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CHAPTER 1

Damon shivered under the hot, late-spring sun. His fingers were numb against the hilt of his myrblade. He’d found a pair of heavily worn leather work gloves next to an old sheering blade in the shed, but they only helped so much. He shifted his fingers along the weapon’s ice-cold hilt, exhaling a breath of frozen white condensation.

“What am I doing wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing!” said Myr. “I mean, I don’t think you’re doing anything wrong. It might just take more practice.”

The lake mirrored the wispy white clouds of the afternoon sky. The water was placid and still, though each of Damon’s previous attempts had sent a cascade of ripples and distortions across the otherwise serene surface. Behind him, the shadow of the tower extended across the clearing like the hand of a giant sundial.

“Can you give me more details?” he asked. “The general idea is hard to conceptualize. Is it more like walking or running? Maybe skipping?”

“It’s more like water stepping, I think,” said Myr.

Damon passed his myrblade to his left hand, where his fingers were slightly less numb. Flecks of ice crystals along the weapon’s length glittered in the light. The sword itself had been shifting colors since he’d swapped its enchantment, turning from obsidian black to a pale silver-blue as though shedding its outer skin.

“Let’s give this another try, then,” muttered Damon. He’d already taken his boots off, and he dipped a toe into the water. It was hard to tell whether he was imagining how much colder it felt than it had when he first started.

Several of his earlier attempts resulted in him freezing it into the ice up to the midpoint. He’d developed enough control of the weapon’s enchantment to know that loosening his grip on the hilt usually dispelled the magical ice, letting it melt at an accelerated 
rate. Still, it wasn’t fun to consider what would happen if a part of his body got caught underneath the water’s surface near where he was freezing.

“I’m ready whenever you are,” said Myr.

Damon smiled, appreciating her resolve and cooperativeness, at least. It was impossible to imagine his former wrathblade letting him experiment in a similar way.

He took the sword back in his right hand and slashed low through the water, trying to manifest the ice in the shape he wanted. The timing was critical. If he dragged his myrblade too slowly, it would freeze into the water as it had before. If he went too fast, nothing would happen.

The result was at least a match for his previous attempts. A long patch of ice crystallized across the water, thick and free floating. It was wide enough for him to set a foot on, which was ideal, given the intent was to make steppingstones across the lake.

With that said, Damon was highly skeptical toward whether it would support his weight. He tentatively set a bare foot down on the ice, feeling another shiver run through him at the sensation.

“How is this supposed to work?” Damon shifted his weight forward, feeling the ice sink enough for the water to lap across his foot.

“You have to move quickly,” said Myr. “I remember that much.”

“Are you sure you can’t just freeze the lake’s entire surface?” asked Damon.

He knew what her answer would be, given they’d already tried it once and discovered the limits of her enchantment. She could only manifest small patches of ice unless Damon maintained contact between the sword and whatever it was freezing. Even just the attempt had nearly frozen his hands to the weapon before the ice had spread a tenth of the way across the water.

“I believe in you, Damon,” said Myr. “You can do this!”

It was impossible to fall into his doubts in the face of her encouragement. Damon nodded, setting his foot down on the ice again, and let his eyes settle on a new spot on the water just in front of where he’d take his first step.

He swept the sword down to make a new patch of ice as he shifted his weight forward. His timing and aim were good, and he felt a glorious moment of success. Two patches of ice seemed to be enough to hold his weight.

The angle he stood at was, rather unfortunately, too open and wide. He hissed through his teeth as the patches of ice pushed away from one another, taking his feet with them. He stood waving his arms for balance, legs stretched near to the limits of their flexibility, and then tumbled forward into the lake.

He made sure to toss the myrblade to his side and onto the grass, rather than letting it fall into the water, or worse, still holding it as he went under. The sound of laughter met his ears as he landed at an angle, sending up a tremendous splash and soaking through the clothes which he should have thought to take off ahead of time.

The water wasn’t as cold as he’d feared. He gasped and wiped his eyes as he surfaced, spotting his audience of one making her way toward the edge of the lake.

“You know,” called Vel. “There are more straightforward methods of fishing if that was what you had in mind.”

“It wasn’t, but thanks for the advice.”

“Oh.” She tapped an exaggerated finger against her lips in thought. “Were you attacking your reflection in the water, then? It’s not as though we all haven’t wanted to, at some point or another.”

Damon rolled his eyes. The joke fell especially flat coming from her. Vel was one of the most conventionally attractive women he’d ever known. She was young, barely cresting upon her nineteenth birthday, with blonde hair and mesmerizing blue eyes.

Her body was petite, though not absent of curves, which her current outfit displayed with fantastic emphasis. She wore a white 
and pink spring slip which had once been a court dress she’d grown bored of. When she’d mentioned throwing it out, Malon had given her an earful and proceeded to sew and stitch new life into the “out of fashion” garment.

“The water’s actually quite warm,” said Damon, rolling to float on his back. “It wasn’t as though I hadn’t intended going for a swim today. Aesta mentioned that she could use a few ripe waterfruit for the pantry.”

“Of course,” said Vel with a smirk. “I’m sure you intended to dive in with your clothes on, as well.”

He didn’t bother with a counterpoint, and instead proceeded to undress. He hurled his sopping wet tunic toward Vel, who gave a playful shriek and dodged out of the way. Her timing wasn’t as good as he lobbed his trousers at her, and she glared at him as she wiped where they’d struck her shoulder.

“You’ll pay for that!” she shouted, crouching to scoop a handful of mud from the edge of the bank.

It was only the second day home after returning from Avaricia in the wake of the Honorshade Tournament. So much had changed between him and Vel during their time in the city, and yet at the same time, nothing had.

They’d had sex, and it had been face to face. Rather expectedly, it was a fact that neither of them had spoken directly about. Another secret to add to their growing piles.

The general level of intimacy between them was still near an all-time high. Their kisses were a little more passionate than they should have been, and their hugs were long, open, and borderline indecent.

Vel was quick to shut him down if he tried anything more, and part of him was glad for it. He remembered all too well what had happened with Ria, who was still hardly speaking to him.

He dove under the water as she tossed a clump of mud in his direction. Damon swam toward where she was, surfacing just underneath her as she leaned forward and attempted to pull loose 
more mud. Vel laughed and tried to pull back, but he wound his arms under her shoulders and tipped backward.

She sputtered as she surfaced, glaring at him with exaggerated anger. “Damon Al-Kendras! I’m telling aesta.”

He snorted at the threat, one she’d been leveling at him since they’d been children. “Telling her what, exactly?”

“You… um….” Vel furrowed her brow, treading water as she came further out into the lake. “You soaked the new dress she worked so hard on!”

“I doubt she’ll view that as anything more than one less article of clothing to launder.”

Vel pouted at him, kicking her legs to swim forward. She rose up, flashing a sudden grin as she set her hands on his shoulders and attempted to dunk his head.

She wasn’t heavy enough to force him down. Damon stayed afloat and made as though to tickle her armpits, forcing her to shoot her hands down. He kicked his legs hard to launch up and did to her what she’d been trying to do to him, shoving her shoulders and head down underneath the lake’s surface.

Her dress plumed outward as she sank like an ocean flower in bloom. Vel coughed as she came back up, and this time, the glare she gave him had an edge to it.

“You jerk!” she shouted. “I’ve got water up my nose.”

Damon laughed as she came at him, still keen on dunking him to take her revenge. She rose up as she tried to get a hold on his shoulders. He didn’t resist, more because of the way the motion thrust her breasts into his face than out of a desire to humor her. They were full and perky, nipples hard and visible against the sheer wet fabric of her gown.

He pulled her into an embrace, though Vel took it as a continuation of their game. It wasn’t until one of his hands settled on her butt that she stiffened and then relaxed against him. She sank down to be even with him again, both still kicking to tread water as 
they exchanged a questioning glance.

Damon pulled her into shallower water where they could both touch with their feet. He wiped a few strands of wet blonde hair back from her face. She blinked as his fingers touched her, shooting a sudden glance over her shoulder as though expecting Malon or Ria to suddenly interrupt.

Admittedly, it was a justified concern.

“It’s hard to swim in a dress,” said Vel.

“So take it off.”

She bit her lower lip, blushing even more. “It’s hard when it’s sopping wet.”

“I’ll help you.”

He stepped closer to her and gently helped her pull the slip up and over her head. She was only wearing her girlshorts and a half shirt underneath, both in the skimpy, threadbare Merinian style. They were wet and nearly see-through against her, and Damon found it more arousing than if she’d actually been naked.

Vel clearly noticed his attention, and her expression was a mixture of embarrassment and pride. Her eyes darted downward across his own nearly nude body, lingering on his crotch. Damon realized he was hard enough for his cock to show through his undershorts, which only sent more blood rushing down that way.

“It’s the middle of the afternoon, Damon,” she whispered. “Aesta or Ria could see us, you know.”

“See us doing what? Swimming?”

She made a face. “You know what I mean.”

He drew even closer to her, letting his erection prod into her stomach. “Do I?”

Vel only seemed able to match his gaze for a second before glancing away. She didn’t pull back, and Damon felt her take a breath.

“Fine,” she whispered. “Let’s swim, then.”

She surprised him, sinking low to grab the waistband of his undershorts and pulling them down in a rough motion. Damon blinked flailed to grab them as he saw her push forward into the water and start swimming for the lake’s other side, flashing a grin over one shoulder.

“First one to the shore gets to pick their chores tomorrow!” she called.


CHAPTER 2

Damon took off after her as soon as he finished jamming his erection back into his undershorts. He was a faster swimmer than she was, but she had a decent head start, and it was hard to focus on his technique with her nearly naked body in front of him as a distraction.

“I win!” said Vel, breathing heavy as they both reached the other side.

“You cheated.” Damon grabbed her from behind, wrapping his arms around her body. His cock mashed into her ass, quickly hardening to reach its earlier proportions.

Vel laughed and made as though to struggle free. She felt incredible against him, soft and wet and warm against the water’s cold.

“It’s not cheating if there aren’t any rules,” she said.

He ran his hands up the front of her body, stopping just short of cupping her small breasts through her half shirt. “There are always rules.”

She leaned her head back against his shoulder, rocking her hips in a manner that all but demanded him to hump into her from behind.

“False,” she whispered.

“You little cheater. Someone needs to teach you a lesson.”

She shifted again, this time pinching her thighs and buttocks together in a manner that sent a lewd squeeze of pleasure through his cock. “I’m a quick learner.”

He pulled the side of her half shirt down, completely exposing one of her breasts. She let out a small gasp as he cupped it. His other hand moved lower down, sliding into her girlshorts. Vel quivered against him as he gently began to rub and caress with his fingers.

She let him do whatever he wanted. It was a surprise, given how careful she’d been on the long trip back from Avaricia, but a 
welcome one. It was also confusing and dangerous. It put the control back in his hands, and he wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.

Vel let out a low moan and rocked back again. Her body was so hot and tight. She did need to be taught a lesson, if not about the unwritten rules of swim races, then about what happened when she let a tease go on for too long. She needed a long, hard lesson.

Damon slid a finger into her womanhood, gently curling and caressing. Her reactions were insanely cute and arousing, a mixture of horny whimpering and searching hips. She still didn’t stop him. He was past the point of stopping himself. He started to pull his undershorts down.

“Solas! Seta!” Malon’s voice shattered their private moment. “Dinner is almost ready!”

She was still in the tower. She hadn’t seen them. They had time, if only a little. Damon searched for any rationalization he could find to come up with reasons to keep going, to stay across the line for just a few seconds longer.

“Damon…” whispered Vel, in a warning voice.

“We still have a minute,” he whispered. “Let’s keep swimming.”

He pulled his undershorts down, letting his cock snap free. He pressed it in between Vel’s thighs.

She gasped, her body reacting to him for a second, and then pulled away. “Don’t be gross, Damon.”

He watched her with no small amount of confusion as she climbed up the lake’s bank and hurried to collect her soaking wet dress. He was more disappointed than surprised. Vel had made it clear to him that she drew the line at sex, even though they’d crossed that line at least once.

In some ways, they were closer than they’d ever been to each other. There was much that went unsaid between them, little secrets that neither of them was eager to dredge up from the pile.

Damon still hadn’t asked Vel about Jilou. He’d heard her 
discussing the night of the Turning Festival with Lilian, and though he couldn’t remember their exact phrasing, he distinctly remembered them mentioning someone else, someone who’d been involved that night. The mysterious Jilou… had she been the woman behind the mask?

He knew asking Vel about it directly would be a mistake. She was stubborn when it came to keeping secrets, and she’d already warned him several times to let go of his obsession with that night. Damon wasn’t willing to risk it, not if it meant testing the fragility of whatever it was they currently shared.

“Come on,” called Vel. “Let’s get some dry clothes from the line.”

He followed and joined her after grabbing his myrblade and discarded tunic and trousers. They picked out fresh clothes and left their wet ones to dry.

Vel grinned at him as she finished pulling on a plain gown. She spun, letting the skirt fly up a bit, and then set her hands on her hips.

“How do I look?” she asked.

“Like someone who can’t be trusted not to cheat in a swim race.”

She scowled at him. “I already served my sentence for that, didn’t I?”

Damon sighed and pulled on a shirt. Vel was in front of him as he pulled the fabric down over his eyes. She leaned in and stole a quick kiss, and then took his hand in hers.

“Let’s go eat dinner,” she said, smiling.

He bit back a lewd quip about wanting to eat her instead and followed her inside the tower, hands swinging back and forth. Malon was in the process of setting the table and smiled warmly at them.

“Did the two of you enjoy your swim?” she asked.

“Immensely,” said Vel. “Though I didn’t exactly enter the water by choice.”

“You should think twice about throwing mud clods next time, then,” said Damon.

She rolled her eyes again and took a seat at the table. Malon seemed pleased with how well they were getting along, though Damon could sense the suspicion behind her smile. She was dressed in a long, lavender-colored tunic, grey leggings, and her favorite apron. Her red hair was braided and tucked into the apron’s neck tie.

“The food is ready, but I would like to wait for seta before we start eating,” she said.

“Ria was nearly half an hour late last night,” said Vel.

“I’m not sure it was accidental,” said Damon.

“Regardless, I see no reason to start without her.” Malon brought the food over but made no move to begin serving from the platter. “I place a lot of value on what little time we have to spend together as a family.”

Damon appreciated the sentiment, but having the food in front of him was a subtle torture of sight and smell. Malon had cooked ginger-rubbed steak, a waterfruit and strawberry salad, and a large portion of white rice, which was a rarity for their pantry.

Luckily, Ria was only a few minutes late to the meal. Malon poured a glass of wine for herself and Damon. He turned his focus toward sipping his, rather than looking at Ria directly and being reminded of the way she actively avoided noticing him.

“I apologize for my lateness,” said Ria. “I found some tracks in the forest which I felt a need to investigate.”

She’d taken to wearing the fine chainmail Princess Kastet had given her for the Honorshade Tournament over her clothing whenever she went out on her mysterious patrols through the Malagantyan. They’d only been back on the farm for three days, and Ria had already made several trips out from the tower.

“It’s fine, seta,” said Malon. “Here. Have a seat. Tell us about your day.”

Ria pulled her chainmail off and set it down by the door. She wore only a half shirt of green cloth underneath, but Malon didn’t object. Damon was the only man at the table, and he’d both seen and 
touched far more of her in the past.

He couldn’t stop himself from thinking of his time with Ria, how close they’d been, and how far they’d drifted apart. She was tall, violet eyed, and curvaceous, and her black hair had been slowly creeping downward in length, now nearly falling to her shoulders.

“My day was uneventful, aside from that one discovery,” said Ria. “The forest is quiet. I am of mixed opinion as to whether that is a good sign or a bad one.”

Malon nodded. “A fair point. We shouldn’t let our recent struggles cloud our observations, however. We’ve only just returned home. We deserve a rest.”

“Very true, aesta,” said Damon. “A rest, and satisfied stomachs.”


CHAPTER 3

Malon smiled around the table and picked up her serving spoon. It was the first proper, homecooked dinner they’d had since arriving back, and she’d prepared a true feast. Damon waited patiently as she filled Vel’s plate and then moved on to his, setting a steak down alongside a portion of rice and the fruit salad.

Ria sat next to Damon. She didn’t say anything when her shoulder brushed his as she pushed her plate forward for Malon to set the food on. They had barely spoken during the trip back from Avaricia, and only exchanged words when it was unavoidable on the farm.

It was tense and awkward, and probably unsustainable. They were civil to each other, at least. Damon had expected their strained relationship to thaw a bit after Glittershell Island, when he’d fought to save her from Austine and Avarice’s guards. It hadn’t happened, at least not to the degree he’d hoped.

Though not for a lack of trying. Surprisingly, Vel was the one who’d spearheaded the effort.

“Damon was working on an interesting technique with his sword today,” said Vel. “I think you would have appreciated it, Ria. Tell her about it, Damon.”

She nudged him with her foot under the table. Again, Damon was reminded of how much the tension between him and Ria also affected Malon and Vel. He rubbed his neck, feeling justifiably awkward.

“Myr calls it water stepping,” said Damon. “Freezing patches of water to walk across. I haven’t quite managed to pull it off yet.”

Ria’s expression was unreadable. “Hmm.”

He’d tried, at least. The silence that held across the next few moments felt like a rebuke for being audacious enough to harbor hope.

“Where did you find this rice, aesta?” asked Vel. “It’s so light and 
fluffy.”

“Isn’t it?” Malon smiled and relaxed her shoulders. “One of the vendors in the market in Avaricia had a few small bags. We’ll need to eat it sparingly, as I couldn’t afford much.”

“It almost feels like a dessert,” said Damon as he took a bite.

“There are a number of dishes in which it is served as one,” said Malon.

The conversation shifted to lighter matters as the meal continued. Malon spoke of her garden and the plan for when they’d sell their next harvest in town. Damon sipped his wine and shared an idea he had about using the myrblade to make ice for keeping drinks and potentially even food cold. Ria didn’t have much to add.

“It’s a shame the tower doesn’t have a cellar,” said Vel. “That would be perfectly suited to such a scheme.”

“It’s funny you should mention that,” said Malon. “I’ve been considering trying to take advantage of the space we have around the tower. It would be nice if we could have a place to house visitors beyond the tower, given how limited our sleeping arrangements here have been in the past.”

“Like a guest house?” asked Vel.

“Or an inn?” asked Damon.

Malon smiled. “More of a wayrest.”

Ria seemed drawn in by this. “Have you been thinking much of this, Malon?”

“A fair bit,” she said. “I feel as though our place here on the outskirts of the Malagantyan might lend itself to a purpose. We could help travelers. Sell them supplies or give them a room for the night, if needed.”

“If we were planning on new construction anyway, digging out a cellar would make sense,” said Damon. “It would be a long-term project, but I like the idea.”

“I’d love to help, but I suspect Princess Kastet will need me back 
at her side before too long,” said Vel.

Damon held his tongue. He hadn’t said as much to Vel, but he was already wondering why she hadn’t returned to the princess’s side. The fact that she’d allowed Vel to return to the tower without any immediate plan of rejoining her retinue left Damon wondering how much Kastet truly needed her.

“Of course, seta,” said Malon.

“I have similar concerns,” said Ria. “My activities in the coming weeks will be within the Malagantyan, rather than here at the farmstead.”

“You’ll still have me, aesta,” said Damon. “Though we’ll need to find a way to fund the project. My tournament winnings weren’t exactly substantial.”

He felt Ria stiffen from where she sat beside him. Of course, it wasn’t as though she’d taken much money from her victories, either, given they’d fled the final match before she could collect her second-place prize.

“We’ll worry about that when the time comes,” said Malon.

The rest of the meal progressed in a mixture of comfortable small talk and familiar company. There was plenty of wine, as usual. Damon had three glasses and felt pleasantly drunk by the end.

“What are all of your plans for tomorrow?” Malon smiled and leaned back in her chair as she asked the question, looking at all three of them with proud eyes. “I could use some help with the chores that piled up while we were in Avaricia.”

“I need to continue with what I have been doing,” said Ria with a frown. Damon wanted to press her about how vague she was being, but didn’t feel as though it would go over well.

“I understand,” said Malon. “Solas?”

“Damon will probably be busy playing with his sword again,” said Vel in a teasing voice.

He felt a foot glide up his calf underneath the table and settle on 
one of his thighs.

“Chores come first,” said Damon. “That goes for you too, Vel. I hope you aren’t too concerned with getting your dress dirty.”

He felt the foot shift, pressing toward his crotch. Malon and Ria were oblivious. Damon would have felt far more capable of enjoying the moment had it just been the two of them alone.

“I don’t mind getting dirty,” said Vel.

“Right. Well, I’ll be watching to make sure you put in the work tomorrow.”

He wasn’t sure why he was instigating. He felt irritated, and maybe it was justified. He wondered if Vel was simply too young to realize what a tease she was.

“I always do,” said Vel. “It’s not as though we’re short on time on the farm. I simply approach my work at a more leisurely pace.”

She licked her lips, flexing several of her toes against his burgeoning erection.

“There’s a time for work, and a time for play,” said Damon.

Malon quirked an eyebrow at that. Vel pulled her leg back with a subtle movement, blushing a bit, despite them not having been directly caught.

“You… might be right about that,” said Vel.

“It’s rare to see you concede a point, seta,” said Malon.

Damon cleared his throat. “Is there more wine?”

They shared another bottle. Damon did most of the talking, sharing stories from his time as a gladiator. It wasn’t until later in the night, when he finally retired to his room, that he stopped to consider how many of them had involved Austine.

He’d been thinking about his friend, his brother, really, in the time since their last fight. The fact that he’d gone from remembering Austine as the greatest tragedy in his life to a new enemy and rival over the span of a day had taken a heavy toll on him
.

Damon pulled his myrblade from its scabbard and began to slowly polish it with a clean rag. It was no coincidence that Myr had entered his life when she had. The path toward facing Austine again, toward a violent or peaceful outcome, depended on his strength.

He was a wielder
, and Myr was his sword. Her enchantment was powerful, and only through mastering it would he have a chance at controlling his destiny.

It was hard to keep from smiling, or even laughing a bit at the grandiose thought. Damon was going on twenty-four, with less than fifty silver to his name, living with his aesta. The idea of building a wayrest or inn alongside the tower felt so humble and domestic. It was hard for him to explain his feelings about it.

He liked the quiet life he’d lived for the past few weeks with Malon, Ria, and Vel. But what it felt like to him was exactly a match for what Malon had suggested: a wayrest. A time out from pursuing the career he’d once been so passionate toward. A respite from thinking about the complications of Austine, Avarice, and Wrath.

He’d assumed that he was the only one still awake, but the sound of soft footsteps told him otherwise. He sat up, sliding his quilt back, sensing someone nearing his door. Whoever his nighttime visitor was hesitated outside his room, which sent a strange flutter of excitement through him.

Another door opened. Damon was considering heading out into the common room when he heard voices and felt a sudden urge to eavesdrop.

“Seta,” said Malon. “Is there a reason why you’re outside solas’s door?”

Damon sucked in a breath. Either Vel or Ria was seeking a late-night visit with him. It made his heart twist in different directions to consider which of them he would prefer to see. Vel, earnest and teasing. Ria, with their relationship so badly in need of a refresh.

“I was going to say goodnight,” said Vel. “Is there an issue?”

Malon let out an audible sigh. “Velanor. You know how he is.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know exactly what I mean,” said Malon. “Solas is a young man who can oftentimes be lacking in control.”

“I was just saying goodnight to him.”

“Seta…”

There was a pause before Vel responded. “Fine. I understand what you’re saying, aesta.”

“Do you?” asked Malon. “You’re not even nineteen yet, Vel. Your chastity is not a thing you should bandy about so carelessly.”

“Aesta!”

“You’ll have a husband one day,” said Malon. “A lord, or a warrior of great renown. I want you to have the experience of falling into the kind of love that’s worthy for you as a woman.”

The implication of her words was an unexpected and unkind reality check. Damon wasn’t a lord. He was a talented swordsman, but he wasn’t about to call himself a warrior of renown, either. He’d killed men before, a fact which the mere act of remembering served to further undercut his self-opinion.

“I just wanted to say goodnight…” mumbled Vel.

“And what do you think that might have entailed? You have a mind, seta. You’re far from stupid.”

“Is it wrong to love him?” said Vel in voice almost too faint for him to hear.

“Of course not. I love solas just as you do, if not even more.”

Another silence. Damon felt a little gross for not going to the door and announcing his presence. He knew he shouldn’t be listening, and yet, he felt like he needed to.

“He’s trying so hard,” said Vel. “You weren’t there for what happened on the island. I was terrified. Everyone was terrified. Damon… he fought his best friend to save Ria.”

“Austine,” said Malon. “Ria told me about it. I understand how 
emotional it must have been for him.”

“Even now, he’s still working so hard. His training, his focus. He needs our support, aesta. Maybe… he needs more than just that.”

“Seta…”

“I’m not being stubborn, or rebellious,” she whispered. “I love him. More than I probably should. It’s more than just that, even. I believe in him, aesta. I feel like I’m tearing in two sometimes thinking about the conflict in my heart. I… want to say goodnight to him.”

Damon could almost picture Malon’s face. He felt such a warmth of emotion for Vel. He’d assumed what she’d been doing was just empty teasing, but in truth, she was in the midst of her own struggle.

And now he was in the midst of his. Vel’s belief in him butted up against Malon’s earlier words. He wasn’t a lord or a general. His path might not lead to riches or glory. Vel was seeing him with her spectacles off, seeing him through the eyes of a Turning Festival mask.

“I respect the expression of your heart, seta,” said Malon. “With that said, you live under my roof. Under my rules. One day, I hope you’ll understand.”

“I do understand. That’s what makes me so mad.”

He heard Vel stomping off toward her room, along with Malon letting out a genuinely exasperated sigh. There was nothing for him to do. He rolled over and went to bed.


CHAPTER 4

Damon slept in later than he normally would have, and with that came the condition of all men in the early morning. His morning oak was hard and demanding as it had ever been, and the thought of having to find his way through a day of chores and training around the beautiful women of his life felt perversely unfair.

He was about to get up when he heard his door open. Vel slipped into his room an instant later, with an expression that was as close to pure mischief as he’d ever seen on her face.

“Good morning,” she said. “I was wondering when you were going to…”

Her eyes locked onto the massive tent of his erection underneath the quilt. Damon felt more turned on than embarrassed. He couldn’t exactly do much about it with her in the room, or even get up and dress himself in a normal fashion. He lay in bed, feeling like he was flaunting his cock for her.

“I woke up like this,” he said.

Vel seemed to hover in the doorway for a moment before reaching a decision. She gently closed the door behind her and sat down on his bed.

“Do I even want to know what you were dreaming about?” she asked with an exaggerated sigh.

“I don’t know. Do you?”

He smiled at her, enjoying her unguarded reaction. She looked more excited than embarrassed, and he thought she might insist he tell her.

“It looks like something out of a bad painting.” She reached a finger out and poked the tip through the fabric of the quilt. “It’s so pointy and ridiculous. It must be such a pain.”

“It can be. Where’s aesta right now?”

“Outside.”

Damon knew it was a bad idea. He knew it was wrong, especially after the warning he overheard Malon giving Vel the previous night. He pulled the quilt down, exposing his bulging undershorts.

“Gross, Damon.” Vel said it more reflexively than with real emotion. “Does it get like this... every morning?”

“Almost every morning, yeah. It’s why I’m sometimes so quiet when we all have breakfast together.”

“That must be so cumbersome.” Vel reached out to poke it again, testing with her finger almost like she was teasing a sleeping animal.

“It’s alright, Vel,” he said. “You can touch it.”

He pulled his undershorts down, feeling a wild and illicit thrill run through him as he saw Vel’s eyes bulge at the sight of his hard, naked cock.

“Damon!” she said.

“What?” he asked. “I’m just letting you know that you can. It’s fine if you’re too scared.”

Vel narrowed her eyes a bit, still staring at his cock. She reached her thumb out and ran it over the tip. “It really is hard… isn’t it?”

“It’ll get even harder if you keep doing that.”

Vel bit her lower lip. She slowly wrapped her fingers around his cock. Her face flushed and was full of excitement, but she didn’t really stroke him off. It felt more like she was getting the size of him with her hand, or maybe unsure of what to do.

“Like this.” Damon wrapped his hand around hers, trapping it on his cock.

He slowly pumped up and down, almost groaning from the sheer, soft pleasure of Vel’s hand. The fact that he could apply the perfect amount of pressure to really turn himself on was huge.

Every woman he’d been with had given a different style of hand job, and every time it had been slightly wrong for him. He wondered why he’d never thought of the idea of teaching the technique before.

“Does that feel good?” she whispered.

“It feels perfect,” he said honestly.

He kept moving her hand, stroking the back of her wrist gently with one finger. He grinned like an idiot when he gently let go and Vel continued at that perfect, pumping pace.

“You are a quick learner, aren’t you?” he said.

Vel’s face turned bright red, but she didn’t stop. Damon leaned his head back against the pillow, sinking into the sensation of her stroking him off. He wondered if he could get her into his room to do it every morning. Sweet little Vel, polishing his morning oak right under Malon and Ria’s noses.

“Vel,” he said, feeling himself striding toward the verge.

She didn’t seem to hear him at first. Her hand kept its pace, speeding up a little, even. Damon let out a horny breath and flexed his hips forward into her grip.

“If you keep going like that, I’m going to come. Really soon.”

“Damon!” she said, as though it was a problem and it was his fault.

“If I wasn’t such a considerate man, I wouldn’t have even warned you,” he said. “You can get a towel. Or…”

Vel flicked her eyes to meet his. “Or?”

Damon reached out his hand and tenderly cupped her cheek. He gently ran his thumb over her lips. Vel blinked in surprise.

“That’s not happening,” she said.

“I’ll give you first choice of chores.”

“I already have first choice of chores, remember?”

“I remember you being a dirty little cheater,” he said.

“I didn’t…” Vel shot him a forced glare, her smile peeking through. “Would it really make that much of a difference for you?”

“It would. Please?”

She sighed. “Only this once.”

Damon all but pulled her head down in the direction of his cock. He was already at his bursting point, and no sooner than he plunged his member into Vel’s sweet, wet mouth did he start to unload.

“Oh Vel!” he groaned. “You’re so… fucking hot.”

It was one of those full body, morning releases that can only happen after a night of unsatisfied dreams. Damon’s legs twitched, and pleasure danced up the muscles of his back and across his chest and abdomen.

Vel’s eyes widened as he unloaded in her mouth, but she kept her lips tight on his cock. At least in part because he still had his hand on her head, guiding her through the act of swallowing his seed in the same way he’d showed her how to stroke him off. She let out a small cough when she finally pulled back, wiping a strand of his seed off her lower lip.

“I get to collect the herbs and alchemy ingredients that aesta wanted, and I get to help her with dinner,” said Vel.

“Fair enough.”

She gave him a slightly exasperated smile. “You let your thing lead you around too much, Damon. You’re like a dog following its nose and always eating food that it shouldn’t.”

“I know.” Damon let out a sigh. “It’s a weakness that I’ve… started to recognize in myself.”

The sound of the tower’s front door opening made both of them jump. Vel hurried to the door, but not quickly enough to escape Malon’s gaze as she entered the common room.

“Seta,” she said sternly.

“I was making sure Damon woke up,” said Vel, a little too quickly. “We needed to discuss who was doing which chore.”

“Of course.” Malon slid past Vel, entering Damon’s room. Her nostrils flared slightly, and her eyes roamed over the chamber, eventually settling on his quilt and the obvious wet spot over where he’d used it to cover his crotch. “Would you like me to wash that for 
you, solas?”

“Ah, that’s alright,” he said, feeling his face burn.

“Then you can wash it yourself, along with the rest of the laundry,” said Malon.

Vel snorted, but her smile faded as Malon turned to look at her with an expression full of ire. Damon sighed as the two women left his room and quickly began getting dressed.


CHAPTER 5

Damon’s chores took him most of the morning and early afternoon to finish. He tended to the horses, mucking out their stalls, feeding them and filling their water trough and giving them each a quick ride.

He chopped and carried firewood, working up a decent sweat. He gathered all the dirty laundry from within the tower and carried it to the wash board and washing bucket.

The extra chore was less of a punishment for him than Malon may have assumed. Damon took a secret, dirty pleasure in handling their small clothes, though he restrained himself from doing anything weird.

He was tired when he finally finished, but that didn’t stop him from collecting his myrblade from his room and heading out to do some training. He waved to Vel, who was doing some work in the garden. Malon was inside, and Ria was off in the forest again.

The weather was warm, but tempered by a cool, constant breeze. Damon spent a few minutes experimenting with water stepping. He didn’t have much more success than he’d managed the previous day, but it did bring a new question to mind.

“How much can I use your enchantment?” he asked.

“As much as you want!” answered Myr brightly.

“No, I mean… There has to be a limit, right? I’m drawing from the essence of the weapon each time I use it. Is there a way for me to know how many uses I have, or when you’re close to exhaustion?”

“I could tell you when I’m feeling tired, I guess,” said Myr. “I don’t know if I can give you more information than that. I can’t really sense it until the enchantment is nearly depleted.”

“That’s annoying.”

Myr made a soft, wounded noise. “You’re a wielder
, Damon. If my essence does run out, you can technically draw from your own 
vitality to power the enchantment.”

“That’s good to know. I think? It wouldn’t kill me to do that, would it?”

“More likely just exhaust you, unless you got ambitious.”

He held the myrblade with its flat across the palm of his free hand. “What else can I do with you?”

“Anything you want,” she said playfully.

“You know what I mean. I have the freezing and the ice thorns for offense. Water stepping, if I can figure it out, would provide me with extra mobility. What about defense?”

Myr was quiet for a moment. “I still can’t remember. It’s possible that there is a defensive technique or method that just hasn’t come back to me yet.”

“What about ice armor?”

“Ice… armor?” Myr cleared her throat. “I hate to sound pessimistic, but how would that even work? Wouldn’t it simply crack as soon as you tried to move?”

“Not if there was a way for me to make separate segments.”

“It would still be ice. You’d be shivering cold within seconds.”

“It wouldn’t be like I’d wear it for hours at a time,” said Damon. “I’d use it in the midst of a fight, or just before one. Ice isn’t durable, but it could still dampen an arrow, or deflect the strength of a melee blow.”

“I’m skeptical,” said Myr. “This isn’t stirring anything in what I can remember. I honestly don’t know if it would be possible or a good idea to rely on.”

“What about just an ice gauntlet, or an ice buckler?” He rolled his right wrist out, envisioning it as he made a fist. “It could be helpful, especially if I could form it quickly and use it to surprise an opponent.”

“I… suppose I see how that might be helpful,” said Myr.

Damon grinned. He’d taken no small amount of enjoyment from experimenting with his myrblade and exploring the limits of its magic. It was more than just expanding his own power. There was an element of creativity to it, like when he’d first begun to experiment with sword forms as a gladiator, but so much more open.

He stood with his arms extending, grasping his myrblade with the fingers of his right hand. Gathering his willpower, he gave the sword’s hilt a light squeeze, picturing what he wanted from it in his mind.

He didn’t force the weapon’s power outward through the blade, as he did when he tried to manifest ice thorns or freeze something with a slash. Instead, he drew the magic toward him, breathing in slowly and feeling chilled air enter his lungs.

Ice began to creep downward from the weapon’s cross guard, spreading over his curled thumb and the knuckles of his hand. It was shockingly cold, amplified by the fact that he’d forgotten to wear gloves.

The sensation was unlike anything he’d felt before. The skin of his wrist tickled as the ice continued spreading down toward his forearm. It was a decent layer, at least an inch thick, and it matched the contours of his body with statuesque perfection.

“This could work,” said Damon. “Even if I only covered my arm up to the elbow, the advantage that might provide in the moment could be huge.”

Myr didn’t say anything. Damon watched the ice continue to spread. His skin was covered in gooseflesh. It felt like submerging his arm into a lake during the winter, and he gasped as the ice began to creep over his bicep.

“Hold on,” he said with a frown. “I don’t want to freeze my entire arm until I figure out how I can do it without locking it into place.”

He exhaled, trying to dispel the magic. Nothing happened. He tried again, attempting to open his fingers and release his grip on the weapon. They didn’t budge, which shouldn’t have surprised him as much as it did. He’d just frozen them into place.

“Myr,” he said. “Can you stop the enchantment?”

The ice began to creep over his shoulder, and he sucked in a quick breath as the cold made contact with his neck.

“I don’t have control over the magic to that degree,” whispered Myr. “I can only do it with your help.”

“If I could help myself right now, I would!”

He winced, trying to keep his panic in check as the ice continued to grow across the side of his neck, and then along his chin. It started to cover his chest and back, as well. He gritted his teeth and tried shifting his arm to shatter it. It was as solid as steel, which would have been encouraging as armor if his idea hadn’t drifted so far out of control.

“What do I do?” he asked.

“I don’t know!” cried Myr. “Damon! Oh… Oh no!”

She was sobbing, which didn’t help his state of anxiety. Damon squirmed his neck as the ice crept over one of his cheeks, toward his mouth and nose. He turned in a circle, stumbling slightly. The ice had already progressed to lock the side of one of his legs in place. He wouldn’t be going anywhere fast.

He needed help and didn’t care where he got it from.

“Vel!” he shouted. “Velanor!”

He prayed she was still outside. The sound of pounding feet against grass gave him confirmation.

“Damon,” she said. “What are you—”

“Get aesta!” he shouted. “Go! Run! I—”

The ice pinched the side of his mouth shut. Within seconds, it had covered it completely. He sucked in a few panicked breaths through his nose before realizing it would also be blocked as an avenue of breath in short order.

He forced himself to take a deep, calming breath as the ice plugged his nostrils. He shifted himself to face the tower with what 
was left of his mobility, falling over in the process. He had a sideways view of Vel running toward the door. She was too slow. It was too late.

“Damon!” cried Myr. “No! Please, Damon! Please!”

She let out a half-choked sob. He wished he could reassure her, but he couldn’t even reassure himself. What a stupid way to die. True Divine, he was an idiot. He’d seen the power of his myrblade and completely neglected to give it the respect it deserved.

He closed his eyes a second before he felt the ice creep over him. The horror truly set in then, with two thirds of his body immobile and trapped within a thick layer of ice. His breath was running out. He couldn’t even exhale. Myr kept screaming. He wished he could tell her that it wasn’t her fault.

He heard voices nearby, but made distant from the ice coating his ears. Something tapped against the ice on his chest and his face. His awareness slipped as the breath went stale within his lungs.

With no warning, his entire body suddenly exploded in pain. His skin prickled as though stabbed all over by tiny, white-hot needles. He coughed as water filled his mouth, cold, but steaming. He loosened his grip on the myrblade and remained conscious for long enough to feel a surge of relief.


CHAPTER 6

It felt like hours had gone by when Damon came to. He was still lying on the grass, which told him it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes, at most. Vel leaned forward over him, eyes filled with tears.

Her mouth moved, but he couldn’t hear her. He groaned and rubbed a finger in his ear, displacing some leftover ice.

“Damon!” she cried. “What were you thinking?”

He managed a shrug.

“He wasn’t thinking,” said Malon. “This may have been the most foolish decision you’ve ever made.”

“I’m not about to argue otherwise,” he muttered.

He sat up, feeling numb in some parts of his body and painful stabbing sensations in others. He reached around for his myrblade, only realizing after a few seconds of searching that Malon had moved it away from him.

“Aesta used her fire magic to melt the ice,” explained Vel. “You weren’t burned anywhere, were you?”

He glanced down at his tunic. There were no singe marks, but there were patches of unnaturally dry fabric. The hair on both of his arms was much sparser than it had previously been, but he seemed otherwise undamaged.

“I suppose I won’t know for sure until the feeling comes back in the rest of my body,” he said.

“Unlike you, I was careful with my magic,” said Malon in a rebuking voice.

“Harsh, but I suppose that’s fair.”

He saw her expression soften. She moved to join Vel, gently helping him as he made to stand.

“Myr?” he said, feeling a sudden spike of panic.

“I’m alright,” she whispered back.

“Solas,” said Malon. “For the time being, I think it would be in all of our best interests for me to hold onto the weapon.”

He stared her, hearing words, but not really hearing them, at least at first. She walked over to his myrblade and picked it up, watching him with a serious expression.

He wasn’t proud of his inner, emotional reaction. He was frustrated, almost petulant, and it reminded him of more than a few unsavory childhood memories. He did his best to master himself before attempting a retort.

“I understand how you might be concerned by what happened, but that’s my sword,” he said. “I promise I’ll be more careful next time, but it should stay in my hands.”

There was still a sternness in his voice, as though he was commanding her to give it back. The corner of her mouth twitched, and it was in that moment he realized how badly he’d blundered.

“I love you, solas. Truly, I do. You of all people should understand how close you just came to dying.”

“Aesta, I wasn’t—”

“You weren’t what?” asked Malon. “Thinking? Acting with caution and thought-out intention? That much is clear. That much, at least, is a pattern for you. I’m not asking if you’d prefer for me to hold onto your weapon, solas. I’m telling you that I’ll decide when to give it back.”

“You’re not being fair!” he snapped. “I’ve had that sword for years! You aren’t taking it from me.”

“I already have it.” Malon set the flat of the weapon across her palm. “It’s up to you whether you respect my authority as your aesta, or my power as a sorceress. Don’t push me on this.”

Her intensity caught him off guard. The situation knocked him off balance enough to kindle a sense of rebelliousness. He was tempted to stride over and try to seize it from her hands.

But he’d seen what she could do. He knew how that would end. Those facts didn’t make the loss any more bearable. He remembered back when his myrblade had been a wrathblade, back when Gavel had broken his finger and claimed the weapon for himself.

To Damon, that sword had felt like an extension of his body even before he’d ever discovered its magic. He was a swordsman, at heart. He wasn’t ashamed to admit that he loved his myrblade.

Malon saw the change in him, or maybe just inferred it from his silence. Her expression softened, and she came close enough to set a hand on his shoulder.

“Take some time to breathe,” she said. “We’ll talk about this after. I hope you understand that I’m simply worried about you. Nothing’s been decided yet.”

He trusted Malon, but it was still hard. He saw where she was coming from. He’d almost killed himself, after all. Damon managed a nod and something resembling an accepting smile. Malon watched him for a moment and then headed back toward the tower.

“She’s not wrong,” said Vel. She stepped in close to him, hugging him from the side. Her face was full of concern, and he knew it was justified.

“I know,” he said.

“Are you sure you’re alright?”

He shrugged. “I’ve had worse.”

“I know.” She smiled and squeezed him tighter. “I was there for it.”

“You were.” He let his eyes linger at hers, feeling happy and soothed. The feeling went deep. She really loved him, though she occasionally seemed to like to pretend otherwise.

“Is aesta inside?” he asked.

Vel nodded. He kissed her gently.

“Your lips are still cold,” she whispered.

“Help me warm them up?”

She rolled her eyes, but gave him another quick kiss, and another after that.

***

Damon spent the next hour of the day lying in bed, working out the last of his shivers. Malon had taken his myrblade up to her library, presumably to stow away somewhere she could trust to be safe from. Vel was still outside finishing the last of her chores.

He knew it had to be Ria when he heard someone rifling through the pantry. His curiosity got the better of him, and he entered the common room, coming face to face with her clad in a shoulder pack and traveling attire.

“Are you going somewhere?” he asked.

She gave him the look that he’d seen so many times over the past few days. The one that revealed nothing. Her expression of secrets.

“Yes,” she said. “I have already informed Malon. I was planning on saying goodbye to Vel on my way off.”

He didn’t fixate on the fact that she seemed content, almost eager, to leave without a word to him.

“On your way off to where?” he asked. He wasn’t expecting to get a real answer.

“Through the Malagantyan,” said Ria. “Toward the other side, where the Remenai clans are more like nations, rather than tribes. Where my people are still of power.”

“You always said you thought that those areas were dangerous for you, as a clanless.”

“I am not as young and fearful as I once was.”

“Why now?” asked Damon. “What’s your goal, Ria?”

She shrugged, face giving nothing away.

“Kastet put you up to this,” he guessed. “She did, didn’t she? Or at least, she mentioned something along this approach. Win the tournament, become known in Veridan’s Curve. Head deep into the lands of your people and play politics with a headwind.”

“You have begun to pay attention, it seems.”

“Ria,” he said, shaking his head. “If that’s your plan, it might not end well. Success would mean… what? Potentially instigating the worst war this region has ever seen? And if they don’t accept you, if they don’t listen, they’re as liable to kill you as to let you escape.”

He thought his words reached her, if not from her posture, then from the silence.

“This will be dangerous,” she said, softly. “But all things in life change. Some things… more than others.”

She gave him a sad smile and looked toward the door.

“Stay safe,” he said. “I love you, Ria.”

“…As I love you, Damon.”

She left without another word.


CHAPTER 7

Damon felt such a need to get his myrblade back that he could think of little else. It didn’t help that he’d finished his chores and had nothing else to occupy him. Thinking of Ria, potentially heading into danger alone, made the weapon’s loss sting twice as hard.

The practical concerns of the situation weren’t all that relevant to him. He doubted she’d have let him travel with her, with their relationship still as strained as it was. It wouldn’t have made sense, and deep within Rem territory, he would have only drawn attention, potentially to the point of being killed on sight.

Damon’s need for the sword came more from the knowledge he had a rare glimpse into a possible future, along with a chance to affect it. Regardless of whether it was through helping Kastet and Ria or following Malon’s cryptic guidance, he needed the myrblade’s power, dangerous as it was.

He walked up the tower stairs to the library. Malon sat at her desk, frowning into the pages of a thick, weathered tome. His myrblade leaned against the side of the wall, and it called to him as he entered… in a rather literal sense.

“Damon!” shouted Myr. “Please! Find a way to get me back! I don’t like this!”

He winced, tuning out her pleas as Malon glanced his way.

“Solas,” she said, in a patient, but expectant voice. “I suspect I know why you’re up here.”

“No doubt you do,” he said. “I said goodbye to Ria.”

Malon let out a sigh and folded her arms across the front of her tunic. “I’m glad. I know how tense the two of you have been. She’ll only be gone for a week, two at the most. She has a way of… reaching out to me, in case of danger, as well.”

“I’m still worried.”

“As am I. But she’s a grown woman. This is her choice to make. 
She’s a taking up a role of a mediator, of sorts. An ambassador between worlds.”

“She’s clanless,” said Damon. “The way she’s described it puts her only just above one of the exiled Rem in their social hierarchy. This feels dangerous.”

“It may well be an advantage for her,” said Malon. “And her being clanless… may not always be the case.”

Those weren’t the words Damon wanted to hear. He felt petty in the way they affected him, jealous, even. He still vividly remembered drawing the matridai on Ria’s face. The idea of some other man putting his mark on her, if even only for her to gain the friendship of a major clan, made him sick to his stomach.

He was aware of how wrong, borderline corrupted, that emotion was. She was basically his sister. When had his world become such a complicated, tangled mess?

“I need my sword back,” he said. His voice wavered as he spoke. He felt like a boy asking for the end to a punishment. In a sense, that was what he still was to Malon, what he might always be.

“I know you do, solas.” Malon sat against her desk, crossing one leg over the other. “I wanted to approach you on this in a few days, once you were calmer and fully recovered, but I know what you must be feeling right now. I will give you back your myrblade, but only if you agree to let me teach you.”

“You want to… teach me?” he asked.

She nodded. “Enchanted weapons are similar, in a limited way, to innate forms of magic, especially in the hands of a wielder
. In part, it’s you that I worry about, more than the weapon. You never would have been able to come so near to hurting yourself without your talent for applying the myrblade’s enchantment.”

“If that’s what it takes,” he said. “Of course. I’ll accept whatever advice and guidance you have to give, aesta. When can we start?”

She grinned at him, and Damon found himself wondering if she’d expected more resistance to the idea.

***

Malon led him outside and into the empty clearing, carrying his myrblade at her side. It was still the middle of the afternoon, which was strange to Damon. His brief spell of unconsciousness had upset his inner sense of time, and he’d assumed it was later in the day.

She watched him, looking for some hidden detail in his posture or perhaps his face. Damon waggled his eyebrows at her, and she smiled and gave a slightly exasperated sigh.

“I’m going to give you your myrblade back,” she said. “For now, I’m asking you not to use its enchantment until you’ve learned more about what you’re doing.”

“That sounds fair,” he said. “Where does this newfound knowledge of enchantments come from, aesta? I thought your friend Sandra was the enchantress.”

The corner of Malon’s mouth twitched at the mention of her close friend and Damon’s recent erotic fling. “The book I was reading when you entered the library is one she gave me a few years ago. It relates to elemental enchantments, like the ice enchantment on your myrblade. Part of the power of my crest lies in fire elemental magic, and according to the book, there is a fair amount of overlap between the two forms of power.”

“That makes sense.”

He accepted the myrblade back from Malon as she passed it to him. Myr let out a sobbing sigh that was a touch too dramatic for him to keep from smiling at. He gently rubbed the sword’s hilt and held it in his hands, watching Malon and waiting for her first instructions.

“To begin, let me first say that I know how long you’ve had that weapon for, solas,” she said. “Some of what I say to you might seem redundant, or arbitrary, but I assure you it serves a purpose. For today, I’d like you to treat your myrblade as though you were wielding it for the first time.”

He nodded, letting his eyes leave Malon and flick down to the 
sword.

“Nice to meet you?” whispered Myr uncertainly.

Damon bit back a smile.

“The accident you had earlier today stems from you misunderstanding, not just the power of your weapon, but your means of control over it. I will do what I can to help you with both.”

“I’m ready,” he said.

Malon nodded. She’d pulled both arms behind her back, standing with her chin held high. She was in her element, Damon realized. In the same way he’d become obsessed with what he could do with his myrblade, he suspected she’d once felt the same about her crest magic.

He still remembered how she became after using her magic, given its direct ties to Lascivious. It was interesting to imagine what she’d be like after pushing her spells to the limit. He could see her face flushed with arousal, knees quivering as she made her way back into her chamber.

“Solas?” asked Malon. “Are you listening?”

“Sorry, what was that?”

“Bring your sword up to guard,” she said. “Hold it as you would when first facing a new opponent.”

He took his myrblade up into a two-handed grip, the sword pointing forward at a slight angle. A breeze blew through the clearing as Malon began to walk in a circle around him, sending ripples through the grass and making her red braid sway sideways.

“You must learn to feel the weapon’s essence. It isn’t enough to trust that it’s there, or to know how to apply it. True control comes from complete understanding.”

“I already asked Myr if she knew of a way for me to do that,” said Damon. “She couldn’t really explain how.”

“Would you ask your elbow to tell you if it’s in pain?” asked Malon.

“No, but…”

“Feel the weapon’s essence, solas.” She drew closer to him, rubbing his arm for emphasis. “It’s there. Everything I’ve read says that this should be achievable for you, as a wielder.”

He squeezed Myr’s hilt a little tighter. “I’m trying to. I just… I’m not sure how, or where, to feel.”

“Let yourself breathe,” said Malon. “Here.”

She stepped up behind him, reaching her arms around to set her hands atop his against the sword. The position was strangely akin to an intimate embrace. Damon could feel the soft mash of her breasts against his back.

“Breathe, solas.”

He took a breath, feeling her match it with her own inhalation from behind. They exhaled in unison. Damon could feel something, but he had doubts about whether it was what he was looking for.

“I still can’t sense it,” he admitted.

Malon stood up on her tip toes, her breath tickling his neck as she whispered into his ear. “Breathe from here.”

One of her hands shifted off his sword, running instead down his chest and onto his stomach. A shiver ran through him in response to her tender touch. He took another breath, her hand tensing against his abdomen.

“Close your eyes,” she softly commanded.

He did, though it did little to focus his attention away from her and onto the weapon. At least, at first. He felt something then, a spark of sensation. It was like sensing temperature, but with a character of its own. It was a measurable flutter, a distinct flow of power which resonated through the sword.

“I feel it,” he whispered.

“Good.”

Malon pulled back. Damon felt his focus waver, but he brought it 
back, finding the flow of essence a second time. Myr wasn’t at her full strength, perhaps closer to half. He could sense, however, that his methods for applying her essence still only drew limited amounts from her essence supply.

He’d be able to manifest the ice thorns or attempt water stepping if he wanted to. He wasn’t sure how long or how many times he could use each ability, but he knew it would be easy to figure out if he spent a day practicing with his myrblade from full strength.

“That was… enlightening,” he said.

“I’m a good teacher,” said Malon with a smile. “There is one other aspect of using your enchantment which you must learn as soon as possible. Control.”

He nodded, knowing the truth of her words. His lack of control had been the main factor in what’d happened earlier that day.

“I have a method,” he said. “It isn’t ideal, however. It involved squeezing the weapon’s hilt as I focused my breath.”

Malon nodded. “Your approach isn’t entirely wrong. Breathing, again, is critical in everything when it comes to spellcraft. You must still focus on that state, on that inner calm. But instead of squeezing your weapon with your hand, urge its compliance with your mind.”

“I can certainly try.” He glanced down at his sword.

“It might work,” said Myr.

Damon kept it simple on his first attempt. After slowing his breath until it was even and regular, he pushed his willpower into the sword, much as he would normally. He shifted his focal point, however. Instead of focusing on his grip against the weapon’s hilt, he sought the deeper connection between them, as though he was listening for Myr’s voice.

“Oh!” she said. “I felt that!”

Ice began to creep along the weapon’s edge. Damon grinned, feeling incredibly satisfied while he used his will to shape the thorns as they began to emerge from the sides of his sword.

“I think I did it,” he said.

“On your first try, no less.” Malon smiled and folded her arms. “I may be a good teacher, but you are just as surely a quick study.”

“It feels different controlling the enchantment this way.”

“You must practice it consistently,” said Malon. “In battle, you may default to your original method of focusing on the weapon’s hilt. That’s fine, as long as you have the means to rein your weapon back in when it’s necessary.”

Damon nodded. He couldn’t stop smiling at her, and the pride in her expression made his heart race at a galloping pace. She was incredible, and he was beyond fortunate to have her as an aesta and as a teacher.

“What else can you show me?” he asked.

“Your sword’s enchantment is general and adaptive,” said Malon. “My understanding of it is limited to the fundamentals. You’ll have to carefully develop your own techniques using it through practice.”

“In that case, will you practice with me?” he asked.

Her mouth quirked sideways. “I’m not sure you realize what you’re asking.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”


CHAPTER 8

Malon said nothing as she stood across from him in the clearing. The sun was still an hour or two out from setting. The trees and the grass moved in tandem to the rhythm of the gentle, rolling wind.

Instead of waiting for her to agree to spar with him or, more likely, dismiss the idea, Damon swung his myrblade to the side. He exhaled frozen white, giving the sword’s hilt a tiny, helping squeeze as he used his will to manifest the weapon’s ice thorns.

Malon gave him a patient, almost patronizing smile. “If you insist on spell sparring, solas, you must agree to some basic ground rules. Neither of us can ever attack the other without control or send any spell in the direction of the tower.”

“Sensible enough.”

“If seta comes over, we both stop immediately.”

“Of course.”

“This does serve a purpose. Matching your myrblade’s enchantment against my crest magic will you give you a better idea of where your power stands on a spectrum.”

“I agree.”

Malon brought her hands together, briefly pressing them palm to palm. A fireball hovered over her splayed fingers as she pulled her arms apart. It danced and rolled, bright as a tiny sun, illuminating the side of her face.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

He nodded, though he had no idea what she intended. Malon spun, sending the fire toward him in a sudden plume of orange light and dry heat.

The fireball became a curling snake. It wasn’t aimed at him directly, true to her earlier rules. It was headed past him. Damon shifted his myrblade to slash at it as he might attack a passing opponent. He heard Myr gasp as the sword cleaved into the fire.

Steam hissed past the corner of his face, and there was a burst of force that threw him sideways. He shifted his weapon out of the way as he fell into a roll and came back to his feet.

Malon’s fire had completely melted the ice thorns. He considered what he learned from that, and whether it might be possible to block her magic with a frozen shield, had he committed more of Myr’s essence to the exchange.

“Again,” he called, manifesting the ice along his sword.

She obliged him, and twice more after that. Damon focused more of his will into the weapon with each new attempt at countering her spell, until bits of ice were still lingering on the blade afterward. He stepped closer to Malon each time as well, until the two were no more than ten feet apart.

“You’re holding back,” he said.

“I am.”

“Give me a spell at full strength.”

“Solas…”

“Don’t aim it at me, aim it at the sword,” he said, holding his myrblade out to the side. “I want to see how far I can push the enchantment.”

“So do I,” whispered Myr. “I can do this!”

Malon let out a sigh. “If you insist. Make sure you keep your body out of the spell’s range. Including your hands and arms.”

Damon nodded. He summoned his will even before Malon had finished her casting, extending the ice out of the myrblade’s edge until it was unwieldy, bordering on cumbersome.

Malon unleashed a spire of flame that was as wide across as one of the tower windows. Damon tensed his muscles as he tried to block it with his myrblade, the heat of the flames instantly overwhelming his sword. He let go. He couldn’t stop himself.

Malon dismissed the spell as soon as she saw his reaction. Damon backed away, not looking where he was going, and bumped into her. 
Malon made a surprised noise and fell off balance, gasping as she landed at a rough angle.

“Aesta!” he said. “Sorry! I wasn’t looking where I was walking. Your spell threw me off guard.”

“It threw me off as well,” she said, breathing heavily. “I put more into it than I think I should have.”

He reached a hand down to help her up. Malon let out a soft moan as their hands made contact. Her cheeks were full of color, but her expression flickered with pain as she came to her feet.

“Ah,” she said. “My ankle. I must have twisted it.”

“Strange to think that the only injury sustained during our spell practice would come from you tripping, as opposed to the magical energies we were throwing around.”

Malon smiled, and her eyes roved over his chest and arms. Damon picked up his myrblade and sheathed it before returning to her side and helping her toward the tower. She heavily favored her left leg, and it seemed as though she was in a fair amount of pain.

“Let me give you a massage,” he said.

“Solas…”

“Think of it as my way of thanking you for being such an attentive teacher.”

“It might not be the best idea right now,” she said. “I’m fine. Truly. If I just stay off it for a time, maybe…”

“You clearly aren’t fine,” said Damon. “Tell me which of your salves would be best for reducing swelling, and I’ll go find it from your alchemy supplies. I insist.”

She let out a sigh, smiling at him with cheeks still flushed. “If you must. Look for the dark red one in the bottle with the cork cap.”

He could barely contain his excitement as he hurried upstairs to search for the salve. He found it in record time and came back downstairs. Malon had spread out across her bed and was propped up on a pillow with her elbows.

She’d pulled up her leggings to expose the injured ankle. Damon shut the door as he entered and walked over to join her. He took a seat and pulled the cork from the bottle.

“How does it feel?” he asked.

“Sprained,” she said with a sigh. “It really isn’t that bad, though. You don’t have to spoil me.”

“How is giving you a leg massage spoiling you?”

“An ankle massage,” she said.

“To start. Oftentimes, muscle injuries have a way of spreading tightness to other parts of the body.”

She let out a patient sigh. Damon smiled and poured some of the salve into his hand. He shifted her injured ankle into his lap and gently began applying it.

“Oh!” gasped Malon.

“What’s wrong?”

“Your hands are… quite cold.”

“Probably should have expected that.” He rubbed the salve between his palms. “I’ll warm it up for you.”

He tried again, slowly caressing and massaging her. Malon let out a long, satisfied breath.

“How does it feel?”

“Incredible.”

He grinned and shifted lower, rubbing her foot. It was in his lap, pressing against his crotch. There was nothing overtly erotic about that aspect of the situation. Malon’s flushed face and borderline labored breathing, on the other hand, was a huge turn on.

He felt his cock stiffening as he remembered how she’d gotten the previous times he’d been around her when she’d used her magic. She was Lascivious’s crest sorceress. Her magic was tied to her lust, flaring as hot as the fire of her spells.

“Mmm…” she moaned. “You’re good with your hands, solas.”

“I know.” He let his thumb press into the arch of her foot, gently working out the tension he felt there. His cock hardened in his trousers, pressing up as though attempting to join in on the fun.

“There’s plenty of salve,” he said. “Let me do the rest of your leg. Along with the other one, too.”

She hesitated before answering. “I suppose that would be alright.”

He had an idea, one that took hold of his tongue before he could think better of it. “I should take your leggings off so they won’t keep getting in the way.”

He shifted his hands up her body. Malon reached down to grab them before they could reach their intended target.

“Nice try, solas,” she said, smiling.

“Are you not wearing girlshorts underneath?” He persisted, pushing his hands forward and letting a finger slide into her waistband.

“Of course, I’m wearing them,” she whispered, pursing her lips.

He went for it, moving upward so his face was closer to hers without letting go of his grip on her pants.

“I don’t see what the issue is, then,” he whispered. He kissed her on the lips, smiling as he saw the effect it had. “Let me strip these off you and get to work.”

She scowled at him, but he kissed her again with more passion, seeking for her tongue with his own. Her eyes fluttered as their lips pulled apart. He kissed her cheek, and then her neck, and then slid down to do what he’d suggested before she could object.

“Mmm…” she cooed. “Just the legs, solas.”

She lifted her hips and wiggled to help him pull the tight leggings down. Damon was mesmerized by the sight of her creamy thighs and taut calves. She was wearing dark grey girlshorts, the edges of which had ridden up to expose the sides of her buttocks.

It took an effort of will to keep his hands from reaching out to caress her in numerous places. By the time he slipped her leggings 
off her ankles, he was hard as a rock.

“You enjoyed that too much,” whispered Malon.

“I enjoy helping you, aesta. I love you.”

She let out a patient, understanding sigh. “I love you too, solas. Truly.”

He stared at her for a second longer before returning his attention back to her legs. Malon was stretched out on the bed at an angle which would make his work slightly awkward. Damon gripped both her legs at the calf and slid her forward, and a little sideways.

“Easy,” said Malon. “There’s no rush.”

“Just setting you up for it.”

“Of course.”

He moved to the end of the bed. It was as though somehow, adding distance between himself and her body raised the ambient tension. Really, it was as though anything he did short of leaving the room would.

He began massaging her ankles, holding one in either hand for a moment before sliding a bit forward and exploring her calves. They were soft, but toned, near exactly what he would have expected from a woman who could claim to be both a farmer and a sorceress.

Damon slid his fingers further up, inching his body in the same direction. He massaged Malon’s lower thighs from in between her legs. His fingers pressed and caressed as he pretended he wasn’t currently in position to spread her legs apart.

“How does that feel?” He focused on the massage, digging into her muscles a little harder.

“Wonderful, solas.”

“Good. I’ll keep going.”

He had her thighs in his hands, and his thumbs led the way as he slid his fingers higher. She was right. There was no rush, and he went slow, massaging as he pulled her thighs open for better access. He 
pulled her a few inches back along the mattress again, enjoying the flutter it sent through her expression.

“Are you aiming to get everything?” asked Malon. “All of my legs?”

“I think they need it,” he said. “Badly.”

Malon cleared her throat. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, solas.”

“You bring it out of me.” He slid forward, priming Malon’s inner thighs with his thumbs as he shifted into her.

He came within an inch of tapping his erection against the crotch of her girlshorts. Malon’s eyes never left his, though they did go through a shift. A sudden intensity took up residence in her gaze. He hesitated, and he saw her smile.

“Did you appreciate what I taught you today?” she asked.

The question caught him off guard, and he couldn’t help himself from replying honestly. “I gained a lot of insight from your wisdom. More than I think you realize.”

“I think I do. Though, you still have much to learn.”

She leaned back, pulling her legs to her chest as she rolled over onto her front. The new angle, along with how she kept her ankles crossed and thighs tight, made him hesitate. He wasn’t sure whether to continue seducing her, continue massaging her, or simply wait.

“You can keep going, if you want,” she said, almost shyly.

He’d never wanted to do anything so badly in his life. He caressed the backs of Malon’s thighs with small squeezes, traveling further and further up. He switched to sliding his palms along her pale skin as he got to the top, sliding all the way up and over her perfectly soft buttocks.

She shuddered as his hands officially made contact with her ass. Damon could feel so much of her through her reactions. The situation was spiraling toward the limits of control. He slid his fingers underneath her girlshorts and gave each of her buttocks a tight grope.

“Rub my back, solas,” said Malon.

Her voice was sharp, commanding, and easily a match for the way she’d led him during their spell training. It drew him in, and he moved his hands upward as much to obey her as to make room for him to straddle her.

He sat with his cock nestled in the valley of Malon’s perfect butt. She still had on her girlshorts, and he was fully clothed, but he made a point of rocking against her. There was no hiding the lewdness, the sexual intent, of what he was doing.

But Malon didn’t stop him. She took her tunic off, even, revealing a small half shirt that covered her breasts and nothing more. Damon’s eyes locked onto the spot on her lower back where her crest lay, like an intricate tattoo of overlapping foreign letters in brilliant crimson ink.

His fingers touched there first. Malon sighed as he began to rub her back, but that was far from all he did. He dry humped her, finding a slow rhythm that felt so incredible that they may have well been naked and skin to skin.

He did rub her back, as she’d asked. Along with her stomach, her breasts, and anywhere else he got the urge to touch in the heat of the moment. He tried to find one of her nipples through her tunic with his thumb and forefinger. She brought one of her legs up at the knee to give him a glancing kick in warning from behind.

Part of him loved it when she did that. He relished her attention, even when it was bad. Sometimes more so. He remembered the risky ways in which he’d showed off for his aesta during his childhood. He’d enjoyed the full range of reactions, her concern, her anger. It had, in part, made him who he was.

He rubbed Malon’s shoulders and neck as he continued grinding his stone-hard erection into her backside. His posture pressed far forward over her now, closer to the prone embrace of lovers than any massage.

It had been several minutes since she’d said anything. The silence made him bold and horny, bold and foolish. He took Malon by the 
hips and held her in a tight squeeze as he pumped into her. It was as close to sex as he could get with their clothes in the way.

He pulled his trousers down, letting his hard cock whip out into the cool afternoon air. He knew it was going a step too far, if not several. Damon expected another kick from Malon, or the snap of her chiding voice as he began to grind his throbbing tool against her nearly naked butt.

There was no way she couldn’t feel the difference. He certainly could, and the pleasure of it was unreal. His sense of disbelief began to grow alongside the inevitability of the moment. This was it, he realized. Malon wasn’t going to stop him.

He leaned forward, settling his cock against her ass in a manner that left the engorged head nearly resting against her crest. He ran his hands up Malon’s body, listening to the shift in her breathing, feeling the way she rocked back to meet his grinding.

He leaned forward, kissing her neck softly, but intently.

“Aesta,” he whispered into her ear.

“Mmm… solas.”

Damon kept kissing her in that same spot. He took hold of her braid, and with a gentle tug, shifted her head to give him better access.

“Watch yourself,” she said.

He heard her, but the words didn’t register as his other hand gripped her girlshorts and began to pull them down. She reached back, taking hold of the offending wrist in warning, and then his cock.

“Aesta…” he said. The pleasure of her touch seemed to possess his loins. He followed her lead as she led him by the manhood back to the position he’d just been in, nestled safely between her buttocks, outside her girlshorts.

A flicker of crimson light emanated from her crest. It was suddenly as though all of the sensation flooding through Damon’s body had been doubled or tripled. He gasped and fell forward against 
Malon, his hips moving with a will of their own.

His breath caught as he reached his limit, falling into a well of sexual bliss. He shot his hot seed into the small of Malon’s back, emptying himself onto her. Her crest pulsed in reaction, and her body tensed and quivered as the mess he made settled into thick, sticky beads.


CHAPTER 9

Damon didn’t know what to say, if there even were words that applied to the situation. He and Malon had engaged in what she called horseplay
 several times before. In some ways, a massage going too far was no different. In others, it bordered on outright molestation.

He was forced to admit that had he been massaging anyone other than his aesta and proceeded to get so sexual and fresh, he would have likely been shouted off. Perhaps Vel would have let him get away with it, but the thought seemed to condemn his case as much as bolster it.

“I let myself get out of control,” he said. “Sorry.”

Malon had risen to pull a towel from her closet, which she was using to wipe his seed off her back and butt. “I was considering offering you a massage in return, but it seems you’ve already enjoyed yourself enough.”

“Undoubtedly.”

Malon sighed and sat down next to him in the bed. She was still in her small clothes, and the cleavage of her breasts against her insufficient half shirt was nearly enough to stir a second wind of his arousal.

“Solas…” She shook her head, seeming to search for the right words. “What am I going to do with you?”

He didn’t say anything. She ran her fingers over his knuckles, showing him a kind of intimacy that had been lacking from the lurid massage.

“I know how lacking the farmstead is in terms of distractions,” she said. “You need to find better outlets for your energy. I know we’ve spoken on this before, but falling into the habit of these sorts of encounters will only distort your expectations of women.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m trying.”

“Are you?”

He let her question hang, unable to face it directly. He was saved from the silence that followed by a curious knock at the tower’s front door.

“Were you expecting company?” asked Damon with a furrowed brow.

Malon shook her head and started to get up. She stiffened as they both heard the front door open, followed by someone entering the tower.

“Hello? Damon? Are you home?”

The voice of Bylia Benicia was one he recognized instantly. It was musical, full of vivacious energy, as expected from a career songstress.

Malon all but pushed Damon out of her room, hurrying to collect and put on her clothes in the process. His face heated up as he stumbled into the common room, still actively dealing with the lingering mixture of guilt and exhaustion within him.

“Bylia,” he said, forcing a smile onto his face. “What an… unexpected surprise!”

Her face was expressive, with deep green eyes and a large, smile-prone mouth. Bylia wore a short and playful summer skirt of overlapping blue and yellow. Her top was a loose and fashionable long sleeve shirt with a neckline that seemed custom tailored to showcase her impressive cleavage.

She wore her chestnut brown hair up in a practical bun, twisted together with two hair sticks embedded with small rubies on the ends. She smiled, but her eyes seemed to ask a question, one directed toward the half-closed door to Malon’s room.

“I thought it had been too long since I last saw you, so I thought I’d pay a visit,” she said. “Sorry for simply barging in like this, but I was outside, and I swore I could hear voices… or something akin to them.”

She looked toward the door again. Damon swept forward, distracting her with a tight hug. Bylia’s body felt familiar, but also different and new. It was the same with her smell, which reminded him of dried wildflowers.

She rose up on her toes to kiss him as they parted. It was a real kiss, with no pretense of modesty or need to be hidden. Damon stared into her eyes as it ended, at a loss for words.

“I see you’ve missed me,” she said.

“Quite a bit.”

Malon picked that moment to come out of her chamber. She’d dressed, but her clothing was noticeably ruffled, and a few strands of hair had come loose from her braid.

“Solas, you didn’t tell me that you were expecting company,” she said, smiling warmly.

“It’s my fault,” said Bylia. “I would have given advance notice of my arrival, if it’d been possible. Damon is a slippery man to get ahold of.”

Bylia put an arm around his waist. Damon watched for Malon’s reaction. She’d never been the overtly jealous type, though she had seemed displeased by his flirtations with Sandra back in Avaricia.

If anything, Malon’s smile grew even broader at the sight of them together. She moved through the kitchen, setting a pot next to the counter near the unlit fire and taking stock of her cooking supplies.

“You’ll be staying for dinner, I hope?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” said Bylia. “If it’s not too much of an imposition?”

“Nonsense. We’d be happy to have you join us. Your timing couldn’t be better. Solas has been getting a little stir crazy cooped up here on the farm, and I know how much he appreciates your company.”

“Stir crazy,” repeated Bylia. “Is that right?”

Damon cleared his throat. “Are you still singing for the inn in Morotai, or have you spread your wings over the last few weeks?”

“Still in Morotai,” she said with a sigh. “It’s been slow. I feel as though I’ve almost become a fixture of the town, at this point. I spend as much time helping Jonna with chores around the inn and running errands as I do performing.”

“It’s a different pace of life, for sure,” said Damon. “It took me some time to adjust when I first arrived back at the tower.”

Bylia looked toward Malon, who was still busying herself in the kitchen, and then back toward him. “Oh, I’m sure it did.”

There was a sliver of insinuation in her voice that Damon didn’t delve into. He pushed past the moment instead, pulling her into a playful embrace that elicited a squeal and giving her a quick series of kisses.

“I must say, I do appreciate a warm welcome,” she said.

“How warm are we talking about?”

“Easy.” Bylia cleared a throat. “I think that’s more of an after-dinner discussion.”

There was a stark contrast between kissing and flirting with Bylia, and what he’d been up to on the farmstead with the others. He could kiss her and touch her openly, and she seemed to welcome it. No secrets, no sneaking around, and no guilt.

“I found the last of the herbs you needed, aesta,” called Vel from outside. “There was a patch of fresh mint up the hill toward… oh!”

She froze as she entered the common room, gaping and blinking at Damon and Bylia.

“You’re Velanor, right?” asked Bylia. “Damon’s sister?”

They’d only met briefly, and there’d been a fair amount of chaos on that night in Morotai, with Shank and his men attempting to hold Vel hostage. She slowly nodded, though Bylia’s words seemed to take a moment to reach her.

“Um, sort of,” said Vel, blushing bright red.

He felt a surge of empathy for her. He wasn’t sure how he’d react if the tables were turned, but he doubted it would be pretty. Picturing 
Vel in the embrace of some young lord or dashing rogue made his stomach twist into weirdly territorial knots.

He pulled away from Bylia, moving to favor Vel with his full attention. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen Bylia. I never really got a chance to properly introduce her to you and Malon.”

“Right,” said Vel. “I… suppose it’s good that you have that chance.”

She gave him a forced smile that threatened to break his heart. He instantly realized how complicated the situation was going to get and did his best to stride a delicate balance forward.

“Are those the herbs that aesta wanted?” He nodded to a small satchel which hung at her waist from a shoulder strap.

“Yeah,” she said. “Mint, lemongrass, crimson bark, and fresh thyme.”

She pulled out a small amount of one of them and held it in her palm. Damon took her hand in his, staring into her eyes as he spread the herbs out with gentle, caressing movements. He brought her arm up by the wrist so he could smell the leaves, mint, apparently, and planted a quick kiss on the back of her knuckles.

“Mmm,” he said. “Smells incredible.”

This time, the smile she gave him was real. “Thanks.”

Malon cleared her throat in an obvious manner. “Solas, I could use some more wood for the fire.”

“There’s plenty in the pile,” he said. “I’ll bring some in.”

“Is there?” asked Malon. “It seemed to me like the pile was getting a little low. Why don’t you chop some more while you’re at it?”

He’d spent a good portion of the morning chopping firewood and knew for a fact that they had more than enough to last the next day or two, but he took the hint and headed for the door.

“Want me to keep you company?” asked Bylia.

He considered, even glancing toward Malon, who simply 
shrugged.

“I can manage on my own,” he said. “This is a good chance for you to get to know Malon and Vel. I’ve, ah, told them a lot about you.”

He hated how easily the lie came to his lips. The conflict within him was real and pressing. He felt as though he was an actor in a theater show, playing a part that didn’t fit him. Beloved Bylia, making the trip to visit him and his humble family on their remote farmstead. So many emotions and urges swept under the rug, but still poking out around the edges.

It was all a problem of his own making, one that he’d earned, one that he deserved.


CHAPTER 10

Damon spent half an hour chopping firewood that the wood pile didn’t need before making his way back into the tower. He found Vel and Bylia sitting at the table in an uncomfortable silence, while Malon stirred a pot of stew over the crackling fire.

“Good timing, solas,” said Malon. “It’s just about done.”

“It smells fantastic,” he said, taking a seat at the table between Bylia and Vel. “Did you all manage to get along alright without me?”

“We did,” said Bylia. “You have such a wonderful family, Damon.”

He nodded, glancing to Vel, who was sitting with slouched posture and refusing to look at either of them.

“Velanor was telling me about her service to Princess Kastet,” said Bylia. “I honestly couldn’t believe it when I first heard.”

“You thought I was simply making it up?” asked Vel in a testy voice.

“No, not at all,” said Bylia. “I just thought, well… You seem so approachable. My experience with high society in the past has mostly involved being looked down on.”

“Oh,” said Vel. “Um, thanks.”

“Can I ask you about the Merinian royal family, or did they force you to take an oath of secrecy?” asked Bylia.

Vel let out a small laugh. “I’m not under any oath, though there are some things which I obviously can’t share.”

“Tell me about Prince Gabriel.” Bylia leaned forward across the table, taking Vel’s hands. “Have you ever met him? Can you share any stories?”

He could smell the nature of Bylia’s interest, as a songstress. She wanted the type of anecdote that might fit itself to a dramatic, melodious retelling. Damon grinned when he saw Vel’s face, remembering one of the few details she’d let slip about the prince 
and finding it hard to resist teasing her.

“You said he was eccentric the last time you brought him up,” said Damon. “Didn’t he want something from you?”

He recalled Vel telling him and Malon about the prince being the kind of lecherous pervert who’d sought out Vel’s worn girlshorts. He watched Vel blush and narrow her eyes at him slightly.

“Prince Gabriel is… a bit of a character,” she said slowly. “This is one of those topics which I probably shouldn’t speak about.”

“No, this is one that you absolutely should speak about!” Bylia smiled mischievously and elbowed Damon in the ribs. “Is there any way you could provide some wine for the table?”

He half expected Malon to interject and mention how Vel wasn’t technically old enough to drink, but she seemed to have set her scruples aside for the night. Damon took a bottle from the pantry and poured four glasses just as Malon brought the stew over from the fire and began ladling out portions.

The conversation shifted mostly toward compliments to the cook as they began tasting the steaming hot stew. It was thick with chunks of leftover beef, scallions, potatoes, and carrots. Damon relaxed as he settled into his chair, sipping his wine and seeing the others growing similarly comfortable.

“How have your performances been going, Bylia?” he asked.

She let out a rather dramatic sigh before answering. “They haven’t been, for the most part. The inn has been nearly empty. I did perform for a group of mercenaries the night before last, but they were simply passing through town and were rather stingy with their tips.”

“Jonna has mentioned before that the summers tend to be a bit slow for the inn,” said Malon. “How is she, by the way?”

“She’s well. She’s been doting after her sons, for the most part. She sends her best and told me to tell you that she’s still keeping her eyes peeled for worthwhile marriage candidates to send your way.”

“She simply won’t quit with that,” muttered Malon. “Tell her that I’m perfectly happy as I am.”

“To be completely honest, I feed into her ideas, on occasion.” Bylia gave Malon a guilty smirk. “It’s easier to listen to her expressing her concerns about you and Damon cooped up in your remote tower than to have her turn her matchmaker instincts in my direction.”

“She has concerns?” asked Damon.

“She does,” said Bylia, without elaboration.

A silence held for a moment as they ate their stew and sipped their wine. Bylia was the one who deigned to break it.

“So, Vel,” she said. “Now that you’ve taken a step toward drunkenness… Care to share the story on Prince Gabriel?”

“I’m barely halfway into my glass,” she replied. “Talk to me when I’m on my third cup.”

“Blink twice if the two of you had a midnight tryst in one of the Hearthold castle closets.”

Vel didn’t blink, but she did blush.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say part of your reason for making your visit was for the sake of composing a new song,” said Damon.

Bylia grinned and made no attempt at denying it. “It just so happens that I overheard some of the mercenaries who came through the Smoke and Stage talking about Avaricia’s Honorshade Tournament.”

“And here I was thinking you made the trip because of how much you missed me.”

“I did miss you!” Bylia set her hand on top of his. “I was… concerned about some of the things the men said. Stuff about you interrupting the final match, wielding an enchanted sword, and flipping your thumb at the Godking himself! One of them even said that there’s a chance you might be in the employ of one of the other 
Forsaken.”

“So you came seeking the truth?” he asked.

“The truth, and reassurance that you were alright,” she replied. “I was genuinely worried about you, Damon.”

He felt a nudge underneath the table. Malon’s face had grown stern, and it was clear she had something to say that was for his ears alone.

“It’s a long story,” he said. “Best if I tell it later. I’m still processing certain aspects of what happened.”

“Of course,” said Bylia. “There’s no rush.”

She laced her fingers together, twiddling her thumbs and staring at him with an expression of mock patience. Damon took a sip of his wine, refusing to give in.

Bylia eventually relented, and the conversation shifted to the food, the weather, and safer aspects of their adventures. She and Vel ended up on the topic of the shifting fashion of dresses within Veridan’s Curve, which to Damon, was like listening to them speak a different language.

Malon cleared the table as they finished the food. She lit one of the lanterns and brought it to the common room table, along with towel cloths and a wicker clothing basket.

“Seta, why don’t you show Bylia to the lake to wash up for the night?” she suggested.

“Of course,” said Vel. “You don’t mind if we take the rest of this wine with us, do you? We aren’t finished talking yet.”

It spoke to Malon’s current mood and mindset that she let Vel’s request slide with a smile and a nod. Damon gave Bylia a quick kiss and watched the two women head out into the night.

“She’s rather spirited,” said Malon.

“She is,” he agreed. “Aesta, you should know that Bylia and I are, well, close friends.”

As immodest as Damon was when it came to indulging in his impulses, he found it hard to speak to Malon about them directly. The feeling had intensified ever since he’d gone with her to visit Sandra in Avaricia.

It wasn’t embarrassment, exactly. He knew Malon was aware of what type of man he was. It was more like he’d begun to realize how complicated his indiscretions made his life and his relationships. He’d never worried about the consequences of chasing skirts during his days as a gladiator, when the farm and his family had been a world away.

“I’m not oblivious,” said Malon. “I can tell the two of you have developed a… flirtatious way with each other.”

She was nearly as indirect in her phrasing as he’d been, and he doubted it was a coincidence.

“It doesn’t bother you, does it?”

She gave him a good-natured smile. “No, solas. I think she’s sweet. She may even win over Vel, with time. But you must understand… she’s a songstress.”

She put an emphasis on that last word in a manner that he wasn’t sure he liked.

“Your point being?” he asked.

“My point is, she has a voice. Have you truly not considered this before?”

“Is that why you didn’t want me telling her about the tournament?” he asked. “You think it might affect us if she sings a song about it?”

Malon came around to the other side of the table and took his hands in hers. She gave him a gentle smile, the same sort she’d given him when he’d been slow on a fact as a child.

“She’s going to start singing about you,” said Malon. “Watch the way she looks at you, and you’ll see. It’s inevitable, at this point. The songs will focus on you, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they also 
touched on a few of the other closest people in your life.”

“You don’t want to announce yourself like that,” said Damon. “I get it.”

Malon exhaled through her nose, losing some of her patience. “Let me be plain. My concern is for the type of song she would sing if it ended badly between the two of you, or if she made an unpleasant discovery. A spurned songstress is a frightening thing.”

“Oh,” said Damon. “Oh!”

“Exactly,” she said. “The damage wouldn’t just fall upon you. Vel’s reputation is fast becoming tied to yours. It could affect Ria as well. Rumors aren’t bounded by the same limits as cultures. It would affect me, too.”

“I understand,” he said.

“Do you? In Remenai culture, for an aesta to be so… free, with her solas, carries serious consequences.”

There was no humor in her voice. She sounded scared, or at the very least, weighed down by regret. Damon’s tongue went dry as he squeezed her hands, trying to think of what to say.

“Are you sure you aren’t overreacting?”

“Garlisinon
,” said Malon. “It’s a Remenai word, and a crime throughout all of their clans. It’s hard to translate the exact meaning. Ria would be able to explain it better, but it’s similar to… the way a man might raise and train a horse or a dog. Except… with a child.”

Her face reddened as she spoke, and she wouldn’t meet his gaze. Damon felt his heart ache as he considered her perspective, the hidden shame that he’d missed. He’d helped her recover after using her magic more than once. For her to start to rely upon him in that way, crossing boundaries for the sake of using her crest… must have been difficult for her.

“I’ll make sure Bylia never finds out,” he said. “I’ll be careful.”

“It might already be too late. You saw her when she first arrived 
today. We both came out of my chamber with flushed faces, reeking of… the massage you’d been giving me. She must at least harbor suspicions.”

Damon winced. Bylia had noticed how unusually close he was to Malon the last time he’d seen her in Morotai, though it had been more to tease him than in accusation.

“I can distance myself from her, then.”

“It would only loosen her tongue, I think.” Malon folded her arms. “You need to charm her, solas. Show her an incredible time tonight. Tomorrow, I think it best if the two of you plan a trip. Head to one of the cities, or out camping, even. She’s a sweet girl, truly.”

“That’s not a bad idea, I guess.” He shrugged. “It doesn’t seem like a permanent solution, though.”

“It could be.” Malon looked at him seriously. “I can tell that you do care for her.”

“What?”

“Solas,” she whispered. “Damon. If you love Bylia, you owe it to yourself to seriously consider marrying her and making a life with her. With… just her.”


CHAPTER 11

Bylia and Vel arrived back from the lake a few minutes later. Damon hadn’t said anything to Malon after she’d mentioned marriage, and he still didn’t know what to say. His heart beat a strange rhythm, as though it was trying to feel the full extent of several emotions at once.

It wasn’t fair, but she did have a point. What was it that he felt for Bylia? Did he belong at the tower anymore? If he did set out on his own again, wouldn’t it make sense to do it with someone he cared about rather than going it alone?

“Damon?” asked Vel. “Why are you making that face?”

“It’s nothing,” he said, shaking his head as though it would straighten out his mood.

“This is nothing?” Vel turned her lips and mouth down into a frown exaggerated to the point of being silly.

Bylia giggled. “The two of you have such a familiar way with each other. You both must have had so much fun as children.”

“Oh, we still do,” said Vel slyly.

Damon winced. Malon would need to talk with her, as she’d talked to him, and hopefully soon. He leaned back as Bylia and Vel picked up their conversation from where they’d left before coming inside.

He accepted a clean towel cloth from Malon and took his turn in the lake. The water was cold, and it brought back a few unwanted memories of his mistake with Myr earlier in the day.

He headed back to the tower after scrubbing himself clean. Bylia was waiting on for him outside, leaning against the wall next to the door with a self-assured smile.

“Looking for me?” asked Damon.

She shrugged. “I was considering dropping in on you while you were bathing, but I got cold feet.”

“In that case, would you care for a moonlight stroll?” He gestured to the open clearing and offered her his other hand.

“That sounds delightful.”

“Let me get a fresh shirt from inside, and then we can walk around the edge of the woods.”

“Is that really necessary?” Bylia eyed his bare chest. “It’s not as though I haven’t seen you shirtless before.”

“True enough.”

Damon set his towel and dirty clothing down next to the door and offered Bylia his arm as they walked together across the grass, following the curve of the clearing around to the other side of the lake. They found a place to sit, and for a time simply stared up at the stars and Eldritch’s crescent.

“Velanor may have had a point before,” said Bylia. “You seem unsettled.”

“Am I really that transparent?”

“It’s an endearment, not a flaw.”

She pulled closer to him, and he could feel the weight of both her concern and her gaze.

“I used to feel such a strong certainty about everything in my life, up until a few months ago,” he finally said. “You’d think that being back here, back home, would have given me more clarity, but it’s just confused everything.”

He sighed, knowing Bylia was likely the last person he needed to be confessing to about his troubles in life.

“I think I understand,” she replied. “To a degree, at least. My sister and I were inseparable for most of our lives. When Brienne and I finally did begin to spend time apart from one another, as adults, I felt as though I had no direction.”

“That’s slightly different from my circumstances, I think.”

“Let me finish!” Bylia playfully knocked her shoulder into his. “I 
eventually found confidence to draw from on my own. A new identity, really. It wasn’t until I saw Brienne again after months away that I felt like that again.

“It was as though I lost the new Bylia and became the little sister once more. It wasn’t anything she did, not really. It was just easy to fall back into that role, even though that’s not all of who I was anymore. It felt like a conflict, but one without an obvious wrong side. A conflict between the past and the future, between parts of myself.”

Damon put an arm around her waist. “I’m glad you came to visit. I mean it. Let’s go on a trip somewhere. There’s scarcely anything to do or see here around the tower.”

“I like that idea. Do you have a place in mind?”

“We could take a trip to one of the cities. Avaricia is probably out of the cards for me now, but Silke and Paquet could be nice.”

“Do we truly need to travel all the way back to Veridan’s Curve to have a date, Damon?” she asked. “How about you show me more of this area? I’ve never had a convenient opportunity to explore the Malagantyan before. It’s not safe for me to do on my own.”

“I’ll be your guide, then. I hope your time at the Smoke and Stage hasn’t spoiled you on sleeping in a tent.”

“As though a town like Morotai could spoil anyone,” she said.

“Point taken. If anything, your voice did more to spoil them.”

They were both silent for a moment.

“I sang a song for Velanor while we were bathing,” said Bylia.

“What?”

“Just in passing,” she said. “The tune came to mind as it was on my lips without much thinking.”

“Was she a good audience?”

“Yes and no. She made a face like the one Brienne used to make when it became clear my voice was more suited for singing than 
hers. Impressed, but also annoyed.”

“She can be that way, at times,” said Damon. “Trust me, it wasn’t anything to do with your song. Everyone loves your singing voice.”

“Including you?”

Damon set his hand on her knee, gently rubbing with the side of his thumb. “Including me. I like to hear you hit the high notes.”

“It takes a lot of range to sing that high.”

“So I’ve heard.” He slid his hand further up her leg. “Range, confidence, timing. You’re stacked with musical talent.”

“You flatterer.”

“I wish I could have heard you singing that song,” he said.

“I was bathing, Damon.”

“I know,” he said.

“I was naked,” she pointed out. “I was also with Velanor, who was also naked.”

“You certainly know how to paint a picture.”

He found himself wishing he could take the remark back as soon as it had left his mouth. He did the next best thing and distracted her with a kiss. Bylia was eager to kiss him back, and within seconds, they were stretched out across the grass and pawing at each other’s bodies.

She set a hand on his chest as he began to reach underneath her skirt. “Let’s go inside. There will be plenty of time for us to roll around in the grass while we’re on our adventure.”

“It’s so nice outside tonight, though,” he countered.

“If you’re intent on bedding me, it’s happening in a bed. Obviously.”

Damon kissed her neck. “The walls between the bedchambers in the tower are rather thin.”

“So?” Bylia stood up and brushed her butt off. “We’ll just have to 
be quiet. Besides, Malon and Velanor are adults. I’m sure they’ll be understanding.”

She started walking back toward the tower with seductive, swaying steps. She was probably right. They could simply be quiet, and no one would be any the wiser.

***

“True Divine!” cried Bylia. “You’re incredible!”

Damon took her from behind with hard, greedy movements. He’d begun stripping Bylia naked before they’d even crossed completely over the threshold of his room. The excitement of kissing and touching her while knowing that they might be overheard had been too much.

They hadn’t even made it to the bed. Bylia was naked and upright, bent forward, but with her back arched and butt pushed out. Damon had her by the elbows, using her arms for leverage as he speared his cock into her velvety, wet womanhood.

Bylia moaned with hardly any restraint, but even if she’d managed to still her voice, the rhythmic slapping sounds would have been impossible to mistake for anything else. He couldn’t find the will to care as he ran his hands up the front of her body, cupping her ample breasts.

“Damon!” she cried.

He exhaled through his teeth, pinching her nipples in frustration. It had the opposite effect, drawing a sharp, audible gasp from her. Damon pushed her forward onto the bed, climbing on after to take her by the hips.

“If you have to scream, do it into the pillow,” he hissed.

Bylia flicked her hair over her shoulder and shot him a rebellious, goading glance. Damon set his hand between her shoulder blades and gently but firmly forced her face down into the pillow.

“You have to be quiet tonight, Bylia,” he whispered. “There’ll be plenty of time for you to scream your lust out when we’re in the tent.”

“I forgot what a cocky bastard you can be,” she whispered back.

Damon slowly sank his cock back into her tight, welcoming lane. “No, you didn’t. It’s why you’re here.”

Bylia dug her splayed fingers into the mattress as a visible shudder ran through her body. He did his best to go slow, but it was as though her womanhood was sucking his cock in. He went deeper and deeper with each thrust, mesmerized by the jiggle that ran through her buttocks at the end point of each movement.

Bylia let out a pleasure cry that was only partially muffled by the pillow as she found her release. Damon felt her body twitching, and then the tension melting out of her muscles as she went limp across the bed.

He was still as hard as a rock. He pulled out of her and slid forward, gently, but insistently rolling her over. He took her breasts in his hands and squeezed them into a tunnel of flesh, filling the tiny space between them with his tool.

“I’m still recovering,” she said in a tired and amused tone. “You can’t just shove your cock in my face before I’ve even caught my breath.”

“Stick your tongue out,” he said. It was somewhere between a suggestion and a command.

Bylia’s mouth quirked sideways, hinting at a smile. She opened her mouth and stuck her tongue out.

Damon thrust into her breasts a couple of times before shifting further forward, letting the head of his cock settle on her wet, silky tongue while the base was still nestled. It felt incredible, but it was the image, the sense of her willingness, that made him throb.

“You’re such a boy,” whispered Bylia. “This was a fantasy of yours, wasn’t it?”

Damon didn’t say anything. She leaned her head forward, catching the tip of his cock as it thrusted into range and giving it a quick, wet suck. He couldn’t keep himself from groaning.

“You aren’t the only one who knows how to lead, Damon.” She reached out with her hand and took his tool in a firm grip. She gave it another suck, bobbing her head, and then held his gaze as she nuzzled her cheek against it. “Come for me.”

He groaned as pleasure surged through him like a warm breeze in the winter. Bylia took his entire load on her face, only blinking reflexively, watching his face as he orgasmed.

“Next time,” she whispered, “I’ll have you finish on my breasts. The time after that… I’ll let you have my mouth. And after that…”

“You think you’ll have me wrapped around your little finger by the end of our trip, don’t you?”

“It’s funny how you say that like it’d be a bad thing.”


CHAPTER 12

Damon was first up the next morning. Bylia lay naked next to him in bed, asleep and snoring cutely. He left her under his quilt as he dressed and made his way into the common room, quietly shutting his door behind him.

Vel sat at the table, dressed in a loose, open weave sweater with a modest half shirt partly visibly underneath. Her head was collapsed forward on her folded arms, and the look she gave him as he entered bordered on a glare.

“Morning,” said Damon.

She rolled her eyes and looked away from him. Damon sat down, unwilling to give up that easily.

“Is aesta up already?”

“She’s upstairs,” muttered Vel. “Bylia?”

“Still sleeping.”

He took a seat across from her and endured the silence for a few moments. Vel’s frustration toward him was like a physical force. He wasn’t interested in taking off on a trip with Bylia knowing he’d left another mucked up relationship in his wake.

“I have to take the clean laundry down from the line,” he said. “Want to help?”

“Not really.”

“Please?”

Vel sighed. “Whatever, Damon.”

She followed him outside. He waited until they were out of earshot of the door before turning to face her. He wasn’t entirely sure what to say, so he opened with a reasonable question.

“Did you talk to aesta last night?” he asked.

“I did.”

“Did she… explain her concerns to you?”

“Which part of them? The freeness of a songstress’s voice, or how you want to marry Bylia?”

“I never said that!” he said.

“As if you even needed to. I heard the two of you last night. I’m sure aesta did, as well.”

“Vel, listen to me, I—”

“No, you listen, Damon!” She set her hands on her hips, and her eyes burned with obvious frustration. “If you think you can just fall into the arms of some big boobed songstress with a pretty voice and run off to have your happy little wedding, then you should know that… that… I won’t stop you.”

Her voice cracked as she finished her last sentence, and she dropped her gaze from his. She brought her hands together and began fidgeting with one of her fingernails with sagging shoulders.

“I love you,” she whispered. “I probably love you way too much. I won’t stop you from living your life. I want you to be able to come back and smile at me and talk to me. It would be more than I could take to end up distancing myself from you like Ria did. But if you did feel like you needed to leave forever, after everything that’s happened, I would understand that, too.”

She looked so young and vulnerable in that moment that Damon could think of nothing to do other than pull her into a tight hug.

“Vel,” he said. “I’m coming back.”

She stared at him, slowly exhaling, and then gave a small shake of her head. “Prove it.”

He set his thumb and forefinger on the bottom of her chin and pulled her into what he intended to be a soft and gentle kiss. The hungry manner in which Vel’s mouth moved against his instantly turned it into something else.

He threw caution to the wind, falling deeper into their embrace. A sheet hanging from the clothesline was all that obscured them from 
Bylia or Malon, were they to step outside through the front door.

She didn’t stop him as he pulled her even closer. He pressed his erection into her stomach as he ran his hands down her back and over her buttocks. Vel let out a shaky breath, and then outright gasped as Damon leaned forward, pushing her against the outer wall of the tower and lifting one of her thighs. He slid his hands into her leggings and started to pull them down.

“You can’t,” she whispered.

“I’m going to,” he said. “When I come back.”

“You jerk. You won’t do it.”

“I will.”

“What if I say no?” she asked.

“Then I’ll… try to get a yes.”

“Well…” Vel wiggled her hips, rubbing her butt against his bulge. “You can try all you want. See where it gets you.”

Damon almost snorted. He wondered if he’d be able to hold her to that.

***

Bylia was dressed and sitting at the table when Damon and Vel returned with the laundry in hand. She smiled warmly and pulled him into a hug as he set the clothes down.

“When do you want to set out?” she asked.

“After breakfast,” he said. “It looks as though my aesta has already started on it.”

There was a pot of porridge bubbling over the fire. Malon emerged from her chamber, still wearing her nightgown, the pink one Damon had given her as a gift. He saw Bylia quirk her mouth sideways at the sight of the attractive older woman clad in such an eye catching and minimal outfit.

He ate his fill of breakfast and immediately began packing away supplies once he’d finished. It was still early in the morning when they were ready to set out. Malon had taken the initiative to make sure they were set with a weeks’ worth of food and several days of water, and she carefully fit the food satchel in with the rest of his gear.

“Be careful, solas,” she said. “Remember to watch for smoke in the distance. It’s nearly summer.”

“I will, though I doubt I’d have much trouble making us a path to safety with my myrblade at my side,” he said.

“I appreciate the vote of confidence,” whispered Myr.

Malon bid for him to wait at the door and hurried into her chamber to grab something she’d forgotten. She emerged carrying a small, simple amulet. A piece of polished amethyst wrapped in wire hung from a leather lanyard. She set it in Damon’s palm with a serious expression.

“If anything happens, you should be able to use this to reach out,” said Malon. “Simply put it over your neck and do your best to think of me as you go to sleep.”

“It’s enchanted?” he asked. “Where did you get this?”

“A gift from Sandra. It’s imbued with a small amount of dreamspell magic, enough to turn it into a focus I can reach out to it with my own crest magic. I gave one to seta, as well.”

“Thank you, aesta. I’ll treasure this.”

“Remember, only wear it if you’re in trouble,” she said. “It takes a great deal of magical essence for me to contact you through it. It’s only for emergencies.”

Damon nodded and slipped it into his pocket. Malon nodded her goodbye and gave him a rather chaste hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“Watch out for aesta, Vel,” he said to her, smiling.

“I will.”

She gave him a small smile and a slightly uncertain shrug. Damon 
stepped forward and gave her a hug, feeling her respond back, noticing the way the embrace lingered. She smelled like the herbs she’d been collecting for Malon, with a hint of perfume left over from Kastet’s court.

He waved to Malon and Vel as he walked across the clearing with Bylia, mentally going through the checklist of everything they might need. They had the tent, they had food, Damon had his myrblade, and a beautiful woman by his side.

“This is going to be so much fun!” said Bylia, hanging onto his arm. “Do you mind if I sing?”

“Go right ahead.”


CHAPTER 13

Damon led Bylia through the forest in a northeastern direction. The land was familiar to him, though it had changed enough over his decade away from the area to throw him off at times.

The Malagantyan’s undergrowth was low and rugged, composed mostly of plants, weeds, and mosses that could either endure high heat, or used it as a means to spread their seeds. It was easy for them to navigate even when they weren’t following one of the moderately trodden animal trails.

Ancient trees with young branches loomed like natural towers overhead. Dry creek beds and flood lanes were common and usually packed full of the previous season’s leaves and ashes. Birds chirped overlapping choruses, and small animals scampered about, collecting nuts and fleeing from the path of the approaching humans.

“It’s so beautiful,” whispered Bylia.

“True, but keep in mind that it’s not without its dangers.”

He let the sentence hang, smiling a little at the expectant, slightly impatient face Bylia made.

“Would you care to elaborate on those?” she asked. “Without exaggerating too much for the sake of teasing me, if you don’t mind.”

He shrugged a single shoulder. “There’s no real need to exaggerate. We’re probably safe where we are right now. The main threats we need to be mindful for are giant boars and colossus snakes.”

“I don’t like snakes.”

“Neither do I,” said Damon. “Colossus snakes are rare, thankfully, and not the subtlest of creatures. We’d hear one approaching from a distance.”

He ducked under a branch, taking Bylia’s hand to lead her along the same way.

“Is that it?” she asked.

“For this area? Most likely. If we were to go deeper into the Malagantyan, we might risk running into a lidaragi, or a few tau. I plan for us to circle around, probably cut back west, and then south. We won’t veer too far into unpredictable territory.”

She smiled at him. “Is that so?”

He stepped closer to her. “Yeah.”

A small lock of Bylia’s hair had fallen across her face, and it looked a shade paler under the sunlight. Damon brushed it back and gently framed her face with his hand for an instant before kissing her.

“Not so fast,” she said, clearing her throat. “I’ve heard of lidaragi before, but what are tau?”

“Highlander tau,” said Damon. “Let’s just hope we don’t encounter them. They don’t normally range this far, at least not in packs.”

“They’re monsters, then?”

“Sort of. They’re human-like. Two arms, two legs, but everything else… wrong. Most people who don’t have experience with the Malagantyan call them frontier trolls, but trust me… they’re tau. Highlander tau.”

Damon shook his head, pushing down the experience of a horrific childhood memory. Malon had saved him from the highlander tau once.

“You… almost seem like you’re scared of them.”

“I’m not scared of them, I just don’t like them,” he said. “For good reason. They’re maneaters. Too vicious to outsmart, but not intelligent enough to be reasoned with.”

Bylia shot him an overdone glare. “I told you not to exaggerate. You aren’t serious.”

“I wish I could say I wasn’t.” He took her hand into his and smiled. “They aren’t common in these parts, though. Ria and I used to range further than we are now when we were younger.”

“I still haven’t met Ria,” said Bylia.

Damon didn’t say anything.

“She beat you in the tournament,” said Bylia. “Vel mentioned it in passing.”

“She did.”

Another moment passed, coupled with a conspicuous silence.

“You don’t seem like you want to talk about her, so I won’t ask,” said Bylia. “You can, though. If you ever want to...”

He knew she meant it. He was suddenly aware of her, aware of how much she cared.

“I… was terrified of hurting her,” he said. “From the very beginning. Before I even considered whether we might be matched up against each other.”

“I can imagine. Why did she even enter?”

Damon smiled on reflex. “Because she’s incredible. She’s a tempester, and she’s also one of the Remenai. She’s the reason why Malon is my aesta
, basically. She only took on the role for the sake of adopting Ria and having it be official in the eyes of the Remenai clans who were in the area back then.”

“Will you tell me what happened?”

He wanted to. He couldn’t, at least not really. Not how he should.

“She hurt me,” he said. “I don’t think she wanted to. I don’t even think she was truly expecting to. I was an idiot, and I underestimated her. Not just how much more mature she was than me, but how she played the game. What she valued.”

“I want to meet her eventually,” said Bylia. “You wouldn’t mind, would you?”

“Of course not. I think she’d really like you.”

He hoped Ria would really like her. There was a chance she would despise Bylia. He considered Vel’s reaction to the situation, the tangled emotions she’d revealed to him. There was no simple choice, moving forward. And he might have to make a choice, eventually.

“Well I’ll be damned,” he said. “Wild cress berries.”

He released Bylia’s hand and moved to his find. Cress berries grew in between the highly poisonous thorns of the curling vines. A single prick from a cress thorn was enough to kill on contact in some cases, and would leave a massive, painful welt under even the most benign circumstances.

Damon motioned for Bylia to stand back and carefully began picking the ripest fruits. They were in season, and even though he was gentle with them, he could feel the juice staining his palm. He had a handful within a minute and gave the first one away, holding it out on the tip of his finger for Bylia to take into her mouth.

“True Divine,” she muttered. “They’re so sweet.

“Only when they’re ripe,” said Damon. “Otherwise, they’re poisonous.”

“I… still can’t tell whether you’re being serious or not.”

Damon laughed and pulled her closer. “Good.”

“I’m a songstress!” said Bylia, smiling and glaring at him. “I should know the truth of these sorts of things.”

“There’s a reason why you haven’t ventured deep into the Malagantyan before, Bylia. The truth, within this forest, is constantly in motion.”

“You’re way too cocky.”

He pushed another berry into her mouth.


CHAPTER 14

They continued on a northeastern heading for the next few hours. The filling breakfast Malon had cooked for them that morning was enough to let them skip lunch. It wasn’t until late in the afternoon when Damon began to consider looking for a place to set up camp and build a fire.

The fire would force them to move out from the trees. He’d considered a few different ways to use his myrblade to contain a fire, but never felt the urge to attempt any of them. It was more of a task than it seemed.

He could have his weapon’s freezing magic on hand to attempt to put out any stray flames, or even surround the firepit with magically created ice, but it wouldn’t solve the problem of embers being blown up into the branches by the wind. The last thing they needed to add excitement to their adventure was an active wildfire.

He cut eastward, leading Bylia out into one of the many hilly clearings interspersed through the dense foliage. He knew the area, and it wasn’t far from where he’d once chased after Joyell, possessed by the Staff of Departure, and Ria.

Bylia ran up a hill ahead of him with her skirts and hair flowing sideways in the wind. She looked over her shoulder and shot him a broad smile. In that moment, Damon was aware of how lucky he was. The trip had been a great idea. A beautiful adventure with a gorgeous woman. They could go anywhere together, if they decided to.

“There’s a river down below,” said Bylia. “I see a perfect spot to set up camp alongside it. Would we be too conspicuous there?”

Damon joined her at the top of the hill, peering down at the water below. “That’s the Ladaberion River. It’s used for transport of goods by the Merinians in Silke further west, and the Remenai use it for travel to the far north of here. This section is safe.”

“You’re sure?”

“Just about,” he said. “You’d think it would be dangerous with the 
territory of the natives and colonials overlapping in a way, but in truth, it’s peaceful, much like the area around the tower. Neither side has any interest in provoking an accidental conflict.

The river was wide, at least fifty feet across, but only deep enough to be over Damon’s head at its very center. It was free of rocks and sharp curves, however, and its water flowed with placid grace.

He began setting up their camp. The tent was a simple A-frame with a weathered leather canopy that had served Damon’s family well for over a decade. It only took him a minute to pitch it up, and a smile snuck onto his face as he rolled out the single wide sleeping pad.

There would be no need for them to sneak around. They would simply be young lovers, without any messy complications. Damon felt himself getting hard at just the thought of the moment they retired to bed, stripping their clothes off and falling into each other’s naked arms, into their own little world.

He thought about what Malon had said. He could make the choice to be with Bylia. To stay with her. Nobody could blame him, not Vel or Ria or his aesta. Love was love.

“There’s plenty of driftwood over on the bank,” said Bylia. “Would it work for a fire?”

“If it’s dry, absolutely,” he said. “We’ll need some large ones. I want to take advantage of what we can get from the food we brought.”

They made a few trips back and forth, setting the excess into a small pile near the crude firepit Damon had made on the sand. He opted not to light it immediately, instead joining Bylia where she sat soaking her feet in the fast-flowing water.

“How is it?” he asked.

“Cooler than the lake at your farmstead, but still warm enough to bathe in,” she said, smiling.

Damon took his boots off and rolled up his trousers. He dipped a toe in, and the sensation of the water was enough to bring an idea to 
mind.

“You haven’t seen what my new sword can do, have you?” he asked.

“I wanted to ask about that,” said Bylia. “It looks similar to your old wrathblade, but so radiant in color. As though you polished off the layer of obsidian and found silver underneath.”

“She thinks I’m pretty,” whispered Myr.

Damon grinned and slowly unsheathed his myrblade. “That’s due to its new enchantment.”

He held the weapon with the flat of its blade across his open palm and stared down at it meaningfully.

“You’re such a tease,” said Bylia. “Hurry up and show me.”

He smirked at her and brought the myrblade’s tip down to the water’s surface. Malon’s advice was still fresh in his mind. He focused on his breathing and felt for the enchantment. It still helped to squeeze the weapon’s hilt, but more in a manner that was coupled with his background focus, rather than as a trigger.

An oval patch of ice formed underneath the myrblade, immediately flowing past them as the river swept it away. Bylia gaped, taking steps after it as though to keep it in her view for as long as possible.

“That’s just the start,” he said. “I had this idea about… well, I suppose it might be easier just to show you.”

He formed another patch of ice, putting more of his will into the enchantment to thicken and widen the effect of the freezing. Before it could float off into the distance, Damon risked a quick hop onto it, standing as though balanced on a floating log for a glorious instant before hopping off.

“Why won’t you let me sing a song about you?” asked Bylia with a smile.

“I, uh…” Damon shrugged. “It just seems like it’s too early for that sort of thing.”

Bylia sighed. “I wish there was some way for me to convince you. Oh well.”

She gave him a coy smile and walked to the edge of the river, undoing the front ties of her dress. Damon couldn’t take his eyes off her as she slowly stripped naked, letting each piece of her outfit fall to the sand, and padded into the river.

He still had to light the fire. He got the tinder set into place and started using the flint fire-starter to coax a flame to life. It was immensely hard to do that and stare at Bylia at the same time.

She had curves that fit a songstress. Her figure reminded Damon more of an attractive and popular serving girl at a tavern, rather than the willowy builds the noblewomen tightened their corsets in pursuit of. She wasn’t out of shape, but she certainly had lots of interesting parts to pay attention to.

She made a point of facing away from him, but even just staring at her naked body from behind was enough to get him hard. There were faint tan lines that matched the shape of girl shorts and a half shirt. He wondered if she’d found somewhere private to sun herself in Morotai, or if she’d simply found a spot in the open and given the whole village a show.

“Ouch!” Damon snapped his hand back from the fire he’d apparently started. He fed it some more wood shavings, knowing it wouldn’t take much to get it going strong for the rest of the afternoon.

He turned back in time to see Bylia dive forward into the water. Her naked butt rose upward in triumph, in absolute glory, before sinking down after the rest of her. Damon was sorely tempted to leave the fire on its own for a minute to dive in.

The sound of someone whistling from further to the north suddenly stole his attention. He glanced upriver, spotting a flat barge floating with the current in their direction. Three men stood on its ungainly deck. It was hardly more than a long raft with supplies lashed aboard, which gave him pause as he noticed that the men were armed.

“Look at this!” called one of them. “Seems like we found some friendly faces. Ain’t that a welcome surprise!”

Bylia surfaced, saw the approaching vessel, and gave him a worried look. She sank up to her shoulders in the water, hiding as much of herself as she could. One of the men on the barge had secured a line to a tree trunk half sunken into the sand, and the other two had stepped off into the water to push their craft safely to shore.

Damon had been hoping they’d simply wave and continue by. He should have known better. What he’d told Bylia earlier about the area being relatively peaceful in terms of conflict between the Merinians and the Remenai was true, but it was a fact that other people knew, as well.

“You got yourself a fine-looking camp here,” said the tallest of the men, staring at Bylia in the water as he spoke. “You wouldn’t mind if we set up here for the night, too? It’s dangerous for solo travelers in the wild, ain’t that right, fellas?”

The other two men barked out their agreement. One was bald and heavily pock marked, the other overweight and greasy looking. Damon was almost sure they were poachers. He could see patches of fur sticking to the wood of their barge, and there were several wooden baskets filled with boar tusks, incredibly valuable but illegal to take on their own under Avarician law.

“It is dangerous in the wild.” Damon set his hand on the hilt of his myrblade. “You and your men would be better off looking for somewhere… safer than here.”

His veiled threat wasn’t lost on the man who appeared to be the group’s leader, who let out a loud guffaw and shook his head in response.

“See now, we don’t have to worry so much, at least not for ourselves. My name’s Peynt. This here be Hunter.” He gestured to the bald man. “And this is my boy Seeko.” He waved a hand to the overweight man.

“Well, it’s good to meet you. My name is Damon Al-Kendras.”

He’d been a curious if there might be a chance they’d recognize him by reputation and back off. Giving them his name was a risk, but one he felt a curious urge to take in the moment.

Peynt watched him. The faint smile on his face shifted into something distinctly harder. “Damon Al-Kendras. How about you go ahead and invite your wifey out of the water and introduce her to us?”

Damon felt the breeze fluttering through his hair and shirt as it picked up, singing through the trees in the distance. He was the one smiling now, and it wasn’t out of mirth. He let his index finger tap against the hilt of his myrblade. Strangely, it felt like he was wielding it with the old enchantment once more, gripping a handle into the depths of his wrath.

He drew his sword slowly, seeing no reason to dance around what was obviously going to happen. Peynt brought an iron warhammer to hand from his belt. Seeko and Hunter both wielded combinations of short swords and daggers.

He appraised their posture and suspected that none of them were sober. Still, it was three against one. The three men were already repositioning themselves to attack him from all sides. Damon could do little about that, but it wasn’t as much of an advantage as they seemed to think.

“Damon!” shouted Bylia from that water.

“It’s fine,” he said. “Everything’s under control. These cowards are—”

The overweight man threw himself forward, swinging a short sword and a curved dagger in a vicious, spinning arc. Damon sidestepped left, slamming his knee into the man’s gut as he missed both strikes.

He cleared his throat. “… not even worth my time. Pick your friend up and get back on your boat.”

Peynt and Seeko hesitated for only a moment before both attempted to rush him at once. He deflected a slash from Hunter’s 
short sword and ducked under the warhammer. Seeko was straightening back up, which wasn’t ideal.

Damon kicked the overweight man hard in the knee, twisted him down to the ground, and swung his myrblade while gently squeezing the hilt to trigger the enchantment. He didn’t extend the ice thorns, instead focusing his will to only summon the freezing effect.

Seeko’s leggings were soaked with water from when he’d pulled the boat ashore. A single, lingering touch from the side of the sword was enough to coat his lower body in a layer of ice that would keep him from getting up, and possibly from ever having children.

The man screamed and clawed at the ice, but he stayed down, which was all that mattered. Peynt stared at Damon in a state of slack-jawed surprise.

“It’s up to you,” said Damon. “I won’t stop you from throwing your lives away, if that’s your interest.”

He did extend the ice thorns then, turning his myrblade into a sculpture of vicious, razor-sharp points of white and pale blue. It was intimidating to look at, let alone being on the receiving end of a strike.

“Fuck this!” shouted Peynt. “Pull him onto the boat, and let’s go!”

They dragged the half-frozen man, who was still screaming in terror, onto the boat. Damon watched them float off down the river, passing by Bylia, who grinned and gave them a mocking wave.

“Sorry about that,” called Damon. “You can’t reason with or appease those sorts of men.”

“I’ve traveled before, Damon. I know what they were after.”

She strode from the river, water dripping from her body like diamonds in the gleaming sun. Her words echoed in his head. She had traveled before. She’d once explained to him that her reason for staying in Morotai was out of a need to travel with someone she trusted, and he’d never probed deeper or stopped to consider the implication there.

“You have been about, haven’t you?” he said. “If there’s ever… anything you want to talk to me about, I’ll listen, you know.”

“There is one thing…” Bylia padded across the sand, still naked. “What sounds better, the Frozen Swordsman
 or the Prince of Ice?
”

“What?”

“I suppose swordsman would be slightly more accurate, but it might simply end up depending on which one ends up rhyming…”


CHAPTER 15

Out of an overabundant sense of caution, Damon insisted that they pack their tent and move a mile further up the river. He’d scared Peynt and the other poachers off, but in his experience, men tended to find their courage in an angry way when a slight involved their ego and a beautiful woman.

Their new spot was smaller than the old one, but workable. Damon didn’t bother going through the work of rebuilding their fire, and they had a simple dinner of bread and dried meat. Bylia didn’t complain, and they were both tired and satisfied as they slid into bed.

They shared a sleeping pad and a quilt. Bylia slept naked, and it was impossible for Damon to ignore how incredible her body felt against his. Unfortunately, she also fell asleep as soon as her head touched down, and the thought of waking her simply to sate his own desires felt a bit rude, given how their day had ended.

He gently smoothed her hair out, shifted around to get comfortable, and went to sleep.

***

“Damon,” whispered Bylia. “Are you awake?”

He let out a soft groan which he hoped was answer enough. Birds chirped from the surrounding area, and ambient sunlight filtered into their tent through the thin canopy.

“I never got a chance to properly thank you for being my loyal defender yesterday.” She ran her hands across his stomach and then slid underneath the quilt. “Shh, just relax and lie back. Let me do all the work.”

She began to fondle his package with her hands. For once, Damon hadn’t woken up with an erection, but Bylia’s soft touch caught him 
up to speed in what felt like seconds. She didn’t stroke him off in a rush, but softly caressed with patient movements. Damon’s cock grew stiff within her fingers, and she let out a small giggle.

“Does that feel good?” she whispered. “What about this?”

Her hot, wet tongue drew a stripe along the underside of his hard shaft. A few muscles tightened reflexively in response to the sudden, intense pleasure. He was still sleepy, and it made what she was doing feel even more incredible. It was like slipping out of a dream only to realize that the best parts of it were actually happening.

Bylia’s lips wrapped around the tip of his shaft, and with perfect patience, she began to suck him off. She only took an inch or so into her mouth at first, working it lovingly with her mouth and tongue. She paused to pull back and give him a lick, letting out a satisfied sigh.

“How about…” she whispered, kissing his tip. “Each time I make you come, you have to let me add another line to your song?”

Damon tried to mumble that it would be too long for her to sing by the time they were finished, but the words came out sleepy and unintelligible. Bylia got back to kissing his tool, parting her lips to take more of it into her gloriously hot mouth.

It felt as though she was winning at some invisible game, scoring a victory that Damon couldn’t and wouldn’t keep her from. She bobbed her head lower, and he fluttered his eyelids open. All he could see was the vague shape of her head moving under the quilt, but the sight was only made lewder for the way in which it was hidden from him.

Her tongue snaked out, teasing a point at the very base of his cock. His manhood throbbed in her mouth, hard to the bursting point. She tightened her lips and let out a humming sigh, and that was it for him.

He bucked his hips as he came. Bylia set her hands on his thighs, holding him in place as she swallowed the sticky mess he unloaded into her mouth. The pleasure pulsed through every inch of his body, wavering on the line between waking him up and coaxing him back 
to sleep.

“That’s the opening line,” whispered Bylia as she slid back up to cuddle with him.

“I never agreed to that.”

“Your silence was your agreement. You didn’t stop me.”

Damon shot her an exaggerated glare and tried to tickle her. She laughed and rolled away from him, scooping up her clothing from where she’d left it folded in the corner of the tent.

He eventually dressed and joined her outside, pulling her into a hug from behind as they stared out across the Ladaberion River.

“We’ll cut southeast today,” he said. “I figure staying on that course will give you a nice glimpse of where the Malagantyan becomes its true self. We’ll slowly curve back to the south, and then head west until we arrive back at the farmstead sometime near the end of the week.”

“And then?” asked Bylia.

Damon shrugged, a bit uncomfortable with the question.

“I’m only teasing,” she said. “I know how devoted you are to your family, Damon. If you have business to attend to back home, I’ll simply continue my songs in Morotai until you’re ready for another trip.”

She smiled, but there was something lacking from the expression.

“I just hadn’t thought about it,” he said, slowly. “If it seems as though Malon and Vel are getting along well enough without me, I suppose we could…”

He trailed off, realizing he had no idea how he should end his sentence. He felt adrift again, as he so often had over the course of the past few months. The greater questions of what he wanted from life and where he was heading in the future seemed too large for him to easily think about, let alone answer.

“Let’s enjoy this adventure,” said Bylia, threading her fingers through his. “We can worry about the specifics of the next one when 
that time arrives.”

They ate dried apple slices and a mixture of toasted oats flavored with maple sap for breakfast. After striking down their camp and packing everything up, Damon led Bylia south of the river and back into the trees.

The weather was overcast to an almost somber degree, which left them in partial darkness as they entered the shade of the forest canopy. They traveled at a leisurely pace, stopping often to kiss or remark on their surroundings.

It was almost midday when Damon gestured for Bylia to stop. He could smell smoke, and several dark trails rose out of the trees in the distance ahead of them.

“That’s not ideal,” he said. “We’ll have to cut back north again and try to go around.”

Thunder boomed through the sky no more than a few minutes into their direction change. Damon scowled as the rain began to fall. There was a chance it would quench the forest fires which they were trying to avoid, but it was also going to be a pain to hike through.

He shifted their course back into an eastern direction. The rain began to fall in thick curtains, and the dark clouds overhead combined with what was left of the smoke to make it seem as though night had come early.

Flashes of lightning briefly illuminated their surroundings, each one punctuated by the booming thunder which followed in its wake. Damon held Bylia’s hand as they continued forward. Their pace was slow, even more so as fog began to curl and collect through the underbrush and tree branches.

Bylia suddenly squeezed his hand and came to a stop. “What was that?”

“What?”

She gestured behind them with her free hand. Damon turned around, squinting to make out whatever she’d indicated. He thought he saw something move, but it was hard to see the details of the 
potential threat.

The hair on the back of his neck stood up as he realized that whatever was there was doing a good job at not being seen. He’d been holding out hope it might have just been Peynt and his boys come back out to play, but he couldn’t shake the creeping suspicion that it was someone or something more dangerous.

“Stay close,” he whispered. “If I draw my sword, press your back to the nearest tree and stay there. I’ll need the space.”

“I can do that.” She squeezed his hand and drew closer to him.

They continued on through the forest. Damon’s attention was pulled in two separate directions. It was hard for him to avoid becoming distracted and borderline disoriented. He resolved to focus on the danger, rather than keeping them on course.

“Damon!” hissed Bylia. “There’s more than one!”

“Can you see them?”

“I… Oh, True Divine! Look out!”

Damon dodged on reflex, pulling Bylia with him as he moved out of the way of a creature leaping at them from behind the curtain of fog. He drew his myrblade, and Bylia did as instructed, pulling flat against a nearby tree to give him space and keep herself safe.

He held his sword level as he watched his enemy rise to its feet. It was one of the highlander tau, a monster in every sense of the word.

The tau were hairless, naked humanoids, though with proportions that were slightly wrong in each place. The tau’s head was overlarge and narrow, with a wide jaw that could hinge open like the gaping maws of snakes.

It had powerful legs made for jumping and sneak attacks, but a narrow waist and a ribcage that looked almost like a bone cuirass underneath the skin. Its arms were long, reaching almost down to their knees at standstill, with thin, clawed fingers.

The tau opened its mouth and flicked its tongue out, tasting the air. It let out a howl and stared at Damon with its unnerving grey 
eyes. He let it make the first move, watching it crouch as it prepared to leap at him.

It was fast, but he was faster. He spun and slashed, slicing across its abdomen with his myrblade. The tau let out a screech as it fell to the dirt, thrashing in pain. Damon’s heart pounded as he heard branches and underbrush being disturbed from other places nearby.

“Come on!” He grabbed Bylia’s hand and pulled her into a run, doing his best to keep an eye out behind them as they moved.

“What do we do?” she hissed.

He shook his head, unsure of himself. The tau always hunted in packs. He doubted he could fight off a group of four or five of them, and a hunting party could be upwards of a dozen in strength. He needed to get Bylia to somewhere he could defend, if not somewhere safe.

It took him longer than it should have to realize they were forcing him along a predetermined path. The tau were monsters, vicious and mindless, but imbued with the instincts of predators.

Damon could hear and see them through the fog to his left and right and coming upon them from behind. They were being chased into a trap. He was sure of it, but he could do nothing with that realization.

One of the tau grew bolder, striding forward through the fog and making a grab for Bylia. Damon swung his myrblade to the side, triggering the ice thorns and delivering a strike that left a frozen gash across the monster’s chest.

The exchange gave him a burst of confidence. He had his myrblade. Could he take the fight, or at least do enough damage to potentially scare them off? They were vicious, but not entirely without self-preservation instincts.

There was too much rustling, too many places for the tau to attack from. He had to be up against at least a dozen of them. He might be able to win in a straight fight, but he’d never stand a chance while simultaneously defending Bylia.

They kept going in the only direction open to them. Damon felt Bylia trip over a hidden tree root and had to lower his sword to help her back up. Another tau flew out from the veil of the fog. He slammed his foot into its face, knocking it back. It recovered almost instantly and nearly sank its teeth into his ankle.

“Hurry!” he shouted, pushing Bylia ahead. He slashed his myrblade in a downward arc, cleaving into the space between the tau’s neck and shoulder.

“Damon!” cried Bylia. “The river…”

He whirled around, realizing the situation as he attempted to follow her through the trees. The tau had forced them back to the bank of the Ladaberion. The pouring rain was in the early stages of flooding the river, and its current was swift and dangerous.

He let the ice thorns melt off his myrblade and sheathed the sword. He couldn’t fight the tau, which only left them with one option.

“What are you doing?” whispered Bylia.

Damon had pulled her nearer to him and was quickly undoing one of the straps of her pack.

“Tying us together,” he said. “It’s not a sure thing. The river might snap us loose, but it’s better than nothing.”

“We’re going into the water?”

He never got a chance to answer. A blood curdling cry came from the fog as the tau closed in on them. Damon took Bylia’s hand tightly within his own and pulled her backward into the cold embrace of the churning river.


CHAPTER 16

Damon knew that fleeing into the river was a calculated risk. As he felt the freezing water steal the breath from his lungs and nearly shock him senseless, he began wonder if he’d calculated correctly.

He mainly focused on keeping his head above the water and listening. Bylia was coughing, but close enough for him to easily grab and help. The hisses and howls of the tau were receding into the background. If they stayed afloat, they might stay alive.

Damon felt something strike his leg underneath the water. His body was already numb from the cold, and it was hard for him to tell how much pain he was actually in. They were at the complete mercy of the current, which had been strengthened by the rain.

The trick he’d done with their bags helped keep them together, at least, but it also made the mere act of floating into an awkward compromise. Bylia twisted and kicked in her efforts to tread water and keep her head clear. It was a constant tug that he fought the urge to resist.

The sound of the tau grew fainter as they were continuously swept down the river, but it was replaced by something else. Damon could see a flutter of mist across the river ahead of them, coupled with the ambient hiss of crashing water.

He’d seen enough of the Ladaberion River to know what it probably was. They were about to plunge over a waterfall. Even if it wasn’t one of the giant, dramatic drops common downriver, the shift in the water’s direction coupled with the potential of rocks at the top or the bottom would spell their death.

He swam toward the riverbank, pulling Bylia along with him. His arms were cold and slow to obey, but Bylia seemed to realize his intention and added her movements to the effort.

The bank was steep enough to make climbing out of the water into a complicated affair, especially with the river still intent on sweeping them to their doom. Damon caught hold of a tree branch poking out 
of a patch of mud and dirt.

He held it tightly enough to arrest their motion through the water, but his strength felt meager against the will of the river. He felt Bylia pulling herself closer to him. She reached one arm by him, taking hold of the same tree and letting out a small grunt at the effort.

“Damon!” cried Myr. “Use me! Freeze the water!”

He almost dismissed the idea as too dangerous before realizing what she meant. Damon shifted to holding the tree root with his left hand and fumbled the sword out. He set the tip into the riverbank and, focusing his will, began to freeze a platform.

The ice was firmly anchored against the edge of the river and immovable. It was also lower than the safety of the riverbank and far easier for them to climb onto. Damon helped Bylia first before wriggling forward across the shockingly cold surface of the magically conjured ice.

They were both shivering to a level that nearly prevented them from doing anything else. He knew they still needed to move. The tau had a fantastic sense of smell. He and Bylia hadn’t escaped, they’d merely given themselves a decent head start.

“Come on!” shouted Bylia. She pulled him forward, leading him along the river. They began climbing down the slope next to the waterfall, and she gave him another pull, this time to the left.

There was a small cave opening hidden amidst the rocks, likely formed from years of erosion along the river’s former path. Damon followed Bylia in and was pleasantly surprised by the size of the space that awaited them.

“Would they find us in here?” asked Bylia.

Damon frowned and shook his head. “They might. If they follow our smell, we could simply be serving ourselves up to them.”

He glanced at the cave opening, wondering if there was any way for them to make it defendable. An idea came to him, and he put it into motion without hesitation.

“What are you doing?” asked Bylia.

“Sealing us in.”

The cave’s opening was already damp from the constant spray of mist from the nearby waterfall. Damon used his myrblade to freeze and expand the latent condensation, forming a thin pane of ice that completely covered the cave’s opening at an angle which kept it from being visible from outside.

“Will that be enough to stop them?” asked Bylia.

He shook his head. “I doubt it would keep the tau from smashing through if they wanted in badly enough, but it might keep our smell from getting out. If they don’t smell us inside the cave, I doubt they’ll bother searching inside.”

He let out a breath, finally catching up with the state of his shivering body. With numb fingers, he untied their packs and began taking a closer look at the cave.

It was larger than their tent, with nearly enough room to stand up in and plenty of space to stretch out. There were bits of animal bones that suggested some other creature had once resided within, though nothing suggesting a recent occupant.

Bylia shivered to the point of chattering her teeth. Damon brought out his quilt, but it, along with all of their supplies, was soaking wet. He spread out their sleeping pad instead, and the two of them huddled together across it, clinging together for what little warmth they had to share.

“We’ll be alright,” said Damon. “We’ll eat what we can of our food and wait out the rest of the afternoon and night.”

“Then what?” whispered Bylia. “What’s stopping them from finding us again? It’s not going to be an easy trek back through the forest to safety.”

Damon thought about how to express his own concerns. The active wildfires they’d seen in the distance before encountering the tau stood a real chance of preventing them from even having a straight path back to the farmstead. They were in serious trouble.

“I’ll reach out to my aesta,” he said. “The amulet she gave me was intended for these kinds of circumstances.”

“Will Malon be able to do anything from so far away?”

He shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. She mentioned also being able to reach out to Ria. If Ria’s nearby, we might be able to meet up with her. She’s a tempester, and in this kind of weather, she’d be invaluable against the tau.”

Bylia nodded slowly, but even in the dark of the cave, Damon could sense her interest. It was as though he could see the song ideas written on her face as she rubbed her hands together and blew into them for warmth.

He turned his attention toward searching through his pack, eventually finding their lantern and fire-starting gear. The lantern’s interior had, by some miracle, stayed mostly dry, and after a few minutes of effort, Damon managed to get it lit. It didn’t give off much heat, but the warm glow it brought to the dark cave warmed their spirits, if nothing else.

“I’m so cold,” whispered Bylia.

“It’ll warm up in here eventually. Let’s just stay close and try to rest until it does.”

He took off all of his wet clothing aside from his undershorts, and Bylia followed his example. Putting on the amulet Malon had given him, Damon spread out across the sleeping pad and pulled Bylia into a gentle embrace.

He didn’t have much success at getting to sleep, at least not at first. It wasn’t until he’d stopped shivering enough to feel damp and uncomfortable that he finally managed to slow his breathing. He hugged Bylia tighter and allowed himself to drift off.


CHAPTER 17

Damon’s dream was a shifting collage of experience and memory. The tower featured prominently, along with his experiences as a gladiator. He felt himself weaving in and out of the arena, catching glimpses of moments against faceless opponents.

He was back in the tent on the road outside Avaricia as he reentered lucidity. It was a scene that he remembered with perfect clarity, and he knew who would be with him even before she’d sat up and looked in his direction.

“Solas,” whispered Malon. “You put the amulet on.”

It was a statement, rather than a question.

“I did,” he said.

He looked over at her as she sat up, pulling an arm across her bare breasts and shifting her legs closed.

“Would you mind explaining to your aesta why you’re dreaming of her naked?” she asked.

He felt his ears burn at the accusation in her voice, gentle as her tone was. He couldn’t stop his reply from being defensive and slightly sharp.

“I would think that a wise, mature woman such as yourself would be able to work that out,” he said.

“Solas!” She shot him a stern glare, but it faded into concern as quickly as it arrived.

“Sorry,” he muttered. “Is it… truly you?”

“It is,” said Malon. She gave him a smile and repositioned herself, still distracted by the task of covering her nudity.

“How do I know?” he asked. “Could this simply be a manifestation of my hopes?”

“You’ll be able to tell once the spell ends,” she whispered. “Your dream will continue under your control from where it left off.”

Damon felt a perverted sigh sneak onto his face. “From… exactly where it left off?”

“Solas,” sighed Malon, clearly annoyed. “Never mind. What’s happened? Are you in danger?”

He struggled to answer her question, feeling a gap in his awareness. It was like trying to remember a dream after it ended, grasping for details and trying to work out a sequence of events.

“We were… attacked,” he said.

“By the Remenai?”

He shook his head. “The tau, I think.”

Malon’s concern was clear. She drew closer to him, taking one of his hands into hers. The movement forced her to keep her breasts contained with just one arm, and Damon found it nearly impossible to focus on the situation through the sight of her nudity.

“Keep going, solas,” said Malon.

“They… took us by surprise.” He shifted, realizing only then that he was naked, too. “There was only so much I could do with my sword.”

“Were either you or Bylia injured?” Malon set her hand on his chest, as though feeling for injuries.

Damon shook his head. “We’re alright.”

He let his hand settle on her thigh, noticing the flutter of excitement it sent through her. The idea of their interaction simply being a dream distorted his sense of control, along with his inhibitions.

“I’m… limited in the actions I can take to help you,” she said. “There’s little I can do myself from here in the tower, but I can reach out to Ria.”

Damon let his thumb caress her knee, trying to think through his growing sense of excitement. “Will she be willing to help?”

“Of course!” said Malon. “She loves you. Her concern transcends 
your recent drama and friction.”

“We’ve had a lot of friction. It’s felt at times like we’re just banging together whenever we have a conflict.”

“She’ll understand,” she whispered. “All of us do.”

Damon nodded, feeling so grateful, not just her, but for Ria and Vel. He let his hand slide further up her thigh. He knew he had an erection as much from the sensation of his hardness as from the expression on Malon’s face and the steadfast manner in which she kept her eyes from glancing toward his crotch.

“I should let you get back to your dream, if there’s nothing else,” she whispered.

“Sure. This is one of my favorite memories to dream about, you know.”

Malon blushed and turned her gaze away from him. “This is the night we shared a tent in Avaricia after you faced one of your father’s debtors, isn’t it?”

“I dream about what happened between us in that tent often, aesta. I can’t stop myself from dreaming about it.”

“The contents of your dreams aren’t your fault,” she said. “I won’t blame you for the way that night… must have lingered in your mind. I hope you still maintain some boundaries within them, at least.”

“You’re asking about the things I do to you in these dreams?” He tightened his grip on her thigh, taking a firm, possessive hold.

“Your dreams are your business, solas.”

“If you were curious,” he said, slowly. “You could easily find out.”

She stared him, saying nothing, leaving far too much room for him to work with in her hesitation. Damon slid closer, brushing his hand across her cheek. He kissed her, feeling her lips moving eagerly against his.

“I’m using my magic right now, solas,” she whispered. “It’s brazen of you to be so forward when I’m in… this kind of state.”

“I’m often brazen with you in my dreams, aesta.”

He saw her eyes narrow even as her lips shifted into a reluctant, lustful smile. Damon gave her a quick kiss, followed by a longer one, letting his hands run over her body as her defense slowly melted away. He cupped one of her large breasts as his arousal ran away with his thinking. So soft and warm and perfect.

“You forget yourself, solas,” she whispered. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m dreaming. We both are. It’s all just a dream.”

He kissed her again before she could reply, letting himself grow bolder. He guided her down onto their bedroll, ignoring her scowl. Her large, pale breasts fell at lewd, lopsided angles. He planted a kiss on each of them and then one on her lips as he slid himself in between her open thighs.

He knew it was dumb, but he let the head of his cock brush against the folds of her womanhood. The face Malon made was one of the hottest things he’d ever seen in his entire life. Her mouth lulled open, and her eyes seemed caught in between glassing over and opening completely.

“Solas,” she whispered, with a shake of her head. “It’s time for both of us to wake up.”

Her words were like the sunrise and the incessant chirping of early morning birds. He saw her favor him with a slightly guilty smile as the tent and the dream faded away as easily as a sand drawing swept off by rogue wave.

Damon groaned as he returned to true reality. He was damp, he was exhausted, and unlike when he’d first laid down, he was alone on the bedroll. Bylia sat with her back against the cave wall, watching him with folded arms.

“Damon,” she said, softly. “You… were talking in your sleep.”


CHAPTER 18

It took Damon a moment to realize the importance of what Bylia had just said. He tried to run through all of the words he’d spoken aloud to Malon, but it was hard to remember. The memory of the dream was like the memory of any dream, malleable, spurious, and prone to slipping away the more he tried to hold on to it.

“Well,” he said. “The amulet works. I spoke with my aesta.”

“So I heard.” Bylia had a strange look on her face. “You seemed… very active in your discussion with her.”

“I suppose.”

Her eyes brimmed with questions and accusations. “Damon. You mentioned sharing a tent with her at one point.”

He didn’t say anything. He was so frustrated with how hard it was to remember the dream, despite it having just ended.

“She’s my aesta. We’ve traveled together. We’ve shared tents together. There’s nothing unusual about that.”

“No,” said Bylia. “You said that you dreamed about what happened
 between the two of you in the tent.”

Again, he said nothing.

“Was it the same tent that we’ve been using?” asked Bylia.

He could see the direction her thoughts were headed. The tent was tiny, barely large enough for two people. Between his lurid mumblings and Bylia’s basic intuition, there was no way she wasn’t on the verge of putting it all together.

Even worse, he felt as though his silence was as damning as any answer could be. He swiped a hand through the air, feeling anger and frustration rising in his throat.

“What does it matter?” he snapped. “You’re trying to make sense of whatever nonsense I said during a dream I can’t even remember.”

“I’ve noticed how you are with her, Damon. It’s been hard for me 
to explain away some of those little, nagging oddities. You’re so close, and you have this… rapport that I just can’t—”

“What are you even suggesting, Bylia?” He folded his arms, getting defensive and irrational. “This is ridiculous.”

“It isn’t,” she said, shaking her head. “I won’t let you make this seem like an illusion of my emotions. Damon, if you feel anything for me, then you’ll tell me this honestly. Do you love Malon, or are you in love with her?”

He didn’t answer. There was no way he could after Malon’s warning. Even if he could explain it in a way that Bylia might understand, there was no telling what the future might hold. It wasn’t his secret to tell.

At the same time, he couldn’t lie to her. She would see through him in an instant if he made any sort of attempt at deception. He’d be lying through his teeth with callous, cruel words. He cared too much to do that.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. It wasn’t an answer, but at the very least, it wasn’t a lie.

Bylia took a slow breath. She looked so much younger in that moment, more like the Bylia he’d known years before than the confident songstress who’d captured his heart in the Smoke and Stage.

“I’m going to sleep,” she said. “I’d like for you to bring me back to Morotai tomorrow.”

***

They didn’t say much to each other when they awoke the next morning. Damon unfroze the cave’s entrance only to discover a comfortable, sunny day awaiting them on the other side. He picked through his damp pack for the food that was the least wet, sharing some fruit and soggy oats with Bylia.

She didn’t thank him or say anything. Damon sensed what she must be feeling, and he felt more culpable for the state of her mood the more he thought about it.

If she was genuinely assuming that he and Malon were having an illicit affair, to her, it must seem as though she’d been the butt of a joke. As though Damon would go back to the tower and share all the details of their adventure with Malon and perhaps even Vel, passing on Bylia’s secrets while refusing to open up with his.

They traveled west along with edge of the Ladaberion River. Damon was mindful of the threat of the tau, stopping every few hundred feet to listen and watch the edge of the trees. He could still see and smell smoke in the distance and knew it wouldn’t be a straightforward path back to the farmstead even if they did manage to avoid the monsters.

Hours passed. The smoke forced them to meander more so than the fires themselves. Damon was still keen on trying to use his myrblade to freeze a path through the heat if he could, except getting to the point where it would be an option felt impossible. The wind’s direction seemed intent on blowing smoke directly into their faces.

“I saw something!” hissed Bylia. It was late afternoon, and they’d been hiking all day. Bylia had maintained her silence, and her brief words represented the first time she’d spoken to him since the start of the day. Her voice sounded thin and worried.

Damon drew his myrblade, facing the direction she indicated. They were still by the river, and he searched the dense forest for any sign of movement. A branch shifted a hundred feet in front of them. He stepped forward, setting himself up so the water wasn’t so directly to his back.

“Not here to fight,” called a gruff, but feminine voice. “Reef Diggins, at your service. Scout extraordinaire and a member of the Ocean Crosses.”

Damon lowered his myrblade but made no attempt to sheathe it just yet. “What are you doing out here?”

“I could ask you the same thing, but I suppose there’s no reason not to go first,” said Reef. “My company and I have a contract to secure an outpost in this region of the Malagantyan.”

She stepped out of the forest and into the sun. She was tall, with short reddish-brown hair and freckles. She wore leather armor that was heavily weathered and traveled, and she carried half a dozen daggers in addition to the short bow across her back.

“Is your camp nearby?” asked Bylia. “My traveling companion and I are in need of some help, or at least guidance on how to make it back toward the coast.”

“Aye, they’re nearby, miss…?”

“Bylia Benicia,” she said. “And he’s Damon Al-Kendras.”

Reef raised an eyebrow at that. “Damon Al-Kendras… I feel as though I’ve heard that name before. Ah, no matter. If you’ll follow me, I can show you to the outpost.”

She waved a hand toward the trees and started off. Damon put his myrblade away, but he hesitated before falling into step.

“What’s your sense of her?” he asked Bylia, in a low voice. “It is starting to get late, but we can’t be sure she’s telling the truth, can we?”

Bylia didn’t even bother answering him, instead moving to follow Reef into the forest. Damon scowled and went after her, suppressing a sliver of unease.

Reef chatted amiably with Bylia about everything from flowers, to insect collecting, to shoes as the two women walked side by side. Damon followed behind them, feeling as though he needed to double his caution as they slackened theirs.

It took them a little over an hour to reach the outpost. It was a stark reminder of how dense and secluded the Malagantyan truly was for Damon and Bylia to have been adventuring so nearby without being alerted to its presence.

A simple wooden palisade ringed a small clearing, each log stake 
sharpened to a spike point at the top. A pair of guards leaned against the main door, both stirring upright as Damon and the others made their appearance.

“Found some lost travelers,” called Reef. “The captain will want to chat with the man before we let them in.”

“I’ll fetch him,” said one of the guards, slipping through the wooden gate.

Damon exchanged a glance with Bylia that felt unproductive before turning to face Reef.

“Anything we should know about your captain before we meet him?” he asked, his unease deepening.

“He’s pretty reasonable, but he’s also got a hell of a temper,” said Reef. “Be straight with him. And for the love of Rovahn and Leandra, don’t make any jokes about his wife, even if he brings her up first.”

Damon nodded slowly at that. The captain didn’t arrive alone, but in a group of his fellow mercenaries, at least a few more than Damon could handle by himself. The fact that he was outnumbered was secondary to the man’s heavy steel armor, which looked unsettlingly familiar.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” boomed the captain. “How interesting to run into you again here, of all places.”

The man’s voice was what brought the true nature of the situation into focus. They had met before, and it had been in the arena.

“Salmon Ban-Tellmore,” said Damon, feeling his throat go a bit dry.

He’d beaten Salmon in one of his matches in the arena during the Honorshade Tournament. He’d taunted Salmon in exactly the manner which Reef had just specifically warned against, calling him out on his ability to satisfy his wife.

Damon stared into the hulking old man’s face. There was no humor in his expression, nothing but brute consideration and narrowed eyes. The ground seemed to shake as he stepped forward, 
armor plates shifting and grinding. He wasn’t carrying his maul, but with a dozen armed men waiting on his next command, it hardly mattered.

“What do we think of this man, swimmers?” asked Salmon. “Some of you were with me for the Honorshade Tournament. Some of you saw how he won.”

A few of the men murmured to each other, but even they seemed too intimidated by their captain’s aura to voice their thoughts at a volume that might attract his attention.

“Damon Al-Kendras!” shouted Salmon. “I walk with a limp and bleed into my socks because of you!”

Salmon lifted an arm over his head. It took every ounce of willpower for Damon to keep from drawing his myrblade. There was no way he could take on the entire company, but perhaps he could at least buy enough time for Bylia to escape?

Salmon’s arm came down… into an outstretched offer of a handshake. Damon stared at the other blankly before reaching out and taking his hand with a firm grip.

“Well fought, young gladiator,” said Salmon. “Welcome to my outpost. You certainly are confident, perhaps foolishly so, to be wandering about the Malagantyan with just a sword and a pretty woman on hand.”

Damon grinned as relief flooded over him. “I don’t disagree with that. I grew up on the edge of the Malagantyan. I suppose familiarity can sometimes lead us astray.”

Salmon laughed, and his men laughed, and Damon laughed. He and Bylia walked alongside Reef and the others as they made their way into the camp.


CHAPTER 19

The outpost was a simple, but rugged collection of tents, supplies, and people. Several mercenaries carried wood to a large fire set up in the center of the camp. A pair of men were butchering and preparing a dead boar for that night’s dinner, one of them sharpening a chef’s knife on a whetstone while the other chopped the animal into more manageable pieces.

“Let’s speak in my tent, Damon,” said Salmon. “I’d like to get your thoughts on a few matters which you might have some knowledge on.”

Damon nodded, but he shot a glance toward Bylia, who’d stayed close to his side ever since they’d stepped into the palisade.

“I’ll keep your wife company,” said Reef, flashing a knowing smile. “Though she’s got nothing to worry about from the men. They can be a handsy bunch in town, but they’d never dream of overstepping themselves around someone who the captain obviously respects.”

“Good to know, but I’m not his wife,” said Bylia, through gritted teeth.

Reef shrugged. Salmon was already walking toward one of the larger tents near the far end of the palisade. Damon fell into step alongside him, feeling as though he had to walk twice as fast to match the old man’s pace. He wondered if the comment he’d made about having a limp had been a bit overstated.

“I take it you traveled in from the southwest?” asked Salmon.

“Yeah. From near the town of Morotai.”

“I passed through there a few days ago with some of my men,” said Salmon. “Nice little hamlet.”

Several wooden stools were arranged within Salmon’s tent around a map of the area that appeared to still be a work in progress. Damon saw the curving Ladaberion River, along with a few markings further north with question marks and scribblings labeling them as 
potential Remenai outposts.

He let his eyes settle approximately on where the tower would have been. There was a tiny X there, labeled as “tower farmstead”. Accurate, but only a sliver of the whole truth.

Salmon pulled out a bottle of dark liquor and poured them each a glass. He passed one to Damon, clinking a toast before taking a sip of his own.

“Tell me the truth, Damon,” said Salmon. “What are you doing out here?”

“The truth is simple,” he said. “Bylia and I were in the mood for an adventure. She wanted to see more of the Malagantyan. I wasn’t expecting the forest to be quite so active.”

“Fair enough.” Salmon set his glass down on his knee. “What have you run into? It’s my job to stay abreast of any threats that might need to be handled in the area.”

“Highlander tau. I assume you have some experience with them, if you’re out here. They attacked us in number yesterday.”

“Rovahn’s balls,” muttered Salmon. “In number? Can you be more specific than that? How many of the blasted things were there?”

“I saw at least a dozen, but I’m aware of how they hunt,” he said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the pack numbers closer to fifty, maybe even a hundred.”

Salmon took a long sip of his liquor. Damon tried his and recoiled. It was insipidly strong stuff.

“Stinger!” barked Salmon. “Marlon! Clownfish!”

Three men hurried into the tent, each offering up a stiff salute.

“I want each of you three to run an extra patrol around the palisade tonight,” said Salmon. “You can come home once it gets dark, but use what’s left of the daylight to ensure that there aren’t any surprises waiting for us nearby.”

“Yes, Captain,” said all three in unison.

They departed from the tent. Salmon strode back over to the liquor bottle and began refilling his cup.

“You know, I wasn’t aware that this outpost existed,” said Damon. “Which is a little strange. As I said, I am familiar with this region of the Malagantyan. You and your men are recent arrivals.”

“You could have guessed that from the recency of our battle in the arena,” pointed out Salmon.

“That doesn’t make me wrong.”

Salmon snorted. He let his fingers tap along the edge of his glass, seeming to take Damon’s measure as he stared at him.

“Are you looking for work, Damon?” he asked.

“I suppose that would depend on what it would entail.”

“Anything from accurate information to an able sword arm,” said Salmon. “Tell me. Do you know what a crest sorcerer is?”

The question caught him completely off guard, but he didn’t let it show on his face. He didn’t know Salmon well enough to feel confident lying to him with words, but he didn’t trust him well enough to be honest. He shook his head.

“A crest sorcerer is an agent of one of the Forsaken,” said Salmon. “My men and I are just a single company of a much larger mercenary army based out of Hearthold. We serve King Antoine, but our contract is with the Godking, and he has taken an interest in the crest sorcerers operating across Veridan’s Curve.”

“He’s hunting them, in other words,” said Damon.

“Not exactly. He just wants information. He seems to think that the Malagantyan may be of interest to the other Forsaken, for whatever reason.”

Damon nodded slowly. The marks on the map within Salmon’s tent seemed far more worrying and ominous to him. Was the “tower farmstead” marked simply for the sake of completion, or did Salmon know about Malon?

“So,” continued the old captain, “if you have any information on 
these crest sorcerers, Damon, we would be willing to pay you a fair price in silver. It would have to be verifiable, of course, but the offer is real.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Damon, forcing a smile. “In truth, Bylia and I were on our way out of the Malagantyan when we encountered your scout.”

“Ah, but of course,” chuckled Salmon. “She’s quite the looker! Reminds me a bit of my wife. I can send you out with Reef and a couple of my bruisers as an escort tomorrow morning. They’ll get you home safely.”

“I would appreciate that.”

He felt a small flair of paranoia as he considered the generosity of Salmon’s offer against his interest in crest sorcerers. If Salmon did know about Malon and Damon’s connection to her, could the offer be a ruse, a way of having him lead Salmon’s men directly to the tower?

Of course, it was already marked on his map. Reef and a few mercenaries wouldn’t pose much threat, if any, to Malon, especially not with Damon fighting by her side. He finished his glass of liquor with a grimace and shook Salmon’s hand again before leaving the tent.

He found Bylia sitting alone on a log bench situated around the main fire. He was intercepted by Reef and another mercenary on his way over to her. A scrawny man with a broad smile greeted him with a small, but respectful bow.

“I just want to say, I saw your arena fight against the captain,” said the man. “You have my utmost respect.”

“Damon, this is my brother, Coral,” said Reef. “He doesn’t give praise easily, but he’s also a bit of a prat, so it doesn’t mean much.”

“Fuck off, Reef,” said Coral.

Damon nodded, feeling rather endeared to the two mercenaries. “What’s with the names?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re all ocean themed, aren’t you?” he said. “Reef, Coral, Salmon, Clownfish, even.”

“Ah,” said Reef. “It’s a tradition, of sorts. The Captain used to serve with King Antoine, who had a habit of mocking him for his unusual given name. Everyone who joins the Ocean Crosses takes on a nickname to match. No real reason for it anymore, other than for show.”

“What’s your real name, then?” asked Damon.

“You’re really going to hit on my sister when you have a woman like that waiting for you across the grass?” said Coral, laughing. His voice was loud and boisterous, and Damon saw Bylia turning to look at them after overhearing.

“True Divine,” he muttered. “I wasn’t… I mean, it was just a question.”

“Coral, I’m going to be hitting on you if you don’t shut your mouth, and not with words,” snapped Reef. “I’ll be hitting on you with the pommel of my dagger.”

“Yeah, I gathered that much, sis,” muttered Coral.

“Damon, my real name is Yvelna,” said Reef. “Feel free to call me whichever you prefer.”

She flashed him a pretty smile. Damon looked back toward Bylia, who seemed to be on the verge of sulking, and he tried to steer their group in her direction.

As it turned out, Coral hadn’t been the only member of the Ocean Crosses to witness the match between him and Salmon. Damon was pulled into another group of men, one of whom thrusted a mug of beer into his hand and urged him to tell the story from his point of view. He grinned, flattered and a bit swept up in the attention.

“I could tell that Salmon was going to be one of the hardest opponents I ever faced,” he said. “A single glance at his stance was enough to tell me that the only chance I stood at winning was to get creative.”

“He’s a beast!” shouted one of the men. “You should see him on the battlefield. He just moves from one opponent to the next.”

“He’s methodical about it,” offered another man. “He doesn’t have that battle rage, really. It’s more just taking care of business for him. We were sure he’d be taking care of you, just the same.”

“Tell us a story, Damon!” shouted the first man.

The rest of the group soon took up the suggestion as a chant. Damon grinned, shaking his head and sipping his beer. It wasn’t as though he didn’t have a few stories to tell. He was still wary of the mercenaries, as friendly and unassuming as they seemed.

“What about your companion?” asked Reef. “Does she have any stories to tell, or songs to sing?”

Bylia had drawn near enough to overhear the merriment, and she answered for herself. “It just so happens that I’m a songstress.”

A few of the men and women whistled or made otherwise appreciative noises.

“Would you mind if she sang some songs for us, Damon?” asked Reef.

“I can answer for myself,” said Bylia stiffly. She gave an odd, borderline humorless smile. “I would love to sing for your company, if you’d have me.”

A chorus of cheers went up from the mercenaries. Damon smiled and tried to catch Bylia’s eye. If anything, her voice would only further cement the impression they were leaving on the Ocean Crosses. He wondered if making friends with a mercenary outpost might pay off down the line.


CHAPTER 20

Damon took a seat on a log next to Reef as Bylia made her way to the center of the encampment. She stood in front of the fire, close enough for the flames to give her a noticeably long shadow, holding the attention of the fifty or so people there, mostly men.

She had the poise and confidence of an experienced performer, which Damon could easily recognize from his time in the ring. Her presence brought the crowd into a state of patient, but expectant, silence. She held her hands in front of her, loosely clasped, with calm, almost coy posture.

The crowd sucked in a collective breath as she began to sing. Damon had forgotten how beautiful her voice was. There was a strength to it, raw power in a very real sense.

He remembered all the times he’d listened to her sing back when she’d been younger and traveling with his former troupe. He remembered their reunion in the Smoke and Stage, the way she’d intrigued him on that eventful night.

He didn’t have to see the faces of the men nearby, illuminated in the pale green light of the ghost moon, to know that he wasn’t the only one currently lusting over her. Damon had seen how quick men were to leer at Bylia when she performed.

She’d always shut them down with her playful intelligence. He loved that about her, too. A niggling part of his brain wondered if he’d see her pushing off her various suitors later that night. He wasn’t so naïve to simply assume she’d pass over the opportunity to make him jealous by flirting with some handsome mercenary, or perhaps taking it even further.

Except, Bylia wasn’t, and had never been, that type of woman. The first song she broke into was Antoine’s Charge
, a choice almost perfectly suited for a group of Merinian fighting men and women. Bylia tapped out a rhythm with her foot as she sang, and the crowd clapped and stomped along in time.

She was beautiful. The firelight illuminated her brown locks from behind, giving her fair hair a vibrant, haloed quality. She swayed and danced as she sang, skirts fluttering, breasts moving with small, but interesting bounces.

She looked at everyone. Everyone, except for him. Damon knew she intended it as a slight, but it had the opposite effect. It felt as though he was staring directly into her eyes, watching her resist the urge to blush. As though she was the one hyper-aware of his gaze. He wondered if that might have been exactly the case.

The crowd boomed with applause as she ended her song, taking a moment to smile and compose herself before beginning another. The Blacksmith’s Daughter,
 much like her previous choice, was one that most soldiers and mercenaries had heard enough times to know the lyrics.

Damon could sense the conflict within the crowd between drunkenly bellowing out the words and staying silent to better hear her melody. He knew they could sense her talent. There was no better gauge for the truly talented songstresses than whether they could bring a group of inebriated people to this state, too enthralled to do anything but listen.

Bylia ended her second song, grinning as the crowd gave her an even healthier round of applause. She looked at Damon then, catching him off guard with both her expression and the sudden focus of her attention.

“I have one more for you tonight,” she said. “It’s an original song. I’ve only just begun working on it. It’s a song about…” She hesitated, glancing away. “…the dark side of love. I call it… Sin and Soil.
”

Bylia had returned to avoiding his gaze, and she seemed slightly unsettled as she began to sing. The first note wavered, but the second was true.

He didn’t hear the lyrics, at least not at first. When he finally began to listen, to really hear what she was singing, he started shaking his head. His breath caught in his throat, and his stomach seemed to twist and rise and threaten rebellion.

It was everything Malon had feared, and True Divine, it was beautiful. It was horrifying. It was his story, warts and scars and perversions laid out in perfect harmony and rhyme.

She didn’t call him or anyone else out by name, but she seemed to know almost everything. She sang about him and Malon, Vel, and even Ria, despite never having met her. She sang about his lusts with such a personal familiarity that it cut twice as deep, if not ten times deeper.

Damon felt as though everyone in the crowd was staring at him. He sagged low on the log, barely breathing and actively losing his composure. Bylia wasn’t the type of woman who’d flirt with someone else to hurt him. No, Bylia would just go ahead and sing his song.

And finally, she looked at him as she did it. Damon wasn’t proud of how angry and hurt his own reaction was as he met her eyes, watching her mock him in front of a crowd. His hot emotion faded into something far more somber as he acknowledged the truth underlying her lyrics.

Her song was, in fact, a tragedy. She was singing about a man who was doomed by his own emotions. There was a such thing as loving too much, too deeply, and in all the wrong ways. The protagonist of Bylia’s song had done just that. Damon had done just that, multiple times, with multiple women that he cared about.

He closed his eyes, finally feeling himself unfreeze from the spell of her voice. He stood up and moved away from the camp’s main fire, over to a water barrel with a ladle hanging from the side. He could still hear Bylia launching into the last verse. He tried to block it out as he took a cup of water and splashed it onto his face.

He didn’t want to hear it. He couldn’t let himself hear it. In that moment, Damon wondered if anyone had ever done anything crueler to him across his entire life.

It felt as though Bylia’s song had broken something inside of him. Except, that wasn’t it. He’d already been broken, and maybe now he was just seeing himself through her eyes.

“You look… unwell.”

He turned around to find Reef standing behind him, frowning uncertainly. Damon took a breath and did his best to compose himself.

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

“Sure.” She smiled and folded her arms. “Our company does a fair amount of traveling. I know how it can be occasionally, when it’s just the same rhythm, the same people, day in and day out.”

He nodded, but he wasn’t really listening to her. “Thanks.”

“Here.” Reef stepped closer, pulling out a small leather drinking flask from within her shirt. “Drink with me.”

“I think I’m good, for now.”

“Nonsense,” she said. “My father used to have this saying about how to approach aimless nights. There’s a time for winking, a time for thinking, and a time for—”

A sharp, panicked scream came from somewhere outside the palisade, resounding with enough volume to interrupt even Bylia’s song. Damon searched for its origin even as he drew his myrblade.

“Monsters!” came another scream. “We’re under attack!”

There was more yelling as Salmon attempted to bring a semblance of order to his company. The tau came over the walls not just in one place, but from many. The attack was approaching from all directions, and as far as Damon could tell, the edge of the camp was already indefensible.

He ran toward where he’d last seen Bylia in front of the fire. Even simply telling friend from foe was a struggle amid the dancing shadows and encroaching darkness. A gurgling snarl came from his left. Damon turned and swung, catching a tau that had been diving forward to sink its teeth into him by the neck with his blade.

He turned back toward the main fire in time to see a man fall under the crush of attacking monsters. Damon knew at a glance that it was already too late for him to help. The sound of the man screaming as the tau sank their teeth into his flesh would haunt his 
nightmares.

For the next few minutes, he could do nothing beyond defend himself, to the best of his ability. He couldn’t even make use of Myr’s enchantment, pressed on all sides as he was.

The ice thorns would have been too unwieldy in the chaotic environment, and freezing the tau wasn’t helpful when he was already swinging with enough strength to drop each with one hit.

He never stopped searching for Bylia, but each time he thought he’d spotted her, another tau would attack and force his attention elsewhere. A group of mercenaries had formed a small fighting unit, led by a large man whom Damon could only assume to be Salmon.

He considered making his way toward them in hopes of finding Bylia, safe and sound. A low, rumbling howl came from across the encampment before he could, however.

One of the tau stood taller than the others by at least a head. Damon would have dismissed the difference as a meaningless physical characteristic if not for the poise with which the giant tau moved. It was slow, methodical, and commanding. In a literal sense, he realized. It was pointing and grunting at the other tau as though directly leading the attack.

Someone darted out from where they’d been hiding within one of the camp’s tents. Damon recognized Bylia from her silhouette, skirts bunched up and hair tossed over her shoulders. She tried to sprint toward the safety of the main fire. The giant tau was upon her in an instant.

“No!” screamed Damon.

He ran toward her, myrblade ready to strike away the monster as it closed in. Another tau leapt at him, taking advantage of his distracted state and crashing into his shoulder. Damon threw it to the ground and slashed it across the neck, spinning to defend against another of the monsters at it rushed from a different angle.

By the time he looked back toward Bylia, she was already on the ground. Damon’s heart sank, but he noticed something different 
about her. She hadn’t been bitten or eaten, but tied up. There was another captive next to her, struggling against tight bonds across wrists and ankles.

More tau flooded into the camp, a number that made defeat seem like a foregone conclusion. There were at least a hundred of them, attacking and swarming like hungry locusts. A group of half a dozen pressed toward Damon from all sides. He fended them off with frantic sword swings, fighting for space, rather than kills.

Each time he glanced toward Bylia and the giant tau, she was further away from him. The highlander tau were taking captives. He’d never heard of anything like that before, and he didn’t want to consider what it meant.

“Bylia!” he shouted.

He tried to push through the battlefield toward her, but the tau blocked his path in endless numbers. The giant tau and the group of monsters under its command carried the captives, including Bylia, out through the encampment’s gate.


CHAPTER 21

The battle within the mercenary camp didn’t end so much as shift attackers and defenders. The tau began to pull back after long minutes of savaging the camp. Damon, now fighting alongside Salmon and Coral, tried to push after them.

“They’re outside the gate!” boomed Salmon. “Regroup! Watch the wall for any trying to come back over!”

“They took my sister!” shouted Coral. “We can’t just let them—”

Salmon cuffed the man hard across the side of his head. “That’s an order!”

In truth, Damon was of the same mind. The idea of allowing the tau to make off with Bylia felt like giving her up for dead, and for good reason. He needed to follow them, no matter what. But he also needed to be smart about it.

While Salmon was still organizing what remained of his mercenaries, Damon found his pack and began borrowing the supplies he’d need from the camp.

He refilled his waterskin. He wiped tau blood off his sword, eliciting an appreciative sigh from Myr. He exchanged some of his damp and ruined food for dry bread and slices of the roasted boar, nearly forgotten over the fire amid the chaos.

He was ready to go within ten minutes. Salmon saw him heading for the gate and called out to him, catching him before he could slip out of the camp unseen.

“Damon,” he said. “I know what you must be feeling in your heart right now. But you need to be reasonable, lad. Think about this.”

“There’s nothing to think about,” said Damon.

Coral had made his way over and nodded in agreement. “He’s right. I can’t just leave Reef. I have to go, too.”

“You can barely stand!” bellowed Salmon. He gave Coral a small push, which illustrated his point as the other man crumpled to one 
knee. “In case you forgot, you take orders from me!”

“I’ll track them,” said Damon. “You get what’s left of your men together and follow in my wake tomorrow. I’ll leave markings along their path to make sure you don’t lose the trail.”

“This is a fool’s errand,” said Salmon. “If you know anything about the Malagantyan, you know how the highlander tau are. Taking captives… it’s not something I’ve ever heard them to do. As much as we both wish it wasn’t so, it’s likely that the people they took from us are already dead.”

“Shut up!” Coral stumbled to his feet and made an ineffectual attempt at pushing Salmon, who neatly sidestepped.

“Whether you bring your mercenaries after the tau is up to you,” said Damon. “Just as whether I follow them is up to me.”

“It’s suicide by another name,” said Salmon, shaking his head. “I could stop you from doing this. My men would restrain you if I ordered them to.”

Damon still had his myrblade out. He swung it to the side, briefly manifesting the ice thorns for effect. Salmon blinked and raised an eyebrow, but his reaction was otherwise muted.

“I’m heading after Bylia,” said Damon. “I’ll do what I can for Reef, as well. I need to leave now. I’ve already given them too much of a head start.”

Salmon let out a low sigh and gave a reluctant nod. “Coral, fetch him a torch. Along with some of the crimmor bark. Chew it when you start to get tired, lad. It’ll give you a burst of energy.”

With a lit torch in hand, Damon set out from the mercenary camp. He kept his full attention on following the trail of the tau. For the most part, it was easy. Some of the monsters had clearly been wounded, and he might have been able to make his way off the blood trails alone, even ignoring the disturbed undergrowth and broken branches.

They’d also been kind enough to tread a path for him on their way through. He was confident enough after a few minutes to follow at a 
jogging pace. The forest was pitch black, with the natural canopy choking out the light of Eldritch and the stars. His torch didn’t cast much light, and he knew it wouldn’t last forever, but it was his lifeline amidst the shadowed trees.

He felt like a complete fool for leading her into the Malagantyan as he had, practically offering her up to the dangers of the New North. He blamed himself, but he made an effort to avoid falling into the trap of self-pity.

Funnily enough, it was her song that he used to distract himself from his worry and uncertainty. He replayed it endlessly in his head, surprised at how well he remembered the words. Despite how raw it had left him when he first heard it, and despite how many of his secrets were anonymously contained within its lyrics, it was actually quite catchy.

There was so much he still needed to say to Bylia. Apologies, explanations, the truth behind his feelings for her and his feelings for others. He refused to let her die, which carried into each step he took, feet pounding against grass and dirt even as his body approached total exhaustion.

The signs he left for Salmon and his men mostly consisted of gouging the ground with his sword, leaving vaguely arrow shaped pointers indicating the direction of the tau. He let his mind wander as the hours slowly dragged on.

If he did catch up with the tau on his own, could there be an angle of attack that would let him overwhelm them? Could he use his myrblade to freeze through the entire pack and rescue Bylia?

Damon gave pursuit until his torch burned down to the handle. He was too exhausted to attempt to light his lantern or try to do anything else other than lean his back against the trunk of a tree. He pulled on the amethyst dreamspell amulet Malon had given him and closed his eyes.

***

Damon was surprised when he awoke early the next morning after a dreamless, Malon-less sleep. He turned the amulet over in his fingers as he rose to his feet on aching legs.

It was possible that he’d simply been too exhausted to dream, or perhaps too worried about Bylia to keep his focus on Malon for long enough to play his part in establishing the connection. There was also a chance that Malon had been reaching out to Ria, given what she’d said about attempting to send her Damon’s way to help.

He needed Ria more than ever, though it pained him to accept it. He imagined her scowling at him in response to being asked to help him rescue another woman that he cared for. A woman who he’d been all but courting, really.

The birds were insipid in their cheerful chirping. The sky was clear, and beams of sunlight snuck through the canopy overhead, glinting off the dew clinging to the thin grass and bushes of the lower forest. There wasn’t even any smoke that he could see on the horizon.

It pained him to consider how differently his and Bylia’s adventure would have gone if they’d managed to avoid the tau for just a day longer than they had. He knew it was a dangerous path to let his thoughts go down, and he focused on eating breakfast, instead.

He set off as soon as he could, still fatigued from the day before. His pursuit settled into a different pace, less frantic and more deliberate than the night before. Damon followed the trail of the tau slowly and methodically.

It was calming in a way he wouldn’t have expected. He felt the forest reward him for using all his senses. He smelled a tree with a dark smear across it, recognizing tau blood. He spotted a misshapen footprint in a patch of mud.

Though he knew he was heading in the right direction, he couldn’t help but feel as though he was too slow in his chase. Damon continued to leave marks for Salmon and his mercenaries to follow, but he wondered if they’d even manage to trek at a fast enough pace 
to take advantage of them.

If he came upon the tau by himself, would it make sense for him to take the fight? His instincts screamed in warning at the question, but his heart and his fear for Bylia’s safety were resolute in the way they gave him courage.

The early hours of the morning passed uneventfully. The signs of the tau raiding party became fainter, to the point where he would occasionally doubt whether he was still on their trail. He took a break near midday, leaning against a tree and sipping generously from his waterskin.

Something tickled the side of Damon’s neck. He tried to brush it away and recoiled as his fingers brushed what felt like a thick, wriggling snake.

“Gah!”

His attempt at getting it off him only further entangled his arm within it. Damon relaxed as he recognized it was actually just a harmless and misleadingly thick vine. He let out a chuckle, acknowledging how his stress was beginning to affect his perception.

The vine wriggled again, and then began tightening around his neck.


CHAPTER 22

Damon’s hand darted toward his myrblade. A second vine gripped his arm by the wrist before he could pull the sword free from its scabbard. He blinked in disbelief, staring down at his chest, where more vines were firmly wrapping him, and then up into the branches above.

The tree he’d chosen to lean against had a face. A pretty, feminine face, despite seeming old and wizened from the grain of the wood composing it. It almost looked as though it had been carved into the trees bark, and it was slightly larger than a human’s in proportion, along with being much higher up along its thick trunk.

“Rovahn’s balls,” Damon muttered. “You’re… an oakmother?”

He stared in disbelief. He’d dealt with a fair amount of the magical, the strange, and the unexpected, but never in his life had he ever imagined encountering an oakmother. He still remembered them featuring heavy in the rhymes Malon used to sing for him and Vel when they were young. They were the stuff of fantasy and legends, not reality.

The vines lifted him off his feet and twisted him around, holding him at eye level with the oakmother’s serene face. Her eyes burst into a mesmerizing jade green glow, and her mouth began to move, though the sound of her speech seemed to emanate from the rustling leaves overhead.

“Worry not, little wanderer,” she purred. “Your death will be quick, and your blood will feed my roots.”

“Hold on!” he said quickly. “Mighty oakmother, wait just a moment! I’m sure it’s been a time since you’ve last had a guest, hasn’t it? May we speak for a while, first?”

“My words and knowledge would be wasted on you,” she purred. “You are not long for this world. Would it not be cruel to humor you in such a way?”

“Not at all!” said Damon. “If anything, it would give meaning to 
the last seconds of my existence.”

He flashed the oakmother a confident smile, desperately trying to recall Malon’s old rhymes and the information hidden within them. Oakmothers were forest spirits, born through an ancient curse that turned a woman who’d been unfaithful to her husband into a tree.

He couldn’t remember anything about their weaknesses or tendencies, but there was one detail that had stuck with him, likely due to its lurid nature. Oakmothers needed human men to reproduce. They had no way of accepting pollen from normal oak trees, and they were an exclusively female magical race.

“I can help you,” said Damon. “Might you be in need of, um, fertilizing an acorn?”

The hold of the vines slackened slightly, and the oakmother’s expression shifted in question. “You… are a male?”

“I am,” he said.

“Are you virile?” asked the oakmother. “Do the women among your towns and villages welcome you into their beds?”

“Sometimes,” he said.

The oakmother frowned.

“Most of the time, I mean!” he said, quickly. “Almost always. I’m virile, and I have lots of stamina and experience.”

“Have you produced children?”

He suspected he knew the answer she wanted to hear. “Several. I have to be careful about fertilizing women freely, given how potent my… uh… pollen, is.”

The oakmother seemed to consider his words. The vines holding him aloft gently began caressing him under the shoulders and along the inside of his thighs. That was probably a good sign.

“I may still need your blood for my growth afterward,” she purred.

“If a wise oakmother such as yourself wills it, then so be it,” he 
said. “Wise and beautiful. You have such full, comely lips, oakmother, and your eyes are breathtaking!”

“I… have a body,” she said. “I have taken virile men before, young wanderer. Do not think that your compliments will make my leaves fall into the wind.”

“I have something else that just might,” said Damon.

“Is that so?” she whispered. “You are bold for a human.”

“Show me your body, oakmother. Let me see what I’ll be fertilizing.”

Her eyes narrowed, but a tiny smile danced across her lips. Leaves rustled as a body formed from wood shifted into place across the front of the tree, just underneath her face. Two matching knots with small, oak bud nipples served as breasts.

Carefully twisted branches formed her limbs and hips, complete with small, youthful twigs for fingers. Young branches thick with leaves framed her face, forming hair. A small, smooth opening in between her thighs dripped with amber colored sap. She was positioned as though holding her legs open, despite the intensity of her intimidating facial expression.

It was a strangely arousing sight. Had she been a woman, she would have been gorgeous. But she wasn’t, not in any sense of the word. If Damon had stumbled across the lewd twisting of leaves and branches without knowing the truth behind it, the last thing he would have ever considered doing was sticking his cock in it.

Desperate times called for desperate measures.

“Well?” purred the oakmother. “Do you find this to your liking, young wanderer?”

“Absolutely,” he said, surprised by his genuine enthusiasm. “Would you release my arms to allow me to free my manhood, oakmother?”

She did it for him, deftly pulling down his trousers with her reaching vines. His cock was harder than he realized. He wondered if 
he was imagining the change in her expression as he showed it to her, or the way her branch thighs seemed to pull even further open.

“Come to me, then,” she whispered. “Fertilize my acorn, if you’re able.”

She drew him in closer with the vines, but then released him, at least partially. He had his arms free to reach out and take hold of the oakmother’s body. It felt a little like climbing a tree, though there was a subtle softness to the wood.

He pressed the tip of his cock against her strange, sappy womanhood, easing forward. His first thought was that there was simply no way it would ever fit, and as he began to make the attempt, his suspicion was all but confirmed.

The oakmother let out a low, leaf fluttering groan as he continued tapping his tool against the entrance of her tight cunt. Some of the sap oozed out onto him, which was pleasantly warm and incredibly sticky. Otherwise, nothing much else was happening.

“You’re… a little too tight for me, oakmother,” said Damon, trying not to sound worried.

“Why are you so big, young wanderer?” she cooed. “Here. Try again.”

More sap dripped from her curious opening. The detail was impeccable, but it was still a stationary hole of wood. Damon considered all the choices he’d made in life to lead him up to that point. If he’d somehow encountered the oakmother with Bylia still in tow, this was undoubtedly what her song would have featured.

He took a firm hold of the oakmother’s shoulders and decided to go for it a second time, praying the inviting sap would do enough to protect him from potential splinters. Lining his cock up with her tight, sticky hole, he slowly, but insistently began to thrust forward.

“True Divine,” he muttered, finally making it inside. “I mean… whoa.”

Her womanhood wasn’t actually solid wood beyond the outer skin, but something far more flexible, fleshy, and pliable. Damon 
sucked in the kind of breaths he was used to taking during intense sex after long dry spells.

He was still all but hanging from her shoulders, partially suspended by the vines. He let his hips swing back and forth, pumping into her with a bit more intention. There was a brusque contrast between her soft, sticky opening and the hard, wooden exterior. He cupped one of her wooden tree breasts, feeling ridiculous, but too horny to care.

Despite the oakmother’s soft, encouraging moans, it still felt a little like a one-man show. Her wooden body hardly moved. There was no warmth coming from most of it. Damon’s objective of finishing inside of her was the only thing which continuously spurred him on.

He recognized the lewd audacity of it. He was hanging from a tree, suspended as though climbing it, with his cock three quarters deep into her sappy womanhood. He thrust deeper, again surprised by the warmth and oozing stickiness. He kept thrusting, unable to stop himself as his pleasure pushed him into a full charge.

“Young wanderer!” moaned the oakmother.

“That’s it, oakmother,” he whispered. “Take it!”

He heard the leaves rustling wildly overhead as he surged beyond his limit. His seed felt as though it was being sucked out of him as he came, which might have actually been the case, he conceded.

The pleasure was both intoxicating and alerting. Slowly, Damon caught his breath and pulled his prick loose from the confines of the… tree. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to laugh or take a long, hot bath.

“You may continue, young wanderer,” said the oakmother. “Come visit me again soon.”


CHAPTER 23

Damon struggled to locate and follow the trail of the tau in the wake of his encounter with the oakmother. He found what he thought were the markings of their passage, except heading in different directions, as though the group had split in two.

The thought of flipping a coin on a decision that could cost Bylia her life unsettled him. Eventually, Damon opted for the path that seemed slightly more trodden. He assumed that the tau would keep their captives with the larger group and put his doubts out of mind.

He ate a quick lunch from his pack as he considered the situation. How deep would the tau lead him into the Malagantyan? Even the dangers he’d faced so far were nothing compared to the rumors he’d heard of the situation toward the forest’s northern and eastern edges.

There was also no guarantee that the tau weren’t planning on traveling further than that. He knew little about the monsters, be it their preferred resting grounds or their hunting range. He was chasing them blind, in a sense.

A rustling noise came from the underbrush to his left. Damon froze, his hand settling on the hilt of his myrblade. The tau were monsters, but they weren’t without good instincts. It was entirely possible they’d thought to leave rear scouts to watch their flank.

He waited until the sound came again before bursting into movement, drawing and swinging his weapon in a single, fluid arc. Metal chimed against metal as his stalker revealed herself from her place within the brush.

Ria looked well. She’d blocked his sword strike using the throwing dagger Damon had given her weeks earlier, though she still carried her spear across her back, along with her traveling pack.

She wore a tunic made from a leaf-based Rem fabric, pale green in color with tie strings across a gap along her chest that perfectly displayed her cleavage. Her dark hair hung to shoulder length, with 
the single stripe of silver tucked back behind one of her pointed ears.

“You are always of such extreme greetings,” she said. “There is a line between caution and paranoia, young Damon.”

“How was I supposed to know it was you?” he asked, pulling back.

“You are undone by your own point. It could have been anyone. An innocent traveler, or someone who you might not wish to make an enemy of.”

“Whatever. Point taken.” He sheathed his sword and shook his head.

He felt the weight of Ria’s attention as she looked at him, and then around the nearby area. She frowned, sliding her throwing knife into her belt and folding her arms.

“Malon contacted me through the dreamspell amulet,” she said.

“I figured as much. How did you find me?”

“She gave me details of your general location to work through,” said Ria. “You left quite the trail in your wake.”

“That’s intentional. Ria… My friend and I were attacked by tau. We eventually fled to a mercenary camp, but they attacked again and took her captive. I’m following their trail to the best of my ability and leaving signs for the mercenaries to follow.”

“Your friend
,” said Ria. “Malon told me of your songstress lover, Damon. Please do not try to obscure your relationship.”

She used a voice he remembered from when they’d been young, the one she’d so often used to talk down to him with. Damon did his best to keep from glaring or sounding irritated as he gave his reply.

“I’m not obscuring anything. We weren’t on the best terms before the last tau attack. Not that it makes a difference. I have to rescue her.”

Ria let out a lengthy sigh. “I was anticipating an easy task when Malon requested my help. My commitment was to simply lead you and the songstress out of the Malagantyan, not take on a tau raiding party.”

“Then go!” he snapped. “If you don’t want to be here, I don’t want you here.”

She fixed him with a glare and jabbed a finger into his chest. “Watch your tone, young Damon. If you disrespect me, I will not be of patience.”

He glared back at her for a moment that felt uncertain and dangerous before finally looking away. “Fine. Sorry. I would still appreciate your help, if you’re willing to give it.”

“Much better,” said Ria. “Are you certain that the monsters you fought were tau?”

“Absolutely certain.”

She exhaled through her teeth. “That is unfortunate. Tau are unpredictable and vicious.”

“I couldn’t agree more. I still don’t understand their motivation for taking her hostage. They also took one of the mercenaries. I can’t fathom what their plan is.”

“As I said, the tau are unpredictable.” Ria strode past him, running her hands along a tree with a small patch of disturbed bark.

She seemed to pick up on the trail Damon had been following within seconds and wordlessly began walking along it. He followed her, feeling much more reassured by her presence than he would admit out loud.

“How’s your quest been going?” he asked.

“Well enough.”

“I take it you’ve returned to being vague and secretive with me about your activities, then?”

Ria didn’t answer him, which hurt more than he would have expected. That door really had shut between them. He didn’t want to push her for answers, not when she was already risking her life to help him. To help him save another woman, no less.

“You are satisfied with getting no reply on this?” asked Ria.

“I’m not sure satisfied is the word I’d use, but I won’t stop you from keeping your secrets,” he said. “It’s not as though I can hold you down and pry them out of you.”

“There was a time when you seemed to think that you could,” she said stiffly.

“But we aren’t in that time anymore, are we, Ria?”

She ignored the question. They continued through the Malagantyan without saying much to one another, beyond what words they needed to exchange to confirm the trail they were tracking. It wasn’t a comfortable silence, but it wasn’t intolerable, either, despite the lingering tension and many unspoken feelings Damon still harbored.

He smelled the fires before he saw them in the distance. The trail they followed led in a direction that would bring them between two obvious plumes of smoke. The danger they posed was amplified by how close together they were. Under any other circumstances, Damon would have veered onto a different course without hesitation.

“We have to keep going,” he said. “I do, at least. I have to follow this trail before the wildfires erase it.”

“This is foolishness.” Ria’s eyes and expression were severe and disapproving.

“I’m not going to force you to come with me, but I have to keep going.”

“I will not abandon you, young Damon. If we must take this approach, let us proceed more quickly.”

They took off at a loping run, only stopping when they were in doubt in their tracking of the signs of the tau’s passage. Damon was reminded of the first time he encountered Ria after returning to the farmstead, when they’d snuck out during the night to face Shank alone.

They made quite the team when they were getting along. He wasn’t sure if that was entirely the case at the moment, but they were 
at least being civil to one another. It was a start, at least.

The smoke grew thicker as they continued forward, and the air began to taste dry and hot. Damon had to slow down after breaking into a fit of coughs. Ria waited for him, letting out an irritated hiss as she peered ahead of them.

“We cannot stay on this course,” she said. “The smoke will be too thick for us to even see the signs we are looking for.”

Damon swore under his breath. She was right, though admitting it felt a little like giving up on Bylia. He wouldn’t give up. The tau had stayed on an even bearing for the last few miles. If they looped around, it wasn’t unlikely that they might be able to find trace of them if they continued on that assumption.

“Fine,” he said. “But I’m simply going around the fires. I refuse to turn back.”

“This is an awful idea.”

“Then feel free to go your own way.”

She set her hands on her hips and glared at him, though she fell back into step as Damon continued forward. For a time, it did seem as though there might be another way around the main cluster of wildfires.

But only for a time. The smoke thickened ahead of the direction their new course led them in. The orange glow of the blazing fires didn’t just block their way forward, but cut them off from turning left or right, as well.

“The animals,” said Ria. “They have a sense for danger. We can follow them to safety.”

She gestured to a small red fox as it skittered by, heading in a direction which did look mostly clear of flames. Damon and Ria lumbered after it, holding it in sight for long enough to see it jump into a flaming bush and emerge with its tail on fire.

“Brilliant idea, Ria,” he said.

“As though you are of limitless wisdom,” she snapped. “We have 
to double back. This is senseless.”

“Not quite.” Damon drew his myrblade and began stepping toward the wall of flames that cut across the trees ahead. “Stay close to me.”

Ria hissed out her frustration, but she did as instructed and followed behind him. Sweat coated Damon’s palm as he considered his approach. For once, the innate cold of Myr’s enchantment was a relief, rather than a hindrance.

He focused his will and manifested the myrblade’s ice thorns. With a casual swing, he brought the sword through the flames, sending up a plume of humid steam and dousing the fire with surprising effectiveness. The forest on the other side was still untouched by the wildfire. Damon led Ria forward, and they began moving with speed.

He continued to rely on the enchantment each time the fire blocked their way, which seemed to happen every few feet as they pushed further and further forward. Damon eventually heard Myr let out a gasp, and then a groan.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Myr. “I’m running out of strength. I can’t keep manifesting my enchantment with so much power.”

He could feel her essence using the method Malon had helped him with. He’d known it was true even before she told him, but he’d been holding out hope that they would eventually emerge into the safety of a clearing, or stumble upon an offshoot river.

“The fires are behind us now, as well,” said Ria. “Damon… This is less than ideal.”

“This is a deathtrap,” he muttered. “I have one more trick up my sleeve. Myr, do you have enough to manage what I have in mind?”

He primed his intention into the sword, feeling her sense and respond to it.

“I think I should,” said Myr.

“We have no time,” said Ria. “What is your plan of escape?”

“We aren’t going to escape. We’re going to stay right here.”


CHAPTER 24

Ria seemed less than thrilled by Damon’s suggestion. She folded her arms, looking more irritated with him than afraid of the fast-approaching flames. The smoke was thick to the point where there was a good chance it would render them unconscious first. He knew he needed to move quickly.

“Step in closer to me,” he said. “As close as you can get.”

“What are you planning, Damon?”

He would have explained it to her, except he was still in the process of envisioning the exact details for himself. His accident with his myrblade a few days earlier had left him with ideas. It was possible to form the enchanted ice into specific shapes. It was, in fact, ideally suited to protect them from the encroaching wildfires if he could manage it correctly.

“Closer,” he said to Ria. He took her hand and pulled her until their bodies were in contact. “Also, try not to move.”

“If this does not work, I have a suspicion that we both will die.”

“Probably,” he said. “Seriously, though… don’t move.”

He stabbed his myrblade into the dirt, dropping down on one knee to better concentrate. He inched forward a little more and did his best to act like his nose wasn’t nearly nestled against Ria’s butt.

The fires completely surrounded them now, and the speed at which the flames spread through the underbrush was both fascinating and disconcerting. Damon focused his will, manifesting the ice outward through the sword’s tip, and then up.

It was a slower process than he’d expected, though he wondered if that was just due to how unfamiliar it was to him. Damon’s objective was to form a cocoon of ice around them, both to shield them from the flames and the thickening smoke.

The ice rose even with the level of Ria’s waist, which was over Damon’s head, as he was still down on one knee. He felt her step 
backward, pushing her butt briefly into his face, as the ice shell continued to rise and constrict their space.

“I cannot to decide whether this is ambitious, or patently ridiculous,” she said.

“It’ll work,” he replied.

He formed the rest of the cocoon, closing the top just as the sound of the fire crackling through the wood seemed to threaten to sweep over them. It was surprisingly bright within the contained shell. The flames gave off a significant amount of illumination which leached through the pale, partially translucent ice.

Damon stood up slowly, wriggling to fit himself in what little space remained in the top half of the cocoon. There was hardly an inch of space left in between his and Ria’s bodies. He pressed into her from behind, acutely aware of the contrast between her softness and warmth, and the cold touch of the shell.

“Hmph,” she muttered, a bit testily.

“What?” he snapped. “If you’ve got something to say, Ria, then come out with it.”

“I was just considering how badly you must have wanted this sort of power during your match against me in the tournament.”

Damon scowled, reflexively putting his hands on her hips. Ria wriggled as though to pull away, but of course, there was nowhere to pull away to.

“Leandra’s bush, Ria. You certainly do enjoy rubbing it in.”

“You are the one who demanded to know my thoughts, Damon. Perhaps you should keep your questions to yourself if you do not have composure toward the answers.”

“Do you really want to have this argument?” he snapped. “I don’t care about our fight anymore. I never wanted to fight you to begin with!”

“Do you have a point?”

“Quit treating me like I’m your rival.”

Ria snorted, shifting against him. His emotions were all over the place, and they seemed to feed into a strange, unwelcome sense of arousal. He was getting hard, despite the danger they were in, despite the fact that his cock would press right against Ria like an unsheathed dagger.

“You truly think this is how I treat my rivals?” She shoved her arm back, elbowing him in the ribs. “You fool.”

“This fool just saved both our lives.” He gripped her elbow, unconsciously thrusting his hips forward. “But please, don’t let that get in the way of your condescension.”

“When I condescend to you, young Damon, it is solely because of your own inability to understand what should be obvious.”

“What’s obvious, Ria?” he said, speaking into her ear. “I’m such a young child. I must need you to explain it to me, right?”

“You are pathetic,” she said through gritted teeth. She rolled out her shoulder, her body flexing against his. “You are without a single thought, sometimes. You are a young, respected, Merinian male. You feel aggrieved because you have a penchant for taking what you want without thinking and expecting it to work out. You understand nothing about what matters to me.”

Damon’s erection was fully realized. It fed into his anger and irritation. It was unfair and pointless, similar in so many ways to the recent developments in his relationship with Ria.

“Why do you have to be like this?” he asked. “I know how much the tournament meant to you. Not just to you, personally… but to your people. I get it, Ria. It’s the same with the quest you’re on for Kastet to reach out to the other Remenai clans. I understand how—”

Ria interrupted him with a mocking laugh. “Jad’s pity. You are such a complete and utter fool. You think that is what I was just talking about? My pride for my people?”

Damon hesitated, feeling suddenly unsure.

“You made a mistake, Damon, and you cannot even acknowledge it,” she said. “You cannot even see it. On the night after our match… 
where were you?”

“What does that have to do with… anything?” he asked. He realized the answer for himself even as the question left his mouth.

“I waited up for you,” she said softly. “I wanted to talk. To undo the damage that we both had inflicted on each other. To try to prove Malon’s ominous warnings to be misguided. I was up until the dawn waiting, and where were you?”

“I was—”

“With Velanor,” said Ria. “I am aware.”

Damon felt his focus flutter in response to the sudden shift of emotions within him. The ice shell melted, dowsing them both in near freezing cold water. The fires had come and gone, leaving their surroundings scorched, but temperate.

There was nothing for him to deny, nor to confirm. He’d never thought of their tournament fight like that, from Ria’s perspective. He’d been so quick to make himself into the victim, which he supposed he’d easily justified by the fact that he’d lost.

He’d fought with Ria, and then followed Vel to her room to fuck her that same night. What had he been expecting?

Ria seemed to have nothing else to say to him. Damon folded his arms, knowing she wouldn’t hear an apology from him as surely as he knew that he wouldn’t be able to give a satisfying one. He still loved Ria. How could he not? But he loved Vel, too. He doubted there was anything he could say about the situation that wouldn’t cut her.

“You did not freeze my pack within the ice shell,” said Ria testily. She prodded the charred and ashen ruin of what once had been her traveling bag with one foot.

“You should have kept it closer to you,” he countered. “We were in the middle of a wildfire, Ria.”

“The chainmail Princess Kastet gave me was in there,” she said.

Damon shrugged. “If you really cared about it, you would have 
been wearing it, instead.”

Ria scowled at him, and their argument continued for a while longer. Damon was fine with that. He would take bickering over lingering on heavy emotions.


CHAPTER 25

The ash bloom was, in Damon’s personal opinion, a thing of beauty. All of the nearby trees had been scorched down to the bark in places, with oak and maple bearing the scars of the damage, while blackwood and crimmor looked young and rejuvenated, suited for the fires as they were.

Ash, pollen, and fluffy seeds blew through the air. Ash and various strains of fire moss covered the ground to a layer nearly reminiscent of an early winter snow. The fires had passed by, but there was still an intense, ambient heat.

Damon and Ria traveled northeast, keeping as much of their original direction as they’d managed to preserve across the transformed landscape. The animals always fled during the Malagantyan wildfires, which left the charred forest strangely silent. No birds chirped. No squirrels or field mice scampered.

“Do you remember when we used to play in the ash, as children?” asked Damon.

He and Ria had said little to each other over the past hour. He could feel the tension slowly ebbing upward, and he wanted to at least attempt to bring it back under control.

“Aesta used to threaten to throw us in the lake if we got our clothes dirty,” he continued, in the face of her silence.

“That was long ago,” she said.

He let the memory drop. They continued pushing forward, leaving two obvious sets of footprints through the ash. It was frustrating for Damon to consider that, if the tau had been slightly slower, or if he and Ria had been slightly faster, they might still have a trail to follow.

A line of heavily scorched trees stood ahead of them like a half-finished fence. As Damon and Ria pushed through it, they entered an open clearing that had seemingly been spared from the fires outside of its edges.

At the clearing’s center, Damon could see a collection of ancient, Rem stone buildings, most of them far too ruined to ever be restored and inhabited. A larger, though equally ruined structure the size of a palace was visible in the far back, crumbled halfway down to its foundation.

“What is this?” muttered Damon.

“Kelos-Manyr,” said Ria. “It’s an ancient, long since abandoned, outpost village.”

“This was an outpost village?” asked Damon. “Everything’s built from Rem stone.”

“Does that surprise you?” Ria gestured to the small fires they could still see in places along the edge of the clearing. “The Remenai who live within the Malagantyan have little choice in what they use to build their permanent structures from.”

There was confidence in Ria’s voice, along with an undercurrent of pride. Damon let his intrigue prime another question.

“What was life like for the people here?”

Ria shrugged. “It is impossible to know for sure, but I can make a few guesses. Under the eyes of Jad, it was seen as a privilege to live in a place of material abundance like the Malagantyan. The villagers would likely follow the old way, with the men hunting for food, the women foraging, and decisions being determined through a communal vote.”

Damon was already drawing closer to the ruins, and he noticed the way Ria lagged slightly behind. He spotted something that made him draw in a quick breath as he reached the first ancient, crumbling building.

A scrap of colored fabric had been pinned underneath a rock in a manner which made it immediately stand out from the surrounding ground. Damon pulled it loose, recognizing it as a piece torn from one of Bylia’s skirts.

“They came through here,” he said. “Come on. We have to follow this!”

“Hold a moment,” said Ria. “I… did not mention the reputation this place has gained in recent years. It is said by many familiar with this area that several beings of wild magic have taken up residence within these ruins.”

“Bylia wouldn’t leave a sign like this by accident. The tau could very well be camped behind one of those ruined buildings. I have to search for her here.”

Ria scowled, but she followed him as he started to make his way forward. The ancient village was beautiful, despite obvious signs of decay and animal habitation.

Damon could see the craftsmanship that had gone into each building and its architecture. They passed by an ancient statue on its side, small flecks of paint suggesting its original color.

He kept his hand on the hilt of his myrblade, wary from Ria’s warning. Nothing jumped out to attack or curse them. There were, however, traces of footsteps where it was obvious that the ground had recently been disturbed. It matched with the trail they’d been following before the wildfire.

“There,” said Ria.

“Do you see them?”

“No,” she said, smiling. “An old fountain. It looks as though there’s still water within.”

She led him over to where the fountain sat in front of the majestic, palatial building which rose above the others. It was still active, and the water looked crystal clear. Damon was impressed, though not overly surprised, given how full he knew the aquifers underneath the region tended to be.

He glanced over at Ria, who’d already begun undoing the ties of her tunic.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Taking advantage of clean water where we find it.”

“We have more pressing priorities right now, Ria.”

“I do not,” she said. “Your failure to protect my pack has left me with only a single, ash-stained set of clothing. I am not going to pass up a chance to get clean.”

Damon sighed. “Fine. But be quick about it.”

Ria stared at him expectantly.

“What?” he asked.

“You are no longer of the people who have permission to watch me undress.”

He glowered at her. “I wasn’t going to… True Divine, you’re insufferable, sometimes.”

He made his way around to the other side of the fountain. The statue rising from the center of the water was a crumbling, unidentifiable ruin, but enough remained of it to at least block line of sight between them.

He decided that it made sense for him to bathe, as well, given he’d be waiting for Ria, regardless. He stripped his clothing off and slowly lowered himself into the cool water of the fountain.

It was far deeper than he’d first realized, with the water flowing in from an aqueduct on one side and exiting through a drain in the bottom with a broken grate. Damon shivered and sucked in a slow breath as the water reached his waist and partially shriveled a few body parts in that region.

He started scrubbing himself off and was nearly overcome by the urge to look over at Ria. When was the last time he’d seen her naked? They’d had sex during their trip to Avaricia, days before their match, but that had been in the dark and in secret.

He dunked his head, feeling a rush at the contrast between the cool water and the warm weather as he returned to the surface. A tiny whirlpool formed in front of him from the stirring of his movements through the water.

At least, that’s what he thought it was from. A gasp came from the other side of the fountain, just loud enough to be concerning.

“Damon,” called Ria. “We are not—”

She cut off abruptly, which was all the excuse Damon needed to hurry around to the other side. He made it around in time to see Ria wrapped in an embrace by a pale blue woman with webbed fingers and fin-shaped ears.

She was naked and voluptuous, with dark blue hair and nipples. As far as Damon could tell, the woman was a water nymph, a type of monster which he’d heard of in stories and seen in paintings, but never encountered in person.

Ria didn’t seem to enjoy being the object of the water nymph’s affection. The water nymph was kissing her, but from Ria’s open, terrified eyes, it wasn’t a pleasant experience. She tried to push the monster away only to have her hands ineffectually slide off slick shoulders.

He rushed toward them, prying his arms between their bodies and attempting to lever them apart. The water nymph held tight to Ria. Her mouth was like a sucker, and Damon was close enough to hear Ria’s muffled scream underneath the cover of the monster’s lips.

He remembered his myrblade and considered whether he could grab it quickly enough to make use of it. The water nymph twisted, wrestling Ria down into the fountain. What little resistance Ria had been managing to put up disappeared almost instantly as the monster began swimming downward with incredible finesse and speed.

Damon followed, diving after them with hurried movements. The water was eerily silent, though he could see plumes of panicked bubbles escaping Ria’s mouth. The nymph dragged her toward the drainage opening with the broken gate, which Damon assumed was where she’d arrived from to begin with.

Ria grabbed at the grate as the water nymph attempted to pull her through, hanging on for dear life, naked and nearly out of hope. Damon reached his arm out right as her grip faltered, grabbing her by the wrist.

He didn’t let go. He committed every ounce of grip strength he had to pulling Ria back toward the surface. Letting go simply wasn’t an option, and even as Damon felt his lungs began to burn, he squeezed as tightly as he could.

The stone bottom of the fountain was near his feet. Damon pushed off as though jumping upward, yanking Ria with him. She came loose from the water nymph’s grasp, and they both flailed in a desperate bid to get up before running out of breath.

Damon gasped as he finally broke the surface. Ria clung tight to him, her naked body pale and clammy, despite its natural tan. They sucked in greedy breaths and pulled themselves over the fountain’s side. The water seemed to weigh him down as he rose shakily to his feet.

The nymph came after them, surfacing near the center of the fountain and moving to stand in the shallower section along the edge. Damon started toward his clothing and sword belt, but the monster was quicker.

It attacked him this time, leaping like a cat committing to a pounce. The nymph tackled him around the chest and crashed backward onto the ground. He remembered how it had attacked Ria and did his utmost to keep his mouth away from hers.

He rolled, trying to wrestle her underneath him. Ria attacked from behind, grabbing at the water nymph’s hair and trying to pull her backward. It only seemed to put Damon in a more compromised position, stretched out on his back with the naked monster straddling his bare crotch.

“Ria!” he shouted. “My myrblade!”

He tried to push the water nymph back as she aggressively leaned forward, seeking his mouth with her lips. His hands groped her breasts more by accident then by attention. In truth, aside from her being so keen on killing him, she felt rather nice sitting where she was.

He imagined what Ria would say if she saw him getting an erection while fending for his life and tried to shake the arousal from his body. 
The water nymph racked back and forth, rubbing her slippery thighs along his length. Her body was cool to the touch, but silky soft.

Ria ran for his sword, tanned and lithe and bouncing in places. The water nymph leaned forward in an attempt to pry his lips open with her fingers. As she came back down, Damon felt an all too familiar wet, welcoming squeeze.

He groaned. Two monsters in one day. Whether he was unfortunate or lucky was less in the eyes of the beholder, and more in whether he managed to survive the current encounter.

The water nymph tried to give him another drowning kiss. Damon turned his face to the side, shielding himself with his cheek. He felt her hips begin moving and would have left, if he hadn’t suspected it would leave him vulnerable.

“Damon!” shouted Ria. “Keep your head and body down!”

He stayed flat. An instant later, the point of his myrblade thrust through the water nymph’s chest, right between her full breasts. A fair amount of water splashed out onto his face, but nothing else of consequence seemed to happen.

“The enchantment!” he shouted. “Don’t just, ah, stick it in her. Use the enchantment!”

“Jad’s folly!” swore Ria. “How? I do not understand of where the trigger is.”

He had to actively move his head to stay clear of the nymph’s searching lips. She was riding him faster now, apparently an entity with a generous appreciation for multitasking. Ria twisted the hilt of his myrblade, trying to widen the wound she’d inflicted, but it still seemed to make no difference.

“Like this!” he snapped.

He reached around, almost drawing even with the water nymph as he managed to set his hands over Ria’s on the hilt of the sword. The water nymph finally found her deadly kiss, but it was in the same instant Damon pushed his will into the myrblade.

Water flooded into his mouth, down his throat, and up his nose. In the same instant, the myrblade’s ice enchantment began freezing the monster from the inside out. The nymph thrashed, throwing herself sideways and taking the weapon with her.

She was frozen solid by the time she struck the ground. Her body broke into chunks of ice that were so uniform and flawless that they were impossible to discern from the kind of ice they might have found across the surface of the lake in the winter.

Damon coughed up water, slowly catching his breath in the moments that followed. He stretched out on his back, aware and rather embarrassed by the fact that he had an erection that would be impossible to hide.

“That was… closer than it should have been,” said Ria.

She was still just as naked as he was. Damon couldn’t stop himself from staring at her as he rose to his feet. Ria was tall and tanned and beautiful, but most of all, she was sure of herself. Even now, she could meet his gaze with that raw intensity that made him know he’d be the one to look away first.

“Twice in one day,” he said.

“What?”

“There was… an oakmother, earlier,” he said. “I managed to fend her off, but she had a similar sort of interest in me.”

“You are too much, Damon,” she said. “Come. I see little reason for us to stick around here, no?”

She raised an eyebrow as she asked that question, still naked and hardly making an effort to cover herself. Had she been anyone else, he might have answered playfully. But it was Ria he was dealing with, and he wasn’t interested in testing her mood.

“No,” he said. “Let’s keep moving.”


CHAPTER 26

They continued through the ruins of Kelos-Manyr without further incident. Damon’s relief was immeasurable when they managed to once again locate the trail of the tau leading back into the forest on the other side.

He and Ria followed it until the sun had set and travel through the trees became cumbersome and plodding. She suggested they take advantage of a spot to camp for the night, and Damon agreed, despite still feeling an urgency to go after Bylia.

He passed Ria the food supplies while he set up his tent and bedroll. They weren’t exactly flush with food, and Damon considered if they might need to take a detour into foraging if they still hadn’t overtaken the tau raiding party by the end of the next day.

“We are not sharing a bedroll tonight, Damon,” said Ria.

“I didn’t assume we would be,” he replied. “You don’t have to announce it with that kind of tone.”

“I have no tone in my voice,” growled Ria.

“Rovahn’s balls,” muttered Damon.

“I have already come near to dying to be of help to you on this journey. You have no right to be questioning my tone.”

“You almost died because you wanted to bathe in the mysterious, nymph cursed fountain!” Damon folded his arms and glared at her. “You aren’t always right about everything, Ria. You have a bad habit of accusing me to deflect from your own guilt.”

“Are you trying to pick a fight with me?”

It was a valid question. Damon exhaled through his nostrils and shook his head.

“I’m not picking a fight, I just… have things I need to say to you, too. I tried to warn you before our match in the tournament about how we might hurt each other in unexpected ways, which we clearly did, in the end. You brushed off my concern like we were already 
opponents.”

“You should have fought harder then, if you were so worried about being hurt.”

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about!” he snapped. “You act like you’re so mature and wise, but really, you’re just arrogant and headstrong.”

He glared at her, and she jutted her chin out toward him, getting into his face.

“You are a barking dog,” she said. “You expect me to react to every pitiful whine and snarl you have toward the cruelty of the world?”

“You don’t care about anyone but yourself, Ria,” he said, nearly shouting. “You really think I’m the only one who’s noticed it?”

“Cry harder about that which you cannot change.”

“I don’t want to change you, Ria. I just want you to shut up so we can make it through the night.”

She gave him a triumphant and goading smirk. “The truth is too much for your ears, then?”

“There’s a difference between true words and poisonous ones.”

“You speak like a coward.”

His anger boiled over, and he shouldered her out of the way as he passed. “This coward is going to be sleeping on a soft bedroll in a warm tent tonight. You can sleep on the grass.”

He wriggled into his tent, aware that he was far from tired under the weight of his heated emotions.

“That tent belongs to Malon, not to you,” snapped Ria. “You have no more right to it than I do!”

She tried to follow him in. Damon kicked her in the shoulder lightly, though it took an effort to hold back. She caught his ankle and pulled herself deeper into the tent, shoving him as their bodies came into close contact.

“Get out of my tent!” he shouted.

He couldn’t remember being so angry with her before. He seized her by the shoulders and tried to lever her toward the tent’s opening. He was heavier and physically stronger than she was, but Ria was determined not to go without a fight.

“This is how you thank me for helping you in your time of need?” she demanded.

Damon felt her attempt to knee him in the crotch. Her aim wasn’t true, thankfully, but it still sent a stab of pain through the inside of his thigh. He snarled and took a fistful of Ria’s hair, not yanking on it, but pulling hard enough to make the threat clear.

“You want me to thank you, Ria?” he asked. “Is that it? You want me to grovel and plead for your help?”

“Perhaps you should. Clearly, you are unworthy of it.”

“Fine!” he said. “Thank you, Ria, for being such a complete and utter bitch in an already strained situation.”

He saw the look on her face and went in for the kill. Tightening his fingers in her hair, he pulled her face to his and kissed her. It only lasted for an instant, and he let go of her immediately after, confident it would be enough to send her out of the tent in a fury.

“You would dare to kiss me?” she hissed. She made no move to leave the tent, instead glaring at him as though she thought it would be enough to make him back down.

“It’s my tent,” he said, reaching for her hair again. “I do what I want in it.”

Ria shifted her head out of his reach. “It is not your tent, you foolish ass!”

She grabbed him by the scruff of his shirt. Damon grabbed her by the hips. He kissed her again, though it seemed she was the one searching for it, this time. She bit his lower lip hard as it ended.

“You are an entitled Merinian bastard,” she said.

“And you’re an arrogant Remenai tramp,” he said. “You want to 
insult me, Ria? I’ll insult you right back!”

“Give it back to me then, you child.”

“Take it back, you stupid—”

She pulled his hair, which caught him off guard, and then kissed him, almost matching what he’d done earlier, move for move. Damon was still fuming, but his anger was undergoing a strange transformation. He wanted to put Ria in her place… badly.

He started tugging at her clothing, yanking near hard enough to cause tears. It was petty and dumb, driven more by an urge to exert his dominance. To demean her within the moment as retaliation for all the hurtful things she’d said to him.

She beat him to it, pulling his tunic up and over his head so roughly that her fingernails scratched his back. Damon swore under his breath and roughly tugged her leggings down, scoring a double prize as her girlshorts slid down, too. He slapped her hard on the bare ass.

“You are insufferable!” She retaliated, scratching him nearly hard enough to draw blood across his shoulder.

“Ow!” cried Damon.

He caught her wrist and shifted to pin it against the bedroll. Ria glared at him. He kissed her again, feeling her greedily kissing him back and biting his lip again. She needed a lesson, and he didn’t care anymore. He was going to make sure she got it.

He pulled his hard cock out and pressed it between her legs without giving himself time to think or her time to react. He expected it to be a rough, dry entry into her womanhood, but she was wet, easily as aroused as he was, if not more so.

“Ah!” cried Ria. “You…”

“That’s right, Ria!” He smiled, showing his teeth as he groped her breasts and started thrusting. “You wanted it? Here it is!”

“You… dirty Merinian lecher!” she said, voice lacking strength.

“I can feel how wet you are,” he said. “You can call me all the 
names you want while you take my cock.”

He kissed her neck and thumped into her, pounding her body into the bedroll with each hard, punishing thrust. Ria gasped, glaring at him with increasingly glazed over eyes.

“You… think I… want your…” She shuddered and slapped a hand down on the ground, fingers splayed. “…pathetic…mmm.”

“You want it bad, Ria,” he whispered into her ear, slowing down. “So bad.”

She twisted her head, letting her teeth gently bit the side of his neck before kissing him there. Their mouths met, and there was a glorious instant of peace between them as they kissed and responded honestly to each other’s sexual hunger.

“Horny pervert,” whispered Ria.

“Forest tramp.”

She dug her fingers into his back and tried to twist sideways. Damon kept thrusting, but the aggression came back into their movements. It was as much wrestling as sex, each caress paired with a power struggle or push.

Ria gained the advantage after he let his guard down in an attempt to free her breasts from her tunic. She twisted, pinning him on his back on the bedroll, and took hold of his cock with one hand, holding it as though threatening to snap it in half.

He reached for her head, intent on getting his member into her mouth. Ria slapped his hand away and slid forward, straddling him and positioning his manhood between her thighs. She slid downward, taking him back inside her lane, and began to ride with rough, rocking movements.

“That’s it,” he said. “Who’s the horny—”

Ria clamped her hand down over his mouth. “Not another word. You aren’t the only one who can… mmm… take control.”

He would have mentioned that he was letting her have that control, but it seemed pointless. He wondered if it mattered. She was 
riding him. It felt incredible, and it brought back so many memories of their secret, illicit romance. But even still, she had a smug smile on her face he couldn’t simply ignore.

He surprised her as she started to get into it, yanking one of her legs sideways and flipping her back underneath him. Ria let out a hiss and rolled onto her stomach, but he was fine with that. He seized her by the hips, pulling her up on all fours and entering her from behind.

“Oh!” cried Ria. “Jad’s… mercy.”

“No mercy for you today, Ria,” he whispered. “You asked for this!”

He heard her attempt to babble a reply, but it was lost in between lusty moans. Damon rode her hard, spearing his cock forward and taking full advantage of the cushion of her butt. Ria could be such a pain, so obnoxious and irritating and arrogant.

She cried out in sharp pleasure as a shudder ran through her. Damon spanked her ass and fucked her harder, working up a sweat as he pounded out a rhythm body against her body.

“Yeah,” he whispered. “Take my cock, Ria. You’re so tight… such a nice… mmm.”

He felt himself approaching his limit. His hips moved on their own, deep in the eternal loop of sexual pleasure. He only barely managed to remember the situation in time to keep from making a mistake.

He pulled out and grunted, spraying his seed between and underneath Ria’s thighs, rather than into her hot womanhood. He was sweaty and spent, and he gently caressed her hair at the back of her neck, feeling a little ridiculous for how intense he’d let himself get.

“I was wondering if you would remember Malon’s rule,” whispered Ria. “I almost thought you would break it this time.”

“I almost thought I was going to,” said Damon.


CHAPTER 27

Damon frowned at the state of his bedroll, which he’d soiled with his sticky seed. He and Ria shifted off it to flip it over, though it was only really a temporary solution. He’d have to wash it once they got back. The thought made him consider Bylia, along with Malon and Vel. The complications seemed endless.

“This changes little between us, Damon,” said Ria as they lay down next to one another.

“I’m aware,” he said.

In truth, he could already feel a change that seemed to contradict her at least partially. A huge portion of the lingering tension between them had dissolved. He felt as though he could speak to her again, perhaps not in the same way they did during their previous romance, but still more openly than they had been.

“After our match in the tournament, I thought you were… done with me,” he said. “I got this idea in my head that you respected my strength, and that when you won, you were disappointed by my weakness.”

Ria snorted. “I have always known that I was stronger than you, Damon.”

“When it’s raining, maybe.”

“You mistake my point.” She rose onto her side, resting her head on a propped-up elbow. “I never doubted I would win that match. But being in combat with you, and seeing how determined you were to win. Realizing how much pain I needed to inflict on you, as well. It was very…”

She trailed off, as though unable to find an appropriate word choice.

“It was awful on both sides, I can assure you of that,” he said.

“I am sorry,” she whispered. “Causing you pain hurt me as well. I thought afterward that showing you pity or even concern might 
cause pain in its own way. I knew you were right about what a bad idea fighting each other at full strength had been, as well. But I did not accept it. I could not admit it then.”

“It’s alright,” he said. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry for what happened with Vel.”

Ria quirked her mouth sideways. “It is not the essence of you bedding her that bothers me, more so the timing.”

“Really?”

“Answer me this. Who do you love more? Me, or Velanor?”

Damon shook his head. “What kind of question is that? I love you both equally, just in different ways, and for different things.”

“Exactly,” said Ria. “That is the only answer I would ever accept from you on that question.”

He stared at her, wondering if she even realized how much hearing her say that meant to him. He leaned forward, brushing a strand of hair out of her face and seeking a kiss.

She turned her head, giving him her cheek in place of her lips. “You misunderstand me, Damon. I have learned from the time we spent together as lovers. Malon was correct in her warnings to us.”

“She… wasn’t completely wrong,” he said. “But maybe this time around it might be different.”

“Even your own words lack conviction,” said Ria. “No. We will not be as we were, though I am still glad we shared this moment. We needed this to clear the air, if nothing else.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “Any chance the air might need more cleaning come morning?”

She flashed him a humorless smile. “Are you not on a quest to rescue another woman you care for right now?”

The mention of Bylia sobered his passion. She was right, though in truth, it was a hard to feel guilty for having sex with Ria after the way Bylia had used her song to strike at him. He decided to worry about settling matters with her after saving her.

“I do appreciate your help, Ria,” he said. “Here’s to hoping it rains tomorrow.”

She let out a tired groan of agreement and snuggled up against him. Damon started to pull her into an embrace, but her eyes flicked open and narrowed.

“As I said, we are not sharing a bedroll tonight, young Damon,” she whispered.

“Seriously?”

“One of us needs to keep watch. Wake me in a few hours, and we will switch off.”

It was annoying, but he knew she was right. Damon found his trousers and slid out form the tent, posting himself up against a nearby tree to keep an eye out for a tau ambush.

***

They set out shortly after sunrise the next morning. The tau trail was more obvious than it had been during the early sections of the journey, and the going was straightforward. He and Ria were comfortable around each other again, and she made for an alert and agreeable traveling companion.

The tau had remained on the same general bearing since they’d first raided the mercenary camp. Damon knew they were beginning to draw close as he saw signs of multiple passages by the monsters through the forest, recent, but older paths and cleared branches, as well.

“Damon,” said Ria, setting a hand on his shoulder. “We are getting close. I hope you are… prepared, for how this might go.”

“I’m prepared for a fight,” he said.

“That is not what I mean.” She frowned and glanced away. “You know of how the tau are. I was surprised to hear that they took prisoners in the first place. It is not unlikely that your lover may be
—”

“She’s alive,” he said, cutting her off. “She has to be.”

It was midday when Ria gestured for him to slow to a stop instead of pushing out of the tree cover at the top of a hilly clearing. They sank down on all fours and peered out at the sight which awaited them further ahead.

The tau were camped in the clearing in number. There were at least fifty of them, a significant portion of the ones who’d attacked the mercenary encampment. Damon’s heart nearly burst with relief when he caught sight of both Bylia and Reef, arms and legs tied with vine rope, but otherwise unharmed.

They were under direct guard, which made sense. The clump of tau representing the majority of their group toward the other edge of the clearing weren’t doing anything to them, at least not at a glance.

They were statue still, but in a disorderly grouping, like wood carvings set across a table. Damon’s brow furrowed as he continued watching them and saw almost no sign of life or activity.

“Is that normal tau behavior in between their hunts?” he whispered.

Ria shook her head. “It is rather strange. Perhaps we can take advantage of it.”

“How should we approach?”

She gave him a humble smile. “You are the powerful one today, young Damon. Tell me how best to support your strengths, and I will follow.”

He nodded, appreciating Ria’s vote of confidence, but also wishing the weather could have been more suited for her tempesting magic. The larger portion of the fighting would fall to him, without it.

“I’ll drop in on them from there,” he said, gesturing. “You move in to cover my flank once I’ve done the initial damage. Be mindful of where you approach from. I’m not entirely accustomed to the length of my myrblade with the ice thorns manifested.”

“I will stay at least a spear length off,” said Ria, pulling her weapon loose from where it hung across her back.

Damon nodded. He smiled at her, tempted to go for a kiss. It felt as though it would be a little too much, even after the previous night. He set his pack down next to where Ria had left hers and gently touched her hand as he passed by, instead, following the edge of the forest around to where the trees encroached on the tau’s encampment.

Damon’s plan was, quite literally, to drop in on the tau. A tall tree with several long, overhanging branches gave him the perfect point of entry. He climbed slowly, aware how easily an accidental fall or snapped twig might give his position away.

Most of the tau still seemed blissfully unaware to their surroundings. It would be ideal for his rescue if they stayed that way when he launched his ambush. Even if they were only a few seconds slow to react, he was fairly certain he could inflict massive damage with his myrblade, given the opportunity.

“You ready for this?” he whispered to Myr.

“Rested and ready,” she replied. “I won’t fail you.”

He began moving out over the branch. It would let him drop into the center of the strangely still group of tau. His plan was high risk, high reward. He was counting on being able to get at least a few swings in before being mobbed. If the tau did surge to attack him immediately, he was done.

He spotted Ria lying in wait. She gave him a tiny nod. Damon made sure his grip on his myrblade was true and leapt off the branch, dropping a good fifteen feet before landing in motion.

Manifesting the ice thorns along and around his sword took only the slightest attention of will. His myrblade became twice its normal length and several times wider, with each of the curling, tusk-like thorns adding an extra, razor sharp and cold, enchanted point.

The tau around him made a noise of surprise in eerie unison. Damon swung his myrblade in a circular arc, cleaving through the 
five tau nearest to where he’d landed in under a second. The result was overwhelming. The ice thorns didn’t just do damage but froze whatever they made contact with.

Arms and heads sheered from bodies like sheep’s wool in harvest. Even the slashes that didn’t sever body parts left long, icy slashes that dropped the monsters to the ground.

The tau had begun to react, though in a slow, rather uncertain manner. Damon heard Ria’s footfalls rushing into the fight from their original point of approach. He spun, slamming his myrblade into a tau in the middle of a leaping attack. It took the monster full in the abdomen, shattering it into tiny bits of ice only barely resembling a once living creature.

There was a lot of chaos and a lot of snarling as he and Ria began to fight back to back. Reaching Bylia and Reef would likely mean slaying all of the tau, or at least forcing them off. Damon shot a look in the direction of the two Merinian women to confirm that they were still safe.

The giant tau who he’d first seen during the attack on the mercenary camp had apparently come out from wherever it had been hiding. It was a dangerous looking specimen, taller than both Damon and Ria, with blazing eyes and a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth.

Damon cut down another two of the nearby tau, noticing something as he turned his attention back toward the giant. Its tongue was wrong, not in shape, but in color. It was glowing, and he didn’t need to know much about tau anatomy to know that their tongues were not supposed to glow.

“Jad’s teeth,” hissed Ria. “The oversized one has a crest on its tongue.”

Damon didn’t have time to think about the implications of that before more of the monsters were upon him. The stiffly postured tau had organized themselves into a singular fighting force. The change in their behavior and tactics was stark.

He and Ria fought side by side, turning and stepping in a manner 
that kept the tau from surrounding them. The giant loomed over the others as it made its way across the grass.

It seemed to be engaged in what the tightly packed group of tau was doing, as though he was directly in control of them. The way the crest mark on the giant’s tongue pulsed in time with their movements made Damon think that it was no coincidence.

He swung his myrblade in a side slash, aiming for the core of the group of tau. His strikes against the monsters earlier had been obvious, almost lazy, and no less effective because of it. This time, the tau dodged with a shocking amount of coordination, some dropping low while others hopped back to put themselves out of range.

Ria deflected a leaping tau with her spear, spinning to thrust the tip through its chest. Damon severed the arm of another, though the way the limb shattered kept it from being a disabling blow.

Three of the monsters attacked him at once, one head on and the other two from either side. Damon slashed at the one on the left, only realizing the trap after he’d committed to the attack. The other two lunged forward, seizing on the opening.

“Look out!” Ria threw herself to defend him, slamming one of the tau away with the butt of her spear. The second found her with its mouth, sinking its teeth into her forearm. She let out a furious, hissing cry.

It wasn’t a major injury, judging from the amount of blood, but Ria began to waver on her feet within seconds of it being inflicted. Damon cleaved through a few of the tau moving in tandem, forcing the group back.

He could see Bylia and Reef across the encampment. Bylia was screaming, and both women were in the arms of the tau, being carried off into the forest and whatever fate the monsters had in store for them.

Damon let out a furious, wordless shout as he stared at the giant tau from where it conducted the battle at range. The main group of monsters he’d been doing battle with was retreating, though not with 
urgency. He was being watched, evaluated by his opponent, on what he’d do next.

Ria was down on one knee beside him. Her breathing was unsteady, and a single glance into her dilated pupils was enough to confirm that she’d taken a dose of poison from the tau’s bite. Damon had heard of that before in passing, though most people with firsthand experience of being bitten by tau didn’t live to tell the story.

He had a choice to make. He could go after the tau and save Bylia and Reef, or he could get Ria to safety. It was no real choice at all, and Damon could only wonder if he should feel a certain amount of shame over that fact.

He sheathed his sword as he saw the last of the nearby tau pulling out of range, and then picked Ria up in his arms and headed for cover.


CHAPTER 28

Damon carried Ria on his back, moving slowly and carefully, but aware of how close the tau still were. If the giant tau had any sense, the monster would send out a few stalkers to watch them, if not seek an ambush. Damon stopped to listen every few minutes, only continuing when he was satisfied by the forest’s relative silence.

Ria was unconscious and clearly in a bad state. She was foaming at the mouth, and bits of slobber soaked through the shoulder of Damon’s tunic. He was terrified that by the time he found somewhere for them to rest, he’d set her down to find she was already dead.

A fallen tree across an old creek bed was the best he could find for them on such short notice. Damon only bothered to take his bedroll out before lying her down across it. He wiped her face, dressed her injury with a bandage, and gently tried to wake her.

“Ria,” he whispered. “Hey. Hang in there.”

Her eyes flickered open, but she didn’t seem to see him. She groaned, and a shiver ran through her. Damon felt her forehead, frowning at how hot she was.

He needed Malon’s help. She knew more about treating poisons than anyone. Damon pulled on the dreamspell amulet she’d given him and tried to get comfortable against the fallen tree trunk.

The reality of how difficult falling asleep under pressure could be wasn’t lost on him. It almost felt as though trying and making the effort to slow his breathing was counterproductive. The sun hadn’t even set. His body wasn’t ready to fall asleep, and his mind was anything but relaxed.

He didn’t have time for this. He clenched his teeth in frustration, wondering if perhaps he could knock himself out somehow, induce unconsciousness through means other than natural sleep. The answer came to him almost instantly when he began to consider the situation from that perspective.

He patted Ria down, finding the second dreamspell amulet that 
Malon had given her and putting it around her neck. Ria would know that she was in danger. She would think of Malon, if not in an attempt to reach out to her, then out of the normal reflex of a seta seeking comfort from her aesta.

He shifted her head into his lap and gently stroked her hair. She was still drooling. He wiped some of that away with his thumb, suppressing his helplessness and worry. She’d gone so far out of her way to help him, even with them being on such bad terms. It was impossible to understate just how much she loved him.

“Mmm…” groaned Ria. “Forage… herbs.”

“I’m listening,” Damon whispered. “Which herbs, Ria?”

He spoke quietly, not wanting to accidentally wake her and spoil Malon’s advice. Ria’s lips began moving a few seconds before she actually started to speak true words.

“Glisterwort,” she whispered. “Parshbloom… scrum berry… saskin root.”

He’d heard of most of them, and he recognized the specific medicinal properties of scrum berry. Malon used its juice as a salve for rashbane sores. He wondered if Malon knew exactly what the remedy for tau poison was, or if she’d just given him a list of likely candidates.

“I can recognize most of those, but what’s saskin root?” he whispered. “How do I find it?”

Ria stirred and then relaxed again. Damon waited for more than a minute, long enough to start worrying that the connection to Malon had been lost.

“Green… stem,” whispered Ria. “Curly head.”

He didn’t waste time. As much as he hated leaving Ria alone in such a vulnerable state, he had no choice. The sun was fading fast, and he doubted she’d survive the night without treatment.

He carefully shifted her down onto the bedroll and began searching the nearby forest. Foraging for herbs under pressure, with 
the life of a loved one on the line, was about as stressful as anything could be.

He found himself cursing his preparations and wishing he’d thought to bring some of Malon’s alchemy tonics along with him. Though, he had to acknowledge that it would have been impossible to predict this outcome days earlier.

His task was made even harder by the recent wildfires. There wasn’t much common plant life in general, let alone the specific types he was looking for. The parshbloom and scrum berry were the first two he found, growing side by side in quantities enough to make gathering them easy.

The shadows were approaching long and oppressive levels by the time he found the glisterwort, pulling the tiny, flowering nubs loose from the earthen patch. He began searching for the saskin root, frantically pulling up a few potential candidates that didn’t quite fit Ria’s description.

When he found it, the distinctive, spiraling green flower made it obvious that he had the right plant. He carefully extracted the roots and hurried back to where he’d left Ria. There was no time to attempt to query Malon about what the preparation involved.

He simply crushed everything up and mixed it well with a portion of water in his travel bowl. After that, he held the concoction to Ria’s lips and hoped she could do the rest.

“Drink,” he whispered. “This probably isn’t going to taste good, but you have to drink it. Please, Ria.”

He gently worked her mouth open and started pouring the remedy in. He stopped as she spit some of it up, not wanting to waste even a single drop. Her face still felt hot, and her brow was damp with sweat.

“Swallow it, Ria. It might not taste good, but it’ll help.”

She let out a quiet groan, but she opened her mouth a little further. Her neck muscles moved as she forced herself to swallow. He brought her some water as soon as the tonic was down, slowly 
feeding her single sips until she sighed and turned her head to the side.

She seemed to begin to fair better within a period of two or three minutes. Damon suspected it might be simple projection on his part, recognizing how much giving Ria the potion had soothed his own anxiety.

Though in truth, his nerves were still far from settled. He’d gone to a dark place while desperately searching for the herbs. He’d made the mistake of picturing Malon and Vel’s faces if he came back after letting her die.

It would be the end of anything resembling peace and happiness. It would be the end of their family. Damon couldn’t imagine him and Malon and Vel ever being able to get over Ria’s death. The thought left him feeling vulnerable, but also lucky, in a strange sort of way.

His life was flush with people whom he loved and cared about. People who brought joy to his very existence. People whom he felt the need to make an effort for and show up at his best. The trouble always seemed to come from what it took to keep them safe.

Ria’s head was still in his lap. He could feel her sleepy, steady breathing. He gently stroked her hear, touching her ears a bit. The points fascinated him as much as an adult as they had back when they were young, though he was far less willing to admit it to anyone. It just sounded weird to say out loud.

“Thank… you,” muttered Ria.

He smiled, feeling the deep affection in her words. “Don’t mention it. I was acting on aesta’s advice. Remember when she used to play healer for all our sunburns and scraped knees? It was so much simpler back then.”

She didn’t say anything. Damon ran his thumb over a lock of her hair. She smelled faintly of flowers, ash, and sweat.

They did share the bedroll that night. He carefully shifted Ria down and then, in reverse of the usual order, set up the tent over her. The wistful clouds obscuring the stars and ghost moon didn’t 
promise rain, but they did open the door for it. He lay next to Ria, holding her against him in a protective embrace.

He just wanted her to be alright. He wanted to take care of her, to the best of his ability. It was a relatively recent impulse, but one born from old feelings. Damon felt as though he was growing into a part of himself as a man, an aspect of his being that was close to his core.

He still held Ria as he fell asleep.


CHAPTER 29

“Inside, solas,” said Malon. “I told you to play in the shade, if you could help it. You aren’t so tan as to be immune to sunburns.”

Damon rolled his eyes. “It’s not that bad.”

Malon sighed and poked a finger into his shoulder, which was enough to elicit a wince and a hiss of pain from him. He knew she meant well, but he was almost thirteen, past the point of having his aesta baby him over a sunburn.

“Lay down on your bed, and I’ll put the salve on you,” she said.

“I can put it on myself.”

“And I would let you, if I trusted that you actually would,” she said sternly. “Next time, try taking my advice more seriously from the start.”

He scowled but didn’t let her see it. Vel was absorbed in one of the charcoal tracings she’d taken to doing over the back patterns of seashells, humming a familiar song as she scribbled away on her parchment. Ria was probably off in the forest again, getting into her own trouble.

He stretched out across his stomach on his bed, listening for his aesta’s footsteps as she entered his room. She sat down next to where he was lying and set about warming the salve between her hands before pressing her fingers gently across his sunburned flesh.

“There,” she said. “That’s not so bad, is it.”

He didn’t answer her, feeling strangely annoyed and embarrassed, for reasons he couldn’t quite place. He’d heard some of the older boys and younger men in Morotai his age talk about how pretty Malon was. It irritated him to consider whether some of them would have jumped at a chance to have his aesta rubbing ointment salve on them.

“You’ve been so distant lately, solas,” she said. Her hands moved over his shoulders, gliding downward as she spread the salve across 
his upper back.

“I’ve… just been thinking,” he said.

“About what?”

It wasn’t as though he could just come out and tell her. Life on the farmstead was so slow and routine, borderline stifling for someone his age. He’d heard some of the other teenage boys in Morotai talking about leaving town, heading into the cities along the coast in search of adventure and work.

“You can tell me anything, solas,” she whispered. “Or nothing. It’s up to you. I won’t force you.”

She was guilting him, and Damon almost succumbed to it. He took a breath, feeling her hands slide lower, moving across the sides of his abdomen. She let her thumbs trace over the muscles of his back, and a few were much sorer than he’d realized.

“It’s as I said,” he muttered. “I’ve simply being thinking a lot. About the farmstead and… my future.”

“Ah.” Malon’s hands froze for a moment before she continued rubbing in the salve. “That’s… perfectly normal, solas.”

He felt as though the silence belonged to him as she continued her slow massage, but he had nothing else to say. It wasn’t as though he’d worked out every detail of what the future would hold, just the fact that it would lead him away from his home, and away from his aesta.

Her fingers slid lower, briefly touching the top edge of his trousers. She let her fingertips slide into the waistband ever so slightly, which sent an odd flutter through him. Damon wanted to be honest with her so badly, but he was afraid of how she’d react if he told her he planned on leaving.

“I’ve dreamed of this day, too, you know,” she whispered. “It was one of the last times we truly spoke before you left.”

Her words echoed in his mind for a long moment before finally making sense to him.

“I’m dreaming,” he said. “I also forgot to take the amulet off.”

“The situation has settled down, then?” asked Malon. “Is Ria out of danger?”

“She seems to be,” said Damon. “The antidote you helped me brew greatly reduced her symptoms.”

“I’m so relieved,” said Malon, with a sigh.

She kept massaging him. Damon felt no shift in his body, but he was aware that he’d returned to his adult form within the dream as soon as he’d become lucid. He felt more than a little silly, as he was still lying in his childhood bed, with the colorful quilt and his old cotton-stuffed troll doll.

“I regret not being honest with you back then,” he said. “Before I first left home.”

Malon was quiet for a moment, though she continued to press her thumbs into the muscles of his back. “I felt such a range of different emotions when I realized that you’d run away, solas. I was worried, of course, but also angry. I kept imagining how I’d yell at you and the punishment I’d dole out once I finally… brought you back.”

“Aesta…” He was still turned onto his front and was glad that she couldn’t see his frown.

“It neared obsession, for a while. I was checking for you in Morotai almost every day and sending Ria out to search the forest. I did find you after a few weeks, once I expanded my search out into Veridan’s Curve.”

“You did?”

“I did,” she said, smiling. “I saw how well you’d fallen in with your troupe, and it made me feel as though perhaps… I’d played my role already. That it might be time to let you go. I still hoped you’d come back, but I wanted it to be a choice of your own, rather than at the demand or guilting of your aesta.”

“And I did come back,” he said. “Eventually.”

He rolled over, setting his hand atop Malon’s. He brought her 
knuckles to his lips and kissed them.

“I never stopped expecting my sweet little boy,” she whispered. “But you came back as a man, solas.”

“My humblest apologies. I should have eaten less to stunt my growth.”

She flicked her finger against his bare chest, suppressing an obvious smile. “A cheeky man.”

“Is it too late to ask if you’ll finish putting that ointment on me?”

“Solas, you’re too much,” she said.

She leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek. Damon made sure she found his lips instead. He cupped her cheek, holding them both within a disordered moment in time. He could tell how tender and meaningful the dream must be for Malon.

He wanted to be well behaved, but his lower body seemed to have ideas of its own. He kissed Malon again, feeling his cock stiffening as he noticed how thin the robe she had on was. It was one of her older ones, from a time before she’d ever felt the need to dress modestly around him.

“Do you truly want me to keep going?” asked Malon. She cleared her throat. “That is to say, to finish the massage for you?”

“If you’re comfortable with it,” said Damon. “I’m a lot bigger now than I was back then.”

Her eyes flitted over him, only lingering on the obvious bulge against his undershorts for a passing second. She dabbed more of the ointment into her palm, rubbed her hands together, and began softly caressing the hard muscles of his chest and stomach.

“We’re both different people than we were back then,” she said softly. “But we’re still the same to one another, solas.”

Her hands went lower, and she began teasing his waistband again. Having her do it against the front of his body was a beautiful, tickling sort of torture. His cock throbbed as Malon seemed to actively play with the idea of pulling his undershorts down.

“Aesta,” he said. “My dreams of you are not the same as they were back then.”

He didn’t look at her as he said it, and he found her avoiding his gaze in equal measure when he did shift his eyes over.

“A young man’s dreams can be unpredictable,” she whispered. “It’s best not to search them too deeply for truth or meaning. They are what they are. Simply dreams, and nothing more.”

“Will you help me have a good dream tonight, aesta?”

She didn’t answer him with words. Her fingers slid along the edge of his undershorts for what must have been the tenth or twentieth time. Damon reached his hand out, drawing her face in for another kiss. He felt Malon’s hand cross the line as their mouths and tongues met.

She slid her fingers all the way to the base of his cock, and then wrapped them around it. There wasn’t much room for her to move with his undershorts still in the way, but she gently worked his tool with gentle, almost hesitant movements.

The pleasure was raw and undeniable, as it always was whenever Malon touched him. Damon tried to keep his face from looking as perverted and horny as he knew it did as he sank into the emotional conflict that always accompanied their encounters. She was his aesta. Was he being cruel, perhaps even manipulative, by asking this of her?

Malon’s face was a lewd match for his own. She bit her lower lip and took shaky, labored breaths. Her hand pumped up and down, straining against the fabric until it grew too bothersome. She pulled his undershorts down completely, freeing his cock.

They stared at each other for a silent moment. Malon picked up the bottle of ointment and poured more into her hand.

“Well then, solas,” she whispered. “Shall I finish your massage?”

Damon nodded dumbly. He watched his aesta wrap her soft, lubricated fingers around his member and continue stroking. Her free hand rubbed his chest and stomach, as though gently urging him 
to lay back and relax.

He was at her complete mercy, but not without ideas. Malon’s focus was entirely on her pumping hand, and she didn’t stop him when he reached out and eased her robe further open. She wasn’t wearing a half shirt underneath, and Damon nearly groaned at the sight of large, pale breasts.

“Aesta…” he said, inebriated by the pleasure. “I love you.”

“I love you too, solas.” She flashed a bright, honest smile at him. Her hand moved faster, squeezing and gliding with a tenderness that underscored her words.

He was going to have all of her, one day. He wanted all of her, then and there, but he knew she’d stop him. The memory of his previous failed attempts only fed into his guilt and shame. She was his aesta. There was probably something wrong with him.

“Tell me when you’re close,” she cooed.

“I’m always close when you’re touching me.”

She grinned and shook her head. “You have such a way with words. I’m trying to control your mess, you young, horny boy. Tell me when.”

She brought her head in close to his tool, blushing and blinking her eyes as her lips neared the tip. Damon started to nod before realizing the pointlessness of it.

“It’s a dream,” he said. “There won’t be a mess.”

“Exactly,” she whispered. “It’s a dream. Just a dream.”

Her lips closed around his tool, tongue swirling over the throbbing head. Damon was caught completely off guard by the pleasure, despite being ready and primed for it. He blew his load into her mouth, twitching against the bed from the unreal rush of pleasure and contentment that came with it.

Malon let out a small cough, breaking the seal of her lips and letting some of his seed dribble down her chin. “It’s rather bitter.”

“Uh, sorry.”

“The ointment, I mean,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting the taste.”

“Oh. Right.”

They stared at each other, as though neither could actually believe how far their relationship had veered off the beaten path. Malon pulled his undershorts back up for him and returned to sitting next to him on the bed. Damon set a hand on her leg, affectionately rubbing her knee.

“I wonder if I should start wearing the amulet to bed every night,” he said with a cocky smile.

“If you try to, you’ll find your dreams become nightmares,” said Malon. “This was spur of the moment horseplay, solas. Not a thing for you to become accustomed to.”

“Well, I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

“It shouldn’t be hard, this time,” said Malon. “This is a dream, after all. One of doubtless many dirty dreams I’m sure a young man like you has had, to be forgotten within the first few minutes after waking.”

Damon smiled and shook his head. This dream, he suspected, he would not be forgetting.


CHAPTER 30

Damon was encouraged by the state of Ria’s recovery the next morning. She was up before he was, rifling through his pack for whatever she could find for breakfast. It was cloudy, so much so that the sky lent darkness to the early hour.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“Tired, though not of as much weakness as I was yesterday,” she said.

“Calling it weakness is an understatement. You were poisoned, Ria.”

“I remember.” She took a bite from a travel biscuit, chewing slowly and shifting her gaze downward. “Thank you, Damon. Without your quick thinking, the situation might have led to my death.”

“Don’t mention it,” he said. “Is that the last biscuit, or are there any others…”

He trailed off, noticing the way Ria’s gaze snapped toward the forest to their left. She crouched down, moving to attempt to hide behind the log they’d camped near. Damon followed her example, but he sensed that it was a useless effort as he recognized the direction of the approaching footsteps.

“The tau?” mouthed Ria.

Damon shook his head as he risked a glance. He let his hand relax from the hilt of his myrblade as he recognized one of the men at the front of the group.

“Coral,” he called. “You managed to keep up, after all.”

Coral seemed to go through a similar process of recognition and lowering his guard upon spotting him. The tall, relatively young mercenary looked disheveled and sleep deprived. Next to him stood two others, and Damon marked Salmon’s silhouette along with the main body of mercenaries further back into the forest.

“The guiding marks you left were helpful,” said Coral. “Have to 
thank you for that. Certainly easier to keep hope when we at least have a path to follow.”

“We nearly overtook them yesterday,” said Damon. “Bylia and Reef are still alive, and no more than a day ahead of us.”

Coral nodded, but a change came over his expression as he caught sight of Ria. Salmon pushed his way past a branch blocking his way and came over to join the scouts and Damon. The old mercenary captain’s eyes narrowed into a similarly offended scowl.

“It’s good to see you still well, Damon Al-Kendras, but you’re in poor company.” Salmon spat on the ground and flexed the fingers of his metal gauntlets. “She’s the one from the tournament. The Witch of the Badlands.”

“You know nothing of me,” said Ria.

“Is that right?” Salmon took a step forward. “I know you’ve been busy in the Malagantyan these past few days, you miserable heathen!”

Damon stepped in between them, shooting a warning glare over his shoulder at Ria before staring Salmon down. “Watch your tone. She’s with me.”

“I can see that,” said Salmon. “The question, as it stands, is whether you’re with her. Better if you let us handle this without the next few minutes getting too complicated.”

“That’s no question at all, Salmon.” Damon drew his sword. Several of Salmon’s men immediately unsheathed their own weapons. Coral stopped a man who’d begun to lift a battle axe into position, frowning with worry.

“One of our scouts went missing a few days earlier,” said Salmon. “She was seen plotting with the Rem clan who he’d been keeping an eye on. She isn’t just some pretty, pointed eared waif, Damon. She’s a killer. Why would you side with her against your own?”

“Because she’s my sister,” he said. There was nothing to lose by admitting it, though he could already tell from the looks the mercenaries gave each other that they weren’t taking the claim at 
face value.

“Is this some kind of joke?” asked Salmon. “There’s no way you could expect me to believe that.”

“We were raised under the same aesta. Do I need to remind you what that means? Are you truly that ignorant of the native culture of the Remenai?”

“I know far more than I’d like to. She isn’t your sister, lad. You can flap your lips about their tribal ways, but it’s primitive, meaningless nonsense.”

For an instant, Damon wished that he could think in the same way. The reflex made him feel a stab of shame, which seemed to rebound off itself as he considered the truth. Ria was his sister, in his mind and in reality. He had other valid and lurid reasons to feel such emotions.

“We can come to a reasonable state of agreement, or you can go your own way,” he said. “It’s up to you, Salmon Ban-Tellmore.”

“She’s coming with us,” said Salmon. “We have questions to ask her. Justice needs to be served. Damon, you must understand the situation. This needs to happen.”

Damon tightened his grip on his myrblade, his breath cooling as he began feeling for the weapon’s power. He met Salmon’s gaze and could see the hesitation in his eyes.

“I have no more desire for bloodshed than you do,” said Damon. “I fought you and beat you once in the tournament. I’ll have no trouble doing it here, with or without your men.”

Salmon let out a disappointed sigh. “Sorry about this, lad. Archers… On my command.”

“Coward.”

Anger flickered across the older man’s face. He remembered their fight in the tournament and how he’d exploited Salmon’s fiery temper. The current situation was even more ideal for such goading. The old man was in front of his men. He was on the job, and his job 
was violence.

It almost worked. Salmon smiled, but it wasn’t a smile that he liked.

“You are so blissfully fucking stupid,” said Salmon. “I wish I could say that I envy you, but in truth, I really don’t. Lad, you’ve got an idea of what power is stuck up in your head that’s wrong from the bottom up.”

Salmon strode forward, ignoring the sword in Damon’s hands and coming near enough to emphasize how much the height difference was in his favor.

“Power in Avaricia is having some coin in your pocket, a strong reputation, maybe an enviable job,” said Salmon. “Power out here, in the Malagantyan, isn’t a man to man thing. My swimmers will kill you and your sister
 on my command, Damon Al-Kendras. That’s power.”

“I told you once already Salmon,” said Damon. He furrowed his brow and leaned his face close enough to the other man for it to be near uncomfortable. “I didn’t grow up in the city. I grew up here.”

He exhaled a breath of frozen air directly into Salmon’s face, cold enough to make his teeth hurt and his throat sore. The larger man gasped and wiped at his eyes, as much blinded as intimidated. The trick was one Damon had stumbled upon by accident, useless in the context of normal fighting, given the limited range of his breath.

He manifested his myrblade’s ice thorns, drawing an instant reaction from the rest of the mercenaries. He half expected for the shaft of an arrow to take him through the shoulder, but Salmon’s men seemed unwilling to make the first move.

“How many of your people are you willing to throw into the grinder for the sake of indulging in your prejudice, Salmon?” asked Damon.

“Prejudice? Bah! I’ve seen the ugly truth of what the Rem are. Their nature is inherently savage.”

“Interesting how it’s always the blind ones who claim to see the 
truth,” said Damon.

Salmon wiped his eyes again. “You played your cards, you little shit. Now it’s time to die.”

Thunder rumbled overhead with excellent timing. It wasn’t unexpected, given the clouds which had greeted Damon and Ria that morning and the occasional booms which had accompanied them. He had, in fact, been counting on it.

“I will strike down anyone who pulls back an arrow or lifts a sword,” said Ria, in a quiet voice. “Your death will be quick and pointless.”

“Nobody needs to die!” said Coral, in a pleading voice. “Look, let’s take another second to cool off and simply talk about this. We both have a common foe. We’re both trying to save our people.”

He spoke to Damon, but his attention was directed toward Salmon. It seemed as much a matter of pride as it did logic for the hotheaded old man.

“I’m open to a truce if you are, Salmon,” said Damon. “Wouldn’t you rather have Ria and I on your side against the tau, rather than fighting the same battle with half your current fighting force?”

He was being generous. With Ria’s tempesting magic in play, he suspected that they stood a fair chance at coming out on top in a brawl against the mercenaries, especially if she could deal with the archers quickly. But the violence of it would be pointless, and the risk was far too high.

“I’ll accept your truce,” said Salmon. “For now.”


CHAPTER 31

The tension was still thick in the air as Damon and Ria struck down their camp. Salmon and his mercenaries had gone ahead to follow the trail of the tau, and Damon had a moment alone with Ria as he shouldered his pack and started off.

“Do you have much trust for this man?” asked Ria.

“Not in the slightest,” he admitted. “I wouldn’t hold it past him to already be plotting ways to double cross us. But we might need his help and his mercenaries to pull this rescue off.”

“We must be careful,” said Ria. “Men are not as predictable as tau.”

He was tempted to point out how unpredictable the tau they’d been chasing had been thus far, but he understood her point. He reached out and held her hand as they walked, a bit surprised that she allowed him the minor, intimate gesture.

“If we see a chance to rescue Bylia and quit the fight midway, we’re taking it,” he said. “Saving her is our only condition for victory. I couldn’t care less about the existence of monsters within the Malagantyan, of all places.”

Ria nodded sagely. Ahead of them, Salmon and his men plodded their way along. They were slow trackers, over cautious given how conspicuous they were, as a group. They disturbed branches and undergrowth, and many of them wore armor that clanked and groaned with every movement.

Their approach was flush with numbers, but lacking in stealth. Damon was tempted to offer to run ahead with Ria as scouts, but he didn’t like the idea of letting Salmon and his mercenaries out of his field of view in such a way.

They stopped for lunch after a few hours. Damon and Ria were running low on food, given how they’d both been sharing what he had left for the past few days. It was a welcome surprise when Coral made his way over to them with bread and cured sausage to share.

“I care about saving my sister,” said the young mercenary. “I’m not daft. I know the two of you likely have plans of your own, but if you see a chance to help her… I would be forever in your debt.”

“We aren’t heartless, Coral,” said Damon. “We’ll help to the best of our ability.”

Ria sighed, but she held her opinion until Coral rejoined the rest of his company.

“I do not doubt for a second that he would have followed his leader’s order to kill us,” she said.

“Probably, but it’s a little hard to hold that against his sister,” he replied. “If she’s near Bylia when we attempt this rescue, and it’s convenient, we’ll get her out with us.”

“You are naïve and easily manipulated,” said Ria, with an endeared smile.

“Well, you would know better than most about that.”

They continued following the trail of the tau. It was sunset when they finally arrived at their apparent destination. The forest came to an abrupt end, revealing a rolling valley along the side of a jutting mountain.

“The Vescabull Mountains,” said Ria. “I had not realized we had progressed so far east.”

“Since when do the tau live in the mountains?” muttered Damon.

“Since when do they live in a fortress, you mean,” boomed Salmon. He pointed a gauntleted hand upward, and Damon took in the sight of something that would make the rescue much more complicated.

The tau had apparently built a series of wooden structures along the side of the craggy mountain, some of which were connected by long, pliable rope bridges. There were enough of the stout buildings to imply that the party of tau they’d originally encountered had been a mere fraction of their whole strength.

“Rovahn’s balls,” muttered Coral. “How the hell are we supposed 
to get up there?”

“We aren’t,” said Salmon. “We bring them down here, to us! A direct show of strength in the valley below will serve as a call to battle. We’ll fight the monsters like men once they come down.”

“Um…” Coral scratched his head. “Those look like murder holes in a few of those structures.”

“Murder holes!” bellowed Salmon. “The tau don’t have archers! The stench of the Remenai is thick over this place.”

Damon narrowed his eyes. “Watch it.”

Salmon jutted out his chin. “Or what?”

“Or you find out what happens in a fight against me when there aren’t tournament organizers around to call an end to it.”

He could feel the tension and potential for violence building, though he was a bit annoyed with himself for picking the fight. Coral cleared his throat and stepped in between them

“How about we try to find a way up?” he suggested. “Those bridges look narrow. It might be ideal for us to take the fight in a place where we can control the space more effectively.”

“That’s… a fair point,” admitted Salmon.

“There.” Ria nudged him with her elbow, pointing at a small cave opening against the mountain’s face a short distance to the west. “Look at the dirt in front of that cave. There is no grass, but it looks more as though it has been trodden down, rather than spoiled of growth.”

“It’s possible it could lead upward,” said Damon. “Even if it doesn’t, it might be an ideal place to hide an ambush. It’ll give us more cover than being in the trees.”

Salmon considered the idea for a moment before frowning. “What if they’re already inside the same cave, waiting for us?”

“Then you’ll get the bloodbath you seem so keen on,” said Damon.

Nobody seemed to have any better ideas, and there were no objections voiced against investigating the cave. They waited for night and the cover of dark. The thick clouds overhead blocked out even the stars and the Eldritch moon, further obscuring their approach.

The cave’s entrance was high and narrow, necessitating them to walk in a single file line. Damon led the way with Ria and Coral behind him. He had to stop after a few feet, however, to wait for Coral to pass up a lit torch from further down the line.

The cave seemed to be a natural tunnel, and though it was hard for Damon to spot any additional signs of frequent tau passage, his suspicion grew. It immediately began to wane a bit as the tunnel narrowed and snaked back and forth.

After a few minutes, he reached a low and craggy opening that he had to stoop low to make through. His claustrophobia threatened to spike upward as he felt Ria entering behind him before he’d reached the other side, or even verified that the low tunnel led anywhere.

But it did lead somewhere. Damon exited out into a spacious, open cavern, so open he couldn’t see to the other side, at first. His eyes began to adjust as Ria joined him, slowly followed by each of the mercenaries as they made their way through.

The cavern was so large that a small city could have fit within. It was illuminated by spurious patches of glow moss growing along the rock walls, which reminded Damon of stars across a night sky.

Strange grey spores floated through the air, and he made an effort to breathe through his nose to avoid discovering what would happen if he ingested one. Odd croaking noises sounded from deeper within the darkness, deeper and more distorted than a frog or toad.

It took a while for all of the mercenaries to make it through the small opening. Salmon was the last, and his armor caught on a section of rock, forcing him to wriggle on his stomach to clear the final pinch.

“Curse this armor!” muttered Salmon.

“The armor,” said Damon, with an exaggerated nod. “Sure. Maybe go a bit lighter on the sweet cake before your next expedition.”

Ria laughed, but the jibe earned him a number of annoyed glares from the other mercenaries. Eventually, Salmon made it through. Damon stood with him and a few other men, discussing how best to proceed.

“The torches are working to our detriment, I think,” said Salmon. “There’s enough moss light for us to see by. We’ll save them for later and dim the lanterns a reasonable amount so our eyes can better adjust to this area.”

“Sounds reasonable enough,” said Damon.

They waited for another minute after putting out the bright torch flames. Sure enough, more of the cavern came into view, and it was quite the sight.

There was a lake at the cavern’s center with an underground river feeding into it from the cavern’s edge. Even in the relative darkness of the cave, the water looked crystal clear and pristine. Damon made a note to fill up his waterskin on their way by.

“I see an opening on the far side of the cavern,” said Coral. “It’s a ways up the wall, but… I think there’s a path leading up.”

“Let’s head that way, then,” said Damon.

Salmon nodded, and the party set off. Every movement they made seemed to echo through the darkened cavern. The glow moss didn’t provide uniform illumination, and as they walked down the slope which led to the cavern’s main floor, they were forced to navigate by the light of the remaining lanterns.

“This feels like too large of a space for us to be alone within,” said Coral.

“Quit trying to feed into the fears of the men,” barked Salmon. “We’re on guard. We have our weapons at the ready. There’s nothing for us to—”

“I saw something!” hissed another mercenary.

The group came to an abrupt stop. The relative silence within the cavern was unnerving and made more so due to their collective effort to listen for the new potential threat.

“I see it,” whispered one of the archers.

Salmon simply nodded and pointed to the man. Damon heard an arrow being drawn, followed by the familiar twang of a bowstring snapping taut.

The arrow struck its intended target, judging from the flutter of movement in the darkness ahead of them. Salmon took one of the men’s lanterns and strode forward, casting illumination across the scene.

“Well, it seems as though we handled the danger!” The mercenary captain stepped aside, revealing a giant slug with an arrow sticking out of it. He let out a booming laugh as he pulled the shaft free and watched the thing slither off.

His men began join in, laughing and joking with one another. A sudden, yelping scream came from the edge of the group, going unnoticed until more shouts came from the other men nearby.

“Tau!” boomed Salmon. “Weapons at the ready! Light the torches!”

Damon had his myrblade out in under a second, though he couldn’t help but wonder whether it would be much use. Aside from Ria and the few men near him, he couldn’t make out more than silhouettes of the rest of their party.

Panic spread through the mercenaries, fed by the screams of the first man who’d been attacked and dragged off. Damon made sure Ria was still at his side before turning to scan the darkness. He thought he saw a shape rush by in front of him. He brought his sword up defensively.

“Hold the edge!” shouted Salmon. “Pull the wounded man toward the center.”

“He’s already dead,” shouted another man. “He—”

A hissing screech cut him off, followed by another scream as someone else went down. Damon swung his sword on reflex, slashing back at a tau leaping outward from the darkness. He moved toward Ria, feeling her turn to press her back against his.

“Watch the mercenaries, too,” she whispered. “I would not be surprised for one to attempt to stab us in the chaos.”

It was an unsettling thought, but her concern was valid. The mercenaries had managed to hack through the tau who’d attacked the first man to fall. There was a brief interlude amid the battle as they fell back into line. Everyone was silent, eyes searching the darkness, torchlight flickering and pushing back the encroaching darkness.

“We need to keep moving,” said Damon. “It’s too open in this cavern. Let’s get to the other side.”

“Agreed,” said Salmon.

Their pace was far slower, as they needed to watch for tau on all sides. Nobody said a word, but the silence was more unnerving than reassuring. The tau were clearly familiar with the terrain of the cave. They could approach from anywhere, and their footsteps were near impossible to hear.

They passed by the lake, keeping their backs to the water as they traveled along its shore. The water was crystal-clear, with an eerie blue color from the nature of the mineral deposits lining its bottom. It lent a deceptive peace to the moment, which was broken almost as soon as it arrived.

Several hissing tau leapt from the darkness, grasping with their claws and gnashing their razor-sharp teeth. One of the archers went down. The man next to him panicked and stabbed his spear through both the tau and his companion’s chest.

The horror of the moment was raw and infectious. Several mercenaries began swinging their weapons wildly into the dark. Archers fired arrows at vague shapes just outside the glow of the torchlight. Damon spun as one of the tau attacked from his left, angling for Ria, rather than him.

He moved out of position to strike it down, manifesting his myrblade’s freezing enchantment. The tau crumbled to ice. He heard Ria shout and realized that he’d moved too far forward.

Something struck him hard in the side of the head. Reality seemed to darken and skip a second or two forward. One of the tau had a grip on his leg, and another had its arms tightly wrapped around his waist. He cringed and tried to thrash loose, to no avail.

He let out a snarl, expecting teeth to sink into his flesh at any second. Ria was still with Salmon and the other mercenaries, and the entire group of them was moving away from him, defending against a scrum of tau which had flooded in to fill the gap.

“Damon!” screamed Ria.

He tried to swing himself loose from the monsters as another tau grappled onto him, wrapping an arm around his neck. A hard blow struck him across the side of the head, once, then twice.

The third blow was enough. He blacked out.


CHAPTER 32

Damon woke up with a pounding headache and bound limbs. He was alive, a fact which seemed outrageous, given what he could remember of his last few moments in the cave.

He hung from a rope harness with his arms outstretched and pulled toward the ceiling of the room he was currently in. The floor and two of the walls were smooth rock, similar to the cavern, while the other two walls seemed formed from wooden partitions, each of which held a solid door of polished oak.

A faint hissing sound came from somewhere nearby, similar to running water. There was a bucket in the corner of the room, and a small table with chairs tucked underneath. He spotted his myrblade atop the table, which wasn’t unexpected, but contributed to his confusion.

Why would the tau need a table? Moreover, why had they taken him alive? He’d seen several of Salmon’s men go down during the monster attack, and the tau had been eager to devour them.

A few minutes went by, and then one of the doors creaked open. Several figures entered the room, a few of the tau Damon had been expecting, but others, as well. An imperious looking Remenai man with a dangerous intensity to his gaze was at the forefront of the group.

Damon didn’t know enough about the clan tattoos to recognize the markings on his face, but he didn’t appear to be an exile, which was worrying. He was on the verge of assuming the man was the one in control of the tau when a short, hooded figure moved to the front of the pack.

“How dangerous are you, Damon Al-Kendras?”

The voice that emanated from within the hood was feminine, but raspy and unnerving. It took him a moment to process the question separately from his own racing thoughts about how to escape.

“Do you mean right now, or in general?” he asked.

A high pitched, tittering laugh came from underneath the hood. The shrouded woman waved a hand at the others in the room. “Leave us. I’ll only get snark from him if he feels actively threatened.”

The tau and the Remenai man left without a word of objection. Damon tested the integrity of his bindings, only discovering what he already knew. The knots were good, and he was held tight.

“Would you like to play a game?” asked the woman.

“Heavily depends on what it would involve.”

“I want you to guess who I am,” said the woman. “I’ll give you clues. I’m good at giving clues. It’s like crumbling bits of bread to lead the mice. Follow along until you’re ready to guess.”

“It would be easier for me to follow along if I wasn’t tied up.”

The woman let out another tittering, half-crazed sounding laugh. “Excellent! Now, shall we get started?”

She didn’t wait for his answer before pulling back her hood. From the way she’d suggesting the guessing game, Damon half expected to recognize some aspect of her appearance, or see an immediate clue hidden by her cloak.

What he saw instead was a petite woman of Merinian descent with gaunt features and sickly colored skin. She was somewhere in between green or grey, with beady black eyes and a sunken face contoured by visible cheekbones.

Her hair was red, but uneven and splotchy, as though she cut it herself and was truly abysmal at it, or as though different sections grew at different speeds. Her baggy cloak seemed to have been chosen for the small amount of extra volume it gave her body. Damon could see now from looking at her hands that she was rail-thin underneath.

“Pretty, aren’t I?” The woman flashed a smile, revealing a large set of teeth with oversized, razor point canines.

“Everyone is, to the right person,” he managed.

“You’re sweet. I like that about you.”

The woman strode around him, ducking underneath the ropes that bound his arms out to the side. Damon did his best to keep from tensing as she moved directly behind him, out of his view.

“They didn’t know what to do with me when I was born,” said the woman. “They said my mother was raped by a monster.”

“People can be cruel.”

She gave another laugh like shattering glass. “They said that because it’s what happened! My sweet mother was taken by a monster in an ungainly way. No, not a tau, though I see why you might jump to that assumption. A hedge goblin. I was born on Wintercrest Island, and the goblins are quite a menace up there.”

Damon nodded slowly. None of what she said stirred anything resembling a guess of who she might be.

“The townsfolk there thought I was strange,” said the woman. “Wintercrest Island is a stronghold of Merinian culture. Like Merinians, the people of my homeland were good at prejudice, at finding what’s scary about what’s different.

“I don’t think I would have had an easy time of life even if I hadn’t looked so much like a monster. I was awkward and bad at talking. I felt stupid, and that was partially the case, back then. I was also fat, which may sound like a small thing, but for a woman, a monster half-breed, I assure you it is not.”

Damon shook his head and spoke in his most polite voice. “I’m sorry that happened to you, but I’m lost. I don’t understand why you’re telling me this.”

“We’re playing a game, remember?” whispered the woman, drawing close behind him again. “Now, I used to hate being fat. I used to rotate between simply not eating and finding ways to make the food come back up after it was inside me. I was a foolish little girl, and I thought if I could just be thin, the boys wouldn’t notice my skin, or my eyes… or my teeth.

“I got good at not eating, but I didn’t understand. My hunger has 
a certain… depth to it. I become obsessed with that next bite, and when I finally took it, it wasn’t out of a steak, or a roasted pheasant.”

Her mouth was mere inches from Damon’s neck. He swallowed, forcing himself to stay calm and still.

“People taste wonderful, Damon, and you should really stop silently judging like I know you’re doing,” snapped the woman. “Now, are you ready to fucking guess yet, or am I really going to have to take a chunk out of your shoulder?”

“Famine.”

It was a shot in the dark, but it fit. Damon had been cautious about assuming that the crest he’d seen on the giant tau meant that he was dealing with one of the Forsaken, but after her story, there was hardly any doubt in his mind.

“Wonderful!” Famine let out a cackling laugh and came back around to the front. “You’re awfully smart. Bylia loves that about you.”

Damon pulled against his bindings, baring his teeth. “What did you do with her?”

“She’s still alive,” said Famine. “Though I did feast… upon her memories. She’s lived a positively delectable life. To be like her, so young and pretty. Constantly lusted over. Mmmm… I’ve never tasted a life like hers, before.”

Damon gritted his teeth, trying to slide one of his hands free against the coarse rope, to no avail.

“Now, there are a few things I need to know from you, Damon,” said Famine. “I came to this region for the same reason my brothers and sisters have also been drawn here. Events are in motion. There is war on the horizon. I need to get a better picture of its landscape. Tell me of your master’s activities. What has Wrath been up to?”

“Wrath isn’t my master.”

“Bylia seems to think otherwise.” Famine reached a hand out and touched the side of Damon’s face. “She’s so much more perceptive 
than I think you realize. Oh, mercy me! Even just thinking about her life makes me shiver. Did she ever tell you how many men she’s been with, Damon? I could tell you that, if you were so interested.”

He felt rage beyond anything he’d ever experienced. The idea of Bylia being at the mercy of one of the Forsaken made him sick to his stomach. He resolved to act in her interests, regardless of what it took. Maybe he could use what little information he knew about Wrath to bargain for her safety.

“If you can eat or read memories or whatever, why even bother with this?” he asked. It was a question he couldn’t help but ask, despite fearing the answer.

“I hate the taste of the men’s memories,” hissed Famine. “They always make me feel ugly.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “I can be reasonable. If you agree to let Bylia go, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

“That’s extremely reasonable!” said Famine. “Bylia loves that about you, as well. You’re a very practical man. Tell me, Damon. Where is Wrath’s base within Veridan’s Curve?”

He licked his lips. “I’m not entirely sure. She has a boat, and she… spent a few days in Avaricia.”

“That’s useless. If you can’t tell me where her base is, then at least tell me who she’s allied with.”

“She has a crest sorcerer named Shank, a Remenai exile who—”

Famine slapped him hard across the face. Damon tasted blood as he licked his lips.

“You stupid, stupid fucking man!” she hissed. “I don’t care about that! Which of my siblings is she working with? How have the factions shifted?”

“She fought against Avarice,” he said. “They aren’t allies.”

“Of course, she’s not allied with…” Famine massaged her temples, muttering something else under her breath. “You’re stupid. Actually, you might be the stupidest, most awful fucking man in 
existence! Bylia thought things like that about you, too! Now I see where she was coming from…”

Famine moved to the ropes holding his left arm. She began undoing them without saying a word. Damon stared at her, almost too stunned to take advantage of the moment.

As his hand came free, he tried to punch her. Famine moved with unreal speed, dodging the blow and cuffing him so hard across the head that he felt the call of unconsciousness linger for an instant. He hung limply from the rope still attached to his left hand as Famine began untying it as well.

“I had this room built to exacting specifications,” said Famine. “Let’s play another game! Damon, can you guess where this second door leads?”

Famine seized him by the neck, digging her fingers in deep enough to make it clear that she could easily crush his windpipe if she chose to. She used her free hand to open the door, revealing a black void. The sound of rushing water emanated from the darkness.

“It’s too bad this didn’t work out,” said Famine. “I would keep you and see if you taste good, but I’m not all that hungry and, well… I just like pushing people out of this door. It’s a game onto itself.”

He flailed outward with his arms as Famine began thrusting him through the open doorframe. His fingers caught the edge of his sword belt, and he pulled the weapon to him just as the hand on his neck gave him a shove.


CHAPTER 33

Damon plunged into the pitch dark. The only light he could see came from the door he’d just fallen through. He screamed, unable to do much else in the face of his terror.

His priorities immediately shifted as he hit the surging, freezing cold water. The air was stolen from his lungs as he gasped from the intensity of the chill. He flailed his arms, still holding onto his myrblade in one hand for dear life as the underground river began to sweep him along toward certain death.

The glow moss had found purchase on sections of the rock wall further down from where Damon had first fallen in. The illumination was only a minor relief, as it revealed the dangers previously hidden by the darkness.

His head took a glancing blow against the edge of the tunnel as the river whipped him around a sharp corner. He missed a jutting pillar of rock by less than an inch, aware of how easily it would have broken his bones, given the speed of the river.

The rushing water forced him back and forth against the walls of the underground tunnel, bruising his body and tearing at his skin. Damon struggled to find each breath, bobbing in the churning spray, swimming for his life.

He surged around a bend, banging onto a small rock shelf high enough to be clear of the river. He dug in with his fingers, only just managing to arrest his motion against the rushing water and pull himself onto it.

Coughing up water, Damon did what little he could to recover his strength. He was soaking wet and exhausted. His equipment consisted of his myrblade and nothing else. The small respite he’d found atop the rock shelf was no more than a temporary hiatus from the river’s intensity. There was no other way forward beyond dropping back into the water and hoping it swept him to escape.

The situation was every bit as dire it seemed. He had no 
guarantee that the river would take him anywhere resembling a place he wanted to go. It could smash him against rocks or send him careening over a waterfall, and even if it didn’t, simply managing to swim high enough to take breath was a challenge unto itself.

Damon knew he needed to do something, and only a single idea seemed to hold any chance at changing his circumstances. A single stupidly bold idea, more audacious than inspired.

“Still with me, Myr?” he whispered.

“Always,” she replied. “I think I know what you have in mind.”

Damon nodded slowly. “If it works, I might just make it through this. Any last minute tips?”

Myr made a sound close to a sigh. “Nothing I haven’t told you before. Go fast and try to move lightly.”

He took another look at the river’s furious, flooded waters. He would only have one chance to get it right. The consequences of failure were markedly higher than they’d been during his practice on the lake.

He held his myrblade in one hand, thinking for a moment. Reversing his grip, Damon tried out a couple of different stances, eventually settling on a crouching pose with his sword stabbed downward, almost as though he was leaning on it like a cane.

“Here we go,” he muttered.

He took a leading step, building up a small amount of forward momentum, and then leapt onto the water while holding his practiced position. He thrust the tip of his myrblade through the river’s surface, exhaling white as he manifested the enchantment with his will.

A patch of smooth ice burst into existence underneath him. Unlike his attempts on the lake, it felt balanced, and it began gliding forward along the river even as Damon’s weight settled onto it.

He was moving faster than the ice, sliding across its slick surface and continuously freezing more as he traveled forward. The ice 
behind him dissolved just as quickly, and there was a beautiful elegance to the motion that made him want to yell in triumph.

Ahead of him, the river banked around a sharp corner. Damon leaned into it, briefly gliding up and along the edge of the stone wall. There was enough moisture for him to still create a thin layer of ice there, though his feet splashed as he came back down to the water.

“True Divine!” he shouted.

“Look out!” shouted Myr.

He ducked under a hanging stalactite that would have otherwise taken his head off. The river banked again, and he let out a nervous laugh as he picked up speed and nearly tripped over himself as he went around the corner at an insane speed.

It was faster than he’d ever moved before in his life, faster than the fastest horse he’d ever ridden. If he could find a way to use the technique across normal water, be it a lake or perhaps even the sea, the possibilities we’re near endless. He felt larger than life, unstoppable, legendary.

Without warning, the river dropped downward at a sharp angle. Damon continued forward for moment longer, and the ice underneath him gave way to open air. He could barely hear himself screaming as he plunged into the darkness, ears full of the sound of the crashing behind and below him.

He hit the surface of the water feet first, not daring to try applying the myrblade’s enchantment as he landed. Water surged down on him from overhead, but he was already moving forward again, swept along with the river.

The pace was more manageable than it had previously been. He sheathed his sword and put his full attention into treading water and going with the flow. The river pushed him through a narrow opening, and he blinked in surprise as he emerged out onto the other side.

He was back in the massive, open cavern, exactly where he’d first been taken from during the tau attack. The river exited out into the crystal-clear lake he’d found so beautiful. If not for his ice gliding, he 
would have surely spoiled the pristine pool with his corpse.

He heard voices coming from the ledge above him as he pulled himself onto the rocky shore. Salmon’s men, he assumed, recognizing at least one familiar accent. Damon caught his breath and was about to shout out to them when he caught a few words of what they were saying.

“We can’t trust her with us!” shouted one of the men. “Let’s finish her and head after the others. There’s nothing left for us here.”

“I’m not leaving without my sister!” shouted Coral. “We need to—”

The sound of a rough slap cut the young mercenary off.

“The captain had the sense to pull out with the rest of the men,” said the first man. “The way is clear. After we deal with this Rem bitch, we’re getting to safety.”

“Bastards!” hissed Ria. “Touch me again and I’ll…”

Her words were muffled, as though someone had clamped a hand over her mouth.

“Her witch powers don’t work down here,” said another man. “Let’s put her to use before we kill her. She’s got a nice ass for one of the Rem, and some damn pretty eyes.”

Several of the other men laughed. Damon had heard enough. He moved quickly and silently, following the path up through the rocks. Signs of the earlier battle littered the ground, including the bodies of both fallen tau and defeated mercenaries.

The men were grouped around Ria, with one of them holding a lantern and pressing his boot down on Coral’s back. Damon drew his myrblade, letting the weapon ring as it came loose from its scabbard.

“Get your hands off her,” he said. “Now.”

The men turned to face him, hesitating as they seemed to consider their position. There were four of them, and it seemed like quite the numbers advantage, but they’d also seen some of what he could do.

“I suppose we’ll have to kill you, too, then,” said one of them. “Maybe we take that sword of yours once we do, eh?”

Damon sighed. “I wish I could say that I wanted this to go differently, but I really didn’t.”

***

He killed one of the men and froze the arm of another, rendering him unconscious from shock. Ria strangled one of them to death, and the fourth man fled into the deeper depths of the cavern.

“Are you alright?” he asked, pulling Ria into a hug.

“I am annoyed, but unharmed,” she said. “The situation turned ugly when the tau attacked. I tried to follow those that grabbed you, but they were too fast.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“The mercenary company split into several different groups during the chaos,” said Ria. “I am not of certainty about what happened to their leader and the others. These four lecherous fools thought to capture me for their own purposes after surprising me and taking my weapons.”

She picked her throwing dagger and spear up. Damon turned his attention toward Coral, who was still on the ground, clearly unsure of what his fate might be.

“What about him?” asked Damon.

“Please don’t kill me!” shouted Coral. “I tried to stop them!”

“It is true,” said Ria. “He made a stand against them. It was… not the most effective stand, but he held to his principles.”

Damon nodded, though he still felt a bit skeptical. “Weren’t they your friends?”

“The only person I cared about within Salmon’s company was my sister, and the men you just fought had no intention of helping me 
save her. Please. I know you want to save the songstress. Let me go with you. I can fight!”

Damon shared a knowing glance with Ria. She sighed and gave a half shrug.

“As long as he stays out of the way,” she said.

“We could use the extra help,” said Damon. “Ria, we’re up against more than just tau. The reason why they’ve seemed so intelligent so far is because they’re being directed by one of the Forsaken.”

Ria looked toward the passageway, as though expecting their enemy to come imminently charging toward them. “You are sure?”

“Absolutely. It’s Famine. You should also know that… she has some of your people working with her. I’ve no idea if they’re willing accomplices or under the same spell as the tau, but they’ll be a part of this fight.”

“Exiles, I assume?” she asked.

Damon shook his head and saw her scowl deepen.

“Regardless,” she said. “We must continue forward.”


CHAPTER 34

Ria had recovered Damon’s traveling pack after the first fight against the tau in the cavern, and he took a few long, grateful sips from his waterskin. They continued along the ledge, eventually reaching the passageway that they’d spotted at hours earlier.

The tunnel it led to felt far more deliberate than the sprawling caves which had come before. Its walls were even and almost smooth, and it spiraled upward in a predictable direction.

The few tau they encountered along the way were dealt with quickly and efficiently. Damon wiped monster blood off his sword, helping Ria roll each corpse out of view.

When they finally came to the tunnel’s exit, they found their destination waiting for them. The visible portion of Famine’s mountain fortress sprawled across the rocky cliffside. The wooden structures and towers were haphazardly placed, but of surprisingly high build quality. Rope bridges connected the paths between them in places where the slopes were too steep to traverse.

It was deep into the night, and more importantly, it was raining. Damon looked at Ria as they stood in the shadows of the tunnel. He couldn’t see her face, but her posture was proud and confident. She was primed to raise chaos, and it was all on his behalf, all in the name of saving a woman whom she’d still never met.

“Thank you,” he said.

“You’re welcome!” said Coral, with oblivious enthusiasm. “I haven’t done anything yet, but I promise! I’ll do my best! I won’t let you down!”

“Right…” said Damon. “Coral, I think your role during this is going to be keeping your eyes open for Bylia and Reef. Search each building we pass by. Only take the fights that you know you can win.”

“I already do that,” said Coral. “It’s why I don’t fight all that much.”

“You’ll do great,” said Damon. He looked toward Ria again. “Ready?”

“I am,” she said. “The more appropriate question would be if they are.”

Damon grinned. “True Divine. With what we’re about to bring down on them, I sincerely doubt it.”

He and Ria strode forward, with Coral following a safe distance behind. Damon had his myrblade out, and Ria carried her throwing dagger, keen on having a hand free to better direct her tempesting.

The rain was cold, whipping up with the wind as much as falling down, creating sudden bursts of mist and spray from the sides and below. Visibility was next to non-existent, but that made little difference to them. They didn’t need to see their enemies clearly to kill them.

He took on a defensive role as Ria began to use her magic. A pair of tau stood watch in the nearest of the wooden towers. She thrust her hand forward, fingers splayed, and summoned thunder.

The sound was loud and deep, seeming to shake the air itself. The flash of brilliant white left glowing orange embers in its wake, which burst into small flames far more quickly than Damon would have ever anticipated. He couldn’t see what happened to the tau, which undoubtedly meant they were disabled or dead.

The nature of Ria’s tempesting magic allowed them to go unnoticed for long enough to give them a clear, unfair advantage. The tau, along with the Remenai interspersed among them, simply thought they were unlucky, rather than under attack.

It wasn’t until Ria struck down upon them twice more with her powers that they became alerted to the danger. Damon stepped to the front of the nearest rope bridge, content to serve as Ria’s guardian. If he could simply hold the tau back from her, the sheer strength of her magic would let them glide to an easy victory.

He cut down a trio of charging tau, decapitating the first and slashing the other two while manifesting his myrblade’s 
enchantment. The rain lent strength to the freezing effect, letting it crawl along the dampness the weather provided. The tau fell sideways, encased in ice nearly as completely as he’d been during his misadventure back at the tower.

Ria brought down more lightning, taking out a group of tau who’d begun to rush their way. They crossed the first rope bridge, stopping to check the structure on the other side.

“Empty!” called Coral.

Another pack of furious tau burst from the shadows ahead of them. Damon manifested the ice thorns along his myrblade, extending the length and thickness of the weapon until it was an impressive, frozen great sword. He cleaved into the monsters at full strength, slashing open abdomens and sheering off legs at the knee.

They ran across the next rope bridge. A taller figure stepped out in front of them, and Damon recognized it as a Remenai warrior as they drew nearer. Ria pushed by him, shouting in Konokai as she gestured.

“Look out!” snapped Damon.

He drew her sideways with one arm just as the man attempted to stab her with a spear. Damon punched the warrior with the closed fist of his sword hand and then swept his legs out from underneath him.

Ria let out a hiss and plunged her dagger downward into the man’s chest. She seemed shaken as she rose back to her feet, but the battle was still underway, and soon she was casting again.

A deep, resounding roar came from across the next bridge. Damon swatted away a tau who’d managed to attack from the side and turned to find the giant tau with Famine’s crest on its tongue watching them with cold eyes.

“Get back!” he shouted.

She moved quickly, falling into place behind him and reaching for her spear. Damon swung his ice great sword in a wide arc, clearing the space in front of them in case the massive tau decided to charge.

He couldn’t help but wonder how the monster had first ended up with the crest, to begin with. The question seemed more of a concern for later. The giant tau had begun rallying its fellow monsters, and the help they offered in response was… bizarre.

Half a dozen much smaller tau emerged from nearby structures to glom onto the giant tau. They hung from its shoulders and back, clinging to the massive monster like sailors gripping the rigging of a boat.

It would have made little sense to Damon had he not seen the power the giant tau had to direct its fellows. It was using them like extensions of itself, and it seemed to have taken that idea to its natural conclusion.

“You can all perish together, then!” shouted Ria.

She waved a hand, summoning another lightning strike. It hit the grouping of tau, but only seemed to stun them, rather than kill or maim. The rain was slackening off, and her power along with it.

Damon stepped forward, considering the situation. The tau watched him from the other side of the bridge, smart enough to realize that if it charged forward, he’d have the option of simply cutting the ropes.

Naturally, the same was true in reverse. Crossing the bridge would be dangerous, and they were the ones with an objective. There was an element of time pressure to their quest to save Bylia and Reef. Damon couldn’t simply remain in a standoff with the giant tau until more monsters arrived as reinforcements.

“Ria,” he said quietly. “Fight from a distance. If the rain picks back up, I’ll give you room to use your magic. Otherwise, look for an opening to throw your spear, along with your dagger, if you miss the first time.”

“Jad’s patience,” she whispered. “There is danger here, Damon. Perhaps too much.”

He brought his myrblade up, staring the giant tau down from across the expanse of the bridge. “I’m ready for it.”

Which was true, though more in a general sense. As Damon started across the bridge, the purpose of the smaller tau hanging off the larger one became abundantly clear.

The giant tau began spinning in a contained circle, building up speed. He took one of the other tau into his hands and, with a movement too coordinated to be understood completely by Damon’s eyes, hurled the smaller monster into the air.

As far as distractions went, Damon found the scene to be top tier. Two more normal sized tau charged across the bridge with conventional steps. The combination of being attacked by three monsters at once, one of them flying overhead to land behind him, demanded his full attention.

He didn’t bother trying to take the fight as he saw the giant tau leaning over to work its razor-sharp teeth against the rope bridge’s key knot. It had committed the lives of three of its fellows into a pointless, suicidal attack without a moment’s hesitation. Damon wished he could feel the full breadth of his outrage, but there was no time.

He leapt upward an instant before the bridge dropped out underneath him, angling the path of his jump to clear the two tau in front of him as they began to fall. The distance was simply too far. He knew he wouldn’t make it, even as his legs and mind demanded he must.

From behind, he heard Ria scream something. Damon had only a single idea, and he tried it more out of reflex than expectation of success. He swung his myrblade in a low arc, manifesting its enchantment as it passed through a lingering fog of mist, moisture droplets, and dripping water.

He wanted to freeze a new bridge of ice, and what he ended up with was almost that. He’d already fallen a few feet, and the angle was abysmal. It began cracking almost as soon as it took his weight, but for an instant, it was enough. For a few more steps, it was enough.

Damon shouted as he ran across the slick, flimsy, actively shattering ice. It gave out completely before he reached the other 
side, and he fell into the cliff’s edge on his chest and stomach. The giant tau was waiting for him, and it roared as it tightened its fist, ready to club down on his head.

He fought for purchase with his legs, managing to kick off something hard enough to push himself forward. His myrblade had saved him once. It could do it again. He slashed downward, freezing a patch of ice directly between the giant tau’s feet. In truth, he’d wanted to freeze the monster’s feet, but there wasn’t enough water and he didn’t have the angle of attack.

The slick ice was enough, and Damon slid forward with no resistance, passing through the monster’s wide stance and dodging the savage punch as it came down. He rolled over one shoulder, coming to his feet as his enemy began to turn around.

He was reminded of his battles against trained monsters during his time with the Gleaming Scythe. Though of course, the fight felt innately different when there was no command to make his opponent stop.

The giant tau approached with violent posture, dark intelligence glittering in its beady black eyes. It shrugged off the smaller monsters still clinging to it, each of which scampered out of the way. Damon felt like that was a bad sign.

He manifested the ice thorns along his myrblade again, turning it into a frozen, magical great sword. His fingers were numb, but he was starting to grow used to fighting through the intense cold.

He swung at the giant as it approached, more to test its reflexes than anything. It ducked under the weapon with terrifying ease, charging forward with its shoulder lowered like a battering ram.

Damon rolled to the side, dodging, but not completely. The tau clipped him as it charged past, but the force of the contact was dispersed into a spin, rather than knocking him down.

He let the ice melt off his sword, realizing he would need speed, rather than range. It was a tradeoff, however. The giant tau was… a giant tau. It could easily out distance him with its arms if it decided to.

The fight went back and forth, with both of them moving with obvious respect for the other. Damon was well aware of how easily a single hard slap or lucky snap of the teeth might spell his doom. The giant seemed to have no interest in trying the edge of his blade, either.

Eventually, Damon scored a hit. He overcommitted to it, hoping he could end the fight by quickly manifesting the myrblade’s enchantment. The giant tau had a chance to counter, and it took it. Its hand caught Damon across the side of the head, stunning him and knocking him sideways.

His numb fingers twitched, and he realized in a moment of horror that he’d dropped his myrblade. The giant tau didn’t give him time to search out the weapon. Thick, powerful fingers closed around Damon’s neck, lifting him into the air, slowly tightening.

He felt blood pounding against his ears and behind his eyes. The world began to flicker and fade. For an instant, he was back in the arena. What was the command to make Jorgan stop, again?

“Damon!” shouted Ria.

The tau’s grip on his neck slackened for an instant. Damon sucked in a breath and blinked. The haft of a blackwood spear jutted out of the giant’s chest. Damon seized it like a lifeline and began to shift it around as though churning butter.

The tau roared and fell to the ground, still keeping one hand around Damon’s neck. The monster fell atop him, committing them both to a mutual embrace of death. Damon tried to snarl through his squeezed windpipe as he used the last of his strength to shake the spear through the monster’s insides.

A sudden thunk sounded, like a butcher’s knife against a thick cut of meat. Ria’s throwing dagger jutted out from the side of the monster’s head, evidence of what must have been a truly remarkable throw. Damon bared his teeth into a grin and tried to suck in a breath as reality proceeded to darken around the edge of his vision.


CHAPTER 35

Damon never passed out, but the next few moments were sluggish and disorienting. He knew he needed to find a way to help Ria cross the gap. The answer came in the form of an extra rope from the bridge which he cast over to her and had her tie to the bridge’s original base poles.

She made the climb easily. Coral struggled more with it, but also managed the distance. Damon found his myrblade while waiting for them and surveyed the new area they had access to. One of the structures stood apart from the others, though it seemed the tau intended to guard it had already committed themselves to the fight elsewhere.

“That’s the one,” he said. “Be ready for anything. Coral, if you see a chance to sneak off and get inside the building…”

He trailed off as the situation began to shift in front of his eyes. The building’s door opened, and Bylia stepped out. She looked confused and scared. Famine stood directly behind her, threatening her life with the point of a dagger pressed to her neck.

“I’ve impressed you’ve made it so far,” said Famine. “You killed some of my favorite pets.”

“Is that really necessary?” asked Damon, gesturing to her and Bylia. “Threatening to take the life of a hostage seems beneath one of the mighty Forsaken.”

He was goading her, but his question was serious. From what he’d seen of Wrath and Avarice, the Forsaken were every bit as powerful as portrayed in the ancient legends. Famine had barely been strong enough to toss him into the river when he’d been her captive, but perhaps the core of her strength lay in her secondary abilities.

“I would rather threaten to take a life than bother to take a chance,” said Famine. “Throw your weapons off the cliff, or I will kill this woman.”

Bylia shut her eyes tightly, shuddering against the grip of her 
captor. Damon swore under his breath. He looked toward Ria, who simply shrugged, and then Coral, who… wasn’t there. Damon tried to keep his surprise at that from showing on his face, wondering if he might be in a position to mount an ambush.

“Do it!” snapped Famine. “I won’t hesitate. This is your last chance.”

The idea of throwing Myr off a cliff and likely losing the weapon forever made him sick to his stomach. He gritted his teeth, squeezing the sword’s hilt.

“The cliff is still slick with water, Damon,” whispered Myr. “You know what to do.”

He glanced at Ria, noting that she had both hands on her spear, and her throwing dagger nowhere visible on her body. She’d tucked it somewhere sly, no doubt.

“Fine.”

Damon tossed his myrblade sideways, triggering the enchantment with a subtle focus of his will. He had no idea whether it would work, let alone hold long enough for him to recover the weapon, but Myr seemed confident.

He heard the weapon clatter once against the rocky cliffside, and then nothing. Ria similarly tossed her spear over the side of the mountain.

“There,” said Damon. “Now let her go.”

Famine let out a pleased cackle. “Your demands mean nothing to me. On your knees. Both of you.”

She pressed the dagger against Bylia’s neck harder, drawing a small bead of blood. Damon slowly dropped down to a kneeling position. He tried to stay confident while simultaneously avoiding looking around for Coral. He was their only chance, and it would do no good for Damon’s attention to lead to him being discovered.

“Most excellent,” said Famine. “Now tell the man who you sent around in ambush to hold off on doing anything.”

Damon let out a long, tired sigh. “Don’t attack, Coral. Just wait. For now.”

“I appreciate that,” said Famine. “Let’s talk, shall we? You may have a slightly distorted view of this situation, given how recently I tried to kill you, and the hostage I’ve taken, and… well, my fucking appearance likely doesn’t help. Would you listen, for a moment?”

“I’m listening now.”

“You’ve taken a significant number of my servants from me, including Momo. She was the big one who so impressed me that I even gave her my crest. I don’t like you, Damon Al-Kendras. It would please me to murder you and your friends, but it would also go against my current interests.”

“If you could kill us, and if you want to, then why bother with threats and hostages?”

“I get so very hungry when I fight,” whispered Famine. “I can’t afford to feast right now, not with so much in play. I am one of the Forsaken, Damon Al-Kendras. I hope you have no illusions about the fact that I could snuff you and your friends out like embers in the cold.”

Her teeth seemed to bulge out of her mouth as she smiled. It was far more intimidating to him than it should have been, and he was forced to admit to himself that she probably wasn’t lying or exaggerating.

“You can go,” said Famine. “You can leave here with your friends. There’s even a convenient path with hidden ladders down the side of the cliff you can take. This is no trick, but there is a condition. A small, but necessary one.”

“If you think I’m going to make a deal with—”

“Shut. Your mouth. And fucking listen. Can you do that?”

Damon glared at her, but he held his tongue.

“The world isn’t as orderly as you seem to think it is,” said Famine. “You look at me, and you see a monster among monsters. 
One of the Forsaken, or Venmalese, or whatever you currently call us.

“You think in terms of good and evil, of allies and enemies. You have the simple perspective of a mortal man, which is fine, but the sooner you realize the truth, the sooner you can be free. We, my siblings and I, aren’t innately hellbent on destruction or war. We’re just engaged in a jealous, rather domestic dispute which has gone on for too long. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Damon nodded slowly.

“The condition I ask for, Damon Al-Kendras, is simple,” said Famine. “I want you to tell Wrath that I’m open to an alliance with her.”

“That’s it?”

Famine let out a hideous cackle. “That’s it, he says! Oh, you are something else! If you were a woman and a little older, I might consider offering you my crest.”

“I would have to pass on that.”

“Yes, well, I don’t really fucking care. There is more, though it’s a task cut from the same silk. I want you to also bring a message to Avarice, or one of his intermediaries. Tell him… that I haven’t forgotten.”

“You haven’t forgotten what?”

“None of your business. Are you willing to do this for me, Damon? Yes or no.”

He took a second, trying to make it seem as though it was a harder choice for him than it was. “Release Bylia and Reef and let us leave here without any treachery, and I’ll do it.”

She let go of Bylia and pushed her toward Damon. Turning around, Famine cleared her throat and crossed her arms, looking expectedly at the doorway of the building she’d emerged from. Coral and Reef slinked out, tightly holding each other’s hands and looking like mice under the gaze of a cat as they hurried by.

“If you follow that path, it will lead you to the ladders,” said Famine. “If you don’t mind, I think we’ve both caused each other enough fucking trouble for a single day, don’t you? I’ll be watching you just as closely to make sure you don’t try anything as you go.”

Damon nodded slowly. He picked up his myrblade from where he’d frozen it to the edge of the cliff, noticing the way Famine’s smile twitched in response to the trick.

The moment felt unfinished, anticlimactic. He expected a sudden attack, a surprise betrayal, something more from the Forsaken as they hurried toward their escape.

It never came, and he was left wondering if perhaps he was seeing the situation through a mortal’s perspective.


CHAPTER 36

The group was silent as they found the first rope ladder. The back route out of Famine’s fortress was hidden, with each ladder rolled up and inaccessible from the ground. Damon helped Coral, Reef, and Bylia down before sharing a look with Ria.

“They could make it on their own from here,” she said. “Should we not at least consider going back and slaying the Venmalese?”

Damon thought about it for a moment before shaking his head. “We don’t have to take every fight, Ria. Even if we did kill her, she would respawn in a new body. Twenty years from now, who’s to say she wouldn’t come looking to pay down that debt of pain?”

Ria shrugged. “She may seek us out sooner than that if we let her live.”

Damon tapped his thumb on his myrblade’s pommel. “If that happens, it happens. It isn’t raining anymore, and even if it was and we had your magic… I’m not sure we’d stand a chance. She may have acted as though she was weak during that exchange for her own reasons. She’s smart. She has a plan, though I can’t fathom what it is.”

“So be it,” said Ria. “I trust your judgment.”

They continued down the cliffside, unrolling more ladders and traversing rocky, narrow ledges. It took them almost an hour to reach the clearing. Damon again found himself expecting an ambush, some hidden trap Famine might have carefully manipulated them into, but nothing came.

The clearing was still dark, and they only took the time to find a place to camp that seemed to be a safe distance from the fortress before quickly setting up to rest for the night. Ria still had Damon’s pack, and Coral still had his supplies, which left them with two tents across the five of them.

“Um, Damon…” It was Reef who approached him, and her expression was furrowed with concern. “Have you spoken to Bylia 
yet?”

He frowned at that, glancing toward where Bylia sat nearby. She hadn’t reacted to the sound of her own name. Damon felt a sudden, ominous premonition.

“You should know that Famine… did something to her,” said Reef. “She was normal when we were first captured, and fine until we reached the fortress. I was in the room a few times when Famine did whatever it was she did. It was like she was touching her head, draining her of her mind.”

The ground felt like it was sinking out from beneath Damon’s feet. Famine had spoken of tasting memories, and the way she’d mentioned Bylia had suggested that she’d experienced a part of her life, at least.

“She was frightened after the last time,” said Reef. “She’s lost a lot. I didn’t want to scare her by trying to question her about how much.”

He nodded slowly. Bylia sat within one of the tents, hugging her knees. He walked over and took a seat next to her, unsure of what to say, of how to start.

“Hey,” he said. “How are you feeling?”

She shrugged. “Confused. More than I’ve ever been in my life… I think?”

“How bad is it?” he asked. “How much do you remember?”

He set his hand over hers, and the small flinch she gave in response gave him a part of his answer.

“You were so brave and so kind,” she said, lowering her gaze. “I didn’t want to impose on you while we were escaping by saying something foolish. I know Reef, and she’s been kind to me, and she said we needed to go. She told me my name is Bylia, but it doesn’t… sound right.”

Damon felt a heavy, lurching sensation in his chest, like his heart had been yanked sideways. “Yeah. Bylia Benicia.”

“Reef said her brother was coming to save her,” said Bylia. “I hope this question doesn’t sound foolish, but are you my brother?”

Damon shook his head. He felt numb to the core, but also as though something had been stolen, from her and from the both of them. It tore at him to consider the sheer magnitude of what she’d lost.

“I was your friend…” he said, forcing the words out across a dry throat. “Your… close friend.”

“Oh,” said Bylia. “I thought maybe you might be my husband, or something.”

She stared at him expectantly. How was he supposed to explain it to her in a way that was fair, in a way that made sense for them both?

Should he tell her that no, he wasn’t her husband, but they’d often had sex, regardless? It felt savagely cruel, borderline manipulative, to make it out to be so simple given how angry she’d been at him over his hidden relationships with Malon and Vel and Ria.

“I may have misspoken.” Damon took a breath, choosing his words carefully, ignoring how bitter they tasted. “I was like a brother to you, Bylia. We were close, and I cared about you, and you can trust me now to make sure you stay safe.”

His face burned as he said it. There was a dark irony to telling her that, an irony made of justifiable shame and illicit, uncomfortable truths.

“What’s going to happen to me?”

“I’m going to bring you home, and I’m going to help you get your memory back,” he said. “Best not to worry or try to decide anything until that happens. You’re going to be alright.”

He reached out and squeezed her hand in his. She seemed uncomfortable, so he let go.

“Your name is Damon, right?” she asked.

He nodded, chuckling as though it might let him find her forgetting his name funny. “Yeah. Damon Al-Kendras.”

***

Reef, Bylia, and Ria shared one tent, while Damon and Coral took the other. The arrangement necessitated a fair amount of bed swapping to sleep comfortably, and Damon felt less than well rested when dawn arrived.

They struck down their camp and set out. The recent rains had mostly tamed the wildfires, and they were able to make directly for the tower, which would be about a two-day journey.

Damon and Ria spoke to each other often without saying much of anything, discussing the weather, the terrain, never Bylia. It was as though she could sense what his pain needed. There was nothing Damon could do for Bylia, and taking the time to consider his lack of options only made the situation that much more frustrating.

Midway through the second day, Ria signaled for them to stop at the edge of a clearing. They listened, and Damon could hear men talking and arguing. The noise was uphill from them, and they were already working out a plan to go around and avoid contact when Reef spoke.

“I recognize that laugh,” she said. “It’s our company! The Ocean Crosses!”  

That fact didn’t dampen Damon’s concerns, but Reef and Coral started off to join with their people before he could convince them otherwise. Damon, Ria, and Bylia had no real choice but to follow them and face the situation head on.

Salmon looked tired and a fair bit older than he had the last time Damon had seen him. His company was down in men by a third, and the seriousness the remaining mercenaries held their weapons with told him that they weren’t keen on the idea of losing more.

“It looks as though you succeeded where I failed, Damon Al-Kendras,” said Salmon.

“You should have just kept going,” said Damon. “What happened? Did your men get scared after the first attack in the cavern?”

“There’s a difference between bravery and having a death wish,” said Salmon. “I won’t be goaded by you. If you think this evens the balance between us, you’re mistaken. Not while you travel with her.”

He jutted his chin out at Ria.

“You should take your own advice, Salmon,” said Damon, letting his hand settle on his myrblade. “Don’t pick a fight you can’t win.”

He stared down the mercenary captain. Eventually, Salmon let out a grunt and gestured to his men. They started off into the forest in the opposite direction than Damon, Ria, and Bylia would be traveling.

“Thanks again for your help, Damon,” said Coral. “The captain appreciates what you did, even if he won’t admit it.”

“As do I.” Reef stepped forward, hesitating for only an instant before planting a kiss on his cheek. “I hope we meet again, someday.”

The two left at a run to catch up with the rest of the Ocean Crosses. Damon nodded to Ria and Bylia, and the three of them continued on their way.


CHAPTER 37

It was late in the afternoon of the same day when they arrived back at the tower. The sight of it brought a wave of relief to Damon. Malon would be able to help Bylia. He was sure of it. She would have a potion or a spell, something to help restore her memory and undo the results of Famine’s dark magic.

Vel was outside reading a book on the porch. She jumped to her feet and started sprinting over, pulling up the skirt of her deep green dress. She slowed down as she drew close enough to see Damon’s face and get a sense of the group’s mood.

“What’s happened?” she asked as she pulled him into a hug.

“Damon,” said Bylia. “Is this your wife?”

He winced. “No, she’s my… ah, it’s a bit complicated. Bylia, this is Velanor. The two of you have met before.”

“She… doesn’t remember?” asked Vel.

“It’s complicated,” he said again.

Ria began explaining the situation to Vel while Damon took Bylia inside. Malon was wearing her pink apron over a shirt and dark leggings, tending to the stew pot over the fire. She smiled when she saw him and Bylia, but like Vel, her expression faded as she caught sight of his face.

“Solas,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m glad to see you back safe, but what’s the matter?”

He saw Bylia furrowing her brow at the term of endearment. He ran a hand through his hair, considering where to begin in recounting the past few days to his aesta.

“Ria and I encountered one of the Forsaken.”

“Is seta alright?”

He nodded. “We were able to fight off her crest sorcerer, and she was willing to be reasonable afterward.”

Malon looked concerned, though not surprised. “It was Famine, was it not?”

“Yes... She’s built a fortress within the Malagantyan. She’s a woman, a half-goblin, apparently, with the power to steal people’s memories.”

Malon looked concerned, though not overly surprised. “Oh, no. Oh solas, I… am so sorry.”

“Please,” he said, looking at Bylia. “She doesn’t remember anything. I brought her here as soon as I could. There must be something you can do, aesta? Right?”

He wasn’t proud of the wavering desperation in his voice. He saw Malon frown and close her eyes, considering carefully for a few quiet moments.

“Perhaps there may be,” she finally said. “Give me the dreamspell amulet I left with you when you first departed the tower.”

Damon all but tore it out of his pocket. He offered it to Malon, who shook her head and gestured to Bylia.

“Will this help me?” asked Bylia as she put it on.”

“It might,” said Malon. “It will at least allow me to get a sense of what’s happened to your mind. Your memories may still be present, but simply out of reach. If that’s the case, I might be able to undo whatever blockage is stopping you from accessing them.”

“You can trust her,” said Damon. “She knows what she’s doing.”

“You’ll need to fall asleep for me to get started,” said Malon. “You can have my bed, Bylia. Come with me.”

She led Bylia into her room and closed the door. Damon sat down at the common room table, feeling the accumulated exhaustion of the past week catch up with him.

Ria and Vel joined him a few minutes later. Vel took over where Malon had left off with the stew, while Ria found a bottle of wine and started pouring glasses.

“I’m sure aesta will be able to help her, Damon,” said Vel. “If 
anyone can, it’s her.”

He nodded, though the part that wanted to agree with her sentiment wasn’t enough to put his doubts to rest.

“How was your adventure, Ria?” asked Vel. “Did you make much progress?”

“Some.” Ria took a sip of her wine and twisted the glass back and forth on the table in front of her. “It will take time, I think. Many of the clans have longstanding feuds with one another.”

“I’m so relieved that you were near enough to help Damon,” said Vel. “Did you the two of you… get along, for the most part?”

Damon exchanged an interesting look with Ria, and he noticed the way her mouth scrunched up a bit.

“For the most part,” he said.

“Did you have a chance to meet Bylia, um, you know…” Vel shrugged. “Before the incident?”

“I am afraid I did not,” said Ria.

“That’s a shame,” said Vel. “She’s a wonderful person. Sweet and intelligent, and… very much infatuated with Damon. Aesta even suggested that the two of them might make a good match for, well… the future.”

Where was Vel going with this? Damon took a long sip of his wine, setting the glass down more heavily than he needed to. He didn’t want to think about the future, about possibilities that once existed that might now never be.

“Is that true?” asked Ria. “Were you considering marriage? Making her… your wife.
”

She placed a slight emphasis on the word. Damon remembered the intense, initial period of his and Ria’s romance, when they’d jokingly and endearingly begun calling each other husband and wife.

“I don’t know,” he said, sighing. “Does it really even matter now? This isn’t something I feel like talking about.”

“I’m sorry for bringing it up, Damon,” whispered Vel. “I just… thought a lot about my feelings when you were gone. I was so jealous of her. I found myself hoping for such awful things, and when aesta told me what happened, I felt so petty and terrible.”

“It was nothing related to what you did or thought, Vel,” he said. “What happened to Bylia is my fault. I didn’t protect her like I should have.”

Ria and Vel reached their hands out to comfort him in near unison, both of them rubbing his arms and trying to reassure him.

“The tau and Famine are responsible for her condition, not you,” said Ria.

“She wouldn’t have been out there if not for me.”

“She would not have been rescued if not for you, either,” said Ria. “None of us are of clear sight when it comes to the future.”

She pulled closer to him, and so did Vel on his other side. Damon couldn’t explain how much he appreciated their comfort.

Vel brought the stew over once it was finished, ladling them each out a portion. It was thick and heavily seasoned, with carrots, potatoes, and slices of dense sausage. Damon and Ria ate their portions and immediately went back for seconds. Vel checked on Malon and Bylia, returning and shaking her head as she sat down at the table.

“They’re both asleep,” she said.

“Aesta must be interacting with Bylia in her dream,” said Damon. “We likely won’t know if she’s been successful at restoring her memory until morning.”

“Will you be alright, Damon?” asked Ria.

He nodded. “I’ll be fine. The adventure’s over. I’ll get some sleep. I need rest as much as anyone else.”

He did just that once they were finished eating. Vel and Ria each gave him kisses goodnight. He could sense their concern for him, but he genuinely wanted to be alone. He finished what remained of the 
bottle of wine and then headed to his room, climbing into bed.


CHAPTER 38

Damon waited in the tower the next morning, watching the door to Malon’s room with poorly restrained anticipation. When she did finally emerge, a single look at her face was enough to tell him her attempt had been unsuccessful.

“I tried everything I could think of, solas,” she said.

He gave her a pained smile and nodded. “I know.”

“It doesn’t seem as though her memories are simply blocked off,” said Malon. “It’s more as though they just aren’t there. She’s suffered a great loss.”

She came over to the table, wearing the same outfit she’d had on the night before. Damon stood and pulled her into a hug, as much for his own support as to show how much he appreciated her efforts. He held Malon tight, feeling a pain in his chest as he thought again of Bylia and how he’d failed to protect her.

“You could still be with her,” whispered Malon. “I hope you know that. I’ve seen love surmount greater obstacles than this.”

“It wouldn’t be fair to her. Aesta… Bylia sang a new song. The one which you warned about.”

He saw Malon’s eyes widen as her lips pulled downward into a frown. Damon let his hand rest on his shoulder, reassuring her a bit.

“It was just to a crowd of drunken mercenaries, and she didn’t name me specifically,” he continued. “It was still enough to make me realize something. This is the life I want to live right now, here at the tower. Bylia… I think she was done with me as a lover when she put my story to words. For me to seize this chance to try to romance her again… It wouldn’t be right. It would be taking advantage of her, and I won’t do that.”

Malon listened to his words as though they were a confession. Perhaps they were. She gave him a soft, understanding smile as she gently stroked her cheek with his hand.

“Take her back to Morotai, solas,” she said. “Aside from you, Jonna is probably the next closest person in her life. She may know how to reach out to Bylia’s family, if she has any.”

“She has a sister,” said Damon. “That’s a good idea. I’ll set out with her as soon as she wakes.”

***

Bylia was polite, but relatively restrained with her goodbyes. Vel gushed over her, clearly trying to keep her own emotions in check. Ria was polite and respectful. Malon told her she would always be welcome.

Damon walked at her side as they made their way along the well-trodden path that led from the tower to the village. Even the outskirts of the forest felt unpredictable after his harrowing experience deeper within the Malagantyan. It was only a half day’s walk, however, and Bylia had been eager to do it on foot.

“This area is so peaceful,” she said. “I see what I must have liked about it.”

“You complained a fair amount about how small the local crowds were for your performances, but aside from that, you did seem happy here,” he said.

“My performances?” She gave him a blank look.

“You… were a songstress, Bylia,” he said.

“Oh. Hmm. I suppose I could see that, though I don’t really feel like one.”

They continued without saying anything for another few minutes, listening to the birds and the soft fluttering of the breeze.

“Your family was so kind to me,” said Bylia. “You must be so close with them, with all of you living together in that tower apart from the rest of the world.”

“We are,” he said.

Bylia looked at him expectantly. Damon was quiet for as long as he could be, but he knew she desired some kind of explanation.

“I was away from home for close to a decade,” he said. “I came back recently because I was worried about them. I love them, and I want to help and protect them to the best of my ability.”

“Did we meet recently, too?”

“We’ve known each other for a while longer,” he said. “I used to be a gladiator, and you traveled with my company for a time, as a songstress.”

Their discussion continued along that route for the next hour or two as Bylia continued to ask questions and Damon provided the best answers he could. Oftentimes, his words only seemed to stir her confusion. How could they not? She was seeing her own life through a stranger’s eyes.

Morotai drew into view as they rounded the last bend and entered the clearing on the Malagantyan’s northwest side. It was a humble, harmonious village, with the wooden Merinian townhouses feeling at home among the ancient restored Remenai architecture.

Jonna’s two youngest children, Joss and Jase, were sword fighting with sticks outside the town’s inn. They ran over when they saw Damon and Bylia approaching, both of them showing off for her with cartwheels and high jumps.

“Are you going to sing tonight, Bylia?” shouted Joss. “It’s so boring without you around!”

Bylia gave them an uncertain smile. “Um… I’m not feeling at my best… just yet.”

Damon felt a twinge in his heart as he considered how much harder it was going to be for Bylia to return to a semblance of normality than he’d realized. She was navigating blind through a life she’d previously lived with such confidence. The situation was so unfair for her. He wondered what he could do to help.

He brought her inside the inn, which was nearly empty so early in the day. Nobody was behind the counter, but Jonna was at the hearth, adding some vegetables to one of her slow cooked stews for the evening crowd.

She grinned when she saw Damon and Bylia approaching, but the look faded into a much more concerned and bewildered expression as she sensed something wrong between them. She approached slowly, shaking her head.

“Bylia,” said Jonna. “My sweet girl. What is it?”

Damon did his best to help explain the situation, along with assuring Bylia that if she could trust anyone, it was Jonna. The plump older woman teared up several times during their conversation, assuring Bylia that she could stay at the inn for no charge until things settled down.

“You wrote your sister often,” said Jonna. “I can help you get a missive to her as soon as you’re ready to write it. She’ll want to know, and she may be able to help in ways that we can’t.”

“I’d appreciate that,” said Bylia. “Would you… happen to know what her name was?”

Jonna winced and covered her mouth, tearing up again.

“Brienne,” said Damon. “Come on, Bylia. Why don’t we head up to your room and get you settled?”

“I can bring dinner up for you,” said Jonna. “For tonight, it might be best if you take it outside the common room. The townsfolk can be a bit expectant of your performances. I wouldn’t want that pressure weighing on you, on top of having to explain your illness.”

“Thank you,” said Bylia.

He led her upstairs and into her rented room. It was a little messy, with clothes scattered across the floor in places, a towering stack of books, and her precious chime chord in its case in one corner. Bylia furrowed her brow as she took it all in. She slowly made her way over to her bed and sat down.

“It’s a little exhausting not remembering who you are,” she said, with a sigh.

“I can imagine,” he said. “I wish… there was more I could do for you.”

“You already saved my life and escorted me home,” said Bylia. “That’s more than I could have asked for. You’ve done more for me than anyone has in a long time, as far as I can remember.”

She smirked, and he couldn’t help but laugh.

“At least your sense of humor is still intact,” he said.

“There is… one thing.” Bylia reached into her satchel and pulled out a folded piece of parchment. “I found this in my things. I think it might be a song I’d been working on, but it’s written in shorthand, and I don’t know how the melody would go.”

Damon accepted it from her, eyes panning across the familiar title scribbled across the top. Bylia had written Sin and Soil
 in her own songstress cypher, but the code wasn’t that complicated, more a simple form of shrinking and removing words.

“Was I the one who wrote that?” asked Bylia.

Damon nodded, trying to keep his reaction off his face. “You did.”

“Have you ever heard me sing it before?”

“Some of it.”

He felt guilty at how powerful of an urge he had to tear the parchment into shreds. It was a shameful impulse, but perhaps also a sensible one. It wasn’t about his own reputation, but Malon and Ria and Vel. With no memory, Bylia might even have less restraint and awareness about the ripple effect that could result from her singing it.

Except tearing the song up wouldn’t change the truth of all that had happened. He couldn’t run away from his decisions and mistakes. Bylia’s song had told his story with brutal, beautiful clarity. As confusing and shameful as he’d felt listening to it, it was undeniably a song that deserved to be sung, and a story worth being 
told.

“Would you help me remember how to sing it?” asked Bylia. “Maybe it would bring back other memories?”

“Of course,” he said. “Ah. But you have to promise that you won’t sing it for a crowd until you remember more, alright? It’s a song… that’s not finished yet. You shouldn’t sing it for the world until you’ve remembered what it’s about and finished it.”

Bylia’s mouth quirked sideways. “Now I’m intrigued! What’s this song about, Damon? You know, don’t you?”

He couldn’t keep from laughing. “Of course, I do. I won’t spell it out for you, but... I’ll help you with the beginning.”

He sat down next to her on the bed and started singing the first few lines in a quiet, unpracticed voice.


CHAPTER 39

Damon helped Bylia with both her song and the letter to her sister. It was late in the afternoon when he finally left her to rest in her room. He closed the door and leaned against the wall of the hallway, letting out a long sigh.

Jonna was near the stairs, and she smiled and set a hand on his arm as he approached her.

“How is she?”

Damon shrugged. “She’s tired, and still a bit overwhelmed. I thought I’d rent a room here tonight and see what else I can do to help in the morning.”

“I understand how concerned you must be for her, but it might be best for you to give her some space,” said Jonna. “She cared deeply for you, Damon, but even I could tell how complicated your relationship was. It might only confuse her or set the wrong expectations. She needs some time to find her footing, you know?”

He nodded slowly, though he wasn’t sure he entirely agreed. He wondered if that was his guilt talking, more of a selfish need to fix a situation that his conscience demanded he take responsibility for.

“I suppose I could do that,” he said. “She’s going to need help though, Jonna.”

“My family and I are more than equipped to give it to her. I was already starting to see her as the daughter I never had. I’ll help her recover as much as I can.”

“There may be people who will try to take advantage of her missing memories,” said Damon.

“I wasn’t born yesterday, young man. I’ll keep the swindlers and lechers away from her. I don’t see myself allowing her on stage for at least a month or so, at the very least. She can help out with smaller chores around the inn until then.”

Damon folded his arms. “I still plan on visiting often.”

“You’re welcome to,” said Jonna. “All I’m saying is that it would be better for someone other than you to lead the charge with her recovery. Better for Bylia’s identity and better for you.”

“That’s sensible.”

“Now go on,” said Jonna. “There’s a surprise waiting for you downstairs.”

He forced a smile. A few free mugs of ale would help him settle his mood, if nothing else. He headed down into the common room, appreciating the ambient conversation and the smell of rich, savory stew.

Jonna’s surprise wasn’t free drinks. Malon, Vel, and Ria sat at one of the Smoke and Stage’s tables. They were in the middle of dinner, and they’d set a bowl and cup out for him. Malon noticed him coming and rose to take his hand and lead him over.

“Good timing, solas,” she said. “We just started eating.”

“You came to Morotai,” he said blankly.

“We did.” Malon grinned. “We thought you might need the emotional support.”

Vel snorted. “I’m sure the fact that you said you were in no mood to cook tonight was simply coincidence, aesta.”

“I didn’t hear you volunteering to take a turn in the kitchen, seta,” said Malon.

“Try this wine, Damon,” said Ria, sliding him her glass. “Jonna claims it is a vintage made from Florencian grapes.”

Damon took a sip. “It’s good.”

He started on the stew, tasting steak and leeks in his first bite.

“I spoke with Jonna earlier about the idea we had on building a small inn within the clearing,” said Malon.

“Is she worried about you pushing onto her turf?” asked Damon, with a smile. “There’s not much competition for the Smoke and Stage, currently.”

“We’d cater to different crowds, I think,” said Malon. “She’s actually eager to help in any way she can. She recommended me a quarry to the west of here where we’d be able to purchase stone for the foundation.”

“You’re serious about this? It’s going to be an expensive project.”

“True,” she admitted. “But it’s one that I think will fit our path into the future. It would be nice, wouldn’t it? It would give us an income aside from my crops, and we’d always have room for visitors.”

“Songstresses too, if you know any who might be interested in playing around this area,” suggested Ria.

Damon let out a chuckle. “I know of one, though it might be a while before she’s performing again.”

“It’s not like building an inn is something that happens overnight, Damon,” said Vel.

“I’m aware of that, Vel,” he said. “We’ll need to hire some carpenters and workmen, and purchase wood and glass.”

“We were hoping you could do most of the heavy lifting, solas,” said Malon in a teasing voice.

“What?” Damon suppressed a grin and played up his offended reaction. “Well, if I’m going to be building an inn, I expect to be properly compensated for it.”

“You have an awareness of our aesta’s financial situation, Damon,” said Ria. “Is there no way we can work out some sort of arrangement in place of coin?”

“Seta!” Malon laughed and blushed, swatting Ria’s arm. “Don’t you dare put ideas like that in his head.”

“Coin it is,” said Damon. “My base fee is a hundred gold crowns.”

“If that’s the case,” said Malon, “I’ll think I’ll need to start charging you a boarding fee. Let’s say… ten gold crowns a night?”

Damon smiled. He felt grateful and let himself sink into the moment, excited for what was to come.

THE END
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