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CHAPTER 1




 



The snow had a quieting effect on the night. Each of Damon’s footsteps across the frozen field crunched an imprint into the otherwise untouched canvas of white powder and ice. Winter had arrived in full force, colder and cloudier than usual.



Which suited him just fine. Even now, the overcast night sky, faintly backlit by the eerie green glow of the ghost moon seemed to welcome his energy. The cold was his friend. The night was his shield. Through the silence, he found surrender.



The past two weeks had been the hardest episode of Damon’s life. He’d spent the first few days shouting at Wrath, saying anything and everything to simply get her away from him as he set out from the freshly ruined city of Yvvestrosai.



 She hadn’t done anything to him, beyond offering her sympathy. He would have taken insults from her, or demands, or even her enticing him with another offer of her crest. Sympathy for Ria, however, had been too much.



He pushed through a grouping of trees and emerged back out onto a road. Dueling snowbanks ran parallel on either side of the cleared portion, and old, frozen footsteps littered the ground in a random, overlapping pattern.



The world was in stasis during the winter. Damon felt as if his own life had been thrust into a similar purgatory, unable to mourn or heal properly until he made it home to tell Malon and see Vel.



He still didn’t know what he would be telling them, or if he’d even be able to say anything once he got there. He was afraid his aesta would know as soon as she saw his face, or perhaps he hoped she would, to save him from having to say it.



 In the distance, an inn loomed to the side of the road, not the one that marked Damon’s final destination, but one that would do for the night. The ghost moon shifted farther out from behind the clouds, casting a sliver of moonlight across the porch. Damon met the gaze of a heavily bundled young woman as she dusted the snow off the inn’s steps with an old, wicker broom.



“Surprised to see someone out so late,” she called to him. “The snowstorm kept most of our regulars at bay. Too cold to make traveling any much fun.”



“Yeah…” said Damon. “I don’t mind the cold so much.”



He brushed a few snowflakes from his hair and kicked his boots to clean them off somewhat.



“Annie cooked up a beef and bacon stew, and we just got a freshly filled keg,” said the woman. “Beds are clean, though that goes without saying.”



Damon felt as if he had a sliver in his heart as he nodded and thought of how many times he’d heard Ria or Vel give similar rundowns to one patron or another. “Sounds nice.”



She nodded to him, and he made his way past her and into the common room. The hearth roared with fresh logs, and the warmth that greeted him was almost too much. The evening crowd was sparse, a single table with a group of overdrunk men and a few lone travelers minding their own suppers.



“Come on in.” A woman with a high ponytail and a heavily freckled face greeted him with a smile and an upturned hand. “Food is thirty pennies. Drinks are ten. Rooms are two sables for the night. Warming your boots at the fire is on the house and highly recommended.”



“I’ll take one of everything.”



He resisted the urge to try to barter a better deal, both because she’d given him a pretty fair price and because he’d been on her end of the exchange many, many times before. He also wasn’t lacking for coin after his time in Yvvestrosai, thanks to a generous payment over an exchange of masks he’d received from Austine.



Taking the innkeeper’s advice, Damon set his boots to warm by the main fire, and in just his socks, took a seat at a nearby table. There was still a draft within the inn, the cold seeping through each and every crack and chink amidst the building’s construction. He watched one of the serving staff push a fresh log into the fire’s flames. So much effort and work just to preserve the warmth of a single room.



The young woman who’d been brushing away the snow brought him his food and ale. The stew was steaming hot and smelled of pepper, and the waitress delivered it with a smile that would have put ideas in Damon’s head in a different time and place. He accepted his dinner with a few kind words and turned his attention to eating.



The stew was delicious, though he’d half expected that. Repeat customers didn’t frequent certain inns for the quality of their bed or the views from the window. It was all about the food, the ale, and to an extent, the sociability and presentation of the staff. Damon felt another stab in his heart and almost found himself wishing he’d been up to sleeping in the snow.



He was finishing the last sip of his beer and sopping up the leftover dregs of his stew with a slice of bread when one of the men from the crowded table walked over to where he sat. Damon knew, without needing any clues beyond a glance at the man’s eyes, how their conversation would go.



“So,” said the man. “Where’re you coming from?”



Damon leaned back in his chair. The young woman who’d brought him his food swooped in to take his dirty dishes to the kitchen. She carried a jug of water and cups, and poured him one at a small gesture from him.



“I’m coming from the road,” said Damon. “Aren’t we all?”



The man narrowed his eyes a bit. He was tall, with broad shoulders and bald head. A bald and scarred head. A few of the other men from his table watched the conversation with undisguised interest.



“That’s not really an answer, friend,” said the man. “See, we’ve been hearing a lot about some trouble that’s been on the roads. We’ve been asking everyone who comes if they know anything about it, just to keep square.”



Damon nodded as though he almost gave a shit and took a sip of his water. “I haven’t heard anything about any trouble, aside from the storm.”



“You ain’t heard nothing?” The man took a step closer to Damon, close enough to infringe on his ability to get out of his chair without brushing by. “Nothing about any bounties? Nothing about a wanted murderer said to be traveling this way? Some young buck with a fine silver sword and dark hair? You ain’t heard nothing about that?”



The other men had stood up from the table, and five of them surrounded him now. Damon drummed his fingers against the thin wood of the table, feeling it shift a bit against the flimsy legs holding it up.



“Let me think…” he said, feigning contemplation. “Nope. Doesn’t ring any bells.”



“Doesn’t ring any bells, he says,” said one of the men. “Maybe the cold froze his bells out.”



The men laughed, more because they could, rather than because the joke was funny. Damon joined in with his own mad cackle, figuring he might as well enjoy what now seemed inevitable.



“Glad you have a sense of humor,” said the first man. “Now. Either you start answering our questions or—"



Damon slammed his knee into the underside of the table, startling the men with the noise and knocking his water cup into the air. He slapped the cup sideways, splashing its contents into the man’s face. His hand continued the movement, briefly pressing against a sputtering mouth long enough for him to draw from the power of his myrblade and freeze his target’s lips shut.



The man fell backward, attempting to scream through his nostrils, the only available place for sound to escape. Damon slid his chair back and slowly stood up, eyeing the rest of the group. They seemed torn between helping their terrified friend and salvaging their attempt at intimidation.



“Do you have any more questions?” Damon’s myrblade sung as he drew it from its scabbard. “Because I have an answer for each of you.”



They staggered back from him, despite several having weapons of their own. Damon slowly put his sword away. He put his boots back on from where he’d left them in front of the hearth and shouldered his traveling pack. The innkeeper was already pulling coin out to refund him for his room by the time he’d made it to the bar.



“Sorry about that,” Damon said to her.



“We don’t want trouble here…” She frowned and folded her arms. “But if you go out tonight, there’s no other inn for miles. You’ll go to sleep and never wake up.”



“I don’t want trouble either,” said Damon. “Unfortunately, it seems to have a way of finding me, regardless. Appreciate your concern, but I’ll manage.”



Her frown deepened. The young woman who’d first greeted him on his way in was the last to wave him off on his way out, her face a mixture of awe and confusion.



Winter’s cold greeted him like an old friend. Damon pulled the hood of his cloak over his head and set out into the unforgiving night.










CHAPTER 2




 



“Just because you can sleep in freezing temperatures doesn’t mean you have to, you know,” whispered Myr.



Shortly after tramping back into the woods behind the inn, Damon found a hollow underneath a fallen tree sheltered from the snow to curl himself into. He shifted his myrblade against his stomach, gently petting the sword’s pommel and, by extension, Myr.



“I don’t see how I had much choice,” he said.



“You could have answered the men’s questions.”



“It seemed like they already had an idea of who I was,” he said.



“You could have denied it!” snapped Myr. “Not everyone is as open to the idea of fighting every fight as you are, Damon.”



“I still would have been there, at the inn,” he countered. “Imagine if a group of mercenaries who had a sense of what they were doing showed up and heard those drunkards talking about me.”



“Does that even seem like it holds a remote possibility on a night with this much snow?” Myr let out an ethereal sigh, and Damon could picture her frown. “It wasn’t about those men, was it?”



“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “I don’t mind sleeping outdoors. It’s simple… serene.”



“It also doesn’t remind you of your old home.”



Damon scowled and let out a peevish grunt. “
 The Rosewood Inn
 was never really my home.”



The words tasted of lies even as he spoke them. The inn might not have belonged to him and his family in terms of legal ownership, but it had been a home. He’d taken it, and the people within it, for granted.



“I understand how much you’re struggling right now, Damon,” whispered Myr. “Just don’t make things harder for yourself than they need to be.”



“I already told you, I don’t mind sleeping in the cold.”



“Really? Because last time, I seem to recall quite a bit of grumbling over water skins having frozen during the night.”



He sighed and shifted his water skins out of his traveling pack, pulling them both within the slightly warmer confines of his quilt.



“I don’t like seeing you like this,” whispered Myr.



“I don’t
 like
 being like this.”



 



***



 



The next few days passed in a similar fashion. Damon traveled through the northern reaches, opting against risking the other inns he came across, which resulted in several more nights in the cold.



It was a clear afternoon when he arrived in Azurecliff, briskly cold and over-bright from the reflection of the sun off the white snow. Damon was still a wanted man, a fact which the world seemingly refused to let him forget. He couldn’t simply walk into either The Rosewood Inn or town without due caution.



He waited, hidden in the trees until nightfall, catching sight of a few familiar faces on the outskirts. Arturius was still rigorous with his sword training, and Damon had a far-off view of him working through a long routine in a section of his backyard cleared of snow.



The snow prevented it from getting as dark as he would have liked, forcing him to wait until after midnight before so much as risking approaching the inn. When it finally came into view at the bottom edge of the slope, just off the road leading into town, Damon broke into an outright sprint.



He was still wary of barging into the common room and revealing himself, but the downstairs windows were unlit. The door had a new lock securing it, but he drew his myrblade and flooded the tumbler with a temporary key of ice to let himself in.



His anticipation seemed to drop off a cliff as he stepped into the cold, unoccupied, common room. There was no fire in the hearth, which told him all he needed to know. The inn was empty.



Damon couldn’t breathe. As much as he’d dreaded the knowledge that he’d have to tell Malon about Ria, he’d still wanted to come home, even if he was bearing bad news. A heavy, aching lump took over his throat, and his legs were suddenly past the point of exhaustion.



He fell to his knees and let out a horrible sigh. Visions of what might have happened to Malon and Vel flooded through his mind, each paired with a unique sense of guilt and dereliction. He’d left them, never stopping to consider how vulnerable they’d be, here on their own.



Had Doogle decided to go back on his word and force them out of town, after all? Had Avarice found them on his way east toward the Old Wilds and Yvvestrosai? Or had something happened to Vel, a tragedy too much for Malon to weather on her own?



More than a month had passed since he’d left. Damon was annoyed at himself for not giving more weight to the absence of Malon’s dreamspelling. She hadn’t reached out to him. Was that by choice, or by circumstance?



“Damon…” whispered Myr. “Don’t jump to conclusions. This doesn’t mean anything.”



Damon punched the floor, stirring a small updraft of dust. It hurt, but that was the point. He stood up and began walking through the inn, more dazed than upset. The hearth was full of ash. The bowls and plates were all neatly put away in the kitchen cabinets. The keg was… not quite empty. He helped himself to a mug of ale, hoping it could help him stave off his headache for long enough to think things through.



Damon sipped it slowly, forcing himself to breathe. He lit his lantern and, after a moment’s indecision, kindled a fire in the hearth. Slowly, he made his way upstairs, confirming what he already knew as he opened each door.



Vel’s empty room showed few signs of the sleeping girl who’d last occupied it. Her bed was neatly made, and her wardrobe was empty. Damon thought back to how she’d been when she’d first arrived back at the tower months earlier, still obsessed with outfits and perfume and the fineries of Hearthold’s court.



Ria’s room was much the same, if not harder for him to look over with any semblance of composure. Damon set his hand atop her throwing dagger, which he’d taken to carrying in his belt. A part of him had been hoping she’d be here at the inn when he arrived, smiling coyly and teasing him for having taken so long on his own return. He tightened his fingers around the dagger’s hilt as so many different emotions roiled within his chest.



Damon moved on, surveying Malon’s room and trying to think through what he found there. She’d left more of her possessions behind: a few books, some alchemy supplies, nothing truly important. Had she left in a hurry? How could she possibly travel with Vel in her unconscious state? He couldn’t imagine anything short of a dedicated cart or wagon being able to make such a journey feasible.



Despite not feeling hungry, he headed back downstairs and forced himself to eat. Dinner was a rather sad affair, stale bread and dried beef strips that needed to be defrosted by the fireside before being palatable. He chewed slowly, drinking more ale from the dregs of the keg.



There wasn’t anything more he could do within the span of the night. It was a hard fact to accept, but he did eventually. Once he finished his food, he went upstairs to his room to at least make an attempt at getting some sleep.



The corner of a piece of parchment poked out from underneath his pillow, and Damon felt like a fool for not checking his room earlier. He nearly tore it in his haste to pull it out and unfold it. Vel’s neat, Hearthold-tutored handwriting immediately caught his eye.



 



Damon,



I hope this message finds you well. I thought about trying to send it by courier, but it seemed unlikely that anyone could track you down, given how you travel!



I miss you, but that’s not why I’m writing this. I woke up, as you probably can guess from the existence of this letter. Aesta was gone. I spoke with Keiza, who’d been taking care of me in aesta’s absence, and she said that aesta left without telling her where she was going.



Just so you know, I did wait for a few days before coming to the decision that it was time for me to go looking for her. I wanted to stay. I thought that it would be so much easier if I could just stay and let everyone else handle everything, but that’s what I always do. It doesn’t seem to work that well, and I suppose I’ve known that for a while.



I’m a little scared. I have my tent and supplies all packed away, but I have no real idea where to start looking. It scares me more to think of how I’ll feel if I don’t go and something does happen to aesta without me even making an attempt. That’s how you’d think about it, isn’t it?



I plan on returning come the next full moon. I hope you receive this letter by then. If you wait for me at the inn, be careful to stay hidden! It’s quite obvious when the hearth is lit inside even from a distance, so obviously you should avoid doing that.



I love you, Damon. I have lots more to tell you but not enough time to write it all down. Stay safe.



Vel



 










CHAPTER 3




 



Damon let out a long sigh. He traced the last line of the letter with his finger, feeling a strange mixture of emotions. Vel was alright. Malon, more than likely, was still alive. It was a relief, but it didn’t undo what had happened to Ria. He wasn’t ready to let himself stop bracing for pain, not just yet.



His contemplation took him back to his immediate situation, specifically the warning Vel had put into the letter about the dangers of him staying at the inn. As much as he agreed with her judgment, it left him conflicted, like he was being forced out of his own home for no good reason.



He made his way downstairs, settling on at least extinguishing the fire he’d lit in the hearth. Damon had only made it to the last step of the stairs when a distinct rattling noise came from the inn’s front door. Someone was trying to force the handle.



He froze and then sank into a low crouch, mindful of the view through the inn’s windows. Had Doogle or Arturius happened past the inn and seen the fire’s glow within? No. They would have knocked, in all likelihood.



A prickle of dark premonition ran up the back of his neck as he heard the faint crunch of snow outside of one of the windows, followed by it being gently pried open. Damon pressed his back against the wall of the partition, ruining his own view of the intrusion, but putting himself into position for ambush.



He waited, breathing slowly, counting his heartbeats. A figure crept into the inn’s far side, where the fire’s light didn’t quite reach and the shadows were free to accumulate. Damon listened to the footsteps, recognizing several creaks from the floor that announced the intruder’s position.



He sprang upon the intruder just as the person passed into the kitchen, pressing his forearm against their neck and slamming them into the wall. A friendly, familiar face stared back into his.



“Keiza…” he muttered, shaking his head. “Oh.”



She looked more annoyed than afraid, and her sharp, dark eyes were so intense as to be hard to meet. She was all bundled up in winter clothing, a heavy cloak and deerskin gloves, and she cleared her throat reproachfully when she saw him looking her over.



“Anders,” she said. “Would you mind letting go of me?”



He nodded, frowning in surprise as he pulled back. “You’re talking again?”



“I am.” She gave him a small, somewhat forced smile that felt like a threadbare patch over an unfortunate tear. “I saw the glow from the hearth on my way back to town. I thought I’d stop by and see what was going on, but realized I’d forgotten my key when I tried the door.”



“So, you went in through the window,” provided Damon. “I assumed you were a thief.”



“Yes, because The Rosewood Inn is brimming with valuables.”



Damon chuckled, shaking his head warmly at her. “It’s good to see you again. To talk with you again, really. How have things been?”



She didn’t answer immediately, slowly pulling off her gloves and setting them down at a nearby table. She looked regal and elegant, with a distinct sense of maturity that had only been a seed the last time Damon had seen her. Her raven-dark hair was tucked into the hood of her cloak, bunched together like lines of black ribbon upon a weave.



“They left,” she said in a quiet voice. “Your mother and your sister.”



Damon grimaced slightly and nodded. “I know.”



“Lady Leah just disappeared,” said Keiza. “That’s as best as I can describe how she departed. She didn’t tell me where she was going or when she’d be back, and she didn’t offer a goodbye.”



“That’s a little unusual for her,” said Damon. “Did she seem different at all in the days beforehand?”



Keiza shook her head. “Not that I remember. Violet woke up the very next night. I was so surprised when she started banging on my door that I actually screamed.”



“I can picture it,” said Damon. “She left a note here for me explaining why she left, if not where, exactly, she planned on going.”



“I tried to talk her into resting at the inn for a few more days, but she wouldn’t hear it,” said Keiza. “She set out on your mother’s trail, and I haven’t heard from her since. It made sense for me to lock up the inn and move back into town, given the difficulties of trying to manage the affairs of the entire common room myself.”



“You did more than enough,” said Damon. “Thank you.”



She nodded slowly. “Lady Leah originally said that you’d left in search of a healer for Vel, on top of, well… the business with Doogle and the bounty on your head.”



“I did,” he said. “I didn’t find one in the end, but it seems as though my search was unnecessary to begin with. Ria… er… Heather and I traveled back to her homeland in search of a cure.”



He felt a scratchiness inside his throat. He wanted to tell Keiza more, but he wasn’t sure why, or if it would be fair to dump on her. She waited for him to continue, and when it became clear that he wasn’t going to, she gently took his hand into hers.



“Did something happen?” she whispered.



It was all he could do to nod.



“But now you’re back in Azurecliff,” she said.



“Just passing through. The fact that you’re here means I’ve already drawn too much attention.”



“Anders…” She made a point of not letting go of his hand. Damon chuckled and pulled her a little closer.



“I know you know what my real name is, Keiza,” he said. “Call me that instead.”



She licked her lips. “Damon. You’ve saved my life. Multiple times, in fact. You’re a good person. If there’s anything I can do to help you, just say the word.”



“I have a bounty on my head. The smartest thing you can do is to head back into town and forget you ever saw me.”



“Despite what you may think, I don’t always do the smartest thing,” she said.



“Is that right?”



He was suddenly very aware of her presence, from the melting snowflakes in her hair, to the tightness of her hand gripping his. He pulled her slightly closer to him, still meeting her eyes, sensing her mood.



She didn’t stop him as his hands slid to her hips and pulled her into an embrace. She didn’t stop him as he kissed her. She smiled as he began toying with the clasp of her winter cloak, and then let out a squeal as he scooped her into his arms.



“What are you doing?” she asked in a voice more amused than annoyed.



“Taking you upstairs.”



He waited, half expecting her to scoff and call him a buffoon. Instead, she looped her arms around his neck, bit her lower lip, and gave him a small, almost embarrassed nod.










CHAPTER 4




 



Life on the road was a life of sacrifice. Damon hadn’t given much thought to how rugged he’d learned to be in his travels. He’d been forced to weather twelve- to sixteen-hour marches, sleeping in the cold, often on an empty stomach, always alone in his tent across the past few arduous weeks.



He dropped Keiza onto his bed and was momentarily mesmerized by the way she bounced before coming to rest. In his travels, he’d let himself forget how much he missed this, the build-up and anticipation in the moments before sex. He’d let himself forget how much he needed it. Damon was honest enough, in his heart, to admit that.



He climbed onto the bed after Keiza, leaning forward to share that first, bursting kiss. Her lips were hot against his, teasing him with small, interesting movements. He pawed at her body, feeling as though the many layers she’d worn to stave off the winter cold were taunting him with their endless ties to be undone, buttons to be unbuttoned.



She helped him, shifting her arms so he could slide off her wool coat, and then helping with the buttons of the shirt underneath. She’d forgone a half-shirt, and Damon was awestruck by her small, pale breasts. She shivered as his fingers touched bare skin.



“Your hands are cold,” she whispered.



“I’ll have to put them somewhere to warm them up,” he said.



She squealed as he slid them between her thighs, which were still clad in leggings. “Not there! Damon!”



They took turns undressing each other, though the process was much more straightforward on Damon’s end. It was still chilly within most of the inn, and Damon knew that Keiza wasn’t as able to easily ignore it as he was. Their bodies met underneath the quilt, each of them pulling and tucking the edges inward to create an insulated pocket to warm up through their hot exertions.



Damon let his hard cock probe against her stomach. She shifted upward across the bed, trying to give him better access, but the movement pulled the blanket off her feet. He shifted over her, pulling her to a more central position by the thighs as he spread her legs. The motion forced him to take a second to re-cover them with the quilt, with the cold draft keen on foiling their foreplay, and then he flexed his hips forward.



He sank his cock into her slowly, sensing from her reaction that it wasn’t her first time, but close to it. She was wet and primed for him, and he would have taken off inside her at a gallop if not for a deeper urge to savor the moment.



He stroked a hand across Keiza’s cheek, letting his thumb trace a line alongside her mouth. He’d missed this, having a woman open herself to him, naked and trusting and utterly touchable. Damon slowly began rocking his cock forward and back, easing in another inch with each deliberately controlled thrust.



Keiza’s eyes fluttered like the wings of a butterfly on its first flight. Damon kissed her neck and teased one of her breasts with his hand. It was a perfect palmful, large enough to stir his lust without passing into unwieldy territory. Lean and practical, much like Keiza herself.



“You’re so big,” she whispered. “Just… go slow.”



Few words could stir such an opposing reaction within him. Damon suddenly wanted to unleash himself, to thrust to his heart’s content, taking her until she was sweaty and loud underneath the quilt.



He sank his cock deeper into her, speeding up as he continued to pump. Keiza was small enough for him to handle her easily in his strong arms. He felt her fingers digging into his shoulders, heard her tiny moans as he continued to bury his shaft into her tight lane.



“My first day back in town,” he whispered. “I never imagined it would be you.”



“Are you teasing me?” She let out a breathy noise, one of her feet kicking out from under the quilt. “Who else would have been here at the inn but me and your family?”



Who else, indeed?



Damon built to a pace that rocked the bed, groping her as he stretched her out with his hardness. He’d imagined doing this to her before, but so much had happened since he left Azurecliff. To have her in his bed now felt indulgent, unnecessary, though it was hard to care that much with her soft moans and urgent breathing against his ear.



“I knew you would do this to me,” she said. “Something… about how you looked at me.”



“Of course,” he said. “I was always undressing you with my eyes.”



She gasped, and he fucked her harder, letting their bodies meet with lewd, accelerating claps. Neither of them could hold out against the rising tide of pleasure. Damon felt Keiza come, her womanhood clamping down on his cock with surprising force.



He kissed her deeply, letting his tongue probe into her mouth even as she still drowned in the bliss of her release. He took her hips and pumped into her with full, aggressive force, letting out a low, primal grunt as he used her at a properly testing pace.



Damon pulled out just before he blew his load. Most of it ended up on her stomach and chest, and her eyes fluttered with cute annoyance as his hot seed spurted onto her skin. He gave her a kiss, stroked her hair, and stood up.



“I’ll get you a towel,” he said.



“Thanks.”



 



***



 



They lay together in bed for a while afterward, each thinking their own thoughts, finding their own meaning in the sex. Damon was surprised by how guilty he felt, even though he knew Keiza had been a willing and eager participant.



“I don’t plan on getting married,” whispered Keiza. “Ever.”



Damon cleared his throat with a smile. “Well, I guess we can jump right into that particular conversation. Keiza… This was probably a bad idea.”



“You coming to Azurecliff in the first place was a bad idea,” she said. “But you did come here. And we did have sex.”



“I have to find my family,” he said.



Keiza leaned onto her side, propping her head up on her arm. She looked at him with those piercing eyes, seeing something deeper than what he was showing her.



“Leah, Violet, and Heather,” she said, listing them off. “Those aren’t their real names either, are they?”



Damon shook his head.



“Are they really your family, or…?” She let the question hang.



“They are, as much as anyone can be,” he said. “We love each other. A little too much, in some ways.”



“Interesting…”



“And by interesting, you mean…?”



“I mean interesting,” said Keiza. “I sensed that there was more to all of you than you were letting on. I’m not one to judge, Damon. What I will say is that you should be careful about staying here at the inn by yourself.”



“I know,” he said. “I just… this place is the closest thing to a home that I’ve had in quite some time. I plan on setting out in the morning. Vel left a note saying she’ll be back for the next full moon.”



“That’s in a couple of days,” said Keiza. “I’ll keep an eye on the inn for you, in the meantime.”



“Thanks,” he said. “For everything.”



They shared another long kiss. Keiza slowly pulled her clothes back on. Neither of them said anything as Damon walked her to the door. They shared a kiss, both of them accepting it for what it was, with no lingering expectations.



She disappeared into the snowy night, cloak swaying in the wind.










CHAPTER 5




 



Damon had forgotten how wonderful it was to sleep in his own bed. He awoke early, an hour or so before sunrise. His quilt still smelled of Keiza, along with the faint undertones of sweat and sex. He dressed and made his bed before moving slowly down to the inn’s lower level.



The aqueduct running through the basement was nearly ice cold, but still flowing. Damon appreciated the cold resistance of his myrblade twice over as he scrubbed himself off and quickly dried with a towel.



Being back at the inn meant having access to the full range of his clothing. He put on a nice shirt and thick leggings underneath his traveling cloak. Breakfast was a cold and minimal affair, but he found some leftover butter in the kitchen to slather on his days-old bread and managed to salvage much of the taste.



He still had business in the area, despite not expecting Vel’s return for another few days. Kastet and Lillian, as far as he knew, currently resided in the ancient Remenai ruin of Hexadonia, only an hour’s hike or so outside of town.



Damon set out just as the first tendrils of sunlight spilled out from over the horizon. The snow covered his tracks from the night before, along with Keiza’s, and he took care to make sure the new ones he left weren’t obvious.



He felt exposed as the day arrived. The sky was clear of cloud cover, though it was still bitterly cold. The serene white of the snow left him feeling as though he stood out against the landscape, and it wasn’t as though he could continuously cover his tracks for every step of his journey.



He’d never cared as much about being outed or discovered across the early portion of his travels, when it simply meant that he’d need to move faster to outpace potential pursuers. There was more to lose in Azurecliff, where he and his family and the inn were all known quantities.



Still, he couldn’t let his fear of being discovered paralyze him in the face of action. Damon kept his head covered by his cloak and avoided coming into view of the road. Eventually, he moved into the trees and finally felt as though he could let his guard down.



For as much as the winter left him announcing his presence, it also did the same to anyone else traversing the area. The occasional glance at the snow was enough to tell him what to be wary of, whether it was undisturbed, marred by animal or monster tracks, or trodden by boots. He didn’t see much, though that was no surprise, given how few people cared to venture into the woods when the snow was knee-high.



It took Damon longer than he’d expected to reach Hexadonia, nearly half the day. He crouched behind an old stump as he took in the details of the ruined fortress. It wasn’t huge, no larger at its perimeter wall than the market square in Azurecliff, and its sole tower resembled Malon’s old home on the farmstead in both architecture and size.



Hexadonia did, however, look far more impressive in the winter, with the snow and ice clinging to its ancient stones in a manner that disguised much of the decay of centuries. The snow had been cleared from the outer wall and the main entrance, with a thin foot trail leading off in the direction of the nearest road.



What stood out, when he began to focus on the smaller details, were the tracks and footprints. He sucked in a tense breath as he confirmed that not all of them were human. The clawed footmarks of highlander tau were evident along one of the walls, fresh enough that they must have been left the previous night, if not earlier that morning.



He didn’t let himself jump to conclusions, but he did approach the fortress’s entrance at a wide angle, eyes peeled, myrblade unsheathed. The snow made it hard to disguise his approach, top layer crunching with squeaky noises underneath his feet, but it was still to his advantage. It gave him options, even allies, if needed.



He caught sight of a pair of monsters and stiffened his grip on his sword hilt. Two highlander tau, brutish humanoid monsters with wrinkled, pallid skin and jagged teeth, trampled through the snow just within Hexadonia’s outer wall. Damon tensed his jaw, heart pounding out a frantic pace.



It was as though he couldn’t turn his back from anyone in his life for more than a few minutes without them attracting danger and courting death. With the fortress so far outside of town, would anyone even have noticed if a pack of highlander tau arrived to take Kastet and Lilian during the night? Lilian was a fearsome fighter, but everyone had moments in which they could be caught unaware.



He surged forward, moving through the snow with long steps, feet punching downward through the crust. The tau both let out threatening hisses as he caught their attention. He’d pulled back his myrblade and was a fraction of a second away from committing to a swing when Lilian appeared in front of him, directly in the way.



“Easy, hero,” she said, with a teasing smile. “These two gentlemen work for us.”



She slid forward, setting one hand on his chest, while the other gently forced his sword arm down. Lilian was underdressed for the weather, clad only in a white cotton dress and a pair of knee-high deer skin boots.



She was as much a monster as the tau, albeit a monster dripping with seduction. Her skin was pale violet, eyes as black as the abyss. She wore her dark hair loose across her shoulders, like a young, innocent maiden flaunting her beauty. One of her claws pinched his shoulder as she let go of him, and he was immediately disabused of such notions.



“Let me guess,” said Damon, nodding to the tau behind her. “A gift from Famine.”



“You always were a sharp one. They’re trained to listen to my voice, along with Kastet’s. Monsters can be trained, you know.”



“
 Some
 monsters can be trained,” said Damon. He thought back to his time in the arena with Austine and Jorgen, the mostly tame lidaragi. “Other monsters are merely biding their time.”



“Are we still speaking of the tau?” There was a glint in Lilian’s dark eyes that held an almost sexual level of coyness. Damon ignored both it and her, sheathing his myrblade as he started toward Hexadonia’s entrance.



“Is Kastet home?” he asked.



“She’s more or less always home,” said Lilian. “This is the capital of her kingdom.”



“How very sad.”



Lilian laughed and fell into step beside him. Damon resisted the urge to make sure the tau stayed put as they slipped through a small, passageway-shaped opening within an ancient metal portcullis, locked into its downward position by the passage of centuries.



Hexadonia’s inner courtyard was nearly clear of snow. It felt empty and unfinished, a space intended to house tents and forges, training equipment and soldiers. Damon wondered if that open potential was what had drawn Kastet to the old fortress, so perfectly it seemed to match her ambitions.



They pushed through a pair of recently installed double doors and into the main keep. Lilian plucked a lantern from a table just inside the entrance, lighting it to illuminate their path through the otherwise pitch-black hallway.



Damon’s last experience within Hexadonia had been brief, mainly involving the catacombs and a passing visit to the dungeon. He paid attention to the layout, though Lilian led him in a straight path, never turning at the various intersections. A few were caved in and completely impassable. Water pattered from leaks in the ceiling in other places, lending a dank, musky scent to the air.



They passed through another door made from fresh wood and emerged into Kastet’s audience chamber, the complete opposite of the rest of the fortress. A lively fire crackled in the circular room, though already stiflingly hot. Several carpets were spread out across sections of the floor, and a table in the corner with dirty cups and plates suggested that the space served double duty as a dining hall.



Kastet sat upon her throne, reading from an old tome with intense focus. She looked good, different from when he’d last seen her. She’d grown her hair out again, having given up her disguise of being a boy upon leaving Azurecliff.



Her face was thin, almost severe in appearance, as though she’d been eating less than she needed. A heavy cloak with fur around the collar covered a fine silk shirt of white and pink, and her leggings were tan leather.



“Ah,” she said, setting her book down. “Damon. What an unexpected surprise.”



“I found him just outside the wall,” said Lilian. “I figured you’d want to see him.”



“You figured right.” Kastet crossed her legs and favored him with an appraising expression. “It’s good to see you again.”



“Likewise.” Damon strode forward, coming to a stop in front of the dais upon which Kastet’s throne sat. He made a show of looking around the chamber. “I see you’ve made some improvements.”



“A few,” said Kastet.



“Along with hiring some outside help,” he said. “How do you manage to keep those tau fed, anyway?”



Kastet’s smile flickered. “They take turns hunting. Famine has assured that they’ve been taught to prefer small game to, well… human prey.”



“Well, I’m sure you can take Famine at her word,” he said. He shot a meaningful glance toward Lilian, who did an almost believable job of ignoring him.



“There’s no need for such veiled pettiness,” said Kastet. “Your concerns related to the tau are valid. I’ve been active over the past month. Most of the fineries you see in this chamber were paid for with coin that came from contract work, jobs posted in Azurecliff and other nearby towns. I plan on filling Hexadonia with human soldiers as soon as it’s financially achievable.”



She hadn’t changed. If anything, Kastet’s ambitions had expanded in Damon’s time away. He folded his arms, weighing the potential consequences of his words. She was too competent, too dangerous, really, for him to treat as the little princess he’d saved from her wicked stepmother any longer.



“Avarice attacked Yvvestrosai,” he said. “Ria was… lost amidst the attack.”



Kastet blinked. “She was lost? What do you mean by that, exactly? Did you see her—"



“I mean exactly what I said!” His voice came out as more of a snarl than he intended. “We were split up. Wrath claims that she may have been within the palace when it burned to the ground, but I…”



The words caught in his throat like a door set on faulty hinges. Kastet was kind and merely nodded slowly, letting him recover. Lilian even set a hand on his shoulder, which he found himself appreciating more than he would have expected.



“I see,” said Kastet, after a long pause. “I’m so sorry.”



“That’s not why I’m here,” he said. “When I arrived back at the inn, it was empty. Vel apparently woke up and found that our aesta had left without leaving any word of where she was going. She set out to search for her, but left a letter saying she’d return on the night of the next full moon.”



There was another pause, and this time, Damon caught Kastet and Lilian exchanging a knowing glance.



“You knew already?” he said.



“We’ll get to that in just a moment,” said Kastet. “I know this must be hard for you, Damon, but we first need to speak more of Yvvestrosai and the Rem. Were you able to secure any of them as allies on my behalf? Also, this attack that Avarice waged… What did it entail?”



Damon couldn’t decide whether to laugh or flip her a rude gesture with one of his fingers. “People I love are in danger. I come to you for help, and this is how you receive me? With an inquisition on information about your war?”



“
 My
 war?” Kastet scoffed. “The last I knew it was
 our
 war. You forget that Avarice and Anise share an interest in hunting your family.”



“Because of what we did for you!” snapped Damon. “Because I dared to defy powerful people to save your life!”



“Did I ever seem unappreciative?” shouted Kastet. “I have thanked you many times over, Damon. Whatever you want, you’ll have, once I’m back in power! Money, titles, land. You know this already.”



“Quit wasting my time. You knew that Vel had woken up. She came here before setting out on her search, didn’t she?”



“Watch your tone!” Kastet’s expression turned icy. “I don’t take commands from you. If you want my help finding Vel, I expect you to perform in your service as my retainer.”



“I am not your retainer.” Damon’s hand settled on the hilt of his myrblade more out of reflex than intention. He sensed Lilian shifting slightly out of the corner of his eye.



“I won’t have you making demands of me,” snapped Kastet. “You will respect me in my audience chamber!”



Damon still remembered when he’d taken her virginity, the way her façade of confidence and command had broken down in the face of the new experience. She’d told him the same thing then, that she’d wanted his respect. It felt as though she deserved it less now than she had then.



“This was a waste of time,” he said.



Lilian grabbed his arm as he turned to go. It was dangerous to do that, and he saw from the way her eyes flicked toward his sword hilt that she knew it, too.



“Lord Damon,” said Lilian in a serious, placating voice. “Please. Let us at least put you up in a chamber here in Hexadonia, if only for the night. You can speak with the princess more once the two of you have both taken some time to calm down.”



She looked back and forth between him and Kastet. Damon half expected the petulant princess to object, but she slowly nodded. Seeing her concede control to Lilian did more to make him question whether they truly needed to be arguing more than any apology from her could have.



“Fine,” he said.



Lilian led him out into the hall without saying another word, which he suspected was for the best.










CHAPTER 6




 



Lilian led him through Hexadonia’s dark, drafty hallways until they arrived at a renovated chamber. Much like Kastet’s audience room, it held a carpet and fresh furniture, including a bed with clean sheets and pillows.



She lit the lantern next to the door for him and gestured to the hearth. “There’s firewood in the room at the end of the hall if you feel the need to warm up. I could also draw you a bath if you’d prefer.”



A smile twitched at the corner of her mouth, and Damon couldn’t help but return it. She’d helped him bathe on the day they’d met, at Kastet’s orders, no less. So much had changed since then, both inside and out.



“I’m fine,” he said. “I don’t mind the cold.”



Lilian nodded, but didn’t immediately move to leave the room. “Damon. As a favor to me, would you humor Kastet when you next speak with her?”



He laughed derisively. “Do you truly think that’s what she needs right now? She doesn’t understand a thing. She sees this all as a game without acknowledging that we aren’t even the players.”



“Trust me. She knows.” Lilian raised her arms and gestured to the chamber’s ancient stone walls. “Look at this place. It’s cold, leaky, decrepit… remote. The only thing it has in common with Kastet’s old life in Hearthold is that it provides her with the authority to give orders.”



“To whom, exactly? You?”



“Yes. Just me, so far, as it happens.” She smiled wanly. “I love her, you know. I did long before we ever crossed the ocean. I’m used to following her orders… fluffing her ego when needed. Handling the dirtier jobs.”



“What’s your point?”



“My point is that she isn’t wrong, not with what she’s doing, or with what she thinks is needed to accomplish it,” said Lilian. “She’s young, and at times, arrogant, but also intelligent and well-suited to the role she’s been born into.”



“You can believe that if it suits you,” he said. “I have more pressing matters to tend to than serving as the retainer of a princess in exile in a crumbling ruin.”



“I know that. Vel stopped by here about a week ago. She asked if we’d seen Malon. We told her we hadn’t, and that was basically the end of the discussion. She set off to continue her search.”



Damon stared at her, surprised by the sudden disclosure of information. “You… just let her go? By herself?”



“She’s a grown woman, and she’s my friend,” said Lilian. “What were you expecting us to do? Tie her down? I suppose I could have followed after her, but in the same way you shy away from feeding into Kastet’s rash decisions, I felt as though it would do Vel a disservice.”



“Still…” He shook his head. “It isn’t safe for her to be traveling alone.”



“You don’t give her enough credit,” said Lilian. “In a very real sense, we’re all just as alone and vulnerable. It’s part of the reason why I think you need Kastet, and she needs you.”



“Interesting how neatly you sidestep your own place in the passage of events.”



She chuckled. “I suppose it is. My place within the world of politics is in the shadows now. I’m here in the background, a ghost, to advise, to serve, and occasionally… to feed.”



Damon could feel the weight of her gaze on his neck. The spot she’d once bitten regularly during her time at the inn pulsed with an oddly pleasurable itch. Strangely, he wasn’t as put off by the idea of her feeding off him as he’d once been.



“I’ll accept your hospitality, and I’ll keep an open mind,” he said. “That doesn’t mean I’m agreeing to lead the charge on whatever foolish plan Kastet next pulls out from her sleeve.”



“Fair enough. I do the majority of the cooking here, so I’ll be by to bring you food and wine in a few hours. We wouldn’t want you to go hungry.”



He nodded, feeling a prickle of anticipation as Lilian slowly opened the door and exited into the echoing hallway.



 



***



 



Damon rested for a time, despite being distinctly uneasy within the chamber’s clean, carefully made bed. It was hard to keep his thoughts from wandering to Malon, Vel, and Ria.



He wondered if he was making a mistake by staying at Hexadonia instead of immediately continuing his travels and search. Would his aesta approve of him humoring the princess-turned-warmonger in place of trying to help his family?



He didn’t know for sure. Lilian had a point about the limits of what anyone could do alone. As much as the responsibility to help the people he loved weighed down on his shoulders, he was only one man. He couldn’t get along in the world by tackling every problem on his own.



Lilian arrived with the food and wine she’d promised. Damon ate a baked potato lavished with butter and several strips of dried and peppered beef. The wine was tasty, dangerously so, and he drank a cup or two more than he considered prudent.



He didn’t actually want to stay the night. It felt too much like allowing himself to be pulled back into a sphere of influence he no longer wanted anything to do with. Damon eventually left his room, lantern in hand, and made his way back to Kastet’s audience chamber.



She wasn’t there, which shouldn’t have surprised him, given the hour. The night had snuck up on him while he rested, along with some inclement weather. He could tell it was raining from the intensity of Hexadonia’s various ceiling leaks. Snow he could easily have traveled through with his myrblade in hand, but being resistant to the cold did little to deflect the discomfort of a heavy downpour.



He found a set of stairs leading to the tower and peered out over the courtyard through an old, open window. Something felt off, and he was reminded of his first visit to Hexadonia, stumbling through the catacombs and confronting the shade that apparently lived within them. He saw a flicker of motion in the darkness outside.



A brush against his shoulder was enough to send Damon reaching for his myrblade. Lilian pulled back abruptly, moving with far more speed and grace than a human.



“I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said. “I was just interested in what you were looking at.”



She’d changed into a nightgown barely long enough to verge out of the territory of an oversized shirt or tunic. One of Kastet’s, no doubt. It lent a girlish appearance to her otherwise unsettling features, and Damon found himself appreciating the thin, almost sheer nature of the fabric as his heartbeat slowed to a normal pace.



“Just seeing shadows in the night, I suppose,” he said. “Did you need something?”



“No. Just checking up on you.” She walked over to the window, her shoulder brushing his as she took up a place next to him. “I don’t sleep much.”



“Bad dreams?”



“No, just restless,” she said with a sigh.



Damon felt a strange, somewhat unwelcome fondness for her. She was lonely, and probably for good reason. With Kastet as her only company, she didn’t have anyone to unload onto, not really. Not in the way a person, a young woman, needs. Was Lilian still a woman?



“You give me this look, sometimes,” she said. “As though you’re still trying to figure me out.”



“I thought I had figured you out, at one point,” he said. “Not anymore. I suppose you might be right.”



There was a pregnant pause as a draft of wind blew inward through the window, spraying them with mist and drizzle. Lilian took a step back alongside him, nudging him slightly with her elbow.



“Let me feed off you tonight?” she whispered.



Damon hesitated, suppressing his initial reflex to say no, to push her away. She couldn’t feed off him without permission – his myrblade’s ice affinity made sure of that. And here she was, asking for permission. It was disarming, and made him think that maybe she was also trying to figure him out, simply for the sake of knowing him.



“What do I get in return?” he asked, with a small, greedy smile.



“In truth?” Lilian stepped forward, moving to stand so close that he could feel the heat coming off her body in horny waves. “Just about anything you want.”










CHAPTER 7




 



Damon pressed Lilian back against the stone wall of the tunnel with enough force to make her gasp. She took a breath, shoulders shivering involuntarily. The wall was cold, and she was hardly dressed.



He kissed her, knowing himself to be a willing participant in her seduction. She was like him, in a way, though if sex was his weakness, then blood was hers. Lilian bit his lower lip as their kisses intensified, hard enough to hurt, just short of breaking the skin.



“Are you going to take me down to your room?” she whispered with a breathy growl.



Damon let his rapidly stiffening cock poke against her thigh in place of a proper answer. He could take her to his bed. It was an option, one which he couldn’t precisely articulate his disinterest in. Lilian, corrupted by the blood of a zanyadai. Lilian, tempting him with dark seduction in the dead of night.



He turned her around and pushed her forward against the window, putting her into a position where the wind and rain were kissing her face. He slid her nightgown up. She wasn’t wearing girlshorts, but she’d been that type of woman even before her transformation.



Damon knew he didn’t have to be gentle with her. He took his cock out and eased it into her womanhood, which felt sticky, almost like thick honey or molasses in place of simple wetness. Lilian let out a girlish grunt and arched her back. One of her hands clutched his forearm, claws threatening to dig in.



No, he didn’t have to be gentle with her… but he still needed to be careful. Damon pumped his cock forward, exhaling in satisfaction as he explored her depths. He accelerated his pace, thrusting faster and faster until his crotch collided with the perfect cushion of her ass with each forward motion.



Lilian let out an annoyed hiss, and Damon realized that the rain had shifted direction, soaking her face and upper body. He pulled her back, briefly hugging her from behind at an angle that made his cock pop loose from her slit with an amusing, harp string flutter.



She pulled her wet nightgown up and over her head, turning around to face him in a sliver of teal moonlight. Eldritch was almost full, and Damon would need to plan on meeting Vel soon, if not the next night. The thought seemed so far-off as he stared at the strange, naked woman in front of him, less than human, more than monster, seduction incarnate.



She hugged herself against him, holding his cock like a loaded crossbow in her surprisingly soft palm as she inhaled against his shoulder. She moaned as she kissed his neck, roaming around with her hand to cup his manhood and touch him in all the most sensitive places.



Her teeth raked softly against his neck, as though asking for permission. He reached around, playing with her awesome, impossibly taut buttocks. He gave them a squeeze and nodded his head.



“Go ahead,” he whispered. “I won’t freeze your lips off this time.”



She let out a single, dark laugh. “I appreciate that.”



She didn’t bite him immediately. It was as though, despite his assurance, she still felt she needed to warm her chosen feeding spot. She lavished his neck with small, sucking kisses, and then began to lick him in a manner that tickled so much Damon had to give her butt a warning slap to get her to stop.



He could sense the excitement fluttering through her as she finally prepared to sink her fangs in. The anticipation would have unnerved him had it been the first time he experienced it. Instead, Damon became even more aroused, his cock hardening to the point where it was liable to burst even from accidental touches. He cradled Lilian’s head, pulling her mouth into his neck in the manner he might embrace a normal woman.



Damon grunted as he felt the tiny pinch of pain, followed immediately by the deluge of insane pleasure. It was more than one sensation. There were different tones to it, different faces. The euphoria of drunkenness, the eroticism of sexual buildup. The simple, warm acceptance of a tight, loving hug.



Lilian moaned, whimpering almost as she lapped up the last few drops of what she was apparently willing to take from him. Damon mumbled something that even he couldn’t make out. He was drooling, and he very nearly had a thigh cramp from how badly he needed to come.



“Do you want to know what your blood tastes like?”  whispered Lilian.



It took him a second to make sense of her words, the question. “What?”



“There was… this treat that my uncle used to make for me when I was young, before he died,” she said. “He would pour hot maple sap onto snow in the winter, and it would crystallize into these delicious, cold chunks. Sweet and sticky.”



She slid down to her knees, letting her chin brush against his cock so it snapped back upward as she passed by. She touched it with her hand, dark eyes wide and still visibly dazed from her indulgence. Damon buried his fingers in her hair and pulled her head forward, her lips brushing against the tip of his manhood.



She made a soft, cooing noise as she began to suck, followed by a chorus of slurping lewdness as she committed herself to the act in earnest. The pleasure of it was unreal, enough to make him wonder if he’d accidentally let her corrupt him without realizing it. Her mouth was hot and active. Her lips pinched with a tight, sucking seal.



He didn’t last long.



He had to brace himself against the wall as he came. He unloaded enough seed into Lilian’s mouth to, by his reckoning, paint her tongue and cheeks as white as the snow outside. He only slowly caught his breath afterward, and she stood to give him a gentle, surprisingly affectionate hug.



Lilian’s arms suddenly stiffened against him. Damon reacted as though faced with a threat, which proved prudent as he followed the line of her gaze toward the window.



“What is it?” he asked.



“Outside,” she whispered. “There’s something there. More than just one.”



A loud banging noise sounded from outside, like a heavy fist against wood. Damon looked down from the tower and spotted a shape moving through the snow, humanoid, but down on all fours. There was more than one, perhaps a dozen in total, all assembled outside the keep’s main door, keen on breaking it down.



“Those would be highlander tau,” he muttered. “Rovahn’s balls.”



“What?” Lilian was still hugging him, and the tips of her claws traced lines through the fabric of his shirt. “But we only have the trained ones that Famine gave us.”



“They have pack instincts,” he said. “The ones you have might be tame, but that doesn’t mean they’re incapable of attracting ones who aren’t. I should have realized this might happen when I first saw them.”



“What do we do?” asked Lilian. “Can a fight be avoided?”



“No,” he said. “Go make sure Kastet is safe. I’ll handle them.”



Lilian stared at him blankly, but Damon was already moving. The freezing rain had rendered the keep’s exterior slick and icy, which suited him perfectly. He drew his myrblade and pressed it to the wet stone outside the window, exhaling frozen white breath as he drew from its enchantment.



He created a simple slide of ice, with a generous lip on either side for maximum safety. Damon stepped out of the window and slid down it, speeding along like a child might take a snow sled down a hill.



The tau barely reacted as he hit the ground behind them. The snow was sticky and crunchy from the freezing rain, but it made little difference to him in practical terms. Damon jabbed the tip of his sword into the ground and summoned a pair of ice elementals.



He could easily have cut down the tau on his own. It would have been easier, still, to take them on with Lilian at his side, each of them handling half of the pack with effort to spare. With that said, he was more powerful than he’d been the last time he’d faced this kind of monster. He didn’t have to exert himself at all, really, with the tricks he now had up his sleeve.



The ice elementals fought with cold efficiency, dodging the claw strikes and snapping jaws of the tau with lithe, elegant movements. They were both feminine in appearance, tall, naked women composed entirely of magic and flawless pale blue ice. They struck back with punches and kicks that shattered bone, occasionally slipping behind one of the monsters to grapple them to the snow and freeze off body parts.



Damon watched with grim approval, as did Kastet and Lilian who’d peered out from the tower’s window above. Neither of the women looked worried, and more to the point, they were talking with one another about what they were currently witnessing. Whether it was a conversation borne of respect of his abilities, or concern over his intentions, well, he could only guess.



“Drag the bodies out of the courtyard,” he told his ice elementals as they finished dispatching the monsters. “No need to leave them to bleed into the clean snow.”



He spoke loudly enough for Kastet and Lilian to hear, despite knowing he could have given the command with a silent thought. There was no need to give everything away just yet.










CHAPTER 8




 



Damon slept fitfully, plagued by dreams he couldn’t remember. He awoke early in the morning, shirt soaked through with sweat. It took him a few seconds to remember enough to recognize his surroundings. He was still in Hexadonia, still fencing over everything and nothing with Kastet.



He dressed and left his chamber. The stone hallways of the ancient fortress were cold, uncomfortably so, though it hardly bothered him. He found his way back to Kastet’s audience chamber and pushed his way through the polished oak double doors.



“You’re letting the draft in.” Kastet sat at the table in the corner, eating a slice of fruit cake and drinking steaming hot tea. Her hair was loose and messy, and unless Damon was mistaken, she wore the same nightgown Lilian had worn the night before.



He shut the doors behind him as he entered, each footstep echoing through the overlarge chamber. He didn’t see Lilian anywhere, which left him with no option other than to join Kastet at her table. She gave him a curt nod, cutting him a slice of fruit cake and pouring him a mug of tea.



“Where’s Lilian?” he asked.



“With no tau to keep guard over the perimeter, the duty fell to her,” said Kastet. “A temporary setback. I’ll have enough coin saved to hire a mercenary or two to serve me fulltime, soon enough.”



“Right,” said Damon. “Because that’s precisely what you need most right now. A mercenary to guard an abandoned fortress.”



Kastet’s eyes flashed with anger. “Do you have a better suggestion?”



“I do. Go back to the inn. Quit making your life harder than it needs to be.”



“That’s amusing, coming from you,” she said. “At least I know what I want, Damon. At least I can see a vision for my future that makes sense.”



“You see too much in your own future.”



They stared at each other, and Damon saw his own annoyance reflected in her expression. It was her ambition that prickled him. It felt so pointless, a habit that had run its course, overstaying its welcome. At the same time, he saw no real point in arguing with her if it wasn’t necessary.



He ate his food and drank his tea, ignoring the tension that filled the silence. Footsteps sounded from outside the audience chamber, and Lilian entered a moment later.



“Princess Kastet,” she said, offering a small bow. “A courier arrived bearing a message from one of our spies in Avaricia.”



Damon arched an eyebrow. The fact that Kastet had spies in Avaricia was interesting, but the fact Lilian had deliberately chosen to reveal that detail with him present was just as intriguing. Kastet accepted the missive with a peevish frown, examining the wax seal for only a moment before opening it and unrolling the parchment.



“This…” she whispered. “This is impossible.”



Damon wondered briefly if she might be playing up her reaction, trying to tease him into asking about what the message held, drawing him deeper into her web. The surprise on Kastet’s face looked entirely genuine, however, and after a few seconds, she was forthcoming with the information.



“There’s been a transition of power within the Merinian line of succession,” she said, voice breathless, wavering. “Gabriel… has ascended to the throne.”



Damon folded his arms. Lilian bent over the table, staring at the missive in awe.



“This is good news, isn’t it?” asked Lilian. “Kastet… This means you can go home if you want. You could return to Merinia, to Hearthold Castle.”



There was a pang of sadness in Lilian’s voice which Damon didn’t miss. Kastet could go home if she wanted. Lilian, in her current state, would receive no such open welcome.



“How can this be?” muttered Kastet. “King Gabriel… It doesn’t even sound right to speak aloud.”



“Huh,” said Damon. “I wasn’t sure Gabe had it in him. The only way he could have taken the throne from Anise is through sheer force or serious cunning.”



“He’ll be grateful to both of you, no doubt,” said Lilian. “You gave him support. Vel as well, given how she used her magic to aid in his escape from the dungeon.”



“I made him what he was!” snapped Kastet. “The only reason he even deigned to leave his bedchamber was at my urging.”



“You don’t sound pleased by this development,” said Damon.



Kastet whipped her gaze up from the missive to glare at him. “This is not the time for your mockery. There’s more to the message than the simple news of the succession. He’s still coming to Veridan’s Curve, taking Anise’s place in the visit she planned to Avaricia.”



“Wait…” said Lilian. “What does that mean? Gabriel would be placing himself in Avarice’s power, in essence. Why would he take such a risk?”



The obvious answer, the one Damon was reluctant to voice, was that the young king planned on renewing Merinia’s alliance with Avarice, rather than abolishing it. It would be a betrayal of many of the ideals Gabriel seemed to espouse in the short time Damon had gotten to know him, but he wouldn’t be the first monarch to cave in the face of political reality upon ascending the throne.



“As fascinating as I find this new development, it doesn’t really concern me directly,” he said into the thoughtful silence. “I need to get back to Azurecliff. Vel promised to return by the rise of the next full moon, which is tonight.”



“Wait!” snapped Kastet. “Damon. This is serious. If Gabriel is coming to Veridan’s Curve, I need to see him before he meets with Avarice. Do you know what this could mean?”



“No, but I get the feeling you’re about to tell me.”



“He could be an imposter!” said Kastet. “Or… perhaps under some sort of mind-bending spell! There’s no way Gabriel would consider extending the alliance with Avarice of his own accord!”



Damon exchanged a skeptical glance with Lilian.



“Regardless, I’m going to need you by my side in the days to come,” said Kastet. “I can promise you the title to an entire city, along with a vault of gold, if you serve as my retainer and help me reach him first.”



“No,” he said. “Look, I have my own problems to deal with right now. I have to meet up with Vel and find my aesta. I’m sorry, Kastet. I can’t help you this time around.”



He didn’t have much else to say and knew that if he stayed, Kastet would plead with him endlessly. He stood up from the table, scooping the last of his fruit cake into his palm for the road.



“Stop!” snapped Kastet. “Lilian! Don’t allow him to leave just yet. We aren’t finished talking.”



Lilian let out a snort. “I can’t stop him, Your Highness. He’s more powerful than I am. I also think he has a point.”



Damon saw the impotent rage stirring in Kastet’s expression. This was what he’d tried to get through to her before. She could sit on her throne in a crumbling fortress and call herself a princess, but the power she pretended to wield was meaningless without subjects.



“Damon!” shouted Kastet. “Get back here! If you walk out that door, you’ll regret it!”



“Come with me,” he said. “Stay at the inn for a night or two. We can talk more about this with Vel. I don’t know that my answer will be any different, but it would make for livelier surroundings than these cold stones.”



“I order you, by my right as the Princess of Merinia, to get your hand off that door!”



Damon sighed and shook his head. Had she always been this bossy and controlling? He ignored several more petulant shouts as he left the audience chamber and pushed into the dark hallway beyond.










CHAPTER 9




 



The previous night’s freezing rain had depressed the snow and created a thick crust of ice overtop it. It was enough to support Damon’s weight, and his trip back to Azurecliff felt surreal, as though the ground was a full foot higher than normal.



Conveniently, the hard-packed snow made his tracks faint, near impossible to follow. It left Damon bolder than he otherwise would have been. As he approached The Rosewood Inn, he veered north, following the road up toward the town proper.



It was his first real look at Azurecliff in weeks, given how his recent arrival and departure had been under the cover of night. The town was rebuilding, but evidence of Victor Blackseed’s attack was still obvious. A least a dozen houses on the outskirts were burned-out shells, too damaged to be repaired, standing reminders of that horrible day.



Eventually, the townsfolk would demolish them and reclaim the land, but it wouldn’t happen before winter’s end, or even be at the top of the agenda next spring, during planting season. It was a harsh reality in towns like Azurecliff. The world would continue on with its demands and obligations, while those who couldn’t get over their losses were left behind or dragged forward.



Damon knew it would be foolhardy to actually head into the town, even with the hood of his cloak masking his identity. What he hadn’t expected was to be spotted by a guard in his position outside of town, several hundred feet away from anything he considered to be of interest.



A young man with a spear and clad in light winter clothing jogged over to him, eyes serious, expression grim. Damon waved a hand and made as though to move on back toward the road. The guard wasn’t having it.



“Hold there,” he called. “This town has seen enough trouble in recent times. What’s your business, stranger?”



“Just passing through,” said Damon.



In his mind, that should have been the end of the exchange. He knew the guard was new to his job, as he wasn’t someone Damon had ever seen at the inn before. His inexperience seemed to show in the way he started toward Damon, holding the spear at the ready, making far too much out of a nothing situation.



“Take your hood down,” said the guard.



“Now why would I do that?” asked Damon. “You think I’m some kind of outlaw?”



His voice came out with more dark humor than he’d intended, and it wasn’t lost on the other man.



“Turn around and take down your hood, or me and a few of the others looking out for this area are going to make short work of you!” shouted the man.



Damon cackled and set a hand on his sword. “You really shouldn’t make threats that you can’t back up.”



“Get your hand off your weapon, stranger!”



Damon wanted to draw his sword instead, though he knew it was the wrong move, twice over. He should have just taken his hood down. Of course, if the man had recognized his face as the infamous outlaw Damon Al-Kendras, he would have stood no chance at continuing to hide out at the inn. A chance which, he admitted, would still be remote unless he could calm the current situation.



“Look,” he said. “I’m just a traveler looking for somewhere to get out of the cold.”



“Give me your name, show me your face, and then maybe, we’ll see about—"



“Easy, Ned,” barked a familiar voice. “It’s the winter. People don’t make mischief the same way they might in the hotter months, with their blood boiling. You know that.”



Damon let out a small sigh of relief as he saw Arturius step up behind the young guard and clap a hand down on his shoulder. The sense of relief faded when he saw the flicker of recognition in the old man’s gaze. He knew Damon by sword and stance, regardless of whether he could see his face.



“We can’t just let him walk around behind our town without checking on him,” said the young man.



“Haven’t you checked on him, though?” asked Arturius. “Doesn’t seem like he’s doing much more than walking by.”



The young man stuck his spear butt into the ice and looked as though he wanted to argue his point. Arturius pushed him in the direction of the market square with enough force to make him stumble.



“You go do the rounds,” said Arturius. “Let me handle this.”



“Yes sir.”



Damon waited until the young man was out of sight before pulling his hood back far enough to reveal his face. “You got them calling you sir, now? Should I call you Captain Arturius, or…?”



The old man didn’t smile. They’d fought before. Damon recalled it well, mainly because it was one of the few times he’d lost in recent years.



“Seemed prudent to keep a tighter watch on the town after what happened.” Arturius folded his arms. “What are you doing here, lad? Didn’t Doogle make it expressly clear that you needed to move on?”



“I did, for a time,” he said. “I’m not staying. I just came back to meet with… Violet. She woke up, you know?”



“Keiza said as much. I was happy for her.”



“She said she’d be back around this time. I’m going to wait for her at the inn. That’s it.”



Arturius didn’t say anything for a while. “Well, I suppose that’s it, then. Get going. I’ll bring by some food and brandy for you. Wouldn’t be safe for me to be seen entering and leaving the inn, so I’ll just leave it by the back window.”



“Thank you,” he said. “I’m grateful.”



“So am I. I don’t forget like some do. Been telling the story of what actually happened on the day the Emperor’s bastard took a shit on our town. Damon Al-Kendras might not be the most popular fellow hereabouts, but Anders Rosewood is a hero to us. Serious when I say that, lad. Don’t you forget.”



“There is no Anders Rosewood.”



“Oh, I don’t know about that.”



 



***



 



Arturius was true to his word. About an hour after Damon arrived back at the inn, he heard a soft tap at one of the windows. A basket waited for him on the other side with two bottles of brandy, a slab of fresh venison, a loaf of bread, half a wheel of cashew cheese, and most wonderful of all, a bundle of winterscotch cookies, still warm from the oven.



He resisted the urge to feast immediately. It was the night of the full moon, and it felt as though eating early would be doubting Vel’s word on her return. Though, the temptation of the cookies proved to be too much, and he ate one while they were still warm. It was so sweet and flaky that he was left groaning with satisfaction.



He didn’t light the fire in the hearth, still remembering what Keiza had said about it being obvious from outside. The inn was cold, and for the first time in a long time, the cold was oppressive. He roamed from room to room barefoot, lost in his own thoughts.



Hours passed by in a slow progression of silence and contemplation. Damon was beginning to think he might have to wait another day, or perhaps give up waiting and go back to searching, when the door finally opened. He hadn’t bothered to so much as light a lantern and couldn’t make out more than a silhouette.



He heard a sharp twang and threw himself to the ground on reflex. A crossbow bolt thudded into the wall behind him. Damon rolled, yanking his myrblade out of his sheath and coming back to standing. He was about to attack, but he hesitated as a whisper came from his new, apparent enemy.



“Damon?” asked Vel. “Is that you?”



“True Divine, Vel,” he muttered. “A crossbow? Really?”










CHAPTER 10




 



Damon’s annoyance lasted for only an instant before he was against Vel, pulling her into a tight embrace. She still had her traveling pack on. The door was still open. Everything fell to the wayside in favor of simply hugging her, holding her, having her back in his life again.



“Damon…” she muttered. “You’re squeezing me too tight.”



“Good.” He did relent a bit, but kept her in his arms. “I missed you.”



“I love you.”



“I know.”



He closed his eyes as he stepped back, holding her shoulders. He took a breath, his heart torn in two directions as he considered what he needed to tell her, and how much it was going to hurt.



“I have to say this now, because if I don’t… I’m not sure I’ll be able to.” He met her gaze in the dark and wondered if she could see the tears already beading in the corners of his eyes. “Vel… Ria is… she’s not coming back.”



His tight throat made his words sound raspy and pained. They were pained, and it was a pain that he wished he could spare her. He was so mad at himself for his failure, the feeling born anew. He wanted Vel to yell at him, to vocalize the loathing that had to that point only echoed through his own mind.



“I know,” said Vel. “Well, at least not right away. She’s pretty busy right now. Do you mind if I shut the door? It’s freezing out there.”



She pulled away from him and shut the door to the common room, shivering slightly as she shrugged her way out of her traveling pack. She wore several layers, a winter cloak over one of Malon’s old maroon tunics, over one of her own long-sleeved shirts. Her hair was in a braid, almost like Malon’s, though with a few stubborn, curling strands left loose on the sides and across her forehead.



“No, Vel,” he said, shaking his head, heart still in shards. “You don’t understand. I couldn’t protect her. I wasn’t… strong enough. She was in the palace in Yvvestrosai when Avarice burned it down.”



“Damon,” said Vel. “Ria is fine. At least, she was the last time I checked.”



“You aren’t hearing what I’m—"



“Damon!” She took his face in her hands and spoke slowly, as though he’d just suffered a blow to the head. “Ria is fine. I’ve been checking in on her with my dreamspelling. She, at least, has had the good sense to wear her amethyst dreamspell amulet every now and then. Why don’t you?”



“I…” He shook his head, overwhelmed by her words. “I thought it would be too hard to have to tell aesta about Ria in a dream. You’re sure? She’s… alive?”



“I’m positive. I last spoke with her two, three days ago? She’s back in the Malagantyan now, trying to organize with some of the Rem helping the refugees from Yvvestrosai. The only thing wrong with her is the fact that, last I checked, she still had doubts about whether
 you
 were currently alive.”



Damon was left reeling from the various consequences of what she’d just told him. He watched as Vel kicked her boots off with cute, almost childish movements and made her way over to the hearth. He drew his focus back to the moment, as it was all he felt he could currently make sense of.



“Ah, you probably shouldn’t light that,” he told her.



“Why not? I live here.” She gave him a challenging look over her shoulder as she began sparking the flint lighter. “Not all of us are wanted outlaws like the famous Damon Al-Kendras.”



“Shut up,” he said.



“Oh no, the evil outlaw is offended by my teasing! My life is as good as forfeit!”



“You’re annoying,” he said, grinning. He came up behind her and pulled her into another tight embrace, her body so small and familiar against his. He kissed her, all but reveling in the eagerness with which her lips responded.



“Easy,” she said, setting her hand on his chest. “Let’s start a fire, first. Do you have any food here?”



“Plenty, courtesy of Arturius.”



“Aren’t you supposed to be keeping a low profile?”



He sighed and waved a dismissive arm through the air. “When do things ever work out just as intended?”



Vel shifted her arms back around his chest and looked up at him with dreamy, hopeful eyes. “Today, apparently.”



They both started the fire together, sharing several more kisses and loving caresses in the process. Damon pulled two chairs down off one of the inn’s unused tables, and they sat together in the bloom of the fire’s heat.



“What happened?” he asked.



“I woke up,” she said, coyly.



“Obviously.” Damon bumped his knee into hers. “After what we tried with you dreamspelling us to Hearthold, I wasn’t sure if you ever would.”



“Jilou was in a coma,” whispered Vel. “She… her body, I should say, wasn’t capable of releasing the dreamspell because of it. I was there with her for several long weeks, nearly a month.”



“With her… where?”



“In a dream,” said Vel. “But, you know, it wasn’t as though we were having fun, or anything. We were friendly with one another, and it was interesting being able to spend so much time in a realm where nothing is impossible and anything can happen with enough will. I swear though, I didn’t enjoy it! Well, not really.”



“So, you and Jilou were sipping dream tea and living imaginary lives,” said Damon. “Sure. That’s sounds
 so
 painful and arduous.”



“Oh, shush,” said Vel. “I was back to business as soon as I woke up. What happened next is already in the note I left you. I spent some time with Keiza, but she didn’t have any clue where aesta had disappeared to either. I didn’t see any other option beyond going looking for her myself.”



“You could have just waited here!” said Damon, a touch harsher than he’d intended to. “Do you have any idea how dangerous it is for a pretty young woman like you to go wandering the roads on her own?”



“Aw, thank you! But I do know. It’s why I bought this before leaving town with the money left over from that treasure you mailed us while in Captain Aldric’s body.”



She lifted the crossbow, which she’d reloaded at some point, and pointed it in his face.



“True Divine, Vel!” he shouted, ducking out of the way.



“What? It’s hardly any different from the shortbow you taught me how to use.”



“Do you have any semblance of what proper trigger etiquette for a crossbow entails?”



“Um… No?”



Damon sighed, but despite himself, he couldn’t stop smiling. He took the crossbow from Vel’s hands and gently set it down in a spot where an accidentally discharged bolt wouldn’t kill someone or break a window.



“We still have a lot to talk about, but I haven’t eaten all day,” said Damon. “Let’s finish this discussion over dinner.”



“Didn’t you say Arturius gave you food?”



“He did. I was waiting for you to get back so we could eat together.”



“Damon!” Vel grinned at him. “You do know how to be sweet when you want to. I’m hungry too, but I’d also like to grab a bath before dinner.”



“I’ll handle the cooking, then,” he said.



She leaned over and kissed him and then bounced up the stairs to her room to get a towel and a change of clothing. It was hard for Damon to put the full extent of the relief he felt into words. Vel was back, and Ria was alive. True Divine, Ria was alive!



Even the issue of finding Malon seemed more manageable in the newly provided context Vel had given him. Their aesta was surely capable enough to manage on her own. If Vel could travel safely with no more than a crossbow and a smile, Malon, with her crest magic and experience, would doubtless be fine on her own.



He wanted to believe it.










CHAPTER 11




 



Damon took his time cooking, nostalgic for the days of running the inn alongside Malon and the others. He brought out his aesta’s favorite stew pot and surveyed the kitchen for ingredients, finding plenty of spices, potatoes, and a jar of lightly pickled cabbage.



 He settled for venison stew, cutting up the meat and potatoes and giving each a sear over the fire as he brought the broth to a boil. He knew right away that he was making more than he and Vel would eat that night, but the leftovers would still be good tomorrow, not to mention the option of using the snow to store them for longer if needed.



He stirred in the venison and potatoes, adding the cabbage, but not much of the juice that came with them. He stirred and slowly added spices, and then covered the pot and turned his attention elsewhere.



The brandy was calling his name. He poured himself a generous cup as he cut and buttered bread to warm next to the fire. The cheese Arturius had provided him was good to eat on its own, which he proved by sampling it himself. The winterscotch cookies were, well, winterscotch cookies. He got the sense that Vel would devour them when presented with the opportunity.



He stood at the bar while the stew cooked, remembering so many previous days and nights in which the inn had been a place of lively company and conversation. Part of him still held out hope that they might find a way to return to that life, picking up from where they’d left off and playing at being a happy, humble family again. The rest of him knew it would never be.



Vel emerged from the basement barefoot and clad in a plain black nightgown. She was still toweling off her hair, her blonde locks made wet and scraggly by the heavy scrubbing she’d given them. She was shivering, no surprise given how cold the water must have been, and came to stand in front of the hearth to warm up.



“The food’s almost ready,” said Damon. “The stew’s thirty coppers a bowl, but it comes with bread and cheese.”



“You’re hilarious,” said Vel, rolling her eyes.



“I didn’t even mention the cookies,” said Damon. “They’re five pennies.”



“Cookies? Are you still joking, or…?”



“Dead serious. Winterscotch.”



Vel disappeared past him into the kitchen and came back chewing, with half a cookie in hand. Damon wasn’t quite sure why it amused him so much to see her enjoying sweets, but it did, and he held onto that image of her: barefoot, hair damp from the bath, licking sugar crumbs from her finger.



They settled down at one of the tables. Damon ladled the steaming stew into bowls for each of them. It was still too hot to immediately start eating, so they nibbled on the bread and cheese.



“What happened during your search for aesta, Vel?” he asked.



Her face grew serious, and she set a spoonful of stew she’d been blowing back into the bowl. “Well, as you no doubt guessed from the fact that I arrived here alone, I didn’t find her. But I did manage to unearth a clue, I think.”



“I’m listening.”



“I managed to find a few people who saw her traveling north out of town,” said Vel. “I went north. I eventually found an inn where she’d stayed, with an innkeeper who swears that she asked him about the village of Anliwich.”



Damon sat up straighter in his chair. “Vel, Anliwich was also the town I followed aesta to, back when she disappeared a few months ago. It’s the village where…” He glanced at the door, and then at the windows, feeling a genuine concern for being overheard even though they were alone.



“I think I know already,” said Vel, nodding. “Lascivious. When I reached Anliwich, she wasn’t there, but something had happened recently. One of the homes had burned down, a place where a married couple lived, along with a little girl. Tonia, Carter, and Seffarina.”



Damon laced his fingers together and tried to do the same with the clues piling up. “Alright. Aesta leaves the inn with no warning, even though you’re still here, asleep, and unwell. She’d only do that if Lascivious summoned her, right?”



“Hold on, Damon,” said Vel. “It’s your turn to explain. This woman, Tonia. You’re sure she’s Lascivious?”



He shook his head. “The girl, Seffi. She’s only thirteen, maybe fourteen now, but it’s her. I saw her use her power.”



“Do we truly have all that much to worry about, then?” asked Vel. “If it’s just a little girl, she can’t be plotting evil… can she?”



“I have no idea.”



“I can almost see an order of events that makes sense,” said Vel. “The house was burned down. There was a fire, possibly natural, possibly… this Seffi girl having an accident with her powers. Her parents don’t make it. She’s terrified afterward…”



“And she reaches out to aesta, the only other adult she thinks she can trust,” said Damon. “It fits.”



“You sound skeptical.”



Damon shrugged. He wanted to believe. It matched with what he knew about Seffi. She’d seemed innocent and, godlike magical ability aside, relatively harmless. Still, it was wishful to assume that the fire which had destroyed her home was accidental when other explanations existed.



“She could have been discovered,” said Damon. “Avarice certainly has a penchant for seeking out his siblings. Wrath, as well, though I’d tend toward giving her the benefit of the doubt.”



Damon took a spoonful of his stew, tasting it for the first time. It was spicy and gamey, the venison thin and a touch over-chewy. Still, the flavor was excellent, and the potatoes and cabbage had been cooked to the perfect point.



“In either case, I feel as though it makes sense to assume that aesta will try to contact us here,” said Vel. “Maybe she left thinking it would be a quick matter she could handle and return from before she was overly missed?”



“Maybe,” he said.



They shifted topics as they continued eating. Damon told Vel of his adventures with Ria, traveling across the desert and staying within Yvvestrosai. She burst out laughing when he related his and Austine’s search for a nonexistent dungeon within the temple atop the mountain spire.



He poured them each some brandy as they sat together by the fire after dinner, eating cookies and rubbing shoulders. There’d been a point and time on his way back from Yvvestrosai in which Damon had never imagined himself having this kind of experience again, so torn from grief he’d been over the fates of Vel and Ria.



“I’m not even tired,” whispered Vel. She gave him a broad smile and took a deep sip of brandy, coughing a bit as she exhaled, cheeks rosy.



“I didn’t think you would be,” he said.



“It’s warmed up in here so much,” she said.



“The hearth.” Damon rubbed her leg, enjoying the way she pulled deeper into him.



“You really stuffed it full of wood,” she said.



“Mmhmm.” He took a sip of his own brandy, the fingers of his hand sliding higher along her thigh. “I have a lot of practice starting fires.”



Vel made a soft, sighing noise and slid forward on her chair in a manner that all but gave Damon an invitation. He let his hand sneak underneath her nightgown, delighting in the way her body tensed with anticipation as his touch slid closer to her crotch.



“Mmm,” she moaned. “Damon. Um… can you help me find some sheets upstairs? You know… for my bed.”



“I know just where to look for them.”



“Good.”



He held her hand as they stood up. Vel grabbed the bottle of brandy to take along, which he appreciated. They hurried upstairs, taking each step with the budding haste and hormones of reunited lovers.



Vel turned around as she opened the door to her room, pulling Damon with her as she walked backwards toward her bed. She grinned and tried to fall onto the mattress, as though splaying her body out for his taking. Damon caught her mid-motion, holding her body tight to his as he started kissing and groping.



There was no more time for teasing or gradual build-up. Damon missed her too much for that. He loved her too much for that, and he was already too turned on by every little thing about her, from her lips, to her breasts, to her expressions and soft noises.



He lowered her to the bed as she fumbled with her fingers in an attempt to undo his belt. He helped her, enjoying the way she tensed as her fingers finally closed around his hard cock. They were rushing now, both in such a hurry to do naughty things with one another that it almost felt like a stage act.



He slid her nightgown up far enough to reveal her naked womanhood and then plunged his cock inside. Vel was ready for him, her tight lane already so lubricated that he wondered if she’d gone into heat the moment she’d first seen him.



“Damon!” she cried, breathlessly.



He thrust forward, hugging her through the heady pleasure. It still felt like an indulgence, a wicked, dirty secret which they both couldn’t help but return to. It was, in a very real sense. Their aesta wouldn’t approve of what they were doing, but like so much of life, it was happening anyway.



He sucked on one of her nipples and heard her stifle a squeal. He caressed her cheek with one hand and her butt with the other, staring into her eyes, the tip of his cock still throbbing inside her.



“You can be as loud as you want tonight,” he said. “It’s just us here.”



“Oh…” She bit her lip and glanced sideways. “Damon… Don’t say things like that.”



He turned her face back toward his, dominating her with a deep kiss. He pinned one of her legs over his shoulder and cupped one of her tits, fucking her hard for the next few rough thrusts. Vel shuddered and let out tiny, squeaking noises.



“That’s it,” he whispered. “True Divine, Vel. Your moans are so sexy.”



“Damon!” She moaned even louder, the noise drawn out of her, unintentional. “You’re making me feel…”



“Good,” he said. “I want you to feel it.”



He sank his cock deep into her. Vel opened her mouth as though to let out a passionate cry, but no sound escaped her lips. It was as though she was frozen in a moment of pleasure. Damon hugged her tight to him, grinding his hip bone into her crotch, stirring her up with his manhood.



She finally let out a moan of pleasure loud enough to bounce off the walls. Damon began pumping into her like a beast, so hard that the legs of the bed chafed against the floorboards.



He was too turned on to last as long as he should have. In truth, Vel urged him on, rubbing his back with soft hands, curling her legs against him in hot little ways. He clutched her to him, burying his face in the nape of her neck as he filled her womanhood with his hot seed.



They both realized what had just happened in the same moment.



“Whoops,” he said, pulling out, despite already having unloaded several spurts deep into her body.



“Mmm…” said Vel. “It’s fine. For tonight, at least.”



She stroked his cock, helping coax the last few sticky drops out, and then pulled him back into her womanhood. Damon chuckled when he saw the expression on her face, a mixture of cute, selfish determination. It was the way she looked when she’d decided to pout in order to get her way.



“What?” she asked, noticing his smile. “It feels good.”



“I bet it does,” he whispered. “It’s going to get hard again if you put it there.”



“I know. I’m not a child, Damon.”



“I noticed.”



He brought his face in close to hers, teasing her by going for a kiss and then pulling back just before their lips touched. Vel let out a needy moan, and they were off again.










CHAPTER 12




 



Damon slept better than he had in a long time. Vel was still in his arms when he awoke, naked and soft and warm. She was snoring cutely, and he was tempted to pick up right from where they’d eventually left off the night before as he felt his cock stirring to life against her ass.



He was dimly aware that something had woken him up, and when another series of hard knocks came from the common room below, he realized someone was at the door. Vel stiffened, gasping as she also came awake.



“Someone’s here?” she muttered. “Oh! Someone’s here! Damon, you have to hide!”



“I’ll be fine,” he said. “It’s not like they’ll come upstairs.”



Vel scowled at him. She climbed out of bed naked, all the best parts of her body bouncing as she quickly leaned forward to snatch up her nightgown. Damon tried to pull her back into bed, his arms moving of their own volition.



She wasn’t amused, and she tossed his undershorts at him and set her hands on her hips. “Be serious. You can’t be caught, which means I have to convincingly explain to whoever has come looking how I’m here alone.”



“I doubt you’ll have much trouble with that,” he said. “Just play up the part of sweet, innocent Violet. They’ll be too distracted by how you look in that nightgown to question your story.”



She frowned and looked down at herself as though she couldn’t quite decide whether he’d just complimented her. “I suppose. Remember, no noise! I’ll try to get them out of here quickly.”



Damon watched her leave the room and listened to her footsteps descending the stairs. He pulled his undershorts on, considering whether their visitor might be Arturius, with more food for them. No, more likely Keiza came to investigate and potentially pay him a visit.



“Good morning, Violet.” Doogle’s voice was loud and slightly peevish. “I didn’t realize you’d returned to the inn.”



“Hello, mister Doogle,” she said, sweetly. “I just arrived back last night, in fact. What seems to be… Um, Doogle?”



“You don’t mind if I come in and take a look around, do you?”



Damon swore under his breath. He could already hear Doogle roaming around the common room, the sound of his boots against the floorboards an obvious contrast to Vel’s bare feet.



“Excuse me, mister Doogle, but I didn’t invite you in!”



“It’s only fair, lass. Your brother is a wanted man. I need to make sure, to my own satisfaction, that he isn’t being harbored in my town.”



“As though he’d be foolish enough to come back here,” said Vel. “Fine. Look for yourself.”



Damon resisted the urge to hurry to the window of Vel’s room and fling himself out. He tested each step, trying to remember where the creaks in the floor were. Maybe he could hide in one of the empty rooms? It wasn’t as though he was afraid of Doogle, more aware of how primed the Penny Warden was to overreact.



“I told you,” said Vel. “It’s just me here.”



“You expect me to believe a young woman would sleep in an empty inn alone, without any fear of being set upon during the night?”



“Well, I had this with me,” said Vel. “Look! I bought it from Arturius. It’s super accurate.”



“True Divine, don’t point that thing in my face! Do you have any idea how easily those things can go off?”



There was a sharp twang, followed by a heavy thunk. Damon stared, open mouthed, at the floor, wondering if he’d just overheard an accidental killing.



“Oops,” said Vel.



“Let’s… just pretend that didn’t happen, shall we, lass?” said Doogle. “Might have to dig around in that window frame a bit to get the bolt loose.”



The incident had at least distracted Doogle sufficiently to take the edge out of his search. Damon listened to him marching around the inn, even coming upstairs at one point, during which time he hid underneath the bed. Eventually, he left, and Damon sighed in relief as he snuck downstairs to check on Vel.



“Well, I suppose he was going to check in on me eventually,” she said. “We should be safer now that he’s sated his suspicions.”



“Maybe,” said Damon. “We’ll still have to be careful. I’m not actually sure that I could leave the inn right now if I wanted to, given how closely Doogle and the newly hired guards are going to be watching.”



“I’ll head into town,” said Vel. “I can ask around some more about aesta. I doubt I’ll discover much, but I’ll be expected to make an appearance since I just arrived back, and this way I can confront anyone with questions directly.”



“Sounds reasonable. I’ll be here when you get back.”



They ate a quick breakfast, dressed, and began their day. Damon paced for a bit after Vel left, unsure of what to do with himself. He eventually settled for training with his myrblade in the basement. He was limited indoors in what he could do with its magic, but that was a nice change. It’d been too long since he’d gone through the basics, and he took his time retracing the elements of his sword routines.



He worked up a sweat and took a bath, finding a certain elegance in heating himself up and then cooling off in the water. When he came back upstairs, snow was coming down outside in thick curtains. With the visibility reduced, there was no real risk in revealing himself with a fire, so he built up the hearth and began warming the common room.



He breathed new life into the leftover stew by adding more potatoes and pickled cabbage as he waited for Vel to arrive back. It felt so comfortable and easy to be back at the inn, but he owed more to his good mood than just that fact. Having Vel with him. Knowing that Ria was alive. It all fed into a greater sense of wellbeing and hope, a feeling he’d forgotten about after the horrors of Yvvestrosai.



He watched through one of the windows as Vel came down the road. She had her winter cloak on, and her golden hair was dusted with snowflakes despite her cute, continuous efforts to brush them away. She’d bought something, though he couldn’t make a guess at what from the size of the bundle.



“Hey,” she said as she came into the common room. “Looks as though we’re going to be snowed in tonight.”



“Looks like it,” he said. “Not that we’d have anywhere else to be, regardless. Unless you discovered a clue about where aesta might be?”



Vel frowned and shook her head. “No. She hasn’t come back this way in recent days, though I wasn’t hopeful, regardless. I saw Keiza.”



“Did you?”



“I did.” Vel quirked her mouth sideways. “She didn’t say as much, but it’s pretty clear she knows you’re here with me. I tried to invite her to come by for dinner, but she’s helping out with Melnicka at the House of Gratitude. Apparently, they’ve finally started serving alcohol.”



“That’s interesting,” he said. “I guess the demand must have outstripped her resolve after we closed up shop and the townsfolk had nowhere else to go.”



“I bought you something,” said Vel.



He stared at her, more surprised than anything. “You did?”



“Yeah. I wanted to get you a shirt, but I thought it would be far too obvious if I picked out men’s clothing so quickly after arriving in town. Here.”



She passed him the bundle she’d been carrying. Damon unfolded it and found himself holding a basic black cloak with a gray fur collar. It was thin, not really suited for keeping a normal person warm during the winter. Which was perfect for him, given his immunity to the cold.



“It was more expensive than the other cloaks, but the fabric is fine,” said Vel. “Here, feel it. Soft, isn’t it? I think it’ll look dashing on you, Damon.”



“It’s really nice,” he said. “But really, Vel. There are better places for you to be spending your money right now than spoiling me with it.”



“I’m not so sure there are.” Her expression grew serious, and she came around to his other side, pulling the cloak onto him from behind. “I can’t stand it how they talk about you, Damon. They simply don’t understand all that you’ve done. For me, for Ria… for the world. I want other people to see you the way I see you. For that to happen, I need to help you start dressing the part.”



Damon let out a good-natured chuckle. “The part of what? A hero?”



“Yeah.” She kissed him on the cheek and returned to playing with the cloak’s fit.










CHAPTER 13




 



Damon and Vel wiled away the hours of the afternoon. It didn’t snow as much in Avaricia or back in the Malagantyan, around Malon’s old farmstead. He felt a certain appreciation for how hardy Azurecliff’s residents were to put up with such weather, year after year.



They watched the road from the inn’s window like an old married couple, though only a single traveler or wagon passed by per hour, given the persistence of the snowstorm. Stew and brandy kept them warm alongside the fire, and of course, the brandy led to them being unable to keep their hands off one another.



Damon pulled Vel onto his lap and was in the process of feeling her up underneath her shirt when she suddenly drew up straight and stared at the window. He followed her gaze and saw that two travelers had diverted from their path on the road to head straight toward the inn’s entrance.



“Keiza took down the sign back when Malon first left,” whispered Vel. “We’re not an inn anymore, at least not one open for business.”



“We could be, if we felt the urge,” he said. “We have stew. We still have a bit of ale left. And beds, of course.”



“Damon, how much have you had to drink? If anyone saw you and mentioned it to someone else in town, Doogle would show up with backup to drag you out into the open.”



“It’s the middle of a snowstorm, Vel. We can’t just turn people away.”



“We absolutely can, and it’s the smart thing to do, if a little mean.”



She stood up and smoothed out her shirt. Damon made a halfhearted attempt to pull her back onto his lap, but she swatted his knee and held a finger to her lips.



“Hide in the kitchen for a minute while I turn our uninvited guests away,” she said.



“Fine. Shout if you need anything.”



“I will.”



He made sure his myrblade was with him as he put himself out of the line of sight. It seemed unlikely that travelers coming from out of town would show up seeking trouble, but unlikely events had become a fixture of his life.



He heard the door open, along with a few exchanged words muted by the dampening of the falling snow. When he heard footsteps within the common room from more feet than just Vel’s, he risked a glance around the corner of the partition dividing the kitchen from the common room.



“Oh,” he said. “It’s you two.”



Kastet and Lilian were both covered with snow. Kastet wore a thick winter cloak, a heavy shirt, and fur gloves. Lilian’s clothing was similar, though she, like Damon, was clearly more tolerant of the cold.



“You don’t sound as though you’re happy to see us,” said Kastet.



“Funny how that is.” He folded his arms, eyeing them both seriously. “What do you want?”



“Damon, relax,” said Vel. “They’re my friends. I haven’t seen them in weeks. They’re more than welcome to be here.”



“But
 why
 are they here?” asked Damon. “I get the sense that this isn’t entirely a social visit.”



Kastet and Lilian exchanged a glance. Lilian was the one who eventually spoke.



“Can we sit down and settle in a bit, first?” she asked. “I know we didn’t exactly announce ourselves ahead of time, but I would like it if we could catch up with Vel.”



Damon waved a hand in concession and found that much of his grumpiness toward them faded as he began pulling down extra chairs around a table and setting the common room up. He was, in a sense, playing the part of an innkeeper again, if only for close friends.



He brought them both stew, a larger bowl for Kastet than Lilian, whose appetite for food was muted. He brought out the brandy, keen on getting Kastet at least near as drunk as he and Vel already were.



 “We received word from Avaricia,” Kastet finally said. “The Godking has begun a search for Lascivious, and judging from the description of the person she’s looking for, it’s likely a teenage girl.”



Damon felt Vel looking at him. He set his spoon down and folded his hands in front of him on the table.



“Where is he searching for her?” he asked.



“Up and down Veridan’s Curve,” said Kastet. “Both within Avaricia, Silke, and the surrounding area.”



“I think it’s safe to assume that our aesta is with Lascivious,” he said, mostly to Vel. “I think this is what we’ve been waiting for. We need to travel back to Veridan’s Curve and find her before Avarice does.”



“Why now?” asked Vel. “This seems too significant to be coincidental.”



“Velanor, my brother, has finally ascended to the throne,” said Kastet. “He’s coming to Veridan’s Curve to meet with Avarice. I would assume this is the Godking attempting to shore up the walls of his power ahead of that meeting.”



“Gabriel… became the King?” Vel’s voice was a thin squeak. “That’s unbelievable. How?”



Kastet shook her head. “I intend on asking him for the details. But that will come later. Damon, you should also know that I sent word to Wrath. She’ll be here, at the inn, within a day or two.”



Damon knew she expected him to react to that, but he wasn’t sure of his own feelings. On top of that, there was no real way for him to approach the situation with Malon and Lascivious without planning around the existence and motivations of the other Forsaken.



“Does anyone want more brandy?” he asked.



Every glass at the table went up, and he found himself appreciating the fact that Arturius had given him two bottles.



 



***



 



Despite the serious news Kastet and Lilian had brought to the inn, the rest of the night was a rather lighthearted affair. Vel, Kastet, and Lilian fell back into their old rapport, giggling together more like childhood friends than a princess and her ladies-in-waiting.



There wasn’t much room for Damon in their grouping, despite their occasional attempts to draw him into the conversation. He was fine with that, however. Moreover, it delighted him to see Vel enjoying herself with her friends. It felt as though the chaos of their lives had left little room for that over the past year.



It was only when the four of them were preparing to turn into bed that Damon discovered a small, annoying facet of having company over. Vel was overly chaste with him as she said goodnight, just a hug and a kiss on the cheek.



Damon eyed Lilian, wondering if perhaps she might be more open to staying up and getting into some late-night mischief, but she and Kastet split off upstairs together. He suspected that Lilian might be angling to feed off the other woman and decided he could do without interrupting.



He awoke the next morning to the dismayed shouts of Vel and Kastet. He came down into the common room, noticing how cold it was, though it didn’t affect him directly.



“We’re snowed in,” said Kastet.



She and Vel stood near the door, which they’d opened far enough to reveal a piling of snow high enough to cover the sides of the porch. It was still coming down in fat, lazy white flakes. Damon shook his head as he stared out at a pristine blanket of white. No travelers would be on the road today. Even a large carriage couldn’t push through that much snow.



“Alright,” he said. “We might have to adjust our plans a bit.”










CHAPTER 14




 



“We don’t have much firewood left,” said Vel. “We’ll have to get more. Along with some more food, given that we now have four people to feed.”



“Oh, I don’t eat much.” Lilian flashed a smile that included her fangs.



“Her point still stands,” said Damon. “We don’t really have a choice about heading into town anymore, unless we want to be cold and hungry tonight.”



“How is this going to work, though?” asked Vel. “I’m the only one who can really show my face in Azurecliff. You’re still wanted, Damon. Lilian would cause a stir, and Kastet… well, you were still pretending you were a boy the last time you came to Azurecliff.”



“You do the purchasing, Vel, and bring everything into the trees behind town,” said Damon. “We’ll carry the firewood and anything else cumbersome from there. I can also summon us more help, if needed.”



Vel furrowed her brow at that. The four of them spent the next few minutes bundling up to go outside, and then another quarter hour clearing as much snow as they could away from the front of the inn. It was sticky enough to clump together, forming into dense piles that were sturdy enough to sit on.



They practically waded through the snow as they traveled along the road. Damon kept his new cloak’s hood up over his head, as did Lilian, whose need to conceal herself was just as pressing. They split off from Vel as they approached the edge of town, though the only people out and about were in the process of moving snow, much as they’d just done.



Half an hour later, Vel returned, carrying the first of several bundles of firewood in her arms. She was frowning and let out a grunt of exertion as she set her heavy burden down.



“This is going to be a pain,” she muttered.



“Here.” Damon unsheathed his myrblade and dropped its tip into the snow. An instant later, two ice elementals emerged either side of him. Vel gasped and hopped back a step, eyes wide, mouth agape.



“How…” She shook her head. “When did you learn to do this?”



“Back in Yvvestrosai,” he said. “Handy, right?”



“You haven’t made them do anything weird for you, have you?” she asked.



He hesitated for a telling instant.



“It’s Damon we’re talking about,” said Kastet. “Of course, he did.”



With the help of the ice elementals, getting the firewood across the last stretch to the inn was at least easier than carrying it all the way out of town. They finally arrived back several hours into the afternoon, boots and bodies wet from snow and sweat.



Damon fed the fire, stepping back to let Vel and Kastet crowd closer in and start warming up. They’d both changed into nightgowns to let the rest of their clothing dry out, and he watched them sit in chairs with their knees pulled up by the hearth, cute and cozy.



Vel had purchased sausage for them to cook for dinner, along with more potatoes and some late-season carrots. Damon opted to cook each separate, pan frying the sausages, baking the potatoes whole, and making a simple, sweet glaze to cook the carrots in.



The sun set early in the winter, and he’d just begun serving the food when a flash of azure light announced Wrath’s presence, along with the sound of the door opening and closing in quick succession. Her blue hair was covered in snow, which somehow humanized her in Damon’s eyes, and she wore white and gray winter outer clothes.



“You’re earlier than I’d expected you’d be,” said Kastet.



She seemed to be the only one, other than Damon, to not feel intimidated in the presence of the Forsaken. Wrath strode forward, her eyes narrowed in what he suspected was feigned annoyance.



“I arrive in my own time,” said Wrath. “Though, it wasn’t my intention to interrupt your dinner.” She scanned the room, her eyes eventually settling on him meaningfully. “Hello, Damon.”



“Clara,” he said, voice bitter. “You lied to me.”



“About what?”



He stood up, letting his hand settle on the hilt of his myrblade, knowing the threat it implied. “You told me that Ria burned to death in the palace. She’s alive.”



Wrath shook her head dismissively. “I told you what I knew at the time. I never saw her leave the palace.”



“Was your objective really to give me the truth, or was it to say whatever it took to try to get me to take your crest?”



“If you’re going to attack me, do it with your sword instead of these foolish accusations.”



A silent slice of eternity passed with the two of them staring at one another, the room pulsing with tension. Damon drew his myrblade and attacked in the same motion, knowing how foolish it was but finding himself unable to summon his restraint.



Wrath blurred, drawing her wrathblade and blocking with ease. She looked more surprised than angry, squaring her shoulders as Damon pushed his sword forward against hers.



He attacked again, and again, each strike blocked before it could come close to reaching her. Damon heard the others yelling. It was Vel who attempted to physically pull him back, hugging her arms around him and shouting into his ear.



“Don’t!” she said. “Damon, are you out of your mind? Please!”



“Why…?” he asked, his voice cold and rocky. “I spent weeks thinking I’d gotten Ria killed. Do you have any idea how much pain you caused me?”



“Do you think I lied to you intentionally, Damon?” spat Wrath. “Is your opinion of me really that low?”



“Damon,” said Vel. “Ria’s alive. Isn’t that what really matters here?”



He forced himself to take a breath, suppressing the urge to shake Vel off and attack again. Vel’s hands closed over his sword hilt, gently but insistently forcing it down.



“Well,” said Kastet. “Now that we’ve gotten the unpleasantries out of the way, why don’t we have dinner?”



Nobody objected, but the suggestion did little to change the room’s mood. Damon shook his head, still unable to dismiss the debt of emotion that had haunted him during his journey back from Yvvestrosai.



“I’m sorry, Damon,” said Wrath in a quiet voice. “I honestly am. I made a mistake.”



Hearing her apologize so openly seemed heretical, as though it flew in the face of the awesome power she wielded, the mythical, evil reputation. Damon sighed and sheathed his myrblade.



“Fine,” he said. “I accept your apology.”



Lilian had taken up the task of serving the food, and after guiding Damon over to his seat, she made a point of pouring him a full glass of brandy. Kastet fell into a brief, quiet discussion with Wrath before the two of them joined him.



It was strange to look around the table and take in the range of faces. Wrath, one of the Forsaken, with her cold blue eyes. Lilian, corrupted by zanyadai blood, claw hands primly folded in front of her. Kastet, the exiled princess. And, well, Vel.



He started laughing and waved a hand to assure the others that he hadn’t gone crazy.










CHAPTER 15




 



Kastet relayed the relevant information to Wrath as they all began eating sausage, baked potatoes with butter, and glazed carrots. The blue-haired Forsaken listened in silence and spent a good minute considering the information before diving into the discussion.



“All of this can’t be mere coincidence,” said Wrath. “From King Gabriel coming to Veridan’s Curve, to Lascivious finally stepping into the light. Even my own recent alliance with Famine seems like a small piece of a greater whole of events.”



“Foremost, we need to know more of my older brother’s intentions,” said Kastet. “His motivations, currently, are a cypher to me. The smart thing to do, were he interested in pursuing the path we last discussed, would be to stay in Hearthold and look for the right moment to cast off his alliance with Avarice.”



“Is there anything that suggests it’s not what he still intends to do?” asked Vel.



Damon shook his head. “He’s coming to Veridan’s Curve. Unless he’s bringing an army with him, which seems improbable, I doubt it’s to renounce the alliance with Avarice. True Divine, even if he did have an army, to come himself, in person… it’s just too foolhardy.”



“It’s possible he intends to take measure of Avarice himself before deciding what to do,” Lilian said. “We still don’t know how your brother came into power, milady. He could be a much different person than when you last knew him, given his time in Anise’s dungeon and whatever transpired after his escape.”



“It’s possible,” said Kastet with a slow nod. “Anything is possible. Leandra’s bush! That’s what I hate most about so much happening so fast.”



Damon topped off her cup of brandy along with his own. “I think what’s clear, above all else, is that we need to travel back into Veridan’s Curve.”



“It won’t be safe for us in Avaricia, even in the outskirts,” said Vel. “We’d be too conspicuous as a traveling party.”



“I’ve already made preparations for us to reside within an estate in Silke,” said Kastet. “An old friend of mine has lent us one of her towers. She’s doing it in secret, of course. It’s empty of guards and servants, so it won’t exactly be the most comfortable residence, but it should do.”



“It sounds as though we’ll be doing the same thing there as we’re doing here,” said Damon. “Waiting for something to happen.”



“Not necessarily,” said Kastet. “We’ll be much closer to the action in Silke. We’ll also be in a city where we can, potentially, expand our base of power. Between the funds I’ve raised in recent weeks and what Wrath and Famine can no doubt supply, we can start hiring mercenaries to expand our capabilities.”



“Famine still has her monsters.” Wrath made a small, upturned gesture with her hand. “Whether or not they’ll prove useful under these circumstances is anyone’s guess.”



There were still numerous questions left unspoken and unanswered, but it seemed as though everyone had spoken their piece. The brandy kept the meal pleasant, even with Damon and Wrath exchanging the occasional veiled jab over one thing or another.



“Is there somewhere I can wash up here?” asked Wrath as she pushed her plate forward.



“Um… You’re welcome to use the bath downstairs.” Vel pointed to the door leading to the basement.



“Thank you.” Wrath nodded to her and then disappeared in a flash of azure light, coupled with impossibly fast footsteps across the floor.



“Well, she’s clearly making herself comfortable,” muttered Damon.



“You know, there are better targets for your anger and frustration than the Forsaken on our side, Damon,” said Kastet. “You’re going to have to work with her.”



“I can work with her,” he said. “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”



They retired to bed, aware of how early they’d be setting off for Silke the next morning. Damon again found himself wishing he could share his quilt with someone else. It was a basic, shortsighted impulse, but it felt strangely justified. He’d bedded every woman currently under the inn’s roof, at one time or another.



He lay in bed, searching for sleep, when a gentle knock came at the door. It opened before he could get up.



“Damon,” whispered Vel. “Are you still awake?”



It was almost shameful how quickly his cock hardened at the sound of her soft, seeking voice.



“Come on in, Vel.”



Her silhouette was briefly illuminated from the generous moonlight falling across the hall’s side window. She wore an oversized nightshirt, one of his old ones, and was otherwise bottomless. Damon pulled his quilt back and welcomed her into his bed with a line of kisses running up the side of her neck.



“Easy,” she whispered. “I didn’t come here for… that.”



“Oh,” he said, disappointed, but not defeated. “That’s alright. Talk to me.”



“I thought I might help us gain some clarity on our current situation by using my dreamspelling to reach out to Prince, er, King Gabriel.”



“Did it work?”



He saw her shake her head in the dark.



“It’s harder for me to enter the dreams of men, for whatever reason,” she whispered. “It only worked with Aldric because of how he’d become almost a surrogate father to Jilou. Gabriel wouldn’t let me in, and from what I could sense from his dreams on the outside, well… I wasn’t really interested in entering his… nocturnal activities.”



“Sounds complicated, but I think I get it,” he said.



“So, I thought instead that I’d reach out to Ria,” said Vel. “Which is why I thought of you. After what the two of you went through, I’m sure you’d like to see her again, right? Even if it’s only in a dream?”



Damon sucked in a breath, nodding before he’d even truly thought about it. “You’d do that for me, Vel?”



“It’s for both of us. We’re family.” She set her hand on his leg. “I know you love her, Damon. In some ways, it’s the same as how you love me. In other ways, it’s different. I think… I used to be threatened by how close the two of you are, but now I just want all of us to be happy.”



“Thank you,” he said.



Vel slid underneath the quilt next to him. Damon spooned with her from behind, hugging her small, soft body against his. She let out a contented sigh that stirred a powerful need in his loins. He was fully onboard with her plan to dreamspell with Ria, but that wasn’t enough to stop his cock from getting hard as he felt the soft cushion of her buttocks against his crotch.



“You’re going to have to fall asleep for this to work,” whispered Vel.



“I can do that.” He slid his hands down the front of her body. He heard Vel sigh and bend forward to take off her girlshorts.



“Does this help?” she asked.



“Immensely.”



Damon pulled his shaft out of his own undershorts and shifted into position behind her. It felt so wonderfully lewd for Vel to be offering herself up to him so casually. She was taking a risk, with Kastet and Lilian no more than a room or two over. She loved him enough to take that risk, to put her own reputation at stake simply so he could get off.



He slid his cock into her. She was wet, and he wasn’t sure whether he was surprised by that or not. Thinking back to his earlier consideration, he was the only man under the inn’s roof. He had bedded Kastet, Lilian, and Wrath, and yet Vel was the one with enough confidence to come to his bed, to let herself be claimed by him for the night.



He took her slowly from behind, hugging her body to his chest. He cupped her breasts as he began thrusting with enough vigor to make his bed creak. Vel set her hand on his leg and squeezed in warning, which he found insanely hot. It was almost like being back in the tower, coupling in secret just outside of their aesta’s disapproving gaze.



Damon went slow, easing himself in and out of Vel’s womanhood with restrained movements. It was torture of the most pleasurable sort, and not just for him. He could feel Vel’s tiny, stifled reactions, as though him going slow made her that much more aware of her own noises and needs.



He whispered her name into her ear, over and over again. She moaned his name back, squealing breathlessly as he played with her nipples. She was too hot, too cute, and too tight for him to hold out for very long.



Damon had enough sense this time around to finish against Vel’s nightshirt, rather than inside her. She let out an annoyed, sleepy groan, dazed from her own pleasure.



“You made a mess on my shirt,” she whispered peevishly.



“I’ll give you one of mine to wear instead.”



“As though we could make it any more obvious what we’ve been up to,” she said.



“You’re already wearing one of my shirts, Vel. It’s not as though it’ll make a difference.”



“I guess.”



“I love you.”



She turned her head to kiss him. “I love you.”



They stayed like that for long minutes, long enough for Damon to start to forget their initial purpose. He wasn’t sure who fell asleep first, but eventually, they both drifted off.










CHAPTER 16




 



Damon was on horseback, with Vel sitting in the saddle in front of him, an echo of their posture in bed. They were galloping through the hills in the midst of a massive storm, black clouds thick enough to choke out the sun’s light and make day feel like night.



Rain came down in a constant deluge of pelting drops, which he tasted each time he took a breath. Throughout the surrounding area, Damon could see a range of enemies, from Avarice’s copper spiders, to rampaging tau, Merinian knights on horseback, Merinian mercenaries on foot.



One of the copper spiders leapt toward Damon and Vel from the left. Damon fumbled for his myrblade, which wasn’t where it should have been, but there was no need. A bolt of lightning tore through the air, striking the copper spider in mid-leap and flinging it backward.



A familiar shout came from the top of the hill they were heading toward. Damon saw Ria riding a jet-black stallion, one hand extended upward in the air to direct her tempesting magic at the numerous foes pressing in around her.



He shouted her name, but she was too far off to hear him. She started riding toward the core of the enemy army, a mass of men and monsters marching forward to overwhelm her. Damon spurred his and Vel’s horse forward, trying desperately to catch up with her.



The sensation of the dream swept him up. It was seductive and emotional, a feeling more of power and vengeance than fear or desperation. Ria was unleashed here, within her dream. She was fighting the battle she wanted most, with the storm at her back and countless enemies against which to test her might.



Damon pushed his horse harder, setting a course to draw up next to Ria as she charged toward the enemy army. Speed was relative and malleable within dreams, and soon enough, he was alongside her. He shouted her name and saw her glance over and grimace at them.



“Damon, Velanor,” she said over the sounds of the storm. “It is not safe for you both here!”



“How about we go somewhere else, then?” he asked.



Ria shook her head dismissively, leaning forward to commit to her battle charge into the enemy lines. Damon gave Vel a squeeze and felt her nod. She tipped her head back, and there was a sudden, unexpected flash of light.



The three of them hit the ground as the horses faded from existence and their surroundings shifted. It wasn’t raining anymore, and on the contrary, the day was warm and sunny.



They were sitting together in a place they all knew well. They were in the clearing, next to the lake, by their old home on the farmstead. The tower’s shadow cast a dark line across the otherwise green grass.



Ria was the first to groan and pull herself to her feet. She ran a hand through her hair and gave Vel and Damon a questioning glance.



“Is this all of my dream, of my mind, or…?”



“It’s really us,” said Vel. “I thought it made sense to check in using my dreamspelling.”



“Ria…” Damon stood up slowly, shaking his head as he saw her standing before him, alive and unharmed. “I thought you’d… I thought…”



“I feared the same, young Damon.” Ria blinked, tears coming to the fore of her eyes.  “I feared the same.”



They ran to each other, and Damon embraced her so tightly that he felt a slight gasp escape her chest. He held Ria as though he worried she might die again upon waking, as so often was the case with dreams.



They pulled back just enough to kiss and then leaned their foreheads together, both shaking with relief. Damon saw her face then, noticing the slim black line of tattooing along one cheek. He brushed his thumb along it and furrowed his brow.



“Ayisa,” she said, simply. “She thought to wed me to the Athlatak after he had already been slain by Avarice. She was desperate to ensure a path forward for the Remenai people.”



“You stopped her?”



“Of course,” said Ria. “Does that surprise you, husband? That I would remain faithful, even though I have promised myself to you?”



There was an edge to her voice that was playful, but also a bit annoyed. Damon rubbed her shoulders and then set his hands on her hips, shaking his head.



“No, it doesn’t,” he said. “I love you so much, Ria. I guess my heart is still brittle after thinking I’d lost you for good. Where are you right now?”



“I am safe,” she said. “I returned to the Malagantyan. It is as much of a true home as I feel I still have now. I visited Sharika and have been working with her to help the refugees of Yvvestrosai.”



“Ria,” said Vel. “We’re back at the inn. We’re leaving soon, but if you wanted to, you could catch up?”



Ria’s expression sank, and she gave a small shake of her head. “I cannot, as of yet. I am still needed where I am.”



“It’s enough just to know that you’re safe,” said Damon. “We’ll see each other again soon enough.”



He recounted to her the arrival of Kastet, Lilian, and Wrath at the inn, along with their plan in progress. Ria listened, her reactions hinting at her concern.



“Take as much care as you possibly can in your dealings with them,” she said. “I understand why you need their help. If Malon has begun working with Lascivious as a true crest sorceress, the situation could get… complicated.”



 



“I know,” said Damon. “I’m not going to lose sight of what’s important. Our family comes first.”



He pulled Ria back into another hug. Vel walked over to him, and Damon opened his arm to sweep her into the intimacy of the embrace. He felt more confident in his ability to keep them safe than he had in a long time. He wasn’t alone, and neither were they.



“Could you reach out to Malon right now?” asked Ria.



Vel shook her head. “I already tried earlier. I’ve been trying every night.”



“She is a powerful sorceress,” said Ria. “It may simply be a facet of how she guards her mind.”



“It’s possible, I suppose,” she said.



“You should both be ready for when you next see her,” said Ria. “She is our aesta, but at the same time… you must view her role as Lascivious’s crest sorceress as a thing separate from that.”



“What are you saying?” he asked.



Ria shook her head and didn’t answer him directly. “Just… tread with caution.”



She kissed him again, and Damon kissed Vel afterward, not wanting to leave her out. He squeezed them both tight to him, wishing they could stay as they were for longer. The dream was already starting to fade, and he could sense the farmstead clearing giving way to the previous scene within Ria’s mind, the battle raging through the storm.



“We will see each other again soon,” whispered Ria. “I love you both.”



“I love you,” said Damon, with Vel echoing his words. They hugged again as the dreamscape dissolved back into the natural ambience of night.










CHAPTER 17




 



Damon met with the others in the common room the next morning as the party prepared to set off for Silke. Kastet had taken the initiative and made them all breakfast, one of her old habits from her time pretending to be Kain.



“We’ll be setting off within the hour,” said Kastet as she set a bowl of porridge down at the table in front of Damon. “It’ll take us a couple of days to reach Silke.”



“A couple of days?” Damon shook his head. “It’s a longer journey than that, especially in the winter.”



“There won’t be as much snow as we head toward the coast, will there?” asked Vel.



“Even so, I’d be surprised if we managed it in under a week,” he said.



“Wrath said she has a carriage which can traverse this weather,” said Kastet. “She left earlier to bring it here.”



Damon opened his mouth and then clamped it shut, unsure which of the many questions he had was most worth pursuing. What kind of carriage could be suited for traveling through knee-deep snow? Did she have it waiting somewhere nearby, and if she did, how did she get it there in the first place? What would they be feeding the horses with, given they’d be unable to graze?



Lilian sat down across from him. She was heavily bundled, which made sense. It wasn’t the cold which would be a threat to her during their journey, but the sun. Her skin was intolerant to direct sunlight. The winter gave her a small reprieve, given how often the sky was overcast during the day.



He downed his porridge and was in the midst of double-checking his supplies for the journey when Wrath made her appearance. Through one of the common room’s windows, Damon watched as two massive horses tramped up the road, dragging a carriage behind them which seemed to slide over the snow as much as roll through it.



“Their eyes…” whispered Vel. “Look at their eyes.”



Damon did, and was immediately left tamping down the urge to glance toward Lilian. Each of the horses had jet-black eyes, visible even from outside, at a distance. Muscles bulged underneath their skin, and their teeth looked decidedly wrong, more like the sharp jaws of pack wolves. The animals had been corrupted, which left him with little doubt of where they’d originally come from.



“A gift from Famine, I take it?”



Damon asked Wrath the obvious question as he helped load the carriage outside. Its interior was spacious, more than capable of seating all five of them and their bags.



“Good guess,” said Wrath. “She wants us to succeed. On my advice, she’s limited her direct contact for the sake of preserving the party’s morale.”



Damon let out a gruff chuckle. Famine had preyed on Lilian’s near-death experience to turn her into what she was now. He and Ria had fought her deep within the Malagantyan to save the life of Bylia, his old lover. He could see how having Famine around, constantly voicing unholy opinions, might chafe the atmosphere.



He made sure the inn was locked and that everyone had everything they needed before their final departure. In his heart, he still held hope that he might come back to their humble roadside abode one day in the future. He, Vel, Malon, and Ria, if she could settle things with her people.



It was a hope that he didn’t let himself cling to with much strength. The kind of hope that felt like fresh sparks on soggy tinder, technically capable of blooming into more, but too tenuous to trust, too desperate to arouse excitement.



He kicked the snow off his boots as he climbed into the carriage. Wrath was up front in the driver’s seat. Lilian and Kastet sat together on one of the long passenger benches. Damon took a spot next to Vel on the one across from them, and the carriage began to move.



The effect of the snow on the carriage’s cadence along the road was surprisingly gentle, smoothing out what would have otherwise been a boulder and pothole-filled experience down the road.



Practically no other travelers were out, and Damon was content to make himself comfortable on the bench. Vel took her boots off and set her feet in his lap, and he began absentmindedly rubbing them, cute and tiny as they were.



Hours passed by in uneventful silence. It was still cold within the carriage. Vel brought a quilt out at one point to wrap around her shoulders. The benches were cushioned, and come afternoon, Damon found himself tempted to lie down alongside her. Kastet had fallen asleep resting her head against Lilian’s shoulder — he doubted either of them would notice or care.



Vel let out a small sigh as he joined her, slipping under the quilt and pulling her soft body into his. Damon hadn’t anticipated how the carriage’s rocking would move them against one another and felt himself acutely aware of each small bump, every shift in the angle of the road or the speed of their progress.



It was distracting, though not in a bad way. Quite the opposite. Vel let out a tired moan and wriggled against him. Damon shifted one of his hands up her stomach, holding her tighter as the carriage swayed from side to side around a corner.



“Damon,” she whispered. “Your hands are cold.”



“Help me warm them up?”



“Mmm…” Her sigh was sleepy and playful. “I shouldn’t.”



He knew it was a bad idea. Kastet and Lilian were close enough to them that he could poke either one with his foot if he shifted it across the wagon’s aisle. With that said, they were underneath a quilt, and Vel felt awesome against him.



He let his hand run up the length of her body, delighting in the lilting, unnamable noise it drew out from her lips. He felt her open her legs for him and then playfully pinch his fingers between her thighs, as if to tell him he could only go so far and no further.



“Now that’s warm,” he whispered into her ear. “Vel. That’s practically scalding.”



“Damon… I’m trying to sleep.”



“I’m trying to warm my hands up.”



He moved a hand, slowly rubbing against her crotch. He indulged himself in feeling her reactions, the way she’d lean her hips, the steadiness of her breathing, each shudder of surprise or pleasure as his fingers began to touch her in a place they shouldn’t.



“This is a bad idea,” she whispered.



“I know.”



She drew one of her legs back to clack her heel into his shin. Damon stifled a chuckle and pulled her closer, his hand shifting toward safer pastures. He inhaled, smelling her hair, and planted a kiss on her neck that seemed to do more for her than his exploration of her womanhood.



He might have continued and done much, much more over the coming minutes and hours. The wagon drew to a stop, which he noticed as much through the way it made Vel’s body go still against his as from Wrath’s sharp whistle to the horses.



Damon got up from the bench and grabbed his myrblade. He joined Wrath, who had her head covered by the hood of a heavy cloak, in the front of the carriage. The difficulty which had brought them to a stop was immediately apparent.



A dozen armed men stood around a fire behind a pair of movable wooden palisade barriers which they’d set up to block the road. One of them stepped forward, waving far too jovially for Damon’s liking.



“Hi-ho, travelers of the road,” he called. “This area is dangerous. Me and my boys here, see, we’ve been keeping it safe. Small toll we’ll be needing from you to keep doing our work responsibly.”



“Dirty, filthy bandits,” muttered Wrath. “Such a lazy operation deserves no mercy from me.”



Damon set a hand atop hers. “Relax. Let me handle this.”



He hopped down from the carriage and was immediately surprised by how deep his legs sank into the snow. He made his way over to the gap within the palisade barriers, where the leader of the toll bandits waited for his payment.



“Let me be entirely clear with you,” said Damon. “I’m not going to pay you. The only real consideration for you and your men, at this moment, is whether you’d prefer to get out of our way, or to die.”



The bandit stared at Damon blankly for a few seconds and then burst out laughing. With a smooth, reflexive motion, Damon drew his myrblade. As tempting as it was to simply run the man through, instead, he stabbed it into the snow, exhaling frozen condensation as he focused his will.



An ice elemental rose from the ground behind the leader of the bandits, immediately pulling him into an embrace both deadly and vaguely sexual. The claw points of the nude ice elemental’s fingers prodded against the man’s neck. Damon saw his jaw muscles flex as his eyes bulged with surprise.



“We… I… What I meant to say was…” The bandit tried to clear his throat. “You can go by. Not everyone has to pay the toll.”



“I think it’s best if the idea of you and your men imposing a toll in general is put to rest.” Damon summoned more ice elementals, enough to loosely surround the entire group. “If you’re still here when we come back through the day after tomorrow, I won’t be so merciful.”



It was a lie, though one which the residents of the nearby area would no doubt appreciate. They wouldn’t even reach Silke for another few days. Damon waited until the men pulled the palisades out of their way and gathered their meager belongings before walking back to the carriage and climbing inside.



“Nicely done,” said Wrath. She set her hand on his knee and gave it a small, suggestive squeeze. “Except, what happens if the men get the idea to follow us and attack us during the night?”



“You underestimate how easily most men falter in the face of intimidation.”



Wrath leaned closer to him, her azure eyes as cold and unforgiving as the winter itself. “Most men?”



He nodded slowly, not looking away. “Most men.”










CHAPTER 18




 



Even with a carriage drawn by Famine’s corrupted horses, Damon and the others were still bound by the fundamentals of their journey. They found a spot atop a hill which the wind had kept mostly clear of snow to camp for the night.



The carriage had a back compartment which, apart from being where they’d stuffed some of their supplies, was also replete with firewood. Lilian helped Damon build a generously sized bonfire. It revealed their position, but so did the carriage, which was impossible to hide.



He got his answer to what the horses would feed on when Wrath unhooked both of the massive beasts and let them run off into the woods. She saw Damon’s interest and grinned at him.



“They’ll be back by morning with bloody teeth and bulging bellies,” she said. “It’s more of a convenience than a hindrance. Eating meat keeps them strong, full of muscle and spunk.”



“I’m sure whatever they choose to make into their prey will see it decidedly differently,” he countered.



She gave him that smile again, the one which left Damon wondering if she was warming to him or had written him off as someone she’d need to kill.



Vel and Kastet were both shivering to the point of chattering teeth by the time he got the fire going. It gave off an amount of warmth that bordered on wasteful, but they’d only be in the snow for another day or two before reaching the coast, where the weather was consistently mild.



Wrath had also brought food and a metal camping spit. She set up the haunch of what must have been an impressively large boar to cook over the fire. Damon set up his tent and helped Vel with hers, and then took a seat around their simple camp site.



“Those bandits were truly vile,” said Kastet. “To be out attempting to extort innocent travelers in such oppressive weather. I cannot so much as fathom their motivation.”



“They seemed desperate to me, more than anything,” said Vel.



Wrath pulled the meat down from the fire and started cutting thick slices, still steaming in the cold, onto pieces of bread for ease of serving. She passed Damon his portion, and he had to resist the urge to wolf it down in one bite.



“It isn’t just desperation that lands men into such roles,” he said. “They learned a trade, much like everyone does. It just so happens their trade is in the business of violence, intimidation, and criminal opportunities.”



“You sound like you relate to them, on a certain level,” said Lilian.



That brought a chuckle out of him, but he couldn’t simply deny it. “I think I do, in some ways. I’ve been very lucky throughout my life. I occasionally wonder what path I might have gone down with my father’s debts weighing over me if I hadn’t been so fortunate.”



There was a pause in the conversation, and Damon was left wondering if the others were picturing him as a wandering bandit, or perhaps curious at his mention of his father. He didn’t often talk about Danio, now Wyden Starch. It wasn’t a pleasant topic of discussion for him.



“I would argue that we hold responsibility for each and every choice we make in life,” Wrath said. “It’s a weak dismissal to treat our destinies as though they’re set in stone by the fates.”



“That’s an easier belief to hold when you never really die,” he pointed out. “None of your choices are permanent in the same way, are they?”



A flicker of anger crossed Wrath’s expression, but she didn’t counter Damon’s accusation in the way he might have expected.



“Is that how you see it?” she eventually said. “In some ways, I envy you for death.”



Damon wasn’t the only one around the fire who scoffed at the statement. Kastet was practically rolling her eyes as she nibbled on the corner of her bread and pork.



“I mean it,” said Wrath. “Whatever choices you make, whatever regrets you have, eventually… they come to a definite end. None of it is permanent for you. Even the most intolerable paths through existence will fade to ash and bone.”



He would have argued against that point, if not for the tone of Wrath’s voice. She didn’t sound angry or resentful, just horribly, utterly worn out. She’d lived enough lives to say such a thing and mean it in a way that was hard to hear. If she’d been anyone else, Damon wouldn’t have resisted the urge to express his sympathy.



They finished their meal and began prepping for bed, letting the fire die down into a massive pile of crackling embers. The ghost moon was out, shining down across the reflective snow with enough intensity to tint the world green, making the night feel false and alien.



Damon gave a different sort of goodnight to each of his traveling companions. With Wrath, it was sort of an indifferent nod, a passing acknowledgment as she made her way toward the carriage, which she’d taken for herself.



He checked in with Kastet more in the manner of a retainer, making sure her needs were met as she climbed into her tent. Lilian gave him a hug, subtly sniffing his neck, eyes lingering in possible hopes of him inviting her to feed.



Vel would never have allowed it, annoying next to the fact that she also seemed impartial to joining him in his tent. Damon kissed her as he hugged her goodnight, finding her lips with his, heedless of being seen.



“Damon,” she said, voice equal parts annoyed and flirtatious. “Not tonight. Not with my friends here.”



“You’re going to get awfully cold in your tent by yourself,” he whispered.



She shrugged. “So, I’ll get cold. Can you at least wait until we reach Silke and have a proper room for, um… you know?”



Damon’s hands slid down to her butt, and he spent a generous amount of time groping it through her thick winter leggings. “If that’s how you feel, then so be it. I’ll leave my tent flap unlocked, regardless.”



“Mmm, hilarious,” she said dryly. “Goodnight, Damon. I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



They kissed again, and Damon got his tongue deep enough into her mouth to start to think she might still be convinced. She gave him a soft push on the chest and began stepping through the snow toward her own tent.



He sighed and resigned himself to a normal, boring night’s sleep.



 



***



 



Damon awoke in the middle of the night to the sound of someone silently slipping into his tent, creeping over him with careful movements like a cat on the prowl. He kept his eyes closed, curious about what Vel would do if he teased her by forcing her into taking the initiative.



She went straight for his undershorts. Damon was comfortable enough in the cold that he’d only worn those to bed. He felt Vel pulling them down, and then heard her scrambling out of her own clothing with surprising speed. It was one thing for her to seek him out during the night, but she usually did it under the guise of “being too cold” or “unable to sleep”. This time, she was getting straight to the point.



Something hot and wet closed over the tip of his cock. Damon let out a reflexive groan. He’d already been partially hard, and the sensation of his tool stirring to life inside Vel’s tight little mouth was enough to make his heart race with arousal.



“True Divine, Vel,” he muttered. “What happened to needing a room?”



There was a lewd pop as her mouth left his prick, followed by a beautiful, but derisive laugh.



“Interesting guess,” whispered Wrath. “No, as it happens, your sister is not your horniest traveling companion on this particular night.”



“Wrath,” he said, feeling a mixture of emotions. “What do you think you’re doing?”



“This.” She licked him, her tongue doing glorious work as she gently caressed the rest of his package with warm fingers.



Damon groaned, reaching out to run his hand along her cheek on reflex. She wasn’t like other women, and he knew she wouldn’t let him simply grab a fistful of her hair and lead her around like a slut.



Wrath started sucking again, one hand pressed against his thigh, while the other began running up his chest. He knew she was making a point in the way she used him. It wasn’t just about sex, but about the fact that she could come into his tent, into his room, at any time and force him into this seduction. It was an encounter that strode into that murky territory by its very nature. Damon could tell her no if he wanted to, but did he trust that she’d listen?



The question became irrelevant as Wrath took his cock deeper into her mouth and the pleasure flooding through him pushed into needy, compelling territory. She could do incredible things with that mouth and those lips, despite them so often being pinched into a harsh line or a dangerous scowl.



He was less than surprised when she stopped and shifted to straddle him. The pause left him free of the fugue of his own lust for long enough to voice the obvious question, the one he should have thought of earlier.



“You think you can seduce me into accepting your crest, then, Clara?”



She didn’t stop moving, taking his cock in between two of her fingers and gently sliding it into her lane. “I offered you my crest already. You refused. I’m not the kind of woman who gets caught up on disappointment.”



They both gasped in unison as she dropped her hips down hard, taking his entire length as though trying to prove a point. Her toned buttocks smacked against his crotch with a terrific, elastic clap. Damon ran his hands up her body, marveling at the size and tautness of her breasts.



“Then why are you here?” he asked.



“Why does it matter to you?”



He had to acknowledge that it was a fair question. She was impulsive, so much like he was, despite being so different, so incomprehensible. He groped her ass as she rode him, limiting the movements of her hips. For an instant, he thought she might choose that moment to simply end him… but she didn’t. She let him lead.



He ran a hand through her hair, marveling at how it felt like any other woman’s, despite its wild color. Gently, but firmly, he pulled her face down until her lips met his. They shared a kiss that felt far too sweet to belong to either of them. Damon caressed one of Wrath’s buttocks and took hold of her waist, slowly guiding her up to speed as she began to ride.



Her breathing was irregular, tiny gasps and pleasured groans. Damon could see her breasts moving out of tandem with her body, lagging an instant behind as she began to pick up real speed. They weren’t being quiet, and he wondered if it was a choice on her part or just an inevitable facet of their mutual lust.



“That’s it,” he whispered. “Rock those hips.”



“You…” she snarled. “You think you can…?”



Her question died off as Damon put some more muscle into his arms, genuinely lifting her weight as she continued her erotic rhythm. Wrath made a noise as though regaining her composure and leaned forward, presumably to get in his face and glare. He kissed her again, mixing aggression with passion.



She let out a tiny gasp, high-pitched, vulnerable almost. Her hips moved faster but with smaller movements, and she didn’t pull away from him. Damon wrapped his arms together, and the moment verged on a level of gentle intimacy that seemed so opposite to how Wrath was in any other context.



“Damon,” she whispered, shuddering against him.



Her womanhood clamped down on his tool, and he felt like grinning and gloating. Wrath became as pliable as fresh clay. He shifted her down onto the bedroll, lifting her hips up, and drove his cock deep into her from behind.



He took her with an accelerating rhythm, letting the sound of hips clapping against her ass echo out into the cold night. She was Wrath, and she could take anything he threw at her and more.



He could be as rough as he wanted, but he didn’t just want to be rough. It was more about the exertion, the sensation, like running at full tilt, or reaching the perfect flow state in the midst of a fight. The pleasure was unreal, and the sound of Wrath’s breathless moans was egregiously erotic.



Damon grunted and pulled her hair as he came inside her. He felt a hand as strong and tight as metal close around his wrist, disentangling his fingers from her beautiful blue locks.



“You’re beginning to push your luck,” she whispered.



“It wasn’t luck that brought you here tonight.” He thrust into her one last time and heard her stifle a surprised gasp.










CHAPTER 19




 



Wrath wasn’t one for cuddling, and she left Damon’s tent shortly after they’d finished their dirty business. He awoke the next morning to the bright sun shining down on piercingly white snow. Vel and Kastet were both eating breakfast next to the carriage, which housed a sunlight-averse Lilian.



“Good morning,” he said. “Sleep well?”



The looks that Vel and Kastet gave him made the question seem like a bad joke. Vel glared at him so deeply that it seemed genuinely comical. Kastet’s face was similarly annoyed, though with an extra hint of intrigue and an ounce of concern.



“No, Damon,” said Vel. “I, personally, had an awful night’s sleep.”



He could handle Kastet being irritated with him, but souring his relationship with Vel wasn’t on his agenda.



“Talk to me,” he said. “Please?”



He set a hand on Vel’s lower back and gently guided her away from the princess. Their boots crunched through the top layer of snow, leaving a trail of indentations in their wake. They found a spot on the edge of the hill next to a boulder. Vel hugged her arms across her chest as a chilly wind picked up.



“Why?” she whispered.



“There is no good reason why,” he said. “You know how I am, Vel. We’ve been through this before.”



“Was it Lilian?” she asked, cheeks flushed from the cold. “She was coy when Kastet and I brought it up.”



He gave a small shake of his head. “Wrath.”



Her expression softened slightly. Damon held her hand, wishing he could do or say more to help with what she was feeling. Calling it jealousy seemed like putting a simple label on a much more complicated emotion.



“Vel, it was just sex,” he said. “You, Ria… aesta. You all come first in my heart. I wasn’t trying to hurt you. I’m simply trying to navigate, well… this.”



He gestured to the carriage. Kastet leaned against one of the wheels, deep in a quiet discussion with Lilian, who sat on a bench within. Wrath had summoned the horses and was tying them into their harnesses.



“Are you going to take her crest?” asked Vel.



“I’ve already turned it down,” he said. “More than once, if you count the time she offered it to me as part of a deal.”



  Vel leaned her head sideways and let out a sigh. “If I see you kissing her, or making eyes at her as we continue this journey, I… It’s going to…”



He leaned in and gave her a quick kiss followed by a long hug. “It isn’t like that. Trust me.”



 



***



 



The next few days passed in a predictable, uneventful rhythm. Damon and the others traveled by carriage to the southeast. The weather warmed quickly as they approached Veridan’s Curve, and eventually, they left the snow altogether.



It was still winter, and temperatures dropped low enough at night to necessitate campfires and warm clothing, but simply having hard ground underfoot doubled the speed of their progress. On the morning of the fourth day, the city of Silke came into view on the horizon.



“Have you been to Silke before, Damon?” asked Vel.



They were sitting on one of the carriage’s benches together. Damon had his arm around her, and Vel was snuggled into his shoulder.



“A few times,” he said. “It’s pretty.”



Silke was built upon an ancient Remenai coastal city that, at some period in the long distant past, had been submerged by shifting ocean currents. Most of its more well-to-do residents lived within the restored ancient towers, which still jutted above the ocean along the coast like island spires. Gondolas and floating barges moved along the lanes between the towers, many of which were connected by bridges in the levels higher above.



The city’s poorer district sat on the coast itself, a plain Merinian-style town that provided the crops and lumber and, of course, people which the richer tower residents relied upon. Damon had done a few shows with the Gleaming Scythe within one of Silke’s larger inn stages.



They departed from their carriage within the town district. Wrath, who wore a headscarf to cover her distinctive hair, left careful instructions with the stable master about what would be appropriate feed for them. Between her and Lilian, who was so effectively covered by her cloak as to be unidentifiable as a man or a woman, they made for an odd-looking traveling party.



“We’ll need to take one of the gondolas to my friend’s estate,” said Kastet. “Once we’re there, we’ll settle in and seek an audience with the Lord Governor.”



“How are you expecting him to help us, exactly?” asked Damon.



“Truthfully? By staying out of our way.” She drew closer to him as they started down the dirty street. “If we’re going to have any hope at success, we’re going to need a line of funding, not to mention at least a few mercenaries. Possibly a boat, as well, since the easiest way for us to approach Avaricia in secret would be by water.”



“I see,” he said. “It would be impossible for you to assemble all that without drawing the governor’s notice.”



Kastet nodded. “It isn’t going to be simple. True Divine, nothing from this moment on will even resemble simplicity. I still can’t wrap my head around what must be going through Gabriel’s mind.”



She shook her head, looking vulnerable for a moment. Damon set a hand on her shoulder reassuringly.



“Well, let’s start by settling into our new base of operations.”



 In the end, they took two gondolas. Kastet, Lilian, and Wrath rode in the front, while Damon sat with Vel in the second. While he’d been through Silke before, he’d never gone out onto the water, and he was struck by the beauty and ambience of the waves licking against the stones of the ancient, carefully maintained buildings.



“Look,” said Vel. She nudged him and pointed down into the water below.



It was crystal clear, and Damon could peer down at the remnants of the old city. The centuries-old bricks of the streets were still visible, along with a few ancient statues. It made him feel as though he was suspended in the air over a frozen slice of history.



The estate Kastet had arranged for them to stay in was short and squat in comparison to the others. They climbed off the gondolas onto a wooden jetty which had clearly been added long after the water had consumed the original ruins.



They made their way up a long flight of stairs, entering the building on the first floor entirely clear of the shifting tide, a good ten feet above the current sea level. The interior was spacious and clean, with rugs covering an old stone floor and various paintings adorning the walls.



The rooms were on the upper level, each arrayed around the edges of the octagonal building in a manner which reminded Damon of Malon’s tower. The beds were each made with clean linens, and he left his traveling pack at the foot of his without much closer examination.



“What now?” he asked Kastet. Wrath and Lilian had found spots on sitting cushions, and Vel carried firewood toward the hearth.



“Now, as so often seems to be the case, we wait,” said Kastet.



The afternoon passed uneventfully, though being within the towers of Silke for the first time was an event, in itself. Food could be sent for by gondola. Kastet had a massive platter of cured sausage, cheese, and dried fruit delivered to the tower’s jetty, which they ate while watching the ships farther out in the ocean, white sails like clouds against the clear sky.



It was late in the afternoon when a response finally came from the courier Kastet had sent to approach the Lord Governor. She peered over the missive with a furrowed brow, folding it twice as she finished.



“Well?” asked Damon. “We’ve waited too long already to be left in suspense.”



“He’s agreed to meet with us,” she said, slowly. “He’s invited us to join him in his garden atop Redpane Tower.”



“That’s good, isn’t it?” asked Vel.



Kastet exhaled through her nose and began massaging her temples. “The invitation names Damon, specifically, as part of my retinue. It doesn’t bode well for the Lord Governor to be mentioning such things. He could well be acting under the presumption that I’m your hostage.”



Damon chuckled at that. Lilian and Vel looked far more serious. Wrath stood by the window, and without saying anything, she slowly began to open it.



“Keep mind of where the horses were stabled,” said Wrath, as though she’d barely been paying attention to the previous conversation. “I have business to attend to elsewhere.”



She disappeared in a flash of azure before any of them could raise a question or objection. Damon moved to take her spot at the open window, inhaling the scent of sea salt and ocean life.



“Well,” he said. “I suppose we won’t have Wrath’s aid to rely on for this one. What’s your opinion on this, Kastet? We don’t necessarily have to take this meeting if you find it foreboding.”



“Unfortunately, we do.” Kastet came over to stand next to him. “Now that he knows we’re here, we can’t afford him attempting to curry favor with the Godking by exposing our presence. This was a calculated risk… one which I may have been mistaken about.”



Damon set a hand on his myrblade and turned to face Kastet. Her unease was written plainly across her face, but he didn’t share it. The situation was uncertain, rather than outright dangerous, and perhaps she would have preferred it the other way around.



“Then let’s go meet with the Lord Governor,” he said.










CHAPTER 20




 



It was late in the evening when the Lord Governor’s gondola arrived to escort Damon and Kastet to the Redpane Tower. He gave Vel a hug and a kiss goodbye and made sure Lilian was clear about what to do if they didn’t arrive back immediately.



“I have no intention of leaving you or the princess here if you’re abducted,” said Lilian.



“I wouldn’t ask that of you,” he said. “Just get Vel out of the city first. After that, you’re welcome to take whatever risks you deem necessary to free us.”



“Damon.” Vel clung to his side, her face scrunched with worry. “Are you really expecting this to go so poorly? Why even bother taking the risk?”



“Mind yourself, Lady Velanor.” Kastet answered before Damon could. “This is a formal invitation. We are trusting the Lord Governor to behave as an honest host, with no treachery. If he violates that trust, we’ll respond. Unfortunately, we can’t get what we want here without taking the chance.”



“We’ll be alright, Vel,” said Damon. “I promise.”



He kissed her on the cheek one last time and followed Kastet out onto the jetty. The gondolier confirmed their identities before punting the small boat off and paddling them along the canal.



True to its name, the Redpane Tower was a massive spire of dark stone and red-stained glass. From a distance, it looked like a rotting, bloody tooth jutting upward from the water, a comparison which Damon flushed from his mind as they approached the spacious landing dock and caught sight of their host.



Lord Governor Thomas Abastrius was one of the Godking’s vassals, though less powerful than many of the other city lords and high merchants under the umbrella of Avaricia’s influence. He was younger than Damon would have expected, mid-thirties or thereabouts, with dirty blond hair and a strong jaw.



Abastrius greeted Kastet on Redpane Tower’s long, barnacle-encrusted pier, stooping forward to help her off the boat and kiss her hand. He nodded to Damon, acknowledging him, but not giving any hint as to his deeper disposition.



“I’m honored that the two of you were so kind as to quickly accept my invitation,” said Abastrius. “I have a table prepared for us in the fountain room. Shall we?”



“Lead on,” said Kastet.



She seemed confident. Damon felt less certain of the situation. He noted the ample number of guards Abastrius had received them with, ten men, with two more standing on either side of the door leading to the tower’s interior.



They followed the Lord Governor up a staircase that wound around the tower’s interior wall, giving them a passing view of each of the eponymous red-paned windows. Damon noticed they were irregular, varying not just in color and shape, but also in the style of their frames. Replacing them was doubtless an expensive, specialized affair.



The fountain room was, well, a room with a fountain in it. It was large and central, with beautiful, nude female statues embracing around the central discharge of water, which rained down upon them and into the surrounding pool. The prestige of having running water so far up, at least a hundred feet above sea level, was not lost on Damon.



“It’s beautiful,” said Kastet.



“You’re generous with your compliments, Princess,” said Abastrius. Despite having mentioned a table, he made no move to sit down or to invite them to.



“Truly, it is,” said Kastet. “The craftsmanship is marvelous. I’m fascinated by whatever hidden function must carry the water to this point with such pressure.”



Abastrius’s mouth twitched into a smile. “Once upon a time, it was magic. The ancient architect enchanters of the Old Rem used a blood ritual to continuously entice the water to flow in such ways. Or so my historians tell me. They have a fancy for spinning tales with intrigue over accuracy.”



“Once upon a time, you say?” asked Kastet. “What of now?”



“Now…” Abastrius steepled his fingers, glancing toward the table, but still not inviting them to sit. “Now, it runs on the grace of the Godking. He supplied my craftsmen with a spinning steam hearth that runs off flames and coal. Dirty, messy business, but a price worth paying.”



“You aren’t a subtle man, are you?” asked Damon.



Abastrius’s gaze snapped toward him, eyes smoldering with dark humor. “From what I hear, neither are you. Please, sit. You are my guests, after all.”



He finally waved a hand toward the table. Damon helped Kastet with her chair before taking his own, sitting with over casual posture on the edge in case he needed to stand in a hurry.



“I was surprised to learn of your visit to my city,” said Abastrius. “The last definitive news I heard of you, Princess, was when the late Queen sent word of your rape and kidnapping.”



“I was…” Kastet blinked and gave a small shake of her head. “I’m sorry. My what?”



“Yes…” Abastrius nodded sagely. “The Queen told us quite the story. According to her, the outlaw Damon Al-Kendras stole your virtue at the tip of his sword. When you refused to run off with him afterward, he flew into a rage and took you as his prisoner.”



Damon snorted. Kastet rubbed her temples. Abastrius looked as though he didn’t quite believe the information he was relating to them himself, which seemed like a good sign.



“I can assure you, Lord Governor, that none of what you’ve heard is accurate,” said Kastet. “As you should now well know, my stepmother intended to usurp the throne. You can confirm the truth with my brother, King Gabriel, if you still harbor any doubts of that.”



“I’m sure he would tell me many things,” said Abastrius. “He is on his way to Veridan’s Curve now, is he not?”



“Yes,” said Kastet. “In fact, I’m here at his request. He’s given me his full confidence to speak on his behalf. Lord Governor, part of my reason for coming to your city relates to the future of Veridan’s Curve and the shifting political landscape.”



“Full confidence to speak on his behalf, you say?” asked Abastrius. “I take it you have a sealed missive with his sigil, then? He’s certainly given me no forewarning of your arrival.”



“I do not, but that’s solely due to the speed at which events have been moving,” said Kastet. “I can assure you that I speak in his name.”



Abastrius licked his lips, considering her words for a long moment. “And I can assure you that you will be safe here in Silke, within my care, until King Gabriel officially arrives in Veridan’s Curve and we can get this all sorted out. You must understand my position, Princess. I was under the impression that you’d been kidnapped, and it’s hard for me to quell that concern even now.”



“You don’t look like a man that’s overburdened with concern,” pointed out Damon. “I’d say you look more like one who sees an opportunity.”



Abastrius let out a dry chuckle. “Quite so.”



He gestured with a hand, and Damon heard the footsteps of approaching guards. He sighed and glanced at Kastet. Her face was pale, and her fingers clenched the table as though she was expecting to be forcibly pulled back from it.



Damon had gone into the encounter expecting a fight, or at least the possibility of treachery. Still, he’d hoped for both Kastet’s sake and his own that he wouldn’t be forced into carrying out diplomacy at the point of his sword. He resigned himself to simply hoping he wouldn’t have to kill anyone as he drew his sword and pulled Kastet up from the table.



“The fountain,” he whispered.



She nodded and began moving that way, pressing her back against Damon’s so they had eyes to either side. Abastrius’s guards didn’t seem eager for a fight, which was ideal. Damon let them close in, slowly inching toward the fountain, eyeing the beautiful pool of water with greedy eyes.



“Princess, this is foolishness,” said Abastrius. “You’re only going to get your companion killed if you resist.”



“You don’t realize yet the mistake you’ve made, Abastrius, but you soon will,” said Kastet. She groped at Damon’s elbow and squeezed it, though whatever message she was trying to convey was lost at him.



“The men you see around you are some of the best swordsmen in Veridan’s Curve,” said Abastrius. “This will not end well for you.”



Damon wanted to scoff at that, or at least accuse the Lord Governor of exaggerating for effect. He didn’t get the chance. One of the guards came at him, swinging a longsword with surprising dexterity. He deflected the strike, almost fell for a feint, and suddenly found himself fighting for his life.



There were too many opponents, and too much happening all at once. Damon was on the defensive from the very start. Kastet’s gasps and wordless utterances were the only warning he got when the guards attacked him from behind. Damon was good, but he only had one sword, and it couldn’t be everywhere at once.



A spearpoint nicked him in the shoulder, a minor injury, but one that seemed to promise more to come. He countered, sliding the spear sideways and slashing its wielder across the chest. Kastet shouted his name and he ducked on reflex, getting his head out of the way of a greatsword that would otherwise have decapitated him.



He had to choose between protecting Kastet and winning the fight, and as cold of a calculation as it seemed, it was really no choice at all. The Lord Governor was more liable to kill any of his guards that so much as bruised her, given how quickly he’d identified her value as a prize to the Godking.



Damon dove into a roll, moving away from Kastet and toward the fountain. She let out a surprised shout as one of the guards immediately grabbed her. She was safer in their hands, rather than near him, within reach of weapon strikes which might land astray.



“Archers!” screamed Abastrius. “Shoot him!”



Damon hardly needed an excuse to dive into the fountain’s water, but the prospect of being turned into a sewing cushion by the various guards leveling crossbows at him from the edge of the room was more than enough to commit to getting wet. The splash of water flooded his ears as he tumbled into the fountain face first. He gripped his myrblade, knowing he needed another favor, another chain.



Myr



It took only a minor flex of his will to enter her realm. She looked slightly annoyed with him before he’d even said anything, still clad in the remaining chains which bound her power. Damon was, as always, struck by her ethereal beauty, pale blue skin, wispy hair, generous, nude curves.



“Don’t say it,” she said, with a sigh.  “I know. It’s this one.”



“Thank you.” He hurried toward her, aware that time was still moving in the real world, albeit slower than it would otherwise pass.



“Damon,” she said, voice serious. “This has to be the last one. The last chain.”



“It will be.”



“You don’t understand,” she whispered. “I can feel it. It’s coming. I’m… already starting to slip.”



He shook his head, wishing he had time to understand what she meant. One of Kastet’s screams pierced through the veil of Myr’s realm, and Damon could only put his strength to pulling at the chain, gritting his teeth in exertion to snap through one of its brittle, frozen links.



He felt a surge of power as the chain snapped and could suddenly visualize a new possibility. He wanted to grin as he realized why Myr had chosen the chain for him that she had. She’d given him a new ability, this time, one he’d attempted in various ways before with scattered results.



“Are you quite finished?” shouted Abastrius. “You’ve splashed around in my fountain enough. I understand that desperation can make men go a bit silly, but honestly…”



Damon sat up in the fountain, water streaming down his face. His clothing was soaked, from shirt to trousers to boots. Which was exactly what he needed.



He stood up slowly, treating the archers as if they were still a threat, and began to coat himself in ice armor.










CHAPTER 21




 



Damon took a dark, borderline petulant joy in watching the Lord Governor’s expression shift from smug confidence to outright fear. He slowly lifted his myrblade, which was now the length of a greatsword and studded with ice thorns, ignoring the thud of several crossbow bolts slamming harmlessly into his ice armor.



He could move easily in it, as it adjusted around his body, carrying its own weight. The armor was composed of tiny interlocking sections, more like the segments of an insect’s carapace than traditional plate armor. An open-faced helmet covered his head, and similarly, a pair of open-fingered gauntlets protected his hands without limiting his usage of his fingers.



The crossbow bolts which had struck the shoulders and back of his frozen chest plate slid outward, falling into the fountain below him. Damon didn’t need to look to know that the armor was actively repairing itself, reforming around holes and cracks.



He looked like a monster of white-blue ice. He could understand the Lord Governor’s growing terror. Abastrius had waved the guard holding Kastet over and was now holding her himself, pressing an ornate dagger to her neck as he cowered behind her.



“Demon!” shouted Abastrius. “Evil!”



“No, just a man who’s tired of putting up with endless nonsense,” said Damon. “Let the Princess go and nobody has to die.”



Abastrius didn’t respond. He tried to take a step back and pull Kastet toward the door, but she kept her feet planted. Brave girl. Smart girl.



“Did you not just hear me?” snapped Damon. “Let her go. Now!”



He drove his myrblade down into the water, freezing the fountain over completely. Ice spikes sprouted like the swords of a fallen army, not striking outward to attack any of the guards, but still looking sinister in their intent.



“I… I…” Abastrius shook his head. He looked as though he was about ready to give up, but also past the point of being able to speak coherently. Kastet saved him the trouble, elbowing him hard in the stomach and extracting the dagger from his hands.



“You,” she said, baring her teeth. “Are going to give my brother and me everything we ask for from this point forward. Money, mercenaries, ships… whatever we need. If you serve us well, you might be lucky enough to keep this city into our rule. Do we have an understanding, Lord Governor?”



Abastrius stared at her, mouth agape, eyes blinking. Kastet stabbed him lightly in the hand with his own dagger, drawing a high-pitched yelp. She could be rather scary when she was in the right, or wrong, mood.



“I asked you if you understood me!” she snapped. “Say yes.”



“I do,” muttered the Lord Governor. “I mean, yes! Of course.”



“Lord Damon?” Kastet extended her arm. With the merest brush of his will, Damon let the ice dissolve from his body and sword and let her set her hand on his elbow. They headed for the stairs, and nobody was foolish enough to get in their way.



 



***



 



“You need to start thinking more,” Damon told Kastet as they arrived back at their lodgings. “I’m not always going to be able to save you by the skin of my sword. Do you even realize how close that was?”



He expected a haughty response and was both surprised and pleased when Kastet paused to consider what he’d said. She nodded once, sighed, and closed her eyes.



“I know,” she said. “I was terrified up there. It wasn’t until we were actually within the Redpane Tower that I realized what I suppose should have been obvious. There are so many different facets to this, so many considerations to make. It’s overwhelming.”



Lilian went to Kastet’s side and set a hand on her shoulder. Damon lay on one of the cushioned benches with Vel at his side, and she shifted to put her legs into his lap. Wrath was still absent, though given how quickly she could come and go, it made little difference to the situation.



“With that said…” Damon raised an upturned hand and smiled. “We got what we came for. We basically won this city without spilling any blood.”



“It’s not that simple,” said Kastet. “The Lord Governor will no doubt deliver on some of what we’ve demanded. A ship, some money, a few guards, perhaps. There’s no chance that he’d stand with us outright against Avarice without a full commitment from my brother and Hearthold, even if it came with the promise of aid from the Forsaken.”



Damon had taken notice of how she’d avoided mentioning Wrath and Famine while dealing with the Lord Governor. It was smart. It gave her cards to play down the line and kept from revealing more of their plan than was strictly necessary.



“We need to find a way to reach your brother,” said Damon. “This would all be so much simpler if Vel could reach him with her dreamspelling.”



“Hey!” said Vel defensively. “It’s not as though I haven’t tried. I just don’t have the strength for it.”



“I’m not blaming you, I’m just saying…”



“I know what you’re saying, Damon.”



“There might be another way.” Kastet leaned back in her chair as Lilian began massaging her shoulders. “If we knew the exact details of Gabriel’s arrival, or even just the name and itinerary of his ship, we would have a chance at getting a message to him before he entered Avaricia.”



“It’s possible someone within the city might know,” said Damon.



“It would have to be someone within Avarice’s inner circle, no doubt,” said Lilian.



Kastet sighed. “I do still have friends in Avaricia, but none who would have purview to that sort of information.”



“I know someone whom Avarice trusts,” said Damon. “But it’s an open question whether he’ll help us.”



They spent the evening lounging, in some ways recovering, from their recent travels and the tense encounter with the Lord Governor. A courier arrived with several bottles of fine wine as a gift, and Damon sampled enough of each to render himself comfortably drunk.



He missed his aesta. Now, more than ever, he wished he could speak with her, to get her advice on what he was doing, what he should be doing. Moreover, he just wanted to know she was alright.



Vel was sitting in his lap, and she seemed to sense his unease. She stroked his cheek, shifting his face so they were gazing into one another’s eyes.



“It’s all going to work out,” she whispered. “Just you wait and see. Ria’s alive. I’m awake. Aesta is… off doing aesta things.”



Damon forced out a laugh and nodded. “I suppose you’re right.”



He ran a hand along the side of one of her thighs, eyes darting toward the staircase. Vel flashed a conspiratorial smile.



“I think Lilian is feeding off Kastet,” she said. “They’ll be busy for the better part of the next hour.”



“Is that right?” He kissed her neck and started shifting her down onto the cushion. Vel giggled, and the two fell into a loving, heated embrace.










CHAPTER 22




 



Damon set out early the next morning. He was uneasy about leaving Vel, Kastet, and Lilian alone in the Lord Governor’s city, but conceded it was still likely safer for them than his mission into Avaricia would be, overall.



Vel made him promise to take the amethyst dreamspell amulet with him and wear it every night. He’d agreed, even though it’d stirred a small amount of unwanted conflict within him. Wearing the amulet to sleep felt as much for his aesta as for Vel, and hoping that Malon might reach out to him left him waking disappointed each morning.



Kastet went with him to the stable on the city’s grounded coast. She’d insisted he travel using one of Wrath’s corrupted horses, which he’d agreed to in passing without much thought. Staring at the monsterish steed now, with its oily dark eyes and sharp teeth, left him wondering if perhaps he might still hire a carriage and ride in comfort.



“This will be faster,” said Kastet. “Trust me.”



“I do.” He smiled faintly at those words. He certainly hadn’t always trusted Kastet, and he couldn’t remember the exact point in time when the balance had shifted toward taking her at her word. But he eventually had, over many months of encounters and experiences.



The stablemaster was just as wary of the corrupted horse as Damon was and opened the gate for him far ahead of the beast to give himself plenty of time to get out of the way. Damon was about to climb onto its back when Kastet set a hand on his arm, turning him toward her.



“Be careful.” She kissed him on the lips before turning away.



“I will,” he said.



As Damon soon learned, she hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d spoken of the animal’s speed. It was more noticeable the faster he went, with the corrupted horse seeming to thrive the harder he pushed it.



At a canter, his steed moved as fast as a normal horse at a gallop, and at a gallop, Damon was holding on for dear life. The corrupted horse didn’t tire out, either, and it really, really didn’t like to be steadied or slowed down.



He made the journey, four days by wagon or carriage, in two, stopping for only a single night to slither into his tiny tent and wrap himself in his quilt. He wasn’t entirely sure how to approach Avaricia as its walls drew into view at a distance, knowing how much attention he’d draw if he simply rode his distinctive, dark mount in through the front gates.



In the end, he stabled the horse in one of the outlying towns and walked the last mile or so. Keeping the hood of his cloak up, Damon entered Avaricia around early evening, with the sun dipping low on the horizon and winter’s chill encroaching against the fair-weather coast.



The city felt unchanged and oblivious, like a play in which the actors had been swapped out but the script was still the same. Market stalls hawked the last of their wares before packing their wagons for the day and heading home. Washerwomen hung clothes from lines, and courtesans hung halfway out of windows, calling men into brothels and offering to turn boys into men.



Damon knew Avaricia about as well as he’d known any place. He had a few ideas about where to find Austine, but it was a question of approach. He needed to find his old friend alone and in a mood to talk, preferably as far away from Avarice as possible.



In the end, it was the time of day that set his course. Damon headed for The Golden Corset, a tavern turned lightweight brothel with tease shows and scantily clad servers. It had been one of Austine’s favorite taverns, and it was the one at which he expected to find his friend now that his fortunes had come to roost.



He felt exposed pulling his hood down and taking a seat at one of the corner tables, but that was a facet of his plan. A woman in a thin, nearly transparent skirt and a half-shirt tight enough to look painted on leaned forward to take his order.



“Is there anything you need?” she asked in a breathy voice.



“Ale,” he said. “Just ale.”



“Just ale then, for now,” she purred.



Damon chuckled as he watched her walk away, mesmerizing by the intentionally perfect side-to-side swaying of her hips. It wasn’t as though he was immune to the sort of seduction sold in a place like The Golden Corset. He wasn’t better than the place, he was just busy.



Busy doing nothing, as it happened. He waited for three hours, drinking more than he probably should have and spending more time listening to the propositions of the scantily clad servers on each pass. He was on the verge of resigning himself to renting a room within the city, an outcome he’d been hoping to avoid, when a familiar face finally walked in.



Austine seemed to greet every single working woman within the establishment as he made his way to the bar. He didn’t notice Damon, not at first, but eventually his eyes passed over him and he doubled back, frowning intensely.



“Anders Rosewood,” said Austine, sounding cheery despite looking unsettled. “Fancy seeing you here.”



“It’s been too long, Austine,” he said. “I happened to be passing through Avaricia and thought I’d get a drink.”



“You just
 happened
 to come here for that drink. Right.”



Austine gestured to a set of curtains in the back of the common room. Damon stood up and followed through them, passing several stalls with women and men in various states of engagement.



They found a private room in the very back that smelled of heartlift weed and took seats at a table that Damon suspected was intended for a woman to give private dances, or more, upon. Austine let his irritation show as he drummed his fingers on the polished wood.



“I need a favor,” said Damon.



“Of course, you do,” said Austine. He let out a whistle. Damon furrowed his brow, thinking it had been a gesture meant for him until one of the scantily clad girls opened the door and poked her head in.



“We’re going to need some liquor,” said Austine. “Two bottles. Also, which of the gold stars are available tonight?”



“Elouise and Henna,” said the girl. “I’ll get right on those drinks!”



“Send them both,” said Austine.



“Hold on,” said Damon. “That’s not why I’m here. I’m—"



“Make that three bottles,” said Austine.



The liquor arrived with startling speed, and Damon had a glass in his hand before he could either mount a proper objection or get Austine talking. He took a sip of the drink, a sour liquor he couldn’t identify, and did his best to roll with the punches.



“Austine, look,” he said. “I need to discuss something with you. I knew you’d be coming by here, but this might not be the best place for us to talk.”



“Would you seriously begrudge me a single night of fun?” Austine slapped his hand down on the table. “Really, Damon? Come now! You’re already here. You clearly want something. If it’s that important, you can wait until after we’ve been entertained.”



Further protest was cut off by the arrival of a pair of intensely attractive women. One of them was blonde, hair pulled back into a tight bun by little wooden sticks with gemstones on the end. She wore a paper-thin nightgown that reminded Damon of the ones he’d bought for Malon, Vel, and Ria once upon a time, and she sat down on his lap before he could object.



“Hi,” she whispered. “I’m Henna.”



“Hello, Henna,” he said, attempting to push back and giving her half of a grope instead. “I’m actually just here to talk with my…”



“You can talk with me, can’t you?” she whispered.



Various kissing and sucking noises were coming from the direction of Austine and the other woman, so Damon made an effort not to look that way. Henna nuzzled her cheek against his and began wiggling her butt against his crotch. She pulled the straps of her gown down and pressed the tremendous swell of her pale, naked breasts into his face.



“True Divine,” he muttered. “What was I saying?”



He was quick about it, as much due to how aggressive the cute young courtesan was as because of the plague of his own judgmental thoughts. What would his aesta think? How about Vel and Ria? Damon simply had to accept the simple fact that Austine wasn’t going to be inclined to help him if he didn’t indulge a bit.



And what an incredibly
 hard
 fact it was to accept. Henna rode his cock with such perfect movements that it felt as though he was watching a dancer in action, with each swaying motion, each rise and fall, setting the pace of his pleasure. He made use of the table at one point, pinning her down on her back to drive his full length into her until her moans of pleasure were too irregular to be anything but genuine.










CHAPTER 23




 



When things had finally settled down, Damon caught his breath and sipped his liquor. It was just him and Austine in the room again, both shirtless and sweaty. He felt gross, and seeing the way Austine kept smiling only made him feel grosser.



“Pretty nice, right?” asked Austine. “I’ve been thinking about buying this place, but deep down I know I’d feel different about all the girls if I was the one handling the coin.”



 “You have that much money now?” asked Damon.



Austine nodded, flashing a slightly gleeful smile.



“What would your wives think?” asked Damon.



“I met one of them here,” said Austine. “I thought I mentioned that.”



Damon took one of the bottles and topped off both of their glasses. He steepled his fingers, considering how to present his question.



“King Gabriel is coming to Avaricia,” he finally said.



“So I’ve heard.”



“Austine. I need to know everything you know about where and when he’s arriving, and if he plans on residing within the city.”



Austine let out an unpromising sigh. “How far did you travel in hopes of getting an answer?”



“I was on the road for two days,” said Damon.



“That’s a fair amount of time wasted then. You already know everything I know on the subject of King Gabriel’s arrival. I consider myself fortunate to not be privy to that sort of information. If I could help you in such a way, Damon, I would have long since gotten myself killed.”



Surprisingly, Damon wasn’t as disappointed as he would have expected to be. It was only in that moment, sitting across from Austine after having spent the last hour ploughing expensive whores, that he realized why he’d actually come to see him.



“The next few days are going to be fairly impactful,” said Damon. “You might want to consider taking your wives out of the city, moving them somewhere a little safer.”



“You’re always so serious and dour.” Austine tilted his glass in a circle, stirring its contents. “Should I call Henna and Elouise back in? We could swap them around this time, or I could call up some fresh ones if you’d rather—"



Damon slammed his fist down on the table hard enough to spill one of their drinks. “Enough. This isn’t a game anymore, Aust. We’ve reached the point of no return.”



Austine leaned forward, eyes serious. “Was that a threat?”



“You know it wasn’t. Look… Just listen to me. Give your situation some thought. Is it really Avarice that you’re loyal to? Is it the money? Is it the power, the status?”



Austine started to reply, but Damon held up a finger, cutting him off.



“If you play your cards right,” he continued, “you might still have much of that once all is said and done.”



“I hear what you’re saying, Damon. I do. But… It isn’t that simple.”



“Of course it’s not. It’s going to be complicated, and finicky, and probably come down to a singular choice in a heated moment. At the
 right
 moment. That’s all I’m saying.”



Austine took a deep breath and exhaled. “Avarice rules through fear. Now, more than ever. You should keep your eyes open on your way out of the city. The copper spiders he used to torch Yvvestrosai… He has them patrolling the streets on some nights.”



“Are you scared of him?” asked Damon.



“Terrified,” said Austine. “With that said, fear can be… a motivator in both directions.”



“Does that mean—"



“It means I heard what you said, Damon. Now, unless you’re interested in another courtesan at my expense, I think it’s past time for us to end this little gathering.”



Damon nodded, though in the moment, he almost wanted to take Austine up on the offer, just to spend some more time, however grimy, with his old friend. He patted Austine on the shoulder as he moved to grab and pull on his shirt.



“Take care of yourself,” he said.



Austine nodded. “You too.”



It was late when he made his way back onto the street. Austine’s mention of the copper spiders had him walking swiftly and tensing with every noise that resembled metal against cobblestone on his way out of the city.



It would have been convenient and comfortable to simply rent a room at an inn for the night, but he was wary of overstaying his welcome, especially after revealing his presence to Austine. He wasn’t so naïve as to think that there wasn’t at least a chance the Godking might force his friend to reveal their meeting.



He made it out of the city walls without being interfered with and jogged most of the way to the stable in the outskirts where he’d left his horse. The stablemaster grumbled as Damon woke him up and paid the fee.



It wasn’t until he’d mounted his steed and started down the road that he saw a figure waiting for him in the dark. It was a little girl wearing a cloak, features hidden by the hood, and she stood blocking his path forward.



“That’s quite the animal,” said the girl. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”



Her voice was quiet, with a waver of uncertain shyness to it that Damon recognized instantly. He climbed off the corrupted horse, holding its reins. The girl approached him, reaching out a hand and rising on her tiptoes to pet the animal’s head.



“Seffi,” he said. “What are you doing here?”



Seffarina, Lascivious’s most recent incarnation, didn’t answer him immediately. Damon’s mind swirled with questions, but he forced himself to hold his silence and wait for her initial answer.



“Its coat is soft,” whispered Seffi. “Its eyes, though. Why are they that color?”



Seffi’s own eyes flashed crimson for a passing instant. Damon looked around, hoping more than expecting to see Malon standing somewhere nearby.



“Please,” he said. “Seffi, if you’ve seen my aesta, Malon, I need you to tell me.”



“She’s safe.”



Damon let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Where is she? What’s happened?”



Silence stretched out between them across the next few seconds. The horse snorted and lifted its head out of Seffi’s reach.



“You’ve all assembled in Silke, have you not?” she asked. “Let’s meet there.”



“How did you know that?”



He took a step forward that Seffi matched with a step back. The air around her seemed to swirl with fog, briefly hiding her from view. She’d disappeared by the time it settled. Damon’s heart rattled against his ribcage as he tried to sort through what had just happened.



He climbed onto his horse and began riding toward Silke at full speed.










CHAPTER 24




 



Damon worked rather hard to keep his anxiety from consuming him completely until he finally reached Silke after two days on the road. He’d ridden through the first night and barely slept through the second, his mind doing him the disservice of imagining all the different ways in which the situation with Seffi and Malon might have already gone horribly wrong.



He was also fuming at Vel for not reaching out to him with her dreamspelling. She’d said she’d contact him if anything of importance happened while he was gone, but now it was just the opposite. He was the one with news that she and Kastet desperately needed to hear, and unless she reached out to him, he’d only deliver it at the speed of a fast courier.



It was late in the day when he arrived back at the seaside city. The sun was low on the horizon, casting a blood-red reflection across Veridan’s Bay and the water of the canals. He rushed through hiring a gondola to take him back to Kastet’s tower. The process felt so sluggish and inefficient, and he watched the gondolier handle his paddle with the efficiency of old molasses.



He had no idea what to expect as he rushed up the jetty’s stairs and pounded on the door. When nobody answered after a pause, he was already sizing up where to kick in case he needed to brute force his way inside. Had something happened to Vel and the others? Was he already too late?



Malon opened the door.



It was all Damon could do to stare at her for a timeless, breathless second. She wore a pale white gown with thin shoulder straps and faint embroidery across the chest and sides. Her hair was down, unbraided, a rare sight that doubled the surrealness of the moment.



“Solas…” she said, blinking in surprise. She lifted her arms, and Damon was suddenly rushing forward, pulling her into what was surely a candidate for the tightest hug he’d ever given.



“Aesta,” he whispered.



She smelled over-clean, as though she’d only just dried completely after leaving a bath. Damon knew that, after days of traveling, his own hygiene was the exact opposite. She didn’t care. He felt her head against his shoulder, so warm and familiar. His heart beat so hard in his chest that he almost mistook it for hers, or both their hearts, the tempo doubled up, hard and noticeable.



He pulled back, cupped her face, and kissed her. His aim had been for her lips, but he found her cheek instead. That was fine. The coy, knowing smile she gave him was even more than fine, and it sent a swirl of excitement through him.



“You’re back,” he said, finally finding words.



“I’ve been back,” she said. “We’ve been waiting for you. There’s so much… so very much for us to discuss.”



She took his hand, threading her fingers through his with gentle but insistent movements. He would have believed her if she told him she’d never let go of that hand again, and he would have been fine with it, on top of that.



The sea breeze blew one of the curling locks of her red hair across her pale, slightly freckled face. Damon gently brushed it out of the way, wondering distantly how long they’d been staring at each other.



“Come,” said Malon, swinging his hand. “The others will want to know you’re back. We’ll have time to catch up once we’ve checked in with them.”



She slowly turned around, her gaze lingering even as her body turned. Damon pulled her into a hug from behind before she stepped through the door. He heard her let out a patient, though not displeased sigh. Her body felt so soft, so perfectly suited to crush against his.



“Solas,” she whispered. “You must have really missed me.”



“More than I think you know.”



He inhaled her scent again, nuzzling his face into the nape of her neck. She took her time extricating herself from his embrace, giving every indication that she enjoyed it as much as he did, but was simply more focused in her maturity. She led him by the hand again as they closed the door and made their way upstairs.



Vel, Kastet, Lilian, and Seffi were waiting for them, each having settled into a different spot around the room. Kastet paced, arms folded behind her back, face pinched with consideration. Vel lounged on one of the couches, wearing one of Damon’s old tunics. Seffi lay across the floor, reading a book, and Lilian was in the room’s corner, out of direct line of sight of the sunbeams flooding in through the window.



“Ah,” said Kastet. “Good timing. We were worried we’d have to proceed with the next phase of planning without you tonight.”



“I came as quickly as I could,” he said. He glanced at Seffi, who gave him a shy smile. “I see the situation has changed a bit since I left.”



Seffi,
 Lascivious
 , still looked impossibly young to Damon, given the immense power she held. She appeared to be a girl of no more than fourteen, short and petite for her age, with frizzy brown hair and large, expressive, and utterly disarming eyes.



She was, or at least eventually would be, as powerful as Wrath and Avarice. She dog-eared the book she was reading and pulled her knees toward her chest, looking uncertainly toward Malon, and then to Kastet.



“The situation is constantly changing,” said Kastet. “This time, in our favor. We have a way of reaching Gabriel before Avarice does.”



Still holding his aesta’s hand, Damon walked over to one of the couches and sat down with her. “How? The only relevant detail I was able to discern from my contact was that Gabriel is still on his ship and no one knows exactly where it’s destined for or when it’s arriving.”



“Simple,” said Kastet. “We dreamspell to him.”



“Haven’t we tried that already?” said Damon, shaking his head.



“Seffi can help us,” said Vel. “She’s far more powerful with dreamspelling than I am, or even Jilou. I can serve as the focus, finding Gabriel using my memories and image of him, while Seffi lends her magic to mine to strengthen the connection.”



“Is she truly that adept at dreamspelling?” asked Damon. He didn’t realize how much doubt he’d lent to his voice until he glanced Seffi’s way and caught her averting her gaze.



“She’s the reason why I couldn’t reach aesta through dreamspelling,” said Vel. “Her influence extends even to protecting her mind and those of the people around her from being toyed with during sleep.”



“It’s true,” said Malon. “I was also concerned about what might happen if I dreamspelled out to you with Seffi nearby. She may have been able to enter the dreamscape, intentionally or by accident, and I had… certain concerns about what that might entail.”



Damon nodded, though her explanation hadn’t ameliorated all his concerns. “Vel said she traveled to Anliwich and found the remains of Seffi’s home. I don’t wish to press either of you on what must have been a painful past event, but what happened?”



He shot a glance toward Seffi, but she was busy with her book again and didn’t look up. It was Malon who answered, after slowly folding her arms.



“Avarice found her.” Malon let out a slow breath and squeezed Damon’s hand. “She called out to me in distress after losing her entire family at his hand. She managed to save herself only through luck and the strength provided by her powers.”



“Oh…” whispered Damon. “Seffi. I’m so sorry.”



Seffi gave a small shrug heavy with feigned composure. “I miss them.”



A somber mood settled over the common room which none of them seemed eager to attempt to dispel. Malon moved to stand behind Seffi, gently resting her hands on her shoulders. Vel, without hesitation or shame, slipped in to take her former spot next to Damon.



She seemed happy to see him and Malon together, or at least contented with it. There was an edge of knowing in the way Vel looked at them, as though she, like Ria, understood how deep the emotions ran between Damon and their aesta.



“The path forward, for once, seems fairly straightforward,” said Kastet. “We’ll plan on reaching out to Gabriel this evening, before dinner, if possible. Damon, if you need time to rest or bathe, take it now. You should be part of the group that enters his dream.”



“I’m willing, but why me?” asked Damon. “You’re his sister. I knew Gabriel for all of a span of days and haven’t seen him in person since. If you’re uncertain about his intentions, why would you think I have a better read on him?”



“The fact that I’m his sister is fairly meaningless, now that he’s King,” said Kastet. “It may even work against convincing him that I’m advising him in good faith. Or possibly not. I’ve no idea how my brother may have changed over the past months. But I do know that he’ll feel an immense amount of gratitude toward you for discovering that he still lived and freeing him from Anise’s dungeon.”



“Fair enough.” Damon took a breath and ran his hand through his hair, feeling the extent of his exhaustion. “A bath first does sound like a good idea, though.”










CHAPTER 25




 



Kastet had acquired a pair of servants at some point, likely loaned help from the now agreeable Lord Governor. Damon ate a snack of sausage and cheese while they heated and filled his bath. He felt days’, if not weeks’ worth of tension melting off his shoulders as he finally sank into it.



Once clean, he changed into a comfortable set of men’s evening clothes that someone had had the good sense to lay out for him. The others were waiting in the common room, already busy setting up the stage for the events of the night to come, in a rather literal sense.



“Is this really necessary?” he asked.



Vel and Lilian were layering blankets upon an empty section of floor, creating a soft sleeping pallet that looked as though it could fit half a dozen people.



“For Vel and Seffi to combine their dreamspell magic, they need to be in close proximity,” said Kastet. “You and I will also need to be nearby. This just simplifies the situation.”



“We’ll need to all fall asleep in unison,” said Vel. “We can’t start until everyone is dreaming. Obviously.”



“Obviously,” teased Damon.



Malon set a hand on his shoulder and passed him a steaming mug. “Chamomile tea. It should help you relax.”



“Thanks, aesta.”



Lilian moved to stand by the door as she finished setting up the quilts, standing with the posture of a diligent guard. Seffi was already wrapped in a sheet at one of the corners of the quilt. Vel took the spot next to her, and Damon squeezed in between Vel and Kastet after finishing his tea.



“It looks as though it’s time,” said Malon. “Just relax. It’s been a long day for all of us. Rest, and let yourselves fall asleep.”



She moved from person to person, tucking in Seffi, and then Vel, and then Damon.



“Goodnight, solas,” she whispered. 



“Goodnight, aesta.”



She kissed him softly on the cheek, and he didn’t try to find her lips this time. It would only draw the attention of the others, and it certainly wouldn’t help him sleep.



Malon tucked Kastet in as well, and Damon took an odd delight in watching the Princess squirm as she tried to maintain her regal air while having a blanket folded around her shoulders by motherly hands.



Damon leaned his head back into the pillow, already feeling tired as Malon moved around the chamber, dimming the lamps. He felt Vel’s arm brush his shoulder and shifted her way. She slid into him, not quite cuddling or spooning, but putting their bodies into slightly intimate contact. He could hear her breathing, the way she slowed it deliberately.



Surprisingly, Kastet made a similar move on his other side, taking his arm and hugging it as though it were a spare pillow. Damon hoped that Seffi didn’t feel too left out from where she lay on Vel’s other side.



“Do you think Gabriel is going to be happy to see us?” whispered Vel.



Damon shrugged. “Sure, why not?”



“I just mean that—"



“Shhh!” hissed Kastet.



“I was just going to say—"



“Velanor,” said Kastet, testily. “We’re trying to sleep.”



Kastet yanked on Damon’s arm, nuzzling even closer to him. She lifted one of her thighs and draped it across his leg. In terms of distraction, it was close to ten times harder to ignore than Vel’s whispered question, especially as Kastet’s leg began to shift closer to his crotch as she fidgeted to get comfortable.



“Whose foot is that?” asked Vel.



“Um…” said Damon. “Possibly mine?”



“Vel!” snapped Kastet. “What did I just say?”



Damon felt Vel sit up beside him, followed by an irritated huff.



“Hey…” said Vel. “You’re practically on top of him! Damon, what are you doing with the princess?”



“You should be asking what the princess is doing with me, actually,” he said.



“I’m just trying to get comfortable!” snapped Kastet. “Velanor, whatever it is you’re implying or accusing me of is completely out of line!”



“Can we take the intensity of this conversation down a notch?” asked Damon.



Vel picked up her pillow and swatted it across Kastet, who let out an offended gasp and reached for her own. Damon groaned and, with fading reluctance, grabbed his pillow and tried to decide which of them he was going to take his frustration out on first.



Vel caught him in the shoulder after missing Kastet by the width of a hair, which was all the invitation Damon needed. He clubbed her legs out from underneath her as though wielding a deathmace, delighting in the way she squealed as she fell onto her butt.



Kastet let out a cute grunt as she knocked the blunt side of her pillow against Damon’s ribs. He trapped it under his arm, reeling her in as she let out a mock shriek and tried to pull it away from him. Damon lifted her into the air and, with considerable care, flipped her upside down and pinned her underneath him on the quilt.



“Um,” whispered Seffi. “I’m also trying to sleep.”



She entered the fray, swinging her pillow in a windmilling arc, striking both Vel and Kastet in the same swing. Seffi was clearly no stranger to pillow fights.



Damon laughed as he unleashed a torrent of tickles on Kastet, who wriggled beneath him and attempted to order him to stop with what little remained of her royal dignity.



“Vel!” she managed to yell, in between her laughter and gasping for breath. “Truce!”



Before Damon could declare that truces obviously violated the unwritten code of pillow fights, he felt Vel’s petite limbs curl around his back. She clung to him as though he was giving her a shoulder ride, and her weight, slight as it was, still amounted to enough to tip him sideways and off balance.



They landed on the quilts with Damon’s face buried in her chest, her nightgown shifting enough in the chaos to ensure that there was no shortage of bare skin for his mouth and cheeks to make contact with. Kastet began pummeling him in the back with the pillow, keen on her revenge, though Seffi was attacking her and serving as a reasonable distraction.



“Mmm,” grunted Vel. “Damon… I’m going to get you!”



“I’ve already gotten you.”



He tried to tickle her, but she was of the same mind and was devious in her aim. Damon felt Vel’s hand shoot down between his legs, touching and teasing with fluttering movements that put him on the defensive. He pinned her with his body weight, still trying to fend off Kastet from behind.



The door to the common room opened, and lantern light spilled onto the scene.



“Could someone explain exactly what is going on in here?” asked Malon.



Damon caught his breath, slowly extricating himself from Vel. “Sorry, aesta. Vel started a pillow fight.”



“I did not!” said Vel. “I was only trying to get Kastet to—"



“I wasn’t doing anything wrong!” interrupted Kastet.



“That’s enough,” said Malon. “Please, just for the next few minutes, try to act like adults and focus. Please?”



“Sorry, aesta,” mumbled Vel.



They settled back down under their respective sheets. Malon walked a slow circle through the room, playing the part of a sentry patrolling a central parapet.



“I’ll make sure they all stay in line,” said Damon.



“Solas, you are the one I’m most worried about, by far.” She leaned forward, and he could see her shooting him a mock glare by the light of the lantern. “Hands to yourself.”



Seffi giggled, and her reaction was soon joined by the rest. Even after Malon left, the room seemed primed for pointless humor, with even the tiniest whisper stirring the mood into tired laughter.



It took a while, but eventually, he fell asleep.










CHAPTER 26




 



Damon could feel himself being pulled from his own dream and into someone else’s. It was an odd sensation, a swirling mixture of growing awareness and fading memory. He became present within his new experience, but unable to remember where he’d arrived from or much about what he was supposed to be doing.



Vel was with him, holding his hand and smiling patiently. “Damon? Can you hear me?”



“Yeah,” he said. “Where are we?”



He started to look around. They were on a mountain path. Seffi was on Vel’s other side, peering around her shyly as though afraid of being in the open. Damon felt a sudden pressure on his arm and glanced left to find Kastet hugging his shoulder and blinking tired eyes.



“Oh…” she muttered. “Did it work? This… I know this place.”



“It seems to have worked,” said Vel. “We should be in Gabriel’s dream now.”



“I recognize this.” Kastet let out a sleepy yawn and gestured with an arm. “We came here before when we were teenagers, Gabriel and I. This path leads to the geosprings in the Fleta Mountains. Of course, this is what he’d be dreaming about! My brother is so predictable.”



She took Damon’s hand and tried to start leading him up the path. Vel held his other hand and stayed where she was, briefly putting him in between two tugging maidens.



“Hold on,” said Vel. “Seffi and I should go first. The level of dreamspelling we’re doing is fairly complicated. We only have a tenuous hold over it.”



“So lead the way!” said Kastet, a bit testily. “There’s no time to waste. Gabriel’s ship could be mooring in Avaricia as we speak.”



“It isn’t,” said Seffi. “He’s still farther out in the ocean. I can feel that much.”



Her voice had a note of authority to it that almost made it sound like she was suddenly a different person. Damon looked at her then, really looked at her, and it was as though he could see Lascivious poking through around the edges. She walked forward, slipping past him and Vel, bare feet collecting dirt with each step along the mountain path.



They traveled a surprisingly far distance, weaving around boulders and along cliffsides, before arriving at their destination. Damon blinked in surprise and chuckled on reflex as he stared out at a natural hot spring filled with a range of naked women tending to the needs of a single man.



“Seffi, cover your eyes!” said Vel. “True Divine! You would think a prince would at least have enough self-respect to not indulge in such filthy dreams.”



“He’s not a prince, he’s a king,” said Kastet. “Um. You might also wish to look away, Vel.”



“I’ve seen nudity before, milady,” said Vel. “It’s not as though this will unnerve me.”



Damon set a hand on her shoulder, clearing his throat as he noticed what Kastet was talking about. A variety of different women surrounded King Gabriel, ranging from his wife, Queen Candice, to several familiar looking serving girls from Hearthold Castle, to a certain lady-in-waiting with blonde hair, a petite build, and adorable spectacles.



“He’s dreaming about having an orgy… with me as a participant?” said Vel, in muted shock. “How dare he!”



“It’s just a dream, Vel,” said Damon, hiding a smile. “It’s not as though he has direct control over these sorts of things in the same way that you do. If it bothers you, you can wait here while Kastet and I speak with him.”



“
 If
 it bothers me?” snapped Vel. “You say that as though there’s a way in which it wouldn’t.”



Gabriel, at least, was busy with several of the other numerous women within the hot springs and hadn’t yet turned his focus to the dream Vel. Kastet began walking toward him briskly, though it wasn’t until she was nearly entering the steaming water itself that her brother deigned to notice her.



“Kassie?” muttered Gabriel. “You shouldn’t be here! This… This is, um. I mean, I was just…”



“Stuff it, Gabe,” said Kastet. “You’re dreaming. We’re here with the help of Lascivious. She’s using her dreamspelling to put us in contact with you before you arrive at Veridan’s Curve.”



“I see.” Gabriel tried to look as serious as a man receiving mouth service from a woman submerged underwater can get.



“I’m going to have to ask, as your sister, that you put some clothes on,” said Kastet.



“Well, um, I suppose that’s… only fair.”



They gave him a moment of privacy with which Gabriel not only dressed, but somehow managed to dismiss his consorts. King Gabriel looked regal, if somewhat disappointed, when Damon turned back around.



“The little girl,” said Gabriel. “It’s her? She’s the only one of you who I don’t recognize.”



Kastet nodded. Gabriel stooped to one knee with remarkable composure and extended his hand to the young teenage girl.



“My name is Gabriel Alquin, King of Merinia,” he said. “What’s your name?”



Seffi seemed taken aback by the gesture. “…Seffarina. Seffi for short.”



“It’s nice to meet you, Seffi.” Gabriel smiled like, well, like someone who’d grown up with two little sisters, and shook her hand.



“Nicely done,” said Damon.



Gabriel grinned as he turned his regard to a new subject. “Damon Al-Kendras! You’ve done more for me than I could ever repay. When we’ve made it through to the other side of history, I plan on making you a very rich man!”



“I’m looking forward to it,” said Damon. “Though you should know that you owe the better part of your escape to Vel.”



He bumped his hips playfully into Vel, who seemed suddenly uncomfortable. As did the King, apparently. Gabriel blushed bright red and began sputtering through an apology for dreaming about her in such a lewd way while simultaneously thanking her for his rescue.



“Which is to say, I mean, I’ve always found you to be rather beautiful, but this was…” The most powerful King on the far side of the Endless Ocean sputtered like a teenager confessing. “And your aid was buxom! Brilliant, I mean, which isn’t to say you aren’t, but… oh…”



“Right,” said Vel, rolling her eyes. “I appreciate your, um, kind words, milord.”



“Gabe,” said Kastet. “We might not have much time. It’s imperative that you explain, as quickly as you can, how you regained your throne and what you intend now.”



She gave him a coy smile which said more about how much she looked up to her older brother than Damon had ever heard her put into words.



“Ah!” said Gabriel, beaming at her attention. “Well, it’s far from a short story, by any stretch, but it began with Lord Damon and Lady Vel’s brilliant scheme in using Captain Aldric’s sleeping body to rescue me from within Hearthold Dungeon. I escaped and immediately to dear, sweet Candice. My, um, my Queen and wife. I’m married, I, uh, suppose I should have mentioned.”



He spoke the last sentence to Vel, who did everything in her power to pretend as though she didn’t notice he was directing the words mainly at her.



“Stay on topic, Gabriel,” said Damon.



“Right!” said the King. “Candace was able to help me rehabilitate my claim, so to speak. With fresh clothing, money to hire guards, and a retinue of likeminded nobles, I became a factor which Anise couldn’t simply lock away and ignore overnight.”



“I can understand how some of the nobles of Hearthold might have seen an opportunity to side with you, but surely it wasn’t enough to overthrow Anise directly?” asked Kastet. “It would have led to a bloody, protracted civil war, and none of the rumors I’ve heard of the homeland are of such a thing.”



Gabriel nodded slowly. “I had more help than just that.”



“It was Jilou,” guessed Vel. “Wasn’t it? She harbored so much guilt for what she did in faking your disappearance, even though she thought it was the right thing at the time.”



“She did,” said Gabriel. “She still does. She aided me immensely, using her power to set up a meeting with Queen Anise in which we were able to force her abdication. Not a single Merinian died during the exchange of power. I was even able to placate Anise and her supporters by allowing her to return to her family’s home estate and rule as a countess.”



He gave a small, deeply satisfied bow.



“Good,” said Kastet. “Better than good. Gabe… I’m impressed.”



She chewed her lower lip. There was more than just appreciation for her brother’s success in her eyes. It wasn’t outright jealousy, but something close. Everything Kastet had been through since being chased from Hearthold by Queen Anise had been aimed toward a similar outcome. King Gabriel’s success meant that Queen Kastet would never be.



“Hold on,” said Damon. “There’s still the question of why you’re coming to Avaricia now. Are you planning on continuing, or even strengthening Hearthold’s, alliance with the Godking?”



Gabriel furrowed his brow. “I plan on no such thing.”



“Then why place yourself in his power, brother?” asked Kastet. “It’s foolhardy, far too risky to have any upside.”



“I agree with you, Kassie,” said Gabriel. “My intention was to sail to Veridan’s Curve to find you, beloved sister, and return you to your rightful place by my side in the castle. I thought I’d dock in Paquette, or Silke, or one of the cities farther north in the Empire. Never Avaricia.”



“Silke,” said Kastet. “Come to Silke. We’ll be waiting for you.”



“I’m nearly there,” said Gabriel. “Expect me within the next few days.”



Damon, Kastet, and Vel all let out a collective sigh of relief.










CHAPTER 27




 



They spent a few more minutes within the dream. Kastet badgered her brother about the specifics of power dynamics between Hearthold nobles and various other matters which didn’t concern Damon much. Occasionally, a naked dream woman would pop up from within the hot springs and attempt to coax someone into the steaming water.



When Seffi and Vel released them all from the dreamspell, Damon awoke on the makeshift bed in the common room, with both Kastet and Vel snuggled against him. He slowly extricated himself from their embraces and, with Malon’s assistance, began helping people to bed.



Damon carried Vel and Seffi, who were sleepy and willing, and half carried, half led Kastet, who was sleepy and grumpy. Afterward, he returned to the common room to help his aesta fold and put away the blankets and pillows. Lilian stayed upstairs to guard Kastet’s room, which left them alone together for the first time in many weeks.



“Can I pour you some brandy, aesta?” he asked.



Malon still had her hair down, and the white dress that seemed comfortable enough to be suited for sleepwear. She gave him a small, knowing smile, and nodded her head.



“Brandy would be wonderful, solas,” she said. “Thank you.”



He poured them each one. The sound of the liquor trickling down into the glass seemed loud and bold, emphasizing the silence, the stillness, and Malon’s presence. He could feel her watching him, sense her interest, but was it for the grown man in the room or her beloved solas?



“Thank you.” She took the glass from him, fingers brushing his for a passing, fiery second. “I could only surmise how the dreamspelling went from what Kastet was mumbling as you brought her to bed. It was a success?”



“It was,” said Damon. “King Gabriel is on his way to Silke as we speak.”



He took a seat on one of the couches. Malon took a spot safely across from him, lying down halfway with her legs folded underneath her, her pale calves poking out from the hem of her dress.



“We’re getting closer, now,” said Malon. “I hope you know that I’m proud of not just your accomplishments, solas, but of who you’ve grown into. The strength and resolve you wear across your back. We all rely upon you.”



“Thank you, aesta.” Her praise always landed doubly hard on him. She’d experienced enough across her life to take more to impress than some tricks with his sword and a few confident words. “Though it’s not as though I didn’t have an example, a mentor, to look up to in arriving here.”



Malon’s mouth twitched into a half-smile. “You flatterer. I hope you don’t follow my example too closely. I’m not perfect.”



She made the admission with more weight than the moment called for. Damon heard her, though he wished he didn’t. She wasn’t perfect. She slipped up, perhaps let things…
 happen
 that she wasn’t entirely proud of. But she didn’t need to be perfect, not for him.



“How is Seffi coping with all of this?” he asked, pushing through the growing tension. “She lost her family, her home. I can sense that she’s a little… withdrawn.”



Malon nodded slowly. “It’s been traumatic for her, but she’s strong beyond her years. I don’t mean in terms of her as a Divine Remnant. Truthfully, I know not if she’s even reclaimed more than the merest whispers of her old memories. She bears her burdens still as Seffi, a precocious, intelligent, wonderfully vivacious young girl.”



“You seem so radiant when you speak of her,” said Damon. “It reminds me of how you once were with Vel.”



Malon winced, and Damon realized how his words might have come across.



“I don’t mean to say that you’ve replaced that relationship, aesta,” he said quickly. “Vel still knows how much you love her, just as I do, and Ria. I suppose I just mean that I see now, well, why you became an aesta. The aspects of your nature that make you so good at caring for others.”



“I appreciate that,” said Malon. “I’ve done my best, but… in a sense, I’ve already failed her. I should have kept closer to her and her parents. Even now, it seems as though so often during our travels, I’m only protecting her by the barest margins.”



“The two of you have been in danger?” asked Damon. “From whom? Avarice’s servants?”



Malon nodded. “The Godking placed a bounty on Seffi’s head, and there are plenty out there cutthroat enough to pursue it, despite her age. I’ve had to fend off more than a few.”



“With your magic?” he asked.



“With my magic.” She gave him a knowing look, leaning her head to the side, ever so slightly.



Damon stood up, taking both the bottle of brandy and his shot. It wasn’t as though she’d fought recently, within the past day or two, but Malon’s power was tied to the nature of her crest contract, the essence of Lascivious. It was inescapable that the question of what it might take, what she might
 need
 to stay at full strength, would come up.



“Would you like some more brandy, aesta?”



He joined her on the other couch, smaller than the one on which he’d been seated. Malon lay sideways, and her bare calves brushed against his thigh as he sat down. He let his legs sag open with the cocky, overlarge posture that every young man seemed to flaunt and revel in.



“I would, solas,” said Malon. “Thank you.”



She held her glass out to him, and he poured it full. The motion held both of their attention, but none of their focus. The contact of Damon’s thigh against his aesta’s legs, the silence of the common room, her thin, insubstantial dress… His thoughts swirled with possibilities, growing anticipation. He felt his cock hardening in a rush, like a horse breaking loose from the paddock.



“Here.” He took her feet and pulled them into his lap. “You seem tense.”



“Mmm,” she sighed as he started to gently massage. “That feels good.”



“Yeah?” He let his fingers run up a bit higher. “How about here?”



He started working her calves, letting her feet settle in his crotch. He knew that she could feel his hardness, but he also knew that she’d play her usual game and ignore it, or pretend it was something else.



“That feels even better,” whispered Malon. “I wouldn’t mind a leg massage, solas… if you were willing.”



“I’m always willing, for you,” he said. “Whatever you need.”



He slid one of his hands higher, touching the bottom edge of her inner thigh and delighting in her reaction. She sucked in a breath, body tensing and then relaxing into him. A tiny, partially stifled shudder ran through her.



“I was so eager to see you again,” she whispered. “When I arrived here in Silke, and seta told me you’d be back within a couple of days, it was as if the anticipation was just building, and building.”



“Uh-huh,” he said. “You were waiting for me?”



He took a meaty grip on her thigh, pulling her an inch or two closer to him with his strong arms. She made a breathy noise and set her hand atop his, trapping his touch where it was, but not pulling it away.



“I was waiting for you, yes,” she whispered. “Oh, solas. We need to speak openly with one another… about what happened. On the night when you left the inn.”



Damon let his thumb continue to caress her leg, feeling her responding even as she strained for control over the situation with her words. “Let’s have a conversation about it, then.”



“I wasn’t… thinking as clearly as I should have been,” she managed. “My emotions were turbulent, and I was so worried for you, and… well...”



She reached up, touching his arm with one hand, running her fingers through his hair with the other. Damon stared into her brilliant green eyes, his entire body pulsing in time with the tension of the moment.



“Do you regret it?” He forced the question out, feeling as though he was baring his neck for her, presenting his heart.



“No, I don’t regret it. That’s most of the problem.”



Her fingers tightened in his hair, and he responded by squeezing her thigh. His hand slid a little higher, until one of his knuckles brushed the hem of her girlshorts. Malon shivered, letting out a wordless, breathless utterance.



“I don’t regret it either,” he said. “I think about it so much. Just remembering it… makes me want to burst.”



“Oh, solas!” She let her hand brush his chest, miming as though pushing him away. It slid down across his stomach, briefly settling on his cock, pulling back like she’d touched a hot coal.



“You can touch it,” he said. “Aesta. I want you to touch it.”



“Mind who you’re speaking to,” she said, clearly trying for sternness.



“It’s the truth,” he said. “I’m already touching you. If you want to, don’t hold back.”



He let one of his fingers probe into the hem of his girlshorts, gently rubbing along the sensitive skin along the top of her thigh. The effect it had on Malon was pronounced enough to make it seem as though he was doing far more than he was, the way her hips shifted subtly upward, the way her head leaned back and to the side.



“I have to hold back,” she whispered. “We both have to. We both should.”



“Should we?” He let a finger press against her womanhood through her girlshorts, taking its full measure. Her girlshorts felt damp, but he couldn’t tell if it was from her or his own sweaty palms. “Doesn’t it feel good?”



“That’s… not the point.” Malon let out a shuddering moan and squeezed his cock. “Oh, solas. You need to listen more.”



“Oh, I’m hearing you, aesta,” he said, deepening and strengthening his voice. “We were talking about that last night at the inn, weren’t we? About what we did in the common room, atop one of the tables.”



“No, that’s not…” Malon seemed lost in a fog of lust as Damon began to touch her more aggressively, yanking at her girlshorts, caressing her stomach. “I mean, it is what I wish to speak of, but not… not like that.”



“Like what?” he whispered. “We had to be quiet, remember? It’s so much more spacious here. We wouldn’t be overheard.”



“You were just horny, and anxious, and… you lost yourself,” she whispered. “It wasn’t about me.”



“It was.” Damon cupped her face, shifting to lie next to her on the undersized couch. “I love you, aesta. So much that it just spilled over, and I—"



“Solas…”



He kissed her, and this time, she made no attempt to hide her lips for him. The point of contact of their mouths was more charged and explosive than even touching under her dress had been. His cock prodded against her, confined by clothing, while his tongue probed and claimed her mouth. It was his. She was his.



He could hear a quiver running through her breathing, those hidden noises of repressed anticipation burning through her. He slid her dress up, listening to the faint rustle of soft cotton against softer skin. He pressed his cock forward, letting it strain against the thin layers of their clothing, announcing its presence as it found an angle that would have been primed for penetration.



Damon was enjoying himself but got the distinct sense that it was torture for his aesta. She couldn’t endure extended teasing like this, not in the days and weeks after using her magic. His cock tapped softly at the door, and the way her legs pulled open for him was as much an invitation as flinging herself wide open.



“Solas…” she muttered.



There was still an edge of warning, or perhaps worry in her voice. He understood it as well, if not better than she did. Damon knew that it would be different this time. This would be no accident, no one off, happenstance meeting of partially naked bodies. This would be a true taking of her as a woman.



Malon’s arms suddenly squeezed him tight, and he felt a flash of confusion as the movement broke from their shared moment. She shook his shoulder, wriggling out from under him to sit up.



“We’re being watched,” she whispered.










CHAPTER 28




 



Damon felt equal parts disappointed and curious over who might be spying upon them in the night. The idea of Vel sneaking down to witness the beginnings of their carnal sin was unsettling, but then he thought of young Seffi… young, but far from unknowing Seffi… or even Kastet, or Lilian.



He looked up and saw none of those faces. Wrath sat upon the bottom of the stairs, elbows carefully set upon her knees with her hands folded together in contemplation. She wore a thin black shift over tight black leggings, practical, but girlish. She was smiling, and she turned her head a bit to the side as she saw him see her.



“Am I interrupting?” she asked. “Oh, don’t mind me. Feel free to continue if that’s your prerogative.”



Malon was already fixing her dress and pulling herself to her feet. Damon, fully clothed, but still hard enough to make his arousal impossible to hide, stayed seated.



“Wrath,” he said, darkly. “You’d better have a good reason for being here. An incredibly damn good reason.”



“Seffi,” said Malon. “She’s here… for her sister.”



Her eyes pulsed crimson, and Damon felt a horrible premonition of what was about to come. He reached a hand to hold back Malon as an anxious pit formed in his stomach. Wrath lifted her hands in mock surrender.



“Easy,” said Wrath. “Good guess, but no. I’ve no need to confront or speak with her, not until she’s ready to receive me. We’ll speak when we speak.”



She slowly stood up, arching her back into a stretch as though Malon posed no threat to her. A silent stillness filled the room, letting the tension of the moment climb to precarious levels.



“Why are you here, then?” asked Damon, suspecting he already knew.



“I need to speak with you,” said Wrath. “In private.”



“About what?”



Wrath’s eyes darted toward Malon, and then back to him.



“She’s my aesta,” said Damon. “I trust her.”



Wrath let out a mocking laugh. “Oh, yes, I saw
 plenty
 of evidence of that when I first came in.”



“If you have something to say to me, you can say it with her here,” said Damon.



“Not this,” said Wrath. “Come, Damon.”



She started to turn toward the door, holding out a hand to him. Damon’s jaw tensed, and he only just resisted the urge to swear and kick something. Why now? Had she picked this moment to interrupt on purpose?



“Solas,” whispered Malon. “You don’t have to go with her. You could stay… right here… with me.”



She took his hand in both of hers, pulling it to touch her heart. Damon could feel it pounding with the lingering excitement of what they’d been up to a moment before. It would take seconds for them to get there again, to rush right on past where they’d stopped.



“I have to hear her out,” he said.



“She’s going to make you an offer.”



He gave the smallest of nods, knowing how it must be breaking her heart. From the very moment he’d brought up his encounters with Wrath so long ago, before the stakes had been unreasonably high, Malon had warned him. She’d made him promise not to take Wrath’s crest.



Was that a promise he could hold to?



He slowly drew his hand loose from his aesta’s chest and followed Wrath to the door. She opened it for them both, standing at an awkward angle that left Damon brushing by her in the doorframe to get outside.



The gentle hiss of the shifting waves was the music of Silke at night. A crisp tapestry of stars stood out overhead, with the waning ghost moon partially hidden by a tangled mass of clouds.



They didn’t go far, only walking down the stairs to the jetty before finding spots to lean against the guard railing and gazing at the few barges still moving through the city’s shadowed canal. The stars were reflected in the water, shifting and dancing to the whims of each wave.



“Well?” said Damon, letting his annoyance leak into his voice. “I’m here. Say your piece.”



“You’ve always been so short with me,” said Wrath. “It’s as though you don’t actually think I’d kill you if the urge came to me.”



“Yeah, I came to that conclusion a while ago, Clara.”



She gave him a predator’s smile, eyes flickering with azure power. Damon wasn’t wearing his myrblade, but even if he had been, he doubted he’d even manage to get off three strikes before Wrath could kill him… if she wanted to. He knew she didn’t, sensed it on a level that felt confirmed through his intuition.



“How embarrassing would it have been if I’d waited a few minutes longer before letting your aesta see me?” she asked. “I must say, even just listening to the two of you getting each other worked up is arousing, in a weird sort of way.”



“You’re trying to fluster me,” said Damon. “Get me to let my guard down, or fall off balance.”



She took a step forward, facing him directly. With her shift hanging loose, Damon could now see that it was made of thin, webbed fabric. Sections of it across the chest were woven to offer a view of what lay underneath. She wasn’t wearing an undershirt, and the edge of one of her nipples poked out as clear as the rising sun.



“The fight we’re heading into won’t be simple,” said Wrath. “You know this as well as I do. There’s still time left for you to consolidate all of the power and opportunity left to you.”



“I’m strong enough as is,” said Damon. “Chasing after power is a game with no end.”



“Damon,” said Wrath. “Think carefully about what I’m saying to you.”



“I am,” he said. “You already have Shank. Why not summon him back to your side if…?”



He did think about what she was saying then, and realized something that, in retrospect, was incredibly obvious.



“You released him from his crest contract,” said Damon. “True Divine. That’s why he hasn’t been around for so long.”



Wrath’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t meet his gaze. Damon shook his head, unsure of how he felt as more of the picture came together.



“Lascivious, Malon’s master, can only make one crest contract at a time,” he said. “She isn’t powerful enough to have multiple crest sorcerers at once. It’s the same for you, isn’t—"



“Enough!” snapped Wrath. “Whatever… conclusions… guesses, you think you might have arrived at are completely irrelevant to the current moment.”



“I agree.” Damon stepped closer to her, so close that their bodies were almost in direct contact, and he could feel the heat radiating off her. “If you have something to ask me, go ahead and ask.”



Wrath’s mouth formed a thin, dangerous line, and she refused to back down. “If
 you
 have something that you think
 I
 could offer you, why not make it explicitly clear what it might be?”



“Interesting phrasing,” said Damon.



“Is it?”



He nodded. He felt so strange, in that moment, as though he could simply reach out and gain a complete understanding of her, if he wanted it. With a few words, he could tie his fate to Wrath’s for the indefinite future, grant himself the kind of power that would put him on a level unmatched by anyone but the Forsaken themselves.



All it would cost him was the promise he’d made to his aesta.



The silence lingered to its bursting point. Damon exhaled.



“Goodnight, Wrath.”



He kissed her, rebuking the intensity of their bickering with a soft touch of his mouth. He wondered how long it had been since someone had kissed Clara like that.



 



***



 



Malon was still in the common room when Damon came back inside. She immediately rose to her feet, all but running to fold him into a tight embrace within her loving arms.



“Solas!” she said. “I was so worried.”



She squeezed him tightly enough to fully express those worries. Damon hugged her back, experiencing so many different emotions as he held her warm body against him. Her breasts were crushing into his chest, plump and soft and wonderful.



She suddenly stopped, forcing herself to hold him at an arm’s distance. “Did she… offer it to you?”



He almost answered before deciding to be a brat and tease her a little. He feigned as though he couldn’t meet her gaze.



“No…” whispered Malon. “Solas! Did she offer you her crest? Did you accept it?”



He turned away, committing to the act as he let his head sag downward as though he’d disappointed her, and himself, through that.



“Where?” asked Malon. “Show me it! I need to see. I can’t believe that… Solas! Are you laughing?”



Damon snorted and finally revealed his grin. She glared at him and punched him hard on the shoulder. He caught her wrist as she tried to continue playfully pummeling him and whisked her off her feet. She let out a gasp, followed by a sharp inhalation as he tossed her onto the couch. Her body bounced in a mesmerizing manner as she came to a rest, hair splayed out like a halo across the pillow.



“It’s late,” she said. “It’s unfortunate that we were interrupted, but we should probably…”



She trailed off as she noticed him taking his shirt off, and then his pants. His cock was primed by all the action, and he stayed standing as it hardened under her gaze. Her face was right there next to it. She sat up, blushing as she took it into her hand and began to tease and caress.



“I’m so proud of you.” Her mouth was so close that each word teased his tool with the exhalation of breath. “I can’t imagine how hard that was. You have so much more than simple courage, solas.”



“It wasn’t as though she didn’t make a good point,” said Damon. “There’s no telling what we’ll be heading into for this next fight. Part of me feels I should at least…”



He suddenly forgot what he was saying as Malon’s tongue slid outward and began prodding into the tip of his erection as though she was trying to divine his size using only that. It felt so good that Damon almost sank to his knees.



She shifted position, sitting normally on the couch and reached around to grab his bare buttocks and pull him closer in. Her eyes never left his as her lips slid lower, and lower, along his cock. So low that his entire length was crammed into her sweet mouth and slick throat. Damon knew his face must look goofy from the pleasure.



He ran his hands through her hair, suffused with wild pleasure. Malon began working her mouth back and forth, polishing his cock with her lips and cheeks and tongue. It was more than just what she was doing, but how she was doing it. The care that went into each movement, the different facets of the love intermingled within her eyes.



It felt so much dirtier to have her do this for him than their game of leg rubs and dry humping earlier in the night. She was doing it with that lewd, loving expression, giving it her all to get him off. Any doubt about whether he’d made the wrong choice fled in the wake of his burgeoning release. He loved his aesta, along with Vel and Ria. He loved them twice over, and making a choice that might hurt them would similarly double the pain.



Damon tightened his fingers in her hair, thrusting harder and faster into his aesta’s mouth than she could handle. She let him know with a soft gag and a not so soft pinch of his butt with her fingers. She slowed down the motions of her bobbing mouth for an instant, still sucking with that loving intensity… and that was it for him.



He buckled as he came, the pleasure hitting him with such intensity that he couldn’t see, let alone stand. Malon helped him down onto the couch without ever breaking the contact of her lips. She gazed up at him with the stars reflected in her eyes as she continued to lick and swallow and clean him up.



“See?” she whispered. “There are always benefits to choosing your family, in the end.”



“Yeah,” he said, unable to manage more than a syllable. “Oh, aesta. I’ve missed you so much.”



“As I’ve missed you, solas.” She planted a kiss on the inside of his thigh. “But we should be getting to bed. There will be time for us to… speak more with one another, soon enough. We need our rest.”



He didn’t argue. She was right, and moreover, he trusted that she was right, even if a part of him wanted more. Malon gently helped him back to his feet and led him to his room, going so far as to tuck him into bed as she used to do back when he was a rebellious youth on the farmstead.



“I love you, aesta,” he whispered.



“I love you, solas. Get some sleep.”










CHAPTER 29




 



Damon wasn’t alone in his bed when he awoke the next morning… which he found odd, even in his sleepy, still half-dreaming state. He pulled his quilt back, revealing Vel’s head resting against his shoulder, and vaguely remembered her coming into his room sometime during the night.



“Vel,” he whispered, shaking her gently. “Hey. Vel. You’re in my bed.”



She groaned and opened one eye. “And?”



“If you’re concerned about being discovered by your princess, or Lilian, or aesta, you might want to…”



She yawned and put her arms around him, doubling down on her cuddle. Damon couldn’t help but smile. He caressed her hair for a minute or two, and then started teasing one of her nipples to see if he could get a reaction from her. She made growling noises, snapped her eyes open, and softly bit his pectoral muscle.



“Solas?” called Malon from the hallway. “Are you awake?”



There was no time to hide Vel, and as much as Damon was vaguely concerned about his aesta reacting to their relationship, part of him felt as though they should be past that point. They all really needed to sit down and have a serious talk, Ria included.



“He’s awake, aesta,” said Vel. “I’m in here with him. I got cold during the night, so I figured it was worth enduring his snoring for the benefit of body heat.”



Malon reacted to that with a small frown, though it didn’t slow her down. “The two of you should get dressed. Princess Kastet and Lilian are already downstairs… with Wrath. Seffi is still in her room, but I think we should all be present for when they first encounter one another.”



“Of course, aesta,” said Damon. “As soon as Vel gets her big butt out of my bed, I’ll be right down.”



“Damon!”



Vel grabbed a pillow and hit him with it. Damon flipped her underneath him on the bed and started wrestling her hands down as she continued to swing the pillow. From behind them, Malon let out a sigh that was equal parts good natured and suspicious.



“I’m leaving the door open,” she said. “I expect you both down in the common room in five minutes.”



“Plenty of time for me to teach Velanor some manners,” said Damon.



“Ew!” said Vel. “Also, no it wouldn’t be. Maybe for you, but I would need at least—"



“Solas!” snapped Malon. “Seta. I’m serious. Enough.”



Damon let his grip on Vel’s wrists slacken, and Vel set the pillow down. He stole a quick kiss to let her know that there were no hard feelings and then watched her walk from his room, her sexy, petite body practically oozing out of her small clothes.



Malon stood at the door for long enough to shake her head disapprovingly one last time before departing. Damon couldn’t keep from smiling as he started getting dressed, overcome with the love he had for both of them. He thought of Ria and hoped she was doing well. He felt confident she was, given that she was, well, Ria.



He put on his best shirt, the durable leggings he’d taken with him from Yvvestrosai, and strapped on his myrblade. As Malon had said, Kastet and Lilian were already sitting at a table with Wrath in the common room.



Breakfast had been served, thick wedges of maple-walnut cake alongside fried potatoes with bacon scraps. He made a beeline for the kitchen, where Malon was already fixing him and Vel plates, and then found a chair to join the others.



“My brother, the rightful king of Merinia, will be arriving here in Silke tomorrow or possibly even today,” said Kastet. “We all need to mobilize, including Famine. Where is she?”



She’d directed the question at Wrath. The Forsaken stared back at her, unflinching, seemingly dangerous to both those who didn’t know her and those who did. Damon sensed her answer through her hesitation.



“I don’t know,” said Wrath.



“What do you mean you don’t know?” snapped Kastet. “We’re past the point of full commitment. We can’t risk having a missing piece hinder our victory.”



“Easy.” Damon gently kicked her shin under the table, mindful of to whom she was talking, even if she wasn’t. “I’m sure there’s a good reason why Famine hasn’t arrived yet. It’s not as if she’s been missed in presence, so let’s just take a breath and stay calm about this.”



Wrath and Kastet continued to eye each other, both a fraction of a lowered eyebrow away from active glares. The situation might well have progressed toward genuinely dangerous places if not for the sudden arrival of a different Forsaken.



Seffi came downstairs with ponderous steps, carrying a large book under one arm, gaze mostly fixed on the floor. She had that messy, unkempt look that younger teenagers so often have, unslept and underprepared for the day.



She sat down at her own table, though she was immediately joined by Malon, who seemed more alert to the situation within the room than Seffi by leaps and bounds. It was the first time Wrath and Lascivious had met in their current bodies.



Damon was aware enough of the passage of events within Merinia and Veridan’s Curve to realize the weight and import of what he was currently witnessing. In all likelihood, Kastet would one day write a memoir that committed the intricacies of this very moment, through her eyes, into the permanent record of their world. No doubt the words about to be spoken would forever ring through the hallowed halls of history.



“Bitch,” said Wrath.



Seffi straightened, fumbling her book, which she’d opened and started to flip through.



“So you don’t remember,” said Wrath. “I suppose that makes things easier.”



Seffi looked confused, and she was bad at hiding it. She glanced toward Malon, face creasing with uncertainty. Malon leaned in and whispered a few words into her ear, always the teacher.



“You’re… Wrath,” said Seffi.



“And you’re Lascivious,” said Wrath. “Well met, sister.”



Dark irony dripped from Wrath’s voice, enough to leave Damon insanely curious about the path of their relationship over time.



“My name is Seffarina,” said Seffi harshly.



“Ah, but of course.” Wrath turned her palms up, smirking cruelly. “Seffarina. Such a pretty name. Please, have a seat over here, with us.”



She kicked out underneath the table, forcing one of the chairs outward with a screech of wood on stone. Seffi’s hands tensed against the edges of her book.



“I… I’m comfortable where I’m sitting.” Seffi glanced at Malon as if for confirmation.



Malon nodded, smiling as though nothing was wrong and nothing could ever be wrong. Damon had seen that smile many, many times before, toward him, Vel, and Ria.



“Look,” said Wrath. “I don’t know how this conversation is supposed to go between us, sister. The best I’ve managed before is a truce with Famine built through mutual disdain, and I only barely trust her. Forgive me for being so blunt with you, but once upon a time, you and I were… Well, you were someone I felt I could trust. This is many lives ago, do you understand? Centuries for them, a few projects for us.”



Seffi looked even more uncertain, if it was possible. “I’m… still coming into my memories.”



“Obviously,” sighed Wrath. “It would be simpler if you could be completely honest with me. Do you remember anything of Avarice, of our most recent lives? You and he, for a time, were… I suppose close isn’t the word I’d use. The two of you had an arrangement. This was long ago, before I began my war, and before he began his. Is any of this registering for you? Does it just sound as though I’m ranting of events that you find unfamiliar and irrelevant? I simply wish to know where you stand, in body, mind, and heart.”



“He killed my family,” whispered Seffi. “I don’t feel safe with him still alive… and I want revenge.”



Wrath laced her fingers together, shifting her shoulders more in Seffi’s direction. “If that’s the case, then I’ll help you get it. I have my own debt of pain owed to Avarice. We can achieve our goals together, form a united front, as we have in the past.”



Malon set a hand on Seffi’s shoulder but didn’t whisper advice to her this time. The slender girl with the book took her time in thinking through her answer.



“I’ll help fight Avarice,” said Seffi. “I won’t commit to anything beyond that.”



Wrath let out a chuckle with a sinister edge to it. “Smart girl. I wouldn’t either if I were you. Not that I’m not disappointed. We were good together, once.”



Seffi closed her book and, with Malon following close behind, headed for the stairs. Wrath stood up and made her way to the door, lingering outside on the jetty.



“I suppose that could have gone worse,” said Kastet.



“Yeah,” said Damon. “I suppose it could have.”










CHAPTER 30




 



King Gabriel’s ship arrived in Silke later that afternoon. Damon stood atop Silke’s main dock along with Kastet and Vel, watching as the large galleon anchored and began extending its gangway. A small procession of Silke nobilities, including the Lord Governor and his guards, was also in attendance, eager to curry favor.



Gabriel looked tired but serious as he slowly made his way down from the ship. He wore a plain gold circlet, which still seemed like too much atop his unruly dark hair. His clothing was fine, but not as ostentatious or eye-catching as one might have expected from a king, a blue shirt with fine white slacks.



“Lord Governor,” said Gabriel, greeting Abastrius. “So good of you to have me in your city.”



“It is my honor, Your Majesty.” Abastrius bowed deeply as he shook the younger man’s hand. “We’ve prepared one of our landside mansions for you. It offers ease of access to the roads, which no doubt you’ll appreciate.”



“You’re too kind.” Gabriel nodded, brushing by the man with a level of efficiency that Damon appreciated. Gabriel pulled Kastet into a tight hug, and the two of them exchanged a few words too quiet for anyone else to overhear as they continued walking, side by side.



Little of importance was discussed as Gabriel, Damon, Kastet, and Vel made their way by gondola to the King’s mansion. Damon stopped off to collect Malon, Seffi, and Wrath, who were still resting within Kastet’s lodgings. Lilian stayed behind, in small part due to her allergy to the sun and in large part because of how much she stood out.



The mansion the Lord Governor had provided King Gabriel was on the beach, with a view of all of Silke’s flooded waterways and the ocean beyond. The first level was embedded with several impressive glass windows, and sun flooded in across polished wood floors as the party found its way into the common room.



Several servants were already queued, waiting for instruction. Gabriel waved them over as soon as he saw them.



“Um, hello,” he said. “This may come across as an impertinent request, but, ah, I’d prefer if you left. All of you.”



He gestured to everyone within the mansion. The servant he addressed bowed and, over the course of the next few minutes, assembled his fellows and departed.



“Far too likely that there was at least one spy amongst them,” explained Gabriel. “Plus, I brought my own servants who I’m sure will be more than capable of tending to my needs.”



“Smart move,” said Damon. “The Lord Governor has given us prior reason to be wary of him.”



“Of that, I have no doubt,” said Gabriel. “But we can deal with that later. We have much greater concerns at the moment. Avery, break out the wine and start pouring.”



Damon was openly fascinated by how much Gabriel had changed in becoming King. It was less a change of personality and more one of simple increased confidence, but the difference it made was the difference between night and day.



Gabriel noticed the attention Damon was paying to him and flashed a grin his way. He walked over and clapped a hand on Damon’s shoulder.



“You may not be of royal blood, or one of the Forsaken, Damon, but I hope you realize how much value I place on your opinion,” said Gabriel. “You’ve done so much to help me, but beyond that, you’ve earned my trust.”



“I appreciate that, Your Majesty,” he said.



The King shook his head. “Gabriel. It’s always Gabriel, to you.”



“Gabriel, then,” said Damon. He felt himself starting to smile. “When this is all finished and formally over, I’m going to appreciate being friends with a king.”



“More than I think you know. Here. Come, sit.”



Gabriel’s servants had pushed a couple of tables together and set chairs around it. Damon sat to Gabriel’s right, with Kastet on his left. Seffi and Wrath were across from one another, though both directed their attention at practically anything but each other. Vel and Malon also found seats near the table’s end.



“I was under the impression that we were expecting one more,” said Gabriel. “Where is this mysterious Famine that I’ve heard so much about?”



All eyes turned toward Wrath. The blue-haired woman furrowed her brow, shrugged, and then grew far more serious.



“To be completely honest, I can think of only two reasons why she isn’t currently here,” said Wrath. “Either she has been found by Avarice and killed or imprisoned, or…”



“Or?” asked Damon.



Wrath turned her palm up. “Or she’s gone over to Avarice’s side.”



Silence fell across the table as the implication of her words fully set in. Gabriel made an odd huffing noise and chewed his lip.



“Do you think it likely that she’d betray you in such a way?” asked the King.



Wrath shook her head and didn’t answer.



“I’ve met Famine before,” said Damon. “It doesn’t seem out of the question that she’d make a deal to betray us if left with no other choice.”



“I could see her making such a deal out of simple greed or amusement,” said Kastet.



“She hates Avarice as much as I do,” said Wrath. “It is very possible that she switched sides. However… I think it’s more likely that her body was destroyed.”



She spoke as though she’d given it a fair amount of thought. Damon suddenly saw their encounter the previous night from a new angle. She’d realized that Famine wasn’t coming by then. She wanted him to take her crest to shore up their collective power level.



“Well,” said Gabriel, with a sigh. “This changes our circumstances quite a bit, if I’m understanding the situation correctly.”



“It does,” admitted Kastet. “Famine was going to provide us with an army of monsters with which to storm Avaricia. They might only have served as a distraction, rather than properly sacking the city, but they would have been a major asset.”



“Oh, how tragic,” said Damon, with deep sarcasm.



Gabriel began rapping his knuckles on the table, not to draw the room’s attention, but more out of fidgeting habit. He glanced toward Kastet, who was deep in thought.



“I still see a way forward,” said Kastet. “I think it would be a grave mistake to take the same view we had previously of attempting to overthrow Avarice through outright war. No… We need to treat this more like a political problem.”



“You sound like you have an idea,” said Damon.



Kastet slowly nodded her head. “The power that each of the Forsaken holds is so immense that it makes sense to think of them as independent nations of one, rather than singular people. The issue, as it stands, is that Avarice refuses to recognize the sovereignty of his siblings.”



“Our goal is to see Avarice dead, not whatever statecraft you have in mind, Princess,” said Wrath.



“Give me a moment to explain!” snapped Kastet. “My brother, King Gabriel, will be meeting with Avarice in Veridas Keep three days from now. What if… what if he were to make an appeal that the two of you, Wrath and Lascivious, his
 new allies
 , be recognized and granted titles, privileges, official honors, and such?”



“I’m not following,” said Gabriel. “What would this achieve?”



Kastet held out one hand. “Avarice is the Godking.” She held her other hand toward where Wrath and Seffi were sitting. “Should not these two stand as equals, as Godqueens?”



“Avarice would never accept that,” said Gabriel.



“Exactly,” said Damon as he began to understand. “Kastet isn’t speaking of coming to terms with Avarice. This would just serve as a pretense to usurp his power. After Avarice refused to recognize them as Godqueens, Wrath and Lascivious, er, Seffi, would have reason to confront him directly and depose him from his throne.”



“We’re forgetting about Conceit,” said Kastet. “Not to mention Famine, if she has switched sides.”



“Conceit is hardly a factor,” said Wrath. “Not all of the Divine Remnants are equally powerful. Lascivious, Avarice, Malice, and I were always of a higher tier of power.”



“Is there a chance that Malice might be hiding in the shadows alongside Avarice?” asked Damon.



Nobody seemed eager to tackle that question, and it seemed to stir a collective headache from the group as the complexity of their task became more apparent.



“There are some assumptions which are simply unavoidable,” Kastet finally said. “If more of the Forsaken beyond those we know about are involved, then our plan will fail. But at the moment, we don’t have any evidence suggesting that Malice or Craven are in Veridan’s Curve, let alone allied with the Godking.”



“That seems prudent to me.” Gabriel took a breath, let out a sigh, and massaged his temples with his fingers. “So. I meet with Avarice. I bridge the topic of anointing Wrath and Lascivious as Godqueens.”



“Not immediately,” said Kastet. “They need to be there. They’d stand no chance making it into the palace through the front door, however, so we’ll need a way of sneaking in.”



“Famine has prepared for this,” said Wrath. “There’s a tunnel outside Avaricia that connects to the Old Sewer. We can, in all likelihood, follow it to Veridas Keep’s dungeons and proceed from there.”



Damon let out an appreciative whistle. “Avarice, Conceit, Wrath, and Seffi. I don’t know. I don’t see a way in which any of us mortals make it out of a battle between four of the Forsaken within an enclosed space.”



“Um…” Seffi raised a hand. “I could make a barrier? If we were close together, and nobody else was near enough. Then none of us could do any damage accidentally.”



“You’re seriously capable of creating a barrier that could contain that much power being thrown around?” asked Damon.



“She is,” said Malon, setting a hand on Seffi’s shoulder.



Damon crossed his arms. “This could actually work. With Avarice and Conceit dead, we’d still have to pacify the city, but I somehow doubt it would be all that difficult if the two of you were willing to give public display of your power.”



“It isn’t so big of a difference to exchange one Godking for two Godqueens,” said Kastet. “Especially given Avarice’s rather minimal approach to providing services to the poor, the majority. We might be able to avert any unrest altogether if we simply open Avarice’s coffers and start flinging money into the crowd.”



“Are we still talking about defeating Avarice, or have we shifted into overthrowing the entire political system?” asked Damon.



Kastet gave him a playful smile. “Well, I suppose that’s up to us.”










CHAPTER 31




 



The tone of the conversation shifted as Damon and the others began to see how realistic the plan was, on paper. There were plenty of things that could go wrong, from Avarice having more allies among his brethren than anticipated, to collateral damage, to a faster response by the city guards than expected.



The more they discussed it, however, the less it seemed any potential problem would be enough to forestall their attempt at overthrowing the Godking. Damon’s heart began to pound out a hard, steady rhythm as the situation became real. They were going to strike against Avarice. It was happening.



He thought about the pain Avarice had caused him personally, the trauma he’d suffered fighting Austine and thinking he’d killed him. As much as he wanted to find a way to get a message to his friend, it would be far too risky to let him in on any of the plan’s specifics.



He could only hope that Austine would have the sense to stand down, or put himself outside of the conflict in the moment. If he didn’t, then this would inevitably be their last fight. Damon ran his thumb over the pommel of his myrblade, knowing that he would have to be the one to handle Austine if it came to it.



The talk reached an end without any satisfying conclusion or distinctive additions. Everyone within the room agreed that they would set out for their attempt early the next morning, with King Gabriel traveling with his retinue, and Damon, Kastet, and the others traveling in Wrath’s corrupted horse carriage.



Damon returned to Kastet’s lodgings on the water with Malon, Seffi, and Vel. Wrath declined to join them without voicing her reasons. Lilian had drawn baths for them while they’d been gone, and she seemed on edge until Kastet began explaining to her what had transpired.



“There are partitioned sections in the bath, solas,” said Malon. “You don’t have to wait for us to finish to get in. Just give us time to undress and get into the water.”



With Kastet busy catching up with Lilian, and Seffi having retired to her room as soon as they’d arrived back, it was just Malon and Vel in line for the baths. Damon nodded, distant and somewhat lost in his own thoughts.



“Thanks,” he said. “I think I’ll just head to my room for now, though.”



“If you’re sure,” said Malon. “A bath might clear your mind.”



“I think he needs his rest, aesta,” said Vel. “Come on.”



She pulled Malon toward the common room stairs with surprising urgency. Damon stayed in the common room. Kastet and Lilian had already gone upstairs to Kastet’s room, so it was just him, with a few stray bottles of brandy lying about. He poured himself a glass and tried to think.



Should he have taken Wrath’s crest? He still felt as though he’d made the right decision in refusing her, but the weight of his refusal, the heaviness of the decision, seemed twice what it had been earlier. Knowing Famine wouldn’t be a part of the attack made the strength of the non-Forsaken who would be fighting that much more important, Malon, Lilian, and especially himself.



Maybe Wrath would offer Lilian her crest? He chewed on the idea, finding it pretty unlikely. He decided to head upstairs and ditch his sword belt to get more comfortable. He brought the brandy with him, sipping it gingerly as he walked.



Laughter came from the next floor up as Damon returned from taking off his myrblade. It could only be Malon or Vel, and the image of the two of them naked and soapy and enjoying their wash time compelled him to take the stairs on up.



He applied the full range of his stealth tactics as he slowly crept toward the door leading to the baths. It was open, with a slice of lamplight illuminating the hot, billowing steam. He could hear Malon and Vel’s voices, and he felt an urge to stay where he was instead of barging in.



“I was safe,” said Vel. “I promise I was, aesta. It felt so… different to be traveling on my own.”



“It is different,” said Malon. “Especially when you’re a young woman. I felt no small amount of anxiety when I first began adventuring. This was long before I had become Seffi’s guardian and had any magical ability to speak of.”



“In that regard, I suppose I’m safer than you were back then,” said Vel. “I have my dreamspelling. I used it each night when I camped, feeling out the area around me. It wasn’t as though bandits would have had an easy time stumbling upon my tent in the dark.”



“That’s pretty clever, seta.” Malon sighed. “I suppose my worries stem less from how capable you are and more from my innate concern. For you… for Damon… for Ria.”



There was a pause in their conversation, the silence broken by dripping water and a contented sigh. Damon slid closer to the door. He risked a peek, but the way the partitions were angled left him with only a silhouetted view of two women comfortably submerged in two separate bathtubs.



“Can I ask you something?” asked Vel.



“Anything,” whispered Malon.



“Did you know about all of us? Before we did, I mean?”



“I’m sorry, seta, I’m not sure I understand…”



Vel shifted sideways to lean against the edge of her bathtub, slender profile visible even through the parchment barrier. “Damon is a
 wielder.
 Ria is a
 tempester.
 And I’m a
 dreamwalker.
 It just seems like such a great coincidence.”



Malon let out an amused chuckle. “So it is. If I were a more deceptive woman, I think I might claim that it was all part of a grand plan of mine in the making. But no, that’s not the case. It does seem like quite a fortuitous accident, and it is, though more because of our circumstances than by default.”



“What does that mean?”



“Well…” Malon leaned her head back, her shapely breasts briefly coming into view behind the barrier. “If our lives were less chaotic, it’s very possible that you may have never discovered your aptitude for dreamspelling. You weren’t truly aware of it until Jilou helped you test what you could do, were you, seta?”



“I… suppose not,” said Vel.



“It’s the same with Damon,” said Malon. “If he’d never encountered his sword, he would still think himself normal. His ability isn’t nearly as versatile or obvious as yours or Ria’s, either.”



“Yeah, it’s pretty weak, from what I’ve seen. He’s lucky his sword has such a strong enchantment.”



Damon scowled through the sliver of the door gap, thinking of all the times he’d saved Vel’s life. There was another pause as Malon and Vel’s topic of conversation stirred a new line of questions.



“Aesta,” said Vel.



“Yes seta?”



“Has Damon bedded you?”



He heard the water splash as Malon practically jumped halfway out of her tub. His own heart threatened to jump out of his chest. He weighed the risks of barging in and trying to pull the conversation in a direction less consequential, but it was already too late.



“Seta!” said Malon sharply. “That… sort of question… I mean, really. Solas and I are, well, that is to say… I’m his aesta, as I’m yours.”



“You’re dodging the question,” said Vel. “I’m not mad at you, or him. I just want to know. I want to hear your answer.”



Silence as sharp as broken shards of glass filled the space of the next few seconds.



“Solas and I are… closer than we should be,” Malon finally whispered. “I’ve tried to help him direct himself in better directions, as you know. He’s very passionate… but also very confused.”



“I knew it,” whispered Vel. She let out a laugh and slapped her hand down against the water’s surface.



“I know that you and solas are also close,” said Malon. “I… guess I’m a little surprised by your reaction.”



“Honestly, I’m relieved,” said Vel. “It’s meaningful to hear your experience. I’m sure you heard about the encounter Damon and I had in Avaricia, during the Turning Festival. There were more times, after that. The way he started to make me feel… I thought that there might be something wrong with me. That I was corrupted, or impure, or the like.”



“Seta…” Malon reached a hand across the space in between the bathtubs to touch Vel’s.



“It was different when I found out that he and Ria were intimate with one another,” said Vel. “I started denigrating Ria, telling myself that for her, as a Rem, right and wrong were different. I was cruel to her, more than once, but I was even crueler to myself.”



“It’s more complicated than that,” said Malon.



“Clearly, it is. I think we should blame Damon for it.”



Malon let out a surprised chuckle. “What do you mean?”



“It’s him!” said Vel. “It has to be him. If he’s pulled all of us into this wickedness, and he’s the common element, then he deserves the majority of the blame.”



“You have a very interesting way of looking at the world, seta,” said Malon.



Damon heard his aesta rising from the bath and hurried to sneak back down the stairs.










CHAPTER 32




 



Damon’s own bath was rather uneventful. He pulled on a comfortable pair of slacks and a loose shirt and joined the others downstairs for dinner. Kastet, Lilian, Vel, and Malon were at the table. He assumed Seffi had eaten already or fallen asleep early.



“It’s all settled,” said Kastet. “We’ll leave first thing tomorrow morning and travel to Avaricia. All that remains is for us to make the journey and traverse the tunnels leading into the city.”



“Well, that and killing Avarice and Conceit,” said Damon. He tried to put some light humor into the objective, but it was hard. He had doubts, plenty of them, of the variety that couldn’t easily be pushed out of sight.



“We’ll take each moment as it comes,” said Malon. “This is the only way forward. With Gabriel on the throne and Seffi discovered, there isn’t a path for us to turn away from this confrontation.”



“We’re ready,” said Vel. “Right, Damon?”



He nodded. “Right.”



A feast had been provided to them by the Lord Governor with food ranging from roasted hen to maple buttered sweet potatoes, to a layered fruitcake with a raspberry glaze. Damon raised the question of the food being poisoned, which Kastet quickly shut down.



“You think the Lord Governor would have the temerity to poison the sister of the King of Merinia?” she asked.



“If I hadn’t met the man, my answer might have been yes,” said Damon. “But I have met him, and you make a good point.”



They ate and drank their fill, speaking little to one another. It felt as though they’d reached the point where additional words and conversation risked raising the ambient tension, rather than relaxing them. One by one, they began to retire to bed.



“Damon,” said Vel. “Are you getting tired?”



He was on his third glass of brandy and knew that any more would spoil him for the morning. “Just about. You want to head up together?”



She looked as though she was trying not to smile as she nodded. She had her spectacles on, a rarity for her, given the fast pace of recent events, and her hair was twisted into a tight little nub of a bun.



Malon was still at the table, however, and she seemed torn between expressing her disapproval and ignoring them. She settled for standing as they did, drawing up next to Damon for a hug and a kiss.



“Solas,” she said, with a sigh. “Don’t stay up too late.”



“I won’t.”



She looked knowingly toward Vel. “And don’t keep seta up too late, either.”



Damon let out an awkward cough. “Of course not, aesta.”



She gave him another hug, and he couldn’t decide whether he was imagining the way she seemed to briefly, urgently, press her hips against his crotch. She pulled back before it could become more, hips swaying with delicious feminine style as she made her way upstairs.



“You’re leering at her, Damon,” said Vel.



He whipped his head toward her, smiling wickedly. “Then give me something else to leer at.”



Vel blushed, but hesitated for only a moment before pulling at the edge of her gown. She slid it downward far enough to reveal the faint pink edge of one of her perky nipples, her face reddening even more deeply as she saw the way Damon drank the sight in.



“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go upstairs.”



They almost didn’t make it to his room. Vel played a game of walking up the stairs slowly, letting Damon get as close as he wanted. He spent half a minute grinding against her, groping her breasts, bending her halfway over the railing at a diagonal angle as though it made sense to fuck her right there in the open.



“On a bed,” she hissed. “I’m not getting naked here.”



“You wouldn’t have to be completely naked.” He slid his hand under her gown and teased his fingers against her girlshorts. Vel shuddered, and he knew that he could make her give in, let him take her right there and then, if he really wanted to.



But it was still a bad idea, given how many other people were under the same roof. He scooped Vel up in his arms instead, letting her wrap her legs around his waist while he buried his face in her cleavage. It left him unbalanced and clumsy, and they were both giggling as he stumbled through the door leading to his room.



Vel gasped as he tossed her onto his bed, leaning against the door to shut it. She posed for him, making a show of crossing her legs just so, propping her head up on her hand to let her gown threaten to billow open and reveal her goods.



Damon all but dove on top of her. Vel let out a delicious squeal, but she didn’t simply submit to his aggressive onslaught. She barraged him with kisses, her fingers finding the drawstring to his slacks and pulling them down.



Damon’s cock sprang loose from his undershorts as Vel removed them. She stared at him, the glass of her spectacles reflecting the starlight outside and hiding her eyes, hands poised in sensual grips on both of his thighs.



“You’re so hard, Damon,” she whispered. “Did I do this?”



She poked his member with a single finger, exhaling and letting her humid breath stir his lust even further. Damon reached a hand down to pull her face in closer. Vel caught his wrist, brought his index finger to her mouth, and sucked on it.



“True Divine, Vel,” he muttered. “I promised aesta I’d be quick with you.”



“Maybe I want to take my time,” said Vel. “Maybe I want to torture you.”



She stuck out her tongue and seemed to make a game of bringing it as close to his cock as she could without licking it. It was torture, though of a variety that Damon loved far too much to object to. Vel, with her hair up like that, spectacles on, about to suck him off. He wondered how she’d reacted if he unloaded onto those little glass shields across her eyes.



Someone knocked at Damon’s door. He almost shouted something angry before catching himself.



“Vel, are you in there?” asked Lilian. “Kastet needs you.”



“What?” snapped Vel. “Right now?”



“Obviously,” said Lilian, a touch annoyed.



“Is it going to take a while?”



“Probably, knowing her.”



Vel let out an annoyed huff and quickly stood up from the bed, fixing her gown. Damon reached out to pull her back without thinking, or at least stop her for long enough to get a commitment for her to come through later. She was out the door before anything could be said.



He lay there on his bed for three throbbing, incredibly disappointing moments before getting up. He put his undershorts back on but didn’t bother with his pants. With quiet footsteps, he walked out into the hallway, and headed to his aesta’s room.



Damon knocked softly and waited for a span of two breaths. The door opened, revealing Malon. She was clad only in a quilt, wrapped around her body like an oversized towel. It was a fact which seemed to resonate through Damon’s loins. She was naked underneath that quilt.



“Solas,” whispered Malon. “What is it?”



He felt suddenly boyish and impulsive at the frankness of her question. “Ah. Vel was called to Kastet’s room.”



Malon smirked and leaned against the doorframe. “I see. So, you came to say goodnight to me?”



He felt his face flush. She still held that natural control, that tone of easy authority.



“I suppose I did,” he said. “Goodnight, aesta.”



“Goodnight, solas.”



She stayed there for a breathless moment, staring into his eyes. Damon felt the closeness of her presence like a physical thing, a throbbing, caressing pulse that ran inside and out. The tension grew so unbearable that there was simply nothing else he could do but rush forward to embrace her.



He all but slammed the door shut behind him as he manhandled Malon onto the bed. She gasped, the quilt falling to the wayside and revealing that she was very much naked underneath. Damon yanked his undershorts off with stupid speed and spread her thighs open with firm hands.



His cock was inside her before they’d even kissed. Malon had this look on her face, a mixture of surprise, disbelief, and pleasure laced with pride.



Damon felt the tight squeeze of her womanhood, though he realized she’d been turned on enough for him to sink practically his entire length into her on that first thrust. Either his presence alone had brought her to this point, or she’d been behaving like a naughty aesta in the minutes before he’d arrived.



He did kiss her then, his mouth meeting hers in a flurry of lips and tongue. She was eager, so eager. Her body was open to him, and she wrapped her arms around him in that same loving way that she had for as long as he could remember, long before they’d ever become this intimate.



Damon began to thrust, cradling her head against his shoulder as he would have done with any woman. Holding her as though she was a virgin, new to such intimacy, someone in need of the reassurance and the presence of a man’s confidence as they were bedded.



Malon’s plump breasts were so soft against his chest, but he could still feel the points of her nipples and sense the way his increasingly rough movements echoed through the rest of her body. She started kissing and sucking on his neck. He pulled back, running his hands across her waist and hips while still having her speared through on his prick.



It was so unbelievable, almost novel, to look at her and see her like this. Her naked breasts were big enough to fall sideways at lopsided angles despite their tautness, pale and plump and perfect. Her hips were proper wife hips, a mother’s hips.



He lost himself to his own lust for the next minute, thrusting into her with the reckless strength of an over-horny young man. He grabbed her in different places, using her shoulders to lever his cock into her, and then wrapping an arm around her waist and groping a breast while he pushed into her thrust after thrust.



He kissed her deeply as he grabbed her butt and squeezed. She moaned and arched her hips up, giving him an angle so perfect and dirty to drive into her with. He wanted to hear her moan his name, but he knew what he’d hear instead even before it came.



“Oh!” she cried. “Solas!”



“Aesta!”



It was too much. It was more than enough. He drove into her again and again, feeling her shudder and dig her fingernails into his back in unthinking, orgasmic bliss. Damon heard the familiar clap of his crotch colliding with the cushion of her hips and butt as he reached a sweaty crescendo of motion.



He kept pumping into her as he came, painting the inside of her womanhood white with his seed. Malon quivered, biting her lower lip slightly, and held him to her even as he continued to buck his cock forward, drunk on pleasure and lust.



She gently ran her hand through his hair, caressing him with such gentleness and love that he was tempted to fall asleep on top of her. They kissed again. They hugged again. Slowly, Damon shifted sideways, Malon sliding in to cuddle with him and rubbing her hand across his chest.



“You shouldn’t do such things to your aesta,” she whispered.



He shook his head. “What? I thought…”



“I said you
 shouldn’t,
 ” she repeated. “Not that you couldn’t. You’re a wild one, solas.”



“You enjoyed it.”



“I did,” she whispered. “Very much so. But that doesn’t and will never make it right.”










CHAPTER 33




 



At Malon’s urging, Damon returned to his room within the same hour.  He brought up Vel, how she might pay him a visit later in the night, and she merely shrugged and once again told him “to make sure seta got enough sleep.”



As it happened, Kastet kept Vel in her company through until the next morning. Damon joined the others in the common room, and they set off with Wrath in her carriage as soon as she arrived.



The next two days passed in the uneventful rhythm of traveling along the road. They shared the carriage through the day, stopping only when needed. They made camp each night, and though Damon would have loved to share a tent with Malon or Vel, the group’s collective nervous energy kept any of them from being in the right sort of mood.



Avaricia eventually drew into view in the distance, with its walls looking as majestic and impenetrable as any fortress. Wrath brought the carriage to a stop at the end of what appeared to be a dead-end road, a thin path into a forest leading nowhere.



“Here we are,” said Wrath as the seven of them climbed out. “There’s a cave not far from here that will bring us underneath the city, and eventually to the Old Sewer that runs directly through Veridas Keep’s dungeon.”



Damon nodded slowly. It was happening. It was real. It was hard to keep his own tension from manifesting in absentminded clenches of his jaw, or plank-stiff shoulders. From how the others looked, the feeling was mutual. If anything, he was faring better than anyone, aside from perhaps Wrath.



“Gabriel will be meeting with the Godking shortly after sunset,” said Damon. “We’re perhaps three… four miles outside the city? We’ll need to account for how long it will take us to traverse that distance through a cave and an underground tunnel.”



He looked toward Malon, who stood behind Seffi, hands resting reassuringly on the teenage girl’s shoulders. Malon wore a maroon tunic and dark gray leggings. Her hair was neatly braided, and she looked resolved, if not openly confident.



Damon had been more worried for how Vel would fair, especially once the fighting started. She had her crossbow with her, however, along with a cute leather buckler shield that she’d acquired at some point. Her hair was in the same tight bun she’d worn the previous night, though she’d foregone her spectacles. She only really needed them for reading.



“I can scout ahead,” said Lilian. “I’ll get a sense of how the first section of the cave looks, and we’ll go from there.”



“Do it,” said Damon, with a nod.



It was late enough in the afternoon that they didn’t have much time to work with. The sky overhead was deeply overcast. It had snowed the previous night, only briefly, but the weather had stayed cold, signaling the potential for more.



Malon began pulling food out of her bag and assembling a simple meal of bread, cheese, and smoked fish. She offered some to Kastet, who shook her head, claiming not to be hungry. Damon did eat, though he could barely taste what he chewed and would have preferred a strong drink.



“Walk with me,” said Wrath.



She brushed by him. Damon hesitated. He wasn’t interested in having her dangle her crest in front of him again. His decision, if anything, was more resolved than it had been earlier in the week. There was simply too much potential for the unexpected for him to commit his life to Wrath. Not here, not now.



Wrath looked over her shoulder at him, and the insistency she put into her expression called his assumption into question. He followed after her, shooting an apologetic glance at Malon and Vel, who didn’t trust Wrath in the same way he did.



They walked a short distance through the forest and up a hill that gave them a view of both the road and Avaricia in the distance. Wagons and carriages bustled to and from the city, eager to make the gates before they closed to most traffic come nightfall. They looked like industrious ants from so far away, single-minded and part of a greater collective than each individual realized.



“I don’t know what’s going to happen tonight,” said Wrath. “This might work. I think it will. But it also might not.”



“You aren’t going to try to convince me to stay behind, are you?” asked Damon. “I already tried asking Vel the same. She refused to hear. Said that if our aesta was going, and if I was going, she was, too.”



“You’re lucky to have that kind of family,” said Wrath. “But no. My intention is not to convince you to stay behind. I need to explain a facet of this conflict which you may not have previously understood.”



She sat down on the grass. Damon took a seat beside her, watching the afternoon sun drooping on the horizon.



“There’s a secondary reason why both Avarice and I sought out the Athlatak,” said Wrath. “Why we traveled all that way to engage with a sibling who might want nothing to do with us. It wasn’t solely around forming an alliance, you see.”



“I figured Avarice was playing it safe,” said Damon. “He didn’t want an alliance. He wanted to eliminate the competition.”



“Exactly,” said Wrath. “Except, in this competition, the winner takes the pot.”



She gave him an unpleasantly grave smile.



“What do you mean?” asked Damon.



“What I mean is that when one Divine Remnant kills another, for a time, they gain their essence,” said Wrath. “It fades as whoever was reborn comes of age and begins to pull from their birthright, but it’s still a period of ten, sometimes twenty years of immensely amplified power.”



Damon stared at her, unsure of how to react to the information. He could understand why she hadn’t told him earlier, given how dangerous it might be to someone associated with another one of the Forsaken. A chill ran through him as he considered how it would apply to the upcoming encounter.



“Avarice,” continued Wrath. “He called himself the Godking. It sounds so fanciful. You’ve seen his power before. He’s incredible, but if you’d seen him decades ago, when he held the essence of several other of our brethren… you would understand. He was a god, for a time.”



“You’re telling me that tonight, if it comes to a fight, will boil down to who gets the first kill?”



“It will come to a fight,” said Wrath. “You shouldn’t doubt that for a moment. And yes, that’s exactly what I’m telling you.”



“Why?” he asked.



“Why what?”



“Why do I need to know this?” He set a hand on her shoulder, leaning closer.



“Because you’re one of the few mortals powerful enough to make a difference,” said Wrath. “You can also be surprisingly ruthless when it suits you. If you see the tide turning against us… If I, or Lascivious, suffers a grievous injury… I need you to understand what’s at stake.”



The gravity of what she was asking finally dawned on him. “If it looks like you’ve been defeated, and Avarice or Conceit is going to kill you… You want me to do it instead. You’d rather die at my hand than theirs, knowing it would strengthen them.”



Wrath nodded slowly. “You should also realize now why I think it’s far more likely that Famine was killed by Avarice, rather than being strong-armed into his alliance.”



“Is that going to be a factor?” he asked. “If he killed Famine, he’s already ahead of you and Seffi in terms of baseline power.”



“Yes. Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do about it. If that is the case, it’s only a matter of time before he grows even stronger.”



“Is this the real reason why the Forsaken are so prone to going to war with one another?” he asked.



“I suppose it’s part of it,” said Wrath. “Mostly, it’s just the dysfunction of any family, amplified by the fact that none of us ever really die.”



She closed her eyes. There wasn’t much more to be said, and eventually, they both returned to the carriage.










CHAPTER 34




 



Lilian returned from her scouting foray a few minutes later. It was just before sunset when the party officially set off into the underground, committing themselves to the plan and whatever outcome resulted from it.



The cave was small, easily missable, with an opening shaped like a half-closed mouth. Vel had a rope with her, and though it wasn’t long enough to tie everyone together, they still made use of it as a guide by having Lilian, upfront, hold one end, and Damon, bringing up the rear, hold the other.



Seffi lit the way, conjuring a globe of crimson power which gave off a glow bright enough to illuminate every inch of the cave as they passed through. It was relatively straightforward, with no sharp descents or inclines. The ground was slick in places, however, and old cave-ins left sections littered with tiny boulders that shifted and wavered underfoot.



No one spoke. Lilian seemed to have scouted enough to know the way as they approached the first intersection. They took the middle path, squeezing through a gap tight enough to force them each to turn sideways. Damon felt his sword’s scabbard catch as he made his own passage.



“Oof,” whispered Myr.



“Sorry,” he said. “You holding up alright?”



“Fine,” she whispered. “A little nervous.”



The entrance of the cave had been thick with a rich smell of mud and dank mildew. As they pushed deeper, the air took on a drier quality, chalklike and dusty. Noises echoed weirdly, contained within the enclosed space.



Damon felt a prickle of claustrophobia as he risked a glance back the way they’d come and considered how far he’d have to walk to catch sight of the cave’s entrance. They couldn’t go back. He knew that. It didn’t make sense to, but even so, it unnerved him to think about, as though the cave were a living monster whose throat they’d crawled into.



“Here,” said Lilian, after another half hour of spelunking. “See that hole above us? That leads to the sewer of Veridas Keep.”



A shadowed opening in the cave’s ceiling was visible next to one of the cave’s walls. The texture of the cave was rugged enough to allow them to climb up to it, but nobody seemed eager to volunteer to be the first one through.



“I’ll go,” said Damon. “I’ll take one end of the rope with me to make the climb easier for everyone else once I’m through.”



“Be careful, solas,” said Malon. She touched his hand, giving it a worried squeeze. He smiled at her, knowing this would be far from the most dangerous act he’d be attempting that night.



He made it up easily enough after taking off his sword belt. Wrath passed it back up to him once he was through and, with his assistance, scaled the rope in a flash of azure. The rest followed more slowly, though without much trouble.



“This is the Old Sewer,” said Wrath. “If my sense of direction is still accurate, we need to go this way.”



She gestured to one side of the uniform tunnel, which seemed to extend endlessly in both directions.



“It doesn’t smell bad,” whispered Vel. “I’m surprised by that.”



“This was the sewer used by the Old Rem,” said Malon. “It was buried by the time the Merinians colonized the city, but I suppose they must have unearthed part of it while constructing the dungeons and lower levels of Veridas Keep.”



“Quite so,” said Wrath.



She waved a hand and began leading the party down the tunnel. The way their footsteps echoed through the long, uniform space unnerved Damon. It sounded simultaneously as though someone was approaching them from the front and back. He cracked his knuckles, trying to shake off his growing nerves.



“How long have we been down here?” whispered Vel.



“I’ve not the slightest idea,” said Kastet.



“How do we know we’ll arrive at the right time?” asked Vel. “What if Avarice has already met with Gabriel? What if we’re too late?”



“What if they serve chicken for dinner instead of pheasant?” asked Damon.



Vel let out a nervous huff and went silent. Damon put his arm around her. He could feel her heart racing even through just that small amount of contact… or was that his own?



It was hard to tell whether minutes or hours had passed by when they finally reached a grated door barring their path forward. There was another grate of a different style set into the side of the wall, and it was that one which Lilian focused her attention on.



“Once we’re through this door and the one after it, we’ll be in the dungeon of Veridas Keep,” she whispered. “Any guards we encounter will attack us on sight. Avarice’s prisoners might also be a factor. It’s likely they’ll react to our presence.”



“Weapons out, then,” said Damon, drawing his myrblade.



Wrath drew her longsword, and Vel had her crossbow ready. Damon found himself wondering how it was that they had so few real weapons between them, though he supposed Lascivious and Malon’s magical abilities were weapons in their own right.



Lilian finished picking the lock and pulled the grated door open. It let out an ear-splitting screech that echoed both ways down the tunnel. They waited for several breaths once it was open in case any guards came running. None did.



The section of the dungeon they found themselves in was unfinished, likely abandoned due to how the construction had stumbled upon the ancient sewer tunnel. The party moved along a hallway lined with empty cells on either side. A heavy wooden door barred them from continuing forward as they reached the end.



“Can you get this one open?” asked Damon.



Lilian shook her head. “It’s barred from the other side, and there are no gaps I can slip myself through.”



“Seffi,” whispered Malon. “Would you care to do the honors?”



Seffi stiffened in surprise, but collected herself and stepped forward. She turned around, gesturing for the others to move back, and then held her hands out.



A whoosh sounded in the air as she released a tremendous fire spell. It carried such power and heat that the wooden door let out the merest of crackles as it all but dissolved into ash and embers. An appreciative whistle came from the chamber ahead of them.



“See, that’s what I told ya, Barnard,” muttered a voice. “I said they’d be coming for us. I said they’d be coming, and they’re here!”



There was no point in playing it stealthy in the near term, so Damon strode forward, surveying the hallway and the various cells on either side. Only one of them appeared to be occupied by a man deep in conversation with no one in particular.



“I think so, too,” said the prisoner. “Right? No, I wouldn’t, though. I’m fine right here.”



“Should we try to help him?” asked Vel.



“Help?” The man laughed. “I don’t need help. I’m safe from them in here. But you… you might need help. Be quick. They’re coming.”



“We can’t do anything for him, or for any of these prisoners,” said Damon. “Too risky to let them out, and even if we did, they’d never make it out of the palace alive.”



“Many of them have committed real crimes,” said Wrath. “I doubt you’d want to release the rapists and murderers onto the streets.”



They pushed forward, traversing another identical hallway. The next door was neither locked nor barred, but Damon heard the distinctive sound of scuttling metal against stone as he slowly pulled it open.



“Copper spiders,” he whispered. “Avarice must be using them to guard the palace.”



“I’ll handle them as they come,” said Wrath. “Stay clear.”



Damon gave her space, leading the others in her wake. There were more prisoners calling to them at routine intervals, though most were too confused or outright mad to say anything meaningful or relevant.



A copper spider skittered by as they approached an intersection. It reoriented toward Wrath, hissing steam out of a spout atop its dog-sized body. Wrath blurred with azure light as she attacked. Before Damon could blink, the metal monster clattered to the stone floor in a pile of useless copper parts.



It felt almost unfair, like some cheat or convenient indulgence. Wrath disposed of two more of the spiders as they continued forward, one equipped with the fire-breathing ability which had devastated Yvvestrosai. It never got a chance to do more than flicker a few sparks outward before Wrath dismantled it.



“Pathetic,” she whispered.



“To you,” said Damon. “To a normal prisoner who would be fighting them unarmed and without magic, they’d be terrifying.”



“I would assume that’s why Avarice has set them to this task,” said Kastet. “It’s ingenious, in a way. They’re unthinking, immune to the pleas and appeals of the prisoners, while also being too frightening for any of them to imagine taking on in a fight.”



“We can appreciate Avarice’s intimidation strategies later,” said Damon. “Come on.”



The dungeon’s last chamber was also the first to be occupied by flesh and blood guards. Damon and Wrath were first through the door. Two men in Avarician guard uniforms rose to their feet off a wooden bench set against the wall, each fumbling for their weapons in surprise.



Damon slashed the throat of one, while Wrath snapped the neck of the other. He didn’t enjoy killing, especially not like this, but it was necessary. They couldn’t risk one of them raising the alarm before they reached Avarice.



He wiped his sword clean on one of the dead guards’ uniforms and took a steadying breath. Though he never welcomed violence, it brought his energy to a point. All of his nerves and anxiety felt transfigured, turned into adrenaline, and focused confidence out of the necessity of the moment.



“Be ready,” said Damon. “Only speak if it’s absolutely necessary once we’re in the halls of Veridas Keep. Otherwise, just watch and signal.”



Everyone nodded. Damon and Wrath led the way, with Malon and Seffi directly behind them. Kastet and Vel were safe within the middle of the group, and Lilian brought up the rear.



The keep was quiet, ominously so. It had been built to be a fortress, and its wide stone hallways were solid and defensible. Damon caught a look out of one of the windows, across the Garden of Statues, where he’d seen Wrath and Avarice fight during the Honorshade Tournament. Snow fell softly, crowning each stone or metal figure’s head with bits of white.



They came across two guards. Wrath handled both, snapping their necks with brutal speed and efficiency. They managed to remain under the cloak of stealth as they climbed the stairs to the second floor. Kastet signaled them to slow down, pulling them all near enough to whisper within earshot.



“The dining hall is around the next corner,” she said, voice barely audible. “That’s where Avarice and Gabriel will be meeting tonight.”



Damon exchanged glances with everyone in their small group, getting a sense of the mood, the nerves, and in Wrath’s case, cold anticipation. There was no turning back. They were an hour, at least, removed from the last point at which they could have turned back.



Damon rounded the corner first, almost running straight into Austine, who stood guard outside the dining hall.










CHAPTER 35




 



Despite being the first to see Austine, and despite knowing far better than any of the others, Damon was not the first one to react. Lilian surged forward, arms and razor claws extending forward into a death lunge.



“No!” hissed Damon. He threw up his arm, taking at least one moderately deep scratch in his effort to block Lilian’s attack.



“He has to die,” said Lilian, with surprising calm. “He’s Avarice’s crest sorcerer, and he… he…”



Damon shifted from holding her back to just holding her. Austine had, in a sense, killed her. She’d been reborn through Famine’s corruption, the
 zanyadai
 blood that even now pulsed through her veins. Her appearance, her hunger for blood, her preference for shadows, it all came from that singular moment when Austine slid his sword through her back.



“You idiot,” muttered Austine. “You complete and utter fool. You’re mad, Damon. You can’t be here!”



Damon gently passed Lilian, more emotional than violent, to Kastet and Vel. He turned to face his oldest friend, setting one hand atop his myrblade and letting his eyes go as cold as ice.



“We are here, Austine,” he said seriously. “I told you. I warned you. Now, you have to make a decision.”



Austine reached for his sword. Damon moved faster than he did, but not to draw his own weapon. He set his hands atop Austine’s, holding his golden blade within its expensive, ornate scabbard.



“Aust,” he said, voice already hoarse from the tension. “You can’t win. Moreover, I don’t think you’d want to, even if you could. Not this fight.”



“You don’t know as much as you think you do, Damon.”



“What I do know is that if you don’t walk away, this time, I’ll…” Damon closed his eyes, despite the risk. “I won’t be able to… Aust.”



“That’s not my problem,” said Austine. “And it’s not your problem if I decide I want to sacrifice my life in the name of a cause… a contract… that I don’t believe in.”



“Take the night off,” said Damon. “That’s all I’m asking.”



“The coward’s way out?” Austine snorted and flashed an overconfident grin. “You know me, Damon. You already know what I have to say to that.”



“Do you know me, Austine Treymore?” Kastet strode forward, bristling with princess energy. “What if I asked you… no… paid you, to take the night off?”



“Kastet…” said Austine, pensively. “What, exactly, would you pay me with?”



“That depends on what Avarice is paying you,” she said. “I won’t just double it. I’ll make it look like an insult.”



Austine’s hard expression wavered at the edges. Damon wanted to cuff his oldest friend upside the head for simultaneously being so impossible and yet so predictable.



“You greedy bastard,” he muttered. “You’d better take her up on that offer if it appeals to you. She’s the temperamental sort.”



Kastet shot him a look. Austine let his hand fall from his sword hilt.



“Princess, we have a deal,” he said. “Damon. Come find me when this is over.”



“If I were you, I’d get your wives out of the city,” said Damon. “Whatever happens, don’t let Avarice drag you into this fight.”



“Make sure you win it,” said Austine. “If you don’t, you may as well have killed me in front of this door instead of turning my loyalty.”



He let his shoulder bang into Damon’s as he passed by him in the hall. Damon waited another minute after he was completely out of sight before turning to the others and confirming everyone was ready.



“Remember,” said Kastet. “Gabriel wants to make his proposal. He doesn’t want this to seem like an outright attack, but something more complicated and incidental.”



“I remember,” said Wrath. “It suits me to hold off attacking until he’s said his piece, regardless.”



Damon took one side of the double doors while Wrath took the other. They nodded to one another, pushing through them in unison. The dining hall on the other side was filled with people and activity, far more than Damon had been expecting.



Hundreds of guests, ranging from the upper crust nobility to mid-range merchants, sat at dozens of tables, each lit by immaculate metal centerpieces adorned with white wax candles. A trio of musicians with harp, violin, and chime cord, played on a stage set in the corner of the room, raised midway off the ground.



Avarice, dressed in white and gold finery with his gleaming circlet set upon his otherwise bare head, sat at the table in the center of the room. Conceit, dark skinned and elegant, sat next to him on both sides and once more on the diagonal. Each of her three bodies wore the same dress in a different color, red, light blue, and pastel pink.



Gabriel was at the same table, though distinctly apart from the Forsaken, sitting in opposition to them like the negotiating party at a truce summit. Damon conceded that it wasn’t far from an accurate representation of how Avarice likely expected the night to proceed.



Everything stopped as he and Wrath led their group into the otherwise exclusive party. A hush fell across the guests, followed by quiet, curious murmurs. The musicians stopped playing of their own accord, and from the way the harpist hurriedly attempted to tie a carrying strap across her heavy instrument, she clearly had a better idea of what was about to happen than most of the guests.



Damon felt a bit awkward as he stood there, though he didn’t let it show in his posture. Wrath took a step forward, drawing every eye in the room. She had a grim smile on her face as she slowly scanned the room.



She was right next to the nearest table, whose occupants were already drawing back from her. With a swift kick she flipped it over, eliciting several screams from those directly affected and a stunned silence from everyone else.



“Avarice,” boomed Wrath. “You know why I’m here.”



“Sister…” hissed Avarice. The Godking narrowed his eyes. “You’ve overstepped your bounds. Again.”



“Hold!” Gabriel stood up quickly, holding his hands out. “Um, if we could all just hold on a moment. Lord Avarice, I must admit that I knew in advance your two sisters, Wrath and Lascivious, would be making an appearance tonight. Allow me to explain, and, um, hopefully mediate this discussion.”



Malon shifted forward, holding Seffi’s hand for support. Avarice’s eyes bulged as he saw them, a reaction so pronounced that it felt at odds with Seffi’s shy, withdrawn posture.



“Lascivious,” muttered Avarice. “Bah. You were too afraid to step out into the open when it would have behooved you. You stand here now, with no real knowledge of what you’re doing.”



“I know what I’m doing…” said Seffi, voice slowly rising in pitch. “My parents… My sister! You killed them for no good reason!”



Gabriel cleared his throat and adjusted his crown. “If we could all just, ah, step off the precipice of this… unfortunate intensity. I hoped we could come to a reasonable compromise to form a foundation of a lasting peace between the esteemed Divine Remnants.”



“I heard their screams as they burned,” Avarice said to Seffi. “Did you know that? Would you like to know how they tried to save your younger sister? They threw her through the window in an attempt to get her out of the smoke. I crushed her head under my boot heel.”



Seffi let out a heartbreaking screech and tried to hurl herself forward. Malon held her back, though not without effort. Damon knew that if she wanted to, she could use her power to pull loose, though perhaps she was blinded to that possibility by her own grief.



“As I was saying,” Gabriel said, attempting to continue. “All of you could… join hands together and set prior hurts aside. Hand in hand, Godking and fellow Godqueens. United with Merinia for a lasting peace across the colonies and our fair realm.”



Avarice’s eyes darted in Gabriel’s direction as though he’d forgotten he existed. He slowly made his way over to the King of Merinia, fixing his robes, and stabbed his arm out. In a blur of motion, Avarice forced his hand through Gabriel’s regal shirt and jacket, splitting his skin, continuing into his chest, and then pulling backward in a vicious motion.



Gabriel gaped as Avarice proffered his heart to the gathered attendees within the dining hall. He fell to his knees, impossible amounts of blood gushing from the massive cavity in his chest, mouth speaking silent words, face already drained of color and life.



“Gabriel!” screamed Kastet.



She tried to run to him. Damon caught her and held her back. Avarice lobbed Gabriel’s heart in their direction, and it landed on one of the tables with a horrible, meaty slap.



Everything happened at once. Wrath looked Damon in the eyes for half of a heartbeat before disappearing in a flash of azure and reappearing within striking distance of Avarice. Seffi let out a high-pitched roar, teeth bared like a snarling wolf, and rose into the air within a cocoon of crimson power.



The plan
 , Damon felt like shouting.
 Remember the plan!



Seffi was supposed to hold Avarice and Conceit with her power, to contain the limit of destruction. Now, it seemed she was the one who needed containing. The plan’s heart had been ripped out with Gabriel’s, cast askew, useless.



Damon drew his myrblade as the fighting began in earnest. Avarice was already using his power, pulling metal from everything around him. The intricate candle holders on each table flew into motion, each one twisting like curling snakes as they changed to form a section of perfectly matched armor to protect Avarice’s body.



Wrath fought Conceit, bludgeoning her copies with hateful punches, flinging anything that came within reaching distance of her at speeds that took chunks out of the dining hall’s stone walls.



Seffi was still struggling to control her emotions, and though she hurled blasts of power at Avarice, her aim was off. One of the tables took a direct hit from a blast. Damon saw a woman get flung backward with horrible momentum, landing like a broken doll as she struck the floor at an odd angle.



“Gabriel!” screamed Kastet.



She tried to run toward him again. Damon seized her shoulder and shook her until she looked into his eyes.



“Don’t be stupid!” he shouted. “Focus on clearing the room! Get everyone out! Vel will help you.”



“I’m here!” said Vel.



He passed Kastet in Vel’s direction and moved by them. Lilian and Malon fell into step on either side of him. He resisted the impulse to simply charge forward and fight without thinking. They needed a strategy, even if it was simple. Even if it was desperate.



“Get Seffi’s attention!” he said to Malon. “Tell her to use her power like we talked about. We need Avarice and Conceit contained.”



Malon nodded and immediately began running toward Seffi. Lilian grabbed Damon’s shoulder.



“If the nobles see me, they might panic even more,” she said, fixing the hood of her cloak.



“It doesn’t matter at this point,” said Damon. “Watch my back! We’re heading left, toward the window.”



Toward the snow. He’d seen it earlier and knew it might come down to whether enough had fallen to let him summon his ice elementals. They were on the second level, however. There might not be enough of it perched on the window sill for him to do much with, but he had a plan for that, too.



He and Lilian rushed through the room, which didn’t amount to moving as fast as it should have. The nobles rushed the door all at once, tripping over each other, bodies clogging the way out as they selfishly fought to reach safety.



Damon heard a crash as solid fist struck hard metal, the sound so loud that it rattled his eardrums and drew a wince. He reached the window. One of the Conceits laughed and leapt at him from his right side. Lilian struck out with a kick, but it did more to knock her back than it affected the Forsaken.



He slashed at Conceit, missing her leg by a hair as she dodged out of the way with inhuman speed. Her powers weren’t as flashy as those of Wrath or Avarice, but she was still far more capable than any mortal. Damon kept his eyes on her even as he used his sword pommel to smash through the beautiful artistry of the stained-glass window, making enough of a gap for a man to jump through.



Leaping down to the courtyard below felt like dereliction of his duty, and he knew it would look that way to anyone who didn’t think the same way he did. He landed and rolled through a layer of snow thick enough to cling to him unpleasantly.



Perfect.



Sinking his sword into the fresh powder, Damon summoned six ice elementals, the monsters rising in perfect unison, each a beautiful, matching, crystalline copy. He jumped to a new patch of snow, pulling the elementals to him with a quick focus of his will. They wrapped their arms around him as though committing to a group embrace.



He stabbed his sword down again and lifted them up on a pillar of ice. His breath came out so cold it made his teeth hurt, and he knew he was using too much of his sword’s magic, too quickly. He’d deal with the consequences later—if there was a later for any of them.



Damon and his ice elementals reentered the dining hall without drawing as much notice as he would have expected. Lilian was fighting a losing a battle against one Conceit, while Wrath juggled the two others, along with Avarice. Seffi was having some sort of panic attack within Malon’s arms, backed by savage, unaimed outbursts of her magic.



Damon sent the majority of his elementals to help Lilian, keeping two with him as he rushed to support Wrath. One of the Conceits near Wrath switched to focus on him as he entered the fray. She leapt into a flipping strike, almost like one of his old gladiator flourishes. Damon hopped back a step, dodging, and let his ice elementals tackle her.



“You little wretch!” hissed Conceit. “Get these abominations off me!”



One of the ice elementals slapped its hand over her mouth, briefly cutting off any further protest. Conceit thrashed, breaking the elemental into harmless chunks and scurrying back to her feet. Damon brought his sword down before she could completely regain her defense, landing a slash on her shoulder.



His sword cut as deeply as he would have liked… or at all, really. It was more like cutting a clothed statue than striking a living, breathing person. Conceit seemed to blur as she attacked. Damon was suddenly flipping through the air, unsure where he’d been struck or which way was up versus down.



He landed on one of the tables, which snapped in half to break his fall. He was dizzy as he slowly pulled himself back up, but used the shared awareness of his ice elementals to reorient himself toward the action of the room.



Wrath fought Conceit directly, the two smashing into one another with strikes that damaged the integrity of the chamber more than each other. Malon had calmed Seffi down and the two of them worked to help Lilian against the other two Conceit bodies. Damon had lost another ice elemental, and the remaining four drew toward him, forming a perimeter of defense.



Several of the chamber’s guards who’d held off doing more than helping the nobles escape had shifted their focus toward the battle. One of them rushed toward him, drawing his sword back, but hesitating even as he began his assault.



Damon parried with enough force to knock the man’s weapon loose from his hand and slashed one of his legs out from underneath him. His heart pounded, and it was hard to think through the momentum. The plan. They could still carry out the plan.



“Seffi!” he shouted. “Use your magic! Contain them if you can!”



Seffi’s head turned in his direction. She glanced down at her hands and then fixated her focus on Avarice, who was locked in a battle of blurred movements with Wrath. His armor had taken several heavy blows, but he was already pulling more metal from around the room to reinforce it.



A hand of crimson energy appeared in the air above him. It slapped downward in the manner someone might swat a fly. Avarice was too fast, dodging just before it enveloped him. Seffi screamed in rage, redirecting the hand to grab at him.



Avarice’s armor pulsed outward, splitting into pieces that surrounded him like a crowd of metal hornets to tear through the magic of Seffi’s projection. Damon lent his ice elementals to the cause, sending them in a rush toward Avarice to attack, or at least distract.



Another guard, this one wielding a spear, came at Damon from his left. He dodged the initial strike, chopping through the weapon’s shaft with one strike and spinning into another to slash the man across the chest.



Damon whirled, searching for another opponent with his sword at the ready. He exchanged a quick series of attacks with another one of Avarice’s guards, barely dodging a slash that would have rendered his neck into a fountain of red. There was too much going on, voices and action and chaos in all directions.



He kicked the guard in the knee and clubbed him in the side of his head with his sword pommel as he crumpled to one leg. A burst of power shook the dining hall’s walls from Seffi’s direction, resonating through the chamber with enough force to send showers of dust cascading from the ceiling.



Avarice and Conceit were on the back foot. Seffi had pushed them into the corner, using her power with more focus and talent than Damon would have thought possible. Malon was still with her, serving more in the role of a defender, an extra set of eyes to keep the young Forsaken from being taken from behind.



The battle would have been completely different had Austine not agreed to stand down. Damon doubted whether they would have even made it into the dining hall without prompting Avarice and Conceit to their presence, not even taking into consideration how much damage his old friend could have caused to him and his allies.



Avarice walked backward quickly, putting himself in position by one of the windows. He splayed his fingers and made an odd movement with his arm. Damon felt as though he was observing his own trick as half a dozen spiders burst through the glass and climbed in through the now open window, moving to surround the Godking in a defensive formation.



Seffi sent a barrage of fireballs their way, striking each with perfect accuracy and turning each into hissing puddles of melted metal. Wrath, out of breath and favoring one side, came to stand next to Seffi. She flashed a feral smile at the younger woman and then turned to glare at Avarice.



“It’s over,” hissed Wrath. “You’ve lost,
 brother
 .”



She put so much contempt into the word that it sounded like the worst of insults. Avarice spat on the floor, baring teeth streaked with blood from some injury or another.



“You are nothing!” bellowed Avarice. “What have you done across the expanse of your lives? I’ve brought peace and prosperity to an untamed, savage land! Order to chaos! The two of you sniveling children wish to throw it away, and for what? Have you any idea what you’ll even do with this land once you rule it? Please, tell me if you think—”



Seffi cut him off just as he really started to get going. She conjured one of her crimson barrier hands and brought it down on both Avarice and Conceit. Avarice dodged sideways with remarkable speed, but a second massive hand of crimson grabbed him as though he were a field mouse in a pantry. Conceit, within her sole remaining body, was bludgeoned to the floor and scooped up similarly.



Damon watched what happened next in a state of nauseated awe. Seffi brought both hands together, her eyes pulsing with red power as she applied the full spectrum of her strength. The hands clasped together. Avarice and Conceit were still visible as vague outlines within the partially opaque conjuration.



The hands began to squeeze and crush. Horrible noises, screams, bone splitting pops, bloody bursting and gushing came from within, drawing absolute silence from the rest of the chamber. It went on for no more than ten seconds at most, but to Damon, it seemed like a torturous eternity.



When Seffi ended the spell, a ball of clothing and blood-red gore fell to the floor of the dining hall. Damon couldn’t tell whether the white he saw mixed in was bits of Avarice’s white robe poking out, or just bits of bone.



It was horrific, but it was their victory.










CHAPTER 36




 



Swords clattered to the floor, chiming like music, echoing off the dining hall’s walls. The few remaining guards loyal to Avarice sprinted out of the chamber, which he could understand, given how their liege had faired.



Seffi was down on one knee, looking as though she was about to faint with exhaustion. Malon crouched next to her, rubbing her shoulders and whispering words of encouragement. Vel, Kastet, and Lilian held one another, still caught up in the grief of Gabriel’s death.



They had won. It was all Damon could think, the only fact which seemed to matter in his head. He looked to Wrath and was surprised when she grinned back at him. It was the happiest he’d ever seen her. She was beautiful when she smiled, like all of the harshness of her personality could be instantly reversed into vivacious glory.



“It’s done,” muttered Damon. “It’s over.”



He heard someone start laughing, and soon enough, most of them joined in. Vel ran over to him, pulling him into a tight hug and kissing him on the lips. Damon started toward Malon and Seffi who were whispering to one another, still crouched on the floor.



No. Not whispering. It was only then that Damon realized something wasn’t quite right. Seffi bent forward over her knees, shoulders shuddering as though she was in the middle of a crying fit. Malon was rubbing her back, and Damon had started in their direction when the hissing noise began.



Seffi began shuddering, seizing within her own body as though every muscle underneath her skin was attempting to pull in a different direction. The movements, strange and inhuman, were accompanied by a horrible noise, like the death rattles of a plague victim. Crimson light suddenly poured from her eyes in a blinding deluge that forced Damon to look away.



He felt, rather than saw, the thrum of power on the air. When he could see again, he took in the sight of Seffi with her arm outstretched toward Wrath. Wrath held her stomach, and one of her hands pulled sideways to reveal blood gushing from a gaping hole through the side of her abdomen.



“Clara!” Damon ran to her side, reaching her just as she began to collapse to the ground.



“Why?” muttered Wrath. Blood leaked from her mouth, running in a little trickle down one side of her slender chin.



“You ask me why?” Seffi turned away as she spoke. “You know why. I remember. I remember what you did to me! You’re as bad as he was! Worse, in some ways. I can’t trust you, or any of our other
 siblings
 , if they can even be called that.”



When Seffi turned to face the chamber again, her eyes were pulsing red, like rubies twisted to catch the sunlight over and over again. Malon pulled in close to her, taking her hands, trying to calm her down. There was a flash of energy, and then Malon was doubled over.



“Aesta!” Damon wanted to rush to her, but his hand was on Wrath’s wound. Vel did it in his place.



“Aesta,” she said. “What happened? Are you alright?”



Malon opened her mouth, but no words came out, not at first. She blinked, and for a split instant, her eyes were as crimson as Seffi’s.



“Velanor,” she said, quietly. “I’m fine. I simply…”



Malon’s face contorted, and she clutched her arms over her body, shaking her head.



“She’s making me… say this!” she managed. “Get back! Please…”



To Damon, reality became a series of horrific, intractable moments. Malon’s entire body pulsed with red power, fluttering her clothing, shaking her hair loose from its braid. Seffi was laughing, and it wasn’t a child’s laugh. Vel screamed and fell backward as a wave of force pushed outward from Malon and Seffi, knocking over tables and unsteadying everyone in the room.



Kastet was suddenly next to Damon, at Wrath’s side. He pulled her hand to replace his and stood up, drawing his myrblade with a hand still slick with blood. Lilian seized his shoulder as he took a step forward, trying to draw him into a retreat while shouting for the others to follow.



“Sorceress,” said Seffi. “Dispose of those who remain.”



Damon shook his head, unable to believe. Malon took a slow step forward, her face so familiar, but so different. She splayed her fingers, summoning a fireball to hand, and flung it at him while he still gaped in disbelief.



Damon slashed it aside with his myrblade, drawing just enough from the ice enchantment to defend against the blast’s heat. He didn’t counterattack or even shift into a more defensible position. He just stood there, numb, unable to believe that she was now his opponent.



“Aesta,” he said. “You can’t. Please…”



Her only response was to press both palms together to conjure an even larger fireball. She looked so different, from her loose hair to her borderline arrogant posture. She was still beautiful, but it was a dark, corrupted sort of beauty that represented everything she’d once scorned in life.



He stared at her, holding her gaze, but not seeing her in the eyes that looked back at him. She attacked, flinging a barrage of fireballs with ruthless efficiency. Damon formed a basic ice shield instead of cutting through each one.



He blamed himself, even though there was no logical way in which it could be his fault. It was a reaction of the heart, rather than the logic of the mind. He’d failed her, somehow, either here in the last few moments, or during their time at The Rosewood Inn, or way back at the farmstead, even.



“Aesta!” he shouted.



She heard him this time, though it only brought about a fleeting moment of control. “Solas. Please! Get out of here… Get seta and go!”



She seized, arching her back and covering her chest with her arms. As she regained control of her body, a fireball formed in each of her hands. Damon spun into a freezing strike to deflect each of them away from the others, who’d pulled together as a group.



Seffi seemed to be in her own world. She was cocooned in crimson, floating a few feet in the air, staring at the horrific mess of Avarice and Conceit’s bodies as though she was attempting to draw meaning from the deaths she’d caused with her own hand. Damon surged forward, thinking he might strike her down in that moment.



Malon blurred sideways, moving to intercept him. She swung an arm wreathed in crimson power at his head. Damon ducked and tried to spin by her. She grabbed him from behind, briefly embracing him across the shoulders, and then spun, ending the movement with a power-enhanced push to his chest that sent him flying.



He landed in a sprawl, feeling his despair more than his pain. Vel was at his side in an instant, tears dripping down her face as she spoke in a rush.



“We have to go!” she said. “Damon! There’s no time! We’ll die if we stay!”



Veridas Keep shook underneath them with an intensity that clearly threatened the architecture of its stonework. Damon swore under his breath, knowing he needed to save Vel, at least. It hurt so much to acknowledge the situation even without thinking about what came next. True Divine, it hurt.



“Help me with Clara,” he said, ignoring the ache in his heart.



Between the two of them, they managed to lift the wounded Forsaken. Vel kept one of her hands clutched over Wrath’s wound. Damon began moving toward the stairs, only risking the occasional glance back at Malon and Seffi. Seffi still floated in the air, lost in her own thoughts. Malon had her face buried in her hands, shoulders tensing and twisting as she underwent some hidden internal struggle.



Kastet and Lilian joined them, helping as much as they could. The passageway leading down to Veridas Keep’s entrance had already collapsed. Damon spared the impassable hall only a single glance before leading the others up instead of down.



They hurried, as much as they could, up to one of Veridas Keep’s rooftop towers. It was only as they emerged into the snowy night that the reality of the situation became clear.



Seffi had raised the keep out of Avaricia. Even as Damon and the others watched, Veridas Keep began to gain height, rising twenty feet, fifty, one hundred feet into the air. Nobody said a word as they watched their escape shift from the realm of improbable into an outright impossibility.



“True Divine,” muttered Kastet. “We’re dead. All of us.”



“No!” snapped Damon. “We’re getting out of here.”



He shifted Wrath’s weight to Lilian, who took his place, and drew his myrblade. It took only a minor flex of his will to bring himself into Myr’s cold, ethereal realm. She looked as upset as he currently felt, which wasn’t very reassuring.



“I need to save my friends,” he said, speaking so fast that he almost stumbled over his words. “The chains! I can save them! Myr, please! Which chain? Help me!”



“Oh, Damon…” The blue-skinned woman shook her head and hugged her own body, but she didn’t stop him as he came close enough to touch her. “This one. You can… lift ice if you break this one.”



The fact that she didn’t object, that she didn’t try to convince him otherwise, cemented the reality of their current situation. They might die, regardless. She knew how bad their chances were and wasn’t about to waste time telling him what he already knew.



Damon took hold of the chain, feeling each metal link, so cold that it made his ice-resistant fingers prickle with pain. He grunted as he put his strength into snapping it, feeling his muscles complain for an instant before finally being rewarded with the break.



He came back to the real world on his knees, fingers covered in the light layer of snow which had accumulated across the rooftop balcony. Kastet and Vel were arguing, though he couldn’t hear what about. He whistled, drawing everyone’s attention.



“Stand close to me,” he said. “Now.”



Vel helped Lilian with Wrath, and all four of them huddled near enough for Damon to work the magic he had in mind. He let the tip of his myrblade sink into the snow, and carefully crafted a platform of ice underneath them. Kastet flinched with surprise as he used his will to guide it upward, lifting them into the air.










CHAPTER 37




 



Under better circumstances, Damon would have enjoyed using his new ability to glide himself and the others through the sky. The sensation was exhilarating on a basic level, and rife with possibilities for traveling and combat.



He tried to go as slowly as he could while still giving them a chance to escape before Seffi remembered they existed. Veridas Keep continued to rise into the air, surreal in the sky behind them as they descended toward the city below.



Not all of the nobles who’d fled the chaos had managed to escape in time. A few tried jumping from Veridas Keep’s front gate, though it had long passed the time when such a fall would be survivable. There was still a certain amount of sense to it, Damon conceded, rather than taking a chance with Seffi’s unstable power.



He couldn’t let himself think about Seffi or his aesta, not yet. He focused on what was within his control. Avaricia was below them, but the city seemed to be suffering its own existential crisis. Fires raged across several districts, and dozens of ships were hastily departing from the port.



With Avarice deposed and Veridas Keep elevated to the sky with most of the city’s important nobles trapped within it, the basic order governing Avaricia no longer existed. Sure, there were still city guards and mercenaries left, but without anyone to command them, to pay them, they were just armed men in a crisis. Looters or refugees with swords and spears.



“Where are we going?” shouted Vel. “Damon! It’s cold! Please…”



He’d forgotten how much harsher the cold was to others than to him. He clenched his jaw, searching for somewhere to set them down that wasn’t within the city’s chaos, but also not out of reach. He spotted a small, stand-alone inn with a tiny stable next to it that lay beyond the main grouping of outlying buildings and towns clustered against Avaricia’s walls.



With more focus than he’d expected to need, Damon slowly guided the ice platform down to the ground. He let it dissolve as soon as it landed on the snowy grass. Vel hopped off immediately. Kastet and Lilian still held Wrath between them, and Damon helped them with her as they headed for the inn’s front door.



It was locked and nobody answered Vel’s frantic shouting and knocking. Lilian shifted Wrath’s weight to Vel and opened it for them with a solid kick. Damon expected another confrontation, but a quick pass over the single-level inn revealed it to be empty, despite evidence of a recent fire in the hearth and food left in the pantry.



“They must have fled when they saw Veridas Keep in the air,” said Kastet. “Probably a sensible decision.”



“Search the cupboards!” snapped Damon. “We need something to treat Clara’s wound.”



They’d set her down on one of the tables. Her bleeding had slowed, but he wasn’t naïve enough to think that the wound, large as it was, had begun to clot. She just simply didn’t have that much blood left.



“Don’t bother,” muttered Wrath.



She tried to lift her head but settled for swiveling her eyes his way instead. Damon was at her side, holding her hand, attempting to press his palm against her wound even though he knew, just as she did, that it would do no good.



“I could… freeze it,” he said, voice rasping. “Seal it with ice?”



“I’m sure that would feel ever so pleasant.” Wrath managed a smile that tore Damon’s heart into useless shreds.



“Just… hang in there,” said Damon. “You can heal from this! You’re powerful.”



She didn’t seem to hear him, even though her eyes never left his. “You were right. You made the right choice, Damon.”



He gave up on trying to hold her wound shut and simply squeezed her hand, bringing it up to rest against his forehead as though he could direct his mental energy toward healing her.



“It would have gone so much worse if you’d taken my crest,” whispered Wrath. “I think I knew it, on some level. That… making you choose was unfair. It would have been worse… Don’t you think?”



“Yeah,” he said. “You’re right.”



He gritted his teeth and closed his eyes.



“Do it for me,” she whispered. “Please.”



He knew what she was asking, what she was really asking, and shook his head on reflex. “No. Don’t be ridiculous.”



“Do it. You have to. We both know how bad this is. I’m done.”



Damon looked away. He felt his resolve failing, his eyes failing, as the tears arrived in earnest.



“Save those for someone who needs them,” muttered Wrath. “I’ll come back. You should look forward to it. You’ll be older, going gray, maybe… and a teenage girl will show up on your doorstep demanding you take her crest.”



Damon forced a chuckle that he really didn’t feel. “You still haven’t given up on that?”



“The timing was wrong before,” said Wrath. “That was all. Won’t it be so nice? You’ll be old, maybe even fat, and you’ll get this pretty, ruthless girl, and… you’ll…”



She coughed, spitting up blood. “Do it, Damon. I’m… begging you. Kill me, you bastard.”



She closed her eyes, and she wasn’t going to open them again, and it was only a question of whether she died and gave her power to Seffi, as she’d warned him about, or died at someone’s hand. His hand.



He killed her, gently, sadly, savagely, by squeezing her neck. Holding his hands closed while letting his tears fall openly. He stayed with her as she died, trying to focus on the logic of her request while also hating her for asking him to do it. Despising himself for being capable, ready, on some level willing, to do it.



It didn’t matter how many times he told himself that she would come back and reincarnate eventually, as good as new. True Divine, she was a demigod. She might already have been reborn within some unsuspecting mother’s womb.



He didn’t care. It didn’t matter. She was dead on the table in front of him, and he loved her.



“Clara…” he muttered. “I wish I’d never met you. But more than that… I think I already miss you.”



His hands were shaking as he finally stood up and let himself be in the moment. He was a fool, the king of fools. They’d gambled everything and lost everything. Wrath, Gabriel… Malon.



Vel sat in the corner of the room, not in a chair, but on the floor. She had her knees pulled in to her chest and wept softly, her nose running with an ugly smear of snot that went all the way down to her chin.



She looked up as Damon walked over, and it took everything he had not to break down and join her in the depths of that despair.



“Damon…” she said, in a trembling voice. “You’re… bleeding.”



He looked down at himself, blinking in surprise at the amount of blood. “Ah. No, it’s from…”



He bobbed his head toward Clara’s body, not having the composure to articulate the words. Vel looked as though she hadn’t heard him, or perhaps was just too overwhelmed by the rest of their situation to be relieved at such a small thing.



“Aesta,” she said. “She was… She… Damon, what are we going to do?”



He honestly didn’t know. True Divine, he didn’t have anything even slightly resembling a reasonable plan, nothing that Vel could pack her hopes into and ship them forward to better times.



“We’ll save her,” he muttered, with no energy. “We’ll find a way.”



He slumped down next to Vel. He wanted to pull her into a hug, but he was still covered in so much blood that he didn’t dare touch her. He felt impotent twice over as she began to sob harder, unable to comfort her, unable to solve anything. She did her best to hold the sound of it in, but there was no hiding that much pain.



He could still see Veridas Keep outside the inn’s window, floating in the air and cocooned in evil crimson energy like a second moon. The power it must have taken to pull the feat off was so unreal, so immeasurable, that he began to outright shake his head as he considered how much of a barrier it would be to saving his aesta.



Seffi,
 Lascivious,
 had killed and taken the power of at least two Forsaken, Conceit and Avarice. There was also the possibility that Avarice and Conceit had already eliminated Famine, in which case Damon couldn’t rule out the possibility that Lascivious had also inherited Famine’s power secondhand.



Just to handle Avarice and Conceit had required an alliance between two other Forsaken, along with opportune timing, Damon’s myrblade, and a preemptive deal with Avarice’s crest sorcerer to stand down. What would it take in order to defeat Lascivious now that she’d become so powerful?



He became nauseous as he thought about what it would mean if he couldn’t. She had his aesta as a slave. At best, he’d never see Malon again. At worst, she’d become a plague upon Veridan’s Curve, enforcing Lascivious’s whims and will with ruthless efficiency. He saw her again in his mind, her eyes burning with crimson, hair fluttering free as she channeled Lascivious’s corrupted power.



“Damon.” Kastet’s voice broke his pitying reverie like a rock through the ice on a lake. “We need to talk about what comes next.”



She was pale and slightly frazzled, but otherwise unaffected by the events of the evening. Damon could see a faint rim of red around her eyes, so at the very least, she’d spared a few moments in one of the inn’s back rooms to mourn for her brother.



“I have to get to my aesta,” he said. “I have to… figure something out.”



“It isn’t that simple.” Kastet crouched in front of where he sat, holding his bloody hands. “Damon. Look at me. We may have suffered great losses today… but we didn’t fail in our mission entirely. Avarice is dead, and I am now the rightful Queen of Merinia.”



“What… are you even saying?” He shook his head slowly. “Kastet, how can you think like that right now?”



“My brother is dead, Damon,” she said solemnly. “I don’t have a choice. This responsibility, this burden, is mine to carry now. I will do my duty. I’m asking, no, offering you a chance to do yours.”



There was something that Damon didn’t like in Kastet’s expression. A hardness of a sort, every movement controlled, every word considered. She cared about him. He knew that and wouldn’t deny it, but in that tense instant, he caught a familiar glimpse of her dark cunning. She did care about him, but she also appreciated him as a weapon.



“Come with me,” said Kastet. “We’ll return to Hearthold, all four of us. I’ll push through your clemency as soon as I’m on the throne. Your name will be cleared. You’ll have money, whatever titles you want. Perhaps there’s even a way we could reach out to your aesta through political means, if Lascivious is willing to listen.”



“Damon…” Vel drew closer to him from where she’d been listening to their conversation. “She might be right. What else can we do here on our own?”



“You have so much power, Damon,” said Kastet. “Not just with your sword, but with your will. Your confidence. What happened today is a tragedy, but one which I’m sure we all can find a way to move past eventually.”



Damon closed his eyes. He had a headache on top of numerous other small, accumulated injuries. He wished Ria were there, with them. He would have given anything for her opinion, if only to judge his own impulsive and willful ideas against.



“There’s something outside,” said Lilian.



“Something?” asked Kastet.



“This… this is bad.” Lilian’s face was as pale as it got as she glanced back at the rest of them.



Damon stood up and joined her at the window, peering out at the moonlit road. True enough, there was… something out there. It was impossible to tell exactly what in the dark, but he could make out at least one chilling detail.



A pair of glowing red eyes.










CHAPTER 38




 



Damon’s initial thought was that Malon or Seffi had followed them, intent on forcing an end to the encounter, whatever it might entail. He let go of that notion as he stepped out into the night and drew close enough to the figure in the dark to get a sense of its posture.



It was hunched forward, a shambling, man-shaped hulk. No, not just man shaped. It was a man… but it also wasn’t. It was moving toward Damon with too much intensity, stumbling forward while making hissing noises and contorting its muscles.



As it stepped out from the shadow of the trees, Damon saw it in more detail under the ghost moon’s eerie green light. It, he, was a traveler, dressed in a loose tunic, riding britches, and leather boots. Damon drew his myrblade, but resolved to make an attempt at communication.



“Are you alright?” he called. “What’s happened to you?”



The man let out a snarl, and it was only then that Damon noticed the gash in the side of his neck. There was no possible way a living person could survive such a wound. It reminded him of the horror stories Malon would occasionally read him, where evil men would die and arise again as undead revenants.



“Damon, there’s more of them!” screamed Vel.



He turned, catching sight of two more sets of crimson eyes nearby in the dark. He brought his sword up, walking backwards in hopes of making it into the inn. How could this be possible? He could believe that Seffi had the power to make such monsters, but had she sent these ones after them specifically, or…



Or were they already seeded across Avaricia and the region surrounding it? Had she sent down a nightmare of a spell to dispense her dark justice in a fit of misdirected anger?



“Get back inside the inn,” he said. “Lilian, don’t open the door for anyone other than me. And watch the windows.”



“Damon!” cried Vel. “I don’t like this.”



“Neither do I,” he said. “True Divine… Neither do I.”



The first revenant was already close to being upon him. Damon dodged its initial lunge, noting the way it bared its fingers like claws in lieu of being unarmed. It was faster than it should have been, as though whatever magic or curse it had been imbued with brought out the best of each muscle.



But Damon was a swordsman, and a good one. He easily cut one of the revenant’s legs out from under it, rendering the limb useless for essentials like standing and walking. The monster fell with a wet grunt, landing with the thump of an unthinking pile of meat. It immediately continued dragging itself toward Damon, eyes burning with crimson evil.



He stepped away from it, searching the night for the two others he’d spotted. There were three of them, now, another monster joining the others from somewhere unseen. Damon wasted no time in cutting them down, though seeing the faces of the people they’d once been gave him pause.



An older man, gray in the hair, fat in the belly, probably with grandkids somewhere in the world. A young woman with dark hair adorned with multicolored ribbons. A knight in chainmail, missing most of one of his hands, but still tall and imposing in height and weight.



He wiped his myrblade off when it was done and hurried back into the inn. Kastet, Lilian, and Vel waited nervously by the door.



“I can’t leave it like this,” he said, shaking his head. “I have to go back. I have to face her.”



“Are you a fool?” snapped Kastet. “After what you just saw?”



“Damon…” Vel grabbed Damon’s arm, looking as though she was about to cry.



“If Lascivious has taken this approach to Veridan’s Curve, how can you expect that you can attempt to reason with her?” asked Kastet. “You won’t accomplish anything beyond getting yourself killed.”



Damon didn’t have an answer, but it didn’t change what he needed to do. He couldn’t run, not from this.



“Someone’s coming down the road,” said Lilian.



“More of the monsters?” Vel grabbed Damon’s arm.



“No.” Lilian pointed to the window. “A carriage.”



Damon watched, expecting the carriage and its occupants to ride on by. He watched in a mixture of surprise and general wariness as it drew to a stop just outside the inn. A man with blond hair and a familiar golden sword climbed down from the driver’s seat and ran toward the door.



“Damon!” shouted Austine. “You still here?”



Lilian scowled but set her own feelings toward Austine aside as she let him in. Austine’s attention was immediately drawn to Wrath’s body on the table, and he set a hand on the hilt of his sword reflexively.



“It’s good to see you safe, Aust,” he said. “How did you find us?”



“Hard to miss you,” said Austine. “I don’t know many other people who can do what you can do with ice. I saw your little trick with the platform and marked where you landed, but I figured you’d be long gone given what’s happened to Avaricia.”



Damon exchanged glances with the others. “What, exactly, has happened to Avaricia?”



Despite having introduced the line of questioning, Austine seemed to struggle to find the words he needed. “Bad… It’s bad. If I’d known this was how things would end up, I don’t think I would have let you by me in Veridas Keep.”



His hand rose to rub the spot on his neck where his crest had once been. There was a patch of faded pink, but nothing compared to the brilliant gold symbol which had once adorned the skin.



“We didn’t know,” said Damon. “I didn’t know. It was as though Seffi… lost control as soon as Avarice and Conceit were dead.”



Seffi… and his aesta. It still hurt too much for him to think about the situation like that, with him on one side and Malon on the other.



“Red-eyed undead monsters started attacking people indiscriminately,” said Austine. “I could only think to get my wives out of the city, just as you’d said.”



“You did the right thing,” said Damon. “I need you to do a little more, though. Austine. Get them to safety.”



He nodded to Vel, Kastet, and Lilian. All three of them tried to object at once, but Damon kept his attention focused on Austine.



“Are you sure about this?” asked Austine. “There’s plenty of room in the carriage, even with my girls. You could escape with us, or follow along with your ice disk thing.”



Damon smiled sadly and shook his head. “Not this time.”



He withstood Kastet and Lilian’s protests by ignoring them, mostly. Kastet was the practical sort, and once it became clear to her that he wasn’t going to change his mind, she headed for the carriage.



“I hope you know what you’re doing,” she said. “I’ll be in Hearthold if… when… you change your mind.”



“Good luck,” said Damon. “Here’s to hoping you’re a proper queen the next time I see you.”



Kastet gave him a grim smile and stood by the door.



“Be careful,” said Lilian. She kissed him on the lips and squeezed his shoulder, her claws digging just deep enough to be affectionate, rather than aggressive.



“I will,” he said. “Keep everyone safe.”



Vel lingered behind as the others began loading into the carriage. Damon caught sight of Austine’s wives, none of whom he’d met properly before, making room for Kastet and Lilian. He was about to make a dumb joke to Vel about Avarician marriage laws when he saw her expression, tears welling in her eyes. She started to shake her head.



“Please, Damon,” she whispered. “Don’t do this.”



“You need to remember to reach out to Ria,” he said. “As hard as it might be to sleep during this, you have to try. You’re the only one who can. She needs to know what’s going on.”



“Come with us, Damon,” said Vel. “Please…”



“I can’t,” he said. “Vel. Look at me.”



He took her in his arms and cupped her face, wiping away one of the trails of her tears with his thumb. He tried to project confidence he wasn’t feeling, tried to put on the face of a man who felt certain he was doing the right thing.



“You’ll die if you go,” she whispered.



“What?”



“Please, just trust me,” she said. “I somehow just… know it. You can’t do this, Damon. I feel so horrible not having confidence in you, but this is just too much! For anyone other than one of the Forsaken. Please… please…”



She kept repeating that word over and over. Damon wrapped her in his arms, giving her a tight, reassuring squeeze. He kissed the top of her head.



“We’ll see each other again,” he said. “I promise.”



He had to lead her to the carriage and all but lift her up into it. Kastet and Lilian made room for her, and it was reassuring to know she’d be in the safest hands available outside of his own.



He waved to the carriage as it disappeared down the road, silently wishing it a safe journey. They headed away from Avaricia, farther south along the coast. As long as they made it through the first hour or two of their journey without a serious encounter, they’d be alright. Vel would return to Hearthold with Kastet and Lilian and have a chance at a peaceful life.



Damon repeated it like a mantra as he walked back toward the inn. He stared at Wrath’s body for a long, painful moment, and then got to work.










CHAPTER 39




 



Damon made sure the inn was as secure as it could be, and then drew his myrblade. He set the weapon out across one of the tables in the common room and sat down across from it.



Communing with Myr within her realm was easy for him now, taking only the passing brush of his will. This time, however, he approached it carefully, knowing he was about to confront a fact that he’d known and ignored for far too long.



Myr was waiting for him, as she always was. She looked like a more human version of an ice elemental, a beautiful woman embodied with both frozen, crystalline beauty and soft, living flesh.



The two remaining chains which held her twisted in an x shape across her chest, each one pulling taut diagonally over one of her breasts. Her dark blue hair didn’t hang completely straight, instead floating buoyantly as though she was underwater.



She had a sad, almost guilty look in her eyes. Damon waited to see if she’d speak first, but she’d always been politely meek in her role as his sword. Describing her like that seemed so diminishing, especially given what he now suspected to be true.



“Myr,” he said. “How are you?”



She shrugged her shoulders. Her hands were clasped together in front of her crotch. It seemed so girlish and silly that, naked as she currently was and had always been within her realm, she was concerned about covering up.



“We need to talk,” he said. “Myr. Where do I even start?”



“Do you… want to break another chain?” she asked.



“Yes, but…” He shook his head slowly. “Myr, you told me that you were an ice elemental, or something like one. I need you to be honest with me.”



“I was,” she whispered. “When I told you that, I thought it was true. My memory was still jumbled.”



“Is it still jumbled now?”



She was silent for a moment long enough to expose her as a reluctant liar. “Sort of.”



“You’re not an ice elemental,” said Damon. “I can’t imagine that even a strong ice elemental, or equivalent monster, would have the sort of power I’ve accessed through your enchantment. True Divine, I’m basically fireproof! I can summon ice elementals like a kennel master whistling for his dogs. I can float ice in the air and make shields of it, and…”



He shook his head, bewildered by how much his power, both as a wielder and a swordsman, had increased over the months.



“You aren’t wrong,” whispered Myr. “I don’t remember everything, but… I remember enough to know that I was pretty, um… scary, once upon a time.”



“Are you a goddess?”



Myr blinked, and then amazingly, began to blush and sputter. “Me? A goddess? That’s, well, just ridiculous. I mean… how would that even work? A goddess doesn’t get herself soul-trapped within an enchantment.”



“You’re not very convincing.”



Myr let out a sigh and scrunched up her face. “Gods and goddesses, at least as most mortals think of them, don’t really exist. Most religions are just stories that ambitious beings of power tell to make people serve them. Kind of like Avarice trying to be the Godking.”



“Fine, I’ll rephrase,” said Damon. “Are you, or were you at any time in the past, an ambitious being of power?”



Myr didn’t answer him, which felt like as much of an answer as any combination of words could have been.



“Is that why you don’t want me to break the last chain?” he asked. “Would it destroy me, or give you my body as a vessel?”



“No,” said Myr. “I’m not entirely sure what it would do. Likely kill us both and unleash an ungodly amount of power.”



Damon snorted. “Well, that’s good to know. Myr, I didn’t just come here to question you. I have to—”



“I know.”



She slid one of her hands under the chain running across her left shoulder, cupping her breast to hide it from Damon’s sight while simultaneously presenting him with a grip on the metal links.



“You’re not going to try to convince me not to?” he asked. “No objections?”



She gave him the saddest, most pitying look he’d ever seen from her. “Not this time. I think… if I don’t do what I can for you, Damon, you’re going to get yourself killed.”



“You’re saying this chain will give me the power I need to win against Lascivious?”



“I wish I were. I think you’ll still die, but you’ll have a better chance. You might manage to save other people, as well. A terrible thing has happened to your world.”



He nodded slowly. “Thank you.”



“You’re welcome.”



“You know that I love you,” he said. “Both as a sword, and as an… ice goddess?”



“I’m not an ice goddess!” snapped Myr, with a smile creeping onto her face. “But thanks. I love you too, Damon. I’m glad I can still be with you, here at the end.”



“Who says this is the end?”



Again, she didn’t reply, and again, it felt like more of an answer than any amount of words could have presented.



Damon snapped Myr’s second to last chain with a grunt and a force of strength. She let out a tiny gasp, as though she’d been wearing a fine dress and he’d torn the fabric, pulling it off her in a rush to get her naked.



New power flowed into him, as cold as a lake in midwinter, as warm as a well-fed hearth. Damon felt it on a level that went deeper than the sword’s metal, deeper than his skin. It was as though Myr’s power had been infused into his veins, into his very bones.



She kissed him on the lips in the lingering instant in between breaking the chain and returning to his normal reality. Damon gasped as he found himself back in the common room. He set a hand on the myrblade still lying across the table. It felt like a part of his body, an extra arm which happened to be separate from the rest of him and sharpened to a point.



“It is a part of your body now, Damon,” whispered Myr.



 He sensed a deeper truth to those words. There was no line between him and his myrblade anymore, at least none that made sense to draw. He wondered if this was, in part, what Myr had feared, either losing herself to his will, or him being drawn into hers.



He carried his myrblade outside the inn, pausing by the door to search the surrounding trees for anything of note. Snow had begun falling again, accumulating in a steady drift of serene white flakes. He briefly considered making another ice platform to carry him up to the skybound Veridas Keep before realizing there was no need.



Damon drew his myrblade into his body as easily as if he was merely taking a breath. The sword and scabbard shifted to ice, sliding neatly into a small, matching ice patch which had appeared in the center of his palm. He exhaled frozen condensation as an odd, pleasurable shiver ran through him.



“You still there, Myr?” he whispered.



“Mmm,” she sighed. “You’re so warm.”



“Not too warm for you, I hope.”



“No. Just right.”



He nodded, rolled both of his shoulders into a simple stretch, and dropped into a crouch. His entire body was ice. As much as he’d sensed a lack of separation between himself and his sword earlier, he now realized how much deeper it went. He
 was
 ice. He was the cold. He was what ice elementals played at being, what they would have dreamed of, had their absent minds been prone to such fancy.



Damon could levitate ice, so he levitated himself. He rose into the air, slowly at first, drawing even with the roof of the inn. He felt like a boy again in his awe and delight, though both emotions were tempered by the rawness of the day.



With a focus of his will, he sent himself hurtling through the air.










CHAPTER 40




 



The land spread out beneath him, patches of green pasture and darker green forest mottled by the melting snow. Towns and villages, some clearly built with the forethought to be arranged in neat, orderly rows, others aimless, sprawling expanses of ramshackle homes and structures.



It was Veridan’s Curve as he’d never seen it before. There was a clear distinction, almost a traceable line, of where the colonized area ended and the Rem lands began. It made the Merinian occupied areas look sparse, eaten away, used up to the limits of their capacity. It was an interesting sight, an overhead view of a complicated problem with no simple, profound solution.



Veridas Keep, on the other hand, was far more straightforward. He could see it in the sky above him, floating like an island amidst the night’s shadowed clouds. Seffi had excised the keep’s entire foundation along with a chunk of the underlying earth when she’d sent it skyward. The entire structure was still cocooned in an eerie crimson glimmer, and he half expected to crash into a solid barrier as he approached its edge.



Other than a slight tingling sensation against his skin, Damon encountered no obstruction as he passed into the crimson cocoon. He landed within Avarice’s once prized Garden of Statues and prepared himself to storm the castle.



The wind was intense, whipping through his hair and clothing with as much force as it had when he’d been flying. The ground shifted underneath him, swaying with small motions like a ship at sea, but less predictably. Damon started toward the keep’s main doors, but he only made it a few steps forward before realizing he wasn’t alone.



Several crimson revenants born from the bodies of various attendees from Avarice’s party earlier in the night stalked through the courtyard. Damon found it hard to perceive them all properly, shadowed by night, interspersed between the unmoving statues.



He reached for his myrblade on reflex before feeling silly and remembering that he’d absorbed it. Damon didn’t need a sword to deal with the monsters, though it felt sacrilegious to admit that to himself after so many years of being a prodigy in that regard.



He slowly turned in a circle, identifying all of his enemies and noting the speed with which each approached him. There were fifteen of them in various states of injury and aggressiveness. Some hobbled on injured legs, others crawled on all fours. Most were still intact, posturing with aggressive, hungry focus.



There wasn’t much snow on the ground, but such things hardly mattered to him anymore. Damon clasped his hands together, drawing from within himself and from within Myr. He gathered cold power into the center of his palm, slamming it down against the ground while focusing on the positions of his enemies.



Ice spikes rose from the grass and the dirt underneath each of the crimson revenants, striking like perfectly thrust spears from below. Several of the monsters hissed and groaned in response to the attack, but none of them managed to continue moving toward him.



He considered rushing down each of them, striking with additional ice spears or hacking them apart with an ice sword, but it would have been a waste of time. Instead, he sent a pulse of power through each of the ice spikes, enough to extinguish the entirety of the already diminished heat from the body of each monster, freezing them solid and adding more than a dozen new works to the Garden of Statues.



Damon continued forward, up the main stairs, to the door leading to the castle’s entryway. Aside from his brief exploration of the castle while sneaking in through the dungeon with the others, he hadn’t seen much of its interior. He guessed the way to the audience chamber from the style of the doors, finding most open and easily unlocking the ones that weren’t.



Seffi,
 Lascivious
 , waited for him on Avarice’s throne. The audience chamber itself was spacious, regally decorated, and had been spared the bloodshed and destruction elsewhere in the keep. She had a bottle of wine and a small, half-full glass, both of which seemed to highlight the mismatch of her young apparent age and immense power.



“Hello, Damon,” said Lascivious. “You came. I wasn’t sure whether you would.”



She regarded him with an icy stare that left him with no shadow of a doubt who he was speaking to. Seffi, the precocious, unassuming young girl was gone, or at least, suppressed. Damon was looking at one of the Forsaken, a being of immeasurable power who’d already taken the lives of three of her brethren that same day.



“Where is she?” he asked.



“Your aesta?” Lascivious leaned sideways, swirling the wine in her glass. “She’s unharmed. Recent events have taken a powerful toll on her. She’s resting upstairs. I will, of course, need my sorceress at full strength for what comes next.”



“For what comes next?” repeated Damon. “What are you planning?”



She didn’t answer him, but the dark smile her lips twisted up into told him everything he needed to know.



“Lascivious,” he said. “Seffi. Please, listen to me. You have every choice, every path open to you moving forward. Step back from the destruction. If you wish more revenge against the other Forsaken, so be it. But please, be reasonable. Think about the impact of your actions.”



“I’ve barely even begun, and you’ve already come to me begging,” she said, crossing her legs. “I forgot how much I enjoy all of this.”



“What is it you want?” snapped Damon. “I spoke with Kastet. Do you wish to be a Godqueen, to have this land for yourself, like Avarice? She’s open to that. She’ll compromise with you.”



“You’re terrified, aren’t you?” asked Lascivious. “I’ve taken someone precious to you, and you’ll make whatever deal you have to in order to get out from under my spell. It’s inspiring. Truly, it is. Why don’t you get down on your knees and beg, Damon Al-Kendras?”



He remained on his feet, keeping his expression neutral. He wouldn’t beg. It would only lead him down the same path as giving up outright, the same path as surrender. He looked at her again and for an instant, saw the girl in place of the god. He took a breath and tried a harsher tone.



“I’m not scared of you, Seffi,” he said. “I’m more powerful now than I think you realize. You’re going to let my aesta go, and you’re going to leave Veridan’s Curve at peace.”



“And if I don’t?” asked Lascivious.



Damon rolled his sleeves up. His hands flashed, turning to perfect white-blue ice from the elbows to the tips of his fingers. “If you don’t, I’ll destroy you.”



“You can’t,” she said. “Though I must say, I admire your courage. I see what Wrath saw in you.”



She set her wine glass down and stood up. They faced each other from opposite ends of the chamber, holding eye contact amidst the fragile silence.



Damon attacked first. He leapt into the air, shifting his body as he flew at her with inhuman speed. His forearms become swords of ice, frozen blades sharp enough to rend flesh and cold enough to freeze anything they touched.



Lascivious dodged his first flurry of cuts and slashes, moving with speed that nearly matched what he’d once seen Wrath manage. He kept expecting a counterattack, a blow to the back of his head, or the side of his knee, but none came, despite numerous openings.



He changed tactics, waiting until she leapt backward and landed in a crouch. Damon thrust his hands down into the floor, attempting a variation of what he’d used on the revenants. He knew Lascivious would be too quick to pin with an ice spear, so he simply tried to freeze her feet to the floor instead.



His trick seemed to work, though he knew from a single glance at her bored expression that she’d allowed him the small victory. She flashed a tiny smile, as though taunting him to do better as a wreath of fire surrounded her feet and melted the ice.



“It still isn’t too late,” said Lascivious. “Down on your knees. If you swear your fealty and serve me well, I’ll let you see your aesta again.”



Damon was ashamed by how tempted a part of him was by her words. He took a breath, gathering his resolve. The situation was larger than him and his desires. Lascivious was a threat to the entire world, unhinged and dangerous, an agent of chaos too callous and unpredictable for him to trust.



He rushed her again, attacking with different ice weapons on each strike. He tried to smash her upside the skull with a massive ice mace, and missed. He made his arm into a spear and jabbed at her heart, but again, she evaded him.



Lascivious countered, striking his chest with a solid palm strike. Damon’s rib cage exploded with pain, breaking in several places in a manner that left him with the distinct sensation of jagged, free-floating pieces of bone within his chest.



He landed on his back, coughing up blood and what felt like shards of molten glass. The pain was unreal, but it didn’t have to be. He was beyond taking that kind of basic damage. He simply turned his chest to ice and reformed it into flesh afterward, healing himself in the time it took to breathe a second breath.



He stood up, awestruck by his own power. He wondered absently if Wrath might still be alive if she could heal with such ease, though his injury hadn’t been nearly as severe as hers. It was an open question whether he could still form ice to repair massive internal injuries or resupply himself with blood.



“You are so close to being great,” said Lascivious, shaking her head. “You would make such an efficient tool. But no, I can already sense that intolerable flicker of righteousness within you. You have power but lack the wisdom to see what must be done with it.”



  “You expect me to stand here and be lectured by a child?” snapped Damon.



He turned more of his body into ice, not just his arms, but his shoulders, his neck, and his lower back. He flexed his will, sending more than a dozen spears of ice jutting outward from himself like the branches of a tree. With razor-sharp tips, they sought Lascivious, curving outward and attacking her from all angles.



She dodged each one, making a point to stay as much in place as possible to emphasize how easy it was for her. She spun, shattering most of the ice spears with her arms, and then shot her arms forward, sending a gout of fire the diameter of a wagon wheel surging toward him.



Damon countered with his own blast of ice, powering his inner cold into a matching attack. Lascivious’s flames met Damon’s ice, filling the room with steam, along with a dangerous tremor of power.



It was a brusque, efficient test of each other’s innate magical strength. Damon clenched his jaw and grunted from the exertion. Lascivious merely kept her arm raised, fingers splayed wide, eyes blazing with crimson brilliance.



It wasn’t a clash between good and evil, not how it might have seemed on the surface. True, from Damon’s perspective, Lascivious was evil, of a sort. But he didn’t consider himself to be good or altruistic. He wasn’t fighting for peace and a kinder world order or any such principled, elegant virtues.



He just wanted to end her, and violence was the only available method.



The steam became so thick on the air that Damon couldn’t see what was going on. He was sweating, despite his cold affinity. He felt Lascivious’s flames overwhelming his ice more through the heat they gave off than anything. He felt his power failing as the fire drew near enough to keep him from forming any ice at all.



And then, all at once, he was overwhelmed by blinding light and blistering heat.
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Damon was comfortable when he awoke. The pillow was soft, and the sheets felt clean and silky. He was only wearing his undershorts, a fact which compelled him to keep his eyes shut, keep resting, and put off whatever the world held for him for just a few minutes longer.



He sat up as small pieces of what had occurred before came back to him. Lascivious, the slaughter in Veridas Keep, his return to Veridas Keep. His heart pounded, and sweat beaded against his forehead.



“Solas?” said Malon, in a gentle voice.



“Aesta!” He sought her out with his eyes, but it was too dark. “You’re here. You’re safe.”



“I am, and so are you.” Her voice was the essence of comfort, as soothing as anything could be. The sound of chair legs sliding across tile sounded as she moved to sit closer to him. “You don’t have to get up yet. You can keep resting.”



He felt her hand run through his hair. He reached out, wanting to touch her too. His fingers brushed something that could only have been her breast, and heard her laugh and let out a patient, loving sigh.



“Nothing’s changed,” he said, feeling the slow, steady relapse of his despair. “Lascivious… True Divine. She has you. She has the world in her hand.”



“She does,” said Malon. Her voice was academic, free of judgment. Free of the fear and uncertainty the situation should have justified.



Damon couldn’t lie there and pretend, if that’s what this was. He grabbed her wrist, holding her hand between both of his, and looked toward her in the dark.



“Aesta…” he said. “Is it really you? Or is it… Lascivious’s crest sorceress that I’m now speaking with?”



Instead of answering him, she slid the sheets back and climbed into the bed next to him. Damon turned away from her, fearing the worst kind of trick. She hugged his back, letting her soft body press into his. She leaned forward enough to kiss his cheek and then simply stayed as she was, hugging him, holding him close.



“I’m so sorry, solas,” she whispered. “I always suspected… always feared… that this is how it would happen. I’m sure this may seem like a horrible outcome to you. For me though, it was already my nightmare, and now it’s become real.”



“It doesn’t have to be.” He turned around, her hot breath on his cheek as they faced one another in the dark. “We could… find a way. You were there, aesta, when I convinced Austine to stand down. We freed him in killing Avarice!”



“Did we, solas?” asked Malon. “Were we the ones who struck down Avarice and released him from his crest?”



“I’ve gotten stronger since then,” he said.



Malon ran her hands over his shoulders and then his chest. “I know.”



“I’ll die if that’s what it takes to stop her and free you!”



Her fingers dug in. “I don’t ever want to hear you say that again.”



“Aesta, I—”



“Solas!” Her voice had that snap to it, like the perfect crack of a whip. “Please. Don’t make this any worse for me than it already is. I couldn’t bear watching you die in a misguided attempt to save me. I simply couldn’t bear it.”



“What are you saying?”



She leaned forward, finding his face with her hand and gently cupping it. “She has plans for Veridan’s Curve. I’ll attempt to advise her, to dissuade her from them… but many people will die. Please. Leave here. I know you sent Vel with Kastet. Go to Hearthold with them and find a way to move on and live your life.”



“I can’t leave,” he said. “I won’t leave! Not without you.”



He grabbed her, holding her in a tight, dominant embrace against him, as though he was making his point through sheer strength, through his grip. She didn’t wriggle away or push him back. She kissed his shoulder and let her head nuzzle against his.



“Think with your head, solas, not with your heart or anywhere else,” she whispered. “Don’t make your stand here. This is a selfish thing for you to do. Are you thinking of what’s best for everyone, or simply what you find most tolerable?”



“I’m thinking of what’s best for you,” he growled. “I’m thinking of what’s best for our family.”



“You’re impossible,” she said. “Impossible and impulsive.”



There was so much love in that statement, despite the edge she desperately tried to put into it. She did try to wriggle away from him then. Damon held onto her as though it might be the last time he’d ever hold her.



He kissed her, slowly at first, letting his lips touch hers over and over again until he felt her mouth dancing back. He shifted her underneath him, surprised by how light she felt. She was fully dressed, still wearing the same tunic and leggings in which she’d stormed Veridas Keep. Damon eased those leggings down, despite knowing that in this, she would indeed stop him.



“Aesta,” he whispered.



She ran her hand through his hair, content in the moment just to touch him, just to have him so close. Damon cupped one of her breasts and leaned forward, kissing her passionately. She gently shifted him back by the shoulder and gave him a different kind of kiss, gentle and patient. An aesta’s kiss, and it felt so much closer to what he needed, despite how it broke his heart.



The door swung open, and unnatural red light flooded in. Lascivious strode into Damon’s guest chamber, lazily holding a ball of crimson power to light her way. She smiled when she saw them, seeming to delight in their level of intimacy.



Malon stiffened, her eyes pulsing red, and then collapsed back down. Damon reached out, but she was already moving, shifting off the bed and coming to stand closer to Lascivious. He wasn’t sure, but he thought she’d been prompted through her crest.



“Seffi,” said Malon. “We spoke about this.”



“Worry not,” said Lascivious. “I’m not breaking my word. I won’t kill him, and I won’t force you to, either, as long as you uphold your promise. I’ve got something to show him.”



She reached out, taking Malon’s hand. Damon climbed out of bed, fumbling to quickly pull his discarded clothing back on before following after them. They climbed several sets of stairs before exiting onto the roof.



The wind was intense so high up, making his shirt flap as it gusted around him. In one direction, Damon could see the lazy purplish pre-dawn sky. In the other, all he could see was fire, and he could barely see it through its intensity. A fireball the size of Veridas Keep itself hovered in the sky no more than a few hundred feet away from them, radiating enough heat to name itself a competitor to the sun.



Damon’s awe turned to horror as he looked down at the landscape beneath them and realized they were still flying over Avaricia. He wondered how much of the population of Veridan’s Curve was clustered in and around that city, housed in ramshackle wooden buildings. Tinderboxes stuffed with people who would have nowhere to run and no one to help.



“I know you, Damon,” said Lascivious. “You have no love for this place, these people, the way so many of them live like parasites in this land. Watch what I’ll do with my
 worldfire.
 See how it will scour away everything that’s wrong with Veridan’s Curve. I hope you’ll try to understand, as you do. If you could bring yourself to see things from my perspective, we could all do such great things together.”



Damon stared in horror as he became aware of how much more fire was within Lascivious’s creation than he’d first realized. It was clustered together, held by a thin, crimson barrier to contain the heat and energy until the moment of impact. It wouldn’t just destroy Avaricia. It would, as she’d said, create a fire that would run over the entire region, destroy everything he’d ever known.



“This…” He shook his head, stepping back in disbelief. “Why? What could ever justify this? You’ll kill thousands of people… tens of thousands.”



Lascivious seemed to barely be listening and didn’t deign to respond. Damon looked at Malon, pleading to her with his eyes, and then his words.



“Aesta,” he said, voice a thin rasp. “This is murder. This is… the culling of an entire region. How can you just stand there and watch?”



He was shouting, and his voice seemed to pick up a righteous, angry sort of momentum.



“You were the kindest, most just-minded woman I knew,” he continued. “You would never have stood by and watched something like this, let alone aided the person, the
 monster
 , responsible for it.”



Malon wouldn’t meet his gaze. Lascivious stepped closer to her and took her hand in an attempt to offer emotional support that made Damon’s skin crawl.



“She was conflicted,” said Lascivious. “She is too great a woman not to have been. But I helped her think through the situation, and she repledged herself to both me and our cause.”



“You think she’s here willingly?” snapped Damon.



“Of course, she is,” said Lascivious. “She’s my mentor. My guide. In a very real sense… She’s more my aesta now than she is yours.”



“You…” Damon’s blood ran cold. “No. That’s complete nonsense. You’re one of the Forsaken! I know how the crest contract works! You give her orders, you tug on her chain, and force her to follow your commands.”



He spoke to Seffi but looked toward Malon, searching for even just a flicker of conflict or agreement on her face. She finally met his gaze, and what Damon saw there threatened to break his heart.



“It’s complicated, solas,” she said.



He understood what she meant, though he didn’t want to. It was one thing to be forced into doing Lascivious’s bidding by the threat of pain inflicted through the crest. It was another to, as Lascivious herself had put it, pledge oneself entirely to a cause.



He remembered their early exchange and felt the last piece slide into place. Malon had made another deal with Lascivious, one which represented a commitment that went beyond the enticements of the crest contract.



“That’s why I’m still alive,” he said slowly. “And that’s also why this fire hasn’t crashed down on Veridan’s Curve yet. She promised you that we… Vel and I… would be left unharmed. Ria would be out of direct danger in the Malagantyan, so you didn’t have to concern yourself as much with her immediately. I’m right, aren’t I?”



Malon wouldn’t even look at him, which all but confirmed it She’d traded away her conscience, her morals, her inner goodness, no less… All for a chance to save her family. Damon felt nauseated, but there was no time for him to stand around and mourn his aesta’s tragic choice.



Lascivious had risen into the air. She floated over the worldfire, her body surrounded by a smear of crimson against the purpled morning sky. She pushed her arms down, and the fireball began to descend toward the land it would soon destroy.










CHAPTER 42




 



Damon didn’t hesitate. It was almost a way of defending his limited resolve, forcing himself to commit to the only path which seemed righteous within the moment. He heard Malon calling to him as he jumped the railing and leapt into the sky. He couldn’t look back, couldn’t see the heartbreak and despair he knew would be on her face.



They were both trying to save the world they knew. It just so happened that Malon’s world… was their family.



Damon pulled his arms back, dropping through the sky as fast as a stone, as fast as a hawk in mid-hunt. He felt the ice within his body as he shifted the angle of his flight, coming to face the worldfire from underneath.



It was moving faster than he’d realized. Its immense size masked the amount of distance it covered across each second. Damon had only thin wisps of an idea on how he might stop it, nothing resembling a true plan. Fire and ice were opposites, and he could channel ice.



The thought of creating enough to completely extinguish Lascivious’s worldfire was galling, borderline outrageous. No, he’d already accepted that fact. What Damon simply wished to do was shrink it enough to save who he could.



“Myr,” he said. “We’re going to need everything for this.”



She didn’t answer him. He hoped she was ready. What he was about to attempt would require his full attention, and he wouldn’t have a second to spare once it was underway.



He opened his arms as though welcoming the worldfire for a cozy hug. Damon created a wall of ice in front of him, extending it outward along either side of his body while simultaneously pushing it forward, making it thicker.



He could feel it melting almost as quickly as he formed it. The worldfire was nearly upon him, and it was simply too much. The heat, the power, the gargantuan size of it was more than Damon could hope to match.



He didn’t let his mounting doubts dissuade him. He had to stop it, and the only way he would know for certain that he couldn’t was if he tried and failed. He pushed out more ice, creating a floating, frozen island which he hoped to crash into the worldfire and stunt its destructive power. Steam hissed as the ambient heat surrounding the flames began to reach the ice and make its effects known.



Damon was shouting now, bellowing wordlessly at a mindless enemy the effort was wasted on. It felt good, regardless, as if all of his frustration and rage at the unfairness of the world needed to be vented then, or not ever. He could sense the encroachment of the heat. It was too much, not just for him to stop, but for him to escape.



“Myr,” he muttered, in between shouts. “It’s time. We both know it is.”



He flexed his will, making sure to keep his physical body supporting the ice even as his mind descended into Myr’s hidden realm.



She was on her knees, sobbing softly. Damon didn’t have time to treat the moment with the tact and softness it deserved. He rushed toward her, took her by the shoulders, and gently shook her to attention.



“I don’t have a choice,” he said. “Myr, I’m sorry, but there’s no other way. I need to break the last chain.”



She sniffled, reminding him of Vel when she was really, truly upset. She slowly nodded.



“I know,” she whispered. “You idiot. Why did you put yourself in this position? Haven’t you listened to anything I’ve said?”



He grinned at her and bucked his eyebrows. “Of course, I have. You have such a pretty voice. I wish you’d speak up more often.”



“If you break this chain, I’m not sure what will happen,” she said. “You might die, instantly. You might turn into a monster. You might destroy the world as efficiently as that fire.”



“If I don’t, thousands upon thousands of people will die,” he said. “You have a good heart, Myr. Would you tell me not to take the risk even knowing how much suffering my inaction would cause?”



“No!” she said, glaring at him. “That’s… why I’m crying. You have to do it.
 We
 have to do it.”



She arched her back, presenting the last chain to him with tears still streaming down her pale blue cheeks. Damon kept smiling at her, so glad she was his sword, his companion. He grabbed the chain and nodded.



“Come on, Myr. Let’s go save the world.”



He snapped the chain and returned to his body.



 



***



 



It wasn’t a pleasant experience to come back to the moment. The worldfire had inched forward enough in the split instant he’d been gone to overwhelm the greater portion of his ice. His skin felt as if it was already burning, blisters forming on his face and hands, eyes prickling with unfortunate sensations.



Damon let out a snarl, healing himself with ice and redoubling his efforts with the power of the seventh chain. He could feel the difference it made immediately. He drew from more than just the surrounding, ambient cold and the freezing enchantment of his own sword. It was as though he’d tapped into every inch of the air, both around him and far distant, and was channeling the cold toward him while dispersing the heat.



He could feel that it simply wasn’t enough. The worldfire was forcing him down, hissing through the ice as he resupplied it and putting him on the back foot. If he didn’t move with it, it would overwhelm him instantly, charring and curling his body like a flower tossed into a hearth. But if he kept moving with it, as he currently was, eventually it would touch down, regardless.



Damon gritted his teeth as he turned his entire body into something beyond ice. He could feel the power of the seventh chain and sense a deeper power within it. A different sort of power, a path toward not just freezing that which existed within the world, but that which lay beyond it.



He wasn’t going to freeze the fire. He was going to freeze the power behind it, the essence of Lascivious which she’d attached to her spell. It was akin to freezing time itself, taking the energy and trapping it outside of the flow of moments.



Unfortunately, he could only do it from within. He gave up on the ice entirely, along with trying to hold his position flying just out of reach of the blistering heat. The worldfire seared his body, rending his clothing and hair to bits of char and ash.



His skin was similarly scorched and ruined, and though he could regenerate it through his ice, he still felt the pain of it burning. He was screaming again, but this time it was drawn out of him, more horrific than cathartic. He could see the worldfire’s center, sense the core of its essence.



I’m going to do it,
 he thought to Myr, lacking enough of a tongue to speak.



“I knew you could,” she whispered back. “I always believed in you, Damon.”



He smiled as he found the center of the spell’s essence. He couldn’t freeze it directly, not in a way that made sense to explain. It was the time it existed within which he could freeze, letting it thaw out later and disperse unattached from the fire, harmless and aimless.



To do it would take everything he had to give. Damon let his eyes draw closed as he made that final, ultimate commitment.



 



***



 



“It was just up ahead, wasn’t it?”



Damon led Malon, Vel, and Ria through the trees. He could hear the waterfall, and as he poked his head through the last barrier of foliage, he was close enough to feel the spray on his face, cold and refreshing against the midsummer heat.



“Yes, this is it,” said Malon. “What possessed you to plan a trip out here, solas?”



“I remembered coming here years ago, when Ria and Vel and I were young.”



“You’re still young,” said Malon, with a teasing smile.



“You know what I mean.” He brushed his shoulder playfully against hers.



“I, for one, think this was a brilliant idea.” Ria hugged Damon from behind and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Good thinking, young Damon. Is that not the spot up there from which we used to jump?”



“Check the water level, first,” said Vel. “It hasn’t rained much this season. If it’s too shallow, it might be dangerous.”



“I can see the depth from here.” Ria was already stripping off her tunic, heedless of Damon’s lingering eyes.



“Ria!” said Vel. “Do it behind a tree or something. Damon is here.”



“I think he does not mind.” Ria winked at him and stretched for his benefit, taut breasts bouncing as she dropped back onto the heels of her feet.



“I brought food for lunch,” said Malon. She was already spreading out a quilt on a flat patch of grass. “Why don’t I get it prepared while the three of you go for a quick swim?”



“Oh, I don’t mind staying to help,” said Damon. He brushed by Vel, who set a hand on his chest as she hurried to catch up with Ria.



Malon’s smile took on a sad edge that made it feel as though the world was suddenly spinning around him. The bright sun overhead seemed to dim, shadows dancing at the edge of his vision.



“You’ve already helped enough, solas,” she whispered. “I’m so proud of you.”



She stood up on her tiptoes and gave him a kiss.



 



 



THE END
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