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CHAPTER 1

The autumn was soothing, calm, and about as close to a direct inverse of Damon’s current emotional state as anything could be. His father’s fingers held his wrist in an iron grip. He wasn’t following as much as being dragged along, and his short legs were unable to keep pace.

“I know this ain’t fun for you,” said Danio Al-Kendras. “I know you’re probably confused. In all likelihood, this won’t make a lick of sense to you until you get a bit older.”

“No!” Damon pulled with all the strength he had, digging in his heels with the defiance of a terrified child. “Please!”

His father was right. He was confused. He wasn’t having fun. It felt like he was about to receive a new form of punishment, one that went far beyond the usual volatile beatings.

“Father!” he cried.

“I’m not your pa, kid,” said Danio. “Just one of many horny men who plowed your mother, Leandra, rest her soul.”

Damon clenched his eyes shut, as though if he simply couldn’t see what lay ahead of him, he could avoid facing it. He felt the grip on his wrist tighten, yanking him forward. He stumbled, falling to his knees hard enough to leave a grass stain on his already heavily stained slacks.

“Or maybe I am.” His father shrugged, seemingly still considering his earlier words. “Who can say? The fact is, I never wanted a kid, and if I’d been given the choice, I’d have picked a girl without hesitation. I’m good at killing men, gambling money, and not much else. Wouldn’t be surprised if you wanted to come find my grave and piss on it when you get older.”

“I’m scared…” Damon felt a tremble run through him as he looked up at the ominous, ancient tower his father had led him up to. It stood alone in an empty clearing, as though even the trees knew enough to be wary.

“Shut up and listen,” snapped Danio. “Malon is going to take care of you now. She’ll be better at tending to your needs than I ever was. She’s an old friend and the kindest woman I know.”

He clenched his hand into a fist. Damon flinched back, knowing what that usually meant. This time, however, Danio’s knuckles drummed against a heavy wooden door. A minute passed before it opened.

A woman with red hair and a gentle smile greeted them. She was beautiful, and she seemed to radiate an aura of calm, even as her eyes settled on Danio and her expression hardened. Damon realized that his father was already shrinking back, actively muttering in the tone he always used to make excuses.

“I know, Malon, I know,” he said. “I still owe you from that last job, and I’m on the way to get the money, but I need you to watch the little guy. He’s five now. Just watch him until I get back.”

He took another step away from the door. Damon rubbed his wrist, frowning as he felt the tenderness of the ugly bruise marks across his skin.

Malon folded her arms and narrowed her eyes into an icy glare, her ire directed solely at Damon’s father. “You aren’t coming back.”

It wasn’t a question, but it wasn’t quite a command, either. More a simple statement of fact.

“I suppose I’m not,” said Danio.

There was no goodbye. Damon watched his father lope off toward the edge of the clearing and felt the urge to chase after him rise and fall across the span of a heartbeat.

He swallowed, feeling his uncertainty collect like hard pebbles against his throat. He looked at Malon again. Her expression was serious but soft, full of understanding and empathy. She kneeled down, bringing herself to a height with him.

“Hello Damon,” she said. “My name is Malon. Would you like to come in and have some food? It’s safe here. Nobody will hurt you.”

He believed her, though he couldn’t say why. She wasn’t alone, he realized. A second face was poking out from behind the edge of the doorframe; a girl, though older than he was and with strange, pointed ears.

The girl suddenly rushed forward from behind Malon, setting her hands firmly on Damon’s shoulders and pushing him backward. He fell onto his butt, blinking in surprise, unsure whether to snarl in rage or break into tears.

“Seta!” snapped Malon. “What in the world has gotten into you?”

She seized the girl by the neck of her shirt and yanked her back into the tower. Damon slowly picked himself up.

“I just wanted to see if he would push me back,” said the girl. “Sorry, aesta.”

The girl’s gaze dropped to the ground. She looked chastened, which gave Damon a strange sense of comfort. He was in a place with boundaries and order, a place where it wasn’t acceptable to push and hit.

“Why did she call you that?” he asked. “Is aesta
 also your name?”

Malon smiled and gave a small shake of her head. “It’s what I am to her. I’m her aesta. I’ve chosen to take care of her and keep her safe.”

She set her hand on the girl’s head, ignoring the way the girl chafed and rolled her eyes.

“Like a mother?” asked Damon.

“In many ways, yes.”

He felt his heart pound as he asked his next question, the words coming to mind before he really knew what he was saying. “Will you be my aesta, too?”

She seemed to read him, as though his entire life history, his fears and desires, were all written out across his current expression.

“Of course, solas
,” she said. “I will be your aesta for as long as needed. Until your father comes back, if you’d prefer to be with him.”

“I hope he never comes back,” muttered Damon.

She held her hand out, and Damon set his within it, feeling the soft touch of her fingers as she caressed his palm, and the bruises on his wrist.

“In that case, I will always be your aesta, solas.”


CHAPTER 2

The wagon bucked as one of the wheels caught against something unseen. Damon felt his hand reflexively snap toward the hilt of his wrathblade before remembering where he was and relaxing his arm.

The sun was high in the sky overhead. One of the many rough colonial roads leading into Veridan’s Curve from the New North stretched out ahead, weaving through the small farming villages and hamlets that littered the area around the port cities.

Malon and Vel sat up front, minding the horses. Malon’s hair hung in its usual braid, but Vel’s short blonde locks danced freely to the teasing tune of the wind. Ria was sitting in back alongside Damon, and he noticed the way she was looking at him as he settled back into his seat.

“You look discomforted,” she said. “Was your sleep of nightmares?”

He shook his head. “Not a nightmare. Just a bad dream.”

“There is a difference?”

“Nightmares are less grounded in reality,” he said.

Ria quirked her mouth to the side, looking as though she was only just holding back from rolling her eyes. She was beautiful, even when she was in a mood to condescend. Damon gave in to the desire to contrast her face as an adult with what he remembered of her as a child.

The soft, almost chubby cheeks she’d once had developed into the lean, beautiful features of a young Remenai woman. Her eyes were an exotic violet in color, and she’d begun to let her short black hair grow out. The points of her ears were still clearly visible, as was the single lock of silver hair, but if it became an issue during their time in the city, a hat was always an option.

“Among the Rem, the time-honored cure for haunted sleep is to bed alongside another,” said Ria.

“I see how that could work,” he replied. “It’s hard to have bad dreams if you’re busy with other matters.”

“I doubt that’s what Ria meant,” said Vel, turning to speak to them over her shoulder.

“No, it is exactly what I meant.” Ria flashed a wicked smile that Damon couldn’t help but return. He reached over, taking her hand into his and giving it a small, promising squeeze.

A wagon rolled past them, headed the opposite way. An old man sat in front, and he gave a small wave to the four of them. Damon waved back, even as he heard Ria let out a weary sigh.

“Does everyone in the south insist on traveling by horse and wagon?” she asked. “It seems so impractical for most purposes.”

“Not everyone,” said Damon.

“Everyone worth knowing,” said Vel.

“I find it so tiring,” sighed Ria. She shifted sideways, spreading out across the wagon’s back bench and resting her head in Damon’s lap.

“Feel free to use me however you need to in pursuit of restful sleep,” he said, lowering his voice.

“Oh, I will, husband,” she whispered.

“If you find this tiring, Ria, then Avaricia will render you exhausted,” called Vel, from upfront. “It’s so strange to think that this will be your first time within a true Merinian city.”

“Is it?” asked Ria, with a hint of challenge in her voice.

“Not really,” said Damon. “Avaricia hasn’t always been the most hospitable place for the Remenai.”

In truth, all of Veridan’s Curve had been a hotbed for prejudice and racism until recent years, when the general attitude had mellowed.

“Times have changed,” said Malon. “To a certain degree, at least. I’ve no doubt that seta will enjoy herself. I, for one, am looking forward to sleeping in a real bed and relaxing in a warm bath.”

They’d been on the road for almost a week. After saving Ria from Joyell and bringing her back to the tower, Damon and the others had rested for only two nights before setting off for Avaricia to sell their growing pile of treasure. The armor sat in the back of the wagon behind him, occasionally clanging together as they rode over bumps.

“I think I will enjoy myself,” said Ria. “I am not a complicated woman. I am of the simple pleasures in life.”

She shifted her head against Damon’s lap, letting her cheek nuzzle against his manhood. He suddenly recalled the way she’d pushed him when they’d first met on the fateful day that continued to echo through his dreams. Ria was still pushing him as an adult, though she’d learned to do it in new ways.

The last time they’d made love had been the night in the tent after Damon had rescued her from Joyell. Malon, and to a lesser extent, Vel, had made it impossible for them to get more than a few minutes of alone time ever since.

Even their hugs and kisses were observed and monitored for appropriate levels of household chastity. Ria had continued teasing him with her words and seemingly incidental touches, bringing Damon near to his bursting point more than once.

His frustration was immeasurably amplified by Malon’s insistence that he and Ria never be left alone together. She’d even taken to insisting that her tent be pitched in between the two of theirs each night, precluding any erotic late-night encounters.

At first, Damon had been tempted to feel flattered by the attention, as though Malon’s reaction might have been borne from hidden jealousy. He knew the truth was something far more scandalous, borderline shameful, even.

Malon wanted to protect them from themselves, to protect the family that she cared for above all else. She didn’t want to witness a trial of drama and potential heartbreak among the people she loved most. She had no interest in letting them roll the dice at the whim of their lust.

“I can just imagine Princess Kastet’s face when she sees the armor we’ve brought back,” said Vel. “I was a little disappointed with it at first, but the more I’ve handled it, the more it’s grown on me.”

“Much in life works in this way,” said Ria. “Would you not agree, Damon?”

She shifted her face against his crotch, going so far as to plant a quick kiss on his hardening cock through his trousers. Damon ran a hand through her hair, cupping her cheek and trying not to give in to the urge to start humping her head.

“True enough,” he said. “Though it can be frustrating when that excitement misses the mark.”

“Frustration is simply a part of life, solas,” said Malon.

He did his best to accept said frustration as Ria began working his tool with her fingers, teasing it in a manner which had Damon throbbing under her touch. He focused on his breathing, hating her nearly as much as he loved her.

“Aesta,” said Vel. “I’m still curious about why you decided to come along with us to Avaricia. Damon and I have to report back to Princess Kastet, and I can understand Ria’s desire to see the city, but you haven’t explained your own motivations.”

Damon was interested in hearing Malon’s response. He did his best to keep from groaning as Ria playfully licked him through his trousers, leaving an obvious moist spot on the fabric.

“Have you truly given so much thought to this, seta?” asked Malon. “Would you have preferred for me to stay back at the tower, by myself?”

“That’s not what I was implying, though I would like to point out that even now, your answers continue to be evasive,” said Vel.

Ria shot a hungry look at Damon, biting her lower lip. She glanced over her shoulder, confirming that Malon and Vel still had their attention on the road, and began undoing the cord string of his pants.

“Not every secret is the tip of a lurid mystery, Vel,” said Damon. He hoped his voice sounded less breathy to them than it did to him. He shuddered as Ria’s hand finally made direct contact, fingers gently stroking along the sensitive skin of his rock-hard prick.

“Solas speaks true,” said Malon. “It’s nothing lurid. I’m simply visiting an old friend.”

Ria continued stroking Damon off, bringing her mouth close enough to his erection for him to feel each humid exhalation of breath.

“Is this friend a man or a woman?” asked Vel.

“I am also of curiosity,” said Ria. She paused to plant a kiss on the underside of Damon’s shaft. “Are you seeking a leisurely visit with this friend, or is it for a more… urgent matter?”

He was dimly aware of another wagon passing by theirs, headed in the opposite direction. Ria made no attempt to hide what she was doing as she continued kissing and caressing. Damon glanced to his left in time to accidentally make eye contact with a plump woman with rapidly flushing cheeks.

“This friend is a woman,” said Malon. “One old enough to be my mother’s mother, but of a mindset much in line with my own.”

“I still feel as though you haven’t truly answered my question,” said Vel.

“Not all questions have simple answers, seta.”

The conversation had been the only thing keeping Damon’s full, burgeoning attention from being overwhelmed by Ria’s teasing. He felt his lust taking control as the words waned. Ria was smiling mischievously and seemed to take a sickening amount of enjoyment in her slow teasing.

“Are you being vague to avoid admitting that this meeting might be dangerous?” asked Vel.

“Velanor,” said Ria, humming each syllable against Damon’s cock. “You are forcing words into Malon’s mouth.”

“I am not!” snapped Vel.

Damon eased his cock forward, pressing against the tip against Ria’s closed lips. “I think she’s just seeking a better answer.”

He couldn’t help himself. Days of pent up arousal had brought him to the brink of his masculine limit. Ria’s violet eyes fluttered and narrowed as he took a firm hold of her face and eased his cock into the heavenly confines of her hot, wet mouth.

“I’m catching up with an old friend,” said Malon. “Your curiosity doesn’t offend me, but in this, I have nothing to hide.”

Ria let out a distinct gagging noise as Damon plunged his tool further than he probably should have. He could see the annoyance in her expression. He didn’t care. He’d endured enough teasing over the past week to justify taking ownership of her mouth for a few minutes.

He let his fingers caress her cheeks, remembering the way she’d looked with the matridai, the Remenai marriage marks, on her face. Ria bobbed her head in a slow, somewhat reluctant rhythm. She could have been using her teeth aggressively, for all Damon cared.

It was the first intimate touch his member had had in over a week, and it showed in his lack of stamina. He let out a low, pleasured groan, ignoring the way Ria’s eyes widened in surprise as he unloaded his hot seed into her lusty mouth.

“Solas?” called Malon. “Are you alright?”

She shifted, turning to face them. Ria readjusted her head as quickly as she could, positioning herself back across his lap as though simply asleep and not engaged in anything illicit. Some of Damon’s seed dribbled down her lips and chin, but Malon didn’t seem to notice anything untoward.

“I’m fine,” he said, managing a smile. “Just a bit worn out from the journey.”


CHAPTER 3

Damon felt his focus returning, as it often did, in the wake of his release. Ria continued to rest her head in his lap after he’d made himself decent again. He ran his hand through her hair and across her shoulders as Avaricia resolved into view against the distant horizon.

The outskirts were a bustling collection of people and purpose. The sprawl of wooden buildings outside Avaricia’s walls was almost a city unto itself. Carriages and people flowed in all directions. Mercenaries and merchants queued at the gates, standing in line among wagons full of produce and building materials and groups of day laborers.

“It looks dirty and crowded,” whispered Ria.

“Oh, trust me, it is,” said Damon.

“I don’t remember it being this busy outside Avaricia when I left,” said Vel. “Is there an ongoing holiday or event?”

Damon winced as he considered the current date. “It’s the Naming Anniversary in a few days. The celebration of when Avarice officially renamed the city after seizing it from the Florincian colonials.”

Malon guided the wagon into the back of the queue, lining them up behind an old woman in a wagon filled with fresh fruit in wicker baskets. The section of the outer city nearest to the wall was lined with inns, brothels, and general stores.

There was a constant thrum of noise, along with the distinct scent of gathered humanity. Ria had sat up next to Damon in the wagon, and he could sense the unease in her posture.

“The guards appear to be checking the contents of each wagon,” she pointed out. “Should we be of concern for this?”

“They’re likely just checking for unlicensed heartlift weed smugglers,” said Damon. “There’s serious money in avoiding the tax on drugs, especially during a holiday. I think we’ll be fine.”

“It’s a simple precaution,” said Malon. “Though I do hope the line moves swiftly. We still need to find an inn for tonight.”

It was nearly an hour before they finally reached the city gates, and Malon’s worry seemed justified by the approaching sunset. She smiled pleasantly to the guards, gesturing to herself and the others.

“We’re homesteaders from the New North,” she said. “We came to sell some equipment in the city.”

“Is that right?” The guard captain was chubby, with a guttural city accent and an unpleasantly sweaty smell. “I’ll be taking a look at your haul and judging for myself, if you don’t mind.”

There was an edge to the man’s tone, but it seemed more blustering than aggressive. Damon let his attention wander as the guard captain and his men began examining the back of their wagon.

His gaze settled on the visage of the last person he wanted to see face to face. Avarice, the Godking of Avaricia, was watching from atop the upper wall. Damon tried to glance away, but it was already too late. He saw the spark of recognition in Avarice’s expression as the city’s master waved over a servant and gave him a quick command.

The servant rushed down to the guard captain, and the two shared a short, whispered conversation. The captain’s reaction was dour, and he began scowling outright as he looked back toward Damon and the others.

“Out of the wagon,” he snapped. “All of you.”

Malon frowned, glancing back at Damon, Vel, and Ria. “Is there a problem?”

“Don’t make me repeat myself!” snapped the guard captain.

Malon gave the others a small, reassuring nod, and the four of them climbed down from the wagon. A second group of guards had already begun poking through the back, pulling loose the ancient silver armor which represented their core find from within the kestian.

“This is a relic of a historical nature,” said the guard captain. “Had it not been for the guidance of my liege, I might have overlooked this. We’ll be seizing your wagon and its contents in the name of the Godking.”

“How dare you!” shouted Vel. “I serve Princess Kastet, daughter of King Antoine Alquin, third in line to the throne of Hearthold. This is her property, by right of discovery.”

The guard captain looked her up and down. “You would dare speak back to me, woman?”

He drew his sword, his glare taking on a quality that Damon didn’t like. He had his wrathblade in hand before thinking the situation through. A dozen other guards pulled out their weapons, and he felt Malon’s hand settle against his wrist, forcing him to lower his own.

“Solas,” she whispered. “There’s no need to overreact.”

“You should listen to your mother, boy,” snapped the captain. “Search them all, and don’t be too gentle about it. Especially not with the Rem.”

Damon did his best to keep the intensity of his rage from showing on his face as he felt the guard nearest to him strip his wrathblade from his hand. He heard Vel gasp, and he glanced her way in time to see a guard roughly patting her down, making no attempt to avoid her breasts or butt.

“This is a nice sword,” said the guard who’d taken his wrathblade. “I wonder if Avarice might want us to seize it along with the—”

The guard suddenly winced, jerking his arm back from the weapon’s hilt as though burned. Not burned, Damon realized. A deep cut ran lengthwise across the man’s palm, already dark crimson with oozing blood.

“Who gave you permission to touch me, worm?” hissed the wrathblade. Damon knew that he was the only one who could hear the weapon’s strange, ghostly voice, but he still couldn’t help but smile.

“You cut yourself with it or something?” asked another guard. “You’re as sad as they come, Paulo.”

The guard grinned and snatched the wrathblade up for himself, managing to hold onto it for even less time than the first man before grunting in pain and dropping it. Damon was fascinated by the phenomenon, and for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out how the weapon had managed to injure the men from the angle they’d been holding it.

His amusement was short-lived. He heard Ria hiss through her teeth from his left. One of the guards was pulling at the front of her tunic, and the tension in her jaw and shoulders made Damon fear she might snap the man’s arm.

“Mind where you place your hands,” said Malon, in a low, rather dangerous voice. “That goes for the rest of you, as well.”

The guard groping Ria blinked and drew back, finishing his pat down with chastened movements. Still, Damon noticed the character of Vel’s expression. She was on the verge of breaking into tears, and he could only watch impotently as the guards seized the armor and jewels that she’d intended to deliver on her Princess’s orders.

“Rovahn’s balls, what’s wrong with this thing!” The guard who’d first taken Damon’s sword from him had attempted to pick it up again and was now squeezing a bloody fist in obvious discomfort.

“Groveling worm,” whispered his wrathblade. “I’ll sink myself into your neck next time!”

“Are you satisfied, captain?” Malon stood with folded arms and a serious expression. “Have you finished harassing my family and I? May we go?”

The guard captain licked his lips, still holding a piece of the silver armor. “Your horse and carriage will be held in the Godking’s stables. If what you say about your employment arrangement with Princess Kastet is true, I’m sure she’ll be willing to put in a word to have them returned to you. The armor and jewels weren’t yours to begin with and will remain in the Godking’s vault.”

Their traveling bags and supplies were dumped unceremoniously onto the dirty cobblestone street. The search and seizure had attracted the attention of the locals, and Damon felt a small crowd dispersing as the encounter drew to a close.

“Come,” said Malon.

They collected their things and hurried into Avaricia, staying close together and putting distance between themselves and the guards. Damon put an arm around Vel’s shoulders, holding Ria’s hand on the other side.

“It’s alright,” he said. “They’ve taken nothing from us that we couldn’t afford to lose.”

“That’s untrue!” snapped Vel. “The armor! The jewels… Those were to be my offering to Princess Kastet!”

“She’ll understand,” said Malon. “She’s fond of you, seta. You know that.”

“Will she still be after this?” Vel sniffled and shook her head. “We spent so much effort on clearing that treasure from the kestian, and I lost all of it.”

“Not quite all of it,” said Damon. He pulled a large sapphire loose from his trousers. Vel’s expression lit up, and he passed it to her.

“You snuck this by them?” asked Vel. “How in the world…?”

“There are some places on a man that, ah, most guards are rather reluctant to thoroughly check.”

Vel blinked, and he judged the moment his words had sunken in by the sudden wrinkling of her nose. She gave him the sapphire back.


CHAPTER 4

The setting sun cast long shadows across Avaricia as Damon and the others made their way deeper into the city. The streets were alive with activity, ranging from locals, to travelers in residence for the Naming Anniversary, to merchants looking to hawk their wares to the receptive crowd.

They came to a stop along the edge of one of the city’s main market districts. Damon did his best to keep the scowl off his face as he turned to face the others, as they all worked to process the injustice they’d just suffered.

“Look,” said Malon. “We lost nothing that hadn’t fallen into our laps through luck. It was an unfortunate setback, but not a debilitating one.”

“Speak for yourself,” muttered Vel. “You aren’t the one who’ll be held responsible for this failure.”

It was hard for Damon to watch her pout and sulk, but he knew that there was nothing he could do to pull her out of her current mood.

“It’s getting late,” he said. “We still need to address our business in the city, starting with finding an inn for the night.”

“It might be better to take care of that before we make our way to report to Princess Kastet,” said Vel. “I’d like to know that you three have a place for the night before retiring to my own room.”

“My own reason for accompanying you here can wait for another day,” said Malon. “I’m sure seta’s exploration of Avaricia’s more interesting sights can, as well.”

She looked toward Ria, who replied with a single shrugged shoulder.

“Perhaps indefinitely. I am of uncertainty about how much of this I truly need to see. There are no trees here. No birds. No encroachment of the natural order of life.”

“There are rats,” said Damon. “Far more than I think you might realize.”

“Damon, can you go five minutes without saying something disgusting?” asked Vel.

“I do it just for you.” He pulled the sapphire out of his pocket and rolled it across his finger. “If we’re aiming to rent rooms, I should convert this into cash sooner rather than later.”

It didn’t take long. There was a pawn shop within view of the market. The haggling went surprisingly smoothly, aside from the moment when the man behind the counter insisted on heavily sniffing the sapphire and Ria burst out laughing.

Damon received twenty silver sables for the gem, which was within striking distance of a fair price. He felt lucky to have snuck the gem by the guards with such ease. The feeling of fortune quickly faded as they began seeking a room from the inns.

The first three they visited were booked to full capacity. The fourth was in the Gilded District, and though it had open rooms, they were charging an amount for them that was well beyond their collective budget.

“Why can we not simply set our tents up somewhere with space and sleep within them?” asked Ria.

“It doesn’t work that way in a city, Ria,” said Damon. “We’d be harassed by the guards or robbed during the night. Probably both, with our luck.”

“I suppose we should simply head to our meeting with Kastet, then,” said Vel. “She may be able to help us.”

It wasn’t far to the Royal Lodgings from where they were. The palatial estate and its walled gardens were fit for a king. In fact, it had once been the home of the Godking back before the construction of Veridas Keep.

Eldritch, the ghost moon, was beginning its ascent into the sky as they approached the guard at the front gate. He relaxed his grip on his spear as they drew near enough for him to recognize Vel.

“They’re my family,” she explained. “Princess Kastet won’t mind.”

“They’re your family?” asked the guard. “All of them?”

Damon did his best to keep his anger contained as he saw the way the man was practically sneering at Ria.

“All of them.” There was an edge to Vel’s voice that told him that she hadn’t missed it either. The guard stepped aside, and they continued into the estate.

The halls were polished stone, with fanciful tapestries hanging across every wall. A posed set of black steel armor stood in the center of the grand hall, seemingly mocking Damon and the others for the loss of their relics.

Princess Kastet was in her audience chamber. Vel waved them to a stop as they approached the two guards stationed at the door outside. She took the time to put her spectacles on, which Damon remembered had been a gift from Kastet.

“Is she busy?” Vel asked the guards.

One of them shook his head. “Lilian’s in there with her, but no one else.”

The door opened as though on cue. A young woman with blonde hair and pale blue eyes entered the hallway. Vel grinned and instantly pulled her into a hug.

“Velanor!” said the woman. “I’m so glad you’ve returned safely.”

“It’s good to be back, Lil.” Vel turned to face the others. “This is my aesta, Malon, and Damon and Vel. Everyone, this is Lilian. She’s been one of my closest friends in service to Princess Kastet.”

Lilian gave a small curtsy. Damon was struck by how much she resembled Vel at a glance. Her face was slightly plainer, and she was a tad bustier, but aside from that, they were two of a type.

“She’s open to see you now, if you’d like,” said Lilian. “Though her mood is… a little strained.”

“Ah,” said Vel. “That’s not ideal. Still, I suppose I shouldn’t keep her waiting?”

Lilian led them into the audience chamber. Princess Kastet was dressed in her royal finery, and her hair was done up in a swirling bun. She wore a simple gold circlet; respectable, but not ostentatious.

Malon and Ria waited near the back of the chamber while Vel and Damon followed Lilian up to where Kastet sat on her modest throne. Kastet waved an arm, gesturing for them to bow, which they did.

“Rise,” said the princess.

Vel cleared her throat. “Milady. I’ve returned from the task you appointed me. Damon and I, along with help from the rest of my family, were able to clear out the kestian and recover most of its treasures.”

Kastet wasn’t slow on the uptake, and clearly interpreted the nature of Vel’s tone. She folded her arms and gave a small, annoyed shake of her head.

“You recovered the treasures,” said Kastet. “But it doesn’t seem as though you have them with you.”

Vel cringed. Damon felt a streak of protectiveness and raised a finger, answering in her place.

“Avarice seized them from us when we entered the city,” he said. “Along with our wagon and our horses.”

“In other words, you failed me,” said Kastet, addressing Vel and all but ignoring Damon. “Your efforts were undercut by your own foolish mistake. I warned you about this possibility. The Godking has a right to any and all historical artifacts liberated from colonial territory, that pass through Avaricia.”

“About as much right as a thief has to the change in my purse,” said Damon.

Kastet’s eyes and ire briefly flicked his way before returning to Vel. “What have you to say for yourself, Velanor?”

“I…” Vel looked upset and demoralized to her limit. “I tried my best. I didn’t realize that we’d have to be so careful within the city.”

“I warned you!” snapped Kastet.

“Your warning came in the midst of our haggling over the last artifact we brought you,” said Damon. He knew how foolish it was to talk back to a princess, but he couldn’t stand watching her treat Vel so harshly. “It seemed more like a negotiating tactic at the time.”

He expected, even slightly hoped, to pull Kastet’s anger toward himself. Instead, she gave him a long, pensive look. She licked her lips.

“Damon,” she said. “How much experience do you have with the festivities of the Naming Anniversary?”

He let out a sigh, feeling a sudden suspicion about where the conversation was heading. “It’s a holiday. Not unlike the dozens of others every year within Avaricia. There’s usually a parade through the city, some flameworks…”

“Along with the Honorshade Tournament,” said Kastet, with a small smile.

Damon grimaced and pushed his thumb against his forehead, avoiding her gaze.

“You’ve entered the Honorshade Tournament before,” said Kastet. “I took a look at the official brackets from years previous.”

He gave her the smallest nod he could politely manage. He and Austine had both entered, mostly for their own amusement and as a way of building their reputation within Veridan’s Curve. Damon had made it the furthest, finishing as a top sixteen competitor two years earlier.

“I’m in need of a champion to enter the tournament on behalf of myself and the Alquin family,” said Kastet.

“No.” His refusal came so quickly that even he was surprised by it. “I mean to say… surely there are more capable candidates at your disposal, Princess. You have a dozen guards within the Royal Lodgings alone.”

“Guards, not gladiators,” said Kastet. “I’ve been apprised of how competitive this tournament is. My family must be represented by someone capable.”

“I’ve retired from my previous career as a gladiator,” said Damon. “I’m out of practice. I would only disappoint.”

It was a lie, though one that came easily to his lips. He doubted if he could step back into the arena after his last experience within the Gilded Amphitheater. Austine’s face still haunted his sleep. The final strike, the one he’d taken his best friend’s life with, still mocked a range of movements within his muscle memory.

“You understate your prowess, Damon,” said Kastet. “Your skills are known within Avaricia. I’m sure others would also love to see you perform again in stride. Right, Velanor?”

Vel stiffened. She glanced at Damon, holding his gaze for a long, vulnerable moment. He didn’t like the way she reacted to whatever she saw there. It was as if he’d dumped his own baggage into her lap.

“Damon has… retired,” she said. “I respect that. I wouldn’t feel right about pushing him on this, milady.”

Kastet steepled her fingers, her expression growing intense and grave.

“In that case, I will need to task you with finding me a suitable replacement, Velanor,” said Kastet. “I need a champion to represent the Alquin family in this tournament. I would hope for one capable of putting up a respectable performance, one at least equivalent to Damon’s past record.”

“Of course,” said Vel. “I’ll begin first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you,” said Kastet. “If there’s nothing else…”

Vel winced and raised her hand. “Milady, my family intended to stay the night within the city, but it seems as though all the inns are either full or charging exorbitant prices.”

“Unsurprising,” said Kastet. “We don’t have much extra space within the Royal Lodgings, but I’ll have Lilian see about finding you each a room.”

“Thank you,” said Vel, dropping into a bow.

Kastet nodded and dismissed them with a wave of her hand.


CHAPTER 5

“That could have gone better,” said Vel.

“It could have gone worse, too,” said Damon.

He walked alongside Vel and the others as they followed Lilian through the hall. The Royal Lodgings were surprisingly busy, despite the time of night, though mostly in the form of young noble men and women who appeared to be in residence from Hearthold.

“I should apologize in advance,” said Lilian. “The Princess was unaware of the current capacity of her estate. We have but a single room left available to offer her guests.”

“I’m sure we’ll find a way to manage,” said Malon.

“How many people are we currently hosting, for us to only have a single guest room?” asked Vel.

“It’s a holiday, Vel,” said Lilian. “You must recall how crowded Avaricia gets during celebrations. Remember the night of the Turning Festival?”

Damon almost tripped over his own feet as her words stirred a long dormant memory. “You were in Avaricia for the Turning Festival this year?”

Lilian flashed an interesting grin over her shoulder. “Indeed. Velanor and I had a rather playful night. Remember those gaudy masks we bought?”

Damon remembered the masks. He listened, eager to hear Vel’s response, but she said nothing. He felt a horrible mixture of confusion and premonition as he considered the implication of what Lilian had just said.

They looked so much alike, at a glance. He would have been hard pressed to tell her and Vel apart in Turning Festival masks. Was there a possibility that the woman he’d bedded that night had been Lilian?

“Here we are,” she said. “I’m afraid there’s only one bed. I could bring extra pillows and quilts? I am so sorry.”

Lilian opened the door and sheepishly extended her arm to invite them in. The room was small but cozy, and the bed was large enough to sleep at least two, with clean white sheets, feather pillows, and an expensive mattress.

“I still have my bed in the chamber I share with Lilian,” said Vel. “It will just be you three in here. I’m sure Damon can manage a night or two on the floor?”

Damon shrugged. He glanced at Malon and Ria, but neither seemed willing to reveal their thoughts on the matter. It was hard to know whether suggesting all three of them share a bed would lead to interesting places, or intensely awkward ones.

There was a table in the corner, large enough to seat four. Vel and Lilian dipped out to the kitchens, returning with a plate filled with some choice selections from the dinner Kastet had taken earlier in the evening.

Damon was immersed in his own thoughts as he ate fresh bread with butter and brisket smothered with gravy. He needed to get Vel alone and ask her more about Lilian and the masks. It was almost enough to give him a headache.

He’d spent so much energy on his original suspicion of Vel that even just harboring the idea that he might have been wrong about his initial assumption felt heretical. The meal drew to a close, and he heard Lilian bring up the topic of the estate’s baths.

“They’re usually empty around this time of night,” said Lilian. “After your long journey, I think you’re owed some relaxation.”

“I could not be of more agreement,” said Ria.

“That sounds divine,” said Malon.

“I’ll bring you both to the women’s baths,” said Vel. “Lil, do you mind showing Damon to the men’s?”

“Of course.” Lilian gave Damon a playful smile and smoothed out her skirts.

He acted as though he needed to go through one of his traveling bags, in order to give Vel, Malon, and Ria a chance to get ahead of them. As soon as he and Lilian were alone, he took a more serious look at her.

It was hard to know if the resemblance was as uncanny as it seemed to him, or if his eyes were simply playing tricks. He’d learned how much expectation distorted reality in his time as a performer. Was he letting his fears, or possibly his desires, show him what he wanted to see?

“Um,” said Lilian, shifting awkwardly. “If you’d follow me down the hall…”

“Right.” He stood up and began walking after her. “I’m curious about the mask you wore for the Turning Festival. Do you remember what it looked like?”

Lilian furrowed her brow. “That’s a rather specific question.”

“Are you surprised by it?”

She shrugged. “It was painted gold, I think. Lots of glitter, too much for my normal tastes. It also had this silly set of cat ears jutting from the top. Vel bought one just like it.”

“Right,” said Damon. “Were the two of you together for the entire night?”

She flashed an inscrutable smile. She was hard to read, at least compared to Vel. Or maybe it was just that he didn’t know her in the same way.

“The men’s baths are right up here,” she said, ignoring his question. “I hope you find them to your liking, Damon Al-Kendras.”

He’d already started through the door when he realized what she’d just said.

“You know my last name,” he pointed out. “Did Vel or Kastet, perhaps, reveal it to you?”

Lilian seemed to hesitate for a moment before following him into the bathing chamber. It was empty, and only one of the wooden bathing tubs was filled with steaming water. Damon watched her and waited for his answer, stripping his shirt off to see if he could garner even more of a reaction.

“No.” She gave him another odd, teasing smile. “I recognized you. I’ve watched you fight before, several times, in fact.”

She walked toward him with slow steps. Damon felt it become slightly harder to hold her gaze with each one. She leaned forward to accept his dirty shirt.

“Avaricia is not as big a city as it sometimes seems,” she whispered.

He was speechless. It felt as though the room was spinning around him. Why couldn’t Vel have simply told him the truth? Except, with her steadfast denial, maybe she had? But there’d been a second intimate encounter. The girl in the cat mask had come to him the night after the blood bout.

She said she’d watched him in the arena, however. More than once. It wasn’t out of the question to think that Vel might have told her about what had happened on that day, after returning to the Royal Lodgings. Vel might have even mentioned the inn he was staying at, given she’d gone to visit him there.

“Damon?” said Lilian, with another of those smiles. “Are you alright?”

He had to push forward, even if it meant taking a risk. He was sick of dodging around what should have been straightforward. But he also knew she’d never answer him directly if he simply asked. No masked woman would ever admit to allowing her chastity to be violated in such a manner to someone who was basically a stranger.

“I’m fine,” he said.

He undid the drawstring of his trousers and slowly pulled them down. He was surprised and pleased by how primed his cock was. Lilian’s eyes only briefly took in the sight of his nudity before she turned sideways to face the door, cheeks flushed.

She cleared her throat. “Is there anything else you need, before I go?”

“Could you bring me the soap?”

He still had a chance to back down. It might be awkward around Lilian during the rest of his stay within the Royal Lodgings, but it would certainly be better than risking an outright scandal.

He might never get answers about what had truly happened on the night of the Turning Festival. He might be making a huge mistake by seeking them so aggressively.

Lilian withdrew a ball of soap from the storage cabinet, and slowly brought it over. Damon grabbed her hand as she passed it to him. His cock was as hard as it had ever been as he saw the shift in her expression, as though seeing her face unveiled for the first time.

“Tell me the truth,” he said, firmly.

She took a shallow breath before answering. “I’m not a virgin.”

“Really?” he whispered.

She hesitated, and then nodded. He was against her in an instant, pushing his mouth onto hers. She kissed him back, opening her body for him as much as her lips. He groped her everywhere, feeling her breasts and butt as though testing fruit for ripeness at the market.

She felt familiar, but could he simply be imagining it? She kissed him eagerly. That fit with what he remembered, better than it did with Vel. Vel was shy when it came to this sort of thing, reluctant, even. Would that have changed simply due to the anonymity of a mask?

“Oh…” moaned Lilian.

He had her skirts up and was teasing the edge of her girlshorts with his fingers. He didn’t need to take it any further. Having sex with her would do little to divine the truth of the matter. It would only make the situation with the Royal Lodgings more complicated.

He pulled her dress up and over her head. Lilian was biting her lower lip as he slid his fingers into her girlshorts. She shifted forward as he pulled them down.

“The bath,” she said. “You should, um, wash up first.”

“You should help me.”

They nearly fell into the tub, splashing water over the edge and sighing in unison from the sudden flush of warmth. Damon pulled her into his lap, lining his cock between her thighs even as she began to form suds across his chest.

She let out a small, high pitched gasp as he sank her down a few inches onto his hard length. It felt incredible, but did it feel familiar? What would it mean if it had been her behind the mask?

So much of what he’d done over the past few months had all been set into motion by that first night. When he’d first seen Vel after years apart, he immediately assumed he’d accidentally bedded her. It had influenced his behavior toward her, but also toward Malon and Ria.

He bounced Lilian up and down on his cock. Her face was flushed red, though he couldn’t tell if it was from the heat of the water, or embarrassment and arousal. Her breasts were full and extremely kissable. He sucked on her nipple, groaning as she rocked back and forth.

What if all the boundaries he’d broken through with Malon and Vel and Ria had been the result of a false assumption? What did that mean, moving forward? Was there a debt of responsibility he needed to take for his behavior?

“Oh!” cried Lilian. “True Divine!”

“That’s it,” whispered Damon, as he squeezed her ass. “Nice and clean.”

“You’re so bad,” she said, voice breathy. “I’m so…”

“You’re so what?”

She answered him with a shuddering cry in place of words. Her hands came to rest on his head, and with seemingly drunken movements, she made as though to lather his hair. Damon continued fucking her with slow, but deliberate movements.

The soap quickly made their bodies slippery. Damon shifted her around, churning up the water and spilling more over the edge. She felt incredible, easily as good as the woman in the cat mask. Was that answer enough?

“You can finish inside,” she whispered. “If…”

Her expression took on an oddly devious quality.

“If?” he repeated. He groaned as she rocked back and forth.

“If you accept Kastet’s offer to be her champion,” she said. “If you tell her that I convinced you.”

Damon sighed. He tried to move her off his lap, but she grinned and fought to stay where she was. He was already at his bursting point. The trap she’d set for him seemed to feed into the urgency of his needs.

It was the soap that saved him. He shifted her off not a moment too soon. Strands of sticky, wet seed danced through the water like curling sea snakes. Lilian sighed and set the soap down on the tub’s rim.

“If you do decide to become Kastet’s champion, at least put in a good word for me?” She brushed water off her stomach and stepped out of the tub.

“It’s not happening,” said Damon.

He watched her walk back over to her dress, still very much wet and naked. He still had questions, but doubted she’d give him answers.


CHAPTER 6

Damon finished bathing and dried himself off. He was surprised to find that either Lilian or Vel had snuck back in at some point to provide him with clean clothing from his traveling pack. He pulled his pants and shirt on, and then picked up his sword belt.

“Finally!” shouted his wrathblade. “You dare to ignore me for the sake of satisfying your carnal lust?”

“I’ll ignore you for any reason I damn please,” he said.

“Not this time,” said the sword. “You’re late.”

Damon sighed, wondering if he was naïve for letting it draw him into conversation. “Late for what?”

“A meeting.”

“A meeting with who?”

The sword made a noise akin to a metallic sigh. “You know who.”

He chewed his lip, sitting down on the changing bench to pull his boots on. Who else could it be but Wrath?

He remembered his last meeting with her, his first direct experience with the Forsaken beyond Avarice. She’d been vague about her intentions, but it had been clear even then that she wanted him to serve her in some capacity.

“What happens if I decide I’m not interested in going to this meeting?” he asked.

The sword let out an ear-splitting screech that went on for entirely too long. Damon slapped the hilt, which despite feeling ridiculous, had allowed him to compel the weapon’s obedience in the past. It simply began screeching louder.

“I will throw you out the window if you don’t stop!” he said.

“Quit being such a witless child and get to the meeting, then!” hissed the wrathblade. “And start polishing me more often.”

“I don’t take orders from my sword.”

“Feel free to disregard them at your own peril,” said the sword.

Despite his better judgment, he was curious about what Wrath wanted from him. He strapped his sword belt on and let his hand rest on the hilt.

“Where am I meeting her?” he asked.

“Start walking,” said the sword. “I’ll give you directions.”

He didn’t run into Malon or any of the others on his way out of the Royal Lodgings. It was probably for the best. He suspected his aesta, at the very least, would object to him hearing proposals from one of the Forsaken. Ria likely would as well, and Vel was a natural worrier.

His wrathblade led him with small bits of guidance as he walked along Avaricia’s nighttime streets. There were plenty of people out and about. The ambient hum of conversation hid his questions to the sword, which would tell him when to turn, or when to continue straight.

He found himself in the Central Docks district. A small but regal-looking boat was moored on a jetty jutting from the western edge of the pier. Damon hesitated as the sword bid him to cross the gangplank and board its deck.

“I don’t see anyone,” he said.

“She’s within the cabin,” said the sword.

The boat wasn’t that large, and he felt it shift a bit as it absorbed the addition of his weight. A simple curtain separated the cabin from the deck, and he knocked on the wooden frame it hung from, unsure of what to expect.

Shank swept the curtain back from the other side. Damon stared into the face of the exiled Remenai who’d attempted to kill him only a few weeks earlier, numb with surprise.

“Let him in.” Wrath’s voice came from deeper within the cabin. “Yes. And keep guard on deck while we speak.”

Shank nodded, wordlessly slipping out to hold the curtain open. Damon hesitated, feeling as though  he was walking into a trap; he’d probably gone too far to escape easily. He entered the cabin.

Wrath was sitting on a bench with a decanter hanging loosely from one hand. Her dark blue hair was wet and scraggly, and she wore only a plain white cotton shift.

The combination gave her a disarming appearance. He knew how much more dangerous she was than she looked, and the contrast felt intentional.

“Take a seat,” said Wrath.

It wasn’t a command, exactly. She was polite, at least more so than the voice from his wrathblade. He’d thought the wrathblade had been her voice at first, but there were distinct differences between their tones that made him now think otherwise.

He sat down, folding his hands and acting as though he wasn’t in a confined space with one of the seven most powerful people in the world. Potentially the most dangerous of all the Forsaken, given how often Wrath had aggressively waged war against her reincarnated siblings.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“Straight to the point.” Wrath smiled, showing a perfect set of teeth. “I like that about you.”

He waited, enduring the tension as Wrath ran a finger through her damp hair, straightening a few clumpy blue locks.

“How does it feel to be back in Avaricia?” she asked.

“About the same as it felt when I left,” he said, with a shrug.

Wrath shifted, uncrossing and recrossing her legs. “Are you concerned about your father’s extensive debts? There could be people actively searching for you, eager for repayment.”

“Should I be?”

Wrath’s smile became a full-on grin. “No. As it happens, I bought your debt, Damon Al-Kendras.”

Damon glanced back at the curtain, toward where Shank stood on the deck. “You bought the debt that Gavel hired Shank to collect?”

“No,” said Wrath. “I bought all of your debt. From everyone your father owed that still pressed their claim. There may be a few left that I couldn’t find, but they’re either minor or past the point of being actively pressed.”

A twisting feeling took hold in Damon’s stomach. He brought his hand to his chin, steadying his expression as he furiously considered his options. She’d bought his debt, but that didn’t mean she owned him. At least not in the way she clearly wanted to.

“Why go through the trouble?” he asked.

Wrath snorted. “It wasn’t much trouble, not for someone of my means. I see it as investing in an interesting prospect. As with all investments, I wouldn’t make it if I didn’t expect a return.”

“Sure,” said Damon. “I’ll start making payments. Are we finished here?”

“Don’t be coy, Damon. You know I don’t want your money.”

He set a hand on the hilt of his sword. “Then hurry up and tell me what you do want.”

She took a long sip from her decanter, ignoring him for a few seconds. “I want you to enter the Honorshade Tournament as my champion.”

He laughed. He couldn’t help it. It was as though she and Princess Kastet were of a mind.

“Avarice has chosen to enter his own champion this year,” continued Wrath. “I want you to make a point of beating and humiliating him in my name.”

“I’m retired,” he said. “Sorry. Get Shank to do it for you.”

The similarities between his conversation with Wrath and Kastet left him anticipating what she’d say next.

“Shank is a killer, not a gladiator,” she said. “He’s also an exiled Rem. I’m interested in embarrassing Avarice, but not at the price of stirring unnecessary controversy. Your reputation is part of why it must be you.”

“How practical,” muttered Damon. “Look. I recognize that you bought my debt. I’ll pay it off, as I’m legally obligated to. But I’m not going to start taking orders from you.”

Not at that price, he wasn’t. He was still curious if he could haggle his way into getting her to offer him a crest. As much as he distrusted Wrath and her intentions, he would at least consider his options if she was willing to give him that much power.

“Your family will pay the price if you refuse to do this for me,” said Wrath.

He’d already begun walking toward the curtain and froze midway toward extending his arm to swing it open.

“That got your attention, didn’t it?” Wrath smiled and leaned back in her seat. “You’re fearless when it comes to ignoring threats against your own life, but a simple mention of Malon, Velanor, or Ria is enough to render you sober. Speaking of which…?”

She wiggled the decanter back and forth.

“No thanks.” He forced his jaw to unclench as he sat back down. “If you hurt them… If you so much as touch them, I’ll die before ever following your orders.”

“I have more nuance than that,” said Wrath, nodding. “I thought I’d start by having a chat with your beloved aesta. I’d reveal to her that you’ve been my spy all along. I’d tell her that your attempts at seducing her were all for the sake of rendering one of Lascivious’s crest sorceresses vulnerable.”

“She’d know that you were lying,” said Damon.

“Would she?” Wrath played with the cork of her bottle. “If so, I’d have to take the next step, and reveal her identity to Avarice anonymously. He’s not a fan of harboring agents of his rivals within his home city.”

“How about I tell Avarice that you’re here?”

“If you tell anyone that I’m here, be it Avarice, or your aesta, or your sisters, people will start dying,” she said. “Specifically, the people you love, Damon Al-Kendras.”

He said nothing, only just managing to resist the urge to draw his sword. She held an infuriating amount of leverage over him. He found himself wishing he and Malon and the others could be back on the farm again, wishing they’d never risked coming to Avaricia in the first place.

“Be reasonable,” said Wrath. “You don’t want me whispering in your aesta’s ear. I’ll use everything against you if it’s what it takes to command your obedience, Damon. I’ll taunt her with the sounds of her own moans at the hands of her precious solas, if that’s what it takes.”

“Enough,” he said. “I’ll enter the tournament. But I’m not announcing myself as your champion.”

Wrath shrugged. “That’s acceptable. I’ll still claim you as my champion once you win, however. I expect you to allow that without actively denying it, at least.”

“When I win?” he asked. “I didn’t even make it to the quarter finals last time I entered.”

“I thought that went without saying,” said Wrath. “You either win and embarrass Avarice’s champion, or I will make your life extremely complicated.”


CHAPTER 7

Damon took a walk along the pier after getting off Wrath’s boat. He was curious about whether she’d ordered Shank to follow him. He didn’t see the exiled Rem in his wake, but of course, that didn’t mean that he wasn’t being observed.

“Hey,” he said, setting a hand on his wrathblade. “We need to have a little chat.”

“I’m not interested in your complaints, farm boy,” hissed the sword.

“I can’t have you doing that,” he said.

“Bah! Doing what?”

Damon drew the weapon, setting the flat edge against his palm as though it would let him meet its gaze. “Spying on me. Wrath knew more than she should have. She knew things that no one should know.”

The threat Wrath had made about tormenting Malon with specific knowledge of their sexual intimacy still rang in his ears. It wasn’t the most potent threat, but it had caught him off guard. Not even Ria and Vel were aware of how far his intimacy with Malon had progressed. Wrath shouldn’t have known that.

“I don’t serve you,” snapped the sword. “You should consider yourself lucky that I even let you use my body to begin with. You’re as much a weapon as I am! Quit thinking and do as commanded.”

“I don’t think you fully understand the situation,” said Damon. “I’m giving you a chance to convincingly swear your undying loyalty to me. One chance.”

He felt a light pinch in the center of his palm. A small wound had opened up, no wider than a copper penny but easily as painful as a paper cut.

“Are you finished?” sneered the sword.

“Looks like it.” Damon took off his sword belt and carefully slid the scabbard loose. “A shame you couldn’t have developed a better attitude.”

“What… are you doing?” hissed the sword.

He sheathed the weapon and turned to face the ocean.

“Stop!” screamed the sword. “You’ll regret this! I’ll make you regret this! Don’t you dare!”

He dared. Damon lobbed the weapon as far out into the ocean as he could. It spun within the scabbard, glinting in the pale green moonlight before hitting the deep water with a satisfying splash.

He felt a balance of loss and freedom at having rid himself of the weapon. It was the right choice, and he had a few reasons for committing to it that went beyond spitting in Wrath’s face.

It was a powerful weapon, but he simply couldn’t have it spying on him for one of the Forsaken. Selling it would have been his preference, but finding a buyer on short notice would have been impossible.

The wrathblade’s palm-cutting tendencies would have obviously dissuaded anyone from purchasing it. He could have still tried to sell it, but he could imagine an offended shopkeeper calling the guards after enduring an inexplicable and unexpected hand wound.

Damon also had a tiny suspicion that, in throwing the sword away, he’d be placing himself in a better position to bargain for Wrath’s crest. It was possible that she’d see it as an act purely based in defiance. If that was the case, she might even try to force him to take her crest as a means of making sure he could still have a competitive showing at the Honorshade Tournament.

That amount of power, even if it came from one of the Forsaken, would give him options. He knew that it would be shortsighted to take Wrath’s crest without more consideration, but he was currently navigating through the fog.

He felt somewhat naked without a sword on his belt as he made his way back into the Royal Lodgings. He found Malon and Ria sitting on the bed within their small shared room, sipping wine and getting along surprisingly well.

“Solas,” said Malon, with a smile. “Good timing. We have a third goblet for you and one of the estate’s servants is going to bring us another bottle.”

“I think I’m good,” he said.

Ria sat up from where she’d been laying across the bed. “Where did you go? Were you of business in the city?”

“I was just… visiting an old friend,” he said.

Malon’s brow furrowed as her eyes darted to his waist. “What happened to your sword?”

He hesitated, feeling surprisingly bad at lying when it came to the people who knew him the best. “I… must have left it in the bath.”

He knew he’d need a better excuse than that but decided to use it for all it was worth. He excused himself to go check for his wrathblade, sighing as he closed the door behind him.

Lying to Malon and Ria was its own poison. He didn’t see any real alternative, however. He trusted that Wrath would follow through on her threat if Damon revealed her plotting. He wasn’t sure that Malon would have a choice in whether to keep his secrets if he told her. She might feel compelled to tell Lascivious, her own mysterious master.

Damon felt even more uncertain as he meandered through the Royal Lodgings. Malon was a crest sorceress, after all. She’d likely been through her own trials in the time leading up to her accepting her crest contract. He wished he could rely on her for advice, but it was simply too much of a risk to take.

The stairs led up, all the way up to a rooftop balcony with a sprawling view of Avaricia’s south side. Damon leaned against the railing, staring at the waning lights of the nighttime streets. The city had seemed so full of possibilities to him once. Now, it seemed like the bottom of a pit.

The door creaked open behind him. He glanced over his shoulder, not turning completely around.

“Lilian?”

“Vel, actually.” She gave him a look and cleared her throat.

“Ah,” said Damon. “Sorry. You both look… rather similar.”

Vel smiled and came to lean against the railing next to him. “Maybe you’re the one who could use a pair of spectacles.”

“Hilarious.”

A warm wind rose from the estate’s gardens below, tickling Damon’s face. Vel had changed into a nightgown at some point, and as the fabric shifted, he could see the points of her breasts underneath.

“Have you and Lilian been friends for long?” he asked.

Vel pulled her mouth a bit sideways at the question. “A little over a year. We’ve grown very close within Kastet’s court, however.”

“You never mentioned her during our time back on the farmstead,” he pointed out.

“I did, just not to you.” Vel shrugged. “It’s not as though she came up in conversation all that much.”

He didn’t know when his next chance to be alone with Vel would be. He cleared his throat and considered his wording.

“Lilian said earlier that she also had a mask on during the Turning Festival,” he said. “One all but identical to yours.”

Vel pushed off from the railing. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

He grabbed her arm as she turned to head back inside. “Whether or not you want to talk about it, Vel, it still—”

“No!” She jerked back, glaring at him with surprising ferocity. “No, Damon. There’s a thin line between curiosity and obsession and… I think you’ve crossed it. Not just with this. With me. With Ria, and what the two of you have been doing, as well.”

“Vel…” He shook his head but found that he couldn’t meet her gaze.

“I won’t feed into this anymore,” she said. “I refuse to. It’s not right.”

He forgot just how young she was sometimes. Her nineteenth birthday was still months away. She was still more than a year away from being old enough to be legally married. It made the conviction in her voice that much more piercing. Damon gripped the railing, wishing the wind would come back to help cool his burning face.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I suppose I have become a bit obsessed.”

Vel waited for a moment before drawing back over to her previous spot. “I think admitting it is the first step back toward normality.”

“Maybe,” he said.

“There are ways in which you could make it up to me, if you wanted.”

Her tone was playful. He resisted the urge to read too deeply into it.

“Such as?” he asked.

“Reconsider being Kastet’s champion for the tournament?”

He sighed and shook his head. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

It was a surprisingly hard question for him to answer. It was more than just Wrath’s threats and demands. There was a reluctance toward his old life that had existed even before he’d arrived back in Avaricia.

“I keep thinking that I just want to be back on the farm again,” he said. “As soon as I can be. I thought it was just my fondness for it as a place, for our family, but it’s more than that.”

Vel leaned closer in. Damon continued, still looking out across the buildings.

“I feel as though I can be useful there,” he said. “Whether it’s with doing the chores, or helping aesta, or being ready to defend the people I love. There’s a purpose to it.”

“Is it so different here in the city?” whispered Vel.

“The only thing this city wants from me is to see me swing a fucking sword in front of a crowd.” He clenched his fists, slowly opening them. “It just so happens that ever since Austine died… Ever since I killed Austine… I haven’t really wanted to do that.”

He closed his eyes. He felt Vel’s arms pull around him as she wrapped him in a tight hug.

“Damon,” she whispered. “I wasn’t thinking. I hadn’t even considered your feelings.”

“It’s fine,” he lied. “I’m just in a mood.”

Vel’s arms squeezed. “You should talk to me more often when you feel like this.”

“I think I should.”

He let his hands settle on her hips. Vel still had her spectacles on, and they reflected the pale green crescent of Eldritch twice over. He smiled, reaching a finger out to touch the side of them, and then gently pulling them free of her face. She blinked a few times in quick succession, her mouth falling open ever so slightly.

“Should we head inside?” she whispered.

He kissed her in reply. It was a gentle kiss, at least at first. Her lips moved against his with a growing hunger. It felt like a release of a store of pent up emotion and energy. It felt like the start of something dangerous, and Vel’s words from earlier still echoed in Damon’s ears.

They both stopped at the same time. The kiss ended, and they finished their embrace. Damon held Vel’s hand for a moment longer, and reluctantly nodded to the door.

“It’s getting late,” he said.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “I mean… We both need to wake up. Right?”

“Right.”

They made their way back inside and headed down the hall in opposite directions.


CHAPTER 8

Damon arrived back at the room he shared with the others in time to see Ria slipping out the door. She flashed a teasing smile when she noticed him and pointed over her shoulder.

“Malon wanted to sleep,” she said. “I still feel of too much energy. I wanted to walk through the gardens of this estate.”

He matched her smile with one of his own. “Too much energy, you say?”

She nodded. “Feel free to join me if you feel about the same. Or, you can retire to our room, with our aesta.”

It was a choice that he felt strangely conflicted about. He cared for both women, and the way he’d been forced into lying to them earlier was still fresh in his memory.

He wasn’t sure if he could keep a secret from Malon if she decided that she wanted the truth. She could be… awfully compelling at times.

“A walk through the gardens would be nice,” he said.

Ria had none of Vel’s reservations when it came to expressing her feelings towards him. She strode forward, kissing him softly on the lips, and they walked hand in hand outside.

The gardens had an interesting collection of fruit trees, exotic flowers, and carefully maintained grass. Damon and Ria meandered their way through the expanse, saying nothing to one another at first.

“You seem of a strange mood tonight,” she said, eventually breaking the silence.

“It’s been a strange day,” he replied.

She didn’t press him for details. They stopped in front of the largest tree within view. Ria led him in a circle around it before playfully pushing his shoulders back against its trunk.

She pressed herself against him, planting a series of soft, sucking kisses into the nape of his neck. Damon let out a pleasured sigh and started grinding himself forward into her. He felt her hands slide down his sides, coming to a rest against his now empty sword belt.

“I worry for you,” she whispered.

“You don’t have to. I’m alright, Ria. Truly.”

She poked him in the chest with a finger, drawing a circle against his shirt. “Will you at least tell me if your mood is related to the absence of your sword?”

“In part,” he admitted.

“Talk to me.”

He shook his head, but she kept her eyes on his, refusing to let him off so easily. Damon felt an odd smile tugging at his face. He’d been worried about Malon forcing answers out of him. Ria could match her aggressiveness any day.

“I know how secrets can be, husband,” she whispered. “Will you at least tell me what you can? Not all of your current burden can be of danger.”

Her hand slid back down to his sword belt and she raised an eyebrow in question.

“I threw my sword into the ocean,” he said. “I didn’t like its tone of voice.”

Ria shook her head. She looked like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh to be annoyed with him.

“Truly?” she asked.

He nodded.

“In that case,” said Ria. “I will have to see about finding you a new sword.”

Damon grabbed her by the waist, spinning her around and pinning her against the tree.

They kissed again. He let his hands roam freely, slipping his thumbs underneath her tunic and into the waistline of her leggings. She slid one of her thighs a bit sideways and cupped his cheek, urging him onward.

“What’s going on here?” shouted a gruff voice. “Come out from behind that tree! Nice and slow, you hear?”

Damon’s first impulse was to sprint off with Ria, but he tamped down on it.

“We’re Princess Kastet’s guests,” said Damon, stepping sideways. “We’ve done nothing wrong.”

The guard raised his lantern as he stepped forward. His eyes narrowed as he caught sight of Ria.

“As though Princess Kastet would have one of the Rem as her guest.” The guard spat on the grass and shook his head. “What were you really doing skulking around back here? What did you steal?”

Damon clenched his jaw, hands reflexively balling into fists. Ria set a hand on his shoulder.

“Do not be of rash action,” she whispered. “It would only make trouble for Velanor.”

“You can check with Kastet yourself if you don’t believe us,” said Damon, forcing calm into his voice. “If the gardens are off limits at night, we’ll retire to our room.”

“You think I’ll just let you be walking away from here?” The guard stepped forward, slamming his spear butt down against the dirt.

Damon lost what little patience he’d had. He seized the man by the front of his uniform and yanked his face in close.

“Yeah,” he said. “I do.”

He let his frustration and anger toward Wrath bleed into his expression. The guard held his gaze for all of a quarter of a second before glancing around as though in search of backup.

“Well…” muttered the man. “I suppose if you didn’t know any better. But you best believe I’ll be checking with my captain about this in the morning.”

Ria pulled Damon back toward the Royal Lodging’s entrance, which probably saved him from further instigation. They made their way down the hall, pausing outside the door to their shared room.

“I have little doubt that Malon will be asleep by now,” whispered Ria. “Do you believe we can be quiet enough?”

He pressed against her from behind, lingering and letting her feel the way she made his cock stir.

“That was not an answer,” said Ria.

“We’ll make a game of it,” he replied. “Whichever of us stays silent wins.”

Ria rocked her butt into his crotch. “Except, if either of us makes enough noise to wake Malon, we both lose.”

“Then you should be careful about controlling your voice.”

She turned around and playfully bit him on the shoulder. Damon slowly opened the door, peering into the pitch-dark room and stepping as silently as he could. He quickly realized that the room was far smaller than he’d thought.

He could hear Malon’s breathing, slow and regular, a reminder of how otherwise silent the night was. He made his way over to the piled quilts and pillows on the floor which would serve as his bed and stripped out of his clothing.

He was surprised by how erotic the moment felt. He stretched out on the quilts, naked and stiff. He took his cock in hand and slowly began to stroke himself, listening for Ria, rather than looking for her.

He still didn’t hear her coming. The only giveaway to her approach was the way her hair tickled his face as she bent forward to give him the first of many kisses. He smiled, aware of how passionate and aggressive she could sometimes get.

Her lips were soft and slow against his. He ran his hands up the side of her body, confirming that she was also entirely nude. A noise came from the main bed as Malon shifted amidst the sheets. He and Ria froze, and he felt her struggling to maintain her posture over him for the sake of silence.

Slowly, Damon worked her into position. Ria’s body was surprisingly lean, a fact that he sometimes missed when his focus was on her full breasts or athletic butt. He had no trouble shifting her weight around. He shifted it downward, sliding her slit over his hard cock.

He groaned, unable to help himself. Ria reached back to give him a warning poke in the cheek. They’d done this before, back when she’d first returned to the tower after her month-long absence. They’d been in his room then, and they’d still made enough noise to alert Malon of their illicit activity.

To stay silent this time around would be twice the test. Damon kept his mouth clamped firmly shut as Ria began to rock against him. Her movements were torturously slow. His cock wasn’t inside her, but he could feel how hot and wet she was for it.

A quiet, but audible sigh came out of Ria as she worked her hips. The tip of Damon’s cock pressed against the lips of her womanhood, bending to a curve like a bow as it missed the right angle. She rocked forward, kissing him, and then back again.

He almost lost their little game as she got it right on the second time. His cock sank an inch or so into her. She stopped, not sinking any further. He knew it was because she wouldn’t be able to control her voice if she did.

He honestly began to wonder if they’d made a stupid, horny mistake. Would he be able to resist pinning her against the floor and fucking her senseless? He might as well have flipped a coin for all the faith he had in his own willpower.

His fingers tightened on his hips, expressing the arousal and aggression he’d rather be taking out on her hot, tight hole. Ria shuddered and leaned forward, clearly sensing the danger. She gave him a soft, gentle kiss, the kind they would have shared when they were children. Safe, borderline platonic.

She leaned her forehead against his, breathing slow and seeming to ignore how much of his cock was within her. Damon gently rubbed her back. It was as much to give his hands something safe to do as it was to caress her.

Malon stirred again. Ria tensed atop him, which seemed to affect more places within her body than she probably realized. Damon felt the squeeze against his cock and couldn’t resist rocking his hips upward.

Ria sucked in a quick, audible gasp. She froze, fingers digging into Damon’s shoulders in annoyance. Malon’s breathing had gotten quieter. Was she awake? Was she listening to them, at that very moment? He had to know if they were to go any further.

“Aesta,” he whispered. “Are you awake?”

He heard a small, reluctant, extremely tired groan, along with what sounded like Malon muttering his name. They were safe, at least for the moment.

Ria seemed to grow bolder after that. She moved faster, doing it in such a way where the movement was more one of rocking, rather than bouncing. Her breathing was labored and obviously sexual, but not loud enough to reveal them outright.

Damon bit his lip, wishing he could whisper in her ear. He nuzzled her bosom instead, kissing her nipples and inhaling her smell. Each time she rocked back and forth she sank slightly lower on his cock. Damon felt her wetness flowing across him as she bottomed out, sheathing his entire length.

They’d stayed like that, balanced on the precipice of torture and pleasure. Damon would shift his hips upward, and she’d lean into the movement. It was more a state of mutual erotic flexing than anything resembling true sex. It was all they could manage with Malon so close by. It was enough.

Ria fell forward against him in a sudden, pleasured collapse. She kissed him aggressively, sucking on and then biting his lower lip. Damon held her in a tight embrace as a shudder ran through her. It was as much to keep her from making noise as it was to intensify her orgasm. He cradled her face into his shoulder, feeling her bite the muscle there to suppress her moans.

He couldn’t resist. He slapped her ass a single time, a dangerous, teasing blow that cut through the silent night. Ria’s teeth bit him even harder, perhaps as a rebuke, or perhaps out of pure need. He rubbed the spot he’d just slapped with a soothing motion, and then squeezed her butt with both hands as he passed over his own limit.

He was intent on finishing inside her and Ria seemed to sense it. She shifted sideways, making a dangerous amount of noise in her rush to slide off his cock. Damon didn’t fight to keep her where she’d been.

He remembered Ria’s vow. She’d promised Malon that she’d never take a child from his seed. Ria was serious when it came to her promises.

Neither of them risked saying anything more. Ria stayed next to him for a while, nearly long enough for him to fall asleep with her still in his arms. He felt her pull back, but he didn’t hear the footsteps that took her around to her proper place in bed.


CHAPTER 9

Damon meandered through the halls of the Royal Lodgings the next morning, eventually finding the dining room. He’d woken up last. Malon, Vel, and Ria were already sitting at a table with nearly finished plates of food in front of them. They made for a welcoming sight.

Vel wore a fanciful blue and white dress, her straight blonde hair falling loose across her shoulders. Ria had on a maroon tunic that clung to her feminine curves, along with a pair of black leggings.

Malon wore a simple white and pink spring gown. Her hair hung in a neat braid across one of her shoulders, and she waved to Damon as she saw him making his way over.

“Good morning, solas,” she said. “How did you sleep? I hope the floor wasn’t too uncomfortable.”

“I managed well enough.” He resisted the urge to shoot a playful glance toward Ria.

“We filled a plate for you,” said Vel, gesturing to the fourth place at the table. “Princess Kastet’s guards tend to clear out whatever is left from breakfast once everyone else has eaten.”

“Much appreciated,” he replied. The plate was stacked with a surprising amount and variety of food. A blueberry muffin sat next to a small pile of griddlecakes. There was sausage, fruit salad, and a small cup of what he assumed was some kind of pudding or smooth porridge.

He began eating, surprised by his own hunger. There was strong tea as well, slightly cool from the time it had been sitting, but still tasty.

“What are your plans for today?” asked Malon.

She directed the question at the table, more than just him. Damon looked to Ria, curious as to whether she had anything in mind.

“I would like a chance to explore this city for myself,” said Ria. “I will be of caution. This may be one of my few trips into a truly Merinian land. I seek to understand it on my terms.”

Malon nodded slowly. “Be careful, seta. Truly.”

“I can manage myself,” she replied.

“I know you can.” Malon smiled and rubbed a finger along the handle of her mug. “My worry is as much for anyone who attempts to trouble you. Only use your tempesting magic if you’re in a situation that genuinely forces it out.”

Ria sighed and rolled her eyes. “Yes, yes, I will be mindful.”

“Do you have plans for today, Damon?” asked Vel.

He gave her a noncommittal shrug. He still needed to find a new sword, but he felt as though bringing it up at the table would only attract attention back to the loss of his wrathblade.

“In that case,” continued Vel, “would you mind lending me your help?”

“That depends on what it’s with.”

She slid her chair closer to him. “Princess Kastet needs me to find her a champion for the Honorshade Tournament. I could use your guidance, even if you can’t commit to the role yourself.”

“You’re capable,” said Damon. “You could handle it on your own.”

“Please, Damon?” Vel set her hand on top of his and made a pouty, pleading face. “The tournament starts tomorrow. I only have a single day. I’ve no idea where to even start.”

He sighed, watching Vel bat her eyelashes and feeling annoyed at how vulnerable he was to her childish brand of manipulation. “Fine. I know a certain… establishment that might have a few gladiators who could potentially represent Kastet for the right price.”

“Thank you!” She wrapped her arms around him and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

Damon frowned a bit as he considered how his help would apply to her situation.

“You’re going to have to come with me to meet them,” he said.

“Obviously,” said Vel.

“No, I mean…” He shrugged. “You’re going to need appropriate clothing. It’s a different part of the city than I think you’re used to.”

“We’ll go shopping today, then. Kastet will be willing to spare the expense of buying me an outfit if I promise her it’s necessary.”

Damon drummed his fingers against the table, unsure of how to express his reluctance to her. He still had memories of extremely wild nights within the Plum District, where most of the taverns and brothels were frequented by Avaricia’s bards, gladiators, and various other performers.

It was impossible to think of those nights without remembering Austine, which he recognized as the source of at least some of his hesitation. He pushed the thoughts aside, eating more of his breakfast and letting himself drift out of the conversation around the table.

Vel left first, heading to find Princess Kastet to receive permission to go shopping. Damon met her just outside the main entrance and was somewhat surprised to find that she wasn’t alone.

Lilian had joined her. She flashed a secretive smile at Damon and waved with her fingers as he made his way over.

“I see you invited a friend along,” said Damon.

“Kastet put me in charge of the purse strings,” said Lilian.

“It’s better this way,” said Vel. “Buying outfits alone isn’t as much fun.”

“It’s not a problem, is it?” asked Lilian. She stepped forward, briefly setting a hand on Damon’s chest. “It also gives us an opportunity to get to know each other a little better.”

He blinked in surprise, glancing toward Vel. She had a small, uncertain frown on her face.

“You’re more than welcome to come along,” he said.

Lilian grinned, and the three of them fell into step together. Damon walked in the lead. The weather was clear and beautiful, and the streets were busy.

“Didn’t I mention to you how familiar Damon looks to me, Vel?” said Lilian.

“The two of you… know each other from somewhere else?” she replied.

Damon almost bumped into a group of children at play, too focused on what the women were saying to properly watch where he was going.

“It would seem I’ve been a fan of his for far longer than I realized,” said Lilian.

“Oh, how sweet,” said Vel, dryly.

“I wish I could see him perform again, even if only just once.”

“As I’ve previously mentioned, I’ve retired from that line of work,” he said, over his shoulder.

“Retirement doesn’t have to always be forever.” Lilian stepped forward, slipping her arm through his and leaning her breasts into his shoulder. “It would make me so very happy if you’d at least consider it.”

He could see Vel seething out of the corner of his eye. Jealousy? It was possible. She’d also acted slightly jealous over Bylia when the two of them had first met in Morotai the month before.

The situation between her and Lilian was more complicated, however. Even in its simplest form, Lilian was Vel’s close friend. Letting one’s friends mingle with family in romance rarely ended well. It wasn’t as though Damon didn’t already have his hands full with complications in that field.

“How far down this street are we headed?” asked Vel.

“It’s just up ahead,” he replied. He recognized her concern. They were in the Sunflower District, Avaricia’s cheaper, dockside counterpart to the upscale Rose District. They passed by several smaller brothels where women posed with seductive postures on the steps.

He could feel the tension in both Vel and Lilian and couldn’t stop from smiling a bit. He took a certain amount of satisfaction in throwing them off balance. Kastet’s ladies in waiting, so eager to please their princess, even if it meant being led into a region of the city they’d normally turn their noses up at.


CHAPTER 10

“Here we are,” said Damon. He nodded to a small clothier nestled in between two brothels, with a third across the street.

“They… sell clothes here?” asked Vel. She scrunched her nose up as she eyed the worn sign above the door which read Slips and Bits
.

“Mostly,” he said. “Trust me, this is where to find the sort of outfit you’ll need to fit in where we’re headed tonight.”

“I think it looks charming,” said Lilian.

Damon led them inside. The woman behind the counter was an attractive brunette with an interesting smile on her face.

“Oh, hello,” said the woman. “Here to buy clothes, or…?”

Damon was tempted to see where that or
 might lead, but didn’t dare risk it in front of Vel. “Just clothes, for today.”

He moved to follow Vel and Lilian as they were drawn into the store. He watched their faces, rather than the clothing they chose. It was interesting seeing how much of a reaction some of the items managed to draw out of them.

Vel’s cheeks flushed as she eyed a set of small clothes with strategically placed peep holes. Lilian’s lips formed a tiny circle as she examined a set of leggings with long, eye catching slits in the fabric.

“Everything is so revealing,” muttered Vel. “Or at least, so… blatant.”

“It’s more daring than the dresses that Kastet would approve of,” said Lilian. “Dangerous, almost.”

She pulled a half shirt off one of the racks and found a slip skirt with dangling tassels hanging from the bottom. The back of the clothier had several changing partitions, and she slid into one, winking at Damon as she passed by.

He’d taken a seat in one of the chairs along the wall and couldn’t resist watching Lilian undress in silhouette. She went slowly, undoing the straps of her dress and dropping it down her body in a manner which ran over her breasts and hips.

She pulled on the outfit she’d picked out with the same lurid slowness. Lilian seemed to sense that he was watching her, extending an arm to the side and curling a finger, inviting him to come and look.

He made sure that Vel was totally absorbed in her current clothing search before sneaking over and behind the partition. What he found waiting for him on the other side was enough to instantly stir his cock into a state of hardness.

“I’ve never worn anything like this before,” whispered Lilian. “It’s sort of freeing, in a way.”

Freeing was a good word for it, Damon decided. The half shirt Lilian wore left her stomach and navel completely exposed while also showcasing her wonderful cleavage. The slip skirt barely covered everything down below that it needed to. Lilian turned in a slow circle for him, smiling wickedly.

“The fit of this outfit is so tight,” whispered Lilian. “I had to take off my small clothes underneath just to make everything fit.”

“Is that right?” Damon eyed Vel and the woman at the counter before taking a step forward.

“I shudder to think of what would happen if I wore it into a tightly packed crowd.” She bit her lower lip. “There’s no telling what someone might try to do, or where certain things might end up.”

“Better you keep to wearing it in private then,” he said. “Get some practice, first.”

“How does one practice wearing a piece of clothing, Damon Al-Kendras?”

Why did she have to be such a tease? Lilian slowly turned around, all but flashing him as she stuck her butt out and leaned against one of the partitions. He stepped forward, pretending to help her adjust the fit of the half shirt while letting his crotch grind against her naked ass.

It took all of his willpower and then some, but he managed to pull back before making a terrible mistake. Vel would be furious, and he doubted the shop owner would let them go on for more than a minute before stepping in.

Damon found Vel waiting with folded arms as he moved back to safety and away from the changing partition. She’d changed into her own outfit, a similarly skimpy half shirt along with a slit skirt and webbed leggings. She looked even more seductive than Lilian, though Damon didn’t risk checking her out to anywhere near the same degree.

He’d also clearly earned the focus of her ire. Vel stomped over to him, drawing near enough to magnify the intensity of her glare.

“Are you really that much of a fool?” she whispered.

He shrugged. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

“Lilian.” Vel shifted her gaze, making sure her friend was still out of earshot. “She’s only trying to seduce you for the sake of convincing you to be Kastet’s champion.”

Damon resisted the impulse to admit that he was aware, and she’d already seduced him once to a complete finish.

“Your point?” he asked.

“My point?” Vel gaped at him. “I… don’t like watching her manipulate you! And I really don’t like the way you’re going along with it.”

“How much of this has to do with your concern for me, as opposed to the favor you risk losing with Kastet if Lilian manages to do what you couldn’t?”

He saw the effect of his words in her reaction, and he didn’t like it. It was an expression he remembered on Vel from their childhood, the impotent anger, too mad to be able to manage a retort without her voice cracking or a stray tear.

“I’m not going to be Kastet’s champion, Vel,” he said. “Regardless of what Lilian offers.”

“Really?”

He leaned forward and kissed her on the lips. She was still at first but began kissing him back as he pulled her into a more intimate embrace. The moment only lasted a few seconds before she cleared her throat and nervously pushed him back.

“If it makes you uncomfortable, I’ll even make the effort to stay away from her,” he said. “I love you. I’ve no interest in mucking up how close we’ve grown.”

“It’s fine.” She flashed a smile and stepped back. “So… How do I look?”

She spun around. Her skirt fluttered up far enough to reveal that Lilian wasn’t the only one who’d needed to remove her small clothes to pull her outfit off. Damon tried not to leer at the way the webbed leggings clung to Vel’s petite, impossibly cute butt.

“If I answered that question honestly, you’d accuse me of being gross again,” he said.

She shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe.”

***

Vel and Lilian paid for their outfits and changed back into their chaste, courtly dresses. Damon walked back into the Royal Lodgings with both of them on his arms, feeling rather pleased with himself.

They caught sight of Princess Kastet in the gardens as they headed for the entrance. Though, at least for Damon, it wasn’t the princess who drew his gaze.

Ria stood next to one of the nearby apple trees, gesturing with small movements as she spoke with Kastet. The two women looked serious, and they were deep enough in conversation to not notice Damon and the others approaching until they were within a few feet.

“Milady,” said Vel. “We’re back.”

“Ah, Velanor,” said Kastet. “Good. I have a few errands I need you and Lilian to run. I was just discussing a few things with your sister. I’m rather intrigued by her experiences, both here within Veridan’s Curve and among her people to the north.”

“Um, alright,” said Vel. “Was that all you and Ria discussed?”

Kastet smiled, and Ria let out a small chuckle.

“Worry not,” said Ria. “I have not compromised your reputation by sharing any untoward secrets. Kastet and I are more interested in matters of the world. The nature of the conflict between our peoples.”

Damon wasn’t sure whether to be concerned or impressed by the familiarity Ria seemed to have assumed by addressing Kastet without honorifics.

“It’s true,” said Kastet. “It seems as though there’s a terrible injustice occurring in these colonies that I would like to at least understand, if not attempt to address.”

She gave Ria a long, contemplative look.

“I will answer your questions, though I must warn you that these are not matters of simplicity,” said Ria.

“Thank you,” said Kastet. “Come. Let’s speak more of this in the study. Lilian, I’d like you to draft a full account of expenses for your shopping trip. Velanor, please prepare Ria and I some tea.”

Damon winced as he caught sight of the annoyance in Vel’s expression. She’d always taken such pride in her friendship and service to Kastet. For Ria, practically her sister, to be taking tea with the princess within a day of their first meeting must have been a blow to her ego.

He had no plans for the afternoon, so he retired to the room he shared with Ria and Malon. He’d been curious as to whether he’d find Malon there, but the room was empty. It was simpler that way, given how hard he’d found it to actively keep secrets from his aesta, but he still felt rather lonely on his own.

He found his way to the dining hall for dinner. It was mostly Kastet’s guards and servants in attendance. Nobody stopped Damon from helping himself to a plate of food and settling down at an empty table. He ate slowly and began to wonder what Malon, Ria, and Vel had found to occupy themselves with.

“Good evening, solas.” Malon set a hand on his shoulder and settled into the seat across from him.

“Aesta,” he said, smiling. “Where did you wander off to?”

“Tending to a few matters in the city. Did you manage to help Vel out?”

“She still needs to find a champion for Kastet, but I think we can manage that tonight, with any luck. Are you going to get yourself some food?”

“I already took dinner earlier.”

Damon furrowed his brow. “Were you with the friend that you mentioned wanting to visit earlier? The grandmother?”

“Yes, though she’s not a grandmother,” said Malon. “Or… maybe she is? I never thought to ask.”

“What were you and your friend discussing?” he asked. He was curious, and Malon’s reaction only fed into that curiosity. She ran a finger along the side of her red braid, lips pursed in consideration.

“This and that,” she said. “Nothing you’d find interesting, I think.”

“I still wouldn’t mind hearing about—”

“Did you ever manage to find your wrathblade, solas?”

Her question had an edge to it, and it wasn’t a teasing one. Malon sounded on the verge of being annoyed with him, which was probably fair. She knew he was keeping secrets. How could he question her about her activities while being so guarded about speaking of his own?

“I didn’t,” he said, quietly. “I have doubts as to whether it will turn up anytime soon. I probably should have begun looking into buying a new sword today.”

Malon sighed and reached her hand across the table, letting the tips of her fingers brush his. “Never forget that you can talk to me about anything. I’ll always listen. I’ll never judge.”

“I know, aesta.” He gave her hand a quick squeeze before pulling his own back. “You needn’t worry about me. I’m enjoying myself. It’s been too long since I’ve had a chance to relax in the city.”

Now he was outright lying to her, too. It felt as though pushing Malon away had become a defensive habit. As though he could undo what Wrath had discovered about him by denying their closeness and intimacy.

“Damon.” Vel’s voice called to him from just beyond the door to the dining hall. “Would now be a good time for us to… you know?”

She peered at their table, showing only her face beyond the edge of the doorway. She looked distinctly uncomfortable.

“Let me finish eating and then we’ll head out,” he called.

“Seta, come over her,” called Malon. “Have a seat with us for a moment.”

Vel began shaking her head, but Malon gestured and gave her an imploring expression. Vel slowly entered the dining hall. A single glance was enough to reveal to Damon why she’d been so hesitant.

She’d changed into the outfit she’d bought earlier that afternoon. Damon couldn’t keep himself from staring at her as she made her way into the dining hall, and he wasn’t the only one. The eyes of nearly every man in the room locked onto her.

The tight fit of her half shirt made each step send a small, tantalizing jiggle through her cleavage. Her leggings drew attention to her pale thighs. Her skirt seemed to dance upward as she moved, promising a view of her sexy buttocks if she happened to find a reason to bend forward.

“Seta,” said Malon, in a stern tone. “I’m not sure I approve of that outfit.”

“I didn’t want to wear it in here!” hissed Vel. She quickly took a seat and crossed her arms over her chest. She was blushing, and the redness in her cheeks intensified as she began to notice how many men were staring at her.

“You look incredible, Vel,” he said.

“She looks like…” Malon cleared her throat. “Like a woman dressing far below her current station in life.”

“Aesta!” Vel cringed inwardly. Damon slid his chair in closer to hers and put an arm around her.

“Trust me, this is exactly how you need to look for tonight,” he said. “Think of it as dressing for success. You’ll be taken more seriously like this.”

“This better not be some weird jest you’ve set me up for…” muttered Vel.

“I promise it’s not.” He kissed her on the cheek. It took a force of willpower to keep his gaze from darting downward as she finally unfolded her arms and revealed her cleavage.


CHAPTER 11

Damon and Vel left a few minutes later. The evening was colder than expected, and Damon draped his cloak over Vel’s shoulders as they made their way through the city.

“You still haven’t told me where we’re going,” she said.

“I thought you might get anxious and back out if I did,” he said. “We’re heading into the outskirts, beyond the city wall. Into the Plum District.”

He saw Vel’s shoulders stiffen and reached over to hold her hand.

“Just stay close to me,” he said.

The guards at the city gate were more relaxed than they’d been when Damon and the others had first arrived. They weren’t searched or accosted on their way through. He led Vel west around the outer edge of Avaricia’s wall, toward a distant clump of buildings along the water.

The Plum District took its name from a grove of sour plum trees that had once defined the seaside landscape. As with most sections of Avaricia’s outskirts, it was poorer and shoddier than the city’s core.

The district was near one of the main roads that ran toward Silke in eastern Veridan’s Curve. It also had a small dock of its own with a hidden reputation for being an excellent place to smuggle illegal cargo into the city.

It was where most of Avaricia’s poor, but productive travelers stayed when they needed quick and cheap lodgings. Minstrels, tinkerers, and of course, gladiators made up the majority of its residents.

“Did you come here often back when you still performed in Avaricia?” asked Vel.

“In the beginning,” he said. “My old troupe, the Gleaming Scythe, eventually started making enough money that we’d stay at inns within the city. Austine and I would still drop by every now and then, though.”

He tried not to let his mention of his friend send his mood in a downward direction. Vel was holding his hand, and she gave him a small squeeze.

“Where are we headed?” she asked.

“See the tent up ahead?” He nodded toward the center square of the Plum District, where a massive performance tent had been set up. “That’s known as The Canopy. It’s what you get when you mix together a stage, a tavern, and a market for less than legal goods.”

Vel scrunched her nose up. “This is where you think I’ll be able to find a champion for Princess Kastet?”

She put special emphasis on the word princess.
 Damon ignored it.

“It’s where I think a few of the gladiators who aren’t currently employed will be hanging out tonight.”

Vel let out an annoyed sigh and pouted at him. “It would be so much simpler if you’d just enter the tournament yourself. I know how traumatic your last fight was, but this might be a way for you to work through those emotions, Damon. Kastet would pay you, as well.”

He slowed, coming to a stop within view of The Canopy’s entrance flap.

“I am going to enter the Honorshade Tournament,” he said. “Just not as Kastet’s champion.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I haven’t told anyone yet,” he said. “Except for you. Keep my secret?”

“Of course I will!” Vel swung his hand back and forth, frowning at him. “Damon, why must you make your own life so needlessly complicated?”

“I get bored easily.”

He led her inside. The Canopy was a realm onto itself. Men and women in a variety of garish, skimpy outfits sat at tables and stood in front of the center stage. A trio of minstrels were playing a soft, ambient song of overlapping chords.

Food merchants sold roasted meat on spits and sweetbread. There was more than one bar, each selling the exclusive beer or ale of a different brewery. The air carried the distinct scent of heartlift weed, which Damon knew could be bought from at least one of the merchants currently in attendance.

The nightly crowd was a diverse one. Damon had never taken much notice of how much higher the percentage of Remenai was within Avaricia’s outskirts, but it was hard to ignore. Especially after seeing the way Ria had been treated by the guards within the city.

“So,” said Vel, in a slightly nervous voice. “Where do we begin?”

“Like I said earlier, stay close. If anyone asks, tell them you’re here with me.”

“What? You want me to act as though we’re, um…”

“Only if anyone asks.” He could already see the gazes of numerous men and groups of men swinging Vel’s way. “This isn’t like the courtly balls you’re probably used to.”

He led her over to one of the less crowded bars and bought them each a mug of ale. Drinks were cheap in the outskirts, which was ideal, since Damon didn’t have much money.

The bartender set both their mugs down and took his coin. Damon noticed Vel’s furrowed brow as she eyed the mug. She was still underage by colonial law. However, the idea of her being refused service at The Canopy, of all establishments, brought a smile to his face.

“Drink up,” he said. “But don’t mention this to aesta. Obviously.”

“Obviously.”

Vel took an inadvisably large sip and let out a small cough. Damon sipped his own ale, eyeing the assembled crowd.

“Willum Al-Wynthrope,” he said, tipping his mug toward a small man sitting alone across the tent. “I would wager he’d hear out Kastet’s offer.”

Vel pulled her mouth to the side as she took a look at the man. Willum was short and slight of build, with an interesting set of buck teeth. He was far from intimidating from a distance, but there was an intensity about him that Damon had always respected.

“He seems a little underwhelming,” said Vel.

“He’s proficient with throwing knives. Performs in juggling shows on top of finding work as a gladiator. I’ve seen a few of his acts and wouldn’t underestimate him in the ring.”

“You’re just trying to get this over with as quickly as possible,” said Vel. “Give me your honest assessment. Does he stand a chance at winning the tournament?”

“He’s not a spellblood or a crest sorcerer, so it would be unlikely. Nearly every single winner of the Honorshade Tournament has been since its inception. The few outliers have been exceptional fighters, or at least done it while wielding some sort of powerful enchanted artifact.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“It’s not a question that really needs answering.” Damon set his mug down and leaned in closer to her. “I wouldn’t bet a copper penny on anyone here tonight standing a chance at winning, aside from myself.”

“Then why did you bring me here?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize that you were capable of pulling a champion out of thin air. Since that’s apparently the case, why don’t we take our leave?”

Vel sighed. “Fine, Damon. I do appreciate your help. I just don’t think Willy Al-Winless or whatever is the right sort of champion to help me curry Kastet’s favor.”

Damon snorted. “Fair enough. In that case, might I direct your attention toward the large gentleman at the next table over?”

He discretely pointed a finger at a bald, one-eyed giant of a man.

“He looks scary,” said Vel. “Which is perfect.”

“He goes by the name of Mandu the Bear,” said Damon. “His reputation mostly relates to a tendency to go berserk in the ring and accidentally kill people.”

“Is that a drawback or a strength?”

“For the Honorshade Tournament, probably a strength. Almost anything goes, though anyone who kills their opponent is typically disqualified.”

Vel folded her arms over her skimpy half shirt. “I’m sensing that you’re holding something back.”

“Well…” Damon took a small sip of his ale. “The qualifying round of the tournament isn’t a normal arena duel. It’s more of an obstacle course and free for all. That’s probably where Mandu would struggle the most, given his penchant for strength and size over speed.”

“You’re saying that he might lose in the first round.”

Damon nodded. “Possibly. But if he does make it past the qualifier, he stands a damn good chance at making a respectable run.”

Vel was already shaking her head. “I would never be able to live it down if I failed Princess Kastet like that.”

She had nearly finished her ale, and she looked around the tent, eyeing the potential champion candidates for herself.

“What about the confident looking man sitting near the stage?” she asked.

“That’s Cyril Eswood,” said Damon.

Cyril looked the part of a classical mercenary. He was in his mid-forties, with a few streaks of gray running through his hair and a muscular build. He was rather handsome and a decent fighter, but Damon had heard rumors of his manipulative reputation.

“He looks the part, at least,” said Vel.

“True enough,” said Damon. “He’s a talented warrior, from what I’ve heard. But I don’t think he’d make for a suitable champion for Kastet.”

Vel frowned. “Why not?”

“Let’s just say his price is a little higher than what you’d be willing to pay.”

The bartender had made his way back over to their section, and Damon turned to pay for a refill. In just the time it took him to have his mug topped off, Vel had slipped away.

He swore under his breath. It took only a small amount of guesswork to find her. She sat next to Cyril at his table, leaning forward with an earnest expression. Cyril seemed aloof, but Damon noticed the obvious glances he shot toward Vel’s cleavage and legs.

Cyril looked up at him as he approached. “Damon Al-Kendras! Rovahn’s balls, it’s been too long. I thought you’d quit the city?”

“I did, for a time.”

“Damon, Cyril says he would be more than willing to be Kastet’s champion!” said Vel, grinning. “He just wants me to come back to his inn with him for a drink to discuss the details.”

Damon tried to keep his expression neutral, rather than patronizing. “Ah, yes. I’m sure he simply can’t wait to hammer out those details.”

Cyril flashed a genuine grin. “You know me far better than I realized, Damon. I must express my sincere condolences over the… situation with Austine. We were Florincian brothers a dozen times over.”

“Florincian brothers?” asked Vel. She quirked her mouth sideways and gave Damon an expectant look. He decided to leave her confused, rather than explain the nature of rivalries and bonds formed between men who bed the same woman.

“She’s sincere in her request, Cyril,” he said, taking the lead. “Kastet is looking for a champion.”

“As I’ve already explained, I’m open to discussing it over drinks,” said Cyril. “With her. Alone. Would that be problematic?”

Damon exhaled through his nose. It was hard to not feel irritated. He tried to think of a tactful way to remove Vel from the situation without making her whine. He was about to simply drag her off by the arm when she suddenly blinked and widened her eyes.

“Oh!” she said. “I am actually here with Damon.”

She glanced toward Damon expectantly, and he let out a patient sigh.

“Are you really?” asked Cyril. “In that case, there’s no trouble in you speaking with me alone. Once we’re, ahem, finished, you can run off and meet back up with him. Did I mention that Austine and I were…?”

“Florincian brothers,” said Damon. “Yeah. You did.”

He leaned forward, staring the other man down in a primal manner. He did it for long enough to make Cyril uncomfortable and still felt a foolish urge to punch him.

Vel furrowed her brow as soon as he’d led her back over to the bar. She shook her head, uncertainly picking up her ale mug from where she’d set it down.

“Did I misread that situation?” she asked. “I almost feel like he may have possibly been hoping to take advantage of me.”

“Vel,” muttered Damon. “You are so impossibly naïve.”


CHAPTER 12

Damon and Vel spent the next hour doing little more than drinking and hoping. Potential candidates that met both of their already lowered standards were few and far between. He was in the midst of trying to convince Vel to call it a night when a familiar face walked into The Canopy.

Jenavell Blackstone was one of the most dangerous non-magical women that Damon had ever met. She was relatively young, no more than a year or two older than he was. Her hair was blonde and braided, but into many thin braids, rather than a single intricate one.

She was tall and athletic, and she always held herself confidently. Damon had never seen her wear anything in a color other than black or gray. She always opted for tunics, leggings, and boots, though she was beautiful enough to make any outfit seem suited for her body.

“There,” he said to Vel, pointing. “That’s Kastet’s champion.”

Vel glanced back and forth between his finger and its target. “The woman, you mean? Are you… entirely certain that she’d be capable of a good performance?”

“Are you doubting my judgment or your own gender?” asked Damon. “That’s Jenavell Blackstone, one of the most promising female gladiators in Veridan’s Curve. She doesn’t have the type of power that Malon or Ria are capable of wielding, but she’s capable. Beyond capable.”

“Could she beat you in a fight?”

Damon snorted. “I doubt she could beat me. But that doesn’t mean that she can’t be a handful for anyone else.”

He watched as Jenavell bent forward slightly to pull a chair out for herself. She sat down, lighting a heartlift weed spliff from the candle at the table’s center.

“How well do you know her?” asked Vel.

“Well enough to tell you that she’s the best prospect you’ll find in The Canopy tonight.”

“So, I notice that you didn’t really answer my question?” Vel folded her arms and leaned toward him. “Are the two of you, um, old friends, or something?”

He both smiled and winced. “Let’s go with or something
.”

Vel rolled her eyes and sighed. Damon put an arm around her shoulders, sensing the level of tact the situation required.

“This is your mission, Vel,” he said. “You’re in charge. I’m here to help and advise. If you want me to, I could take Kastet’s offer to her and present it in the best possible light. If you’d prefer that I wait here while you go talk to her, that’s also fine.”

“You don’t have to treat me like a child. I’m not as naïve as you may think.”

“I’m not treating you like a child.” He cupped her cheek, feeling drunk, but sincere. “I’m treating you like someone I care deeply about. I came out to help you tonight, Vel. Not to hurt you.”

She blinked a few times and blushed. “…So, the two of you have, um… you know?”

“She’s an old friend,” said Damon, nodding. “It’s been a few years, though. We were never serious.”

“Alright.” She let out a breath and set her hand over his. “If you really think she’d do well in the tournament, I suppose it makes sense for us to talk to her. Together, though.”

“Together,” he agreed.

Vel started to get up and then paused, holding up a finger. “And if she asks, you have to say that you’re here with me.”

Damon grinned. “I will.”

“Promise?”

He set his hands on her hips. “Promise.”

The moment demanded what it demanded. He leaned forward and stole a quick kiss, which grew into a slightly longer kiss. Vel stared at him as their lips parted. Her eyes seemed to ask a question that he wasn’t sure if she’d let him answer.

“Come on.”

He threaded his fingers through hers and pulled her across The Canopy’s interior. Jenavell was leaning back in her chair with a slightly lopsided smile on her face. Smoke snaked upward from her spliff, giving off a brusque, but fragrant scent.

She only deigned to notice them when they were within reach of her table. Despite clearly recognizing Damon on sight, her attention panned back and forth between him and Vel, as though unable to decide which of them was of more interest to her.

“Jen,” said Damon.

“Dee,” said Jen.

She gave a small nod to the table. He and Vel took a seat.

“How have you been?” he asked.

“Bored beyond words,” said Jen. “Heard what happened to you.”

“I’m over it.”

“Sorry,” said Jen. “Austine was a good sort when he wasn’t thinking with his prick.”

“That’s barely even a compliment.”

“I suppose it’s not,” she replied.

She leaned back in her chair, watching him. Damon saw no reason to dance around his point.

“I’m here with a job offer,” he said. “Princess Kastet Alquin of Hearthold is seeking a champion for the Honorshade Tournament.”

“What’s the pay?”

“It’s fair,” said Vel, cutting in. Jenavell glanced in her direction. There was a sense of unpredictability in those eyes that felt dangerous and, in Damon’s opinion, incredibly sexy.

“Who are you?” asked Jen.

“Velanor Deconte,” said Vel. “I serve Princess Kastet and would be negotiating the offer on her behalf.”

Jen’s interested expression became a full blown, mischievous smile. “Is she with you, Dee?”

He brought his palm to his forehead, acutely aware of the direction the night was now headed in. “She is.”

“I’m intrigued,” said Jen. “I’d love to discuss this more in a more private setting. Would you both care to join me for a smoke in my room at the Brushwood Inn?”

Damon glanced toward Vel. She seemed quicker on the uptake this time around.

“I’m… unsure if that would be the best idea,” said Vel.

He set his hand on her shoulder. “If we’re both together, it should be fine. Right?”

“Why can’t we simply discuss the details here?”

As if on cue, a pair of drunken men escalated from shouting at one another to throwing punches. A third man attempted to break them up and was thrown sideways into Jen’s table. She stood up from her seat in time to shove aside another stumbling drunkard who’d been rebuffed from the fray.

“I’m not a huge fan of this place, if I’m honest,” said Jen.

The scuffle became an outright brawl. Another man fell in Vel’s direction. Damon leapt from his seat to fling the man aside. He caught sight of Jen posturing protectively on Vel’s other side. She gestured toward The Canopy’s entrance.

“Vel?” he asked. “What do you say?”

Vel nodded. “Let’s go.”


CHAPTER 13

The Brushwood Inn was still in the outskirts, though nearer to the city gates than The Canopy. The innkeeper seemed familiar with Jen, and they exchanged only a few quick words as she led Damon and Vel to a comfortable, first floor room.

There was a large bed, various articles of scattered clothing, and a locked chest. It seemed like a space Jen had been occupying for a while, rather than one rented for just the night.

The only place to sit was on the bed. Damon looked over at Vel. She looked more excited than uncomfortable, which was reassuring. If she could keep an open mind and go with the flow, they stood a good chance at locking Jen in as Kastet’s champion.

Jen unlocked the chest and withdrew a bottle of rum, a small cloth pouch, and a dry, but pliable rolling leaf. She wordlessly began rolling another spliff. Damon saw the shift in Vel’s expression and set a hand on her knee.

“You’ve never smoked heartlift weed before, have you?” he asked.

She scrunched her mouth to the side. “I’ve heard that it can be addictive. Kastet refuses to allow it to be smoked by the guards in the Royal Lodgings.”

“Are we in the Royal Lodgings?” asked Jen.

“No, but…” Her frown deepened. “Can’t we just drink, instead?”

“We can start there,” said Jen. “It’ll help calm your nerves.”

She opened the bottle of rum and passed it to Damon, who took a sip and passed it on. He felt strangely conflicted about taking part in pressuring Vel. Heartlift weed, in his experience, was more invigorating than euphoric. Generally speaking, it wasn’t addictive, at least not in a physical sense.

He wondered if it might do Vel’s personality some good to take a step outside of her realm of comfort. He gave her a small nod, hoping she’d at least trust him enough to not make a fuss.

“Damon…” said Vel.

“Relax,” he said. “I’ve smoked it a few times before. It’s fun, and it only lasts for a few hours.”

Jen blew a large cloud of smoke into the air. It had a sweet, though slightly burnt aroma, like overcooked molasses.

He accepted the spliff as Jen passed it to him and took a reasonably sized puff. The effect was instantaneous, a mixture of enhanced sensitivity and accelerating heartrate.

Colors seemed brighter. Vel and Jen, sitting on either side of him on the bed, felt much warmer and softer. In fact, his body seemed to tingle from where the sides of their legs made contact with his.

“Vel?” He held the spliff out to her. “It is up to you. If you really don’t want to…”

“I… suppose I could try it.” She accepted the spliff and tried to take a puff from it, but her fingers were pinched too tightly against the base.

“Just give her a smoke kiss, Dee,” said Jen. “That’s the best way for a first timer.”

He furrowed his brow. Vel didn’t object, so he took the spliff from her, inhaled into his mouth, and then leaned in close.

He wasn’t sure if how cute she looked in that moment was due to the effect of the heartlift as opposed to her current expression. She blushed, eyes fluttering, and made as though to receive a kiss.

Damon stifled a snort and pressed his thumb against her lower lip, gently opening her mouth wider to receive the smoke. He exhaled as she inhaled. Vel took a large breath and almost immediately broke into a coughing fit.

“Whoa…” she eventually muttered.

“Feels good, right?” Jen took the spliff back from Damon and took another puff. “You can spread out across the bed if you need to. It helps with the vertigo, sometimes.”

“My entire body is tingling.” Vel leaned back, gasping as her head hit the mattress. “This is incredible.”

“There are ways to make it feel even better,” said Jen.

She glanced at Damon, hesitating for a moment before settling her hand down on the inside of his thigh. He felt his cock hardening at a sprint, but that was no surprise. He would have gotten hard from a move like that from her even if he’d been stone sober.

Jen nuzzled and began kissing Damon’s neck. He smiled, teasing her a bit by ignoring what she was doing. He made sure Vel was sufficiently distracted in her current state before finally giving in and pressing his mouth against hers.

“Kastet’s offer…” mumbled Vel.

“Relax,” said Jen. “I’ll do it. I don’t exactly need the money right now, but it could be exciting.”

“That’s all you’ve ever cared about, isn’t?” whispered Damon. “Excitement.”

He slid his hand along the inside of her thigh, smoothing out the fabric of her thin leggings.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” said Jen.

She rested her hand on his cock and pursed her lips.

“Damon, if she wants to do it, we should let her,” said Vel, in a dreamy voice. “You did say she was the best.”

Jen let out a short laugh and squeezed his hard cock through his trousers. “Whatever did I do to leave such a strong impression on you, Damon Al-Kendras?”

He pulled her closer to him and gave her a quick, intense kiss. “I think Jen needs to learn some humility first.”

“You think you’re going to teach me to be humble tonight?”

“I’ll pound the lesson into you if I have to.”

Jen’s patience seemed to melt in the face of his words. She kissed him aggressively, seizing the front of his shirt and attempting to pull him on top of her as she leaned back on the bed.

But of course, Vel was still there. Damon saw her glancing over at them with an uncertain expression.

“Be kind, Damon,” whispered Jen. “You shouldn’t ignore the mood of the room.”

He’d never told Jen about his family. She still thought that Vel was simply his date for the night. It was a ruse that had gone on for just long enough to be a complication. If they tried to explain it now, there was a very real chance that Jen would get annoyed and pull back from the offer.

He was already straddling Jen as he reached his hand out to cup Vel’s cheek. There was a glassy, dazed quality to her expression that fed into his guilt. He’d offered to help her find Kastet a champion, not ply her with heartlift weed and seduce her.

He kissed Vel, and felt her lips moving eagerly against his. It was so wrong. She was practically his sister. And yet, even setting aside the cat mask, there was a lingering tension between them.

He pushed his tongue into Vel’s mouth as Jen began undoing the drawcord of his trousers. He thought of the puzzle they’d solved with Lascivious’s chamber inside the kestian. He had his cock in her sweet little mouth. It had served a practical purpose, but it had also felt incredible. He felt his tool throbbing at just the thought of having a second go.

“Oh…” whispered Vel. “Damon.”

She shuddered as he kissed her again, sliding in closer. Her skimpy half shirt had pulled downward, revealing the edge of one of her pink, puffy nipples. He almost looked away on reflex before being drawn in by the eroticism of the sight. Malon could never know. Malon would never forgive him if she found out.

“She’s going to need special attention, isn’t she?” whispered Jen. “She’s pretty. I bet her voice will sound so hot when she’s at her limit.”

She yanked Damon’s trousers and undershorts down, exposing his cock. There was an instant of dead silence as Damon watched Vel stare at his stiff erection. Jen watched them both, running her hand over her crotch and biting her lower lip.

“Well?” asked Jen. “What are you waiting for?”

“Um…” Vel brought her hand to one of her flushed cheeks. “Nothing, really.”

“Vel,” said Damon. “Whatever happens, happens. It’s… the heartlift weed.”

She nodded slowly, repeating his words. “The heartlift weed.”

Jen shot them both a confused glance, but Damon barely noticed as he shifted toward the beautiful girl he’d watched grow up. He kissed her lips, letting his cock poke into her stomach. Vel gasped just from that, but she wrapped her arms around him, breathing heavy and squeezing his ass.

“She’s blushing like it’s her first time,” said Jen. “It’s the smoke. It remakes us all into virgins.”

Vel let out a wavering moan as Damon set her down beside Jen on the bed and pulled her webbed leggings down. She wasn’t wearing girlshorts underneath them. Damon felt a sudden shock as he realized that the loose webbing hardly covered her crotch.

She’d been walking around like that for their entire visit to The Canopy. Walking around with a nearly nude crotch and a skirt so short that anyone would have had a view of her womanhood if she’d bent over or shifted at the wrong angle.

“Don’t stare…” she mumbled, trying to shift her thighs sideways.

“I can’t help it.” He fell into her, kissing her even more passionately and letting his cock probe toward her crotch. The tip missed going inside her, but under the effects of the heartlift weed, he wouldn’t have known if he hadn’t been looking.

“True Divine!” Vel’s fingers tightened on his lower back. “Damon!”

She quivered against him, bucking and grinding her hot slit along his length. He felt her coming simply from that. His cock twitched where it lay flat against her womanhood, and he was possessed by a sudden compulsion to taste her.

He moved downward, taking a firm hold of her thighs as he pressed his tongue against her slit. She was nearly clean shaven, another fact which made him feel absurdly, shamefully aroused. Vel, clean shaven, shuddering and bucking her hips against his lips and tongue.

He heard her gasp, and then outright moan as he teased one of her most sensitive places. He was aware that what he was doing was slightly mean, given her current state. It wasn’t just the illicit nature of who they were to one another. It was possible that she might never have a sexual experience that could compare to it. Heartlift weed was powerful stuff.

“I’m feeling left out,” said Jen. “Dee. Let her rest and come this way.”

Vel was completely limp on the bed and breathing as though she’d just finished a sprint. Jen curled her finger in a come-hither motion. What remained of Damon’s restraint and rationality shouted for him to consider Vel, how she might feel about lying next to him while he plowed someone else.

It wasn’t enough, not against his lust and the heartlift weed. He fell onto Jen like a man possessed. She undulated against him and responded with a passionate series of kisses. Damon grunted as he sank his cock into her.

He didn’t have the self-discipline to go slow. He wasn’t sure Jen would have let him if he’d wanted to, given how she urged him on. Her fingers ran through his hair. She sucked and kissed and occasionally let her teeth trail against the side of his neck.

Jen’s braids spread out across the quilt like golden snakes. Her breasts were perky and full, jiggling in time with each of Damon’s thrusts. She had a scar running diagonally over her navel. Damon missed a thrust and felt his cock smear a messy mark across the smooth skin there.

She grinned and stopped him as he moved to plunge back into her. “I already peaked. I think I’m capable of sharing again at this point.”

She flipped Damon onto his back with a movement that would have been just as effective in a wrestling match. He watched with a combination of guilt and uncertainty as she took Vel’s arm and pulled her closer.

“Have you ever kissed another woman before, Vel?” asked Jen.

Vel blinked, shaking her head as though still catching up. “…What?”

“Close your eyes,” said Jen.

Vel did as instructed. Jen held both sides of her face in her fingertips and pulled her into a hot, open mouthed kiss. Damon watched in stiff anticipation as Jen slowly began sinking her head downward, taking Vel and their ongoing kiss along with her.

Their mouths drew closer to his cock with tantalizing slowness. Jen stopped when they were right over it, grabbing it and pulling it up into position. Even that small amount of contact was enough to nearly push him over the edge. Incredibly, Vel still had her eyes closed.

“One more kiss,” whispered Jen. “Ready?”

Jen was staring at Damon as she spoke, but Vel was the one who nodded. He felt like he was observing a grassfire up close, a dangerous spreading of something which was past the point of being contained.

The two women made to kiss each other, but their lips met something else instead. Damon watched the moment pass by in what felt like slow motion.

Vel’s eyes flickered open. She flitted her tongue out, confirming that she was currently sucking on the head of his cock. She gave it a small kiss, blushed, and pulled back. Her eyes dropped downward and then shot in his direction.

He stared back at her, unsure of what to say or do. He gave a small nod, feeling his own face heat up. How had the night progressed to this point?

Vel gave him another kiss on the head of his member. Jen had shifted to licking his shaft, but she slid her mouth back up. She and Vel attempted a kiss that enveloped his cock like the filling of an open-faced bread bun.

He gasped as he saw Vel give him a greedy suck. Jen let out an exaggerated sigh and began kissing the base of his cock as Vel continued working him off. Her lips went lower and lower with each movement. Jen reached up to hold her hair back, and for whatever reason, that small gesture was simply too much for him.

“Vel!” he groaned.

Vel’s eyes went wide. She tried to pull back, but it was already too late. Damon felt pleasure spasm through him as he came, unleashing his seed first into her mouth, and then onto her lips and chin. Jen moved into position alongside her, licking and rubbing her face against his tool in the lewdest possible way.

He thought that seeing him release might have snapped Vel out of her current mood. He thought wrong. She began slowly dabbing her tongue along his cock, cleaning it in the same manner that Jen was. She stared into his eyes, appearing to seek his approval more than a pleasured reaction.

He gently reached his hand down and stroked her hair. The sensation was nearly enough to overwhelm him. He wanted to blame the heartlift weed, but knew it was more than just that.


CHAPTER 14

Damon escaped what he suspected would have been an awkward aftermath to the night. Vel only stayed awake for long enough to blurt out the details of Kastet’s offer and hear Jen accept before passing out.

He carried her back to the Royal Lodgings in his arms. A helpful guard led him to Vel’s room, and after setting her down in bed, he retired for the night.

Ria and Malon were already asleep, and soon, so was he. Damon awoke feeling slightly out of it, likely due to the lingering effects of the heartlift weed. It wasn’t ideal. The preliminary round of the Honorshade Tournament would require his full attention later that morning.

He met the others in the dining hall. Malon wore a dress he hadn’t seen before, a black cotton number with thin straps that showcased her arms and shoulders. Ria was dressed in a tunic, one she’d borrowed from him, in fact, and gray leggings.

Vel looked extremely hungover. She was collapsed forward at the table next to an uneaten plate of food. Her hair was messy, and she’d missed a button running up the back of her dress. Damon fixed it for her before finding his own seat.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Good morning, solas,” said Malon. “Care to share what happened last night to render seta into her current disheveled state?”

She eyed Vel, who let out a small groan and lifted her chin to rest across her arms. Damon felt a flash of memory from their time in Jen’s room. Vel, with her face flushed and a sticky glob of his seed clinging to her lower lip.

“I would also like to know,” muttered Vel. “I can’t remember anything that happened after we left The Canopy. Did I really drink so much?”

“You… don’t remember?” Damon furrowed his brow, examining her face for any trace of embarrassment or deceit. Her eyes were bleary, and her gaze was far off, as though seeing the table from a distance.

“Did I do anything that I’ll need to explain myself for?” she asked. Her voice sounded sincere, which made Damon’s shame cut twice over.

“No,” he said. “At least, not in my opinion.”

He watched her reaction again, feeling skeptical. Though, it was possible she was being truthful. He considered how little he remembered of his own first experience with heartlift weed. He’d been an avid drinker at the time with a higher tolerance for such things than Vel, as well.

“That’s a suspiciously vague answer,” said Vel. “I want you tell me everything that happened when we get a moment alone, Damon.”

He nodded, hoping none of the others noticed the sudden flush that came to his face. Vel had been far more out of touch with what was going on than he’d realized. Why hadn’t he stopped Jen from taking advantage of her? Why hadn’t he stopped himself?

“Later,” he said.

“Of course,” said Vel. “You’ll need to spend the morning preparing, I would assume.”

Malon and Ria both glanced over at Damon. He winced, realizing that he still hadn’t told them.

“I’ve decided to enter the Honorshade Tournament after all,” he said. “Though not as Kastet’s champion.”

“Solas…” said Malon, in a chiding voice. “Why have you begun keeping so many secrets since entering this city?”

“You will need a sword, will you not?” asked Ria. “I am of certainty that Kastet would provide you with one to borrow from her armory. Allow me to speak with her.”

Damon nodded, grateful for the help. “I would appreciate that.” He leaned over to kiss Ria on the cheek.

“It makes far more sense for me to ask,” said Vel, in an annoyed voice. “I’m her lady in waiting. The two of you were getting along well yesterday, but for a request like this, it should come from me. Besides, I need to report my success on last night’s mission.”

She glanced toward Damon uncertainly, which also seemed to support the nature of her missing memories. He nodded.

“Jen did agree in the end,” he said.

“Velanor…” said Ria, frowning. “There is something I think you should—”

“After.” Vel pushed up from her chair. “Kastet’s in her audience chamber. I shouldn’t dally.”

She headed into the hallway before Ria could stop her. Ria let out a hiss and gestured for Damon and Malon to hurriedly follow her.

They caught up with Vel in time to hear her telling Kastet of her accomplishment.

“It took some effort, but I managed to convince a capable gladiator to represent you in the Honorshade Tournament, milady.”

Kastet’s brow furrowed. “The tournament is in but a few hours, Velanor. I appreciate your commitment, but I’ve already found someone who I believe will perform adequately. Someone you know quite well.”

She flashed a small smile and shifted her gaze from Vel to Ria.

Ria stepped forward with a slightly pained expression. “I was attempting to tell you before. Kastet asked me to be of her service in the Honorshade Tournament, and I agreed.”

Vel blinked in disbelief as she gaped at Ria. “You’re… Kastet’s champion?”

She wasn’t the only one caught off guard. Damon chewed his lower lip, unsure of how the idea of having Ria as a fellow competitor sat with him. Potentially, they could end up being opponents in one of the later rounds.

With Ria’s tempesting magic, it wasn’t all that unlikely.

“I thought you would be happy, Velanor,” said Kastet. “Doesn’t it make more sense for me to find a suitable champion among those I trust? By picking your sister, I’m also circulating my coin into your family’s pockets, which I know you could use after recent events.”

“Yes, of course,” mumbled Vel. “I’m… so happy that Ria could help you in this.”

She would have sounded much more convincing if her face hadn’t appeared so utterly crestfallen. Damon moved to set a hand on her shoulder for a moment before addressing his own concerns.

“Princess Kastet,” he said. “You should know that I’ve also decided to enter the tournament. For my own reasons.”

Kastet’s lips quirked into an interested smile. “Is that so?”

“My own sword has gone missing under… unfortunate circumstances,” he said. “Would it be possible for me to borrow an extra from the armory you use to supply your guards?”

It was a simple request, but Kastet was a powerful woman. She took her time before answering, giving Damon room to wonder what he’d do if she said no.

“That’s a reasonable request,” she said. “I’ll have a suitable longsword brought to your guest room within the hour.”

“Thank you.”.

She smiled and politely dismissed the group of them from the room. Damon split off from the others to finish eating in the dining hall before returning to their room to wait for his new sword to be delivered.

The weapon was already there, practically flaunting itself across the table. It was more extravagant than what he would have chosen, with a pattern of gold varnish worked across the silver scabbard.

The sword itself was a standard, double edged longsword. The cross guard was dark steel, and the pommel was rounded off into a perfect sphere. He gave it a few practice swings, noticing how much heavier it felt than his wrathblade.

“I can work with this,” he muttered.

He strapped it to his sword belt and finished his final preparations.


CHAPTER 15

Malon came to find Damon in their guest room about an hour later. She gave him a tight smile and folded her arms, leaning against the doorframe.

“Vel and Ria are accompanying Kastet,” she said. “If you’d like, I’ll walk with you out to where the tournament preliminaries are being held.”

The fact that she was even asking if he’d welcome her company was a statement of how strained their relationship had grown over the past few days. Malon took it personally when he kept secrets from her. He wished he had more of a choice in the matter.

“I would love for you to walk with me, aesta.”

Her smile widened. “I’m glad for that, solas.”

They made their way out of the Royal Lodgings and through Avaricia. The city was buzzing with activity as everyone prepared for the Naming Anniversary celebrations. The Honorshade Tournament was just one of a much larger series of events. There would be a parade, music, outdoor festivals, and midnight balls.

Damon stayed close to Malon as they exited the city gates amidst the stream of people also heading to watch the tournament’s beginning. The preliminary round was known as the Mud Gauntlet, and it was more of an endurance course than an outright trial of combat, though there was often some amount of fighting involved.

It was held outside of the city itself in an area known as Emmitt’s Field. It was within walking distance of Avaricia, but beyond the crush of buildings, nestled in between two sprawling farms.

Thousands of people were already finding seats along the slope that overlooked the field. The grass had been trawled into mud and heavily flooded, providing a dirty, shallow sea. The Mud Gauntlet’s obstacles had been built over the course of the previous few days and all stood within the mud, making for an interesting sight even before the competition began.

“I’m not familiar with the process of this tournament,” said Malon. “Would you explain it to me?”

“The goal is simple,” he said. “Make it through the course without touching the mud, alongside the other competitors. The last section, with the thin bridge and the pillar, is where the fighting usually takes place. The goal is to claim the Competitor’s Badge sitting atop the pillar to become one of the sixteen fighters who continue into arena battles.”

Malon pursed her lips. “How many competitors usually enter the preliminaries?”

“Anywhere from three to four hundred,” he said.

“So less than one within ten even manage to progress beyond this first round?”

Damon rolled out his shoulder. “Not the best odds, I know. Though oftentimes there are people who enter for the fun of it, rather than being in condition to truly compete.”

He pointed toward a group of young teenagers, none of them older than fourteen or fifteen, who’d apparently managed to lie their way into competitor’s waiting area. Malon frowned, looking concerned for their safety, despite not knowing them.

“I should go and get signed up now before the line becomes too crowded,” he said. “Cheer for me?”

“At the top of my lungs.” Malon grinned and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.

He broke into a loping stride as he headed down the hill and toward the tournament organizers. He spotted Ria standing on her own. She already had a competitor number pinned to her chest, a simple square of white cloth with a “17” printed in black paint.

He quickly gave one of the organizers his information and got one of his own. Ria smiled as he strode over to her, carefully pinning a cloth with the number “29” to the front of his chest.

“Husband,” she said, teasingly.

“Wife.”

“This…” Ria gestured to the obstacle course. “Is far from what I was expecting when I pictured a tournament.”

“There’s a certain logic to it,” said Damon. “Competitors run the Mud Gauntlet in groups of ten or twenty, depending on how many people sign up. It cuts down on the time the process takes and allows for them to provide a free spectacle to the masses to weed out the weak. The round after this is held in the Mid City Arena and requires an entrance fee to watch.”

“Knowing the nature of Avarice, I would expect that fee to be of substantial price.”

“It isn’t cheap,” he said. “The finals are even more expensive. They’re usually held in a different exotic location each year. It’s a point of pride for the city’s nobles to be in attendance.”

“From what Kastet has told me, it seems as though this tournament is more of a contest between the rich and powerful than the warriors themselves. I find it strange.”

Damon shrugged. “I can see how you might. What are tournaments among the Remenai like?”

“Honorable,” said Ria. “Equal. Each warrior strips naked before battle. Hands and feet only, no weapons. Occasionally, the loser must become of the winner’s clan in recompense.”

“Sounds intense.”

Their attention shifted toward the Mud Gauntlet as one of the event organizers began waving and calling out the numbers for the first round. Participants one through ten lined up at the edge of the sea of dirty water and mud, each man or woman priming themselves for the coming contest.

Damon smiled as he recognized one of them. “See the man second from the left?”

“The short one?”

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s Willum Al-Wynthrope. I very nearly recommended him to Vel as a potential candidate for Kastet last night.”

“I take it she was not about fondness for the idea?”

Damon snorted. “She wasn’t. I still think he’ll do well, though. People underestimate him because of his size far too often.”

The tournament organizers took their place in front of the contestants, making sure everyone was even in line and holding their hands up. The roar of the crowd from where they watched along the hill gave the moment a sense of infectious enthusiasm.

The organizers gave the signal, and the first round of the Mud Gauntlet began. The initial obstacle was simple enough. Several dozen trees had been set afloat across the muddy pool of water. Each participant simply had to skip across them and make it to the sand bar on the other side.

There was no rule disallowing contact between competitors, a fact which several were eager to take advantage of. A broad-shouldered man shoved one of his opponents in the back as he attempted to jump by him, knocking him into the water in dramatic fashion.

A man wielding a quarterstaff attempted a similar tactic. He swung his weapon at the legs of a woman in the middle of leaping from one log to another. The attack missed, and the man was thrown so far off balance by his own swing that he tumbled ineffectually into the mud, disqualifying himself.

To the surprise of many, but not Damon, Willum was at the front of the group as the remaining competitors entered the next obstacle. The webbed wall was a tall construct of slick ropes attached to a wooden frame. Each competitor would need to climb up the front side, leap across a wide gap to a second wall, and make their way down to the safety of the sand bar below.

The wall hardly slowed Willum. He was a quick climber, only pausing to gauge the jump before moving to the other side and scrambling down. The other competitors followed, minus a man who attempted to rush to keep pace and missed the jump.

“The hanging maze,” Damon said to Ria, nodding to the next challenge. “I’m not looking forward to this one when it’s my turn.”

A series of carefully tied ropes hung over an open section of muddy water. It looked almost like a spider web, or rather, a series of spider webs connected at points by single strands to force the competitors to plan a route across that wouldn’t lead to a dead end.

Again, Willum finished in the lead. Damon watched a few of the others make the mistake of attempting to undermine each other. The hanging maze was a test of endurance, and opting to let go for the sake of pulling an opponent down was always a waste of limited stamina.

“What is this next challenge?” asked Ria.

Damon winced. “Most people call it the Remenai swing.”

Ria rolled her eyes. “Ah, yes. A series of hanging ropes to swing across. So fitting it be named for those of jungle savage ancestry.”

“I’m not about to defend obvious racism simply because I’m a Merinian, Ria,” he said.

“Truly?”

“Does that surprise you?” He reached over and took her hand, letting his fingers interlace with hers.

“No. Well, perhaps it does, to a slight degree.”

“I’m not some virtuous soul by nature,” he admitted. “I only really started to notice how much prejudice still exists against your people after recent events. Namely, when I realized how much I hate Avaricia and how much I love you.”

A smile stole across Ria’s face and she gave his hand a squeeze. “You should save your sweet words for when we close the chapter on our time as competitors, husband. For the time being, we are rivals.”

Willum completed the course far ahead of the other competitors and triumphantly held his Competitor’s Badge in the air from atop the final pole climb. The obstacles were cleared, and the next set of numbers were called.

Ria’s was among them. Damon leaned forward to give her a kiss for good luck and found her cheek instead of her lips.

“I am serious,” she said. “We may face each other in the coming days, Damon. You should steel your heart for that possibility.”

She slipped away from him, walking with long strides down to the starting line.


CHAPTER 16

Damon felt a surprising amount of conflict as he watched Ria waiting with the other competitors in the second round. He wanted to see her succeed, but also felt as though it might be simpler if she didn’t.

Sparring against her around the farmstead was one thing. Facing off against her in an arena duel in front of a massive crowd was another. His pride and reputation would be at stake, not to mention the consequences awaiting him in the event of a loss. But more than anything, the idea of accidentally hurting her by competing at full strength made him feel sick to his stomach.

She hadn’t brought her spear with her to the start. Damon wondered if that was because she thought the weapon would slow her down, or because she intended to rely on her tempesting instead. The sky was reasonably overcast.

The boom of thunder overhead seemed to give him his answer. The crowd roared as the tournament organizers gave the starting signal. Ria leapt across the floating logs, coming to a stop on the sandbar on the other side. She had a devious smile on her face as she let the other competitors get ahead of her.

It wasn’t until all of her fellow competitors still left in the contest were clinging to the webbed wall that Damon sensed what her plan was. She moved her hands through a quick series of arcane movements.

Her magic was swift and effective. A bolt of lightning flashed downward from the sky, striking the highest point of the rope scaffolding. It was damp, which only made the effect more pronounced. Every single man and woman on the webbed wall let out a scream or a shout, flinging themselves backward and into the mud. It didn’t seem like a choice for some of them.

The crowd reacted in stunned silence. Ria was the only one left, and none of her opponents had even cleared the second obstacle. She took her time through the rest of the course, though it seemed like only a formality. Damon watched her shimmying her way up the tall pole the Competitor’s Badge had been set upon.

The audience was loud and raucous as she dropped back to the ground. She pinned the badge to her tunic, leaned to stretch her back in a manner that displayed her curves, and walked back onto the grass. Damon saw Malon running forward from the crowd to congratulate her.

He would have liked to join in the moment, but the tournament organizers had announced the numbers for the next grouping, and his was among them. He took his position in the line, chewing his lower lip as he considered his strategy.

He could handle the other participants in a fight. He was sure of that much. The last obstacle before the Competitor’s Badge was a bridge which forced them all into close quarters. As long as he could stay even with his opponents up until that point, he was confident he could win.

The organizers gave the go ahead, and Damon and the others rushed forward. The man to his left attempted to trip him before he’d even leapt onto the first log. He gave him suitable justice, shoving him hard and sending him face first into the mud.

The logs shifted far more underneath his feet than he’d been expecting. It was an obstacle best done fast, and made harder by the previous rounds. The water and mud from the earlier competitors made the footing slick and treacherous.

He let out a sigh of relief as he made it to the sandbar on the other side. Two men were already climbing the webbed wall ahead of him. Damon began pulling himself upward only to feel someone grab his ankle in an attempt to yank him back down.

“If you don’t let go, I’ll shove my sword through your eye!” he snapped.

It would disqualify him, as killing a fellow competitor during the Mud Gauntlet was technically against the rules. Still, the other man took him seriously, and he felt the grip on his foot instantly release.

Ria’s tempesting magic had dried the webbed wall. It meant that the ropes weren’t slippery, but they were frayed to the point of being blisteringly coarse against his palms. Damon made it to the top bar, carefully judged the distance, and hurled himself to the other side.

He jumped too far. Instead of landing with his chest against the second wall, he hit it at waist level. The resulting shift in balance caused him to tumble forward. Only by grabbing desperately at the ropes was he able to arrest his momentum and keep from tumbling down into the mud.

The roar of the crowd made it hard to hear his opponents. He didn’t realize until it was almost too late that the man coming down the far side of the webbed wall seemed intent on stomping on his fingers. This time, Damon didn’t just threaten.

He drew his sword with his free hand and delivered a painful poke to the back of the man’s calf. The man let out a shout and twisted sideways, falling free of the wall and taking out another competitor on the way down.

As satisfying as the move felt, it had put Damon behind the two frontrunners. He sheathed his sword, dropped to the sandbar, and moved to cross the hanging maze as quickly as possible.

It was a test of grip strength, and a hard one. Damon had spent years training with his sword and was confident in his ability. Overconfident, he soon realized.

He attempted to take the obvious path across the ropes, only realizing the trap he’d fallen into once he was several dozen feet into it. He doubled back, carefully hooking the rope with the backs of his legs and shifting weight off his fingers whenever he could.

His hands felt like they were on fire as he started back down the true path. It was hard to unclench his fingers without feeling as though they might be useless the next time he tightened them. He could feel the blood pulsing against his knuckles and joints as his muscles began to cramp in the worst possible way.

He let out a wordless shout at one point, sure that he was about to fall. It took all of his willpower to push through it and reach the other side. He almost botched his dismount, only just landing on the sandbar instead of against the disqualifying surface of the water.

He felt like he needed time to recover, but there was no time. The two men ahead of him were already midway through the unfortunately named Remenai swing. He made a quick attempt at shaking the fatigue from his fingers and took hold of one of the ropes.

The Remenai swing was more about timing than strength or dexterity. The sandbar on the other side was positioned in a spot below that required each contestant to judge their forward momentum. It wasn’t simply about hanging onto the rope until the crest of the swing.

Damon managed it on his first try, more out of luck than skill. His fingers were too pained for him to hold on any longer, so he let go a second earlier than he otherwise would have. His speed gave him an extra few feet of distance through the air. He hit the end of the sandbar and rolled over one shoulder, coming back to his feet.

The bridge and climbing pole were the only obstacles left. The two competitors who’d been ahead of him had already fought each other. One was wading through the mud toward where the disqualified contestants gathered. The remaining man had two short swords out and was glaring at Damon as he approached.

He was bald, with broad shoulders and several garish silver nose rings. He twirled his short swords in a flourish, snarling like a beast. Damon needed no further encouragement.

His hands were still tired from the previous obstacles, but proper duels were what he felt most confident about. He attacked, parried two strikes from the bald man, and easily disarmed one of his weapons. The short sword let out a splash as it sank into the mud.

The bald man shifted his gaze toward where the weapon had disappeared, probably in an effort to remember the spot so he could recover it later. It was a mistake, though an understandable one. Damon slashed his thigh, forcing him to one knee, and easily twisted the other weapon out of his hand before tipping him over the side of the bridge with barely any resistance.

He sheathed his sword to the sound of the roaring crowd. When he reached the top of the pole, he held the Competitor’s Badge up to them, hearing their cheers intensify.

It almost felt like stepping back into his old life. Austine’s bloodied face danced through his memory, stealing away the glory of the moment. He dropped back down to the sand and began walking off the course.


CHAPTER 17

Malon, Ria, and Vel had found a place to watch Damon from on the slope. He felt his mood soar as he saw their expressions. Malon and Vel were all smiles, with eyes that sparkled with pride for him.

Ria seemed subtly intrigued, almost wary. It was a look that he been favored with since that first day when she’d returned to the farmstead and sized him up as an adult, after years apart. She was appraising him. Judging him against herself and experiencing a reaction.

“Solas,” said Malon. “You did wonderful. I’m genuinely impressed.”

“I was a bit worried, watching you on the ropes,” said Vel. “You almost fell. A few times. But the way you fought against the bald man on the bridge was just… incredible.”

Her eyes darted down to his chest, and then to his hands.

“It felt good,” he said. “For the most part.”

Ria didn’t say anything. She was still watching him in that sidelong way, maintaining her silence. It made the moment feel rather tense.

“Do you need to watch the rest of the preliminaries?” asked Malon.

Damon shook his head. “I don’t see any reason to. It’s not worth trying to learn my opponents with so many still left.”

“Seta?” asked Malon.

Ria’s eyes were still on Damon. “I am content to be of direct knowledge of each opponent as they come.”

She started back toward Avaricia without another word, passing near enough by him for her shoulder to brush his. Damon watched her go, tall and lean, hips swaying.

“She didn’t say anything during your round,” said Vel. “She was just totally focused on you.”

“She gets that way, sometimes,” said Damon.

Malon crossed an arm over her chest, holding the elbow of her other arm. “I worry about what might happen if the two of you have to face each other.”

So did he, though he would never admit it out loud. “We’re both competitive, but we love each other.”

Vel and Malon glanced at each other, seeming to share in a moment of unspoken knowing. Damon cleared his throat.

“Shall we?” He held out a hand to each of them. Vel took his left, and Malon took his right.

It was later in the day than he’d realized. There was an undercurrent of excitement running through Avaricia as Damon walked through the gates with Malon and Vel.

A group of acrobats were in the middle of a performance just inside the city. One of them waved to Damon and the others as they entered, earnest and eager to have their attention. He was about to continue past when a short woman with powerful arms began insistently tugging on Vel’s sleeve, much to the enjoyment of the assembled crowd.

“Amanos the Spry knows how to fly!” shouted the woman. “Will you trust in his legs, or will you walk on by?”

“I have no money in my purse,” said Vel, annoyed and aloof.

“She’s just shy,” said Damon. He felt suddenly possessed by a need to either torture Vel or see her have fun. He gave her a slight push on the shoulders, ignoring the glare she whipped her head around to favor him with.

“You’re evil, solas,” said Malon, quietly. “Or possibly a saint.”

He was still holding Malon’s hand, and he could almost feel her mood through her fingers. They both watched the short woman position Vel down on her knees alongside two other crowd participants.

A barefoot, freckled man with curly brown hair jumped from foot to foot further up the street. He waved to the crowd and dropped into a crouch, slapping his hand against the ground stones until the crowd began to clap to a similar rhythm.

He burst into motion, sprinting toward the kneeling line of crowd members at full speed. Damon felt drawn in, though he’d always had a fondness for acrobats. He’d done flips before in a fair number of his gladiator bouts.

The freckled man tripped at the last possible moment, falling past Vel and the other kneelers and tumbling into an exaggerated crash. The short woman who’d done the recruiting from the crowd sighed, rolled her sleeves up, and began to flip.

It was unreal. It left Damon wondering why he’d ever wasted his money fighting in the place of… whatever it was exactly that he was witnessing. The woman seemed to fling herself against the ground with her hands in a manner that was more natural than most people were while walking.

She did handsprings to the front and then reversed, flipping backwards with and without contact. She spun, flinging her hand up into the air, and dragged her bare foot across the stones in a dancing movement.

The crowd went wild as she broke into a sprint, following along the path toward Vel and the volunteers. She jumped, flipping over them with perfect form and landing with more momentum than she’d taken off with.

The cheer that went up from everyone watching was loud and genuine. Malon squeezed Damon’s shoulder and gave him an infectious smile. Vel looked awed. She looked more like how Damon so often remembered her as a child, curious and open.

A boy no older than ten came around with a disheveled hat, accepting donations that the crowd was eager to give. Damon tossed in a sable, as did Malon. Vel put in two.

The crowd didn’t disperse so much as evolve as the acrobats seamlessly began a second, identical show. Damon followed behind Malon and Vel as they started back toward the Royal Lodgings.

“Tell them that you need to run an errand,” said a familiar voice, from just over his shoulder.

Damon let out a quiet sigh. “I’ll catch up with you two,” he called.

“Solas?” Malon furrowed her brow.

“I… wanted to check in with a friend I saw during the preliminaries,” said Damon. “He lives nearby.”

Malon and Vel glanced at each other again.

“Whatever,” said Vel.

“We’ll see you back at the Royal Lodgings, then,” said Malon.

He nodded and watched them walk away. There was nobody behind him when he turned around, but he knew where he’d find her.

Wrath was behind a grouping of nearby merchant stalls, within the crowd’s collective blind spot. She wore a plain gray robe with a few locks of blue hair hanging loose from the hood.

She led Damon down a long alleyway which grew narrower with each step they took. It cut left at a sharp corner, putting them out of sight of the rest of the world.

“Do you like being manipulated?” asked Wrath. She pulled her hood down and leaned back against the brick with her legs crossed.

“Not especially,” he said. “Certainly not by you.”

“By Princess Kastet, then?”

Damon shook his head dismissively. “I refused to be her champion.”

“But you accepted her sword,” said Wrath. “You naïve, shortsighted young man. It’s a known weapon. King Patrick Alquin’s Silver Dancer.
”

“As if anyone is going to recognize a slightly famous sword at that distance.”

“It’s not a slightly famous sword, you uncultured twat, and it was recognized,” said Wrath. “By me. By several other nobles, at least one with a large mouth and no tact. Kastet was being congratulated on the success of her champions
, plural, within minutes of your victory.”

“Not my problem.”

Wrath blurred forward, and a tremendous cracking and shaking came from the wall behind Damon. She’d slammed her hand into the building deep enough to leave a palm print with fissures webbing outward, missing his head by mere inches. Damon fought the urge to sneeze as he tasted the dust she’d just ejected into the air.

“I decide what is and is not your problem.” She spoke in a whisper, bringing her face close to his. “This, Damon Al-Kendras, is your problem. But worry not! I have the solution.”

She reached into her cloak and withdrew a familiar black longsword closed into an ornate silver scabbard. His wrathblade seemed no worse for wear after its dip into the ocean.

“I hope you didn’t get too wet in the process of retrieving it,” he said.

“I had Shank fetch it for me. He’s a good swimmer.”

She pushed the weapon into Damon’s hands. He narrowed his eyes.

“I’m not your servant, Wrath,” he said. “I don’t care how much of my father’s debt you’ve bought. If you want me to fight for you in this tournament, I’m going to need something more.”

One of her eyebrows twitched, and a tiny smile played across her lips. “Just what is it you want from me then?”

“Your crest.”

It was bold, and he had no idea if it was a good idea, but he couldn’t simply leave the power she could potentially offer him sitting on the table. If he was going to be swept up in whatever game the Forsaken were playing, he wasn’t interested in rolling the dice on hope and whispers.

“Not yet,” said Wrath. “Win the tournament. Extinguish your rebellious streak. Serve me well.”

She reached out, running a finger along the line of his chin, and then began walking out of the alleyway.

“Good luck next round.”


CHAPTER 18

“There’s salt in my scabbard!” hissed the wrathblade. “Polish me! Rub my pommel!”

Damon ignored the sword as he made his way through Avaricia and back up to the Royal Lodgings. He’d wandered for a while after his meeting with Wrath, keen on giving himself as much time to think as possible before returning to Malon and the others and being forced back into secrecy and lies.

He had the idea that maybe he should make an attempt at selling both swords, or at selling Kastet’s and ditching the wrathblade. He could then use the money to quit the city. There was a certain appeal to being resolute in his refusal to be anyone’s puppet, but he knew that Wrath wouldn’t let him go so easily.

He also knew he’d never be able to make himself leave Malon, Ria, and Vel. He couldn’t trust that Wrath wouldn’t follow through on her threats, especially after what he’d already done to try her patience. He needed to be smarter than that.

It was early evening when he reentered the Royal Lodgings, though the overcast sky made it feel later. The guards had taken to recognizing him on sight, however, and simply waved him in as he approached the entrance.

He was hungry and felt like he needed a bath, but he decided to find Princess Kastet and settle the matter of his multiple swords, first. Damon discovered her tending to her rooftop garden, wearing a simple blue and white evening gown that looked loose and comfortable.

Lilian was with Kastet, and she gave Damon a playful smile as he made his way over. Kastet dusted dirt from her hands, furrowing a brow a bit when she saw him carrying the sword she’d lent him.

“Lilian,” said Kastet. “Why don’t you find something to help with inside?”

“Of course, milady.”

She glanced at Damon as she strode by him, but his eyes never left the young princess.

“I take it that you’re here for a reason, Damon?” asked Kastet.

She didn’t demand formality from him, and he didn’t bother to feign it.

“Why did you trick me into wielding a sword that’s so strongly associated with your ancestry?” he asked.

Kastet shrugged. “Why did you refuse to be my champion if you intended to fight in the tournament anyway?”

“I felt like stretching my legs.”

She didn’t smile, but she did approach him. Kastet’s brown hair hung loose, and it danced in the gentle evening breeze, scattering sideways across her face.

“Do you seek revenge for what happened to your friend?” she asked.

Austine’s face was there again, a sobering, taunting reminder of the worst thing he’d ever done. Damon took a slow breath, wondering if she’d asked the question simply to throw him off.

He answered her honestly. “Yes.”

“You were not the focus of that day, I hope you know. I brought the idea forward to Avarice on Vel’s behalf before I fully understood who he was, and how he is. He forced you to fight a duel to the death with someone you care about simply to mock and unsettle me.”

“What’s your point?” snapped Damon. “Should I feel relieved at the fact that I killed my best friend, my brother, as a pawn in a theater show presented by a monster?”

“I am not here of my own free will. Not in the way you might think me to be. I am as much of a pawn as you are, Damon. I was sent here to Avaricia by my father as a way of feeling out the tenacity of his alliance with the Godking.

“There is a balance of power between the Realm of Old Merinia and Veridan’s Curve. My father has land, armies, and trained spellbloods. Perhaps that would be enough against one of the other Forsaken, but Avarice has solidified his power here. In time, he could invade Merinia, seize Hearthold, make his title of Godking more than just a flaunt of his ego.”

Damon set the sword she’d lent him down against the roof like a cane as he considered what she was saying.

“You wanted me as your champion because you think we want the same thing,” he replied.

“I know we want the same thing,” said Kastet. “Your revenge and my father’s will are perfectly aligned.”

He was shocked and a little impressed by how open she was to discussing treason with him. It made him consider his words extremely carefully. There was a chance that expressing even a sliver of doubt or disloyalty might lead to him being assassinated in his sleep.

“There are others who might also have similar interests,” he said. He knew he couldn’t name Wrath openly, but if Kastet had a plan, perhaps he could share parts of it with her and solicit some indirect help.

“Not yet,” said Kastet. “For now, my moves are small, simple, and reasonable. If you wish to help me, Damon, fight to your best in the tournament. With or without my sword. Help Ria do the same. Defeat Avarice’s champion and plant the first seeds of doubt within the heart of the populace.”

Damon gave her a tired smile. “It’s interesting how neatly your request matches what I was already going to do.”

“What you should find genuinely interesting is how I reward those who serve me faithfully. Would you care to have Lilian help you in the bath again tonight?”

He felt his face flush a bit. He should have guessed that Kastet was behind that, or at least aware of it.

“That won’t be necessary.”

“Do you have your eyes on someone else, then?” she asked, holding his gaze.

Damon let the tension build a bit before answering. “That’s a dangerous question, your majesty.”

“I’m glad you recognize that.”

Kastet gave him a small nod and turned to face her garden. Damon took it to be a dismissal and headed back toward the door leading downstairs. He left the Silver Dancer leaning against the wall.

He took a bath, scrubbing off dirt and dried sweat. He was starving when he finished, and he was disappointed to find that the mealtime had already ended in the dining hall.

He returned to his room, feeling pensive, tired, and hungry. Malon and Ria were lounging at the table, each of them sipping a goblet of wine. They both looked his way as he entered.

“Solas,” said Malon. “Finally. We fixed a plate for you.”

Damon’s stomach groaned with relief. It was quality food, too. A lean steak, already sliced into bite sized pieces, sat next to a roasted potato and buttered carrots and peas. He took a seat at the table and began wolfing it down, letting his hunger make him slightly rude.

“You were gone for much of the day,” said Ria. “Of what have you been up to?”

“Looking for my wrathblade,” he said, through a bite of food. “I found it.”

It was a relatively benign lie, compared to some of his other recent falsehoods. Ria sighed. Malon gave him a patient, though disbelieving, smile.

“I worry about the effect this city has upon you, solas,” said Malon.

“You were also about your own business today, Malon,” pointed out Ria.

She gave an innocent shrug. “I was consulting with a friend.”

Damon felt an odd suspicion, but he knew better than to put it into words. He wanted to know if Malon’s friend was Lascivious. Wrath had come to Avaricia on a mission to embarrass Avarice. It wasn’t out of the question to think that Lascivious might have the same idea.

If she answered honestly, however, it would reveal too much within earshot of his wrathblade. He had to be mindful of what he said for the time being. His conversation with Kastet had already been dangerously frank.

He kept eating. Malon and Ria talked about the Mud Gauntlet and the reaction to Ria’s tempesting.

“If you continue to perform at such a level, you’ll have a reputation by the time you leave the city,” said Malon.

“One I neither want nor need,” said Ria. “I do not like this place.”

“I know,” said Malon. “I was surprised that you accepted Kastet’s offer to begin with. I do wish you’d consulted with seta first. She seemed… rather upset about it.”

“Understandably upset,” said Damon. “It took us a while to, ah, convince my friend Jenavell last night.”

Malon poured him a goblet of wine, which he began sipping greedily as he finished the rest of his food.

“We must stay mindful of her feelings,” said Malon. “She is in a vulnerable position right now. Kastet seems as though she can be very demanding of those who serve her.”

“That’s certainly the truth,” said Damon. “I’ll talk to her. I think she might appreciate my help and advice.”

The night progressed with lots of wine and relaxed conversation. When the time finally came for them to retire to bed, Damon let out an exaggerated sigh, poking his makeshift sleeping mat with his foot.

“If I lose tomorrow, I’m placing the full blame on the embrace of the hard floor,” he said.

“I hope you find a better excuse to be of when you eventually lose to me,” said Ria, with a teasing smile.

“You do have a point, solas,” said Malon. “If you’re competing, it seems cruel of me to force you onto the floor. The bed can fit three, I think.”

She spoke the words with a deliberate aloofness, as though it was no big deal. Damon nodded, trying to keep the rush of excitement from showing on his face. He certainly couldn’t keep his lower body from reacting to the prospect.

“I am of confidence that it can,” said Ria, with a yawn. “I brought the nightgown you bought for me, Damon. Shall I change into it now?”

“Seta…” said Malon.

“You wore yours already last night,” Ria pointed out. “Damon’s presence should not preclude us from being comfortable.”

Malon frowned but didn’t object. Damon leaned back in his chair, sipping his wine, as the two women moved behind the room’s changing partitions and began stripping out of their clothing.

He tried not look. At least, to the best of his ability. His resolve broke after three seconds, and he felt his eyes drinking in the sight of their beautiful silhouettes as they got naked mere feet away from him.

He was concerned, and justifiably so. His attraction to both Malon and Ria had long since crossed the line of easily and innocently sharing beds. He remembered Vel’s words about obsession the previous day and couldn’t help but wonder if his aesta had suggested the idea in part as a test to him.

“Whoops!” Malon stumbled, bumping into the changing partition as she stepped out of her girlshorts.

He decided she was probably just drunk and lacking in caution. It was still a test, however, one which he could pass or fail. A test of willpower in the face of temptation. They weren’t on the farm, secluded away from the rest of the world. Both the consequences and the weight of Damon’s shame were made real by that fact.

“Damon,” cooed Ria. “How do I look?”

She stepped out from the divider, wearing the thin green nightgown he’d bought for her and nothing else. Damon felt his cock straining against his trousers. He almost didn’t even trust himself to answer her question.

“It looks good,” he said, with a cough.

The fit of the gown was small and tight. Ria’s tanned thighs were left mostly exposed. She’d made the playful choice to leave one shoulder strap undone, causing the chest of the gown to sag on an angle, revealing a diagonal swath of her wonderful cleavage. The dip was enough for him to see a hint of one of her nipples.

“The fabric is so soft.” Ria ran her hands down her hips, pulling the gown low enough to flash one boob in its entirety.

“Seta, don’t be cruel,” said Malon. “Damon is a young man. Teasing him in such ways will only leave him frustrated.”

There was entirely too much truth in her words, far more than he suspected she realized. Malon emerged from behind the partition, seeming more conscious of the amount of skin she was revealing than Ria.

Her nightgown was pink, and it hung longer on her legs and tighter against her chest. Damon couldn’t stop himself from ogling her as she unfolded her arms, revealing the full curves of her pale breasts. Her nipples were visible as illicit points against the thin cotton fabric.

“Damon should not be forced to sleep in all his clothing,” said Ria. “Shall we help him undress and get more comfortable?”

“Seta!” snapped Malon, putting some genuine authority in her voice. “What did I just say?”

“I am only teasing,” she said. “He is still my opponent. I would do myself a service in leaving him in a state of frustration, for now.”

Damon rolled his eyes. “You overestimate your effect on me.”

It was a lie, and a bad one.


CHAPTER 19

Damon did end up taking off his shirt and trousers, using the changing partition for one of the first times in his life. He wasn’t usually concerned with modesty, but the struggle of trying to hide his growing bulge forced his hand.

Shirtless, pants-less, and naked aside from his undershorts, he stepped back out into view. Ria made no attempt at hiding her interest in his hardening cock. Malon was more circumspect with her glances. The silence that held across those first few seconds was more intense and awkward than any amount of leering could be.

“It’s late,” said Malon. “We should rest.”

“I will sleep in the middle,” said Ria.

“Nice try, seta,” said Malon. “This was my idea. I’ll take the middle place.”

She leaned forward to pull back the quilt. Damon felt a strange surge of arousal and shame as he saw her nightgown slide up her thighs in response to the movement. She climbed into bed, adjusting the pillows so they each would at least have one.

“Ready for bed?” she said, looking at him expectantly.

He couldn’t decide whether he was the luckiest man in the world or on the precipice of a night of torture. He walked around to the side of the bed and joined Malon, feeling his right shoulder brush against her left.

This wasn’t the first time the three of them had slept together in the same bed, or at least under the same quilt. In the first year after Malon became his aesta, before Vel was born, they’d often gone camping.

They’d shared a single sleeping pad within the tent, or sometimes under the stars on especially fair nights. Damon could remember the fact, but the memory of it was faded. He’d never seen them as women, full of passion and sexuality. Not back then.

The change had been so sudden, and it represented a shift so stark. They’d become more to each other. There was an excitement to it, a danger. It was more than simple temptation.

He saw so many of those feelings in Ria’s expression as she climbed into bed. He wasn’t sure whether she’d thought about it far more than he had, or perhaps far less. There was an element of reproach to it, as if she was playfully rebuking him for the way he looked at her.

Or, more likely, rebuking him for his incredibly obvious erection. He rolled onto his side. The bed was small, and with Malon lying right next to him, his body fell into what felt like the perfect place behind hers.

She had her back turned to him. The bed was so tiny. Even just simply nudging forward to keep himself from the edge was enough to push him into direct contact. His cock was taut against his undershorts. It nestled in between Malon’s soft buttocks.

It was beyond soft. Malon shifted, rocking back, realizing what she was feeling for what it was. He felt her tense, and the effect it had on Damon within the silence of the moment was massive.

“Sorry,” he said.

“It’s alright,” said Malon.

“What?” asked Ria.

Malon shifted away from him, but she could only shift so much. She rolled onto her back, frowned, and then rolled onto her other side. She was facing him now, her face close. Too close.

“If you could get the lantern, solas,” she said.

“Of course.”

He reached over to the bed table and extinguished the lantern. The darkness changed everything. Damon’s cock felt so hard that it was as though it was pulling away from the rest of his body.

He settled a hand on Malon’s hips and flexed his hips forward, gently poking her in the stomach. His cock dragged downward as he shifted again. He felt her touch his cheek, and she was clearly aware of the nature of his stirring, if not annoyed by it.

She surprised him with a sudden kiss. Malon’s mouth became the only thing in the world that held any relevance to Damon. He shuddered as he kissed her back, risking a small, seeking movement with his tongue.

She responded to it. The kiss became a passionate mixture of swirling tongues and soft sucking. Ria was lying right next to them, but she couldn’t begrudge an aesta for giving her solas a goodnight kiss. Right?

Malon finally turned her cheek. Damon kissed that, too, and then moved on to planting his lips against her neck. She let out a small sigh.

“Goodnight, solas,” she whispered.

She rolled over again, returning her butt to the exact position and angle it had been in before. Damon began spooning against her from behind more blatantly, letting his cock slide between her thighs more directly.

Her nightgown had ridden up slightly, and his tool was resting just underneath her womanhood, though it was still covered by her girlshorts.

His arousal had him by the throat. He was ashamed of himself. After all of Malon’s warnings, resistance, and calls to reason, he still felt such need for her. She was his aesta. He was actively keeping secrets from her, but in this, he could still find a disgusting form of honesty.

He started dry humping her with tiny movements. With both of them laying on the bed sideways, in such direct contact, he could simply flex forward and release into her heavenly thighs and butt. Malon’s thighs were simply awesome.

It was almost like the silent sex he and Ria had shared the night before, except with clothes on, and far more suppressed guilt. He sped up, letting his hand rub along Malon’s hip as though he was gloating to her about how horny and debauched he could be.

Malon sighed again. “I think it’s time we get some sleep, solas.”

It was the same stern voice that she’d used so often throughout their childhood. Not just on him, but on Vel and Ria, too. He heard Ria let out a sleepy groan and stir slightly. His shame finally won out. His aesta was telling him no, and his ears could hear it even if his cock refused to listen.

Damon rolled onto his back, doubting he’d be able to get any sleep even as he began to try.

***

He did sleep, and even had a dream. He was in the lake, chasing after a water nymph which had been living there in secret, right under their noses. Her skin and hair were both blue, and she was naked and slippery.

He needed to grab it so that he could show Malon and the others. Each time he managed to get a hold of the nymph, however, it would wiggle and squirm, forcing him to use more of his body to pin it properly. He grabbed it again, squeezing and trying to keep it tight against him.

The nymph twitched slightly, and he was awake.

He’d begun spooning again with Malon at some point. It wasn’t entirely clear to Damon how much of the dream had manifested in the movements of his body. What was clear to him, however, was that his cock was still rock hard. Harder than rock hard. Hard past the point of having reason and sanity.

His hand was on Malon’s stomach. He slid it upward, groping her breast through her nightgown. She was asleep, he told himself. She wouldn’t mind. His own logic disgusted him, but even still, he kept going.

Vel was right. He was a pervert. He began humping her faster, shifting so his cock poked against her thinly covered womanhood each time. It didn’t have to be covered. He slid his own undershorts down, letting his member out underneath the warm confines of the quilt.

Sliding his naked cock back in between Malon’s thighs felt so much better. He gave her body a small squeeze as he rocked his hips back and forth. He loved her so much. He prodded into her covered womanhood again. Did it have to be covered?

He was hazily aware that one of his hands was toying with the waistband of her girlshorts. Malon would never forgive him for what he was about to do. He might not ever forgive himself. His body felt like it was moving on its own as his intense, throbbing need took control.

He had to put it in.

He started pulling down her girlshorts.

“Don’t you dare, solas,” hissed Malon, in a quiet and rather unamused voice.

He recoiled as though he’d been slapped. In fact, he would have rather been slapped. His shame and guilt caught up with him like a crashing wave, overtaking his head and forcing him to think about what he’d just been about to do.

“Aesta,” he whispered. “I am so sorry. That was stupid.”

Ria’s faint breathing was regular and even from the other side of the bed. Malon rolled onto her side to face him as Damon rolled onto his back. He couldn’t see her face in the darkness and it left a horrible, uncertain tension to the moment until he heard her speak again.

“I didn’t realize this would be so, um, hard for you,” she whispered. “I should have, after what happened the last time we shared a bed.”

It felt so unfair for her to bring up their time in the tent. Though she often tried to deny it, Malon was as vulnerable to the whims of her mood and her lust as he was. If she’d been in the same mood tonight as she was back then, perhaps she wouldn’t have stopped him.

No, she would have still stopped him. At least from doing that
.

“I’m being foolish,” he muttered. “The first round of the tournament is tomorrow. I need to stop torturing myself and get some sleep.”

“Are you going to be able to sleep with your body so… tense?” she asked.

The way she asked the question without using any naughty words was so typical. She wouldn’t ask him if his throbbing cock was getting in the way of restful sleep. She’d ask about his tense body, as though they weren’t a minute out from him having dry humped her ass.

“I may have to take care of myself, first,” he said. He felt his face heat up as he admitted it.

Malon said nothing for a moment, but finally she slid off the bed. Damon wondered if he’d offended her to the point of her choosing the floor, but she soon came back to her spot.

“I got you a towel,” she whispered.

Damon felt his heart skip a beat. “So you don’t mind if I…?”

He was as bad as she was. He couldn’t say it, not to her. Not to his aesta.

“You’ve already shared your sword polishing habits with me in the past,” whispered Malon, with a hint of amusement. “I understand. But only this time. In the future, you should always do it in private.”

His undershorts were already down. Damon shifted, putting his shoulder in contact with Malon. He took hold of his cock and began to stroke under the sheets, surprising himself with the power of his initial movements.

“Shhh…” Malon set a hand on his chest. “Ria’s sleeping. Go slow, solas.”

“I’ll go slow,” he repeated.

She rubbed his chest as he continued to stroke himself off. She moved in closer, and he could feel her breasts mashing into his shoulder.

Her breath was hot against his neck, and when she whispered to him, her words made the hairs on his neck stand up. “Let me know when you’re close.”

He turned his head toward her, forcing out a reply in between horny, labored breaths. “Of course, aesta.”

“You’ve grown so much,” she whispered. “You had so much energy as a boy.”

“I have even more as a man.”

“Of a different kind, it seems.” She rubbed his chest again, her hand sliding down to briefly caress his stomach.

“That feels good,” he whispered.

“Solas…” she chided. “You should hurry up and finish.”

“Could you—”

“No.”

“But what if—”

“Solas.” Her voice was stern again, and for some reason, it made his arousal spike upward. He stroked his cock faster, reaching his free hand over to touch any part of his aesta he could find.

She caught his hand with hers and pinned it against the pillow, lacing her fingers through his and removing the danger. It was beyond hot. He could still feel her breath tickling his neck. Her focus was on him and his dirty movements, despite her reticence.

“Aesta,” he said. “I’m… going to…”

He felt her shift the towel into position, closing the soft fabric around his hard cock as he began to blow his seed. It was absolute bliss, despite being such an indirect touch. She kept it tightly wrapped around his tool, even rubbing a bit to clean him up as the last of his stickiness dribbled out.

“Feel better?” whispered Malon.

He nodded. “So much better.”

“I love you solas,” she whispered. “But you must learn restraint.”

“I love you, aesta, and I will.”

He bit back on a quip about having her teach him. She’d done enough for him already.


CHAPTER 20

The Mid City Arena’s pits were damp and grimy, exactly as Damon remembered. The first fight of the morning was already underway. He and approximately half of the other contestants waited for their eventual turns, listening to the crowd react and cheer without having a direct view of the action.

He’d woken up late that morning and rushed through his morning routine. Malon had acted as though nothing untoward had occurred between them the night before, which was somehow both a relief and disappointment.

He hadn’t seen Vel, as she’d been attending to Kastet since early in the morning. Ria had been quiet, saying more with her eyes than with her words. Each time she looked at him, Damon had gotten the sense that she was actively sizing him up as an opponent.

She was on the same side of the arena, though apparently still in a distant mood. Eight competitors waited in the eastern pit, while the other eight waited in the western. It was a way to keep tensions between the men and women who’d soon be facing off in front of the crowd from boiling over.

Damon was sitting on one of the cold stone benches in the back of the room, holding his wrathblade across his legs. He’d taken care of everything he needed to that morning, with the exception of coming to a proper compromise with the sword.

“Hey,” he whispered to the sword, shaking it gently. “Are you awake?”

“Bah!” snapped the wrathblade. “If I weren’t, I’d have sliced your insolent hand for deigning to touch me.”

“Uh-huh,” said Damon, rolling his eyes. “Look. We need to find a way to make this work.”

“Serve and keep your mouth firmly shut,” said the wrathblade. “That would work wonderfully.”

He gritted his teeth. “You know what I’m getting at. I may need to draw from your power during this upcoming fight. I need to know that you’ll oblige me.”

“You want everyone to oblige you in everything, it seems,” said the wrathblade. “Too bad! I obey Wrath, not you.”

“Wrath has a vested interest in me winning.”

“You’d best fight hard, then. Prove that you can be a good little boy who heeds orders and perhaps I’ll start putting out for you.”

Damon massaged his temples. A few of the other gladiators nearby were giving him awkward glances, which was probably fair.

Ria was standing next to one of the tournament organizers, preparing for her fight, which would be next. The tournament rules required that each participant wear at least one piece of armor of some kind. There was a surplus of shields, chest guards, gauntlets and pauldrons for fighters to borrow if needed.

It was a format which allowed the tournament to carefully sidestep Avarice’s ban on proper fights to the death. While people did occasionally die during the Honorshade Tournament, killing an opponent who was attempting to yield was considered to be a criminal act.

Forcing the fighters to wear armor, even if just a single piece, elongated each duel and made the matches undeniably safer. Still, Damon felt his concern growing as he watched Ria pull on a leather chest plate. She wiggled as she adjusted it, looking rather uncomfortable with the fit.

He made his way over and started helping her with one of the side straps. Ria scowled and slapped his hand away.

“Easy,” he said. “I just wanted to wish you good luck.”

“Each fight I win will only bring us closer to confrontation. Perhaps you should wish me an early exit from the tournament, instead? Unless the idea of facing your wife as an opponent excites you?”

Her words were playful, but the look she gave him was anything but. He was clearly an opponent to her, now. Her banter seemed more like a way of getting into his head than an attempt at flirting.

“The sky isn’t cloudy today,” he said. “You won’t be able to rely on your tempesting. I hope you’ve been practicing with your weapons.”

She had both a wooden spear and the throwing knife he’d given her.

“It is for the best that you cannot be of a view from the pits,” said Ria. “If you saw just how much my practice has developed my skills, you might begin to doubt yourself.”

Damon yanked on one of the side straps, drawing a small gasp from her. “Careful, Ria. Arrogance is a weakness unto itself.”

“A strong opponent will always appear arrogant to a weaker one.”

She held his gaze, smiling in a way that seemed to dare him to either fight her or fuck her. The tournament organizer cleared his throat and waved her over to the hall that led to the arena.

He felt a growing sense of anxiety as he listened to the arena announcer introducing her opponent. Bennet Narino, a pelt hunter turned mercenary, was not someone Damon had heard of before, but the way the crowd cheered left him wondering if maybe he should have.

“Facing off against him, we have a mighty Remenai temptress!” shouted the announcer. A few mocking chuckles came from the crowd.

He let them linger a moment before continuing. “She gives her name as Ria Zakur, but here in Avaricia, she’s already being called the Witch of the Badlands. A spellblood tempester who defeated her opponents through surprise, deceit, and raw magical power!”

The crowd responded with a mixture of boos and jeers. Damon tightened his fingers around his wrathblade’s hilt. The inherent prejudice against the Rem in Avaricia posed more of a threat than simple shouting. Crowds had been known to throw objects, food, even rocks, at fighters that they disliked.

He heard one of the tournament organizers strike the starting drum and tried to imagine the duel taking place as he listened to the crowd’s reaction. Their shouting pitched upward into a cheer, probably for Ria’s opponent.

It cut off into boos. Had Ria scored a hit? The cheering rose again, shifting back and forth in pitch, but never settling down completely.

Out of nowhere, the crowd went silent. Damon felt his heart catch in his throat. Several fractured seconds passed, and then there was an outrageous cheer that left him guessing at what might have occurred.

“We have a winner!” shouted the announcer. “The Witch of the Badlands has vanquished Bennet Narino without so much as a single spell!”

Ria looked rather pleased with herself as she reentered the pits, followed by the continuous cheers of the crowd. Several of the other fighters hurried over to congratulate her. Damon tried not to notice the ones obviously leering at her body as she stripped off the borrowed armor and tossed it to the ground.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” said the tournament organizer. “You’re up next.”

He nodded, grabbing a small leather buckler from the armor pile on his way past. It was the bare minimum amount of armor that the rules would allow him to get away with. He wasn’t interested in slowing himself down with anything more, given how much he doubted he’d give up even a single hit to his opponent in round one.

“Damon,” called Ria. “Good luck.”

He nodded. The competitiveness he’d seen before still lingered in her expression, but there was concern there, as well.

The tournament organizer led him to the mouth of the entrance hall. He stared out across the arena. The ground was a mixture of brown dirt and tan sand, with a few obvious streaks of blood that the organizers attempted to rake out of existence in between each round.

He got his first glimpse of his opponent, and it wasn’t encouraging. A giant of a man stood across the arena, in front of the other hallway. He was clad in heavy steel armor from top to bottom, and carried a massive, double handed maul.

“Our first competitor was a legend in his time!” boomed the announcer. “Salmon Ban-Tellmore, the gray-haired giant! He served alongside King Antoine in the days before he ascended to the throne. For the past two decades, he’s been holding back the Remenai threat at the head of a mercenary company on the outskirts of civilization.”

A cheer went up as Salmon strode out into the arena, holding his massive maul up with one arm. Damon felt reaffirmed in his decision not to wear much armor. It would have been useless against that type of weapon.

“Facing off against him is a young man who hardly needs an introduction,” shouted the announcer. “Damon Al-Kendras, gladiator extraordinaire! As the former consort to Lady Adele of Paquet, his swordplay clearly extends far beyond the ring. No doubt a trait he inherited from his father, the famous Danio Al-Kendras of the Gilded Swords.”

Damon felt his face heat up, despite his intense focus on the oncoming fight. It felt strange to hear one of his most memorable sexual conquests being offered up for the crowd’s amusement. Lady Adele had been so taken with him that she’d presented the wrathblade to him as a gift.

“Damon was the bitter rival of Austine Treymore, a fellow gladiator who fell at the edge of his blade in the first blood bout Avaricia had seen in over a decade,” continued the announcer. “Don’t let his young face fool you. He’s as dangerous as they come.”

Damon took a breath, doing his best to keep his disgust in check. The announcer waved them over to stand across from each other in the arena’s center. He drew his sword, touching it against Salmon’s maul in a prefight salute.

One of the tournament organizers struck the starting drum, and the fight began under the roar of the cheering crowd.


CHAPTER 21

Damon wasn’t sure what to make of his opponent. He circled Salmon, trying to judge as much as he could from the way the other man squared off against him.

The helmet added to the mystique. He couldn’t see Salmon’s expression or eyes, which meant more than it might seem to someone inexperienced with the particulars of dueling.

The announcer’s description made him think he was dealing with a grizzled old man, which was worrying, rather than reassuring. An old mercenary was a dangerous mercenary. Especially one with enough sense to shift his fighting style toward the sort of brute strength and sustainability provided by heavy armor and a two-handed weapon.

He tested Salmon’s reaction time with a quick overhead slash. The maul’s pole came up to block his strike without difficulty. Damon twisted, chopping at the knee, where he hoped there would be a gap in between the metal boots and pauldrons.

If there was, he couldn’t reach it with his sword from a forward angle. Salmon surged forward, poking outward with the butt of the maul’s handle. It was an unexpectedly quick and practical attack. Damon grunted as it took him in the ribs with enough force to steal his breath and leave a bruise.

They traded attacks in a similar manner for the next minute. None of the places Damon tested with his sword proved to be true chinks in his opponent’s armor. The visor slit would have been the obvious point of attack had the fight been to the death, but an attack like that had no place in the arena.

Salmon brought his maul down in a savage overhead strike. Damon threw himself into a sideways roll, trying not to think of what would be left of any part of his body unfortunate enough to get between the head of the weapon and the ground.

If his dodge had been better, he might have been able to get behind the other man and begin testing the armor from a more vulnerable angle. The problem was that Salmon’s style was defensive and intelligent, given their matchup.

The old mercenary’s focus was on footwork and positioning, rather than aggression. He was content to let Damon attack. He trusted his armor and knew what would happen if the fight continued in the current fashion.

Salmon clearly wanted to wear him out and press him into an unfavorable position. Damon knew what would happen if he was forced toward the edge of the arena wall. The other man could simply rush forward and crush him against the wall, protected from whatever sword strikes Damon might try to push him back with.

He was again reminded of what he hated about fighting against older warriors. They’d learned all the right lessons over the years, by necessity. Salmon had likely formed his strategy after taking a single glance at Damon, mostly unarmed, wielding just a simple longsword. Salmon wouldn’t take the sort of fancy risks that Damon was so used to exploiting.

“I could really use some help right now,” he muttered, to his wrathblade.

“If you can’t manage this on your own, you don’t deserve my help!”

Damon clenched his teeth, wondering if the weapon might need another dip in the ocean once the fight was over. He circled Salmon and considered if there was another method of drawing the older man into a mistake.

“The announcer didn’t mention why, exactly, you left King Alquin’s service,” he shouted. “Did the two of you have a falling out?”

Salmon didn’t answer him, but he did seem to stiffen slightly. Damon saw his opening. He attacked with a quick series of sword slashes, leaving himself open. Salmon brought the maul up. Damon slashed at his armpit, hoping he might find soft flesh there in the place of hard steel.

The ricochet of his blade told him he hadn’t been so lucky. He dodged sideways as the maul came down. The crowd roared in approval.

“I left King Alquin’s service willingly, if you must know,” boomed Salmon. “I was young. I left seeking adventure, and True Divine, I found it. Do you think I enter these tournaments for anyone but myself?”

Several sharp whistles came from the audience, along with the cheering voice of a loud woman.

Damon rushed forward, slashing at waist level. Salmon dodged backward with surprising speed, putting himself clear of the strike. The maul’s butt end came up, striking him hard across the jaw. He tasted blood as he stumbled back.

Salmon didn’t immediately press forward and seize the advantage. He circled Damon, still entirely focused on positioning, more like a man trying to corral an escaped animal than what one would expect from an opponent in a duel.

Lacking any better ideas, Damon decided to try to force a mistake with another insult. “You’re sluggish. Did you get fat and saddle sore in your time watching the battles play out from safely atop your horse?”

“You know nothing of the Malagantyan if you think anyone with any sense is riding a horse through it,” said Salmon, in an irritated voice.

Damon feinted, making as though to attack from the side. He rolled at the last second, hoping he’d both dodge Salmon’s counter and put himself in a position to strike from behind him in the moment after.

He felt a metal foot deliver a scuffing kick across one of his shoulders. It was all that he could do to scramble back to his feet and get out of the range of the maul before it came down, leaving a massive divot in the sand and dirt. The audience roared, and an annoyingly loud woman continued cheering for Salmon even as everyone else calmed down.

The helmet annoyed Damon more than anything else. He couldn’t read the other man’s expression or anticipate his patterns from the small movements of his eyes. It was hard to effectively goad someone into making a mistake when he couldn’t see their face, especially someone he knew so little about.

He heard the annoying woman cheer again as Salmon began to force him back slowly but surely toward the wall. He blinked, feeling a sudden, growing suspicion.

“It sounds like she’s quite the fan of yours,” said Damon, nodding in the direction of the feminine cheers.

Salmon hesitated for a small, but noticeable moment. “Did you enter the tournament to fight or to talk?”

“She’s your wife, isn’t she?”

“You’d better watch your tongue!” snapped Salmon.

“Say, when’s the last time you and her—”

Salmon roared, attacking before Damon could even finish his question. He was far faster than he’d been letting on, but the maul was an inherently slow weapon. Damon dodged, nearly getting the opening he wanted. Salmon spun, using the maul’s butt to clear Damon’s sword.

“That long, huh?” called Damon. “If it’s an issue of sexual vigor, you could always—”

The time for talking was over. Enraged, Salmon came at him with a series of attacks from the maul that were as wild as they were dangerous. Damon knew that a single hit from the weapon’s heavy end with that much strength behind it would kill or maim him on contact.

He finally found the opportunity he’d spent so much time concocting. Salmon committed too heavily to a swing. The maul brought him off balance, forcing his legs into an open stance. Damon spun behind him, sighted the thin, necessary crack between greaves and boots along the back of the knee, and delivered a single slash with his wrathblade.

The loud woman in the audience let out a distraught howl as Salmon Ban-Tellmore dropped to one knee. He made one attempt at standing that looked extremely pained before tossing his maul down. His shoulders were slumped visibly even within his heavy armor.

“I yield,” called Salmon.


CHAMPION 23

The wild cheering of the crowd made Damon feel as though he’d won the tournament, rather than simply advanced into the top eight. He made his way back down to the pits as a few servants began preparing the arena for the next round.

The tournament organizer who he’d signed up under paid him out his prize money. It was only ten silver sables, less than he might have made from one of his shows with the Gleaming Scythe. He’d earn much more than that in the later rounds, however, assuming he could keep winning.

“You took a while to achieve your victory.” Ria was leaning against a pillar, watching him as he slid his prize money into his coin purse.

“I wanted to savor the feeling of being in front of a crowd again,” he said.

“Liar. Come, Velanor and Malon are waiting for us.”

They left the Mid-City Arena. Damon’s first breath of fresh spring air was a relief after spending so long in the dank, odorous pits. Malon and Vel were standing along the edge of the street, and they weren’t alone.

Princess Kastet, flanked by two bodyguards, smiled at him and Ria from where she stood next to her carriage.

“You both did so well,” said Malon. “Seta, your fight was so dramatic and decisive. And solas… you were very strategic in your movements.”

“I thought Damon was going to lose,” said Vel.

“Hey.” He bumped his shoulder into hers.

“I said I thought
 you were going to lose,” she said. “You didn’t. You proved me wrong.”

“I would just appreciate it if you had more confidence in me.”

He held Malon’s hand as the four of them approached Kastet, who was still waiting for them.

“I feel justified in my choice of champion.” Kastet beamed at Ria. “Truly. That was a wonderful performance. I’d like to pay you a small stipend in addition to the prize money you earned, Ria, if you’ll have it.”

“I would gladly be of acceptance,” said Ria.

“I also wanted to extend an invitation to a party this evening at Veridas Keep, within the Garden of Statues,” said Kastet. “It would please me greatly to have you and your family as guests.”

Ria looked surprised, and she glanced toward Vel, who was nodding for the both of them.

“She would love to go, milady,” said Vel. “I’ll help her prepare.”

“I… see no reason to be of objection,” said Ria, with a small shrug.

“You say we’d be there as your guests?” asked Damon. “You know that Avarice and I have a somewhat… rocky recent history.”

“This is a social event, Damon,” said Kastet. “If he does seek retribution against you, it shan’t be happening tonight. Avarice has too much interest in maintaining appearances.”

He nodded slowly. “I’ll go, in that case.”

In truth, he was more worried about letting Vel and Ria step into the courtyard of Avarice’s keep alone than for his own safety.

“Lady Malon?” asked Kastet.

Malon seemed withdrawn and gave a small shake of her head. “I’m feeling a bit tired. I think I’d rather rest and regain my strength for tonight.”

“Of course,” said Kastet. “In any case, I have business to attend to in the meantime. Vel, Lilian is back at the Royal Lodgings with orders to help your brother and sister prepare for the evening.”

“They’re not my…” Vel winced. “I mean, I understand, milady. I’ll lend my help similarly.”

Kastet climbed into her carriage and headed off down the street. Damon, Vel, and Ria all turned to face Malon, who waited until they were alone before speaking.

“In truth, I do not wish for Avarice to become familiar with my face,” she said. “I am a crest sorceress of Lascivious. There is no advantage in needlessly exposing myself to the scrutiny of a Divine Remnant who may one day be my enemy.”

Damon frowned. “Is this something we should be concerned about, as well? The possibility of Avarice beginning to see us as threats?”

Malon gave him an odd frown and shook her head. “Why would it be?”

He shrugged, trying not to let his own growing unease show in his expression. He might not have a crest, but he was still interacting with Wrath and hearing her commands. It was under the threats she’d made against his family, of course, but he doubted Avarice would make the distinction if he uncovered the fact.

“Come on, Ria,” said Vel. “Let’s take your prize money and go shopping!”

“Shopping…?” Ria frowned and shook her head. “For what?”

“Clothes. Obviously.”

They split off in the direction of the market square. Damon folded his arms, watching his aesta and feeling a distance form between them in the silent moment that passed.

“Are you alright with returning to the Royal Lodgings on your own, solas?” asked Malon.

“It’s no trouble. Do you have somewhere to be?”

“In a manner of speaking,” she said. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

She kissed him on the cheek. Damon didn’t delve into her business, and she returned the favor.

The empty hallways of the Royal Lodgings felt peaceful and lonely as Damon made his way back to their room. He found Lilian waiting for him outside of it. He smiled, expecting her to immediately pick up from where she’d left off with her teasing and flirtations.

She didn’t, and her posture seemed subtly defensive as she crossed her arms over her breasts. She wore a tan cotton gown that fit her curves nicely, and her hair was in a basic ponytail. She kept her gaze angled away from him as she spoke.

“Kastet wishes me to help you ready yourself for the ball, if you’ve decided to attend,” she said.

Damon nodded. “I have. Is something the matter? You seem uncomfortable.”

Lilian shook her head. “It’s nothing. I’ve simply been feeling a little under the weather.”

She led him to the men’s baths, carrying a bundle of clothing that Damon assumed was for him. The hot, humid air felt soothing against his face as he entered the bathing chamber. Lilian set the clothes down and waited by the door as Damon slowly began to undress.

“I can handle it from here, if you have work to do elsewhere,” he said. He was still of a mixed opinion on Lilian, but he didn’t like seeing her discomforted. It wouldn’t be the first time a woman had entertained second thoughts after allowing him free access to her body.

“Kastet was very specific in her orders,” said Lilian.

She did finally meet his gaze, however. The tension instantly spiked back to the level it had been at during their first tryst in the baths. Damon slowly pulled his shirt off, watching her eyes flit down to the cord string of his pants in anticipation of what came next.

“I threw up this morning,” said Lilian, in a quiet voice. “I’ve also felt bloated in my stomach and hips ever since… our encounter.”

Damon pulled his pants down. He was halfway to being hard and recognizing that fact sent an additional rush of blood in the direction of his cock.

“It is possible that I’m with child, Damon,” said Lilian.

He took a step toward her, seeing the way she reacted to his nudity and masculine presence.

“It’s also possible that you’re an ambitious liar,” he said. “I distinctly recall how I didn’t finish inside you.”

Lilian’s cheeks flushed a bit as he said the word finish
. “In some cases, a woman can still—”

Lilian was standing against the wall by the door, and Damon interrupted her by reaching his arm past her head and pushing his palm against the stone. He loomed over her, not unlike the way Wrath had threatened him in the alleyway the previous day.

“It’s also possible that you aren’t Kastet’s servant,” he guessed. “You’re her spy.”

She gave him a small, barely contained smile, and he was all but certain.

“You’re rather cynical to assume that this is a ploy,” said Lilian.

He drew closer to her, noticing how excited her reaction seemed, rather than intimidated.

“Tell me what Kastet’s plan is,” he said.

Lilian smiled. “You don’t deal with uncertainty well, do you?”

She took a step forward, shifting the power of the moment back into her favor. Damon’s cock pressed against her stomach, leaving a small, sticky dab on the tan cotton of her dress.

“You’re the type of man who prefers when things are black and white,” she continued. “Success and failure. You’re capable of staying level through both. Simply not knowing either way, however…”

Damon rolled his eyes. “It seems you’ve got me entirely figured out.”

He turned around and walked away from her, climbing into one of the steaming, wooden baths. Lilian gave him a disappointed glare and folded her arms.

“I can’t leave until I’ve checked the fit of the clothes Princess Kastet wishes to lend you for the evening,” said Lilian.

“Then find something to do until I’ve finished washing.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Might you have any suggestions?”

***

Damon twisted his fingers through Lilian’s ponytail as she bobbed her mouth up and down on his cock. He was aware of the trap contained within her soft, sucking lips. It was a trap that he could have avoided, if he’d wanted to.

Lilian was smart and capable, but he could tell that there was more to her seduction than Kastet’s orders. She was enjoying her flirtations with him. Damon was curious to know if he could use that. He flexed his hips as she bobbed her head lower, taking deliberate breaths through her nose.

He wanted to use her, but not just for sex. She was closer to Kastet in ways that Vel wasn’t. She might have information not just about her princess, but about the motivations of Avarice.

She was a liar and a manipulator, but she was also an intelligent young woman. Damon felt as though if he’d met her under different circumstances, the idea of marrying her wouldn’t have seemed so outlandish.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” whispered Lilian, as she took a break.

“Immensely,” he said.

“Would you like to finish in my mouth?” she whispered.

Damon nodded. She started licking him again, and then paused.

“Who did you meet with on the boat on your first day back in Avaricia?” she asked.

He couldn’t stop himself from chuckling. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Lilian cleared her throat. “Then I’m afraid I need to run an errand elsewhere.”

She stood up, wiping her hand off on the back of her dress. Damon grabbed her wrist before she could sneak away.

“Lilian,” he said. “You’ll leave me with a bad opinion of you if you stop now.”

She sighed, but her eyes did settle on his cock again. “I don’t want you to have a bad opinion about me. I want you to have an opinion that I’m bad.”

Damon was already on the verge, and he came nearly as soon as her lips settled back on his cock. He groaned, sinking into the dual pleasures of the warm water and her slutty mouth.

Neither of them said much as Damon dried off and stood for the fitting. She left him on his own as soon as he was dressed, and he took a moment to admire himself in the long mirror within the baths.

The outfit she’d picked for him included a cobalt blue shirt that fit tightly enough to show off his muscled physique. Polished brass buttons ran halfway down from the neckline, the last few of which Damon left undone.

The pants were black and nearly as tight, though in a manner that looked trim and neat, rather than flamboyant. He ran a hand through his unruly hair. Lilian came up behind him with a brush, as though reading his thoughts.

“Don’t bother,” he said. “It’ll only leave you feeling discouraged if you try to straighten it out.”

“I like a challenge,” said Lilian.


CHAPTER 22

The rest of Damon’s afternoon was uneventful. He waited in his room for a while before opting to take an early dinner in the dining hall. Malon found him there as he was in the process of devouring fresh bread and a rack of beef ribs.

“You look dashing, solas,” she said, with a broad smile. “Seeing you dressed up makes me wish I could join you for the night, truly.”

He grinned, feeling his face flush at the compliment. “I could always stay behind and keep you company tonight.”

Malon sighed. “You should save your charms for the innumerable ladies I’m sure you’ll soon be dancing with.”

“Aesta…” he said, still smiling.

Vel and Ria were both similarly dressed to impress when they arrived back at the Royal Lodgings. Vel wore an extravagant gold evening gown, and her hair was done up in a neat bun. The gown was cut low enough to hint at exposing her cleavage, but otherwise fit rather modestly.

Ria’s outfit was close to the complete opposite. She wore a black and silver half shirt that showed off her breasts through a conveniently placed central window, paired with a matching sarong. The slit running up the side of the sarong’s skirt revealed nearly the full length of one of her tanned legs.

“I need all three of you to promise me that you’ll help keep each other out of trouble,” said Malon.

“We will, aesta,” said Vel. “You’ve nothing to worry about.”

“I know.” She smiled, running her gaze over the three of them. “I’m so proud of all of you. You’ve grown so much.”

She let out a sigh. Damon half expected her to start tearing up. Vel drew closer to her, taking both of her aesta’s hands in hers and matching her intensity.

“We’ll be back before Eldritch peaks,” she said. “I promise.”

Malon gave them each a hug and a kiss as they headed for the courtyard. Damon held her for a few moments longer than the others, feeling a sudden urge to try to bridge the distance that had formed between them since arriving in the city.

“We need to spend some time together soon,” he said. “Just the two of us.”

“Are you finally ready to begin speaking openly with me, solas?”

“As much as I can.” He brushed a few strands of her red hair back from her forehead. “I hope you’ll be understanding.”

“Always.”

He kissed her again, letting his lips linger against hers dangerously. Malon pressed into him, her body making contact in a manner that stirred the heat of his loins. The moment lasted for long enough for him to feel a prickle of propriety and shame, and then she slipped away.

“Watch over them,” she said, waving her goodbye.

“I will.”

He had them both on his arms as he walked outside. Princess Kastet soon met them by the entrance to the Royal Lodgings, smiling from the window of her carriage and gesturing for them to climb in.

“You wash up quite nicely,” Kastet said to Damon. “I hope Lilian was able to assist you with everything you needed?”

“Lilian was very helpful.”

The carriage began rolling forward. Damon sat next to Ria, with Kastet and Vel in the seat across from them. Kastet looked almost like a different person, made up for the night with no expense spared. She was the princess now, rather than the young woman Damon had once met atop the roof of the Royal Lodgings.

The flaws on her face had been carefully diminished with cheek paint, though it was a subtle, tasteful effect. He realized that Vel also seemed to be wearing some and felt an odd flicker of protectiveness. She didn’t need to impress anyone. Did she?

Kastet’s dress was white with gold trim, with a tight waist and a neckline that left Damon suspecting that she was wearing a push-up corset underneath. Her hair was in a bun almost identical to Vel’s, except with the addition of several gleaming, gold hairclips.

“I notice that your bodyguards are accompanying us,” said Damon, turning his gaze onto the two men escorting them on foot to either side of the carriage.

“They accompany me everywhere when I leave the Royal Lodgings,” said Kastet. “Please, don’t take them as an indicator for potential danger. Veridas Keep is the safest and most well defended location within the city.”

Safety was relative. One man’s castle was often, even usually, another man’s dungeon. Damon felt a justifiable sense of anxiety as he watched Avarice’s keep resolve in the distance, rising high above the city’s buildings like an ominous pillar.

“Have you spoken to Avarice about the fact that you’re bringing me as your guest?” asked Damon.

Kastet gave him an understanding smile. “Damon, as I told you before, you needn’t worry. There is a way of doing things within polite society. You have my promise that I’ll intervene if Avarice attempts to unfairly take retribution on you for mistakes of the past.”

They slowed to a stop as they reached the keep’s gate, joining the line of carriages waiting to drop off the arriving guests. Damon was struck by how ostentatious some of them seemed in their individual displays of wealth.

He saw a woman who appeared to think that bigger was always better when it came to the size of the gemstones on her jewelry. A ruby the size of a rock bulged from the brooch around her neck, and her rings looked heavy enough to weigh down the movements of her fingers.

Most of the men wore swords that were clearly decorative. Damon could tell from the impossible sheen of the scabbards and strangely high angle many of them wore the weapons at.

He saw a man with a rapier with a gleaming golden cross guard, impractical to the point of snapping on first contact with an enemy weapon. He wondered if it was a coincidence that the man’s eerily smooth facial features seemed to suggest that he was also wearing makeup.

“I must take my leave of you once we’re inside,” said Kastet, as their carriage took its turn at the entrance. “Velanor, please do your best to ensure that everyone has an agreeable night.”

“Yes, milady,” said Vel.

They climbed out of the carriage after Kastet and entered the courtyard as a group. The guards barely glanced at them before waving them through. Kastet almost immediately split off with her bodyguards to join a small group of important nobles who greeted her warmly.

“I find myself wondering why I agreed to this,” muttered Ria.

She pulled an arm across her chest. Damon could see some of the other nobles shooting her curious glances. She was the only Remenai currently in attendance, though the other guests appeared to be viewing her as a novelty rather than with outright prejudice.

“Think of it as a chance to get drunk off Avarice’s wine,” said Damon.

Ria furrowed her brow. “You would lower your guard in the territory of a man who you once tried to kill?”

“Shhh!” he said, bringing a finger to his lips. “It doesn’t help to have you announcing it like that. And yes, in this case, I would. I was a lot more worried before seeing this crowd. As long as I don’t do anything stupid, I’ll be practically invisible.”

He reached out and snagged a full wine glass from a passing servant’s platter. Vel winced and folded her arms.

“Try to have at least some restraint,” she said. “I can’t watch out for you both for the entire night. There are people here I’d like to speak with.”

“We’ll be fine,” said Damon. “Feel free to mingle to your heart’s content.”

“Thanks,” said Vel. “You might consider trying it yourself. Remember to smile. Looking approachable is an acquired skill!”

She grinned, seeming in her element as she slipped off to join a group of young noblewomen chatting on the grass across the way. Damon caught Ria watching him out of the corner of his eye and nodded to her as he began walking around.


CHAPTER 23

The Garden of Statues was aptly named. Dozens of statues of stone, copper, and silver stood posed across the grass, each one a masterwork of sculpting.

Damon slowed to a stop in front of a stone statue of a man embracing a beautiful, voluptuous woman from behind. One of the man’s fingers was touching the woman’s breast, and the indentation it left across her flesh was so convincing that he almost wanted to reach out and take a feel for himself.

The uncanny realism and general lewd overtones held across of the rest of the statues. A woman made of gleaming silver who seemed barely old enough to be legally wed was bent forward in front of a very real patch of flowers. The back of her thin dress billowed upward in the frozen wind, offering a view to anyone bold enough to lean at the requisite angle to see underneath.

Ria was watching him again. He felt the pressure of her gaze, along with the same tension that had underscored all their interactions since the start of the tournament.

“I’m not a fan of that look,” he said.

“What look, husband?” She flashed a smile, showing teeth.

“The predatorial one you can’t seem to resist giving me.”

“Are you anxious about becoming of my prey?”

Damon took a sip of his wine. Another server was moving past, and he exchanged his mostly empty glass for two full ones, ignoring the man’s glower. He passed one to Ria and kept the other for himself.

“The next round will be competitive,” he said. “The round after that, even more so. We might not even face each other. In fact, it’s far more likely that we won’t.”

A young man in servant’s clothes led a giggling young noblewoman by the hand in between Damon and Ria, causing them both to take a small step back.

“Why must you bargain with the outcomes of fate?” asked Ria.

“Why do you ask needlessly cryptic questions?”

Ria took a sip of her wine. “The reason I give you the look you have objections to, young Damon, is because I yearn for the time when you are capable of returning it.”

“True Divine, Ria,” he muttered. “What do you want? For me to stare you down with my fiercest glare?”

“I want you to fight me without holding back.”

Her words landed hard on him for reasons he didn’t fully understand. He looked away, hating how his sudden inability to meet her gaze seemed to prove her point. Ria drew close to him, leaning in to whisper her next words into his ear.

“In so much, we have held back, Damon,” she said. “Our fight will be an encounter of honesty. Husband… This is not an impulse born of competition. I wish to know the face you have only shown your enemies.”

“You’re being selfish,” he said, finally snapping his head around to look at her. “I’ve killed men before, Ria. Is that what you want? For me to show that face to someone I love? No… It would risk destroying what we have. It’s not just about us, but our family, Malon, and Vel, too.”

“Are you still talking about our impending fight?” She flashed a smile that was more mocking than teasing. “You should examine where your hesitation and guilt come from, husband. Preferably before you face me in the ring.”

She took a sip of her wine and walked past him with a smug look on her face. Damon felt the urge to seethe. She could be so arrogant sometimes. He remembered their childhood, the way they’d compete in foot races and laps across the lake. She’d always had an advantage because of her age back then, and in some ways, she still had it with her tempesting.

He felt unsure of what do with himself alone, at a party filled with people he had nothing in common with. He was beginning to wonder why he’d agreed to come in the first place as he made his way back around to the front of the Garden of Statues and glanced up at the upper balcony jutting from Veridas Keep.

Avarice stood against the railing, watching his guests from above. He wore his gold circlet and an austere white robe. It gave the impression more of a High Priest of some sort, rather than a Godking.

A man in a black cowl and dark clothing stood next to him, and the two seemed to be in discussion, from their posture. Damon felt an odd suspicion that the man in black was watching him and used the better part of his judgment to slip off in search of Vel and Ria.

There was a quartet of string musicians playing next to the keep’s side patio, where several guests had paired off and begun dancing. Damon spotted Vel standing against the wall nearby, watching the scene with obvious longing in her expression.

“Lady Velanor,” he said, extending his hand. “Would you care to dance?”

She rolled her eyes. For a moment, Damon felt strangely vulnerable. She had plenty of potential reasons to refuse the offer, not the least of which was her fear of creating a scandal, but he still hadn’t expected an outright rejection.

“Don’t tease me, Damon,” she said, in a bitter voice.

“I’m not teasing,” he said. “If you want to dance, take my hand.”

Her expression softened. She gave him a cautious nod and set her palm on top of his.

“Do you even know how to dance at a ball?” asked Vel.

“I’m a gladiator, Vel,” he said.

“How is that an answer?”

He grinned and set one hand on her hip with perfect positioning.

“My old troupe master, Len, made Austine and I take dancing lessons when we began to get serious about our performances,” he said.

He saw Vel’s expression flicker with concern. Len was the one who’d ultimately betrayed him and Austine, setting them up with no knowledge of what was to come before the blood bout.

“Let me know if I go too fast for you,” he said, pushing past the mood before it could settle.

“As if,” said Vel. “I did plenty of dancing back in Hearthold. I doubt there’s anything you could throw at me that I couldn’t handle.”

The soft music shifted tempo. Damon pulled Vel into a gentle spin, the two stretching to the limits of the grip of their hands before winding back together. They were closer now, with her body in contact with his as they sashayed across the patio alongside the other couples.

“Are you going to marry Lilian?” asked Vel.

The question caught him so off guard that he burst out laughing before recognizing the seriousness of her voice.

“What did she tell you?” he asked.

Vel blushed, missing a step and almost stumbling. She regained her poise before answering him. “She said you were getting along well. She said… that she liked you, and that Kastet was in search of a way to secure your loyalty.”

Damon spun with Vel once and then seized the opportunity to pull her away from the dance as the musicians began playing a new song. He found where he’d set his wine down and took a sip, holding her hand and acting as though he wasn’t carefully thinking through his reply.

“I know how fond you are of Kastet and Lilian, but they are two of the most manipulative women I’ve ever met,” said Damon. “Lilian doesn’t like me. She likes what I represent. True Divine, I worry at the possibility of you ever becoming like them.”

“They do have a penchant for plotting.” Vel folded her arms. “So, you aren’t intending to stay here in Avaricia and continue… whatever it is that she and you have been doing over the past few days?”

“Would you like to know what I plan to do when the tournament is over and I’ve been crowned as the champion?” he asked, in a playful tone. “Traveling back to the farmstead, lying down in my bed, and taking a long nap. Waking up to the smell of aesta cooking breakfast.”

Vel smiled, but it faded as quickly as it arrived. “It might not be that simple. At least, not for me. Princess Kastet may need my continued services here in Avaricia.”

“Do you want to stay?”

She shrugged. “I would prefer to be home, if I’m honest, but I’ll serve wherever needed. I do like being her lady in waiting. I wonder sometimes if it’s healthy for me to be spending my time sequestered at the tower, rather than mingling in court.”

“It’s not as though it’s been boring these past few weeks.”

“No.” She sighed and shook her head. “Damon.”

“Yeah?”

“Do you ever see yourself getting married?”

He snorted. “What kind of question is that?”

“I was just curious!” snapped Vel. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

He chuckled and exchanged his empty wine glass for a full one, to the annoyance of a passing server.

He was about to double down on his teasing when his eyes spotted a figure standing among the statues deeper within the courtyard. A woman with blue hair, black armor, and a smoldering expression stood examining a statue of a dancer posed into a stretch.

Wrath met his gaze and gave him a vicious smile.


CHAPTER 24

Damon did his best to keep his unease from overtaking his expression. Wrath watched him for a moment before disappearing in a flash of azure light. Several distinct gasps came from the direction of the keep’s front courtyard, which was all the indication he needed to anticipate where she’d reappeared.

“What is it?” asked Vel.

“We need to get out of here,” he said. “True Divine. This is bad.”

He shook his head, only then realizing that his hands were trembling.

“Slow down,” said Vel. “Is this about Avarice? He’s not even down here in the courtyard, Damon. You shouldn’t—”

“Find Princess Kastet,” he whispered. “I’ll find Ria. Tell her that we need to get out of here as quickly as possible.”

“For what reason?”

“Wrath is here, Vel,” he said. “I think… people might start dying in the next few minutes.”

She gaped at him, only seeming to realize that he was serious when he started off in the direction of the front of the keep. Damon waved a hand at her, urgently bidding her to heed his advice. She began to, though only after taking a moment to compose herself.

He found Wrath posed atop the stone path that led to the stairs up to the main keep, staring at Avarice on the balcony above. The nobles who’d been in the area were all dumbfounded by her appearance, too confused to recognize the danger.

In addition to her intricate obsidian heavy armor, Wrath now carried a wrathblade of her own at her side. It was nearly identical to Damon’s in the style of its hilt, but its blade had a slight curve to it. She rested one hand on its pommel, reaching out to snatch a glass of wine from a server who hadn’t seen her appear.

Avarice watched Wrath with an unreadable expression, though the intensity of his gaze made it clear that her appearance was not a scheduled event. The crowd was silent, which made Avarice’s voice resonate with twice the intensity when he finally spoke.

“Hello, little sister.”

“Is that how we address each other now?” called Wrath. “You’re no brother of mine.”

Avarice blinked. “How much of yourself do you remember this time around? I keep anticipating civility from you, and I continue to be disappointed.”

“I remember enough,” said Wrath.

“You miss the point of my question,” said Avarice. “Is this our tenth meeting, in your eyes, or our ten thousandth?”

Wrath was not as capable when it came to suppressing her reaction. She frowned, eyes narrowing slightly. “I remember killing you. Dozens of times, in fact. Your questions betray how much you underestimate me, even now.”

“My questions would have been asked much earlier, had you been more willing to listen,” said Avarice. “You are still in your regrowth period, little sister. I know better than any the amount of time it takes to regain not just the strength of our sires, but the essence of our minds.”

Damon felt a sudden need to hear more of their conversation. Each sentence seemed to paint a better picture of Wrath for him, pointing out small details he should have noticed far earlier. Avarice appeared to be a man in his late fifties or early sixties. Wrath seemed no older than thirty. Were certain elements of the reincarnation of the Forsaken linked to their physical age?

“I have my strength back,” said Wrath, with a forced smirk. “I remember enough to know that you’re about to offer me a deal.”

Avarice nodded slowly. “A simple proposal. We’ve fought before in these bodies, but we needn’t fight now. Take my hand in friendship, sister, and let us build together. Heed my advice in all things. Accept my guidance against the eternal mistakes of the past, present and future.”

Avarice reached his arm out, though the gesture was undercut by the distance between himself and Wrath on the ground below.

“You mask your terror well, Avarice,” said Wrath. “Though I’ve seen that mask crack before.”

Avarice’s eyes narrowed in response. “Would you like to know the nature of your last death, Wrath? The truth of it, rather than the exaggerated, glorified history told for the sake of King Alquin’s inflated glory?”

Wrath glanced away.

“I watched him rape you,” said Avarice, in a voice as much for the crowd as for her. “Antoine Alquin. His brothers. His eldest nephews. Even some of his favored generals. They all took a turn with you, Wrath, like a new whore at a cheap brothel. And it was what you deserved for waging such pointless destruction!”

Wrath let out a furious screech. She disappeared in a flash of azure light, and then people began to die.

***

The ensuing chaos made Damon feel as though he was coming back to reality after the fact. Wrath had attacked Avarice. Along with the castle surrounding him. The force of her blows sent pieces of stone and mortar flying, with rocks varying in size from hailstones to entire chunks of buildings striking the ground below.

Striking people. Damon saw a trio of guests crushed into the ground by a chunk of castle that bounced and tumbled after it hit them. They were unrecognizable afterward, transformed into a combination of flattened clothing and stomach-turning gore.

The two Forsaken were impossible to follow directly. Damon settled for keeping an eye on the path of their destruction as he sprinted through the courtyard, shouting for Ria and Vel.

The copper statues had begun moving, metal screeching as their bodies shifted and flexed. They fell into formation around Avarice, who already had a swirling barrier of magically manipulated swords in motion around him. Damon saw him searching for Wrath from the eye of a metal storm, and their eyes briefly met.

“Vel!” screamed Damon. “Ria!”

A few of the keep’s remaining guards were still trying to do their jobs, though it wasn’t nearly enough to instill confidence in the surviving guests. The air to the left of Damon fluttered as one of the two Forsaken passed by at unreal speed. Several magically propelled swords slammed into the grass an instant later, Avarice trying to pin Wrath down.

“Damon!” Ria bowled into him from behind, grasping his hand as tightly as her fingers could squeeze.

He pulled her into a sprint. “We have to find—”

“There!” shouted Ria.

Vel stood next to Kastet near the courtyard’s main entrance. The gates were jammed with people attempting to force their way out all at once. The street outside was in a similar state, with three carriages in the midst of a heated battle to position themselves to pick up their respective guests.

Damon grabbed Vel, who held onto Kastet by the elbow, and began pulling them away. Another massive rumble came from the keep as a new section of glass and stone broke through, landing heavily on the patio and shaking the ground on impact.

“We’re climbing over the wall!” he shouted. “Ria!”

She nodded, sensing immediately what he had in mind. Damon cupped his hands, giving her a boost with all his strength as she jumped upward with all of hers. She caught the lip of the stone wall overhead and shifted herself to hang over the other side, extending an arm downward.

“Vel,” said Damon.

“The Princess should go first,” said Vel, in a shaky voice.

Kastet’s face was pale, and she unsteadily tried to repeat what Ria had made look so easy. Damon changed tactics as he considered her slender build and short stature.

“I’ll simply lift you up,” he said. “If you don’t mind, your highness.”

“I’m not in a situation to mind,” said Kastet.

He took her by the waist and lifted her toward Ria, letting Kastet scrape her feet for purchase against his chest and shoulders. Ria took hold of the princess’s wrists and quickly helped her over.

Damon looked at Vel, who quickly moved into position to get a boost from him, as Ria had. She hesitated as she stood in front of him, staring into his eyes for a second or two longer than needed.

Damon felt her lips against his before he realized that she’d been going for a kiss. It ended almost as soon as it had begun, and Vel glanced shyly up at the top of the wall as though suddenly concerned with who might have been watching.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Later,” said Damon. “Let’s get you over that wall.”


CHAPTER 25

They moved through Avaricia on foot once they’d escaped Veridas Keep. The streets surrounding the Godking’s residence were in complete uproar. Carriages were at a standstill, with some stuck in line, others overburdened with passengers, and a few outright tipped onto their side.

People were calling for missing loved ones. Damon felt his heart ache to the cadence of a noblewoman crying for “Miles,” or a house servant shouting out for his beloved “Cynthia.”

Their party wasn’t without its own casualties. Kastet briefly attempted to insist that they stay and search for the four bodyguards who’d been accompanying her at the start of the night. Damon and Ria overruled her, discarding the authority of her royal blood under the circumstances.

“I’m sure they’re alright, milady,” said Vel. “I’d guess that they fell in with the guards in hopes of controlling the chaos.”

Damon’s guess was not so optimistic, but he kept it to himself. The four of them walked hand in hand, not taking any chance of being further separated.

It was galling how normal the rest of the city felt once they were outside of the direct chaos. The taverns and brothels were still full. The musicians and performers residing in Avaricia for the Naming Anniversary holiday continued their shows. The boundaries between the upper nobility and the commoners didn’t falter, even in the face of matters of life and death.

The Royal Lodgings were completely unguarded, with Kastet’s men still missing or dead. Damon and the others began lighting lanterns as they moved through the halls. Kastet reclaimed her authority, calling them all to a meeting in her audience chamber to discuss what measures needed to be taken for their safety.

Damon split off from the others, gently knocking on the door to their shared room to wake Malon.

“Solas?” she said, sleepily. “What is it?”

“Wrath attacked Avarice during the party.”

She stiffened and immediately followed him out into the hall. She didn’t even bother to take the time to dress. She still wore the small pink nightgown he’d given her as a gift as they joined the others in Kastet’s audience chamber.

Kastet looked small sitting atop her high-backed chair. One of her hands was trembling, but her expression was composed as she surveyed the faces in the room.

“This is not a situation I anticipated, nor one that I’ve prepared for,” she said. “Avarice has been the only Forsaken within Veridan’s Curve for more than a decade. My father placed me into his care with no expectation of such dangers.”

“They have a penchant for challenging one another,” said Malon. “It’s always existed. Even our oldest histories have accounts of battles among the Divine Remnants, especially Wrath.”

“It seemed as though the battle was ending as we made our escape,” said Vel.

“From what you’ve told me, it was far from a battle,” said Malon. “More of a minor skirmish.”

“Half of Veridas Keep was destroyed!” said Damon.

Malon frowned, looking as worried and concerned as he’d ever seen her. “Solas, if Avarice and Wrath truly commit to this conflict, the destruction will be so much more. Beyond what I can describe to you without sounding as though I’m exaggerating. Avaricia will be leveled. The other cities on Veridan’s Curve as well, most likely. We wouldn’t even be safe on our farm.”

The chamber was silent for a moment. Damon was surprised by how open Kastet was to heeding Malon’s advice without question or objection. He chewed his lower lip, wondering if it was possible that Vel may have revealed Malon’s nature to the princess, accidentally or intentionally.

“What should we do, then?” asked Kastet.

“Were it an option, I would advise you to leave the city at once,” said Malon. “Go back to Hearthold.”

Kastet nodded slowly, letting out a long sigh. “As I suspect all of you have already guessed, I am not here in Avaricia of my own volition. I’m Avarice’s honored guest, a political prisoner, in truth. He has hidden eyes watching me. I wouldn’t be allowed to leave the city without his and my father’s agreement.”

Malon folded her arms. She seemed to consider the situation for only a moment before quirking her mouth sideways and holding up a finger.

“There may be another way,” she said. “It seems unlikely to me that Avarice would favor an open conflict against another Divine Remnant within his home city. He may be open, or even in preference, to a proxy battle against Wrath in place of direct warfare.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“Simple,” said Malon. “He’s already entered a champion into the tournament. If he raised the stakes of grand prize high enough, it might goad Wrath into choosing her own candidate from the current finalists. Though it depends on whether she’d be content to embarrass Avarice for now, rather than destroying him entirely.”

Damon was speechless. He wondered how much Malon knew, and if she was simply backfitting what she’d already discovered of Wrath’s actions into a solution. Regardless, she was scarily perceptive. He kept his attention on Kastet, afraid of what his eyes might reveal if he met his aesta’s gaze.

“I could advise him of that course of action,” said Kastet. “I’ve no doubt he’ll wish to see me tomorrow, if only to confirm my safety. It would still be a question of whether Wrath would act as you predict.”

“She is a wild card,” said Malon. “It’s impossible to know for sure what she’ll do next. We can only affect so much.”

Kastet nodded. “You’re right. Thank you for sharing your wisdom and insights, Lady Malon. Velanor takes after you so much. I wish that were the only pressing matter to address, but there is one more. It seems as though my guards are still yet to return to the Royal Lodgings.”

There was a waver in her voice that made her seem much younger than she was. Damon stepped forward, setting a hand on the hilt of his wrathblade.

“Ria and I will look after your safety for tonight,” said Damon. “I’m sure your men will find their way back by the morning.”

He wasn’t, though he also had no idea what it would mean for Kastet if they didn’t.

“Ria and I will sleep in your chambers with you, milady,” said Vel.

“Damon, if you would be so kind to guard the room from outside?” asked Kastet. “The doors to the Royal Lodgings can be locked. It isn’t a perfect arrangement, but I think it best for now, given the circumstances.”

They spent a few more minutes relating specific details of the fight between Wrath and Avarice. Vel fetched food from the dining hall for them to eat a late meal, and once they were finished, they came to the mutual decision that it was time for bed.

Damon walked Malon to the guest room, leaning against the wall outside the door to say goodnight to her.

“Thank you, solas,” she whispered.

“For what?”

She smiled. “For doing what I asked. You kept Vel and Ria safe.”

He nodded slowly. It was harder than ever for him to meet her gaze. He had no idea how much she knew about what he’d been keeping from her, and worried more than ever about her reaction once she heard all of it. Could some of the night’s pointless deaths have been avoided if he’d told Malon and Kastet about Wrath’s presence within Avaricia?

“Aesta…” He took her hands, searching for the words.

“It’s late,” she said. “Kastet needs you as her guard for tonight. We will speak soon, but know that regardless of what you have to tell me, it won’t change my love for you.”

He felt his heart swell as he pulled her into a hug. “I love you, just the same.”

She squeezed him back. Eventually, they separated, and Damon made his way upstairs to keep watch over Kastet’s bedroom.


CHAPTER 26

Damon only managed to maintain the normal standing posture of a paid, professional guardsman for about ten minutes before settling down to sit against the side of the hallway. It was chilly within the Royal Lodgings.

He found himself wishing he’d brought a blanket, or even nicked some liquor from the dining hall. He came to the realization that he probably didn’t have the temperament to be a guardsman.

He did manage to stay awake, however. The night dragged on, hour by hour. He worried over how his lack of sleep would affect his performance in the Honorshade Tournament, given how early in the morning his next fight was.

There was no alternative, however. Damon would keep Kastet safe through the night and win the fight in the morning. There was a simplicity to viewing the way forward as a single, precarious path. He’d deal with each threat as it arrived in front of him.

A flash of azure blue alerted Damon to the arrival of one such threat. He stood up, but hesitated before drawing his wrathblade, recognizing the intruder.

Wrath was facing away from him, still clad in her intricate obsidian armor, blue hair hanging limp across her shoulders. Damon stepped forward slowly, moving to put himself in between her and Kastet’s bedroom door. Neither of them said anything for a long moment, tension building with each passing second.

“Do you think I made a mistake tonight?” she whispered.

Damon folded his arms. “People died. If your plan was to embarrass Avarice, you still managed it, though clearly you went a bit off script.”

“What Avarice said was true.” Wrath turned around. Her face was streaked with tears, though her expression was otherwise hard and dangerous. “I can’t remember it, but I can sense it. My last death was… horrific.”

“You should appreciate the fact that you can’t remember it, then.”

He got the distinct sense that if he tried to offer her support, she might kill him, or perhaps tear one of his eyes out.

“It was her family,” said Wrath, pointing at the door. “What is the true nature of revenge, Damon Al-Kendras?”

He shook his head. “Revenge… it doesn’t exist. It’s an idea, not something to be held or coveted.”

“Though you would still kill Avarice, if given the chance?” Wrath’s tone was more a statement, than a question.

Damon had no idea what to do or say. “If it could be done without innocents dying.”

Wrath took a step forward. Damon felt his heart race. He didn’t reach for his sword, but he also didn’t move out of the way. She took a second step, standing with her face so near to his that he could smell her sweat and the oil she’d used on her armor.

“I will dissolve your father’s debt if you walk into that room and take my revenge for me,” she whispered.

He shook his head.

“Do you still want my crest?” asked Wrath. “Would you truly turn your nose up at a dirty request with so much power promised to you in return?”

Damon narrowed his eyes, unable to keep his anger from getting the better of him. He leaned forward, bringing them even closer together.

“The answer is no,” he said, coldly. “You asked me to embarrass Avarice’s champion. You asked me to win the tournament. I have no problem getting the job done, Wrath. But that door stays shut.”

He jabbed a finger at Kastet’s room.

“I could sweep you out of the way in an instant,” she whispered. “You wouldn’t even feel yourself die.”

“If you were going to do that, you would have already.”

She held his gaze for long enough to make him wonder about that.

“I’m glad we had this chance to talk,” she whispered. “I wish you the best of luck in tomorrow’s match.”

A flash of azure light burned against Damon’s eyes. There was a cold, empty smell in her wake, like frozen pine needles. He slumped against the wall and took several deep breaths, shuddering from the residual adrenaline.

***

The enthusiasm of the Mid City Arena’s crowd far outstripped the level of Damon’s own. He rolled sideways over the sand in time to dodge a flying dagger that only missed him by an inch or two.

His opponent was none other than Willum Al-Wynthrope. He felt an odd sense of vindication at the fact that one of the candidates he’d suggested to Vel for Kastet’s champion had made such a decent run into the tournament.

A run which Damon feared might continue forward. He was exhausted from his guard duty the previous night, and Willum’s fighting style made for a difficult matchup against his sluggish reflexes.

Willum was fast and agile. He wielded a short sword and a dozen small throwing knives which hung from a belt harness strapped diagonally across his chest.

Damon had initially hoped that he could simply dodge all of the projectiles and score an easy victory. He’d abandoned that idea after he’d seen the way Willum maneuvered after throwing the first few, moving around the arena on a path that let him pick up his weapons and refill his harness.

Willum was grinning from ear to ear as Damon rose to his feet. He made a show of juggling three of his knives for the span of a few seconds. The distance between them made it impossible for Damon to take advantage of the opening, much to the crowd’s entertainment.

“Do you know what would be hugely helpful right now?” he muttered to his wrathblade.

“You’re pathetic!” hissed the sword. “Bah! Thrust me into this weakling and be done with the fight!”

“I would have a much easier time getting close enough to do that if you would quit being such a miser and make with the magic!” he snapped.

He saw Willum give him an odd look from across the arena.

“Win on your own merits or take a knife to the face,” snarled his wrathblade, in a pissy tone. “You’ll see no help from me.”

He’d never been so tempted to fling his wrathblade off into the distance in his life. Well, almost. It had only been a temporary reprieve the last time he’d tried it.

Damon settled for attempting to close on Willum through clever tricks of positioning, feinting forward and to the side, trying to get him to shift away from the center of the arena and toward its outside edge. He made the mistake of opening his stance wider than he should have.

Willum sent a dagger singing through the air, aimed for Damon’s center of mass. He didn’t have the balance he needed to dodge properly. He acted on reflex, saving himself as much through luck as intention.

The dingy leather buckler he’d taken from the pits as his required piece of armor had done its job. Willum’s throwing knives weren’t powerful enough to pierce through the shield. Damon briefly considered yanking the knife out from where it had stuck into the leather before deciding that a knife in his shield was better than one on the ground, where it could be recovered.

He saw Willum hesitate before lining up the next throw. Damon charged, putting all of his faith into the leather buckler and expecting to feel the stab of a knife against his legs at any second.

He didn’t bother with his sword, slamming into the smaller man with a vicious tackle. It only took three punches to force his yield. He ignored the mixture of cheers and boos from the crowd as the tournament organizers pronounced him the victor.


CHAPTER 27

Damon’s prize money was fifteen silver sables, which felt rather underwhelming given how much of a chore the match had been. He tucked them away in his coin purse. There were larger problems looming than his own finances and the expenses of the farm, but it was nice to know that he at least had that much handled.

The fact that the Honorshade Tournament was continuing in the wake of the Veridas Keep incident spoke volumes about the Godking’s priorities. Avarice wasn’t interested in a protracted conflict with Wrath. The cost of rooting her out and eliminating the threat she represented was one that he apparently wasn’t willing to pay.

It underscored the wisdom of the advice that Malon had given Kastet the night before. It also left Damon feeling the weight of the challenge ahead of him. If he lost before beating Avarice’s champion, the consequences might fall across the city, rather than just upon him.

Damon started toward the stairs leading from the pits up to the Mid City Arena’s entrance. Ria was in the western pits due to their match seeding, which meant that there was no real reason for him to stay beyond his match.

It was a space for warriors, and it wasn’t exactly modest. Several men were in their undershorts or completely naked. Damon noticed a group of three surrounding a woman with blonde hair in the corner who’d wandered in, for whatever reason.

He stopped in his tracks, groaning as he caught sight of her face. Vel had her spectacles on and was blushing fiercely as the men barraged her with inappropriate compliments and requests.

“Back off,” he said. “She’s with me.”

“Damon!” said Vel.

She ducked through the men and wrapped her arms around him, using him as her shield. There was no ensuing conflict, and Vel’s accosters split off as though they’d never been interested in the first place.

“What are you doing down here?” he asked.

“Kastet wanted me to check the competitor bracket,” said Vel. “We know that Ria’s fight for today is still to come, but I was hoping to see who she’d be facing tomorrow, assuming she wins.”

“Just ask me next time,” he said. “There’s a fair amount of, um, masculine energy down here.”

“I can see that.”

He led her over to where the bracket was scrawled out in chalk across one of the dank stone walls of the pit. He found Ria’s name and traced the line up and over… to the winner of the previous match.

“Her next opponent will be some guy named Damon Al-Kendras,” he said.

“That’s not funny.”

“It’s unfortunately not a joke.” He let out a sigh as a pit of emotion sank into the bottom of his stomach. Nothing good could come from facing Ria in the arena. At least one of them would have to lose. At least one of them would get hurt.

“The two of you can’t fight each other,” said Vel.

“It’s not as though we’ll have much of a choice,” he said, feeling irritated.

“There’s no way…” She shook her head. “This is ridiculous.”

“This is what we signed up for. Come on. You should report to your princess.”

He led her back upstairs and into the arena stands. She split off to join Princess Kastet and Lilian in the raised seats. Damon continued into the lower section, where he found Malon in the second row.

“Enjoying the show so far?” he asked.

She turned and grinned at him. “Quite a bit, solas. Are you free? Seta’s match is next, if you have time to watch.”

He nodded and sat down next to her. Malon was wearing an old, oft patched green and gray dress with the sleeves rolled halfway up. Her hair hung in its usual braid, slightly damp from the rain which had fallen earlier in the morning.

There was still a lingering tension between them, one which Damon felt had existed for too long. He didn’t want it to become the new normal, and he resolved to tell her everything as soon as they had a chance to be truly alone.

Which was easier said than done. He hadn’t forgotten how Wrath could eavesdrop on him through his wrathblade.

“There she is,” said Malon.

Damon had ignored the announcer’s crude, overtly racist introduction of the Witch of the Badlands
, as Ria had been nicknamed. She wore the same set of borrowed leather armor she’d equipped for her last fight and carried both her spear and throwing knife.

Her opponent was a duelist of some renown by the name of Candor Fleetfoot. He fought with a longsword and a short sword, and seemed to already be underestimating her, judging from the cocky expression on his face.

Malon nudged him with her elbow and flashed a coy smile. “Who do you think will win?”

“That’s a hard question,” he said. “Especially considering that whoever wins this match will be my next opponent.”

He gave her an unenthusiastic smile. It pained him to see Malon’s reaction, but he still felt glad that she’d heard it from him. She took a breath and closed her eyes. Her hands drew against each other, palms pressing together almost as though she was contemplating a prayer.

“Have you spoken to her about what you’d do against each other in a fight?” she asked.

“Some. We didn’t find much common ground.”

Malon folded her arms. She harbored a darkness within her expression, within her entire posture.

“Would you throw the match against her if I asked you to, solas?” she whispered.

“She’d never forgive me if I did.”

“Things… might not be the same between the two of you afterward,” she said. “I care about our family. Truly, I do.”

“And I don’t?” He blew out a breath and set his foot on the back of the empty bench in front of him. “Aesta… I don’t know what to do. I’m scared I might hurt Ria.”

“I’m scared she might hurt you.”

Damon was surprised by how much her words hurt his confidence. It was unexpected, though only for a moment. He felt himself understanding her concern as he took a breath and let his gaze focus on the oncoming arena match.

One of the tournament organizers gave the signal, and Ria squared off against Candor Fleetfoot. They circled each other, both wary of their opponent at such a deep stage in the tournament. Candor, at least, was wise to be wary.

The fight was over within a minute after it had begun. Candor approached Ria with his swords at the ready. Rain had been falling off and on throughout the morning, creating an environment that was ideal for her tempesting magic.

She waved her hands forward, crossing her wrists and swooping downward once as though attempting to knot her own arms. There was a flash of white, thunder booming in the same instant. A tremendous bolt of lightning struck Candor Fleetfoot once on the back, sending his weapons flying and his body sprawling to the ground.

The crowd had clearly overcome its earlier prejudice and had no qualms about roaring for her as she raised her arms in victory. Damon felt strange as he considered the sound of her cheers against his own, both during the Honorshade Tournament and as a gladiator in the time before it.

“How do you think you would have performed in this tournament?” he asked Malon, mostly to shift his thoughts.

“Are you trying to tempt me into boasting, solas?”

He gave her a mischievous smile. “There are more interesting things I’d try to tempt you into, were that my intention.”

Malon met his gaze, reaching over to set a tender hand on his knee. “Ria’s fight is over. Will you talk with me openly now?”

He nodded slowly. “Let’s go for a walk.”


CHAPTER 28

Damon had given some consideration to exactly how to go about telling Malon what he needed to without exposing himself to Wrath’s eavesdropping and ire. He led her down a long, seldom used alleyway on the edge of the city, undoing his sword belt as they walked.

“What are you doing?” hissed his wrathblade.

“What are you doing?” asked Malon, almost in unison, though in a far gentler tone of voice.

“Oh, you know…” he muttered. “Just, uh, readjusting some things.”

He lifted the sword up and tipped it into one of the rain gutters, ignoring its angry protests. Malon gave him a curious look, following as he gestured for them to continue.

“The most important fact which you must know is that Wrath has been listening to us,” he said. “I’m not sure if it’s constant or occasional, or what she’s learned is of relevance. Aesta… Since I first recovered my wrathblade, I’ve unknowingly been serving as her spy.”

He exhaled, though it did nothing for the weight of his guilt. They’d shared so much within earshot of that sword, not just in terms of their motivations and abilities, but in their intimate moments. He expected Malon to be justifiably furious.

“I see,” said Malon. “Has she been blackmailing you?”

“I…” Damon blinked. “Yes. Ever since we first arrived in the city. Though the first time I met her was when she appeared as a projection within the kestian.”

Malon nodded. “Has she… offered you her crest, solas?”

“No. At least not directly. She forced me to enter the tournament on her behalf, though she seemed ambivalent about whether I claimed myself as her champion openly.”

“Tell me you wouldn’t accept it if she offered,” said Malon. Her eyes were serious, and she took both of Damon’s hands into her own.

“It’s not that simple,” he said.

“Isn’t it?” asked Malon. “Think of what it would mean, solas.”

“You don’t understand. Last night in the Garden of Statues, we saw Wrath speaking with Avarice. She isn’t settled into her role as one of the Forsaken, not completely. I don’t think she’s evil.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s suffered before, horribly, in her past lives if not this one,” he said, with a shrug. “She came to me while I was guarding Kastet’s room and… there were tears in her eyes.”

“Solas…” said Malon. “You have a kind heart. Truly, you do. But this isn’t an instance in which it will lead you rightly. You mustn’t lower your guard around her.”

“I haven’t. I don’t know. There’s so much hatred and animosity between her and Avarice. I saw so many people dying last night because of it. If she had someone she trusted, someone other than that sociopath Shank, maybe…?”

“You assume that she doesn’t, but you don’t know that for sure.” Malon pulled him closer, looking seriously into his eyes. “You know nothing about her, be it as one of the Divine Remnants or as a woman.”

“I’m aware of that, aesta,” he said. “Are you chiding me for being open to knowing more?”

“Yes. Promise me that you won’t accept her crest.”

He’d already begun shaking his head when he saw her stern expression.

“Solas,” she said. “Damon. If you did sign a crest contract with Wrath… There could come a time in the future in which we’d be on opposite sides of a conflict.”

“You’ve been so vague about what entering into a crest contract actually means,” he said. “Yours is with Lascivious. Could she compel your obedience through it if she wanted to?”

“She wouldn’t,” said Malon.

“I asked if she could.”

“It’s… complicated. So much so that I couldn’t make a definitive statement about whether the same would apply for Wrath.”

Damon frowned, still feeling annoyed at how vague she was being. She squeezed his hands.

“Please, solas,” she said. “You’ve grown into such a strong young man following your own path. I couldn’t watch you be engulfed by Wrath.”

“You couldn’t watch me make the same decision that you did, in other words,” he said, bitterly.

“My situation with Lascivious is different.”

She seemed unwilling to budge or expand on that point. Damon sighed and shook his head.

“What’s the alternative?” he muttered. “Wrath has even commanded my sword to withhold its magic from me. I have too many people to love and look out for to allow myself to be powerless.”

Malon licked her lips, giving his question a fair amount of consideration. “Let me take a look at it.”

They were both silent as they returned to where Damon had stashed the wrathblade in the hanging gutter. It hissed obscenities at him as he took it back into his hands. Malon furrowed her brow, reaching her hand out to set three fingers across the weapon’s hilt.

“Don’t touch me, you busty, redheaded whore!” screeched the wrathblade. “I’ll cut you! I swear I’ll cut you!”

“Is it reacting to my presence?” asked Malon.

Damon coughed. “A bit. You might not want to touch it for long. It has a habit of cutting people.”

She pulled her hand back. “Have you grown attached to it, as a weapon?”

“As a weapon, yes,” he said. “As a voice inside my head, not so much. I could do without the constant berating and bickering.”

“Part of my reason for coming to Avaricia was to visit a friend within the city,” said Malon. “I think she may be able to help us.”


CHAPTER 29

They traveled through the city for nearly half an hour before arriving at their destination. Malon led him down a tiny set of stairs between a fletcher and a perfumery to an unmarked wooden door. She knocked in a specific pattern, three times, once, then three times again. A minute passed by before the door finally opened.

An older woman with dark hair greeted them both with a broad smile. She was dressed in a half shirt with thin straps and a playful gray skirt covered in paint stains. Her eyes were nearly crescent in shape, and her skin was deep caramel in color.

“Back so soon, Malon?” she asked, in a surprisingly musical voice. “I see you’ve brought company, as well.”

“Damon, this is Kassandra Umari,” said Malon. “Sandra, this is—”

“Damon Al-Kendras,” said Sandra. “You’ve told me enough about your solas
 over the years for me to practically know him on sight. Please, come in! Let me pour you some tea.”

They followed her into a surprisingly well-lit and cozy shop chamber. Damon was a little curious about why he hadn’t seen a sign out front, or any indication of the shop’s existence on the way down.

Dozens of weapons, pieces of jewelry, and suspicious looking artifacts hung from the walls and littered the store’s shelves. Damon watched Sandra as she disappeared behind the counter, returning a moment later with a tea pot and glasses.

She was older than he’d first thought, in her late fifties or early sixties, at least. Her dark hair was twisted into thin braids which she wore in a ponytail tied by a girlish piece of pink silk. Each of her ears had three gemstone earrings, a ruby, a sapphire, and a topaz in the same order on both sides.

She had a fairly nice body, a fact he might not have otherwise noticed had she not been bending forward to pour them each a drink. Her half-shirt billowed downward, revealing an ample amount of cleavage and the edge of an interesting tan line.

“I take it this is not a social visit?” guessed Sandra. “Oh, none of that look, Malon. I have always been able to tell when you are here to chat versus when you come seeking my help.”

“Think of it as a consultation,” said Malon. “I need your advice about a sword.”

“This sword?” Sandra’s eyes flicked to Damon’s wrathblade.

She came around to the other side of the counter, not asking permission before drawing close to Damon and setting her hand on the weapon. He opened his mouth to warn her about the wrathblade’s propensity for cutting palms, but she shushed him before he could get a word out.

“Hmmm…” she said, gently fondling the hilt. “Most interesting. What more can you tell me about this weapon?”

She undid his sword belt, once more without asking his permission. Damon shot a questioning glance toward Malon.

“It’s fine, solas,” she said. “You can speak freely. She’s like me.”

Sandra let out a chiming laugh. “Eccentric and unmarried, you mean? I tell her so often, Damon. Many, many times. Settle down! Find a husband! Why struggle? She could have many boyfriends, even, if she wanted?”

Malon cleared her throat, blushing a bit. “That isn’t what I meant.”

“You’re a crest sorceress,” said Damon. “One sworn to Lascivious, I would assume?”

Sandra ran one hand along the scabbard of his wrathblade, favoring him with a mischievous smile. “Intelligence. It’s become a rare quality in this age. You are almost correct, Damon. I was once a crest sorceress of Lascivious.”

“Once? But no longer?” He folded his arms, realizing that he’d never considered if and how a crest contract might be broken.

“When one of the Divine Remnants dies in their current physical body, all of their active crest contracts are dissolved,” said Sandra. “It’s one facet of what keeps them from holding onto their power in the time after they’re reincarnated.”

Damon silently processed that bit of information. It meant that Lascivious had died and been reincarnated within Sandra’s adult lifespan.

“Sandra, this is a wrathblade,” said Malon. “An active one, at that.”

“My shop is warded,” said Sandra. “Any form of sight or listening that Wrath might attempt through this artifact will be foiled here.”

“Is there a way for you to neutralize the effect permanently?” asked Damon.

Sandra shook her head. “It’s a complicated enchantment. Your wrathblade is imbued with more than just magical essence. It has a persona, a will of its own, in a sense.”

“Yeah, I noticed,” said Damon, in a frustrated voice.

“I have an idea,” said Sandra. “It’s not perfect, but it might work.”

She disappeared into the back of her shop, reappearing a moment later with a small dagger in her hands. The weapon’s blade had several obvious chips, along with spots of rust and a heavily worn hilt.

“This is Myr,” said Sandra. “It was once a weapon of great power, with an enchantment not dissimilar to the persona contained within your wrathblade. While I doubt I could alter the enchantment of your wrathblade directly, it would be possible for me to swap the enchantments of the two weapons without as much difficulty.”

“What’s Myr’s enchantment?” asked Damon.

“I have no idea. The weapon’s essence has been drained, though the residual enchantment still lingers. It’s not usable anymore. That’s the only reason I’m willing to sacrifice it for the cause. The other enchanted artifacts I sell are far too expensive and rare for me to risk.”

He shook his head slowly. “It’s not as though I want to risk my wrathblade on an experiment. I haven’t exactly been getting along with it lately, but why would I want to swap its enchantment for one that isn’t even usable?”

“You would be swapping both the enchantment and the persona, but not the weapon’s innate essence,” said Sandra. “Think of it like this. If a man loses his wife and remarries, he can move his new lover into the house. She can sleep in his bed. She can wear his old wife’s clothing. She is still her own person, however.”

“Hmm. I guess that sounds reasonable.”

Malon nodded and set her hand on his shoulder. Sandra tapped her fingers on the counter next to the wrathblade.

“There is, of course, the matter of payment…” she said.

“Damon is not a wealthy man,” said Malon. “I also know you’re already aware of my minimalist lifestyle. We don’t have much to offer.”

“I don’t need much, at least not in terms of money,” said Sandra.

Her words seemed to hold some kind of implied meaning for Malon, who let out an exasperated sigh. Damon folded his arms, holding the old enchantress’s gaze.

“What do you need, then?” he asked.

“Oh!” she said. “So direct! I forgot how much I missed that in a man.”

She gave him a look that he wasn’t sure how to interpret. She was far older than him, so much so that he almost felt as though she was simply teasing, rather than flirting.

“Sandra…” said Malon, in a warning tone.

“You mentioned that you were unmarried before,” said Damon, in an incidental tone.

“I did.” Sandra sighed and leaned forward on her elbows against the counter. “It’s hard to find men in Avaricia capable of keeping up with a sorceress, physically and intellectually.”

“Former sorceress,” corrected Malon.

“I still have a few small talents even now,” said Sandra. “I wish I could find more opportunity to make use of them, but alas, it’s not always possible on my own.”

She was still looking at him. Damon decided to take his shot, as much in hopes of finding a solution to his wrathblade’s blockage as to sate his own curiosity.

“Is there anything I could do to help you with that?” he asked. He took it a bit further, shifting his arm on the counter to brush into hers and letting the small contact linger.

“Solas!” said Malon.

“It seems your solas can speak for himself, Malon,” said Sandra. “Every mother bird must eventually let her hatchling take flight.”

Damon suppressed an embarrassed smile even as his face burned at her words. “Is there somewhere we can go to speak more about what kind of help you might need?”

“The help she needs…” Malon massaged her temples. “She’s asking you to… um…”

“Help her.” Damon squeezed Malon’s shoulder. “Yes. We’re on the same page. I think?”

“I think we are.” Sandra squeezed her arms together in a manner that did wonders for her cleavage. “Are you sure you’re up to the task, Damon? Helping an older woman can be a rather… involved task.”

“If you’re asking me if I can get the job done, the answer is yes,” he said.

“Mmm,” hummed Sandra. “Well then. Let’s talk.”

Malon was seething as Sandra gestured toward the door in the back of her shop. Damon hesitated, holding his aesta’s gaze, ready to find an alternative if she pushed her objection.

“It’s your decision,” said Malon. “I will admit to being irritated at how she’s taking advantage of your circumstances, but I understand.”

“Taking advantage?” scoffed Sandra. “Malon, he hasn’t committed to anything beyond a brisk discussion.”

“Why don’t we go have that discussion in private before this gets anymore awkward?” asked Damon.

Sandra nodded and grinned, showing a perfect set of teeth. Damon gave his aesta one last apologetic look as he followed behind the horny old enchantress with his eyes locked onto the curves he could see underneath her skirt.


CHAPTER 30

Sandra led him into a surprisingly spacious bedchamber, taking her shoes off by the door. Damon followed her example, feeling the thick carpet through his toes.

For the enchantress’s forwardness, she seemed at a loss for what to say or do next. Damon walked around her room, surveying an old tapestry depicting a scene of a young couple sitting in a tree. A few artifacts from her shop that were either too valuable or too sentimental for her to sell hung on the walls.

“See anything you like?” asked Sandra.

Damon turned around to find her sitting on the bed with carefully crossed legs and a rather coy smile. He was struck by the return of her confidence, and specifically how genuine it seemed.

“Quite a few things, in fact,” said Damon.

He walked over to her, feeling his cock hardening as he closed the distance. He was almost aroused to the point of wondering if Sandra was using magic to somehow affect his mood.

He suspected the truth was far simpler, and far dirtier. She was an old woman looking to be thrown around between the sheets, and he was a young man with strong arms.

“I should dim the lantern,” said Sandra, staring at the obvious bulge within Damon’s trousers.

“You should take off your girlshorts,” he replied.

Sandra let out a small, musical laugh. “Such boldness! How does your aesta ever keep a handle on you?”

He felt a stab of embarrassment that seemed to throb straight into his loins. “She’s a patient woman.”

“Is she, now?” Sandra made a show of pulling off her girlshorts, though she kept her skirt and the rest of her clothing in place. “I can see how she’d have to be. Words are one thing, Damon. Actions are and will always be another.”

He took his shirt off, taking a deep satisfaction in the way Sandra’s eyes roved over his muscles. He wanted to see her, too. Despite a few obvious wrinkles, Sandra had aged well, and the parts of her body he suspected had held up the best were still covered.

“We aren’t here to talk about my aesta,” he said, with an edge of command.

She laughed again and shifted to lay on her stomach. “I can talk about whatever I please. We’re in my bedchamber, in case you forgot. And your aesta is waiting just outside that door, for us to finish, erm, hammering out the details of this exchange.”

“Why do you keep mentioning her?” he sighed.

Sandra wiggled her butt in a manner that seemed to run contrary to her words.

“Because she’s my good friend,” said Sandra. “She’s been open with me about her relationship with you, her fears, her frustrations.”

Damon suppressed the urge to cringe. “Can we at least talk about this after?”

“Does it make you uncomfortable to talk about your aesta while on a bed with another woman?” asked Sandra. “Or does it stir a different sort of reaction?”

She reached her hand out, prodding his erection with one finger. It was rock hard, and she flashed him an elated smile. Damon pulled down his trousers and undershorts, ready to teach her a lesson about the consequences of her teasing.

“True Divine,” whispered Sandra. “You are going to be a lot to handle.”

“How long has it been?” asked Damon. He pulled her backward by the ankle, sliding her down the bed. “Am I going to have to stretch you out to make room, Sandra?”

A shudder of arousal ran through her as Damon began touching her, softly groping, exploring with his fingers. He slid her skirt up, admiring her cute, tanned butt. He pushed his hips forward, letting his cock nestle lengthwise between her buttocks.

“It has been a while,” she whispered.

“I’ll go slow.”

“I didn’t say I wanted that,” she said.

Damon pulled his cock back, lowering his angle. He probed it between her thighs, finding her womanhood within seconds from the instant, almost overwhelming caress of heat and wetness.

“Whoa...” he said, shivering with pleasure. “You are tight after all.”

“It’s been more than a decade,” whispered Sandra. “True Divine. Don’t be gentle with me, Damon.”

He wasn’t. What began as a slow, exploratory rhythm quickly shifted into a horny onslaught of thrusting. He let out a low, primal groan as he pulled Sandra’s shirt down and began fondling her breasts. There was a slight sag to them, but in a way that simply felt different, rather than bad.

She wasn’t quiet, so he didn’t bother to be, either. The thought of what Malon might be hearing from the other room edged into his thoughts. Her longtime friend and her solas bedding down like horny animals.

“Give me all of your vigor, Damon,” moaned Sandra. “Stir me up.”

“You’re a dirty old biddy.”

“More than you’ll ever know,” she whispered. “Make sure you plant your seed inside me.”

Damon took hold of both of her arms, savoring the lewd, submissive way it forced her to arch her back. Her butt seemed to parry each of his thrusts like a flexible shield, bouncing and jiggling against his crotch in a fashion that felt unbelievably good.

He came after just a few minutes. He took Sandra up on her suggestion and blew his seed as deep within her as it would go, groaning and digging his fingers into her forearms. Sandra surprised him as she began to laugh, softly at first, building to a slightly crazed sounding crackle.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“Better than alright.” She rolled over. Damon blinked, doubting his eyes as he took in the details of her face for a second time.

She looked a solid ten years younger, if not closer to twenty. The wrinkles on her face were nearly universally smoothed out aside from the subtle crow’s feet on either side of her eyes. Even her breasts seemed to have regained a pert fullness.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“It’s one of the small talents I still have from my days as a crest sorceress,” said Sandra. “It only runs skin deep, of course, and it fades more quickly than natural beauty would. This is how I looked when I was in my forties.”

“You were a sexy woman back then,” he said. “I mean, you still are. Even before this. True Divine. How long before it wears off?”

“A few months,” she said. “I do hope you’ll make another trip through Avaricia before then. I can go even younger than this with enough help.”

“I can give you more help right now, if you want it,” he said.

Sandra cleared her throat. “It would be rude to keep your aesta waiting.”

He felt his face flush but pressed on. “I’m sure she could wait another few minutes. We could be quick. We could—”

“Damon,” interrupted Sandra. “No one else is going to say this to you, so I feel as though I must. Malon loves you far more than I think you realize. So much so that every mistake you make, every indiscretion you’re tempted into, hangs upon her with twice as much weight.”

“She… told you?” He winced, wishing he could escape the conversation while simultaneously hanging on her next word.

“We tell each other everything,” said Sandra. “She’s worried, both for you and the future of your relationship. She’s your aesta, and you’ve been a horny, wicked little beast toward her.”

“Did she say that?”

“I’m saying that!” Sandra sighed, pulling her girlshorts back on. “There are some mistakes in this world which can never be undone, some lines which shatter into nonexistence as soon as they’re crossed. Be mindful of the nature of that woman’s love. If you keep thinking with your prick, it’s going to lead you off a cliff, and you’ll be dragging her over with you.”

Damon stared at down at a small stain on the knee of his trousers, unable to look up to meet her gaze. His face was hot with embarrassment. He could find no words to refute her argument. The fact that he wanted to so badly only made her point cut twice as deep.

“Now, in case you were wondering, this little seduction was also for her benefit,” said Sandra. “Hopefully, seeing how willing you are to burst within the cunt of any woman, of any age, who so much as smiles in your direction will prime your aesta’s sense of propriety. I do hope this wasn’t too cruel of a reality check for her to be on the receiving end of.”

Damon dressed as quickly as he could. He felt much younger than he had when he’d first entered Sandra’s bedchamber, and he couldn’t help but wonder if her aging reversal magic was affecting him, too.


CHAPTER 31

Malon refused to meet Damon’s gaze when he returned to the shop’s main room with Sandra. He was actually fine with that, since he was still in the midst of a struggle against the frown on his face.

She did look at Sandra, however. She brought a hand to her mouth, taking in the transformation with undisguised appreciation.

“Sandra,” she said. “You look… refreshed.”

“Thank you.” Sandra grinned back at her. “I do miss the glamour’s effects being automatic, as it was back when I still had my crest. I might have to call on Damon’s help again if I catch him passing through the city. It’s so hard to find confident, open minded men.”

“I can imagine,” said Malon, with a touch of irritation.

“Right,” said Sandra. “I’ve kept you waiting for long enough. Let’s tend to your troublesome sword, shall we?”

Damon moved to stand on the opposite side of the counter, holding the hilt of his wrathblade’s scabbard as Sandra drew near to it.

“Bah!” hissed the sword. “Don’t touch me, you disgusting crone!”

“Careful,” said Damon, as Sandra started to touch the weapon’s pommel. “It’s got this habit of cutting other people’s hands when they pick it up, for whatever reason.”

Sandra furrowed her brow. “Has it always done that?”

“No. Only since we entered Avaricia.”

She blinked, staring at him. “You didn’t mention to me before that you were a wielder
.”

“A what?” he asked.

Sandra’s gaze pivoted to Malon, who seem similarly intrigued.

“When did you first obtain this weapon?” asked Sandra.

The wrathblade had begun shouting insults and obscenities again. Damon tuned it out as he answered. “I was twenty, so about three years ago.”

“You’re only twenty-three?” Sandra frowned and shook her head. “Ah, never mind. Did it take a while for the weapon to begin expressing its enchantment?”

“About three years, I’d say,” said Damon. “The first time I drew upon its magic was in a fight against one of my father’s debtors not too long ago. I always assumed it had something to do with my anger in the moment.”

“Partly,” said Sandra. “Most wrathblades are entirely dormant. They are spent magical relics, in other words. Useless to anyone incapable of performing a strong enchantment refresh or doing what you can do. I’m certain of it. Damon, you’re a wielder.
”

“I’m only familiar with this term in passing,” said Malon. “You spoke to me of a partner you had once who you described similarly.”

“It’s a term rarely used outside of enchanting discussion,” said Sandra. “A wielder is a person with an unusual magical affinity for enchanted items. Enchantments will be stronger and more efficient when you use them. On top of that, if you carry the same enchanted item for long enough, it will occasionally begin to grow more powerful and develop new quirks and abilities.”

“Is this an inborn trait?” asked Damon. “Like a form of spellblood magic?”

“Yes, but too mild to meet the general classification,” said Sandra. “Most wielders never even discover their abilities. Those who do often misattribute the effect to the enchanted item, rather than their own enhanced affinity.”

Damon looked at his hand and then at the wrathblade. He felt conflicted about the decision he was about to make. If he was a wielder, was it possible that he might eventually find a way to tame the sword, perhaps even find a way to keep it from listening and reporting to Wrath?

“Now, to return to the matter at hand…” said Sandra. She picked up the wrathblade and carefully moved it to a hexagonal stonework table covered in white chalk patterns in the corner of the room. “The enchantment swap should only take a moment.”

The dagger, Myr, as she’d called it, looked so worn and pitiful next to his carefully maintained wrathblade. Damon chewed his lip.

“Sandra…” he said, uncertainly.

“Are you having second thoughts?” she asked.

“I’ll murder you if you let this wretch touch me again!” screeched his wrathblade. “I’ll slice your balls off in your sleep! I’ll split your cock down the piss hole.”

“No,” he said. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Sandra set one hand on each weapon. A faint, bluish glow erupted from the lines on the table, spreading to the sword and dagger and smothering them both with light. A distinctly magical crack sounded in the air, which began to smell like sulfur and fresh cut grass. The light faded.

“Did it work?” asked Damon.

Sandra shrugged. “Ask the sword, not me.”

He glanced toward Malon, who smiled and gave him an encouraging nod. He felt a weird thrill of anticipation as he picked up the weapon and gently rubbed its hilt.

“Hello,” he said. “Can you hear me?”

“Um… yes.” The voice was soft, girlish, almost shy. “I feel a bit weird.”

So did Damon, given that he was having a conversation with a sword that only he could hear in front two other people.

“You used to be a dagger,” he explained. “I swapped your enchantment into my sword.”

“Oh,” said the sword. “That was most kind of you. It’s been a long time since I’ve gotten any use.”

“My name is Damon.”

“I… believe my name is Myr,” replied the sword.

“This is so fascinating,” muttered Sandra. “Damon, do you mind if I document this encounter for publication? I’ll anonymize your name and circumstantial details.”

He nodded, but the weapon still had his complete focus. “Myr. That’s a pretty name.”

“Oh!” said Myr. “Um, thank you.”

“I suppose that makes you my myrblade, now,” he said.

“I suppose it does,” giggled Myr.

“Myr,” he said. “What’s your enchantment?”

Her answer was hesitant. “I… haven’t remembered yet. I’m so sorry! I know how that sounds. I do feel like I was fairly powerful, once upon a time.”

He gave the sword’s hilt a reassuring squeeze, satisfied with the weapon’s new voice, if nothing else.

“Well, it would seem as though my work here is done,” said Sandra, with a yawn. “If the two of you don’t mind, I think I’ll spend the rest of my afternoon napping and staring at my pretty new body in the mirror.”

Damon put his sword belt back on, feeling strangely nervous as he adjusted the belt. He wanted to stay on good terms with his sword this time around. He set a hand on the hilt of his myrblade.

“Mmm…” whispered Myr.

“Is that alright?” he asked.

“More than alright,” said Myr. “It feels rather good.”


CHAPTER 32

He followed Malon out of Sandra’s shop as soon as the two women had exchanged goodbyes. The sky had cleared since that morning, and a warm breeze was blowing through the city.

“Thank you, aesta,” he said. “You’ve done more than I think you realize in helping me with this.”

Malon flashed a smile that had an annoyed edge to it. “I don’t appreciate your innuendo, solas.”

He winced. “That wasn’t how I meant it.”

He considered whether he should apologize as they began walking down the street.

“I’m sorry,” said Malon. “I shouldn’t have reacted like that. I did tell you that it was your own decision to make.”

“Sandra is an interesting woman,” said Damon, with a shrug.

“I was surprised by your willingness,” said Malon. “She’s old enough to be my mother, even.”

“Age is irrelevant in matters of the heart.”

“Was that truly a matter of the heart, or… somewhere further down than that?”

An awkward silence settled between them. Damon’s face burned as he measured the weight of his regret.

“Are you free for the rest of the day?” he asked.

Malon nodded. “I am.”

“Let me buy you a dress to thank you for your help.”

Malon smiled but shook her head. “Solas, I’m always happy to help you. There’s no need for you to feel indebted by it. Save your money.”

He took her hand and laced his fingers through hers. “I want to spoil you. Really, I insist. There’s a place I know of with reasonable prices that’s not too far from here.”

It wasn’t until they reached Slips and Bits, the clothier he’d taken Vel and Lilian to, that Damon stopped to consider how Malon would view the place. She pursed her lips with obvious skepticism, looking back and forth between the door and Damon’s face.

“If you don’t see anything you like, we can go somewhere else,” he said.

She sighed, but still followed behind him as he entered.

“Hello,” said the seamstress. She clearly recognized Damon and furrowed her brow at Malon. “Feel free to try on any outfits you feel the need to. I hope you’re satisfied by what you find this time.”

Despite Malon’s initial reluctance, she seemed to start to enjoy herself as she began searching through the shop’s myriad selection of clothing. Damon waited in one of the chairs off to the side, letting his hand gently caress his myrblade as he grew comfortable with the new, but familiar weapon.

“Solas,” called Malon. “What do you think of this one?”

She held up a black evening dress against her front and made a small face.

“I think you should try it on,” he said.

She obliged him. Damon anticipated the reveal with undisguised excitement. She peaked her head out through the changing partition, smiling as she saw him waiting, and then slowly leaning further out into the open.

“It’s a little small on me,” she said. She played with the end of her braid as she slowly turned around. The dress had thin shoulder straps and an open back, and it seemed to emphasize her womanly curves without flaunting them.

“You look incredible,” he said.

“Oh, please,” she said, with a sigh. “No teasing, solas.”

“It’s not teasing!” He grinned at her. “There’s a reason why all of your friends bring up the fact that you’re still single. You’re beautiful, and if you showed up to a tavern wearing a dress like that…”

He trailed. Malon spun around again and set her hands on her hips.

“If I showed up a tavern in this dress? Were you going to finish that thought?”

“I decided I’d rather imagine you wearing it around the tower.”

“You’re too much,” she said. “But thank you.”

She tried another two dresses. Damon showered her with compliments, and it wasn’t out of any scheme to butter up her mood. The fitting session had given him a chance to say what he so often felt, to speak his heart. It felt liberating to tell her how beautiful she was, to look at her for a reason without wondering if he should feel ashamed.

“This one is a bit more risqué,” said Malon, from behind the partition. “I’m also not certain if I put it on right.”

Damon’s heart skipped a beat. “Can I see?”

She poked her head out from behind the partition, chiding him with her eyes. Then, she slowly stepped out into the open.

What she wore was better described as a corset with small skirt, rather than a proper dress. Damon had never seen Malon’s breasts pressed up and together and displayed so perfectly. She spun around, shifting to give him a quick flash of her butt from behind. Was she even wearing her girlshorts?

“Wow…” he said.

“Too much?”

“I’m buying it for you,” he said.

Malon laughed. “It doesn’t even fit. There’s a tie in the back that doesn’t seem to reach all the way.”

“Do you want my help with it?”

He was already halfway hard. Malon hesitated for a moment before giving her answer.

“Yes,” she said, quietly.

She stepped back behind the changing partition, rather than into the open. It was a tiny little stall, forcing them together with no more than inches between their bodies.

“It’s… in the back,” whispered Malon.

She turned around slowly, her body brushing against his ever so slightly. The view of her bare shoulders, along with the sensual lace ties of the corset, was one of the hottest things he’d ever seen.

He drew nearer to her, setting his hands on her hips and gently running them up her body and across the silken fabric. A slight shiver ran through her body, noticeable in the stillness of the moment.

“Higher up?” he whispered.

“A little more.”

He found the undone tie, though it was almost an afterthought. He couldn’t stop his hips from pressing forward, letting his bulge gently prod into her. He still held the ties, and he gave them a gentle tug, pulling her and her glorious butt into a lewder state of contact against him.

“I think…” he said, barely hearing himself. “I have to, ah, adjust the front.”

“If you need to…”

He felt the pretense dissolving as he ran his hands up the front of Malon’s corset. He held her firmly, pulling her back against his erection, his movements growing more sexual and aggressive.

Malon shivered again and leaned her head back. Damon let his breath tickle her neck and then kissed it.

“Mmm…” she moaned.

She shifted, turning so her mouth could meet his, and they kissed. It was the type of kiss that could happen behind closed doors, fleeting and rushed and dangerous. Damon let his tongue find hers and tightened his grip on her body, cupping one of her breasts and grinding himself against her with undisguised intentions.

“Aesta,” he breathed.

She kissed him again. Damon reached down to pull her skirt up.

The partition rattled. A very annoyed looking seamstress glared at them from outside the changing stall.

“This is my store,” said the woman. “Peddle your own goods elsewhere. I expect you’ll be buying the item you have on.”

Malon’s face turned bright red. Damon answered, sparing her the shame of the moment.

“I’ll buy it,” he said, sounding less than disappointed.


CHAPTER 33

Damon could feel the awkwardness between him and Malon as they made their way back toward the Royal Lodgings. He didn’t mind it. Compared to how it had felt when he’d been keeping secrets from her, he almost preferred it.

“That was my fault,” he said, breaking the silence.

“Was it, solas?” she asked. “I was actively teasing you.”

“You simply needed help with the tie,” he said, smiling. “I’m the one who kissed your neck.”

Malon laughed. “I suppose trying such a bold outfit on was the true catalyst. But it’s not as though it was more than just a bout of horseplay.”

Her expression grew serious, and she took his hand into hers. They shifted to the left side of the street as they passed by a group of workmen carrying a half-finished woodcarving.

“I… enjoyed it,” he said.

She squeezed his hand. “We both enjoyed it. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Aesta…” He felt as though he had more to say, or at least his heart did. But he held his tongue, seeing the expression on her face and realizing that now was the time to listen, rather than speak.

“I can’t express how much it means to me to have you back in my life, solas,” she said. “I never wished to burden you with how much I worried, and missed you, during all those years you spent away. I’m still growing to know you as a man, rather than the little boy I used to hug and chastise and dote upon. It is just horseplay. If you don’t understand that yet, you will with time. And a little bit of horseplay is… acceptable, now and then.”

He felt a dumb smile take up residence on his face. He loved her so incredibly much, and her perspective on their play was liberating to hear. It had all just been horseplay. He hadn’t been at the mercy of his loins, thrusting and groping the woman who’d raised him. It had just been playful teasing, and as Malon said, a little bit of horseplay was acceptable.

“I can’t wait for this foolish tournament to be over,” he said. “I can think of nowhere else I’d rather be than doing chores on the farmstead and eating your stew.”

“You sweet talker,” she said. “Don’t think your honeyed words will get me back into that corset.”

“If they won’t, I’ll have to raise my bid to giving you a long backrub.”

“Not happening.”

“A leg massage?”

“Maybe,” she said. “We’ll discuss it once we’re back.”

The sun was setting as they made their way inside the Royal Lodgings. A few of Kastet’s guards had returned, which was a relief to Damon. No chance of being drafted into another night of watch duty.

Ria and Vel were waiting in the dining hall, and the four of them took supper together. The tense silence that settled over the group once they’d all gotten their food. Damon didn’t need to do much guesswork to know that Ria was aware of who her opponent would be in the tournament the next morning.

“Do you think the sky will be of rain tomorrow?” asked Ria.

“You can always hope,” said Damon. He took a bite of his bread but kept his eyes on her.

“It makes a difference only in the nature of my tactics,” said Ria. “Not in the outcome.”

There was a sense of intensity and coldness to her voice that infuriated Damon.

“This isn’t going to be a sparring match, Ria,” he said. “It’s unlikely that this duel ends without one of us getting hurt.”

“Are you asking me to go easy on you, Damon?”

“Seta!” said Malon, with a chastising glance.

Damon stabbed his fork downward into the pork chop on his plate. “Do you want this?” he snapped at Ria. “Is this fun for you?”

“This is the commitment I became about when I agreed to be Kastet’s champion.” She stared at him, violet eyes open and unblinking. “Fun has little to do with it. This is a matter of honor and pride, young Damon?”

“Ah, of course,” he said, sarcastically. “I’ll feel so proud and honorable as I’m swinging my sword to hurt someone I care deeply about.”

“You are selfish if you see this in such a way.”

“What other way is there to see it?”

“Look at this city,” said Ria. “Look at the way my people are treated here. You have seen it happen to me, even!”

“Ria, I—”

“Hear me when I say this, Damon.” She held his gaze, as serious as he’d ever seen her. “You will be facing the Witch of the Badlands tomorrow. The first Remenai to ever make it to this stage of the tournament. Soon to be the first Remenai to be crowned champion.”

“Do you have to make this about your people?” he asked.

He realized how stupid the question sounded the instant after it left his mouth.

“My people are dying,” she said. “Our lands are being stolen. Our culture is trampled underfoot. In this small way, I can choose to fight back.”

Damon could tell that she’d been thinking about the nature of Veridan’s Curve and the colonies for far longer than just the past week. He couldn’t argue against what she was saying. Expecting her to hold back when she was fighting with that kind of motivation was entirely unrealistic.

But he couldn’t hold back either. He had his own reasons for fighting, and he wasn’t interested in discovering how Wrath would take retribution if he lost.

“Solas, seta,” said Malon, addressing them both. “Please. Let’s not disrupt the harmony of our dinner by focusing on things which can’t be changed.”

Damon nodded, as did Ria. He felt too aware of her presence to stay at the table for more than a few minutes and excused himself after hurriedly finishing his food. He pinched a bottle of wine from the pantry and made his way up to the rooftop balcony.

“Getting pointlessly drunk the night before an important match,” he muttered. He poured a sip into the garden below. “That’s for you, Austine.”

Someone cleared their throat behind. Damon stiffened and turned around against the railing, spotting Vel by the stairs.

“Did you hear that?” he asked.

“No,” she said, rather unconvincingly.

“Liar.”

She set her hands on her hips and glared at him. “I was trying to be polite, you oaf! It’s none of my business if you still talk to him or not. Well, unless you want it to be. I am here if you need someone to listen.”

She slowly walked over to the railing. Damon took a sip of the wine and passed it to her. She eyed the bottle suspiciously before taking a sip, coughing as it parted from her lips.

“I should have mentioned that it’s strong,” he said.

“It tastes like the tonics aesta used to make us for sore throats.”

Damon snorted at that and accepted the bottle back from her.

“I’ll be cheering for you tomorrow,” said Vel.

He hesitated before reflexively thanking her, realizing what she meant.

“You mean you’ll cheering specifically for me, over Ria?” he asked.

She nodded. “Aesta will cheer for you both or cheer for no one. Kastet and her supporters will be eager to see Ria win. I wouldn’t be surprised if the crowd ended up on her side, as well. It would be sad if you didn’t get any cheers, so I’ll be as loud as I can to make up for it.”

“Thanks,” he said, meaning it. “You’re really cute, sometimes.”

He reached over and ruffled her hair.

“Don’t hit on me, Damon,” said Vel. “And what do you mean sometimes
?”

She was smiling, and the irritation in her voice sounded forced. Her eyes lingered on his for long enough for him to lose any semblance of resistance. He leaned in and kissed her, curious about whether she’d stop him or let him go further.

Her lips moved against his. Damon still felt horny after his horseplay with Malon earlier in the day. He pulled Vel closer, still expecting a rebuke. She kept kissing him, even wrapping her arms loosely around his neck.

“That was a… good luck kiss,” she said, as it ended. “For tomorrow.”

“Ria’s strong,” he said. “I might need more luck than just that.”

She quirked her mouth sideways, leaning forward for a second kiss. Damon ran his hands along her sides, groping her tight little butt through her dress. He lifted her up by the legs, delighting in the cute squeal she gave in response, and sat her down on the balcony’s railing.

“Whoa!” Vel shifted wrong. She windmilled her arms, eyes wide with surprise, as she began tipping backward into the open air.

“Rovahn’s balls!” swore Damon, grabbing her tight. He hugged her to his chest, but she only allowed it for a moment before squirming away.

“What made you think that would be a good idea?” she snapped.

“I just… thought it would be hot.”

“I told you to stop hitting on me, Damon,” said Vel.

He gaped at her, shaking his head. “You make it rather hard, sometimes.”


CHAPTER 34

Damon was in no rush to turn in for the night, even as Vel headed to bed. He didn’t want to face Ria after the conversation in the dining hall. If he had to share the guest room with her and Malon, he decided that it made sense to wait until he could be reasonably sure that she was asleep before arriving back.

“Have you given any more thought to what your enchantment might be?” he asked Myr. He held the sword’s hilt with one hand, gently caressing the pommel.

“I haven’t stopped attempting to remember since you first brought it up,” Myr whispered. “That feels really good, by the way.”

“Maybe if I keep rubbing it’ll help draw the knowledge out?”

Myr let out a breathy, slightly nervous laugh. “No, but it might… erm… have a different effect.”

He kept going with the movement of his thumb, but slightly less insistently, a little unsure if the sword was entirely comfortable.

“What do you remember about yourself?” he asked.

“Well…” Myr let out a considering sigh. “I remember my old master. Luke Graystone. He was a dagger dancer who performed across the Exile Islands. It wasn’t just me. I think I had sisters, other daggers from the same forge. We were all similar, but unique, and…”

She groaned and trailed off.

“It’s alright,” he said. “Don’t rush.”

He ran his hand up and down the hilt in a caressing motion. Myr let out a small gasp.

“You’re too kind,” she whispered. “I think… my hilt has had enough attention, for tonight.”

“Of course.”

“Will you share what your strategy is for tomorrow?” asked Myr. “I’ve gleaned a few details of your life just from the conversations I’ve observed. You’re facing your sister in the arena, are you not?”

“It’s complicated,” he said, with a sigh. “She’s like a sister, but we’re not… I mean, we’ve also…”

“If it’s scandalous, consider that I’ll find out eventually, regardless,” said Myr. “I’m your sword.”

He gave her a brief rundown of his relationships with Malon, Ria, and Vel, along with the strong and confusing feelings he harbored for each of them.

“Um…” Myr seemed at a loss for words.

“I know,” said Damon. “It’s weird.”

“I’m not judging!” she said, quickly. “It’s just that in what I remember from my last master’s life and society, that sort of love would be… problematic.”

Damon couldn’t resist setting his hand on her hilt again and chuckling. “You’re a lot more fun to talk to like this than you were before.”

“Than I was before?” asked Myr. “You’re speaking of your old sword. Just because I share the same blade and scabbard does not make us the same.”

“You’re right,” he said. “I shouldn’t have implied that.”

“Now, about your strategy,” said Myr. “This sister of yours has tempesting magic, no?”

***

Damon and Myr took the time to work out a proper plan of attack. When he arrived back at the guest room, Malon and Ria were both soundly asleep, and he settled into his makeshift bed. He wasn’t expecting Ria to make any late-night advances, which left him confused when he awoke to the sound of footsteps at some point during the night.

He opened his eyes. A blonde-haired woman stood over him, completely naked aside from a golden cat mask on her face. She leaned forward, the ghostly light of the Eldritch moon playing across the pale skin of her breasts.

Damon reached out, expecting her to stop him as he pulled loose the mask. She didn’t, and he felt a thrill of excitement over finally having the answer to a mystery he’d spent far too much time on.

Rain pattered outside the window as he awoke from his apparent dream. Damon groaned, glancing down at the tenting of his morning oak and then around the room. Faint light from the overcast sun filtered in through the half-drawn curtains.

Malon and Ria were already up and out of the room, which was a blessing in disguise. Damon dressed quickly, headed to the dining room to grab a light breakfast, and then to gather the other supplies he’d need for Myr’s plan.

As much as he would have enjoyed seeing Malon and Vel before the match, he didn’t want to risk tipping Ria off to his strategy. He headed outside, scowling into the foggy, rainy weather as he carried his long, heavy bundle toward the arena.

There was already a crowd queued in line for entrance. Damon got a few shouts of encouragement as he passed by and held out his arm to slap the hands of fans. The guards allowed him into the pits, and he took a seat after strapping on the leather buckler.

There was one other competitor on the same side of the arena as him. It was Avarice’s champion, the man with the cowl he’d seen on the night when the fight had broken out between Wrath and the Godking.

It was hard for Damon to judge much about him without being able to see his face. He didn’t say anything, but he did watch Damon with a certain intensity. That wasn’t surprising, however. If both he and Avarice’s champion won their fights, they’d be facing each other next in the final.

He’d have to beat Ria first. Familiar fears and emotions began to edge into Damon’s awareness, haunting him with visions of what could happen. The idea of seriously hurting or even killing Ria in the arena was impossible to dismiss.

He felt justifiably anxious, almost bordering on paranoid. His thoughts circled around like that, jumping from Austine’s face in his last moments, to the sound of the bloodthirsty crowd, to Ria.

One of the tournament organizers came over and told him that it was time. Damon pulled the birch paper canvas free from his bundle. He hadn’t asked Kastet before borrowing it from the small armory of the Royal Lodgings this time, not wanting to give her room to potentially trick him again.

Damon held a jousting lance, easily nine or ten feet long and with a solid metal head attached to a stout wooden pole. It was heavy, cumbersome, and perfect for what he needed. He carried it under one arm, though it was a clumsy fit in the narrow hallway which led to the central arena.

The crowd roared as the announcer signaled the start of the fight and began to introduce the two combatants.

“This could be a match that makes history,” shouted the announcer. “We won’t keep you waiting any longer. Our first combatant needs no introduction, which given the mystery and intrigue surrounding her past seems rather fitting. Ria Zakur, the Witch of the Badlands, and potentially the first Remenai to ever win the Honorshade Tournament!”

The crowd went wild. Damon couldn’t see Ria walking out from where he stood, but it made little difference. It was still raining. The fight hinged almost entirely on the idea Myr had helped him work out.

“Her opponent is a man who should not be underestimated, however,” shouted the announcer. “No flash. No fanfare. Just a man and a sword which I have on good authority… happens to be a wrathblade. Damon Al-Kendras, gladiator extraordinaire!”

The crowd booed him, which he’d been expecting, but still found surprising. After what Wrath did to Veridas Keep, any association to her was enough to earn the condemnation of the people. It felt slightly unfair, given the effort he’d put in to convert his wrathblade into a new, much more personable myrblade, but he knew it wasn’t entirely unjustified.

He dodged out of the way of a rotten melon hurled from the stands as he moved into position across from Ria. She wore a full outfit of leather armor, including a simple chin strap helmet, and carried her wooden spear and throwing knife. Her eyes fixated on the lance. Damon suspected that she already knew what he’d try with it.

“Are both combatants ready?” shouted the announcer.

Ria nodded. Damon hesitated, still conflicted by his fear of hurting her, before slowly giving his assent.

“Begin!” shouted the announcer, as another tournament organizer struck the starting drum.

He wasted no time slamming the wooden end of the lance down as close to the arena’s center as he possibly could. It slid into the wet ground easily, standing at a slight angle. The height of the metal tip was a few feet above Damon’s head, which was all he cared about.

The crowd roared with excitement, and the wind shifted, causing the falling rain to splatter both sides of Damon’s face. Ria was already moving her hands through a series of arcane movements, wasting no time before committing to the fight.

He pulled away just as the first bolt of lightning came down. It struck the lance, leaving an afterimage across Damon’s vision and deafening his ears, but otherwise doing nothing. He smiled, but knew that the fight was still far from over.

“Clever, husband,” called Ria. “I see you came prepared.”

It hurt to hear her use the playful term of endearment in the open, even though he knew the crowd couldn’t hear it. She normally only used it when they were alone, lost in their intimacy and feelings for each other. Bandying it about during such a serious moment seemed to cheapen and mock its meaning.

He had to do it. If he was going to win against Ria, the fight needed to be swift and decisive. He forced himself to begin swinging his sword, overcoming a wealth of resistance in the process.

Ria’s spear was made of blackwood, and it didn’t snap as his myrblade connected against it. His chop left a small divot against the wood. If he could strike the same spot repeatedly, it was still possible that he might split the weapon in two. Ria was smart, however. She would know that too.

Smart, and strong, and fast. Damon sensed the depth of her skill with the spear as she countered his entire series of slashes. She didn’t counterattack, a fact which he was tempted to read into. Was her composure and confidence just a show? Was she conflicted about hurting him in the same way?

A hard blow to the side of his head from the butt end of the spear gave him his answer. Damon staggered sideways, hurrying to fix his footwork. He brought his sword around in a sweep that would clear the spear’s follow up jab.

Except, Ria hadn’t attacked him. She’d charged toward the lance in the center of the arena as soon as Damon had been off balance. He sprinted after her, but she had always been a faster runner than he was.

He attacked her from behind. It was far from his proudest moment, but the point wasn’t to hurt her. He roared to announce his attack, even. Ria reacted instantly, spinning and shifting her spear to block, at the sacrifice of her momentum.

They fought like enraged animals. It was so far beyond the sparring that they’d previously done that Damon could only wonder if they’d been wasting their time with those practices. Ria danced with her spear as much as fought with it. Damon hacked into the weapon savagely, willing to settle for a victory won over the shattered splinters of Ria’s weapon.

He’d felt so confident. After how he’d saved her from Joyell, part of him had simply assumed that he’d find a way to defeat her. Joyell had managed to overpower Ria only by circumstance, however. It was a matter of strengths and weaknesses, rather than objective power.

She still had the throwing knife, in addition to the spear. He didn’t let himself forget about that. She still had the throwing knife he’d given her, back when they’d been holding hands at the dinner table and looking for opportunities to roll around naked at night.

It felt like a lifetime ago. In terms of their relationship, perhaps it was. But once the fight was settled, once he’d forced her yield, they’d be able to be like that again. Nothing had changed, really, and if everything was the same, then—

The spear struck him hard, and more than once. Damon felt her batter the side of his ribs before twisting and delivering the butt end into his gut with force. He would be dead if she’d used the point. He was falling to the ground, regardless.

He managed to reach out and grab one of her ankles before she could take off toward the lance again. She tried to smack the spear’s butt down on his hand. Damon twisted with all his strength, yanking her off balance and then into a tumble on the ground.

He was more confident about his ability to beat Ria in wrestling than in anything else. He had more muscle than her, more weight. He could slowly force her to yield by wearing her out over long minutes. If it came to it, he could simply dislocate her shoulder.

Ria knew all of this as truly as he did. She slid out of some of her borrowed leather armor as Damon tried to get ahold of her. The direction she retreated in once she’d gotten to her feet was, to his relief, away from the lance.

He stood up, tightening his fingers on his sword. It took him a moment to realize that Ria’s attention wasn’t on him anymore.

Another bolt of lightning came down, crashing into the lance with pointless strength. Damon frowned as he turned around in time to see her strike it with her magic twice more in quick succession. A thin trail of smoke began to rise from the lance’s shaft.

It was Damon’s turn to desperately charge toward his makeshift lightning rod. Ria was still faster than he was, but she didn’t even need to be, this time. She struck the lance with her magic again, the lightning coming down bright enough to hurt Damon’s eyes. The wooden shaft was actively on fire now.

The lance made a snapping noise as the handle finally cracked and split in two. The metal half fell useless to the ground, while what was left of the shaft continued to rise from the ground like a stalk of wheat waiting for the scythe.

He spun around, only then realizing that the steps he’d taken toward the lance had put a dangerous amount of distance between him and Ria. They stared at each other from across the arena, sharing in a lingering moment of intimate frustration. She knew he wasn’t going to yield.

“Now would be a great time for you to remember your enchantment,” he whispered to Myr.

“I’m trying!” cried Myr. “I promise you, Damon, I’m trying my hardest!”

There was only one move which made any sense. Damon rushed forward with all his speed, desperate to get to Ria before the lightning got to him. It wasn’t a race he could ever win, but he suspected that she’d hesitate for at least a second. More than that, if he was lucky.

Except, she didn’t hesitate. Damon felt the force of her tempesting magic as another bolt of lightning came down, stomping him to the ground like a mule kick from on high. He lay with his chest flat against the muddy earth. The pain came seconds later, a tingling, burning sensation that roved across his skin from a point between his shoulder blades.

“Damon!” cried Myr. He tried to mumble something about being fine. A small spit bubble was all his lips managed to produce.

Ria had closed some of the distance between them, which was a bad sign. She didn’t think he was going to get up. He could use it to his advantage. If she let her arrogance take over in sight of victory, he could snatch it back for himself.

He gritted his teeth, exhaling as he forced himself to his hands and knees. Some of his muscles were still locked in cramps from the effect of the lightning. He took a breath, lifting his right foot to set flat and push him up.

The lightning struck again. Damon rolled across the ground, screaming at the top of his lungs. His limbs flailed in movements that didn’t feel like they belonged to him. The back of his eyes itched painfully, and his throat felt as though it was lined with coarse sand.

“It’s over,” shouted Ria. “Yield.”

Was he imagining the tremor in her voice? Was this as painful for her as it was for him? He almost laughed at the idea as tears of agony continued to stream from his eyes. His nose was running, too. True Divine, he must have looked like a mess.

He let out a desperate gasp as he forced himself back to his hands and knees. The pain of simply manipulating his shocked muscles was almost as bad as the initial lightning strikes had been. He took a breath and snarled. He couldn’t hear the crowd. Had they gone silent, or had he lost some aspect of his hearing?

He felt the air rush from his lungs and knew that she’d brought her magic down on him again. He tasted dirt and rolled sideways, getting his face out of the dirt. It was torture to take stock of his body’s condition. He knew he couldn’t win like this.

He couldn’t win, but as long as he stayed conscious and refused to yield, neither could Ria. Damon felt a stroke of inspiration as he realized what he needed to do. As long as he kept attempting to get up, he could outlast her. The rain would stop at some point, or at least wane enough to reduce the strength of her magic. He could still win. This was his ultimate test.

Damon let out a furious roar and stumbled to his feet on numb legs. His sword was still on the ground. He didn’t have time to pick it up. He staggered forward, seeing Ria’s profile. She’d drawn too close, just as he’d known she would, in her arrogance.

He saw the surprise in her expression. Except, that wasn’t what it was. She looked distraught, and a little disappointed.

Damon saw the flash, and then everything went black.


CHAPTER 35

Damon woke up alone and in pain. A quick survey of his surroundings told him that he was lying in the bed within the guest room of the Royal Lodgings. He tried to remember how he’d gotten there after winning the match and why there was a conspicuous gap in his memory, only to feel like an absolute fool.

“Rovahn’s balls…” he muttered. He closed his eyes and briefly considered making an attempt at sleep to ignore the obvious truth.

He had lost to Ria in the semi-finals of the Honorshade Tournament.

Damon was surprised by the intensity of his own despair and disappointment. He grabbed a pillow from the bed next to him and hurled it at the wall, feeling childish and petulant.

He’d known losing was a possibility when Wrath had first forced him into the arrangement. He’d done far better than he had when he’d entered years earlier. It wasn’t as though he hadn’t given it his all.

Was that what made his defeat so crushing? He hadn’t held back against Ria, not in any meaningful way. But in the end, she’d clearly held back against him. The cruel, controlled way she’d tried to force his yield would be forever burned into his mind. Before the fight, he’d imagined pinning her, attempting to force that same yield from her lips. He’d never even come close.

Someone was crying nearby. Damon found his sword belt on the floor alongside much of the rest of his clothing. He pulled Myr up and into the bed next to him.

“I…” sobbed Myr. “I… I’m so sorry. I tried. I did try, but I just…”

She broke off into an ugly, unintelligible bout of sobbing. He stroked her hilt, feeling ridiculous at the way the sword’s emotions resonated with his own.

“It’s alright,” he said. “We both tried our best.”

It wasn’t alright, though. Wrath had tasked him with winning the tournament and personally embarrassing Avarice’s champion. He hadn’t accomplished either of those things. He would have to face her and beg for her mercy.

The door opened. Malon entered, wearing the same plain white dress she’d had on that morning. He couldn’t meet her gaze, couldn’t meet the expression of concern and pity he found there.

“Solas,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” he said, a little too quickly.

She sat down on the bed and set a hand on his leg through the covers. Damon still couldn’t look at her. He felt as though if she attempted to console him, he might actually start crying. The thought made his face burn. He wasn’t a child anymore. He didn’t need his aesta to whisper sweet reassurances into his ear after skinning his knee.

“We brought you back after the match,” she said, softly. “It’s late afternoon. We were starting to worry over how long you’d been unconscious for. Ria most of all.”

“I’m awake now and clearly no permanent damage was done,” he said, brusquely. “I was about to get up, in fact.”

He hid a grimace of pain as he rose to a sitting position and twisted his legs off the side of the bed. Every muscle in his body ached. It felt as though he’d run to his limit and then been brutally mugged.

“Here, let me help,” said Malon.

“No!” he snapped. “I mean… I can manage. Really, aesta. I’m alright.”

Her brow was furrowed with concern. He could see her actively suppressing her response as his aesta. She wanted to treat this like she would have when he was younger. She wanted to hug him and do whatever was needed to lift his spirits.

The world had changed too much since that time. Damon staggered to his feet, taking several ragged breaths. He was only wearing his undershorts, and he saw Malon pursing her lips as he unsteadily walked over to his clothing.

“Those are dirty,” she said. “I set out a pile of fresh ones on the table. Can I at least help you into them?”

“I can clothe myself,” he said.

“I know. Truly, solas. I know.”

Her eyes were misty as she leaned forward to plant a quick kiss on his cheek before he could object. She left the room. Damon sat down on the bed again for a few minutes, shaking off a sense of dizziness.

He eventually worked his way into the clothing and headed out into the hall. He went straight to the dining hall. His mouth felt like dry parchment paper, and he knew he must be thirsty on a fundamental level after how much sweating he’d done in the bed.

Malon, Vel, Kastet, and Ria were all sitting at the same table, taking an early dinner. Their gazes snapped toward Damon as he entered. Vel immediately ran to him, chair screeching against tile in her rush.

“Damon!” She wrapped him in a tight hug, squeezing hard enough to send a stab of pain through his ribs. “I was so worried!”

“I’m fine,” he said, with a small cough. “Easy. I’m still a bit sore.”

“Oh!” She pulled back, smiling with wet eyes. “Sorry. I would have come straight to the guest room, but aesta said you… might want some space.”

“It’s fine,” he said.

Vel’s concern was subtly different in tone than Malon’s. There was a simplicity and earnestness to it that he could appreciate. She loved him, and she worried about him in the present moment. She didn’t have that same knowing, pitying expression. She wasn’t bracing herself for the aftermath.

“I fixed you a plate of food,” she said, taking his hand. “I wanted to make sure the others didn’t eat everything before you got your pick.”

“Thoughtful as always.” He managed a smile as he took his seat at the table. It faded almost instantly as he remembered that Ria was there with them. Sitting almost directly across from him.

She didn’t say anything and she didn’t meet his gaze. Was that due to guilt on her part? He realized that he couldn’t look at her either and had less than nothing to say. Was she simply responding to the shame and despair he was still harboring over his own failure?

More importantly, was this a permanent change?

It had been so easy for him to imagine making up with Ria and continuing with their relationship after winning the tournament. He’d been so incredibly naïve.

“Solas, you should eat,” said Malon.

He nodded and took a bite of bread after drinking some water. It had almost no taste, and he felt like he was chewing a cake of sawdust. He hoped it was due to his current mental state and not some permanent loss of tongue sensation.

“I hope you know that your performance was incredible, Damon,” said Kastet. “From beginning to end. Reaching the semi-finals in the Honorshade Tournament would be the highlight of most warrior’s careers.”

She gave him a broad smile. Damon wondered if she could hear the tone of satisfaction in her voice. Her champion had won. For her, the day had been wonderful.

“Thank you, your highness,” he said.

“Malon should be so proud of you both,” said Kastet.

She soon excused herself from the table to attend to princess matters elsewhere. Few words were exchanged between Damon and the others. He tried to eat as much as he could, but even the simple act of chewing was enough to exhaust him.

“I have to run an errand before it gets too late,” he said, standing up.

Vel furrowed her brow. Ria avoided looking at him. Malon gave him a worried frown, knowing or at least suspecting what his errand would entail.

“I can accompany you if you’d like, solas,” she said. “Really. It might be for the best.”

“No.”

He shook his head and ran a hand through his hair. She was offering her protection as much as her presence, for what good it would do in a confrontation against Wrath. Had he fallen so far in her eyes? Or rather, was this how she and Ria had always viewed him? A talented swordsman, but woefully outmatched by the greater powers of the world.

“I’ll be back in an hour or so,” he said, with a forced smile. He turned and walked out of the dining hall before any of them could offer their objections.


CHAPTER 36

Avaricia was more subdued in the evening, despite the continuation of the Naming Anniversary festivities. Damon suspected it was because of the lingering, ambient fear at the idea of open conflict between Wrath and Avarice.

It was more justified now than ever, though the people of the city didn’t know it. The relatively empty streets matched his mood. He walked quickly through the dark, only slowing as he entered patches of fog thick enough to obstruct his view.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Myr.

He set a hand on his sword hilt. “I know. You don’t have to keep apologizing.”

“It’s reflexive,” said Myr. “Sorry.”

Damon snorted and caressed the sword’s pummel. “I was beaten, but not broken. We’ll win next time, Myr.”

“We will.” There was a hard certainty to her tone. “I swear it to you. I’ll never let you down again.”

Damon was still considering her words when he felt a hand settle on his shoulder. He had a guess about who was accosting him in the night, and it was confirmed as he turned around. Shank stood in the mouth of an alleyway, expression unreadable, posture foreboding.

“She wishes to be of your presence,” said the exiled Rem.

“Where do you think I was heading?” he snapped.

He ignored the other man as they continued down into the docks. Wrath’s boat was moored in the same spot he’d found it earlier. If she was at all concerned with Avarice rooting her out within the city, she didn’t show it.

He hesitated as he stepped onto the boat’s deck. There was a very real chance that he might not emerge from the cabin, at least not breathing and alive. He hadn’t just lost in the tournament. He’d altered his wrathblade and tampered with its magic. He’d failed and defied her, and there would be consequences.

Damon took a deep breath and ducked through the curtain. Wrath was waiting for him on one of the cabin’s benches, clad in a gray nightgown which she’d pulled her knees up into. She held a decanter of liquor in one hand and took a sip as she gestured for him to sit.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” she sighed. “Whatever am I to do with you?”

He managed a small smile. “I’m wondering the same.”

She watched him for a moment and then passed him the bottle. He took a larger than advisable sip.

“The fight was quite the spectacle,” she said. “Your sister is a remarkable warrior. I would have sought a meeting with her if not for the fact that most Rem have a strange habit of attacking the Divine Remnants on sight.”

Damon snorted. “Very strange. I can’t imagine why they’d do a thing like that. How did your first meeting with Shank go?”

“He sought me out, though that’s a story for another day.” Wrath took the bottle back from him. “You put up an impressive effort, I must say. There is a sort of… reckless courage to your approach that I admire. I’m not saying that to mock you. I mean it.”

“Thanks.”

“Unfortunately, you failed to achieve what I required from you,” said Wrath. “There will, of course, be consequences.”

Damon felt his jaw tightening. He’d had his hand on his myrblade since first entering the cabin. He wasn’t going to simply let Wrath kill him or follow through on her threats against Malon and the others without a fight.

“For the time being, I won’t be giving you my crest,” said Wrath.

He blinked, processing her words. “You’re… not giving me your crest? That’s my punishment?”

“Yes.” Wrath wiggled her legs out of her nightgown and switched to sit on the bench next to Damon. “You served me well, Damon. Truly, you did.”

She reached her hand out and stroked his cheek. Damon resisted the urge to flinch as she moved her hand to his neck, running her thumb over his Adam’s apple.

“I’m not going to throw away someone with so much potential,” said Wrath. “I feel… surprisingly content with the way this all worked out.”

“You’re… content?”

“Not every plot needs to succeed completely to still come to fruition. As tempted as I am to vent my frustrations on you, your family, and Avarice’s city, it would serve little purpose in the long term. You have barely begun to come into your true strength, Damon. I see no reason to inconvenience you now, while you’re still young and growing in power.”

“I appreciate that,” he said. His gaze flicked downward toward his myrblade reflexively as he considered if he should broach that topic while she seemed to be in a good mood.

“I noticed what you did with the wrathblade, as well,” she said, seeming to read his thoughts. “Oh, now that made me furious! I was considering killing you before the fight even began, for a while. But I understand and appreciate your initiative, even if it means I can’t spy on you anymore.”

“I’m glad,” said Damon.

“I would have given you my approval if you’d simply asked. Now that I can see what you’ve done to the weapon up close, it makes perfect sense. The new enchantment is far superior to the old one.”

He nodded slowly. “I’m glad you think so, too. Any tips on how I might best make use of it?”

He didn’t want to admit to Wrath that he and Myr were still in the dark when it came to her power, but he also was eager for any knowledge he might be able to glean.

“Wear gloves,” said Wrath.

He nodded, trying to act as though he could make sense of the advice. Wrath shoved the bottle back into his hand and quite literally forced him to take another drink, tipping it up and against his mouth. The liquor was sweet and expensive. That didn’t stop it from burning as he took too big of a sip, coughed, and had a small amount go up his nose.

Wrath found it endlessly amusing, and it was a good minute before she’d recovered and returned to the moment. “You can go now, Damon. We’ll see each other again soon. Try not to miss me too much.”

“I’ll try.” He paused at the curtain, feeling an odd, somewhat unwanted connection toward her. “Thank you.”

“It can be awful, sometimes, when you lose. I’ve learned that lesson more times than I can remember.”

“So I’ve heard,” he said.

“Careful,” she said. “I still own all of your debt. I still own you, Damon Al-Kendras. Don’t mistake my kindness for weakness.”


CHAPTER 37

The docks were quiet as Damon made his way back up to the city. He felt his exhaustion finally catching up with him and wanted nothing more than to get back to the Royal Lodgings and fall into bed.

“I don’t like her, but she’s right,” whispered Myr.

“About your enchantment?” he said. “I wanted to get more out of her about what it might be. I suppose it’s enough to know that she considers it to be more powerful than the old one.”

“About the enchantment and about you,” said Myr. “You’re one of the most talented warriors that I’ve ever fought beside. You’re confident, considerate, intelligent, and most importantly, you’re a wielder.
”

Damon smiled, though he wasn’t in a mood to accept compliments easily. “A wielder. I felt a little like Sandra was blowing smoke with that. Awfully convenient that it’s a subtle talent, one that might bring me into frequent contact with a horny enchantress who can cast a glamour with a man’s seed.”

“What?” asked Myr, in a horrified voice.

“Ah,” said Damon. “I forgot. You hadn’t been transferred into the sword at the point. Forget about that last part.”

“I really hope I do.” She cleared her non-existent throat. “Damon, I do remember some of my time before entering your service. Under my old master, I defended the innocent. I saved more lives than I took. I even fought against the Forsaken.”

“You remember all of that, but not your enchantment?”

“I was a weapon of justice!” cried Myr, ignoring his jibe. “I can be again, with time. You can be the best, Damon. I truly believe that. If you ever lose faith in yourself, I’ll keep enough for the both of us.”

Her voice was so passionate and driven that he couldn’t help but grin into the darkness. He set a hand on her and stroked her hilt.

“Mmm…” she moaned. “By the way… you mentioned polishing me.”

“I did.”

“If you could get around to making that happen, I think we’d both enjoy it.”

He chuckled and gave her another caress, hearing a ghostly gasp in response.

***

Vel was waiting for him outside the Royal Lodgings on the steps leading up to the main door. He saw her tense as his profile came into view, and then rush over to pull him into a fierce hug as soon as she recognized his face.

“Damon!” she whispered. “I was so worried.”

“I’m alright. Nothing happened.”

“You’re an idiot.” She pulled back for long enough to glare at him with misty eyes. “You announce that you’re going on some weird errand that you won’t explain, and nobody else even cared. Ria kept trying to act like you didn’t exist. Aesta was obviously keeping secrets, and… and…”

“Thanks for waiting on the steps to yell at me.”

“You’re welcome.”

Her expression broke into an emotional smile. She’d changed into the skimpy blue nightgown he’d bought for her, which he wasn’t entirely sure he liked her wearing around the Royal Lodgings. Still, it looked good on her, the fabric fluttering in time with the gentle wind, and her loose blonde hair.

“Can we sit outside for a bit?” he asked. “I don’t feel like going inside yet.”

“Of course.”

He took a seat next to her. Vel slid over, drawing near enough to put her shoulder ever so slightly in contact with his.

“You may not have won,” she said, slowly. “But I thought you looked dashing…”

He forced a smile onto his face, feeling it become real as he pictured her watching him from the stands.

“I can’t imagine all of what you’re going through, Damon,” she said. “But I understand at least some of it. Ria is kind of incredible.”

“I don’t want to talk about Ria right now.”

“That’s not…” Vel made a slightly pouty noise. “I don’t just mean Ria, but aesta, too. They’re both powerful, Damon. More than we ever realized when we were growing up.”

“I know.” He closed his eyes. It felt strange to admit it, but the truth had always been in right front of his eyes. He could see it in them directly, but also in how the world reacted to them.

“I used to be jealous,” whispered Vel.

“Of their magic?”

She shrugged. “That, and how well their chests fill out dresses.”

Damon laughed and leaned over to playfully bang his shoulder into hers. “If it helps, I think you have wonderful boobs.”

“Gross, Damon.”

“You opened the line of discussion.”

She softly knocked her knee against his. “My point is that we can’t fall into that sort of thinking. It’s not fair to measure yourself against others based solely off one thing or another. Do you remember the night when you, Ria, and I fought Shank in the woods?”

“It was raining. We trounced his lackeys and then he was in the middle of trouncing us when you took a shot with your bow.”

“It didn’t matter that I’m technically the weakest in our family.” Vel folded her arms over her chest. “I was still able to help in the moment.”

Damon nodded. He saw her point, and it wasn’t a bad one. His dour mood seemed intent on lingering, however.

“I don’t think there’s anything I can say to help, really,” said Vel. “I wish there was. I think this is what aesta was worried about with the two of you. You and Ria have become… so close. Regardless of whether it’s right or wrong, it undeniably makes it that much easier for you to hurt each other.”

“Truer words have never been spoken. I’m already dreading having to retire to the guest room. It’s hard for me to be near her right now.”

“You can sleep with me, if you want,” said Vel.

Damon snapped his head her way in surprise. “…What?”

“That came out wrong!” She held up a finger, blushing. “I meant that you can sleep in my bed.”

He stared at her blankly, watching her grow increasingly flustered as her tongue tripped over another explanation.

“No, I mean… True Divine, um… What I meant to say is that Lilian is sleeping in the old governess’s bed within Kastet’s chamber. Her bed is empty, so I thought I could sleep in it, since it would be weird for you if you did. You can climb under my sheets, if you want.”

“I know what you mean now but you’re still making it sound weird.”

Vel narrowed her eyes at him, trying not to smile. “Or maybe you just have gross, immature ears.”

“It can be both.” He stood up, offering a hand to help her rise. “Thanks, Vel. I would love to sleep with you tonight.”

“Damon!”

“What? It’s your phrasing, not mine.”


CHAPTER 38

Damon and Vel didn’t speak as they walked down the hallway, hand in hand. She opened the door to the chamber she shared with Lilian and shyly extended an arm, welcoming him in.

“The bed on the left is mine,” she whispered.

He nodded and sat down on the smoothly spread quilt, kicking off his boots and unbuckling his sword belt. Vel was already dressed for bed, and she made a show of keeping her back turned to him as she pulled open the sheets.

He took the hint and quickly stripped off his shirt and trousers. Vel’s bed was soft, clean, and imbued with her lingering smell. Damon had never realized how much he loved that scent and felt strange admitting it to himself now.

He let his head sink into the pillow and tried to still his thoughts. The final moments of his fight against Ria had been repeating through his mind’s eye, feeling a bit more raw and painful each time. It felt like he’d lost more than just the match in his defeat.

Time passed at a crawl, and he began to wonder if he’d ever get to sleep.

“Damon?” whispered Vel.

“Yeah?”

“I can’t sleep.”

He rolled over to face where she lay in the other bed. “Neither can I.”

“I’m so anxious about what might happen between all of us,” she said.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really. But if it’s alright, can you just sit with me until I feel more tired?”

“Sure.”

Vel shifted, sliding out of Lilian’s bed. Her nightgown rode up a bit, offering a flash of her pale, slender thighs. She walked over and sat down next to Damon. He sat up, feeling a bit odd on the bed in nothing but his undershorts.

She leaned her head against his shoulder. Damon put his arm around her. He felt her breathing grow more ragged and realized, with a pang of sympathy, that she was crying. He tried to think of something to say and settled for a basic distraction.

“Nice doll collection,” he said, nodding to the shelf he’d noticed in the corner of the room.

“Kastet likes to give them to us,” said Vel. “It’s not like I ever still play with them.”

Damon tamped down on a nearly overwhelming urge to tease her, sensing that rawness of her mood.

“What’s in the box beside the doll in the red gown?” he asked.

“It’s a music box. I almost forgot about it. Here, let me play it for you.”

She got up and walked over to the shelf. She had to lift her arms up to reach, which caused her nightgown to ride up in a manner that pulled Damon’s eyes.

“Remember the one aesta used to have?” whispered Vel.

Damon grinned at the memory. “Of course. You used to sit on her lap, or Ria’s, or mine, and make us wind it up and play it for you until our fingers were on the verge of blistering.”

They’d worn it out, eventually, but he could still remember the tune it would play. Damon reached out and gently took Vel’s music box from her, winding it up with the turnkey on the side.

“That was back when I was tiny and adorable,” said Vel, wistfully.

“You’re still tiny and adorable.” He set the music box down on her side table. “Here.”

He patted his lap, unsure of whether he meant the offer to be a joke or not. Vel stared at him, matching his uncertainty with a conflicted, lingering glance.

With slow movements, she climbed into his lap. The fabric of her nightgown tickled against wherever it made contact with his bare skin. He’d been right. She was still tiny and adorable, and True Divine, he wasn’t sure he’d ever get enough of her smell.

Vel reached over and triggered the music box. Damon set his hands on her hips, more to do something with them rather than to steady her. The melody was lilting and airy, like a child’s song.

“It’s beautiful,” he whispered.

Vel wiggled a bit against his crotch. “Isn’t it?”

“It reminds me of you,” he said, rubbing her leg.

“It does?”

“It’s gentle and soft.”

“You think I’m soft?” she asked.

She rocked back and forth. Damon couldn’t help but wonder if she had any notion of her effect on him. If she didn’t, she soon would. His cock was hardening underneath the cushion of her butt, nudging into the silken fabric of her skimpy nightgown.

“In some places you are,” he said.

“Where?” She shifted again, leaning back. Damon knew she must feel his erection against her by now.

“Here,” he said, taking her hands into his. “You have the softest palms I’ve ever felt.”

“…Where else?” she asked, in a voice that was a little too innocent.

Damon slowly ran his hands up her arms. He felt her gently swaying to the sound of the music box, rocking her soft little body back and forth on his nearly rock-hard cock.

“Here.” He went for it, letting his fingers graze the bottom edge of her breasts.

“Mmhmm,” said Vel.

“Down here, too,” he said, slipping his hands down to gently cup her buttocks. “Soft in a big way.”

“You jerk.”

Damon chuckled. He felt her slap him on the knee. He caught the wrist of the offending hand. She shifted, turning toward him as she pulled free.

He stared into her eyes for a moment, unsure of what he saw there. In some ways, unsure of who. He gently lifted her chin with one finger, angling her face to meet his, and kissed her.

She kissed him back, still wiggling her soft butt on his cock as they lost themselves to the moment. Damon felt swept up by his desire, almost possessed by it.

He thought of the dance they’d shared in the Garden of Statues and their insanely erotic tryst with the heartlift weed and Jen. He thought of a certain puzzle within the kestian, and of course, the woman in the mask.

Mostly, he thought about her breasts as he continued to softly knead them, and whether she’d bothered to keep her girlshorts on underneath her nightgown. His cock was like a spear searching for an opening. If she kept kissing him back so readily, he was sure it would find one.

The music box stopped, and it was as though they’d both come out of a trance. Vel’s breathing was unsteady, and she seemed to be making an effort to still the rocking of her hips.

“We should put the music box away and go to sleep.” He had to force the words out, but knew they needed to be said.

There was still a chance that Vel didn’t realize how dangerous the game they were playing was. He could lose himself in his sexual aggression, at times. He wasn’t sure if she’d seen that side of him before.

“Damon,” she whispered, in a tiny voice. “Can I sleep in the same bed as you tonight?”

“There… isn’t much room.”

“I know.”

“Vel,” he whispered. “It might not be the best idea.”

“…I know.”


CHAPTER 39

Damon couldn’t meet her gaze, for some reason. He climbed into the bed, taking a deep breath and controlling himself. If he simply fell asleep and woke up in the morning, he wouldn’t have any regrets. He wouldn’t end up in a situation where he and Vel were close enough to hurt each other as deeply as he and Ria had.

She drew in close to him underneath the quilt, though that was as much due to the limitations of the mattress as it was out of choice. Damon could feel her breath tickling his neck. One of her feet brushed into his.

“Damon,” she whispered.

“Yeah?”

“Can I have a goodnight kiss?”

Did she know what she was asking for? If she did, then what was behind the request? Pity? Love? The same raw, intoxicating lust that had so often tempted him into mistakes?

He rolled over, catching a glimpse of her expression in the moonlight and seeing a mixture of all those motivations and more. She loved him, but she was clearly turned on. She looked as though she wanted to give him a meaningful gift. The fact that it was her sexy, nubile body said as much about him as it did about her.

He kissed her, softly at first, and then with growing intensity and need. He sidelined his hesitation as he slid a hand under her nightgown. She was wearing girlshorts, but she made no attempt to stop him from pulling them down.

He ran his hand along the side of her body, slowing down for long enough take a few breaths. Vel shifted uncertainly, pulling her nightgown down and back into place in a pointless show of modesty.

Damon slowly took his own undershorts off. He did it above the quilt, letting his hard cock swell outward from the waistband. Part of him hoped that Vel would see it and come to her senses. She stared at it, pursing her lips, holding her breath, as far as he could tell.

He shifted toward her, searching for her lips with his. She kissed him back eagerly, almost seeming to nod her head as their mouths met. Her body language was earnest and open. Damon couldn’t hold himself back any longer.

He rolled onto her, pulling her thighs aside and feeling less than no resistance. He still hesitated, meeting her eyes, giving her another chance to shake her head or call him gross or bring up what aesta would think of what they were doing.

She met his gaze, and it was as much of an answer as he needed. Damon slowly pushed forward, letting his cock glide against one of her thighs in search of a place to put it. A place which he soon found.

Vel sucked in a wavering gasp as Damon pressed the head of his cock against her womanhood. She threw her arms sideways as though he’d done far more than he had, bracing herself against the edges of the mattress.

He cupped her cheek, bringing her gaze back to meet his, and kissed her softly on the lips. He thrust forward, sliding the tip of his tool into her womanhood. She was clearly turned on, but still shockingly tight. If she hadn’t been so wet, it would have been like banging on a closed door.

He felt Vel’s body tensing as he eased himself further in. She seemed lost in the sensation, as though it was completely new to her. He paused to kiss her again and felt her lips respond clumsily, her forehead even bumping against his as she shifted away.

She performed like a virgin. The woman in the mask hadn’t been this clumsy, had she? Was Vel a virgin, a true one, and not simply unused to men, as Ria had been? Or rather, was this all just an act, another layer to her deception to dispel all doubt he had about her and the night of the Turning Festival?

“Damon?” whispered Vel.

He realized he’d stopped moving and pulled back further, freeing his cock from her heavenly confines. Vel seemed to watch him for a moment, trying to understand his mood.

“You must be so sore,” she whispered. “Here. Let me.”

She was still wearing her nightgown, and she pulled it up as she shifted to straddle him. She was clean-shaven down below, and he could see her pink folds in the glow of the moon.

The sight of her taking hold of his cock and furrowing her brow as she attempted to bring it into herself was one of the most weirdly erotic things he’d ever witnessed. Her mouth sagged open lustfully as she finally found the angle and began sinking down upon it.

He gently stroked her hips, letting her take his girth at her own pace. It felt so incredible, tight and hot and dirty in the best possible way. He could enjoy it more with her on top. It absolved him of responsibility, though he still felt the shame. If sweet, bratty, little Vel wanted to climb onto his cock and ride it until her eyes bulged out, that wasn’t his fault, was it?

Her face was flushed and red, and her mouth hung open at a lewd angle. Damon couldn’t resist pulling her down a bit lower on his shaft.

“That’s it,” he whispered. “Take it all, Vel.”

“Ah!” She shuddered as another inch of his cock squeezed into her tight hole. “Damon!”

“You’re so sexy.” He pulled down one of the shoulder straps of her nightgown, revealing a small breast with a pale pink nipple. Vel made as though to cover herself before remembering where she was and what she was doing.

She sank lower and lower, until his full length was inside of her and her hipbone was pressed against his lap. She began rising up and down with clumsy movements. Damon gave her some help, taking a firm grip of her waist and setting her pace.

“Faster,” he muttered.

“Mmm…” she moaned. “Like this?”

“Rock your hips more,” he said. “There you go.”

He pulled the other strap of her nightgown down, turning it into a useless bunch of fabric around her waist and freeing both of her perky boobs. Vel was riding him faster now, her face lewd and almost surprised by how her body was responding to his guidance.

“Damon!” she moaned.

She seemed to miss a movement, and her hips slowed. Damon felt a dirty impulse seize him and he slapped her on the ass, not hard, but not softly, either. Vel let out an erotic gasp and shuddered on his cock.

“That’s it.” He bounced her faster. “Ride it like a good little girl.”

She glared at him with red cheeks. “Don’t be mean.”

“I’m not trying to be mean.” He slapped the other side of her butt. “I’m trying to make you come.”

She gasped not at the slap, but at that last word. Vel let out a girlish, lusty whimper and reached her hands down to where his cock had her speared. Her felt her womanhood tightening spasmodically as waves of tension flexed through the rest of her body.

As much as he could tell she needed a break, he’d never been so turned on by her before. He rolled her onto the bed and pressed her thighs open, tossing the quilt and sheets aside. Vel let him pose her, though she seemed in a daze from her orgasm.

He held her to him as he thrust his cock back inside. There was no hesitation in his movements this time, no doubt about what either of them wanted. He thrust into Vel like a rented courtesan, sinking deep enough to pound against her with satisfying, rhythmic slaps.

“True Divine, Damon!” she cried. “Don’t stop. Ah! You can… keep going!”

“I’m not going to stop, Vel,” he groaned. “Oh, fuck! You’re so tight!”

She was so hot, so perfect. Her breasts bounced around as he ploughed into her, so full and pert. So much teasing and mystery had led up to that moment. Damon felt backed up, like he was so close to a release that was months overdue. He was going to give it to her. He wasn’t going to stop. He was going to…”

“Vel,” he said, suddenly concerned. “You have to… unwrap your legs.”

She was squeezing him tight, moaning as Damon continued to thrust. He wasn’t in control of his hips, but he needed to be. He’d pushed the moment too far.

“Vel!”

“What?”

“I shouldn’t finish inside you,” he whispered, face flushed with guilt.

“It’s alright, I don’t—”

“Aesta wouldn’t want me to!”

Vel’s body froze against his for an instant, and then she unhooked her ankles and let him pull back. He’d been actively holding in his orgasm, and almost as soon as his cock plopped out of her, he began to unload.

His seed spurted out, making a sticky mess of her crotch, her nightgown, and even one of her breasts. Vel cringed, though he couldn’t tell whether it was from his words or the mess.

He caught his breath on the bed next to her, reaching an arm out to pull her into a cuddle. She rolled onto her side, resting her chin on his shoulder and staring at him with a pouty, annoyed expression.

“Why did you have to say such a weird thing?” she asked.

“It’s the truth,” he said. He felt his ears getting hot and wondered if it might have been better if he’d just forced himself back and overpowered the hold of her legs.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Vel traced a circle on his bare chest with her finger. “Did she really… say something like that to you?”

“Not exactly,” he muttered. “She made Ria promise that she, ah, you know. That she wouldn’t have my child by accident.”

“Gross, Damon!”

“I don’t disagree,” he said, smiling, despite himself. “This is weird for me, too. I feel like such an ass when I stop to think about how it must torture her.”

“She’s our aesta,” whispered Vel. “She loves us. Even if we’re not perfect.”

“I just don’t want her to blame herself, I guess.”

“If she was to blame anyone it would be you,” said Vel, in a teasing voice.

Damon rolled his eyes. Vel stuck her tongue out at him.

“You should have told me before,” she said.

“It’s not exactly the type of promise that comes up naturally. Besides, would it have made that much of a difference?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I still care about what aesta thinks. I would have stopped you if I’d known.”

He wasn’t sure if she meant that she’d have stopped him from accidentally finishing inside her or stopped the seduction in its infancy. He decided not to risk asking for clarification.

“Are you going to tell aesta about this?” he asked. “Or Ria?”

“Of course not!” snapped Vel. “Nobody can know about this, Damon! True Divine… I don’t even want to imagine how they’d react.”

“Hey. It’s alright. I was just asking.”

He pulled her into a quick side hug. Vel was still frowning, and she pulled away from him, sitting up.

“Damon,” she whispered. “What’s going to happen between you and Ria?”

It wasn’t a question he wanted to think about, let alone answer. He remembered drawing the matridai on her face weeks earlier, the way they’d made love while she’d shouted and called him her husband. He remembered her standing over him in the arena, the pain of her relentless tempesting magic.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“You have to be honest with me if anything else… happens between the two of you.”

He felt a sudden surge of irritation. “Vel, Ria and I can hardly look at each other right now. We haven’t spoken a word since the fight.”

He saw the concern in Vel’s expression. She settled back down against him, cuddling with her head on his chest.

“If you can’t speak to her, then speak to me,” she whispered. “I’ll listen.”


CHAPTER 40

Damon was still in Vel’s bed when he woke up the next morning, and Vel was still cuddled against him. His morning oak was stiff and snug between her thighs. He gave her a small shake and a gentle kiss.

“Vel?” he whispered.

She let out a tired sigh. “…Damon?”

Her eyes widened as she seemed to catch up with the events of the previous night.

“Good morning,” she whispered, with a smile. “I see that you’re awake.”

“Wide awake.”

He let his cock slide along the lips of her womanhood. Vel shuddered and bit her lower lip.

“We can’t,” she whispered. “People are starting to get up, and after what you told me about what aesta said…”

Damon heard her, but his body lagged behind in reacting. He prodded again with his cock, remembering how tight and awesome she’d felt the night before.

The sudden sound of footsteps alerted them to someone’s approach. Vel’s eyes went wide, and she briefly tried to cover Damon with the quilt before realizing he was far too big to hide in such a way.

“Under the bed!” she hissed.

Damon rolled off the mattress and then squirmed into the tiny space underneath the bedframe. The door opened an instant later. He didn’t have a view of who had entered, but he recognized their voice as they began speaking in a cheery tone.

“Good morning, Vel,” said Lilian.

“Hey Lil,” said Vel, nervously.

“How was your night?” asked Lilian. “You weren’t too lonely sleeping in here by yourself, were you?”

“I managed.”

“Yesterday must have been hard on you. I saw the arena fight. Your brother and sister both fought with such intensity. I do hope the aftermath wasn’t overly dramatic.”

“They’re not…” Vel trailed off, seeming to hesitate at the edge of making the correction. “Yes, well, I’ve no doubt that Damon and Ria will work through it eventually.”

“If it helps, I’m fairly certain he’s worked through his ideas about the mask and the night of the Turning Festival, with my assistance. I think I managed to convince him that—”

“Lil!” snapped Vel. “Um, I just woke up. Can we talk about this after?”

“I’m in a rush,” said Lilian. “I just wanted to make sure you knew that he does seem to think it was me that night. You should eventually tell him the whole truth, Vel. He may well find out about Jilou eventually.”

“Lil, I would greatly appreciate it if we could stop talking about this for now.” It sounded like Vel was speaking through gritted teeth. “If you don’t mind.”

Damon did his best to shift his ear toward the edge of the bed, desperate to hear more as they spoke in quieter voices. He felt more confused than ever. He’d suspected that Lilian might have been lying on Vel’s behalf, but who was Jilou? How did he or she fit into that night?

He heard Lilian laugh at something that Vel had said and then walk toward the door.

“By the way, your aesta is looking for you,” said Lilian. “You might want to put on something that doesn’t have such obvious stains on it. I’m glad you managed to get plenty of sleep
 last night, Vel.”

“Lilian!”

Damon began wriggling toward the end of the bed as soon as he heard her leave, already formulating his first question. He froze, catching the sound of a brief exchange of pleasantries as someone else passed by Lilian in the hall and entered the chamber. He was fairly certain he knew who it was.

“Good morning, aesta,” said Vel. “How did you… um, aesta?”

Damon could barely see what was going on from his view under the bed. Malon strode into the chamber with suspicious, searching eyes, turning in a full circle.

“Have you seen solas this morning?” asked Malon. “Or perhaps last night?”

“What? No!” Vel’s reaction was too defensive, and a little too quick. “Um… Why do you ask?”

“Seta, be honest with me. Were you and solas together last night?”

“I, I haven’t seen him,” said Vel, even less convincingly.

Malon opened the wardrobe and scanned its interior. She pulled back the two large window curtains, checking behind them. Damon reached across the floor to where his clothes lay, just out of sight of her point of view when she’d entered, and pulled them to him.

Malon even opened the window and leaned forward to check the area outside, which gave him his opening. He slid sideways and with quick, but silent steps, put himself out of the room and into the hall.

He couldn’t exactly run around the Royal Lodgings in his small clothes, so he began pulling on his trousers and shirt. Malon’s search eventually did progress to checking underneath both beds, but Damon was more interested by her interrogation of Vel.

“When did you last see him, then?” asked Malon.

“During dinner, I guess?”

“One of the guards confirmed that he returned to the Royal Lodgings.”

“Ah… Well that’s a relief. He must be around somewhere, in that case.”

“The same guard mentioned that he saw you sitting on the steps at one point,” said Malon.

Damon couldn’t see Vel’s face, but he didn’t need to. She was about to break. Or was she? He considered his own efforts at getting Vel to spill a secret she wanted to keep. She could be a stubborn little thing, sometimes.

“Seta,” said Malon. “Do you at least understand my concern?”

“I do, aesta. But in this instance, it’s misplaced. Surely you can see that?”

“You’ve matured so much over these past few years. You’ve grown into such a promising young woman. I hope you know that you needn’t make a mistake for yourself to learn why certain things are a bad idea. Especially after yesterday…”

Vel was silent for a time. “Have you checked the dining hall yet?”

“Is there a reason why you’re wearing the nightgown that solas gave you?”

“Because I felt like wearing it!”

Damon could picture Vel’s bratty, aloof smile, along with Malon’s stern concern. He slipped down the hall, only relaxing as he turned the corner and approached the entrance to the dining hall.

It wasn’t until he’d loaded up a plate from the serving area with berry bread, cured sausage, and potato cakes that he spotted Ria at their usual table. She was making an active effort not to look his way, which suggested that she’d already seen him.

He felt like sitting at a different table, but how could he possibly do that? The four of them always ate together, be it at the tower, the Royal Lodgings, or on the road. He swallowed his discomfort and took a chair diagonally across from her.

He began to immediately regret it as the silence and tension between them began to weigh down upon him. It was far worse than it had been at dinner the night before, which made sense.

What must Ria have thought when he hadn’t returned to their shared room, and hadn’t been there when she’d woken up? Had she been worried about him, like Vel? Was she suspicious of where he’d been and what he’d been doing, like Malon?

Worse still, what if she was simply unconcerned and unaffected by it? She would be fighting in the Honorshade Tournament’s finals tonight. It was possible that he was just an afterthought to her for the time being, a minor character in her legend who’d fallen into the background.

Damon hated how the line of thinking fed into his self-pity. He felt stubborn and childish over the way he was abetting the silence between them. He couldn’t shake the self-centered idea that Ria should be the one to reach out and speak first. She’d won the fight, after all.

Damon took a bite of berry bread that was still mostly tasteless and scowled at his plate, annoyed at himself as much as Ria. He was still in a gloomy state of mind when he saw Vel approach the table from out of the corner of his eye.

She had a broad, genuine smile on her face. She’d put her spectacles on, along with a flirty, colorful summer dress. Damon stood up to pull her chair out on reflex, feeling his mood instantly shift as she touched his hand and sat down next to him.

“Good morning,” she said, addressing them both.

“Morning, Vel,” said Damon. “How did you sleep?”

She gave him a secretive smile, blushing a bit. “Rather well, in fact. Ria, are you excited? I still can’t believe you’re going to be in the finals.”

“I am not certain that excited is the right word for it,” said Ria. She ate her food slowly, still not looking at Damon when it could be helped.

“Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help you get ready,” said Vel.

“I will, though I feel as prepared as I can be, given the current placidity of the weather.”

Damon had seen the sky through one of the hallway windows. It didn’t seem as though Ria would luck into a storm again, which meant that her tempesting magic would be extremely limited for the match that night.

He was still rooting for her, despite the strained silence between them and despite the pain of his loss. He felt a reasonable amount of concern over how she’d perform against her opponent with just her spear.

“I’ll be accompanying you and Princess Kastet to Glittershell Island,” said Vel. “If you do need anything, don’t hesitate to tell me.”

Ria smiled fondly. “Thank you, Vel. I will be of appreciation for your company, if nothing else.”

Vel drew a small circle on the table with her finger, flicking her eyes toward Damon. “It seems as though one of Kastet’s guards is still injured from the fight in the Garden of Statues. Lilian and I are trying to locate a replacement by tonight. It would be ideal if we could find someone we both trusted to be capable.”

Damon wanted to roll his eyes at Vel’s not so subtle hint. “She may have to make do with the guards she has, or perhaps lower her standards.”


CHAPTER 41

The silence made its return as Damon, Vel, and Ria continued eating their breakfast. It eventually became too much. Vel excused herself to find Princess Kastet, and Ria slipped away in the same moment.

Malon arrived at the table right as Damon was finishing the last of his sausage. She sat down across from him, her expression already stern before either of them had said a word.

“Solas,” she sighed. “Where were you last night?”

He wasn’t interested in lying to her again, so he told the important part of the truth. “I met with Wrath.”

Malon glanced over her shoulder, making sure they were alone. She reached out and took his hands into hers, frowning with concern.

“Can you talk about what you discussed?” she whispered.

“At this point, I don’t see why not. She can’t listen through the sword anymore and she doesn’t seem overly cross with me. She said… that I served her well, despite losing. She said that she still sees me as a prospect, but that I’m not ready for her crest yet.”

“Nor will you ever be!” Malon squeezed his hands. “We spoke about this already, solas. You mustn’t ever accept her crest.”

“I know. I don’t see myself ever wanting to, either. It’s not as though she can force it upon me.”

Malon’s expression was still worried. “Was there anything else?”

“She said that she sees no need to push the conflict with Avarice. At least as far as outright war between two of the Forsaken goes, we seem to have gotten off easy.”

“I’m relieved to hear that.” Malon looked around again, furrowing her brow as she turned back to face him. “Was Ria here for breakfast?”

He gave a hesitant nod. “She was.”

“Did the two of you speak?”

He winced and found that he couldn’t give a direct answer to that question. It was doubly painful. The tension between him and Ria was hard enough to endure. Knowing that it hurt Malon to see them at odds with one another cut just as deep.

“Do you understand now, solas?” she sighed.

“…Yes,” he muttered. “No. I mean… I don’t know, aesta. It felt so right between us for these past few weeks. It was as though we were dancing on the ice and then it simply… cracked underneath us.”

“I like that analogy,” whispered Myr.

“Did Vel tell you that Princess Kastet is in need of a new guard?” asked Malon.

“She did. Do you think I should go?”

“You have to go.” Malon’s gaze grew stern and unyielding. “This is the essence underneath all of my warnings. The two of you do not stop being family simply because you’ve been so cruel to one another.”

“I lost against her,” snapped Damon. “I can’t even taste half the food I just ate because of what her magic did to my sense of smell. How have I been cruel?”

Malon folded her arms. “Where were you last night, solas?”

He couldn’t meet her eyes. He waited until his silence had given a sort of answer on its own before moving on. “Will you be coming to the island, as well?”

“I cannot,” said Malon. “The normal cost of passage by ship, along with the ticket, is far beyond the means of our family. I’m afraid the final match of the Honorshade Tournament is too exclusive of an event for an old, unimportant crone like me.”

Damon snorted while taking a sip of tea and broke out into coughs and laughter. Malon winked at him and leaned back in her chair.

***

The next few hours passed by quickly for Damon as he took Malon’s advice. Kastet was eager to have him as a bodyguard for the evening and provided him with a uniform from storage. He wasn’t a fan of the blue and gold color scheme or the thick fabric, but the fit was surprisingly good.

Damon made a few attempts at trying to find Vel alone, but she was always with Ria, Kastet, or Lilian. He wanted to ask her about the mysterious Jilou, but he began to sense that it was a question he’d need to answer on his own further down the line.

Malon came to see them off as they were preparing to join Kastet in her carriage and ride down to the docks. She gave Vel a big hug, encouraged Ria with a few pieces of essential advice, and said her goodbye to Damon last.

“You look handsome in that uniform,” she said.

“Thanks. You look beautiful in that dress.”

“Easy, solas.” She grinned at him, clearly not put off by the compliment. “Watch out for them both. If you can, try to at least take the first step with Ria. She hides her emotions, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t there.”

“I’ll try,” he said.

He gave her a hug, followed by a kiss on the cheek, followed by a slow kiss on the lips. He was surprised she allowed him that and felt slightly embarrassed as he saw the chastising expression on her face.

That embarrassment grew into a palpable sense of shame as he saw Ria’s judgmental eyes, and Vel’s obvious scowl. He waved Malon off as she returned to the Royal Lodgings to await their return. Kastet’s carriage rolled to a stop in front of the gate. Ria and Vel climbed on, while Damon walked in front alongside another guard.

After a fair amount of walking, waiting, and standing attentively, Damon got aboard the small galleon which would carry them into Veridan’s Bay and to the coast of Glittershell Island. The trip would take only a few hours, and they’d arrive with enough time for Ria to warm up before the match.

Damon felt unsettled being on deck and experiencing the contrast between the rocking ship and the static horizon. He made his way below deck, lounging in one of the hammocks in the empty bunk hall. Vel, Ria, and Kastet had their own cabin, but it didn’t make all that much difference, given how short the trip was.

“I’ve still been thinking about my enchantment,” said Myr.

Damon set his hand on his myrblade’s hilt, smiling at the contented sigh she gave in response.

“I appreciate that,” he said. “It’s less of a pressing matter now that we’ve been knocked out of the tournament.”

“I disagree!” she said. “As a wielder, you need to have me at full strength so you can start developing my power. It’s also a simple matter of pride, on my part. I used to be incredible, I think!”

“I believe you,” he said.

“I have managed to recall a small trick. I don’t really know what it’s good for yet, and it’s less of an attack and more of a… utility, I guess?”

“Oh?” Damon pulled the sword from its scabbard and set its blade flat across his palm. “Can you show me it now?”

“Absolutely! Take my hilt and press it over your heart.”

“Alright, now I’m curious.” He smiled and did as Myr had suggested. He could feel his heartbeat through the hand against the sword, and then suddenly, he could feel something else.

A cool, caressing touch pressed against his left cheek, as though someone freshly inside on a cold day had just given him a kiss. He blinked in surprise. Myr giggled at his reaction.

“Do that again,” he said.

She did, and this time, the kiss came against his mouth. Damon tried to kiss back, but the ethereal lips faded before her could find them.

“You kissed me,” he said.

“I did. I’m not sure what it will be useful for, but it’s a step in the right direction.”

Damon nodded as he considered the power. “Can you kiss anywhere on my body?”

“That’s an awfully fresh question coming from a man who still hasn’t polished me even once yet.”

“Are you pouting right now?”

“I would be if I had a face,” said Myr.

Damon smiled and pulled loose the ornamental pocket square from his guard uniform. “I can take an incredibly heavy-handed hint. Prepare to be polished, Myr.”

“Uh, right here?”

“Why not?”

“It’s a shared cabin,” she said. “Someone could walk in at any time.”

“And see what? I’m just polishing a sword.”

“True, but for me it’s a bit more—” Myr cut off with a pleasured gasp as Damon began running the pocket square along her hilt.

“That feels good for you, doesn’t it?” he whispered.

“Mmm…” moaned Myr. “You could say that.”

“How do you want me to polish you, Myr?” he asked. “Do you prefer a soft touch, or are you a sword that really needs a hard working?”

“You’re my master,” she breathed. “You should polish me however you prefer.”

“I just want to see you shine. That’s what you want, too, isn’t it?”

“So bad. Shine me, Damon. Rub me until I’m, oh… until I’m gleaming!”

He shifted the pocket square up, carefully pulling both ways over the cross guard. He could hear Myr’s faintly metallic sounding breathing, which was odd, but incredibly hot.

He shifted to polishing the blade itself, moving the cloth in small, deliberate circles.

“Higher,” she whispered. “You can go as high as you want.”

“I’m going to polish every inch of you, Myr,” he said.

“Yes! Please! Oh!”

“I wish I had some oil,” he said. “I’d cover you with the stuff.”

He wasn’t sure if he imagined the slight twitch that came from the myrblade.

“I’d wipe you down with it,” he whispered.

He was holding the sword with its tip pointed upright, and the up and down motion of the cloth almost made him think of the conversation he’d once had with Malon about polishing swords. The euphemism had come full circle. Myr let out a moan as he breathed on the flat of the blade to introduce some condensation before working off a spot of dust.

“Damon!” she whimpered. “It… feels so good.”

“I bet it does,” he whispered. “I’m going to polish you senseless, Myr.

“Oh!”

“I’m going to spit on you,” he said. “Would you like that?”

There was a small instant of hesitation. “Um… I’m not really comfortable with that. At least not yet.”

“Pretend I never said it,” he said, scratching his head. “What about, ah, if I lick you, instead?”

“Mmm…” purred Myr. “Maybe just a bit. That does sound like it would, mmm, feel awfully nice.”

Even though he’d suggested it, he felt a bit ridiculous as he stuck his tongue out and playfully licked the flat of Myr’s blade. He felt the blade shudder and immediately began working the wetness along the sword’s length.

“Damon…” she moaned. “You’re going to make me…”

“That’s it,” he whispered. “Be a good sword Myr and come for me.”

He licked her again. The sword suddenly jerked out of his grasp. He felt a sharp pain in his tongue as the myrblade clattered to floor of the galleon. Myr moaned in ecstasy as Damon dabbed his bleeding tongue against his fingers.

“You cut my tongue,” he said, or at least tried to say.

“Sorry,” sighed Myr. “I swear I didn’t mean to. I just…”

“It was good for you?”

“Oh, Damon. It was beyond good.”

He grinned. The cut on his tongue was only a shallow prick. He spread the pocket square out across his palm and picked Myr back up.

“You’re… going to continue?” she whispered.

“Of course,” he said. “I’m not going to stop polishing you until we reach the island.”

“Oh! Damon, you’re so bad!”


CHAPTER 42

After polishing Myr to a sheen and the limits of what she could handle, Damon made his way back out onto deck. The galleon was approaching Glittershell Island, and Kastet, Vel, and Ria were already standing at the railing and observing their destination in the distance.

It was a beautiful name for a jagged spire of rock with no arable land and a stony beach. It wasn’t entirely without its merits, however. The beach was peppered with bird dung, feathers, and beautiful, sparkling bits of shell fragments.

“It’s one of the main roosting grounds of the amber seagull,” said Kastet. “Their eggs are disguised to gleam and shimmer in a manner similar to the volcanic geodes common to these sorts of islands. It deters predators and allows the gulls to conceal their nests among the rocks.”

“It’s beautiful,” said Vel. “But that smell is…”

“Overwhelming,” provided Damon. “Reminds me of my first visit to Port Brownbucket.”

A long line of boats was already queued in front of the island’s singular, tiny dock. Princess Kastet and her entourage had priority, and Damon fell into step alongside the other bodyguards as they disembarked.

The rock spire itself had a network of caves which had been expanded over decades of tunneling and chiseling to resemble a natural fortress. Damon and the others followed one of the tournament organizers down a long, torchlit tunnel.

From what he could see of the chambers they passed, Glittershell Island usually functioned as an island garrison. They passed empty rooms filled with hammocks and bunks, several armories, and what appeared to be an active forge.

“The normal occupants of the island were given leave in advance of the final match,” explained their guide. “There will be a celebration after the fight, and any attendees who so wish will be given reasonable accommodations for the night.”

“I doubt we’ll be staying long beyond the fight,” said Kastet, eyeing one of the smelly garrison chambers.

“Ah, well, that’s understandable.” The guide gestured to a small room to the side of the tunnel hallway. “We’ve reserved this room for the Witch of the Badlands to rest and prepare for the match. The audience is still arriving, but the wait shouldn’t be more than an hour or two, at most.”

“Excellent,” said Kastet. “I’ll take my seat now.”

“Milady, would it be alright with you if I waited here with Ria?” asked Vel.

“I doubt I’ll have need of you between now and then,” said Kastet. “Come find me as soon as the match begins. I’m afraid I’ll need you to continue accompanying me for the time being, however, Damon.”

He nodded, unsure of whether he was disappointed or relieved to not be waiting alongside Ria and Vel. He glanced at Ria, noticing how tight her grip was on her spear and the fit of the fine chainmail Kastet had lent her in place of her borrowed leather armor.

She was as beautiful to him in that moment as she’d ever been. Tall, violet eyed, and powerful. He couldn’t help but smile as he considered how he’d experienced the last of those traits firsthand. Even without her tempesting magic, she still stood a damn good chance at winning. He would cheer her on, regardless of how much his heart still hurt.

“Good luck,” he said to Ria. “Don’t forget about your throwing knife.”

It seemed for a moment like she wouldn’t say anything to him, or even acknowledge that he’d addressed her.

“I remember,” she eventually said, with a nod.

***

The arena itself was set into the topmost section of the spire. The massive, hollow chamber had a misshapen opening that revealed the sky above. It was large enough to let in some of the setting sun’s light, but too small to allow for Ria’s tempesting even if the weather had been stormy.

Glittershell Island’s audience was small and exclusive compared to the diverse crowd of the Mid City Arena. Less than two hundred men and women were in attendance, all of them dressed in the finery and pomp of nobility. They sat on cushioned seats, drank wine, and chatted amongst themselves.

Damon got the distinct sense that none of them truly cared much for arena matches. They’d arrived for the experience, for the story, and most importantly, for the sake of their prestige. The finals of the Honorshade Tournament, held on a secretive, remote island. The inconvenience and limited seating were a part of what they were paying for.

Kastet had allowed him to stand alongside her on the overhanging rock ledge which had been converted into a posh viewing balcony. Her other guards waited in the tunnel, and with Vel still keeping Ria company, it was just the two of them.

“Damon,” said Kastet. “Do you understand what will happen if Ria wins?”

The question caught him off guard. He realized that he’d been too caught up in his own petty, half romantic, half family drama to stop and consider it.

“She’ll be the first Remenai champion,” he said, slowly. “She’ll earn herself a place in history.”

There was the prize money, too, but that went without saying.

“She won’t simply earn a place in history. She’ll earn one in the present.” Kastet folded her arms, her mouth settling into a pensive frown. “There is a great injustice at the heart of life within Veridan’s Curve. I’ve always seen it, but through speaking with Ria, I’ve come to understand that it is a completely unsustainable balance.”

“You’re talking about the colonies, in general. The fact that the Merinians can claim Remenai land without repercussion.”

It felt as though he was talking about the actions of others, despite being Merinian, and despite living within what was once Rem territory in the north. Living within an ancient Remenai tower, no less.

“I have a premonition,” said Kastet. “We’ve grossly underestimated the Remenai, Damon. There will be an uprising, a shifting of powers through fire and bloodshed. I wish to do what I can to lead the moral Merinian majority safely through that conflict.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

She shrugged. “I do not yet know. But I suspect it will place Avarice and myself on opposite sides of the conflict. When the fighting breaks out, I will not side with the Godking or anyone who chooses to exploit and massacre the native people of this land.”

Damon felt the hairs on his neck stand up. He looked around, feeling paranoid that they may have been overheard. The only person nearby was Vel, and she was still walking toward them, still out of earshot.

“You picked Ria because you wanted a war, not a champion,” he said.

“No one wants a war, Damon Al-Kendras.” Kastet’s nostrils flared as she turned to shoot him an icy stare. “I play my pieces as the board evolves. With Avarice as my opponent, I’ve come to realize that I’ll need far more pieces than I currently have.”

“How much do you even know about Ria? She’s clanless. I hope you understand what that means. It’s why her face is free of tattoos. She has no official standing among her people.”

Kastet flashed a small, but devious smile. “That’s why she’s perfect. She’s free of baggage, above the petty Rem clan rivalries. Unmarried, even.”

Damon shook his head. His stomach felt unsettled. He had no words left for Kastet and was relieved when Vel joined the two of them and began giving an update on the status of the impending match.

“Thank you, Velanor,” said Kastet. “Would you join me to watch?”

“Certainly, milady.” Vel flashed a grin, excited and oblivious.


CHAPTER 43

The Godking, Avarice, made his way out onto a similar rock ledge balcony on the other side of the large chamber and slightly higher up. He wore his white and gold robes along with his simple gold circlet crown. He shifted his eyes over the crowd, which quieted under his attention.

Damon sensed a distinct change in the ambience between the finals and the earlier matches. It was tense, almost somber. He was accustomed to the way crowds often became emotionally invested in the storylines of finalist fighters, but this felt different.

A petty, envious part of him still insisted that this was supposed to be his storyline. His conversation with Kastet had given him more appreciation for the stakes of what Ria was fighting for and against. He still couldn’t shake a feeling of anxious energy. Standing and watching while ostensibly serving as Kastet’s guard felt like a form of silent torture.

The arena announcer made his way out into the center of the fighting circle. It was the same man who’d officiated the matches in the Mid City Arena, though he was now clad in white and gold finery. Avarice’s colors. Between that detail and the nervous expression on his face, Damon sensed the change in tone of his introductions even before he’d begun to speak.

“Noble men and women of Avaricia and the surrounding areas, I welcome you to the final match of the Honorshade Tournament,” shouted the announcer. He held his arms out, and the crowd gave a medium applause at the cue.

Damon felt Vel draw closer behind him, her hand bumping into his. He grabbed it and held it, feeling her nervousness through her clammy, trembling palm.

“Our first finalist has crawled her way through fight after fight with the aid of her dark Rem magic,” shouted the announcer. “Her insidious aura was enough to make her own clan reject her as a tiny babe. She drank the blood of rats and preyed on the hearts of honest, unsuspecting Merinian strangers to survive. How she tricked the fair Princess Kastet into choosing her as a champion, none can say. The queen of shadows and hatred… The Witch of the Remenai Badlands!”

Ria strode out from the pits, carrying her spear and holding her head high. The crowd’s reaction was one of jeers and boos, as negative as the response had been positive in Ria’s previous matches.

It was all in the framing, all in the way the announcer had brusquely stoked the fears and racism of his audience. Damon felt sick to his stomach.

“How can he say that?” whispered Vel. “Why would he say that about Ria? None of it is true!”

“He works for Avarice, Vel,” said Damon. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the other fighters were given similarly skewed introductions when they went up against his champion.”

He also wouldn’t have been surprised if Ria had gotten a far more intense dressing down than any of the others. He wasn’t naïve.

“Our second finalist is an unknown warrior of growing renown,” called the announcer. “Who he is underneath his cowl, none can say. Some claim him to be Avarice’s trueborn son. Others assert him to be a redeemed convict from the Exile Islands. Regardless, he wins fight after fight, represents the Godking of our fair city, and carries the hopes of an entire people. The lord of mystery and swordsmanship… The Black Coin!”

Avarice’s champion made his way out with slow steps, one hand resting on the intricate, ornate longsword hanging at his waist. His cowl obscured his face, and his clothing consisted of a matching black tunic and loose trousers.

He wasn’t overly tall or intimidating. Damon found himself sizing up the man’s stance, feeling his anxious energy build until he had to tap one hand on the railing to allow some of it to vent.

Ria looked confident, relaxed, and in her element, despite not having her tempesting to fall back on. Damon was overcome with a powerful and confusing mixture of emotions as he watched her. Love, respect, lust, jealousy, hurt… It was all there, all shaping his thoughts.

“I’m so nervous,” whispered Vel.

“She’s going to trounce this guy,” replied Damon.

He did have faith in her, but his words were more to reassure Vel than his true feelings. Kastet’s admission from earlier had given the fight a sense of foreboding that Damon couldn’t shake. He wanted Ria to win, but he was also terrified of how it might change her life if she did. But could she lose without sustaining a serious injury, or even death?

“May the final match begin!” boomed the announcer.

The two combatants began to circle each other as the crowd roared with excitement. Ria held her spear to the side, not yet bringing it to bare. The Black Coin drew his sword, but kept it leveled in a similarly neutral stance.

Damon could sense them feeling each other out. There was an inherent level of respect between them that he could understand from his own time in the arena. The path to the finals was long, and one’s opponent at that level could never be underestimated.

Ria made the first move, and she did it with a grim smile on her face. Damon felt Vel squeezing his hand and he squeezed back on reflex. Ria snapped her spear up and shuffled forward, jabbing the point into a movement that seemed intended to test the Black Coin’s reflexes.

He whipped his longsword up and knocked her spearpoint aside. Ria spun, swinging the butt of the spear into a twisting follow up attack. The Black Coin ducked, slashing at one of her unarmored ankles. Ria leapt backward, dodging with speed and confidence.

“Oh…” whispered Vel. “I can’t watch.”

Damon put his arm around her. “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine.”

Ria and the Black Coin exchanged a series of attacks that was almost too fast for Damon to follow. They were fighting at his level, and he got the distinct sense that if he were in Ria’s place, he’d still be in a similar position, taking a similar approach.

The same truth applied to the Black Coin, however. Damon watched as the warrior in the cowl shifted his tactics. Instead of striking at Ria’s more obvious openings, he began hammering his longsword into attacks that forced her to block, rather than dodge.

He was hacking into the wood of her spear. It was the same approach that Damon had considered taking during his fight with Ria. If the Black Coin managed to snap through her spear, the handicap might prove to be insurmountable for her.

He wanted to shout a warning down to Ria, but even if she could have heard him over the sound of the crowd, it would have made no difference. The Black Coin’s strategy was simple, almost inevitable. She was fighting under a time limit. She had to win before he took away her weapon.

Ria dodged a slash from the longsword and retaliated with a battering blow from the side of her spear. The Black Coin staggered right. Ria centered her weapon and slammed a stab toward his chest.

Her opponent dodged with unreal speed, spinning and coming to a stop behind her. Ria was fast, but not fast enough to do anything but attempt to block the strike that came next. A powerful overhead chop struck the middle of her spear, and this time, it cleaved through.

The Black Coin’s sword continued its slash down the side of Ria’s shoulder. Her chainmail absorbed some of the damage, but from the way she recoiled from the strike, Damon knew she’d still sustained an injury.

“Ria!” he shouted. “Throwing knife!”

He had no idea if she’d heard him or not, but it didn’t matter. The knife he’d bought her was already in her hand. She winced as she rolled out the shoulder she’d taken the slash to. The chainmail was still intact, but rivulets of blood were pooling between the metal links.

The Black Coin seemed triumphant, almost amused, though Damon based that solely off his subtle read of the man’s body language. He stepped forward slowly, testing Ria’s reflexes and flaunting his now massive range advantage.

He feigned a low slash and shifted high. Ria moved with perfect precision, deflecting the sword with her comparatively tiny knife. The noise of the crowd had built to an almost physical presence. The Black Coin circled Ria, clearly thinking that he was homing in on the finish.

He wasn’t wrong, either. He attacked with a relentless series of strikes and slashes. Ria’s defense was admirable, but she could only manage so many blocks before the sword’s edge finally managed to sneak through.

Damon saw pain flash across her expression as the Black Coin landed a strike against her chainmail clad abdomen. She crumpled to her hands and knees, dropping her throwing knife and clutching her side. The injury was far from fatal, given her armor, but more than enough to knock her out of the fight.

The crowd went wild, showering their Merinian champion with cheers and adoration. Damon’s attention was on the tournament announcer, however. He hadn’t called the fight’s end yet. He saw the man, along with the Black Coin, look in the Godking’s direction on the rock balcony above.

Avarice was smiling. He was clearly enjoying the tension and drama the moment presented. He slowly lifted his hand, making an ominous, downward gesture with his thumb.

“Damon!” cried Vel. “What’s happening? Why haven’t they stopped?”

He didn’t answer her. He already had his sword out, and there was only a single thought in his mind. Save Ria, at any cost.

“Stop!” Kastet had sensed what he was about do and reached out to seize his arm. “You’re wearing my guard uniform!”

He couldn’t have cared any less about the politics and optics of the moment, but he did care about Vel, who might be exposed to the blowback if his interference were to be misinterpreted. He pulled the guard jacket up and overhead, accidentally flinging aside his undershirt along with it.

Bare chested and wielding his myrblade, Damon leapt over the railing. He landed on the stone of the arena circle and sprinted to defend Ria. The Black Coin’s sword was already coming down to strike her again as he swept his myrblade into place to block. Steel chimed against steel as their blades met, and both men fell back, falling into familiar stances.

Too familiar. The angle had kept him from noticing it before. The fact that it was impossible had kept him from noticing it before.

“Rovahn’s balls, Damon,” said Austine Treymore, the Black Coin. “Did you really need to take your shirt off?”
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Damon felt himself sinking, buried by a crush of memories and regrets. The feeling was amplified by the noise of the crowd and the nature of the moment. It was like a scene from his nightmares, back in the arena, locked in a life or death duel against a man he loved like a brother.

Austine drew back, lowering his sword and turning his gaze up toward Avarice on the ledge above. Damon bent to help Ria, lifting part of her weight as he moved her toward the entrance of the pits.

A pair of Avarice’s guards were already moving to intervene and either arrest or kill him. He looked back up toward the Godking in time to see Avarice wave them back. Avarice pointed at Austine, instead, clearly intent on having his champion handle the new, unexpected disturbance.

Damon raised his sword as soon as Ria was safe on the sidelines. He shook his head, feeling nearly speechless in the face of an endless multitude of questions.

“I do have to give you credit for your style,” said Austine. “You always knew how to make an entrance.”

Austine attacked with a slow, almost lazy slash. Damon deflected it on reflex, not bothering to seize the opening it provided to counterattack.

“How?” he asked, finally putting his emotions into words. “I watched you die.”

“Avarice,” said Austine. “How else? I wasn’t quite dead, but I was about as close as a man can get without crossing the line.”

Austine spun into a heavily telegraphed slash, one of the ones they’d used to play to the crowd back when they were both in the Gleaming Scythe. Damon blocked on reflex, turning his sword at an equally impractical angle to meet the strike from behind.

A sense of nostalgia and relief that was almost palpable surged through him. It took a force of will to keep himself from smiling.

“How did you end up being Avarice’s champion?” he asked.

“He made me an offer I couldn’t refuse,” said Austine.

“Money and courtesans?”

“You know me too well, Damon.”

They rushed toward each other, falling into the old, familiar rhythm of their performances. The cowl would occasionally pull back enough for Damon to catch a glimpse of his friend’s lower face and the wide and genuine grin upon it.

“I was surprised you got knocked out in the semi-finals,” said Austine. “Glad I didn’t have to face that Rem bitch at the height of her powers.”

“That Rem bitch is basically my sister,” said Damon, trading taps against Austine’s sword.

Austine snorted. “You lost to your sister?”

“That’s not my… I mean, shut up!”

Austine swung low. Damon jumped, countering with an exaggerated overhead slash. Austine played up the moment, letting their blades hold a clench as they both pushed back and forth with exaggerated drama.

“I wasn’t intending to insult your family, but aside from Vel, I haven’t met the rest of them,” said Austine.

“I went home again after what happened.”

“I’m glad.” Austine dodged backward, rolling over one shoulder. “Honestly, Damon. You weren’t the only one who had regrets from that day.”

They fell into the nostalgic rapport of movements they’d developed across years of being blade partners. Austine began taking riskier angles, going for harder dodges. It became a competition of sorts, one that the crowd was losing its mind over, if their cheers were any indication.

“You ever find that pretty blonde in the mask?” asked Austine.

“Sort of.”

Austine let out a chuckle. “Did you bed her again?”

“Maybe.”

“Why must you be so vague about your sexual conquests? Avarice gave me three personal courtesans. They’re talented in that dirty sort of way. The other night we were—”

“Let me stop you right there.”

“Ha, you old prude.”

They continued putting on a show, though Damon felt the moment slipping. He saw the moment in which Austine looked up at Avarice, seeking instruction. Avarice gestured toward Damon, his intent sharp as the point of an arrow.

“Are you going to obey that command?” asked Damon.

Austine sighed. “I suppose I am.”

“Even if it means killing me? Is that truly what you want?”

“What I want has little to do with it,” said Austine. “This is, unfortunately, all that matters.”

He pulled the cowl back slightly, and Damon finally understood the hood’s purpose. A rune mark glowed a faint, shimmering gold on the lower left section of Austine’s neck. The cowl kept him from being outed as Avarice’s crest sorcerer, which might reduce the impact of his victories if revealed to the audience.

“You made a crest contract with Avarice,” said Damon.

Austine nodded. “I did. It hasn’t been all that bad, to be honest. I’m not a fan of the amount of killing he makes me do, but aside from that, it’s been quite nice. Money, women, power. It’s everything I once wanted out of life.”

“You obey him in everything, then?”

“It’s either obey or suffer his retribution. He’s tortured me before, Damon. It’s a hideous experience.”

They stared at each other, ignoring Avarice, the crowd, everything else. Damon felt the relief and elation he’d felt earlier twisting into a mockery of darker emotions. He was back in the nightmare.

“So you’ll try to kill me, then?” asked Damon. “You think you’re capable of doing that?”

“If you’re asking if I’m stronger than you now, the answer is undoubtedly yes.” Austine ran his thumb over his sword’s cross guard. “If you meant will I be able to live with myself afterward, the answer is the same.”

“I doubt that.”

Austine snorted. “Killing is as easy as swinging a sword. As far as my conscience goes, we all will die eventually. You aren’t leaving this arena alive after what you just did, Damon. Whose hand would you prefer to die at? Some random guard’s? Avarice’s? Or mine? A friend who will look you in the eyes and hold you as the last of your life fades.”

There was a waver in his voice as he spoke the last sentence. Damon felt a lump forming in his throat as he remembered that same moment, holding Austine’s bleeding form after he’d landed the final strike.

“So be it.” He felt himself smiling for some reason. “I guess I should stop holding back.”

Austine grinned at him. “I guess I should as well.”

Austine attacked before he was ready for it. He was fast, his speed apparently amplified by the nature of his crest. Damon barely got his blade up to block in time, and the strength of the attack sent a tremor through his hands and arms.

He missed with his counter and had to rush into another block, falling back under a sudden onslaught of attacks that followed. He blocked a side slash, but somehow still came away from the touch of swords with a thin cut across his bare forearm, despite the angle being wrong.

Austine’s crest made him stronger and faster than he’d once been, but Damon had fought opponents who outmatched him physically before. It was what Austine was doing with his sword that he struggled to defend against.

He saw his old friend smile as he whipped his longsword out to the side. The blade seemed flexible, almost like an extension of his body. Avarice’s core magic was manipulating metal at a distance. He could tell that Austine had a minor form of it, but even in a small amount, it held terrifying potential when combined with high level swordsmanship.

They rushed each other again, metal meeting metal, metal meeting flesh. It was hard to tell whether Austine was reluctant to kill him, or simply taking pleasure from toying with him. His sword would sneak past Damon’s by a hair’s width, bending and curving to miss his guard or reach beyond it.

The wounds Austine inflicted were all superficial, but enough of them would eventually prove fatal. Damon let out a furious, wordless shout after missing a strike that might have put him back in the fight and tumbling past Austine, who seemed to mock him in the way he let the opening pass.

He felt weak. He’d felt the same way in the fight against Ria, the same way while dealing with Wrath. He was going to lose, and this time, others would pay the price alongside him.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Myr.

“Don’t apologize,” said Damon, through a wince. “This isn’t your fault.”

He’d apparently spoken the words loud enough for Austine to hear. His old friend hesitated, unsure of how to react.

“I want to try something different,” whispered Myr. “I may have forgotten my enchantment, but you’re a wielder
, Damon.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Nothing,” she whispered. “It’s what you’re going to do to me. When you were polishing me earlier, you knew exactly where to touch. It was like you could feel and sense my state.”

“How am I supposed to do that for an enchantment?” he hissed.

“Just be gentle,” whispered Myr. “Add your own willpower, too. Use me as your sword, wielder.”

He shook his head, but what else did he have to lose? Austine was approaching at a predatorial pace, sword out to one side. Damon anticipated his attack, knowing how his old friend fought.

He ducked under Austine’s strike and slashed at his ankles. He held his myrblade differently, trying to do as Myr had suggested. His grip was firm, but gentle, almost insistent. He focused his willpower, or at least clenched his jaw and tried to believe in the idea of something happening.

Nothing happened. Damon felt a shiver run up the back of his neck as he twisted, eyes searching for his opponent. This was it. This was what death felt like. A horrible anticipation overtook him as he began to wonder where Austine’s sword would take him next, and how each cut would feel as it bit through skin and muscle.

“Try it again!” cried Myr. “You’re so close!”

“Sorry, Damon,” called Austine. “You were a good friend. I’ll never forget you.”

Damon saw the cowl flutter back far enough for him to catch a glimpse of Austine’s eyes. There were tears in them, hidden streaks of wetness occluded by the shadows of his hood. Still, Austine came at him, blurring into a strike that Damon knew he couldn’t block. The killing strike.

He trusted Myr. He tried again, holding the hilt of his sword with firm reverence. He let out a wordless shout as he committed to his swing, snarling like an animal backed into a corner. He felt his willpower forming into a point as sharp as his sword, and breathed out a breath of white, frozen air.

It was only then that he remembered the advice Wrath had given him about Myr’s enchantment.

Wear gloves.

Damon’s myrblade underwent a transformation across the span of a fractured second. A shell of ice coated the sword from tip to cross guard, encroaching against the thumb and forefinger of his upper hand.

The ice made the weapon longer, wider, and savagely beautiful. Sharp, dagger length thorns of white-blue ice jutted out from the sword’s core at brutal angles, like a bramble bush stalk mixed with the head of a death mace.

Austine’s slash caught between two of the thorns. Damon expected it to continue through, but the ice held strong. Austine’s weapon slithered for an instant, like a snake caught in a trap. Then, the ice began to spread over the other weapon, fractal crystalline flakes consuming it like frost across a window in winter.

Damon heard Austine gasp as he tried to pull the weapon free, and then stumbled backward. Austine stared at his white, frost bitten hands, and then at Damon, who’d swung the myrblade sideways to shake the other man’s weapon loose.

“My true name is Myr Wintershard!” bellowed Myr. “I freeze the blood of my enemies and make their hearts run cold with fear!”

She followed her exclamation up with a long, rather infectious giggle. Damon grinned, wishing he could see Austine’s reaction. What he saw instead was Austine turning to look up at the Godking, who’d begun signaling to the arena’s guards to intervene.

“There’s no such thing as a fair fight, is there?” he muttered.

He didn’t waste time on gloating or goodbyes. He sprinted across the arena toward Ria, who was on her feet, clutching her side, and being supported by Vel.


CHAPTER 45

Damon brought up the rear, as much to make sure no guards surprised them from behind as to keep his drawn myrblade from accidentally touching Vel or Ria. The ice thorns had crumbled from the weapon as he’d lost focus during the first few seconds of their sprint down the hall, but wisps of frozen condensation still rose from the weapon.

“What about Kastet?” he shouted.

“She’ll be fine,” said Vel. “She’s with her bodyguards.”

He was following her, and she was lending a shoulder to Ria to help her keep pace. Damon had no idea where they were going, but Vel seemed to pick their direction with confidence at each intersection.

There was a guard standing outside a door who saw them in their rush. He stepped out to block their way. Damon moved past Vel and Ria, swinging his myrblade without hesitation. He gave the hilt the same gentle, coaxing squeeze and poured his will into the weapon.

The ice thorns trailed bits of snow as they bit through the guard’s spear. One of them gashed into the man’s armor, leaving a patch of ice where it struck that continued to spread for a few moments even after Damon had pulled back.

“We have no time!” barked Ria. “Go!”

He let the ice thorns fade from the weapon, which was as easy as simply letting out a frozen breath and focusing his attention elsewhere. Vel and Ria continued past the fallen guard, and Damon hurried after them.

They exited the spire through a different door than they’d entered through. There was a small jetty on the beach they found themselves on, with a single longboat with a plain white canvas sail. It was unguarded, and that fact alone made it seem like it was begging to be stolen.

Damon cut the lines as Vel quickly unfurled the sail. None of them had much experience with sailing, but the longboat obliged them by catching the wind quickly, pulling them away from the island at a decent clip.

He watched a few of the guards who’d been in pursuit of them stumble out onto the beach, followed a moment later by Austine. He pulled his cowl back and gave a single wave. Damon waved back.

“Is everyone alright?” asked Damon.

He looked to Vel first. She seemed shaken, but uninjured. Ria met his gaze as he turned to her, setting aside their recent tension in light of their circumstances. She nodded her head.

“My wound is painful, but manageable,” she said.

“Damon, you’re the one who needs attention right now!” said Vel. “Let me see your arm.”

He held it out to her, feeling a bit exposed, sweaty and shirtless. Vel tore a strip from her dress and began using it to bandage the wound on his forearm, which had bled a great deal more than he’d realized.

“You should not have intervened,” said Ria. “I was not in a situation of true danger.”

“Yes, actually, you were,” said Damon. “That was Austine. He’s taken Avarice’s crest.”

Both Ria and Vel were silent in response to the revelation. He wasn’t sure what more there was to be said. On a certain level, he felt relieved to know his old friend was still alive. Still, it was possible, even likely, that they’d be fighting each other again in the future.

“Regardless, your interruption added needless complication to the moment,” said Ria. “It could have put Vel in danger.”

“Uh-huh,” said Damon, rolling his eyes. “You’re welcome, Ria.

She scowled and looked away from him. He was happy that she was talking to him again, at least, but he got the distinct sense that it would take more time to repair their relationship. They’d simply hurt each other too much in too short of a time.

“Why didn’t you tell me you got a new sword?” asked Vel.

“I didn’t. I just re-enchanted it. Vel, may I introduce you to Myr Wintershard.”

“Is that actually its name?” she asked.

Damon nodded. “That’s her
 name.”

“Tell her I said that it’s nice to meet her and that she has a very pretty voice,” said Myr.

Damon did. He watched Vel quirk her mouth sideways.

“It’s nice to meet you too, Myr Wintershard,” said Vel. “Or should I say… it’s ice
 to meet you.”

Myr giggled.

“You shouldn’t say that,” said Damon. “Please don’t say that.”

“Should I shake her hilt to introduce myself?” asked Vel.

Damon gave the sword a questioning glance.

“That’s fine,” said Myr. “If it’s just for a second.”

Damon felt a sudden, devious rush of excitement as he took Vel’s hand and guided it onto the sword’s hilt. Myr made a small, breathy noise as Damon guided Vel’s fingers and palm into a gentle caress.

“There you go,” he said. “Keep rubbing just like that.”

He slid his thumb up to the underside of Myr’s cross guard, one of her most sensitive spots.

“Damon!” shuddered Myr. “Oh! You’re truly… evil. Mmm… You shouldn’t make her do that.”

“What’s with that smile?” snapped Vel. “Is this some weird, perverted thing for you?”

“You’re too quick to jump to conclusions,” he said. “I just thought it might be interesting for you to handle my sword.”

“You’re so gross.” Vel pulled her hand back and Damon couldn’t keep himself from laughing. He slid closer into her and put an arm around her. Had Ria not been on the boat with them, he might have done more than just that.

“I can see the coast,” said Ria. “It should not be of too much time before we reach Avaricia.”

“We’ll need to find aesta and get out of the city as soon as possible,” said Damon.

“I hope Princess Kastet will be understanding about this,” muttered Vel. “I might not be able to serve at her side for a time, at least not within Avaricia.”

Damon pulled her closer to him. “I think we’d miss you more than she would.”

She grinned and snuggled her head against his shoulder. “Thanks.”

He let himself breathe as he stared out across the moonlit horizon, content to have survived the day.

THE END
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