearless, and powerful. She inspired me to fight no matter the odds. She inspired everyone at the academy.”

Glory nodded with satisfaction. “That is a life I would be proud to live.”

Lena hugged Glory. “I will tend Honor. Protect him. Where should he go?”

“The flight academy.” Glory smiled up at Lena. “They can take care of him there.”

Auri approached Glory from the other side. “When the history of this time is written, I will ensure your name is remembered. Not for how you feel you have failed, but for all the ways you have succeeded. I will make note of your actions to save your academy, and your bravery.”

Glory looked away. “That is more than I deserve.”

Ryn almost argued with her about that, but this wasn’t the time to argue with her. It was time to say goodbye. It was time to stop tormenting her and give her peace.

Glory seemed to feel the same. She met his gaze. “I’m ready now.”

He nodded solemnly. “I won’t ever forget you.”

“Just don’t blame yourself. That is my only request.”

“I’ll do my best with that.”

“Goodbye, Ryn Xaven.”

Ryn shuddered. “Goodbye, Captain Langley.”

She smiled at her unexpected promotion.

“Jaelis, return to Glory’s mind and do nothing until I say.”

Again Glory shuddered, and again Lena and Auri steadied her. As inky black once more consumed her eyes, Glory’s gratitude and contentment turned to blind hatred. It was an unpleasant way to spend their last moments together, but it was necessary.

Ryn hated the necessity of calling Jaelis back. Yet he wanted the devil fully present in Glory’s body when he stabbed her through the heart to ensure she couldn’t escape. If Jaelis escaped back to the Firmament, she would tell her people what Saphi could do.

Lena touched his shoulder. “I will do it.”

“No, Lena. As a primal conjurer, I am responsible for passing judgment on Gloriana Langley. I won’t let anyone else share this burden.” He glanced at Nephale. “Give me a horn.”

Solemnly, Nephale walked to a small pack they kept by their tents. As Jaelis stared in impotent fury, Nephale opened it and pulled out a coal-black horn. If not for its size and color, it could have belonged to an animal... but Ryn knew it had belonged to a devil soldier.

Nephale walked back, then presented the horn. Ryn took it in a firm grip. When he stabbed this horn through Glory’s heart, just as he had done when he stabbed Simula, the horn would kill the devil inside her... and Glory with it. Her body and devil would burn to ash.

Yet as he raised the horn to save Glory’s soul, he realized there was one more question he needed answered. He and Executor Xaven had their suspicions about House Belgor’s goals, but now he could learn them straight from Jaelis. He needed to ask at least once.

“One more question, Jaelis, and then I’ll end this. What does your master gain from his devil deal with my future self? What power, influence, or benefit does he gain by expending all this effort to send Nephale back in time and branch the river? What is his final goal?”

Glory’s features contorted into a horrifying mix of rage and fear. Yet she didn’t answer. How could she not answer? Was she really capable of resisting the command bond?

“I command you to answer my question, Jaelis. What is your master’s final goal?”

Glory’s lips parted. Then, an ancient and ear-rattling scream emerged from her lips. It didn’t sound human. It sounded closer to the shriek Simula had unleashed as she burned away.

As Ryn leapt up and stepped back, and Nephale readied her ether blade, Glory collapsed. She then gasped, rolled onto her back, and stared at the stars above in disbelief.

She stared at those stars with clear blue eyes, very much not burning to ash.


Chapter Fourteen




Ryn dared not move as Glory stared at the sky in shock. He had no idea what that horrific scream had meant. It had sounded very similar to the scream Simula had offered as she burned alive in Garon’s body... but in that case, Garon’s body had burned up with her.

He and Glory shared a mage bond now, even if it was a weak one. They shared a command bond. As Ryn searched over that bond for any trace of a devil’s influence, influence one bonded mage could feel in another, he felt... nothing.

Jaelis was gone.

As Nephale approached, sword raised, Ryn raised a hand and spoke over his bond with her. “It’s not a trick. I think... did Jaelis just kill herself?”

Glory seemed to come back to herself. She pushed up, wide-eyed, then looked around at all of them. Her eyes glistened with fresh tears, but more worrisome than that was the shock reflected on her gorgeous features. She looked both confused and terrified.

Her sky-blue eyes met Ryn’s. “I no longer feel her inside me.”

Ryn collapsed into a sit. “She’s gone?”

Glory brushed some hair back from her face and blinked past tears, looking lost and confused. “I do not understand. How? Our souls were bonded for eternity.”

Auri walked forward and knelt at Glory’s side, then adjusted her spectacles as she looked Glory over. “Prime, this unique combination of circumstances is fascinating.”

Ryn eyed her patiently. “Mind sharing with the class?”

“I believe we have finally discovered a way to undo a devil deal without harming the body or soul of the mage who agreed to the deal.” Auri looked up at Ryn. “To undo a mage’s devil deal, we need simply convince the devil to kill itself.”

Ryn considered his last question to Jaelis before she, to all appearances, had taken her own life. “So when I asked her to reveal her master’s plan, she really didn’t want to do that.”

Lena nodded in satisfaction. “With your command bond she could not stay quiet, so only way to stop talking was to die.”

Nephale glanced at Lena. “You almost sound like you respect her for doing that.”

“Never could respect devil. But still, understand her logic.”

As heroic as Jaelis’s last act might have been, from her perspective, it was also meaningless. Ryn already knew what she’d tried to conceal, which meant she’d killed herself for nothing. Sacrificing her life only to accomplish nothing felt like a suitable fate for a devil.

Glory turned her gaze to Ryn. “This must be a dream. One last delusion to comfort me until my end. Please, Scylla. Do not wake me.”

Ryn went to her. He knelt and, with Auri and Lena’s help, lifted Glory to her feet. Once they were all sure she could stand on her own, they stood back.

Glory looked around, then looked past them. She gasped. “Honor!”

Ryn glanced over his shoulder to see Glory’s pegasus standing at the edge of the cook fire, waiting patiently. Was that reproach in the pegasus’s gaze?

“Go.” Ryn wasn’t sure if Glory wanted his permission, but he gave it anyway.

Glory sprinted away toward her pegasus. Honor cantered forward as she threw her arms around his muscular neck. She sobbed and buried her face in his fine white fur.

Honor lowered his head and pressed it against her back, and then, with one massive flap, the pegasus folded his wings around her. Ryn sniffled and wiped at something that had gotten in his eye. Likely a fleck of dirt.

Saphi giggled madly as they all accepted what they’d been hesitant to acknowledge. “We saved her. We saved her, Ryn! She doesn’t have to die!”

Auri walked to Ryn’s other side and crossed her arms as she surveyed the now-devil-free valkyrie sobbing and embracing her pegasus. “I suspect the academic paper I will write regarding this phenomenon will ruffle more than a few feathers.”

Ryn glanced at her. “As will command bonds, and the fact that sibyls can draw and channel ether in the Firmament.” He frowned. “But... can we really spread this information? The only reason we trapped Jaelis is because she didn’t know what Saphi could do.”

Auri sighed heavily. “You may be correct. Also, perhaps we now have an explanation for why the Righteous Sect never shared Saphi’s true capabilities with you. They instead chose her to become your first auxiliary and hoped that you would figure it out.”

“True, but they could have told her that.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps only the highest members of the sect know the truth about her, and even those who sent Saphi to become your auxiliary did not know all she could do.”

Ryn nodded thoughtfully. “Whoever’s in charge of their decision-making process might be aware that devil mages or devil sympathizers could be hiding in the lower ranks. If the devils ever learned what sibyls are capable of, they’d target them. The lower ranks of the sect don’t submit to routine scourings. So short of telling me directly, they couldn’t chance it getting out.”

“That is my hope, prime.”

“Mine, too. I’d hate to think they were hiding information because they didn’t trust me.”

Lena wrapped her arms around him from behind. Her warmth was a comfort. She rested her head against his back and sighed. “Going to be awkward now.”

Ryn kept his eyes on Glory and Honor. “What’s awkward?”

“So many tearful goodbyes and loving last words. And now... not dead.” Lena shrugged against his back. “Like I said, awkward.”

Ryn chuckled. “Gods, Lena. If that’s the least of our problems tomorrow, I’ll be content.”

She gave his midriff a squeeze. “Jaelis said Glory has many fantasies about you.”

Ryn grabbed Lena’s hands and forcefully removed them from his waist. “We are not going to talk about that. In fact, let’s never speak of it again. Glory’s suffered enough.”

Lena wriggled her hands free of his and poked him in the back. “I am just saying, maybe she feel better about being alive if she has someone to hug?”

“She has her pegasus, Lena. And us, as her friends. That’s enough for now.”

As much as he wanted to, Ryn didn’t dare act on or acknowledge the potent cocktail of emotions, both affection and lust, that now swirled inside him. His memories of Executor Xaven’s love for Captain Gloriana Langley merged with his few tender moments with her in this time. He had never dared acknowledge he had any feelings for Glory while she was possessed.

But now, today’s Glory could live for many years yet. That led to possibilities. Possibilities he dared not think about until she’d had plenty of time to adjust to her second life.

Lena kissed the back of his neck before she eased away. “Such a good man.” Then, he jumped as she slapped his bottom. “Make sure Nephy practices on you tonight! I go patrol!”

Ryn only then remembered. Nephale was on the schedule. As he glanced at his fourth auxiliary and she smiled at him, a wave of lust and love flowed over their bond.

Auri squeezed his shoulder. “Prime, you were exceptional tonight. Not only do we now know the location of this devil plague, but we have also saved a powerful ally from a horrible fate. With your permission, I will look into what records we have for Fort Prospect.”

Ryn nodded dully, then, as she started away, snatched Auri’s hand. As she turned to him in surprise, he pulled her close and kissed her. She relaxed against him.

Once he’d had his fill of her lovely lips, he eased her away. “Sorry about the surprise. I just felt like kissing someone.”

Nephale cleared her throat. Very loudly.

Auri adjusted her now smudged spectacles. “It is a good night to celebrate. If I may make a suggestion, you should check on Glory before you retire.”

“And Nephale,” Nephale added loudly. “She looks like she could use kisses as well.”

As Auri slipped away and walked to her tent, Ryn turned his amorous attentions to his fourth auxiliary. He kissed her hungrily, and she hungrily kissed him right back. As he squeezed her hips and then her ass, she purred and shoved him away.

“Do what you need to do with Glory, then come pull my hair.”

At the same time, he and Nephale sensed they were being watched. They spun to find Glory standing at attention with dry eyes and her hands clasped behind her back. Behind her, Honor trotted back to the large open area the horses had claimed as their own.

Glory’s composure slipped only a bit when she realized they were both staring at her. She swallowed. “Primal Conjurer⁠—”

Nephale stepped forward and pulled Glory into a tight hug. Glory went limp in her arms, wide-eyed. Nephale thumped her back and then stood her up straight. Ryn winced in empathy. He hoped Nephale hadn’t accidentally cracked one of Glory’s ribs on accident.

Nephale smiled at Glory. “You and me? We’re going to be real friends this time, not two people living in the same fort. So whenever you’re ready, come find me and we’ll talk... more.” Nephale glanced at Ryn. “Now, I’ll let you talk with my prime. Welcome to the team.”

As Nephale strode past him, she trailed her fingers along his hip. “I’m going to get started in our tent. But I promise, I won’t cum. Making me do that is your job.”

Ryn somehow turned his attention back to Glory. “So.” He fumbled for more than that.

Glory straightened. “I see no way I can ever repay my debt to you. It seems impossible.”

“There’s no need for debt. Or... repayment. We’re all very glad you’re still with us.”

When Glory blushed, it made her even more beautiful. Her sky-blue eyes managed to hold his for only a moment before she looked down, then brushed a hand through her honey-blonde hair. She forced her eyes up again.

“I am alive because of you. You have saved my life and soul.”

Ryn nodded with what he hoped was appropriate gravitas. “Let’s call it a team effort. Now, are you feeling all right? Any lingering effects from having that devil bitch in your head?”

“The opposite. I feel as if I can finally breathe again after months of flailing about. The feeling of her inside me, inside my mind... it was like drowning.”

“And that’s over with?”

“Yes. I still feel a bit peckish, but that is simply a result of going so long with so little food. Even so, I will wear an ether blocker until a life mage scours me.”

“That’s not necessary. You’ve worn a blocker long enough, and you’ve proven your loyalty to us time and again. If you travel with us, you’ll travel as a free woman.”

She eyed him hopefully. “So I will now serve as your fifth auxiliary?”

Glory sounded far more hopeful than he expected. Even so, they had both been through far too much in the past few days to make any rash decisions. He could also feel, even over the weak link of their command bond, how overwhelming her emotions were right now.

Glory was thrilled to be alive, but she also knew she could never return to her academy. She was alone now, and that left her eager for anyone to share her new life with. She must be incredibly lonely right now, and that was dangerous for her.

She wasn’t making rational decisions, so now was not the time to act on any feelings that both of them might share. He’d had far more time to consider how their relationship might progress than she had. He decided to be clear with her about his expectations.

“Here’s my thinking on how we move forward. I know we’ve both felt... feelings... but what Executor Xaven and Gloriana Langley shared in Nephale’s dark future was a relationship that arose out of unique circumstances. It also developed over years, not days, and given we both expected you to die a few minutes ago, I imagine we both need time to think.”

Glory couldn’t entirely hide her disappointment. “Yes, of course.”

“So as far as the type of relationship I have with my other auxiliaries, I don’t think either of us is ready for anything so intimate. But based on our command bond, you are still my fifth auxiliary. You can pass me wind ether, I can pass it to you, and⁠—”

“You can command me.” She didn’t sound at all opposed.

“Which I’m never going to do through our bond. Forming a command bond with you was necessary to interrogate Jaelis, but I’d never use it for any purpose other than passing you wind ether or having you pass it to me. We should also test it and see how flexible it is.”

“I see. And do you know of any way to remove this command bond?”

“I do not. I’m sorry.”

Glory smiled. “You need not worry for me, nor should you feel guilt over the steps you took to save my life. Even were we not bonded through this... command bond... I would already be yours to command. If you will allow it, I would serve you for the rest of my days.”

“You don’t want to go back to your academy?”

She looked away. “Even though some there may believe my intentions were pure, all still know me as an oath breaker. It is enough to know they are alive.”

Glory and Executor Xaven were more alike than they might realize. Both had sought to save others with no regard for themselves. Executor Xaven might consider himself selfish, but Ryn was more and more convinced his devil deal had been the most generous ever formed.

As Glory met his eyes once more, her expression was determined. “That I have been granted a second chance to redeem myself as your auxiliary does not absolve me of my debt to you or Scylla. I would spend my new life, and honor my goddess, by serving you.”

Ryn was generally skeptical of gods and goddesses of all sorts, but at least Glory’s had some very nice pillars. “In my opinion, you don’t owe me any sort of debt for saving your life.”

As Glory opened her mouth to argue, he raised his palm. She stopped before saying anything. She closed her mouth and waited for him to finish.

“Even so, I also feel as though I understand you, a little, thanks to my memories of our future selves. I know how seriously you take your oaths. So, if you don’t wish to return to the academy and wish to serve me, I would be honored to have you with us. All of us would.”

She smiled in relief. “Then tell me. How may I serve you best?”

“I need a scout and ally with your skills to aid me and my other auxiliaries, and you have proven more than capable of that. I also remain impressed by your devotion to duty and your sense of honor. So you’ll serve as my scout, my protector, and my fifth auxiliary.”

She slapped a hand to her armored chest. “I am yours.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“For all my days, prime. As long as you will have me, I am yours.”

He decided to assume she simply meant she would be happy to serve under his command. “Let’s focus on the plague first, and then we’ll figure out everything from there. Also, remember, you can call me Ryn if you like. I’m certainly going to call you Glory.”

“Of course. I know I remain an oath breaker, and I know why you would hesitate to have such a woman at your back. I will prove myself worthy of your trust.”

“That’s not...” Ryn was starting to understand why future Glory and his future self had argued so often. If only they could end that argument with sex! “For now, here’s what I expect of you. Get some sleep and get your strength back. Tomorrow, you will ride with us as my fifth auxiliary. We’re heading to Fort Prospect in the Lachlan Confederacy.”

“Where we will find this plague and bury it forever in the earth.”

“That’s right. And once we remove the ability of the devils to salt the earth, we’ll remove the devil-marked councilors in the Lachlan Confederacy and tear the last of this devil conspiracy out at its roots. After that... I don’t know. Drinks on a beach in Pasharal? We’ll see.”

Glory bowed her head. “Then allow me to begin my service tonight. Every night while I rode with you as your captive, I slept as your auxiliaries watched over me. Tonight, if you would trust me, I wish to stand a watch in their place.”

He eyed her warily. “You’ve had a really rough night.”

Her shoulders sagged. “If you don’t think me capable⁠—”

“No!” He raised one palm to reassure her. “You are absolutely capable of standing a watch. I simply want to give you the opportunity to recover from your ordeal.”

She smiled in obvious relief. “Thank you. I appreciate your consideration, but I need to give back. I cannot rest without providing some small service to you and your auxiliaries. So please, allow me to take one of the watches tonight. I will take the middle watch.”

The middle watch was the worst one, because you had to go to sleep, get up, stay alert, then try to go to sleep again. “If that’s what you want, I trust you to handle it.”

“I will never disappoint you again.”

You haven’t disappointed me even once, he thought silently. He knew that would only start an argument, and if taking the middle watch made Glory happy, he wanted to make her happy. It was obvious that her being alive would be an adjustment for them both.

But that didn’t mean he wasn’t absolutely thrilled to welcome her to his team.

“The middle watch is yours, fifth auxiliary. I’ll inform Auri of the schedule change. And now...” He glanced at his tent and the light within. “I think I should get some sleep.”

Glory bowed at the waist. “Good night, prime. May your dreams be pleasant ones.”

Ryn smiled at the sound of that title from her lips. “Yours as well.”


Chapter Fifteen




As Glory went off to make one last check on her pegasus, Ryn headed to the auxiliary tent to speak with Auri. Before he entered it, he called out. “May I come inside?”

“Of course, prime.”

He lifted the flap and slipped inside the tent. Auri, as expected, was sitting against a pack with a book in her lap. She had also unbuttoned her blouse most of the way down, though he suspected that was just to help her stay cool and not to seduce him.

“So, I spoke with Glory and welcomed her to the team.”

Auri looked up. “Will you also be taking her to bed?”

He eyed her in surprise. “What gave you that impression?”

“I apologize, prime. I should not have assumed that simply because you harbor strong feelings for each other, you would immediately consummate those feelings. I know you better than that. You are concerned recent events prevent her from making rational decisions.”

“That is... eerily accurate. However, we did agree she would take the second watch. Who was scheduled to take that tonight?”

“That would be Lena.”

Ryn nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t see the need for four watches, so let Lena know she can get some extra sleep tonight.”

“I will inform her when she returns from her patrol.” Auri smiled indulgently. “Now, as I am scheduled to take first watch, I can assure you your camp is in good hands. If you wish to retire and enjoy Nephale’s company before you sleep, please do not hesitate to do so.”

“Have I told you I love you today?”

“You have, though I never tire of hearing it.”

“I hope that never changes. I love you.” He slipped out of the tent. “Good night.”

“Sleep well, prime!”

As Ryn stepped out of the tent, he made one last check on the camp. Glory was brushing Honor’s flank with her silver comb, and the pegasus looked absolutely thrilled to once more be the center of attention. Saphi looked up from the cook fire and smiled warmly.

He hurried over to sit beside her and hugged her tight. “We did it.”

Saphi sniffled. “I know. I almost can’t believe it.”

“Believe it. You are a force in the Firmament.”

“I’m just glad I didn’t mess it up.”

“Never. Now, are you going to be all right tending the fire alone?”

She gently pushed at him. “Of course. Go be with Nephy. It’s her night.” Then, she pushed her lips close to his ear. “So... are you going to do that with her?”

He eyed her as if offended by her implication. “Whatever do you mean?”

“You know! What you did with me.”

He grinned. “You want to do that again?”

“I do. I loved how good it made you feel.”

“We will.” He kissed her on the cheek, then on the lips, and only relented when she pushed on his chest. “See you at breakfast.”

“You will! And I’ll slip some extra cinnamon and sugar into your porridge.”

Ryn rose, took one look around, verified all was in order, and then hurried to his tent. He had no doubt Nephale was impatient by now, but he couldn’t retire without kissing every last one of his auxiliaries goodnight. Or at least, in Auri’s case, saying good night.

He paused at the flap. “Kitten? Are you in there?”

Her response came impatiently over their bond. “Get in here and fuck me.”

Ryn pulled back the flap and slipped inside the tent. As it closed behind him, he found Nephale reclining on their bedroll, already completely naked. She eyed him knowingly with two fingers between her legs. The way she was breathing told him she’d started early.

No words were needed. She beckoned him over, then continued watching him hungrily as he stripped off his clothing. As Nephale had said, she had made herself more than ready for him... but it was his job to make her peak. That was a job Ryn took very seriously.

Once he was naked, Ryn crawled over to their bedroll. He settled on his knees beside her and devoured her muscular body with his eyes as he ran his hands over her stomach and breasts. The hand that wasn’t currently between her legs found and stroked him eagerly.

He knew how she wanted it tonight, but he decided to surprise her. Rather than pulling her up and flipping her over, he instead dropped on top of her and pinned her arms above her head. He trapped her wrists in his hand. She struggled half-heartedly, then smiled in delight.

Having her arms trapped above her head raised her breasts, which made the sight of her breathing in anticipation of his attentions even more compelling. He started by tweaking and teasing her nipples, doing so until she squirmed and tried to get away. To discipline her for that, he kissed her hard and squeezed her nipples even harder while pinning her to the bedroll.

She quivered and made small noises as he traced his fingers along her thighs, but never where she really wanted them. He even traced life ether across her... but only on her back or hips. Her lust grew stronger and stronger over their bond as he teased and played.

Finally, she growled. “Just take me!”

“Not yet. Be a good girl and I’ll think about it.”

Nephale wriggled in his grip. “Gods, I’m trying!”

Finally, Nephale was lusty and desperate enough he knew she was about to flip him over on his back, climb on top of him, and take what she wanted. As fun as that might be, she preferred when he took her. He gave her one last kiss and then pushed himself inside her.

Nephale moaned in relief as she all but crushed his back. He was used to that by now, and he fucked her hard enough each thrust all but drove the breath from her. He knew she could take it as hard as he could give it to her, and he loved all they’d accomplished tonight.

He loved her. Nephale Herano. His fourth auxiliary... and his fourth love.

Soon he had her panting desperately, and he wasn’t far behind. Nephale clutched him as she shuddered through her first orgasm of the night... with him inside her. She never asked him to slow down. As he approached his peak, he used life ether to give her a second one.

That left her panting for breath and glassy-eyed, and she could do little more than spread her legs and offer herself until he finished inside her. He collapsed atop her naked body after that. They breathed and basked in the afterglow of their love.

Ryn knew this was just the opening act. They would cuddle, and kiss, and recover, and then, he suspected, Nephale would demand her chance to “practice” her new skills. Which meant the next time he came, he’d do it down her throat.

They rested, content, in his bedroll, as they sent wordless bursts of love and affection to each other over their mage bond. With that mental stimulation, it didn’t take him long to recover. He had just started kissing her again when their tent flap opened.

He rolled away from Nephale in surprise, ready to channel a spell form if needed. Then, Lena slipped inside their tent. She closed the flap and grinned in amusement.

“You start without me?” She thrust out her lower lip in a pout. “So cruel.”

Ryn stared at Lena in surprise. “Is there a fire?”

“Auri was tending last I saw. Why? Do you need more fire in here?”

Nephale pushed into a sit. “You came!”

“Not yet.” Lena smiled her naughtiest smile. “Hoping our prime would fix that.”

Nephale patted the warm space that had opened between her and Ryn when he rolled away to react to their surprise visitor. “Sit here. I don’t know what the plan is for tonight, but...” She glanced at Ryn. “I made her promise she’d help me practice. On you.”

Lena chuckled and dropped between them, then started stripping off her clothing. As she did so, seductively, she never took her eyes off Ryn. “You want me to leave?”

Ryn smiled at her. “I was hoping you’d be able to get some extra sleep.”

“Then maybe you fuck me hard enough to put me to sleep. Try that?

Nephale grinned. “Gods, you two are so hot together! I want to watch you again.”

Ryn eyed Nephale in surprise. “You like watching us together?”

“I did. I didn’t know that until I watched her throat you in the stream, but... gods yes.”

Lena winked at Nephale. “You quick learner! Soon, you can do that for him too.”

“Just so you know, I like it when he pulls my hair and takes me from behind. Most nights. So how did you see this working?”

“Did he fuck you already?”

“Yes, and hard.”

“Then we good for practice. We can throat him longer if he already came once.” Lena settled beside Ryn and began stroking his shaft once more. She glanced down at the results and purred. “Oh, yes. Ready again!”

Ryn gripped Lena’s warm arm. “It’s hard not to be ready around the two of you.”

Lena nodded sagely. “Four boobs is always better than two.”

“Well, I really can’t argue with that, can I? Now... come here.”

As he grabbed her Lena all but tackled him into his bedroll, kissing him hard and running her searing hot hands all over his body. Nephale thumped onto Lena from behind and wrapped her arms around them both, crushing them together. “Get him. Get him!”

With Lena’s weight on top of him and Nephale’s weight on top of them both, Ryn could only weakly fend off Lena’s kissing attacks. He remained pinned and utterly adored.

As Lena threw one leg over him possessively and ground herself against his thigh, he was surprised by how wet she was... though he shouldn’t be. Lena kissed him a few more times, then gently began stroking him again. Once he was at full mast, she looked at Nephale.

“He’s ready now. Are you?”

Nephale nodded eagerly. “I’m ready for anything you two can teach me.”

“Good girl!” Lena patted Ryn and sat up to settle by his legs. “Now, come.”

As Lena’s movements finally allowed Ryn to sit up, he mock glared. He was having real trouble concentrating with two gorgeous naked women eager to take turns throating his cock, but he couldn’t resist the chance to tease them.

“Hold on. Did anyone ask what I want?”

Nephale and Lena both glanced at him in surprise. Then, Nephale smiled. “That’s fair. What do you want?” She glanced at Lena, who nodded, then at him. “Because we’ll do it.”

He watched them both for a long moment, then sighed. “All right, to be completely honest, I want exactly what you were planning to do to me already.”

Lena laughed merrily. “You love it. We know. That’s why we do it for you.” As she spoke, her hand idly slid up and down Nephale’s side. It was more affectionate than anything.

Nephale shivered and glanced up at Lena in surprise. “What was that?”

Lena stared down. “What was what?”

“Your hand.”

“Oh!” Lena smiled knowingly. “Is it hot?”

“It is very hot.” Nephale bit her lip. “But...” She glanced at Ryn.

Lena eyed Ryn. “Do you want to watch me touching her?”

Ryn’s heart pounded faster. “I... would need more evidence before I can offer a definitive answer.”

Lena languidly glanced down at Nephale. “Nephy? Can I touch you more?”

Nephale watched Ryn uncertainly. “Is that okay?”

He smiled indulgently. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

“Because you know I’m yours, right? I’d never want to be with anyone but you. But... if watching Lena touch me would make you happy...”

Nephale now looked more uncertain than she’d been since the first night they spent together in their cave. Ryn couldn’t believe how much he was starting to love this woman.

“Kitten, would you like it if Lena touched you like that?”

“I might, I think, but only if you’re here to watch us. And... participate.”

Lena nodded sagely. “Touching isn’t fun without our prime.”

Ryn realized a unique opportunity now waited ahead. He sat up, settled himself against a pack, and nodded his approval of this new arrangement. “Lena? Nephale’s nipples look rather hard. It’s possible she’s cold. Could you warm those up for her?”

Lena kept her eyes locked with his as she cupped one of Nephale’s breasts in her incredibly warm hand. She squeezed, gently, and Nephale gasped as her eyes fluttered. Ryn was used to how hot Lena’s hands were, but Nephale was experiencing that for the first time.

Ryn loved the contrast of Lena’s tan fingers against Nephale’s slightly paler breasts. He couldn’t look away. Nephale watched him as Lena playfully groped her, looking both nervous... and excited? Nephale liked how he was looking at her.

Ryn spoke over their mage bond. “Is that good for you, kitten?”

“So good! But you’re sure it’s all right?”

“Yes.” He smiled to reassure her. “I know how much you love me, and you know how much I love both of you. And yes, the sight of you touching each other gets me very hot.”

Lena and Nephale both smiled. They looked at each other, then at him, but did nothing else. Ryn realized they were waiting for him to instruct them. Waiting for his... requests.

“Lena? You can kiss her if she likes.”

Neither of them hesitated. Lena locked lips with Nephale, and Nephale shivered as Lena’s hot lips found hers. She almost wriggled free before Lena trapped her in one arm, and as Ryn watched his auxiliaries kiss, he had enough evidence to conclude he found this hot.

As they kissed, Lena’s hand roamed over Nephale’s breasts, but not for long. Soon they broke their kiss, and then both of them looked at him for approval. Green eyes and brown waited impatiently for his next command. So how could he please everyone?

“Kitten? Spread your legs for her.”

Watching him almost shyly, Nephale obediently spread her legs as wide as she could.

Ryn looked at Lena. “Why don’t you get her ready for me?”

Lena lightly bit Nephale’s shoulder, then trailed her hand down Nephale’s stomach. Nephale trembled as Lena’s warm hand slid down, and then Lena’s fingers found her mark. Nephale went stiff as Lena eagerly fingered her. She grinned at Ryn all the while.

Nephale moaned desperately and spoke over their mage bond. “Gods! She’s so hot!”

As much as Ryn enjoyed directing them, after seeing the two of them like this, he was done watching. He knew his auxiliaries would play with each other for as long as he asked, but he wasn’t the type to leave his women unsatisfied when he could tend to them himself.

Ryn glanced at Lena. “How would you feel about teaming up on her tonight?”

“Oh, yes. What do I do first?”

“She likes having her arms pinned behind her back. Do that for me.”

Lena shifted to kneel directly behind Nephale, then did as Ryn asked. She forced Nephale forward with a gasp. As Nephale stared up at him with her arms pinned behind her back and her breasts thrust forward, with a lock of her dark hair falling over one eye, all sorts of new and sexy possibilities danced through his mind. He should have tried this earlier.

Lena smiled eagerly. “Touch as you like. I’m not letting go.”

Nephale, all but paralyzed by Lena pressed against her back and Ryn’s hungry eyes on her front, swallowed hard. The lusty eyes of his auxiliaries, brown and green, stared into his. Nephale wanted his hands all over her... and Lena wanted to give her to him.

Ryn crawled forward to sit directly in front of Nephale, then rested his hands on the side of her head. He pulled her in for a hungry kiss. Meanwhile, as Lena kept Nephale’s arms pinned behind her back, Ryn roughly groped her breasts the way she loved.

Nephale’s moans against his lips assured him she was loving this. She now felt as dizzy over their bond as the first time they’d both discovered how much she liked being restrained and fucked from behind. This was yet another way they could please each other.

As Ryn continued to kiss Nephale and pin her more firmly against Lena, he traced his fingers between Nephale’s legs. Lena had done a great job warming her up, but he knew she’d really been craving his touch.

Nephale arched her back as he played between her legs. “Oh, fuck!”

Ryn slowed. “Too much?”

She eyed him dizzily. “Too gentle.”

“Lena? Tweak her breasts and nipples while I handle everything else.”

Lena eagerly followed her orders as Ryn kissed and fingered Nephale just as hard as she’d asked. Lena toyed with her above as Ryn handled everything below. Soon Nephale was bucking desperately against his hand, but she wasn’t trying to escape.

She was getting so loud Ryn was certain everyone in camp could hear her. He hoped Glory wouldn’t be too mortified by all the noise they were making. She’d need to get used to it.

With Lena to help Nephale along, Ryn didn’t even need to reach for life ether. After Nephale came hard at his touch, the three of them toppled over as the woman sandwiched between them lost her ability to remain upright. As Lena giggled and tossed her arms around Nephale... and around Ryn... the three of them cuddled in a sweaty heap.

Lena’s pleasure and satisfaction flooded Ryn’s bond. “Were we good?”

He smiled contentedly. He wrapped one arm around Nephale’s waist and stretched the other to slip around Lena’s back, sandwiching Nephale tightly between them. “Yes.”

Lena flooded their bond with love. “You know I love you. Only you.”

“I know, flame goddess.”

“But Nephale is so sweet! A good friend and a loyal auxiliary. So when we’re both free, if you want us, tell us how we can pleasure you. Both of us, yours at the same time. You can watch us or use us. Your choice.”

“I would like that very much.” He switched to his mage bond with Nephale. “Kitten? Was that good for you?”

She giggled. “Fuck, yes. I love you so much. I love my new life.”

Ryn hugged both his auxiliaries tight. “That makes me very happy.”

Despite how comfortable they all were now, Lena somehow managed to snake her hand between him and Nephale. Her goal became obvious a moment later. Ryn sucked in his breath as she reminded him he still had something else to look forward to.

Lena leaned close to Nephale’s ear. “He needs you now. Your turn.”

Nephale just grunted in response.

“Time to practice, Nephy. Be a good girl.”

She groaned in response. “I don’t know if I can even move.”

“That is fine! I help you move.” Lena gave Ryn a gentle shove to urge him to lie back. “You can start. If you need break, I take over for a time.”

As much as Ryn enjoyed cuddling with both of them, he couldn’t deny that after ordering them to touch each other, he was painfully hard. As he settled back on the bedroll and rested on his elbows, Nephale recovered enough to crawl toward his hips.

Lena knelt at his side and waited imperiously for Nephale while expertly stroking Ryn’s cock. Nephale’s eyes fixated on it as she focused intently on her goal. Given he’d made her peak twice now, she was intensely focused on doing the same for her prime.

After Nephale breathed teasingly on his tip, Lena guided him into Nephale’s warm mouth. As Nephale began lovingly running her tongue all over him, Ryn groaned in delight. Yet before he could wrap his fingers through her hair, Lena looked at him hopefully.

“May I train her? I know how you like it.”

Instead of answering, he beckoned Lena close. As Nephale continued to tease him with her lips and tongue, he focused on rewarding Lena for her devotion. He kissed, fondled, and traced life ether over her as she moaned in delight. She would get her turn soon enough.

Finally, with Lena panting and hot, he eased away. He took Lena’s hand and guided it to the back of Nephale’s head. He knew she could handle this just as well as he could... and he wanted to watch her force Nephale down while he played with her intensely hot body.

“Just go easy on her, flame goddess. She’s still got a lot to learn.”

Nephale pushed herself down as far as she could go. Ryn gasped as she bucked and coughed, then eased off only enough to catch her breath. Nephale spit on his shaft to make it slicker, then looked up at him with a fierce expression.

“I’m going to do it. I want to make you feel just as good as she does.” She grinned hungrily. “Now teach me, Lena. Teach me everything he likes.”

Lena purred as she slid an arm around Ryn’s waist. She pressed close against him and then tightened her grip on Nephale’s hair. “I like an eager student. Now, deep breath!”


Act 3: The Black Diamonds




Chapter Sixteen




The next morning, Ryn woke with Lena snuggled up against him and Nephale already off on her morning patrol. Nephale had done such a good job last night, especially with Lena’s expert tutelage. The two of them made a fabulous team.

Before he could do more than stir, Lena gently kissed him awake. With no immediate responsibilities and the sun yet to rise, he pinned her down and fucked her the way she loved. He’d only gotten to do that once last night, and she deserved much more.

After a quick breakfast (with some extra cinnamon and sugar in his porridge) they broke down their camp, saddled their horses, and packed their saddlebags. Their horses seemed to know today they’d be back on the road, and all the horses save Quiet looked eager to find new lands in which to graze. Ryn suspected Quiet preferred this familiar meadow.

After everyone was ready to ride, but before anyone mounted up, Glory approached him with a spring in her step. She now looked resplendent in her silver armor, which gleamed in the light. As Ryn evaluated its state compared to how it had been when she returned, he realized she must have spent all night polishing it. Had she even slept?

If she hadn’t, he couldn’t tell. Glory had obviously taken time to bathe in the river this morning, perhaps before he woke, and her skin looked radiant in the morning light. Her curled honey-blonde hair cascaded down her armor, and her lips glistened softly.

Glory had... prepared herself for him. She wanted to look good for him. Ryn hadn’t asked her to do this, but it touched him that she had gone to all this trouble.

It was obvious that Glory felt she owed him everything, and he was going to be very careful not to take advantage of her gratitude. If they did eventually become intimate, they would only do so after he could be sure she wanted him for herself—and not because she felt indebted to him. He hadn’t saved her to get her in bed.

Even so, as Glory stood at attention in front of him, he felt an almost overwhelming desire to kiss her. From the faint blush those rose in her cheeks, he knew she’d felt that... and was eager for him to do it. He had to be careful about keeping control of his bond.

Ryn focused on not kissing her. “Is something on your mind?”

“With your permission, prime, I will scout from the air this morning.”

Having a valkyrie as his fifth auxiliary was going to be just as useful as he and Nephale had hoped. “You have my permission. How long will you be gone?”

“Perhaps an hour. I will sweep our surroundings to ensure no one is sneaking up on you, then return with news of any travelers I sight from above. Honor and I can take to the air so long as he has a running start, so if you need us to scout ahead, never hesitate to ask.”

“Thank you, fifth auxiliary. We’ll see you when you return.”

Glory snapped her heels together as she stood straight, then slapped a leather-gloved hand to her silver-armored chest. She then pivoted and strode off to where Honor waited. He raised his wings high to clear the way for her as she stepped up into the saddle.

After strapping herself in, Glory leaned close against the back of Honor’s neck and stroked the bottom of his muzzle. Honor snorted agreeably, and then, at a signal from Glory’s knees, trotted forward. The pegasus turned around and then galloped for the ravine.

Just before Honor leapt off the cliff, Ryn watched as Glory stood in her saddle. She then knifed down with her legs at the same time she thrust out her arms, using the leather straps on Honor’s saddle to keep her from flying off. That was a wind spell form, and the updraft it offered caught Honor’s wings and lifted him as he leapt.

As they plummeted into the massive crevasse holding the Wind Pillars, Honor spread his wings and soared. Ryn watched appreciatively as the two of them gained altitude. Honor and Glory ascended in a slow spiral and then shot by overhead.

Lena sighed longingly at his side. “Wish I could fly like that.”

He rubbed the small of her back. “Maybe she could take you up tomorrow. You could ride behind her?”

“Too much weight. Only one can ride, even with women.”

“You’re sure? We could ask her.”

Lena poked him in the ribs. “I did ask her.”

Ryn chuckled as he recognized her annoyance. “I’m sorry.”

“We cannot be good at everything. Enough to be good like me.” She leaned in to give him a quick kiss. “Now, we should go. Very long journey ahead.”

She wasn’t wrong. It would take them almost two weeks to return to Braedon, Clarion’s port city, and even with the clout Ryn held as an agent of the Righteous Sect, it could take a week or longer to charter a vessel capable of transporting his auxiliaries and loading (and unloading) their horses. He still refused to abandon their loyal steeds.

Then it would be another week across the sea (hopefully with Ryn not getting quite as seasick) until they put in at Aramore, on the southern shore of the Lachlan Confederacy. It had once been the capital city of a province named Hesia, one of three nation-states that merged into the confederacy hundreds of years ago.

Ryn only knew all this thanks to all the time he’d spent listening to and discussing the confederacy’s history with Auri. The material would have been dry and uninteresting had he studied it on his own, but having Auri to teach it (and knowing how happy it made her to teach it) had been enjoyable. Auri made even mundane subjects pleasant.

As they rode along a narrow but clear forest trail, Ryn let his mind drift as he sorted through all that had happened in the last few days. It was difficult not to think of his future self and wonder if Xaven was a devil by now... in his time. It was likely the Executor was no more, and the monster he’d become was even now thrashing a devil army.

Perhaps it was for the best. Had Ryn lost all the women he loved... Saphi, Lena, Auri, Nephale, and perhaps even Glory... any life after that would be harsh and lonely. At least Executor Xaven now had the peace of oblivion. His legacy would be Ryn’s world, safe.

So long as he could eliminate this troublesome devil plague.

The problem would be finding and then gaining access to Fort Prospect. While he knew its general location (the Abyssal Wastes near the Kelarin mountains) that was a lot of ground to cover. Though, now that he had a valkyrie with him, Glory could scout an area that would take him and his auxiliaries weeks to cover in a few days.

Finding the fort should be possible. The next problem would be getting inside it. The Lachlan Confederacy’s leadership were a large group of councilors (some of whom were mages and some of whom were not) based in the confederacy’s capital city of Whitebridge. He couldn’t trust all of them, which meant he could trust none of them.

He knew with certainty that some of the Lachlan Confederacy’s councilors were devil mages or devil sympathizers, which made asking them about Fort Prospect dangerous. If he mentioned the plague, even if they believed him, word would get back to the devils. They would move the plague or worse, release it. He had to strike Fort Prospect as an enemy would.

That meant he would need to travel covertly to the Kelarin mountains and, if worst came to worst, attack a Lachlan Confederacy fortress guarded by a garrison of unknown size. Even those councilors not in league with House Adon would consider Ryn doing this an act of war, which meant he could end up starting the war he was desperate to stop.

By the time Honor flapped by overhead and slowly winged around as Glory spotted them, Ryn had thought as far as he could think. He couldn’t devise a method for getting into Fort Prospect until he saw it, and he couldn’t devise a strategy for getting around its garrison until he knew how many there were. So, he would focus on his journey. On the now.

Which was why he noticed when two more valkyries swooped by following Glory.

He focused on his bond with Saphi, Lena, and Auri. “Head’s up. We’re about to have company.” As he glanced at Nephale, he found her raptor-like gaze already focused on the sky. She hadn’t missed the trailing valkyries, so he didn’t annoy her by pointing them out.

He focused on his command bond with Glory. “Did you make friends up there?”

Honor tucked his wings to dive through a narrow opening in the forest canopy. Ryn gasped as the pegasus hurtled toward the ground at an angle that would likely break his neck, then gasped again as Glory, strapped into his saddle, executed a spell form that blasted the ground with hot air. That righted and cushioned Honor’s landing.

The pegasus landed as if from a great jump and cantered forward, snorting and stomping pridefully. Honor was showing off! They were both showing off.

A moment later, the two valkyries who’d winged by in pursuit of Glory executed the same maneuver, though not as gracefully as Glory and Honor. From the way one of the pegasi stumbled as it landed, Ryn wondered if she and her pegasus had almost crashed.

Glory thought calmly over their bond. “We cannot speak in the air, but we have hand signs. These two have come looking for you, prime. They have a message for you.”

Ryn filled the others in over their bonds and noted how both valkyries trotted to a stop a respectful distance down the animal trail. Lena had twisted her torso to watch them carefully. Were they hostile, both pegasi (and their riders) would get blasts of flame to the snout.

He glanced at Glory and spoke over their bond. “You trust them?”

“I do. I know these two well. I used to command them.”

So these were two members of Glory’s old flight. He recognized them now from the day the four of them had landed near the camp he’d made at Cooper’s Gorge, the morning after he and Nephale defeated a devil ambush there. Seeing them again must be awkward.

He focused on Glory again. “Are you all right?”

He felt a rush of emotion over their bond before she hid it. Embarrassment, shame... and gratitude. It was an odd mix, but he understood how it had come to be.

She thought back a reply. “Do not worry for me. I serve you now. That is my future.”

He glanced at his auxiliaries. “Glory assures me they’re friendly. I’m going to go say hello. I’ll let you know if I need anything.”

Nephale’s thought over their bond was cautious. “Just be careful. I’m sure the academy is on high alert, but they can’t have scoured everyone by now.”

“I know, kitten. I also know if it comes to a fight, all of you will have my back.”

“You better believe it. Anyone or anything that tries to hurt you dies.”

As Ryn walked past Glory and Honor, he was surprised when the pegasus snorted, somehow turned about on the narrow trail, and fell in behind him. So Glory was going to personally escort him to her former flight despite her discomfort. Of course she would.

As Ryn approached the two valkyries, both dismounted. They wore silver armor identical to Glory’s. One, a blonde-haired valkyrie, wore a serene expression, while the other, a brunette, couldn’t quite hide her discomfort. Both had to be about Glory’s age.

Glory identified them in his head. “The blonde valkyrie is Jenassa, my former second, and the brunette is Larisa. Both are honorable maidens.”

Ryn stopped a comfortable ten paces away and spoke aloud to the valkyries. “Good morning. My fifth auxiliary led me to understand you have a message for me.”

The eyes of both women widened as Ryn clearly referred to Glory as his fifth auxiliary. They obviously hadn’t expected her to have that title, and they must certainly question his decision to bond a devil mage... or so they thought.

He knew a primal conjurer outranked valkyries by the rules of their land. These women respected rank and ceremony, and he refused to shame Glory by hiding her title. He would never do that to her. Both valkyries bowed deeply, then rose.

The blonde stepped forward. “Primal Conjurer, I am Wing Leader Jenassa. On behalf of Acting Executrix Grayson, I humbly request you return to our academy as soon as you are able.”

Ryn raised one eyebrow. “Has something else happened?”

“The Acting Executrix regrets calling upon you again so soon after you have done so much for us. However, she has made a discovery she insists requires the attention of a primal conjurer. She begs you to lend us your aid once more.”

If Glory’s immense gratitude to him for saving her academy was any indication, Acting Executrix Grayson must also feel indebted to him for exposing the former executrix as a devil mage. That Grayson would ask for his aid again so soon suggested that whatever she’d discovered was grave indeed. She wouldn’t want to incur further debt otherwise.

The problem was, returning to the flight academy would add eight days to their trip, and more if he had to stay and resolve some other problem related to the academy’s well-being. Now that he knew where to find the devil plague, reaching it and disposing of it had to take priority. Yet could he really turn down a direct request for aid from the Acting Executrix?

He kept his eyes on the valkyries and focused on his bond with Auri. “How much of a diplomatic incident will it cause if I tell Grayson to wait? I’m worried about this plague.”

Auri thought back. “I got to know Mistress Grayson... who is now the Acting Executrix... briefly during our stay there. She did not strike me as a woman who would ask this of you were it not vitally important. So while you could refuse her, I would not recommend it.”

Ryn mentally sighed. “I guess the plague can wait another week or two.”

Given his exchange with Auri had taken the space of a breath, he doubted either valkyrie knew he’d been consulting with his third auxiliary. “What else can you tell me about this discovery? Is it a danger to the academy? Is it a danger to something else?”

Jenassa lowered her head. “I regret her request is the only news I bring. The matter was sensitive enough that the Acting Executrix felt it best she speak to you personally. She...” Jenassa’s next words sounded pained. “She did not wish the news to spread.”

In other words, Grayson didn’t know if more devil-possessed valkyries still lurked in her academy. Even if they could find the life mages to do it, scouring every valkyrie in the academy would take months. He didn’t envy Grayson or her valkyries that burden.

Auri had given him her recommendation. Given how much he trusted her, he was inclined to accept it. Also, if he traveled all the way to the confederacy, it would be months before he could find his way back here.

“Very well. You may return and tell the Acting Executrix I understand the sensitive nature of this request. I will meet with her. You can expect me in four to five days.”

Glory lightly cleared her throat. “Prime, if I may speak?”

He glanced at her. “Yes, fifth auxiliary?”

Ryn wanted to remain formal in front of her former wingmates. He also wanted to remind them that while they might see Glory as an oath breaker, he did not. He felt the need to defend her from any accusations, even though he knew Glory wouldn’t want him to.

“If you wish, I can fly you to the academy today.”

Ryn stared in surprise. “I thought pegasi could only carry one rider?”

“That is true under most circumstances. However, since you and I are now bonded, you could assist me in keeping Honor aloft.”

He smiled. “I draw wind ether and you channel it without ever taking a break.”

Larisa, the brunette valkyrie, scoffed loudly, then covered her mouth in obvious horror. As Ryn’s gaze whipped about to focus on her, Larisa looked absolutely aghast. For the first time, Jenassa’s placid serenity also took a hit.

Ryn wasn’t sure if Jenassa was angry Larisa had scoffed so loudly or simply embarrassed by her. Either way, he fixed Larisa with a firm gaze. “Is there something you’d like to say?”

Larisa bowed so deep he worried she might fall over in that armor. “Apologies, primal conjurer! I did not mean to offend.”

“You obviously meant something. So, let me clear up any misunderstandings. Yes, Gloriana Langley is my auxiliary now, and yes, we are bonded. She has completed her pilgrimage to the Wind Pillars and begged forgiveness from Scylla. Given that yesterday I was able to destroy the devil in her head, I believe she has gained that forgiveness.”

All three valkyries gasped when he said that. Jenassa and Larisa because they had never imagined he could destroy a devil bonded to Glory, and Glory, most likely, because she had not, until now, connected her new life with Scylla’s forgiveness. She had asked for a second chance.

Ryn didn’t believe Scylla had helped him in any way... he didn’t even believe the wind goddess existed... but the thought that Scylla had helped might comfort Glory. And who knew? Maybe the wind goddess had been with them. He certainly wouldn’t turn down her help.

Larisa stared slack-jawed. “Gloriana is no longer devil-marked?”

“That is correct. I vanquished her devil, and her soul is bonded to mine. Because she only made a devil deal to save everyone in your academy, I believe she is worthy of my trust.”

Jenassa stared in wonder. “But how?”

“As with the matter your Acting Executrix wishes to speak to me about, the specifics are too sensitive to freely discuss. Even so, as a primal conjurer backed by the authority of the Righteous Sect, I vouch for Glory’s honor. Where I go, she goes.”

Jenassa and Larisa both bowed again, and while Ryn didn’t glance at Glory, he could sense her tentative pride leaking over their bond. Also, he sensed something else. More genuine gratitude... and affection that was growing stronger every day.

He also now knew something that changed his mental calculus. If he and Glory could both ride Honor, he could reach the Clarion Flight Academy in a fraction of the time it would take to travel there on foot. He could return just as quickly.

He looked at Glory. “When you say you can get me there today, when do you mean?”

Glory firmed up in her saddle. “We could arrive by nightfall, prime.”

That seemed almost too fast, but it made sense when he thought about it. Rather than having to ride several days to return to the road, reach Cooper’s Gorge, and then ride back up into the mountains, they could simply fly directly to the academy. They were actually closer to it now than they would be at the gorge. There were just those pesky mountains in the way.

Ryn nodded in satisfaction. “It sounds like I can speak to the Acting Executrix tonight, enjoy a meal and some rest, and return to my journey tomorrow. Given the urgency of this matter and the urgency of my own goals, that seems the best compromise.”

He looked back to his auxiliaries and spoke over their bond. “I’m going to have Glory fly me to the academy to handle this. Auri, I want you to continue to lead the others back to Cooper’s Gorge. We’ll link up with you in a few days. Until then, you’re in command.”

“Yes, prime!” Now that he had made his decision, Auri wasn’t about to question him. While he sensed a hint of worry from her, he also felt her confidence... in him.

Ryn wasn’t about to leave his auxiliaries without a goodbye hug and kiss, but he didn’t intend to do that in front of the valkyries. He returned his attention to Jenassa and Larisa.

“Thank you for bringing me this message. You’ve done your duty. Return to your academy and inform Acting Executrix Grayson I will be there tonight.”

Jenassa and Larisa straightened, then glanced at Glory. Jenassa looked relieved and a bit worried, and Larisa looked visibly pained. As Ryn considered the three of them, he recognized how close they all must be. They had likely trained together for years.

Ryn focused on his bond with Glory. “Would you like time to speak with them alone? I can give you three privacy while I check on the others.”

Glory’s gratitude once more leaked over their bond. “I would speak with them if they wish it, but I am not ready. Not yet. Thank you, but I would prefer to speak another time.”

Ryn focused on Jenassa and spoke aloud. “You’re dismissed. Safe travels.”

That got Jenassa’s attention. Both valkyries saluted just as Glory did, slapping their leather-gloved hands to the chest plates of their silver armor, then mounted their pegasi. Both got turned around on the path and then took off running away from Ryn’s procession.

A moment later both women hopped up and down in the saddle, and both pegasi took flight. There was a scary moment where Larisa almost slammed into the tree line, then both valkyries ascended safely. As they winged away, Ryn looked at Glory again.

“Can you and Honor thread that needle with both of us on his back?”

She nodded proudly. “We can do it. I will allow no harm to come to you.”

“I believe you. I’ll be just a moment.”

Glory blushed and looked at Honor. “I remain yours to command. I will wait until you are ready to fly. Please, do not hurry on my account.”

He held back his sigh and walked back to his auxiliaries. Everyone was already off their horses, and Lena was the first to reach him and hug him tight. He hugged her back, then enjoyed some very insistent kisses. He also gave Lena a reassuring pat on the ass.

“I’ll be gone two days.”

Lena scoffed. “Two days is too long without you. But... at least you have lovely valkyrie to entertain.” She put her lips to his ear. “Please fuck her soon. This sexy tension is exhausting!”

Ryn scoffed and pushed her away. Before he could chastise her, Saphi took the opening to throw her arms around him. He hugged her tightly as well, gave her more than sufficient kisses, then gently eased her away. He fixed her with a stern yet comforting gaze.

“While I’m away, I want you and Nephale to keep up your sword training. And also, practice your spell forms with Auri. You’re getting very good at both of those.”

Saphi nodded. “I promise! I will. Just... please, hurry home.” She straightened as she remembered. “Oh! And I’m going to pack you a lunch! You’ll need a lunch on the flight.”

Ryn barely heard her speaking about his lunch. Because Saphi had said home, not back. She had said, “Please, hurry home.”

She was right. Saphi was home, as was Lena, Auri, and Nephale. It didn’t matter where they traveled or where they stayed so long as they were together. They, together, were home.

He sent his love to both Lena and Saphi over their bond, and they eagerly responded even as Saphi hurried to Quiet’s saddlebags. Ryn then walked to his fourth and third auxiliaries. He could feel, despite their brave faces, that they needed reassurance as well.

Nephale stood beside Auri with a worried expression on her face. Ryn could feel that she didn’t like him heading to the academy without her, but he didn’t see a better way to do this. He couldn’t delay almost two weeks when he could handle it in a few days.

“Kitten? I trust you to protect everyone while I’m away.”

She huffed. “I should be protecting you.”

“I can take care of myself, you know.”

“I know that. I know! I just...” She set her jaw. “Any day without you makes me sad.”

He pulled her close and kissed her warmly. She gratefully melted against him. He couldn’t knead her back muscles through her armor, so he wrapped his arms around her waist instead. He gave her a reassuring squeeze and spoke over their bond.

“You and the others make my every day brighter. But I’ll also sleep much better, while I’m away, knowing you’re here to protect everyone I love. I’ll sleep without worry because I know you’d never let anything happen to any of them.”

Nephale hugged him tightly. “Just come back safe. I can’t lose you.”

He smiled and gave her one more kiss. “Love you too, kitten.”

Finally, he turned to Auri, only to be shocked as she all but tackled him. She threw her arms around him with as much eagerness and abandon as Saphi, and repeatedly kissed him all over his face as he barely kept his feet. What was this? Why was this happening?

Finally, with her glasses smudged and her face aglow, Auri eased back just enough to stare into her eyes. Her love poured over their bond. “Prime... I regret I have not offered you more surprise affection on this journey. When you return, I will correct that.”

He grinned in understanding. “You’ve been doing just fine, Mistress.”

She adjusted her smudged spectacles. “I will lead our party safely to the bridge. We will see you there in a few days. Also, I will enter the Firmament every night after sunset and remain until midnight. If you need our counsel on your journey, meet me there.”

What a wonderful idea! What now seemed a lifetime ago, the Righteous Sect had intended him and Saphi to use this very trick. To bond, which allowed mages to find each other in the Firmament, and then to speak in the Firmament across leagues.

Auri had offered a wonderful reminder that even were he to travel a continent away from the women he loved, he would never be out of touch with them. They simply had to know to enter the Firmament at the same time. They could find each other over their bonds.

“I will always need your counsel, Auri. Glory has assured me we’ll arrive just after nightfall, so expect me in the Firmament as soon as I have news. I’ll tell you what I’ve learned from the Acting Executrix, and you can answer any questions I have.”

Auri smiled warmly. “I will be there, prime. You need simply enter the Firmament and think of me. No devil can eavesdrop on us in my mind sanctuary.”

“That’s our plan.” He looked around at the women he loved. “See you all in a few days.”


Chapter Seventeen




With his (temporary) goodbyes now complete, Ryn walked back to Glory and glanced up at where she sat astride Honor. “I’m ready to ride. So... how do we do this?”

Honor snorted derisively, and Glory made a clucking sound with her tongue as she rubbed Honor’s neck. “Do not be rude. This man saved my soul and everyone we love.”

Honor snorted again as he grudgingly raised his wings high, like a person stretching their arms up. Glory expertly unsnapped several buckles, then raised one leg up so that she all but touched her nose with her knee. She was incredibly flexible!

Which Ryn was absolutely not going to think about right now.

Glory rotated in her saddle and stepped down, then patted Honor’s side. “Step up into the saddle as you would on any other horse. I will secure you with riding straps.”

Ryn stepped into one of Honor’s stirrups and stepped up into the saddle as he had learned to do years ago at the Primal Academy. Honor’s saddle was a bit thicker than Pebble’s, and also lined with fur that made it quite comfortable... and warm. The other difference was there were no reins, and Honor did not have a bit in his mouth.

Ryn glanced down. “Where do you sit?”

“Today, I will sit behind you. During training, it is not uncommon for two valkyries to ride the same pegasus. However, it is rare enough that I do not have a double saddle.”

Ryn nodded thoughtfully. “Can we ask for one at the academy?”

“If you wish Honor to bear your weight often, we should. Now, may I mount?”

“Of course.”

Glory stepped into the stirrup, then leapt up onto Honor to land behind him. Her long legs snapped around him. Her thighs pressed hard against his hips and her long, heeled boots rested against his calves. Then, she reached around his midriff.

Ryn gamely ignored the tingles of her proximity as Glory expertly tightened and adjusted straps, buckling him into the saddle securely. She was good with straps and clasps as well. He only then remembered that when she was feeling adventurous, future Glory often had Executor Xaven used straps like this to bind her in multiple ways while they...

He kicked that memory away and worked very hard to hide any arousal from their mage bond. He hoped Glory would assume anything she did detect was simply a result of having her long legs wrapped around him. She pressed against his back and expertly snapped buckles.

With her arms still wrapped around his waist and her lips all but next to his ear, Glory spoke. “Do you feel secure?”

He tested his straps. “I don’t think I could fall out even if he goes upside down.”

As Glory lightly squeezed his midriff, he felt a trace of amusement over their mage bond. “If you like, we could try that once we are aloft.”

“Please no. I’ve never flown before. I’ll be doing all I can not to vomit.”

Glory laughed softly in his ear, a wonderful, breathy laugh. “Honor will appreciate that.”

“So... how do you not fall off?”

“Like this.” Glory reached past him to her saddle and pulled up another strap, then pulled it past him. He heard her making adjustments, then the sound of a clasp. She lightly touched his sides just above his hips with her soft hands, and again, the contact tingled.

“As you are now secured to Honor, I am secured to you. While we fly, let your legs relax. I will guide Honor with my touch.”

Ryn pushed with his legs and found it was impossible for him to get out of this saddle. “When I’ve watched you in the past, I’ve seen you stand in the saddle and then knife down with your legs. You don’t normally strap yourself in?”

“Not to the extent I have secured you. We have two straps that we link to our armor, but both leave enough slack to allow us to stand in the saddle to execute spell forms involving the legs. The straps are also elastic, which aids in keeping us in the saddle.”

Much of this information felt familiar, even though he’d never heard it before. More of Executor Xaven’s phantom memories. Perhaps that would be his future self’s second legacy. Not just saving Ryn’s realm, but leaving his wisdom for his past self to ponder.

“I assume you’ve taken other people flying before?”

“Yes. As a wing leader, I took my younger sisters up many times. Before a valkyrie undertakes her virgin flight with her chosen pegasus, she goes up many times with more experienced valkyries on their pegasi. Both must channel updraft to keep their mount aloft.”

“Which is why only mages with wind affinities can ride pegasi.” More information he’d somehow known confirmed. “So, we should probably prepare for the worst case.”

“What is that?”

“While I hope this never happens, we should make sure you can pass me your memories of the spell forms you’ve learned over our bond in case you’re injured in flight and I need to take over. So, let’s start with you sending me memories to channel updraft.”

One of Glory’s hands squeezed his side. “I have never passed one of my memories over a bond before. Can you describe the process?”

Ryn smiled at her gentle touch. “Focus on your memories of learning the form and your desire to share them. It should come naturally to you, or, at least... it always has to me.”

Glory went quiet, and then Ryn felt her memories flowing over their command bond. The memories were dimmer and less clear than over a mage bond... when it came to passing spell forms and memories, command bonds were much weaker... but he got the gist.

“That’s it. You’re doing it. Good job.”

Ryn felt her warm pleasure at his praise. More than he expected. He focused on her memories instead of how good it felt knowing he’d pleased her.

“From what I saw in your memories, updraft consumes ether at a far slower rate than other spell forms. It’s incredibly efficient compared to flame burst or brilliant spark.”

“Really? I could never compare them.”

“I can. I wonder what makes updraft so much more efficient in regards to ether consumption? If I could isolate that and incorporate it into my other spell forms, I could become even more effective as a mage.”

As Glory rested close against his back, some of her hair tickled his cheek. “Perhaps updraft consumes ether slower than other forms because it is not intended for combat? The breeze is warm, but will not topple a determined opponent. We use rising gust for that.”

“That does make sense. Perhaps if we were able to channel a flame burst that wasn’t nearly so hot, the flame ether wouldn’t be consumed as quickly.” Which, Ryn considered, might explain how gentle light worked. He’d have to ask Lena when they saw each other again.

Ryn looked at the narrow opening in the forest canopy above the trail. “I think I know all I need to know to not fall off. Now, as we fly, you’ll hold onto my sides?”

“Or wrap my arms around your midriff... if that is acceptable. I may also release you to step up and descend to channel forms.”

“Hold on to me however you have to in order to avoid falling off. I’m the one safely strapped in here. You’re the one who’ll be doing most of the work.”

“That is not true. Today, we will fly together.”

“I’ll certainly do my part. And so long as I feed you wind ether over our bond, you can keep us aloft? I can keep your first channel of updraft going indefinitely?”

“So long as I hold the form after I initially complete it.”

“And that’s not how you normally fly?”

“Correct. When flying alone, a valkyrie and her pegasus take turns providing our lift.”

That tickled another of Executor Xaven’s phantom memories. “How so?”

“While I am channeling wind ether through updraft, Honor can glide on the warm wind and relax his wings. And when I am drawing wind ether to prepare for my next channel, he flaps his powerful wings and muscles to keep us from descending.”

That piece of Executor Xaven’s faint memories solidified in Ryn’s mind. “But Honor can’t keep you aloft with his wings indefinitely due to the extra weight. Without updraft, he would eventually lose enough altitude you’d need to land. So that’s how you’re a team.”

Honor snorted derisively and bucked his head up and down. Ryn resisted the urge to pat the pegasus’s neck. Instead, he spoke comfortingly in Honor’s direction. “Though I’m sure you’re more than capable of flying on your own for a good long while.”

Glory rested her warm hands on his sides once more, and tingles raced through his body. “Honor is very strong, like you, prime. I trust both of you with my life.”

Ryn was now certain she was pressing against him like this because she simply wanted to be close, and he loved that. “And I trust you with mine. I know you think you have to prove yourself to me, but you don’t.” As he spoke, he pushed his certainty over their bond.

She sighed and put her lips almost to his ear. “Thank you.”

“Of course.” He glanced over his shoulder to see Saphi hurrying toward them. She clutched a small hip satchel. She hadn’t been kidding about making him lunch!

Saphi halted beside Honor and smiled warmly at Glory. “Thank you for offering to fly Ryn back to the academy, and then to us. You’re going to save us so much time!”

Glory nodded solemnly. “This is my duty as his auxiliary.”

“I know, but we still appreciate it.” Saphi pushed up on tiptoes and handed Ryn the hip satchel. “Don’t forget this! I don’t want you getting hungry on the flight.”

Ryn took the satchel from her, affixed it to his belt, then smiled down at her and pushed his love for her over their bond. “You’re amazing, you know.”

“I love you, too.” She looked again at Glory. “I know you’ll keep him safe for me, so I won’t ask. I just hope you don’t run into any trouble up there.”

“I will allow no harm to come to him. I give you my oath, Saphielle.”

“And I know how seriously you take those. Safe travels!” Saphi backed up, waved, and then visibly forced herself to hurry back to the others.

Ryn took one more look at the women he loved. They were all mounting up to resume their journey over the ground. He was going to dearly miss all of them while he was away... but he was also grateful Glory had provided such a convenient way of travel.

He looked ahead again. “Ready?”

Glory squeezed his sides once more and settled back. “If you are.”

“I am. Let’s...” He barely kept himself from saying ride. “Let’s fly.”

Glory clucked her tongue, and then Ryn involuntarily snatched the small metal saddle horn as Honor took off at a speed approaching a gallop. As they thundered down the narrow animal trail, branches whipped by rapidly on each side. As Honor’s wings snapped out to half length, Ryn felt Glory hop up behind him and knife her body down.

His stomach dropped into his feet as the urgent beating of Honor’s great wings and updraft took them aloft. It was like falling, except they were falling up. It was a terrifying, exhilarating feeling, and the forest canopy hurtled toward them. As they rocketed up above it, Ryn got his first breathtaking view of the world as a valkyrie saw it.

The forest that had towered over him below was now like a carpet of leaves below Honor’s hooves. The mountains barely visible between him and the flight academy now looked similar to how Eagle’s Crag would look from the fifteenth floor of the mage tower back in the Primal Academy. A bright yellow sun gleamed in the sky, and the horizon looked endless.

Ryn could see for leagues in all directions, mountains and forest and roads. Yet before he could get his bearings, he heard Honor snort an annoyed reminder. He pushed past his amazement at this breathtaking view and focused on the Firmament around them. He could feel how hard the pegasus was straining to keep them aloft, flapping hard with both wings.

The air was thick with modes of green, purple, and blue—wind, spark, and flood—but wind ether was the most numerous mote by far. That made it straightforward for Ryn to pull it from the air around him despite the speed at which they moved. As he drew wind ether, he channeled it to Glory over their bond... and she fed it into her completed updraft spell form.

Honor’s urgent and desperate flapping slowed, and then their flight grew less violent and more level. As they soared over the forest in the direction of the distant mountains, Honor still flapped his wings, but only once every few seconds. He also flapped with far less urgency than he had before. Meanwhile, warm wind continued to wash over them from below.

Ryn now knew why valkyries didn’t wear skirts. Other than the obvious problem with people looking up at them from below, there was also this constant updraft. Any skirt would spend most of its time up around a valkyrie’s back and belly instead of where it should be.

Why was he thinking about blowing skirts and the bare, shapely thighs one would reveal? He had to focus on flying instead of the beautiful and attentive valkyrie pressed against his back with her arms wrapped around his midriff. And the tingles filling his chest... and lower.

As they gradually gained altitude, Ryn alternated between drawing wind ether from the Firmament and staring in amazement at this incredible sight. The world stretched out below looked like a glorious painted map. As terrifying as it was, he couldn’t take his eyes off it.

As they flew, it soon became clear Glory had no intention to speak while they were aloft. He suspected that would be difficult up here. The wind roaring past was simply too loud. Instead, they enjoyed this glorious view together.

Ryn could sense, over their bond, how much pleasure it gave Glory to be able to share the view from Honor’s back with him. It was a sight she had previously only enjoyed herself or when taking one of her younger sisters aloft. Now, for the first time in her life, she could enjoy this view with a man she...

Ryn blinked as Glory managed to cut that thought off before it completed. He couldn’t look back as he continued to switch between the glorious view and reaching into the Firmament for wind ether, but he suspected Glory was now blushing bright. He could feel her embarrassment... and her hope... over their bond.

This was so different from how he had grown close to his other auxiliaries! They had only bonded long after they’d developed strong feelings for each other. In Glory’s case, it was the reverse. They had formed their bond out of necessity, and now, his feelings for her were growing at an exponential rate as affection bounced back and forth over their bond.

Between Executor Xaven’s strong memories of loving this woman in Nephale’s dark future and the feeling of current Glory’s attraction, respect, and gratitude over their bond, Ryn wondered how long he could resist her. As he considered how vulnerable she was right now, he made a firm promise to himself to resist as long as it took to be certain she was certain.

Soon the constant roar of the warm air passing by, the rhythmic yet gentle flapping of Honor’s wings, and the feeling of a soft, warm woman pressed against his back lulled Ryn into a meditative peace. He drew ether without even thinking about it, and while Glory had to restart her form once or twice, he soon realized she was simply doing it to gain altitude.

Soon they were so high above the earth he realized they must be above even the peaks of the mountain range ahead. The trees were so small that they looked like tiny dabs of green paint on a canvas, and the world below looked abnormally flat. How high could they go?

In response to his musing, Glory spoke over their bond. “We cannot fly much higher than this. Were we to rise further, the air would grow too thin and cold for all of us.”

Ryn stared down at the flat painting below. “But we can clear the mountains?”

“Yes. This range is not so high as some others, and we know all the points where the peaks are lower. A pegasus can fly over this range with effort.”

Ryn stared out across the bounty of Clarion now stretched out below them like a quilt. “This is incredible. I still can’t believe how much faster we can travel.”

“This is why we are fortunate to have Honor.”

“And you. I also feel fortunate to have you.” Too late, Ryn mentally corrected himself. “As my auxiliary, and my friend.”

Even though he’d tried his best to hide his desire and affection for Glory, he knew some of it had leaked over their bond. Fortunately, his response only seemed to please her more. She clutched his waist tighter than she needed to. He decided he didn’t mind.

Ryn was surprised when they descended shortly after reaching the mountains, but as his stomach rumbled, he remembered. It was well past time for lunch, and he, Glory, and Honor all needed to eat. As Honor flapped his wings and descended in a lazy spiral, they passed through a cloud bank. When they exited, he saw a small, grass-cloaked plateau thick with wildflowers.

This plateau was isolated, which meant it would be difficult to reach without climbing gear. Only a pegasus could easily get up here. As Honor landed at a gallop, he slowed to a trot and then huffed as he came to a stop. Glory released her tight grip on his waist.

“If you have no objection, we will linger here and take our lunch. We must let Honor graze and restore his energy. He has worked very hard to bring us both here.”

Ryn patted her soft hands around his midriff to remind her she was still holding onto him tighter than necessary. “That’s fine. I could use a bite as well.”

“Then please, let me free you from the saddle.”

Glory relinquished her grip on his midriff, then expertly loosened straps and unbuckled buckles. Again Ryn held very still as her hands moved dangerously close to parts he hadn’t asked her to touch yet. Having them come so close but not touch was maddening!

Soon he was free, and then Glory’s warm hands gripped his shoulders as she pushed up and slid out of the saddle. Once she’d dropped, Ryn checked to make sure he was free and did the same. Honor trotted away the moment they were both off, then set to grazing.

As Ryn looked around this narrow plateau, he decided it couldn’t be that much bigger than the junior mage training yard back at the Primal Academy. That yard had high walls. This plateau had no walls at all, and the view was awe-inspiring.

He walked almost all the way to the edge of the plateau, staring across leagues of forest, rock, and fields toward the south. If he didn’t know better, he would swear he could see all the way to Rosewall from here. He’d never before been this high up.

The air up here was even colder than below, but his battle robes were well-insulated. He glanced back at Glory to find her with Honor. She was digging into one of his saddlebags.

That was his cue to eat as well. Ryn settled in a meditation position in the grass about ten paces from the plateau’s edge and reached for the small hip pack Saphi had given him. As he opened it up, he found she’d packed him some cured meat tucked into what was likely the last of their bread. There was also an apple, several cherries, and a bit of cheese.

Ryn’s heart thumped as he stared at all Saphi had given him. These cherries were a delicacy Saphi saved for herself, and she’d likely given him the last of them to enjoy for dessert. It was a reminder Saphi would eagerly give him anything she had, just as he would for her.

With his eyes toward the beautiful sight below and the cool wind rustling his hair and robes, Ryn bit into his sandwich. The bread was a bit hard after so long on the road, but that wasn’t remotely Saphi’s fault. Her love made everything taste better.

Glory soon settled beside him, and together, they enjoyed a pleasant meal. As he ate his sandwich and apple, Glory nibbled contently on a bright orange carrot. Ryn kept Lena’s favorite joke about the type of food Glory ate from slipping across their bond.

As they finished their lunch together, save for the cherries (Ryn was going to save those for a midnight snack) he sensed a subtle, physical ache over their bond. He realized then that ache was coming from Glory. She was doing all she could to hide it from him, but he was able to sense it due to his experience. Her leg muscles were aching.

Ryn eyed her with concern. “Are you sore from the ride?”

As Glory glanced at him, the wind caught and played with her honey-blonde curls. Once more, she looked like a silver-armored princess from a storybook. “How do you mean?”

“Your leg muscles are aching.”

She blushed bright and adjusted herself to sit with her knees forward and her calves tucked up against them. She wore tight leather riding pants that clung to her legs, and she had very nice legs. Long, toned, and slender.

Glory glanced down at her legs, then up at him. “You can feel my aches?”

“Yes. Bonded mages don’t just share ether. We also share feelings, often unconsciously.”

“You need not concern yourself. I will endure.”

“I’m certain you will, but... is that normal?”

She looked once more at the countryside below. “No.”

“Is it because I stole your saddle?”

“It is not you. It is, perhaps, an aspect of channeling wind for so long. I do not normally maintain the spell form necessary to channel updraft as we have done during our flight. I switch off with Honor and then channel updraft anew.”

“So you’re stiff from maintaining the same position for so long while we flew.” Ryn leaned closer to her. “May I massage your legs? I can take away some of those aches.”

As she eyed him in surprise, her sky-blue eyes grew curious. “How would you do that?”

“It’s not the first time I’ve had to ease aches and pains for my auxiliaries. There was a time months ago when we took Saphi riding for the first time, after that jackass Caladan framed me and we had to flee the academy. Saphi’s legs were even more sore than yours.”

“I do not wish to become a burden. As I said, I can endure.”

She was as stubborn as ever. Ryn persevered. “Massaging your legs after a long ride wouldn’t make you a burden. If anything, knowing you were uncomfortable and not being able to help would be more of a burden. Emotionally. So, let me ease your aches and pains.”

One slender eyebrow rose. “What makes your technique so different?”

“You’re familiar with life ether?”

“Only that life mages use it both to heal and scour.”

“It serves many purposes. I can also use it on you to ease the ache in your legs.”

“And you have done this with your women before?”

He decided not to speculate on if she was including herself in that statement. “Yes. I can guarantee you’ll feel much better afterward.”

Glory shifted position, then stretched out both legs as she settled back on her hands. “Do as you wish with me. I am curious as to how this will feel.”

“Then just sit still and let me work. I’ll start slowly at first.”

As Glory obeyed, Ryn focused on the Firmament and was pleased to find this small plateau rich with motes of life ether along with many others. He shouldn’t be surprised it was so thick up here. This plateau was rich with grass, flowers, and plants.

He drew life ether from the Firmament and then, rather than trailing it down Glory’s legs as he might have otherwise done, instead imbued it deep into his palms. Working carefully, he pressed one to Glory’s leather-clad calf. He kneaded her muscles while pushing ether out.

Glory gasped aloud and stared wide-eyed. “That feels...”

He glanced up at her as he worked. “Is it all right?”

“Yes. This feels wonderful. I am grateful for your touch.”

Ryn shifted to kneel in front of her, so he could reach her calves, and drew more life ether. He then expertly massaged her muscles while imbuing them with traces of life ether, and he was pleased when her sky-blue eyes fluttered as he worked on her. He wasn’t using life ether on her as he used it on his other auxiliaries, but it was having a similar effect.

He could feel Glory’s arousal growing as he massaged her. Yet all he wanted to do, this time, was ease her aches and pains. He worked his way along her ankles, then her calves, then her knees. As he moved higher, she looked away, but she couldn’t hide the flush in her cheeks.

Ryn paused with his hands just above her knees. “I’d like to ease the discomfort in your thighs as well, but I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. So if you don’t⁠—”

“It is fine.” Glory continued staring away from him. “Please, continue.”

“Thank you.” Ryn gently massaged her lower thighs as well, continuing to imbue his hands with life ether. As he slowly worked his way up, Glory’s breathing grew faster. Soon, he was worried what they both might do if his hands moved any higher.

He traced a few last tendrils of life ether down the outside of her thighs, causing her to shiver involuntarily, then sat back. “Is that better?”

She glanced at him in surprise. “You are finished?”

“I am. How do your legs feel now?”

She smiled warmly. “All the aches are gone. Thank you.”

“It was my pleasure. I never miss a chance to make my auxiliaries feel good.”

Her cheeks flushed further. “That is clear to me now.”

Glory wanted him so badly. After his massage she couldn’t hide her desire, which left him with a decision to make. He could feel how much she wanted him to kiss, strip, and touch her over their bond, and rather than embarrass or discourage her, he decided to be clear.

Ryn rested one hand on the grass between them. “Glory, I already like you a great deal.”

Her eyes widened. “What?”

“I’m attracted to you. You’re brave and beautiful, and while we’ve only known each other a short while, you’ve impressed me with your selflessness and devotion to duty.”

She blushed bright red again. “You truly think me beautiful?”

“I do, and I know you’re attracted to me as well. You don’t need to hide that from me.”

“Then, if you know this... if you find me beautiful, and you know I am also attracted to you... why have you not done more with me?” She winced. “Is it because I⁠—”

“No.” He impulsively took her hand to halt that line of thought. “Focus on our bond so you’ll know I mean this. I know you keep your oaths, and I do trust you with my life. The only reason I’m not kissing you right now is because I worry you want me because you’re grateful.”

“I am grateful. You saved my life, my soul, and my academy.”

Ryn squeezed her hand and eased back. “And it’s because you feel indebted to me that I’m hesitant to move forward. I’d never want to take advantage of you, even if it didn’t feel that way to you at the time. Before we decide to deepen our bond, we both need to be certain you want me for yourself. Any debt you perceive should not factor into your decision.”

She smiled in understanding. “You speak sense. I am deeply indebted to you, so perhaps that is part of my attraction. I do not believe it is the only part... far from it... but I will consider my feelings for you carefully. When we speak of this again, I will be certain of them.”

“Wonderful. I’ll do the same.”

“But tell me this. If, after I think deeply on my reasons, I still desire you, what must I do to convince you I wish to be with you for the reason you suggest? For myself?”

“I’m honestly not sure. I think we’ll just know when the time comes.”

She tilted her head in a gesture of adorable curiosity. “How will we know?”

“We’re bonded for life. We’ll have plenty of time to figure out how we want to spend our lives together. When and if a moment feels right, we’ll just... feel it. Together.”

“And this moment does not feel right to you?”

“No. It’s a lovely moment, but it’s too soon for us to be certain of our feelings about each other. Even so, if you wouldn’t mind, could you tell me why this place is special to you?”

Her eyes widened. “Now, you can read my mind?”

“Only if you send me thoughts. But as I said, we do share emotions. You’re fond of this place, and you feel safe and comfortable. You’ve come here many times, haven’t you?”

She smiled warmly and looked past him. “Once a pegasus chooses his valkyrie, they train for years. But once they are ready, they leave on a...” She paused and considered. “I struggle to translate this word to Cridorian. We leave on a journey of discovery.”

Ryn nodded eagerly. “And you found this place on your journey?”

“I did. On our second day of soaring together, we found this small plateau and landed to rest. Honor loves the taste of the grass up here, and I love the view and the solitude. Often, we would come up here and sit for a time. Whenever I had a day off from patrol.”

“I can see why you’d want to visit. It’s gorgeous up here.”

“No other valkyries know of this plateau. So, until today, it was ours alone.” She leaned forward. “That is why I brought you here. I would like this place to become yours as well.”

Ryn was overcome by how much trust she continued to place in him. “I’m honored you’d share this place with me, especially given how special it is to you.”

Lips tight, Glory nodded. She opened her mouth, then seemingly found herself at a loss for words. Seeing a confident valkyrie this tongue-tied in his presence was incredibly cute.

This time, rather than hiding his growing affection for her, Ryn let it flow freely over their bond. She returned it eagerly, then scooted closer. She watched him hopefully.

“You said we should be careful how we proceed. But if I asked you to hold me, here in this place we now share, would you hold me? If we proceed to the academy and then back to your other auxiliaries, we may not have another chance.”

He gently wrapped one arm around her. “I don’t see any reason we can’t just hug.”

As Glory eagerly snuggled close, she sighed happily. Embracing her like that was a bit awkward with her still wearing her silver cuirass, but his padded battle robe kept it from digging into his side. For some time, they cuddled and watched the clouds.

The fervent affection swirling back and forth over their mage bond was growing stronger by the moment. Ryn loved that Glory had flown him to a place that, previously, she had not shared with anyone. The view up here was gorgeous... and so was the company.

Her desire for him was almost overwhelming. He was so close to tracing his fingers through her lovely honey-blonde hair, stroking it gently in the way he longed to do. He wanted to kiss his way down her neck as she shivered in anticipation. And then⁠—

A loud, indignant snort interrupted their tranquility. Glory eased away enough to glance behind her, then laughed her soft, lovely laugh. “You are sated? Already?”

Honor snorted and pawed the earth. Ryn reluctantly eased Glory away and turned to face the pegasus. The way Honor was watching him, Ryn would swear the pegasus was rebuking him for getting familiar with his valkyrie. Given how things were going, he decided Honor would just have to get used to that.

Glory hopped up with ease, then approached her pegasus. As she reached him, she stroked him along his head and ears to soothe him. “Hush now. You are ready to fly?”

Honor snorted and bobbed his head, pawing the ground. As Glory turned to look at him again, the wind caught her hair and her smile lit up the plateau. Ryn stared.

He suspected he would treasure this image for the rest of his life: the sight of this beautiful silver-armored woman with her winged white horse on a plateau only they had ever seen. As they’d discussed, they would both know when the moment was right. Until then...

Glory sensed how much he liked looking at her. She shifted her stance to give him a better view. Still, she respected his wishes to allow them both more time to think.

“Shall we travel, prime? I am ready to take you aloft at your word.”

Ryn focused on the whole reason he’d left his auxiliaries to come on this trip with her. “If Honor’s ready to fly, we shouldn’t keep the Executrix waiting.”


Chapter Eighteen




As Glory had promised, they came within sight of the towering white walls of the Clarion Flight Academy shortly after dark. Despite a smattering of clouds, the moon had left them enough light to see a faint impression of the forest, grass, and rock below. In the moonlight, the flight academy’s walls gleamed bright. It wasn’t the Primal Academy, but it was gorgeous.

Ryn glanced once more to their left and right. The honor guard that had intercepted them about twenty minutes ago—a flight of four valkyries in silver armor—continued to shadow them, with two flying on each side. He didn’t know if they were escorting Glory into the academy to honor him or because they still believed Glory to be a devil mage.

If they remained wary of Glory when they landed, Ryn would correct their worries. Yet as they approached the high white walls, Glory shifted against his back. Once more she knifed down with her legs, channeling updraft. Honor soared higher.

He’d only been flying a day, but it seemed like they would have to descend rather drastically to land in the training yard he’d seen during their tour. He focused on his command bond with Glory and passed his thoughts to her.

“Are we doing a flyover first?”

“No. During our approach, I received signals from the patrolling flight. They have cleared us to land on the Executrix’s Tower.” Glory didn’t attempt to hide her pride at that thought. “After I left, I thought I would never be granted this honor. Tonight, I will treasure it.”

As they ascended, Ryn smiled. So they were going to land directly on top of the thirty-story tower at the center of the academy. Acting Executrix Grayson had made it clear her need for him was urgent, and also that she didn’t trust everyone in her academy.

Landing directly on her tower to speak to her in her private chambers made sense. He just hoped it wouldn’t turn out like last time. This time, he would be cautious about stepping into any rooms that might be ether blockers in disguise.

As they approached the wooden platform atop the Executrix’s Tower, the other pegasi and their valkyries winged away one by one. Glory channeled updraft once more as Honor slowed, and Ryn fed her wind ether without conscious thought. He had become so used to doing that on their flight that it was now as easy as breathing.

Honor flapped his wings loudly as they slowed, then gently descended straight down. As Honor alighted on the tower smoothly, he snorted in satisfaction. Glory pressed close against Ryn’s back as she reached past him. She massaged Honor’s sides.

“Thank you, kota. You have carried us far and well.”

Ryn smiled as Glory began unbuckling his straps. Now that they were no longer surrounded by wind, they could speak aloud. He also appreciated that Glory continued to speak in Cridorian, rather than her native tongue, for his benefit.

“What does kota mean? In Kanton?”

Glory adeptly freed him from the saddle, then freed herself. “I believe the best translation in Cridorian would be ‘dearest of friends.’ That is what Honor is to me.”

Ryn lightly patted Honor’s neck. “I hope we can be friends as well.”

The snort the pegasus offered in response wasn’t all that encouraging. Still, Ryn was amused instead of annoyed. He didn’t blame Honor for taking time to warm up to him.

Glory hopped down behind him, and then he stepped out of the saddle as well. Honor tucked his wings close to his back and snorted again, and that was when Ryn realized that they were no longer alone. Four silver-armored valkyries had emerged while he was focused on the pegasus and his rider. Their long silver blades gleamed in the moonlight.

He couldn’t believe this was happening again. He settled into cleansing stance and mentally prepared himself for battle. “Gods, again?”

The leader of the four valkyries, a brunette who looked to be about five years older than him, raised one hand. “Peace, Primal Conjurer! I am Lieutenant Locke, and on behalf of Acting Executrix Grayson, I welcome you. Do not be alarmed. We are here to protect you.”

Ryn maintained his stance and scowled at her. “From what?”

Locke pointed past him. “Her.”

Before he could step forward and defend Glory’s honor, Glory spoke urgently in his mind. “Do not tell them that you have destroyed my devil, or that I am your auxiliary.”

He had been about to do just that. “Why?”

“As the Acting Executrix has made clear, this academy is not secure. Given how recently it transpired, the devils may not know if Jaelis is alive or dead. If any spies still remain in the academy, we should deny them this knowledge.”

“Glory, they’re already treating you like a threat and a pariah! Also, we already told Jenassa and Larisa we destroyed your devil.”

“Yet if they are wise, and I know them to be, they have not spread this news. If they shared it with Acting Executrix Grayson, she may have asked them not to share it.”

Ryn balked at her request. “You don’t deserve to be treated like a criminal.”

“That you think that is enough. I treasure that you seek to defend my honor, but I can endure harsh stares. Now that I know your faith in me is strong, I do not need theirs.”

He mentally sighed. “All right. If that’s your wish.”

Another warm burst of gratitude came over their bond. “I know Lieutenant Locke. She has long been the second of Acting Executrix Grayson, and I believe you can trust her. She is one of the most honorable women I know.”

Their mental exchange had taken the space of a breath. With Glory’s wishes now clear to him, Ryn spoke aloud. “This woman is in my custody. She’s no threat to you.”

As two valkyries approached with their swords drawn, Locke unhooked a gleaming ether blocker from her belt. “With all respect, she is still a devil mage. I do not know why you have trusted her to bring you this far, but we cannot allow her to enter our academy unsecured.”

Glory stepped to Ryn’s side. “Collar me if you wish. I do not object.”

Ryn spoke again over their bond. “I won’t be able to speak to you over your bond once they put that blocker on you.”

“Yet you will not let them take me away, will you?”

Ryn clenched his jaw. “Never. You’re with me now.”

Glory spread her hands to her sides and allowed the valkyries to approach. “Then I do not fear the blocker. We should cooperate to gain their trust.”

Ryn stepped away from Glory. “If you feel it’s necessary for your security, I have no objection to the blocker. But she travels with me at all times. This woman is in my custody.”

Lieutenant Locke nodded. “If you promise to keep her on a leash, I can allow this.”

“You have my word.” He knew how valkyries treasured those. “I’ll keep her out of trouble.”

As the two valkyries with drawn blades flanked Glory, Lieutenant Locke approached with the open ether blocker outstretched. Glory proudly raised her chin, exposing her neck, and Locke snapped it tight. He could no longer hear Glory’s thoughts, though their bond remained.

The two valkyries flanking Glory incrementally lowered their blades. Now that the “devil mage” was once again collared, everyone save Ryn seemed more relaxed. He was still annoyed that Glory had to endure this indignity, but if she could endure it, so could he.

Locke pivoted on a heel to face Ryn, then inclined her head. “If you wish, primal conjurer, the Executrix will see you at once. When word came to us that you planned to arrive tonight, she made clear that we should bring you to her as soon as you arrived.”

“That’s why I’m here.” He frowned. “Though, I wouldn’t turn down supper.”

“We will have a meal prepared for you.”

“And for my charge as well.”

Locke’s lips tightened. “We will also prepare a meal for the devil mage.”

Ryn kept his face calm with effort. “Shall we?” He gestured for Locke to precede him.

“By your leave. Please, follow me.”

Lieutenant Locke turned with military precision and strode off. Ryn followed her with Glory directly behind him, and the other valkyries moved to flank them. Two walked at Glory’s sides while another walked behind her. All watched Glory with hard eyes.

They descended down a set of wooden stairs built off the platform and attached to the side of the tower. This was the same route by which Aliana Coldcreek (the other devil mage working with Lariel, who had possessed Executrix Helena) had taken him and Nephale the day they discovered both Glory and Aliana were devil-marked. At least it was familiar.

They strode through the large carpeted room below. This was where Nephale had looked through the flight logs, and where he had toppled over with Glory on top of him. That was a good memory. As he glanced back at Glory, he found her, too, staring at the plush rugs.

When she looked up and caught his gaze, she blushed. Yet as he smiled at her, she smiled back. Sharing this memory made him feel even closer to her.

Locke led them out the other side of the room and onto the lift. It was crowded with four people (him, Glory, Locke, and one of the valkyries) but it was impossible to fit more. As he’d expected, one of the other valkyries lowered the lift until it had descended two stories. Then, at an unspoken signal, the wall began to glow.

Soon a large portion of the wall vanished. As the mage door faded, another valkyrie Ryn hadn’t met stepped back. Lieutenant Locke stepped off the lift and entered the tower, then turned to face him. “The Executrix awaits.”

Ryn stepped off the lift. “Hopefully, this meeting will go better than the last one.”

Locke gave him an odd look. “How do you mean?”

“Never mind. Please, lead me to the Executrix.”

As the valkyrie who had opened the mage door drew ether and began to trace the line to close it, Locke frowned and looked past him. “Shall I watch over the devil mage?”

“No. She stays with me.”

“Respectfully, primal conjurer⁠—”

“I understand your concern, but she’s wearing an ether blocker and in my custody. By the authority of the Righteous Sect, she is my responsibility. She doesn’t leave my sight.”

“I fear the Executrix may object to her presence at your meeting.”

“Then the Executrix can tell me that herself. Has she told you she can’t accompany me?”

Again, Locke had to visibly contain her discomfort. “We did not discuss it.”

“Then I will discuss it with her in person. Now, please. Deliver me to your Executrix.”

Locke’s annoyed expression made it clear what she thought of this idea. Even so, she couldn’t refuse without challenging his authority, and valkyries respected the authority of the Righteous Sect and the chain-of-command. “This way.”

As Ryn followed Locke, he glanced at Glory to check on her. How was she holding up? When she saw his eyes on her, she smiled to reassure him. Despite walking with an ether blocker in an academy where everyone feared and despised her, she looked radiant.

He took that as a good sign.

Locke led them past the room where Executrix Helena (or rather, the devil who’d possessed her) had invited him to supper and then darted him in the neck. They continued to a smaller door down the hall, and then Locke rapped politely on the wood and spoke.

“The primal conjurer has arrived.”

A firm, dignified voice emerged from the other side of the door. “Send him in.”

“The devil mage is with him.”

A moment of silence from behind the door. “Has the primal conjurer vouched for her?”

“I have,” Ryn said before Locke could answer.

Locke grimaced. “He has, Acting Executrix.”

“Then she may enter as well.”

Locke hesitated, looked at them again, made clear without words just how opposed she was to this idea, and then pushed the door open. She stepped inside, and Ryn followed. Glory followed him, and, together, they entered a small and cozy chamber Ryn immediately liked.

There was no grand picture window as in the Executor’s chamber at the Primal Academy. Thanks to the memories he’d gained from his future self, Ryn remembered that chamber well. Yet a window like that would pose a security risk, and despite the fact that it had no windows or skylights, many lamps and candles with warm flames lit the space.

There was no bed in the room, so this wasn’t a bedroom. It was, instead, filled with shelves that were filled with leather-bound tomes, enough books that Auri would likely start breathing heavy simply by being in their presence. Ryn missed her in that moment.

Grayson spoke again. “Thank you, lieutenant. Please ensure we are not disturbed.”

“As you say.” Locke gave Glory one more disapproving look before stepping outside. The door closed behind her.

The moment it closed, Ryn looked into the Firmament and drew a single mote of wind ether. He was relieved to feel it coursing gently through his chest. This room was not a giant ether blocker, which meant this time, the Executrix hadn’t betrayed him.

He turned his eyes to the woman who’d asked him here. Unlike her valkyries, Acting Executrix Grayson wore no armor. Instead, she wore a fine silk tunic that clung to her slender but curvy frame and leather riding pants similar to Glory’s. She also wore knee-high boots.

Grayson’s brown hair was braided atop her head and down her back, and her eyes were a steel-gray. She looked to be five or six years older than Auri, late 30s, but, like most valkyries he’d come across, was remarkably attractive. He’d yet to meet an unattractive valkyrie.

Even so, Ryn wasn’t about to let his guard down with this woman. She might not be a devil mage, but she was still the Executrix of this academy, acting or no. He didn’t want to do anything that would upset or dishonor her.

Grayson stepped forward. “Is it true you have destroyed Gloriana’s devil?”

Ryn kept his features calm. “Where did you hear that?”

“In a report from Wing Leader Jenassa. She is not given to lying.”

“That news didn’t seem to assuage Lieutenant Locke.”

“She does not know. Only Jenassa and Larisa know, and I have asked them to keep this knowledge to themselves. Both longed to spread the news of Gloriana’s redemption when they returned, but at my urging, they have relented for a time. But both are relieved to hear of Scylla’s forgiveness, and both wish Gloriana their best on her journey with you.”

Glory stepped forward, wide-eyed. “They said this?”

Grayson nodded solemnly. “Do you believe Scylla has forgiven you?”

“I do not know. My prime graciously took me to the Wind Pillars. There, I knelt before the pillars and begged forgiveness, but Scylla did not answer.”

“Few hear directly from the Goddess of the Winds. Her domain is deeds, not words. Yet you are certain your deal is undone? You host no devil?”

Glory offered a fierce smile. “I do not. My prime destroyed her.”

Grayson eyed Ryn appraisingly. “So you have not just saved Gloriana’s soul from dissolution. You bonded her as well.”

Ryn was glad to see Glory preening with pride. “I have, Acting Executrix, and I believe Glory has more than redeemed herself. I trust her with my life.”

“Just so you know, we do not routinely imbibe the herbs here.”

Grayson meant that valkyries, unlike the female mages at the Primal Academy, did not regularly imbibe small amounts of alchemical herbs to prevent pregnancy. Given everyone of age here was a woman, they must not need them.

He didn’t blush. He had nothing to be ashamed of. “That won’t be an issue.”

“But you have bonded her, and will, I assume, be strengthening that bond.”

“Not in the sense that you suspect. Ours is a different sort of bond.”

One of Grayson’s dark eyebrows rose. “There is more than one type of bond?”

Ryn mentally debated before telling her more. Yet if he couldn’t trust this woman, now the Acting Executrix, who could he trust? It wasn’t like there was anyone else standing in line to take over the academy, and⁠—

“I have been scoured.” Grayson interrupted his train of thought. “I bear no mark.”

He grimaced at what accusing her might imply. “I never questioned that.”

“Even had you done so, I take no offense. Lieutenant Locke and her valkyries have also endured a scouring, as have Jenassa, Larisa, and all others whom you have interacted with today. None who surround me serve the devils. So, if you would elucidate...”

Ryn relaxed. “The bond I used to join myself with Glory is known as a command bond. It allows us to bond without intercourse.”

Grayson looked between them with more than idle curiosity. “I have never heard of this method of bonding. Is it unique to the Primal Academy?”

“It’s unique to me. I am the only one who knows how to form one.”

Grayson offered a bemused smile. “Then I will not inquire further.”

“Thank you.”

“To be frank with you, I was thrilled to hear you had cleansed Gloriana of her corruption and taken her as your auxiliary. I understand why she set aside her oath. It was the only way to save our academy, and so I am not surprised that Scylla forgave and redeemed her.”

Gloriana gasped. “Acting Executrix... why?”

“For the rest of this conversation, you may both call me Jen.”

Glory bowed at the waist. “I cannot! I do not deserve this honor.”

Ryn rubbed her back. “You deserve all this and more. Stand up, fifth auxiliary. That’s an order.”

It was only when Glory rapidly stood at attention that he realized his mistake. His command bond was just that. A command bond. He had forced her to stand.

He winced an apology. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

Glory smiled brightly. “I am yours to command.”

“Right, but I generally don’t like to force that.”


Chapter Nineteen




In the aftermath of accidentally compelling Glory to stand, Ryn looked at Acting Executrix Grayson and calmed himself. She had just invited him to call her by her first name despite her rank. Grayson was showing him immense respect.

“If we’re being informal, Jen, then call me Ryn. Now, why have you summoned me?”

“I need your counsel. Though we interrogated the devil inside Aliana Coldcreek as best we could, we were unable to learn anything useful from it. Her devil guards its lips. All we learned was that her devil calls itself Melion. It would reveal nothing else to us.”

Ryn grimaced at the thought of what these valkyries had likely done to Aliana in hopes of getting her devil to talk. “This sounds like a long conversation. Can we sit?”

Grayson walked past them and pulled out a chair. “Please.” She stood, waiting.

Ryn walked to the table, then glanced back at Glory. He pulled out a chair for her.

Her eyes widened dangerously. “You mustn’t do that!”

“Are you telling me what to do, fifth auxiliary?”

“I... no!” She blushed furiously. “But I serve you.”

“We’ll discuss who seats who later. In private. Now please, sit.”

Ryn was careful not to say, “That’s an order.” He didn’t want to accidentally force Glory to sit through their command bond. After a moment of indecision, Glory sat down.

Grayson’s warm smile was encouraging. Ryn walked around a third chair and sat himself. Only after they were both seated did the Executrix sit as well.

Ryn balanced his elbows on the table and crossed his arms. “Now, to this unpleasant matter. You said you interrogated the devil inside Aliana. Have you executed her?”

“Not yet. We find ourselves in a unique quandary. While we cannot remove Melion from Aliana’s head, it also, according to the devil itself, cannot devour her soul. We now find ourselves holding a devil mage whose soul can never be consumed by her devil.”

Ryn couldn’t hide his surprise. “Why is that?”

“Melion took Aliana’s soul on a promise that the Executrix of the Clarion Flight Academy would place her in the next choosing, and every choosing after that, until she was chosen by a pegasus. I have no intention of doing that... nor does my successor.”

Ryn scratched his chin. “So because her devil can’t complete its part of its deal with Aliana, you’ve left them at an impasse. And that’s why you’ve called me?”

“That is one reason. I was hoping you could interrogate Melion yourself and, perhaps, strike a bargain of some sort to preserve Aliana’s soul. Now that I know you have destroyed Gloriana’s devil, I have new hope for Aliana as well. Perhaps we can still save her.”

Ryn grimaced as he realized he would have to disappoint her. “Unfortunately, the circumstances that allowed me to dispatch Gloriana’s devil were unique.”

“How so?”

“Aliana’s devil was of a different house, and that house was willing to negotiate.”

Her steel-gray eyes widened. “There are houses of devils?”

“Yes. In my travels and battles against them, I have discovered that there are at least two factions of opposing devils. One, House Adon, seeks to invade our realm. One of the House Adon leaders, Primus Lariel, is the devil who possessed Executrix Helena.”

“And the other?”

“House Belgor. The devil Glory manipulated into betraying Lariel so we could save your academy was of House Belgor, a spy in the House Adon ranks. They oppose Adon’s invasion, and it was this devil that I destroyed. A devil of House Adon would act differently.”

Grayson eyed him eagerly. “So House Belgor wishes to form an alliance with our realm?”

“Far from it. They simply don’t want House Adon to succeed.”

“I see.” She sat back. “So why can’t you also dispatch Aliana’s devil?”

“As I said, the circumstances under which I did that for Glory were unique. Through subterfuge, my auxiliaries distracted the devil inside her so I could form a command bond with her... without sex. Once I formed that bond, I had command of the devil as well.”

“I see. This is why you cannot repeat the process with Aliana.”

“Correct. While I can form bonds with multiple mages, I can only bond one mage per affinity. As I have already bonded Glory, who has a wind affinity, I can’t do that with Aliana.”

Grayson sighed. “It is a shame the method won’t work twice. Though if we must choose, you made the right choice. Aliana made her deal for selfish reasons. Gloriana did not.”

Before Glory could deny that, Ryn answered first. “I agree. However, if Aliana is still here, I can interrogate Melion... though I doubt I’ll make any more progress than you.”

“But you are a primal conjurer.”

“That doesn’t offer as many advantages as you might think. I’m not willing to torture Aliana... the devil will simply retreat and pass that pain onto her rather than enduring the pain itself... and while I can hurt devils, I cannot do so without also hurting Aliana.”

Grayson frowned. “Has the sect not charged you with rooting out and executing devil mages?”

“They have, but I choose how to fulfill my responsibilities. Torturing a woman while her devil delights in her pain is not a method I’ll indulge. I doubt I’ll learn anything you haven’t, but I’m willing to try.” He frowned. “You said there was another reason you called for me?”

“Yes. With your leave, I will gather it.”

Ryn eyed her cautiously. “Gather what?”

“While we had no success with interrogating Melion, we did interrogate everyone close to Aliana. All have been scoured, and none have devil marks. One of Aliana’s roommates remembered her often slipping out of the barracks, and one night, she followed her.”

Ryn was officially intrigued. “Who is she?”

“Larisa.”

That was Glory’s old wingmate, so Ryn wasn’t surprised when Glory gasped.

Glory leaned forward in obvious consternation. “Larisa did that?”

“She did, and she is not proud of her choices. Even though we now know Aliana was a devil mage who betrayed her oath, that does not change Larisa’s intent.”

Ryn lightly touched Glory’s hand. “And what was Larisa’s intent?”

“To her shame, Larisa admitted under questioning that she hoped to find cause to have Aliana removed from her place in the choosing. This was before Aliana’s accident.”

In other words, before Aliana accidentally (or intentionally) channeled the spell form that almost killed her training partner. That got Aliana put in the back of the choosing, which led to her not being chosen by a pegasus, which led to her making a devil deal with Melion.

“And did Larisa see something revealing that night?”

“She followed Aliana to one of the small meditation gardens on the edge of the academy. She did not see what Aliana did there, but assumed she went to commune with Scylla. Because of Larisa’s shame over her actions, she never spoke of this to anyone.”

“Until you interrogated her.”

“Yes. Given what Larisa told us about that night, we went to the garden ourselves. We soon dug it up in case Aliana had buried anything there. We found something unusual.”

Ryn’s heartbeat quickened. “Which is the other reason you summoned me.”

“Yes. While our most knowledgeable mages have analyzed the object and concluded it is inert, we do not know what it is or why she buried it. I’d hoped you could examine it.”

Ryn nodded eagerly. “Please, show me. I’d like to see what you found.”

Grayson rose, then walked to one of several large dressers set on the wall that wasn’t covered in bookshelves. She knelt, then opened the lowest drawer. She produced a small pine box and carried it back to the table as if she was carrying a venomous snake.

Grayson set the pine box on the table. “May I open it?”

Ryn resisted the urge to be flippant. He was in the presence of the academy’s Acting Executrix, and she was being respectful and cautious. “You have my permission.”

Carefully, Grayson opened the box. When he saw what was inside, Ryn stood and cursed. Finally, finally, something that had bothered him since Kallin’s Grove made sense.

Grayson eyed him knowingly. “You recognize it.”

Glory watched him with fresh awe. “What is it?”

Ryn focused on the object to be sure he was correct. He was. Every detail on the hexagonal black diamond within the box matched one he had seen before... once. His mind traveled back to his search of the cottage of Liselle Annois in Kallin’s Grove.

There, he and his auxiliaries had watched in the Firmament as a devil named Simula seemingly incinerated Liselle’s soul. After they’d killed Simula, he and Auri had returned to Liselle’s small cottage to search for anything useful in her belongings.

They had found only one object of note.

Ryn looked up at Grayson. “I don’t know what that is, but I’ve seen one before.”

“When?”

“We found it in the home of a woman who was attempting to make a devil deal, and now, I no longer think it was hers. I think it was her husband’s.”

“Did her husband also attempt to make a deal?”

“He had made his already. His devil had long ago consumed him, and given he was associated with Simula, I now know he was a devil of House Adon.”

Grayson nodded eagerly. “As is Aliana’s devil. So this is the second time you have found a devil of House Adon in possession of a hexagonal diamond of this type.”

“That’s right. This has to mean something. So, I think I will speak to Melion after all.”

Grayson snapped the box closed. “What will you ask it?”

“First, I need to know if it wants anything. And second, if I have anything to offer it.”

Glory touched his arm in obvious concern. “Ryn...”

He patted her hand. “Not every devil deal needs to involve my soul. If this devil cannot complete its deal with Aliana, it might be willing to break that deal by choice. I don’t know if that’s possible, but if we could save her... would you save her?”

“I would. She was once my friend. I cannot forgive what she did or how she betrayed us, but... if there is a way, I would not wish her executed.”

Grayson settled back into her seat. “On that, we agree. So... Ryn. When do you wish to conduct this interrogation?”

Ryn glanced around at the chamber. “How about after supper?”

Grayson looked surprised. “You wish to delay it until tonight?”

“I don’t think I’ll have much appetite after I interrogate a woman I may end up executing, and I haven’t eaten much today. Best to get a good meal out of the way first.”

Grayson rose. “I will have our supper delivered to the dining hall.”

Ryn raised one hand. “I’d prefer we eat in here, if that’s all right. Unless this room is also an ether blocker?”

Grayson winced before she mastered herself. “Of course. We will eat here.” She briefly inclined her head to him, which, given her rank, was a gesture of immense respect. “If you would wait here, I will update Lieutenant Locke on our plans. Please, make yourself at home.”

Ryn smiled amiably. “Of course. How long will you be gone?”

“Perhaps ten minutes. I will leave another valkyrie outside my door in case you require anything. However, I would ask that you not leave this room.”

“I understand and agree. Thank you. We’ll see you in a bit.”

Grayson once again inclined her head, did the same to Glory, and headed to the door. A moment later it closed behind her, and then Ryn was alone with his fifth auxiliary. Who was now staring at him with a gaze so needy it was all he could do not to pull her into his arms.

He leaned across the table instead. “Are you going to be all right?”

Glory sniffled. “I did not expect her to say what she said.”

“That she understands why you broke one oath? One time? To save this academy?”

“Yes.”

“I think, if we were to take a poll, we might find more here understand why you did what you did than you believe. Also, I know why you did it, and I believe you did it for the right reasons. I thought we’d agreed that was enough for us to trust each other?”

“I do. We do.” Glory smiled faintly. “But... and please do not take this as a slight upon you... hearing that the Acting Executrix accepts my actions was a great relief.”

Ryn chuckled. “I’m not offended, and I’d feel the same about Executrix Valenda at my academy. But in regards to you being all right, I was asking in regards to Aliana.”

Glory looked down and gripped her knees. “She is devil-marked.”

“Right, and not for reasons as noble as you. Still, you said you don’t want her executed. Will you be all right if I have to execute her after our interrogation?”

Glory looked up at him again. “You are my prime. I respect your judgment.”

“But she was your friend. A good friend. So if you’d prefer not to be there...”

“No.” Glory straightened. “I would stand beside you so Aliana will see a friendly face. When Jaelis would shove me to the back of my own mind, it was lonely. Even one such as Aliana does not deserve to be alone in what may be her final moments in this realm.”

Ryn took her hand. “Then we’ll save or execute her together.”

Glory gripped his hand so tightly she surprised him. Then again, despite her slim body and lighter bones, she had a steel spine. She had proven that to him time and again.

Even with the gleaming golden collar around her neck blocking their bond, Ryn could feel Glory’s need for him. He rose and opened his arms, and, with a small gasp, Glory thumped against him. He folded her up in his arms and hugged her.

She rested her head against his chest and trembled, with relief or something else. Soon he was gently stroking her honey-blonde hair, his fingers tracing through it and gently down her back. She pressed tightly against him and made a small, contented sound.

Given she still wore her silver cuirass, having her pressed against him like this was almost uncomfortable. Ryn endured. All he did was hold her and comfort her.

While he was certain Glory wanted more, he wasn’t ready... not yet. But even if they weren’t ready for anything else, he could hold and reassure her as they both contemplated the fact that they might have to execute one of her friends. He hoped not.

Finally, Glory gently pushed them apart. She smiled up at him. “Thank you for thinking of me. Even though I should expect it, it continues to be a pleasant surprise.”

He nodded. “Always.”

She took a deep breath, then glanced at her seat. “Do we sit?”

“I think so. The Executrix will be back soon with our supper.” Before she could stop him, he slipped away and once more pulled out her chair. He gestured for her to sit.

She eyed him in annoyance for only a moment before she laughed. It was a quiet, beautiful laugh, but it made his heart soar. It felt very good to make her laugh. Glory sat. Ryn sat as well, idly rapping his fingers on the table. Then, he reached for the box.

He opened it without fear and peered at the diamond inside. He plucked it out and raised it to the light, turning it this way and that. It looked identical to the object he had obsessed over ever since he’d found it in Kallin’s Grove, but its purpose eluded him.

Still, this diamond was in some way tied to House Adon. Both of them were. What could he offer Aliana’s devil to make it reveal what this was? Perhaps, to start, he would simply reveal they had found it and see how the devil reacted. That would tell him a great deal.

He placed the diamond back in the box and closed it, then set it back on the table. Fortunately, the door to the chamber opened soon after, relieving the endless tension of desperately wanting to drag Glory into his lap. He’d endured through sheer willpower.

Two young women dressed in simple clothes entered the room carrying silver plates. Grayson followed them. They ferried over a plate of vegetables and fruit for Glory and, to Ryn’s delight, a plate of fruit with one addition... a freshly cooked and seasoned salmon.

Ryn smiled at the servers as they delivered his meal. “Thank you.”

Both women looked shocked at being thanked by a primal conjurer. They bowed deep before Grayson gently urged them to leave the room. She carried her own plate, and when she set it down at the table, Ryn saw it was similar to Glory’s.

He could almost hear Lena speaking teasingly in his mind. “Rabbit food.”

He dearly missed Lena. He missed all of them. But he would see them again in a few days, and he was now more glad than ever that he had taken this detour. If he hadn’t, he’d never have found this second diamond or learned that these black hexagonal diamonds were in some way linked to the devils of House Adon. This could be a valuable clue!

But before he explored further, he was going to enjoy this delicious cooked salmon.


Chapter Twenty




Given whoever cooked for the valkyries didn’t cook a lot of meat, they were still shockingly good at it. After a meal this good, Ryn would have preferred to enjoy a light dessert and, if he’d been here with his auxiliaries, a romp in bed that would last a good portion of the night. Sadly, he had more important matters to handle.

He had to interrogate the devil inside Aliana Coldcreek, and then, possibly, execute her.

If he had no choice but to carry out Aliana’s sentence on behalf of the Righteous Sect, he was ready. He carried a single devil horn in his hip bag, which might allow him to intimidate the devil with the specter of dissolution. Over supper, he had realized that not only did the academy not possess devil horns, they didn’t know what a devil horn could do.

He should have expected this. He hadn’t known devil horns could harm devil mages until Nephale had told him, so before he left, he would ask Acting Executrix Grayson to send missives regarding how devil horns could be used to the other academies. There was no benefit in concealing his knowledge, and with their secret out, the devils might grow more wary.

The more stress he put on them, the more hesitant they would be to move. He had to keep any other devil mages hiding across the world cautious enough to not launch any big plots until he could find and remove their plague. He remained confident that once he removed the plague and then exposed the confederacy’s corrupt councilors, his realm would be safe.

Regardless, he now knew why the flight academy’s interrogation of Aliana Coldcreek’s devil had failed. They had threatened the devil with the death of the woman it possessed, which would only send it back through the Firmament to its home. If the devil knew its fate would instead be to burn up inside Aliana, it might react differently.

And if it still refused to talk, and he had no choice, Ryn would do his duty.

After they all agreed to keep Glory’s freedom from devil possession and status as Ryn’s fifth auxiliary a secret from everyone save Lieutenant Locke, Grayson led them to the cells beneath the flight academy.

Lieutenant Locke accompanied them, but the angry gaze she had often fixed upon Glory since she arrived was absent now. It was a relief to have one less person angry at a woman Ryn was already growing to like a great deal. Grayson invited no one else.

He was unsurprised when he ended up following Grayson deep beneath the academy. The descended at least three different spiral staircases as they went deep into the earth. The Clarion Flight Academy wasn’t built on as obvious a plateau as the Primal Academy, but it was built up in the mountains. So there was plenty of rock through which to dig down.

Finally, they left the last spiral staircase to walk into a narrow, rocky hallway lit only by flickering sconces. Jenassa, Glory’s friend, stood at attention as they arrived. Ryn hoped they swapped out who was on duty here regularly. It looked like a dreary post.

Jenassa thumped her gloved hand to her chest. “Acting Executrix!”

“At ease.” Grayson eyed Jenassa. “Has she been fed?”

“Yes, though once again, she has refused to eat.”

“It is not the first time. When did you last clean and search her cell?”

“An hour ago. She did not give me any trouble this time.”

“Then we will speak to her now.” Grayson walked past Jenassa.

Locke huffed as she hurried forward. “Acting Executrix⁠—”

Grayson raised a hand. “I am with a primal conjurer.”

“Yes, but I am charged with your protection!”

“And in Aliana’s cell, the primal conjurer can handle that.”

Locke looked like it was taking every ounce of her honor to accept this arrangement. Finally, honor won out. She snapped to attention and stiffly slapped a fist to her chest.

Ryn smiled at Locke. “I’ll keep her safe in there. You have my oath.”

Locke eyed him warily. “I will hold you to that.”

Grayson strode onward. “Ensure no others interrupt us until we are done.”

Locke and Jenassa thumped their heels together. “Yes, Acting Executrix!”

As Grayson led them forward, Ryn kept his eyes on the door to Aliana’s cell. As Grayson led them toward it, she reached into her hip bag and produced a set of keys. At the last moment, Ryn had a burst of inspiration. “Jen, wait.”

Grayson glanced at him in surprise. “What is it?”

“Give me a moment to consult with Glory. I just had a terrible idea.”

Ryn motioned Glory close and then, in the darkness of the hallway, whispered his idea to her. He wasn’t sure if it would work, and it would be difficult to coordinate with her wearing an ether blocker, but it wouldn’t work if she didn’t.

After he finished explaining his plan, Glory stepped back, uncertain. Ryn placed his hands on both her upper arms and gripped her gently. He stared into her sky-blue eyes.

“If you want, we can find another way.”

“No.” She firmed her stance. “I can do this.”

“I believe you, and I’m sorry to ask this of you.”

“You may ask all this and more. I serve you now. I will not disappoint you.”

He smiled and released her. “I know.” He looked at Grayson again. “We’re ready.”

He was pleased Grayson didn’t ask him what he planned to do. She trusted him to know his business when it came to interrogating devils. He also wanted Grayson’s reaction to whatever happened inside this cell to be natural.

As he watched Grayson, Ryn suspected the key on that ring was the only one that opened this door. These cells were buried deep. Grayson found the right key on the first try, unlocked it, and pulled the door open. She stepped aside, and Ryn took the lead.

He walked into Aliana’s cell to find it more spacious than he expected, about as large as the room he’d shared with Lena at the academy. It had a bed with a single sheet, a table and chair for eating, and a bucket in the corner. It smelled better than he expected.

As for Aliana, she sat on the bed like a sullen child. She had her back pressed to the wall and her knees pressed to her chest. She had wrapped her arms around them, hugging herself tightly as she stared into space. Her supper sat untouched on the table, and a single steel anklet attached to a chain ensured she couldn’t stray far from bed.

Aliana looked much the same as she had when they’d last seen each other. She had short brown hair, dark eyes, and a round chin. She was dressed in a simple brown tunic and trousers, comfortable but plain. She also, like Glory, wore a gleaming golden ether blocker.

Yet as they entered, she looked up... and her eyes turned a deep black. “Jaelis!” A male’s voice came from Aliana’s lips. That assured Ryn that her devil was speaking.

Ryn held back his triumphant smile through force of will. He scowled instead. He hadn’t been certain what would happen when he put Glory in a cell with the only other valkyrie in the academy who had known the devil inside her, but Ryn now knew.

Over supper, Grayson had confirmed that Melion—the devil inside Aliana—knew nothing of the events that had occurred since Nephale knocked Aliana out. Aliana had been collared, placed in the cell, and interrogated. Since then, the devil had been isolated.

Aliana—no, this was the devil inside her—hopped off the bed and stood. As Grayson reached for her sword, Ryn pressed a hand to her arm. He didn’t want this to escalate, and it was obvious the chain attached to Aliana’s anklet was too short for her to reach them.

Melion, in Aliana, couldn’t step far from that bed. Still, as they stared at each other, Ryn waited on Glory to do her part. He suspected she would perform brilliantly.

His fifth auxiliary stepped imperiously to his side and smiled. “Did you miss me?”

Glory’s mocking voice now sounded so much like Jaelis that Ryn was worried for a moment. Still, they were lucky Jaelis had been a female devil. Ryn doubted that, even pitching her voice down, Glory could do a convincing male voice. Her voice was too breathy for that.

Also, he knew from his interactions with Mentor Caladan that devil mages whose souls had been consumed could suppress all visible signs of devil possession, including their black or glowing eyes. That was why they’d agreed Gloriana should act as if Jaelis had consumed her. She couldn’t make her eyes turn black no matter what type of spell form they used.

Melion smiled indulgently at Glory, then curled Aliana’s lips into a rictus of a smile as he glared at Ryn. “So, you could not save her. Her soul is lost to you forever.”

Ryn offered an unconcerned shrug. “So.”

“You loved her! Primus Lariel assured her of this! You must ache with the loss!”

“I barely knew her, but you are right. I do grieve for a good soul lost, but I feel the same about the woman you hold hostage. Now, Melion. Let’s bargain.”

Aliana’s face contorted into a mad grin. “I will tell you nothing. You will die in despair!”

If only Glory wasn’t wearing an ether blocker! They could then speak over their bond and coordinate... but if she hadn’t entered wearing a blocker, this ruse would not have worked as he’d hoped. Unfortunately, they had to trick this devil the old-fashioned way.

Ryn looked at Glory. “Tell him what you told me, Jaelis. Tell him everything you told me about House Adon’s plans, just as you told me the night you confessed to me in front of the Wind Pillars. Right after you consumed Gloriana’s soul and made your deal with me.”

Glory managed to keep her features arrogant and annoyed, but he saw her sky-blue eyes light up. She understood his gambit. She frowned at Aliana.

“The primal conjurer knows about the plague. He knows about all of it.”

Now Aliana’s dark eyes widened in shock. “What?”

Devils could not lie. So long as the devil inside Aliana believed Glory was Jaelis, it would believe anything she said. They were going to take advantage of it.

“He knows every step of House Adon’s plan and how to thwart it. Soon he will bury the plague forever, and after that, we will remove your hidden councilors. Your invasion will fail and your house will fall, because your entire army is now trapped on a false branch.”

Aliana’s jaw clenched as, inside her, Melion struggled to comprehend what he was hearing. A devil couldn’t lie... so if he believed Glory was Jaelis, he had to believe everything she said. When Melion spoke again, he sounded like he despaired.

“How could you betray the primus?”

Glory smiled indulgently. “The primal conjurer and I have made our own deal.”

“What deal? What did he ask you for?”

“It is what I asked of him. He promised we would destroy House Adon together.”

Aliana’s body looked like it might be on the verge of a stroke. “But why, Jaelis?”

“Because I do not serve House Adon, Melion. I serve House Belgor.”

Now Aliana’s features once more twisted in to a mask of hate. “You traitor!”

Glory put her hand to her lips and laughed in a way that gave Ryn chills. “You never knew, did you? You never once suspected. And now, you and your house are doomed.”

Melion spit, but it fell short of Glory. He pulled on Aliana’s ankle chain. “When I return to our realm, I will tell everyone of your treachery!”

“But you will not be returning. You will die in this cell.”

Melion scoffed. “The mortals cannot touch me.”

Ryn chose that moment to pull a single devil horn from his hip pouch. He gripped it and raised it so Melion could see. “Are you sure?”

Aliana’s jaw dropped. Inside her, Melion stared slack-jawed at a devil horn that could end his existence as easily as snuffing out a candle. Ryn watched as the layers of resistance and spite inside the devil burned away one after the other.

Melion believed. He believed Ryn would find the plague. He believed Ryn would remove the devil councilors. He believed House Adon’s armies would be marooned on a “false branch” of reality—in this case, a doomed world where the giant monster that had once been Executor Xaven hunted them for sport—and that he, himself, would soon die as well.

So, now that Melion had lost everything, he and Glory would see what was left.

Slowly, as he worked to close Aliana’s jaw, he sat her body on the bed. And as her body settled there, the black faded. The whites returned to her eyes, and her pupils, while dark, were now normal pupils. Aliana shuddered and burst into tears.

Despite knowing what she’d done and what was inside her, Ryn was tempted to comfort her. He suspected Glory must be feeling ten times that longing. Even so, his fifth auxiliary simply stood and smirked as she watched Aliana grieve. That must be so hard for her.

He was thus surprised when Acting Executrix Grayson walked over to place a comforting hand on Aliana’s shoulder. That made Ryn nervous. He couldn’t protect Grayson if the devil took over Aliana's body and clawed her eyes out... but he settled into cleansing stance even so.

Grayson stared down at Aliana with compassion and pity. “I am sorry, child.”

Aliana shuddered and sobbed. “Why? I betrayed you, and everyone, for nothing.”

“You are still a student of our academy. We exist to ensure our mages do not make devil deals. That you made a deal is your failure, but as your instructors, our failure to teach you to resist that temptation also falls upon us. You need not bear this failure alone.”

Aliana stared at Glory in obvious despair. “Did you truly devour her?”

Glory’s slight intake of breath was Ryn’s only clue this ruse was tormenting her. “Why would I not? How else could I make a deal with this primal conjurer?”

“Then that is my fault as well.”

Grayson squeezed Aliana’s shoulder again. “That is not your burden to bear.”

Aliana shuddered, then leaned her head on Grayson’s hand. “I need this to end.”

“You’re certain?”

“Yes. If... if the devil cannot complete its deal, and I cannot be rid of it, I would... I would have you put an end to it. To my suffering.” She sniffled. “Unlike Gloriana, who deserved none of this, I will die as myself... even if I don’t deserve that privilege.”

Ryn made his face of stone. He hated watching Aliana agonize like this, but she wasn’t the person he needed to confront. He had broken Melion so badly that the devil had retreated in what might be catatonic shock. How to draw him out?

There might be only one way. Ryn readied the devil horn. “You’re certain that’s what you want? You want me to end you and the devil?”

“Yes. But... will it hurt when I die?”

“I don’t know. I only know that once I thrust this devil horn into your heart, your body will almost immediately combust. As your body incinerates itself, this will also incinerate the devil. Melion will not escape death. He will die inside you.”

Aliana clenched her jaw. “That is what I want. I want him dead and my suffering to end. Please, Primal Conjurer. You must... you...”

Her body twitched disturbingly as Grayson expertly stepped back out of the range of her ankle chain. Aliana’s shoulder jerked, then her neck. Black consumed her eyes once more, and then Melion, terrified, looked out from behind her gaze. He raised Aliana’s palm in warning.

“Stop! Do not kill me! I would make another deal with you!”

The devil had returned. Ryn hated drawing this out, but he still had questions to answer. He still needed to know what the black diamond Grayson had recovered represented, and he needed to present it when the devil was most desperate.

He advanced with the horn. “What can you offer me? Jaelis already told me everything.”

“She can’t have. She couldn’t have known it all. Please, ask! I will tell you anything you wish to know about us, I swear it! All I ask is you return me to the Firmament!”

Ryn scowled. “You can’t complete your deal with Aliana.”

“No, but I can replace it!”

When they bargained in the Executrix’s dining hall, Lariel had claimed he could do the same. Ryn didn’t lower the horn. “Replace it with what?”

“We must simply change the terms! Replace the deal! I will make a new deal with Aliana, and then, once I complete it, I will return to my realm!”

Ryn advanced. “You’ll still consume her soul, so I think I’ll just kill you now.”

“I will not consume her soul! The new deal will not require it! I will ask for something else, then take that in exchange for my freedom!”

So he could save Aliana! As tempting as that was, Ryn couldn’t let the idea distract him. He wanted to save Aliana, he truly did... but he had to place the realm and his mission ahead of one life. At least he had Melion where he wanted.

The devil inside Aliana looked terrified. “Please! Ask me anything! I can tell you anything you want about our plans!”

Ryn eyed Aliana for another dangerous moment, then smirked. “Fine. I will consider your offer. But first, we’ll start with a test of loyalty. If you lie to me, I'll know.”

Melion nodded Aliana’s head eagerly. “I will tell you anything you wish!”

Ryn reached into his hip pack and produced the small, black, hexagonal diamond whose meaning had vexed him for months. “Tell me what this object is.”

Aliana’s eyes widened again. “Jaelis did not tell you?”

“Of course she told me. Now you’ll tell me as well, and if you hide anything from me, I’ll know. That means no deal for you.”

Melion stared but a moment before he spilled his devil guts. “It is an identity stone! It is how we of House Adon recognize each other in your world! Only devils known to be utterly loyal to the primus receive such stones, and only after Primus Lariel judges them worthy!”

Ryn scoffed. “I knew all that already, and you’re leaving out the rest. I told you the deal was off if you concealed anything from me.”

“But, I...!” Melion mentally struggled. “The stone can also be carried into the Firmament! When one clutches it, the stone goes with them! It exists both here and there! That is how we know it is a true stone and not a trinket!”

Again Ryn scoffed. “You’re still hiding something from me, and I’m done testing you.” He raised the horn again. “I don’t think you have anything else useful to say.”

“No! There is...” Melion gasped. “A devil can hide its soul in the stone!”

Ryn barely concealed his shock. “Less vague, Melion. I won’t warn you again.”

Melion nodded so eagerly it shook Aliana’s brown head. “The stone is not just a way to identify ourselves. It holds a pocket dimension! When a devil in a mortal body touches the stone, they can push their essence into it. With them gone, their body can pass a scouring!”

That was such a shock that Ryn couldn’t help but stare. He knew the devil had noticed that as well. Denying his surprise would only make Melion suspicious.

Ryn scowled and turned to glare at Jaelis. “You did not tell me that.”

Glory took a moment, then smiled. “You should learn how to phrase better questions.”

They had covered well. Now, he turned back to Melion. “What you’re telling me seems impossible. If the devil slips inside this stone, how does it control its body?”

“It does not. Without the soul of the person who once filled it, the abandoned body exists in a state of absence. Natural processes continue, but only for so long. Jaelis truly did not tell you this?”

“No, and we’re going to have a talk about that when we’re done here.” Ryn leaned close and tapped Aliana’s leg with the tip of the devil horn. “But now, Melion, earn your life. Tell me all Jaelis did not tell me, and I’ll let you live. House Adon might fall, but you’ll survive.”

“Of course. Of course!” Melion licked Aliana’s lips. “What else do you wish to know?”

“Tell me about the councilors you’ve subverted in the confederacy’s leadership council.”

“What of them?”

“Who are they? What are their names?”

Aliana’s body trembled. “I do not know their names. No one does save Primus Lariel. I swear to you! I cannot lie!”

Ryn had known that would be too easy. Still, he had hoped. “The counselors are routinely and randomly scoured. So how to their devils avoid detection? Is it these stones?”

“Yes! They must complete a soul transfer before their scouring.”

“How?”

“The councilors go in pairs. One devil retreats into its identity stone while the other, their partner, casts torpor on their body. They say this is to make the scouring tolerable.”

That actually made sense. “So they aren’t awake while being scoured.” And if a person didn’t have a soul, they would appear to be under the effects of torpor, a spell form which suspended all natural processes to the point where the body was all but comatose.

“Yes! The councilors claim it is deep meditation. And after the scouring is complete, their partner hands back the stone. The devil re-enters its vessel, and then torpor is removed. Thus, we remain concealed even if a mage demands a scouring!”

Ryn rolled his eyes. “So that’s how you’ve stayed hidden for so long.”

“You really did not know this?”

“Jaelis told me your councilors had a way of fooling a scouring, but she said devils do it by meditating. Which I now see was a false truth.” He glanced at Glory again, to check on her, and found her as imperious as ever. “You won’t get away with that again.”

Glory offered a knowing smirk. It was only because he knew her so well that he could tell this ruse was torment for her. He had to wrap this up, and quickly.

Melion glared at Glory. “You should not trust her. She betrayed one house, and she will betray you. But you can trust me, primal conjurer! Make a deal with me!”

“And you’ll release Aliana’s soul if I do so?”

“Yes! I will offer her soul in exchange for my return to the Firmament!”

So he could save Aliana if he made this deal. But if he made this deal, Melion would return to House Adon. He would quickly learn that Ryn did not know as much as he claimed, and moreover, that Ryn knew about the plague. House Adon would move the plague again.

Which meant Melion couldn’t leave this room alive.


Chapter Twenty-One




Ryn had learned the purpose of these black diamonds at last, which meant he had no other use for Melion. As a primal conjurer, he captured and executed devil mages and, with a devil horn, the devil inside them. Aliana was a devil mage, so why hesitate?

Aliana had asked him to execute her. He couldn’t let Melion escape. He couldn’t make a deal to save Aliana’s life because by doing so, he could doom his world to death by plague.

Still, he had one other option. One last gambit to save Aliana’s life. If it didn’t work he would carry out Aliana’s sentence... but he couldn’t sleep tonight unless he tried everything he could think of to save her that didn’t also endanger his realm.

Ryn offered the black diamond. “Fine. I’ll allow you to change your deal with Aliana, but first, you must prove your claim about these diamonds. After Jaelis deceived me, I need to know you aren’t doing the same.”

Melion stared in alarm. “What do you wish me to do?”

“Prove a devil can transfer its soul into this stone. Show me how that’s done.”

“But once I’m in the stone, I’ll be trapped until you release me!”

“That’s the point. I need proof that what you say will allow a devil to leave its body.”

“But Aliana still has her soul! You could destroy the stone and me inside it!”

While Ryn reveled in his victory, it was almost disappointing how vulnerable Melion was to subterfuge. He supposed if you came of age unable to lie, deception was more difficult for you. He glared at the devil and raised the horn again.

“If I wanted to kill you, I’d do it by ramming this horn into her heart.” After mentally bracing himself, Ryn gripped Aliana’s brown hair and bent her neck at a painful angle. Without releasing its hold on her, Melion would feel that pain.

Ryn glared down at the now terrified devil. “Now choose. The stone or the horn. Oblivion or escape. You do as I say or you die right now.”

Melion stared up in utter terror. For devils, oblivion must be an unthinkable fate. Ryn focused on his hatred for devils and used that to terrify the devil at his mercy now. Ryn put all his hatred for all the atrocities they’d committed in Executor Xaven’s time into his voice.

“I promise you, if you do as I say, I will return you to Aliana’s body afterward. I have more questions I wish to ask you about House Adon, and you have more to tell me. Don’t you? Don’t we have more to speak about before we complete our deal?”

As they stared at each other, Melion must have found the desperate hope he was looking for. His eyes grew just a bit less terrified. He saw a way he could live.

“Yes. Yes! There is much about us you do not know. If you refuse to return me to Aliana’s body or destroy the stone, you’ll never know the truth about us!”

“Then prove it. Enter this stone and show me you can escape detection.”

“And you will not release Aliana?”

“No. You’ll release her, but only after we complete our deal. I will not destroy the stone once you’re inside it, and once you prove yourself, I’ll insert you back into Aliana’s body. Then, you will rephrase your deal with her... with one caveat.”

“What caveat?”

“You must both relinquish her soul and also tell me everything you know of House Adon. Since I now know Jaelis kept much concealed from me, I will expect a full account of House Adon’s doomed plans. In exchange, I will return to your realm.”

Melion did his best to nod. “I agree! This deal is acceptable to me!”

Ryn released his grip on Aliana’s head and stepped back, then offered the stone. He held it in his palm. “Show me how you do it.”

Melion eagerly slapped Aliana’s hand atop the stone. The blackness faded from her eyes, and the moment she tumbled over on the bed, Ryn wrenched his hand from hers. As he glanced at Aliana for signs she was still possessed, all he found was a terrified young woman.

Ryn clutched the stone and brought it up to examine it. It looked no different. It felt no different. But Melion was now contained inside. Ryn was certain of that, certain that this devil was now utterly at his mercy. But Aliana was no longer at his.

Ryn smiled, opened his hip pouch, and dropped the stone inside. Grayson eyed him in obvious relief. Meanwhile, Aliana stared up at him from the bed in a state of shock. She blinked and moved her mouth like a fish begging for air.

Ryn looked at Glory. “You can comfort her now.”

Glory broke from her imperious stance like a woman from a trance. Aliana stared in alarm and surprise as Glory rushed over. “No. Don’t!”

Glory hopped onto the bed anyway. “It’s me, Ali! Jaelis did not consume me. The primal conjurer saved me, just as he has saved you.”

Aliana stared in disbelief. Then tears flooded her eyes as Glory embraced her. Both young valkyries sobbed and hugged. Aliana shook in Glory’s arms as she bawled her eyes out.

“He’s gone.” Aliana sobbed more loudly. “He’s gone, he’s gone!”

Ryn stepped back, well satisfied. “Jen, can you have Aliana scoured tonight? I trust her to know that her devil is stuck inside this stone now, but we need to be sure.”

Grayson now looked suitably impressed. “I will call for our life mage at once.” A lovely smile teased her lips as she looked at the two women embracing and comforting each other on the bed. Two friends who had both made difficult choices, now blessed with a second life.

Grayson looked at Ryn again. “What of your deal with Melion?”

“You might think less of me for this, but I’m afraid I lied.”

“You don’t need to know the rest of House Adon’s plans?”

“I already knew everything I needed to know. This stone trick, however, was new.”

Still holding and comforting Aliana, Glory looked up to find his eyes. Yet again, he had given her a gift. The life of one of her best friends at the academy, now free of the devil that had claimed her soul. Ryn supposed they would add this to all the debt she did not owe him.

He smiled at Glory. “Would you like to stay with her through the scouring?”

Glory nodded with immense gratitude. “I would stay.”

Grayson eyed him with fresh curiosity. “You will not stay as well?”

“I have an appointment with my third auxiliary.” It was close to midnight now, and he didn’t want to leave Auri waiting for him in the Firmament. “So, I’d like an escort to my chambers for the night. Escort Glory to me once she’s done here.”

“It will be done. And after the scouring, I will have a report for you as well.”

“I’ll look forward to it.”

“We should step out. I’ll explain the situation to Lieutenant Locke, and then she will escort you to the guest chamber. You will be familiar with it from your last stay here.”

It was a nice chamber. Ryn was quite familiar with it... as were the four auxiliaries who he had spent several nights having so much sex with. “That should do fine.”

He followed Grayson out, and she relayed her orders. Before he left, however, he walked back to check on Glory. He found her sitting quietly on the bed with Aliana, holding her friend close. As she looked up, she smiled gratefully.

Ryn knew Glory would be all right here, comforting her best friend before her scouring as the Acting Executrix looked them over and Jenassa stood guard at the end of the hall. Now that he knew what these stones could do, he had to tell Auri.

He suspected she was going to be just as thrilled as he was at what he’d uncovered.
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As Ryn focused on his love for (and his bond with) his third auxiliary, the strange, swampy area of the Firmament in which he arrived faded rapidly away. His body broke apart and traveled through a tunnel of rainbow light, and then he reassembled himself in a clearing in a verdant forest that looked to stretch on for leagues. Auri’s mind shelter.

His third auxiliary sat in a meditation pose with her ankles crossed, her knees spread, and her hands resting palm up on her knees. The eternal morning sunlight gleamed on her short dark hair, but what surprised him was her lack of spectacles. She wasn’t wearing those.

She wasn’t wearing anything at all.

Ryn looked her over appreciatively as he entered the clearing. Auri’s deep blue eyes opened to regard him. She rose, naked, and smiled warmly. “It’s so good to see you, prime.”

“And it’s always good to see you. I miss all of you already.” He approached her and rested his hands just above her shapely hips. “Though you seem to be missing some clothing. Did you lose another of Lena’s question contests?”

“We are alone in this place, and as we once discussed, nakedness is the body’s natural state. Also, if you came to me tonight, I wished you to find a pleasing sight.”

“I always find you gorgeous, Auri.” He kissed her and stroked her ear the way she loved. “But I’ll admit knowing you’ve been waiting here naked is fantastic for my ego.”

She embraced him and once more drew his head down to rest on her pillowy breasts. He sighed happily as she traced her fingers through his hair and along his scalp. He loved it when she did this for him. He loved how tenderly she treated him when they were alone.

As they embraced, his third love spoke again. “Have you news from the academy?”

“I do, and as intriguing as this is, I can’t stay here for long. Also, I won’t be able to concentrate unless you put some clothes on. So get dressed and we’ll talk.”

A moment later Auri was once again wearing her standard academy garb: her knee-high boots, her dark black skirt, and her tight white blouse. As Ryn stepped away enough to look at her, he smiled again. Given her impressive figure, she was almost more sexy when fully dressed.

He sat down and motioned, and she sat down in front of him. With their knees touching, he told her how he had saved the soul of Aliana Coldcreek and what he had learned about the black diamond they had recovered from the cabin of Liselle Annois. And now... from Aliana.

As he finished, Ryn reached for the hip pouch he had convinced himself he still wore. His form and clothing were all in his mind, but Melion had claimed that these black diamonds which House Adon used to identify themselves could be taken even into the Firmament. As he produced the diamond from his hip pack, he confirmed that for himself.

Auri offered her palm. “May I?”

He handed her the diamond. Her spectacles once more appeared on her face, and then she peered at it curiously in the light, turning it this way and that. She handed it back.

“I see no sign of a devil soul inside.”

“He’s in there. He’s also stuck until he finds another body.”

“And if you destroy the stone?”

“He dies with it. However, I’m not sure how to destroy the stone, and at the moment, I’m not sure that’s the best idea.”

“You wish to keep this devil captive.”

“And to keep a way to fool House Adon. The gambit Glory and I used to trick Melion worked better than I hoped. Because Melion was convinced Glory was Jaelis, he was willing to believe anything we said. Having these stones could prove useful. If we present these to a devil mage we may be able to pass as House Adon devils, at least for a short time.”

“I do not disagree. Is it possible the stone we found also contains a devil?”

“I don’t think so. From what Melion said, the way the devil-marked councilors in the confederacy have avoided detection for so long is by slipping into these stones to hide while their soulless bodies are scoured. Perhaps Liselle and her husband, who was full devil, had the same arrangement. It would explain why they had the stone. To avoid detection.”

“That does make sense, prime. Do you have updated orders for us?”

“I merely wanted to make sure you knew about the black diamond in your possession. It’s inert, but keep it close and keep heading toward Cooper’s Gorge. Make sure everyone knows how dangerous it might be.”

“I will ensure it remains secure and tell the others.”

“Good. I suspect Glory and I will reach Cooper’s Gorge before you do if we leave tomorrow morning. We’ll wait for you there and then resume our journey together.”

“Understood.”

“But while I have you here, how is everyone?”

Auri took his hands. “We all miss you. Nephale, in particular, has been utterly forlorn in your absence. Even so, she takes her role as our protector seriously, and her training with Saphielle is going quite well. You need not fear for us.”

Ryn squeezed Auri’s hands. “I’ll always fear for you when I’m not there, but I know you can protect yourselves. I miss you all. I hope the times we’ll have to split up remain rare.”

“As do I, though your decision to fly to the academy was a wise one.”

“So, speaking of the academy, I’d better get back. I need to see how Glory’s feeling after all that happened tonight. She may need some comfort.”

“You are good at that. Do you wish me to wait in the Firmament tomorrow night?”

“That’s not necessary. Depending on how long we take tomorrow, we may still be in flight when the sun goes down. I’ll see you at Cooper’s Gorge when you arrive.”

“As you say, prime.”

He kissed her again. “I love you. See you soon. Pass my love onto the others?”

She smiled bright. “I will. Good night, prime.”

“Good night, Mistress.” Ryn closed his eyes and focused on his body.

The Firmament faded. He was once more in his own body, on a soft bed, and as he opened his eyes, he found himself alone in his bedroom in the guest suite.

No. Not alone. He sensed Glory in the common room. He could feel her presence over their command bond, and he felt bad that he’d kept her waiting. He rose, walked into the common room, and found Glory standing at attention by the door. She still wore her armor.

He eyed her in surprise. “How long have you been standing there?”

She watched him as if confused by the question. “Since I returned.”

“Right, but... we’re safe in this academy. You can relax.”

“I could not relax while your soul remained in the Firmament. I promised Saphielle I would protect you. I will never let you come to harm.”

He smiled. “That’s very reassuring. How is Aliana doing?”

Glory beamed. “She is weary and in some pain after her scouring, but free of her devil. Your manipulation of the devil Melion was masterful.”

“So was yours. You played him like a harp. So, what happens to Aliana now?”

“She will atone, even though she does not expect forgiveness. She will never sit astride a pegasus, and she may wear an ether blocker for decades. Even so, she is content to be alive with her soul intact. She will serve the academy as the Acting Executrix wishes.”

“Aliana can still serve here after making a devil deal?”

“All who wish to serve Scylla, and our academy, can find a place here. While Ali will start with menial duties, she now has the opportunity to prove her loyalty through service.”

“That’s good to hear.” Ryn was now only a few paces from her, and being alone with her in this wonderful suite was so tempting it hurt. “I’ve spoken with Auri and updated her on what we discovered. Now, we’ve accomplished what we came here to do, and we may not be back for some time. Is there anyone you wish to speak to before we leave?”

“I have already spoken to those I will leave behind. Now, I wish to sleep at your side.”

Ryn nodded thoughtfully. “I suppose we could simply turn in. We’ll have an early morning tomorrow, and it’s going to be a long flight.”

“Then before we settle into bed, you should know I have your answer.”

He remembered their lovely lunch. “From the plateau?”

“Yes. You asked me to be certain that I wanted you for myself, and that you were not taking advantage of my gratitude.”

“And you’ve been thinking about that since we talked?”

“I have. I want you. May I explain my reasoning?”

He smiled warmly. “I’m listening.”

“I have been attracted to you from the moment we met, long before you accomplished any of the deeds you have accomplished since. You were not just a powerful man, but handsome as well. I admit, while it was inappropriate, I ogled you when we met.”

He laughed. “I honestly didn’t notice.”

“I was discreet... but I did look, and looking made my heart beat faster. As you have seen, we have no men of age here. It would be too much of a temptation otherwise.”

“So I was the first man you’d seen in years. No wonder you found me attractive.”

“No. I have seen men who came to trade for supplies or when out on patrol, many times. I found them interesting, but none intrigued me as you did. You were the first man for whom my desire was something I was not certain I could control.”

Ryn felt a warm rush of excitement. “I had no idea!”

“It grew easier to dislike you after you implied you wanted to bond Aliana.”

He stared. “You know why I did that. It was a test! To see if she had a devil!”

Glory laughed warmly. “I know. Now. I speak of my feelings at the time.”

“That’s... fair, I suppose.”

“Much of what happened after we met was so difficult and traumatic I had no time to think about my attraction to you. That changed our first night on the road.”

Ryn was now a pace from her. “And what happened then?”

“My attraction returned forcefully, but, like you, I assumed it was because of my overwhelming gratitude for all you had done for me. Saving my academy. Saving me. Initially, I was hesitant to trust in my feelings for you, but then I and Saphielle spoke privately.”

That surprised him. “Alone?”

“Nephale watched over us, but she gave us space to speak.”

Ryn smiled in relief. “She would do that. They both would.”

“I wished to know more about you, and Saphielle told me much. Nothing compromising, but she made clear what type of man you are. To be honest, given how warmly she spoke of you, I doubted her words. Even you, I thought, could not be so generous as she claimed.”

Ryn now felt a bit self-conscious. “Saphi’s the kindest woman I know, but she does exaggerate from time to time.”

“I do not believe so. The way Saphielle spoke of you, of how you cherish and care for each of your auxiliaries, including her, led me to fantasize about what it would be like if I was yours. If you could love me like you loved her. Still, I was doomed... or so I believed at the time. I could only pine for you, so over the days, I watched you closely.”

“I did notice you watching once or twice.”

“As I observed you, I saw that you were all Saphielle claimed you are. I saw how you cared for each of your auxiliaries in gestures both small and large. You cherish the women you love, and I want that for me. I want to be cherished by you and to cherish you in return. The thought that I would die rather than spend my life with you grieved me, but it felt appropriate.”

Ryn abruptly pulled her into his arms. He couldn’t stop himself. “You can’t mean that!”

“I did... at the time. Regardless of my reasons, I broke my oath to Scylla. To be offered a gift as glorious as you and be unable to become yours felt like appropriate punishment.”

“But you⁠—”

She touched his lips. “I do not feel that way now. I have offered my contrition to Scylla, and she has given me the chance to serve you. I feel contentment and delight in my new task, and if I can only serve you as a warrior, I will do so gladly. But I would offer you more.”

“Well... I am glad to hear that.”

“As you have said, I can never repay you for all you have done for me. The gifts you have given me are beyond measure. I now accept repaying you would be an impossible task.”

Ryn eyed her in amusement. “Not impossible, but it could take a few decades.”

“But even had you not done all you have done for me, even had you done nothing but come into my life, I would desire you as I do now. After meeting you, and spending a week traveling with you and your auxiliaries, I would still want exactly what I want now.”

“Which is?”

“I wish to be yours and yours alone. I wish to be loved and cherished by you. That is why I want you for myself. That is my answer.”

Despite her armor, Ryn hugged her close. “That’s a good answer.”

She pressed against his chest. “So, is this our moment?”

Ryn eased her back and stared into her eyes. Her eyes widened as she sensed his longing for her, and then he kissed her. She moaned against his lips, and they both knew.

He eased her away and smiled at her. “It’s a start.”

She frowned in obvious annoyance. “I want more than a start.”

“Then we should probably get this armor off you and see what happens next.”


Chapter Twenty-Two




As he held Glory’s hand and led her to the bedroom of their guest chamber, Ryn knew what would happen when they stepped inside. He hadn’t expected this moment to come so soon, but her speech was both touching and genuine. She had a warm soul and a kind heart.

Glory wanted him for herself. He wanted her for himself. She remained immensely grateful to him for all he’d done, but he knew now her desire for him had nothing to do with any feeling of debt. That left him with no reservations about embracing his feelings for her.

Tonight, Ryn would bond her as they both wished. He hoped forming a genuine mage bond with Glory would replace her command bond, which would also remove his worries about it. He needed to be certain it was not influencing her, and then nothing would hold them back.

As they entered the bedroom, Glory slipped away and shut the inner door. She threw the bolts with purpose, then turned to face him with willing and eager blue eyes. As Ryn stood a pace away and looked her over, he could see how much she wanted him.

He knew her to be a virgin, which meant tonight would be her first time, but he also knew she was ready to be with him. Glory turned to face the bedroom door once more and then, gracefully, lifted her long honey-blonde hair up and to the side.

“Could you assist me in removing this? It will get in the way.”

Ryn had helped Nephale with her armor often enough, and Glory’s wasn’t all that different. Once it was loosened, she raised both slender arms. As he lifted her armor off her, her hair didn’t catch. She was well-practiced at removing it.

Once he had her armor off, Glory wore only a thin green tunic. It flattered her slender frame, and as she turned to face him again, it flattered her breasts as well. With those hidden away inside her cuirass, he’d forgotten how much he liked staring at them.

Glory’s breasts were about the same size as Saphi’s, but they looked both perky and soft. He set aside her armor, careful to show it the proper respect. Glory stepped forward, and without another word, she began undoing the clasps on his battle robe.

As Glory opened his robe, she slowly descended to her knees before him. When she finished the last of the clasps, she looked up and waited for his next command. Her on her knees like this was the most exotic sight he could imagine.

He was certain now that Glory would do anything for him... but he had to make certain she would do that because she wanted to, not because of their command bond. He beckoned for her to rise. They had more to discover before he took her the way she wished.

Glory stood once more. She slipped her hands inside his robe as if intending to take it off him, but got distracted as her hands coursed over his chest through his tunic. Her breathing quickened as her warm hands explored his muscles. She obviously loved what she felt.

She bit her lip as she stared at his chest, then at him. He was impressed by how much she obviously desired him. This was no bond compulsion. This was real, and only one thing remained between them. Her ether blocker. Ryn snapped it open.

Glory’s overwhelming desire for him flooded their bond in the absence of the blocker, filling his mind and returning into hers in a torrent. She crashed into him so violently he took a step back for balance. Her soft lips greedily pressed against his as he shrugged off his robe.

With a small cry she leapt up to snap her legs around him, attaching herself so firmly he could do nothing but grab her hips and support her... and then her firm, shapely ass. The way she kissed him was wild, clumsy, and desperate, which suggested she’d never kissed anyone before today. Fortunately, he was eager to help her practice.

Ryn balanced her in his arms. She was light enough he had no trouble supporting her weight. Lena hadn’t been wrong. Valkyries did have thin bones... but Glory’s spine was still as strong as any woman he’d ever known.

Ryn pulled away for a moment. “Gods, give me a moment to breathe.”

She slowed her desperate kisses only to gaze at him. “But I need you. This is my fantasy. I want you to claim me and make me yours.”

“I know, and you’ll have me in a moment. We’ll have each other.”

“But what if I need you more than once?”

Ryn laughed softly as he carried her to the large bed. “We’ll make time, princess.”

She blinked rapidly as she considered, then beamed in his arms. “Princess?”

“Is that okay?”

“You think me worthy of being a princess?”

“Glory, I know you’re a princess. You’re brave, gorgeous, strong⁠—”

She kissed him again before he was finished, and all he could do was endure as he walked to the bed and then fell onto it... with her on top. Her warm hands coursed over his tunic. She fumbled for his waist, but it was now obvious she had no idea what she was doing.

He grabbed her hands in his and arrested her motion. As he did that, he felt a burst of fresh lust over their bond. She was shocked by what he’d just done, and might not even understand why being restrained had her so excited. She didn’t know... but he did.

Glory was a bit like Nephale in this regard, though Nephale preferred he restrain her physically during sex. Glory liked being restrained as well, but what she didn’t know... and what he did... was that Glory liked being restrained in other ways. To truly please her, as he intended to do when they had more time, he would need to get better with straps and clasps.

Keeping his eyes locked with hers, Ryn rolled over so Glory’s soft, warm body was pressed beneath his. He stared down at her and gently stroked her cheek.

“Before we do anything else, I need to test our command bond. I need to know it’s not influencing you in any way.”

She stared up contentedly. “How?”

“For now, I’d like to see if you can ignore my commands. Glory? I order you to make the clucking noise you make when comforting Honor.”

She clucked her tongue immediately, then gasped. She stared up at him in surprise.

“Did you mean to do that?”

“No!” She stared in wonder. “It just happened.”

“Good. That’s the first test. Here’s the next.” Ryn focused on the method he’d devised for assuaging his worries about this command bond earlier tonight. “Glory, from this moment forward, I order you to only obey my orders if you wish to do so.”

Her eyes widened anew. “Can you do that?”

“We’re about to find out. Now, Glory, I order you to cluck your tongue.”

She didn’t. They waited, and she didn’t. She smiled wide as they confirmed he had just cleared any remaining compulsion from her command bond.

His gorgeous valkyrie stared up at him eagerly. “What must I do next?”

“That one’s simple enough. Do you want me?”

Her sky-blue eyes widened in surprise. “Of course.”

“Specifically, do you want to have sex with me tonight?”

“Yes!” She struggled to raise her head high enough to kiss him again, but he eased back to tease her. “I want this. You. I want to have sex with you.”

He offered a quick kiss that left her dizzy once more, then smiled indulgently. “Soon, princess. There’s still a few more questions you need to answer.”

Her eyes widened in disbelief. “What else is there?”

“I need you to say it clearly. Are you ready to be mine?”

“Forever. I am yours forever.” She frowned. “I have been clear about this!”

“Then understand I’m also yours, and forever. If there’s anything you ever want from me, ask. I expect you to follow my orders in battle, but I’d only ask you consider them in other cases. I’m not your commander in bed, and I will cherish you just as you’ve asked. But I can’t do that if you don’t tell me what you want.”

Glory smiled as if she’d just figured something out. “I will ask.”

“So this is how it’s always going to work between us. Not just for sex, but in life.”

“I can barely believe this is happening.” She breathed and stared up at him in delight. “You desire me, even though I am an oath breaker. You still want a life with me.”

“I do. Be mine, Glory. Spend the rest of your life with me. Let’s save the realm together.”

She touched his cheek with soft fingers. “I am yours, now and forever. Now, please. Kiss me. Touch me. I wish you to claim me as only a man can do.”

He stroked his fingers up and down Glory’s side. “I’ll be gentle our first time. That may be the most difficult for us since you haven’t done it before. After that, you can choose.”

“Choose how?”

“Gentle or rough. I know a thing or two you might like, but we’ll save the variations for the second time. Or maybe the third. If you don’t like anything we do, we’ll stop.”

She nodded eagerly. “I am ready now.”

“Not quite yet. First, I’m going to show you how I like to be kissed.”

Still pinning her to the bed with his weight, he kissed her far more gently and expertly than she had him. He guided her kisses. The moment his lips opened, hers did as well.

She was just as vigorous with her tongue as she was with her lips, but she was catching on. She realized now that kissing wasn’t just attacking. He was teaching her how to dance, and that required a fine balance on both their parts. He traced his fingertips over one breast.

She sucked so hard on his tongue it surprised him, and he laughed against her lips as he cupped her breast instead. She moaned and wriggled beneath him, desperate for more. She truly was eager for his touch... and as cruel as it was to deny her, it was just so much fun!

Ryn pulled away. “How was that? Was that better?”

Her chest heaved in her thin tunic as she stared up at him. “Better, but why stop? I have answered all your questions!”

“It’s easier to undress if we’re not kissing. I’m going to roll off you now. I don’t want you to attack me.”

Her lips quirked. “I did not attack you. Had I attacked, you would be defeated.”

“Perhaps. But for now, just lie there and watch me take my clothes off.”

She relaxed... reluctantly. Ryn eased off her, then sat back. As she watched hungrily, he stripped off his tunic, then tossed it aside.

He could feel her desperate lust growing as she stared at his muscular frame. He was truly driving her wild, and it was fun to know his striptease could do for her what Lena’s did for him. All of his auxiliaries desired him, but Glory was practically salivating over him.

“Now sit up and strip off that tunic, Glory. Fair’s fair.”

She sat up at shrugged off her tunic. She smiled proudly as she then leaned forward to present her perky, shapely breasts in the lamplight. She might be inexperienced, but she was still confident. She knew she had an amazing body, and she wanted to share it with him.

Glory’s breasts were just as magnificent as he’d suspected, and her small pink nipples were already hard from their earlier play. He beckoned, and she scrambled closer with eagerness he appreciated. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her again.

As her tongue played with his, her hands eagerly coursed over his chest, sides, and back. He could feel her lust and curiosity as she explored his body. This was the first time she had been able to touch a man she desired. As their kiss grew heated, he drew a hint of life ether from the Firmament and traced it down her back.

She went rigid in his arms. As Ryn eased back, he saw her staring in shocked delight.

“How did you do that?”

“As I told you on our plateau, life ether has many uses.”

“You can use it during sex?”

“Oh, yes. And the way I use it, it can be better than sex. Or at least as good.”

“Then show me. Please. I do not understand why you are teasing me like this.”

“Because it’s fun. Now take off your pants, then take off mine. That’s the next step.”

She obeyed eagerly, shimmying out of her leather pants in a delightful, jiggly dance that left him transfixed. Once she was down to just her spare white panties, she clutched for his looser trousers and tugged. He pushed up so she didn’t rip them, and she pulled them off.

As her hand found his rock-hard shaft, he pulled her hand away. “Don’t touch.”

She pouted as he lifted her hand back where he wanted it. “But I want to touch you. I know I am inexperienced, but I will learn. Teach me how to give you pleasure.”

“We’ll do plenty of that soon. But you can’t give me pleasure now.”

“Why? I will do anything. I am yours now!”

“In order for us to bond, I’ll need to ensure we peak at the same time. That means I need to take things at my pace. Now, lie back on this bed.”

Glory scrambled up onto the bed, then collapsed onto her back.

Ryn pointed up. “Slide up further. Get some pillows under your shoulders and head. You need to be comfortable for this, and I’m going to have my full weight on top of you.”

Again Glory obeyed, watching him with such eager desperation he couldn’t help but pity her. He was being so cruel, but she made it so easy. Once she was in position, he settled beside her and pressed his lips close to her ear.

“Now, before we do this, I’m going to give you one orgasm with my hand.”

She stared at him in disbelief. “But why?”

“It’ll make it easier when I slip inside you for the first time.” He pulled life ether from the Firmament, held the glow before her disbelieving eyes, then traced it... down.

She bucked against the bed and moaned, then stared in disbelief. “That feels...”

“Good?”

She nodded and bit her lip. “Do you wish me to beg? I will beg. Please, take me.”

“I will. For now, just enjoy my touch. This isn’t about teasing you. It’s about cherishing you. Let me show you how I cherish each and every one of my auxiliaries.”

As he finished his explanation, she smiled in delight. “Touch me as you wish.”

Ryn kissed her lips. He kissed her cheeks. He kissed her breasts, and her sides, and her stomach, and every so often he traced life ether over one or all of those. Then, he began teasing her between her legs. He expertly used his fingers to make her gasp and squirm.

He wasn’t surprised when she orgasmed for the first time, but she was. She panted in the aftermath, staring in disbelief and delight. Finally, she gathered the breath to speak.

“How are you so good at that?”

“Lots of practice.”

“Thank you. That was good, but I need you inside me. Please. Please!”

Ryn gently stroked her hair. “I think you might be ready for that now.”

He slid his hand down her belly to her thighs, then traced his fingers across her thin white panties. They were absolutely soaked. He eased them off her, and she shivered in delight as he finally got her naked.

She was intensely ready. He rolled atop her once more. He knew she could feel his tip pressing between her legs, and she spread her thighs wide for him with a soft gasp. Her sky-blue eyes held his and begged him to take her. To claim her.

He pushed his adoration over their bond. “I’ll start slow. Tell me if anything hurts.”

She bit her lip and stared up at him. “I will.”

Ryn kissed her once more, then slowly guided himself inside her. She was so slick! She gasped once, and then he was halfway inside her. He stared into her sky-blue eyes and stroked her hair, allowing her to adjust to this new feeling without pushing deeper.

“Can you take more?”

Her eyelids fluttered before she breathed out. “Yes. I want more.”

After another kiss, he made love to her slowly and gently. She was intensely tight, tighter than he’d expected, but all he’d done for her left her so wet they had no issues. Still, it was going to be difficult to pace himself when she felt this good.

Glory was already close again. He could feel that. He gradually increased pace as her moans grew loud. Soon, she arched her back and bucked against him as her thighs shook and her desperate cries reached their peak. He smiled, amused, as she orgasmed again.

So she was more sensitive than his other auxiliaries. He’d adjust to that. He gave her time to recover, then kissed up and down her neck. “Shall we continue?”

In answer, she clutched him and started fucking him as hard as she could while pinned beneath him. Given her lack of experience, she was better at that than he expected. He wasn’t at all surprised that she’d pick this up so quickly. She was a very clever woman.

Ryn took her in earnest then, using life ether as needed to catch her up to the point he was fast approaching. They synchronized. As Glory shuddered and cried out with her third orgasm of the night, Ryn felt his own arrive. As he drifted out of his body, time slowed.

The command bond he’d scribed on Glory’s chest glowed brilliantly in the world outside his body, and he could see his chain of life ether still linked. Yet as he reached into her chest for her chain of bright green wind ether, he tugged. His own chain came free of the glyph, and then he tied their chains together the way he’d learned over years of practice.

The intertwined chains snapped tight without breaking the knot he’d formed, and then he and Glory were bonded as mages bonded. Ryn wasn’t surprised as the glyph scribed on her chest broke up and faded, and then he was inside his body again... and inside her, flooding her. They’d need to get her some alchemical herbs tomorrow.

Ryn collapsed in the aftermath of his orgasm, cautious not to crush her with his weight. His fifth auxiliary panted for breath beneath him, utterly paralyzed after he’d made her peak three times. He wasn’t simply impressed with himself. Glory was a wonderful dance partner.

He slid out of her, rested beside her, and then rolled onto his back. He eased her into his arms, and she snuggled into the crook of his arm and breathed against his chest. He held her in the large bed and idly stroked her hair. He loved her hair. He loved touching it.

Soon she looked up. Her thoughts came clearly over their new bond, and the clarity of her mental speech was clear compared to the old.

“We are now bonded? The true way?”

“I believe so, princess.”

She grinned. “That was wonderful. Absolutely wonderful! You were right that all the teasing made it better.” She stared in wonder. “Is it always like that?”

Ryn squeezed her. “I do my best, but to be honest, it’s always a bit stressful when I’m timing our peaks to form a mage bond. When it’s just for fun, I get to enjoy myself a bit more.”

“But you made it happen three times!”

“Sorry about that. I’m still learning how your body works.”

“I like how my body works!”

He kissed her gently and spoke aloud. “Me too, princess.”

She snuggled close. “When can we do it again?”

“Soon.”

“Why not now? Is this more teasing?”

“I actually need a minute. Or two.”

She eyed him with new curiosity. “You will need to recover after every time we do this?”

“After my release, yes. I need time to recover before we do that again. All men do.”

“I see.” She bit her lip. “Then... may I pleasure myself while we wait?”

He eyed her in surprise. “You’re really that eager for another orgasm?”

She blushed bright, which was adorable after how eager she’d been during her first time. “There are no men here, so we must see to our own needs long after we come of age. It gets very lonely, and while some of my sisters have found solace in each other’s arms, I have only ever desired men. I have you now, but... may I still enjoy my fingers?”

“You can do that any time you like, whether I’m around or not.”

“But if you are not around, you cannot watch me. I would like you to watch me. That is another of my fantasies.”

“Well... how about this? Whenever you pleasure yourself, think about me.”

She breathed deep. “Now that I am yours, I cannot not think of you.”

He gently brushed her chin. “I actually didn’t plan for this.”

“What?”

“I get the feeling you’re going to be rather insatiable.”

She eyed him curiously. “Will that be a problem?”

“No, but some nights you may have to wait your turn.”

Glory nodded solemnly. “I would never step between you and your other auxiliaries.”

“I know, and I know they’ll be glad to welcome you. Still, now that I can see how eager you are, I’m starting to understand why I might want to tie you up.”

Her eyes widened again. “You would tie me up? And then... we would have sex?”

“If you liked that.” He rubbed her back. “I’m starting to think you might like that.”

Her blush grew as she considered his words. “Now, I think I might as well.”

“Good. We’ll try that on a night when we have more straps at the ready.”

“I have many straps for my saddle. I have always enjoyed the feeling of tight straps, so this makes sense. And before this night is over, I would ask something else of you.”

“What’s that?”

“Will you teach me how to use my mouth on you as well?”

He grinned. “If there’s no men here, how did you hear about that?”

“Valkyries talk. It has been discussed. Some thought the idea disgusting, but I...” She glanced down at him, then looked up and took a breath. “Once I had pledged myself to a man, I longed to pleasure him in this way. I would like to do this with you.”

“Then why don’t you start now?”

She eyed him with fresh excitement. “I can do that with you now? I don’t have to wait?”

“You can do that any time you like. Just ask first. And if you want to get me ready again, using your mouth on me works well. You can even finger yourself while you do that.”

She dropped to his waist without another word. As Glory eagerly took him in her mouth and slid her fingers between her legs, he enjoyed the impossibly erotic sight. The small, eager moans she made as she sucked on him while fingering herself were alluring.

Glory might never have been with a man before tonight, but it was obvious she had spent years fantasizing about a night like this. Now, Ryn could fulfill every last one of her fantasies. He suspected, given how insatiable she was, she had quite a few.

He had so much to teach her about intimacy... and she now had her whole life to learn.


Chapter Twenty-Three




Two days after they landed at Cooper’s Gorge, the warmth of four strong mage bonds snapped Ryn awake. As he woke, alone in his tent, he also sensed Glory outside preparing their breakfast. She had insisted on doing that for him every day since they arrived.

He loved the way Glory doted on him, and he loved how often she wanted sex, but after two days alone with her, Ryn felt more than a bit exhausted. He’d gotten a decent night’s sleep last night, but not on the nights before that. Glory, as he’d suspected, was insatiable, and every time he thought he’d fulfilled all her fantasies, she revealed another one.

The past few days Glory had kept him almost as busy as Lena after they first bonded, and Glory had assured him, as they fucked repeatedly inside and outside his tent, that Honor could (reluctantly) keep watch. They had found nothing firm enough to strap her to, but through experimentation, they’d learned she always peaked harder after he tied her up.

Given they had nowhere particular to be, Ryn had obliged her more than once.

He smiled in his tent as, over their mage bonds, he basked in the love and desire of his arriving auxiliaries. They would always be his home. He wriggled out of the bedroll and hurried from his tent to see Frost riding toward him in the distance... with Auri.

She kicked Frost into a gallop at the sight of him, and the other horses (and the women riding them) followed. Ryn was almost worried they were going to stampede through the camp, but even Saphi had enough experience now to slow Quiet just before they arrived.

One by one they dismounted and ran for him, but Nephale was the quickest. She threw her arms around him and kissed him all over, and when Lena slammed into him a moment later, all three of them went down in a heap. Ryn did his best to kiss them both.

Saphi arrived just after that, and she was more forceful than ever as she pushed her way into the melee. Ryn kissed her as well, and then, as three of the four women he loved pinned him beneath a warm pile of love and affection, Auri arrived. She walked around his head, knelt just above it, and leaned down to give him a long and tender kiss of her own.

He felt loved. He felt cherished. He never wanted to be apart from these women again. And as he sensed Glory’s unique mix of eagerness, impatience, and uncertainty over their bond, he lifted his head up enough to smile at her. “Don’t be shy. We can fit you in as well.”

As Glory hurried over, Lena pushed up and smiled brightly. “You fucked her?”

“I did.”

“And you bonded her? The right way?”

“I did that too.”

“Good.” Lena rose and intercepted Glory, but only to hug the other woman.

Glory relaxed and hugged Lena back. Lena squeezed her arms and smiled. “You are a brave woman and a strong valkyrie. So glad to have you with us.”

One by one, his auxiliaries released Ryn to go welcome Glory to their group. While that left him a bit cold in the aftermath, it warmed his heart as each of them welcomed his fifth auxiliary. Saphi smiled happily as she hugged Glory tight.

Nephale hugged Glory next, and then Auri offered her hand. She and Glory shook hands firmly, and Ryn found himself once again amused by Auri’s formal nature. The only person she ever hugged was him, and that made him feel even more special.

After that, they settled by the still smoldering fire. After some brief negotiations Glory, given she’d had him to herself for two days, agreed that Lena and Nephale would flank him while Saphi snuggled in his lap. All of them decided that seemed fair.

Auri settled close on his other side, and Glory just in front of him. The women he loved waited for his orders. He knew what would happen after... he would need at least one full day to remind his auxiliaries how much he loved them... but then what?

Ryn looked at each of them in turn. “So, I’ve been thinking about our path forward. Even if we find Fort Prospect, getting inside its walls to secure this plague is going to be a challenge. If the traitors in the Lachlan Confederacy’s army, most likely devil mages, are storing the plague there, the fort must be heavily defended. Even if we could attack it head on, we’d have to kill far too many soldiers. I also won’t risk losing any of you in a foolish assault.”

None of them disagreed, not even Nephale. That pleased him. He moved on.

“However, thanks to Acting Executrix Grayson, we now have something we lacked before. Two sigils of House Adon. So, I believe our best approach will be to repeat the gambit Glory and I used to trick Melion into leaving Aliana. We’ll visit the fort posing as devil mages, with Glory posing as Jaelis and me posing as... well, Melion, I suppose.”

Nephale frowned in annoyance. “It sounds like you’re thinking of going in alone.”

“Not alone. I’ll have Glory with me, and I’ll have all of you on the outside.”

Lena eyed him worriedly. “We cannot protect you while outside.”

“If all goes well, I don’t think you’ll need to, and if it goes poorly, well... that’s why I have five talented and powerful auxiliaries. We’ll coordinate over our bonds and fight our way back to each other. I don’t want to kill anyone, but if they threaten you, they’re going to die.”

Lena clenched one fist. “Same. I will burn down whole fort if it is to keep you safe.”

“Let’s save that for our last resort. We have to do everything we can to avoid engaging in a direct fight with the confederacy’s army. Most of them know nothing of the devil army’s plans, and if we slaughter a bunch of rank-and-file soldiers, the devil mage councilors could use that attack against us. We could end up kicking off the war we’re trying to stop.”

Auri grimaced. “I hate to think of you in danger, but I do not disagree with your assessment of the risks should we engage the confederacy’s army directly. The peace between nation-states depends on the neutrality of our primal conjurer. If devils in the confederacy convince their people you have sided against them, it could lead to an escalation.”

Nephale huffed. “Why can’t I pose as a devil mage?”

“I’m certain the devils know who you are, kitten. House Adon certainly knows what you can do, and they’d never believe you took a devil deal. However, we do know that Primus Lariel believed I would take a deal. So, we’ll tell the devils I took a deal to find the plague.”

Glory watched him hopefully. “I trust you, but why would they believe this?”

“Because they’re desperate for a win. In Nephale’s time, the devils never unleashed the plague. They kept it in reserve because they believed they’d beaten us.”

Nephale frowned. “But they aren’t winning now.”

“Not while we’re around to oppose them. But if I tell them that, upon learning of the plague, I realized I couldn’t stop it, they could believe I made a deal with Melion to lead me to it. If they agree to take the plague off the table, I’ll serve House Adon in exchange for special treatment for myself, all of you, and others whom I designate.”

Auri smiled knowingly. “Which means House Adon will believe they can still win.”

“And then have no use for the plague,” Saphi added. “I see the logic, but... I’m scared.”

“So am I, snow lily. I can’t guarantee this deception will work, but it’s the best plan I could devise. Also, on a positive note, we have a month of travel ahead where we can consider and refine my plan. It’s quite possible we’ll all come up with a much better one on the way.”

Glory stood. “This plan is bold and wise. I will follow you.”

Lena sighed. “I do not like you alone, but Glory is right. It does have promise.”

Saphi simply squeezed his hand and snuggled closer in his lap.

Nephale leaned close. “The moment it goes wrong, anyone who gets in my way is going to die, confederacy or no. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

“I’d appreciate that, kitten. But there’s one other thing I want to do on our travels.”

“I’ll keep training you in swordsmanship. You need to know more than spell forms.”

“That’s the idea, but also, I want you to teach me to form my own ether blade.”

She eyed him in obvious surprise. “I thought you hated glyph-etching.”

“I do, but a sword I can pull from the Firmament and use to cut apart devil soldiers is too useful to pass up. Thanks to your training, I’ll actually know how to use it.”

Nephale smiled. “That would make me feel... well, not better. But it would help.”

“So, that’s my plan. We’ll revise and improve it over the next month, on the road or on the sea. Now, while Glory and I had a wonderful time these past few days, I’ve missed all of you. Glory has agreed to keep watch for us with Honor, so I only have one more question.”

The women he loved watched him expectantly.

“Who am I taking to our tent first?”

In the warm kissing melee that followed, Ryn suspected it might just be all of them.


Afterword



With the last of House Adon’s plan revealed, the stage for the final conflict is set. Ryn and his loyal auxiliaries must retrieve the devil plague, bury it, expose the devil-marked councilors in the confederacy, and hurt House Adon so badly they’ll never invade again.

In book 6 of Primal Conjurer, Ryn will rescue an old friend and travel with her and all of his beautiful and loyal auxiliaries to the conclusion of their journey. Book 6 will conclude this series, so if you have any friends who enjoy sexy adventures but are hesitant to start an unfinished series, let them know! This one is headed to the finish line.

If you liked this book, please leave a rating or review on Amazon. Every rating and review helps me gain more visibility and introduces more people to my work. You can also follow me on Amazon or read more of my work on my Patreon at https://www.patreon.com/dannyrogan.

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/. Finally, you can find me on Facebook if you use that sort of thing.

Until next time!
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