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CHAPTER 1




 



The cold ran deep. There was no movement, no feeling, no breath. It was not the cold of winter, nor the cold of the high mountains, not even the cold of the far north. It was an absolute cold, outside of life and time… until it wasn’t.



Damon’s fingers prickled with sharp, needling sensations. He did his best to ignore that, which worked pretty well. Existence took an effort, too much of one to appeal to him. Far easier to surrender to his lethargy, simply keep his eyes shut. Go back to sleep for a few more minutes, a few more lifetimes.



He felt himself shift as a push came from behind him, though not from a hand. Water licked against the tips of his exposed fingers. He rolled out a shoulder, feeling the brittle flex and snap of warming ice as it came loose.



He was in a shell of ice that covered him near completely. The realization felt distant and removed, as though he was observing a facet of someone else’s state. More water flowed over him, distinctly warm compared to his frozen body. Another chunk came loose, this time from against the back of his neck and head.



He thought about breathing, about how he suddenly needed to again, and shivered in frustration. One of his eyes was still locked shut, but the other came open as he blinked, letting him see his surroundings.



He was lying on a beach in the shallows. The water which kept tickling his fingers was the lapping of the waves. Salt stung the corner of his eye, and in his haste to blink it clean, he felt more of his head come loose from the ice. He tried to bring a hand to his face and heard a soft pop as it broke free.



Damon finally forced himself up, bereft of energy and urgency, but knowing he couldn’t stay where he was. His mind felt strange… slow and unused to thinking. There’d been a fight, a battle, up in… Veridas Keep.



Lascivious. His aesta. The worldfire.



He groaned and wiped at his face. His lower body was still encased in ice. It didn’t break as easily as he tried to shift his legs. He tried smacking it with the palm of his hand, but the blow was weak and ineffectual. His fingers found a rock in the sand as he reached around for a makeshift hammer or chisel.



Not a rock, he realized, as he pulled a familiar sword hilt loose from the sandy muck. He stared in disbelief even as he instantly understood. His myrblade, Myr, had broken in half. All that was left was the hilt and a five-inch section of silver metal above the cross guard, which ended in a jagged point.



“You warned me,” he whispered, voice strengthless and rasping. “I wanted to listen. I suppose I didn’t have much choice, though, did I?”



Myr didn’t say anything. He couldn’t feel the pulse of the enchantment and suspected he knew what that meant. She probably didn’t exist anymore, not how she once had within the sword, perhaps not anywhere at all. The thought stung worse than the sea salt in his eyes. Damon started hacking at the ice with the broken sword, taking distraction where he could find it.



He was naked underneath all the ice, but that seemed like a secondary concern as he took a look at his surroundings. The beach on which he’d awoken was surrounded by a few rocky cliffs and not much else.



The landscape in the distance was barren and strange, bereft of trees and foliage.
 Living
 trees and foliage, he amended, noting several charred tree trunks and a fair amount of ash which might once have been brush or grass.



Damon dragged himself to his feet, forcing each forward step until he was completely out of the water and could rest on his knees in the warm sand. He’d already seen enough that, even as groggy as he was, he could make a fair guess at what had happened.



He’d fought Lascivious and lost. She’d forced him to watch her worldfire, her attempt at destroying Veridan’s Curve like a child fed up with an unfavored toy. Damon had broken Myr’s last chain and tried to use her power to stop it.



He slowly panned his gaze across the empty, heavily scorched landscape, and then up to the sky. The clouds were more black than white and the sky behind them was far from blue, more a hazy gray-green.



He’d failed, in the end. It wasn’t a hard conclusion to arrive at, but it was a bitter one to accept. He was still alive, at least, but his body had changed nearly as much as the world. His skin was pale and unhealthy, and there was hardly any muscle or fat left underneath it.



Every joint looked knobby and delicate. His ribs poked out to a degree he’d only ever seen once, on the weathered body of a dead coyote. His hair… Well, he realized he barely had any hair left as he ran his hands over his scalp and felt but a few thin, wispy tangles.



He let out a gruff laugh that instantly broke into a cough, and then he was doubled over, dry heaving so hard that he felt blackness dancing at the edge of his vision. It went on for a while, but he never actually threw up. Did he have anything, other than perhaps a few drops of seawater, to vomit?



He had his broken myrblade, his mind unhelpfully pointed out. What remained of the sword was heavily tarnished, spotted with little patches of green and orange that weren’t quite gritty, like rust, but just as ugly. He shook his head, wondering how it could have degraded to such a degree. He’d had the sword inside him, ice frozen within ice, during the last few moments he remembered while facing the worldfire.



It didn’t matter. Nothing really mattered anymore. He’d lost. His aesta was still enslaved by Lascivious. Vel might be dead, depending on how close she’d been to the worldfire’s blast. Ria would at least have been unharmed, but he didn’t know for sure and could only hope.



He looked over himself again, trying to guess at how long it had been. A few weeks, at the very least. More than a month? Not much more, though that was a guess based solely on the skeletal state of his body and a basic understanding of the effects of starvation.



“Alright,” he said. “Here I am. What now?”



He turned his broken myrblade over in his hand as he took another look at the surrounding area. There really wasn’t much, so little in fact that he was left questioning his assumption that he was still in Veridan’s Curve. He technically could have floated anywhere while encased within the ice, though it seemed wherever he was had been within the range of Lascivious’s smoldering ire.



It looked as though the topsoil had been scorched away. The heads of previously hidden boulders poked up in various places across the landscape. A few larger trees had left spiky, charred stumps behind, which he wondered if he might make use of for starting a fire.



He began walking alongside the beach, going slow in part due to the demands of his weakened body, and in part to spare the bare undersides of his feet. Damon’s plan was simple. Finding Malon, Vel, and Ria would have to be a long-term goal. For now, he needed to tend to his own survival.



He suspected that if he followed the coast, he’d find people or a town, eventually. The uniformity of the destruction around him made it into more of an assumption than it once would have been, but it was the most reasonable path forward within reach.



Reasonable, but far from easy. Damon had never appreciated how easily he’d once moved through the world. His legs had no muscle, and it seemed as though every other step across the sand had him wavering or falling at an angle.



For a time, he walked farther up, where ash and scorched dirt provided better footing. He quit doing that when the soles of his feet began to sting enough to make him question what he might be stepping on.



He came across a bend in the beach that curved around a rocky cliff face which had previously spoiled his view. Damon was relieved to see several people standing on the sand in the distance, gazing out across the water. He raised a hand to wave but caught himself at the last instant before shouting as one of them shifted, turning to face him.



The person, a tall, pallid man, was missing half of his jaw, and his eyes pulsed with a distinct crimson light. He’d seen Lascivious’s undead revenants before, people reanimated into monsters by her dark magic. For them to be here, on this beach, was his largest clue so far as to the current state of the world.



None of the revenants wore more than shreds of clothing, and each had their own unique collection of unbleeding wounds and ghastly injuries. Damon felt a strange urge to check himself over again as he peered at them, if only to make absolutely certain he hadn’t died and joined their number. He could feel his heart beating, at least. It started beating faster as one of the revenants began shuffling in his direction.



He stepped backward, his fingers tensing around the hilt of his broken myrblade. He’d gone through so much with the weapon that the simple fact he still held it, even shattered as it was, buoyed his confidence to surprising levels. He wasn’t completely without advantages. He wasn’t ready to give up.



He let the first revenant come, so many old memories stirring on the periphery of his awareness as he stared into its glowing crimson eyes. The monster was faster than it looked, breaking into a stumbling trot as it closed within a hundred feet of him. Its skin was gray and mottled by patches of decay, and its remaining teeth were chipped and blackened and streaked with old blood.



The revenant hissed and swung an arm at him as it came within striking distance. Damon ducked underneath it and stabbed the broken point of his myrblade forward into the monster’s stomach. He felt it sink into flesh, though not deeply. He pulled back with a jerking motion and felt the hilt come loose… from his hand.



Nothing felt right. He was slow and weak and ungainly. The myrblade fell to the sand, and he didn’t get a chance to grab at it as the revenant continued pressing forward. The others on the beach—ones which Damon had foolishly, overconfidently ignored—hurried toward the disturbance, toward him.



He did the only thing he could do, weakened and weaponless and alone. He turned and ran.










CHAPTER 2




 



The revenants gave pursuit. They were faster than Damon had originally realized, though he conceded it would be just as true to say he was slower than he had expected himself to be.



He ran along the beach at first, trusting the sand would impede the monsters slightly more than it would him. Of course, he had no choice but to double back eventually, shifting onto the ashy, barren land farther up and ignoring the way it burned his feet.



He wasn’t willing to leave his myrblade behind. It was still in the sand next to the cliffs, and even though it was broken and seemingly dormant, it was his sword. It was Myr. It was more to him than a simple weapon. That fact hadn’t changed, even if everything else within his world so obviously had.



The revenants were just smart enough to amble toward him at different angles, rather than walking along the same path. It made getting back to where he’d dropped his myrblade far more of a challenge than it should have been. Several times, he was forced to dodge between the revenants, coming within a hair of having his neck torn open by gashing teeth.



There were more than just three of the monsters. They seemed to lumber in from everywhere in the distance, traveling alone or in small, pointless groups. Damon saw half a dozen shuffling toward him now, and he wasn’t counting the ones he’d need to glance over his shoulder to see.



He was panting and running at full speed when he finally made it back. The myrblade’s tip still protruded from the sand, which made it blessedly easy to find. He gripped it tightly enough in his fingers to strain his knuckles and tried to steal a second to catch his breath.



To his right was the cliff, and to his left lay what he assumed to be the Endless Ocean. The revenants came down on him from the front and back. There was nowhere left to run, and he’d already proven he was in no shape to fight.



He looked up the cliff and caught sight of a ledge that seemed wide enough for him to stand on, at least. There was no time to consider. It was his only option. He struggled to pull himself up the first few feet of damp cliff face, but the going became easier as he shifted his myrblade to his teeth, clamping down on the worn weapon’s hilt.



The revenants caught up with him before he was completely out of reach. Stiff fingers grabbed at his ankle, and he kicked out on reflex. It wasn’t a hard kick, but it was enough to shake his foot loose. He grabbed the next handhold, groaning as he set his weakened muscles to the daunting task of lifting himself higher.



The climb took everything he had, but he made it up to the ledge. The fates smiled on him for what seemed like the first time in a while, and what he’d taken to be a simple plateau of rock jutting from the cliff was actually a fully-fledged cave.



Damon splayed himself out on the cave’s hard floor, paying only enough attention to the revenants below to ensure they were staying put and not climbing up after him. It was satisfying, in a pathetic way, to know he’d proven himself more physically capable than the undead monsters.



He caught his breath and tried to think about what to do next. A loud, self-pitying part of him wished he could simply go to sleep, completely go back into stasis, as he’d been within the ice. He didn’t lend it much credence.



The cave was shelter. Now, he needed food, a source of clean water, and a chance to recover his strength. If he could manage that, he’d have a chance at survival and at what lay beyond.



He waited for a while, watching the revenants with the dwindling hope that they might disperse of their own volition. They were making noise, low moans, and the occasional snarl. There were four of them, which was fewer than there had been before. He wasn’t interested in waiting for the rest to arrive and join the party.



Damon found rocks within the cave, ranging in size from pebbles to miniature boulders which he couldn’t properly lift with his weakened arms. He tried throwing the smaller ones, but it quickly became apparent that he simply didn’t have the strength left to do anything resembling real damage with them.



Instead, Damon focused on the larger rocks, the ones which had broken loose from the cave’s ceiling with what must have been tremendous force. He slid them to the edge of the cave and pushed them off, and these did real damage. He watched with grim satisfaction as one of the revenants went down, its head making a disgusting wet meat noise as the boulder crashed down.



There was a certain amount of finesse, if not luck, involved with his strategy. Damon managed to render three of the revenants immobile, though two still made noises that suggested they were simply damaged beyond standing, rather than dead.



He ran out of rocks for the last one and suspected he would have struggled to hit it with reliable accuracy, regardless. He waited a while to catch his breath, but was mindful of the passage of time. He knew that if night came and he slept without food and water, he’d simply wake up weaker the next day.



The cave was damp, and he could hear a faint trickling from within its shadowed depths that hinted at a freshwater spring, but he would still need to scavenge food from somewhere. Which meant dealing with this revenant and any others he couldn’t find a way to avoid.



He waited by the cave’s edge, dangling his feet off the cliff to lure it in close. He didn’t have any rocks left, true, but there was one other convenient, heavy object which he could drop upon the revenant. Damon slid forward, committing to the drop feet first, and landed hard atop the monster’s chest and shoulders.



He had an instant of satisfaction as he felt his feet strike with bone-crunching force before being knocked sideways by the impact. With his broken myrblade still in hand, he hurried back to standing. The revenant twitched as though it also planned on getting back up. Damon stabbed it through the neck, wincing at the thick, dark blood that oozed from the wound as the monster went still.



He washed his hands and the myrblade off in the ocean and, treading carefully, began searching the nearby area for anything he could make use of. His first thought was to search whatever tidepools he could find along the beach, relying upon the ocean’s bounty in the face of the destruction of the land.



There was nothing obviously edible in the first two he checked. The third one held a small, spiky sea urchin. He cracked it open with a rock and found a very small amount of roe inside, which he ate raw. The taste was too rich by half for him, but he forced it down, wishing he had found freshwater first to wet his mouth.



That was all Damon found for the next few hours. His search felt pointless and limited, given how wary he was of venturing far from the cave. He doubted his body could sustain a solid run of more than half a mile, let alone sustain that run followed by the climb it took to pull himself up into his new home.



He was well aware, as time began to trickle on and he still hadn’t found more than a single bite of roe, that he was using more energy in his search than he’d reclaimed through food. It might have been better just to have gone to sleep, after all. He felt so pathetic, and so painfully hungry.



The sunset was a muted thing, hidden behind the heavy cloud cover, but it let Damon confirm that west was still in the direction he’d assumed, out into the ocean. He walked the long way around, hoping to find a route that would bring him to the top of the cliff for a better view of the area.



It was easier than he’d expected, costing him more time than energy. Damon found grass growing in a small patch on the way up, poking out at an angle from where it grew within a bowl-shaped depression in the rock that had filled with soil.



The grass shifted, and his eyes locked onto what it hid. A long snake about twice the thickness of his thumb was slowly casing the area, probably as hungry as Damon. He didn’t hesitate for even a second, bringing his broken myrblade down and cutting it into two writhing halves. It was ruthless, and it was what survival entailed.



He waited for the snake to go still before collecting the meat and heading back toward the cave.










CHAPTER 3




 



The pile of dead revenants Damon had left outside the cave blunted his appetite as he carried the snake up. He knew he should move them into the water, at least. They gave his presence away to anyone with eyes and might well attract more monsters.



He left them where they were more out of exhaustion than intention. He was already feeling lightheaded from lack of energy, and it simply wasn’t a thing he could make a priority. He needed to eat the snake. He needed to cook the snake if he stood a chance at keeping it down. Cooking meant fire. Fire meant wood.



The snake was pretty big, not as large as the colossus snakes which had once roamed the Malagantyan, but certainly enough to give a starving man a meal. He didn’t like having to set it down in the cave, which he still hadn’t scoured every inch of, but he was going to need his hands to stand any chance at gathering firewood and getting it up the cliff, and one of them was already occupied with carrying his broken myrblade.



He forearms started cramping as he climbed back down, and a wave of dizziness forced him to wait for a couple of seconds at the bottom, where the revenant blood pooled in the sand under his feet. He walked slowly along the beach once he’d recovered, taking his pick from the dry driftwood, of which there was plenty.



Most was carpenter cut wood, bits of planks from ships and boards from buildings. Evidence of recent destruction. He felt an odd conflict as he appreciated how much of it there was for him, so easily available, while also cursing Lascivious for having broken the world. He’d tried to stop it. He’d broken Myr’s last chain, all just to stop it.



Perhaps he had. Perhaps she’d tried again after he foiled her first attempt, and no swordsman wielding an enchanted sword of incredible power had stepped forward to stop her. Damon picked up a thin wooden dowel that might once have been an arm of a parasol, or one of the bars of a child’s crib, or something with a similar need for smooth wood. It was dry all the way through, perfect for kindling if he could shave some off.



He avoided the question of what he’d use to actually spark the flame until he’d gathered enough firewood for it to be unavoidable. He had his myrblade, but he needed flint or something similar to draw sparks from.



He didn’t have an eye for rocks, and was working through the last minutes of visible light before the sun set completely. He settled for searching the beach on his hands and knees, finding rocks with his fingers, trying them against his broken sword on the spot.



It took him a while, so long that he was past the point where he reasonably felt he should give up, but he eventually found one. He went to stick it in his pocket on reflex before remembering he didn’t have pockets, or clothes, come to that. He laughed, which made him cough, and then he was dizzy again and groaning from exhaustion.



He made it back into the cave, slowly bringing as much of the firewood he’d piled on the ground below up as he could. The cave had enough ventilation to handle a small fire within, he hoped. He had a premonition of the heat it gave off causing the rock overhead to shift abruptly and possibly come down on him, but that seemed unlikely enough to dismiss.



With deliberate slowness, Damon began building the fire. He shaved several long pieces off the dowel, thin enough to curl at the edges, and began the process of getting the sparks to take. It took a while, but he was ready for that, patient and unrelenting.



Eventually, he earned himself a flame. It slowly spread to the wood, and for a few minutes as he hurried to set the two halves of the snake onto a makeshift spit, the world seemed reasonable again. He had, or would soon have, a cooked meal. Though water was still an issue.



He focused in on the trickling he’d heard earlier from deeper within the cave. It was fainter now, but sure enough, it led to a corner that was obviously damp where water dripped from a porous stone. He suddenly was overwhelmingly thirsty and risked trying to drink from the rock directly. He was rewarded with a mouthful of clean water, though with a faint, chalky undertone.



The water began trickling faster after that, and though it took him a few minutes, he managed to drink his fill. The effect of proper hydration on his experience of the world was pronounced. He could smell again, both the interesting and appetizing scent of the cooking snake, and the unsettling copper edge of the revenant blood at his doorstep.



His hunger pulled his focus back to what mattered. Damon ate the snake as soon as it smelled mostly done, not wanting to risk burning the valuable meat. It was still steaming hot as he took the first bite, scalding his mouth and forcing him to breathe quickly to cool it down on his tongue.



It tasted like lean pork, chewy and gamey and worth eating. Some of the bones were easy to ignore and crunch through, while others, including the skull, he carefully ate around and discarded. The meal was over within five minutes of its start, and he was still hungry at the end.



Having found food and water in at least a small capacity did wonders for his mood, however. He had hope again. He sat next to the fire, near enough for it to bless his bare body with its warmth, and stared out of the cave mouth across the ocean.



He was alive. That was all that really mattered, since being alive meant he could search for Ria and Vel. Malon, too, if he could find a way to make her see him. He’d known when he committed to stopping the worldfire that it might cost him his life. He’d barely scraped by with Myr’s help, and he wasn’t about to throw away the gift she’d given him.



He gently rubbed his fingers over his broken myrblade’s hilt, wishing he could hear her whispering in his ear again. Even in this, Damon clung to a faint sense of hope. She’d been in a useless dagger before Sandra swapped her enchantment into his sword. Maybe repeating the process with a new weapon might be enough to bring her back? Or maybe he could reforge and restore his myrblade through some other means?



He sighed as he noticed how far ahead of himself he was getting. It probably made sense for him to set a more reasonable goal to start, like finding some clothes and a pair of boots. He shifted to lay across the cave’s fire-warmed stone, cozy if not comfortable, and closed his eyes.



 



***



 



Damon awoke to the sound of low, inhuman moans and fingers scraping against rock. His fire had gone out and the sun had come up, but those were both secondary considerations to the pack of revenants which had apparently gathered at the base of the cliff.



There were enough of them to make the ones he’d killed the day before seem like a rounding error. Dozens, at least, so many that they were scrambling over one another in the places where they were clustered most heavily.



No amount of rock flinging was going to dispose of this many revenants. Damon sat cross legged at the edge of the cave, tapping his fingers along his myrblade’s hilt, cornered and annoyed.



He made the mistake of looking into the faces of a few. One of them had once been a young woman, petite and pretty. Several were even smaller, child-sized and tragic. Another wore plate mail, though half the pieces were missing. Damon didn’t like to think of them as former people. It was so much easier, simpler, to see and deal with them as monsters.



He spent some time in the back of the cave, drinking water from the trickle and waiting to see if they might spread out a bit if they couldn’t see him for a while. The low moaning never stopped, a haunting chorus of walking death.



He did find a small amount of success through hiding, however. Most of the revenants stuck around, but they spread out a little. Not enough for him to have much room to work with, but he eyed a likely spot where he could at least jump down without being grabbed immediately.



He considered if it might make sense to drop and try to run through them, not to simply escape elsewhere, but to lure them away. The cave provided him with safety and freshwater, two essentials of survival. He didn’t want to leave just yet, which meant he’d have to do something about his uninvited guests.



It was hard to keep from missing his myrblade’s enchantment. It would have been so much easier to ice over the revenants, turning them into harmless, frozen statues. He seethed as he thought about how he could simply have turned himself into ice and flown away, had he still been privy to that powerful magic.



But Lascivious had broken both him and his myrblade, so Damon quit thinking about things he was no longer capable of doing and set his mind to the current situation. He stretched out his legs, ankles, and back, aware of how badly it would go if he fumbled the initial jump.



He returned to the back of the cave, drinking more water, and giving the revenants time to spread out even more. He’d already drunk enough to feel a growing urge to piss, and he had no intention of doing that in the cave.



Finally, he moved into position, eyed his landing, and prepared to run naked through a mob of bloodthirsty monsters. Strangely, he thought of Austine in that moment and wondered what he would do if he were there with him.



He struck a pose like one of the nude statues he’d seen once in Avarice’s courtyard, ran a hand dramatically through his nonexistent hair, and then jumped down to the sand.










CHAPTER 4




 



Damon didn’t stick his landing, and that probably saved his life. One of the monsters reacted to his presence far faster than he’d expected and was already blundering forward to tackle his shoulders. Damon’s legs gave out as he hit the ground, but missing his initial landing gave him momentum to fling himself into a forward roll.



Bits of sand stuck to his back as he came up to his feet. He had to shoulder himself bodily between two revenants to make it out of the initial cluster, and only breaking into a dead sprint allowed him to avoid three more lingering around the mob’s edge.



He had a moment to appreciate the reasonably clear weather as he picked up speed. The sun was out, though it seemed like a muted imitation of itself against the gray-green sky, it still felt good against his skin. There was a slight breeze which, aside from smelling faintly of smoke, tasted otherwise clean. It helped to be upwind from the revenants.



He slowed, letting them give pursuit and clearing them away from his cave. His plan was working, but he felt pessimistic about whether it would be sustainable if he had to do this every day, perhaps more than once per day, judging by how quickly the monsters gathered.



His considerations took him out of the moment, and his foot caught at an odd angle on a rock hidden underneath the sand. Damon fell hard, and though he was quick to get back up, he didn’t look as closely as he should have as he took off in a new direction.



There was another group of revenants ahead of him that immediately began closing in. With monsters on two sides and the ocean on one, he could only run in a single direction. Each revenant he encountered straight-on posed its own unique challenge to dodge. It was like the training exercises he’d once done with Austine after first joining the Gleaming Scythe, dodging practice swords, and learning to fight weaponless.



He wasn’t entirely weaponless, however, and when one of the revenants scampered forward, he reacted instantly. With a jerking, stabbing motion, Damon sank the broken edge of his myrblade into the monster’s neck. The blood oozed out instead of spraying, as it might have from a living person, which was all that saved him from taking a flood of it to the face.



He pulled loose his myrblade and continued forward, breathing hard, revenants right behind him. He needed to put more distance between them and himself, but it seemed as though the more he ran, the more monsters he collected.



He tried to split off in a new direction, dodging through a thicker clump of the revenants. He headed away from the beach now, into the barren, scorched plains where only charred trees and a few burned-out buildings were visible in the distance. His bare feet started hurting again as they pounded into the ash, but the sensation stopped after a minute. Was that good or bad?



His thought was to loop around in a wide semi-circle and come back to the cave from the other direction along the beach. He needed to find food, of course, but first he just needed to rest and regain his breath. It seemed as though each time he tried to turn in a southward direction to put himself onto the needed route, a revenant would draw close and force him onto a different heading.



He recognized, at some point, that he was running for his life again. Getting back to the cave within the next few minutes seemed unrealistic, and Damon was left pumping his legs aimlessly, searching for anything else that might give him a moment of shelter and rest. He felt naïve in his original thinking that he could simply avoid the monsters, but what other choice had been available?



They were everywhere now. Damon scrambled to find openings in any direction, stabbing with his myrblade more on reflex than with greater intention. He ran, dodged, and fought for his life. There were too many of them coming at him, pressing in on all sides, blotting out hope and escape.



A sharp whistle came from somewhere nearby. More noise, hoof beats. Damon slashed at one of the revenants as it tried to grab at him with its arms. All at once, the monsters started dropping. Someone on horseback was riding through them, slashing with a long sword that severed limbs and arms like overgrown brush.



There were more of them now, an entire scouting party of mounted Remenai. Damon dropped onto his stomach, taking advantage of the shifting attention of the monsters as they were distracted by the new threat.



He crawled, pulling himself out from the mob of revenants and surprised by how many of them there were. The Remenai cut them all down, however, riding their horses on pass after pass in what was clearly an extermination effort.



Damon lifted his hands into the air, doing his best to make it apparent that he wasn’t one of the monsters. A horse nearly trampled over him as one of the Remenai warriors drew its mount up short. He shouted something at Damon which he didn’t understand. He knew only a few words in Konokai, one of several Remenai languages, but decided they were probably better than nothing.



“Hello,
 ” he said, in Konokai.
 “Thank you.”



He repeated the phrases over and over again, sincerely meaning his words of gratitude. The Remenai who’d stopped near him jumped down from his mount and pointed his sword at him. Damon kept his hands in the air. One of the Rem grabbed his wrists and started binding them together, stripping his broken myrblade from his hand in the process.



That was fine by him. Anything was better than being eaten. As poorly equipped and directionless as he currently was, he had no incentive to resist if they wanted to make his existence their problem.



The thought turned to ash in his mouth as another Remenai dismounted nearby in the wake of dispatching the last of the revenants. This man had a knife in his hand, and his posture suggested he was half a second away from burying it into Damon’s stomach.



Damon dodged backward, sweeping his bound arms up to deflect the final momentum of the stabbing knife’s tip. He spun, lacing his fingers into a fist, and caught the man’s chin with an awkward but powerful blow. It felt good to fight like this, and he caught a glimpse of his old self in the wary way the Remenai reacted to him after seeing he could deal some damage.



The man came at him again, slashing the gleaming edge of his long, curved knife. Damon had no clothing, let alone armor. The edge would go through his skin like wet paper. He relied on reflexes that were no longer attached to muscles in the greatest condition to dodge under the attack, and he suspected he would have felt the knife tickle his hair if he’d had much of that left.



He turned himself into a weapon, applying his thighs and calves, the strongest parts of his body he had left, into launching himself headfirst into the other man at a shallow angle. His head sank deep into the other man’s stomach, winding him completely, if not bruising his innards. Damon felt slightly dizzy as he stood and spun, searching for a new opponent.



There were plenty to choose from. The Remenai had him surrounded, and he still seemed to be less of a threat in their eyes than the revenants, judging from a few of their amused expressions. Time to make another attempt at diplomacy.



“I know your people,” he said. “Ria Zakur. The Queen of Storms.” He paused, racking his brain for what they called her in their language. “Vaista Aestairius!”



He pressed his palms together and shook his hands, trying to make them see he would rather do anything than fight, than die, in that moment. They spoke patiently among themselves for a moment, with the voice of the man Damon had beaten furiously calling for his doom.



Finally, they came to a decision. He was pushed down onto his knees, and another rope was tied around his neck. He thought for a moment that they meant to drag him behind one of their horses, but that seemed needlessly complicated for an execution in the wild. No, the extra rope was to make sure he didn’t try to jump off one of their horses at some opportune point in the near future.



He was tied onto one of the mounts like a spare traveling bag, lying in front of the rider with his chest and stomach against the animal’s back. His experience of riding like this, as the Remenai got back up to speed, varied from uncomfortable to excruciating. His skin, still bare, chafed easily against the saddle, and his ribs were heavily bruised within the first few minutes.



They traveled for hours, though he managed to somehow sleep through part of the experience. It was as though his body was still primed from his experience of being frozen in ice, ready to disassociate at the first sign of lingering physical stress.



It was early in the evening when they arrived at their apparent destination. Damon fell to the ground alongside the party’s traveling bags, as though they wanted to emphasize that he truly was a
 thing
 they’d found, rather than a person. He was left to lie in the ash next to the roaring fire of their camp for a few minutes before being pulled to his feet and pushed into one of the tents.










CHAPTER 5




 



A powerful-looking Remenai man, shirtless from the waist up, rose from a bedroll and slowly walked over to him. He was muscular, with big biceps, a well-defined chest, and the sharp eyes of someone used to being in charge. Damon didn’t recognize him, but the naked Remenai woman on the bedroll was someone all too familiar.



Arylla, one of the Remenai wards of Sharika, Malon’s former aesta, sat up and wiped her fingers across her eyes. She made no attempt at covering herself—modesty was less of a thing to the Rem—as she moved to stand behind her lover, peering at Damon with that same suspicion.



“True Divine,” Damon muttered. “Arylla. You have no idea how good it is to see you.”



Arylla’s eyes narrowed, and she shook her head. “Who are you to speak to me so plainly?”



Damon hesitated. He realized she didn’t recognize him, and why would she? He hadn’t gotten a good look at his face, but he could feel how bare his scalp was, and he could see the withered state of the rest of his body. It was unfair to think anyone would recognize him at a glance.



“It’s me,” he said. “Damon. I know, it’s strange, isn’t it? I woke up like this. I…”



He paused then, only noticing several details which should have jumped out at him far earlier. Arylla looked different, too, older, with a scar across her eye that ran diagonally toward her chin. Not just a scar… her eye was now only a smoothly polished chunk of carved jadestone.



“Damon Al-Kendras,” she said, as though retesting each syllable. “That’s not possible… but it is you, is it not? Jad’s blood…”



She shook her head. Her muscular tent mate set a hand on her shoulder and asked a question in Konokai, which she answered with a few quick syllables. She started shouting, and people outside the tent began moving.



Damon’s bonds were cut, and several useful things were thrust into his hands, including a pair of Remenai-style undershorts and a drinking flask full of watered down Remenai wine. Arylla led him by the hand into another, larger tent that had been erected over a pair of stool-sized boulders.



He sat down across from her, still marveling at how different she also looked. She’d put a tunic on, which was disappointing, though he felt like a lecher for admitting it to himself. She waited until another member of the camp brought them each a steaming mug of herbal smelling tea before finally continuing their conversation.



“You are a dead man,” she said. It was a statement, not a threat.



“I promise you, I am very much alive.” He flashed a grin and took a small sip of the tea, which burned his tongue.



“How?” Arylla shook her head, eyes still wide and disbelieving. “Have you been surviving in the Crimson Wastes all this time? You are so thin… but even so, that would be impossible for anyone to manage alone. It makes no sense.”



“I was frozen after I…” he began, trailing off as her words hit him. “Hold on. What do you mean, all this time? Has it been weeks or… longer than that?”



Arylla blinked. “Weeks since when? The day we had thought you dead? That was almost five years ago.”



He heard her words, processed their meaning, and still found it all so insensible, so impossible. “Five… years?”



She nodded slowly, sensing the weight of what she’d just dropped on him.



“You’re sure?” he asked. Stupid question, but his mind was still in open, furious denial.



“I am sure,” said Arylla, with a weary smile. “Much has happened. I took a husband.” Her hand touched the matridai marks on her face. “I lost an eye. I gave birth to a child. All of it in… this horrible new world which has come to us.”



Five years. What did that even mean? Five years could pass uneventfully for someone set into their habits, in normal times. Five years could change everything for a person, or a world, in motion. If he’d been dead for five years, what did that mean for Malon, Ria, and Vel? Had they spent that time mourning him, or perhaps finding ways to move on?



More importantly, what had five years under the foot of Lascivious done to Veridan’s Curve?



Arylla was looking at him strangely, and he realized that he’d stopped breathing and was doing worrying things with his facial expression. He cleared his throat and took another sip of his tea. He was alive. He’d found an old friend. One step at a time.



“I suppose that explains why I was so tired when I woke up,” he managed, forcing a smile.



“It is incredible that you are alive, Damon Al-Kendras,” said Arylla. “My brethren and I will help you however we can. It is unsafe for someone to travel alone through the Crimson Wastes, let alone someone as poorly equipped as you.”



“You must know more of what’s happened,” he said, feeling a sudden surge of hope. “Ria. You must know where she is, right? Tell me she’s still alive.”



He closed his eyes at the sudden realization of how much pain her answer might bring him. Arylla touched his knee in gentle reassurance.



“She is alive and well. She has become a leader among our people, one of the foremost guardians of the havens.”



Damon sighed in relief. “Take me to her. I have to see her.”



Arylla shook her head. “It is not so simple, my friend. She resides in an area far away from here. It is the new capital of our people, one which has strict requirements for outsiders.”



“Then bring me to the edge of where I can go and have her come out to meet me there!”



“Even if we were headed in that direction, which we are not, it would take many days of travel across the most dangerous parts of the Crimson Wastes to reach the havens. Some of my people would die on the journey.”



Damon almost snapped at her, only barely containing the intensity of his emotions. He tensed his jaw, gathering his calm and considering her words. She did want to help him, and she was only outlining the obstacles he needed to know about.



“What about Vel?” he asked. “I know you only met her in passing, but do you have any information on where she might be or how she’s doing?”



“I do not, unfortunately,” said Arylla. “Though I have heard that her old patron, the Merinian highborn woman, now resides in Silke.”



“There are still cities after what happened?”



“Not many. Avaricia was destroyed in its entirety, but farther to the north and south, there are still places where the Merinians have a foothold. I would be wary of them. They have made certain… sacrifices… to survive.”



He wanted to probe into what she meant by that, but he still had one more question which took priority. “Arylla… have you heard anything about my aesta?”



Arylla took a breath and glanced sideways, her expression revealing she’d known he would eventually ask this. “She has made her presence known, at times.”



“What is that supposed to mean?”



“We call her the
 Venmalani
 , but to you Merinians, she is the
 Red Sorceress,
 ” said Arylla. “She is dangerous, though not so much as her master, Lascivious.”



Damon sank into himself. He set his tea mug down and let his fingers dig into his legs. Malon was alive. It was good news… but it also meant that for the past five years, she’d been serving Lascivious, acting as her agent. How could she even be the same aesta he remembered?



“I cannot imagine how overwhelming this must be for you,” said Arylla. “You were always of kindness toward me, Damon. We will help you recover and find your way forward.”



She took his hands into hers, squeezed them, and then led him back out into camp. Some of the other Rem had set up a tent for him, complete with a small basin full of warm water and a new set of clothing.



Damon washed himself and pulled on the tunic, which fit nearly perfectly, and the leggings, which he had to belt up a bit. They’d also left his broken myrblade on the bedroll. He took that and tucked it into his belt, more for safekeeping than to use as a weapon.



Most of the Remenai were settling in for the night, aside from a few still talking around the fire and two men standing watch at either side of the camp. Arylla brought him a platter piled high with food. Damon wolfed down spicy curry, rice, and flatbread, eating until his stomach felt as though it was going to burst.



Finally, he went to sleep, and though it was the last thing he wanted to do in that moment, he was out as soon as his head hit the pillow.










CHAPTER 6




 



There was a time once when Damon’s dreams were a happy place, filled as much with fantasy as with hidden trysts with Malon and Vel in discrete dreamscapes. That time was five years out of view. Even if he’d had the amethyst amulet which had primed his mind for dreamspelling, his aesta and Vel both thought he was dead.



He rose slowly, taking the time to feel each of his bruised ribs as he gazed out the tent flap and into the early dawn haze. Many of the Rem in Arylla’s traveling party were already packing their tents or eating a hurried breakfast. It seemed as though they’d be setting off soon, which raised the question of what his own intentions were.



He helped as best as he could, even going so far as to giving a somewhat apologetic nod to the Remenai man he’d headbutted the day before. Most of the Rem ignored him, and most of those who acknowledged his presence did it with wary or outright hostile looks.



“Here,” said Arylla. She passed him a curved, Rem-style sword that fit into a black leather sheath. “You will need a weapon if you are to travel with us.”



“I don’t know if my plan is to travel with you,” he said. “It’s not enough for me to just survive and wait around after what you told me.”



“The Crimson Wastes will eat you, Damon,” said Arylla. “I do not mean this as a, ah, what do the Merinians call it? This is a literal thing I say. You will be run down by the monsters and eaten if you try to go it alone.”



 “I’m aware,” he said. “Where are we right now? How many days’ travel is Silke from here?”



He didn’t get an immediate answer. One of the Remenai who was on watch blew a horn, and everyone was suddenly in motion, grabbing weapons and falling into formation. In the distance, a mob of revenants ran toward the camp, each of the undead monsters scrambling and shouldering by one another to be the first with a chance at fresh meat.



The risk was as much to the horses of the Remenai party as the people. Arylla and her husband stood at the forefront of the revenant charge, fighting alongside a dozen other well-equipped warriors.



Damon joined in at the edge, testing the unfamiliar weight of his curved longsword. A small revenant in tattered clothing let out a hiss and leapt at him. He slashed, gripping his weapon in both hands, and appreciating its sharp edge as it tore through the monster’s shoulder. He spun, carrying the momentum of the strike around to deliver a finishing blow.



He could still feel his body’s weakness, even with a proper weapon. He was already sweating, and as two more revenants rushed forward at him mindlessly, he hesitated, unsure of whether he could handle them both on his own.



A Remenai spearman came to his aid, slamming the tip of his weapon through one of the revenant’s eyes sockets. Damon slashed at the neck of the other, sinking his sword in deep, but not quite cutting all the way through. He kicked the monster in the chest and quickly finished it off with a second strike.



“Damon!” shouted Arylla. She was on horseback now, as were most of the others. The Remenai had apparently decided to flee, rather than hold their position. Already, the rest of the tents had been packed, including his own.



He climbed onto the back of her horse and hung on as they took off as a unit. They rode for nearly an hour, continuing long after the revenant mob was far out of view behind them.



The horses summited a large hill with an enviable view of the surrounding area, and they stopped to rest. Damon felt uneasy as he climbed down from Arylla’s horse. He knew what he had to do, both for himself and for Arylla’s traveling party. It wasn’t as though he could continue to ride double on one of their horses indefinitely.



“I appreciate all the help you’ve given me, but it’s time for me to go my own way,” he said.



“You are a fool.” Arylla smiled, despite the harshness of her words. “I suppose that is one thing that has not changed. Ria will be angry with me when I next see her and attempt to explain this.”



“You’re assuming I won’t see her first,” he said. “Though I’ll admit I’m not headed that way immediately. I need to get to Silke.”



Arylla nodded slowly. She turned and pointed to the north. “Three, maybe four days from here on foot. That is assuming you are not waylaid by the revenants or the other monsters of the Crimson Wastes, which you will be.”



“That’s why I have a sword,” he said.



Arylla was kind enough to provide him with some basic supplies. Damon accepted a traveling pack that held the tent he’d slept in the night before, a full waterskin, and a small amount of food.



“We cannot spare much,” she said. “That will be just enough for you to reach Silke if you travel quickly and ration portions. You should keep your eyes open for anything else edible you find along the way. There is not much, Damon. The land here is as dead as the things inhabiting it.”



“I will keep my eyes open,” he said. “Thanks. For everything. We’ll see each other again, I expect.”



“So I hope.” She kissed him on the cheek and climbed back onto her horse. Damon watched her and the other Remenai ride off, actively suppressing the voice in his head that seemed to think he was making a critical mistake.



He set off at a manageable pace, stopping often to check for revenants in all directions. He wasn’t safe, and the landscape never let him forget it. His feet left footprints in the ash, and the smell of the wind was disquieting to his stomach.



Perversely, Damon felt more unnerved by the unseen danger now than he had while running around naked and weaponless. Seeing Arylla and her people had sobered him, the caution and tension of their encampment underlining the precariousness of the area, despite them numbering in the dozens and being flush with supplies.



Still, he had a sword now, and that was a massive advantage to someone with his kind of skill and training. He traveled north with deliberate steps, hurrying, and taking his time when it made sense for each.



The first night of camping was stressful. He didn’t risk a fire, not after his experience with the revenants showing up in number at his cliff cave. He ate a cold dinner, crawled into his tent, and did his best to keep his thoughts from lingering on how exposed he was as he forced himself to sleep.



The next day was so uneventful that it felt as though an encounter with a monster would have done him some good, if only to reset his nerves. He traveled faster and camped early on a small rock plateau only approachable on one side.



He encountered one of the revenants that night. He heard it coming after him with plenty of time to spare, and he had time to wake up at the noise of its horrible moans, gather his sword and boots, and engage it out of direct sight of his camp. He didn’t get any more sleep after that.



After eating a quick breakfast of mostly stale bread, Damon set out the next morning. He could feel his strength slowly but surely returning. Which was good, as he encountered several more revenants within the first few hours of the day.



The sword Arylla had given helped, but it still wasn’t easy to dispatch the monsters, especially when they presented in number. They were unpredictable, despite their pack tendencies and overarching patterns of behavior.



It was the way each one attacked that nearly always caught him off guard. They were clearly undead monstrosities, empty husks of the people they’d once been, and yet they still came at him with a flicker of old behavior.



It was as though their muscles remembered how they once would have attacked. The larger, broader ones would try to fall upon him, tackle, and wrestle him to the ground. Smaller ones, especially those borne from the bodies of children, would dive at his ankles and legs, trying to trip him even as their rotted teeth gnashed and snapped.



None of them attacked with weapons, and there weren’t any complex martial arts styles. He thought perhaps he was reading too much into it, seeing humanity in their dead faces and applying it to the rest of their actions. He didn’t know for sure and, truthfully, he didn’t want to know for sure.










CHAPTER 7




 



Damon’s first instinct was to pass the town by. He’d been on the road for days, and there wasn’t much about the burned-out buildings and ash-covered hovels that screamed of hospitality. He knew that the town, and anyone who’d once lived in it, was dead.



As he drew nearer, he found himself wrestling with a thought that had been twisting at the edge of his awareness for most of the day. He’d tried to stop Seffi’s destruction, the end of the world, or at least the end of Veridan’s Curve, but he’d also played a part in creating it.



His plotting with Kastet and Wrath had provided her the opportunity, crafted the moment in which she’d truly become Lascivious. He’d gone on to face her and given everything in his attempt at averting chaos. He’d come up short, despite his efforts.



It was a strange conflict of emotions, anger and disappointment directed outward and inward. A sense of loss, unfairness, impotence. He could have made better choices, advised Kastet and Seffi better. If he could just have been a little stronger, then maybe…



An ash storm was picking up from the east, obscuring his view and choking the air. He had to breathe through his shirt, and even then he was coughing. He pressed into the town, knowing how foolhardy it would be to attempt to stake his tent amid such powerful gusts.



Most of the buildings were in far worse shape than he’d realized, collapsed roofs, and rotted walls, past the point of even being usable as firewood in most cases. Damon knew he’d probably passed through this village before, given its location midway between Silke and Avaricia, but he couldn’t remember what it had once looked like, whether its people had been friendly or rude.



He found a house that had been built into the side of a hill, only missing its door and perhaps whatever additions had once existed outside. It was filled with ash, the floor covered with at least an inch of it, but the wind didn’t blow directly inside due to the angle of its doorway.



Damon felt content with resting for the day, given how impassable the ash storm would be, anyway. He set his pack down and swept some of the ash aside to roll out his bedroll. His hand brushed against an object, a small wooden doll that had survived the end of the world intact.



Part of him wanted to find a deeper meaning in it, this silly little doll that some girl must have played with and adored. The person responsible for ending the world was just a little girl, but no, Seffi had been too old for dolls. There was no connection beyond that overwhelming sense of loss and snuffed out possibility. Sadness didn’t need to rhyme to exist.



It was too windy for a fire by half, so he ate a cold dinner with fingers that were still dirty with ash regardless of how much he wiped them clean, and he went to bed. He kept his sword out, a naked blade free of sheath on the floor next to him. Probably, it was what saved his life.



Damon had gotten used to the wind and begun to tune it out long before he’d fallen asleep. But the wind hid other noises, the sound of the approaching revenants. He’d assumed that they wouldn’t be able to smell or see him nestled within the hill house, and on most nights, he might have been right.



One of them was nearly on top of him as he came awake, and two others were bumping shoulders as they forced their way through the door. Damon shouted and slapped his hand down onto his sword hilt. He swung it at the nearest revenant, but he was still lying down and hardly had any strength from the position.



The sounds of low, overlapping moans came from outside. He felt suddenly claustrophobic, smothered by the presence of the monsters. He scrambled to his feet, eyes still adjusting to the dark as he began hacking into the shapes of the revenants.



It felt as though the fight took hours, but really, it lasted no more than a minute. Three of them had made it into the hill house, and four more were clustered outside. The sword made all the difference. He sank its finely sharpened edge into each of the revenants, spilling so much corrupted blood that the floor became a mush of ash and ichor.



He’d always been good at killing. The thought made him shudder as he recalled the things he’d done in the time before. How savagely he’d murdered the Blacksoul Band. How he’d ruthlessly dealt with the emperor’s bastard and his mercenaries. Oh, yes. He’d been a step removed from it by the power of his myrblade, the cleanliness of his ice magic, but this was nothing new to him.



He rolled up his bedroll, shouldered his pack, and set off into the night. The ash storm had died down to the occasional gust, though he was still finding his way through the dark off his knowledge of the stars and a general sense of the right way forward.



Hours later, Damon stumbled upon what he believed to be a road. It was strange to recognize how easily he could have walked right by it, hidden under layers of ash, subtle against the monotonous conformity of the ruined landscape.



It was the bodies that gave it away. People had died along this road in great number, which made a certain amount of sense. They’d all been out in the open as the destruction began to take place, clustered in numbers that made them more of a target, exposed and easy.



The ash had long since covered the dead, but the lumps were still obvious for what they were. There were so many of them that they were like landmarks, like the painted rocks used on less traveled paths to make certain the route was clear to those unfamiliar with it.



He followed the road, though he was careful not to travel on or even directly next to it. He’d see a shape every now and then, people or revenants too covered in ash to be easily differentiated. The people kept their distance. The revenants attacked him, though not always.



His early start meant he’d already made decent progress by the time the sun rose, and by midday, he could see Silke in the distance. The landside portion of the city resolved into something that more or less matched what he remembered, with a few distinct changes.



All of Silke’s buildings on the coast were now enclosed by a wall, which was itself enclosed by a semi-circle of spiked wooden palisades. It was a level of caution that made him feel as sobered as he had when he’d first gotten a sense of the tension among Arylla and her companions. Silke was taking no chances with its safety. It simply couldn’t afford to.



Damon saw a direct example of the city’s defenses as he drew within half a mile of the city. Silke’s guards were in action in front of the palisade wall, shooting crossbows and pushing back an attack with spears. The conflict seemed strange to Damon’s eye, and it took him a moment to realize why.



“Those are people they’re fighting,” he muttered. “Not revenants.”



He touched his broken myrblade out of habit, wishing for that soft, feminine voice to lend an opinion. He didn’t let himself think too much about the loss of Myr on top of losing the sword itself. Too easy to fall into a spiral thinking about stuff like that.



Damon watched the skirmish with a detached sense of analysis. It was entirely possible that a band of raiders had decided to launch an attack on the city. It was also possible that Silke had instituted a stricter entry process in the wake of the disaster, turning away anyone inconvenient for them at their gates.



He didn’t have any money or anything of real value. It seemed naïve to simply present himself at the city’s entrance and expect to be allowed in. Far more likely that they’d try to take advantage of the situation somehow. Too much of a risk.



He watched and waited. The guards killed the raiders and looted a few of their corpses before dragging the rest off to dispose of them somewhere unseen. Damon was starting to grow impatient and annoyed by the little roadblock keeping him from his destination when he caught sight of activity farther back on the road.



A caravan of carts and wagons, loosely guarded by a few mercenaries, made its way toward the city. They were too heavily laden to be intent on the same sort of attack the raiders had tried. Damon saw his chance and began sneaking toward one of the wagons the instant he identified the group’s collective blind spot.



He climbed into the back of the wagon, hurrying to hide himself underneath a bundle of assorted clothing and fabric. He held his breath, aware of how risky this was. If he got caught, he’d be in a situation more dangerous than dealing with the revenants.



The caravan kept rolling forward. He had no sense of what was going on behind the curtain of the wagon and the clatter of the horses and wheels. He focused on breathing and staying calm as his wagon came to a slow stop. Someone pulled the curtain open, surveying the interior. The curtain closed.



Damon waited until the horses were moving again and he was all but certain that he was past the city’s walls before wriggling out of his hiding spot and risking a glance outside. He was, in fact, within Silke, which meant it was time to go.



He hopped out of the wagon casually and kept walking alongside it for a while, as though his presence was regular and expected. Silke’s streets were rougher and dirtier up close than they’d been at a distance, not to mention clogged with so many beggars that it felt as though a different word should be used for them. Displaced citizens, homeless residents.



All of the buildings had been rebuilt, to some degree or another. The ones that had been completely reconstructed stood out, though they were just as stained with ash as those that had suffered damage, all colors muted to the same shade of grey. The landside portion of Silke still felt like a ghetto, overcrowded and underdeveloped, but it was clearly a more exclusive community than it had once been.



It was only when Damon made it near enough to the water to see out across the oceanside portion of Silke that he began to understand why it was the only Merinian city left. The once majestic ocean towers, ancient Remenai ruins that had been partially flooded by the ocean’s rising tide, had survived the disaster with almost no damage.



Lascivious’s destruction had been bounded to the land of Veridan’s Curve, apparently. Numerous makeshift bridges and floating barges had been set into place in between many of the towers. There were ships, too, some clearly moored into semi-permanent positions and bridged to the towers and other barges.



It was ugly. It smelled like an unholy mixture of city stank and ocean stench. Even so, it gave Damon a surprising amount of hope that he hadn’t realized he’d been lacking. This was a place that was, relevant to the rest of the world he’d experienced since waking up, safe. If Vel, Lilian, and Kastet were here, he didn’t have to fear for their lives from second to second.



But he would have to find them, and that was going to be a task in itself.










CHAPTER 8




 



Damon found a tavern without much difficulty, but he didn’t go inside immediately. He had no money, not a single copper penny to his name. It wasn’t uncommon for inns and taverns to refuse to let people who were entirely penniless to even sit down or linger in the common room.



Patience had served him well so far, so he trusted it to serve him again. He sat down against one of the nearby buildings, more or less blending in with the numerous other impoverished people lingering nearby—though he realized now that he stood out quite a bit due to his Remenai-styled clothing.



He waited and watched and got a sense of the ambience of the area. It was mid-afternoon, late enough that the first few patrons began to trickle into the inn. He remembered the specific temperament of those types from his time at The Rosewood Inn, men and women who often relied on ale a little too much to cope with the pitfalls of life. It felt like a lifetime ago, and thinking about his family’s time in Azurecliff made him ache with nostalgia and loss.



  An inebriated shout came from the tavern’s doorway, drawing him from his memories. He stood up to see the barkeep, a short, surprisingly young-looking man, attempting to guide a much taller, broader, and drunker man out of his establishment.



“I have money!” shouted the drunk. “I’m paying! Pour me a drink, you bastard!”



“I’ve poured you several, if you recall,” said the boy. “Go for a walk, Wallace. Come back once you’re talking a bit quieter.”



“I have money!” The drunk pulled a handful of coins out of his pocket and proffered them toward the barkeep with an aggressive movement. Damon saw his opening.



“Is there a problem here?” He set his hand down heavily on the drunk’s arm as he interrupted the scuffle, knocking several coins loose. He shifted his foot, planting his toe over one with a subtle step that he hoped would go unnoticed.



“Who the fuck do you think you…” The drunk whirled on him, and then immediately trailed off as he noticed his sword. “Ah. I’m not making trouble, I was just… I wanted another…”



“Hey, it’s no trouble,” said Damon. “Maybe take this lad’s advice and go cool down a bit first?”



“I’m no lad, but I appreciate the support,” said the barkeep. “Come on, Wallace. Let’s not have this go how it did last week, yeah?”



“Ah…” Wallace let out a breath, stooping to scoop up his lost coins. “I suppose that’s fair.”



He walked off. Damon nodded to the barkeep and waited a few moments before leaning forward to retie his boots and collect his prize. He headed into the tavern and took a seat at the bar.



“I can’t offer you a free drink, so don’t ask,” said the barkeep.



Damon had, in fact, been about to ask that, but decided to roll with the punch. “A discount, then?”



He set his newly earned copper penny down and flashed a winning smile. The barkeep sighed, seeming to glance after the man Damon had warded off as though considering whether his help had been worth it.



“Fair enough, I suppose.” He poured Damon an ale and set it down, eyeing his clothing with a contemplative frown. “You new around here? I didn’t think they were letting people in, especially your type.”



Damon stared blankly at him, only belatedly realizing he’d assumed him to be Remenai or perhaps half-Rem from the cut of his tunic. An old reflex made him want to confront the man on the prejudice bubbling under his tone, but he forced it down. He needed information, not an argument.



“I have some friends in the city.” He took a sip of the ale. It was surprisingly strong and tasted faintly of ash. Not even the inside of a keg was safe from the realities of the broken world.



“You’ll be staying with them, I hope?” said the barkeep. “Don’t be expecting a discount room from me, too. They’re all rented out long term, either way.”



“No need for a room,” said Damon. “It’s been a while since I’ve been here in Silke. Years. I heard a rumor that Princess Kastet was here in the city.”



“You heard… what?” said the other man. “You mean the Lady Governor. She’s here, but nobody is calling her princess anymore, that’s for sure. Doubt she’d take kindly to that given what happened with the succession, and the war.”



“The war?” asked Damon. He took another sip of his beer, letting himself look genuinely curious.



The barkeep let out an exasperated laugh. “You really aren’t from around here, are you? The whole thing with the Lady Governor doesn’t get much discussion these days, but it’s not like it’s a big secret. I mean, she’s not the type to kill people for gossiping.”



He laughed, and it perfectly strode the line between genuine and forced.



“So, she’s the governor of Silke, now,” said Damon, prompting him with a roll of his hand.



“That she is. She left Veridan’s Curve right after the Red Sky Night, along with everyone else with money and sense. She planned on becoming Queen, but by the time she got back after her brother’s death, there was already a new queen on the throne, a pregnant one, to boot.”



Damon folded his arms, smiling a bit as he saw the unfortunate humor of the situation. Lady Candice, Gabriel’s wife, must have followed Queen Anise’s example and usurped the throne. Except, if she truly had been pregnant, the situation would have been that much murkier.



“So, what?” he said. “Kastet decided to come back to Silke instead of staying in Hearthold?”



“She fled back to Silke,” said the barkeep. “Then Merinia and Argenstein started posturing like realms so often do during times of crisis. Kastet sided with the Empire in hopes of getting Hearthold back if and when they won, but the war ended in a white peace. The emperor annexed Silke and set her up as governor, instead.”



Damon was a little galled by how busy Kastet had been in his time away, but it had been five years. It wasn’t as though she’d simply have spent that time waiting and doing nothing. Kastet had always been attracted to power, coveting her family’s throne or alliances with the Forsaken.



“You’ve been helpful.” He drained the last of his ale, which he instantly knew to be a mistake from the gritty taste of the dregs. “Thanks.”



“No tip?” said the barkeep.”



“No money.” Damon turned his hands up and shrugged.



He expected to have to solve another array of problems in order to reach Kastet in Redpane Tower, the traditional manor of the governor of Silke, but it turned out to be relatively simple. The citizens of Silke had bridged the gap between the waterside city and landside, using actual bridges in some cases, or permanently moored barges, or larger ships retired from sailing.



Damon only encountered a single set of guards who stood on the main bridge that connected the land to the makeshift gangway. They were turning people away, but it seemed based on criteria of apparent importance and affluence. With his Remenai-style tunic, he looked just out of place enough to seem as if he had a purpose, which of course, he did.



His stomach didn’t enjoy the sense of walking across the array of barges and boats and bridges, some of them shifting with the water, others secured into place more forcefully between structures. He slowed to a stop as he approached the pier of Redpane Tower. Another guard stood at the entrance, and he was already looking at Damon, sensing his intention.



“I’m expected,” said Damon brusquely.



“By whom?” asked the guard.



“The Lady Governor,” said Damon. “I’m a consort of the Vaista Aestairius, Queen of Storms.”



He saw Ria’s reputation hit on something in the guard’s memory. It wasn’t a lie, exactly, and he doubted Ria would mind him using her name to make progress. The guard took one final, lingering look at Damon’s sword and clothing and folded his arms.



“You’ll have to leave your weapon with me,” he said.



He had no attachment to his new sword and handed it to the guard without hesitation. He was so used to grabbing at his myrblade’s hilt, even broken as it was, that he expected his reflexes to choose it in a desperate situation over the foreign weapon, regardless.



Redpane Tower was much as he remembered. Kastet had put her own flair on the decorations and furniture, but the structure’s most prominent feature had always been its stained-glass windows. The hue they lent the interior was muted by the sky’s constant overcast state, but they were still a wonder to look upon.



The guard led Damon to a young man with pale skin and long, black hair, who shook his hand and introduced himself as the Lady Governor’s steward. The steward spoke incessantly as they talked about trade alliances and hiring Remenai mercenaries. Damon barely listened, instead keeping an eye on each servant or retainer they passed, searching for Vel’s face.



He was brought to a small audience chamber, not the fountain room where he’d met with the previous Lord Governor, but more of an upsized study. Kastet was at her desk in the back, scribbling away in a ledger, and she didn’t look up immediately as he entered.



She looked different, not just in one way, but all ways. She was chubby, for one, not to the point of unattractiveness, but there was a noticeable plumpness to her figure that immediately jumped out at him. Her hair was long enough to pin up into a tight, orderly bun. She wore a dark blue dress with a high, stiff neck and gold trim that looked intricate and expensive.



Still, she didn’t look up. The steward cleared his throat politely, but insistently.



“Lady Governor,” said the steward. “You have a visitor.”



“This part of my day was clear, Andul,” said Kastet. “Would you mind explaining what this is about?”



“He said that he was a consort to the Queen of Storms.”



“We have little need for what the Rem currently have to offer us,” said Kastet. “I see no reason to…”



She trailed off as she finally looked up and saw him, and Damon could pinpoint the moment in which recognition stirred behind those eyes.



“It… can’t be,” she said. “You…?”



“Me.” He grinned and gave her a small nod. “It’s good to see you again, Kastet.”



The steward bristled and turned a reproachful gaze his way. “The proper form of address to the Lady Governor would be—”



“Andul, go tend to the ship tax appraisals,” said Kastet. “This man is… an old friend of mine.”



The steward looked as though he wanted to protest, but he swallowed his objection and hurried out of the room. Damon took a few steps forward, eyeing one of the wall tapestries and tamping down on his own anticipation.



“Lady Governor of Silke,” he said musingly. “It’s not quite the throne you were after, but it’s certainly a step up.”



Kastet’s mouth formed a thin, unamused line. “True Divine, Damon. We thought you were dead. How are you even here right now, after all this time?”



“It’s a good question, and one I don’t have a good answer for,” he said. “I was frozen. For years, I suppose. I only thawed out a few days ago.”



It wasn’t a good answer, as he considered his own lingering confusion over the outcome. He could understand his myrblade having the power to freeze him in time, but the sword had been broken when he’d woken up. Was it really possible for a spell to last for that long without having essence fed into it from a continuous source?



“That seems extremely convenient,” said Kastet.



“Convenient.” He shook his head, bristling at her phrasing. “Right. So very convenient for me to wake up to a world that thinks I’m dead five years after disappearing when the people I love needed me most.”



“Why should I believe you?” asked Kastet.



“What?”



“Do you know what seems far, far more likely to me?” She steepled her fingers and leaned back in her chair. “The only way I can believe that you faced Lascivious and the Red Sorceress and survived the encounter is if they
 wanted
 you to survive.”



“She did,” he admitted. “My aesta told me as much.”



“Exactly. So what’s to stop Lascivious from capturing you, holding you prisoner, perhaps in a physical cell or perhaps in a creation of her magic, until you committed yourself to her cause?”



Damon chuckled. “You always were wary, some might even say paranoid, of other people’s intentions.”



“For good reason,” said Kastet.



“If you don’t want to trust me, then don’t trust me,” he said. “I’m only here for Vel.”



Honestly, it was the truth, but saying it out loud had a surprising effect on Kastet. She blinked as though he’d slapped her and looked away from him. The wariness was gone from her expression, but in its place was an odd sort of pain that stirred far too many old memories.



“Of course,” she said flatly. “You always were about as subtle as a blunted knife.”



He waited, but she wasn’t forthcoming with what he wanted. He decided to try, for her sake, for his own, to be friendly with her. To go back in time five years—more than that, even, and reconnect.



“Do you have anything to drink?” he asked.










CHAPTER 9




 



Kastet brought Damon to the rooftop balcony of Redpane Tower, which was the highest point in all of Silke. She’d summoned her steward again and had him pour them each a goblet of expensive wine. Damon knew it was expensive mainly because there was no aftertaste of ash.



“I wasn’t ready for any of this,” said Kastet once they were alone again. “Though, thinking about it now, I also wonder if I would have been ready for what awaited us in the event of our success.”



The sea breeze stirred what remained of Damon’s hair as he gazed out, not over the ocean, but over the ruined land. It was ash and scorch marks as far as the eye could see, with the occasional road or building stubbornly poking up.



“We set ourselves up for failure,” he said.



“Why would you say that?”



“Because it’s true.” He slumped forward against the wooden guard railing. “The moment we began seriously allying ourselves with the Forsaken and expecting a good outcome was the beginning of the end.”



Kastet let out a mocking laugh and shook her head. “That’s funny, coming from you. I suppose in your mind it’s fine to have sex with one of the Forsaken, but fighting a political battle alongside one, well, that’s simply going too far.”



“I’m condemning my own choices, not defending them,” he said. “Clara and I… That was also a mistake.”



“And your aesta was—is—Lascivious’s crest sorceress.”



Damon’s annoyance prickled, and drank more of the wine. “That’s exactly my point. Aesta… She made her crest contract under the most benign circumstances. Seffi was a literal child when my aesta pledged herself to protect her. Seemingly harmless, then. Now…”



He gestured to the ruined landscape. Kastet made a small noise of agreement.



“It’s worse than you think,” she said.



“How do you mean?”



“You’ve walked Silke,” she said. “You’ve seen it, though perhaps not recognized the problem directly. Too many people, not enough food.”



“Not much grows in the ash, I take it?”



It wasn’t a question. He’d seen the land on his way to Silke, the lack of anything resembling a farm. Growing crops would take not only fertile soil, which most of Veridan’s Curve no longer seemed to have, but also a strategy to protect against the revenants.



“We fish, mainly,” said Kastet. “Trade for whatever we can. Prostrate ourselves for the Emperor Argenstein’s favor and pity when we’re desperate for other resources. It’s never enough.”



He wanted to ask why she was even bothering, but he knew why. Kastet probably cared about the people of Silke on some level, but she was the Lady Governor for the same reason she’d made deals with the Forsaken and tried so hard to rise to the throne. She enjoyed this kind of power, and it was hard for Damon to sympathize with her over the burdens that came with it.



“I’m sure you’re doing your best,” he said. “I expected, or I suppose I hoped, to find Vel and Lilian at your side. Where are they?”



He gave a serious look. She dodged the topic the first time he’d brought it up, but she had to know he wasn’t going to let her dodge again.



“They’re no longer in my service,” she said.



“What happened?” he snapped. “Is Vel alright? Kastet, I need to—”



“She was fine, last I heard.” There was an edge to Kastet’s voice that reminded him of who he was dealing with. “She’s living with a prominent merchant, right on the border between landside and oceanside. She’s settled down, found a new life for herself, a measure of happiness.”



He felt Kastet’s words, more than heard them. She’d
 found a new life for herself
 . She was happy. Five years… True Divine, that was so much longer than it sounded. He felt a sudden lump in his throat as he tried to picture what she would even look like, five years older. She’d be 23, nearly the same age he was, or had been, before the ice.



“You could stay here, if you wanted,” offered Kastet. “Rest up in Redpane Tower for a few days. I’ll summon Vel here. She hasn’t responded to my invitations for some time now, but I’m sure she’d be willing to if she knew it was to see you.”



“I can’t,” he muttered. He wasn’t really talking to her, though. He felt as though he’d already lost so much. It hurt. Why did it have to hurt?



“We’re all struggling, Damon.” Kastet set a hand on his shoulder. “You’re just now catching up. Come. Let’s get you a bed where you can rest and get a better sense of direction.”



“And Lilian?” he asked, trying to jar his mind back into motion.



Kastet’s reaction was pronounced. She looked away from him, chewing her lip and tensing.



“Lilian is gone,” was all she said. “But Vel is still here, in Silke. She’s living well.”



Damon wondered if she realized, or cared, how much it hurt him to hear that Vel had settled down and married. Kastet was so deliberate, manipulative, even, when she wanted to be. Of course, she realized it. He could almost hear the sliver of glee, of smugness in her voice, as though she took a guilty pleasure in being the one to speak the words that were currently ravaging his heart.



“Where does she live?” he asked.



“Right there, on the tip of the coast.” She waved a hand and gestured to a decently sized home built on the edge of the land, next to one of the moored barges that formed the patchwork boardwalk of oceanside. “Damon. Think very carefully about whether it makes sense for you to see her. At least, right away, it might be better to keep your distance.”



“A moment ago, you said the opposite,” he said, irritated.



“No, what I said was that you should invite her here and give yourself time to come to terms with some of what’s changed.”



She had a point, but it wasn’t one he could accept. He had to see Vel, even if it hurt him. Even if it ruined him.



“I’ll take you up on that bed later tonight,” he said. “For now, I should be going.”



Kastet nodded and called her steward, who led Damon out of Redpane Tower. After stopping to collect his sword from the guard, he took a moment to reorient himself toward the building she’d pointed out at ground level before setting off.



Each step he took sent a flutter through his chest and stomach. He couldn’t remember if he’d ever felt quite like this before. He missed Vel so much, but he felt brittle and raw as he considered how this reunion might go. Five fucking years… He should have listened to Myr when she’d warned him about those stupid chains.



The thought helped ground him, and he even managed a weak smile as he touched his myrblade through his belt. He hurried across a thin plank that served as a bridge in between a static barge and a landside pier, and then he was walking down the street, toward the building Kastet had pointed out to him.



The sign out front read
 Silk in Silke.
 A clothing store, how very like Vel. He couldn’t help but smile as he remembered all the clothing she’d first brought back to the farmstead what felt like a lifetime ago, when their biggest issue had been Damon’s inherited debt and hiding their trysts from their aesta.



He stood across the street and stared. The store had a large window that displayed some of its fine wares, along with the silent tableau inside of a familiar woman with blonde hair and a vivacious smile helping a couple decide their purchases.



Vel looked so beautiful, but she’d always been beautiful. There was a confidence to her now, a sense of assurance and ease, that made it seem as though she’d grown into herself, discovering a radiance that ran in opposition to the ruined world.



Her hair hung loose, cut shorter than it had been when Damon had last seen her, but not short. She wore a pretty, though not flashy gown of white and gray that fit her like a glove, or rather, like a dress she’d probably sewn herself. Every curve was perfectly cupped and accentuated, from her midsized breasts to the modest swell of her hips and butt.



She was smiling. Damon had forgotten that smile, so easy and earnest and sincere. The couple she was helping seemed engaged by her. She unrolled a small spool of cloth for them and pulled the woman’s hand onto it to feel the softness of the fabric. This was her element, and Damon suddenly felt as though he’d only seen glimpses of her like this a few times before.



Kastet’s words echoed in his head, and it was all he could think of to imagine the impact of him crashing back into her life. She looked so complete, and that wasn’t a place a person arrived at overnight. As far as she knew, he was dead. She’d grieved for him and moved on, because given five years, that’s simply what a person does.



She had a job she clearly enjoyed, a life that suited her. He wondered if she might even have a child, or was trying for one with whoever she’d settled down with. He wasn’t sure if he could bear that, knowing she’d truly and completely found a new family.



He ran his hand through his hair, which was still wispy and uneven. True Divine, he hardly even looked like himself anymore. Would she even recognize him?



The thought seemed real and heavy, but he shook his head, realizing the trap he was falling into. His chest felt tight, heart pounding like a drum. He was scared of her, or rather… he was scared of discovering what lay within the time they’d lost.



But fear wasn’t enough to keep him away. He waited until the couple had left the store and she was rolling up the spool of cloth she’d shown them before willing his legs into motion and heading inside.










CHAPTER 10




 



A metal bell clanged as Damon opened the door to
 Silk in Silke
 . Vel didn’t look up immediately, still focused on her cleaning as she called out to him.



“Come on in,” she said. “I’m just putting away a few things. I’ll be with you in a second.”



“Take your time,” said Damon.



She flinched, and her fingers dug into the cloth she was rolling. For a moment, she held completely still, as though she’d been pulled into a space outside of time as surely as Damon had been in stasis within the ice. Slowly, she stood up, moving as though she was in a dream and feared that too much of a reaction might jar her awake.



She turned around, looked at him, and burst into tears. Damon strode forward and pulled her into a hug. She squeezed back with all the strength she had in those slender arms, burying her face against his shoulder, ugly crying, trying—without success—to speak through her sobs.



“It’s alright,” he said.



“Is it… really…?” She mumbled more of her question, but Damon couldn’t make it out.



“Yes?” he said. He gently smoothed her hair, his own heart twisting in horrible and wonderful ways. “It’s really me, Vel. Velanor. I never call you by your full name, do I?”



She just cried, and cried, and the moment seemed to go on forever, though Damon was fine with that. It felt so much easier to bear the emotions roiling through him while holding her like this, tight and safe within his arms… even if that wasn’t where she belonged anymore.



“Easy,” he said. “Look, it’s not that big of a deal. You just thought I was dead.”



She just thought that he was
 dead
 . No big deal.



She eventually shook against him as she forced down a deep, calming breath. She punched him a few times, lovingly rather than painfully, in the chest. There was a wet spot on his shoulder with a streak of what looked quite a bit like snot through the middle. He wore it like a badge of honor.



“Where were you?” she asked.



“Frozen in a slab of ice.”



She glared at him, but her expression softened as she realized he was serious.



“I only woke up a few days ago,” he said. “I was running around naked, but I got some help from Arylla, if you can believe it, and made my way here. I spoke with Kastet and she… she told me where to find you.”



Vel glanced away, face uncertain. An awkward silence held court as Damon considered how to broach the hardest topic of all, one which might be inseparable from his own love and jealousy.



“Velanor?” called a new voice. A man’s voice, from the stairs leading up to the second floor.
 Silk in Silke
 was both a store and a home, it seemed. It hurt to notice that.



“Oh, Hyrim!” called Vel. “I’m down here with… with my brother.”



Damon felt as though he’d been stabbed when he heard her refer to him like that, but the pain turned to confusion as Vel made her way to the stairs to help an elderly man slowly make his way down to the store’s ground floor.



He was completely bald, but the hair he lacked on his head was counterbalanced by a majestic, flowing white beard. He could have been eighty years old, and that would have still been a conservative estimate in Damon’s mind.



“Hyrim, this is Damon,” said Vel. “We all thought he’d died after the Red Sky Night, but he was just… he’s back now.”



She blinked, looking as though she was about to cry again.



“Damon…” said Hyrim, with a slow smile. “That’s wonderful, Velanor. He’ll have to stay for dinner!”



“Of course,” said Vel. “I’m not letting him go anywhere just yet.”



She looped her arm through his, squeezing tight enough to illustrate that she meant that literally.



 



***



 



The house had more living space on the ground level, through the back exit of the main store. Vel helped Hyrim to sit down at the table in the dining area before explaining to Damon that she usually cooked dinner and then lead him into the kitchen to get started.



“Hyrim also lost people he loved,” explained Vel. “His granddaughter and her husband were taken by the revenants. They’d been helping him manage the store, and without them, he struggled for a while, until he found me and invited me to help him run the place.”



“So you’re just helping him with the business?” asked Damon.



“Obviously. Why? What did you think?”



“Nothing,” he said.



Vel shot him a look as she pulled an apron on. She took a small piece of twine from the front pocket and tied her hair back as she began rummaging through the pantry. He couldn’t help but smile as she filled a pot with water and set out cooking utensils.



“You remind me of aesta right now,” he said.



Vel winced, and Damon only then realized how painful the comparison must be for her. He didn’t press the topic, instead letting the silence linger.



“I still can’t believe this,” she whispered, looking at him again.



“I’ve been stuck in that same mindset for much of the past few days,” he replied. “It’s so hard to accept that five years have passed. To me, it just felt like a single long night.”



“I see that you have a new sword,” said Vel.



Damon glanced down at the curved Rem blade, only then remembering its existence. “Yeah. My myrblade… Myr, I mean… She didn’t make it through with me. When I woke up in the ice, I only had the broken hilt.”



His hand touched where it was still tucked away in his belt. It hurt to talk about the loss of his myrblade, mostly because he wasn’t ready to admit that the weapon was truly gone just yet.



“I really thought you were dead,” said Vel. “More than that, it was as if I knew it on a deeper level. You must remember what I said to you before you left for Veridas Keep to face Seffi and aesta?”



“You told me that you knew I was going to die,” he said, smiling. “Thanks again for that. Huge confidence booster.”



“Jerk.” She bopped her hip into him as she started cutting up carrots and leeks. “I wasn’t wrong. Damon… you basically were dead these past five years. Everything I did… every time I cried… It doesn’t matter that you were frozen in the ice. You were dead.”



“And now I’m not dead.” He gently took the knife from her and started handling the chopping in her place. “Vel… Have you spoken with Ria since everything happened?”



She shrugged. “Of course, I have. More often through dreamspelling than in person. We… argue a lot. I suppose we’ve fallen mostly out of touch over the past year or two.”



The past year or
 two
 . It was so disconcerting to hear her casually speaking about the passage of so much time, as though those years were being stolen from him anew.



“She’s doing well, then?” he asked.



“As well as she can be,” said Vel. “One of the things we argued about, at first, was… well. It was you. Whether you were really dead or not. I wonder if she’ll have enough grace to resist throwing this in my face.”



Her tone made it sound as if she didn’t really care that much, either way. She was smiling at him dreamily again, and he figured his other questions related to Ria could wait until he and Vel had indulged in a proper reunion.



“I take it you and Kastet had a falling out?” he asked. “She didn’t address why you weren’t her lady-in-waiting anymore when I spoke with her.”



“I was tired of it,” said Vel. “Tired of her, I suppose. We went all the way back to Hearthold together only to discover that Gabriel’s wife intended on keeping power. Queen Candice tried to imprison Kastet within the castle. Can you believe that? It was eerily similar to what we went through with Queen Anise.”



“You managed to escape, though,” said Damon.



Vel nodded. “We did. Jilou helped us. She was walking around again and went her own way once we were all free. I still touch dreams with her, every now and then. She’s living under a new identity. Married. Even has a daughter.”



Damon smiled at that, but her words chafed at his earlier fear. “Kastet made it sound like that was your situation when I spoke with her. Like you’d settled down and married and all that.”



“I haven’t married,” she said.



Damon noted how she didn’t address the “settled down” part, but he didn’t push the point. Vel was chopping up sausage to toss into the now boiling pot of water. Damon brought her the vegetables, cleaned and cut, and held the platter for her as she ran her hand across it to slide them in.



“You know, I thought I’d saved world,” he said absently.



“What?”



“When I faced Lascivious in Veridas Keep, she defeated me easily. But she didn’t kill me. I think aesta made a deal with her for my life and yours and Ria’s. Lascivious had this spell, this worldfire, which she was going to unleash on the world. I was trying to stop it when I used the unstable power of my myrblade.”



Vel scrunched her face up in consideration as she double tasked, adding spices and stirring the pot. “I… think you did. On that first horrible night, we saw the fire in the sky, but something happened to it. There was a cloud that seemed to snuff it out, and it started raining hard.”



“Ice turned to steam turned to clouds and rain, no doubt,” he said. “If that’s the case, then why does it still look like Lascivious burned the world?”



“Because she did,” said Vel. “It happened over the next few days. She would fly through the sky, unleashing her fire by hand. Avaricia… there was nothing left of the city when Kastet, Lilian, and I returned from Hearthold.”



Damon’s throat felt itchy and dry as he forced his next question. “But what about aesta? Did she—”



“Damon,” said Vel, sharply. “I don’t want to talk about aesta.”



She looked at him, her eyes heavy with emotion, but unyielding to his. Abruptly, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to talk about her, either.










CHAPTER 11




 



A lingering tension hung over the kitchen after Damon’s question about Malon. He kissed Vel softly on the cheek and excused himself to the common room, where he sat and talked with Hyrim.



He was surprised to find that the old man was warm and gregarious, full of questions. He asked Damon about the five years he’d been gone for, and, seeing no reason to hide anything, Damon told him the truth.



“In ice, you say?” asked Hyrim.



“Yeah,” said Damon. “Though, my body didn’t freeze normally at the time. I was made of the ice as much as frozen within it.”



“Interesting…” said Hyrim. “You know, I knew a woman once who was familiar with that sort of thing. An enchantress from Avaricia.”



Damon raised an eyebrow as he considered that.



“Was her name Kassandra, by any chance?” asked Damon.



“That’s the one!” said Hyrim. “Yes… Quite the woman. I knew her well.”



He flashed a smile with a few missing teeth. Damon chuckled and leaned back in his chair but sobered almost as quickly. Sandra had been in Avaricia. He hoped she’d managed to escape before the chaos had truly gotten underway.



“The food is ready!” called Vel. “I made extra, since Damon clearly hasn’t been eating well lately.”



Her eyes settled on his scrawny frame. Damon would have been annoyed if she hadn’t been so completely correct.



“Of course, Velanor,” said Hyrim. “Your brother is an interesting man. I’m glad you were able to reconnect with him after so long.”



“So am I.” She shot Damon a wistful smile, and he suddenly felt more content and at ease than he had in… well, in more than five years, to be historically accurate.



They ate sausage stew with thick slices of buttered bread, with a bottle of wine to share between the three of them. Hyrim told Damon more of Vel’s time working at the store.



She was a natural at tailoring, with a good eye for color schemes and a strong sense of fashion. She’d started attending services at Leandra’s Temple with him and was popular within their corner of Silke’s community.



“Good to hear that you’re getting along so well,” he said.



She glowered at him as though he was teasing her, but Damon was entirely sincere. He sipped his wine and retold a more humorous version of his first day after awakening in the ice, when he’d still been running around naked.



The meal drew to a close with Hyrim falling asleep at the table. Damon waited while Vel helped him upstairs, uncertain of what the appropriate next move was for him. Kastet had offered him a bed in Redpane Tower. The reasonable thing to do would be to excuse himself from Vel’s company and take her up on it.



He didn’t want to be reasonable. He wanted to be with Vel.



But it wasn’t that simple, and he knew it. He’d been dead for five years, and so had their relationship. He wondered if it was even fair to call what they’d shared that, born through a mistake of masks and dreamspelling. Two horny young people who’d grown up together and been apart for just long enough to make the idea of rolling under the sheets tempting and forbidden.



“Hyrim is in bed,” said Vel as she appeared at the bottom of the stairs. “He doesn’t usually stay up that late.”



He watched her as she walked back over to the table, sitting down in a chair next to him, but with distance in between.



“Is this a normal night for the two of you?” asked Damon.



“More or less.” Vel shrugged, turning in her chair to face him a bit more. “I used to go and visit Kastet sometimes in the afternoon and stay into the evening, but we don’t see each other much anymore. The Temple has communal dinners, which I’ll go to, on occasion.”



“Communal dinner,” said Damon. “Sounds pretty wild.”



She shot him an exaggerated glare and playfully slapped his shoulder. Damon caught her hand, holding it for an instant longer than necessary before releasing her fingers. They pulled away from his with a light snapping noise as his own fingertips hit his palm.



“It’s fun,” she said, smiling. “There’s dancing sometimes. I’m pretty popular there, you know.”



“I wouldn’t doubt it,” he said. “Dancing… and wine?”



“No wine. They’re dry affairs. Loads of kids running around.”



Damon took the wine bottle from the table and wiggled it at her as though it were contraband. It had been once. He still remembered sneaking her drinks under Malon’s watchful gaze back when she’d been underage. Vel took a slow sip, and she didn’t look at him in the empty moment that followed.



“Dance with me?” asked Damon, standing up.



“What are you talking about?” said Vel. “There’s no music.”



“I don’t care.”



She looked at him, and he wondered what she was seeing. She set her hand into his, the point of contact tingling up his arm, down his chest. Damon pulled her up from her seat and into him.



They moved in a swaying, pointless circle, neither talking nor fully acknowledging how close and present they were to one another. Damon ran his hand up the side of her body, feeling the softness of the carefully stitched fabric of her dress. He finally cupped her face, smoothing a few strands of silky blonde back from her perfect face.



“Damon,” she said, her eyes hot on his.



“I’m not stealing you from anyone else tonight, am I?”



She blinked. “You can’t steal something that you already have.”



He kissed her, his lips pressing into hers with such intensity that it seemed a wonder they hadn’t fallen into the bedroom on first sight. He groped every part of her body within reach, feeling like a teenager again, though he took far more perverse liberties than any teenager. Vel shuddered as his fingers pressed in the fabric of her gown against her thighs, sliding and teasing sensitive places.



“Kastet gave me a room in Redpane Tower,” he said. He felt a bit crazy suggesting it, mostly because he doubted he’d be able to keep his hands off her for the entire walk back.



Vel shook her head, regardless. “I don’t want to deal with Kastet. But, um… maybe you could come up to my room here for a bit?”



He inhaled, smelling the nape of her neck. “It’s not a huge house, Vel. We’d have to be pretty quiet.”



“Not for that!” she said, with a slightly embarrassed giggle. “I mean just to kiss and cuddle for a bit. It’s been so long, Damon. I wasn’t expecting… I mean… I’m not exactly ready, and, you know…
 prepared,
 if you know what I mean
 .
 ”



He did, though not specifically. She could mean in terms of emotions, too much all at once, or it could be something as silly as not having shaved certain places on her body in recent memory. He nodded slowly, hearing her resistance, and craving her despite it. The night wasn’t over, and they were still going upstairs.



“Let’s just cuddle, then,” he said as he slowly rocked his erection against the side of her body. “We’re adults. We can control ourselves.”



“Mmmhmm,” she agreed. She shifted, sucking in an involuntary breath as the new angle let Damon’s cock prod against the glorious cushion of her buttocks.



She took his hand again and led him toward the stairs. She shot a glare over her shoulder as though she could sense the way he was undressing her with his eyes. There was a smile hidden under that glare, however.



Vel took each step with practiced positioning, showing Damon where to step to avoid the creaky cracks and shifting wood. It felt oddly reminiscent of being back at the farmstead, sneaking around the tower for late night or early morning encounters under their aesta’s watchful gaze.



Vel’s room was hardly larger than a closet, but it had a bed, and it was on the far opposite side of the house from Hyrim’s. Damon closed the door gently and moved to sit next to her on the bed. The moment was suddenly awkward again, underscored by the way he was tamping down on a desire to literally start tearing her clothes off.



“There’s a window,” she said absently. “I have to keep it covered because of the ash.”



“What’s the view like when it’s open?”



“You can see anything you want.”



Damon licked his eyes sideways at her. “Anything?”



She gave him a small nod. He moved slowly at first, shifting so that she had to know he was about to kiss her, and then purposely waited long enough to make her anticipate it. When he did finally move in, all of the tension and teasing and resistance came together like sparks on dry tinder.



They kissed and touched each other with such greedy passion and undisguised need that it left Damon feeling as though five years truly had passed since he’d been with her or had anything resembling sex. He got ahead of himself, fumbling to find the best place to tug her gown off from, rushing because he felt as though if he didn’t, he would be too excited and blow his load ahead of schedule.



“We still… have to be quiet,” whispered Vel, through his torrent of kisses.



“I forgot about these.” Damon squeezed her breasts. “Vel… you have such awesome boobs.”



“Ah, mmm, Damon…”



He slid her gown up to her waist. Vel tried to pull it down reflexively, and there was a brief pause where he saw the unflattering, somewhat matronly-looking girlshorts she had on. He smiled, and she glared at him.



“Shut up,” she said. “It’s not like anyone is seeing them anymore.”



“I didn’t say anything,” he said. “If you’re embarrassed by your old biddy girlshorts, you should just… take them off.”



He hooked them downward with his thumbs, feeling Vel shudder as he exposed her. She still had her half-shirt on, but she looked ready… primed… and so incredibly sexy. She’d taken to letting her hair down below grow out more than he was used to, and as he kicked off his own leggings and undershorts, he let his cock slide into the wispy strands of blonde silk.



“Remember,” she whispered, in a hazy voice. “We do have to be quiet.”



Damon took hold of her thighs, his fingers digging in enough to leave little divots against her skin. “You’re so sexy, Vel.”



“Damon!”



He pulled her half-shirt down, delighting in the way her breasts popped out, taut and perky. He pulled his hips back and then pushed them forward, feeling the tip of his cock press into her womanhood.



In his defense, there was a moment of almost complete silence in that preliminary instant of explicit sexual contact. Vel didn’t start moaning until at least a few seconds after, and the bed only began to creak as Damon started his second thrust, rocking his weight to claim her properly.



Vel made a shushing sound that broke off into a quivering moan. Damon wanted to slow down, just as he’d wanted to respect her earlier wishes about cuddling instead of seducing her. His body, his manhood, had taken on a will of its own, and it wanted to hear the full range of her noises.



Her breasts began to bounce and shift in the hottest, cutest little ways as he drove himself into her harder. Vel mumbled something that was incoherent, too pleasured to make sense. Damon kissed and felt her sucking back with such glorious, passionate need. This was what he needed, too. It felt so perfect, so right that it was almost wrong.



Vel started letting out tiny little “ah, ah,” noises, each in time with Damon’s thrusts, each slightly higher in pitch than the last. He could predict ahead of time when her voice would crack and knew from the way her body was tensing what would come with it. He pumped into her faster, stretching her legs out to the sides. She wriggled, shifting to wrap her legs around him instead, her slender thighs more than strong enough to form a trap of sex and passion.



“Vel!” Damon heard her voice break, and he sucked on her neck as her entire body shuddered with overwhelming pleasure. He let himself go completely, hugging her against him as he filled her with his cock, taking small, but hard, punishing thrusts.



His release was easily as powerful as hers. As Damon came, the world seemed to flicker out, replaced only with his sense of Vel. The softness of her skin, the smell of her hair, the gentle, needful undulations of her hips.



He blew his seed deep inside her. She didn’t stop him, and more importantly, he didn’t stop himself. He was dimly aware of the fact that it wasn’t the best idea, but he loved Vel too much to give her anything but all of himself. They’d deal with the consequences later, if needed.



He could feel her heart beating at a ridiculous pace as he held her against him. She felt so warm, slightly sweaty, soft beyond words, and a perfect fit inside his arms. This was more than the reunion he’d wanted, and far beyond the reunion he’d expected.



“Alright,” he said, brushing some of her hair back from her face. “Now we can cuddle.”



Vel let out a girlish snort. “Jerk. I love you so much.”



“I love you just the same.”



She squeezed him, and he cradled her head against his shoulder. It was more than just being with her, holding her, loving her. Vel made sense to him in a world that was senseless.










CHAPTER 12




 



“Don’t go,” whispered Vel.



An hour had passed since they’d finished making love for the second time. Damon was pulling his leggings back on and searching around the bed for his tunic. He leaned over to kiss Vel, who wore only a sheet.



“I have to,” he said. “If I’m here in the morning, your boss is going to get suspicious. You introduced me as your brother, remember?”



“I’ll say you slept on the floor,” she said. “Or that we just carefully shared the bed. He trusts me.”



“Which is why I’d rather not put you in a position where you have to lie to him,” said Damon. “Besides, Kastet has a bed prepared for me in Redpane Tower. It would be rude to blow off her kindness.”



Vel let out an unhappy sigh and sat up. “Promise me you’ll come back tomorrow?”



“Of course,” he said.



“If you run off on some new adventure without saying goodbye, I’ll never forgive you.”



“I won’t,” he said. “I promise.”



He noted her phrasing, the presupposition that he would be leaving and saying goodbye, and she’d be staying. Part of him had hoped to take her with him, to take that first step of reuniting the family he’d lost while absent the past five years. Her words sowed his doubts, but he wasn’t ready to give up the idea just yet.



“I’m glad you came back, Damon,” she said. “We still have so much to talk about. Promise me that you won’t commit to anything Kastet wants, either?”



“I forgot how pushy you could be,” said Damon.



“I learned it from Ria and…”



She trailed off, but he knew what she’d been about to say. From aesta, as well. So many painful memories.



“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said. “Get some sleep.”



He tucked her in and kissed her on the forehead before slipping out of the house. Silke was surprisingly quiet at night, with the ambience dominated by the shifting of the waves and creaking of wood on the water.



Damon was ready to have to finesse his way through another encounter with the guard outside Redpane Tower, but he was apparently expected and allowed in without incident. The guard stayed with him after opening the door.



“The Lady Governor told me to bring you to her chamber when you arrived back,” said the guard.



“It’s pretty late, isn’t it?”



“She was very clear with her orders.” The guard gestured for him to follow and started up the winding staircase.



Damon was both wary and intrigued as he stood outside the Lady Governor’s bedchamber and knocked on the door. He’d bedded Kastet before. The thought came to him like a historical fact from another life, which wasn’t far off from the truth.



Kastet wasn’t the one who opened the door. A young woman with short red hair, plump breasts, and faintly freckled cheeks, greeted him with a smile. She wore a plain white servant’s gown and was barefoot underneath, and she invited him into the room with a wave of her arm.



“Finally,” said Kastet. She sat at a desk in the corner of the room, wearing the same dress she’d had on earlier. There was another glass of wine in front of her, half filled with a bottle within reach.



“I didn’t realize you wanted me for another audience tonight,” he said.



“I thought you’d be back sooner,” said Kastet. “I take it Velanor was pleased to see you?”



She asked the question with a slight edge in her tone, as though she’d expected his and Vel’s reunion to be a bit more turbulent.



“I had dinner with her and Hyrim,” he said. “It meant a lot to me to have the chance to see her again.”



“I’m sure it did,” said Kastet. “I have a room prepared for you, as I offered earlier, but I also thought it might be due to help you out in a few other ways.”



Damon felt his wariness perk up at that. He knew Kastet too well to not feel suspicious of her intentions. “Other ways… Such as?”



“A new sword, if you feel so inclined to have a Merinian-style blade over the one you’re wearing now,” said Kastet. “Some new clothing that’s a bit more fitting and suited to your build. That’s why I have Mona here. She’ll take your measurements and help you clean up.”



Kastet glanced toward the young woman, who set on Damon’s shoulder a hand that was a little too familiar. He’d been trying to place who she reminded him of, and it clicked as he turned back to look at her. She was the spitting image of a younger version of Malon.



“What are you doing?” he asked Kastet, more wary than grateful.



“Giving you some help,” she said. “Isn’t that what you need right now?”



Mona’s hand rubbed his shoulder, one finger sliding to gently tickle and tease the bare skin of his neck.



“Would you excuse us for a moment, Lady Mona?” asked Damon.



Mona furrowed her brow and glanced at Kastet in confusion, who slowly nodded. She stepped back from Damon and departed through a door that led to a side room, rather than the one that led to the hall.



“Do you have a problem with accepting my charity, Damon?” asked Kastet.



“When you’re presenting it to me like this… I suppose I do.” He folded his arms and walked toward the center of the room. “A new sword. A room to sleep in. A young woman to take my
 measurements
 . I feel as though I’m back in the Honorshade Tournament with you scheming to make me your champion.”



It wasn’t a joke, not really, more a blunt assessment of Kastet’s methods. She didn’t look at him for a moment, fingers tapping on her desk next to the wineglass but not lifting it for a sip.



“I’m not in need of a champion, Damon,” said Kastet. She gave him a smile that was more pitying than chagrined. “I don’t mean to insult you, or diminish your skills when I say this, but you don’t have much to offer that I truly need.”



Damon shook his head, a bit confused by her words. “Why, then, are you wasting your time with me?”



“Do you remember even half of what I promised you in the time before we confronted Avarice and Conceit?” she asked. “Gold, titles, a pardon for all the crimes you’d been wrongly accused of. I promised you everything that I could think of to secure your support.”



“You feel guilty for how things turned out, then,” he said. “That’s very noble of you.”



“Would you stop looking for the hook hidden within my actions for just a single fucking moment?” snapped Kastet. She brought her hand down hard enough on the desk to make her wine glass jump and shed a few drops. She took a breath. “Damon… I’m sorry for the way it all turned out. Truly, I am.”



She looked at him and seemed so much older than he remembered. It wasn’t age, though, that he saw in her eyes, but a depth of responsibility, as though she’d become a queen after all and just never inherited the title.



She wasn’t in need of a champion. She was in need of a friend.



“Do you have another glass for that bottle, or will I have to sip from the stem?” he asked, finding a chair and pulling it toward hers.



She blinked, and then grinned and handed him the bottle. He took a slow, calculated sip, still aware of how much his time frozen had stripped him of his tolerance for alcohol.



“Tasty,” he said. “Expensive?”



“Not as expensive as you’d think,” said Kastet. “There’s not much new wine being made around these parts, but plenty of older vintages still exist. It seems as though it’s one of the most consistent recoveries for our scavengers.”



They continued like that for a while, speaking of everything and nothing. The time they’d shared at The Rosewood Inn was long enough ago to feel nostalgic for Kastet. Damon remembered it as though it was only a few months back, which was close to the truth for him, and he brought up a few specific, funny events that she’d long since lost to the haze of memory.



“It wasn’t lost on me how much you enjoyed being the only man around the inn, Damon,” said Kastet.



“There were two of us,” he said. “Kain and I. Whatever happened to that fellow, anyway?”



Kastet sighed and smiled and shook her head. “I think about giving Mona instructions to cut my hair short every now and then. I enjoy looking like a woman, but there’s a certain… convenience to the standards applied to men.”



“Speaking of Mona,” said Damon, pointedly. “You should be mindful of what you ask her to do. Not all ladies-in-waiting are as eager to please as Lilian was.”



He knew he was drunk from the delay in his realization of how the comment would land. Kastet chewed her lower lip and stared at the wall, lost in a pain and regret that Damon didn’t dare probe into. They were both silent for a while.



“Damon,” said Kastet. “I hope you’re not expecting Velanor to go with you when you leave.”



He hadn’t told Kastet that he planned on leaving, but she knew him well enough that he wasn’t surprised by her guess.



“I’m not expecting anything,” he said. “It’s up to her. She might be willing.”



He doubted his own words even as he spoke them, but his heart wanted them to be true, regardless. His reunion with Vel had been flitting through his mind, the feel of her lips against his and the intensity of their passion. He didn’t want to say goodbye to her again so soon.



“Don’t press her if she says no,” said Kastet. “She has a life here, a good one, by the standards of the world. Tearing her from it would be cruel, I think.”



“Where is this coming from? As far as I can tell, the two of you are barely on speaking terms.”



“In no small part due to me taking her for granted in the same way you’re about to,” said Kastet. “She’s her own woman, walking her own path.”



They left it at that for the night, neither saying much more until the late hour pressed them both to bed.










CHAPTER 13




 



Damon awoke the next morning to find Kastet had done more than just provide him with a bed for the night. A set of new clothes, no doubt picked out by Mona, lay on the table in the corner of his chamber. The cut was expensive, but practical for traveling, a gray tunic, thick black leggings, a new cloak and gloves, and a pair of rugged leather boots.



There was a new sword, as well, a thin, rapier-style long blade. He tested it out with a few swings and opted against taking it. Too light for his tastes.



He pulled on the clothing and picked up his traveling pack. Kastet met him in her audience chamber and wasted no time in helping him with a few other practical concerns. He refilled his bag with food that would last, topped up his waterskin, and added a second, gourd-style water jug to his supplies.



“That should be everything I need,” he said. “Thank you.”



“Almost everything.” Kastet pulled out a small purse, and before Damon could protest, she pressed a fistful of coins into his hand. “One hundred and fifty silver. It’s all I can spare without drawing from Silke’s coffers.”



He knew better than to try to refuse, both out of respect for her gesture and the knowledge of how much he might end up needing the money. “You’re a true friend, Kastet.”



She smiled at him, reaching out to adjust the clasp of his new cloak so it hung more evenly over his shoulders. “Come back this way, Damon. Don’t get yourself killed out there.”



“I won’t.”



He kissed her on the cheek and headed into the gloomy morning. Several murky clouds made dark highlights against the already overcast sky. Colors were muted, a combination of the veiled sun and the gray ash that coated nearly everything.



Vel was hard at work when Damon arrived at
 Silk in Silke.
 He watched her through the window again, waiting until she finished with her customer and was alone in the shop before making his way inside. She knew from a single glance, and he felt his own heart pulsing in time with her pain.



“You idiot,” she muttered. “I told you…”



“You told me not to leave without saying goodbye,” he said. “Vel. I have to find Ria and aesta.”



“No, you don’t!” she snapped. “Damon, you don’t understand. It won’t be the same with them. They’re not waiting to be found.”



“Neither were you,” he said.



“I know how confident you are in the way you move through the world, but you’re going to get yourself killed this time,” she said. “Nobody travels the Crimson Wastes alone.”



“I managed to,” he said. “I’ll be smart about it.”



“No…” Vel glared at him as she came forward, gently hitting him in the chest with a powerless punch. “You have to move on, Damon, just like I did. Life isn’t fair, but you could still… make a life for yourself here. Be happy. Here… with me.”



“We will be happy, but it’s not time for that yet.” He closed his hand over her balled fist. “You forget that for you, it’s been five years. For me, it was last week! Vel, I can’t accept how things are without first trying, however desperately, to change them.”



“It’s not going to be worth anything if you die in your attempt,” she muttered.



“I have to try,” he said. “
 We
 have to try. You still have your dreamspelling. What would aesta say if she knew you were capable of helping me and chose not to?”



“I don’t think much about aesta anymore, Damon,” she said stiffly.



He winced, realizing how his words must have come across to her, and tried again. “That’s not what I meant. Look, I’m going to find Ria first. Can you at least try to use your dreamspelling to get in touch with her? Maybe have her send some help my way, if not come to meet me herself?”



“I can try,” she muttered. “She isn’t easy to reach anymore. It takes me weeks of attempts, usually.”



“That’s fine. If I reach her first, at least I’ll get to see her surprise in person.”



He smiled playfully at her. She glared back.



“I forgot how much I hated you for your recklessness,” she said.



“Ouch.”



“You know what I mean.”



“I do,” he said. “Vel… I know you could also dreamspell to aesta if you wanted to.”



She’d begun shaking her head before he even finished his sentence. “You don’t understand anything, do you?”



“I’m just saying, perhaps if she knew I was alive, she’d—”



“She’d what?” snapped Vel, voice raw. “Know to start looking for you so she could finish what Lascivious started? You don’t, Damon, you just… don’t understand. Things aren’t like they were in the time before.”



He hugged her, ignoring how stiff her shoulders were within his arms. Eventually, she started hugging him back. She was crying, and there was a horrible contrast in how much this goodbye felt like an inversion of their first reunion.



A customer poked into the store at one point, saw Vel crying and Damon hugging her, and slowly backed out through the door. Damon gently smoothed back Vel’s hair, sensing it was time to go.



“Will you do me a favor?” she asked.



“Of course, assuming it’s reasonable.”



She wiped her eyes and looked at him. “Keep an eye out for Lilian while you’re out there.”



“What happened to her?” he asked. “When I brought her up with Kastet, she was vague and would only say that she was gone.”



“She went through a change,” said Vel. “Kastet blames herself in part, but it was really no one’s fault. It’s harder to hide a monster when monsters become an existential threat to the world overnight.”



“Was she forced out?”



“No, she…” Vel sighed and hugged her arms across her chest. “She started struggling with her feeding after we came back to Silke. Kastet didn’t have as much time for her or as much energy, blood, to spare. Lilian couldn’t be out in the open, and it was too dangerous for her to travel on her own away from the city. She… had a breakdown. Couldn’t control herself. Kastet tried to help her… we both did… but.”



Damon nodded slowly. “So she’s out in the Crimson Wastes somewhere?”



“Probably, if she’s still alive. If you see her, and if she’ll listen… tell her to come back?”



“Yeah,” he said. “I will.”



He held Vel’s hand for a few more minutes, but he could already see a second customer loitering outside, watching them through the window. It was time for him to go.



He kissed her, promising he’d come back as much with his eyes as with his words, and left.










CHAPTER 14




 



Leaving Silke was easier, in terms of straightforward action, than entering the city had been. There were no guards stepping forward to bar his way as he headed for the main gates. No, what Damon found hard about stepping back out into the Crimson Wastes was the sheer audacity of it.



The view from the city’s edge was anything but reassuring. The barren landscape held a sense of foreboding as pronounced as any desert. The land itself seemed to warn of the danger it contained, justifiably so, in all directions.



He had everything he needed, and yet a voice in the back of his head still warned, in an uncomfortable tone, that he wasn’t ready. That he should stay in Silke another night or three, visit Vel again, have lots and lots of sex and drink wine and relax for a while.



He was tempted to do just that but recognized it for the trap it was. If he took a break in Silke, he knew his resolve would be irreparably damaged. He might never find the will to do what needed to be done. It was now or never.



“Got a death wish or something?” asked the gate guard as he and his fellows opened the massive double doors for Damon.



“I had one,” he said. “Didn’t pan out, so I suppose now I’m just reckless.”



He shifted his cloak, noticing for the first time that it had an extra section of cloth in the front intended to be pulled up and worn as a mask to protect against the ash. He set it into place, tying it behind his ears, and began walking across the ash.



Kastet had also provided him with a map, which he pulled out to check after the first hour of hiking. He was headed east, more or less toward whatever remained of the Malagantyan. The map seemed to indicate that at least a portion of the Rem lands had survived Lascivious’s destruction.



The issue with the map was that few points resembling proper landmarks were left to orient oneself. Damon relied more on his own instincts, instead, heading due east and making small course corrections based off his gut feeling.



He did see a few other travelers, mostly small groups. Through an unspoken agreement, he kept his distance, knowing without needing to be told that it would stir up trouble to draw too close.



There weren’t many, perhaps no more than one or two across his first hour of travel, but enough to emphasize Silke’s prominence within the barren region. Damon thought of Kastet, now a Lady Governor, and couldn’t help but smile as he recognized she was closer to the power she’d once coveted than she’d ever been, practically speaking. If the land recovered in their lifetime, she’d be poised to reap the benefits.



It was quiet in the Crimson Wastes, deceptively so. Damon never let his guard down completely, but it was hard to force himself to do more than scan the horizon after a while. He discovered the mistake of that as he made his way down a hill, not examining the piled ash below as carefully as the situation demanded.



A revenant rose from the dust and seized his ankle, surprising him so much that he shouted and almost fell backward. His motions were reflexive, pure instinct, and even though his new sword was still unwieldy in his hand, it worked just fine for a quick, basic slash or two.



He wiped the revenant’s blood off his sword against a nearby rock and cursed himself for not being more careful. In truth, he resented the monster for introducing the possibility of being attacked from below, within the ground, in essence. He’d have to keep an eye on every ash mound or thick section of dust from that point on.



A thin stream ran across the landscape in the distance, slightly north of Damon’s current bearing. He headed for it, anyway, possessed by a need to understand more about the landscape as much as move through it.



The water flowed evenly across a riverbed that was far too smooth to look entirely natural. He was surprised by the lack of discoloration from the ash. The water was crystal clear, and it flowed with a stillness so complete as to be unnerving.



He was glad that his water supplies were still completely full, because if he needed water, he might not have been able to resist the temptation. There was something wrong here, a distinct lack of the kind of life that would normally flock to such an oasis amid the fire and ash.



He moved on, taking precautions to ration his water even more carefully than he had the night before. The weather was shifting, with the sky darkening as the wind picked up to match. It never rose to the level of the ash storm Damon had faced on his way to Silke, but he still pulled up the cloak’s mask cover and used his hand to shield his eyes from heavier gusts.



A forest resolved out of the distant horizon, but it took Damon until he was within a hundred feet to see it for what it was. All of the trees had been charred into forbidding black shadows, most missing their branches and jutting from the ground with dark ambience.



It hadn’t been much of a forest, perhaps the overgrowth of a long-abandoned pasture, or a patch of wilderness just off one of the main roads. Damon knew he could go around it, but opted to cut straight through rather than bowing to every whim of his unease. It was just a field of dead trees. They’d serve as decent wind blocks and cover his presence at a distance, he told himself.



A chill ran through him as he entered the trees, and almost at once, the tone of the situation shifted. There was a noise, a whistling sound that might have just been the wind cutting a path through the tree trunks. It called his attention to the potential for danger, an ambush, in the same way an angry tea kettle announces a boil.



There was no one around, however. He stopped to look in every direction just to make sure, eyeing the ground, even, for any suspicious lumps. Nothing but trees, though seeing that and knowing that did little to shake the feeling that an intelligent presence was watching from… somewhere.



He was ready to get back to barren ashlands as the other edge of the charred forest came into view. He saw enemies now, a scattering of revenants shambling to intercept him once he moved back out into the open.



Damon picked a spot where a cluster of dead trees forced the monsters to approach one at a time and drew his sword. His heart ached for his myrblade, for Myr, not just in terms of power, but presence. The first revenant snarled and charged, and he dismissed his melancholy to make room for violence.



It wasn’t a difficult fight, barely enough to get him breathing heavily. There were five revenants, and he dispatched them with a total of seven slashes. Still, he was well aware of how differently the encounter might have gone had he been forced into it on less favorable terrain.



“A thinker,” rasped a voice from the trees. “Thinks he knows how to think.”



Damon spun around, sword still dripping with the blood of the undead. A cloaked and somewhat misshapen figure walked toward him as though they’d been traveling as part of a group.



It was a man, an old man with a wrinkled face and bulbous nose. He stood a head and a half shorter than Damon, but strangely, his head wasn’t the highest part of his body. He carried something on his shoulder, an odd bundle he had stuffed under his cloak.



Except, Damon could see both of his arms, hands clasped tight around a walking stick he was using to stay balanced. Perhaps he’d shifted his traveling pack to the side and… above? Damon frowned, but it was hard to feel too concerned given how refreshing it was to stumble upon a living person as opposed to more undead monsters.



“Hello, stranger,” said Damon. “Were you following me before?”



“No,” said the old man. “No… I don’t think so.”



“Uh, alright,” replied Damon. “I’m headed east. Are you familiar at all with this area or with what’s in that direction?”



“Don’t think so. No… I think? No, I don’t think… so.”



The old man was smiling but his eyes were entirely vacant.



“Are you alright?” asked Damon. “What’s your name?”



“I think… old, I think…” The old man shook his head. “Don’t think so.”



“Old Thinker, then,” said Damon. “Well, it’s dangerous out here. Safe travels to you.”



He set off, feeling a callous urge to be apart from the old timer before more revenants showed and he was forced to confront whether he’d be willing to protect the wandering madman. Strange to think that the man had managed to survive in such an addled state.



He made it down the slope just beyond the trees. A popping came from behind him. He whirled around, but it was hard to see more than tufts of ash behind him, the tops of the charred trees poking out just above.



Later, as he began searching for a campsite amidst the dimming light of the setting sun, he spotted the Old Thinker again, clearly following him. He ignored him for a while, hoping that he might set off his own way and spare them both an unnecessary confrontation.



It soon became clear that he had no other choice. He drew to a stop, folded his arms, and waited for the old man to catch up.



“Hey,” he said. “I think it’s time for you to go your own way.”



“No, no,” muttered the Old Thinker. “I don’t think—”



“I do think so,” Damon cut in. “I’m traveling light and heading into danger. I can’t spare supplies for you, and I can’t protect you. If you head back the way we’ve been going for a day’s march or so, you’ll reach Silke. It’s safe there, with people and food and everything you’ll need.”



“No,” said the old man. “No food, I don’t think. Not so.”



It was the most coherent sentence Damon had gotten out of him, and it kind of made sense. It was pretty unlikely that Silke would let an old, addled wanderer through their gates, knowing he’d be only a drain on their resources. Still, it was by far his best shot.



A snarl came from the ash a few feet away. Damon had his sword out and was moving in a flash. Three revenants rose from a clump of ash that he’d noticed but hadn’t investigated. Damon cut down one of them before it could rise to its feet and hopped backward, positioning himself to better handle the remaining two.



The Old Thinker moved with surprising agility, slamming the point of his walking stick through one of the revenant’s eyes. Damon slashed at the other, severing head from body in two cuts on one side.



“Not bad,” said Damon. “But still, this doesn’t change anything. I can’t…”



He trailed off. The old man had pulled back his cloak from his shoulder. He didn’t have on a traveling pack underneath, and he wasn’t carrying a bundle. A hideous protrusion of purpling, bulbous flesh grew from the old man’s body, and it had a mouth.



Even as Damon stared, he struggled to comprehend what he was seeing. The mouth was huge, easily large enough to fit an entire head inside, lined with dull, oversized teeth. The Old Thinker made a shushing noise as the teeth began to snap and click, which sounded a lot like the popping Damon had heard near the burnt forest earlier.



He watched in numb disgust as the old man brought his shoulder mouth down on one of the revenant’s legs. It closed, it chewed, it ate the decaying, corrupted flesh of the undead monster. As horribly fascinating as the scene was, he decided it was the best opportunity to get the fuck away from the Old Thinker as he was liable to get in the next few minutes.



He took off, sprinting at full speed.










CHAPTER 15




 



A little over an hour later, Damon made camp. He would have kept going for a while longer, but the sun had set, and the stars and moon were hidden behind the ash clouds, incapable of supplying him with even a meager amount of light.



He found a good spot tucked away behind a boulder that offered him a fair amount of cover in one direction, and quickly set up his tent. The uncomfortable realization supplied by the Old Thinker had stuck with him. The revenants were the predominant danger in the Crimson Wastes, but there were other, stranger threats, as well.



He had to be prepared for anything, which made it hard to commit to going to sleep. His instincts told him that it wasn’t safe, regardless of how closely he listened, or how many times he scanned the darkness. The monsters of the ruined world made the highlander tau and trolls of the time he remembered seem like benign entities.



He slid into his tent and spread out his bedroll. It blocked the ash from gusting onto him, but also left him feeling vulnerable, as though anything could sneak up and tear through the thin canopy. He tried to sleep for a few minutes, knowing that his need for rest was just as pressing as his desire for safety. Making progress the next day would be arduous if he didn’t sleep tonight.



Shutting his eyes simply didn’t do anything. His nerves were too fractured, and his mind kept imagining new, hideous threats that might lie in wait within the night. He was beginning to wonder if it made more sense to simply hold vigil with his back leaned against the boulder when a bright, crimson light suddenly pushed back the darkness.



He slid out from his tent, staring first at his eerily illuminated surroundings, and then up at the sky. Veridas Keep, still high in the air, still cocooned in an aura of crimson power, was passing overhead. It moved on a path similar to the ghost moon, but a fair bit faster. It seemed as though it gave off more light, but it was hard to tell, and could just be the intensity of its hue.



Damon stared up at it, feeling such an odd conflict of emotions. Malon was probably up there with Lascivious, the two of them plotting, or staring down at the world they’d ruined, or perhaps just sleeping.



He smiled, realizing his initial assumption that she would be harder to find than Vel and Ria might have been wrong. She would just be harder to reach, cradled high in the sky, within the heart of Lascivious’s sphere of power. It was so strange to consider he’d once flown up there, imbued with Myr’s magic, unhindered by the limitations of the ground.



Veridas Keep seemed to slow as it passed over him. He had a moment in which the area surrounding his camp was fully visible, though still uncomfortably red. He looked in all directions, surprised by how much it put him at ease to confirm he was alone in his section of the barren wastes.



He couldn’t shake the ridiculous feeling that his aesta was still looking out for him. Translating that emotion into an idea he could properly consider made him feel foolish, and moreover, childish. She didn’t even know that he was still alive. Not yet.



“Aesta,” he whispered, reaching a hand up. “Just a little longer. I won’t give up on you.”



 



***



 



Damon slept surprisingly well after that. He broke camp as soon as the sun was out the next morning. Veridas Keep was long gone, but he would have been more concerned had it still been within view, given what that might suggest.



He shook the ash off his tent canopy, ate a quick breakfast of bread and jerky with dirty fingers, and set off. He shifted his focus toward his destination. Ria was in the Rem lands, perhaps waiting for him, even, if Vel had managed to dreamspell to her.



Thinking of Ria left him wondering about how much change could happen in five years. Damon hadn’t missed how little real information Vel had shared with him about what Ria had been up to since he’d last seen her.



Had that been intentional on his part, a way of sparing him from knowledge that might hurt his morale? It was possible that Ria might be a different person than the Ria he remembered, in ways he didn’t truly wish to consider or even articulate.



He pushed himself, traveling as fast as he safely could in order to keep his mind distracted by his pace and the irritations that came with it.



Ash kept getting into his boots, and it chafed when it formed a layer against bare skin. He dumped them out and tied them back on tighter. Ash kept getting into his mouth. He had the cloak mask to protect against that, but it was obnoxious to wear for longer periods of time when he was running. Ash kept getting into his eyes, and so on and so forth, for hours, and hours.



The day was uneventful, lacking even a single encounter with a revenant or any other monster. Damon camped early, slept deeply, and woke up safe. He ate, mindful more of his water supply than food portioning, and set off once more.



It began raining within minutes of his morning march. Damon felt a slight tickling sensation from each of the drops, and noticed that they left tiny splotches of white where they struck down against his tunic. His cloak was more resistant to them, and so he used it to keep his limbs shielded, trying not to think too much about the rain’s effect.



Would it burn bare flesh on contact? He actively made an effort to avoid finding out. He saw the Old Thinker in his mind’s eye and wondered if perhaps the strange rain had been a prelude to his grotesque transformation, an idea which was even more unsettling.



Aside from the peculiarities of the rain, it was still ultimately, at its core, very wet. The ash turned to a muddy slush underfoot, ruining his footing and forcing him to go around sections of land where the dust had accumulated to avoid sinking boot-deep into the stuff.



It was still raining midway into the afternoon when he encountered a pair of revenants, the first he’d seen in over a day. He took care in cutting them down to not expose himself to the rain, which resulted in him nearly taking a bite to the shoulder. The rain hissed as it pinged off the blade of his bloody sword, turning the revenant’s dark blood an unnerving shade of pale white.



He camped early, opting to set his tent up against a depression in a cliff wall too shallow to be a cave, but deep enough to shield him from the rain. He set his tent up and ate an early dinner, limiting himself to no more than a few swallows of his precious, dwindling water.



It felt so horribly unfair that the rain was so abundant and drinkable water so scarce. Damon was beginning to weigh the choices he’d made in setting off on his journey as the consequences came into view.



He couldn’t turn back now. In fact, he was long past the point of being able to turn around and make it back to Silke on the supplies he had left. He wondered at the fact that he hadn’t noticed and considered the option when it had still been available.



Did he want to turn back? That was a separate question, one he wrestled with more out of boredom than frustration. He would go back to Silke eventually to spend more time with Vel, perhaps even build a life with her. But not yet, not before finding Ria and Malon. To resign himself to ending his search before even carrying it out would be giving up, plain and simple.



The night was cold, so much so that he could see his breath as the last traces of sunlight disappeared over the horizon. The chill was no longer something Damon could shrug off, now that his myrblade was a broken relic.



The rain made it doubly miserable, and he couldn’t resist taking advantage of an old firepit someone else had left within the cave hollow. There was still a fair bit of unburnt wood left under the ash, and after clearing it off, it only took a few strikes from the fire steel Kastet had included in his supplies to get a nice flame going.



It was a small comfort, one which Damon only allowed himself because of how few revenants he’d seen in the nearby area. Still, the intense light put out from the flame meant he was totally blind to what lay beyond his campsite amidst the rain and the night.



He refused to let his fear control him. He found a notch in the rock to carefully hang his cloak from, still damp with the corrosive rain, and sat down by the fire. An hour or so passed with him doing little more than watching the flames dance and slowly shifting the wood to burn evenly.



His attention was pulled toward the shadows by a skitter of movement in the distance. He froze, but knew it was pointless. Whoever was out there could see him clearly by the fire, be it one or several revenants, or the Old Thinker, or a new threat.



He stood up and drew his sword, still taking care to stay under the shelter of the cliff and out of the rain. It was far from an ideal place for him to fight, penned up against a rock wall with room to maneuver, but Damon would absolutely fight if he had to.



A shape barreled forward from the darkness. He dodged left, ducking low and then slashing high. Both he and his opponent missed their strikes, a small miracle since Damon recognized the face of his attacker.



“Lilian?” he said, voice just in between a question and a statement. It was the eyes that gave her away, so familiar in their jet-black intensity that they made identifying her easy, despite her rough appearance.



She was dirty, her once darkly beautiful hair matted into greasy violet clumps. The dress she wore was too tattered and stained to call it that, really, closer to an overused rag with armholes. She was barefoot, and next to his own circumstances when he’d woken up in the ice, she seemed as poorly equipped for the Crimson Wastes as a person could be.



Worst still was the fact that the recognition didn’t seem to go both ways. She hadn’t reacted to his usage of her name and was slowly striding toward him, clawed hands tensed and ready to strike.



“Easy,” he said, slowly setting his sword down and out of reach. “You remember me. Sit down. It’s been so long. We should—”



She leapt at him, crossing the distance in a diving lunge crowned by a halo of wild hair. As much as Damon had been expecting another attack, he found that he wasn’t prepared. He didn’t have a plan, and he wasn’t about to hurt her if he could help it.



He’d fought Lilian before, flirtatiously wrestling before sex a few times, and at full intensity on the night of Victor Blackseed’s death. He knew how strong she was… or had been. Now, her muscles and reactions seemed weak, movements those of a lethargic animal.



“Don’t fight,” he said, pinning one of her wrists. “I’m not going hurt you.”



She made a hissing noise and bared her teeth at him. It hit him somewhere deep to see her like this, to know that such an intelligent and sensual woman had fallen so far. But his pity would do nothing for her. She needed something real, something that would cost him to give.



It was a price he was willing to pay. Damon felt her tense underneath him as he reached for his sword. He took it by the edge instead of its hilt, sliding the side of his hand along it until he drew blood. Lilian drew in a sniffing breath, eyes widening just from the smell.



He wanted to help her, but he also wasn’t stupid. He held her down by the neck with his free hand as he brought his bleeding fist to her lips. It might have been the stupidest thing he’d ever done. It might restore her strength in lieu of her sanity, set her off into a blood frenzy within which she could easily overpower him again.



But he had to try. For himself as much as for her.



Lilian’s long tongue snaked out from between her lips and began lapping at his blood. She looked so contented, and Damon couldn’t help but smile. At least he got to see her like this, so near the point of satisfaction, regardless of what happened next.



Satisfaction was hard to come by in the ruined world.










CHAPTER 16




 



Damon let Lilian sip a fair amount of blood from his hand, stopping a few times to squeeze more and forcing himself to ignore the pain. She lay on her back, eyes half open, in more of a sleepy blood trance than the blood frenzy he’d been worried about.



He talked to her as he did it, telling stories of their time together in Avaricia and around Azurecliff and Hexadonia. It was talking to fill the silence, but he still chose his words carefully, hoping he might hit upon something that sparked recognition in her eyes. Eventually, it happened, though it was hard to tell whether the nostalgia or the blood had done the trick.



“Da…mon?” whispered Lilian.



“Hey,” he said. “Welcome back. Long time no see.”



She swallowed and took a shallow breath, shuddering as she let it out. “I… smelled you.”



Damon made an exaggerated face and sniffed his armpit. “That bad, huh?”



Lilian stared at him, blinked a few times in quick succession, and started crying.



“I suppose that’s a fair reaction to a pretty awful joke,” he said. He pulled her into his lap. His traveling pack was in reach, and he poured a small amount of water on one of the clean corners of his cloak and used it as a washcloth to gently wipe her face clean.



She cried for a few minutes straight. Damon would have held her like that for hours, if needed. He had no idea what she’d been through… but he could guess. She was owed a good cry.



“I really am a monster now,” she whispered.



“Would I do all this for a monster, Lilian?” he asked.



She looked away from him. He felt angry, not at her, but at the world. The ruined world, sure, but also the old world which had been just as hostile and unaccepting of her in its own cruelly civilized way.



“You’re not a monster any more than I’m a dead man,” he said, emphasizing the last few words. If he couldn’t convince her of her humanity, he figured he might as well change the topic.



“You are dead,” she muttered. “How… are you here right now? This is a dream, isn’t it?”



“No dream,” he said. He held his bleeding hand out to her, shaking it back and forth like he might offer a bottle to someone. She frowned a little but nodded her head, and he gave her another sip.



“I was frozen,” he said. “Lascivious tried to burn the world with fire, and I stopped her. Well, the first time around. Seems like she had more luck once I was out of the way.”



“How… long?” she whispered.



“Five years,” he said. “I suppose some of that’s missing time for you, too.”



She twitched and squeezed her eyes shut. “No… I can’t remember all of it… but I remember some. No, Damon. Don’t be kind to me. I’ve done… such terrible things.”



“Hey, easy,” he said. “Here. Have some more—”



She pulled back from his hand as he tried to offer it to her again, and from him. She was on her feet, looking around at his campsite as though seeing it for the first time.



“Lilian!” he shouted.



She stared at him for a timeless second and then sprinted off into the distance. Damon cursed as he looked out into the darkness, still thick with corrosive rain. Even if it had been a clear night, he would have stood no chance of giving chase.



She didn’t want him to chase her, clearly… so why did he feel such an overpowering urge to?



He waited up for another hour or so, hoping she might come to her senses and come back. When she didn’t, he spread out his bedroll and attempted to get some sleep, with modest success.



 



***



 



Damon kept an eye out for Lilian the next morning as he ate breakfast and packed up his camp. Given how open and barren so much of the Crimson Wastes were, he initially felt good about his chance of finding her again. It wasn’t raining anymore, but it was still heavily overcast, to the point he felt confident Lilian wouldn’t have to worry about the effects of the sun on her sensitive skin.



He continued east. The same river he’d discovered a few days earlier curved back into view, and he recognized it was one of the offshoots of the river which fed the waterfalls of Azurecliff farther north.



It made sense that Lilian would be in this area, given how relatively near it was to Hexadonia. She must have gravitated toward the old ruin after leaving Silke, given it was the only other place resembling a home for her in her transformed state.



Damon followed the river at a distance, hoping he could stay with it for a while as he continued east. Eventually, the terrain sloped downward and he was treated to a beautiful waterfall, rainbows cutting through the mist surrounding the leisurely pool that the water dropped into.



 



 



He couldn’t resist taking a break at the spot, idyllic as it was, and short on water as he was. Crouching near the edge of the pool, Damon waited until he’d seen a couple of fish swimming in the pool before deciding it was probably safe to drink. He took a small sip, which reassured him by being predictably flavorless.



It was midway through the day, late enough in the afternoon that he could stop for the night, if he chose to. The river picked up again just beyond the pool, dropping into an even fiercer waterfall. He couldn’t see many other convenient spots to set up along the bank farther down, and the water would be flowing too fast for him to safely fill his waterskin and jug.



Really, though, he could have come up with a dozen different reasons to convince himself to stay. It was ultimately the most beautiful place he’d happened upon since waking up in the ice, the only place that seemed to have weathered Lascivious’s ruination without sacrificing a part of its soul.



He set up his tent at the top of the slope, where he’d have the river on one side and a view of the valley below on another. Then, Damon took off his cloak, stripped out of his clothing, and jumped into the pool of water.



It was warmer than he’d expected it to be, though still cold. The feeling of the water against his skin, flowing through his hair, was so unbelievably satisfying. He’d forgotten what it was like to not feel gritty, with the ash constantly trying to lay claim to every exposed inch of his skin.



He scrubbed himself off along with his clothes, which was a gamble. If they didn’t dry by the time he needed to leave, the dampness would collect ash twice as fast and leave him dirtier than he’d started out.



Floating on his back, Damon let himself stare up at the rainbows in the mist. He realized all at once why he’d been so drawn to the pool, to the chance to soak in water and swim. It was what he and Ria and Vel and Malon had done so often, back at the farmstead. Swimming in the lake had been a cornerstone of their summers, a part of their lives he’d always taken for granted.



He ran his hands through his hair and over the rest of his body, dimly fantasizing about one of the times after he’d returned to the farmstead as an adult when he, Vel and Ria had all gone skinny dipping together. It brought a smile to his face, and sent blood rushing elsewhere. He had time. He could take care of that, too.



He was on his back again as he started the process of self-love, which gave him a direct view of Lilian as she leapt from the waterfall above him. She landed with a surprisingly minimal splash, and she came to the surface naked and grinning and glistening wet.



“Were you following me?” He was caught off guard by her sudden appearance, not to mention a little embarrassed. “It’s considered rude to peep on people while they’re bathing in most circles, I hope you know.”



Her smile didn’t waver. “Oh, come now, Damon. We both know you weren’t just bathing.”



She leaned back, running her hands through her dirty hair as it sank into the water. A surprising amount of the ash and matted sections came loose from a single pass of her fingers.



“So you were following me,” he said. “Spying on me, even.”



He pulled his hands through the water, swimming a little closer to her. She floated on her back, much like he had been doing. Her impressive breasts poked up above the pool’s surface like erotic mountains, each one pale purple-blue in color.



“Well, after I’d calmed down last night, I started to get bored,” she said. “Your smell is awfully distracting, even at a distance.”



“You’re the only person who can say that and make it sound like a compliment,” he said.



She shifted upright, though taking care to only bring her head above water and leaving the rest of her nakedness distorted by the flowing water. Locking eyes with him, she blew him a small kiss.



Damon was relieved to hear her talking like this, but too shamefully aroused to appreciate the revival of her personality as much as he should have. Was it really his fault, he wondered? He’d been in the middle of relieving his manly urges when a naked woman had crashed down into the water next to him. His primal side wanted to press her against the rocks in the shallows and use her relentlessly.



“I saw all of what you were doing, Damon,” she said. Her eyes flitted down to his still rock-hard cock.



“Most women would have just watched, or even looked away.” He drew closer to her in the water, grinning as he saw her playfully splash back. “Instead, you decided to join me.”



“I wanted to thank you for what you did for me last night,” she said.



“Is that right?” He swam toward her again, reaching for her hips. She wiggled just out of reach, her breasts glistening and jiggling and demanding his attention. Before he could reach out to touch her properly, she flipped and dove underwater.



She swam between his legs, some part of her tickling his manhood as she passed by. She was a damn fast swimmer, which made him want to catch her and pin her and, well… do various other things to her that much more. He heard her suck in a breath as she came up for air, and he slowly turned to face her again.



“Come here,” he said.



“Catch me.”



“You were barely even talking in complete sentences last night, and now you’re back to being a tease.” His tone was playful, but she still winced as though he’d poked her in a sensitive place, though it quickly shifted into a teasing glare.



“If you don’t even have the stamina to catch me,” she said, slowly. “How would you ever be able to keep up with me during—”



He grabbed for her ankle this time and surprised himself by getting a hold on it. Lilian broke with a yelp in midsentence, followed by a sexy giggle and a feigned attempt at swimming away. Damon pulled her toward him a hand length at a time, his fingers grabbing her calf, and then her thigh, groping her butt as he wrapped an arm tight around her waist, and then…



They both groaned in unison as he slid the head of his cock into her primed womanhood. He got the distinct sense that she wasn’t telling the complete truth when she’d said she’d been spying on him. She’d been doing more than only that, just as he’d been doing more than just bathing.



Damon ran his hands over the front of her body, delighting in the way his fingers sank into her thick breasts. He was half-thrusting and half-swimming, taking Lilian from behind in a manner that was horny and lustful, if somewhat impractical.



Their relationship had begun with sex, way back when they’d first met. Before they’d even really known each other, the tension had been there, the undeniable sense of horny, bristling erotic compatibility. Lilian leaned back into him, rocking her hips greedily to take him at a deeper, better angle. His cock came loose, and they hugged each other in the intimate pause that followed.



“You’ll have to catch me again before you get any more,” she said, voice breathy.



He let his cock probe into the cleft of her thighs. “You’ll have to get away from me to stop me from getting it.”



She laughed and began feigning a struggle. Their combined movements shifted them across the pool, over to a large, flat rock shelf half exposed but the water. Damon kicked his feet against the bottom to lift them both up, laying her down on her back across it with her thighs spread.



He speared his cock back into her, thrusting with such horny intensity that he surprised even himself. Her entire body seemed to reach to each pump, a wave of jiggling flowing up her stomach, through her breasts, tossing at her hair.



The new position put Lilian’s mouth right against his neck. He could feel her kissing and sucking on that one particular spot where she’d fed off him, once upon a time. Was it control on her part that kept her from sinking her fangs in, or the simple fact that he was using her too vigorously for her to have a still moment to line up her bite?



“You horny bastard,” she hissed. “Fuck me like you paid for me.”



“I didn’t have to pay,” he said, grunting. “You were mine for free.”



“I am all yours!” she said, shuddering. “Oh! Don’t stop! I… I need this. Oh!”



He didn’t hold back. He didn’t have to with her, given the strength of her body, the power of her corrupted form. He slammed into her hard enough to make the rock shift underneath them, sinking his cock in with ruthlessly deep strokes. She squeezed herself tight around him as she came, legs and arms as tight as constrictor snakes to hold him in place for her pleasure.



He still had room to move, though not much, and he took advantage of it for all it was worth. Her womanhood squeezed him in rhythm with her arms. Damon seized her by the hips, losing himself in a mad dash to the finish as he stole the final few thrusts.



He was blissed out beyond words as he blew his load inside her. It was a different kind of moment, more than just pleasure or sexual release. He felt so happy to have Lilian there with him, underneath the mist and the rainbows. It was a moment outside of time, outside of his quest and his concerns and urgency.



He felt her nuzzling the side of his neck and gave a slow nod. “You can if you want to. I want to help you.”



“I have to… be more careful than that now,” she whispered. “I can’t let myself feed off people whenever I feel the urge.”



Damon wanted to ask if there truly was another alternative, given how thin her remaining humanity had been when he first found her. But that was one of those questions that felt a little too cruel, like poking at the true core of her shame.



“Let’s go to my campsite, then,” he said. “You must have seen where I set up while you were stalking me.”



He shot her a teasing smile, and the Lilian he loved and knew was instantly back.



“While I was stalking you?” she asked. “It seemed, from my perspective as though I stumbled upon you while you were indulging in some exhibitionist theater.”



She turned to climb out of the water. Damon gave her a soft slap on the ass that produced an overdramatic gasp of outrage from her.



“Quite the theater it was,” he said.










CHAPTER 17




 



They both walked back to his camp naked and dripping wet, and most importantly, freshly clean. Lilian was an incredible sight with all the dirt washed off. She’d already been pretty when he’d first known her as Kastet’s lady-in-waiting, but she’d become something more after drinking zanyadai blood and undergoing her transformation.



She hadn’t aged much outwardly over the last five years. Her body, setting aside the sharp claws of her fingers, was a thing of statuesque beauty. The color of her skin, like pale purple clouds against a sunset, would have been enough to scare off most men. To Damon, it was exotic, novel, even. Did he fetishize her in a way for that? Maybe. He hoped not, at least not to the degree of demeaning her in his mind.



“Here.” He pulled his old clothes from his traveling pack, which Kastet had somehow found time to make a servant wash during his stay at Redpane Tower. “They’re Remenai style, but they should fit you, since you’re almost my height.”



“Thanks,” she said. She gave him a sad smile. “I suppose it doesn’t matter all that much what I’m wearing, since most people attack me on sight, regardless.”



“I didn’t,” he said.



“Most people,” she emphasized. She pulled on the Remenai tunic. It was a little big on her, but not big enough to be a properly modest woman’s night shirt, a fact which Damon enjoyed. Her long thighs and butt deserved to be on display for the night.



“It looks like we’re safe here for now,” he said, looking around the area and seeing nothing. “I’m going to make a small fire, cook up some food.”



She nodded but didn’t say anything. There was still a slight coldness to their relationship, or perhaps just to that aspect of what would have once been normal conversation. They could flirt, they could fuck, but discussing a simple plan for dinner felt like a dance around the fact that she technically wanted to eat him… or at least drink his blood.



She sat in his tent as he built the fire, making a trip back down to the river to collect some driftwood he’d found earlier. He liked having her sit in his tent, and it set him to thinking of traveling with his aesta, or Vel and Ria.



There was more to it than that. He enjoyed her presence, her power, simply having her there to watch his back in the ruined world and being around to watch hers. They could at least do that much for each other.



Damon snapped a branch in half, still actively trying to think of a way to broach the topic of her feeding off him. He had the sneaking suspicion she’d be gone the next morning, and he’d be damned if he was about to let her go off on her own without taking enough of his blood to stay lucid until they met up again.



“I saw Vel in Silke,” he said, because he couldn’t think of anything else.



Lilian smiled. “I’m glad. She was completely incoherent with grief for after you… well, you know.”



“It was nice,” he said. “I made her cry so much just by showing up that it felt a little mean. She misses you. She told me to keep an eye out for you. I told her I would, but in all honesty, my hopes weren’t that high.”



He started striking the fire steel to prime the flame. He rested on his knees by his wood pile, and the angle he had his tools at made the movement look a bit rude, if not lewd.



“Damon,” said Lilian, voice suddenly serious. “I’ve… killed people, out here.”



“So have I,” he said. “Not out here, specifically, but… I’ve taken lives before. I know that weight.”



“Were they innocent people?” asked Lilian. “Were you in control of yourself while you did it?”



“You can either live with what you’ve done, or you can die.” He filled his voice with the same hardness he had to use on himself when he thought about some of the people he’d killed. “Once you start down this path, those are the only choices you have.”



He got the flame going. In truth, he didn’t have all that much that would be worth the effort of cooking over the fire. He toasted some bread with melted cheese on it and offered some to Lilian, knowing she did occasionally eat normal food.



“I’m not hungry,” she whispered.



“I’m going to make sure you eat before you leave,” he said. He stuffed a piece of bread and cheese into his mouth, chewing as he watched her face, firelight dancing across her features.



“I hate this,” she whispered. “It’s so different now. I used to be able to… pretend better, I guess. Damon, I don’t want to hurt you, or anyone else. I’m not like I was before. I can’t control myself.”



“We’ll work on that, then,” he said. “You won’t hurt me, or anyone else.”



“That might work for tonight, but what about next time?”



“Come find me again. You’ve already proven you can do it without that much trouble.”



He was serious, and from her stunned reaction, she knew it, too.



“You would do that for me?” She shook her head, mystified, in denial.



Damon grinned. He reached a hand out and took a fistful of her borrowed shirt and pulled her after him into the tent. He stretched out across his bedroll and ran his hand up the side of her body.



“It’s not like the sensation is unenjoyable,” he said, smirking. “I’m also one of the few people who will give you a spanking if you try to take too much. If you lose control, I’ll put you back in line.”



“Oh…” She blinked, and an odd smile crept onto her face. “Well. When you… put it that way, it also sounds… sustainable.”



“Very sustainable,” he said. “Now make with the fangs.”



She hesitated for a moment. Damon nodded to her, holding her gaze, doing everything he could to rebuild faded trust. It had been five years since he’d truly let her feed like this, straight from his neck. He still didn’t have the full story of what had happened between her and Kastet. She needed to trust him, but she also needed to trust herself.



She straddled him, setting her butt down right atop his crotch. She brushed her hair back, but a curtain of it still fell forward as she leaned in over his face. The back of the tent was too deep in shadow for much of the fire’s illumination to reach them, but he could feel her breath as it tickled his neck.



He tensed as something wet—her tongue, probably—brushed across his neck. She might accidentally kill him, depending on how intense her hunger truly was. It wasn’t a fun thought to linger on, but he supposed that was what trust was. He trusted her in the face of that possibility. He trusted her so she’d trust herself.



She rubbed his shirtless chest with her hand and let out a barely audible moan. Gently, she planted a kiss on his neck, marking the old, familiar spot. A tingle seemed to emanate outward from it, pleasure shooting through the rest of his body.



Damon felt an instant of pain as her fangs pierced his skin, followed by infinite pleasure. He’d actually forgotten that there were sensations other than sex that could feel so good, so wonderfully fair and perfect. It was bliss, clean, and comforting. Lilian rubbed her hand across his chest and stomach as she fed, groping at his cock over his pants.



She pulled back suddenly as though awakening from a dream. Her lips were red with blood, his blood, which was an odd thing to realize and consider. He watched her breathing heavily and staring at him with wide, worried eyes.



“I’m fine,” he said. It came weaker than he’d intended. “Really. I’m fine.”



“I was careful,” she said. “It’s just so hard once I get going. Especially with you.”



“Did it help?” he asked.



She nodded. Her shoulders sagged with shame. Damon rubbed his hand along her thigh, wishing there were more he could say to set her at ease. She was concerned for him, worried that she’d hurt him, and all he wanted to do was help her.



There was a flutter of movement outside the tent from midway down the slope. It was beyond the purview of their fire, a shadow against the deeper darkness of night, but one with a grotesque, recognizable shape.



“Monster,” he muttered.



Lilian stiffened, but then saw where his finger was pointed and realized what he meant.



“He was following me a few days ago,” he said. “He’s got a… mouth on his shoulder.”



“What?” Lilian shook her head.



Damon was already sitting up and reaching for his sword, but even just that slight action set the world spinning. He was too dizzy to stand, but still made the attempt.



“Yes,” muttered the Old Thinker. “Think so… Think she’s here. I think? Yes.”



He shambled forward into the light of the fire, blinking rapidly, but otherwise looking much as he had during Damon’s last encounter with him. The mouth on his shoulder was out from underneath his cloak, teeth snapping with hungry anticipation.



“Stay in the tent!” hissed Lilian. She pushed Damon back before he could rise any higher and flung herself forward at the monstrous old man.



It was all Damon could do to watch as the two of them met in combat. Lilian was fast, clearly recovered from her weakened state the day before. She hit the monster from multiple directions, slashing savagely with her claws and opening up streaks of bleeding scratches.



The old man barely seemed to notice Damon, but went after Lilian as though chasing down fresh prey. He hadn’t attacked Damon during their earlier encounter, either, though he’d been quick to eat the bodies of the revenants. Damon grimaced and tried to make the world stop spinning.



The old man’s own attacks were just as fast as Lilian’s, but in a lumbering, punishing way. He swung his walking stick like a deathmace, the air whistling as he clubbed for her head. Most of his attacks missed, but Lilian was slow on one of her dodges, and a massive crack sounded as the walking stick struck her ribs.



She gasped in pain and collapsed to her knees. The old man’s free hand shot out, seizing her by the neck. He lifted her into the air, his shoulder mouth gaping wide, and started to shift her into position to eat.



Damon roared, finally upright and wielding his sword in both hands. He brought it down with all his strength, severing the old man’s hand at the wrist. A small trickle of blood spurted out, far less than he would have expected. The old man reacted to the damage in the same way a tree reacts to having a branch sheared off, immobile and unaffected.



Tendrils of flesh immediately began to grow outward from the stump of his wrist, threading together to fill the empty space with new muscle and tendons. It was unreal, beyond any feat of healing Damon had ever seen. He was regenerating his hand at a rate that should have been impossible even with magic.



“The waterfall!” said Lilian.



Damon nodded, understanding instantly. He attacked, drawing the old man’s attention, and pushing him back. He was aware of how lethargic his body still was, each strike slow and predictable, but it gave Lilian time to set up position.



All at once, she leapt at their monstrous opponent, seizing him by the shoulders from behind and flipping him hard toward the river. He toppled over her body, second mouth snapping independent from the rest of him, and fell into the water in the pool below at the point where the waterfall picked up in earnest.



He instantly disappeared into the rapids. Damon could see just how long the series of waterfalls carried on for. Even if they hadn’t killed the monster, he didn’t see a way that the rushing current wouldn’t carry him at least a mile down river before he managed to pull himself off at one of the banks.



“Are you alright?” he asked Lilian.



“Fine,” she said. “You?”



“Dizzy, but otherwise, I’m good.”



She still looked concerned, but he grinned at her, and soon she was smiling back. Sex wasn’t the only thing they had chemistry in. They were a hell of a pair in a fight.










CHAPTER 18




 



They moved their campsite, leaving the fire to burn itself out. Damon suspected that the Old Thinker had been drawn to them through other means—smell, like Lilian, possibly—but he still felt as though it was prudent to sleep elsewhere for the night.



“Do you know anything about that monster?” he asked. It had seemed an obvious, innocuous question until he’d spoken it aloud.



Lilian crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “Why would I? Because I’m a monster, like him?”



“No!” Damon grabbed her hand. “Hey. You know that’s not what I meant. You’ve just spent more time in the Crimson Wastes than I have. You’re nothing like him.”



She looked away, a tiny sigh escaping her chest. “It’s true, though. I suppose that’s why it prickles me so much to hear it from you. I’m more like him than I think you realize.”



“What do you mean?”



“He’s another one of Famine’s creations.”



“Famine? She’s still alive?”



“She is,” whispered Lilian. “We all thought that one of the other Forsaken had killed her ahead of Red Sky Night, but in reality, she had just fled the fight. I think she wanted this to happen.”



She gestured outside the tent, to the ruined world.



“Why?” asked Damon.



“I can’t say for certain,” said Lilian. “I don’t even know how I know what I know. I think… I may have encountered her at some point during the period I can’t remember.”



She hugged her knees to her chest. Damon shifted so he was sitting behind her with a leg on either side, arms looped around her slender waist.



“Do you know what she’s after?” he asked.



Lilian shook her head. “I don’t. I have this… feeling that it involves eating or creating something. I… ah, it’s too hard to put into words. I don’t have a reason, just a suspicion that I can’t track back to anything.”



“I get it,” he said. “It’s nothing we need to worry about tonight. Come on. We should get some sleep.”



He stretched out on the bed. In truth, he knew that he was far more tired than she was. He wasn’t sure that she even needed to sleep at that moment, still gliding on the lingering high from his blood, probably. But she still shifted to share his bedroll, spooning against him as his breath slowed and his thoughts faded.



 



***



 



Much as he’d expected, Lilian was gone the next morning. Damon was surprised by how much he missed her, but it was hard to feel too disappointed. He somehow knew that she’d be back soon, within a few nights, maybe, and he also knew how much he’d done for her just by allowing her a few sips of his blood.



He kept an eye out for the Old Thinker as he packed his tent and bedroll away. The easiest way to continue east was to follow the river, though there was a risk that it would also bring him into contact with his creepy new nemesis.



Still, his goal was to make it to Ria, and regardless of which direction he went, he’d eventually face threats. Better to opt into the one he had some information on, rather than the unexpected.



He kept an eye out for Lilian as he went, though it was just sunny enough that he doubted she’d be able to withstand the light. It made him feel strange to think of her holed up in some cave, or a literal hole somewhere, but he could only help her so much. Truth be told, he was grateful that he’d been able to help her as much as he had, given the state she’d been in when he’d first seen her.



He followed the river, traveling eastward at a decent clip. The terrain was rocky and uneven, shifting upward at times before forcing him to climb down a craggy boulder, or draw in close to the river’s bank to avoid traversing a higher cliff.



 It happened all at once as he rounded the bend. He made his way over a cliff that jutted up stubbornly to block his way, climbed down on the other side, and stared into a valley of green.



It wasn’t as verdant and uniform as the region, which Damon could now clearly recognize as the Malagantyan, once had been. There were patches of charr, big ones, scattered amidst young trees and sprawling grass.



Those patches made an obvious fact clear that he should have realized earlier. The Malagantyan was a forest of seasonal wildfires, the
 malas
 from which it derived its name. Lascivious setting her flames upon this section of the world simply meant that summer came early.



The plants, animals, trees even, were used to it, if not suited to survive with tricks to float their seeds in hot updrafts or feeding off the ash and smoke. Damon had grown up here, if a few days’ travel farther south, and to see it partially spared and recovering was enough to make him giddy. He just stared for a while, slack jawed, just as he’d felt the first time he’d been to Avaricia as a boy.



He heard a chorus of chirping birds. He’d entirely forgotten how loud and omnipresent they were. They seemed to know better than to fly into the Crimson Wastes, and they knew just as well to take wary flight as the Merinian stranger began strolling into their part of the woods.



He took his time, more out of sheer pleasure and ease than caution. He ran his hand across the trunk of a young crimmor tree, Malon’s favorite, briefly searching the bark for traces of fresh sap. He sat down in a patch of inviting grass to sip from his water jug, wishing Vel had come with him, or Lilian had stuck with him, so he could have someone to reflect his current mood off.



It was a challenge to keep his course set due east. He spotted something that tugged on his attention every few hundred feet, from a pile of deer scat that excited him far more than it should have, to some mushrooms growing against a fallen log, ones he might have attempted to eat if he’d been sure about them. He spent nearly ten minutes eyeing a patch of what appeared to be blueberries on the side of a steep hill, trying to work out an easy way up to them.



A noise came from behind him while he was still enthralled by the chance to have fresh fruit with his next meal. He figured it was a bird, or some other animal, and though he only hesitated for a few seconds before turning, it was enough.



The revenant was nearly on top of him, and that was before he’d gotten his sword out. Damon attacked more out of reflex than aggression, thrust suddenly into a fight for his life. He elbowed the lurching monster in the face, only just pulling his arm back quick enough afterward to escape losing a chunk of his bicep.



Lascivious’s touch hadn’t spared the Malagantyan in its entirety, it seemed. Damon threw himself sideways, finally managing to get his blade free. The monster came at it again, groaning and grasping pointlessly with its mottled fingers. He slashed once, twice, and the revenant went down.
 This
 revenant went down. There would be more, as there always was.



“Got a little too excited there,” he said. “Guess I should keep a better eye out next time?”



He was talking to Myr, he realized, whom he so often used to reach out to in moments like this. He didn’t expect a response, but also couldn’t bring himself to find the action ridiculous, to truly write her off as being dormant, or dead. He touched his broken myrblade, wiped his bloody Remenai sword off on a bush, and continued on.



He was attacked twice more over the next hour, and each encounter sobered him more to the reality of the new Malagantyan. Whereas the revenants had been easy enough to see, to watch for in the barren Crimson Wastes, in the trees, they could appear from anywhere.



Every crack of a branch, every rustle of leaves, every flock of birds abruptly taking to flight could foreshadow an attack of the undead. They hid well within the forest and greenery, surprisingly so. Damon traveled with his sword out, chewing his lip as he tried to form a reasonable plan about where and how he’d make camp for the night.



It wasn’t too late to turn back and attempt to skirt around the edge of the Malagantyan instead of trampling through it. It was mid-afternoon, but his slow pace meant he hadn’t gone too deep into the forest. He still had that option, though with each forward step, it faded more into the distance behind him.



Another hour passed, and he still hadn’t come up with a good answer to how to camp for the night without feeling as though the revenants could attack from anywhere and everywhere. It was getting dark, despite not being all that late. The shadows of the trees, most of them young as they were, lent the forest an ambience of early night.



A branch cracked from ahead of Damon. He took a step back as a huge revenant rushed forward from the trees. He slashed his sword as much to make it halt its momentum as to do damage. There was another noise from his left, and a quick glance revealed multiple revenants on that side.



He broke into a run, knowing that trying to take on so many while dodging and swinging his sword around tree branches wouldn’t end well. But where was he running to? There was no obvious point of escape… or maybe there was.



His eyes locked onto a tall, branchy oak tree, older growth that must have escaped the fires. He began climbing at full speed, though it was far harder to climb with a pack on his back than he’d initially anticipated. He shrugged it off, keeping only his sword and his broken myrblade. The revenants were interested in him, not his supplies.



It wasn’t hard to get high enough into the branches to find safety. What was hard, however, was trying to figure out what to do next. Just under a dozen of the undead monsters surrounded the tree he perched within, making occasional attempts to shake the trunk or scamper up after him.



It felt like a reimagining of his first day after breaking out of the ice, with revenants gathering below the entrance to the cave he’d hidden in. Except, this time, he had nothing to throw, and jumping down would only deliver him to his ravenous enemies.



He tapped his fingers on a branch, waiting for an idea while doubting one would come. He thought about trying to lie flat on his stomach on the lowest branch and strike out with his sword at the revenants, but they varied in height. Some of them might be able to jump up and counterattack, and even disregarding that, none of the lowest branches looked suitable.



He settled for watching, waiting, and feeling annoyed with himself for falling into this mess.










CHAPTER 19




 



For Damon, the most frustrating aspect of watching the revenants from the safety of his tree was… watching more show up by the hour. They came alone or in small clumps, joining the mob of bloodthirsty monsters like a crowd forming around a popular market stall, each individual shouldering and jostling to try to get toward the front.



He knew he was fucked when he felt the tree trunk, which had once been so sturdy and solid, began to sway under the press of bodies. Damon made an attempt at his earlier idea, cutting at them from the lowest spot he could safely climb down to. It only resulted him very nearly having his sword stripped from his hand.



The tree began to tilt, and he knew he was running out of options. He scaled the trunk as high as he could, with as much speed as he could, and forced himself to look in the direction he was falling as his temporary haven began to lean at a concerning angle.



There was another solid tree over that way, not yet within reach of him, but in a position to be if the trunk he was clinging to dropped in the direction it seemed to want to. He tried not to picture all the different ways it could end badly, tried to keep from imagining how it would feel to be skewered by a pointy branch at the wrong angle.



There was a snap, followed by an immediate increase in momentum, and it was all timing. He had to look over his shoulder to see what he was doing as he held onto the falling tree for dear life. When he jumped, it wasn’t graceful, arms windmilling, legs kicking, but he cleared the gap in between the two trees.



Sticking the landing was a separate challenge… one which did not go as planned. Damon hit the patch of branches he’d been aiming for, but his weight coupled with his momentum was simply too much. He snapped through, falling to the next set of branches, and then to the next, banging and snapping and scratching himself up every step of the way down.



His stomach dropped out of him as he hit the ground. He expected to be set upon immediately by the revenants, but they’d either missed his escape or locked their focus onto the original tree. His body grumbled with various new pains, but he could still run, and that was all he’d need to do across the next few minutes.



He took off at a sprint, eventually slowing as he started to pant. Sprinting was unsustainable, even though a part of him was crazily desperate to put as much distance between himself and the monsters as he could.



A shape resolved in the darkness ahead of him, a head and two arms, and a body. They were everywhere. He was running the wrong way and past the point of turning back. He could hear the revenants all around him, swarming like crickets in a field of fresh grass.



He drew his sword, groaning as he accepted the mess he’d gotten himself into. He’d been given plenty of chances, plenty of warnings, and yet he still carried on like he was as unyielding in the face of death as one of the Forsaken. He had no one to blame but himself.



There was a dull twanging noise, followed by a thunk and a spray of blood from nearby. A longbow shooting an arrow, one which took out a revenant that had nearly been upon him. Damon felt as though it was a good time to drop flat to the ground. 



He heard more bowstrings unleashing their payloads, and revenants falling through the branches and brush. Someone shouted to him, though in a language he didn’t understand. He tried to get a sense of where his saviors were approaching from, and only then began to crawl on all fours toward apparent safety.



A heavy boot slammed down on his shoulder blades. Damon sighed in relief. Revenants didn’t stomp on people. He almost started laughing, but a knife gently prodded the back of his neck and the thought suddenly didn’t seem so funny.



Another minute or five passed with a lot of activity that he could hear, but not see. Closer combat, but not a serious scrap. There were no shouts of pain or warning, just heavy, meaty thuds from weapons colliding with unthinking, undead meat bodies.



“Merinian.” A voice spoke right in his ear, and Damon flinched in surprise. “Up. Move.”



He slowly rose to his feet, staring at the tall Remenai man who still held a knife on him. The fact that the man could speak some Merinian was a surprise, but far from unwelcome. Damon lifted his hands up, allowing a Remenai woman on his left to pat him down and take his weapons.



“I appreciate the help,” he said. “Do you speak much Merinian?”



“Enough,” said the man. “You take this sword off body?”



He accepted Damon’s Remenai-style sword from the woman and turned it over in his hands.



“It was a gift from Arylla and her hunting party, far to the west of here, near the coast,” he said.



The man and woman exchanged a glance. More Rem were jogging over, some cleaning blood from their weapons, others still alert and watching the night for movement.



“Ah,” said the man. “No matter. You come with us.”



“That’s why I’m here,” he said. “I’m an ally of Ria… ah, the Queen of Storms. Vaista Aestairius.”



He expected the name drop to garner a reaction, but the man hardly seemed to be listening to him. One of the other Rem was speaking to him in their own language, splitting his focus.



“Yes,” said the man. “You come with us.”



“Hold on, I—”



A wooden dowel gag was thrust into his mouth before he could get another word out, secured with leather ties around the back of his head. They bound his neck and his hands, attaching a lead tie to the latter, and began pulling him along with them through the darkness.



It was far from an ideal situation, but Damon’s relief was still immeasurable. He had an armed escort to keep him safe from the revenants, and at least one of them spoke Merinian. There was something to be said for finding compromise in the moment.



 



***



 



For the next two days, the Remenai led him through the Malagantyan, only stopping when they wanted or when Damon was at the point of collapse. He ate what they gave him, slept where they told him to, and handled his bodily functions without privacy. It was usually the Remenai woman who took his lead line when those times arose, and having her watching him with folded arms, smirking with no small amount of contempt, did wonders for his self-esteem.



He tried numerous times, with numerous different members of the party, to explain who he was and why they should care. Their leader was the only one who spoke Merinian, and he seemed amused by Damon’s attempts to claim he knew Ria.



“Of us all, she is one of the most valiant,” said the man. “You are very lucky that only I can hear your claims of once being her lover.”



“It’s not just a claim,” said Damon. “In some ways, we were far more than just—”



“Enough!” The man cuffed him hard enough across the head to send the world spinning, and that was that.



Most of the time, he was left alone with his own thoughts, just an accessory, a piece of loot, attached to the Remenai hunting party. He had plenty of time to wonder if perhaps he’d been naïve to think he could simply travel east to find Ria, without any deeper plan.



Arylla had warned him. He’d taken the warning as though it applied to everyone but him. The journey across the Crimson Wastes was too dangerous… for people
 other
 than him. The Rem lands and Malagantyan were unwelcoming to Merinians…
 most
 Merinians, surely not one with his resolve and resourcefulness.



It was on the morning of the third day when they finally began to near their destination. Nobody explained this to Damon, but he could sense it in their body language and the tone of their conversations, despite not being able to understand their words.



 He didn’t see the wall until they were right up against it. It was a marvel in its own way, at least to his eye. Trees had been planted, perhaps transplanted in some cases, to form a natural palisade. Branches were neatly woven together to form a solid mesh of natural protection, reinforced by rocks and extra wood along the bottom.



Damon had never seen the Remenai use a wall to surround a city, though his only experience had been with Yvvestrosai, their onetime capital. It was simply a reality of the time, he supposed. The revenants were a threat, even within the relative lushness of the Malagantyan.



The overcast sky was about as sunny as it got as Damon’s Remenai captors led him into the city through a gate. Two guards stood watch amidst a pair of large trees whose branches had been brought together to form an impressive, leafy archway. A few words were exchanged, but nobody seemed surprised by Damon’s presence.



The feeling stayed with him, even as he was led in between buildings and houses. Remenai architecture tended toward earthen structures dug into hills and simple, open longhouses with leaf-thatch roofs. Children were playing, and though a few of them looked at him, none of them treated him as a spectacle.



That genuinely caught him off guard. He still vividly remembered how he’d needed to hide his face and Merinian features upon first entering Yvvestrosai. He hoped it was a good sign, but suspected it might not be.



He was brought into an earthen structure dug into the side of a looming slope it shared with numerous other buildings, each with its own entryway and apparent purpose. The leader of the Remenai party who’d found him undid his bindings once they were inside. The walls and ceiling were lined and reinforced with clay, though the floor was bare dirt.



“Do not try to escape,” said the man. “You will be given a chance later if you wish. Food and water will come in time. Patience, yes? I will bring Arston.”



“Who, or what, is Arston?” asked Damon.



The wooden door was shut in his face before he could get an answer. The top was slatted, so a tiny amount of light could trickle in. He rattled the handle, more out of stubbornness than actual desire to escape.



He sat down along the room’s far wall and leaned his head back. He’d come so far… and for what? He wondered if it would have made more sense to simply have Vel dreamspell to Ria and work out a place to meet up, regardless of how long it would have taken. That seemed reasonable to him now… and passive. He was no good at passive, more a weakness than a flaw, really.



He still had his broken myrblade in his belt. His captors hadn’t bothered to take it from him, which irritated him, in a pointless, petty way. It was still a weapon. He could still do damage with it if he found the point in the break and jabbed it into an enemy just right.



He held his myrblade by the hilt for a while, trying not to fall into a pit of self-pity over how far both he and the weapon had fallen. There was a time when Damon would simply have cut his way out of this cell, demanding whatever he wanted at the point of an enchanted ice sword.



He closed his eyes, accepting the fact that he was five years removed from that time. Minutes passed by in a slow, progressive march. He fell asleep for a while, waking each time someone passed near enough to the door of his little earthen cell for him to sense their presence.



It took close to the entire day, but the door eventually opened. An older Remenai man with a heavily tattooed face and vibrant silver-green hair stepped into the chamber. He crouched in front of Damon, clasping his arms, expression hidden by the angle of the fleeting sunlight streaming in from behind him.



“Hello,” said the man. “My name is Arston Onnassi.”



“Well met. Damon Al-Kendras.”



He extended his hand. Arston shook it, though with a small, disbelieving shake of his head.



“It is not considered polite among my people to mock the dead,” said Arston quietly.



“I came back from the dead, in a manner of speaking,” said Damon. “I’m not altogether concerned with being respectful toward my own legacy.”



Arston stared at him, shook his head again, and seemed to move on as though Damon had never said anything. “You have several choices available to you, as a Merinian within the haven of Zelkus. I apologize for the roughness of your arrival, but you must first understand that we will not keep you here against your will.”



“Look, please, if you could just get a message to Ria for me. Vaista Aestairius. She will vouch for my identity, and then I’d be more than happy to speak with you about these choices.”



Arston continued on as though Damon hadn’t spoken a word. “Your first choice, as such, is to leave. We ask only if you are of this decision to travel a fair distance from Zelkus, say, one mile in any direction.”



Damon sighed and folded his arms, trying to consider how he must be coming across. Ria’s renown seemed to have increased to the point where his claim of knowing her was construed as a common plea for preferential treatment, as though he were claiming to know an influential noble, namedropping an improbable connection to set himself apart.



“So be it,” he muttered, more to himself than Arston.



“Your second choice is to live here, within the Merinian community in Zelkus. We have welcomed many Merinian outcasts over the past few years and allowed them to be of refuge here. The ones willing to work, and learn, and set down roots.”



“I’m…” He stopped, thinking better than to admit he had no intention of staying long term. “I know how to work.”



“Good. Now, I need you to answer a few questions to the best of your ability and honesty.”



Damon nodded, and Arston continued.



“Have you fought the revenants directly before?”



“I have,” said Damon. “Smaller groups aren’t much threat. The mob that surrounded me before your hunters came to my aid was a bit more of a challenge.



“Good. Have you fought people before?”



“I have.” Damon frowned, unsure if he liked where the questions were leading.



“Other Merinians, or my people?”



“Both, but it was all in the time before all of this.” He tried to gesture outside, forgetting how much less ruined the world looked in the Malagantyan. “Before Lascivious.”



“I understand. Have you killed people before?”



Damon took a breath, resolving himself to answer honestly. “I have.”



“How many?”



“I don’t know.” He closed his eyes, surprised by the sudden well of emotion he felt. Not quite shame, not quite regret, more a sense of loss, like each death had put a nick in his soul. “A lot of people. Never innocents. Never anybody without a weapon. But… far more than most.”



“Thank you for speaking true,” said Arston. “Now. Do you have any deep-set religious beliefs?”



Damon shook his head.



“Are you comfortable around other people?”



“I suppose I am.”



“Would you be against taking a wife if we asked you to?”



Damon blinked, surprised and a bit unnerved by the question. “Are you going to ask me to take a wife?”



“I need only your answer.”



He shrugged. “I mean… theoretically, I suppose I’m not against marriage.”



“Would you object to a marriage that was not with another Merinian?”



“No, I wouldn’t, as long as I was of a mind with the woman in question.” He smiled, deep in his own memories of Ria.



“Well then,” said Arston. “You seem suitable for our Merinian community. The last thing I must ask before I show you to a bed is for you to tell me your true name. I know you are not Damon Al-Kendras.”



“Of course, you do,” said Damon, with a sigh. “Anders Rosewood, then.”



Ria would recognize him by that name just as easily, though he wasn’t sure he was even close to finding her. She might be in another town entirely, or another haven, as they’d referred to Zelkus. He needed to get a sense of the extent of the Remenai lands in the ruined world before he did anything outright stupid. It was a matter of figuring out which direction to call for her, in a manner of speaking.



“Follow me, Anders Rosewood,” said Arston.










CHAPTER 20




 



Damon walked behind Arston, taking in the ambience of the haven. It was just after sunset, but a few communal fires cast enough illumination for him to get a better sense of Zelkus. It smelled more like the forest than a town, vibrant and earthy. An absentminded wind twirled through the grass and trees, shifting directions on a whim, and silencing the evening.



Zelkus was fairly large, at least twice the size of Azurecliff, but built in a manner so it disturbed the underlying land far less. Trees were left to grow, instead of being cut down. Longhouses were built following the natural curve of the ground in lieu of permanent foundations. Livestock wandered freely instead of being penned in, almost like free-range pets.



“Are there more havens than just this one?” asked Damon.



Arston gave him a patient glance, as though he was explaining something obvious. “There are.”



“Which one does the Queen of Storms reside in?” Some of Damon’s irritation came out in the tone of his question, but he didn’t care. It was one thing for Arston to disbelieve his personal story, but he wasn’t about to let anyone stand in his way if they had relevant information on where to find Ria.



“She does not reside in one place,” said Arston. “She travels, as she must. She is a part of the reason why we are of safety here.”



The longhouse Arston led him to was against the perimeter wall, apart from the rest of the haven. There was a lantern hanging from the door outside, and a young woman sat on a rocking chair reading a book by its light.



“Anders, this is Selma,” said Arston, nodding to the woman.



“New arrival?” asked Selma.



“Early this morning,” said Arston. “He has been in one of the dugouts since then. I spoke with him and found him to be even minded, however.”



Selma looked him up and down and flashed a wide, dimpled smile. “Well then. It’s nice to meet you, Anders.”



She was surprisingly pretty, with dark hair and big green eyes. Probably younger than him, but not by much, and it was hard to say for sure by the firelight. She struggled a bit as she stood, and it was only then that he noticed she was missing one leg from the knee down and relied on a set of wooden crutches for mobility.



“Selma has been with us a long time,” said Arston. “Before we properly settled Zelkus. She will help you find a bed and answer any questions you might have.”



He nodded to Selma, and that seemed to serve as a wordless transfer of the responsibility of dealing with him. Damon was surprised as he watched Arston walk off. They’d been serious when they’d said he wasn’t a prisoner. The wall was right there, and it looked fairly easy to climb if he wanted to go down that route.



“So,” he said, a touch awkwardly. He looked at Selma and felt a strange urge to smile and laugh, one which she matched with a slightly lopsided smile of her own.



“So,” she said. “The is the Merinian community within Zelkus. We all live in this longhouse. There’s one other, over there, where the men among us usually sleep. It’s empty right now, but clean.”



She gestured behind him where an identical building stood not far away.



“I’ve been away from… well, I suppose from the world for a while,” he said. “I don’t mean to offend you by asking this, but are you here by choice?”



She burst out laughing, nodding through the lilting sound of it. “Yes, Anders, I’m here by choice. As is everyone else. It’s not as though I’ve asked them or anything, it’s just… Well, we’re the lucky ones.”



The lucky ones
 . Those words echoed in his head, and his eyes were drawn to the wall of woven branches again as he considered how many close calls he’d had with the revenants over the past few days.



“It’s late, at least by the standards of the haven,” said Selma. “I wouldn’t mind staying up if you wanted to ask more questions, but I might start yawning. That was once a rude thing, to yawn in front of polite company. My mother used to… But that was back in the time before.”



“It would be a stretch to label me as polite company,” he said.



“Is that so?” She leaned back on her crutches in a way that Damon found way more intriguing than he probably should have. “But anyway, we can talk more in the morning. I’m sure you’re probably tired and hungry.”



“And thirsty,” he said.



“And thirsty.” She smiled again, amused by something or another, and then made her way into the nearest longhouse with surprising agility.



She gave him a bundle of dried fruit along with two purple root vegetables that Damon didn’t recognize and a full cup of water. Selma walked him across the grass to the other longhouse. Damon felt a bit guilty for having her make the effort on crutches, but mentioning it to spare her the trouble seemed almost ruder, somehow.



“Thank you,” he said.



“Don’t worry.” She touched his arm, expression serious. “This is a good place. Really, it is.”



She headed back to the other longhouse. Damon didn’t have a light, but the interior was clean and simple, with cots made from vines and branches lined along each wall and a single table in back. He ate the food, drank the water, and went to bed.



 



***



 



Damon slept better than he had in days. He woke a few times during the night as his dreams swayed in various directions, but there were no surprises, be they revenant attacks or other events.



When he finally opened his eyes and saw light streaming in through the longhouse’s curtains, he caught sight of a tiny face peering into the room back at him. The young girl started when she saw he was awake, running off as though she’d been caught pinching from the pantry.



Damon wasn’t quite comfortable enough with his situation to go back to sleep, so he pulled his clothes on and headed out onto the grass. The other Merinians were gathered around a small cookfire in between the two longhouses, separate from the rest of the haven’s Remenai community.



“Good morning,” called Selma, who was sitting on a small boulder, crippled leg carefully set to the side. “Everyone, this is Anders.”



There were only four of them, which he found surprising. The little girl who’d spied on him earlier was Elista. An older woman with white hair and a wrinkled, though not unfriendly face introduced herself as Kess. The last woman was perhaps in her mid-thirties, red haired, plump, and freckled.



“Mari,” she said, eyeing him curiously. “It’s nice to meet you, Anders.”



“Likewise.”



She didn’t look away, even as Damon took a seat around the others and accepted a bowl of porridge with a healthy dollop of honey from Kess.



“You’re staring, Mari,” said Selma.



“What?” Mari flinched backward, drawing her eyes off him.



“You’re already pregnant, girl,” said Kess, nudging her with an elbow. “Wait until you’ve popped that one out first, at least.”



“I… I was just…” Mari cleared her throat and gathered her dignity. “I’ve seen you somewhere before. I’m sure of it… Haven’t I?”



He wondered how to best address that question. The urge to admit his real identity was compelling, especially if there was a way to use Mari’s recognition to support his appeal to Arston. But… it was too much of a risk. Within Veridan’s Curve, among Merinians, he’d been an outlaw first, former gladiator second.



“Did you ever pass through Azurecliff in the time before?” he asked. “I used to run an inn there.”



“Um, I suppose I might have,” said Mari.



“Apologies, Anders,” said Kess. “Mari’s not that good around men. She’s either fawning over them or fuming at them.”



“Kess!” snapped Selma. “Mind yourself. That’s an incredibly unkind thing to say.”



“Sorry, but it’s true,” said Kess.



Damon started eating, and then stopped to consider what was off about what had just been said. “Where are all the men, anyway?”



He started to clarify that he meant the Merinian men, but then realized that aside from the hunting party who’d brought him to Zelkus, he hadn’t seen any other than Arston, who was old even by Rem standards. And it didn’t seem as though the hunting party had stuck around.



“Fighting,” said Kess.



“You’re new, Anders, so you might not know about this, but the revenants are bad down south,” said Selma.



“They aren’t bad here?” he asked.



“If they were bad here, that wall wouldn’t be standing.” Kess gestured widely with her spoon, sending a small glob of porridge flying. It landed on the tip of Elista’s nose and she tried, rather unsuccessfully, to lick it off with her tongue.



 “Arston said that everyone is free to go as they please,” said Damon.



“You are,” said Selma. “Just not free to
 stay
 as you please. Most of the new arrivals that are men are allowed to stay within the haven for a while. Make friends, set down some roots, you know…”



Her eyes glanced toward Mari’s pregnant belly, and Damon got the gist of what she was saying.



“It isn’t just men,” said Mari. “Women, too, if they’re in shape and capable. Lots of the Remenai women fight.”



“I saw the Queen fight once!” said Elista.



Damon tried to keep his interest at least partially contained as his fingers tensed against his spoon. “The Queen of Storms, you mean?”



Elista nodded and smiled broadly. “Uh-huh. She’s really strong and pretty… but a little scary, too.”



He couldn’t help but laugh at what might have been the best description of Ria he’d ever heard. It was so incredibly tempting to reveal who he was and regale them with the story of how he’d once fought Ria in the arena, during the Honorshade Tournament. Another time, maybe, once he knew them better.



“Arston told me that she travels a lot,” he said. “Does she come here to Zelkus often?”



Kess wrinkled her forehead. “You sound rather interested in her. Any particular reason why?”



Because I love her,
 he thought.
 Because she’s family.



“I’ve just heard some stories,” he said. “Thought it might be exciting to see her in person.”










CHAPTER 21




 



Damon spent most of his day helping with the heavy labor around the haven. He chopped and carried firewood. He joined in the repairs of one of the longhouses, holding up a section of the roof while a new support beam was measured, cut, and slipped into place. There was no shortage of work, but the Remenai approached the tasks at a practical pace.



He took his shirt off at some point and caught a young Remenai mother in the midst of breastfeeding staring at him from where she sat in the shade of a tree. He met her gaze and was surprised by how inviting the smile she gave him back was.



His eyes darted down to the baby in her arms, and only then did he notice its rounded ears and chubby face. The baby was Merinian, perhaps only half, but clearly its physical resemblance leaned that way.



“Same father as Mari’s baby.” Selma’s voice surprised him enough to make him flinch a bit. He turned around, furrowing his brow as he wondered how she’d managed to sneak up on him while walking with crutches.



“That must have been a scandal,” he said.



“Hardly. Women in their childbearing years are heavily encouraged to get pregnant. We have a shortage of people, more than anything else.”



“That’s…” He shook his head, examining his feelings. “I suppose it makes sense. I’m just surprised that the Remenai are so…”



“So was I,” she said. “They have a term for it.
 Jovanna-jossa.
 It means ‘assimilation before death’, or something close to that. They would rather have us assimilate than turn us away and let us die, just as many of their kind assimilated into the Veridan’s Curve in the time before, when the situation was different.”



“I’ve never heard of that.” He thought of Ria, the great lengths their aesta had gone to in assuring she grew up knowing her heritage. If Malon had been of a different mind, perhaps Ria might have gone down a different path, finding a place in a Merinian city, rather than returning to her people and rising to recognition as a clanless Rem.



His reverie was broken by a shout from across the haven, where Arston led a small group of people in repairing a gap that had formed in the fence. Grasping arms were thrust through from outside. Revenants, gathering to attack.



Damon sprinted over immediately. The fence bulged inward, wood and branches shifting in an unfortunate, unsustainable way. The horror he felt in that moment stole his breath away, thinking of Selma, with her crutches, pregnant Mari, the young Remenai mother with that tiny baby on her lap.



Arston had a spear and was making an attempt at stabbing the revenants through the open gap left by the log they’d been replacing, though it was clear he didn’t have much strength in his old arms. Damon gently took the weapon from him and waved the rest of them back. A few were gathered around a woman with a horrible gash on her shoulder, likely the source of the initial scream.



“Could you distract them, if we asked it of you?” Arston’s face was deadly serious. Damon stabbed the spear through the gap and managed to catch one of the revenants in the eye. He slowly nodded as he pulled it back.



“I’ll distract them,” he said. “Can you do something about the fence?”



“We can try.”



It was good enough for him. He felt responsible, as though the revenants outside were the same ones he’d faced up the tree, having followed him straight to the haven. They might be. They probably weren’t. It made no difference.



He scaled the fence with the spear in hand, dropping down next to a group of seven revenants on the other side. He clubbed one of them hard across the head and stabbed it through the temple. The others turned his way, drawn by the violence. He shouted wordlessly at them and took off at a carefully paced run, letting them follow, drawing them away.



It worked. Every single one of the revenants lumbered after him, which gave him a moment of relief, dampened a bit by the knowledge that he now had half a dozen revenants salivating at his scent. Bravery would only take him so far.



He waited until one of them was a few strides in front of the others before stopping and attempting to stab it through the head, as he’d done with the others earlier. The spear point struck the revenant’s skull and slid sideways instead of piercing through as intended. The weapon felt clumsy and inelegant in his hands. He missed his sword, and he missed his myrblade even more.



The other revenants were nearly upon him by the time he readied his spear for another strike. He opted to run again instead, lacking any safer options. Up ahead, he could see someone’s upper body poking up over the lip of the wall. It was the Remenai mother he’d seen earlier, though she’d swapped her baby out for a bow.



She let loose an arrow, and for once, Damon was comforted by the sound of it hissing by his head. The revenant in the lead took it in the neck, toppling instantly. It tripped one of the other monsters, and Damon had a chance to dispatch one more in the confusion.



He kept them there, running in circles through the trees. The Remenai woman was joined by two others with bows, but their efforts could only go so far as the revenants drew closer to Damon and made it hard for them to aim safely.



There were more arriving, not many, the same trickle he’d become so used to from experience. Their numbers were back up to seven, and then there were more than ten, too many for Damon without being overwhelmed.



He heard a shout. Arston was at the fence, waving a hand to him. Damon ran back over and, without much urging from the older man, began climbing back to safety. One of the revenants grabbed his ankle, but he kicked it hard in the face with the other leg, pulling free.



The haven’s few defenders were arrayed on the other side of the fence, most with spears, though a few carried bows. There were gaps in the fence through which they could attack when the monsters were up close, and the structure was stronger here, capable of holding while the gory work was performed. Damon joined in, still breathing hard with adrenaline.



Eventually, all the monsters fell to the ground. Arston was quick to lead the group back over to the compromised section of fence, which they reinforced with new logs and a freshly cut support beam.



“That was brave of you,” said Arston.



“Wasn’t much else I could do,” he said. “Do you get attacks like this often?”



Arston chuckled, and Damon realized how silly a question it was. “Yes, we do. Sometimes, we manage to dispatch them rapidly. Other times, we must simply do our best and hope that help arrives.  It is in Jad’s hands, not ours.”



 He spent another few minutes helping them move the revenant bodies to a nearby disposal point, far less glamorous, but every bit as necessary. Selma and the other women were waiting for him when he got back to the longhouse, and they stood to greet him with smiles, despite his somewhat gory appearance.



“To be honest, I didn’t think you looked all that much like a fighter when you first got here,” said Selma.



“I’ve picked up a few skills over the years.” He wiped his hand off on his trousers and flexed it open, checking his palm for any spots of blood he might have missed. “I’m happy to help out, but…”



“But what?” asked Selma.



He thought about how to phrase his next question, not wanting to cause offence, and especially not wanting to prod his finger into their fractured hopes. “There are safer places than here for you all. I’ve been to Silke in recent times. It’s on the water, and even if the revenants show up in number, there’s always an open avenue of escape.”



“You might as well ask why I don’t simply go to Hearthold, or the Argenstein Empire.” Selma patted a hand down on her stump leg, and Mari let out a dark chuckle, clutching her pregnant belly.



“I just mean…” He frowned, wishing he hadn’t brought it up. “This place will only ever be as safe as people like me, people who can fight, can make it.”



“We know.” It was Elista who spoke up, looking at him with eyes that held far too much depth for her young age. “But this is where we are so… we make do.”



He felt like the young one, hearing an answer from her like that. Perhaps he was, in a sense. He’d been awake for less than a month. He still treated the revenants like monsters, enemies to fight and eliminate, while he was coming to realize that to the others, they were a force of the world, inevitable and inescapable on a long enough timeline.



Damon ate with the others around their small fire, devouring bread covered with a loose, white Rem cheese with a smooth texture and mild flavor. Selma brought him to the pond to wash up, and he changed out his wet clothing afterward for a Remenai tunic and trousers. He was starting to get used to the way Rem-styled clothes fit his frame.



Arston was waiting for him when he arrived back at the longhouse. He smiled grimly and nodded to Damon.



“We wanted to know if you would oblige the haven on patrol tonight,” said Arston. “Your presence put many minds at ease.”



“Absolutely,” said Damon. He heard Elista let out a tiny whoop and had to hide his smile.



Arston set a hand on his back and led him away from the others. “There were more today than we usually get.”



“Is that bad?”



“It is not good.”



Damon tilted his head sideways and ran a hand through his hair. “I can do more with a sword than I can with a spear, you know.”



“Then you will have your sword back.”



There was an edge to Arston’s voice that spoke of oncoming danger, more than he wished to explain or reveal. Damon looked around, still wondering offhandedly where the hunters who’d first found him had traveled off to.



“There must be some other haven you can reach out to or call upon?” he suggested.



“We have sent a messenger,” said Arston. “The situation is nowhere near as grave as that in the south. Perhaps even I am worrying over nothing.”



“For tonight then, you’ll have me,” said Damon.










CHAPTER 22




 



Arston brought Damon his sword, along with a bundle of dried fruit to snack on and, rather surprisingly, a small flask full of something that smelled suspiciously like liquor. He took a small sip out of curiosity and immediately felt his senses perk up as the minty liquid settled on his tongue.



He and one other Remenai man of middling years patrolled the wall, walking around the inside edge and looking out into the oncoming night. It was easy work, so easy that it would have made for a challenge out of its undeniably boring nature if not for whatever Arston had put in that silly flask. Damon’s body was abuzz with energy, and he hummed to himself as he walked, each step falling in time with a pointless rhythm of his own making.



Hours passed. The night was quiet, and Damon felt lucky to be holding vigil in the forest, rather than in the wasteland. The birds and animals were as much on watch as he was, ready to flutter or cry out in response to a disturbance.



It started raining, a slow trickle at first, only enough to get his face and hair properly wet. Most of the residents of the haven had retired for the night or were in the process of doing so. Damon was fixing his cloak to cover his shoulders and taking another small sip from his flask when a bang came from a nearby section of wall, like a fist hammering against a closed door.



Damon was ready to fling that door open and say hello. He felt strangely aligned with himself, with the world, as he drew his sword and made for the disturbance. A gurgling moan confirmed his suspicion. It was time, and he knew what to do.



 He remembered to whistle, as the other man on watch had explained for him to do if he saw one of the revenants. The haven stirred to readiness behind him, but his attention was locked on the first of the monsters, a broad-shouldered bastard with long hair and a square jaw.



He hacked his sword into the revenant’s face, putting a wedge-shaped gash into the side of its head that dropped it instantly. Birds went up from the forest in the same direction. More were on the way.



Damon waited until his watch partner and a few other capable Rem were at the fence before climbing over to fight on the other side. They shouted to him in their own language, warnings or reprimands, probably.



It wasn’t the foolhardy move that it seemed, on the surface. Damon needed room to let his sword do its work. The rainy night was enough to make the revenants and people indiscernible from one another. They had been people once, lived lives filled with fears and hopes, never suspecting they’d rise again enslaved after death.



Two more burst through the trees, one crawling on all fours, the other long-armed and gangly. Damon moved first, slashing at the upright one’s neck and carrying the spin through to chop at the crawler. He missed, and the revenant sprang at him from the ground like a pouncing wolf.



The downside to the Remenai-style curved swords was their lack of a proper tip. He would have loved to stab the revenant through the head, or even stomach, but his sword simply wasn’t suited for it. He rolled instead, soaking his cloak on the wet grass. The revenant landed off balance, and Damon was there, hacking its head from its body with ruthless efficiency.



He ditched his cloak, realizing how it might slow his movements or give the revenants an extra piece of cloth to grab him with. Tossing it back over the wall, Damon sank into one of his old fighting stances, a practical but showy number from which he could lunge at any angle.



Another revenant lumbered out from the trees. He cut it down quickly, but he could see more behind it. It was hard to believe that there wasn’t an element of organization behind the attack. They’d scouted Zelkus earlier in the day and now arrived in numbers to overwhelm the vulnerable haven after nightfall, or so it seemed.



Five revenants rushed forward in near unison. A challenge, at last. Damon dropped two with a savage, doublehanded slash that severed one head entirely and skull-capped the other. The three remaining all grabbed for him at once. He dodged sideways, hurling himself in a side-flipping motion he hadn’t used since his gladiatorial days.



In a very real sense, this was everything his training as a sword performer had prepared him for. Fighting multiple opponents, dodging predictable attacks by the width of a hair. Striking hard and falling back, never stopping, never slowing, never settling down on his feet.



Damon felt a surge of energy. He was as dangerous as he’d ever been, myrblade or not. It was a matter of having unleashed himself, rather than raw capacity for destruction. He could fully accept his ability for violence against these unthinking, unfeeling puppets. No hesitation, no mercy… He was as much a monster to them as they were to him and the haven.



“Here!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “Come get me, you putrid bastards!”



He stopped thinking ahead, fighting in the moment, trusting his eyes to tell him where to strike, when to dodge, how to lure them into the trap of his blade. It was raining hard, and water dripped in unending streams from his chin and the tip of his nose. The ground shifted underfoot, muddy from both water and blood.



A shout came from the haven, loud and shrill enough to split his attention. More revenants were attacking the fence in a new spot, no doubt searching for easier prey than the mad swordsman already surrounded by butchered undead.



He cut down the two revenants nearest him and spat at the group coming from the trees farther off. Falling back, he quickly scaled the fence, hurrying to join the defense at the point of the new press. His earlier confidence felt hollow as he glanced over the numbers of the mob that was currently threatening to break through the fence and storm the haven.



It didn’t matter how good he was with his sword. Too many was too many.



Still, he had to do something. He shouldered his way into the defenders, climbing to the top of the fence to strike at the revenants trying to push through. His sword wasn’t as suited for the task as the spears were, but he still managed to hack downward and cave open the skull of one monster. There were dozens more, however. Over a hundred, if he had to guess.



The sound of clapping hooves drew Damon’s attention from off in the distance to the left. Three mounted warriors surged toward the revenants, which didn’t seem anywhere near enough to make a real difference.



Lightning flashed again, and Damon caught a glimpse of the profile of the front rider. A Remenai woman with wild hair and intense focus. She leapt from her horse, flipping once through the air before landing in mid-thrust with her spear with enough force to stab through two revenants at once, skewering them like pieces of meat on a stick.



The spear… the stance… the way she moved. She thrust her free hand into the air in a fanciful, arcane movement, and Damon went from suspecting her to be Ria to knowing it was her, as surely as he knew and trusted anything.



Lightning boomed down at her command, striking a revenant in the center of the mob. It chained outward from that first point of destruction, arcing like the prongs of a trident made from white-hot power. It was less a question of how much damage her tempesting had done to the monsters, and more of just how many could still rise back to their feet in the aftermath.



She looked different, enough so that Damon had to blink and briefly question his eyes. Her hair, once black with a streak of silver, was now silver with a streak of black. She seemed calmer, mellowed almost, the mild arrogance that once bled from her posture replaced with a justified, mature confidence.



Her horse caught up with her and she leapt onto it. The other two warriors with her rode up, and the three of them passed twice through the decimated revenant cluster, stabbing down any who still seemed vigorous to pose a threat.



Damon was in the middle of scaling the fence, intent on rushing forward and getting her attention, when a natural flash of lightning illuminated the scene for the blink of an eye, long enough for him to see something that made him feel the thunder’s echoing boom in the depths of his heart.



She had black tattoos, matridai, on her face. She was married.



The bitter cut of his own disappointment and jealousy froze him in place. Ria was married. She’d found love at some point across the five years he’d missed… of course, she had. Knowing Ria, she probably grieved for him intensely and wildly, but found her footing and lifted herself back up.



Her reputation among the Remenai was more pronounced now than it had ever been. How many powerful and charismatic men… or perhaps even women… must have thrown themselves at her for a chance to stand beside her glory? Arylla and Vel had both been so careful in how they’d spoken to him about Ria, and both had discouraged him from going looking for her. They’d been trying to do him this favor without causing him the pain of saying it plain.



He looked at her again, but the lightning had just been a flash, and he couldn’t make out her face or the matridai against the encroaching darkness. Ria’s horse rose back on its hind legs, and without a pause, she and the two other riders rode off into the night. Was one of them her husband, or her wife? He bit his lower lip hard, nearly hard enough to draw blood, hating himself for having such a predictably immature reaction.



“Anders,” called Arston. “There is still work for us. We must move the bodies now.”



He nodded, but his gaze lingered on Ria as she rode off. “Where are they going?”



“They patrol several other nearby havens,” said Arston. “They are needed elsewhere.”



“Right,” he said. “Needed elsewhere. That’s only fair.”



He took a breath and forced himself to move on.










CHAPTER 23




 



Damon almost found disposing of the revenant bodies to be more of a task than chopping them down had been in the first place. His own traitorous mind was partially to blame, running wild with imagined scenarios of how Ria had spent the last five years.



By the time they’d finished and made it back within the haven, the ache inside Damon’s heart had dulled somewhat. Arston asked him to stay with the other Merinians overnight in the longhouse, and he’d nodded, eager for a distraction.



The women were awake and appreciative for his presence, though few words were exchanged. There was an open bed in their longhouse across which he stretched out, and even the lingering alertness effect from the drink Arston had given him wasn’t enough to keep his exhausted body from falling into a deep sleep.



He didn’t dream, which was probably a good thing. There was a commotion outside the longhouse, and he leveraged it to pull himself fully awake. One of the women gasped from just outside the curtain. Damon hurried to his feet, rushed outside, and banged his forehead painfully against…



Ria. She stared at him, dumbfounded, eyes wide and disbelieving. He stared back, just as numb and dumb, because the matridai on her face were drawn in charcoal, featuring a prominent, loopy D on both sides. That was his mark.



Ria shuddered and fell to her knees, hands pressed to the grass as though she feared she might drop even further than that. Damon joined her, hugging her shoulders tight. He was saying something but he wasn’t even listening to himself, possibly telling her that it was alright, or musing about whether he was in a dream.



Rough hands seized him by the shoulders and flung him sideways. One of Ria’s fellow Remenai horseback warriors stood over him, and Damon suddenly burst out laughing because he recognized who it was immediately and was struck by the symmetry of the moment.



“Joyell,” he muttered. “Long time no see.”



It had been years since he’d confronted Joyell, who’d been possessed by the Staff of Departure at the time and had kidnapped Ria in a jealous rage. After destroying the staff, Damon had spared the young man’s life, and they’d sat and drunk brandy together and talked of their mutual admiration for Ria. It was perhaps a little surprising to see Joyell back in her good graces, but far from unexpected.



“Get back from him!” snapped Ria. “Damon! How can this be? Jad’s grace… Tell me it’s you, in truth.”



He sat up and cupped her face in his hand, nodding slowly. “It’s me. Sorry.”



“What?”



“I lost your throwing dagger,” he said with a small smile. “I had it. I recovered it, after Yvvestrosai, but I never got a chance to give it back before, well, everything happened.”



“You idiot,” she said. “Husband. I would lose a thousand daggers to have a minute with you.”



She hugged him tight. Damon took her hand and stood up, pulling her after him before anyone could object or start badgering them with questions. He brought her into the other longhouse, the empty one, and quickly pulled the curtain shut behind them.



They sat down on cots across from one another, still staring at each other with too much gratitude and awe to converse properly. Ria took Damon’s face in both her hands, and he could feel them trembling against his skin.



“Where were you?” she whispered. “Why did you not seek me out sooner?”



“Frozen.” He saw the blankness in her expression and couldn’t stop himself from laughing. “It sounds ridiculous, I know, but my myrblade froze me in time. I’ve only been awake again… alive again, really, for the past two weeks.”



“Frozen… in time? But where were you? Were you being held in Veridas Keep?”



He shook his head slowly. “The ocean, I think. I washed ashore naked and bumbled around for a while. You know me.”



Ria gave him a reluctant half-smile, clearly unsure whether he was joking.



“After that,” he continued, “I ran into Arylla, who gave me a sword and some clothes, and then headed north to Silke. I saw Vel. She’s a tailor now. I think the work suits her.”



Ria sighed, letting her hands slide down to Damon’s shoulders, which she massaged with her thumbs as though still trying to convince herself he was real. The sound of sliding cloth came from the door, followed by a surprised gasp. Elista was spying on them, but Damon couldn’t blame her.



“Vel was supposed to tell you I was on my way,” he said. “With her dreamspelling.”



“Velanor and I… have had a tense relationship these past few years.” Ria was ran her hands over him absently, now across his chest, fingers gently rising back up to his neck. “She wonders why I cannot be more like her, choosing safety, living modestly, and I question her decisions in a likewise manner.”



“She’s happy,” he said. “She deserves that, doesn’t she?”



There was another giggle at the door, this time shared between Elista and Mari. Damon waved a hand at the slices of their faces he could see peering through the curtain, trying to ward them off for at least a few minutes longer.



“Do you think she is happy with her lot now, knowing that you are alive and up to your old ways?” Ria furrowed her brow, looking wise and stern and so much like the Ria he remembered from childhood.



“Up to my old ways?” He slid closer to her, setting his hands on her knees and smirking. “Would you care to define what you mean by that, sweet wife?”



Her smile faded as though he’d crashed a wave into it, replaced by something far more vulnerable. She shook her head and closed her eyes. “No… This is too much like my dreams. I will awaken soon, I think. This… I just cannot trust this.”



“Trust me, then.” He took her hands and squeezed them. “I’m here. I’m real.”



Her eyes were wet when she reopened them. Damon leaned forward, easing into his kiss with as much tentative gentleness as he’d ever mustered with her. She shuddered, stealing a hungry follow-up and biting her lower lip as though she wanted more still.



“Your hair,” she said, touching the short and uneven mess atop his head.



“
 Your
 hair,” he countered, twining his fingers through her silver locks, which he now saw held a pale green hue.



“Are you not fond of silver, husband.”



“You pull it off well,” he said.



“Is that so?”



Her eyes lingered on his, and Damon felt a sudden press of intense sexual longing, as though his desire had simply been waiting to pounce from the weeds. The tent’s interior felt hot, thrumming with potential, and the hand he had on Ria’s shoulder was practically burning.



He couldn’t take his eyes off her, let alone stop himself from sliding closer, pulling her body into his as they kissed. She let out a breathy gasp as though he’d done much more than he had, and Damon kissed the edge of her neck, letting her know that he was about to.



He caressed the inside of her thigh and it felt as sexual and lewd as anything could. Ria tugged at the collar of his cloak, her body already starting to sway toward his in a needy, back and forth motion.



The curtain whipped open. Damon whipped his head around, ready to snap at Elista, but it was one of Ria’s guards, the man he hadn’t recognized. The guard cleared his throat and seemed to pretend as though he hadn’t just stumbled into their intimate moment.



“Vaista Aestairius,” he said, with a small bow toward Ria. His eyes, however, stayed locked on Damon as though he was about to shoot flames from them.



Ria let out an annoyed and over-loud sigh and stood up, arms pulling backward into an unintentionally alluring stretch. “It seems I am needed. Tonight?”



She flicked her eyes toward his, smiling rather than elaborating.



“Tonight,” he agreed with a small smile. He wondered if he’d manage to calm himself down between now and then or if he’d simply have to spend the rest of the day adjusting his pants.










CHAPTER 24




 



Damon headed back to the other longhouse within Zelkus’s Merinian community, stepping inside to find that all the women were staring at him with awe, or in some cases, outright disbelief.



“How do you and, ah, the Queen of Storms know each other?” asked Selma.



“We grew up together,” said Damon. “I knew her back before she could do more than spark a hand with her tempesting. I knew her back when her hair was black.”



“What I think Selma meant to ask is how
 well
 do you know her?” asked Mari, with a teasing smile.



Damon decided to have some fun and play coy for a bit. “Well enough, I suppose. We’ve always been close.”



Mari and Selma exchanged a slightly annoyed look. Elista burst into giggles and shook Damon’s shoulder.



“Did you kiss her?” asked Elista. “You did, didn’t you?”



“Why does it matter if I kissed her or not?” he asked, reining in a smile. “How is that relevant?”



“You’re serious…” said Selma. “You and the Queen of Storms. I’m sure I’ve been privy to some strange things in my life, but this is just wild.”



“Would you do me the favor of not peeking through the curtain if we’re alone together in the longhouse later tonight?” he asked.



That very nearly did them in with astonished giggles and gasps. Mari blinked and started eyeing him as though he’d just pulled off a mask to reveal the face of a king underneath. He basked in their awe until their questions became too personal and embarrassing for him to even consider answering.



Most of his day was spent in the same routine as the previous, running around and handling chores well suited to his muscles. He kept an eye out for Ria, keeping his frustration over not being able to see her immediately carefully leashed.



She spent her day coming and going from the haven, patrolling the nearby area with her two companions. They both seemed to be vying for her attention and favor, but it was hard for Damon to summon even an ounce of the jealousy he’d felt before. She was still wearing his matridai on her face, and that was all that mattered.



He put in a hard day’s work, washed in the pond, and changed back into his other set of clothing, now clean and dry. He sat with the women while they ate dinner, only having a few bites himself. It was getting dark when a soft hand touched his shoulder.



“Come to the longhouse in twenty minutes?” whispered Ria.



He put an arm around her waist, pulling her toward where he sat. “What’s going to be in the longhouse in twenty minutes?”



She smiled at him and didn’t answer, running her fingers along his arm before pulling away. Selma and the others waited until she was out of earshot before releasing a torrent of oohs and aahs.



“Oh, shut up,” said Damon, smiling beneath his hot face.



When he went to the empty longhouse a few minutes later, Joyell and Ria’s other companion stood guard outside of it. Damon sucked in a breath, containing his frustration, and moving to shoulder past them. He expected one of them, Joyell most likely, to try to stop him, but neither said a word.



Ria was inside, clad in a loose green cotton robe and lying across a thick carpet which hadn’t been there earlier in the day. Her feet were bare, and the flash of tanned cleavage peeking out from between the robe’s folds made him almost certain she was entirely naked underneath.



There was food, too, thin strips of cured sausage, slices of cheese, thin circles of bread, a bowl of blackberries and blueberries, with a bottle of wine to wash it all down. Damon was hungry for something else, however.



The feeling in the room was just as it had been before, if not even more urgent and intense. He kicked his boots off and set his cloak aside, wondering how long he could bear the tension before it took control and turned him into an animal.



“You made it,” she said.



Damon settled down next to her on the carpet, forcing himself to play it cool and keep a small gap between their bodies to start. “Did you think I wouldn’t show?”



“I knew you would come.”



She absently picked up one of the berries and pressed it between her lips, letting her robe fall slightly further open. Did she really think she needed to do this, the food and the wine and the blatant seduction? No. Ria never did anything she
 needed
 to do. She was doing it for fun.



“The food looks good,” he said, looking at her.



She shrugged, robe slipping open even further. “It was what I could gather on short notice. I think anything would taste good tonight.”



“I feel just the same way.”



She ate another berry, and Damon had some of the cheese, ignoring the massive tent in his pants. This was Ria. This was what he loved about her. She would tease him to his breaking point, and possibly tease him more, after that. It was a game to see who would give in to the tension first, one in which Damon could have wished for no better opponent.



She made a show of dropping one of the pieces of bread and leaning forward to pick it up. Her robe billowed open, giving Damon a full flash of her large, tanned breasts. It was hard to think. The blood was elsewhere from his head. Ria smirked at him, and he knew he needed to hit back.



He stretched out, letting his body face hers. His bulge was incredibly obvious, and he felt her eyes on it, sensed her impatience. She started to slide the platter of food out of the way, and it felt like a prelude to his victory.



“You’re not hungry anymore?” he asked, smirking at her. “We only just started eating.”



“My eyes are up here, husband,” she said. “You seem distracted.”



Her hand settled onto his bulge. Damon felt a demanding rush of pleasure surge through him, felt the control shift in her direction, despite his careful counter. He didn’t care, not enough to stop himself from sliding closer to her as she gently pinched his tool through his trousers and led him by it.



The curtain rustled, and Joyell poked his head in. He blinked, seeing Ria’s hand on Damon’s crotch, but managed to force out a quick question in Konokai. Ria’s answer was a sharp single syllable that sent Joyell bowing and fleeing the room.



“Sorry,” she said. “They are suspicious of you. They think you are dangerous.”



He shrugged with one shoulder. “Not for lack of reason.”



She bit her lower lip, rubbing his cock and sliding closer. “It is annoying, but inescapable. My safety is considered to be of interest to the Remenai as a whole.”



“Is it just your safety that your companions are interested in?” asked Damon.



Her hand stopped moving, the question sapping some of the mood from the room. She looked at him seriously, but there was no guilt or apology in those eyes.



“You knew how Joyell felt about me before, did you not?” she asked.



Damon nodded, feeling an urge to glower at the closed curtain.



“He and Matrick, my second guardian, are both in love with me, I think,” she said. “They also know that I will never reciprocate those feelings and have, in their own way, come to terms with it. I am a married woman, and even if I were not… They would wash my feet if I told them to.”



He let out a snort. “Some men like feet.”



“Is that what turns you on, husband?”



She let her thumb rub the point of his hard bulge, where a moist spot was already showing through the fabric. Damon reached over to her and slowly pulled her robe open, breathing out with wonder as her breasts came into view. The tent was hot again, and the silence lingered just long enough to send a thrumming current of desire through the air.



He kissed her and felt her sucking back hungrily. Her hands rushed to undo his belt. Damon pulled his tunic off and tossed it aside. Ria let out a needy noise as he grabbed her by the hips and spread her out beneath him.



Absently, he remembered that Ria’s guards were still right outside the longhouse, well within earshot. He could only hope their egos would survive what he was about to do to her. She slid his trousers down, and his undershorts came with them, and then he was kicking them loose from where they stubbornly clung to one ankle as he kissed Ria and shifted between her thighs and…



Bliss. Ria was as wet as he had been hard, and the first moment of contact felt brutally sharp and rewarding. He thrust again, and again, feeling her writhe underneath him. She was active, moving almost as though trying to wrestle him for control.



He realized, dumbly, that it was exactly what she was doing in the same moment that she flipped him over. Ria’s hips moved with such speed and grace that he had to warn her to slow down, a warning which came in the form of him setting his strong hands on her hips and leading her pace.



Ria gasped, and Damon let out a throaty grunt. The was another rustle at the curtain, and even before it opened, she was swearing over her shoulder in Konokai, furious at the interruption. Damon caught a glimpse of Joyell slumping away like a chastened dog, and then it was all Ria again. She leaned forward, seamlessly shifting from yelling at her guard in Konokai to whispering dirty words into his ear in the same beautiful, melodic language.



She rode him with such intensity that it would have chafed had there been any less lubrication. Damon watched her breasts bouncing, falling in and out of order, plump and surprisingly taut. He could see the way she was breathing, the inward pull and outward shift of her stomach.



He squeezed her buttocks in his hands, taking full control as he bounced her, each downward motion making a lewd, pumping clap. Ria’s moans were like music to his ears. He needed more, though. He then flipped her over, setting her up on all fours and spearing into her from behind. Fondling one of her breasts, he started to thrust into her with hard, punishing movements.



This wasn’t how their reunion was supposed to go. He’d wanted to be gentle, intimate, and sensual. They were supposed to be gazing into each other’s eyes and whispering how much they loved each other as they embraced and lavished one another with soft kisses.



“Harder!” cried Ria.



Damon had a fistful of her silver hair and was tweaking one of her nipples, smashing into her from behind hard enough to feel it through his hipbone.



“Have to make up for lost time,” he growled. “Five years since I last had you begging for it.”



Ria let out a pleasured cry, immediately following it up with another breathy phrase in Konokai—beautiful, meaningless words. Damon grabbed her hips, fingers digging in hard enough to leave marks across her pale skin. He watched her butt jiggle as he went faster, and faster, fucking her until the pleasure was an all-consuming wave, poised to relentlessly crash against the shore.



She let out such a girlish squeal as she came that he was fully expecting one of her guards to burst back in. Damon grunted, all but falling forward onto her as he found his own release. He came deep inside her, feeling each burst through his body, through his fluttering vision.



Sweaty, tired, and more than a little sticky, they cuddled together on the rug. Ria rested her head on his shoulder, and Damon gently stroked her hair. She let out a contented sigh. Damon started laughing.



“What?” she asked.



“True Divine,” he muttered, shaking his head. “You’re going to have some serious explaining to do to your guards in the morning.”



She rose up, folding her forearms across his chest and setting her chin on them so she was looking at him levelly. “I think you misunderstand how much power I have over them. I have no intention of speaking a word to them about my sex life, and similarly, neither of them will think it their place to bring it up.”



“That sounds incredibly awkward.”



She grinned. “It is, but in a fun way. It feels like how I tease you sometimes, except they are too afraid of me to tease back.”



“Weird, but whatever.”



He felt sorry for them, to be honest. Maybe she had a point.



Ria grabbed her robe and pulled it over them like a blanket. They were still on the carpet, a silly place to be with so many bunks surrounding them in the longhouse, but they were together, and it didn’t really matter.



He looked at her, still on the edge of accepting the foregone fact that so much time had been stolen from him. Aside from her silver hair, Ria hardly looked any older, but he knew she’d lived those five years in their entirety. A full decade of experience separated them now, and he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she was the one who saw him differently.



“Ria,” he said, voice deep and quiet. “What happened to you across these last five years?”



She didn’t answer right away, but the question rippled through her like a breath of overly humid air. Her arms pulled tight around him, as though she needed the reminder of how he was alive in the now to let herself think of back then.



“I saw it in the sky, on the night when it all began,” she whispered. “First Veridas Keep, and then… Well, I still have little understanding of what it was. Like a nighttime sun, red and orange across the sky.”



“That was me.” Damon chuckled, saw her blinking at him uncertainly, and slowly nodded. “Lascivious called it her worldfire. I decided it was better to freeze it, and apparently myself, than let it touch down to the ground, for obvious reasons.”



“You are so much more than you realize, husband,” she whispered. “I watched it with Arylla and few other of my people. I knew, somehow, that you were there and involved. It was a feeling of such impotence, to be so far away and incapable of doing anything…”



“It’s in the past,” he said.



“When I next spoke to Vel, she told me of what happened to Malon.” Ria’s arms tightened, lithe muscles flexing with tension and anger. “She was uncertain of whether Malon could truly have been involved, but I knew. I had always known. She is one of the Venmalani. It was only… a matter of time. But to think that she had killed you. Oh, the anger and frustration I felt, young Damon, I cannot put it into words.”



“That’s not what happened, as you can see,” he said. “She made a deal with Lascivious to save us, Ria, on top of her crest contract. Vel, you, and me.”



“What a deal it must have been to have us all think you dead these past years,” she said bitterly. “No. I trust her no more now, knowing this, than I did before. She is one of the Venmalani, no more than Lascivious’s pawn of death.”



There was such conviction in her voice, five years of it, no less. Damon felt differently, but he wondered if he might understand her perspective better if he’d spent that time mourning her and thinking their aesta responsible.



“Have you seen her since that night?” he asked.



She was silent for a few telling seconds. Damon gently rubbed his hand up her side, as though he could coax an answer out of her.



“I have,” she said. “I do not wish to speak of it.”



As much as he wanted to press her for details, he knew how it would come across. It could wait until they weren’t naked and cuddling and so unbelievably cozy together on the carpet.










CHAPTER 25




 



They eventually shifted onto one of the cots to get more comfortable, with mixed success. It was a small bed, a comfortable fit for one person of any size, but a squeeze for two.



“Move over,” muttered Damon.



“I am over,” hissed Ria. “Shift the other way.”



He shifted forward against her, his naked crotch pressing into her bare butt. He was still most of the way hard, had been since they’d first had sex. He felt his cock stiffening rapidly as Ria began to wriggle to get more comfortable.



“Mmm,” she sighed. “That is not helpful, husband.”



“You’re the one basically giving me a brothel lap service right now.”



“Are my ears working correctly?” asked Ria. “Did you just accuse me of being a—”



“You know I didn’t,” he said. “Now move over so we can both get some sleep.”



He grabbed her hips, ostensibly to shift her into a more comfortable position. His manhood had its own ideas. Ria bucked backward against him with a cute, breathy grunt.



“You are the one… mmm… who needs to move.” Her butt ran up the full length of his tool, doing nearly the opposite of what might have helped them fit comfortable.



Damon let one of his hands settle on her breast, suddenly far more horny than he was tired. “Lift this leg up a little higher, maybe… And shift your butt over like this.”



She let out an amused but interested sigh. “Oh? You think… this will help.”



Damon flexed his hips upward, feeling his cock press into her womanhood. It bowed for an instant as it met the resistance at the gates, but he slowly eased it inside, delighting in the shudder he felt run through Ria.



“There,” he whispered. “Now let’s both just try to sleep.”



“You have not changed at all, husband,” she said. “I love you.”



“I love you.”



They had slow, sleepy sex… at first. Damon took his time with each thrust, nestling his cock into her womanhood as though he really was trying to fit it in there for the rest of the night. Ria’s lips found his after the first minute, and across the span of a kiss, their motions intensified.



He shifted her down underneath him and delved in. Ria let out soft little moans, and the cot seemed perfectly sized for sex, if not cohabiting. The vine webbing shifted and strained audibly. Ria shifted, breathing and moaning audibly.



She rubbed his back and shoulders, urging him on as he increased his pace. It was so gentle and perfect, different from the rawness of their earlier encounter, easy and intimate. They kissed again, tongues dancing. Ria let out a high-pitched, breathy noise as Damon ground his hips forward, letting his tool rub and tease, rather than thrusting hard.



She came before he did, and hearing her sleepy, satisfied sigh only made him crave his own release that much more. He took his time, pumping into her with slow, indulgent strokes that felt like self-torture until the pleasure took him over the line. Damon squeezed her tight against him as he came, as though it had been all about filling her up with his seed from the beginning and not a thing of late-night banter and hormones.



“There,” he whispered. “Comfortable?”



“I am, husband.” She stroked his hair. “I have my pillow right here.”



 



***



 



Damon was alone on the cot when he woke up, which stirred a moment of anxiety over whether Ria had left without saying goodbye. A fresh quilt had been set over his shoulders, though, and it served as a reminder of how much she cared for him. No, she would be no more able to leave without saying goodbye than he.



He was in the middle of getting dressed when he heard the longhouse’s curtain flutter open. He turned, still shirtless, expecting Ria, possibly with breakfast. Instead, Joyell stood in the doorway, favoring him with a simmering glare.



“Merinian bastard,” said Joyell. “You have taken that which is not yours to take.”



He came at Damon suddenly, pulling a fist back to strike. Damon ducked under it, considered an aggressive counter, but decided it would only make trouble for Ria. He pushed Joyell hard enough to make him stumble and fall onto one of the cots, grabbed his shirt, and left the longhouse.



Joyell followed, roaring in rage. Damon would have been annoyed if the man weren’t so predictable. He’d all but known this, or something like it, was going to happen. Ria had placed far too much confidence in the emotional durability of her companions. The things Damon had done with her, only barely hidden behind the longhouse’s thin curtain door. The noises he’d had her making…



“Bastard!” shouted Joyell.



Damon ducked another punch and once more retaliated with a simple push. He heard Ria let out a shout, saw her sprinting toward them across the grass. She reached Joyell before he had a chance to do anything more, kicking him hard in the groin.



She shouted at him, shifting back and forth between languages. “Chanalla! Idiot! You foolish oaf!”



“It’s alright,” said Damon. “I think the two of us should have a little chat. Man to man.”



Ria gritted her teeth, but she took a step back from Joyell, who was still collapsed on the ground. Slowly, he rose to his feet, still glaring at Damon, though his expression was now undercut by the lingering pain of Ria’s kick.



“You have no right,” muttered Joyell. “Do you even realize how she mourned you? The pain you caused her these past years. To come back now… She was happy!”



“You have no right to speak of my happiness, Joyell,” said Ria.



“Let him speak,” said Damon.



“I cared for her,” said Joyell. “I watched over her. For you to just… take her away.”



He balled his hands into fists. Damon could guess what he was going through, if not the extent of it. He was in a place past logic and reason, so deep in his emotions, love and hate, that there were no words that could talk him down.



“Pick up a sword, then,” said Damon. “If you think Ria is worse off now, with me back in her life, pick up a sword and do something about it.”



“Damon!” snapped Ria. “Quit with such nonsense!”



“I will fight you for her!” hissed Joyell.



“She is not an object, Joyell,” he replied. “I’m offering you a chance to vent your emotions. Nothing more.”



“Why must all men be such complete and utter fools?” said Ria with a sigh. “Are you both addled in the mind? You had this fight once already! More than once!”



“He loves you,” said Damon. He looked at her, seeing the sequence of her reaction. Surprise, annoyance, eventually sympathy with an edge of guilt, as she no doubt thought of the previous night from Joyell’s perspective.



There were plenty of practice swords used by the children of Zelkus scattered about the central field they played in. Damon found two and tossed one to Joyell. A small crowd gathered to watch, mostly composed of younger Remenai too shameless to resist the drama, along with Selma, Mari, and Elista.



Damon stared across at Joyell, feeling a distinct sense of familiarity in the situation. Joyell was a few inches taller than him, buoyed by his slender Remenai build. To anyone watching who didn’t know better, it seemed as though he would have the advantage.



The fight was over in three hits delivered across perhaps five or six seconds. Damon dodged Joyell’s initial lunge, cracked him once across the shins with his practice sword, once in the side of the elbow of his good arm, and once on the head, just hard enough to leave a lump.



Joyell went down, clutching at the new injuries. He still looked satisfied, somehow, despite having lost. Damon wondered if his anger was less to do with losing Ria, and more about losing her without a fight.



“There,” said Ria, folding her arms and frowning. “Are you both happy?”



Damon put an arm around her shoulders and tried to kiss her, getting her cheek in place of her lips. Joyell rose to his feet and came over to them, offering a small bow. He exchanged a few words with Ria in Konokai that Damon could only wonder about before walking away.










CHAPTER 26




 



Damon rode beside Ria on horseback, weaving through the sparse trees in the area surrounding Zelkus. After spending the morning tending to various chores within the haven, they’d set out.



Ria had spoken with Matrick, her second guard, about lending his horse to Damon, and he’d obliged. Damon thought the choice of asking him, rather than Joyell, had been prudent, given the bruises he’d delivered to Joyell’s body and ego over the past day.



The sky was its usual dour, overcast gray, but the weather was calm, with only a soft breeze to account for. Ria wore a green cloak and had her hood up, her silver hair tucked into the neckline, but still seeming to glitter in the light.



“Up the hill,” she said, gesturing ahead of them.



Damon pulled his horse alongside hers, making the climb up a noticeably worn path that ran back and forth up the slope of a nearby hill. They came to a halt at the top, the rise giving them a perfect view of the nearby area.



“Do you see that?” She pointed something out to him within the trees in the distance, but it only looked like a small, circular patch of forest amidst more forest.



“Another haven?” he guessed.



She nodded. “There are two within half a day’s ride of Zelkus. Four others are farther distant, not including the rebuilding of Yvvestrosai.”



“Well, the land here is fertile,” said Damon. “I can see how it makes sense for your people to dig their roots in, despite the danger of the revenants.”



“Farther east, the weather is cold,” she said. “Too cold. The land out that way has always been mountainous, but I suspect what Lascivious did to the Crimson Wastes created a permanent change in the climate. The warm sea air no longer circulates as it once did.”



“What are you saying?” asked Damon.



“This is it.” She gestured all around with her arms. “If the Malagantyan falls, all of Veridan’s Curve and the Rem lands will be as barren as the Crimson Wastes. Some among my people claim us to be the guardians of the seeds of the future.”



“I suppose it’s close to the truth,” said Damon. “Heavy burden to bear.”



He wasn’t talking about the burden of the Remenai people in general, and they both knew it. Ria, the Queen of Storms,
 Vaista Aestairius,
 was their champion. She could defend the havens and give the Remenai time to rebuild that they desperately needed. Damon wondered about Joyell’s anger, if perhaps some portion of it had more to do with what he feared might happen if Damon lured Ria away from her duties.



“You may no longer have your myrblade, Damon, but you are still a capable warrior,” she said. “You could help with this. Here. With me.”



He slowly exhaled. He’d known this question was coming, just as he’d known Vel would ask him to stay in Silke. Both had been simple, reasonable options. He could see himself being happy here with Ria, living an honorable life full of laughter and meaning.



He didn’t answer her, and the silence hurt them both.



 



***



 



They made it back to Zelkus shortly before sunset. Arston was hosting a feast, no doubt in Ria’s honor, though Damon didn’t see the point in asking her if that was the case. A large central fire crackled in the center of the haven, flames flickering and reacting to the wind, which had finally picked up.



There was a group of young men who were playing a drumbeat, though every few minutes the rhythm shifted into incoherence as they experimented with their instruments to each other’s great amusement.



The line between Remenai and Merinian had seemingly evaporated in good cheer, and Damon caught sight of Kess, the old Merinian woman, sitting on a blanket next to a striking silver-haired older Rem man. Mari and Selma sat with a group of Rem women, every one of them with a full wine glass in hand.



Damon found his way to one of the main courses, a giant boar that a hunter had speared earlier that morning. The serving woman passed him a thick slice of smooth flat bread, upon which she placed strips of haunch meat, roasted peppers, and a showering of green herbal garnish. It was convenient enough to eat and full of wild, gamey flavor. He’d missed this taste, the bounty of the forest.



He was having a good time, but it was hard to get properly into the moment with so much on his mind. He’d found Vel. He’d found Ria. He felt as though he was close to something, not just continuing his search to the obvious conclusion and tracking down his aesta, but something more. It was like a word on the tip of his tongue, an idea just past his mind’s horizon.



He turned around absently and almost ran straight into Joyell. The tall Remenai man’s expression was surprisingly muted. He clapped Damon on the shoulder and nodded as though he were an old friend before stalking off elsewhere into the night.



“Husband.” Ria’s voice from the other direction had him spinning in a full circle. “May we walk together?”



“I’d like for nothing more, my sweet wife.”



He clasped hands with her, fingers entwining together as though their hands were making a promise. Neither of them led, but their legs carried them to the northern section of the haven, where more of the forest’s natural trees had been left to grow. The sky had cleared somewhat, enough for the ghost moon to imbue the night with its pale green glow.



“Matrick, Joyell, and I ride for Jeejah in the morning,” she said. “It is the haven farthest south out of the clump of three. There have been numerous revenant sightings in the area.”



He felt only a small reaction in his heart to that, a pang not of loss, but reluctant farewell. He wondered if thinking he’d lost her, first for good in Yvvestrosai, and then to the passage of time had hardened him to such things.



“Travel safe,” he said. “I suppose I should be moving on, as well.”



“You should be moving on with us,” said Ria. “I have a horse for you, Damon. You could ride with us. There would be no objection from my companions or anyone else.”



“I can’t.”



He closed his eyes and squeezed her hand. When he opened them, there was a hint of red among the green filtering down through the trees, from the sky above. He looked up to see Veridas Keep, cloaked in crimson, passing leisurely through the clouds, far overhead.



“That’s your answer, then?” she asked, voice thick with emotion.



“I’d ask you to come with me.” He met her eyes. “I know what you’d say… so I didn’t ask. I have to find her, Ria. Just as I found you and Vel.”



“Velanor and I are not servants of the Venmalese!” snapped Ria. “Velanor and I have no obligation to attack and kill you on sight!”



“Aesta won’t kill me,” he said, still watching Veridas Keep.



“Damon,” pleaded Ria. “Husband. You have such a good heart, such valiant intentions. But there is no turning back time, no undoing what has been done.”



“Do you think I don’t know that?” he snapped, letting go of her hand. “I know it better than anyone. Five years, Ria. Five years, and I come back only to find that the sacrifice I made didn’t even make a difference. I tried to save the world… I tried to save aesta… And I failed.”



He felt hot all over as anger simmered in his chest. He’d done his best to wave away the time, to not think about how much he could have done with five years to spend with his family, had his encounter with Lascivious in Veridas Keep gone differently. He gritted his teeth, feeling cheated and robbed and so horribly behind in his life.



Damon turned and slammed his fist into one of the nearby trees. He felt his knuckles land hard against the bark, the pain and the freezing cold flooding through his fingers and dominating his sense of the world.



He stared, blinking in awe and confusion, breathing out visible condensation. The tree trunk was completely frozen, an impossibly intricate statue of pale, partially translucent white-blue. He turned his gaze upward slowly. The branches were ice, as was every leaf and exposed root poking up from the ground below. A panicked and chirping bird flapped off, lucky to be spared.



His hand went to his broken myrblade, which he’d grown so used to wearing in his belt that he no longer even thought about it. It resonated with the cold that still lingered in his hand, and for the first time since he’d found it on the beach after waking up, he was certain that the weapon was anything but dormant.



“You…” Ria shook her head. “Did you mean to do that?”



“Not exactly,” he said. He started laughing and touched the tree with his hands again, but it was painfully cold. His cold resistance hadn’t returned, and as he touched the broken myrblade, he felt relatively certain that freezing a tree wasn’t a feat he could perform on command.



Not yet at least.



“Ria.” He seized the moment, turning to hold her hands in his and speak from the heart. “I have to find aesta. I have to confront Lascivious. This is as much a sign as anything could be. It’s no different with you and these havens you’re protecting. There are some things in life which are bigger… things worthy of our sacrifice.”



Ria drew closer to him. She cupped his cheek and stared into his eyes, brimming with intensity. “I will never forgive you if you sacrifice your life simply because you find it too hard to raise a hand to defend yourself against
 her
 . I spent five years thinking she had killed you, husband. Please… Do not force me to spend the rest of my life thinking that again.”



“I won’t,” he said. “I promise.”



He kissed her and held her and wished the moment could last forever.










CHAPTER 27




 



Damon packed away the rest of his supplies. Selma and Mari had helped him gather everything he needed once he explained he’d be leaving. Neither was surprised, though there’d been no hiding their disappointment.



The morning was calm, though there were a few darker patches amongst the overcast sky that hinted at later rain. Damon shouldered his pack, double checked his waterskins, and headed toward where he could see Ria and her companions preparing to set off on their own quest.



She pulled into a hug as soon as she saw him, and he squeezed her back. A glance at her face was enough to tell him that she was only barely containing another appeal for him to come with them instead of heading off on his own.



“I’ll be fine,” he said preemptively.



She sighed. “I think you will be, too. Somehow, that does little to alleviate my worries.”



Damon smoothed a lock of silver back from her forehead and then ran his thumb over her lips. “My plan was to simply head east, in the direction we saw Veridas Keep heading last night.”



“There is some sense in that,” said Ria. “When I last saw Malon, it was by the old farmstead, perhaps half a mile outside of the clearing. I would veer in that direction first.”



“Thanks.” He ran his hands over her shoulders and dusted a loose leaf off her tunic. “You be careful, too. No taking any stupid risks. You can only pull off miracles when it’s raining, remember.”



She gave him a coy half-smile. “So you think. I will be careful, though. I promise.”



Damon nodded. He glanced toward Joyell and Matrick, both waiting atop their horses with stoic expressions. “Make sure she stays safe, yeah?”



Joyell nodded. Matrick replied in a few syllables of Konokai that Damon didn’t understand, but sensed the meaning of. He gave Ria a long kiss, leaned his forehead against hers for an eternal moment, kissed her again, and headed for the haven’s gate.



Traveling through the forest felt different after spending a few days within it. It was less a sense of increased confidence and more a general expanding of his awareness. He knew the sounds and the smells, the presence of the Malagantyan.



It was familiar to him, more like rediscovering an old, useful memory, rather than pulling from new knowledge. The forest smelled of pollen, with a faint hint of ash that, for once, seemed healthy, rather than stifling.



The chirping of the birds was a constant back and forth in every direction, warnings, questions, and answers, meaningless to him, but still useful for getting a sense of his surroundings. A thick layer of leaves and pine needles coated the ground, and he could see trails left through it in places, from animals, from revenants, from other things which he couldn’t identify.



He felt calm, though not at ease. The Malagantyan was more dangerous now than it ever had been during his childhood. At any moment, he could be attacked, surrounded, forced to the fight to his limits.



He gently touched the hilt of his broken myrblade, considering his limits, along with what had happened the previous night when he’d frozen the tree. If he could find a way to consistently tap into his myrblade again, a vast number of new possibilities would open. He would seek out Malon first, but after that, reuniting with Myr would be his focus.



“Last night was proof that you’re still in there,” he whispered. “I miss you. I hope you know that.”



He didn’t need an answer. It was enough just to have hope again.



 



***



 



Damon traveled slowly, checking his direction often. It wasn’t overly far from Zelkus to the old clearing that had once held the farmstead and the tower, no more than two days’ travel. He took his time, aware of the threat the revenants posed to him as a solo traveler.



He set up camp for the night just before sunset, with the shadow of the trees bringing night on prematurely. His chosen campsite was an open patch of grass in the midst of a thicket of brambleberry bushes, each one nearly as high as he was tall.



They would do nothing to stop the revenants if they came on in a press of numbers, but if it were just one or two, it would slow them down enough to give him ample time to dispatch them. He didn’t have room to set up his tent, but the sky wasn’t hinting at rain, and he would still be warm enough with just his quilt and a small fire.



Dinner was simple, dried black beans and the faintly purple-hued rice he’d taken to resupply his food stores from Zelkus. He poured a small amount of water, judging that he’d still have more than enough to carry him the rest of the way home, and waited for it to boil.



Home. It was strange that he still thought of the farmstead that way, given there was nothing for him to go back to. He wondered if he’d find it scorched, like many sections of the Malagantyan and nearly all of Veridan’s Curve, or if it would simply be overgrown and given back to nature.



The Blacksoul Band had destroyed the tower itself more than five years ago… True Divine, even by his own shortened passage of time, it still seemed like an eternity ago. He shifted his pot over the water, watching the first few bubbles trickle upward at the demand of the heat.



He’d finished cooking and was in the middle of eating when an unfamiliar noise rustled at the edge of the brambleberry bushes. He reached for his sword before recognizing the approaching silhouette in the darkness and realizing it was unnecessary.



“I was wondering when you’d show up,” he said.



Lilian crossed the thorn bushes with a casually elegant leap, landing across from Damon in front of his fire. She lowered herself to the ground, sitting and holding her hands out and acting like any other traveler might upon arriving at a friendly camp.



“I saw how you were taken to the Remenai village,” she said. “I was… concerned, to say the least. It seemed as though you were there by choice after the first day, however.”



“I was.” Damon smiled. “They were rather hospitable toward me.”



Lilian looked as though she was doing well, or at least, well enough. She still wore the tunic and leggings Damon had given her. If anything, they looked a little cleaner. No doubt she’d found the time and place to bathe since he’d last seen her.



“Hungry?” he asked.



Her eyes flicked toward the pot, and she shook her head. “Not especially.”



“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” Damon set the pot down and took his cloak off. Lilian looked away, as though just the sight of his neck was too much for her to calmly abide.



“Damon…” she said. “This isn’t fair to you.”



“What would you have done if Arston and the other Rem had treated me poorly?” he asked. “If they’d held me captive, or tortured me, or forced me into slavery?”



“I would have helped you get out of there.”



“Exactly,” he said. “Now shut up and get over here. I’m looking out for you, just as you were looking out for me.”



She still hesitated, sulking in her shame. Damon’s patience reached his limit.



“Lilian, get your ass over here!” he snapped. “Now!”



A smile flickered across her mouth that reminded him all too much of the old days, when she’d still been Kastet’s lady-in-waiting turned spy. She came around the fire and started to sit down next to him. Damon grabbed her by the hips and plopped her down in his lap.



“You’re kind of sexy when you act bossy,” she said.



“Save that thought for later,” he said. “Here.”



He turned his head, offering his neck. She leaned her head forward, inhaling slowly. Damon shuddered, feeling her breath as she exhaled, and then her lips as they brushed across sensitive skin.



To call the pleasure of her bite intense was an understatement. Damon made an inelegant grunting noise as he felt her fangs sink in, losing himself in the ecstasy of the moment. Despite the fact that she was in his lap, he slumped forward onto her, only staying upright and steady because of the arm she slid behind his back.



This was nourishment for her, but something far more base and perverse for him. She might have a point, or at least a valid perspective, behind her reluctance. He justified it to himself as though he was doing her a favor, but this deluge of tingling, tickling bliss, the way it made his eyes flutter and his cock hard… He was a willing participant, by any standard.



He passed out after the first sip. That didn’t usually happen, but he didn’t panic. Rather, he closed his eyes and accepted the embrace of something more akin to a guilty midday nap, rather than true sleep.



He awoke from said guilty midday nap to find Lilian’s face between his legs, with her strange, long tongue wrapped around his stiff cock. He stared, mouth agape from the pleasure, as she slid in closer and planted a tiny, sucking kiss on the tip.



“I thought you deserved a proper thanks, and I saw a certain place in which you were in need,” she whispered.



Damon nodded, still half asleep, submerged in pleasure beyond his waking comprehension. He mumbled something that even he couldn’t make out, felt various muscles twitching on reflex from the intensity of the experience.



Lilian bobbed her head forward, and the motion of her mouth and neck became the fulcrum on which Damon’s world balanced. He reached an arm out, urging her on greedily, bucking his hips to sink deeper in with more urgency than coordination.



It didn’t take long. He groaned, feeling the world pulse red through his closed eyes as he released into her mouth. The pleasure was like a gong being struck over and over again. Lilian was patient, sucking and swallowing down every drop as though his seed was as essential to her existence as his blood.



“You…” managed Damon. “That was… nice.”



She pulled his trousers back up for him and slid closer. Damon managed, through extreme force of will, to sit up. Lilian had a self-satisfied smile on her face. She reached a hand out and dabbed his chin, wiping away a small line of drool.



“I’m glad you enjoyed it,” she said. “It was good for me, too.”



“You don’t have to give me something in return you know,” he said.



“I know. I wanted to.” She looked toward the fire, her dark eyes reflecting the orange of the flames. “You try so hard, Damon, for the people you care about.”



He put an arm around her. She had such powerful shoulders, but they were slender and defined, rather than brawny. He let out a sigh, feeling her lean her head against him and gently rub his chest with one hand.



“Did you find Ria?” she whispered.



“Yeah.” He smiled at her, and she smiled back. “She’s doing well. She’s protecting the Remenai havens. There are some Merinians there, too, but I suppose it’s all the same.”



Lilian nodded and let out a small sigh.



“You should go back to Silke,” Damon told her.



“What?”



“You deserve better than this, Lilian,” he said. “You shouldn’t have to live in the wild. This exile of yours is self-imposed.”



“Kastet and Vel have moved on,” she whispered. “It’s not as though they would just… accept me back.”



“It’s exactly like they would,” he said. “They’re your friends. More than that. They’re family to you. I know you have your ways of sneaking past doors and walls. You could do it.”



Lilian did seem to consider the idea for a moment, but she eventually shook her head. “I’d be leaving you out here on your own.”



“Come back afterward, then,” he suggested. “It’s not as though you have trouble finding me. Lilian, I think you need people in your life as much as anyone else. It’s alright to want more. You have to want more for yourself to truly start to heal and develop.”



She didn’t reply, even as Damon spread his bedroll out and they both stretched across it together. Damon slept soundly, cuddling her from behind, and when he awoke and found she wasn’t there in the morning, he was happy for once.










CHAPTER 28




 



The terrain became familiar across the first half of next day. It was a faint feeling at first, a boulder in the distance, or a stretch of hills that stirred his recognition. It was beautiful, at least by the standards of the ruined world, with the gray cloud cover spurious enough to let the sun peak through for short spans of time throughout the morning and afternoon.



He traveled slowly, still imbued with the sense that the latest leg of his journey had been too easy and straightforward. It was irrational, but Damon hadn’t encountered any revenants since leaving Zelkus, and part of him expected all of the monsters he’d apparently avoided to show up at once.



They never did, and as he made his way down a slope that he knew from his childhood, he stopped and centered himself. The clearing was just beyond the next stretch of trees. He could set up his tent there for the night, perhaps next to the lake, if it still existed.



He abandoned the idea as he pushed forward and finally caught sight of his destination. Dumbfounded, Damon stared at the tower, his childhood home, standing tall where it had always been. It was impossible, and he shook his head, blinking as though expecting it to disappear at any moment.



The Blacksoul Band had destroyed the tower. He’d watched it fall into a pile of rubble and flames while running for his life alongside his family and Kastet. Someone had rebuilt it in the time since, and it didn’t take much guesswork for Damon to have a reasonable idea as to whom.



Stone for stone, it was an exact replica, at least as far as he could tell. Some of the old wear and tear had been repaired, like the cracks in the wall around the windows, and the old, stone dome cover which had once enclosed the rooftop balcony. It was undeniably the same tower, however, even with a door made from the same wood, with the same style of handle, as the original.



He forced himself to stay where he was and observe the structure from a distance, despite the intense, tragic pull it held over him. Truth be told, he wanted to rush inside and sit down in the common room and just… take it all in. Let the nostalgia and emotions wash over him, and stop thinking so much about what he needed to do or who he needed to save.



He wanted to go home, and it was right there in front of him.



Damon walked a slow circle around the clearing. The lake was unchanged from how he remembered it. Perhaps the water level was slightly different, but that had always fluctuated with the seasons.



There was no shed anymore, where they’d once kept the horses. The Blacksoul Band had burned that to the ground, too, along with their animals, and the band had eventually died for it at Damon’s hand. He poked his tongue at the back of one of his teeth as he thought about the memory, remembering his cold fury. He’d been kind of unstable back then, which was odd to consider, in retrospect.



Once he arrived back at the point where he entered the clearing, he saw no real way around approaching the tower. He cursed Ria for not elaborating on the state of the farmstead when she’d brought up seeing Malon here, but perhaps she’d done that thinking it might be a surprise for him. It was possible the tower had only been rebuilt recently, or maybe Ria hadn’t entered the clearing and seen it for herself. It didn’t matter.



He came up to the door and was presented with the fairly bizarre question of whether he needed to knock. This was his home… wasn’t it? Did it matter that it had been rebuilt in the time since, and that its owner no doubt still thought him dead? Maybe, but not enough for him to care. It was still his home. It had to be, just as Malon was still his aesta.



 He found the door unlocked but couldn’t bring himself to be disconcerted by that fact. The interior was dim, but Damon knew the common room well enough that it could have been pitch black and he still would have recognized everything within. He felt a rocky lump in his throat as he looked at the hearth and the kitchen in the back, and the doors leading to each of their rooms.



“Aesta?” he called.



No answer came. His relief at finding himself alone left him feeling a little guilty, a betrayal of the love he held for the old tower and his family. He shook the thought away and slowly entered the common room, taking his boots off by the door as he would have as a child.



The space felt used, if perhaps not lived-in full-time. The common room table, a match for their old one, ignoring the extra polish and lack of stains, was free of dust. The hearth was full of ash, with a pile of firewood nearby that couldn’t have been that old.



The kitchen was silent and empty, but there was a wash bucket next to the counter with a small amount of moisture left in the bottom. Damon checked the pantry and found a fair amount of food, nonperishable stuff, grains and beans and dried fruit. There were bottles of brandy, one with a third missing from it, which he took with him.



He checked the other rooms. The one which Ria and Vel had shared was plain and empty, holding only their beds, which no doubt had never, and would never, be used. The thought stung him for some reason.



He entered his own bedchamber and found it in a similar state. He couldn’t stop his mind from overlaying what he remembered onto what he was seeing now, trying to resolve the room’s bare décor against the shadow of the past. He sat down on the bed, which felt more or less as it had.



He was possessed by an urge to pull a few things out of his pack and busy up the space. He threw his dirty clothes on the floor, where they inevitably would have ended up back when he still resided at home. He put his broken myrblade on the bedside table and then changed his mind, opting to keep it in his belt, where it belonged.



The memories started hitting him hard and fast as he reentered the common room. He remembered when his father had first brought him to the clearing, how he’d seen the tower and been unnecessarily terrified by its looming profile.



He thought of when he’d been eleven, and one of the wildfires had trapped them all in the tower. Malon had read to them by candlelight for hours, distracting them from the smoke that had been slowly seeping in through the windows, every bit as much of a threat to their lives as the flames. They’d survived, but it was only Malon’s calm demeanor that had kept Damon or Vel or Ria from realizing the danger they’d been in until much later.



He thought of how strange and excited he’d felt when he’d first arrived back to the farmstead as an adult. Malon had seemed so different, so much more compelling and attractive to him as a grown man. Vel had shown up the next day, prissy and suspicious with her secrets and her mask. Ria had been her usual wild self, with a new aspect of flirtation and spontaneity.



Damon took a breath. It was all too much at once. It felt like confronting what Ria had warned him about earlier, all the loss and change. There was no undoing what had been done. Time moved in only one direction.



“Dinner, then,” he muttered. “Does anyone object to an early dinner?”



He looked around as though he might find someone to answer. He touched his myrblade, jiggled it a bit, flicked it on the hilt.



“No objections,” he said.










CHAPTER 29




 



Damon built a fire in the hearth without any struggle. It was such a familiar task that he could have done it with his eyes closed. He split the wood, arranged a bit of birchbark as tinder, and set it all alight, feeling the heat of his memories as much as the heat of the burgeoning flame.



He found a pot in the kitchen which he filled with water from the lake. He cut up some cured sausage, which he added to the pot with rice and beans, making a slightly meatier, slightly soupier version of the same dinner he’d eaten the previous night.



He felt safe from the revenants for a few reasons, some of which made more sense than others. For one, the tower was incredibly sturdy and easily defensible. If they attacked, and if they managed to get in through the door, he could simply go to one of the higher floors and defend from there.



But he didn’t think the revenants were going to attack. He was home. Home was safe. It didn’t make sense, but he somehow felt a strange certainty that they wouldn’t be able to reach the tower, not intentionally, and not by chance.



For that reason, Damon decided he was secure enough to risk getting drunk. He poured himself a large glass of brandy, set his feet up atop a second chair in front of the fire, and waited for the stew to cook. The brandy was actually quite good, and he felt a surge of warmth through his chest and face after taking a few sips.



He sat like that for several long minutes. A noise came from outside, one he’d all but expected and been waiting for. Someone else, coming home.



The door to the tower swung open, and a woman with glowing red eyes, a neat red braid, and a heartbreakingly familiar face strode into the room. Damon stared at Malon without the slightest guess or expectation as to what she might say or do.



She was every bit the Red Sorceress now, so much so that he began to doubt the wisdom of his conviction to seek her out. She looked ready for violence, one hand poised to summon a fireball with the air above it already wavering with a shimmer of heat.



Her clothing was expensive and tailored to fit every full curve of her body, far finer than anything his aesta would have worn in the time before. A black bodice with gold trim, and ties pulled tight across her pale chest displayed her cleavage in a generous fashion. She wore a short skirt over skintight gray leggings, with a pair of black boots that rose all the way to her knees and a short cloak covering her neck and shoulders finishing the outfit off.



 Damon stared at her, but that would have happened regardless of what she wore, if she’d arrived naked or shown up covered by a shroud. His heart pounded in his chest, but he could hardly feel it or anything else. He stared into her glowing eyes, her cold expression, her seductive clothing, none of it making any sense in the way it should have.



“Aesta…” he said, voice barely audible even in the near silence.



Slowly, like in a dream, Malon dropped her arms to her sides. She blinked, and her glowing eyes were replaced with familiar green ones. She shook her head, her mouth forming soundless syllables. Damon stood up from his chair so fast he knocked it over in his haste to run to her and pull her into a tight hug.



“Solas,” she said, sobbing it as much as speaking. “Oh… oh… solas!”



She hugged him back tightly, her leather-clad body so soft against his. She felt so familiar, but so different, so dangerous. It made such a contrast against his memories of her that he almost wanted to hold her at arm’s length and look again to confirm, but then he inhaled her scent, with that distinct crimmor bark edge, as sharp and sweet as anything could be. It was her, it was definitely her, but True Divine… so much else had changed.



He kissed her hair and squeezed her in his arms again. She’d caught her breath, but she wasn’t letting go, even though the hug had gone on for what felt like minutes. She hugged him as though she feared she’d wake up if she let go, find that it was all just a dream, and Damon understood that fear all too well.



It was as though they were holding on for dear life within the eye of the storm, safe from the chaos of the world within the center of each other’s arms. But eventually, they pulled back, just a few inches at first, enough to see each other’s faces. Malon wasn’t crying, but she looked within reach of it.



She stared at him, her hands touching his still uneven hair, and then his face. She touched his hand, brought it to her mouth, and kissed his knuckles. Her eyes flitted toward the pot over the fire, and she gave him a familiar smile.



“I see you’ve made yourself right at home,” she said, walking over to his simmering dinner. “You put too much water in, it looks like. It’ll boil over.”



Damon shut the door, letting his fingers linger on the handle as he turned to look at her, half bent over in front of the hearth, stirring the pot with the ladle.



“I thought I’d just toss it on and let it heat up.” He moved to stand behind her, a foot or so removed, but close enough to feel aware of her presence. “See what happens.”



She set the ladle down and smiled, stepping closer to him in a way that made it hard to focus. “That’s you, end up with a mess.”



He wanted to hold her again, to kiss her… to do so much more than that. But it wasn’t that simple. His emotions weren’t that simple. In some ways, seeing her look at him like that made him feel like a boy and a man all at once, layer upon layer of memories, the contrast of two different kinds of love. Her eyes threatened to pull him in any direction, every direction, all at once.



“You would know,” he said. “You are the expert on messes, aesta.”



There was a bitter edge to his voice, unexpected and uninvited. Justified. He felt it then, the sudden deluge of hurt he’d suppressed in that moment, five years earlier, when he’d realized that she’d become Lascivious’s pawn.



She’d had no choice in hurting him… but it still hurt. It fucking smoldered.



“There are no words to properly express how sorry I am,” she whispered. “I hope you know that I never intended… never imagined… that she would…” Malon stopped and shook her head. “I was trying to pick the least bad decision from the ones I still had.”



“The least bad decision?” Damon chuckled darkly and shook his head. “I trusted you! I still had faith when I went to face Lascivious that somehow, some way, there’d be an answer. That we’d come up with one… together. But it seems you already had.”



“Solas, I—”



“Five years!” he shouted, anger coming to the surface that he hadn’t acknowledged before. “I lost five years, aesta, frozen in the ice, all because I tried to stop Lascivious… and you. Because I tried to do what was right. And what do I find when I come back? The people I love, scattered and alone and suffering. The world, destroyed… my effort and sacrifice having amounted to less than nothing.”



“I’m sorry,” she said. “I deserve your ire, truly, and I accept responsibility for it. But I made the choice that I had to back then.”



“How can you say that?” he snapped. “Look at what’s happened!”



“I do, every day,” she whispered. “I look at Vel, and Ria, both still alive and well. I love them beyond words even if they hate me, and the fact I was able to save them from Lascivious is what I’m most thankful of all for. Well, it’s what I
 was
 most thankful for… until I opened the door and saw you.”



He stared at her, unsure of what to say, unsure of whether he understood her perspective and actions as well as he’d thought he did. There was so much love in her expression that he could have pulled that face from a memory. It helped that she was still timelessly beautiful, and if anything, she appeared younger than she once had, at least relative to the aging Damon saw in everyone else.



“Aesta…” he finally managed, shaking his head more in conflict than dismissal.



“You can yell at me.” She smiled as she said it, taking his hands into hers so the tips of his fingers settled within her palms. “You can hate me. If this is real, this… perfect moment, then it will still be one of the most wonderful days of my life, regardless. It’s enough to have you here, solas, no matter why you came or what you think of me.”



Her hands tightened, and there was obvious moisture in her eyes as she flashed another disbelieving smile. A hiss came from the fire. The pot had boiled over.



“I told you,” she said, in a soft voice.



“I suppose you did.”



He laughed and pulled her into a tight hug, which she reciprocated for a few seconds before tapping him on the back and trying to wriggle away to deal with the mess that was their dinner.








CHAPTER 30




 



Malon disappeared into the kitchen with the dripping pot. Damon took a seat at the common room table, feeling the surrealness of the moment like a waking dream. She came back out, still eyeing the stew and adding salt and various herbs to it for flavor, and then returned it to the hook over the fire.



She was dressed like the Red Sorceress, clothes all black and skimpy and dangerous, but she moved like she always had, graceful and deliberate. She stirred the pot with a long ladle, glancing his way every couple of seconds as though she feared he might disappear from the edge of her periphery.



“You said you were… frozen in ice?” she asked.



“Yeah,” he said.  “I was. Strange experience, that.”



“Were you…?”



“Awake?” He shook his head. “No. I thought days, maybe weeks, had passed when I came to. That first day back in Veridan’s Curve was interesting, to say the least.”



“How so?”



“Well…” He felt a slight heat on his neck as he remembered it. “I was naked, for starters.”



He leaned back in his chair, watching her reaction. She looked at him, brow slightly furrowed, smiling like she couldn’t quite tell whether he was serious. Her eyes ran across his chest, down his body, and back up. He realized she’d just pictured him naked, and it was as though the weight of her gaze lingered, teasing him even after she looked away.



“That must have been quite a lot to swallow, all at once,” she said. “I mean… To suddenly be thrust into that. How did you even manage?”



He continued from there, explaining how he encountered Arylla and her party, his travels north from there to Silke. It was so much easier telling her it all, for reasons that went beyond her being a good listener and genuinely caring about what he’d been through.



It made him feel he was home, more than the rebuilt tower, or the sight of her stirring the cookpot over the fire. It was that feeling of coming back to something, someone, that made sense, a feeling of unconditional love so powerful that it still burned blindingly bright in the face of everything they’d been through.



“I saw Vel,” he said. “She’s doing well. She’s apprenticed to a tailor in Silke.”



“I know.” Malon let out a sigh, smiling sadly. “I’m glad the two of you were able to share a reunion.”



There was more there, but Damon could sense the rawness of her feelings. He wondered if perhaps his own relationship with Malon might have taken similar damage, had he been around for the entirety of the past five years.



“I tried to convince her to come with me, but she seemed content, if not happy,” he said.



Malon took the stew off the fire, still talking to him over one shoulder as she carried it into the kitchen. “I think that may have been for the best. She’s still young. She still has a chance to live a full life without carrying the burdens of the past if she so chooses. She should have that chance.”



“Yeah, my thinking was… similar.” He leaned back in his chair, missing Vel, despite his words. To have her and Ria back at the tower, all of them sharing in this reunion together…



He shook the idea from his head, knowing it for the fantasy it was. Just to have his aesta here, even if only for tonight, was something he needed to be grateful for.



“I traveled to see Ria, as well,” he said.



Malon set a bowl of stew down in front of him as she sat down across the table. She was silent as she stirred her spoon through her own bowl, as though taking care to let him speak what he was feeling before she shared her own perspective.



“Her hair is silver now,” continued Damon. “Like a pale silverish green. It looks good. She’s well respected among her people.”



“The Vaista Aestairius,” said Malon.



“She said she’d encountered you once,” he said. “It was only through her telling me that I knew to come here.”



He took a bite of the stew. It was piping hot and spicy, scorching his tongue in the most delicious way.



“It would be correct to call it… an encounter.” Malon closed her eyes, lowering her head slightly. “You know how she is. She has always blamed me for what happened to you. Which is to say, I also blamed myself, but telling her as much did nothing for our fractured relationship.”



“She might listen now,” he said with a shrug.



“Perhaps.” She smiled, letting the moment pass. “How’s the stew?”



“It’s perfect.”



He had so much more to say and so much more to ask, but he couldn’t bring himself to voice any of it. The state of the ruined world, Lascivious’s intentions, the future… It was all too weighty, too sharp around the edges.



It wasn’t as though he couldn’t handle her answers, whatever they might be. He just wanted the moment to last a few minutes, a few hours longer. He needed this, and it was so, so fragile.



“I see you found one of my bottles of brandy,” said Malon.



Damon snapped back to the present. He flashed a cocky smile and tilted his glass before taking a sip, forgetting again how thin his tolerance for alcohol had become.



“I didn’t think you’d mind if I helped myself,” he said, with a small cough.



“Not in the slightest.” She grinned and quickly got herself a cup, which she poured half full. “I don’t drink much, these days. Only on special occasions.”



“I think this qualifies.” He pushed his leg forward under the table, letting his foot kick gently against hers. She let out a small, girlish laugh and kicked him back, running her toes up the side of his leg afterward.



He grabbed her foot and pulled, forcing her chair forward, wooden legs dragging across the stone. Malon let out an exaggerated squeal, followed by a smiling sigh as he began to gently massage her foot through the thin stockings she wore. Her foot was right on his lap now, and even just that small amount of contact felt so significant, so dangerous.



A creaking noise came from the door as the wind shifted. Damon tensed, his eyes flitting around the room, checking the windows, though he could see little through the reflection of the firelight against the night.



“You’re safe here,” said Malon. “Regardless of what happens. I promise you, solas. You’ll always be safe, both in this tower, and with me.”



“Aesta…” He felt an odd mixture of rebellious love, appreciating the sentiment while chafing at the implication like a teenager. “I’ve managed well enough on my own. I’m a grown man now… as you well know.”



The side of her mouth twitched, along with her foot in his lap. She pressed it down against his thigh as though she could hold him in place if she so chose.



“All grown up,” she said. “I see your confidence hasn’t waned in the slightest.”



“It’s burgeoned, if anything.” He held her gaze, still teasing her foot with his fingers.



Malon stared back, still looking as though the act of not smiling under the tension was taking some serious effort. She cleared her throat, pulled her foot back, and stood up.



“I should clear the table while the mess is still fresh,” she said.



He watched her as she slid his bowl across the table, leaning forward, breasts straining against the fabric of her top, which was doing an admirable job of squeezing them together. Slowly, Damon stood up. He drew close to her, and she set the dishes she was holding down, not turning to face him, but clearly shifting her attention his way.



“Here.” He made as though to reach past her to help her with one of the bowls. The motion put his body against hers, while still providing him with a certain amount of plausible deniability.



“So helpful,” she said. “So very helpful.”



He let his body press into hers, playing that old game they’d both enjoyed far too much. An aesta and solas, bursting with love for one another. Too much love, of both the right and wrong sorts. Damon set his hands on her hips, slowly running them up her body, crotch flexing forward with blatantly lewd motions.



The way her breathing shifted was so wickedly erotic, rising and quickening and rewarding him for his efforts. His heart pounded in his chest. Truth be told, he had no idea how things had changed between them or how she would react.



Five years was a long time, and he knew those years had been filled with no small amount of guilt on her side. She’d said it felt like a dream, to have him back. Would having him back as his old, horny, self, unwilling to respect the ultimate boundary, turn that dream into a nightmare?



He slid his hands higher. His cock was hard, and there was no way she didn’t feel it nestled there against her butt, like a stray piece of firewood. He inhaled, breathing the intoxication of her scent, and brought his lips near her neck.



Malon cleared her throat. “Solas. Would you be so kind as to pour me another glass of brandy?”



Her voice was musical, playful, certainly not hiding a reprimand. Damon lingered a moment before pulling back, mesmerized by how dark and erotic she looked in her sorceress outfit.



“I would love to, aesta,” he said, finally breaking contact. “Just tell me when.”



He poured, and she watched without saying a word, smiling and teasing him back with those brilliant green eyes. They sat down again, drinking mostly in silence, the tension as high as it had ever been between them. Damon’s eyes kept falling down to his aesta’s cleavage, and he knew she noticed each time.



“You should wash up before bed,” said Malon. “I’m sure you’ve been traveling hard these past few days.”



“Non-stop,” said Damon. “You know how I am when I get going.”



“Better than anyone.” She bit her lower lip. The room felt so small, and she was right there, so close he could reach out and just… take her. “I’ll get you a towel cloth!”



Malon stood up from the table and hurried to the closet. She set the towel down on the table and finally shifted back into her familiar routine, carrying the dirty dishes off into the kitchen. Damon waited for a minute before taking the towel and heading to the door, as much to let himself calm down as anything.



The lake was much as he remembered. He stripped down and slowly sank into the cool water, taking a few shallow breaths before dunking his head. He took his time, shamelessly hoping that Malon would come out and join him.



The thought brought to mind the memory of his first day back at the tower as an adult, when the teasing had been new and strange to both of them. It was still new and strange, though in different ways, colored by time and expectations.



He finished bathing and climbed out of the lake. He didn’t bother to put his clothes back on, ostensibly because they needed a wash, too, but in truth, he wanted to walk back into the tower in just a towel. He wanted to see his aesta’s eyes, her reaction, the way her face would flush and take on that playful but authoritative smile.



Disappointingly, she wasn’t in the common room when he got back, and the door to her room was shut. Damon waited for a moment, but he had no real reason to linger, still dripping wet and undressed. He made his way into his room, which felt familiar and surreal in equal measure, and dried himself off.










CHAPTER 31




 



Damon briefly considered heading back out to knock on Malon’s door, or even sneak into her room, before deciding it would be far too brazen for his first day back. So much had happened. So much had changed. He didn’t want to ruin it, not over something as pointless and secondary as his own burgeoning lust.



Besides, he could always just take care of himself. He spread out across the bed, enjoying the sensation of the clean quilt, and took hold of his cock. His thoughts immediately jumped back to Malon, the way she’d looked in her tight-fitting sorceress outfit, the way she’d smiled at him with those roving eyes.



There was a knock at the door, and Damon barely had time to pull the quilt over his erection before it opened. Malon hesitated with it half open, poking her head through while averting her gaze in a manner that suggested she’d already gotten an eyeful.



“Solas?” she said. “Are you, um, still awake?”



Damon took a breath, the blood pounding through his head and elsewhere. “I’m still awake.”



She came into the room, feet quiet and bare against the floor. She’d changed into a nightgown, more comfortable than her other clothing if a touch less interesting. Damon blinked as his eyes resolved to the dark and realized it was a pink nightgown, almost a perfect match for the one he’d once bought her that had long since been lost to the ages.



“I wanted to wish you goodnight.” Her eyes stayed on his face, focused and deliberate, not darting down to the obvious bulge under the quilt. “And I wanted to offer you a massage if you wanted one. All the traveling must have been rough on your shoulders and back.”



“Oh, it’s been rough alright.” He shifted, lifting one of his legs, stopping just short of posing for her.



A flush came over Malon’s cheeks, and she glanced away, a smile stealing upward at the edge of her mouth.



What was she doing? It was altogether possible that he was reading too deeply into her words, her sincere love for him, and misinterpreting her meaning. It was also possible that this was her attempt at seduction, made slightly clumsy by years out of practice and the fact that he was usually the aggressive one.



He wanted to simply stand up, grab her, and throw her down on the bed. He could do that… but in so many ways, he couldn’t. His hands were tied, bound by his own love for her. He needed her as she was, as his aesta, more than he needed a hole to sink his cock into.



Perversely, the thought only made his erection that much harder, and then she was walking toward the bed and he was suddenly left debating whether to roll over or simply pull the quilt off and flash her.



“Well,” said Malon. “As long as you don’t mind your aesta’s hands rubbing you down…”



“I’ll take your hands any day, aesta,” he said.



As it happened, he did both, pulling the quilt down slowly and feeling a sick, horny thrill as his thick tool was briefly out in the open. He knew she was looking at it. He also knew, or at least suspected, that if he pushed his luck past what she was comfortable with, she’d simply say goodnight and leave the room. He flipped over.



Malon’s familiar weight settled down on the bed next to him. She started rubbing his back, her impossibly soft hands massaging with small circles that broadened outward from the center of his back. Her thumbs pressed inward, loosening stubborn knots.



“You have so much tension in your muscles,” she whispered.



“I’m counting on you to get it all out.”



She made a soft, amused noise, hands shifting upward. “I’ve always loved your shoulders. So broad and powerful.”



She leaned forward, working a different kind of magic into his neck, down to his shoulder blades, and then along his arm. Damon felt her breath against his bare neck. He couldn’t see her, but could feel how she was positioned, mouth close enough to kiss him if she wanted to.



She shifted, rubbing harder, getting into it with small noises of effort as she dug into his lower back. Damon would have been content with this, a basic massage, the feeling of her hands and the closeness of her presence, if it weren’t for how turned on he’d been when she entered the room. It felt like a particularly cruel sort of torture to be so aroused and have her touching him so carefully.



“Solas,” whispered Malon. “I could… do your front, as well. If you wanted me to.”



It was as though she could read his mind. There was hesitation in her tone, enough to tell him that she knew exactly what he expected, and what she was offering.



“Aesta, that would be perfect,” he said.



She laughed and gently slapped his shoulder. “You’re so eager. I thought you’d say yes, but it’s almost as though…”



She trailed off as he turned onto his back, letting his erection pull into view like the raised standard of a particularly aggressive army. He set his hand on one of her thighs, staring into her face. She glanced away and then back, watching him carefully.



“Is this alright?” he asked, all but gesturing to his cock. He was smirking, he realized. It was hard to keep from enjoying this, the back and forth with the subtle teasing, the intense undercurrent of love they truly felt for one another.



“I was… curious if all the years away might have cooled your desire,” she said.



“If they did, seeing you in that tight outfit brought my lust back in full force,” he said. “All I could think about when I saw you was grabbing and—”



“Solas.” She narrowed her eyes, though her smile betrayed her. “Mind your language.”



He ran his hand up the side of her body, content to hold his tongue if she’d let him do other things. His fingers teased at the edge of her nightgown. She was staring at his cock, seemingly transfixed by it. Would she stop him now if he tried? It was risky, but maybe… maybe she wanted it just as badly as he did.



“I did a lot of thinking over these past few years,” she said. “About how I was with you. About… how far off the path we went.”



“I don’t regret it,” he whispered. “I love you, aesta. I wouldn’t take any of it back.”



“I know,” she said. “I understand your love, solas. Which is why…”



She set a hand on his chest and slowly began sliding it down toward his stomach. The effect it had on him stole his breath away. He was suddenly concerned that it might only take a brush of her fingers to have him bursting and could all but imagine how amused she’d be, how she’d tease him for his eagerness.



“Solas,” she whispered, breathing against his ear as her fingers came within an inch of his throbbing cock.



He turned and kissed her on the mouth, delighting in how eagerly her lips and tongue met his. He felt her fingers make the first touch, as hot and pleasurable as anything could be, and then her soft palm embraced his manhood.



Damon was glad he couldn’t see his own lustful face as she slowly, lovingly, began stroking him off. He kissed Malon fiercely, horny energy stirring his aggressiveness. As he moved to take her, to shift her underneath him and show her just how much he truly loved her, he felt her flex her control.



It was a small thing, a tightening of her grip on his cock combined with a flicker of crimson in her eyes, but it was enough to press him back flat into the bed. He both loved and hated the way she’d always done this, giving him room to push her as far as her lust would allow before remembering her decency and shutting him down.



Except, she hadn’t shut him down, she’d merely enforced her own terms. She was still slowly beating her hand up and down his manhood, still kissing him and letting out soft noises of arousal.



He could barely think, the pleasure twisting and shifting his mind toward dark places. He’d let her be in control… for now. She’d let her guard down eventually, and then he’d take her as completely as he ever had in the years before, take her and make her his, and make her moan.



“That’s right, solas,” whispered Malon. “Let me know how good it feels.”



He tensed his jaw and groaned from the pleasure, sensing how much she was savoring the moment, too. True Divine, she had him good, and he loved it as much as he hated it. Far more than he hated it. Had he ever truly had the power in their relationship, or was it just a story of what his sensual, lustful aesta had decided to let him get away with each time?



She kissed him deeply, her hand pumping faster and faster until Damon’s head was spinning and he couldn’t see through the throbbing of his own pleasure. Malon clamped her nightgown down over his manhood as he came, collecting the mess while reaching a hand under to fondle and caress with lewd, loving motions.



“Feel better?” she whispered.



“So much better.” He smiled and shook his head, not even knowing how to express what he felt. “Aesta… I missed home.”



She slid back up beside him, entirely unconcerned by her nightgown being soiled by his seed. She cupped his face, caressing him and staring into his eyes. “I’m still hardly able to believe that this is anything more than a lingering dream. I’ve missed you
 so much
 , solas.”



Her voice wavered, hinting at years of pain and guilt and loss. Damon placed his hand over hers.



“I’m right here,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere.”



It was true, too, though he knew not what it might mean in practice. They’d been so careful in what they talked about, avoiding any topic of conversation that might have led to disagreement. He could see from her eyes that she was thinking the same thing.



“We will have to speak at length, tomorrow,” she whispered. “I hope more than anything that you’ll listen and place your trust in me, and avoid jumping to early conclusions.”



“I will. I hope you didn’t think that you needed to use this
 massage
 to get that from me.”



She let out a sigh. “Well, I suppose that was a small part of it. I just… Solas, I still can’t believe you’re here. I fear that as soon as I do let myself believe it, I’ll immediately shift to worrying you’ll leave again.”



“I told you, I’m not going anywhere.”



She gently ran her hand over his chest. “No, I suppose you aren’t. At least not yet.”



He hugged her to him, pulling the quilt up to cover them both. She stayed with him, but as his breathing began to even out and he felt himself drifting off, she planted a gentle kiss on his lips and made her way to the door.










CHAPTER 32




 



Damon woke up in his old bed, in his old room, and felt amazing. He dressed, smiling to himself as he walked out into the common room. He didn’t see Malon and felt anxious for a moment that she might have left, but she emerged from the kitchen, and her smile made everything right again.



“Good morning, solas,” she said. She’d filled the cookpot with what looked like porridge and moved to hang it over the fire.



“Good morning, aesta.”



He walked over and wrapped her into a tight hug. He was still aroused from sleep, and she let out a soft, good-natured laugh and kissed him on the cheek.



“Someone’s feeling frisky,” she said.



“Very frisky,” he said. “Why don’t we spend some time together after breakfast?”



Casually propositioning his aesta for sex as they sat down at the common room table. Damon marveled at how far he’d come in life. Malon never stopped smiling and staring at him, however, delighted by his presence, delighted by the attention.



“There are still chores to tend to here, if fewer than there were before,” she pointed out. “I was hoping you could help with gathering some firewood.”



He nodded, but a question came to mind as he glanced at the dwindling firewood pile and thought of the state of the tower when he’d arrived. “You weren’t staying here before, were you?”



“Not actively, no,” said Malon. “I use this as my home while I’m on the surface, but most of my time is spent within Veridas Keep with Seffi.”



He had more questions but he held back from giving them voice. She would explain more in her own time, and the only thing waiting cost him was more time with her, ahead of whatever complications awaited them. It was simpler… safer… to be patient.



He knew it was a mirage, the two of them pretending like this. A part of him needed it, the part that still struggled to make sense of the fact that five years of his life was gone, that the world he’d known and understood was gone. If Malon wanted this, needed this, too, then what was the harm of pretending for a while longer?



They ate porridge across from one another. It was warm and sweet and filling, and it wasn’t hard for Damon to fall into the rhythm of reminiscing over old memories from a time when the world had made more sense. He was smiling by the end of it, and he gave Malon a tight hug before grabbing the axe and setting off to gather firewood.



The weather was as fair as it could be, with a warm breeze offsetting the overcast sky. The forest around the clearing was just familiar enough to surprise him whenever he noticed the absence of an older tree he remembered, or the new existence of a patch of younger ones.



There was plenty of deadwood to collect. He found a dead oak tree of just the right thickness, pushed it over easily, and set about chopping it into manageable pieces. He worked up a sweat, took a few breaks to snack on some blackberries from a bush he’d spotted, and slowly began dragging it all back.



He had set off again, completing a wider circle around the clearing and finding that, despite the changes to the landscape, it was hard to walk a hundred feet without seeing something that triggered an old memory. His emotions rippled in response to seeing a tree that Ria had convinced him to climb and almost pushed him out of, or the gap between two boulders where Vel had outsmarted him when they’d played the seeking game.



He found a fallen tree that was too thick to be practical for his axe, but laden with branches that would burn suitably. A rustle came from the forest behind him while he was busily snapping them off. He turned, expecting Malon watching him afar or come to ask a question.



A revenant that had once been a tall, girthy man stumbled forward, moaning absently, eyes rolling about unfocused in each socket. Damon took a step back, gripping his axe tightly in both hands and glancing around to make sure he’d have the room he’d need to use it.



The revenant stumbled over a tree root, which would have been the perfect opening had Damon not already been midway into an attack. The head of his axe missed the monster’s neck, only clipping off a few strands of brittle, blood-matted hair.



He jumped backward as quickly as he could, bringing his weapon back up to bear. Another snap in the trees to his left announced the arrival of a second revenant. Three more approached from the right. He’d stumbled into a mob of them without realizing it, and he didn’t even have his sword on his belt.



Damon retreated deeper into the trees, trying to orient himself so all of the shambling monsters were coming at him in the same direction. He fought his own rising panic as much as the revenants, suddenly so annoyed at himself for not taking more precautions before hiking out on his own.



He took one down with a heavy chop from the axe, splitting its skull into two mutilated halves. The weapon was unfamiliar to him and not suited for the type of defense he needed, and he was still pulling it free as the other revenants closed the distance and grabbed at him.



He let out a shout, fighting with his elbows and the butt of the axe to push them back. He swung again, missed, reversed with the blunt end of the axe’s head, scoring a hit but nothing fatal. The press of the revenants was too much for him to fight, and it was all he could do to desperately shift and dodge away from their snapping teeth.



There was a sudden whoosh like the sound of a forge fire primed by the bellows. Every single one of the revenants collapsed in a burst of ash and flames. Damon gasped in surprise, sucking in smoke and unpleasant tasting grit. The back of his right hand and his wrist blistered with pain, but he was otherwise unharmed.



Malon stood amidst the trees in the direction of the tower, her eyes blazing with crimson, power shimmering and creating tiny distortions around her. One arm was extended, but her stance was comfortable, as though for her to wield that much power was basic and natural.



Sweaty and still reeling from fear and adrenaline, Damon felt his reverie break, punctured by the sight of the revenants and his aesta. The encounter had once again forced him to see the world as it was, rather than as he wanted it to be. A sudden, unexpected anger roiled through his chest, too justified for him to deny.



“I almost managed it, at least for a while,” he said. “I almost had myself thinking I was back home and that everything still made sense.”



“They don’t usually come this close to the clearing.” Malon lowered her arm, eyes turning back to their usual green. “I’ll search the area, see if I can cull any that have gathered around—”



“Do you really think that would change anything?” Damon shook his head, smiling bitterly. “Coming here… was a mistake. You aren’t blind, aesta, and neither am I. I woke up in this world, and I see it as it is now. Do you expect me to just sit in the tower? To just pretend that all of this destruction and defilement isn’t because of your master?”



Malon flinched and looked away from him. She closed her eyes, as though she’d been expecting this sort of outburst from him and yet still wasn’t quite ready for it.



“It isn’t that simple, solas,” she finally said. “Seffi has made mistakes. Massive, world-altering mistakes. But they’re in the past. She isn’t contributing to the strife.”



“Look around!” he shouted. “How can you say that?”



Damon gestured at the semi-circle of ash around him, still littered with chunks of bone and bits of metal, buttons from clothing or belts.



 “All of the revenants that exist now stem from the few she created on the day we faced down Avarice,” said Malon.



“How is that possible? There couldn’t have been this many back then.”



“They create more through exposure.” Malon walked over to him, her face knotted with complicated emotions. “They can raise the dead if they gather around a grave in enough numbers. It may be… hard for you to believe, solas, but the situation was far worse a year or two ago.”



“Your point being?” he snapped.



“The people in the remaining havens and cities have learned to cremate their dead, or intern them in crypts where the revenants could never reach them,” said Malon. “They are still a plague onto the land, but they’re dying out, slowly and steadily.”



“Is that supposed to absolve her of guilt? I’ve seen the coast. She burned everything, aesta.”



“She did.” Malon nodded slowly. “I was there. I saw how volatile she was, at the time. She acted much like what she was… a teenage girl coming to terms with an unfortunate amount of trauma.”



“How can you make excuses for her? None of it changes anything. She did this to the world!”



“She was thirteen, solas,” said Malon. “What choices did you make when you were thirteen? Did you consider the impact of them? Did you grow and mature in the time that followed?”



He wanted to shout at her, to throw something at the unfairness of the comparison. He’d run off to become a gladiator; he hadn’t murdered thousands of people in a hissy fit. He felt more self-righteous than annoyed, as though she was attempting to steal his sense of good and evil, black and white.



He wondered if Lascivious had somehow forced her to believe what she was saying, or somehow tricked her into aligning with her evil cause. The thought felt like a betrayal of his aesta, a corruption of the trust he had for her. He took a breath, trying to keep calm and rational, if nothing else.



“Please,” she whispered. “Can we just go back to the tower? I’ll make dinner, and we can… please, solas. Just for one more day, can we be here… together?”



She walked up and took his hands into hers, and he let out a tired sigh. The truth was, he wanted it too, another a day of love and intimacy and peace. He wanted it so badly that it made his heart feel exposed.



“What did you… have in mind for dinner?” he asked.



She smiled at him, blinking her eyes, and summoning her composure. “Whatever you want. Whatever you’re in the mood for, I can make.”










CHAPTER 33




 



Damon spent the rest of the afternoon falling into and out of sulking, though he was well aware of how childish it was as a reaction. He stayed in his room, lying across his old bed, trying to make sense of the world that had gotten ahead of him.



On the other hand, Malon went about her chores at the tower as though nothing significant had happened. She set down the fine traveling clothes Kastet had given him back in Silke on his night table, washed and dried and folded. Damon sat up to thank her, but she was already off to whatever needed tending to next.



He let out a long sigh. She was still his aesta, but she was also Lascivious’s crest sorceress. It didn’t seem tenable, but it had been, for so long. There’d been a long period before Seffi had grown old enough to affect the passage of events in which Malon’s crest had just been a novelty, the source of her magic, rather than a mark of unflinching obedience.



He wanted to believe that her circumstances had shifted back to that balance, where she had the freedom to do what she wanted, to be who Damon remembered and loved, rather than Lascivious’s enforcer. He thought of Austine and how hard it had been for him to balance his loyalty to Avarice against their friendship.



  He hoped Austine was still alive. Five years… He’d lost more than just the time.



Damon eventually mastered his morose mood for long enough to decide to sharpen his sword. He took the Remenai blade and carried it underhand, passing by Malon in the common room. They didn’t say anything to one another. He was trying, he really was. He hoped she knew that.



He also took his broken myrblade, though there was little point in setting it to the whetstone. Still, he set it down nearby as he began to sharpen the longsword, as though the noise of the act might stir Myr from her slumber.



It didn’t help his mood to think of how much he missed her, so instead he tried to remember everything about the moment back in Zelkus when he’d punched the tree and somehow pulled from the weapon’s enchantment. Ria’s stunned face was easy to bring to mind. The feeling in his knuckles, his fist, as if he’d seized the cold within his grip.



He really wished he could simply ask Myr for her opinion. It was that aspect of their relationship that felt like the greater loss, her honest advice and earnest companionship. She wasn’t gone for good, however. That frozen tree was proof of her existence, as far as he was concerned. He just needed to find a way to reach her.



Malon came out of the tower as the sun began to set. She came up behind him, gently setting her hands on his shoulders.



“Dinner is ready,” she said.



Damon set his sword back into its sheath. “Alright. I could eat.”



She’d cooked baked potatoes, roasted and cut open and garnished with butter and chives, along with whole sausages and small, fluffy rolls. Damon found his appetite and dug in with enthusiasm, though he still felt his black mood lingering on the edges.



Neither of them said much. It would have been awkward with nearly anyone else, but every time Damon’s gaze shifted toward his aesta, she smiled and it seemed to make the moment feel comfortable and right.



“The potato is really good,” he said.



“I used a lot of butter,” said Malon. “It’s almost like cheating.”



“Where do you even get butter from out here?” he asked. “I can’t imagine that Morotai’s market is still around to barter at.”



He saw Malon and realized how accusatory his words must have sounded.



“No, it’s not,” she said. “I… came back to this area a few days after Seffi unleashed her fire. The town was empty.”



Damon winced. “I’m sure Jonna and Bart and all of the others made it somewhere safe.”



He wasn’t sure of that, not even close, but the only thing admitting that would do was feed into the righteous anger he’d felt before. He thought of Jonna and her family. He thought of Bylia, living with her sister up north in West Copperton. He thought of Keiza, who’d gone from being so suspicious of him to someone she’d genuinely trusted.



Most likely, some, if not all of them, were dead. He wasn’t naïve enough to think otherwise. He shook his head, looking back down at his plate. No, he wasn’t naïve… but here he was, playing pretend with his aesta, acting like nothing was wrong and nothing had changed.



“Solas…” She reached her hand across the table, looking at him as though his thoughts were on full display.



Damon let his fingers settle into hers and gave a loving squeeze. He didn’t have to pretend at loving her, at least.



Malon suddenly tensed, her eyes moving to the window. The last vestiges of sunlight spilled into the clearing from the west, illuminating the silhouette of a misshapen man making his way toward the tower.



“I’ll handle it,” she said. “This won’t take long.”



She stood up, and Damon didn’t stop her as she hurried to the door. He looked at the window again, noticing the odd gait of the figure, along with the shape of his shoulder. This was no revenant, but he recognized the threat, regardless.



“Old Thinker,” he muttered. “What are you doing here?”



Lilian’s words came back to him, the revelation that the Old Thinker was a monster of Famine’s creation. Damon cursed under his breath. Even after the world had ended, the petty conflicts and power struggles between the Forsaken continued on without missing a beat.



He didn’t care about Lascivious or Famine, or even Wrath, wherever she was now. He did care about Malon, and the fact that she’d gone to face this freak alone unsettled him. Damon grabbed his sword and hurried to the door.



He caught up with her just as she’d begun channeling a spell, a fireball the size of a skull which she held over the palm of one outstretched hand. The orange glow of the flames brought out the red of her hair, which lent her an ominous ambience when combined with the crimson blazing in her eyes.



“Aesta!” he shouted. “Be careful! This is—”



“Don’t think so…” rumbled the Old Thinker. “No… I don’t… think.”



Malon let her spell fly, the fireball crossing the distance so quickly that it seemed elongated by the trail of its light. She’d aimed it at the deformed monster’s chest, but it curved at the last instant, veering toward its gaping shoulder mouth instead.



Damon thought it was intentional on her part until he glanced over and saw the surprise in her expression. The Old Thinker made a slurping noise as it ate her spell, in a literal sense, swallowing the flames and essence like a stray bite of food.



“What… is this?” muttered Malon.



“I’ve encountered it before,” said Damon. “Lilian was with me. She said it’s one of Famine’s creations.”



Malon’s eyes widened, and she reached her arm out, holding it in front of him protectively. “Get inside, solas. This monster is far more dangerous than I first realized.”



He drew his sword instead, not about to run and leave her to fight alone. “Can you hold it with your magic?”



“I can…” Malon shot him an irritated scowl but sighed. “Be careful.”



“Trust me, I will.”
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Damon took point, rushing forward to get the Old Thinker’s attention. The monster shifted from foot to foot, never standing completely still. The mouth on its shoulder seemed to pull away from the core, leaning and angling itself with a mind of its own.



“Don’t think… Don’t… No, no…”



“Now!” shouted Damon.



Malon’s spell was a crimson binding around the monster’s ankles, chest, and neck. Damon lunged forward, swinging his sword with both arms, putting his strength into what he hoped would be a killing strike.



The blade bit deep into the monster’s flesh, cutting through its cloak and leaving a gaping wound in its wake. As quickly as the damage had been done, however, it began to heal, with tendrils of new flesh knitting together like little, writhing worms.



The Old Thinker made a groaning noise, and the shoulder mouth began sucking, drinking Malon’s binding spell this time, like a child might slurp their soup. Damon gripped his sword tighter, trying to think of a new approach. He looked toward Malon, and she was bringing her hands together, already preparing another spell.



“I’m putting more power into this one,” she said. “Stand back!”



He nodded, though more because he couldn’t think of a better idea. He watched as Malon conjured a fireball too large and bright for him to look at directly. He placed his trust in her aim and took a few steps back, sword still held at the ready.



The air rippled with heat as she released her blast. There was an earsplitting crack as the flames collided with the monster, fire shooting upward in a pillar that reminded Damon altogether too much of Lascivious’s worldfire. He shielded his eyes, trying to see what, if anything, was left of the Old Thinker in the spell’s aftermath.



Smoke rose from the monster’s body in curling snakes, but as far as Damon could tell, any damage done had been superficial. It seemed larger than it had before, even, a suspicion confirmed as it took a lurching step forward. It was a head and a half taller than him now, somehow fed by Malon’s spell in the same way it had devoured the revenants.



Damon was at a loss for what to do next, and from Malon’s posture, so was she. They both slowly retreated as the monster started forward. The Old Thinker fell to all fours, scampering in a manner that put its shoulder mouth at a more natural orientation.



“My magic isn’t affecting it,” said Malon. “Solas, I—”



She let out a sudden gasp as the Old Thinker made a strange, throaty noise. A tongue longer and thicker than most ropes lashed outward, wrapping around Malon’s ankle and neatly tripping her. Her hands went up to cast a spell, only to immediately slap downward as the tongue began to travel up her body, binding her legs together.



“Aesta!” Damon was in motion, charging toward her, shoulders already turning to angle a strike against the slithering appendage.



He brought his sword down near the base of the tongue, further up from where it held Malon. The tongue dodged by the width of a hair, curling to avoid his slash and then pulling abruptly upward. Malon gasped as she was lifted straight into the air, held aloft by the tongue’s unreal strength.



Damon was dimly aware that he had fought a version of this monster before. Long ago, longer than it even seemed from his perspective, he and Ria had encountered a mouth monster within the kestian, in Famine’s chamber. He searched his recollection, trying to remember if they’d done anything special to defeat it. The one they’d fought back then hadn’t regenerated at such a terrifying speed, which made a wild difference in its effectiveness.



“Solas!” screamed Malon. She was panicking, trying to pull the tongue loose as it slid into compromising positions around her body. Part of it was wedged between her legs, and higher up it cut diagonally between her breasts, tightening and slackening with a disgusting, throbbing rhythm.



Damon cut at it again, this time managing to connect with the edge of his sword. Dark blood oozed out, but the tongue merely shifted away from his sword, the partially severed ends drawing back together and healing as though made of clay.



He shifted tactics, ignoring the monstrous mouth and attacking the old man it was attached to, who seemed confused and a little grumpy and entirely uninvolved in the fight. Damon stabbed him in the stomach, burying half the length of his sword into what would have been a killing blow against any mortal opponent.



“Don’t think so…” muttered the old man. “No… Nope.”



The shoulder mouth writhed sideways, hissing a spray of saliva and fluid Damon’s way. He dodged faster than he ever had in his life, not interested in discovering what that was all about. Malon screamed louder now. They were running out of time.



He’d reached a point of desperation deep enough to make pulling out his broken myrblade feel reasonable. The reach of the jagged sword end was pathetic, and he didn’t feel any power within the weapon in the way he once could. There was no well of potential, no essence of endless cold. It was just a broken nub of a sword.



The old man swung an arm at him with surprising speed, catching Damon in the chest. He flew backward, tumbling head over heels, with each passing glimpse revealing the monster reeling his aesta in by the tongue. He couldn’t watch this, but he seemingly couldn’t do anything to stop it, either.



A voice in the back of his head called him an idiot, which he couldn’t deny, but it was the tone of it which caught him off guard. He blinked, seeing a face like an after-image, like something in between a memory and a daydream. Pale blue skin, dark blue lips, ice blue eyes.



“You idiot!” screamed Myr. “Where do you think the other half of your sword went?”



“What…?” mumbled Damon. “The other half of my…”



It had been inside him. He sat up, staring at his hands. He’d absorbed his myrblade before facing Lascivious, so if it had broken while he’d been trying to stop the worldfire, most of it would have still been suffused into his body.



He groaned, lumbering to his feet, and charged at the Old Thinker, bare handed and furious. Malon was nearly at the point of entrance of the mouth, mere feet away from its razor-sharp teeth. Damon leapt as soon as he came within reach, landing on the monster’s back.



He dug his fingers in, letting his fingernails punch little divots into the disgusting flesh and getting the best grip he possibly could. He turned inward, trying to feel the presence he so often had used to command his myrblade onto himself.



He breathed out and saw a puff of frozen white.



The Old Thinker suddenly went stiff as Damon’s ice magic surged into it, all at once. He had to fling his hands backward almost as soon as he’d begun, realizing he was in danger of freezing far more than he’d intended. Malon and the tower, the lake in the clearing… another second or even a half second of applying his newfound power and they all would have been statues of ice.



The monster shattered into dark-colored shards of crystal as it fell forward onto the grass. Malon was breathing heavily and pulling at the tongue, now frozen, which was still binding and groping her. Damon hurried over and began snapping loose wherever he could find leverage.



“What did you do?” she whispered. “Your myrblade… was that it, or was that you?”



“Both,” he said. He set a hand on his heart and tried to listen for Myr’s voice again. Knowing that she was still with him was, in some ways, more comforting than having access to the weapon’s enchantment. He’d missed her so, so very much.



He helped Malon to her feet, and she pulled him into a tight hug. Damon brushed hair back from her face, feeling himself grinning as he stared into her eyes. They kissed, and he felt his heart shift from pounding with adrenaline to pounding for other, more interesting reasons.



A slow clap began from just beyond the tree line. Damon stiffened, immediately reaching for his sword, but he’d set it down across the grass when he’d committed to his bare-handed charge. He held Malon instead, who set a reassuring hand on his chest.



“Nicely done!” called a feminine voice. “I was worried I might have to step in, for a moment.”



A pulse of crimson light revealed a woman’s silhouette, and Damon knew who he was dealing with even before she’d strode out into the open.



Lascivious had finally made her appearance.
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“Solas…” whispered Malon. Her voice was as much a plea as a warning, and she still had her hand on his chest, as though ready to hold him back if she had to.



It was justified. Damon knew himself well enough to half-expect that same reaction, anger and frustration and a self-righteous need to finish what he’d started. Except, as Lascivious strode forward and came more clearly into view, he realized just what it was that his aesta had meant.



Lascivious, Seffi, was five years older than she’d been when he last saw her, and those five years had brought about a significant change in her appearance. She was, without a doubt, the most alluring woman Damon had ever seen in person.



She wore a tight black gown with a long red cape, the cut low enough to expose much of her chest, the waist tight enough to emphasize the fullness of her hips. Her face was beautiful, with brilliant eyes that seemed a natural red in color, and faint flecks of glitter, gemdust, across her cheeks. Her hair was braided, just like Malon’s, dark brown in the place of red.



And yet, she still looked like Seffi, like that shy little girl who hadn’t even registered as a possible candidate for Lascivious when Damon had first met her. Her posture was ever so slightly reduced and sunken, as though she was trying to hide in plain sight for reasons unknown. She seemed flustered as she met his gaze, as though she was trying to power through the awkwardness of it and failing.



She didn’t radiate danger. She did remind him slightly of Wrath, but focused differently. Whereas Wrath’s essence lay in her physical power, Lascivious’s was… more in her chest and hips.



Perhaps she did radiate danger, though of a very different sort.



Damon realized absently that he was gawking at her, mouth open and possibly drooling slightly. The strangest thing was how she seemed subdued under his gaze, as though she was twice as aware and affected by his presence as he was by hers.



“Lascivious,” he said. “Seffi. Hello.”



He wasn’t about to let his guard down completely. With that said, as he watched Lascivious—the most powerful of the Forsaken, herald of desolation across Veridan’s Curve—attempt to stammer out a greeting, it was hard to feel all that intimidated.



“D… Damon Al-Kendras,” she finally managed. “You’re alive.”



“Alive and well,” he said. “No thanks to you.”



There was more anger in his voice than he’d expected, with a touch of contempt sneaking into the fore. No, he wasn’t completely sold on this face of Lascivious. He remembered how she’d been in Veridas Keep, her fury and arrogance. She could simply be acting.



“We should sit down,” said Malon, stepping forward to hold a hand out to them both. “We can talk within the tower. I’ll make us some tea.”



“It’s a tempting offer, but I don’t trust that easily,” he said. “Why are you acting like this? I’ve seen what you’re capable of. I all but died to stop you!”



He fell into a fighting stance, reaching within himself for Myr’s power. If he could hit her hard, if he could freeze her before she reacted, maybe…



Lascivious stared at the ground, her face flushed red with embarrassment, or perhaps shame.



“It isn’t that simple, solas,” said Malon. “Please! Look at her. She isn’t the same as she was on that night.”



“What’s that supposed to mean?” he snapped. “It’s been five years. She’s probably regained even more of herself, since then.”



“It’s not…” Seffi stuttered and swore under her breath. “It isn’t… I mean… Not everything I remember makes me… better.”



“What?”



“It isn’t an additive process,” explained Malon. “Do all of your memories serve a practical purpose? Do some of them hinder, more than help, or cause you to doubt yourself, in some cases justifiably? Extend that out across a hundred, a thousand lifetimes.”



Lascivious glared at him, but the expression still didn’t radiate violence. It was emotional, angry, but also vulnerable in that wrong, ugly sort of way. He remembered seeing that look once before.



It was the look Clara had given him that night outside Kastet’s chamber when she’d spoken of her memory of being raped. Her lack of memory, more accurately, the fear she had ahead of eventually remembering that terrible experience, her inability to run from or ever escape her past.



Damon felt a pang of sympathy for Lascivious, Seffi. But it passed, as he thought more of Clara, remembering the horrible, gaping wound Lascivious had inflicted upon her, and how she’d begged him to kill her with his own hands.



“No!” he shouted. “Whatever excuses you have don’t change a thing about what you did… Or what you might do now.”



He surged forward, rushing at her, not even thinking about how he’d attack in his fury and haste. There was a flash of crimson. Malon, not Lascivious. Damon felt a tug against his ankles and was suddenly flat on his face on the grass, ankles bound by a spell.



“I told you he wouldn’t listen!” cried Lascivious. “Aesta, I… There’s no other choice!”



“Seta!” snapped Malon.



Damon heard the sound of a slap, coupled with a surprised, feminine gasp. He rolled onto his side, taking it all in. The red mark on Lascivious’s face. Malon’s refusal to let him attack her. Seta, and aesta, and so much more he’d missed in those five stolen years.



He didn’t move as Malon sat down next to him. She gingerly lifted his head and pulled it into her lap, stroking his forehead with that tenderness he’d always found so soothing.



“Solas,” she whispered. “What you’re feeling is warranted, but it isn’t helpful right now. Look at the world. Does this sort of world truly need another fight? Please… I just got you back! I can’t lose you now. I simply can’t.”



Lascivious had sat down too, but she faced away from them, hand still rubbing the sore spot on her face. Damon looked up into Malon’s face, feeling her thighs underneath his head, sensing the truth in her words.



“You have a good heart,” she whispered. “I know you’re sincere in your actions. I love you so much for that, and I know how anticlimactic and wrong this must feel to you. But you must hear me and believe me when I tell you that she’s doing her best… That I’ve done my best… with what we ended up with.”



“Who are you trying to convince?” he asked. “Would Ria believe any of this? What about Vel?”



“I’m speaking with you, not Ria, not Vel,” she said. “I’m speaking with you, solas… and it strains my heart that you won’t listen.”



She leaned her head forward, her braid pulling loose and tickling Damon’s neck and shoulder. He heard footsteps, Lascivious standing and drawing closer. He sat up and tried to ready himself for a fight, if needed.



“Aesta,” said Lascivious. “Should I… go?”



“We’ll both go,” said Malon. “I think… it might be best for solas to have some time to rest and think on his own.”



Damon was in too stubborn a mood to summon an objection. He rose to his feet, folding his arms and not looking at Malon or Lascivious. He was supposed to be fighting, saving her from her crest contract and the world from evil. Good and evil, black and white. Why did it have to be more complicated than that?



“I’ll be back tomorrow, in the evening.” Malon pulled him into a hug from behind, nestling her face against his shoulder. “Promise me you’ll stay until then?”



He took a breath and slowly nodded his head. “I promise.”



She squeezed him tight, rose on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek, and slowly pulled away.



“I love you, solas,” she said.



“I love you, too.”



He watched Malon and Lascivious float up into the sky in a bubble of crimson. Beyond them, he could see Veridas Keep, radiating light like a red star against the night. It seemed so much lesser than it had mere minutes earlier, almost benign.



“You did the right thing, even if it doesn’t feel that way,” whispered Myr.



Her voice seemed to come from just behind him, soft words against his neck and ear.



“Myr,” he said. “Is that really you, or have I just lost my mind?”



“Hey!” she said. “That’s mean.”



He laughed, having his answer. He pulled his arms tighter across his body, picturing Myr and feeling so relieved to have her back, even if it was just as a voice in his head.



“I know why you’re so frustrated,” she said.



“You do? Why’s that?”



“It isn’t fair,” she replied. “You’ve lost so much… suffered so much… and you can’t even strike back at the one responsible, because in some ways, it’s not even her fault.”



“I still blame her, but…” He shrugged. “It’s simply the nature of the Forsaken. Lascivious is bound to her fate, her memories, her volatile power, in the same way that aesta is bound to her crest contract. The same way I’m bound to you now, I suppose.”



“Exactly!” said Myr. “That’s why you need my help.”



“What?”



“I remembered something that changes everything,” she whispered.



He shook his head, blinking and listening intently. “What are you saying? I don’t understand.”



“Damon,” whispered Myr. “Would you bring me to the edge of the world if I asked you to?”



He felt a smile creep onto his face as he slowly nodded.



 



 



THE END
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