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CHAPTER 1

Most of the weight of Damon’s sword lay balanced across three fingers, the foremost of which he’d recently broken. He twisted, using the familiar grip to swing the familiar weapon into an attack he’d spent years baking into his muscle memory.

It was late spring in the Malagantyan, far too early for any of the trees to be shedding leaves. He’d resorted to using dander weeds instead for his practice. Bits of white fluff would dance and hang on the afternoon’s gentle breeze each time he disturbed a clump of the plants, taking slow, but unpredictable routes on their return to the ground.

His goal was to cut each of them through with his wrathblade before they hit the grass. It was an exercise well suited for testing the power he’d recently discovered hidden within the dark longsword. Or, at least it would have been, had he been able to coax the weapon’s magic into cooperating with him.

He settled for attacking within the boundaries of his own strength and speed. Striking outward, he neatly cut through two dander weeds in one swing. The motion disturbed a dozen more as his arm passed through the air.

He twisted, slashing at one behind him and nicking its tip. Another weed fell lazily on a path apart from the others. He swung at it, missing twice, before slowing his movement and somehow missing again.

Damon’s fingers squeezed the wrathblade’s grip, and he tensed his jaw in a sudden burst of hopeful concentration. He’d managed to slow the state of the world to a crawl once before in a situation where it had likely saved his life. If he could learn to do it on command…

The stubborn dander weed came to a stop in mid motion, hanging where it was as though stuck to a glass window. Damon felt a rush of elation and relief, which faded as fast as it had arrived as he noticed the faint glow of crimson surrounding the edges of the white fluff.

“Aesta,” he said, letting his sword point drop. “It’s hard to tell whether you’re taking pity on me, showing off, or some combination of both.”

He turned around and found Malon watching from the edge of the clearing with a small, teasing smile on her face. Her red hair was down and loose from its usual braid, swaying gently to the rhythm of the wind.

“I’m only being playful, solas,” she said. “I intended no slight.”

Her feet were bare and she wore a thin cotton dress. It was one of her older ones that he still remembered her patching and mending throughout his childhood. It struck a stark contrast against her outwardly youthful features, magically preserved by the nature of her crest.

She was unfairly beautiful. It was a simple fact, one as obvious as the rise and fall of the sun on a clear summer morning. She was the type of woman that inspired bards to sing new songs, or more often, give up their livelihood entirely and attempt to settle down.

“Are we back to being playful with one another?” called Damon. He sheathed his wrathblade with a deliberately slow motion and took a few steps toward her.

The dander weeds scattered sideways as a passing gust whistled through the trees. Malon’s dress obeyed the winds every whim, clinging with emphasis to the wonderful curves of her breasts and hips.

“I still remember how you used to play,” said Malon. “Little solas. Do you realize that I used to watch you do exactly this back when you still cried for me when you’d skin your knee or step on a bramble bush?”

“What do you mean?”

“The dander weeds.” Malon held out a finger, touching another bit of fluff and locking it in place with a small usage of her magic. “You would chase them when they’d blow through the air. I still remember having to pick them off your head come bath time.”

She’d drawn closer to him, closer than it felt like she’d been in weeks. She let out a meaningful sigh and reached her hand out. Damon felt his heart skip a pace as her fingers reached up to pull loose a bit of fluff from his hair that he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying.

“Much has changed since then,” he said. He caught her hand before she could bring it all the way back to her side, holding it with the same gentle firmness he so often used to keep his feelings in check.

“Much has changed, solas,” she said, with a nod.

The ambient tension that had colored nearly every interaction between them since arriving back on the farmstead from Avaricia returned with a vengeance. They’d shared an evening of passion under the stars, and he still remembered the soft touch of her hands and lips against a range of different places across his body.

She’d been better than any woman he’d ever had before, and he hadn’t even taken her completely. Malon had made it clear the morning after that she was still his aesta. She’d reinforced the boundary between them, turning it into an invisible wall.

As close as they still were, Malon had made her caution into a habit. She was careful with her hugs and kisses and quick to chide him for stepping over the line. Damon had still tried to seduce her in their first few days back. At least, at first. The shame of being politely rejected and reprimanded by his aesta, of all people, quickly forestalled his attempts.

“You can still scour my hair in the bath if you’d like,” he said, throwing caution to the wind.

“Solas…”

“I don’t mind washing you, too.”

He brought her hand to his mouth, gently kissing it and moving to pull her into an embrace. Malon was wise to his ways, and without seeming evasive in the act, she slipped past him instead of into him.

Her fingers briefly tickled his stomach through his shirt before coming to rest on the hilt of the wrathblade.

“Has the sword’s power continued to elude you?”

Damon felt his face tugging into a scowl. “Still no luck.”

Malon set a reassuring hand on his chest. “Give it time, solas.”

She smiled, the expression laced with pride and something a bit more playful. Damon wished he could share in her mood.

Mastering his wrathblade was the first step toward truly avenging Austine. His simple existence on the farmstead had left him with more time to contemplate his friend’s death.

Len, his old troupe master, who’d set them up to fight to the death. The guards of the Gilded Amphitheater, trapping them in the situation at the point of their spears. The Godking, Avarice, himself, who’d waived the restriction against blood bouts and orchestrated the entire affair.

Damon would face all of them, eventually. He needed every advantage available to him, and the power of the wrathblade most of all.

“Solas.” Malon pulled him into a hug from the side. “I worry when I see your face darken into this type of expression.”

She was genuinely concerned about him, he realized. Malon had been so careful with her hugs and touches. With everything, really. He wondered what his eyes must look like to stir such a reaction in her.

“I’m fine,” he lied. “I’ll figure the weapon’s hidden power out eventually. One way or another.”

Malon frowned, drawing back a bit. “Were it any other magical artifact, I would be capable of probing it to get a better sense of the blockage.”

“Are you afraid of it probing back, in this case?”

He couldn’t resist giving her a teasing smile and attempting to pull her into a closer embrace. Malon leaned back on her heels, giving him a stern look that was clearly overlaid across a smile.

“In a very real sense, I am,” she said. “Of the seven Divine Remnants, Wrath may well be the most dangerous.”

“You aren’t suggesting that I abandon my efforts?”

“Of course not.” Malon let out a soft sigh. “I doubt you would even if I warned you to. I appreciate your tenacity, solas, even in this. Just be careful.”

She set a hand on the wrathblade’s hilt again, letting it trace its way from there up along the side of Damon’s body, to cup his cheek. He stared into her deep green eyes, and it took only an instant to lose himself entirely.

He moved forward, pulling her toward him as he leaned to kiss her lips. He found her cheek instead, in no small part due to Malon’s reflexive evasion.

She cleared her throat. “I should start on dinner. Don’t overtire yourself if you can help it.”

“It’s up to the sword, not to me,” he replied.

She rolled her eyes and turned around, walking back toward the clearing with slow, swaying steps. He felt ashamed of the intense difficulty involved in pulling his eyes from the curves of her hips and backside.


CHAPTER 2

Damon continued his training for another hour, falling into a standard sword practice in lieu of managing to unlock the weapon’s true potential. The sun was setting as he made his way back into the clearing, casting a long band of orange red across the lake from the way its reflection was broken up by the trees.

He felt a stirring of comfort and belonging as he made way toward the tower house. One of his chores over the past few weeks had been performing minor repairs to its exterior, replacing crumbling bricks and mending cracks with clay and limestone.

There was no lack of work on the farmstead, be it tending to the crops, or the horses, or the cleaning, or the cooking. The routine felt familiar to Damon, even though he’d taken on a greater share of the work than he ever had during his childhood.

It was a way of living that made it easy to forget about his father’s debts, or the troubles Malon had warned about, and even his own desire for revenge, at times.

He recognized the trap of his distractions but found that he didn’t mind it. There was a simplicity to his life on the farm that was hard to measure in terms of absolute value on first glance.

He felt a powerful sense of ease as he came in through the front door. Malon glanced over her shoulder, flashing a smile that made his heart beat at a doubled pace. He settled into a chair in the common room, content to rest his muscles and watch her cooking over the fire.

“Solas,” said Malon. “There’s an open bottle of wine on the shelf, if you’re interested.”

“I could be,” he said. “Will tonight finally be the night that I entice you into breaking your abstinence?”

She glanced back to grin at him. “Perhaps.”

Ever since that night during their trip back from Avaricia, Malon had been studious about avoiding wine. Damon suspected that she was worried about letting her guard down around him even by just as much as a single cup might affect her inhibitions. He felt his excitement flare up as he wondered how thin her guard might be if that was truly the case.

The wine was on the shelf above the hearth. They’d been working on repairing Ria’s old bed, and where they’d left it on the floor necessitated Damon to slide in close behind Malon as he reached for the bottle.

It wasn’t until the moment his crotch made contact with her butt that he realized how his earlier thoughts of Malon drinking had manifested in his body. His cock flared to life as it felt the soft cushion of her butt pressing into him, and the sensation was enough to make his mind go blank.

He knew that she could feel it, perhaps even more vividly and intensely than he could. If there’d been an instant in which Damon could have played it off as an accidental brush of bodies, it had already come and gone.

He set a hand on one of her hips, ostensibly to steady himself, though the only thing throwing him off balance was the speed of his hardening cock. He felt Malon stiffen, back arching as her buttocks shifted and squeezed ever so slightly against the shaft now pinned between them.

Was she wearing her small clothes underneath her thin, cotton dress? The warmth Damon felt enveloping his cock seemed to suggest that she wasn’t. He let his hand run up the front of her body, stopping only just before cupping one of her perfect, plump breasts.

He knew what he was doing was wrong on every level. She was his aesta. She’d spent the past few weeks making her intentions clear, reinforcing the boundary between them.

Damon heard a reluctant gasp escape Malon’s lips as she lifted her hands from her cooking utensils and set them on the wall above the hearth. Her butt pushed against his cock with more intention, though it was impossible for him to tell whether it was in reciprocation or an attempt to simply buck him off her.

His manhood was as hard as it had ever been for any woman before. He took hold of her with firm arms, knowing it was impossible to hide or excuse what he was doing. He thrust forward in the time eternal motion of ploughing into a woman from behind, his cock exploring the disgustingly soft crevice of her buttocks.

A shudder ran through Malon as he continued to dry fuck her. The action was, if anything, made far lewder by the addition of clothing. He was making a mockery of their relationship, and his shame was inseparable from his lust.

He wanted to pull up his sweet, patient aesta’s skirt and plough her like a freshly cleared field.

“Solas.” Malon cleared her throat as she spoke, the sound carrying such authority that it hit Damon like a slap in the face. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

He took a breath and forced himself to reach up, to grab the wine, to return to normal. “Yes, aesta. It’s right here.”

His cock was still buried against her ass, throbbing in a desperate plea for him to keep going, for him to go further.

“It took you a while to find it,” whispered Malon.

“I… suppose I forgot where to look.”

He thrust forward again, mind blanking out from lust, as he took hold of the wine. He saw Malon’s fingers, still splayed against the stone of the hearth, curl slightly at the tips.

“I’ll need the salt, as well,” she whispered. “If you don’t mind lending a helping hand while you’re here.”

“The salt…” Damon rocked back and forth, continuing to pump ineffectually into her butt. “I might have to feel around for it.”

Was he hearing her right? He couldn’t be. Malon was his aesta, and she’d been so careful and deliberate about restoring the boundary between them. She was a sweet, innocent woman, probably mortified by the way her solas was currently molesting her.

“Take your time,” Malon whispered, through a groan. “Just don’t… ransack the cupboard.”

Damon bit his lower lip and inhaled her smell. He thrust forward again, his cock throbbing as it again explored the wonderful softness of her rear. He was a second or two away from blowing his load in his undershorts. He would so much rather blow his load in her. Would she stop him if he tried?

Malon started and, with a long overdue shift of her posture, turned sideways, finally foiling Damon’s gentle assault. Her cheeks were flushed, and she suddenly scowled, not at him, but at the food cooking over the fire.

“I may have burned our dinner,” she sighed. “Solas, I need some space to work.”

“Ah.” Damon took a slow breath and reluctantly pulled back. “Right.”

“I hope you put anything you nudged around back where it belongs,” she said, seriously. “There is an order to the way I have it all set up.”

“Nothing is out of place, aesta,” said Damon. “And I found the wine, so I’ll just… sit down in the common room.”

Her focus was on the food again and she didn’t favor him with a reply. Damon stepped away slowly, glancing down at the tent in his pants, replete with a small wet spot from his body’s intensely aroused response.

How much of what had just happened had been an illusion of his horny, boyish mind?

The question was hard to consider and harder to answer, especially when his aesta was on the other side of it.


CHAPTER 3

Malon had the cooking expertise required to salvage their dinner from the flames. The pork belly was slightly charred but seasoned to perfection. Damon put his focus into devouring his portion, along with the boiled turnips and sweet radishes that Malon served alongside it.

He had to put his focus somewhere, and letting it linger on what was otherwise one of the most awkward meals he’d ever shared with another person would have ruined his evening. Malon avoided his gaze and said little, though Damon caught her staring at him several times when she thought that he was looking away.

He sipped his wine liberally and was unsurprised when Malon announced that she was heading to bed shortly after they’d finished eating.

“I spent too much time under the sun in the garden,” she said. “I could use the rest. We’ll speak in the morning, solas.”

He nodded, feeling as though it was his turn to avoid her eyes. “Sweet dreams, aesta. Thank you for the food.”

“You’re welcome, solas,” she said. “Now and always.”

He brought his hand to his forehead as soon as he heard the door to her room close. The fire crackled, and it felt like a reprimand of his behavior. He’d completely overstepped the boundary between him and Malon, and for what? A minute of horny, unfulfilled humping?

“What would you think about this, Austine?” he muttered, pouring himself more wine.

He could almost picture his friend’s face and reactions as he explained the situation, especially as he recounted the more lurid details of his and Malon’s brief intimate encounters. Austine’s advice would be simple, some might say one dimensional, but valid.

“You’d want me to bed her and share an embellished, descriptive version of the story,” Damon muttered, to no one. “Of course, if I did somehow go through with it, you’d probably give me a royal mocking for stepping so far outside the bounds of acceptable behavior.”

He couldn’t help but remember Austine in his last moments, the way his gaze had become unfocused and glassy, the sudden slackness that overcame his bleeding body. He poured himself another glass of wine and finished half of it before setting the cup down.

Something tapped against one of the common room’s window, drawing Damon’s attention even as he continued to think of his best friend. His brother, really. There were two sides to Austine’s death, anger and fear.

He was angry at Len, at Avarice, at the world for setting him up. But it would be a lie to claim that he wasn’t also afraid, unnerved by the reality that witnessing someone he cared about die in his arms, at his hand, had exposed to him.

Damon approached the window slowly from the side, out of direct line of sight. He’d come back to the farmstead for a reason. He was there to protect Malon, along with Ria and Vel, at least as much as he could, given how seldom the latter two had been around the past few weeks.

It was what let him stay and live the quiet, chore filled life he shared with his aesta without feeling as though he was derelict in his duties. Damon reached for the lamp as he risked a sidelong glance into the window, dimming it enough to barely see out through what remained of his reflection in the firelight.

Someone was outside. Outside, and trying to get in. He felt for his sword, trying to sober himself up by force of will for the sake of thinking through the best approach.

The front door was heavy and loud. Heading out through the same window would, at best, end with the brigand either escaping or breaking the glass. Damon let out a fake yawn and began taking slow steps toward the stairs, slightly exaggerating his level of inebriation.

His bedchamber was on the first floor, but whoever was attempting to get in wouldn’t know that. He felt his heart pounding as he made his way over to the second-floor window and began gently easing the pane to move quietly within its frame.

Whoever was attempting to do the same thing outside the common room didn’t appear to hear him. Damon gave it a moment before continuing, moving with as much silence as he could manage as he slipped himself over to hang from the windowsill.

He dropped down, rolling as soon as he hit the grass. His time as a gladiator had given him the dexterity to keep such movements light, but the night was far too quiet for even the minor disturbance to go unnoticed.

The man outside the common room window turned, his face illuminated by the hearth’s light as it streamed out the window. It was one of the Remenai, a tall, powerful looking tribal man with long dark hair.

He had facial tattoos, like most Rem, though not in the style of banishment marks. Curls of black patterns rose from his neck to his cheeks, like two waves set on a course to crash together.

The man hesitated. Damon didn’t. He drew his wrathblade and attacked in the same motion, feeling a sudden rush of anger toward his opportunistic opponent.

He hadn’t been expecting to end the fight with one slash, but the ease of which the Rem dodged still caught him off guard. The man pulled loose a weapon from his waist, and Damon barely had time to recognize the litheness of its length before several inches of whip wrapped around his wrist.

With a jerking motion, the man pulled Damon’s sword hand downward, forcing him to either drop his weapon or bury the point in the dirt. Had Damon been sober and had the memory of having his wrathblade stolen still not been such a sore spot in his memory, he might have done the sensible thing and abandoned the weapon in favor of hand to hand combat.

There was an instant that seemed to exist outside of time as he desperately willed the sword to work as it had during the fight against Gavel and slow reality down to a more manageable pace. He pushed the full force of his hope and confidence into the tightly gripped hilt, thinking that if there was ever a time for the wrathblade to oblige him, it was now.

Or not. Damon’s sword did nothing, and in fact, provided less than zero defense against the cudgel the Rem was suddenly swinging from the other side. He heard the tremendous crack of the weapon bludgeoning the side of his head before he felt the pain and collapsed to the ground.

Dazed but still conscious, he watched his opponent lift the cudgel, preparing for what would certainly be a much harder strike than the first. There was a creaking sound, and abruptly, the Rem was knocked off his feet and into a sprawl across the ground.

He saw Malon by the crimson glow of her crest, which lent an ominous red aura to her petite silhouette. She snapped a hand to the side, and a sphere of flames the size of a waterfruit began to dance an inch or two over her palm.

The man gathered himself and took a few steps back, hesitated, and then broke into a full sprint toward the trees. Damon tried to stand and felt a sudden wave of dizziness overtake him. Malon was at his side in an instant.

“Let him go, solas,” said Malon.

“He was trying to get into the tower.”

“I’m aware,” she replied. “No doubt to rob us of food and anything he could find of value. He had a banishment mark, yes?”

Damon shook his head, despite the objections of the pounding hammers within his skull. “He wasn’t an exile. I saw his face.”

“Hmm,” said Malon. “Well, even those in good standing with their clans can fall upon desperate times. I see no reason to waste our energy giving chase or spilling blood tonight.”

She began helping him toward the door, taking as much of his weight onto her shoulder as she could manage. Damon appreciated the help, despite the bittersweet nature of having his aesta rescue him in a moment where he’d been attempting to protect her.

She set him down in his own bed, leaving only to fill a basin and gather bandages before returning. Malon gingerly took his head and rested it on her lap, taking her time as she examined the extent of his injury under the lamplight’s faint glow.

It was a strangely intimate moment. Her fingers were cool against his skin, and Damon could both hear her breathing and feel each exhalation through the movements of her chest and stomach.

“It doesn’t look as bad as I’d assumed,” she said softly. She ran a wet cloth gently over his scalp. Damon felt a chill run through him from the cold touch of the water.

“I’m fine,” he muttered. “The blow simply surprised me. No damage was done.”

“I would still rather err on the side of caution, solas.” She smiled and cupped his cheek for a moment. “Wait here.”

She disappeared from his room, returning a moment later with a book in her hands. Damon felt nostalgia wash over him as he accepted it from her and read the title.

“The Chronicles of Snout,”
 he muttered. “The Pig Knight. You used to read this to Vel and I by the fire during the winter.”

“It was your favorite, if I recall,” she said. “For head injuries, it’s good to take time to focus on a task rather than heading straight to sleep. Read as much as you can before you retire.”

She gave his shoulder an affectionate squeeze and began to stand up. Damon grasped her wrist before she could make it to the door.

“Aesta,” he said. “What about you? You used your magic to fend that man off. Will you be able to recover on your own?”

He felt a stirring in his loins as he thought of how he’d helped Malon regain her strength in the past. It was an experience seared into his memory, the reluctant way she’d given into her passions with him, her kisses and her moans.

“I barely cast a single spell,” said Malon. “I’ll be back at full strength before you, I think.”

She smiled and leaned back in, kissing Damon once on the cheek, and then on the lips. It was the first true kiss they’d shared since returning to the farm, and it didn’t go on for nearly long enough to satisfy him.


CHAPTER 4

Damon was up first the next morning, which was rather unusual. Malon generally had breakfast made by the time he entered the common room, the smell of bacon and porridge greeting his stomach like old friends.

He glanced out the window toward the garden, wondering if she’d remembered some overdue chore, but saw no sign of her. Damon moved to her door, hesitating as his hand drew near the handle.

A faint moan came from within. His eye twitched in surprise, along with another, rather more excitable part of his body. Unable to resist the temptation, he pressed his ear to the wood, barely managing to make out a muffled gasp that made him question whether she might actually be in pain, or even danger.

“Aesta?” he called, knocking gently.

“Solas!” Malon’s voice held an edge of panic and she hurriedly cleared her throat. “I… didn’t realize you were up.”

“I, uh, wanted to return your book,” he said.

“You can place it on the table for now. I’ll be up in just a minute.”

He waited for her in the common room and did his best not to drink in the sight of her as she emerged from her room. She had on a simple nightgown of white and blue that only just fell past mid-thigh. Her hair was messy, with strands falling across and framing her face.

Her cheeks were still flushed, and there was a tinge of embarrassment to the set of her smile. She came to stand behind where Damon was sitting, gently running her fingers through his hair and around his injury.

“Good morning,” she said. “How is your head?”

“I’ve had worse,” he said. “True Divine, I’ve had worse. I think your ministrations last night greatly aided my recovery.”

“How far did you make it into the book?”

“Up to the tourney scene,” said Damon. “When Snout and his opponent began rolling in mud.”

“You always loved that part.” Malon grinned over her shoulder at him. “Do you mind porridge for breakfast?”

He was about to answer when he saw Malon bend forward in front of the fire and begin to prod what remained of the charred logs with one of the pokers. Her nightgown slid up an unseemly distance, just below where it would need to be for him to confirm whether she was wearing her girlshorts or naked underneath.

Her butt wiggled from side to side as she continued to deliver her attention to the dead fire. Damon’s attention was entirely for her. He felt himself getting hard as he considered how her morning had begun, whether she’d found a proper finish to what he’d overheard in her bedroom.

“Solas?” Malon snapped her gaze back at him, frowning. “The porridge?”

“Oh. Right. Porridge would be fine.”

Malon scowled at the unlit hearth and gestured a hand in his general direction. “Could you bring some wood over from the pile?”

“Absolutely.”

He stood up slowly, hoping that having a task to focus on would give him a chance to calm down, if only slightly. His thoughts were steadfast in their refusal to shift off Malon, his sweet, loving aesta.

He remembered how he’d grabbed the wine the previous night, the intense, incidental contact of his crotch against her soft butt. He remembered how far he’d taken it, and how far she’d let it go.

They had plenty of split wood. Damon carried a large piece over slowly, his eyes never leaving Malon’s wonderful, wiggling backside. He was as stiff as the wood as he was carrying, and he experienced an internal argument over what he was about to do as he crossed the room.

It only seemed fair, given how stern and stubborn Malon was at maintaining proper boundaries. She hadn’t stopped him the previous night. It had just been a passing brush between an aesta and her solas. An interesting accident between their two bodies in a close space.

His cock seemed to throb in agreement as he lined himself up behind her, heart pounding with a mixture of anticipation and justifiable doubt. He slid forward, ostensibly to set the wood down beside the hearth, and pressed himself against his aesta’s ass in a motion far too deliberate to be played off easily.

If anything, her reaction was even more pronounced than it had been the night before. Malon sucked in a breath, her buttocks clenching in surprise, releasing, and then gently settling back into him. Damon took her silence and the set of her shoulders as a reluctant acceptance of the moment, if not a subtle submission to it.

He took his aesta by the hips and began dry fucking her with motions that were anything but subtle. He couldn’t help himself. His cock felt like it belonged there, against her, inside of her, even. He pumped forward, shuddering from the intense pleasure, overwhelmed by the strange, seductive eroticism of the lewd act.

The fact that Malon didn’t stop him as he kept going only emboldened him. He leaned forward, taking a more dominant posture over her soft, barely dressed body. He felt her gasp as he cupped one of her big breasts in his hand, pushing the limit of what he could get away with.

“Solas,” Malon whispered, ass quivering against him. “I don’t believe a piece of wood that size will fit here.”

Damon lifted the bottom hem of her nightgown up, slowing the speed of his lewd thrusts but maintaining his intensity. “We’ll just have to ease it in, aesta. Nice and slow.”

He confirmed that she was, in fact, not wearing her girlshorts. Malon shuddered as he gently ran his palm over the soft hairs adorning her crotch, fingers teasing into her womanhood.

She bucked against him, one hand reaching up to the stones over the hearth to brace herself. Damon gripped her hips again, pumping into her in anticipation of what he would have to do next. He had to take her as a woman. The temptation was too much, regardless of who she was to him, despite how it would shame them both.

“You’re so kind with your help, solas, but I…” Malon cleared her throat in a clear attempt to steady her emotions. “I think I can handle this on my own.”

He took the final risk, pulling his pants and undershorts down far enough for his shaft to snap loose. He pressed it between her thighs, feeling drunk off the sensation of his aesta wiggling her butt in deliberation of whether to give him the angle or not.

“I’m good at starting fires, aesta,” he whispered. “We’ll heat up in no time.”

Malon gasped, arching her back and squeezing his member tight in between her thighs. He let his fingers thread through her hair, preparing to guide her forward and slam himself balls deep.

A sudden unexpected and deeply unwanted knock came at the front door. Malon snapped out of the lustful trance he’d drawn her into instantly, pulling forward from him and pushing her nightgown back down.

Damon blinked, surprised by the fact that he’d exposed himself despite having been the one who’d done it. He felt his face flush as Malon pretended not to notice him fumbling his pants back into place.

With a mixture of success, he managed to make himself look presentable as he followed her to the door.


CHAPTER 5

They didn’t receive many visitors at the tower, which in Damon’s opinion, made the interruption that much more tragic. Malon opened the door to reveal the eager face of Jonna, the wife of the local innkeeper and longtime family friend.

Jonna was a lively woman with curly brown hair, a big mouth, and a bigger smile. She was a bit on the chubby side, though it did seem like she’d slimmed down in the time since Damon had last seen her.

At least, in some places. The way the open neckline of her spring dress strained against the crowding of her pale, plump breasts was hard to miss. Damon had to imagine that her husband had some serious fun with those.

The man standing next to Jonna, however, was not her husband. He was tall, broad shouldered, and almost conventionally handsome with blond hair and an acorn brown tan. The almost came from a rather conspicuous missing front tooth, which seemed long past the point of bothering the man as he flashed a wide smile.

“Malon!” said Jonna. “I’m so glad you’re home!”

She pulled Malon into a tight hug. Damon noticed that his aesta’s cheeks were still flushed, but she smiled and seemed to have regained the better part of her composure.

“It’s good to see you, Jonna,” said Malon. “Though I must admit, I’m a little surprised by your visit. It’s not unwelcome, mind you, just unexpected.”

“Yes, well, the inn normally requires my full attention,” said Jonna. “Something has happened. I came seeking your help, and Damon’s as well, if he’s willing.”

“Of course,” said Damon. “What can we do for you?”

“Thank you so much!” Jonna’s gaze shifted to Damon, and before he could react, she pulled him into a hug as tight as the one she’d given to Malon.

He was still primed from the help
 he’d offered to his aesta with the fire and feeling Jonna’s massive bosom crush into his chest was enough to instantly stir his cock back to life. He gently extricated himself from the embrace, much less eager to test his luck with Jonna than he was with Malon.

“My oldest son Oberon has gone missing,” said Jonna. “We spent most of yesterday searching for him. I’m sure he’s just run off on some adventure or another, but I felt as though I couldn’t just sit and wait for him to return, as a mother. I was hoping you might have seen him, or at least be able to help me in my search.”

Malon frowned and shook her head. “He hasn’t come by the farmstead.”

Malon’s gaze shifted from Jonna to the man accompanying her, which seemed to prompt the plump woman into offering an introduction.

“Ah,” said Jonna. “This is Kent. He was passing through Morotai and staying at the inn looking for work. Since I needed someone to accompany me, and Bart obviously couldn’t come along and leave the inn untended… Kent graciously offered his aid.”

“Pleased to meet the both of you,” said Kent, offering another of his gap-toothed smiles. There was a slight, distinctive whistle to the way he pronounced certain consonants.

“We left last night, but the traveling conditions were not ideal, so we made camp,” said Jonna.

She exchanged a glance with Kent, who gave an odd chuckle.

“Well,” said Malon. “We should begin the search immediately. How familiar are you with the area around the lake, Jonna?”

They quickly began discussing specifics of where Obi might be drawn to within the surrounding area. The Malagantyan could be confusing and intimidating, but it also presented a number of allures to a teenager intent on spending some time testing his limits in the wild.

“Kent and I will head south, then,” said Jonna. “It seems unlikely that Obi would have passed far beyond your farm, but it is possible.”

“Solas and I will start searching to the north,” said Malon. “I’m sure we’ll find him. He’s probably just chafing against the limits of living in a small town. Damon was the same at that age.”

“Oh, he certainly was!” said Jonna. She shared a laugh with Malon, despite the circumstances. “I know my Obi well enough to know that he can take care of himself. I’m still debating how to go about punishing him for this when he does finally turn up.”

“Let’s meet back here at the tower by sundown at the latest,” said Malon. “If it comes to it, the both of you are welcome to stay here with us tonight.”

“Thank you,” said Jonna.

They split off in pairs. Damon couldn’t help but watch Jonna and Kent as they walked off. They were standing awfully close together for a married woman and her hired mercenary companion.

“They seem rather comfortable around each other,” said Damon.

Malon shrugged. “I suppose they do.”

“Jonna said they made camp last night on the way here,” he said. “Is she the kind of woman who would, well…”

“Solas!” said Malon. “It’s unkind to start such rumors. Especially lacking any definitive evidence.”

He shrugged, feeling a bit guilty for the direction his mind had been heading in, but still found it difficult to let go.

“I’m simply asking the question,” said Damon. “It’s clearly a possibility. They would have had ample opportunity to engage in any manner of dirty activities with one another, alone in a tent.”

“An opportunity is not equal to an event.” Malon set her hands on her hips and frowned at him. “Jonna is a married woman. She knows how to maintain a certain level of decorum.”

“You don’t have any questions about her and Kent, then?”

Damon watched the pair as they approached the edge of the clearing. Kent pulled back a tree branch to allow Jonna a path forward, and she set a hand on his chest as she passed by.

“Well…” Malon shrugged. “I suppose if they do stay tonight, it might make sense for us to keep an eye on them.”

“Exactly. We wouldn’t want them to accidentally do something that they couldn’t take back.”

Malon nodded. “Very true, solas. Very true.”

A moment passed, leaving room for the awkward tension between them that they’d both been ignoring to find purchase. Damon scratched his head, only then remembering something he’d all but forgotten.

“What about the brigand who we ran off last night?” he asked.

“The brigand who I
 ran off, I believe you mean.” Malon flashed a teasing smile at him.

“Of course, aesta,” said Damon, rolling his eyes. “Do you think he might be involved in Obi’s disappearance?”

Malon licked her lips and gave a small shake of her head. “I don’t think so. Desperate as the man seemed, I would think there would be little to gain from harassing or kidnapping someone like Obi, who would have little of value.”

“Should we still tell Jonna, just to be safe?”

“It would only worry her,” said Malon. “Unless we find more traces of Rem activity in the nearby area, I see no point.”

They set about searching. Malon and Damon were both comfortable enough with the surrounding forest to split up from one another without risk. Damon took his time as he walked a meandering path through the trees, listening to the chatter of the birds and scamper of small animals.

The Malagantyan was deceptively peaceful in the spring. Evidence of the wildfires that swept through the forest on a seasonal basis, to some extent or another, was plain to anyone who knew what to look for.

Every second or third tree still had scorch marks visible underneath sections of healing bark. Fire moss grew in distinct patterns across tree roots and rocks, still juvenile green in places which had escaped the intense heat. A few smoke scuttlers poked out from sections of scraggly grass, ready to release seeds into the powerful updrafts which usually accompanied the summer infernos.

Damon remembered going on similar walks throughout his childhood. He let himself sink into that mindset, though he’d always felt comfortable and confident within the forest. Where would a panicked youth, lost or running low on supplies, be drawn to?

There was a second motivation to his search which he hadn’t mentioned to Malon and Jonna. When Ria had last left the tower, he’d made her promise to return in a month, regardless of whatever else happened. There were few future events worth counting days for on the farmstead, and Damon was acutely aware that Ria’s return was now overdue.

He’d sought that commitment out of a desire to continue getting to know her as an adult. She was free in her actions, and he was under no preconceptions of her returning to live on the farmstead permanently. He simply hoped he could coax her into a more regular visiting routine.

Damon’s cheeks flushed as he considered the intimacy they’d shared. The memory of the sex still felt like a dream. Had it been? She was basically a sister to him, and he felt ashamed of the fact that he’d shifted into seeing her as much as a woman as family.

How would Ria react to him, unpredictable and volatile as she often could be, upon her return? Better yet, what of Vel? He felt an odd smile tugging at his face as he considered the tangles he’d made in what once had been simple, straightforward relationships with the women he loved.


CHAPTER 6

The afternoon slowly ceded the sky to the evening, and Damon made his way back to the tower with no better idea of where Obi might be than when he’d started. The wind carried him a preview of dinner as he crossed the clearing, garlic and grilled meat.

He wondered if the hearty meal might be in response to someone else having located the wayward youth, but suspected that Malon would cook to her best, regardless. If she couldn’t solve her friend’s problem, at the very least she’d fill Jonna’s stomach.

“…so I told her, ballast, not balance!” shouted Kent.

Jonna burst into laughter at his apparent punchline from where she sat next to him around the common room table. Kent bellowed and banged his fist down a few times. Malon, who was watching her food by the stove, gave a polite, though less entertained smile.

“Solas,” said Malon. “I was beginning to worry. Did you have any luck?”

Damon shook his head. “I didn’t find anything. Though I’m sure Obi is safe. He’s a tougher lad than I think he gets credit for.”

He gave Jonna a reassuring smile, but she was leaning in to listen to something Kent was saying in a whispered voice. She made a face and suddenly swatted him on the shoulder.

“Oh Kent, you’re simply too much!” she laughed. “True Divine. Your mother must have had a time with you!”

“My mother was the one who taught me that one!” bellowed Kent.

Damon shrugged off his mixed feelings toward Jonna’s apparent concern, or lack thereof, toward her missing child. He made his way over to Malon, who was flipping slabs of beef and potatoes over the fire.

“Well, at least our lack of success hasn’t put a damper on the mood,” he whispered.

Malon gave him a frown that looked as though it was hiding a smile. “Yes. Jonna and Kent have served as good company for one another, it seems.”

The two of them glanced back toward the table. Kent was showing Jonna a scar on his arm, and she ran a finger over it, marveling at the smoothness of the long-faded injury.

“Are you beginning to understand my suspicions?” whispered Damon. “They did share a tent, by their own admission.”

“Not necessarily,” whispered Malon. “They could be carrying separate tents. Besides, even if they did share one, it’s not as though a man and a woman couldn’t harbor together for a single night without mischief.”

Damon was about to point out that the two of them had also been in that situation and failed miserably in the face of temptation, but from the look on Malon’s face, her thoughts had already shifted in that direction.

He watched as Malon shifted forward to tend to the food, but even before he’d given consideration to restarting his dangerous game of contact, he saw her glance over a shoulder to give him a stern look.

“Could you mind to our guests?” she asked, deliberately. “I’m more than capable of handling the food, solas.”

“Of course, aesta.”

He grabbed a bottle of waterfruit wine from the pantry, rather than the shelf above the fire, and set about pouring Kent and Jonna glasses. Jonna had brought a bottle of blackberry brandy with her, and she insisted on each of them trying some, as well.

By the time Malon brought the food to the table, Damon was sporting a healthy buzz. He’d fallen into a conversation with Kent about sword fighting, and the two were trading points on which weapons were the worst to go up against for the unwary.

“I fought a man with a fucking flail once,” said Kent. “A fucking flail. I have a scar from that one, too. I’ll tell you, you come across one of those stupid ball chain weapons, best just turn and walk away if all you’ve got is a sword.”

“The chain is just a distraction,” said Damon. “One proper chop is all you need, assuming its wood. Even if you don’t snap through, it still renders the weapon useless if you can do enough damage to put stress on the base.”

He dug into his food as Kent considered the advice. Jonna leaned over to scoop more potatoes onto her plate and the action caused her dress to billow downward far enough to give everyone a show.

The meal continued in good, increasingly drunken, spirits. Damon let out a sigh as he finished his steak, setting his utensils down and smiling at Malon from across the table.

“I should have brought up the sleeping arrangements for tonight earlier,” she said. “Jonna, I’m afraid we currently only have one open bed until we finish rebuilding this one.”

She shot a glance toward Ria’s old bedframe, which was still under construction in the common room. Jonna waved a hand, seeming unconcerned.

“Oh, I’m sure Kent won’t mind the floor if you’ve got an extra blanket,” she said. “We shared a tent on the way here. I’m sure we can manage sharing a room.”

“Well…” Malon seemed like she was suppressing a frown. “Alright, then. Solas, would you mind fetching an extra blanket and pillow?”

He did, and Jonna and Kent were soon set up inside Vel’s old room. Damon lingered at the door as Malon shared a few last words with Jonna. She walked back out into the common room uncertainly, closing the door and exchanging a suspicious glance with him.

“They must be tired after their journey here and today’s long search,” he said. “I’ve no doubt that they’ll fall right to sleep.”

“Are you teasing me?” she asked, with a smile.

“It’s as you said,” he replied. “Jonna is a married woman. Surely she’d adhere to the proper decorum. What is the proper decorum, exactly, for sharing a room with a man other than one’s husband?”

“Oh, hush,” said Malon. “It doesn’t behoove anyone to be suspicious of their friends, even if…”

She trailed off as a few words of an ongoing conversation trickled out from within Vel’s room.

“I’ll teach you,” said Kent. “It’s simple. Just go slow.”

Malon brought her hand to her mouth. Damon couldn’t stop himself from grinning as he watched her slide into position against the door, listening with one ear to the wood.

He joined her as quietly as good, doing his best not to let the closeness of Malon’s body and her wonderfully familiar scent distract him from the drama.

“I know,” said Jonna. “I just… feel so embarrassed with you watching me like that.”

Kent let out a cocky chuckle. “Madam, I hope I don’t presume too much in assuming that you’ve polished more than a few swords in your day.”

Damon watched Malon blinking in either disbelief or disgust.

Jonna cleared her throat. “I mostly stick to polishing my husband’s sword, these days.”

“Obviously,” said Kent. “Is it bigger than mine?”

“Kent!” giggled Jonna. “Hmm… I don’t know. It’s so hard to tell.”

“That’s it,” said Kent, in a quieter voice. “Up and down. Careful where you point the tip.”

“Of course,” said Jonna. “We wouldn’t want it poking me in the wrong place, now would we?”

“Oh no,” muttered Kent. “We couldn’t have that.”

“How’s this?”

“Mmm… Perfection. Now be a right maiden and give it some spit.”

“What?”

“Spit on it,” said Kent.

“Are you jesting?”

“It’s an old trick, but it’ll help get the job done.”

Jonna let out a laugh, and there was a brief, loaded silence, followed by the sound of her spitting.

“Is that enough, or should I give it a proper coating?” she asked.

Kent let out a roaring laugh, and then to Damon’s surprise, began walking. He and Malon had no time to react before the door was thrown open. Malon had so much of her weight leaned forward that she fell into the room, bumping against Kent before falling onto her backside.


CHAPTER 7

“Ah,” said Malon. “Hello. We were just… checking to see if you needed anything.”

Jonna was sitting on the floor near the bed, with Kent’s actual sword spread out across her lap. She exchanged a confused glance with Kent, who scratched his head and shrugged.

“I think we’re fine,” said Kent. “I was just slipping out to have another sip of brandy. Helps me sleep.”

“Malon is such a dutiful host,” said Jonna.

Damon did his best to keep from laughing as he watched from the door. Malon was blushing hard as she finished saying goodnight to Jonna a second time and left her and Kent to their equipment maintenance.

“I cannot believe the direction you had set my mind heading in,” she muttered.

“Me?” Damon scoffed. “I only joined in on the eavesdropping after you’d already begun.”

“You concocted this entire inappropriate fantasy,” said Malon. “I should simply have trusted Jonna, as I normally would have. To think that I was on the verge of interpreting a conversation about a sword in such a… lurid manner. How foolish.”

Damon shrugged. “It’s not exactly the most outlandish analogy for a man to use to talk about his, uh…”

He felt ridiculous as he stumbled over his word choice. It felt dirty to say such things to his aesta, even after how far their teasing had progressed.

Malon took note of his discomfort, flashing a smile as though she’d won at some hidden game between them.

“Have you ever spoken of yourself in such terms?”

“Aesta…” He cringed inwardly.

“You should see your face right now,” she said, with a laugh. “Tell me then. Just how many women have polished your sword?”

The power shifted as she voiced the question. Damon stared at her, realizing that it was now his turn to embarrass her.

“In total, or do you mean in just the recent weeks?” he asked. He still remembered that night in the tent, the soft touch of her fingers and hot wetness of her mouth.

Malon cleared her throat. “I only mean to tease you with the question, solas.”

He stepped in close to her, running his eyes over her blushing cheeks and the gentle rise and fall of her bosom.

“That doesn’t make it any less of a dangerous question.”

He felt his cock getting hard even just from their mere proximity. He wondered if she had even the slightest idea of the effect she had on him.

“Then perhaps it’s best that you avoid giving a dangerous answer,” she whispered. “Goodnight, solas.”

He didn’t try his luck as she started toward her room, instead turning and resigning himself to tend to the edge of his own weapon for the night. He noticed immediately that his bed had been stripped and called out to Malon before she retired.

“Aesta,” he said. “Did you wash my quilt?”

“Ah,” she said. “I forgot. It’s on the line. I’ll get it for you.”

She disappeared and returned with the blanket a moment later. Damon followed her back into his room, watching as she bent over to begin spreading the edges of the quilt across his mattress.

She’d put on a pair of half-leggings for the day’s search, and her plump buttocks underneath the thin fabric were visible as her dress shifted up. Damon could have resisted, had he truly wanted to. He felt as though the blame wasn’t entirely his, with Jonna and Kent’s seemingly lurid conversation and Malon’s suggestive question.

He embraced her from behind, picking up nearly right from where they’d left off as his cock swelled to granite hardness. Malon’s breath caught, but that seemed to be the full extent of her surprise as he began gently, but insistently, grinding into her.

“Need some help?” he asked.

He ran his hands up her body, pumping forward and back with no real attempt at disguising what he was doing. His bed was right next to them, and that fact made the moment seem openly illicit even compared to how he’d touched her that morning.

“I’ve… noticed how much help you’ve been offering lately,” said Malon, in a breathy voice.

Damon cupped her breast and he felt her butt push outward into him, almost as though she was giving permission. For ten of the longest seconds of his life, he had free reign.

She made no attempt to stop him as he touched her all over, and it wasn’t until he’d pulled her dress up and begun teasing the waistband of her leggings that she cleared her throat and spun around.

“Solas,” she sighed. “You are so very young.”

Damon sat down on his bed, admitting defeat as his aesta leaned forward to give him a chaste kiss on the cheek. She’d just begun to turn toward the door when a creaking noise came from the next room over, followed by a low, feminine moan.

Malon spun around to face him, lips pulled into a tiny, surprised circle.

“I’m sure she’s still just working hard to polish his sword,” he said, smiling.

The creaking of the bed continued, joined now by a low, masculine grunt.

“Surely that’s it,” said Malon, dryly. “I do wonder if we’ve become unwitting embedders to this scandal. Tell me… Is it actually a thing to spit on swords to bring them to a polish, or was that just Kent being foolish?”

It was another dangerous question, at least coming from his aesta, and made more so by the fact that she took a seat on Damon’s bed next to him.

“It can be,” he said. “It rather depends on the sword and the desires of its wielder.”

Malon’s expression took on an odd quality, a mixture of hesitation and playfulness. Another feminine moan came from Vel’s room which Damon tried and failed to ignore.

“I suppose your time among the training circles and arenas has given you a fair amount of knowledge of swords,” said Malon.

She set a hand on his knee. It was an innocent gesture, and it shouldn’t have turned Damon on nearly as much as it did.

“More than some,” he said.

Malon ran her hand further up his thigh. “Tell me, solas. What sort of work really goes into maintaining a strong weapon?”

He had no idea what her game was. It was as though she’d taken a page out of his own book, flipping the situation around to instigate the teasing instead of simply taking it.

Damon felt more than a little thrown off by her boldness. He considered her question and what to do next, still distracted by the increasingly loud, breathy noises coming from the next room over.

“Keeping the blade sharp is most important,” he said, slowly. “It’s important to work the edge if you want to use a sword right.”

“Is that so?” asked Malon.

One of her fingers teased at the side of his bulge through his trousers. Damon felt lightheaded from the unexpected intensity of the pleasure it brought him. He had to force himself to think about his words to keep the situation moving.

“Oiling the sheathe often goes overlooked,” he said. “It makes it easier to get the blade out in a hurry.”

“I see.” Malon poked the tip of his member with a finger through his pants. “A warrior might have to take his weapon out on a moment’s notice, after all.”

Damon undid the drawstring of his pants, holding his aesta’s gaze as he exposed his hard cock to her loving eyes. She seemed to hesitate, but only momentarily, before giving him an odd half smile and closing her hand around his tool.

Her grip was soft and gentle. Damon had given up on hoping that she’d ever do this for him again, and the dirtiness of the moment almost made him blow his load early. He stared into her eyes as she began to stroke him off, noticing how much Malon seemed to be enjoying the moment and her control over him.

The bed in the next room over had begun to tap against the wall in a staccato rhythm that could seemingly only be caused by one thing. Malon went at her own speed at first, but was soon matching that same speed, pumping up and down as the bed continued to tap, tap, tap.

“You still haven’t touched on polishing swords, solas,” she whispered.

She ran a thumb over the tip of his cock, smearing around the sticky wetness she found there.

“Polishing…” he mumbled, dumbly. “It comes last.”

“Does it take a while, or is it a quick, easy process?”

“I usually… take my time,” he said.

“You like to go slow, then?” whispered Malon, her hand switching to move at a fraction of its previous pace. “Or do you use faster movements?”

“Oh, aesta!” he groaned.

She flashed a wicked smile and kissed his lips.

“I’m still curious,” she whispered. “Is it so common, then, to spit on a sword when polishing it?”

He nodded, barely able to think through the pleasure. “I like it.”

Malon dipped her head forward. Even just seeing her shift her posture at that angle was too much for him. Damon was already charging off a cliff as he watched his beautiful aesta stick her tongue out in the direction of his hard cock.

She gave him a single lick along the underside of his shaft, from the very bottom to the end of his tip. And that was all it took. Damon groaned as a mind-blowing orgasm reverberated through him. He heard Malon let out a gasp in surprise as the first splatter of his seed took her full in the lips.

“Solas!” she chided. “You’re going to dirty your clean quilt.”

“Sorry,” he muttered.

She took the bottom of her dress and covered his cock, cleaning his seed up as she might have used her apron to clear a spill from the common room table. She sighed as he began to soften in her hand and the encounter drew to its apparent end.

“You are so very young,” she whispered. “It’s hard to express just how much love I have for you.”

“Aesta,” he said. “I love you just the same.”

She smiled, but her expression grew stern as she stood up from the bed. The stain of his seed on her dress was incredibly obvious against the fabric.

“This won’t happen again,” she said. “I think it’s time you begin a real search for a proper outlet for your energy.”

He wanted to object, to tell her that she was the outlet he both needed and wanted. Her eyes seemed to warn him against it, however, and instead, he simply leaned back on his bed and watched her make her way toward the door.

“Good night, aesta,” he whispered.

“Good night, solas.”


CHAPTER 8

The tower was quiet when Damon awoke the next morning. He rose from bed slowly, still feeling a measure of awe regarding the previous night. His dreams had been of Malon, reenactments of the things they’d done along with new, forbidden additions.

He entered the common room to see Malon bent over in front of the hearth, busy stirring a pot of hot porridge. Damon could only see her butt, but the two of them were alone, and that fact was more than enough to entice him into making his move. After how far they’d progressed, it felt foolish to ignore the opportunity.

Even just moving into position behind was enough to get him most of the way hard. Damon bit his lower lip from eagerness as he set his hands on her hips and, in one smooth motion, gently pulled her in a lewd, humping embrace.

“Ah!” cried Jonna.  “Damon! You are aware that I’m a married woman, are you not?”

Damon was too surprised to even properly extricate himself from the hold as Jonna, not Malon, rose to stand upright. She was wearing one of Malon’s spare dresses, and though their builds were different, he’d been approaching at just the right angle to hide that fact.

Jonna cleared her throat, and Damon realized that his trouser covered hard-on was still firmly buried between her buttocks. He pulled back, feeling his face flush an increasingly intense shade of red. From the door to Vel’s room, Kent let out an amused snort.

“My word,” said Jonna, her eyes darting down to the rather obvious bulge in Damon’s pants. “Is that how you greet your aesta in the morning, young man?”

“I… was just…” Damon felt tongue tied, or at least entirely unable to think of a plausible excuse. The fact that he was still visibly aroused only made the moment that much worse, and visions of what might happen if Jonna took offense or even just told her husband played through his mind.

Malon would suffer the rumors as much as if not more so than he would, and those rumors would spread as fast as any scandal. She’d been so careful, for the most part, about holding herself back around him, and with one lazy thrust of his morning oak, Damon had all but ruined it.

“I believe solas was reaching for this,” said Malon, who’d come inside through the front door at some point. She slid in behind Jonna, setting a friendly hand on her back in the confined lane between the bed in progress and hearth, and reached to pull a small bottle from the shelf above.

“Maple sap,” said Jonna. “Of course. You spoil us, Malon. Putting this stuff in porridge seems extravagant.”

“We can always tap for more next thaw.” Malon smiled at Jonna, but she turned as they moved toward the common room table to give Damon a stern and severely displeased scowl.

She brought the porridge over, and revealed not just the maple sap, but a bowl full of wild berries to mix into each of their bowls. The combination made for a hearty, but sweet breakfast, though Damon could still sense the awkward mood.

“Malon must appreciate your help around the farmstead so very much, Damon,” said Jonna. “From what we’ve heard of your career as a gladiator in Morotai, it sounds like you could find work just about anywhere along Veridan’s Curve.”

He gave his most convincing shrug. “There’s plenty of work to tend to here on the farm. Not all careers follow a straight path.”

“I’d be supposing that there are plenty of other benefits that come with sticking around this quaint little tower.” Kent gave a gap-toothed, conspiratorial grin and elbowed Damon in the ribs. “Plenty of other benefits. Gotta think long and hard about those, aye?”

Malon set her bowl down on the table with a bit more force than she needed to. “If we’re quite finished discussing the results of solas’s life choices, would anyone care to return to the search at hand?”

They set out as a group of four, traveling southwest. It was an area that Damon, Vel, and Ria had always avoided as children due to the steepness of the terrain and the thick lanes of bramble bushes it harbored during the spring and summer.

“One of the wildfires last year cleared out a path down into the gorge,” explained Malon. “I have never had much reason to spend much time down there myself, but if Obi happened to stumble across the area, he may have felt so compelled.”

“He does like to climb when he’s in the mood,” said Jonna. “True Divine. That child had better have a good apology ready for making us go through this work once we find him.”

She seemed utterly convinced of the fact that Obi was still alive and well, and Damon had to suppress a growing sliver of uncertainty as to whether that would truly be the case.

By Jonna’s account, it had already been several days since he’d gone missing. Each passing hour made it increasingly unlikely that the situation would resolve itself without tragedy.

The path Malon had mentioned led down into a rocky gorge by way of several steep, diagonal switchbacks. Damon marveled at how much more there was to the area than he’d realized as a child.

The bottom had been an old riverbed and was clear of all but a few charred tree remnants and a thin layer of last season’s ash. He could see where the appeal might come from in the case of drawing a young, adventurous lad.

He’d already begun searching for Obi when he heard the noises. Someone was shouting for help over a chorus of loud growls and barks.

“There!” cried Jonna. “Oh, Rovahn’s luck! Obi!”

She pointed at the slope opposite the one they’d climbed down. Obi, a stout young man of fifteen or sixteen, had his back to a cliff face twenty or so feet above the ground. Beneath him, a group of wild dogs was barking and attempting to scamper up to snap at his legs.

“Savage beasts!” cried Kent. “Don’t you worry, Obi! I’ll handle them!”

He drew his sword and charged forward. Damon guessed what was about to happen from Kent’s stance a full second and a half before it did. Three of the dogs attacked him at once, sinking their teeth into his legs and dodging his attempts to slash at him with his weapon.

Damon drew his wrathblade, feeling slightly relieved at the fact that the encounter wouldn’t require its hidden abilities. He used it to hold the animals off simply by pointing it at them, and when one attempted to sneak up behind him, he gave it a solid kick to the mouth to dissuade it.

He’d never fought dogs before in the arena, but he still relied on the principles he’d learned tending to the beasts as a gladiator. There was little point in fighting them. He pulled a small piece of dried beef from the lunch satchel Malon had prepared and lobbed it across the gorge.

Most of the wild dogs took off. Two continued to harass Kent. Damon approached them, shouting wordlessly and tapping the tip of his weapon on the ground. One of them bolted, while the other continued to snarl.

“You stupid animal!” screamed Kent. He brought his sword up, clearly intent on cleaving the dog in two for the trouble it had given him. Damon caught the blade of the man’s sword against his own before it could finish coming down.

“Relax,” said Damon. “It’s just a dog. Looks more like a stray than anything.”

He tossed the rest of the dried beef in another direction, and the last of their mighty opponents scampered off in hopes of an easy meal. Damon glanced up to see Obi shakily climbing his way down the cliff, face pale and bruised on one side.

“Oh, my sweet boy!” cried Jonna. “Come here! What in the Leandra’s name were you thinking?”

She pulled him into a tight hug, which was both heartwarming and a little odd to see, given that Obi was several inches taller than her. Damon glanced over at Malon, who was watching him, rather than the reunion. She gave him a proud smile and a small nod of her head.

“I was just exploring,” muttered Obi. “Like Vestatille does sometimes. Like a green scout would.”

“You could have told us that,” said Jonna. “Your father and I wouldn’t have stopped you.”

“I… found something,” said Obi.

He pointed a finger to the side of one of the steep cliffs composing the gorge’s interior. Damon jogged over, noticing an irregularity in a section of rock mostly covered by thick moss and tangled vines.

There was a perfectly circular pattern set into the rock, with grooves along the edge and various Remenai rune words etched into its surface. Damon ran a hand over it, realizing from its shape and size that it only made sense for it to be some sort of passageway.

“Aesta,” he called. “Did you know this was here?”

Malon shook her head, a small frown creasing the edges of her mouth. “I had no idea. This looks to be some sort of ancient Rem tomb. I don’t recognize these runes, however. It must be ancient, far older than the clans that currently occupy this region.”

Damon leaned his weight forward against the rock and was surprised to feel it shift slightly, enough for him to sink his fingers into the gap at one side. He slowly began to pull it open, and though the act took all his strength, he could feel himself making progress.

“Solas,” said Malon, setting a hand on his shoulder. “Perhaps it might be best for us to return another time?”

She gestured toward Jonna and Obi, who both looked exhausted in different shades, physically and emotionally.

“Of course,” he said. “We should head home.”


CHAPTER 9

Damon could sense a palpable feeling of relief among the group as they returned to the farmstead. Malon set about preparing food for Obi, while Jonna fussed over her son’s scrapes and bruises. Kent waited outside, and it was clear after a few minutes that Jonna’s goal was to return to Morotai with Obi as soon as possible.

“We could always take you back, if you’d rather ride in the carriage,” offered Malon.

“Oh, that’s quite alright,” said Jonna. “It’s barely midafternoon. We’ll make it home with plenty of time to spare before dark.”

“That’s good,” said Damon. “I’m sure the sleeping arrangements in your tent wouldn’t be nearly as comfortable with three people.”

He couldn’t resist getting the quip in after the way Jonna had teased him earlier.

“Very true,” said Jonna, irritably. “With us gone, it’ll just be you and your aesta bumping into each other, it seems.”

Malon cleared her throat. “Well, know that you’re always welcome, Jonna. You as well, young Oberon. Please remember that if you ever accidentally wander out of Morotai again, you should at the very least leave word with us here before disappearing into the Malagantyan.”

“I will,” muttered Obi.

Damon and Malon watched Jonna, Kent, and Obi start back up the road to Morotai from the tower’s entrance. The uncertain ambience between him and Malon seemed to grow more oppressive with each step their visitors took into the distance.

He had no idea what Malon would allow him to get away with in terms of their teasing and affection. Moreover, after the way she’d handled him last night, figuratively and literally, he was left wondering if perhaps she was now the one leading the reins.

“We didn’t tend to all of the chores yesterday,” said Malon. “There is a wealth of work for us to address before we settle in for the night.”

“I’d be happy to get straight to work, aesta,” he said. “Whatever you need.”

“Good.” She licked her lips, glancing toward the stable shed. “I could use your help with the horses. Their stalls need to be cleaned, and they could use some food and some exercise.”

“I’ll ride them both.”

“Take your time,” said Malon. “I’ll be getting my hands dirty in the garden until dinner.”

“Of course,” he said.

He smiled at her and saw the way she suppressed her own reaction. The tension was still there, but it made his heart race now instead of contributing to the awkwardness. It was just him and Malon on the farmstead. They would work now, share dinner and wine later, and perhaps after that…

He didn’t let himself finish the thought, knowing it would only lead to him spending the afternoon feeling a certain amount of frustration. The horses were happy to see him, and he spent a minute brushing them before tending to their more direct needs.

For some reason, his thoughts lingered on Jonna’s words from that morning. He’d put his life on hold to come back to Malon and the farm, and it had been justified. He was genuinely concerned about her safety, from both his father’s debtors and the other dangers she’d described to him.

But if that had been the only factor keeping him at the tower, he would have long since begun to chafe against the remote, routine lifestyle. Damon saddled one of the horses and brought it out into the clearing.

He saw Malon watching him from her garden as he climbed onto the animal and urged it into a trot. He waved to her and saw her flash a broad smile back in response.

He loved her, and he loved being home. He felt like he was where he was supposed to be, and he couldn’t help but wonder if his attraction to Malon as a woman was merely the logical extension of how comfortable he’d grown at the tower.

If that was the case, it was entirely possible that she was right about him needing to find a new outlet for his energy. He frowned, feeling like his thoughts were stuck in a loop as he continued to steer his horse in a lap around the edge of the clearing.

He did the same with the second horse, gave them both food and water, and started to move on to the next chore. He’d only taken a few steps away from the stable shed when he heard a rustle come from the nearby forest.

It came and went abruptly enough to enflame Damon’s suspicions. He set a hand on the hilt of his sword, remembering the Rem brigand from earlier in the week as he identified the silhouette of a stranger amidst the foliage.

He drew his wrathblade and attacked in the same motion. There was a heavy thunk as the edge sank into a stiff piece of blackwood too hard for it to properly cut through, followed an instant later by an amused, mocking chuckle.

“Young Damon,” cooed Ria. “Is this truly the greeting you are about after so much time apart?”

He yanked his sword back, surprised by the amount of strength it took to free it from the shaft of Ria’s spear. He grinned, sheathing his weapon and pulling his fellow former orphan into a tight hug.

“Ria!” he said. “You came back.”

She separated from him, dropping the tip of her spear and leaning forward against it. “I told you I would. Are you of that much surprise simply because I’m a few evenings late?”

Ria’s deep violet eyes were brimming with an intense emotion that Damon couldn’t quite place. She was tall and beautiful, an inch or two taller than he was, in fact. Her body was a lithe mixture of wispy, feminine curves and toned muscle.

She wore a leather tunic with horizontal slits in a few strategic places displaying her taut stomach, and the cleavage of her fairly mid-sized breasts. She’d cut her black hair boyishly short, which emphasized the tips of her pointed ears, but she’d left the lock of silver that hung in front playfully long.

“I knew you’d be back soon enough,” he lied. “Come on. I’m sure aesta will be happy to see you, too.”

“Happy may be an overestimation, but I have no doubt she will find my return of interest.”

Damon couldn’t keep the grin off his face as he trotted alongside her. Malon had gone inside at some point, and he opened the door to the tower to let Ria enter before him.

“Merinian chivalry is so quaint,” sighed Ria.

Malon was stoking the fire, and the surprise and relief were obvious in her expression when she turned around.

“Seta,” she said, softly.

“Malon,” replied Ria. “I have returned. I promised Damon that I would check in. I hope my visit does not become of so many complications, this time around.”

Damon suppressed a wince as he remembered the way the two women had fought with their magic previously. The feeling between them now wasn’t warm, exactly, but it at least seemed less volatile than it had been in the past.

“You’re always welcome here, seta,” said Malon. “I was going to start the preparations for dinner. Does beef stew sound agreeable to the both of you?”

“I’ll always eat your stew, aesta,” said Damon.

Ria’s eyebrow twitched. “Such eagerness. Though I can hardly disagree. It has been a long journey, Malon. I would be of appreciation toward whatever you deign to cook.”

“I still have some work left to finish,” said Damon. “We had a bit of a situation today and yesterday and the chores have started to pile up.”

“Nonsense, solas,” said Malon. “We can play catch up tomorrow.”

“I have no qualms about helping,” said Ria.

Damon found that slightly odd, given how Ria had always been reluctant to volunteer to help out around the farm during their childhood.

“Both of you, please, sit,” said Malon. “Relax. Let me cook and handle dinner. I’d like nothing more for us to simply have a quiet evening sharing in each other’s company.”

There was a glow to Malon that reminded Damon of just how much she cared for them. It stirred an odd conflict within him, and again, he couldn’t help but wonder if his time alone with her on the farmstead had distorted his perception of who they were to each other.


CHAPTER 10

“I saw Jonna and her son departing along the road on my way here,” said Ria. “Were the two of you hosting visitors?”

“We actually helped Jonna and her, uh, hired mercenary locate her son,” said Damon. He launched into an explanation of what had happened that morning and the previous day, omitting his own shenanigans with Malon and the incident with Jonna.

“Interesting,” said Ria. “Have there been any other abnormal events across the last few days?”

Her phrasing made Damon lift an eyebrow, but he answered her question, regardless. “Actually, yes. A Remenai burglar attempted to force his way through the window the night before last. Aesta and I chased him off.”

“Ah,” said Ria. “How very strange.”

Damon wanted to ask if she might know of any particular suspects, but Ria had risen from the table and moved to the door leading to her and Vel’s room. She gave several exaggerated sniffs before glancing back at him and Malon.

“It smells as though someone has been having sex in my room,” said Ria.

Damon chuckled, noticing the way Malon flinched in surprise.

“It’s, um, possible that Jonna and her mercenary friend were, well…” Malon trailed off, her face turning a rather deep shade of red. “I’ll replace your quilt before you head to bed, seta.”

“I would appreciate that greatly,” said Ria. “Truth be told, I am of some surprise to find you back before me, Damon. My understanding was of your plan to return to your career as a dance warrior.”

“Gladiator,” he corrected. “I did return to Avaricia, for a time. It… ended poorly.”

He left it at that.

Part of him hoped that Malon would find time to explain what had happened with Austine at the Gilded Amphitheater and save him from having to relate the tragedy himself. He wasn’t at the point where he could speak much on the subject without his voice betraying the pain he still felt.

“Ah.” Ria reached a hand out, setting it atop his. “That is a shame. Though I am sure Malon appreciates having her precious solas home and around the tower.”

The edge of teasing still in her voice swept away Damon’s dour mood before it could dig its teeth in. He smiled at her, running his thumb along one of the fingers of the hand she had on top of his. He couldn’t help but wonder, in light of how intimate they’d been when she’d last left the farmstead, if they could simply pick up from where they left off.

“There’s plenty of heavy lifting for me to set my arms to, along with ploughing the fields,” he said.

“I hope all of your focus has not been on ploughing Malon’s field, Damon,” said Ria. “I admire your swordsmanship. Though, I found that strike you ambushed me with to be rather lacking of intensity.”

Malon shifted in the direction of the table, looking as though she wanted to cut in, but Damon was quicker with his own response.

“That attack was intended to disable, rather than kill,” he said. “I think you’d find that I’d be more than you could handle in the sparring ring.”

“I think you would be surprised by what I can handle,” said Ria. “Have you forgotten how we used to wrestle as children?”

“I remember pinning you about as often as you pinned me by the time I hit my growth spurt.”

“Yes, as I remember spanking your backside in retaliation for whenever you tore at my clothing.”

Malon cleared her throat. “I could use your help on a number of chores that are currently overdue before the two of you shift your focus toward your training tomorrow.”

“Of course, aesta,” said Damon, still looking at Ria. “We’ll be sure to tend to the chores before going at it.”

Ria flashed a slightly twisted smile. “It sounds as though young Damon wants to receive another spanking.”

“You’re confident now, but you’ll be begging for mercy by the time I’m finished.”

“Of that, we shall see.”

Malon began serving the food, which provided a moment of relief from their increasingly charged verbal banter. The stew was hearty, with thick cubes of beef, potatoes, and fresh peas seasoned with salt and spices.

Damon savored his own portion, but he noticed how quickly Ria devoured hers and asked for seconds. She looked a bit thinner than usual, a fact which made him begin to worry as soon as he noticed it.

“What have you been up to recently?” he asked.

“Oh, this and that.” She shrugged. “Nothing of major interest.”

“You’re always so vague,” he muttered.

He felt a foot kick his underneath the table and resisted the urge to push the point.

“Why don’t you ask her about the discovery you made, solas?” suggested Malon.

He pursed his lips. “Good idea. Ria, in the bottom of the gorge to the southwest, we found what appears to be the entranceway to an ancient Rem tomb.”

“Now that is interesting…” said Ria. “Had it been accessed previously?”

“The door was closed, and it was set into the cliff wall in a manner that nearly hid its presence,” said Damon.

“I would quite like to see it.” Ria spooned up the last of her second helping of food with a thoughtful expression. “If you are the first to locate it in modern times, treasures might well be present within.”

“Music to my ears,” said Damon. He hadn’t forgotten his father’s debts, and in fact, felt a growing amount of background stress over when the next group of thugs or mercenaries would show up to demand a payment.

“Would you care to delve into this dungeon tomorrow, then?” asked Ria.

“It’s a date,” said Damon. “We’ll head out as soon as we’ve finished with our chores and finished sparring.”

“Still of the mood for a spanking, then?” she teased.

“I wonder if you’ll be so glib once I’ve pushed you face down into the grass?”

Malon cleared her throat. “Chores first, remember. I also think it would be best if I came along when you begin investigating this tomb, if only to keep the two of you from stumbling into trouble.”

“Of course, aesta,” said Damon.

The day ahead required them to rise early, and they began preparing for bed almost as soon as they’d finished eating. Malon slipped outside to grab a new  quilt, leaving Damon and Ria alone in the common room.

“I see Malon is of a mind to repair my old bed,” she said, running a hand along the conspicuous furniture project still occupying the center of the space.

“It makes sense,” said Damon. “I doubt she was comfortable with the idea of us having to share beds.”

Ria held his gaze, and her violet eyes were like stained glass windows in how they reflected the light of the hearth.

“We’re grown adults now, young Damon,” she said, slowly. “It’s impossible to ignore just how inappropriate that would be.”

He had no idea what to say to that, and even less of an idea of what he truly wanted. He was aware of the subtle balancing act taking place, the tension between Ria and Malon, how fragile the roles they’d all occupied since their childhood had become.

“Seta.” Malon appeared at the door with a neatly folded quilt. “Here.”

“Ah,” she replied. “Thank you.”

She shot one last glance at Damon, her expression seeming to mirror his own uncertainty, and disappeared into the second bedroom.

“You should head to bed as well, solas,” said Malon. “Tomorrow will be a busy day for you.”

“No doubt,” he said. He hesitated for only a moment before deciding to take at least one minor risk that night. “I seem to have tangled my quilt. Would you care to spread it out for me again tonight?”

Damon saw Malon suppressing a smile, the movement more evident more in the way that her faint cheek freckles twitched than in her mouth.

She drew in close to him, looking him up and down with patient, loving eyes.

“You’re capable of making your own bed,” she said. “Goodnight, solas.”

She gave him a chaste kiss on the side and gently brushed by, disappearing toward her bedroom.


CHAPTER 11

Damon woke up with the worst case of morning oak he’d ever experienced in his adult life. He blamed it entirely on Ria and Malon, or more accurately, their dream manifestations.

For a few minutes, he weighed continuing his game with Malon before deciding that it was too dangerous. If Ria discovered him grinding into their aesta from behind, the careful balance he’d respected the previous night would be lobbed out the window.

He was a grown man, and as he’d described to Malon the day before last, he knew when it was time to polish his own sword. Even just wrapping his fingers around his throbbing erection was enough to send pleasure pulsating through the rest of his body.

He leaned his head back, eyes fluttering as he remembered a few of his loaded exchanges with Malon and Ria from the previous day. Even Jonna made an appearance in his imagination as he thought of how her plump ass had felt against his member. If she hadn’t stopped him in such a hurry, he would have delighted in getting a few more thrusts in, married woman or not.

“Oh!” Malon’s voice coincided with the unfortunate sound of his bedroom door opening. “I… didn’t mean to wake you.”

Damon rushed to shift the sheet over himself, though if anything, it simply drew more of Malon’s attention down to the hardness he was attempting to hide. He felt far more embarrassed than he would have expected, but it was his aesta who’d caught him, after all.

“I was already up,” he said. “I mean. I was simply readying myself for the day.”

“Of course.” Malon nodded as though nothing unusual had happened, though she had her gaze turned away from him to an unnatural extent. “I just wanted to check on your appetite. I’m cooking bacon. Thick slices.”

“Bacon sounds good.”

“Right,” she said. She hesitated as she started to close the door, finally glancing at him again. “Good morning, solas.”

“Good morning, aesta.”

She entered his room, blushing and smiling as she crossed the floor to his bed. She had on one of her old nightgowns, the fabric threadbare and loose in a few places. As she leaned forward, the neckline billowed open, giving Damon a gratuitous view of her milky white cleavage.

She kissed him on the cheek with lips that felt hot to his skin. “I’ll let you finish readying yourself.”

“Ah…” He suppressed a cringe and cleared his throat. “I’m sure it won’t take too long.”

Malon left his bedroom. Despite how primed he was for the type of relief he needed, Damon found that he was simply too self-aware to continue polishing his sword with the knowledge of his aesta being in the common room, wise to his horny ways.

He dressed slowly, focusing on his breathing to calm himself down through a more subtle, but less enjoyable means. Ria was already eating at the table, her plate stacked high with bacon and freshly baked scones.

“You need to eat better when you’re out on your own, seta,” chided Malon.

“I eat well enough,” she replied. “There is no need for you to be of such worry for me.”

“I will always worry,” said Malon. “It’s just the way of things.”

Damon mostly listened to their conversation as he chewed his own food, still out of sorts after the early morning interruption. Malon had a range of questions for Ria about the movements of a few of the larger Remenai clans further north of them.

Ria, for the most part, was her perpetually vague self. She gave a few direct answers and a couple of cryptic warnings. Damon came to the conclusion that she probably didn’t know much beyond what she’d revealed and was veiling her answers to their aesta for her own amusement.

After breakfast, he went through the backlog of chores at a blistering pace. He weeded the melon and berry patches. He brushed and fed the horses. He broke a sweat chopping firewood, carrying it back to the tower in dangerously high stacks.

Ria had apparently finished her work at a similar speed, as he found her waiting for him by the lake once he’d finished. She’d changed out of her tunic and into one of Vel’s shirts, a rather flirty blue blouse that looked incredible on her, if slightly out of character.

“Young Damon,” she called. “I see the spring in your step. You are of such eagerness to face me?”

He grinned and rolled out one of his wrists. “I’ve been looking forward to this all morning. I rather like the idea of pinning you down and making you squeal.”

“Mmm, you are extremely cocky,” said Ria. “I hope for the sake of your ego that you can back those words up.”

They both took their shoes off and faced each other at a distance of a few paces. They’d done a small amount of sparring the last time she’d been at the farmstead, but certainly not enough for either of them to figure the other out.

It began as a game of feints. Damon would make as though to grab at Ria’s arms or fake a dive at her legs, only to watch her spin to the left or right, or dive completely over him.

She retaliated with a series of grapples of her own, her supple body briefly pressing into Damon’s back as she attempted to lever him into a reverse trip.

He spun amidst her grip, his fingers groping for leverage against one of her thighs. Ria shifted, and the movement threw them both off balance.

The real wrestling began in earnest as they both tumbled to the ground, entangled in each other’s limbs. Though Ria was slightly taller than him, Damon was the stronger and heavier, by far.

He used his advantage to its full extent, constantly rolling and foiling her attempts to set him up for a submission hold. She grunted and twisted, one of her hands trying to push back against his chest.

Damon flipped her onto her stomach and pulled one of her arms back, straddling her. Ria wiggled underneath him, continuing to make heavy, labored noises that sounded far more lewd than they should have.

“I hope you don’t think you’ve got me,” hissed Ria.

Damon leaned in closer, pushing the weight of his upper body down between her shoulders as his crotch pressed against her butt. “I’ve already had you.”

“Careful, Damon,” whispered Ria. “Arrogance is a dangerous weakness to be about.”

She shifted suddenly, trying to buck him off her. Damon held firm, pressing her down with his forearm.

“Ria,” he whispered. “I think it’s about time you admit defeat.”

“I am far from defeated, young Damon, and I think it’s about time you—”

He gave her butt a hard slap, eliciting a sudden gasp that sounded as much of pleasure as it did of pain. Ria bucked again and Damon shifted position, not trying to hide how hard the wrestling had made him as his erection pressed into her soft behind.

“You cheeky little brat,” hissed Ria. “What will be about next? Pulling my hair?”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“Why don’t you try it and find out?”

He was reaching a hand toward Ria’s scalp when Malon’s voice called to them from the tower.

“Solas? Seta? Are you finished with your chores?”

Damon hesitated, knowing that if they didn’t answer, Malon would simply come find them. They weren’t exactly hidden from view in their current position. He ran a hand down Ria’s side, resisting the urge to thrust his erection against her, though only just.

“We’re finished, aesta,” called Damon.

Malon looked them over with a disapproving frown as they arrived back at the tower, both with sweaty faces and tousled hair. She’d changed into a tunic and leggings, and she carried a small traveling bag over her shoulder.

“I thought now would be a good time to return to the gorge,” she said. “It’s already midday and we’ll be in a race against the setting sun if we wait.”

“I see no reason why not,” said Damon. “Let me grab my wrathblade and meet you by the edge of the clearing.”


CHAPTER 12

They set off without delay, passing through the forest on much the same path they’d taken the previous day. There was no sign of the wild dogs at the gorge, though that was unsurprising to Damon, given the lack of easily available food nearby.

“This is it,” he said, approaching the circular stone entranceway.

“Fascinating,” whispered Ria. “Yes. You were right to take interest in this discovery. Do you see these rune words here, and over here?”

Damon focused on the points she’d indicated. The words meant nothing to him, but there was a level of intricacy to them that harbored a sense of solemnity.

“This is no ordinary tomb,” said Ria. “It is a kestian
.”

“Kestian?” echoed Malon. “I am sorry, seta. This is a Remenai word I find myself unfamiliar with.”

“I would be of difficulty translating it with perfect accuracy,” said Ria. “It is a place of worship, but worship of rebirth, rather than death. A type of constructed womb for a person seeking reincarnation to section themselves within.”

“Are you speaking of the Forsaken?” asked Damon.

He glanced at Malon, noticing the sudden intensity of her expression. As a crest sorceress sworn to Lascivious, she had direct experience with at least one of the Forsaken, the reincarnating demigods who wielded so much control over their realm.

Damon’s own experience with them was limited to his brief encounter with Avarice, who he’d thrown his sword at after Austine’s death. He forced his thoughts away from that memory, knowing it was neither the time nor the place.

“The Venmalese, or Forsaken, as you Merinians so often call them, have existed since ancient times,” said Ria. “The Remenai did not always denounce the Venmalese for their evil, manipulative ways, as most of us do now. There was a time when my people revered them as minor gods.”

She ran a hand over the stone entranceway. Malon stepped in closer, letting her hand rest on Ria’s shoulder.

“Seta,” she said, in a quiet voice. “Is there danger within this place?”

“Perhaps,” said Ria. “It is hard to say. The purpose of a kestian was to pay respect to each of the Venmalese in hopes that its occupant, usually a disabled or dying clan member of high standing, would be reborn in their image.”

“Tis a foolish hope,” said Malon. “The Divine Remnants have no control over where they reincarnate or who their eternal souls bond to.”

“I don’t mean to claim otherwise,” said Ria. “I’m of no strong belief when it comes to the supposed divinity of the Venmalese. I consider them to be demons. I… worry for you in that regard, Malon, given the oath you’ve sworn.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, seta,” said Malon. “Truly, I do. But now is not the time to discuss it.”

“I agree,” said Ria.

Malon took a step back, folding her arms and scrunching up her expression. “Though if this kestian, as you call it, is truly meant to worship all of the Divine Remnants equally, then I don’t think it’s wise for me to join you on this expedition.”

“Why not?” asked Damon.

“The Divine Remnants have certain… senses, in regard to latent magical energies aimed in their direction. It may be that entering such a place, as the recipient of Lascivious’s crest, could alert or even draw the presence of her rivals.”

“That is not a risk we should be about,” said Ria.

“Agreed.” Damon took Malon’s hand and squeezed it. “We’ll be careful, aesta. It’s probably best for you to wait for us back at the tower.”

He could see the concern in Malon’s eyes, but she slowly nodded her assent. “Be careful. Both of you. If you haven’t returned by sunset, I’ll come looking.”

“I will make sure your precious solas stays out of trouble, Malon,” said Ria. “Thank you for being agreeable about this. I am of optimism toward what this historical find might hold, both in terms of knowledge and treasure.”

Malon drew forward briefly to kiss Damon on the cheek before turning and heading back up the trail leading out of the gorge. He glanced at Ria, who’d watched the exchange with an interesting expression, and then set his sights on the circular stone door.

“Push it forward,” said Ria. “It looks as though it will then be able to slide sideways.”

“Let’s hope so.” He grunted as he continued to match his weight against the doors. “Why, exactly, aren’t you helping?”

“Kestians are sometimes used by my people as fire shelters when a clan cannot be of proper distance from a mala
, a wildfire,” said Ria.

Damon felt a rush of triumph as the stone finally shifted and began to roll sideways. “Your point being?”

“I’ve heard stories of entire communities becoming trapped inside kestians and slowly starving to death,” she said. “The doors are rather difficult to open from the inside.”

She’d found a large stone the length of her arm and several times as wide. As soon as Damon had the sliding door far enough to the side for them both to pass, she set the stone down against the carved track it was rolling on, preventing it from easing back into a closed position.

“Better to be safe,” said Ria. “I would not be of worry, however, regardless. Malon did say she’d return if we lingered here for too long.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” Damon felt a rising sense of claustrophobia at the idea, which was amplified as he stared into the pitch blackness that lay ahead of them.

Ria had brought a small lantern with her, and with some effort, she was able to light it and set it illuminating the space ahead of them. She still had her spear hanging across her shoulders in a manner that caused it to briefly bump against the edges of the circular entranceway.

“Is there anything else we should be expecting?” asked Damon, as he followed at her side. The air was cool within the kestian, but nauseatingly stale.

“Traps,” she replied. “Both of the standard variety and magical. Enemies, perhaps, as well.”

“Are you being serious?”

“This is no jest,” said Ria. “The Remenai of old had much greater access to what we call magic than any culture alive today. There could well be enchanted golems within, or the bound servants of some long dead plains witch or wizard. I am not of enough certainty to claim otherwise.”

Damon slowly drew his wrathblade, though with the two of them still within the narrow entrance hallway, he knew he’d be hard pressed to use it effectively.

The path began to slope downward after a few feet, though it otherwise ran in a straight line. It felt to Damon as though they’d passed beyond an early threshold as they entered far enough for the light from the entrance to no longer be seen over their shoulder.

The walls to either side were both long, rolling canvasses of stone. The tunnel’s original constructors had seemingly carved reliefs of dramatic, ancient battle scenes. Damon felt a chill run through him as he began paying attention to them, noting that most were of entire armies warring against singular men and women.

“The Venmalese,” said Ria. “As I told you, this place was of their worship.”

Damon paused in front of a carving that depicted a haggard old woman gesturing angrily with one hand as the weapons and armor melted off the group of opponents in front of her. He thought at once at Avarice, the Gilded Amphitheater, and his desperate display of fury.

“I tried to kill one of them once,” he said.

Ria scoffed. “Within the embrace of your dreams, perhaps?”

She kept walking, only slowing to a stop when she realized that Damon was serious and still staring at the artwork behind her.

“Damon,” she muttered. “You’re serious?”

He nodded. “I didn’t succeed. Obviously. I’ll tell you the full story later.”

Ria blinked, her nostrils flaring slightly as the implication of what he was saying hit her. Damon wasn’t sure if it was her restraint that kept her from asking more, or their surroundings. They continued, eventually reaching the end of the hallway and coming to face another door.

It was different from the entranceway, a simple rectangle of iron bound wooden slats with a rusted handhold at the bottom. Damon glanced at Ria before dropping to a crouch to take hold of it.

“Be ready with the lantern,” he said. “I want to see whatever is on the other side of this door as soon as it’s open.”

“I’ll make sure of it.”


CHAPTER 13

Damon was pleasantly surprised by the ease of which the door slid upward compared to the stone slab he’d moved earlier. It caught as the handhold bumped into the top of the doorframe, holding open, at least for the moment.

He felt slightly concerned that they might need to find another suitable object to hold it open in case it wasn’t accessible from within. It was a fleeting thought in the face of what the lantern revealed in front of them.

“Jad’s mercy…” muttered Ria.

They stood at the mouth of a large, high ceilinged chamber. A disproportional statue of a bald, eyeless head stood in the center of the room. Surrounding it were more than a dozen corpses, though calling them that seemed overly generous toward how little of what was left could be described as flesh.

The air was filled with the subtle stink of petrified death. The mostly skeletal remains of the kestian’s unfortunate denizens were arrayed sitting against walls, or spread out across the floor.

They were still clad in the clothing they’d died in, and still carrying the weapons they’d seemingly brought for protection. There was no obvious indication to what had killed them, which made Damon think of starvation, which also made him increasingly anxious about the rather underwhelming rock Ria had used to bar the rolling rock door open with.

“Thoughts?” asked Damon.

Ria walked deeper into the room, carrying the lantern with her and slowly bringing it around to get a complete view.

“There was a battle of some sort,” she said. “Some of them still have their weapons in hand. Who or what it was against, I am of no guesses.”

“This is a question I should likely have asked earlier, but how effective is your tempesting magic underground?”

“As grisly as a scene this is, it obviously cannot hurt us,” said Ria. “To answer your question, it is substantially more difficult for me to harness the power of storms in such a place.”

As a tempester, a spellblood capable of channeling the power of lightning and ambient static, Ria was extremely powerful. Damon still remembered the intensity she’d showed during their fight against Shank and his men. It wasn’t exactly comforting for him to think that she would be limited to fighting within the kestian under such a major restriction.

“Is it possible, though?”

A sharp edge of anger and irritation entered her reply. “For those who have spent decades apprenticing under master tempesters, perhaps. In case you overlooked it, I am not of that privilege, young Damon. I did not grow up within a clan, let alone one harboring that kind of talent, and I haven’t had—”

“Hey.” He reached out, touching her shoulder. “I wasn’t trying to question your usefulness. We’ll manage, regardless.”

She set her free hand on top of his and exhaled, nodding slowly.

“Let’s start by taking the obvious approach.” Damon crossed the chamber, stepping around the statue to reach the door on the far side. It was identical to the one they’d entered through, and he crouched low to take grip of its grimy handhold.

The door refused to budge. Damon tried for nearly a full minute before abandoning his attempt. Ria was still scrutinizing the chamber, her gaze now focused on the statue in its center. He drew up beside her, slowly forming his own conclusion as she appeared to form hers.

“This is a taifa
,” said Ria. “A minor demon which features in many Remenai legends.”

“Taifa?”

“It roughly translates to biter
.” Ria flashed a wide, toothy grin for emphasis.

“If the kestian is intended to be a shrine to the Forsaken, who do you think this chamber was intended to worship?” asked Damon. “Famine?”

Ria scrunched her mouth to the side and then gave a slow, pensive nod. “I would assume so.”

Damon took a slow breath, hating the way the air smelled and tasted. “Do you think these people starved to death?”

“In truth, I doubt we’ll ever be of knowing,” said Ria. “It is unimportant. The question we seek to answer is what will unlock the door ahead of us. This is a puzzle. That much seems obvious.”

They spent the next few minutes investigating the room’s obvious centerpiece. The taifa statue was as intricately sculpted as it was ugly and discomforting. The front of it was a grotesque mockery of a face, a wide-open mouth pulled up into a dimpled grin, jaw stuffed with too many teeth by half.

The lack of a nose, eyes, or hair line made the statue all the more unnerving, especially given the fact that it was otherwise as tall as a man, and far heavier. It was a disembodied head, with six powerful clawed legs protruding from its bottom. A painter’s nightmare of insect and distilled ugliness.

Its tongue was visible within its giant jaws and matched the same distorted motif of the rest of the monster. It was thin and long, and it lay rolled into a coil like a sleeping snake against the inside of the taifa’s mouth.

“Maybe we try poking its teeth?” suggested Damon.

Ria gave him a look that made the idea feel as ineffectual as it had originally sounded in his head. Lacking more reasonable options, they gave it a try, regardless.

“Not with our hands,” said Ria, drawing her spear. “Too much risk.”

Damon drew his own wrathblade, and they spent the next few minutes poking and prodding the inside of the taiga’s mouth. They tried teasing its tongue with their weapons afterward, again with no visible success.

“Hold on,” said Damon.

He reached into his satchel, pulling out some of the lunch Malon had prepared for them. Ria’s eyebrows lifted, and she brought a hand to her chin, stroking it in thought.

“Interesting,” she muttered. “Yes. Your plan is to see if the mouth reacts to the presence of food?”

His plan had, in fact, been to munch on salted beef, but he nodded sagely and acted like they were of the same mind.

“Be ready,” he said. “There’s no telling what this might trigger.”

He was expecting it to be nothing, to the point of only breaking off a fingernail sized piece of meat to expose to the grime of the statue’s mouth. He flicked it in, watching it spin through the air and bounce once before coming to a stop just short of the tip of the taifa’s tongue.

The change was immediate. The pale stone of the taifa’s body shifted into a more vital, pinkish hue. The jaws snapped shut, teeth striking together with such force that the resulting crack sent a stab through Damon’s ears.

“Get back!” shouted Ria.

Damon tossed the rest of his food aside, taking up a grip on his wrathblade as the reanimated monster began to scuttle across the floor. It moved like an unbalanced crab, the top of its heavy head swaying unsteadily with each step.

He and Ria both gave ground, circling around it, rather than launching the first attack. It was a wary strategy, and it would have been a wise approach under different circumstances.

The taifa lashed out with its tongue. Damon realized that he’d vastly underestimated the length of the appendage as he watched it soar through the air, toward Ria.

She attempted to swat it aside with her spear, but the taifa had a surprising amount of control. The tongue dodged sideways, threading past Ria’s guard, and began wrapping itself around the length of her body.

“Disgusting!” she cried. “Damon! Do something!”

He rushed forward, slashing at the tongue. With a shocking amount of strength, the taifa simply lifted Ria higher, keeping Damon’s attack from getting the angle it needed to sever the appendage and save her.

He watched in horror as the tongue began teasing at Ria, sliding underneath the borrowed blouse she wore. She was glaring, but her face took on a sudden embarrassed flush as the tongue slipped downward, sneaking under the waistline of her leggings.

“Ugh!” she cried. “Damon, its… oh!”

A shudder ran through her as the tongue seemed to bob forward and back between her legs. Further along its length, the edge of the tongue pulled her blouse all the way up, revealing Ria’s full breasts, each one emphasized by the faint tan lines left by the pattern of her most often worn tunic.

“Ria!” he shouted. “Are you alright?”

Her answer cut off into a lusty squeal on first response. Flailing her legs, Ria made a halfhearted attempt at closing her thighs and then gasped. Her back arched as the tongue continue to do whatever it was it was doing, and Damon suspected it could only be one thing.

“Stop watching and do something!” she screamed. “This is not the time for you to, ah, be about your per… per… perversions!”

“Right!”

Damon gripped his wrathblade tight and launched into an attack, aiming for the taifa’s body in lieu of being able to reach its tongue. He was surprised at the ease of which his sword sank into its grotesque head, drawing a spurt of blood that oozed in streaks down its pallid face.

Ria let out a sudden, lewd gasp. He could see the monster continuing its violations of her out of the corner of his eye, along with the way she continued to feebly fight back. Damon took aim at the center section of his tongue a safe difference from further up, where it was busy wrapping and probing into its captive.

He flung his sword in one of the fanciful attack arcs he and Austine had spent many long days perfecting in the training circles. It spun hilt over tip, gleaming in the light of the lantern, and cut straight through the taifa’s tongue. Ria fell to the ground in a sprawl, rushing to pull the tongue off her even before rising to her feet.

The monster let out a hideous roar and began to thrash and seize. Damon’s focus was on retrieving his sword, but his expectation of the taifa falling into a rage and rushing to overwhelm him proved to be wrong.

It moved around the room wildly, like a blinded giant, smashing into skeletal remains and bumping off walls. Damon helped Ria to her feet, noting how her legs continued to quiver unsteadily. Her face was flushed, and she glared at him when their eyes met.

“May I ask why you were of such slowness in freeing me?” she snapped.

“I… was just surprised. It caught me off guard with how easily it, ah, handled you.”

“We will never speak of this again.”

The taifa eventually found its way back to its original position, and with the same suddenness it had come to life with originally, it turned back to hard stone. Damon picked up his wrathblade and spent a few minutes poking its hard exterior for confirmation.

“Try the door,” he told Ria.

She took the lantern over and gave the handhold a pull. It swung upward without any resistance.

“As eager as I am to continue forward, this seems like an appropriate breakpoint for today,” she said. “I need to bathe. Badly.”

“That’s understandable.” Damon smiled at her over his shoulder, and his eyes caught sight of gleaming metal from underneath one of the piles of ancient human remains.

He kicked a few bones aside, revealing an old metal shield that still looked extravagant, despite its age. It was a proper kite shield, with a slight curve to deflect strikes more easily, inset with decorative jewels and words written in gold dust across the front.

The words almost looked familiar. Damon suspected they were written in Old Manitian, the parent language of Merinian. He hefted the shield in one hand, rubbing dust off and whistling appreciatively.

“The jewels alone are probably worth ten or twenty silver sables,” he said. “If I found the right buyer… I’d be surprised if I couldn’t get a gold crown or two for this.”

“Wonderful,” said Ria. “Now, if you don’t mind, I am of the limits of my patience for spending time in this disgusting place.”

“Of course.”

They retraced their steps. Damon felt a stir of claustrophobia as they made their way up the original hallway, constantly expecting to arrive back at the entranceway to find the stone slab firmly sealing them in.

The door was still open, however. The sun’s light pinched at his eyes as he stepped out into the afternoon light. He looked at Ria and tried not to stare as he noticed the way the taifa’s tongue had left a few obvious marks across her body, creating clean streaks against the layer of dirt she’d acquired from dungeon delving.

He saw the instant in which she caught him. She glanced down, seeing herself, and then gave him a small, ambiguous smile and moved to walk in the lead.


CHAPTER 14

They made their way out of the gorge and started along the path leading back to the tower. Damon’s attention kept being drawn back to the prize he’d found in the shield, and he didn’t realize that Ria had come to a stop until he’d bumped into her from behind.

“What’s—”

“Shhh!” She clamped a hand over his mouth and pulled him down to crouch behind a bush. “Someone is waiting in ambush for us.” 

Damon rose to peek out of their cover. A tall, rather familiar looking Remenai man with long dark hair and curling facial tattoos stood further down the path. He was positioned as to have a view of the clearing ahead, which in Damon’s mind, the man could only be watching for one reason.

“That’s him,” whispered Damon. “The brigand who attempted to sneak into the tower a few nights back.”

He slowly began to draw his wrathblade. Ria put her hand atop his, arresting the movement of his hilt.

“That is no mere brigand,” she muttered. “This situation is… of certain complications.”

Damon shook his head and sighed. “Complications?”

“His name is Joyell.” She gave him a slightly embarrassed looking shrug. “He’s been stalking my movements and harassing me off and on for over a year now.”

Damon’s expression darkened into a scowl, and he made to draw his sword again.

“Would you sit a moment more and listen, you buffoon?” she hissed. “Bah! What is it with men and fighting?”

“I’m listening,” he said. “My ears are open and auditioning reasons as to why I shouldn’t ram my sword through his leg.”

“He has of a traditional mindset, even among the Rem,” said Ria. “It happens that, some time ago, he stumbled across me bathing in the nude. I may have… teased him. The teasing may have put ideas in his head.”

Damon blinked. “Are you saying that you and him…?”

“No!” snapped Ria, voice low. “I teased him, young Damon. I showed my body and made some comments about his lack of ability to, ah, satisfy… a woman. In a carnal sense.”

“You taunted him, and now he’s stalking you to, what? Rape you?”

“As I said, he is of a traditional mindset,” said Ria. “He wishes to bring me back to his clan for, ah… marriage.”

Damon wasn’t sure whether to laugh or to throw up. “That’s why he was trying to get into the tower, wasn’t it?”

“I suppose it would be.” Ria shrugged, avoiding his gaze. “He must have learned that I occasionally reside there. He is likely watching for my return at this very moment.”

“What outcome are you expecting here? It’s not as though we can just sneak around him to solve the problem. He’s already proven his persistence. He’ll continue watching for an opportunity to get you alone.”

“I was not going to suggest that,” said Ria. “There is another way.”

Damon made to draw his sword again. Ria stopped him, flashing a glare with enough intensity to chasten him for the moment.

“I wish to confront him,” said Ria. “I know he will not be of listening, but he is not so hardheaded as to continue pursuing a woman he legally cannot have. Damon, would you be willing to, ah, help me in that regard? For the sake of bringing this problem to a solution?”

“If you explain what you mean, I might be able to oblige you.”

Ria glanced sideways, seeming uncharacteristically off balance for a moment.

“The initial matridai
 are drawn on a young woman’s face with charcoal,” she said, hesitantly. “We have easy access to that here.”

She reached toward a nearby tree with fresh markings of the previous summer’s wildfires and snapped off a piece of ashen bark. She offered it to Damon, who accepted it with a confused shake of the head.

“Matridai,” he echoed. “I have a guess about what that word might mean, but…”

“Mark of marriage.” Ria folded her hands together and refused to look directly at him. “It would be simple to fool him if you, ah, placed your mark upon me, Damon. It would just be in charcoal, not a tattoo of permanence.”

Damon stared at her, feeling as though he still didn’t have the full details. “You seem awfully set on pacifism here, Ria. When have you ever shied away from a fight?”

“It is not a simple situation.”

“Is that right?” He shifted, making it so she couldn’t continue avoiding her gaze. “Why are you so put off by the idea of me fighting this man?”

“His clan is…” Ria exhaled through her nose. “…influential. It would create a situation of needless trouble for me. Please, Damon. I am in genuine need of your help.”

He sighed and began picking at the bark, bringing its charred end to a serviceable point. “Right then. What’s one of the matridai marks supposed to look like, anyway?”

She grinned at him. “That is entirely up to you, honored husband. The positioning matters more.”

She gestured a line that ran from the bottom of her chin up to the topside of her cheek, just under the eyelid.

“On both sides?” asked Damon.

Ria nodded. Damon shifted closer to her, sitting cross legged between her open legs as he began to work.

He began with two simple curves running along the angles she’d indicated. Ria held totally still, and he could feel her breath tickling his wrist as it escaped through her nose.

Her eyelids fluttered as the charcoal neared the bottom of her eye. Damon could practically see the tension in her posture as he began to add more detail.

He drew a stylized “D” on her right cheek, and a similar one on her left, though with the letter reversed.

The bottom of the letter looped and swirled upward back into the main line, as though he’d simply signed his name across her face in the lazy, rushed way he’d occasionally done when giving autographs after some of his gladiatorial bouts across Veridan’s Curve.

“There,” he said, admiring his work with a smile.

“Do I at least look presentable?”

“You look beautiful.”

Ria flashed a teasing grin. “Dear husband, when did you become such a charmer?”

Finally, they rose and began moving through the forest once more. Within a few dozen feet, Ria’s unwanted suitor had taken notice and spun around to face them. Damon felt an odd, passing stab of sympathy as he saw Joyell’s expression liven at the sight of Ria, and then crumble in horror at the matridai across her face.

They began to converse, speaking too fast in Konokai, one of the local Rem languages, for Damon to catch even one word in twenty.

Ria had her hands on her hips and jutted her chin out, as though brandishing the charcoal marks on her face as weapons. Joyell became increasingly red faced, his voice pitching up and out with growing anger.

The man suddenly jabbed a finger at Damon, shouting what must have been an insult at him.

“What did he just say?” he asked Ria.

“It is unimportant,” she replied.

“Tell me.”

Ria sighed and rolled her eyes. “He said that you are a barbarian, and I’m a whore for spreading my legs for you, let alone agreeing to marriage.”

The insult hit Damon harder than it should have, given it was based on a falsified version of events. “Tell him that he’s a creepy stalker and will never marry anything beyond his own palm and fingers.”

“I am not going to—”

“Just say it!”

Ria massaged her temples, looking as though she was beginning to regret several of her recent decisions. She said something that Damon hoped was a literal translation of his words, and then rubbed a hand across her forehead.

“He says that you are pathetically short and that you have a limp dick,” said Ria.

“What?” snapped Damon. “That’s ridiculous! I’m slightly above average in terms of Merinian average height, and…”

He realized that he’d stepped forward at some point, and was now shouting directly into Joyell’s face, who was muttering back at him in Konokai.

There was a flash of movement as the Rem man attempted to either grab him or shove him. Damon slammed his elbow forward upward, striking him hard across the nose.

“Enough!” boomed Ria. She seized Damon by the hand and began pulling him toward the farmstead. She paused as they passed by Joyell, who was tending to a bloody nose, for long enough to share a few harsh last words in Konokai.

Damon waited until they were a few hundred feet into the clearing before asking his question. “Well… Did that go as you planned it would?”

Ria’s expression was irritated on the surface, but he could sense a smile lurking behind it. “I am not sure of what outcome I was truly expecting. I suspect he will be back. Violence may end up being the only viable option next time.”

Ria reached her fingers up to her face and began to rub at the bottom edge of the matridai.

“Keep those on,” said Damon. He immediately began wondering why he’d made the suggestion even as he finished speaking.

The smile Ria gave him as she pulled her hands away from her face seemed like a partial answer. “Are you of fondness for the way it sounds when I call you husband?”

“It has a certain ring to it,” he said, nodding slowly. “Besides, I think my mark looks good on your face.”

“Mmm, is that right?” Ria stepped closer to him, letting her hips bump against his.

“Yeah,” he said.

“Then I suppose I can leave them on for now,” she said, softly. “Husband.”

“Wife.”


CHAPTER 15

Damon continued to hold Ria’s hand as the two of them walked into the tower. Malon was sweeping the floor in front of the bedchambers, and her gaze pivoted back and forth between Ria’s matridai and their intertwined fingers in a state of bewildered silence.

“Seta…” said Malon. “Your face.”

“Ah.” Ria pulled a step or two away from Damon and gestured to herself. “These are known as matridai, which means—”

“I know what they mean,” said Malon.

A sharp, silent tension held across the span of the next few moments. Damon was the first to muster the courage to break it.

“Aesta, I placed them on her as a ruse,” he explained. “As it turns out, the brigand outside our window the other night had come seeking Ria.”

He related what Ria had said about Joyell stalking her in a misguided attempt at courtship. Malon listened without interrupting, expression still serious, leaned forward against her broom in a manner that pressed it between her breasts.

“I see,” she said, when he’d finished. “I am truly glad that you were there to help, solas, but certainly there were other ways of handling the situation.”

“Aside from injuring or killing the man in question, I struggle to think of much we could have done,” said Ria.

“You are so very young,” sighed Malon. “Kindness goes so much further than I think you realize. You could have simply invited him by for dinner and discussed the situation like a grown woman.”

Damon and Ria both snorted in unison.

“It sounds more as though you are of the idea that he should have been given a chance to convince me into an arrangement I have less than no interest in,” said Ria.

“I’m only thinking of your future, seta.” Malon shrugged and let out a small sigh. “You shouldn’t dismiss marriage out of course, given your circumstances.”

“That is a suggestion more suited for Velanor’s ears than mine,” said Ria. “Or your own. Have you never considered how strange it is for you to continue life unmarried at your age?”

Damon cleared his throat, deliberately stepping toward the center of the room and into the tangled conversation. “Should I prep the hearth for dinner? What did you have in mind, aesta?”

“Flat bread, cheese, and salted beef. I can handle the fire, solas. Seta, why don’t you go wash those marks off your face before we eat?”

Malon folded her arms and looked at Ria expectantly.

“My plan was to bathe in the lake before bed,” she said. “I will clean up then.”

Malon’s eyes narrowed. Ria sighed and made a halfhearted attempt at wiping the matridai off, smearing the pattern just enough to satisfy their aesta.

It didn’t take Malon long to prepare dinner, and the three of them settled in around the common room table, sharing in each other’s company as they ate and drank wine. Damon took the shield off his back and showed it to Malon, describing some of what they’d experienced within the kestian.

“A living statue,” she muttered. “That is ancient magic. Dangerous magic, as well. Strange that you would find a shield of this make within the tomb, however.”

“Can you read the language it was inscribed with?” asked Damon. “I think it’s Old Manitian.”

“It appears to be, though unfortunately, I’m not familiar with the script,” said Malon. “I can only marvel at the fact that they had a presence within Veridan’s Curve during their time. The histories that I’ve read say nothing of it.”

“I can’t wait to see what it’s worth,” he replied. “I’ll take it to Morotai the next time we head to the market.”

“I suspect you may have to travel further than that to get answers. It would surprise me if anyone in the local area could provide you with a proper assessment.”

Damon let himself relax and enjoy the night as he listened to Ria and Malon discussing more of the taifa, and he teased Ria a bit about her compromised role during the fight. Malon took their plates to wash as they finished, and Damon downed the last of his wine.

“I should probably wash up before bed.” He ran a hand through his hair, cringing slightly as he came back with a few strands of cobwebs.

“As should I.” Ria flashed a teasing smile as she stood up from the table. “We can share a towel cloth and save Malon from having to launder much mess.”

The idea stirred a level of excitement within Damon that was almost vulgar. He stared at Ria on the other side of the table, acutely aware of the subtle rise and fall of her bosom and the way one of her fingers continued to rub at the edge of the matridai mark he’d claimed her with.

“We have enough towel cloths for you both,” said Malon, sharply. “Solas, go ahead. Seta, I’d like to speak with you some more in the meantime.”

Damon reluctantly tore his eyes away from Ria, grabbing a towel from the clean piles of laundry Malon had in the closet and headed out to the lake. Eldritch, the ghost moon, was nearly full in the night sky, lending a spooky green hue to the surrounding area.

He waited for a while, wondering if Ria might catch up if he took his time. She’d seemed so flirtatious with him over the course of the day, but he wondered if putting the matridai marks on her face may have colored his impressions.

His shame caught up with him as he realized how hard his cock had gotten. He and Ria had already delved into the realm of physical intimacy, but it had only lasted for a single, impulsive night.

He remembered the sternness in Malon’s voice when she’d told Ria to wash the matridai off. Nothing happened in isolation on the farmstead. She was their aesta, and her opinion mattered as much in present as it had during their childhood.

He scowled and splashed a hand across the water. Thinking of Malon brought to mind the night in his room, with Jonna and Kent creaking the bed in the next room over, and his loving aesta’s hands pumping his cock.

Nothing happened in isolation. A part of him felt almost like a victim of circumstance, living on the farmstead, tempted by beautiful women who would always be off limits to him. He scowled, feeling foolish for indulging in such a strange sort of self-pity.

He washed his hair and body and quickly dried off. Ria was waiting in the common room when he reentered the tower, silently attending to a few of the night’s remaining chores.

“Damon,” cooed Ria. “Was the water still warm?”

“Warmish,” he said. “It’s starting to cool off a bit.”

“Then I should get in while I still have the chance.”

She walked out of the tower with a towel cloth in hand. Damon headed for his bedroom, noting Malon’s closed door as he passed by. He briefly considered checking to see if she was asleep or needed anything before bed, only deciding not to as he considered his own ulterior motives.

He stripped down to his undershorts and climbed into bed. A few minutes passed by, and he heard footsteps in the common room, followed by his door creaking open.

“Husband,” whispered Ria. “Are you still awake?”


CHAPTER 16

Damon sat up in bed, taking in the sight of Ria. She wore one of Vel’s nightgowns, which was far too small on her and barely past her slender hips. Her impish smile was made more dangerous by the glow of the ghost moon.

“I see you cleaned yourself up,” he said.

“For the most part.” Ria slowly walked across the floor, gently but firmly closing the door to his room behind her. “I may have missed a spot or two. You know how much I sometimes struggle at being of patience.”

He saw her face as she took a seat next to him on the bed. The matridai were still on both her cheeks, smudged but recognizable, especially the two stylized Ds.

“I think we both struggle,” he said. “It can be a challenge, I’ve found.”

“So it seems.”

Damon reached his hand out, gently caressing the end of the marriage mark on her left cheek. “Should I wipe this off for you, beloved wife?”

“Should you?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

Damon slid his thumb further over, letting it glide across her lips. Ria leaned forward, taking his finger into her mouth for a brief, tantalizing suck.

He was on her in an instant, kissing her neck, her cheeks, and then her lips. Ria’s tongue flitted out to meet his as they fell sideways into an embrace on his bed, both already breathing heavy.

“I am not of certainty that this is a good idea,” she whispered.

“My mark is still on your face.” Damon cupped her cheek, grinding his rapidly stiffening cock forward against her body. “Let’s pretend for a while longer.”

“We’ll have to pretend… quietly,” whispered Ria.

“I’ll be sure to bury your face in the pillow when you start moaning.”

Ria let out a soft moan as if on cue. Damon kissed her more aggressively, working her nightgown up with one hand as he yanked his undershorts down with the other.

“Aesta can never know about this,” she whispered.

Damon noted her slip. Ria had nearly always insisted on calling their aesta by name, always Malon, over past few years.

“She must already suspect,” he said, planting a kiss within her wonderfully tanned cleavage. “We could come clean, if we wanted.”

He began pulling her thighs apart, his cock practically buzzing from the state of his arousal. He felt the underside of his shaft brush against Ria’s silky, unshaven bush.

“And what would I tell her?” said Ria, between rolling breaths. “That I, her beloved seta, couldn’t resist letting her precious solas spread my legs and fill me up?”

Damon leaned his hips forward into a leading thrust, feeling his cock slide lengthwise between her thighs and along her hot slit.

“Maybe I’ll tell her that I got horny at the idea of having you as my wife,” he whispered.

Ria shuddered. Damon kissed her neck, shifting his lips to briefly suck on her nipple.

“Maybe I’ll say that I dragged you in here under the pretense of realism.”

He eased the tip of his member into Ria’s tight, wonderfully wet womanhood. She rocked her hips toward him, arching her back.

“Maybe I’ll admit that I decided to see what I could get away with,” he said. “Even if it involved pinning you down on my bed and abusing your virtue.”

He leaned forward, giving her a teasingly slow thrust.

“You’ve got a dirty tongue, young Damon,” moaned Ria.

“More than I think you know,” he said, as an idea came to him.

He pulled back, slipping underneath the quilt and between her legs. He saw Ria trying not to smile in delight as she looked down at the position he’d taken underneath the blanket.

He loved every single different facet of her reaction. Ria was clearly trying to keep her cool, but even as he began gently stroking the inside of her thighs and letting his breath tickle her, he could feel the mask breaking.

He started with a slow march of kisses, each one progressing further up her thigh toward her crotch. She shifted on the bed, sliding into a new position that, incidentally, opened her legs even further to him.

Her hands, just as incidentally, began to caress his shoulders and slide through his hair, not so subtly urging him forward. Damon took his teasing to the next level, kissing closer and closer, drawing as near as he possibly could.

He felt her fingers tighten in his hair. He responded by squeezing one of her thighs tight in his hand, almost pinning her down with the strength of their wrestling earlier in the day. Ria was practically bucking with anticipation.

He let her have it, gently licking and kissing with a slowness that was patently cruel. It was a revenge that should have been directed at Malon as much as Ria, perhaps even more so at Malon.

Regardless, it felt absolutely right.

“Damon…” Ria let out a shuddering, almost ecstatic moan. “Husband.”

“You make it sound like a challenge.”

“Is it not?”

He kissed her on the lips. Ria’s hips bucked slightly, and then intensely as he continued with a more directed series of licks, followed by a soft suck. Damon felt a rush of urgency, a rush of absolute need.

He slid forward, entering her with a rough motion with nearly his full length. Ria gasped at the same time he did. Damon ran his hands up her slender body, fondling her breasts with the enthusiasm of teenager.

What remained of the matridai stood out against Ria’s cheeks in the pale Eldritch light. Damon leaned forward, gently stroking the smudged “D” on her right cheek.

Ria’s eyes fluttered, and it seemed like she couldn’t decide whether to glare at him or pant under the weight of her pleasure. Damon began to thrust. He went slow, for about as long as he could shield his patience, and then was thrusting into her like a man looking to put in work.

“Damon!” hissed Ria. She let out a gasp of a volume near twice as loud. “We… must remain… Oh!”

He knew as well as she did that they needed to stay quiet, but knowing something and doing something were seldom one in the same. Damon pumped into her at an accelerating trot, mesmerized by the way her breasts swayed in lopsided little circles.

She was tight, and there was a sense of lingering drag each time he pulled back, as though her hot womanhood was reluctant to let his cock go. So, he’d give it back to her a little harder each time, until the bed was creaking underneath them.

Ria wrapped her arms around his neck, moaning from the lewd onslaught he was inflicting on her. Damon held true to his word, sliding off her for long enough to flip her over and bury her face in a pillow.

“Is this of your desire?” whispered Ria. “Face down and butt up for the… ah… taking?”

“You look good like this. True Divine, Ria… you’re too much.”

He returned his cock to her tight, sexy sheathe, letting out a low grunt as he began to move. He gripped her hips tight enough for his fingers to leave faint marks across her pale flesh.

The sound of his hips slapping against her butt created an undeniable and fast accelerating rhythm. It was one of the dirtiest noises Damon had ever heard, and his cock throbbed as he raced to continued making it.

Each thrust sent a ripple along their bodies, and the sight of Ria’s plump breasts and womanly hips in motion made him wonder if he’d overestimated her athleticism and underestimated her femininity.

He ran his hands over her again, cupping her breasts, pinching her nipples, and finally taking hold of the curve of her shoulder and neck. Ria gasped as he began taking her at full speed, her fingertips digging into the mattress as though she was holding on for dear life.

“Damon!” she cried, each syllable a wavering, pleasured hiss.

“Go ahead.”

He felt Ria have her orgasm. It seemed to shake her to the core, muscles clenching briefly as though in defense against pleasure before all the tension seemed to melt out of her.

Damon hugged her from behind, softly, at first, and then with a dominant, leading insistence. He rolled her onto her back again, kissing her cheek and then her lips as he slid his cock back in.

He took her face to face, caressing what was left of his mark on her cheek as he pumped with shallow, selfish strokes. Ria’s eyes were glazed over with pleasure, but she had a coy smile on her face, as though she’d resigned herself to allow young Damon
 to take his well-earned reward.

“Oh…” he moaned. “Oh, fuck. Ria!”

He unloaded his seed inside her, continuing to pump as pleasure rang through him like the sound of a well struck bell. It felt like he was shooting days’ worth of it deep inside, all the pent-up arousal born from the tension between him and Malon, from speculation about Jonna, and of course, from her.

She kissed him greedily, sucking on his lower lip. They remained entwined together, a pair of sweaty, sexually satisfied bodies.

Forbidden lovers under the same roof.

Damon wasn’t sure how much time passed before Ria gently pulled away from him and found her nightgown. He didn’t stop her, and he didn’t say anything, and she left the room with near silent footsteps and a single brief glance back.


CHAPTER 17

Damon wasn’t alone when he awoke the next morning. He felt a familiar weight settle down on the bed beside him and became acutely aware of his obvious morning oak tenting the center of his quilt.

It wasn’t Ria. She wouldn’t have risked sneaking in to see him in the morning, and there was little need for her to after the intensity of the previous night. Which meant that it was Malon, a fact that made Damon instantly wonder if he might be better off feigning sleep a while longer.

“Solas,” she said, sternly. “I know you’re awake.”

He let out a low sigh and slowly opened his eyes. Malon wore her favorite apron and a small frown. Her hair was in a braid, and she’d opted for one of the thin, flirty spring dresses that were best suited to her days off.

“Aesta,” he muttered. “Good morning. Is it so late already? I know how much it irks you when I sleep in needlessly.”

“It is still relatively early,” she said. “Though Ria is already up and at her chores.”

The tone in her voice was as much of a warning as Damon could ask for. He rose to sit up straight in bed, reining in his yawn as he recognized the serious expression on her face.

“I think you should consider taking the artifact you found within the kestian to Morotai for appraisal,” said Malon. “Spend a few days in town and take the time to… stretch your legs, a bit.”

She gave him a smile that seemed oddly sad. Damon shifted, ditching the quilt to sit directly beside her on the bed. His lower half was still suffering the morning curse of all men, and his undershorts were thin enough to leave him adjusting an obvious bulge.

“Is there a reason why you’re posing this suggestion to me?” he asked. “I see no reason to hurry. We’ll need to make a trip to Morotai with the wagon to pick up supplies soon enough, and I can bring the shield along then, when we all go.”

Somewhat awkwardly, Malon cleared her throat. “The walls in our home are… very thin, solas.”

It was as if an arrow had taken him in the stomach, or perhaps the throat, given how hard it was for him to say anything in response. He felt the shame hit him on multiple levels as he considered the various facets of what Malon must have experienced, listening in.

The creaking of the bed, no different than the noises they’d overheard from Jonna and Kent. Ria’s moans. The short, dirty commands she’d issued to him in a voice that’d probably been louder than he realized. Again, Ria’s moans. She’d even called him her husband at one point.

“I didn’t really mean for that… to happen,” he muttered, feeling his face burn.

He wasn’t entirely sure what he was even referring to, whether he was addressing the entirety of his lustful tryst with Ria or the fact that it had happened within Malon’s earshot.

He knew it was objectively wrong for him and Ria to bed one another, given their history, but True Divine, it had felt so incredibly…

His thoughts were doing his morning oak no favors, and neither was the fact that Malon kept surreptitiously glancing down at it. He made an attempt at adjusting himself, spreading his legs further open at the end in a manner that completely undid his efforts.

“You’re young,” whispered Malon. “So is Ria. You’re both filled with energy and ideas, more than you probably know what to do with. But there are certain basic boundaries that must be maintained, solas. We’re a family.”

“I know.” Damon sighed, wishing he could be anywhere else in the world. “Aesta… It’s been hard for me. You of all people must know that. You even said as much when you mentioned that I should find a proper outlet for myself.”

“Seta is not that outlet!” snapped Malon. Her hand came down on his thigh, squeezing it for emphasis in a manner that had more of an effect on Damon than he suspected she realized.

“Should I return my focus to where it was, then?” he asked, speaking slowly.

His cock twitched slightly, testing the tailoring of its undershorts as it adopted a more obvious, upright position. Malon’s hand was still on Damon’s thigh. She rubbed back and forth, her knuckles briefly grazing against the edge of his member.

“You…” Malon swallowed and took a breath. “Should bring the shield to Morotai, solas. I think that would be best for all of us.”

There was an aspect of uncertainty in her voice that made him realize how much Malon was also treading into uncharted waters. He stared at her, feeling as though they were both inches away from a hot, roaring hearth.

He felt a nearly overwhelming temptation to simply slide in closer and start kissing her, grinding into her, playing their dangerous game. But at least in that, he could guess how things would end.

There was simply too much long simmering tension between Ria and Malon. Damon wasn’t interested in creating the type of chaos that might cause his aesta to see her wayward seta disappear from her life again.

“If you think it best, aesta, then I’ll go to Morotai,” he said. “But only for as long as it takes to sell the shield.”

Malon let out a relieved sigh and grinned at him. “Thank you, solas. Truly. I don’t think you realize how important this may be for us in keeping what we have. I’ve already spoken to seta about your departure and plan on having a deeper discussion with her tonight, once she’s cooled down.”

“I’m surprised I didn’t wake up from the sound of it,” said Damon. “Ria is always most defensive when she knows she’s wrong, and as you said, the walls in our home are, um, very thin.”

Malon’s cheeks flushed, and she rubbed his thigh again, being less careful with her movements. For an instant, her fingers were nearly caressing his cock.

“She’ll come around,” said Malon. “This time away will help all of us clear our heads.”

“I guess I should start packing my bag.”

“I prepared your things already.” Malon gave him an affectionate smile. “There’s lunch for you to eat on the road in the smaller satchel.”

“Thank you, aesta.”

He stood up, intending to begin getting dressed. The action unintentionally put his morning oak at face level with Malon, his cock straining against his undershorts and pointed almost directly into her face.

She stared back, eyes fluttering for a brief, but definite instant, and then stood up along with him.

With a warm smile, Malon pulled him into the most cautious hug Damon could ever remember them having shared, keeping her hips and midriff well out of reach of any accidental pokes.

“Take your time, solas, and enjoy yourself,” she said. “If you manage to get a tidy sum for that shield, don’t hesitate to return with gifts.”

“Ah, I see how it is!” He grinned, squeezing her hands as they pulled back from the embrace.

Malon’s mouth pulled to the side in an expression as coy as it was sheepish. “It looks like a truly valuable artifact. I’m sure Ria might appreciate a new headscarf, or perhaps a nice pair of slippers.”

Damon snorted. “Oh, yes, surely. Are there any other potential gifts you think Ria
 might find acceptable?”

“A bottle of brandy might perk her spirits,” said Malon, smiling conspiratorially. “A dress, though that might be spoiling her overmuch.”

She gave him a soft kiss on the cheek and left after they’d said their goodbyes. Damon watched her hips swaying from side to side, the fabric of her spring dress clinging to her backside in a manner that was far lewder than he thought she realized.

He dressed quickly and collected his wrathblade, the shield, and his traveling gear. Malon was upstairs when he passed through the common room, and he spotted Ria tending to the melon field as he stepped outside.

She gave him an embarrassed smile, her expression so deeply chastened that Damon wondered if perhaps his conversation with their aesta had been the easier of the two. Ria waved to him, and he waved back.

He resisted the urge to cross the distance and give her any more of a goodbye. Malon’s insistence on him leaving to give the two women space seemed increasingly wise to him. It would give them all a chance to breathe, a chance to consider what’d happened and in some ways, undo the impact of it.

He briefly considered saddling up one of the horses before deciding that there was no real reason to rush. Damon crossed the clearing, appreciating the clear sky and gentle spring sun, and set off down the road.


CHAPTER 18

Damon emerged on the other side of the forest after spending the first few hours of the day following the dusty, winding road. Morotai was beautiful in the spring.

It was an old tradition for the villagers and shop owners to cultivate flowers anywhere within the palisade safe from the crush of feet. The result rendered the town in full bloom, with orchids and daisies and amaranths lending splashes of color against the pale stone and wooden buildings.

The smell was also a noted improvement. It almost reminded Damon of the scent of the dress stores and perfumeries back in Avaricia. It was during the weekend, which meant the market square was empty aside from the old Rem scout Vestatille, who gave Damon a tiny nod as he passed by.

He headed straight to the general store. There was no real rush for him to sell the shield, especially how Malon seemed eager to have him off the farmstead for a few days. Despite that, his own curiosity over how much it might be worth lent a spring to his step.

The general store’s owner was a stout, ruddy faced man named Finicci. He was busy scribbling his quill against a ledger as Damon entered. His eyes widened when he saw the shield, and wordlessly, he slid his current task aside.

“Rovahn’s balls,” muttered Finicci. “Where in the hells did you find that thing?”

“Underneath a pile of skeletons in an ancient Remenai tomb.”

Finicci snorted, though his expression sobered as he seemed to realize that Damon wasn’t joking. “Well, pass it here, I suppose. I can see that it’s valuable from a distance, but I’ll need to take a closer look to give you an estimate of its true worth.”

Damon had spent much of the morning’s walk gingerly polishing the shield with a scrap of cloth. There were still some scratches and dings across its majestic surface, but the dust and grit had all been removed, and the shield didn’t have a single spot of residual rust.

Finicci pulled a small magnifying glass from within his desk and made a great show of inspecting the inscription across the shield’s interior. He furrowed his brow, frowning and shaking his head dramatically.

“The most I could give you is, say… fifteen sables.”

“Fifteen sables?” snapped Damon. “I wouldn’t be surprised if I could get ten times that for the jewels and gold in this shield alone.”

“You misheard me,” said Finicci. “I’m saying that’s the most I
 could give you, unless you’re willing to do an obscene amount of bartering on top of the monetary amount. I’ve no doubt the shield could well fetch more than that from the right buyer, but this is Morotai.”

Damon scowled, but gave the offer a moment of serious contemplation. Fifteen silver sables was a respectable sum in terms of what it could buy for Malon and the farmstead. He could cover the cost of the gifts that she’d joked about and still have a small amount of coin left over for himself to save or spend.

“No deal,” he said.

The more he considered the farmstead, the more he realized that it made far more sense for him to find the right buyer, rather than the nearest one. Even if it meant putting off selling the shield until he could find his way to Veridan’s Curve and see what the merchants in Avaricia or Silke might offer him for it.

Regardless, he knew that it made sense to wait for the morning before seeking a caravan south. He made his way through the inn’s heavy oak door, breathing in the smell of fresh stew and stale ale.

Jonna was at the bar, dressed in a low-cut bodice which offered a sweeping view of her cleavage to any patron interested in copping a glance. The inn’s only patron, Kent, was doing just that, at a much closer distance than would normally have been socially acceptable.

Kent grinned as he leaned forward against the bar, and Jonna made a show of polishing the glass in her hand as the gap-toothed mercenary leered at her goods. Jonna glanced toward Damon as he wiped his boots off, only then seeming to remember her propriety and shift back to a more respectable distance.

“Damon!” shouted Jonna. “I’m so glad you stopped by!”

She hurried over to him, pulling him into a tight hug that let her plump breasts squish against his chest.

“Of course,” he said. “I came to town to sell an artifact I found, but it seems as though I might need to head to the city to find the right buyer.”

“Your room is on the house tonight.” Jonna still had her arms wrapped around him, shifting within the embrace with interesting movements. “It’s the least I can offer you after what you did for Obi.”

“I’ll take whatever you can give, Jonna,” he said. He couldn’t resist sliding his hands down a bit further, fingers edging toward the top of her butt, which he still remembered the softness of.

“Well, I should probably get back to work.” Jonna flashed an odd smile, looking first toward Kent, and then toward Bart, who’d reentered the common room carrying a keg.

“Sure,” said Damon. “Hey, is Bylia still in town?”

“In fact, she is!” said Jonna. “She might just be the most popular woman here.”

“Second most,” said Kent, with a roaring laugh. Jonna waved a hand at him. Damon almost felt like pulling out a piece of parchment to take notes. He was fascinated by what Malon would say when he related the situation back to her.

He took up a seat at the bar and was less than disappointed when Kent announced that he needed to help out elsewhere in the town. He spent the later hours of the afternoon sipping good beer, eating Jonna’s stew, and considering the balance back at the farmstead.

He was worried, in his opinion justifiably, that Ria might not still be at the tower when he arrived back. It seemed possible that she might grow frustrated with Malon’s authority and storm off, perhaps even in a literal sense, given her tempesting magic.

It seemed equally possible that Malon might ask Ria to leave in just the same manner she’d asked him. Damon stared into the frothy amber beer in his mug, wondering how much simpler his life would be if he’d been more careful with his prick.

The evening crowd began trickling into the inn, raucous and flush with coin to spend. A caravan of traders had arrived in town, and Damon was optimistic enough to ask a few of them to take a look at the shield.

The offers they made seemed stingy even compared to Finnici’s price, but he didn’t miss the way their eyes lingered on the artifact even after he’d rejected them. Damon was considering calling it an early night when the Smoke and Stage’s popular young songstress finally made an appearance.

Her chestnut brown hair was up in a practical bun that left only two strands free to dangle on either side of her face.

She wore two overlapping dresses of green and grey, fabric missing on one where it covered her on the other, and covering strategically little of her chest, arms and upper body. The upper section hung by two crisscrossed shoulder straps so thin that they almost seemed to welcome attempts to pull them sideways by preying fingers.

The room welcomed her with thunderous shouts and foot stomps. Several men moved to her side, each one ready with a greeting or joke that Damon suspected they’d been building their courage toward since the start of the night.

Bylia was polite to all of her admirers as she brushed by them, carrying the case of her chime cord over one shoulder and resisting the men’s offers to carry it for her. Her path took her straight to Damon, which honestly surprised him, given how many people were seeking her attention.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” she said, with a smile.

“Bylia Benicia,” he replied. “It’s good to see you. Big crowd tonight.”

“About the biggest I get here.” She slapped her hand down on her shoulder as a passing drunkard attempted to tease one of her dress straps in an expected manner. “I’ll be playing until my fingers tire, for sure. Are you staying the night?”

He nodded. “Seems like it.”

“I’ll come see you when…” She trailed off as several borderline belligerent men at a table near the stage began chanting her name. “…Ah, when I finish.”

She waved to the crowd with her free hand as she continued toward the stage. It reminded Damon so much of his own time as a gladiator that he had to suppress a wave of nostalgia.

Bylia set her charm cord case down on the stage, crouched to take out the instrument, and began her own beautiful battle against the silence of the night.


CHAPTER 19

The evening passed quickly, with Damon spending most of it appreciating Bylia’s performance from a distance. He wasn’t particularly keen on his prospects of getting time alone in his room with her, given he’d be competing against a large, heavily tipping, late night crowd for her attention.

He finished what he decided was his last beer of the night sometime after the Eldritch moon reached its zenith. Bart was behind the bar, and he frowned and leaned forward as Damon attempted to get his attention.

“Jonna gave me a room,” he said.

Bart grunted. “Upstairs. Last on the right.”

Damon thanked him and slowly made his way toward the stairs. The crowd was attempting to coax Bylia into playing another song as her current one drew to a close. She was sweating visibly, and seemed reluctant about the prospect, or at least coy about it.

He caught sight of Jonna as he made his way along the otherwise empty second floor hallway. She was outside the door of one of the other rooms, whispering to someone through the crack.

A large hand reached out from within, seizing Jonna by the wrist and pulled her inside. Damon would have been slightly concerned, had he not recognized the character of the exaggerated gasp she gave in response.

He waited for a minute, unable to keep his burning curiosity from getting the better of him. Malon would want to know what her friend was up to. It wasn’t about spying or invading anyone’s privacy. He was simply assessing a situation that Malon should obviously be appraised of.

He peered through the crack betwixt the door and its frame. Kent was sitting on a partially made bed, leering openly at Jonna as she worked to add the finishing touch by stuffing a pillow into its case.

“Is that pillow as fluffy as it looks, though?” asked Kent.

“You’re more than welcome to grab a feel and find out,” said Jonna.

“Bring it here, then.” Kent patted his lap. “It might do, I think.”

Jonna leaned forward, and though her posture provided a nice view of her backside, it prevented Damon from seeing much more of what was happening. It looked as though she’d brought the pillow down and set it into his hands.

“Mmm…” said Jonna. “How’s that?”

“Not bad,” said Kent. “Not bad at all! But do you know what I think?”

“I’m all ears.”

“I think this pillow could use a nice, quick, little fluff.”

Jonna let out another exaggerated gasp. “Is that right?”

“That’s right!” said Kent, with a dirty chuckle. “Go on. Fluff it for me.”

“Well, I suppose if it’s just fluffing a pillow…” said Jonna. “I’d be a poor host not to oblige you with such a small request.”

“It’s not that small.”

“I’m sure it won’t be, once I get to the fluffing.”

Damon watched, wide eyed, as Jonna’s hands began to move. His sliver of a view made it impossible to tell if she was actually fluffing a pillow over his lap, or fluffing something underneath it, or perhaps using the pillow to fluff that something in a strange combination of both activities.

He felt the excitement of indulging in such lurid voyeurism manifest in his own body, his cock hardening more from the context surrounding the situation than the actual details. Jonna’s husband was right downstairs. Should he go tell Bart that he needed to come reclaim his wife? Did Bart already know?

He was so transfixed on the potential scandal playing out before his eyes that he nearly flinched forward into the door when a feminine set of arms suddenly enveloped him from behind.

“Is this your room, Damon?” whispered Bylia.

“Um…” He smiled sheepishly and spun around to face her. “No.”

She blinked. “Are you spying on—”

He pressed his hand to her mouth, cutting her off. Gesturing to the slit in between the door and its frame, he guided Bylia into position to steal a glimpse of what was occurring within.

“That’s… Jonna?” whispered Bylia. “True Divine, is she… She isn’t? Wait… is she?”

Damon slid in close behind her, letting his crotch grind against her butt as he peered through a higher spot in the crack. Jonna was fluffing the pillow even more vigorously now, in a manner that might involve her breasts, perhaps even her mouth. The angle was truly terrible for discerning the scene in full detail.

“Come on,” said Damon. “Let’s go to my room.”

He led her down the hall by her hand, closing the door after them. Bylia’s face was full of questions and mischief as she sat down on the bed, shaking her head.

“If you can believe it, that’s not the first time I’ve caught Jonna and Kent in a… potentially compromising situation,” he said. “They stayed with Malon and I at the tower during the search for Obi.”

“I heard about that,” said Bylia. “So you saw them while they were doing it?”

“I didn’t see them. Malon and I heard some rather suspicious noises, however.”

“Noises can be misleading.” Bylia shrugged halfheartedly. “It’s not as though we could even see anything scandalous just now, either. Jonna may well have been simply giving Kent’s pillow good… fluffing.”

She broke out into laughter as she attempted to finish her sentence. Damon grinned and sat down on the bed next to her, putting an arm around her waist.

“Should we make this public?” he asked.

“What?” Bylia’s brow furrowed. “Of course not!”

“But…”

“Damon, it’s none of our business,” said Bylia. “There have been… a few rumors about Jonna and Bart being a bit more open than some innkeepers when it comes to entertaining their patrons. But Morotai is a small town. There are rumors about everyone here.”

Damon snorted. “Is that right?”

“It is right!” said Bylia, flashing a playful smile. “You aren’t above the fray, just so you know. The handsome gladiator who returns home to the remote farmstead to give his attractive, unmarried aesta a helping hand.
”

He gaped, struck more by how Malon would react if she ever caught wind of such whispers rather than his own embarrassment. He saw Bylia’s expression and wondered if she was simply teasing him with her own suspicions.

“Well, I wonder if I should share some of the rumors I heard about you tonight from a few of your adoring fans,” he countered.

“I’m sure I’ve heard them already. Men like to gossip, especially when it comes to a young songstress meandering about a tavern into the late hours of the night.”

Damon stared into her eyes, letting his hand wriggle up a little higher along the side of her body.

“Are there any songs that you reserve for singing in private?” he asked.

“Oh, there’s one,” she replied. “I think you’d quite like it.”

“Is that right?”

She nodded. “It’s a special song, and I can only sing it in private once per night. If a man tips me just right during one of my performances, or a group of men, even… I will sing it for them, sometimes.”

He was fairly certain that she was teasing him again, but his stiffening cock didn’t care whether the words were true or not. “I can almost imagine what the words are.”

“If you could only see their faces when they hear the first note,” whispered Bylia. “Mmm, and the last one. Sometimes I have to end my performance early because they can only handle so much.”

“Not tonight,” he said, taking a firm hold of her hips. “Tonight, we’ll find out how much you can handle.”

He pulled her onto his lap and began touching her all over. She let out a soft sigh, squirming as he rubbed her ass on his cock. He took inspiration from the sheer number of horny, drunken men he’d seen ogling her that night. Where would they have touched? What would they have done to Bylia, the pretty young songstress, had she deigned to sing her song for them?

He slid her intersecting skirts up. She was wearing undershorts, like a good girl, but wiggled her hips to help him as he slid them down, like a bad one. Damon kissed her neck and cupped her breasts.

“That’s the end of the first refrain,” whispered Bylia. “You’ll have to tip if you want the rest.”

“We’ll start with the tip.” Damon pulled his trousers and undershorts down, letting his cock probe against Bylia’s thighs.

She sucked in a breath, setting her hands down against his wrists. He had her by the hips, but they both wanted the same thing. She rocked back and forth, helping him find the angle. Damon groaned as his cock slid into her womanhood. Just the tip, as promised.

“I’m… supposed to stop you, you know,” she whispered.

“Stop me from what?”

“You know what.”

He held her in place, suspending her with only an inch or so of his length pushed in. “If you’re going to, this is your last chance.”

Bylia let out a moan of faltering willpower. “Nobody can know about this, Damon. I do have a reputation of sorts to protect.”

“I won’t tell anyone about your secret song, Bylia,” he said. “But this won’t be the only time you sing it for me.”

She leaned her head back limply against his shoulder as he began to sink her onto his prick. He resisted the temptation to take her hard, as though she really was a whore for the money.

Taking a firm hold of her hips, Damon bounced Bylia up and down on his cock, drowning in each burst of pleasure her tight womanhood had in store for him. She released breathy, musical little gasps, as though there really was a song to be sung. As though Damon’s cock was forcing the air out of her lungs each time it plunged upward into her.

Her multicolored skirts rippled, lagging a second or two behind her soft butt as it drummed down on his crotch. Damon pulled her straps sideways and down, revealing her large, full breasts to the cool night air.

He was a little surprised by how content she seemed to let him take her. She’d been so confident on stage, quick to shut down hecklers, open about expressing her boundaries. She was a different person around him, still that trusting, naïve young teenager she’d been when they’d first met, years back.

“That’s it,” he whispered. “Keep going.”

“Like this?” She set her feet down, bouncing herself on his cock.

“Just like that.” Damon shifted his hands, letting his fingers tease the most sensitive part of her womanhood. Bylia gasped, hitting one of the high notes of her song.

Damon flung her down onto the bed, barely taking the time to adjust her skirts out of the way before plunging in and taking her in the classical position. Bylia seemed eager to kiss, and eventually her lips found his as he found the rhythm of his thrusts.

“Damon!” she cried. “Oh, True Divine!”

He took no small delight in hearing her shout his name. He sped up, letting his pumping become an indomitable, accelerating assault. Her words before about how she was supposed to stop him echoed in his ears. She hadn’t stopped him, and now in deep, past the point of second thoughts.

He felt her shudder underneath him, her head lulling sideways against the pillow. She was drooling slightly, though it was impossible for such things to be anything but cute on her young, beautiful face.

Damon ran his hands over her breasts, gently kneading and caressing as he continued at his own pace. It didn’t take long. Bylia’s song had pulled him in.

He grunted and did the sensible thing, pulling out the last second as he finished. It still felt dirty to blow his load on her crotch and stomach, and especially in a way that stained her intricate, colorful skirts.

Bylia stared down at the mess he’d made on her with a blissful, exhausted expression. She made room for him on the bed as he slid in to lie beside her.

“Can I sleep here tonight?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said. “Assuming you sing for me again in the morning.”


CHAPTER 20

As it turned out, Damon was up and moving the next morning before any true sunrise fun could happen. Jonna was kind enough to knock on his door and warn him that the only wagon heading into Avaricia would be leaving in less than an hour.

“You’re so lucky to have our sweet Bylia in your room to help you dress,” she added, with a laugh.

Damon bit back a quip about fluffing pillows and started collecting his clothes. Bylia moved to hug him from behind as he finished pulling on his shirt. She was still naked, with faint, wonderfully seductive odor so common to newly awoken women.

“Is this the shield you were talking about?” she whispered, moving to where he’d set the artifact down.

“Yeah,” he said. “Aside from my wrathblade, it may well be the rarest object I’ve ever encountered.”

“Hmm…” Bylia tapped a finger along the back. “I can’t read much Old Manitian, but I know what this is. It’s the old royal signature of the Alcina line, the ancestors of the current Alquin line. King Antoine might be interested in recovering this, you know.”

“Hearthold is across the ocean,” said Damon. “Though… Princess Kastet is in Avaricia. Vel has been serving as one of her ladies in waiting. This might be ideal!”

Bylia smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m half tempted to ask you for an appraisal fee for that bit of information.”

“If I manage to sell this shield for anywhere near what it’s worth, I think you’ll enjoy the tip I leave on the next performance of yours I’m around for.”

“Is that right? Well then, Damon Al-Kendras. I might just have to compose a new song to sing for you.”

They shared a long, tender kiss. Jonna knocked on the door again with breakfast, and then he was on his way, eating on the go as he hurried to catch the wagon before it departed town.

***

Damon arrived in Avaricia a few days later, and he wasn’t feeling overly eager to be back. The prospect of selling the shield had given him a buffer against the memory of his volatile last visit, but as the wagon made its way through the city gates, it all came rushing back.

He’d cut down Gavel and a number of goons with his wrathblade. There was a chance that he was a wanted man, but the possibility seemed to diminish with each armored city guard he passed. It wasn’t as though he was unrecognizable, given the nature of his career as a gladiator.

More than likely, whoever had taken over the Old Shipyard in Gavel’s place had simply disposed of the bodies to avoid drawing attention. He could almost picture them being rolled off the docks and into the ocean in the middle of the night, when the sharks were most hungry and active.

Avaricia felt strange and unfamiliar. The high buildings, paved streets, and incessant hustle and bustle was so different from the peace and serenity he’d come to take for granted on the farmstead.

The crowd was thick and constant. Damon had to pull old habits to the fore, switching his coin purse to one of his inner shirt pockets to dissuade the city’s many talented thieves.

He passed through the central market square, spotting one of the taverns that had been one of his and Austine’s favorites. It was a dirty, dingy place that served cheap ale, and he felt a lump take up residence in his throat as he considered how many barely remembered nights the two of them had spent within it.

He desperately wished that Malon or Ria was there with him, if only to hear him ramble about someone they’d never met. They were back home, but Vel was in the city. The thought gave him clarity, and he turned the corner onto the street that led through the Gilded District and toward the Royal Lodgings.

He waited within sight of the main entrance until he saw a courier headed in the same direction. A small bribe, plus the cost of a scrap of parchment and ink, was enough to send the man on his way into the Royal Lodgings with both the message he’d originally been tasked with delivering and Damon’s message for Vel.

It was close to half an hour later when she finally appeared. They’d been apart for only a month, but it still seemed like an age to Damon since he’d last seen her. He couldn’t stop himself from grinning as she hurried across the cobblestone toward him.

She wore an extravagant cream-colored dress with a respectable neckline along with a pair of white silk slippers that looked as though they’d never seen a dirty days’ work. Her golden hair was loose and playful, and her deep blue eyes never left his as she made her way over.

“Damon!”

She held her arms out and he swept her into a hug, unable to resist the urge to pull her briefly up and off her feet.

“Vel,” he said. “It’s so good to see you.”

The questions poured out of her even before their embrace drew to an end. “Are you okay? Your note was woefully vague. Did something happen? Is it aesta? Did she—”

“We’re all fine,” he said.

“Why are the two of you so stubborn about writing?” pouted Vel. “A single missive here and there, even just to send your best wishes, would have put my mind so much more at ease. I’ve had nightmares, Damon, of Shank and what could be happening back at the farm during the… Wait, what’s that on your back?”

“My reason for being here.” He grinned and pulled loose the shield, holding it out for her to run a hand across. “Do you remember that gorge near the farm that we never bothered with as kids?”

Vel’s eyes went wide, and she licked her lips, expression taking on a covetous edge as she inspected the inscription. “This is written in Old Manitian. I studied it for a time back in Hearthold.”

“So you can read what it says?”

“Yes…” She hesitated, face scrunching up. “I mean, sort of. We should take this to Kastet first. She has a fondness for history. I would be surprised if she didn’t buy this from you on sight.”

Damon needed no further convincing. “Lead on.”

They entered the Royal Lodgings, which served as the palatial guest house for the Godking Avarice’s most respected visitors. The floors were polished marble, and extensive work had gone into painting the walls a regal mixture of white, silver, and gold.

A number of house guards in crisp, clean uniforms eyed Damon warily, but he noticed how they would each drop their gaze as soon as they recognized Vel. She seemed to command no small amount of influence within the guest estate.

Kastet was in a rooftop garden, drinking tea and tossing bits of bread to a variety of exotic looking birds. It was Damon’s first time meeting her up close, and she was different than what he would have expected from the views he’d had of her from a distance.

Kastet was strikingly beautiful in a traditional sense, like a portrait of an attractive woman remade in the flesh. Her skin was pale, and there was a reserved, hidden quality to her soft face that made her seem far older than Damon knew she was.

She was shorter than he’d expected her to be, shorter even than Vel, with a petite figure that he could only assume was hidden by the style of dresses she typically wore. The loose curls of her light brown hair were held back by a thin, golden circlet, which was all she wore to signify her status as the third heir to the throne of one of the most powerful kingdoms in the realm.

Damon had the requisite social grace and poise to drop to one knee as he came within speaking distance of her. She smiled and gestured for him to stand, shaking her head.

“Please,” said Kastet. “There is little need to stand on formality. I’m simply feeding my birds, not holding court.”

“Milady, this is Damon Al-Kendras,” said Vel. “He and I—”

“I recognize him,” said Kastet. “He is your brother, is he not?”

Damon saw Vel prickle and blush at the suggestion, stumbling with her reply. “Ah, he’s… that is to say… we grew up together, but we’re not… um…”

“We share the same aesta,” said Damon.

“That’s a Remenai word, isn’t it?” said Kastet. “I feel as though I’ve heard it before.”

“An aesta is a woman who guards and raises orphans during times of trouble,” said Damon. “Vel and I were both raised on a farmstead to the far north of here.”

“Yes, she’s told me much of both it and you.” Kastet stepped forward, reaching out to take one of Damon’s hands in hers. “I owe the deepest apology I can offer, Damon Al-Kendras. I was not privy to the terms of the arena duel you and your fellow gladiator were subjected to until it was too late. It is my fault that you were forced to kill someone you cared for.”

The suddenness and sincerity of her apology was enough to steal Damon’s voice. He’d spent so much time considering how to take revenge against Len and Avarice for what they’d done. Kastet had never entered his thoughts as a co-conspirator, but hearing her express herself so directly soothed a tender, hidden place within him, a place he’d forgotten existed.

“I… thank you,” he muttered.

She didn’t let go of his hand. Damon felt a strange intimacy in the way her small, soft fingers pressed against his calloused palm and hardened knuckles. He sensed Vel glancing back and forth between the two of them and wondered if he was perhaps seeing a side of the young princess which she didn’t often present to the world.

“Milady, I brought Damon to meet with you to share an interesting discovery he’s made,” said Vel. “He found a shield with the royal signature of the ancient Alcina line upon its underside.”

“That is indeed rather interesting,” said Kastet. “May I see it?”

She let go of his hands so Damon could pull it free from his back. He offered it to Kastet, who nodded to Vel to receive and hold it for her.

“My knowledge of other languages has waned over the years since my education,” said Kastet. “Would you mind reading the inscription for me, Lady Velanor?”

Vel chewed her lower lip, her cheeks flushing for a reason that Damon couldn’t readily identify.

“Perhaps we should bring in a scholar to read it for us?” suggested Vel. “I doubt that I have the skill to—”

“Vel,” said Kastet, sharply.

She let out a defeated sigh and briefly passed the shield back to Damon. Reaching into a small fanny pocket in the front of her gown, she revealed a pair of round rimmed spectacles.

Damon watched in a mixture of awe and amusement as Vel slid them onto her face, blushing as red as he’d ever seen her before.

“Spectacles,” he said, dumbly. “I didn’t realize you wore them.”

“I had my physicalist take her eye readings after she began struggling with reading at a distance,” said Kastet. “Spectacles have become commonplace in Hearthold over the past year. It would have been imprudent for me not to outfit her with them, given her status as one of my ladies in waiting.”

“Uh-huh.” Damon attempted, with partial success, to contain his laughter as he saw Vel glaring at him. He could imagine what she’d say, had Kastet not been there to overhear.

In truth, they didn’t look unattractive or even unwieldy on her. They emphasized a side of Vel that he hadn’t seen in years, the curiosity she’d been so defined by as a young girl, full of questions and imagination.

“I think they look adorable on her,” said Kastet.

“Absolutely,” said Damon. “They give off the air of a learned woman. Vel has always had such clear aspirations to become a scholar, or perhaps a painter.”

Vel was practically seething, and she shot him a glare that could have stripped the polish off a tavern table. Kastet let out a small, girlish laugh and set her hand on Damon’s shoulder.

“You are delightfully devilish, Damon, but we shouldn’t tease her overmuch,” she said. “Velanor, if you would?”

“By all means, milady,” said Vel, through gritted teeth. “The inscription is a single message. Of pride and justice, Lord Alcina IV carries the bulwark of Rovahn in defense of our people.
”

“Fascinating…” Kastet reached over to accept the shield from Vel, stroking a finger along the top edge of the metal. “You were wise to bring this to my attention, Damon. I must have it for my collection.”

He felt his heart leap and did his best to seem nonchalant as he pushed forward. “If you must have it, milady, then of course I can let it go. For a reasonable price.”

There was a distinct moment during which Kastet’s eyes met his when Damon realized that he was dealing with a woman of power and not just a noble in name. He’d played his cards, and she was the type to let the moment linger into borderline uncomfortable territory before so much as blinking.

“In theory, Lord Avarice has an outstanding claim to all artifacts of a historical nature excised from the colonial New North,” said Kastet. “You were wise to bring this to me first, as I could well be the only buyer capable of purchasing your find with confidence of holding it.”

“There’s a thin line between being clever and making enemies,” said Damon. “As I’m sure a princess of your particular upbringing must know.”

Kastet gave him a true grin. “I was merely speaking aloud. I can see what the value of this find represents to you, Damon Al-Kendras. I would not deny you nor your sister of a fair compensation.”

“She’s not my…” He gritted his teeth, annoyed at how she’d thrown him and how clear it was that she savored his reactions. “What I mean to say is I’m sure your wisdom on this matter is fair and overflowing, milady.”

Kastet chuckled, and Vel contributed her own betrayal with a tiny smirk.

“If this is truly the shield of Lord Alcina IV, then it is worth its weight in silver, if not at least partially in gold,” said Kastet. “The Alquin royal line will pay you handsomely. I will, of course, need to send a missive to the King and Queen before confirming the purchase, but I can provide a preliminary outreach of funds in the meantime, along with an opportunity.”

“Fifteen gold crowns,” said Damon. “Take it or leave it.”

He knew that, at least on the surface, it was an absurd, life changing, land and servant buying amount of money to ask for. He doubted whether he’d ever known anyone on a personal level who couldn’t say the same.

But he also wasn’t stupid. He knew how deep the royal pockets were and how to bargain. Starting at 15 for the shield would leave plenty of room for him to grudgingly be bargained down to five, or more likely, one or two gold crowns.

“Done,” said Princess Kastet Alquin of the Merinian Summoners. “I can only give you an initial payment now, but I pair it with an offer of an ongoing partnership.”

She hadn’t specified the amount. It was a fact that Damon forced himself to keep in mind as he contemplated how, assuming she kept her word, he and Malon and Ria and Vel would have enough money to set themselves up for an incredibly comfortable future.

“Go on,” he said.

“I would aspire to enlist your services as a treasure hunter to continue exploring and excavating the area in which you found this artifact,” said Kastet. “You’d work in tandem with one of my trusted advisors, who would be responsible for making sure that all discoveries are reported and handled properly.”

She smiled at Vel. Damon felt his reaction momentarily mirroring her own bewildered face.

“Me?” asked Vel, poking a finger against her chest.

“Who else?” Kastet made an open palmed gesture with one hand. “You’re still young, Velanor, but this task seems particularly suited for you. The surrounding area is your homeland. You’ll have convenient lodgings nearby, along with assistance from family. I know how bored you must be here in Avaricia as a girl still beneath her twentieth year of majority.”

“But I… don’t know anything about treasure hunting, or excavating,” said Vel. “I doubt if I even have suitable clothes.”

Damon snorted, which drew a brief scowl from Vel and a pensive reaction from Kastet.

“Part of my thinking in this matter is the preestablished rapport you and your brother already share,” said Kastet. “I’m sure Damon would be far more open to taking orders and delivering reports to someone who he’s familiar with and cares about.”

“Taking… orders.” Vel blinked. “Ah. Yes, milady, I believe I also see the wisdom in this arrangement.”

“Hold on,” said Damon. “As much as I would welcome Velanor’s help, I’m not sure that it would be entirely necessary, or even safe, for her to be—”

“The terms are non-negotiable, Damon Al-Kendras.” Kastet pulled out a small red coin purse. “One gold crown now. Fourteen when the funds from Hearthold arrive, along with enough to recompensate you for any additional artifacts you recover. You’ll report directly to Velanor, who will give me a full appraisal of your actions upon her return to Avaricia. Do we have a deal?”


CHAPTER 21

After accepting Kastet’s offer and gold, Damon accompanied Vel to her room within the Royal Lodgings.

It was a shared space, with a second bed he presumed was usually occupied by another lady in waiting. It smelled like perfume and fine silk, and his eyes held for longer than they should have at a stray pair of girlshorts poking out from underneath the curtain of one of the windows.

“That could have gone worse,” he said. He still held the gold crown in his hand, staring into the face of King Laurhal Ancina and considering what he could buy with it.

“I suppose leaving the city won’t be so bad if it means getting a chance to head home and see aesta again,” muttered Vel. “You’re going to have to give me more details on this tomb you discovered.”

“There will be plenty of time for that once we…”

He turned around, seeing Vel, still with spectacles on, scribbling notes across a parchment pad. He couldn’t keep from smiling, though it was more in amazement than in mockery.

“What?” she snapped.

“You just look different with spectacles on,” he said.

Vel blushed and immediately took them off. “They’re perfectly common in Hearthold, not that a grimy colonial like you would know!”

“I didn’t say that it was a bad look,” said Damon. “Besides, I see how they could be helpful. For reading or writing or… recognizing faces at a distance. Faces of people you may not have seen in a while, perhaps years, even.”

Vel blinked several times in quick succession. It seemed like an age passed before she mastered her expression, glaring at him while gripping the fabric of her skirt with clenched fingers.

“What are you insinuating?” she asked.

Damon took a step closer to her. “It’s past a mere insinuation at this point.”

“Again, with the stupid cat mask fantasy,” said Vel, dismissively. “You’re delusional. Listen to yourself. Don’t you have ample ports to dock your ship in without working me into your lurid fantasies?”

She jutted her chin out with the same bratty defiance he’d so often experienced during their childhood. But they weren’t children anymore, and they hadn’t been for a long time. He drew even closer to her, watching the way mere proximity strained her composure.

Damon set a hand on her hip, smirking with a bit more confidence than he necessarily felt. He leaned in slowly, giving her ample opportunity to draw back. She didn’t, even as his lips met hers and his hands began to roam.

But eventually, she did stop him, drawing free just as the lust began to addle Damon’s reasoning and he attempted to shift her onto the bed. She pushed him hard in the chest, narrowing her eyes into furious slits.

“Don’t you ever do that again within these walls,” said Vel. “If anyone who knows me here ever saw something like that, if they ever even suspected… I would never escape the rumors.”

“Didn’t our aesta used to warn you about not playing with fire if you don’t want to get burned?”

“You really are something else.” Vel folded her arms. “Damon, Kastet put me in charge of this expedition.”

Damon snorted. “Right. What are you going to do, order me to wash your small clothes as punishment?”

Vel’s smile took on a mischievous edge. “That sounds like a terrific place to start. You’ll find them in and around that basket in the corner.”

“Vel,” he said, locking eyes with her. “I’m not your lapdog.”

“How does that coin feel in your pocket?” she asked. “I hope you savor the feeling, because if you don’t play nice and follow my commands, you’ll never see another copper penny from Kastet.”

***

Damon grudgingly accepted defeat, though a large measure of his reluctance melted away when he began rifling through the clothes basket as he carried it down the Royal Hall. Vel had more than a few pairs of girlshorts that their aesta wouldn’t have approved of.

He felt an odd flush of heat across his shoulders and neck as he considered whether perhaps she had someone in mind to show off for within the city. The thought was a fleeting one. Vel was still under twenty years majority. Any man attempting to seduce or even court her, as a respectable lady-in-waiting, would face gelding as punishment.

He winced as he considered his own words to her. Playing with fire was an easy way to get burned, indeed.

The laundering basins were in the basement, and Damon was relieved to discover that he wouldn’t have to do the actual washing himself. Half a dozen washwoman stood alongside wooden tubs over metal grates, turning basic mechanisms to spin the clothing inside in quick, churning circles.

He was in the middle of negotiating a fee he hadn’t realized he’d need to pay with a short woman with powerful looking arms when he spotted something out of the corner of his eye. Rather, he spotted someone. It was both a face that he’d been hoping to see again, and a face that haunted his nightmares.  

The former troupe master of the Gleaming Scythe Gladiatorial Entertainment Troupe stood along the far side of the chamber, dressed in a green silk shirt and flirting openly with a busty young washerwoman.

Len looked as though the previous few weeks had treated him well. Damon could only assume that he’d been paid handsomely in return for setting up the blood bout.

He was moving before he realized it, crossing the chamber with loping steps, one hand grasping the hilt of his wrathblade. The sudden rush of justified fury and unbridled rage was enough to make him unable to see anything else, to think of anything else. Len had to die.

Time seemed to slow down. He blinked, realizing that it was more than just a trick of his mind. He’d drawn the wrathblade and begun swinging it. Droplets of water from the washwoman’s churning tub floated through the air in a slow ballet of suspended animation.

He felt as though he’d become a servant to his anger, his true master. It wasn’t a feeling that Damon liked. He remembered Austine, dying in his arms, along with the promise he’d made.

“Revenge,” the sword seemed to whisper.

He blinked, forcing himself to think of Vel, Malon, and Ria. He wasn’t alone with Len in the chamber. The guards would treat his attack as murder, perhaps justifiably so. He would be executed, or at least imprisoned. Vel and the others would suffer the consequences.

“Do it,” hissed the sword, in a voice that was distinctly feminine and seductive. “Spill his blood. Make me wet and sticky with all that hot, dripping red. Mmm… Just a single hard thrust!”

The voice sent tickles of excitement and arousal with every syllable, and somehow, he knew that he was the only one who could hear it. Though as engaging as the sound of it was, it only fed into Damon’s suspicion. Swords weren’t generally supposed to slow time and fetishize the act of drawing blood.

He shifted his strike upward at the last second, cutting a single clump of hairs from atop Len’s balding head and nothing else. Twisting back around, he finished in a pointless flourish, sheathing his weapon back into the scabbard and ignoring the soft, disappointed sigh it let out in response.

Time sped back up.

Len fell backward onto the damp floor, eyes wide in terror. The washwoman gave him a quizzical look. He wondered how much of what had just happened they’d seen and how much had simply been an indistinct blur of motion.

No words were exchanged between the former gladiator and the former troupe master. Len staggered to his feet and sprinted from the chamber. Damon knew that even if he gave pursuit, there was no way it would lead to a better opportunity to kill the man.

“I haven’t forgotten, Austine,” he muttered. “Be patient.”

After ensuring that the washwoman he’d left Vel’s small clothes with would return them once cleaned and dried, Damon left the Royal Lodgings. He wandered the streets of Avaricia, picked up a few interesting gifts for Malon and the others with his newly earned coin, and eventually found a tavern.


CHAPTER 22

The next few days flowed together into a basic, regular routine. Damon met Vel at the city gates after spending the night in a cheap inn. They set off almost immediately, sharing the back of a carriage with two royal guards who Vel seemed familiar with.

The presence of the guards precluded any real conversation between him and Vel. Damon contented himself with watching the scenery past, his thoughts still circling around Len and Austine, and whether he was doing his friend’s memory justice by moving forward with his life.

It was late in the afternoon after several comfortable days of traveling when they finally arrived back on the farmstead. Vel climbed down first, grinning as she took in the sight of the old tower. It looked vaguely orange in the light of the setting sun.

“You’re smiling,” he said.

“Should I not be?” asked Vel.

“I still remember when you first arrived back after your time abroad,” said Damon. “You nearly threw a tantrum when it became clear that you’d be staying indefinitely.”

Vel gave him a small shrug. “I’ve… begun to see things differently, I suppose.”

“The spectacles must be working, then.”

She hadn’t, in fact, worn them much since they’d left Avaricia and didn’t have them on now, which made the glare she gave him seem a smidge overblown.

“Oh, hold a moment,” she said, stopping one of the guards in the process of carrying her traveling bag toward the tower. “I’m sure Damon would be more than happy to carry my things in for me. Feel free to head about your way.”

He rolled his eyes, wondering if he’d be able to stomach respecting her authority once they got back underway with excavating the kestian. Across the clearing, Malon and Ria had stepped out of the tower, both smiling and hurrying toward Damon and Vel with outstretched arms.

“Ria!” shouted Vel. “Why didn’t you tell me that Ria had come back, Damon?”

He winked at her. “I felt like it would be better to surprise you.”

In truth, he’d been worried that Ria might not still be on the farmstead, given the circumstances of his own temporary departure. Claiming that Ria was waiting for them at home in advance would have been gambling on a possibility, with Vel’s emotions as the currency.

“Seta,” said Malon, pulling Vel into a tight hug. “It is so good to see you again! If I’d known all I needed to do to see you home was send Damon on a trip to Avaricia, I would have done so weeks ago.”

“I am as happy to be home as you are to have me here. Truly.”

Ria hugged Vel next, and the two sisters in all but name swapped smiles and compliments.

“I’m far from a fan of Merinian fashion trends, but this dress looks of brilliance on you, Velanor,” said Ria.

“Thank you,” she said. “You can wear it sometime if you want.”

“I already wear your clothes whenever I want,” said Ria, with a teasing smirk.

Malon was more reserved in her greeting of Damon, squeezing his hands and nodding, but not opting to risk bringing their bodies into a hug and what it might entail.

“Solas,” she said. “How was your journey?”

“Productive,” he said. “I’ll explain once we’re inside.”

He was beginning to think that the evening would be off to a smooth, uneventful start when Ria came up behind him. She pulled him into a reverse hug, and after a moment, Damon turned around to face her directly.

They kissed each other once on the lips, and then several more times in quick succession. Damon could feel his arousal getting the better of him as he saw Ria’s flushed, excited expression. He remembered Malon’s stern warning a full minute too late.

Vel gaped at them, glancing away as they both looked in her direction. Malon frowned and folded her arms, looking as she so often had before dishing out punishments during their childhood.

“I’ve already begun preparing dinner,” she said. “You’re lucky I decided on mincemeat and potato pie. We always have leftovers. I’m sure it will be more than enough to feed us all.”

“I can’t wait,” said Damon, still looking at Ria. “I’ve worked up quite an appetite after being stuck on that carriage for the past few days.”

Ria and Malon were gracious enough to help Damon carry their traveling bags in, despite Vel grumbling a bit about how she’d entrusted the task to him. He immediately noticed that Ria’s bed had been moved from the common room into Vel’s room, which both women would now presumably be sharing.

Damon kicked his boots off and settled into a chair around the table. Vel and Ria had the most catching up to do, and he listened to them speak of Vel’s duties in Avaricia and Ria’s mundane adventures through the forest as he watched Malon cutting thick slices of mincemeat pie.

“I may as well open a bottle of wine,” said Malon. “It’s been far too long since we’ve all been together like this.”

“Open two,” said Damon. “As you said, aesta. It’s been far too long.”

She gave him an appreciative smile and passed him a plate with a slice of mincemeat pie. Damon couldn’t resist sneaking a bite before the others had been served. It was still hot enough to burn the roof of his mouth, but the crust was buttery and flaky, and the filling was perfect, a rich blend of meat, potatoes, and spices.

Malon had returned with the wine, and she poured him a goblet full to the brim. Damon took a deep sip, leaning back in his chair and feeling a deep sense of belonging as the four of them ate their food and complimented Malon on her cooking.

“Ah, I almost forgot,” he said, as the meal drew to a close. “I picked up a few gifts for the three of you in Avaricia.”

“You bought them gifts?” asked Vel. There was a slight poutiness to her tone that he wondered if she was even aware of. “When?”

“After I washed your…” He cleared his throat. “After meeting with Princess Kastet. Don’t make that face, I got you something too.”

“Really, solas,” said Malon. “Gifts weren’t necessary. I hope you didn’t spend too much.”

“I know how to shop and haggle in Avaricia,” he said. “I didn’t split my purse.”

He still had around fifty silver sables left, almost half of Kastet’s first payment and more than he really needed to contribute to the farmstead’s near future expenses. He grabbed his traveling bag and made a show of setting it on the table before beginning the grand reveal.

“For Ria,” he said. He drew a short dagger made from a single, carefully worked piece of steel with a balanced edge. “It’s a throwing knife. I thought you might like to have a weapon manageable at distances that might be unwieldy for your tempesting magic or spear.”

Ria’s eyes lit up, and she let her fingers linger on Damon’s as she accepted it. “I love it. Though, I’m not of knowledge of using such a weapon. Would you be willing to find time to give me some… private lessons?”

“I’ll teach you everything you need to know.” He held Ria’s gaze, suddenly aware of the soft rise and fall of her chest underneath the thin tunic she had on.

The surge of tension that filled the space of the silent moment that followed apparently wasn’t lost on Malon.

“Solas,” she said, sweetly. “Are there other gifts inside your bag?”

“Right,” he said, drawing his eyes from Ria. “Aesta. I thought you could use a new cookpot. It’s one of the expensive ones with handles and a matching lid with a steam vent on top.”

Malon’s smile was wide and genuine as she accepted it. “This is so thoughtful. I can hardly wait to have a chance to use it. Would any of you object to eating stew again tomorrow night?”

“I’ll eat anything you put on the table,” said Damon.

“Thank you, solas.”

She reached out and took his left hand, holding it and affectionately running her thumb against the inside of his palm. He couldn’t help but stare at her, and the fact that she stared back, face still imbued with a hint of an affectionate smile, said much to him.

Vel cleared her throat with an impatient edge. Damon let his fingers linger against Malon’s as he reached into his pack again and removed her gift.

It was a small ornate box of stained mahogany with a polished copper clasp. Vel grinned as she accepted it from him, giving it a gentle, curious shake.

“Can I open it?” she asked.

Damon nodded. She slowly pulled the lid back, glancing back up to flash another smile at him.

“It’s not jewelry is it?” she asked. “Damon, you’re so sweet.”

“It’s not jewelry,” he said, quickly.

Vel’s expression took on a confused cast as she pulled loose the box’s meager contents, a thin length of fine black silk. She looked up at Damon, and then back down into the box, poking a finger around inside in search of whatever else might be within.

“The bottom and top are both padded,” said Damon. “The cloth is for cleaning. I thought you might appreciate having a proper case and cloth for your spectacles.”

He felt deflated as he recognized the intense disappointment on display in her reaction. It took him a moment to realize that the emotion wasn’t solely about the gift.

“Spectacles?” asked Malon. “Seta. You were fitted for spectacles?”

“Sort of,” muttered Vel. “Kastet, um, insisted. But it’s not as though I have to wear them all the time!”

“I simply can’t imagine it,” said Ria. “Please, young Vel. Put them on. I must see this.”

“We’d all like to see them,” said Malon, voice earnest.

Damon recognized the trap he’d inadvertently laid for Vel and felt guilt and empathy twisting at his chest. With slow movements, she reached into her gown and withdrew the spectacles, draping the cord around her neck and sliding them into position on her face.

She looked as embarrassed as he’d ever seen her before, and vulnerable, on top of that. Her hands were clenched into unconscious fists on the table, and she refused to meet anyone’s gaze.

“Not a word,” she muttered. “I’m aware of how ridiculous I look. I only need them for reading at certain ranges. It’s not as though I want to have to wear them.”

Malon and Ria both began speaking over one another in an attempt to reassure her. Damon simply reached across the table, settling his hands on top of her still clenched fists and forcing her to look at him.

“I like you like this, Vel,” he said. “It’s like discovering a new side of you.”

It was the truth. She had so many different sides, and he loved all of them. Damon felt as though he’d won a small, hidden victory as she unclenched her fists and briefly entwined her fingers with his.


CHAPTER 23

Damon sipped another goblet of wine as he watched the three closest women in his life continue to examine the gifts he’d brought home for each of them. He remembered a facet of the night he’d spent in Avaricia that he’d nearly forgotten, given how drunk he’d been for much of the afternoon and evening.

“There were, ah, a few other things I picked up,” he said. “Nothing major. A bit of clothing for comfortable sleeping, or lounging.”

The three expensive, immodest linen nightgowns had cost him nearly as much as the other presents combined. They’d been an impulse buy after he’d caught sight of one of the gowns clinging to the carves of a wooden mannequin in a manner that had sent blood rushing to his cheeks… and various other places.

He’d gotten them each a different color. Pink for Malon. Green for Ria. Baby blue for Vel. Each one was a combination of thin shoulder straps, fabric that was near see through under certain lighting conditions, and dangerously flirty skirts.

He saw Malon react first, folding her arms and letting out a tired sigh, despite her continuous smile.

“Oh, how sweet, solas,” she said. “You shouldn’t have. Really.”

Vel let out a giggle and brought her hand to her mouth in an attempt to hide her amusement, still wearing her spectacles. Ria accepted hers and raised a teasing eyebrow.

“Ooh, I think I like this,” she said. “It is of such softness. Should I try it on for you now, young Damon, or perhaps later… in private?”

“Seta!” snapped Malon. “We talked about this.”

“What was going on inside your head when you bought these, Damon?” asked Vel. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate your generosity, but this is more the type of gift a man might buy for his… ah, you know.”

“I was rather drunk at the time,” he admitted.

Vel’s expression grew serious. “Was this on the day you arrived in Avaricia? You never told me what happened to make you so moody and distant after you met with Kastet and I.”

He really didn’t want to talk about it, as much because of how hard it was to explain as because of how much it hurt. But he had to talk about it.

“I… ran into Len,” he said. “My old troupe master.”

The table was silent. Ria was the first to react, reaching out a leg hidden from view down below to gently caress the side of his leg.

“Malon explained to me what happened within the Gilded Amphitheater, Damon,” said Ria. “I had no idea you were carrying such weight. You should have told me.”

He shrugged, feeling his emotions war between numbness and overreaction. Perhaps he should have told her, and he wasn’t sure whether it was because he knew how readily Ria would have offered to help him take his revenge, or because he feared her pity.

“There’s something else,” he said, mostly to shift the topic. “Aesta. There was a moment in which I was considering rash action against Len. I drew my wrathblade.”

“Solas…” she chided.

“I know. I did realize that it was a mistake, but… it was as though the sword didn’t.”

He recognized the character of the blank stares facing him from around the table. They had no idea what he was talking about. He wasn’t entirely sure the he knew himself, either.

“I drew upon the wrathblade’s power,” he said. “The speed, or awareness sorcery it’s imbued with. It was as if the world had been submerged in molasses. As it happened, the sword began to speak to me.”

Ria had shifted her leg caressing to firmly, but gently, kicking him in the shin underneath the table. She had her arms crossed, and it was plain from the line of her mouth that she thought he was spinning fiction.

“Interesting,” muttered Malon. “What did it say to you?”

Damon hesitated. “It wanted me to attack. It seemed… extremely passionate on that point.”

“What were the exact words?” asked Malon. “It’s essential for you to tell me if you can remember, solas.”

He hadn’t forgotten. He’d even dreamed of the voice repeating itself once or twice on the journey back from Avaricia, in a variety of less than dinner table friendly contexts.

“It asked me to ‘spill his blood’,” said Damon. “It said it…” He cleared his throat. “It wanted me to ‘make it wet and sticky with all that hot, dripping red’ with a ‘single hard thrust’.”

Ria burst out laughing, slapping her hand down on the table. Vel looked as though she was on the verge of doing the same, with the addition of heavily flushed cheeks.

Malon was stone serious. She pointed toward Damon’s side and motioned upward with her hand.

“Lay it across the table, solas,” she said.

He drew his wrathblade and carefully positioned it between the gifts and their mostly empty food plates. Malon ran a finger along the sword’s flat, closing her eyes and tapping as it approached the tip.

“I am… concerned,” she said. “Your wrathblade is imbued with a portion of Wrath’s power, hence the name. For the magic to remain potent, the weapon must continue to draw essence through that connection.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“It isn’t simply a question of your strength and emotions, solas,” said Malon. “The weapon is intrinsically linked to Wrath. Many wrathblades were produced, so many in fact that the original enchantment of the weapon was diluted by the number. In the time since, most have been lost or destroyed.”

He shook his head. “So, what? My sword is even more powerful than I thought it was?”

“Danger is not the same thing as power.” Malon frowned and reached out to take his hands. “The voice you heard while drawing from the sword’s power could have only been a facet or artifact of Wrath, herself. This implies that she is gaining in power, and with it, influence.”

The table had grown dead silent. Damon felt like the tension belonged to him as the moment held. He still had the fingers of one hand draped around his wrathblade’s hilt, and he let each finger open and close in sequence.

“What should I do?” he asked.

Malon let out a sigh that seemed to emphasize the problem. “Truly? I know not. It would be wise for you to at least consider buying another weapon, but to suddenly stop using your wrathblade might draw Wrath’s attention in an unfavorable manner.”

“What if he destroyed it?” asked Vel. “Or cast it into a river?”

The thought of getting rid of his wrathblade, after all he and the weapon had been through, was enough to make a pit form in his stomach.

“There is no simple solution,” said Malon. “Solas, please let me know immediately if you hear this voice again, or if anything else unusual happens with the weapon.”

Damon nodded. “I will.”

The meal drew to a close under a mood partially doused by his admission. He noticed the wary looks Vel and Ria gave his sword as he pulled it back from the table and slid it into its scabbard.

Malon cleared their plates. It was later than Damon had realized, and an exaggerated yawn from Vel began the procession of goodnights.

“I should get some rest,” said Vel. “I want to see the interior of this kestian first thing tomorrow morning. Be ready to rise early, Damon.”

“Of course, Lady Velanor,” he said, with mock sincerity.

She didn’t seem to notice, smiling in a manner which made Damon feel as though his quip had rebounded into the realm of respectful obedience. Vel said goodnight to Malon as she finished with the plates, and then shared a few whispered words with Ria before disappearing into their shared bedroom.

Damon saw mischief in Ria’s expression as she leaned forward from across the table.

“I hardly feel tired at all,” she said. “The gown you gave me is of such prettiness. I should at least try it on for you, young Damon, should I not?”

“I think you need to,” he replied.

She lifted her green nightgown, pressing it against her front and smiling a rather dangerous smile. “Perhaps I’ll spin around once I have it on. Send the skirts a flutter. See how the fabric performs under the stress I’m sure it will often be subjected to.”

“The stitching is solid,” he said. “I’m sure the gown can take quite a beating.”

“I should hope so,” said Ria. “I plan on wearing it often.”

Malon cleared her throat and slid her chair back underneath the table, eliciting a grinding screech from the wooden legs. “Seta. Please refrain from teasing solas.”

Ria seemed to hesitate and think better of her response. She sighed and stood up, arching to stretch her back.

“Will you begrudge us even a simple goodnight hug?” she asked.

“Hugging is fine,” said Malon.

Damon closed the distance to Ria, feeling his heart begin to pound as he pulled her into an embrace. Malon had said that hugging was fine. It was a small allowance, but one that he was grateful for.

He could hug Ria each night and each morning, and during the day, if they could find the time. From the front, and from behind. He breathed in her scent, still fresh and natural, like a field of wildflowers.

“I can’t decide whether to sleep in your nightgown,” whispered Ria. “Or naked.”

He felt himself getting hard at a gallop. “Sleep in the gown, but don’t put on your girlshorts underneath.”

They parted after another moment of subtle undulations against one another. Damon felt his grin fade as he noticed Malon’s peeved expression.

They were alone in the common room as Ria joined Vel and closed the door to their chamber. Damon felt unsure of whether he should simply retire to his own bed or attempt to undo the damage he’d unwittingly just done.

Navigating the balance of emotions and authority on the farmstead felt like a job unto itself. He noticed that there were a few goblets left on the table and moved to begin clearing them.

“I can handle those,” said Malon.

“I know you can, but I want to help. In any way that I can.”

Malon gave him a reluctant smile. “I know that, solas. Your help is appreciated.”

She stood up to clear the last of the cups, and they faced each other in the space alongside the table as she set it down.

“Goodnight, aesta,” he said.

“Goodnight, solas,” she sighed.

He pulled her into a gentle hug, not testing his luck, despite the temptation of her soft body against his. She caressed his cheek as they parted, and he couldn’t resist giving her a kiss on the lips.

A tender kiss on the lips. A chaste kiss on the lips, if such a thing could exist between grown men and woman. Malon sighed at him, her eyes briefly darting down to the obvious bulge in his pants, and then firmly pushed him on the chest in the direction of his room.

He was hoping she’d follow him, but he knew that she wouldn’t.


CHAPTER 24

Damon understood that frustration in all its forms was an emotion defined by both a floor and a ceiling. The floor of his current experience was a full stomach, a light feeling of drunkenness from wine, and the comfort of being back in the farmstead with no pressing problems.

The ceiling was the image of Ria, probably lying in bed in much the same mood, naked or wearing just the nightgown he’d given her, desperate for a man’s touch. Not just a man’s touch. His touch.

He tensed his jaw and leaned his head back on the pillow, taking hold of his annoyingly hard cock. Images of Malon and Vel danced in the periphery of his mind, but it was Ria in the forefront. He remembered the way she’d teased him with her foot under the table, the look on her face as she’d held the gown up against herself.

It was too much. Slowly, Damon slid from his bed and began creeping across the floor. He swore as he listened to the wood creaking underneath his feet. He’d been much better at stealth as a boy, and the memory of which floorboards made which noises had been lost to the years.

The incredulousness of what he was attempting struck him as he reached the door. Even if he managed to reach Ria and Vel’s room… it was still Ria and Vel’s room.

He stood no chance of sneaking inside of it, let alone seducing and bedding Ria without Vel waking up at some point. She’d never been a heavy sleeper, to begin with.

He accepted the bitter taste of defeat as he moved back toward his bed to collapse into it. A light tapping noise came at his window, and his heart nearly skipped a beat as he noticed a hand waving to him from outside of it.

Ria, clad in her lurid new nightgown, stood outside on the grass. Damon grinned, holding her gaze for a moment before heading out to join her.

He didn’t get ahead of himself. Half a dozen feats of stealth still separated him from making out his door, across the common room, and into the night. He marveled at how Ria had done it so silently as he slowly began coaxing his door open, wincing at each creak of wood and cry of the hinges.

He took long, careful steps. Some of his once cherished knowledge of the locations of the noisiest floorboards came back to him as he began to make his way forward. The chamber was lit by only the dying embers of the hearth, and he was careful to avoid bumping into any mislaid chairs.

He was at the door when it all fell apart. The sound of footsteps came from Ria and Vel’s room, followed by the door opening. Damon tried to keep the despair from showing on his face as Vel made her way over to him, suspicion evident in the way she set her hands on her hips.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

“Relieving myself,” he said, in the quietest voice he could manage. “I didn’t feel like wasting my currently clean chamber pot.”

“Liar,” she said. “Why isn’t Ria in bed either, then?” And—”

Damon brought a finger to his lips, glaring at her. It wasn’t ideal to be caught by Vel, but it was still vastly preferable to being discovered by Malon. He took her hand in his as though she’d been part of the plan from the beginning and gently began easing the front door open.

Vel let out a sigh but followed along as they emerged into the moonlit night. The pale green glow of the ghost moon made it feel as though they were stepping into a dream, and the feeling was multiplied by the soft, cool grass against the underside of his bare feet.

“Damon,” said Vel. “What are the two of you planning? Is this something that aesta needs to know about?”

Ria had come around from the other side of the tower. Damon saw the excitement deflate from her pose as she caught sight of Vel following after him.

“Relax, Velanor,” said Ria, in a soothing, but irritated voice. “Damon and I were simply going for a moonlight swim. Remember how much we used to enjoy such things when we were of our youth?”

“And it’s just a coincidence that you happened to put on the new nightgown he bought for you before sneaking out?” countered Vel.

Ria blinked. “Velanor. You’re wearing yours, too.”

Damon hadn’t noticed in the dark of the common room and couldn’t help but snort as he realized that Vel was, in fact, wearing his gift. It looked good on her, and he took pride in the fact that he’d managed to estimate the size of both their busts with such accuracy.

“Only because I didn’t feel like digging through my luggage for comfortable sleeping wear,” said Vel. “I wasn’t planning on dressing to impress for a moonlit stroll, or whatever you two intended for this to be.”

“Are you coming swimming with us or not, Vel?” asked Damon.

She folded her arms and pouted. Damon hooked one arm through Ria’s and extended the crook of the other, which Vel accepted after a moment of hesitation.

“Can you see okay in the dark, or do you want to run and grab your spectacles?” he asked.

“Damon!” shouted Vel.

“He’s teasing you,” said Ria. “Aren’t you of authority of him with the reports you’re making to your princess? Threaten to have her dock his pay.”

“Why did you feel the need to remind her?” asked Damon.

“I think I’ll be recommending to Kastet that you lose fifty silver for that comment,” said Vel.

“Seriously?”

“It just went up to seventy-five!”

They parted from one another and broke into an impromptu foot race as they approached the bank of the river. Ria’s long legs easily outstripped the others, and Vel called for them to slow down as Damon outpaced her.

The sight of the lake’s surface was almost too beautiful to disturb, still as glass, reflecting the majesty of Eldritch and the surrounding stars. Damon dipped one of his toes in, watching the ripple it sent through the brilliant nighttime tapestry.

“How’s the water?” asked Ria.

“Warmer than it’s been in days,” said Damon.

“Perfect.” Without ceremony, Ria reached down to the bottom hem of her nightgown and slowly began to pull it up and over her head. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath, and the tantalizing nature of the display reminded Damon of the type of thing men would pay good money for in the various dancing dens of Silke’s boudoir district.

“Ria!” hissed Vel.

“Relax.” Ria let the hem of the nightgown pull above her breasts, each one falling loose like fruit bouncing on the ends of pliable branches. “It’s just Damon. It’s nothing he hasn’t seen before during our childhood.”

“We aren’t children anymore,” said Vel, though her tone already sounded defeated.

“I’ll be in the water soon enough.” Ria carefully folded her nightgown and set it down on a clean section of dress. “Would you truly expect me to soil my new gift by swimming in it?”

“I… suppose not,” muttered Vel.

Ria blew Damon a kiss before Vel could look her way again and, with graceful steps, bounded off the bank and into a smooth, shallow dive. Damon tugged his shirt off in record time, though he paused as he stepped out of his trousers, trying to divine where the line was.

He couldn’t use the same excuse as Ria. If he took off undershorts, there would be no attempting to hide his intentions from Vel. With that said, he suspected Vel already knew his intentions, with her if not with Ria.

It came down to the simple matter of introducing a needless complication. He kept his undershorts on and hoped it wouldn’t be a barrier to having fun.

Vel eventually joined them in a similar state of undress, though in the dark, it made almost no difference to the lewdness of her silhouette. Damon did a slow lap of the entire lake before coming to a stop near Ria and Vel, feeling the depths of both the water and his burgeoning arousal.


CHAPTER 25

“Let’s play the catching game, like we used to,” suggested Ria. “The one where one of us is of blindness and the others avoid.”

Surprisingly, Vel seemed to perk up at the suggestion. “I think Damon should be the searcher first. His eyes have been far too open across the past few minutes.”

“Fine by me,” he said.

He closed his eyes, giving Vel and Ria a small head start before beginning his search. He would have assumed that not being able to see either of them would have dampened the excitement of their nighttime swim. He would have assumed wrong.

“You’re drawing closer, Damon,” called Ria, from his right.

“Ria!” snapped Vel. “You’re giving him hints by talking.”

“Perhaps I want him to catch me,” she cooed.

He felt water splash the side of his face from directly behind him and to his left. He knew it was Vel, and he ignored it. He was more interested in catching Ria and giving her the usual combination of tickling and dunking the game had involved during their childhood.

He started in what he thought was Ria’s direction, but another, larger splash of water hit him. He turned and grabbed, only touching air, but hearing a tight gasp escape Vel’s lips.

He hurled himself in her direction, one of his hands getting a full grip of  soft flesh before she could dive away. He felt her kick near him and begin swimming underwater.

“Young Damon,” cooed Ria, from a different section of the lake. “You might find me easier to catch.”

There was a slight teasing edge to her voice that made him wonder if he would. He started moving toward her, but felt a sudden, pesky pinch on the back of one of his calves.

He sank his hands under the water and dragged Vel to the surface. She let out a laugh and playful cry and tried to wiggle out of his grasp.

“I caught you, you little brat!” he said.

“Noooo!” Vel cried dramatically.

The sensation of her squirming within his arms brought his earlier arousal back in a sudden rush. They were both wearing their small clothes, but Vel’s petite ass still felt glorious as it brushed and bumped against his crotch.

“I’m coming to your defense, Velanor,” called Ria. “Hold on!”

A set of soft hands settled on Damon’s back as he felt Ria ostensibly try to free Vel by rubbing her naked body against his back. Vel wiggled and let out a small, husky breath. She slid down slightly and for an instant, he was cupping one of her breasts through her half shirt.

He let go of Vel and acted as though he was engaged in the game again, mostly to calm his lower regions down. Ria played along, slipping to a new spot in the water with movements that announced her presence rather than playing for stealth.

Another splash hit him from the left, presumably from Vel. He ignored it, heading for Ria as though he was being pulled by the head of his hard cock. Ria churned through the water as she made a halfhearted attempt to get away. Damon reached out and took hold of a soft, giggling body.

“Oh no, young Damon!” cooed Ria. “You dastardly rogue! It seems you’ve caught me.”

She surged against him. Damon had to stifle a groan in response to the sensation of her wet, naked body slipping and sliding along the front of his chest and front. He had no idea if Vel was watching them or not.

Ria’s lips brushed against his as though offering a dangerous answer to his unasked question. True Divine, he’d missed her. His tongue lashed forward to tease against her as they began writhing together.

Her naked thighs squeezed against either side of his hard, but still contained cock. She slid a hand down, toying with the waistline of his undershorts in an apparent attempt at remedying the situation.

“What are the two of you doing?” called Vel.

Ria pulled her lips back, but her hips continued moving under the surface of the water, thighs gently stroking back and forth along Damon’s erection.

“I’m tickling her, Vel,” he said. “She’s putting up a fight, though.”

“There’s no need to worry,” called Ria. “I can easily handle young Damon.”

He reached his hands around, alternating squeezing her naked ass cheeks together and pulling them apart. Ria suddenly pushed down on his shoulders, dunking him in the water in a fashion that sent his face sliding through her bosom on the way down.

She yanked his undershorts down while she was below him, and Damon felt the situation veering into uncontrollable territory. He opened his eyes as Ria resurfaced, noting the flirtation in her moonlit expression.

“Distract him, Velanor, while I escape!” she called, spinning around as though to dive away.

She could have easily moved faster, if she’d wanted to. Damon reached forward, seizing her by the hips, and pulled her back into him. The angle was so perfect that  he almost felt evil for abusing it, despite the sound of Ria’s playful laughter urging him on.

He sank his cock as deep as it could possibly go on that first, hideously pleasurable thrust. Ria shuddered, almost giving the game up in the way she arched her back and momentarily forgot about her escape.

“Run, Ria!” laughed Vel. She splashed water against them and blundered into Damon, oblivious to what she was interrupting.

He got an extra half thrust in as they parted. It was a struggle to contain his disappointment, but he did his best as they game continued.

Damon and Ria found precious few chances to renew their fun. Eventually, all three of them retired for a soak in the far section of the lake, where a shallow shelf let them sit in the water as though it were a bath.

“What do you think we’ll find in the dungeon tomorrow?” asked Vel.

Ria let out a small, somewhat mocking, snort. She was sitting with her shoulder against Damon, and her hand moved from where it had been resting against his leg to gently caress his inner thigh.

“It is a kestian, Velanor, not a dungeon,” said Ria. “As to what we will fine.” She shrugged. “It is hard to say, with absolution.”

Her fingers moved to tease Damon’s erection as she said the word hard. He moved his own hand into her lap and began to reciprocate.

“We aren’t simply delving in blind,” he said. “Perhaps we’ll get a taste of more enemies and more puzzles.”

“More treasure?” asked Vel.

“But of course,” said Ria, in a playful voice. “The biggest treasures are still yet to come.”

She pulled his cock out of his undershorts and began stroking it with enthusiasm, limiting the motion to wrist and forearm. Vel was leaning back, seemingly entranced by the enchanting night sky.

“I can’t wait,” said Vel. “I’m so glad that Kastet chose me for this adventure. It’s exactly what I needed.”

“It’s what we all need,” said Damon. “A perfect chance to play around, have a little fun.”

He curled his fingers in an insistent, come hither motion within Ria’s womanhood. She shuddered and let out a soft moan, giving his cock a gentle squeeze.

“You said you encountered a monster when we spoke over dinner,” said Vel. “Do you think it will be dangerous?”

Ria began stroking faster and faster, the water churning with what Damon felt were lewd noises as she worked his prick. The frustration of the day had him on the precipice. She was being mean, in so many ways. He was terrified that Vel would notice before he could blow, or worse, right after.

“A little danger is what makes any adventure interesting,” said Ria. “What is that Merinian saying? Fortune favors the, ah… brave.”

She was right there with him. Damon teased and gently flicked with his fingers. Ria’s leg suddenly kicked out in a manner that seemed like he’d forced it. Realizing how much pleasure he was inflicting on her in return was simply too hot for him.

“Ah…” he said, as his cock began to pump hot seed into the cool water. “Ria knows what she’s talking about.”

“I do young, Damon,” she whispered. “Truly, I do.”


CHAPTER 26

Damon, Ria, and Vel set out shortly after sunrise the next morning. Malon was up in time to see them off, sending them along with a satchel filled with bread, cheese, and dried beef for lunch.

“Keep an eye on them, solas,” she said, planting a kiss on his cheek.

“I will, though I’m sure that Ria and Vel are fully capable of taking care of themselves,” he replied.

“I don’t doubt that,” said Malon. “But still… Regardless of whether my worries are justified, I still feel as though I should express them.”

“We’ll be fine, aesta,” said Vel. “We’ll see you later this afternoon.”

Vel had dressed herself in a Merinian style tunic with sections of leather light armor sewn into it, along with a rugged set of leggings and fur lined boots. The outfit, by Damon’s guess, likely cost several dozen silver sables.

“Your worries are not unjustified, Malon,” said Ria. “I will also be on guard.”

Ria’s outfit, in comparison, was practical and time tested. She wore her spiral tunic over one of Damon’s old long sleeve shirts. Her leggings were grey, with a few stains and patches that told a story of how many hard situations she’d previously scraped through.

She carried her spear in one arm, which she leaned on slightly, and the throwing knife Damon had bought for her in a sheathe on her waist. Noticing her equipment brought Damon’s attention back to Vel, along with the potential danger the kestian might hold within.

“Have you thought about taking the short bow with you, Vel?” he asked.

Her face scrunched up a bit. “Do you truly think we’ll be in a situation where it might be needed?”

“I couldn’t guess,” he said. “Your aim with it was solid, though. You fended off Shank in the woods when we last faced him. I like the idea of you as an archer.”

Vel seemed to suppress a smile at the compliment. “I suppose I could bring it with me. But keep in mind that this is an excavation, not a battle. Kastet placed me in charge of overseeing this operation and I intend for us to go slow and take no unnecessary risks.”

She managed a look of stern authority for a moment before turning and hurrying inside in an excited half-run. A minute later, she emerged with the short bow and quiver hanging from a hastily added belt tied diagonally across her shoulders.

Damon took the lead as they began traversing the forest path. The weather was somber, with a muted grey sky ringed by dark clouds along its edges. He kept a hand on his wrathblade out of habit, though the peculiarities he’d faced the last time he’d drawn it were still fresh in his mind.

They’d traveled about halfway to the gorge when the sight of a figure blocking the path ahead consolidated amidst the foliage. Damon sensed Vel stiffening behind him. He and Ria’s reactions were more blunted, recognizing the build and outfit of a certain Remenai suitor.

“Joyell,” she sighed, massaging her temples. “He simply does not quit. The weather is touched with storms today. Perhaps I shall end this, here and now.”

She lifted her hands, briefly splaying her fingers. Vel frowned, catching up on the situation from what little she’d apparently been told.

“This is the boy who said he wanted to marry you?” she asked.

Damon snorted. “He’s not exactly a boy.”

“By Rem age, technically he is,” said Ria. “It would be so much simpler, were that not the case.”

She sighed and relaxed her posture, apparently deciding against a preemptive lightning strike.

“Let’s just continue the ruse and walk right by him,” said Damon. “Here.”

He snagged a piece of charcoal from a nearby tree, pulling his mouth to the side in concentration as he tried to remember the exact patterning of the matridai he’d drawn on her.

“What ruse?” asked Vel.

“Damon acted as though he was my husband the last time we encountered Joyell,” said Ria.

Vel blinked several times in quick succession. “Are you serious?”

“It is not of such strangeness, no?” Ria held still as Damon began drawing the marks. “I imagine that Merinian woman might occasionally claim to be married, or betrothed, in order to stave off an unwanted suitor?”

“Sometimes, but that’s different,” said Vel. “They never claim to be married to their… I mean… What would aesta think?”

“She wasn’t a fan,” said Damon.

He finished the second mark and used his thumb and forefinger to hold Ria’s chin as he turned her face from side to side, examining his handiwork. She had a tiny, wicked smile on her face that he couldn’t help but match.

“Husband,” said Ria.

“Wife.”

Vel made a noise. “The two of you seem to be entirely too comfortable with this arrangement.”

“We’re doing our best to avoid pointless violence,” said Damon, putting an arm around Ria’s shoulders. “It’s all in the name of peace and harmony.”

Ria leaned her head against Damon’s shoulder for a moment, before planting a quick series of kisses along his cheek and neck. “We are nothing if not of reason. It is just pretend, Velanor.”

Damon cupped her cheek and gave her a slow kiss on the lips, using his thumb to brush back the stubborn lock of silver hair that always hung to one side of her face. “Just pretend.”

Vel made another noise. Damon took Ria’s hand in his, fingers intertwining, and began the all too convincing ruse in earnest.

Joyell heard them coming from a distance and stood blocking their way, arms crossed, stance wide. Damon’s first thought was to simply walk around him, but the tall Rem man made an effort to continue stepping into their path as he tried it.

Ria said something in Konokai that Damon could practically understand the essence of from the nature of her dismissive, demeaning tone. Joyell’s face turned bright red, and he began to shout, jabbing a finger at Damon and then off into the distance, and then stomping his feet and turning in a ridiculous circle in a strange display of emphasis.

Ria let go of Damon’s hand and brought her arms above her head. Thunder began to rumble across the sky, followed an instant later by a flash of lightning that touched down somewhere far distant.

Joyell let out a rather forced laugh, and then crossed the only line that mattered to Damon. He pushed Ria hard in the shoulders, knocking her down onto her butt. Damon reached for his wrathblade and drew it in a single, smooth motion, overcome by protectiveness and rage.

“Mmm, yeah,” moaned his sword. “That’s it. This shitstain is trying to steal your wife from you. Your actual wife! He’s going to take her and rape her in the forest if you don’t open his guts up and let me soak in his thick, hot, sticky blood.”

The sword’s slowing effect was a bit weaker than it had been the last time Damon had drawn it in anger, but he didn’t need much time to hear its suggestions and realize his overreaction to the situation. Was he really to cut a man down in front of Vel and Ria for committing the egregious crime of being a jealous, pushy asshole?

He sheathed his weapon, undid his sword belt, and brought his guard up without ever taking his eyes from Joyell. Ria’s unwanted suitor respected the unspoken code of honor, tossing his curved scythe and whip to the side.

Joyell had a small, arrogant smile on his face, as though he was convinced that his slight height advantage would be enough to carry him to victory. Damon let him hold on to that assumption as they began circling one another, feet cracking against fallen sticks and branches, wind whistling through the trees.

Joyell attacked first, throwing a series of three punches. Damon backed away from the first, blocked the second, and ducked under the third. He slammed his knee into Joyell’s stomach before twisting hard to the side and connecting his elbow solidly into the Rem man’s jaw.

His opponent crumpled like a tumbling bale of hay. He didn’t get up, though Damon suspected it had more to do with the damage to his pride, rather than his face. Ria let out a loud sigh and waved for the other two to step over him and continue down the path.

“I fear if I said anything more to him, he would only be encouraged.”


CHAPTER 27

Damon led Ria and Vel down the steep slope and into the gorge. He slowed as he approached the entranceway, which was still open from their last visit, and gave Vel time to examine and react to what they’d be heading into.

“This has always been down in the gorge?” she asked. “Aesta didn’t know about it?”

“She claims she did not,” said Ria.

“She didn’t,” countered Damon. “She might be vague about what she knows at times, but she wouldn’t lie to our faces.”

Ria pulled her mouth to the side in a manner that made her seem doubtful. She took her lantern out of her pack and set about lighting it with a piece of flint.

“Let us get started,” said Ria. “Would anyone care to volunteer to light our way?”

“I don’t mind,” said Vel.

She took the lantern and the three of them set off down the first long hallway of the kestian. It didn’t take them long to reach the room at the end. Damon was relieved to find that the taifa was still locked in its stone statue state, along with the door on the room’s far side sliding easily upward under his touch.

He’d been worried that Vel might react poorly to the skeletal remains spread across the room, but she only blinked a few times and drew back from a skull near the door.

“You fought against this?” She had made her way over to the taifa and appeared to be internally debating whether to reach out and touch it with a hand. “Was it in motion as stone, or did it break free as though the stone was just a shell?”

“Somewhere in between,” said Damon. “I’ve no idea what sort of magic can do such things, but it was as though the stone became flesh, and then back to stone again once it became wounded.”

Vel stroked her chin in consideration. She reached into her satchel and pulled out the case Damon had given her, and the spectacles from within that. She put them on and proceeded to take a few quick notes on parchment with quill and ink.

“Is that truly necessary?” asked Ria.

“Princess Kastet is interested in whatever she can recover, but she also wants a full report for the sake of better understanding the region and its history,” said Vel. “We’ll continue forward once I’m finished.”

Damon almost snorted at the clipped, borderline snooty, sense of authority in her voice. Ria gave them both a patient smile and leaned against one of the walls. They waited until Vel had finished without objection, allowing her to pick the lantern back up and gesture them forward.

“Let’s continue,” she said. “No sense in wasting time.”

“You are so wise, Lady Velanor,” said Damon.

“Wise and brave,” added Ria. “Truly we are lucky for such insight.”

Vel glared at him, her face reddening visibly. “Shut up! There’s no sense in being petty simply because Princess Kastet placed me in charge.”

She made an attempt at sliding the heavy wooden door blocking their way upward. Damon came up behind her to assist as she began to struggle, pressing into her backside a bit as he levered the handle upward.

Their squabbling was forgotten as they stepped through into the next chamber. It was nearly identical to the first in dimensions, though with a number of pronounced differences in layout and décor.

A suit of gleaming silver armor stood in the center of the room, posed with a shield in one hand and a longsword in the other. The style of the armor was strange, with curving fins running along the gauntlets and grieves as adornments and a helmet that had a visor in the shape of an impractical cross. Damon had never seen anything like it.

Surrounding the suit of armor were hundreds of miniature statues of people, none of which stood any higher than Damon’s knee. Each one was set into a wretched pose, beggars holding out hands for coins, women spanking children, men impaled through the midsection and dying on the battlefield.

The suit of armor was glowing, giving off a subtle but powerful light that made the illumination of the lantern all but unnecessary. Damon scanned the edges of the chamber, unsure of whether to feel relieved or wary at the fact that there were no human remains lingering anywhere within view.

“True Divine,” muttered Vel. “This is such a detailed scene.”

She had her notes out again and hurriedly began scribbling, stopping to chew one of her thumbnails as her face scrunched up in thought.

“I would think it fair to assume that this chamber is of the same nature as the last one,” said Ria.

“Correct.” Damon had moved to the door on the other side of the chamber and attempted to slide it upward with no luck.

“We have a giant, gleaming knight,” said Ria. “Along with a hoard of unwashed masses. I would feel comfortable assuming that we’re dealing with the chamber of Wrath.”

“I think that’s a reasonable interpretation,” agreed Vel.

Damon frowned, setting a hand on the hilt of his sword. “No, I don’t think it’s Wrath.”

“Why not?” asked Ria.

Truth be told, it was more of a gut feeling than anything substantial. The enchantment on the statue of the taifa had been powerful enough to give the monster life temporarily, hundreds of years after first being placed.

“I feel as though my wrathblade would react to ambient magic if it were,” he said.

“Is this a simple suspicion, young Damon, or are you holding something back?” Ria stepped closer to him, smirking and letting her thumbs hook into her belt.

“An educated guess,” he said. “If Wrath can sense when my emotions verge into what she considers to be her realm of influence, I would think that she could also sense when I’m within a shrine devoted to her worship.”

“Shrines of worship,” echoed Vel. “That’s perfect, Damon! I was struggling to find the right phrasing to describe what purpose these chambers served.”

The sound of her scribbling quill filled the space of the next silence. Ria came around to the front of the suit of armor. It was taller than she was, and she had to stand on her tiptoes to peer through the X shaped visor.

“Malice, maybe?” she pondered aloud. “Though I do not necessarily read that from this warrior’s posture.”

Damon made his way over, stepping around the smaller statues littering the room. He was grateful for the ambient illumination from the armor. Traversing the chamber with only the lamplight to guide them would have been a stumbling chore.

“I think we can rule out Craven,” said Damon. “Lascivious as well, for obvious reasons.”

“Avarice?” suggested Vel. “It’s a fine suit of armor.”

“True,” he replied. “Speaking of which, what do you think it’s worth? That’s real silver, and it’s in perfect condition.”

Ria snorted. “I would think it wiser to focus on solving the riddle it presents before being of consideration toward how you will price the treasure.”

“Conceit,” said Vel, raising a finger. “Think about it. This has to be Conceit! Look at all the statues. They’re all of commoners presented in their most demeaning moments. While the armor, on the other hand, doesn’t have a scratch on it.”

“She makes a valid point,” said Ria.

“I see it,” said Damon. “Alright. If the suit of armor represents Conceit, how do we approach this? The taifa was Famine. We placed food in its mouth, and it came alive.”

“We drew out the essence of its nature,” said Ria. “The food triggered the dark nature of the essential trait of the Venmalese the chamber was created to worship. The question we now must be of answering is how to make this armored knight revel in its own conceit?”

Vel had put her notes away and walked over to stand in front of the statue. She set her hands on her hips and sneered at it.

“Your armor is clunky,” she said. “I bet it smells like overaged cheese on the inside.”

Ria rolled her eyes. “Your insult lacks a cutting edge, Velanor. Here. Allow me.”

She moved to stand in front of the statue and, in a sudden, surprising motion, pulled up the front of her tunic along with the shirt underneath. Her breasts spilled out with delicious, jiggling movements. She waved them back and forth.

“I would give these to your enemies before I gave them to you,” cooed Ria. “At least they might have some idea of how to make use of them.”

“Ria!” snapped Vel. “Why must you always be so lewd?”

After a second or two passed and it became clear that her approach had failed, Ria covered herself and stepped back with a shrug. “Perhaps this warrior is more interested in training with his fellows than courting a wife.”

“Neither of you understand the mindset of the type of knight who’d wear a suit of armor like this,” said Damon.

“Oh yeah?” snapped Vel. “Why don’t you try something, then?”

“Gladly.”

Damon motioned them back, stepping forward to face off against the suit of armor. It was nearly a head taller than him, a fact which made him feel a bit disappointed. If they could manage to take the armor as a prize, he wouldn’t have the option of potentially using it for himself, given the difference in proportions.

He licked his lips, stood on his tiptoes, and spat directly into the helmet’s visor. It was so petty and gross that he almost began laughing as he stepped back. The only thing that stopped him was the sudden cry of metal on metal as the suit of armor lurched to life.


CHAPTER 28

Years of training and reflexes spurred Damon into motion before his awareness had fully caught up with the situation. He ducked, letting his armored opponent’s longsword pass within an inch of his head, and then leapt back to give himself room to draw his own weapon.

Ria let out a furious roar and hurled herself forward, stabbing her spear at the helmet of the suit of armor. Its shield came up to block with time to spare, deflecting the blow and taking a toll on the wooden weapon’s tip.

She spun, attempting to slam the back of the spear’s shaft into the armor’s knees. It widened its stance and slashed downward with its longsword, severing the weapon in half.

The distraction left Damon with an opening. He rushed forward, swinging his wrathblade in a series of slashes at full intensity. The suit of armor fell on the defensive, covering its weaknesses, but needing both shield and sword to manage it competently.

“Damon!” shouted Vel. “I’m going to use my bow!”

He resisted the urge to swear under his breath as he ducked low and slid out of the way. Vel’s arrow struck the suit of armor in the chest and clattered to the ground. Her aim would have been fine against a normal opponent, but that wasn’t what they were up against.

“Both of you stay back,” he said. “I can handle this.”

“Young Damon, there is no need for—”

“Trust me,” he said. “Seriously. Trust me. Duels are my bread and butter. One on one, even against an armored opponent. I won’t lose.”

He wasn’t feigning his confidence. With some space to work with and enough time to probe out the suit of armor’s weaknesses, he would tear it apart with ease. The knee-high statues littering the chamber’s floor were annoying, and he would have preferred to have his wrathblade’s magic on his side, but he was still aware of his strengths.

“Damon knows what he’s doing,” said Vel.

Ria sighed but made no move to reenter the fight. She would have only had her knife to work with, and the idea of her facing off against a magically animated suit of armor with just that seemed like an awful idea to Damon.

He feinted forward, testing the manner in which the armor used its shield to follow his sword. He swung low, forcing a backstep. The suit of armor chopped downward with its longsword. He deflected the strike with his wrathblade, battered its shield, dodged, parried.

And stabbed. His wrathblade sank into the X shaped visor of the helmet. The entire suit of armor gave a singular shudder, metal screeching against metal, and collapsed into a pile of its constituent pieces.

Vel clapped and cheered. Ria let out a relieved laugh. Damon sheathed his sword with a modest movement, but he couldn’t resist taking a small bow as he turned back to face them.

“Damon, that was incredible!” gushed Vel.

Ria gave him an odd, side-quirked smile. “I knew my husband was talented with a sword, but that was practically artistry.”

“If I ever enter the arena again, I’ll make sure to purchase you a front row ticket,” he said.

The thought threatened to unleash a tide of painful, suppressed memories. He ran a hand through his hair, shifting his focus.

“We should break early for lunch,” he said.

They used a few of the statues as makeshift stools, munching on bread and cheese and salted beef. Damon took a long sip from the water flask and eyed the door leading to the next chamber as the meal ended.

“Is everyone ready?” he asked. “There’s no telling what we might be walking into.”

“Ready,” said Vel. She still had her spectacles on and seemed borderline comfortable with the look as she adjusted them to sit squarely on her face.

“Let us continue,” said Ria.

Damon slid the wooden door to the next chamber upward until he heard the latch click into place. Ria was on his left, knife ready, eyes narrowed.

There were no obvious threats awaiting them in the room they stepped into. Light shone from a chandelier with a dazzling array of glowing magical crystals in lieu of candles, illuminating a scene that made Damon’s jaw drop open.

A throne stood in the center of the chamber, with a skeletal king dressed in fine silk and a golden crown sat upon it. One grisly hand was arrested in mid motion, palm up in offering or perhaps request.

The room around the long dead king was stuffed with every sort of treasure Damon could have conceived of, along with dozens more beyond the limits of his imagination.

Piles of gold coins and jewels sat next to ornate weapons. Extravagant tapestries hung from the walls. Silk pillows with intricate tassels and trim laces served as perches for painted dolls of carved wood.

It was a king’s ransom. It was everything Damon had hoped for when he’d first considered exploring the kestian and then some. It was… far too good to be true.

“This is unbelievable!” cried Vel. “Princess Kastet will be speechless when she hears about this! I wonder if she’d let me keep one of these necklaces…”

She reached a hand toward a loose pile of jewelry near the door.

“Don’t touch anything,” said Damon.

“What?” she asked.

“He is right,” said Ria. “I am of deep suspicion. This seems far too blatant.”

Vel brought a hand to her chin, frowning as she glanced around. “You think it could be a trap? Truly?”

“We’ve encountered living statues, animated suits of armor, and now this?” Damon gestured around at the room. “I think it’s safe to assume that it isn’t what it appears to be.”

Vel scowled a bit, but she didn’t object. Damon and Ria moved through the room cautiously, going so far as to test each floor tile before putting their full weight upon it.

They made no attempt at touching the treasure. The door leading the next chamber, as expected, was locked. The skeletal king seemed to be grinning at them as they rounded back to the room’s entrance.

“I’m auditioning ideas, if either of you two have any,” he said.

“Could we be overthinking it?” asked Vel. “It’s possible that nobody else who has explored the kestian has made it this far. This treasure might simply be here for the taking.”

“Unlikely,” said Ria. “I still think it would be of foolishness to touch anything here. Though… It may be unavoidable with no other clues to go off.”

Damon folded his arms. “Let’s start with the tiniest disturbance we can think and go slow from there.”

A scattered pile of ancient coins lay at the dead king’s feet. Damon crouched down and leaned his face in close, hesitated for a moment, and then gently exhaled into the hoard of money.

Nothing happened. He tried again, blowing slightly harder, and gave a shrug.

“Is it time to start picking up treasure?” asked Vel.

“Not yet.” Ria moved to join Damon, splaying her fingers. “Let us see if a spark yields a different reaction.”

She moved her fingers through a complicated series of arcane movements, and then extended both index fingers so their points were on either side of a coin atop the pile. A small snap was accompanied by a tiny flash of light as her tempesting magic made contact.

All at once, the treasure disappeared, crumbling to dust as though it had all been packed from sand, vulnerable to a single strong gust of wind. The sound of shifting stone came from above them, followed shortly after by the roar of flowing water.

A massive waterfall had appeared within the room, spilling forth from a grated gap in the ceiling just over and behind where the king sat. Damon felt his uncertainty shift into a deeper dread as he glanced at his feet and noticed how the water was already beginning to pool against their feet.

“I think that’s bad,” muttered Vel.

“Rovahn’s balls, Vel, you clearly rule the queendom of the obvious,” said Damon.

“Damon!” she hissed.

“Now is not the time for words,” said Ria. “I will attempt to open the door. The two of you should try to solve the puzzle.”

Vel was eyeing the water, which was already high enough to lick at their ankles. “Are you sure there’s a puzzle, and this isn’t us being executed for failing it?”

Damon set a hand on her shoulder. “Focus, Vel.”

His voice held more confidence than he truly felt. His mind seemed more preoccupied with coming up with estimates as to how much time they had before the water was over their heads. Five minutes? Probably closer to half that.

“Avarice,” he said, thinking aloud. “This is a chamber designed to worship to Avarice. I spent years in and around Avaricia. It’s a city devoted to greed. A city where no amount of money is ever truly enough.”

He eyed the conspicuous outstretched hand of the skeleton king. It only took him a moment to fish a silver sable out of his purse and slap it down against where the bones adjoined in the center of the palm.

He was hopeful, which made the fact that nothing happened slightly harder to swallow. He tried closing the hand over the coin, but the fingers refused to budge, actively pushing back against his motion as though still vital and embodied.

“I know!” shouted Vel. “We have to worship him! Avarice is the only member of the Forsaken to proclaim his divinity as the Godking!”

She fell to her knees in front of the skeleton king and bowed as deeply as she could, going so far as to submerge her face and the front of her body. Nothing happened. The room continued to flood. Vel slowly rose back to her feet, half soaked in water, tunic tight against her breasts.

Behind them, Ria was actively attempting to lever the door open with the point of her knife. It spoke volumes about the weapon’s craftsmanship that the blade held against the abuse she was putting it through. The door refused to budge, but she kept at it.

“I’ve had enough of this!” snapped Damon.

He drew his wrathblade, half in hopes that the mysterious voice he kept hearing might prove useful for once and offer up a solution. It didn’t, so as logic dictated, he began hacking the weapon into the most sensible target.

The skeleton king’s pale body refused to yield even under the onslaught of Damon’s sword. Each strike seemed to reverberate more through his own bones than the dead man’s. There was a small, discouraging flash of intense magical light that accompanied each strike.

He couldn’t even leave a scratch on the skeleton king through whatever enchantment had been left upon the long dead remains. The flood was now up to his waist, and it felt unwieldy sheathing his sword underwater.

“Damon,” whispered Vel. “What do we do?”

He took a breath before looking at her, and then looked toward Ria before attempting at an answer. “Spread out. Search around the edge of the room. I’m going to try to… uh… lift the skeleton.”

He wasn’t expecting to have any success, and true enough, it didn’t work. The water was freezing cold, and he felt gooseflesh suddenly trigger across his skin as the flood began to tickle his armpits.

A sudden, not so irrational sense of panic began to set in. Truly, it was worry as much as panic. He regretted bringing Ria and Vel along with him. They should have taken their time and thought more about the room. They’d had so much time just a moment earlier.

“Damon,” said Ria. “The grate.”

It took him a moment to understood what she meant. She glanced upward, toward where the water was pouring down from.

The grate was there, but the chamber’s ceiling was a good fifteen feet above them. He calmed himself with that knowledge. They could float up. There was a chance, a hope, if they stayed calm and patient.

“We’ll both try to get it open,” he said. “I’ll pry with my wrathblade. You see if you can get your knife in around the edges.”

Vel was shivering and breathing a little quickly. Damon put an arm across her shoulders. The water was nearly up to their heads, and she had to lift her chin in order to breathe comfortably as it continued to rise.

“I’m not scared,” she said. “I’m okay.”

“I know.” He flashed a grin and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Might have to rewrite your notes to Princess Kastet. Feel free to forget any complaints you’d written down about me, though.”

“You wish,” said Vel, smiling back at him.

“Prepare yourselves,” said Ria. “For the next few minutes, we will have to tread water.”

Damon nodded. He kept his eyes on Vel as they began, fearing more for her state of mind than physical endurance. The water slowly buoyed them up. Staying afloat was far easier than staying calm, and he could feel his heart pounding so hard that it seemed to flutter against his ear drums.

“Almost there,” said Ria. “Damon! Ready yourself!”

He nodded. He’d held off on taking out his wrathblade again to keep the entirety of his focus on swimming. With the grate within reach, he managed to get a hand looped onto the metal against the edge of where the water continued to pour out.

He saw almost immediately that it was all a single piece, each constituent bar sinking into the stone in every place along its length. The grate had been their last, desperate hope, and seeing it up close felt like being subtly mocked for having any optimism to begin with.

Damon took a slow breath. He’d closed his eyes at some point. He couldn’t watch this. He couldn’t be there for what happened next.

“Avarice,” he muttered.

The final piece clicked in his head, and he felt like an idiot for not realizing what he’d missed. He thrashed in the water, which had risen within inches of the ceiling. Ria and Vel were treading water on either side of him, faces turned at an awkward angle to continue drawing breath.

“Vel!” he gasped. “Your coin purse!”

“What?” She kept swimming, but she tapped her side with one hand.

It was all the answer Damon needed. He tore her satchel open, accidentally groping her in a variety of places, and pulled loose her purse. From it, he withdrew a single coin.

A single gold
 coin.

Avarice was absolute scum. Avarice, the Godking, had set Damon up to murder his best friend and rewarded him with a favor of riches in return. His own impulsive attempt on Avarice’s life in the moments that followed had denied him the chance to redeem it, but the precedent still stood.

He’d been trying to buy their lives with a single lousy silver sable. They were worth more than that.

The water made it hard to see, even with the light from the enchanted chandelier filtering down from relatively close overhead. Damon kicked with his legs and pulled with his arms, feeling his lungs start to burn as the grisly visage of the skeleton king came within view.

He carefully set the golden crown down into the palm of bones and hoped for a miracle.

A heavy rumbling noise came from the floor underneath them. Damon felt the suction before he saw the newly revealed, familiarly grated openings. The water began to drain from the chamber.


CHAPTER 29

Damon pulled Vel and Ria into a tight hug as soon as all three of them descended to the point where their feet could touch. The sound of the water evacuating the room was loud enough to discourage any words, but just having them close, cold and clammy as they both were, gave him a sense of relief beyond all description.

“That was too close,” said Vel. “We nearly just… just…”

She began stuttering through chattering teeth, still chilled through to the bone. Damon tried to rub some warmth back into her shoulders.

“Interesting,” said Ria, turning to observe the skeleton king. “So, it was a coin, after all?”

“I assume that he wasn’t happy that I attempted to haggle with him regarding the price of our lives,” said Damon. “I wonder if I can take the crown back now that the water has drained?”

“Damon!” said Vel.

“I’m not actually going to,” he said. “Just thinking aloud. We should see if the door to the next room is open for us.”

Ria was already heading in that direction. She reached over to grab the leading door’s handle and pulled it upward, letting out a small, victorious laugh as it slid smoothly into the stone slat above.

“Well then,” she said. “I see no reason for us not to…”

She frowned, hesitating for a moment as she felt for something on her person.

“What is it?” asked Damon.

“My knife,” said Ria. “I seem to have…”

She hissed through her teeth, swearing in Konokai as her eyes locked onto the nearby grate set into the floor. Damon hurried to join her, frowning at what he saw.

The knife was visible below, leaning against the stone bottom of the water’s exit channel, more or less within arm’s reach. Unfortunately, the holes in the grate were far too small for even Vel’s hands to be able to slip through.

“No!” hissed Ria. “Jad’s blood!”

She punched the grate angrily and made a pointless attempt at squeezing her hand through one of the openings.

“It’s no big deal,” said Vel. “It’s just a knife.”

“Stop talking,” said Ria.

Damon set a hand on her shoulder. “You can get another one, Ria. It’s a relatively common style of throwing knife.”

She snapped her gaze up to meet his. The water had reduced the visibility of the matridai on either side of her face, but not by enough to smudge the shape of the Ds.

“I like the one you gave me,” she said. “The two of you can continue to the next chamber. Perhaps if I retrieve the broken ends of my spear, I can use them to pull it out.”

She was headed back to the previous chamber before Damon could object. He looked at Vel, who was in the middle of pulling back her blonde hair into a wet, but manageable ponytail.

“We might as well keep going,” she said. “You know how Ria can be. She’ll keep at something she cares about for hours if needed.”

“I suppose,” he said. “But we’re only looking around. We’re not taking any risks after what happened here.”

“We’ll be safe,” said Vel. “I’ll stay close.”

They were both still soaking wet. Vel was shivering, and the points of her nipples were visible even through the thick hide of her partially armored leather tunic.

He drew his wrathblade as they stepped into the next chamber, eyes drawing toward the shapes of two figures in the center of the room. Vel let out a tiny gasp as the wooden door slammed shut on its own behind them.

Damon reached down and tried the handle. Strangely, it wasn’t locked, though that fact was hardly a reassurance. He stepped forward warily, feeling his bewilderment growing at what he could see of the next puzzle.

The two statues stood holding hands, but that seemed incidental compared to the more relevant detail. They were both completely naked, and both carved by an extremely talented sculptor with an eye for beauty.

Each statue had ears that were pointed, but different from Ria and other modern Rem, curving outward like subtle scythes. The man had broad shoulders, a strong jaw, and defined muscles. The woman was slender and young, with modest curves more attractive for their youthful pertness than objective shape or size.

Even the woman’s hair, across the various different places of her body, was immaculately detailed. The texture had been carved in down to singular strands where her long locks fell across her back and shoulders, and carefully cultivated down below into an exotic and rather intriguing v-pattern.

The man’s nether regions were similarly detailed, and for his size, he was fairly well endowed. Damon glanced at Vel and couldn’t help but make a quip as he noticed the current focus of her gaze.

“First time seeing a man’s package in detail?” he asked.

“What?” Vel blinked, blushed, and hesitated for a telling second. “That’s… none of your business!”

Damon snorted and rolled his eyes. “Sure. Regardless, we should get to work. Let’s search the chamber for anything else noteworthy. No touching, though.”

He was aware that they used the same approach last time, and even limited themselves to the smallest conceivable risks they could think of, and they’d still been pulled into the trap. Damon felt uneasy as he considered what sort of pitfall might be unleashed on them by the naked statues if they accidentally bungled into an invisible trigger.

The door on the other side of the room was locked in a downward position, as expected. Aside from the statues and a single magical chandelier giving off crystal light, there didn’t appear to be anything else of interest within the chamber. Including any ceiling or floor grates, which at least reassured Damon that they wouldn’t be drowned if they failed.

“Lascivious,” said Vel. “This puzzle has to be related to Lascivious.”

“That’s the obvious guess, given the blatant nudity of the statues,” he replied. “Perhaps we should break for the day and ask our aesta for advice?”

“Gross, Damon.”

“What?”

Vel wiped a wet strand of hand out of her face. “You’d ask our aesta for advice about a pair of naked statues? Truly?”

She seemed so put off by the idea that he didn’t bother delving into her reasoning.

“I used up all of my good ideas on the last puzzle,” he said. “Any thoughts on this one?”

Vel shrugged. “We could try… touching the statues.”

Her face turned bright red, even though it was her own suggestion. There was a slight edge to her tone of voice, reluctance mixed with curiosity, that stirred an odd sort of arousal within Damon.

“It’s possible that it might trigger a trap, as in the last room,” he said.

“We can go slow again,” said Vel. “I’m not sure I see any other options.”

“You’re probably right,” said Damon. “I’ll start with the woman. You can take the man.”

“Hey!” Vel folded her arms, her face turning red again. “Don’t be gross, Damon.”

“You’re such a prude.”

He approached the statue of the Rem woman, feeling transfixed under the weight of her unseeing gaze. She was absolutely beautiful, slender and exotic, seemingly full of energy and vitality despite her infinite stillness. It almost felt as though he was observing a real woman incased in stone, rather than a statue.

“Do you think these could be real people, underneath the stone?” he asked.

Vel giggled. “Did you hit your head in the last room, Damon?”

“Shut up.”

He reached a tentative hand forward as his temptation offset his caution. The statue of the woman made no move to spring to life or attack him as he gently cupped one of her stone breasts. It felt incredible in his hand, despite being hard and cold and coated in a thin layer of dust.

Vel had begun tracing the lines of the other statue’s abdominal muscles. Her mouth was scrunched up into a tight, scandalous point, and each time her fingers circled, they dipped a little lower and closer to the statue’s crotch.

“This isn’t doing anything,” said Damon. “As fun as it would be to spend the next few minutes groping this beautiful bit of artwork in all the most fun places, I think we might have to try something else.”

Vel stepped back and folded her arms. “Each of the puzzles has required us to embody the personality of the Forsaken it was based on. If this is Lascivious… maybe… um… we need to mimic the statues?”

“That’s not a terrible idea,” said Damon.

“Really?” Vel’s brows shot up, as though she’d expected resistance. “I guess we should stand across from them, then?”

They switched places and took a few steps back. Vel reached her arm out, matching the posture of the female statue, and Damon clasped her hand, gazing forward into the male statue’s eyes. Nothing happened.

“Well, it was worth a try,” said Vel.

Damon shook his head. “The statues are naked. We aren’t.”

He felt Vel’s hand tense slightly against his.

“I... suppose we could do that,” she said, softly.


CHAPTER 30

Damon cleared his throat a touch awkwardly. “I’ll look away while you undress.”

“Thanks.”

He turned his back and began undoing his sword belt. Neither of them said anything, and the silence that filled the void felt as awkward as it did dangerous.

Damon couldn’t stop himself from thinking of Vel’s other side. She was almost undeniably the young woman in the cat mask who he’d bedded twice, and yet, she still denied it.

That denial made him doubt both himself the nature of his memories. Each time he thought of the woman, she looked a little less like Vel. Had her hair truly been that same pure golden color, or had it been closer to auburn? Were her breasts a fit with Vel’s? Her buttocks?

Her moans?

He felt his cock stiffening as he tossed his tunic aside and began slipping out of his trousers. His undershorts came next, still wet from the previous chamber’s soaking.

The ambient temperature was more cold than warm, but even that seemed to spur on the rush of blood down to his cock, rather than calming him. He waited a moment after removing the last of his clothing before turning to take his place in front of the nude male statue.

“I’m ready,” he said.

“Ah,” said Vel. “Almost.”

He could hear the embarrassment in her voice, and again, felt his thoughts returning to that one question. If she had been the woman in the cat mask, why had she allowed him to bed her? It had been that woman’s idea, in fact, to return to his room on the night of the Turning Festival.

Had she simply not recognized him, as he had failed to recognize her? There were signs pointing in that direction, from her apparent need of spectacles, to her denial. But that had only been the case the first time around. On the night of Austine’s death, she’d also come to him, and…

“Damon?” said Vel. “Are you alright?”

He cleared his throat, realizing she’d moved into position next to him and was reaching for his hand.

“Just daydreaming,” he said.

He could see her out of the corner of his eye, pale and petite and extremely naked. He took her hand and took a breath.

For a moment that seemed both a relief and disappointment, nothing happened. Then, the statues began to move, stone rumbling as their bodies and positioning shifted.

The two stone Remenai lovers came to a stop in a new pose. They were kissing, lips pressed together, arms looped around one another, still very much naked. Damon wasn’t sure what to say. He glanced at Vel, which was also a mistake.

Her breasts were pale and perky, with faint pink nipples that seemed almost painted on, nipples made for kissing, rather than sucking. She was looking at him, too, though her gaze was fixed in a more downward direction. Damon felt his cock flex involuntarily under the illicit weight of her attention.

“It worked,” she whispered.

“Seems like it.” He let out a small cough. “It looks like we’d have to kiss each other for the next pose.”

It wasn’t a chaste kiss, either. The statues lips were locked together in a state of deep, passionate intimacy.

“This is a weird puzzle…” muttered Vel.

“True,” he said. “How about we wait for Ria to catch up, instead?”

It was an innocuous suggestion, but even as he made it, he realized how it must sound to her.

“What difference would it make if it was Ria instead of me?” snapped Vel.

“I mean…” He wasn’t sure how to give a good answer without admitting more than he wanted to. “Ria’s older than you are.”

“So? What does being older have to do with sharing a kiss?”

Damon sighed. “Fine. If you’re comfortable with it, I have no objections.”

He looked her up and down, doing it slowly, sexually, in the hope of coaxing some sense into her. It had the opposite effect. Vel was almost clean shaven down below, and seeing that stirred a sudden, shameful horniness within him.

Dissuading her suddenly felt like entirely the wrong move. This was a chance to prod Vel, both literally and figuratively, into admitting the truth. Of course, if she wasn’t the young woman in the cat mask, then each step forward he took with her was one he could never take back.

“Are you going to kiss me or not?” asked Vel, in a slightly bratty voice.

A growl escaped Damon’s throat as he grabbed her by the hips and pulled her into him. He kissed her, running his hands down her back to briefly cup her buttocks. Vel twisted her face away from his.

“We have to match the statues,” she said. “Like this.”

She looped her arms around his neck. Damon let his settle into a more chaste position around her waist. He eyed the positioning of the two Remenai lovers before kissing Vel again, taking a risk and teasing his tongue into her mouth.

Damon was dimly aware of the sound of shifting stone as he continued kissing Vel, pulling her hot, soft body tighter against his. She set a hand to his chest, biting her lower lip as she turned her attention back to their next pose.

The male statue was embracing the female statue from behind, though the word embrace seemed far less dirty than what was actually transpiring. The male statue’s cock was visible in between the legs of his female partner, not inside of her, but against her slit, and his hands were both gripping her breasts with firm, possessive fingers.

“Oh,” said Vel.

“Step a little more toward the center, so you’re directly across from them,” said Damon.

“Damon…” Vel folded her arms over her chest, blushing fiercely. “This seems a little…”

“It’s just for the puzzle, Vel,” he said. “It’s just pretend. Besides, this was your idea.”

He felt as though he was goading them on in the same manner of a number of bad ideas they’d followed through on during their childhood. Vel sighed and moved into position, arching her back and lifting her chin to match the gorgeous Rem woman.

“Ready?” he asked. “I’m going to have to touch you more for this one.”

A shudder ran through Vel as he said the word touch.

“Just go slow,” she whispered.

He took her advice, and if anything, it only made the moment that much more disgustingly sexual. Damon slid his cock in between her thighs, letting it tease along the full length of her womanhood. It would have plunged into her, had the angle been better, and they both knew it.

“You’re hard,” she whispered.

“You didn’t see that before?”

“I saw it,” she said in a breathy voice. “But it’s different… to feel it.”

He slid his hands up the full length of her body, feeling her head tilt back in automatic reaction. Cupping Vel’s soft, petite breasts, he brought his lips close to her neck, matching the statue move for move and feeling his cock throb and ache for more.

The grinding of stone alerted them both to the next phase of the game, though Damon’s attention was occupied by other matters. He squeezed Vel’s breasts and kissed her neck, letting his cock slip and slide between her thighs.

“They moved into a new pose,” whispered Vel.

She pulled away from him, though it seemed to take a force of will on her part. The female statue was now on its knees in front of the male statue, hand in an intimate grip around her lover’s shaft.

“Vel,” he said. “Are you ready?”

“Damon…” She sounded unsure, though more in terms of her own emotions, rather than the situation.

“It’s just pretend,” he repeated.

Vel gave a small nod and dropped down onto her knees. She was still wearing her spectacles, which gave her seductive posture a strangely academic air. Her breasts were beautiful little mounds when viewed from above.

Damon stepped forward, bringing his cock into reach for her. He almost gasped as her fingers made contact. Vel was blushing hard, cute beyond words, and she seemingly couldn’t take her eyes off the tip of his tool.

The statues shifted again, though it was only a small change this time. Damon glanced over to see the female Rem sucking on the front half of her partner’s cock. Vel didn’t say anything, and she made no move to continue.

He felt ashamed of how turned on he was, and as he spoke, he could hear the horniness in his own voice. “Vel. To keep going, you’re going to have to… open your lips.”

“Damon, I don’t know if I’m comfortable with, um… this.”

“Open as wide as you can,” he said. “Let’s see if it’ll trigger the next pose if we just make it look as though you’re, ah, you know… Without actually doing it.”

“Like this?” Vel’s voice was muffled as she opened her mouth as wide as she could, sticking her tongue out. She blinked a few times, staring up at him expectantly. It was insanely hot, and Damon stifled a groan as he stepped forward and got his cock into position.

It felt like some kind of weird erotic challenge to attempt to slide his shaft forward without touching the edges of her mouth. The tip of his cock briefly dabbed against her tongue, and even as he pulled back, a line of either saliva or his pre-arousal still connected them.

“Careful,” mumbled Vel, the word barely understandable with her mouth still gaping open.

“Always.” In truth, Damon had been half tempted to seize her head and simply start plunging into her face like a horny beast. It was too much to ask of a man. Her blushing face and naked body were practically begging for what he wanted to give her.

He tried again, and again, found mixed success. He felt the touch of the tips of her teeth, and as he drew his cock downward, it pressed completely against her tongue. He groaned, glancing over at the statues in expectation of a new pose that never came.

“Vel,” he said, softly. “I think you have to… close your lips.”

She shook her head slightly, the movement rubbing the insides of her cheeks against his member. Damon felt his cock throbbing. He wondered if she had any idea of the effect she was truly having on him.

“It’s just for the puzzle,” he said. “Just close your lips and, ah, suck. Just for a second or two.”

She hesitated for long enough to make Damon think she wasn’t going to do it and then slowly closed her lips. It felt unbelievably good. Damon couldn’t stop himself from cupping her face and pumping his hips a few times, entranced by the pleasure. Lewd churning noises came from Vel’s sweet little mouth as he toyed with the idea of plunging his prick deeper into her throat.

The statues shifted. Vel pulled back immediately, though she kept her face where it was. Damon’s cock flopped against her cheek and spectacles, leaving a small smear of lewdness on one of the seeing glasses.

“Gross, Damon!” she said. “You’re such a…”

She trailed off as she turned her head to see the new position they’d need to adopt. The male statue was poised over the female statue, cock pressed tight against the opening of her womanhood. It didn’t take much guesswork to determine which pose would next follow.

He was already trying to think of how to convince Vel when the door behind them opened, and Ria stepped through.


CHAPTER 31

Ria’s laughter made Damon feel equal parts embarrassed and relieved. She seemed amused by the situation, rather than jealous. She walked over slowly,  tapping a finger along the length of the hilt of her recently recovered throwing knife.

“Let me guess,” said Ria. “This chamber is of devotion to Lascivious?”

“We can explain!” cried Vel. “The statues shift poses. It didn’t start out… I mean… We didn’t start out like this! We were only holding hands.”

“Holding hands, you say?” laughed Ria. “You Merinians and your euphemisms. It seems timely that I showed up when I did.”

She began stripping off her clothing with no shame or hesitation. Damon saw the embarrassment and confusion in Vel’s expression and set a hand on her shoulder.

“You did good,” he said. “Why don’t you get dressed and rest up? Ria can take over for you.”

She made an odd face, blinking a few times. For a moment, he almost thought she might object to the swap.

“Young Damon.” Ria wrapped her arms around him from behind, and he could feel that she was naked. “Are you ready to pose with me?”

He heard the flirtation in her voice and couldn’t resist throwing it back her way. “See for yourself.”

He turned around, letting his hard cock point at her like a drawn arrow. Ria smirked and ran a single finger along the top side of his shaft.

“Lie down,” he told her. “Make sure you’re even with the female statue.”

“Like this?” asked Ria. She arched her back, her full breasts shifting in a manner that emphasized their tan lines.

“Good,” he said. “Now open your thighs.”

“You are enjoying this entirely too much, husband,” cooed Ria.

“You’re one to talk.”

“Oh, I think you will know when I begin to be of enjoyment. I promise I will not keep it to myself.”

From the corner of the room, Damon heard Vel let out an irritated sigh. He was aware of how they must look to her, but the pretense of the puzzle gave them at least a veneer of plausible deniability.

“Slow down,” whispered Ria, as he moved forward. “Look. The statue is only pressing the tip against the woman’s… ah!”

He let the head of his cock tease her slit, grinning as he saw her reaction. Ria was playing catch-up, and he could feel her body reacting to the sudden, blatantly erotic stimulus. He kissed her, and let his cock continue to tease.

The statues shifted again, but this time, they didn’t freeze into a new pose. The sound of stone slapping against stone snapped through the room as the two stone figures began to mate with movements as realistic as any living couple.

“Jad’s mercy,” said Ria. “Damon. It seems as though to solve the puzzle, you will need to…”

She trailed off abruptly, gasping as he sank his length as deep as it would go. He didn’t care that it was just a puzzle, just pretend. He didn’t care that Vel was there, listening, if not watching. He was simply too turned on to care about much of anything, in that instant.

He could feel the conflict in Ria’s body and posture. She wasn’t shameless, despite her rebellious nature. She gave into her lust in small steps as Damon’s onslaught of hard thrusts pushed her over the edge.

The pounding of the stone statues set their pace. Damon risked a glance over at them and caught sight of a scene that was as strange as it was arousing. The stone woman’s breasts jiggled with the same fluid realism as any woman of flesh and blood. He wondered how it would feel to sink his cock into a hole of cold stone and fill it with his seed.

“Damon,” moaned Ria. “Ah! Easy. We’re just… Oh, Jad… Solving the puzzle.”

Her legs curled around him. Damon kissed her, taking her body harder and faster, outpacing even the statues. All of Vel’s earlier teasing had primed his body, and it was impossible for him to last for more than a few minutes within Ria’s hot, tight channel.

“Oh, Ria!” he groaned. He felt her shudder and shift forward, breaking contact enough to keep Damon from finishing inside of her, at least. The moment was sickeningly hot, and she continued to cling to him even as the act shifted to the aftermath.

Ria cleared her throat, seeming to attempt to compose herself even as he continued to kiss her neck.

“Well,” she said. “The statues have come to a stop. It would seem as though we found the right solution.”

She seemed slightly abashed as the two of them parted. Vel was fully dressed and stood with her arms crossed and her back turned to them. Damon felt the weight of the silence within the chamber as he began pulling his clothes back on.

“The next door is open,” said Ria. She was still naked as she tested the handle, and the smile on her face faded a bit as she noticed that she was the current target of Vel’s ire.

“Maybe we should rest for a bit before moving on?” suggested Damon.

“I’m sure the two of you could use some rest after that,” said Vel, in an icy tone.

Ria began getting dressed. She glanced toward Damon, and then toward the original door they’d come in through. It didn’t take much for him to guess her meaning.

“I wanted to see if I could move some pieces of the armor we left in Conceit’s chamber outside, where we can carry it back to the tower more easily,” he said. “Why don’t I go do that now while the two of you wait here?”

Neither woman gave any sign that they agreed with or objected to his suggestion. Damon slipped out through the door leading back to the previous chamber. He took about five steps back toward the kestian’s entrance before his curiosity got the better of him.

Pressing his ear to the door of the wood, he could hear their voices, though only just barely.

“You and Damon seemed awfully comfortable with acting out what the statues were doing for that puzzle,” said Vel.

“Your point being?” asked Ria. “When I entered this chamber, you were on your knees in front of him, naked.”

“Only because that’s what the statues were doing!” snapped Vel.

“Why are you of such anger, Velanor?” asked Ria. “We both played our part.”

“You didn’t even hesitate,” muttered Vel. “It was almost like the two of you…”

“Like the two of us what?” asked Ria, bluntly. “Like we have embraced each other before?”

Vel was silent, and even from outside the door, Damon could feel the tension.

“We have embraced each other before, Vel,” said Ria. “Damon and I.”

“What?”

“Are you that surprised?” asked Ria. “You are the one who brought up this line of accusation.”

“Ria, how could you…?” Vel hesitated, letting out a frustrated exhalation. “What would aesta think?”

“I am a grown woman,” said Ria. “Damon is a grown man. We make our own decisions, right or wrong.”

“I just… don’t understand,” muttered Vel. “This is scandalous, Ria. Shameful even. Especially when you clearly have at least one suitor who would be a proper fit.”

“I should choose a lover based off who is appropriate, rather than considering the emotions of my heart?” asked Ria. “Do you plan on using that same logic when it becomes time for you to pick a husband among the city nobles who enjoy the smells of their own backsides?”

“You know exactly what I mean!” snapped Vel. “He’s basically our brother! We share the same aesta!”

“Are you finished?”

“Are you?” shouted Vel. “You spread your legs for him so eagerly, Ria. It was disgusting! There’s a difference between being rebellious and being a whore!”

Damon heard a sharp, snapping noise. It took him a moment to realize that someone, likely Vel, had just been slapped.

“You know so much less than you think you do,” said Ria, in a voice almost too quiet for him to hear. “I love you as a sister, Velanor. But sometimes, you can be a spoiled little bitch.”

He decided that was as good of a point as any to retire from eavesdropping and slowly backed away from the door.


CHAPTER 32

Damon was in no hurry to get back to Lascivious’s chamber. Which was fortunate, since some of the pieces of the once enchanted silver armor weighed enough to require nearly his full strength to lift.

A full fifteen minutes passed before he finally caught back up with Ria and Vel. The two of them were fully dressed and silent, Vel sitting near the room’s corner, while Ria waited by the newly unlooked door.

“Finally,” said Ria. “Are you ready to continue forward, Damon?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Are the two of you up for it?”

“I am,” said Ria.

“Me too,” said Vel.

There was still a lingering tension between the two of them, but it wasn’t as severe as he’d feared it might be. He forced a smile onto his face, moving in to give Vel’s hand a gentle squeeze and plant a quick kiss on Ria’s cheek.

“Velanor and I spoke of the nature of the last puzzle, specifically in regard to whether Malon should be told of it,” said Ria.

Damon gave her a slightly guilty smile paired with a shrug. “I think we’re all in agreement that this should stay between us.”

Vel nodded, her expression a mixture of relief and her own, personal shame.

“Let’s go,” he said, gesturing to them.

He took point, bending down to seize the handle of the wooden door and flinging it upward.

Shadows encompassed much of the room they could see before them. There was no source of ambient light beyond what little came from the glowing chandelier in the previous chamber.

Ria scrambled to pull out the lantern, but she aborted her attempt at lighting it after recognizing how thoroughly soaked it had become during the water trial. Damon lingered at the entranceway, feeling an ominous sense of premonition about what lay directly ahead.

“If I had to guess at which of the Forsaken a space like this represents, I’d go with Craven,” he said.

“It’s not exactly a hard guess,” said Vel. “We’re down to three. Craven, Malice, and Wrath.”

Damon ran his thumb over the hilt of his sword. “It seems imprudent to go rushing into a chamber that’s clearly been decorated with the purpose of terror in mind.”

“There is no need to be dramatic,” said Ria. “We can still make progress. Here.”

She cupped his cheek, gently reaching a hand up to drape over his eyes. Damon took her meaning and explained it for Vel.

“Close your eyes for a minute,” he said. “They’ll adjust to the darkness and, at the very least, we’ll be able to see where we’re going.”

It wasn’t a bad idea, though when Damon and the others attempted to flex their newly primed night vision a minute later, the difference was rather minor.

There was a mirror on a stand in the center of the room, which he only recognized from the way it reflected some of the ambient light behind them. The room’s corners and whatever lay deeper within were impenetrable with shadow, and the air felt cold and dry.

“I don’t like this,” said Vel. “Is it really worth attempting to continue forward?”

“We are within striking distance of the end,” said Ria.

They both turned toward Damon expectantly.

“Let’s give this last puzzle a try,” he said. “If it eludes us on first guess, we’ll retire back to the tower for the afternoon.”

Ria and Vel both nodded, and all three of them turned their attention to the mirror in the center of the room.

“If this is Craven’s shrine, I would be of assumption that the puzzle relates to enduring fear,” said Ria. “A singular mirror in a room shrouded by darkness. Is not the answer obvious?”

“You think one of us has to look into it?” asked Vel. “An enchanted mirror that shows us what we’re afraid of most. If that’s the case… which of us is going to volunteer?”

Damon was already taking a step forward. Both Ria and Vel clamped a hand down on either of his shoulders.

“What?” he said. “I promise, this isn’t some display of my masculine ego. I doubt there’s much it could do to unnerve me. I’ve seen and experienced some horrible things before.”

“Damon…” said Vel, in a quiet voice. “We know that. I know that. I don’t think you should be the one to look.”

He caught sight of her expression and understood her worry. She was the only one who’d seen him after his blood bout against Austine in the arena. He felt a pit form in his stomach as he realized that there were things that the mirror could show him that he desperately didn’t wish to see. Faces, more like.

“We are not questioning your bravery, young Damon,” said Ria. “We are merely taking into account your recent… battles.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “Where does that leave us, then? I get the sense that you’re not eager to stare into the mirror, Vel.”

She shook her head vigorously. “I really would prefer not to.”

“I will look,” said Ria.

She began stepping toward it before there could be any further debate. Ria’s posture was confident, and she kept her gaze downcast until she was directly in front of the mirror. It looked fairly expensive, with an aesthetically pleasing metal frame made of silver inset with rubies and sapphires.

Ria glanced upward to stare into the mirror. She stayed like that, as though transfixed by her own reflection, for at least a full minute. It was beginning to seem like she’d remain frozen in place forever when she finally broke from the trance, gasping and stumbling backward on weakened legs.

Damon caught her by the shoulders and gently pulled her from the chamber. Vel was quick on the uptake, slamming the wooden door shut and hurrying to pull a water flask from her satchel.

“Hey,” said Damon. “Are you okay? Ria!”

“I am fine,” she said, sounding anything but. “I… was not prepared.”

“Here.” Vel held the water flask to her lips, and Ria took a small sip. “What did it show you?”

The only answer Ria gave was a weak shake of the head. She shuddered, hugging her shoulders with her arms and closing her eyes as she seemed to continue fighting through abject despair.

“Nothing,” she said. “Nothing real. Come. Let us be gone from this place for today.”

Damon had no objection to that. He gently helped Ria to her feet and began walking alongside her as they passed through the previously cleared chambers.

They emerged under the light of an overcast afternoon sky. Damon had piled the silver armor he’d looted earlier next to the kestian’s heavy stone door, and he tasked Ria and Vel with carrying a few pieces in order to bring it all back in one trip.

“Ten gold crowns,” said Vel, guessing his thoughts.

“Really?” he said. “I’m going to aim for at least fifteen. This armor might have historical value.”

“My estimate is closer to what I think Princess Kastet will offer you,” said Vel. “She’s shrewder than she looks.”

“And I’m better at bartering than I look.”

Vel quirked her mouth sideways and gave him a small shrug. “That’s debatable.”

Ria was mostly silent for the trip back to the farm. They set the armor down inside the tower, within the second-floor storage room. Ria retired to her room to rest for a bit, which worried Damon slightly. Vel took a seat at the common room table, intent on redrafting her water ruined notes from memory.

Damon found Malon in the garden, kneeling on the knees of old work leggings as she worked up a sweat with her weeding.

“Welcome back,” she called. “I wasn’t expecting you three to return until later, in truth. I haven’t begun preparations for dinner just yet.”

“We made good progress, though there was a small snag at the end,” he said. “Do you know much of enchanted mirrors?”

Malon wiped the back of her hand across her face. “I know some. Can we discuss this more later tonight? I still have to finish a few chores.”

“Let me help,” offered Damon. He realized that by running off to explore the kestian, he and the others had inadvertently dumped their workload onto Malon’s lap.

“Ah, that’s alright,” said Malon. “You must be tired. I can—”

“I’ll finish whatever is left of the outdoor labor.” He took one of her soil stained hands and pulled her to her feet. “Why don’t you go start on dinner?”

“Are you sure, solas?”

He nodded. “If you could, talk to Ria while you’re at it. She was the one who attempted the last puzzle, the mirror that I spoke of.”

Malon frowned, but she nodded and headed off toward the tower. Damon took a second to watch her walk away with glorious, hip swaying steps before getting to the work at hand.

He weeded the rest of the garden, which went quickly, given how much Malon had already done. The horses already had food and water, but he took each of them out for a quick run around the clearing, partially for his own enjoyment.

All that was left afterward was collecting and chopping firewood. Dark storm clouds loomed in the sky overhead, which had the effect of making it seem as though night had come early as the late afternoon dragged on. He had the strangest feeling, as he culled a few trees of deadwood for future kindling, that the shadows seemed thicker within the forest than usual.


CHAPTER 33

Damon was both sweaty and dirty when he finished with the chores, to the point where he decided to bathe in the lake before making his way back to the tower. There was a certain illicit rush to stripping naked at the edge of the water, within full view of anyone who might be surreptitiously watching, though it made his face feel hot to admit it to himself.

He scrubbed off and performed a simple and lazy air dry, only opting to put his undershorts and trousers back on. He was still shirtless and damp haired as he entered the common room, which drew several sets of eyes at once.

“Ah, solas,” said Malon, grinning at him from where she stood by the hearth. “Good timing. I used my new cookpot to make the stew.”

“I see you took a bath,” said Vel. “I don’t see why you haven’t bothered to put your shirt back on.”

“Have a smell and I think you’ll understand.” He lobbed his filthy tunic in her direction. Vel squealed and swatted it to the floor.

“Not all of us mind watching young Damon walk around shirtless,” cooed Ria. “He still has a gladiator’s physique.”

She seemed mostly recovered from the mirror incident, if still a touch paler than usual. Damon set his hand atop hers as he passed by them, dipping into his room to change into a clean and comfortable outfit for the night.

He took his seat at the common room table just in time for Malon to serve him a heaping bowl of steaming hot stew.

“It’s a simple vegetable stew,” she admitted. “We’re running low on salted meat.”

“Fine by me,” said Damon. “We’re about overdue for a trip into town, no?”

Malon nodded. “So much has occurred in the past few days that our pantry stores slipped my mind. With all of you here on the farmstead, I might not even need to go myself. Vel, if you and Ria or you and solas were willing to make the trip, it would be quite helpful.”

Damon noted that she had opted not to suggest he and Ria go as a pair, but he supposed he could understand why.

“Of course, aesta,” said Vel. “Can it wait another day, at least? We’re so close to reaching the end of the kestian! I would love to be able to send a missive to Princess Kastet announcing our success once we’ve discovered whatever treasure is waiting for us at the end.”

Vel’s enthusiasm was pronounced, and it made for a stark contrast against Ria’s relatively withdrawn state.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” he said. “We still have to make it past that mirror.”

He ate a spoonful of the stew, wincing as it burned slightly against his tongue. It was rich with potatoes, carrots, and fresh peas, and despite not having any meat, it was still savory and delicious.

“Can you tell me of the progress you made today?” asked Malon. “I must say, I’m curious. It’s hard to believe this kestian was lying in wait mere miles away from our home.”

Damon and Vel took turns relating the various chambers they’d pushed through earlier that day. He felt a flash of pride as he saw Malon smile at his victory over Conceit’s ensorcelled armor. She frowned when they brought up Avarice’s chamber where they’d very nearly drowned, nodding in response to the logic that had led to the puzzle’s solution.

“And the chamber after that?” asked Malon.

Vel cleared her throat awkwardly. “That would have been Lascivious’s chamber. There were some… statues which we needed to deal with.”

“Ah,” said Malon.

A silence as awkward as silences come filled the moment that followed. Damon almost felt as though Vel’s vague description of their challenge made it sound worse than it had really been, until he stopped to consider how Malon, their aesta, would have viewed it.

“Craven’s puzzle was after that,” he said, pushing the conversation forward. “It seemed deceptively simple. A single mirror in a dark, ominous chamber.”

“I spoke with seta about her experience,” said Malon, glancing at Ria.

Ria’s attention remained transfixed on her stew, prodding and poking at the vegetables as though they were a thing that required her full attention.

“I think it best for the three of you to try an alternate approach,” she said. “None of the puzzles you’ve described to me so far seem to have thoughtless solutions. As straightforward as an enchanted mirror might seem, you should assume that the solution isn’t to peer into your own reflection.”

“That’s probably fair,” said Damon. “It sounds like you might have an idea for us?”

Malon gave him a crafty smile. “I do, though I can’t promise it will work. Consider, if you will, the question of what a mirror would be afraid of, were it to be embodied with fear.”

Vel shrugged. “Being shattered by someone with a vengeance against their own appearance?”

“Good guess, but I think it’s too obvious,” said Damon. “I would say the dark, given how a mirror needs light to reflect, but the chamber we found it in was already shrouded in darkness, to an unnatural degree.”

Malon was still smiling. She’d begun pouring them all goblets of wine and took a small sip of her own before answering.

“I noticed that you brought back a silver shield,” she said. “Give the front of it a hard polish and bring it with you tomorrow.”

Vel’s brow creased in confusion. Damon nodded slowly as he considered the suggestion.

“That might just be it,” he said.

“Be what?” asked Vel.

“Seta, have you ever seen two mirrors turned to face each other?” asked Malon.

“Two mirrors…” She blinked. “Oh!”

“They’d reflect indefinitely,” he said. “I’ve always found it a bit unnerving to stare into, especially when I try to see the smallest mirror within the series of reflections. It’s worth a try, don’t you think?”

He glanced toward Vel, who nodded. Ria was resting her head against her arms on the table.

“If you make it past that puzzle, by my count, you’ll only have two left,” said Malon. She let out a yawn and took another sip of her wine.

“Almost to the end,” he said, with a nod. “I’ve already started thinking about what we might be able to do with the money. We could well find more treasure worth looting. It’s not unthinkable that we might earn upwards of twenty or even thirty gold crowns.”

“That kind of money would change our lives,” said Vel. She was resting her head against her hand, and she gave him a tired smile from across the table.

“It could pay for serious repairs to the tower, if we felt we even needed them,” said Damon. “Maybe buy some new animals to raise. It would be interesting to… have some cows.”

His eyes were growing heavy. He shifted his bowl, leaning forward to rest his chin on his hands.

“I’ll buy a new dress for court,” said Vel. “One with… golden… frills.”

Damon could picture her in such a dress, with trim that matched the color of her hair and an alluring, open bust. The image was still fresh in his head as his eyelids got the better of him and he drifted off to sleep.


CHAPTER 34

“Solas,” whispered Malon. “Sleeping is for your bed, not the table.”

Damon yawned. He’d fallen asleep at some point, but he apparently wasn’t the only one. Ria and Vel were collapsed forward in their seats. Malon had moved to stand next to him and was gently rubbing his back.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

“It’s alright,” she said. “The three of you have had such a long day. It’s no wonder.”

She let her hand slide upward, beginning to gently massage his neck and caress the bottom edge of his hairline. She had a soft, loving smile on her face, and Damon was surprised by how she moved even closer as she drew upright.

“It seems as though it’s just the two of us tonight,” she whispered.

“So it seems.”

She leaned her body against the side of his shoulder. “What would you like to do, solas?”

She was moving even before he could answer her, stepping her leg over his lap so she could slide down to straddle him in the chair. Damon gaped, settling his hands on her hips and feeling his cock stirring to life in a hurry.

“Aesta,” he whispered. “Vel and Ria…”

“Are both asleep,” she whispered. “It’s just us awake. It was just us for so many weeks, solas. I regret not making better use of that time.”

Her hips began to rock back and forth. The angle she was sitting at pressed her bosom into Damon’s face. He breathed in and out, feeling more drunk off her scent than the wine he’d had earlier.

“If you keep doing that, I won’t be able to stop myself,” he said.

“I don’t expect you too.” She let out a seductive moan and kissed him on the lips.

Damon took a more aggressive hold, cupping one of her breasts first through the outside of her dress and then within it. It was so hot and soft, and he let his thumb gently brush back and forth against the nipple at the center.

He gave in to his hormones, kissing her deeply and running his other hand down her back. He gently lifted the hem of her dress only to discover that she wasn’t wearing girlshorts. He felt so conflicted about what that meant for him, what it made him want to do.

Regardless, he would do it. He’d wanted to do it for so long.

He eased his aesta upward by the waist and began pulling his trousers down. She held his gaze, smiling with eyes full of secret mischief, never looking away.

There was a sudden crash from behind him as the tower’s front door slammed open. Three figures clad in dark cloaks burst into the common room, swinging swords before Damon had the chance to think, let alone do anything about it.

“Get the others to safety, solas!” cried Malon. She threw herself forward, crimson light emanating from her eyes and the crest on her lower back. One of the figures was upon her before she could so much as get a spell off.

Damon forced himself to turn and begin shaking Vel and Ria awake, but the intruders had somehow made it around to the other side of the table. One of them yanked Vel backward off her chair. She let out a surprised scream as the figure tore open the front of her tunic, breasts spilling outward in a moment that emphasized the panic and confusion before the figure’s sword came down.

“Vel!” screamed Damon. He reached for his wrathblade, praying its magic would help him then, in his time of utmost need.

It was as though the effect had been inverted. Instead of slowing reality down, the weapon arrested Damon’s movements, making his every movement as heavy as stone. He saw Ria stumbling to her feet, gripping the throwing knife he’d given her in a combat stance and facing off against one of the men.

It was over in a flash of strikes. Damon saw the point of a sword emerge from her back, dark with fresh, sticky blood.

“Idiot,” muttered a familiar, feminine voice.

Damon let out a roar, finally getting his sword loose, and took it up against the nearest of the intruders. He missed his slash, but the edge of his weapon fluttered the man’s cloak enough to pull back the hood.

His best friend, his brother, Austine, stared back at him, face grim and determined.

“What have you done?” shouted Damon. He saw Malon on the floor, surrounded in a pool of blood. From behind him, Vel continued to whimper and moan in pain.

“What have I done?” Austine let out a mocking laugh. “What have you done, Damon Al-Kendras? You take risks and court danger. You treat the world like everything within it is yours for the taking, and those nearest to you pay the price.”

“That’s… not true.” Damon stumbled back, bumping into the common room table.

“Hey!” shouted his wrathblade. “Idiot farmboy! You still haven’t drawn me yet. Get my naked steel out in the open and put me to work!”

Damon blinked, glancing at his hand, which he thought had been holding a sword a moment earlier.

“This is a dirty, shameful spell,” cooed his wrathblade. “Teach it a lesson. Thrust me into one of those shadows! A deep, hard thrust!”

Damon let out a groan. He could feel a line of drool hanging from his mouth. The scene shifted as he wiped it away. He was still sitting down at the table. Malon, Vel, and Ria were all in their chairs, right where they’d been before he’d fallen asleep.

There was an odd pressure on the back of his head, and glancing at the others was enough to enlighten him in what it likely was. A large, black slug was visible on each of their heads, as dark as the shadows within Craven’s chamber and slowly throbbing with sinister intent.

“Squeeze my hilt and make a mess of these things already!” shouted his wrathblade. “Are you slow of mind or simply lacking one entirely?”

Damon gritted his teeth. It was a harder task than the sword would make it seem. Each time the shadow slug pulsed against the back of his head, he felt the world shift in and out of focus to a degree that made him fear he was about to lose consciousness again.

He snarled as he pulled his wrathblade free of its scabbard and, with a movement more desperate than dexterous, brought its edge up against the back of his head. There was a sudden hiss, along with the sensation akin to water dissolving into steam, as the pressure subsided.

He ran a hand through his hair and over the back of his neck, expecting a wound but finding nothing. He could see and move freely again, which was all that mattered. He freed the others in turn, carefully cutting a slice into the shadow slugs and watching them dissolve into dark, ambient energy.

Ria was the first to stir back to consciousness. She staggered upright, pulling her throwing knife out and breathing heavily.

“Easy,” he said. “We were attacked by some kind of dark sorcery. Whatever you just experienced was a dream. I had one too.”

Ria took a long breath. “A dream. Yes… That is an explanation of reason.”

She shuddered and crossed her arms. Damon pulled her into a hug from behind, kissing her cheek.

Malon and Vel regained their awareness a moment later. Ria helped Vel recover while Damon went to his aesta’s side, explaining as he held her hand.

“How vile,” she whispered. “To think that even I fell victim to these things. We must go at once. There’s no telling how many may still be in the area.”

Damon furrowed his brow. “You think these came from within the kestian?”

“Undoubtedly,” said Malon. “From what you’ve described of Craven’s chamber, they seem to be of the same enchantment. The mirror may be what they draw their power from, feeding off the initial energy and fear of whoever peers into it and using the accumulated power to produce the fear leeches you described.”

Damon looked over at Ria and Vel. Ria looked mostly recovered and ready to move. Vel’s face was pale, and she rose to her feet on unsteady feet.

“Would it be better for some of us to stay behind?” asked Damon.

Malon shook her head. “It’s not a risk I’m willing to take. We should stick together and travel cautiously. Solas, retrieve the silver shield you recovered earlier. Ria and Vel, make sure you both have a lantern with you with plenty of fuel.”

Damon hurried outside to grab the shield before meeting the others at the door to the tower. Vel was swaddled up in a thick cloak, and Ria had put on a sweater over her tunic. Malon still wore her work clothing from earlier, and her mouth was set into a thin, serious line.

“There is no time to waste,” she said. “Stay close and move fast.”


CHAPTER 35

The trip through the forest to the gorge was made slow and arduous by the nature of the pitch black, overcast night. Damon carried one of the lanterns, walking alongside Ria in front, as Malon explained her suspicions in a quiet voice.

“It’s likely that the main door to the kestian was imbued with a form of containment magic that we missed,” she said. “It’s possible that there could be other dangers beyond Craven’s chambers that currently pose a threat to us, if not others in the area in Morotai and beyond.”

“What are you saying, aesta?” asked Vel. “Should we simply try to seal the tomb closed, then?”

“It’s too late for that,” she replied. “We must clear it out in its entirety. I would not normally risk entering a place with so many magical ties to the other Divine Remnants as a crest sorceress of Lascivious, but it cannot be helped. Regardless of how long it takes, this is a problem which is our responsibility to solve.”

Damon chewed his lower lip, trying to shake off the memory of the vision the shadow slug had induced. Austine’s face was still vivid in his head, as were his words. Damon had been the one who’d opened the kestian, and it was his eagerness that had dragged the others into exploring it with him.

The potential of recovering loot and treasure now felt more like sand in his mouth than an appealing prospect. He’d been too hasty, too ready to act in his own interests without considering the full range of consequences.

There was no trace of the ambient evil which had invaded their tower around the kestian’s exterior. Malon frowned as she held her lantern in front of the gaping entrance, with the orange light making her loose red hair look ablaze around the edges of her face.

Despite the tense and serious nature of the situation, Damon felt his confidence growing as he walked alongside Malon. Even the simple sound of her footsteps carried a determined weight, and it reminded him of how he’d hear her approach as a child when she was about to deliver a punishment. He preferred it this way, with him not on the receiving end, for once.

They passed through the first few rooms without saying much to one another. Malon slowed to a stop as they reached the end of Avarice’s chamber, peering into the space devoted to Lascivious.

“There is power here,” she whispered. “More than I ever expected.”

“Are you alright?”

“I’m fine, solas,” said Malon, with a sigh that somewhat undercut her sentiment.

Damon exchanged a glance with Ria and Vel, and they followed her as she began stepping across the floor of the room. Malon wavered as she passed by the statues, which had reset to their original poses, though still naked.

A shudder ran through her, and she braced herself against the stone body of the naked Remenai woman. Damon set a hand on her shoulder, frowning a bit.

“Here,” he said. “Let me help you. Take my arm.”

She took more than just that. Malon pushed herself against him, lips searching for his as her eyes fluttered in a manner that seemed less than fully aware of the moment. Damon kissed her back, feeling more worried than interested in seeing where the moment might lead.

“Solas,” she muttered. “We should continue. Get me… to the next chamber.”

“Right.”

She continued planting kisses across his cheek, and then his neck, even as they headed for the door. Vel and Ria shot him several confused and slightly distasteful glances, but as soon as they stepped into the shadowed chamber devoted to Craven, Malon seemed to instantly recover.

“Solas,” she said, clearing her throat. “Would you care to do the honors?”

It took him a moment to realize what she was talking about. Holding the shield in front of him, he stepped toward the mirror, orienting the reflective side so it faced into the glass.

A sharp chime sounded, and the mirror shattered into hundreds of small, shimmering slivers. The shadows which filled the edges of the chamber let out a uniform hiss, not unlike the noise he’d heard the shadow slugs make on death.

The light from their lanterns seemed to multiply in strength as the encroachment of the room’s darkness dissolved and relented. Damon could now see that it was the same identical chamber as the others they’d faced.

He also saw another, rather profitable treasure opportunity. While the mirror’s surface had shattered, its frame still stood upright on the stand, encrusted with rubies and sapphires large enough to serve as the jewel of any choker or necklace, or ring, if the wearers fingers were large enough to pull such a look off.

“We’re taking this with us,” said Vel, in a similar thought path. She stepped forward and made an attempt at pulling the mirror’s frame from the stand, but it didn’t seem to budge.

“Allow me,” said Ria. She pulled out her throwing knife and with careful, exacting movements, began plucking the jewels loose. There were a half dozen of each, and Vel tossed Damon a sapphire as she stuffed the rest into the pockets of her tunic, grinning from ear to ear.

“I appreciate your enthusiasm, seta, but don’t let your guard down just yet,” said Malon. “The next room will represent either Wrath or Malice. I don’t doubt that both will present us with new dangers.”

Damon, Ria, and Vel nodded, moving past the mirror’s frame, which they’d stripped completely bare. The door to the next chamber was unlocked. Damon paused as he took hold of the handles, hearing a small, pestering hiss come from the direction of his sword hilt.

“Tell the others you wish to enter this chamber on your own,” whispered his wrathblade.

“Why?” he muttered.

“You know why.”

“Solas?” called Malon. “Did you say something?”

“I’ll make it even simpler,” said the sword. “Slip through first and I’ll make sure the door stays shut.”

Damon wasn’t sure why he felt so compelled to follow the sword’s suggestion, but he did. He ducked under the wooden door as soon as he’d raised it high enough to pass through. The moment his fingers broke contact with the handle, the door snapped back down into its previous locked position.

He heard the faint sound of pounding hands against the wood and began to doubt his decision to a degree. The chamber he found himself in contained five stone troll statues, each one larger and stranger looking than any he’d faced before in person. They were trolls from another era, a thought which made him less than eager to see them come alive.

A sudden, blinding flash of azure blue light struck down in the center of the room. Damon was still blinking away the afterimage in his eyes as he took in the figure of a woman standing in the light’s wake.

She was surprisingly short, though not young. Her skin was pale and flawless, but the intensity of her azure blue eyes screamed of age in the same way the subtle, intangible glow they emanated screamed of power.

Her long, free flowing hair was also blue, though it was a darker shade, almost purple. She wore the most intricate plate armor Damon had ever seen, obsidian black with details and emphasis forged into every inch.

Two identical grinning skull faces peered out from her chest, directly over where her breasts would have been contained underneath. Curving spikes emerged from the shoulder pauldrons. A massive demon claw artistically cupped her crotch, an addition which Damon couldn’t imagine served any practical purpose beyond simply drawing attention.

She carried no weapon, but she did hold a decanter of what he assumed to be liquor in one hand. Damon had been staring at her for several seconds before he noticed the profound sense of amusement in her expression and had to resist the urge to draw his sword.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” said the woman. “Do you know who I am?”

Her voice was resonant with power, too much for the sound to be entirely natural. Damon recognized it instantly, despite the missing eroticism and mischief he could normally detect from his wrathblade when it spoke to him.

He furrowed his brow and gave a heavily exaggerated shrug. “Are you one of the dungeon’s maids, perhaps?”

The woman gave him a cold smile. “I can appreciate a sense of humor. I should warn you, however, that our time here is limited. You may wish to stay your tongue for the sake of hearing what I have to say.”

Damon eyed her up and down again, opting to be a bit more straightforward. “You’re Wrath. One of the Forsaken.”

His voice was steady, but his heart was anything but. His palms felt suddenly clammy, and the urge to reach for a weapon, preferably one that wasn’t his wrathblade, was nearly overwhelming.

“Correct.” Wrath smiled and ran her thumb over the mouth of the decanter. “Though I’ve never been a fan of that particular classification. I am not evil, Damon Al-Kendras.”

“Going off what little you’ve said to me through the wrathblade, I would judge you to be more of a general sadist.”

“Accurate, though not the entire truth,” said Wrath. “What you’ve heard through the wrathblade has not been a direct conversation, but more a translation of emotions. We haven’t yet reached the point in our relationship where true communication would be possible through the weapon.”

“I think you might be getting a little ahead of yourself.”

Wrath snorted. “Ah, but of course. Where are my manners? Here.”

She extended the decanter toward him. Damon was still on guard, but he took a few steps forward into the chamber, moving past two of the stone trolls and reaching to accept the drink. His fingers passed through thin air as their hands came into contact.

“A jest,” she said. “As you can see, I’m not really here in my full, physical capacity.”

Damon said nothing. He could still hear the faint sound of Malon, Ria, and Vel attempting to get the door open behind him. He refused to break eye contact with Wrath, feeling as though he’d stepped into a chamber with a wild animal, despite her apparent ethereal state.

“Damon Al-Kendras, I am your biggest fan,” said Wrath.

He blinked, unable to keep his confusion entirely contained. “What?”

“I’ve been watching you from afar for years now,” said Wrath. “Ever since you first took possession of one of my wrathblades. I’ve even come to see some of your gladiatorial bouts in person. You are one of the most promising swordsmen of your generation, by far.”

“Is there a point to this flattery?” asked Damon.

“It’s not all flattery.” Wrath gave him a guilty smile. “I also goaded one of my servants into accepting a bounty contract on some outstanding debt you apparently hold.”

“Shank,” muttered Damon. “You wanted him to come after me.”

“Mostly to see what you were capable of when put under duress,” said Wrath. “Such methods are unnecessary now that we’ve met face to face.”

Not for the first time, Damon wondered if it was a mistake to place the amount of faith into his wrathblade that he did. He resisted the urge to set a hand on its hilt and continued to stare down the Forsaken.

“Why do you care so much about me?” he asked.

“Straight to the point,” sighed Wrath. “I appreciate that. Simply put, Damon Al-Kendras, I want you to serve me. I have been your most powerful ally for longer than perhaps you realize, and now I would like us to work together, in the open.”

He was intrigued, despite some valid misgivings. “You want me to serve you. What does that mean, exactly?”

“Perform favors in exchange for my appreciation in pursuit of… building a new world,” said Wrath.

“Are you offering me your crest?” He’d seen what Shank could do as a crest sorcerer. It had been a step above what he could manage with his wrathblade, a reliable method of channeling speed and strength into raw force. With Wrath’s crest, keeping Malon and the others safe would never be a struggle.

“It’s a conversation I’d be willing to have with you eventually,” said Wrath. “Once you’ve suitably proven your loyalty. I know that you can fight, Damon Al-Kendras. I know that you can kill. I felt it the last time you did, and… mmm… it was perfect.”

Her chin quivered slightly, and she shifted within her thick armor.

“In that case, the answer is no,” he said. “I’ve no interest in being led around like a horse by the line.”

“Dispense with the self-pitying analogies,” said Wrath, with a wave of her hand. “You have the wrathblade, my wrathblade. It feels good in your hand, doesn’t it? What I could give you, in time, would make it seem like the trinket it is. I can give you real power, Damon Al-Kendras.”

“If you have this power to bestow upon your servants, why bother with me?” he asked. “Sure, I can fight. I can… do what needs to be done. Why not just find an obedient servant and skip the chase?”

“Because you’re perfect!” snapped Wrath. “On the surface, you have seemingly no weaknesses… but you are weak, Damon. You’re weak compared to those you love. Malon, the sorceress. Ria, the tempester. Even Vel, with her growing influence among the people who matter.

“You’re weak to situations and circumstances. From your father’s debts, to the fears you harbor about the people closest to you getting hurt. You have the right kind of weakness. Serve me, and with a single touch of my finger, I’ll make you as strong as you need to be.”

Damon nodded a few times, coming to a decision as much about himself as about Wrath and her offer. “I see. It seems like you have a different definition of weakness than I do.”

“You’re cocky, too,” said Wrath. “Another weakness!”

He grinned at her. “I won’t deny that one. I’ll keep your deal in mind, Wrath. If you’d offered me the crest upfront, I might have even accepted.”

She took a swig from her decanter and then petulantly flung it at the wall. “I expected you to be more reasonable.”

“And I expected you to be taller,” he said.


CHAPTER 36

Wrath disappeared in the same flash of light that she’d arrived with. Damon heard the scrape of wood sliding into stone as the door opened behind him and Malon and the others rushed into the room.

The three women pulled him into a hug, badgering him with questions he couldn’t hear for how perfectly they spoke over one another. He did his best to smile and act calm and aloof.

“Solas, are you alright?” asked Malon. “What happened?”

He shrugged and gestured vaguely at the trolls. “It was a test of sword skills. They came at me all at once, but each only took a single hit to dispatch. It was easy for me.”

He wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t want to tell them about his encounter with Wrath. Especially Malon. He hadn’t stopped to consider what accepting Wrath’s crest would mean for their relationship. It was entirely possible that the Forsaken behind their contracts might set them against one another in an instant.

“You were of foolishness for moving into the chamber so far ahead of us, young Damon,” said Ria. “It was almost as though you were anticipating this.”

She narrowed her eyes a bit. Damon shook his head, hoping she’d let the point drop.

They tested the door leading forward and found it unlocked. Damon got the sense that, despite Wrath’s annoyance at his refusal to accept her offer of servitude, she hadn’t given up on him as a prospect. He knew it would be foolish to accept her aid in the future without scrutiny, but he saw no need to turn his nose up in response to every small favor she granted him.

“Let’s keep going,” he said. “We’ve made it through six chambers. There’s only one left.”

They opened the door the rest of the way and stepped forward with their weapons at the ready. Damon held an arm out, drawing the party to a stop as they examined what awaited them.

“This would be Malice’s chamber,” said Malon. “But this seems… wrong.”

Damon saw what she meant. The room was filled with traps, all of which had already been triggered or, in some cases, destroyed.

Spikes jutted from walls at bent angles, unable to retract into the recesses they’d once emerged from. Gaping rectangular pits stood open, revealing deep chasms into the ground below that had likely once been covered with droppable floors.

Several swinging guillotines lay across the stone near the opposing door, pulled loose from their moorings in the ceiling. A series of metal vents jutted from near the bottom of the wall, though whether they’d been intended to blow flames or spray poison was beyond Damon’s capacity to guess.

“What happened here?” whispered Ria. “Did someone have a pronounced objection to this particular trial?”

“Apparently,” said Vel. “It’s weirdly comforting to think that we aren’t the only ones who aren’t enjoying this dungeon.”

“We should still be on guard,” said Damon. “There’s no telling if all of the traps have been disabled or just a portion of them.”

They went slowly, in single file, testing each step. The chamber was still and silent, and they made it to the door on the other side without incident. Damon tested one of the handles and found it unlocked.

“What’s beyond here, I wonder?” he asked.

“The last chamber is known as the kest,” said Ria. “It is the section of the kestian where whoever is seeking reincarnation awaits their divine intervention.”

The four of them exchanged glances.

“I don’t expect that we will find it empty,” said Malon. “Stay close once we’re through.”

Damon nodded. He made sure everyone was ready one last time and then flung the door upward.

The kest was different from the other chambers, circular, with the faint glow of ambient lighting from crystals set into the ceiling above. The ground was covered with dust and bits of debris, rock, but also small chunks of bone.

In the center of the room, a dark figure in a loose cloak holding a long, black staff with a large ruby set into its top sat on the crumbled remnants of a raised dais. It took Damon a moment to notice that the fingers of the hand holding the staff here horribly decayed, with bone peeking through flesh in several places.

“Who are you to enter my domain?” boomed a deep, dominant voice.

Damon was already reaching for the hilt of his wrathblade when Malon set a hand on his shoulder and stepped past him.

“Name yourself, demon!” she called. Her tone was powerful, without a trace of fear. Damon wasn’t sure he’d ever seen this side of her before, even when she’d faced off against Shank.

“Only my master knows…” hissed the dark figure.

“Who is you master, then?” snapped Malon.

“…Malice.” The response came as a low, hideous growl.

Malon stiffened and held her arm out, bidding Damon and the others to stay back.

“It’s a lich,” she whispered. “The weapon in its hands is the Staff of Departure. I can only assume its power has been enough to keep it alive all this time, if its current state can be described in such terms.”

“The Staff of Departure?” asked Ria.

“It’s a weapon created by one of the Forsaken,” answered Malon. “Malice, in this case. It’s not unlike solas’s wrathblade, but far more powerful. I’ve only heard stories of it before, all of them ending with the wielder of the staff being corrupted by its influence.”

Damon’s fingers twitched against the hilt of his sword. The lich had stumbled to its feet, leaning on the staff in a manner that seemed less like a threat and more like a desperate attempt at maintaining its balance.

“I didn’t give you permission to talk!” it screeched, in a voice that scraped the inside of Damon’s ears.

“You have no authority, abomination!” shouted Malon.

“I took this kestian for myself!” bellowed the lich. “It is here that I give worship to my master. He… she… will remember. Malice will reward me! I will have my crest!”

The lich let out an unintelligible scream and swung the Staff of Departure from side to side. Trails of dark energy followed in the wake of the artifact. Malon rubbed her hands together, glancing at the others in clear preparation for a fight.

“Don’t underestimate this monster,” she said. “As frail and unstable as it may look, it still wields a weapon of great power. Damon, Ria, be on guard. Vel… Stay back and only use your bow if you see a true opening.”

Damon nodded, feeling his heart begin to race as he and Ria fanned out to either side. The lich slammed the butt of its staff down against the destroyed dais, and shadows began to coalesce around the tip, dancing like the flame of a torch.

Malon slapped her hands together, opening them to reveal a swirling fireball that she immediately sent hurtling toward their undead foe. The lich swatted it aside with the staff, reacting with impressive speed.

Damon drew his wrathblade and rushed forward. He knew his strengths in comparison to Malon, Ria, and Vel. His sword was the only real weapon which could pressure the lich in close combat. Ria had her knife, but getting into position to use it effectively would make for a dangerous prospect.

“Fool!” screeched the lich.

It slammed its staff into an overhead strike that should have missed Damon by five or six feet. An impressive halberd of shadow energy formed to bridge the distance. Damon ducked and rolled, getting clear in time to dodge, but only just.

Ria took her chances, lunging forward and slamming her knife through the back of the lich’s cloak. Whatever the blade sank into seemed to have little effect against the monster, and it reacted by slamming its elbow to the side in counter, flinging Ria backward and into a sprawl across the floor.

Vel let loose one of her arrows. It was a good shot, nearly taking the lich in the forehead and missing by a margin near enough to flutter the hood of its cloak. Damon used the opening to rush forward and attempt to land a slash across its abdomen. The staff came down, blocking his sword with a shield made from shadow that seemed to reflect the force of his blow.

“Solas!” shouted Malon. “Knock him off balance if you see an opening and then get out of the way!”

“You’re all fools!” screeched the lich. “All of you!”

He slammed his staff down again. Shadow magic burst from the weapon’s head as dozens of dark, ethereal shapes began flying through the air and slithering across the ground. Damon recognized them as the same shadow slugs which had incapacitated them earlier in the tower, with the addition of a flock of shadow bats that he presumed manifested with the same powers.

All of them fell back on the defensive. Damon swatted the bats out of the air as they flew at him and skewered the slugs. Ria did the same with her knife, and Malon was quick to use her magic to fling anything which drew near to her a safe distance away.

Vel wasn’t so lucky. She tried to shoot one of the bats with her bow before realizing that stabbing with the arrows held in hand was the better approach. Unfortunately, it was already too late. One of the bats fluttered her hair as it made contact with her, and she fell to the ground in an instant, limp and unconscious.

“You monster!” shouted Damon.

He launched into a flurry of strikes, still mindful of Malon’s attack strategy. The lich blocked an overhead chop, but he reversed on the diagonal, slashing in a manner that forced it sideways at a strange angle.

“Now!” shouted Malon.

Damon flung himself backward. He felt the heat before he saw the spell. Malon had unleashed an inferno that seemed to channel the essence of the Malagantyan wildfires he still remembered as a child.

A thick pillar of bright, brilliant flames struck the lich head on. Damon saw the monster’s skeletal silhouette for only an instant against the intense heat glow before he had to look away. He heard the scream. He thought it was over.

“Your death will restore my flesh!” hissed the lich.

Malon was breathing heavy, clearly spent from the energy she’d poured into her spell. Ria was on her feet but favoring one ankle over the other. Vel was still trapped within whatever nightmare realm the shadow bat had pulled her into.

The lich’s cloak had burned into ash, but its body was merely charred. It seemed oblivious to the flames that continued to burn across its skull and shoulders. It took hold of the staff in both hands and lifted it overhead with menacing intent, focusing his attention on Malon.

“I will make out suffer, whore!” it bellowed.

Damon attacked, pulling upon the full range of his sword skills to draw the lich’s focus onto himself. He fought without thinking, reacting to each movement and attacked on reflex and instinct.

“Mmm, that’s right,” whispered his wrathblade. “This creature is weak compared to you. Break him into pieces, hard and fast.”

He felt a thin smile spread across his face. He drew from the power of his sword, knowing in that moment that it was his for the taking. The lich seemed to falter from the sudden shift in Damon’s speed.

He cut three times, legs, abdomen, and neck. All three slashes landed, and with the wrathblade’s speed enchantment, it seemed as though the strikes took effect simultaneously. Damon exhaled as the world returned to normal, and he watched the lich’s bones go flying in different directions, scattering across the chamber.

The Staff of Departure fell to the floor. Damon nudged it with his boot, more wary of it than the destroyed lich. He hurried next to Vel’s side, but the shadow bat leeching away at her essence had already dissolved into nothingness.

“Nicely done,” said Ria, still on her feet and smiling broadly. Damon pulled her into a quick hug before moving to gather around their aesta.

Malon’s face was pale, and it took her a moment to catch her breath enough to speak. “Keep away from the staff. It’s still dangerous, even outside of the hands of the lich.”

“I could simply destroy it,” said Damon. “If it’s dangerous, I see no reason to take the risk.”

He gestured with his sword toward the fallen staff. Malon shook her head.

“Not yet,” she said. “I must first ensure that doing so won’t release anything that might be contained within. Seta, lend me your cloak.”

Vel furrowed her brow, still groggy from the effects of the shadow bat, but she dutifully took her cloak off and passed it to Malon, who approached the Staff of Departure with tired steps. She carefully bundled the artifact in cloth, taking care to not make direct physical contact with any part of it.

“This chamber is disappointingly empty of treasure,” muttered Vel. “I suppose we’ll have to settle for bringing the silver armor back to Princess Kastet, along with the jewels we took from the mirror.”

“Hold on.” Damon bent over to scoop up one of the lich’s hands, which had broken off from its body in a single piece. “The monster seemed to have been a fan of extravagant rings. I’m not leaving these behind.”

“Gross, Damon!” cried Vel.

Ria also made a face as he crunched the bony hand under his heel, separating the bones of the fingers enough to liberate several gold rings. One held a large diamond, and another had a series of ancient rune words that he suspected might contain some historical significance.

He dropped them into his pocket and moved to join the others by the door. Malon was still unsteady on her feet, and Ria’s twisted ankle looked as though it was still paining her. He lent them each an arm as they began the slow walk toward the kestian’s entrance, tired but victorious.


CHAPTER 37

They were careful to close each door behind them as they retraced their steps, including the heavy circular stone plug which sealed the kestian off from the outside world. It was early morning, just after sunrise, though long shadows still clung to wherever they could find purchase within the gorge.

There was enough ambient illumination to see by, however, which made the myriad figures waiting for them in the predawn light impossible to overlook. Damon reached for his sword on reflex, but even before he drew it from its scabbard, he noted several bows among the assembled group.

Catching sight of the face of a familiar young Rem man at the front of the group all but explained their intentions. Joyell watched Damon and the others with an impatient gaze. Close to a dozen Remenai warriors stood clustered around him, and there was always the chance that more were up the slope or in the trees.

There was almost nothing they could do if it came to a fight. Malon was still leaning against Damon’s shoulder for support, and the idea of her casting a spell in their defense was nearly impossible to imagine.

Ria was limping, and her tempesting magic was particularly poor when it came to the area of the gorge, so much lower than the surrounding lands and high reaching trees on the slope above them. Vel might be able to get an arrow off, which Damon supposed was better than nothing.

He couldn’t fight them all off, even with his wrathblade and its magic.

“Seta,” said Malon, calmly. “Would you care to explain why these men and women are waiting for us with weapons at hand?”

There was a woman among them, short and grey of hair, near the back. Damon hoped that it was a good omen.

“I will talk to them,” said Ria. “This is a situation of complete misunderstanding.”

“So it would seem.” Malon pulled away from Damon, supporting herself as she crossed the distance between the two groups.

Ria made as though to stop her. Several of the Rem men seemed to consider notching arrows, treating Malon with a level of wariness and respect that suggested that they were aware of her reputation. The grey-haired Rem woman waved them to stillness and moved to greet her.

They spoke in quiet voices for several tense minutes. Damon glanced toward Ria, whose expression seemed frozen in the midst of shattering, like a pain of glass with a web of spreading cracks.

“Hey,” he whispered. “What’s wrong?”

She wouldn’t look at him, which only added to the accumulated tension.

Malon wasn’t smiling as she finished her conversation with the Rem woman. She slowly walked back over to Damon and the others, folding her arms and letting out a deflated sigh.

“It would seem that seta omitted a few details from her explanation of the situation,” she said.

Her gaze fell upon Ria, who still refused to look at anyone or anything. Malon gestured toward the Rem that Damon recognized as she continued.

“This is Joyell,” she said. “He’s from the Zakur clan, a respected faction in this region of the Malagantyan. He’s not Ria’s suitor, but rather, her bonded half.
 It’s more akin to a formal betrothal.”

“I never agreed to that!” shouted Ria. “This was a thing decided long ago, before I was even born! I owe him less than nothing!”

“Ria’s mother, Mielle, was once a member of the Zakur,” said Malon.

“This means nothing to me!” Ria shook her head and made a dismissive gesture with my hand. “I know nothing of my mother, or their clan, or, or…”

“They say that she was rebellious and left without permission shortly after becoming pregnant with Ria,” said Malon. “They claim her as a rightful member of their clan, beholden to their laws.”

“They cannot!” cried Ria. “This…”

Malon’s voice took on a scratchy, wavering quality as she continued. “They say that they are… Ria’s rightful family.”

“No!” Ria shook her head, and the cracks in her expression Damon had noticed earlier finally broke. “Please, aesta… please don’t let them take me.”

She gripped Malon’s arm with tight fingers. Malon put her hand over Ria’s for a moment before pulling her into a deep hug.

“Please,” whispered Ria. “You are my family. Damon and Velanor are my family. This… I cannot… I will not.”

It was a side of Ria that had always existed, a side of her Damon had almost forgotten about. She’d been so quick to test Malon’s limits during their childhood, and so petulant in the way she bemoaned not living among her own people.

But ultimately, she’d grown up under Malon, and alongside him and Vel. There was no turning back time. There was a special kind of trauma in this for her, in having those among the Rem who would claim her show themselves now, after the fact.

“You’ll stay with us then,” said Malon. Her voice was soothing, and she ran a hand through Ria’s hair, but Damon could see the moisture in her eyes.

He had to do something. In the blink of an eye, Damon had his sword out. He heard bowstrings tightening in response, but the sound was still preferable to the emotional pain of his loved ones.

Ria let out a borderline feral snarl and pulled away from Malon, moving her hands in the intricate movements of her tempesting. There was a flash overhead, followed by a distant boom, too distance to hold much relevance or intimidation.

“Damon!” cried Vel. She’d pulled him into a hug from behind, and he heard her sniffle as she squeezed her arms around him. “Please. You can’t fight them. There must be some way…”

“We’ll pay,” he said, desperately. “Aesta. Tell them that we’ll give them money. Jewels too, if they want them.”

“Solas…” Malon’s voice was heart breaking in its lack of hope. She listened, however, and dutifully called out a question in Konokai that Damon surmised to be his offer.

The old woman said something back, sounding tired and emotionally drained. Malon nodded, and the old woman waved a hand.

“Their wise woman says that they’ll examine our offering,” said Malon. “Everything. Toss all of it on the ground. All your money, the jewels and jewelry. Whatever it takes.”

There was no hesitation from Damon. To save Ria, he’d pay any price. He held the jewels out for the wise woman’s inspection, as did Vel. He would even give them his wrathblade if he had to. A sudden suspicion struck him as he realized that Joyell had stepped over to the side to poke at something Malon had set down earlier.

“Wait,” said Damon. “No!”

He realized the danger an instant too late. Joyell had pulled the cloak wrapped around the Staff of Departure open and taken hold of the cursed artifact’s shaft. Damon saw a sudden shift in the young Rem’s eyes as his fingers closed into a greedy, white knuckled grip.

Dark energy swirled around Joyell, coalescing into flickers of shadow like flower petals caught in a strong wind. He let out a guttural howl, which drew concerned shouts from the other Rem.

Damon made a grab for the weapon, but Joyell was fast, faster even than the lich had been. He dodged backward and bludgeoned Damon in the ribs with a sweeping strike of the staff, shadows gathering to lend force to the blow.

Damon gasped as he fell sideways, only barely managing to both keep a hold on his wrathblade while also not accidentally impaling himself on it. Malon was focusing for a spell, but he could see how much effort it was taking from her, and how little left she had to give.

One of the Remenai warriors attempted to set a hand on Joyell’s shoulder in the apparent hope of calming him down. A black spike burst forth from the back of the Staff of Departure, skewering the man through the stomach in an instant of impulsive hatred.

Damon heard the other Rem screaming, uncertain of whether to continue their attempts to calm their possessed clansman down, or to pull the dying one to safety. Joyell’s eyes were the color of smoldering coal as he began to swing the corrupted staff amongst his friends, bludgeoning one hard enough to split bone through skin and flinging another into the trees.

The Remenai had no choice. They grabbed who they could and began retreating. Damon was moving toward Malon, intent on doing the same, when Joyell’s focus settled on Ria.

In a surge of reckless speed, Joyell rushed forward and seized her by one arm, hovering a few feet in the air with her wrist in an iron grip. Vel let out a shout, running and jumping and doing her best to pull Ria back down.

Her hands caught the bottom of the staff instead. She hung in the air for an instant before Joyell shook the weapon sideways, flinging her into a sprawl against the cliff wall. A trickle of blood ran from Vel’s forehead as she crumpled to the dirt.

“You bastard!” Damon could only watch as Joyell shook Ria once, rendering her senseless, and then began to float off into the distance. He was preparing to sprint up the gorge’s slope in pursuit when he heard Malon call to him in a weak voice.

“Solas,” she said. “We must help who we can.”

He knew she was right, but that didn’t make it easy to accept. Slowly, Damon sheathed his sword and scooped Vel up in his arms, watching as Joyell disappeared into the trees with Ria over one shoulder.


CHAPTER 38

Damon could barely contain his unease as they returned to the tower. Malon had said little during the trip up from the gorge, but as soon as they were inside, she set about tending to Vel and enlisted him in the effort.

“Get the fire going,” she said. “Warm some water and bring me some bandages.”

“Aesta, I have to go after Ria,” he said. “There’s no time—”

“You won’t find her searching blind,” said Malon. “Please, solas. Tend to the fire.”

He mustered his patience, coaxing the fire to life and feeding it a fresh log, drawing water from the lake to heat, and gathering the other items needed. Malon stayed with Vel by her bedside, gently cleaning and then bandaging the wound on her head.

It felt like an eternity had passed since the encounter with Joyell when Malon finally emerged into the common room, but in truth, it couldn’t have been more than an hour. Damon stood up, ready with a plan of his own that involved no small amount of guesswork.

Malon held up a single finger, bidding him to silence. She set a thin splinter of blackwood down on the table and folded her arms.

“I drew this out of Vel’s hand,” she said. “It could have only come from the Staff of Departure. I should be able to use this to cast a spell that can lead us to where Joyell and Ria are.”

Damon nodded slowly, sensing the uncertainty in her voice. “Will it take an effort from you, aesta?”

He had a second question, a second offer, which rested upon the first. The sudden rush of excitement he felt at knowing that there was a way in which he could help Malon in what she needed was enough to make him feel slightly ashamed.

“It will,” she said. “But for Ria’s sake, I will do whatever must be done, without question.”

“Would it help if—”

“Solas.” She set a hand atop his, giving him a knowing, borderline chastising smile. “Let’s not step ahead of ourselves. Give me some room to try the spell.”

He felt his face flush a bit as he nodded and stepped back from the table. Malon’s breathing slowed, and she pressed the wooden sliver between her palms as she focused on her casting.

Damon had no real idea of what spell work, as a crest sorceress, required in terms of willpower, effort, and knowledge. He felt strangely voyeuristic as he watched her close her eyes and intensify her focus. He could see her lips moving wordlessly and the way her chest rose and fell as she took each deliberate, focusing breath.

Crimson flickered at the edges of her closed hands. Malon let out a small, slightly pained gasp and pulled back, the magical light fading as abruptly as it had appeared. She ran her hands over her mouth and shook her head.

“I cannot cast the spell as I am now,” she whispered.

Damon moved to stand behind her, almost as close as he had days earlier, when it had just been the two of them and he’d been so foolishly eager to probe her boundaries. “We need this. We need to go after them.”

He saw Malon swallow and lift her chin slightly.

“I’m… aware of what’s needed, solas.”

He was already hard, far harder that the circumstances dictated, as he pulled her into a hug from behind. He resisted the urge to begin pawing at her and grinding into her. Instead, he gave her a soft kiss on the cheek, the type of kiss that she would expect from her sweet, mindful solas.

“When I first took up my crest contract, I swore an oath that I would never become someone I didn’t recognize.” She turned around in his arms, setting a gentle hand against his chest and sitting on the table. “Damon… I am and always will be your aesta.”

He kissed her again, this time on the lips, though still chaste. “That’s who I see in front of me. My aesta, who I love and cherish, and will always love and cherish.”

He spoke in a tone soft enough to match the gentle fingers he was attempting to ply her thighs open with. Malon held firm, staring him down and holding her ground.

“Your eyes say something very different, solas,” she said.

He let his hand settle on the side of her hip, drawing close enough to kiss her, but speaking quiet words instead.

“Aesta,” he whispered. “I’m not afraid.”

Still he waited, letting his eyes say whatever it was she thought they were saying as they stared at one another, until the tension was about to force them both to breathe. Only then did he kiss her, and only then did he really begin to touch her.

“You are young,” muttered Malon. “And foolish.” They kissed again, tongues meeting. “And following… bad instincts.”

He ran his hands up her body, cupping her breasts. Malon lazily attempted to push him back, her fingers teasing the muscles of his abdomen through his shirt. It only urged him on, and he prodded his obvious erection forward into her stomach.

“We need to help Ria,” she said, clearing her throat. Her hand tried to push him back again, but it somehow found his bulge instead. “But here… is not the place to, erm, discuss this.”

“Would you prefer my room or yours?” whispered Damon.

“Wipe that smile off your face, solas,” said Malon, shooting him an exaggerated glare. “Take a minute or two to calm yourself down, young man, and then meet me in my room. Don’t misinterpret what this means.”

He thought about her words as he watched her cross the room. She wasn’t wrong. They would have to wake up tomorrow and face one another in the shadow of whatever was about to happen, regardless of the reasons behind it. True Divine, she was his aesta
.

His cock was painfully hard as he stood to his feet. He considered taking off his shirt or perhaps even all of his clothing before meeting Malon in her room, but the thought of her smirking and rolling her eyes at him was enough to make him feel embarrassed even just imagining the idea.

“Solas,” called Malon.

“I’m coming.”

He stepped into Malon’s room, closed the door behind him, and felt his jaw drop open. Malon was smirking, but it had nothing to do with him and everything to do with her outfit.

She’d changed into the nightgown he’d given her. The thin, pink fabric left little to the imagination. Malon’s breasts were nearly spilling out of the top of it, and even where they were covered, it was in a manner that did more to tease the eye than preserve her womanly modesty.

“There’s no danger in my bedchamber,” she said, with a smile. “You can come further in, if you’d like.”

“I… was just…”

His face flushed hot as he stumbled over his words. He felt ridiculous, but it felt somehow justified. She was his aesta, and in so many ways, it was wrong for him to be allowed a glimpse of this side of her. So wrong, and despite that, or perhaps because of it, the image of her in that nightgown would forever be burned into his memory.

“Sit,” she said. “I hope it goes without saying that nothing that we… discuss here must ever leave this room.”

“Of course, aesta.” Damon saw her smile widen as she watched him stumble to kick his way out of his pants.

“Under no circumstances can Ria or Velanor ever know,” said Malon. “I would prefer if we just acted like this never happened.”

“I can stay quiet,” said Damon. “But I very much doubt that I’ll be able to forget about this.”

He pulled her into an embrace, feeling his arousal overwhelm his nervousness as he kissed her hungrily. He lifted the bottom of the nightgown and felt her gloriously soft ass. She wasn’t wearing any girlshorts, a discovery so intensely hot that he almost blew his seed early.

Malon knew how to kiss him back. She knew how to hold her body to allow him some, but not total, access. She knew how to run a hand along his bare thigh, as though directly countering to his own ungraceful groping with efficient, sensual touches of her own.

“You are so very young,” she whispered. “Though in this instance, that’s perfect for our needs. Lie back, solas. Let me take care of you.”

She was the only woman in the world who he’d take such a soft-spoken command from. He told himself that it was for the sake of finding Ria, easing the encounter forward on Malon’s terms to restore her strength, but that was only part of the truth. He spread out on the bed, watching her as she leaned forward over him in the lurid nightgown he’d bought her.

“Someday, you’ll find a charming young woman to marry and feel so ridiculous when you think back on this.” Malon gave him an odd smile, all bunched to the side and full of pride. She slid her fingers into the waistband of his undershorts and slowly began to pull them down.

“You have a vivid imagination,” he said.

“Is that right?” Malon stared at his cock as it bounced loose from the fabric. She rested her hands on either side of it, eyes flicking between the tip and Damon’s face. “What are you imagining right now, solas?”

“It would be easier to show you than to tell you.”

Malon blinked, her cheeks turning a shade of pink that matched her lurid nightgown. Damon gave her half a second to respond before shifting downward, grabbing her and flipping her underneath him.

“Solas!” said Malon, more surprised than irritated.

They’d been in this position before, back when they’d shared the tent. Damon was ashamed of how many times he’d used his own vivid imagination to picture himself handling the situation differently. He’d been too eager, too young, as his aesta would say.

Instead of trying to hump himself into her like a bumbling virgin, Damon took his time. He kissed her, as much to cut off any objections as to taste her lips, and let his hand gently caress her inner thigh.

He slid his fingers closer in a rhythm that matched each of his kisses, stealing another inch before gliding backward to give up space, and then another inch beyond that. Malon’s breathing intensified, and he could sense her intrigue and arousal underneath the façade of control.

“Solas,” she said, voice thin and oozing with pleasure.

She had a thin layer of hair adorning her crotch, enough for him to pet with his palm without being cumbersome. He let his hand gently cup and press against the edges of her womanhood, touching around the area he knew would drive her the most wild.

She had a chance to stop him. He felt her hesitation, and slowly, but insistently, began to touch her. Her body seemed to betray her, and Damon felt her hips shift toward him eagerly as he parted her lower lips and slid his index finger inside of her.

A tremor ran through his aesta, and her face took on an expression of pleasured, pink lewdness. She was shockingly hot and wet. Damon was in awe as he slid in a second finger, feeling his aesta shudder and respond to his movements, dazed and horny.

“I’m curious what you’re imagining now, aesta,” he whispered. “Would you like me to try to guess?”

He managed to keep his voice steady and low, despite feeling turned on nearly past the point of speaking. Pushing his fingers deeper inside her, he felt her womanhood tighten briefly as her back arched and her hands slapped down onto the mattress.

Touching her like this was so wrong, so far off the normal path. He felt as though he’d made a discovery that wasn’t supposed to be his to make. This was Malon, his aesta, not a floozy he’d brought up to a rented room from the tavern.

“True Divine,” she moaned. “Solas!”

He couldn’t wait any longer. He slid downward, moving his face in between Malon’s legs. He heard her gasp and reach a hand down to hold his head back. He’d half expected that, and firmly pinned her thighs, letting his breath tickle her perfect, pink slit as he gave it the first tantalizingly long lick.

Malon sucked in a breath and bucked her hips. There was a flash of crimson light, and Damon was surprised to suddenly be upside down.

He landed on the bed, half on top of her, folded in half as though he’d failed spectacularly at a somersault. Malon was still breathing heavily, still clad only in her lurid night gown, but otherwise composed.

“You are so very young,” she said. “Do you understand what I mean by that?”

Damon shifted to lay next to her on the bed, shaking his head and finding it suddenly hard to meet her gaze. Malon rubbed his bare chest and stomach, her hand coming to rest just above his rock-hard cock.

“I’d prefer to hear you tell me,” he said.

There was a smirk on her face as she gently pinched his cock in between her thumb and forefinger. Even that small amount of contact was enough to send pleasure coursing through his body, from his crotch to the tips of his toes and fingers.

“There is a power differential between us, solas, on top of who we are to one another,” she said, gently. “I’m your aesta, and I’m not easy to handle. Some of the… slightly aggressive tricks you’ve used on other women are not and will never be appropriate for you to use on me.”

“I’ll be sure to remember that next time,” he said.

He saw her trying to contain a smile and couldn’t help but grin in return.

“You are so cocky,” she whispered. “But I’m proud of the man you’ve become. Proud beyond words.”

Malon bit her lower lip as she took a firm grip of his erection and began to stroke him off. Damon bucked his head back against the pillow. How could he explain to her the effect she had on him? She’d spoken of his marriage to some charming young woman, but that wasn’t and would never be what he wanted.

“Would you like me to use my mouth again, solas?” she asked.

He nodded dumbly, and a slight, abashed blush came to Malon’s cheeks as she brought her face closer to his member. She kissed the underside of his shaft, letting her cheek rub against him, heedless of his sticky pre arousal dabbing onto her face.

“This is for the spell,” she reminded him. “Be sure to let me know before you’re about to burst.”

He almost admitted that he was already at said bursting point, but he took a breath and forced himself to calm down. It helped, for all of five seconds. Malon brought her mouth down over the head of his cock, and the shock of the pleasure changed everything.

He couldn’t keep himself from disregarding her earlier words about aggressive tricks and what was appropriate. He took her face in firm hands and gently began to pump his cock into her sweet lips. She blinked, narrowing her eyes into an expression that managed to be both understanding and chastising.

“Aesta,” he moaned. “True Divine. You’re incredible.”

He thrust again, tightening his grip. She caught one of his wrists and pushed him down firmly onto the bed, reasserting her control without ever breaking the dirty contact of her mouth on his cock. She bobbed her head as though in a dipping, enthusiastic nod, her lips gliding over every inch of his hard length.

He stroked her hair, and she responded by sucking with softer, more focused movements. She was watching him, seeing his flustered face, the shallow rise and fall of his chest, the effect she was having on him. Was she enjoying the way he reacted to her?

As though in answer, Malon sank her face forward, taking his entire length into her mouth and the tight confines of her throat beyond. Damon felt his toes curl from the raw intensity of the pleasure. He tapped her gently on the back of the head. Malon pulled all the way back, kissing the head of his member and staring into his eyes.

“Come for me, solas,” she whispered. “Just this once.”

She didn’t take his tool back into her mouth. Damon wasn’t sure whether it was sheer surprise or a result of the lewdness of it, but he blew his load with more intensity than he ever had before, aware of where it would end up.

The first sticky string of seed took Malon diagonally along the face. She blinked, staying right where she was, tongue sneaking out to lick both Damon and the mess he was making across her lips.

“Aesta…” he muttered.

She seemed to revel in the lewdness of it and began sucking and cleaning off his prick after he’d defiled her face with his seed. She was blushing and breathing heavy, and he could only wonder if she’d allowed it for the sake of her magic, or just to give him the chance to claim her in such a way.

“It’s for the spell, solas,” she said, with a knowing smile.

“If you say so.” He watched her slowly wipe and lick herself off, though he’d coated her thoroughly enough that nothing short of a dip in the lake would clean her face completely.

He felt himself almost instantly getting hard again, but Malon was already moving, and the urgency of the situation came back to him as he considered where Ria might be at that very moment.


CHAPTER 39

Damon waited for Malon in the common room, satisfied, but also anxious. She joined him after a few minutes, still dressed in the nightgown he’d given her, and immediately began packing a traveling bag.

“It is not unlikely that this spell will be too draining on my current state for me to join you in this pursuit, solas,” she said, frowning. “I’m sending you off with supplies to last several days. I have no idea how far Joyell may have escaped to with Ria, but I’m placing my trust in you to bring her back.”

“I will,” he said. “I promise.”

She set the bag down on the common room table. Her face was a collage of emotions, from her concern for Ria, to her concentration toward the preparations for the spell, all of it underscored by her complicated love for him.

“Ria and Velanor must never know,” said Malon.

She didn’t specify what she was talking about and she didn’t need to.

“I’m not going to tell them,” he said. “But…”

He chewed his lip, wondering how to put into words what he was feeling. He’d grown undeniably close, emotionally and physically, to Ria. His relationship with Vel was complicated in its own way, intimate and confusing.

“But what?” asked Malon. “Is this about Ria, solas?”

He cleared his throat. “In part.”

Malon’s expression grew as stern as it ever had during his childhood. “What’s going on between you and her?”

“Aesta…” He gave her a small, somewhat careless shrug. “You heard what was going on between us on the night before you asked me to leave for Morotai with the shield.”

He knew that she was aware that he and Ria were having sex. It felt liberating to cut through the layers of ambiguity and secrecy that blanketed his life on the farm. Though, seeing the annoyance, and moreover, the worry in Malon’s reaction to his words cut both ways.

“Oh, Damon,” she said, with a sigh. She closed her eyes. “Let me make this as clear to you as I possibly can. While the two of you are both adults, this is my farmstead and my home. I will not have my seta and solas… making such mistakes… under this roof.”

She folded her arms, and everything about her posture shouted of her unwillingness to budge on that particular point.

“This conversation will be much more relevant after I’ve saved Ria,” he said.

She nodded to that and moved to begin casting her spell. It wasn’t the long drawn out process that Damon had been expecting. Malon simply took a deep breath, held her hands on either side of the wooden sliver, and created a focus of crimson power.

Tiny droplets of glowing red energy seemed to emerge from the wooden sliver, floating upward to coalesce into a larger sphere which pulsated in size. Malon’s breathing was steady over the course of the ten seconds it took to complete.

She blinked and wavered on her feet as she finished. Damon was at her side to support her in an instant. She pulled herself into an intimate embrace against him, which he was used to, after seeing the effect exerting her power took on her condition.

“Follow this beacon,” she said, in a tired voice. “I can’t make any promises about how far it will be until it reaches the Staff of Departure and Ria, but it will guide you there.”

She licked her lips, stroking his chest and staring at Damon’s mouth with half-lidded eyes.

“I could use you by my side in this, aesta,” he said. “What if… I help you recover from your casting, first?”

She was already shaking her head before he’d even finished. “Absolutely not. You must understand, solas. This was truly the last time. For you helping me in… such an intimate way. For your games and teasing, as well. After this, you must go back to seeing me as your aesta, and nothing else.”

He already had his mouth open to tease and object when he saw the seriousness, and fragility, of her expression. She needed him to agree. For herself, she needed the boundary, and it was a boundary that would need shoring up from both sides.

“Of course,” he said. “If that’s what you want, aesta. I love you, and I trust your judgment.”

He saw her smile, and wondered if she knew even half the extent of the emotions he felt for her. There was no way he could have denied her, even if he didn’t agree. She was his aesta. He’d jump off a cliff for her, if she gave him a reason.

“Say, this beacon thing isn’t going to accidentally lead me off a cliff or anything, will it?”

Malon pursed her lips. “I would suggest you watch your step as you follow it.”

***

He set out immediately, as much at the beacon’s insistence as due to his own sense of urgency. The sky was overcast, and  of all the directions Malon’s spell could have sent him heading in, it chose the one in which he could see a faint smear of rising smoke on the distant horizon.

It was barely midday, but the lack of direct sunlight and thick forest canopy made it seem like late evening. Damon’s glowing guide was undeterred by fallen branches, brambles, steep slopes, and other annoying obstacles, which made the going difficult.

Still, he plowed on after it at full speed, heedless of the toll it took on his tired feet and increasingly torn leggings. His early hope that Joyell had taken Ria to a hideout not far from the tower began to wane after the first hour and evaporated entirely after the second.

He took a break as he reached an area in which the trees had outgrown the underbrush, which gave his legs a fair amount of clearance but often gated the path forward with crisscrossing branches.

He could smell the smoke now. As children, Malon had always warned them to come back to the tower immediately if they were ever exploring the forest and smelled smoke. He’d been close to wildfires before, and without exception, they’d all posed a serious threat to his life.

The crimson beacon continued forward as soon as he drew within range of it again. Damon followed it down a slope, noting the curtain of smoke that lay ahead of him, the last warning he’d get before entering the inferno. The beacon led him onward, not even slowing its pace.

He covered his face with the hem of his tunic. The protection against the smoke was minimal, but it was better than nothing, and the smoke was oftentimes more dangerous than the fires themselves.

Though Damon wasn’t lucky enough to avoid those either. The heat came first, a wave of oppressively dry air that had him reaching for his waterskin. He spotted a small fire in the distance, taking note of the direction it was growing in as he passed.

Following the crimson beacon became a challenge that required every ounce of his attention. It attempted to lead him through a thick wall of flaming underbrush and foliage. Damon carefully made his way around the edge, breaking into a sprint as he caught sight of it on the other side.

The air became so hot that it felt like his clothing was about to burst into spontaneous flames. Loud crackles and pops came from his left and right, along with the screams of fleeing animals and the panicked calls of birds.

A resonant snapping noise sounded behind Damon. He threw himself sideways, dodging out of the way of a flaming tree an instant before it came down on the spot where he’d previously been standing. Bits of flaming wood and scorching embers shot in every direction, one of which landed on the shoulder of his tunic and threatened to set it ablaze.

He patted it out, shouting wordlessly in frustration as he continued to follow the damned beacon into the Malagantyan’s flaming fury. He was beginning to doubt the wisdom of his decision to plow onward and didn’t hesitate to use every tool available to him.

He took out his waterskin and used half of what he had left to douse his tunic. It would only offer a small amount of protection, but it was better than nothing, and having three days’ worth of water wouldn’t be of much use to him as charred meat.

It helped, though within a few minutes, he was confronted by a new problem. Breathing had become a challenge. Damon could barely see the crimson beacon. He could barely see anything. The air had a sinister orange hue in every direction he looked, and he could see it wavering from the heat in a few places.

He had no choice but to split off from his guide as it attempted to lead him to his death for the dozenth time that afternoon. Damon broke into a coughing fit as he opted to push blindly through a wall of smoke, but he tasted fresh air in the first gasp he took on the other side.

He’d entered a clearing of rolling hills that felt familiar. It seemed a temporary respite from the wildfires, as the thin grass that coated the landscape burned too quickly for the flames to gain significant ground.

He sucked down sweet breaths of fresh air as he staggered forward, searching for the beacon around where it would have emerged from the forest behind him. He didn’t see it, but it didn’t matter.

Atop one of the hills in the distance was a figure holding a long black staff, standing over the prone shape of a woman in a familiar tunic.


CHAPTER 40

There was no subtlety in Damon’s approach. The hill Joyell and Ria were on already had a clear view of him. Ria appeared to be unconscious, or worse, but Joyell faced him head on as he began to make his way up the slope.

He already had his wrathblade drawn, and he found it more than a little surprising that Joyell didn’t immediately attempt to set the power of the staff against him. He wondered if it was similar to his own sword, a powerful, but finicky artifact with its magic cordoned off by arbitrary, unwritten rules.

With the fires still raging across the region of the Malagantyan to the south, Damon couldn’t have escaped even if he’d wanted to. The only chance he had of getting Ria home safely was to settle things with Joyell. It was a confrontation he felt he should have forced earlier, at least through lens of hindsight’s wisdom.

“What did you do to her?” he called, once he’d reached the top of the hill. Joyell and Ria were still a fair distance away, within speaking distance, though out of attack range.

The Remenai man yelled something back at him and stabbed the Staff of Departure into the air. From the manner in which his fingers clenched onto it, Damon could only wonder if it was even within Joyell’s power to release the artifact from his grasp.

“She doesn’t love you,” called Damon. “You might not be able to understand me, but I know you can understand this.”

He saw Joyell bare his teeth. Perhaps the tone of his message was getting through, if not his words. He remembered how Joyell had attacked his own clansman, killing at least one of them. Damon knew that there was no avoiding the conflict, so he hoped he could at least goad the other man into entering the fight on unfavorable terms.

“You’ve already lost, Joyell,” he said. “Give up. Let Ria go home and be with the people she actually loves.”

Joyell let out a furious snarl and rushed forward, moving far faster than Damon had anticipated. He blocked an overhead strike with his wrathblade and was given no time to counter before needing to shift his blade sideward to defend against another attack.

Despite having inherited the same source of dark magical power, Joyell was a fundamentally different opponent than the lich. His speed far outstripped that of the undead monster, though in terms of technique, he was instinctual and clumsy.

Damon felt as though he was defending himself against a rabid animal after having grown used to the beasts of the arena. Shadow energy coalesced around the head of the staff, forming into a heavy bludgeon, like a hammer or mace.

He finally managed to get a slash off, but it hissed through empty air as Joyell dodged backward, well out of reach. He slowly circled, swearing under his breath as he saw the young Remenai beginning to experiment with his newfound abilities.

A wicked scythe blade coalesced from shadow energy atop the head of the staff. Joyell flexed the fingers of his free hand, and a long whip of distilled darkness snaked outward to fill his grip.

It was the same combination of weapons he’d used against Damon in their first encounter more than a week earlier, outside the tower. He let out a sigh and shook his head, mastering his irritation.

He’d given some thought toward how to handle the whip, at least. Damon rushed forward, feinting as though he was committing to a stab. The shadow whip lashed outward. He twisted, making sure to catch it on his free arm as it wrapped tight around his wrist.

His plan had been to yank Joyell toward him, but the instant the shadow whip made contact, he felt reality shift into a scene from a nightmare. Ria was on the ground in front of him, eyes empty, skin pallid, surrounded by a pool of blood. He was too late. He’d failed her when it mattered most, and he—

“Down!” shouted his wrathblade.

Damon ducked, feeling the staff displace the air just above his head. He slashed his sword, severing the shadow whip, and suppressed a shiver as he fell back on the defensive.

“Did you forget how to touch your sword?” snapped the wrathblade. “Use me! Throw me around, and don’t be gentle!”

He was hesitant, and not just because of how much the wrathblade’s tone annoyed him. He fell back, blocking a few staff swings from Joyell and seeing a cautionary tale in the young Remenai’s currently possessed state.

The wrathblade’s power was seductive, a fact that was only made more insidious by its unpredictable nature. Damon suspected that relying upon it without discretion would lead him down his own dark, dangerous path, especially after his encounter with Wrath’s visage.

Joyell lashed out with the whip again, forcing him to throw himself into a defensive roll. He crouched along the edge of the hill, using the side of the slope for cover.

“Swing me like a rusty scimitar, you feckless coward!” shouted the wrathblade. “Squeeze my hilt like you squeeze your prick! Use me like—”

Damon lost what little patience he had left. He flipped the wrathblade around and, feeling a bit ridiculous, cuffed it hard across the base of the hilt. A small gasp sounded in his ears. He narrowed his eyes, making sure Joyell wasn’t about to rush him before splitting his attention.

“Do you think I’m an idiot?” snapped Damon. “I see you for what you really are.”

“Is that right?” His wrathblade sounded defiant and a little bratty. A little like Vel could sometimes be. “You’re so much weaker than you realize. You don’t even—”

He slapped it again, putting more strength into the blow and feeling utterly foolish. “No. From now on, you will speak to me with respect. No more demands and no more insults.”

“…Yes,” mumbled the sword.

“And you will address me as master
,” he said.

“Yes.”

Damon pulled his arm back.

“Yes, master,” sighed the sword.

He still wasn’t entirely sure that he trusted the weapon, but it was a start. He stood back up, taking the wrathblade into a two-handed grip.

“Master,” said the sword.

“What?”

“Will you slap me one last time?” it cooed. “I’ll be a good little sword if you do.”

Damon rolled his eyes. There was no time to train his sword any further as Joyell closed on him, swinging his shadow whip and scythe with wild ferocity. He dodged and finally managed to land a counter, slashing the other man across the back of one of his calves.

Joyell snarled and slammed the butt of his staff down against the grass. A squall of fluttering shadow bats burst into existence from the weapon’s head, forming into a flock that circled once before flying straight toward Damon.

There were too many of them. A single bite would be enough to induce a nightmare like the one he’d suffered earlier in the night, leaving Joyell with an open opportunity to easily dispatch him.

Damon clutched the hilt of his sword, drawing from his power, trusting it to save him. The world seemed to slow to a fraction of its normal pace. The shadow bats were still surging toward him, however, and the sheer number of them posed a threat at any speed.

He was reminded of his training at the edge of the clearing, among the floating white fluff of the dander weeds. He swung his sword in a smooth, continuous arc, slashing through each attacking shadow and twisting to strike the next without ever slowing down.

It was like the blade flourishes that Austine was so fond of showcasing in the arena. There was a hiss of air coming back up to speed as the effect abruptly cut off, though Damon had dealt with enough of the bats to give himself breathing room.

“My stamina isn’t infinite, master,” sighed the wrathblade. “I’m afraid you’ve worn me out today.”

“I can manage from here,” he said, rubbing his thumb across the bottom of the cross guard.

Joyell had fallen back after releasing the bats. Damon noticed something that should have been obvious to him far earlier in the fight. The other man was staying close to Ria’s unconscious form, defending her against what he recognized as a threat to her safety.

How could he abuse that? Damon licked his lips as an idea came to him, though he doubted it would work.

“Now Ria!” he shouted. “Attack him from behind!”

She wasn’t awake to hear him, and Joyell couldn’t understand him, but neither fact mattered in the heat of the moment. Joyell had his back turned to Ria, but he could recognize her name, interpret Damon’s tone, and understand the threat.

The Remenai warrior glanced over one shoulder, and that was all the opening Damon needed. He attacked in a burst of motion, aiming not at the man, but the staff. He swung his wrathblade into a side slash with all his strength behind it and felt the wooden weapon splinter at the middle.

There was a rush of force and dark energy that knocked both of them back, though it seemed to hit Joyell harder. Damon was first back to his feet, and he quickly moved to stand over the other man, holding the tip of his wrathblade to his neck.

“Kill him, master!” hissed his wrathblade. “He took your woman! He deserves death.”

Damon would have been lying to say that he wasn’t tempted. He’d killed before on impulse. Keeping Ria safe seemed a goal worthy of spilling any amount of blood.

“No,” he whispered, shaking his head.

“Please?” cooed the wrathblade. “Fine. Will you at least polish me later?”

Damon snorted. Joyell was watching him, taking shallow, slightly panicked breaths. He leaned up onto his elbows, neck muscles working as he swallowed hard.

“You… love her?” asked Joyell.

Damon balked. “Oh, so now you understand me? Did you ever think that maybe, just maybe, all of this could have been avoided with words instead of weapons?”

“I… killed,” muttered Joyell.

Damon could see the torment in the young man’s face and found it all too familiar.

“So have I,” he said. He hesitated for a moment and then sheathed his wrathblade.

Malon had included a bottle of brandy in his travel pack. After ensuring that Ria was uninjured and in no imminent danger, he pulled out the liquor. He then took a seat on the grass next to Joyell, who was staring at him in mute confusion. Damon pulled the cork out and took a sip, wiggling the bottle back and forth before passing it over.

“You’ll have a lot to make up for when you return to your people,” said Damon. “It’s not going to be easy, but if you approach it as an opportunity to change, you can use it to become a better person.”

Joyell was silent for a long moment. He took a sip of the brandy and passed it back to Damon, shifting his gaze toward Ria.

“She… beautiful,” he muttered. “Most beautiful.”

“I know.”

“You protect her?” asked Joyell.

A simple yes would have sufficed for Damon’s answer, but he gave the question the consideration he knew it deserved.

“Yeah,” he said. “I will always protect her, and always love her. Her, and Malon, and Vel. All of my family, back at the tower.”

He made the shape of their tower house with his hands, uncertain if Joyell understood. His voice felt strange to him, full of confidence, but undercut by a rasp of emotion.

“It’s the only thing that really matters to me anymore,” he continued. “True Divine, it feels bizarre to say it out loud, but it’s true. I love them, and if I can do just that much… If I can keep protecting them… I’ll be satisfied.”

Joyell nodded slowly. He seemed to think about what Damon had said, to the point where his silence veered into clear introspection. Damon knew it wasn’t his place to offer advice, but some aspect of the younger man’s situation made him at least want to see him off properly.

He split the generous supplies Malon had given them in half, even supplying Joyell with a portion of the water by making use of the empty brandy bottle. Joyell seemed to hesitate when it was time to leave, glancing toward Ria and eventually deciding against approaching her for a goodbye.

It was the right choice, given that Damon wasn’t sure how far his newfound trust in the man extended. He watched Joyell disappear into the trees, unphased by the ongoing fires, and turned his attention back to Ria.

She was still sleeping. He took a few seconds to observe her steady, unlabored breathing before beginning to set up the camp around her. With the tent that Malon had included in his supplies, they could simply wait the fires out over the course of the night and have an easy trip home in the morning.

He heard Ria stir as he finished. Grabbing the waterskin, he sat down next to her, smiling a bit at the character of the drowsy glare her eyes were set into.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“Fine.” Her voice was dismissive, almost withdrawn. “Where are we?”

“To the north of the tower, in the hills,” he said. “We’re safe here.”

“Joyell?”

“I took care of him.”

“He is dead, then?”

Damon snorted at that. “No. Did you want him dead?”

“I suppose not,” sighed Ria.

Damon drew closer to her, putting his arm around her waist.

“Did he do anything to you, Ria?” he asked.

“Not of the nature you may be thinking,” she said. “He captured me. Not just here, but… in a nightmare. Like the mirror, and like those entities who ambushed us in the tower.”

He ran his hand up her side reassuringly. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Ria shrugged, leaning a bit more against him. She was silent for long enough to make Damon think that she’d closed herself off.

“I… have so little to show for my life,” she whispered. “And yet, I still am so afraid of losing it all.”

Damon saw her eyes tearing up as she turned to look at him. He pulled her into a tight hug and held her, as though he could protect her from her justified fears.

They watched the sunset while eating bread and cheese and sipping from the waterskin. Ria didn’t say much, and Damon resisted the urge to try to pull her back into conversation. She was like him in so many ways, so used to being self-sufficient that her default strategy for dealing with pain and trauma was simply to double down.

Damon assumed she’d decided to get some rest when she slipped away from him and into the tent. He heard the flap flutter open a few minutes later.

“Husband,” whispered Ria.

He turned around, almost staggering in surprise. She was completely naked, though her supple breasts and lean thighs were mere competitors for his attention. What drew Damon’s eye was her face, and the matridai marks she’d drawn upon it.

She gave him an uncertain smile, her cheeks flushing pink in a manner that made the stylized Ds seem to glow from within. “How did I do?”

“They’re perfect.” Damon drew closer to her, each step giving him a vast awareness of her current nudity. “Well, almost. The curve is a bit gentler in the original.”

He let his thumb run to follow the pattern across her cheek, to the edge of her chin.

“You are of such romance, Damon,” teased Ria.

“You’re beautiful,” he said. “Regardless of your inability to draw a steady line.”

“It is not as though I had a mirror!”

“There’s no mirror in the tent?” said Damon. “You’re sure?”

Ria lifted her chin slightly. “Yes. No mirror.”

“I’ll have to show you where to look.”

He kissed her, feeling a sudden, arousal induced sense of urgency. He pulled her downward toward the tent’s flap. She crawled in first, her butt wiggling with such perfect movements that Damon couldn’t resist grabbing her from behind and grinding himself into her.

“You are so hard for me already,” she cooed. “We will never find the mirror at this rate.”

“It’s in the corner,” whispered Damon, practically dancing out of clothes. “You might have to lean forward more. And lift your hips.”

“Like this?”

Ria bit her lower lip as she adopted nearly the exact pose he’d been thinking of, showing off her perfect butt and tight holes in the light of the setting sun. Damon threw his shirt sideways and all but tore his undershorts off.

She twisted the instant before he managed to get a proper hold on her hips, lying back on her elbows with her legs crossed. Her smile was playful and coy, a distillation of what he loved so much about this part of his relationship with her.

She wasn’t afraid of him or what they were doing. She made her own rules, even when it came to getting naked with someone who was all but family. Touching, and kissing, and more. Ria liked to play with fire as much as he did.

“Wife,” he said.

“Husband.”

He made an exaggerated grab at one of her ankles. Ria laughed and pretended to kick him back with her other leg, which Damon also eventually got a hold of. He ran his hands along her inner thighs as he spread them open, feeling his heart race with love and excitement.

He had an idea about going slow and gentle after what she’d been through, cherishing her body in light of her recent experience. It vanished from his mind as he pushed the tip of his cock into her tight, hot lane, feeling almost like she was sucking him in.

He kissed her. Ria sucked on his lower lip and nipped him with her teeth. She rocked her hips upward, and Damon sank his cock deeper, letting out a low groan from the sudden rush of pleasure.

She whispered a few musical words in Konokai against his ear. Damon had no idea what they meant, but she repeated them as he began to pump into her and it was one of the hottest things he’d ever experienced.

He began thrusting faster, building in speed and strength with each movement. Ria continued whispering in Konokai, her voice pitching higher until the foreign words became breathy, uninhibited moans of passion.

She dug her fingernails into his back, letting them bite downward in time with his plunges in a manner that almost made it seem like she was in control. Damon watched her tanned breasts dance in lewd, chaotic motions, swirling and jiggling up and down, back and forth.

He shifted her hips upward and legs open, making each of his thrusts a full entry. His body pounded out a hard rhythm against hers, and he fell into a trance of lust, drunk on his own pleasure and momentarily heedless of hers.

Ria loved every second of it. She cried out and dug her fingers in deep enough to leave marks that Damon knew he’d have to be mindful of the next time he was shirtless around Vel or Malon. Her entire body seemed to seize with pleasure as she came, eyes fluttering off to a realm of inner satisfaction.

She was so open with him. Damon almost couldn’t believe it. He found the self-control to shift back to his slow and gentle approach, slowing his movements and focusing more on kissing her as she recovered from her rolling bliss.

Her folds felt incredible against his length. Ria had a unique feel of her own, different from Bylia or the other women he’d been with. He let his cock explore her with slow, deep thrusts, while gently tweaking her nipples with his thumbs.

“You took me from another man tonight,” she whispered, expression teasing once more. “I put your mark on my face willingly. You may be of any sort of perversion you wish of me in this tent, and yet you go slow?”

Damon grinned and flexed his cock inside of her. “Yeah.”

“Husband, you are far too—”

She cut off abruptly as Damon shifted his thumb to tease down below instead, finding her most sensitive place and giving it a soft caress.

“Were you saying something?” he asked, still grinning.

Ria bit her lip, giving him a somewhat exaggerated glare and a small shake of her head.

“Oh, I’m sure you were, though,” he said. “Go on, Ria. Finish.”

He pumped his hips forward, gently rubbing just above the point of penetration with his thumb. Ria shuddered, her fingers digging into his shoulders again as he began to speed up.

This time, there was no slowing down. They’d worked up a sweat, and Damon’s body was slick against hers as he took her fast and hard. He kissed her. They rolled sideways, bumping into the tent’s canvas, and then rolled back.

Damon clutched at her body as he fell into the dangerous rhythm of sex, where his remaining stamina was measured in terms of singular thrusts, rather than minutes. Ria cupped his cheek, bringing his face near enough for their foreheads to lean together.

She blinked, seeming to remember something at the last moment.

“You… should not finish inside me,” she whispered.

Damon clutched her more tightly, wondering if he could simply pretend he hadn’t heard her.

“Damon!” hissed Ria. “I… promised.”

What was she even saying? He was just a few thrusts away. He could feel his release building, the way her hot body had brought him to the very brink.

“I promised aesta that I would never take a child from your seed.”

The thought of Malon and Ria having a conversation about him and his seed was simply too much. 

“True Divine, Ria!”

He groaned and made a sincere attempt at pulling out. His first spurt still ended up inside of her, but the subsequent ones splattered across her stomach and breasts. Ria didn’t seem overly concerned, and they spread out across the sleeping pad, cuddling in post-coital bliss.

“She truly made you promise that?” he asked, when he’d caught his breath enough to speak clearly.

“Does it surprise you so?” she asked. “I hope you do not feel over awkward about it. We spoke about you at length on the day you left to sell the shield.”

Damon propped his head up on one elbow. “What else did you talk about?”

Ria quirked her mouth sideways. “I would be betraying Malon’s confidence if I disclosed the details of a private conversation. I am not about such gossip.”

“Gossip?” he said. “Ria, now you have to tell me!”

“I have no such obligation.”

He made a pointless grab at her hands. Ria smiled and gave him a quick kiss. Damon let his thumb caress the pattern of her matridai again, considering the broader situation and how the two of them fit into it.

“Malon told me that you and I aren’t allowed to have sex in the tower,” said Damon.

“We can obey her wishes on that,” said Ria.

“It’s probably better if you take the matridai off before we get back, as well.”

“I will. They will remain our little secret for now.”

Damon felt as though there was more to what they were sharing than just sex and facial patterns. He took her hand, letting his fingers lace into hers.

“Ria, you should know that I’ve been with other women,” he said, slowly. “Since the first time we were intimate, I mean.”

“I am not your aesta, Damon,” said Ria. “I am of no interest in forbidding you from being active. Perhaps, if some of these other women have open minds and attractive faces, you might find it interesting to introduce your beloved wife to them?”

He couldn’t contain the dumb smile that spread across his face in reaction to the idea. “That, ah, sounds very interesting.”

“For now, I am of most interest in simply returning home and resting,” she sighed.

Damon squeezed her hand. “Is that what the tower is to you now? Home?”

“I hoped that is what it would be of for both of us.” She gave him a small, seemingly vulnerable shrug. “I know not where the path of your life leads you, Damon, but… it would please me if it walked along mine for a time.”

“That would please us both.”

She shifted to rest her head on his shoulder. Damon gently stroked her hair and listened to her breathing become regular as she slowly fell asleep. He was looking forward to bringing her home.

THE END
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Thanks for reading,
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