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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Gregory woke at the third bell— it would give him an hour to meditate and continue polishing his aether channels. He’d held to that routine during their march north. They’d marched farther than normal every day, as the summer meant longer days. His men didn’t complain, just continued to move day after day. 
 
      
 
    They’d paused twice to restock their supplies, and Gregory had mandated a full day off in the cities to give the men a break, too. Small issues popped up with people wanting to take advantage of them, but none of his men let them devolve into fights. They walked away from all the incidents, even when it cost them money. Gregory made sure they were repaid every time they did. That bolstered morale, proving that it was better for everyone to just walk away. 
 
      
 
    It took a solid six weeks of marching to reach Coldwood. The last two weeks had been on rough roads that slowed their travel time. They’d made it into the town in the evening, with just enough time to reach the barracks before sunset. Gregory sent Basal to inform the town magus that he’d arrived and that he would present himself tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Gregory finished getting his clothing on. Once he’d sat down at the table in his room, he meditated, his aether cavern appearing to him in seconds. Smiling at the flame, he began to walk around the cavern. His channels were widening bit by bit, and he’d noticed they’d also begun to form a crystal matrix inside them. 
 
      
 
    “The unit we’re replacing should arrive today,” Gregory mused. “I’m meeting the town magus to officially take over the patrols, and I’ll have dinner with the adept… technically, with me replacing him, he’ll be a magus.” 
 
      
 
    His mind drifted back to his wives and what they were likely doing. 
 
      
 
    “Yuki should be reaching Alturis, or she might be there already. I know Dad will help her settle in, and Gunnar will too. I really hope El and Ria are accepting of her. They might be stiff, to begin with, but Yuki can work on that.” He smiled as he thought of his lovely, white-blonde-haired, shadow magi wife being in his home village. 
 
      
 
    That thought was replaced by Jenn on the border with Krogga. She was far from what Kroggians thought of as powerful with her short frame and slight stature. If they challenged her, though, she’d quickly show them her strength, both in body and will. He worried for her, but had faith that she’d be fine. “Just mind your own advice, Jenn: be safe. No dying or being horribly scarred.” 
 
      
 
    Mindie had the easiest year. She’d be back in Grakle, helping their younger friends go through troop training. His smile came back to him as he wondered which of them would end up at his old campground. “She’ll help them with any hurts they have, preparing them for what will best help them grow. Daciana will need to be tempered, Nessa will need to be forward, and Victoria… well… she’ll be fine, as she blends the other two together.” 
 
      
 
    As he continued to examine the cavern walls, he thought about his other three friends, the three who’d join them in Krogga next year. Ling, Clover, and Roshana would be as eager for the coming year as he and his wives were. When they met again, they’d have a tea ceremony, then marry. They’d all confronted their resonances and shared them with him. His love of them was a small flame waiting to be fed to grow, much as his aether flame had been. 
 
      
 
    “All so different, yet similar…” Gregory murmured. “Three sets with so many similarities between the groups. Each has an emotional one, a thinker, and one who balances the other two. Yukiko’s the thinker, as are Nessa and Ling. Jenn is emotionally driven like Daciana and Clover. Then, we have Mindie to balance like Victoria and Roshana do.” 
 
      
 
    That made him slow down for a moment. “What about Claudia…? She’s in Buldoun, learning from the archmage. She’s the outlier; there are no others that match with her. If there were, which would she be out of the trio? …She’d be the balancer. That leaves one who thrives on emotion, and a thinker…” 
 
      
 
    He was still pondering that question when the fourth bell chimed. Lapsing out of meditation, he stood up and stretched. Fourth bell meant waking up for breakfast. He wasn’t sure how that would work in the barracks here, but it was time to find out. 
 
      
 
    Stepping into the hall, he stopped to give Rafiq, Basal, Hanz, and Davis nods, as they were leaving their rooms, too. “Good morning to you all. Is your room crowded, Basal, Hanz?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. We’ve made it work,” Basal said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine, sir,” Hanz added. 
 
      
 
    “It is fine, Gregory,” Rafiq said. “I’m glad to share a room with them. They both remind me of my little boy.” 
 
      
 
    The two young men shifted awkwardly, but didn’t say anything. 
 
      
 
    “The room was fine, sir,” Davis said. “The barracks are set for a full unit. There are two floors of them, meaning they planned for two units to be here at the same time. The servant’s quarters on the ground floor are… not great. Dot, Polka, and Barny said it’d be fine, but that they would be happier in the tent when we go.” 
 
      
 
    “Two days here, and then we head out,” Gregory said, leading the way to the stairs. “I’m just happy they have the attached baths. I’ll enjoy those every time we get to town.” 
 
      
 
    “All of us will, sir,” Davis chuckled. “A few of the men lingered last night. I’ll ask them to put off baths tonight, since the other unit should be in. They’ll need it more than our freshly-cleaned men.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point. It’s for the best, that way. The sergeant’s quarters are on the same floor as the men?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. It’s a smaller barracks on the floor. Luckily, we get along with our men. Sergeants who didn’t would find that arrangement… problematic.” 
 
      
 
    “And then they’d set a bad example.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
      
 
    As they passed the landing between floors, Gregory heard his men getting up for the day. He glanced in as he passed— they were all mostly vertical and getting dressed. The barracks looked much like he expected they all did. There were rows of cots with lockers at the foot of each. The sergeant’s quarters were right next to the stairs, and the door was cracked open, likely so they could keep an ear on the men while they got dressed, too. 
 
      
 
    The next floor was the empty barracks where the outgoing guard unit would relax when they got in. It seemed bigger with no one taking up space, but Gregory knew that was just perception. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the ground floor, Gregory nodded. It was a mess hall mostly filled with tables, but there was still open space so it wouldn’t be terribly crowded if all the tables were packed. The scent of breakfast came from the open kitchen at the back of the room. Barny, Dot, and Polka were in there, getting things ready. 
 
      
 
    “How’s the kitchen, Barny?” Gregory asked when he got closer. 
 
      
 
    “Decent. It’s not great, but still good. The equipment was clean; we’re not sure if the previous cook did it or if the barracks have a caretaker. The pantry’s stocked with an assortment of common seasonings, but the larder’s a bit spare. We had supplies to help fill that out for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Davis will be resupplying today when I see the magus. If you need something outside of the normal stock, let him know after breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s the room?” 
 
      
 
    “Cramped with three of us,” Polka said. “We’ll make it work, as it’s only two days. When we can take up the other staff room, it’ll be better.” 
 
      
 
    “You could have last night, but from today until we leave, it’ll be in use by the other unit’s staff. If they don’t have any, then feel free to use it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Dot grinned. 
 
      
 
    Gregory felt bad for what he was about to say, but he’d overheard enough snippets on the way in last night to know it was a good idea. “If any of you need to go out, make sure to wear your livery. Even then, you might get accosted. Defuse it quickly by showing your mark. If that doesn’t do it, flee. Get back to me, and I’ll deal with whoever bothered you. I doubt it’ll be a problem since you’re wearing a clan emblem, but it’s best to be prepared.” 
 
      
 
    That killed their smiles. “We understand, sir,” Polka said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get away if needed, sir,” Dot added. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t run like them, but I’ll make sure it’s known who holds my rune, sir,” Barny said. 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s small flinch got the trio to smile again. Knowing he hated it, along with how well he treated them, made them happy. They’d known how bad things could be; their old owner had shown them that. Life, since Gregory had rescued them, had been the best they could ever hope for. 
 
      
 
    “We know, sir,” Dot said. “If we have to be held, it’s best that it’s with your family. The others with your wives agreed with us.” 
 
      
 
    “We talked about it before the tournament ended,” Polka chimed in. “We’ll try not to mention it again, but we thought you should know.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory exhaled. “I hate it, but I understand. I can’t stop it… not yet, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast will be ready soon, sir,” Barny said, “if you want to take a seat.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” Gregory gave the cheetah eurtik twins and the pig eurtik cook a smile. “I’m sure it’ll be delicious.” 
 
      
 
    “Not as good as I’ve made before, but still better than plain frumenty,” Barny chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Anything is better than that.” Polka made a fake gagging noise. 
 
      
 
    “Ground, wet bark tastes as appealing as plain frumenty,” her sister added. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Gregory went over to a table. His men were coming downstairs even before the fifth bell rang. Today would be different in many ways, but Gregory had looked into the future last night. While there weren’t going to be any major incidents, there would be some friction with the unit coming in. Instead of sitting, Gregory stood, waiting for all of his men to come down. Fifth bell chimed as the last of them hurried to take a seat. 
 
      
 
    Gregory cleared his throat. “Men, before we break our fast, I have something to say: thank you for your effort over the last six weeks. I know that marching for such a duration was unpleasant. We’ll be here for two days, then leave on the third. Tonight, the other unit will come in from their patrol. They’ll be tired, bloody, and eager to hand off their duty to us. A few will be resentful of your happiness or, in some cases, of your gear.” 
 
      
 
    That caught the attention of the entire unit. 
 
      
 
    “I will ask that at least one sergeant stays in the barracks all the time,” Gregory went on. “It will deter some… potential problems.” 
 
      
 
    “Theft, sir?” Sergeant Adam Bunson asked bluntly, his tusks not interfering with his speech. 
 
      
 
    “It is a possibility. Not all men are as honorable as ours.” 
 
      
 
    Pride was visible in the eyes of his men at his confidence in them. 
 
      
 
    “Beyond that, we’ll not use the baths tonight. They need them and will fight for them if they have to. It’d be best to just stay back and let them settle in. Half of them are wounded— they are missing eight men from the unit, with casualties sustained over the year.” 
 
      
 
    That sobered all of them up. It was a hard reminder that they would have the deadliest patrol in the empire. 
 
      
 
    “We will not be missing a single man at the end of our year,” Gregory said firmly. “This is not a given, but I believe it to be true because you aren’t the rabble they are. We’ll be sharp, attentive, and ready to act when needed.” 
 
      
 
    Backs straightened as they all sat up, nods coming from a few of them. 
 
      
 
    “Enjoy today and tomorrow as much as you can, because the moment we leave this town for our first patrol until next year at this same time, we’ll be in danger. The wilds aren’t the only place where injuries and harm can happen. The people who live here and in Icelake are the roughest, coarsest men and women you’ll find. They live here to escape the more lawful sections of the empire. Remember: walking away is for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the two words echoed from every man in the room. 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled. “I’ll do my best for all of us. I know all of you will too. Barny, I’m sorry for the delay. We’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Barny said, then rang the cook’s bell. “Breakfast is served.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t take a horse with him. The town wasn’t that large, and the magus lived relatively close to the barracks. It wasn’t quite the seventh hour, so the town was still waking up for the day. As he walked, Gregory paid attention to the people who were up and about. 
 
      
 
    A eurtik man pushing a two-wheeled cart was stopped next to a pile of horse manure, scraping it off the street. The back of his left hand held a brand that clearly marked him as a slave. Gregory’s lips thinned; he didn’t know why the man had such distinctive fur markings— white stripes in his black fur— but he figured it was just his heritage. 
 
      
 
    A couple of men stood nearby, snickering as they watched him work. “Still smells better than you, doesn’t it?” The eurtik didn’t reply, instead continuing to work. “Bet your mom smelled like that when she gave birth to you.” 
 
      
 
    The eurtik again didn’t reply. He just finished his job, then moved along with his cart. The two men grumbled, but went the other way, upset that their target didn’t lash out. Gregory shook his head as he picked up his pace, having slowed to watch the exchange. 
 
      
 
    A beaver eurtik was shifting barrels from a cooper’s shop. She walked them out, then set them up in front of the shop on the porch. Each got a sign stuck into the corks on top, showing the prices for them. Gregory made a mental note of the shop and prices, just in case he needed to replace any of his barrels later. 
 
      
 
    It was a few minutes later when the realization began to dawn on him. Nearly a third of the people he’d seen here were eurtik slaves, and all of them were doing drudge work either for the town or a business. The sheer number of slaves in this town was staggering to him; he’d expected it to be high, but not quite that high. 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s lips compressed as he imagined all of these slaves ripped from their homes and loved ones. It might’ve taken decades, but for so many in the town to be eurtiks, that meant at least an entire village or two were there as slaves. 
 
      
 
    The home he reached wasn’t a manor, though not from lack of trying. It was grand compared to the rest of the town. The biggest difference between it and most manors that Gregory had seen was that it was entirely made of wood. There was no stone used in its construction that he could see. It was two stories tall and took up three times as much space as a traditional house. 
 
      
 
    The front door had a brass knocker in the shape of a cloud. Gregory paused, then remembered that it was the clan emblem for the Gentle Breeze clan, a small clan that’d split off from Swift Wind a century ago. They’d opted out of the trading that Swift Wind focused on, normally using their magi to help farmers of the empire. For Gregory to see someone from that clan out here was surprising to him. 
 
      
 
    The butler answered the door after a minute. The moose eurtik took up the doorway, but bowed to Gregory. Gregory was swiftly brought to a parlor, then served tea by a vole eurtik maid while he waited. He was halfway through the cup when the magus finally arrived. 
 
      
 
    Sweeping into the room with graceful strides, the man looked barely older than Gregory. His long black hair was pulled back with ivory combs. Shrewd light blue eyes met Gregory’s as he advanced. “Adept Pettit, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Gregory Pettit of Aether’s Guard, Magus. I am reporting that my unit is here to take over the patrol between here and Icelake.” Gregory stood, bowing. The magus bowed back, but a fraction less deep. 
 
      
 
    “Sit, Adept. I am Magus Lee Artok of the Gentle Breeze clan.” 
 
      
 
    The pair sat, and the maid refreshed Gregory’s tea after making a cup for Artok. They sat in silence, sipping from their cups. Yukiko had explained to Gregory the decorum of having tea at another’s home; the guest should wait until the host was ready to speak. 
 
      
 
    It was a few minutes later when Artok broke the silence, “I’ve heard of you, Pettit. Your two years at the academy saw you win every tournament but one, but even that one went to your clanmate. That includes the tournament with Buldoun; you didn’t lose a single fight there. The honor your clan accrued because of your prowess hasn’t been small.” 
 
      
 
    “My clan helps raise me up. The least I can do is return that to them,” Gregory replied. 
 
      
 
    “Admirable. Gentle Breeze doesn’t try to recruit from the academy. We’d rather magi who’ve finished their obligations to the empire join us. We help them find good homes that match their magic. I am a wind magi. I’ve been called on twice in the last twenty years to defend the town from attacks from bane beasts and a large pack of eurtiks who thought they’d free their kin. My wind blades stopped all of them.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory kept his face impassive. “You’ve been here for twenty years? I would have thought these posts were… undesirable.” 
 
      
 
    Artok chuckled. “Well, to most magi, they probably are. A man with insight can see how to make a posting like this work for him. My clan is recalling me next year, sadly. All I’ve built here will be left to the next magus who takes my position. Maybe that’ll be you, Pettit.” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. I’ve already been informed that my magus posting will be at the embassy in Krogga.” 
 
      
 
    “Krogga? Who did you upset to be posted there?” Artok asked, one perfectly manicured eyebrow rising. 
 
      
 
    “I requested it when I won the Buldoun tournament. That’s why I was surprised to find out what my adept posting was.” 
 
      
 
    “I would say so…” Artok murmured. “The sage at the academy must dislike you. It matters little past your magus posting, since he is stuck there, but it still makes me wonder what you might have done. Did you kick his dog, or sleep with his wife?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it’s to teach me humility?” Gregory suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… perhaps, but you don’t seem overly arrogant. You might have hurt one of his favorites during a tournament, not that I’ve heard of him taking a hand in anything. It’s quite interesting.” 
 
      
 
    “Reminds me of the ancient proverb,” Gregory chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “‘May you live in interesting times.’ Better you than me,” Artok laughed lightly. “You do know the routine you are to use for patrols, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Five days out, two days rest, and then return using the same pattern. I was wondering about the route, though. Is it always the same? Wouldn’t that make it easier to ambush a patrol?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good question, and not one I hear until after an adept’s first eurtik ambush. The answer is no. You can take all seven days to reach Icelake or here if you want, just as long as you start your return when you should have. The same is true if you make your men double march for a day. It would mean an extra day off in the town.” 
 
      
 
    “The towns aren’t worried because you’re here, and Icelake has a magus, as well, which means that anyone knowing when the patrol leaves is not a concern for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Correct. You can always leave earlier than needed if you want to take a longer patrol, too. I’ve had a few adepts do that in the past.” 
 
      
 
    “Any specific reason to do that?” 
 
      
 
    “So they could range farther out and capture a few eurtik for themselves. Most sell them off. Slaves are good money. A few kept them for personal use, or even for their men. The only rule is that they are chained or caged when brought to the gates. I have to go out and brand them with runes before they come inside the walls. I can’t let unmarked eurtik into the towns; who knows what they’d do?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory managed to keep his expression neutral. “Does that go for the slavers, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. The few I have sanctioned always make sure to remember my limits. After all, magi can only do so much any given day,” Artok said fondly. “I charge them more when it’s more than ten brands. My aether is important to the safety of the town.” 
 
      
 
    “You charge them more if they bring more than ten?” 
 
      
 
    “Price is dictated by demand, as my teacher always said.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard that often.” 
 
      
 
    “Adept Grabil will be in later today with his men. I do trust I won’t have to intervene between your units?” 
 
      
 
    “My men have been told very specifically to give the other unit a wide berth so they can rest, sir. I’m sure they’ll want to rest after their last patrol.” 
 
      
 
    “I expect them to stay for three or four days before they set off for Grabil’s magus posting. He’ll be heading to a quaint little town down near the Limaz border. Even if he takes his time, he’ll still make it before the solstice. He must also have upset someone to go from the coldest adept posting to the hottest magus posting.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe his clan leader wishes to test him?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps. At least his magic will be useful there. Sending a water magi here was… unkind to him.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d think so,” Gregory winced. “It’d mean they didn’t need to cart as many supplies, but it would hinder his ability to fight off ambushes.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. It cost him a squad, last I knew, if he didn’t lose more on this last loop. I’ll find out tomorrow when he comes to debrief.” 
 
      
 
    “I had a question about unsanctioned slavers, sir. How do I tell them apart from those you have sanctioned?” 
 
      
 
    “I know those I’ve sanctioned. They’ve come to me here before they set out. It is that simple.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed his head, but kept the smile off his face. If the magus wasn’t making them file the forms required under the slave laws, it would give him a wedge he could use if needed. The laws stated that those engaged in catching new slaves had to have the proper forms so a magi could inspect them. It was to stop rogue agents from posing as slavers while helping to free eurtiks. Laws are laws, Gregory thought. I’ll have to be judicious about when to push that. 
 
      
 
    “I understand, sir,” Gregory said. “Are there villages of eurtiks close by?” 
 
      
 
    “Normally weeks away, but sometimes, they range closer to the towns. It’s usually hunting parties or fools intent on trying to stop a group. It’s been at least a decade since the last big attack on us or Icelake, though we might see one in the next few years. Alas, it’ll be another’s problem and opportunity.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded as he set his empty tea cup aside. “It will not be mine, either, then.” 
 
      
 
    “Very true. You’ll have your hands full of Kroggians wanting your blood.” Setting his cup aside, Artok stood up. “It was pleasant to meet you, Pettit. I look forward to your debrief after your first loop. I wonder how well you’ll do?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll strive to impress, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    “All new adepts say that, but few are able to make me take note in a positive way. Just try not to lose an entire squad on your first trip. It’s always terrible when that happens.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Gregory said. He kept his face blank even though he blanched at the idea of an entire squad being killed during a single loop between the towns. 
 
      
 
    Gregory was escorted out by the butler a minute later. Back on the streets, he went to find a baker— it was time to restock the bonuses he gave his men and the boys. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The first two food vendors weren’t anywhere near what he’d call “good enough.” The third was a baker, at least, so Gregory entered the shop. The scent of baked goods filled the interior, and the lack of burnt or rotting food was a good sign. 
 
      
 
    “How can…?” the baker began before clearing his throat. “How may I serve, Magi?” 
 
      
 
    “I know it’s late in the day, which means you’re probably low on some goods, but I hope you have what I’m looking for.” Gregory went to the counter, reading the slate behind the baker that listed the day’s goods. “Hmm… what meat is in the pies today?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s mutton, Magi.” The baker licked his lips nervously. “It’s not the best at this point. Might be a bit gamey.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll still take one for my squire. The berry tart, what kind of fruit?” 
 
      
 
    “Winterberry. It’s out of season, and I needed to use it or toss it.” 
 
      
 
    “It hasn’t gone bad yet?” 
 
      
 
    “There were no spots on them when I used them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take one of them, then. Could you make sixty adzuki buns by tomorrow evening?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d have to check, but I think so, Magi. Umm… I don’t use the normal pastry you’d be used to. I use a steamed bun… will that be acceptable?” 
 
      
 
    “Steamed bun? Do you have one on hand?” 
 
      
 
    The baker went into the back, coming out a moment later with a white, fluffy-looking bun. “This one has winterberry as the filling.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory took the bun with a smile. It was vastly different than what he was used to, but still good. He finished it off, nodding as he did. “Sixty adzuki, or thirty adzuki and thirty with a different fruit. I want uniformity for them, though. Don’t mix and match.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magi. I can have them ready by tomorrow evening.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll also need two pies, but any fruit is fine for them. I’d like them pre-cut into eighths. On top of that, I want your best bread. Three loaves.” 
 
      
 
    The baker nodded rapidly. “Of course, Magi. I’m glad to provide them for you.” 
 
      
 
    “If they’re up to what I want, then I’ll be getting the same with you every two weeks,” Gregory said. “Oh, and tomorrow, I’ll want two meat pies— whatever you have that’s the best— and another two fruit tarts, again with the best fruit you have.” 
 
      
 
    The baker was smiling broadly as he jotted down notes on a small pad. “I’ll have my wife help with them. She has a keen eye for the best fruit.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory pulled a coin pouch from his ring, placing it on the counter. “Let’s talk prices, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Smiling as he walked on to his next stop, Gregory was happy. He knew the baker had undercut what he’d normally ask for by more than Gregory thought was fair to the man. His suggestion for a slightly higher price would’ve made Yukiko frown, but he hated the idea that magi basically bullied everyone into submission. 
 
      
 
    “Stop! Thief!” someone yelled out. 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked back in time to see a partial eurtik child in rags darting down an alleyway. The man chasing the child was one of the food vendors Gregory had declined to buy from. Panting, the man came to a slow halt near Gregory. 
 
      
 
    “Which way did the little rat go?!” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” Gregory asked politely. 
 
      
 
    “The thief! Little rat bastard stole one of the skewers from my tray and took off running!” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t see anyone. Must’ve gone down an alley. If you’re here, though, who’s watching your cart? Couldn’t the first one’s friends be robbing it blind right now?” 
 
      
 
    “Krogg’s balls!” the man grunted as he turned to rush back to his food cart. 
 
      
 
    Gregory let the man go, then triggered foresight as he walked toward where the child had gone. He paused halfway, knowing that the rat eurtik was hunched behind a stack of refuse. 
 
      
 
    “If the child could hear me, I’d tell them to avoid that man. The vendor is someone who’ll press matters next time. Alas, the starving boy was too quick for me, so I was unable to capture him or give him my wisdom.” As he turned to go, he pulled a few twenty vela coins from his ring and let them bounce off the wall he was near. “Damn, I dropped some money. Ah, well. Someone who needs it will find it.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory walked away, but as he left the alley, he imagined doubling back. His foresight caught sight of the waif picking up the money while stuffing the skewer into his mouth. Letting go of his magic, Gregory smiled as he headed for the nearest tavern— the child would be okay for a time. 
 
      
 
    A drop in the bucket, he thought after a few seconds, but it’s something. He and the others like him, the half-bloods born into this town, are abused and used. Even if there is an orphanage here, it probably treats children like him badly. Hell… they were in Wesrik. Here, it’d be even worse. Those thoughts wiped the smile from his face. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon when he made it back to the barracks. The place was busy, with men in dirty clothing filling half the tables. None of Gregory’s men were visible, for which he was grateful. 
 
      
 
    “Adept, you are the one replacing us?” a sergeant asked, standing up from the closest table. 
 
      
 
    “I am. Is your magi upstairs?” 
 
      
 
    “Gods no!” the man barked a laugh. “Magus Grabil stays at the Golden Collar when we rest here.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the place on the main square?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Very posh there,” the sergeant grinned. “Probably being scrubbed by three of them collared pets right now.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s eyelid twitched once. “Hmm… I’ll go over there to speak with him, then. Did my lieutenant or sergeants explain which barracks we’d taken?” 
 
      
 
    “Figured ours was the empty one, sir,” another man said, coming in behind Gregory. “Lieutenant Simmons, sir, attached to Magus Grabil.” 
 
      
 
    “Simmons, is there any trouble with us being settled in?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, sir, though I’d ask your cook to make dinner for our men, too, if that’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let him know before I go find your magi. My lieutenant should be upstairs, or he’ll be returning shortly. If you’d fill him in on anything he should know about, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. Magus Grabil is at the Golden Collar, sir. He’ll likely be having dinner in an hour in one of their private rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll find him there right after I inform my cook. Oh, Lieutenant? Make sure your men treat my staff properly. If any of them complain, I will be upset.” 
 
      
 
    Simmons swallowed as the magi who hadn’t felt threatening at all suddenly felt stronger than Grabil. “Y-yes, sir!” He saluted on reflex. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Thank you,” Gregory said before heading for the staff quarters. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It hadn’t taken long to inform Barny, Dot, and Polka of what he’d been asked. Gregory told the sisters that they could skip serving the other unit, making sure they understood that any problems should be brought to him or Davis. They thanked him, opting to only serve Gregory’s men, though they would be helping Barny make dinner. 
 
      
 
    Gregory handed his reins off to the stable hand at the Golden Collar, his gaze roving over the exterior of the four-story structure. The place certainly did business— the paint on the building was bright and festive, far different than the majority of the town. 
 
      
 
    Entering the building, he paused to find not a taproom, but a vestibule with a receptionist and guards by the inner doors. The woman was a partial-mink eurtik. She lacked the fur and snout, but had the ears, eyes, and tail of a mink. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Golden Collar, Magi,” she greeted Gregory with a business smile. “You must be the magi who will be replacing Magus Grabil.” 
 
      
 
    “Adept Gregory Pettit,” Gregory introduced himself. “I’m hoping to speak with Magus Grabil.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be having dinner soon. I can enquire if you may join him? Would you like to step into the lounge while you wait?” 
 
      
 
    “That might be for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “If you wish to sample anything, the bill is paid at the end of the night, Magi. None of our guests have ever left unsatisfied.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s gut dropped when he realized that this wasn’t so much an inn, but something else. “Thank you. I’ll just be having dinner. My wives would frown on… more.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes,” the receptionist said softly. “We, of course, have the utmost discretion, but I will make sure the staff knows to give you space.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Gregory said as he headed for the lounge doors. 
 
      
 
    The two guards opened the doors for him, allowing him to see the room. Polished wood oiled to a gleam and soft lighting set the tone for what wasn’t quite an oiran house, but was trying to be similar. 
 
      
 
    A man with a lightly-oiled chest flexed his pecs slightly when the door opened, quickly turning away when he saw Gregory. Women in barely-concealing silk dresses lounged around the room. Of the six, four were speaking with customers already. The other two smiled brightly upon seeing him. Their eyes went past him before they turned to other distractions. 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled softly, sure that one of the guards had sent a signal to leave him alone. He approached the bar where a human man was fixing drinks for others. “Tea, please. Something light in flavor.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the bartender said. He quickly finished the cocktail he was making and leaned through a doorway behind his bar, sending the order for berry tea. Coming back to Gregory, the man smiled a little stiffly. “Would you care for some food or other… delectables?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’m just waiting to hear if I am having dinner here or not.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, sir,” the bartender said, going to the far end of the bar to mix another drink. 
 
      
 
    After a minute, another woman, this one a full panther eurtik, came slinking his way. “Magi, if you will accompany me, Magus Grabil will host you this evening.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s eye caught the brand just below her neck, nestled above the gentle swell of her breasts. He continued looking up without pause to her yellow eyes. “Lead me.” He didn’t add a please, but his tone was soft. 
 
      
 
    With a small bow, the eurtik led him from the lounge into the back hallways. Her tail twitched lazily side to side in counterpoint to her hips. Gregory’s lips pursed, as he wasn’t sure if the slave was happy to be there or not. She was clearly trying to be enticing, but unluckily for her, Gregory was faithful to his wives. 
 
      
 
    If she’d been a fox, she’d have reminded me of Jess. That might’ve been a bit trickier to keep my thoughts above the gutter, he admitted to himself. 
 
      
 
    The woman paused outside of one of the doors. She knocked once before cracking the door slightly. “Magus, your guest has arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “Send him in,” a man chuckled from inside. 
 
      
 
    The panther eurtik opened the door, bowing Gregory in. “The magus welcomes you, sir.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Gregory kept his face impassive when he entered the room. It wasn’t easy for him, as the magus was far from decorous. Grabil sat on the far side of the table with two naked eurtik women leaning into his sides. 
 
      
 
    “Adept! Welcome, welcome!” Grabil chuckled. “Come in, have a seat. Pull up a slave.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory took a seat across from Grabil. “My wives would frown upon me doing that, so I’ll pass.” 
 
      
 
    “Bah!” Grabil scoffed. “Who’ll tell them, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know my wives,” Gregory said. “They’d know, and then I’d fear for my life.” 
 
      
 
    Grabil’s smile dimmed. “You married another magi?” 
 
      
 
    “Three,” Gregory replied, “one of whom is a shadow magi.” 
 
      
 
    Grabil’s frown deepened. “Three magi all married an adept?” 
 
      
 
    “One magus, two adepts.” 
 
      
 
    Taking his arms from around the slaves, Grabil sat forward. “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Gregory Pettit. I’m from Aether’s Guard.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. The novice who won the tournament,” Grabil nodded. “I remember now. Another member of your clan pummeled you into submission to stop you from repeating as champion at the end of that year, right?” 
 
      
 
    “That was me, yes. I married her; her name is Jenn.” 
 
      
 
    “And the little white-haired one who fought her?” 
 
      
 
    “Yukiko, yes. Both of them married me.” 
 
      
 
    Grabil looked impressed. “Vera must love or hate you. What about this magus you spoke of?” 
 
      
 
    “Mindie, a healer.” 
 
      
 
    “Mindie… Mindie…” Grabil trailed off, repeating the name. “Wait… the one with fox heritage from the academy?” 
 
      
 
    “My third wife,” Gregory smiled. 
 
      
 
    “On second thought, leave these women to me,” Grabil said. He sat back again, his arms going around their waists. “What can I do for you, Adept?” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to hear from you what your patrol was like. I’ve heard you’ve lost a squad of men over the year.” 
 
      
 
    “Eight dead in total. One here, one there— bad luck, mostly. We dealt with a couple of bane beasts that were larger than we expected, and fended off a small eurtik raid after we captured some. Honestly, the biggest problem is the winter. You have no idea how cold it gets until winter hits. Get some good clothing for that, or you’ll be seeing a healer when you get to town.” 
 
      
 
    The panther eurtik sat beside Gregory, now equally naked as the others. She didn’t lean into him, though. She merely sat there, her head bowed subserviently. “Magus, would you like me to summon dinner now?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We can talk while we eat,” Grabil said dismissively. “The worst was the bane bear. That thing was a monster. Cost me two men and wounded a dozen others. Even with me bogging it down, it was mostly free before my men did enough damage to stop it.” He gave one of the women a squeeze and she picked up his wine, bringing it up for him to sip from. When he finished drinking, he smiled. “Good pet.” Clearing his throat, he gave his attention to Gregory again. “The carcass was worth hauling into Icelake, though. I had half the meat turned into jerky for me, then sold the rest.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. I knew bane beasts would be a problem, but a bane bear…? Sounds terrifying.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it was. Massive thing, bigger than any bear should be. That’s why it was so hard to stop with my magic. It was almost as strong as a physical enhancement adept.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded. “What can you tell me about the bandits, slavers, and rest we might meet on patrol?” 
 
      
 
    “No bandits, not for us,” Grabil laughed. “Only a massive fool would attack a magi guard unit. If there were any, they faded away until after we passed.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t argue that.” 
 
      
 
    “The slavers never gave me any trouble. They were very respectful. None of the slaves they caught were, but that’ll be conditioned out of them.” He paused, eyeing Gregory for a moment. “You can even make a little extra if you have the power to brand a slave. Some of them don’t want to pay the extra to the town magus. Tidy little profit can be turned from being helpful.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s calm facade almost shattered at that, but he just smiled. Luckily, he had time before replying, as a knock came on the door. The food was brought in by a collection of slaves. It was then that Gregory realized all of them were wearing thin, golden collars around their necks. The collars were clearly a decorative touch to remind people of the namesake of the establishment. Each slave also had their brand directly below their neck, on easy display for anyone to see. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s eat,” Grabil laughed. “We can talk more afterward.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory left shortly after dinner. Grabil wasn’t drinking wine fit for magi, so by the end of dinner, he was drunk. His decorum was non-existent, too, as he was mauling and kissing the two slaves who fed him and gave him drinks. Gregory was glad the panther eurtik stayed respectful the entire time so he didn’t have to refuse her. 
 
      
 
    He did have to wait for her to put her dress on before she escorted him from the room. Grabil drunkenly slurred a good night with an overstated wink. Gregory just smiled tightly, then stepped out with the slave. 
 
      
 
    “You did not want what he was inferring, did you, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Nope. Not for me,” Gregory said quickly to the woman. “No offense, but like I said, I’m fine with my wives.” 
 
      
 
    “I just had to check, sir. I’m sorry. If we do not ask, then…” She trailed off. 
 
      
 
    Gregory inhaled slowly. “Miss, you’re fine. If anyone asks, you were the perfect companion for the evening.” 
 
      
 
    Bowing her head, the panther began to walk down the hall. “Thank you, sir. My name is Thera.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s stayed here every time he was in the town?” Gregory asked as they walked slowly. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot say, sir. We cannot comment on other guests.” Even as she said it, her head tucked into a fractional nod. 
 
      
 
    “A good policy for most of the guests, I’d bet.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you be back?” 
 
      
 
    “No. This establishment isn’t to my taste. I wouldn’t feel right being with someone who has no free will.” 
 
      
 
    A fleeting expression of wistfulness crossed her features. “That would be different… I almost wish you would visit again. It would be interesting to speak like this again. None of us here would expect a magi to feel the way you do.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory slowed down as they got closer to the lounge. “Perhaps. I wouldn’t…” He glanced back. “I wouldn’t be like that, but do you play Shogi or Go?” 
 
      
 
    Thera’s lips turned upward, gracing her muzzle with a small smile. “I can play many games, sir. A few of us are skilled with games of chance, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “And it would give you a reprieve from others…” Gregory murmured. “Perhaps.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be a very welcome day. I understand that it is not given, but I will find a bit of hope in the thought that it might be.” 
 
      
 
    They paused just outside the door that led into the lounge. “A question: he was paying for dinner and your time, as far as I know. What does that mean for me leaving?” 
 
      
 
    “I will escort you to the front and explain. We always escort our customers out so the bill is able to be disputed if needed.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t imagine that goes well for you if it is.” 
 
      
 
    “It depends on the dispute. Management doesn’t normally side against us, as we can’t lie if our runes are invoked.” There was a micro-wince when she said it. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes… compliance,” Gregory said tightly. “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    Thera gave Gregory a smile. He was an anomaly that she wanted to know more about; a magi who’d barely glanced her way even when she sat beside him, naked and ready to serve. And all while two others were being manhandled across the table from him. She’d seen the revulsion on his face, and was certain that it wasn’t because the magi was being overly-friendly with eurtik. That was why she’d taken the chance to speak with him, and now, she was certain of her earlier feelings. 
 
      
 
    What would my family say if I could tell them of a magi who is dignified in ways that even other eurtik aren’t? The question wasn’t answered as she led Gregory to the front to leave. 
 
      
 
    The receptionist smiled when Gregory and Thera came to the front. “I see you had one of our best with you, sir. There was a note that you were the guest of Magus Grabil. All expenses will be passed along to him.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I had a question: if I do return, is it possible to request a specific woman?” Gregory knew it sounded terrible, but he was curious. 
 
      
 
    A wide smile spread across the receptionist’s face as her gaze darted to Thera. “For a magi, always. After all, if not for you protecting us, who knows what the wilds might do to our small town?” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Thera, your companionship was exemplary,” Gregory said. “If I do visit again, I will be asking for you.” 
 
      
 
    Thera bowed deeply to him. “It will be my pleasure to serve you in all ways, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    “I will just ask Thera to specify the services she provided. Since you aren’t paying, sir, you may go, if you wish.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory caught Thera’s eye for a moment, his lips twitching up. It wasn’t much, but maybe the staff got bonuses for doing more. “I’m sure she’ll tell you all about the many services I asked for. Magus Grabil did tell me to enjoy myself. Just let him know I’m thankful.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” the receptionist said, making a note. 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t wait to hear more— he swept out of the business. Thera might say they’d done carnal acts, but Gregory wouldn’t begrudge her that if it meant she had an easier time for a day or two. Yukiko and Jenn would accept the truth from him, no matter what rumors spread after today. He’d only made it a few feet away from the Golden Collar when a snippet of conversation caught his ear. 
 
      
 
    “See? I told you. Even the magi who patrol the towns use the place. It might be pricey, but the women inside are first-rate slaves.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know… for that price, we could have the whole brothel down by the south gate.” 
 
      
 
    “And end up with who knows what diseases? The women here are seen by a real healer to keep them clean. Trust me.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, fine. Just because you’re paying.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s teeth ached as he clenched them. The fact that people were perfectly okay using slaves the way they were discussing made Gregory want to lash out, but he knew his actions would reflect on his clan. Now was not the time to try breaking the system— that would be later. 
 
      
 
    When I declare myself as Aether reborn, I will crush the system of slavery, Gregory thought as he stalked toward the barracks. I’m sorry to Thera and everyone else who’ll be waiting for that day… May they forgive me in time… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Gregory stood up from his meditation. He’d checked the future, and hadn’t found anything that would cause concern for him or his men. Making sure he’d gathered the last of his things, he left the room. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sir,” Basal said, coming out of the room he shared with Hanz and Rafiq. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning to you three,” Gregory replied, as the others had followed Basal out. “Breakfast, and then we march.” 
 
      
 
    “That will be good,” Rafiq said. “I believe the other unit has worn the goodwill of your men thin.” 
 
      
 
    “More than wore it thin. They damn near broke it last night,” Davis said, exiting his room. 
 
      
 
    “Trying to cheat my men was a mistake,” Gregory snorted. “I’m not sure his sergeant will even discipline him correctly, but after today, he’ll not be a problem for us again.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get your things, sir,” Hanz said, heading for Davis’ room. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all packed already,” Davis said, tapping the sling bag he had. “Make sure you have all of yours.” 
 
      
 
    “I collected it for them,” Rafiq said. “I’ll make sure it’s distributed tonight when we make camp.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rafiq,” Gregory said. “The men should be getting ready now. We’ll check when we pass their floor.” 
 
      
 
    As they trooped downstairs, Gregory gave a nod to his men; the entire unit was up and getting ready for the day. Sergeant Howard Donald stood outside the sergeant’s room, already in his armor and watching the men. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sir,” Donald said, his wolf ears twitching. “We’ll be down before the fifth bell.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t doubt it, Sergeant. The sooner we’re away from the fools, the better.” 
 
      
 
    “They lost the last of any good faith last night. If you hadn’t been there, it might’ve devolved further.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you and the others would’ve gotten it under control, but Grabil’s men were fine with swinging on ours. See you all downstairs.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Continuing downstairs, they found Barny and the sisters in the kitchen, so Gregory went to talk with the trio. “As soon as you get cleaned up after breakfast, we’ll be heading out. I’m sure you’ll want to do that before the others wake up.” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t have a cook. It’ll be a rude wake-up for them,” Barny said tightly. “We’ve been nibbling as we work, and while you all eat, we’ll be cleaning the pots and pans. That way, we’ll be ready as soon as the men are done.” 
 
      
 
    “Just as eager to be away from them as the rest of us?” Gregory chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Gods yes,” Polka said. “We’ve turned down ‘suggestions’ from a few of the others.” 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t push, did they?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. When we mentioned we were yours, they quickly backed off.” 
 
      
 
    “Though a few did mutter disparaging comments about your tastes,” Dot added. 
 
      
 
    “After they asked you and you turned them down?” Gregory snorted. “Let me guess: beast lover? Animal fucker? Something like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Those were the exact insults,” Dot chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Idiots…” Gregory sighed. “Two of my wives are partial eurtiks. And who knows, but in the future, I might even end up with full eurtik wives. Those words will never impact me the way they think they should.” 
 
      
 
    Polka and Dot glanced at each other, then smiled. “We’re happy to work with you, sir. We’ve heard much worse directed at us, but didn’t want to mention it to you… just in case it caused a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “Insults like that won’t provoke me. Other ones used to be a hot button, but I’ve worked on not letting words trigger me into acting rashly. Never think you have to shield me from rumors or insults.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the twins said together. 
 
      
 
    Gregory laughed, then left them to their work. He took a seat with Rafiq and Davis when he went back to the mess hall. “I take it the boys are making sure the horses and wagon are good to go?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Davis nodded. “We’re all in agreement that the wilds will be far more pleasant than our current company.” 
 
      
 
    “Really drove home the difference of commanders to the men,” Rafiq said. “The care and attention you pay to them compared to the non-existent presence of Grabil? I wouldn’t be surprised if your men try to do even more to show their appreciation after seeing that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure they can do more,” Gregory chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “They really can’t, but it did help remind them of how good life is with our unit,” Davis added. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The unit was heading out when someone called out from the stairs, “Sir, leaving already?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory turned back to see Lieutenant Simmons. “It’s time. I wish you and your unit the best of luck on the southern border.” 
 
      
 
    “What? You know where we’re posted next? Magus Grabil hasn’t told us.” 
 
      
 
    “Magus Artok told me. You’ll be on the Limaz border. Best of luck, Lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait! Did your cook leave breakfast, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “No time. It’s time to march,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck me…” Simmons grumbled. “Back to slop it is.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory went around the barracks to where his unit was lined up. “Men, we march like we have before. Every hour we’re out of town, there’s a chance of us being attacked. It could be bane beasts, eurtiks intent on harming us, or even bandits, though the last would be idiotic in the extreme. Be on your guard. We’ll be running two-hour watches at night. The time slot for each unit will change one spot every day. That way, no one’s stuck on mid-watch. Five days of marching means everyone will cycle every shift.” 
 
      
 
    The men looked resolute as they stood at attention. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve looked ahead and we shouldn’t have any big surprises, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be minor issues. A twisted ankle would hurt you, but wouldn’t be something to stand out to me.” He mounted Legacy, his gelding. “We march!” 
 
      
 
    As they headed out, Gregory kept a passive eye on the citizens of Coldwood; most wouldn’t even look at the magi guard unit. A few saluted as the unit passed them— older men with scars, making it likely they were once soldiers. A couple called out to bring back more slaves, laughing as they did. 
 
      
 
    The gate guards stood up a bit straighter seeing them coming, and the sergeant on duty walked out of the gatehouse as they approached. “Magi, your first patrol?” 
 
      
 
    “It is, Sergeant,” Gregory said, motioning at Davis to keep going. “Any advice?” 
 
      
 
    “Be mindful of your surroundings, sir. The eurtiks and bane beasts are not above setting ambushes. Most casualties come from inattention.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. Thank you, Sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad to help. Your men look more disciplined than most of the adept guards we see. I hope it’s not just shine that fails when things go wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory was surprised that the sergeant was being so forward. “I can assure you, Sergeant, that my squad is like no other adept magi guard you’ve ever seen. I’ll be aiming for zero casualties during my year.” 
 
      
 
    “That’d be a first for this posting, sir. Best of luck, and I’ll pray to Aether that you can manage it.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory saluted the sergeant, who saluted him back. “Carry on, Sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    “Safe travels, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory kicked Legacy into a trot, going past his men to catch up to Davis in the lead. “No squad has ever had a zero-casualty record for the year. We have another record to beat.” 
 
      
 
    Davis chuckled. “We’ll be doing our best, sir. He seemed amiable.” 
 
      
 
    “He was. It might be worth chatting with him in the future. Perhaps one of the sergeants or even you should do that?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll check into it when we get back.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory took a deep breath. “Crisp air out here… it reminds me of home, the smell of the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “Your home has a forest like this?” Davis asked as they left the town. The forest itself had been clear-cut back from the walls, but it was still thick close by. 
 
      
 
    “Alturis is forested and hilly. Even the hills are forested, except near the mine. That part was cut back so the work could be done.” 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t talked much about your home, but when you do, there’s pride in your tone.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll always love Alturis. My home is truly neighborly… I found out how odd that is as I got to the Velum Empire proper.” 
 
      
 
    “You mentioned a mine, sir? What do they dig from the ground?” Davis asked, his eyes were scanning the surrounding area the entire time. 
 
      
 
    “Iron ore, mostly,” Gregory said, his own gaze always moving, “but we do have veins of other minerals…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Company, halt!” Gregory called out. “This site is where we’ll camp for the night.” 
 
      
 
    Davis looked over the campsite with a twist to his lips. “They didn’t upkeep it. We’ll get it set right, but tonight will be more work than it should.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure it’s in my reports,” Gregory said, “not that it helps us right now.” 
 
      
 
    They dismounted as the men fell out into squads to get things set up. Basal and Hanz came rushing up to take the horses. Barny and the twins went to work getting the oxen settled; they’d have to wait for Gregory to set out the kitchen tent to work on dinner. 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Freddy Milton came Gregory’s way, the half-dwarf looking disgusted. “Sir, so you can include it in your report, they left the latrine pit open. We’ll get it covered up, but… well… we should move the camp a little farther away.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory sighed. “Davis, get it arranged, please. I know I said no major problems popped up, but this was obviously below my threshold of ‘major.’” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take care of it, sir,” Milton said, “but the previous magi didn’t keep things in the order they should’ve been kept in.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Sergeant. I’ll be meeting with you all after dinner so I can get every problem recorded.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Milton saluted. 
 
      
 
    “Carry on.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq had come to his side while Milton left. “Records are important, even when they aren’t read.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I expect the magus in Icelake to ignore it, but eventually, it’ll make its way to someone who might care.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq nodded. “Are you going to reestablish routine, Gregory?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We’ll be doing the Peaceful Fist after breakfasts again; it’ll be good for all of us. Besides, we’d be much faster than we should be, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point. You still want to spend five days between the towns?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no reason to push speed right now. Until we get a better feel for the patrol route, it might cause more problems.” 
 
      
 
    “A very good point.” 
 
      
 
    “As soon as I have the spots, I’ll place the tents,” Gregory said. “I see they’re getting the area for the cooks ready first.” 
 
      
 
    “Food motivates people.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it does,” Gregory laughed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The first week of patrol was a constant repeat of their first day out— each campsite was in deplorable condition. They got each camp set up correctly and moved on with it, but Gregory’s notes for the magus were filled with things that shouldn’t have happened with the last unit. 
 
      
 
    Reaching Icelake in the early evening on their fifth night out, everyone felt ready for a hot bath. The grime had accumulated over five days, even with everyone doing their best to stay clean. The gate sergeant watched them coming with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Magi, nice to see you and your men,” the Icelake sergeant said with a hint of condescension. “They’ll get used to it.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory held up his hand, stopping his unit from proceeding. Staring down at the man, Gregory gave him a cold smile. “Sergeant, your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Quintas, sir,” the sergeant said, suddenly feeling uneasy. 
 
      
 
    “Good to know. Things have been lax, and I understand why. We are far from the empire proper. However, my men are mine. To insult them is to insult me and my clan. Is this understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Quintas answered quickly, saluting as he did. 
 
      
 
    “Good. I was going to ask for directions to the barracks, but instead, you’ll have one of your men lead us. I’m sure there will be no problems with that, right?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. Mitchell, get your furry ass out here!” 
 
      
 
    One of the guards came from the gatehouse, quickly coming to attention upon seeing the others. “Sir?” The man was broad with a mop of unruly brown hair covering his head. 
 
      
 
    “Escort the magi and his men to their barracks,” Quintas said tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mitchell saluted. “Magi, if you’re ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Lead us,” Gregory said, his eyes still focused on Quintas. “Good day, Sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    Quintas swallowed at the pressure that touched him— the power was beyond what any other adept had ever shown him. When the unit went past, he wiped his head, then hurried inside. He needed to make sure his records were in order, just in case the magi reported him to the magus or commander. 
 
      
 
    Gregory let Legacy follow Mitchell. As they went, Gregory saw the edges of furred ears mixed into the man’s unruly hair. That explains the ‘furry ass’ comment from Quintas. Mitchell has eurtik blood, Gregory thought. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me, Mitchell, where would my men be safe to relax in town?” 
 
      
 
    Mitchell’s steps slowed. He glanced back at the unit, seeing the sergeants and guards with eurtik heritages. “Not many places in town for some of them, sir. The Groomed Mane would welcome any of them for a drink. The games there are normally free of cheats, too.” 
 
      
 
    “They accept people who are other than human?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. They take all of us with eurtik blood, but everyone is welcome.” The last four words were quickly tacked on. 
 
      
 
    “What places should my men avoid?” 
 
      
 
    “The Choker,” Mitchell said the name with a curl to his lip. “Damned place is a pit. They’ll come out with more than they went in with. The women there aren’t… kept well, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded slowly. “I see. This is known by those in charge?” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone knows, sir, but… it’s not looked at.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. Is there a place with clean women that aren’t slaves?” 
 
      
 
    “Uhh… umm…” Mitchell had to think about it for a few moments. “Locked Belt. Most of the women there are servants instead of slaves, and the local healer checks them twice a year. If slaves are okay, Silver Collar is the best in town. It’s owned by the same family that runs the Golden Collar in Coldwood.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory was going to ask more, but as they crossed a street, a commotion was taking place a bit farther to the west, drawing his attention. 
 
      
 
    “Slave auction, sir,” Mitchell said, seeing Gregory look that way. 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s lips thinned. “Yes, of course. How often do they take place?” 
 
      
 
    “Every quarter, sir. This one was put off because of the rain a few days back.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory grunted, recalling the storm his unit had marched through. “I remember.” 
 
      
 
    Mitchell winced. “Sorry, sir. That put off the auction, as no one attends if it’s pouring like that. It got bumped back to today, instead, and it should be winding down now. They’re likely down to the choicest slaves at this point.” 
 
      
 
    “‘Choicest’?” Gregory asked, managing to keep his tone neutral. 
 
      
 
    “The best-looking ones, sir… the ones who’ll end up in places like the Silver Collar. This auction was bigger than normal, as the magi before you raided a village with his unit a month back. It cost him two men, but they brought in a dozen slaves.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s jaw set. He’d disliked Grabil before, but to know that the magi willingly rode off to raid a village for slaves instead of sticking to his patrol twisted that into contempt. “I see…” 
 
      
 
    Mitchell shivered, feeling a chill. He wasn’t sure what to think of the magi he was leading. Mitchell was pretty sure the man didn’t like slavery, but he was a magi, so that couldn’t be right. 
 
      
 
    The barracks looked identical to the set in Coldwood. Mitchell got the stables open for the wagon and animals, helping the camp boys get things in place. Gregory had sent his men in to get out of their armor; he was only wearing the chest and armguards for his armor. 
 
      
 
    When Mitchell came back out, saying goodbye to the boys, he froze when he found Gregory at the door. “Uh… sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mitchell. Your advice was appreciated. I had one more question for you: how many slavers work out of Icelake?” 
 
      
 
    “Three sets, sir. They stick to the north of the lake, maybe a day or two west toward Coldwood, but no more than that. The slavers from Coldwood only come a day or two this way in return.” 
 
      
 
    “Does your sergeant check their paperwork?” 
 
      
 
    “Paperwork, sir?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded. “That’ll do. Thank you. No doubt Quintas will ask you what we discussed. Leave this last conversation off your answer to him. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” Mitchell saluted. 
 
      
 
    “If you see my men at the Groomed Mane, it would be helpful if you could make sure they were treated well.” 
 
      
 
    “The owner there is a retired guard, sir. He won’t treat them wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Have a good evening, Private.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory headed inside— he had to make choices on what to do. If he started making waves, this year would become exponentially harder. The question was if he could live with not doing anything. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, Rafiq took the empty lieutenant’s room for the second unit,” Davis said, meeting Gregory at the top of the fourth floor. “We figured that would be fine. Basal and Hanz took separate rooms, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. Let them live a little,” Gregory chuckled. “I’m sure Barny and the sisters took separate rooms this time, too. It’s not like we won’t clean up after ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “About that, sir? The caretaker was leaving when I got in. Both barracks have a staff to clean up after we leave. After a quick conversation, he politely wondered how we’d leave the place. It was clear that the camps weren’t the only thing left in less-than-acceptable quality from Grabil’s unit.” 
 
      
 
    “The more I hear about him, the less I like him and his unit, Davis.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be in agreement, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory exhaled slowly. “Can we pay the men before I make it to the bank?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. Our pay chest is in good condition.” 
 
      
 
    “Pay them so they can enjoy tomorrow. I’ll relay what I heard tonight over dinner so they know what places to stay well away from.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Also, let the sergeants know that I want to speak with all of you tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When the command staff gathered in his room after dinner, Gregory was somber. “I’ll be seeing the magus of Icelake tomorrow. I have my reports for them and the commander here about the state of camps that should’ve been maintained. This might cause some friction.” 
 
      
 
    “It needs to be done, sir,” Davis said. 
 
      
 
    “It was deplorable,” Sergeant Glasson said, his panther tail twitching behind him. “They should be reprimanded for it.” 
 
      
 
    “We all agree with that, sir,” Bunson said. 
 
      
 
    “The other thing I wanted to address is that laws are being disregarded,” Gregory added. “Slave laws are clearly being ignored. The magus in Coldwood didn’t care at all, and I doubt the one here does, either, which leaves me with almost no room for trying to make things right.” 
 
      
 
    “Because pushing at the laws will make them look bad,” Townson said, one hand absently touching his slightly pointed half-elven ear. “We can’t go after those who are doing what the Blushing Maid did in Gardenia, but we could enforce the paperwork on the slavers.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m nearly certain that every establishment that uses slaves has in excess of the six they should,” Gregory said. “The whorehouses, at the very least. There are rare exceptions for non-magi to have more than six slaves, and I’m certain the high-end places like the Silver Collar have those exceptions. It’d get ugly quickly if we went for the ones we could, and I won’t do that to our men— they’d never find peace in town if we did. I know they’d shoulder a lot for me, but I won’t make them pariahs.” 
 
      
 
    “Even going after the slavers for their paperwork will draw backlash,” Milton said. “The towns run on slaves being brought in and sold. We won’t end up with the men being targeted by normal citizens, but we will still come under scrutiny from those higher up.” 
 
      
 
    “We would,” Gregory said. “Tomorrow, I’ll speak to the magus and commander. When we get back to Coldwood, I’ll make a point of speaking to the commander there, as well. I know it’s asking for a lot, but I hope that one or more of them will see reason about the laws being enforced.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re probably taking money to look the other way,” Davis said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s true. If it is, well… maybe they’ll push back. I called you all here to hear your opinion on this matter. You’re my men, and I value your advice.” 
 
      
 
    “Talk. See if we can have an ally,” Bunson said. “Either way, sir, I’ll be behind you. We can push or not, as you see fit to lead us.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with Bunson,” Glasson nodded. “We’re with you, sir. Though, I’m more inclined to push. We can’t stop slavery, but we can damn well make sure it’s enforced correctly.” 
 
      
 
    The others chimed in one by one, each of them agreeing to whatever he chose. 
 
      
 
    Davis was the last one to speak, “Gregory, you’re our commander. I think we all value you talking with us before stepping off a cliff. But, sir, we trust you. If you think that cliff needs to be walked off, we’ll be right behind you. Maybe it’s a small one, or maybe it’s deadly— that doesn’t matter. We know how much you value the unit. You wouldn’t push us into a grinder unless it was necessary.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed his head, taking a deep breath. “Okay… I need to accept that. My actions might get our men injured or killed, but that’s the burden of command.” He stood up, composed as he looked over his command staff. “It won’t happen this week or even the next, but we’ll start doing what we can to make a difference. No grand gestures; just honest enforcement of the laws. I know them all, so if they want to push back, they better be prepared for me to argue them into submission. If they come at us with more than words, then we defend ourselves. We are beholden to the laws of the nation, even if we hate them. I won’t let them flout the laws, not when enforcing them can help innocents.” 
 
      
 
    The sergeants and Davis stood up, nodding in agreement. 
 
      
 
    “Make sure your men enjoy these next few loops of the patrol, because before too long, we’ll have troubles.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it funny to think that I’ll enjoy Krogga more than this posting?” Glasson asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m already looking forward to it,” Milton said. 
 
      
 
    “The fights there will be open and obvious, at least,” Townson chuckled. “Got to respect that.” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Gregory was alone in his room. Taking a seat at the table, he summoned some paper and a pen from his ring. “I should write to my wives and let them know what this year’s going to mean for me…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Gregory reminded his men to stay in groups when they went out. They were in high spirits, having been given their pay, then told of the best places for them to visit. One of the squads would always be at the barracks, with them rotating who was staying behind. It would give the men more time to keep their gear maintained, so no one complained. 
 
      
 
    Gregory had places to visit, so as soon as breakfast was over he was out the door. The first place was the tiny bank this town had. It was mostly there to make sure the magi guard unit got their pay on time, but the rest of the town also used it. The manager had been more than happy to hand over the men’s pay to Gregory, but let him know that he’d have to use Coldwood’s bank next month. 
 
      
 
    With that done, Gregory went to the courier’s office. The pigeon tower stood tall, making it easy to spot. The courier’s office was vastly smaller than most offices he’d seen— it was only the tower and sign out front that made Gregory sure he was in the right place. Inside, instead of multiple desks for each province, this place had only a single man behind one desk. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, sir? I have four letters to mail out,” Gregory said, as the man hadn’t looked up from his paperwork. 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s voice got the part-deer eurtik to look up. His horns were cut down so he didn’t have a rack of antlers, but it was clear he would have them, otherwise. “The price is… oh, Magi! Yes, sir. Where are they going?” 
 
      
 
    “Different places for all four. I’m surprised it’s just one person handling things here.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, well, Icelake doesn’t get much correspondence that isn’t official. The standard fee for magi sending letters will apply, and I’ll need you to fill out the forms for each… if that’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory was surprised; the man seemed ready for a rebuke at him having to do paperwork. “That’s fine. Have other magi not wanted to fill out the forms?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah… a few have found it beneath them. I took care of it for them.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory shook his head. “I’ll fill out my own forms.” 
 
      
 
    The partial-eurtik was quick to hand over four forms. “Yes, sir. You can use the sideboard to fill them out.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory accepted them. “It’s just you that handles the mail?” 
 
      
 
    “My son fills in for me once a week, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to have some rest. If mail comes in for me, just hold it. I’ll check in periodically.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re holding to the patrol route, sir, I can have it brought to you.” 
 
      
 
    “That will work, thank you. We’ll probably mostly adhere to it, but I might deviate sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. If that happens, we’ll try again the following day or two until you arrive.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything about Icelake that I should know?” Gregory asked as he filled out the paperwork. 
 
      
 
    “Just the usual. This place is for the frontier types, with slaves being the leading economic business. All the nearby towns send people every quarter for the auction. Some clans do the same.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a good number of part-eurtik guards in my unit. Where would they be most welcome?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… uh… I’d suggest the Groomed Mane, sir. Lowen Pointer, the owner, is a retired guard and he doesn’t put up with problems. Most magi have preferred spending their time at the Silver Collar… though your men, outside of maybe your lieutenant, wouldn’t be able to afford it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard that,” Gregory said. “I won’t be going there, myself.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean to imply—” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” Gregory cut him off gently. “My wives wouldn’t approve. That’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, I see,” the man chuckled awkwardly. “My wife wouldn’t, either.” 
 
      
 
    “How many years have you been married?” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty years, sir. We got married right after our age day.” 
 
      
 
    “I look forward to reaching twenty years together with my wives,” Gregory said wistfully. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a wonderful thing, sir. I take it your wives are with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh? No. They’re at their own postings.” 
 
      
 
    “Magi wives, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “All three of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Three… three magi wives…?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled as he brought the forms to the courier. “I’m a lucky man.” 
 
      
 
    “Vera either loves or hates you.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope she doesn’t hate me. Those stories always end in sorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “True. May Aether bless you, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    “He did on my age day,” Gregory laughed. “What’s your name, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… Klee Hort, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Klee, thank you for the conversation. Here are the forms, letters, and vela. I’ll have more outgoing mail later in the year.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll make sure they go with the next set. That won’t likely be until next week.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Magi,” Klee said. When Gregory left, Klee shook his head; he’d never met a magi that personable before. “Not sure the wife will believe me, but it’s worth telling.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Icelake’s magi had a home very much like Magus Artok in Coldwood. The biggest difference was that this manor was made of stone, not wood. The butler took Gregory to the parlor where a maid served him tea. Both staff were full eurtik slaves who kept their heads down, not looking him in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Adept, I’m glad to see you know to check in,” the magus said as she entered the room. “I hate to chastise the young for not knowing decorum.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stood when the magus entered, bowing formally to her. “Magus, only a fool wouldn’t check in with one of their superiors.” 
 
      
 
    “And yet it happens frequently. Twelve years at this posting and five adepts have failed to do so.” Taking her seat, the magus motioned idly to the maid. “My usual.” 
 
      
 
    The maid brought the cart forward, fixing a cup for her, then refilling Gregory’s cup. With that done, she went back to standing by the door, her head still bowed. 
 
      
 
    The two magi drank their tea in silence until the magus motioned for him to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Adept Gregory Pettit of Aether’s Guard, ma’am,” Gregory said, making sure he was being formal. “I’m here to patrol between Icelake and Coldwood for the year.” 
 
      
 
    “You replace Magus Grabil. I shouldn’t need to have you visit again unless there is a problem. Oh, yes, and my manners. Magus Justina Smitton, Heavenly Rain.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Speaking of problems, though,” he produced his report, setting it on the table between them, “my report on the conditions left by the outgoing magi.” 
 
      
 
    Lips thinning, Justina glanced at the scroll. “Was it so terrible that a report was needed, Adept?” 
 
      
 
    “If it’d just been an isolated incident, then no, ma’am. It wasn’t isolated, which made it necessary to report.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Justina sighed. “I’ll pass it along.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory knew Justina didn’t care; it was obvious from her demeanor and tone. “I had a question, Magus, about the way the slavers operate. What’s required for them to capture eurtik?” 
 
      
 
    “Just that they check in with me before they go out. I will brand ten slaves per group at the normal price. Anything beyond ten and the price goes up accordingly. Aether needs to be used correctly, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Just them seeing you first is enough to let them go out?” Gregory asked, sipping his tea. 
 
      
 
    “They pay the empire-sanctioned fees to me, which get handed over to the bank,” Justina shrugged. “I know who is sanctioned and who is not. A group coming in with slaves not sanctioned by me… I make sure those slaves are confiscated for the empire.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. What if I brought slaves in?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a magi. It’s different for us, though I doubt you could do more than a couple at a time. I’ll make sure you’re given the right pricing for the brands being enforced.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Gregory said. “I’ll try not to tax your aether or your time.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… don’t hold back, Adept. I don’t mind bringing the beasts under heel. If needed, we can work out a discount.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory put a smile on his face. “That would be helpful. If I come back with unbranded slaves, I’ll make sure we have that discussion. I do have to ask; where would I pick up the right crystals for the brands?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I forgot,” Justina laughed lightly. “Myself and the commander of the guard have access to them. They’re locked up at the bank, otherwise. I’ll write out a writ to have ten released to you. This way, you can have them on hand. I’m sure you wouldn’t use them on any eurtik other than those you personally catch.” 
 
      
 
    “No, ma’am. I’ll make sure they’re only used by me.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Justina smiled. “It’s been over a decade since I was last in Wesrik. Tell me about the academy. Has anything changed?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory was almost to the guard’s office, still thinking about how blatantly the magi were ignoring the laws. It reminded him of another quote from Lionel Lighthand’s journals: “Who will watch the watchers?” Lighthand had questioned magi being raised far above all others in society. 
 
      
 
    “Who, indeed…?” Gregory murmured. “If the laws aren’t being enforced, then all of society breaks down, doesn’t it?” He set aside his musing when he approached the command post. 
 
      
 
    The guard outside the building stood up a little straighter. “Magi, can I assist you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m here to see the commander.” 
 
      
 
    “Inside, top floor, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Gregory replied as he entered the building. 
 
      
 
    The interior reminded him of Gardenia’s command post, but there was no retired guard sitting in the lobby to direct people. Gregory wondered if Gardenia was the oddity in that, or if it was odd for Icelake to not have one. He made it to the top floor, strolled down to the office marked as the commander’s, and knocked on the door. 
 
      
 
    “Enter,” the cultured voice from inside commanded. 
 
      
 
    Gregory walked in, appraising the man with graying temples behind the far desk. “Commander, I’m Gregory Pettit with Aether’s Guard. I’m the adept patrolling between here and Coldwood.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes,” the commander nodded. “It is that time, isn’t it? Come in and have a seat, Magi. I am Commander Trida. What can the Icelake guard do for you?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory took a seat, then summoned a copy of the same report he’d given Magus Smitton. “I have a report to file about the conditions left by the previous magi, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… unusual.” Trida took the scroll, broke the seal, and read it. His lips were pursed as he finished it. “That is terrible. I will pass it along, but you should know that almost nothing will come of it.” 
 
      
 
    “It needs to be recorded, sir. Records are as important as laws,” Gregory said, trying to gauge Trida’s reaction. 
 
      
 
    “Laws are what keep us civilized, unlike the eurtik,” Trida smiled tightly. “I will push this along the chain of command, but you will never hear of it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine, sir. I don’t expect to hear about any repercussions.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, Magi. I can’t think of the last time a magi reported on a fellow magi.” 
 
      
 
    “Who will watch the watchers, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm? A history buff, are you?” 
 
      
 
    “History can teach us to not make the same mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    “Or guide us into the worst of them,” Trida smiled. “The man you quoted isn’t beloved in the empire. You surely know this.” 
 
      
 
    “He was a hero, sir, even if his later thoughts about the emperor were treasonous.” 
 
      
 
    “That is true… we might have lost the First Eurtik War if not for Lighthand’s actions. Few dive deeply into the subject of the man, knowing his current spot in history.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, sir. If I see a guard taking vela to look the other way from a minor crime, should I report it to you or let it be? I’ve known commanders who have done both.” 
 
      
 
    Trida’s lips twitched down. “My men know better. If you see one of my men doing so, come to me. Anyone outside of my command isn’t my problem.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded. “Understood, sir. Thank you for taking my report.” 
 
      
 
    “Magi, if you dip your toe in that pond, I do not want to know about it.” 
 
      
 
    Standing, Gregory saluted. “Understood, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Trida stood up, saluting him back. “Good day, Adept.” 
 
      
 
    “Good day, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Which tavern will you unwind at?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t decided yet, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “My command staff and I generally use the Gilded Cup. You and your lieutenant would be welcome to join us.” 
 
      
 
    “I will see about doing so, Commander. I still have things to accomplish today. Oh, which baker in town is the best?” 
 
      
 
    Trida was not expecting the question, but he answered it. When Gregory left a moment later, Trida took his seat again, wondering if the new adept was going to be a problem. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Dinner at the barracks was delicious. Barny was a good cook, and if he was given the time and equipment, he could make some wonderful dishes. He’d taken to making stews when they stopped for a day or more, as that gave him the time to really let the flavors come together. 
 
      
 
    His men had a curfew for the night, even though they would still be in town tomorrow. Gregory would be staying up, to make sure that his men did return on time. He’d be able to use meditation to augment his rest, so it wouldn’t hinder him. 
 
      
 
    “Are we going, sir?” Davis asked, coming over to him. 
 
      
 
    “For a couple of hours, at least,” Gregory said, getting to his feet. “Cards and drinking?” 
 
      
 
    “And them asking us for the latest news from the empire. They’ll want to hear anything we can tell them over the last year or two.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess we can glean information about the slavers in return. I’ll sprinkle those in around other questions to not make it blatant.” 
 
      
 
    “For the best.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we ride over, or walk?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “We can walk. Inside the town, there’s not as much need for horses. If you wanted to go across the city, it would look better if you rode.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… didn’t do that today. I’ll see about it next time.” 
 
      
 
    “How did your meetings go, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “About how I thought they would. Magus Smitton is just as complicit as Magus Artok. Commander Trida might step in if his men get involved, but doesn’t want to touch it, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think the commander of Coldwood will be any different?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not, but I will gently prod to find out. I can hope that he wants to get involved in enforcing the laws. One ally would be very welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be nice.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we’ll be alone in this. If they cared, they could’ve pushed on their own. Trida might be the best we can find.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll make things difficult, but we’re all behind you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Davis. Tonight, though, we’re being friendly.” 
 
      
 
    “I just hope I don’t lose too much.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Gregory chuckled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Gilded Cup was an upper-end tavern; the silver fixtures and plush décor spoke to that. The commander and a couple of officers were at a large table in the back of the room. When Gregory entered, Trida waved him over. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the invitation, Commander,” Gregory said as he took a seat. “This is my lieutenant, Davis Williams.” 
 
      
 
    “And these are my officers who worked today: Captain Hendil and Lieutenants Smite and Johnson.” 
 
      
 
    The men exchanged pleasantries as a fox eurtik maid came to the table. She wore more covering than a lot of barmaids, but the brand directly under her throat was uncovered. After the table ordered and Trida paid, she hurried away. 
 
      
 
    “We’re glad to have you sit with us,” Hendil said. “The last couple of magi never set foot outside the Silver Collar.” 
 
      
 
    “My wives would never forgive me,” Gregory shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be one of the rare loyal magi, then,” Hendil snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, it isn’t our place to say such things,” Trida said. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, sir, but even you have to admit it’s a change.” 
 
      
 
    “It is that,” Trida agreed as he placed a deck of cards on the table. “We normally have a few rounds, if you’re amenable, Magi?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory let a small coin purse appear in his hand. “I’m not very good, but I enjoy a good game.” 
 
      
 
    “Not very good, yet with amazing luck,” Davis said. “He rarely ends up down when he plays with me and the sergeants.” 
 
      
 
    “You let your sergeants play?” Hendil asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the only way to have a decent game,” Gregory said. “If it was just me and Davis, what would be the point?” 
 
      
 
    “You need at least four to make it worthwhile,” Trida nodded as he shuffled the deck. 
 
      
 
    Gregory gave the maid a nod in thanks as she set the rosem wine on the table. “I’ll be imbibing slower than everyone else. Alcohol and magi are a terrible idea. I’m glad this place has things I can enjoy, even if in moderation.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve had magi play with us before,” Trida said, “but as Hendil pointed out, the last few have not joined us.” 
 
      
 
    “Having a good working relationship with the guard is something I try to establish,” Gregory said, sipping his wine. 
 
      
 
    “Losing a few big hands will do that,” Hendil laughed, joined by the two lieutenants who’d been staying quiet. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what the cards have in store for us,” Gregory grinned. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You know they’ll probably stop asking you to play once they hear about your magic, sir,” Davis said as they left the Gilded Cup. 
 
      
 
    “Possibly, but I lost today. Not a lot, but some. The fact that you won more than I lost won’t really dawn on them.” 
 
      
 
    “It felt a little odd. Did you influence that?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled. “I can’t change the cards, Davis. All I did was stay out when you had the best hand. Every single time you had the best hand, I folded.” 
 
      
 
    Davis’ brow furrowed, then he laughed. “I didn’t even notice that.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. If you didn’t realize it, then they shouldn’t have, either.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to the Groomed Mane, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to see the place and check on the men. We won’t stay long… or I won’t, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Gregory, it’s moments like this that make me question if you’re really an adept. Experienced commanders rarely think to do this. If they do, they usually send their staff to check.” 
 
      
 
    “My going could hurt morale, but I think it’ll just prove that I care for them, especially if I have a drink and then leave them to their free time. If I make a point of checking out the establishment rather than checking on them, that is.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with you. Again, it’s not a move most would make, much less an adept.” 
 
      
 
    “I have knowledge on my side.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of,” Davis said slowly, “I was going to ask if I might read those journals.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory hesitated, then nodded. “I’ll lend you the ones I have.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Gregory.” 
 
      
 
    Lips pursing, Gregory frowned. “Rafiq, Barny, Dot, and Polka are all at the barracks, aren’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “They should be,” Davis answered, confused by the question. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no place for slaves to go have fun,” Gregory sighed. “I’ll pick up some extra bonuses tomorrow. They should enjoy the days off, too.” 
 
      
 
    Davis’ lips ticked up. “That’s kind of you, sir. You’re correct— there’s no tavern for slaves. Slaves don’t have free time or money to spend like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do the best I can for them. I’ll ask them tomorrow what they might enjoy to help them relax.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Groomed Mane was in a decent part of the town, though close to the worst part. The building was in wonderful condition, looking like it was well cared for. The sign had a brush emblem on a full tankard. 
 
      
 
    “Different,” Gregory grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what I was expecting, but this wasn’t it,” Davis said. 
 
      
 
    The interior was busy— every table had people, and most of those tables were full. Three squads of Gregory’s men were drinking and tossing dice. Besides them, the establishment had plenty of other business. Conversations cut off when the locals noticed the magi; Gregory’s men started to stand, but he waved them off. 
 
      
 
    “Carry on. I’m just here for a drink,” Gregory said. “I heard good things about the place and wanted to visit.” 
 
      
 
    The owner had solid gray hair, a neatly-trimmed beard, and numerous small scars. “Magi, what can I get you?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory paused, as the man’s irises were yellow. “Do you have rosem wine?” 
 
      
 
    “I do have some left, Magi. I don’t get much call for it.” 
 
      
 
    He set some vela on the counter. “I’ll take a glass, and then whatever my lieutenant would like.” 
 
      
 
    “Ale. Pale, preferably?” Davis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Be right back,” the bartender said. 
 
      
 
    Davis watched him go with a questioning look. “Something about him…” 
 
      
 
    “Yellow eyes. I think he might have some eurtik blood,” Gregory murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, that would explain it. Unless you’re paying attention, you’d miss it.” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go,” the man said, setting cups in front of both men. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t get your name, sir,” Gregory said, trying to be polite. 
 
      
 
    “Lowen Pointer, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard you are a former guardsman.” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty years,” Lowen nodded. “Ten for the empire, then ten as a magi guard for Swift Wind. That was enough for me, so I came here to open up a tavern.” 
 
      
 
    “Why in Icelake?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “I come from Bunt; the taverns there have been established for decades. I figured that opening one here would be better. It’s worked for me, as I’ve found my niche.” 
 
      
 
    “Welcoming everyone does give you a wider clientele base. I’m glad that all my men can have a place to relax.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my belief, that all people, especially guards, should have a place to drink in peace.” 
 
      
 
    “All of my men will be using your tavern whenever we’re in town. If any of them cause problems, just let their sergeants know, or send word to Davis.” Gregory motioned to Davis beside him. “I can feel how uncomfortable some people here are because of me. I don’t blame them, so to make sure they aren’t, I won’t stop by often.” 
 
      
 
    Lowen’s brow furrowed. He’d never known a magi to care if they made people uncomfortable before. He’d seen a lot who reveled in doing just that, in fact. “Uh… you can stay as long as you’d like, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “My men wouldn’t relax as much if I was here, either,” Gregory said. “It’s best if I just stay away. Do you ever have trouble with the guards or town magus?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. Trida and I came to an agreement when I opened my doors. As long as I treat any guard well, I will not have trouble. You’re only the second magi ever to stop by; the other was also an adept. He… wasn’t as friendly.” 
 
      
 
    “Normal magi, then,” Gregory snorted. “I view things differently than many other magi.” 
 
      
 
    “That could be bad for you, sir,” Lowen said, having unknowingly fallen back into his old habits. 
 
      
 
    “Very possibly, but that’ll be in the future. For this year, I just need to patrol and help people.” 
 
      
 
    “Best of luck, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “No need to call me ‘sir.’ I’m Gregory Pettit of Aether’s Guard.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Pettit.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled as he finished his wine. “‘Gregory’ works just fine, Lowen. I’ll be heading out. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too… Gregory.” 
 
      
 
    Davis downed his mug, setting it down. “Nice place. May the Traveler fill your pockets.” 
 
      
 
    “Aether watch over you,” Lowen said on reflex. 
 
      
 
    Gregory had a smile on his lips as he led Davis from the tavern. The tavern was clean, the owner felt honest, and his men were having a good time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Nothing outside of their routine happened for their second day off in Icelake, nor on their march back to Coldwood. The gate sergeant on duty welcomed them in and asked about any incidents during their patrol. When nothing was reported, he thanked them. 
 
      
 
    The barracks were in good condition again, and Gregory knew it had to be the cleaning staff that took care of things, as the previous guard unit definitely wouldn’t have done it. Their breakfast was pancakes made per squad, so they were still hot when served. It did take longer for breakfast, but the men loved it. The syrup that Barny introduced them to was an even bigger hit— syrup was a trade good from the area, made from the sap of the local trees. 
 
      
 
    “What are your plans for today, sir?” Davis asked. 
 
      
 
    “A little bit of shopping, then a chat with the commander. That’s about it. What place did our men use here last time we were in town?” 
 
      
 
    “Not one like the Groomed Mane, sadly. I think they’re going to range a bit more to find anything close to that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure they’ll find a place similar to it. I have a feeling it’s unique, especially for the area.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re probably right, but they’ll be looking for a better place this time around.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ask the commander if he can recommend somewhere. There are some part-eurtik in the guard here… maybe they’d know?” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to ask around discreetly.” 
 
      
 
    “See what we both come up with later tonight,” Gregory nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I could ask among the eurtik workers,” Rafiq suggested, having just finished his platter of sausages. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, can you find out what the cleaning staff would like as a token of appreciation for me, please?” Gregory asked. “Gods know this place would’ve been in shambles, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do so. Will you be back for Shogi later?” 
 
      
 
    “After dinner. Oh, and thank you for making Magi Squares for me. I’ve been glad to have them.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s no trouble at all. They help me, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Best get on with the day,” Davis said, getting up. “See you later, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory was standing when Polka came by to collect dishes. “Sir, thank you for the gifts last week.” 
 
      
 
    “You three do a lot for us. I should’ve realized that you don’t get the same rest we do in between patrols.” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to ask, sir,” Polka asked slowly, “if I gave you a list, could you buy some things for us?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s head tilted slightly. “I can. Is there a problem?” 
 
      
 
    “The merchants we saw in Icelake wanted to charge more than what things should be worth. The only thing we could figure out is that it was because Dot and I are eurtik. If you buy them for us, it won’t have an extra cost. The downside is that they’re all clearly eurtik items.” Seeing his quizzical expression, she explained, “Soap and the like that are better for our fur.” 
 
      
 
    “And my scales,” Rafiq added. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be happy to help,” Gregory said. “The fact that merchants charge slaves more is terrible. As if being denied freedom isn’t bad enough…” 
 
      
 
    “Most don’t see it the way you do, Greg.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. Maybe one day, they will,” Gregory sighed. “Do you have a list already?” 
 
      
 
    Polka was quick to pull a scrap of paper from her pouch. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mind if I add an item?” Rafiq asked. 
 
      
 
    Gregory handed the scrap to him. “Go ahead. Polka, keep your money. This is on me.” 
 
      
 
    Polka pulled back the coin purse she was trying to give him. “Very well, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Done,” Rafiq said, handing the parchment back to Gregory. “I will pay for mine.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory was about to object, but seeing Rafiq’s determination, he sighed. “Okay, Rafiq. I’ve been meaning to ask, how are the notes for Sarinia going?” 
 
      
 
    “Slowly. There’s not much to report so far. Once something of merit happens, then I will put together a dispatch for her.” 
 
      
 
    With the money and list put into his ring, Gregory nodded. “Makes sense. I’ll be back later.” 
 
      
 
    As Gregory left, Polka smiled at his back. “Was he always like this?” 
 
      
 
    “He was always respectful to everyone from my first interaction with him,” Rafiq said. “I’d say he’s unique, but his wives are similar. His whole clan is roughly the same, but there’ll be some variation in them, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “May their clan become the pinnacle of magi…” Polka murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took some time to run down the right shops for what Polka had asked for. When he eventually found the shop, it was tucked into the worst part of town. The people who saw him gave him a wide berth. 
 
      
 
    The sign was chipped and partially pulled out of the wall from where it’d been nailed. Furry Needs had a rough image of a tail with a brush. Entering the store, Gregory found the interior to be in much better condition, though there was a faint fragrance hanging in the air that Gregory couldn’t quite place. 
 
      
 
    “Welc—! Welcome, Magi.” The greeting cut off, then was hurriedly completed. 
 
      
 
    The speaker was a man with furry red ears and vertical pupils. The red tail that stilled behind him gave an even bigger hint as to which animal of eurtik he was related to. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Your shop is very tidy,” Gregory said, going up to the counter. “Your sign outside has seen better days. It’s pulled away from the wall.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to hammer it back in again,” the man sighed. “I’m Kit Snoo. This is my shop, Magi. How can I assist you?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a small list of things that I’m hoping you have.” Gregory summoned the list, placing it on the counter. “This item I need to pay for separately, please.” 
 
      
 
    Kit picked the list up, looking it over before he set it down. “I have all of it. I’ll gather it for you right away.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. They tried to buy things in Icelake, but the owner of the shop there tried to charge them more than needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course he did,” Kit snorted. “Taking advantage of slaves is what most people do.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt you will,” Gregory said, having heard the vitriol in Kit’s tone. 
 
      
 
    Kit shook his head. “Dad and I made this shop to help people like my mother.” He gave Gregory a long look, then hurried into the back. 
 
      
 
    Because I’m a magi in here buying things, he knows they’re slaves tied to me, Gregory sighed to himself. 
 
      
 
    Kit came back out, carrying a full basket. “I have the items, Magi. I picked out the best we have in stock.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Gregory said. “They deserve the best they can get for all they do.” 
 
      
 
    Kit’s expression shifted through a range of confusion before settling back to neutral. “They should enjoy these, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to pay for the one item separately, as it’s for someone else.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. The scale scrub is only fifteen vela.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory paid for it, then the rest before absorbing the things he’d just paid for. “Thank you, Kit. I’m sure Dot or Polka will come buy from you in the future instead of me. That way, they can maybe ask about different products.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Everyone is welcome here.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let them know. Have a good day, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory headed for the command post next, but on the way, he came up to the bakery he’d used before leaving Coldwood. He looked at the sign, Golden Crusts, which showed a pie crust waiting for filling. 
 
      
 
    The place had brisk business this early, as people were stopping in to grab food for the day. He got in line behind the others, waiting for his turn. No one looked back at him, so it took the baker finishing who he was helping before he saw Gregory in line. 
 
      
 
    “Magi, I can help you next, sir,” the man said with a hint of panic, causing the others in line to glance back and see him. 
 
      
 
    “I have time, and I was here after them. You can help them first,” Gregory said. “I’m still deciding on what I’d like.” 
 
      
 
    That caused confusion in the crowd, but the baker nodded. “Of course, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory kept his eyes on the board behind the baker while the line moved forward. He gave polite nods to the people who thanked him as they left. In time, it was his turn, and he gave the baker a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I would like as many adzuki buns as you have; two berry tarts and two meat pies, the best you have for both; and add in four pies cut into eighths, please. The best dessert pies you have on hand. I also never caught your name last time.” 
 
      
 
    “Erik Moda, sir. This is my shop. I’ll go collect what you want.” 
 
      
 
    “Dammit. I was hoping for an adzuki bun…” The mutter was just loud enough for Gregory to hear it. 
 
      
 
    Looking back, Gregory gave the only other man in the shop, standing well back from him, a sympathetic smile. “I’ll leave one for you.” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” Eyes wide, the man went pale. 
 
      
 
    “An adzuki bun. You just said you’d hoped to get one.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahhh! No! Er! I-I should go…!” 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Gregory said softly. “It’s fine. Sometimes, we all want comfort food. I’m not upset.” 
 
      
 
    The complainer looked torn between bolting or staying still. 
 
      
 
    Erik came out of the back with a woman, likely his wife. “We have everything you asked fo… is something wrong with Tom, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Set one of the adzuki buns aside for him, please?” Gregory asked. “I’ll still pay for it. He’d come in hoping for one.” 
 
      
 
    Erik’s eyes widened, but he was quick to set an adzuki bun to the side. “Here you go.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory took the separate adzuki bun, turning to hand it to Tom. “Have a good day, Tom. May the bun bring you a little happiness today.” 
 
      
 
    Tom’s hands shook as he took the offered treat. “T-thank you, sir,” he croaked out, bowing deeply before bolting out of the shop. 
 
      
 
    Gregory sighed before turning back to Erik. “Sad that the response to any magi is fear. Is he a regular?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir…” Erik whispered. 
 
      
 
    Gregory pulled out his coin purse. “I’d like to pay for an adzuki bun for the next time he comes. It’ll be in addition to everything today, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Erik said again, wondering if the man wearing the clan kimono was really a magi or not. He’d never met a magi in all of his years who was as kind as this man was. “I’m sure he’d like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Back in Alturis, we’d cheer each other up with small acts of kindness,” Gregory said as he started to absorb the food into his ring. “It’s just the way we are.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a wonderful place,” Erik said. 
 
      
 
    “It really is…” Gregory murmured. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Gregory hadn’t meant to take up so much time shopping, but it was past midday when he made it to the guards’ office. He exchanged words with the man on the exterior door then went up to the commander’s office. 
 
      
 
    Entering after being told to do so, Gregory gave the commander a smile. The man behind the desk had stood up, allowing Gregory to size him up. Built like his old friend Gunnar in Alturis, the commander of Coldwood was massive. Thickly-muscled arms, broad-chested, and towering at a few inches short of seven feet, the man cut an imposing image. What Gregory hadn’t expected were the sharpened antlers he had, nor his massive nose. 
 
      
 
    “Magi, I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
      
 
    “Adept Gregory Pettit, sir,” Gregory saluted before closing the door. “I wanted to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    “Commander Dylan Roberts, and as you can clearly see, I have moose eurtik blood from my grandmother.” His tone had an edge to it, as if waiting for a comment. 
 
      
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, sir. Do you have a few minutes to talk?” 
 
      
 
    A hint of uncertainty touched Roberts’ eyes before he grunted. “Have a seat, Magi. What brings you in?” 
 
      
 
    “As I said, I wanted to meet you and talk for a bit,” Gregory said, taking the offered chair. “There isn’t a problem… not currently, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s unusual to have the magi visit if my guards aren’t causing trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be between here and Icelake for the year, and I like to meet the people I’ll be working with.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts sat back in his chair, his eyes slightly narrowing. “I see… none of the three adepts I’ve had in my town have ever come to me for anything but problems.” 
 
      
 
    “If I have an issue, I’ll still bring it to you, sir, but I’m just hoping for information today. I have a unit of partial panther eurtik and a few other part eurtiks in my squads. I was hoping you could point me to the best places for them to relax? The Groomed Mane in Icelake set a pretty high bar.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts snorted. “Lowen’s place is the best for someone with mixed blood in the entire north of the empire. There are two more that are welcoming, but they’re not as… pleasant as Lowen’s. One is in the worst part of town, but the people have never given my men a moment of grief. With magi guards…? I’m not sure what will happen. The other is closer to your barracks, but at times, people of less-than-full human heritage get harassed by the locals.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take both names. My men will not start trouble, Commander. They’ll walk away before they let something blow up on them.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” Roberts murmured, not buying that sentence. 
 
      
 
    “Their record is spotless so far, but with some of what I’ve seen from the locals, it might not stay that way. I can say with certainty though that they will never throw the first punch.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair. I’m sure you’ve had to push them into line before.” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’ve never had to crack down on them. My lieutenant says they act as an elite army unit more than magi guards, sir. They picked up the medal for elite magi guards before we arrived here.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts’ posture relaxed. “Did they?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory held up a hand, then summoned his medals. He rarely wore them, as the weight tugged on his kimono. “We garnered the top spots in the tournament.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts sat forward, looking at the medals on display before slowly sitting back. “Pettit… why don’t you wear those?” 
 
      
 
    “They tug on my haori; it annoys me. If we did full dress uniforms, I would wear them.” Gregory pulled the medals back into his ring. “My men do wear theirs, but it ends up under their armor most of the time.” 
 
      
 
    “That was the humblest bragging I’ve ever seen.” 
 
      
 
    “Not my intent,” Gregory said. “I was just trying to calm your doubts about my men causing trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “The place in the rough part of town is called Cracked Clay, and the one where they might get harassed is Liquid Courage. Anyone in town could point you in their general direction.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Commander.” Gregory paused. “I want to ask, and please don’t take this the wrong way, but do you sharpen those yourself?” 
 
      
 
    Roberts reached up to touch one of his pointed antlers. “My wife does. I’ve had to use them a few times in my life.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d think just seeing you lower your head would cause some to stop.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts’ lips twitched. “Four times, I’ve had men give up before goring them.” 
 
      
 
    “How long until your twentieth?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “Past that. I’m on my twenty-fourth year. I got this posting at my request after hitting twenty; I wanted to come home. The town’s grown up a lot since I was a brat.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled. “I envy you the ability to go home, sir. I myself will likely never return, or not for fifty years. It’d be too painful.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts blinked for a moment before nodding. “Friends and family all older with you looking much the same as you do now… magi can have it rough that way, I hear.” 
 
      
 
    “My seniors in the clan have both said the same. I’ve made up my mind to not go back unless it’s right after my magus posting in Krogga.” 
 
      
 
    “Krogga? Your magus posting is in Krogga?” 
 
      
 
    “It was a reward for winning a tournament with Buldoun.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a reward. That’d be like saying this posting is a reward.” 
 
      
 
    “I requested it, as it will also let my wives join me there for their magus postings, too.” 
 
      
 
    It took Gregory some time to explain his multiple wives, then how they’d all ended up promised the Kroggian embassy posting, but Roberts listened with rapt attention the entire time. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll wish you the best of luck on it, but I hope you’re not looking past this year,” Roberts said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not. We’ve done a full loop so far; it was quiet, minus the first trip to Icelake. That was deplorable.” 
 
      
 
    It took Gregory longer to tell him about the camps, even giving Roberts his last report on conditions. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure this gets passed along,” Roberts grunted. “Trida… isn’t going to rock boats. I doubt either magi cares enough to make sure it gets sent on, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir. I have another question,” Gregory said slowly. He had a good feeling about Roberts, but he let foresight spool out before he smiled. “Have you seen any slave paperwork?” 
 
      
 
    Roberts’ frown was thunderous, but his voice was mild, “No. The magus in town has told me repeatedly that ‘it isn’t my place.’” His jaw set. “Not my place to enforce those laws. It was for the magi to enforce.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory shook his head. “Using their position to disregard the laws doesn’t make what they said true, Commander. If people were to be pushed on that point, where would you stand?” 
 
      
 
    Roberts’ eyes sharpened on Gregory for a long moment before he asked, “Why? Why would you? What would you gain from it?” 
 
      
 
    “The laws being upheld,” Gregory said, then sat forward. “Who watches the watchers, sir? If magi break the laws, who will hold them accountable? Besides… I have personal feelings on parts of the subject. I didn’t mention it when I told you about my wives, but two of them have eurtik blood.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts rocked back at the passion in Gregory’s tone, then stood up. “I will back you, Adept. Maybe it will see me drummed out of service, but dammit, it has to be done.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll push on the legal fronts I can. It’ll upset the slavers, their backers, and the two magi who are openly defying the laws,” Gregory said before standing. “Hopefully, they focus on me. I just hoped to find a single man of rank who would stand his ground if needed.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts paused, considering something before he nodded. “Trida might in time, too. He doesn’t like rocking boats, but he also wishes the laws were upheld. He won’t join you quickly, but if you can hold the line, he’ll likely step up beside you.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled. “Today gives me hope, Commander. We might not be able to stop the slave trade, but we can make sure they follow the damned laws, at least.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts held out his massive hand. “Maybe Aether will speak to the emperor about it. I think it would take that for anything to change.” 
 
      
 
    “I think Aether would have to come back for it to happen, but my clan holds to the belief he will.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give that a prayer,” Roberts said as they shook hands. “Good luck, Adept Pettit. I’ll pray for your success, but I’ll make sure I’m ready to act.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Commander. It won’t be for a while yet, but when the time comes, it makes me breathe easier to know I have an able man to stand beside me.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Making it back to the barracks, Gregory went to find the sisters. “Dot? Polka?” The sound of hurried movement came from inside the sisters’ room, and Gregory frowned in confusion. “Is this a bad time?” 
 
      
 
    Polka opened the door. “No, sir! How can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory caught sight of Barny inside the room, and his eyebrows went up. “I… uh… have your things.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Polka said. Her hands shook slightly as she waited to take the items. 
 
      
 
    “Polka, Barny, if it’s consensual between the two of you, it’s fine,” Gregory nearly blurted out. “It’s your lives; no one else’s.” 
 
      
 
    Barny gave Gregory a relieved smile. “I thought you’d feel that way, sir. We were both worried, though.” 
 
      
 
    Polka leaned against the doorframe in relief. “Oh, thank Aether… I was terrified you’d ask us to stop or split us up, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “No. Love’s a wonderful thing.” He began to summon out the products Polka and Dot had asked for. “Here you go.” 
 
      
 
    Polka took them, making two trips to gather them all. “This will make things nicer. Thank you, again, sir. We’d be happy to pay for it.” 
 
      
 
    “No need. The shop here in town you should go to is called Furry Needs. The shopkeeper’s part-fox eurtik and very understanding.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure to see him next time we come to Coldwood.” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Dot?” 
 
      
 
    “Said she was going to play Go with Basal, sir,” Barny said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then. See you for dinner,” Gregory told them. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Polka smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Is Rafiq upstairs?” 
 
      
 
    “I think he was helping Hanz with his numbers and letters, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go give him his things, then. Have a good day.” He quickly left them to their own devices. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dinner came and went, and afterward, Gregory called a meeting with his officers. He filled them in on his talk with Commander Roberts— when he’d finished, the six men looked thoughtful. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll start pushing for the laws, aiming for here first. We’ll have Roberts backing us up on enforcement. It’ll cause pushback after the second time, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “What will you do when the magus objects, sir?” Sergeant Donald asked, his wolf ears twitching. 
 
      
 
    “Stand up for the laws— I’ll be in the right. Any action taken by the magus will be an attack on a magi upholding the laws,” Gregory said grimly. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, we all have faith in you,” Sergeant Milton said. “But, can you go toe-to-toe with a magus?” 
 
      
 
    “If he attacks me, I’ll be standing at the end of it. That might bring other troubles, but I will defend myself. I’m sure it’ll cause ripples throughout the empire.” 
 
      
 
    “That might be an understatement, sir,” Sergeant Bunson snorted, his boar heritage causing it to be pronounced. “No matter what comes, sir, your guards will be with you.” 
 
      
 
    “If rogue elements try to get to you, we’ll stop them,” Sergeant Glasson added, his black tail twitching. 
 
      
 
    “If it’s magi, leave them to me,” Gregory said. “I’d expect verbal pushback, reminders to respect my elders. When I refuse to back down, that’s when other steps will be taken. We have a month or two before things get dicey.” 
 
      
 
    “With a foresight magi on our side, I’m pretty sure we can bet to win,” Sergeant Townson smirked. 
 
      
 
    Laughter filled the room for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, you never have to worry about us,” Davis said. “Even if the worst comes, we know you’ll be doing all you can. Laws need to be upheld. We can’t stop slavery, but we can make them follow the rules.” 
 
      
 
    “Let whispers start getting to the men,” Gregory said. “Keep it in the unit, but let them know that we have a path to walk.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Davis said. “Do you think we’ll continue to have easy patrols?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d love for that to be the case, but the odds say no. As I’ve been doing, I’ll be looking forward each morning to that night’s reports so I’ll have an idea of what we’ll be running into ahead of time.” 
 
      
 
    “The men will appreciate that,” Milton said. 
 
      
 
    “Peace of mind knowing that any major problems will not be an unknown,” Bunson agreed. “Doesn’t stop an idiot from breaking a toe, though.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s that healing for him?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, sir. The poultice helped. He understood that you’re keeping the bigger things back for when we really need them.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s everything. I’m sure your men are waiting for you so they can head out,” Gregory chuckled. “Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    Davis hung back, shutting the door after the sergeants left. “Sir, level with me. How far will we push?” 
 
      
 
    “All the way against the people here,” Gregory said. “They’ll uphold the laws. If the worst comes and others are sent up here… we’ll cross that bridge when it comes.” 
 
      
 
    Davis exhaled slowly. “Yes, sir. This will get you a lot of backlash from those who’ve been abusing the system.” 
 
      
 
    “All they have to do is follow the laws. I’m sure one group out of both towns will do it just to tempt us to push them. As much as I won’t want to, if the paperwork is in order, I have to let them go.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Davis said. “Sir, I’ll never be prouder than serving this unit.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory saluted Davis, who returned it, before the lieutenant the room. Taking a seat at his desk, Gregory leaned back in his chair. He wondered just how far things would go. If he pushed, he should be able to catch a glimpse of the most probable future. But would it matter? That question floated in his mind. No… no it won’t. They have to make their own choices to follow the laws or not. If not, I’ll do my duty. 
 
      
 
    Summoning the Magi Square Rafiq had made for him, he began to work on it. The problems would come one way or another, and he would meet them. He was sure his wives would agree with him, and that eased any doubts he had. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Nothing of note happened on their second day off in Coldwood, nor for the first two days of their patrol. On the morning of the third day, Gregory watched the future report from his sergeants with foresight. With that knowledge, he replayed the future with what he would do differently, and the report at the end of the day was much better. 
 
      
 
    Slipping into meditation, Gregory chewed slowly on the jerky he’d put in his mouth. He’d stocked up on the best bane jerky he could get during his trip north, leaving him with a solid year’s worth for both him and Rafiq. 
 
      
 
    The cavern came into focus around him, his aether flame burning merrily. Thinking about what the day was going to bring, he tried to get it to show him a simulation of what it might look like, but the flame didn’t change to figures. 
 
      
 
    “Not able to? Fine, how about my last wakizashi spar with Jenn and Yuki,” Gregory told it. The flames shifted into three people that began to spar. Gregory watched the playback intently, looking for ways to improve his own skill. 
 
      
 
    The flames eventually became sparks drifting to his channels. Standing up, he bowed to the flame. “Thank you for helping me grow.” 
 
      
 
    He came out of the cavern just as the fourth bell chimed. Getting to his feet, he left his room to find Basal and Rafiq playing a game of Go. He traded greetings with them as he came over to watch the game, which was about to end. 
 
      
 
    “You’re improving, Basal,” Rafiq said as he won the game. “I just have decades more experience than you.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope to win one before I become an adult,” Basal said, a hint of dejection and frustration in his tone. 
 
      
 
    “Kind of how I feel when I play against Yuki,” Gregory said, “or Shogi against Jenn. They win the vast majority of their respective favorite games.” 
 
      
 
    Basal glanced at Gregory while he collected the board to put it away. “You never get upset, Greg?” 
 
      
 
    “Not upset. Mildly frustrated, as I’d like to improve enough to challenge them more often. But they might feel the same when I use my naginata to spar against them.” 
 
      
 
    Basal chuckled at the thought. “Does anyone beat you with that weapon?” 
 
      
 
    “Not lately,” Gregory admitted, waiting to collect the tent when Basal finished. “Gin and Egil used to regularly.” 
 
      
 
    “Your last loss was over a year ago,” Rafiq added. 
 
      
 
    “Not likely to lose one this year.” 
 
      
 
    “If you did, we’d all be in a bad place,” Rafiq said mildly, “especially with what you’ve told me you’ll be doing.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair. I can’t lose a fight when people of greater power will be against me. I have too many people relying on me.” 
 
      
 
    When they stepped out of Gregory’s tent, he absorbed it into his ring. Everyone was up and getting ready for breakfast already. He went from tent to tent, absorbing what he could as people finished. When fifth bell came, he was sitting with everyone else while breakfast was being served. 
 
      
 
    Rafiq joined him a moment later. “It has been collected.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad we found a way around that,” Gregory said. “I still remember the confusion that first time I absorbed the timekeeper.” 
 
      
 
    “I never made a note in my records about that. I feel that rings with that ability aren’t widely known about.” 
 
      
 
    “My thanks again, Rafiq.” 
 
      
 
    “I do the little I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Basal, after breakfast, gather my command staff for me, please,” Gregory said before turning to Dot. “Thank you, Dot.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir,” Dot smiled, setting their food down. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it,” Basal nodded, waiting for his turn to get some soup from the pot. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When the sergeants and Davis came to the table a bit later, Gregory explained what his foresight had shown him. “I want everyone to be prepared for it. It’s after midday, but that’s all I know, which brings me to the second point I wanted to make. When we head back from Icelake to Coldwood, we’ll be marking the path. This way, we’ll be able to better break down when and where we’re attacked as we patrol.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you want to do that?” Davis asked. “Carve the trees?” 
 
      
 
    “I think a mark every hour,” Glasson suggested. “Simple numbers from Icelake to Coldwood. One for the day, then one for the hour out of town.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds good,” Gregory nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We can mark the other side of the patrol route from Coldwood to Icelake,” Milton said. 
 
      
 
    “One set of marks will be sufficient. This way, there’s less confusion,” Townson said. “It’ll always be the third set, fourth hour, no matter which way we go.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe use colors for the days and numbers for the hours?” Bunson suggested. “Blue four is easy to note no matter which way we’re going.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do that,” Gregory said, pointing to Bunson. “Color and number. White, yellow, orange, green, blue to follow the magi pattern. The first letter of the color should be enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Starting on the way back so we don’t make mistakes,” Davis said. “We can mark both sides of the path. This way there’s a redundancy, just in case the first tree has problems.” 
 
      
 
    “Good call. Let your men know that today, they’ll be fighting bane wolves,” Gregory said. “We won’t have the injuries we would’ve had if I hadn’t looked ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “Something the men will be especially glad for,” Donald chuckled as he saluted. 
 
      
 
    “The bonuses of working with a foresight magi,” Glasson laughed. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was just after the fourteenth hour when a pack of bane wolves came rushing out of the trees. The men had been waiting, so there was no surprise to stop them from reacting. They turned as a unit, bringing their naginatas to bear on the animals. 
 
      
 
    The alpha of the pack had a trick, its howl ringing out. Gregory had felt a similar howl back on his age day— muscles froze up as the bane beast’s aura rolled over the men. Gregory let his aether exude out, kicking Legacy to bolt to where his men were. The moment his aura touched them, the men regained their ability to move. 
 
      
 
    “Dot, take the reins!” Gregory yelled, getting off Legacy. 
 
      
 
    The cheetah eurtik was there a moment later, grabbing the reins and leading the horse toward the wagon. “Come on, Legacy! Come on, boy!” 
 
      
 
    “Hold strong. As soon as you give me a gap, I’ll take the alpha,” Gregory told his men. 
 
      
 
    The bane wolves didn’t slow when they came in, making it far easier for the men; they only had to ensure their weapons were ready to impale the beasts. The few that tried to go wide met the other squads, who’d turned to protect the flanks. With it being two men per wolf, it was a slaughter. 
 
      
 
    The moment the wolves started to die, Gregory rushed past his men. His naginata was out as he closed on the much-larger alpha bane wolf. The alpha howled again, then backed off when it felt the edge of Gregory’s aura. It felt something stronger than it, and now, it was afraid, especially as its pack was being butchered. It hadn’t reached its rank by running, so instead of fleeing, it rushed at Gregory, its eyes burning with red flame. 
 
      
 
    Foresight and resonance came to Gregory as he met the alpha. He faked a rising slash, letting the alpha dart around the side of it. Stopping the first, he shifted to a sweep back, causing the wolf to drop under his blade. The tip of an ear went flying away, making it yip. It started to rise only to scramble back as the naginata dove for its neck. 
 
      
 
    Every instinct in its core screamed at it to flee, that this man was too much for it. Even as it tried to make a break for it, the naginata cut into its flesh. Every action it took was met by the blade— it couldn’t grasp how it was always there, perfectly in place to stop it from leaving. 
 
      
 
    Gregory fell into the flow of resonance. He spun, thrust, and slashed his weapon as his foresight led him. The alpha was slowly cut apart until it collapsed, dead at his feet. Snapping the naginata to the side, most of the blood flew off the blade. He summoned a cloth to wipe it clean before putting the naginata and the cloth away. 
 
      
 
    Kneeling down, he absorbed the bane beast into his ring. “You chose the wrong prey. I’ll put you to the best use I can.” When he stood, he wasn’t sure why he’d said that, but he knew it was something he’d said in a previous life. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, no wounded. One of the men did get bitten, but his armor covered his leg, so no teeth punctured him,” Davis announced when Gregory returned to the others. “The alpha?” 
 
      
 
    “In my ring. I’ll collect these, too. The meat can be turned into jerky in Icelake. I’ll keep the cores for my enchantments, and the pelts can be sold off. The money from them will be divided up as a bonus for the men.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad we had warning. How did you break the howl, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “My own aether. Magi can exude it, as you’ve felt before. My aura clashed with the alpha’s just like magi will do sometimes. Mine was stronger.” 
 
      
 
    “But we didn’t feel pressure from you at all,” Davis said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve worked on how my aura affects other people. Not many magi can do that.” 
 
      
 
    “None outside the spirit path can,” Rafiq said, bringing Legacy over. “I wanted to weigh in on the subject: Gregory and his wives can do more with their auras than many magi of the magus or even master tiers because of their paths.” 
 
      
 
    “Another perk of following our magi,” Glasson said. “How many would have been injured if not for your foresight, sir?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory knew why Glasson was asking. “Three, with one of them having a severely injured hand.” 
 
      
 
    “Get your weapons and armor clean, men, then form ranks,” Davis said. “We’ll be leaving shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Rafiq. I’ll take him in just a moment; I want to collect the wolves. More bane jerky will do us good.” 
 
      
 
    “If someone in Icelake or Coldwood can convert it correctly. I would think it odd if there wasn’t, especially with so many bane beasts in the area.” 
 
      
 
    “My thoughts, exactly,” Gregory said. “I’m going to ask Barny to cook one of the hearts tonight after dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Split it?” Rafiq asked. 
 
      
 
    “That was my plan.” 
 
      
 
    “I thank you in advance, then,” Rafiq smiled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Gregory watched the flames finish the simulation for him. “That’s what I thought. Any other group of magi guards would get savaged worse than we did. The naginata gave them enough reach that multiple men could each deal with a wolf before it got to them.” 
 
      
 
    He wondered if or how he should pass that information along to his men, but discarded it. Gregory was sure they’d be talking about it in town, and someone who overheard them would disbelieve the story. Which should in turn lead to a discussion about past units’ casualties, he thought. 
 
      
 
    “Any hints on when you might rank up again, little flame?” Gregory asked the aether. 
 
      
 
    It wavered side to side before going back to normal. 
 
      
 
    “Figured that’d be the case. I’m pretty sure my next rank means I’ll be speaking with Daciana… I wonder how they’re all doing? It’ll probably take a while for letters to go out and then return… I might get one from each of them before the year ends, maybe two, at most. It hasn’t even been a month yet on this patrol, but it feels like it’s been so much longer.” 
 
      
 
    The chime of the fourth hour got Gregory to let his meditation lapse. Stretching as he got up, he left his room to find the others leaving theirs. “Good morning. I have a lot to do today.” 
 
      
 
    “I can help with that if you’d like, sir,” Davis said. 
 
      
 
    “Not this time, Lieutenant. I want to meet the people who’ll process the bane beasts myself. After I get a deal from them, then maybe, but honestly, it’d take the wagon to move the carcasses if not for my ring.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true, sir. It would also mean trying to get the blood out afterward.” 
 
      
 
    “All the more reason for me to handle it. Rafiq, can you come with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly, if that is what you want, Gregory.” Rafiq dipped his snout in a nod. 
 
      
 
    “I think you might be helpful. I have a small speech to give this morning before breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    The three adults and two young men started down the stairs. “Is it a good speech, sir?” Hanz asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Just some reminders about not starting fights,” Gregory said. “The men might want to boast a little about fighting the bane wolves. I’d expect some pushback; a normal unit would’ve had serious wounds or deaths from that ambush.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be likely,” Davis agreed. 
 
      
 
    “I looked over the fight with different variables: standard armor and weapons would’ve cost us at least one life and a lot of wounds. Because we knew the ambush was coming, used reach weapons, and I broke the alpha’s attack, we had none. It’ll cause some stir, which is fine. I just want to make sure it doesn’t escalate.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The men took the talk well, and their breakfast was tasty, but now, it was time for Gregory to get on with things. Rafiq walked beside him, taking in the town. He was glad it wasn’t winter yet, though the thought did prompt him to ask, “Have you begun looking for winter clothes, Gregory?” 
 
      
 
    “I need to,” Gregory said. “Maybe after we deal with the bane wolves? How have the hearts been for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Good, but they’re not the best for either of us. I’m glad you brought yuzu with you. We’ll need it with the amount of impurities we’ll be ingesting.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to make sure we’re in one town or the other for that…” Gregory murmured. “Maybe do a quick march between the towns that week?” 
 
      
 
    “That is still months away, but yes. It will require some thought when it draws closer.” 
 
      
 
    The butcher was against the southern wall of the town, with the tanner fully outside the walls to keep the smell down. Gregory had been assured the butcher would buy the entire carcass from him, then sell the hides off. 
 
      
 
    “People aren’t used to seeing a magi with a slave?” Gregory murmured the question. 
 
      
 
    “I think it is more that my heritage is not common in this area,” Rafiq replied. “Crocodilians like myself are more common in Limaz than in the cold north.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory considered that for a moment. “Are you going to be okay during the winter?” 
 
      
 
    “It will be difficult, but I will endure. I will have to pay close attention to my scales. I might need a few more items to keep them in good condition with the cold. I’ll be speaking with the shopkeeper at Furry Needs when we return to Coldwood.” 
 
      
 
    “If you need something that isn’t here, let me know. Maybe we can send for it.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq’s smile was genuine. “Thank you, Gregory. I’m sure that the owner will be able to acquire anything I need. I believe this is the place.” 
 
      
 
    The Cutting Block was the name of the shop, with the sign depicting the image of a slab of meat with a cleaver in it on a block. Gregory nodded as he led the way into the butchers. The front room was small— a counter ran the length of the room where two people stood, helping customers. Three women were being helped or waiting to be helped. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until one of the people being helped was done that anyone noticed Gregory. The butcher started to call him forward ahead of the other woman waiting, but Gregory shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Help her. She was here before me,” Gregory said. “I have a lot of business and will take far longer. It’d be best for her to get what she needs first.” 
 
      
 
    The woman thanked him, looking down at the floor, but stepping up to the counter. The other woman who’d been helped finished a minute later, bowing to him as she left the shop. That left a young woman behind the counter to help Gregory instead of the grizzled man. 
 
      
 
    Gregory gave her a smile, trying to place her heritage. Her eyes were solid black, which went well with the black down she had instead of hair. “Good morning, miss. I’m hoping you can butcher the bane wolves my men cut down on our last patrol.” 
 
      
 
    “We have handled them for previous magi, sir,” the butcher replied. Her voice was harsh and a little discordant. 
 
      
 
    “I have just over a dozen,” Gregory said. “Where would you like them?” 
 
      
 
    The last customer was leaving, so the older man behind the counter came over. “That many, sir? They normally have an alpha with a pack that large.” 
 
      
 
    “I have its remains, too.” 
 
      
 
    That got the man to pause. “Ahh… if you’ll bring them into the back, it’ll make it easier on us. Just have your men take the wagon around the side and—” 
 
      
 
    “They’re in a storage item, not a wagon,” Gregory cut the man off gently. 
 
      
 
    “Oh… umm… this way, then.” He walked to the end of the counter, lifting the hatch for Gregory to step around into the back. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be right back, Rafiq.” 
 
      
 
    “That is fine, Gregory. I will wait here for you,” Rafiq replied. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take Gregory long to offload the carcasses. There was some back and forth for the butcher to handle making the meat into jerky for him, removing the bane cores, and selling the hides to the tanner. In the end, Gregory paid for the meat out of his pocket, with the furs being the bonus his men would split. 
 
      
 
    When they made it back out front, Rafiq was chatting with the young woman. The pair seemed to be having an animated discussion about how best to prepare jerky. 
 
      
 
    “Kona,” the butcher said a little tightly, “don’t bother the magi’s slave.” 
 
      
 
    “She isn’t bothering me, sir,” Rafiq said. “We were discussing different methods of turning bane meat to jerky.” 
 
      
 
    “He had good suggestions, Father,” Kona said, her voice just as discordant as before. 
 
      
 
    “If you want to try it with the meat I’ve supplied, feel free,” Gregory said as he came back to the front side of the counter. “Thank you, Mr.…?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Magi. I am Frenton Block. This is my family’s business.” 
 
      
 
    “I would ask you to use at least two of the wolves to try what Rafiq was suggesting. He’s an archivist in the academy, so he is very knowledgeable. Where did the suggestions you told her about come from?” 
 
      
 
    “From some of the oldest records,” Rafiq said, sidestepping the answer. “It will leave more aether in the meat; that I can promise, if you do it correctly. At the worst, it will end up like most bane jerky.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do it for the first two. If it does improve the quality, we’ll continue using it,” Frenton said. “Kona, go start on skinning.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father.” She went into the back, giving Rafiq a smile before she left. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be back in two weeks to pick up what you have, then again every two until you finish what we brought. Do you have a suggestion for who to use in Coldwood?” 
 
      
 
    Frenton looked thoughtful. “I don’t like suggesting competition, but we never have a shortage of bane beasts. They always attack magi. I’d go with Cleaned Cuts. Blasot’s a good butcher.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Gregory said. “Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    As the pair left the shop, Gregory gave Rafiq a grin. “Young lady might be smitten with you.” 
 
      
 
    “No. She wants to know more about her job,” Rafiq chuckled. “She was asking me about the attack, and was shocked that there were no casualties. I suggested a way to improve our jerky, and she was very receptive. It will cost one core per two wolves, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Worth it,” Gregory said, “if it works like you think it will. I don’t doubt that it will work. Does that recipe come from before Wesrik fell?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It isn’t restricted knowledge; some magi have known it. Magus Brown, for instance. He read about it after his magus posting. Sarinia gave him access to the cooking books we had from years past. From what I’ve heard, he has continued to push that knowledge forward. His missives to Sarinia go straight into her private records. It’s part of the deal they agreed to.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh… I had no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “That is the point. His knowledge is recorded for the future, but not given to the uncaring.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” Gregory scratched his chin. “Umm… she was part-eurtik, wasn’t she?” 
 
      
 
    “Vulture,” Rafiq nodded. “Her father and mother both have traces. They combined to make hers a little more obvious.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, that explains the voice and eyes,” Gregory nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Two of her more distinguishing marks, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “On to the bakery; the morning rush should be done by now. I also need to take the report by the commander’s office.” 
 
      
 
    “I will go back to the barracks after the bakery, if that’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. I don’t blame you for not wanting to go to the command post.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, Gregory ran into Captain Hendil as the guard was leaving the bakery. “Magi, welcome back to Icelake,” he greeted Gregory. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, I hope your day is peaceful.” 
 
      
 
    “It is. Will you be coming by the Gilded Cup tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “Myself and my lieutenant will, at least for a bit. Could I impose on you to take my report to the commander so I can continue my shopping?” 
 
      
 
    “I was heading back that way, so it’s no problem at all.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded and handed over the report. “Thank you. I’m sure the commander will have a few questions later.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” 
 
      
 
    “Bane wolves.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, yes. I’ll make sure he gets it as soon as I get back. We’ll see you tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
      
 
    As the captain walked off, Rafiq gave Gregory a questioning look. “Why not go yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “Because then, I’d have to explain to the commander now and again tonight to his officers. It’s easiest to hand it off, then only have to explain it once,” Gregory chuckled. “This will give me more time to train today.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq chuckled. “Always pushing to improve. You and your wives break the curves of training and power for the new generation of magi.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re dedicated to changing things.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and those of us who understand thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The pair fell silent as they entered the bakery. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Gregory and Davis entered the Gilded Cup shortly after dinner; Gregory waved to Commander Trida. “Good evening to you all,” he said as he took a seat, then flagged the barmaid over. “Need some refills?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll gladly take one. Might help me believe the report,” Hendil said, then downed his nearly-full mug. 
 
      
 
    “I have questions about the report, Magi,” Trida said. 
 
      
 
    “I’d be glad to answer them,” Gregory nodded, then turned his attention to the barmaid. “Rosem wine for me, a refill for the captain, and for you, Davis?” 
 
      
 
    “Pale ale, please,” Davis directed to the barmaid. 
 
      
 
    When she left, Gregory looked back at Trida. “Sorry, Commander. What questions did you have?” 
 
      
 
    “Over a dozen bane wolves attacked you on patrol?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet you had no casualties?” 
 
      
 
    “None.” 
 
      
 
    “Not even any injured?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, we wear the best armor the archmage of Buldoun could provide,” Davis cut in. “Pettit won it during the tournament he attended with his clan. It’s enchanted armor, sir, and covers them from head to toe.” 
 
      
 
    Trida sat back, not having known this fact. 
 
      
 
    “My men also use naginatas, not the standard shield and sword,” Gregory said. “That let two or three of them attack each wolf as it closed on them. One of my men still got bitten, but their armor stopped them from acquiring any wounds.” 
 
      
 
    “Your report said there was an alpha,” Hendil pointed out. “Those beasts can freeze your blood.” 
 
      
 
    “They exude aether with their howl, and that can lock your muscles,” Gregory corrected him. “It can be countered by a magi doing the same. At that point, it’s a matter of power versus power. I was stronger, so my men were free to move.” 
 
      
 
    “You got into the thick of it, the report said. Went after the alpha yourself,” Trida said. “How did that fight go?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, sir.” Gregory pulled out a medal from his ring, setting it on the table. “I’m an armsmaster with the naginata.” 
 
      
 
    The four men at the table sat up straighter upon seeing it. 
 
      
 
    “He bested Armsmaster Watashi, Armsmaster Magi-killer, and General Ruzi to be granted this,” Davis said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “That is an impressive selection of armsmasters…” Trida said slowly. 
 
      
 
    Gregory collected his medal. “I didn’t know the requirements to be granted the title and medal. It came as a surprise to me, but yes, I bested the alpha bane wolf. Its aether wasn’t able to suppress me, and I had reach.” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you just blast it, fry it, or whatever, like most magi would?” Hendil asked. 
 
      
 
    Gregory paused as the barmaid came back with the drinks. After she’d left, he sipped his wine, then answered, “Because my magic is foresight, not fire, force, or the rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Foresight? I didn’t think magi had that magic anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “The former head of my clan did,” Gregory said softly. “Now, as far as I know, I’m the only magi in the empire with it.” 
 
      
 
    “How does that work?” Trida asked. 
 
      
 
    “I can glimpse into the future. The further into the future I look, the more aether it takes,” Gregory replied. “I’ll be able to look even further ahead as I continue to grow.” 
 
      
 
    Trida finished his mug, waving the barmaid back for a refill. “What are you going to do with all the carcasses?” 
 
      
 
    “I already took them to the Cutting Block. The meat is being turned into jerky for me, and the hides will be sold to the tanner.” 
 
      
 
    Trida’s brow furrowed slowly. “You want all the jerky from that many bane wolves?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like I have my cook prepare special meals for me,” Gregory shrugged. “The jerky is what I use to help keep me ingesting aether. The richer the aether, the easier I can refill myself and grow stronger.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, yes. The magus in town might like some of it. She normally buys what she can when quality bane meat is brought in.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I’ll have to make her a gift when I come back. I doubt they’ll have it finished by the time I leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe just let Block sell it to her?” Trida suggested after ordering another refill. “Easier all around that way.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked thoughtful as he sipped at his wine. “I’ll talk with him tomorrow. It’ll be better for me if it’s a gift that he’s preparing from me to her.” 
 
      
 
    “Favors can be important,” Hendil nodded. 
 
      
 
    The conversation turned to other topics as the cards came out. The two lieutenants with Trida finally chimed in at that point, not wanting to interject into the commander’s conversation. Drinks were imbibed and money changed hands for a few hours until Gregory finally took his leave. 
 
      
 
    “I need to check up on my men. Looks like luck wasn’t with me today; that was all my gambling money until I get back to Coldwood.” 
 
      
 
    “Never a good idea to make your commander a debtor,” Trida told Davis, then laughed. “Might end up with extra duties that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair, but until he does, I get to live life to the fullest,” Davis laughed. 
 
      
 
    As the pair left the Gilded Cup behind, they chuckled. Halfway to Groomed Mane, Davis handed over half the winnings, which was Gregory’s money back plus a little more. 
 
      
 
    “That’s just evil. Do you think they’ll figure it out?” 
 
      
 
    “No, because it isn’t me winning,” Gregory grinned. “My wife would be proud of me using misdirection to profit.” 
 
      
 
    “Works out for me too.” 
 
      
 
    “And it helps me use my aether. I need to use it to improve, so this is a double win for me.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Groomed Mane was busy when Gregory and Davis got there. Every table was filled, the seats at the bar were taken, and the dice games looked full, too. The noise dropped some when people saw Gregory, but he just smiled and waved them off. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just here for a drink,” Gregory announced. “Don’t mind me.” 
 
      
 
    Heading to the bar, Gregory caught snippets of conversation as the volume slowly rose again. 
 
      
 
    “A magi here?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think he likes eurt—?” 
 
      
 
    “His men said he’s very mell—” 
 
      
 
    “His men are better behaved than othe—” 
 
      
 
    “Magi,” Lowen, the owner of Groomed Mane, asked, coming down to them, “what can I get you?” 
 
      
 
    “Rosem?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got a new small cask in, just in case,” Lowen nodded. “Pale ale, Lieutenant?” 
 
      
 
    “Please? A good barman will always remember a drink,” Davis smiled, putting some vela on the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Be right back,” Lowen said, collecting the money before going to get the drinks. 
 
      
 
    A couple of men left the bar area, so Gregory and Davis took the now-open seats. Lowen was back a minute later with their drinks. 
 
      
 
    “Your men have been telling a tall one,” Lowen said, setting their drinks down. 
 
      
 
    “If it’s about the bane wolves, they’d be telling the truth,” Davis said. “Over a dozen, plus an alpha, with no wounds on our side.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s true?” Lowen asked with a touch of incredulousness. “That kind of attack normally leaves a few wounded, and some dead.” 
 
      
 
    “You only see my men out of armor, without their weapons,” Gregory said. “They don’t use swords and shields, but naginatas, instead. Their armor is enchanted armor that covers them from head to toe. Add that together, and the wolves never had a chance.” 
 
      
 
    “But the alpha—” 
 
      
 
    Gregory cut him off by raising his hand. “A magi can break the howl with their own aether if they know how to do so. I can, so my men weren’t frozen in place, waiting for death. Instead, they pinned each wolf to the ground with multiple blades. I killed the alpha myself.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of magi are you?” Lowen asked. “I’d think fire or force would have the easiest time of it. Possibly air if you can do the air blades correctly.” 
 
      
 
    “Foresight,” Gregory replied. “The alpha had no chance.” 
 
      
 
    Lowen blinked slowly for a moment. “Oh… oh! Your clan makes sense now. Elder Lightshield has foresight, too. I met him once, decades back. He was… personable for a magi.” 
 
      
 
    “My entire clan is,” Gregory said, sorrow touching his voice. “Sadly, Lightshield died not long ago.” 
 
      
 
    Lowen turned to grab a mug, pouring himself an ale before he turned back to Gregory. “To the passing of a good man. May his life teach others how to live.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory was a little surprised, but he raised his glass. “To a mentor who will never be forgotten by his clan.” 
 
      
 
    With the toast over, Davis cleared his throat. “We just came to let you know they’re not telling tales. I’m glad to see your customers aren’t trying to start a scuffle over it.” 
 
      
 
    “My customers know better,” Lowen snorted. “The most they’d do is mutter about it away from them. No one with brains starts a fight in my bar.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve known enough people to know that it must happen occasionally,” Gregory chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “True, but normally it’s newcomers to town or magi guards. Not yours, but others,” Lowen said, making sure Gregory was clear that he wasn’t impugning on his men. 
 
      
 
    “Considering the last unit, I believe it,” Gregory said wryly before he drained his glass. “We’ll be off, Lowen. Thank you again for having a place where my men can relax without concern.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for having well-trained men, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Davis downed the rest of his mug before getting up with Gregory. “A good bar is always hard to find. Glad there’s one here.” 
 
      
 
    With goodbyes said, Gregory waved to Glasson and Bunson, who were keeping an eye on their men. The pair waved back before going back to their own discussion. 
 
      
 
    Walking back to the barracks, Davis sighed. “This year has been good so far. I’m sure it’ll get complicated once things start, but it was nice.” 
 
      
 
    “It was. Hopefully, it’ll be for a while yet. I’m not going out to find them, I’ll just enforce it when we run into them.” 
 
      
 
    “Life will be interesting when it starts.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it will.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Two weeks went by with only one event: upon leaving Icelake, their unit was attacked by bane vultures. It was a chaotic fight, even with the knowledge of the attack ahead of time. One of the men took a nasty gash to the face, luckily just missing his eyes. Gregory had the salve to heal it, but a vivid scar remained. 
 
      
 
    Commander Roberts had been impressed at the lack of deaths and major injuries after two bane beast attacks on Gregory’s men. Gregory spent a few hours going over past magi guard units’ reports so he had a better idea of potential troubles. 
 
      
 
    Blasot, the owner of Cleaned Cuts in Coldwood, was happy to take on the job to turn the vultures into jerky. He was even happier when Gregory explained the process that he wanted used, having learned it from Rafiq. Before leaving, Gregory made sure that Blasot would send the first part of the jerky to Magus Artok as a gift. 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s men had a little trouble with idiots in Coldwood, as neither tavern they were using was as good as Groomed Mane. In the end, the men refused to let anything blow up on them, leaving as the last resort to make sure there was no trouble. Gregory gave them back any money they lost, thanking them for behaving civilly. 
 
      
 
    Their return trip to Icelake didn’t have any attacks, for which everyone was grateful. When they arrived, Gregory was told by the gate sergeant that Magus Smitton wanted to see him. He thanked the man, planning to go the next day— it was already evening when they got in. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled— it just felt like pins and needles when he polished his channels. It was no longer painful, just uncomfortable. Watching the aether flame as he did it was very interesting. Whole streamers of fire went flying down the channels instead of sparks, the channel glowing with aether flame while he held it in place. Looking down one of them showed him the slow build-up of crystal as the stone was purified. 
 
      
 
    “Slowly building toward tomorrow…” Gregory murmured. “I should ask Rafiq about more advanced texts. I’m sure he has something to help move things forward. What we’ve been doing has worked, but we need to keep pushing to be ahead of others.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a seat, he stared into the flames as he continued to polish his channels. Today, he was focused on trying to connect even more with his resonance. Being able to selectively pressure specific people was likely another step down that path, but he didn’t know what would come next. Magi Squares were starting to get easier, too, which meant he’d need to see about advancing that branch, as well. The only path that he still felt good with was body— the Peaceful Fist felt like it would continue to work for him, but he thought that maybe he could add weights to his arms and legs to push himself. 
 
      
 
    Fourth bell pulled him from his meditation. Sighing, he got up from the floor, already thinking about the different errands he’d have to run. The one he wondered about was seeing Magus Justina Smitton. He hoped it was about the jerky he’d arranged to be delivered, not something else. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Gregory,” Rafiq greeted him. “Is something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I just have things to do today, like seeing the magus. However, I was wondering if you had any scrolls or books on steps to take to further my training on the paths?” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq chuckled. “I believe I do. Sarinia said she would be sending copies to your wives around this time. She thought you would ask before you were a magus.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled. “Of course, the chief would. Does she have foresight along with shadow magic?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all. She paid attention to your growth during the academy, and my notes have updated that.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sir,” Basal said, just ahead of Hanz. “Anything you want us to focus on today?” 
 
      
 
    “No, just the usual. Rafiq will be here, though, so if you want to get extra training in, he might be amenable.” 
 
      
 
    “I would be, indeed,” Rafiq smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sir,” Davis said. “Are you heading to the magus first?” 
 
      
 
    “Butcher, magus, commander, and then errands,” Gregory said, laying out his itinerary. “I’ll be back before dinner. I just have no idea how long before.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. When you get back, if there’s time, I was hoping to get a few bouts of sparring in with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Gregory nodded. “Have the men been okay with the routine?” 
 
      
 
    “The hour of the Peaceful Fist during the march is fine; all of them have enjoyed maintaining that. Sparring before dinner is something they’re eager for. There’s a small competition for single honor and squad honor starting up. I’ll be keeping my eye on it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. If I need to step in, let me know.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get today started,” Gregory said, leading the others downstairs. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory collected the jerky that was ready from Cutting Block. The owner explained that he’d sent the first batch to the magus along with the note Gregory had left behind. Justina came back a day later to inquire about more after having sampled the gift. That told Gregory why he was being summoned, it was because she wanted more jerky. Sampling the bane wolf heart that Frenton had finished that morning, Gregory understood why Justina wanted more. He was just about to leave when Kona, Frenton’s daughter, asked if Rafiq might come by to talk more about jerky. Gregory promised to pass the message along, but tomorrow would be the soonest it would happen. 
 
      
 
    She’s cute, but I doubt Rafiq is interested, Gregory thought as he got closer to the magus’ manor. She’s past her age day, at least, but she might not understand that Rafiq has aether and is older than her father. Gregory put the thoughts aside as he used the knocker to announce himself. 
 
      
 
    The butler was quick to lead Gregory into the private study, not commenting that he didn’t change his boots after seeing no debris on them. The maid poured him a cup of tea that Gregory had just started on when Justina Smitton arrived. 
 
      
 
    “Adept, I’m glad you came,” Justina smiled. “Is the tea to your liking?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s good. Your maid has skill with the leaves.” 
 
      
 
    “She should. I made sure she was trained,” Justina smirked. “My usual,” she said to the maid before taking her seat. “Pettit, I was delighted by the gift you left for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    “The potency of it was beyond anything he’d made before. When I went back to him, all he would say was that it was a new recipe he was trying and that you owned all the rest of the batch.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory sipped from his cup before telling her, “It was the pack of bane wolves that attacked my men last patrol.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I hadn’t heard. How many of your men died?” 
 
      
 
    “None.” 
 
      
 
    Justina sat back with her cup after the maid finished making it. “Truly? Hmm… Foresight helped with that?” 
 
      
 
    “To a degree, but it was breaking the alpha’s howl that made the real difference.” 
 
      
 
    The silence drew out as Justina eyed him, the cup lingering on her lips for longer than needed. “I didn’t think you were spirit path.” 
 
      
 
    “Spirit and body, Magus. My entire clan uses the Peaceful Fist as set down by Lionel Lighthand.” 
 
      
 
    “A combined path? How many of the clan does it work for?” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I know, all of us,” Gregory smiled. “We believe it’s because we venerate Aether as much as we do. After all, we’re merely his guard, waiting for his return.” 
 
      
 
    Justina’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. I recall your clan. I went to the academy at the same time as Samantha Bishop. She was one of the few who stayed with your clan when I came to this posting. How is she?” 
 
      
 
    “Bishop now leads the clan, Magus. Her bloodline ties back to Lighthand. Last I knew, she was a sixth-rank magus.” 
 
      
 
    Justina’s lips compressed and her free hand briefly touched her hidden medallion. “Is she, now? How nice for her. The combined path must be working well for her. What of you, Adept?” 
 
      
 
    “Myself and my wives all grew in equal measure together,” Gregory said, then lied, having looked briefly into the future. “I’ve reached late initiate ranks.” 
 
      
 
    Justina’s smile became real again. “Ah, that is fast, but with a combined path, it makes sense. Your clan is coming back to prominence?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve won the majority of tournaments since my novice year. I’m sure another clan will be bumping us from that streak soon.” 
 
      
 
    “No doubt. When one clan stands out, the others make sure to remind it not to. Can’t have one clan accruing all the fame and best novices, now can we?” 
 
      
 
    “No, ma’am. As it is, our clan only takes those that believe in Aether’s return.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I recall,” Justina said, her eye twitching. “It’s a quaint thing to believe Aether will return when we already have the Divine Emperor.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he waits for the day, as well, ma’am,” Gregory said with a smile. “All magi should.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Now, about the jerky; we got sidetracked. I’d like to get more of it.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded, then looked at the maid. “Bring me a container, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Go,” Justina said when the maid looked at her. “You have some on you?” 
 
      
 
    “Part of what’s been done. How do you feel about hearts?” 
 
      
 
    “A bit primitive, and they do mean extra yuzu fruit for the solstice, but they can be beneficial. I would accept one if it’s at least as good as the jerky.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory finished his tea just before the maid came back. He took the enchanted box from the maid, then summoned jerky into it. When he finished, he handed her the box. “A plate, please?” 
 
      
 
    The maid took the box over to Justina, then hurried to her cart to bring him a small plate. Gregory summoned one of the hearts onto it— it’d been turned into jerky slabs, so he was able to stack it up to resemble the heart it had once been. 
 
      
 
    “There you go, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    Justina smiled brightly as she shut the box and took in the heart. “Goodness, this is very nice.” She motioned to the maid, who brought her the plate. As delicately as she could, she tore a piece off. Eyes widening, she chewed slowly. 
 
      
 
    “It’s potent,” Gregory chuckled. “I’ll be taking even smaller slivers, myself.” 
 
      
 
    Justina nodded absently as she chewed. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for inviting me over, Magus. I still need to speak with the commander and see about a few personal items. If it’s okay, I will take my leave.” 
 
      
 
    Justina nodded once more, still chewing. 
 
      
 
    Gregory stood, bowing to her before leaving. As he left the manor, he considered how upset Justina would be when he started interfering with her extra income— she obviously still had problems with Bishop and the clan. Shaking his head, he walked on toward the guard’s offices to speak with the commander. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s other stops while in Icelake didn’t cause problems. He stopped by the best clothier to order thirty-eight winter jackets— they’d be fur-lined and oversized so they could be worn over armor. His talk with Commander Trida went well, and afterward, Gregory spent hours going over previous magi guard unit reports. 
 
      
 
    The men continued to only visit the Groomed Mane whenever they were in Icelake. It was quickly becoming their favorite tavern since joining Gregory’s unit. They even got used to Gregory swinging by for a short visit on the first night, none of them taking it badly. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    On their trip back to Coldwood, another instance of trouble popped up for them, so Gregory ran foresight three times to find the best route to deal with it. The one that worked would not make his officers happy, but it would keep his men unharmed. With his solution ready, Gregory meditated, trying to simulate the fight to make sure he was as prepared as he could be. His aether couldn’t help, though, as it’d never seen an opponent like the one he’d be facing later. 
 
      
 
    Fourth bell brought Gregory from his meditation. Standing up, he left his room to find Rafiq and Basal chatting. “Rafiq, today, you’ll have notes to take.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq glanced at Gregory. “Another bane beast attack?” 
 
      
 
    “A bear this time. I believe it’s hoping for more food before hibernation.” 
 
      
 
    “Dangerous… you’re planning on fighting it alone?” 
 
      
 
    “The men can’t help with the power it has. It’ll fling them around like rag dolls. Even when their armor holds up to its claws, the impacts will still cause excessive injuries.” 
 
      
 
    “But sir, that’s suicide, isn’t it?” Basal asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. I can manage it. It’ll probably tax me to the brink, but I can wear it down enough that it dies without the men being injured. I’ll be letting Davis and the sergeants know after breakfast. It’ll be an hour before our normal camping spot.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I will have to document it if I see it,” Rafiq nodded. “All I should be able to note is you used your magic when fighting it. I haven’t noted your use of foresight to know about the attacks ahead of time.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed to him. “My deepest thanks, Rafiq.” 
 
      
 
    “I can only document what I personally see,” Rafiq smiled. “Thank you for splitting the jerky with me.” 
 
      
 
    “You need it as much, if not more, than I do.” 
 
      
 
    “True, but it is still something I should thank you for.” 
 
      
 
    “Friends help.” 
 
      
 
    “And anyone you call a friend is blessed to be known as such.” 
 
      
 
    When the trio left the tent, Gregory pulled it into his ring. “See you at the table. I can start collecting tents.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The command staff was not entirely happy with Gregory’s plan for the bane bear, but they also didn’t want their men dead or maimed. With Gregory’s reassurance that he’d be fine, they didn’t argue. Some of the men, however, were upset— they wondered if Gregory felt they weren’t capable until the sergeants explained what the casualty rate would be. 
 
      
 
    Gregory got off Legacy as they got close to the marker the bear would be near. Handing the reins to Dot, Gregory jogged ahead of the unit, summoning his naginata. He’d put on his full armor after breakfast, knowing the fight was going to happen. His foresight had shown him that he’d need it if he wanted to not suffer deep lacerations. 
 
      
 
    Just past the marker indicating that they were an hour from their normal camp, the underbrush went flying and the bane bear surged into the open. It was huge, massive in breadth, height, and muscles. Where most bears topped out at ten feet standing, this one was well over fifteen. Its roar echoed off the trees, the aether behind it forcing the closest men to their knees. 
 
      
 
    Gregory let it wash over his resonance, triggering foresight as it did. Not cowering the way most prey would, he instead rushed forward to meet the beast. The bear growled as it dropped to all fours, lunging to meet him. One massive paw came in with a quickness that most would never expect from the massive creature, but Gregory knew it was coming. He shifted just enough that he could redirect the swipe with the haft of his naginata before cutting a gouge into the bear’s back leg. 
 
      
 
    Spinning with a nimbleness that wolves would’ve envied, the bear brought its maw into play. The crunch of the naginata’s butt meeting one oversized tooth was loud as Gregory danced back, spinning his weapon back into ready position while the bear drew up short with a cracked fang. 
 
      
 
    Red fire burned in the bane beast’s eyes. Gregory was moving before the bear even shifted; he wove around the attacks like a river, landing cuts before the pair finally broke apart again. The wounds were bleeding, but they wouldn’t stop the bear nor even slow it. When they separated, the beast was growling, shaking its head side-to-side, puzzled at how its meal was still standing. 
 
      
 
    Gregory grimaced, knowing what was coming next. His choice was which attack he’d let land. He chose the least dangerous, darting to the side as the bear charged him. Earth spears shot up, impacting his armor. One of them struck his thigh guards— what should’ve crippled or killed him only left a bruise from the force of the attack. 
 
      
 
    Spinning back, expecting its prey to be bleeding on the ground, the bear wasn’t prepared for the flurry it suddenly faced. Growling and snapping its teeth, the bear backed away as the naginata cut and gouged its muzzle. It let out a howl of pain when one of its eyes was blinded. Lunging forward, it tried to bury the man attacking it with its bulk. 
 
      
 
    Gregory dove to the side, coming up and spinning away from the earth spikes that followed him. A back leg grazed him, sending him stumbling into a tree, but Gregory used the tree to steady himself before rushing back in. 
 
      
 
    Slack-jawed, everyone watched the fight in awe. Not only was the bear a bane beast, but it could also use earth magic. The few men who’d wondered why they shouldn’t help before understood why now. Fighting a magi was bad enough, but a bane beast with magic was even worse. 
 
      
 
    Gregory took a few more hits from the earthen spears during the course of the fight, but he never got bitten or hit with a paw. He dodged and shifted, landing more and more cuts that slowly bled the bear, taking its other eye as the fight wound down. 
 
      
 
    Blind and hurt worse than it’d ever been before, the bane bear tried to flee. It had an advantage over most blind creatures, as it could use its magic to guide it around obstacles, but the magi never stopped hunting it. More earth spikes were summoned, but they were weaker and weaker, just like the bear. Tired, injured, and spent, the beast slumped to the ground, letting out a pitiful growl. 
 
      
 
    Gregory wasn’t in much better shape. He’d spent aether like he had a fortune, even using the majority from his ring. Panting as he approached the slowly-dying beast, he felt a little sorry for it; it was just trying to survive. The fact that it’d tried to kill him dampened his sympathy, but he understood why it had. Letting go of foresight, he walked closer to kill it quickly. 
 
      
 
    “You chose poorly. I’m sorry,” Gregory said. He raised his naginata to deliver a death blow, which is why the spike from behind caught him by surprise. It barely had enough aether behind it to move him an inch, but it meant his first attempt missed the mark. He quickly pulled back and delivered the killing strike. 
 
      
 
    He had to wait for the bear to fully die before he could put it into his ring. Once he could, though, he summoned a clean cloth to wipe his weapon down as he walked back toward the trail. He’d gone well off it to hunt the beast down. He hoped his men were still waiting for him, or he’d have a lonely hike to camp. 
 
      
 
    He felt eyes on him after a few minutes, so he paused. Looking around, he opened aether sight, but didn’t see any aether being used. Shaking his head, he let go of his aether and kept walking. “I should be paranoid after the bear…” 
 
      
 
    A minute after he walked away, a pair of yellow eyes rose from the scrub they’d been mostly hidden by. The magi had almost spotted them, which would’ve meant a fight. Something about this magi felt different, different enough to cause them to slip away rather than trying to kill him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you’re all still here,” Gregory said when he got back to the trail. “I have the bear to deal with in Coldwood. Should be a small bump next payday.” 
 
      
 
    “But we didn’t do anything,” one of the men said. 
 
      
 
    “You followed orders,” Gregory replied. “I know some of you really wanted to help. As your sergeants doubtlessly told you, that would’ve been bad. Besides, most of the bear will be turned into jerky for Rafiq and myself. It won’t be a big bonus, but I’m sure the parts and pieces will still get you an extra mug or two.” 
 
      
 
    “Your horse, sir,” Dot said, handing him the reins. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Dot.” Gregory smiled, then climbed up onto Legacy. “Come on. One more hour of marching, and then I can rest.” 
 
      
 
    “If any of us need it, it’s him,” Davis said. “Move out.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq came up to walk beside Gregory. “It is unusual for a bane beast to have magic other than physical enhancement.” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to ask,” Gregory said. “On the plus side, I’m glad it only had earth and not physical enhancement.” 
 
      
 
    “No. You misunderstand, Gregory. It had both. That is why it was as fast as it was. All bane beasts have physical enhancement. If they have another magic, it’s in addition to that. The bear having earth magic is rare, so its core will be… exceptional. Have it set aside for your friend Ling. It will be of use in enchanting.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… uh, sure,” Gregory said. “On a different topic, about the scroll you lent me on the spirit path? It says that it’s normally masters or grandmasters that can manage it. Is it only them, or can it happen before that?” 
 
      
 
    “Very rarely has it happened for magi before master tier. It is one of the hidden bonuses of walking the spirit path. A few have suggested that that is why the empire frowns on that path specifically.” 
 
      
 
    “I can see why…” Gregory murmured. “I haven’t noticed anything like it in my aether cavern yet, but I’ll be keeping a close eye on it.” 
 
      
 
    “When it happens, it will be obvious, at least from what Sarinia has told me.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s spirit path?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot say,” Rafiq said, bowing his head. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, that’s fine. I’m sure that shouldn’t be talked about.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve told you of my path, and that is already more than any of the archive would ever admit to a magi.” 
 
      
 
    “With good reason,” Gregory grunted. “Can you assist me later?” 
 
      
 
    “With?” 
 
      
 
    “Refilling my ring?” Gregory chuckled softly. “I used most of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly. Your being able to see the future keeps us all safer.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rafiq.” 
 
      
 
    “Friends help, as a good friend once told me.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory laughed, grinning down at the smiling archivist. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The last couple of days marching to Coldwood were calm. The men put in even more effort during evening sparring and morning Peaceful Fist— Gregory’s display of fighting the bane bear had inspired them to do more. 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled when they finally reached Coldwood, as the gate sergeant replayed an almost identical copy of the summons he’d gotten in Icelake. Gregory thanked the sergeant, but again decided to go the following day, as it was nearing evening. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~  
 
      
 
    Breakfast was delicious, with small omelets and bacon. Barny put in as much effort as he could on their days off, having the time and space to really go all out. The entire unit loved it, and it made the days off between patrols feel even more special. Gregory and Rafiq finished the last of the baked bane bear heart— it’d been potent enough to take three days to consume. 
 
      
 
    Saying goodbye to Davis, Gregory set out to get errands done before he went to see Magus Artok. His first stop was the bank; he’d given his own vela to pay the men before he left, so he’d use their normal paychecks to pay himself back. The bank in Coldwood was identical to the one in Icelake, used only for the guards and traders who needed to move large amounts of money. 
 
      
 
    The bank manager, Brenton Linok, was happy to personally assist Gregory with his monthly pay chest. Tea was served as the assistant, a buxom bovine eurtik, went to get the vela. Gregory managed to keep a smile on his face, though very fake, even when Linok slapped the woman’s rear with a leer. 
 
      
 
    “How have your patrols been, Magi?” 
 
      
 
    “Mostly quiet. Just a few bane beast attacks, is all.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes. I’m sure the cost to help your men stay in shape is starting to put some strain on your pay chest.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory shrugged, not verbally answering Linok, who appeared to be angling toward something. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve helped other magi in the past who’ve had similar difficulties if you’re willing to be flexible on some topics.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory took a sip of tea. “Flexible in what ways?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re supposed to take any slaves you capture to the market for fair sell.” 
 
      
 
    “That is the law, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “But if you captured any slaves— ones like my assistant, for instance— I’m sure we could come to an arrangement.” 
 
      
 
    “Just her type?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no. Anything that has sensuality would be good. She just has the massive chest to get my interest, but if you had a panther, that would work. I’ve seen those sleek ones, but have yet to acquire something similar for myself.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory managed to keep polite interest on his face, but the internal struggle was intense. “I see… I’m not sure I’ll be bringing any slaves in, but I’ll keep it in mind. The kind you’re asking for would sell for a nice amount.” 
 
      
 
    “True, true, but then you’d have to wait for the auctions. I’d pay cash in hand upon delivery. I’ll even make sure to cover the bribes for the guards. This way, it’s pure profit for you.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an interesting offer,” Gregory said. “I’ll make sure to keep it firmly in mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Linok chuckled. “Ah, and here’s my assistant now.” 
 
      
 
    The slave brought the chest over, kneeling beside Gregory to open it. She wore a thick collar around her neck, clearly a symbol by the manager, as the mark on her chest was visible with her position. Gregory pulled the bags of vela from the chest, absorbing them into his ring with only a glance at the eurtik, mentally lamenting her fate. 
 
      
 
    Standing up once he had the money, Gregory inclined his head to the manager. “I’m sure we’ll have more to talk about in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Let me show you out.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving the bank behind, Gregory was busy formulating the best way to entrap Linok. Yuki would suggest enacting a fake sale to have firm evidence he’s attempting to bribe a magi. That might be the easiest and best route. I should hold off until I start coming down on the slavers… let the first crackdown happen, and Linok might see it as me clearing the competition out. I’ll have to entrap him before the third, or he won’t bite. It’ll be too obvious by then that I uphold the laws. Commander Roberts will be happy to help me, I’m sure, he thought as he walked toward Cleaned Cuts. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The butcher, Blasot Cutter, wasn’t as good as Frenton Block in Icelake, but he was the best Coldwood had. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, Magi,” Blasot said. The owner smiled widely as he put a couple of chests onto the counter. “I have all the meat ready for you. Magus Artok was happy about the gift, but almost demanded that I sell him more.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m heading to see him next,” Gregory said, opening the chests and pushing the smoked fowl into his ring. “You can keep the chests. I don’t need them.” 
 
      
 
    Blasot looked into the now-empty chests with a smile. “Gladly, Magi. I wasn’t sure your spatial item could hold them. I know you used it to deliver them, but you might’ve filled it with other things since then.” 
 
      
 
    “It was an admirable thought, but you can repurpose them.” 
 
      
 
    “I did want to thank you for your advice on how to prepare bane meat. I’m sure that my business will become even more popular in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “We should head into the back. I have more for you to work on,” Gregory chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, of course. Was it wolves? They’re the commonest of the bane beast we see.” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t,” Gregory said as he led the way into the back room. “It was this, instead.” He summoned the bane bear from his ring, letting it land on the prep station Blasot had. 
 
      
 
    “A bane bear…?!” Blasot whispered. “Didn’t expect to see another one so soon. If you want the meat to be as good as it can be, I’ll have to use the core on it.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory pulled out two normal bane cores. “Use these, instead. I’ve already claimed its core and heart.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. Yes, sir, Magi. It’ll take me a couple of weeks to prepare all of it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure. Set aside a tenth of what it produces and have it delivered to Artok, with my compliments.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly, Magi,” Blasot agreed. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let him know, so he’ll be expecting it.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you in two weeks.” Gregory smiled before he left the shop behind. 
 
      
 
    Blasot watched Gregory go, then wiped his forehead. “I wonder how many of his men died fighting you…?” he murmured before he turned back to the bear. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory took the offered tea with a smile. Sitting back, he sipped from his cup while he waited for Magus Artok. It wasn’t too long a wait before Artok entered the study. 
 
      
 
    “Adept Pettit, I’m so glad you could visit.” 
 
      
 
    “The sergeant told me that you required my presence, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    “Required? He must’ve misunderstood my phrasing. I just wanted to make sure you knew I wanted to talk.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad. I’d been trying to think of what I might’ve done to be summoned.” 
 
      
 
    Artok laughed as he waved his maid over to make him a cup of tea. “Goodness, no. I just wanted to thank you for your gift of jerky. The butcher informed me that it was from the flock of bane vultures you killed last patrol.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It wasn’t a big flock, but flying enemies can be quite bothersome.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Artok smiled, taking the offered cup. “When I went back to inquire about more, he didn’t have any for sale.” 
 
      
 
    “I can easily remedy that, Magus. I paid for all of the meat to be treated. Besides the portion I had set aside for you, I have the rest of it.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t turn down another gift,” Artok smirked over the rim of his cup. 
 
      
 
    “If your maid can bring me a container for it, I’d be happy to pass some more off to you. It never hurts to have friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed…” Artok murmured. He drank from his cup, but motioned his maid to go. “How have your patrols been, Adept? I don’t recall hearing about any of your men being wounded by the vultures. I know your reports normally go to the commander, but I was curious.” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t suffer any major injuries; my men all carry crossbows. I knew that we might face bane fowl, so we came prepared for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t think of the last adept who thought that far ahead. You are a true exception, Pettit. I have reports of how far Aether’s Guard has risen back into the ranks of the clans. All of it seems to have started with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe my wife, Yukiko, has more to do with that than me. She has a keen mind. Most of what I know I learned from her. I’m from the fringe; without her help, I likely wouldn’t have risen far at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… She must love you a great deal.” 
 
      
 
    “A love to last the ages,” Gregory said with all honesty, letting his full feelings be visible. “Without her, my life would not be nearly as rich as it is today.” 
 
      
 
    “You do know that many magi pairings have a tendency to fall apart when one advances far past the other, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard that, but Yukiko and I have been growing at the same pace since the academy. We both train exactly the same way and have taken great pains to match our supplements to try to stay even.” 
 
      
 
    “Dedication. How unusual. You wouldn’t be willing to visit the Golden Collar, then?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not one to give in to vice,” Gregory said, “but if you wanted me to accompany you, Magus, I would do so.” 
 
      
 
    Artok’s lips twitched. “I wouldn’t foot the bill for you, Adept. I heard from Adept… I mean Magus Grabil how much you cost him. He was quite vexed. I’m sure your report of the conditions he left the camps in has exacerbated that since he departed.” 
 
      
 
    “He should’ve taken better care of the patrol, sir. As for the cost of the Golden Collar,” Gregory chuckled, “he did tell me to enjoy myself.” 
 
      
 
    Artok laughed, setting his cup aside. “I’m sure you did just that. I’m going over to the Golden Collar tomorrow to conduct my annual review. They normally make sure I and any assistant are compensated for our diligence. I could use another set of eyes and ears to conduct the review.” 
 
      
 
    “I would be glad to accompany and assist, Magus. One must expand one’s knowledge to grow.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite,” Artok said, a little surprised. “I didn’t think you were a fellow mind path follower.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not. I follow the Peaceful Fist as all my clan does, but I still try to learn. It might not help my aether, but learning is always worthwhile.” 
 
      
 
    “That is admirable.” 
 
      
 
    The maid hurried back in with a small chest. Setting it next to Gregory, she bowed before stepping back. Gregory opened it and held his hand over the empty box to summon the jerky. When the chest was filled, Gregory sat back with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a decent ring you have, Adept.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. It was a gift from my clan. It gives me room for more personal items now.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you at the Golden Collar at ninth bell.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Gregory said, standing up to bow. “I’ll be there at the appointed hour, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Artok said, waving a hand in dismissal. 
 
      
 
    Gregory was led out by the butler. He had to hope that the panther eurtik, Thera, was available tomorrow. That would be the easiest way to maintain his ruse of using the premises while not doing so. 
 
      
 
    Putting tomorrow off for later, he headed for the commander’s office— he had a report about the bane bear to deliver. He knew it would also be a good idea to let Roberts know about the banker. That’d make setting the trap later easier. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “Glad to see you are punctual, Adept,” Artok said, getting out of his carriage. 
 
      
 
    “I always strive to be early, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… when you’re dealing with your superiors, that’s best. However, if you’re dealing with lessers, you should make them wait for you. It sets the tone of who is in charge.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed. “Yes, sir. Thank you for your knowledge.” 
 
      
 
    “A trifle,” Artok smirked. “We will go in and sit in the lounge to enjoy the refreshments offered. We also need to inspect all the slaves to make sure their brands are correct. You will handle that for me while I wait for the owner. After you finish your examination, you are to take a tour of the facility and check every room to make sure there is no contraband of any kind. When you finish, you may choose a slave or two to unwind from the work. Deliver a scroll to my manor before you leave on patrol tomorrow. I only want to know any problems you found, not anything more.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” Gregory bowed again. 
 
      
 
    Artok led the way into the Golden Collar. The same partial mink eurtik who’d been there when Gregory last visited was again behind the desk. “Magus Artok with an assistant, here to inspect the business.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything is ready for you, Magus. All other visitors have been removed so you can take your time. I will inform the owner that you have arrived,” the receptionist said, her voice soft and her eyes cast down at her desk. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Artok smiled, then walked past her into the lounge. 
 
      
 
    Gregory trailed Artok, keeping his face impassive, but he dipped his head toward the receptionist. The lounge was full— eurtik of a wide variety of heritages stood in it, waiting for them. When the two magi entered, everyone bowed to them. 
 
      
 
    “My usual,” Artok said when he reached the bar. “Adept, what did you want to drink while working?” 
 
      
 
    “Rosem wine is fine, Magus,” Gregory said, having gone to the bar. “I’ll be back for it. I’ll begin my inspection first.” 
 
      
 
    “Diligence is good. I’ll leave before you finish, so remember your tasks.” 
 
      
 
    “I will accomplish everything you need, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory turned back to the assembled staff. Doing a quick count, his lips pursed. While it was possible for an establishment like this to have exceptions for the number of slaves they could have, he thought the number here was excessive. He’d have to pull records to verify that the Golden Collar could have so many, and he was sure that would alert people. 
 
      
 
    Later. For now, focus on the tasks ahead of you. Maybe we can have Roberts get the records…? The commander could put the request in. It might not be as obvious as me doing it, Gregory thought. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, he moved to one side of the room. “I will work my way around. Once you’ve been checked, please sit.” 
 
      
 
    The first person was a male bull eurtik. The man was massive, his horns sawed off a handspan from his skull. His shirt had no upper lacing, so his brand was exposed for Gregory to check. A bit of relief went through Gregory that the first person was male. His hand gently rested on the brand; the feeling of aether pulsed under Gregory’s hand in time to the eurtik’s heartbeat. 
 
      
 
    “Done,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    The bull took a seat where he was, bowing his head. “Thank you, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory kept the wince from his face, but being thanked for checking a slave brand felt wrong to him. Might as well thank me for enslaving you… I know it’s not what you meant, but it’s terrible, he sighed internally before stepping to the next worker. 
 
      
 
    Gregory made his way slowly around the room, checking each brand. He kept his eyes up on their faces mostly, only looking down so he could place his hand correctly. None of the slaves met his gaze, not even Thera when he got to her. He hoped she’d be amenable to his suggestions after he was done. Halfway through his task, he paused when a bombastic man in rich silks came striding into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Magus, welcome back to my humble establishment!” the owner’s voice echoed off the walls with the sheer volume used. “I’m glad to have a man of your importance standing here to make sure I am in compliance.” 
 
      
 
    Artok chuckled. “Phineas, your hospitality and willingness to work with me in my audit is always appreciated. Let me introduce my assistant this year: Adept Gregory Pettit of Aether’s Guard. Pettit, this is the owner of the Golden Collar, Phineas Chainer. His brother runs the Silver Collar in Icelake.” 
 
      
 
    Phineas gave Gregory a grin, then a wink. “Remember to take your time to thoroughly inspect everything, Adept. My business is closed for the entire day to ensure the audit goes smoothly. All staff will remain in this room unless you or Magus Artok take them out. This way, you know I’m not withholding slaves from your audit.” 
 
      
 
    “Only a fool would,” Artok laughed. “Shall we go discuss things in your office?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, of course. Did you want to select one of the slaves to make sure your glass stays full?” 
 
      
 
    Artok looked over the ones Gregory had already finished checking. “You two,” he pointed to a pair of wolf eurtiks, “attend me.” 
 
      
 
    The women rose gracefully to their feet, keeping their eyes downcast as they crossed the room. Phineas nodded, commenting on Artok’s keen eye for talent. A minute later, the four of them were gone. 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s face shifted to disgust for a fraction of a second before he had his mask back in place. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “once I’m done and go to inspect rooms, you’re free to move about here as you will.” He saw the flashes of surprise and gratitude on their faces before they covered up their feelings once more. “I’ll also be making sure to inspect the kitchens around lunchtime and will likely need extra assistance with that. This way, food can be provided to all of you before I go back to other duties. Any questions?” 
 
      
 
    No one spoke up, so Gregory went back to checking brands. It took longer than he thought it would to make it all the way around. The last one was the partial mink eurtik receptionist, who reddened slightly when his hand rested over her brand. Gregory was surprised at her reaction, as none of the others had blushed. It was possible the mink was just a receptionist and not part of the serving slaves. 
 
      
 
    “All done. Thank you,” Gregory said softly. “You know the staff as well as anyone, right, miss?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magi,” the mink replied. 
 
      
 
    “Please have the best cooks selected to help me at noon. Also, I give you permission to leave this room to find me if there are any problems. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magi.” The mink flushed again. “What would you consider worth interrupting your… inspection?” 
 
      
 
    The way the woman hesitated in her last word made Gregory pause. “I’ll leave that to you, but I don’t want any messes. I’ll be working room by room, not stopping to dally. I do need a helper, though…” He trailed off as he looked over the room. “Thera, attend me, please.” 
 
      
 
    The panther eurtik rose from her spot, getting to his side quickly. “Yes, Magi?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll lead me to every room on every level, minus the owner’s office. We’ll be checking for any contraband. Get a way to take notes for me; you’ll be documenting everything I need noted.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magi,” Thera said as she stayed still. “I will need you to accompany me to the lobby to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “No. Go get what you need, then come back.” 
 
      
 
    Thera walked away, swiftly returning with a clipboard and charcoal pencil. Gregory gave her a nod, then looked over the room. 
 
      
 
    “I’m leaving…” Gregory froze, then sighed. “Miss, your name?” he asked the mink. 
 
      
 
    “Astar, sir,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “I’m leaving Astar here as my proxy. Listen to her, but also bring any concerns to her. Thera, I’m ready. Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    Thera bowed. “Yes, sir. Do you want to start in the lobby?” 
 
      
 
    “Skip. I’ll do that as the very last room.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. It’d be best to start with the rooms the customers see.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory followed Thera out of the lounge, letting his mask fall off as the door shut behind him. “Thera,” he called out as she reached the first door, “call me Gregory, please? At least while it’s just us doing this. I don’t want to ransack each room, but I have to inspect them. Any advice or help you can give to make this less invasive for everyone would be appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    Thera blinked, then glanced up at him before quickly averting her gaze. “If that is what you want, Gregory.” 
 
      
 
    “And you can look at me. Honestly, it makes me feel bad if you can’t even look in my direction. I’d have to stand behind you the entire time, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    Thera snorted, her muzzle creasing into a smile. “As you wish. As for me helping you search without it being invasive… I know who had contraband placed in their rooms today. We do not keep those things ourselves— we know the consequences of it— but during an audit, the owner always places things in a few rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “Why? Wait… don’t answer that,” Gregory sighed. “Finding no problems would lead to a more intensive search. Finding a few trivialities makes it easy to pass off as if I really did search.” His lips turned down. “I only saw slaves in the lounge. Are there no other staff?” 
 
      
 
    “Only a few, sir. The head chef will be in the kitchen while the guards will be in their rooms.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s eyes glittered briefly. “Hmm… I’d bet the guards’ rooms aren’t searched that often.” 
 
      
 
    Thera’s eyes widened, but she stayed quiet. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do them last,” Gregory said as he entered through the door Thera had opened for him. “After all, I’m just being thorough in my inspection that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Gregory… that will cause problems,” Thera said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Not for me. I’ll just have been following orders,” Gregory chuckled. “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    Thera followed him into the room, her heart beating quickly. No magi had ever done more than briefly glance into the guard’s rooms. It was the slaves that had to be checked on, not the humans. But if he’d been told to search every room… a smile came to her again. Gregory was different, and she wondered if he would stay past the inspection. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The inspection went smoothly— Gregory checked each room, randomly looking into different places. His question about past inspections gave him the answer he expected: most assistants just demanded to know about contraband from the staff, then spent the rest of the time with two or more of the slaves. It would mostly accomplish what Gregory was doing— with less work— but none of the previous magi had wanted to do the work. 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t bypass any room. The contraband that’d been left for him to find in the slaves’ rooms was in plain sight. He just sighed, rolled his eyes, and marked down each instance before he collected the items. 
 
      
 
    Gregory made sure to swing by the kitchen an hour before midday. He wanted to make sure that food was prepared for the slaves, but he also had to search the kitchen. Thera was looking a little nervous as she led him into the massive space. She’d told Gregory how unpleasant the chef was to the staff when she was asked. Gregory just smiled and insisted they visit it. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” The voice was arrogant, half-reminding Gregory of Nick Shun. 
 
      
 
    “Adept Gregory Pettit, Aether’s Guard. I’m helping Magus Artok in his audit of this establishment. Who are you?” Gregory spoke pleasantly, but he let a trickle of his resonance touch the chef. 
 
      
 
    Paling at the pressure he felt, the chef stammered out a response, “Bar-Barnabas Searly. I’m the chef here. I’m not used to the assistants coming into the kitchen.” 
 
      
 
    “I was told to check every room,” Gregory sighed with a feigned put-upon expression. “I’m at the mercy of the magus.” 
 
      
 
    “As we all are,” Barnabas said. “As you can see, everything is in order here. I would ask for one or two of my staff so I can begin preparing lunch for the owner, the magus, and the guards. Yourself, as well, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be glad to have Thera fetch some as soon as I finish inspecting the kitchen,” Gregory said as he let his resonance fade. The man in front of him had been as empty as a drum, indicating that he was not someone to trust. “Since you’re here, you can assist me. Why don’t we start with the larder?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory kept his face impassive as he made the chef pull apart his own kitchen. Anytime the man started to complain, Gregory would touch him with his resonance, making him pale and shut up. Thera wore a blank expression, keeping her gaze on the floor the entire time. Inside, she was elated to hear Barnabas quail before Gregory. 
 
      
 
    The search was almost over when Gregory reached the small office adjacent to the kitchen. “What’s this?” 
 
      
 
    “My office,” Barnabas said slowly, beads of sweat forming on his brow. “There’s surely no need for you to bother with it, Adept. You must be hungry and tired. Why don’t you retire to the lounge or one of the rooms while I get my staff to make you some food?” 
 
      
 
    “That does sound appealing…” Gregory feigned interest in the idea for a moment. “Alas, Magus Artok was very pointed. I have to check every room.” 
 
      
 
    “I… I could just tidy up first!” Barnabas said quickly. “I believe my ledger is out. I doubt the magi would be interested in that.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled. “Let’s find out.” He walked ahead of Barnabas into the office. 
 
      
 
    Thera watched Barnabas’ face. The chef was glaring at Gregory, his hands curling into fists as if he was thinking of attacking him. She worried for a moment until Barnabas’ hands unclenched. Breathing a sigh of relief, she trailed the pair. 
 
      
 
    Gregory walked right to the desk where a book was open. He glanced at it, then closed it to look at the cover. “Hmm… ‘Eurtik Aphrodisiacs’? I’m not certain, but this might fall under contraband. I’ll confiscate it for now.” 
 
      
 
    Barnabas’ teeth ground together— that book had cost him more than he cared to admit. It was a restricted text, normally only sold to magi by the few scribes who were allowed to copy it. Barnabas had gotten it from an adept five years ago, and he’d been slowly trying the different recipes on his kitchen staff. His notes were scribbled in the margins about the successes and failures of each when used on different breeds of eurtiks. 
 
      
 
    “Magi, surely there’s no need for that,” Barnabas said tightly. “If you’re uncertain, perhaps you could leave it with me, and when you find out later, you could come back for it. I’m sure that I could even front you the cost of researching if it’s contraband or not.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled a real smile as he gave Barnabas his attention. “Oh? You’d pay me to have it left with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” Barnabas snapped before clearing his throat. “I mean… of course, Magi. Why make you note it being here until you know for sure? I’m sure the costs would be… high,” he choked slightly on the last word. “But if you could give me a range of what it might cost to find out, I’d pay it.” 
 
      
 
    “Thera, make a note: bribing a magi engaged in a lawful audit,” Gregory said pleasantly. “You. Sit.” Those two words held all the power he could force onto Barnabas. 
 
      
 
    The chef crumpled to the floor, wheezing under the pressure. “What?!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory kept his resonance trained on the chef as he began to tear the office apart. Barnabas’ eyes were wide as he watched, sweat pouring off him as he struggled to move. Gregory had Thera make three more notes, confiscating each item that he commented on. When it was finally over, he walked back to Barnabas, the office a complete disaster behind him. 
 
      
 
    “All done. However, I don’t trust you to cook my food. You’ll remain in your office for the rest of today. I’d suggest tidying up. If you step out of this room before I finish my inspection, I will be displeased. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    Barnabas was barely able to nod. 
 
      
 
    “Good.” Gregory stood up, walking out of the office, and shutting the door. “Thera, go get the kitchen staff. They have food to prepare.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Thera said, bolting away, swallowing hard as she went— Gregory had just shown a glimpse of the ruthlessness she knew from magi, yet he’d directed all of it at Barnabas, not at her or any of the other slaves. She wiped her hands on her outfit as she hurried to do as he’d instructed. While she wasn’t afraid of him, she didn’t want to keep him waiting, either. 
 
      
 
    When the cooks came into the kitchen, Gregory told them, “Barnabas is not going to be leading you today. He’s in trouble. What I want you to do is to make the usual food for the guards, your owner, the magus, and myself. For the employees, I want you to make it better than normal for all of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Magi, sir,” one of the slaves, a deer eurtik, said softly, “we’ll get in trouble if we do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity. If anyone here deserves better food, it’s all of you,” Gregory sighed. “I was going to document my orders to you, but if you’re worried about it, go ahead and make what you can normally have, instead.” 
 
      
 
    The five slaves all bowed to him, staying quiet. 
 
      
 
    “He’s not to leave his office. If he even opens the door, one of you is to come get me at once,” Gregory said. “Take no orders from him.” 
 
      
 
    “He has our runes, sir,” the same slave said. 
 
      
 
    “No. I do. I’ll be dropping them off to the magus when I leave. Your orders are in place still, just with my addendum about Barnabas. I’ll be dealing with the guards for the next hour. Once the food is ready, deliver it as normal. Keep mine here with you. I want you all to stay here, besides dropping off food. This way, I know he behaves. Any questions?” No one said anything. “Thank you. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
      
 
    Thera was right behind Gregory when they left the kitchen. Gregory was sure he knew where to go, as it was the only section besides Chainer’s office that he hadn’t been to yet. “Odds that he does something stupid?” Gregory asked Thera after a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    “None. He was afraid of you. You know that Chainer will step in for him, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Because of how skilled he is? Yes. I can’t change the world alone, but I can make it difficult for the people who break the law.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the guards?” Thera asked softly. “They won’t be as easy to control as Barnabas was.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled. “I’ll be fine. Just stay well back and don’t get involved.” 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t help even if I wanted to…” Thera murmured. 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s steps slowed for a moment. “I’m sorry for the reminder. I’d just prefer you not get caught up in any aggression. You don’t deserve to be injured because of idiots.” 
 
      
 
    “The one you need to be wary of is Jack Slim. He’s the head of the guard, and is rumored to have killed aether-blessed before.” 
 
      
 
    “Aether-blessed, but not magi?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if they were magi, mages, or whatever else they can be called,” Thera said. “I’ve just heard him laugh about how easy it is to kill ‘those aether-deluded fools.’ There’s no remorse in his eyes.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded as he kept walking. “Understood. My naginata won’t work in here, but I do have a wakizashi on me. Today might be the worst day that the Golden Collar has ever had.” 
 
      
 
    Thera silently hoped Gregory was right— Slim was the worst of those under the roof. He routinely picked out one of them to hurt until he grew tired. Chainer allowed it, as he had more slaves than he needed, and having Slim on payroll gave him options for less savory actions. Shivering slightly, she said a small prayer to Aether, hoping for protection for the magi who’d shown her how different he was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t knock or announce himself; he walked straight into the common room that connected all the guard quarters. Six men were sitting at a table playing dice, but that stopped when they realized they had company. 
 
      
 
    One of the men stood up. He had an ugly burn scar on the left side of his face and numerous other scars dotting his exposed torso. “Who the fuck are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Magi Pettit. I’m conducting the inspection and audit of the establishment at the order of the owner and Magus Artok,” Gregory said. “I note that you have bone spark on the table. Bone spark is a prohibited substance, as it makes people unreasonably aggressive.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, little adept, your audit doesn’t include our quarters,” the man sneered as he came around the table. 
 
      
 
    “Jack, he’s a magi…” one of the other men said quietly. “Can’t fight them.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, he doesn’t want a fight,” Jack Slim snickered. “I’m like Magi-killer. Done killed too many to count, even if they leave me with souvenirs.” One of his fingers traced the burn scar. 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked Jack over; he lived up to his name. Jack Slim was slender, but he was all tight-packed muscle. Gregory would’ve compared him to Jenn, but Jack was his height, not short like his wife. The scars told of a very violent life that the man kept surviving. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve already had some bone spark, have you?” Gregory asked. He let foresight and resonance combine, then looked into how this conflict would end before going back to combat readiness. 
 
      
 
    “What of it? Now piss off! This is a private residence. No slaves here, so no audit.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re wrong,” Gregory said simply. “The laws about whorehouses are very clear: inspections of the buildings are to cover every corner. Every law found to be broken inside needs to be remedied by the owner if they want to keep their license. Now, all of you should step to the side so I can conduct my inspection. Hindering me in my duty is yet another crime. Let’s hope that it’s only the bone spark that needs to be addressed.” 
 
      
 
    “Little fucking adept! You think you’re a real magi?!” Jack hissed, the hint of drug-addled madness in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Jack… come on, man,” a second guard said slowly. “Chainer will clear it all up. We just need to let him have his power trip.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen to your men. They know what to do,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    Jack’s eyes went past Gregory to Thera. “Oh, I see… The kitten brought you here. I’ll make you scream next time, pussy! Might not stop! Chainer will allow it once I tell him what you did!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s voice went cold. “Move now. You are hindering my search.” 
 
      
 
    Jack smirked. “Oh? Did me saying that to the whore upset you? Are you a beast lover, Magi? How sad. At least I know what to really use them for.” 
 
      
 
    The two guards who’d spoken before moved up to grab Jack’s arms. Both whispered for him to stop as they tried to pull him back. Jack shrugged them both off and snarled, his mouth starting to froth. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you fucking tell me what to do! I’m in charge here!” 
 
      
 
    Both men backed up to the far wall with the other three. “How much did he have?” one asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, but too much, I’d say,” another said. 
 
      
 
    “Slave! Come here!” Jack snarled. 
 
      
 
    Thera let out a grunt of pain as the clipboard fell from her hands. With reluctant steps, enforced by her brand, she started to approach. 
 
      
 
    Gregory saw the future, watching how Jack would hurt Thera if he did nothing. Jack was using the power over the slaves that Chainer had given him to force her compliance. Once Thera was in reach, he’d break her arm, then do worse. 
 
      
 
    Gregory sighed, having known this was going to happen. He’d looked into the future and could see that Jack was going to attack him no matter what. There was no way to defuse the situation, and Gregory reminded himself to always look ahead, even when in town. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve twice failed to follow my orders,” Gregory said, sticking his hand out, barring Thera from walking toward the crazed man. “You have also compelled a slave who was assisting me, and have threatened my assistant with physical harm. All of these are crimes. I will arrest you now.” 
 
      
 
    Jack’s eyes gleamed with madness. “Come on, little man! Show me what you got! When you die, I’ll blame it on her— after I kill her! No one will care! They’ll just think a slave went mad and write it off!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory darted forward, then leapt back, knocking down Thera, who was still being compelled to go. He’d leapt backward because Jack had pulled two knives from sheathes on his back, and his sudden reversal in direction made Jack miss his swing. It also clearly showed his attack on Gregory to everyone present. 
 
      
 
    “Stay down!” Gregory told Thera firmly. “That’s an order from a magi!” 
 
      
 
    Thera froze in place, her eyes wide when his command overrode Jack’s. 
 
      
 
    Gregory got to his feet, summoning a wakizashi to hand. “Little known fact: all slave brands are made with an overriding command. When a magi commands them, it overrides all other orders unless they’re coming directly from someone who has their rune in hand.” 
 
      
 
    Jack was frothing as he giggled insanely. “Yeah, yeah! I’ll break her and kill her after! I’ll make her scream my name the entire time, too! But first!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory shifted, dodging and parrying Jack’s attacks. He made sure that Jack followed him, guiding him away from Thera. If he hadn’t, Jack would’ve taken the time to kill her when Gregory gave him a second to think. 
 
      
 
    “Attacking a magi is a death sentence!” Gregory said tightly. Without looking, he reached back and picked up a bottle, tossing it at one of the guards who’d taken a single step away from the wall. “I can kill more of you if I need to.” 
 
      
 
    The guard flattened himself against the wall, his eyes wide. The others slid a little away from him, but did the same. Gregory hadn’t even looked at them, and the bottle had just barely missed the guard’s head. 
 
      
 
    “Cowards!” Jack snarled. “I’ll make sure you regret that!” 
 
      
 
    “Better you than the magi…” the first guard muttered. 
 
      
 
    With the loose ends tied up, Gregory went on the offensive. He didn’t want to kill another person, but Jack was high on bone spark and couldn’t be reasoned with. Hardening his heart, he struck, thinking about all the slaves Jack had likely tortured and killed. 
 
      
 
    Jack went from a snarling, frothing madman to completely still in a second. Both blades fell from his unfeeling hands before he crumpled to the floor. Gregory looked down at the dying man, a small pang of sorrow touching his heart. He’d cut his spine at the base of his neck, the wound bleeding more than Gregory expected. Moving on reflex, he summoned a cloth to wipe his blade down, then dropped the cloth and let his ring take the sword. 
 
      
 
    “You have been found guilty of assaulting a magi, Jack Slim,” Gregory said woodenly. “The bone spark here is now attributed to you.” 
 
      
 
    Stepping away from the body, Gregory looked at the five men against the wall staring at him in shock. Then, he looked over at Thera, who was in the same state. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath to try centering his mind as he let go of foresight, keeping resonance going. 
 
      
 
    “Thera, you are released to move.” With that said, he focused on the guards. “Gentlemen, I want every bit of contraband you have in front of me in five minutes. Then, all of you are to search Jack’s room. You will bring me his contraband. Once that’s done, you will stay in this room and food will be brought to you. If any of you fail to comply with that simple order, I will be displeased. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    The loud agreements clashed with each other, as they’d all answered at once. 
 
      
 
    “Go.” 
 
      
 
    The men scattered to comply. Seeing them go, he turned back to Thera, who had reclaimed her clipboard. She stood with her head bowed, shifting nervously while she waited. 
 
      
 
    Gregory sighed, knowing there were ways forward from this. It was just a matter of what he was willing to do. Those decisions could wait, so he took a seat. “Thera, come sit, please? I’ll need you to record what they bring us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magi…” Thera whispered, a tremor in her voice. She’d never seen anyone move as smoothly in combat as Gregory had, and her family had been very skilled in fighting. Part of her worried that she’d been mistaken about him, that maybe the kindness was the mask and the viciousness was the true him. 
 
      
 
    When she sat, Gregory spoke softly, “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to command you, but you would’ve been hurt otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    Thera’s thoughts all came to a sudden stop— his apology threw her confusion into overdrive. She couldn’t figure out which Gregory was the real one and which was the false one. He treated her well, but had also shown he could and would take down a hardened killer with contemptuous ease. 
 
      
 
    “When we finish, you can go back to the lounge,” Gregory went on. He was not looking at her, afraid of what he’d see. “I’d been hoping to play Go or Shogi afterward, but I understand if you’d rather not be near me anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Thera sat there dumbly, her mind a jumble. Neither of them spoke again, not even when the guards brought out what they’d had in their rooms. 
 
      
 
    It took nearly an hour to finish searching through all the guard rooms. There was a sizable pile of things on the table to be sorted through. Gregory dismissed some things that the law wasn’t clear on, but made sure he pointed out the clear contraband, most of which had come from Jack’s room. 
 
      
 
    “We’re done,” Gregory finally said. “Chainer will probably promote one of you. Don’t do what he did.” Gregory’s hand drifted toward Jack’s corpse on the floor. “Clean yourselves up and act better than thugs.” With that said, he knelt next to Jack’s body and stored it in his ring. He had one more major thing left to do; it would give Artok leverage, which the magus would thank him for later, he hoped. 
 
      
 
    A knock came on the door just before one of the cooks opened it. “I have… food?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Thera and Gregory went back to the kitchen to get their food. With their meal in hand, they retired to one of the rooms to eat. The tension between them made Gregory sorry that he’d chosen her to help him. He’d thought they’d do the inspection, then have time for games to end the day, but everything had changed with Jack. He had a duty to execute that would’ve caused trouble no matter which way it went. 
 
      
 
    Gregory summoned parchment and ink during the meal, copying over Thera’s notes. Then, he began composing his report. His lunch was gone before he’d finished. He wrote two more copies, one for Artok, one for Commander Roberts, and one for himself— Yukiko had taught him the importance of making copies when dealing with official documents. When he finally put the ink away, he sighed. 
 
      
 
    “What will you do, Gregory?” 
 
      
 
    Blinking, he looked up at Thera, who’d been sitting silently across from him. “Take my report to Artok. I’ll also hand over Jack’s body to them. I’m sure I’ll be asked to leave at that point.” 
 
      
 
    “If you aren’t asked to leave?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s head tilted slightly, a relieved smile coming to his lips. “Maybe some Shogi?” 
 
      
 
    Thera looked down, but a trace of a smile touched her muzzle. “I would like that…” She took a slow breath before going on. “Thank you… for killing him.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad I did, but also wish I never had to,” Gregory sighed. “He’s not the first man I’ve killed defending myself, and he’ll probably not be the last, either, but…” He trailed off for a few seconds. “I feel the impact of taking his life all the same. Even when it’s kill or be killed, it appears you can’t leave the weight of the death behind.” 
 
      
 
    “My father says the same,” Thera whispered. 
 
      
 
    Gregory watched her face as silence fell between them again. “I’m sorry. You should never have been torn away from your family.” 
 
      
 
    Thera’s head jerked up, her feline eyes wide in surprise. Searching his face, she gave him a tentative smile. “You might be the only one in town to feel that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Not all people from the empire believe in the slave trade. A few other magi I know dislike it as much as I do. I have to stop there, though, as anything more, if you’re compelled to talk, could hurt me and my clan.” 
 
      
 
    Thera bowed in her seat. “I thank you for sharing even that with me. Unless they compel me, I will never speak of it.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory got to his feet. “Thank you. I’m going to Chainer’s office. You should head back to the lobby. Let everyone know the inspection is over, and that they’re free to go about their day as normal.” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” Thera stood, then bowed to Gregory. “On behalf of those who’ve been hurt by Jack, thank you again. I hope to see you after your meeting. In case you can stay, I will be in my room with the Shogi board, ready to play.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope to join you.” 
 
      
 
    The pair parted, and Gregory pulled up foresight to look into the future of how the meeting would go. Lips pursing, he nodded as he checked a few alternative paths, draining his stored aether. In the end, he had his plan in place for what was going to come. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Knocking firmly on the door, Gregory gave a long pause before he opened it. “Excuse me? I have my report for you, Magus.” He didn’t bat an eye at the two naked eurtik who’d barely put room between them and Chainer and Artok. 
 
      
 
    “I thought I told you to deliver it to my manor before you left, Pettit,” Artok said coldly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. Considering what happened, though, I thought it prudent to deliver it now.” 
 
      
 
    Chainer’s lips compressed. “Magi, the piddling contraband shouldn’t have—” 
 
      
 
    Gregory summoned Jack’s body, letting it fall to the floor from his ring. “I was attacked by your head of security. That isn’t a trifling matter, Chainer.” Gregory spoke with power, letting his aether flow out. “Attacking a magi means death. He was judged and sentenced. That isn’t all that I found; just the worst of it.” 
 
      
 
    Artok felt the brush of Gregory’s aether and sat up straight. That was enough to make it obvious that the magi only had his haori on to cover himself. “Restrain yourself, Adept.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory pulled his aether back, then bowed formally to Artok. “Apologies, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    Chainer used a napkin to blot his head. “Well, uh… that is—” 
 
      
 
    “Why did he attack you?” Artok asked, taking control of the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “He’d been imbibing bone spark, sir. When I went to inspect their quarters, he became irate. After his boast of killing magi and threatening me, I warned him to desist. He attacked instead.” 
 
      
 
    “Bone spark?” Artok asked with a grimace. “Did you confiscate it?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory went to the table, letting the small pouch of sparkling white powder appear. “I have every bit of contraband on me, Magus. I was going to turn it all over to the commander to dispose of.” 
 
      
 
    Artok turned his angry gaze to Gregory. “Why in Aether’s name did you search the guard’s quarters? You should’ve only searched the slave’s quarters!” 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” Gregory asked with puzzlement. “You told me to inspect every room. I was only following your orders.” 
 
      
 
    “Artok, what is—?” 
 
      
 
    Artok motioned toward Chainer, who went pale, cutting off his sentence. “I’m dealing with this. Just stay quiet.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory kept his eyes on Artok. “Sir? Did I do something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Technically, no, Adept… I just didn’t understand how zealous you were.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s also the matter of the chef, Magus,” Gregory said. “I have him confined to his office. He tried to bribe me, sir.” He placed the chef’s slave runes on the desk. “I made sure he didn’t circumvent my orders while he was in his office.” 
 
      
 
    Artok’s gaze went to Chainer. “Bribery, hmm? Leave your report, Adept, along with all the contraband. I’ll deal with it. You can then go enjoy the evening.” 
 
      
 
    “As you command, sir,” Gregory said as he began to pile up the contraband. The last item was Barnabas’ book, which Gregory had soaked in wine. “There was an accident with the book, sir. It had a bottle of wine fall on it.” 
 
      
 
    Staring at the pile, Artok’s eyebrows rose. “That’s fine. A book is normally expensive, but considering everything here, it’s negligible.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed. “I hope your conversation is productive, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it will be,” Artok chuckled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory made his way back to Thera’s room, greeting the slaves he passed with a nod. Knocking on the door, he waited in the hall. A moment later, Thera opened the door with a happy smile. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like Artok will be handling everything. I was given leave to enjoy the rest of the evening. If I might come in?” 
 
      
 
    “Please, Magi,” Thera said, stepping aside for him. “I have tea and the board set up.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful.” Gregory entered the room with a smile. “I’d been hoping to talk with you all day. I’m glad we finally have the chance to do it.” 
 
      
 
    Thera took a seat across the table from him, pouring tea for them both. “As am I, Gregory. I never thought I’d see the day I’d be so happy to be chosen by a magi.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory laughed. “Well, we both know I’m not the usual magi. No clothing will be coming off.” 
 
      
 
    Thera chuffed a laugh. “That’ll be different. I wasn’t sure if I should undress again or not. You never even looked at me the last time you were here. I wasn’t sure if it was just you, or you not being attracted to eurtik.” 
 
      
 
    “Never thought about it that way,” Gregory said as he accepted the cup of tea. “Honestly, I’m a happily married man. Besides, I find it distasteful when someone’s being forced to do something they’d rather not.” 
 
      
 
    Thera sipped at her tea. “The first move is yours.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked at the board before moving his first piece. “If it’s okay, I’d like to hear about your family. Not where they are or anything like that, just more… what’s life like in the north?” 
 
      
 
    Thera hesitated, then made her move on the board. “I’m not sure it would be wise for me to do so even to you, Gregory.” 
 
      
 
    “I can understand the hesitation. There are no texts I’ve found that could tell me what it’s like for the free people of the north. I’m sure it’s much like life anywhere, but at the same time, I’m sure since you live in the wilds, it’s also vastly different.” He made his next move with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Double wing attack,” Thera murmured, looking at the board. “A well-known opening.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t push for more, just playing the game with her while drinking his tea. Thera focused on the board, but she kept glancing at him. After a while, Thera resigned when she couldn’t see a way to go forward. 
 
      
 
    “Well played, Gregory,” Thera said as she reset the board. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” He refilled the teacups while she did. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes went to his hands, and then she exhaled slowly. A magi was pouring tea for her, treating her like a friend while they played Shogi. Everything about it was wrong, but felt right in her heart. 
 
      
 
    “Life in the north is like life everywhere,” Thera said slowly. “We don’t have places like this. Slavery isn’t practiced. The worst we have is indentured service if debts aren’t paid.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t speak, not wanting her to stop. 
 
      
 
    “The villages the slavers raid are places like Coldwood, places where those who wish to have another war, the criminals, and those unfit for civilization live. Farther north is where our towns and cities are, but even if the empire pushed, they’d not find us… them.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stayed quiet, making the first move on their next game. 
 
      
 
    Thera picked up her cup, taking a drink before making her own move. “Do you know of the elves?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve met a couple. I know they’re said to have a city in the north.” 
 
      
 
    “Beyond the Guardian Wood…” Thera said softly. “That’s where our civilization has been pushed to. The empire would have to fight the elves to get to us. We’ve given up on almost everything south of their city.” 
 
      
 
    “Except for the villages.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s easier to let those who are unsatisfied go south.” 
 
      
 
    “You were unsatisfied?” Gregory asked gently, making his next move on the board. 
 
      
 
    Thera went rigid, then set her cup down. “No. I went to get my sister to come home.” Sadness filled her voice. “She was killed, and I was captured.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s head came up to meet her feline eyes. “I’m sorry, Thera.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking her head, she moved another piece without thought. “Why? You were not the men who attacked us.” She took a slow breath. “You’ve been the nicest person I’ve met since being sold to this place… since I was captured.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry that the empire allows what is. There are laws…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “All of the staff here are just like you, aren’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. We’re all slaves, captured and sold. There are three others just like me, though… slaves who went to try to bring their family back to safety, but failed.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed his head. His hand shifted a piece on the board even while he thought about what he could do. Silence fell between them as they played without really seeing, both lost in their thoughts. In time, the game ended with Gregory admitting defeat. 
 
      
 
    “I should go,” Gregory said softly. “I’m sorry for opening old wounds.” 
 
      
 
    Thera reached over the board to touch his hand. “I’m fine now. I wanted to share. Thank you for listening.” 
 
      
 
    Looking at her furred hand on his, he exhaled. “If… Would…?” He tried twice, failing both times. What he was considering was treason under the empire’s laws, but something about Thera’s plight tugged at his heart. “Dammit… how can I go after them for breaking laws if I do the same?” 
 
      
 
    Thera withdrew her hand slowly. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I have plans… to make the next year better for people like you who aren’t yet branded. Laws are being ignored… I had a wild idea that would see you freed from this place, but it would severely undercut my position later.” 
 
      
 
    Thera blinked at him, then began to chuff. “Gregory, I don’t think you buying me would undercut whatever plan you have.” 
 
      
 
    He almost told her, but instead, he closed his mouth. What if I bought her, let her become a follower for the year, then freed her at the end of my time here? That might work… I could still push the slavers now. Once it’s time to rotate out, no one would know if I freed her after the last patrol. But should I take that risk? That echoed in his head as he looked up into her smiling eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    Gregory walked with Thera toward Chainer’s office. It was evening, and dinner would be served soon at the barracks. Gregory still had at least one other stop to make on the way back, but first, he had to attempt something. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Gregory asked for the third time. 
 
      
 
    “Being with you seems vastly preferable than staying here where Barnabas and the guards will seek repayment,” Thera replied. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you’re in shape; we march between Coldwood and Icelake five days each week.” 
 
      
 
    “I am aware of what the adept magi do, Gregory. Don’t worry about me. I will keep up.” She paused before going on, “I’m still a little confused about you doing this. You obviously do not want me the way most other people would… Ahh, unless your men—?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Gregory cut her off gently. “They’ll not be touching you that way, either. They’ll treat you like the other staff and leave you alone. You’ll have a place, and there will be others to help you settle in.” 
 
      
 
    Thera’s brow furrowed, but she nodded. What could he want of me, then? Maybe more information about my home? Is he craftier than I thought? Hmm… I’ll have to guard my words carefully. I’ve already told him more than most magi know… unless they’ve forced it out of previous slaves. Her thoughts kept spinning new theories as to what his goal was. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the office, Gregory took a deep breath before knocking. He didn’t go straight in this time, waiting for someone to invite him in. That left him standing there for a few minutes before the door was opened by one of the wolf eurtik women who’d been in the room earlier. 
 
      
 
    “If I might have a moment of Mister Chainer’s time?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “Let him in,” Chainer grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Thera followed Gregory into the room, keeping her head bowed and her eyes firmly on the floor. Her pulse raced while she waited to hear what would happen. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt you both again,” Gregory said with a stupid grin on his face. “I was wondering if you’d be willing to sell this slave to me.” 
 
      
 
    Both Artok and Chainer looked at Thera, trying to understand why the adept would ask for her. He’d already injured Chainer’s pride and given Artok a massive advantage to leverage against him. Gregory coming now, asking to buy a slave was dumb… unless… his smile was that of a young man who was in lust? 
 
      
 
    Chainer’s eyes narrowed. “My slaves are the best trained in the north. Not only did I buy them, I had them trained to be the courtesans they are today. It would be a hefty price to pay for one.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s smile slipped slightly. Looking back at Thera, he turned back to Chainer with determined eyes. “Prices change. This one was repeatedly beaten and hurt by your dead guard. I’m sure that would take some of the price down, wouldn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    Chainer’s lips twitched into a knowing smirk. “You obviously enjoyed your time with her, both before and now, again, Magi. I’ll sell her to you at cost, but you must never set foot inside my business again.” 
 
      
 
    “This year,” Gregory amended. “I’ll stay away for at least one full year, unless Magus Artok insists I come with him.” 
 
      
 
    “A decade, but allowable if the town magus wishes you to accompany them,” Chainer countered. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, if we come to an agreed-upon price.” 
 
      
 
    “That one cost me five thousand vela from the slavers. Add in her training at the school, which runs sixteen thousand—” 
 
      
 
    “That cost for the school is likely the price for all the slaves you had trained that year,” Gregory cut in. 
 
      
 
    Chainer’s teeth clenched briefly. “Right… of course. Fine. Eight thousand vela and you can take her.” 
 
      
 
    Artok chuckled. “I’d be happy to loan you the money, Adept.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled as he put his hand on the desk, summoning fifty-vela coins to equal the amount owed. “It’s alright, Magus. I had an inheritance from my clan head.” The stack of coins gleamed on the desk. “Her rune and the receipt, please.” 
 
      
 
    Chainer stared at the money, then hissed. Getting to his feet, he stomped over to a safe. He unlocked it using two keys he had around his neck, then came back to the table, sliding a slave rune across it to Gregory. “There.” He signed off on a document, then sealed it with a drop of blood before pushing it across to him, too. 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked down at the rune, then at Thera, before flicking it back to Chainer. “Wrong rune.” 
 
      
 
    Chainer blinked, then picked up the rune. “Bow down.” 
 
      
 
    Thera stood still, not bowing. 
 
      
 
    “Aether be damned…” Chainer muttered as he got back up. “Attend me, slave, so I can verify your rune.” 
 
      
 
    Thera hurried to Chainer’s side at the safe. Gregory picked up the receipt, checking it before absorbing it into his ring— he’d have to drop it off with the town clerk in the morning. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, Chainer came back to the table, practically throwing the rune at Gregory. “Now leave.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory caught it, checked it, then looked at Thera standing beside Chainer still. “Come to me,” he said softly. When Thera hurried to his side, Gregory checked the rune against her brand, then nodded. “Good day.” 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Adept,” Artok chuckled. “May your patrol be calm.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed to Artok, then left the office with Thera following him. “Sorry about that. We have a stop or two to make before the barracks. Is anything in your room yours?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Even this outfit isn’t mine.” 
 
      
 
    “It was in your possession when you were bought, so it’s yours now, though you won’t be keeping it long.” Gregory summoned a cloak from one of his non-magi outfits to his hand. “Put this on. We’ll need to stop at more than one place before we head back.” 
 
      
 
    Thera put on the cloak as she followed Gregory. She bowed her head to the few slaves she saw when they passed them. Wide eyes stared back as the slaves watched Thera go. She knew she’d be the talk of the staff that evening, and probably for the next month. 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the Golden Collar, Gregory exhaled a long breath. “Okay. To the commander to drop off my report, then to see a cobbler about shoes for you. I’m sure the sisters’ clothing will fit you until we can get you some of your own in Icelake.” 
 
      
 
    Thera blinked at the setting sun. “I don’t require shoes. My feet are fine for the wilds,” she said on reflex. She was free of her cage, but still had a master to serve. He’d been kind to her, though she was uncertain about what his true intentions were. 
 
      
 
    Gregory accepted her words. Her furred, padded feet were likely better than most boots. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Roberts had taken the report with a grimace. He’d wait to see what Magus Artok did; if nothing came to him, he’d add his own addendum, then file the report. He warned Gregory that Magus Artok would be upset when the report finally made its way up the ladder. Gregory just nodded and thanked the commander before excusing himself. 
 
      
 
    The mess hall of the barracks was mostly empty, though not entirely. Davis was sitting at a table talking with Hanz, Basal, Rafiq, Dot, Polka, and Barny. All of them looked his way when Gregory walked in before their eyes went to Thera behind him. The shock and puzzlement on their faces was clear. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she’s a slave, and yes, I have her rune,” Gregory said as he advanced to the table. “Dot, Polka, if the two of you could help her? We’ll get her clothing and sundries in Icelake, as we’re leaving in the morning. Until then, I’d be grateful if you could help.” 
 
      
 
    “Clothing, sundries, and teaching her what we do?” Dot asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. She’ll be joining you two in your duties for the year.” 
 
      
 
    “For the year, sir?” Davis asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    Thera tensed at his phrasing, too. It sounded like he was going to sell her at that point. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a plan, but I won’t speak about it right now,” Gregory said simply, meeting Davis’ eyes. “Trust me.” 
 
      
 
    Davis nodded. “Everyone in the unit trusts you fully. How do you want the sergeants to explain this?” 
 
      
 
    “I bought her and brought her to assist,” Gregory said simply. “It’s the same rules as the sisters. We’ll need to break out one of the extra cots for her when we’re camping.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure it happens.” 
 
      
 
    “Gregory, why did you buy her?” Rafiq asked. 
 
      
 
    “She assisted me in my audit, and reprisals would’ve come from it. I didn’t feel right leaving her to that. Also… her story. It’s hers to tell or not, but I wanted to do something to help. Barny, is there any food left?” 
 
      
 
    “I set some aside to finish cooking when you got back, sir,” Barny said. “I can make another for…?” 
 
      
 
    “Thera,” Gregory said. “Thera, these are my friends.” He did a quick round of introductions. “Please? We had a snack around midday, but that was the last time we ate.” 
 
      
 
    Barny got up, with Polka going with him to help. 
 
      
 
    “Now, let me tell you about my day,” Gregory exhaled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory pushed his plate away; it’d been scraped clean. “Always delicious, Barny. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome, Gregory,” Barny smiled as he collected the empty dishes. “I’ll clean these, then go to bed.” 
 
      
 
    “Thera, do you want to come with us? We can get you better clothing and settle you in for the night.” Polka offered. 
 
      
 
    “Oh… yes,” Thera said, her mind again whirling. Gregory had laughed and joked with everyone at the table that evening, people who ranged from human to partial-eurtiks, and even full eurtik slaves. Everyone had been treated kindly, which again threw her into confusion over who Gregory was as a person. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Gregory told the sisters. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Your cloak, sir,” Thera said, taking it off. 
 
      
 
    There was a sharp inhale from the boys, as Thera only had on the thin silk dress she’d been wearing earlier. It didn’t hide the fact she was naked underneath it. Gregory accepted the cloak back, letting it vanish into his ring, but gave the boys a stern look. Both young men looked away, their faces reddened. 
 
      
 
    Dot leaned across the table, making Basal look her way. “A glance is fine, but never stare. I don’t want to be disappointed.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Dot,” Basal said quickly, blushing even more. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Dot smiled, then took Thera’s hand. “This way.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq cleared his throat. “Gregory, you do know that you’ve made more trouble for yourself, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I did my best to walk the line. We’ll leave an hour later than normal; let the men work on the Peaceful Fist during that time. I have to drop the paperwork for Thera off at the clerk.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Davis said before he stood up. “I wonder how the men will take it?” 
 
      
 
    “Me, too, Lieutenant… me, too…” Gregory murmured. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s men didn’t make any comments, though there were a few smirks and whispered conversations. The sergeants let Gregory know what the men thought as they marched— they basically thought he had a soft spot for eurtik, wanting to help those he could. No one in the unit had a problem with it, as he was again funding the extra upkeep for Thera from his own pocket. 
 
      
 
    The gate sergeant in Icelake caught sight of Thera when they arrived. Not having seen her before, he asked if the panther would end up on the auction block, or if Gregory was planning on keeping her for himself. Gregory had laughed off the question, making it clear that Thera wouldn’t be sold. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Waking the next morning, Gregory exhaled as he sat up. Thera had fit right in, blending in with Dot and Polka without any problems. The week had been mostly normal, for which Gregory was grateful. 
 
      
 
    “No summons to the magus, so I can do the odds and ends needed for the day,” Gregory murmured as he got up. “I need to get clothing and sundries for Thera… but it’d be best to take her with me. There’s no need to see Frenton this time, since I don’t have any bane meat for him to work on… oh, and Trida should be at the tavern later. I’ll have to stop in there.” 
 
      
 
    Fully dressed, he took a seat at the table and let meditation wash over him, his aether cavern coming into being around his mind’s eye. Gregory let the flames rush off to his channels to polish them as his resonance expanded out— it let him train both his body and spirit paths in a different way than the Peaceful Fist. Polishing his channels still tingled, but it no longer burned him like it had before. He’d need to continue to polish them as he grew in power and his channels expanded, keeping them refined. 
 
      
 
    When fourth bell rang, Gregory got to his feet. Stepping out, he found the boys, Rafiq, and Davis all leaving their rooms. “Good morning. I’ll be out running errands for most of today. Davis, after dinner to see the commander, then the men?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. I was going to pick up a few things today, as well. When will the jackets be ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Next month, the same day I get the pay chest.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need them by then,” Davis said as they started downstairs. 
 
      
 
    “Fall is almost here and the chill is coming,” Rafiq said. “I will be quite glad for a jacket.” 
 
      
 
    “I can get one early for you, Rafiq,” Gregory said. “I should’ve considered that you’d need it ahead of the rest of us.” 
 
      
 
    “I will accept. Best grab one for Hanz, too, hmm?” Rafiq looked back at Hanz, who had snake eurtik blood. 
 
      
 
    “I can wait,” Hanz said, not meeting anyone’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Hanz, it’s not a bad thing to admit when you need help,” Gregory said. “If you’re naturally more susceptible to the cold, I need to know.” 
 
      
 
    “I feel the cold more than others…” Hanz whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Then I’ll get you and Rafiq jackets today. No one will complain or tease you for it, not in our unit.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory slowed his steps long enough to pat the young man’s shoulder. “We’re like family in the unit, Hanz. If you need something— a jacket, to talk, anything at all— just let us know.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” Hanz smiled at the idea of being family. The unit was already far better than his blood family had ever been. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go see about breakfast,” Gregory said. “Rafiq, I’ll work on Magi Squares during breakfast if you have one. I don’t want to miss out on training.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Gregory,” Rafiq nodded. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    With breakfast over, Gregory walked with Thera through town. He saw the looks and heard snippets of the whispers, but he ignored all of them. 
 
      
 
    Thera heard much more with her better hearing, but kept her face impassive. Most of what was said was the honest truth: she was a slave owned by Gregory. None of them would believe how well she was being treated if they were told, and fewer still would believe that Gregory hadn’t touched her in the ways some of them muttered about. She was very grateful for that— even with all the time she’d been at the Golden Collar, she still found humans unpleasant in a sexual way. Their lack of fur was just not something she found attractive. 
 
      
 
    The first place Gregory stopped was the clothier who was making jackets for his men. He put in an order for one more, then collected two for the boys and one for Rafiq. It didn’t take them long, so they were quickly back on their way. 
 
      
 
    “You needn’t have done that, sir,” Thera said. “My fur keeps me warm enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Even in the dead of winter?” 
 
      
 
    “I might be a little chilly then, but I wouldn’t freeze like you would.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s best to not even let you chill,” Gregory said. “Everyone will have jackets, including the sisters. I want to keep everything equal.” 
 
      
 
    “You rescued them from a tavern that was acting as a whorehouse. Both of them have been very vocal about how you are the best magi they’ve ever heard of.” 
 
      
 
    “If only more magi were kind…” Gregory murmured softly. 
 
      
 
    “I agree, sir. I’ve been thinking back over all of our interactions. The harshness is not something you enjoy, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I grew up in a village of kindness and generosity. Acting like other magi is taxing in its own way to me. I can and will do what’s needed, but it grates on me.” 
 
      
 
    “Has it caused you nightmares?” Thera asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. It might in time. Every time I’ve killed someone has been in self-defense. I’m thankful for that, as it makes it easier for me to accept.” 
 
      
 
    “Even the most hardened warriors sometimes find their sleep plagued with nightmares. Father always said there’s no shame in that as long as you don’t let it control you.” 
 
      
 
    “A wise man. Lionel Lighthand had similar thoughts on the topic.” 
 
      
 
    “The one magi that we respect in the north,” Thera said. “He let many of our kind flee during the war.” 
 
      
 
    “‘Women and children are not pawns to be used or removed,”’ Gregory quoted from Lighthand’s journals. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Thera said with a smile. “You’ve read his words?” 
 
      
 
    “All of them I could find,” Gregory nodded. “He was the founder of my clan.” 
 
      
 
    Thera’s eyes lit up. “I knew I had heard the clan name before. Father would be happy to hear it still exists. He’s always had hope for them.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe one day, we can see those hopes realized,” Gregory whispered. “We’re stopping in here to get you clothing. The seamstress here is focused on women.” 
 
      
 
    Thera ducked her head. “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Thera was keeping track of just how much Gregory was spending on her. She knew she’d never be able to pay him back, but she was keenly aware of her debt to him. With the cost of her being sold to him, it was high and climbing. She didn’t turn down his offers, though, as everything he bought was things she needed, including soaps that would work with her fur. Gregory got extra, as the cheetah sisters would use them, too. 
 
      
 
    What puzzled her the most was his ring. She’d seen him put the entire camp inside of it for a week; tents, kegs, the stove that Barny used to cook, and everything else all went into it. Never in her life had she heard of a ring that powerful. Her mother had been a powerful shaman, but the ring she had couldn’t even do a third of what his could. 
 
      
 
    The thought of her mother made her sad. If she’d been granted Aether’s gift, she’d never have been caught, nor would her foolish sister have died. The old hurt of what her life had become rose in her before she ruthlessly shoved it back down. One couldn’t fix the past; they could only deal with the life they had. 
 
      
 
    Gregory caught sight of Thera’s expression, but didn’t inquire. He’d seen the smile die, and was sure it involved her slavery. He hadn’t told his plan to anyone— it was too dangerous to allow anyone else to know what it was before he tried it. He was sure his men would understand, but for now, he kept it to himself. 
 
      
 
    Yuki, Jenn, Mindie, and the rest will understand, he told himself. They’d agree with what I’m planning. I’d do the same for Dot and Polka, but I’m not sure they’d want to because of the uncertainty. Maybe… maybe when the time comes for Thera, they might. He let that thought continue as they made their way back to the barracks. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Magi, Lieutenant, glad you could join us,” Commander Trida greeted Gregory and Davis. “You are remarkably reliable, Pettit. That was how I could have your drinks here by the time you arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate it, Commander,” Gregory said, taking a seat. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Davis added. 
 
      
 
    “My sergeant on the gate said you brought a new slave in,” Trida went on. “A panther eurtik, yet you didn’t bring me a report. Caught her on the way to Coldwood?” 
 
      
 
    “I bought her in Coldwood,” Gregory corrected him. “The Golden Collar had its annual audit.” 
 
      
 
    Trida gave Gregory a raised eyebrow. “You bought one of the women from the Golden Collar during the audit?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a convoluted story, but basically yes.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Hendil chuckled into his mug. “Ballsy.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, maybe that’s why I was asked by the Silver Collar to let you know not to go near their business,” Trida said. “I’d love to hear about it.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory considered it, taking a drink of his wine. “Maybe over cards? If you heard, then no doubt Magus Smitton did, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “She normally would have summoned you today, as she’ll be holding her audit of the Silver Collar tomorrow. If you weren’t summoned, that’d be your answer.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s heard, then,” Gregory said. “Honestly, I had no idea doing a job properly was such a problem.” 
 
      
 
    Hendil pulled out a pack of cards and shuffled them. “We can get the game going if you want to elaborate, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    Davis snickered. “You did make up a copy of the report, sir. You could just give it to Commander Trida.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather not. Magus Artok will probably be upset that I filed one with Commander Roberts as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Trida asked. 
 
      
 
    “He took my original report and the contraband instead of letting me take it to Roberts,” Gregory said. “I followed my orders, even if they did not follow regulations.” 
 
      
 
    Trida sat back. “Ahh. I’ll pass on the copy, then. You can give us the highlights if you’d like.” 
 
      
 
    Hendil dealt the first hand. “I’d love to hear it.” 
 
      
 
    “It started with Magus Artok telling me to inspect every room,” Gregory began as he picked up his cards. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    By the time he’d finished, Trida looked uncomfortable. “Yes… umm… hmm… I can see why you’d be asked not to set foot in the Silver Collar.” 
 
      
 
    “He’d have to have been on bone spark to attack a magi who was prepared for him,” Hendil snorted. “That was basically suicide.” 
 
      
 
    “He said he’d killed magi before,” Gregory shrugged. “Either way, he died, and I didn’t. After all was said and done, I got Thera as a slave.” 
 
      
 
    “Must be special,” Hendil smirked. “To each their own. I’m not interested in full eurtik, myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s drop that line of conversation,” Trida said pointedly at his captain. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir…” Hendil mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “I should be going to check on my men,” Gregory said. “At least I didn’t lose everything today.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re glad you don’t use foresight when playing with us,” Hendil grinned, having won some vela. 
 
      
 
    “I like being surprised and seeing if I can win on my own,” Gregory said. “Have a good day, gentlemen.” 
 
      
 
    Davis said his goodbyes, going with Gregory. They were a ways down the street before Davis handed over half the winnings. “They really don’t see it.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s gradual, and since you’re slipping money off the table while we play, your stack of vela never looks that big,” Gregory chuckled. “Trida is unnerved. I’m not sure if it’s because of me or because of what Chainer had been allowed to get away with.” 
 
      
 
    “A little of both, probably. Right now, he’s hoping that you don’t cause a similar stir in his town.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fair.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    Rolling over, Gregory’s eyes came open. “My dark heart, how are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I am well, dear one,” Darkness giggled. “My core always warms when you greet me, but to have you use my special nickname makes it even better.” 
 
      
 
    “I miss seeing you when you’re conserving your strength.” 
 
      
 
    “As I miss you, my heart. You will not get extra time with your wives beyond hearing about their resonances. I am sorry, but it will strain me. I am making sure everyone knows ahead of time.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory sat up, sitting on the edge of the bed closest to her. The shadows still shrouded her, but they were lessening each time they were together. “Will I see you when I finally become a magus?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but not right when you become one. I think it would be better when you are all in Krogga together. It will be far less strain on me that way. I will show myself to your younger friends and Claudia at the same time; I just will not bring them to you for that dream.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory exhaled— he was sure seeing her would answer many of the questions he had. Krogga would be an important step in his life in many ways. He’d marry Clover, Ling, and Roshana while stationed there, and now, he’d finally get to see his dark heart, too. “But will we be able to touch you?” 
 
      
 
    Darkness trembled. “Maybe a brief touch or two, though not the hugs I want, nor what I deeply crave.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… Master tier?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes… oh yes…” Darkness whimpered. “How I long for those years to fly by so we can finally…” She trailed off with a soft sigh. 
 
      
 
    “When we become magus, will our progress slow?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Bishop has trained for years with two paths, but she was barely sixth rank of the magus tier when you left the academy,” Darkness said. “Nearly thirty years and that is where she has gotten, which is quick for most magi.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory swallowed as he took in the news. “We’ve come close to breaking records, haven’t we?” 
 
      
 
    “If not for my interference, you would have shattered them as a novice, dear one. The same would be said for your family and friends that I allowed to walk the three paths. Instead, I drained off the excess to let you grow faster than many have in generations. I have used some for these dreams, but the majority will be fed back to you from magus tier onward. Even then, your progress will slow.” 
 
      
 
    “Because each tier increases the amount of aether we have. It has to take more and more to reach each new tier and rank.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. You were the first to understand how the structure worked. A magi that is a full tier higher is nearly impossible to compete against in raw aether for most lower-tiered.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… it makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Walking the three paths does not just triple how fast you grow,” Darkness whispered. “It synergizes to do even more. It will not take you twenty years to become a master magi.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t that draw Toja’s attention?” 
 
      
 
    “Not right away… the world is shifting toward upheaval, so other issues will have his attention. If things go the way they seem to right now, you will have time to solidify friends, gather allies, and be ready to declare yourself before it comes to conflict with him.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory took a deep breath. “I just worry that he’ll find out before I’m ready. He’d crush me if he found out now.” 
 
      
 
    “He would. Toja has been waiting for your rebirth… not as he should, but to destroy you before any others know. It is my fault…” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stood up, then forced himself to sit again. He wanted to go hold her, soothe her pain, but he couldn’t, not yet. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, dear one,” Darkness sniffled. “I know what you wanted to do, and that warms my heart, but we have taken long enough. I am about to bring your wives and Daciana to you. Do not let them distract you beyond their kisses and resonance. This will not be easy for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep them focused, if Yuki doesn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a good point. Our first wife is the best at making sure things are done as they should be,” Darkness whispered. “Here they are.” 
 
      
 
    The bed suddenly had four naked women on it. He turned to face Daciana, putting Mindie behind him, Jenn to his side, and Yukiko behind Daciana. There was no hesitation— Gregory leaned forward, kissing the part-wolf eurtik who yearned so fiercely to be his wife. 
 
      
 
    Daciana whimpered, pressing into him to kiss him feverishly. When Yukiko pulled her back after a little bit, she growled, baring her teeth and ready to attack whoever took her away from Gregory. 
 
      
 
    “Daciana!” Jenn said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry!” Daciana went crimson realizing what she’d done. “Instincts.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand,” Yukiko said, gently turning Daciana’s head and kissing her softly. When their kiss broke, she smiled. “But we want our turns and don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
      
 
    Jenn leaned in to claim hers, putting her hand on Daciana’s neck to keep the excitable woman in place. “It’s okay, but don’t snap at us,” she chastised Daciana gently. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry…” Daciana whimpered. 
 
      
 
    Mindie leaned past Gregory, tilting Daciana’s lowered head back up. “Shh… Accept the love you deserve.” 
 
      
 
    Daciana let out another soft whimper when their kiss ended; she was near panting with embarrassment, but also desire. “Yes… from our family, always.” 
 
      
 
    Yukiko put her arms around Daciana. “Now, resonance. Begin.” 
 
      
 
    Daciana glanced into Gregory’s green eyes, then looked away, biting her lip. Her tail would’ve wagged, but it was pinned with Yukiko holding her. Instead, her furred ears twitched as she took a calming breath. “Fear is first. Fire… it’s in my blood. My family has always been afraid of fire. I’ll shy away from it if I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Which explains your reactions during the tournament,” Yukiko nodded. “Continue.” 
 
      
 
    “My weakness is my heritage. Not because of how people see me, but because sometimes, it takes over my thoughts. Like the growl… sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand, and we can help with it, as your lovers and friends will, too,” Jenn murmured, stroking Daciana’s leg. “Go on.” 
 
      
 
    “Strength… devotion.” She locked eyes with Gregory. “Alpha, I will never fail you. You’ll be my master in all things. I will guard, hunt, or kill any you need me to. I’m your fangs, Greg. It’s in my soul. My family stood by you in the past— I’m sure the stories passed down over the generations are true. I will be there beside you, always.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory reached out, stroking her hair beside one of her ears. “I know. I can see it in your eyes, Daciana. I’m worried I’ll not meet your expectations, but I’ll try to be the man you see me as.” 
 
      
 
    Daciana leaned her head into his hand. Heart beating fast, face flushed, she never wanted to wake from this moment. 
 
      
 
    “One more,” Mindie whispered. “You’ve heard ours. Now tell us your desires.” 
 
      
 
    Daciana let out a soft whimper when Gregory’s hand pulled away. “Desires… to be treated as his most loyal hound.” Her face was scarlet, but she met his eyes again. “Pet me when you wish, tell me I’m a good girl, and show me any affection at all, no matter where or when. And… put a collar on me with a tag telling the world… that you own me.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s face blazed at her declaration, but he gave her a smile. “Good girl.” With that, he leaned in and kissed her nose. “Be a good girl and complete your training and postings. When you’re free to come to me, I’ll have your collar and tag waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    Daciana whimpered, her whole body shivering with need. Just as she was about to lunge at him, she vanished. 
 
      
 
    “Say goodbye. Get your last kisses,” Darkness said from her corner, the strain obvious in her voice. “She is dreaming of ravishing all of you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be doing the same,” Jenn admitted, kissing Gregory. “Be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    “We love you, and I’ll help them,” Mindie said, claiming her own kiss. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my dear healer.” 
 
      
 
    Yukiko pressed him flat to the bed, the others already gone. “Your friends accepted me— a letter is on its way. I miss you with all my soul.” Her lips met his softly, but her tongue was demanding, reveling in his mouth until she’d vanished just like the others had. 
 
      
 
    Gregory lay on the bed breathing fast, his body aching with need. “I miss all of you…” 
 
      
 
    “As they do you,” Darkness whispered. “Take a few moments. The strain is gone now.” 
 
      
 
    Sitting up, he faced her corner. “Darkness, you said you could pass messages between us. Is that still possible?” 
 
      
 
    “Next rank up. I will let them know so they can prepare what they want to say to you.” She chuckled. “I can even mimic their voices when telling you, as I can for them when I tell them yours.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled at the idea of hearing his wives’ voices when he grew next. “Please? I’ll write it all out, but it’ll be better to tell them here than entrusting a letter being sent through the empire.” 
 
      
 
    “Very true, dearest. They have been told. I will include the three at the academy, as well. You will have a lot of messages the next time we speak. Oh, and Victoria will see you on the solstice.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if I’ll have started to crack down on the slavers by then…?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Good and bad come from your plans. The good outweighs the bad. That is all I will say.” 
 
      
 
    “Thera?” 
 
      
 
    “She will not be a wife, if you are worried,” Darkness snickered. “But… she has a part to play in what you are planning. She will open doors that would not have otherwise been opened.” 
 
      
 
    Exhaling in relief, Gregory stretched. “Good.” He didn’t give her a warning; he lunged for Darkness. 
 
      
 
    Shadows snagged him. Some broke away, but the majority held, sapping his aether and his ability to stay awake. Darkness whimpered, her eyes locked on Gregory. “That could be dangerous… but soon, dear one… soon.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll never stop… trying…” Gregory murmured as his head dropped to his chest. 
 
      
 
    When he fell asleep, Darkness banished the shadows between them. He faded away; her hand was outstretched toward him, shaking as she forced herself to stay in her seat. A sob broke when he was finally gone. Looking at the bed, she lunged onto it, inhaling deeply where he’d been pushed flat. 
 
      
 
    “This year will test even me… the next might be harder, making sure we do not touch too long, but I want a touch… just one simple caress,” Darkness whispered as she took in the lingering scent of him. “Please, dear one, when you see me… please… please accept me.” 
 
      
 
    The room faded away, leaving just Darkness and the bed before even they vanished into nothingness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    There were two more bane beast attacks over the next month of their patrols. Both butchers had been happy to make more jerky for him, though they did ask if they could buy some so they could sell it themselves. Gregory now had far more jerky than he and Rafiq could both use in a couple of years, so he let them keep enough to offset the cost of making the jerky he was going to keep. 
 
      
 
    Thera folded into the unit seamlessly with Polka and Dot, matching them in every task except speed in running messages. Sergeant Glasson asked Gregory about possibly courting her, but she declined when he asked. He’d been upset, but took it in stride— a couple days later, he was back to normal. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory used foresight to show him how the day would go, then replayed the bane beast attacks his unit had fended off since starting his posting. The pair of bane moose had been the worst— Gregory could only deal with one, leaving his men to handle the other. That fight left three men with some injuries, and one with broken ribs. They’d left him in the barracks two weeks ago and, with the alchemical aids Gregory gave him, he was healed when the unit returned to Icelake. 
 
      
 
    Breakfast came and went before Gregory was out the door to take care of errands. Rafiq walked with him, as the first stop Gregory had was the butcher. Rafiq was glad for the jacket when the cold wind blew through the town. 
 
      
 
    “Going to talk techniques with Kona?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. She requested that I stop by when you picked up the moose jerky. You’ve made sure to build goodwill with the magi by continuing to gift them jerky?” 
 
      
 
    “One of the hearts went to Justina. I figured she’d like that even more than normal jerky.” 
 
      
 
    “Doubtlessly she did, considering she summoned you.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope it’s just to thank me and not something else.” 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t seen any of the slavers going out or coming back yet.” 
 
      
 
    “According to what the commanders said, there’s already a group out that should be coming back near the solstice. It just means we’ll need to try running into them.” 
 
      
 
    “That will begin what you wanted to do this year,” Rafiq nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Which is why I hope the jerky mellows the magi. The first group we hit and enforce the laws on, will negate a lot of that goodwill.” 
 
      
 
    “From what we’ve heard, it’s two large groups twice a year, then several smaller groups that hope to catch the rare single or pair that are farther from their villages.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll need to look a week into the future to see if the bigger groups come back during our patrol or not. We might need to rush or slow a patrol to make sure to hit them before they reach the town. I don’t want the town guards getting involved in any dispute.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… a wise precaution,” Rafiq nodded. 
 
      
 
    “But for now,” Gregory said as they got close to Cutting Block, “we pick up the jerky, and you get to chat with Kona.” 
 
      
 
    “It is nice to talk technical concepts with someone who loves the work.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory left Rafiq to continue talking after he picked up the jerky; he still had other stops before he visited the magus. The first was the bank to get pay for the unit. The manager was happy to assist, transferring over the money to Gregory— he’d once again used his own vela to pay the men that morning, intending on replenishing his own coin with it. 
 
      
 
    After that, he went by the clothier who’d been handling the jackets. He checked over each one before storing them in his ring and, having seen their quality, he gave the owner a bonus for his efforts. 
 
      
 
    With everything else finished, he finally made his way to the magus’ manor as the twelfth hour chimed. Justina might be a little perturbed that he’d not shown up immediately, but Gregory wanted to get his other errands done just in case she took more of his time than he expected her to. 
 
      
 
    When the butler led him to the study, Gregory took a seat, accepting the tea from the maid. When Justina didn’t appear right away, he began to lightly meditate. If she wanted to make him wait in repayment for his tardiness, he could make the most of it. He let his resonance flow out— not enough to be noticed by the maid, but enough that he was aware of the room. 
 
      
 
    He felt the bugs that were currently nibbling on some scrolls that’d been lost behind one of the bookshelves. A brief consideration to stop them came and went as he sat there. The scrolls couldn’t be important in the haphazard state they were in, so he figured letting the creatures continue their feast was fine. 
 
      
 
    A brush of aether came from near the closed door, so Gregory pulled his resonance back, smiling when it opened. “Magus, I’m sorry for my delay in seeing you,” he said, heading off any comments she might make. “I had to make sure the pay chest was filled. I also wanted to make sure my gift from Block made it to you. If not, I was going to bring it myself.” 
 
      
 
    Justina’s expression switched from light annoyance to neutral. “I see… I was taking care of paperwork that had been put off too long. I hope the tea was satisfactory.” 
 
      
 
    “Delightful. I was just finishing this cup.” He set the saucer down. 
 
      
 
    Justina took her seat and motioned the maid to her. “Pour.” 
 
      
 
    The maid bowed as she quickly refilled Gregory’s cup, then made Justina one. With her task done, she bowed again, then backed up to the wall. Justina never even looked at the eurtik, her gaze resting on Gregory the entire time. 
 
      
 
    “You caused a bit of a ruckus in Coldwood a month ago. It stopped me from using you to conduct my audit of the Silver Collar.” 
 
      
 
    “My apologies, Magus. I only did as I was instructed by Magus Artok. The fact that the guard took such offense was shocking. Considering he was high on bone spark at the time, it isn’t too surprising.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… yes. Jack Slim was an addict by all accounts, noted for killing aether users in Buldoun, and even a magi in a legal duel. He ended up with that nasty burn from that duel.” 
 
      
 
    “He was quite belligerent on that fact. In the end, it didn’t help him.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it didn’t. You severed his spine with a wakizashi, it is said. Do you not prefer the naginata?” 
 
      
 
    “I do, but I’m skilled enough in other weapons that I can use them when needed.” 
 
      
 
    Justina laughed lightly. “‘Skilled enough’? You took no wounds, yet killed a man who was on bone spark wielding two long knives. Tell me, Pettit, do you always downplay your accomplishments?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t consider killing a man on drugs to be an accomplishment, Magus,” Gregory said softly. “I’d have preferred he listened to me, instead.” 
 
      
 
    Justina sipped her tea, watching him. “I see. You bought with your own vela a slave from the Golden Collar; a panther eurtik who was one of Chainer’s most skilled. What have you done with her?” 
 
      
 
    “Put her to work for my unit.” 
 
      
 
    Justina’s lips twitched briefly into a knowing smirk. “Your men must have a high opinion of you.” 
 
      
 
    “They do,” Gregory said, not correcting her incorrect assumption. 
 
      
 
    “Well then, I won’t ask to buy her from you, then. Someone had offered to cover costs if I could purchase her.” 
 
      
 
    “I would have to decline if you asked, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I do thank you for the jerky and heart I received last week. It was delicious. The quality was among the best I’ve had. Block informed me that he’d have more for sale this time.” 
 
      
 
    “I offset the cost of him preparing my jerky by letting him keep some for sale. I was sure he’d have a buyer; I’m almost certain you’re getting it at just above cost, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. What good is being a magi if we don’t use our position for the things we can?” 
 
      
 
    “I ask myself that most days,” Gregory said. While he was in full agreement, he meant it far differently than she did. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve had a fair amount of bane beast attacks, too. No eurtik attacks yet, but those normally come after the solstice. I doubt any that attack you will be in marketable condition, but just in case, remember to brand them.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Magus. I will adhere to the laws.” 
 
      
 
    “The young are always so eager. Just remember, it takes time to grow into your power. Just the other day,” she paused to pull her medallion out, “I made it to my official tier.” The first ring of her medallion glowed cyan. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, Magus,” Gregory said with a smile. “I look forward to the day I can say the same.” 
 
      
 
    “It will take time, but if you keep training— even when you’re a magus— you can see growth like this.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do my best to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you be here or Coldwood for the solstice?” 
 
      
 
    “At the moment, I believe we will be arriving back here for the solstice. That will depend on other factors, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “You do have that week off, so if you are in Coldwood, you do not have to rush back here.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know that, Magus. That might change my plans entirely. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought the previous magi might have forgotten to tell you. He was very drunk at the Golden Collar during your meeting, if I heard correctly.” 
 
      
 
    “That is true. He was very drunk and distracted.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then, now, you can plan accordingly. If you are here,” Justina said with a smirk, “I do happen to have some yuzu fruit for a bath.” Her eyes tracked over his body. “I would be more than happy to let you join me.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory kept his face impassive, minus his eyebrow that went up. He had managed to stop his immediate refusal from coming out. Justina felt like the vindictive kind of person, so he had to use the bit of political savvy he’d learned from Yukiko. “I don’t know what to say, Magus. It’s an offer I wouldn’t have expected, considering your standing.” 
 
      
 
    Justina set her cup aside, then crossed her legs as she leaned forward slightly. “Just tell me a few weeks before, Pettit. I’d want to make arrangements if you are going to ring in the year with me.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed in his seat after setting his cup down. “I’m flattered. I’ll have to see what the schedule looks like leading up to that week. My answer will be given in advance, as you ask.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Justina said, standing up. “I have other work to take care of. Enjoy your tea; the butler will show you out.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed to her again as she left. Picking his cup back up, he decided to finish his tea to make it look like he was in no hurry to leave her home. I’d rather lose a finger than spend the solstice with you, Justina, Gregory thought. It would be disrespectful to my wives. I’d prefer to share the solstice with Rafiq, then dream of my wives and a dear friend. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory had set aside the Justina problem by the time he reached the courier’s office. He gave the man behind the desk a smile as he entered. “Good afternoon, Klee.” 
 
      
 
    The part-deer eurtik jerked upon hearing his name. “What? Oh, Magi. How can I help?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a package I want sent out.” Gregory approached the desk, depositing a chest. “It holds bane meat for my wife.” 
 
      
 
    Klee looked at the chest, then pulled out the form Gregory would need. “Just fill this out and bring it back to me, sir. Err… which wife, sir?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory accepted the form. “Mindie. She’s the closest. Thank you, Klee. How have things been?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… fine, sir?” he said slowly, off-kilter with Gregory acting like his friend. 
 
      
 
    “Good. How much will sending the chest cost?” 
 
      
 
    “Considering the size, sir, I’d estimate it to be two hundred vela. If you want it to travel faster, then up to five hundred.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that entail?” 
 
      
 
    “The express will use a spatial magi or two to get it closer to your destination; that should cut a few weeks off the travel time. We normally suggest it for perishable goods. If the meat is already jerky, then there’s no need.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s jerky,” Gregory said. “No need to send it faster.” Filling out the form, he made sure it was all in order. “It’s just quality jerky, and I want to make sure she gets it before she leaves her current posting.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. It won’t take nearly that long to get there, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” Gregory put his ink and pen away, taking the form and vela to Klee. “I take it I haven’t had any mail yet?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. As soon as any comes in, you’ll know.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. I was just hopeful.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you marry her while in the academy, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I did.” Gregory’s smile was soft as he thought back to his weddings. 
 
      
 
    “First time separated, then?” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Gregory focused back on Klee. “Yeah… it’s harder than I thought, but with the rigors of patrol, it’s also moving quicker than I feared.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you get to see her as soon as your magus posting is up. Six years away would be crushing for me and the wife.” 
 
      
 
    “Just this year,” Gregory chuckled. “We’ll be posted at the Kroggian Embassy together.” 
 
      
 
    Klee smiled, then winced. “I hope you both survive that posting, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Gregory grinned. “All of my wives will be posted there with me.” 
 
      
 
    Klee shook his head, chuckling. “I’m not sure if that’s a blessing or a curse, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “A blessing. It’s why I’m here— it had to balance out somehow.” 
 
      
 
    “But isn’t the Kroggian Embassy enough punishment to allow that?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Gregory said softly. “I’ll gladly endure anything to be with the women I love.” 
 
      
 
    Klee paused in checking over the form. Looking up, he saw the look on Gregory’s face and nodded. “I can understand that. I’ll pray to Aether for all of you.” 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate it,” Gregory grinned, then set a fifty vela coin on the desk. “My thanks, Klee. Get your wife something nice. Small, thoughtful gifts are always a good idea. My father taught me that long ago.” 
 
      
 
    Klee blinked a few times, then pocketed the coin. “I will, sir. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Klee sat there as Gregory left, stunned by the generosity the magi had shown him. Shaking his head, he went back to work; Gregory’s chest would be the first one loaded onto the wagon when it headed south. Any magi who was that affable was an anomaly, and Klee hoped that Gregory would never change. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    A few more weeks of patrols went by, staying completely routine outside of a bane bat attack one morning. Gregory had warned his men about them, so everyone had their crossbows ready nearby as breakfast ended. When the swarm came in, looking for easy prey, they found a volley of bolts. That single volley broke the swarm, the remnants fleeing before anyone could reload. 
 
      
 
    The bats were near chest-sized with massive wing spans. A few had their wings shredded, leaving them on the ground, ready to kill. The range of their naginatas once again ended the threat with no injuries. Rafiq suggested that they just remove the hearts and cores, leaving the carcasses to the wilds, as there wasn’t enough useful meat to matter on the thin-boned beasts. That did mean putting off Peaceful Fist for that morning, but they still got moving on time. 
 
      
 
    Barny was more than happy to cook the hearts with powdered core at Rafiq’s direction, giving them a little over ten infused hearts to supplement their jerky. He then began asking Rafiq how he could improve the magi’s food in the future. 
 
      
 
    Magus Artok had been quiet, not summoning Gregory since the incident at the Golden Collar… until they arrived back in Coldwood the day before. That left Gregory with only that meeting to attend to during their days off. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The day was going to be eventful— Gregory said his goodbyes after breakfast. He hadn’t told Davis about what was going to happen, as that future became even more chaotic if he did. Instead, he’d take the reprimand from Davis that evening without complaint, then explain. 
 
      
 
    On the way to Artok’s, Gregory stopped in at Golden Crusts. He’d come to enjoy the food from the baker, as had the entire unit. The shop was busy in the morning hours with people picking up meat pies and pastries on their way to work. 
 
      
 
    Gregory just got in line with the others. The first few times, it’d caused some commotion, but the regulars were used to him acting the way he did. The others who were shocked to see a magi calmly waiting were told in whispers by the regulars that it would be fine. 
 
      
 
    Erik Moda, the owner, gave Gregory a smile when he stepped up to the counter. “Magi, it is a blessing to have you in my humble shop again. Your usual order?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I’d like to get a couple of scones, as well. I’m having tea with Magus Artok after this and thought that I’d bring something with me this time. Perhaps I can convince him that your scones are superior to his?” 
 
      
 
    The baker laughed, smiling broadly. “I’ll make sure to add my four best to the order, Magi. No extra charge. The chance of securing more business is worth it.” 
 
      
 
    “If you insist,” Gregory grinned back. 
 
      
 
    One of the people who’d never witnessed Gregory interact before stood there, slack-jawed. He was laughing and acting like a person instead of a magi. Moreover, he thanked the baker, paid for his goods, and then left like it was nothing. 
 
      
 
    Erik laughed, waving the man forward. “He’s an odd one, but always pleasant to me. What can I get you, sir?” 
 
      
 
    With his baked goods secured in his ring, Gregory walked toward Artok’s manor. His demeanor was casual, as if he had no worries in the world, yet his eyes picked up the features he recognized from his foresight vision that morning. Three buildings down from here… that’s where he’ll pop up to take his shot, he thought as he walked on. As soon as my back is to him, I’ll pull up foresight so I can time it perfectly. 
 
      
 
    The moment Gregory walked past the point he’d picked out, a man stood up on a roof, his bow drawn to fire down at the magi. He’d assassinated magi in similar attacks over the last decade. No magi ran barriers all the time, and killing them on the street was the easiest way. A smirk came to him just as he released his arrow, but that smirk froze when Gregory sidestepped without looking back. That was impossible, so he quickly drew and let fly again, but Gregory once again sidestepped at just the right time. Panic setting in, the assassin ran for the rope he’d tied off on the far side of the building as his getaway. 
 
      
 
    When the second arrow shattered on the street, Gregory took off running. The people nearby were shocked and fearful when they realized someone had tried to assassinate a magi— it would mean the magus in town would be looking for someone to blame, and it could land on anyone there. Everyone bolted to get as far away from the scene of the attack as possible. 
 
      
 
    Gregory knew where the assassin would come down, as they’d found the rope later in his first vision. Putting his aether into his legs, he ran faster than anyone not aether-touched could ever hope to. The man let go of the rope, turning to run, only to see Gregory in the alleyway, streaking toward him. Knowing he couldn’t get away, the assassin pulled his bow and loosed an arrow one last time before freeing his daggers. 
 
      
 
    Gregory again slipped to the side at the same moment the bowstring was released. The arrow sailed past him by inches, and the distance between him and the assassin was closing rapidly. He didn’t summon a weapon— he wanted to take the man alive, and in every future that Gregory used a weapon, the assassin let himself be killed rather than captured. 
 
      
 
    Hissing, the assassin leapt at Gregory, as the magi hadn’t manifested a weapon. What he didn’t expect was for him to return that lunge. The knives skittered off a conjured barrier before it plowed into the assassin as Gregory slammed them both into a wall. Eyes rolling up, he nearly passed out. By the time he started to try getting up, Gregory had his arms around the man’s neck. 
 
      
 
    “No dying! I want answers!” Gregory said tightly as he choked him. “You’ll pay for the attempt afterward.” 
 
      
 
    The chokehold was correct, so the assassin never even got the chance to reply before slumping unconscious in Gregory’s arms. Holding it a couple of seconds longer, Gregory slowly lowered him to the ground. He summoned the manacles from his ring, securing the assassin just as a guard came rushing around the building. 
 
      
 
    “Magi…! Is he dead, sir?” the guard panted. 
 
      
 
    “Unconscious,” Gregory replied. “Let the others know the threat is over, and then take this one to Commander Roberts. I’ll want to ask him questions after my meeting with Magus Artok.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” The guard quickly blew a tune on his whistle, declaring it safe. “I’ll make sure he’s secured in the cells, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Gregory said as he fixed his kimono. “I’ll be along as quickly as I can.” 
 
      
 
    The guard shook his head at how calm Gregory was after a supposed assassination attempt. Reaching the assassin, he made sure the weapons were removed from his person, then collected the knives and bow from the ground. When another guard came trotting up to help, he sighed in relief. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory declined any tea, but did ask the maid to bring a plate for the scones he’d purchased. It wasn’t a long wait before Artok arrived. 
 
      
 
    “Adept, I am glad you could make it,” Artok greeted him. “Not having tea?” 
 
      
 
    “I was waiting for you, Magus; I brought scones from Golden Crust. The baker there is skilled, and I wanted to share some of what I’ve enjoyed.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that is very thoughtful.” Taking his seat, he motioned to his maid to pour for them. “Tea and scones do sound delightful this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree, sir. Is there a problem, Magus? I was surprised to find a summons waiting for me at the gates.” 
 
      
 
    “Problem? Not at all. Oh, Chainer is still upset with you, but your little stunt has given me the leverage I’ve been looking for. I heard that you were formally barred from their family businesses.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not overly upset at that,” Gregory said, accepting the cup from the maid. “Magus Smitton was less than happy that I couldn’t assist her in a similar manner, though.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s just icing on the sweet roll,” Artok laughed. “She’s always been a frigid bitch. I tried to welcome her to the north for years, and she rebuffed my every attempt. It makes me happy that she had to get her hands dirty. Perhaps she even chipped a nail.” 
 
      
 
    “I had no idea,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    Artok set the tea in front of them, reaching over to pick up a scone. “No one else does. Now, the reason I’ve asked you to attend me today is not bad. I’ve made sure to secure yuzu fruit for the solstice this year. It is costly to import it up here, but traditions are there for a reason. If you are in Coldwood for the solstice, I would invite you to join me in the celebration.” 
 
      
 
    “You are too kind, Magus,” Gregory said as he selected a scone of his own, “but that does place me in a delicate position. Magus Smitton already offered for me to spend the solstice with her.” 
 
      
 
    Artok’s lips compressed. “Did she? Hmm… I see. You should apologize to her for not being able to attend. Your rotation will put you in Coldwood before the solstice, and that week is a week off for you and your men.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. You are correct that would put me in Coldwood before the solstice. I’ll need to inform my officers about their week off so they can plan for it.” 
 
      
 
    “This is quite good,” Artok said after sampling the scone. “That should leave you open to enjoy the solstice here.” 
 
      
 
    “I would be glad to as long as nothing changes in the schedule, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing with the slave you purchased?” Artok asked after a minute of enjoying the tea and scone. 
 
      
 
    “She helps serve the men,” Gregory said, trying the same line with him that he’d used with Justina. “Morale has never been higher.” 
 
      
 
    Artok snorted, his lips twisting up at the corners. “You aren’t the first to use that tactic. I guess it would stop your men from finding trouble in less savory places.” 
 
      
 
    “They haven’t seemed interested in finding those places.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity. You wouldn’t be willing to sell her, then, would you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d have to decline,” Gregory said, wondering why both magi had asked to buy Thera. “Magus Smitton asked to buy her, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “No doubt Chainer’s brother wanted to acquire her for the Silver Collar,” Artok snorted. “The slave you purchased was one of his best, skilled in many forms of entertainment besides the one most would think of as her primary purpose. Chainer did let it slip that she was the most skilled masseuse he’d had on staff; that was my interest.” 
 
      
 
    “I had no idea,” Gregory said. “Maybe I’ll have her work my back later. Capturing the assassin made me work harder than I had thought I would.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, tha—!” Artok began before he cut the sentence off. Setting down the remains of the scone and his tea, he stared at Gregory. “Assassin?” 
 
      
 
    “A man tried a couple of times to shoot me with an arrow from a rooftop. He’s in custody with the commander by now. I’m going to head over there to question him.” 
 
      
 
    Artok’s brow furrowed. “Adept, this is not for you. As town magus, I will go and speak with him.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory kept his smile in place; he’d known this would happen. He didn’t know the result of it, as he hadn’t been updated by the end of the day. If he pushed, he knew Artok would become less friendly, so Gregory acquiesced to the magus. “As you say, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I’ll head over there now. We cannot tolerate assassins.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stood when Artok did. “I look forward to hearing what you find out, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Whoever hired him will be having a terribly short life once I find out.” He turned to his maid. “Show him out.” 
 
      
 
    The maid bowed low, then opened the door. Gregory bowed to Artok before following the maid out of the manor. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Gregory got back to the barracks, he stopped by Davis’ room. “Davis, we need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    Davis stood up as Gregory entered. “Sir? Is something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Not you, nor the men. I did something that you’ll be unhappy with.” 
 
      
 
    The pair took seats, Davis puzzled at Gregory’s demeanor. “What did you do, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “I kept back information from you this morning. I was attacked on my way to the magus’ residence.” 
 
      
 
    Davis frowned. “Are you okay, sir? Who would be dumb enough to attack a magi?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine. The answer to the second question is whoever could pay the man enough.” 
 
      
 
    “An assassination attempt?” Davis’ eyes widened as he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. He had a bow— he missed twice from the roof, then again in the alley before we got into melee. I subdued him and handed him over to the guard so he could be questioned. I was going to handle that, but Magus Artok insisted that he be the one to question him.” 
 
      
 
    “Was the magus involved, sir?” Davis asked. 
 
      
 
    “He was surprised when I told him. He didn’t seem duplicitous to me about that. Now, we wait. I know I won’t hear back from him today, at least. He might take a few days to make sure he extracts everything he can.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like torture,” Davis said grimly. “Never thought it gave solid intelligence.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s out of our hands.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” Davis paused, meeting Gregory’s eyes. “Sir, we are your guard. Your welfare is in our hands. Why did you keep this from me?” 
 
      
 
    “Because every future that I told you beforehand made the man flee or, in the case of a more covert approach, got you killed when he came off the roof.” 
 
      
 
    “My life is a cost to be paid if it keeps you alive,” Davis said tightly. “We all appreciate your willingness to keep us safe, but our job is to keep you safe, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed his head. “I know, Davis. I know… I don’t disagree with you. But— and this isn’t to diminish you or the men— in some cases, it’s better for me to handle things. This and the bane bear, for instance. In time, there’ll be moments where I’ll have to bend and let the men pay for me. Until then, I’ll always be me.” 
 
      
 
    Davis stood up, pacing for a moment before he came back to the table. “Sir… next time, please tell me ahead of time? I at least want to know. If you go out to handle things alone and never come back… your wives would be quite unhappy with us.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory winced— Davis used the knife that would cut him the most. “Very well, Lieutenant. I’ll inform you going forward. You’re right, and I wouldn’t want my wives to take their anger out on you, especially not when you’d be blameless.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s more that you agree because your wives would be upset and hurt, sir,” Davis said softly. “I’ve come to realize who I work for. I won’t use that threat often, but if I need you to listen to me, I will.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory snorted, then met Davis’ eyes. “Accepted, Davis. Apologies.” 
 
      
 
    Davis took his seat again. “Tell me what happened, please.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    The soft bed told Gregory where he was before he opened his eyes. “Hello, my dark heart. I’m glad I get to talk with you again before another resonance.” 
 
      
 
    “It makes me happy to help you, dear one. If not for the boost from the solstice, this would be inadvisable right now. Because of the excess energy you and the others will generate during the solstice, I can do this and bring Victoria to your dreams next time.” 
 
      
 
    He rolled to the edge of the bed closest to Darkness. “You know what I want you to tell them, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Did you want me to use their voices for you?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’d like to hear your voice, dearest.” 
 
      
 
    A soft murmur of happiness came from the shrouded figure. “Very well, my heart. I will paraphrase the messages to cut out the repeated comments from the youngest. All three have things they wanted you to know, but there was a lot of overlap.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
      
 
    “That is far from true,” Darkness said huskily, “but let me begin.” Clearing her throat, she took on a reading tone as if reading an actual letter to him. “From Nessa’s letter first: ‘The three of us are doing well, Greg. Vicky got your town, Daciana had the one Jen used, and I was placed where Yuki had been. Things have been hard, but Mindie has been a great help to us. She told us all the things you did to make things easier and how to bond your men as a unit. You didn’t need to have her give us vela, but we used it as she suggested. The yuzu and supplements for the solstice will be put to good use, too. We strive every day to make sure we’re as perfect as we can be for when we meet again. Our clanmates with us strive, too, taking us as role models. We’ve shared some of what you left us to promote the clan ideal of always helping each other. We hope that it won’t hinder us, but it feels right.’” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the best thing to do…” Gregory murmured. 
 
      
 
    “‘We heard about you three all getting awards during the tournament at the end of the year. We’ll be doing our best to match you, as always. Mindie and Willof are keeping what the tournament entails from us, saying you didn’t know beforehand, either. We’ve taken that challenge and will make our clan proud, but moreover, those we yearn to join. The rings and bracelets made all of us giddy. The promise of you accepting us pushes us to strive with all we have. Being able to pass this message through Darkness makes us even happier. We hope to continue to do so through the long years ahead of us while our magus postings keep us apart.’” 
 
      
 
    “Please, Darkness…” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    “I will, but let me finish,” Darkness replied softly. She cleared her throat again. “‘Also, thank you for letting us have fun with Mindie. We’re all very eager for the solstice to pass. She told us that, once we’ve all told her, we can do more than just let her watch. We’ve been respectful of the lines that have been set, but it’s hard to have her there and not be able to do more with her. I can say this with all honesty: we love you, Greg. We will make the clan proud as we continue to push to be your equal when we meet again. Your prized mare, Nessa.’” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s face flushed at the comments about them wanting Mindie, reddening further at her use of her own desires to end her letter. “She… umm… wow.” 
 
      
 
    “She is accepting that she can be a little brazen with you and that you will accept her,” Darkness purred, “but she is not the only one. Let us go on to Daciana’s, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… yeah,” Gregory said, feeling a little off-kilter from the way Darkness had phrased the last part. 
 
      
 
    “‘Alpha, I was so happy to have you accept me. I am eager to wear your collar; the ring and bracelet made us all happy, but knowing you will own me makes my soul soar and my legs weak. I want to spend this entire time telling you more, but Nessa said we should focus after a little bit of personal talk. She helps me a lot. I know my instincts would control me a lot more if not for her steady hand to help. It will make my time away from her and Vicky even harder, but I will use your gifts to help me stay focused during those years. We hope that the three of us might find a posting together, at least. It would help all of us, but both Nessa and Vicky think it’s unlikely. The sage would find it hard to make it seem accidental.’” 
 
      
 
    “Oh…” Gregory whispered. “I thought we had it rough. I never… damn…” 
 
      
 
    Darkness snickered. “You worry for them, which is good. But it will not be as bad as they fear. I will not tell you more, and them nothing at all. The worry helps push them more this year and when they have their adept postings.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s heart lightened slightly. “They’ll have a magus posting together?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not telling,” Darkness giggled, then cleared her throat. “‘We are working hard. Yuki’s parents gave us the best men. I’ve heard comments from the town guards about how much they seem like imperial soldiers, not mere magi guards. We owe her family and the clan for making sure we have such good men. Frederica was shocked, but thrilled to have men so well-trained. She isn’t like us, but she will be loyal to the clan. We’ve talked a lot with her and she is a good friend, but she doesn’t understand our desire to all share you. She doesn’t deride us for that, so we’ve stayed friends.’” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad they have another friend and that Frederica is staying with the clan. She was a good fighter when I saw her in the novice tournament.” 
 
      
 
    “She will stay loyal to the clan,” Darkness reaffirmed, then went on with the rest of Daciana’s letter, “‘We’ll be waiting as the years pass to be with you again. Dreaming and passing messages like this will help all of us; my heart is warm and my soul is happy. The only thing that would make it better would be your strong hand stroking my head as you tell me I’m a good girl. Always your faithful wolf, Daciana.’” 
 
      
 
    “I love them…” Gregory whispered. “How is it possible to love so many people so much?” 
 
      
 
    “Because your heart is able to encompass them. The past lives help, but you have always been able to love more than most. Vicky’s is the last of theirs. Hers is not as forward in some ways.” 
 
      
 
    “Because she hasn’t had her moment in a dream yet.” 
 
      
 
    “‘Greg, I hope you’ve been well. We’ve all been worried about your adept posting— you were sent to the worst possible one… I’m sure that it’s all politics. Not your posting, but the reason you were sent there. I know you’ll be fine, and my faith in you never wavers. I’ll admit to you that I’ve been jealous of my friends and lovers. Being the last of us three has been difficult; I was the last of us to join the novice group, too, so maybe it’s fitting in other ways. The solstice cannot come fast enough. I yearn for my kiss and to bare my soul to you and my future wives. Even with that waiting for me, I’ve not slacked on my training with my men. If anything, it’s honed my mind to do even more. I will not let my dreams fail because I couldn’t focus.’” 
 
      
 
    “She’s okay, right?” 
 
      
 
    “She is fine, my heart,” Darkness murmured. “‘I don’t have the little tidbits to tease you with, as I haven’t shared my desires yet. I was advised by Mindie to not turn this letter into that, either. I listen to her as I would Yuki, as she is the closest we have to the family with us here. It has been terribly difficult to keep my hands off her when she watches us play. She is beautiful, sensual, and thoroughly naughty. I can’t wait to tell you my desires, to lay myself bare before you and them. Hehe… let that mental image stay for a moment, please? It’s the only tease I can manage right now.’” 
 
      
 
    Gregory swallowed, shifting on the bed. His mind had already supplied the idea before she’d asked him to think about it. 
 
      
 
    “‘Do not worry for us, Greg— focus on your adept posting. When the long years finally pass and we can meet and wed, you will have a lot of love to accept. The three of us have plans for that day— very detailed plans— that we refine often as we experiment with each other. I’m a naughty tease, aren’t I? Hmm… you’ll find out soon enough just how naughty. Please dream of me a little before the solstice. I dream of you and our family almost nightly. That’s why I have to meditate first thing every day; I have to recenter my mind for training. Your wife in waiting, Vicky.’” 
 
      
 
    Gregory exhaled slowly, a small smirk on his lips. “She really is trouble, isn’t she?” 
 
      
 
    “You will see in time, dear one. I will tell you Claudia’s next.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I wasn’t expecting one from her. I feel bad now.” 
 
      
 
    “Shh… she was just as surprised,” Darkness whispered before she started on the letter. “‘Greg, I was so shocked to talk with Darkness and be offered this opportunity. It’s been a year, but feels so much longer since we were last together. I think of you every day and dream of you and the others almost as often. It makes my mornings a bit… chaotic, but well worth the extra time needed to get the day started. Aliminus has been the pain I always thought he would be. He still derides my training, but can’t argue with my growth. It isn’t as bad as the first few months after we parted, but at least once a month, he tries to get me to stop training my brain path. His other attentions have finally passed, too… I thank Griselda every day for that. It was her constant attention to me that stopped him. I would be in a far worse place if not for my devoted maid. Elsa will be the head maid of our home in the future, I accept that, but I will keep Griselda as my personal maid. It would be wrong to do otherwise.’” 
 
      
 
    “It really would, especially since it’ll be at least a decade or more before she can join us as a wife.” 
 
      
 
    “It really would be wrong. Griselda is thankful for you and Claudia giving her this life. Claudia will not have anyone else as loyal as Griselda beside her until she joins the family.” Darkness cleared her throat to get back to the letter. “‘I’ve been told that, once I find my resonance, I will be able to have a dream with you, Yuki, and the others to explain everything. It is required for me to be a wife. Since it is a firm requirement, I will make sure that I don’t hesitate when it comes time. I worry a little about what they will think of me, but I know I will hear theirs in time, too. I am especially intrigued by what yours is, Greg. The struggle on your face when I offered some things makes me wonder about your desires, especially.’” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll be surprised,” Gregory chuckled. “It won’t be as shocking as she thinks.” 
 
      
 
    Darkness giggled, but continued, “‘The ring has been a constant source of help to me. It inspires me to push as much as I can every day. I am the last of your potential wives, but I will not be the least. That’s not to say that I think you would treat any of us that way, but I want to be more than just an addition to the family. Please, dear one, think of me as often as you can, and know that I yearn for the day in the years to come when we can proudly admit our marriage to the world. Even if you have hundreds of wives, I will accept what is as long as you can give me the love I hope to feel. Your future wife— I have the contract to prove it— Claudia.’” 
 
      
 
    Gregory laughed at the end of her letter. “You do indeed, Claudia. I’ll be happy for the day we talk about resonance. More than that, I look forward to when we can declare our marriage, too.” 
 
      
 
    “The next letter is from Roshana, my heart.” She cleared her throat before starting on it. “‘Greg, we hope you are well. Your posting is terrible, but we know you’ll be fine. The clan continues to grow here. With the tournament coming up, Dia has already talked with quite a few hopeful novices. She’s just waiting for the tournament to end to take them to the tea house and test them. Ling and I have been happy to assist with the clan, teaching the novices during aether class, and even assisting with physical conditioning class. You would be proud of the young of the clan: they are earnest, kind, and eager to show that magi can be more than they are now. Some of them even go to the orphanage with us on their days off to help with the children. I’ll leave that to Clover’s letter. I don’t have much to say… I feel bad for that, but I’ve laid my heart at your feet already.’” 
 
      
 
    “Bound in a ribbon…” Gregory murmured. 
 
      
 
    “‘Ling, Clover, and I study Krogga in depth. We want to help as much as we can when we see you next year. It is such a vastly different place from the Velum Empire and Limaz. The culture and people will take some adjusting to get used to, but we’re doing our best to adjust already. We all look forward to the tea ceremony Yuki told us we’ll have, because after that, we’ll have our dreams realized. All my love, my dear heart. Yours, forever bound to you, Roshana.’” 
 
      
 
    “Subtle, but reminding me of what she desires. I’ll do my best for her and the others.” 
 
      
 
    “We all know, dear one,” Darkness smiled. “Ling is next. ‘Greg, be safe, please? We’ve concluded that it’s a political game to have sent you to the north. This doesn’t make us happy, but we can accept it, as next year, you can accept us. The clan grows, and we help as best we can. Dia has praised us for showing the way to represent the clan. Bishop even thanked us for helping the academy the way we are. I find myself missing my excitable lover most nights, but Roshana has helped me stay happy. She cuddles me every night, and that keeps me content. When Clover does join us, the nights are a little more… wild, but it’s always filled with love. Know my heart aches to be in your arms again, to have my ears nipped, and to sleep contentedly with our wives in a puddle.’” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best to make it happen as often as we can,” Gregory murmured. 
 
      
 
    “‘Clover’s letter will include news from the orphanage. I won’t intrude on her space. Our excitement for next year grows with each passing day. Dia has promised us that we’ll leave before the year actually ends. This way, we can be in Krogga when Jenn arrives. We’ll behave ourselves, but I’m sure you wouldn’t begrudge us some kisses and snuggles, would you?’” 
 
      
 
    “Gods, no.” 
 
      
 
    “I will tell her that,” Darkness giggled before going on, “‘I hope you approve, as we all want the warmth of our loved ones while we wait for you. I pray every night for your safe posting and travel to meet back up with us. Just be safe, and know that we love you deeply. Your kitten to cuddle, Ling.’” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll cuddle you often, Ling, my sweet, calm one.” 
 
      
 
    “She will melt when I tell her,” Darkness murmured. “Now, Clover… brace yourself, my love.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory swallowed at the ominous tone. 
 
      
 
    “‘Greg, I love you. My heart beats every day thinking about Krogga. Honestly, it’s you I think about, but that’s where we’ll meet again, so there, too. I’m sorry to say this, but… Baylyss isn’t doing well. Her age is catching up to her rapidly, and I’m not sure she’ll see another year. I’ve done as much as I can to help, but it isn’t good. Dia has been here often, speaking with Baylyss, as they both know the end is coming. It’s been painful to see and makes me cry, but I keep it from the children. They’ve been heartbroken enough seeing her decline. I wanted a happy letter, but thought you should know.’” 
 
      
 
    Gregory swallowed the lump that’d formed in his throat. “I…” 
 
      
 
    “This is why magi hardly ever stay near their friends and family after the academy,” Darkness said gently. “Dia and Baylyss knew this day would come. Be proud that you brought untold happiness to Baylyss— her time with the children was the bright point of her late years. Dia is very grateful to you, too. She knows it all started because of Elsa.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory wiped at his eyes. “I can’t do anything, can I?” 
 
      
 
    “Not for them. Just being who you are, and showing the world what should be, is what would help them most. Baylyss prays to Aether that you and your friends will change the world, to make sure no others endure what she and Dia did.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay…” Gregory whispered, accepting that hope on his shoulders. “I was going to, but I can let it be even more important to my friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Clover’s letter tries to make a rebound to happiness. She updates you on the children; the ones you knew and the newer additions to the orphanage. The ones you knew have never wavered from their goals. Enzo especially has bloomed as an artist, and has new art for all of you. She also has a letter from him for you. It asks you to accept him as your butler when the time comes.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Gregory whispered. “All of them who want to can be in the home with us.” 
 
      
 
    “I will let her know that she can use that to motivate them for the little time she has left with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Who’ll take over the orphanage when Clover goes, and Baylyss…?” He trailed off, not wanting to finish his sentence. 
 
      
 
    “Your friends,” Darkness said. “Daciana, Nessa, and Vicky will spend their magus years at the academy. All three will care for the orphanage for their five years while also helping with classes and the clan. The children will have guidance from those you trust most.” 
 
      
 
    The fear that’d grasped his heart vanished. “Thank Aether…” 
 
      
 
    “They already do,” Darkness said. “Clover closed out her letter much like the others, hoping to tease you a little and trying to distract you from the terrible news.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to thank her for not holding back bad news when I see her. Life is never all good news.” 
 
      
 
    “Mindie’s letter is next, dear one,” Darkness said, pushing on to help him. “‘Husband— I love saying that to you— the year has been eventful with our friends here to learn. I’ve behaved as we discussed, but they are… tempting. It has been a strain at times, but I’ll never break the faith of our family. After the solstice, I will not be as reserved. I’ll whisper all the details to you in Krogga.’” 
 
      
 
    Gregory swallowed, trying to let go of the sorrow and enjoy Mindie’s letter. 
 
      
 
    “‘Frederica Ferentini has been a delight, as well. The loyalty she has to the clan is admirable, and she listens to me and our friends intently. The growth of her aether following the Peaceful Fist has equaled our friends before, but is now slowly falling behind them. That only drives her to train harder, but we know the real reason why. Even then, she’s advanced past everyone not of the clan, making her proud to show the strength of Aether’s Guard. There’s a real friendship between her and the others. When she heard I was also your wife, she was shocked, and we had a discussion about you and all your wives and hopeful wives. She thinks we’re all a little crazy to chase just you, but she doesn’t mock anyone. There’s someone she likes, too, but she’s been adamant about waiting until her magus posting is over before seeking more with him. The trio have teased her about it, but it’s all in good nature.’” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the elephas eurtik clanmate, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Ezekiel Elephta, yes. The pair of them will be a shocking couple; their size disparity is rather large, but the love they will have for each other will rival you and your wives.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope Vera blesses them many times over then.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I am sure she will,” Darkness snickered. “Back to the letter. ‘My heart worries for you, but my faith holds strong. Half a year has passed since we held each other last, and it’ll be nearly a year from now before we can hold each other again. We’ll all wait for you in Krogga, dear one. Stay safe; we’ll back anything you need to do. Just make sure to come to us. Your watchful healer, Mindie.’” 
 
      
 
    “Did they all finish their letters like that?” Gregory chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Most, yes. I might have suggested it to make you squirm.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stared at the corner. “I’ll make sure to reward that when I can.” 
 
      
 
    A small shiver and gasp came from the corner of the room. “Promises, promises.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t fail to fulfill a promise to my wife.” 
 
      
 
    “Jenn is next,” Darkness murmured as she let the warmth infuse her. “‘My heart, the year drags on for me. I patrol, but it hasn’t been terrible. The two town magi are pigs who’ve asked me more than once about me ‘being lonely.’ Next time one of them asks if I want to spend the night with them, I’m going to hurt them. Neither is more than two ranks into magus, so I’m pretty sure I can kick their asses.’” 
 
      
 
    “Damned idiots…” Gregory growled. 
 
      
 
    “She will handle it, dear one, just as you will handle the magus problem you currently have.” 
 
      
 
    “Justina or Artok… neither is a good choice, but at least Artok won’t try to sleep with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Your wives would be very happy to hear that you are not even remotely interested. I can tell them that, can I not?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Add that as a note to my letter to them. I trust you to make it good.” 
 
      
 
    A soft happy murmur came from Darkness before she cleared her throat. “‘I’m sure your posting is much more eventful. Just be safe. All of us know you’ll survive, but we want more than you just surviving. Happy, healthy, and ready to be hugged, loved, and fucked. I know that’s not what you expect from me, but this year is making me antsy to have you again. I dream of you, Yuki, and the others all controlling me. It makes my dreams quite exciting and my morning frustrating, but it whets my appetite for next year. I’ll need Yuki and Mindie to help sate me until you arrive.’” 
 
      
 
    Gregory exhaled, shifting slightly on the bed once more. 
 
      
 
    “‘Dear one, I love you. We all do. Please don’t hate me— or us— for teasing you a little. Just let it remind you that you’re loved and desired by all of us. Your fierce fighter and pliant lover, Jenn.’” 
 
      
 
    “My dreams are going to be many and varied tonight, aren’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, with maybe me included in them,” Darkness whispered huskily. “One more before sleep, my heart.” 
 
      
 
    “Yuki…” Gregory murmured, thinking about his first wife. 
 
      
 
    “‘Dearest soul, I’m not sure heart is enough with you. You are my heart as I am yours, and we share our hearts with all our wives and eventual wives, but you are so much more to all of us. I do not think ‘dearest soul’ even encompasses it. Know that I miss you terribly, and I am counting the days until we meet in Krogga.’” 
 
      
 
    “If I only knew exactly how many days, I probably would be, too.” 
 
      
 
    “‘I’ve made it to Alturis— it’s my western-most stop on my patrol. I also have Linom as one of them. It takes me six days to go one way on my trek, with only a night’s stop in Linom each way, but we have two days of rest in Alturis and Sanlo. We’ve encountered only two bane beasts the entire time so far. It has been a quiet patrol, but my men stay focused. The villages have been welcoming in a way that most people in the empire aren’t. Seeing where you grew up helps me understand your kindness. If only the entire empire was like these humble villages.’” 
 
      
 
    “It would be so much nicer…” 
 
      
 
    “‘My first time in Alturis was… difficult. Your father was very welcoming; most of the village was. Your past lover and her sister were passively hostile. Eloria even got into an argument with Gunnar when he tried to play peacemaker. It took a few months, but we’ve reached a stable place of understanding. I had to correct them when they tried to ridicule you for marrying more than me. I’ll admit that I might’ve been a bit forceful with them for that, but once they understood the love that we all have for each other, they stopped. Now, we have tea every time I come to the village. We chat about your past, and Amoria has finally accepted things. My telling her that I was jealous of her being a mother helped. It makes her prideful that she has something I do not, nor will have for many years.’” 
 
      
 
    “Ria…” Gregory sighed, though he was glad they’d all found common ground. 
 
      
 
    “‘I doubt anything of import will happen for me this year. Even with as quiet as it is, I still push my training forward. My men continue the Peaceful Fist, as well, like I’m sure Jenn’s and yours are, too. I’d bet you’re finding your morals tested, dearest. If you take a stand, we’ll be behind you. Just please balance what you want with what would be best for all of us? We aren’t in a place where we can overturn things yet, but you can pick at things that aren’t being done correctly.’” 
 
      
 
    “She knows me so well.” 
 
      
 
    “All of you,” Darkness said. “Yuki knows all of you. It is how she balances and weighs things. Even if you broke every law and freed the town’s slaves wholesale, she would still do her best to support you… though that would end in disaster for the entire family.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed his head. “I’ll do what I’ve already planned. Is that too much?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Trust yourself, my heart. Yuki and the rest all do.” 
 
      
 
    Exhaling slowly, Gregory nodded. 
 
      
 
    “‘I’m sure one or more of our wives and friends have teased you,’” Darkness went on. “‘I’m tempted to do the same, but you already know that I will never have enough of your love. You’ll be cared for in every way we can think of in Krogga. I’ll lead our wives and new wives in making sure you’re sated… from Clover on her knees to Ling’s cuddle at the end, including our bound bunny, pliant fighter, and voyeur fox. Just mentioning that has me tingling with my own desires. I can honestly say that when I finish this, I will be in bed, my hand rubbing vigorously to bring me relief from my own naughty thoughts.’” 
 
      
 
    “Yuki…!” Gregory groaned as he shifted. 
 
      
 
    “‘Dream of all of us, dearest soul. We all yearn to be reunited with you in mind, soul, and especially body. Even our princess in Buldoun is yearning to be with us. I’m certain of it, even though I haven’t heard from her yet. You’ll never want for love with your family… beyond this year, that is. Our dark heart has it the worst. Darkness, we all long for you to be our equal in all things. When the time comes, we’ll drown you in the love and attention you have to deny yourself now.’” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Gregory agreed firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Darkness whispered. “Almost done. ‘Dearest, never doubt that we will do what needs to be done. I’ll do my best to guide us to the least painful paths. Anytime you want to push for something, I’ll back you fully, but for tonight, please dream of me, alone and then with our wives. Your devoted wife who will shower you in your desires, Yuki.’” 
 
      
 
    Gregory sighed as he stared into the distance. “I’m the luckiest man in the world…” 
 
      
 
    “I would say so, but your life will also not be easy,” Darkness murmured. “It is time for—” 
 
      
 
    Gregory never let her finish; he sprang off the bed at her. The tendrils snatched him, even as he infused his body to resist them. “Just a kiss!” he growled, straining to reach her. “I love you, my dark heart!” 
 
      
 
    Darkness sobbed with joy at his words, but also sorrow that she had to stop him. “Soon, dearest. Soon, but not tonight.” 
 
      
 
    He came within a few feet of her before his aether was sapped and he faded away. As the last of him vanished, Darkness threw herself forward through his fading essence. Sobbing, she collapsed on the bed, her body shaking with need. 
 
      
 
    “It hurts, my love. It yanks at my heart that we have to wait. But I will endure this pain for the love to come. The fact that you fight so fiercely to reach me makes my soul sing… even though I flinch in horror at what would happen if you did before the right time.” She lay there for what felt like hours, just breathing in his lingering scent as she tried to calm her emotions. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    Gregory let his resonance flow, then pulled it in like a cloak, tightening it around himself. There were many different branches of the paths to work on, and he did his best to rotate through them. Today was learning to exude and constrict his resonance— the bonus was that he could work on it while thinking about what his foresight had shown him. 
 
      
 
    Answers about the assassin were not going to be forthcoming; Magus Artok would summon him after breakfast and explain that he’d killed the man. There was no future where he got a clear answer from Artok, leaving him with the choice of pressing for nothing or accepting and building goodwill. It rankled Gregory that he’d be stonewalled by the magus, but short of full conflict, there was nothing to be done. 
 
      
 
    The man was a paid assassin, Gregory thought as he again let his resonance fill the room. Those aren’t cheap, and this man was a professional. If it’d just been some drunk, it could be anyone who hired him, but with the skill and planning, it points to someone with power or wealth. The only one I’ve upset to that degree up here is Chainer and his family, though it could be the Eternal Flame trying to distance their involvement, too. There was nothing obvious to decide the matter for him. If Artok knows something and is just refusing to share, it’s so he can profit from it. Either of those options would be grateful to not have their connection with the attack come to light… Wait and see is all I can do… Gregory set the matter aside; he’d be dealing with it later, anyway. 
 
      
 
    The fourth bell rang, and Gregory held his aether close to his body. It wasn’t ideal, but it was the first step of pulling aether back far enough to be undetected. Stretching as he got up, Gregory was soon out of his room, greeting the others. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to get answers about the attack today, sir?” Davis asked as they headed downstairs. 
 
      
 
    “Yes and no,” Gregory said. “Artok ‘accidentally’ killed the would-be assassin. He doesn’t share anything about what he did find out before then, either. My only path forward is to let him have his way. Maybe it’ll engender more goodwill.” 
 
      
 
    “He wasn’t part of it, was he?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that I can tell without pushing. Either an old enemy has moved or a new one has made a play. There’s nothing I can do about it right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Besides being cautious in the towns,” Rafiq added. 
 
      
 
    “True enough, Rafiq. I’ll be summoned shortly after breakfast for Artok to stonewall me. I’ll be back around midday if you’d like to spar with me, Rafiq. I want to press my resonance a little by dodging your infused attacks while attacking in turn.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine, Greg. I’m to use my aether to block your attacks when I can?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, if you’re going to spar in the yard, the men would probably want to join,” Davis said. 
 
      
 
    “Let them know,” Gregory said. “Basal, Hanz, I’ll help you both, too. A half-hour for each of you unarmed, then another half with weapons.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir!” the boys smiled. 
 
      
 
    Gregory went to say good morning to Barny and the others. Thera was at the small table in the back of the room, looking dejected. “Good morning, everyone.” 
 
      
 
    The greeting was returned by everyone, but Thera’s reply was subdued. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the trouble?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “She blames herself for the attack,” Dot said. 
 
      
 
    “Thinks it was Chainer, upset at what you did,” Polka added. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve tried to cheer her up,” Barny shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Thera hunched in a little on herself, but didn’t say anything. 
 
      
 
    Gregory walked across the kitchen, taking the other seat at the table. “No.” 
 
      
 
    Thera’s brow furrowed slightly. After a moment, she looked up, puzzled. “No?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Gregory said. “Even if it was Chainer, it would’ve been because of what I did, not you. There’s no saying it was him— it might’ve been the Eternal Flame. Gods know they hate me enough to try this.” 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t they send a magi?” Dot asked. 
 
      
 
    “Magi are tricky,” Polka disagreed. “Sending a non-magi would help hide it.” 
 
      
 
    “They might do either, or it might not have been them,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    “But—” Thera began, stopping when Gregory held up a hand. 
 
      
 
    “No. Like I said, even if it was Chainer, it wasn’t your fault. I would’ve done the same no matter who’d been beside me that day. The only difference is that I bought you. I might not have done that for another slave.” 
 
      
 
    Thera’s head tilted slightly. “You wouldn’t have?” 
 
      
 
    “I might have, but not as certainly. You weren’t broken by the system. You did what you needed to, but I saw the fire in your eyes. I wasn’t going to let you stay there and have that spirit snuffed out.” 
 
      
 
    Thera bowed her head. “Chainer might’ve been angry enough because you forced him to sell me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d think, if it was Chainer, that it would be because I basically handed him over to Artok. The magus has shown me that he’ll break laws if he can be paid for it. The broken laws he had over Chainer would’ve meant a large bribe payment. I know there was a pay-off— Chainer wasn’t arrested, nor was the Golden Collar closed. So no, I don’t think it’s your fault.” 
 
      
 
    Thera swallowed as she stared at the table for a moment; Gregory had flipped every argument she’d had in mind, and his logic made perfect sense. She exhaled as she let go of her self-inflicted blame. “Alright…” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Next time, don’t shut out your friends. Dot, Polka, and Barny were all here trying to help. You’re not isolated and alone. You have people around who care and want to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Like we told you,” Polka said. 
 
      
 
    “We might’ve been born into slavery in the empire instead of free in the north, Thera, but we still consider you a sister,” Dot added. 
 
      
 
    “We aren’t family, but we’ll be as close to that as you let us be,” Barny said. 
 
      
 
    Thera exhaled slowly before she stood up. “Sorry… Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Gregory said, getting up. “Have the room arrangements been okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine with me,” Barny snorted a laugh. 
 
      
 
    Polka blushed a little. “We’ve made it work, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “The walls aren’t that thick,” Dot coughed. 
 
      
 
    Thera laughed as she watched the others. “It’s fine, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory blinked, as he hadn’t known that Polka and Barny had decided to share a room— he’d thought the three women had all been stuck together. “Oh… uh… good. Carry on.” His quick exit had some quiet laughter follow him out. 
 
      
 
    “He’s a good one,” Thera said softly. 
 
      
 
    “The best we’re ever likely to know,” Dot murmured. “Now that you’re up, you can help with de-shelling.” 
 
      
 
    Thera looked at the pot of boiled eggs. “That’s only fair.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory took his seat in Magus Artok’s study, accepting the tea from the maid. “Thank you, miss.” 
 
      
 
    The eurtik’s eyes went wide, but she stayed quiet as she bowed, quickly retreating to her spot by the door. Gregory didn’t comment further— he’d never heard her speak, so he was sure Artok had enforced silence on her. The last thing he wanted was for her to be punished. 
 
      
 
    Artok arrived a few minutes later, looking dour. “Pettit, thank you for coming.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m always honored to be invited into your home, Magus,” Gregory said, playing his part. 
 
      
 
    Artok’s lips compressed as he took his seat. “I have bad news, I’m afraid.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we table it until you’ve had some tea, then? Let’s not start the conversation with you being upset.” 
 
      
 
    Artok sat back, thrown off-kilter by Gregory’s demeanor. “Ah… yes. That will work for me.” 
 
      
 
    The maid swiftly had tea for Artok and refilled Gregory’s cup. 
 
      
 
    When Artok was reaching the end of his drink, he finally set it aside. “Thank you, Pettit. I was sure you’d want to jump straight into the assassin’s information.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s safely locked away with the commander,” Gregory said, playing dumb. “There’s no reason to rush for a man who isn’t going anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    “About that… I’m afraid to say I was a little too vigorous in my pursuit of information. The assassin died while I… inquired… as to the who and why.” The pause in his sentence was clearly so he could swap one word for another. 
 
      
 
    “He died?” Gregory asked, setting aside his own cup. “Did he divulge anything of importance?” 
 
      
 
    “Alas, no. I felt I was right on the cusp of breaking him for that information, when he… passed. As I said, I might’ve been a bit too vigorous in my questioning.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity. I’d hoped to find out if he was sent by the Eternal Flame or not.” 
 
      
 
    “The Eternal Flame?” Artok was taken aback. 
 
      
 
    “I embarrassed the grandson of Grandmaster Shun several times at the academy. The enmity between our clans is on the brink of conflict. I wouldn’t put it past them to arrange an assassin as a way to remove me and distance themselves from the act.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of,” Artok said slowly, “he did go on about how you continually dodged his arrows.” 
 
      
 
    “My report,” Gregory said, summoning one of the copies he’d made on the assassination attempt. “I need to hand the other to Commander Roberts. The long and short of it is that I caught a glimpse of him on the roof, then used my foresight to monitor why someone was up there. Lucky for me that I was a little paranoid.” 
 
      
 
    “Very lucky, indeed. Your entire year thus far has been marked by luck, or perhaps your magic. No other adept has made it this far into their time without a single fatality.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d say it’s a combination of both,” Gregory smiled. “Well, if he’s dead and no information about who was found, I have no recourse. The assassin died, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re taking this remarkably well.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory glanced at the maid, then back to Artok. Seeing the look, the magus nodded and dismissed the maid, leaving just the two of them alone in the room. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you did your best, Magus. If he hinted at anything before he died, I just thought you might… wish to pursue it on your own.” 
 
      
 
    Artok barely twitched, but Gregory was looking for it and saw it. “Hmm… I see.” 
 
      
 
    “I will not ask my senior to do anything for me,” Gregory went on smoothly. “I’d merely ask for leeway later.” 
 
      
 
    Artok nodded slowly. “Very well, Pettit. Let us call it a favor owed.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed in his seat. “Then we can set the matter to the side and mark it as completed.” 
 
      
 
    Artok stood. “Very well. Let me show you out.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly. I still have to check on my men.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard nothing about them,” Artok said as they left the study. “They’re remarkably well-behaved. Most men attached to a magi have had at least a few reports by now.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they have incentives that most don’t.” 
 
      
 
    Artok thought Gregory was talking about Thera. “That’s true,” he chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “A little bit of sweet can curtail many problems,” Gregory said, staying with the truth while letting Artok continue to think differently. 
 
      
 
    “Most men will behave themselves for the right incentives.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, they will.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    Through weeks of routine patrols, they were attacked only once by a bane beast swarm. Bane rabbits weren’t the cute cuddle-bunnies most might think of; instead, they were rage-filled beasts. Bone spikes dotted their joints, and their teeth were razor sharp. What made this fight particularly problematic was the sheer number of them. 
 
      
 
    When the last bane rabbit had finally fallen, several men sported various injuries with one needing salve to close the hole in his cheek. None of them died, and they were again thankful for their magi knowing where and when they were going to be attacked. Some of their coats needed to be patched, but not badly enough to deprive them of their cold-weather gear. 
 
      
 
    Gregory collected the carcasses, counting as he went. Fifty rabbits would be too much for either butcher to handle alone, so he’d split it over the two towns. He’d use half of the cores to infuse the jerky, and keep the other half. 
 
      
 
    The bane rabbit attack was the only problem they had during their patrols. The injured man had healed up, thankful to be able to eat again and not be on liquids and soft foods forever. They’d be reaching Icelake tomorrow, and the entire unit was looking forward to hot baths. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory considered what the future was going to be— he had a couple of paths to take that wouldn’t mean a slaughter. The fact that today might be a bloodbath still made him sad. There was nothing he could do about the confrontation coming, but he could plan for what happened after. 
 
      
 
    When breakfast ended, he called his officers to him. The men were getting ready for the Peaceful Fist, but they paid attention to what was happening; Gregory only called meetings right after breakfast when there was going to be an attack. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the future tell you, sir?” Davis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Eurtiks… angry eurtiks…” Gregory said softly. “Their village was raided recently. They’ve been looking for the slavers, but instead, they’ll find us. There’s a chance we don’t end up slaughtering them, but I’ll need you to make sure the men hold firm. A few of the eurtik get very belligerent while I’m talking to the leader of the band.” 
 
      
 
    “The men will hold, sir,” Milton said. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve dealt with a lot. They’ll be fine,” Townson agreed. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not directed at them,” Gregory corrected. “Their comments are directed fully at me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep a firm hand on my men, sir,” Glasson said. “They’d be the most likely to respond to that.” 
 
      
 
    “Mine wouldn’t be far behind,” Bunson added. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Gregory told the two sergeants. “Donald, stones get thrown at your men. That’s the main reason things go badly. Let them know that, as long as they angle slightly, it won’t hurt them at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Howard Donald nodded. 
 
      
 
    “My talk should defuse the situation, but even that isn’t clear cut… it gives me a chance to do something I was going to do at the end of the year. Say your goodbyes to Thera— I’ll be breaking her rune to show my intentions.” 
 
      
 
    All six men went still before Davis asked, “You mean to kill her… or set her free, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Kill her?! What?! No! The other one!” Gregory said, shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Is that possible, sir…?” Glasson asked softly, his eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It isn’t talked about, but one of Lighthand’s journals covered how to do it. The men need to understand that she ‘dies.’ After today, the story is that she grabbed her rune during our scuffle with the eurtik who will have attacked, then broke and fled. We didn’t chase them— I took an arrow that made us stop long enough that they got away.” 
 
      
 
    The six men shared a glance. “Sir, we’re behind you,” Davis told him. “You know that doing this is treason, right?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory met Davis’ eyes, then shook his head. “No, it’s not. There’s no law saying that freeing a slave is a crime. It’s only a crime for them to be free in the empire. I’ve studied the laws extensively. People who have freed slaves are ostracized and shunned. In cases of the army, any commander is soon removed from command or sent on a suicide mission. That’s why the practice stopped. Eurtik used to be able to earn their freedom, normally through valorous action, like saving the magi’s life.” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter if it is treason or not,” Glasson said. “He’s kept us alive and shown us that we aren’t disposable. Never heard of a magi like Gregory before we met him. Sir, even if you march on the capital, I’m with you, as are my men.” 
 
      
 
    The others voiced their support as well, leaving just Davis as the only one who hadn’t spoken. Davis exhaled, shaking his head. “We’re all mad… you know that, right? I never thought I’d see the day when a full unit would state they’d stand behind their magi over even the divine.” Davis drew himself up, standing to attention as he saluted. “Sir, we are yours to command.” His other hand came up to tap his medallion. “Honor, duty, death, sir. Our honor is our duty, and our duty is guarding your life, even if it means our deaths, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory closed his eyes— his resonance had told him how solid his men were as they spoke. “I will do my best to ensure that we all see old age. Today marks one of the many things that will cause us problems in the north. Thank you for believing in me.” 
 
      
 
    “Honor, duty, death,” the five sergeants said in unison, having come to attention. 
 
      
 
    A much louder echo followed them, making Gregory look at the unit. Everyone, even Barny, Dot, Polka, and surprisingly, Thera, had all come to attention. Swallowing back the emotion he felt, Gregory stood tall as he saluted his officers, then his men. 
 
      
 
    “No Peaceful Fist today,” Gregory said. “Your sergeants will explain why. Thera, a moment, please?” 
 
      
 
    Thera came his way at a fast walk while the officers dispersed. “Gregory? Did I do something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory summoned two chairs. “Sit, please, and no, you did nothing wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Thera took a seat. Her face was scrunched up, trying to place why she’d been called over. 
 
      
 
    “One of the reasons I bought your rune from Chainer was to do something specific… I wasn’t going to broach this until it was time for us to leave the area, but today affords an opportunity.” 
 
      
 
    Thera felt worry start to grow in her chest. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to be beset by eurtik looking for the slavers who raided their village.” 
 
      
 
    Thera bowed her head. “Oh no…” 
 
      
 
    “A few people get injured, but there’s the chance no one dies today. Moreover, no one needs to be enslaved, either.” 
 
      
 
    Thera’s head snapped up. She’d known Gregory was opposed to slavery, but how could he not enslave those who attacked him if he didn’t kill them? 
 
      
 
    “I want you with me when I talk to the leader of their group. I’m going to break your rune to show my intentions to him.” 
 
      
 
    Thera’s mouth opened soundlessly, the words hanging in her mind. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be free to go back north, to be reunited with your family. I want you to go. You should never have been enslaved. None of the eurtik should be, but you, specifically. You came to save your sister— family is precious. Go home, reclaim your life, and live the life your sister would’ve wanted you to have.” 
 
      
 
    “W-what?” Thera was confused; the hope of being free was too much. She couldn’t believe he was being serious. Even Gregory couldn’t possibly mean to go so far as to free her. It would end his rise as a magi if it ever came out. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to free you to prove my intentions.” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Thera said, her eyes wide. “You’ll be broken if you do this. You can’t throw away the good you do, just for me.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory held up a hand, waiting for her to calm enough so he could talk. “You’ll ‘die’ today…” He went on to explain his plan to her. 
 
      
 
    Thera was still worried, but she bowed her head. “Very well, Gregory. I’ll pray to Aether that you’re right. You’re a bright spot in the darkness of the empire. I would rather die a thousand times than for me to be the reason you’re snuffed out.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Thera. Go say your goodbyes to the sisters and gather your personal things. Put them in the wagon so you can take them later.” 
 
      
 
    Thera stood, then bowed deeply to him. “I’ll tell my family. Your name will be known, Gregory Pettit.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll just be happy to see you free.” 
 
      
 
    Thera hurried away, leaving Gregory sitting there. 
 
      
 
    “Greg, may I?” Rafiq asked, taking a seat. 
 
      
 
    “Always, Rafiq. What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I am requesting to ride in the wagon,” Rafiq said seriously. “I do not feel well, and as such, I doubt I’ll be able to record today’s events.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory blinked at Rafiq for a few seconds before he bowed from his seat. “Thank you. We’ll move things around.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq stood up, grabbing Gregory’s shoulder. “Sarinia is right about you. What you do today is something I never thought I would see in my lifetime. I will pray all day that you can do this again on a far grander scale in the future.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory closed his eyes, swallowing the lump in his throat. He just nodded, unable to form the words of gratitude he felt. He coughed, his voice rough, “Ask the other three to come here, please?” 
 
      
 
    Barny, Polka, and Dot went over to him a minute later. Gregory gave them all a strained smile, which they returned with bright smiles of their own. 
 
      
 
    “You’re really going to free her, sir?” Barny asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I asked you three to come over here so I could offer—” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Dot cut him off firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Dot, I—” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. I promised Basal. I’ll not be freed and lose out on loving him in a few years. I might be a slave, but my rune is held by you. If I must be a slave, at least it’s to the man who would see me as a person. Please don’t break my rune and make me go north.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stared at the impassioned woman, trying to find the words to argue with her. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I’m with my sister,” Polka said. “The idea of being free terrifies me, honestly. I’ve come to appreciate being here, where I’m cared for and given more than most slaves will ever know. You even let Barny and I have a relationship. Please don’t break my rune, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I get to cook, have someone I care about, and you make sure I’m safe. I’ll decline,” Barny added. 
 
      
 
    Gregory stared at the trio of eurtiks, confused, but also touched. “I… okay. I will never let your rune pass to another unless you ask me to do so. You’ve given me your lives to safeguard, and I’ll do my very best to manage that.” 
 
      
 
    They all bowed to him. 
 
      
 
    Gregory exhaled as he stood up. “Go say your goodbyes to Thera. She was only with us for a short time, but I know she called you all friends.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    It was just after midday when Gregory called a halt to the march. Dismounting Legacy, he handed his reins to Polka, then walked to the front of the unit. Thera went with him, her head raised proudly. Together, they continued advancing away from the unit for a hundred yards. 
 
      
 
    “Now,” Gregory said softly. 
 
      
 
    Thera dropped to the ground at that moment. Gregory spun, his naginata coming out. Two arrows went past where he’d been, one of which would’ve hit Thera if she hadn’t dropped. Two eurtik rushed from the closest foliage and Gregory had them both on the ground, clutching broken bones, in seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” Gregory shouted. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.” 
 
      
 
    Another arrow came from the tree line, and Gregory swatted it down with his weapon. 
 
      
 
    “I call for a parley under the eyes of the pack-father!” Gregory said forcefully. 
 
      
 
    His men were holding firm, but most of them were upset that they were being held back when he was under threat. They’d accepted what the sergeants had told them, but a few were on the cusp of breaking from the ranks. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened for a few long seconds before a single person came out of the tree line. The moose eurtik motioned Gregory to him. “I’ve never heard a magi invoke parley at all, much less correctly. Come speak, but I doubt we will part without blood.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory helped Thera to her feet before the pair advanced to him. “I’m Gregory Pettit of Aether’s Guard. Who are you, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Call me Milt. Why do you invoke parley, then taunt us with a slave beside you?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re here because your village was raided by slavers,” Gregory said. “Instead of finding them, you found us.” 
 
      
 
    More people hidden in the trees shifted, letting out angry growls and mutters. Rocks flew from a couple to pelt some of Gregory’s men. 
 
      
 
    “Enough!” Milt snapped. “Parley was called! Do not dishonor our people!” He glared at Gregory. “Gloating, Magi? This is why you called to talk?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Gregory said softly. “I called parley to seek a different avenue of resolution. You’re angry that you couldn’t save your family and friends, so you wanted to take the price of blood from me and my men.” 
 
      
 
    “We could free your slaves, too.” 
 
      
 
    “No. You must have never tried to do that before… eurtik cannot touch the runes. Doing so sends unbearable pain to the one who is branded. If the branded touches them, they die. Unless you have a partial-eurtik in your band, you would not have any way of helping them. It would take one of your shamans, the ones with true power, to break the rune. I doubt you have one of them with you, either.” 
 
      
 
    Milt ground his teeth for a moment. “You enslave us, and now you mock us?” 
 
      
 
    Jeers and insults sounded from the hidden eurtiks in the woods. Most of them centered around Gregory’s lack of intelligence, while a few were aimed at his parents. Those were the ones that got Gregory’s eyes to narrow slightly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not mocking you, unlike what your friends are doing to me,” Gregory said. “I was stating facts so you could plan better in the future.” 
 
      
 
    Milt’s head tipped back slightly, taken aback by Gregory’s statement. “You expect to die today, Magi?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I hope that we all walk away from this alive, and besides your two allies,” he motioned to the pair who’d limped back to the trees, “we part uninjured.” 
 
      
 
    Milt’s jaw set as he looked at the guards, the slaves near the wagon, and then Thera. “You told them about us? Smelled us waiting?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Thera snorted. “His magic is foresight; he knew you were coming. If he’d wanted to, he could’ve ambushed you instead. Gregory isn’t like others… he wants what is right, not what the empire says.” 
 
      
 
    “Foresight?” Milt questioned before his eyes shifted to Gregory. “If that’s true, what numb—?” 
 
      
 
    “Forty-two,” Gregory cut Milt off. 
 
      
 
    “What color—?” 
 
      
 
    “Rainbow, which isn’t really a single color.” 
 
      
 
    Milt stared at Gregory before he exhaled slowly. “Why didn’t you just attack us, Magi? It’s clear you can see the future. Why do this?” 
 
      
 
    “Because what my country does is wrong, more so because the men doing it aren’t following the laws at all. I’ll be doing what I can until I’m removed from my post— I’ll be making the slavers prove they’ve done exactly as the law states. If they break laws, then I’ll be freeing any and all the eurtiks they have.” 
 
      
 
    Milt’s eyes narrowed. “I’m just to take your word? When has a magi ever set an enslaved eurtik free?” 
 
      
 
    “I know that Lionel Lighthand did,” Gregory said. “He founded my clan, and I will do as he did.” Gregory summoned Thera’s rune to hand. “You see this rune?” 
 
      
 
    Milt’s eyes narrowed when he realized the glyph on the rune was the same as the one marking Thera’s chest. “Yes, Magi. I’m a hair from breaking parley with you. To taunt me like this…!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory held the rune up so others could see it. Then, he pushed his aether into the stone, willing it to break. Magus-levels of aether tried to stop him, but Gregory gritted his teeth against the resistance. He was only an adept, barely halfway to a magus; he shouldn’t be able to break the rune. Lionel Lighthand’s journal had said it was possible if the magi walked the spirit path, which Gregory did. 
 
      
 
    There was a crack and a flare of aether. Broken pieces fell from his raised hand as he stared at Milt. Milt’s jaw worked soundlessly as he looked from Gregory’s empty hand down to the magi’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    Thera touched her chest when the brand faded away. “I’m… I’m free…” The words were a whisper. She knew what Gregory had said earlier, but to actually be free was still a shock. 
 
      
 
    “A captured eurtik can earn their freedom back,” Gregory said softly. “That was what used to be when we were at war. Thera has earned her freedom by helping me. I don’t know if I can help your people, but I’ll try, Milt. Please, take Thera and go. Go home and let her get back to her family. Her sister died years ago, and she should bring that news to her parents.” 
 
      
 
    Silence hung in the air as every eurtik ambusher tried to accept what they’d just seen. 
 
      
 
    “What of the others?” Milt finally asked, motioning to the wagon. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve declined,” Gregory replied. “The sisters are in love with people in the unit and don’t want to be parted. If they were freed, they’d have to go north. Barny also didn’t want to leave, saying that being the cook for my unit is the best life he’s had, and he doesn’t wish to lose it.” Gregory didn’t mention Rafiq, who was in the wagon unseen by anyone. 
 
      
 
    “He speaks the truth,” Thera said, still standing beside Gregory. “I heard him ask them.” 
 
      
 
    Milt looked from Thera to Gregory, then back. “Go on. Once you’re safely in the trees, I will follow.” 
 
      
 
    Thera shook her head. “He will not chase us, but he did make me promise to make sure you went with me. I invoke my name, Theramona Stalkingclaw, to make sure you do as I promised.” 
 
      
 
    Milt took two steps back from her, his eyes wide. “Stalkingclaw?” 
 
      
 
    “We go,” Thera said firmly. “Gather your men.” 
 
      
 
    Milt hurried into the woods, and now, it was Gregory’s turn to be surprised. 
 
      
 
    Thera turned to Gregory, giving him a soft smile. “You don’t know what you’ve done, Gregory. You’ll have my family’s thanks for years to come. If you ever leave the empire for the north, use my name. In time, my family will hear of it, and we will repay this debt.” Stepping back, she bowed slightly from the waist, both of her hands curled into fists and pressed to her chest. “May Aether guide you and may your flame burn brightly to lead others to your path.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory let his naginata vanish as he bowed back to her as a magi. “May Aether bless you, Thera… Theramona Stalkingclaw.” 
 
      
 
    Thera smiled as she looked back to the unit, then bowed to them. “Give them my thanks, too. Never would I have imagined my freedom coming as it did. Your men were always respectful. Even Glasson was polite when I declined his request to court me.” She looked back at Gregory, meeting his eyes. “We’ll likely not meet again, as I am no shaman, but your name shall be remembered for generations.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t help the others… not for years, and by then, it’ll be too late for many who you knew. I pray to one day overturn the idea of slavery, of eurtik being lesser. My wives and clan will stand with me when I move. If you hear of that day, know that I’m finally doing what should’ve been done ages past.” 
 
      
 
    “If I still live when that day comes, I’ll come south to find you. Helping you in that would be something I would cherish.” With a last bow of her head, she went back to get her bag off the wagon, then ran into the forest. “We go!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stood there for a minute before he went back to his men. They saluted him as he came back, and Gregory returned their salute. 
 
      
 
    “You did the right thing,” Polka said as he mounted his horse. “I’m proud to be in this unit, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Her sister, then Barny, and finally his men all picked up that sentiment. Looking over all of them, he bowed his head. “We have hours left before camp today. Lieutenant, get us moving.” 
 
      
 
    “Fall in,” Davis commanded. 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked back to see Rafiq watching him. 
 
      
 
    “I saw nothing and have been sick all day,” Rafiq said. “Nothing about today will be recorded correctly, as I was unable to see events myself.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory met Rafiq’s eyes. “Again, I have to thank you for being here with me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been prouder to be here than I am today,” Rafiq smiled. “You’re truly a man who will do what is right.” 
 
      
 
    The order to march came, and Gregory let Legacy carry him to the front to ride with Davis. Part of him was still worried that freeing Thera might come back to hurt him and his family, but then he remembered her expression, and he smiled. He’d done the right thing, and his wives would be proud of him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Gregory wore a grim smile as he left his room— foresight had shown him an opportunity to do what he’d said he’d do. Today would be the first step in upholding the slave laws the way they were written. If they’d followed them, he’d have no recourse, but because they hadn’t, it gave him his chance. 
 
      
 
    “Gregory, does something happen today?” Rafiq asked, having his spatial ring absorb his book. 
 
      
 
    “Slavers on the road.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh. Today begins the upholding of the laws,” Rafiq nodded. “I will have to take accurate notes for this, especially since I was sick when we were ambushed.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. My report will be detailed, as well. I’ll have you look it over before I turn it in.” 
 
      
 
    “That might be for the best. It’ll let me clearly note the hows and whys from today.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sir,” Basal said, coming into the tent. “Did you need me?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Just coming out for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    The trio left the tent, then Gregory absorbed it. Taking a moment, he looked over the camp; Barny and the sisters were getting breakfast ready while he could hear the men getting their armor on. His actions today would start things that might spiral for the rest of their posting. They’d all voiced their support of him previously, but the weight of it was now firmly on his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, sir,” Davis said, coming their way. “Is something wrong today?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need the sergeants after breakfast,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    “Bane beasts?” 
 
      
 
    “Slavers, Lieutenant, the ones with the slaves from the village. We’ll be doing a good deed today.” 
 
      
 
    “While firmly setting a target on our backs,” Davis nodded. “Returning those ruthlessly pulled from their homes is the right thing, sir. I’m not sure how’d I’d feel if they’d attacked first, but if they were just in their village, it’s wrong to capture them.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. It’ll send two messages that are almost ideologically opposite to the north and south.” 
 
      
 
    “Like we said before, sir, we’re behind you.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. I’m feeling the weight of that today.” 
 
      
 
    “What you do is legally and morally the right thing,” Rafiq added. “Hopefully, that helps with the weight of responsibility.” 
 
      
 
    “It does,” Gregory said. “It won’t make today any better, though. Lots of angry armed men today.” 
 
      
 
    “Does anyone attack us?” Davis asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. Not today, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “But they’re heading for Icelake, too. I’ll make sure to reiterate to the men not to go anywhere alone.” 
 
      
 
    “That’d be for the best. I’ll continue to look into the future, even in town. Hopefully, we can mitigate the worst that way.” 
 
      
 
    “It almost feels like a cheat, sir,” Davis chuckled. “You always do your best to make sure we know the worst that could happen. The newer men don’t understand, not really, but the veterans in the unit really appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t be able to do it this easily if not for Elder Lightshield,” Gregory said softly. “One of the last things he did was show me the easiest way to see the most optimal future.” 
 
      
 
    “He has our thanks, too. May his soul rest peacefully,” Davis murmured, bowing his head in respect to the dead. 
 
      
 
    “May his soul rest peacefully,” Gregory repeated somberly. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was pork soup that everyone enjoyed, as the cold of winter was fully on them. They enjoyed it even more because Barny had been heating the wine-water mix so it would be warm when served. Having the heat first thing in the morning helped the men brace for the day. 
 
      
 
    The sergeants took the news well. They were ready to uphold the laws while doing the right thing. After the meeting, they informed their men, who’d been doing the Peaceful Fist to stay warm. With everything done, and everyone informed, Gregory broke camp and then joined for the last bit of the Peaceful Fist before they marched. 
 
      
 
    Thirteenth bell chimed on the timekeeper in the wagon when the slaver’s caravan came into view. The slow-moving group consisted of two dozen armed men and an oxen-pulled caged wagon. The cage was filled with eurtiks, most of whom looked to have given up on life. 
 
      
 
    When the unit got closer, the slavers paused, guiding the wagon slightly to the side so Gregory’s men could go past. The slavers wore patchwork armor with thick coats like Gregory’s men were wearing; none of their weapons or gear looked standardized at all. 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t move to pass them. Instead, he came to a stop by the man in the best armor. The leader wore an almost complete set of Buldoun plate armor. Paired with that, he had on a thick fur cloak that possibly came off a bane bear. 
 
      
 
    “Magi, I’m glad to see you,” the leader grinned. “If I take this whole lot to Icelake, it’ll cost me a good amount of vela for the magus to brand them all. Maybe we can come to an agreement to brand some of them now?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory glanced back at Davis, who had the men and wagon continue past him— the future went better when the wagon and non-combatants were past the group. If they weren’t, then in a minute or two, someone would decide to attack one of the sisters out of spite. 
 
      
 
    “Where did they all come from…?” Gregory trailed off, waiting for a name. 
 
      
 
    “Shelby Dalt, Magi. Not often do I get asked for my name. As for where they came from, a little shit-in-the-ground village a few weeks north of here. New place… well, it was.” Dalt laughed. “Doubt it’ll survive the winter now. Too bad for them; they’d just started on a palisade when we got there. If it’d been up, we might have had to pass it by in favor of other targets. Instead, we get back earlier than expected.” 
 
      
 
    “I see…” Gregory said. He nudged his horse a little closer to the cage, looking over the eurtik. 
 
      
 
    A large woman with moose heritage spat at him, but she failed to produce enough spittle for it to work. “Damn you and your empire, Magi! My children will starve now! Does that make your twisted heart joyful?!” 
 
      
 
    One of the slavers stepped in and punched her on the snout, making the eurtik cry out as she fell back into the others. “Mind your place, beast!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, now. Don’t damage the merchandise too much,” Dalt chastised his man. “Sorry, Magi, but you know how they are until they’re branded. You get the ones who don’t understand their place.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded slowly. “Yes, of course… I count thirty-six eurtik, most of them women with a couple of younger men in the group. Lots of untreated wounds among them, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll cost us some money, but with this lot, it’ll be worth it even if a few die from their wounds. Can we come to an arrangement on you branding a few of them? That way, one of my men can take them in before the magus comes out of the town for the others.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” Gregory made a thoughtful noise, as the wagon and non-combatants had gotten far enough away. His men had stopped just past the slaver caravan, mindful of what they’d been told earlier. “I just need to see your paperwork, Dalt.” 
 
      
 
    Dalt frowned, staring at Gregory. “My what?” 
 
      
 
    “Your paperwork. You do have the proper forms for capturing slaves, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “What paperwork? We’ve never needed paperwork. Is this some kind of shakedown, Magi? If you want money, just ask for it like the others have.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve bribed magi to look the other way?” Gregory asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Dalt suddenly went quiet as the pressure from Gregory’s aether spread out. “I… I… no. M-must’ve misheard me, Magi,” he stammered. “Bribing a magi is a crime.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes it is, Dalt. I’ll have to have my ears checked in Icelake. Now, about the paperwork. You have it?” 
 
      
 
    Dalt’s eyes hardened. “What Aether-damned paperwork?! I’ve been capturing these beasts for a decade and have never needed paperwork!” 
 
      
 
    “That long with no paperwork? Hmm… How many times have you brought slaves into town during that time?” 
 
      
 
    Dalt’s jaw snapped shut again, grinding his teeth together. “I don’t recall, Magi,” he gritted out. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll just have to look it up in Icelake, then,” Gregory said calmly. “To reiterate, you do not have the legal forms to be out capturing slaves, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir!” Dalt hissed through clenched teeth. “What’s the fine?” He was still convinced that this was just Gregory’s elaborate way to get a bribe out of him. 
 
      
 
    “Fine? There’s no fine,” Gregory said. “Under the slave laws, if someone doesn’t have the proper form, the solution isn’t monetary compensation. It’s suspension of their license to capture slaves, and any illegally-obtained slaves in their possession are to be released.” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” 
 
      
 
    “You will be invalidated from being able to capture slaves for the next year. All of your men will be in the same bind. You’ll need to find alternative work for the year. On top of that, you are to free the eurtik in the cage.” Gregory spoke clearly, his aether spreading farther and tightening around all the slavers. 
 
      
 
    “Dalt, what the fuck?” The slaver who’d hit the woman grunted as the pressure built around him. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know!” Dalt spat. 
 
      
 
    “You should’ve taken the time to read the laws before you took up this endeavor,” Gregory went on. “Magus Smitton will be displeased that you failed to keep your paperwork in order. This incident will reflect on her, too, for not having checked over the last decade.” 
 
      
 
    Dalt’s lips became a rictus of anger. “You think she’ll be mad at us? Are you simple, Adept? You’re cutting into her profits, not ours. She would’ve made a lot off this haul.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled wider. “Are you suggesting that the magus knowingly aided you in breaking laws?” 
 
      
 
    This time, Dalt didn’t respond. He just glared. 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, so you’re not… maybe you do understand things, then. Now, who has the keys to the cage?” None of the slavers spoke up, so Gregory doubled his resonance, forcing everyone to their knees. “Who. Has. The. Keys?” Gregory enunciated each word slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Dalt!” one of the slavers gasped. 
 
      
 
    Dalt’s glare went to the man before he struggled to pull a key from around his neck. He dropped it in front of him and sneered up at Gregory. 
 
      
 
    Gregory shook his head as he got off Legacy. He patted the gelding on the rump, sending it toward his men. Picking up the key, he walked calmly to the cage, the eurtik in it staring at him in open shock. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” the woman who’d been punched asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because laws are laws. If they aren’t upheld, then are we truly civilized?” Gregory replied as he unlocked the door of the caged wagon. Opening it, he stepped back. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    The eurtik slowly climbed out of the wagon. A few stared at the slavers, who looked to be struggling to stay on their knees. Anger flared in a few eyes as the eurtik saw their chance to repay their injuries. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t,” Gregory told them firmly. “If you attack them, I’ll have to take you to Icelake. Don’t injure them, or I will be forced to act. As I said, the laws need to be upheld.” 
 
      
 
    The couple of eurtik who’d been considering it quickly walked past the slavers. A couple of the more injured needed help from their fellows to get into the woods. The moose eurtik stayed back, making sure the others had gone first. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you, Magi?” 
 
      
 
    “Gregory Pettit, Aether’s Guard. I’m stationed here until the summer. The laws will be upheld.” Meeting her eyes, he shrugged. “If they had the paperwork, you’d still be going to Icelake. For now, you have another chance to remain free. Tell your village that it’s not safe to be so far south.” 
 
      
 
    Pressing her fists to her chest, the woman bowed to him. “May Aether bless you, Magi. I never thought I’d see the day when a magi didn’t force us to serve.” 
 
      
 
    “Go. You have an hour to flee before I move on.” 
 
      
 
    With a nod, the eurtik ran into the woods after her fellows. 
 
      
 
    Gregory turned back to Dalt and his men. “We’ll be staying here for a bit. When I deem it time, you’ll be marching behind my unit until we reach Icelake. There, you, will be detained. Dalt you’ll inform the guard of your men’s names so that it’s recorded that you are all barred from capturing eurtik for the next year. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    Dalt’s eyes burned with hatred. “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” Gregory walked past the men he was holding in place with his resonance. Reaching Davis, he mounted Legacy. “Lieutenant, half the men are to trail them; none of them are to leave. If any try, you are to subdue them with any means needed. I’ll be at the front with our staff. Today’s not going to be an early day.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, yes, sir!” Davis saluted, his lips twitching into a proud smile. “Glasson, Milton, your squads to the rear.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the pair said before marching their men back to take up the rearguard. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    Gregory rode ahead of the wagon as they closed on Icelake. The guards on duty saluted him as he approached, confused that he was in front of his unit. Sergeant Quintas stepped out when Gregory reached the gate, his brow contracted in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, I have a group of unlawful slavers. They don’t have the requisite licenses to be out doing what they were. I’ll need them detained until the commander can deal with them,” Gregory went straight into his speech. “Handle them and arrange for their wagon and oxen to be cared for. My men will be along before and after them. I need to go speak with the commander.” 
 
      
 
    Quintas stood blankly for a moment before he finally found his voice, “Unlawful slavers, sir? What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stared back at the sergeant. “Are you telling me that you’ve never inspected their paperwork when they’ve brought slaves in?” 
 
      
 
    Quintas swallowed, feeling the pressure building around him. “No, sir… I… I didn’t know that was a thing, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll address it with the commander. The laws on slavery are quite clear. You would be well served to read them again, Sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” Quintas said, quickly saluting. 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded before nudging Legacy into the town. 
 
      
 
    “Sarge, what was he saying?” one of the other guards asked quietly as they watched Gregory leave. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck if I know… Trida will sort him out, but it looks like we’re taking one of the bands into custody until then. Send a runner off to the stables; we need them to come take a wagon and oxen into care.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory tied his horse up outside the guard center, giving the man on duty outside a nod as he strode past. The guard exhaled, glad that he wasn’t the one the magi was upset with. It took Gregory less than a minute to get to and knock on Trida’s door. 
 
      
 
    “Enter,” Trida commanded. 
 
      
 
    Gregory went inside the room, shutting the door behind him. “Commander, I have problems that need to be addressed.” 
 
      
 
    Trida looked up from his paperwork, then stood up. “Pettit, have a seat. Did one of my men do something?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes and no, Commander,” Gregory said, taking a seat. “Your gate guards are currently taking a band of slavers into custody on my orders.” 
 
      
 
    Trida’s eyebrows went up. “I see… Why are we arresting them?” 
 
      
 
    “Failure to follow the laws, Commander. They don’t have their licenses for capturing slaves on them. To add to that, they didn’t have the proper forms for the number of slaves and the reasons for capture completed, either.” 
 
      
 
    Trida sat back, staying quiet for a moment. “Pettit… hmm… how to phrase this…?” 
 
      
 
    “Bluntly works, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. No one follows those outdated laws.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory sat forward. “They’re the laws, Commander. It’s not our duty to selectively enforce them— it’s our duty to enforce them as written. If we disagree with them, then we can write a formal complaint to our superiors to pass up the chain of command.” 
 
      
 
    Trida’s jaw clenched for a second before he sighed. “What you are doing will have repercussions. This town was built off the slave trade.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not stopping it, Commander. I’m just stopping unlawful slavery. If they have their papers in order, I’ll do nothing. That does bring me to another point— why did your sergeant not know the laws? If this town is built on slavery, how could your gate sergeant be ignorant of them?” 
 
      
 
    Trida ground his teeth together in annoyance. “Are you going to drag my men into this, Adept?” 
 
      
 
    “No. They’re yours to deal with, Commander. I’ll only enforce the laws as needed when I’m outside the walls of this town or Coldwood. Tomorrow, I’ll be speaking to Magus Smitton. It was insinuated that she not only looked the other way to the lawbreaking, but might’ve accepted bribes to do so.” 
 
      
 
    Trida’s face paled. “You’re going to accuse the town magus?” 
 
      
 
    “Accuse? No, Commander. I’m going to bring my report to her and explain the problems I found, just like I’m talking to you right now, and I will deliver a report to you tomorrow. I’ll not abide laws being broken, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    Closing his eyes, Trida tried to find a way to not arrest the slaver band, but he had no answers for Gregory’s actions. “Very well. I will hold them until you speak to the magus. You should be aware that she’ll likely free them.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s between you and her, Commander. I’ll be making sure my report is in order— it includes the fact that the men who broke the law are to be banned from the act of capturing slaves for a year. All of them, not just the leader.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, Magi. I will wait for your report tomorrow and to hear from Magus Smitton.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory rose from his chair. “Commander, I don’t mean for you to be placed in a bad spot. I doubt this will be the only time this year I enforce things.” 
 
      
 
    Trida stood up with him, feeling like his back was to the wall. “Laws should be followed, but against magi…” He shook his head. “I’ll do what I must, Adept.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll hold you to that, Commander.” Gregory exhaled, letting some of the tension out of his stance. “Trida, I’m sorry for this, but I once asked you about upholding the laws. I hope you do the right thing… I’m sure I’ll have Roberts behind me, at least.” 
 
      
 
    Trida’s grimace was pronounced. “You’re binding my hands and placing me in front of a magus, Pettit. You’ll not come out of this well, and I’ll catch backlash, too. I’ll do what the laws dictate, but I will bow to the magus.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t ask you to fight her, Commander. I believe that’ll be my job. You’ll need to not bend to other pressures that will be brought to bear.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t take bribes,” Trida said firmly, “nor will my men. If the laws are plain, they will be upheld until a magi overrides me.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory saluted. “My report will be brought over by my lieutenant tomorrow after breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure it’s filed correctly. This will cause waves, Adept. I hope you’re prepared.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Basal was waiting for him at the stables attached to the barracks. “Sir, is it going to be okay?” 
 
      
 
    Dismounting Legacy, he handed the reins to the young man. “It should be, Basal. Take good care of him. I’ll be speaking after dinner to address the concerns I’m sure most of you have.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Basal said. Licking his lips, he spoke softer, “Greg… thank you. I wanted you to know that I’m proud to be part of the unit.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s face softened from the hard expression he’d been holding. “Thank you, Basal. I can’t see far enough ahead to know where this will all lead, but today, we did the right thing. Those people will return to their families and have a chance to live the lives they should have.” 
 
      
 
    Striding into the barracks a minute later, Gregory had to slow down, as his men were in the dining area, still in their armor. Donald called them to attention and everyone stood up, going quiet. Gregory looked at the men who’d backed his plan to do what he could, the weight of their belief again resting heavily on his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Townson said, “are we secure enough to stand down?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory blinked for a moment, then smiled— his chest warmed at what he’d just been asked. The men hadn’t gone to rest, thinking they might be needed to help him. “Stand down, men,” he said. “I’ll address things after dinner. I have to get my reports in order for the commander and magus. Barny, is it time for dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “Just over an hour,” Barny called back from the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t leave the barracks until after dinner,” Gregory said. “Dismissed.” With that said, he strode toward the stairs. It would take him time to make four copies of his report, meaning a bath would have to wait until after he’d eaten. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dinner was a quick soup, as Barny didn’t have the extra time he normally had to work with. It was still tasty, but also notably lacking compared to his usual meals. Rafiq accepted the copy of Gregory’s report without comment before dinner. He had his own notes to finish, but had been waiting for Gregory before he could. 
 
      
 
    Done eating, Gregory stood up. The quiet conversations fell off when everyone looked his way. “Men, today, we upheld the laws. From today until we leave our posting, we’ll be in for a rough time. If nothing else, the slavers we put out of work will probably cause you grief. Hold to what we’ve taught you to this point. It’ll be even more important now, as the commander here might take a firmer stance on how we comport ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    The men were silent as they listened to him. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best to warn all of you about any problems, but that requires you to tell the sergeants if you have any. My foresight shows me what’s reported to me, so don’t hold back. It’ll be the only way I can help stop the worst from happening.” 
 
      
 
    Nods came from the majority of his unit. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Trida is… unhelpful, but not against us. His men might be willing to take a little extra to push at you. If that happens, it’s doubly important to tell me. I hope that, after my meeting with Magus Smitton, Trida will bend more toward our side. Until then, I’m uncertain of what might happen. Some of you are wondering how I couldn’t know; that’s because I only look a single day forward at a time. It’s taxing, but is normally enough to keep us safe.” 
 
      
 
    The few who’d frowned now looked a little sheepish. 
 
      
 
    “Tonight and for the rest of this year, we’ll have people arrayed against us. We’re undercutting their business, and they’ll be resentful of that. I will not bend. The laws will be upheld.” He paused, then looked down. “That means if— or when— they learn and have their paperwork in order, we’ll do nothing.” Looking up, he scanned the room. “We can only do the little we can for now. It’ll pain me to let them walk away, but we cannot give them something to hurt us with. If they have the paperwork, we let them go.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, do you think they will?” Glasson called out. 
 
      
 
    “Not for months, and possibly not at all. We leave next year. They might just try to avoid us outside the towns. If we don’t find them, they can continue as they are. It’s only if we catch them that we’ll step in.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you look ahead enough to find them?” Milton asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s doubtful,” Gregory said slowly. “Is that something you want? Do you want me to push so we can try doing more?” 
 
      
 
    The two words echoed in the room, coming from everyone, “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed his head, swallowing the lump in his throat. The pride he had in his men climbed higher. Looking up, he didn’t hide that pride. “Very well. I’ll be taxed greatly by doing it, but I’ll try. Without all of you wanting it, I wouldn’t. Pushing like that will increase the danger we’ll all be in.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Davis said, standing up, “if need be, we’ll stay in the barracks. We can and will act as a unit under siege.” 
 
      
 
    A few frowns and grimaces were interspaced among the men, but the majority nodded. They’d gotten used to enjoying their days off; they didn’t want to give them up. 
 
      
 
    “Only if it is absolutely necessary, Lieutenant. The men should have as much enjoyment as they can have. If things go very badly, then we’ll do what is needed.” 
 
      
 
    The few men who’d been unhappy with Davis’ suggestion now felt like asses— Gregory had done more than any other commander, much less any magi, would do for them. The fact that he’d not restrict them out of hand hit home. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow and the next day might be the last calm days we have,” Gregory went on. “Men, thank you. I’m being selfish to ask you to follow me into this conflict. You’ll always have my gratitude for your support.” 
 
      
 
    The entire room stood, saluting him. 
 
      
 
    Gregory drew himself up to attention, saluting them back. “Dismissed!” 
 
      
 
    The majority sat back down to finish up the last of their food, but a few started to wash their dishes; they wanted to go out for a drink before the news of the slavers got around. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    Gregory sat in his room, looking at the future. Today had many possible outcomes from his meeting with Magus Justina Smitton— she would not take his enforcement of the slave laws well, even bringing her to the point of rage. Her time in Icelake had seen her enrich herself by ignoring the rules and using her position to gather more wealth and favors for herself. 
 
      
 
    Two futures— only two out of dozens— where I can push off this conflict for later. Is it even worth pushing it? Trida isn’t behind me yet, and that might change later if I can show strength. Artok will balk when I do the same in Coldwood, but Roberts will back me there. Gregory pulled his thoughts back to the topic at hand. His resonance had shown him one of the futures where he mitigated the anger Justina felt. Resonance shows me the best path forward, but as I learned in Buldoun, it doesn’t show me how the future goes for those near me. This could cause my men more harm… 
 
      
 
    The third bell chimed, and Gregory let go of his aether. Sinking into meditation, he exhaled slowly, the cavern appearing around him a moment later. His aether flame burned brightly in the middle of the cavern, illuminating the space. The channels were still slowly expanding and polishing, with his training helping to push them. 
 
      
 
    “Can you give me a person to spar against today?” Gregory asked the flame as he stretched. 
 
      
 
    The fire surged high, a piece of it separating into a flame copy of a person. Gregory stared in awe, as it hadn’t worked before today. The person suddenly held a wakizashi of flame and took up a defensive posture. The height and build made it clear that it was Jenn. 
 
      
 
    “Can you use her aether, too?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    The flame copy nodded, then extended a hand to beckon him. 
 
      
 
    A naginata appeared in his hand and his armor covered his body. “Show me what you can do,” Gregory said before he launched an attack sequence. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Panting as the copy of Jenn broke into streams of fire, Gregory dropped to his knees. It encircled him briefly before darting down the channels in the walls. Sweat dripped from his forehead as he took up a lotus position near the flame, which was much smaller now. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The flames bobbed and danced in acknowledgment. 
 
      
 
    “Every day?” 
 
      
 
    They wavered side to side. 
 
      
 
    “Once a week?” 
 
      
 
    They bobbed again. 
 
      
 
    “Please pick the best people for me to practice against. Different weapons would be preferable.” 
 
      
 
    The flame bobbed once more in acknowledgment. 
 
      
 
    Gregory stared into the fire, letting his resonance flow out to fill the room his body was sitting in. After a couple of minutes, he pulled it back in, trying to stop it from leaking out of himself at all. He failed, but did manage to tightly constrict it around him— a magi would fail to notice him as a fellow magi unless they touched him. He repeated the cycle a few times before the fourth bell chimed. 
 
      
 
    Letting his meditation drop, Gregory stood to stretch. He’d made his choice on what he would do when he met with Justina. Leaving the room, he greeted the others in the hall. 
 
      
 
    “How will it go?” Davis asked as the group headed for the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Badly, but not as bad as it could. I’ll burn up all the goodwill I’d built with her. There won’t be an outright conflict, not today. If I stop another group of slavers… it’s almost a given.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t stop, though. That isn’t who you are,” Rafiq said. 
 
      
 
    “My stubbornness might one day be the death of me…” Gregory murmured. “You’re right, Rafiq. I won’t stop. We’ll do as we agreed: uphold the laws.” 
 
      
 
    “Will the men be okay today?” Davis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Nothing’s reported by the end of the day. I’ll see you before bed to be given that report.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. It’s easiest to arrange it that way, since the men have a curfew.” 
 
      
 
    “Which was a smart idea. Thank you and the sergeants for that. The men, too, for not fighting it.” 
 
      
 
    “We all understand that we can help, Greg. It’s a small thing to return at a specific time so you can know enough to keep all of us safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet other units wouldn’t be as understanding,” Rafiq said. “You know that, too, Davis.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true. This unit is as special as their magi.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory snorted as they went past the barracks his men were using. He gave Bunson a nod, the sergeant being the one watching over the men while they got up. Bunson gave Gregory a nod back. Gregory had never asked, but he’d noticed that the sergeants took it on a rotation to be awake to make sure everyone was up and moving before breakfast. It was yet another reason he was proud of his entire unit. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast had been good, but Gregory could feel the worry his men had. He’d given them a small speech, telling them it would be okay, and that seemed to settle them down. Gregory still felt jittery about his meeting, but he was able to ignore it. 
 
      
 
    As he walked the streets to the magus’ manor, he mused at what he’d done the day before. He’d falsified a report, deliberately leaving off the attack by the eurtiks. His only note for that day was Thera grabbing her own rune and dying. The fact that he’d not killed any eurtiks and his slave vanished just two days before he freed a wagon of eurtiks would be too much ammunition for anyone looking to discredit him. That had him write up the new report, which he’d given to Rafiq and was about to give to Justina, while Davis took another copy to Trida. 
 
      
 
    She’s heard about the slavers by now, Gregory thought. She didn’t mention how she’d known when I’d looked ahead, only that she’d been informed. One of the guards or maybe the commander himself must have told her… I don’t think it was Trida. Maybe the gate sergeant, looking to curry favor? Hmm… Gregory waited for the butler after having knocked. She didn’t summon me, which means she expected me to arrive on my own. It’s obvious that I’d show up to explain, but still, that points to her having men inside the guard. Not surprising, but does Trida realize that? 
 
      
 
    Shown into the study a few minutes later, Gregory accepted the tea from the maid. He let his resonance expand out while he waited, lightly meditating to pass the time. When he felt the magus’ hollow presence striding toward the door, he withdrew his resonance and put on a pleasant smile. 
 
      
 
    Justina came stalking into the room, a frown on her lips. “Adept, we have a lot to talk about.” 
 
      
 
    “We do, Magus,” Gregory said as he set his cup aside. He stood to bow formally to her. “I wanted to make sure my report was in order for you.” 
 
      
 
    Justina stiffened slightly; she didn’t return the bow, but took her seat. Snapping her fingers, she stared at him. “Sit. We’ll begin after my maid has served us and left.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magus,” Gregory said, taking his seat again. 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, the maid shut the door behind her as she left. Justina had taken a token sip of her tea before she spoke, “You freed eurtiks, Adept. That should see me arrest you.” 
 
      
 
    “For upholding the laws, Magus?” Gregory asked politely. 
 
      
 
    Justina’s brow furrowed. “You freed eurtiks. That’s against what the empire stands for.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Magus, but I was only adhering to the slave laws. I’m not sure what law you seem to think I broke in doing so.” Gregory set his cup down, then put a scroll on the table between him and Justina. “My report. If you’d like to read it, so you have the facts?” 
 
      
 
    Justina set her cup down, then snatched the scroll. Sitting back, she started reading it, her lips compressing tightly. When she finished, she set it down, then stood to go to her bookshelf. It took her a minute, but she eventually pulled down a thick tome. Bringing it back to her seat, she flipped through it until she found the page she was looking for. She bent forward and grabbed the report, checked something, then flipped to the next page. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, she exhaled roughly before slamming the book shut. She set the book and scroll down, picking up her cup again. Staring at Gregory, she sipped her tea for a couple of silent minutes. Gregory did the same with a confused look on his face. He wasn’t sure he could sell it, but he was doing his best. 
 
      
 
    “You are correct about the outdated laws,” Justina finally said. “They haven’t been updated in hundreds of years.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true, Magus, but they’re the laws on record, and are therefore valid,” Gregory replied. “Should we not do our best to uphold them? This way, our neighboring nations look to us for guidance.” 
 
      
 
    “My report said you’re from the fringe, yet in all our meetings, you haven’t acted in the least as ignorant as a fringer should.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory let a real smile bloom. “My wife, Yukiko, helped me learn a great deal during our time in the academy together, Magus. I’m a better man today because of her care and attention to my education.” 
 
      
 
    Justina seemed to let go of some of her anger. “She’s the reason you haven’t already agreed to join me for the solstice?” 
 
      
 
    This was one of the spots where things could start to lean away from a direct confrontation. “It was, Magus. I’m sorry; I wasn’t sure what I should do. Yuki… she can be… possessive. She’s also a shadow magi. Upsetting her… well, I might never see the blade. As I was struggling with what I should do, Magus Artok also asked me to spend the solstice with him. I’m… umm… I’m not like that, and I don’t believe he is either, but…” He trailed off, shrugging. “I was torn between a vengeful wife and two magi stronger than me that both wanted me to be with them on the solstice.” 
 
      
 
    Justina’s eyes searched his face before she sighed. “I rescind my offer. I’m upset with your actions, even if they were— strictly speaking— legal. Pity. I was looking forward to some…” She trailed off, then continued, “But that is past. I will be ordering Trida to release the men you have him holding. This isn’t a problem, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Magus,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    “Good. As for this nonsense of them being banned, we’ll ignore the—” 
 
      
 
    “Magus, that’s inadvisable,” Gregory said softly, cutting her off as gently as he could. This was the second point where things could either go positively or slip into confrontation. “My reports to you and Trida aren’t the only reports. All my reports are sent directly to the academy, as well. One of the slaves in my unit was placed there by Sage Windfoot himself. As far as I know, he reads them all. If we ignore a law… I’m sure I’d be hearing about it, but I think anyone else would, too. I don’t want to see you caught up in the net with me, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    Justina licked her lips for a moment. “What did you do to upset him, Adept?” 
 
      
 
    “Truthfully, Magus, I don’t know. I won the Buldoun tournament, and thought I’d done well. Then, I found myself with a strict instructor for my last year, and I was sent here this year. Next year, I’ve already been informed I will be going to Krogga.” 
 
      
 
    Justina shook her head. “You’re a doomed man… I will release the men, but will uphold the ban on them. Don’t let us have this conversation again. Understood, Adept?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory set his cup down. Standing, he bowed to her. “I have heard you, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. If we have to have this conversation again, you will regret it,” Justina said simply, letting her aether out to push down on Gregory. 
 
      
 
    Gregory blinked once before he winced, then wheezed. “Yes, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. Go.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed when her aether was withdrawn. He quickly left the manor, heading for the barracks. When he was safely away, he shook his head. Justina was barely a first rank magus by her own admission, and he was already on the fifth rank of adept— her resonance pressure had been negligible. One of the futures he’d avoided had them exchange resonance pressure. He’d forced her to her knees, as she had no control over hers while he had excellent control over his. But today had thankfully gone as he’d hoped; there was no conflict, giving him more time to get through the year before things went badly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    The last free day in Icelake was quiet, for which Gregory was thankful. He knew that might be the last time his men had days that weren’t filled with trouble. He and Davis skipped on meeting Trida and his staff at the tavern— it would’ve been a lot of questions about the slavers that Gregory didn’t want to deal with. 
 
      
 
    They marched back to Coldwood without any attacks or moments of interest. Gregory had things to do during their days off in the town; word of the slavers would be making it to Coldwood, and he wanted to get ahead of the rumors. After breakfast, he went to the guards’ offices to speak with Commander Roberts. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Magi, have a seat,” Roberts said. “What can I do for you today?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a copy of a report for you,” Gregory said, placing it on the desk. “Take a minute to read through it.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts’ lips pursed, but he did as Gregory bade him. Eyes widening as he read, Roberts stayed quiet, wanting to finish the entire report before he said anything. When he finally got to the end, he set the scroll down. “You’ve started, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Magus Smitton in Icelake is unhappy, but didn’t push me this time.” 
 
      
 
    “She will next time.” 
 
      
 
    “I expect her to. That’s when things will go from bad to worse.” 
 
      
 
    “I would say so. What about Magus Artok?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll deal with him when I have to. I have no idea when I’ll run into the next slaver group. I’d hope it’s based out of here rather than Icelake.” 
 
      
 
    “To help spread things around. Makes sense, and it also should be. If you ran into one, the other group will be along soon enough. They normally go out and return within a few weeks of each other. With you being gone for nearly two weeks at a stretch, it’s more likely you’ll miss them entirely.” 
 
      
 
    “That would normally be true. I’ve decided to do my best to not let them miss me.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts sat back. “Your magic will let you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “If you’ll have your gate guards tell me when the last set of slavers came in every time we come back, it would help.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts’ brow furrowed. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I can look forward to when I’m coming to Coldwood next. That future would tell me when they come through. I can work on being in the area when they would normally return.” 
 
      
 
    “You have to maintain your patrol.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The orders are to patrol between the two towns. The only requirements are to visit the two towns at least once a month. But over time, most have taken that to mean a week of patrol on a constant rotation.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts frowned, but got up to go to his bookshelf. Taking down a book, he came back to the desk, skimming through the pages before stopping to read. “I see… That’s what the orders still on record are. I’ll point out that the routine you’ve used has been in place for over twenty years.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why it’s thought of as normal.” Gregory produced the orders he’d received when he left the tournament last year. “Here’s what I was given.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts took the scroll. After reading it, he handed it back. “You’re right. Is that what you’re going to do?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’ll continue as close to normal as possible for now. When the time comes for me to switch so I can trip people up, then I will.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts closed the book on his desk. “You’re deliberately setting out to stop them?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m doing my best to enforce the laws,” Gregory said, making sure he was meeting Roberts’ eyes. “Laws are important.” 
 
      
 
    “How did Trida take it?” 
 
      
 
    “Like you thought he would, he wants to stay out of it. Smitton was going to let the slavers off for breaking the laws, but is going to enforce the ban.” 
 
      
 
    “Those men make their living off slavery. They can’t afford to not go out.” 
 
      
 
    “They can find other work for a year,” Gregory said, not bending on his point. “They’re men who can act as caravan guards or positions where violence might be needed. The world is full of work they can do.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts didn’t press the issue, instead changing the topic, “Artok won’t be as understanding.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he wouldn’t be, normally. However, he owes me at this point. The first time, he’ll call debts void. It’ll be the second time, much like with Smitton, that things come to a head.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll back you… but if things go too far, we’ll both face questions.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll happen regardless. What matters is what you’ll do when that day comes.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts shook his head. “I’ll back you, as long as you give us a shield.” 
 
      
 
    “That I’ve already started with my stance on the laws.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to tell Artok about the slavers in Icelake?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would I? That’s Smitton’s problem, not his,” Gregory said with a cold smile. 
 
      
 
    “Rumors will probably reach him before you come back to town again.” 
 
      
 
    “I fully expect them to. I’ll be summoned at that point. That’s the future though, and it’ll wait until then.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything I can do for you today?” 
 
      
 
    “Just inform your gate guards by this evening about answering my questions when I come to town.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts stood up. “I will.” He extended his hand to Gregory. “Good luck, Pettit.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory shook his hand. “Thank you, Roberts. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    With that done, Gregory went to the stops he normally made to restock on the bonuses for his unit. He was smiling when he stepped into Golden Crusts— the scent of freshly baked bread and pastries filled the shop. 
 
      
 
    “It’s always pleasant in here,” Gregory said as he went up to the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Magi, a pleasure to have you back. I was a little concerned that you didn’t show up this morning.” Erik Moda, the owner, said with a relieved smile. 
 
      
 
    “Things are going to be thrown off schedule in the future,” Gregory shrugged slightly. “Life can be unpredictable.” 
 
      
 
    “Can it ever,” Erik laughed. “You want your usual, Magi?” 
 
      
 
    “That would be preferable. I also wanted you to know not to prep them ahead of time anymore. I think our routine will be disrupted. I’ll still be coming in to get the usual from you, but I’ll send word when we come back to the city so you can do it without there being any waste.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Magi,” Erik bowed slightly. “Most wouldn’t think about that.” 
 
      
 
    “Before meeting my wife, I might not have, either. Yuki taught me all I know about business, including profit margins.” 
 
      
 
    “She has my eternal thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Mine, too,” Gregory laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go bring the order up,” Erik grinned as he went into the back. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day was calm. Dinner was delicious, with Barny having worked on pot roasts all day. The veggies were tender but firm, the meat was succulent and tasty, and the accompanying bread was perfect to sop up the leftover juices. 
 
      
 
    Gregory called a meeting of the command staff after dinner. That had the men hold off on leaving to visit the tavern; they all wanted to know what had prompted the meeting, so they waited for their sergeants to come back to tell them. 
 
      
 
    Gregory told the sergeants about his talk with Roberts to start with. Then, he let them know what his foresight had shown him about the next set of slavers. That took longer, and had a few of them shaking their heads. 
 
      
 
    “Can you change that from happening?” Townson asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to check tomorrow. My aether’s drained tonight,” Gregory said. “I want the men prepared for tonight and tomorrow to be the last of our calm days.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take care of it, sir,” Bunson said. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe they’d be that petty,” Donald sighed, “or that stupid to think there’d be no reprisals.” 
 
      
 
    “People only see what they want,” Glasson growled softly. 
 
      
 
    “To defy a magi…? They must have a deep relationship with Artok,” Milton murmured. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the biggest concern,” Davis nodded. “We’ll be ready for a meeting tomorrow, sir. Whatever we can do to make sure that tragedy doesn’t happen.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll look at it tomorrow, along with the normal day,” Gregory said tiredly. “I’m fairly certain that Artok will summon me before we leave after we come back to the city.” 
 
      
 
    “What’ll you do about the solstice, sir?” Townson asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll use the barracks bath no matter which town we’re in. Artok will uninvite me after this.” 
 
      
 
    “Will he push you?” Glasson asked. 
 
      
 
    “He owes me too much for that. He’ll call debts paid for this. Like Smitton, it’ll be the next time that they decide I’m too much of a problem to not rein in.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do if they move against you, sir?” Davis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Stand our ground,” Gregory said. “We’ll have been enforcing the laws while they aren’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ll inform the men.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stood up, looking from man to man. “Enjoy yourselves the next two days. You all deserve it just as much.” 
 
      
 
    “We will, but we’ll make sure the men are safe, first,” Bunson said, the others agreeing with him. 
 
      
 
    When they left, Gregory sat down at his desk. Closing his eyes, he wondered how bad things would get in the next few months. He’d do all he could to keep his men safe, all while navigating the anger and resentment they’d be causing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    Gregory rode at the head of his unit; they’d left Coldwood behind four hours prior. His men were prepared for what was going to happen. Gregory had done all he could to make sure that no innocents or his men would be the ones to be harmed, as long as the units did exactly as they’d been instructed. 
 
      
 
    The caged wagon came into view ahead of them. Gregory kept the same steady pace as he looked at the group coming down the small hill. Twenty-four men in patchwork armor surrounded the slaves held inside a wagon. At the front of the group, riding atop a horse, was their leader. Dressed in the best imperial armor he could buy, the man was an impressive figure. As the two groups got closer to each other, Gregory could see the smug smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Magi,” the leader of the slavers called out as they approached, “I’m glad to see you.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory slowed his approach, holding up his hand so his men did the same. “Why is that?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a few too many beasts. Artok would make me pay more than an honest man should to make sure they’re branded. Why don’t we come to an arrangement? I’m sure an adept like you would appreciate some extra vela, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory pulled Legacy to a halt. “What’s your name, sir?” Keeping his voice neutral took work, but he managed it. 
 
      
 
    “Pelton, Magi. Flint Pelton. This is my band, Pelton’s Plunderers. Maybe you’ve heard of us? We’ve brought the best slaves into Coldwood for over a decade now.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory dismounted; as he did, Dot darted forward to take the reins. Gregory gave her a nod and walked closer to Pelton, who was dismounting, as well. Pelton tied his reins off to one of the oxen’s horns. 
 
      
 
    “Artok always tacks on a little extra when I bring more than ten in,” Pelton said. “If you’d be willing to drop the extra charge, I’d be more than happy to let you brand them. If you have the stones on you, that is.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked past Pelton to the wagon. “Do you mind if I look in?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure we can come to a non-monetary arrangement if you want one of them,” Pelton chuckled. “I’d suggest you get one that’s been trained, though. The new ones are… an acquired taste.” 
 
      
 
    The eurtik in the wagon looked defeated. None of them had the fire that the moose eurtik woman had in the last group. All of them had wounds, but the majority seemed to have had at least some kind of medical attention— bandages were visible among the huddled people. 
 
      
 
    “They look pretty roughed up,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    “Always are. This group learned pretty quickly to settle down. Only took two examples to make the point. The bane beasts would’ve feasted on them by now.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s hand shook for a second as he resisted the urge to punch Pelton. He walked around the wagon, making sure to look at each of the slavers as he went. The men around the wagon were lax, and they had reason to be— they were only hours away from Coldwood. 
 
      
 
    Making it back to the front, Gregory motioned to his men before turning back to Pelton. A smile came to Gregory as he spoke, “I counted fifteen slaves. Is that correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” Pelton said, confused on why Gregory called his men forward. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I just need to see your paperwork.” 
 
      
 
    Pelton’s brow furrowed. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Your paperwork to capture eurtik, including your license to do so.” 
 
      
 
    Pelton’s lips thinned. “Magi, you’re choosing the wrong man to extort.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not extortion. It’s the law,” Gregory said firmly, his naginata appearing in his hand. 
 
      
 
    As if that was a signal, his men rushed forward to insert themselves between the slave wagon and the slavers, facing outward. One squad stayed back with the wagon, as one future had Pelton rush at Barny, Polka, Dot, Rafiq, and the boys. 
 
      
 
    “What in Krogg’s name are you doing, Magi?!” Pelton hissed. He backed away from Gregory, his hand dropping to his sword. 
 
      
 
    “Enforcing the laws. All you have to do is show me the legal paperwork for your activities. Failure to have the forms means you will be taken into custody. You’ll also be banned for a year from capturing eurtik if you do not have your license. That goes for you and all of your men. Now, present the forms or surrender.” 
 
      
 
    Pelton’s eyes darted from Gregory to his men, then to the magi guards, who looked grim and ready to kill. He was weighing the odds of his men being able to kill Gregory’s unit while he killed the magi. 
 
      
 
    “Artok will have your hide!” Pelton hissed as he took his hand off his sword. “This one windfall will not save you from his displeasure.” 
 
      
 
    “Keys to the cage,” Gregory said, letting his naginata go back into his ring, ignoring Pelton’s comment as he held out his empty hand. “Gentlemen, lay down your weapons. You’re all under arrest for breaking the slave laws. Once you’re bound and your weapons are secure, we’ll be heading to Coldwood.” 
 
      
 
    The slavers glared at Gregory’s men, most of them looking at Pelton for orders. Two of Pelton’s men weren’t about to let their payday go that easily— both men drew their swords, but they didn’t make it three feet before they were skewered by two naginata each. 
 
      
 
    The sudden attack and deaths got a couple more to try to avenge their brethren, leading to another three deaths. That set off a chain reaction as the rest of the slavers attacked en masse. 
 
      
 
    Pelton’s sword was out of his scabbard at the same moment. He knew it would take a second for Gregory to summon his weapon, and he was at arm’s length, a terrible place for a polearm. With his men committed, he joined them. It’d be easy enough to make the dead guard unit look to have been killed by a band of eurtik, even if it meant using a slave or two to frame the scene. As he thrust his sword at Gregory, his eyes went wide in shock and desperation. 
 
      
 
    Gregory had known that today would be a massacre; it had weighed on him the entire day. The only other options were letting Pelton take the slaves into Coldwood or letting them kill the eurtik. With the first attack, Gregory had put his hand behind his back, summoning the wakizashi he kept in his ring. When Pelton lunged, Gregory was already stepping in to bat his sword arm up while the small blade came up under his chin. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the sword in Pelton’s body, Gregory summoned his naginata and joined his men in dispatching the rest of the slavers. When the last of them lay dead, Gregory cleaned his weapon before storing it. 
 
      
 
    “Two elbows gashed, sir,” Davis said, having already handed out the medicine for the injured men. 
 
      
 
    Gregory took a slow breath, which didn’t help with the air thick with blood and guts. “Thank you, Lieutenant. Get my sword from Pelton, and retrieve the keys, too, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Davis said. 
 
      
 
    Gregory turned to the eurtik, who were all wide-eyed. None of them could believe the magi and his guard had just slaughtered their captors in less than a minute. Seeing the fear on all their faces, Gregory exhaled. “Is there a leader among you?” 
 
      
 
    It took a few seconds before one of the women said, “I was the elder’s daughter, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    “Your village is new, or has it been raided before?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “We were new, but it was all ash when…” She cut off, swallowing back the anger and sorrow. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gregory said softly. “In a minute, I’m going to unlock the door. I’m asking you to go north, farther than your old village. Get to safety, please. The slavers will be angry over the next year or two, and I’d like you to not be captured again.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “These men broke laws, as they’ve done for a very long time,” Gregory said. “They didn’t have the legal right to capture slaves. I’m enforcing those laws this year. I’ll be freeing you, so please don’t be in a place for others to catch you again.” 
 
      
 
    Every eurtik in the cage stared at him. 
 
      
 
    “The key and your sword, sir,” Davis said, holding them out to him. The blade had been wiped clean. 
 
      
 
    Gregory took them, absorbing his sword back into his ring. “Thank you, Davis.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to free us?” the woman asked, as if not believing herself. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I’m going to ask you to flee. Stay together, get to safety, and tell others they should be worried for after summer passes. I’ll be rotated out this summer… if not before.” He walked where the door to the cage was. Unlocking it, he opened it and stepped aside. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    The eurtik hesitantly got out of the wagon, expecting to be stabbed by Gregory or his men. When no one moved toward them, they quickly fled into the trees. The exodus was swift, but the one woman paused as she climbed out. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “That isn’t important,” Gregory said softly. 
 
      
 
    “We should thank the man who freed us.” 
 
      
 
    “Gregory Pettit. My clan is Aether’s Guard.” 
 
      
 
    Clapping her closed fists to her chest, she bowed to him. “Our deepest thanks. I’ll make sure they reach safety.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Gregory said. “I hope one day for things to change, but today, all I can do is enforce the laws.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s more than we’d hoped for.” With another bow, she rushed off after the others. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, what do we do with the dead?” Davis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Put them into the wagon. We’re going back to Coldwood. Waiting to do this won’t make it any better.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The men were just about done gathering the dead when Davis and the sergeants approached him. “Sir, we had a suggestion,” Davis said. 
 
      
 
    Gregory pulled himself from his thoughts to focus on them. “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “We could just stage the wagon and bodies off the road to make it look like the eurtik attacked and freed the prisoners. That’d push the trouble with Magus Artok to later, as we could say we never knew they’d been killed. They might’ve been killed after we passed through.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory considered the suggestion— it would definitely make some things much easier. No one would know for a day or more about the dead, giving them deniability. But in the end, it would drive the fervor to enslave eurtiks to new heights. The records had shown him that, anytime a slaver group was killed off, the opportunists would go out to bring even more eurtik in. It would be pushing his problems off onto the victims. 
 
      
 
    “No. I appreciate the thought, but it would do more harm than good. These men attacked a magi guard unit. They condemned themselves. That’s better for us, and them,” he lifted his chin toward the woods. “It’s better that we take this on our shoulders.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, sir,” Davis saluted. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be trying to leave the city tomorrow after my talk with the magus. It’ll put us a little later to start than normal, but we’ll make do. As soon as we get to Coldwood, I’ll be going to speak with Roberts. Keep the men in the barracks tonight— word will spread too fast for me to make sure they’re safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Townson saluted. 
 
      
 
    “We did the right thing, sir,” Glasson said. 
 
      
 
    Gregory blinked, pushing down the last lingering emotions he’d had since killing Pelton. “We did. They attacked us, and we defended, all because they broke the laws and couldn’t accept their just due.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready to go when you are, sir,” Bunson said. 
 
      
 
    “Form the men up. Who’s leading the oxen?” 
 
      
 
    “Dot said she would, sir,” Donald said. 
 
      
 
    “A eurtik bringing slavers into town? Ironic, but fitting,” Gregory snorted. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The gate guards were out in force as Gregory led his unit toward them. Most of them were on the wall over the gate, watching from above. The rumors of a wagon full of dead men were already starting to spread. 
 
      
 
    The same sergeant who’d seen them leave that morning was there as they came back. “Magi, what happened? Was it the eurtik?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Gregory said flatly. “These men attacked myself and my unit. Make sure their bodies are taken care of. Their gear and goods are to be sold, and the money raised is to be used for their families. I’ll be making a full report to Commander Roberts.” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant was trying to regain his mental footing. “They attacked you, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Did they not bring any slaves with them?” a guard off to the side asked another guard, but in the silence of the moment, it reached Gregory. 
 
      
 
    “The eurtik these men had captured were sent home,” Gregory said, looking directly at the guard. “These men didn’t have the paperwork to be slavers. That’s why they attacked us. They didn’t want to be arrested for breaking the laws.” 
 
      
 
    Silence fell again. 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked at the assembled guards. “The laws will be followed; you can make sure others know that. Now, handle the wagon and dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the sergeant said quickly before barking orders at his men. 
 
      
 
    Gregory gave Davis a nod, then rode away from his unit. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory tied his horse up outside the command post. Giving the man on duty outside a nod, he went inside, not stopping to talk. The guard quietly hoped that he wasn’t the reason for the normally-affable magi being taciturn. 
 
      
 
    “Commander, we need to talk,” Gregory said as he went in after being told to. 
 
      
 
    Roberts stood up. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory took a seat across from him. “Slavers.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts sat back down. “Didn’t you just leave this morning?” Even as he asked that question, he saw the spots of blood marring Gregory’s clothing. 
 
      
 
    “We found a group coming back to the city a few hours out. They were being led by Pelton.” 
 
      
 
    “Flint Pelton has been capturing eurtik for a decade… wait. You said ‘were.’ Past tense.” 
 
      
 
    “When I asked them to produce their paperwork, things went badly. Two of his men attacked mine. The moment they were cut down, the rest of the slavers attacked, including Pelton, who was refusing to hand over his paperwork or the key to the cage.” 
 
      
 
    “Mortum’s mercy…” Roberts sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Their bodies were left with your gate guards. I gave them orders as to how to handle them and their possessions.” 
 
      
 
    “Which I’m sure are in line with the laws,” Roberts nodded. “I’ll follow up on it. Artok will be upset. Pelton was one of his best sources for extra income.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure. Artok owes me, though, so I should weather this displeasure. What comes next will be bad, both from the magi in the towns, and the powerful with a vested interest in slavery.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll likely be seeing another assassin or two.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware. I won’t be easy for them to deal with. Are you still behind me now that the ball is rolling?” 
 
      
 
    Roberts nodded. “I am. I’ll need the report first thing in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Davis will be bringing it by.” 
 
      
 
    “They might not go directly after you, you know,” Roberts said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “My men are prepared for backlash.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I’d hate to see them be the ones caught in this.” Silence fell between them for a couple of seconds before Roberts sighed. “Where did it all go wrong, Pettit?” 
 
      
 
    “The First War,” Gregory said softly. “There were many points where things might’ve gone differently. Peace was sought by the eurtik, but the emperor refused. Lighthand’s journals talk about it; it was where he started to have misgivings about the war. Even then, in the Second War, things could’ve changed some, but the empire just redoubled their stance on slavery.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity…” Roberts murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been to Buldoun. While full eurtiks aren’t seen as equals there, those of mixed blood were. Even full eurtik aren’t as hated as they are here.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be something to see. I doubt it’ll be in my lifetime, but maybe in a few generations, you’ll make a big enough name for yourself that you can help change things.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled. “Maybe. I wanted you to be warned as soon as I could about the slavers. Your men were already starting up the rumor mill. I’ll be leaving right after my meeting with Artok in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Just going to head back out like normal?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We’ll be a little late getting to Icelake, but that’ll be fine. From today onward, my schedule will not be ‘normal.’ I’m sure that’ll make some people’s plans difficult.” 
 
      
 
    “Just be safe, Pettit. You’re painting a large target on your back.” 
 
      
 
    “By following the laws.” Gregory snorted as he stood. “Just do me a favor and keep reiterating that bit? In time, things will calm down enough that the full truth will win out. The short term will see my name trashed, but that’s fine. I can live with that easier than I could doing nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts stood, extending his hand. “Good luck tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Commander.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    Gregory took his seat in the study, waving the maid off with a polite decline of the offered tea. Closing his eyes, he let resonance flow out of him. This meeting wouldn’t be as tense as the one he’d had with Justina— while the futures had still not been great, Gregory knew how to maneuver his way through this meeting to the end he wanted. 
 
      
 
    It was a half-hour later when Artok finally entered the room. Gregory didn’t retract his resonance; it wasn’t focused to pressure the magus, merely filling the room passively. When he didn’t react, Gregory knew the magi wasn’t on the spirit path. Artok’s hollowness grated at Gregory’s senses, telling him the man couldn’t be trusted. Even the maid felt more stable than the magus. 
 
      
 
    “Pettit, glad you made it,” Artok said brusquely. “You’ve created a major stir in my town.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know that enforcing the laws was going to cause so much trouble, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    Artok’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, about that. Explain what happened.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory produced a scroll, placing it on the table between them. “My report for you, Magus. It details the incident with Flint Pelton and his men.” 
 
      
 
    Artok waved the maid over. “Pour for us.” 
 
      
 
    Bowing, she brought the cart over, making them both tea while Artok read the report. Gregory remained impassive, but kept his eyes on Artok. He could see the small flashes of anger the magi was mostly hiding. Having poured them tea, the maid retreated back to her spot near the door. 
 
      
 
    Setting the scroll down, Artok picked up his waiting cup. “Leave us.” 
 
      
 
    Bowing low, she slipped from the room. 
 
      
 
    “Now, Pettit, explain the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “The report is the truth, sir,” Gregory stated firmly. “I wouldn’t change one just to make myself look better. They need to contain the facts so they can be studied later.” 
 
      
 
    Artok sat back with his cup, watching Gregory intently. “Pelton’s men attacked your men because you asked for their paperwork?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this what caused the incident in Icelake? You asked to see their paperwork, too?” 
 
      
 
    “The laws are quite clear on the matter, sir. All they needed was to produce the paperwork required. They did not. The men in Icelake were smart enough to not attack me, but Pelton and his men…” Gregory shrugged. “We cannot abide people attacking magi, sir. It’d undermine the empire.” 
 
      
 
    “No… no, we can’t…” Artok murmured. “It says you freed the eurtik?” 
 
      
 
    “They were captured illegally, sir, and I do not carry the paperwork to capture slaves myself. I’d be a hypocrite to bring them in as slaves at that point.” 
 
      
 
    Sipping his tea, Artok let the silence stretch out in the room. Gregory sampled his own drink while he waited. It wasn’t uncomfortable to him, as his aether was all around him. 
 
      
 
    “Certain people in both towns will be unhappy with your actions, Pettit. Wealthy people with the backing of powerful people and clans.” 
 
      
 
    “I figure there’ll be a few who are, Magus. That isn’t going to stop me from upholding the laws. If we backed down just because we upset someone, the entire empire would fall.” 
 
      
 
    Artok set his cup down. “Pettit, level with me. Your stunt at the Golden Collar: was that deliberate? Or are you really here to tear the Chainer family apart?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. I was sent to patrol the border,” Gregory said. “All I’ve done since arriving is follow the rules. I had no idea there were so many people flagrantly breaking them.” 
 
      
 
    Artok’s eyes narrowed. “Oh? Did Pelton tell you about any deals he had in place?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s head tilted slightly. “Deals? No. He tried to get me to brand the eurtiks, as stated in the report, but nothing about any deals.” 
 
      
 
    “I see… You don’t feel the need to arrest me for not checking their paperwork?” Artok asked. Gregory felt aether starting to build around Artok. 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. It’s possible you were unaware of the laws. I know I was unusual in the academy for studying them as much as I did. I thought we’d have this talk and I could explain them to you. This way, you know before anything happens.” 
 
      
 
    Artok stared at the seemingly earnest young magi with suspicion before he sat back. “I see… Well, I will certainly look into the slave laws you’ve cited in your report. The Chainer family and the rest in town are going to be hearing about the attack, and their displeasure will be brought to me. I’ll do my best to smooth things over, but it’ll take from me to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Magus. If this balances any debt that might’ve been between us, I’d be grateful.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll also have to withdraw my invitation for the solstice. It would send the wrong message right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Magus; Magus Smitton did the same thing. I’m sad that it’s come to this, but I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Are you heading out tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. We’ll be leaving as soon as I get back to the barracks. We’re already behind, but we might get back on schedule before the end of the week.” 
 
      
 
    “Go. I’ll handle things here. Oh, and Pettit?” he asked when Gregory stood and bowed. “Try not to cause any other problems.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best, Magus. I’ll only do my duty to the empire.” 
 
      
 
    Artok stood slowly. “Yes… that would be for the best. Sometimes, though, the empire is best helped by a magi who isn’t as keen, Adept.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed again, then left. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The camp was set in quick order that evening, the unit having double-time marched on and off so they could reach the campground at their normal time. Barny prepared a hot soup with plenty of vegetables and meat to help the men stay warm in the light dusting of snow. 
 
      
 
    When Gregory finished eating, he got up, going to stand in the middle of the tables. “Men, continue eating. I’m just going to express my gratitude to you.” 
 
      
 
    The few who were done sat up straighter while the rest continued to eat, though they did slow down while they finished. Davis went to join Gregory in the middle, lending silent support to the magi. 
 
      
 
    “The last couple of days have truly turned the rest of this year into what we warned you about. The powerful, wealthy, and even the town magi will start to pressure us. Before the end of the year, you’ll be harassed, provoked, and possibly even assaulted.” 
 
      
 
    The last few men finished their food, so everyone was focused solely on Gregory speaking. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best to warn everyone of potential trouble, like we’ve discussed before. As a unit, we might see a mass attack on us before the year ends. I’m not worried about that, as you’ve proven that you can more than handle yourselves. There were only two injuries in that fight with Pelton’s men, both of them from desperation that had the attackers killed in swift order. I still have a supply of healing potions, salves, and ointments, so we can weather anything that happens.” 
 
      
 
    The sisters waited to bring cleaning water to the tables, not wanting to interrupt Gregory. 
 
      
 
    “Just uphold the honor of the unit, and we’ll get through this year. We’ll be pushed and they’ll try to break us, but we won’t be broken. We’ve been forged as a unit; brothers-in-arms, bonded in battle. You have my faith and my thanks.” 
 
      
 
    When Gregory finished, Donald stood up. “Sir, will they move against just you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll likely face an assassin or two, yes. I’m sure at least one of them will be a magi. I won’t fall to an assassin— they work off surprise. It’s pretty hard to surprise me.” 
 
      
 
    The unit laughed at his statement. They knew how much he did to keep his eye on the future. Any unknowing assassin was doomed to failure. 
 
      
 
    “When this year ends and we get to Krogga,” Gregory went on, “I’ll make sure your extra duty is paid. My wives will be grateful to all of you, and I’m sure their units will be happy to make sure you get some extra time off.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need extra time off, sir,” Glasson said, standing up from his table. “Our job is your life. The days off are nice, but it’d look bad to the other units if we got special treatment.” 
 
      
 
    “To a degree, you’d be right,” Davis jumped in, “but one of them is patrolling a mostly peaceful area right now. The other is on the Kroggian border, but still won’t see the kind of trouble we do. It isn’t special treatment at that point; it’s clear maintenance. All soldiers need time to decompress after combat. We’ll just be getting more of it while the others help us.” 
 
      
 
    “Davis is right,” Gregory said. “It won’t be weeks off by any stretch, but you’ll get a little extra here or there. You’ll have seen more combat by then than probably any other unit assigned this year. We are the Velum Empire’s blade. Every unit is, and there’s nothing wrong about making sure a weapon is cared for after combat.” 
 
      
 
    The men nodded. 
 
      
 
    “This was to thank you for standing with me,” Gregory said, dragging the conversation back on topic. “Thank you. We hold the line by clinging to the laws, but in doing so, we’re doing the right thing. You’ll always have my thanks. Even after you leave the unit, you’ll always have my thanks.” He bowed toward each table. 
 
      
 
    The sergeants stood up, saluting. The moment they did, the entire unit followed suit. The only ones who didn’t were Barny, Dot, Polka, and Rafiq, though all four bowed to him. 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s chest felt warm as he saluted them back. “Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    Dot and Polka rushed forward with cleaning water at that. 
 
      
 
    Gregory retired to his tent— he was drained by the events from the last few days. When his tent flap opened, he looked up to find Rafiq there. Rafiq went to sit with Gregory at the table. 
 
      
 
    “Did I do the right thing…?” Gregory asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve done the morally right thing, Gregory. Only you can judge if that is right or not. Pelton admitted to killing innocent women to prove a point to those he captured, to say nothing of his attack on an innocent village. If you want to talk, I will listen.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory exhaled slowly when he saw the lack of a notebook. “Thank you… I think that would help.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s an honor to assist a friend.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled slightly, then took a deep breath to unburden himself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-six 
 
      
 
    The patrol into Icelake had the unit face a sounder of feral bane boars, over a score in strength when the young were added in. There was only so much that could be done against angry boars. If not for their enchanted armor, there would have been more wounds than the minor ones they incurred. The worst was that four naginatas broke, not holding up when they were used to stop a boar charging them. 
 
      
 
    Even with the late start and bane boar attack, they arrived only a day behind their normal schedule. Gregory informed the men they’d be only staying for a single day, not the two they’d been used to enjoying. None of them complained— they were committed to following whatever Gregory needed them to do. 
 
      
 
    When they’d arrived, the gate sergeant finally asked after Thera, noticing the slave was no longer with them. Gregory explained that she’d died weeks back, shrugging as if it was of no matter. The murmurs from the guards on the gate were low, but most of them were uncomplimentary toward him and his unit. 
 
      
 
    Arriving at the barracks, Gregory was surprised by the guard there, asking him to come to the Gilded Cup that evening. Agreeing to meet with Trida, Gregory sent the man on his way before he went to clean up; he needed to get his report in order before he went so he could hand it off to the commander. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Working on his report over dinner, Gregory was slightly annoyed. Tonight would see his men being harassed by former slavers while he was speaking to Trida. He’d rather have gone out with his men to mitigate things, but that would worsen his tenuous relationship with the commander. 
 
      
 
    When dinner ended, Gregory stood up. “Gentlemen, remember: don’t rise to the bait. You’ll have people determined to put you as the aggressor. It’s only four of them, so just ignore them on your way to and from the taverns. There’ll be rumors while you drink; you can debate the people there, but keep it as civil as you can. You have my faith.” 
 
      
 
    The men all stood to salute him, which he returned before he picked up his report. “Davis?” 
 
      
 
    “Ready to go, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The pair left the barracks behind. Gregory had them leave the horses; it wasn’t worth getting them saddled for a five-minute walk. Davis was fine with that, as walking would keep him warmer than riding. 
 
      
 
    “You realize that you’re one of the very few who doesn’t like to flaunt their status by riding, right, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Or by throwing their power and rank around,” Gregory nodded. “I hope this snow stops before we leave. It was bothering Rafiq… he’d do much better in Limaz than here.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why you don’t see a lot of crocodilian eurtik in the north. Limaz is more their home than the wilds.” 
 
      
 
    “It always made me wonder about the history we know. Everyone thinks of the eurtik as being solely from the north, but Rafiq disproves that.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes you wonder if the empire split them apart?” 
 
      
 
    “In a way, we did,” Gregory said sadly. “Limaz, Buldoun, Krogga… all of our neighbors started up as countries of their own when the First War started. Nothing in the archive could point to reasons for that. I think it was the war breaking apart a loose federation of kingdoms. In all other places, eurtiks are more accepted… When we get to Krogga, I hope to read some of their histories.” 
 
      
 
    “The better you know your adversary, the easier it is to anticipate him,” Davis said. 
 
      
 
    “Lighthand,” Gregory chuckled. “How has your reading been?” 
 
      
 
    “Slow. I do manage a little every night when we’re on the move. He was an interesting man. It was clear that he cared for his men as much as you do.” 
 
      
 
    “His journals helped me understand how I should treat them,” Gregory said. “They guided me into deciding my path.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been working exceptionally well.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad. With the restrictions coming up because of what we’re doing, I’ve been worried.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve already addressed it with them and promised them that it’s for the year only. They’ll enjoy the extra time in Krogga.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope that it’s easier there than here,” Gregory said as they approached the Gilded Cup. “Alright… time for us to act as civilly as we can. We’re also losing money tonight, the both of us.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fair. If we take their money all the time, it’d be noticed.” 
 
      
 
    Trida, his captain, and a couple of his lieutenants sat at their normal table. Gregory waved back as they crossed the room, pausing to pay a barmaid and have her bring another round over. 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t come in yesterday,” Trida said after a greeting. “Problems?” 
 
      
 
    “Bane boars. I’ll be taking them over to the butcher tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “An entire sounder,” Davis added. “Six sows and their young, twenty in all. We need to see about replacing a few weapons tomorrow, too, sir.” The last was directed at Gregory. 
 
      
 
    “Right. Broken on the charge.” 
 
      
 
    “How many dead?” Hendil asked. 
 
      
 
    “None.” 
 
      
 
    “None?” Hendil asked incredulously. 
 
      
 
    “Captain,” Trida cut in, “if the magi says none, we take him at his word. Even if a charge from enraged bane boars usually kills men.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory put a scroll on the table. “My report. Easy enough to give it to you now.” 
 
      
 
    “If no one died, why the delay?” Hendil asked, then sat back as the maid brought over the drinks. 
 
      
 
    “That was a Coldwood problem. It’s also in my report. We were attacked and had to deal with that on our first day out of town.” 
 
      
 
    Trida picked up the scroll. Opening it, he began to read, his face going pale as he went. When he finished, he downed half of his mug. “Pettit…” he trailed off, not sure what to say. 
 
      
 
    “I think the group here was more intelligent,” Gregory said, “even if they are going to harass my men.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t put men out of work and not expect them to be upset,” Hendil snorted. 
 
      
 
    “We can expect people to follow the laws,” Davis said simply in a light rebuttal. 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of people being upset,” Gregory stepped in after Davis, “your men at the gate; they weren’t so quiet about not getting bonuses from the slavers, since they didn’t bring in any eurtik.” 
 
      
 
    Trida set down his mug. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Some of the guards at the gate I entered were loud enough with their comments about freshly-branded slaves coming in ahead of the normal group. They knew what was happening and got small kickbacks to look the other way.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s slander!” Hendil growled. 
 
      
 
    Gregory let his resonance touch Hendil. His hollowness was worse than most, but not twisted. “It’s fact, Captain. I heard them.” 
 
      
 
    “Enough,” Trida said before Hendil could speak again. “I will look into it, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s your purview, Commander. I won’t speak on the matter again.” 
 
      
 
    Davis pulled out a deck of cards. “Shall we get the game going?” 
 
      
 
    “That’d be good,” Trida said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Making their way back to the barracks a couple of hours later, Davis shook his head. “Hendil knows something…” 
 
      
 
    “Someone had to approve it,” Gregory shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I’d have bet on the sergeant, but he was quick to object.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant likely gets his cut, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair point, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Trida isn’t involved, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
      
 
    “From my conversations with him and how quick he was to step in there, yes. However, he isn’t happy with us right now, since things are going wrong all around us,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    “It makes him look weak that bribes were being taken under his nose.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, which would sting anyone’s pride. He won’t help us, but I don’t think he’ll hinder us, either. Hendil will probably be looking for a way to get back at us.” 
 
      
 
    “The men?” 
 
      
 
    “If they get into any trouble, I’m sure Hendil will try hammering them down.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt he’ll get the chance, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “But he might help manufacture opportunities with his allies…” Gregory said slowly. “I’ll have to keep a close eye on the futures going forward in regards to him.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you want me to accompany you tomorrow for the butcher and weapons?” 
 
      
 
    “No need. Take the day off, Davis. You need some time to relax, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “I relax every day for a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Is meditation training really relaxing, sir?” Davis asked skeptically. 
 
      
 
    “It is for me. The fact that it also makes me stronger is just a nice bonus.” 
 
      
 
    Davis snorted, shaking his head. “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    The barracks were busier than Gregory expected when they got back. His men hadn’t stayed out long, which had been one of the futures, but since nothing bad had happened, he hadn’t looked at them closely. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, we’ve got room at our table,” Milton called out as he picked up the dice. “Care to sit in?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got space, too,” Townson said. 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled as he looked at the two squads. “Combine and I’ll join in. We’ll have a big game.” 
 
      
 
    A minute later, Gregory was seated with two of his five squads, playing dice. Polka came up, handing him a mug of tea, getting a “thank you” in return. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be using foresight, will you, sir?” one of the men asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not with the unit. If others are present, I might, just to make sure we all come out ahead.” 
 
      
 
    Laughter went around the group as the next man picked up the dice for his turn. 
 
      
 
    Davis had vanished for a bit, but came back down to join in. He ended up at another game when the other squads came back from the tavern. Bunson reported that they’d opted to end the night early, as people were getting prickly. The rumor that Gregory was restricting the capture of slaves had started, and some of the more drunk patrons were being belligerent toward them. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, the games were called off, as it’d gotten late. Gregory stayed until the end while the rest went to bed to sleep— he could use his paths to offset the sleep he needed for the night. When he made his way up to his room, Rafiq was waiting for him. 
 
      
 
    “Rafiq?” 
 
      
 
    “Just wondering if you’d like an ear again, Greg.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory paused, then nodded. “That’d be nice. Thank you, my friend.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    Gregory replayed the bane boar attack in his aether cavern while he meditated. Foresight hadn’t shown him anything bad for the day; in fact, there was something he was even looking forward to. There were other things he had to do before that, and all of that came after training and breakfast. 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t much his unit could’ve done better in how they handled the boars. The broken weapons saved their lives, making the loss negligible in comparison. Gregory already knew the weaponsmith had the four he needed so his men could be re-equipped right away. The quality wasn’t as good, but he’d remedy that when they left the north. 
 
      
 
    Fourth bell chiming came a moment after the replay ended. Getting to his feet, he stretched out his muscles, then left his room. After greeting the others, they trooped downstairs together for breakfast. 
 
      
 
    “Gregory, are you going to Cutting Block?” Rafiq asked when they reached the mess hall. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, for the boars. Did you want to come with me?” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s not any trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s perfectly fine with me. I’m sure Kona will be happy to monopolize you for a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a quick study on different methods of preserving meat,” Rafiq said. 
 
      
 
    “Loving her job is good,” Davis commented. “Few people do.” 
 
      
 
    “True enough,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Kona smiled broadly when Gregory and Rafiq entered the butcher shop. “Welcome back. I take it you have more work for us?” 
 
      
 
    “Six bane boar sows and fourteen piglets,” Gregory said. “I’ll drop them off in the back.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Magi,” Kona said. “Dad’s back there. You can work out pricing with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do,” Gregory nodded. 
 
      
 
    Frenton looked up from the half-cow he was working on. “Ahh, Magi. What do you have for us?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory reiterated the number and types of bane meat. “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll take at least a few weeks. You want the extra infused types, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. Any cores you don’t use, just set aside for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d do the six sows for part of the piglets. Their size will let me know how many to set aside.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory went over to the same spot he’d set out the beasts before. He started with the sows, then pulled out the piglets. When he finished, he stepped back. “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “Three weeks, as I do have other orders to get to. I’d say nine of the piglets to me, and the rest to you.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the skins?” 
 
      
 
    “Takes an extra bit of work with the sows; the piglets should be better. If you’ll just hand the skins off to me, I’ll knock two of the piglets back to your side.” 
 
      
 
    “Deal. I’ll pick up some next time I’m in town, and the rest the time after.” 
 
      
 
    “That should work nicely for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Rafiq’s going to chat with Kona. Is that okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Very much so. He’s given us a lot of ways to improve our output. I won’t insult anyone by asking to buy him, but I half-wish I could just to have him continue to help us beyond this year.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Gregory said. “If you’d asked, I’d have been upset. Though the fact that you’d treat him well does mitigate that. His wife and son will be waiting for me to take him back to the academy after my magus posting, so I’d decline, regardless.” 
 
      
 
    “My daughter already told me. I worried she’d get a little too fond of him. She set me straight after the second time they’d talked.” Frenton laughed nervously. “Father worries.” 
 
      
 
    “One day, I might know what that’s like,” Gregory said. “I don’t think it’ll be for years.” 
 
      
 
    “Best to wait until your obligations are done, just like when I did my stint in the army.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we’ve agreed on that. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    When Gregory went back to the front, Rafiq and Kona were debating what types of wood to use with what animals when smoking them. “Rafiq, are you staying?” 
 
      
 
    “For an hour or two, Gregory, unless you require my aid?” 
 
      
 
    “Stay and talk. Enjoy the time. Aether knows we might not get too many quiet days now. I’ll see you back at the barracks.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq and Kona wished him a good day; Gregory was glad that Kona realized Rafiq wouldn’t be staying past the year. He was even happier that Rafiq found some small amount of happiness while being away from his family. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The weaponsmith was a surly man who was glad to take Gregory’s money. Gregory wasn’t entirely enthused with the quality of the naginatas, but he needed them for his men. He’d be checking Coldwood when they got back there, hoping the weaponsmith there had better quality goods. 
 
      
 
    With that done, Gregory made a quick stop at the local bakery to resupply the desserts for his men. He told the baker there the same thing he’d told Erik in Coldwood, to hold off on making his usual until he came in to ask. As it was, he bought all the day-old baked goods that’d been ready for him the day before. 
 
      
 
    The last stop was the one he’d been looking forward to. “Klee, are there any letters for me?” Gregory asked, entering the courier office. 
 
      
 
    “Magi? How did you know? I just got it from the dispatchers a few minutes ago,” Klee Hort said in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Guess I was just lucky,” Gregory chuckled as he went to the man’s desk. “I’ll take it with me instead of making you send a runner to the barracks.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly, sir,” Klee said, getting up to grab the scroll. “It came from Tivano.” 
 
      
 
    “My wife’s family is from there.” 
 
      
 
    “Your in-laws like you?” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so,” Gregory said. “Thank you for your hard work, Klee. I’m sure you would’ve sent a runner shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to have my wife take over so I could check.” Handing the scroll over, Klee smiled. “Have a good day, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory took the scroll, letting his ring absorb it. With quick steps, he was out the door and headed back to the barracks. He knew it was a letter from Elsa; he just didn’t know what it said yet. His glimpse during foresight had him mentioning the letter to Davis when he checked in that night, so Gregory had an easy checkpoint. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Back in his room, Gregory opened the letter. 
 
      
 
    Greg, 
 
    I’m happy to hear you did the best at the tournament. I’ve read all of your letters twice before writing my own. Yuki and Jenn both garnering the next two places made me giggle. You three always show me that, as long as I strive, I can accomplish everything. 
 
    I’ve missed you all year. It’s been more than a year by the time your letter arrived, and well past that before mine reaches you. Hao told me about your posting, so please, be careful. Bane beasts, angry eurtiks, and people who’ll hate you just because you’re kind. I like Hao. He never tries to hide things from me. If I ask him a question, he gives me the unvarnished truth. Yoo-jin does, too, but she isn’t as forward about things. She’ll try to hold things back to not make it sound as terrible. 
 
    They’re good people, but that was a given, since they raised Yuki. I’m treated like staff except for an hour each day. Then, they treat me as more than a maid so I can learn from them. I’ve asked them to school me in things that might help me later when I’m with you all again, which means a lot of math. I’m doing my best, and they both continue to push me to do more. 
 
    The other maids were a little jealous, but it’s been made clear that I’m training for Yuki. That got them to settle down… well, mostly. A couple still think if I do badly, Yuki might ask for them, instead, but I’ll never fail to do my best, not when my goal is set. 
 
    I’m writing Yuki and the others back, including Nessa, Daciana, and Victoria. I was shocked to get letters from them, but also very happy. All of them have said they look forward to seeing me again. I’ve gotten letters from the orphanage, too. Enzo writes to me for them, and he even sent me some pictures. He’s very talented at drawing, and I’m glad he’s decided to hone that skill. He’s reiterated that he’ll be the butler to match me at your home. The others are all making sure to learn positional skills, too. We’re looking forward to when we’re together with you all again. 
 
    Greg, please be careful? The idea of you being hurt wakes me at night occasionally. I jerk awake, thinking of you crying out for help with none of us present to be there for you. I’ve woken some of the others from those nightmares… I hope to see another letter from you before your year ends, but I’ll really be looking forward to getting one from you all when you get to Krogga. 
 
    I’ll be an adult before we see each other again. I might be a magi or just a maid, but either way, I’ll make you proud of me. Honestly, I don’t know which one I want more. As a magi, I could join Aether’s Guard and help people see magi as they should be… like you: kind, caring, helpful. But I also just want to be a maid so I can welcome you back from your posting. I’ll curtsy deeply and welcome you home. I’ve dreamt of doing just that, and every morning I wake from those dreams, I’m happy all day. Only Aether knows if I’ll be blessed or not, but either way, I’ll be happy. 
 
    I should end the letter soon. Know that I’m doing my best, as I always do. I’ll learn everything I can, then even more. Every day, I make sure to do a Magi Square, an hour of the Peaceful Fist, and some meditation before bed. The others think I’m crazy, but they just don’t have a goal like I do. 
 
    Your friend, maid, and maybe a clan member in the future, 
 
    Elsa Bommot 
 
      
 
    Gregory set the letter down with a wide smile. “You always make us proud, Elsa.” Taking a deep breath, he unrolled the second letter that’d come with hers. 
 
      
 
    Gregory, 
 
    You’ll have read Elsa’s letter first, I’m sure. I just wanted to add a small note to hers. If you wonder if she is telling you the truth, let me help ease your mind: she has been exemplary in all things. Some days, I wonder if she is a young girl or not. Elsa is the most driven child I’ve ever met, maybe even surpassing my own dear Yu. 
 
    Hao and I have taken to spending an hour a day with her. It started as a reward that we thought would fall away, but she is dedicated. Hao and I trade days off, but she has never failed a single day to earn her time to learn from us. Her preferred choice has been commerce, but we do manage to distract her with other topics for a day or two. 
 
    Yuki will have a maid that surpasses even mine, and Aubrey is the best maid I’ve ever known. She has been as firm as she can be, but Elsa rarely commits the same mistake twice, and never three times. I’d never thought I’d hear Aubrey praise a maid-in-training, but she has praised Elsa repeatedly, only in private to me. We’re not letting Elsa get a big head— she gets told sparingly so she knows that we’re impressed, but not as often as she truly deserves. 
 
    Hao will be visiting Alturis this year, mostly to see Yu rather than to check on his business. Jenn’s posting and yours worry us. Hers isn’t as deadly as yours, but it still has peril. Please, stay safe. You are my daughter’s heart, and I would not wish to see her heartbroken. 
 
    We’ll keep Elsa learning and ready for her place as your maid. If she does become a magi like you, we’ll make sure she’s helped as much as we can. When you settle in at Krogga, Hao and I will likely come visit. I’ve never been, and I’ll have reason to go. 
 
    Stay safe. 
 
    Your mother-in-law, 
 
    Yoo-jin Warlin 
 
      
 
    Gregory set the letter down, exhaling slowly. “Thank you, Mom. I’d never think Elsa would lie to me, but hearing how well she’s doing from you is nice.” 
 
      
 
    Picking up Elsa’s letter, he read it again. When he finished the second time, he summoned paper and ink to reply with. She’d have gotten his first letter before he received this one, but he wanted to tell her he was safe. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-eight 
 
      
 
    Gregory made sure his letter went out before they’d marched back to Coldwood. The trip was unpleasant; the snow never let up, though it thankfully wasn’t a blizzard. The guards on the gate were very wary of Gregory, answering his question about slavers, but none had come in. 
 
      
 
    When they’d made it to the barracks, Gregory informed his men of their week off. He only asked them all to be present for breakfast and dinner so they could know if there was going to be any trouble for that day. He then went a step further and paid them out of his own money again so they’d have cash for enjoying the week. 
 
      
 
    He’d handed over ingredients to Barny for the solstice, too. Barny grinned, saying he’d make a feast. That was still a few days off, so Gregory slipped into his routine for the first few days. He grabbed desserts from Golden Crusts, but then paid for an extra special one to be made and delivered on the solstice. 
 
      
 
    Nothing special or problematic happened in the few days leading up to the solstice. There were minor complaints from a few of the men about some rumors that had started up. Someone had taken to saying that Gregory was the reason the solstice slave market would be thin on offerings. That had caused some arguments, but they never let it devolve into a fight. 
 
      
 
    Gregory rotated through his different types of training. The Peaceful Fist with his men after breakfast was a constant, as was Magi Squares at night. His meditations swapped between resonance, aether flame opponents to fight in his cavern, and watching reenactments of past fights put on by his aether. He did all of this while continuing to polish his channels; the act no longer caused tingling, but he knew it was still working. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Happy Solstice, sir,” Hanz greeted him when Gregory came out of the room. 
 
      
 
    “Happy Solstice, Hanz. You, too, Basal,” he included the second squire as he came out of the bedroom. “Today will have some good food all day.” 
 
      
 
    “Dot told me some of what Barny was going to make,” Basal grinned. “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    “As are all the men,” Davis said, leaving his room. “Have you planned for anything special, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Just dessert for later today, other than the food Barny’s making. I’ll be busy after the Peaceful Fist with the magi tradition of stretching my aether with alchemical compounds. Rafiq, you will be joining me, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I am honored to do so, Greg,” Rafiq smiled as he shut his door behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get going.” 
 
      
 
    Davis fell into step with Gregory, going downstairs. “The men were thrilled to be paid a little early. They’re all aware that you advanced the cash from your own personal funds.” 
 
      
 
    “Any of them go broke already?” Gregory chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “One or two might’ve been overenthusiastic,” Davis snickered. “You probably noticed them the last couple of days.” 
 
      
 
    “The ones who were hungover during the Peaceful Fist? That makes sense. I’m just glad there haven’t been any big problems. Today ends quietly, or at least without any reported issues.” 
 
      
 
    “The sergeants have stepped in a time or two,” Davis said as they passed Glasson, watching the men getting up. “Nothing that needed to be reported, though.” 
 
      
 
    “If the sergeants can handle it, then it’s fine,” Gregory said. “Lighthand always said to trust your officers and sergeants to handle things, and I do.” 
 
      
 
    “We appreciate it. I’ve been in units where it’s gone to both extremes. You’ve balanced things nicely, but then again, you have extra help keeping us all safe.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
      
 
    The tables in the mess were festooned with small decorations. Dot and Polka were getting small kegs placed out for each squad. The twins grinned as they worked, obviously in high spirits. Gregory went toward the kitchen while the others took seats at one of the tables. 
 
      
 
    “Happy Solstice, sir,” Barny grinned happily. “I have the first course all ready to go. Lunch is being prepared now so we can have it ready on time. When it’s served, I’ll be starting dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “You do a lot for us,” Gregory said. “Would you like to take tomorrow off?” 
 
      
 
    “No, thank you. I love cooking,” Barny said. “If you feel the need to do something for me, please give Polka a little more vela? She was going to go shopping tomorrow to pick some things up for us.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked over to where the sisters were working. “How have you two been doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderfully, sir. We’re very happy with each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Barny said slowly, “about Thera… do you think she made it home?” 
 
      
 
    “I do. She made it seem like her family was well-known. That could help her make it back. I’m not concerned for Thera, but the villagers we saved… them I worry about. I hope they took my advice to heart and went farther north.” 
 
      
 
    “I think they would have. They’d just been raided and almost enslaved. That would jolt anyone into wanting to make sure it didn’t happen again.” 
 
      
 
    Some of the men started trickling down into the mess hall. 
 
      
 
    “I look forward to the meal.” 
 
      
 
    “And I look forward to everyone enjoying it,” Barny grinned. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was different styles of food all centered around adzuki beans and kabocha squash. Barny had done his best to turn the two foods into a feast of variety. The men loved every offering, but also the half-cut wine that Gregory had set out with the meal. 
 
      
 
    When they’d finished, Gregory told everyone that the Peaceful Fist was suspended for the day. A few of the men looked upset at that, but perked right up when Gregory explained the reason why. Everyone but Dot, Polka, and Barny trooped into the yard. 
 
      
 
    The next few hours were filled with the men dueling Gregory with various weapons. He never used foresight, nor the naginata. Everyone who fought got a vela bonus, and those who bested him got extra. Gregory didn’t lose often, but when he used the wakizashi against their naginatas, he had a very rough time with it. About halfway through, the men realized that he was easier to beat with that instead of the guandao, so everyone asked for him to use the shorter blade. 
 
      
 
    The last man lost just as Barny stepped out to call everyone in for lunch. Gregory was grinning, having noticed the men betting or having matches of their own while he’d fought. Spirits were high as they went in to warm up and have more food. 
 
      
 
    The hotpot lunch and half-cut wine were cheered for enthusiastically. Pork, chicken, and beef accounted for the proteins, but the sides were robust, with the majority being made from daikon and lotus root. Debates about the best pairing of meat and side were the main topic of conversation. 
 
      
 
    When the meal ended, Gregory stood up. “Happy Solstice to all of you. Some of you are away from family this year and for the next few. We’re proud to step in and fill that role for you.” A few of the men clapped others on the back. “This year’s deployment hasn’t been easy, and will inevitably get worse; we’ll weather it together as a unit. Today is a day to let the past go and embrace the coming year. By the next solstice, we’ll be in Krogga. Maybe that’ll be from the frying pan into the fire, but we’ll find out together. Before I go off to stuff myself with additives and try to grow in power, I had one more gift for all of you before dinner. Please, come over by squad.” 
 
      
 
    Each sergeant led their men over in an orderly fashion to be handed even more vela while Gregory wished them all a pleasant new year. The men all thanked him, including the sergeants, who also got money. Finished with the men, Gregory then called up Davis, the boys, and finally, the staff, giving them their bonuses. 
 
      
 
    “From my family to all of you, thank you. My wives would praise all of you for keeping me safe. I thank you for that as well.” Saluting them, he smiled. The entire room came to attention to return the salute, minus the staff who bowed to him. “Make sure to be here for dinner. Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stepped away from the table, motioning Rafiq to follow him. The pair ended up in the bathroom where a bathtub was already filled with yuzu. 
 
      
 
    “Easiest to use this room from start to finish,” Gregory said as he stripped off his clothing, leaving just his underclothes on. “I have the additives to take while we do the Peaceful Fist.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq joined him in stripping down to the barest layer of cloth, just enough to not be naked. “I’d grow best while meditating.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ask you to hand me the additives as I go through the forms, then.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly, Gregory.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was a couple of hours later, with Gregory feeling bloated, when the pair finally washed themselves and stepped into the tub. His aether began to release the impurities it’d absorbed over the year, turning the yuzu near him black. 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate the extra you shared with me,” Rafiq said as he relaxed in the hot water. “Sarinia sent me with what she could, and the extra pushed me to the brink.” 
 
      
 
    “Lightshield had extra for me and my wives in the ring he gave me. It took us a few minutes to understand the uneven distribution. He’d thought ahead for you as well as us.” 
 
      
 
    “He was a good man.” 
 
      
 
    “I was curious; do you know why he was banned from the archive?” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq snorted. “He destroyed a book, then had to fend off Sarinia, the previous chief.” 
 
      
 
    “What book?” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq went quiet for a moment. “I shouldn’t say.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory was about to plead his case, wanting to know, but instead stopped himself. “Very well. Maybe the chief will tell me later.” 
 
      
 
    “She might. Sarinia trusts you a great deal. The next time you go back to the archive, she’ll likely tell you things most students don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “She wanted me to be a magus first?” 
 
      
 
    “To survive and see who you are when faced with hard choices.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory thought about everything he’d done since becoming an adept. “I see…” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve taken bold stances, Gregory. You could’ve ignored what was going on around you, just going through the motions to get through the year as easily as possible. Instead, you’ve taken a stand against things while using the laws of the empire to let you do so. Even knowing this will bring pain and suffering to you and your men, you did it anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “If I do nothing, then I’m no better than those I speak against. I want to see my wives again, but I don’t know if I could be proud of ignoring the pain that I could’ve helped mitigate, even for a little while.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why Sarinia will see you for the man she always thought you were. It became obvious over your novice year, and increasingly so throughout your apprentice year who you were. All of us in the archive were glad to help expand your mind.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory was silent for a few minutes before he cleared his throat. “Rafiq, do you think they’ve gone farther north to stay safer?” 
 
      
 
    “I do. If not, though, you can do nothing. You’ve already done more than any person would ever hope for. Thera would’ve sprinted north. She told me that her goal was to tell her family about you and the faint hope you sparked in her heart.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s eyes widened, and Rafiq’s grin grew until he started laughing. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “Her hope is that, one day, you can help show others that there doesn’t need to be anger between magi and eurtik,” Rafiq chuckled. “I believe your mind went elsewhere with my statement.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory leaned back, closing his eyes. “Yeah… I’ve had too many tell me their hope is to be part of my family.” 
 
      
 
    “All your friends,” Rafiq nodded sagely. “Thera isn’t in that number. She finds humans… unappealing. Or, as she told me, ‘they do not have enough fur.’ It is fair; we all have different standards of beauty.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory exhaled. “Thank Vera.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq laughed as he watched the yuzu fruit around them slowly absorb their impurities. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dinner had been warmly accepted as the snow fell outside— soba noodles in dashi broth with scallions and fish cakes went well with the undiluted wine Gregory had for each squad, making the meal a true celebration. As dinner was ending, Dot answered a knock on the barracks. 
 
      
 
    The cakes Gregory had gotten for everyone were roundly cheered. The bakers, Erik and his wife, thanked everyone for the kind words as they set them out on the tables. Barny was given a special cake, along with the quiet message that Gregory wanted him to know he was truly appreciated. He sniffled back his tears, but thanked the couple before bowing to Gregory. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-nine 
 
      
 
    “My dark heart, I’m always happy to be shrouded in your glory,” Gregory chuckled as he rolled to the edge of the bed to face her. 
 
      
 
    A happy giggle came from the silhouette. “Dear one, I love being almost seen by you, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Rank six? Hmm… it feels like we’ve slowed down, but not by much.” 
 
      
 
    “Not much, no. I wanted to make sure that, if the magi move against you, you can handle them. Because of that, you are actually rank seven. If you do go face them, remove your medallion before you do. That will keep your true power hidden longer.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do as my wife asks.” He gave her a loving smile. “Thank you for passing messages between us.” 
 
      
 
    “You are welcome, dearest. Everyone has thanked me for doing so. I will pass along anything of import in the future, including your actions, as that is what they are most worried about.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s for the best,” Gregory murmured. 
 
      
 
    “It is time to bring Victoria to you, along with your wives. Do your best to keep her on track, please.” 
 
      
 
    “As you need, my dark heart.” 
 
      
 
    Four naked women were suddenly on the bed beside him when he turned to face the headboard. Mindie pressed into his back while Jenn placed her hands on both his knee and Victoria’s. Yukiko pushed into Victoria’s back, giving Gregory a bright smile and wink. Victoria was the one in front of him, naked as the rest. Her face was red, and she chewed on her lip as she met his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “First, kisses,” Gregory murmured, leaning forward. 
 
      
 
    Victoria melted into the kiss, wanting to press herself against him, but Yukiko held her firmly. She let out a soft whine of denial when Gregory pulled away. The whine stopped when Jenn turned her face to kiss her. Mindie followed Jenn, with Yukiko the last to claim hers. When Yukiko broke the kiss, she gave Victoria a small pinch on a nipple. 
 
      
 
    “Focus, Vicky,” Yukiko snickered. 
 
      
 
    Gasping, Victoria shivered in Yukiko’s arms. “Yes! Resonance. Fear is always first. This ties into my magic, that I’ll never be where I’m needed. Even with spatial magic, I have a limit on how far I can travel. What if I can’t make it to our family when they need me most?” 
 
      
 
    “Fears don’t have to be rational or factual…” Yukiko murmured as she held Victoria around the waist. “It’s okay to be afraid, as long as you don’t let your fear control you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Yuki…” Victoria whispered, closing her eyes. “Weakness is next, and that’s simple: my upbringing. I’m a fringer, just like Greg. I do my best to push myself so people can’t look down on my humble beginnings, but I know in some things, I’m just behind my lovers and all of you.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Gregory whispered, taking her hands in his. “I doubt anyone even knows enough to bring it up, do they?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but it’s still there, like a millstone around my neck.” 
 
      
 
    “Nessa and Daciana will help the feeling fade, just as Yuki and Jenn helped me. You’ll overcome it.” 
 
      
 
    “Like I’m working on overcoming my pacifistic nature,” Mindie said. 
 
      
 
    “Strengths?” Jenn murmured to bring them on track. 
 
      
 
    “A voracious need to improve myself,” Victoria said. “It balances out my weakness. I push myself to learn, to adapt, to improve in any way I can. Nessa and Daciana push themselves, too, but I always try to do a little bit more to make up for my upbringing.” 
 
      
 
    “We accept you as you are, but the strength to push for more is good,” Mindie said, smiling at Victoria over Gregory’s shoulder. She’d had to slide over to be visible behind him, but that just let her press into Gregory more. 
 
      
 
    “Desires…” Victoria whispered, her face flushing. “Umm… yes.” She cleared her throat. “I… I want to be filled with your seed. Eventually to have children— many children— but until that day’s possible, I just want to be stuffed full. I want the feeling that you desire to make me pregnant every time we’re together.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory blinked at her dumbly at the mental image of her begging for even more, even though he’d finished inside her twice already. “Umm!” His face burned as he tried to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see…” Yukiko murmured. Her hand drifted south, stopping right above Victoria’s sex. “Filled until you leak all day?” 
 
      
 
    Victoria shuddered, gasping as her hips bucked. “Yes, oh yes! Please, Yuki… Let him fill me to the brim…” 
 
      
 
    “Even if we have to push it into you ourselves if he got too excited?” Yukiko whispered, kissing Victoria’s neck. 
 
      
 
    “Uhmf!” Victoria bit her lip, her body shaking violently. 
 
      
 
    “That was a yes,” Jenn giggled. 
 
      
 
    Mindie began kissing Gregory’s neck. “So hot…” Her words tickled his freshly-kissed skin. 
 
      
 
    “It really is,” Gregory whispered, watching Victoria orgasm at the thought. 
 
      
 
    Victoria vanished in the next moment, making Yukiko lurch forward slightly when there was suddenly no resistance in front of her. “Kisses. I have to let you all go,” Darkness said tightly. They gave each other quick pecks before his wives vanished, leaving Gregory with just Darkness in the room. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “Now, yes…” Darkness exhaled roughly. “Only once more, but that is not for months yet. I will be fine by then.” 
 
      
 
    “I never would’ve expected that from her,” Gregory coughed, his mind wanting to supply different positions to stuff Victoria full. 
 
      
 
    “She wants to be bred, dearest. None of us can fault her for wanting your children. They would all love that, just as they all know Yuki will have your first child. It was going to be the first two, but Yuki has relented on that stance with Jenn.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! I… uh…” 
 
      
 
    Darkness giggled. “It is okay. It will be over a decade from now at the least, dear one.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay…” Gregory exhaled slowly. He wanted children, to raise a son or daughter with each of his wives. Only his obligation to the empire and what he’d likely face in the future tempered that desire. 
 
      
 
    “Your younger friends are going to have a lot of fun with Mindie now,” Darkness grinned, sidetracking him. 
 
      
 
    That sentence conjured up a whole slew of new images. “Hmm… we did say she could.” 
 
      
 
    “Mm-hmm,” Darkness purred. “Dream of all those wondrous ideas and then finally of me, my love.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory could hear her farewell, so he acted on reflex. The shadows had been prepared for him ahead of time, so he didn’t get as far as before. Shadows still snapped as he struggled, but he was doomed to failure. 
 
      
 
    Darkness’ heart swelled as she watched him strive, even as she started to reach out for him. She pulled her hand back before he could reach it, but the moment he vanished, she flung herself onto the bed. Breathing deeply, she let the ache out, tears spilling though she’d done the right thing— every step forward Gregory took made it harder to resist the temptation of even a gentle touch. 
 
      
 
    Will he accept me when he finally sees me? The thought made the ache and worry redouble as she struggled to calm herself in the forgotten room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    The future held small issues for the men and, surprisingly, Polka. He’d have a word with Milton before his squad went to enjoy the day; Polka’s trouble was more involved, but Gregory already had a solution for it. The real problem was further off, as he’d pushed to see if any slavers reached Icelake or Coldwood in that time period. A small group would have a chance to reach Icelake ahead of the unit unless they set out tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    “Time to break routine already…” Gregory murmured as he sank into his aether cavern. “Good morning to you, my flame.” 
 
      
 
    The flame twirled in greeting. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to ask for Gin and Inda together. Can you manage that?” 
 
      
 
    The flame didn’t respond for a moment, but then two large chunks separated into fiery figures. One of them carried a katana, and the other had rabbit ears and was holding a wakizashi. The pair bowed to him. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Gregory said as he summoned his armor and weapon to hand. “No magic; just weapons skill, please.” 
 
      
 
    He shifted to the side, parrying Inda’s lightning-fast attack. Following the parry, he deflected Gin’s slash and gained ground to keep the pair in front of him. Grinning, Gregory worked on defending against the armsmaster and armsmaster’s lover. 
 
      
 
    It took everything he had, but Gregory won. Inda fell first to a perfectly executed feint that let him pull his blade across her hip, hobbling her. When Gin rushed in to defend, Gregory stayed firm, thrusting to finish Inda before turning to Gin. That cost Gregory a nick to his knee, as Gin’s blade had gotten past his armor, but it only slightly hindered his mobility. Gin might’ve won a year ago with that slight advantage, but Gregory had continued honing his skill. The flame-Gin died a couple of minutes later, his throat was cut open when he missed a parry. 
 
      
 
    Sinking to the floor of his cavern, Gregory watched the flames pour away down his channels, polishing them as they went. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The much-diminished flame bobbed in response to him. 
 
      
 
    Gregory was still meditating, even as his body mechanically pulled jerky from his ring to start chewing it. The flame slowly regained some of its fuel, hints of crackling color touching it as it grew. 
 
      
 
    “As long as I keep purifying you every year, you’ll be okay?” 
 
      
 
    The flame bobbed. 
 
      
 
    “Good. You grew a lot yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    The flame surged, then bobbed, before fading back down. 
 
      
 
    “Stuffed full, then purified. I only had a couple of yuzu left in my ring by the time they all stopped turning black. I’m still curious how and why that happens and works like it does. Maybe Clover will know when we meet her in Krogga? I’ll have to look for yuzu and purity plums between now and then, too. I hate the plums… peeing black is just… disconcerting.” 
 
      
 
    The flame wobbled as if laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Glad you think so.” Fourth bell chimed, earning a sigh. “Thank you for your continued help in my growth. I’ll do my best to keep supplying you with fuel.” 
 
      
 
    The flame bobbed once more before Gregory opened his eyes. Rising to his feet, he stretched. He had things to take care of today, as tomorrow, he’d be marching his men back to Icelake. Stepping out of his room, he greeted the others. 
 
      
 
    “Any problems today, sir?” Davis asked as they headed downstairs. 
 
      
 
    “A few small things; I’ll warn Milton and help Polka. We’re leaving tomorrow morning. Can you have everything ready to go?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. I’d gathered the supplies yesterday. They should be good for pickup today.” 
 
      
 
    “Good work, Lieutenant,” Gregory chuckled. “A band of five slavers have three eurtik with them. We’ll reach them at the last camp before Icelake. The trouble is that they’ll be under attack when we reach them.” 
 
      
 
    “Free eurtik?” 
 
      
 
    “Bane wolf with a small pack. This one can use ice magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Aether, that’ll be tough.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find the remains if we leave like normal. The pack kills them all, feasts, then leaves. Leaving early will have us reach the camp the same day the slavers do. I’ll firm up the exact future as we march.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’ll be the one to handle the alpha. The men wouldn’t do well against its magic, but they can handle the rest of the pack while it focuses on me.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    “First, breakfast. Excuse me,” Gregory said. They’d reached the mess hall, so Gregory went to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “I have the list for Barny and me, and yours, too, Sis,” Polka said. “I’ll head out after the Peaceful Fist.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be shadowing you,” Gregory told her as he entered the space. “A couple of idiots try to corner you if you go alone. I can’t say for certain it’s deliberately targeted, but there aren’t a lot of cheetah eurtik in the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Does she get hurt?” Barny asked, turning from the soup pot he had on the stove. 
 
      
 
    “No. She gets away, but loses her money in the process. With me following her, she’s fine, and the men never get close to her.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Barny said, bowing before turning back to the food. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Gregory,” Polka smiled. “I don’t mind. Why shadow me and not just walk with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I want a word with them. I didn’t push to see what would happen that way, as I had other futures to look at. My hope is that I can get information from them.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be okay?” Dot asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be fine, Dot. Thank you for asking. We’ll leave after the Peaceful Fist.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Polka said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory was two streets over from Polka when he left the barracks. He’d been informed of where the men had started converging on her in his foresight vision, so he aimed to get to that general area. He left his haori off to help him blend more than he would have, but it was still obvious he was a magi if anyone took the time to look at him. 
 
      
 
    Polka had set off at the same time, which had Gregory jogging to get ahead of her, as she had a naturally fast walk. After a few minutes, he got the right distance for things to begin, so he went back over toward the correct street. As he went down an alley, he spotted a man glancing out at the street Polka would be coming down. 
 
      
 
    Smiling, Gregory used his shadow leap ring to come up directly behind the man. He didn’t say anything or grab him; he just waited, watching over the shorter man’s head. Polka was just in sight, walking casually with a smile on her lips. 
 
      
 
    Exuding his resonance, Gregory wrapped it around the man in front of him. “Excuse me. Are you thinking of ambushing my slave?” 
 
      
 
    He wheezed as the power crushed him to his knees. “What…?” 
 
      
 
    “My slave, the cheetah eurtik coming this way. You were waiting to ambush her with your friends, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Magi!” the man gasped. “Shit!” 
 
      
 
    “As soon as she goes past, I’m going to walk you out into the open so the others bolt. You and I, though, we’re going to have a chat. This was pointed and directed, not opportunistic. If you do what I say and answer truthfully, I’ll let you go at the end. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory watched Polka stroll past the alley, not seeing them. Once she had gone by, he pulled the man to his feet and frog-marched him into the open. A moment after he did, two other men who’d been slowly closing on Polka bolted down alleyways away from her. That got her to stop; she looked around, then spotted Gregory. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Gregory said. “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    Polka waved back, then went on her way. 
 
      
 
    “Now, let’s have a seat over there,” Gregory said, directing the man toward a bench. 
 
      
 
    He walked stiffly— held by Gregory and his resonance, it wasn’t like he had a choice. When he was seated, he glared up at Gregory sullenly. “What do you want to know, Magi?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the name of the person who hired you? How much all of you were paid? Are there other plots in play?” Gregory rattled off the questions, his foresight spinning out to show him the different futures. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t tell you, Magi. He’d gut me.” 
 
      
 
    “Not telling me will be much worse,” Gregory said softly, his resonance pushing down on the man. “I’m not cruel by nature, but threatening my friends and family will get me to react badly. That includes my slaves.” The idea of a threat had the man talking in other futures, making Gregory smile. 
 
      
 
    “Magi, I don’t want any trouble, but you don’t understand who you pissed off. This little display today was just to scare and hurt her a bit. Since it failed, he’ll do something more drastic in the future.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded along— he’d already gotten the name from an alternate future. “I see… If you’d like to not be arrested or killed, distance yourself from his schemes.” He pulled his resonance back. “This is your warning. The path you’re on leads to sorrow.” Not waiting for a reply, Gregory walked away, stopping his foresight as he went. 
 
      
 
    The man sat on the bench for a good long while, thinking about what would happen if he went against his employer versus crossing the magi again. In the end, he shook his head. He was damned either way, but first, he had to report back the failure from today. 
 
      
 
    Hmm… I’d hoped he’d learn and just wait out the year. Currently, I have no proof he’s done anything wrong. If Chainer wants to push for more, then I should be able to force him to make an error I can use against him, Gregory thought. Foolish. If he’d just left things alone, he’d not endanger himself more… Shaking his head, Gregory went toward the bakery; he wanted to resupply before heading out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-one 
 
      
 
    Their first two days out of Coldwood were quiet. As they approached the last camp before Icelake, the tension rose; Gregory had warned all of them about what they’d be facing. The light snow had abated for a couple of days, but came back during the march. As they got closer to their destination, it began to flurry. 
 
      
 
    A half-hour out from camp, Gregory dismounted, giving the reins to Dot. He’d be best served on the ground, as it would make it much less likely the alpha would target Legacy. Half a mile away, Gregory took off running. The men continued to march forward, but their hands tightened on their naginatas, as they knew they’d be in the thick of things shortly. 
 
      
 
    The snow reduced visibility and muffled sound— the five slavers were huddled around the firepit. Their captured eurtik were chained together, the chain wrapped around a tree and locked to prevent them from fleeing. Even the eurtik were huddled up, as the snowstorm made them want extra warmth, too. 
 
      
 
    Gregory was nearly inside the camp before the first of the slavers noticed him. “Magi?!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory swept past them and the eurtik without speaking, his naginata appearing in his hand as he cleared the far side of the grounds. The slavers had gotten to their feet in confusion, calling out to him. They cut off the moment a wolf howled nearby. When that howl chained with several others, the slavers drew their own weapons. 
 
      
 
    The snow came down faster, swirling around the camp to cut off vision. Small icicles grew from the trees around them, quivering in the winds, but not falling. Red-flame eyes lit up a space a dozen yards from Gregory, barely visible through the driving snow. 
 
      
 
    “Your fight is with me!” Gregory said, taking up a ready stance. “There will be no feast for your pack!” In a fluid movement, Gregory leapt backward an instant before icicles from the nearby trees shot toward where he’d been standing. 
 
      
 
    The alpha rumbled out a deep growl before letting out a long howl. The sound washed over Gregory, not affecting him, but he heard the slavers and eurtik cry out in fear. More wolves picked up the howl as they charged at the fearful people inside the swirling blizzard. 
 
      
 
    Throwing himself forward, Gregory ducked and wove through the sudden barrage of icicles that flew at him. Following the future, he danced around the danger that threatened him. His steps took him closer to where the baleful red eyes glowed. The alpha was fixated on Gregory— the aether in him was strong, and the wolf wanted to taste it. That fixation made it miss the moment Gregory’s men hit the encroaching pack, tearing through the unsuspecting wolves that encircled the camp. 
 
      
 
    Following the future rather than physical stimuli, Gregory finally sprang at the alpha. The wolf jumped back, inhaling deeply before breathing out a cloud of ice. Gregory dove to the side, his naginata vanishing, then reappearing when he came out of the roll. The freezing cloud just missed him, instead enveloping a couple of trees that exploded when their bark froze solid. The toppling remnants made both Gregory and the alpha separate farther apart. 
 
      
 
    The battle in camp picked up as the remaining pack charged in to kill. Most of them panicked upon seeing armored men charging them back, as the temporary blizzard was rapidly dissipating without the alpha’s focus to keep it going. One of the slavers had been dragged down and savaged by a pair of wolves when he’d tried to flee. The other four were pressed tightly together, their hands shaking as they prepared to defend themselves. 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s unit didn’t pause to kill as they went— they made a hard push for the slaves, who had no defense. That let a couple of wolves try to attack the back of the unit, but the rearguard was ready and put them down. One of the slaves cried out as a wolf bit down on her foot, and the other two jumped on the wolf to wrestle it off. They’d have been next if not for Gregory’s men making it there to stop the five wolves that’d gone for them. 
 
      
 
    The alpha shook itself off, growling as it circled the fallen trees, its burning eyes focused on the magi. It could hear its pack dying, but that wasn’t as important as the feast of aether in front of it. None had survived its icicles and breath before, making it wary of the magi, but the draw of power was too much to ignore. With a focused howl, the alpha tried to congeal Gregory’s blood before rushing him, mouth open to tear out the magi’s neck. 
 
      
 
    Gregory pivoted with the alpha, angling around the trees to get closer. His steps slowed as the howl hit him— his aether spluttered for a moment when the pressure from the bane wolf alpha bore down on him. It’d tried to overpower Gregory’s resonance, but ultimately failed. The wolf hadn’t gone all the way around, instead taking a gap in the branches to lunge after the howl, expecting Gregory to be immobile. A hard thrust from Gregory’s naginata was the answer to the charging alpha. 
 
      
 
    A mighty feast was its due— it would become the strongest of the infused bane beasts this close to the magi. It would gather the largest pack seen and pull down the walls around the lake town. Dreams of grandeur filled the wolf’s mind for the brief moment between its howl and charge. They were wiped away when the pain cut deep into its body. It’d never felt pain so intense, so agonizing. With a whimper, the alpha tried to pull away, but the naginata had impaled it through the chest. 
 
      
 
    Gregory grunted at the sheer mass that hit his weapon, driving him back a few feet until his heels caught a downed tree. He nearly fell, but when the wolf tugged back, trying to free itself, it helped him keep his feet. Meeting the dying embers in the bane wolf’s eyes, Gregory twisted his weapon, needing to widen the wound to free his blade. That drew a piteous whimper from the former terror of the forest before it slumped over, completely lifeless. 
 
      
 
    Yanking his naginata free, Gregory rushed back to camp. His men were putting the last bane wolf down as the snowstorm broke entirely. There were sobs of pain filling the air as the wind calmed down. One dead slaver and a eurtik with a savaged foot were the extent of the injuries. Cleaning his naginata, Gregory let it go back into the ring as he finished walking into the camp. 
 
      
 
    Donald was kneeling next to the eurtik, applying a salve to her injury. It would stop the bleeding, deaden the pain, and by morning, have scabbed over enough that she’d be able to walk on it. The man who’d yelled at Gregory as he’d rushed through camp looked relieved when he approached. 
 
      
 
    “Magi, how fortuitous for us,” the man grinned broadly. “If not for you and your men, we’d likely all be dead.” 
 
      
 
    “You and them,” Gregory motioned to the captured eurtik, “would be had we not fast marched part of today. We’d have only found the pieces left behind by the pack.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes wide, the leader swallowed, then tried to smile. “Aether smiled upon us, because here you are. Let us share our food, and perhaps you’d be willing to brand the trio there for me? I’d pay the normal fees, of course. Better in your pocket than the magus’, eh?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked off to the side where the last squad and the staff were coming into camp, having stayed back for safety reasons. Milton held up two fingers, indicating they’d killed two bane wolves who’d fled and tried for them, instead. 
 
      
 
    “All of them are dead,” Gregory exhaled, relaxing upon seeing the others safe. 
 
      
 
    “Magi, do we have a deal?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory turned his attention back to the slaver. “Your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Cleamon, Magi. Why does that matter?” 
 
      
 
    “Can I see your papers for capturing eurtik, Cleamon?” 
 
      
 
    “What? Wait, those rumors were true?” 
 
      
 
    “Laws are laws,” Gregory said firmly. “Your paperwork?” 
 
      
 
    Cleamon’s lip pulled back in anger. “Are you fucking serious? We nearly died to those beasts— beasts that you are supposed to keep away from the road— and now you demand useless paperwork?!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory let his resonance touch Cleamon. “If you do not have a license and the proper paperwork, your captured eurtik will be set free. Laws are laws, Cleamon.” 
 
      
 
    Cleamon gasped when he felt the pressure build. “The magus won’t stand for this.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll be my problem later. My problem right now is you. You are in violation of the laws. You are to disarm, hand over the keys to the shackles, and then you will be taken into custody to be handed over to Commander Trida.” 
 
      
 
    The sound of weapons hitting the ground came from behind Gregory. Cleamon spat at Gregory’s feet, then dropped his own axe and dagger before he begrudgingly handed over a set of keys, as well. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant, free the eurtik, give them each rations and a blanket, then let them go. Once they are free, shackle these men, but make sure they have blankets to get them through the night.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Davis replied, saluting sharply. “Sergeant, make this happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Glasson grinned. 
 
      
 
    The three eurtik stared at Gregory in shock, but the wounded one spoke up, if hesitantly, “Magi…? I can’t go… my foot…” 
 
      
 
    “Davis, find them a comfortable spot to rest for the evening. They can leave after breakfast tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, sir,” Davis replied, still unshackling the eurtik. “We’ll have a hot meal for you all shortly, too. Just relax. You’ll be safe until you leave tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory gathered the dead bane beasts after setting camp. After a while, he also collected the dead slaver, as the man might have family. He cut the bane core from the alpha, letting it join the other special core he’d got from the bane bear earlier in the year. 
 
      
 
    Barny made extra to feed the eurtik and the slavers, even if the slavers got lesser portions. Dot and Polka sat with the captured eurtik after dinner, chatting softly to help them understand the magi who’d done the unimaginable by freeing them. 
 
      
 
    Gregory met with Davis at the end of the night before turning in, bringing his foresight vision to completion. Gregory knew that tomorrow in Icelake would cause more waves and set Justina firmly against him. He put those thoughts aside so he could settle down to work on a Magi Square before bed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-two 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Magi,” the wounded eurtik said, bowing to him before she hobbled off with her two friends. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking eurtik lover…” Cleamon muttered just loud enough that it carried to anyone near him. 
 
      
 
    Townson was the one closest to Cleamon, and he turned sharply on him. “Care to say that again?” 
 
      
 
    Cleamon spat at Townson’s feet. “What are you going to do, pointy-ear? Ain’t a crime to speak.” 
 
      
 
    “Leave him be, Sergeant. If he acts up, we’ll just add charges when we reach Icelake,” Gregory called out. “As it is, he’s not likely to be able to pay off his fines, meaning he’ll work for the town to pay it off. The more he does, the longer his life won’t be his own.” 
 
      
 
    “Fitting,” Townson snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Just like an elf to protect the animals,” Cleamon sneered. 
 
      
 
    The other surviving slavers kept their mouths shut— they didn’t want to antagonize the armed men who surrounded them. If they behaved, they hoped the magi would lessen the punishment they were facing. 
 
      
 
    “Everything is packed and ready, sir,” Davis reported to Gregory. 
 
      
 
    “Attach the chain to the wagon and let’s get moving, Lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” Davis turned to Townson. “Attach the chain.” 
 
      
 
    Cleamon had a moment of hope. Only eurtiks walked beside the wagon, besides the two young men, and wagons always trailed the unit. If he bided his time, he might be able to free himself and get away. They’d not searched him thoroughly, so he still had his spare key around his neck. To keep up the act, he dragged his feet as Townson tugged them over to the wagon, locking the chain to the tie-off ring that horses normally used. 
 
      
 
    When everyone was ready, Gregory gave the order, and the unit set out. That was when it became clear to Cleamon his plan was doomed to fail. Two units walked on either side of the wagon while the fifth trailed it and them. He’d never seen a magi guard unit keep a wagon in the middle. Gritting his teeth, he silently cursed the magi leading the group. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The march took a little longer than normal, but as they’d skipped the Peaceful Fist that morning, it had them arriving at their usual time. The sergeant on the gate looked leery when Gregory came ahead of his men. The men on the walls had called down that the magi unit had prisoners, which had made the sergeant worry. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Quintas,” Gregory said, waiting for him, “I have four men who broke the slave laws. I have them held on failure to have the proper paperwork, just like the last set. I also have the corpse of the fifth who died to bane wolves. Where do you want the body?” 
 
      
 
    Quintas blinked slowly, then motioned to the side. “Over there will be fine, Magi. I’ll have them taken in for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Mind the leader, Cleamon; he’s been looking for a way to escape since he was shackled. He has a key around his neck. I let him keep it before, but you should confiscate it. Also, make sure at least four men escort them to make them less inclined to attempt to run.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Quintas saluted. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be heading to the commander now,” Gregory said, turning as Davis came trotting up. “Lieutenant, get the men settled. I’ll be back to the barracks soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Davis said. 
 
      
 
    Gregory nudged Legacy over to where Quintas had pointed earlier. With a thought, he summoned the dead man’s corpse from his ring, letting the body fall to the ground. Wide eyes stared at him as he turned Legacy around, then trotted into the town. 
 
      
 
    Quintas swallowed. He wasn’t sure who scared him more: Gregory or the town magus. Either could end his career or his life casually. Trida wouldn’t stand to help him, either, not after the commander had chewed him out for taking money from the slavers. Looking at Davis, he smoothed his expression. He’d do exactly what he was told. He couldn’t get into trouble if he followed orders. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded to the guard posted outside the command building. Taking the stairs to Trida’s office, he knocked, then entered when called. “Commander, a report for you.” 
 
      
 
    Trida looked up and sat back in his chair. Gregory was early; his unit wouldn’t normally be in for another day, at least. “Pettit, did you fast march for a day to get an extra day off? You just had a whole week off, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “We left a day early,” Gregory said, taking a seat. “It’s a good thing that we did, too.” He placed a report on Trida’s desk. “We saved lives on the way here.” 
 
      
 
    Trida picked up the report. Opening it, he scanned the contents until he got to yesterday. It was obvious he’d slowed down to read it properly. Sighing, he set the scroll on his desk. “Four for failure to have paperwork?” 
 
      
 
    “Laws are laws, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I know that, Adept.” The last word was bitten off. Taking a deep breath, Trida calmed himself. “Pettit… why? Why are you pushing this? Didn’t the magus express her displeasure over the last group you arrested?” 
 
      
 
    “Laws are laws,” Gregory said again. “She might be upset, but even she can’t fault me for enforcing the laws, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t stand in her way when she chastises you.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to. I’ll likely be summoned tomorrow. Even if she doesn’t, I’ll be going to hand her a report. There’s no need for me to hide from her, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    “The young are always righteous,” Trida sighed. “I wish you the best of luck with the magus tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory heard the dismissal and stood. “Commander, I’ll spare you more trouble. Tomorrow, Davis and I will not attend the evening gathering.” 
 
      
 
    Trida paused, then extended his hand. “Thank you, Pettit. I hope she’s understanding. You might be piling more work on me, but…” He paused for a moment. “Laws need to be followed. You’re aware they’ll be ignored again next year?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s beyond me.” Gregory shook Trida’s hand. “It’s a pity, but I’m not the emperor or Aether, so I can’t enforce my will on the country.” 
 
      
 
    “Very true.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory left the office with a false smile on his face. Not yet, anyway. When I make myself known in the future, I will break the cycle of slavery. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The men were settling in at the barracks when Gregory arrived. He went to his room, and with Basal’s help, got his armor stripped off. Thanking the young man, Gregory took a seat at his desk and prepared another copy of his report. He felt better handing a copy to Roberts, just in case something happened to his reports in Icelake. 
 
      
 
    When he finished, he went down to the bathroom. A couple of his men were just finishing up when he entered. He chatted with them as he stripped down, letting his ring take his dirty clothing; he’d hand it off to Basal the way he normally did after the bath. 
 
      
 
    Scrubbing up, he heard the far door open and close, but ignored it. Soft voices murmured in the outer room, telling him it was more than a single person. Rinsing the soap off, he stood up when the inner door opened. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! U-uh… s-sir!” Dot stammered and covered herself, her sister doing likewise. “We thought everyone was done already.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know you took baths before dinner,” Gregory said, ignoring the fact that the pair of cheetah eurtiks were naked. “If I’m embarrassing you, I won’t soak for long.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re okay if we wash?” Polka asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Mixed bathing happens,” Gregory said as he walked to the tub. “It’s your choice.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s never shown an interest before,” Polka whispered to Dot. “Not once in over a year.” 
 
      
 
    Dot took a calming breath, then walked fully into the bathroom. “As long as you’re sure, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I am,” Gregory said, sliding into the tub and closing his eyes. “Everything’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. How bad would the attempt to catch me have been?” Polka asked, having not wanted to know before. 
 
      
 
    “Six men, as I told you before. You’d have gotten away, only losing your money pouch. Not many of them could’ve kept up once you knew what was happening.” 
 
      
 
    “You know who wanted me hurt?” Polka asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “I do, but I can’t touch him yet. I’m sure before the year ends, he’ll make another mistake. When he does, I’ll come down on him. I won’t let you two get injured for a foolish man’s pride to be soothed.” 
 
      
 
    “We appreciate that, Greg,” Dot said as she started pumping water to rinse. “Will you administer Basal’s age day in Krogga?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It’ll still be a little while, but he’ll come of age before the posting ends. Have you two talked over what’ll happen when that day comes?” 
 
      
 
    “If he’s not a magi, we’ll stay on with the unit. It’ll be different if he is… We’re not sure what we’ll do then, as he wouldn’t be able to take me with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Not directly, at least. I could let you go to the clan hall in the academy. When he gets past the half-year mark, he could join the clan. Then, you’d be near each other. I’d have to send word to Dia or Bishop so they understood and allow you two to build a relationship. It would be doable, but with hardships.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I tell him that?” Dot asked, taking a seat to wash. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We never know who’ll be blessed, but it’d be easier on you both if he isn’t a magi.” 
 
      
 
    “It really would,” Polka agreed. “Then, she could stop moping.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not moping,” Dot grumbled. “You at least get…” She trailed off. 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled. “I understand that. Dot, you have every right to grumble.” 
 
      
 
    Polka snickered. “And turn into a red cheetah.” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up…!” Dot mumbled, her face burning. 
 
      
 
    “The want and need to resist is difficult,” Gregory said. “Mine with Yuki was only a bit over a half-year. I empathize. I truly do.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll stop needling you. For now, at least,” Polka added. 
 
      
 
    “Are you doing okay, Greg?” Dot asked. 
 
      
 
    “I wish the year was done and that I was with my wives again,” Gregory shrugged. “Besides that, I’m doing well. The path is going to get worse for us until we leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Because this is the second group you’ve arrested. The magus will be upset,” Polka said as she rinsed off. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’ll see her tomorrow, and that’ll be eventful. I haven’t looked ahead yet, so I have no idea how bad it’ll be.” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t help, Greg,” Dot said as she rinsed off, “but we wish we could.” 
 
      
 
    “Just keep doing what you’ve been doing and that’ll be enough. You two and Barny have helped a great deal with morale.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be out in a few minutes. Thank you for not making my sister a tomato, sir,” Polka snickered. 
 
      
 
    Gregory laughed, his eyes still closed with his head leaned against the side of the tub. “I figured you wouldn’t be soaking. I know dinner’s soon. I’ll be out in a bit.” 
 
      
 
    A grunt came from one of them, followed by Dot saying, “We appreciate it. My sister just needs to be mindful to not poke too much.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t need to elbow me that hard…” Polka grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Gregory tuned the pair out, thinking back to another pair of sisters he knew who acted a lot like they did. Yuki’s with El and Ria now. I really wonder what they talk about over tea…? Actually… maybe that’s not a good thing to wonder about… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-three 
 
      
 
    Gregory watched the futures spin out— his men ran into a myriad of troubles unless they stayed at the barracks or went out as a four-squad block. At least one squad had to stay back, or else the barracks would get raided. He’d also have to restrict the sisters from going out, as they would be harassed in very unpleasant ways if they did. Shelby Dalt had decided to spend his money to get petty revenge against Gregory’s unit; Icelake was rapidly becoming an unwelcoming place for his men. 
 
      
 
    The future that had him the most concerned was his meeting with Justina. All of them had them argue, and nearly all brought them into conflict. The majority of those ended with Gregory killing the magus, as she wouldn’t relent once she began. Even in the ones where blood wasn’t drawn, she had to be firmly handled to prove that she shouldn’t press him. He was sure that it would make things worse in the future, but he had a slim chance to once again push off the inevitable conflict. 
 
      
 
    “Is that really the best path…?” Gregory murmured, having his resonance show him the best future for him again. “Is it just the best future for today, or for my continued life…? I could use some guidance, Elder.” 
 
      
 
    His soft words sparked another memory, and Gregory let go of his magic to focus on his ring. There was something related to this he’d read last year. Pushing the idea into his ring, he tried to force the page to appear. A few loose pages appeared in his lap. He scanned the different papers until he found the one that he’d been thinking about. 
 
      
 
    “When you come to the point of conflict in the north, Gregory, you will have to choose when the right time is. The most probable future has you pushing off conflicts with the magi until you can’t any longer. While this mitigates the length of time you personally have to deal with problems, it opens up bigger issues for others later. That is all I can advise, but it will be your choice.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory set the paper down. Lightshield’s voice had filled his mind as he’d read the words; there was no hint of who would be impacted or just how terrible it would be. Gregory started to understand a little more of how foresight could paralyze his decision-making. Taking a deep breath, he absorbed the pages back into his ring, then let meditation envelop him. 
 
      
 
    The cavern came to him, his flame burning merrily in the middle of the empty space. Today was a day for letting Magi Squares of aether flame take his time. The complex grid he’d gotten used to formed, and he stood in front of it. Taking the first stance of the Peaceful Fist, he let the katas flow while he mentally solved the puzzle. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was beginning to wrap up when Gregory stood up to speak, “Men, I have to request something unusual from you. I need one squad to stay here to keep the place safe and secure while the rest of you only go out as a single block. Doing anything else opens up many problems that we should avoid, especially today. It’ll likely have to continue this way for the rest of the year. Since that’s the case, the sergeants will be rotating which squad stays behind so it’ll be evenly divided among you. Donald’s squad, you drew the home straw today.” 
 
      
 
    The men seated with Donald didn’t complain. They nodded as they continued to eat their food. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already spoken to our helpers, and they’ll also be staying in. If they ask the outgoing group to shop for them, I request you to do it. It’ll be even worse for them if they’re caught alone.” 
 
      
 
    That had a few mutters about hurting people who tried it. 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment, but we need to walk a thin line for the rest of this year. Today will put the town magus against us. I’ll mitigate it some, but we’ll not be welcome in Icelake by her. The guards will become frosty to us, as well, so keep that in mind while you’re out. We have no friends here, except for those who’ve proven themselves: the Blocks, who own the Cutting Block, and Lowen Pointer, the owner of Groomed Mane. Outside of them, be wary. The rumors of us freeing slaves is quickly spreading thanks to the slavers we’ve stopped before, and those rumors are being backed by the Chainer family. Before we leave this posting, even the common citizen will give us grief. We’ll weather this storm because we have each other to lean on. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The men stood to salute him, and Gregory smiled as he returned it. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Davis asked as the men took their seats again, “can we assist you today?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Lieutenant. Today won’t devolve far enough to end in bloodshed. While it’ll end with her being upset with me, I’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, before I go, the Peaceful Fist in the yard,” Gregory said. “I’ll see you all out there.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory set his report on the table before he accepted the tea from the maid. It saved time if it was already there for Justina to read. Giving the maid a smile, he pulled his resonance around himself tightly. He wouldn’t let there be bloodshed today, but he wouldn’t back down from his stance on the slave laws, either. He knew he’d be waiting for a while, so he meditated to pass the time. 
 
      
 
    It was about an hour later when Justina arrived. Throwing the doors open, she stalked over to her chair, looking at the maid with cold eyes. “Leave. No one is to come until I call.” 
 
      
 
    The maid quickly curtsied and fled the room. 
 
      
 
    Justina let her displeasure fall on Gregory, her aether pressing down on him. “Let us speak on your actions. I specifically told you that if you did it again, I would be displeased.” 
 
      
 
    “You did,” Gregory said calmly, her attempt to pressure him sliding off his resonance. “Did you want some tea? I can pour for you.” 
 
      
 
    Justina’s brow furrowed at how calm he was. She knew she was pressuring him, but he spoke clearly and wasn’t showing any discomfort. With her teeth gritted, she redoubled her effort to make him feel her anger. 
 
      
 
    Gregory stood, going to the tea trolley and bringing it over. “If I recall, you prefer cream and sugar, correct?” 
 
      
 
    Fear started to creep into her heart. No adept should be able to ignore her displeasure the way he was. How was it possible for him to manage it? “Uh… yes,” she said slowly, wondering if he had an enchanted item to help him. 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful.” Gregory prepared her cup, then refilled his before taking his seat again. 
 
      
 
    Buying time as she continued to try and pressure him, Justina sipped from her cup slowly. 
 
      
 
    “I would apologize for angering you, Magus, but again, I’m only upholding the laws. My report is there if you’d care to read it.” 
 
      
 
    An adept should break from the strain of being calm, so Justina took the option to let his resistance wane under her greater aether. Picking up the scroll, she began to read. She took her time, not skimming or skipping at all. When she finished, she set the report down only to find Gregory faintly smiling. 
 
      
 
    “I see…” Justina said, trying to extend even greater pressure onto him. “You yet again let captured eurtiks go after arresting the men involved, one of whom died to the bane wolf pack.” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct,” Gregory said as he got ready to return her attempts. “Magus, this doesn’t need to end badly. All I ask you to do is let me uphold the laws. That’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re killing the economy in Icelake!” Justina snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe the town should diversify,” Gregory said calmly, using his resonance to push back. “One day, there might be peace between the north and the empire. The towns would crumple. It would be remembered if a magi thought ahead and started to give other options for everyone here to thrive.” 
 
      
 
    Justina blinked in shock at him. He was born a fringer, yet spoke eloquently and thoughtfully on economics. That wasn’t what caused her to boggle. No, that came from the feeling of her aether being slowly pushed back. 
 
      
 
    “I know the Chainer family is angry and that the men whom I’ve put out of work are trying to cause trouble for me. I hope you see that siding with them over me is… shortsighted. I’d much rather have a relationship where you support me, Magus. We don’t have to be friends if you want to keep Chainer pacified, but I would like to not be outright antagonistic to each other.” 
 
      
 
    “What? How are you doing this? You’re a lowly adept! Your medallion should be orange, maybe barely green! How are you resisting my displeasure?!” Justina’s forehead began to bead with sweat. 
 
      
 
    “I follow the Peaceful Fist, a combination of body and spirit paths. What you feel is what the spirit path can do. I’m content to just stop you from trying to force me to bend, Magus, but if need be, I can go further.” 
 
      
 
    Justina swallowed as the pressure she’d been exuding wrapped around her, feeling like a giant’s hand slowly squeezing her. “Stop this! Stop it right now!” 
 
      
 
    “Retract your pressure and it will stop,” Gregory said calmly. “I’m merely containing your energy. It’s just the space it’s in is growing smaller that makes it feel like that.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled back her anger, and the moment she did, the pressure vanished. “You would dare force me to—!” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Gregory said firmly, his resonance now tightening on her. “I didn’t force you to do anything. Saying otherwise is a lie, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    Justina gasped; the pressure she was feeling now was much worse than before. It was like she was standing in front of the master who’d led her clan in the academy. No adept should be able to exude the same amount of pressure. “You…?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory let his resonance pull back from her. “You only respect strength, Magus. I had to show it to you for you to believe me. Now, you have many choices in front of you, ranging from allying with me to attacking me outright. I’d suggest you let me uphold the laws and placate Chainer. My men will comport themselves even while the people who I’ve angered try to drag us into conflict.” 
 
      
 
    Justina stared at Gregory before a small, ugly smirk touched her lips. “Very well. I will not interfere with your upholding the laws. I’m sure the commander will be just as eager to make sure the laws are upheld in town, since you are giving us such a sterling example to follow.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be glad if he did,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    “Your report will be filed. You may go.” Justina dismissed him with a bite of anger to her tone. She waited for him to almost reach the door before she added, “Pettit, you’ve angered the wrong family. They’ll not be as pleasant as me.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory turned back to face her, his face calm. “Magus, if they push me, I will resist. You have an idea of what that means. If you wish to continue to work with them after I leave, I’d suggest you warn them off. If not… well, opposing a magi has only one sentence in the empire.” He walked out before she could reply to his bold declaration. 
 
      
 
    The butler jerked slightly when he saw Gregory coming toward the front door, but he bowed and escorted the magi out. He’d never seen anyone who’d displeased the magus walk out as calmly as Gregory just had. When the door shut behind him, he hurried to check on his owner. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-four 
 
      
 
    The two days left in Icelake didn’t explode after Gregory’s meeting with Justina. If not for foresight, his men would’ve had terrible days of harassment. As it was, a couple of men tried starting a fight in the Groomed Mane. Lowen, the owner, was more than happy to make a point about why that was a bad idea. The two men had to be taken to a healer after the brawl was over. 
 
      
 
    That was the only major event before they left for Coldwood. The march was calm, except for the light snowfall that never seemed to truly stop. Small drifts were building up on the edges of the road while the tree limbs groaned under the weight of the accumulating snow. 
 
      
 
    Cold and tired, but unbowed, the unit arrived in Coldwood on time. The gate sergeant greeted them, answered Gregory’s questions about slavers, then got out of the way so the men could keep marching. Joining them, Gregory went straight to the barracks to get things in order. 
 
      
 
    The barracks had a few things wrong with them, the biggest being the larder having been cleaned out. For any other unit, that might’ve caused problems for dinner and breakfast. It didn’t even cause a hiccup for Gregory, as he had more than enough supplies in his ring to handle the missing food and spices. The other issue had Gregory going room to room, expanding his resonance to drive out the rats that hadn’t been there even a week ago. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Foresight spun out for Gregory as he sat in his room. He’d be speaking to Commander Roberts at the very least, so his ally in the town knew the trouble that was arrayed before him. The future was littered with difficulties for his unit. If he had them continue to move as a unit instead of squads, they became minimal— no group of street toughs wanted to accost a score of soldiers. 
 
      
 
    With nothing huge going on in the future, Gregory let foresight go to enter meditation. The aether flame burned in the middle of the cavern, the light brighter than a year before, giving him a better view of the walls and the channels carved into them. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Flame. Can I see a simulation of me against the winter bane wolf and the earth bane bear? Just me, not the men.” 
 
      
 
    The flame danced for a moment before the tongues of fire separated to rest above it, depicting the part of the road he’d marched on for months. A man made of fire, wielding a naginata, appeared, and on either side of him were the two opponents. 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory had the simulation run at least ten times before fourth bell rang. It was peculiar to watch a flame copy of him fight, but he now had a better understanding of how his opponents must feel. His copy was always moving, avoiding attacks while positioning himself to take advantage of his opponents’ mistakes. 
 
      
 
    Lips pursed in thought, Gregory got up and stepped into the hall. He greeted the others who were leaving their rooms at the same time. He paused, as Basal wasn’t with Hanz. 
 
      
 
    “Hanz, is Basal okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. He went down a few minutes ago to talk with Dot.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory grinned. “Ah, I see. Very well.” 
 
      
 
    “Young love,” Davis chuckled as he joined Gregory to head downstairs. “I can still vaguely recall my first crush: Jenny, the weaver’s daughter who lived next door. Golden hair, a dimpled cheek… always smiling.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened with her?” 
 
      
 
    “Never told her. She ended up betrothed to the butcher’s son. That was when I knew it would be best to move on. I went to the barracks and spoke to the sergeant on duty. Started working as an errand boy there for a couple years, and when my age day came, I enlisted.” 
 
      
 
    “Never saw her again?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but I still remember that warm, fluttering feeling. Felt it once more after training,” Davis snorted. “That one wasn’t real— she just wanted the benefits of being a soldier’s wife.” He wasn’t smiling when they reached the mess hall. “I found her cheating on me with her real lover. Glad I hadn’t married her before I found out. I got shipped out the next day. That was the only reason I caught them; I’d gone to propose, since I was leaving.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory winced, patting Davis’ shoulder. “Tough to have a heart break that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Decade past, now. My heart’s mended. I just haven’t found anyone to love since. Maybe I’ll find someone when my time with the unit ends.” 
 
      
 
    “I will pray to Vera for you, Davis.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir. Maybe some of your luck in that department will rub off on me by then. Your wives are devoted beauties, and three wives, at that. Any man would’ve been lucky to have any one of them. They know that their devotion is returned in equal measure. Having seen you together, only a fool would miss the love you all have for each other.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been blessed,” Gregory chuckled awkwardly, knowing he’d be married thrice over again in Krogga. 
 
      
 
    Laughter came from the kitchen, and Gregory looked over to see Basal beside Dot, working together to prepare something. He smiled as he said a silent prayer for his young friend to be blessed when his age day came. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Commander,” Gregory greeted Roberts when he entered the office. 
 
      
 
    “Pettit, you have a report for me?” Roberts asked, standing to shake hands with him. 
 
      
 
    “No written reports,” Gregory said as the pair took their seats. “I wanted to let you know about my recent time in Icelake. I know who’s upset enough with me to push.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts grunted. “The Chainer family?” 
 
      
 
    “You knew?” 
 
      
 
    “It was the easiest guess. They have branches in both towns, thrive on the slaves brought in, and you’ve embarrassed Phineas Chainer a few times. I had a request to look into your suddenly missing slave. Thera, the panther eurtik you bought from Chainer. She hasn’t been marked as one of the slaves with you the last month.” 
 
      
 
    “My report clearly states her death during my patrol,” Gregory shrugged. “What more did they want?” 
 
      
 
    “That was my reply. I was politely told to find out where on the route she’d died so her remains could be verified.” 
 
      
 
    “No corpse remains unmolested in the wilds,” Gregory snorted. “The bane beasts feast on them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware. I had to comply, so I informed Magus Artok of where the remnants of her body might be.” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t find any trace of her. After a month, even her bones would’ve been chewed upon.” 
 
      
 
    “It puzzled me, as well. The request was most unusual.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory sat back, thinking, before he nodded slowly. “I think I understand. I’ve brought bodies in other times. The lack of her body likely caught their attention.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts looked thoughtful. “Hmm… yes… I can see them questioning things because of that.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be dealt with if they bring it forward. The answers are simple. Thank you for letting me know. My continued use of the laws have made them look for a way to cause me difficulty along the same lines. It’ll be brought up in the future… I wonder if it’ll come before the next attack on me or my men.” 
 
      
 
    “If it is Chainer, that might explain the assassin,” Roberts said. “And why Artok ‘accidentally’ killed your would-be assassin.” 
 
      
 
    “More leverage over Phineas, which Artok will use to his own advantage. Likely still looking to deepen that debt, too,” Gregory mused. “I know what Yuki would tell me to be mindful of.” 
 
      
 
    “Yuki? One of your wives, if I recall from our previous talks.” 
 
      
 
    “My first wife,” Gregory said fondly, “and the most cunning when it comes to money and leverage.” He stood up. “My thanks, Commander, for speaking with me. They might look to discredit you in the future, so please be mindful.” 
 
      
 
    “I am. They’ll move on me after they remove you, so I believe I’ll be fine.” Roberts chuckled as he stood up, again shaking hands with Gregory. “Aether watch over you, Gregory.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too, Dylan. Oh, before I leave: the larder at the barracks was empty when we came back.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, thank you for letting me know. I’ll make sure it’s not a problem going forward.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Dylan.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving the command post, Gregory headed to Golden Crusts. The bakery was calm when he arrived, the breakfast rush having ebbed. 
 
      
 
    Erik Moda, the owner, grinned when Gregory entered. “Adept, a pleasure as always. Shall I get your order ready for tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I was going to ask you to double it. My men have worked hard of late, and deserve an extra bonus.” 
 
      
 
    Erik laughed happily. “Gladly, Magi! Gladly! My wife and I have been very happy with your continued patronage.” 
 
      
 
    His wife came out of the back, giving Gregory a bright smile. She thanked him before hurrying into the back again to get started on the order. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad that my presence has been a bright spot for you. I’ll be reducing my visits, but keeping the orders larger. I’ve caused some friction with prominent people in town and they might look to cause grief for those near me.” 
 
      
 
    Erik’s smile faded slightly. “You think they’ll cause me problems?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s possible, hence why I’ll be coming less often. I can store your goods for longer than most others can, so it’ll work for us. It would be a blow to the morale of my men if they no longer had your delicious creations to brighten their routine. This is what I can do to minimize trouble for you while keeping my men happy.” 
 
      
 
    “Magi… I…” Erik blinked a few times before he bowed to Gregory. “Thank you. I don’t think any other magi would consider my family in the same way.” 
 
      
 
    “My entire clan would, but outside of them… maybe a handful of others. I wouldn’t fault you for asking me to stop being a patron of your business, either. My troubles shouldn’t be yours.” 
 
      
 
    Erik shook his head. “No. I wouldn’t turn my back on a customer as loyal as you, sir. I’d worry more without your precautions, but I wouldn’t ask you to stop.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed slightly to him. “Thank you. Let me pay for this round now. If nothing happens, then I’ve just been overprotective. If my adversaries move, then I will have done what I can to mitigate things for you, hopefully.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. The total comes out to…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-five 
 
      
 
    Gregory considered the fact that the road was rarely used besides his patrol group. Over the last five months, they’d only passed two merchant caravans and a handful of lone riders on horseback. He thought those few were either brave, desperate, or both. 
 
      
 
    “Been kind of quiet the last ten days, sir,” Davis said as they rode ahead of the unit. “Just those minor troubles in Coldwood and Icelake. Surprised there hasn’t been a stronger push by Chainer.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure we’ll see it soon. We’ll be intercepting another small slaver band today; that’ll deny them new slaves since we took the posting. I think the question is more when it’ll come and what form it’ll take?” 
 
      
 
    “Good points. Do you expect more assassination attempts?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I doubt it’ll be like the last one. I’d bet on at least one group of desperate men paid to waylay the unit, plus targeted strikes at me, specifically… perhaps a move on the eurtik or our squires to try getting me to deal.” 
 
      
 
    “You really think they’d pay a gang to try attacking us? When we’ve shown we can dispatch bane beast hordes with minimal casualties?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Chainer has never fought a bane beast. He might think the stories are overblown. Plus, people are always a bit more unpredictable than beasts, and they can set traps. I’d guess it’d be at least double our number in men, perhaps even triple.” 
 
      
 
    Davis went quiet for a minute as he chewed over that. “Why haven’t they pushed in town yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Roberts is behind us, so doing it in Coldwood is unlikely. If they do anything, I’d wager it’d be in Icelake, where Trida’s captain might try to push us. Justina will stand back and let them try, too. I’m not sure if she’ll side with Chainer actively, or if she’d just stay passive.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s the most likely one to be bought off. If either magus does move against us, sir, then what? They’re the legally appointed magi of the towns.” 
 
      
 
    “Defending oneself is always allowable. I just have to let them move first.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re confident against them?” Davis asked, glancing his way. 
 
      
 
    “Confident enough. I might get injured, but I don’t think they can seriously harm me, as I’ll be prepared for any attack they might have. I’ll use everything at my disposal to make sure of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Does looking at the future ever make you hesitate, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, especially if it’s anytime the choices mean mitigating pain to the men. Do I stop one of them from losing a finger if it means three more earn devastating knee injuries?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. I can see where that might weigh on you.” 
 
      
 
    “Do I openly come into conflict with Justina and deal with the fallout now, do I pressure her and try to guide her to passivity, or do I placate her and make the decision later?” 
 
      
 
    “You made that choice already, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “This time, yes, but I spent most of a morning debating just that point with myself. Foresight can be maddening at times.” 
 
      
 
    “I never considered the downside that way. Watching you fight, though? That’s amazing.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the easiest part of my magic. It’s just flowing down the best path as they come; there aren’t any active debates on what might make things worse five weeks later.” 
 
      
 
    Davis nodded, considering all the choices Gregory had made because of his foresight. How many of those caused him distress to pick? Davis pondered the silent question as they rode ever closer to the coming confrontation for the day. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was late in the afternoon when Gregory and Davis rode well ahead of the unit. They were a day early on their normal patrol schedule, which is why the slaver group wasn’t expecting the two horsemen to come around the bend in the road. 
 
      
 
    Seven rough men stood with five shackled eurtik. The armed men had pushed the eurtik ahead of them, planning on using them as meat shields or as bargaining chips to avoid an attack if it wasn’t bane beasts. 
 
      
 
    When the leader of the group saw Gregory’s kimono, he spat a curse, “Traveler’s trickery!” 
 
      
 
    Davis and Gregory slowly approached the group, neither man having drawn their weapons. “Gentlemen, no one needs to die today,” Gregory said grimly. “Put your weapons away, or you will be in violation of threatening a magi.” 
 
      
 
    The others looked to their leader, who was sheathing his sword. A minute later, the entire group was unarmed, but glaring at him. “Magi, there’s no reason for you to stop us,” the leader said tightly. 
 
      
 
    Gregory stared at him for a moment; something about him wasn’t entirely human. “Your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Clive Ratta. These men are with me.” 
 
      
 
    Has some rat eurtik in his heritage. Pretty distant, but it’s there, Gregory thought, looking over the man’s narrow face and squinty eyes. “That’s fine. I just need to see your paperwork, Clive.” 
 
      
 
    “We left it at home, Magi,” Clive said tightly. “I’d be glad to show you once we get to Coldwood.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. Your license, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory let his resonance out to encircle the seven men. He pressed in on them enough to cause them some discomfort. “Lying to a magi is not wise, Clive.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have no damned papers!” one of the men wheezed. “Don’t need none to collar beasts, neither!” 
 
      
 
    “Incorrect,” Gregory said firmly, letting his resonance grab that man tightly. “The laws are quite clear. Since you’re in violation, you’re to be arrested and taken to Coldwood. Where are the keys to the shackles?” 
 
      
 
    Clive swallowed roughly and coughed, then sneered at Gregory, having just swallowed the key. “Can’t help you, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory shook his head as he stared at Clive. “You have two options, and neither of them is pleasant: vomit that key up, or when my cook reaches us, he’ll make you a concoction that will purge it from you.” 
 
      
 
    Clive stayed quiet, but his sneer made it plain that he wasn’t going to cooperate. 
 
      
 
    Gregory sighed. “Very well. You’ve chosen to add more crimes to your sentence; that’s your choice. The person who gives me the spare key will be given a reduction in their sentence.” 
 
      
 
    One of the men took a staggering step forward. “I have it, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    “Traitor!” Clive snarled. He tried to draw his sword, but he was suddenly on the ground under intense weight. 
 
      
 
    “Davis, disarm them,” Gregory said, pushing down on everyone but the eurtiks and the man who’d volunteered. “You, free the eurtik. They were captured illegally and are to be freed.” 
 
      
 
    The man blinked dumbly, then went to do as he’d been told, no longer feeling the pressure. His orange eyes gleamed slightly, showing off his part-eurtik heritage and making Gregory reevaluate the entire group. Every one of the seven men had small signs of having eurtik heritages; all slight, but there if someone was looking for it. 
 
      
 
    The five eurtiks slowly backed away once their shackles came off. 
 
      
 
    “You’re free to return north. I leave this post in six to seven months, and after that, things will go back to the way they’ve been before. Until then, I’ll be enforcing the laws. If they have paperwork, you’ll be taken in as slaves. Without… well, you’re free. I’d go now.” 
 
      
 
    The four women and one young boy bolted into the trees. 
 
      
 
    “Chainer will see you pay for that!” Clive hissed. 
 
      
 
    “He can try, but it’ll end badly for him,” Gregory said when he heard his unit coming closer behind him. 
 
      
 
    “You; what’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Smitty, Magi,” the supposed traitor said. 
 
      
 
    “Shackle your former comrades,” Gregory said. “You’ll remain unshackled but unarmed as we march.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Smitty said, doing as Gregory told him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised that seven men with eurtik heritages are working as slavers.” 
 
      
 
    “Got to make money, sir,” Smitty shrugged. “Grandma was a worker down the cheap end. Mom ended up flat on her back, too. I do what I have to, to pay Mom back for raising me now that she’s out of work.” 
 
      
 
    “Traitor! You’ll get yours!” Clive hissed. 
 
      
 
    “Most of us are like that. We’re not wanted for other work, so we do what we have to,” Smitty said, ignoring Clive as he shackled his former boss. “Clive had a deal with one of Chainer’s men: we bring in what we can, and we take half the sales. We’d been offered more since… well, you know…” Smitty trailed off lamely. 
 
      
 
    “The fact that the last group fought me and my men?” Gregory asked. “Yes. I know.” 
 
      
 
    “We knew if we ran into you, it’d end badly. That’s why we wanted to get into the city today. You’re not supposed to be back until tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Smitty, get your mother and get out of Coldwood. Clive there will point his finger at you, so it’s best that you get out before he can. It might be tough, but it’s better than the alternative.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not going to arrest me?” Smitty asked once he’d locked the last man into shackles. 
 
      
 
    “I wish I could let it go, but that’ll be Robert’s decision. I have to bring you in. My report will reflect your help. That should give him the room to get you out well ahead of the others. You’ll be banned from slaving for a full year, so stay away from the border.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Smitty said. 
 
      
 
    “I can hear the men, sir,” Davis said. 
 
      
 
    “Once they get here, get these six attached to the wagon and start marching,” Gregory said. “We’ll make it a little later than normal, but a day ahead of what people expected.” 
 
      
 
    “Report to the commander on arrival?” Davis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’ll sit in the wagon to write out his copy, and I’ll make more copies later at the barracks.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Magi, who are the men in shackles?” the gate sergeant asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Men who broke the slave laws, Sergeant. Take the six in shackles and keep them away from the other one. Smitty helped us and will likely not be staying long. Make sure he’s still processed, but if he gets attacked by the others… I won’t be happy.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magi,” the sergeant saluted stiffly. 
 
      
 
    “Davis, the men are yours. I’m off to see the commander.” 
 
      
 
    Davis saluted, then turned over the captured slavers. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory took a seat across from Roberts. “My report.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts took a deep breath before he opened the scroll. After he’d finished reading it, he nodded. “This will push matters to a head.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my assessment, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a friend down in Ashton who owes me a favor. I can get Smitty sent there to serve his reduced time. After that, if he does good, he can get hired on. He won’t be the first man he’s turned around to become a solid guard.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s appreciated. If he stays, Chainer will have him killed. That would be a terrible repayment for his assistance.” 
 
      
 
    “It would. What’re you going to do?” 
 
      
 
    “See Artok tomorrow,” Gregory shrugged. “I don’t have a choice in that. I’ll be summoned if I don’t go myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Will he push you to stop?” 
 
      
 
    “He might try, but I won’t stop defending the laws. They could easily stop me by just doing what they should, but they don’t even seem to realize that.” 
 
      
 
    “Most people with power don’t get there by doing what they should.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair…” Gregory sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Chainer will have to respond. The family thrives off new slaves coming in so they can sell off their older ones. I did pull their records, and they’re all in order. A few of them might have had wet ink.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled. “Pity. I would’ve pushed Artok to deal with it.” 
 
      
 
    “No doubt why they were updated.” Roberts paused before he sighed. “Be careful, Pettit. You’re one of the rare decent men in power I’ve met. I’d hate to see you killed before you can influence more than a border posting.” 
 
      
 
    “My wives would be quite upset if I died here, so I can’t allow that to happen,” Gregory chuckled before getting serious. “Things will get ugly, Roberts. I’ll do my best to minimize things, but I can’t stop all of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t ask you to. Just never let your life be the cost.” 
 
      
 
    The two men stood to shake hands before Gregory left the office. Roberts took his seat again and pulled a bottle from his desk. Pouring a small shot into the glass he’d snagged with the bottle, he took a sip from it before returning the bottle and empty glass to the drawer. “Best luck, Pettit…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-six 
 
      
 
    Gregory considered his foresight visions while he sat in his aether cavern, solving a Magi Square. With resonance, he could placate Artok today, though that was one of the less likely futures. Most had him and Artok coming to blows, ending with the magus dead at his feet. Gregory wanted to put that off, and his resonance agreed with him. 
 
      
 
    “If I can just wait until the Chainer family makes a bold move against me, I could use that to push Artok back. He wouldn’t want to openly back someone who tried to kill a magi. Obviously, he covered up who was behind the first assassination attempt. There was no evidence to point at Phineas Chainer besides the dead man. Artok would’ve pressed for even more from the family for helping cover that up.” 
 
      
 
    Numbers of flame filled in spaces as Gregory committed to them. The fire under the puzzle sat strangely quiet and still, as if listening to him. 
 
      
 
    “Artok leaves at the end of this year, so it’s not like he’ll get as much out of their debt to him in the future… unless his clan is already slating another of their clan to take over. Then that debt would pass to the next magus. I don’t have anyone I can get that information from easily, either, so give up on knowing that.” 
 
      
 
    More numbers filled in, bringing the complex Magi Square closer to completion. 
 
      
 
    “It would mean that Artok might be willing to cut ties if they make too overt a move. Hmm… it would end them if they made an obvious move and I survived. I’d have full authority to execute Phineas and his brother, at the very least. Would they do that?” 
 
      
 
    The puzzle finished and the flames flew down the channels. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a moot point for now. Today’s about Artok. I need to placate him for today, and see if I can’t get a better position to deal with him next time.” 
 
      
 
    Fourth bell rang and Gregory got up. It was time to start the day, no matter if he was looking forward to it or not. Stepping out, he greeted Rafiq, Hanz, Basal, and Davis. 
 
      
 
    “Problems today, sir?” Davis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Besides my meeting with Artok, you mean? Nothing reported. I’m glad the men are willing to rotate out— if they stayed as single squads, it’d be so much worse.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m thankful the larder here wasn’t ransacked again, nor did we have extra pests to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    “That was nice. I half expected it to become the norm after the first time.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe because we didn’t make a fuss about it?” Davis suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps. Just like when dealing with a bully, if you fail to rise to their provocation, it confuses them,” Rafiq commented. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Gregory nodded. “I’ll be returning as soon as my meeting is over. I want to leave tomorrow morning. We’ll be staying in towns less until things settle. The less we’re where they can find us easily, the better.” 
 
      
 
    “But they know our patrol route, sir,” Davis pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but casual problems won’t find us outside the walls. Only the hard-bitten men would try to give us trouble out on the road.” 
 
      
 
    “True enough. If they do attack us on patrol, at least the answer for it is simple.” 
 
      
 
    “It is. I’ll do my best to make sure we’re not the ones bleeding and dying.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why the men never question your commands, sir. They know you have their best interests at heart. They’re also willing to do their duty, giving their lives in place of yours.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be dearly bought if it comes to that,” Gregory said grimly. 
 
      
 
    Hanz and Basal exchanged a glance, the last two on the stairs. They knew they couldn’t help with any of the problems, outside of making sure everything was in order, but hearing the conversations between Gregory and Davis always reinforced their desire to do as much as they could. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory wasn’t surprised to be left sitting for almost a full hour when he got to Artok’s. He did think it was a little too long, but the magus clearly wanted his displeasure to be known before he even set foot into the room. The maid not being there to serve him tea further emphasized Artok being upset. 
 
      
 
    When he finally did arrive, Artok carried a mug into the room with him. “Pettit, you’ve caused quite the ruckus.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stood when Artok entered, bowing to the magus. “It wasn’t my intent, sir. I have my reports on the table for you already.” 
 
      
 
    Taking his seat, Artok took a deliberate sip before setting the mug on the table and collecting the scrolls. As he read, Artok let his aether pool out to pressure Gregory. Gregory sat there with a placid smile, not at all affected by the attempt to make him uneasy. 
 
      
 
    Artok glanced at Gregory as he read, a small frown marring his features— the adept wasn’t sweating. Going back to reading, he tried to redouble the pressure his aether could produce. 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t react at all; showing he wasn’t easy to intimidate would help when Artok was ready to talk, but it walked a razor’s edge of seeming arrogant enough to make the man lash out. 
 
      
 
    Finished reading the reports, Artok dropped them on the table. He stared at Gregory with a touch of anger, but also confusion. Once he’d picked up his mug again, he sat back, letting the silence stretch as he brought his full ability to pressure people to bear. 
 
      
 
    Gregory let a frown cross his features and shifted in his seat. He wasn’t at all affected by Artok’s aether, as the man wasn’t a master or grandmaster magi, but he knew acting like he was feeling it would soothe the magus’ ego. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what you’ve done, Pettit?” 
 
      
 
    “Upheld the law, Magus,” Gregory said flatly. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be flippant, Adept!” Artok snapped. “You’re poking at powerful people using flimsy old laws as a shield!” 
 
      
 
    “Legal laws aren’t flimsy, sir,” Gregory said. “If someone’s upset with the fact they’re being enforced, they should make sure they’re in compliance.” 
 
      
 
    Artok shook his head minutely. “You fail to see the larger picture… in half a year, you’ll be gone, and things will go back to how they were. All you’ll have done is make enemies. If you continue down this path, you’ll only gain more trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory sat back, wiping his forehead as if he felt strained while thinking. “You don’t think upholding the laws is worth anything?” 
 
      
 
    Artok snorted. “Don’t try putting words in my mouth, boy. I’m only being as cordial as I am because you amused me earlier this year. I will not stand between you and those you have angered. I suggest you take a few days to consider if you really want to set yourself up for heartache and pain for no clear gain.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed his head. “That might be for the best… I do have a question for you, sir: if I walk through the fire and come out on the other side, what then?” 
 
      
 
    Now, Artok sat back. He hadn’t considered that angle; it was mostly ludicrous. An adept couldn’t survive what a family as rich and connected as the Chainers could bring to bear. He wasn’t even sure he could if Phineas or his brother wanted him dead. Gregory had a slim point, though. If he survived any concerted effort, there’d likely be evidence to point directly back to the Chainer family. If that happened, people would be killed for attempting to take a magi’s life. He’d considered removing the adept to make Phineas even more indebted to him, but now, he was unsure. He’d had to focus on pressuring him before the adept had even felt uncomfortable. That made him worry that Gregory might have more hidden surprises that could harm even him. 
 
      
 
    Taking a drink, Artok withdrew his aether. “Hmm… a valid point, if farfetched. I will have to consider it. If you do hold to this path and survive any reprisals, it will force action from others.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory exhaled as if a great weight had been lifted. “I’ll give your words due consideration, Magus. I just have a hard time ignoring laws. This might be a time where a blind eye is better than a warm grave.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, Adept,” Artok nodded. “You are dismissed. If there’s another incident with someone bringing in eurtiks again, I don’t think our conversation will be as cordial as this one was.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stood, bowing to him. “I understand, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    “Before you go, what businesses have you frequented?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather not paint them as more than mere business interests,” Gregory said, trying to slide past the question. “It would be wrong to paint a baker as someone who should be targeted for selling bread to another.” 
 
      
 
    Artok’s lips twitched. “Hmm… you’re savvy enough to see that, but not enough to know what you’re willingly walking yourself into?” 
 
      
 
    “What I do affects me. It shouldn’t affect anyone else other than me.” 
 
      
 
    “You and your men, you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    “I think this is a valid point. If anyone asks me similarly, I’ll point out that costing the town businesses is messy. Good day, Adept.” 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed before he left. When the door closed behind him, he let any pleasantness drop away. He’d avoided killing a magus today, and perhaps even managed to stop it entirely. He knew he might still come into active conflict with Artok, but he gave himself the chance to not kill someone unless he was attacked first. 
 
      
 
    The butler saw him coming and bowed low. He’d half-worried he’d have to remove a corpse from the study again, so he was very happy that he didn’t have to today. Ushering Gregory to the front door, he saw the adept out before he went to check on Artok. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-seven 
 
      
 
    Gregory was expecting something to happen after his talk with the magus, so he was surprised when weeks passed with no response from the Chainer family. Even the mild harassment inside the towns died down, nor were there any bane beast attacks during those weeks, making everything feel calm. 
 
      
 
    They passed a large group of armored men leaving Coldwood when they were arriving back to town. A few dozen men with an oxen-pulled caged wagon were just leaving the gates as Gregory’s unit came marching up. They all sneered at the unit, a few even spitting at his men’s feet. 
 
      
 
    Gregory watched them go impassively. He’d have to find out when they’d return, but from everything he’d heard, it would be at minimum a month or two before they came back with slaves in tow. There weren’t any roads that lead into the woods of the north; the few times elven traders came south, they never left a trail to or from their capital. 
 
      
 
    Seeing that group, he made plans to head out after a full day off to rest. If slavers were leaving Coldwood, a group might be leaving Icelake, too, and he wanted to verify if that was the case. It looked like the Chainers might push both out at the same time to force him to only catch one of them being unlawful. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory sank into his foresight, determined to find out when the next group of slaves would be brought back into Coldwood and make plans to stop them. Resonance spun out with foresight to help him, but the future showed him something he hadn’t expected. 
 
      
 
    The gate sergeant saluted him, telling Gregory about the trio of eurtik who’d been branded by the magus. The oddity was that the sergeant wasn’t wearing a winter jacket. The sergeant went on to explain that their paperwork had been inspected before the magus was sent for. 
 
      
 
    Letting go of the vision, Gregory sat there in silence, considering what he’d just seen. “That means… the group we saw leave yesterday never comes back with eurtiks… Maybe I stopped them? If they don’t arrive with eurtiks, my resonance might not consider that as a future for my question.” Lips pursed, he nodded. “Focus on the future for that group, instead.” 
 
      
 
    Pulling his magic and resonance back into focus, Gregory looked at the future again. He was filled with horror at what was to come. He sat there, playing with different ways to handle what he saw, but the future only had one path, with the only thing changing being the number of wounded. Aether draining away, with his ring taking up the brunt of the work, Gregory let go of his magic. 
 
      
 
    “This is their answer…?” Gregory murmured as he breathed slowly and deeply. “The last couple of weeks were a build-up to this. It wasn’t that they were backing off… it’s that they were getting their minions ready.” 
 
      
 
    Lapsing into meditation, he paced the cavern. In a couple of days, his men would be injured to various degrees, and at least a few would die. He hadn’t found a single future where he could save them all. Hands clenched in anger, he kept pacing. 
 
      
 
    “Can you show me the outcomes of the fight I’ll be in?” Gregory asked the flame suddenly. 
 
      
 
    The flame wavered side to side. 
 
      
 
    “Not even with the foresight I’ve seen?” 
 
      
 
    This time, the flame spluttered as if it wanted to, but couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    “Not strong enough… I’m never strong enough…!” Gregory growled as he started to stomp around the cavern. 
 
      
 
    A dim voice touched him as he was getting angrier and angrier, “Sometimes, sacrifices must be made.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory jerked to a stop. He cast about frantically for a moment, but then sighed, collapsing to sit next to his flame. Staring into the cyan tongues of fire, he exhaled sadly. “I know you told me that, Elder, but I don’t like just accepting it.” 
 
      
 
    Lightshield’s voice didn’t come again— the flames just flickered in front of him. He was supposed to fight a flame copy of someone today to keep his training in routine, but he didn’t have it in him to do that, not with what he knew was coming. 
 
      
 
    Minutes ticked by as he sat there, feeling listless. His magic had made so many things easy, yet he’d finally run into a moment where he couldn’t save everyone. 
 
      
 
    “Dear one, even you could not save everyone before,” Darkness’ voice whispered into the cavern. 
 
      
 
    Closing his eyes, Gregory bowed his head, swallowing the lump in his throat. He knew what she meant, just as he knew Lightshield had been right. Ever since he could see and direct the future, he hadn’t felt as helpless as he did right now. He could just keep his men in town for a week or a little longer; that would screw up the timing of the laid trap, but the group would survive long enough for it not to matter. They could supplement their rations with wild game if needed. 
 
      
 
    “Hard paths make the best magi…” Gregory murmured. “This is just another hard path. Accepting that I’m not perfect, that I can’t save everyone around me… it just hurts because I know them. I consider them friends… which… which is why I was warned about becoming friends with them.” The moment crystallized for him suddenly. 
 
      
 
    If he’d been distant with them, the realization that some of his men would die wouldn’t cut him as deeply. But that isn’t who he was, so the future stabbed into his heart. His men wouldn’t be as fiercely loyal to him if he hadn’t been himself— they’d have stood behind him, but not as loyally as they did now. 
 
      
 
    “The act of being friendly, but distant enough to command them even into death,” Gregory murmured. “I understand more of your words now, Lighthand. You pulled back in your later journals… the continued deaths of your valued friends and men finally forced you to lean back to stop the bleeding of your heart. I might end up in the same place in the future… but until then, I can only be true to myself. Rafiq will support me until my wives can help soothe my soul.” 
 
      
 
    Accepting what he could and couldn’t do helped Gregory shake off the funk. Getting to his feet, he faced the fire. “Give me a copy of myself. No aether, just skill.” 
 
      
 
    A flame copy of himself came from the fire. It stood with naginata in hand, then bowed to him. Gregory summoned his weapon and bowed back. Not training would only slow his ability to help more people in the future. He would accept his pain when it came— that was life. In equal measure, he would revel in the joys where he could. The flame copy of him shot forward, weapon spinning to begin the fight. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fourth bell chimed while Gregory was still fighting, but the moment he heard the hour, he and his copy stepped back. Bowing to each other, Gregory felt clearer— he watched his copy shoot off as different tongues of flame down the channels. 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the room, he greeted the others. “Good morning to you all. Davis, after breakfast, we need to talk with the sergeants.” 
 
      
 
    Davis nodded grimly, as he’d seen the resolve in Gregory’s eyes. “Yes, sir. How bad will it be?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t find a path to save them all. I can mitigate the number, but not to zero.” 
 
      
 
    “We all knew the risks, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I know… Honor, duty, death.” 
 
      
 
    “Just so, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk while the men get the Peaceful Fist done,” Gregory said. “I want to leave on time. It’ll be days before the future I saw comes. We have time to be as prepared as we possibly can.” 
 
      
 
    “Telling those specific men doesn’t help?” Davis asked as they descended the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “No. It makes things worse. If they know, they hold back to preserve themselves, as anyone would. In doing so, their comrades fall, and then it eats at them.” 
 
      
 
    “Survivor’s guilt… where it’s reality instead of just emotional,” Davis murmured. “That would be bad.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll discuss it more with the sergeants.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t go to speak with the staff. Instead, he took a seat, pulled out a Magi Square, and began to fill it out. Dot, Polka, and Barny knew something was wrong when he did, but they didn’t approach to ask. Rafiq sat next to him, working on his own Magi Square. The coming future was one of the moments he’d worried about. Losing men under him might break Gregory, and Rafiq considered how he might help. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The mood during the meal was subdued, as Gregory’s expression was obvious. When the sergeants were called and they were sent to do the Peaceful Fist, the men knew something was coming. 
 
      
 
    Gregory gathered them all the way up in his room, as that would stop any of his men from trying to listen in. The moment the door closed, he looked over the five sergeants, not focusing specifically on any one of them. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, is it the slaver group that left town?” Glasson asked, breaking the silence. 
 
      
 
    “It is,” Gregory said. “We’ll see them in two days at the midpoint of our trip at the campground. They’ll have been joined by an equal-sized group from Icelake.” 
 
      
 
    “They mean to ambush us?” Milton asked tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Forty-eight men, plus a physical enhancement mage,” Gregory said softly. “We’ll end up with many injuries, including some dead, but we will be the last ones standing. I can’t find a way to preserve the entire unit. I looked at many futures. Trying to warn the men who’ll die ends up with even more deaths.” 
 
      
 
    “Because everyone wants to live…” Donald said softly. “Even knowing we’ll face combat and death, none of us is truly ready for the end.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. Then, those men fall into a dark spiral for having survived.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we tell them, sir?” Townson asked. 
 
      
 
    “That we will be beset by greater numbers, but survive while killing them all. They’ll honor their oaths, fulfilling their duties.” 
 
      
 
    “Even unto death,” Bunson said softly. “They’ll be surprised, sir. I think they can accept it, though. We’ve gone a half-year in the most dangerous posting in the empire without losing a single man. What’s the lowest cost we escape with?” 
 
      
 
    “Two dead, a few seriously wounded in need of extensive bedrest and care, and then moderate injuries across the board. This will stop us from patrolling for weeks while we get back enough strength to patrol as we should.” 
 
      
 
    “What of the Chainers, sir?” Glasson asked. “Can we go after them?” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll depend on how the fight ends. In some futures, it gives me what I need, but in others… no. Taking the first path means at least one more of our men die. Is it worth that, Sergeant?” 
 
      
 
    “It is, sir,” Davis said before anyone could start to speak. “Cutting the head off the snake is worth the cost, even if it’s my life. All of us would gladly pay that if it means the rest of the unit would no longer be under attack.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory met Davis’ eyes, then bowed his head. “Thank you, Lieutenant. I was averse to letting another man die, but Yuki would tell me the same thing. Sorrow and loss are unavoidable, and will only go up unless the people behind it are dealt with. The moment we engage the ambushers in combat, things are set. That will not be the last battle during this year.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll fight them even wounded, sir,” Bunson grunted. 
 
      
 
    The others all chimed in, agreeing with what Davis had said. As they did, Gregory’s heart clenched, knowing who would pay for that decision. It wasn’t him or Davis; it was one of his sergeants. 
 
      
 
    “First, we deal with these thugs, and then we move after those who put them against us,” Gregory said softly. “The next month or two will be filled with blood and pain. We’ll face death, sorrow, and loss. In the end, we’ll remain unbowed as we break the men who pushed us to act in this manner.” Gregory looked up, meeting his sergeants’ faces with grim acceptance etched on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Honor! Duty! Death!” Davis barked the words, then saluted. The five sergeants joined him, holding the salute as they faced Gregory. 
 
      
 
    Gregory saluted them back, taking the weight of command on his shoulders. “For the empire.” 
 
      
 
    “For the empire!” they roared back at him. 
 
      
 
    The men in the yard looked up at the barracks, as the shout had been faint but audible. As one, they stopped the Peaceful Fist, came to attention, and saluted the building. Voices rose in unison, as they shouted those same three words back. 
 
      
 
    Gregory heard his men in the yard and his heart clenched. “Gather your squads. We march on the hour.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-eight 
 
      
 
    The first day of marching, the men were grim, but tried to joke to keep their spirits up. Camping that night, they got the full story about what the next evening would mean. Conversations were muted after that, as it’d become known that some of them would die. The sergeants did their best to explain the intricacies of why Gregory couldn’t save them all— when the realization that trying to save the few meant even more of them would die, they stopped asking, understanding settling over them. 
 
      
 
    The second day, the men were near silent, the impending fight pressing down on them. The more veteran men did their best to joke around, even if it was dark humor. That helped lighten the mood a little, but they all knew what the next day would mean. 
 
      
 
    On the morning of the third day, Gregory led them through the Peaceful Fist. When it came to an end and it was time to march again, he didn’t mount up. Instead, he walked down the ranks, meeting each man’s eyes and nodding to them one by one. The somberness weighed on everyone, but the men’s respect for him grew a little bit more. It was clear that the fact that some of them were going to die weighed on him, but he entrusted them to their duty. 
 
      
 
    When he finished, he walked to the head of the unit, turning back to face them. “Men, today, we go to battle against evil people. They plot to ambush us, to kill us to the last, including our squires and staff. Our gear has been promised to them in payment for removing us from our post. Enchanted armor would fetch a high price, which has allowed them to gather over four dozen men, including a mercenary mage from Buldoun. This is all because we held our ground on enforcing the slave laws. You followed me, and now, we’ll pay a price for doing what we’ve done.” 
 
      
 
    Davis marched over to stand beside Gregory. He stood at attention when he faced the men, offering his silent support to Gregory as the adept continued to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Some of you will die, as has been explained. Almost all of us will be wounded at the end of it, varying from major to minor injuries. When the fight ends, it’ll give us the chance to strike at those behind our troubles. I’ll be swift and just when I make them pay for their crimes… not just against the empire, but against us. Today will show me what the weight of command really is. For those of you who fall today, I will never forget you standing with me. Your brothers beside you will raise drinks in your memory for years to come.” 
 
      
 
    The men stood rigidly at attention, each of them silently promising to remember the names of the fallen for the rest of their lives. 
 
      
 
    “We won’t march blindly into them. They expect to ambush us, but we’ll be the ones springing the trap on them,” Gregory said grimly. “Glasson, you will take your men ahead of us. When you get to orange three, go into the woods. Parallel the road, find their scouts, and remove them as quietly as possible; they’re set between markers orange three and orange two. Once you’ve dealt with them, stay in the woods, creep closer to the camp, and be ready to ambush the attackers when the fight starts. The woods will hinder your naginatas, so leave them in the wagon. Use your swords and crossbows today.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” Glasson barked. 
 
      
 
    “Rafiq, you’ll stay with the wagon. I entrust you to help keep our friends safe; we’ll be leaving you at marker orange one. Hanz, Basal, you two will stay with them. Two men will have left the ambushers, intent on raiding the wagon. We’ll leave four loaded crossbows with you. Let them get close, then kill them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Basal said, though his voice trembled. “I’ll guard our friends, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Hanz swallowed, then saluted. Being the younger of the two squires, his hands shook at the thought of having to kill someone. 
 
      
 
    “Men, we’ll get our crossbows wound and ready a few miles past orange one, before we reach the camp. You will march with an arrow held in the same hand as your naginata. When called for, plant your weapon, pull your crossbow, load, and fire. Then, set for them to come for us,” he went on, laying out their plans. “This will thin their ranks, leaving some dead, some wounded, and giving us a more manageable situation.” Gregory paused, looking over his unit and seeing the anxiety on some faces. “I would be right there with you, but I have to face their mage. Physical enhancement is better for us than some other types of magic they could have had against us, but it’ll take me focusing on him to keep him from attacking you. I’ll be unable to help you with the rest, but I know you’ll show them why attacking us is the last mistake of their lives.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory drew himself up into formal attention, then saluted them. “For the empire!” 
 
      
 
    Those three words repeated as a shout from the entire unit, including his staff. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Glasson, move out!” Gregory instructed. 
 
      
 
    As one, Glasson’s unit marched forward, setting their naginatas in the wagon as they passed it. When they went by Gregory, they turned their heads to face him, saluting. Gregory returned it, his heart feeling cold as he memorized the face of one of the men he knew would die today. 
 
      
 
    When they were past Gregory, the squad began to speed up— they would alternate double time and normal marching to create distance from the rest of the unit. 
 
      
 
    “Donald, move to the back. Four-point protection while we march,” Davis commanded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Sergeant Donald said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When they reached orange one, Gregory stopped, looking back at Rafiq. “I’ll come back for you once things are settled.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be waiting, Gregory.” Rafiq bowed formally. “Aether watch over you.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed from his saddle, then trotted back to the front and got the rest of the unit moving again. 
 
      
 
    Basal watched them go before he knelt to check the crossbows, which were wound, loaded, and ready to fire. Hanz knelt beside him, his hands shaking as he touched one of the crossbows. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be okay, Hanz,” Basal said softly. “I can do it. Just hand them to me, okay?” 
 
      
 
    The younger boy looked at his friend with gratitude, but also shame. “Sorry… I’ll hand them to you.” 
 
      
 
    Basal patted Hanz on the shoulder. “It’s okay. I’m scared, too. There’s no shame in not wanting to kill someone. I’ll protect you, Dot, and the others.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d help if we could,” Dot grumbled. “Stupid brands…” 
 
      
 
    “They do present a challenge,” Rafiq agreed. “However, as long as you aren’t trying to kill someone and are simply defending yourself, you will not trigger your brand.” 
 
      
 
    “But if we do trigger it, it’d take Gregory coming back to make the pain stop,” Barny said quietly. “He’s going to be an hour away.” 
 
      
 
    “Very true,” Rafiq nodded. “Do not worry— I will assist the boys if needed. While I cannot kill the attackers, I might be able to render them unconscious.” 
 
      
 
    “If I fail, I’d take the help,” Basal said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The timekeeper in the wagon chimed an hour later, and everyone said a silent prayer. Gregory and the others would be approaching the campsite now, so the battle would soon be underway. 
 
      
 
    “Put your hands up,” a snide voice demanded. “Behave and you don’t need to get hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, not much, anyway,” a second voice chimed in. 
 
      
 
    Basal turned to face the southern tree line. Two men were coming out of it with weapons in hand. One of them carried an axe while the other had a hammer, though neither had a shield. 
 
      
 
    “Now, now, boy. Just get out of the wagon. We’ll be taking it and the slaves with us,” the man with the axe said. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid or we’ll kill you,” the first added, pulling his hammer up onto his shoulder. “I won’t make it quick, either.” 
 
      
 
    “If you try to take us, I will defend myself,” Rafiq said calmly. “I am Rafiq, son of Rafiq and father of Rafiq. Do not make this mistake, as it will cost you your life.” 
 
      
 
    Both men stopped, staring at Rafiq with incredulous expressions. The hammer man laughed. “Oh? Are you going to attack us, Croc? I can see you shivering in that coat— you hurt us and your brand’ll give you pain you can’t even imagine.” 
 
      
 
    Axeman joined in the laughter. “I think killing him first will prove ou—” 
 
      
 
    The clank of the crossbow firing cut the man off. To be fair, it was the crossbow bolt suddenly lodged in his throat that really cut him off. Basal dropped the weapon he’d just fired in horror— he thought he’d been aiming at the man’s chest. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” The other man was shocked, but he recovered quickly. “Fuck this! You get to die!” He came sprinting at the wagon, his hammer pulled up to hit anyone who got in the way. 
 
      
 
    Hanz held the next crossbow up, but Basal fumbled it, sending the bolt thunking into the wagon’s edge. Hanz’s eyes went wide as he lunged for the third one. Basal bent to grab the fourth; he yanked it up, but the bolt went flying wide, as he didn’t aim in his panic. 
 
      
 
    Rafiq’s body blazed with blue flame as he intercepted the man charging forward. The hammer hit him in the head, but the blow only jerked Rafiq’s head sideways, no blood coming from it. His return strike tore the hammer from the man’s hand, as he’d aimed for the weapon. 
 
      
 
    Stumbling, the attacker fell and rolled, the force of being disarmed flinging him well off his stride. Scrambling back to his feet, he cried out in pain and fell to his knees, then onto his face with a crossbow bolt sticking out of his back. 
 
      
 
    Rafiq let his aether fade. Walking calmly over to the downed man, he checked him. He stood back up and looked over at the pale-faced boys. “You saved our lives.” 
 
      
 
    Both of them stared at him dully for a moment before they lurched to the side of the wagon and vomited. Dot rushed to grab them some water— she’d help them through what they were dealing with. Polka and Barny went to help a moment later. Both of them were glad they were safe, and a little ashamed that they hadn’t done anything to help. 
 
      
 
    As the others sprang to help the boys, Rafiq checked over the bodies. Gregory would come back in time, and he wanted to make things easier, as he was sure Gregory would be on the ragged edge by then. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-nine 
 
      
 
    Gregory rode with Davis at the front of his men— they needed to project that they didn’t know what was coming. They were quickly approaching the camp area, so Gregory took a slow breath, putting an annoyed expression on. “Can you believe the wagon broke a wheel?” 
 
      
 
    Davis frowned, but tried to play along. “Accidents happen, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Glasson better be able to get the spare wheel on. I won’t be without my tent tonight, Lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
    “If need be, I’ll send one of the men back for it, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s bad enough to be out here in the cold. I refuse to be without a tent and a proper meal.” 
 
      
 
    The closest men kept marching, but felt more nervous with Gregory obviously putting on an act. If he felt the need to do that, then someone was likely watching them. 
 
      
 
    “Look, sir. The last bend before camp,” Davis said. “We’ll send someone back for your tent and the best rations once we reach it.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did we leave an entire squad behind, Lieutenant?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “Protection of supplies, sir. Glasson will catch up to us soon, I’m sure. You didn’t want to wait for them to change the wheel.” 
 
      
 
    The few ambushers that’d been close enough to hear them would’ve been tense about a missing squad, but the complaints had them relax again. The unit was almost where the Buldoun mage wanted them to spring the trap. 
 
      
 
    Rounding the bend, Gregory didn’t hesitate— he booted Legacy into a run. He had to get into the thick of things so his men could have the chance to close in. Davis would be a few seconds behind him, but would be forced back, even mounted as he was. That’s what Gregory wanted. Anyone else near the mage would die. 
 
      
 
    The ambushers had plenty of warning that they were coming, so the moment Gregory rushed in, they acted. A couple dozen rushed out to cut the men away from Gregory. Davis made it past the first set, but the next had spears, so he had to swing wide or lose his mount. His sword was out and he cut at anyone who came close as he tried to loop in closer to Gregory. 
 
      
 
    Foresight and resonance came the moment Gregory kicked Legacy into a run. Naginata in hand, he took the throat out of the first man he passed before he swung off the saddle, letting Legacy bolt past the ambushers. He ducked under an arrow, swung to the side to miss the first slash from the aether-infused mage, then snapped the butt of his naginata into another man who’d charged his back. 
 
      
 
    “Magi! It’s time to die!” the mage grinned. His aether reached out to crush Gregory, pressuring him into mistakes. It was a technique he’d worked on for years to give him a greater advantage over other mages or magi. 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s resonance pushed the aether away, but he didn’t try to return it, lost in the flow of combat. Weapon spinning, he clubbed, cut, or stabbed anyone besides the mage. He did all of that while he darted, wove, and pivoted to avoid the empowered strikes of the mage who tried to close on him, swinging his giant axe with ease. 
 
      
 
    “Hold still, Magi!” the mage growled. “I’ll end it quickly, but if you persist, I’ll kill you slowly.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t banter; he was locked in on his path. The sound of combat washed over it, but he didn’t let it impinge on his resonance. He already knew what the outcome would be, the men he’d fail to save. His resonance shook slightly, but held firm once he pushed the thought of his soon-to-be-dead guards away. 
 
      
 
    The closest ambushers that didn’t die to Gregory in the first minute surged toward his men, instead. It was clear they couldn’t match the magi, but against armed men, they easily could. Besides, the mage had told them the magi was his earlier. 
 
      
 
    When the ambushers ebbed away, Gregory could give his full attention to the mage. The moment he did, he attacked the man he’d been dodging up to that point. If anyone had been able to watch them, they would’ve been awed at the savagery of the mage and Gregory’s elegance. Both used other enchantments to aid them as they clashed time and again. 
 
      
 
    The mage was shocked that he hadn’t sheared the naginata through the two times Gregory blocked with it— he’d grown used to being able to break his opponents’ weapons. The small aether shields frustrated him, as they only appeared for a half-second at a time, just long enough to stop an attack dead. 
 
      
 
    Gregory was similarly frustrated, as the mage had at least three shielding enchantments he’d been using. Every time he got a blade past the man’s defenses, an aether shield appeared to stop the strike from touching him. 
 
      
 
    With no warning, the mage sprang back, gaining distance. “You’re not an adept. No adept could keep up with me like this.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory snorted as he advanced. “Give me the letter from Chainer that hired you and I’ll let you flee back to Buldoun. You don’t need to die on this road.” 
 
      
 
    “Foolish child!” the mage sneered, suddenly holding a small crossbow in one hand. “Let’s bleed that shield off!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory shifted left, snapped his naginata up and across, then dove to the right, rolling before springing back to his feet. A single shield flashed into being to stop the last bolt, the only one that came close to him. 
 
      
 
    The mage absorbed the crossbow back into the spatial ring he wore, his face grim as he rushed back at the magi. He felt like he’d been lied to— this couldn’t possibly be an adept. Either way, he wouldn’t let this sizable payday get away from him. It was triple his normal rate for killing magi, and there was a bonus if none of the guards made it out alive, too. 
 
      
 
    Gregory spun to face the mage, a dark smile touching his lips as he did the defensive kata Egil had taught him. The future was set, and the dead man in front of him had no idea. He positioned as needed, then leapt back, letting five crossbow bolts strike the mage. The three to the chest barely pierced the breastplate he had on, but the other two forced him to use the last of his aether shields. 
 
      
 
    Growling, the mage looked to the side, his jaw tightening when all he saw were his allies being cut down by the magi’s guard unit. His minions were being systematically destroyed by men who’d trained to fight as squads instead of solo combatants. 
 
      
 
    That moment of distraction let Gregory close in, forcing the mage to focus on him again. Out of additional help now, the mage had to burn even more aether to reinforce his skin. Every time Gregory attacked, it was to his joints— which only had leather covering them— or his unprotected face. Small wounds built up on the mage while no attack of his seemed to touch the elusive magi. 
 
      
 
    Gregory was out of shields, as well, so he had to accept what was about to happen. He darted right with no warning, a single arrow sinking into his calf past his armor, but the other two hit the mage. One deflected off the man’s armor while the other cut a bloody gash across his cheek. 
 
      
 
    Gregory limped to the side. The bolt had lodged into his armor; while it hadn’t penetrated far into his skin, it was cutting the muscle up with every step. Seeing Gregory stagger and limp, the mage burned more aether to finish off the wounded magi. With a sudden leap and hack, the giant axe looked like a blue comet as it came streaking down. 
 
      
 
    Gregory took the pain and worsened his injury to duck in and down, his naginata coming up as the butt braced to the ground. Just like he had done with Stallo during the Buldoun tournament, Gregory let his opponent impale himself on his weapon. The mage went limp, then fell sideways. The naginata had cut out the side of the man’s neck, half-severing his head from the angle of the impact. 
 
      
 
    Pushing himself to his feet, Gregory turned to face the slowly dwindling fight. “Surrender or die!” he bellowed, letting his aether fuel the words. 
 
      
 
    The four remaining ambushers hesitated, but Gregory’s men hadn’t expected the offer; they only saw their openings. The four men all fell dead a heartbeat later. Cries from the wounded filled the air as everyone searched for their next opponent. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant, help the wounded. Offer merciful deaths to the gravely wounded,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Davis said, coming forward. His left arm was clutched to his chest, blood slowly oozing from his elbow. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, your leg,” Bunson said, hurrying toward Gregory. 
 
      
 
    “I could use some help, Sergeant. Thank you,” Gregory grimaced, then summoned alchemical supplies from his ring. “Davis, use these for our men.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Davis said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory was in his tent when Rafiq entered it a couple of hours later. “Greg, are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Gregory said softly, setting down his pen. “Freddy Slimmer from Glasson’s squad and Travit Arnson from Townson’s squad died. Sergeant Donald also died. He had a man surrender to him and was trying to pull him out so he wouldn’t get killed by ours or theirs. I could’ve warned him… but they all agreed that having evidence against Chainer would be worth their lives before we left Coldwood.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq came over to sit beside Gregory. “You feel guilty because you didn’t tell him?” 
 
      
 
    “If Donald hadn’t tried to protect that man, the survivor would’ve been killed during the fight. He’s a solid witness to hand over to Trida. If I told Donald, he’d have avoided his own death, but then the man dies instead.” 
 
      
 
    “The pitfalls of foresight…” Rafiq said softly. “Lighthand spoke of them in his journals.” 
 
      
 
    “Lightshield mentioned it, as well,” Gregory murmured. “…Am I weak?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Greg, not at all. You care. Some might consider it a weakness, but it is not. There’s nothing wrong with mourning the fallen. Right now, though, there are two boys who could use you. They killed today to protect themselves and their loved ones.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory rose to his feet, leaving his report on the desk. “Where are they?” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq nodded toward the flap into the front of the tent. “Waiting.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stepped into the front room of his tent to find Basal and Hanz both sitting there with dazed expressions. He went to them and, kneeling down, pulled them both into his arms. That simple act had both of them crying as they hugged him back. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry…” Gregory said softly. “I forced you to do what you should never have had to do. No child should be forced to kill, and today, you were. There’s no shame in what you feel. I feel the same for the deaths I caused today. Leaving you where we did was the best I could do for you. I hope that one day, you can forgive me.” 
 
      
 
    It took time but, eventually, the boys stopped crying. When Gregory let them go, they saw he’d also been crying. Sniffling, they wiped at their faces. 
 
      
 
    “There’s never anything wrong with what you feel,” Gregory said again. “I felt the same. I’ll always be willing to talk if you want to discuss what happened.” 
 
      
 
    “I will listen, as well,” Rafiq added from where he stood. “Talking can help; it is not a weakness.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir…” Basal started, but had to clear his throat to go on. “Sir, why did you have us wait there?” 
 
      
 
    “If you’d come with us, you’d have been targets. That would’ve drawn the men to protect you, costing even more of the unit their lives. I chose the path that saw as few deaths as possible, even though it meant making you face the horrors you did today. I’m sorry to both of you that you lost some of your innocence today.” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir,” Hanz sniffled. “They were bad men who would’ve used or killed our friends.” 
 
      
 
    “They would have,” Gregory agreed. “You were both very brave. I am proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    Both of them tried to smile, but failed. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay. I’m almost done with my report. I’ll be going out to check on the men afterward. You should both come with me; they’ll be glad to see you alive and healthy.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the pair said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
    Gregory went to Donald’s squad first— they were the ones without a leader, and might be the most affected by the deaths. Stepping inside, he found Davis talking with the men, all of whom had injuries. 
 
      
 
    “He did his duty. We will honor him when we reach Icelake,” Davis was saying. “Until we get another sergeant, I will be filling in.” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant,” Gregory said to let everyone know he was there. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir?” Davis asked. 
 
      
 
    “How are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Two with severe arm injuries, one with a moderate foot injury, and two with small nicks to the face, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory went closer to where the five men were sitting. “At ease, men. Stay comfortable,” he said quickly when they started to stand. “We’ll be going slowly into Icelake. All of you paid a price today, and we lost three in total, one of them being your sergeant. The next few weeks will be challenging until we can have someone step into that role. We’ll do our best to find someone who can lead you like Donald did.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” one of the men asked softly. “Sarge had said one of them might die to secure what we needed to get the bastards responsible. Did we?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory met his eyes for a moment. “Andrew French, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “We did, Andrew. Donald was responsible for pulling the key part of that out of the fire for us. The man he dragged out of the fight will be crucial for what happens next.” 
 
      
 
    “That—!” French cut off what he was going to say before exhaling. “I’d rather have Sarge back with us, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I would, too, Andrew. Donald and the other sergeants said the price would be worth paying it. I agreed with them, but now…” Gregory shook his head. “The price will always hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “It does, sir… for the good leaders, at least,” Davis said. “Sir, why are the squires with you?” he asked, trying to change the topic. 
 
      
 
    “Basal and Hanz had to defend the wagon from a couple of opportunists. Each of them killed a man today. They’re trying to accept the feelings that come from the act.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s tough and never gets easier,” French said. “Before today, I’d been in a few life-and-death fights, boys. Come on in; we’ll talk with you for a bit. I’m sorry for calling you boys, too. You’re blooded now… you might not be adults yet, but you’re as close to being men as you can be until your age day comes.” 
 
      
 
    The two boys went to sit with the five sorrowful men. As they took their seats, a couple of the men draped their arms over their shoulders, treating them like friends instead of children. 
 
      
 
    Gregory slipped out of the tent with Davis beside him. “Are any of them able to step up?” 
 
      
 
    “French’s the only one who might work from their squad. The rest haven’t been in long enough for me to commit to them leading. Colter from Bunson’s squad is the one I’d tap, but I don’t know if you want to bring in someone from another unit or not.” 
 
      
 
    “How would they take it if we went either way?” 
 
      
 
    “If we promote French, all of them might either fall apart, or they could become even more dependable. If we bring Colter over, they’ll accept him. It’s been known Colter is one of the men to move up in time. I’ll let you know when we reach Icelake. I want to keep eyes on French until then.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Keep your eyes on Hanz, too. I hate that they had to deal with that, but they could’ve been hurt much worse, or more of the unit would’ve died if we’d let them come closer. Damned either way.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be okay, Greg. It’ll be tough for a little while, but they’ll get calluses on those memories.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so…” 
 
      
 
    Gregory parted with Davis. Going from squad to squad, he spoke to his men. He paused longer with Townson’s and Glasson’s units, as each had lost a comrade. Those two groups shared stories about the dead, with Gregory adding in a couple of his own. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dinner was solemn— the memories of the blood and deaths were still too fresh for any laughter. Gregory stood after he finished his meal. He didn’t speak right away as his gaze went to the empty seats. The little conversation going on died when all eyes went to him. 
 
      
 
    “Today, we paid a high price for upholding the law,” Gregory said. “We lost comrades, dear friends, even trusted leaders. Your hearts are heavy, as is my own. There will be full honors for them and their families, and we will have their wake at the barracks in Icelake. I won’t ask you to do more than what’s needed. Those too wounded to walk will ride in the wagon. We’ll be going slower than normal to help the walking wounded among us.” 
 
      
 
    “That includes you, sir,” Davis said from the table where Donald’s squad was sitting. 
 
      
 
    “Including me. I’m glad we had the alchemical aids we did, along with the armor that saved even more of our lives. I’ll always do everything I can for you, but even I fail at times.” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir.” Bunson got to his feet. “You saved lives today. Any of us who’ve faced a physical enhancement magi in a fight knows that. Our entire unit might’ve died at his hands alone. You took the biggest threat and neutralized it so we could do our duty. We know you’ll never stand behind us— that isn’t who you are— but I refuse to accept today as a failure of yours. Today was an attack on our unit. We repelled it at cost, but we still stand strong. I will ask what everyone here wants to ask: can we nail the bastards that pushed us into this?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory swallowed the lump in his throat as Bunson sat again. Exhaling slowly, he nodded. “Between the letters the mage had in his storage ring and the man that Sergeant Donald gave his life to pull out, yes. I’ll do everything I have to to personally pin the masterminds to a wall. Our brothers will not have died in vain. You’ve believed in me since my first day with you. Believe in me now.” 
 
      
 
    Davis stood, his eyes going to the sergeants, all of whom stood, too. A moment later, the entire camp was on their feet. It was a little awkward for some, but they all saluted, some even using the wrong arm if their right was injured. 
 
      
 
    “Honor! Duty! Death!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory felt the tears as the unit repeated the mantra of magi guard units. He wasn’t alone in that; most eyes were as wet as his. 
 
      
 
    “Our honor is our duty, and our duty is guarding a magi’s life, even if it means our deaths,” Gregory recited the full pledge. “I will never send you in to just save me. My duty is your lives. It is my honor to serve the empire with you, and if I die, I know it was at no fault of yours. I will never forget them or you in the years ahead of me. I will etch their names into my mind for all time.” Gregory saluted them back when he finished speaking. “Finish your meals, men. Rest and recover as much as you can. Tomorrow, we advance toward the first of those I will see brought to justice.” 
 
      
 
    When the men sat back down, Gregory walked away, heading for the man chained in the wagon bed. He was the only survivor of the battle, the one who’d cost Donald his life. Others might’ve pulled through if Gregory had used some healing items on them, but he had a finite number of them, and he’d not been charitable in the minutes after the fight ended. 
 
      
 
    “Magi…” the man whispered in fear, his furred bear ears flattened down. 
 
      
 
    “Your name?” Gregory asked evenly. 
 
      
 
    “Edward Smith, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “One of my sergeants died to pull you out of the fight, Edward. He was a good man. Quiet, calm, one of the best.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Magi. I… didn’t want to be here. I owed Dalt money and he forced me to come to pay it back. When I saw you charge the mage, I took my chance before I had to raise weapons against your men. One of my allies slashed my back when I went to surrender. It was then that your sergeant stepped in to pull me out… I’m sorry, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory had to hold tight on his emotions. He wanted to lash out at Edward, to blame him for Donald’s death, but that would be wrong. If Edward was speaking truthfully, he was just another victim. Opening his resonance, he felt a small thump from the huddled man. Gregory exhaled slowly and let go of his resonance, which had told him this man wasn’t his enemy. He didn’t know how accurate his resonance was, but he trusted it. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be called to speak in front of two commanders. I don’t want you to say what you think I want to hear. All I want is the truth. No embellishments, no suppositions; just the honest truth. Can you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “Dalt came to me two weeks ago, calling in my debt. He said we’d be attacking people, not capturing eurtik. I objected, but he practically owned me with how much I owed him.” 
 
      
 
    “Why? Why the debt?” 
 
      
 
    Edward looked down before exhaling. “I bought one of his captures from him last year, before they could be taken to the market. I didn’t have all of the money then, so he said I could pay him later. When I tried to pay him off, he laughed and told me there was interest added on. I could never get enough to pay him back. I was stuck.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you do with the eurtik you bought?” Gregory asked, ice touching his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Married her, sir. When I bought her, I told her that I hoped to have a family. I gave her the option to be sold to Lowen Pointer as a barmaid, instead. She asked me why I’d gone into debt for her, and I told her the truth: she’s beautiful, sir. She took my breath away when I saw her.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory was unsure how to feel. The man had just admitted to buying a slave to marry her. He said she agreed, but how could he know if that was true, or if he was just projecting or wanting to sound better? 
 
      
 
    “After Dalt called you to help?” Gregory asked, knowing he’d digressed. 
 
      
 
    “We marched out here. The mage joined us as we were leaving Icelake. It wasn’t until we got here two days ago that they told us who we would be fighting. Some of us didn’t like the idea of fighting a magi, but Dalt, the mage Franky, and a few others kept an iron hand on us. I think a few still managed to get away, but I’m not suited for sneaking, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory agreed that the large man was unlikely to sneak well. 
 
      
 
    “I made up my mind to throw down my weapon instead of attacking last night. That might be why the man next to me attacked me. I must’ve shown my intention of not fighting today.” 
 
      
 
    “Did Dalt say who was behind this?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. Him and the mage talked about it openly. Said Rupert Chainer paid them and that we’d all get a split of the profit from selling your unit’s gear. We’d all get a single percent of profits or, in my case, Dalt would call me square with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, Edward. Remember what you told me. I need your words to make my case for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t see any utensils or a bowl with him, so he produced some rations. “Eat up. I’ll have some water brought to you. You’ll be sharing the wagon with some of my men tomorrow. You’ll not be abused in any way. My word on it.” 
 
      
 
    Edward bowed his head. “Thank you, sir. Sir… umm… will you make sure my wife and newborn are taken in by good people?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory paused, then exhaled, knowing why Edward had asked: attacking a magi was a death sentence. He touched Edward’s shoulder, squeezing it lightly. “You’ll see them again, Edward. You didn’t raise a weapon, you surrendered, and then gave evidence. You will not be charged. I will also do what I can to make sure your wife and child are safe from reprisals while I deal with the problem.” 
 
      
 
    Edward started to sob. “Thank you, Magi…! Thank you…” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t thank me, Edward. Tomorrow, when the men ask you, tell them the truth. You’ll find that they’ll listen.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory walked away while Edward cried tears of relief that he might see his family again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-one 
 
      
 
    The sun was below the horizon, the gloom of twilight hanging over the land, when Gregory approached the gate of Icelake alone. His men marched a mile behind him, eager to get into the warm barracks for the evening. The guard above the gate had called out in challenge in the fading light, but he stopped his second call when Gregory came into the lantern light. 
 
      
 
    “Magi Gregory Pettit of Aether’s Guard,” Gregory said flatly. “I have wounded from a battle. Do not impede my men.” 
 
      
 
    The gate sergeant, who’d been about to go off duty, came out of the gate house. He stared at Gregory in shock for a moment before he saluted. “That is fine, Magi. How many wounded?” 
 
      
 
    “Nearly the entire unit. Three dead on this patrol.” 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Quintas’ eyes got wider when Gregory spoke, and he stammered the next two words, “O-only t-three? I mean, yes, Magi. We will make sure they go right through.” 
 
      
 
    The slightly warped hollowness Quintas radiated got Gregory’s attention as surely as his fumbled words had. “Sergeant, why are you surprised to see me?” 
 
      
 
    “I-I’m not, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory saw the oncoming sergeant standing well back; the tap of his resonance against that sergeant wasn’t twisted. “Take over for him,” Gregory addressed the second man before focusing on Quintas again. “You will be coming with me to the commander, Sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir…” Quintas whispered, feeling the pressure slowly build around him. 
 
      
 
    The second sergeant accepted the command, saluting as he did. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and I have bodies that need to be seen to. Have someone come to the barracks in an hour to see to our dead. But you have a lot of work tonight, as well.” Gregory rode to the side out of the way of any potential traffic. Summoning the corpses of their attackers, he laid them out in orderly rows that took up most of the space the guards used outside the guard towers. “These men attacked my unit on the road. Handle their funerals and notify their kin.” 
 
      
 
    The new sergeant swallowed, saluting again as he looked at the dozens of corpses. 
 
      
 
    Quintas was pale as he looked at the rows of dead, briefly pausing twice— once on Dalt and once on the Buldoun mage. When he tore his eyes away from them, he found Gregory watching him, and he started to sweat profusely even in the frigid cold. “Sir?” he croaked. 
 
      
 
    “March, Sergeant. You’ll get your chance to explain to Trida.” 
 
      
 
    The gate guards on duty didn’t stop the unit as they limped through the gate. Many of them came to attention, saluting the walking wounded. No one stopped them, none of them wanting the wrath of the magi called down on them. 
 
      
 
    Gregory rode behind Quintas, who marched like a man on his way to the gallows. He kept foresight going, but only a couple of seconds ahead in case Quintas tried to flee. When they reached the command post, Gregory was dismounting as Commander Trida and Captain Hendil came out the door. 
 
      
 
    “Magi? Sergeant?” Trida questioned, eyeing the terror on Quintas’ face and Gregory’s dark expression. 
 
      
 
    A single soft word escaped Hendil, “Shit…” 
 
      
 
    When Trida turned toward his captain to question him, a flash of something made him stagger back. “What in Aether’s name?!” Trida snapped. 
 
      
 
    Hendil yelled in pain, his sword falling from his hand as a dagger carved a groove across his forearm. He turned to run only to find Gregory already there, aether pressing down on him. Eyes widening, he tried to speak, but Gregory had him by the neck. 
 
      
 
    “Attacking your superior, trying to flee a magi, and conspiring to kill a magi? All of these are serious crimes, Hendil,” Gregory said coldly. “If Trida suddenly died, you’d be acting commander. I’m sure that was the plan, wasn’t it? Was it supposed to be poison tonight, or a blade in the back?” 
 
      
 
    Hendil couldn’t speak, nor could he catch his breath. The magi survived? How had he survived the mass of men and a physical enhancement mage? Chainer had promised him the command position after the adept was dead. Everything he’d been promised was a lie. 
 
      
 
    “Magi, unhand my captain,” Trida said, not having been keeping up with what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “He cut you, Commander, or tried to,” Gregory said, looking at Trida. “Your armor has a gouge in it from his sword.” 
 
      
 
    Trida glanced down to the visible line just above his waist. There was a gap between his chest and leg armor where a sword could slip in. The metal was scored from his navel to just above that gap. 
 
      
 
    “We need to have a talk, Trida. Your captain is under arrest, and Quintas here is being placed under arrest until he can clear his name. I don’t think he was an active participant in this like Hendil, but he might’ve known.” 
 
      
 
    Quintas lowered his head. He knew he was screwed, but trying to fight this magi was asking for death. 
 
      
 
    “Umm… yes,” Trida said slowly. “Strip Hendil of his gear, search him all the way to the skin, then lock him up. Same with Quintas,” Trida commanded the pale-faced guard a few feet away. 
 
      
 
    The man saluted before calling inside for help. Gregory waited for the two officers to be taken away before he and Trida went up to the commander’s office. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trida read the report, asking Gregory a few more questions before he slumped in his seat. “The witness is with your men?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I will keep him safe until Magus Smitton can be brought in to hear the report, too. I’d ask you to arrange for her and yourself to come out to the barracks tomorrow. You should refrain from telling her too much before you arrive.” 
 
      
 
    Trida groaned. “I knew you’d be trouble… Hendil turning on me was unexpected, but Quintas being involved… are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “He knew about the men going out like they did. What he did or didn’t know, I’m uncertain, but I will leave him to you, Commander. He took bribes from the slavers in the past, didn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. He was reprimanded for it,” Trida conceded. “I thought he’d learned from that. I’ll talk with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Hendil might have others who will try to help him,” Gregory said slowly. “I’ll leave his punishment to you, but you heard my charges, Commander. I will have a supplemental report drafted for you by tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Trida leaned forward to rest his head on the desk. “I’ll handle it, Magi.” He swallowed as another terrible thought rose unbidden in his mind, “What will you do if the magus is part of the attempt?” 
 
      
 
    “Defend myself,” Gregory said simply as he stood. “I don’t think she participated, but, like Quintas, she likely knew. That will be a problem for tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Rupert Chainer won’t accept the accusation,” Trida groaned. “Not from an adept.” 
 
      
 
    “When the town guard, town magus, and my unit march on his home, he will have no choice in the matter. He will face justice for attempting to kill me and for all the other laws he has broken. If his family is smart, they will surrender him so their interests can survive this year.” 
 
      
 
    Trida lifted his head to meet Gregory’s eyes. “You’d take the Silver Collar?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d break the entire family. However, I’ll give them a chance to not lose everything they hold dear. It will be a single chance only.” The finality in Gregory’s tone brooked no disagreements. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Trida said softly. “I will do my best to bring the magus to the barracks tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “If you fail to appear, I will come looking for you, just in case she did something monumentally stupid.” 
 
      
 
    Trida swallowed, as he hadn’t considered the magus doing something to him. “Uh… right. Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you get some rest before tomorrow, Trida,” Gregory said. He bowed his head a fraction, then left the office. 
 
      
 
    Trida sat there for a few minutes, wondering who the adept was to act so certain and casually about matters that would make master-tier magi pause. It ultimately didn’t matter; he had a job to do, and he would do it. He might not want to be in the middle of this messy power squabble, but he was, and now, he had to survive it. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory arrived at the barracks to find Davis waiting for him in the stable. “Something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. Just reporting. The men are settled in; bathing currently, in fact. The witness is stashed in the room with Barny, as it’s unlikely anyone would look for him there first. Dinner will be ready as soon as you’ve had a chance to wash up, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I got him, sir,” Basal said, taking Legacy’s reins. “Come on, boy. Let’s get you settled.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory let Basal take the gelding from him, but watched the boy for a moment. Turning his attention back to Davis, he exhaled slowly. “Captain Hendil tried to kill Trida in front of me, just as the future showed. Trida now has him and Quintas to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    “Still shocked that was a possibility, sir. Did he plan to kill you after that?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe he thought of that, Davis. He panicked when he saw me and acted on impulse.” 
 
      
 
    Davis shook his head. “What now, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully, we see Trida and Justina tomorrow. If we do, then we move on Rupert Chainer here. I’ll be seeing the courier tomorrow morning to make sure the Chainer family doesn’t send a warning to Phineas. We’ll be dealing with him when we get back to Coldwood. Whether or not the entire Chainer family is brought down will be up to the rest of the family.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to ask for Rupert and Phineas and leave the others, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “It will mitigate things in these towns. I don’t want to break them so much that the entire empire looks this way if I can help it.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I have to get the supplemental report about Hendil and Quintas written up. I’ll bathe after that. Please let the others know. I’ll see you and the boys there, won’t I?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Davis saluted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-two 
 
      
 
    Softness underneath him made Gregory smile as he rolled to the edge of the bed. Sitting up, he faced the shadowy corner. “My Dark Heart, it’s wonderful to be here with you again.” 
 
      
 
    “It is my joy to see you, too, dear one. You have reached your eighth rank.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you wanted our progress to slow down?” 
 
      
 
    “Over the next couple of weeks, you will be best served to be stronger. For your last few ranks of adept and into magus tier, you will see much slower growth so you do not break records.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, but I’m closer to magus, and therefore nearer being able to see you and touch you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    The longing in Darkness’ voice made Gregory feel bad for mentioning it. “I’ve forgotten to write a letter. Things have been a bit chaotic.” 
 
      
 
    “I have informed them of what you have been doing. They are all supportive of you, and only wish for your safety.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “There is not a lot new to report for most of them. I will give you the updates they wanted you to know above all. I cannot hold out to read the longer letters right now. I have to build more energy for the next rank.” 
 
      
 
    “Claudia…” Gregory murmured. “Because she’s in Buldoun, and we’re scattered to the edges of the empire.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand, dearest. Go ahead, and tell me what you can.” 
 
      
 
    “Baylyss is holding on, but Dia will step in for her soon. Bishop will be the one to hold the academy and clan together until your younger wives-to-be can make it back there for their magus postings.” 
 
      
 
    “That still hurts to think about… Baylyss was key to the orphanage. I’m curious how the clan can let the three of them all be there just for that.” 
 
      
 
    “They would be taking care of the clan hall at the academy, as well as the orphanage,” Darkness told him. 
 
      
 
    “Bishop would be free to move around the empire for the clan that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of the younger three, how are they doing with Mindie?” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderfully. She will have many stories for you when you see her in Krogga.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory swallowed, knowing what those stories would be. “I’m looking forward to hearing them, but even more to seeing my wives and friends again.” 
 
      
 
    “Yuki has been fine. They have cleared out a handful of bane beasts in the wilds, but nothing like you have had to deal with,” Darkness segued to help him. “She has made a few tough decisions in a couple of towns— people pushed things too far, so she had to intervene. Fair, but firm, is how everyone sees her.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I could hold her and soothe her.” 
 
      
 
    “As she wishes she could for you, my heart. Jenn has pushed back two attempted incursions by Krogga. Neither was a big force, just a gathering of young men looking to earn fame each time. Her name is going to make it to the Kroggian capital before she does.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “As good as she can be. Physically, she is unharmed, but she carries some of the same pain you do.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory closed his eyes at the memories of the fight. “She doesn’t have Rafiq to talk to… He helps me with that.” 
 
      
 
    “She has taken to speaking with Petal. She has been very helpful in that regard.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad she has someone to talk to.” 
 
      
 
    “She will hold it together fine, and when she sees Yuki and the others again, those memories will fade under the love of the family, just as yours will.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory breathed slowly for a few moments to try to clear his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Claudia has had a contentious argument with Aliminus. He tried to force her to abandon her training on the brain path. She flatly refused, telling him to find a new apprentice if he wanted. He stripped everything he had done to help her, trying to force her to do what he wanted. All it did was make her dig her heels in more. She knows her path and will not waver from it. When they were tested during the winter solstice, he finally relented. Claudia is now the most powerful mage of her year in their college. The leaps and bounds she has had in aether have made him reconsider which of her training paths is responsible, and he is now hesitant to try changing it, even if he thinks it is wasteful. Aliminus is certain she is walking two paths, but cannot figure out which two are combined for her.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. She is fine,” Darkness giggled. “She is very proud of her accomplishments. Every day, she idly twists her ring, thinking of being worthy of the family.” 
 
      
 
    “Is Griselda still beside her?” 
 
      
 
    “Her dutiful maid has faced down everyone— except the arch-mage, of course— for her mistress. Griselda might be as devoted to Claudia as Elsa is to you. You were perfectly correct in your prediction about her being the best person to have beside Claudia.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. She’s the only one who has no other wife beside her.” 
 
      
 
    “You will be speaking to her when you reach rank nine; Claudia will find her resonance in a day or two. She is very eager to see and speak with you and your wives again.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m eager to see her again, too. Maybe we can arrange to see her at least once a year in the future?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… maybe. With most of you in Krogga, it will be a little easier, as I do not have to gather all of you from so far apart.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my dark heart.” 
 
      
 
    A soft happy sound came from Darkness. “You are always welcome, dearest one. Your younger friends are intent on matching your accomplishments for their tournament this year. Even their friend, Frederica, has been hard-pressed to match them, even with them sharing what they can with her so she has a chance.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled as he thought of Daciana, Nessa, and Victoria standing before the judges, wearing proud smiles as their medals and ribbons were presented to them. “They’ve always been determined in that regard.” 
 
      
 
    “True. I love you, dearest.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory eyed the shadows, seeing them gather. “Hmm? Is someone afraid I was getting too close the last few times?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” Darkness whispered. “I have been afraid, but also thrilled that you can push as you have. I will protect us both from what we want, even if I want to just open my arms to you.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed his head. “I’m sorry, Darkness… I want to see and hold you. I don’t mean to cause you distress by trying.” 
 
      
 
    “No! No, please! Don’t stop…? I need to feel your need. It hurts— it cuts me deeply— but I need it. It helps ease the fears that have built over the long years since you last touched me. So please, never stop. I can and will banish the space if it becomes even slightly dangerous to save us both, but I need you to strive.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory swallowed the tears he held back by sheer willpower. The pain, need, and yearning in her voice clutched his heart. With all the love he felt for the woman of shadows, the one who had helped him know himself over the last few years, he flung himself into her corner. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Darkness sobbed. “Thank you…!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory pushed himself even harder, intent on closing even a few inches more with her this time. His whole body blazed with aether like a physical enhancement magi, snapping the first strands of coalesced shadow that tried to stop him. Seeing Darkness reaching for him, he pushed to reach her back. Her desire to touch him burned as bright as his own aether to reach her. 
 
      
 
    “I love you!” Darkness sobbed happily, finally stymying his advance a couple of feet away from her. If she leaned forward, she could reach him, and her hands shook as she fought to not give in to the desire. “I will always love you.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory flexed and he got another inch closer before his aether was pulled away from him. “As I love you, my dark heart. Soon… sssooonnn…” The last word trailed off as his body faded away. 
 
      
 
    Tears of sorrow fell as her love was pulled away from her once again. “Give us strength to wait, my love.” 
 
      
 
    The moment he was gone, she lunged into the spot he’d been, her arms wrapped around herself. On her knees, she cried at her own weakness and strength. She’d nearly failed them both when he’d found that little extra push at the end. The shadows vanished, leaving Darkness unshrouded as she sobbed alone in the empty room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-three 
 
      
 
    Gregory spent the morning looking at different futures— it took him a while to find the one he thought would serve him best without causing more problems later. Breakfast had been a little tense, as the men had overheard he’d be meeting with the town magi. Reassuring them that it would be okay, he still asked them to stay in the barracks and recover. 
 
      
 
    The men who weren’t badly injured did the Peaceful Fist with him after breakfast. Some of the injured did what they could with the limbs they had, wanting to show solidarity. After the Peaceful Fist, Gregory sparred some of the men with the guandao or a wakizashi to keep in practice with them. Without using foresight, he didn’t immediately trounce anyone, which got some cheering for the men who faced him. A couple were even able to beat him— Gregory was at a disadvantage against the naginata when using the wakizashi— though they had to work hard to beat him. 
 
      
 
    When sparring ended, Gregory took a bath so he could be as presentable as possible for the coming meeting. With some time left before the magus and commander arrived, Gregory made sure his reports were in order. He had copies for Justina and Trida, but also Roberts and Artok, as multiple copies would make it much harder for them to be altered without being found out. Rafiq had been given his copies earlier, along with Gregory taking the time to sit and speak with him about his magic. 
 
      
 
    Gregory was in his room, a fresh pot of tea having just been delivered by Polka, when Dot brought Justina and Trida to him. Standing in the meeting space of the suite, Gregory welcomed the pair in. Trida was barely covering his nervousness, but doing his best. Justina looked coldly angry, though there was also the hint of fear in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Commander, Magus, please, take your seats.” Gregory motioned to the table. “I have some mint tea for us to have while we discuss the attack on my unit.” 
 
      
 
    Trida took his seat after seating Justina. Gregory poured for the three of them, letting them add sugar and cream to suit their own tastes. Sitting down, Gregory placed two scrolls in front of Justina and one in front of Trida. 
 
      
 
    “My reports for you both. What did you do with Hendil and Quintas, Trida?” 
 
      
 
    “Hendil was executed this morning for attacking me and you, Magi,” Trida said. “Quintas is being held, as he has been very forthcoming with information about the corruption in my guard. The Chainer family, through proxies, have been trying to undermine my command. They bought Hendil off entirely, along with one of my lieutenants. They were starting on two more of my lieutenants and had six sergeants firmly in hand, with Quintas among that number.” 
 
      
 
    “A failure of epic proportions,” Justina said snidely. “You will be replaced.” 
 
      
 
    “I am aware. Before that happens, I will make sure the corruption is carved out,” Trida said tightly. “I’m not the only one whose actions will come under the glass.” 
 
      
 
    Justina’s eyebrow went up. She stared at Trida, who grimaced when he felt her displeasure press down on him. “Did you have something to say directly, Commander?” 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Gregory said simply, but with firmness. “You both will face backlash over what has come before. Today, you have the chance of mitigating that. Read the reports first, and then we’ll discuss options.” 
 
      
 
    Justina’s anger flared— she still vividly recalled Gregory crushing her under his resonance. With a deep breath, she let Trida go. She’d felt Gregory touch her aether, and she didn’t want to start another match of strength with him. While he might control his resonance better, she was a magus and he was not. If she acted, he wouldn’t be able to truly stop her. 
 
      
 
    Gregory stayed quiet. This was a moment where she might lash out if he spoke, so he waited in silence as she picked up the reports. If she attacked him, he would kill her, as she would fight with every bit of her strength. Trida would die during their clash, which would cripple the town. 
 
      
 
    Justina’s face was grim when she finally set the scrolls down. “What do you plan on doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Bring the guilty to justice,” Gregory said softly. “I will request the aid of the guard, who have reasons of their own to help. As the town magi, it is your place to bring the attempted murderer of a magi to justice.” 
 
      
 
    “You want me to bring Rupert Chainer into custody, on the word of a criminal and a potentially forged letter to a Buldoun mage?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory sighed. He flooded the room with his resonance, clamping down on Justina’s, who’d been working her aether out slowly to chill the room. “Stop your magic, Justina. The path you’re on will end in your death, not mine. This is the only chance I can give you.” 
 
      
 
    Justina gasped at the pressure that squeezed down on her— it felt even stronger than the last time. The shock of it all disrupted her grasp of her magic. It slipped away from her, and she went white-faced as she realized an adept had her completely at his mercy… an adept she’d contemplated killing. 
 
      
 
    “If I kill you, it creates more problems than letting you live. Alive, you can learn, adapt, and grow. Your death only means another magus gets sent up here. If that happens, I either stay until they get here, or I leave the town without a magi as I patrol. Neither of those options are good.” 
 
      
 
    Justina wheezed as she tried to force his resonance away. She’d read of the spirit path before, but she’d been told by her clan that it was a useless path. Today, she suddenly realized they’d been wrong. If an adept could expel this kind of pressure, what could a magus, master, or grandmaster on the same path do? 
 
      
 
    “Removing Rupert, and potentially his entire family, is your duty. If his family gives him up, I will leave them be unless they’re stupid enough to push me again. You would be the one to bring a murderer to justice. That might help mitigate the fact you let them do whatever they wanted while taking bribes from their slavers. Now, it’s your choice.” He withdrew his resonance from her as he picked up his cup. 
 
      
 
    Slumping forward slightly before she straightened her back, she wiped her sweat-slicked forehead. Her gaze darted to Trida, who was looking away from her. She calculated her chances of besting the monster of an adept across from her— every avenue she considered looked bleak. Working with him wasn’t terrible, besides it grating at her to bow to a lower-ranked magi. 
 
      
 
    “Fine…” Justina said after a few minutes. “We will demand Rupert Chainer be handed over.” 
 
      
 
    “It will take me an hour to gather the right men,” Trida said softly. 
 
      
 
    “In one hour, at the guard barracks,” Gregory nodded. “Make sure the reason why is kept from them. I will bring my men who are fit to fight. We won’t need them, but it’ll make a point that there are no avenues open to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you really expect them to just hand over the head of the house?” Justina snorted. 
 
      
 
    “His son, Rustin, will gladly do so. It’ll see him take over the house, and that’ll occupy him for about a year while he shores up his position. That’s plenty of time for one of the more cunning members to take power and keep the branch of the Chainer family in check.” 
 
      
 
    Justina sat back, picking up her nearly empty cup. “Hmm… You said you were spirit path, but you reason far quicker and cleaner than some mind magi.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled. “I’m a man of many talents, Magus. I’m glad we’ve come to an agreement; I’ve killed enough people this year already.” 
 
      
 
    Justina’s smile went wooden at the clear implication that he was certain he could’ve killed her. She wanted to deride that, but she wasn’t sure he was wrong, and a chill crawled down her spine. “Yes… so am I.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The group of guards and magi gathered, drawing some curious eyes. When they marched— or rode their horses in the case of the two magi and commander— a few people trailed them, wanting to see what was happening. The march took them past the Silver Collar, where Gregory dispatched half his unit to secure the building. Trida had a couple of squads join Gregory’s, along with the lieutenant he was certain he could trust, as he was Trida’s son-in-law. 
 
      
 
    The rumors started flying quick and heavy. By the time the remaining strength got to Chainer’s manor, a large crowd stood well back to watch. The guards at the manor were uneasy as they secured the gates to the grounds, holding their weapons in hand. 
 
      
 
    A stone wall surrounded the small manor’s grounds. Space being a premium in the town, even the wealthy didn’t have acres of land for their homes. What extra the Chainer family had was given over to decorative gardens, further showcasing their wealth, as they weren’t growing foodstuffs in their limited space. The manor itself was solid stone construction; it would’ve been brought in from a quarry farther away from the town, again showing off the wealth of the family. 
 
      
 
    Trida rode forward a few paces toward the guards. “We are here to arrest Rupert Chainer on conspiracy to kill a magi, hiring foreign aether users to harm a magi, corruption of imperial guards, and breaking slave laws. Stand aside unless you want to also be arrested.” 
 
      
 
    The head of the manor guard stepped in front of his men. “Commander Trida, who fed you these lies?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory rode Legacy up beside Trida, pushing his resonance around the guard. “I did. They aren’t lies; they are facts. Unless you were involved in the planning, I’d suggest you step aside so you’re not caught in the net.” 
 
      
 
    Falling to his knees, the man wheezed. “O-o-open… t-the… g-gates!” 
 
      
 
    His men rushed forward to do so; they didn’t want to anger a magi. 
 
      
 
    Gregory backed Legacy up, letting Trida do his job. Justina glanced at Gregory, then back at the guards who’d all been standing next to the man on his knees. The precision Gregory showed in using his aether aura further worried Justina. Her final decision to side with him was clearly the only choice to live she’d had. 
 
      
 
    When the gates were open, Gregory let the man go so he could scramble out of the way of the incoming force. Trida rode just ahead of Justina and Gregory while the guards spread out to surround the manor. Gregory’s men were the closest to him, not trusting anyone else to safeguard him. 
 
      
 
    As they got toward the front door, the balcony door overlooking the manor opened. An overweight man with a sneer, bedecked in silks and furs, strode to the front of the group that was looking down at them. Behind him was a younger, thinner man in the same silks and furs, and a couple of women of varying ages behind them. 
 
      
 
    “Commander, Magus, what is this? Have I not been generous in my appreciation to the town?” Rupert spoke with confidence, but his eyes kept going to Gregory, and beads of sweat began to form on his brow. 
 
      
 
    “Rupert Chainer, you are to surrender to the guard,” Trida announced loudly. “You have conspired to kill a magi, hired a foreign aether user to harm a magi, corrupted imperial guards, and broken slave laws. The magus is here to make sure you face justice.” 
 
      
 
    “Lies and slander. Did this mere adept cause this scene?” Rupert asked, leaning into his only way to possibly survive. “An adept against the word of my family?” 
 
      
 
    “We have other evidence besides just his word,” Trida replied firmly. “Correspondence and a survivor of the attacking force. I have arrested the guards who have willingly told me of your bribery, and we have records to show the broken slave laws.” 
 
      
 
    “Surrender yourself to spare your family,” Justina said. The clouds above began to darken the sky as she wove her magic. “Pay for your crimes so they might be spared.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert blanched, but puffed up. “You would dare, Magus?! After all the times you took my money to look the other way? I would give evidence of corruption amon—!” 
 
      
 
    The younger man stepped forward, forcefully shoving Rupert over the railing. His scream cut off as soon as Rupert hit the ground. Taking the place his father had just stood, he spoke, “Commander, Magus, the family had no idea what crimes my father had committed. Take him and spare us from his crimes and sins against the empire. I will gladly meet with both of you to address any lingering repercussions he might have caused.” 
 
      
 
    Justina glanced at Gregory, who had said this would happen; she began to wonder just how far ahead the foresight magi could see. It would explain how he’d survived and planned ahead the way he had. She’d been told he could only manage a few hours, but she was certain that was completely wrong. It did mean she would have the chance to clear her name and acquire more power for herself and her clan. As much as she hated being indebted to Gregory, she had to admit that she was. 
 
      
 
    “Arrest him,” Trida said, Glasson hurrying forward with manacles. Looking up at Rustin, Trida nodded. “I will arrange a meeting, Rustin Chainer. Your family will right the scales, or you will join your father.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly,” Rustin said, his eyes straying to Gregory before going back. “Commander, I can give evidence that my Uncle Phineas might have conspired to arrange the crimes against the adept.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take them. Have your staff bring them down directly,” Gregory said. “Will your cousin be as forward-thinking?” 
 
      
 
    Rustin blinked. A mix of emotions crossed his face before he shook his head. “Not Charl, but Tinessa will if you give her the chance, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled. “Then your family will be diminished, but not broken. You chose the best path for you and your sisters. Do not let my leniency today be forgotten. Also, do not try to warn your uncle. If I find out you did… I will be back. I’m sure that Magus Smitton will be glad to assist me if needed.” 
 
      
 
    Cold rain fell from the clouds as Justina let her magic summon it. Rustin shivered, the rain falling only on the balcony. 
 
      
 
    “I will never forget the offer that was given today, Magi,” Rustin said, bowing low. “I will do better than my father.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Justina said before dismissing her magic. 
 
      
 
    “Form up!” Trida bellowed. 
 
      
 
    Trida’s second-in-command took the bleeding Rupert from Glasson. They waited only another few minutes before a butler brought a small chest out of the house. With it in hand, the force withdrew, with the crowd parting to let them by. More whispered rumors flew, as all eyes were on the procession. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-four 
 
      
 
    Gregory was glad that foresight didn’t reveal any problems for the day. Lapsing into meditation, he had his aether reproduce a copy of the ambush. Watching the fight play out, he was sure it was a compilation of his foresight, his own experiences, and the reports from his men— he wasn’t sure if the reenactment was completely accurate, but it let him have a better overview of how things went. 
 
      
 
    When fourth bell chimed, Gregory got up and stretched. Stepping out of his room, he found the others coming out of theirs. “Today, we’re having the farewell for our fallen,” Gregory said softly. “I’ve been told it’ll be an all-day affair.” 
 
      
 
    “I handled the preparations when you were going over the documents last night, sir,” Davis said. “From breakfast to after-dinner, we’ll be celebrating our lost.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be helping with the food and drinks,” Basal said. “Barny asked us last night.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be keeping a record if that is okay, Davis?” Rafiq asked as they all walked toward the stairs. “Broad strokes only; not individual comments.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mind. I think the men would support it, too. Knowing that their friends are going to be recorded in the academy archive might help.” 
 
      
 
    “Approved,” Gregory nodded. 
 
      
 
    “You were out late,” Davis said when they started downstairs. “Did any of the surrendered documents help?” 
 
      
 
    “Phineas Chainer is done. He just doesn’t know it yet,” Gregory said. “His son, Charl, will be joining him. The documents clearly show the pair conspired with Rupert to try killing me. Phineas even admits to the first assassination attempt in one of the missives.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think the family there will do what the one here did?” 
 
      
 
    “Rustin thinks his cousin, Tinessa, will be willing to do something similar. We’ll have to see when we get there… or at least the day before we get there,” Gregory said with a faint twitch of his lips. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be ready to assist again, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be staying here tomorrow for the men to get more comfortable recovery time in,” Gregory said, giving Glasson a nod as they passed where the men were getting ready for the day. Glasson gave him a solemn nod back before turning to watch the men again. 
 
      
 
    “Might be for the best. Even then, we might be best served to leave the severely wounded here to recover longer,” Davis added. “It would leave us down two squads in total between them and the fallen, but it would be better than dragging them with us.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll speak to the wounded and the sergeants today. I don’t want them thinking they’re a burden and are being left because of that.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair point. I’ll make sure to talk to each of them.” 
 
      
 
    Barny, Polka, and Dot were in the kitchen, getting breakfast ready, so Basal and Hanz hurried to help them. Gregory slowed down, letting the boys get ahead of him. He’d heard a cry of fear last night from Basal’s room; he’d barely made it to his feet when he heard Rafiq knocking on the boy’s door to help him. Gregory was sure it was nightmares because of what he’d had to do. He wanted to help the young man, but Basal had turned to Rafiq for help, so Gregory accepted it. 
 
      
 
    Probably because I’m his commanding officer. He doesn’t want to show weakness, even though I’ve told him it’s okay, Gregory thought. I can ask Rafiq later tonight… 
 
      
 
    “Helping with those now will make getting the rest of the meals ready much easier,” Barny explained as he checked the pot in front of him. “It’ll be a big help later today. Breakfast is almost ready. You’d have had to have been up over an hour ago to help with it.” 
 
      
 
    “If we’d known that, we would’ve tried,” Hanz said. 
 
      
 
    “That would’ve made you sleepy all day,” Polka giggled, patting his back when she went by him. “It’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    Basal and Hanz were off to the side, cutting vegetables. Polka and Dot were getting biscuits onto platters, glancing back at the boys to make sure they were okay. Barny was working on what smelled like gravy while a stack of cooked sausages sat on platters near him. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Gregory greeted them. “It smells delicious. I think this might’ve taken you more than just an hour to prepare.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been up for a few hours,” Barny admitted. “I’ll take a nap after breakfast, then come back to prepare the afternoon meal. Today’s a special day… it’s sad and sorrowful, but still special. I felt that something different than normal would help for today.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Barny. You both, as well, Dot, Polka. There will be tears and laughter, I’m sure— stories of the men we no longer have with us, dice games, and maybe even a few sparring sessions. Davis told me a few of the men have instruments with them, so we’ll have music, too.” 
 
      
 
    “A big day to send the fallen off…” Dot whispered sadly, “all because we took a stand on slavery.” 
 
      
 
    “Once we get back to Coldwood, the last of it will end for us this year,” Gregory said. He quickly checked with aether sight to see if anyone was listening to them before adding, “I will offer to you again what I offered when Thera left.” 
 
      
 
    All three full-blooded eurtiks turned to him, bowing. 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. We will stay,” Polka said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not ever leaving, sir,” Barny added. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll not willingly leave my protector, Gregory,” Dot said, her eyes going to a blushing Basal. “I look forward to Krogga and his age day so I can show him my love.” 
 
      
 
    Basal’s blush turned crimson as he looked down at the table. “I do, too.” 
 
      
 
    Hanz smiled at his embarrassed friend. “Don’t cut your fingers.” 
 
      
 
    Basal set his knife down for a moment, his hands unsteady. “Good point.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Gregory said. “I can only offer it to you this close to the border so you could get away. If, in the future, you change your minds, I’ll do my best to help. I won’t bring this topic up again, but if you do, please be oblique about it in case someone is listening.” 
 
      
 
    The trio of eurtik agreed that they would do so. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was delicious, and the men loved it. The reason for the special meal took some of their enjoyment away, but their spirits were as high as they could be. When they were all finished, Gregory stood up and the room went silent. 
 
      
 
    “Men, today, we mourn the loss of friends, comrades, and family. All of today is a celebration of their lives and sacrifice. Share the good times, lament the loss, and laugh over the stories that will bring tears, both good and bad. Barny has promised special meals all day as his way of thanking them for their duty. Like the breakfast we just had, it’ll be bittersweet, reminding us of the loss we all share today.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory had to pause as a few of the men sniffled, and he had to wipe his own eyes. 
 
      
 
    “The drinks will flow, so toast to them. They held to their honor and duty until the end, just as we all might before we lay down for our last slumber in Mortum’s embrace. I raise this toast to our fallen; Freddy Slimmer, Travit Arnson, and Sergeant Howard Donald. May they rest peacefully, knowing that their sacrifice will never be forgotten by those who stood with them on that road.” 
 
      
 
    Cups rose all around the room, and the toast was silent as men drank deeply, thinking of their dead friends. 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t sit. He waited for their cups to lower before he spoke on, “Our job isn’t done yet. When we march back to Coldwood, it will be with the intent to remove the other leader of the attack on us. Commander Roberts will be with us when we pull Phineas Chainer from his manor to answer for the crimes he committed.” 
 
      
 
    Angry words were spat at the man’s name, so Gregory paused. 
 
      
 
    “We took a stand— a moral stand— to do what we could while on this posting. Now, we’ve paid a dear price for doing so. I will never cheapen the memory of our friends by questioning if it was the right thing to do. They believed as you do, as I do, that we did the just and right thing. Drink in their memory today, tell their stories, gamble with your friends, and feast on the food. Today is a day of thanking them for being with us, but also a nod that if another of us falls, they’ll be equally remembered and praised.” He raised his mug again. “Slimmer, Arnson, Donald, pave the way for us, for one day we will be with you once more, ready to stand shoulder to shoulder with you again. Honor! Duty! Death!” 
 
      
 
    The last three words were said forcibly past tears, but they were shouted back by every man with their mug raised. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory sat in the chair in his room. The sun had set long ago; his men had barely made it back to their barracks a scant quarter-hour ago. He’d made sure that everyone knew breakfast would be at sixth bell tomorrow, ensuring the men could get the sleep they’d need after drinking so heavily. 
 
      
 
    Memories of the day came back to him, along with the stories from the men each man had served with. Donald’s squad praised him while the other sergeants told funny stories from over the last two years. Gregory fought a few of the men blindfolded, using a wakizashi with and without foresight, to help bring laughter when the sadness climbed high after midday. 
 
      
 
    When the knock came on his door, he stood, going to answer it. “Come in, Rafiq. I was going to talk with you, but it was driven from my mind earlier.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Greg,” Rafiq said, taking a seat at the table. “I wanted to see how you were doing.” 
 
      
 
    “Much like everyone else,” Gregory sighed. “I wanted to thank you for helping Basal last night.” 
 
      
 
    “No need. He just needs time. The memories will fade. I will continue speaking with him and Hanz.” 
 
      
 
    “The thanks was because you’re helping them. I take it they don’t feel comfortable talking with me about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Weakness, as they see it. I’ve told them differently, but they see you standing strong and don’t want to look lesser in your eyes. I was going to ask if I can explain to them how we talk?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please. They don’t need to hold back from me. I don’t want to push them, either… it’s left me in an awkward spot of wanting to help, but not wanting to force them.” 
 
      
 
    “I figured. I thought I felt your resonance when Basal cried out.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I felt and heard you were already there, so I stayed back.” 
 
      
 
    “Which was good for that moment. I will speak with them, and maybe in time, one or both will come to you directly.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be here if they do, but I also understand if they don’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Now, Greg, my friend, tell me the truth about how you are doing.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory snorted, closing his eyes as he slumped in his seat. “Terrible. I can understand Lighthand’s journals more than I ever wanted to. I… I was wondering…” He paused to take a deep breath. “Lighthand spoke of etching the names of his fallen into his cavern. Do you know how?” 
 
      
 
    “Pure force of will. But in the cavern, it would come as taking the tools and carving them there yourself. There is good and bad in doing that, Greg. You’ll never completely set down the burden you feel today if you do. I’d suggest you think over what your future might be and deeply consider having so many names etched into your spirit. If you are on the mind path, you will never forget them, so you do not need to burden your soul with them, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Burden my soul…?” Gregory murmured, Rafiq’s words bringing another much later snippet of Lighthand’s journal to mind. “Oh, right… Hmm… I’ll meditate on it.” 
 
      
 
    “That is all I would ask. I am going to rest for a bit, but will likely use my aether to be refreshed tomorrow. Sleep well.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too,” Gregory said, walking Rafiq to the door before he got ready for bed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-five 
 
      
 
    By the time they left two days later, everyone came with them. Three men had to ride in the wagon, but they made do. Along with those three in the wagon, were Edward Smith, his wife, and their newborn child. Gregory hadn’t put anything back into the wagon, having emptied it so the wounded could get to Icelake, so there was plenty of room. 
 
      
 
    No bane beasts or anything else slowed them down, so they were on time to make the five-day march without delays. Gregory didn’t push his foresight past a single day out as he normally did; he’d do that tomorrow morning to see the fallout of arriving back in the city, along with how Artok would respond. 
 
      
 
    Settling in for the night after his check-in with Davis, Gregory began a Magi Square before bed. He’d have to find another advancement for them soon, but he wanted to wait until he saw his wives again so they could all be on the same level together. Finishing up, he got ready for bed— with the cold nights, he’d taken to sleeping in what were known as flannel pajamas, which helped keep him warm. After snuffing the candle in his room, Gregory climbed into bed. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t know how long he’d slept— he only knew that something had abruptly woken him up. His resonance washed out of him, filling not just his room, but the entire tent. He felt Basal and Rafiq both sleeping in their partitioned alcoves, and neither seemed to be in distress. He was about to let go of resonance when he felt it: the warped hollowness that grew several feet from the bed into the deepest shadows of the room. 
 
      
 
    Aether sight came to him without thought, so he was able to see the man stepping out of the shadows. Gregory rolled to the far side of the cot he slept on, and as his feet touched the ground, he summoned a barrier from his armband. There was the sound of a small crossbow firing twice in rapid succession just before the flash of the bolts hit the barrier. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm? A challenge?” The voice was smug. “If you behave, I won’t kill the boy in the other room.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s eyes narrowed; he couldn’t see much in the dark room. All there was was the mere outline that shifted when the man left the shadows. He could, however, clearly see the aether strands that made the bindings the shadow magi planned to snare him with. Leaping toward the bed, his naginata came to his hand from his ring. His thrust bounced off a barrier the magi created from a necklace he was wearing. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, then. More can die for your selfishness,” the man chuckled darkly. 
 
      
 
    Gregory rolled over the bed, his naginata stabbing repeatedly into the magi’s barrier in the span of seconds, stressing the strength of the enchantment. He had nothing to say to the assassin; if he kept attacking, the magi shouldn’t have the focus to go after Basal. With an unexpected leap, he avoided the shadows that went for his legs and the shadow blades that sprang up under where he’d been. 
 
      
 
    “Tricky. They did say foresight would test me.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory summoned his guandao from his ring, throwing it instantly, followed by his wakizashi, then a couple of daggers. Each hit the barrier and fell to the ground. The magi didn’t seem to understand what he was doing, and Gregory was glad for that. 
 
      
 
    “Fool! Stay put!” 
 
      
 
    Aether spun out to let the shadow magi vanish while other strands again tried to ensnare Gregory. Gregory didn’t have a way to stop the magi, as the barrier would prevent him from grabbing the assassin. Instead, he ran for the flap into the main room and jumped over the morass of shadow that once more tried to ensnare him. He burst into the front part of the tent to see Rafiq holding Basal tightly. 
 
      
 
    “I have Basal,” Rafiq growled. “The magi is yours.” With aether burning around him, Rafiq rushed from the tent. 
 
      
 
    “Pity. I would have loved to see the look on your face. But a slave with aether? How unusual.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory flooded the tent with his resonance, letting his foresight fill it, too. He had a magi to kill, and now that his friends were safe he was free to act. The future spun out and he flowed along the path that was best for him. 
 
      
 
    The shadow magi laughed when he came out into the front room, shadows turning to blades all around the space as thick, black ropes reached out to grab Gregory. The magi ignored the sounds of the camp being woken because of the attack— it wouldn’t matter. No mere guard could stop him. He was a master of the shadows. 
 
      
 
    The self-assured expression slowly dropped away as Gregory wove through the room like a wraith. His body bent and twisted to avoid some attacks while his weapon broke other shadows apart. The magi produced a katana as Gregory got closer, his aether flaring to kill the lesser magi, but then Gregory vanished from view. Swiping his blade back and forth, the assassin tried to figure out what Gregory had done, all while his shadows failed to hit the elusive adept. 
 
      
 
    The bowl that appeared from nowhere struck him in the chest, and the magi’s eyes went wide when he realized his barrier necklace was empty of charge. That realization came just before Gregory reappeared. He no longer had his naginata in hand; instead, he was barehanded when he lunged forward. 
 
      
 
    With a feral snarl, the shadow mage used his own shadow to create a spear between them and impale Gregory. Joy that he was going to kill the adept surged. The fight had been more challenging than he’d expected it to be, but the younger magi had made a fatal mistake. His joy vanished into confusion when Gregory’s bare hand shoved the spear aside and the shadows broke apart into nothing. He made a last-ditch effort to shroud himself in shadows, but Gregory’s hand wrapped around the magi’s throat, again forcing the shadows to break apart. 
 
      
 
    “Threatening my friend was your last mistake!” Gregory hissed, driving the magi to the ground underneath him, the last of his shield armband blocking the shadow magi’s desperate attempt to stop him. Gregory summoned his last dagger to hand, stabbing down into the man’s eye with his full strength. His dagger and arm blazed blue for a moment before the dagger buried itself fully into the man’s skull, cracking his eye socket. 
 
      
 
    “Protect the magi!” Davis yelled a moment before he rushed into Gregory’s tent. 
 
      
 
    “Stand down!” Gregory barked. He stood up slowly, the aether flame around his arm snuffing out. Dull pain radiated from his shoulder down the full length of it, even into his fingertips. “The assassin is dead. Get a lantern.” Gregory looked around, but didn’t see any other hints of aether. With a deep sigh, he shuffled over to a chair, taking a seat. 
 
      
 
    By the time the men were sent back to their tents and a lantern was brought in, Gregory had stopped shaking. Davis and Rafiq stood with him, inspecting the assassin. 
 
      
 
    “Angry when you stabbed him?” Davis asked softly. He was both impressed and slightly horrified at the sheer strength that had broken the magi’s skull before pinning it firmly to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “He threatened Basal. Thank you, Rafiq. How did you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Likely the same way you did. My resonance flared at a terrible feeling. I heard the mutters from your room and felt the magi. I figured it was a spatial or shadow magi for him to get into the tent as he did, and I acted to remove Basal from danger,” Rafiq said. 
 
      
 
    “Shadow magi,” Gregory grunted. “I’ll give you a report later.” He shifted closer to the dead man, stripping off his jewelry before absorbing the corpse into his ring. “We’ll need to clean the tent before it’s used again. I’ll just absorb it tonight so the blood doesn’t set.” 
 
      
 
    Davis swallowed as he glanced at Gregory obliquely. “Sir… how… how did you manage to stay alive?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked around with aether sight one more time before he pulled a glove off. “I have some tricks. These can stop some aether from working. I got them on after using another item to become invisible for a few seconds. I knew I’d need the help to deal with his shadows.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you see his medallion when it was illuminated?” Rafiq asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. He wasn’t wearing one. Probably kept it off, much as I have been doing. He was at least a full magus, not just in name.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq nodded slowly. “I will look forward to the report. Please remember that it will be passed along.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t mention the gloves,” Gregory said softly. “Is Basal okay?” 
 
      
 
    “He was shaken about the attack, but seemed to be fine. He was very worried for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Chainer?” Davis asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to check what the magi had on him, but I expect a letter like the one the mage had: a contract to kill me. I wonder if he was supposed to be with the other group?” 
 
      
 
    “That would’ve meant more men dying. You would have been terribly pressed to deal with him and the mage,” Rafiq said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Both might have been enough to kill me…” Gregory murmured. “I’m not sleeping, but I need to change. Davis, try to get a little more sleep. Rafiq, find a place for Basal to doze, please? Get him some clothing, too, since the tent will be going away shortly.” 
 
      
 
    Both men acknowledged their orders. Gregory let them go as he went back into his room. Icy anger started to burn in his chest as he dressed— threatening Basal had been that step too far for him. Gregory wouldn’t blame Chainer and his magi minion for trying to kill him, but the threat to Basal had taken a straightforward vendetta and made it personal. 
 
      
 
    Rafiq called out that he had the items before leaving the tent. That helped Gregory push down his anger… he’d get to that later in Coldwood. If Artok refused to help or tried to turn on Gregory, he would pull the anger back out. 
 
      
 
    When he left the tent, he absorbed it into his ring. Taking a seat at the table he normally used for meals, Gregory summoned some parchment and ink, set out a candle, and began to compose his reports. His aether would refresh him for the day, and he needed to be done by the time the men woke up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-six 
 
      
 
    He’d had time to go through the shadow magi’s things before the third bell rang. The enchanted items were geared for a full magus: aether shield, aether storage, item storage, soundless boots, and his cyan haori enchanted to condense shadows. It was the scrolls and missives that Gregory was most interested in. There were a few letters from Phineas Chainer where he’d reached out and hired the magi to kill Gregory. There was even one detailing when the magi needed to arrive to join the small army that the Chainers had built to attack the entire unit. 
 
      
 
    “He obviously didn’t make it in time for that…” Gregory muttered. “Must’ve been the second choice to assassinate me. How did they know we were on the way back? Klee promised not to send pigeon messages to Chainer for five days…” 
 
      
 
    Gregory collected his reports, the candle, and everything else into his ring. Closing his eyes, he focused on foresight and his resonance. He needed to know what today would be. It was no longer good enough to look just up to the evening— he needed to look to the next morning, instead. He wouldn’t give anyone else a chance to attack him in his sleep again. 
 
      
 
    Nothing surprising would happen for the day. His meeting with Roberts was what he expected it to be, and no one attacked him or his men between this morning and the next when he spoke with Davis. Letting go of his magic, he lapsed into meditation. Today, he should fight a copy of an opponent, but instead, he replayed the attack from that morning. He wanted to see what he could’ve done differently or better. 
 
      
 
    Fourth bell brought the camp awake, and Gregory let go of his meditation. He’d learned a few things from watching the replay. If not for his resonance and foresight, he would’ve been badly injured. The fact that he’d pulled his gloves on to deal with the shadows is what made the biggest difference. Being able to banish the aether-infused shadows had ensured his swift victory. He’d never have thought about it in the moment; his resonance had guided him to do it, and that’d been the key. 
 
      
 
    There’s also the fact that I channeled aether into my arm like a physical enhancement magi again. It stung, but not nearly as badly as before. I must still be growing into my full magic. I’ll need to ask Darkness next time I talk to her… I can’t show that off without questions being raised about me using dual magics… Gregory’s thoughts were finally slowed when Basal came his way. 
 
      
 
    Not meeting Gregory’s gaze, Basal approached slowly. Shame was etched on his face as he dragged his feet approaching. “Sir… I-I…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you’re safe,” Gregory said when the boy faltered. “If Rafiq hadn’t gotten to you when he did, I’m not sure I would’ve been fast enough.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, sir…” Basal sniffled, raising wet eyes to meet Gregory’s. 
 
      
 
    Gregory was out of his seat and hugging Basal in seconds. “No. You have nothing to be sorry for, Basal. A shadow magi came to assassinate me, but targeted you to hurt me because I wasn’t an easy mark. I’m sorry that you were in danger. It was because of me.” 
 
      
 
    Basal hugged Gregory tightly, trying not to cry. His father had always said crying was for the weak. Feeling Gregory’s tears on his head, though, Basal knew that was just another lie of his father’s. Gregory wasn’t weak, and if he could cry openly, then it was okay for him to do so too. 
 
      
 
    Dot came streaking over from the cooking tent. She paused a few feet away, shifting from foot to foot. She wanted to comfort the young man she’d come to love, but she knew she shouldn’t right now, not in the open in front of everyone coming awake. 
 
      
 
    “Dot,” Gregory asked softly, “why don’t you take Basal aside for a bit and talk? Basal, go talk. Tell her everything. She loves you. It’s never wrong to share your pain with a loved one.” 
 
      
 
    Basal stepped back, wiping at his face before he turned to Dot. The moment he did, Dot grabbed him, hugging him tightly, her own eyes wet at the pain she’d seen in his face. That got Basal to start crying again. 
 
      
 
    “Your tent, Dot,” Gregory told her gently. “Go on.” 
 
      
 
    Dot didn’t let go of Basal as she guided him toward the tent she shared with her sister and Barny. Davis watched the pair go before he headed Gregory’s way. He gave Rafiq a nod, as the archivist was also coming toward the magi. 
 
      
 
    “Morning,” Davis said. “What do we need to know about today, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing surprising, but we’ll be having a chat every morning instead of every night. We’ll recap the previous day from now on.” 
 
      
 
    “To not be surprised if someone else tries to assassinate you. Understood, and a good plan, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Morning to you both,” Rafiq said, reaching them. “I had hoped my talk with Basal would have helped, but it appears it wasn’t effective.” 
 
      
 
    “You got him out of the tent, Rafiq,” Gregory said, summoning one of the reports to hand over. “That will always have my gratitude. I’d offer to release you from your brand, but I don’t think you’d take it.” 
 
      
 
    “I would not. My wife and son are waiting for me,” Rafiq said softly. “I wouldn’t leave them in the academy without returning for them. Maybe one day, you can ask me again when I have them with me.” 
 
      
 
    “If I can, with any chance to free you all, I will,” Gregory said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “If it is safe, I will ask, but only if it is safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, you’ll be meeting with Commander Roberts tonight?” Davis asked to curtail the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “As soon as we get into Coldwood. The gate sergeant looks relieved to see us, so he at least isn’t like Quintas was. I’ll arrange a meeting with Roberts and Artok at the barracks tomorrow morning. That should see us moving on Phineas Chainer’s manor that afternoon. My only question right now is how the shadow magi knew we were already on our way back.” 
 
      
 
    “Had to be a pigeon, sir. It’s the only thing that makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Klee promised to hold pigeons to Chainer, and Rustin isn’t stupid enough to send a message after we left, either. I’d go back for him if he did, and he knows that.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe one of the guards that Trida didn’t get to?” Rafiq suggested. “A pigeon to a friend, who could carry the message on?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s possible,” Gregory nodded. “Until we know better, we’ll have to accept that as the theory.” 
 
      
 
    The men started coming out of their tents, and Gregory saw the looks of awe on their faces. Everyone had heard of the shadow magi assassin before going back to bed. The fact that he was there, completely uninjured, raised his standing in their eyes. Taking a deep breath, Gregory tried to ignore the memory of killing yet another person. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get the tents ready to move once the tables are full. Breakfast, Peaceful Fist, last-minute checks, and then we march,” Gregory said after a moment. “If they want to know what happened, let the sergeants tell it to them, but make no mention of my trick.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Davis said. “I’m sure we should raise French up as the next sergeant, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do it when we get back to Icelake so there’s some separation from dealing with Chainer here. Lighthand spoke of holding small ceremonies for any man who moved up in rank.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll arrange it.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Basal rejoined the table for breakfast. He was blushing, but wasn’t crying anymore. Gregory didn’t comment, but he would have a quiet word with Dot later. He was sure nothing untoward had happened, but Basal was still a little over a year from his age day. Gregory was sure it was probably just soft words and maybe a kiss or two, but he’d check. 
 
      
 
    Camp broke and the march started after the Peaceful Fist. Gregory made it a point to check in with Edward and his wife. The pair were a little scared of being attacked next, but were glad they had Gregory to protect them. As they rode out, Gregory called Dot up and spoke with her ahead of the rest of the unit. The cheetah eurtik was nervous; she knew why Gregory was asking her forward. 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” Dot asked softly as she walked alongside Legacy. 
 
      
 
    “Just gentle words and a kiss or two?” Gregory asked equally quietly, not wanting to be overheard. 
 
      
 
    Dot’s blush was intense. She knew she shouldn’t have kissed Basal— he was still a boy— but he’d saved her from abuse and death multiple times now. His pain had made her heart ache, and she’d done the impulsive thing. Sure, they were only a few years apart in age, but she was an adult and he wasn’t. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry. It was all my fault. Please don’t blam—” She started hesitantly, ashamed to admit it, but her words sped up and got louder as she tried to make sure he wasn’t going to blame Basal. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down,” Gregory cut her off gently. “Dot, just don’t let it happen again, okay? Hold out for his age day. I know you probably wanted to soothe him, but there’s a line.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Dot whimpered, her ears and tail limp. 
 
      
 
    “Chaste kisses, right?” 
 
      
 
    “A second on the lips only, sir. Twice.” Dot was red when she murmured the words. 
 
      
 
    “Just remember not to do it again until he’s an adult.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Gregory,” Dot whispered, wiping her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Leaning over, he patted her shoulder. “It’s okay. When a loved one is in pain, you move to help them. I know how that can blur your thoughts. I’ll be talking with him tonight; I want to make sure he understands the line, too. Young men can become emboldened if they’re given an inch. I don’t think he’ll do anything, but I’ll address it.” 
 
      
 
    Dot sniffled, then glanced up at him. “Thank you, sir. I was terrified you’d send me away. I know what I did was wrong, but I didn’t think about it until afterward.” 
 
      
 
    “Only the living make mistakes,” Gregory told her. “We live and learn. Just make sure it doesn’t happen again. Now, let’s just wait a little bit so you’re collected again before you head back.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It started snowing as they got closer to Coldwood. Slow, fat snowflakes lazily drifted down from the dark gray sky. It would’ve made things miserable if not for the oil-slicked, fur-lined coats everyone wore. The gate guards spotted them coming far enough out for the sergeant to greet them upon arrival. 
 
      
 
    “Magi, welcome back, sir. No slaves have been brought in since your departure,” the sergeant said, preempting the question he’d been told Gregory would ask. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant. I’m going to be speaking with the commander in a moment. I’ll let him know you have everything under control here,” Gregory said. “Anything of note that I should be made aware of?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing that comes to mind, sir. That group that left ahead of you weeks back hasn’t been seen or heard from.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s expression must have shifted, because the sergeant took a step back. “They aren’t a concern, Sergeant. Have a good evening.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too, Magi,” the man saluted. “I hate to ask, sir, but the eurtik in the wagon with the child…?” 
 
      
 
    “Edward’s wife and child,” Gregory answered. “Edward, show this man your rune for your wife, please.” 
 
      
 
    Edward did as he was told, and the sergeant was quick to thank him. 
 
      
 
    “Davis, get the men settled. I’ll be along after my meeting.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Davis responded. “To the barracks, men.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory rode the other way toward the command post. He noticed a few dark looks cast his way by some people, with many more hurrying away from him. I guess the rumor mill is spreading some unflattering things about me, Gregory thought. As long as they stay as just looks, it’s fine. I don’t need to be appreciated by the people here. 
 
      
 
    He tied Legacy up to the hitching post in front of the building before tossing the blanket over him to help keep the snow off. The guard on duty saluted him as he opened the door, and Gregory gave him a nod in passing. 
 
      
 
    Entering Roberts’ office a few minutes later, Gregory gave the commander a strained smile. “Roberts, things have progressed.” 
 
      
 
    “Pettit, have a seat. You look like hell.” 
 
      
 
    “Fighting a shadow magi does that to people, even when they win.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts whistled softly. “I would say most look worse than you do.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t argue the point. My reports.” Gregory set several scrolls on the desk. “Read them, first. It’ll be quicker that way.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts picked up the closest scroll. “Do the men who left before you last time factor into this?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but read.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts grimaced. Unrolling the scroll, he began to read. 
 
      
 
    It took nearly an hour for Roberts to go through all his reports. It wasn’t just Gregory’s, but copies of Trida’s report about Icelake, as well. The last was about the attempted assassination by the magi of the Whispering Darkness clan. 
 
      
 
    Roberts sat back in his chair. With a grunt, he opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a bottle and two glasses. “Drink?” 
 
      
 
    “Alcohol and magi don’t mix,” Gregory said. “I appreciate the offer, but pass.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts nodded, pouring two glasses, anyway. He put the bottle away, downed one of the glasses, and returned it to the drawer before shutting it. “Well, everything is pretty well a kicked nest… what’s your plan?” 
 
      
 
    “I need you to bring Artok to a meeting at the barracks tomorrow morning. I’m sure he’ll make it late in the morning, but that’s fine. After we let Artok see the evidence, we move on Phineas Chainer.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts took a sip from his second glass. “What if Artok doesn’t side with us?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll handle him,” Gregory said simply. 
 
      
 
    “Pettit,” Roberts said slowly, choosing his words with care, “no offense, but Artok is a powerful magus-tier magi. You’re an adept… maybe an exceptional one, but still an adept.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know how powerful most adepts posted here are, Commander?” 
 
      
 
    “They have orange circles on their medallions. I know that means their aether is actually in the initiate tier. Most of them are maybe a couple of circles in while the powerful ones might have five or six filled. I know one who was at eight when he arrived. He was a magi for the Eternal Flame. Can’t recall his name, but the clan had pushed to get him raised quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to extend some trust to you. Never tell anyone what you’re about to see,” Gregory said as he summoned his medallion from his ring. Slipping it over his neck, he watched Roberts’ face. 
 
      
 
    Roberts frowned at Gregory’s words, then thought that Gregory might be in his sixth or seventh rank of initiate-tier power already; that would explain why the adept felt so strongly about his capabilities. When the medallion began to fill in green, his breath caught. When eight circles were illuminated, Roberts downed the second glass. 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Gregory took the medallion back off, putting it away. “Now you know why I think I can handle him. I walk two paths, not a single one, and my clan has backed me since my novice year, Commander. I’ve killed a Buldoun mage who should’ve been a magus, and a shadow magi who was a magus. If Artok moves against us, I’ll save you and kill him. I don’t want to, but I won’t hesitate if it comes to it.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts pulled his bottle back out, refilling his glass again. “Either way, we go to pull Chainer down after the meeting?” 
 
      
 
    “Your guards, my guards, and hopefully Artok. I have it on good rumor that Phineas’ son will not agree to turn his father over. If that happens, there will be two who fall from that house. The daughter, Tinessa, should distance herself. I’ll let her take over for her father.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts downed his third glass. “Things will be chaotic after that, but I’ll make sure the town survives. If Artok moves against us, I’ll have to send for another magi. What will you do then? You can’t patrol and stay here to protect the town at the same time.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. I’ll be doing my best to have Artok side with us.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts stood up, swayed slightly, then extended his hand. “I’m with you, Pettit.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stood, shaking Roberts’ hand. “Aether will guide us, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. We might need him to show up personally,” Roberts laughed darkly. 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s lips twitched, but he didn’t add fuel to that line. “Tomorrow, Commander. I hope you sleep well.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I will, even if I need another drink to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Just one last thing before I go: I need a favor for the man who surrendered.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll handle it,” Roberts smiled, glad to help a man who did the right thing when it mattered most. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory rode back through the snowy streets toward the barracks. He’d talked big in front of Roberts, and truthfully, he was mostly confident of being able to handle Artok, but it was still a risk. Worry gnawed at him when he finally reached the attached stables to the barracks. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got him, sir,” Basal said, taking the reins. 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked around and found the two of them to be alone. He nodded and followed Basal into the stall where the boy began to unsaddle Legacy. “Basal, we need to have a talk.” 
 
      
 
    Basal’s face went red, and he looked away from Gregory. “I’m sorry, sir. It was my fault.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not here to chastise you or her, Basal. She loves you, you needed comfort, and things happened. I just want it stated that I never want it to happen again, until you pass your age day.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Basal said, his head snapping up so he could meet Gregory’s eyes. “I promise, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Dot did, too,” Gregory said softly. “I just remember my time with Yuki and how difficult it is to wait. For you, it’s worse, as you’re not an adult. You’ve had to face things no child should, but you’re still not yet an adult.” 
 
      
 
    Basal straightened to his full height. “I give you my solemn vow, Gregory: no more kisses with Dot until after my age day.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded. “I’ll accept that. Hugs and handholding are still okay.” 
 
      
 
    Basal flushed. “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you in the bath shortly. I’m sure Barny’s hard at work on dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “He was, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “See you inside.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory left Basal to finish with Legacy; he trusted his squire to hold to his word. Basal was earnest, honest, and, in time, would make a great husband for Dot. Shaking his head, he entered the barracks. He had things to handle before dinner. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-seven 
 
      
 
    Gregory was surprised at how many times Artok needed to be forced into helping. He wasn’t above applying the pressure needed, it was just unexpected to him. His last conversation with Artok had let him think that the magus would be more amenable if he had proof of Chainer’s deeds. There were paths that didn’t end up with a dead magi, so Gregory had a few options. For Phineas and his son, Charl, the paths all led to them being arrested and summarily executed. In a few of those, the manor guards attacked the assembled guards and magi, but in most of the futures he saw, the hired men were smart enough to stay out of it. 
 
      
 
    Foresight led into meditation training, breakfast, and the Peaceful Fist with his men. The only men who wouldn’t be in armor later were the three still recovering from serious wounds. Gregory spoke with each of them— he wasn’t a healer, but he could see their wounds getting better far quicker with the alchemical aids he’d given them. 
 
      
 
    With his morning rituals done, Gregory returned to his room. Dot would show the commander and magi upstairs when they arrived. Polka brought up a full pot of tea and cups that Gregory then put into his ring, keeping it hot for his guests. He set out some of the extra pastries he still had in his ring; his count of what he normally purchased had changed with three of his men dead. 
 
      
 
    Gregory lapsed into resonance meditation while he waited. That was how he knew that his guests had arrived before Dot could knock. The tea was on the table before Artok and Roberts entered the room. He stood to greet the two men, motioning them to their seats before pouring for everyone. 
 
      
 
    “I dislike being summoned by an adept, Pettit,” Artok said flatly. “Roberts assured me it was important.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory felt the pressure Artok was pushing out, but it wasn’t affecting him. Roberts looked highly uncomfortable— the magus wasn’t spirit path, so he couldn’t direct his aura. Gregory let his own resonance wrap around Artok’s, only pushing it back from Roberts for the time being. 
 
      
 
    “When a magi is attacked, it is a serious matter,” Gregory said softly. Placing his reports on the table, he gave Artok a cool smile. “My reports. They detail everything you need to know.” 
 
      
 
    Artok frowned, trying to increase the pressure in the room, but he saw Roberts relaxing and Gregory’s unconcerned expression. Sipping at his tea one more time before setting it down, he collected the reports to read them. “Very well, Adept.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts gave Gregory a questioning look. The pressure of a magi had been weighing on him, but then it suddenly vanished. He was sure that Gregory had a hand in it, but he didn’t know how. Gregory smiled faintly, nudging the plate of pastries toward him. Roberts selected a red bean bun to sample while they waited. 
 
      
 
    “They come from a reputable place,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    Roberts nodded, enjoying the treat. The residual warmth inside of it was very pleasant in the chill morning. When Gregory told him the name of the baker, he said he would have to make it a point to stop by on occasion. Maybe he’d even surprise his wife with a small cake to celebrate their anniversary. 
 
      
 
    Artok’s face was stony as he read each report. When he finished, his aether had pulled back, no longer trying to pressure people. The evidence against Phineas was damning— there was nothing Artok could do. That upset him, as he’d be losing a powerful figure who owed him greatly. That anger was quickly shifted to Gregory, as it was all his fault it’d come to this. Aether surging, he tried to make Gregory sweat from the pressure. 
 
      
 
    Feeling the ebb, then sudden surge of resonance, Gregory smiled and drank from his cup. Pushing the resonance back, he wrapped it in his, shoving it back onto Artok. “Well, Magus, are you going to be with us when we deliver justice for crimes against the empire?” 
 
      
 
    Artok frowned, then shifted when he felt pressure building around him. He pushed his entire will into breaking it, but that only seemed to redouble the sensation. “What… are… you… doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Containing you,” Gregory said, setting his cup down. “Release your aura. You’ll see what I’m saying.” 
 
      
 
    Artok grimaced as sweat beaded on his forehead. With a grunt, he let his aura go, no longer trying to overpower the adept. The moment he did, the pressure he felt vanished and he breathed easier. That left a question as to how the adept had managed it, but before he could ask, an even greater pressure crashed down on him. There’d been a few seconds of nothing, so Artok was sure this was Gregory’s doing. 
 
      
 
    “You only respect strength, as so many magi do,” Gregory said sadly. “If you studied the spirit path, you’d understand what’s happening right now. Control is a key component to what you were trying to do, but the spirit path is where one learns that control.” 
 
      
 
    Artok wheezed, sweat falling from his forehead. He hadn’t felt pressure like this since he was in the academy and he’d stood before the clan head for a disciplinary hearing. The fact that an adept was making him feel like he’d angered a master-tier magi was both shocking and frightening. What would the adept do in a few years when he touched magus-tier? 
 
      
 
    “I never wanted it to come to this point,” Gregory said calmly, picking his cup back up. “All I wanted was for people to follow the laws. A small thing, or it should’ve been, but instead, people tried to kill me. Attacking a magi has a single sentence, and today, we’ll see it administered.” 
 
      
 
    Artok heaved a deep breath when the pressure vanished. “Chainer… yes… fine.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory wasn’t smiling as he watched the magus. “You killed the first assassin for him, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Sitting back, Artok began to calculate if he was going to be attacked. “The man died when I questioned him. I was not sent to kill him.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to push that line of questioning, Magus… just be aware that I know. You profited from everything I’ve done in the last half-year. Now, you’ll lose all the potential profits that you haven’t already collected.” 
 
      
 
    Snatching his cup, Artok drank deeply. Gregory wasn’t wrong, and it chafed him. If he’d just insisted that Chainer follow the dumb laws for a year, none of this would be happening now. 
 
      
 
    “When do we go?” Artok asked as he set his empty cup down. 
 
      
 
    “Roberts?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    “I can have the men ready in a half-hour,” Roberts replied, brushing the bun crumbs from his shirt. 
 
      
 
    “Meet at the command post,” Gregory said. “My men will accompany us. There is a chance that Chainer will order his men to attack. We want to make sure they refuse that order.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll die if they don’t,” Artok snorted as he stood. 
 
      
 
    “I doubt they will with my men and his there,” Roberts said. “I’ll have everything ready, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    “See you there,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Just like in Icelake, the town took notice of the gathering of the guards. There was a slightly larger crowd when they reached Phineas Chainer’s manor. Phineas had hired additional guards, maybe hoping to save himself, but they all looked uncertain upon seeing the combined might of the town guard, magi guards, and two magi coming their way. 
 
      
 
    “Open the gates by order of myself and Magus Artok,” Roberts commanded loudly. “We are here to arrest Phineas Chainer for the attempted murder of a magi.” 
 
      
 
    The manor was nearly identical to the one in Icelake, so Phineas walked out onto the balcony above the front doors. He had to raise his voice to be heard clearly at the gate, “I will not let false charges see me killed. Men, resist this unlawful attack!” 
 
      
 
    Artok smiled and formed a wind blade, throwing it at the closest manor guard. The magic cut the man in half with ease. “Open the gates, or more will join him.” 
 
      
 
    The manor guards dropped their weapons, rushing to throw the gates open— no one wanted to be killed by an angry magi. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Magus,” Roberts said. He rode his horse through, followed by Artok, Gregory, and then the guards. 
 
      
 
    Chainer was red-faced as he sneered down at the trio of riders. “You think you can intimidate me?! You have no proof of these false charges!” 
 
      
 
    “Your brother died for these same charges,” Gregory spoke up. “Your nephew gave us your correspondence with his father. Add in the letters on the Buldoun mage and the shadow magi, both of whom tried to kill me, and we have all the evidence we need. Your choice is to surrender yourself to save your family, or let us pull the entire house down with you.” 
 
      
 
    “You do not scare us,” Charl said, joining his father at the railing. “We have allies in many clans. We’ll be free in hours. We will see you destroyed for turning on us, Artok. We will give evidence of your—!” 
 
      
 
    A dozen wind blades cut the two men at the railing apart. Blood and viscera showered down from the balcony. A gust of wind kept it from reaching the riders, throwing it all at the manor wall. 
 
      
 
    “Justice has been served. Since they didn’t surrender as required—” Artok went on, seeing a way to claim the Chainer family’s wealth for himself. 
 
      
 
    “I will cooperate with the magi,” a woman said, coming forward. She was pale with pieces of bloody flesh stuck to her dress. Lips trembling, she did her best to project confidence. “I am Tinessa Chainer, daughter of Phineas. I will supply everything required to the town commander. Unlike my father and brother, I know my place in the empire, Magus.” 
 
      
 
    “Accepted. I will arrange a meeting tomorrow,” Roberts said. “I want all of his correspondences so we can make sure to root out any other plots he might’ve had.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander,” Tinessa said, then lunged to the side. She became violently ill, unable to hold back anymore. 
 
      
 
    “We’re done,” Artok said stiffly. With a claimant to the house, he couldn’t sweep in to snatch it. Turning his horse, he rode away, done with the matter. 
 
      
 
    “Tinessa,” Gregory called up when she finished voiding her stomach and Artok was gone, “we’ll need the files he kept on Artok, as well. Just make sure those go into Roberts’ hands.” 
 
      
 
    The young woman looked down with confusion, but then bowed to him. “As you decree, Magi. I’m sorry for what my family has done. You said my cousin, Rustin, took over in Icelake?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Now we can make real changes.” 
 
      
 
    “Let him remind you of the laws,” Gregory said softly. “If people would just follow them, none of this would’ve happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked at Roberts, who nodded. Together, they ordered their men to march out of the yard. Gregory and Roberts rode side by side, the worry about what might happen gone now that the Chainer family was finally handled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-eight 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day, following the execution of the Chainers, was spent going over paperwork, writing reports, and arranging with Roberts to get the documents from Tinessa. The tension that had been hanging over the men was gone during dinner— it felt like the worst of the problems facing them had just been lifted. 
 
      
 
    After the meal, Gregory met with the sergeants and Davis. They all agreed that French would be a good fit to take over Donald’s squad, so Gregory asked Davis to arrange the celebration during the two days of an extended break in Coldwood to let the men rest. Gregory still asked the sergeants to make sure everyone went out as squads— with Donald’s men going with one of the others— and that a single squad stayed in the barracks at any given time. 
 
      
 
    The next day was uneventful, for which everyone was grateful. Gregory arranged cake from Golden Crusts and full kegs of ale to be brought in. Davis asked if he could help cover the expense, not wanting to draw too far on unit funds. 
 
      
 
    Gregory kept half an eye on Basal and Dot, but the pair were respectful. He was glad he wouldn’t have to take further action between them. Some might see the age gap between the soon-to-be couple as a problem, but Gregory thought it was fine as long as they stayed respectful. 
 
      
 
    The celebration for French’s promotion was set for dinner, leaving the day open for Gregory to handle other business. After his normal morning exercise with the men, Gregory rode to see Roberts. 
 
      
 
    The commander was at his desk with stacks of paperwork all around him. He gave Gregory a grim smile. “This man was worse than I had ever thought, and his son wasn’t much better, either. I’m glad they’re both dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Tinessa delivered everything?” Gregory asked, taking a seat. 
 
      
 
    “All of these were her father’s personal papers. She’ll have the business papers copied and brought over in the next few days. No doubt I’ll find even more there.” 
 
      
 
    “What have you found?” 
 
      
 
    “Artok has been taking bribes and bonuses from the Chainers the entire time he’s been here. It’s not a small amount. If we could charge and arrest magi, it would be easy to make the case. Magi are above such petty concerns.” 
 
      
 
    “We shouldn’t be. The best we can do is put together a report and send it to his clan. I can also send one to the archive. They’re getting copies of all my reports, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “What will that do?” Roberts asked, leaning back. 
 
      
 
    “Tarnish his clan. If it’s that egregious, it’ll cost them face. No clan likes being viewed as so twisted that they can’t be counted on to hold a posting without corruption. Small incidents can be overlooked, but if it’s as bad as you say… Artok will be shunted to the worst posting his clan can get. They have to show they’ll make the offending magi pay. It’ll also ensure that the next magi who comes in to fill this spot is warned by their clan so they walk a much cleaner path.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts’ lips twitched away from grim toward a smile. “Let’s find everything we can then.” 
 
      
 
    The pair dove through the paperwork, finding that Phineas was meticulous in keeping his deals. Everything that he and Artok had agreed upon was in the paperwork, including the deals they’d worked out when Gregory audited the Golden Collar. The first assassin being paid and Artok silencing the man for further concessions were also there. 
 
      
 
    It was afternoon by the time they stopped. Roberts looked disgusted at how corrupt the magus was, and Gregory was sickened by what he’d found. He was sorry he hadn’t pushed for an actual confrontation with Artok now that he knew more about him. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get this written up,” Roberts sighed. “You have a celebration to get to. I’ll have copies dropped off for you to sign so you can send it to his clan and the archive.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Dylan. If you find anything more in the business paperwork, we can write a supplemental addition.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll handle it. How long are you going to be in town?” 
 
      
 
    “Another couple of days for my men to heal enough to march. That’ll get us to Icelake just in time to draw their pay.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts chuckled. “I’m sure they’ll approve of that.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Everyone knew about the party being planned, but no one knew exactly who was getting promoted. There were four of them that knew they were up for consideration, and they were all nervous. It was a big step to go from rank and file to sergeant, but they were all looking forward to the challenge if selected. 
 
      
 
    Barny asked Gregory for a little extra so he could make a special dinner. That had him, Polka, and Dot all working from shortly after lunch all the way until dinner preparing the meal. When everyone had gathered, they began serving. 
 
      
 
    Steaks, chicken, and fish were the main courses, with each going to the ones who preferred them. To go along with the protein, a variety of side dishes were set out: lemon-herb veggies, garlic-butter mashed potatoes, and side salads. 
 
      
 
    Gregory was presented with a bane bear steak. He didn’t know how Barny managed half of what he did, but the meat was delicious. The potatoes made an excellent side to accompany the steak. 
 
      
 
    The men loved everything, raising their mugs several times to thank the cooks and Gregory for the food and ale. Gregory had a soft limit on how much ale they could have, as he didn’t want to stop the fun, but also didn’t want them getting wasted. 
 
      
 
    The meal was almost over when Erik Moda and his wife brought the cakes in, one for each table to split. They thanked the men for their kind words, smiling at all the compliments before slipping out. 
 
      
 
    “Before we have dessert,” Gregory said, standing up as the bakers left, “we have business to get to.” 
 
      
 
    The room fell quiet as all eyes locked on him. The four felt their nerves ratchet up higher while they waited to hear if it was them or one of the others. 
 
      
 
    “This decision was not an easy one. Four of you— you know who you are— were in consideration for this promotion. Each of you is qualified to rise to the rank of sergeant; that, all of the command staff agreed on. Your strengths and weaknesses were debated multiple times. Do not think of this as you failing. There was not a single one of you four who didn’t garner praise from not just your sergeant, but the other officers too.” 
 
      
 
    The four men sat up straighter. They wore large smiles, but their nerves were still climbing. 
 
      
 
    “We’re sad about why this promotion is needed, but thankful to know that the spot will be filled by one of our own. I’ve been told that some units pull in other qualified men. We’ll never lack for qualified men among our ranks.” 
 
      
 
    That had the entire unit smiling proudly that he’d rather promote from within. 
 
      
 
    “Tonight, we raise one of our own up the ranks. Andrew French, front and center.” 
 
      
 
    French blinked, but quickly got to his feet. With careful marching steps, he made it to Gregory’s table. “Sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Today, you step into a higher rank, French. You take over your squad after the loss of a great man. We all know you will fill those boots equally as well.” Gregory brought out the sergeant insignia pins. Reaching toward French, he stripped the old rank from his uniform before pinning the new rank on. “Andrew French, welcome to the rank of sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stepped back, saluting the newly-minted man. French saluted back, maybe a bit stiffly, but that wasn’t surprising considering the shock in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Back to your squad, Sergeant. You have a cake to cut and divvy out.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” French said crisply. 
 
      
 
    “Men, rise and salute our new sergeant,” Gregory called to the room. 
 
      
 
    As one, the entire unit rose, saluting French. French froze for a second, then saluted the room back. 
 
      
 
    “Enjoy your desserts,” Gregory chuckled. “We’re here to celebrate.” 
 
      
 
    Voices rose in cheer as conversation filled the room again. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The party was over and Gregory took a seat in his room. The danger they’d faced was over, but his posting still had months left to go. He was sure other problems would pop up, but he wasn’t worried about them. 
 
      
 
    Pulling out the one document he’d taken from Robert’s office, he studied it. It was the message from a sergeant in Icelake to another man in Coldwood; it had directions to inform Phineas about Rupert’s death, and about Gregory leaving Icelake. 
 
      
 
    “Another for Trida to cull from his ranks,” Gregory sighed. “Conspiracy to kill a magi…? Did he not consider the consequences?” A knock on his door got him to set the document down. “Enter.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq came into the room. “Good evening, Gregory.” 
 
      
 
    “Rafiq, it’s always good to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “You looked troubled earlier, but we didn’t get the chance to talk then.” 
 
      
 
    “Artok is the most corrupt magi I’ve ever seen,” Gregory said. “I’ll have a report for you to send off to the archive, documenting his every deal with the Chainers.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh. You want to pressure his clan into dealing with him?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be sending them the same report. I’m just not going to let them sweep it under the rug.” 
 
      
 
    “His clan isn’t as powerful as many, but it will set them against you, if not your entire clan.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t, in good conscience, let him go without punishment.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I do not mind helping, but I wanted to make sure you know.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send Bishop a letter, too,” Gregory exhaled slowly. “She should know what I’ve done up here. No doubt she’ll be asked pointed questions by other clans.” 
 
      
 
    “Doubtlessly true.” 
 
      
 
    “I did the right thing, didn’t I?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you truly doubt yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but hearing it from a trusted friend helps.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq chuckled as he sat down, setting up the Shogi board. “That is fair. You did the right thing. Knowing who you are and how you feel, I’m not sure you could have done nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “It would’ve hurt… It will hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “Because now, they will make sure to have their papers for the rest of the year,” Rafiq nodded. “It will strain you, but I am here to talk. If you push against them after they have the required papers, it would be disastrous for both you and your clan.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. I’d hoped to drag it out enough to not have to deal with it.” 
 
      
 
    “That would have been nice, but your enemies moved swiftly and with deadly force. They left you no other options.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory triggered aether sight to check the room, but no one was listening in. “I’ll just have to avoid the slavers as much as possible if they come in with their paperwork. I’m not sure I could brand innocents.” 
 
      
 
    “If it was truly needed, you could, but it would wound your soul,” Rafiq said. “It is best to do what you need to do, to avoid that happening. You can manage that.” 
 
      
 
    “I can,” Gregory agreed, making the first move on the board. “It’ll make them wonder if my finding the first four sets was luck or not.” 
 
      
 
    “It actually might. That will help muddy things when people look back at the reports.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Anything that makes things harder to piece together the why will help later.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-nine 
 
      
 
    There was a little over two months of peace after the Chainer family was dealt with. The only time they ran into any slavers was when the newest groups headed out. Gregory was glad for that, as he was still unsure how he would handle meeting newly-captured eurtik that he couldn’t legally free. The groups they ran into were quick to show their paperwork, which Gregory then verified, reminding them about the limits on the documents. 
 
      
 
    They were attacked by bane beasts twice in that time. A skulk of foxes harassed them, the wily creatures even quicker and nimbler than the non-bane versions. They managed to trip one of the men, costing him the tip of his nose when it got bitten off. Thankfully, Gregory had a salve that helped him only have a scar instead of a missing chunk. The second attack was by a heavily pregnant bane moose. Gregory tried to just drive her off, but she wanted his heart for her baby and refused to retreat. He felt terrible for killing the moose and her unborn calf, but the calf wouldn’t survive without its mother, so he made sure she died quickly. 
 
      
 
    That left the unit with three months of patrols. Their latest stop was in Icelake, where Magus Justina Smitton had no contact with Gregory. Commander Trida was disgruntled that half of his command had been corrupt, but purged everyone he could. His replacements arrived just a couple of weeks ago and were still settling in. Both Tinessa Chainer and Rustin Chainer had offered Gregory free service at their businesses, only to be lightly rebuffed. He made sure they knew he had no hard feelings toward them, but wasn’t inclined to partake of their establishments. The new heads of the Chainer family were eager enough to never have to deal with him again, making sure their slaver groups had all the proper paperwork they needed to appease him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Closer and closer, my lovely dark heart,” Gregory said, rolling over to the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
    “So close…” Darkness whispered with longing. “Only two more ranks and I will be revealed to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m looking forward to it. You slowed down my growth again, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. If you touch magus-tier before you finish this posting, it would reach those we would rather not let know.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sad because it means I can’t see you sooner, but I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “It tore at me to do it,” Darkness admitted. “I could make you a magus so much sooner, but… the futures touching that are not good for our family.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we wait, even if we’d rather not. Like I did with Yuki.” 
 
      
 
    “It is similar.” 
 
      
 
    “This is Claudia’s resonance?” Gregory asked to move the topic away from the longing they both felt. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I will bring her and your wives here shortly. This one will be harder for me, but that is another reason I stretched out your last rank. Do not linger on the kiss.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled. “Understood, dear one.” 
 
      
 
    Yukiko, Jenn, Mindie, and Claudia all appeared together. Yukiko was behind Claudia and was quick to embrace the blonde. Jenn leaned over, not wasting any time in getting the first kiss, as she was the lone single point of the triangle the group made. Mindie hugged Gregory, her naked body pressing into his back as she watched the others. 
 
      
 
    “We need to be quick. This is taxing for our dark heart,” Yukiko said. 
 
      
 
    Jenn broke the kiss when she spoke, so Yukiko turned Claudia’s chin to claim the second kiss. Mindie was quick to lean around Gregory and get the third as her own. Gregory was the last of the four, and he didn’t linger, just as Darkness had asked him. 
 
      
 
    “We’re eager for you to join us when it can happen, Claudia. But for now, focus. Resonance,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    Face flushed and her body squirming against Yukiko’s naked chest pressed to her back, Claudia took a deep breath. “Fear begins the trial. Mine is being marginalized. I was always just a prize to be used by my family for more money or power. Now, it’s the fact that we won’t marry for at least five years or more. What if you no longer want me by then?” 
 
      
 
    “Fear doesn’t have to be rational,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    “He’d never forget you, nor will we,” Yukiko murmured, lightly caressing Claudia’s belly. “We’ll prove it to you in time.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” Claudia exhaled, the words helping soothe her. “Weakness comes after fear. Pride has always been mine. I strive to be the best in all things, just like I was taught to be. I’m doing my best to consider that I might not be, but I know it’s something I’ll work on my entire life.” 
 
      
 
    “We all have things to work on, so you aren’t alone,” Mindie smiled at her, looking over Gregory’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Strength followed weakness, and mine ties into my pride. Charisma is my strength. I always take over things, even when I shouldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Like when you dominated most of the conversations when we first met?” Jenn snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I will apologize for that, but he… drew me like a moth to flame.” 
 
      
 
    “We know how that is,” Yukiko giggled, then pinched Claudia’s nipples. “Focus. It’s time for your desires.” 
 
      
 
    Claudia let out a small squeal, biting her lip as her eyelids fluttered. “Oh, goodness, yes. Umm… m-mine is… umm…” Claudia stammered, her face going crimson. “I’ve always had to be the proper noble. My desire… is to not be that. I want to be wanton, to be unrespectable. I want to be disgraceful, one who’ll be used anywhere our husband wishes. In bed, on the balcony, even under the table at a banquet… just anywhere Gregory wants me to be. For us alone or in front of everyone… especially in front of others.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone was a little shocked at her desire; none of them had figured her wanting that. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Er… yeah. O-okay,” Gregory stumbled, his face as red as hers. “I’m not sure I’ll ever put you on public display, but I will try to meet your desires.” 
 
      
 
    “We all will,” Yukiko said huskily, her mind already racing with ways that she could help Claudia find her desires while pleasing Gregory. “Our broken little noble will be a little slut for our husband. Maybe I’ll have him take you with the windows open so your cries of pleasure can be heard by anyone…” 
 
      
 
    Claudia leaned back into Yukiko, her body vibrating on the edge of orgasm. “Oh, goodness, yes! I’ll even beg…!” 
 
      
 
    Claudia was gone in the next moment, and Darkness exhaled. “I am sorry. That was taxing. She will be dreaming of just that all night. She will need Griselda to help her in the morning. She was very worked up.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s mind supplied that image: the young woman maid kneeling to help Claudia find release. The idea had him wanting to see it in person. 
 
      
 
    Yukiko’s hand grasped his hard shaft as she leaned in to whisper to him, “We’ll be more than happy to help our future wife, dearest. Dream of us tonight… all of us. Your wives and future wives. I know I will be.” 
 
      
 
    The pair kissed passionately before she was suddenly gone. Jenn was there in the next instant, her lips meeting his with desperate need. She vanished a few seconds later while Mindie kissed his neck, her hand having gone around to stroke him. 
 
      
 
    “Dream well, our heart,” Mindie whispered before she was gone, too. 
 
      
 
    Gregory sat there, shaking, his whole body on fire with desire. A small sound from the darkness got his attention. It was a soft moan of need; the silhouette of shadow was clearly not sitting still, as both her hands were thrust toward her groin. 
 
      
 
    Throwing himself off the bed, his whole body burned with blue flame. The shadows snapped one after another as his passion lent him even more strength. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please!” Darkness moaned, one hand reaching out to him. 
 
      
 
    Gregory fought the sapping of his aether from the shadow tendrils, but he was losing steam quickly. He growled in anger at being kept from his wife, a fragmented memory there and gone in an instant. Just before his fingers could touch hers, he vanished as Darkness forced him out. 
 
      
 
    Sobbing, her body shaking with release, Darkness collapsed to her knees in front of her chair. She’d nearly let him, chanced hurting him just to touch his hand for a moment. His growl had caused her to slacken pulling his aether away, the command in his mind almost forcing her to let him reach her. Instead of lulling him to sleep like normal, she’d had to force him out, and it had taken everything she had to do so. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, dear one! Please… forgive me…” Darkness sobbed quietly. She fell to the floor, trying to bow to the man who was no longer there. 
 
      
 
    Gregory snapped awake in the dark room. His whole body ached as blue aether flame covered him. Snuffing it out, he lay there, panting, his heart racing. “Fuck… so close…” His body had demands of him, but he refused to give in to it. He’d nearly caused problems by giving in to his desires with her. “I hope you’re okay, my dear dark heart… Please be okay.” He thought the words as he spoke them, trying to convey them to his unique wife. 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s thoughts reached her, allowing her to calm herself in the forgotten room. Sniffling, she trembled with weariness at having to keep him away from her. “Soon, my heart.” 
 
      
 
    Lying in bed, refusing to give in to physical wants, Gregory slowed his breathing, doing his best to find meditation so he could relax. He might need to not reach for her the next time they spoke, just so he wouldn’t push too hard again. As soon as he thought that, he immediately dismissed it. He was sure by not trying at all, he would hurt Darkness even more than reaching her. In time, he found his cavern and the peace needed to relax. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty 
 
      
 
    Winter was finally giving way to spring, so the men were able to shuck their coats most days. Though the three-day cold snap that came with a blizzard was terrible, they huddled in Coldwood, as Gregory had seen it coming. Another squad of slavers had set out a few days before the cold spell, and Gregory briefly wondered if they’d survive the storm. He didn’t give it much thought, though, as he had no love for them. Once the weather finally warmed up enough, the coats were packed away. 
 
      
 
    The unit faced down another couple of bane beast attacks. Neither had a special aether-using leader, so they managed it without any injuries. The three squads that were down men were settling into not being fully staffed, though Gregory hoped to fill the open positions before they arrived in Krogga. 
 
      
 
    A month after Claudia’s resonance, resting in Coldwood for the two days between patrols, Gregory watched the future and readied himself for the day. When he’d finished with foresight, he lapsed into meditation to do a Magi Square with his aether flame. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sir. Another quiet day today?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory gave Davis a shake of his head. “Afraid not, Lieutenant. I’ll be getting summoned to Artok’s. His clan head is here.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we need to get geared up, sir?” Davis asked with a hint of worry, but full of resolve. 
 
      
 
    “No. The men should enjoy their day off. I won’t need you to march to help me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir, but how bad will it be?” 
 
      
 
    “Not as bad as it could be, but I’m not about to be praised, either.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’ll be okay, right?” Basal asked, having come out of his room with Hanz. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be unharmed and back here in time for dinner. I still need to stop in and pick up the rest of the jerky, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you want me to accompany you?” Rafiq asked, the last to come out of his room. 
 
      
 
    “No. That future went terribly,” Gregory sighed. “You were blamed for my wanting to free slaves.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh. I will stay here, then,” Rafiq said. 
 
      
 
    As the group started for the stairs, Davis changed the topic, “Only two months left, and then we’ll be marching across the empire to Krogga.” 
 
      
 
    “Feels like we’ve been here for years, but it’s only been ten months,” Gregory murmured. “Though the last couple of months haven’t been terrible.” 
 
      
 
    “The first seven were the worst,” Davis agreed. “No one has done anything since then to warrant us getting involved.” 
 
      
 
    They were passing the floor where Sergeant French was watching the men get ready for the day. “Good morning, sir,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, French. Keep up the good work.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    As they descended past the barracks floor, Gregory lowered his voice, “How’s he been doing?” 
 
      
 
    “French has been admirable. His unit has rallied around him being promoted; no issues at all with them. The others who were under consideration have made sure to stay just as focused, too. Each of them is hoping to be considered in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “That does remind me…” Gregory said softly. “How do I see about filling the ranks?” 
 
      
 
    “We just need to hire people in,” Davis said slowly. “The trick is making sure they’re as trained as our current men, that they can fold into our diverse unit, and that they won’t cause problems with the things we do. Three at once isn’t terrible, but it means three chances of trouble. It’d be best to see if any of the guards here in Coldwood are about to be released from contract. Roberts would be able to point us at people who might work.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to have a talk with him, then. Maybe after I speak to the grandmaster.” 
 
      
 
    They’d reached the mess hall, and Davis winced. “A grandmaster, sir? Are you certain you’ll be okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’ll be fine, if a bit grumpy afterward.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do our best to help cheer you up,” Hanz said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Hanz,” Gregory smiled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory was summoned to Artok’s manor after he’d finished the Peaceful Fist with his men. He didn’t bother getting Legacy saddled; it wasn’t a long walk and the weather was pleasant. 
 
      
 
    The butler bowed to him when he invited Gregory in. Taken to the study, Gregory wasn’t surprised to find Artok and a gray-haired magi already there, as his foresight had shown him they would be. Bowing respectfully, he announced himself before being invited to sit. 
 
      
 
    “You are prompt, which is good. I am Grandmaster Matt Case, clan leader of Gentle Breeze. Do you know why I am here, Adept?” 
 
      
 
    “My report to your clan,” Gregory nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Case motioned to the maid. “Serve us, then leave.” 
 
      
 
    The maid scurried forward, pouring a cup for each before she left the room. The pressure was already building, and she was glad to not be there for what might happen. 
 
      
 
    Artok was grim as he sipped at his tea. There was anger and hatred burning in his eyes, even though his face remained calm. Gregory pretended not to notice while he waited for the grandmaster to speak again. 
 
      
 
    “I was shocked to receive a report from Coldwood, much less from the magi stationed here for his adept posting. It was disappointing to read what you’ve reported. Twenty years Magus Artok has been here, doing good work. To hear that he allowed a non-magi to attempt killing a magi— and multiple times, at that— was hard to accept on just your word alone.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory didn’t interrupt, nor did he shift in his seat, though the growing pressure in the room had built enough to make Artok squirm. Wrapped in his resonance, Gregory was as calm and placid as a winter lake. 
 
      
 
    Case watched Gregory with a hint of disapproval while he continued speaking, “Which made me take time away from other important duties to come up here to investigate. More than that, I was asked by Heavenly Rain to check on their magus, too. I do enjoy having favors owed, but it was disconcerting to read the report about Magus Smitton. It was similar, but not nearly as damning as the one for Artok. Possibly, that is because Smitton hasn’t been in Icelake for twenty years, or possibly because she wasn’t as eager to set aside decorum as Artok was.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory shifted in his seat, the pressure on his resonance having finally become uncomfortable. “I was only following the laws of the empire, Grandmaster.” 
 
      
 
    Case’s eyebrow rose; he was applying close to his full displeasure and the adept had only just shifted. His gaze tracked to Artok, who was sweating and breathing a little laboriously. Retracting his aether, Case sat back. “I’ll be going to speak with Smitton tomorrow, but today is about addressing this damaging report you sent me.” 
 
      
 
    “Not just you, sir. It was tendered up the chain of command.” 
 
      
 
    Case’s lips thinned. “That is disappointing. Still, I can arrange for that.” 
 
      
 
    “The scribe sent with me by Sage Windfoot sent a copy to the archive, as well,” Gregory went on, glad the pressure had faded. “By now, the sage will have read it, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The pressure from before came back, but intensified. “Now that is unacceptable.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory felt the sweat bead on his brow. His voice was labored as he spoke through the strain, “All my reports have been sent to him. It was not my intent to cause trouble. I sent you a report so you could do what you needed to do, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Case’s lips pursed and he withdrew his aether again. Artok wheezed, able to breathe without strain, earning a withering glare from his clan head. “An adept can withstand that, yet you, a full magus, cannot? That is pathetic, Artok. You’ve caused the clan loss of face that will require effort from me personally to smooth over. You will be leaving in a week. I have a new posting for you, and you will not enjoy it. Until your replacement arrives, I will have to stay here to fill in for you, which makes me even less happy.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I—!” Artok began, but cut off when the air was ripped from his lungs. 
 
      
 
    “Silence! You will stay quiet until I tell you to speak. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    Artok nodded emphatically, desperately wanting to breathe. 
 
      
 
    “Good.” Case ignored Artok’s gasps as he focused back on Gregory. “Your clan head will hear from me, Adept. I will let them know how close you came to opening a rift between us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Gregory said stiffly. 
 
      
 
    “I did find out you are slated for Krogga for the next few years. I’m happy that I will not have to dirty my hands to reprimand you. I’m sure the savages in Krogga will do more than enough for you to learn not to anger your betters. You are dismissed, Adept.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory stood, bowing to the magi. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and before you go,” Case said when Gregory turned toward the door, “if you involve yourself in the capturing of eurtik, I will insert myself, as well. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked over his shoulder at the grandmaster. “I will uphold the laws, sir. If you want to involve yourself while I do that, it’s your choice.” 
 
      
 
    Case’s eyes narrowed. “Dismissed, Adept.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory marched stiffly out. The moment the door closed behind him, he exhaled roughly. It had gone as well as it could have. He was fairly certain that his last few words were enough to make even the grandmaster hesitant to break the laws. He knew that any report would go to the sage, which should temper him from being too eager to throw his power around. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Gregory found the butler by the front door. Giving the man a dip of his head in thanks, he left the manor behind, hoping the next time he was inside, it would be the last time. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory made a quick stop by Cleaned Cuts to pick up the jerky from the butcher. When he had the meat from the last set of bane beasts stored, he headed for the command post. The man on the outer door saluted him as he let Gregory in. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” Roberts said a minute later when Gregory knocked on his door. “Pettit, what can I do for you today?” 
 
      
 
    “I had a question about your men coming out of contract soon. I’m down three from a full unit and was wondering if you had any understanding men who’d be interested in signing on.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… maybe? I’m not sure you’d be able to entice them, though, not with Krogga being the next posting for you. Not many people are eager to end up where everyone would want to fight them.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true…” Gregory nodded slowly. “If any of them are interested, knowing where I stand on some subjects, I’d like to talk with them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see who is coming up and might fit in with your men. You’re fine with the ones who have some eurtik blood, who would be the most likely to accept. I’ll have something for you when you cycle back this way after your next patrol.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good. Just so you know, Magus Artok will be leaving soon. His clan head is here to take over until the replacement can arrive.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts stared at Gregory for a moment before sighing. “What tier?” 
 
      
 
    “Grandmaster.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts shook his head. “I’ll have to warn my men. Goodness knows a magi of that strength isn’t going to be pleasant.” 
 
      
 
    “He likes pressuring the people near him,” Gregory said, “so that might be a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Two months and you’ll be heading off… even if it is to Krogga, you have to be looking forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    “I am, for multiple reasons,” Gregory said with a smile touching his lips. 
 
      
 
    “Your wives will be there. You have said that before. That has to be the biggest reason.” 
 
      
 
    “It really is,” Gregory chuckled. “I’ll look forward to seeing if any of your men will fold in with us.” 
 
      
 
    Roberts stood when Gregory did, shaking hands with the magi. “I’ll do my best. Aether watch over you, Magi.” 
 
      
 
    “You, as well, Commander.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-one 
 
      
 
    There was only one bane beast attack over the next month of patrolling. The weather went from comfortable to warm as summer took a firm grip on the north. The men weren’t uncomfortable in their armor, but they drank more water over the course of a day to make up for it. 
 
      
 
    Gregory mused on the fact that the academy tournament was over, and he wondered how his clan had done. Bishop would’ve done all she could for the novices and apprentices, but he had no idea who the younger clan members were. He’d never asked his friends about them, but he could find out when he saw them in Krogga. 
 
      
 
    Gregory sighed as he took a seat to start foresight and meditation. Clover, Ling, and Roshana were probably headed for Krogga the moment the tournament ended. That would put them there ahead of even Jenn, since she’d have to be relieved of her post before she could move on. Mindie would beat Jenn, too, as she’d have started traveling when the initiate tournament was over. Yuki will get there before me, since she has less distance to travel. I’ll arrive last, well after fall starts, he thought. 
 
      
 
    The patch of shadows in the corner of his tent grew thicker. A figure cloaked in the shadows appeared silently. They watched Gregory for a moment, wondering how to not startle the man. 
 
      
 
    “Have a seat,” Gregory told them softly. “I was waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    The shadows tightened, then relaxed. “She did say you could see the future. It is a very rare magic.” 
 
      
 
    “How is Thera… err, Theramona?” Gregory asked, having to correct her name. 
 
      
 
    “Good. She made it home. We were all surprised when she did. Our surprise grew when she told us her story.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure,” Gregory chuckled. After pulling a kettle from his ring, he then summoned two empty cups. “Tea?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm… I will show the trust my sister said I should have. I am Lavis Stalkingclaw, Magi Pettit.” The panther eurtik came out of the shadows on soundless feet. He took a seat on the floor across from Gregory. 
 
      
 
    Gregory poured for them, setting both cups in front of Lavis. “I thank you for it, but don’t mind proving I’m worthy of that trust. It’s your choice.” 
 
      
 
    Lavis chuffed as he selected one of the cups. “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory took the other, taking a sip from it. “I normally drink mine without cream and sugar, so I don’t have them on hand.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t use either for mint.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Why the visit? I’ll admit I didn’t expect one when I let your sister go.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother wished for your measure to be taken. Since I’ve visited the southern border often, I was sent.” 
 
      
 
    “Besides, you’re a shadow magic user, making it more likely that you could escape if I was not who Thera… mona thought I was. I’m sorry about that. I’m still adjusting to her full name.” 
 
      
 
    “You are very polite…” Lavis murmured, taking another sip. “I thought you’d be different when I saw you slay the blessed bane bear nearly a year ago.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory paused, then chuckled. “I thought someone was watching me, but I failed to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Your eyes passed over me twice. If not for my skill in hiding without aether, you might have found me. Using aether near someone who is attuned to the spirit path is a sure way to be caught.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled; he hadn’t been thinking of his resonance, but of aether sight. “It is.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you do what you did?” 
 
      
 
    “It was the right thing to do. Sadly, they’ve adapted. I can’t manage what I was doing anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “They have the paperwork you used to justify your actions?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” Gregory grimaced. “If I try to stop them from capturing eurtiks now…” He trailed off with a shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    “I understand, as did my sister and Mother. The fact that you took your stand at all was risky. Have you faced the difficulties it would cause?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory snorted. “Three of my men died in an attack on us. It cost the Chainer family their two heads of house. You can tell her Phineas is dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Theramona will be very pleased to hear that. I am, too, as it means I will not have to risk it myself. That was my secondary reason for coming.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a grandmaster in the town for now. The magi in both towns are being chastised for their actions. Not because they did wrong, but because they were caught.” 
 
      
 
    “As is the way of your empire,” Lavis said a little tightly. “Very few of your magi have ever been honorable.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to refute that, but I can’t. My clan is different, and some of my friends outside the clan are, too. Overall, though, I can’t fault your words.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Mother asked me to convey her thanks. The Stalkingclaw clan is in your debt, Pettit. If we can ever repay it, we will. Not just for my sister being freed, but for your intervention this year. It is not a small debt for either, and if I’m being honest, I value my sister higher than all the rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Family,” Gregory said softly. “I would, too, if I had siblings. I know I would if it were my wives.” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone in the kingdom has been told that if a magi of Aether’s Guard called Pettit comes to us, he should be escorted to the Stalkingclaw clan. The outer towns might not help, but any of the bigger ones farther north will. The elven city has also agreed to send you to us if you come in need.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed from his seat. “I hope to never have need, unless it’s to finally bring a treaty of non-aggression to you.” 
 
      
 
    Lavis snorted. “Your emperor would never sign such.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Gregory agreed, “but one day, he might be forced to recognize a greater authority.” 
 
      
 
    Lavis’ eyes narrowed slightly. “Interesting. I had a question: Theramona said you had a crocodilian with you, from the academy’s archive. May I speak with him privately for a few minutes?” 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t stop you if you were determined,” Gregory chuckled. “Let me go ask him.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory rose to his feet smoothly before leaving Lavis in his room. Rafiq was sitting in the main room, and he gave Gregory a small nod. 
 
      
 
    “I felt another with aether, but you didn’t call out, nor do they feel threatening, so I waited,” Rafiq said. 
 
      
 
    “Theramona’s brother, Lavis. He wants to speak to you alone.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq rose to his feet. “I will be safe. He probably wants to inquire about their family.” 
 
      
 
    “Sarinia?” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot say,” Rafiq said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I’ll be outside. I still have to meditate, so take your time.” 
 
      
 
    Rafiq bowed to him. “Thank you, Greg.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything for a friend,” Gregory said, clapping him on the shoulder before passing Rafiq on the way out. Stepping out of his tent, he took a seat at the table he used for breakfast. 
 
      
 
    Before he could slip into meditation, Dot saw him. “Greg? Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Just a change up this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “If you have a moment, sir,” Barny said, slowing down before he passed the table, “I had a thought the other day.” 
 
      
 
    “Have a seat.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to get started on breakfast, so can we talk over there?” Barny asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Gregory said, getting up. 
 
      
 
    Barny grabbed the things he needed to prepare breakfast. “Thank you, Greg. I was thinking about foods and the time to make them. Would you be okay with keeping a couple of prepared meals in your ring for the men?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory paused, then nodded slowly. “I can see where it would be a great idea, like if we marched long during a day or if anything else delays normal camp time. I’d need to pick up extra serving dishes, first.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful. Thank you, sir,” Barny grinned. “This would let me take our days off to prepare some bigger meals that can be stored until needed, both breakfasts and dinners.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… true. There would be times that’d be very useful. It’d also let you take a day off in town with Polka.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… yes, it would,” Barny admitted. “That was a secondary consideration.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled when he saw Barny redden. “It’s fine. Remind me when we get to Coldwood. I’ll pick up an assortment of serving dishes.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Greg,” Barny said softly. “I didn’t want to bring it up, but Polka said I should.” 
 
      
 
    “And I was right,” Polka said, stepping into the kitchen tent. 
 
      
 
    “I find the women in our lives normally are,” Gregory chuckled. “I’ll be meditating at my table until a little after fourth bell.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Dot said. “I’ll make sure to let you know if you run long.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Dot,” Gregory said. He’d never had trouble stopping meditation, but she was earnest, and he didn’t want to quash her helpfulness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-two 
 
      
 
    Gregory rolled over in bed to face the dark corner. “I was wondering how long it was going to be before seeing you again, my dark heart.” 
 
      
 
    “It was terrible to wait these last twelve weeks, dear one, but this will have you hitting your magus rank in Krogga. There are a few reasons for it. One of them is because I have been working on your soon-to-be wives and Mindie matching your rank.” 
 
      
 
    “Making us all equal,” Gregory said softly, a smile on his lips. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. Your younger friends and Claudia will match you in rank when they marry you. I am being very careful about withholding some of their growth so I can increase them at key moments.” 
 
      
 
    “Like you did for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, because they all love you as much as I do.” 
 
      
 
    “I trust you to do what we need, Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my heart,” Darkness sniffled. “Please do not strain for me today. I cannot take it again.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory felt a pang of sadness that she was asking him to not try. “If that’s what you need.” 
 
      
 
    “I… it hurts… stopping you. I do not want to stop you. I want to grab you, pull you to me. I want your arms around me and your lips on mine. I want all of it.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory swallowed, her emotions raw. “I didn’t know… I’m sorry, my heart.” 
 
      
 
    “No. You have to grab me, make me yours. Never be sorry for wanting to make me yours. It is just that this last year has been painful to have to keep you back.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory sat there, staring at her dark silhouette in the corner. “Magus-tier means I can at least kiss your hand, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Aether, yes.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory laughed at her phrasing. Darkness giggled softly, as she hadn’t meant it that way, but knew why he’d found it humorous. 
 
      
 
    “I might be able to even take a kiss on my cheek,” Darkness said after a moment. “It will be your master tier before we can be… intimate with each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Which will be longer than a year after magus, won’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, dearest. I will see you hit master as you leave Krogga. That will put you in the same growth rate as Lighthand and most other older dual-path magi. We can pass it off as the bane jerky and additives, as you have been very consistent in continuing those. Most fall off that and their training when they leave the academy behind.” 
 
      
 
    “Again, my dearest shadow, I trust you to manage it for us.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes my core warm so much, my heart. I did have a few updates from the others for you. Jenn has faced six incursions. She lost two men in total over the course of the year. It would have been more if not for the armor from Buldoun and the medicinal aids Mindie sent along. She only took small injuries; a few scars dot her face and hands, but nothing major.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory exhaled, as he’d tensed up when Darkness had mentioned the number of border raids Jenn had faced. Scars happened in battle; he even had one on the back of his calf from the arrow that’d gotten him earlier in the year. 
 
      
 
    “Yuki has been fine in Alturis. She ran into a shadow-empowered bane bear last month. Between her and her men, she got it put down, though one of her men was critically injured. With the medicinal aids, he pulled through without too much trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    “Dia has moved over to the orphanage to hold it until your younger friends finish their adept postings. Baylyss is still alive, but she is fading faster. She did not pass before Clover, Ling, and Roshana left, but she will soon.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory felt a pang in his heart. Dia was like a mother and Baylyss had been a kindly grandmother to the children he cared for. Knowing of the pain and loss that was happening with them, he choked up. 
 
      
 
    “She was a good woman, and you helped her have happiness before she passed, dear one,” Darkness said softly. 
 
      
 
    Gregory wiped at the few tears that escaped, unable to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Dia accepted Willof’s entreaty to court when he eventually returns to the academy. He will also be replacing Gin as arms instructor for Aether’s Guard. Gin accepted the clan’s offer to move to Tivano and take over as the magi guard trainer there.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I’m glad for all of them,” Gregory said roughly, trying to regain his emotional stability. 
 
      
 
    “Your younger friends are already marching to their postings. All of them promise to update you through me as often as they can. Nessa is off to the Buldoun border, near Anders. She will not encounter anything major. Daciana was sent southwest to the Kroggian border; while she will face raids across the border, she will do fine. Vicky goes to the port post of Coveton, where she will be assisting the city magi in keeping an eye on imports and exports.” 
 
      
 
    “As long as they’re all fine for the year.” 
 
      
 
    “They will survive, but Vicky will have the hardest time with her corrupt magus. Much like you, she will pick her ground and hold to it. She will survive, but she will anger the clan the magus is part of.” 
 
      
 
    “What clan?” 
 
      
 
    “Yamato Shipping. They get angry because their magus is caught breaking laws. Publicly, they will thank her, but they will join others in pushing against Aether’s Guard in secret.” 
 
      
 
    “Politics…” Gregory sighed. “Yuki will handle that better than I ever will.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, her and others,” Darkness snickered. “Four of them are on their way to Krogga already and will arrive roughly around the same time. Yuki and Jenn will be relieved of duty today and sent on their way. In a week, you will finally be relieved of duty, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be stopping in Coldwood and waiting for them to arrive,” Gregory said with a rough exhale. “I’ll be glad to put this post behind me.” 
 
      
 
    “Your replacement could be convinced to hold the line you took. Kyle Walun of Swift Wind is kind-hearted. He has a soft spot for those who are oppressed, like you.” 
 
      
 
    “The one who liked Daciana?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. He was crushed by that rejection, but unlike many others who feel that pain, he accepted it. Daciana told him you were here, and he hopes to get some advice from you.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly. I had hoped he’d be a good guy.” 
 
      
 
    “That is everything I have for you, dear heart.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to fling myself at you…” Gregory said softly as he stood up. “Since you asked me not to, I won’t, but I’ll still show you my love.” He bowed at the waist to her in the Buldoun fashion, then stood up to blow her a kiss. “I will dream of only you tonight, my dark heart. When we meet again, I will gaze on you in wonder and kiss your fingers.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you so much…” Darkness hiccupped, tears flowing down her face. “Please… accept me when you see me.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory frowned slightly, as the fear in those last few words cut into his heart. “Of course, I will. You could never be unloved. Why would you think we wouldn’t love you?” 
 
      
 
    Darkness cried as the room shook around her. “Because… you will see…!” 
 
      
 
    Gregory took a step toward her, wanting to comfort her. “Darkness, I—!” 
 
      
 
    He was gone before he could continue as she pushed him out of the space, unable to resist flinging herself at him to be comforted. Crying, she wrapped her arms around herself. Her deep fear of being unwanted when he saw her filled her with dread. All of them pulling back from her, in fear, revulsion, and disgust was the only thing she could see in her mind. 
 
      
 
    “No… please, no…!” Darkness cried. 
 
      
 
    Just before the room vanished, she stiffened when she felt Gregory’s thoughts. His deep care and concern for her pushed back the fear enough that she could master it again. Taking a deep, calming breath, she loosened her tight grip on herself. 
 
      
 
    “Please, dearest… please…” She whispered, then vanished with the room. 
 
      
 
    Gregory jerked upright in bed. He exhaled roughly, remembering how Darkness had felt. “My darkest love, you will never be unloved. My word on my aether, my life, and my love; I will never not love you, Darkness. Please hold to my words…” Sitting there as the third bell rang in the distance, he could only keep thinking that, hoping what he was saying would reach her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-three 
 
      
 
    Arriving at the gates of Coldwood as the evening sun touched the horizon, Gregory gave the gate sergeant a nod. “Patrol completed. Any slavers?” 
 
      
 
    “We had one group come in with seven. The new magus came down to brand them, but made them turn one of the eurtik loose and fined them for going over their allotted number.” 
 
      
 
    “New magus? Is Grandmaster Case gone?” 
 
      
 
    “He left yesterday, sir. Magus Jenga is the new town magus, he’s with the Swift Wind clan, sir. He asked that you come to see him as soon as you arrived.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled at the name— he remembered Jenga, and while their few interactions hadn’t been all positive, he thought they’d left on a good note. “Message received, Sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get the men settled, sir,” Davis said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant.” Gregory turned back to the sergeant. “Sergeant, thank you for your hard work this year. I don’t know who’s replacing me, but maybe they’ll give you less grief.” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant’s lips twitched, but he kept the smile off his face. “Thank you, sir. I’m sorry you had troubles. Things look to be improving since the debacle they caused.” 
 
      
 
    “They do, indeed. Good day, Sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    “Good day, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The pair saluted each other before Gregory rode off toward the magus’ manor. He had known who the magus was because of his foresight that morning, but it was easiest to act clueless to the sergeant. He and Jenga had parted on decent terms, but he was still unsure why he’d been the one sent. Maybe it was to help Walun? That was the only reason Gregory could come up with. Jenga had only been a magus for a year, so to suddenly move him to this posting was unusual. 
 
      
 
    The ride to the manor was pleasant enough, the summer weather was warm, but not blistering. Legacy’s tail swished at some flies as Gregory tied him to the post out front. Patting the gelding’s neck, Gregory murmured soft words for a moment before heading to the front door. 
 
      
 
    Bowing, the butler ushered Gregory inside. Once he’d gotten him settled in the study, the butler left, but the maid was quick to pour tea for him. Gregory thanked her as he accepted the cup; she gave him a small smile before retreating to her station by the door. 
 
      
 
    Probably glad to be rid of Grandmaster Case, Gregory mused. 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, Magus Jenga entered the room. His cyan kimono bore the Swift Wind icon. He gave Gregory a smile as he approached. “Pettit, I’ve heard a lot about your year.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory set his cup aside, standing to meet Jenga. “Magus, I’m sure you have questions.” 
 
      
 
    “To put it mildly,” Jenga snorted. “Pour, then have the cook prepare dinner for two,” he addressed the maid. Once she was gone, Jenga relaxed further. “Now, why don’t you tell me what happened up here?” 
 
      
 
    “Did you have my reports?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve read them, but I also had to listen to Grandmaster Case deride them. One of my clan’s adepts is coming to take your posting, and I’m to make sure his year goes as smoothly as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. It started with me taking over for Magus Grabil…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took hours to retell just the important portions of the year for Jenga. They’d relocated to the dining room to have dinner while Gregory told his story. The magus sat quietly, not asking questions until he was finished. 
 
      
 
    “Your only fatalities were from the ambush?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Three dead, as I said.” 
 
      
 
    “While you took down double your own, plus a physical enhancement mage from Buldoun…? Pettit, I dearly hope our clans never come into conflict.” 
 
      
 
    “With my friendship with Hayworth, your goodwill, and Walun’s fondness for his peers in my clan, hopefully, we won’t have any troubles at all.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be nice,” Jenga sighed. “I did what I could the other day when the group brought in too many.” 
 
      
 
    “You let one of them go and fined them. The sergeant told me about it. If you and Walun just hold to the laws, they might stick to it even longer. You should check to see if they’re being bribed to brand a few extras before the group comes through. They might hold a couple of men back, sending someone in for papers and then rushing out to bring the extra in.” 
 
      
 
    “It would be obvious, as I have to sign off on the paperwork. Me signing off and then the slave being brought in the next day is kind of stupid if they want to be sly about it.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t noticed high intellects from those who have gone out to capture eurtiks.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Jenga laughed. “You’d have done the impossible if they hadn’t tried to kill you. You know that, right? No deaths for this posting is an impossibility.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d hoped for none at the start of the year… Make sure Walun is ready for the special bane beasts that can use aether. Those were the worst of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Between us, he should be prepared for anything,” Jenga sighed as he sat back. “Why’d you do it, Pettit? You took a hard stance on the slave laws, and it caused all this turmoil. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “It was the right thing to do,” Gregory replied with a shrug. “If magi don’t uphold the laws, then who will? We shouldn’t ignore them, and we shouldn’t be above them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d have laughed at you if you’d said that during the first half of my apprentice year. You humbled me and made me reevaluate my stance on things. I won’t push as hard as you did, but I will make them hold the line.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be good. I’m not sure what Magus Smitton will do, or if she’ll be replaced, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, she is,” Jenga said. “I was dispatched with another who’d been at the academy. Magus Gotin, with the White Eagle clan. He uses ice magic and was part of their combat group during our apprentice year. Fierce, but he seemed pretty honorable to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have some hope, then,” Gregory said. 
 
      
 
    “When Walun arrives, please let him know to report to me. Take a day to brief him on the posting before you send him, though. That’ll make it easier on me.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory laughed as he stood up. “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Jenga grinned and stood, as well, bowing formally to Gregory. “Pettit, you made waves this year. People took notice, but you held to the law, so you didn’t draw too much ire except for a few clans. Your time in Krogga will likely be just as dangerous as your posting here. I pray Aether will watch over you.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory bowed back. “Thank you, Jenga. I pray that you don’t have any attacks on the town during your time here. If you do, I’m sure you’ll make them regret doing so.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be here for a few more days, at least, correct?” Jenga asked with a wide smile. 
 
      
 
    Gregory laughed. “Every morning, my men and I spar after the Peaceful Fist in the barracks. If you’d like to spar, come over.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. Maybe this time, I won’t lose right away.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s lips twitched. “We’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    Jenga laughed while he walked with Gregory out of the room. “I’d like at least one match without your foresight.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine, if you don’t use your magic, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly, gladly. Rumor is you’ve been granted the armsmaster title.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory summoned his medal from his ring. “Not a rumor. It’s a fact.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. If I can beat you, I can claim one of three armsmasters defeated for my own title.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled as he absorbed the medal back into his ring. “We’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gregory rode back to the barracks. The night was busy with people going to and from the local taverns, but otherwise quiet. Riding into the barracks, he started getting Legacy settled for the night when Basal came running into the stable. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I got him.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, Basal. Thank you. I need a bath.” 
 
      
 
    “Did the meeting go well, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Magus Jenga and I knew each other at the academy. He was one year my senior. The incoming adept is from his clan, so they should work well together.” 
 
      
 
    “Will they do what you did?” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll hold to the law, but won’t be as strict. If you didn’t hear, he only fined them and let the extra eurtik go.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a step in the right direction, though, isn’t it, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so, Basal… I really hope so.” 
 
      
 
    “Davis was looking for you, sir. He was getting worried. Also, Barny has a plate of food waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled. “Jenga had me stay for dinner during my debrief. I’ll check in with both of them. Come next week, we’ll be on our way to Krogga. Are you ready for that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Besides your age day?” 
 
      
 
    Basal flushed. “Still, yes.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory laughed. “Good. You’ll be an adult soon enough, Basal. I hope Aether blesses you with what you want the most, be that being a magi or not.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d just as soon pass on that, sir. Though… I was thinking of maybe finding a home in a nice fringe town. Dot and I would be welcome there, wouldn’t we?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory met Basal’s hopeful expression with a soft smile. “Alturis would welcome you. There aren’t many jobs outside of mining, but I’m sure you’d find your place.” 
 
      
 
    Basal smiled broadly. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get you through age day,” Gregory said, “but first of all, a bath for me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-four 
 
      
 
    Gregory had just finished bathing after his sparring with Jenga. Besting the magus three out of four times hadn’t diminished Jenga’s enthusiasm. As he’d explained, testing himself against an armsmaster was something to be proud of by itself. Jenga had only won the fight where Gregory was armed with a wakizashi. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, the other unit arrived,” Polka said, catching him in the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “Is the magi upstairs?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. He asked where you were, and when told, said he would get settled.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Polka. Is there any tea?” 
 
      
 
    “I put a kettle on. I can bring it up shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I’ll handle the snacks, since we’ll probably be talking until dinner. Have Davis interface with their lieutenant. I doubt we’ll have any trouble, but let’s make sure. We leave tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory made his way upstairs, chuckling when he brushed at his cyan haori. It was odd wearing the color of a magus, but he was officially that tier, even if he was still showing ten emerald circles on his medallion. He wondered if he should put his medallion on, since he hadn’t worn it for most of the year, but decided against it. 
 
      
 
    Knocking on the door, he waited to be told to enter. “Adept Walun, how are you today?” 
 
      
 
    Walun bowed to him. “Magus Pettit. I’m fine, thank you. Please, have a seat.” 
 
      
 
    “I have one of my helpers bringing tea up,” Gregory said after he’d bowed back to Walun. “And I have some snacks for us.” He set out a few choice pastries. “They come from Golden Crusts here in town. I recommend them if you like baked goods.” 
 
      
 
    Walun’s smile became real as he took his own seat. “Oh, I do actually enjoy a good baked treat now and again. I’ll have to see what they can do when I’m in town.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m supposed to give you an overview of what your posting is. I can show you my reports for the year, or I can relay it all verbally. Either way, I know you’ll have questions.” 
 
      
 
    “I read fairly quickly, so your reports would be easiest for both of us.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory summoned his reports, lining them up on the table. “The one closest to you is my first report; they’re in chronological order.” 
 
      
 
    Walun watched the growing line of papers, then exhaled. “Very well. Starting at the beginning is always for the best.” 
 
      
 
    Hours passed while Walun read. Polka dropped the tea off, giving them a smile as she poured, then left. Walun thanked her absently, thoroughly engrossed in reading. Gregory sipped his tea, had a snack, and waited for the questions. Walun asked a few after each report, which Gregory answered without qualms. 
 
      
 
    It was when Walun got to his report about the Golden Collar that he leaned forward. He shook his head slightly until he’d finished. Passing it back to Gregory, he looked concerned. “This man is still in charge here?” 
 
      
 
    “Which?” 
 
      
 
    “Either.” 
 
      
 
    “No. We’ll get to that in the later reports.” 
 
      
 
    “You did your job, as the magus told you to, but Phineas Chainer was unhappy and Magus Artok took advantage of it. What of the slave?” 
 
      
 
    “She died during the year,” Gregory said softly. “She was a good woman.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity. I’d have loved to talk to her to understand the free eurtiks more.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory’s eyebrow rose, and he gave Walun a searching look. “You might get that opportunity on your own. I’m sure there will be a group or two who will test you.” 
 
      
 
    “Test me?” 
 
      
 
    “Read on,” Gregory said, refreshing their tea. 
 
      
 
    Walun did so, and when he got to the report about the first slaver group, he looked disturbed. He didn’t stop reading, but it was clear he was going to have a lot of questions. When he finished, he handed it back to Gregory. 
 
      
 
    “You knew they didn’t have the paperwork, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “As my earlier reports hinted at, it was clear that laws were being skirted, ignored, or outright broken. I took it upon myself to uphold them.” 
 
      
 
    “Those in power couldn’t have been happy with you.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled. “Keep reading.” 
 
      
 
    Walun kept asking questions, getting increasingly worried about what his year would be like. Gregory pushed off anything that would be answered in the reports. Walun dove right back in every time, eager to learn more. He was glad Gregory was making him read— it was a form of learning which trained his mind path. 
 
      
 
    When Walun finally got to the report where Gregory’s unit was ambushed, he looked startled. Seeing Gregory’s level expression, he shook his head, then went back to reading. Finally finished with the scroll, he passed it back to Gregory. 
 
      
 
    “Only three of your men fell against all of them?” 
 
      
 
    “Would’ve only been two if Donald hadn’t pulled one out of the scrum,” Gregory said softly. “That man turned over evidence, as the report stated; I only managed this because of my magic. Because we had warning about the ambush, we had few casualties this year. They were my only dead.” 
 
      
 
    “All year, just those three?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Even with the bane beasts and enhanced bane beasts.” 
 
      
 
    Walun drained his cup before rubbing his face. “How many will I lose?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t say. That’s too far out. Did you research the post at all?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t have time. All I know is that it’s one of the most dangerous postings in the empire. I’m not sure what I did to get sent here, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Kind of like me, then,” Gregory chuckled. “Maybe the sage decided to test the strong by sending them here?” 
 
      
 
    “Daciana would be here, then,” Walun said softly. 
 
      
 
    “It’d look bad if the same clan got the same post two years in a row.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Yes, that makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “To answer your question with a generality, then, about six of your men will die. The worst few magi guard units were killed to the last man and magi. I just set the new record for the fewest men killed. Before me, it was five for a unit. The average is actually about ten, but the best always lose less, hence six for you. Prove me wrong by losing less, please,” Gregory said the last few words earnestly. 
 
      
 
    “I will do my best. I’ll try to beat your record.” 
 
      
 
    “If you do, I’ll buy you a meal when we next meet.” 
 
      
 
    Walun smiled. “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    “My year wasn’t over with that, though, so read on,” Gregory said, nudging Walun back to the reports. 
 
      
 
    Walun was gratified to read that the Chainers were dealt with, and that the new heirs were minding their business. When he read the part where Artok was replaced, he exhaled in relief. “Oh, thank Aether. I was worried I’d have to tiptoe around him. Is the grandmaster any better?” 
 
      
 
    “Read,” Gregory chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Wait… what did you do?” Walun looked a little panicked as he grabbed the next scroll. 
 
      
 
    Gregory frowned slightly at the implication that he’d done something to the grandmaster. Pouring out the last of the second pot of tea they had, Gregory sipped while he waited for Walun to finish. 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing in here about the grandmaster…” Walun said cautiously when he finished the last one. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s because I still have to write up today as my last report,” Gregory laughed. 
 
      
 
    Walun exhaled, then finished his tea. “I worried you had done something.” 
 
      
 
    “Against a grandmaster? I appreciate your confidence in me,” Gregory snickered. “To answer your question, the new town magus is a man named Phillip Jenga.” 
 
      
 
    Walun frowned, then started to grin. “From my clan?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup, that’s him. I sparred with him this morning. You’re to report to him tomorrow morning. I’ll give you my final report to hand off, if you don’t mind? I want to be marching for Krogga with the sunrise.” 
 
      
 
    “Krogga?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my magus posting. I requested it, as did my wives. This way, we can be together for our five years.” 
 
      
 
    “But Krogga? Why not Limaz or Buldoun?” 
 
      
 
    “Lightshield suggested it before his death,” Gregory said with a touch of melancholy to his voice. “He saw more than I do, and I trusted him with my life. In the end, he saved me from death. The least I could do was honor his wishes.” 
 
      
 
    Walun shook his head. “His loss was sad to hear. Our clan leader was shocked at the news. He imposed a day of silence on the clan in memory of him.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory swallowed, the news clenching his heart. “When you talk to your leader next, thank him for me. Lightshield was a great man. It makes me happy to know that others knew that too.” 
 
      
 
    The sound of the dinner bell got Walun’s attention. “Ah, dinner. I’ll be down shortly. I want to wash my hands and face, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let them know,” Gregory said. “See you down there.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-five 
 
      
 
    Gregory sat in his aether cavern, just watching the flames. Nothing surprising would happen for the day, and his unit would be leaving Coldwood for Krogga. That lent a peacefulness he’d been missing for months. He put off training to just sit and relax in his cavern, thinking back over the year. 
 
      
 
    He’d grown through pain and sorrow— the trials of the north had left a mental mark on him. He’d deliberately killed people, had friends and allies die with him nearby, but had pulled down corrupt men who abused others. The innocence of his youth was entirely gone with this year. Melancholy touched him for a moment at the realization. 
 
      
 
    It would take months to march to Krogga from where he was; all of his wives would be there before him. He smiled when he thought about all of them welcoming his trio of friends joining them at the embassy. He knew that Clover, Ling, and Roshana would be eager to have the tea ceremony with Yukiko so they could be fully accepted as wives. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if she’ll wait for me, or if she’ll have the ceremony with them? I’d be fine, either way, but I’d rather lean more toward them not having to wait for me. I know they’ll be fine. It’s just the last formality Yuki wants.” 
 
      
 
    He considered his friends who’d be scattered across the Velum Empire for their adept postings, then gather back at the academy for their magus postings. They’d be taking over the orphanage and helping teach classes. He was proud of them and their achievements. A hint of concern about their adept postings nibbled at the back of his mind, but he ignored it. 
 
      
 
    “It feels like so much longer than a single year, but it’s just one day short of it… I took a stand for the innocent, using the laws as a shield to help them and protect myself. In the end, it cost three of my men their lives that they gladly laid down to assist me… dozens of eurtik freed from enslavement, and maybe even a change to the laws being upheld both here and in Icelake. I made some friends in both towns, and even a few among the free eurtik of the north. I should call this year good, but the loss of those three still touches my soul…” 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath, staring at the fire for a few minutes of silence. The flames flickered, danced, and spun as if trying to distract him. 
 
      
 
    “The next rank will put me into magus-tier in truth, not just in title…” Gregory murmured. “A new part of the spirit path should start to be available to me, and to my wives, too. Besides being able to weaponize my resonance, I know the next biggest part of the spirit path can manifest between magus and master tiers. It’ll help with being ready for anything that comes our way.” 
 
      
 
    A chunk of flame separated from the fire. It splashed against a wall, shimmering before fading into sparks that flew down the channels. 
 
      
 
    Gregory was on his feet in an instant. Approaching the spot the flame had touched, he inspected the wall. There was a rough outline that was barely etched into the stone. He smiled as his fingers traced over the outline. 
 
      
 
    “Sooner than master, maybe a rank or two into magus…” Gregory murmured. “Is this you, Darkness, or is it just because of the unified paths?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” The voice was barely there, but it was hers. 
 
      
 
    Gregory looked back at the flame; it danced a little more before going back to normal. “Thank you, my dearest helper. I’m eager for my next rank, even if it means waiting for Krogga. I’ll claim your hand and kiss your fingers.” 
 
      
 
    The flames surged, making Gregory pull back for a moment. When he looked back, the fire was normal again. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too, my dark heart.” 
 
      
 
    Fourth bell chiming made Gregory’s meditation lapse. Getting up, he stretched before looking around the barren room. He’d taken everything of his into his ring last night, but double-checked to make sure he had everything. Stepping into the hall, he nodded at Rafiq, Davis, and the squires who were coming out of their room with bags on their shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning. Are you ready to leave the cold north behind?” Gregory asked. 
 
      
 
    There was a chorus of various agreements. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast, the Peaceful Fist, and then to the open road,” Gregory smiled. 
 
      
 
    “The supplies are all arranged and the route is set, sir,” Davis said, coming up beside Gregory. “The party last night with the other unit was good. Both sets of men seemed eager to mingle.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Walun said, stepping out of his own room. “Good morning to you all. I did hear that the Peaceful Fist was going to be done this morning, right?” 
 
      
 
    “We do it every morning,” Gregory said. “You can join us if you want before you go to speak with Jenga.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like that. I’ve heard about the combining of the paths that all of your clan does. I haven’t seen it, but would like to try it, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s taxing for the first few weeks, but after that, you won’t feel drained,” Gregory said as he started downstairs. “Your cook was pleasant to mine. Thank you for that.” 
 
      
 
    “He was happy to let another take on the task for a day,” Walun chuckled. “Besides, the food was delicious.” 
 
      
 
    “Barny’s talented that way.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded at French, who was the sergeant on duty to make sure the men were getting up. French saluted them before going back to his task. The next floor down had Walun’s sergeant verbally berating his unit for not moving faster. Walun paused to speak with his sergeant as the others kept going. 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully, that isn’t normal…” Davis murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Gregory sighed, thinking about how lucky he was to have the dedicated men he had. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was amazing as Barny, the sisters, and Walun’s single cook pulled out all the stops to make a fabulous meal. Everyone dug in with gusto, praising the food. Gregory saw Walun’s cook speaking softly to Barny the entire meal, and he was pretty sure the man was asking for advice. 
 
      
 
    When breakfast was over, Gregory’s men trooped outside for the Peaceful Fist. Walun gathered his men up to watch while he joined in. Walun’s officers participated, too, but most of the men just stood there, watching with bemused expressions. 
 
      
 
    The sixth hour chiming brought the Peaceful Fist to a close. Walun, his officers, and the couple of men from his unit who’d joined in were sweat-soaked and panting. 
 
      
 
    Gregory grinned as he patted Walun on the shoulder. “Told you it’d tax you.” 
 
      
 
    The men who’d been bemused earlier were no longer looking that way, eyeing the exhausted expressions on their sergeants’ faces. A few even started to murmur, wondering how such slow, controlled movements could wipe them out. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you did. I’ll need to bathe before going to see the magus,” Walun said, but he stepped back and bowed to Gregory. “Thank you, Pettit. Umm… might I ask for a small favor before you depart?” 
 
      
 
    Gregory chuckled, turning his head to Davis. “Lieutenant, get the men ready to march. I’ll be having a two-match spar with Adept Walun.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Davis said, saluting. The men were already moving to get things ready before he’d even started giving orders. 
 
      
 
    Walun’s officers watched the other unit with a hint of envy as they went to get their unit ready to see Gregory’s off. Walun bowed low to Gregory before he summoned his training weapons. Gregory eyed them as he backed away and summoned his training naginata to hand. 
 
      
 
    “What are they?” Gregory asked when Walun gripped his pair of weapons. 
 
      
 
    “Wind and fire wheels. Not many use them, but with my personal fire magic being more close-range, they work well for me. No foresight, please, as I won’t be using my aether.” 
 
      
 
    “Just skill, but you should know something.” Gregory rested his training weapon against him as he summoned his medal, pinning it to his haori. “You’re fighting an armsmaster.” 
 
      
 
    Walun stared at the medal before he exhaled slowly. “Very well. You said a two-match spar. What’s the second match?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll use the wakizashi for that round. I’m still getting used to it.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I’ll win one, then,” Walun smiled as he set his feet. “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory took his stance, eyeing Walun. “Begin!” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Davis was chuckling as they rode out the south gate of Coldwood. “Poor adept never had a chance. You might not be an armsmaster with the wakizashi, but you’re still far more skilled than most with it. He might be decent with his weapon, but he was completely outmatched.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just glad he took the losses well,” Gregory said. “It was a good idea to have you spar him right afterward. Did you lose intentionally?” 
 
      
 
    “No. He is skilled; that’s why it took so long. His men needed to regain a little faith in him. They would’ve been fine if we’d just had the unit attack you.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory laughed. “He can beat thirty men, so, of course, he can beat our magi?” 
 
      
 
    “Roughly, yes. My sparring with him was easier than that.” 
 
      
 
    “For the best, even if it did take longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Looking forward to Krogga, sir?” Davis asked with a crooked smile. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Davis. My wives are waiting for me. I have no idea what challenges we’ll face over the next five years, but at least I’ll have them beside me.” 
 
      
 
    “The new men will fold in more during the march,” Davis said, switching topics. “The last month has allowed the pair to be accepted by their squadmates. Building their faith in you is just going to take some time. The fact that they’re past the weakness of the Peaceful Fist is helpful, too. It might kill them to make the march if they weren’t.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad Roberts found us people at all. That just leaves us down a single man. Glasson’s squad is kind of unique, though… I’m not sure just adding another in there would work.” 
 
      
 
    “That was why we left them down one. I’d have left the empty spot in French’s squad, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    The pair lapsed into silence for a minute as they rode ahead of the unit. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Davis,” Gregory said. “You’ve done a lot to help me the last couple of years. I want it stated that I’m grateful. If or when you step away from the unit, I’ll make sure my gratitude is fully known.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t be soon, sir,” Davis said. “I’m not going to stop at the end of your magus posting unless they put you somewhere we can’t follow.” 
 
      
 
    “Guess we’ll have to wait and see, then,” Gregory smiled. “That’s five years away, and we’ll have more trials to face before then.” 
 
      
 
    “You have your men behind you, sir. No matter what comes, we’ll be in the thick of it with you. Not just because of our oaths, but because we know you want a better tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Gregory smiled at the words; he bowed his head, accepting them. “It might take years or even decades, perhaps into your children’s or grandchildren’s time, Davis, but I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
    “Honor, duty, death, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Honor, duty, death, Lieutenant.” 
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