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CHAPTER 1




 



Vel liked to think that once, long ago, she’d enjoyed being within forests. It wasn’t true, of course, but she’d certainly hated them in the time before the end of the world for different reasons. The mosquitos, the mud, the branches and brambles tearing at her dresses… they’d all seemed like such pressing impositions.



Her fingers tightened around the handle of her lantern as she pushed through a curtain of vines and leaves. It was the middle of the night, and the wavering glow given off by her light felt woefully inadequate for its intended purpose. Every snap of twig in the distance set her to squinting into the darkness. Every flutter of wind made the forest move with apparent hostility, branches swaying toward her like grasping arms.



“Lilian,” she whispered. “I’ve told you before that I can hardly see in sections like this.”



There was no reply, and Vel felt a surge of annoyance that bordered on pettiness toward her friend. It was more a product of the situation than a fact. No one had forced her to leave Silke and journey across the ruined countryside. She’d chosen this for herself.



“Lilian!” she hissed, stomping her foot against the dirt.



A hand clamped down on her shoulder and she spun around, nearly smashing her lantern against a tree in surprise. She took a breath, recognizing Lilian’s dark eyes and letting go of a portion of her tension.



“Someone’s feeling antsy.” Lilian flashed a wide smile, nearly baring her fangs, and gently massaged her fingers into Vel’s shoulder. “Do you want to stop for a bit? Recollect ourselves?”



“I don’t need to stop,” said Vel, prickling with frustration. “I just… You go so far ahead. I can’t navigate this terrain as easily as you can. This lantern barely gives off any light!”



“That’s the point,” said Lilian. “The last thing we’d wish to do out here is… well,
 you know
 . Give ourselves away.”



The threat of the revenants never went away completely, regardless of where they were or how they traveled. They traveled by night, for Lilian’s sake. She did the scouting, assessing potential paths forward before coming back to lead Vel, a workable, if slightly condescending arrangement.



“How far are we?” whispered Vel.



Lilian glanced around the surrounding trees. “You would know better than I. We’re in the Malagantyan. Assuming we don’t encounter any surprises, I would think we’d arrive tonight or possibly tomorrow.”



Vel pursed her lips, taking a closer look at the trees, what little of them she could see by the light of her meager lantern. The area could have looked familiar, she supposed, but it had been years since she’d been back to the farmstead. Would she recognize it by daylight, let alone by dark?



“What happens if we’re too late?” whispered Vel. “What if my aesta already—”



A branch snapped in the forest to their left. One of Vel’s least favorite sounds in the world, immediately followed by another as a low, hungry moan gurgled out from the darkness. There was a sudden flood of noise and movement, and it felt as though the night itself was closing in on them, with its desecrated servants of death and evil.



“Get behind me!” hissed Lilian. “Remember what we talked about.”



“I’m ready!” Vel hefted the crossbow loose from her shoulder and began cranking back a bolt.



She’d gotten a fair bit of new practice with the weapon throughout their journey, but it wasn’t a skill that she took pride in. She couldn’t help but see the faces of the revenants she killed, regardless of how ruined they were. She saw their eyes, the space which their souls had once filled, the lives of the people they’d once been.



Lilian guided her to an open space within the trees before moving a few steps to her side. They’d had a few scares with Vel misidentifying targets in the dark, though, thankfully, none had led to injury. Now, they always fought either side by side, within view of one another, or back-to-back.



She locked her eyes on a lumbering shape as one of the revenants crashed forward through a thorny bush. The crossbow bucked against her shoulder as she released the first bolt. Her aim was true, and the revenant sank to the ground with a good few inches of hardwood poking out from its forehead.



She had to place her trust in Lilian to cover her as she sank down and hurriedly began cranking another bolt into place. Lilian was as much a monster to the revenants as the revenants were to her. Vel barely saw how she worked her violence in the dark, moving with unreal speed, crushing skulls with punishing kicks and outright severing heads with ruthless claw strikes.



“Look out!” Lilian shouted and threw herself into Vel. They fell in a tangle of limbs.



Vel took care to keep the crossbow pointed at the ground in case it went off in the fray.



One of the revenants had attacked from an unexpected angle. As often seemed to be the case, that one surprising interruption left the other monsters with an opening. Vel sat up and readied her weapon, overtaken by a sinking sense of dread as she realized there were now more targets to choose from than she would have liked.



“Leandra’s bush!” hissed Lilian. “We’re running. We can’t take this fight!”



She tried to push Vel into motion, but one of the revenants tackled her. Lilian went down, wrestling the monster back and baring her fangs in a hideous expression of her own. If the revenants had a sense of fear, it might have counted for something. Vel felt as though she was terrified enough for everyone present, alive or dead.



It happened so quickly that even if she’d been readying her aim, her bolt wouldn’t have traveled fast enough to make a difference. A spurt of blood came gushing out from the revenant’s neck as its head fell sideways from its body, dangling by a mere flap of skin.



A swordsman stood over Vel and Lilian, features shadowed in the dark, but his weapon unique enough to be clearly recognizable. The sword’s edge was made of ice, a small, eccentric detail which brought Vel so much relief that she nearly burst into tears.



 



***



 



Damon stared at the faces of Vel and Lilian, the former terrified, the latter bloody and snarling, and almost couldn’t believe it. The
 almost
 came from the presence of the revenants, which made it hard to indulge in his own sense of surprise.



He’d taken to treating his broken myrblade like the weapon he wanted it to be, rather than the weapon it was. The upper two-thirds of the blade was pure ice, harder and sharper than it would be if frozen naturally, but still prone to snapping at unfortunate times.



He stabbed another revenant, slamming the open palm of his free hand into its chest to clear it from the weapon afterward. Three more were bearing down on Vel and Lilian, and he felt his heart pounding out a crescendo of emotion as he glanced by them again. He slashed with his myrblade, felt the blade slice clean through the neck of the first before shattering against the skull of the second, and switched tactics.



Myr, along with her enchantment, were a part of him now. He could do things with his hands that he’d only ever dreamed of doing with the sword itself. The remaining revenant let out an aggressive hiss and tried to snap its jaws at him. Damon dodged, set a hand on its shoulder, and with a directed force of will, froze the monster solid.



He exhaled through his nose, the twin trails of ice-cold smoke tickling his upper lip. For a few seconds, the only sound on the air was of Vel and Lilian catching their breath, both brimming with fear and adrenaline.



He couldn’t keep himself from chuckling with relief.



“It’s not funny!” said Vel. “Why would you laugh at finding us in danger?”



“Because I’ve missed you,” he said, still grinning as he pulled her into a tight hug. “And I spent a good half hour tonight plotting about how to convince you to do what you apparently had a mind to do yourself.”



He held her by the shoulders, staring into her face. Her blonde hair was a frame around the edges, and he could see the light from her lantern reflected in her deep green eyes. She wore a green and black tunic, with a gray cloak that clasped around her neck with an emerald brooch.



He kissed her on the lips, stealing the moment for himself. He felt Vel press into him, free and uncaring, so different from how she would have once reacted to his affection in the open, in front of Lilian. He even snuck a bit of tongue, but she was still Vel, and gently pressed a hand to his chest before he could do anything too over the line.



“Well, it would seem as though you’re back to playing the role of the hero,” said Lilian. She leaned as she spoke, whispering the words into his ear, standing closer than she needed.



“With so many defenseless damsels wandering aimlessly through my backyard, it’s hard not to be,” he said. “The Malagantyan has grown more dangerous over the past few years.”



“Your backyard?” asked Vel. “You’re camped nearby, then?”



“In a manner of speaking.” He was still holding her hand, and he took Lilian’s as well, leading them both along. “Come on. I’ve got something to show you.”










CHAPTER 2




 



The first-floor windows of the tower glowed with a healthy orange light. Damon hadn’t bothered to put out the fire in the hearth when he’d heard the disturbance in the forest. He stopped as they stepped into the clearing, savoring Vel’s reaction as she stared at their rebuilt home in disbelief.



“…What?” Vel shook her head, gaping and pointing at the looming structure as though she was the only one who could see it. “Am I dreaming, or is that…?”



“You’re awake,” said Damon. “Come on. Let’s—”



Vel took off toward the tower at a sprint. Damon shot a glance at Lilian, who seemed to share in his amusement.



“She told me a fair bit about the farmstead, and the tower,” said Lilian. “I was under the impression that it was destroyed.”



“It was,” said Damon. “Destroyed, and then meticulously rebuilt.”



He wondered if Vel’s elation would wane once he explained just who it was who’d gone through the effort, and how she’d no doubt be returning sometime within the next few days. That was a conversation for later, however.



“Is it safe here?” asked Lilian. “We went through the gauntlet on our journey. I was beginning to doubt whether we’d make it much farther, let alone track you down.”



“It’s safe.” He put an arm around her waist, and they started walking to catch up with Vel. “What possessed the two of you to set out into the wild?”



“You’re the one who told me to seek out Vel and Kastet in Silke, remember?” said Lilian. “It just so happens that once I did, Vel had been dreamspelling to Ria, who’d expressed some concerns about how you might be putting yourself into harm’s way. We didn’t know that you’d regained your sword’s enchantment.”



“We’ll talk about that later,” he said. “I think the two of you are overdue for some relaxation.”



He squeezed her against him, finding it hard to keep from staring at her dark eyes and pale violet face. She still had blood on her, bits of dried red along her neck and nestled within the full cleavage visible between the folds of her tunic. On anyone else it would have been ghastly, but somehow it suited her just fine.



Vel was running through the tower when Damon and Lilian reached it, throwing open doors, alternating between gasping and giggling. Damon had only seen her like this once before, back when they’d been children and Malon had surprised her with a pair of new dresses in her size.



“I appreciate your enthusiasm, Vel, but maybe sit down and take a breath or two?” he suggested.



“My old room!” cried Vel. “My old bed!”



She threw herself onto her mattress and started rolling from side to side. She’d already ditched her crossbow and traveling pack, leaving a trail of tiny messes in her wake that was so predictably Vel that it made Damon nostalgic.



“Is she having some kind of seizure?” asked Lilian.



“Throw a pillow at her,” suggested Damon. “Might snap her out of it.”



Lilian took his advice in earnest, grabbing a pillow and hopping on the bed next to Vel to swat her with it. Damon was about to join in and see if he could wrestle one or both into submission when they finally returned to the moment, catching their breath and moving to the common room.



“I can’t believe it,” whispered Vel. “How is this here?”



“It’s a long story,” he said. “Why don’t we all sit down and talk for a bit? I have just as many questions for the two of you. Dinner is over the fire, as well. I already ate, but there’s plenty to spare.”



He grabbed the pot he’d left warming against the edge of the hearth and brought it over. Nothing special, beef stew with some of the ingredients his aesta had left in the pantry supplemented by fresh herbs he’d gathered earlier that morning.



The last time he’d seen Malon had been just after his encounter with Lascivious earlier in the week. She’d returned the day after, though it had just been a passing visit to drop off a few essentials — food and wine, mostly.



“That smells incredible!” said Vel. “Oh, Damon. I don’t know if you understand how warm of a welcome this represents after being in the wilderness for so long.”



“Oh, trust me, I understand,” he said, ladling her a bowl. “What possessed you to undertake this journey in the first place? I seem to recall trying to convince you to come along with me back in Silke, to no avail.”



Vel and Lilian exchanged a glance.



“Lil went looking for me,” said Vel. “I was surprised, to say the least, but beyond happy to have her back. We went to Kastet after she arrived in the city, and… well, she was welcoming, in her own subdued sort of way. I suppose we did manage to put a lot of our old issues behind us, but…”



“Kastet could only do so much,” said Lilian, with a sigh. “It was clear enough that I couldn’t stay in Silke, not as I am.”



Damon nodded slowly. He reached a hand across the table, letting his fingers rest intimately on Lilian’s knuckles.



“I was also dreamspelling to Ria at the time,” said Vel. “This was after you and she had your reunion. She was worried about your plan to seek out aesta, but she was also overloaded with her own responsibilities. I told Lilian, and she resolved to set off looking for you. I just felt like… it was unfair to let her go alone.”



“She was worried I’d steal you for myself,” said Lilian with a smile.



“Lilian!”



“I’m joking, Vel,” she replied. “Mostly.”



“So, the two of you set out on your own,” said Damon. “Traveling… mostly just at night, I’m assuming?”



He shook his head, frowning as he imagined how dangerous their travels must have been.



“We were careful,” said Vel. “Well, as careful as we could be.”



“I tried to talk her out of it, but you know how stubborn she can be,” said Lilian.



“All too well.” Damon helped himself to another bowl of the leftover stew. He eyed Lilian, proffering the ladle in her direction, but she gave a small shake of her head. He wanted to ask her if she might perhaps be hungry for something else, but that question seemed better suited for after dinner.



“Your turn,” said Vel. “You saved us with your myrblade. How did you restore its power?”



He smiled and leaned back in his chair. “I didn’t restore it. Half of it is still stuck in my body, and it seems as though it’s the half with the enchantment.”



“Can you do everything that you once could?” Lilian’s dark eyes locked onto him with interest, and he understood why. Damon had once reached a level of power with his myrblade that bordered on matching some of the Forsaken.



“Not everything,” he said. “I’d say I’m about half as strong as I was at my peak. I’m not sure if it’s due to a loss of skill on my part, a loss of raw power from the breaking of the sword, or simply just the fact that it’s not winter anymore.”



“A bit of both, if I had to guess,” whispered Myr.



Damon grinned and let his thumb ply across the pommel of his myrblade. Having Myr back had been an indescribable buoy to his mood, especially across the past few days when he’d been otherwise alone at the tower. Her voice was as disassociated and ethereal as ever, though it seemed to sound more from over one shoulder now, rather than emanating from the sword itself.



“There hasn’t been a winter for years now,” muttered Vel.



“Well, it’s not as though I planned on waiting around for it to start snowing, anyway,” he said.



He saw the way both Lilian and Vel perked up at his phrasing. It was too soon to tell them everything just yet. He and Myr had been deep in discussion over the past few days about what their next move would be, about how to save the world from itself, no less. He hadn’t shared the contents of those discussions with Malon, not yet, not until he could present them in a manner that sounding more convincing than insane.



“We have wine,” he said, shifting the conversation forward. “There’s also some extra clean clothing of aesta’s in the closet if the two of you want to freshen up a bit.”



He hurried to the kitchen, grabbing a bottle and cups and pouring them each a glass. Vel and Lilian took enthusiastic sips, each letting out a matching sigh of contentment.



“True Divine, it’s good to be home,” muttered Vel.



“It’s good to be indoors,” said Lilian. “It’s good to know that I can go to sleep tonight without having to dig a hole to hide from the sun in.”



Damon blinked. “Do you… actually dig holes to hide in when the sun comes out?”



“No!” She glared and took another sip. “Well… not often. I can usually find caves or set up my tent in the shadow of a tree, or… a cliff.”



It was hard to tell against the surreal color of her skin, but Damon suspected that Lilian was blushing.



 “It was a hard journey for both of us,” offered Vel. “It just feels so comforting to have solid walls and soft beds on our side again. Not to mention wine… Where did you get this, anyway?”



Damon met her gaze for a moment before giving her the honest answer. “From aesta. She brought it on her last visit.”



Both Vel and Lilian had a sharp reaction to his words. They glanced at each other, as though he’d just displayed or proven some unspoken point. In essence, he understood where they were coming from. Malon was still the Red Sorceress in their minds. They hadn’t seen her or spoken to her the way he had. They didn’t trust her.



“I’m not surprised to hear that you’ve met with her,” said Vel. “I hope you aren’t surprised to know that it worries me, Damon.”



She looked around the tower of which she’d so recently been singing the praises, apparently seeing it in a new light.



“Things aren’t as simple as they seem,” he said. “In the same way that I was once an outlaw to the masses, aesta has been painted to be someone she’s not. Lascivious too, at least to a certain extent.”



“Lascivious… destroyed the world,” said Lilian. “You can’t hand wave that fact away.”



“I’m not hand waving anything away,” said Damon. “I spoke with her. She’s not unstable, not like she was back then. She bears a responsibility for what she did which she can never atone for. I don’t deny any of that, it’s just…”



It was so hard to explain to them the conclusion to which he’d come, especially because it was so closely tied to what needed to happen next. The problem wasn’t Lascivious now any more than it had been Avarice five years ago, or Wrath during The Great War against Merinia.



The problem was what lay behind their power.










CHAPTER 3




 



Damon didn’t push the conversation further than it needed to go, sensing it might be best for Vel and Lilian to form their own opinion on Malon. In truth, he wasn’t entirely sure himself of how he felt, not just toward his aesta, but Lascivious. It was so easy to see how his own judgment might be compromised, how he could be drawing conclusions based on what his heart wanted, distorted through the silkscreen of loyalty and love.



He found a bag of dried cherries that Malon had dropped off along with the other foodstuffs and held them up like a purse of gold coins as he came back into the common room. Vel made a face he hadn’t seen in at least five years, all pouty lips and begging eyes.



“Damon,” she said, in almost a whimper. “Have I ever told you how much I love those?”



He almost admitted that Malon might have brought them for that very reason, but they were past talking about their aesta, for now.



“Here,” he said. “I don’t mind sharing.”



He pinched a big one between two fingers. Vel stuck out her hand, but he shook his head.



“Open your mouth,” he said. “I have good aim.”



She grinned, and in a shocking display of trust, opened her mouth wide and stuck out her tongue. Damon flicked the cherry at the rather inviting target. It bounced off one of her eyelids and she almost fell out of her chair in her rush to catch it, much to everyone’s amusement.



“My turn,” said Lilian.



She assumed the same posture, though her tongue was long and exotic in a manner that made her open mouth look far more sexual than cute. Damon took careful aim, rolling the cherry between his fingertips to gauge the weight, and took his throw.



The dried fruit soared across the common room in a valiant arc, falling just short of Lilian’s face and instead landing neatly in her cleavage. Damon burst out in laughter and waved a hand at her as she went to pick it out.



“Allow me.” He grabbed her by the shoulders and prepared to recover it by burying his face into her wonderful mounds.



Vel was suddenly pushing him in the arm, ostensibly to steal the bag of candied fruit, but she was also wise to his ways.



At some point in the fray, she ended up on his lap in one of the common room chairs, having successfully captured her prize, but now at the mercy of his pinches and tickles. She stuffed a handful of the cherries into her mouth, cheeks bulging out childishly like a chipmunk.



“Those are more sugar than they are fruit,” said Damon. “You’re going to end up as chubby as Kastet if you eat so many.”



“I, mmm, haven’t eaten that, mmm…”



Damon flittered his fingers under her arm pits, and Vel squealed out her nose, only keeping her mouth shut by force of will. She wriggled in his crotch and leaned her head back, flooding Damon’s experience with her scent. Still sweaty and musky from traveling, but in that awesome, feminine way.



“Well then,” said Lilian. “I suppose I’ll leave the two of you to your… affections. Safe to assume that the lake is suitable for bathing, Damon?”



He saw Lilian’s smile and realized he had the entirety of one of Vel’s breasts cupped in his hand. The mental image of Lilian stripping naked and lowering herself into the water made it hard to remember what he’d been about.



“Yeah,” he said. “I can show you, uh, the path down there, if you’d like.”



Lilian had been on the road for just as long as Vel had, and with different needs. No doubt she was tired, in need of a bath, in need of, perhaps, some blood. Damon felt himself getting hard as he remembered the pleasure of her bite, a fact which was encouraged by the continued presence of Vel’s soft butt in his lap.



“I’ll go down with her,” said Vel. “I need to clean up just as much as she does. You can wait for us here, Damon.”



He swallowed his disappointment, trying and failing to think of a reasonable objection that might get him into the lake with one or both of them. Vel was already grabbing towel cloths and lighting a lantern, and within a minute, Damon was watching them walk side by side, hips swaying in that subtle, wonderful way.



“Someone should guard the lake and, um, watch for revenants,” he said, long after they were already out of earshot. It was a stretch. The revenants, for whatever reason, seemed allergic to the clearing around the farmstead. The monsters hadn’t veered past the trees in all Damon’s time back at the tower.



He waited under the press of a surge of aimless energy. He cleared the table and cleaned Vel and Lilian’s bowls. He changed into a more comfortable pair of slacks and a soft night shirt. He poured more wine for himself, sitting and trying not to get too excited as he considered what else the night would hold.



It brought back memories, and not just of his time at the tower. During his days as a gladiator, he’d once kissed a young woman before a performance and had her waiting for him to bring her to his room at a nearby inn immediately after. He’d been so turned on by the simple anticipation of the moment that he’d almost shamed himself with the visibility of his arousal on stage.



He took a long sip of the wine, sitting with his legs wide open and angled toward the door, cocky twice over. Vel and Lilian were both wearing no more than their towel cloths when they finally came back, loudly and drunkenly teasing one another as they came into the common room.



“You didn’t dry off enough, Lil!” said Vel. “You’re dripping water on the floor.”



“Hmm,” said Lilian. “You might be right.”



She undid the fold of her towel and slowly pulled it open, facing away from Damon, but watching over her shoulder in an obvious, teasing manner. The curve of her butt was full and taut, leading into thick, muscular thighs. Damon leaned back in his chair, feeling his cock straining against the confines of his pants.



“Lilian,” he said. “I think the two of us should talk in my room.”



She spun around, making a half-hearted attempt at covering her breasts with the towel. One dark nipple poked out obviously, the full breast it was attached to stubbornly refusing to stay within the cloth.



“Oh?” said Lilian, with a smile. “I was feeling a tad peckish. Do you mind, Damon?”



The question wasn’t really for him, even though it was directed his way. Damon looked at Vel, who was already pouting like the odd one out.



“I think Velanor should join the discussion,” he said.



He saw her blush and immediately bring a hand to her neck. Lilian had doubtless been feeding off her throughout their journey across the Crimson Wastes. If nothing else, the two of them had become close friends, the type of friends who perhaps shared freely amongst each other.



“I don’t know…” said Vel. “I mean, I’m not sure if I’d be… comfortable.”



“Vel.” Lilian took her hand, lacing their fingers together. “Think about it, at least. It might be fun to see Damon do his very best to handle us both.”



“I think it would be more than just fun,” said Damon.



He felt an incredible sense of triumph as a smile crept across Vel’s face and she gave a slow nod.



“I suppose it would be rude of me to leave the two of you to, um, have your
 discussion
 alone,” she said. “Let’s see where things lead.”



Damon stood up, snatching the half full bottle of wine and waving to them both to follow. Still holding hands, Vel and Lilian walked behind him into his room. He shut the door, aware of the outside possibility of Malon showing up unexpectedly. The thought only fed into his excitement, and he took a sip of the wine to steady his pounding heart.










CHAPTER 4




 



There was a silent moment within Damon’s bedchamber as the tension approached its bursting point. He could sense how nervous Vel was, and Lilian, too. He could sense the collective maelstrom of emotions, the sensitivities exposed by two close friends suddenly being thrust into a situation where they were sharing both the man they loved and each other’s intimacy.



“Come here.” He took Vel’s hand and pulled her to him.



She was blinking a lot, looking as though she wanted to say something,
 do
 something, but couldn’t decide what. He kissed her twice, a soft peck followed by a more passionate locking of lips.



“I fed off Vel the night before last,” said Lilian, clearing her throat. “So, if you don’t mind, Damon…”



“Not at all.” He held out his other arm, pulling Lilian into a matching embrace on the other side. “Let’s do it on the bed.”



Vel kissed him again, greedy for his attention. Damon slid his hand down to grope her butt, turning to make out with Lilian for a few hot seconds before taking small steps back toward his bed. He was still exploring the moment and felt as though he was treating them like wild animals, liable to be scared off by the quick or the unexpected.



He sat down on the bed, pulling them both to stretch out along with him. His bed wasn’t so huge, and the sensation of Vel and Lilian inching over to get comfortable on either side of him, pressing their bodies against his atop the quilt, was incredible.



They were both still only wearing their towels, a problem easily solved. Damon took hold of Vel’s, watching as she blushed and rolled her eyes as though she wasn’t as eager for what came next as he was. Lilian pulled at his clothing as he turned his attention toward her, getting his shirt up and over his head.



“Should we take his pants off, too, Vel?” she asked.



“It seems as though it would only be fair.” Vel ran her finger along Damon’s bulge. “We’re both already naked.”



“Naked and incredibly sexy,” said Damon. “True Divine. I’m so glad I found you both tonight.”



“You didn’t just find us,” whispered Lilian. “You found us and saved us.”



“And got us drunk,” said Vel, giggling.



“And fed us.” Lilian nuzzled her lips against his neck.



Damon gripped the inside of her thigh. Vel pulled his pants down, and he felt her soft hand close around his cock as it came loose.



He nodded to Lilian, letting her begin the process of licking him and lining up her fangs. He looked at Vel, feeling oddly self-conscious as she played with his tool and watched his expression shift into the depths of pleasure.



Lilian’s fangs sank in. Damon’s eyes fluttered, and his toes curled. Vel kissed him on the cheek and the side of the mouth, letting her hand pump faster. Dangerously fast. He tapped a hand on her wrist, urging her to slow down. He didn’t doubt he could muster the stamina for multiple performances that night, but it felt like a waste of his seed to come so early.



Lilian let out a soft mewling noise, still licking up the last few drops of Damon’s blood. The edge of his vision pulsed and pounded with pleasure. He slid his hand further up Lilian’s thigh, intent on going on the attack. She let out a small moan as he pushed a finger into her sticky womanhood.



Vel started nibbling on his earlobe in a fashion that reminded him of how a little girl might flick a similar spot with her finger to get someone’s attention. He found her with his other hand and soon enough, he was a knuckle deep in each of their tight channels.



“Oh…” moaned Vel.



“Ah… ah…” Lilian’s noises were low and rhythmic.



Damon curled his fingers, marveling at how their hips seemed to flex upward in unison. He went slow, patiently heating them both up and ignoring his own needs for the moment. Lilian and Vel were both rubbing his stomach, hands occasionally slipping lower to briefly caress his manhood.



He was curious as to which of them would come first. The answer surprised him, though perhaps shouldn’t have. Lilian’s breathing went wild, and she dug the tips of her claws into Damon’s thigh, whimpering as the pleasure overwhelmed her, still primed by the high of his blood.



“Lil?” whispered Vel, in a strangely surprised voice. “Did you just…?”



Damon cut her off with a series of kisses, rolling to give her his complete focus while Lilian was still recovering. Her blonde hair was spread out across the quilt, either sweaty or still damp from her earlier bath. Her breasts were as petite as her body, but perfectly kissable, perfectly suckable. He lavished attention on one of them with his mouth as he spread her thighs and began to take her completely.



“What was it the two of you were saying about me struggling to handle you both?” he whispered.



“Don’t get cocky,” she replied. “You’re only halfway toward handling… Oh!”



She let out a sudden gasp as Damon began thrusting hard enough to make the bed rattle beneath them. Vel thrust her legs outward, holding them open at odd angles as though she wasn’t quite sure what to do with them in the crowded bed. It felt like plundering sweets from one plate while eyeing another. Lilian, sweaty and breathing hard, bit her lower lip and met his gaze.



“Damon,” she whispered. “Lord Damon.”



She leaned closer in, whispering the same words over, so absurdly hot in the moment. She kissed him on the cheek and carefully slid in next to Vel, kissing her too.



“Your face looks so hot right now, Vel,” whispered Lilian.



“Oh!” cried Vel. “Lil!”



Damon slowed for a thrust as Vel and Lilian shared a passionate kiss, tongues dancing together. He shifted, kissing Lilian and feeling her tugging on his shoulders. She was so lusty, and tunnel vision took over as he took in the fullness of her breasts and her thick hips.



“Vel, I, uh…” He pulled out of Vel and plunged into Lilian, feeling the comparatively cold air briefly kissing his manhood before he stuffed it into a new home.



Lilian gasped. Vel let out a slightly annoyed huff, but he caressed her cheek, letting his eyes linger on her even as he began pumping into another woman.



It went on like that for a while, like a continuous, swapping dance, the sounds of their bodies and moans forming the melody of the music. Vel and Lilian kissed and fondled one another, but in a measured, somewhat limited capacity. Damon didn’t mind, as it left his cock at the center of the action.



He had to pace himself, and he felt the moment the shift came, like seeing the finish of a race in the distance. He’d already gotten Vel and Lilian off multiple times, and it now seemed as though they were conspiring, scheming, to make him come.



“Right here,” whispered Lilian. She planted a kiss on Damon’s cock and gestured to Vel. “Both of us. Let’s show Damon how much we appreciate him.”



Vel grinned and fell into place on the other side. She flicked her eyes up to Damon, seeming to delight in the obvious pleasure etched into his expression. She stuck her tongue out, licking the tip of his member and then sucking, and then kissing Lilian, whose lips were mere inches away.



He reached down, cupping the left side of Vel’s face and the right side of Lilian’s, watching them do incredible things with their tongues and wondering if they had any idea how lewd they looked. He felt a flutter of premonition and pulled them both in closer. Lilian was quicker with her mouth, locking her lips down over the tip of his cock just as he began to burst.



It was a full body orgasm, legs kicking, shoulders bunching, head thrown back in ecstasy. He heard Vel giggling and whispering something to Lilian, and then felt a new mouth takeover for the cleanup.



Lilian slid forward, resting her head on Damon’s chest. He ran his hand through her hair, watching as Vel slowly finished her own licking and sucking and moved into a spot that mirrored Lilian’s on the other side.



“How was that?” whispered Vel.



“Not bad, for round one,” he said. He reached his hand down, hearing her sigh softly with pleasure as he began teasing her womanhood.










CHAPTER 5




 



Damon woke up feeling like a god. Vel and Lilian were both still asleep, naked bodies curled against his, all of them huddled blissfully together under the quilt. He didn’t get up right away, rather simply staying where he was, listening to their breathing and luxuriating in the collective warmth.



Eventually, he slipped away, driven in no small part by the knowledge that he’d wake one or both of them up with grabby hands if he remained in bed much longer. He pulled on his undershorts and strode into the common room, and it was there that the smile faded from his face. They had made a surprising amount of mess the night before, despite him remembering how he’d been actively cleaning up after people.



Cups with varying amounts of leftover wine in them sat on the table. Dirty clothing and muddy boots arrayed the floor, tossed aimlessly to the ground wherever had been convenient in the moment. Damon himself had made the mistake of leaving the stew pot to warm over the fire, and all the moisture had evaporated, leaving a thick layer of food glue cemented to the bottom.



He handled as many of the easy tasks as he could, grumbling and lumbering as he always did in the morning. He took the pot out to the lake after noticing that that washbasin was nearly empty. The weather outside was comfortable, still perpetually overcast, but warm enough to be inviting.



He didn’t stop to think to grab his sword or even put on pants, but he didn’t take either of those facts for granted. It felt good to be back, to have Myr’s enchantment on his side once more. Even though he often used the broken myrblade as a channel for it out of habit, the power came from within him now, and he was just as formidable bare handed.



“I think you take too much pleasure in walking around mostly naked,” whispered Myr.



“Are you reading my thoughts now?”



“Nope. I just know you.”



He chuckled and shrugged, stooping to dip the pot into the lake. The burnt stew came out easily with a rock and some heavy scrubbing, and he rinsed it well before heading back toward the tower.



A flash of movement just beyond the trees stole Damon’s attention. He stared, eventually deciding that any threat that necessitated him putting clothes on would also be one that would benefit from him pursuing immediately. He took off into the forest, his target resolving into view as he pushed through the bushes and branches.



It wasn’t a revenant, which was no small relief. A Remenai rider on horseback was slowly navigating through the woods. Damon recognized him as their eyes met and even offered a wave.



“Joyell,” he called.
 “Hello.”



He spoke the greeting in the Remenai tongue out of politeness, though he knew the other man spoke Merinian as well. Damon and Joyell’s tumultuous history had, at least in Damon’s opinion, been put to rest.



He still knew how much Joyell cared for Ria, but in a world where Ria was putting herself in harm’s way to defend innocent people, he figured she could use one more person watching her back. Joyell returned the wave as he drew his horse to a stop and climbed off.



“Damon,” he said. “I am reassured to see that you are alive.”



Joyell’s flat tone of voice, in context, almost completely undercut the meaning of words, and Damon couldn’t help letting out a sour laugh.



“I’m sure you are,” he replied. “Is Ria nearby?”



Joyell shook his head. “She is to the south, perhaps a day, day and a half’s ride. She sent me to… ah, alleviate her concerns.”



“You’ve fulfilled your quest, then,” said Damon. “I’m alive and comfortable. Can you take a message back to her?”



Joyell gave a small nod.



“Tell Ria that she needs to come back to the tower as soon as she can,” said Damon.



If Joyell was put off by carrying the message, he didn’t let it show. He simply nodded again and mounted his horse without another word. Damon watched him ride off, lifting a bare foot to pull a small nettle from between his toes.



Lilian was making breakfast when he arrived back at the tower. She’d coaxed the fire back to life and was setting several slices of buttered bread into place over the griddle. She wore only a shirt, one of Damon’s, in fact, which wasn’t long enough to preserve her modesty completely, the bottom edges of her full buttocks peeking out from the hem.



“Good morning.” Damon pulled her into a hug from behind in front of the fire, feeling more than just the heat from the hearth.



“Good morning.” She leaned back into him, attention shifting off breakfast and toward something more interesting. “An early riser, I see.”



“I like to start my day off right. Get all the hard tasks out of the way first.”



Lilian let out a soft moan of agreement, body undulating back into his. He ran his hands up her front, fingers counting the buttons up the front of the shirt and treating each nipple like a curious addition.



“Good morning!” called Vel, in a singsong voice. She skipped into the room and added herself to the hug, holding Damon tight from behind and swaying from leg to leg until all three of them were off balance and amused.



He gave them each a kiss, Vel first, since she was Vel, and then Lilian. Vel was clad in her girlshorts and a threadbare half-shirt that must have been an ancient resident of her wardrobe. Truth be told, the sight of both of them was intriguing enough to make him want to suggest they all go back to bed, and from the way their eyes kept drawing toward his bare chest and barely covered lower half, odds were good they’d be just as eager.



The smell of the toast combined with Lilian returning from the pantry with a big jar of raspberry jam was enough to supplant one need for another. They ate a hearty breakfast, sitting around the common room table and basking in one another’s company.



“So,” said Vel. “Lilian and I came here to find you. I suppose we didn’t really stop to think about what would happen if you were alive and well and safe. We’ve basically accomplished our goal.”



“So you have,” said Damon. “Though at this point, I think it would be a tremendous waste for you to turn around and head straight back for Silke.”



“I’m staying here,” said Lilian. “The tower is comfortable and not without interesting company.” She flashed Damon a smile that brought back thoughts of an early morning romp in bed. “Not to mention that it’s far easier for me to be active during the day within a tower than while outdoors.”



“I spoke with one of Ria’s guards earlier,” said Damon.



Vel furrowed her brow. “Today?”



“I was outside before you woke up.”



She glanced under the table. “Without any clothes on other than your underwear?”



“Does it matter? My point is that I told him to let Ria know she should come back this way. She’ll be here soon, and I suspect aesta will, as well.”



The conflict on Vel’s face was obvious. She would doubtless welcome a reunion with Ria, but after everything that had happened, it was still complicated between her and their aesta. Damon continued on before she could sink too deeply into her own thoughts.



“There’s a reason that I want you all here beyond mere sentiment,” he said. “We might have a chance to… change things.”



“That’s awfully vague,” said Lilian.



“I’ve no intention of presenting my full case until everyone is here,” said Damon. “I’m going to need a lot of trust. From both of you. From Ria. From aesta, most of all.”



Vel let the knife she’d been using to spread jam with clatter noisily to the table, folding her arms and pouting. He didn’t push her. There would be time to do the heavy lifting and convincing once the rest of his family had arrived, and maybe even a chance to repair some broken relationships, though he was careful about hoping for that.



“Anyway,” he said. “In the meantime, we should make ourselves comfortable. There are still chores that need tending, if the two of you don’t mind helping out.”



“I’m always willing,” purred Lilian. “Though, obviously I’m only suited to indoor jobs.”



“If you could just do some cleaning up around the house, that would be more than enough,” said Damon.



“I’ll help her,” said Vel.



“You’ll do the laundry,” said Damon.



“What?” She narrowed her eyes. “I’m a tailor by trade, not a washwoman.”



“Your other option is to chop and carry firewood.”



Vel bit off another complaint. “Laundry it is.”



“Be sure to, ah… wash my sheets while you’re at it?”



He glanced down at his breakfast, aware of the fact that he wasn’t the only one with a guilty smile on his face.



“Also, let me know when you’re done,” he added. “I plan on using the lake for my training later today, and I want to make sure you’re out of range.”



“I’m sure the lake is big enough for the both of us, Damon,” said Vel.



“I’m sure it’s not.” He grinned, noticing the curious glance Vel and Lilian exchanged. “Not for what I have in mind.”










CHAPTER 6




 



There was a rhythm to handling the chores around the tower that Damon had once hated and now loved. He remembered complaining about chopping firewood as a teenager, sulking over the way it made him sweat, never appreciating the results. Each piece of firewood he brought back to the tower would prime the hearth. Each piece would help keep him and his family warm. Each piece would—



“Fuck!” He brought his hand to his mouth, sucking on where a broken stub of a branch had left a gnarly scratch along the back of it.



“I was wondering if you were paying attention,” whispered Myr. “Isn’t that fresh blackwood you’re cutting?”



He frowned at the small pile of wood he’d assembled. “You’re right. Dammit. Alright. Let’s try this again.”



Undaunted, he found another tree of standing deadwood and began his task anew. With each thunk of his axe against the slender trunk, he made progress, reaching out toward greater goals through the limited chore. With each tree he pushed over and brought down, he laid the groundwork for a greater future. With each…



“Shit.” Damon wiggled his axe from side to side, noticing a new problem.



“The axe head is loose,” whispered Myr.



“You think?”



“Hey! Don’t be grumpy.”



He sighed and tried to see if he could still knock over the tree into which he’d been working a notch. It took a fair amount of ungainly wrestling, but eventually, the tree came down, and Damon set to dragging it back to his clearing, swearing under his breath and feeling as though he was thirteen again and loathing every aspect of his chores.



He stopped to rest once he had the log near the tower and examined the axe handle. Once, it had been such a simple thing to replace a broken tool, a simple trip to the marketplace in Morotai. Damon wasn’t even sure how many days he’d have to travel to find someone capable of trading for a new one now.



He pulled the axe head loose from the wonky handle and tried the obvious thing, simply flipping it around to set onto the other side. It was a bit too thick, which left him with no option but to spend the next hour whittling it down into shape.



The idea of creating an axe from ice was obvious enough that he stopped midway through his task to try it. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a workable solution. The recoil from even a modest axe strike shattered his creation within two swings.



Eventually, Damon got the handle fixed and finished chopping the firewood. He set it into a neat pile next to the tower’s entrance. Lilian was wiping down the table in the common room, still barely dressed, and he enjoyed the view through a slit in the window’s curtain for a few minutes before continuing with his agenda for the day.



He’d been experimenting with Myr’s enchantment ever since he’d relearned to control it, figuring out his relative power level and limitations. The most challenging aspect of the process was determining where the gap in his abilities came from and what caused it.



As he’d speculated before, he was sure that the season had a certain amount of influence over his power level. It was midspring, and according to what Vel had told him, winters along Veridan’s Curve and within the Malagantyan were mild compared to how they’d once been.



There was also the aspect of his abilities as a wielder. From what he understood, his aptitude in using enchanted weapons and artifacts should theoretically still apply to his myrblade, since it still existed, though it was now permanently inside of him. It was still a factor to keep in mind, however, one to consider if he ruled everything else out.



The one aspect of his ability he suspected he might be able to control was the relative temperature of his close environment. For that, he needed the lake. Vel was just finishing up as he made his way over, carrying the last few freshly washed garments to the drying line hanging from the tower.



He felt her eyes on him as he bent low and let his fingers brush the surface of the lake’s water. She ran back over after hanging up the laundry, standing behind him and leaning forward against his shoulders.



“What are you up to, anyway?” she asked. “Is this like the water stepping, or the pillars, that you used to play around with?”



“Sort of,” he said. “But… on a more intricate scale. Make sure you stand back, alright?”



He looked over his shoulder, holding her gaze so she knew he was serious. Vel nodded slowly and backed away, fascination and anticipation written all over her face.



Damon exhaled and sank his hand into the water. He closed his eyes, picturing what he intended, and then opened them again and tried to overlay his mental creation onto the lake.



A crust of ice began to form, sinking downward and freezing a section of water into a specific shape. He created a staircase of ice, carefully shielded from the rest of the lake on either side by walls of ice thick enough to hold sturdy against the shifting water.



Step by step, he expanded the staircase downward, following the bowl-shaped curve of the lake’s basin. He began walking down it even as it continued to resolve from the water ahead of him, keeping one hand on the ice and all of his concentration on the task.



The cold was unreal, and the fact that he couldn’t shrug it off like he’d once been able to was one of the most obvious ways in which his power level had declined. He ignored his hands as they passed beyond prickling from the temperature of the ice into outright numbness, continuing to walk down the ice stairs as he shifted into the second phase of his idea.



He created a ceiling of ice ahead of him, connecting to the walls on either side and forming into a small room entirely submerged underneath the lake. He heard Vel whistle appreciatively from behind him, but he was too focused on what he was doing to glance back.



“Can I come down, too?” she called.



“Uh…” It was hard to even think enough to answer her question. “That wouldn’t be a good…”



She was already hurrying down the ice steps toward him. Damon took a breath through his nose, staying right where he was and trying to commit as much of the process of maintaining his little underwater ice hideout into the background of his thoughts. It was like trying to remember a series of names or numbers, except with the height of walls, and the shape of a curved ceiling, the points where they both connected.



“Damon,” said Vel. “This is incredible! How long could you keep this here, do you think?”



He cleared his throat, speaking in a rasping voice. “We’re probably going to find out soon.”



Vel blinked, and he wasn’t sure if she took his full meaning. His original purpose in creating a room of ice was to see if the reduced temperature would allow him access to some of his lost abilities. Turning himself to ice, healing from the ice, summoning ice elementals, they were all powers he’d first experimented with during winter, when temperatures had been near freezing or below.



Unfortunately, he could already sense that his experiment was at least a partial failure. Those kinds of powers were still beyond his reach, but he certainly had proven that he could manipulate static ice with as much fine control as ever… for limited amounts of time.



“Do you want to go for a swim?” asked Damon.



Vel had been staring at the water above the ceiling with a wide-eyed expression. She glanced at him, frowning a bit. “What?”



“You should probably start back up those stairs if you don’t.”



She did, but not quickly enough. Damon’s concentration lapsed as the effort became too much. The ice dissolved, and the water rushed into the underwater room with tremendous force, spinning him around and soaking him through.



He kicked his legs, swimming back to the surface, and sucked in a breath. Vel emerged next to him an instant later, blonde hair hanging limp and wet across her face. Despite that, he got the sense she was a little annoyed with him.



“I did warn you,” he said.



“You did,” she admitted, still pouting.



They swam to shore together, both sagging under the weight of their soaked clothing.










CHAPTER 7




 



Damon stripped down to his undershorts as he came into the common room, grabbing a towel from the closet before he could drip too much. He stood in front of the hearth as he dried off, letting the heat of the mostly burned down fire dance over his bare skin.



“Move over.” Vel pushed her hips into his, making room for herself alongside him.



“There’s plenty of room for both of us.” Damon took his towel and curled it around her like a lasso, pulling her in closer.



He saw a flutter of her excitement in her expression as he leaned in and kissed her. She’d taken her clothes off, too. Lilian was upstairs somewhere. The moment felt primed and inviting.



There was an aspect to the way she looked at him that he’d forgotten about, an aspect he’d missed. She was looking up to him again, not in a physical sense, but as though he was someone she could lean on and let herself be supported by.



When he’d first shown up in Silke, gaunt faced and tattered haired, she’d just been floored by the fact that he was still alive. He’d become more of a miracle to her than a brother, but now the pendulum was swinging back the other way. She loved him and she trusted him, but more than that, she was willing to depend on him again.



“Vel…” He set his hands on her hips, kissing her again.



She took a fluttering breath, pressing forward. Damon ran his fingers over her wet body, cupping her thighs and buttocks roughly, and lifted her to sit on the common room table.



She smiled and glanced toward the stairs. Damon grinned back at her. It wasn’t as though he’d actually bed her there, on the table. They’d make it to his room, at least. He let his erection press against her, wondering just how true that would end up being.



There was a sound from across the common room. The front door had opened, and it was still too early in the afternoon for Lilian to be outside. Damon turned to look and saw Malon, watching both with a forlorn, fragile expression.



She looked different than when Damon had last seen her. She’d only stopped by on that second day, but she’d still been dressed in her dark sorceress leathers. Now, she wore a dress that might have been straight from her wardrobe once upon a time, a light blue spring shift with an impossibly girlish blue bow tied around the waist.



Her red hair was braided, and she had on a pair of white slippers that were too clean to have walked through much ash. She and Lascivious had their own means of flying which Damon still didn’t completely understand. He drew in a breath and glanced past her, fearing that the Forsaken might be with her and not completely relaxing even when he confirmed that she was currently alone.



“Aesta,” he said. Two different emotions warred inside him, with a third just out of view. Embarrassment, to be caught like this, naked and halfway to taking Vel on the common room table. Anxious, to suddenly be thrust into a reunion between these two women, whose relationship was fraught and complicated in its own way.



But most of all, he was also hopeful. Because simply having Malon and Vel standing where they were, within this tower that they’d once called home, was monumental.



Vel suddenly kneed him in the stomach in her rush to get away and off the table. She ran to her room, slamming the door behind her with enough force to give Damon flashes of her pre-teen years. He rubbed where she’d hit him, wincing as he considered how the scene must have looked to their aesta.



“We fell into the lake, and we were drying off, and…” He shrugged guiltily.



“Well,” said Malon. “It’s good to see the two of you are getting along, at least.”



She smiled, eyes flitting down to his incredibly obvious erection which was actively straining against the wet fabric of his undershorts. He was so happy to see her that it seemed pointless to pretend at modesty.



He walked over and pulled her into a tight hug. If she cared about how damp his body still was, she didn’t let it show, settling her head against his shoulder and letting their intimacy claim the moment.



“Lilian’s here, too,” he said. “She’s upstairs, I think.”



“Downstairs, now.” Lilian’s voice came from the stairs, and she politely averted her gaze from their hug as though it were a private thing. “It’s good to see you again, Lady Malon.”



“You as well, Lilian.” Malon smiled at the other woman, fingers reaching down to play with the end of her braid. “I’m happy to see you’re in good health.”



“I have Damon and Vel to thank for that,” said Lilian.



Damon squeezed Malon’s shoulder and stepped away, his attention turning back toward Vel. It wasn’t an easy thing to have to confront so many long held and powerful emotions at once. He grabbed a clean shirt and pants to throw on from his room before heading for hers.



He didn’t knock before slipping in through the door. Vel sat on the far side of her bed, still clad only in her small clothes, shoulders trembling with anger.



Not anger, Damon realized, as he came around. She was sobbing, the tears all but gushing from her eyes, fingers digging into her mattress as though she needed something, anything, to hold onto.



“Hey,” he said, sitting down next to her.



“I can’t,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I just can’t.”



“You don’t have to.” He put an arm around her shoulder. “Just breathe. And cry, if you need to.”



“Into your shoulder?” she asked, sniffling. “You just put on a clean shirt.”



“I’ve been told my shoulder is one of the most accommodating places on which to cry.”



She sniffled again and pulled back a little, wiping at her face. “I didn’t think I’d react like this. It hurts so much, Damon. I felt so alone these past few years. I felt so betrayed. Now she’s here and it’s like… I’m not ready. To stop blaming her. To
 start
 loving her. It feels so unfair.”



“I wasn’t ready either,” he said. “I suppose it was different for me. I skipped all that time. It felt as though it had only been a month, less, even, since she truly became Lascivious’s crest sorceress.”



She blinked, staring at him, and perhaps considering his conflict in place of her own. “I suppose that must have been hard in its own way.”



“It was, but that doesn’t invalidate your feelings.” He looked at her seriously, knowing that for all the strength of her reaction, she still needed to hear his truth. “Vel… I want this so bad. Does that make me selfish? To want us all to just… be a family again.”



“Maybe, but…” She teared up again and looked away from him. “It’s also why I love you so much, Damon. It’s just…”



He gently thumbed away a couple of the teardrops on her cheeks. “I’m listening.”



“It might take some time for me,” she said. “To get there, you know?”



“I know,” he said, putting an arm around her. “You don’t have to say anything, if you don’t want to. She won’t press you, and neither will Lilian or I. You can just sit at the table and eat dinner. I’ll do all the talking, and I’ll make sure that you’re comfortable. You can even stay in here for a while, take a nap, maybe?”



“No, I’m fine,” she said. “Just give me a minute to get dressed, and I’ll come out.”



He gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “I love you, Vel.”



“I love you, Damon. If you hadn’t come back…”



He waited for her to finish, but she didn’t, and he was actually glad for it. He had come back, and he liked to think that he had changed enough in coming back to make the question pointless.










CHAPTER 8




 



Damon returned to the common room, sighing and trying to keep his doubts off his expression as he shut the door behind him. Malon and Lilian were sitting at the table, making small talk in that safe way that people who don’t know each other well tend to. They both looked relieved to see him, and he did his best to smile and step into carrying the conversation.



“I see you brought a bag with you, aesta,” he said.



She nodded. “I did. Food and wine and a few other supplies. I, ah, bought you a new shirt.”



“You shouldn’t have,” he said.



“I wanted to,” said Malon. “If I’d known seta was going to be here, I… well, I would have also gotten her something.”



“You mentioned food,” he said, not wanting to linger on that subject. “Did you have a plan for dinner tonight?”



“In fact, I did.” Malon took an apron down from the wall next to the kitchen and tied it on. “I have a whole pork roast, along with some vegetables that I thought I’d cook in a sauce.”



“That sounds wonderful,” said Lilian.



“I should get started on the roast, as it’s going to take some time to cook through,” said Malon. “Solas, could you try the shirt on before I get started?”



Damon did just that. He didn’t bother to leave the room to disrobe, given that both Malon and Lilian had seen him naked more times than he could count. He noticed the way they glanced at him once he was shirtless, and then toward each other, and then back toward him.



“It’s a little tight,” he said, pushing the last button through the eye.



“It’s meant to be,” said Malon. “The fabric is made to stretch with your movements. It should serve you well in the summer.”



“It looks good on you,” said Lilian. “That color of blue suits your personality.”



Lilian stood up and helped adjust the sleeves for him. Damon was just about to change out of it when the door to Vel’s room opened, and she stepped out.



The earlier tension came back in full force. It suddenly felt to Damon as though all of them were waiting for something terrible to happen, a dramatic argument or a tragic teardown. Vel’s eyes were still puffy, though it was clear she’d gone to great lengths to try to erase the evidence of her earlier tears.



She slowly strode across the room, coming to stand a few strides from Malon, who if anything, looked even more emotionally vulnerable. The two women stared at one another, perhaps not knowing where to begin, perhaps simply not wanting to be the one to have to begin.



“Seta…” whispered Malon, after an endless moment. “I’ve missed you. So very, very much.”



“Well, I haven’t missed you at all!” Vel’s voice was petulant, but it was her only defense. “If you expect me to just forgive you and, and…”



“I don’t,” said Malon softly.



“Why?” hissed Vel. “Aesta… Just tell me why? I don’t understand.”



To Malon’s credit, she seemed to give her answer serious thought, glancing toward nothing in particular and weighing her answer. She’d always been a woman aware of the power held within words.



“Because I made a shortsighted decision when I was younger,” she said. “Because there was a time when all I cared about was helping people like you, and solas… and Seffi. Because I didn’t realize early enough that I’m not perfect.”



Vel shook her head, glaring at her, though the expression was undercut by her puffy eyes. Damon walked over to where the two of them stood, drawing near Vel to set a hand on her shoulder.



“She doesn’t bear all of the blame, Vel, as hard as it is to accept,” he said. “You remember Austine, and how it was between him and me, right? It’s not as though she can refuse Lascivious’s will, and from what she’s told me, she has done her part in calming Seffi down in the time since.”



“That’s not good enough for me!” snapped Vel. “What was it you used to say about responsibility, aesta?
 Intention is meaningless in the face of results.
 So, even if you didn’t mean for any of this to happen… it still happened. You still broke everything and left us alone.”



“I did.” Malon lowered her gaze and folded her hands demurely. “I have to live with what I’ve done, just as you do. I am truly sorry, for what it’s worth. If there was a way to undo it all, or to bring change to the future, if not the past, I would commit myself to it in full.”



Damon’s ears perked up at those words, but it was far from the right time to present her with his and Myr’s idea. Vel was still silently fuming, probably more annoyed at not getting the argument she’d no doubt practiced in her head than by Malon’s words. Lilian sat at the table, a thoughtful look on her face as she gazed edgewise at the setting sun through the window.



“How about we all sit down, have a glass of wine, and ready ourselves for dinner?” Damon suggested. “Weren’t you about to put the roast onto the fire, aesta?”



He felt like a negotiator presenting a compromise to the generals of two hostile armies. Vel turned around and took a seat at the table. Malon gave Damon a nod and a forced smile and headed for the kitchen.



He took one of the new bottles of wine Malon had brought and filled a glass for everyone. He told Lilian about his earlier experiment with his ice magic, more to fill the air with words than for meaningful conversation or feedback. Vel drank her wine quicker than anyone else, pouring herself a second glass that Damon hoped wouldn’t prove to be unwise.



“You don’t mind if I bathe before we eat, do you?” asked Lilian. “I have to time cleaning myself up around the rising and setting of the sun. The water is at its warmest right at the start of night.”



“Of course,” said Damon. “The roast has to cook for a while, anyway. It’s the perfect time.”



“I’ll go along with you,” said Vel.



“I brought some soap.” Malon poked her head out from the kitchen, brow furrowed with uncertainty. “If the two of you felt as though you wanted to use it.”



Lilian smiled. “I would love to have some—”



“What kind of soap?” snapped Vel.



“Rosehip,” said Malon. “Your favorite. Or… it was, last time I checked. I also have lavender and crimmor, though the scent of the latter is a tad overpowering.”



Damon couldn’t have thought of a better peace offering to win Vel over if he’d tried nonstop for a week.



“Ooh,” said Lilian. “I would gladly take some soap. You have no idea how much I appreciate being clean after living in the wild for as long as I did.”



Vel gave a sulky shrug. “I… suppose my hair could use some added fragrance.”



“Use as much as you’d like,” said Malon, setting it out on the table. “I can always get more.”



Damon waited for them to take the soap and start off toward the lake before turning and grinning at Malon. “You’re a genius, aesta.”



“In truth, I brought those for you, solas,” she said. “I didn’t expect you to appreciate them all that much, but soap isn’t always just a gift to the one using it.”



Damon blinked. “Did you just imply that I smell bad?”



She chuckled and came around to stand behind where he sat, setting her hands on his shoulders. “Not bad. Like a man. It’s a powerful scent… distracting even, at times.”



She leaned her face in and inhaled with her nose near the curve between his neck and shoulder, letting out an appreciative sigh. Damon turned to face her, letting the moment linger for a pulsing instant before going for a kiss. She grinned and pulled back evasively, fluffing his hair as she turned away.



“I should get that roast onto the fire,” she said. “Someone around here has to do the cooking, after all.”










CHAPTER 9




 



Damon spent the next few minutes carrying firewood into the house to refill the pile next to the hearth. He kept Malon company as she cooked, drinking a liberal amount of wine and letting himself relax.



“One of Ria’s companions came by the farmstead this morning,” he told her.



Malon looked over her shoulder, splitting her attention between the conversation and a cutting board strewn with carrots, turnips, and red potatoes. “Is that so?”



“I told him to give her a message,” he said. “She’ll be arriving tomorrow, most likely.”



Malon’s knife chopped down against the cutting board with rhythmic taps. She looked caught between two reactions, an eagerness to see Ria, her seta, and the foreboding knowledge of how that reunion might go.



“I may have to leave early, if that’s the case,” she said with a sigh.



“I won’t hear of it,” said Damon. “In fact, I’ll stop you if you try.”



He said it playfully, and she gave him a teasing smirk, but in his heart, he meant it. They needed to see each other, to face each other, if only to get it over with. Damon felt selfish again as he considered how desperately he wanted to see them on good terms once more. Their relationship had always been rocky, and after everything that’d happened, it felt like wishing on a star.



“Sometimes you simply have to accept the way that things are,” said Malon. “There is a freedom of a form, in that.”



“Sometimes, but not all the time.” Damon leaned sideways on his chair, watching her carefully. “If I told you that there was a way to make a change for the better… to the world, and to your crest contract, would you help me pursue it?”



She stopped chopping the vegetables and looked at him seriously, not answering right away. “Have you uncovered something?”



“I need your answer, first.”



She slowly nodded. “I would. In an instant.”



“Even if it meant keeping secrets from Lascivious?”



Malon blinked, aware now of what he was truly asking. Before she could reply, laughter came from the door. Vel and Lilian reentered the common room, freshly scrubbed, hair swaddled in towels, both smelling of lavender and rosehip.



“That was refreshing,” said Lilian. “Thanks again for the soap, Lady Malon.”



She shot a sidelong look at Vel, elbowing her in the ribs.



“…Thank you for the soap, aesta,” grumbled Vel.



“You’re both very welcome,” said Malon, grinning from ear to ear. “Why don’t you get changed? The food should be ready in just a few minutes. Solas, could you bring in some more firewood?”



She’d never given him an answer, Damon noticed, and now with Vel and Lilian back within the tower, the flow of their conversation was completely broken. It stung a bit to think that she might be unwilling to agree to that aspect of helping him, which everything else so obviously hinged on.



He went and collected more firewood from the pile, taking his time as he brought it in. He started toward his room, thinking he might rest for a bit before dinner. Malon caught his hand as he was turning away from the kitchen, reeling him by the arm into a warm hug.



“Yes,” she whispered. “If you were certain of what you said before, and could explain more, and it made sense to me,
 and
 if it were not too dangerous or outlandish… I would go along with it even if it meant lying to Seffi.”



He felt a grin sneak onto his face. “I’ll explain everything soon. I’ve just been waiting for… well…”



“For Ria,” said Malon, nodding. “I understand. And I love you. So very much.”



She gave him a slow kiss. Her lips were dry against his, and their foreheads briefly touched as it ended. She smelled so much like the aesta he remembered, perhaps with an extra kick of crimmor.



“Have you always used scented soaps?” he asked.



 



***



 



Dinner was ready shortly after. Vel and Lilian had both changed into comfortable nightgowns and sat down on either side of Damon. Malon brought the food over and set to work serving each of them.



The pork roast was cooked to perfection. Damon’s mouth watered as he stared at his thick slice, tender but cooked through, with a thin ribbon of fat running along the edge. The vegetables were sweet, but faintly so, like the type of food one might expect from a lord’s table.



“I used plenty of garlic and pepper on the pork,” said Malon. “I initially thought of cooking everything together, but that seemed a bit too easy for such a nice cut of meat.”



“Since when did ease of cooking have anything to do with taste?” asked Vel.



“Try it, and you’ll see what I mean,” said Malon. “There’s also plenty of wine, if anyone…”



Damon, Vel, and Lilian each stuck their cups in her direction before she’d even finished. Malon poured his first, and Damon took a deep sip as he leaned back in his chair and stared at the veritable feast on his plate. Again, he felt so lucky and appreciative to be where he was, surrounded by so many people he loved.



The pork was incredible, rich with flavor and still piping hot. He found himself eyeing the rest of the roast, wondering who he might have to fight for the leftovers. He could take Vel, no doubt, but Lilian would be more of a challenge.



The vegetables were similarly cooked to perfection, tender without being mushy, sweet without being overpowering. Damon wolfed them down in between sips of wine. He wasn’t the only one entranced by the food. The table seemed to get in the way of conversations, with everyone so focused on eating that there simply wasn’t room or need for words, at first.



“Delicious,” he finally said. “Everything is exquisite, aesta.”



“Agreed,” said Lilian. “This is also coming from someone who has a rather limited appetite, as of late.”



“It’s fine, I guess.” Vel shrugged, though her indifference was undercut by the focus she put into cutting her next bite of pork.



“If you’re not a fan, I’d be more than happy to finish your plate for you.” Damon kicked her shin softly under the table, earning him a slightly exaggerated glare from Vel in response.



“There will be plenty of leftovers, solas,” said Malon. “No need to worry. Truthfully, I often feel an urge to outdo myself when I’m cooking here at the tower. The old hearth is so familiar to me, I could almost do an entire meal without even needing to think about it.”



“If you don’t mind me asking, Lady Malon, just how did you rebuild your tower to begin with?” Lilian leaned forward as she issued the question, her dark eyes gleaming with curiosity. “I can only assume your magic played a role, given the quality of the craftsmanship.”



Malon chuckled and nodded. “A starring role, as it happens. With help. The form of the tower was set within my will, using as much of the original rem stone and mortar as I could salvage, supplemented by new material. I borrowed some of Seffi’s power for the actual construction spell, but in truth, the hardest aspect was delving into my own memories to recreate every specific detail.”



Her good humor faded a bit with that last sentence. Damon reached across the table to touch her hand.



“I can see how that would have been hard,” he said. “Even good memories can have an edge when set into… a new context.”



For Malon, his aesta, to think about the tower and the life they’d shared as a family within it after seemingly watching him die and losing Vel and Ria’s trust. Damon supposed it spoke to the depth of her love that she was able to push beyond that and reclaim a piece of the past, regardless.



“I’m curious if you could build other structures through this same means?” asked Lilian. “Could you build an entire town, for instance?”



“I think it unlikely, unless I spent some time studying a specific town in question,” said Malon. “I am far from an architect. Just an old sorceress with too much nostalgia.”



“You’re far from old, aesta,” said Damon.



Vel shot a glare that he didn’t feel was justified. Malon cleared her throat, smiling, but continuing on to dispel the tension.



“Did the two of you see Kastet while you were in Silke?” she asked.



Vel and Lilian glanced at each other, both beaming a little as though they shared in some bit of humorous knowledge.



“She’s still Kastet,” said Lilian.



“Definitely still Kastet,” agreed Vel. “I went to Redpane Tower before I left and was informed that her secretary would set up a meeting for us within the next few days. For obvious reasons, we didn’t bother to wait.”



“She might have intended it as a slight, or maybe she truly is that busy.” Lilian shrugged. “Either way, I feel as though seeing her in person might have been a greater disappointment than being turned away at the door.”



“As do I,” said Vel. “She’s not the same Princess Kastet I once served.”



“She’s twice the woman with half the heart,” said Lilian, with a catty grin.



Vel laughed and nodded. Damon felt a strange urge to defend Kastet, despite his own past disagreements with her.



“Well, I did see her while I was in Silke,” he said. “She does still care about the two of you, in her own way.”



“If that’s the case, she should have made an effort to see us,” said Vel.



“In her defense, I’m sure it takes a fair amount of effort for her to lift her generous backside off the throne,” said Lilian.



“That’s a little uncalled for,” he said. “She’s chubby, at best.”



“She must have lost weight, then,” said Vel. “She needed to have all her dresses retailored after we left Hearthold in exile.”



“And then again, prior to her brief betrothal to Matthis Blackseed,” said Lilian. “A shame that didn’t work out. I’d heard that he had a reputation for being the largest of the Emperor’s sons.”



Vel snorted, covering her mouth to hold in the wine she was drinking. Even Malon chuckled and smiled. Everyone was laughing… except for Damon.



He felt strange, and it had less to do with any offense taken on Kastet’s behalf and more to do with the sheer amount of change that had taken place. He had nothing to add to the conversation, as though he was listening to an inside joke formed at a gathering to which he hadn’t been invited.



He’d missed so much more than he’d realized, events that had transpired and effected the world, his family, his friends. He would never get any of that time back. He didn’t like delving into that sort of self-pity, but it still weighed upon him, as though he was missing several key pieces to the puzzle of his own life.



The conversation shifted to other things. Vel spoke of her time as a tailor at
 Silk in Silke
 . Even if Damon had found an opening in that conversation, he doubted his mood would have suited the table. He pushed his plate back and stood up.



“I… think I’ll head to bed,” he said.



“Are you alright, solas?” asked Malon.



“It’s still so early, Damon,” said Vel. “We haven’t even finished the first bottle of wine yet.”



“I’m fine, I just feel tired,” he said.



He turned before having to field any more objections and headed into his room.










CHAPTER 10




 



Damon genuinely was tired, though it was more from the way the day had stressed his emotions than in a physical sense. He stripped down to his undershorts and, within a few minutes of lying down, fell mostly asleep, drifting back and forth between slumber and wakefulness.



He heard his door creak open. His quilt was slightly sweaty, which told him it must have been at least an hour or two that he’d been in bed for. He rolled over to face his visitor, blinking to resolve their profile against the darkness.



“Solas,” whispered Malon. “Are you awake?”



“Mostly.”



She closed the door and came over to his bed, sitting down next to him. Her weight was so familiar that his mind wanted to take him to another time, years ago, when her presence in his room was something he’d taken for granted.



“I wanted to check on you earlier,” she whispered. “I sensed the shift in your mood, and I would have come after you when you got up from the table, it’s just…”



“I know,” he said. “You haven’t seen Vel for so long.”



“Exactly.” She set a hand on his knee and gave it a gentle squeeze. “It felt incredible to have the chance to sit with her. To feed her dinner, hear her stories, even if it was mostly just listening to her and Lilian’s girl talk.”



Malon let out an appreciative sigh. Damon found it suddenly easy to move past his previous mood, in no small part due to how welcome her presence was in his room. He smelled the faintest hint of crimmor-scented soap again and couldn’t stop himself from reaching his hand out to gently caress her side.



She wore a nightgown, the same one she’d had on earlier that week, a lookalike of the old pink one he’d bought for her so long ago. The fabric was soft in that surreal way that only women’s clothing can be, and it stirred something shamefully lurid within him.



“I brought some wine with me, if you care for a nightcap,” she whispered.



“You know me too well,” he said.



“I know you better than anyone, and yet you still manage to surprise me,” she said. “Your question earlier about Seffi, and keeping secrets, for example.”



She passed him the wine bottle, and Damon sat up and took a deep sip straight from the stem.



“You don’t have to explain everything to me just yet, solas,” she said. “I’m not here to delve for answers. I just… I suppose I find it fitting that we’ve always had our own secrets.”



“You’re comfortable with adding one more to the pile?” he asked.



He set the bottle down on his nightstand. Malon turned to face him directly, setting a hand on his thigh that might as well have been a formal invitation. He felt his cock growing stiff at a sprint and marveled what she could do to him with a simple brush of her fingers.



“I’m always comfortable when it’s for you, solas,” she said.



Damon pulled her to him and kissed her, tasting wine on her lips. He ran his hands over her gown again, feeling the softness of her body underneath. He shifted forward aggressively and felt her fingers tighten on his thigh, urging him to go slow, stay patient, while simultaneously promising a reward.



“Talk to me more,” she whispered. “You have such a great voice.”



“I think we’re past the point of talking.” He kissed her neck and heard her suck in a surprised breath.



“Just… where are we, then?” she asked, voice aflutter.



He slid his hand underneath her gown. She wasn’t wearing girlshorts underneath, but even if she had been, it wouldn’t have stopped him. He felt her entire body tensing and responding to him, taut as a harp string, ready to be plucked and strummed.



And of course, there was a knock at the door. Damon hissed in frustration louder than he probably should have.



“Oh,” said Lilian. “Sorry. I thought you were alone in here, Damon.”



“I was just checking on solas before bed,” said Malon, hurrying to pull her nightgown back down to cover herself.



“It seems we’re of a mind,” said Lilian. “I often go on walks at night. I thought since Damon took a nap earlier, he might want to come along. Do some talking.”



“Maybe another time?” said Damon. “I… didn’t get a chance to speak with my aesta much today, so…”



“Of course,” said Lilian. “I understand.”



There was a teasing edge to her voice that suggested she really did, which made Damon feel embarrassed in all kinds of ways. Lilian slowly shut the door, and Damon was against Malon before he’d even heard the latch click.



He kissed her, cutting off whatever she’d been about to say, and spread her out on his bed. Malon wiggled a little to center herself as Damon pulled his undershorts off. She stopped him as he started to press forward, lifting a foot to press gently against his chest.



“Go slow, solas,” she whispered. “We have all night.”



He took her foot in his hands, lifting to kiss the side of it. He heard Malon let out a gentle gasp as he kept kissing, planting them on her ankle, and then her calf, leaving a trail with his lips as he progressed up her leg.



“I told Lilian the truth,” he said gruffly. “I want to hear everything you have to say tonight, aesta. The full range of your voice.”



“Oh, solas!” she said, more urgent. “I said… go slow. Remember?”



He kissed the inside of her thigh and felt her quiver with anticipation. It was a boon to his ego to see he could have this kind of effect on her. He kissed higher and higher, lips nearing their inevitable target, Malon’s back already arching in anticipation of what was to come.



He let his breath tickle her womanhood, inhaling the heady scent of her femininity. She reached her hands down and ran them through his hair, fingers primed with energy as though it took a force of will to keep from pulling his face in closer.



He kissed her, letting his lips miss all the interesting places he knew she wanted them, by the width of no more than a hair. He kept doing that, almost, but not quite beginning to lick and suck and lavish her womanhood with attention. Letting the anticipation build. He wanted to see if she’d ask, if she’d beg, even.



“Solas,” she said, trying for sternness but landing somewhere nearer to a whimpering plea.



“Aesta,” he said, voice hard and dominant. “Is there something you need?”



“I came to your room tonight,” she said breathily. “It’s only fair that you treat me like a… Oh… Oh!”



He kissed her then, letting his lips meet the lips of her womanhood. She was dripping wet, and there was a sweetness to it which he wondered if he was imagining. He could still smell that scented soap. He pushed his tongue into her, still focusing on the sides and avoiding where he knew she was the most sensitive, teasing her in the best and worst possible way.



She took shallow, shuddering breaths, moving her hands from his head, down to his shoulders, back up again, before digging them into the bed, unsure of where to put them or what to do with herself. Damon loved it. He had her right where he wanted her, at his complete mercy, and he was going to make sure she enjoyed every second of it.



He took hold of her thighs and used his strong arms to rock her toward his face, licking her each time she came into range. The motion was powerful enough to make his bed creak, and perhaps that noise triggered something in Malon’s resolve.



“Slow, so…las,” she whispered. “Oh… Oh!”



Her legs curled against him, thighs trying to clench partially closed. He gave a slow, sucking lick and felt her hips buck wildly as a powerful orgasm rippled through her. Damon gave her two breaths to recover before crawling upward and letting the head of his cock tease her freshly prepared womanhood.



“You’re mine tonight, aesta,” he whispered.



She nodded in the darkness. “I am. But you have to promise me you’ll go… Ah!”



Slow, was probably the word she’d been forming on those perfect lips. Damon rammed his cock forward, gasping in ecstasy as the entire length plunged into her tight, hot lane.



He couldn’t slow down, let alone stop himself. His heart beat at a frightening pace. Pleasure pulsed through every inch of him. He thrust into her as though he was in a rush, even though he wanted the moment to last as long as it possibly could.



His headboard banged against the wall, the noise impossibly lewd and impossible to mistake. A careless, accelerating
 thunk, thunk, thunk
 as he thrust into his aesta. The type of rough, passionate rutting that made him feel as if he was taking her under time constraints, which oftentimes seemed to be the case.



She still had on her nightgown, but his hands were all over her body, fingers pinching into her breasts and feeling how they jiggled in reaction to his sexual onslaught. Malon let out a tiny, pleasured groan and tapped gently on his back, urging him again to pace himself, if not halve his speed.



It was all quite simply too hot, too much, too fast. Damon knew he was going to finish early, which would have normally made him feel a bit unmanned. But with her, it was all so different, so easy to see how she’d forgive him, and he’d be ready to go again in seconds.



He kissed her, his tongue meeting hers, as he drove his cock deeper. She was so much like any other woman on this side of the sheets, and yet still so much his aesta. The combination made his sense of the world feel all twisted up. Her body was his for the touching, his to play with and grope, and yet somehow still sacred.



“Solas!” said Malon.



The bed crashed and drummed against the wall. He couldn’t stop himself, and he knew she’d be cross with him for it. Damon hugged her to him as he continued surging with his hips, his tool heating up and hardening to its throbbing limit.



“You’re… being…” She kissed him between each word, herself torn between reason and lust. “Too… loud!”



“Aesta!” Damon grunted.



There was a flash of crimson, appropriately timed or a bit too late, depending on who one asked. Malon pushed Damon back with her magic, not far, holding him neatly in the air where his thrusting hips could no longer threaten the integrity of his creaking bed.



He came in that same moment, and given the angle, it went all over her. It felt like a true violation of what she’d normally let him get away with, and she’d basically done it to herself, albeit accidentally.



Strings of Damon’s seed clung to her nightgown, her bare shoulders, the pale patch of flesh in between the shoulder straps. A small gob hung from the edge of her chin, and another somehow clung to the bottom of one earlobe like a gaudy pearl earring.



He was still suspended in midair, a strangely appropriate placement given the cloudy high brought about by his release. He expected his aesta to flip him upside down and drop him on his head, but instead she merely sighed, pulled off her sticky nightgown, and used the inside to clean herself up.



“You are simply too much, young man,” she said, with a not displeased smile. “When I rebuilt this tower, I didn’t make the walls any thicker. I’ve no intention of subjecting Vel and Lilian to the sounds of your… efforts.”



“It was mostly you making the noise, aesta, but point taken.”



“It was mostly the bed, which you seemed intent on breaking.”



She lowered him down with a gentle wave of her hand, sliding over to make room. Damon feasted his eyes on her pale naked body, plump breasts, womanly hips, the carefully trimmed patch of red adorning her crotch.



He felt his arousal building again and pinched the bridge of his nose. Malon slid closer to him and started kissing his shoulder, and as though she’d cast a new type of spell on him, he instantly started getting hard.



“Aesta,” he whispered. “If you don’t want us getting loud again, you should…”



“I should what, solas?” She kissed his chest, sliding downward, lips dragging across his stomach. “Is there something you’d like your aesta to do for you?”



She came to a stop with her head even with his crotch, staring at his cock with those brilliant green eyes. Damon felt it stiffening under her gaze, any softness from his previous exertions hammered out in a forge of illicit lust. She glanced at him, and he nodded.



Damon watched in a state of fogged-out bliss as she brought her lips down onto the tip of his cock, which was still sticky and glistening from a few minutes earlier, and began to kiss him all over.



She set her hands on his thighs, thumbs pinching inward, holding him tightly in place. He sensed her cultivating that aspect of control, taking the encounter back to where she was comfortable with it being. She was his aesta, she had every right to, in a sense, and she’d already proven that she’d break the magic to hold him still if needed.



He was beyond fine with that. Malon dropped her mouth down the length of his tool, her tongue swirling and caressing, eyes watching for his pleasured reactions with borderline smug satisfaction.



Sure, he could take her for a hard tumble on his mattress, leave her breathless with his thrusts, but she could do
 this
 . She could turn him into a boy again, something more basic than that even, a man hooked by the pleasure of a pair of plump lips and a brazen tongue.



“Oh…” he groaned. “Aesta!”



He reached down, intent on grabbing her braid and seeing what she’d let him get away with. He found one of her hands instead. She laced her fingers through his, and the point of contact felt as much like a lover’s touch as her mouth did, though without the insane, world-breaking pleasure.



He focused on his own breathing and did his best to last a little longer this time around as he watched his aesta bob her head up and down, polishing every inch of his cock, a small dribble of either spit or his own stickiness running down onto his crotch.



He didn’t last any longer, and she didn’t miss a drop.










CHAPTER 11




 



Damon was grinning from ear to ear when he woke up the next morning. Malon had stayed with him and cuddled in bed for hours after they’d worn each other out before heading back to her own room, making some ridiculous comment about not wanting to be blatant. They’d been plenty blatant, in his opinion, though old habits were hard to break.



He could smell breakfast, griddle cakes, one of his favorites and one of his aesta’s specialties. His smile got even wider as he thought about how content he was to just be at the tower, with so many people he cared about, nearly free of concerns or worries.



“Damon,” whispered Myr. “I don’t mean to dampen your mood, but this won’t last. Not with things as they are.”



“I know,” he said, with a sigh. “Once Ria gets here…”



He didn’t finish the thought. The truth was, he fully intended to set out on his quest alone. His plan still sounded patently ridiculous to his own ears. Setting out to the edge of the world to save the world, accompanied by a family that had spent the past half decade in a state of broken dysfunction.



There was always Lilian. He supposed he could focus his efforts on convincing her and leave the others to their lives, but that felt like prematurely admitting defeat.



“I’m going to make this work,” he said, more to himself than Myr. “In the meantime, I suppose I should brush up on my sword skills.”



He got dressed, pulling on his sword belt and opting to take his broken myrblade along with him instead of the Rem sword. As far as he and Myr could tell, the myrblade was devoid of any residual enchantment, but he’d had the weapon for a while. He’d already resolved to have it reforged in the near future, assuming he could find a capable enough smith.



Everyone else was already awake. Malon was busily dripping batter onto a pan and cooking breakfast. Vel and Lilian sat at the table, both clad in nightclothes and bedhead. They glanced up at him as he took a seat. Vel flashed a knowing smile and cleared her throat.



“Morning, Damon,” she said. “Did you sleep well last night?”



“Surprisingly well,” he said. There were already a fair number of griddle cakes on a communal plate in the center of the table. Damon grabbed one and poured maple syrup on it in an x-shape before wolfing it down.



“You must have, after, well...” Lilian shrugged and grinned, shaking her head. “True Divine. You must have
 really
 missed your aesta.”



“Don’t be gross, Lil,” said Vel, elbowing her in the arm. “You know how Damon is.”



“I suppose I do, it’s just…” Lilian whistled and shook her head. “Wow. I would have knocked on the door and asked you to keep it down if I didn’t think it would be needlessly awkward.”



Damon cleared his throat and tried to ignore how hot his face was getting. “Instead, you bring the needless awkwardness forward to the next morning. Good work.”



Someone kicked him underneath the table, and it was hard to tell if it was Lilian or Vel, from their smiles. Malon, oblivious to their conversation, brought another pile of griddle cakes over.



“There’s plenty more where that came from,” she said. “I have to use up all the batter in one go. It’s a mess to deal with otherwise.”



“I’m sure it is,” said Vel. “A big, sticky mess.”



Damon was happy to see Vel and Malon getting on better. It would take more time for them to truly repair their relationship, but as far as he was concerned, griddle cakes were a fantastic way to start. Vel had a hidden sweet tooth of which few outside her immediate family were aware.



“The three of you will be on your own this morning,” said Malon. “I have to handle a few things after breakfast.”



“Care to elaborate on what those things might be?” asked Damon.



She shook her head. He was used to her being vague, even keeping secrets at times, and he didn’t press her. He trusted her in what she’d said about keeping secrets from Lascivious, and it wasn’t as though he’d explained anything to her that could compromise them yet. He doubted Seffi would take offense at a sentimental aesta spending some quality time with her family.



“I suppose I’ll do some training this morning after handling my chores,” said Damon.



“Can I steal a few minutes of your time after that?” asked Lilian.



“Sure, what for?”



She tapped her lips, and he wasn’t entirely sure whether she was implying that she wanted to feed or fuck. Probably both if he was up for it.



“I think I might do some reading,” said Vel. “As nice as it is to be back here, I forgot how boring it can be at times.”



“Now there’s the Vel I remember,” said Damon.



She stuck out her tongue at him, and he felt another kick underneath the table. Damon shot her an exaggerated glare and pushed his chair out, dropping to his knees. His first thought was to tickle her foot, or possibly snap her girlshorts to get revenge, but being under the table gave him a rather interesting view.



Both Vel and Lilian wore their nightgowns, tiny little things that barely made it midway down their thighs. They both had their legs crossed like the demure former ladies-in waiting they were. Damon ran a hand along Vel’s smooth calf with his right hand, and Lilian’s with his left.



He felt them both stiffen and then relax, followed by a series of giggles verging on hysteria as Damon’s hands slid higher up. He heard them whispering as he began to ease their legs open, no doubt conspiring with one another about how far to let him go.



“Where did solas go?” asked Malon.



“Oh, I’m sure Damon is around somewhere,” said Vel. “You know how he is. One thing after another.”



“Very true,” said Malon.



Damon eased his fingers underneath the hems of both Vel and Lilian’s nightgowns. There were obvious differences in both their reactions and what he found there. Vel only just opened her legs, and her girlshorts presented a formidable obstacle. Lilian spread wide and wore nothing underneath.



“I admire him for his energy,” said Lilian. “He wouldn’t be the man he is without it.”



“That’s… high praise,” said Malon, slightly baffled.



Damon waited until she’d walked away before continuing his subterranean adventure. He slid a finger into Lilian’s womanhood, easing Vel’s girlshorts aside with his other hand. He managed to get a finger into her, too, and felt as much as heard her suck in a pleasured breath.



It was strange and simultaneously one of the most entertaining sexual acts he’d ever performed. He slowly caressed them both, eventually getting a second finger into each of them. He felt as though he was directing a caravan, or casting a strange arcane spell, curling his fingers with slow motions and paying close attention to their reactions.



“I might not… read today after all,” said Vel. “Maybe I’ll watch Damon train.”



“Oh, I might have a few pointers for him,” said Lilian. “We could talk over his form at length. For hours, if he was so interested.”



“Lil!” hissed Vel. “I think he’d… rather be outside… with me. Maybe we could go for a walk and…”



Damon heard a squeak and felt a tightening on the fingers of his right hand. He grinned, feeling awfully pleased with himself.



“You should take a rest, Vel,” said Lilian. “I’m sure… Damon would rather train with… someone who could keep up with… with.”



He pulled his finger away from Vel, flipping Lilian’s nightgown up far enough to get his face, and more importantly, tongue into position. A single lick was enough to draw out a lewd gasp, and then she was coming right along with Vel.



“Solas,” snapped Malon. “Get out from under there.”



He froze, wondering if he might still escape notice if he just stayed really quiet.



“Solas!”



“I was just… picking up a griddle cake I dropped.” He tried not to smile too much as he returned to his chair.



“None of that at the common room table,” said Malon. “I swear, sometimes I think you’re a bunch of mares in heat.”



“You’re one to talk, aesta,” muttered Vel.



“Seta? Did you say something?”



Vel sighed and shook her head. “No, aesta. Just had something stuck in my throat.”










CHAPTER 12




 



As much as Damon would have loved to take Vel or Lilian up on their suggestions on how he might spend the day with them, he really did need to train. He was also wary of raising Malon’s ire. He wasn’t so naïve to think that at least part of her annoyance at his stunt under the table wasn’t due to her own complicated feelings toward him as both her lover and her solas.



He treated his exercise the same way he once had as a gladiator, creating a frozen edge to fill out his myrblade and running through various swordplay routines. It was exhilarating once he got into it, each slash and cut flowing together, each dodge and spin testing his old muscles.



The sky was even more overcast than usual, to the point where Lilian was able to come outside under a hooded cloak. She and Vel stuck together, watching for a time, and then walking around the clearing, immersed in their own friendship and conversation.



After an hour or so of heavy sword practice, Damon switched to working on his tumbling. It wasn’t nearly as useful of a skill to him with his performance days long in the past, but it was good for his balance and flexibility. He practiced handsprings, shoulder rolls, and side flips, feeling like a kid again as he flung his body around every which way.



It helped to have an interested audience. He caught Vel and Lilian watching more than once, more than a couple of times, even. There were a few appreciative whistles, a small applause, even.



It started raining at one point, though it was a quick, indecisive shower. Damon ignored it, working up a heavy sweat before finally calling it a day. He took a quick, ill-advised dip in the lake, admiring a small rainbow that had taken up residence in the mist on the other side of the shore.



The water had cooled dramatically over the course of the day, and he was shivering as he toweled off afterward. He was getting ready to head back inside to rifle through the pantry for a snack when he saw someone entering the clearing from the trees.



Ria was on foot, which surprised him, given how much he’d seen her on horseback during their last encounter. Her hair was done up in a tight, silver-green bun, with little sticks of crisscrossing blackwood holding it all in place. She wore a tight tunic of pale fabric with a tiny diamond showcasing her navel and abdomen, ending in a slitted skirt which hung loose over tan leggings.



The black matridai on her face, Damon’s own design, looked striking and elegant. He couldn’t take his eyes off them, the teasing curls of the two Ds across the sides of her cheeks, swooping downward like perfect, meaningful calligraphy.



He grinned at her, still in his underwear from his swim, but her attention was elsewhere. She was staring at the tower in a mixture of awe and horror, eyes wide, the fingers of one hand white-knuckle tight along the shaft of her spear.



He left his clothes on the bank and ran up to her. Vel and Lilian had gone inside at some point, leaving him to greet her alone. Her eyes never left the tower, though she took his hands on reflex as they drew near enough to touch.



“How… is this possible?” she whispered.



“Just wait until you see the interior,” he said. “Aside from our lost possessions, it’s nearly identical to—”



“Is she here?” hissed Ria. “Right now?”



It was only then that Damon saw the sudden shift in her expression, her tight lips and hard eyes. He felt his stomach lurch as he had a premonition of what was to come, what he should have expected all along, in truth.



“Slow down,” he said. “Give me a minute to explain everything.”



She was already pushing by him, her fingers pulling away from his as she took off toward the tower at a sprint. He ran after her, but she’d always been faster. She banged through the front door of the tower as though a battle was already underway.



“Ria!” snapped Damon. “Rovahn’s balls! Just… hold on!”



He followed her, terrified that Malon might have arrived back without him noticing and the situation might already be out of control. He stared through the doorway, taking far longer than he really should have to make sense of what he found.



Vel and Ria were hugging each other tightly, two sisters together again after perhaps years apart. He didn’t know for sure when they’d last met one another in person, and the sentiment he felt at watching their reunion was almost as palpable as his relief.



“Oh, Ria,” said Vel. “True Divine. It is so good to see you again.”



“As it is to see you, Velanor.” Ria smiled and held Vel at shoulder length, touching her hair and face. “You look well. If, perhaps, a bit scrawny. Have you been eating enough?”



“You’re one to talk.” Vel grinned and slapped the side of Ria’s hips. “And your hair! The black is shifting away so fast. It looks so beautiful like this… ethereal, almost.”



“You are too kind.” Ria smiled and looked Vel up and down again. Her eyes shifted past her to Lilian, at the table, who gave a wave.



“It’s been a while, Ria,” said Lilian.



“You as well, Lilian,” said Ria. “Have you been behaving yourself?”



She asked the question playfully, and to anyone else, it might have landed with good humor.



Lilian’s smile faltered, and she looked down at the table as she answered. “When I can help it. Not… to the degree I would have liked.”



“I did not mean to—”



“Forget it,” said Lilian, waving a hand. “I’ve been doing better recently.”



She looked at Damon, and Damon looked at Ria, and Vel smiled and started toward the kitchen to grab wine, or perhaps snacks. Damon felt reassurance within the palm of his hand, only to have it snatched away as Ria slammed the butt of her spear down into the floor.



“I did not come to simply reminisce and relax,” she said, baring her teeth. “The Red Sorceress was here, yes? If that is so, then she must be dealt with regardless, if—”



“Stop it.” Damon was surprised by the intensity of his own voice. He took a step forward, getting partially into Ria’s face, though he kept his expression as sympathetic as he could.



“I will not stop until I am certain that we are all safe,” said Ria.



“Aesta isn’t here,” said Vel. “She left this morning.”



“Where did she go?” shouted Ria, gripping her spear again.



“Calm down!” snapped Damon. “And lower your voice. True Divine, we’re indoors.”



“I have no time for your snark or your hesitation, young Damon. Tell me what you know, or…”



“Or what?” He took a step forward, almost blunting his chest off hers the way he might do to another man who stepped to him. “You might be the Vaista Aestairius among your people, but you have no more authority over us here than you did when we were kids.”



“Damon!” said Vel, wringing her hands together. “You don’t have to start a fight with her. We can talk this out, can’t we?”



“You should listen to Velanor, Damon,” said Ria. “You know how such a fight would end.”



“Do I?” He didn’t posture for violence, more to simply get under her skin, smirking in that way he knew would set her eyes to smoldering. She had no right to be stirring the pot like this, and if he had to be the one to set her straight, so be it.



“You should be grateful that my conflict is not with you, given how far you are pushing your luck,” said Ria. “I will do what needs to be done as soon as the Red Sorceress can be found.”



“She’s right here. Hello, seta.”



Malon’s voice, announcing her presence in the open doorway, was far from the relief it might once have been in the midst of their argument. She slowly strode into the already crowded common room as though she owned the place… which of course, she did.



Damon would have given anything to have Ria’s focus and anger still directed toward him, where it could be more easily harnessed. He tried to force himself between the two women as Ria brought her spear to her hands and attempted to rush toward Malon.



“Get back from her!” Ria shouted. “She is not what she seems! How can you not see it? She is one of the
 Venmalani
 ! She serves Lascivious and has no loyalty to any other!”



“Enough!” barked Damon. “We’ve been here before, and it led nowhere.”



“If it had led to where it needed to go, thousands of people might still be alive.” Ria’s voice was low, trembling with suppressed emotion. “I warned you so long ago, and yet you did not listen. Will you still plug your ears to the truth? It is painful, I know this… but it is also undeniable.”



“I am listening to you now, seta,” said Malon. “All that I ask is that you return the favor and listen to me in—”



Ria was apparently done talking. She flung herself forward, moving too fast for Damon to get in the way. She tackled Malon, tumbling through the door and onto the grass, the two women immediately grappling with one another for advantage. Thunder rumbled ominously overhead, as though even Rovahn and Leandra disapproved of what was about to take place.










CHAPTER 13




 



The chaos made everything seem as though it was happening at once. Vel screamed, getting in Damon’s way as he tried to rush out the door. Malon and Ria rolled together across the grass, tugging at each other’s hair and clothing, both too caught up in the moment to even fight effectively.



It started raining, heavy, cold droplets that pattered into the trees and dampened noise. The black clouds overhead made it seem as though night had come early, and a flash of lightning forced Damon’s eyes to readjust to the darkened world.



He was still clad only in his undershorts, with a towel over one shoulder, a fact which emphasized how quickly everything had spiraled out of control. Malon and Ria pulled back from one another, coming to stand ten or so strides apart. They were shouting at one another, but the wind had picked up, and Damon couldn’t hear a word of it until he’d closed the distance.



“This ends here!” yelled Ria, voice booming like the thunder. “I did not choose this time to arrive back by happenstance. I am at the height of my power, Malon, and I will do now what I should have done years ago.”



“Seta.” Malon clutched at her chest and shook her head, face a mask of pain. “I know how much hurt I’ve caused you, and Damon, and Vel, and so many others. I am sorry for that, but please… Know that by doing this, by even simply committing to the act, you will break more hearts than just mine.”



“You made this decision for us both!” Ria had left her spear within the tower, but she fell into a martial stance, tunic fluttering in the wind. “I take no pleasure in doing what must be done.”



Malon had recovered her poise and made no move to match Ria’s aggression. She stood, wearing a dress, braid ruffled from their earlier tumble but still intact, and simply shook her head.



“Stop this!” shouted Damon. “Ria! Aesta!”



They acted as if they couldn’t hear him, though perhaps they couldn’t in the wind and the rain. He was horrified, paralyzed, dripping wet, exposed to both the storm overhead and the storm of emotions in front.



Ria attacked first, though she commanded her tempesting through such a subtle motion of her hands to make it seem almost like an act of nature. Lightning flashed, blinding Damon, though he saw it strike Malon in the final flash of his vision.



There was a pulse of crimson at the point of impact. Malon held a single finger up, as though she was gesturing for Ria to hold on, to wait for just a moment. Her eyes glowed bright red, illuminating her face with an intense aura of frightening power.



Ria let out a savage battle cry, throwing her arms out to either side before pulling her hands back together and twisting them in a complicated motion. Lightning and thunder flashed and boomed, an incredible amount of storm energy swirling together. Enough to level an entire town through force and flames, by Damon’s estimation.



He shouted at her, more a wordless cry of horror than a command to stop. Ria brought her palms forward, directing her tempesting at Malon again. An inverted trident of lightning with dozens of prongs seemed to strike her all at once. Once more, crimson power shielded Malon, though the strength of Ria’s spell was enough to send her stumbling back.



Ria seized the opening, sprinting forward, hands balled into tight fists. Malon lashed out with crimson power, tripping her rather than attacking with the same deadly force that Ria had used.



Ria rolled, coming back to her feet with surprising swiftness. The movement put her close enough to get physical, and she twisted into a blurring roundhouse kick. Malon raised a forearm sheathed in crimson, blocking so stoutly that Ria fell backward, clutching her shin in pain.



Both women stared at one another, breathing heavy, Ria glaring, Malon looking on the verge of tears. Ria began tempesting again, and Malon summoned fire in her hands.



Damon was so tired of this nonsense. He hadn’t wanted to involve himself, or rather, his ice, fearing it might shift the encounter in a deadly direction. It seemed as though Malon and Ria were already well on their way down that path, however.



“Enough!” he boomed.



He slammed his hand down into the soggy soil, and a wall of ice shot up between the two women, slanted at an angle that blocked Ria’s lightning from above and Malon’s flames from below. He let it dissolve as soon as the spells were spent, but he wasn’t finished.



He took advantage of the attention he’d drawn, striding in between them, staring them both down with a fury born more from the situation than their individual actions. Ria was breathing heavy, and Malon was pale in the face from exerting her magic.



“This ends here and now,” he said. “I’m not going to stand here and watch the two of you try to kill each other.”



He remembered a similar moment, now years in the past, when he’d first arrived back at the farmstead and the tension between Ria and Malon had boiled over to a similar point. All he’d been able to do back then was watch from a distance and hope for the best.



He was done with watching.



Ria made a quick movement. Damon didn’t care whether it was an attack or simply an aggressive gesture. He slapped his hand into her chest hard, seizing her by the front of her tunic, and coated the bottom two thirds of her body in a stiff layer of ice. It was thin enough that, if she was willing to fall down onto the grass, she might be able to break free. It was more to emphasize his point, rather than truly hold her.



He glared at her, and she glared at him back. He looked at Malon, raising an eyebrow as though to ask if she also needed to be restrained. She gave him a curious smile, the pride hidden within it a contrast against the otherwise harrowing moment.



Damon was still only dressed in his underwear, and he had to clench his jaw to keep his teeth from chattering. He spoke slowly, looking back and forth between these two women whom he loved so very much.



“We aren’t doing this,” he said. “
 I’m
 not doing this. Ria, quit trying to start fights. Aesta… come get me instead of trying to handle it yourself if she does. We’re a family. We work through these arguments together. Alright?”



He let the ice dissolve from Ria’s body, and instead of giving him an answer, she stomped off toward the trees. It had stopped raining, and the sun was even making a rare appearance in the sky overhead, but the mood was anything but cheery.



“I’ll talk to her,” said Damon. “Just go inside. Don’t come looking for us. If I can’t bring her back, nobody can.”



“Thank you, solas,” whispered Malon.










CHAPTER 14




 



Damon went after Ria immediately, only taking the time to grab his clothes from beside the lake and throw them on. They were soaking wet, and he wondered if he might have been better off without them as he felt them sagging on his body.



She hadn’t gone far, which was a minor miracle, as he doubted he would have been able to track her far. She had her back against a tree, but she spun around as Damon’s foot snapped a twig during his approach.



“I am leaving,” she said bitterly. “Save your words.”



“You’re a child,” he said.



“You think to throw insults at me, young Damon?” Ria set her hands on her hips and jutted her chin out. “You call me a child while you still cling to the strings of your aesta’s apron, waiting on her every word?”



“What are you even trying to accomplish?” he snarled. “What would killing aesta do for the world, Ria? Have you even thought that far ahead, or are you just reacting to the whims of your anger?”



He glared at her, though he was almost as annoyed at himself. He wasn’t going to get through to her with insults and loaded questions, but it felt impossible to issue anything else when she was so quick to dismiss his feelings.



“How can you, of all people, say that?” she hissed. “Where have you been these past five years,
 husband
 ? Do you not hold her complicit in stealing that time from you?”



“She’s our aesta,” he said, as though it was an explanation, an argument winner.



“She should not be free of consequences!”



Damon shook his head. “If you think the world is that simple, then you really are a child.”



“You will not speak to me that way!” Ria jabbed her finger into his chest.



“Or what?” He leaned his face closer to hers, holding her gaze as the moment pulsed with a variety of different forms of tension.



They were against each other in the next instant, wrestling, at least at first. Damon’s mouth found hers somehow. She kissed him back, and then bit his lower lip sharply, and then they were wrestling again. He pressed her back against the tree, using his body weight to hold her there as she growled and pawed at him, tearing at his wet shirt.



“You… stupid… bastard!” she hissed.



“You’re an idiot!” he yelled. “If you want to leave, Ria, then go! That’s all you ever do, isn’t it? Run away, attack people, throw a fit when things get hard!”



“I am not running away!” she snarled. “Holding a servant of evil responsible is the furthest thing from running!”



“And if I get in your way when you try it?” he asked, grabbing her by the wrists. “Will you fight me, then?”



“I could, if I so chose,” she said, voice pitched quiet and low.



“You couldn’t handle me.”



“You are more arrogant than I ever was.”



“Is that right?”



She gave a small nod, and they were suddenly kissing again, hands roving over one another as though they really did both want a fight… but something else simply took priority. He could practically sense the annoyance and frustration through the movements of her lips, the breathy noises she made as they both come up for air.



She yanked at his shirt again. She really was going to rip it, if she kept at it like that, which infuriated Damon.
 That would be just like Ria
 , he thought, as he palmed one of her breasts. Tear his shirt while they were kissing, while they were undressing, and blame it on him somehow. She was such an unbelievable…



His mind went blank for a second as he felt he slip her hand into his trousers and cup his manhood in a fashion that sent a pleasurable tickle straight to his core. He pressed her against the tree again, feeling her slide a thigh upward, opening herself to him. He kissed her neck, stopping to lift his arms up as she finally got his shirt off.



They just stared at each other for a moment. Damon glowered at her. He couldn’t help himself. It felt like losing somehow to admit that he wanted her, as though he was admitting she’d been right, and she had this smile on her face as though she knew it. He kissed her again, grinding his erection against her body, and then spun her around roughly by the shoulders.



She leaned back against him, letting her soft butt do all sorts of interesting rubbing. Damon took her arms and set her hands against the trunk of the tree, bending her forward. She let out a fuming growl and started to pull back, but he was already yanking her leggings down.



Her butt looked pale under the shadow of the trees, despite how tanned it was. He heard Ria start grumbling something, but he was a man, a horny man, and it took him less than a second to get his cock out.



“You can’t even argue with me anymore,
 young Damon
 , let alone fight me,” she said, in a mocking tone. “What makes you think you can—”



He thrust into her hard, expecting some resistance, some dryness, but meeting one of the wettest lanes into which he’d ever thrust. He didn’t have the snark in him to call her out on it, and it would have been hard to form words over the brutal, begrudging pleasure of the moment. He delivered a stinging slap to her ass and bent her forward again against the tree.



Ria could be such a bitch sometimes. True Divine, he loved her so much. He loved her body, the way that, even now, she could seem so tensed and ready, muscles collectively coiled like a spring. But she was so soft underneath, so wet, so accessible to his roving hands.



He gasped as he pumped into her, and Ria let out a tiny squeak. This was… Well, it was better than arguing. It would bring them to a point faster than a fight. He pumped into her, feeling the cushion of her buttocks as he gave it to her with hard movements. She could take it, and if she couldn’t, he would smirk and gloat over getting her to beg him to stop.



A few birds took off from a nearby tree, clearly offended. Damon was taking her with enough force to rattle the trunk Ria was leaned up against, and the rhythmic clap of his hips tapping into her ass wasn’t exactly quiet, nor were the noises they were making.



He twisted his fingers into her intricate tunic. She flung a hand back, knocking away his grip and glaring over her shoulder. Damon leaned in and kissed her, breaking his angle, but needing to taste her lips in the moment. Ria kissed him back eagerly, and for an instant, their fingers laced together.



She posed for him, sticking her butt out again, and the sight was so hot that he almost came before getting back into motion. Again, the sensation stole his breath away, so tight and so wet. Ria arched her back and shook with pleasure. Damon reached one of his hands around to tease in between her legs and felt her reacting powerfully.



It only took a few thrusts to get her off, combined with his playful fingers. She tensed suddenly, throwing her head back, mouth open but no sound escaping, at least at first. She let out a low, sex-drunken groan. Damon ran his hand over her neck, took hold of one of her breasts, and took a victory lap.



He really did love her, and it was hard, if not impossible, to stay mad at her while she was all but melting into a puddle onto his cock. He held her hips gently, but firmly, and set an even pace, accelerating as the pleasure approached like a cresting wave. He was going so fast by the end that he started losing his footing against the pine needles carpeting the ground and had to pull her closer in. Ria could never be too close.



She covered his hand with hers as he finally had his moment, grunting and losing himself in the perfection of the pleasure of his release. He made no effort to pull out, and she didn’t say anything about it. Whether it was a good habit for them to fall into remained to be seen. Right then, right there, he simply couldn’t help himself.



“Husband,” whispered Ria.



“Wife,” he replied.










CHAPTER 15




 



They stayed in the forest for a while after they were finished. Damon sat with his back against the very same tree they’d made use of for their exertions, with Ria sitting in between his legs, leaned into him. He gently traced the matridai on her face, admiring the neatness of the linework.



“It took me over a week to finish,” said Ria. “Tradition says the matridai are to be completed in one session but… it is harder when tattooing oneself, using only a looking glass.”



“They’re perfect.” He kissed her cheek and brushed back a few strands of hair that had come loose from her bun. He was pretty sure he’d pulled them loose, now that he thought about it.



It was so strange to consider how furious they’d been with one another mere minutes before, but it also wasn’t as though the essence of the argument had completely faded from existence. Damon knew she would still need to settle things with Malon, but at the very least, he felt as though he’d tested the trust Ria felt for him, her
 husband
 in name and fact, and found that trust to be adequate.



“Come back with me,” he said. “Please. Stay at the tower, if only for tonight.”



“Damon…” Ria started to shake her head.



He playfully set his hands on either side of her cheeks and tried to hold her face in place, to which she responded by playfully biting one of his knuckles.



“I have a plan,” he said. “I haven’t just rediscovered Myr and her power. She remembered something from long ago, when she was still an ice elemental and privy to greater knowledge. It may be a way to… bring a calm to our little slice of the world.”



She glanced at him over her shoulder. “Explain.”



“I will. But since I’m going to need your help, along with aesta’s, I’d prefer to have you both present for the conversation.”



Ria sighed and scowled at the pine needles. “This may not end well. You are playing with fire by trying to force civility between her and I after all that has happened.”



“Are you saying that you can’t keep your own temper in check?” he asked.



“My temper has nothing to do with it!” snapped Ria. “What happens if Lascivious appears from the sky and decides to begin giving her commands again? Do you expect events would play out any differently from last time?”



He’d been doing his best to avoid thinking about that. Lascivious had seemed, well, a lot like Seffi, Malon’s shy little ward, the last time Damon had encountered her. He was placing his hopes in her personality having stabilized enough for her to listen to reason if she did make an appearance.



“She calls Malon aesta, you know,” he said. “And aesta calls her… seta. She did help rescue Seffi, long before we ever knew about her. After Avarice killed her family, and after… everything else happened. I think aesta helped her regain herself, served as her mentor. Her family, even, or the closest thing to it that she could have.”



“Irrelevant,” said Ria. “All that ultimately matters is how she will feel about this plan of yours, whatever it entails. Will she allow us to make such a change to the world as you are describing, vague as you have been?”



“I suppose
 we’ll
 see,” he said, with emphasis. “Please. I need you by my side for this, Ria.”



She sighed and leaned her head back on his shoulder for a moment before slowly nodding. “For you, I will make the effort to listen. But if the sorceress tries to lecture me, or demands an apology, or…”



“She won’t,” said Damon. “She has her own burden of guilt to bear. Trust me.”



He squeezed his arms around her and kissed her, and they both walked back to the tower together.



 



***



 



The common room was silent as Damon led Ria through the door. He saw the way her eyes darted around, though it was clear she was trying to suppress her reaction. He smiled and leaned a little closer.



“It’s an exact replica, as I said.” He gestured to his room. “There are still only two beds in the room you and Vel shared, so we might have to have a chat about sleeping arrangements, with Lilian here.”



She gave him a knowing smile, but it lingered for only an instant. Malon was in the kitchen, attention occupied by dinner preparations, and she seemed to be making an effort to limit her presence. Vel and Lilian were sitting at the common room table, looking bored.



“I’m glad you came back, Ria,” said Vel. “I was really hoping we’d have time to catch up properly. How have you been?”



“Fine,” she replied, a bit too quickly.



“Fine?”



“What does it matter?” she snapped. “Would it change anything if I said I had been doing badly?”



Vel folded her arms. “Are you really going to be like this? You know, the mood was fairly pleasant before you strode into the clearing and started picking fights.”



Ria narrowed her eyes and raised a hand as though to jab a finger in Vel’s direction. Damon elbowed her in the ribs and gave her a look. She let out a sigh and took a seat at the table, with Damon filling the last chair.



“I did not mean to be dismissive of your concern, Velanor,” said Ria. “There are just… many things occurring in the world which are hard to explain to those who have not experienced them.”



“Will you try, at least?” asked Damon. “We’ll all need to be doing some explaining tonight if we’re to be on the same page.”



Ria sighed and shot a quick glance toward Malon in the kitchen, as though still doubting that the fight between them was truly settled. She loosened the top tie of her tunic and slid a hand underneath to rub her shoulder, nearly flashing Damon in the process, though he didn’t exactly mind and had seen her breasts within the hour.



“I have split my time between the near region of the Malagantyan and far to the south,” she said. “There is a place once known as
 Gorgaia
 , or The Great Gorge, in your language. We now call it
 Gorgaia-Bellis
 … The Great Gorge Press. Revenants have filled it to a point where they crawl over one another like worms in a bucket. Part of my duty to my people is to travel there during storm time, approach as close as I can, and… cull the press with my tempesting.”



“Like worms in a bucket, you say?” said Damon. “What were we having for dinner again?”



Lilian burst out laughing. Vel glared at him and kicked him under the table.



“Well, that is why I was reluctant to speak of it,” said Ria. “It is as unpleasant of a task as it sounds, I can assure you of that.”



“You’re keeping your people safe by doing it, though,” said Damon. “Along with what’s left of the Merinians in Veridan’s Curve. It’s a noble undertaking.”



“It is, in part, why I hesitate to commit to this vague notion of departing on a quest, young Damon,” said Ria. “What would happen to the Gorgaia-Bellis in my absence? It could well spill over, revenants climbing over the top of the gorge in the thousands, overrunning the havens I have worked so hard to protect.”



“Hey!” Myr’s whisper caught Damon by surprise, and he jumped a little in his chair. “Tell her that if we manage to do what I have in mind, it will weaken the revenants to the point of them being unable to do more than crawl, if not destroying them outright.”



“Myr says that my plan would either destroy the revenants or render them harmless,” said Damon.



“And just what is your plan, solas?” called Malon.



He looked around the table, steepled his fingers, and considered his words.










CHAPTER 16




 



Malon served the food, setting bowls of chicken and rice soup down in front of each of them, along with thick, fluffy slices of bread. There were only four chairs at the table, but she seemed more comfortable standing, able to set herself and the inescapable tension between her and Ria slightly aside from the group’s core.



“I wanted everyone to be here before getting into the details, in case any of you know anything of which Myr or I aren’t aware,” he said. “Some of this will no doubt be familiar to you, so feel free to correct me or contribute when appropriate.”



Malon nodded, as did the others at the table.



“Magic, as a force in the world, stems from what we call
 essence
 ,” said Damon. “There’s a certain amount of it within all life, and within every enchanted artifact. Within your crest, aesta, and within the heritage of spellbloods. Essence is what allows your power to manifest in the physical realm.”



“The physical plane, not realm,” whispered Myr. “What? You said anyone could correct you.”



A smile twitched at the edge of Damon’s mouth, but he continued, undaunted. “What’s less commonly known is that there’s a certain amount of
 unbound essence
 which only greater beings of power can draw form. The Forsaken are among them, for example, along with ice elementals like Myr, and along with monsters created from curses, like the revenants.



“This unbound essence behaves like water, in a certain manner. It can flow and pool. It evaporates over time. It comes from certain sources, specific places. Myr calls them essence wells, or
 klykia
 , in her elemental language. The reason why the Forsaken exist, the reason why they’re as powerful as they are, has to do with the way in which the True Divine tapped into one of the essence wells.”



“I’ve heard of the essence wells before, in old legends,” said Malon. “Of that much, at least, I can confirm the accuracy.”



“Just to be clear, you’re speaking of Rovahn and Leandra as though they’re people who actually existed?” asked Vel.



“They were, according to Myr, though she isn’t sure whether those were actually their names, or whether they were truly married, or if the legend behind the illegitimate birth of the Forsaken has any validity. What she knows for sure is that their power is owed to this one specific essence well, the
 Ocean Klykia
 , deep within the Endless Ocean.”



He turned his palms upward. The others stared at him, none of them eating, despite the food being set out. Damon felt Malon set her hands on his shoulders from where she stood behind his chair.



“So your plan is to travel to this Ocean Klykia and attempt to dampen it, somehow?” she asked.



“Exactly,” he said. “Myr thinks that she… that I… am capable of it. She’s a little wonky on the details, but if she thinks it’s possible, I trust her.”



He’d spent many late hours conversing with Myr in the time after Malon had left the tower with Lascivious, muttering to himself like a goon as he’d asked her to explain it over and over.



“How would we even get there?” asked Vel. “Do you have a boat that you failed to mention?”



“No, but the esteemed Lady Governor of Silke just might,” he said. “I know it’s a lot to ask. I plan on making the journey, regardless, but I could use your help.”



In truth, the people currently sitting at the table were the only people in the world of whom he could reasonably ask such a thing. He loved each of them, trusted each of them with his life, but knew the size of this request.



“I see one obvious risk factor which we must address,” said Ria. She spoke calmly, but Damon feared her words might not remain so from the way her eyes kept flicking toward Malon. “Would Lascivious simply stand back and allow us to tamper with the source of her power?”



“Lascivious need not know of this,” said Malon. “It’s not as though I speak all of my secrets to her.”



“Aesta…” Damon chewed his lip, thinking of her earlier words of her willingness of keeping his secrets. “Could she make you reveal our plan through your crest contract?”



Malon sagged a little, her hands still on his shoulders, thumbs pressing and massaging his neck. “She could, but only if she asked me directly. I see no reason why it wouldn’t be viable to preempt her curiosity.”



“Lie to her, in other words,” said Vel. “Would that truly work?”



“We have to consider that it’s necessary now, regardless of whether aesta comes with us or not,” said Damon. “It’s not as though Lascivious couldn’t force her to admit what she knows even if she stayed behind in Veridan’s Curve. We would gain more by having her magic and wisdom along for the journey.”



“Thank you, solas,” whispered Malon. “I would gladly accompany you, if you’d have me.”



There was a silence around the table. Nobody looked at Ria, but it was clear they were waiting for her to object, or more likely, decide that her and Malon’s presence on the voyage were mutually exclusive.



“There are still people within the havens who need my strength,” she said slowly. “However… if it is true that this Ocean Klykia could also affect the viability of the revenants, then I must also see this quest through.”



Damon grinned and gave a small punch against the table in victory. Having Ria along would be a huge boon, not just for her strength of presence, but for her tempesting. If they encountered a storm, she could redirect much of the force of the wind and lightning away from their yet to be acquired ship.



“I suppose I’ll go as well,” said Lilian. “It’s not as though I have much better to do, and something tells me you might need my help convincing Kastet.”



“I’m not about to stay and be the only one left behind,” said Vel. She shrugged and broke a piece off from her bread. “I guess that means we’re all committed to this.”



“Yeah, I guess it does.” Damon couldn’t have stopped smiling if he’d tried. He wolfed down a few bites of soup, savoring delicious chunks of chicken and carrot, and wiped his mouth. “We’ll set out first thing tomorrow. There’s no reason for us to linger.”



Vel cleared her throat. “That… might not be ideal for all of us, Damon.”



She glanced knowingly at Lilian, who shrugged.



“It’s just past sunset,” said Lilian. “I should set out now, in that case. It would be unreasonable for me to presume to make all of you travel along with me at night.”



“Ah. Right.” Damon drummed his fingers on the table, trying to think of a solution to her aversion to the sun. If they had a carriage, she could simply ride in the back, as she’d done in the past, but it didn’t seem as though one would be forthcoming.



“I’ll help you pack a traveling bag, Lilian,” said Malon. “We could delay one day if you wished to rest. That much time would make no difference.”



“No need.” She flashed a full-fanged smile and stretched her back as she rose from her chair. “I’m already well rested, and the prospect of this journey rather excites me. I’ll meet up with you all outside of Silke. Find an obvious place to make camp within a few miles of the city on the final night before your arrival.”



Malon began packing away everything Lilian might need, doting on her as though she were one of her setas and double checking each detail. Ria had already finished eating, and after giving Damon an intimate goodnight kiss, she excused herself to bed. He wondered if perhaps it was an act born from an urge to avoid their aesta, rather than out of genuine exhaustion.



“Are you sure you want to leave tonight?” Damon asked Lilian, for what must have been the fifth time.



“This plan was your idea, Damon.” She flashed him a wicked smile and pressed her finger against his chest, dragging it as though drawing a map. “I travel faster alone, and I’ll have a chance to rest in Silke when I reach it before you all, regardless.”



“At least take the time to feed on me so you’re topped up on blood?” he suggested.



She pursed her lips, glancing at Malon and Vel, neither of whom objected. She slowly nodded, taking his hand somewhat dramatically and leading Damon into his own room.



Compared to how intense and sexual Lilian’s feedings normally were, she was relatively straightforward about it. Damon was still curling with pleasure and fully aroused by the end. She gave him a kiss that tasted salty, and he was too dazed from the pleasure to realize it was from his own blood until after the fact.



Lilian set out immediately after, and the rest of the night was a blur of preparation, most of it undertaken by Malon, with Vel’s help. Lilian had taken a fair amount of blood from him, and he was exhausted enough to let his aesta shepherd him off to bed early.



“Sleep well, solas,” she whispered. “No funny business tonight. You need your rest most of all.”



She kissed him on the forehead. Damon pulled her back for a proper kiss on the mouth, but only found her cheek. He caught a hint of a smile in the dark of his room.



“What did I just say?” she said, with a sliver of amusement.



“I love you,” he said. “Thank you.”



“For what?”



“Trusting me.”



“I will always trust you,” she whispered. “Now get some sleep.”










CHAPTER 17




 



They set out early the next morning, in those first sleepy, some might say dreary, minutes before sunrise. Damon wore his cloak over his best traveling clothes, heavy pack laden with tent and food and water skins, broken myrblade and curved Rem sword both hanging from his sword belt.



It was such a strange moment, one that felt disordered from time. He stood alongside Malon, Vel, and Ria, alongside his family, staring at the tower, the home they’d all shared for so many years. He felt like waving goodbye to the building itself, but sensed that the others, Ria in particular, would never let him live it down.



“I hope we get to come back eventually,” said Vel. “I really did enjoy my time back here.”



She glanced down at her shoes, and then her arm and waved to the tower. Damon grinned and pulled her into a tight hug, lavishing her cheeks and lips with kisses.



“Damon!” she said, giggling.



“I just suddenly remembered how much I love you,” he said. He waved with his free hand, along with her, appreciating Vel for being who she was.



The unfortunate truth was that, while Damon’s individual relationships with all of his traveling companions were as solid as they’d ever been, there was an element of discord within the group. They weren’t traveling together as much as headed in the same direction, committed to the same quest.



Ria pulled ahead, putting a good quarter mile in between herself and Malon, who was content with a more breathable pace. Vel, while having made great strides in repairing her relationship with her aesta, still wasn’t entirely comfortable hiking alone with her, which meant she stayed close to Damon as much as she could.



Damon had to vary his pace, speeding up to catch Ria whenever he wanted a word with her, slowing down to check on Malon and make sure they still had some semblance of cohesion as a group. It was irritating and more than a little stressful, a physical manifestation of the cracks within their family.



Surprisingly, the revenants, which Damon had anticipated to be their foremost challenge, were almost a nonfactor. The amount of power they shared between them made the encounters with the monsters swift and decisive, sometimes not even posing enough of a threat to force them to break stride.



Damon would whip out his broken myrblade and freeze them solid with a few quick slashes or drop his hand to the muddy ground to freeze them from below. Malon would simply point a finger and incinerate entire groups of the monsters, leaving no trace of their existence beyond piles of ash. Ria, too, could hold her own against them with her spear, and no doubt could have done far more with the rain.



And Vel, well… Vel was an eternal well of moral support.



 



***



 



They made a single detour from their northeastern course toward Silke. Ria mentioned a drop-off point where she could leave missives for a Rem courier to deliver a message to Joyell and Matrick on how to handle the havens in her absence.



“You think they’re up to the task?” asked Damon.



“They will have to be,” she replied. “They have both grown into capable leaders under my guidance. The question is less of their capabilities, and more of whether our quest bears fruit, I think.”



She scribbled out a quick note, hesitated, added a few more details, and then stuffed the rolled-up missive into the hollow interior of a tree. Malon and Vel had used the break in their pace to catch up, and for a few minutes after, they all traveled as a group again.



Their pace was punishing, and when they made camp each night it was for the sake of getting as much rest as possible. Damon didn’t slip into the tents of any of his beautiful traveling companions, much as he would have liked to, and similarly, none of them snuck in to visit him.



It was the night of the fourth day when they reached the point where they’d agreed to meet up with Lilian. Silke was no more than five miles distant, near enough to be visible on the horizon if it weren’t for the ash and hills. They made camp as soon as it became dark, earlier than they normally would have.



Lilian made her appearance within a few minutes of the sun setting completely. She looked good and wore a new set of traveling clothes, along with a set of lapis lazuli earrings that looked incredible against the tone of her skin.



“How has the journey faired you so far?” she asked.



“Well enough,” said Damon.



“I have a blister on my heel,” muttered Vel. “I absolutely cannot wait to get to Silke and have a chance to take a bath and be off my feet.”



“Well, unfortunately, you may have to wait a while longer for that,” said Lilian, with a frown. “I made it to Silke yesterday, and I’ve already spoken at length with Kastet.”



“That is good, is it not?” asked Ria.



Lilian shook her head. “She has some… concerns about welcoming the party into the city. Namely, she questioned whether there might be political implications to allowing a crest sorceress of Lascivious and the Vaista Aestairius free passage into the territory of the Empire.”



“I see,” said Malon.



“I doubt she would have deigned to see me either, for what it’s worth,” said Lilian. “I learned my lesson from when I came to visit Vel. I didn’t bother petitioning her guard. I just snuck into Redpane Tower and shook her awake from bed during the night. Quite a reaction she had upon first seeing me.”



She flashed a crooked smile that showed off one of her fangs.



“I take it you brought up our needs with her?” asked Damon. “What did she have to say about lending us a ship?”



“She said that it was outright impossible,” said Lilian. “She said… well, quite a bit, but I suppose I should let her speak for herself. She wrote a letter to each of you which she entrusted me to deliver.”



Lilian routed around in her traveling pack, pulling loose several slightly crumpled missives. She read the name on each and passed them out individually. They all pulled in close to the same lantern to read within its sphere of illumination.



 



Dearest Damon,



It pains me deeply that I must turn you and your family away from my city. In truth, I would welcome a visit from you and from Velanor, but the optics of allowing some of the others within Silke are a fact of politics which I cannot escape.



Unfortunately, these limitations extend to the amount of aid I can provide to you in a similar fashion. I have given Lilian the most accurate maps I have access to of the Endless Ocean, along with as much food as she can reasonably carry. A ship will not be forthcoming, as the city simply doesn’t have one to spare. I’m no more able to give you a ship than I am to give you the amount of gold it would cost to build one.



With that said, this is a problem which potentially has a rather poetic solution. For many months, I have been sending scouts from Silke to explore as much of the ruins of Avaricia as possible. I have determined that Avarice built a personal seafaring vessel during his last few months of rule as the Godking.



This vessel is still moored within Avaricia’s docks. The revenants have prevented my scouts from being able to draw near it, and various other shipwrecks have made it unsafe to approach from sea. It’s yours for the taking, if you can reach it.



I wish I could do more for you. I miss you, old friend and heavily encourage you to pay me a visit at the end of your journey.



Lady Governor Kastet Alquin










CHAPTER 18




 



“Huh,” muttered Damon.



He looked up from the letter, noticing that most of the others had already finished reading their much shorter messages. Vel was still frowning at hers, and when she finally lowered it, she looked as though she was considering tearing it in two.



“As though she doesn’t actually have a ship,” she muttered. “Silke is literally a city on the ocean! She could spare one, if she truly wanted to.”



“At the very least, she’s given us a path forward,” said Malon. “I think it worth investigating this vessel which Avarice supposedly built for himself.”



“Avaricia is another day’s travel to the south and east from here,” said Ria. “If this does not pan out, we will have wasted a fair amount of time.”



“I trust her,” said Damon. “Perhaps not in everything, but in providing us with accurate information about a ghost ship in a ruined city? Yeah, I’ll take her word.”



“This ship has supposedly been just sitting in the water for five years, and we’re to use it to travel across the Endless Ocean?” Vel frowned and flicked a small rock with her foot. “I don’t see this ending well, to be honest.”



“It’s the only lead we have,” said Damon.



They continued traveling in much the same manner across the next few days, with Lilian splitting off to make the journey on her inverse schedule. It was late in the afternoon when Avaricia finally came into view… and it wasn’t pretty.



Damon hadn’t seen the city since the Red Sky Night. It looked ominous in the distance, with ash swirling through streets lined with burned-out buildings. The city’s citizens had long since abandoned the area, and there weren’t even any camps of scavengers or desperate holdouts anywhere nearby.



“We’re really going to head into that?” asked Vel.



Damon set a hand on her shoulder and slowly nodded.



“We’ll wait for Lilian to meet up with us tonight and journey forth as a group,” he said. “No doubt there will be a few revenants waiting for us once we get within the city limits.”



“This will be far more dangerous than crossing the wasteland was,” said Malon. “We’ll need to stick together.”



She shot a glance toward Ria, who’d fallen back into her habit of hiking alone over the past few days. She shrugged and looked at Damon.



“I have no issue with us moving as a group,” she said. “Though I think it best if we move fast and limit our time within this place.”



They all nodded, and they all waited, and Lilian arrived no more than a few minutes past sunset. Damon could scarcely count the number of times he’d entered Avaricia through the city’s main gate, walking alongside Austine, riding in the back of Len’s carriage with the twins, stumbling through on his own, piss drunk after an evening in the outskirts involving one too many.



Never before had he felt the scope of the city like this. It was a sprawling mess of death, the biggest graveyard in all the world, by his reckoning. Damon could look in any direction and, if he left his gaze there for long enough, he’d see something resembling a body. An ash-covered lump, or a bit of white bone, skulls picked clean by some animal or monster, scraps of clothing turned gray from decay.



They traveled as a tight group of five. Damon took the lead, sword out and at the ready. Ria and Lilian stood on either side of Vel, at the very center, and Malon followed behind, calling advice out and helping keep the calm.



Revenants were everywhere, but they were different from the ones Damon had encountered in the Crimson Wastes and within the Malagantyan. Older, he guessed, more sluggish and lumbering. They were easier to see from a distance and, in some cases, easier to ignore. Somehow that only made them more terrifying, as though they were festering lesions set into the stones of the streets, expressions of the dark trauma the once thriving city had suffered.



It was made worse for Damon by the fact that he’d known this place so well. It had been his city, in a way, the place where he’d spent the latter half of his teenage years and come into himself as a man. He passed by inns that he’d stayed at, taverns he’d drunk at, a clothier who’d once fixed a rip in a costume, a smith who’d sold him a blunted practice sword.



 He saw a larger ruin that had once been the Mid-City Arena, now just a crumpled heap of scorched stones and rotted, ash-stained wood. How many bouts had he fought there? He couldn’t even guess, and though he’d long since abandoned his career as a gladiator, the fact that he would never walk through those stands again, let alone fight there, felt like having a part of himself stolen away.



It was hard for him to look at, but Damon wasn’t so selfish as to think it was solely his burden to bear. He slowed, shifting to let Ria take the lead and drawing closer to his aesta. Malon’s expression was heavy with pain and regret, her eyes glistening with tears which she seemed to keep from falling only through force of will.



“We can’t change the past,” he whispered, taking her hand. “But maybe, through what we’re doing now, we can make for a better future.”



“I hope so, solas,” she whispered. Her grip tightened against his, and he squeezed back.



Their route through the decayed city brought them by where Veridas Keep had once stood. Avarice’s former palace had escaped the destruction through the sole virtue of having been coopted as Lascivious’s floating castle. In its place now stood an empty crater, the bottom third full of brackish water with nowhere to drain and not enough light to evaporate.



Damon stared at the spectacle, strange even against the unnerving backdrop of death and ruin surrounding them. How often had he looked at Veridas Keep, first in awe, when it had meant nothing to him, then in anger, when he’d believed that Avarice had set him up to kill Austine. Now, he saw nothing, and he felt nothing, and it still felt wrong.



A ripple ran through the massive puddle at the bottom of the slope. Damon furrowed his brow. None of them had kicked anything into the water, as far as he could tell. He turned to suggest that the group, which had slowed to a stop, continue on. A horrible noise cut him off before he could get a word out.



“True Divine,” muttered Vel. “What… is that?”



It looked like a ball with legs, a fat spider of pallid flesh and black mud with grotesque proportions. A roaring noise echoed through the city as it began climbing up the side of the crater, somehow nasal and sickly and giddy all at once.



“Get back!” shouted Malon. “It’s one of Famine’s creations!”



“She must have been rather inspired with this one,” said Damon.



He saw now that the monster’s entire form was similar to the Old Thinker, composed of mutated bodies fused together into a greater whole, if such a thing could be described as
 great
 . The legs were all human, some of them still with stomachs and abdomens attached to allow shorter donaries to walk even with the taller ones.



It had dozens of heads and mouths of various sizes, poking out on all sides of its body. It let out another screech as it came over the edge of the pit, the noise coming from multiple mouths at once, a horrible chorus of malevolent hunger and fury.



Damon drew his broken myrblade and filled the missing portion with a blade of ice. Ria had her spear out, and Malon was poised for casting. Lilian stood near Vel, the shoulders of both women trembling. Famine’s corruption landed harder on Lilian, given her own past with the Forsaken’s experimentation.



“Aesta,” said Damon. “Care to start us off with some fire?”



She flashed a cold smile, eyes pulsing to life with crimson energy, and flicked her fingers at the monster in a dismissive gesture. A rolling wall of fire shot toward it, growing in height to match the highest of the fused heads, which were easily level with a second-story window.



The flames hissed as they swept over the monster, and the wall of fire curled to encircle it completely, the way a thrown net might pull together on the far side. The smell had the same inviting quality of roasting meat, which made it all the more unpleasant, and Damon felt a rise of nausea across the top of his stomach.



Malon sent a large fireball hurtling toward the monster’s center of mass for good measure, which gave off a blindingly bright flash as it exploded against its intended target. When Damon’s vision cleared enough to make sense of the aftermath, a familiar sight greeted him.



The monster was healing. Charred flesh peeled and cracked away, revealing puffy pink skin underneath, scarred but rejuvenated. Damon slowly shook his head as he considered what Famine was doing with her experiments. He imagined a world where revenants were outcompeted by monsters like these, near impossible to kill through normal means, but just as hungry. The urgency of their quest seemed that much more pressing.



“I’ll have to freeze it, then,” he said. “Ria. I’m going to need your help.”



“You will have it,” she said, spinning her spear.



“We need to get a sense of its speed and tendencies,” he said. “Aesta, be ready to hold it with your magic if it finds an opening on one of us.”



“Of course, solas,” said Malon. “Be careful.”



Damon jogged forward, moving in almost perfect unison with Ria, their footfalls slapping against the dirty cobblestone with matching timing. They took angles of attack that let them both fight freely, while still being able to leap sideways to defend one another if needed.



As it was, the monster watched them both, with plenty of heads and eyes leftover. Damon watched the legs, seeing how easily it could rear up to kick out like a horse. He was more concerned of the possibility of it simply rushing forward and trampling them. The sooner they finished the fight, the better.



Ria attacked first, a quick, testing jab with the point of her spear. It sank into the monster’s putrid flesh up to the metal of the tip. Damon briefly held the hope that the bulbous bulk might gush open like a punctured waterskin, but her strike barely had an impact, the wound sealing up almost as quickly as it had been created.



He let out a roar and began slashing with his myrblade, delivering blows hard enough to shatter the weapon and then quickly reforming it as he surged on to the next attack. At first, he tried simply to deal physical damage, tearing into the monster’s flesh with his weapon, but it didn’t take more than a couple of hits before it was clear that his earlier idea was their only avenue for victory.



Damon leapt out of reach of one of the legs as it kicked out, inadvertently putting himself directly into the path of another. His ribs screamed with pain as the heel of one of the monster’s feet collided with the side of his abdomen, knocking him into a sideways roll across the dirty street.



Ria roared and thrust her spear deep into the monster, but she might as well have stabbed a house. The monster reared up, and half a dozen legs dropped down all at once, aiming to stomp Damon into a bloody smear across the ground.



A crimson barrier caught the attack inches from ending him. Damon rolled sideways, seeing the way Malon’s magic wavered from the strain of holding so much weight. He had to end the fight now, or risk being overwhelmed by the sheer bulk of Famine’s creation.



“Ria!” he shouted. “I need a boost!”



She stared at him, uncomprehending until he began to run straight toward her. She looped her hands together, creating a stirrup, and tossed Damon into the air as he set his foot down into it. He rose in an arc, landing midway up the monster’s back. A quick stab from his myrblade locked him in place, though it was a seriously uncomfortable place to be. The monster’s bare flesh was sticky with sweat, with a strange writhing quality, as though bugs were crawling underneath it.



He scrambled up along its body until he was directly atop its back. Then, he brought his myrblade, and with it, the full force of his ice magic. He felt his breath come out smoking cold, teeth hurting, head aching as though he’d eaten too much snow.



Ice began to spread from the point of his stab, slowly covering the monster’s back and the nearest heads. In truth, he was focusing more on freezing it from the inside out, turning its core to a state of crystalline, midnight cold, rather than shelling it with ice.



A choking noise came from a couple of the heads, and then just about all of them, the ones he hadn’t frozen, at least. Its movements slowed, shifting from deliberate motions to involuntary twitches. Ria had returned to stabbing it with her spear, but she hesitated, noticing how dulled the monster’s reactions had become.



The giant creation came to a stop and tipped over with Damon still on top of it. He leapt out of the way, landing ungracefully and dropping to a roll. The monster split in half as it fell on its side, rather than shattering dramatically, but it was just as dead, either way. Damon blew on his hands and rubbed them together to warm them up, ribs still aching but smiling, regardless.



“That was impressive,” said Lilian.



“Very impressive,” said Ria, helping him up.



He nodded and winced, stretching his fingers and trying to work something resembling sensation back into them.



“Your hands…” said Vel. “Here!”



She hurried over and pulled his hands into her armpits, clamping down to secure the warmth.



“Thank you,” he said, chuckling. “That’s exactly what was called for, I think.”



“Warmest place I could think of,” said Vel. “Well, aside from…”



Malon cleared her throat before she could elaborate further, and the party continued on.










CHAPTER 19




 



Avaricia’s docks were remarkably well preserved. The ships which had been left moored on the water, however, were in a far sorrier state. The number of shipwrecks and dilapidated, rotting wooden relics left Damon wondering if they’d come all that way simply to turn back.



“Kastet seemed fairly confident that Avarice’s ship was still in a sail-worthy state,” said Lilian. “Perhaps within that water house, amid the rubble?”



Damon didn’t see it until she pointed it out to him. Another building had collapsed sideways onto it, along with a couple of surrounding ones, making the structure hard to identify properly against the ruins. He walked alongside Lilian, pushing by a door that had half fallen off its hinges into the sheltered harbor on the other side.



Only a single ship floated within the artificial cove, but it made up for it with its size and craftsmanship. It was unlike any ship Damon had ever seen, so much so that he found himself wondering how it would sail, how it even managed to float, really.



Most of the hull was metal, a singular curved copper plate that could have only been created by Avarice himself. This fact was made so much more impressive by the size of the ship, which easily rivaled the largest galleon Damon had ever seen, let alone traveled on. It seemed unbelievable that so much metal could be made to float, but there it was, bobbing leisurely in the water.



“Where are the masts?” asked Damon.



He saw nothing resembling a place to attach a sail. The ship had two above-deck levels, the topmost being a raised cabin of glass, the second made of gold-plated metal that was a little ostentatious, even for Avarice. There were two massive arbalests mounted atop the front and back of the upper deck, poised to shoot crossbow bolts longer than Damon’s legs.



“Could it be that Avarice never finished construction?” asked Vel.



“No.” Malon gestured toward the back of the ship. “Look there.”



A bladed mechanism poked out of the water from near where the rudder would have been on a galleon. Damon could extrapolate what the rest of it looked like from what little he could see and knew it must be similar in shape to a wagon rim, though with thick, fanning blades, each set at an odd angle.



“One of Avarice’s inventions?” asked Damon.



“I would assume so,” said Malon. “We’ll have to see whether his unique powers were contingent to its operation.”



They headed for the gangway, which had faired remarkably well within the water house’s covered interior. Damon walked across first, testing each step along the creaking wood and eyeing the dark ocean below. He smiled as he stepped onto the ship’s deck and waved to the others.



“This could be promising,” he said. “Let’s take a look.”



The main deck was relatively bare, with a dinghy on one side with a mechanism through which it could be lowered, and the entrance to the ship’s gold-plated interior. Damon opened the door with Ria and Lilian on either side of him, not discounting the possibility that the ship might be filled with revenants or other monsters.



The interior of the upper cabin wasn’t dark, which was almost as much of a shock. Pale blue light glowed from small crystals set into the walls at even intervals, each one emitting a faint, breathless hum. Damon reached a hand out to touch one of them, hesitating just before his fingers made contact.



“Avarice must have found a way to imbue these crystals with essence,” said Malon. “I doubt they serve a purpose beyond simply illuminating the ship.”



Damon nodded and tapped the nearest one with his finger, confirming it was harmless. He looked around the main cabin’s interior and let out an appreciative whistle. It was a sprawling common room, in essence, with a similar layout to what one might have expected from an upscale inn. A long bar counter with cushioned benches cordoned off an impressive kitchen with a stacked wine shelf, a wood fired stove, and a generous pantry cabinet.



“Well,” said Damon. “Certainly not lacking for basic comforts.”



“Why am I not surprised that Kastet knew about this ship?” mused Lilian. “I somehow get the feeling that she might have had her own sights set on it.”



“Up or down from here?” Vel gestured to the spiral staircase in the center of the cabin that led in both directions.



“Let’s go up, first,” said Damon. “I want to take a look at the ship’s weaponry.”



The stairs led directly up into the glass cabin, which offered an impressive view in all directions. A ship’s wheel stood at the center, surrounded by tables with various maps set across them, some of the Endless Ocean, others of the stars, for celestial navigation.



There was a door set into a subtle, golden frame that allowed them out onto the ship’s upper deck, where the arbalests sat. Each one stood on a swiveling mount to allow them to be aimed in almost any direction. There didn’t seem to be a way to turn it back toward the glass cabin, for obvious reasons.



They headed back downstairs, following the spiral staircase into the ship’s lower deck. The crystals illuminated the hallway into which they emerged, and they began opening doors and sharing their findings. Two large bunk rooms took up much of the space, each one full to the brim with hammocks and storage chests and various other basics for supporting a large crew.



There were seven private rooms, which worked out perfectly for them. The largest, obviously the captain’s room, had a massive four poster bed, a mirror set into a golden frame, expensive tapestries on the walls, expensive carpets on the floor. The others were still nice enough, each with smaller beds and small writing desks, but still managing to seem more comfortable than just about anywhere else Damon had ever stayed in his life.



“We should figure out who gets the captain’s room, first,” said Vel.



“Aesta?” suggested Damon. “I would take it for myself, but I get the sense that might lead to issues of pettiness and jealousy.”



Vel frowned and crossed her arms. “Why did you look at me when you said that?”



“No reason,” he said, with a teasing smile.



The ship’s bottom-most level wasn’t lacking for amenities of its own. Half of it was a devoted training chamber, with a dueling circle, wooden dummies, a dedicated wall of weapons, and another for shields and armor. There was also a bathing chamber, surprising to have on a ship, with a single massive communal tub with a filling spigot and racks to hold clothing and towels.



The last room was harder to make sense of. A metal furnace with a thick iron door was situated near to the other side of where they’d seen the bladed mechanism on the ship’s exterior, which hinted at its purpose. On either side of the furnace stood two shoots filled to the brim with chunks of coal, darker and denser than what might normally come out of a hearth fire.



“Clearly, this thing served a purpose,” said Damon. “Avarice wouldn’t have built it like this without a reason.”



“It’s a steam engine,” said Malon. “Seffi uncovered several that Avarice built in the years after removing him from power. The coal burns and heats steam, which I suppose somehow feeds into the mechanism we saw on the outside of the ship to propel it forward.”



Damon furrowed his brow, surprised by the extent of her knowledge. “You’re sure?”



“No, but it’s a guess that we can easily disprove if it is wrong,” said Malon. “All we need do is start a fire down here and attempt to steer the ship in the glass control cabin above.”



“I suppose we should give it a try, then,” he said.



They split into two groups. Malon stayed below, given how her magic would expediate the process of lighting the furnace, with Lilian to assist. Damon, Vel, and Ria climbed the stairs to the glass cabin and stood around the ship’s wheel.



“How do we know when aesta has lit the fire?” asked Vel.



Damon didn’t get a chance to answer. A loud thrum began to rumble through the ship, and they were suddenly moving. They traveled all of perhaps twenty feet before jerking to a sudden stop.



“The ship is still anchored and moored,” pointed out Ria. “Jad’s blood. This will be a long journey.”



Damon went with her to untie the ship and figure out how to raise the anchor. He saw Vel scrambling to spin the ship’s wheel as the ship, now free to glide forward at speed, nearly collided with the wall of the water house.



She managed to get them out through the entrance archway and onto the open water, but that was just the start of their journey out of Avaricia’s docks. The number of shipwrecks and exposed sections of jagged rock posed a maze of obstacles. Damon hurried back into the glass cabin to assist as best he could.



“A bit to the right!” he said.



“My right or your right?” snapped Vel.



“My right… I mean, starboard!”



“True Divine, Damon! What is a starboard?”



“Here!” He came around behind her and helped her spin the wheel in the needed direction, a little too hard, nearly turning the ship around. Vel was quick to correct, and Damon was just as quick to explain the basic concept of port and starboard as the ship drifted on an even bearing.



There was another lever which, as far as he could tell, determined how steam was allowed into the propulsion blades. Forward made the ship go faster, while pulling it back slowed it down. Vel grinned like a madwoman as she experimented with it, and Damon had to resist the urge to shoulder her out of the way and take over, seeing how much fun she was having.



“Well, since you seem so keen on operating the wheel, I suppose I’ll navigate for you,” he said. “Just get us out beyond that last shipwreck, and we’ll set anchor for the night. We shouldn’t try to go much further until morning, when we can see a bit further ahead.”



Vel opened her mouth to reply, but her words were suddenly cut off by a sharp, magical hum. Crimson light burned through the air from the left side of the ship, port, as he had already begun thinking about it.



A massive red arm of magical energy stretched from Avaricia’s docks in the distance and onto their ship, ending in a hand the size of a house, fingers clinging to the hull like a child might play with a toy boat in the bath. Damon didn’t need to explain to Vel how futile it would be to attempt to pull free of it using the ship’s propulsion. She wordlessly pulled the acceleration lever back, staring at him with worried eyes.



Damon slowly nodded his head and said what they were both thinking. “It’s Lascivious. She found us.”










CHAPTER 20




 



Damon and Vel were joined by the others as they hurried down to the main deck. Lascivious was already making her way across the length of the arm, crossing it as though it were a bridge and she was on a leisurely, evening stroll across to the other side of town.



She wore all black, a tight outfit that showed off a tight body. Seffi had become a woman alongside one of the Forsaken, one with curves that Damon would have appreciated, had she not been the new central evil in his life.



“Would you care to explain to me just what it is, exactly, that you think you’re doing?” called Lascivious. Her voice was closer to petulant than authoritative, but still loud, still powerful.



Damon was ready, as were Ria and Lilian, all of them standing poised for combat. Malon was also ready, but for a different battle, as it happened. She strode to the front of the group and set her hands on her hips, assuming a familiar posture that still brought memories of her punishments from their childhood.



“Seta,” she snapped at Lascivious. “That was uncalled for. You have no idea what using your magic in such a manner might have done to this ship. There are better ways to get answers to your questions than—”



An aura of crimson pulsed around Lascivious, and Malon suddenly gasped, back arching, eyes glowing, crest pulsing with brilliant runic light. Damon shouted in horror, knowing that Lascivious was taking control of her, knowing that there was nothing he could do about it.



The moment only lasted for an instant, however, more like a quick prod to the side, a hard yank of a leash. Malon wavered, but didn’t break, still staying on her feet and more importantly, still maintaining her authority.



“How dare you!” shouted Malon. “You promised me that you would never do that again! Get over here, this instant.”



That tone, that expression. Damon felt a secondhand cringe run through him as he watched Seffi drop her eyes in shame. He was amazed that his aesta could use the same voice she’d once used during her most infuriated moments with Ria and him, during their childhood, on one of the Forsaken. Vel had usually been spared this level of ire, cute and mostly obedient as she’d been.



“You… were talking to me as though I was a child,” said Lascivious, shoulders slumping, eyes looking anywhere but at the red-haired matriarch.



“You act like a child!” snapped Malon.



Lascivious flinched as though she’d been slapped, a reaction with which Damon was familiar. Malon had never raised a hand against him and Ria in anger, but he’d seen her punish Lascivious with a strike before. He supposed physical discipline was within the fair realm of punishment when it came to dissuading one from world-breaking temper tantrums.



“I just wanted to know what you were doing!” said Lascivious, voice frustrated.



“I’d be more than willing to explain,” said Damon. “There’s no need for drama or… giant crimson hands.”



He glanced toward Malon, who slowly nodded. He wasn’t sure how to tell her the truth in a way that didn’t risk compromising their objective. Lascivious would no doubt take issue with their quest to dampen the Ocean Klykia, but he supposed he could still tell her a version of the truth, if not the whole thing.



“We discovered a way to undo much of the destruction of Veridan’s Curve and restore vitality to the land,” he said. “It’s a means that stems from a magical place of power far across the Endless Ocean, hence the ship.”



He waited, expecting her to call him out for being so vague.



“By what right would you deign to change the realm that I rule?” she said. “Avarice ruled it, and I killed him, so it’s mine now.”



“And what a realm it is, seta,” said Malon darkly. “By what right did you have to destroy it to begin with?”



Lascivious looked away again, and Malon pressed on.



“I know how much guilt you still harbor. You can’t change the past, Seffi… but perhaps in allowing us to do this, you might make for a better future. For yourself, for the people of your realm, and for the world.”



Damon had to suppress a smile as he heard the echo of his own words from a few days earlier. They seemed just as effective on Lascivious as they’d been on his aesta. The Forsaken slowly nodded and turned to face the shore.



“So be it,” she said. “I have better things to do than watch you all sit on a rusty ship and get seasick. I expect you to give me a full account of events once you return, aesta.”



With that, Lascivious stepped back onto the crimson hand, which opened to release the ship and carried her back across the water. Everyone but Malon let out a collective sigh of relief as they watched the magic dissipate upon reaching the other side.



“True Divine,” muttered Vel. “She is so much scarier than Avarice ever was. At least with Avarice, we knew what we were getting.”



“She’ll stay true to her word,” said Malon. “She listens to me.”



As much as Damon trusted his aesta, he couldn’t help but harbor a niggling sense of doubt at that. There was still work to be done, and after waiting another minute to ensure all was quiet on deck, they got back to it. Damon went with Vel up to the navigation cabin and stared out through the glass as they found their path amidst the rocks and shipwrecks littering Avaricia’s coast.



“We should be good here, I think,” he said, once they were in deeper waters. “I’ll set the anchor down, and we’ll let the ship rest for tonight.”



“It’s fun,” said Vel. “I plan on being behind the wheel tomorrow, I hope you know.”



“You’re welcome to it, as long as you don’t do anything too foolhardy.” He ruffled her hair and headed for the stairs.



Ria was waiting for him at the bottom, and she pulled him away from the others, out onto the deck.



“Damon,” she said. “We must talk.”



“I’m listening.”



She looked around, making entirely sure that they were alone. “That was too easy. Lascivious could have insisted on any number of demands, and we would have had no means of truly refusing her.”



“She listens to aesta.”



“Does she?” Ria pulled him closer, eyes darting around the empty deck once more. “You saw how she seized control of Malon through her crest when she came onto the ship. This is the relationship between Venmalese and Venmalani.”



Damon shook his head. “What are you saying?”



“I think you know. We must watch her now.
 You
 must watch her. You know her better than any of us, husband, even after so long away. If Malon acts in a fashion that you consider to be unusual, uncharacteristic, or… outright suspicious, we will need to act.”



Damon blinked, a bitter taste suddenly in his mouth. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



Ria had such a sad look on her face that he couldn’t even blame her for what she was saying, as much as he wanted, and as much as it would have made things easier. “I do not know what it means. I wish it did. It could mean the difference between life and death for us all. It could mean allowing Lascivious to have an agent or a spy among us.”



“She already asked Malon to report back to her on whatever it is we’re supposedly accomplishing,” he said.



“She is powerful. She could have a means of seeing through her, controlling her, even, as Velanor has done with her dreamspelling.”



Damon rubbed at his temples, feeling a headache coming on in full force. It wasn’t fair for her to ask him to be suspicious of his aesta, but her logic was unimpeachable. He sighed and slowly nodded his head.



“Thank you.” She pulled him into a tight hug. “I know how hard this will be for you. I hope I am wrong, for all of our sakes.”



“I pray that you’re wrong, and I’m not even the praying type.”



They kissed, sharing a moment under the faint glow of the ghost moon behind the thinning clouds, husband and wife.










CHAPTER 21




 



Damon made doubly sure that the ship’s massive anchor was set before following Ria into the main cabin. He found it hard to keep his newborn suspicions in the fore of his mind as he entered the warm common room and was greeted by the familiar sight of his aesta prepping a pot over the stove in the ship’s kitchen.



Vel lounged on one of the couches, reading a book she’d apparently found in Avarice’s library. Lilian was at the table, sipping expensive-looking wine from an even more expensive-looking crystalline glass.



“We’re all set for tonight,” said Damon. “The ship is anchored, and I didn’t see anything resembling a storm cloud in the sky.”



“We should be good on food for another few days, at least,” called Malon. “Though, we should be on the lookout for somewhere to dock to resupply. It shouldn’t be hard — there’s no shortage of island city states in the near portion of the Endless Ocean.”



“Damon and I will take a look at the maps tomorrow and see what we can find,” said Vel.



“We have plenty of wine, at least.” Damon came up behind Lilian and snuck a sip from her glass.



She playfully elbowed him in the thigh from her seat. “More than enough for you to have a cup of your own, I’d think.”



He grinned and took a seat. “This place is nicer than any house I’ve ever lived in. I think once our journey reaches its conclusion, I’ll still be able to find a solid use for it.”



“It isn’t just yours, Damon.” Vel set her book down and joined them at the table. “We found it together. It belongs to all of us.”



“True enough,” he said. “Trust me, I would be more than happy to share it with all of you.”



He grabbed Vel’s chair and scooted her closer to him, pulling her in for a kiss. It was hard to keep his mind from running wild at the idea of living on the ship indefinitely, with Malon, Vel, Ria, and Lilian as his lovers. He knew he was getting ahead of himself, but the fantasy was still close enough to his current reality.



“We still haven’t named her yet,” said Vel.



“Does a ship need a name?” asked Ria.



“Of course, it does,” said Damon. He drummed his fingers on the table, trying to come up with something decent, to no avail. “The… Copper Cruiser?”



“No, that sounds a little too boyish,” said Lilian. “The ship should have a name that represents all of us.”



“The Reunion
 ,” said Malon, from the kitchen.



Damon saw the others nodding appreciatively and voiced his own approval. “It’s fitting and has a certain elegance to it. I’m in favor.”



“No objections here,” said Vel.



“The Reunion it is, then,” said Lilian.



Damon watched Malon as she continued prepping their dinner, wondering if she would have been able to come up with such a fitting suggestion while under Lascivious’s control. She glanced over her shoulder, catching his gaze and surprising him.



“Do you need something, solas?” she called.



“No, I was just…” He cleared his throat. “I thought I’d offer my help.”



“I could use it, if you are willing.” She flashed a familiar smile, one he’d seen so often over the course of his life. It was suddenly hard to take Ria’s concerns seriously, though he knew it was still too early to dismiss them.



Malon assigned him the task of slicing sausage into stew-sized chunks as she handled the vegetables. He found two exquisitely crafted crystalline glasses once he’d finished and stayed next to her at the counter, pouring them each a healthy measure of wine.



“I saw some fishing equipment in one of the storage closets,” said Malon.



“We don’t really eat much fish,” he said.



“More out of circumstance, than choice,” she said. “Trust me. If you catch a few fish, solas, I’ll make us a dinner that you won’t soon forget.”



“Deal.” He took a sip of his wine. She looked so pretty in front of the pot, slowly stirring, stopping to taste and season every now and then. He hugged her from behind and planted a rough kiss on her cheek.



“Easy,” she said. “I need to focus on dinner.”



“I’m distracting you, then?” He ran his hands up the front of her body, fingers teasing the sides of her breasts through her thin dress.



“If you don’t cool yourself down, I’m going to smack your nose with this spoon,” she said, grinning at him.



He gave her one last squeeze, one last kiss, and then joined the others at the table. Lilian and Ria were in the middle of a discussion about the lower decks, namely the training circle.



“It seems as though this ship was designed as much for extravagance as it was for practicality,” said Lilian. “Avarice could have easily housed his guards within the ship, with room for them to live and train if required for a longer journey.”



“Extravagance and warfare are two things which I would reluctantly trust Avarice’s judgment on,” said Ria, in a dark voice. “I was glad to see him die.”



“He’s already been reborn, out there somewhere,” said Damon. “He’s some random five-year-old, probably still oblivious to his true nature.”



“If we reach the Ocean Klykia and do whatever it is you want us to do… he’ll stay that way?” said Vel uncertainly. “That almost seems like a mercy to him.”



“A mercy to him, and the world,” agreed Ria.



“With that said, True Divine, the man had good taste in wine.” Damon drained his glass and refilled it. “I plan on getting stumbling drunk tonight.”



“Who admits to that?” asked Vel, with a chuckle. “Damon, you have no class whatsoever.”



He stuck his tongue out at her, and she deigned to stick hers out in return. They continued laughing and joking with one another until Malon began serving the food, and the conversation shifted toward compliments to the chef.



When the meal was finished, Damon was well on his way to keeping good to his plan for the night. It had been a long day, and Ria and Malon went straight to bed. Damon found himself walking behind Lilian, alternating between groping her and allowing her to help him walk without drunkenly tripping over himself.



“You could feed off me, if you wanted,” he said. “Here!”



He pushed his neck into her face, and she sighed and shook her head.



“You’re too drunk, Damon,” she said. “I’d feel bad about how it might affect you. Good chance you’d spend the rest of the night throwing up… not that you won’t already. Ask me again in the morning?”



She gave him a quick kiss and disappeared down the stairway leading below decks. Vel had stayed up and rose from where she’d been reading her book on the couch to serve as Damon’s new chaperone.



“Come on,” she said. “Let’s find a room for you downstairs, alright?”



“I don’t want to go to bed yet,” he mumbled.



“Bed is where you belong,” she said. “You can barely walk, Damon. You’re too drunk to do anything else.”



“Are you sure about that?”



She laughed and let out a sigh. “You’re also a lot smoother when you’re sober.”



She helped him find an open room and sat him down on the bed. It was incredibly soft, and Damon was in the middle of wondering if maybe he was too drunk when he caught sight of her undressing.



“I honestly am so excited for this journey,” she whispered. “Not just to be back with everyone, but also for the adventure. This is going to be so much fun.”



“Maybe,” he said. “Might encounter pirates.”



“Are they even a real thing? I thought they were just a fantasy like aesta’s other stories, seabound convicts searching for treasure.”



“For treasure… and for booty.” He palmed her ass, and Vel let out a sigh of forced patience.



“Really, Damon?” she said, rolling her eyes. “Next you’re going to…”



She trailed off, tensing as he worked a finger under the fabric of her girlshorts and along her slit.



“Vel,” he said. “I love you.”



He pulled her onto his bed with too much strength, resulting in him flying sideways and knocking his head against one of the bedposts. Vel laughed, though it shifted to a wince when she realized how hard of an impact it had been.



“You’re too drunk,” she said.



“Maybe. Ow…”



She sat down next to him and pulled his head into her lap, gently massaging around the rapidly forming lump on his head. Her thighs felt so soft, a step above any normal pillow, and within a minute he could feel his eyelids getting heavy.



“I’m glad you came back,” whispered Vel. “And I’m glad you brought us all back together.”



She leaned forward and kissed him softly on the lips before returning to caressing his hair, and shortly after, he drifted off to sleep.










CHAPTER 22




 



Damon’s head was pounding from both the inside and out when he awoke the next morning. His memory of the previous night was spurious, but he remembered how drunk he’d been, falling onto the bed, and Vel’s loving thighs.



She’d undressed him and tucked him in. Damon smiled, feeling as close to her as he’d ever been, despite the five-year gap in their relationship. He made the mistake of trying to get up and get dressed and nearly collapsed under the weight of his hangover.



Over the course of several arduous minutes, he managed to make himself decent and start his day. He headed out into the hallway, which had a strange, timeless feel to it from the illumination of the light crystals, and then upstairs.



The common room showed few signs of the amount of drinking he’d done the previous night. It was well into the morning, at least an hour or two after he’d normally wake up, and only Malon was present. She was clearing a plate from the table and turned to greet him, her smile warm and welcoming and a salve to his labored mood.



“Good morning, solas,” she said.



“Good morning, aesta. I know I’m not the first one up. Is everyone else already at work for the day?”



She shrugged, wiping her hands on the apron she wore over her dress. “Vel is at the wheel, but I’m not certain I’d describe that as work for her. Lilian said she’d check the furnace to make sure it was still flush with coal, but I suspect she’s finished by now.”



“Ria?”



“Still in bed. She’s unused to ship travel. I think this may in fact be one of her first times sleeping on one.”



Damon took a seat at the table. Malon disappeared into the ship’s kitchen, returning a minute later with several thick slabs of maple toast and a mug of tea. He sighed as he looked at the food, having less than no appetite, but knowing that food would expediate his recovery.



“Would you like me to warn you the next time you’re about to pass from simple drunkenness into the type that leaves you aching the following morning?” she asked, with a hint of a smile.



“Please do.” He sipped at the tea, which was sweetened with honey. “I would head back to bed, but I need to make sure Vel knows what she’s doing.”



“I was going to ask about our course,” said Malon. “For now, she’s just been heading due west.”



“According to Myr, that’s where we need to go,” he said.



“I can help you make adjustments when we’re further out,” whispered Myr. “As close to due west as you can manage.”



“We’ll need to resupply during the journey,” said Malon. “Stopping in Telsius, before we’re too deep into the Endless Ocean, seems prudent.”



“That it does. The island survived after… everything, I take it?”



Malon nodded, though her expression looked strained. “Better than any city in Veridan’s Curve. I heard that it had some issues with the sheer number of refugees for a time, but it’s been years, and I’m sure the situation has settled down.”



“That’s where we’ll head, then,” he said.



He crammed down his breakfast and made his way to the upper deck. Vel was dressed for the fair sea weather, with a shirt that left her stomach mostly bare and a slitted, sarong-style skirt. She was at the wheel, eyes narrowed in concentration, despite navigating an empty sea.



“Good morning,” said Damon.



She flashed a smirk over her shoulder. “You’re alive! I wasn’t so sure you would be, after last night.”



“I… may have underestimated the strength of Avarice’s booze,” he said, with a shrug.



“Well, the ship has been managing fine under my watchful eye,” she said. “Aesta mentioned Telsius as being a reasonable destination before we commit to the bulk of the journey.”



“So I heard,” he said. “Have you plotted the course yet?”



“Nope. I was hoping you might help with that.”



Damon nodded and looked at the various charts and maps laid out across the table. Vel had made enough progress that morning to put the coast, and Avaricia, out of sight behind them, but she was navigating by compass, and he could make a reasonable guess about where they were.



“We should head a bit north,” he said.



“How much is a bit?” asked Vel.



He leaned over behind her and gently adjusted the ship’s wheel a small amount. “About that much. From now on, we need to double check the maps each morning and the star charts each night.”



“When you say we, you mean…?”



“Mostly you,” he said. “I’ll help when I’m at the wheel or when I have free time, but we need to make sure we aren’t just navigating blind.”



Vel sighed, clearly more enamored with the ease of operating the wheel than the specifics of their direction, but she didn’t object. Damon planted a kiss on top of her head.



“Thanks for last night,” he said.



“Of course. You would have done the same for me.”



He squeezed her shoulder. She grabbed his wrist and pulled him down so their faces were even and gave him a real kiss.



“Where did that come from?” he asked.



“Think of it as a reminder that it’s kind of annoying when you go to bed with someone, and they’re too drunk to be
 effective
 .”



“You could have taken advantage of me if you’d really wanted to,” he said.



Vel blinked and slowly shook her head. “You are such a boy. Come find me later. You’ll need to be taking the late shift at the wheel unless you want us to have to drop anchor again.”



“I will,” he said. “And tonight, I plan on being a bit more considerate about how much I drink.”



“Mmm, you’d better be.”



Damon headed downstairs and out onto the main deck. He found himself without a clear idea of how to spend his day, given how few pressing chores there were, given how efficient
 The Reunion
 was to operate.



He remembered Malon mentioning fishing equipment the day before, and after rifling through a storage closet in the back of the main deck, found a rod and some tackle. There was also a fishing net, carefully folded and tied to keep from being tangled, but he had only a passing idea of how to make use of one and decided to save it for later.



He felt a bit silly setting up at the very front of the main deck, against the edge of the ship’s guard railing. Vel was watching him from her perch up in the glass cabin, and while he doubted there would be much to watch until he managed to get a fish on, it still added a certain amount of pressure. Damon was far from a fisherman and only had a semblance of what he was doing.



He cast out and waited. And waited. And… waited some more. He pulled up the line, wondering if perhaps one had bitten and he just hadn’t felt it. No such luck.



He was heading toward a new spot off the side of the ship under the assumption that perhaps the bow was scaring off his potential quarry, but before he could cast out, Malon came out onto the deck and waved to him. They’d traveled out far enough from Veridan’s Curve for the sun to be visible through the clouds again, and she looked beautiful in the early afternoon glow.



“Solas,” she said. “Would you mind heading down to check on seta?”



“Ria is still in her cabin?” he asked.



“I… don’t think she’s taking well to the ship.” Malon shrugged and looked a little worried. “I would check on her myself, but…”



“Right.” He nodded, feeling a bit sobered by the reality of Malon and Ria’s strained relationship. Regardless of how grand their journey was, and how comfortable their accommodations were, they still hadn’t escaped from their history with one another.



“Thank you,” said Malon. “For this, and for everything.”



“Aesta, you don’t have to thank me.” He set a hand on her waist and brushed a few stray strands of red hair out of her face, blown astray by the warm sea breeze. They shared a kiss, soft at first, growing more passionate until it felt like the start of something too distracting to happen in the open, in the middle of the day.



“I should do some cleaning in the main cabin,” said Malon, clearing her throat.



“And I should go see Ria,” he said.



“Later… we can talk more.”



“Definitely.”



He headed below decks. Ria’s cabin was next to his, and he heard a pained moan from within as he knocked on the door.



“Ria?” he called. “Are you alright?”



She was clad only in her small clothes, laying on her stomach, head positioned over a sour-smelling bucket. Her hair was disheveled, and a bit of drool hung across her chin. She groaned and shook her head, taking a few steadying breaths.



“I… am far from alright,” she muttered. “The motion of the ship has undone me. I simply cannot settle my stomach.”



“Seasickness,” said Damon. “It’s a hell of a thing. It hit you pretty hard when we were traveling by boat after the Honorshade Tournament. Remember that? We stole a boat from Glittershell Island.”



“Please, no…” muttered Ria. “I do not wish to think of that any more than I wish to experience this.”



“Hey…” He took a seat next to her on the bed. “Just breathe and try not to fight it. It’ll pass, in time. It’s just a reaction of the body. You’re not really sick.”



She glared at him for a moment, and then her cheeks suddenly bulged outward, and she was spitting into the bucket. Damon winced and started rubbing her back, soothing her much as Vel had soothed him the night before.



“Would some tea help?” he asked. “Aesta made some earlier.”



Ria shook her head.



“Wine?” he joked.



“Mmm… Perhaps. If I could… confuse myself into thinking this feeling was from drunkenness, I might handle it better.”



He hadn’t been serious, but considering her state, he figured it was better than trying nothing. He went up to the main deck and returned with a bottle and a glass. Ria took small sips, spitting as much of it into the bucket as she actually drank.



“Thank you,” she muttered. “I think I should try to sleep.”



“I think that’s a good idea.” He planted a kiss on the back of her head. “I’ll come check on you again in a little bit. Stay strong.”



He found another bucket for her and rinsed out the contents of the previous one, surprised at how indifferent he was to the mess. If it had been someone who he didn’t care so much about, it would have seemed awkward or gross, but it was Ria. For her, it was nothing.










CHAPTER 23




 



Damon realized he hadn’t seen Lilian all day, so he made his way down to the lower deck. He found her in the middle of training in the dueling circle, working on basic strikes and kicks. Lilian hadn’t been much of a fighter before her transformation, though while her form was still a little lacking, she made up for it with the sheer speed and force of her body.



“Not bad,” he called. “Care for a sparring match?”



She was dripping with sweat and had to catch her breath before replying. “I’d be more interested in what you offered last night.”



He had to think for a moment, foggy as his drunken memory of the night was. “You want to feed off me? How about this — if you can pin me, you can have a taste.”



“A taste?” She pursed her lips, looking a bit pouty.



“As much as you need,” he said. “I’m not exactly busy today. I don’t think I’d miss a few drops of blood. Though that’s assuming that you can actually handle me in the ring.”



Lilian set her hands on her hips. She only had on her half-shirt, a tiny, flirty thing that did nothing to disguise the fullness of her breasts. Her leggings were tight and flexible, running down to midcalf and leaving her ankles bare.



Damon took his shirt and boots off, leaving them in a pile next to the circle. “A few ground rules. No claws and no fangs in the actual sparring match.”



“What do you take me for, Damon?” said Lilian. “A cheater?”



“Someone who likes to win.”



“Trust me, you would get as much out of me winning as I would,” she said. “I’ll make sure of it.”



“Maybe you are a cheater, after all,” he said, grinning. “You’re already trying to bribe your opponent into throwing the fight.”



“Just providing you with a full picture of what I had in mind, post victory.” She pulled her arms behind her, arching her back into a stretch that emphasized all of her most interesting, grabbable parts.



By the time Damon fell into a crouch within the circle across from her, he was already fairly distracted by his own arousal. It was awfully hard to pull his eyes from the plump slope of her pale violet cleavage, even when he knew those eyes needed to be on her hands and the movements of her feet.



Lilian lunged for him. Damon tried to dodge, but she was too fast, seizing one of his arms and moving to trip him. He twisted, pulling free, one hand briefly sliding across her sweat-slick stomach as he pushed her back.



“You’re faster than I realized,” she said appreciatively.



“I could say the same about you,” he said. “I’ll have to overpower you instead of outmaneuvering you.”



“Oh, you’re welcome to try.” She flashed a full-lipped smile and came at him again.



Damon caught her by the shoulders and twisted, which appeared to be exactly what she wanted. Lilian kicked a leg over his head as they both fell sideways, using her weight to drop him and clamping her thighs down on either side of his head.



He managed to slip free an instant before she would have had a hold that easily would have forced him to tap out, though the sensation of her thick thighs against his head hadn’t exactly been unpleasant. He pressed himself down onto her before she could get up, trying to pin her wrists. Lilian wriggled, body sweaty and lithe. He found it suddenly hard to focus on much other than the way she felt underneath him, and the fact that she could feel him too, his burgeoning hardness.



 The idea of throwing the fight suddenly felt far more appealing. Damon didn’t outright give up, as he had far too much pride and competitive spirit, but he did let himself become a little more sensual in his motions. His hand cupped one of her large breasts through her nearly nonexistent half-shirt, the point of her nipple like hidden treasure against his palm underneath.



Lilian twisted, trying to fling him sideways. Damon seized her by the body and pulled her into a grinding hug, the lewdness of it making a mockery of the idea of what they were doing still being considered a fight. She let out a soft grunt, bucked once, and then made show of play wrestling back as she realized she could also have what she wanted.



They were, ostensibly, rolling across the dueling circle for control, taking turns “pinning” one another as their bodies locked into a true sexual embrace, desires blunted only by the inconvenience of their clothing. They kissed hotly, lips dancing, Lilian’s strange, long tongue probing deep into Damon’s mouth.



He nearly tore her half-shirt in his rush to get it off. Her breasts tumbled out, sweat looking like droplets of dew under the uniform crystalline lighting. They rolled again, and she was on top. He kissed and sucked at one of her nipples. They rolled the other way. Damon left a scratch mark across one of her buttocks in his haste to strip her leggings and girlshorts off. Lilian fumbled with his pants until he got annoyed and did it for her. They rolled again, and…



Bliss. Two sweaty bodies connected at the sex. They were still wrestling, somehow, as though the motion of him sinking his cock into her womanhood had revitalized the stakes of the competition. Lilian was kissing his neck, but Damon had a handful of her hair, keeping her from being able to pull far enough in to use her fangs.



She kissed him instead. He thrust into her faster, the slap of their bodies so dirty and obvious. Anyone could walk down into the lower level and find them, naked, clothes scattered, rutting like summertime lovers.



“Let me win,” muttered Lilian. “Please. Don’t be mean.”



Damon put his hand forward to cup the back of her head and rolled so that she was on top of him. He brought her face into his neck, feeling her start to suck, start to lick, marking the spot while still rocking her glorious hips.



He wasn’t completely sure of how long she fed off him for or what happened during it. The pleasure was enough to remove him from the thinking, feeling world, enough to scare him, really. If it wasn’t for the strong sexual connection he had for Ria, Vel, and his aesta, he very well might have gotten addicted to Lilian in the worst possible way, her body and her bite.



He gasped as he came back in the midst of the tail end of his orgasm. He felt a little cheated by that, even though his cock was still fairly hard, and still inside her. Lilian wiped a speck of blood from her lips with the back of her hand, and both of them seemed to return to the moment. They breathed and looked around and, in general, felt a bit silly for how intense they’d gotten in the moment.



“Do you know what happened to my, um…” Lilian rolled off him, crossing her legs.



“Over there,” he said, pointing to her half-shirt. “And over there.”



“That was… wow.”



“Yeah.”



Lilian brought him his pants as she found her own clothes. Damon caught her wrist as she drew in close. He looked her in the eyes, smiling, and gave her a gentle kiss.



“I won,” he said.



“What? You did not win, we both… quit the fight.”



“I pinned you,” he said. “That counts as a win.”



“Well… I demand a rematch. Say… the day after tomorrow?”



“You’re welcome to it,” he said. “You better work on your form if you don’t want to get handled so easily next time around.”



She stared at him, mouth slightly open as though too galled by his words to have a decent comeback. Damon grinned and pulled his shirt on, legs wobbling a bit from lingering sensations, as he headed for the stairs.










CHAPTER 24




 



Damon cast his fishing line out for probably the hundredth time, watching the bait strike the surface of the water and slowly bob up and down. He had a smile on his face, regardless. He was content with the rhythm of life on
 The Reunion
 , and in all honesty, he enjoyed fishing. He would be entirely satisfied even if he went the rest of the journey without getting a single…



“Finally!” he shouted as he felt a sharp tug along the rod’s supple length. He reeled like a madman, wondering if he might have caught one of the beautiful, silver-scaled ocean fish that he’d seen depicted in so many fine paintings of the sea.



His catch was more of a… lumpy, brownish thing. It had spikes protruding from the back and side of its head, and one of its tail fins had what looked like a bite taken out of it. Its coloring was uneven and ugly, like the surface of a rock covered in dead moss and caked muck.



It was big, at least. He unhooked it and held it in both hands to appreciate its size a little better, nearly the length of his arm. The fish suddenly bucked, and one of its spikes tore a trench in his palm. Damon dropped it and sucked at the wound, hurrying to step on its tail to keep it from flopping through the gaps in the railing.



“It’s perfect,” said Malon.



He blinked in surprise, having assumed that no one was watching. “It’s a fish, I suppose. I was considering tossing it back. I can’t imagine it would taste very good.”



“Then you are severely lacking in imagination,” said Malon. “Or perhaps you just haven’t eaten much fresh fish before. I promise you that this will taste excellent on the plate.”



“I’ll have to take your word for it, aesta.” He scooped up the fish and handed it to her. She accepted with a smile as though he’d brought her a bouquet of flowers.



Damon followed after her as she brought it into the kitchen. Ria was on her way upstairs, and though she made a grand effort at acting as though Malon didn’t exist, she pursed her lips at the fish, eyes darting to Damon.



“You caught a fish?” she said, more question than statement.



“I caught dinner,” he said, grinning. “The first genuine fresh meat we’ve had since leaving the tower, no less.”



Ria looked at the rather lumpy and unappetizing looking creature in Malon’s arms and clamped a hand over her mouth. Damon jumped sideways to let her by as she ran out onto the deck and relieved her gorge over the railing.



“Nice,” he said, shaking his head.



“Wait until its cooked before losing faith,” said Malon. “I should get started now if I’m to have it cleaned and prepared in time.”



She kissed him on the cheek and disappeared into the kitchen. Damon went after Ria, feeling a growing concern as he spied her sagging against the railing, clearly still in the depths of the agony of seasickness.



“It… was not the fish,” she said. “I like fish.”



“I figured,” he said. “Can I get you anything?”



He rubbed her shoulders again. Her face looked impossibly pale, tanned as she was, and her silver-green hair only seemed to exacerbate the sickly quality about her.



“It is enough to be in the fresh air.” She took a deep breath and exhaled. “I can endure this. I
 must
 endure this. It will pass with time.”



“It will. And we’ll reach Telsius soon. You’ll get a small break, at least.”



He left her on deck, aware of how long Vel had been at the ship’s wheel. No sooner than he’d made his way up and opened the door to the glass cabin did she leap to her feet and hurry for the door.



“I have to pee!” she said. “Take over for me, Damon.”



He didn’t get a chance to reply before she’d rushed past him, moving with efficiency only accessible at the urging of nature’s needs. Damon took her place at the wheel. The chair was still warm, and something about setting his hands on the controls made him feel powerful. The ship was massive, and with just a little twist of a wheel, he could steer it left or right with more proficiency than he could have ridden a horse.



It was later than he’d realized, and he spent the first few minutes watching the far distant sunset. They weren’t heading due west anymore, but the glorious smear of color reflected off the shifting waves of the ocean stole his attention, regardless. True navy blue with purple and red and orange, hues mixed together like a painter searching for a mood.



Ria was still out on deck. She was running through some stretches near the front of the boat, directly within view of the cabin, all business as she sank into a deep split that made the contours of her thigh muscles stand out in full relief. Her hair was loose, and it danced in the sea breeze like a tangled flag.



There wasn’t much course correction to do, most of the time. The act of controlling the ship was more a process of watching the stars come out and finding the right celestial chart to confirm their course against the night sky. He expected Vel to come back but contented himself with handling the job when she didn’t. She couldn’t be at the wheel every hour of the day, regardless of how much she enjoyed it.



He heard footsteps and turned around to see Malon coming up the stairs with a tray of dinner in tow. It looked incredible, the fish filet cooked perfectly and paired with roasted wedges of potato.



“I garnished it with lemongrass and butter,” she said. “Vel said it was a hit.”



“You’ve already eaten, then?” he asked.



“Ria and Lilian weren’t hungry, so we didn’t have a sit-down dinner,” said Malon. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”



She smiled and revealed her other hand, which held a bottle of wine.



“Not in the slightest,” he said.



He dug into the food, letting his aesta hear his appreciation as he tasted the fish. She’d been right about how much difference it made from the type of seafood he might have purchased in Avaricia, which was often left sitting in the sun until it sold. It had a clean, meaty taste, with a small kick from the lemongrass and pepper.



“Another day down,” he said, sipping the wine. “With any luck, we’ll reach Telsius early tomorrow.”



“Will it be much further after that?” asked Malon.



He nodded, repeating what Myr had told him about their vague destination. “A week more, at least. This ship is fast, but we’re going the full distance.”



Malon smiled, looking strangely pleased by that. “I don’t mind. I enjoy this, probably more than I should. I’m ashamed to admit that being on this ship with you and Vel and Ria, all of us stuck together, no less, is a dream I hadn’t known I could wish for.”



He took her hand, holding her gaze for several long, building seconds. It was so hard to square away Ria’s earlier suspicions of her being under Lascivious’s spell with the nature of the sentiment she’d just expressed to him.



“Ria will come around,” said Damon. “She can be hotheaded, but her anger stems from her passion. She loves her family, and sooner or later, she’ll remember that you’re a part of it. You’re her aesta.”



“Too much passion,” said Malon wistfully. “It seems to be a trait inherent to our family.”



“I certainly don’t lack for it.”



He grinned, letting his eyes drink her in.



“You’re staring, solas,” she said.



“You look beautiful in the starlight.”



“Always the sweet talker,” she said, grinning.



“Come here.”



It spoke to how much their relationship had grown and shifted that she did, without questioning his motives, without scolding him for being the horny bastard he was. She rose from her chair, and he slowed the ship and stood up to greet her.



“My intention in coming up here wasn’t to distract you from your work,” she said playfully.



He pulled her to him, kissing her once softly, and once fiercely. “You’re more than a distraction.”



She cleared her throat, pressing a hand to his chest. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about.”



He sighed and compromised. “Point taken. Here, let me show you how to work the wheel.”



He shifted her to stand in front of it, setting her hands on the smooth wooden spokes. Visibility was surprisingly high, with the stars and ghost moon providing fair illumination against the dark, and he watched his aesta lean forward toward the window.



“Are we on course right now?” she asked.



“Should be. We could be heading slightly more northward.”



He slipped in behind, gently shifting the wheel to turn a few degrees to the left while simultaneously letting his crotch press into her backside.



“There,” he said. “That’s where we want to be.”



“I’ll have to take your word for it, solas.”



He kissed her neck. “It’s easy once you get used to it.”



She leaned back into him as he started lavishing her neck with kisses and running his hands up the sides of her body. She was right, of course. There were
 several
 good reasons why he couldn’t simply hike her dress up and take her right there in the glass cabin. He did need to be watching their course if the ship was still in motion, and the visibility of the navigation perch would render them exposed to anyone who cared to glance up from the main deck.



She turned to kiss him back as he began to fondle her breasts. The moment was primed for something more, and Damon found himself forming a plan in his head of how he’d drop the ship’s anchor and sneak her past Vel and Lilian and into his room… all without her posing a reasonable objection. Probably too much to ask for, but he could still kiss her, and he could still touch her, and still…



“Damon?” called Vel. “Is aesta up there with you?”



There was a small clatter as they pulled away from one another, Malon’s hip bumping the tray. He sank back down into the navigator’s chair to hide his burgeoning arousal as Vel’s head poked up from the stairway.



“We’re here, seta,” said Malon. “Solas was… teaching me how to work the ship.”



“Nice,” said Vel. “It would be useful to have another set of hands to work the wheel. I thought you should know that Lilian figured out how to work the baths. We were going to all head in together to make best use of the hot water.”



“That sounds like an excellent idea,” said Damon.



“All of the
 women
 on the ship, Damon,” said Vel. “You’re too much, sometimes.”



“That sounds like an excellent idea, seta,” said Malon. “I’ll head down now.” She turned toward Damon, flashing an apologetic smile. “You can handle yourself up here for now, I presume?”



“Handle myself,” he said, with a sigh. “Sure.”



He waved as they disappeared below deck and tried not to sulk as he imagined Malon, Ria, Vel, and Lilian all slipping into the steaming bath water.










CHAPTER 25




 



To his credit, Damon lasted for ten full minutes before deciding to attempt to spy on them. It was too tempting, at least against the backdrop of spending the rest of his night staring out into the blank, starlit ocean.



He slowed the ship to a stop and quietly released the anchor on the main deck. On a whim, he took his boots off to silence his footsteps, knowing that his aesta was wise enough to his ways to listen for his approach.



He crept below decks as stealthily as he could, coming to a stop next to the door leading to the baths. They’d left it partially open, perhaps for the steam to better circulate, and Damon spent a minute waiting and listening, picking his opportunity to sneak a glimpse.



“If Telsius is still anything like it was when Kastet and I last passed through the city, it will be a wonderful place to spend a few days,” said Vel. “Though the ship is comfortable, in its own right.”



“I suspect we’ll only be there for a night,” said Malon. “We need to see this journey through without dallying.”



“Oh, come on, aesta,” said Vel.  “After all we’ve been through, I feel as though we deserve to have some fun. I would love to do some shopping, see if their dresses are in style, or, more likely, mock them for being behind on the trends.”



“Not all of us will have the opportunity to tour the city,” said Lilian.



There was a pause that, despite being awkward, also gave Damon an opening. He kept low, flat on his stomach, in fact, as he slid forward to let his eyes peer through the partially cracked door.



There was a lot of steam, and a lot of gorgeous, naked, female flesh. Vel was washing her hair, pulling her fingers through a single wet lock of dark gold. Malon was soaping her full breasts, the suds turning her nipples into vague hints of pink. Lilian had a razor and was carefully shaving the hair from her legs. Ria was sitting on the edge of the large bath with only her feet submerged, still wearing a towel.



“A day and a night in Telsius is likely all we can spare,” said Malon. “No doubt it will be enough for you to wet your shopping fancy, seta.”



“When you phrase it like that, it sounds like an unseemly habit.” Vel wrung her hair out, rising above the water far enough for her perky tits to drip with water. “In some ways, this is part of the career I’ve chosen. I have to stay abreast of the trends, not just in Silke, but everywhere I travel.”



“So pointless,” muttered Ria. “You speak of clothing, not life or death.”



Ria took off her towel and set it aside, revealing a body that perfectly strode the line between powerful and sexy. Her tan lines were visible, but less pronounced than Damon remembered, though perhaps it was a trick of the lighting. He imagined her sunbathing out in the open, where anyone could see, evening out her tan for his sake, as much as her own.



She let out a blissful sigh as she entered the warm water, though her sense of contentment only lasted for a moment. She narrowed her gaze at Malon, moving to put what she considered to be adequate distance between herself and the other woman, wary even in the bath.



“I think the whole point of going on this journey to dampen the Ocean Klykia, or whatever, is to move the world toward a point where not everything is about life and death, Ria,” said Vel.



She tilted backward, letting her hair sink into the water, firm breasts poking up like two matching hills. Damon blinked, moving from intrigue and arousal toward a state more resembling subtle torture. He could have any of the women on the ship almost any night… except for this one, with them all together and eagerly getting clean.



His eyes shifted back toward his aesta, who dropped low in the water to rinse off the suds coating her body and rose up, naked and curvaceous and womanly, and as it happened, staring straight at him. She turned sideways, ruining his view while still holding that chastising eye contact, and made a small shooing gesture with her hand.



The game was up, and Malon had no doubt spared Damon the ire of the rest of his companions. He committed the image of all of them together, naked and sopping wet, to his eternal memory and silently headed for the stairs.



He felt a little ridiculous walking onto the main deck with an erection he could have used to carve stone, but nobody was around, and it was his ship. The thought echoed strangely in his head as he noticed something dangling from the outer railing that he sure hadn’t been there before.



He froze in place, watching in disbelief as a man stepped out from behind the corner of the main cabin and bent over to help another man climb up and over the railing. The ship was being boarded. Presumably, they were under attack.



He reached for his myrblade, fingers grasping and finding nothing. He hadn’t been carrying it on him, pointless as it had seemed on a ship that had, up until a few seconds ago, felt like an impenetrable fortress. Damon cracked his knuckles, figuring he’d just have to make do with his hands, for now.



“If I’d known we were expecting guests, I would have asked my aesta to make you up some tea,” he called, striding over to the men. The line had sounded better in his head, more subtly threatening, but he rolled with it.



“It is not too late, my friend,” replied one of the men, speaking Merinian with a rolling sea accent. “Why don’t all of us sit down and have tea and discuss what we can do for one another?”



It was hard to see much of him by the light of night, but he was tall, with long hair, beefy arms, and sun-worn skin. He wore an open vest and baggy trousers, with no shortage of knives stuffed into belts and bandoliers across his person.



The man glanced left, away from the grappling hook. Damon followed his gaze and spotted another group, making their number at least seven in total. Not too many for him to handle, but more than enough to be a nuisance.



“Invite the rest of your friends over here,” said Damon. “Let’s have that chat. There’s no need for us to make this more difficult than it needs to be.”



“Oh, we will, friend,” said the man. “But first, you should give us a tour of this grand ship! It caught our eye from so far off. Even more so when we saw that you were the only able body aboard.”



“I can think of a few people who would take serious offence at that.” Damon smiled, watching the other men draw closer, letting them surround him. It would make things easier to have them in a clump.



“You seem like a reasonable man.” The chatty pirate set a hand on Damon’s shoulder. “Let’s head inside together. We will come to understand each other, yes?”



“I think there are quicker ways for us to
 understand
 each other.” Damon gripped the man’s wrist tight in his hand and, with a breath of wickedly cold air, began to freeze a shell of ice down the length of his arm.



It took several seconds for the pirate to realize what was happening, or perhaps just to let himself believe it. He tried to reach for one of his knives, but it seemed that his now frozen arm was the one attached to his dominant hand, and the attempt bore no fruit.



“He’s a… sorcerer, or something!” barked the man. “Kill him! Kill him, quick!”



The next nearest pirate came at Damon, swinging a thick cutlass that glinted in the moonlight. He ducked, dodging the slash, and unleased a diagonal stomp that drew a painful popping noise from the man’s knee. He went down screaming. Damon borrowed his sword.



“Here!” screamed the partially frozen pirate. “Over here!”



Two more men sprinted toward them, footsteps pounding confidently across the wooden deck. The others were nowhere to be seen, and Damon hissed a curse under his breath as he realized they’d likely made it to the lower levels. Malon and the others would be vulnerable in the bath if they were caught by surprise. He needed to get down there, fast.



The man with the frozen hand tried to swipe at his face with his left hand. Damon flipped him around and slashed at the backs of his ankles, pushing him down. He spun around in time to catch the edge of one of the new arrival’s swords. The other attacked right after, and Damon had to concentrate on their movements, two against one.



He had more than just a sword, however. He leapt back, giving himself some room to work with, and dropped to one knee. The pirates had tracked a small amount of water with their boots, and carefully, without damaging the deck, Damon used it to freeze all four of the men nearest to him securely in place.



They struggled, sounding more confused than concerned at first. He walked up to the two who were still uninjured, standing just out of range of their swords and smiling at their pathetic attempts to slash at him.



“Throw down your weapons,” he said.



“Or what?” snapped one of them, barely understandable from his accent.



Damon smiled wider and turned his head sideways a little. The ice rose higher, creeping up their legs, carrying that chilling implication. The men threw down their swords, and Damon quickly kicked them through the gaps in the railing, into the ocean.



He’d didn’t unfreeze them, and in fact, added to the ice restraints to make sure they’d stay put while he went down to check on the others. It was hard to keep from thinking that he’d taken too long with the fight, gotten rusty and slow with his methods. Malon and the others might be in serious danger, or worse.



He sprinted all the way down to the bottom level, hearing the sound of commotion as he headed for the baths. The door was open, but he didn’t rush through it, as complete chaos was underway on the other side.



His female companions were still as naked as they’d been when he’d indulged his curiosity earlier. Ria had one of the men by the hair and was dunking his head forcefully in the bath water. Malon’s eyes and crest were both vivid with crimson, and she’d pinned one of the men against the wall with her power.



Lilian was feeding off one of them with a gleeful look in her dark eyes, blood spilling over from her lips and into the soapy water. The one was limp in her grasp, mouth moving in a wordless shout.



Vel was… well, she had a wet towel and was snapping and brandishing it at each of the defeated men in turn, angry if not scary. All eyes turned toward Damon as he entered, holding up a hand and feigning an attempt at modesty by averting his gaze.



“There were more of them on deck,” he said. “I managed to—”



“Damon!” Vel threw herself onto him, hugging tight, followed immediately after by Malon and Ria.



“Solas!” said Malon, pressing her nude bosom against his shoulder. “We were so worried! We thought you might have been caught off guard, and…”



“I knew you could handle them, husband,” said Ria, kissing his lips and nuzzling her cheek into his. “Still, it is good to know you are unharmed. You are unharmed, yes?”



“Not a scratch on me,” he said, feeling the effect of their still very naked presence on his lower body.



Lilian had finished feeding and she wiped her mouth off as she eyed the pirates, all of whom were still alive, though with no fight left in them whatsoever.



Over the course of the next few minutes, Malon and the others got dressed and helped Damon herd the raiding party back onto deck. They found their ship, a dingy, single-sailed thing, anchored near enough to
 The Reunion
 for the men to have been able to climb aboard without swimming.



Damon climbed down onto it to slash the sail before propelling himself back onto deck with an ice pillar. One by one, they forced the pirates down onto their sabotaged craft, which seemed like enough of a punishment. Ria argued for executing them, but even she decided that it wouldn’t be necessary if the men were left without means to give pursuit.



“You will see us again!” snarled the chatty pirate, baring his teeth. “We serve the Endless King. He will come for us, and we will come for you.”



Damon turned and seized the man by the neck. He started to freeze another ice shell, this one creeping over the man’s chin and mouth, inching toward his nostrils.



“I’ll be here,” he said. “Not hard to find on a ship like this. If there is a next time, I’ll be looking for you first. Do you know what it’s like to suffocate in ice? Would you like to find out?”



The man shook his head so hard that his neck made a small popping noise. Damon slammed his hands into the man’s shoulders, sending him tumbling over the railing and down into the water below to join the rest of his crew.



“Let’s get out of here,” said Vel.



“Agreed,” he said, putting a hand around her waist. “We’ll drop anchor once they’re far out of sight behind us.”










CHAPTER 26




 



Damon slept in late the next morning. He stirred as a soft tap came at his door, followed by softer footsteps.



“Solas,” called Malon. “I wanted to let you rest, but Telsius just came into view on the horizon.”



She sat down next to him on the bed. He’d been having a dream that he couldn’t remember but was sure had been vaguely sexual. His morning oak was stiff to the degree of distraction. Malon smelled incredible, and he could feel her warmth even through his bed’s quilt.



“Five more minutes,” he said. “You can spend them in here, with me.”



He opened his eyes halfway and groped out at her. Malon let out a whispery chuckle and took his hand, bringing it to her lips to kiss his knuckles.



“You threw your dirty clothes all over the floor,” she said. “Would you have me spend those five minutes laying you out a new set?”



“I have other things in mind, aesta.”



He pulled her onto the bed with a burst of strength that surprised her enough to elicit a squeal. She didn’t push him away as he kissed her, sinking down alongside him, the two of them quickly becoming entangled within the sheets.



“Solas,” she whispered, clearing her throat. Her tone was clearly aiming for authority but striking somewhere closer to reluctant temptation.



“Aesta,” he said. “You came down here to wake me up.”



He pulled her hand down underneath the quilt, setting her impossibly soft fingers right onto his stiff member. He saw her trying not to smile, willing herself to pull her hand back even as she began to caress the tip with her thumb on reflex.



“You’re already quite awake, it would seem,” she whispered. “I would only slow you down by… helping you any further.”



“Just a kiss, then.”



“It always starts as just a kiss, or just a hug.”



She kissed him back anyway, lips parting, tongues sliding, Malon’s hand continuing to touch his morning oak as though tied by an invisible thread. Damon was not subtle in the way he pawed at her, nor with the gleam in his eye as he tipped her onto her back and slid between her thighs.



“This is not a good time,” she whispered, blushing and biting her lip.



He prodded his cock forward against her leg, gently but deliberately lifting the hem of her dress. He couldn’t think of any better way to start his morning off right than with her, any better breakfast than the taste of her lips and body. He kissed her again and sensed the horniness in the way she kissed him back. She couldn’t hide the fact that she wanted it just as bad as he did.



A firm knock came at Damon’s door, which was completely unnecessary, given that it was already open. Lilian cleared her throat a touch awkwardly and waved a hand into the room.



“We’re nearing Telsius,” she said. “Ria told me that they sent a small ship out to serve as our escort into the docks.”



“We’re coming right up.” Malon crossed her legs and pushed him off. “Aren’t we, solas?”



Damon groaned, feeling the blood pulsing in his head and elsewhere to a distracting degree. “I suppose we have to, now.”



Malon and Lilian went ahead of him. It took him a minute or two of deep breathing to relax enough to pull his pants on, but he managed, and made his way up to the main deck after strapping his sword belt on.



Ria and Vel stood near the ship’s bow, staring out at the island of Telsius in the distance. Malon was off to the side, while Lilian was in the main cabin, out of the sun, which dominated the clear blue sky.



Telsius was a small, rather vertical point of land amidst the surrounding ocean. The city itself was clustered along the cove near sea level, surrounded by hulking cliffs in the shape of a horseshoe that extended into a higher, seemingly unreachable plateau.



It wasn’t a beautiful city, but Damon had seen far worse. The limited space meant that the streets were narrow and the buildings were tall, creating the effect of a doubling of sorts, like a second city had been meticulously stacked upon the first. The arrangement only exacerbated the deep shadows cast by the cliffs, and despite the sun being well above the horizon, Telsius was only just having its dawn.



There was no shortage of ships moored in its docks or loitering within the general area of the ocean, and as Lilian had told them, one seemed to be headed toward them with purpose. Damon joined Vel and Ria, who were watching its approach with varying amounts of wariness.



“I’m sure they’re just struck by the size of our ship,” said Vel. “They don’t want an entire army dropping into their city unannounced, and
 The Reunion
 could hold a fair portion of one.”



“Perhaps,” said Ria. “Though we were boarded just last night if you recall. There is a chance this Endless King they spoke of operates from upon this island.”



“I don’t think so,” said Damon. “Telsius is governed by a High Council. They have their own militia, or at least had one the last time I came through. They’re as close to a naval power in this region of the Endless Ocean as you’ll find.”



Which, he supposed, did raise the question of why the pirates had been so brazen in their attack. The Endless King might not be running his operation from Telsius, but Damon wasn’t naïve enough to think that he was entirely without dealings with the city.



Malon joined them as the escort ship came up alongside. It was small, no more than a longboat with half a dozen stout rowers and a sail. A man with a shaggy red beard waved to them and began speaking in a bellowing voice over the noise of the waves.



“I am Lord Captain Tyrus Danworth of Telsius,” he called. “I’ve come to inquire your business within our city.”



“My name is Damon Al-Kendras. My family and I are interested in resupplying, nothing more.”



The encounter went quickly after that, with Tyrus and some of his men marveling over the wonderous build quality of the ship and asking how they planned to come ashore.
 The Reunion
 had its own dinghy, and after some fumbling with the mechanism, Damon managed to lower it into the water, along with a ladder allowing them to easily climb down.



“Who else wants to head into the city?” he asked the others, back inside the main cabin.



“I would like to spend some time back on solid land, if possible,” said Ria.



“I need to see the style of the dresses here,” said Vel. “It’s important information for me, career wise.”



“I’d also quite like to visit Telsius again, though I’ll admit that it’s not a pressing need,” said Malon.



Damon shrugged and looked at Lilian.



“I’ll stay behind,” she said.



“You’re sure?” he asked.



“I doubt my experience hiding my skin from the sun and prying eyes would be all that pleasant.” She smiled, showing her fangs. “Besides, it’s not as though the ship is uncomfortable, or lacking for entertainment. Another hot bath, some wine, a book. I’ll be fine.”



“Alright,” said Damon. “I suppose we’ll make a family trip out of this.”



They didn’t waste any time climbing down onto the dinghy and setting out. The little boat was at the mercy of the waves to a degree far more severe than the main ship, and Ria’s face took on a paleness within the first minute of their short trip to the docks.



Captain Tyrus and his men watched them come ashore but seemed to dismiss them as the mostly benign travelers they were after a minute. The docks were active, but not so busy that their arrival wasn’t made into an event by a number of dockside merchants.



The main market of Telsius was right next to the water, with dozens of shops and stalls selling as wide of a range of goods as Damon had ever seen. Men and women vied for his attention, shouting slogans and announcing prices.



“Pretty scarf, for your lady!” called a woman. “Five silver for red, two for blue!”



 “Swords made of true Argenstein steel! Prices start at ten silver and stay fair all the way up!”



“Boots!” shouted a man. “I got some fucking boots for sale!”



The mood was infectious, and Damon couldn’t stop from grinning as though he’d just walked into a carnival tent. He saw a merchant selling meat sticks that smelled incredible, but Malon set a hand on his shoulder as he took a step in that direction.



“Keep your coin purse close, solas,” she whispered. “It’s not just the vendors who’ll be looking to get their hands on our money.”



“True enough.” He tucked his purse deeper into his pocket, making sure it would be no easy grab for a passing pickpocket.



There were plenty of people walking about, but not so many to form a true crowd. Damon had been expecting a crush of bodies akin to Avaricia during a festival, but Telsius felt more like a small coastal city during midwinter, when the ships died down and travelers slowed up.



“We should tend to resupplying first and foremost,” said Malon. “I have a fair amount of money from the stipend that Seffi provides me. Is there any food in particular that the three of you are craving?”



Vel tapped a finger to her lips. Ria acted as though she wasn’t listening, still chilly as she was toward their aesta. Damon gave the obvious answer.



“Fresh vegetables, cured meat, and anything else that looks tasty,” he said. “I suppose I’ll find us an inn while you’re handling that.”



“I would like to see the view from atop the cliff,” said Ria. She gestured to a thin trail of switchbacks running along the rugged rock. It looked like a long climb, but not overly treacherous, and certainly one worth the effort.



“I’ll go with aesta and help her with the food,” said Vel. “Maybe we’ll also get a chance to stop by one of the tailors here in Telsius?”



She gave Malon a smile, and Damon could all but see her desire to get a new dress on their aesta’s coin in those hopeful eyes.



“I would appreciate your help, seta,” said Malon. “We’ll meet back up at the docks, in view of the dinghy, once we’re finished.”



“I’ll see you there,” said Damon. He hadn’t even finished talking when the others split off, eager to stretch their legs and explore after so long on the ship.










CHAPTER 27




 



Damon took his time walking through Telsius’s marketplace, eyeing the goods of each vendor. He’d pretended to ignore the vocal vendors earlier, but the idea of buying gifts for his companions had intrigued him, especially with the variety of items on hand. He had money for it, and genuinely wanted to do something nice for the women he cared about.



Shopping for Ria was easy. Damon doubled back to the vendor who’d been yelling about swords earlier, and after comparing his prices with an equally loud competing weapon merchant across the street, purchased her a new throwing dagger. It was nicer than the old one he’d gotten her, forged from Argenstein steel, with a well-oiled sheath that had a belt loop on the back.



He wanted to get his aesta something nice, something she might not normally buy for herself. He settled on a fine metal hairpin with two tiny emeralds set into the either edge, haggling the jeweler down from his original, borderline outrageous price.



He couldn’t resist buying Vel a new set of night clothes after seeing the way they hugged the petite frame of a feminine wooden display mannequin that could have been her body double. They verged on being too lurid for her to ever consider normally wearing, but as a gift, one from him, he suspected he could convince her to throw them on.



Last but not least, Damon bought a fine black cloak for Lilian, one with a hood that had an adjustable drawstring running through its hem. He figured it would serve to let her move about slightly more easily in the sun, but also blend in better with the shadows when she was out and about at night. It also had a convenient number of pockets sewn into its interior of which the shady merchant selling it extolled the virtues.



He stuffed his various gifts into his traveling pack and took stock of how much money he actually had left. He could still afford to rent the rooms at an inn, though not an upscale one, if Telsius was charging rates similar to what was once fair in Veridan’s Curve.



Damon headed first to a place he’d seen on their way through the docks,
 The Seaman’s Bunkhouse.
 He had barely made it a step into the common room before being accosted by the overwhelming smell of piss and rot. He turned and walked out, unwilling to subject himself to that kind of place, let alone Malon and the others.



He found another inn with a fairly upscale décor and a sign out front that read
 The Maiden’s Court.
 An attractive woman beckoned him in with a curled finger, and Damon was well into haggling over rates when he realized that she was, in a fact, a courtesan and not flirting with him out of genuine attraction. He thought it would be an easier place to sell to his companions than the previous, but a whorehouse was far from ideal.



With far more patience than he’d originally anticipated needing, Damon searched the city for another inn. A city Telsius’s size should have had near a dozen, at least, which left him feeling increasingly frustrated as he tried and failed to find one. He was beginning to wonder if perhaps they might simply have to make the trip back to
 The Reunion
 to spend the night on the ship when he stumbled across a small, unassuming inn hidden behind a woodworking shop.



The sign out front read
 The Eagle’s Roost,
 a generic and safe name, if there ever was one. Damon sniffed as he entered the common room, detecting no overwhelming scents. He didn’t see any courtesans, or anything that seemed as though it might offend his companions. He took a seat at the bar and waved to the proprietor, a blond man with a shaggy beard.



 “How much per room?” he asked. “My family and I are looking for a place to stay tonight.”



“Rovahn’s balls…” The man slowly began to shake his head, suddenly looking awfully familiar. “It can’t be… I don’t believe my eyes.”



“Do I know…” He trailed off, mentally subtracting the beard, along with five or so years. “True Divine. Austine?”



“Anders fucking Rosewood.”



“I’m back to calling myself Damon, now,” he said. “But yeah. It’s me.”



“It’s you!” Austine slapped a hand down on the counter.



“It’s me?” laughed Damon. “No, it’s you!”



Austine climbed over the counter and pulled Damon into a crushing bear hug. They jumped up and down together, slapping each other’s backs and behaving more like children than grown adults. With an arm still around Damon’s shoulder, Austine hurriedly poured two mugs of ale and slid one in front of each of them.



“How are you even still alive, let alone here?” asked Austine, once they’d calmed down enough to speak clearly. “I heard from multiple sources that you died five years ago. I… to be honest, I now feel rather ashamed for not delving deeper into the truth.”



“I was dead,” said Damon. “Or close to it, as it happens. I pushed my myrblade to the limits of its capabilities and froze myself in time, right up until a little over a month ago.”



He took a sip of the ale and was pleasantly surprised by the rich flavor.



“Drink up,” said Austine. “It’s on the house.”



“You own this place?”



Austine grinned and nodded. “Surprised that someone with my wild temperament settled down into a respectable life?”



“No, I was actually going to accuse you of stealing my idea,” said Damon.



“Stealing your idea? I’ll admit I took a certain amount of inspiration from how satisfied you seemed during your time at
 The Rosewood Inn
 , but the spirit of this establishment is a far cry from the motley operation you were running.”



“Those are fighting words if I’ve ever heard them,” said Damon, grinning back.



They banged their mugs together and started chugging down their beers. Austine refilled his and reached for Damon’s, but Damon set a hand over the top and shook his head.



“I should slow down,” he said. “I’m not alone. My aesta and my sisters are in the city with me.”



Austine smirked and clapped him on the shoulder. “The whole family is along for the adventure, eh? Some things never change.”



“And some things do,” came a new voice.



A dark-skinned woman with thinly braided hair walked out into the common room. Damon glanced away respectfully when he saw the breast-feeding baby in her arms, but she didn’t seem put off by his presence or attention. She set a hand on Austine’s shoulder, and the two of them shared a kiss.



“Damon, meet Janine, my devoted wife and the co-owner of this fine inn,” said Austine.



“This… is Damon?” Janine furrowed her brow, eyes curious. “Huh. I always pictured him as more of a brutish warrior type.”



“Pound for pound, he’s about as deadly as they come.” Austine slapped him on the back. “You look confused, Damon.”



He was, and he chose his next words carefully. “I just… never imagined you’d be a one-woman kind of guy.”



Austine shrugged, his smile still full of good humor. “My circumstances changed after I gave up being Avarice’s crest sorcerer. It took a toll on my love life, most of all, though I’m glad for it now. Janine and I met here on the island.”



“I’m happy for you,” said Damon. Both Austine and his wife were smiling strangely, and he had to comment on it after a few awkward seconds. “What is it?”



“There’s someone I think you should meet,” said Janine. “Damon. Would you come in here for a moment?”



Damon shook his head, mystified, until the sound of tiny footsteps echoed into the room. A little boy with loose brown hair, tanned skin, and a wooden sword emerged from the curtain separating the common room from the back.



“Damon,” said Austine. “Meet Damon.”



“You… named your…” The taller of two Damons cleared his throat, feeling a sudden tightness there.



“I did,” said Austine. “I’m only alive because of you, and as I said… I was all but certain that you were dead. I suppose in some ways I wanted your essence to live on. You were… you are, my best friend.”



“This is Uncle Damon?” called the kid with the sword. “The one you used to fight with?”



“This is Uncle Damon,” said Austine.



The kid stared at Damon for a couple of seconds, and then growled and charged at his father, laughing as he pelted him in the leg with the wooden sword. Austine made a show of falling out of his stool in feigned pain and then began wrestling the little one, grinning and looking so much like the friend Damon remembered, while simultaneously so much more.



“Get up off that dirty floor,” said Janine. “I just washed that shirt for you, Damon.”



Austine scooped his son up onto his shoulders and took a seat again. The little boy seemed totally comfortable at the height, and after a moment, he rolled forward, tumbling somewhat ungainly onto the counter before hopping down to the floor and retrieving his discarded sword.



“I’ve been teaching him some of our old tumbling tricks,” said Austine. “Seems a shame to let all those skills go to waste just because I’ve subscribed to the sedentary lifestyle.”



“Oh, trust me,” said Janine, squeezing his bicep. “There’s plenty of appreciation for the skills you picked up as a younger man.”



“Remember the time we took on that team of fake bandits, Damon?” asked Austine. “The ones led by the guy with the whip and the codpiece?”



They drank, and they reminisced, and Damon felt as drunk on old memories as he was on the ale. However, he was undeniably getting pretty drunk, and it took him longer than it should have to remember the meeting spot he’d arranged with Malon and the others.



“I’ll be back,” he said. “Do you have four open rooms I could rent for tonight?”



“On the house!” said Austine.



“He means half price,” corrected Janine. “We do need to keep a roof over our heads, no offense.”



“None taken,” said Damon. They could have charged him double, and he would have paid it with a smile.










CHAPTER 28




 



Malon, Vel, and Ria were waiting by the dinghy, looking beautiful with their hair and clothing dancing in the rolling sea breeze. He almost tripped over an uneven deck plank as he ran up to them, still smiling like a fool.



“Took you long enough,” said Vel, a touch irritated.



“I saw Austine,” he said. “He’s here. He… owns an inn.”



“Have you been drinking, husband?” asked Ria.



“Yes, but not that much,” he said. “Come on. We’re staying among friends tonight.”



He led them back up the street and into
 The Eagle’s Roost.
 Introductions were made between Janine and his family, and of course, to the younger Damon.



“Did you make that sword yourself?” Malon asked him, crouching to address the child on his level.



“No,” said little Damon. “My pa made it for me.”



“That was nice of him,” she replied. “I’ve heard he has good taste in swords.”



“How does it feel to have someone else’s child running around with your name?” Vel whispered to Damon.



“It’s long overdue,” he said. “It’s about time someone recognized my greatness.”



She rolled her eyes at him and Damon pulled her into a swaying hug. Austine and Janine were handling a few other patrons who’d arrived, and there wasn’t much else for Damon and the others to do beyond settle down at a table and act like the guests they were.



“To me, it still feels like the last time I saw Austine wasn’t all that long ago,” said Damon. “He’s lived long enough in that space to remold himself as a man. A wife, singular. Two kids. An inn, for Rovahn’s sake!”



He shook his head, trying to express a feeling while still in the process of understanding it, himself. Malon set her hand on his shoulder and smiled lovingly at him.



“You could have this for yourself just as easily, solas,” she said. She cleared her throat, smile flattening into a more serious expression. “That is, if you put more effort into finding yourself an appropriate partner.”



Vel and Ria both bristled at the secondhand rebuke. Austine was rounding the common room with a pitcher and a tray full of mugs, and Damon hurriedly waved him over.



“We’ll have a round of ale, and whatever is in the cards for dinner,” he said.



“Chicken and barley stew,” said Austine. “I’ll bring it your way as soon as it’s done. Things should slow down a bit once everyone is served.”



“Good,” said Damon. “We have to talk some more once they do.”



Austine gave a serious nod, setting the drinks down on the table and disappearing back into the kitchen.



“He’s coming with us,” said Damon.



“What?” snapped Vel.



“Why?” asked Ria.



“Solas…” said Malon, with a sigh.



“He’s a talented swordsman,” said Damon. “He has experience with magic, as a former crest sorcerer. Hell, he’s probably more familiar with this region of the ocean than any of us are. More importantly… he’s my best friend.”



“I won’t stop you from issuing him the invitation, but if there was ever a man who would turn his back to the call of adventure, it’s that one,” said Malon. “You said it yourself. He’s changed almost beyond recognition.”



Damon poured himself an ale from the pitcher and tapped his finger against the handle of the mug. “I’m asking him. He at least deserves the choice. It’s not just about whether he’ll say yes.”



“You truly have missed him, no?” said Ria.



“More than I ever realized.”



The stew was served in short order, paired with thick chunks of fresh bread that left Damon nostalgic for
 The Rosewood Inn
 . He slipped away from the others to eat with Austine at the counter, helping serve drinks and handle odd jobs in between bites.



True to his word, he talked up their quest to find the Ocean Klykia, explaining why it was necessary, how it would change the world for the better. Austine listened with a good-natured smile, humoring him as best friends so often do.



“I wish I could go with you,” said Austine. “But I already got my big wish in life.”



“I suppose you did,” said Damon. “You have responsibilities here. I can see that, I’m just saying…”



“I know what you’re saying, you bastard.” Austine grinned and punched him in the arm. “I hate you a little for tempting me with the offer. Just a little. I have well and truly settled down, Damon. Every man has to eventually, and let me tell you, that fact is more a blessing than a curse.”



Damon’s eyes shifted back toward his table on the other side of the room. Ria was sitting, expression cold and irritated. Malon was listening to Vel, who seemed to be doing her best to bridge the lingering gap between the two other women.



Just what would settling down look like for him, he wondered? Malon’s earlier words about finding an
 appropriate
 partner hadn’t simply been a passing comment. She’d been steadfast in that from the start.



“You know where to find me, at least,” said Austine, shaking his shoulder. “Just because I can’t pick up my sword and follow you on your journey doesn’t mean you have to be a stranger. Do you hear me, Damon?”



“I hear you,” he said. “Pour me another ale, would you?”



 



***



 



Damon let himself go, drinking more than what was probably reasonable for the second time within the span of a week. He found himself being helped to bed by Malon and Ria at the end of the night.



“You shouldn’t make a habit of this, solas,” said Malon.



“It is not behavior fit for a man of your strength,” said Ria.



They glanced at each other, as though surprised and a little annoyed to find that they were in agreement. Damon let out a sigh as he fell forward onto the bed, turning over and spreading his arms out. Malon pulled his boots off, while Ria undid his sword belt.



“Well then,” said Malon. “I suppose one of us should stay with him to… ensure that he falls to sleep comfortably. I don’t mind bearing the responsibility, as his aesta.”



Ria folded her arms and narrowed her eyes. “You are his aesta, yes. I am his
 wife
 .”



Malon cleared her throat. “I understand that the two of you are close, seta, but—”



“But nothing!” snapped Ria. “Do not think I missed your comment earlier. An appropriate partner? You speak of a man who already has such a person… such people, in his life.”



“Does he?” Malon’s tone was even, but simmering, all the same. “Will you stay with him then, seta, once we return from this journey? If he decided to, say, start an inn, or live in one place, would you settle down without complaint? Or would you do as you’ve always done and roam as though every action of yours was free from personal consequence?”



“You betrayed him!” hissed Ria. “I am his
 wife
 !”



“Don’t…” muttered Damon. “Enough. Please… stop this.”



He let out a tired breath. Malon reached out to caress his hair. She nodded thoughtfully and stepped back.



“I said more than I should have,” she admitted. “You’re right, of course, seta. You are his wife, and I am his aesta. We all must be what we are.”



She turned and left the room, and Damon couldn’t deny that her words stirred a deep sadness within him. Neither of them was wrong. He’d managed to pull them all along with him on this journey, but once it was over, they would go back to who they were, how they’d been. Malon, as his aesta. Ria, with her duty to her people. Vel, with… skirts.



“Husband,” said Ria. “I did not mean for that to become such a petty argument. She just… She does not understand what I feel for you. Or if she does understand it, she refuses to recognize it as legitimate.”



Ria walked to the door, slipping the bar securely into place. By the dim light of the room’s lantern, he watched her undress, tunic slipping down to reveal her firm, tanned breasts. Hips wiggling to take off her hip hugging, skintight leggings.



“Nothing is ever as simple as it seems,” he said. “I don’t really want to settle down yet, I hope you know.”



“If you did, and you wanted me to be there with you, I would,” she whispered. “I could. For you, I am willing. The way Malon refuses to see that… is almost a form of sabotage in itself.”



“Ria…” he said, shaking his head. “Let it go. She’s not under Lascivious’s control.”



“We do not know that for certain.”



“She’s simply been acting like our aesta!” he said. “Is that so wrong?”



“Damon, you must not let your guard down.”



“I can, and I will,” he said. “I’m grateful for her presence. For my
 aesta’s
 presence. Is that so wrong? I don’t want anyone to ruin that for me just as much as I don’t want anyone to ruin…
 this.
 ”



He reached up and began tracing the matridai on her face. Her eyes fluttered as his fingers softly touched her, and he remembered how sensitive she’d been on that day so long ago when he’d first drawn the marks on her with charcoal.



“You are not wrong, husband,” she whispered.



She crawled across the bed like a stalking cat, undoing the draw cord of his trousers and gently pulling them down. The way she took them off, slow and deliberate, was as arousing as watching her undress had been. He was halfway hard by the time she’d finished, despite how drunk he was.



She started with her mouth, licking his cock with long, teasing motions, until he was reaching to guide her head down for more. Ria obliged him, working her lips and tongue over his tool, letting it probe as deep as it would go.



They shifted position, moving fast. Damon was still good and drunk and couldn’t keep himself from caressing her greedily. He pulled her up to him, feeling the sensation stirring his greater need.



“Ria,” he whispered.



She grabbed his arm as he thrust into her, holding as tight as though they were sparring and she’d found a particularly advantageous grip. Damon levered himself forward, taking her with long, powerful motions.



She made such wonderful noises. Ria let him hear the full range, starting from the proud, almost restrained way she’d keep quiet at first, building up to the kinds of effortful, athletic gasps and moans that had always suited her in battle as well as bed.



“Mmm…” she hummed. “Ah!”



“Ria!”



They kissed, bodies still moving, Ria meeting him midway through each accelerating pump almost as though she was trying to buck him out from between her legs. Damon hugged her tight as they held the pace, feeling her lose control first. She came within his arms, and he held her gently as he continued, too lustful to do anything but dog after his own finish.



It was good.










CHAPTER 29




 



Austine and Janine joined Damon and the others at the docks the next morning, though their attention was split between the farewell and minding their young children.



“I’m serious,” said Austine. “Come back through this way if you get the chance.”



Damon clapped him on the shoulder. “I will.”



They hugged, and in truth, it felt less like a final goodbye than their parting five years earlier had. Damon helped Malon and Vel onto the dinghy, with Ria already aboard and manning one of the oars. He hopped on himself, waving to his oldest friend with gulls flocking overhead and the gentle sea breeze stirring his hair and clothing.



“I’m glad the two of you were given a chance to see each other again, solas,” said Malon.



“So am I. He’s done well for himself.”



“You sound almost surprised by that,” said Vel.



Damon shrugged. “He’s the kind of man who I wouldn’t have been surprised to see among the pirates, or working as a bouncer at a brothel, or dead twice over.”



“Such a high opinion of your friend you hold, husband,” said Ria.



“I do, in truth. Just one as wild as it is high. An innkeeper… He always did like to copy my moves.”



They reached
 The Reunion
 , the strikingly beautiful ship still anchored right where they’d left it, and climbed aboard from the rope ladder hanging near the dinghy launch. Damon was first into the main cabin, and first to be greeted by the sight of Lilian lounging in a chair, nearly naked, drinking wine and reading a book.



“Oh,” she said, marking her page with a ribbon. “You’re earlier than I expected.”



“You’re… more undressed than I expected,” said Damon.



“I got a little hot.” She grinned at him and stretched in a manner that practically announced that she enjoyed his gaze. “I shouldn’t make a scene for the others. Come find me later? I’m a little peckish.”



She headed for the stairs, hips swaying, casually performing the act of simply walking around in her small clothes as though engaged in active seduction. He brought his hand up to his neck, rubbing absentmindedly as he tried to keep his thoughts from running wild.



 The others came in, and the group of them fell into the increasingly familiar routine of operating the ship. Damon secured the dinghy and winched it back up into place for the next time they’d go ashore. Vel took her place up in the glass cabin, while Ria and Lilian went below decks to ensure that the furnace was still well stocked with coal.



Over the course of the next hour, the island of Telsius disappeared over the horizon. It seemed to grow so small, so fast, despite holding so much. Austine, with his wife and family, so content in the little cove city against the cliffs. It gave Damon an odd sense of perspective on his own situation, one that left him appreciating his fortune in life.



He spent some time helping Vel plot their exact course, though aiming them toward their destination was far from an exact process. He listened to Myr in his head, but the advice she gave on which bearing to set was often vague enough to leave him wondering.



“Maybe a little more toward the north,” said Myr. “Just a smidge.”



“How many degrees is a smidge, exactly?” he muttered.



Vel gave him an odd look, but he waved a hand, still focused on the compass. He shifted the wheel a bit more.



“There!” said Myr. “Right there.”



“Keep heading on this line,” he told Vel.



“For how long?” she asked.



He waited a pause, but Myr seemed disinclined to guess.



“No idea,” he said, squeezing Vel’s shoulder.



He headed down into the ship, finding Lilian in her cabin to oblige her earlier request. She was, unfortunately, full clothed, and she went about sipping on his blood in a fairly respectful manner. Damon still felt blissed out in the aftermath, but Lilian laughed and gently swatted his hands away as he began feverishly groping at her.



“Stop,” she laughed. “Seriously! You’ll only be making drama if the others come across us. Save it for tonight, or perhaps early in the morning.”



“By my reckoning, it’s still rather earlier.” He pulled her into an embrace, kissing her neck much as she’d just been kissing his.



“It’s past midday, you lecher,” she said. “But it’s good to know you didn’t wear yourself out during your time ashore.”



She turned and gave him a kiss that seemed to undo her previous points, her long tongue dancing through his mouth and reminding him of what it could do. Damon found a palmful of her ass, and was about to see if he could get her into bed regardless, when footsteps sounded in the hall.



“Solas,” called Malon. “I think Ria was looking for you down in the lower level.”



Lillian patted his cheek and mouthed the word
 later.
 He left her cabin, ignoring his aesta’s somewhat judgmental gaze as he headed for the stairs.



Ria was at the furnace, frowning as she eyed the metal door, which emanated a faint thrum from the intensity of the fire on its other side. Damon set his hands on her shoulders and stood behind her.



“Are you worried we’ll run out of fuel sometime before the journey’s end?” he asked.



She shook her head. “We have more than enough, as it happens.”



“Then what has you frowning so furiously?”



She turned around, looking past him as though afraid of being overheard. “We do not understand how this ship works.”



“Coal goes in, ship goes fast,” he said.



“Be serious, young Damon,” said Ria. “I speak of the true inner workings. What might happen if, say, some piece of the mechanism failed? We would have only our best guesses as to how to repair it. This is not simply changing out a cracked wagon wheel.”



“Avarice was always meticulous with his craftsmanship,” he said. “I feel safe trusting that our ship will manage to hold together for the duration of our journey.”



“It well should, assuming we encounter no surprises.”



It was then that he saw the lingering edge of suspicion in her expression and took her meaning plain. She wasn’t speaking of mechanical failure, parts wearing out or breaking under stress. She spoke of sabotage.



“Enough,” said Damon, with a sigh.



“I share this with you, husband, out of a need for us to consider all outcomes.”



“Ria…” he said. “You need to find a better place to direct your excess frustration toward aside from our aesta.”



“Do you have a suggestion?”



He could have kissed her then, if he’d wanted, but it had been a while since they’d sparred. He took Ria’s hand and led her to the training circle. As soon as they began, the paranoia melted out of her posture. It was more effective as a solution than Damon could have even hoped, and they both worked up a sweat over the course of nearly an hour, ending in an even stalemate.



It was close to dinnertime when they finished and they both went upstairs. The main cabin was thick with delicious smells, roasted meat and buttered vegetables. Strangely, Malon wasn’t in the kitchen. Damon frowned as he saw a full chicken roasting over the ship stove, one side of it precariously close to burning. He flipped it and glanced at Ria.



“Perhaps she’s out on deck?” he guessed.



They found her easily enough. She was at the ship’s bow, looking out at the sunset, her body silhouetted by blazing orange-red. It was that color that kept Damon from realizing what was wrong until he was within a handful of strides of her.



“Aesta?” he said, seeing the glow of crimson in her eyes. “What…?”



She turned around, staring past him, eyes still brimming with the power of her crest. Damon’s concern shifted to horror as he heard Ria move next to him, lunging forward to act on her own interpretation of the situation.



“No!” he snapped.



Malon came back to reality just as Ria was striking out. She ducked under a punch, stood straight, stumbled back into the railing. She held up a hand, more in confusion than defense. Ria pulled her fist back to swing again.



Damon seized Ria by the arms, holding her with such strength that he pulled her off her feet. Ria snarled and tried to break loose, kicking out, even.



“Think, Damon!” she shouted. “What do you think she was doing? She can dreamspell with nearly as much ease as Velanor. She was revealing us to Lascivious!”



“She could have been using her magic for anything,” said Damon. “Give her a chance to explain!”



“Seta is right,” said Malon. “I was in contact with Seffi.”



Ria let out a shout of anger and began struggling against Damon even harder. He gritted his teeth and breathed out condensation, letting his fingers grow cold enough to warn her that he wasn’t going to mess around if she kept it up.



“She admits it!” hissed Ria.



“Let me finish,” said Malon. “Seffi and I often reach out to one another in such a way. So often that if I was to stop, or ignore her attempts to speak with me, it would be suspicious, unto itself. I am keeping her updated only to the degree that is necessary to keep her in the dark.”



“How do
 we
 know that?” asked Ria.



“We know it because we trust our aesta, and that’s what she said.” He shifted from holding Ria, who’d finally stopped fighting him, to hugging. “Please, Ria. Trust me, if not her. Trust that I know what I’m doing by believing her.”



Seconds passed, long enough for breeze to pick up and die down again and the tension to fill the space. Slowly, Ria nodded, and Damon relaxed, exhaling out the breath he’d been holding. Malon suddenly gasped and everyone was on an edge again until she hurried by them, muttering an explanation.



“I left the chicken on the stove! Leandra’s bush…”



“I flipped it for you,” Damon called after her. He looked at Ria, who was shaking her head.



“Where would we be without you, husband?” she asked.



“I honestly hope we never have to find out.”










CHAPTER 30




 



The chicken hadn’t burned, though the skin had an interesting strip of char across it in one place. Damon settled down at the table next to Lilian and Vel, who were already chatting and sipping wine.



“The price of meat in Telsius was far from what I’d consider to be fair, but I wanted to cook something fresh for a change,” said Malon. “There’s plenty for everyone.”



With a radiant smile, she unveiled the bird, setting it down alongside platters of baked potatoes and asparagus, the vegetables lavished in butter. Damon had to still his hand to keep from reaching out and picking with his fingers, instead waiting for Malon to serve them each in turn.



“I will take my portion downstairs,” said Ria. “I am in no mood to sit down for dinner tonight.”



Malon looked like she wanted to object, but she was clearly keen on avoiding another fight so soon after the incident on deck. Fortunately, Damon still had a few tricks up his sleeve.



“If you eat downstairs, you’ll miss out on your gift,” he said.



“Gift?” said Vel.



“Yeah, did I forget to mention that?” he asked absently. “I bought gifts in Telsius. A little thank you to everyone for trusting me enough to come along on this journey in the first place.”



Ria sighed and settled down into her chair. “I suppose you will hold mine hostage if I do not submit to your whims, then?”



“Exactly.” He grinned and winked at Malon as she set some chicken and a baked potato down on his plate. “I think you’ll be glad to get this one, Ria.”



The food stole everyone’s attention for the next few minutes. Malon had very nearly outdone herself, with everything cooked to perfection, a timeless pairing of flavors. Damon ate until he was stuffed before finally grabbing his bag and making a show of slowly opening it.



“Since you were kind enough to deign us with your presence, Ria, I’ll give you yours first,” he said. “Here. Since I lost your last one.”



He pulled out the throwing knife, which looked quite handsome in its sheathe, and passed it across the table. Ria blinked and turned it over in her hand, a slow grin spreading onto her face.



“This is perfect,” she said. “You know me too well, husband. I shall cherish this even more than I did the last.”



“And when you lose it anyway, I’ll get you another,” he said.



She swatted his shoulder, but he caught her hand and kissed it.



“It’s a throwing knife,” he whispered. “That wasn’t a commentary on your ability to lose things, just they’re a pain to keep track of, as far as weapons go.”



He gave Malon her hairpin next, enjoying the way her eyes twinkled at the sight of the jewelry. He rarely saw her get excited over clothing or accessories, but she went so far as to immediately work it into her braid.



“It’s perfect, solas,” she said. “I’ll wear it tonight, and likely only on special occasions, from then on.”



“It suits you,” he said.



“It matches her eyes perfectly,” said Vel. “I’m surprised Damon had good enough taste to pick it out.”



“Are you really going to needle me right before getting your own surprise, Vel?” He pulled the carefully folded nightgown and passed it to her. She grinned and held it up to herself as she examined it, not recognizing the skimpy garment for what it was, at first.



“Well,” said Ria. “It certainly leaves very little to the imagination.”



Malon cleared her throat. “Seta, perhaps you should save that one for your bedroom. It seems more like the type of gown that would be… best worn in private.”



“Of course, you’ll have to show it to Damon, so he can see how it fits on you.” Lilian elbowed Vel in the arm, grinning from ear to ear. “It’s only fair, seeing how thoughtful he was to get you such an… interesting gift.”



Vel was blushing hard, but she was obviously trying not to smile as she met his gaze. “How
 incredibly
 thoughtful, Damon. So thoughtful, in fact, that I can all but imagine what was going on inside your head when you bought me this.”



“Will you try it on tonight?” he asked.



“I mean… if you wanted to see me in it tonight… I suppose I could.” She blushed even harder, and everyone else broke out into laughter.



Damon refilled Vel’s wine glass, raising a finger and turning his attention to Lilian.



“Last but not least,” he said, “I thought this might help you enjoy yourself a bit more under the oppression of the sunlight.”



“A new cloak,” she said, holding it up. “Ooh. I like this. Here, I think this is a piece of attire that I can show off without restraint.”



She stood up and pulled it on. It looked rather fetching on her, with a distinct edge of mystery and intrigue from the way the cowl shaded her face. Lilian slid her arms into the cloak and furrowed her brow, patting a spot on the side.



“There’s something in one of the pockets,” she said.



She pulled out what looked at first to be a long, pale stick, like a tiny, tightly rolled missive. Bringing it to her nose, she gave it a small sniff, grinning and shrugging.



“That is heartlift weed, unless I’m mistaken,” she said.



She held it out. Ria took it before anyone else could and gave it a sniff of her own, nodding in agreement. “Most definitely. Strong stuff, too. Far better than what grows in the Malagantyan.”



“You don’t say,” said Damon, drumming his fingers on the counter.



“Well,” said Lilian, with a smile. “I know what I’m doing tonight.”



“Throwing it overboard, I would hope.” Malon folded her arms and frowned at the rest of the table. “On top of being unhealthy and unsavory, smoking is also reckless, given the nature of our current circumstances.”



“I completely agree, aesta,” said Damon. “Which is why I shall escort her up on deck to help her dispose of it.”



He refilled his wine glass to take with him, offering his other arm to Lilian, who looped hers through.



“It is so dark outside at this time of night,” said Ria. “It would seem necessary for me to bring a lantern to help
 light
 your way.”



“Good thinking!” said Lilian.



Malon let out a defeated sigh as the three of them headed for the main deck. Vel pushed her chair back and hurried after them.



“I should… go too,” she said, seeming to fumble for an excuse. “Just to be a part of the group.”



“Ah, yes,” said Malon sardonically. “Such a good reason to join in on a potentially volatile activity.”



The starlit night was stunning, despite being thick with clouds in places. Damon walked to the edge of the railing and leaned his back against it. There was a cool, even wind that seemed to pick up and die down in rhythm with the rolling waves.



Ria opened the lantern, and Lilian carefully slid the heartlift weed spliff into the flame to light the end. She brought it to her lips, took a small hit from it, and exhaled a pungent plume of smoke into the air before passing it to Damon.



He did have a passing moment of thought, if not outright hesitation, over what his aesta had said. She wasn’t the type of woman to worry over nothing. Well, she could be sometimes, but he supposed she wouldn’t have spoken up without a fair amount of justifiable concern.



He resolved to talk to her later, perhaps pay a visit to her room if he got the chance that night. Slowly, Damon brought the heartlift weed spliff to his lips and inhaled, watching the cherry burn a brighter orange as the smoke filled his lungs.



It was a bit like sinking into a pool of warm water. He felt his skin more vividly, the hang of his clothing, the bare section of his neck open to the caress of the cool night air. The outlines of everything within view softened around the edges, a slight, pleasant fuzziness that seemed to extend into his emotional state as well.



He exhaled and passed the spliff to Ria. Her fingers brushed his as she accepted it, sending a flutter of sensation and excitement through him, amplified by the way her eyes briefly lingered on his, lips hinting at a smile. It felt less like a passing emotion and more like stepping into a mood. He became hyper-aware of Lilian on his other side as he leaned back against the railing, her shoulder close enough to his to feel the warmth it gave off.



“It’s good,” whispered Lilian. “I haven’t smoked in years. Since I still served under Kastet during her time in Avaricia.”



“That long?” asked Damon.



“Yeah.” She all but grinned, holding his gaze in a way that felt far too compelling. “It’s been a while.”



Ria breathed out smoke with a contented sigh. She felt for Damon’s free hand, and he held hers. He realized he was still holding a glass full of wine and took a sip, wincing slightly at the flavor, which was more acrid than it had seemed earlier in the night.



“Ria,” said Vel, as Ria made to pass the spliff to Lilian. “You skipped me.”



“Hmm…” said Ria. “What do you think, husband?”



“She can take a hit,” said Damon. “Just a small one, though. It’s pretty strong stuff, Vel.”



“Quit treating me like a child,” she countered, glaring at him and Ria. “I’ve smoked before. I smoked with you, Damon, if you remember.”



He wanted to point out that he did, in fact, remember, and it was where his uncertainty came from. She’d been near senseless that night and hadn’t been able to recall the events of the night the morning after, and that had been off a smoke kiss.



“Go easy, Velanor,” said Ria, who passed her the spliff.



“You worry too much,” said Vel.



She brought the spliff to her lips and, with the enthusiasm of inexperience, sucked in a hard breath. Her eyes bulged as she flooded her lungs with smoke. It looked as though she might prove them wrong for a moment… and then she broke out into a massive fit of coughs.



Damon couldn’t stop himself from laughing, especially as Lilian and Ria joined in. It was raucous, infectious laughter, the kind that had him hanging onto the railing for support. The kind that was instantly reborn from a single glance at Ria and Lilian, who were both immersed in their own struggle to reign in their amusement.



 “Shut up!” said Vel, still coughing. “Stop it! It’s not that…”



Funny, was probably the word she’d been looking for, but she burped instead, releasing a puff of stale smoke. Damon snorted, and the fit of hilarity began anew, until he and Ria and Lilian were in tears and sitting on the deck, thoroughly high and entertained.



The rumble of thunder came from overhead, distinct and ominous within the dark clouds of the sky. It took Damon a few seconds to realize what it meant for them.



“That’s a storm,” he said. “Are we heading into it or away from it?”



Another boom of thunder answered his question before any of the others could.










CHAPTER 31




 



The speed at which the storm arrived was so swift that it was almost surreal. Damon had just begun leading the others back inside when a curtain of rain swept over them with enough force to soak their clothes across the span of a moment.



The ship pitched wildly, forcing them to crouch to stay balanced on the pitching deck. They hurried back into the main cabin, but it only protected them from the rain. Several plates from their earlier dinner had already smashed onto the floor, bits of ceramic and leftovers from dinner scattered underfoot.



“What do we do?” cried Vel.



Damon saw Malon hurrying from the kitchen, walking with her hand braced against the wall.



“We have to steer ourselves out of this storm, if we can,” he said, without much optimism.



“I will see if I can deflect some its intensity with my tempesting,” said Ria.



“Be careful, seta,” said Malon.



They set out immediately. Damon and Vel climbed up to the glass cabin, which gave them a terrifying view of the ocean’s true state. The difference between the highs and lows of the water made it seem as though they were staring out across a valley of dark, shifting hills. The ship had no real control of its own, hurtling downward to take a massive wave across its deck, only to pitch upward again, tilting backward at a horrible angle.



“Damon!” cried Vel. “Which way?”



She clung to the ship’s wheel with a white-knuckled grip, eyes wide and searching.



“Away from the clouds,” he said. “Away from the lightning. But that’s secondary. Just try to keep the ship even, as much as possible.”



Ria was out on deck. Damon had a sickening feeling in his stomach as he watched her extend her arms and begin her tempesting, hardly able to stand up straight against the encroaching waves and her unsteady footing.



He tried to think of what he might be able to do with his ice magic, but it felt like trying to problem solve with the wrong tool for the job. He could freeze the water around the ship, he supposed, but the ice he created would still be at the mercy of the storm’s chaos, adrift in the churning sea.



He saw Ria slip and stumble and was moving in an instant. Vel shouted something at him that he couldn’t hear through the thunder.



“Just stay at the wheel!” he yelled back.



He ran down as quickly as he could, bursting out of the main cabin and onto the lower deck. It was a struggle from the first step, the wind buffeting with such power that he literally couldn’t move forward until the ship pitched downward along the ocean’s wild slope, and then he was stumbling across the deck with too much speed and no coordination.



Ria had fallen over and struggling to rise back to her feet, slipping and rolling against the ship’s uncooperative angle. Malon had come out onto deck to help her, but she was moving slowly, one hand clutching the end of a rope that she must have secured to some part of the main cabin.



Damon yelled, trying to get her attention. The deck shifted underneath him, and he was suddenly trying to walk uphill, his bare feet sliding on slick wood.



There was a bang of thunder so close that it left his ears ringing. Crimson power illuminated the harrowing scene as Malon cast a spell, creating a barrier which slid into place to keep Ria from rolling straight under the guard railing and off the deck. She kept creeping along the rope, straining with effort as she simultaneously maintained her spell.



She shouted something at Ria, who began dragging herself toward her aesta. Damon stayed where he was, aware that he might only place himself in a similar strait if he attempted to help without having the means to affect the situation.



A massive wave crashed over the deck. Malon was there one instant and gone the next. Ria had the end of the rope in one hand and frantically pointed, screaming for Damon’s attention. He looked in the direction the wave had continued in time to see his aesta sliding at speed and slamming into one of the poles of the guard rail headfirst.



Damon didn’t think. He sprinted after her, reaching out. Too late. He saw her fall overboard, tangled in her own dress, and strike the water below. He dove in after her without a second’s hesitation.



Had he waited a minute, a moment, even, she would have been gone, swallowed by the ocean without a trace. He nearly landed on top of her and managed to grab her and squeeze her body against his with one arm. He kicked hard to keep them both up, and using his magic, propelled them upward with a pillar of ice from below.



It would have worked, if he’d been faster, or even if he’d simply angled the pillar to account for the ship’s speed.
 The Reunion
 was already out of reach by the time he’d lifted them to be at even height with the deck.



Damon had the wherewithal to lower them and attempt to make a flat raft of ice to at least keep them out of the water. A wave struck him, dissolving his focus. Water forced its way into his mouth and nose. He couldn’t breathe. He was coughing. He thought of Vel, sucking down too much smoke at once, how they’d all laughed at her expense. Everything went black.



 



***



 



Damon felt something tickle one of his feet. He groaned, blinked his eyes open, winced at the blinding intensity of the sun. He was alive, and he’d apparently made it to land. A slight pinch bit into one of his toes and he kicked out, knocking a tiny sand crab back.



Alive, and missing his boots. He hadn’t bothered to put them on when they’d gone out onto deck to smoke, and there hadn’t been time in the ensuing chaos. He slowly dragged himself to his feet, feeling the sea-damp surf against the pads of his feet.



He recognized the situation as a parallel to how he’d woken up after breaking free of the ice, though thankfully, not a direct one. The beach he was on looked beautiful. The sky overhead was sunny, free of the ash and off-colored clouds and the general sense of malevolence.



Slowly, he started walking, his damp clothing chafing in the places where sand had snuck in against his skin. He focused on what he could do, rather than what might have happened, the facts which gnawed at his anxiety like boring termites. His aesta had taken a blow to the head. She’d been in the ocean, injured and unconscious and unable to save herself.



He tried and failed, and he simply couldn’t let himself consider the possibility that she’d died. It was too much. He took a breath, shifting the direction of his thoughts. He’d blacked out too, and if the water had naturally carried him to this island, odds were good that she might be nearby.



Damon kept moving, taking in his surroundings, hoping while not daring to hope. The island’s center was covered with a tropical forest of thin trees, new growth or growth that was limited by soil. The ground had a flat, shallow quality that left him wondering if it had once been larger than it was, or might cease being an island for temporary spans during strong enough storms.



He continued along the beach, guessing from the curve he could see ahead of him that he wasn’t dealing with a large chunk of land. That was a fact that would make his search a fair bit easier, at least.



“Aesta!” he called, throat scratchy and painful. “Aesta!”



Using his voice drew his attention to how thirsty he was, which was deeply unfortunate. He kept moving, feet kicking up sand as he broke into a trot and then slowed, not wanting to start sweating if it could be helped.



He spent half an hour stuck in that same state of mind, thoughts looping from the island, to basic survival, to his aesta, his failure, and back around again, losing more hope each iteration. He wasn’t anywhere close to giving up, but his despair was weighing upon him, when suddenly, there she was.



He stumbled around one of the island’s curves and saw her standing on the beach. Naked. He blinked, doubting reality until he blinked a few times and confirmed as much with his lower reaction as with his eyes that she really was in front of him.



Naked.



“Aesta?” he called.



She spun around, seeing him and going through a range of reactions across the span of a second. Joy, relief, embarrassment, annoyance… it was all there, all distilled into that loving smile and those reproachful eyes.



“Solas.” She cleared her throat, covering her full breasts with one arm, shoving her hand down to veil her crotch. “You’re alive. Oh, solas. I’m so relieved.”



“As am I,” he said. “Um. Might I ask what happened to your—”



“Clothes,” she said, quickly. “They were damp and sandy and started chafing, and I simply thought that it might be better to let them dry off first.”



She nodded her head sideways. Damon started walking toward her, intent on pulling her into a hug, despite knowing it was just about the most dangerous thing he could do in terms of swinging them off topic. Malon’s smile blossomed reluctantly, but knowingly, as he came nearer.



“I’m sure they’re dry enough now,” she said. “I should put them back on.”



“Mine are still damp,” said Damon. “Maybe I should do as you did.”



“Solas.” Her voice was stern and justifiably serious. “This is not a good time for… this.”



He took a breath and nodded. “Right. I just didn’t expect to find you. At all, let alone naked.”



He turned around, listening to the rustle of clothing as she hurriedly dressed.



“It’s safe for you to look again,” she said.



He turned around, taking in the sight of her and noticing the details he’d missed in the face of her nudity. Her hair was unbraided, which made her look younger, somehow. She’d only thrown her dress on, forgoing her small clothes and leggings, and he could see the curving press of her breasts against the thin fabric. Her feet were bare, as were his, and she had the cutest, pale little toes.



“I was so worried,” she said. She stepped forward, pulling him into a long overdue hug.



Damon squeezed her tight, her body so warm and perfect against his. For all the dress concealed her body from his eyes, it was thin enough to be all but a nonfactor as he clutched her against his chest.



“I thought I’d failed,” he said. “I was so close to getting us both back onto the ship. It all happened so fast.”



“The last thing I remember is slipping on the deck,” said Malon. They pulled apart from one another, but she stayed near enough to stroke her hand against his cheek. “After that, I simply woke up on the beach with an awful headache.”



“How bad is it now?” he asked, wincing as he reached out to touch her head.



“It’s bearable,” she said. “I’m not in any danger, injury wise.”



“Injury wise,” he muttered. “We’re still stranded here. We’ll have to figure out how to survive for at least the near term.”



“We will,” said Malon, taking his hand. “Together.”










CHAPTER 32




 



Damon walked alongside his aesta, fingers laced through hers. It was hard to treat the situation with the seriousness it truly deserved. They needed to find food, a source of fresh water, potentially shelter, and yet all he could think about was how beautiful the moment felt, barefoot on the beach, Malon’s hair loose and still scraggly and damp from the water.



“It’s possible there could be a settlement on this island,” he said.



Malon shrugged. “It is, though I suspect we would have seen more signs of activity. Surely we’ll discover something, if there have been people here before, by following the beach.”



“How far away do you think
 The Reunion
 is?” He flexed his free hand, glancing toward the ocean. “In theory, I could use my magic to make us an ice raft.”



“As I could make us one from projected power,” said Malon. “Trouble is, we have no idea which direction we were swept in once we fell overboard. Even if we assumed the others continued on their course to the west, it seems implausible that we’d encounter them, adrift at sea, before expending ourselves.”



“So you think we should wait here for rescue.”



She shrugged, pulling closer to him to kiss his shoulder. “I do. It’s not as passive of a course of action as it may sound. I can attempt to dreamspell to Vel and let her know that we’re alive and on an island.”



“She won’t know where, though,” said Damon. “Looking for a tiny island in the middle of the ocean is a bit like looking for an oasis in the desert.”



“If
 The Reunion
 , or any ship, for that matter, draws near enough to be visible on the horizon, I can send up a flare with my magic to pull its attention. Perhaps it’s not ideal, or a guarantee, but it’s a better chance than most castaways are ever presented.”



“You’re a woman of many talents.” Damon slid behind her, pulling her into a hug and inhaling her scent. “I’m glad you’re stranded with me, aesta.”



“I bet you are.” She grinned and leaned back into him for several seconds. Damon’s heart pounded in his chest… or was that hers? He slid his hands up the front of her body, slowly but deliberately.



“Easy,” whispered Malon. “We haven’t completed a full circuit of the beach yet. We aren’t even sure we’re alone here, as you pointed out.”



“If we are, then it really is just us,” he said, not drawing back just yet. “No one else around for miles upon miles. Reminds me of when I first came back to the tower.”



“I cherish my memories of that time,” she said, with a sigh. “Come on. Move your legs, solas, before you indulge too deeply in reminiscence.”



She pulled him into motion, still holding his hand, arms swinging back and forth in a manner closer to a loving couple strolling the beach than two bedraggled castaways.



Damon saw the camp first, set into a small clearing at the edge of the sand ahead of them. He slowed to a stop, gently pulling Malon into a crouch beside him. He hadn’t been wearing his sword when he went overboard, but given how much power he and his aesta could bring to bear in a fight, it seemed like a falsehood to claim that he was unarmed.



“See anyone?” he whispered.



“No,” she whispered back. “If they aren’t at their camp, then they must have been in the trees. In which case, no doubt they would have heard or seen us, given the size of this island.”



“I’ll go in first,” he said. “You hang back here and cover me. Your magic is more suited to attacking from a distance.”



“Be careful, solas.” She kissed him on the cheek and rubbed his shoulder.



Damon stayed low, scanning the surrounding trees as he crept into the campsite. He didn’t see anyone, but there was still plenty of interest worthy of his inspection.



A basic lean-to shelter was set up facing the beach, and a sandy but serviceable bedroll was spread out on a pallet of pliable branches within. There was a firepit, replete with a significant amount of charred but not completely spent firewood. A few glass bottles littered the nearby sand.



Bigger still was the rain barrel set off to one side. Damon licked his chapped lips as he peered into it. It was about half full, which represented perhaps a weeks’ worth of water for two people if they were mindful of their portioning. A ladle hung from the barrel’s inside lip. He used it to scoop up enough to give himself a small sip. It tasted clean and free of salt, and that was enough for him.



“I think we’re in the clear, judging from how old this fire looks,” he said. “It’s been days since anyone used this site, at the very least.”



“Is that a rain barrel I see you sipping from?” asked Malon as she padded across the sand.



“Yeah,” he said. He held the ladle out to her lips, and she let out a satisfied sigh as she took a long drink.



“We’ll stay here tonight,” said Damon. “The only thing we need now is some food, and perhaps some extra firewood if we need to cook. I doubt it will even get cold enough for us to have to rely on the fire for warmth.”



“This campsite means that there are people who do visit this island, on occasion,” said Malon. “It bodes rather well for us finding rescue.”



“It does,” he said. “We’ll just have to keep busy until that happens.”



He grinned and dropped down to sweep sand off the bedroll. He watched Malon smiling reluctantly as he pressed his fingers down, testing the give and comfort of the bedding.



“Why don’t I cozy up our new shelter, while you go looking for food?” she suggested. “Better if we stay
 properly
 busy, rather than simply… whiling away the afternoon.”



“Of course, aesta,” he said. “We’ll have time to relax and get comfortable this evening.”



He tried not to look too excited as he held her gaze. Malon cleared her throat, wiping one hand across her cheek as though it might dispel the rosy blush that came over her face.



“Well,” she said. “I will see you in a bit.”



“With food, if all goes well,” he said, turning to leave. “I love you, aesta.”



“As I love you, solas.”



Damon remained cautious as he began exploring the trees, aware of the fact that just because they hadn’t encountered any surprises yet didn’t necessarily mean they could let their guard down. He moved slowly, though that was also due to his bare feet and the number of poking branches and sharp rocks scattered across the ground.



There were plenty of dry branches, and he tossed each one that seemed large enough to be worth collecting into a long pile leading back toward the camp. He found a larger tree of standing deadwood and spent a minute trying to muscle it over before hearing a whisper.



“Hey,” said Myr. “Maybe there’s an easier way? Hint, hint.”



“Right,” he muttered.



He set his hands on either side of the base of the tree trunk, and with a careful force of will, froze a thin, circular section. He let the ice dissolve just as quickly, but it had done its job in an instant. The tree toppled sideways with his next push as neatly as though he’d sawed through it.



He made similar cuts to allow the firewood to be carried more easily and tossed it all in the general direction of the camp. They would likely have more than enough to keep the fire lit for a few hours, and he doubted they’d need it for longer than that.



Damon turned his efforts toward finding food, which unfortunately seemed to present a much more difficult challenge. He took the patient approach, standing still and listening for anything resembling a bird, or perhaps a small animal scampering across the sand. A wild pig, maybe? A man could dream.



When it became clear that hunting was more or less out of the question, he continued walking, pushing out onto the beach on the far side from their campsite. The island was no more than perhaps a mile across, and the forest was sparse enough to make it seem like much less, compared to what a mile would have been in the dense growth of the Malagantyan.



He eyed the surf, trying to think like a fish, or a crab, or even a clump of edible seaweed. His earlier comment to Malon about the island being like an oasis in the middle of the desert seemed ominously prescient. The water surrounding the island was crystal clear, but any fish within it were skilled at blending into the blue.



He looked back toward the forest, hoping he might have missed a coconut tree, or some wild lettuce, but nothing jumped out at him. The ocean seemed more promising, if only through its sheer size in comparison to the island’s land.



He took off his clothes and waded out into the shallows. He could, in fact, see a number of fish once he was up to his waste. Catching any of them was a fairly more challenging prospect, however. Damon considered how he might use his power to spear one of them with ice, but timing it correctly seemed as if it would be extremely difficult.



He went for a different approach, standing still in the water and waiting for the fish to accept him as a static object. He saw a few small ones flitting about by his legs and hoped there were more nearby. With a breath of frigid air and a quick flex of his will, he sent a circle of freezing cold outward, with the space just outside his body as the center point.



It had the effect of briefly flash-freezing the water within six feet of him, along with anything swimming within it. Several tiny fish went still, some floating to the surface, while others tumbled through the weightless stillness of the shallow ocean. None of them resembled anything he might be interested in trying to eat, but the idea seemed to have merit.



He tried again, this time sending the cold forward into deeper water in the form of a channel. It felt like firing an arrow blindly into an enemy army… at night. The one upside was that he had a quiver full of arrows, so to speak. He repeated the magical trick over and over again, apologizing to the tiny fish and one thumb-sized squid who were sacrificed through the endeavor.



A surprisingly large splash came in the wake of one of his spells, and he knew he’d struck true. A large fish with an ugly, razor-toothed mouth and exotic blue patterning flapped mindlessly against the water’s surface for a moment before going still. It was easily the length of his forearm, thick with meat, and it made no attempt to escape when Damon swam forward and seized it by the tail.










CHAPTER 33




 



Damon spent a few minutes drying off before putting his clothes back on and heading back to the campsite. It felt like coming home, even though a little over an hour ago he’d had no idea the place even existed. Malon was shaking out the bedroll, having already kindled a small fire. She grinned when she saw his catch, hurrying to take it from him.



“It’s probably simplest to cook it over a spit,” she said. “Cleaning it without a knife would be a challenge.”



“I’ll see about getting some branches to set that up.”



He brought firewood, as well, working through the afternoon into the early evening. The sun was setting as Malon finally set the fish up over the fire. Damon sat down next to her on a log he’d dragged over to serve as a makeshift bench.



“Of all the challenges I expected us to face on this journey, a rogue storm was fairly low on my list,” she said.



He nodded, putting an arm around her. “That’s why it caught us so off guard. I do think we overreacted to it, though.”



“Do you?”



He chuckled and nodded. “Given the craftsmanship and seaworthiness of Avarice’s ship, we likely could have just holed up in the cabin and waited it out.”



Malon leaned forward, prodding the fire to shift the flames to better cook the underside of the fish. “I suppose that’s true, though hindsight always holds that sort of clarity.”



The sunset was beautiful against the horizon, turning the ocean and the clouds and sky beyond into a background from a painter’s imagination. It put Damon in a thoughtful mood, and he brought up a point that had been lingering in the fore of his mind.



“You risked your life to save Ria,” he said. “Despite how she’s treated you over the course of this journey. You didn’t hesitate for an instant.”



“Of course not. And you risked your life to save me, solas. It’s simply the way of things among family.”



“She accused you of betraying us yesterday,” he pointed out. “She almost attacked you, even.”



“She is strong willed, and she’s not without good reason for her suspicions.” Malon brushed a few strands of loose hair back behind one ear and turned the fish on the spit. “My most genuine hope for the end result of this journey is for it to allow me to be your aesta again. And Vel’s. And Ria’s. To be that woman in the way I once was, without fearing that I might be forced to… repeat past mistakes.”



Damon didn’t know what to say to that. He understood what she was saying, agreed with the sentiment, even, but found himself wondering which side of it he was on. His love for her was complicated, but he reminded himself that it didn’t have to be. She was his aesta, and he wanted her free of Lascivious’s crest just the same.



“Let’s take it down a bit,” said Malon.



“What?”



“The fish. It will taste better if we char the skin.”



She took one end of the spit, and he grabbed the other, and they brought it near to the tips of the flames to finish the job. Malon had already set out a clean and smooth rock to serve as a plate. She looked as she always did while serving dinner to her family, proud and happy and content. The fish came apart as she pulled the spit out, chunks of meat hanging loose from the bones, steaming and succulent.



She tapped Damon’s hand reproachfully as he picked a choice morsel off for the first taste. “Wash your hands first.”



“Aren’t there more important rules of survival than preserving such delicate sensibilities.”



She just looked at him without saying anything for a moment, and then they both walked to the edge of the shore and cleaned themselves up for dinner.



Even without seasoning or side dishes, the fish was undeniably delicious. It had a clean, meaty flavor, and there was plenty enough for the two of them. Damon tossed the nearly bare fish spine into the water once they’d finished, returning to sit next to Malon in front of the dying fire.



They’d solved every problem that had come their way, except for this one. Damon felt a flicker of the same conflict he’d discovered when he’d first come back to see her at the tower as a man. Such a beautiful, perfect woman, so close and yet so far.



“Are you ready for bed?” she asked.



He licked his lips. “It’s so early. The sun has only just set.”



“Do you suppose it might take us some time to fall asleep?”



She had this tone in her voice that simply ruined him. He felt his cock hardening with each progressive syllable and wondered if she knew. She must have. She had to.



“I think we’ll have to find something to do,” he said. “Keep busy.”



He shifted, looking at her directly, both of them still sitting on the log and playing pretend. As attracted as he was to her, and as sure as he was in that moment, she was still his aesta.



“Did you have something in mind, solas?” she whispered.



“Aesta…”



He set his hand on her thigh and felt the way she stiffened, back arching, breath catching.



“If I were less convinced of your intentions, I might guess that you spirited me off to this island just to be alone with me,” she said coyly.



“You know that’s not what happened.”



“I do,” she said. “I also know that where we are changes nothing. Whether we’re in the tower, or on the ship, or alone on a deserted island. I’m still your—”



He kissed her, cutting her off, or perhaps giving her sentence the better ending it was due. He’d experienced too much of her to treat her resistance as anything more than foreplay. He pulled her against him roughly, almost making to lay her down along the log before remembering the bedroll.



“You’re right,” he said gruffly. “Nothing’s changed. But we are alone here, and I plan on making good use of that fact.”



“When did I let you get so spoiled, solas?” She let out a sigh and bit her lower lip. “How did we end up
 here,
 of all places?”



He carried her to the bedroll, all but falling atop her in his rush to reach what came next. He kissed her again, feeling her suck greedily against his mouth. His aesta might not have known how they’d ended up
 here,
 but clearly, they were both
 there
 , together.



He undressed her as she undressed him, her fingers working down his trousers and undershorts, tugging insistently at his shirt. He pulled her dress off in one motion, revealing her pale, busty body like a curtain might unveil an actress in a particularly lurid theater show.



She pressed a hand against his chest as he moved to take her, holding him there, holding back that moment. She stroked his face with her fingers and gave him a soft kiss.



He wanted to match that pace, to reciprocate her gentle, loving way. He really did want to. The second he’d lined his cock up, feeling the tip drag along her inner thigh in its inevitable search for its new home for the night, he lost anything resembling control.



Malon gasped and hugged him against her as he plowed forward. The pleasure was a slap to Damon’s senses, as though someone had set the spurs of ecstasy to his hips and loins. He grunted and made a wide range of unflattering, horny noises. He forced himself quiet, and, surprisingly, discovered a new range of his aesta’s pleasured, horny noises.



He didn’t just want that release, to get off and feel that relentless, bursting pleasure he knew awaited him. He wanted to make her understand the side of his love that had him kissing her neck and burying his cock into her on that dingy, beachside bedroll.



He wasn’t playing around anymore.



“Oh, aesta.” He sucked on one of her nipples, gently pinching the other and pulling the plump breast it was attached to upward. “I want to make you come.”



She let out a whimper and a mutter. “You… shouldn’t say that.”



“What’s it going to take, aesta?” He seized her hips and drove into her, pounding her relentlessly as though working up a sweat at a task on the farmstead.



“Oh!” she cried. “Solas!”



He cupped her face, his thumb running over her lips. She sucked on the tip of it and then gasped and threw her head back. He could feel the tightening of her womanhood on his cock, tensing and releasing. He wanted more.



“That was easier than I thought it would be,” he whispered into her ear, voice gruff.



“You surprised me.” She cleared her throat, still trembling with pleasure. “I wouldn’t allow yourself to grow cocky simply because you made a woman feel good.”



“I was cocky long before I ever did that.” He brushed a few sweaty strands of hair back from her face and started moving again, pacing himself for his own sake, as much as hers. “Don’t worry, aesta. I’ll go slow this time.”



“Oh…” A shudder ran through her voice, and she took several heavy breaths.



Damon lavished her with kisses, running his hands all over her body. He’d explored it before, but he’d always been in such a hurry, never really taking the time to notice where she was sensitive, where was most fun. He felt her tense as he ran his fingers along her inner thigh, bringing them up to touch her even as he continued to fuck her.



Malon suddenly gasped, back arching, body contorting. He was pretty sure he’d found that certain, sensitive spot. He sucked on her neck and let his finger continue to gently tweak. She rolled her hips to meet his teasing, flexing against his cock in a manner that tested just how flexible his member was.



“So…las,” she managed.



She let out a single, squeaking high note, and Damon felt her lane clamping down on him again, far tighter this time around, squeezing and releasing. He loved her so much, but there was more to what he was doing than simply making her feel good.



“This is how I always wanted to take you, aesta.” He pressed forward, sinking the entirety of his thick length into her. “Like you were supposed to be mine from the start.”



She blinked, her eyes dispelling that sex-glazed look as she gathered her voice. “I… have always been yours. Just not like this.”



“You love it,” he growled.



“No, solas. I love
 you
 .”



She wasn’t contradicting him, merely emphasizing the truth. She pulled his face close to hers and slowly guided him to roll over on the tiny bedroll. She pressed her hands down on his chest and began to ride with gentle, rocking motions. Her plump breasts swayed in front of his eyes, mesmerizing him with their jiggling.



She knew exactly what she was doing, and much in the same way he’d paced himself to lovingly torture her, she returned the favor. She worked her hips on his tool, letting him build until he was groaning from his overpowering need to come.



Then she stopped, leaned forward, and kissed him gently on the lips.



“I love you, solas,” she whispered. “I will always love you.”



He seized her by the hips and bounced her hard once, twice… and was done. Pleasure coursed through him like the hiss of steam from a forge’s cooling pool. Malon stroked his hair, still gently rocking back and forth to milk him for all he was worth.



“I... love you,” he muttered.



“I’m aware,” she said, grinning. “I’ve actually known for some time now.”



He chuckled, and she settled in close against his chest, and they held one another, tired and content.










CHAPTER 34




 



Damon felt his aesta gently shaking him awake the next morning. He sat up, bumping his head against the roof of the shelter, remembering where he was. Ocean waves crashed against the shore, and a flock of birds chirped noisily through the sunlit sky overhead.



“Solas,” whispered Malon. “There’s a ship on the horizon.”



She was wearing her dress. He was still naked, and strangely self-conscious about it, despite the previous night’s intimacy.



“
 The Reunion
 ?” he guessed, reaching for his trousers.



“I don’t know,” she said. “I tried to dreamspell to seta last night, but I couldn’t reach her.”



“That’s less than ideal,” he said. “Should we be worried?”



“Not just yet.” Malon crossed her arms, her expression taking on a thoughtful caste. “I would assume they are burning the candle at both ends in search of us, rather than having given up so quickly. She may likely have been awake and at the ship’s wheel.”



“That does sound about right.”



Damon pulled his clothing on and moved to stand next to her. The ship was coming from the east, and he had to shield his eyes against the glare to get a better look at it.



“It looks as though it has sails,” said Malon. “That does, unfortunately, rule out our ship.”



“When you first saw it earlier, did you send up a flare with your magic?”



She shook her head, frowning. Damon shared the sentiment. There was basically nothing of interest on their tiny little island, except for the two of them. It was possible they’d been spotted the previous night by the glow of their fire, but the intentions of the mystery vessel were impossible to guess.



“Well, I suppose we should get ready,” he said. “This is close enough to what we wanted, after all.”



They sat on the beach, watching the ship grow larger on the horizon, along with a few others that appeared in its wake. The foremost ship sent out a dinghy, and Damon took in the faces of their apparent rescuers as they neared the island’s shallows.



The men were tanned, some to the point of having that rugged, leathery quality imbued onto their skin. Some were shirtless, while others wore vests. They were all armed, all in good shape, aside from a few missing fingers and a generally disheveled appearance about them.



The majority of them leered openly at Malon in a manner that Damon didn’t like from the start. He would have been annoyed by that, once upon a time, but given the sheer level of power both he and his aesta could throw around, it seemed like a nonissue.



“Pirates, if I had to wager,” said Damon.



“Behave, solas,” said Malon, setting a hand on his shoulder. “We know nothing of these men as of yet and shouldn’t judge them on appearances alone.”



“Wise, if slightly naïve thinking.”



She leaned in closer. “Regardless of what they intend, I’m sure it likely involves bringing us back to their ship. We’ll have far more options once we’re aboard, and I would prefer them to do the rowing, rather than us.”



Damon snorted. “Is that my aesta speaking, or the Red Sorceress?”



She grinned back at him. Despite harboring little hope that the encounter would go smoothly, Damon tried to play the part of the harmless castaway, waving to the men as they splashed down into the shallows.



“True Divine,” he called. “We’re relieved beyond words to see some friendly faces out here.”



“My name is Leah Rosewood,” said Malon. “This is my son, Anders. Please, we are in desperate straits and beg of you for help.”



“Huh.” A man with a scraggly beard seemed to be in charge of the landing party, and he exchanged a glance with the others. “Just you here on this island?”



“Just us,” said Damon.



“The King sent a rum thief ashore here as punishment a few weeks back,” said the man. “Idea was to make him sweat for a time, see how puckered his blowhole would be once all is said and done. Good chance he’ll much prefer the two of you to ol’ Sandtooth.”



“I know I will,” said another man, looking Malon up and down. “For sure about that.”



Malon squeezed Damon’s shoulder, all but pleading with him to let the comment and the leering go. He nodded slowly in a way that he hoped would express the extent of his patience. Bountiful, but far from limitless.



They squeezed into the dinghy, which had only a single seat left open. Damon pulled Malon into his lap, ignoring the comments from the pirates.



“Comfy?” he whispered.



She wiggled around, sighed, and leaned back against him. “I’ve had worse seats.”



The dinghy set off, immediately rocking against the ocean’s choppy waves. Damon put his arms around his aesta and held her tight, fighting back the uncomfortable prospect of stepping onto the ship with a full-blown erection if he didn’t calm himself.



An unusually large wave sent the dinghy rolling with the motion of the ocean. Malon bounced in his lap, letting out a little oomph noise as her buttocks came to rest on his crotch again. Damon gave her a little squeeze that seemed to come as much from his arms as it did a certain burgeoning appendage down below.



He tried not to think about her as his aesta, or her as the woman he’d repeatedly made come the night before. Much in the manner of the way not thinking about a thing often proves to be counterproductive, it didn’t work as well as he’d hoped.



He was as hyper-aware of her body now as he had been when they’d been rolling around naked on the sandy bedroll. He could feel the inhale of each breath, smell the sand and sea salt scent on her hair, feel her shifting in an attempt to solve the same problem with which he was currently at skirmish.



“I’ll take a cramped ride in a dinghy over another night on that smelly bedroll.” Malon squeezed his knee in a manner clearly intended to be reassuring. Her fingers were soft, delicate little points of pleasure against his leg, and didn’t exactly help the situation.



“I didn’t mind,” he whispered. “I liked having you so close.”



“As did I,” she said quickly. “I just mean that this is, well, it’s not a big deal, solas. Just a little thing.” She hesitated, wincing a little. “I’m not speaking of your…” She cleared her throat. “I just mean.”



“I know what you mean, and we’ll no doubt have a
 discussion
 on it once we’ve made it through this.”



“An active discussion, I hope.” She shifted in a manner that was intentional and unhelpful. It spoke to the core of so much of the conflict he’d seen in her, that even now, she couldn’t decide whether to tease him or help him calm down.



Their destination drew into view a minute or so after Damon had completely given up on keeping his enthusiasm under control. He was kneading one of Malon’s thighs with his fingers and using his other hand to gently rock her back and forth. A single man aboard the dinghy was doing a piss poor job of pretending not to stare at them. The others were busy with rowing.



The dinghy pulled up next to the pirate ship. Ropes and ladders were tossed to secure the tiny vessel and get them into place to climb up. The leader of the boarding party went first, followed by Malon, followed by Damon, who nearly had to shove another man overboard before he could scurry up the ladder to secure the valuable view it would have provided.



He took a series of deep breaths on his way up, thankful to his aesta for climbing slowly ahead of him. He was more or less back to normal when he climbed over the ship’s railing and onto the deck, which was a good thing, because the situation he found there was instantly tense.



 Near two dozen men milled about on the ship’s deck, doing everything from sipping from flasks, to roughhousing with one another, to pissing over the side of the deck. It was one of those collections of people in which, in Damon’s opinion, had a distinctive smell.



Their attention was already turning toward Malon, sending smiles and whistles and bawdy words aplenty her way. Damon didn’t have quite the necessary air of physical intimidation needed to ward the feedback off with his presence, so he leaned into it.



“I think a few of them might find you appealing, aesta,” he said, forcing a smile.



“What gave it away?” She smirked and took his hand into hers. “I’ve no wish to cause unnecessary harm, but Leandra’s grace… some men make it so easy for me to justify.”



“Let’s see about speaking to their leader first,” said Damon. “Make the situation clear to him.”



“Oh, I think it’s clear enough already, ain’t it?” A loud voice came from just within the ship’s cabin.



Damon frowned, surprised that someone could hear him from such a distance.



It wasn’t the only surprise he had in that same moment. A tall, broad shouldered pirate came out onto the deck, pulling a wide eyed Vel alongside him, her wrists bound with rope.










CHAPTER 35




 



The wild behavior of the ship’s crew calmed as the leader of the pirates strode forward to face Damon and Malon. The moment had a tense, expectant feel to it, as though a new keg had suddenly arrived in a tavern’s tap room and the drunks were queuing for a taste.



“She told us there were more of you out there,” said the leader of the pirates. “But to find two? On one island? I suppose I’ve always been the lucky sort.”



“Luck is one of those things best defined after the fact,” said Damon.



Malon gave his hand a small warning squeeze. The pirate chuckled and made a show of sweeping his hat off and falling into a bow.



“Where are my manners?” he bellowed. “Such fine company as yourselves deserves to know who they’re dealing with. My name is Lord Kellen Kale, King of the Endless Ocean.”



He flashed a smile that revealed two golden teeth. Not the ones Damon would have expected, rather, an uneven mismatch of a molar and a canine. He wore gold loops through his ears, as well, so many that the cartilage sagged and stretched visibly under the weight.



Despite his poor taste in fine metal, Kellen Kale was still relatively intimidating to behold. He was comparatively young, no more than a decade older than Damon, with heavily muscled arms and a tall build. He wore a sword at his waist with a metal handle guard so dinged and nicked that Damon wouldn’t have questioned him if he’d claimed to have carried it into a hundred battles.



“My name is—”



“Anders Rosewood,” interrupted Malon. “I am Leah Rosewood, and the girl you have tied up is my daughter.”



“Aesta!” shouted Vel. “Ria is—”



“Silence,” snapped the Endless King.



“Still on
 The Reunion
 !” Vel finished, ignoring him. “She’ll find us if we…”



Another pirate came up behind her and clamped his hand over Vel’s mouth. Damon gritted his teeth, but his rage was undone by the drawn knife he saw on the man behind Vel. He couldn’t use his magic without risking her life, and neither could Malon.



“The ocean is a dangerous place,” said the Endless King. “The storm a few days back was a real deck-scrubber. I see how those inexperienced to the ways of the water might end up in precarious straits. It is lucky for you and your family to have been rescued by a reasonable man such as myself.”



His last remark drew laughter from the men. Damon chewed his lip, trying to think through the situation. He let go of Malon’s hand, knowing she might soon need freedom of motion depending on what direction the conversation went in, and slowly nodded.



“We are most grateful,” he said.



“To the tune of how much, exactly?” asked the Endless King. “Your sister seems keen on the fact that you’ve got a ship out there somewhere. If you were planning on a certain destination, or could divine whereabouts it is for us, we could certainly bring you back there for a fair price.”



The veneer of civility Lord Kellen Kale had donned was completely offset by Vel, eyes red rimmed from crying, a black bruise visible along her neck and shoulder. Damon could also see the way the self-proclaimed King was looking at Malon, eyeing her up and down like a prepaid courtesan.



“Why have you tied up my sister?” asked Damon, suddenly finding it hard to keep the anger from his voice.



“She was unkind to myself and my crew,” said the Endless King. “Thought we’d let her sweat a bit in the cargo hold until she calmed down and, well, made herself
 useful
 .”



Damon clenched his fingers into a fist, released them, and felt his mouth going cold as he began to focus his will. Malon grabbed his forearm, digging her fingers in.



“Not yet,” she whispered, voice covered by the hiss of the ocean. “Stall. Split their attention. I’ll get Vel.”



He gave a small shake of his head, too angry to think straight. Malon leaned in close, ignoring the eyes on them, and cupped a hand to his ear.



“You’re a gladiator, solas,” she whispered. “Give them a show.”



And there it was. It was a good plan more by virtue of how easily Damon knew he could play his part, rather than whether it stood a clean chance of success.



“She’s probably telling you right now that it’s better to be on the ship and make yourself useful than it is to get stabbed,” said the Endless King. “She’s right about that, for sure. Smart woman! I think I’d like to get her advice on a few things, myself.”



“What she said to me is of no concern of yours!” shouted Damon, puffing his anger. “Where I come from, men have honor. Men settle things like men, instead of pissing around like wild dogs.”



He made a show of jutting his chin up in that arrogant sort of way, aware of how it must look. He was wearing clothes that, despite their current disheveled state, had once been expensive. His body still lacked muscle from his time in the ice. He wasn’t wearing his sword belt, probably the most telling thing of all to a crowd of men who’d struggle to swim for all the iron they had on them.



The Endless King grinned, turning to look at his men as though he’d just gotten a hard pull on his fishing switch. “I’m a man of the ocean, myself. Color me intrigued! This way of settling things you speak of… did you have a particular means in mind?”



“I challenge you to a duel.” Damon swallowed hard, selling every inch of his posture. “If… one of you might lend me a sword, I would happily fight to the death!”



Malon joined in, setting a hand on his shoulder as though to pull him back. He shrugged it off and shot a weak glare at Lord Kellen, who seemed to be working to contain his own amusement with far less diligence.



“I think that is the best idea I’ve heard all day,” said the Endless King. “All week, even! How about this? If you win, we’ll take you and your family to the nearest port straightaway! Unharmed, untouched, unruffled. But if I win… Well, I suppose if I win, what I really would want most of all is for a brave man like you to join my crew. The girls too, of course.”



“Of course,” said Damon. “Though, you won’t be winning. I’m more than a match for any scoundrel here!”



Someone tossed him a cutlass. Damon made a show of trying to catch it before letting it clatter to the deck. He felt so in his element that it really was hard to keep from smiling and enjoying himself. Memories of Austine and the Gleaming Scythe came back to him in waves, the shows they’d put on, the crowds they’d drawn in. He’d had worse crowds than this lot, that was a fact.



“Excellent!” called the Endless King. “Well, I suppose we’ll be needing a circle. You’ll need to step back, kind miss. We’ll have you seated right over here next to your beloved daughter.”



Damon moved to the center of the deck. The pirates were quick to fill in around him, creating a wide dueling ring on deck of which he and the Endless King stood in the center. He couldn’t get too carried away.



The swaying of the ship was distracting, and it wasn’t as though the other pirates might not get the idea to slam a knife in his back if the fight began to shift in Damon’s favor. Or even just because they felt like it. No telling with men like these.



There was no discussion of rules or yielding, which was a telling sign of what the Endless King truly intended. A duel to the death was an easy and a seemingly fair way to rid a ship of a needless body. It was also pure entertainment for the rest of the crew, many of whom were already shouting and cheering and placing bets with ridiculous odds that would likely go unfulfilled.



“Here we are!” shouted Lord Kellen. “Won’t you regale us with your story before we well and truly get underway, Mister Anders? Bedazzle us with your rich history! My men are here to be enthralled, as it goes.”



“Oh, I don’t think we need worry much about that.” Damon did let himself smile then, though he pulled it in at the edges. He needed to drag the duel out until Malon got a chance to act, which meant continuing the charade and letting the other man feel as if he was winning.



He swung his cutlass in the most predictable way he could, a slow, but moderately powerful overhead slash. The Endless King blocked and pushed, and Damon let himself stumble back.



“Such strength!” called Lord Kellen mockingly. “You must have been a lumberjack back in the time before.”



“I’ll have you know that I was an innkeeper,” said Damon, forcing an edge of fussy arrogance into his voice.



The crew cackled with laughter. The Endless King turned one hand palm up, like a polite dinner guest absolving the table of an awkward answer to an easy question.



He suddenly surged forward, feinting at Damon with an exaggerated stomp. Damon stiffened and scrambled as though trying to block and not quite knowing how, but no attack came.



“An innkeeper,” said Lord Kellen. “My men laugh, but they wouldn’t know the value of a respectable career if they lived a dozen lives. Though I’m curious… did your mother and sister also work at this inn?”



A chorus of chuckles and oohing came from the other pirates. Damon gave a tight-lipped frown, genuinely hoping that the other man wouldn’t say something that compelled him to kill him sooner than he needed to.



“We all worked there,” said Damon.



“I’m sure they must have been… rather popular. Tell me, did they work in the kitchens, or perhaps in serving, or just maybe—”



Damon attacked, as he felt his character would have in such a situation. It took a force of will to make it an obvious strike in place of one that would render the other man a cripple, but he somehow managed it.



The Endless King blocked, quickly spinning into an unexpected counter slash. Damon caught it on the side of his blade and automatically retaliated, his sword coming within an inch of opening Lord Kellen’s neck as it hissed through the air.



The Endless King blinked, surprised and stunned. They’d circled each other to the point where Damon could see Malon in the back of the crowd ahead, still next to Vel, both still under close watch. She gave him a significant look and tilted her head slightly back, as though gesturing to the horizon.



Damon wasn’t sure if he was imagining it or not, but he thought he could see a splotch of copper there.
 The Reunion
 , possibly, with Ria and Lilian on their way. Interesting.



“You have some good reflexes for a humble innkeeper,” snarled Lord Kellen.



The pirate king attacked again, keen on ironing out the wrinkle Damon’s nearly fight-ending attack had put into his pride and reputation. Damon drew from the depths of his gladiatorial training, dodging the strike by pretending to stumble over the uneven planking, and falling into a desperate roll to avoid the second.



The ship’s crew was going absolutely wild, shouting and stomping their feet. Damon wanted every single set of eyes on him, not on Malon and Vel, not on the horizon and the ship without a sail approaching at top speed.



He let it seem as if the Endless King was putting him on the ropes, even taking the risk of falling back against the men around the circle at one point. They laughed and pushed him forward, and this time Damon had to deflect the Endless King’s thrust. He spun by, whipping his sword into a flourish, pulling back the veil to offer them a peek of his true skill.



He was enjoying himself, perhaps a little too much.



“I’m genuinely curious as to just who the fuck I’m actually dealing with,” said the Endless King, breathing heavy. “What were you before you poured ale? A soldier? Mercenary?”



This was
 The Moment
 , as Len, his bastard of a former troupe leader, would have said. There had to be one in every bout, a turning point in which people started to hold their breath and got that interesting feeling in their heart and guts.



Damon took his time, running one finger along the flat of his blade as though he was at the smith’s and considering a new purchase. The ship was deadly silent, but he projected his voice anyway. Vocal training and all that.



“An outlaw,” he said, flashing a wild grin. He threw his head back and let out an equally mad cackle, sword hanging limp in one hand.



“I don’t think I believe that,” said the Endless King.



“You don’t have to believe it. It’s still the truth.” He tossed the sword down, the edge leaving a groove in a plank as it clattered flat. “I had a bounty of one hundred and fifty gold on my head. Is your ship even worth that much?”



The Endless King spat at him, fury edging into his eyes. “Pick your fucking sword up. I never said the duel was over!”



“Neither did I.” Damon risked a glance at Malon and saw her hurriedly undoing Vel’s bindings, forgotten in the drama. “See, I don’t need a sword to do what I’m about to do. It would get in the way.”



Lord Kellen, King of the Endless Ocean, seemed momentarily at a loss. He shrugged after a few seconds and took a step forward. “Well then, boys. Shall we see if it’s too late to collect the bounty on this stupid fucker’s head?”



Damon waited, letting the pirate take one step, two, and the third… which put him directly into the wet spot on the deck from the dinghy crew’s sodden boots and leggings. He slapped his hand down with a flourish, exhaling twin tails of cold smoke out of his nose like a hissing dragon.



The ice came up and encased the Endless King mid-step. He didn’t even lose his momentum, careening forward like a tipped statue. Damon had made the ice thick enough that it didn’t shatter when he hit the deck, still posed in his charge, sword held high for a slash that would never arrive.



“Now,” he said, speaking into the stunned silence as Malon and Vel hurried over to stand next to him. “I’m not interested in undue bloodshed. Your King is dead, there’s no getting him out of that ice quickly enough to keep him from suffocating. Would whoever is second in command step forward so we can resolve this peacefully?”



A huge man shouldered his way out from the crowd. “I’m Lord Kellen’s second, and you’re a fucking dead man!”



He charged forward… with similar results. This time, Damon made the ice thick enough to be unwieldy, preserving the pirate in a chunk so heavy that he doubted the others would be able to do much about it other than let it melt on its own. Hopefully, it would serve as a reminder to them of what would happen if they gave pursuit.



“Is there such a thing as third in command?” he asked.










CHAPTER 36




 



Damon crossed the gangway onto
 The Reunion
 last. Ria and Lilian had arrived within half an hour of his duel with the Endless King, though it had taken a few minutes more to bring the ship in close enough to transfer them over after Malon had shot up a flare of fire as a signal.



He waved goodbye to his new friends, only letting his guard down when
 The Reunion
 had traveled enough distance to be out of arrowshot. Then, he pulled Vel into a strong hug, breathing out and feeling exhausted in the wake of all that adrenaline.



“Are you alright?” he asked. “Did they hurt you, or… do anything else?”



“Ow…” groaned Vel. “Not so tight. One of them threw me against a barrel, and it gave me this bruise. Nothing else happened. I clawed at any of them that tried to… well, you know.”



“Oh, seta.” Malon enveloped both Damon and Vel in her arms. “You gave me such a scare. I thought you were still safe on the ship.”



“She got the idea of jumping after you with a rope tied around her waist,” said Ria, coming up beside them to rub Vel’s shoulder. “It was not tied as tightly as it should have been.”



She looked, if anything, worse than the rest of them. Tired, with bags under her eyes, still wearing the same clothes she’d had on last Damon had seen, though that was something they all shared. Lilian stood in the shadow of the cabin, wearing her cloak, and the group of them made their way inside so they could be together.



“Aesta and I washed ashore on the same island,” explained Damon. “We basically just made a fire, ate some fish, and hung out on the beach.”



“That’s close to what happened to me, but I was on a different island, and only awake for a few hours before those bastards found me,” said Vel. “After that I was just in the dark of their cargo hold. It was hot and stuffy… and terrifying.”



Malon set a hand on her shoulder as she shuddered and hugged herself. “You’re safe now, seta. We’re all safe, and we should be thankful for that.”



Ria stepped forward, her face a mask of concern and an emotion that was hard to place. She opened her mouth, hesitated, considered, and finally spoke.



“I take responsibility for much of this incident,” she said. “If I had not been so brazen as to think myself capable of taking on a storm, perhaps…”



“It wasn’t your fault,” said Damon. “You were trying to protect us.”



“Still, I must offer my apology, regardless.” Ria nodded solemnly. “To you. To Velanor. Most of all, Malon, I wish you to know that I am sorry. You risked yourself to save me, despite the recent… unpleasantness between us.”



“Seta.” Malon gave her a wide, loving smile. “Ria. I accept your apology whole heartedly, but it was no matter. Saving you was as natural for me now as it was when you were still up to my waist. So much has changed since then, but not that.”



Ria looked slightly abashed under the weight of Malon’s matriarchal selflessness, but she eventually smiled and reached out to take the other woman’s hand gently. It was all Damon could do not to yank her arm out of its socket as he pulled her in closer, wrapping her into a tight group hug along with Malon and Vel.



“Am I interrupting?” called Lilian from the door leading to the kitchen. “Is this a private family moment, or…?”



“You’re basically family too, Lil,” said Vel, splitting off to hug her friend.



“Along with the ship’s new cook,” she added. “I made dinner. It’s mostly just leftovers from the chicken we had the night before last with some rice and some barley added.”



“That was thoughtful of you,” said Malon.



Lilian let out an awkward chuckle and shrugged. “There wasn’t much else I could do that felt productive, cooped up inside. Cooking for others also seemed to help take my mind off my own hunger.”



She gave Damon a lingering, sidelong glance. He went over to join her and Vel, pulling Lilian near enough to whisper into her ear.



“Come to my cabin later tonight if you’re still hungry.”



“It’s a date,” she said.



It was as though everyone within the room collectively realized how exhausted they all were as they sat down to eat. Lilian’s chicken soup was exactly what the mood called for, rich and easy to slurp down, hot enough to warm their battered spirits.



Damon opened a bottle of wine, though he was careful about how much he poured. For himself, and for everyone else. The mood around the table was already contented enough to make getting drunk seem like an unnecessary liberty.



Everyone retired to bed early, just after sunset, no less. Damon walked Lilian into his room, and they both sat down on his mattress. He was too tired to do more beyond give her a kiss and offer her his neck to feed off, which she accepted with a murmur of genuine thanks.  



The sensation was so blissful and soothing that it put him just about straight to sleep.



 



***



 



The next few days passed in a smooth rhythm of rest, light work, and endless blue. Damon was getting a proper tan from all his time out on deck. He tended to his chores, which mainly consisted of fishing when he could and checking up on everyone else. He relaxed and let himself pretend their life on
 The Reunion
 would continue with such easy simplicity forever.



Vel shook him awake one morning and all but yanked him out of bed. He smiled, trying to both stay in bed and pull her to join him, but her hurried explanation undercut his efforts.



“Come on!” she said. “They’re in the water. I’ve… never seen anything like it.”



“What, exactly, is in the water?”



“Just come on!”



She ran into the hallway and upstairs without explaining. Damon quickly pulled his trousers on and followed after her. Malon and Ria were on deck, and Lilian stood in the shadow of the main cabin, cloak pulled tightly around her face.



Vel was against the railing, furiously pointing at what looked to be no more than an odd ripple against the waves at first. Damon was about to say as much when the water suddenly broke, and a creature of ungodly size rose to swim alongside their ship.



“True Divine…” he muttered.



They were hairless and slick, each easily the size of a small house. Long appendages hung from their back, streaming through the water like ribbons, but occasionally darting out to seize a fish and pull it toward what Damon could only assume to be their mouths.



“They’re called tasslinettes,” said Malon. “They look like sea monsters, but they have no sinister intent. They aren’t fish, either, closer to reptiles, back on land. They usually travel in packs and grow to be…”



She trailed off, but they’d all stopped listening, regardless. In the distance, far enough away to technically be safe without feeling at all safe, rose a tasslinette larger than a small rural hamlet. It was easily five times, if not ten times larger than their ship. It whipped its appendages through the air like a woman might whip back wet locks of hair, before bringing them down hard enough on the water to unsettle the ocean.



“Alright,” said Damon. “Let’s set a course for… slightly away from wherever that thing is heading.”



He looked toward Malon, hoping she might contribute some words about how the monsterish creature was really just harmless and misunderstood. Her face was pale, and she slowly nodded.



“Yes,” she said. “I would… recommend that.”










CHAPTER 37




 



Damon worked with Vel up in the glass cabin to plot a reasonably safe course away from the tasslinettes. He felt slightly empty handed in the face of her questions about where, exactly, they could divert their path, and how they’d know once they’d returned to the right heading.



“Myr is the one guiding this journey,” he said, shrugging.



“Well then, would you be so kind as to ask Myr how I know if I’m steering this ship the right way?” she snapped.



“Tell her that we’re getting close,” whispered Myr. “It’s hard to know… exactly how close.”



“She says we’re getting close,” Damon repeated.



The words didn’t seem to alleviate Vel’s irritation. He went back out on deck, walking with one hand sliding across the guard rail as he continued his whispered conversation.



“There must be a way for you to sense when we’ve arrived though, right?” he asked. “Otherwise, don’t we risk speeding right past whatever island or artifact this Ocean Klykia happens to be set within?”



“There is a way,” said Myr. “I suppose now is as good of a time for us to try this as any. I need to… commune with you in order to show you.”



“What?”



“Can you bring me, er, yourself… somewhere cold?” she asked. “That’s the most straightforward way to start the process.”



Damon gave it some thought. It was midafternoon, and the coolest place within the ship would be down below deck. Still, Myr had specified somewhere cold, and no place truly seemed to qualify amidst the warm ocean weather.



He made his way below decks. Lilian and Ria were busy with their training, and he had to force himself to ignore the intriguing scent of their sweaty bodies. Instead, Damon headed into the bathing chambers and began filling one of the baths with cold water.



“I’ll use ice to cool it down further,” he said. “I’m assuming that will be enough?”



“It should be,” said Myr. “Just be careful not to fill it up high enough for you to accidentally drown yourself. You’ll be in a trance while I’m showing you the Ocean Klykia.”



He nodded, slipping a few fingers into the water and cooling it down to a temperature just short of freezing. In truth, the temperature was more concerning to him than the risk of his head slipping under. He’d always found that it took him a force of will to commit to lowering himself into genuinely cold water, to push past the way it made his hairs prickle, and various parts of his body retreat inward.



“Alright.” He took a breath, stripping his clothes off. “Here we go.”



As soon as he stepped into the tub, he began to miss his old resistance to the cold. He remembered sleeping out in the snow on occasion. Now, he was literally struggling to sink his leg into the water past the calf.



“I mean, I have all day, but do you?” whispered Myr.



“Shut up,” he muttered. “I’m going.”



He stepped into the chilled bath, though with a few less than manly noises that he was thankful no one else was around to hear. Slowly, torturously, Damon began lowering himself deeper, feeling the relentless way the ice-cold water licked at his bare flesh.



The gap between mid-thigh and waist level, a space which included all his favorite body parts, was by far the most difficult. Damon exhaled a shivering breath as he felt his manhood all but freeze on contact, his balls pulling inward like mice retreating into their holes.



“Oh boy,” he said, teeth chattering. “Tell me that it at least won’t feel this cold while you’re showing me whatever it is I’ll be seeing?”



“It won’t,” said Myr. “One last reminder to make sure that you have your head set comfortably.”



He nodded, dropping the rest of the way into the water. He was shivering uncontrollably, but he leaned his head back against the tub’s lip, closed his eyes, and tried to let Myr take him away.



 



***



 



Damon felt normal, or at least, not overly cold, as he descended into Myr’s strange, crystalline realm. It had been a while since he’d visited, since before his encounter with Lascivious, before the breaking of the world.



She looked much as she had when he’d broken her last chain, minus the chains. She smiled at him, totally unconcerned by her own nudity, dark hair hanging long across her shoulders. Her lips looked frostbitten, dotted with tiny ice crystals that made him keen on kissing her.



“Hey,” he said. “It’s been a while since we’ve really…”



He made a gesture with his hand, unsure of which word might best end the thought.



“Yeah,” she agreed, grinning at him. “We don’t have all that much time, unfortunately. Your body will still be affected by the cold in the real world. I don’t want you coming down with a sickness over it.”



“Neither do I, but I’m sure we could spare a few minutes.” He reached out, taking her hand. She let him pull her in, though she turned to offer her cheek when he tried to steal a kiss.



“After,” she said. “This is more important. I didn’t just bring you on this journey for your own sake, Damon. I…”



She turned away from him, shoulders rising and falling in time with a sigh.



“There’s a form of power here which I suspected and now know to be what I would need to…” She turned her palms up. “To be real, again. Not as I was, as an ice elemental, but embodied, all the same.”



“That’s all the more reason for us to push onward, then,” he said. “If that’s a possibility, I want it for you, too, Myr. From how you explained it, it’s not as though keeping you within me would make much sense in a world without magic.”



She blinked, staring at him as though she wasn’t quite sure she’d heard him right, or perhaps just simply not letting herself believe it.



“Well, let me show you, then.” Myr took his other hand and leaned her head forward.



A great crystal of ice formed around both of them, a smaller version of the chamber itself. Bright light blinded Damon for an instant, and when his vision returned, he was still within the crystal, floating in the sky.



“Wow.” He tested his feet against the floor of the ice crystal, which was clear enough to offer him a beautiful and terrifying view of just how high up they were. “This is just a vision, right? We’re not really this high up?”



He wasn’t afraid of heights. His myrblade had let him fly at the peak of his power. Still, it was a little unsettling to be suspended by the force of someone else, facing the potential of a drop over which he’d have no control.



“It’s a dream of the past,” said Myr. “What I now show you is an older time, truly ancient. Long before the current age, before even those you claim as the True Divine, Leandra and Rovahn, had been born.”



Myr’s eyes glowed bright blue, and her hair swirled around her bare shoulders. She raised a hand, and the crystal flew forward through the sky, though Damon could only tell from the way the clouds shifted. They were over the ocean, and the endless expanse of blue barely changed as they traveled over it.



A shape appeared against the distant horizon, resolving from a white splotch into a massive island of sheer ice across the span of a few seconds. Myr stopped them once they drew near, saying nothing and staring ahead.



Damon took a closer look, trying to understand what she was showing him. “Is this the Ocean Klykia?”



“This is how it looked long ago, when it was dormant,” she whispered. “So much ice. The scale of it may be hard for you to understand, without a proper reference, but my sisters and I could sense this place from halfway across the world.”



“This is our destination,” muttered Damon.



“Not as we see it now. Watch.”



The sky overhead seemed to accelerate, days passing in less than a blink of an eye as the blue of day skipped back and forth with the black of night. The ice seemed to shrivel in on itself at the edges, but the effect was minimal… to a point.



Myr stopped time from passing at an accelerating rate. If she hadn’t, Damon truly wouldn’t have appreciated the scale of what he was seeing. The ice began to shatter into pieces, chunks falling off that seemed to drop in slow motion, simply due to how much time it took for an object to fall of its own weight. Chunks the size of cities.



“…How?” he muttered. “That’s so much ice. How was it even there to begin with?”



He looked at Myr, more curious than suspicious. He understood enough about ice after his experiences to pose the question, at least.



“I don’t know,” she said. “It may have been created by a greater force. Or it could have been natural, or naturally magical, or…” She shrugged. “I just don’t know.”



The ice continued to fracture away in chunks. Myr sped up the pace of time again, and over the course of perhaps a week, all of the ice broke off in shelf-like pieces that floated off on the current.



There was a true island of land underneath, tiny in comparison to the ice which had covered it, but substantial enough. It rose from the water like a small mountain, and cracks along its length dripped with fresh lava in places, bright orange with heat. An answer for how the ice had melted, perhaps, but the sheer difference in scale between the tiny island and massive frozen sheet made Damon skeptical.



“This is the Ocean Klykia,” said Myr. She waved a hand, and the two of them floated down until they were directly in front of their target. An archway near the center of the island’s craggy rockface, seemingly leading to a cave-like interior.



“What’s inside?” asked Damon.



Myr shook her head. “This was all I could see through the ice. I know this is the right place, and I know that we… you and I… have the power to make a change here, for ourselves and for the world. But I can’t tell you anything more.”



He nodded slowly. “I came this far. I want this, a world where the Forsaken aren’t a temper tantrum or sociopathic thought away from breaking the world. We’ll reach the Ocean Klykia and do what needs to be done.”



Myr grinned at him. “Thank you, Damon.”



The scene around them faded, and they were back in her realm, staring at each other in the silence. Damon felt a smile of his own creeping onto his face. He took Myr’s hands and pulled her close.



“I’m sure we could get away with a few minutes of fun,” he said.



“Well…” She wiggled herself playfully and stepped in closer. “You took in what I had to tell you so quickly. I suppose that’s true.”



He ran his hand over her pale blue body, finding it soft and unexpectedly warm. He cupped her breasts, and they fell into one another, kissing madly.



 



***



 



“Is he drowning?” asked Lilian.



“His head would still appear to be above the water, but he is sort of… thrashing about,” said Ria.



“Do you think he’s fighting in whatever experience Myr is showing him?” asked Vel. “He’s, um, grunting a bit.”



“Does he usually have an erection when he fights?” asked Lilian.



Ria snorted. Vel clamped a hand over her mouth, trying and failing to stay quiet.



“Well…” said Ria. “To be fair to him as a man, it is not uncommon for the masculine body to experience such a state during sleep.”



They watched as Damon reached a hand out and seemingly cupped the air above his manhood and started bouncing it up and down.



“We shouldn’t be watching this,” said Vel.



“He should have shut the door completely,” said Lilian.



 



***



 



Myr’s mouth was, in fact, just as warm as any other woman’s, with a few incredible caveats. She didn’t need to breathe, and her neck and throat seemed to have a rather unique sort of flexibility. She was sucking him off fast, and there was an increasingly worried look in her eyes.



“Damon,” she whispered, pulling her mouth back. “Are you close?”



“Here,” he said. “We can switch.”



He pulled her toward him, lifting her slender body by the thighs.



“That wasn’t what I meant,” she said. “You’ve been in the freezing water for too long.”



“W-what?” His teeth were chattering, and it was suddenly hard to speak clearly. “I’m… f-fine.”



He tried to grab at her glorious body only to find his fingers moving lethargically slow. Myr’s worry became outright fear, and she stepped away.



“You need to wake up,” she whispered.



 



***



 



“Damon! Wake up!”



He blinked, feeling numb all over, but dimly aware of still being in the water. Vel and Ria were standing over the tub, looking much like Myr had in that last second before the trance had stopped.



“What… happened?” he muttered.



“Your head went under,” said Ria. “It was only when we went to lift you that we realized what a foolish thing you were doing with this water. You are not immune to the cold anymore, husband!”



“We need to get him up,” said Vel. “Help me!”



Lilian stepped forward from behind the others and, with the aid of three sets of arms, he stumbled to his feet. Someone wrapped a towel around him, and he was gently escorted to his cabin. Ria dried him off before helping him settle down onto his bed.



“He needs to be warmed,” she said. “I will sleep in the bed with him.”



“What?” snapped Vel. “No! I mean… how is that fair? I’m concerned about him, too.”



“I think I’ll leave this to the two of you to, erm, discuss,” said Lilian. “Play nice, girls.”



She shut the door on her way out. Damon was awake enough to see the way Ria and Vel were both staring each other down.



“Velanor,” said Ria, in that older sister voice she reserved for such fights. “It is the health of Damon which matters here, not which of us contributes more to helping him. Now, I am planning on getting in bed with him. Naked.”



“Ria!” said Vel. “Come on. I can warm up just as capably as you can. It’s not as though it requires skill.”



“Both,” muttered Damon. “I want you both.”



They stared at him, and then back at each other, and then at his conspicuous erection poking up from under the blanket which had started the mess in the first place.



“I’m really cold,” he said, truthfully. “And I love you both. You teamed up to save me.”



“Lilian also played a part,” said Vel, shrugging.



“If that is what you wish, husband, I have no objection.” Ria started stripping out of her clothing.



“Neither do I!” said Vel. She pulled her dress up and over her head as though in a race to be the first nude.



Damon was reasonably sure that he could have warmed up on his own with just the blanket. He was also reasonably sure that the circumstances necessary to get Vel and Ria into bed with him, all three of them naked, were rare enough to be worth seizing this opportunity tight within his cold, pruney fingers.



Ria slid in to cuddle on his right, her naked breasts sliding into place against his shoulders. Damon turned and kissed her. She made a face and touched his lips.



“You are still frozen,” she whispered. “Your lips are practically blue.”



Vel spooned herself against Damon’s back, tiny and warm and wonderfully nude. One of her hands began fondling Damon’s manhood, and he blinked and groaned in reaction, still staring at Ria.



“Do you feel warmer at all down here, Damon?” Vel whispered in his ears.



“Warmer and warmer,” he sighed. “Your hands are so hot, Vel.”



Ria kissed him again, tongue swirling into his mouth. Her lips traveled, pressing across his cheek, down along his neck. She wriggled forward, and then hesitated, one of her thighs brushing Damon’s cock… and Vel’s fingers.



He set a hand on her breast, gently tweaking her nipple. Still fondling Ria, he leaned his head back. The angle wasn’t right for him to kiss Vel over his shoulder, but she pressed her lips to his cheek, almost right where Ria had just been kissing.



“Mmm…” moaned Vel. She stroked her hand faster along his cock.



Damon felt Ria reach down, joining in with a gentle brush across the tip. She brought her finger up to her mouth and sucked on it.



Any further attempts at warming him up had been set aside, if the idea ever truly had been more than a pretense to begin with. Vel pulled at his shoulder, letting go of her grip on him down below to ease him onto his back.



Damon allowed it, playing up how passive he was rather than taking control. That would require him to pick one to focus on, and he was aware enough of their feelings, both toward him and each other, to know how easily that could go wrong.



Ria slid down, running her hands across Damon’s body, slow and deliberate. She watched Vel as she licked her lips, as though giving her time to accept her move, object to it, or perhaps join in.



Vel gave a shy smile, turning to kiss Damon instead, one hand rubbing his chest. He wasn’t looking down as he felt Ria’s tongue start to run up the length of his cock. His lips were against Vel’s, though concentrating on moving his mouth in time with hers while reeling from the pleasure Ria inflicted upon him was a challenge in itself.



He grabbed Vel and pulled her closer, burying his face in her petite breasts. He sucked on one of her nipples, automatically matching Ria’s pace as she sucked on his tool and bringing the pace of pleasure full circle.



“Oh,” she moaned. “Damon.”



He loved it when she said his name like that. He wanted to hear it again. He shifted her upward, ignoring the curious look she gave him as he posed her so she was all but sitting on his face.



She inhaled sharply as he ran his tongue along her womanhood, teasing her tender folds. She flexed her hips forward, moving in time with his licking and kissing. He luxuriated in her reactions, feeling so close to her, to Ria, as well.



The stray thought of what their aesta would think, were she to walk in at that moment, buzzed inside his head like an annoying fly. He’d done as much with her, more, in some ways. Yet still, he couldn’t shake that sense of shame of having disappointed her on a fundamental level, and it fed into his arousal in a perverse manner.



He felt Vel tense up, a wave running through her body as she all but melted over him. Damon kissed her as she slid sideways on the bed, submerged in pleasure. Ria crawled up the bed toward him, and they were against each other in an instant, kissing and grinding and getting deep into the motion.



The fact that Vel was still right there, on the same bed, catching her breath, didn’t matter. Though, in a paradoxical way, it was impossible for it to not matter. They were all complicit in this same crime. She watched them with glazed, half lidded eyes, and slid one hand down between her legs to touch herself.



“Ah!” cried Ria. “Damon! Husband!”



She growled the last word into his ear in a voice quiet enough to be just for him. Damon drove into her faster, listening to the dirty, rhythmic slaps of their bodies.



“Ria!” he cried.



He unloaded in her, his entire body pulsing with pleasure as he gave her his seed. Vel slid in next to him, kissing his sweaty shoulder as he caught his breath.



He rolled onto his back and hugged them both to him.



He was good and warm. That much was known.










CHAPTER 38




 



Damon spent most of the next morning behind Vel at the ship’s wheel, helping her make minute corrections to
 The Reunion
 ’s course, with Myr whispering advice into his ear.



“There!” said Myr as Vel clicked the wheel onto what seemed to be the exact bearing.



Damon reached out, setting his hands over Vel’s. “Set it right here for the next few minutes.”



“Are you sure this time?” she asked.



“No, but Myr is.” He grinned and tapped her knuckles, turning to leave.



“What happens when we get to this Ocean Klykia, Damon?” she asked.



“I… suppose I’ll figure out a way to dampen it, like Myr first suggested. It won’t be simple, but we didn’t come this far to—”



“After that,” said Vel. She turned around in her seat to look at him, a thoughtful, anxious frown on her face. “What happens to us? Should I… plan on going back to Silke?”



“Do you want to go back to Silke?”



“I don’t know. I suppose… not really.”



He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and kissed her on the top of the head. “Then stick with me. I figure I’ll go back to the tower, or maybe go on a tour with this ship, or… whatever. Something cool.”



“How wonderfully vague and unspecific that sounds.” She rolled her eyes, but Damon didn’t miss her smile.



He kissed her on the cheek and rustled her hair.



“Make sure to hold that bearing,” he said. “I’m going to watch from on deck.”



The sensation of the wind at the frontmost point of the ship always reminded Damon of when he’d been using his myrblade’s full power and could simply turn himself into ice and move as he pleased through the air. He pressed up against the guard rail, narrowing his eyes at the distant horizon.



It was cloudy, one of the first less than idyllic days since they’d encountered the storm. Damon wasn’t entirely sure, but he thought he could see a smudge of something ahead. Not necessarily an island or even another ship, but… something.



“Interesting.”



Damon spun about, caught off guard by Ria’s voice. She was barefoot, clad in a loose maroon gown that he was pretty sure she’d borrowed from their aesta.



“I didn’t hear you approach,” he said.



“I can be quiet when I so choose,” she said, smirking.



“Not all the time.” He slid over, making space for her at the front of the railing.



“We will be there soon, no?” she said, more of a statement than a question.



“Yeah. Today, or tomorrow.”



Ria went quiet. Her hair caught in the wind the same way Damon’s had, but the effect had a sense of wild beauty to it, strands of silvery-green dancing with perfect, uncoordinated vitality.



“If this does work, the havens will be able to breathe again.” She took a breath of her own, as though testing the theory. “I will not have to shepherd them, not in the manner I do now.”



“I want that as much for you as I do for them,” he said, looking at her seriously.



She nodded slowly. “My people have a… tradition.”



“Your people have many traditions, as I understand it.”



“For newly bonded couples.” Her fingers went up to the matridai marks on her face, tracing them in thought.



“Merinians have certain… traditions.” He stepped behind Ria, pulling her into a soft embrace. He could almost rest his chin on her shoulder if he slumped forward a little, taller than him as she was.



“Would it be foolhardy for us to take the time for… such things?” she asked, voice so much more vulnerable than Damon was used to. “I know we are not truly newly bonded, and I know that there is much else which might steal our attention, but I… would truly want this for us, husband.”



“Nothing would please me more,” he said. “I did tell Vel that I’d be going back to the tower for a time.”



“After last night, I would think her more open to the idea of sharing than she once was,” said Ria. “She could even join us for some duration of whatever adventure we chose.”



“Adventure?” he said, chuckling. “You’d have us so quickly jump back into the path of danger after what we’ve been through here.”



She turned around in her arms, favoring him with those playful, confident eyes. “We are at our best at such times, I think. Do you not agree, young Damon?”



He would have agreed with just about anything she said in that sensual, purring tone. Pure seduction.



Damon blinked, looking past her for a moment. He felt his mouth drop open as he struggled to find the right words.



“Has our destination entered into view?” asked Ria.



Damon shook his head. “Watch… whatever that is! True Divine! Aesta needs to see this!”



He sprinted into the main cabin, slamming through the door and attempting to explain the problem to Malon, who was in the middle of doing dishes and suitably surprised.



“There’s something in the water!” he said. “Like a… an abyss, in the ocean.”



“A whirlpool,” said Malon. “Ahead of us?”



“Getting closer by the second.”



“Tell seta to stop the ship. I’ll go out on deck and get a sense of what else can be done.”



He nodded. Malon hurried by him, and Damon made his way upstairs into the glass cabin. Vel was already alternating between killing the ship’s acceleration and attempting to steer it onto a different course.



“I don’t know what to do!” she said. “We’re stuck in the current!”



Seeing it from the higher perch magnified Damon’s horror by tenfold. The whirlpool must have been a mile across, at least. He could see the depth of it, like a swirling valley in the middle of the sea, descending so far down that the center point was no more than a pit of swirling blackness and absolute death.



He couldn’t even look at it for more than a few seconds without being struck by a sense of vertigo that made it feel as though the ship was doing somersaults. He squeezed Vel’s shoulder and took a breath.



“Keep trying,” he said. “I’ll drop the anchor.”



He sprinted downstairs and onto the main deck. Ria had apparently gotten the idea before him and, with the help of a heavily cloaked Lilian, was rapidly turning the release crank. The ship slowed momentarily as the anchor dropped, and then started picking up speed on its former path, straight for the whirlpool.



Damon pulled his shirt off and kicked his boots loose. Ria grabbed him as he started toward the railing, fingernails digging into his shoulder.



“What are you thinking?” she snapped.



“I’ll follow the anchor’s chain!” he said. “I can freeze it to the seabed.”



“You stand no hope of swimming deep enough in time,” said Ria. “It is suicide, husband.”



He took a breath. She wasn’t wrong, but it was a problem that had a solution.



“Pull the anchor back up,” he said. “I’ll hang onto it, ride it down, freeze it to the seabed, and push myself back up with an ice pillar.”



She shook her head. Damon pulled loose of her grip and grabbed the anchor’s crank. It was a powered mechanism relying on some of the force generated by the furnace, but he still strained his muscles as he turned it as fast as he could.



“Ria’s right!” shouted Lilian. “It just isn’t a good idea. The currents could run under the water even more powerfully than they flow up here, and you’re assuming the anchor can even reach the seabed in the first place. If you dive down there, you might simply be swept away with no possible chance of rescue.”



“And if I don’t, we all die,” said Damon. “This will work. This has to work.”



The anchor appeared above the surface of the water. Damon didn’t waste another second arguing. He swung over the edge of the ship, wrapped his arms and legs tightly around the anchor’s metal stem, and glared up at Ria and Lilian.



Ria closed her eyes, dropped her gaze, and started turning the crank. Damon sucked in a deep breath and hoped it would be enough.










CHAPTER 39




 



Almost immediately, Damon recognized a bad idea for a bad idea. The ocean was a far cry from the peaceful, crystalline pool he’d peered out across over the past month. It wasn’t even on the level with the churning, chaotic waves of the storm which had rendered him a castaway.



It was as though he was being throttled by a giant, buffeted back and forth by furiously indecisive currents. One of his hands slipped from the anchor in nearly the first instant of him being underwater. He lost a small amount of the breath he was holding in his panic to find his grip again.



He froze his hands to the metal on reflex, but it was one of those solutions that created as many problems as it solved. The water was still thrashing around him, knocking him about in a manner that threatened to break his arms in multiple different places.



He tried a new strategy, unfreezing one hand and quickly repositioning to wrap himself tighter before freezing the entire arm, reducing his profile and the degree of leverage the water could put on his extremities. He repeated the process with his other arm and enjoyed half a second of relief before remembering how much he missed certain aspects of being on the surface. Breathing, truly an underrated, often underappreciated bodily process.



The anchor continued dropping, judging from his minor but noticeable sensation of being midfall. How long had it taken to touch the bottom last time around? Damon forced his eyes open, which he’d closed out of a doubt that he’d be able to see anything under the surging ocean’s surface.



He found that he could in fact see through the water, which was unfortunate. The whirlpool was visible in the distance ahead. It wasn’t simply a feature of the ocean, made solely of currents and water and hate. It fit into a bowl within the terrain of the sea floor itself, a hidden valley far underneath the water that disappeared into a deep blackness.



Looking down into it, he found himself fighting the obvious implication that the depths descended into a hole of nothingness, that this was somehow the point at which the ocean drained, here at the end of the world, a place of mystery.



The more unfortunately inescapable fact was that they’d already passed into that valley. The sea floor was far out of view below. There was no way the anchor would ever touch down, which meant he had nothing to push an ice pillar off of to bring himself back to the surface.



He turned his mind toward solving that problem with a ferocity that his life depended on. The anchor itself. He could use it as an anchor for his ice, given the tension between it and the chain and the ship. Doing so, however, would mean letting go of the anchor, which seemed a bad idea. In his original plan, he would have frozen it and the ship into place to make the process slightly more feasible.



He could climb the anchor, hand over hand, freezing and unfreezing his grip with each movement. Damon looked up and saw the ship as a blurry, smallish spot on the surface above, so far above him that he didn’t even care to guess at the distance. He stood no chance of making the journey before running out of breath.



He tried to think of a third idea, pulling from the dregs of his creativity. All he could think about was how much he needed to breathe. It was like trying to ignore a headache, the constant pulse of need and the ache of his burning lungs. Breathe, breathe, just breathe already, True Divine. Like a bad tune that just wouldn’t stop playing.



He couldn’t even feel his despair properly in the face of that need. He shut his eyes, clenched his teeth, pinched his lips closed. He used his magic to freeze a seal over his mouth, but unfortunately, didn’t include his nose, and couldn’t find the will to repeat the process.



The anchor suddenly jerked, and he surged upward at speed. Damon thrashed against the ice holding his arms. He tried to exhale through his nose, knowing that when he released that effort, his body would suck in automatically, water or air, it made no difference.



It might have only been seconds, but it felt like an entire year before he finally broke through to the surface, sucking in a breath so violently that it made his eyes bulge outward. The anchor’s chain clicked as the mechanism brought it the last of the way up.



Ria and Lilian seized him by the shirt, and Damon released the ice bonds holding him to his perch as they pulled him back aboard the ship. He lay on his back, shaking his head, alive but unsuccessful.



“It… didn’t work,” he muttered. “Sorry.”



Ria hugged him tight. “You are alive. That is all that matters.”



“For now,” said Lilian.



It hardly needed pointing out that they were still in danger. Damon forced himself to his feet, staggering along the rail toward the front of the ship just in time to watch the bow of
 The Reunion
 dip into the main current of the whirlpool.



The sudden acceleration was enough to knock him and everyone else onto their ass. Damon’s heart raced as he watched the world around them fly by in a blur of blue. He hung on to the railing, losing all hope, all sense of what could possibly save them now.



“No!” shouted Malon.



She rose to a standing position at the front of the ship. Her eyes burst into a deep crimson glow, along with her crest, which was occasional visible underneath her fluttering clothing. The crimson power surrounded the ship and everyone on it, and slowly, they began to rise.



She was lifting
 The Reunion
 with her magic. The absurdity of the scale of the spell stole Damon’s breath away. He watched her waver, one knee threatening to buckle under the strain of her casting. Damon ran to her, slipping his shoulder under her arm as she continued to work her power.



The Reunion
 floated over the ocean, perhaps ten feet above the surface, flying away from the whirlpool at a fair clip. Damon waved Ria over and leaned in to whisper, not wanting to break his aesta’s concentration.



“Tell Vel to have the ship ready to move forward at full acceleration the second it touches down!” he hissed.



She nodded and sprinted off. Damon hugged his aesta. Her face was pale, forehead beaded with sweat. She let out a low moan, pulling against him with her hips.



“Mmm,” she hummed. “Solas. Help me… focus.”



“Focus?” He thought he knew what she meant, given her crest, but he wasn’t sure. “Like this, aesta?”



He ran a hand up her body, lightly cupping one of her breasts. Malon sucked in a small breath, and the ship seemed to rise slightly higher in the air. That was enough of a sign, as far as he was concerned.



He didn’t want to risk doing too much. He was still holding her up and knew that he couldn’t move from his position without putting her spell in jeopardy. Damon kissed her neck, caressing her body with the arm he had wrapped around her, and sliding down with the other.



Malon sighed again, and the ship’s deck swayed a little less. Damon slid his hand into her girlshorts, feeling the heat and humidity of her womanhood before his fingers had even reached it. He softly stroked the trim, silky hair she had down there before beginning to caress her with sexual intent.



It was far more erotic than it should have been, teasing his aesta in full view of everyone, with their lives hanging in the balance as clearly as the ship. He slid a finger into her and felt her back arch and the ship suddenly waver. Too much, too fast? He slowed down, kissing her again, letting the moment burn without scorching.



“I can only do so much right now, aesta,” he whispered. “But when this is done… When we get back to the tower, I’m going to take you, over and over. Again… and again. Ruthlessly.”



He teased her again, setting two fingers at the edge of entering her. Malon rocked back and forth against his touch, biting her lower lip, holding her spell with so much control that it was as though she was in a trance, a sorceress savant.



“I wish we didn’t have to wait,” he whispered. “If no one else was watching, I’d bend you over the railing and give you my cock right here and now.”



If nobody else was watching
 and
 if their lives weren’t still hanging by the thread of a spell. Adding the latter seemed less sexy.



He kept at it, working his aesta to the verge of release and keeping her there. Torturing her, in a certain sense, to keep her spell flowing. He felt cruel and strangely powerful as he listened to the sounds she made, heard her occasionally mutter
 please
 or
 solas
 and knowing that she couldn’t have what she wanted most.



Well, second most, after saving their lives.



She finally set the ship down in calm waters.
 The Reunion
 surged forward as soon as it hit the water, now guided by Vel’s capable hands at the wheel. Malon collapsed against Damon, and he hugged her tight.



“Aesta,” he said. “That was brilliant.”



“You are… incredibly mean, solas.” She sank down to her knees and pulled her hands between her thighs. “I love you so much.”



“And I love you.” He kissed her, helped her up, and breathed a sigh of relief.










CHAPTER 40




 



No sooner than Damon had reset the course on Myr’s advice did their final destination draw into view. He recognized the island from the vision she’d shown him even before it was more than a splotch of black against the horizon.



It was still alight, still pumping out smoke and fire, so much that night seemed to shift upon them as they drew closer. The one upside of that was soon taken advantage of by Lilian, who was much less oppressed by the sun’s light under the veil of clouds.



The island wasn’t all that large, no more than the size of one of the modest mountains in the Malagantyan that could be easily scaled and descended in a day. He suspected that its apparent size was deceptive, given how much rock must be hidden underwater, but it was still uplifting, rendering their goal suddenly achievable, visible, even.



Everyone was out on deck once Vel had guided the ship as near to the island’s tiny little beach as they dared approach. Damon turned, setting a hand on his sword.



“This is it,” he said. “Honestly, I have no idea what we’ll be facing once we approach the Ocean Klykia. Myr says it’s inside the mountain, within an artificial cavern, of a sort.”



“We need to be ready for anything,” said Malon. She looked pale, though noticeably recovered after spending some time in her cabin. “Everyone should be ready for a fight. Even you, seta.”



She looked at Vel, who nodded slowly. Ria had her spear and was testing both its tip and the edge of her new throwing dagger. Lilian had a short sword that she’d found in the ship’s armory, one of Avarice’s ostentatious but serviceable weapons.



“We should bring food and water, as well,” said Damon. “Bedrolls. I think we can manage within tents. Something tells me we won’t lack for warmth or cover inside.”



He eyed a stream of active lava that flowed from the mountain’s tip like a river of glowing orange. There was a massive, continuous plume of steam from where it met the ocean that they would do well to avoid on the approach in the dinghy.



They packed everything they needed. Malon insisted that they all dress in layers, so Damon pulled a shirt on over his tunic. It wasn’t until they set the dinghy in the water and descended to it, one by one, along the rope ladder, that what they were doing truly became real.



“Will there be monsters inside?” asked Vel.



“Yes,” Myr whispered to Damon.



“Maybe,” he said, trying to spare her the anxiety. Probably a bad idea. “Myr thinks it’s a real possibility, Vel. But we’ve faced plenty of monsters before, and we’re all together this time.”



He held her hand. Ria set a hand on his shoulder, her face serious but strangely excited. She wasn’t one to shy away from a fight, especially in pursuit of a good cause.



“We’ll go slow,” said Malon. “Given how long we spent journeying here, it’s not as though another day or two will truly put us out. We’ll take our time, stick together, and get this done.”



It felt good to hear her resolve, to feel it resonating among the others in the group and binding them to their task. They would do this. They had to.



There was a pillar-shaped rock half exposed on the beach which they secured the dinghy to. Damon took off his boots to avoid soaking them as he waded ashore. It only took a moment to find the right path. A ledge had been cut into the rock, switchbacking upward toward the mountain’s peak in an obvious way.



Unfortunately, it also seemed to lead straight past the lava stream, but he figured they would find a way to deal with that when it was time. In a single file line, they set off. Damon at the front, followed by Ria, Lilian, Vel, and Malon.



The start of the trek was suspiciously easy. The path even had steps cut into it, though examining the dark, somewhat porous nature of the rock left Damon wondering if perhaps the lava had been somehow made to cool into the shape rather than chiseled.



Eventually, the ledge did narrow. Damon had to sidle across a gap where it looked as though a section of stairway had collapsed or eroded away. A corner at the next turn was blocked by a massive fallen boulder which he had to scramble up.



He helped the others, laying on his stomach and leaning forward to offer them each a hand. In defiance of most mountains, the higher they went, the warmer the air became. Damon could taste stale, sulphury smoke with each breath.



They were at the last stretch of path before the lava stream was stiflingly hot. The molten rock pulsed so bright with orange light that it had an aura about it, intensified by heat shimmers above and to the side.



“There,” whispered Myr. She had a way of pointing without pointing with her whispers, and he immediately saw where she was indicating.



Directly behind the lava stream was a hidden opening, an archway presumably leading to their destination. The lava crossed over the gap with effortless smoothness, not splashing like a regular waterfall would, but simply blocking the way. A door of fire to seal off the Ocean Klykia. The preciseness of it was galling.



“This is part of what I meant,” whispered Myr. “Only you can get past this, Damon. Building a conventional shield to block that much heat would be the endeavor of a decade, assuming anyone knew to come here and suspected what lay within this tunnel.”



“It’s going to take a lot of ice,” he muttered.



The others looked at him, and he gestured toward the tunnel until they saw it as clearly as he did.



“This is unreal,” said Ria.



“Can you really freeze that much heat, Damon?” asked Lilian.



“I suppose we’re about to find out,” he said.



“But… it’ll simply start flowing again once we’re inside,” said Vel.



“I’ll have to block it again on the way out,” he replied. He didn’t point out that it meant that if he somehow died or became lost within the dungeon-like cavern into which they were about to head, the rest of them may well be trapped. They could infer as much on their own, no doubt.



“We trust you, solas,” said Malon.



“Good,” he said. “Be ready to sprint at the tunnel on my mark. I can open the way, but probably for no more than a few seconds, half a minute, at most. Move fast. I’ll be right behind you.”



Everyone nodded. Damon cracked his knuckles and walked closer to the lava. He could feel it against his face, chapping his lips and drying the moisture from his eyes. Tickling his nose, even. He focused his will, letting the cold suffuse his being to bring himself into balance.



He reached out further than he normally would have attempted, pulling cold from deep within the surrounding rock, deeper within the ocean. Adding water to the equation was unnecessary. There was actually quite a bit of steam, along with condensation born from the way the heat affected the ocean currents.



Damon exhaled cold white breath and set his hands down on the warm rock underneath him as he began in earnest. It didn’t look like much at first, a slight slowing and dimming of the lava, despite him having sapped half its heat.



He clenched his jaw, sweat beading on his forehead as he pressed forward with his will. He couldn’t block the lava completely. It was asking too much, picking a fight with the fires within the earth, a fight which ten of him couldn’t have won.



Instead, he simply shifted its path, freezing a curve into the well-worn rock tread the lava slid through. He froze lava and ice into the black obsidian stone beneath, creating a blockage that forced it far enough to the side of the tunnel to allow them to pass through.



It was far from the flashiest feat he’d ever accomplished with Myr’s enchantment and his will, but it was truly a masterpiece. The others didn’t wait for him to tell them to go, which was a relief, since he couldn’t have broken concentration for long enough to say a word.



He took off after them, still holding onto his spellcraft, but knowing it would fade as he split his attention between moving himself in the magic. It held for just long enough. He dove forward, landing awkwardly on his stomach, too distracted to even roll right. The lava hissed as it resumed its course, but they’d all made it through.
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The entryway leading to the Ocean Klykia began with a long corridor, sloping downward and curving ever so slightly to the side. Damon stood to his feet, aided by Malon and Ria. They’d brought lanterns and several torches with them, but they weren’t immediately necessary.



The walls were made of a different stone than the porous lava-rock outside. It was glowing faintly, and it gave off a strange light that pulsed inward and outward, giving the interior a sense of breath as the illumination ebbed and flowed.



Subtle wisps of a ghostly-blue mist-like substance swirled through the air, slowly coming to pool along the ground to form a dense layer that swirled in response to the motions of their feet. It was surreal, especially in combination with the walls, and for a moment, Damon and the others simply peered at their surroundings, including the lava door which now sealed them in.



“What is this stuff?” muttered Vel. She crouched down, tracing a finger through it. The path her fingertip took left emptiness in its wake, and she smirked as she wrote her name, the
 V
 fading from legibility by the time she reached the
 r
 .



“Are you sure it is safe to touch?” asked Ria.



Vel made a peep and drew her hand back.



“It should be,” said Malon. “I have not encountered it myself before, but given what solas has told me about the Ocean Klykia, and the sensation of it, I would assume it to be condensed essence.”



“She’s right,” whispered Myr.



“Myr just confirmed it,” said Damon.



“So… what?” asked Vel. “It’s like magic mist, or something?”



“In layman’s terms, yes,” said Malon. “It’s perfectly safe to touch, but try to avoid breathing in too much of it. I’ve no reason to think it dangerous, but it would still be good to take some general precautions.”



“Does the existence of this mist imply that we will be facing abominations of magic?” asked Ria.



Malon frowned, shaking her head a little. “I cannot say for sure. It certainly doesn’t make it any less likely.”



“Weapons out,” said Damon. “Stay close. Keep your eyes open. We’ll be fine as long as we move as a group.”



He drew his sword and took position at the front of the party. Ria was next to him, with Vel in the middle, and Lilian and Malon in the back. Slowly, they started down the tunnel.



It curved in the same direction, sloping downward at just enough of an angle to descend approximately one level each complete circle it turned. They were descending into the mountain. Damon tried to picture where they were in relation to what he’d seen from outside, but he could only determine with certainty that it was somewhere lower than where they’d started.



The mist grew thicker as they made their way deeper in. Small tufts began to rise from where it pooled along the floor more frequently, reminding him of the way smoke curled through some of the heartlift weed dens back in Avaricia before its fall. He was careful to brush them away from his face each time they came too close.



After what seemed like a good hour of following the same curving tunnel, they reached an intersection. Three paths lay ahead of them, one straightforward, and two identical offshoots to the left and right.



“Which way?” muttered Damon.



Nobody answered. He guessed one direction was as good as another, given how little they had to go off. He turned to tell them as much only to discover that he was suddenly standing alone within the tunnel.



He stared back at the path from which he’d come, shaking his head. It was possible that the others had stopped for some reason without saying anything and he’d continued forward, lost in his own thoughts. He hadn’t exactly been checking every second to make sure the others were still with him. When was the last time he’d heard someone speak up?



“Hey,” he shouted. “Up here. There’s an intersection.”



No reply came, which was incredibly worrying. Damon hurried back down the tunnel he’d came from, still holding his Remenai sword at the ready, moving at an even jog.



He stared, in disbelief as the tunnel opened up into another intersection, identical to the first, impossible to have missed on his way by previously. He looked over his shoulder, back in the direction he considered to be forward, and then back down the tunnel which should have led him along the winding path leading to the exit. He was sure that he hadn’t taken any turns.



“Aesta!” he shouted. “Ria! Vel… Lilian!”



Nobody shouted back. Damon swore under his breath. They should have been holding hands, or something, but how could they have expected that such cumbersome precautions would have been necessary?



“True Divine,” he muttered. “Did you see what happened, Myr?”



There was a pause, and he felt a flutter of fear as he briefly anticipated no response from her, either.



“I saw what you saw,” whispered Myr, apologetically.



Damon kicked a foot through the mist. He walked toward the wall, setting a hand against the stones, impossibly uniform, identical to one another, cemented together with a substance too smooth and perfect to understand.



He slid his hand to the nearest corner and ran his thumb over it. It was rounded, with no sharp edges. He briefly wondered if perhaps there’d been hidden doors in place earlier he’d passed that had since slid open to reveal the intersection he’d “missed,” but that was such a convoluted explanation. Did he have a better one?



“Alright,” he muttered. “I’ll find them. But I can’t get lost myself, and this… maze seems like it wants me to. I have to be smart.”



He took the tip of his sword and began scratching an arrow marking his way into the stone. He was at it for a good minute before realizing he hadn’t even made the slightest line in the wall. It was harder than the steel of his blade, which was ridiculous.



He took a deep breath and opened his pack. He had food with him, a small bag of rice that might work. He tossed one onto the floor, abandoning the idea as it was immediately swallowed by the mist and impossible to see at a glance.



“This is so much fun,” he muttered.



“Sorry,” whispered Myr.



“Don’t be,” he sighed. “It’s not your fault.”



Damon decided that if he had to explore the maze blind, he was going to at least do to it in a methodical way. He took the right path relative to his original forward heading, following it for about a minute before reaching another identical intersection. This time he went straight, and then straight again, after that, hoping to eventually find the maze’s outer wall.



He walked in a straight line for perhaps an hour without finding the outer wall. When he finally came to a stop in the middle of an intersection with no discernable differences from the one he’d begun at, he was frustrated beyond all reason.



It shouldn’t have been possible to walk that far in a single direction without bumping into the mountain’s natural inner boundary. It hadn’t been that large, after all. The idea that the original descent had taken them down deep enough to be underwater, within the ocean’s theoretical bedrock, was simply ridiculous. The tunnel’s slope had been far too mild, less steep and less direct of a means of traveling downward than the switchbacks they’d taken up.



“I don’t understand,” he muttered. “How is this possible?”



“Do you… truly want me to answer that?” asked Myr.



He shrugged. “Yeah, I suppose I do. Give me your best guess, Myr.”



“It might not be what you want to hear, Damon.”



“When do you ever disappoint me?” He grinned and leaned his head back as though talking to an invisible spirit above him. “At least you’re still here.”



“That’s exactly it,” she whispered. “I’m right here, Damon. I’ve always been right here, with you.”



“Right,” he said. “So what do you think is going on? Where are the others?”



Myr let out a tired, patient sigh. “They are in the same place they’ve been this entire time.”



He frowned, perplexed by her phrasing. “What do you mean? What’s happened?”



“The same thing that’s been happening. Nothing at all.”



Damon shook his head. “You’ve lost me.”



There was a flash of movement to his right. He stumbled back a step as a figure approached from the misty hallway. Blue and naked and beautiful, Myr stood before him in her embodied form. Damon blinked, his mouth forming a surprised little circle.



“You’ve never been able to appear to me like this in the real world,” he said.



She smiled sadly at him. “That’s true, Damon. I’ve chosen not to because it made it so much better for you. More believable.”



“Made… what more believable?”



“I’m so sorry,” she said. “It’s my fault, really. I saw your suffering and I knew… I knew I was the only one who could do anything about it.”



He stared at her. The corridor seemed to blur in the periphery of his vision.



“I know you,” she whispered. “Perhaps better than any other thinking being left alive. I knew what would make you happy, and making you happy made this entombment bearable for us both.”



“…Entombment?”



“Didn’t you find it a little too convenient?” She reached an arm across her body, gripping the elbow of her other arm and looking away. “How quickly you were able to find them all? Vel, and then Ria, even Malon. The tower, so perfectly rebuilt. The way you all came back to your old home and even seemed to fall back into how you were with one another.



“I knew it wasn’t enough to simply leave you there to live day after day. You’re a hero, Damon. You’re my hero! I ran with every idea that came to me. The ship, exploring the Endless Ocean, reconnecting with your old best friend, who of course found his own happiness in life.”



“Myr…” he muttered. “Stop it.”



“You don’t want me to stop,” she said. “You really don’t.”



“Enough!” he shouted.



She shrugged. “So be it.”



In an instant, he was somewhere else. Somewhere he remembered… and feared, from the deepest depths of his soul. He couldn’t breathe, but he didn’t need to breathe. He couldn’t move, but within the ice, there was nowhere to move to.



Entombment was the word that Myr had used. Five years he’d spent here.



He rebelled, his heart pounding even as his mind struggled to shake off that familiar fogginess. It was as though he was… waking up from a dream.
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The ice held Damon, refusing to let him escape the moment, this newly revealed glimpse of the apparent truth. It truly was as though waking from a dream, one of those cozy, nighttime fantasies he’d be so taken with that he’d find himself closing his eyes and trying to fall back in.



Waking from a dream that’s worse than a nightmare. Fear fades in seconds, but the sting from this kind of heartache only heals like the painful curse of a bad scar.



Damon did try to shut his eyes, but he found that they were already closed. He didn’t need to see to understand, to feel and experience the ice directly. He wasn’t frozen in a bodily sense, but a part of the ice itself.



He understood then why Myr would invent a dream to spare him from this. He hated her, he blamed her, but even more than that, he just felt it was all so horribly unfair. It was the cruelest thing anyone had ever done to him, an injustice beyond what words or actions could undo, and she’d done it all because she loved him. It was weak and petty to blame her for everything, but he could blame no one else.



All of it… just a dream.



No,
 he thought.
 I don’t believe it. I can’t believe it.



“I’m sorry,” he heard Myr whisper, voice everywhere at once. “I was trying to help you. Really, I was. I wanted you to have a life where you could be
 you
 . Where you could be the hero, the lover, that you are.”



There was a flash, and he was suddenly in Myr’s crystalline realm. He knew he was, in truth, still in the ice, but he could see her standing in front of him, head sagging in shame, like a loyal hound in the face of its master’s ire. He fell to his knees, too broken internally to be as mad as she was clearly expecting.



“No…” He balled his hands into fists and stuck his knuckles against his forehead. “How could you? Everything… this…?”



“You could stay here with me now,” said Myr, voice weak but hopeful. “It would be no different from when you normally visited my realm. You might eventually find happiness.”



“Happiness…” His throat was scratchy and painful. “Are any of them even alive? If I’m… still in the ice, the people I love could be dead. They could be dying right now. None of what you conjured is guaranteed or even likely to happen. Will I even… come back to the world after five years?”



Myr’s silence was like a knife in his heart. A twist of the knife already there, more accurately. He might have been able to live with having months of his life revealed to be false, undone from reality, if there was hope that he could still bring about a similar future. He had nothing resembling such hope.



“Just put me back in the ice,” he muttered. “I want the truth.”



“Why are you listening to her, then?” came a familiar voice.



Damon blinked, and was frozen again, back in the ice, as he’d asked Myr for. Except, he clearly wasn’t alone. Someone was shouting his name. It took his ears a moment to identify who it was.



Vel stood on the other side of the ice, banging on it with her fists and kicking ineffectually with her feet. His eyes were closed, and he couldn’t see her, but the ice let him know it as surely as he knew anything… which admittedly was an increasingly dubious sort of confidence.



“Damon,” she said. “I’m dreamspelling to you. None of this is real.”



What?
 He couldn’t answer her with words, his mouth too fused with the ice.



“Just trust me.” She pounded on the ice again. “Don’t be a melodramatic idiot and trust me! It happened to me, too. Not the ice, that’s your fear. Little weird, I might add. But the nightmare!”



She slammed her elbow into the ice and gasped in pain, rubbing her funny bone.



“I… don’t think I can get you out until you’re free of the ice,” she said. “You have to do this yourself.”



He felt his heart start to race as he rediscovered his claustrophobia, like a ghost who’d been standing behind him. He couldn’t do it. He was stuck, and Vel would have to leave, and the nightmare would become true again, inescapable.



“Please!” she said. “You’re the bravest man I know, Damon. Think of everyone that’s waiting for you. All the joy you’ve experienced. Remember when we first reunited in Silke?”



He remembered. He thought of seeing her through the shop window, how pretty she looked, the same, but different. One of his fingers wiggled within the ice.



And that was it. He shifted, shattering the ice into thousands of jagged little shards. The ice, and the nightmare.



 



***



 



Damon started to suck in a ragged breath, but a hand clamped down over his mouth. He was on his back, on the floor within the dungeon of the Ocean Klykia. The mist swirled across his vision, smelling and tasting sickly sweet up close.



“Stand up first,” she said. “You don’t want to breathe too much of this stuff in. It’s what created that nightmare for you in the first place.”



He slowly drew up to his feet. His body ached as though he had slept wrong, and his sense of time was completely askew.



“I was… Myr was…” He could only mumble through his confusion.



“I was shouting at you!” said Myr. “I was terrified! I thought you were… dying.”



“Sorry,” he said. “I knew you wouldn’t do something like that.”



Vel furrowed her brow at him. “Something like what?”



“Talking to Myr,” he said, gesturing to his head. “How long was I out for?”



“An hour, at most,” said Vel. “The same thing that happened to you happened to me, at least I think. We all got split up in the maze while breathing the condensed essence. Either the structure itself or some hidden monster has the ability to dreamspell in some capacity and doesn’t want us going deeper in.”



“How did you… reach me?” He felt for his chest, confirming he wasn’t wearing the amethyst amulet. He was pretty sure he’d lost it over five years ago.



“The condensed essence,” she said, with a shrug. “It works both ways. My dreamspelling is far, far stronger here than it would be normally. I was able to see you through my own nightmare without too much trouble. Jilou used to play pranks like that on me sometimes.”



“I remember.” Damon sighed, still feeling a bit out of sorts in his own body. “We should… go looking for the others.”



“Exactly what I was thinking.” Vel took his hand and threaded her fingers through his. “So we don’t get lost again.”



As much as an achievement escaping the nightmare had been, a single look around their otherwise unchanged circumstances was enough to dampen Damon’s spirits. They were in the center of an intersection identical to the ones he’d lost himself through earlier.



“Any idea which way we should go?” asked Vel.



“That’s the question of the hour, isn’t it?”



He rubbed his chin with his free hand, examining each of the four corridors they could proceed down. He still saw no meaningful physical difference between them, but there was a visible flow to the condensed essence. It was coming from one tunnel and flowing through into the rest.



“Let’s head toward the source of the mist,” he said.



“Do you think that’s a good idea?”



“No, but it’s the only idea I have.”



Vel squeezed his hand. “Lead on.”



They made their way forward, soon encountering another copied intersection and using the same method for determining their route. Vel’s hand felt soft within his, solid and reassuring and most importantly, real.
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After half an hour of following the mist, they reached a split where there was no need to gauge the direction of the air current. A voice was coming from one of the tunnels, furious shouts and snarls that were immediately familiar to them both.



“That’s Ria!” said Vel.



Damon nodded, pulling her into a sprint. This time, the tunnel led to an actual chamber, one with action well underway.



A massive golem of animated rock loomed over Ria, easily twice her height. It was made from uneven gray stone, each one seemingly picked at random, packed together into the general shape of a broad-shouldered man. A dozen prismatic white jewels stood out against its otherwise unremarkable form.



Ria was on the backfoot, spear in one hand, her new throwing knife in the other. Damon knew better than to shout and draw her attention. Instead, he simply drew his sword and rushed forward to enter the fight.



“Stay back!” he hissed at Vel.



He slid to a stop next to Ria and saw her eyes flick his way. He smiled, watching the stone golem and considering the best avenue of attack.



“It is about time you showed up, husband,” said Ria.



“I see you already managed to get yourself into a fight,” he said. “Anything I should know?”



“It is extremely difficult to hurt this thing.”



“Right.”



He started circling the monster, taking in the rest of his surroundings. The chamber was a wide circle, almost in the style of an arena, with the walls pulsing with illumination similar to the previous chain of corridors.



There was little room for advantage in the terrain, aside from potentially forcing the golem against one of the walls. A single tunnel opposite where they’d come in from led further on, though it was currently secured by a heavy iron gate.



The golem moved, its body groaning like a landslide as it brought a fist the size of a boulder down toward Damon. He dodged sideways and countered, trying to drive the edge of his sword into the gap between the rocks of its hand and its wrist.



The impact made his arm vibrate to the bone, all of the force ricocheting back and having minimal effect on the golem. The massive monster was so slow that he had time to strike twice more before it pulled its arm back, though both strikes seemed to accomplish little more than stinging Damon’s own hand.



Ria shouted and tossed herself into the fray, aiming her spear for a gap in the golem’s chest as though driving a chisel into a statue. She found a crevice that gave her spear purchase, perhaps more than she’d intended. She hung from the monster for an aimless second, two or three feet off the ground, trying to lever a chunk of it loose with her weight.



“Look out!” shouted Damon.



The stone golem seemed to have no qualms with attacking itself if it meant hitting them. It treated Ria like a fly on its stomach, swatting a rocky hand toward her with immense force. She managed to get her spear free at the last second, falling to the ground and rolling sideways.



The monster stomped with surprising speed, nearly crushing her for the second time in as many seconds. Damon knew that they wouldn’t be winning with a conventional strategy, but he also knew they could bring more than that to the table.



“Let me try something else,” he said.



He gathered his will, feeling his breath go cold as he pulled from Myr’s magic. He was caught off guard by the sudden surge of strength in his ability, reminding him of how his myrblade had felt to use at its peak. The mist, condensed essence, was feeding into his power.



He sank a hand down into the stone. Tendrils of ice leapt up around the stone golem’s massive legs, thickening and wrapping to freeze it into place. He tried to force more ice up, but there was a limit to how much he could conjure from the ambient condensation.



Ria started to launch into another attack, but the golem swung an arm at her, forcing her to dodge back. It shifted, slamming its boulder fist down and shattering the ice around one foot. Setting that leg forward, it started to pull with the other foot, attempting to yank it free.



“Husband!” shouted Ria. “Give me a boost.”



He lowered his sword, looping his hands together to make a stirrup. Ria set her foot into it and launched herself through the air at the monster while it was still distracted by the ice. She had an angle on its head, and perhaps if they could wound that…



The stone golem dug into its uncanny speed again, twisting and throwing its shoulder in a manner that knocked Ria aside just before she could strike with her spear. Damon winced as he saw her fall. Vel sped off around the edge of the chamber, worried enough to risk her life.



It was up to him to keep the monster busy. He attacked, slashing pointlessly with the edge of his blade. He noticed the jewels on the golem and wondered if damaging them might be the secret to defeating it. It seemed like a fair bet, but it was hard to land a strike on such a tiny target, especially with the golem moving again, forcing Damon to play around its powerful, lumbering strikes.



He tried everything he could think of. He froze the floor in hopes of slipping the golem up, but the ice just shattered when it set its feet down upon it. He made walls of ice in an attempt to block its strikes. Each one shattered like a pane of glass after being struck by, well, a rock.



He was wearing himself out, growing tired with each dodge, fatigued by each strike. He tried to slash at one of the jewels, but the golem landing a grazing blow to his side winded him and knocked him flat on his back. He saw the massive foot rise and knew what came next. He couldn’t even breathe, let alone focus his will to try to block with ice.



There was a hiss on the air, and the jewel embedded into the golem’s ankle shattered into a dazzling burst of prismatic shards. Damon barely had time to roll out of the way before the bottom section of the golem’s leg crumbled into innate sections of rock.



The golem wavered, losing it balance, and fell to all fours. Damon saw another jewel on its shoulder, within striking distance of where he’d ended up. He wasted no time slashing it to pieces with his sword.



The rest of the fight proceeded in much the same fashion, with the monster no longer able to meaningfully attack them. Ria jabbed her knife into the last jewel on the golem’s head, and there was a small shudder, followed by silence as their enemy lay as still as a field of boulders.



“Well then,” said Damon. “That’s that.”



“It was good that you arrived when you did,” said Ria. “The fight may have gone much differently had you not been at my side.”



“How did you end up in this chamber?” asked Vel.



“I was suddenly alone within the corridor,” said Ria. “I remembered what Malon said about the mist, so I avoided breathing it wherever I could. One of the turns I took brought me into this chamber. The golem seemed harmless at first, a pile of loose rubble, but it pulled together and attacked shortly before the two of you arrived.”



“I forgot how good of a team we make in a pinch,” said Damon. He smiled at Ria, and the grin she offered back made him acutely aware of her presence, the faint scent of her sweat, so familiar from their training.



“We have to keep moving,” said Vel. “The others could be in danger, too.”



“Let’s go,” he said. “Together.”



Vel took his left hand, while Ria took his right. He liked being in contact with both of them… but not under the circumstances.



“I need my hand free to wield my sword,” he said.



“What?” Vel blinked and looked down. “Oh! Right.”



She switched so she was in the center, between him and Ria.



“I cannot wield my spear with my left hand,” said Ria. “Switch with me, Damon.”



“I can’t exactly wield my sword left-handed, either.”



“You have your ice,” said Ria. “You can support me if we come upon an enemy by surprise.”



“Does it make that much of a difference?” asked Vel. “You can just let go of someone’s hand and draw your weapon, can’t you?”



“The margin for reacting to a surprise attack can be tiny, Vel,” he said. “You would understand if you had more battle training.”



“Don’t treat me like I’m stupid!” she snapped.



“He is not wrong, Velanor,” said Ria. “Which is more reason I should be on the side that allows my good hand free, given I have the best instincts for combat.”



“
 Right
 ,” said Damon mockingly. “The mighty Queen of Storms, so fast that even
 lightning
 would lose to her in a race.”



The bickering continued as the three of them passed through the now open gate and into the next corridor.
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There were few offshoots from the main corridor which Damon, Ria, and Vel walked along. When they did reach a juncture, it was never more than a split between two paths, with one of them often leading to a dead end. It was perplexing, if somewhat of a relief, given how linear it made their search.



“Why would whoever built this place have included so many useless paths?” asked Vel. “Do you think it was left unfinished?”



“Perhaps some of the corridors were once filled with traps?” guessed Ria. “A trapped hallway need not be extensive to trick the unwary into setting off a trigger.”



“What a comforting thought,” muttered Vel.



“Shh…” Damon squeezed Vel’s hand, pulling them to a stop. “Did you hear that?”



There was a beat of silence, followed by a terrified scream, the kind preluded by the sucking in of a heavy, haunted breath. Damon instantly broke into a run, pulling Vel along with him, Ria matching his stride on Vel’s other side.



They didn’t have to go far. Down at the other end of the hallway they were following was an archway leading to another open chamber. Two figures stood facing one another within the swirling mist that occluded the space’s visibility. One clearly human, one clearly not.



Damon drew his sword, sliding to a stop and getting a real view of the scene. He hesitated, seeing a naked woman shielding herself with one arm defensively against the monster. The fact that she was naked was entirely secondary to the fact that she looked so much like Vel.



Not Vel.
 Lilian
 .



The monster was vaguely humanoid shaped, with tattered, inky black hair, putrid, shriveled skin. It was also naked, with knots of grotesque muscle visible within its frame and sagging, wrinkled breasts. It made a hissing noise and swiveled its head around, baring a mouthful of dagger-sharp teeth.



It attacked, surprising Damon with its speed. He dodged sideways but still took a thin claw strike across the neck. Blood beaded in a hot line across his skin, but not enough for the wound to threaten his life.



Ria swung her spear, battering the monster, rather than stabbing it. It fell backward, twisting up to its feet with unreal speed. Damon slashed with his sword, but only found empty air. His slash left a cut through the mist and he spun around, searching for the monster within the shadowy space.



“There!” shouted Ria.



She threw herself sideways, pulling Vel out of the way of a lunging surprise attack. Damon slashed again with his sword, but again, he was too slow by half. He remembered his earlier bickering with Ria about reflexes and himself wondering if she might have been right, as annoying as it was to admit.



He stooped down next to Lilian, making sure she wasn’t in a vulnerable position for the monster to attack next. There was a pause in the action as Ria pulled Vel to her feet and the four of them drew together. Damon stared into the mist around the outside edge of the chamber, unsure of where the enemy had fled.



“There!” hissed Ria.



She hurled her throwing knife, and Damon followed its path with his eyes until it disappeared into the haze. A gurgling hiss told him that it had struck true. He slowly approached, weapon drawn, making out the profile of the monster pinned by the knife through the shoulder, writhing in pain as it attempted to pull free from the wall without damaging itself.



“True Divine…” he muttered. He looked back and forth between the monster, a
 zanyadai
 , if he had to guess, and Lilian, who covered herself with one arm. “What happened here?”



“I don’t know,” said Lilian. “When I breathed the mist… it was as though my body was split in two. All of my clothing tore to shreds as it happened, and then this… this…
 thing
 just started chasing me.”



“The monster was your zanyadai half?” asked Vel.



Lilian looked away.



“How do we… proceed here, exactly?” asked Damon.



Lilian walked up to him and set her hands on the hilt of his sword. He didn’t stop her as she gently took it from his fingers. She walked toward the monster with slow steps until she was nearly within the reach of its clawed hands.



She took a harrowing breath and screamed, hacking into the zanyadai with the weapon over and over again, all fury, no technique. Blood coated the blade, her hands, small streaks across her face. She didn’t stop, not even when it became clear that the monster was dead. It was as though Lilian was trying to unmake it from even resembling a living thing, rather than just killing it.



Several minutes passed before she seemed satisfied with her work. A small chunk of shoulder and arm still pinned to the wall by the throwing knife was the largest identifiable remaining part. The rest lay in a pile of gore and shattered bone. Lilian spat on it before taking a few final, heavy breaths, walking unsteadily as she made her way over to hand Damon his sword back.



“You don’t understand,” she muttered as she looked at the rest of them.



“We don’t have to understand,” said Damon. “You have our support, regardless.”



“That thing was… a part of me.” She closed her eyes, looking so young, so much like Vel. A tear-shaped drop of blood clung to one of her cheeks. “The part I
 hated
 . Just because you accept a change within yourself and become used to it… doesn’t always mean it’s for the best.”



Damon pulled a rag out of his traveling pack which Lilian used to clean herself up. He took off his overshirt and gave it to her to wear. Vel had an extra skirt to go with it, though Lilian would still have to make do with bare feet.



“I’m here for you, Lil,” whispered Vel. She held Lilian’s hand and gave her a supportive smile.



“I’m fine,” said Lilian. “Better than fine. I’m me again.”



“If this happened because of the mist, what does that imply about what we came here to do?” asked Ria. “Lilian had this… corruption within her. If the Ocean Klykia produces essence, and it can save someone from such a curse in its condensed form, is the choice to dampen it as wise as it seems?”



It was a good question, one Damon didn’t have an answer for.



“She’s not wrong,” whispered Myr. “It’s a matter of… volatility, more than good and evil. I still think it’s the right course of action, but the choice is yours, Damon.”



He stayed quiet, letting Lilian have another minute to rest and recover.



“We should keep moving,” he said. “We still need to find aesta and the Ocean Klykia.”










CHAPTER 45




 



Damon gave up any lingering hope of maintaining his sense of direction as they continued forward. The corridor remained relatively contained, a single path that twisted and turned and eventually began to slope in a spiral downward, much as how it had in the dungeon’s beginning.



But they weren’t at the beginning, and he knew that no maze, however complex, was without end. As they made their way around the last curve of the spiral, a long, open corridor stretched out ahead of them, lit at the far end by an intensely bright sphere of energy, floating atop an obsidian pillar.



“There,” said Myr, voice trembling. “That’s it. The Ocean Klykia.”



Damon was about to grin and announce the triumph to the others when someone stepped out into the open on the far side of the hallway, moving to stand between them and their goal. Malon’s hair hung loose, unbraided, and her eyes gave off a faint crimson glow.



“…Aesta?” called Damon. He already knew, if not from her appearance, then from that horrible heaviness in his heart.



“The game is over, solas,” she called back. “I let you have your fun for as long as I could. Despite my own reservations, I even joined in. It was naïve of us all to believe that this endeavor was a thing worth pursuing.”



“Aesta, what are you saying?” shouted Vel.



“She is saying whatever Lascivious chooses to have her say!” snapped Ria.



She surged forward, making to sprint down the hallway. Damon got his arms around her shoulders and pulled her back, lifting her off her feet.



“The condensed essence was enough to attract Seffi’s attention,” said Malon. “This is true. She is too far away to affect the passage of events here in person, but through her will, she made the situation clear to me. I don’t wish to cause any harm, but I cannot allow you to meddle with the Ocean Klykia.”



“You bitch!” hissed Ria.



She thrashed, trying to pull free of Damon’s grip. He squeezed her tighter, bringing his mouth in close to her ear.



“This isn’t her!” he said. “Lascivious has taken control. Aesta is being used as her puppet.”



“She took that crest willingly!” shouted Ria. “She made her choices! I warned you of this, Damon, again and again.”



“Leave this place,” called Malon, ignoring their struggle. “Head back onto the ship. I’ll join you in a few hours’ time, and we’ll make the journey home without bloodshed.”



Damon finally managed to pull Ria back. He took a step forward, glancing over his shoulder to make sure Ria wouldn’t charge past him and further complicate the situation.



“No,” he called. “Aesta, you should know by now that I’ve already learned my lesson in making deals with the Forsaken.”



“Solas,” she whispered. “Don’t do this. Don’t throw your life away.”



He took another step forward. “That’s not what she intends by forcing you to make this stand, is it? She’s using you as a hostage. Forcing us to choose between confronting the source of the Forsaken’s power and staying whole as a family.”



“Damon!” shouted Ria. “You can’t face her alone!”



He gritted his teeth and gave her a stern look. “I’m the only one of us who stands any chance. Ria, I know you want to be a part of this but… stay back. You’ll only get in my way.”



It was a hard truth, but one he desperately hoped she could accept. She’d seen Malon use her magic more than enough to understand what she could do in a narrow corridor with so much space separating her from her targets. Damon knew he was the only one who had a chance at matching her strength.



He took another step forward, holding his arms in front of him, primed but unthreatening. He approached his aesta like he might have a startled animal, though the power she could bring to bear was on an altogether different level.



Malon closed her eyes, bowed her head slightly, then glared at him, eyes blazing. She thrust her hand forward, sending a skull-sized ball of fire hurtling down the corridor and straight at his chest.



Damon had plenty of time to make a shield of ice. The fire hissed into a wave of humid steam as the two elements collided and nullified. He wasn’t sure what to make of her apparent restraint. He wanted to think that the real Malon, his aesta, was fighting back from within. It was dangerous to think that.



“Stop with this foolishness,” she called, almost tauntingly. “Turn around. Walk away. Seize your chance to abandon this quest with your life.”



“Tempting,” he said, forcing a smile. “But… I think not.”



He took another step forward, moving his leg slowly, setting his foot down as though testing tile for a hidden trap. The danger which resulted from that step was just as pronounced, if more immediate and obvious.



Malon unleashed a larger fire blast, a full-on body of flame that hissed down the hallway with twice as much speed as the previous. Damon crossed his arms as he formed another ice shield, wincing as he struggled to match the heat with cold. The steam stung his face and forced his eyes closed as it blew over him.



“Damon!” screamed Vel.



“I’m alright.” He blinked his eyes open, aware Malon could have killed him in that moment if she’d truly wanted. Malon, his aesta, or the Red Sorceress… which was he even facing?



“I know it’s you,” he shouted down the corridor. “Not completely. I can see it in your eyes, aesta. Not the glow, but what lies beneath it. Fight her, not me!”



“You can think what you will, solas, but…” She blinked, wincing and clutching a hand to her chest. “…changes nothing. I’m afraid you simply don’t understand as much as you think you do.”



With a wave of her hand, she sent an entire wall of flame charging toward him, the type of attack suited for torching a city, or incinerating a battalion. It was too much for him, impossible to block given how thin he’d have to spread his ice.



He risked a glance over his shoulder. Ria and the others had pulled around the corner to safety. It was just him, his body, that he would need to worry about, but protecting that would still take some doing.



He froze himself in a statuesque shell of ice, ignoring the bite of the cold, the whisper of claustrophobia of being encased so tightly. He still felt the heat of the flames, and the sensation demanded his attention in a way that would have made him scream, had his mouth not been frozen shut.



Steam hissed as the flames passed beyond him. Water and bits of ice dripped from his face and clothing. A loose corner of his undershirt had been partially outside the ice shell and was now smoldering, the smell like burnt hair. He quickly patted it out.



“You fool!” snapped Malon. “Turn back!” Her eyes pulsed red, flickering momentarily. “Please, solas…”



“I can’t,” he said. “We both know that.”



Slowly, Damon drew his sword, haunted by the sound of the naked metal sliding loose from the sheath. It hurt in a way that went beyond anything he could have imagined, a living, waking nightmare.



Malon shook her head, face scrunching up in a manner that mirrored so much of what Damon was feeling, himself. Her hands jerked forward as if drawn by invisible strings, a puppet twitching to its master’s tune.



Flames filled the hallway, an inferno of pain and emotion. Damon clenched his teeth, pushing so much cold and ice that he could hear the echo of Myr gasping with effort. He had to hold that level of power, as though he was forming the shield anew every second, just to survive.



Blisters bubbled across his palm and knuckles. He shut his eyes, the heat too much for them, though he doubted he would have seen much even if he’d forced them open. He took another step forward, despite the intensity of the objections coming from every exposed inch of his skin.



And then, he was through to the other side, no more than a stride away from her, sword still at the ready. He lifted his arm, staring into those familiar, yet unfamiliar eyes. She lifted her hand, wisps of condensed essence swirling to do her bidding as she readied another spell.



Damon knew how fast she was, how quick it would be over. He pulled his weapon back, aching in the face of what he knew must come next. He opened his hand and let the blade clatter to the stone just as his aesta cast her spell.



I won’t fight you, aesta. I love you too much. If you have to kill me, so be it.



The moment stretched into a dreamy, indecisive haze. Tufts of fire formed around Malon’s hand, the first stirring of what would surely be fire on a level above anything she’d previously released. Her mouth fell open, as though she couldn’t believe what she was watching herself do. Damon gave her a small, forgiving nod.



Malon gasped, yanking her hand up at the last possible instant. Fire shot upward, though much of the spell’s force was already lost in the face of her waning focus. Damon hurled himself forward, arms outstretched, and hugged her.



“Aesta,” he said. “I’m right here.”



She seized and trembled within his arms. She brought her mouth down on his shoulder, biting into it like a soldier might bite a piece of leather under the pain of a surgeon’s saw. Damon held her tight, as though his arms could protect her from the world. From herself, if need be.



He heard footsteps, but he was still caught off guard when another set of arms wrapped around the two of them, and then another. Vel and Ria were hugging him and Malon with just as much fear and concern. They were both crying, breathing raggedly, emotions pooling and overflowing.



“We’re here, aesta,” said Vel.



“All of us,” said Ria. “Aesta.”



“Damon!” cried Myr. “The Ocean Klykia! Do it now!”



He gently extricated himself from his family, hoping they could manage without him for a minute. “Do what?”



“Ice!” cried Myr, her voice verging on a screech. “Cover it with ice!”



He was skeptical, to the say the least, but she could have told him to take a piss on the glowing sphere that was the Ocean Klykia and he would have believed her. Trust was a pathway in moments of crisis.



The sphere was hard to look directly at, like the sun on a clear summer day, and it emitted a constant, low hum of power. Damon channeled ice around it, feeling, more than observing what he was doing. Myr whispered advice in his ear, though it was vague and somewhat unhelpful.



“More,” she whispered. “A little deeper. Almost… There!”



There was a loud crack like splitting timber accompanied by a flash of bright light, and a naked woman was suddenly on the ground in front of him. The Ocean Klykia let out a soft hiss like a recently quenched fire, giving off only a dim light compared to a moment earlier.



“What just happened?” he muttered.



The woman groaned and sat up. She had blue hair and mostly familiar features. It was Myr, except Myr in human form, rather than as an ice elemental, pale skinned and youthful.



“It worked!” Myr started laughing and rolled around on the stone floor like a girl in a pile of leaves. “I have a body!”



“Um… Who is that?” asked Vel. “And why is she naked?”



“Two naked, reborn women in one day,” muttered Damon. “If this keeps up, I’m going to start running out of clothing.”



He took his undershirt of and handed it to her, though she seemed completely unconcerned by her exposed state. Damon flexed his hands, attempting a quick test to see if he could still use his magic. Nothing.



“Solas.” Malon was sitting on the floor, and she brushed a few strands of hair from her face. “You did it.”



She gave a smile, small and knowing, full of wonder and love. Damon walked over and crouched down in front of her.



“You’re… sure?” he said. “My magic seems to be dampened, but is your crest…?”



“Look for yourself.” She turned around, lifting up her tunic to reveal her lower back. Lascivious’s crest, which had once looked like a surreal tattoo, shiny and smooth, was now closer to a faded scar. He traced a finger over it, causing Malon to suck in a breath and arch her back.



“Your hand is cold,” she said.



“Well, some things never change,” he said, grinning.



Vel and Lilian were helping Myr up and figuring out how to best parcel out their clothing to cover everyone. Ria watched Damon and Malon, brow scrunched up into a suspicious furrow.



“We have done it, then?” said Ria. “This feels… simpler than the final conflict I was expecting.”



“We didn’t set out in search of a fight,” said Damon. “If we had… Where would we be right now? We won through love and trust, as a family, rather than through fighting and weapons. It might not be as climactic as what you envisioned, Ria, but to me it feels…”



He shrugged, searching for the right words.



“It feels fitting, for us,” Malon finished for him. “I agree, solas.”



Damon put an arm around her. Lilian and Vel brought Myr, now clad in Damon’s undershirt and possibly Vel’s girlshorts, over to the two of them.



“You did so well, Damon,” said Myr, flashing a surprisingly dimpled smile.



“Thanks. We did it together, though.” He reached out to shake her hand, which felt small within his. “What’ll you do now?”



“To be honest, I never expected that this would actually happen,” said Myr, shaking her head. “I have no real plan for what comes next.”



“Come with us, then,” suggested Vel.



“I also think that’s a fine idea,” said Lilian. “I suppose the two of us share a birthday, of sorts. I’m still considering what I’ll do with my newfound humanity.”



“Hold on…” said Damon. “If I can’t use my magic, how, exactly, are we going to get past the lava blocking the pathway out?”



He felt several sets of eyes lock onto him in response to his rather troubling question.



“That was a side effect of the Ocean Klykia,” said Myr. “Do you truly think I would have led you through this only to be trapped forever? It won’t be the only effect that the dampening will have on the world.”



“No, it will not,” said Ria quietly. “Much has changed for everyone, with this. The revenants… they will truly be gone from Veridan’s Curve and the Malagantyan?”



“Not as much gone as, well, defeated,” said Myr. “I’d say dead, but by most definitions, they were already dead. Someone will still have to clean up the bodies.”



“Better cleaning up the bodies of monsters than the bodies of innocent men and women,” said Damon.



“If that truly is so, I suppose I will help my people resettle our lands,” said Ria. “In time. I think I deserve some time to rest. Would you not agree, husband?”



Damon grinned and put his other arm around her, drawing her close. “Whole heartedly.”



He looked from Malon on his other side, head leaned against his shoulder, to Ria, with his matridai marks on her face, to Vel and Lilian and Myr, the three of them whispering like teenage girls in an expensive marketplace.



“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go home.”










CHAPTER 46




 



Damon drove the last nail into the upper hinge of the inn’s front door, listening to the way the tiny bit of metal vibrated with increasing pitch, hit by hit, until it was flush against the wood.



He took a step back, admiring several months’ worth of hard work, now nearing completion. They would still need to fill in the windows, likely with wooden shutters rather than glass, to start.



The Travel’s End Inn
 was no more than a good stone’s throw from Malon’s tower, just around the other side of the lake. Near enough for the two buildings to share a firewood pile, though he’d need to rebuild the shed in a spot to make that entirely practical.



“We have a door?” Lilian stuck her head out from one of the open window frames.



“We have a door,” he confirmed.



Appreciative noises came from within the empty, still unfinished structure. Myr was helping Lilian sweep the floor, which had collected a few fall leaves over the course of the past week or so. Myr ran over to the same window, thrusting her head out alongside Lilian’s with some creative placement.



“Does this mean I’ll finally have my own room?” she asked. She’d cut her blue hair short, and there was something still distinctly wintery about it, locks hanging like the first tiny icicles along the edge of a roof.



“You both will,” said Damon. “Though it goes without saying that you’re still welcome to share mine.”



He was joking, but also quite serious. Though in truth, more often it was Ria or Vel, sometimes Malon, who he found himself bedding down with overnight. Not that he didn’t share such intimacy with Myr and Lilian. He’d found time for each of them, within the unfinished inn, no less, over just the past week.



It was more that both women, newly restored to their bodies and their humanity, were most interested in humbler sensations. The feeling of the rising sun kissing their skin. The taste of fresh fruit, or roasted boar. The subtle intoxication from a glass of wine, or the not-so-subtle inebriation of a couple.



Damon always smiled when he caught them in those moments, luxuriating in the way it brought him back to the simple joys of life.



“I’m looking forward to when we start accepting our first patrons,” said Lilian. “I haven’t had a job in… well, I suppose more than five years now, in truth. Money isn’t all that useful in a monster’s hands.”



She looked down at her palms. Damon reached out, letting his own hands cover them.



“I’m sure it won’t be too long,” he said. “With Veridan’s Curve and the Malagantyan safe again and the land regaining its fertility, there are more settlers coming this way every week.”



He also had an abundance of money with which to pay her. When they’d finally reached the end of their sea voyage and docked
 The Reunion
 off the coast of Silke, Lady Governor Kastet had presented them with the option of leasing the ship to the city instead of letting it sit uselessly in the harbor. Damon had worked her offer up to what he considered to be a reasonable rate.



They had more money than they could realistically spend, but with that said, when he’d brought up the idea of building an inn, the others had taken to it immediately. They all still had fond memories of their time running
 The Rosewood Inn
 , the feeling of closeness and community that had come along with it.



“I’ve always wondered how you properly screen travelers before letting them into an inn,” said Myr. “What happens if a skinwalker tries to rent a room? Or a clayshifter?”



Damon chuckled and shared a smile with Lilian.



“That wasn’t much of an issue even before we dampened the Ocean Klykia, Myr,” he said. “I think you might be a few centuries out of date on the local monster varieties.”



“I suppose…” She tipped forward out of the window, cartwheeling through it with impressive skill. “Though you should make the doorhandle out of silver, just to be safe. Obviously.”



“Obviously
 ,” said Lilian.



“I’m serious!”



Myr dove back through the window, and Damon heard Lilian laughing as they started rolling across the empty inn’s common room floor. He’d come about them doing a different kind of wrestling on that same floor a few days earlier. They really had grown close.



He looked up to see Ria on horseback, blackwood spear held tight in one hand, making her way across the clearing at an even trot. There was little need for her patrols with the revenants gone, as well as her bodyguards, who now devoted their time more directly to helping the havens resettle, but old habits were hard to break. Damon knew that better than most.



“How’s the forest looking today?” he called.



She hopped down, leaning her spear against the inn’s outer wall. “Quiet. I see you have begun putting the finishing touches on the inn?”



“Just the windows left, along with interior furnishings. I wouldn’t be surprised if we could start accepting patrons by the end of this upcoming month.”



“That is good to hear,” she said. “We shall finally have the free time needed to adventure abroad. It is tradition, among the Rem, for a newly bonded couple.”



“And I’m looking forward to it,” he said, pulling her close.



“As much as I am, husband?” She smirked, playfully dodging a kiss onto her cheek. “I wonder about that…”



“Let’s go on a walk tonight,” he said. “I’ll give you a preview of what I have in mind for the trip.”



“Perhaps you do share my eagerness.” She held his gaze, still favoring him with that smirk that he both loved and hated.



He pushed her gently on the shoulders, setting her back to the inn’s wall with a soft thud, and then gave her a ravishing kiss. She let out a soft moan, only pushing him away when Lilian and Myr’s whispering became too obvious for them to ignore.



“Tonight, husband,” she said. “I still have ground to cover.”



She ran her hand up his back, gently caressing the muscles of his shoulder through his shirt. Damon stepped back, turning around and walking off to hide his excitement from Lilian and Myr’s spying eyes.



He headed into the tower. The common room was empty, though a delicious smelling pot bubbled over the fire in the hearth. Vel’s handiwork, no doubt. She’d taken to cooking more and more whenever their aesta was away, which was a frequent occurrence in recent days.



It spoke much about the renewed state of the world that Malon was able to travel on her own, without the magic of her crest to protect her. More often than not, she was off visiting Seffi, Lascivious, though calling her that now to her face would feel like outright mockery.



Seffi had barely managed to bring Veridas Keep back down into its original foundation after Damon had dampened the Ocean Klykia and removed essence-based magic from their region of the world. She’d been understandably upset over the change.



He still remembered the temper tantrum she’d thrown upon finally catching up to them at the tower, the screeching, the door slamming. Most of all the way Malon had calmly rebuked her, that effortless authority, as though she’d been waiting for that day for a very long time.



Seffi had stayed with them at the tower for a few days, long enough for it to become clear to both her and everyone else that she needed to live like a teenager, away from her aesta, with room for self-discovery. Malon had brought her to Silke, and after a small amount of discussion with Kastet, Seffi had been given a role as a lady-in-waiting within Redpane Tower.



Lascivious, as a lady-in-waiting. Damon supposed he’d witnessed stranger turns of events, but he was hard pressed to think of any off the top of his head. He found himself drawing parallels to Vel’s situation, but aside from a fair amount of teenage dramatics that she’d shared at a similar age, they were fundamentally different people.



“Damon?” called Vel, from upstairs. “Is that you?”



“No, it’s a wandering bandit, here for loot and plunder.”



“Loot and plunder, you say?” She grinned as she came down the steps. “I suppose we may be able to work out a compromise. I need you as a taste tester, first.”



She led him over to the pot by the hand. She’d taken to braiding her hair, along with wearing an apron that she’d sewn herself, which had the effect of making her look so much like their aesta, in spirit if not by inherited physical features.



She plunged a wooden spoon into the pot and made a rolling circle with her hand. Damon opened his mouth and allowed her to feed him the steaming bite.



“Well?” she asked, eyes searching for approval.



“Hot,” he said. “But tasty.”



Scalding hot. He felt a burned patch on his tongue as he swallowed, but the flavor more than made up for it. She was using up the rest of the salted pork from the boar Ria had hunted the previous week, and the stew brought out the cured meat’s potential.



“It’s just about done, I think,” said Vel.



“Really?” Damon sidled up behind her as she leaned forward toward the fire. “I thought it could use another few minutes.”



She let out a soft sigh as he pulled her petite body in to meet his. The crush of her butt against his crotch was enough to stir his hunger for something other than food, but just as available for the sampling.



“If it was
 only
 a few minutes, we might get away with it,” she whispered.



“I can be quick.”



“Would you be quick, Damon?” She turned around in his embrace. “Truthfully?”



He opened his mouth to say yes and saw the gleam she had in her eyes. It was shaping up to be a busy night. She snuck a quick kiss and pushed him toward the door.



“Call the others,” she said. “It’s time for dinner.”



 



***



 



Damon settled down around the common table with Ria, Vel, Myr, and Lilian. Everyone was smiling, and not without reason. Two bottles of wine were set out at the table, which was a rarity, given the speed they expended the stores of their wine shelf each time they resupplied it.



“What’s the occasion?” he asked Vel.



“The inn,” she said. “It’s so near to being finished. In fact, I prepared this stew as a refresher on the sorts of things we’ll be serving once we start taking in patrons.”



“You plan on being in the kitchen instead of serving this time around, Velanor?” asked Ria.



Vel shrugged. “It’s not as though we’re lacking hands. I might prefer to be in front of the hearth sometimes, rather than on my feet.”



“Are you pregnant?” asked Myr.



Vel dropped her spoon. “What? No! What would give you that idea? Why would you even… ask such a question?”



She was blushing, but Damon knew that she was sincere. Vel wasn’t the type to keep a secret like that. He grinned at her embarrassment, but also the slightly awkward expression on Myr’s face. Her time serving as a sword enchantment had certainly taken her social graces in a… creative direction.



“Oh!” said Myr. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to offend. I was just asking because I know you and Damon have a lot of—”



“Myr,” said Damon. “Have some wine.”



He poured her a glass, followed by everyone else at the table, including himself. The food was delicious. The wine, exquisite. The company, however, was unmatchable.



There was a soft creak of hinges as the tower’s front door opened. Malon stepped into the common room, traveling bag sliding off tired shoulders to drop to the floor. Everyone greeted her all at once, and Damon stood to pull her into a hug.



“Aesta,” he said. “You’re back early! We weren’t expecting you for another day, at least.”



“Yes, well, I ran into a… surprise.” She pulled back, cupping his cheek and smiling. “One which compelled me to return a little early.”



She looked over shoulder. Damon saw a small child, a little girl, stride forward in the sun’s dimming light. Her hair was raven dark, but her eyes were bright blue. Azure, almost.



The little girl grinned up at him. Malon squeezed his shoulder, smiling knowingly.



“She found Seffi,” said Malon. “The two of them were arguing like sisters when I arrived at Redpane Tower to visit. It’s no wonder there was so much drama between them in times past, all things considered.”



Damon leaned forward, shaking his head in disbelief. “…Clara? I thought you said you’d be a little older when we next met.”



“My memories came on in a furious deluge, this time around,” she said. “Worry not. I’m only here to make you aware that I’m still alive. Oh, and to do this.”



She reared forward in a sudden rush, slamming her little foot up to kick him squarely in the loins. Damon grimaced and fell to one knee. It hadn’t been a hard kick, delivered by a child’s leg, as it were, but it still hurt.



“Rovahn’s… actual balls,” he coughed. “What was that for?”



“You have the gall to steal my powers from me and ask why I’m upset?” Clara shouted back. “I was immortal, and now I’m a child!”



“Clara!” said Malon. “That sort of outburst is not appropriate for a young lady. Apologize to solas.”



Clara whirled on Malon, glaring as she opened her mouth, and then hesitated. Damon marveled at how his aesta did that tone of voice so effortlessly, chastising and stern and a little scary all at once.



“I…” Clara paused, clearing her throat. “I suppose I shouldn’t have been violent with you like that. Especially given how much larger you are than I am, and how you have killed me once before.”



“Because you begged me to,” he said. He rubbed his chin, thinking back to that moment. “I suppose I won’t be taking your crest, after all.”



Clara sighed. “It seems you managed to hold out until the end. You should consider yourself lucky.”



“Trust me, I’m aware of how lucky I am.” He grinned and tousled her hair, which earned him a glare that would have been terrifying from Wrath but was a fair bit closer to hilarious coming from this little girl.



Vel pulled another chair up to the table and, after seeing how low Clara sat in it, added a pillow to bring her up to a comfortable level. Damon stood with Malon for another minute, holding her and kissing her and listening to her talk about the journey.



“It’s so good to be back,” she said.



“It’s good to have you back,” he said.



“I wasn’t sure whether I was doing the right thing by bringing Clara here.” Malon ran a hand across his cheek. “It isn’t too weird for you, is it, solas?”



“No,” he said, glancing at the spirited little girl at the table. “I’m glad you did. I wondered what had happened to her, and if she was well.”



“She was an orphan in Silke,” said Malon. “Out of choice, mind you. I thought she might spend a few months, perhaps a year here, and then we’d see about getting her into school.”



“You think she needs it?”



“For socialization, yes, absolutely.”



Damon chuckled and nodded, taking another look at the way Clara was actively glaring at Vel and Lilian as they fawned over her.



“With any luck, she’ll grow up to live a relatively normal life,” he said. “I think she stands a good shot at finding happiness.”



“No doubt,” said Malon, with a sigh. She rested her head against his shoulder. “It would seem happiness is in abundance here, these days.”



Damon kissed her on the head and tightened his hug. Laughter came from the table as Ria pulled one of the wine glasses out of Clara’s reach. The wind whistled as it cut across the open front door. He took the handle and gently pulled it shut.



He was home, and he was content.



 



THE END
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Q AND A WITH ANYA




 



Is this the last Sin and Soil book?



Probably. At least for the time being. I’m not always lucky enough to be in a position to give my book series a solid finish (apologies Winter Spire fans), but in this case, I was. I told the story that I wanted to tell, and barring any new creative inspiration, I’m going to let the characters have their happy ending.



 



Are you going to continue writing?



Yes! My next series,
 
Domestic Decay

 , is already
 
live for preorder

 . It comes out July 1
 st
 . The story focuses on Will “Lockpick” Sorling, a former teenage superhero turned supervillain who comes home to his super-family after serving a prison sentence.



Jessica (Relic), the beautiful blonde homemaker who moonlights as one of the most famous and idolized heroes in America. Rue (Webcam), a young, moody college student who has found an interesting way to capitalize on her power. Avery (Kestrel), the fiery probation officer with demons of her own and a vested interest in keeping Will out of trouble.



 



What happened to XXXX book and are you going to put it up somewhere else?



I’m still working on getting more books from my back catalog available elsewhere. It’s going more slowly than anticipated because many of them need more editing than I can easily make time for. Still working on it.



 



Are you on Twitter/Facebook/Discord/Tiktok?



Nope. I am, unfortunately, allergic to the stuff. But, if you’re interested in hearing about by books as soon as they’re published,
 
click here

 to sign up for my mailing list. For questions, comments, and general feedback, shoot me an email at
 
anyamerchant@hotmail.com

 .



 



As always, thanks for reading. I really couldn’t have kept Sin and Soil going for as long as I did without your support. Every review helps, every email of encouragement motivates me to churn out more words. My hope is to continue creating sexy adventures for you all far into the future.



 



Anya Merchant
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