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CHAPTER 1

The last time Damon had given his childhood room a thorough cleaning had been more than a decade ago. It was a sad fact, but one more related to Malon’s dutiful and diligent housekeeping than any inherent slovenliness on his part.

He smoothed out the quilt across his bed, tucking in the corners. He didn’t mind doing the job himself, and moreover, it wasn’t as though he could ask his aesta to help him tidy up before a visit from his amnesiac former lover.

Damon hadn’t closed the door to his room completely, which had apparently been as good as leaving a welcome rug out for Vel. She burst in without knocking, wearing only her half-shirt and girlshorts and paying him no mind as she began rifling through his wardrobe.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“I lost one of my favorite shirts,” said Vel. “I think aesta may have accidentally put it in with your stuff the last time she did our laundry.”

“I would have seen it,” said Damon. “More importantly, why aren’t you dressed?”

“It’s too hot today to wear most of my clothing,” said Vel. “It’s no big deal. It’s not like I’ll be anywhere but the tower.”

She continued making a mess, pulling neatly folded clothes out and discarding them in a crumpled heap. She was leaning forward with her butt pushed out, which gave Damon a view of the way the fabric nestled into the cleft of her pale, petite buttocks.

No big deal. Right.

“I’m in the middle of cleaning,” he said testily. “Your stupid shirt isn’t here.”

She turned to face him, setting her hands on her hips and narrowing her crystal-blue eyes. Her blonde hair was still loose and 
frazzled from sleep. Her half-shirt was one of her more often worn ones, the fabric thin and threadbare, rather prone to clinging to the contours of her modest breasts.

“The shirt I’m looking for was made in the style of Phidelia Hawthorne, one of Merinia’s foremost clothiers,” said Vel.

“Oh, wait a second,” said Damon. “I have seen it, after all. I remember lobbing it into the woods the other day after using it as a sweat rag during training.”

“You had better be kidding, Damon Al-Kendras!”

“I have to say, it was pretty nasty when I finished with it,” he said. “You might want to… Hey! Quit pulling my stuff out!”

He grabbed her arm as she tried to knock over a small pile of clean tunics which she hadn’t yet disturbed. Vel tried to wriggle sideways and continue looking. In Damon’s effort to pull her away, he pulled her to him.

For a dangerous, glorious instant, he held her mostly naked body in a dominant embrace. One of his hands still clasped her arm, while the other wrapped around her bare stomach and barely clad breasts. Vel tried to wiggle away, though it was more playful than determined.

“You should help me look, Damon,” she said. Her voice made the search for her wayward shirt seem almost like a tempting prospect. She shifted against him, letting her butt press into his crotch in a manner far too blatant to be accidental.

“You really need this shirt that bad?” he asked.

“Mmhmm.”

She made as though to break out of his hold and return to her search. Damon gripped her petite body a little tighter as she reached forward, setting her hands against the wall and all but positioning herself to be used by him.

His cock stiffened, and he even risked a glance toward the half-closed door. He couldn’t hear Malon and Ria in the common room, 
but that didn’t mean that they weren’t there.

Moreover, he’d made an effort to control himself since he’d arrived home after bringing Bylia safely back to Morotai. In the past ten days, Damon had done little more than show his affection toward Vel and the others with chaste hugs and the occasional kiss on the cheek.

Vel rocked back against him again. Her girlshorts were already pulling low against her waistline. Damon felt a near irresistible urge to slide his fingers into them and yank them down, as much to retaliate against her invasion of his room as to lead them anywhere.

“I can’t help you,” he said, finding the sense to pull back.

Vel let out a sigh and gave him a pout he’d seen all too often during their childhood. “I suppose I’ll just have to stay undressed, then.”

“Bylia’s paying me a visit this afternoon. You can’t be nearly naked when she gets here.”

She gestured annoyingly through the air. “Then help me look for my shirt! We’re just going to go in circles if you aren’t willing to get involved, Damon.”

“Get out of my room, Vel.”

He grabbed her again, doing his best to wrestle her toward the door. He felt ridiculous. He was twenty-three years old and in the middle of trying to wrestle a half-dressed intruder with bedhead out of his room.

Vel tried to jump up and wrap her arms around his neck for whatever tactical advantage it might have provided. Damon twisted her around but threw himself off balance in the process. They both stumbled and fell across his bed, bouncing once against the mattress before immediately returning to wrestling.

But the tone of it was different now, transmuted by the sound of their heavy breathing and the awareness of each other’s bodies. Damon had been hard almost since Vel had first begun flaunting herself in front of him. He let his erection press into her stomach as 
he made an attempt at pinning her arms.

“You’re such a brat,” he said. “I bet there wasn’t even a shirt to begin with.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. Why else would I want to be in your room? It smells weird in here.”

“It smells fine. You’re just too used to sniffing your own gross perfume.”

“Hey! My perfume isn’t gross.”

Vel bucked her hips. Her half-shirt had ridden up far enough to expose the bottom edge of one of her breasts. Damon wanted nothing more than to pull it up even further, to see the sweat beading on her pale, perfect tit.

He let his hand settle on the side of her abdomen, thumb caressing the edge of her shirt’s fabric. She shot him an exaggerated glare, as though saying do it
, or more accurately, I know you won’t.


A light tap came at Damon’s door. He nearly threw himself off Vel and off his bed, falling sideways onto the floor in a rush to avoid having the situation misinterpreted. Or even correctly interpreted.

“The porridge has been ready for a few minutes now,” called Ria. “The two of you seem rather hungry. Why not come out and eat?”

Damon took a moment to catch his breath. He stood up, shaking his head as he looked at Vel, who was still posed seductively on his bed. She made her pouting face again and jabbed a finger at his chest.

“This isn’t over,” she said.

He rolled his eyes. “Quit being such a pain.”

“You know where it is, don’t you?”

“You’re ridiculous.” He stepped forward, getting in her face. “If I do find your shirt, maybe I’ll hide it from you now.”

“Damon!” She drummed her fists on his chest hard enough to hurt a bit, though not as hard as she could have. “You’re a jerk.”

“You’re too easy.”

He cupped her face with his hand, smiling as he saw her annoyed expression give way to something more pleased. He leaned forward and gave her a soft kiss on the lips, the first one he’d given anyone in more than a week.


CHAPTER 2

For the first time Damon could recently remember, Ria was handling breakfast. She was still wearing her bed clothes, which were composed solely of the same pale green nightgown which he’d given her as a gift weeks earlier.

Her black hair was done up in a warrior bun, with just the single, rebellious lock of silver hanging free. Even though she was, on a practical level, wearing more than Vel, the way the nightgown fit her curvaceous body made it seem just as lurid.

“Morning, Ria,” said Damon. “Where’s aesta?”

“Your guess would be as informed as mine,” said Ria. “She was awake before I was.”

Damon looked toward the door, more out of curiosity than concern. Malon normally waited until after the morning meal before tending to whatever business she had each day. The fact that she’d left early could only mean she had something pressing to handle.

“She has her reasons,” he said.

“True, though I often find myself wishing she were more willing to share them,” said Ria.

Damon and Vel took seats at the table as she ladled each of them a bowl of porridge. Damon noticed the way Ria’s eyes quirked in response to Vel’s outfit, or rather, her lack of one.

“Are you really comfortable walking around in so little, Velanor?” she asked.

“True Divine, you’re as bad as Damon,” said Vel, scowling. “It’s too hot for long leggings and sleeves. In fact, I plan on spending as much of the day as I can soaking in the lake.”

She reached out and grabbed the small bottle of maple sap that Ria had set out on the table. Damon watched as she poured more than half into her porridge, unconcerned with how much would be left for anyone else.

“You’re going to get fat if you put that much in,” he said.

“Liar,” said Vel.

He gave her thighs a considerate look. Vel poured even more of the syrup into her portion. Ria sighed and shook her head at both of them.

“What?” said Vel, with a shrug. “There’s more in the pantry. I think.”

“Then go get it,” said Damon. “I want some for mine.”

“Just use what’s left.”

She smiled and gave his shin a gentle kick underneath the table. Damon fought the urge to seethe. Ria played mediator, leaning forward to take the syrup and pour him what was left. The sap came out stubbornly, and she began slapping her palm against the bottle’s bottom.

Nothing strange about that. Nothing that required the attention of Damon’s eyes. Especially not the way Ria’s breasts seemed in open rebellion against the thin fabric of her gown. Or the rhythmic sound of her hand hitting the bottle, over and over again, firm, effortful claps.

“Is the songstress going to be spending the night?” asked Ria.

“I don’t see how she would,” said Damon. “She’s still rattled from losing her memory. I suggested she come over if she was interested in going for a walk and stretching her legs the last time I was in Morotai. She’s just coming over to say hi.”

Vel and Ria exchanged knowing glances.

“Seriously.” Damon set one of his fists over the other atop the table. “She doesn’t remember me. Nothing. She appreciates what I’ve done for her, but in her mind, she’s only known me for two weeks.”

He saw them both react, their previously teasing expressions growing somber.

“My apologies,” said Ria. “I only ask because I was interested in 
being about my training later today. As always, I would welcome you joining me.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Bylia said she’d be by in the afternoon.”

“Why not have her watch us?” Ria shifted to stand behind his chair, setting her hands on his shoulders and staring down at him affectionately. “I would think that any young woman with eyes would appreciate the sight of you in motion.”

“Given how hot it is outside, she might rather swim,” said Vel. “You should invite Bylia to join us in the lake, Damon.”

Neither of the suggestions was bad on the surface, but both left Damon feeling a bit conflicted. Ria and Vel had grown forward in seeking his company in similar ways often over the past few days, sometimes actively vying with one another for it.

He found it flattering, but also hollow. The competitiveness between Ria and Vel had begun to flourish in their time back at the tower. It made their overtures feel like smaller parts of a greater game, as though they’d spontaneously challenged each other to see who could make Damon give in and bed them first. A side effect of sisterly possessiveness rubbing itself out.

Ria rubbed his shoulders. Vel let her foot rub the inside of his calf underneath the table. Damon tried to smother his growing smile with reason and reluctance.

“Good morning, solas.” Malon chose that moment to enter the tower, frowning at the scene she’d walked in on. Her eyes fixated on Vel and Ria’s lack of clothing. “Did the two of you forget to get dressed this morning?”

“It’s too hot for normal clothing, aesta,” said Vel. “Damon’s the only man here, and he doesn’t mind. Right, Damon?”

He looked at Malon before shaking his head. “Vel, you should really put something on. Bylia’s going to get weird ideas if she shows up and sees you like this.”

“The sole man in the house has spoken,” said Malon. “Go on. You too, Ria.”

Damon felt a mixture of relief and appreciation as he watched them walk to their shared room, partially nude bodies moving in interesting ways with every step.

Malon had on a cotton shirt and a pair of leggings that cut off at the knee. Her smile buoyed the faint freckles on her cheeks outward, and a small leaf hung from the side of her long red braid, likely a clinger from the woods.

“Thanks,” he said. “I feel as though they don’t always listen to me when I express my concerns about their teasing.”

He stood up from his chair to reach out and pluck the leaf from her hair.

“You need to be firmer about it,” said Malon. “They’re each still young, in their own ways. They need discipline, and it doesn’t always need to come from me.”

Damon felt tempted to point out that Ria was five years older than he was, but he understood her point. Malon was his stalwart, authoritative ally in maintaining the balance of the household. She wanted them all to be a family, one with reliable boundaries, if not completely normal.

It was an illusion, but one he could trust Malon to put in the effort to perpetuate. It was something Damon needed. He was still reeling from what happened with Bylia, and from the song she’d sung about him. He wanted to forget, just like she had. Let go of all his careless mistakes and impulsive indiscretions.

“I’ll make sure they stay out of your hair and on their best behavior today,” said Malon. “I also picked some fresh herbs and brought in carrots and turnips from the garden. Would a stew be alright for lunch? I could also do a meat and vegetable pasty.”

“Stew is fine,” he said. “Thank you.”

“Nervous?”

He shook his head, but his heart recognized the question as a valid one, which surprised him.

“I suppose I am,” he admitted. “How ridiculous is that? I don’t even want anything from her, other than to help her as a friend.”

Malon nodded and took a seat at the table next to him. “It may not be a matter of seeking her approval, solas. What you’re feeling might come from your own conflict toward the current situation.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Do you wish for her to remember the memories she’s lost?” asked Malon.

“Of course, I do. If I knew of a way to bring them back, I’d go after it in an instant.”

“Even the memories which pushed her away from you? The ones she put into her song?”

He didn’t have an answer for that. Malon didn’t press him on it. She reached out to rub his shoulder reassuringly, and then eyed Vel’s half-eaten porridge, sliding it over and stealing a bite. She made a face and set the spoon down.

“Seta has a sweet tooth like none other,” she muttered. “That’s borderline inedible.”


CHAPTER 3

Damon finished his chores as soon as he was done eating, enduring the early summer heat as he chopped firewood and tended to the horses. He went for a quick swim to wash the sweat from his body, barely missing Vel in between her own frequent dips, and then headed back into the tower.

He’d been spending more of his time sitting on the rooftop balcony as of late. It gave him a bird’s-eye view of the clearing, where he could easily be alerted to any new arrivals or threats. There was also a voyeuristic quality to the spot, given how often Ria and Vel opted to bathe in the lake nude, but he tried to keep from appreciating it too much.

He drank a glass of wine far earlier than he normally would have and spent some time polishing his myrblade. Myr made affectionate little sighs of pleasure, and he could tell the sword was eager for their next practice. He’d all but mastered water gliding and had begun practicing creating ice pillars from there, though he still hadn’t found a solid use for the technique.

He was caught off guard when a full carriage emerged from the forest road, headed toward the clearing. It was close-topped, so he couldn’t get an immediate view of who was inside. He hurried downstairs and outside to greet the possibly unexpected guests.

Bylia was the first to climb out, flashing an uncertain smile at him. He smiled back, aware of the toll her complete loss of memory took on her confidence. She seemed so vulnerable all the time, which was justified given her experience as a prisoner among the tau.

She wore her hair down, with a few strategically placed brown braids worked in on the sides. Her dress was white and blue, flirty and suited for the summer, and she wore a new amulet which hung across the dress’s plunging neckline, drawing attention toward her cleavage.

She wasn’t alone. Aside from the carriage driver, who seemed 
only concerned with the horses, two others had traveled to the tower with her. Damon recognized the other woman as Bylia’s older sister, Brienne. She was taller than Bylia and thinner, with high cheekbones and crystalline blue eyes.

The man accompanying them was dressed like royalty, which is to say, in an outfit far too thick and stifling for the summer weather. He was nearly bald, with gaunt features and a disagreeable sneer set into his resting face.

Damon watched the man pull out a pocket square to wipe sweat from his reddened face and brow. He ignored him, instead heading toward the two sisters. Bylia’s smile widened, and she stepped forward to give him a shy wave.

“Damon,” she said. “I brought company. Let me introduce my sister, Brienne, and her husband, Lord Cornerstone.”

Brienne was already grinning, and she bounded over to Damon, pulling him into a tight hug. They’d traveled together for several months on the road when they’d been younger and had become rather close, though it had been Austine who bedded her on the nightly.

“It’s so good to see you again!” said Brienne. She kissed him on each cheek and then once on the lips, surprising him.

“Likewise,” said Damon.

Bylia cleared her throat. “You could have mentioned that the two of you already know each other, sister.”

Brienne shrugged. “I thought it might be fun to surprise you. And it was! How are you, Damon?”

“I’m well,” he said. “From the look of your carriage, it seems like you’ve moved up a bit in the world.”

She nodded, still grinning, and only then glancing toward the older, sweating nobleman. “This is my husband, Regus.”

The man cleared his throat, frowning a bit as he reached out to shake Damon’s hand. “Lord Regus Cornerstone of West Copperton.”

“Damon Al-Kendras,” he replied.

“I wasn’t aware that there were colonial outlanders so far removed from Veridan’s Curve, proper,” said Lord Cornerstone. “You can’t seriously tell me that you’ve taken up residence in that ancient Rem ruin, can you?”

There was an edge of incredulity to his voice. Damon shrugged it off and folded his arms.

“We’ve restored it over the years,” he said. “It’s quite comfortable, and as I’m sure you can see, the land surrounding it is fertile.”

“Yes, well, I suppose that’s all that matters to you outlander types, isn’t it?” snorted Lord Cornerstone. “You should try spending more time clearing the road here. Perhaps that would help you stay flush with the rest of the world? It would certainly give my carriage an easier time of things.”

“I’m not really concerned with your carriage, Lord Butterchurn, but thanks,” said Damon.

He saw the other man seething beneath his sweaty face. Bylia frowned and drew nearer to him, setting a hand on his shoulder.

“Is it just you home today, Damon?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No. Vel and Ria are around somewhere, and I think my aesta’s in the common room.”

“Ah,” said Bylia, her expression waning a bit. “Well, I’ll be happy to say hello to them. They were so kind to me when I—”

“Damon!” Vel’s shrill cry came from the direction of the lake, cutting Bylia off. “I forgot to grab my towel cloth. Can you grab it for me?”

She was already halfway out of the water, clad only in her underwear. Her petite, nearly nude body glistened in the sunlight, dripping wet and exposed. She only noticed Bylia and the others after drawing everyone’s attention, and immediately let out a peep and leapt back into the lake.

Brienne furrowed her brow at Damon, and Lord Cornerstone muttered something that sounded vaguely annoyed.

“That’s Vel,” he said. “I’ll grab her a towel once we’ve gotten settled in.”

He brought his guests into the tower. Malon had decided on stew and stepped away from the boiling pot to smile and greet the newly arrived visitors.

“Please, have a seat,” said Malon.

“You’re Damon’s aesta
?” asked Brienne, putting careful emphasis on the term of endearment.

“That’s right,” said Malon. “I raised him through his youth, though he was quick to go his own way as soon as he was old enough.”

Brienne set a hand on her husband’s arm. “An aesta is basically like a—”

“I know what it is,” snapped Lord Cornerstone. “How very quaint. Forgive me if this question offends, but what would possess a grown man to move back in with his mother in the middle of the colonial outlands? Did you fall on hard times at some point, Damon?”

“I think it would be difficult to explain to someone like you, so I won’t waste the effort on trying,” he replied.

“I’m sure Damon has good reasons,” said Brienne. “He and Austine are two of the most talented gladiators I’ve ever known.”

“Aw, that’s sweet of you to say,” said Damon. He smiled, noticing the way Lord Cornerstone bristled at Brienne’s mention of her former lover. “I’m retired now, for what it’s worth. Austine has moved on to different work as well.”

He let the words dangle like bait on a line. Brienne’s eyes flitted around a bit before settling back on him.

“How is Austine doing?” she asked. “Have you spoken to him recently?”

Lord Cornerstone cleared his throat. “Surely, there are better 
topics of discussion than some ruffian from your past, darling. Remember what I was saying about the new dyes the clothier had in stock back in—”

“He’s an advisor to Avarice,” said Damon. “He served as the Godking’s champion in the recent Honorshade Tournament.”

“You… don’t say?” Brienne twirled a lock of her hair with her finger. “It’s been so long since I’ve been to Avaricia.”

“You should consider calling upon him the next time you go to visit,” said Damon.

“Maybe I should. It would be so nice to catch up with him.”

“Darling, we have so little reason to travel out that way,” said Lord Cornerstone in a slightly whiny voice. “Surely, you could just send him a missive wishing him well, rather than, um…”

He trailed off, seeming to realize the tragedy of his own suggestion.

“That’s a wonderful idea!” said Brienne. “I should look into corresponding with him by letter. He always had such a way with words.”

Damon suppressed a smile. He saw Bylia doing the same across the table. Lord Cornerstone did his best to force a conversation on clothing dyes as Malon began serving beef stew with fresh bread.

The lunch was uneventful, and Damon even found some common ground with the other man after bringing up the idea of building an inn next to the tower.

“I know several merchants who specialize in glass,” said Lord Cornerstone. “They could send you some of their flawed windowpanes at a cheaper rate than you might be able to find elsewhere.”

“How flawed are we talking?” asked Damon.

“Enough for the manor houses to turn up their noses, but far from being unusable.”

Damon exchanged a look with Malon, who nodded.

“I’m interested,” he said. “We’ll be in touch.”

He brought Bylia to his room as the meal began to die down, in part at Brienne’s urging that they get a chance to speak alone. Damon was grateful for the help. He’d found it tricky to know what to say to her the past few times they’d seen each other. She’d forgotten the easy rapport they’d once had, along with the rest of her memories.

He started doubting himself. He wasn’t even sure of whether it was appropriate to shut the door to his room or not. Malon was still engaged in a discussion with Brienne and her husband about the weather and other meaningless bits of small talk. He compromised, leaving the door halfway open.

“So,” he said. “How have things been in Morotai?”

“Peaceful,” said Bylia. “Slow. Not much happens in that tiny little town. Did I chafe at being stuck there? You know… in the time before.”

“Sort of. I think you viewed it more as a place where you could develop your voice. You performed constantly and were always eager for material for new songs.”

Bylia didn’t say anything. Damon opened the chest at the foot of his bed, pulling out a small book.

“Here,” he said. “I found this in the tower’s library. I thought it might interest you. I know at least a few of the songs in here are ones you’ve sung before.”

It was a basic book of lyrics, a small gift, but a thoughtful one, so he’d thought. Bylia looked at the book’s cover blankly, her mouth pulling down into a small frown.

“Um, thanks,” she said. “I haven’t done much singing yet, but I suppose it will be good to have this if I ever do.”

“Right.” Damon glanced away, feeling the awkwardness of the moment. “Bylia, is something wrong?”

“No.” She shook her head, and then she shrugged. “Maybe, I guess. I appreciate how much you’ve helped me, Damon, and how 
hard you’re trying to be my friend.”

He waited, but she didn’t finish her thought until he prodded her. “You appreciate my help… but?”

Bylia let out a small sigh. “I feel so sad whenever I’m around you. You have this way of looking at me as though… I did something terrible to you. Or maybe we did terrible things to each other. You look at me as if you’re scared one of us is going to hurt the other.”

Her words had the bite of truth to them. Damon shook his head, regardless.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

“Neither do I, Damon!” she said. “That’s what makes this so much harder.”

He stared at her, seeing how upset she was, knowing there was nothing he could do or say.

“I’m not staying in Morotai,” said Bylia. “The reason why Brienne and Lord Cornerstone accompanied me here was because I plan on leaving to live with them on their estate in West Copperton.”

Damon was disappointed, but not surprised. West Copperton was far to the north along Veridan’s Curve. There was a very real chance that they’d never see each other again with her moving so far away unless she went out of her way to stay in touch.

“Take this with you, at least,” he said. “Just in case.”

He tapped a hand on the songbook. Bylia gave him a kind smile and nodded.

“I do hope our paths cross again one day,” she said.

It was the type of thing people always said when they knew it was something they could only hope for, rather than expect. Damon squeezed her hand, pulled her into a hug, and then let her go.


CHAPTER 4

Damon waved to Bylia and Brienne as Lord Cornerstone’s carriage disappeared down the forest road. He felt numb, as though a portion of the sadness he’d felt when Bylia had first lost her memory was only then catching up with him. She was really gone, out of his life, probably for good.

“I’m sorry, solas,” said Malon. “I wish there was more I could have done.”

“I know. It’s alright.”

“This must be so painful for you, but perhaps this is what’s best for her,” she said. “Her sister loves her, and she can help her understand who she is better than you can, given how much of their lives they’ve shared.”

He nodded, even though a petty and stubborn part of him wanted to disagree. Damon sank into his dampened mood, accepting it as it came, if not welcoming it. He’d lost someone he cared about, but also so much future potential for his life. A happy ending that could have been, but would now never be.

“Damon.” Vel had been observing from nearby, and her expression was all concern. “It’s not so bad… is it?”

He let out a dark laugh. “What kind of question is that?”

“I just mean… I guess I don’t know how else to put it, exactly.” She came around to stand in front of him and took his hands. “Come on. Let’s go for a swim.”

He stayed where he was, resisting as she gently pulled. “I’m not really in the mood.”

The carriage was long gone. Damon felt a strange urge to sit down on the grass and gave in to it. Ria had been training on the other side of the tower, and he was less than surprised when he saw her approach him next.

“I have not yet finished for the day,” she said. “There may be 
things better expressed through movement, young Damon. Elsewise, I can also listen. There is no shame in being of your emotions when you feel them deeply.”

She sat down behind him and surprised him by moving in close, her legs outside his, her arms gently hanging over his shoulders, hands meeting across his chest. Ria was a little taller than him, which was natural considering the average height of the Remenai.

Damon felt the depth of the intimacy contained within the gesture. He turned his head sideways and kissed her arm, breathing in her scent. Like the forest in bloom… with a slight, not unpleasant undercurrent of a young woman’s sweat.

“I think I’ll just get some rest,” he said. “Can we train tomorrow?”

“Whenever, Damon.” She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.

He extricated himself from her embrace and headed inside to his room. The songbook he’d given Bylia was on his bed, despite the fact that he’d reminded her to take it. He swept his hand across his mattress, knocking it across the room and into his wall.

It was too early for him to sleep, despite wanting to. He got another glass of wine and finished it in a few deep sips before heading back to give it a second try. A few minutes passed before his door opened, and Malon slipped into his room.

“Can I talk with you for a bit, solas?”

Her question felt different from the support that Ria and Vel had offered. Damon gestured to the bottom of his bed, and she walked over and sat down.

“Part of this is my fault,” said Malon. “I realize now that I overstepped when I put the idea of you taking Bylia as a wife into my head.”

“You didn’t put that idea in my head. Honestly, it’s not as though I hadn’t thought of it before. I considered it outright once, back when we’d first met each other.”

But of course, that had been before he’d ever come home to the tower and gotten to know Malon, Vel, and Ria as adults.

“Still, I was the one who pushed you to deepen your relationship with her by—”

“Stop,” said Damon. “Just stop. What happened between Bylia and me had nothing to do with the camping trip, or the tau, or even what Famine did to her memories.”

“What do you mean?”

He let out a sigh and shook his head. “I told you about her song, but I don’t think you understand how it felt. It was like hearing the truth about how… messed up I am. Hearing it from the lips of someone I loved, no less. The undeniable truth, in full, mocking detail.”

“I cannot imagine how hard that must have been for you, but you mustn’t let your mistakes define you,” she said. “You’ve matured by leaps and bounds over the past week or two.”

“What?”

“You know what I’m saying. I’ve noticed the way you respect the boundaries I’ve set between you, Vel, and Ria. Often more stringently than they do, even!”

Damon opened his mouth but hesitated in place of his initial reply.

“I… hadn’t realized that you knew that Vel and I had, um…” He shrugged. “Gotten close.”

“I didn’t,” said Malon. “I’d suspected. Sorry, I didn’t intend to trap you with those words, but I suppose it doesn’t make a difference for it to be out there now. You’ve changed, solas. You aren’t giving into temptation like you were.”

“Maybe that’s why I feel like this,” he said. “I was holding out hope for Bylia. I guess I was also denying part of who I am while doing it.”

“Is that really how you feel? Truly?”

He ran a hand through his hair. “I think so. At this point, I’m wondering now if it’s really even Bylia that’s got me like this, or what I’ve done to myself to hang onto that hope. I make myself out to be so evil with my desires and urges. What’s the point?”

He started to get up. Malon set her hand on his leg, coaxing him to stay in bed.

“Where are you going?” she asked in a quiet voice.

“I don’t know,” he said. “To find Vel.”

“I doubt that would be a good idea.”

“To find Ria, then.”

“Solas!”


CHAPTER 5

Damon ignored her touch and stood up from the bed, heading for the door. A wall of magical crimson power burst into existence as he reached out to open it, completely blocking the doorframe. Damon folded his arms and turned around.

Malon’s face took on a cast he had never seen. A mixture of sternness and disapproval, with an undercurrent of something rash, almost possessive. She folded her legs and watched him, seeming to wait for an outburst he didn’t really have the energy for.

“Why?” he asked. “What’s the real reason you care so much about who I fuck?”

“Because we’re family.”

Such a simple answer, but True Divine, it hit hard.

“So, what?” he asked dismissively. “Would you really have stopped me if I’d decided to go for a swim with Vel?”

“I would have joined the two of you, depending on how you were interacting.”

“And if I’d trained with Ria…?”

“I would have watched and given advice.”

If not for the curtness in her voice, there could have been innuendo to her answers. Malon was deadly serious and fighting a hopeless battle. She couldn’t watch them every hour of every day. If Damon wanted to get intimate with Vel and Ria, then…

Then what? Where would things go, and how would they end? The questions were as elusive and weighty as any related to his future with Bylia. He still wasn’t ready to face all of that future, not really. Not in the way a man needed to for the sake of being fair to the people he cared about.

“You need to control yourself, solas,” said Malon. “You’ve managed well this week. Keep it up.”

“You act like I’m a bull around mares in heat,” he said, taking a step toward her.

Malon’s eyes flickered down for an instant that he almost missed. Was she checking to see if he had an erection? He almost laughed, until he looked down and noticed that his cock was, in fact, partially hard. Just a coincidence.

“You already admitted that you think your urges and desires can be evil,” said Malon.

He stared at her and took another step forward. “You’re taking my words too literally. Tell me, aesta. Do you really think I’d do something evil
 to either of them?”

“Sex can be destructive without going as far as what you seem to be implying.”

“We’re adults,” said Damon. “You can smother us and enforce your rules while we’re here at the tower, but we travel. Sometimes together.”

“You’re still family,” she whispered. “No amount of distance covered will change the facts.”

“We love each other.” He drew even closer, standing over where she sat on the bed. “Maybe we just need to express that sometimes. Whatever your worries are, you can’t possibly expect us to internalize them on your behalf.”

“You should be ashamed of yourself!”

He almost laughed at that. “I am. Trust me… I often am.”

His cock was completely hard now, for reasons he didn’t fully understand. He watched Malon watch him, his mind now balanced between the idea of seeking out Vel or Ria, or maybe just staying there in his room.

With her.

“I’ve seen those eyes before,” said Malon.

“What eyes?”

The corner of her mouth twitched upward into a smile. “They’re the same eyes you kept looking at me with on our first night back together, after you’d been away for almost ten years. You’re looking at me how you did during our reunion.”

“Looking at you how?”

“Like a mercenary in a brothel after a long campaign.”

“Aesta!” Even though he objected, he felt his face heat up and knew he couldn’t deny it.

“At first, I thought it might just be an effect of our time apart,” she said. “On that first night, when I suggested you bathe in the lake after your time on the road… I teased you.”

“I noticed.”

“I thought it might nip your attention in the bud,” said Malon. “I thought if you saw me naked, you’d see that I’m still… your aesta.”

“I did see that, and I know you still care about me.” He folded his arms. “My point isn’t complicated. I love being here, and I love Ria, and Vel… and you.”

“I know,” she whispered. “Truly, I know. But your earnestness doesn’t change the facts. I won’t be able to reason with you on this, at least not reliably. That simply won’t be enough, will it?”

She smiled, and her shoulders twitched with a small, silent laugh.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said, with a deliberate shrug. “I’m curious, solas. Would you like me to take off my shirt?”

He nodded even as he answered. “Yeah, I would. But why? I mean… of course, if you’re offering.”

“There’s a catch,” said Malon. “I’ll take off my shirt. Mind you, I have nothing on underneath. I’ll take it off, and I’ll let you look at me. In return, you must promise that you won’t go seeking Vel or Ria in a hungry manner here at the tower or let them come into your room with similar intentions.”

“For how long?”

“For how long, what?” asked Malon. “This is an ongoing deal, solas. If you respect the obvious boundaries between yourself, Vel, and Ria, I’ll take my top off when you ask me to.”

He almost said yes without thinking, before deciding that he was in a decent bargaining position.

“Leggings, too,” he said.

“Not yet. If you can keep yourself behaved, we’ll see.”

“I should also get to touch you. And—”

“This is not the same as our horseplay,” said Malon. “I occasionally get overstimulated, in certain ways, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. Sometimes it’s because of the toll of my magic. Sometimes… it’s for less obvious reasons. But this is different. This is me helping guide you toward being a better family member.”

Her characterization of it made him cringe, but he nodded, more captivated by the prospect than he would have expected to be. Malon was and would always be the matriarch of his home. Every step forward he could take with her would have a ripple effect across his relations with Vel and Ria.

He felt the evil he’d mentioned before surfacing in full strength with that thought. He didn’t accept it, but didn’t run from it, either.

“Fine,” he said. “Take off your shirt.”

Her mouth quirked sideways. “You’re so serious, solas. Was that a question or…?”

Damon reached his hand out, sliding it underneath one of the folds of her shirt. Malon caught his fingers, kissed them, and then stared him full in the eyes. Slowly, with movements more confident than hesitant, she began to take her shirt off.

“There’s no way this is going to be…”

He trailed off. Malon slid her shirt the rest of the way off her body, and her large, pale breasts seemed to splash free from the confines of the fabric. Each was more than a handful, and each held 
that same, magically youthful quality that the rest of her did.

“Going to be what, solas?” she whispered. “Enough?”

Her nipples were faint and shallow, almost ghostly, as if they were begging his eyes to search for more detail. Malon had a tiny, bewitching smile on her face as she leaned back on his bed, displaying her chest for him. It was insanely hot, but Damon had seen her like this before in glimpses.

“You’re incredible, aesta,” he said. “Though to be completely honest, it’s not enough for me.”

“Then make it enough. Take your pants off, solas.”

There was a familiar edge of authority to her words that sent a hot ripple through the air. It felt so inappropriate and unfit for the encounter, her using that voice on him. Damon’s erection stiffened in his pants as he undid the drawstring, trying to hold her gaze as he pulled them down.

“You want to see my cock,” he said. A statement, not a question.

“I do not want to see it,” she said, archly. “But if you need to take it out, this would be the time.”

Damon smiled as he noticed the way her cheeks were flushed, and what the focus of her attention was. He took his cock out, watching his aesta’s reaction as it pulled loose from his trousers like a spry, stubborn tree branch.

“You said I couldn’t touch you,” pointed out Damon. “That would imply that you can still touch me.”

“No, it wouldn’t.”

He positioned himself in front of her, his cock only inches from her pretty face and sweet mouth. His cock throbbed just from that, maybe more than it would have if she’d been willing. Her reluctance only seemed to fan the flames of his arousal.

“Please, aesta,” he said. His request sounded more of a plea than he’d intended, almost the way he’d ask her for favors as a boy.

“Solas,” she whispered. “Handle yourself. I’ll watch. I’ll even 
pose for you. It’ll be enough.”

He grabbed his cock and started stroking, more out of reflex than intention. His mind went into those evil places as he stared at her milky white tits and flushed face and full, perfect lips.

“I don’t want to handle myself,” he said, in a low voice. “I want to handle you.”

“Easy.”

“I want to stick it in you, aesta,” he said, stroking faster. “I want to see how long you’d last before moaning off the walls.”

“Solas, don’t say such things!”

She was naked from the waist up, sitting on his bed. She looked more like a woman than his aesta, short and vulnerable and sexy. Like a woman he could possess if he simply set aside his reservations for a minute or ten. She wouldn’t stop him, not this time.

“I don’t want to say these things, aesta,” he said. “I want to do them to you.”

She opened her mouth to respond. Damon filled it with something other than words. He cupped her face with his hand and plunged his member forward, sinking it between her lips and into hot, wet heaven.

The intensity of the sensation was enough to fray his sanity. He shuddered, grasping either side of Malon’s head and pumping his hips. He felt her tongue running along the underside of his shaft and hot saliva churning around the sides. He felt the tip of his cock tapping against the back of her throat as he face-fucked her with horny, rough movements.

As quickly as he’d begun to use her, she put a stop to it. Damon felt his arms snap out to either side and his abdomen yank backward as though pulled by a lasso. Even his cock was held and contained by Malon’s magic, which manifested in the form of glowing, crimson tendrils tethered to thin air.

There was a power differential between them, not just as solas 
and aesta, but as man and sorceress. With her power, she would always make the rules. She would always be able to stop him and enforce a punishment if she so desired.

She glared at him, shaking her head, jaw tensing. Her expression held so much anger in it that it almost seemed blank. Damon exhaled slowly, feeling as though the moment was the culmination of weeks of accumulated shame.

Eventually, Malon sighed and let the tension drain from her posture. She took a step away from him and turned around for a moment before returning to face him directly.

“I suppose in some ways I was tempting you toward that,” she said. “Really, though, solas. You must be better about—”

“Controlling myself,” he finished for her. “I know.”

“Do you?” Her face flushed a deep pink. “Touching like that, and with such aggression... It’s unacceptable to do those sorts of things with your aesta!”

“I was going to seek out Vel or Ria,” he said, knowing how stupid it must sound even as the words left his mouth.

Malon set her hands on her hips. “Our deal is still in force. We could do this… not all of this, but you seeing me, my bare body. That much of it could happen again.”

“What if I need more?” he asked.

Malon laughed. “Solas, you forget who I am. Rather, what I am. I’m Lascivious’s crest sorceress. You were so focused on touching me, or having me touch you, that you didn’t stop to think about what else I might offer.”

Damon leaned his head back, letting her see his doubt. He felt ridiculous, still held by her magical bonds. Malon stood up from the bed and drew near him, wiping a hand across her lips to remove a bit of stickiness left over from having his cock in her mouth.

“If you need more,” whispered Malon. “If you want to come… Apologize for being so brazen and ask me nicely.”

“Aesta…” He rolled his eyes. “Do you really have to present it to me like that?”

She kissed him on the cheek, letting her breasts graze against his shoulder. Damon felt his face flush, though he couldn’t quite place why the situation made him feel so uncomfortably aroused.

“Say you’re sorry, solas,” she whispered, breath hot against his ears.”

He sighed and accepted his fate. “I’m sorry.”

Malon ran her hand across her chest, apparently treating her statement about not touching him more as a general guideline, rather than a strict rule.

“Now,” she said. “If you need me to help you come… simply ask me nicely.”

Few things had ever made Damon feel so embarrassed in his life. It was one thing to tease and play with his aesta sexually when he was the aggressor, or at least an active participant. To be at her mercy, asking for lewd favors, felt so wrong.

The fact that Malon seemed to be enjoying it more than he was made it feel even dirtier, and hotter, and so disgustingly intriguing. He found himself wondering if it might be worth it to push the limit with her again in the future just to see if she’d react the same way.

“Aesta,” he said, voice firm, meeting her gaze. “Help me come.”

Malon snapped her fingers. A glowing crimson sheathe appeared around Damon’s cock. The pleasure of it was insane, but oh so different and wonderfully strange. It was hot and uniform, flowing and throbbing. Like a stroking, squeezing hand, but with no gaps between the fingers, and far more ambient heat.

He started taking ragged, shifting breaths. Malon still had her face right next to his, and her expression was aroused and overtly smug, as though she’d won some sort of victory over him. He tried to lean his head forward to suck on one of her nipples. No success. Damn it.

“I can make it go faster,” she said. The magical teasing of his cock accelerated, and Damon felt his eyes bulging open and out of their sockets. “Or I can slow it down,” she added.

The caressing became torturously slow. Malon pressed herself against him, embracing him and letting her lips draw within inches of his. The moment felt far more sexual than anything they’d done before, and he found it beguiling that it was somehow within the realm of her personally held boundary with him.

Damon risked kissing her, seeing the way she blinked and narrowed her eyes in response. He kissed her again, seizing whatever little rebellion he could in the moment.

“I can also make it stop completely,” she said stiffly. The caressing came to an abrupt halt.

“You’re having entirely too much fun with this,” he said.

She shrugged. “You may be right about that.” Embracing him again, she kissed his neck, slowly grinding herself against his side as her magic began to stroke his cock again. “Are you ready, solas?”

“I’m past ready,” he said. “Aesta… Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She grinned, running her thumb affectionately across his cheek. “Remember our deal. Come see your aesta when you’re having your evil urges. I’ll help you however I can.”

His breathing accelerated along with the pleasure. Malon dragged her lips up and along his neck, letting them tease his earlobe. The magic caressing his cock seemed to grow hotter, pulse deeper, priming him to his bursting point.

“Ah!” groaned Damon. “True… Divine!”

His cock felt as though it was being milked as he came. The pleasure was unreal, and he shot his seed out with enough force to reach a fair distance across his room, almost to his bed. He slumped forward against the magical restraints. Malon released them and helped him over to his mattress.

“You made quite the mess,” she sighed.

“We’ll have to find a way to prevent that next time,” said Damon.

“If you don’t behave yourself, there won’t be a next time,” said Malon. She began searching for a discarded shirt to use to clean Damon’s seed from the floor, but of course, he’d taken all of his dirty laundry out in expectation of Bylia’s visit.

She made a face, picking up her shirt, which had also been soiled by the extent of Damon’s sticky release. She wiped it across the floor, taking one of Damon’s clean shirts from his wardrobe to wear instead, and then headed for the door.

“Perhaps it might be better for you to take dinner in your room tonight?” asked Malon. “Get some rest and clear your head. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“Thanks, aesta,” he said. “For everything.”

“I love you, Damon.”


CHAPTER 6

Damon took a nap, ate, and immediately went back to sleep. He awoke the next morning to the sound of someone knocking at the tower door. The noise resonated with an element of his dream, and he rushed to his feet. Had Bylia changed her mind and come back?

His hope dissolved as he opened the door to find a young man standing next to a horse. The man looked Damon up and down before holding out a small, ribbon-tied bundle of letters.

“I have missives for Lady Velanor Deconte and Ria Zakur,” said the man. “Do they reside here?”

“We do.” Vel had also awoken, and she answered sleepily from behind Damon. She hadn’t bothered to put clothes on beyond her underwear, and Damon saw the courier making an attempt at trying to politely avert his gaze. A failed attempt, it was.

“Well, um, here you go,” said the courier. “No need for a tip. Princess Kastet was kind enough to offer me one in advance of my journey.”

“Thanks,” said Damon. He took the letters, passed them to Vel, and shut the door in the man’s face before he could do any more leering.

“Were you expecting Kastet to reach out to you?” he asked.

“No.” Vel pulled the wax seal loose from her missive. “I mean, yes, but it’s been so long since she gave me leave from her service. I was starting to wonder if maybe she’d decided to… you know… replace me.”

“She wouldn’t,” said Damon. “I’ve seen how fond she is of you, Vel.”

She shrugged, but a smile shone through on her face as she hurried back to her room. Ria emerged a moment later, and Vel returned with her spectacles on.

They also woke Malon, knowing that she’d want to know of 
whatever news the princess had in store for them. The four sat around the common table, nibbling at scones while a pot of water boiled for tea over the fire. Vel exchanged a look with Ria.

“Does it matter which of us reads their letter first?” asked Vel.

“I see no reason why it would,” said Ria. “You can share your news first, young Vel.”

Vel grinned and quickly unrolled her letter. She chewed her lower lip as she quickly scanned it over.

“She’s called me back to her service,” said Vel.

“That’s wonderful, seta,” said Malon. “That’s what you wanted, is it not?”

“Yes, but…” Vel frowned and shook her head a bit. “She’s returning to Hearthold. I’m to go with her.”

Damon exchanged a glance with both Malon and Ria before looking back to Vel. She seemed more nervous than excited. Traveling to Hearthold would take her across the Endless Ocean, to the Old Realm and the main continent of Merinia.

It was a journey of weeks, rather than days. Depending on what Kastet’s reasons were for returning to the capital, it might be months before they saw Vel again, or even years. Damon reached across the table, taking Vel’s hand to hold on reflex.

“She mentioned you, as well, Damon,” she said. “She says you’re welcome to come and that she’ll pay you for your services.”

“I’m not sure what to make of that.” He folded his arms. “Leaving the tower to go to Hearthold seems like a major time commitment. What does your letter say, Ria?”

He looked at her, watching as she unrolled the parchment. Ria’s violet eyes roved across the written words. Damon expected it to be a similar invitation, but he began to doubt that assumption when he considered why Kastet would have bothered to send two missives if that were the case.

“It seems Kastet still has need of me here, in the Malagantyan,” 
said Ria. “We might not see each other for some time, Velanor.”

“Solas,” said Malon. “I think it best if you accompany seta to Hearthold. Given how volatile recent events have been, it makes me worry to think of her traveling with Kastet to the capital alone.”

“There’s no telling how long we might be gone for,” he said. “This is… a serious decision.”

“I have to go,” said Vel. “I’d be forsaking my Princess’s service if I didn’t.”

“She’s offering to pay you,” said Malon. “No doubt, there will also be opportunities for you to make money in Hearthold. It might serve our purposes to have that extra coin.”

He nodded slowly, seeing her point, though not conceding to it. He was keen on Malon’s idea of building an inn next to the tower. More money would make it a reality in the near term, even if it required him to be away from home for a stretch.

“I feel as though I should take some time to think this over,” said Damon. “This is a major decision.”

“I don’t have time,” said Vel. “The princess stressed the urgency of her return. I’m to travel to meet her in the town of Edgar’s Landing. I, um, don’t actually know where that is.”

“It’s to the south of Avaricia,” said Damon.

It was odd and rather convenient that Kastet had chosen to set out by ship from the small port town. Damon was still a person of interest within Avaricia. He wondered if it was intentional on her part. If it was, it certainly spoke to how badly she sought his help.

“Is it near enough for me to travel on foot?” asked Vel.

“Not even close,” said Damon. “We could take the wagon to drop you off, or perhaps help you find transport in Morotai.”

“To help you both find transport.” Malon stood up to pour the tea as the water began to boil. “You must go with her, solas. I think it’s for the best.”

“It irritates me to think about getting swept up in another one of 
Kastet’s schemes, especially an extended one,” he said. “She manipulated me during the Honorshade Tournament. Whatever her plan is, I want no part in it.”

“This is not about just you, young Damon,” said Ria. “Think of Velanor. No doubt, she could use your protection and company.”

There was an undercurrent of implication in her tone. Ria knew about him and Vel, and she didn’t have the same reservations toward their relationship and closeness that their aesta did. Damon frowned and looked toward Malon, who seemed to be in a state of careful consideration.

“I think it would be good for you to spend some time outside the tower, solas.” Malon brought the teacups over to the table, setting one in front of him. “Hearthold might be a welcome change of scenery for you. Keeping seta safe won’t occupy the entirety of your time. You can enjoy the city, meet some new people, even.”

Ria and Vel both looked at Malon, each seeming a bit annoyed in their own way by her suggestion. She flashed them both a knowing, rather playful smile.

“What?” asked Malon. “It might be nice for Damon to meet some new people after what he’s been through. If he so chooses, that is…”

“Fine,” said Damon. “For Vel’s sake, and for the money, I’ll go along.”

“Thank you, Damon!” Vel grinned and pulled him into a hug from where she sat, beside him. “This will be so much fun! It’ll be like an adventure for the two of us.”

Her spectacles pressed against his neck as she let her head settle against his shoulder. Damon heard Malon clear her throat disapprovingly. He wanted to glare at her. What was she expecting was going to happen with the two of them journeying so far abroad together?

“You should each take one of the dreamspell amulets with you as well,” said Malon. “If you encounter danger, or any other… unforeseen problems, feel free to reach out to me.”

Her eyes seemed to bore into him with their intensity. Remember our deal
, they shouted. Damon nodded, though it was in the face of a certain amount of reluctance. Having Malon to keep him from getting too pent up was different in person than it would be through the magic of the amulet.

“You are needed in the Malagantyan as well, Damon,” said Ria. “Do not forget that.”

“I won’t,” he said. “Though I’m not sure how long Kastet will need me in Hearthold.”

“As long as would suit her purposes,” said Ria. “I see what she is doing, Damon, just as you do. I consider you to be my ally ahead of her.”

He gave her a quick but meaningful nod. “I’ll be careful, Ria. I’ll stay in touch with aesta, and I’ll act on the assumption that she stays in touch with you.”

“I would appreciate that,” she whispered.


CHAPTER 7

Damon and Vel spent the next two hours carefully packing everything they’d need for their extended journey. Vel’s enthusiasm was infectious, and by the time they were ready to head out the door, he found it hard to keep from feeling excited at what might lay ahead.

“It goes without saying, but be careful, Damon,” said Malon as she hugged him goodbye. “Check in with seta at least daily once you reach Hearthold. Call on me at night as needed.”


As needed
. Those words seemed to reverberate through Damon as Malon pressed the dreamspell amulet into his palm. Her fingers lingered against his hand for a solid second longer than they needed to, and the side of her mouth twitched into a secretive smile, just for him.

“I will,” he said. “I love you.”

“Goodbye, aesta!” Vel stepped into the moment, wrapping Malon into a tight, affectionate, straightforward hug.

Damon felt Ria’s hand on his shoulder and set his over it.

“I am of a belief that this journey will be good for you,” said Ria. “But I hope we are of the same mind in keeping it to just a journey. Come back, Damon, before too much time is left to pass.”

“I promise I will,” he said.

He stared at Ria, feeling such an odd mixture of emotions. Being on the precipice of leaving almost made him want to stay, but letting Vel run off to the other side of the world with so many dangerous events in play simply wasn’t an option.

He stepped in close to Ria, smoothing her single lock of silver hair back, and kissed her. It began as a small goodbye peck and turned into a lover’s kiss over the course of an instant. Ria let out a small, pleased sigh and pressed her body forward against his. Damon kissed her again.

There would be no dreamspell magic to keep him connected with her, nothing more than letters, if either of them stopped moving for long enough to send them. Their goodbye was a real one, and her request was just as needed and necessary.

“I will come back, Ria,” he said, reaffirming his words. “How could I not?”

“Take care, husband,” she whispered. Her voice was so soft that Damon was left questioning whether he’d heard her right.

“Solas,” said Malon. “Seta.”

She watched them with folded arms, frowning disapprovingly. Ria looked as though she was trying not to smile as she pulled herself back. Vel had already said her goodbyes and waved to him impatiently as she started off down the road. Damon shouldered his pack, smiled one last time at Malon and Ria, and began his trek to Hearthold.

“This is going to be so much fun!” said Vel. “It’s hard for me to describe how lively the court in Hearthold is.”

Vel wore a montage of borrowed clothing. Ria’s worn, but reliable old traveling boots. A pair of Malon’s leather leggings. One of Damon’s old tunics from his teenage years, a royal blue number with ties across an open neckline that did interesting things to her nubile cleavage.

“It’s yours,” she said, with an odd smile.

“I know.”

They passed into the trees. Vel reached out and took his hand almost as soon as they were deep enough down the road to be out of sight of the tower. She laced her fingers through his lovingly, and he knew that they needed to be on the same page from the start.

“Vel, aesta warned me again,” he said. “About us getting too close.”

“How is this too close?” she asked. “I just thought it would be nice for us to hold hands.”

“Well, holding hands is probably fine,” he said. “I guess.”

“It’s not as though I have no sense of propriety, Damon,” said Vel. “We’ll have to be mindful of how close we are with each other when we’re around Princess Kastet. And especially when we’re back in Hearthold. People know me there. It’s where I lived before I came back to the tower.”

Damon drew to a stop, considering how to phrase what he needed to tell her. “Vel, it’s not just about appearances. At least not to aesta. She truly sees it in terms of right and wrong.”

“It’s not as though I haven’t also spoken with her about that
, Damon,” said Vel. “I get it. But we’re our own people. We get to decide what’s right and wrong for ourselves, don’t we?”

It felt as though she needed a certain answer from him. Her eyes were eager, her face a strange balance between earnest and pouty. She was still holding his hand, and she pulled him closer to her.

Damon tried to keep his eyes from immediately darting down to her wonderfully displayed cleavage in that tight, familiar tunic. A smile blossomed on her face as she noticed the effect she had on him. She leaned in a bit closer.

“Kissing is also fine,” she whispered. “You kissed Ria goodbye. I expect you to kiss me too, Damon.”

“You want a kiss right now, Vel?” he asked.

She nodded, tapping a finger against her lips. There was a thick tree trunk behind her. Damon pushed her back against it by the shoulders and leaned forward, drinking in the way her cheeks flushed at even just that.

He gave Vel a long, passionate kiss. Malon’s warning echoed in his head, but it was drowned out by Vel’s soft breathing, forgotten in the face of her arms dangling around his neck. One kiss led to another, and the moment rushed forward until it was nearly out of control.

“There,” said Damon, clearing his throat. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, we should keep going.”

“Right,” said Vel. “I’m eager to get there so… let’s go.”

“Yeah.”

They didn’t hold hands after that. Damon felt as though if he touched her again, they’d have to make camp early and lose the rest of the morning.


CHAPTER 8

They passed through Morotai, only staying in town for long enough to greet Jonna and her family before paying for passage to the southeast. Ten silver sables was enough to get them seats on a wagon traveling with a caravan of merchants heading toward Avaricia.

They split off from the group two days into the journey, not wanting to approach the largest city in Veridan’s Curve directly. Instead, Damon and Vel traveled south. Damon was relying on his memory of the area and general instincts for the roads.

He was excited by the prospect of having to make camp on that third night, which would be the first time he and Vel camped alone together. However, Edgar’s Landing came into view before his dirty thoughts could run wild. It was late in the evening as he led Vel into the tiny port town, both of them eager for the temporary respite it represented.

Situated next to where the Senagon River met Veridan’s Bay, Edgar’s Landing was no more than a sprawling collection of fishing hovels, jetties, and travelers. There were more ships docked in the water outside the town than there were houses, as far as Damon could tell.

The overpowering smell of sea salt and rotting fish gave them an incentive to reach the inn, which was easily the largest building in town. He could hear how busy it was from a distance, and he worried a bit over whether he and Vel might have arrived too late in the day to secure a room easily.

They headed in through the door. The tavern wasn’t as crowded as it had initially seemed. Most of the tables were along the walls, with a bar toward the edge of the room separating the common area from the kitchen.

Damon spotted Kastet almost immediately. She sat in the corner, dressed in simple traveling clothes, and flanked by two of her 
personal guards. She wore the hood of her cloak up, and there was nothing on her person to announce her status, but the space given to her by nearly everyone within the inn spoke to how out of place she still seemed.

Her clothes were too new. The dark linen cloak she wore lacked a single stain or frayed hem. Her boots were clean and hardly worn. The guardsman on either side of her, despite also wearing plain outfits, continuously searched the room for threats with their no-nonsense gazes.

Damon looped his arm through Vel’s, as much to be a gentleman as to keep her from immediately rushing over and drawing even more attention to the princess. He went first to the bar, paying the innkeeper eight sables for ale and a room for each of them.

Only then did they make their way over to Kastet’s table. The guards stood up as Damon and Vel approached. Kastet looked over her shoulder, smiling as she recognized him, and waved her men down.

“Velanor. Damon,” she said. “You’ve got phenomenal timing. I’ve only just arrived in town tonight. Please, sit.”

“I’m so pleased to be back in your service, milady,” said Vel, with a small curtsy.

“I’m pleased to have you back,” she replied, with a smile.

“How concerned are you about going unnoticed?” asked Damon. “If you’re trying to keep a low profile, you’ve all but failed.”

He could feel the eyes of the rest of the inn’s patrons on them. Kastet waved a hand dismissively and pulled her hood down.

“It hardly matters at this point,” said Kastet. “Avarice gave me his permission to leave the city and return home. I only felt the need to conceal my identity on the road, in the face of unknown threats.”

“There could still be some lying in wait,” Damon pointed out.

“True, but now I have you here,” said Kastet. “I think that should be enough, along with my guards.”

“Is Lilian accompanying you, as well?” he asked.

The side of Kastet’s mouth twitched at the question. “She is staying in Avaricia. She still has business in the Godking’s court. But that’s irrelevant at the moment. Both of you, please. Come with me.”

Her expression was serious, and Damon found himself reminded of how sharp and beautiful her features were. Her face was pale and pretty, with expressive eyebrows. Her hair was light brown with a slight curl to it, and her eyes were a matching amber.

She stood up from her table, signaling for her guards to stay where they were. Damon followed after her, still carrying his ale, as they made their way up into the inn’s second floor and into a private room.

It was spacious, with a bed and a table surrounded by four chairs. A small lantern burned on a side table, which Kastet turned up to illuminate the space. The three of them sat down, and there was an empty, silent moment before the princess began to speak.

“I can have food brought up for us, if either of you are hungry,” she finally said.

“After,” said Damon. “I think I’d rather get to the point. You were vague in your letter to Vel. What’s going on?”

He could feel Vel tensing from where she sat behind him, no doubt in response to his frankness. Vel would never dream of being so direct toward her princess, but Damon had no such reservations.

“My father, King Antoine, has passed away,” said Kastet.

Damon stared at her. He looked at Vel, who had her hands clamped over her mouth, eyes wide in shock.

“The King of Merinia is dead?” he said slowly, almost incredulously.

“The news hasn’t spread yet,” said Kastet. “Only I, Avarice, and a few of his trusted advisors currently know. My father died a few days ago. Prince Gabriel is next in line for the throne. I’m returning home for the succession ceremony.”

“Princess Kastet…” Vel shook her head, looking genuinely upset. “I’m so sorry. I can’t express the full range of my condolences.”

“It’s alright,” said Kastet.

Vel frowned and looked expectantly at Damon. He caught her meaning. She thought it was his turn to say something, to reassure a young woman who must surely be distraught underneath her outer shell of composure.

“How do you feel about the fact that your father is dead?” asked Damon.

A slight furrow formed along Kastet’s brow. “That’s an odd question. How does anyone feel about the death of their father?”

“Honestly…” He shrugged. “I hated mine. He was only a father by technicality. When I heard from my aesta that he’d died, I found myself wondering how much better my life would be if it’d happened earlier.”

It was more honesty than the situation called for, but he had a strong suspicion that Kastet’s relationship with her father was less than perfect. Her reaction still surprised him. She tapped her fingers on the table, nostrils flaring slightly.

“Velanor,” said Kastet in a gentle tone. “Could you wait in the hallway for a moment? I need to speak to your brother alone.”

Vel seemed caught off guard by the request, but quickly obeyed, regardless. “Of course, milady.”

She left through the door. Kastet waited for a moment before turning her attention back toward Damon.

“Does the name Wyden Starch mean anything to you?” she asked.

“Should it?”

“I have a source in Hearthold who has it on good authority that it’s an adopted name,” said Kastet. “Wyden Starch’s real name, according to my information, is Danio Al-Kendras.”

“No,” he said, reflexively. “That’s not possible. My aesta told me that my father died. She would know with more certainty than any 
source you might have.”

“I’m simply telling you what I know, Damon,” said Kastet. “What you do with the information is—”

A sneeze came from directly outside the room, in the hallway. Damon sighed and walked over to the door, opening it smoothly. Vel fell forward into the room from the position she’d apparently been eavesdropping in.

“Um…” said Vel. “Sorry. I was curious.”

“It’s fine,” he said, helping her up. “I’m assuming you heard what Kastet said?”

Vel nodded. “I remember when aesta told you about your father. She wouldn’t have lied, Damon.”

“I’m not accusing your aesta of lying to you,” said Kastet. “It’s possible that it might have seemed to be the case, back then. Or it’s possible that you’re right, Damon, and my information is inaccurate. Regardless, I called you here because I wanted to tell you in person. Wyden Starch is in Hearthold, should you care to pursue the matter further.”

Damon folded his arms. “Why tell me this? I find it hard to believe you’d check into such a matter out of simple curiosity. You only brought it up because you want me to make the journey to Hearthold.”

Which, admittedly, he’d already been planning to do. He almost felt reluctant now, annoyed at having Kastet’s newest manipulation thrust into his face.

“That isn’t the case,” said Kastet. “Well… At least not entirely. I do wish for you to accompany me home, Damon, but for the same reasons why I shared this revelation with you. You have my respect and my trust.”

“He was already planning on coming along, milady,” said Vel.

“Don’t tell her that,” said Damon.

Vel stuck her tongue out at him from an angle that hid the 
gesture from her princess.

“The decision is yours, Damon,” said Kastet. “I will pay you for your service as my retainer if you’re willing.”

“I need to know more,” he said. “You’re holding back. What are you expecting to happen in Hearthold that would necessitate my help?”

“That’s a question which requires a joint answer,” said Kastet. “You would be serving my interests, but also the interests of a… mutual friend of ours.”

“True Divine, woman, why are you so endlessly vague?”

“Damon!” said Vel.

Kastet refused to elaborate further until they’d eaten. She found a servant to bring dinner up for them, along with a full pitcher of ale. Damon gnawed on a turkey leg and made a concerted effort to get drunk, still reeling from what Kastet had said about his father.

It was impossible. It had to be. If it wasn’t, then he could only assume that the situation with his father was far more complicated than he’d ever realized. He couldn’t understand why Danio would have left Veridan’s Curve, abandoning his son with a mountain of inherited debt. Damon was sure that Kastet was mistaken, or at least lacking the full story.

There was a knock at the door of Kastet’s room. His hand went to the hilt of his myrblade on reflex. Kastet set her hand on his arm.

“I’m expecting company,” she said. “It’s our mutual friend.”

He felt a sudden suspicion of who it was before the door opened, and he almost groaned.

“It’s good to see you again, Damon,” said Wrath.


CHAPTER 9

Damon’s first reflex, for not unjustified reasons, was to attack. He managed to suppress it enough to limit his reaction to simply standing and drawing his myrblade. Vel sucked in a breath, and Kastet shot him a stern glare that carried the full weight of her royal authority.

“Is that any way to greet someone you owe a significant amount of money to?” asked Wrath. “I bought your father’s debts, in case you forgot.”

She was gorgeous, deadly, and smug in her confidence. Appearance-wise, she presented as a woman of around thirty, with large breasts, wonderfully curvaceous hips, and obvious muscle tone under her tight clothing.

She wore a black tunic and black leggings, the type of outfit one might expect of a spy or an assassin. Her dark blue hair hung loose across her shoulders, and her own wrathblade hung at her side, the wicked curved sword seeming to emanate an evil aura.

“Damon!” hissed Kastet. “Put your sword away this instant.”

“I will,” he said. “After I get an explanation as to the nature of the deal you’ve made with her.”

“You’re a smart boy.” Wrath strode forward with languid, swaying steps. “I’m sure you could work it out on your own if you tried, but I like indulging this side of you. Kastet and I wish to alter the balance of power in Veridan’s Curve in the wake of her father’s death.”

“Kastet and you?” asked Damon. “I was there for the party in Avarice’s courtyard. I remember what he said about Kastet’s father, uncles, and cousins. What they supposedly did to you in your previous incarnation.”

Wrath had waged war against Merinia and the Alquin family, but before being executed after she lost, she’d been brutally raped by near every male in the royal line. Though, with a few significant 
exceptions if Damon remembered correctly.

“We live in a different era,” said Kastet. “My older brother and I were yet to be born when that happened, and Prince Gabriel will soon ascend to the throne. Wrath and I have spoken at length at how we can set aside our differences and help one another. Part of my reason for returning home is to attempt to convince Gabriel to reconsider the alliance between the Alquin Royal Family and the Godking.”

“Reconsider the alliance with Avarice…” said Damon, slowly. “…In favor of an alliance with Wrath.”

“I’m not sure I appreciate the tone of your voice,” said Wrath.

“There’s a lot about this situation which I also don’t appreciate.” He held up a finger. “I would think you’d be wiser than to throw your lot in with another one of the Forsaken, Kastet. You’re naïve to so quickly dismiss the history between her and your family.”

“My father is dead, Damon, as I’ve told you,” said Kastet. “Wrath knows better than anyone the folly in holding grudges to the bitter end.”

He wanted to bring up what had happened on that night, after the skirmish between Wrath and Avarice. He’d been guarding Kastet’s room. He still remembered exactly what Wrath had said, down to the word.

What is the true nature of revenge, Damon Al-Kendras?

“Do you trust her?” he asked.

“You don’t need to answer that,” said Wrath.

Kastet waved a hand, still seeming like royalty in the face of one of the Forsaken. “It’s fine. Trust isn’t the word I’d use. The enemy of my enemy is my friend. We both want the same thing right now.”

He shook his head, feeling a distinct wrongness to the situation. Wrath caught his eye. The corner of her mouth turned downward into a serious frown. A regretful frown. She’d been emotional that night. It was possible that it had been a misplay. It was also possible 
she’d betray Kastet at the first good opportunity, likely after convincing her to make a stand against Avarice.

“Take a breath, Damon,” said Wrath. “Sheathe your sword. Join the plot. I know you despise the Godking for your own reasons.”

He did sheathe his sword, though only because he knew that it would find no use. He considered the situation carefully, remembering his encounter with Famine weeks earlier and the message she’d wanted him to bring to Wrath.

“Kastet trusts you,” continued Wrath. “I find you to be uniquely useful. I already know that you intend to go to Hearthold. All I ask is for you to keep what would be the best for all of us in mind and act accordingly.”

“What do I get in return?” he asked.

Kastet stepped forward. “I’ve already offered to pay you handsomely, Damon.”

“I’m not talking about money,” he said. “You know what I want, Wrath.”

Damon still felt an odd draw toward the idea of securing her crest for himself. It was greedy, underscoring a lust for power which he knew was dangerous to indulge in. He still wanted it, still felt as though the heights becoming a crest sorcerer would allow him to reach might be worth the tradeoff of serving her.

“We’ve talked about this before,” said Wrath, wagging a finger at him. “You need to learn to walk before you can run.”

“You can’t have it both ways,” he said. “Don’t expect to have my loyalty if all you intend to do is bludgeon me into submission with my father’s debts.”

“I don’t expect loyalty from you, Damon,” said Wrath. “Just for you to be reasonable and act in everyone’s interests.”

Kastet cleared her throat. “It’s late. We’ve covered almost all the important points. Perhaps we should continue this discussion in the morning once we’ve all calmed down?”

“Sure,” said Damon. He eyed Wrath as he walked past, his shoulder brushing hers. “By the way — Famine says hello.”

She flinched, eyes widening and then narrowing. She didn’t stop him as he made his way out into the hallway and then up to his room.

***

Damon half expected Vel to come by, either to say goodnight or to do other things, but she never did. He wasn’t entirely surprised. She was back in Kastet’s service, and her princess’s needs would, of course, come first.

The other visitor he expected did make an appearance, opening the door and slipping in without knocking. Damon only had on his undershorts, but he didn’t let his lack of clothing keep him from rising to his feet.

“Do you know why I’m so reluctant to give you my crest?” asked Wrath.

She still wore her tight black shirt, but she’d taken off her leggings and wore only a pair of girlshorts, small and white, but turned wane green in the light of the ghost moon.

“No,” he said, stepping closer. “Why?”

“You look at me like an enemy,” said Wrath. “As though you’re constantly in search of openings and weaknesses.”

“For good reason. You’ve threatened people I love before.”

“I will again, if I have to,” said Wrath. “Now tell me what Famine said to you. Word for word.”

Damon could sense the danger underlying the moment. Wrath was one of the Forsaken. He’d seen her kill, and he’d seen her cry. She was powerful and volatile, unpredictable in the worst kind of way.

“I’m not your messenger boy, Wrath,” he said, voice low. “My 
information doesn’t come freely.”

“You know where I stand,” she hissed. “I’ll dissolve a quarter of your debt. That’s all you’ll get from me.”

He was tempted by the offer, though it was easy to see how little it would matter when considering the size of his inherited debts. A quarter of an amount of money that he couldn’t pay off in a lifetime would change nothing.

“No deal,” he said.

“A third,” she immediately countered.

Even dissolving that much wouldn’t change the fact that she had him under her thumb. It was the power dynamic that needed changing, not the numbers.

“That’s the most I can offer,” she continued.

“Is it?” Damon took another step forward, putting himself close enough for each to feel the other’s body heat. Wrath didn’t react, and the tension in the room surged to near unbearable levels.

“Do you have any idea how many men I’ve killed for minor offenses, Damon Al-Kendras?” she said slowly. “For looking at me wrongly. For making the wrong move. For daring to surprise me when I—”

He kissed her. He was aware that it was one of the riskiest things he’d ever done, but it was a calculated risk. Wrath was desperate to get his information. She wouldn’t kill him, not yet. And though she refused to give him her crest, they’d never really discussed whether her body was off limits.

Her lips didn’t move against his, at least not at first. When Wrath did start kissing him back, she reached out a hand and set it on his shoulder. Her thumb pressed against the front of his throat, as though emphasizing how easily she could crush his windpipe.

“Those eyes again,” she whispered as their lips parted. “I should kill you.”

He pulled her toward his bed. Her body moved at his urging, 
which said so much more than her words. She could just have stood there, using her power to make her body as firm and unmovable as a statue. She was willing, and whether that was because of his information or her lust made no difference. He’d take her, regardless.

He was overconfident. Wrath lashed out suddenly, seizing him by the neck and lifting him into the air. Damon had set his myrblade down against his bed table and managed to snatch the scabbard up, though drawing the weapon and using it was a separate matter.

“You should consider apologizing for that,” whispered Wrath. “I’ve lived hundreds of lives across thousands of years. I’m so much more than you could ever handle, mortal.”

She set him down, staring at him with intense eyes, and loosening her grip on his neck. Damon was caught off guard, but the sight of the points of her nipples poking out from underneath her shirt was enough to reassure him and harden his cock.

“You want me to say sorry?” he said. He leaned in closer, as though to whisper in her ear. He sucked in a small breath, drawing from his myrblade’s power, and exhaled a breath of frozen condensation against the sensitive skin of the nape of Wrath’s neck.

A shudder ran through her, and she released her grip.

He kissed her again and pinched one of her nipples through her shirt, still drawing from the magic of his sword. Wrath arched her back as a shiver ran through her, and she didn’t stop him as he shifted her down onto his bed.

She was aggressive, pulling him between her legs even before they’d finished undressing. Damon’s cock was hard and swollen from days of being pent up with no release. He wondered if he would have been able to perform so confidently if not for that in the face of Wrath’s attempts at intimidation.

As it was, he felt too turned on to take his time. He pulled Wrath’s shirt off, marveling first at the tension in the tight fabric, and then the way her breasts seemed to escape with wild bounces. Her body was all feminine curves atop lean muscle, a match for any woman 
he’d seen in terms of the balance between power and sexuality.

Wrath smirked at him in the darkness, pleased with his reaction. She took her girlshorts off in a smooth motion, revealing a thick patch of full pubic hair that reminded Damon of the fur of a coral fox.

He took his own clothes off, noting Wrath’s expression as her eyes danced along the length of his hard cock.

“Not bad, for a mortal,” she said. “But you’ve only lived once. Let’s see how much you’ve learned about using that thing.”

Damon slid forward onto the mattress, his entire body buzzing with eagerness as he spread her thighs open.

“Is it new for you each time you’re reborn?” he asked.

Wrath ignored the question for a moment before giving a small nod.

“Interesting,” he said, letting his cock tease toward her crotch. “How many times have you given up your chastity, Wrath? Do you even remember?”

She flashed a teeth-baring smile. “You should think about what you’re asking. I’m not some brothel whore, bought and paid for. Your life is forfeit if you—”

He pushed in. His boldness had led him true so far, and he saw no reason not to ride it to the end. He was going to ride her to the end, hot and sweaty and full of sensation.

Damon sank his prick halfway into her on the first thrust, and as far as he could on the second. He let his body press down on Wrath’s across the tiny, cheaply made inn bed. The posture made him feel deceptively dominant.

She was one of the Forsaken, as dangerous and powerful as anyone could be. The thought made him doubt himself, but he turned it around. She was strong enough to take whatever he gave her. He could put his muscles into the act of fucking her if he so chose.

“You’ll take whatever I throw at you, won’t you?” he whispered. 
“Is there even a thing as rough sex for you?”

“Why not experiment and find out for yourself?”

It was an experiment which might end in death if he was wrong. His cock didn’t care. He cupped one of her breasts and decided that he didn’t, either. She’d given him the chance to risk it, to take her as a woman, and he seized it. As far as he was concerned, she was his to use for the night.

He sucked on one of her nipples while roughly pinching the other, letting his hips find a perfect, rolling rhythm. Her womanhood wasn’t the tightest he’d ever entered, but her thick, well-toned thighs made up for it. Wrath’s body felt like a reflection of her philosophy, sharp and glorious and passionate.

He risked kissing her again. Wrath sucked on his mouth in a way that made him wonder how those lips would feel elsewhere. She let out a fluttering moan as the kiss ended. She was so damned loud, but it felt almost sacrilege to tell her to quiet down.

The thought almost made him laugh mid-thrust, but Wrath arched her hips, and the sight of her sweat beading along her taut abdomen stole his attention. Damon kissed her neck and wrapped one hand around her shoulder while letting the other grip her ass.

He began fucking her hard, tapping out a slappy rhythm as his cock bottomed out in her cunt. He put his strength into it, making the bed strain underneath them. More interesting were the tiny sounds drawn out of Wrath, the gasps and shudders and broken breaths. He slapped his hand against the side of her ass.

“Bastard!” she hissed.

She yanked his head back by the hair and pressed her teeth against the side of his neck, like a plains cat about to strip the meat from the throat of a wild horse. Damon wrestled her arm down and kept plunging into her, aware that she was easily strong enough to overpower him.

Wrath let out a pleasured hiss and slammed her arm sideways, demolishing the side table next to the bed. She wrapped her legs 
around him. Damon cupped her breasts, his body slick with sweat against hers as they continued, possessed and compelled by the dirtiness of the deed.

“What’s a matter with all the noise?” bellowed the innkeeper from outside the door.

Wrath let out a feral growl and snapped off one of the bedposts with her hand. She flung it at the door, hitting it hard enough to completely shatter the top half. The innkeeper briefly peeked through, face terrified, before backing away down the hall.

She was insane. They were completely visible now to anyone walking by. The emotions those two thoughts stirred within Damon only seemed to feed the flames of his lust, hot enough now to burn everything in pursuit of chasing that hot, sexual release.

“Faster!” moaned Wrath. “Just… a little bit faster.”

She flailed out with her hand again, punching a hole in the wall behind the bed.

“You’re out of your mind,” growled Damon.

He did give it to her faster, squeezing one of her breasts, hard enough to hurt and leaning on her in a manner that would effectively have pinned any other woman. Wrath’s breathing intensified until she was moaning in a high tenor. She shuddered and bucked her hips, slamming her arm down against the bed hard enough to make the bed crack.

“Inside,” she whispered, still drunk off her own orgasm. “I can’t get pregnant.”

“I don’t believe you,” he replied.

He took a few more deep, selfish thrusts before gasping and unloading on Wrath’s sweaty stomach. She made an oddly pleased cooing noise as his hot seed pooled between her breasts and around her navel.

“You’ve served me well tonight,” she whispered, reaching a hand out to caress his cheek. “But now, it’s time for you to tell me what I 
need to know.”

Her hand tightened on his face, threatening to snap his jaw off if he didn’t give her what she wanted.


CHAPTER 10

Damon obliged Wrath. He told her the message Famine had given him, recalling it word for word.

“She said she’s open to an alliance?” asked Wrath. “On what terms? She must want something.”

“If she does, she didn’t elaborate,” said Damon.

In truth, he would have told Wrath about Famine’s message without the sex. There was no way he could have kept the information from her, given how she could simply put pressure on his family, Vel in particular, being in the same inn.

He’d bedded her simply for the way he knew it would shift their power dynamic, if not also for fun. True Divine, it had been fun. Wrath was still naked, though her expression was one of plotting and consideration.

“Interesting,” she finally said. “I’ll see where this might lead. Your next task for me, Damon, has been explained to you. Accompany Kastet to Hearthold and see about speaking with the new king with regard to dissolving his alliance with Avarice and establishing one with me. Tell him that Famine may also be willing to stand against our brother.”

“I don’t take orders from you,” he said.

“Oh, you’re so precious.” Wrath shifted to sit behind him, gently kissing his neck as she ran her arms across his bare chest. “It isn’t an order. I’m hiring you to do a job. You keep serving me well, and you’ll be debt-free in no time.”

“I almost preferred it when my debts belonged to gang leaders and scummy money lenders,” he muttered.

“Almost?” Wrath kissed him on the cheek.

Damon rolled his eyes. “Almost. I’ll serve your interests for now, Wrath, but only because they align with my own.”

“That’s a good boy,” she whispered. “Now, if there’s nothing else, 
I really need to be going.”

“One more thing.”

Wrath glanced over her shoulder at him as she pulled her girlshorts up. “Yes?”

“…What was your name?” he asked. “From what Famine told me, and from what I’ve gleaned from what you’ve said, you lived a normal life before remembering your past as one of the Forsaken.”

“That term is offensive to us, you know?”

“Don’t dodge the question,” said Damon. “Tell me. Who were you before you were Wrath?”

She let out a small, mocking laugh. “Don’t think that just because I let you stick your prick inside me that you have some sort of unique window into my soul, Damon Al-Kendras. I’m a casual lover.”

“This was casual?” He gestured to the destroyed room.

“Very. Speaking of which, if you speak a word about what we just did, there will be… extreme consequences.”

She pulled her tunic on and disappeared through the half-shattered door. Damon frowned as she closed it, examining the damage she’d done to the wall and the bed. He really should have prompted her to work out a payment with the innkeeper.

***

Damon joined Vel and Kastet at one of the tables in the common room the next morning. From their expressions, they’d overheard enough of what had transpired between him and Wrath to form their own conclusions.

Vel looked as though she couldn’t decide whether to be mad or concerned for his safety. Kastet’s eyes were openly fascinated, but also wary, which was probably justified.

“Good morning,” he said. “How did you both sleep?”

He took a scone off the platter in the center of the table and poured himself some tea.

“I was too worried about what might be happening elsewhere in the inn to get any,” said Vel through gritted teeth.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “I slept like a rock.”

Kastet took her turn, though she was scarcely better at being direct. “There was quite a bit of noise, Damon, and the innkeeper came to speak with us. He mentioned that, ah, Wrath had paid a visit to your room.”

“We spoke for a bit,” he admitted. “Then she left.”

Kastet cleared her throat authoritatively. “I, um, expect that you did more than just speak, from the noises we overheard.”

Her face reddened, and Damon suppressed a grin as he took another bite of his scone.

“That was just us working out the details of our partnership,” he said.

“Damon,” said Kastet. “It’s important for my own dealing with Wrath that you share the full extent of your… interactions with her. It’s possible that they may be relevant to our cause.”

“Our cause?” He shook his head. “I think you mean your
 cause. I’m basically a mercenary at this point. My information is for sale along with my sword arm.”

“I don’t need information!” hissed Kastet. “I need to know if… Leandra’s bush, you are insufferable sometimes!”

“He enjoys being this way,” muttered Vel. “Damon, that was the stupidest, most reckless thing you’ve ever done! I’m telling aesta, by the way.”

“No, you’re not,” he said.

“I definitely am.”

“Vel!”

“We’re getting off topic,” said Kastet, holding up her hands. “Damon, my earlier point was simple. The two of you shared a… certain level of intimacy. Can I assume that your relationship has grown deep enough for you to appeal to her on my behalf if I need something?”

Damon nearly snorted at the level of naïve presumption contained within the question. Kastet was speaking like a virgin who’d never experienced a one-night stand. He blinked as he remembered that she was a princess. She most definitely was
 a virgin who’d never experienced, possibly never even had an opportunity for, a one-night stand.

“Nothing has changed between Wrath and me,” he said. “The only reason we had such an intense conversation last night was because I was curious about how badly she wanted the message I had from Famine.”

“That was the catalyst?” asked Kastet. “She wanted it that bad?”

“So bad,” he said, smiling.

“Damon, don’t be gross!” snapped Vel.

“What was the message?” asked Kastet.

Damon still couldn’t stop himself from teasing her a bit. “As I said, it’s going to cost you if you want to know, and I suspect you already know the price Wrath paid.”

Kastet’s face turned bright red and she glanced away.

“Damon!” snapped Vel. She slapped him on the shoulder a few times. Damon laughed, catching her hand and kissing the back of it. Kastet noticed, and he quickly let go, silently cursing himself for being so free with Vel in public.

“Famine wants an alliance with Wrath,” said Damon. “I’m sure Wrath would have brought it up the next time the two of you had one of your meetings, regardless.”

“Interesting…” said Kastet. “Though, I still feel there’s more to this than you’re letting on.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

“Why is Wrath so interested in you?” asked Kastet. “She hasn’t given you her crest. It’s not as though you even wield a wrathblade, her symbol, anymore.”

“Hey…” whispered Myr. “That’s kind of mean.”

Damon stroked his myrblade’s hilt reassuringly. Kastet’s question was valid, though he suspected he knew the answer. He was a wielder
, and one with a powerful enchanted weapon, despite it technically no longer being a wrathblade. He was Wrath’s prospect. She’d told him as much before.

“I suppose we’ll find out in due time,” he said.


CHAPTER 11

The three of them boarded the ship departing for Hearthold later that morning. Kastet and Vel had their own private cabin, but Damon, along with Kastet’s guards, would be bunking in the crew quarters.

A single glance at his sleeping arrangements told him the journey would be boring and uncomfortable. He had a small hammock in one of the crowded compartments beneath the deck. Still, it was a small sacrifice in exchange for a journey which would normally have been prohibitively costly for him to make.

Hearthold would be a sorely needed change of pace. It also held the truth about what had happened to his father, a fact which felt strange to consider. He’d never viewed his father’s death as a question that needed answering, but knowing now that he was still alive made it suddenly feel like an unsolved mystery.

The next two weeks passed in a boring, but bearable routine. Damon only saw Vel and Kastet during the afternoons when he could find them on deck. He spent most of his time helping the crew with odd jobs. He particularly enjoyed serving as the lookout up in the crow’s nest, feeling small as he gazed out across the aptly named Endless Ocean in all directions.

He spent a lot of time polishing his swords at night, plural, as there was little else to do. When Hearthold finally drew into view on the fifteenth day of their ocean journey, Damon was bursting to stretch his legs.

He stood on deck with Vel and Kastet as the coastal castle city expanded on the horizon. Hearthold had been the capital of the Realm of Merinia for over four hundred years, and it was one of the largest cities in the known world.

The keep itself was built from dark red ocean brick, ancient stones made of fossilized coral once quarried from the craggy sea cliffs to the north. The color was once bright and brilliant, according 
to legend, but centuries of wear and repair had reduced its luster to something resembling dried blood.

A massive stained-glass window in the upper watch tower known as Leandra’s Eye gazed out across the ocean. Damon had been inside the keep once before, during his time performing with the Gleaming Scythe, and he knew that the sun cast brilliant colors down into the keep’s foyer. His old troupe master, Len, had told him that it cost a small fortune to repair whenever it suffered damage.

Hearthold castle had its own docks separate from the busy moorings of the main city. Damon’s excitement surged as the ship slowly approached land. He looked over at Vel, who was smiling from ear to ear.

“Excited to be back?” he asked.

“More than I can even say,” she said. “I fell in love with this city during my time here. I can’t wait to give you a tour, Damon. I can show you Eastwood Abbey, the school aesta first sent me to, and Fiddler’s Market, where everyone haggles just inside the main city gates.”

“I’ve been to Fiddler’s Market before,” said Damon. “Come to think of it, you were likely still in the city the last time I visited. If I’d known, I would have gone searching for you.”

“You would have, if you’d kept in touch with aesta in our time away,” she said, a bit cross.

“I don’t wish to interrupt the two of you, but please keep in mind why I’ve made this journey and act accordingly,” said Kastet.

Damon nodded. Her father, King Antoine, was dead. The city would likely still be in mourning, and it was no time for him and Vel to be talking about sightseeing.

The ship set anchor and extended the gangway. Damon helped Kastet across and onto the dock, where a man in gleaming silver armor greeted them with a bow.

“Princess Kastet,” said the man. “It warms my heart to see you in Hearthold once more, safe and sound.”

“I’m glad to see as well, Aldric,” she said, smiling at him. “Damon, this is Aldric Buttice, Lord Captain of the King’s Guard. Aldric, this is Lord Damon Al-Kendras, one of my retainers from the colonies.”

Damon almost snorted at hearing her introduce him as a lord. He shook the other man’s hand, appreciating the firm, though not over-aggressive grip.

“Not to correct you, milady, but I am now the Lord Captain of the Queen’s Guard,” said Aldric. “Queen Anise has been ruling during the interim in the wake of your father’s death.”

“She has?” Kastet frowned and shook her head. “I received the news of my father’s passing more than three weeks ago. Prince Gabriel has yet to ascend to the throne proper?”

“You should speak with your stepmother on that, milady,” said Aldric. “Best to hear it all from her. She’s already received word of your ship’s approach and is waiting for you in the audience chamber.”

Kastet nodded, regaining her composure. “Very well. If you would be so kind as to escort us there, Lord Captain.”

“The guards with you can report back to the castle barracks,” said Aldric. He waved a hand at Princess Kastet’s other guards, the ones who’d served her faithfully during her time within Avarice’s care, and they immediately saluted and obeyed.

Damon understood then another piece of why she’d extended her invitation to him. Kastet might have men available to her, but ones directly in her employ were harder to come by.

A gated tunnel led from the castle’s docks to the curtain wall’s interior. Damon followed a few steps behind Kastet, Vel, and Aldric, taking stock of the numerous patrolling soldiers and groups of socializing nobles.

They headed around to the front of the keep, passing through a gate into the vestibule and through a set of heavy wooden doors. The foyer was lit almost entirely by the illumination of Leandra’s Eye, far 
above, the stained glass lending the light a warm, vivid quality.

They continued into one of the adjoining towers and up a long spiral staircase. Hearthold Castle was a fortified outpost, first and foremost, but it didn’t lack for intricate tapestries and extravagant carpets.

Aldric stopped in front of a room with two guards standing at attention outside. The guards saluted and opened the door.

“She said she wanted to see the princess as soon as she arrived, sir,” said one of the men.

“Is she alone?” asked Aldric.

The guard shook his head. Damon looked past him, getting his first direct glimpse of Queen Anise. He sucked in a breath, not from the admittedly beautiful and regal woman sitting atop the audience chamber’s throne, but from the man standing next to her.

Austine, Damon’s former blade partner and the Godking’s current crest sorcerer, stood at the bottom of the royal dais. His face was serious, and it seemed as though he was listening to the Queen respectfully, rather than speaking to her actively. He wore a shirt with a high collar, hiding the golden crest mark on his neck.

Queen Anise noticed the arrival of Kastet and her entourage and waved a hand politely at Austine, who bowed and accepted his dismissal. Austine’s eyes locked onto Damon as he headed for the door, bewilderment obvious in his expression.

Damon couldn’t resist. He grinned at Austine and gave him a small, almost challenging nod. They were both there to serve the interests of two warring Forsaken, on opposite sides of a looming conflict. Damon wondered if it would be alright if they got some ale together.

“Welcome home, Kastet,” said Queen Anise. “I wish your return came under better circumstances.”

“As do I,” said Kastet. “We have much to speak about, regardless.”

Anise was an attractive woman, with dark hair, a slender face, and a full, slightly chubby build. She couldn’t have been past her mid-thirties and seemed more like an older sister to Kastet in age, rather than a stepmother.

She wore a resplendent gown of white and gold, along with a thin circlet crown. Damon wondered if he should read into that fact, given what Aldric had said about the Queen continuing to rule despite the Alquin throne’s rightful claimant being Prince Gabriel.

“If you would be so kind as to dismiss your servants, I can begin to explain all that’s happened,” said Anise.

There was an edge to her tone, enough to suggest she and her stepdaughter were not on the best terms.

“I would prefer they stay,” said Kastet. “Lady Velanor, who I’m sure you remember, has grown to serve me as a trusted advisor. Her brother, Lord Damon Al-Kendras of the Malagantyan Colonies, serves me as a bodyguard and retainer.”

Queen Anise’s smile was thin and brittle. “I lack the energy to argue with you, Kastet. If you wish for your friends to hear the unbecoming details of your father’s death, so be it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Kastet.

“Your father killed himself.”

The words landed on Kastet like a physical blow. She reached for her stomach, gasping audibly and shaking her head.

“My father…” she said. “A king would not do such a thing.”

“I was the one who found him, Kastet,” said Queen Anise. “Trust me when I say that my thoughts first moved in that same direction. He hung himself from the doorframe leading to his wardrobe with one of the belts to his silk robes.”

Kastet kept a serious expression in the face of the grisly details. “You’re sure that no one else had access to the room?”

“To our bedroom?” Queen Anise shook her head once. She was even more inscrutable than Kastet, and there was an edge to her gaze 
that was entirely too composed.

“Well…” said Kastet. “If my father is truly dead, then why has Gabriel not risen to the throne?”

“Your brother has not come out of his room since the day of the tragedy,” said Anise. “He’s always sequestered himself away, but he’s taken a new commitment to it. I worry that the risk of suicide may extend further through our family.”

“Does it extend to me, as well?” asked Kastet.

“Of course not!” snapped Anise. “Don’t be churlish, girl. This is not the situation I would have liked to welcome you home to, Kastet, but it’s the one I’ve been dealing with. I…”

She shook her head, resolve faltering. It took her a while to regain herself. She was either sincere, or an extremely good actress. Damon had dealt with Kastet enough to know that both were entirely within the realm of possibility.

“When I was a little girl, I never thought I’d marry a prince, or become a queen,” said Anise. “Who does? It may be hard for you to understand, Kastet, but the last two decades of my life have revolved completely around your father in a manner that I cannot even articulate.”

“I do understand,” said Kastet. “I’m his daughter. It was the same for me.”

“Was it?” Anise gave her a harsh smile, though it quickly faded. “I would have traded places with you in an instant.”

“What?”

“Leaving this castle,” said Anise. “Having the freedom afforded by a new place, where a title means less to the people around you. I do hope you found the time to enjoy yourself while you were in Avaricia.”

Kastet’s expression tightened. “Enjoy myself? You have no idea how intense the Godking can be, have you? I was under his scrutiny several times a week. I’ve seen pet birds with more room to spread 
their wings.”

“Oh, Kastet,” sighed Anise. “You are still as dramatic as ever, it seems. I don’t mean to needle you. Thank you for returning. You’re sorely needed here. I hope you realize that.”

“I… will help however I can,” she said. “I suppose I should speak with Gabriel, to start.”

“You should,” said Anise, nodding. “If you would, Kastet. Please visit your sister while you’re at it.”

“Of course, Mother.”

Queen Anise waved a hand toward the guards at the door. A new petitioner to the Queen had been lined up outside and began sheepishly entering the audience chamber. Damon and Vel followed Kastet into the hallway and down the stairs.


CHAPTER 12

The three of them said nothing for a minute as they continued through the castle. Kastet had an idea of where she was going, and Damon was mindful of her feelings. She’d just been told that her father had killed himself. As much as he wanted to lend his support and reassurances, she also might need space.

“You’ll have one of the nicer guest rooms, Damon,” said Kastet. “There’s one not far from my own chambers, and where Vel resides as a lady in waiting. No doubt, the Queen has already made it readied for your use, knowing her.”

“Sounds reasonable,” he said.

“Your Highness,” said Vel. “Um… Are you alright?”

“Queen Anise will be expecting us for dinner,” said Kastet. “We should bathe now and wash off the remnants of our journey. We can see my brother before heading to the feast hall and get a better sense of his current state.”

“Kastet.” Damon reached out and touched her shoulder. She flinched, briefly setting her fingers over his before shrugging off the contact.

“Here’s your room,” said Kastet. “I’ll present the inside to you. It has its own bathtub, and… as expected. Queen Anise had it filled. It bodes well for Velanor and me to also be able to take quick baths. She’s very diligent about tending to her guests. She always has been, ever since I was…”

Damon shut the door as they entered the guest chamber, and Kastet trailed off as soon as they were alone.

“We should be able to talk here,” she said. Despite the confidence in her voice, she still made a show of surveying the wall, running her hands over the bricks and searching for any hidden holes or cracks an intrepid spy might listen through.

“What’s going on?” asked Vel.

Kastet clasped her hands together as she turned to face them. “It’s possible that my stepmother had my father killed. From a certain point of view, it isn’t even unlikely. He wasn’t the sort of man who carried the heavy demons of the mind that would lead to such a thing.”

“It’s not always easy to tell,” said Damon. “Some men fight battles that aren’t visible from the outside.”

“True,” said Kastet. “But this is the Royal Court of Hearthold. The stakes here are too high to take such a thing at face value.”

Vel looked aghast at the idea. “But how could that be? What reason would she have to kill her own husband?”

“Motive is a tricky thing,” said Kastet. “It’s unlikely that she would have done it for the sake of stealing the throne. It will pass to Prince Gabriel. He merely needs to announce himself as King, and not a person within the castle will question his authority.”

“Could she have anticipated his current reluctance?” asked Damon.

“Maybe.” Kastet frowned and folded her arms. “She’s an intelligent woman. Yes, I do think she could have foreseen this.”

“Hold on,” said Vel. “I don’t mean to bring up the specific details of your father’s passing, milady, but if she truly found him as she said… how would the murder even have happened?”

Damon and Kastet both turned to stare at her. Vel hesitated under the weight of their gazes but continued her point.

“The King must have had guards within earshot of his room,” said Vel. “Even if Anise had snuck an assassin into their shared chambers, staging the scene as she claims to have found it would be challenging.”

“We have no proof my father was found like that, beyond her word,” said Kastet. “An assassin could have made it into their room while he was sleeping, and the rest would have been simple.”

“I’ve spent enough time within Hearthold Castle to know it isn’t 
nearly that straightforward,” said Vel. “There are so many guards watching the Royal Chambers.”

Kastet let out a sigh and massaged her temples. “I can’t think about this anymore. Velanor, escort me to my room. Damon, could you clean yourself up and prepare for dinner? I’m sure one of Queen Anise’s servants will be by to help and provide a change of clothing.”

“Sure,” he said. “I’ll meet up with the two of you after.”

He waited until they’d left and then surveyed his chamber. It was huge, easily four times as large as his room back in the tower house, with a big bed to match.

A wooden tub steamed with hot water in the room’s corner, near an open grate and a chamber pot. One of the castle’s servants had brought his traveling pack up from the ship. He remembered what Kastet had said and didn’t bother pulling his own clothing out, accepting that he’d be wearing the royal finery provided to him for the next few days.

He stripped off his clothes and tested the water. It was a little too hot, so he used his myrblade to cool it down, listening to Myr giggle in response to the task.

Finally, he sank into the warm water, muscles sighing with relief. It felt absolutely brilliant. Damon had gotten used to the grimy, chaotic environment of the ship’s hold. The change of pace inherent within not just being back on land, but in fine accommodations, left him feeling no rush to make the journey back to Veridan’s Curve.

He dunked his head and scrubbed at his hair, surprised at how greasy it was. There was a knock at the door, followed by a voice.

“Lord Damon?” called a woman. “I came to bring clothes and see if you need anything.”

“Come in,” he said.

The door creaked open. An attractive, but slightly older woman with blonde hair entered the room with a smile. She seemed comfortable despite Damon’s nudity, and made her way over to his bed with clean clothes and a fresh towel.

“My name is Finelle,” said the woman. “Queen Anise has told me to help you however I can, and to make sure you’re getting comfortably settled.”

“Is that right?” A smile twitched at the edge of his mouth. Kastet had sent Lilian to him when he’d first visited her and Vel in Avaricia. “Like mother, like daughter.”

Finelle let out a small laugh. “I don’t know what you mean, milord, but as I said, I’m here if you need me.”

He wasn’t interested in divulging any secrets to Anise’s spy, but it had been over two weeks since he’d last felt the touch of a woman. She was pretty and willing, and there was a chance he might even be able to turn the tables on the situation.

“Bring me the towel, if you would,” said Damon.

She smiled and brought the towel over, faking modesty as she drew near enough to the tub to have a view down at his naked body. Damon’s cock hardened in response to that little bit of coyness. He waited until she was right next to the tub before rising and turning around.

His erection hardened and thickened as he saw Finelle’s eyes dart down to it. He grinned and gestured expectantly.

“Help me with this, Finelle,” he said. “It’s overdue for some attention.”

He heard the sound of the slap before he felt the pain, and long before he realized her arm was even in motion. Damon tasted blood on his lip. He felt blood flushing his face. He cleared his throat as he looked back in Finelle’s direction in time to hear her stomping out of the room.

“Not a spy,” he said. “Well. I’m an ass.”


CHAPTER 13

Damon finished bathing, dried himself off, and dressed. His new outfit consisted of a loose maroon silk shirt with black and gold leggings and an impractically thin pair of velvet-sided boots. It was tailor-tight against his muscles, and he gave himself an appreciative smile in the mirror.

Kastet and Vel arrived at his room a few minutes later. They both wore fresh evening gowns of expressive silk, and they both still had wet hair from their own baths.

“What happened to you?” asked Vel, eyeing the red slap mark on his face.

“I had an accident in the tub,” he said. “The specifics aren’t important.”

He really hoped that Finelle was just some random maid servant and not someone he might be running into again during his stay.

“Come,” said Kastet. “We don’t have much time. It would be massive if we could at least convince Gabriel to come to dinner tonight.”

“Would it be better if you talked with him alone?” asked Damon.

He glanced from Kastet to Vel, remembering a rather lurid story she’d once told him, related to Prince Gabriel.

“It’s fine,” said Kastet. “Gabe was always fond of Vel.”

Vel’s face turned bright red. “Um, Princess Kastet, I never told you this, but your brother once… requested something from me.”

“He did?” Kastet folded her arms. “What do you mean?”

“I… asked him if he needed anything else once, when I was filling in for one of the maid servants who usually tends to his room,” she said. “He asked me if he could have my underwear.”

“He… what?” Kastet gaped at Vel in muted shock.

“He wasn’t pushy about it, but it was rather odd,” said Vel, 
blushing even more deeply.

“Did he try to flirt with you?” asked Damon. Strangely, he felt more intrigued than jealous.

“My brother is not really the type of man who flirts with anyone,” said Kastet. “Though, perhaps this was an attempt.”

“Do I have to go along to visit him with you both?” asked Vel.

“Of course,” said Damon. “Now, more than ever. Be ready to take off your girlshorts and give them to him if he needs convincing or encouragement.”

Kastet let out a high-pitched, musical chuckle.

“Damon!” cried Vel.

Gabriel’s room was on the other side of the castle. Two guards stood outside the Prince’s door, and both recognized Kastet as she strode over.

“Princess,” said the one on the left as they bowed. “It’s good to see you back in Hearthold.”

“It’s good to be back,” said Kastet. “How is my brother?”

The two guards looked at each other. The one on the right spoke.

“He… has maintained his privacy in the wake of your father’s death.”

“He wasn’t the most outgoing man even before I left,” said Kastet. “Gabriel’s strengths have never been in socializing.”

One of the guards winced and looked upward. “He hasn’t been taking guests, either. You can see if he’ll have you, but he wouldn’t even open the door for the Queen.”

“That’s fine.” Kastet strode up to the wooden door and battered on it with her fist. “Gabriel! Open the door this instant. It’s me.”

There was no response, no noise whatsoever from within the chamber.

“True Divine!” snapped Kastet. “Gabe!”

She knocked hard on the door a few times more and then kicked it at the base. Damon set a hand on her shoulder.

“Are you sure he’s in there?” he asked the guards.

“We make sure every hour, given what happened to the King.”

“Open the door for me,” said Kastet. “I’m his sister. I don’t need permission to invade his privacy.”

“Milady,” said Vel. “Maybe patience is a better approach?”

“Our father is dead.” She folded her arms, using a look on the guards that Damon hoped to never be unlucky enough to receive. “Open that door this instant.”

The guards let her in, and Damon and Vel followed along.

Prince’s Gabriel’s room harbored a distinctive smell that was neither good nor bad. The scent of books mixed with a lingering aroma of food and life, like the common room of an old inn with a library in the corner.

Gabriel sat at his desk, reading a book with the stillness of an intricate statue. The setting sun illuminated his face from one side, leaving half of his features in shadow. He was thin, shorter than average, with long dark hair that seemed more overgrown than intentional.

His face was narrow, full of sharp lines and intensity, with a definite family resemblance to Kastet. Gabriel refused to look up from his reading even as his guests approached. Kastet exhaled audibly through her nose and grabbed the back of his chair.

“What’s wrong with you?” she shouted. “I was knocking!”

“I was reading, Kassie!” said Gabriel. “I’ve told you not to interrupt me before. You could just have come back later.”

“Later?” Kastet shook his chair once before stepping back. “Later, Gabriel? Out father is… is…”

Her shoulders tensed. Only then did Gabriel turn around and see them, though it was Kastet for whom he reserved the majority of his attention, at first.

“I know,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’m not coping with it as well as I should be. For what it’s worth… I’m glad you’re back.”

Kastet stepped forward, and the two of them hugged. Damon watched Gabriel noticing him and Vel, and he saw recognition dawn in Gabriel’s expression.

“Uh… Velanor?” said Gabriel. “I… didn’t realize.”

Kastet sighed. Vel cleared her throat and looked uncomfortable. The hug ended, and Prince Gabriel, heir to a realm of a hundred thousand souls, began to blush and fidget.

“Hi, Prince Gabriel,” said Vel. “How are you?”

“I’m well!” he said. “I mean, I’m not, but… oh, well, I’m sure you know what I mean! How are you? Have you enjoyed Avaricia?”

“It’s been fine.” Vel folded her arms and said nothing more. Prince Gabriel’s strategy of blundering forward and ignoring the existence of the girlshorts incident impressed Damon. He felt the silence doubly hard as it grew awkward, and he couldn’t stop himself.

“He was just asking, Vel,” he said. “Don’t get your girlshorts in a wad.”

“Damon!” she hissed.

Kastet tried not laugh as Vel swatted him on the shoulder.

“Do you mind… explaining who he is?” asked Gabriel, gesturing toward Damon.

“My name is Lord Damon Al-Kendras of the Malagantyan Colonies,” he replied.

“He’s my retainer,” said Kastet, setting a hand on his chest. “He’s here to help us. Gabe, what has been going on in the castle? I met with Anise. She told me you’d been hiding in your room.”

Gabriel’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t respond in anger. He collected himself, folding his arms together behind his back, and began to pace.

“She speaks true,” he said. “I have been hiding. You aren’t a fool, Kastet. Our stepmother more than likely killed our father.”

Kastet frowned deeply. “Do you know something?”

“I have no hard proof beyond how they were acting around each other before our father died,” said Gabriel. “She’s certainly capable of it, with the right help. You must at least acknowledge that.”

“I do,” said Kastet. She chewed her lower lip and shook her head. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure,” said Gabriel. “I’m not hiding, sister. I’m surviving. What do you think Anise would do to me if I stepped outside this room?”

He moved back over to his desk, setting his hands on it and leaning forward.

“Hold on,” said Kastet. “You’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“You know what. You’re older than me, Gabriel, but I’m not just going to take your reasoning as fact. Let’s parse through this. Why would Anise want to kill you?”

“To ensure that she has control of the throne,” said Gabriel. “I shouldn’t need to explain this to you, of all people.”

“So, you’re saying that Anise would push forward with assassinating not just a king, but a prince and a princess, without any pushback from the Royal Guard or the nobility, or even the common folk?”

“She’s capable of it, as I said.”

“But she’s also not stupid,” said Kastet. “And neither am I. Gabriel… Be truthful with me.”

Gabriel’s fingers clenched into fists against the wood of his desk. “The truth. Isn’t what I just told you more respectable for a prince?”

Kastet went to her brother. She wrapped her arms around his chest, hugging him from behind. It was a display of intimacy that 
went beyond anything Damon had ever seen from her. It made him feel a bit odd. He reached out, letting his own fingers brush Vel’s as he sought out her hand to hold.

“You’re strong, Gabe,” said Kastet in a quiet voice. “You can do this.”

“I can’t,” he said. “I don’t want to. I’m not capable of it. Whenever I’m in a crowd, or across from someone important… I just can’t. It’s as if I can’t breathe.”

“What if I help you?” asked Kastet. “I could come back home permanently. We could tackle the problems of court together.”

“No.” Gabriel shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. I really can’t. You don’t understand. It’s not an issue of nerves. I feel as though I’m dying in the very moments it matters most. I am dying, day by day, as the world moves past me.”

“Quit being so melodramatic!” snapped Kastet.

“I wish that were the case. I’m broken, Kassie. A failure. He told me that once… our father. He said that to my face.”

“He told me that Avarice would demand my body, my chastity, on the day before he sent me across the ocean,” said Kastet. “He said that I shouldn’t struggle when I give it to him.”

Gabriel’s mouth fell open. He stared at her, shaking his head ineffectively.

“Avarice never did that,” said Kastet. “He’s evil, even for the Forsaken, in many other ways. But my fear during the trip across the Endless Ocean wound up being all for naught. Will you at least consider that yours may be, too? Our anxieties and worries should never be allowed to control us.”

“You’re so much more mature than you were when you left,” said Gabriel. “But you’re still so horribly naïve. Alston. Tomminus.”

The two guards waiting outside the prince’s quarters reentered the room. Gabriel gestured to Kastet and the others.

“I’m feeling tired,” he said. “Show my guests to the door.”

The guards looked hesitant. Kastet saved them the trouble. She shot a parting glare at her brother before turning and leaving the room. Damon and Vel exchanged a glance before following.


CHAPTER 14

“Did you expect him to be so reluctant?” asked Damon.

Kastet was walking shoulder to shoulder with him. She didn’t answer right away, which was an answer in itself.

“I don’t know what I expected,” she said. “Not this. I need to think about how to move forward.”

“Are you worried about what will happen if your stepmother continues to rule?” he asked.

“For myself, yes. For the realm… I’m unsure. As hard as it is for me to admit, I think Anise could make a good Queen. She won’t risk jeopardizing her alliances, however, which would mean that Avarice would continue to hold leverage over the Alquin line.”

Her point was clear. It would force her back into being a political prisoner in Avaricia. It was an arrangement which, at its core, was based on the exploitation of the new lands Veridan’s Curve gave Merinia access to. The exploitation of the Remenai.

“You did all that you could,” said Vel. “It’s on him to make the decision, now.”

“I wish that were so.” Kastet sighed and folded her arms. “I’ll be back to chide him further in the morning. For tonight, the Queen will expect us for dinner.”

They headed straight to the feast hall, where the castle’s prominent denizens and visitors were already finding seats at various tables. One of the Queen’s Guard appeared to escort Kastet to her stepmother’s table. She waved a hand at Damon, gesturing to a table off to the side.

Vel was also seated separately, joining a group of older ladies-in-waiting at a table not far from the Queen’s. The company Damon found himself among consisted of two rather stuffy looking older gentlemen, minor nobles too insignificant to sit within the Queen’s direct presence.

Neither of them were good conversationalists. Damon gave up trying to chat and resigned himself to observing the room. The mood was oddly cheerful, given the circumstances. He supposed that the court of Merinia’s capital couldn’t mourn openly. Business had to go on.

Several dukes and counts sat near Anise, attempting to earn her favor and plead their cases. Surprisingly, Aldric was also at the table, and exchanged the occasional knowing glance with the Queen.

Seeing Kastet so completely overshadowed by another royal was strange. Compared to her stepmother’s current position, however temporary it was, she was insignificant. The throne would pass next to Prince Gabriel, and only to her if the prince ruled without ever taking a wife and siring children.

It could happen, Damon figured. What would it mean for him and Vel if it did? He felt his lack of courtly instinct as he tried to decide whether a potential Queen Kastet might try to reward them, or simply forget about them in the face of larger problems.

Servants carried food platters and pitchers of wine from table to table. The cuisine was simple, but excellent. Damon helped himself to some roasted pork, thick slices of nut bread, and boiled carrots and cabbage. The wine was also incredible, and the trip across the ocean seemed a small price to pay for access to as much of it as he could drink.

He’d finished eating and allowed a servant to clear his plate when a familiar face approached his table.

“Is this seat taken?” asked Austine. “Why did I even bother asking? I can see that it’s not.”

Austine made a show of dragging the chair out, letting the legs scrape and screech against the polished stone of the feast hall’s floor. A few tables around theirs went silent. They both wore their swords, as was the style for Merinian nobles. Damon’s hand was still on the table.

“It’s good to see you again, Aust,” he said.

“Likewise. I was worried we might not get another chance to chat after how things ended last time.”

Austine’s blond hair was cut mercenary short, and he wore a complimentary yellow-gold silk shirt, dark leggings, and a conveniently positioned necktie. He still had the expensive, golden-trimmed sword Avarice had given him, and he clearly still had the Godking’s favor.

“You’re here in service to your master,” said Damon.

“You speak as though there’s no element of free choice involved.”

“Is there?”

Austine eyed Damon’s wine goblet. Damon nodded, watching his former friend take a long sip from the vessel.

“Does the farmer have a choice as to whether to plant and harvest his crops?” asked Austine. “He does… but he doesn’t. We all live according to our lot in life.”

“Spoken like the Godking’s dog.” He took his goblet back and finished what was left.

Austine snorted. “Rovahn’s balls. You’re so smug. Who do you belong to, in that case? Do you even know?”

“I’m a man of the world,” said Damon. “I serve my own interests.”

“Interests which apparently align with Princess Kastet’s, for the time being.” Austine eyed where Kastet sat at the high table, whistling appreciatively. “I get it, Damon. You act so high and mighty, and yet you’re still not beyond thinking with the tip of your sword.”

“This coming from a man who once bragged about his three personal courtesans during a sword fight.”

“Down to two, now,” said Austine, with a sigh. “Eileen had to return home after her mother died.”

Damon slowly poured more wine into his goblet from the pitcher 
and took a long sip. Austine watched him carefully, and the scrutiny felt well-deserved. The moment was tense, despite their easy rapport.

“If you try to scheme here, I’ll be the one to stop you,” said Austine.

“Two questions. What makes you think I’m here to scheme, and what makes you think you could stop me if I were?”

“Come now,” said Austine. “You caught me by surprise last time. I’ve grown stronger since then. You can’t imagine the level of power my crest lets me tap into.”

He smirked and tapped two fingers on the table. Damon’s metal knife and spoon abruptly popped into the air, passing over his empty plate to land in each other’s places with nary a clatter.

“Neat trick,” said Damon. He let his hand settle on his myrblade underneath the table and pressed a fingertip to his wine goblet, freezing a thin crust of red ice across the top.

“The difference being that my power doesn’t come from a sword,” said Austine.

“I’ll take a sword over a master any day.”

It was meaningless banter. He would have taken Wrath’s crest in an instant if she’d offered it to him. Still, he didn’t envy Austine. Avarice and Wrath were miles apart in terms of actions and personality.

“Regardless of what happens over the next few days, I’m glad we got this chance to talk, Damon,” said Austine. “How’s your family?”

“They’re well.”

“I see Velanor came along for the journey,” said Austine. “Are the two of you…?”

“How about you leave that question alone?”

Austine snorted. “You are, aren’t you? You tease me about my courtesans and then get touchy when I bring up your sister. Classic Damon.”

He couldn’t help but grin even as he shook his head. “Guess who I ran into right before I left?”

“Who?”

“Brienne Benicia,” said Damon. “Or, as she’s now known, Brienne Cornerstone.”

“She married?” asked Austine. “That’s an absolute tragedy. Though I’ve long since set my sights elsewhere.”

He quirked his eyebrows and gave the high table a meaningful glance, his eyes lingering on Anise.

“You wouldn’t dare,” said Damon.

“Do you think it would be in bad taste, then?”

“Well, she’s a queen, and her husband died less than a month ago.”

“Right,” said Austine. “So, she’s probably in desperate need for comfort and a distraction from her grief.”

“From now on, whenever I’m considering the honorability of my choices in life, I’m going to think back on my old friend, Austine.”

“That’s rich, coming from a man who spends most of his time loving his happy little farmstead family.”

They drank more wine, still sharing the single goblet. For Damon, it was bittersweet. Austine eventually excused himself from the table as he noticed a few empty seats next to the Queen, eager to follow through with his earlier suggestion. He was a brave man, Damon had to give him that much.

He stood up from his seat, moving around the edge of the room as he tried to see where Vel had disappeared off to. He was slightly drunk from the wine and almost tripped over himself as he overheard a bit of interesting conversation between two of the castle’s servants.

“Jilou duty again?” asked a tall, grey-haired maid.

“Aye,” said the other woman. “It’s not so bad.”

“When Jilou’s asleep, it isn’t. When she’s awake… Leandra’s bush, I’ve never known a pickier eater!”

They shared a laugh. Damon’s focus remained on the servant departing from the feast hall as she continued on her way. He made sure he wasn’t being observed as he slipped into the corridor to follow her.

Weeks earlier, he’d overheard Vel and Lilian discussing someone named Jilou. They’d only mentioned her briefly and been vague about her relevance, but it had been in the context of the night of the Turning Festival. That particular night was one for which Damon still needed answers.

Jilou could be the piece that filled in the gaps.

The maid servant carried a tray of food with her and walked slowly through the castle. He followed her at a distance, doing his best to project confidence whenever he passed a guard. The servant eventually started up one of the castle’s numerous high towers. He followed, keeping his footsteps silent against the stone stairs.

She entered the room at the very top of the tower. As tempted as Damon was to simply barge in and demand answers, he was aware of how much trouble it might end up making for Kastet. The room was unguarded, so he took a stealthy approach, hiding in the corner behind the door and against the wall.

Eventually, the maid servant left, missing Damon completely as she headed back downstairs. He listened at the door for a moment before opening it and entering the chamber on the other side.


CHAPTER 15

Damon stood in the bedroom of a young woman, perhaps close to Vel’s age, certainly no younger. She was asleep beneath her sheets, and she didn’t awaken to the sound of him softly closing the door.

Her face was pale, with faint freckles and a definite resemblance to Queen Anise. She had long dark hair, which hung loose across her shoulders and the pillow. She was chubby, but not overweight, and certainly not made unattractive because of it. More like a young woman who’d grown up without ever losing her baby fat.

He glanced around the rest of the room as he approached. There were few possessions of note, mostly toys and stuffed cotton animals, a few books, no jewelry that Damon could see. Between what he’d heard from the maid’s conversation and the plain nightgown which Jilou wore, he got the sense that she didn’t leave her bed very often.

“Jilou?” he called in a voice pitched to wake her. He risked sitting down on the side of her bed, hoping it might help keep her from panicking if she woke to find a stranger in her presence.

Jilou’s eyes fluttered open. She smiled at him. Her mouth began to move, though the words were slow in coming, and cumbersome to her lips when they arrived.

“Sir… gladiator,” she muttered. “Fight… any more… wolf tr-trolls?”

Damon shook his head. “What?”

The door slammed open from behind him. The maid servant from earlier stared at Damon with a horrified expression.

“You aren’t supposed to be in here!” the servant screeched. “What were you doing to her? Get out! I’m calling the guards, this instant!”

“Hold on,” said Damon. “This is a misunderstanding.”

He looked toward Jilou for support. She’d already fallen back asleep. The maid servant took a step back, preparing to run off and make good on her threat.

“He’s with me.” Kastet approached the door from the stairs, interrupting the moment. “Damon is my retainer. I sent him to check on whether Jilou was awake ahead of my visit. It’s fine. You may leave us until I’ve finished visiting my sister.”

“Of course, milady.” The maid servant bowed and hurried back down the stairs.

Kastet and Vel entered the room, each looking at Damon with a vastly different expression. Kastet was stern and serious. Vel looked horrified, as though she was only barely maintaining her composure.

“I appreciate your enthusiasm, but you should be more careful in your exploration of the castle, Damon,” said Kastet. “This is the room of my younger sister, Jilou.”

“Jilou…” he repeated, folding his arms. “Why haven’t I heard of her before? The first time I’d even heard mention of a second Merinian princess was when Anise mentioned her during your audience.”

“Few are aware of Jilou’s existence,” said Kastet. “She was born out of wedlock shortly before my father took Anise as his wife. She wasn’t announced as a royal child, despite being of my father’s blood, due to her… condition.”

Kastet looked somber as she sat down on the bed next to her sister. “Since early childhood, Jilou has been different. She isn’t sick, though her symptoms present as though she were. She’s a dreamwalker, a powerful spellblood capable of entering and controlling the dreams of others.”

Damon stared at her. He was so close to the truth, but knew he still needed to tread carefully. Vel’s expression was still distraught. She pleaded to him with her eyes, but he couldn’t slow down or pull back. Not here, and not now.

“She spends most of her days sleeping, then?” asked Damon.

“Yes.” Kastet set a hand on the side of her sister’s face. “I used to pity her, but more often I wonder if it’s a justified response to the world we find ourselves in. She’s decided she’d rather live on her own terms, in her own dreams, than be subjected to the royal game. Not unlike Gabriel, in her own way, I suppose.”

She leaned over and planted a small kiss on Jilou’s forehead. Damon folded his arms, thinking furiously about the night of the Turning Festival. There was no way Jilou could have been there in person, given what he’d been told. What was the true extent of her power?

“It’s getting late,” said Kastet. “You should head back to your room, Damon. I plan on heading to bed myself.”

Vel stiffened. “Should I attend to you tonight, Princess?”

There was a hopeful edge to her voice that Damon didn’t miss.

“That’s quite alright, Velanor,” said Kastet. “You can have tonight off.”

Damon waited until they’d made their way back into the main castle and Kastet had split off from their group before seizing Vel by the wrist and pulling her toward his room. He pushed her in ahead of him, feeling months of frustration finally manifesting as anger. He shut the door hard.

“Damon, you’re scaring me,” she said.

“Enough, Vel,” he said. “Tell me the truth! What happened that night? How is Jilou connected to this? Tell me everything.”

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

“Velanor!”

“Don’t shout at me!” she cried. “Do you think I enjoy this, Damon? Do you think I like waking from dreams I don’t understand? From dreams that make me feel ashamed, and embarrassed, and questioning who I am… and what I’ve done?”

He saw her mouth quiver, as though she was about to burst into tears. As much as a part of him wanted to comfort her, he couldn’t 
keep letting the answers he needed slip through his fingers.

“Just tell me,” he said.

“It’s not my secret to tell,” she whispered. “If you want the truth, I think now you can get it. Damon, try just lying down and going to sleep. Truthfully, Damon. You’ve used the dreamspell amulet that aesta gave you before. Put it on and think of Jilou.”

She made for the door, and he didn’t stop her. Damon found the dreamspell amulet, put it on, and climbed into bed. Falling asleep on command was easier said than done, but eventually, he managed to drift off.


CHAPTER 16

Damon’s dream was vivid and lucid from the very start. He was back in the tower, sitting at the common room table. He swore under his breath, thinking at first that he’d reached out to Malon, instead.

The person sitting at the table across from him wasn’t Malon, however. Jilou’s eyes were piercing in their intensity, and she broke into an earnest smile when she saw him take notice of her.

“Ah!” said Jilou. “Finally! You’re here! You’re here! I wasn’t sure if you’d ever fall asleep, and I was even less sure if I’d be able to reach you. It’s never certain when it comes to people I don’t know well. Friends and family are easy. I didn’t think you’d be even easier. You were easy, though, easy, easy, easy!”

“Right…” He scratched the back of his head. “Jilou. We met earlier, up in your room, but we didn’t get a chance to talk.”

“We met long before that, Damon,” said Jilou. “You should remember. I do, at least. We had such a wonderful night. But we’ll get to that. Are you comfortable here? I thought you might prefer to be in your home instead of mine. I didn’t want to spook you. Easy to spook people in dreams. I never understood that. Dreams should always be perfect.”

“Ah, this is fine,” said Damon.

“Do you want to see my home? It’s only fair, right? I’ve seen your home. Vel showed it to me. She likes it at the tower, though she doesn’t like to admit it. She used to be embarrassed about it. I’m not embarrassed about my home. Here, I’ll show you!”

She didn’t give him a chance to answer. Damon’s stomach yanked sideways with a sudden, lurching movement as reality flickered and shifted around him.

He recognized Hearthold Castle’s audience chamber, or at least, a version of it. The understated historical tapestries coating the walls had been replaced with vivid paintings of butterflies, rainbows, and colorful fish swimming through water.

Jilou sat atop the throne, clad in an outfit resembling what a child might imagine a queen or princess to look like. The shoulders of her gown were puffy, and she wore a pearl necklace underneath a ruby brooch. A set of oversized dragonfly wings extended from the back of her shoulders, and she had her bare feet set up atop a red velvet cushioned footstool.

“I should probably reintroduce myself,” she said. “My name is Princess Jilou Alquin of the Dreamriver Castle!”

She pointed a scepter which seemed to have appeared from nowhere to the floor in front of them. A river appeared, flowing through the throne room and filled with the same fish he’d seen in one of the tapestries.

“Impressive,” said Damon. “But to be honest, this is a little overwhelming. I just wanted to speak with you, Jilou. I don’t need anything—”

“Lady Tigerclaw!” shouted Jilou. “Lord Pupperstein! Come entertain my guest!”

Two furry, humanoid monsters appeared from the curtains hanging over the throne room’s side windows. The catlike woman struck a suggestive pose and began licking herself, baring the strangest set of breasts Damon had ever seen. The doglike man began sniffing the woman’s butt.

Jilou burst into laughter, slapping her hand against the armrest of her throne. She aimed her scepter in the direction of the monsters, and a pigeon appeared from its tip. The cat began leaping into the air, trying to catch it, while the dog trotted in circles, mouth open in a giddy smile.

“Aren’t they fun?” asked Jilou. “I have a whole menagerie full of similar servants, but these two are my favorite. Sir Cobradell is also quite funny, but some people find him scary. Do you like snakes, Damon? Do you hate them? I’m somewhere in between. I don’t mind them, but I also don’t—”

“Jilou,” he interrupted. “As fun as this is, it’s not why I’m here. Vel told me you could give me answers about what happened, 
exactly, on the night of the Turning Festival.”

“I would love to answer your questions, Damon,” she said in a quiet voice. “I will answer your questions. But I don’t want you to hate me, so I think it’s best if we start from the beginning.”

The scene of the mystical audience chamber faded. They were back in Jilou’s actual room, and she lay in her bed, looking similar to how she had earlier that evening.

There were two women in the room, and Damon recognized them both. Vel and Lilian, though both looked several years younger. They spoke to each other, though their words weren’t audible to Damon. Lilian stood up, touched Vel’s shoulder, and left through the door.

“Mummy and my maid servants were the only ones who knew my secret back then,” said Jilou. “It was before I learned that I could make people think my adventures in their dreams were just that… dreams! To be forgotten once they awoke if that’s what I decided.”

Damon watched as Vel pulled a chair up to Jilou’s bed and laid her head down at the bottom of it. The scene clipped forward as she fell asleep, and one of the tapestries on the wall began moving.

It showed the mystical audience chamber Damon had just left. Vel and Jilou played together for a while. Lord Pupperstein made an appearance as a much younger dog. He chased his tail, which caused both young women to break out into laughter.

“I can’t stay for long today,” said Vel. “Matron Alexia will be by with your food at some point. I have to wake up.”

Jilou made a pouting face, and then seemed to consider. “What if I woke up, instead?”

Vel shook her head. “What are you talking about?”

“My body is so weak,” said Jilou, shaking her head. “Clumsy. I can’t even walk anymore, after how long I’ve been at rest. I can’t even… talk right. People look at me like an invalid when I try, which makes it even harder to stay awake. Plus, I’m ugly.”

“You aren’t ugly, Jilou! Why would you even say that?”

“Please, Vel? Let me wake up in your body, then. Just for a few minutes. Maybe I’ll see myself differently.”

Damon shook his head as he saw Vel nod hers. He looked toward Jilou’s bed within the illusory room in time to see a shudder run through Vel’s actual body. She fell out of her chair, only slowly pushing herself up. She made a face of complete bewilderment, though it slowly shifted into an overwide smile. Jilou’s smile.

“That was the first time,” said the real Jilou, from behind him. “Let me show you what it was like when my power got stronger.”

“Hold on,” said Damon. “I—”

He’d been about to say I want to see what you did
, but Jilou spirited him off to a new memory before he could. His stomach was yanked sideways by an invisible hand, and the sensation was just as unsettling as it had been earlier.

When the scene reconstituted itself, Damon was outside the keep, but still within the castle’s wall. Vel seemed to be off duty, wearing a long tunic and tight leggings. She was next to one of Hearthold’s courtyard fountains, staring at her reflection across the water’s mirror surface.

“The water looks so calm,” whispered Jilou.

Vel let out a squeak and spun around. “Jilou? Am I daydreaming?”

“Sort of, but not really.” A slightly younger version of Jilou appeared, wearing the precursor to the Queen’s dress Damon had seen in her audience chamber. “I think I’m getting better at this!”

“Well, I’m glad, I guess,” said Vel. “Are you alright? Do you need something?”

Jilou shrugged. “Not really. I guess I wouldn’t mind smelling the flowers if you’d let me.”

Vel folded her arms. “Using my body, you mean? The last time, you ended up taking me away from my post. I got an earful from 
Matron Alexia.”

“I’ll stay right here,” said Jilou. “Promise.”

Vel sighed and reluctantly nodded her head. Damon watched as a shudder ran through her, and he could all but pinpoint the moment she became Jilou.

Jilou, controlling Vel’s body, began to laugh and spin around. She grabbed a nearby flower, smelling it, true to her request. She splashed a hand through the water. Her lips pursed in thought, and then she began to strip.

“You didn’t,” said Damon, shaking his head.

He watched in numb horror as Jilou tossed Vel’s shirt behind her in a rush to get into the fountain’s water. She took off Vel’s leggings as well, and they fared worse, sinking down and being pulled through the fountain’s drainage grate.

Jilou played in the fountain for several blissful minutes before realizing that some of Vel’s clothing was gone for good. She sank in up to her neck, face reddening in panic. Suddenly, the sound of a man gasping in surprise came from somewhere nearby.

It was only then that Damon noticed the fountain was right outside one section of the Royal Chambers. A slightly younger version of Gabriel was watching Jilou as she used Vel’s body to swim. Gabriel looked fascinated, slightly embarrassed, and utterly transfixed.

“Gabriel!” bellowed Jilou, in Vel’s voice. “Quit looking at me like that!”

“…What?” Gabriel shook his head. “You’re one of the maid servants, aren’t you? The correct way of addressing me as Prince Gab—”

“Shut up,” said Jilou. “I lost my leggings. Give me some to wear!”

Gabriel gaped for a moment before responding. “I… don’t have any that would fit you.”

“Your undershorts, then!” said Jilou. “They’re big enough to be 
half-pants on me.”

“What? Are you serious?”

“Do it now, Gabriel!” snapped Jilou. “I’ll give them back. Just ask me later.”

Damon couldn’t help it. He started laughing. Gabriel had lent Jilou, controlling Vel’s body, a set of his underwear. And eventually, he’d asked for them back.


CHAPTER 17

“I hope this gives some, you know, context,” said Jilou. “I’m not crazy, and clearly the way things happened was like it would have been with any woman!”

The scene shifted again. Damon was now back in Avaricia, on a day he remembered. He stood in the stands of the Mid City Arena, in between rows of nobles in Turning Festival masks. Vel sat directly in front of where he stood, wearing an all-too-familiar cat mask.

Jilou’s projection sat next to Vel, hands folded daintily in her lap. Was she currently there, as opposed to having been there on that day? Damon didn’t have the answer to that question.

Vel’s focus, however, was on the arena below, and she stood up and clapped excitedly as the gladiators came out. Damon recognized them both. Austine and… himself.

“There he is!” exclaimed Vel. “At least, I think. True Divine, it’s been so long since I’ve last seen him. Ten years… He’s so tall now.”

“I can’t see as well as I can when you’re closer to me physically,” replied Jilou. “Is he handsome?”

“What kind of question is that?” asked Vel. “You’d have to ask someone who didn’t grow up with him as a brother.”

“I want to see!” said Jilou. “Ugh! This is no fun.”

“Would it help if I gave you my eyes?” asked Vel.

“You… would do that?”

“Sure,” said Vel. “For a minute or two, at least.”

Jilou’s projection faded, and Vel twitched in a familiar way. It had happened before the fight had even gotten underway. Each time he’d caught the gaze of the young woman in the cat mask during that bout, it had been Jilou staring back at him. No wonder he hadn’t recognized her for who she was.

“I couldn’t help it,” whispered the real Jilou. “I needed to see 
you up close. Vel had told me about you. About her whole family, but you were the one who’d intrigued me. Then, I saw you fight that wolf troll… I’d never felt like that before.”

“You knew who I was to her,” said Damon, feeling suddenly angry. “It wasn’t just an accident or a mistaken identity.”

His stomach lurched as the scene shifted. Again, he recognized what Jilou was showing him. This time, he didn’t want to see it. Not with what he knew now. It felt like the beginning of a nightmare, one he’d only begun to experience, but Vel had been stuck within it for months.

She’d taken advantage of him. She’d realized that he hadn’t recognized her, and the consequences. She’d done it anyway.

“What’s your name?” he heard himself ask from within the dim, rented inn room.

“I’m not going to tell you that,” said Jilou, within Vel’s body.

“Will you take your mask off, then?”

“No. It stays on.”

“Does the dress stay on, too?”

Damon gritted his teeth. He turned around and pressed his palms against his forehead, feeling so annoyed and disgusted with himself. Why hadn’t he just insisted she take the stupid mask off? How differently would it all have played out if he had?

The sounds of his own grunts and moans, along with Vel’s, or Jilou’s, still reached him. The scene shifted again, and he was suddenly in the middle of it. The real Jilou, in her current body, was naked and underneath him on the bed. She still wore that same, familiar cat mask.

She rocked upward, letting her nude crotch brush against Damon’s hard cock. The gesture set off his lingering anger, and he seized the cat mask, tearing it from her face.

“Did you even think about Vel?” he snarled. “Did you stop to consider for a single fucking second how cruel this was to her?”

Jilou bit her lower lip. Her dark hair spread out across the pillow like running ink.

“You’re the one who did it, not me,” she said, with a bratty shrug. “You’re the one who did her!”

She broke into a fit of mocking giggles.

“You think this is funny?” snapped Damon. He squeezed her arm until she stopped laughing. “You took advantage of her trust to use her body for your own whorish exploits.”

“I did,” said Jilou. “And so did you! True Divine, it was incredible, wasn’t it?”

Damon pulled her sideways, flipping her over. He felt so angry, though also, undeniably horny. He let his cock rest in between her buttocks as he took a fistful of her hair. Jilou seemed to delight in him getting aggressive with her, which only encouraged him to take it further.

“You’re no princess,” he said. “You’re a fiend.”

“For you, I can be either,” she said. “Whenever. Wherever. Just close your eyes, fall asleep, and let me in.”

Damon growled and prodded forward with his cock. He didn’t bother aiming for her womanhood. It felt too much in line with what she’d want. Instead, he sank his cock into her ass, teasing it forward hard enough to hurt himself, knowing the sensation would be double on her end.

The little princess needed to be punished. She was Vel’s age, still just short of her twentieth birthday. Nineteen and underage by Avarician standards. Another dirty little secret for the pile.

“Oh!” cried Jilou. “Damon! That’s my… you put it in my…”

Damon slapped one of her buttocks. “You deserve this.”

He half expected her to dissolve the dreamworld into a new state, but she didn’t. The bed and the dingy inn room remained their reality as Damon roughly pulled her hair and sank his cock deeper and deeper into her tight little butt.

“Give it to me!” cried Jilou. “Oh, Damon! Punish me!”

“Is this what you dream of, Princess? Being my little toy?”

“Yes!” she moaned.

Damon slammed his cock into her, feeling the cushion of her buttocks pushing back against his crotch. He was intent on leaving her red and sore. The thought was comforting, despite being an impossibility. The rules were different in dreams, which made him want to punish her even more.

He reached around, tweaking her nipples and sinking his fingers into the soft flesh of her breasts. Jilou shuddered in pleasure. He sank his prick into her again, feeling the tight muscles of her ass tense and squeeze.

It was rough, rugged sex. It was pointless, angry sex. It wasn’t about any attraction he had to her, or her feelings for him. It was about simple dominance, anger, and reaction.

“True Divine,” moaned Jilou. “I’m going to melt.”

“I’m not done yet,” said Damon.

He took a firm hold of her butt in both hands, squeezing her cheeks together to make the sensation that much more smothering and pleasurable. Jilou wriggled underneath him, speared through with his cock. The sensation was too much. He unloaded his seed in the young princess’s tight little ass.


CHAPTER 18

The dream world faded quickly after the sex, mainly because Damon refused to go along with any of Jilou’s requests or ideas. She pouted for a while, but eventually ceased her dreamspelling, leaving him to spend the rest of the night in his natural sleep cycle.

It was early when Damon woke. He got out of bed and dressed immediately, intent on a single thing. Finding Vel’s room was a pain, but an unusually helpful guard pointed him toward her room after he explained the situation.

He knocked gently on the door. “Vel? It’s me.”

He heard her mumble a sleepy reply before getting up to open the door. She wore a plain white nightgown, and her feet were bare underneath. Damon pulled her into a tight hug almost as soon as he could fit his arms into the room.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Vel… I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I didn’t understand.”

“Hey.” She hugged him back, letting her fingers slide through his hair. “It’s alright. Here, come into my chamber. Let’s at least talk with the door closed.”

There were several beds in the room, but only Vel’s was occupied. Damon took a seat on her bed, still wanting to put his feelings and regrets into words.

“Jilou was controlling your body during the Turning Festival?” he asked.

Vel took a breath and gave him a small nod. “She was. I didn’t know. It wasn’t until I was back in the Royal Lodgings that I noticed my body had been…”

What was the word she was looking for? Used? Raped, even? Damon felt the cracks forming in his heart as he considered how terrified and dirty she must have felt.

“I was furious with Jilou,” she said. “I demanded to know what 
had happened, but she wouldn’t tell me. It didn’t matter. I started to have… dreams. Real dreams of what she’d done with my body.”

“True Divine,” muttered Damon. “I can’t imagine how that must have felt.”

“I didn’t say they were bad dreams,” she said with a shrug. “It wasn’t until I came back to the tower and saw you, heard your voice, really, that it all fit together. I was so ashamed, Damon. To be completely honest, you didn’t make it any easier, given how you acted toward me.”

“I was a fool,” he said. “I was lusting after you and trying to seduce you on a false pretense.”

“You didn’t know,” she said with a shrug. “It was me… the second time. After your fight with Austine.”

“I figured as much.” He sighed and put his arm around her shoulders. “Where does this leave us?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“I love you, Vel,” he said. “You deserve better. More than what I’ve been for you since our reunion. From now on, I’ll be a true brother. I promise.”

A slight conflict played out on Vel’s face, but it was gone after a second. She nodded and leaned her head against his chest. Damon gently stroked her hair, feeling as though an invisible weight had been lifted.

***

He gave Vel time to ready herself for the day. She emerged from her room in a light blue summer gown with a flirty neckline and a white silk belt around the waist. Her hair was tied up in a simple bun, and she seemed to falter in the face of his attention.

“You look good,” said Damon. “Really good.”

“Thanks.” Vel seemed to bounce up on her toes. “We should go report to Kastet.”

They found her in her chambers, already awake and dressed. Kastet insisted they take breakfast in Gabriel’s room, and the three of them grabbed trays of food from the kitchens before heading up to invade his space.

He let them in willingly this time, awkwardly gesturing for them to take seats at his table. Kastet looked at him expectantly as he moved to continue pacing his room, rather than joining them.

“Sit down, Gabe,” she said. “Relax. We’re just here for breakfast. There’s no trick.”

“Of course,” he said. “I… do appreciate it. I may have been a bit hasty in my dismissal of your concerns yesterday.”

Kastet ate a strawberry off her plate. “I’m glad to hear that. Does this mean you’ll come out of your room and finally take what’s yours?”

“Stop that,” said Gabriel.

“Stop what?”

“Treating me like a child,” he said, in a low voice. “You know exactly what I mean, Kassie. It’s not as simple as me walking through the castle and announcing myself as King.”

“Not anymore, but that is at least, in part, due to how long you’ve waited,” said Kastet. “I agree. This will be… more of a process than that.”

“It sounds like you need support,” said Damon. “A powerful ally that will immediately take up the call of your ascension to the throne.”

“Exactly!” said Gabriel. “That’s where my mind has been at overnight. I… was considering reaching out to Lady Candice.”

Kastet let out a triumphant laugh. Vel smirked and brought a hand up to hide her mouth. Gabriel’s face turned bright red.

“Who is Lady Candice?” asked Damon.

“Lady Candice is Gabe’s childhood friend,” explained Kastet. “She’s a sweet young woman, and more importantly, she’s the daughter of Lady Spurwell, one of the richest people in the realm.”

“I see,” said Damon.

“Not only is Lady Spurwell wealthy, but she’s also a widow, which works in our favor,” said Kastet. “It puts her naturally at odds with Queen Anise. They’ll both be picking from the same pool of powerful suitors to shore up their dynasties.”

“Wonderful,” said Damon.

Vel snorted. Gabriel tapped his fingers nervously on the table.

“I spent a few hours last night penning a letter to her,” said Gabriel. “It was poorly written, so I awoke early this morning to draft a second. Kassie… Can you help me deliver it? I worry that the messengers within the castle might be reporting first and foremost to our stepmother.”

“This is exactly why I’m here,” said Kastet. “Vel, would you mind?”

“Of course not, milady,” said Vel.

“I’ll go with her,” said Damon. “I don’t like the idea of her wandering the city on her own right now.”

“Very well,” said Kastet. “Don’t dally. We need to make these moves before Queen Anise catches on and has the choice to act against us.”

“Right,” said Vel. “We’ll leave at once.”

“And…” Kastet stroked a finger along her chin. “If there’s a chance to do it tactfully, be sure to mention that Prince Gabriel is courting several other women. Emphasize how much choice he has.”

“Kassie, that isn’t necessary!” said Gabriel. “Lady Candice knows me. She—”

“Do you think she isn’t also being courted, Gabe?” asked Kastet.

“What are you saying?”

Kastet sighed and shook her head. “And you called me naïve.”


CHAPTER 19

Damon was eager to explore the city of Hearthold for his own reasons. He walked close alongside Vel as they left the castle through the front gate, peering out across the sprawling buildings and carriage-crowded streets of Merinia’s capital.

He hadn’t forgotten what Kastet told him about his father, now supposedly known as Wyden Starch. Her request for them to deliver Gabriel’s missive to the Spurwell Mansion also gave him a chance to start looking for answers to his own questions.

Why had his father left Veridan’s Curve? Damon couldn’t simply assume that Danio Al-Kendras would run away from his debts, saddling them onto his only son. There had to be more to it than that. A threat against his life, maybe, or even a threat against Damon’s.

Damon remembered how Gavel had once mentioned Malon in an attempt to force him to pay his father’s debts. It wasn’t unthinkable to imagine that Danio may have been threatened similarly and reacted as such. Maybe the new life he’d begun in Hearthold had been a way of preventing his debtors from using Damon as leverage in that same sinister way.

“Lady Spurwell’s mansion is on Sunflower Street,” said Vel. “It’s to the west of here, and a bit of a walk.”

She stepped in front of him and gestured to the intersection ahead. The crowd was thick, seeming to flow in all directions at once. Two teenage boys in the midst of a rowdy conversation split apart to pass on either side of Vel. Damon ignored a flash of brotherly anger in response to the way one of them eyed her up and down.

They cut through Hearthold’s Upper Market, a collection of vendors and theater shows interspersed with the occasional soliciting street courtesan. Vel walked faster than he did, and she started to pull ahead of him. He took her hand when he closed the distance, letting his fingers lace through hers.

“Still have Gabriel’s letter?” he asked.

“Yeah.” She gave his hand a small squeeze.

“What do you think it says?”

“You’d have to ask him,” she said.

“Would you tattle on me if I gave it a quick read?”

“Damon!” Vel looked as though she was trying not to smile. “Don’t you dare.”

“You sound like aesta.”

“I do not!” She gave in, turning away from him as the corners of her mouth made her dimples pop out. “We shouldn’t. Lady Candice is Gabriel’s childhood friend. He deserves his privacy in this.”

Two carriages passed in opposite directions, forcing Damon and Vel to the edge of the street. He set an arm around her waist protectively.

“It’s tempting though, isn’t it?” he said. “Gabriel and Kastet seem so normal underneath all the poise and pomp. It makes the idea of them attempting to court and seduce a potential marriage partner all that more intriguing.”

“They’re royalty,” said Vel. “It isn’t the same for them. It’s more nuanced.”

“If you’re trying to argue against me opening the letter, you’re doing a poor job of it.”

They turned onto Sunflower Street. Noblemen and women chatted on expensive balconies above them. Guards in tailored outfits stood outside gated mansions, lounging as much as patrolling.

Vel pulled Damon forward, eyes set into the distance. He felt her hand tense against his as they came to a stop in front of a mid-sized estate with a single, rather young, rather handsome guardsman standing on the porch.

He let Vel do the talking.

“Hello,” she said, beaming. “We’re retainers to the Royal Family here with a message from Prince Gabriel to Lady Candice.”

“From… Prince Gabriel? Wait right here.”

It wasn’t a long wait. Within two minutes, they were ushered into an upscale sitting room. Damon was bemused by the fact that the guard hadn’t simply accepted the missive and with it, let them complete their task. Nobles had to make everything so complicated.

An attractive woman too old to be the target of Gabriel’s affection but still young enough to tease Damon with a moment of lingering eye contact entered through the door.

“Hello,” she said. “I am Lady Spurwell. I’ve been told that you have a message from the Prince to my daughter?”

She was tall and graceful, perhaps just on the young side of forty. Her hair was dark and, aside from a few stray strands, twisted into a perfect braid. She wore diamond earrings, an amethyst brooch, and a dark violet dress without any of it seeming overdone.

“We do,” said Vel. “I’m Lady Velanor, and this is Lord Damon. Prince Gabriel sends his deepest regrets to Lady Candice that he couldn’t come to see her in person, as of yet.”

Vel handed Lady Spurwell the letter. The noble matriarch carried an air of authority that reminded Damon of Malon. The way she opened the letter and invaded her daughter’s privacy by reading it… also reminded him of Malon.

“Very well.” Lady Spurwell’s eyes danced up from the parchment. “Lord Damon? I wasn’t aware that Prince Gabriel had a new manservant.”

That edge of challenge in her voice was what Damon lived for. “You misunderstand, milady. I’m Lord Damon Al-Kendras from the Malagantyan Colonies.”

Her lips hinted at a smile. “Ah. I didn’t realize. The Malagantyan… I’ve heard of the region, but never seen it, myself. Are your lands extensive?”

“You could say that,” he said. “The Malagantyan is rich with fertility and natural resources. It’s a wild place, still full of potential.”

“You must be quite the young lord to preside over it so confidently.”

“I am.”

He felt Vel elbow him from where she sat on the couch, but Lady Spurwell seemed engaged with the exchange.

“I should quite like to see the area, some day,” said Lady Spurwell. “I’ve heard that the world across the ocean is a place where anything can happen.”

“It holds its fair share of excitement.” He grinned, letting his eyes hold hers, unsure of why he found it so fun. “I think a woman like you might enjoy a change of pace, albeit a rough one.”

Lady Spurwell cleared her throat and looked away first. “Well then, it seems the Prince has no untoward intentions with this letter. I’ll pass it along to my daughter, and no doubt she’ll have a response to him shortly.”

“Thank you, milady,” said Vel. “We should be going.”

They left the same way they’d entered. As soon as they were in the street and out of view of the mansion, Vel slapped him on the arm.

“Did you have to flirt with her?”

“That wasn’t flirting,” he said. “That was politics.”

“Damon!” She slapped him again, though it was more playful than painful.

“She seems like a woman who is used being obeyed and sometimes feared,” he said. “I bet I made her day.”

“An older woman, you mean,” said Vel. “What is it with you and older women, anyway?”

There was an edge of poutiness in her voice. Damon put his arm around her shoulders. “Age has nothing to do with it. It’s more the 
way in which some women, oftentimes older ones, express what they want.”


CHAPTER 20

They took a different path back to Hearthold Castle at Damon’s insistence. It brought them through the Merchant’s Market, which Damon suspected would be his best chance of finding clues leading to Wyden Starch.

He spotted a young beggar who seemed desperate for coin sitting along the edge of a line of street vendors. Waving to him, Damon drew out his purse.

“Thank you, sir!” said the beggar.

“Not so fast,” he said. “I’m looking for a man named Wyden Starch. Know anything about him?”

The beggar boy shook his head, but still gave it some thought. “…Never heard the name before, but Starch is familiar. There’s a Starch’s Jewelry and Finery on Burgundy Street.” He pointed in an easterly direction.

“Have you seen the owner before?”

“I think so.”

“What does he look like?” asked Damon.

The kid shrugged. “Like an old man.”

Damon laughed. “That’s good enough for me.”

He gave the beggar ten copper and watched him grin and scamper off. He started the way the boy had shown, only to have Vel tug at his shirt sleeve, holding him in place.

“Hold on,” she said. “Shouldn’t you give this some more thought?”

“I have done,” said Damon. “My father must be caught up in something serious, Vel. He fled Veridan’s Curve, changed his name, and basically… went into hiding. I’m wondering if it might also be related to his debts. Maybe they were just the tip of the spear.”

“But…” She pulled harder, getting a grip on his hand. “Damon, if 
he abandoned you when you were eight, then it’s been more than fifteen years.”

“I’m aware, Vel. What’s your point?”

“Why?” she whispered. “You want to see him so badly, but… who even is he, to you? He’s not your family anymore.”

He felt her objection click into place. He turned around, facing her directly.

“You’re right,” he said. “I know that. You’re my family, Vel. Along with Malon and Ria. The fact that my father might still be alive and reachable won’t change that.”

“Will you at least speak with aesta, first?” asked Vel. “You can use the amulet she gave you. She should know about this before you take action.”

He desperately wanted to track down Wyden Starch, but Vel did have a point. Malon likely knew his father better than he did, given how young he’d been when he’d come to live with her. He’d never pried into what their relationship had been, exactly. Friends… lovers, maybe. He didn’t like thinking about it.

“That’s fair,” he said. “I’ll speak with aesta tonight and get her advice. For now, we should be heading back to…”

He trailed off as a premonition prickled the hairs on the back of his neck. A group of men had been trailing behind them earlier, and for the entire interlude of his and Vel’s discussion, they’d been pretending to shop for canes from one of the street vendors.

“Start walking, and stay close,” he muttered. “We’re going to take a right at the next intersection and then look for an abandoned alley.”

“What?” whispered Vel. “Damon! What’s going on?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

He didn’t bother checking to make sure the men were following. He knew they were. He walked hand in hand with Vel, her fingers squeezing with nervous tension. He waited until they were on a 
section of the street with few other people before turning into a dark, dirty alleyway.

He’d hoped for one that was a dead end, rather than one that ran through to another street, but there was no time to be choosy. Damon pressed Vel into the hollow of a doorframe and settled his hand on his myrblade’s hilt.

There were three men, each dressed in clothing that looked ragged, but intentionally so. Their posture didn’t make him think of street ruffians like Gavel and the Dockside Lads back in Avaricia. No, these men had training, and were stalking him and Vel for a purpose.

They attacked without warning. The first wielded a curved sword with a gleaming edge. Damon drew his myrblade and caught the slash in the same motion. He twisted, taking advantage of the way his cross guard pulled the other man’s weapon into a clench, and then exhaled ice-cold condensation.

The freezing magic of his myrblade rippled forth, coating the curved sword and locking it to the man’s hands. The effect was more surprising than disabling, but it left Damon with the opportunity to kick his opponent hard between the legs. The man dropped with a guttural, heavily pained grunt.

The other two brigands caught the first as he fell backward. Damon tightened his grip on his sword. The cold tingled against his fingers as he manifested his myrblade’s ice thorns, turning the weapon into a winter nightmare.

It wasn’t practical to wield an enchanted greatsword of razor-sharp ice in a narrow alleyway, but intimidation could end a fight as surely as brute force. Two remaining men hesitated. One of them had a cudgel, and he feinted forward, swinging for Damon’s head.

Ducking under the blow, Damon slashed his myrblade into the man’s side, slicing through clothing and flesh with razor thorns of ice. The wounds froze shut almost as they formed, and this time, the effect was undeniably disabling. The man let out a strangled gasp and fell to the dirty ground.

“Who sent you?” asked Damon, voice like a whip as it cracked 
against the third man. “What do you want?”

The man bared his teeth. A shout came from the other end of the alleyway, drawing everyone’s attention. It was a guard, and Damon as had as little interest as his attackers in having to take the time to explain the situation.

The pretend muggers staggered off. Damon sheathed his myrblade, grabbed Vel’s hand, and pulled her into the surging crowd.

“What just happened?” she whispered.

He shook his head. “I don’t know. If I had to guess, I’d say we’ve begun to step on someone’s toes.”

Queen Anise, no doubt. She’d been clumsy with the attack. The men had only sprung their trap after Damon delivered Gabriel’s letter. If she was trying to cling to her power by killing or intimidating anyone who might side with the prince, her moves were too slow to be effective.

Someone else, then? Damon didn’t know enough about the political situation in Hearthold to take a guess at who might benefit from such a play. The situation annoyed him. He wasn’t a fan of being on the back foot, reacting instead of acting.

“Thank you,” said Vel.

“For what?”

“Coming here, with me,” she said. “Imagine what would have happened if you hadn’t been there just now to protect me.”

“Honestly, I’d rather not,” he said. “Come on. Let’s get back to Kastet and Gabriel.”


CHAPTER 21

As expected, Damon and Vel found the royal siblings waiting in Gabriel’s room. Kastet had brought a maid through to clear out the accumulated mess of dirty laundry and old food plates. The chamber looked far more presentable, but Gabriel paced the floor anxiously.

“How did it go?” he asked. “Was Lady Candice receptive? Did she send a reply?”

“We only spoke with her mother, but she was receptive,” said Damon. “Very receptive.”

“She said she’d have Lady Candice send along her reply shortly,” said Vel.

Gabriel folded his arms and continued to pace. “Ah. Well, that’s good. I spoke about us having tea and speaking in person in the letter, and… I suppose if she’s open to it… Oh, True Divine, what am I going to say to her? How do these things even work?”

He made his way to one of the room’s many bookshelves and began eyeing the various volumes.

“Gabe, what are you doing?” asked Kastet.

“I thought I had a book on this sort of thing,” said Gabriel. “We Merinians are animals like all others. There are certain patterns to mating tendencies and voice fluctuations which I would like to refresh my memory on.”

Kastet massaged her forehead. Vel looked as though she was fighting a losing battle against her laughter.

“Relax,” said Kastet. “You have something, or rather, someone, with far more advice to give than a book. Damon has his own… brusque sort of charm with women. I’m sure he’d be willing to advise you in this.”

Gabriel pulled a book with the title Troll Pheromones and Perfume: Seducing with Monster Musk
 off one of his shelves.

“I think he might need some field experience,” said Damon. 
“Would it be possible for us to get him out of the castle?”

“Assuming you can get him to leave his room, I think so,” said Kastet.

“I’m willing,” said Gabriel. “I suppose I’ll have to go out for any dealings I have with Lady Candice. Unless… would she be willing to meet me in my room?”

“Great, you’ll come out,” said Damon. “It would also be best if he didn’t look so much like… Prince Gabriel.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” snapped Gabriel.

Kastet set a hand on his arm. “He just means that your appearance is a bit, well, scattered. The spectacles, the long… sort of greasy hair. You’ll need a disguise, anyway, as we don’t want Queen Anise to know that you’re out and about. Vel and I will make sure it’s presentable and fashionable.”

“The spectacles can stay, can’t they?” asked Vel, who wore her own glasses alongside a vulnerable expression.

“We’ll do an on and off comparison,” said Kastet. “Surely, Gabe can make it a single night without them.”

Damon took up the task of finding food from the kitchens for lunch. He smiled at the scene he arrived back to. Gabriel stood in front of a mirror, arms outstretched like a wooden practice dummy while Vel and Kastet worked on him like artisans molding clay.

“Whoa,” he said. “Did you give him a bath?”

“Of course,” said Kastet.

“She did the scrubbing,” said Vel.

“It’s a definite improvement,” said Damon.

Gabriel wore a tight black shirt with a few strategically undone buttons at the top. It matched his dark hair and made the contrast of his pale skin tone seem intentional. His leggings were dark brown and similarly tight, ending in a pair of flared leather boots. A single lion’s head silver amulet hung from around his neck, the only jewelry adorning him.

“What do you think?” asked Kastet.

“Did you paint his cheeks?” asked Damon.

Gabriel flinched. Vel giggled.

“Just a little,” she said. “It makes him look angelic.”

“Angelic!” snapped Gabriel. “That’s not the type of word that should ever be used to describe a man!”

“You’re looking at it wrong,” said Damon. “There’s a thin line between an angel and a demon when it comes to men. Here.”

He found a decorative sword hanging from one of Gabriel’s walls and, after wiping a thin layer of dust off, threaded a sword belt through it. “Put this on.”

“I’m not good with swords,” said Gabriel.

“You don’t have to be good with a sword to wear one. Trust me. It’ll complete your look.”

Gabriel shrugged and put the weapon on. It was a small detail, but huge in context. In combination with the androgynous makeover Vel and Kastet had given him, the sword made Gabriel seem like someone intriguing, dangerous, even.

“There it is,” said Damon. “You need to get used to being yourself, rather than Prince Gabriel. That’s where your issues stem from. You need to learn to interact with the world as a man, rather than as royalty.”

“I… think that’s probably true,” said Gabriel. “Be honest with me, Damon. Do I look ridiculous?”

“All depends on how you set your shoulders,” he replied. “You’re what an old friend of mine would have called a pretty lad.
”

Gabriel scowled and wiped at his face. “I knew it! This was all for naught!”

“No, no, leave it!” said Damon. “I didn’t mean that as a bad thing. Trust me! Lift your chin up, act a bit arrogant and stuck up on yourself, and you’ll make the heartstrings of any woman flutter.”

Vel and Kastet exchanged a bemused glance. Maybe not just any woman, Damon silently admitted, but some.

They ate a late lunch as Gabriel let Vel and Kastet put the finishing touches on. It was just before sunset, and the city of Hearthold outside Gabriel’s window was full of activity and promise.

“Where, exactly, are you planning on taking him?” asked Kastet.

“I don’t know yet,” said Damon. “Somewhere tasteful. A nice, quiet tavern with great beer and good company. Speaking of which, I could use a small amount of operating coin for the evening.”

Kastet sighed and took out her purse. She gave him thirty sables, which would have been enough for an entire week of drinking in Avaricia.

“Have him back by midnight,” said Kastet.

“I can’t make any promises, but I’ll try,” he said.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” said Vel.

“I can’t make any promises, but I’ll—ow!”

Vel pinched him hard in the cheek and then folded her arms, expression pouty and over-serious.

“I won’t,” he said. He glanced toward Kastet and Gabriel, making sure they were both occupied, and then snuck a quick kiss. Vel’s lips moved against his, and her face seemed surprised as he pulled back.

“Ready?” Damon called to Gabriel.

The Prince of Merinia nearly knocked a glass off his table with the scabbard of his sword as he spun around to face him. “I’m… as close to ready as I’m ever liable to be.”

“Then let’s go.”


CHAPTER 22

Damon insisted on Gabriel wearing a cloak with the hood up as they made their way out of the castle. It effectively hid his identity from anyone they passed, which meant that when they were recognized, it was entirely due to Damon.

“Ho there!” called Austine as they approached the main castle gate. “Off somewhere interesting, Damon?”

He considered lying and making an attempt on another night, but it felt too much like defeat after the effort Vel and Kastet had put in to getting Gabriel ready.

“We’re heading into town,” said Damon. “Have some errands to run.”

“Who is we?” Austine slapped the hood of Gabriel’s cloak, knocking it down. “Whoa! I see you’ve made a new friend! Who is this pretty lad?”

Two things struck Damon at that moment. The first was that Austine, having never met the prince before, clearly didn’t recognize him. The second was that Austine had a reputation for bedding men alongside women, and Gabriel’s makeover had more or less transformed him into Austine’s exact type.

“My name is… Benthor,” said Gabriel. “Benthor the Wild.”

Austine burst into laughter. Damon would have joined in if he hadn’t suspected it might undercut the prince’s already beleaguered confidence.

“Those errands you mentioned wouldn’t involve hitting a tavern, would they?” asked Austine. “Truce for tonight, Damon? Let’s get drunk together, for old times’ sake.”

It was a terrible idea. So much could go wrong, even if Austine didn’t discover Gabriel’s identity.

“Absolutely,” said Damon. “It’s been far too long, Aust.”

“That it has!” Austine grinned, and the two of them grasped 
hands. “Let’s lord over this city for the night.”

Gabriel had no objection to Austine tagging along, and soon the three of them were walking shoulder to shoulder down Hearthold’s busy streets in the orange glow of the setting sun. They found their way into one of the taverns in the Upper Market and settled in for a wild night.

***

The first tavern was a bust, as was the second. Only a few women were in attendance at either establishment, which left Damon wondering if his plan was as feasible as it had originally seemed.

He wanted to get Gabriel talking to women—preferably drunk, easily entertained women. It wouldn’t take much to kindle the reclusive prince’s personality into something brilliant. A thin line separated the bookworms from the bards, and Kastet and Vel had already taken care of the surface details for him.

Unfortunately, each of the taverns they went to was nearly empty of available, attractive women. They’d taken to drinking, instead, and Damon was fighting a losing battle to keep from getting over-drunk as he and Austine became raucous and Gabriel began to brood.

“I know a better place than this!” announced Austine. “This one will have some women for us. I’m sure of it.”

“That’s what you said about the last one,” said Damon.

“Trust me!” said Austine. “It’s nearby, too! We’ve got nothing to lose!”

Austine had a habit of shouting everything he said when he was past a certain point of inebriation. Damon went along with the venue change as much to put Gabriel out of reach of the increasingly annoyed other patrons as in hopes of better pickings.

The crowd in the street had surged during their time inside. 
Damon struggled to keep sight of Austine as he led Gabriel forward. Distracted as he was, he didn’t notice the sign and décor of their destination until they were already inside.

Red-tinted lamps lit a spacious, carpeted common room with numerous cushioned chairs and benches. Damon smelled perfume, sweat, and sex. There was a stage in the corner which a woman in a see-through sarong and a Remenai-style spiral half-shirt was making her way out onto, to the quiet cheers of several men watching.

“This is a brothel,” said Damon, bringing his palm to his forehead.

“My treat,” said Austine. “I insist! Your friend Benthor looks as though he’s overdue for a woman, and I could always use one or three on a given night.”

“Kastet is going to kill me,” muttered Damon.

It was already too late to mount a retreat. One of the attractive young courtesans within the establishment had taken Gabriel by the hand and pulled him onto one of the cushioned benches. Austine was paying off the brothel’s matron, and Damon could feel the gazes of half a dozen women sizing him up as fresh meat.

“Are you sure you’re comfortable with this?” Damon asked Gabriel as he made his way closer to the seduction in progress.

“She… ahem… says I should go to one of the rooms with her.” Gabriel sported an obvious erection as the girl sitting on one of his legs continued kissing his neck. “Should I?”

“What are you asking me for?” laughed Damon. “Austine’s paying. Follow your heart. Or… other parts of your body. You’re capable of doing that.”

Gabriel nodded. The courtesan stood up and offered him a hand. He took it and followed, shooting a grinning glance at Damon as they disappeared through a silk curtain into one of the private rooms.

He settled in at the bar. Drinks were complimentary, and Damon sipped at the glass of wine which was set in front of him. A woman sat down next to him, smiling and letting her shoulder brush his.

“Hello,” she said. “What’s your name?”

He chuckled and shook his head. She was pretty and young, with amazing eyes and a trim figure. Damon waved a hand at her dismissively.

“I’m simply here to keep an eye on my friends,” he said. “I’m a chaperone, of sorts.”

“Boring, but understandable.”

She let him be, which was both a relief and disappointment. Damon wasn’t immune to the charm of brothels, but he couldn’t let his guard down. If something did happen to Prince Gabriel while he was off wetting his whistle, Kastet’s fury would be unimaginable.

The woman Gabriel had disappeared with eventually emerged without him. Damon frowned and started over, noticing the woman’s disheveled, sweaty state.

“He’s still going,” she whispered. “I’m going to let one of my friends finish him off.”

A new woman headed for the door to the private room. Damon felt a proud smile sneaking onto his face.

He eventually left word with the brothel’s matron to make sure Gabriel left through the establishment’s front door when he was finished and headed out into the street. Austine sat on the brothel’s stoop, drinking from a liquor bottle.

“I’m surprised you’re not writhing in a bed with a woman or three,” said Damon.

Austine shrugged. “I gave it the practitioner’s try, but I suppose I wasn’t feeling it tonight. I miss Avaricia.”

His voice was of a tone Damon recognized. Austine could be a sappy drunk at times.

“You’ve taken to your new life, haven’t you?” he asked. “Serving the Godking, along with all it entails.”

“Judge me if you must,” said Austine. “I was proud of my career as a gladiator, Damon. I wanted for nothing, back then. But life 
moves fast. Circumstances change. I’m happy with where I am now, as hard as that may be for you to believe.”

“See, I can believe it,” said Damon. “That’s what worries me. We’ve both changed so much from who we once were.”

“Good to have at least one relationship that still keeps us grounded,” said Austine.

Damon couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. He held his fist out, and Austine punched his knuckles in the same manner he would have back before they’d chosen different sides in a conflict between demigods.

“My father is still alive,” he said.

“What?”

Austine passed him the liquor bottle, and Damon took a long sip before passing it back.

“He’s here in Hearthold, living under an assumed name. I thought he’d died. My aesta told me that he died.”

“Have you spoken with him yet?” asked Austine.

Damon shook his head. “Vel didn’t want me to. She’s worried that… well, I’m not sure I completely understand her worries.”

“He must have had his reasons,” said Austine. “There’s more to the choices a man makes in life than it sometimes seems, from the outside looking in.”

He gestured to himself as though in example.

“I feel as though there must be,” said Damon. “It would be so easy for me to be mad at him, to hate him, for abandoning me and leaving me with his debts. But there must be a reason why. I have to believe that.”

“He’s probably more like you than you’d think,” said Austine. “It was the same with my father… back before he drank himself to death.”

Austine took another swig from the liquor bottle. Neither of 
them said anything for a while. Damon watched the crowd pass in the street around them, each separate person or group immersed in their own realm of life and activity.

“Hey,” said Austine. “Want to see something cool?”

He strode over to a nearby alleyway, gesturing with his arm. Damon felt an unnecessary spike of caution as he considered how perfect the spot would be for a potential trap.

“Check this out,” said Austine as they passed in between the outer walls of the adjacent buildings.

He drew his sword and tossed it into the air. The crest on Austine’s neck surged with a brilliant gold glow from under his collar, mirrored by a similar light from his eyes. He held out a hand palm up, and his sword suddenly hovered in place, floating in midair as though suspended by an invisible line.

Austine laughed and tapped the weapon’s hilt, sending it spinning in circles with a flourish. He folded his arms, a proud crest sorcerer displaying a new, relatively pointless trick.

Damon drew his myrblade and thrust the tip down into an old horse trough that still had some water in it. He exhaled condensation cold enough to make his teeth sensitive as he manifested his weapon’s magic.

A pillar of ice rose from the trough, shifting into a more specific shape as it grew. It took ten seconds for Damon to complete his project, and once he had, he sat down. Setting both his hands down on the arms of a massive, crystalline ice throne, he smiled and gestured to Austine’s spinning sword.

“Not bad,” he said.

Austine burst into laughter, sheathing his sword and taking another swig from his liquor. “Give me a turn sitting in that thing before you freeze your balls off.”

“Get your own throne.”


CHAPTER 23

Eventually, Gabriel emerged from the brothel, looking like a man reborn. His black shirt was open in the front and he reeked of perfume, but the smile on his face and confident set of his shoulders were both huge improvements.

“Time to get you back to the castle,” said Damon.

The guard at the gate stopped the trio, frowning uncertainly as Damon and Austine explained who they were. Gabriel eventually stepped forward, waving his hand with an air of command.

“You recognize me, I’m sure,” he said. “Step aside. We’re tired.”

“Oh!” said the guard. “Of course. My apologies, Prince Gabriel.”

Austine gaped, his head swiveling about to face Benthor
 as he stared with open eyes.

“Prince… Gabriel,” he repeated. “We just brought… the heir to the Merinian throne… to a brothel?”

“A night to remember, for sure,” said Damon. “It seems as though he enjoyed himself. No harm, no foul.”

“You’re unbelievable,” muttered Austine.

“The brothel was your idea, and in retrospect, it was a good one,” he said. He gestured toward Gabriel, who was practically strutting toward the main keep’s entrance.

After ensuring the Prince made it back to his room without incident, Damon wished Austine a good night and found his way back to his own chambers. He was drunk, but still in a contemplative mood. He found the dreamspell amulet Malon had given him, pulled it on, and climbed into bed.

***

He was back in the brothel, sitting in one of the soft, cushioned chairs and facing the stage. A woman emerged from the silk curtains, walking out with slow, cautious steps and making no move to begin dancing seductively.

“Really, solas?” said Malon, setting her hands on her hips.

She wore the same outfit he’d seen on the dancer earlier in the night. Her see-through sarong skirt exposed a glorious amount of her pale thighs. The matching half-shirt barely covered her large breasts, the fabric forming a shape of an A, with a string of beads hanging level with her navel.

Her red hair was loose and unbraided, which was rare enough for her to stand out even in the midst of a dream. Damon couldn’t help but smile as he saw her struggle to maintain the sternness of her gaze in light of the ridiculous, eroticized situation.

“It’s not as though I’m in full control of my dreams, aesta,” said Damon. “Also, this isn’t what it seems. I’ve had a few to drink, and this establishment is still recent in my memory.”

Malon strode over to a pole spearing upward from the center of the stage. She set one hand on it but made no move to dance or swing.

“So, you openly admit that you were at a brothel tonight?” she asked in a that sharp, authoritative tone she so often used with him.

“Yes.”

He smirked, enjoying Malon’s subtle reaction.

“I suppose it’s a step up from you tempting seta back into your dirty dealings,” said Malon.

“She’s been doing well,” said Damon. “We’ve been respectful toward each other, boundaries included.”

“I’m aware. She also has an amulet and has been keeping me updated.”

He furrowed his brow, sensing the edge of reproach in her voice. Was she mad at him for not keeping in touch?

“How have you and Ria been?” he asked.

Malon made her way over to the edge of the stage, sitting down and careful folding her legs to preserve her modesty. “Seta has been ranging into the forest often, but she’s been well. It’s just been me at the tower, for the most part.”

“Sounds lonely.”

“It’s certainly less enthralling than, well, this.” She gestured to the dream brothel.

Damon sighed. “I was there was a visitor, not as a patron.”

“Were none of the courtesans to your liking?”

He shifted in his chair, feeling himself getting hard. “Not a one. I’ve always had high standards.”

It was hard for him to remember why he was there, or more accurately, easy to let himself forget. He lifted his hand and gestured for Malon to come closer. She shook her head.

“Solas…”

“You look incredible in that outfit,” he said. “I’m shameless, I admit it. I just can’t help myself.”

He shifted his pants, touching his cock a bit as he did. It was hard enough to visibly tent his pants. He could feel Malon’s eyes on it, and almost sensed her mood as she gave him a teasing half-smile.

“You realize that telling me I look good in courtesan’s clothing is all but saying I should sell my body for a price,” said Malon.

“You know what I meant,” he said. “I’m not taking those words back. And if there had been a courtesan who’d looked like you tonight, I—”

“Solas!”

“…I would have asked her for a dance,” he finished. “I would have paid her price in an instant.”

Malon shook her head, but her smile didn’t falter.

“Dance for me,” he said.

“You’re incorrigible,” said Malon. She stood up, stepping toward him in a manner that contradicted the tone of her words.

“Please? I didn’t even let the courtesans do as much.”

“Perhaps you should have,” she said.

“Vel would dance for me, if I asked her.”

“You know better than to ask seta to do something like that.”

“Not always,” said Damon. “Certainly not in the middle of the night, when I’m drunk and horny.”

“Solas, behave yourself.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do,” he said. “I haven’t forgotten our deal.”

She folded her arms, shifting her shoulders as she realized how the movement pulled the thin fabric of her half-shirt scandalously tight.

“Fine,” said Malon. “I’ll sit and dance in your lap if it’s really what you want. The same rules apply as they would in a brothel, however, and you only paid for a dance. No touching on your part.”

“I’ll control myself,” he said.

He would have promised her anything to further escalate the moment. Damon grinned foolishly as he opened his legs and pulled his arms behind his chair. Malon slid down from the stage and walked closer, each step made into an erotic show by her clothing.

Her skirt seemed barely adequate for covering the midpoint of her thighs and her lower half. The half-shirt did more to emphasize the subtle bounces and jiggles of her breasts than hold them in place.

His cock was as hard as it got. If he’d been this hard in the actual brothel, the night would undoubtedly have turned into a marathon of sex. The effect his aesta had on him was nearly too much for his senses, too much for him to understand.

“Do you still want this, solas?” she whispered, setting her hands on his thighs.

He nodded.

Malon turned around and settled her butt down into his lap. Damon’s cock was flat against his leg, but impossible to ignore. Malon flinched slightly as she settled onto it, but instead of recoiling, she began to move.

She let her ass grind against his manhood with soft, smothering movements. She kept the sarong skirt in place at first, but it quickly rode up, too small to stay down. Damon almost blew his load early when he noticed she wasn’t wearing anything underneath.

“Watch your hands,” whispered Malon.

He’d started touching her hips without realizing it. It was hard to guard himself against what his body obviously wanted. He folded them behind the chair again, gripping the back legs as though attempting to steady himself from tipping over.

Malon shook her butt with quick, dancing motions. It was so lewd coming from her, more like the way a courtesan would have ridden his cock than anything he’d expect from his aesta. Damon groaned and tried to lift his hips higher. Malon pressed herself down and leaned backward, arching her back and giving him a fantastic view of her half-shirt’s cleavage.

“Hands, solas,” she said, more sternly.

He almost had a hold of one of her breasts this time. He let his touch linger, sliding his fingers upward and underneath her half-shirt. Malon cleared her throat, still humping herself against him, despite her disapproval. He kissed her neck and felt her shudder.

He couldn’t touch her, but they hadn’t discussed whether he could touch himself. Damon slid a hand down, caressing his tool through his pants for a few blissful seconds. His thoughts shifted in a dangerous direction. If he could touch his cock, why couldn’t he simply take it out?

Damon undid his belt and slowly began pulling his pants down. There was no room for him to hide the movement’s intentions. He expected Malon’s rebuke to be swift and biting, but it never came. 
She took a breath as his trousers hit the floor, and then began grinding her nude lower half against his bare, throbbing member.

“So greedy, solas,” she whispered. “You’re always wanting more.”

He took hold of her hips, too horny to make himself obey the rule anymore. “I want you.”

Malon kept rocking against him, continuing her dance while refusing to let him have the right angle for more. “You have me — as your aesta. That should be more than enough… right?”

It should have been. She was right. Damon ran his hands up her body, cupping her breasts through her half-shirt. The depths of his mind were already swirling with excuses. It was just a dream. He’d been horny from earlier in the night, and drunk on top of that. He hadn’t meant to…

To fuck her? Was he actually going to do it? There was something special about that moment, something that went deeper than either lust or love. He was sure she could feel it, too. How could she not?

“Mind your hands… solas,” she said, voice strained and breathy.

“These hands?” He slid one down between her thighs and let his fingers tease her womanhood. Malon gasped, her body slackening under his touch, falling into his control.

Damon shifted her hips back and speared his cock into her.

There was a flash of crimson light as the tip of his member penetrated Malon. He flinched, remembering how many times she’d sent him flying with her magic during similar moments. The effect was much subtler, this time.

“It seems I have to use my magic to keep you in line,” she whispered. “Or at least, a certain part of you in line.”

“What did you just do?” he asked.

He got his answer as he attempted to slide his cock into her again with a slower, more directed thrust. At the moment of blissful, long awaited entry, Malon’s crest would flash and his tool would be 
redirected just enough to miss its target.

He tried twice more in quick succession and was diverted by her magic both times. The effect was more teasing than painful. He was eager, almost desperate to see if there was an angle he could use to get around it.

“I know how much of a struggle this can be for you, solas,” whispered Malon. “This is for your own good.”

It amazed him that she could sound so authoritative and motherly even as she was sitting in skimpy clothing on his naked cock. Damon squeezed her tight in his arms, trying to make an angle where the force from the tip of his cock would be too direct to deflect. The crimson magic flashed again and again, its defense as potent as any he’d engaged with parries from his sword.

“Does your magic still take a toll if you’re using it in a dream?” he asked.

She didn’t answer, which was an answer, in itself. If her dreamspelling took a toll, then surely any magic within the dream would only amplify it. Her elegant solution for keeping him from fucking her senseless was far from perfect if the act of magically deflecting his cock made her more lustful with each pass.

“Solas!” whispered Malon in a warning voice.

He took her by the hips, bouncing her in his lap. Her magic flashed each time, redirecting his thrusts in time with the rhythmic slap of her ass against his crotch.

“I’ve seen how your magic can draw out your lust,” he said. “You’re in a hard spot, that’s for sure.”

“It’s… not that hard.” Malon squeezed her thighs together, locking his cock out of an angle that required her magical intervention. Damon kissed her neck and ran his hands over her breasts as he began flexing his hips to fuck her thighs.

“Oh, it definitely is,” he whispered. “But even the hardest problems have solutions.”

“Careful…”

“You’re the one who needs to be careful,” he said. He forced his hand down and began caressing her womanhood as he accelerated his pointless thrusts. She gasped, wriggling against him from the pleasure.

He was pushing her to her limit, essentially punishing her for being the responsible one. He felt too horny to feel ashamed, but it did make him wonder about the evil
 Malon had spoken of being within him.

She flexed, suddenly sliding her crotch back along his tool and setting her hands on his knees.

“Solas!”

Damon felt her tense as she came, and the sensation of her shuddering on his cock was simply too much. He clutched her against him as he blew his load, leaning back and letting his seed soil her slutty clothing and nude stomach.

“True Divine,” he muttered. “Aesta.”

He drowned in the pleasure, holding onto both her and the moment for as long as he could. Malon’s breathing came out in small, satisfied moans. He’d put her magic to the test, and even though it had stopped him from taking her completely, he still had to wonder if she was happy with the result.

“You are so foolish, and so impossibly greedy when it comes to your desires,” said Malon. She shifted in his lap, punching him in the shoulder with slightly too much force to be playful. She smiled, though it looked like she was trying not to.

“I love you,” he said.

“I love you, too. I just wish you had more sense.”


CHAPTER 24

“That wasn’t the only reason you sought me out tonight,” said Malon. “Am I right?”

They’d shifted to sitting on one of the wider benches at a more respectable distance. Damon had taken his shirt off and given it to Malon to use to clean herself up, though the gesture felt a bit pointless in the landscape of a dream.

“You’re right,” he admitted. He’d put his question off, and not just because of how much he missed her company. It was hard to find the words, even now, but eventually, he managed to. “Have you heard of a man named Wyden Starch?”

Malon frowned and shook her head. “I haven’t. Why do you ask?”

“Princess Kastet told me that my father is still alive,” he said. “That’s the name he’s apparently going by now, here in Merinia.”

“Ah.” Malon folded her arms, and the gesture seemed a touch defensive.

“You told me he was dead,” he said. “Did you know?”

“I thought he was dead, solas,” she said with a shrug. “Though in truth, I was skeptical of the details when I first heard. Your father was supposedly betrayed by a close friend of his. I knew them both, and it seemed unlikely that they’d had such a falling out, but the world can be an unpredictable place.”

“You never told me that,” he said. “You spoke so little about him.”

“You rarely asked about him.” She set a hand on his knee. “I could sense how many bad memories you had of Danio. I have my own share of those. I saw no reason to cause either of us pain.”

“You were close to my father once,” he said.

“I was.”

“He trusted you to look after me,” he said. “It wasn’t as though he 
brought me to the tower by random chance.”

Malon stayed silent.

“Aesta,” he said. “Was the relationship between you and my father more than just—”

“Don’t ask me about that, solas,” she said. “Please. There’s no need.”

He’d wondered before, turning over the assumption that his father and Malon had once been lovers. The idea had never sat well with him as a child and felt even stranger to him now. He pulled back from the question, deciding nothing good could come from what might be an awkward answer.

“Regardless,” said Damon. “He’s here in Hearthold. Vel was concerned and thought I should speak with you before reaching out to him. Do you think it’s a good idea to seek him out?”

Malon gently rubbed his leg. “It’s your choice to make. Not mine and not Vel’s.”

“I want to know what you think,” he said.

She gently squeezed her fingers into his thigh. “I think you should trust your heart.”

He nodded, appreciating her confidence. He still had more to discuss, ranging from the political situation in court to his new dealings with Wrath. A noise came from behind where they sat, and Damon glanced over his shoulder to discover a new arrival.

“I’ve waited for long enough, Damon,” called Jilou. “It’s time for us to…”

Jilou trailed off, coming around to face Damon and Malon on the bench. She wore her expensive, over-tailored princess dress along with a crown made from woven lilacs.

Malon tensed from where she sat next to Damon. Jilou narrowed her eyes and jabbed a finger at the other woman.

“You’d rather spend your time dreaming of whores than enjoying my company?” she snarled.

Damon cleared his throat. “Jilou, this is Malon, my aesta. She’s also capable of dreamspelling, to a limited extent.”

“Your… aesta?” Jilou gaped, blinking rapidly. “She’s here? Like I’m here?”

“Yes,” said Malon with an annoyed smile. “It’s nice to meet you, Jilou.”

“Um…” Jilou cringed and turned around. “I’ll come back later!”

She took two steps, dissolving out of the dream and into nothingness. Malon shot him a worried glance.

“You’ve given a dreamwalker access to your mind?” she asked.

“Of course not,” he said. “Well, sort of. Only once. I had some questions for her which she answered in her own way. She’s Kastet’s younger sister and—”

“She’s dangerous,” said Malon.

“She’s harmless,” he said. “Really, she is. Her situation is a little tragic. She’s bedridden and lives in a dream world of her own creation.”

“Hmm…” Malon shook her head. “I would be extremely careful with her. Try to ignore the fact that she’s a young woman and be a bit more guarded, solas.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know what it means.” She smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “It seems we’re out of time for tonight. I’ve used more of my magic than I intended to. I’ll see you again soon.”

Malon faded from his dream before he could even manage a proper goodbye. He was dreaming again before he had a chance to miss her, swept up in a canvas of shifting, unpredictable events.

***

Damon went straight to Gabriel’s room the next morning. He was 
a bit concerned about how drunk the prince had been at the end of the night. Austine’s idea of bringing Gabriel to a brothel seemed so foolish and ridiculous to Damon in the light of day, but Austine had always had a way of spinning bad ideas to seem like good ones.

Kastet sat next to Gabriel’s bed. Her brother was awake, but still under his quilt, with a pillow tightly pulled over his head. Vel sat at the table, eating from a platter of various breakfast foods.

“Good morning, Damon!” she said.

“Morning.” He smiled at her and took a sausage from the platter. Gabriel groaned and rolled over in bed.

“Can you be a little quieter?” he muttered. “My head feels like it’s rolling on a broken carriage wheel.”

“My brother has been exceptionally vague about what happened last night,” said Kastet. “Damon, would you care to offer an explanation?”

“I’d rather not,” he said. “He enjoyed himself. I think we achieved our goal of loosening him up a bit.”

Kastet sighed and shot him a tired glare. “So be it. Lady Candice sent her reply to Gabriel’s letter with a messenger this morning. Gabe, does your hangover prevent you from reading, or can you manage that much?”

Gabriel finally sat up. He was still dressed in his outfit from the night before, though it was significantly more rumpled. He accepted the missive from Kastet, putting his spectacles on as he opened it.

“She says she’s happy to hear from me,” said Gabriel. “She expresses her condolences in regard to my father’s death. She wants to meet for tea. Uh… True Divine… She wants to meet for tea!”

“That’s good,” said Damon.

Gabriel shook his head. “If it’s just the two of us, having tea… I mean, what am I even supposed to talk about?”

“Whatever comes to mind,” he replied. “Maybe start with the fact that you’re about to be King? Just be open with her.”

“I have to get ready,” muttered Gabriel. “What should I wear? Do I even have the right clothes for this kind of social engagement?”

“We’ll help you get ready,” said Kastet. “Velanor, would you mind picking out a few potential outfits for Gabe from his wardrobe?”

“Of course, milady,” said Vel.

“Damon, if you could accompany him to the Spurwell Estate, I would appreciate it,” said Kastet. “It’s been a while since Gabe has traversed the city on his own.”

“Not a problem,” he said. “I think I’ll use it as an opportunity to seek out Wyden Starch. It seems as though he owns a store on Burgundy Street.”

Kastet’s eyes lit up at the mention of Damon’s father. “I can help with that if you’d like. It might streamline the situation if I send a messenger ahead to explain your position as my retainer and your desire to meet with him today.”

“I suppose it couldn’t hurt,” he said with a shrug. “To be honest, I’m not sure what I’m looking to get out of this meeting.”

Vel was listening from the other side of the room as she pulled clothes out for Gabriel to pick from. Damon did his best to ignore the worry and concern he saw in her expression.

He ate some more food as Vel and Kastet helped Gabriel get ready. Damon, Vel, and Gabriel departed from the castle about an hour later. The prince was understandably nervous, and Damon and Vel took turns trying to bolster his confidence as they walked down the street in the early morning sun.

“She said she was looking forward to seeing you, Gabriel,” said Vel. “Trust me. She wouldn’t have said that if it wasn’t true.”

“To be exact, she said she was thinking fondly of our next encounter
,” said Gabriel. “What does that mean? There’s a hidden meaning within those words, I suspect.”

“You’re overthinking this,” said Damon. “Try to be a bit more in the moment. Don’t worry so much about her specific words or show 
up with too many convoluted expectations.”

“Damon’s right,” said Vel. “There’s the mansion. Are you ready?”

Gabriel shook his head. “Would it be too much for us to walk around the block once more?”

“Yes.” Damon put an arm around the prince’s shoulders and all but dragged him up to the gate guard. They were expected and allowed into the mansion’s sitting room, where Lady Spurwell awaited.

“Prince Gabriel,” she said, with a small bow. “My daughter has been anticipating your visit all morning.”

“As have I, Lady Spurwell,” said Gabriel. “Um. As have I.”

The young woman in question appeared at the top of the stairs. Damon was taken aback by how much different she looked than the noblewoman he’d begun to picture in his head.

Lady Candice was chubby, with frizzy hair, large front teeth, and thick spectacles. She blushed and brought her hands to her mouth as her eyes settled on Gabriel. Nobody said anything for a moment or two, long enough for the silence to veer into awkward territory.

“I, ah…” Gabriel cleared his throat. “Hello. It’s been far too long, Candice.”

“Prince Gabriel,” said Candice. “Um… Do you like drinking tea?”

“I absolutely love drinking tea!”

Gabriel seemed to find his step, walking arm and arm with Candice as they headed for another room of the mansion. A portion of the tension lingered as Lady Spurwell smiled and swept her eyes back toward him.

“I’m glad you could escort the prince here, Damon,” she said. “I was worried I might have to chaperone my daughter’s date without pleasant company. Would you care for some wine?”

He glanced toward Vel. “I could go for some wine. Vel?”

“Oh, I’m sure your companion has business she could be 
attending to elsewhere,” said Lady Spurwell. “I was hoping I could get to know you better, Damon.”

Vel folded her arms and set her mouth into an obvious pout. Damon smiled at the genuine vulnerability he saw in the expression. She honestly thought he might ditch her to spend time with a noblewoman near twice his age.

“I’ll have to pass, for the time being,” he said. “I also have business that needs my attention.”

“Are you sure?” asked Lady Spurwell. “I was hoping to get a story of the wild Malagantyan from your lips. Such an intriguing land, with its thick and thorny reputation.”

“Yeah, but it’s full of bugs and rashbane. Very itchy.”


CHAPTER 25

Damon and Vel left Gabriel to his date, leaving the mansion and heading back out into the street. An awkward silence hung on the air, one he didn’t fully understand. He felt a war of opinions inside him. Why should he care what Vel thought? How could he not care what she thought?

“If you want to sip wine with Lady Spurwell, or have sex with her or whatever, don’t hold back on my account,” she said, voice annoyed. “I don’t care.”

“I’m not interested.”

“Liar. You have sex with everyone, Damon.”

“Hey!” He tried not to smile. “That’s a mischaracterization. I’m deeply offended.”

“You know it’s basically true.”

He stepped closer as they passed through a gap in the crowd. Vel didn’t him stop him from taking and holding her hand. It was bold in Hearthold, where there was potential for her to be recognized. He didn’t care.

“Lady Spurwell is like Kastet and Wrath,” he said. “She’s powerful and manipulative.”

“So? You had sex with Wrath.”

“Not the point I was going for. I already told you, Vel. Flirting is politics, and that woman is a political creature. She’d have eaten me alive.”

“Your tone still makes it sound like you don’t think that’s a bad thing.”

Damon sighed and bumped his shoulder into hers playfully. They turned onto Burgundy Street, and Vel seemed to realize where they were headed.

“You’re going to see him,” she said. “Your father.”

“Kastet went through the trouble of sending a missive ahead on my behalf,” he said. “I shouldn’t waste this chance.”

“Damon…”

“I took your advice and spoke with aesta,” he said. “She told me that I should make my own choice.”

“Can I at least come with you?”

Damon shook his head. “I think it would be better if I went alone. Hey, don’t make that face!”

“I can’t help it,” said Vel. “I don’t like this.”

“It’s not as though I’m going to discover a new life waiting for me,” he said. “I just want to talk to him. Ask him about his choices. Get some insight into who he is and how he left things.”

They drew within sight of Starch’s Jewelry and Finery. It was a high-end jeweler, with neat window displays and a colorful sign. Damon’s heart thumped in his chest as the prospect of seeing his father again became real.

“I’m getting a little nervous,” he said. “What do I even say?”

“Hello
 is usually good to start.”

“Shut up.” He turned to face her. “Wait here for me?”

“Sure,” she said. “Come find me when you’re done.”

She nodded, holding onto his hand for a beat after he’d let go. Damon took a breath, straightened his posture, and marched up to the jeweler’s door.

Two people were inside. A young, attractive woman stood behind the counter. An older man seemed to be inspecting a display of silver rings. Damon recognized the man instantly, as much from resemblance as from memory. Same broad shoulders, tanned skin, short brown hair, though his was streaked with grey.

Damon was swept up by a jumble of old memories. Some were bad, experiences of physical discipline, shouting, and angry outbursts, but some were benign. He remembered sitting on his 
father’s knee at the card table, and watching Danio’s gladiator bouts from the front row of seats. He remembered eating sweetbread underneath a street awning as they waited for the rain to subside.

He took the final few steps, walking up and meeting the other man’s gaze.

“Wyden Starch?” he said.

The man flashed a broad grin. “That’s what they call me. Come on in. I’ve been expecting you. We have a lot to talk about.”

He set his hand on Damon’s shoulder and gestured to the back of his shop, where a curtain cordoned off another room. Damon felt such a rush of emotion as he passed through it, enough to render him speechless.

His father sat down behind a wide oakwood desk, gesturing for him to take the other chair. He pulled a bottle of liquor out of a cabinet from underneath, along with two crystal glasses, pouring them each half full.

“I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” said Wyden. “I’ve got some, too. True Divine… Where do we even begin? I never meant to settle in Merinia, honestly, but I took to this business as much as it took to me.”

He swirled his glass. Damon took a sip from his own, tasting a strong, faintly cinnamon liquor.

“Janie, my wife, says it doesn’t matter what age a man finds his calling,” said Wyden. “He has to follow it once he does.”

“You’re married?” asked Damon.

“Yeah.” Wyden turned one of his hands palm up. “Wife and kids, a happy little family. Sorry, I know that’s not fair to bring up right now. Let’s discuss why you’re here.”

“Look, I’m not asking for anything,” said Damon. “I just came here to talk. To try to figure all of this out.”

Wyden smiled. “You really do want to start from the bottom, don’t you?”

“I suppose I do,” said Damon.

“I would have expected one of Princess Kastet’s retainers to be more direct while doing business.”

“…What?”

“You are her retainer, are you not?” asked Wyden. “She sent a letter this morning saying you’d be by to discuss some sensitive matters related to Veridan’s Curve. She’s made a discovery in the Malagantyan, hasn’t she? Is it jade? Rubies? Any precious gem would be of interest to my shop.”

“You don’t recognize me.” Damon closed his eyes, feeling foolish. “Of course, you don’t.”

Wyden furrowed his brow, tapping a finger against his crystal glass. “Have we met before?”

“I’ve never met Wyden Starch, but Danio Al-Kendras…” He faltered, struggling to find the words. “Danio Al-Kendras was my father.”

Wyden flinched, but he seemed to recover his composure as quickly as he lost it. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do,” said Damon. “I know you do.”

“I did go by that name once, but it was a lifetime ago,” said Wyden. “I left it behind when I came here to Merinia.”

“Along with your son. Along with your debts.”

“I don’t have a son,” said Wyden, shaking his head. “Janie and I have only been blessed by daughters.”

“Shut up!” shouted Damon. “You know what I’m talking about.”

Wyden burst out laughing. The sound of it rekindled more of Damon’s memory, forcing him to recall how his father had mocked him as a child.

“You want me to shut up?” asked Wyden. “Really? Do you want to hear what I have to say or not? I think you do. Rovahn’s balls, you came a long way for this, didn’t you?”

Damon’s jaw tensed in frustration. He had to look away.

“Your mother was a whore,” said Wyden. “An actual one, rest her soul. You aren’t my son.”

“Look me in the eyes and say that.”

“I don’t owe you that or anything else,” said Wyden.

“You… gave me your name,” Damon hissed.

“Worthless. It’s yours to keep. I’ve already wiped my ass with it.”

Damon stared down at the polished oakwood desk as a tremor of emotion ran through him. He couldn’t believe it. He should have expected it.

“You’re no one to me,” said Wyden. “A total stranger, no less. Feel free to show yourself the fuck out, now.”

“A stranger…” Damon stood up, slowly shaking his head. “That’s nice. You know, I don’t take kindly to strangers spitting in my face.”

He drew his myrblade, gritting his teeth as he exhaled a cold breath of white. Wyden narrowed his eyes, still indignant even in the face of a sword point.

“I’ll call the guards!” shouted Wyden. “Janie! Call the—”

Damon began swinging, striking everything in the tiny backroom within reach of his weapon. He shattered a glass display case. He cut down a tapestry, freezing it with the residual magic of his myrblade before it could hit the ground. He cleaved Wyden’s desk in two, ice thorns wrecking the pretty polished wood and nearly skewering the man sitting behind it.

He could do it if he wanted to. So much of the suffering and adversity he’d faced in life had been due to the direct actions of this man. Even through seeking him out for answers, Damon had caused himself more pain. Why couldn’t he simply repay the true debt that was owed?

“He isn’t worth it,” whispered Myr. “You’d wound yourself in killing him, Damon.”

He listened to his sword. Several people were shouting now. He needed to leave. Nobody followed Damon as he turned and ran for the door, but he knew it was just a temporary respite.

Vel was waiting by the corner of the street, and she reacted to his expression before he even began trying to explain. “Damon? What is it?”

He could only shake his head. Wyden had succeeded in calling the guards, and Damon glanced back to see him pointing in his general direction. He took Vel by the hand and hurried down the street.


CHAPTER 26

They ran until the guards were out of sight in the distance behind them. Damon loathed letting his guard down, even then. He cut through a series of alleyways, weighing the safety of the back streets against the likelihood of being caught.

Finally, after scaling a closed gate and dropping down into a small, dead-end alley, he let himself stop. He sat down with his back against the wall of the nearest building, watching Vel frown at him with concern.

“I heard some of the commotion,” she said, hugging her arms across her chest.

“Yeah,” he said. “It didn’t go well.”

He heard Wyden’s contemptuous laughter echoing in his ears. There was a stack of wooden crates against the wall next to him. Damon slammed his fist into it, wishing he’d done the same to his father’s face.

That man wasn’t his father, he decided. They could both agree on that.

“Damon, please…” whispered Vel. “I’m worried.”

“You can go, Vel,” he said. “The guards won’t be looking for you. Tell Kastet and Gabriel I’ll be back once the streets calm down.”

“I don’t think I should leave you.”

“Trust me,” he said. “I need to be alone right now.”

“No, you don’t.”

He made a point of looking away from her, refusing to meet his gaze. She sat down next to him. The alleyway was dusty, more so than dirty. Vel reached her hand out and turned his head so they were face to face.

“Talk to me,” she whispered. “True Divine, Damon. Please. Don’t go through this alone.”

“What am I supposed to say?” He gritted his teeth. “For years, I’ve been paying down that man’s debt, thinking he was dead. Dealing with the aftermath, the cleanup… Trying to find meaning in an awful situation that I shouldn’t have been responsible for.”

Vel found his hand, gently holding it as she listened and gave him room to speak.

“There is no meaning to it,” muttered Damon. “He’s still alive. I didn’t inherit his legacy
. I was thrown out with the rest of his trash. This entire time, I’ve just been the butt of a silent joke, slaving away to make good on mistakes that he cast off with his old name.”

“We can talk with Kastet and Gabriel,” whispered Vel. “There may still be some way for you to find justice in this.”

He shook his head. “If I’d really wanted justice… I’d have gone through with it and killed him. Killed my own father… what does it say about me that I have that desire in my heart?”

“That man isn’t your father,” whispered Vel. “That isn’t how it works. Blood means nothing, Damon. Less than nothing. I’m your family. Ria and Malon are your family. We’re still here for you.”

She kissed his cheek. Damon closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the wall. A conflict of emotions roiled within him. Vel’s words, as clearly intended to be reassuring as they were, only fanned the flames.

“You are my family, Vel,” he said.

He let his hand settle on her leg, sliding along the inside of it. She didn’t stop him, even as his fingers slid underneath her dress and began teasing the edge of her girlshorts. He used his free arm to pull her closer to him, touching her more brazenly.

“This… isn’t what I meant,” she whispered.

“What did you mean, then?” he asked.

She didn’t answer. Damon kissed her neck and let the tips of his fingers slide into the waistband of her underwear. She was smooth, recently shaven, a fact which emboldened him far more than it 
should have.

Vel’s breathing went through a gradual erotic shift as Damon pressed his hand lower, touching the sensitive skin to either side of her womanhood. He waited until he felt her hips shift forward, thighs opening in anticipation, before letting his fingers tease her directly.

“Ah,” moaned Vel. “We shouldn’t. We could be seen.”

The only thing separating them from the mouth of the alleyway were the thin bars of the gate they’d climbed over. Every other minute, someone would pass by, usually paying little attention to the random backstreet, but occasionally glancing in.

“Let’s go back to the castle,” she whispered. “We can… get inside if we’re careful.”

Damon heard a gasp escape her lips as he slid a finger into her. He kissed her neck and pulled her closer with his arm, holding her in a firm, dominant embrace.

“Get on my lap, Vel,” he said.

She didn’t answer, still shuddering in response to his teasing fingers. Damon slowed his pace, keeping his hand in her girlshorts, but just out of reach. She flexed her hips upward with a greedy motion.

“You aren’t being fair,” she said. “Let’s at least… go to an inn. Please?”

Damon pulled his cock out and lifted her up by the waist. Vel blushed hard, her attention focused entirely on the nearby street and constant stream of potential spying eyes.

She glared at him as he pulled her girlshorts down. Her dress was long enough to hide what was going on, but anyone who did stumble upon them would still see enough. Damon lowered her into his lap, smiling a bit at the mixture of anger and horniness he saw in her expression.

“Why are you so mean?” she whispered.

Damon lowered her onto his cock, sighing as he felt the head 
push into her primed womanhood. Vel’s body was exactly what he needed right now, but he couldn’t find the right words to explain that to her. His need felt vulgar, veering on gross, even to him.

“What am I doing that’s mean?” he whispered. He pulled her dress back down over them, obscuring the way his cock was speared into her from view. Cupping her buttocks, he rocked her back and forth, staring into her blushing face.

“You’re really going to make me say it?” she replied. She wrapped her arms loosely around his shoulders, falling into rhythm with Damon’s leading hands like a good little girl.

“No,” he said. “But I will make you do this.”

He let his fingers tickle a particularly sensitive spot he’d discovered on the sides of her inner thighs. Vel moaned and shuddered against him.

“We’re in a gross alleyway,” she said, still moving her hips for him. “You’re going to do this with me here? You’re treating me like I’m a copper courtesan.”

“No,” he said, cupping her cheek. “I’m treating you like family.”

Vel glared at him, but he could tell that she was trying not to smile. Damon bounced her a little faster on his tool. He risked a glance to make sure the street was clear and gave her a quick slap on the ass.

“Bastard,” she whispered. “We could have done this in a bed later.”

“Who says we still won’t?”

“Who says I’ll let you, now?” she said. “Maybe I’ll decide that my chastity is off limits again, and I’ll… I’ll…”

Damon sped up, lifting her up and down on his rod with enough force to project the sounds of their dirty sex. He added his fingers to the mix, teasing Vel’s womanhood with one hand while groping and spreading her ass cheeks with the other.

He was dimly aware of the sound of approaching footsteps. An 
old washwoman set down a clothing basket near the mouth of the alleyway and began pulling down some of the clothes drying on the line strung overhead.

Vel went statue-still. Damon continued bouncing her on his cock, enduring her blushing glare. The washwoman whistled and pretended not to notice them, up until she came within a few feet of the gate.

“Looks like you be getting your money’s worth with that one,” said the woman, with a teasing grin.

“Absolutely,” said Damon, smiling back.

“I… I’m not a…” Vel could barely get words out as Damon began fucking her more aggressively.

“You’re not a what?” whispered Damon.

She let out a gasp and shuddered as a massive orgasm overtook her. Damon squeezed her in a tight embrace, still slowly bouncing her on his cock. He felt his own release come just as the washwoman left. He pulled out just in time to adjust Vel’s skirts and blow his load onto the dusty alleyway, rather than making a mess on her clothing.

“Damon,” she whispered. “Why are you so gross sometimes?”

“Because I love you.”


CHAPTER 27

Damon’s mood was decidedly recovered as he and Vel made their way back to Hearthold Castle. They took the long way through the city, both breathing a sigh of relief once they were within the relative safety of the courtyard.

Kastet was waiting for them in her chambers. Vel bowed deeply. Damon felt no inclination to do the same, even as he took in the less than pleased expression on her face.

“Gabriel’s visit to Lady Candice went well,” said Kastet. “He was even comfortable enough to escort himself back to the castle, which is ideal given how the two of you seemed to have disappeared after bringing him to the Spurwell Estate.”

“We ran into a small problem, milady,” said Vel.

“I’ve already heard about the incident from the captain of the city guard,” said Kastet in a stern voice. “Damon? Care to explain?”

“It’s funny,” he said. “I was about to ask you the same thing. Wyden Starch seemed to be expecting one of your retainers, rather than his long-lost son.”

Kastet winced slightly. “There is a good reason for that. I—”

“You what?” snapped Damon. “Decided that the situation called for more of your craven manipulations? You could easily have told him the facts of the situation through your messenger. I walked in assuming that you had!”

“I could have,” said Kastet, narrowing her eyes. “If I had, however, he would never have agreed to meet with you. I’ll admit to using your father to entice you into coming with me to Hearthold, but my letter to him was a genuine attempt to set up a meeting between the two of you.”

“I don’t believe you,” he said.

Kastet let out a sigh, looking tired and world-worn. “I know what type of man Wyden Starch is. I… suspected that if I told him the 
truth, he might have reacted poorly. Similarly, if you’d walked into his shop without an introduction and demanded a meeting, I doubt he would have given you one. I’m sorry the meeting went poorly, Damon.”

She seemed sincere enough. He glanced toward Vel, who was pleading for peace with her eyes.

“Fine,” he said.

“I’ve already spoken with the city guard about clearing you of any charges related to the damage you inflicted on the store,” said Kastet. “I may need to… dock a small amount from your pay to compensate him.”

“It’s money which would be going to pay the debt I inherited from him,” said Damon. “A debt he refuses to acknowledge.”

Kastet winced and stroked the bottom of her chin with one hand. “That is a good point. Look, I’ll see what I can do. I can’t promise anything.”

“Damon appreciates it, milady,” said Vel.

“Onto other matters, then,” said Kastet. “Gabriel was over the moon when he arrived back at the castle. He’s asked Lady Candice to eat dinner with him tonight in the feast hall, which is a huge step forward. He hasn’t eaten publicly in months now.”

“That’s excellent!” said Vel.

“I’d like for you and Damon to support and encourage him as much as you can,” said Kastet. “Above all else, make sure he doesn’t get drunk. Tonight could be hugely consequential depending on how Gabriel and Anise interact.”

“He’s come far in a short amount of time,” said Damon. “What’s to stop him from taking the last step? Why not just declare himself King and start giving orders to the castle guards?”

Kastet’s mouth twitched into a mischievous smile. “Why not, indeed? I’ve spoken to him on the matter of the stalled succession and plan to again before tonight’s dinner. I don’t wish to pressure 
him into making such a large decision, but he at least needs to begin taking the idea seriously.”

She spoke quickly, and there was a quiver of nervousness to her voice. Damon glimpsed a different side to her than he’d seen before. She was a princess. She was powerful. She was navigating off the map, playing a game with massively raised stakes.

“We’ll help however we can,” said Damon. “I’ll be wearing my sword tonight.”

“Let’s hope the situation doesn’t call for it,” said Kastet.

***

Damon returned to his chambers and waited for the servants to finish drawing him a steaming bath. He sank into the water as soon as it was ready, content to relax and settle his thoughts in the time he had before that night’s dinner.

He felt a growing urge to finish his stay in Hearthold and make his way back to Veridan’s Curve. Picturing the tower in his mind was enough to make him homesick. Malon, cooking at the hearth. Ria, training with her spear by the lake.

Would Vel come with him when he left? He’d been avoiding the question as much as he could. She was Kastet’s lady-in-waiting, and Kastet might well stay in Hearthold, depending on how the next few days played out. She certainly wouldn’t be returning to Avaricia if Gabriel took the throne and absolved the alliance between Merinia and the Godking.

He contemplated the question, not noticing as the door to his chambers creaked open. Surprised, Damon stood up, warm water sloshing off his body. A familiar maid servant with blonde hair and a pretty face walked into his room and gasped.

“Damn it,” he muttered, recognizing her as the same woman he’d mistaken for a spy on his first day in the castle. “Not again!”

“You can find your own clothing!” shouted Finelle. “I won’t be harassed for a minute longer, you lecherous cretin!”

“I was just surprised!” he shouted, as she left and slammed the door behind her. “You didn’t knock!”

He sighed and lowered himself back into the bath, unsure of what, if anything could be done to resolve the situation. She still had his clean clothes with her. He could change back into his dirty ones, but they were dusty and stinky from fooling around with Vel in the alleyway.

Damon took the path of least resistance and decided to simply wait in the bath for someone to come looking for him. Eventually, someone did.

Kastet had the sense to knock, at least, before barging in. Damon welcomed her, and she stepped through the door, eyes widening for an instant when she saw him in the tub.

“I didn’t realize you were still bathing,” she said.

“The maid servant meant to bring me my clothing seems to have… confused the situation, a bit.”

Kastet flashed a wicked smile. “I heard a little something about that.”

She strode into his chambers, looking at everything aside from him in the water. There was a chair at a nearby table in which she sat down, folded hands settling on folded legs.

Her dress was blue silk of a summer cut, with a flirty neckline and gold trim. Her hair was dark and glossy, and her pale, flawless face was set into a subtly coy expression.

“I appreciate your service, Damon,” she said. “You’ve helped Gabriel in ways that I fear Velanor and I would have been unable to on our own.”

“I’m here to serve,” he said.

Kastet smiled and shook her head. “I know you came along to protect your sister, as much as serve me.”

“That is true. It’s nothing personal, Princess.”

“She’s lucky to have you,” said Kastet.

“And I’m lucky to have her. Don’t you feel the same way about your brother?

“I suppose I do in some ways,” said Kastet. “In others, not so much. Gabe has his own demons to face, which I understand. He’s more of a thinker than a protector.”

She looked toward the wall of the room for a moment and then back at Damon in the tub. He felt the pressure of her gaze and couldn’t stop himself from smiling and breaking the tension.

“Well, I’ll protect you to the best of my ability, but I do feel like I have to ask… Is letting you ogle my naked body now part of the job?”

Kastet coughed and nearly fell out of her chair. She stood up, turning around and straightening her dress.

“Of course,” she said. “I’ll see about finding the maid who was due to bring you your clothing.”

“It was a joke, Princess,” he said. “I don’t mind.”

“I’m sure Velanor would mind for the both of us. Enjoy the rest of your bath, Lord Damon.”

True to her word, Damon’s clothing arrived a few minutes later, along with a snack platter of assorted cheeses and fruits. He dried off and dressed in front of the mirror, considering what the night would entail as he strapped on his sword belt.

“Are you expecting a fight?” whispered Myr.

“You sound hopeful,” he said.

“Maybe a bit,” she said. “I feel so useless when most of your problems consist of talking and politicking.”

“You’d rather I be in constant fights and mortal danger?”

“Well…” Myr hummed pensively. “Yeah. At least up to a point. I like fighting.”

“You’re wild, Myr,” said Damon. “Let’s hope you don’t end up as 
aggressive as my last sword.”

“Hey!” said Myr. “You shouldn’t talk about your ex-sword to your current sword.”


CHAPTER 28

Damon set off to the feast hall as soon as his hair was mostly dry. The castle was more crowded than he’d seen it before, no doubt due to the excitement of Prince Gabriel’s rumored dinner appearance. He waited in a queue outside the feast hall’s doors before identifying himself as a retainer to Princess Kastet with the guards, who were screening everyone upon entry.

He was the first of his group to arrive, so he waited for the others along one of the chamber walls. Vel and Kastet’s appearance was impossible to miss, for him as much as for every man with working eyes in the room.

Kastet looked as mesmerizing as she had when she’d burst in on his bath, and Vel had dressed to match. She wore a light blue summer dress in the same style as Kastet’s, though clearly intended not to overshadow the princess’s outfit. Mixed success in that, Damon thought.

Her hair was what made his breath catch. Vel’s blonde locks were done up in a true Merinian bun, with tiny, curling spirals framing either side of her face. He remembered seeing her wear that same hair style with the cat mask, but she’d avoided it in the time since.

The resemblance was too obvious. It would have given her away, forced her into a position where Jilou’s secret was out in the open. Damon stared into Vel’s brilliant blue eyes from across the chamber and felt an overwhelming sense of love and fondness for her.

Along with a few less-noble impulses which he immediately began to suppress.

Kastet headed straight for him, and Vel followed in her wake. Vel’s demeanor was chaste and obedient, so unlike her often bratty behavior on the farmstead. It was a change Damon appreciated, if solely for how it let him see the full range of her personality.

“You look… incredible,” he said as both women came to a stop in front of him.

Kastet smiled, but the expression wavered as she realized the compliment had been for Vel. She glanced back and forth, seeming to read into the connection.

“It seems Lord Damon has eyes only for you tonight,” she said, elbowing Vel in the ribs.

“Milady!”

“That’s…” Damon winced as he scraped for an explanation. “You also look dazzling, Kastet. It’s simply been a while since I’ve seen Vel put so much effort into her appearance.”

“Whereas I’m always done up to the unfortunately high standards of a princess,” said Kastet. “I wonder what your reaction will be when you finally see me in a tunic and leggings.”

“So do I,” said Damon. He cleared his throat and gestured to the feast hall. “Shall we find our places?”

“Of course,” said Kastet. “You’ll both be joining me at the Royal Table tonight.”

Damon furrowed his brow and exchanged a glance with Vel.

“When I say the Royal Table,” she continued, “I speak of the table at which Gabriel and I will be sitting. Now that he’s begun making inroads toward an alliance with Lady Spurwell, we can act more boldly. We’ll have a chance to judge the strength of our position based off which nobles choose to join us over sitting with Anise.”

“I never realized that dinner seating could be so contentious,” said Damon.

“You think it’s a bad idea?” asked Kastet.

He shook his head. “No. It’s brilliant, in a way. Subtle enough to be played off if it doesn’t work, but with a huge potential upswing if it does.”

“Thank you.”

The table Kastet chose was opposite the one the Queen had sat at the night before. Despite the fact that she had invited Damon and Vel to sit with her, they weren’t next to her, and plenty of empty seats were left for important nobles to seek out later.

Queen Anise was next to arrive to the feast hall. She wore her crown and a resplendent white gown with a diamond brooch around her neck. A small crowd of nobles followed her, desperate for attention, but they were kept at bay by Captain Aldric and the Queen’s Guard.

Damon noticed that Austine was Anise’s escort for the night, walking near enough by her side for the two of them to speak in conversational tones. He thought back to Austine’s joke about attempting to bed the Queen, unsure whether the current reality made it more or less funny.

Anise shot Kastet a dismissive look as she strode over to her separate table and took a seat. Several nobles immediately began queuing to ask for chairs, but others held off, sensing the change in atmosphere.

Prince Gabriel arrived a few minutes later, walking arm in arm with Lady Candice. Damon had to admit that Candice cleaned up remarkably well in makeup and a pretty dress. Most of the room’s attention was locked onto Gabriel, however.

He’d maintained some of the “pretty lad” style he’d treated the taverns to the night before, with a few buttons undone on his shirt and his long hair tied back in a neat ponytail. He grinned with a surprising amount of confidence in the face of the innumerable stares and whispers that greeted him as he walked across the chamber.

The feast hall was scarily silent as Gabriel greeted Kastet and took a seat next to her, first pulling out a chair for Lady Candice. Two nobles immediately excused themselves from the Queen’s table, wise to the nature of the impending power struggle. Gabriel folded his arms and gazed across the room at Anise expectantly.

Your move.

“I’m so glad that you finally chose to emerge from hibernation, Gabriel,” said Queen Anise. She had to raise her voice almost to the point of shouting to be heard throughout the chamber, but it seemed natural and appropriate for a queen. “Really, though. You needn’t force yourself. I know how uncomfortable you’ve always been in public.”

Gabriel nodded a few times, neck and jaw tensing visibly as he gathered his composure. “It’s no trouble, Anise. It… It’s as my father often said. Many things in life become easier to reach after taking the first step.”

“Antoine was very wise, and his presence is sorely missed,” said Anise. “Come, Gabriel. Have a seat at my table. We have much to discuss.”

Kastet cleared her throat and gave Gabriel a pointed look.

“I… would prefer to sit here, at this table” said Gabriel. “You are, of course, welcome to join us as well, stepmother, if you’d like.”

Anise said nothing. Servants brought food out on carts and platters, which allowed the tension to subside to a bearable level. The discussion at Gabriel and Kastet’s table was hollow and superficial, as though the nobles who’d opted to sit with them were still unsure of their choice.

The food was phenomenal. Damon dug into roast beef with gravy, with fluffy potatoes and candied carrots on the side. He was careful about how much wine he drank, still reading the heavy mood of the room.

He watched Anise at her table. Both Austine and Captain Aldric were advising her in quiet tones, and Damon judged from their expressions that they were taking Gabriel seriously as a threat. The servants began clearing dinner plates and were in the middle of serving a raspberry pie for dessert when the prince made his move.

Gabriel pushed his chair back without lifting the legs, wood screeching against stone and drawing the attention of the entire room. He tapped his knife against his wine glass unnecessarily, as all eyes were already on him.

“I have an announcement I’d like to make, if you’d all be so kind as to listen.” He waited a moment and cleared his throat before continuing. “The air of change is upon us, friends and family. We stand underneath the light of… ah, Eldritch! In the moonlight, clad in the blessings of the True Divine, Rovahn and Leandra.”

Gabriel paused, pursing his lips and clearly trying to remember a practiced speech. “We stand on the dawn of a new age for Merinia. We’ve fought wars, learned lessons, and… uh? Hmm.”

Lady Candice came to his rescue, rising to take his arm as she picked up from where he’d left off. “My apologies, my love, but I’m too excited to resist. Prince Gabriel and I have pledged ourselves to one another.”

“Yes that’s, ah, what I was getting to,” said Gabriel. “My reason for gracing you with my presence tonight is to announce my betrothal to Lady Candice.”

Chatter instantly broke out among the gathered nobles. A shout of congratulations came from one of the men at Kastet and Gabriel’s table, followed by an explosion of cheers and applause. Gabriel grinned, seeming more comfortable under the weight of the attention than Damon had seen before.

When the noise died down, Anise slowly rose to her feet, scanning her gaze across the chamber with an air of command.

“I am surprised by the swiftness of your decision, Gabriel,” said Anise. “I respect the pull of your heart. Honestly, I do. But given the tumult of current events, along with the uncertainty of the future, I think it wise to consider patience. Your feelings for Candice are valid, but I think they would be better explored outside of a betrothal, for the time being.”

Her voice was stern, leaving little room for argument. That didn’t stop Gabriel from pursuing one.

“Nonsense!” shouted the prince, with an edge of anger. “The heart knows no such thing as time! I appreciate your concern for us, stepmother, but tonight is to be a joyous occasion. Matron Alexia! Tell the servants to bring more wine from the cellars, enough to 
overflow every cup.”

“Our wine stores have not been replenished this week,” said Anise. “What we have here in the feast hall will need to suffice. Matron Alexia, feel free to have the servants pour from the bottles which have already been opened.”

The wife and son of the late King Antoine stared each other down from opposite ends of the chamber. The silence that held over the next moment was full of refined uncertainty, as though not even those who’d picked a side were sure of what their moves should be.

It was the first real sign of the power struggle between Gabriel and Anise, and of all things, it was over wine. There were so many other, smarter ways in which Gabriel could have played his hand. He was book smart and a fast learner, but still inexperienced in politics, even from Damon’s limited viewpoint.

The cold authority in Anise’s expression hinted at how the next few moments might end up playing out, along with the presence of Aldric, Captain of the Queen’s Guard at her side.

Kastet caught Damon’s eye as she tapped a finger against the edge of the table. She spoke in a quiet, desperate voice. “Do something!”

Damon only had one idea, and it wasn’t a great one.

“If I may, my Prince?” he said, standing and setting a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “Your betrothal to your beloved is a momentous occasion. I think it deserves more entertainment than mere wine. Did I ever mention to you my time performing for the famous Gleaming Scythe Gladiatorial Company, back in Veridan’s Curve?”

He caught Austine’s eye from across the chamber and saw his old friend snort in response. Austine stood and whispered something into Anise’s ear. Her eyes practically sparkled as she saw the new opportunity presented by the situation.

“It just so happens that Austine, the Godking’s representative, also has experience as a gladiator,” said Anise. “What say you, Gabriel? Why not have our two guests perform for the occasion?”

Gabriel frowned, but it wasn’t as though he could refuse with the momentum shifting in such a new direction. “That sounds wonderful. Yes, if you’d be willing to grace us with a show, I, ah, am sure that my guests would be an enthusiastic audience.”

Damon gave the prince a small bow and stepped forward. There was plenty of clear space near the fore of the feast hall, which would give everyone at the tables a clear view of the oncoming action.

Austine grinned as he strode into position across from Damon. The situation felt familiar, but the stakes were higher than ever. Nobody watching was naïve enough to think their duel would be simple entertainment. The veneer of propriety was of the same sheen as Anise’s insistence on stewarding the throne until Gabriel was “ready”, or Kastet living in Avaricia as the Godking’s “guest”.

“This was a fantastic idea,” said Austine, in a low voice that only Damon could hear. “I won’t blame you for throwing the fight if you so choose. If you do, I shouldn’t have to hurt you.”

Damon smiled. “Draw your sword and sheathe your pride, Aust.”


CHAPTER 29

Few things in life brought out the best in Damon like sword fighting. He slammed his blade into Austine’s several times in quick succession, steel chiming against steel in a chorus of slashes and parries.

They were fighting under the pretense of entertainment, but Damon doubted anyone watching was innocent enough to assume it to be so simple. The stakes were low, or as high as they’d ever been, depending on how the next few minutes played out. There was a subtle momentum hiding underneath, an alchemy of appearance and loyalty and status.

“This is what we both wanted,” said Austine. “Admit it.”

“I know it’s what you wanted.” Damon grinned as he watched his friend’s shifting footing. “I’m two for two against you in our fights.”

“I let you win the first time, and you surprised me with your new sword the second,” he said. “You haven’t faced me honestly yet.”

“Surprised him with your new sword?” whispered Myr. “Why did he say it like that? Trounce this guy, Damon!”

“Will do,” he whispered back.

Austine feinted left and spun right. Damon parried, deflecting his attack and responding with one of his own, which Austine blocked. They fell into one of their sword routines, not by accident or out of habit, but for the fun of it. Damon swung low, letting Austine backflip over his attack, before pushing on the offensive and falling into a dramatic sword clench.

The crowd collectively sucked in a breath. Damon breathed, sweat beading his brow, and tried not to burst into laughter as he and Austine shared a secretive smile.

They fell away from each other, circling and taking a moment to rest. It was a duel within a duel, true and false at the same time. The crowd would wonder how much of it was real, and to a certain 
degree, Damon wondered the same.

Austine came at him, throwing a brutish series of strikes that was entirely new to Damon. He blocked and fell on the defensive. It was true that he had beaten Austine twice before, but the most recent swordfight he’d been in had essentially been that second fight. It was clear that Austine had been practicing his swordsmanship against real opponents in the time since.

Damon missed a block and only just managed to awkwardly twist sideways out of the path of Austine’s next slash. Damon’s parries were hurried in the aftermath of the exchange, and his myrblade bucked hard against sweaty palms.

“We needn’t push this any further,” said Austine. “I haven’t even begun to draw from my abilities. Let’s finish with the Unseeing Disarm
 and let the royalty sort through their own mess.”

The Unseeing Disarm
 was a dramatic, fight-ending routine in which Damon would push Austine to the brink, go for a lunge while Austine had his back turned, and end up having his sword stripped from his hand with a dramatic, seemingly blind flourish. There were worse ways for a gladiatorial bout to end, but Damon was no longer sure if they were in one.

“Are you scared, Austine?” he asked.

“Of what? You? Collateral damage?”

“You managed to explain away those first two losses well enough, but a third?” Damon gestured with his free hand, turning the palm up. “That would have to sting. That would be the type of thing that might get in your head, a bit.”

Austine’s expression flickered. They both attacked at the same time, swords singing as they met, the echo of metal kisses rebounding of the walls of the massive chamber. Austine was vicious and relentless in his approach. Damon almost faltered, but his resolve stiffened as he caught sight of Vel’s worried face in the crowd.

She’d seen him suffer enough for one day. He wasn’t about to 
lose. Not to Austine, of all people.

He launched into his own series of unpredictable chops and lunges, getting creative and trying out some new ideas on the fly. Austine was good, but he wasn’t perfect. Damon found an opening and applied all his strength into snowballing it toward a greater advantage.

Austine blocked an overhead slash. Damon dipped his shoulder as though twisting into a spinning cut, only to shift and slash from above a second time. Austine fell sideways, desperately raising his sword to block Damon’s next attack.

Damon whipped his sword toward Austine’s unprotected legs, sure he’d found the angle that would let him end the duel. Austine’s sword moved faster than it should have, catching Damon’s myrblade at the last second. Damon could tell that he was drawing from his magic, a suspicion confirmed by a collection of metal forks and knives rising into the air above a nearby table.

A barrage of cutlery struck Damon across the side of his head and shoulder, stinging like heavy metal wasps. He grimaced and glared at Austine for a moment before realizing he had something stuck behind his ear. He pulled loose a piece of cut steak, eyeing it for a moment before popping it into his mouth.

“What?” he said to the laughter of the crowd. “No sense in wasting good food.”

Austine roared and charged forward, attacking with his crest magic as much as his sword. Austine’s blade moved faster than any normal opponent could match, but Damon knew him and his patterns and managed to block, regardless. Silverware continued pelting at him from odd angles, but it was more a nuisance than an issue.

“Quit wasting my time!” shouted Austine. “We’re past the point of playing, Damon. Draw from the magic of your sword, and let’s get serious.”

“You want to face me at my full strength, Aust?” asked Damon. “You’re only holding even with the help of your crest.”

“We’re both tools of our masters,” said Austine. “What good is a tool that refuses the job it’s suited for?”

“I’m nobody’s tool,” he said. “If you want this so badly, I’ll give it to you. But not for Kastet, or Wrath, or even this crowd. This is for you, Austine. As my friend.”

Austine shook his head, smiling a bit despite his obvious exasperation. Damon flexed his fingers on the hilt of his myrblade, exhaled an ice-cold breath, and manifested his weapon’s ice thorns.

They were like a snowflake, unique each time conjured. The thorns curved into razor points, some of them curling like meat hooks, while others jutted out like spikes. The myrblade, now the length of a greatsword, was wreathed with swirls of frozen condensation.

“I’ve seen that trick before,” said Austine. “You really think it’s going to work again on me?”

Damon didn’t answer. In their gladiatorial bouts, this was what they would normally call act two.
 It was the time when they stopped holding back and started pushing each other to the limit.

He took the lead as the aggressor, sweeping his greatsword of ice at Austine with long, predictable slashes. Austine had little trouble dodging, which he’d expected. It was true, after all, that he’d seen the trick before.

More silverware hissed toward Damon’s face and back, but there was only so much within the chamber. Austine also resorted to using his power to fling metal cups, each of which Damon was careful to bat away in his opponent’s direction.

“I have tricks of my own, Damon,” shouted Austine. He threw his sword in a spinning arc, and the weapon nearly gave Damon an unexpected haircut as it passed over his head.

It came back, shifting direction in midair like a throwing stick. Damon dodged again, using the opportunity to sweep more cups off a nearby table in a seemingly accidental movement. He acted as though the moment had broken his concentration and let the ice 
thorns dissolve.

Austine saw that his sword was bare and attacked directly again, battering Damon with a series of chops and slashes. Damon struggled to block them all, sensing the massive difference it made when Austine drew from his crest for strength and speed.

He waited, timing and angling his next block to force them into a clench. Austine was stronger than he was with his crest, but that was alright. Damon took a step back, and then another, trying to keep the focus of his eyes from being too obvious.

“You’ve always been a great warrior, Aust,” he said. “But it’s not the great warriors who win in the realm of spellcraft. It’s the creative ones.”

“This is combat, not spellcraft,” said Austine, with a smirk. He gritted his teeth and pushed Damon hard through the contact of their swords, knocking him back and off balance.

Damon dropped his sword, leaving himself open, but also letting the tip drag through the pool of water and wine he’d slowly been cultivating throughout the fight. A sheer layer of ice spread over the floor and under his opponent’s charging feet.

Austine slipped so badly that it was objectively comical, landing flat on his chest with a fair bit of momentum. Damon wasn’t done.

He breathed white and forced more willpower through his myrblade, conjuring manacles of ice from the floor to snap over Austine’s ankles, wrists, and shoulders. He could have done one over the neck as well, but he saw no need as his friend began to struggle, unsuccessfully, to pull himself free.

“This is an unfair tactic!” snapped Austine. “Fight me like a man!”

“I did, and you lost.” Damon crouched in front of him. “Three for three, Aust.”

Austine snarled and strained against the ice restraints. The one around his right wrist snapped as he flexed his arm. Damon was considering whether he’d underestimated his friend when a shout came from the other side of the feast hall.

He was loath to turn his attention away from the fight, but the crowd’s focus had already shifted. Two concerned-looking maid servants stood by the feast hall’s entrance, carrying a young woman by the shoulders between them.

Damon recognized her instantly. Princess Jilou had arrived at dinner.


CHAPTER 30

Princess Jilou’s entrance, despite being aided by her maid servants, was far more dramatic in terms of the commotion it caused than even the duel had been. Nobles whispered and exclaimed their surprise. Queen Anise rose from her table and went to Jilou’s side immediately, with Kastet and Gabriel following just a step behind.

“My daughter,” said Anise. “What is it? Has something happened? Do you feel unwell?”

“Um…” One of the maid servants holding Jilou up answered in her place. “Quite the opposite, milady. Princess Jilou was awake while we were feeding her. She became certain that she was needed in the feast hall and demanded we bring her. She said it concerned her brother’s betrothal.”

“Ah,” said Gabriel. “Yes, I have been betrothed. To Lady Candice, sister. I’m not sure if you’ve met her before.”

Jilou’s head was drooped forward, but she lifted it and blinked her eyes half open. “I… am so happy for you.”

“Oh, Jilou,” sighed Anise. “You sweet, sentimental girl.”

She frowned, more at herself than the situation, and looked at Gabriel who gave an awkward shrug in response.

“Would you like to meet Lady Candice, Jilou?” asked Gabriel. “She’s heading back to her mother’s estate tonight, for the sake of, um, propriety. But I’m sure she wouldn’t mind sitting with you for a bit?”

Jilou made a very sleepy but agreeable sounding noise. Gabriel exchanged another look with Anise.

“We will need to speak more on the situation moving forward, Anise,” he said.

“Come tomorrow, we shall,” said the Queen. “Jilou has the right mind of things. Your betrothal should be the focus of the night, not whatever the future might hold for our family.”

“Yes,” said Gabriel, nodding. “I agree with that wholeheartedly.”

Damon was shocked at how quickly the atmosphere shifted from a tense power struggle to an intimate family dinner. Anise, Gabriel, and Jilou sat at the main royal table. Jilou was in and out of consciousness, but the mood was jovial, and when dinner finally drew to a close, it was without further incident.

“Royals are weird,” said Austine, sipping a glass of wine.

“What does that say about us, then?” asked Damon.

“That we’re whores for hire.”

“Everyone’s got a price.” Damon clinked his glass against Austine’s and drank deep.

***

Damon was fairly drunk by the time he made it back to his guest chamber. Someone was waiting for him by the door, face concealed in the shadows of night which curtained the halls of Hearthold Castle, but he had an idea of who it was.

“Hey,” said Vel. “Kastet dismissed me for the night. I thought I’d drop in and see you.”

Damon grinned as he stepped in close to her. “That was a good idea.”

“Easy.” She caught his hand as he reached out to set it on her hip. “I wanted to see how you were doing. Emotionally, I mean. I know how challenging today must have been for you.”

“Oh, please,” he said. “I’ve had worse. Today was a good day, from where I’m standing.”

His father’s words, Wyden Starch’s words, echoed in his head. He cut them off. It was more satisfying to consider the state he’d left the jeweler’s back room in than to think about what had led up to that point.

“Damon…” said Vel. “You always do this, even when the situation doesn’t call for it. You can be honest with me.”

“Honestly…” He shrugged. “I’m feeling cautiously optimistic. The prince is soon to be married. Kastet will be able to help him push his claim. We’ll be done here, and free to go home to the tower.”

Vel looked away. His eyes had adjusted enough to the dimness to make out her expression, the doubt, the worry. She didn’t think she was going back, and given how long Kastet had been away from Hearthold, it seemed reasonable to think she might linger.

“You looked beautiful tonight,” he said. He pulled Vel into a hug from behind and pushed the door to his room open.

“You mentioned that,” said Vel. “In front of Kastet, no less.”

“It was obvious to anyone with eyes. It’s not as though I was trying to seduce you with my words, Vel.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” He shut the door behind him and playfully threw her onto his bed. “I think we’re past that point.”

“Kastet had more to say about us, you know,” said Vel. She made no move to extricate herself from his bed as Damon drew closer and pulled off his shirt.

“Did she?” he asked. “Do tell.”

“I really shouldn’t be sharing private conversations between myself and the princess with anyone,” said Vel. “Even you. She’s definitely curious about our… closeness. Maybe even suspicious.”

“She’s not entirely innocent, herself,” said Damon. He dropped his pants and crawled onto the bed, like a giant cat stalking toward prey. “She spent a good minute admiring me in the bath earlier today.”

“What?” snapped Vel. “You didn’t tell me that.”

“It didn’t exactly come up,” he said. “Should we really be talking about Kastet right now?”

“Do you have another topic in mind?” whispered Vel. “Something more stimulating?”

“How about the method of undoing these damn tie strings along the back of your dress?” he asked.

“You’ve already had me once today, Damon,” she whispered. “Isn’t that enough for you?”

“You’re the one who came to my room, Velanor.”

He finally got the tie strings undone and began pulling the dress loose. The fit was tight, so much so that his roaming hands found no half-shirt over her breasts underneath. He slid his fingers downward, touching her between the legs. No underwear, either.

“So, aside from your dress, you were completely naked tonight,” he whispered.

“You weren’t the only one leering at me, Damon. A group of noblemen even tried to wave me over to their table in the middle of your duel.”

“What?”

She let out a teasing giggle. “I was enjoying watching you too much to even notice, really. It’s not as though you didn’t get your fair share of attention from the women of the court.”

Damon straddled her and leaned forward, groping her breasts as he brought his lips down to find hers in the dark. He felt Vel stroking his cock through his undershorts. She timidly pulled the waistband down, letting Damon’s shaft spring out onto her stomach as she helped him step out of them.

“We can do whatever we want here, can’t we?” whispered Vel.

“You’re only just now noticing?”

“You know what I mean.” She took hold of his erection and gently stroked it. “Aesta isn’t here to burst in and yell at us. We don’t have to be mindful of Ria and how sensitive she can be.”

He furrowed his brow. “Your voice almost makes it sound like that’s a bad thing.”

“I don’t know…” muttered Vel. Her hand stopped moving on his cock. “Maybe it is? It won’t be like this if we go back to the tower.”

“Probably not.”

“Is it really alright, then?” she asked. “I feel so ashamed sometimes. Like I’m making myself into a worthless woman by being so easily tempted.”

“You aren’t worthless, Vel,” he said. “I feel the same way sometimes. But we love each other, and that’s all that matters. So hurry up and spread your legs for me.”

She let out a small moan and did just that. Damon dug his fingers into her thighs firmly as he rubbed the tip of his cock against her womanhood. He was in the mood to take her slowly, but he was also drunk. Before he could stop himself, he buried half his cock inside her tight, little opening.

“Oh, True Divine!” moaned Vel. “Damon!”

“Mmm…” he groaned. “I like it when you scream my name.”

She wrapped her arms around him, digging her fingernails into his shoulder. Damon thrust into her slowly, but with strength, not unlike the hard blocks he’d exchanged with Austine earlier.

He was going to pound Vel into submission. She was right. They could do whatever they wanted in his private guest chamber in Hearthold. He needed to take advantage of the opportunity while he had it.

She let out soft, rhythmic moans, rising in pitch at such a rate that Damon could tell she was rushing toward her release. He slowed down, torturing her, indulging himself, as he caressed her breasts and tweaked her nipples.

He pinned her to the bed with his chest, letting his fingers lace through hers with one hand while he gently stroked the side of her neck with the other. He pumped his cock deep into her, hearing the bed groan and shake as he worked her body out.

“You looked so sexy in that dress,” he whispered. “And you were 
naked underneath. I could have just pulled it up and taken you right in the castle hallway.”

“No,” she whispered. “I would have… stopped you.”

“Really?” he said. “When do you ever stop me?”

He accelerated his thrusts. Vel’s only reply came in the form of a breathy, horny gasp. He kissed her and felt her hips bucking in time to his movements. She let out a pleasured cry that would have gotten them caught back in the tower. Damon sucked on one of her nipples and took it as encouragement to pound her harder.

“Damon,” she moaned. “Oh, Damon!”

She shuddered underneath him, body slackening as the bliss of her release set in. Damon felt her womanhood tightening around his cock with hot little squeezes. He kept going, speeding up to a selfish rhythm, using her petite little body for his own personal pleasure.

He let out a grunt, only remembering to pull out at the last second. He made a mess of her with his seed, but Vel didn’t seem to mind. The intensity of his orgasm left him reeling, but he was enough of a gentleman to grab her a towel from his earlier bath and wipe off the front of her body.

“Can I sleep here tonight?” whispered Vel.

“If you want to, sure,” he said.


CHAPTER 31

The room was still dark when Damon awoke. He reached for Vel, but the spot next to him was empty. It was no real surprise, and he didn’t begrudge her for returning to her chambers. They may have been free of Malon’s judgment in Hearthold, but he knew how mindful she was of Princess Kastet’s opinion.

He felt closer to Vel than ever, and it tied his heartstrings into strange knots. The idea of her staying in Hearthold pained him to consider, in all honesty. With that said, he wondered if things would be the same between them if they returned to the tower, or if there’d be a new, possibly uncomfortable balance of feelings between him and Malon and Ria.

Damon couldn’t get back to sleep right away. He sought out the plate of food Kastet had sent a servant to bring earlier along with his clothes. There was still plenty of cheese left, but the kitchen knife he’d used to cut it earlier was missing.

He was considering simply tearing pieces off the main block, heathen style, when the relevance of what he’d just noticed hit him. The knife was missing, but the food was still there. A servant would have cleared the entire platter.

Vel.

What use would she have for a knife? He couldn’t think of a reason for her to take it which wouldn’t have led to her first waking him up. In fact, her leaving in the first place seemed to contradict her earlier request to sleep in his bed.

Jilou.

Damon swore under his breath and rushed to pull his pants on. He didn’t bother with the shirt or even shoes. He rushed out into the hallway, briefly considering whether to run left toward Gabriel’s chamber, or right toward Kastet’s.

He went to check on Gabriel first, feeling enough pieces of the unfinished puzzle falling into place to demand his urgency. Gabriel’s 
chamber was unguarded, and the door was left slightly ajar, all but confirming his suspicions.

He pushed into the room, staring and struggling to comprehend the scene he stumbled in on. Gabriel was on the ground, and Vel was on top of him. The missing knife was nowhere to be seen, but Vel’s hands were wrapped tightly around the chain of the silver lion’s head amulet, which left red lines along where it dug into Gabriel’s neck.

The prince was already dead. Damon seized Vel by the shoulders and yanked her off him, gritting his teeth as he stared into an unfamiliar set of eyes.

“Too late, sir gladiator,” whispered Jilou, not Vel. “You played the game well, but the odds were always stacked against you.”

“No!” snarled Damon. “Why?”

He shook Vel’s body hard by the shoulders, as though he could simply wring Jilou’s presence out from her. He was a little surprised when it seemingly worked. Her eyes flitted shut and she went limp in his grasp.

He looked down at Prince Gabriel’s body, and then back to Vel’s unconscious form. He shook his head, caught between fury and panic. He needed to get her out of there before a guard stumbled upon the scene. He needed to get her out of Hearthold, out of Merinia entirely.

“Why?” he hissed, through clenched teeth. “What’s your game?”

He picked up Vel, considering the events of the night from a new perspective. Jilou hadn’t stumbled into the feast hall with the help of her servants by accident. She’d interrupted his duel with Austine with such convenient timing. It had been a distraction, a way of stealing Gabriel’s chance to turn the momentum in his favor and claim his birthright.

The realization wasn’t enough to explain why Jilou would choose to do what she’d done, but it made a certain amount of sense. Anise was Jilou’s birth mother, and likely her closest family member. She could well be taking cues from the Queen on how to help her agenda.

Damon hurried through the castle’s empty hallway, terrified of stumbling around a corner into a guard and the questions he’d inevitably face. He needed to get Vel to Kastet. He hugged her body tighter, feeling a new pang of despair as he considered how Vel would react when she realized she’d been manipulated into killing Gabriel.

Kastet’s room was unguarded, which was a small miracle in its own right. Damon kicked his foot against it three times, trying to be loud enough to wake her while staying quiet enough to avoid drawing attention from farther out.

“…Damon?” Kastet opened her door clad only in a thin nightgown. “Is that Velanor?”

“Something has happened,” he said. “Your brother is… Gabriel is dead.”

The muscles in Kastet’s neck tensed, but she otherwise maintained her composure remarkably well. She opened the door wider, setting a hand on his back to draw him in.

“Set her down on my bed,” she said. “Take a breath. Tell me what happened.”

Damon set Vel down and did his best to calm his nerves and parse through what he’d just experienced. He explained as much as he could, skipping over his and Vel’s intimate encounter earlier during the night.

“You’re saying that Jilou’s magic extends to controlling people’s bodies directly?” asked Kastet.

“Yes. I’d have told you earlier, but Vel had her own secrets tied up with your sister’s. I didn’t think she’d be capable of anything like this.”

“It fits,” said Kastet. “She would choose Vel to get access to Gabriel.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“In case you didn’t notice, Gabriel had a massive crush on Vel,” 
said Kastet. “She’s one of the few people he’d open the door for in the middle of the night, given his justified paranoia.”

“Still…” said Damon. “It infuriates me that she used Vel like that to achieve her, or the Queen’s ends. The two of them were friends, once upon a time.”

“She’s reached out to me in my dreams before, too,” muttered Kastet. “From what I can tell, it’s never been pleasant for her, due to how strict and disciplined my mind can often be. I suspected that she’d done the same with Gabriel with similar results.”

“She might need a higher degree of familiarity with a person to control them,” said Damon. “I don’t fully understand it.”

“Perhaps a degree of familiarity and vulnerability,” muttered Kastet. “My father, from what I’ve heard from Gabriel, had taken to drinking to excess before his death.”

It took a second for Damon to understand her implication. “You think Jilou may have taken control of the King? Would she truly have been able to make him kill himself?”

“I don’t know.” Kastet massaged her temples. “I’m even less aware than you are of the full extent of her abilities as a dreamwalker.”

“I have a way of reaching out to my aesta,” said Damon. “She might know more, or at least be able to advise us.”

He frowned as he considered that she’d already warned him of Jilou the previous night. He’d been fooled by her outer demeanor and had dismissed her concern as overprotectiveness.

“Oh, True Divine,” muttered Kastet. “It’s all falling through my fingers. We can’t simply just sit and wait while this disaster plays out. We need to take action, right now.”

“I’m listening if you have any ideas.”

“I need to see Gabriel’s body for myself,” she whispered. “It’ll help me think through this.”

“I can’t simply leave Vel here,” said Damon. “There’s a chance 
that Jilou may attempt to use her again.”

“Bring her to your guest chamber, then,” said Kastet. “It’s closer to Gabriel’s room than mine. We’ll be quick.”

They set out at once. Damon was wary of leaving Vel alone, so he took the initiative to tie her wrists to one the slats of the guest bed with a stray belt, ignoring the look Kastet gave him as he did.

The door to Gabriel’s room was closed, but unlocked. Damon’s eyes widened as he walked in, taking in the major, unmistakable difference. Gabriel’s body was gone.

“Is this some kind of joke?” asked Kastet.

“He was here!” hissed Damon. “Everything I told you was the truth! I swear it. I saw his body.”

“You’re sure he was dead?” she asked.

Damon nodded, though only after a second of hesitation. He hadn’t checked if Gabriel was breathing, but he’d arrived after the act had been done. The bed was still unmade and upset to the point of suggesting the struggle that had happened.

“I don’t know what our move is,” said Kastet. “True Divine. This is a nightmare.”

“We need to get out of the castle,” said Damon.

“Anise will have guards posted,” said Kastet. “Even under normal circumstances, they’d hesitate to let me leave during the night.”

“I can handle a few guards,” said Damon.

“And then what?” Kastet held her arms out. “We simply flee through the city, with no plan, in the middle of the night?”

“If we stay here, we’re putting ourselves directly in Anise’s power.”

“That’s where we’ve been for the past few days, in case you didn’t notice,” said Kastet. She set her hands on her hips, getting in his face. “She isn’t stupid, and she isn’t omnipotent, despite having control of the castle.”

“What’s your plan, then?”

“We make it through the next few hours and maneuver for leverage come morning,” said Kastet. “Can you protect me for just tonight, Damon?”

“For tonight… probably,” he said. “This is dangerous. You’re playing politics against a Queen.”

“Not a Queen.” Kastet set a hand on his shoulder, her eyes taking on an intense edge. “My stepmother. Come, let’s head back to your room.”


CHAPTER 32

Damon shared his bed with both Vel and Princess Kastet. It said a lot about the size of the bed that they were all able to lie comfortably together, and a lot about the situation that he felt no impulse to indulge in any horny mischief.

He slept surprisingly soundly, awaking only once during the night to the sound of Kastet softly crying. She’d managed to hold herself together in the face of her brother’s death. Damon felt it was only fair that she be allowed to break down.

He fought the urge to comfort her, sensing Kastet’s disdain toward being seen as emotional or vulnerable. He’d let her mourn at her own speed, and he’d make it clear that he was always available to listen if she wanted to talk.

A loud knock demanded Damon’s attention early the next morning. Two members of the Queen’s Guard forced their way in before he was entirely out from under the quilt. The guards shot each other confused and subtly impressed glances as they eyed both Kastet and Vel.

“Prince Gabriel has disappeared,” said one of the men. “Queen Anise demands your presence for questioning on the matter, Lord Damon.”

The guards began looking around his room, checking underneath the bed and across the tables. One of them eyed the food platter suspiciously.

“I’ll speak with her,” said Damon.

“Not alone, you won’t,” said Kastet. “Lady Velanor and I will accompany you, in case your whereabouts are called into question for last night.”

The guards looked at each other again, and at least one looked borderline awestruck.

“You were… both with him last night?” asked the guard.

Kastet ignored the question. “Wait outside while we prepare ourselves.”

The guards nodded and obeyed. Damon strapped on his myrblade, turning to Vel, who looked extremely confused.

“What’s going on?” she asked. “Why is Kastet here? Damon, what happened last night?”

“It’s complicated,” he said. “We can’t talk about it now.”

It was an excuse, and one which he knew would only buy him a temporary respite from her questions. He didn’t have the heart to tell Vel about how Jilou had used her. Avoiding the subject felt cruel, but telling her the truth would be so much crueler.

“Let’s not leave my stepmother waiting,” said Kastet. “Damon? Would you escort me?”

He nodded, looping her arm through his. The three of them followed the two Queen’s Guards down through the castle and to the doors of the audience chamber. Queen Anise waited for them on her throne, with Captain Aldric standing next to her, face serious.

The Queen seemed surprised to see Kastet and Vel alongside Damon, but she didn’t let it stop her from getting straight to the point.

“Lord Damon,” said the Queen. “As I’m sure you are aware, Prince Gabriel has gone missing. We’ve found evidence that you may have been involved in his disappearance.”

She gestured to Captain Aldric, who drew a small, familiar-looking knife from behind his back. It was from the food platter, the same knife which Vel, possessed by Jilou, had taken to Gabriel’s room the previous night.

Anise’s plan came into clearer focus as he considered the details. By having Jilou use a knife from Damon’s room, she could not only dispose of Prince Gabriel, but also frame him in the process. As obsessed as Jilou had seemed with him, she was still Anise’s daughter.

“Where were you last night, Lord Damon?” asked Queen Anise.

“I was in my room,” he said.

“He was with me,” added Kastet.

The Queen narrowed her eyes. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Kastet cleared her throat meaningfully. “He brought me to his chambers to guard
 me through the night, as I am to understand that Captain Aldric has occasionally brought you to his room to guard
 you, in the same capacity. I felt very safe.”

It was petty. It was scandalous. It was perfect. Damon saw the surprise and anger in Anise’s reaction. Off balance, she took a moment to compose herself before continuing.

“Unfortunately, as Lord Damon is your retainer, your word is less than convincing,” said Anise. “We are searching for your brother and carefully considering what may or may not have happened to him. For the time being, Damon Al-Kendras must be considered a man of interest in Gabriel’s disappearance. Captain Aldric, take him to the dungeon.”

“I object,” said Kastet. “As you said, Damon is my retainer. I will testify on my family’s honor that he was with me for the entirety of the night.”

The subtleties of court politics were still somewhat mysterious to Damon, but he sensed the nature of Kastet’s approach. She was daring Anise to challenge her right to the throne. Could a queen by marriage effectively accuse a princess by blood of lying? Of having her brother assassinated, even?

“Kastet,” said Anise, with an almost convincing sigh. “I understand how close you and Lord Damon must be for you to offer such a spirited defense in his favor. I’m willing to compromise if you are. I don’t mean this as an accusation, but you stand to benefit more than anyone in the event of Prince Gabriel’s death.”

“Is that right?” asked Kastet.

“Objectively, yes,” said Anise. “If you will agree to support my 
regency while we settle the matter of your brother’s absence, I will hold off making any judgments or arresting any of your servants.”

Let me be Queen, and I’ll let you and your friends live.

It wasn’t entirely that simple. Damon suspected that Anise would risk civil war by making such a direct power play against the Alquin family line. She’d already played her hand aggressively with what she’d done to Gabriel. Her power was tenuous, existing as much in public perception as in truth.

Kastet shook her head slowly. Damon’s heart sank. She knew the stakes. Agreeing to Anise’s condition would mean forfeiting the throne, perhaps just for the time being, but perhaps forever. Was she willing to gamble so much for the sake of him and Vel?

“Fine,” said Kastet. “I agree. We had nothing to do with Gabriel’s disappearance, and I’m sure any reasonable investigation will show that to be the case.”

The defeat in her tone of voice was impossible to ignore. Damon was surprised by how frustrated he was on her behalf. Kastet had no easy choices, no obvious route forward. She’d been outmaneuvered by her stepmother and was now at her mercy.

***

Queen Anise said little else before dismissing them. Damon and Vel walked beside Kastet in silence, first returning to their rooms to freshen for the day, and then rejoining for a walk through the castle’s gardens. It was a cloudy morning, with rain on the horizon.

“What really happened last night?” asked Vel. She directed the question at both of them. Damon was the one who answered.

“I still don’t know,” he said. It wasn’t a complete lie, but still avoided Vel’s question.

“The more I consider it, the more I see how the situation works perfectly into Anise’s favor,” said Kastet. “If Gabriel’s body had been 
found, she would have borne the brunt of the suspicion. With him simply missing, possibly presumed dead, she can use the ambiguity as an excuse to tighten her rule for the sake of finding answers
.”

“What if we approach the same way we already were?” asked Damon. “Could you reach out to powerful allies? Maybe… seek a betrothal of your own to solidify enough power to stand against her.”

Kastet’s cheeks flushed at the suggestion. “It’s not a bad idea, but I don’t doubt the Queen has ordered the gate guards to prevent us from leaving. We’re being followed right now.”

Damon shot a look at the two guards who’d been surreptitiously trailing them during their walk. “I noticed. Are there any other means through which we could escape the castle?”

“How can we even be sure that Gabriel has been murdered?” asked Vel. “The two of you speak as though it’s a foregone conclusion. What if he just ran off to be with Lady Candice, or for some other reason?”

Damon and Kastet exchanged glances. The moment wasn’t lost on Vel, who folded her arms in annoyance.

“Enough!” snapped Vel. “Stop this! You two are clearly avoiding my questions. What really happened last night?”

“Mind your manners, Velanor!” said Kastet, in a stern voice. “This is a complicated situation. Lord Damon and I are doing our best to work through it to the best of our ability.”

“I know that, I just—”

“You aren’t in control of your emotions right now,” said Kastet. “Why don’t you go see about having tea brought to my chambers? It will give you a chance to clear your head enough to contribute to this discussion properly.”

Vel reeled back in response to the reprimand. She gave a small bow and turned around quickly, shoulders shaking slightly as they often did when she was about to cry. Damon started to reach out to her, but Kastet stopped him.

“That was cruel,” he said once Vel was out of earshot.

“Telling her the truth isn’t exactly an option,” said Kastet. “In addition, any discussion we have in front of Vel is liable to reach the Queen. In case you forgot, Jilou has easy access to her mind when she’s sleeping. Possibly to some degree when she’s awake.”

“That’s a valid concern,” he admitted. “Still… I care about Vel. I can’t just lie to her face.”

Kastet let out an annoyed sigh. “Leandra’s bush! Keep your mouth shut, then, and let me do the talking if she has more questions. I’m not about to let your sentiment for your sister back us into a corner.”

Damon didn’t have a good response for that. He knew she was right, but it was hard to dismiss his anger even in the face of that fact.

“She’s going to find out eventually,” he said. “She’s told me before that she remembers bits and pieces of what Jilou has her do through her normal dreams.”

“If and when she does, we’ll deal with it then,” said Kastet. “It’s not a perfect solution. It’s barely a workable one. But it’s all I have. Please. Trust me.”

She reached out and took his hand into hers. They’d hadn’t known each other for all that long, a few months and a scattering of days, but the gesture was still meaningful coming from her. He nodded slowly and turned his thoughts toward surviving the next night.


CHAPTER 33

The rest of Damon’s morning and early afternoon was spent with Kastet and Vel in Kastet’s chambers, drinking tea and discussing everything but what was relevant. They spoke of their time back in Avaricia and on the farmstead. Damon shared stories from his days as a gladiator, and Kastet recalled a few tearful memories of Gabriel from her childhood.

“We must eat dinner in the feast hall tonight,” said Kastet, as the hour approached evening. “If there’s even a small chance one of the court nobles might be willing to lend us aid, we must seek it out.”

“Reasonable enough,” said Damon. “Does that seem likely to you?”

“Not really,” she replied. “It’s also about maintaining appearances. I am still a princess, am I not?”

Damon and Vel both nodded. Kastet gave them a forced smile, and the three of them set off for the feast hall.

As they had before, they took seats at a table separate from Kastet’s. Unlike the previous night, however, they sat alone. None of the noblemen and noblewomen in attendance seemed interested in risking their good relationship with the Queen, now that the power dynamic had shifted.

Prince Gabriel had held a clear claim to his father’s throne. Now the situation was murky and uncertain, and any claim Kastet had was secondary to Anise’s grasp over Hearthold. Damon did his best to keep their conversation lighthearted as the food was served. Kastet looked as though she was on the verge of tears, despite her usual ability to effortlessly maintain her composure.

Anise was smiling at her table, which had every seat taken, many filled by nobles who’d rubbed shoulders with Gabriel the night before. Austine and Aldric sat with her, as well, though neither of them looked quite as pleased with the situation as Anise.

“I’m sure Kastet is simply upset over her brother’s 
disappearance,” said the Queen, in an intentionally projected voice. “She deserves her space in this trying time.”

“Don’t listen to her,” Damon whispered to Kastet. “She’s trying to get a rise out of you. It would only bolster her current status if you started yelling.”

“I’m fine,” said Kastet. “Really, I am.”

“I believe you,” he said.

Damon barely tasted the food and had to force on a veneer of false cheer as the night went on. None of the nobles in attendance made so much as a passing appearance at Kastet’s table. He was helping her prepare to head back to her room with Vel when a familiar face crossed the feast hall to approach them.

“Damon,” said Austine. “Can I have a word?”

He hesitated, looking toward Kastet and Vel, who both nodded.

“I’ll catch up with you in a minute,” he told them.

He walked with Austine out of the feast hall and into the courtyard. Austine carried a bottle of wine, which he offered to Damon, who took a small sip before passing it back.

“Queen Anise has asked me to return to Hearthold tomorrow morning,” said Austine. “She implied that Princess Kastet will be joining me, as well.”

“I see,” said Damon. “Anise has secured her throne for the moment, so she’s clearing house. Kastet will be much less of a threat to her across an ocean, under the Godking’s thumb.”

“That’s how it seems. If that were all, I wouldn’t have bothered giving you the heads up. It’s the fact that Queen Anise didn’t mention what your fate would be.”

“That bodes rather poorly for me,” he said. He accepted the wine bottle back from Austine and took a longer swig.

“I agree,” said Austine. “Rather poorly, indeed. I’m sure it would be most disappointing to her if you were to make yourself scarce by tomorrow morning.”

Damon looked at his old friend with serious eyes. “Why are you telling me this, Aust? You would have killed me during our fight in the Honorshade Tournament if you had to. You said it yourself. What makes this time different?”

“That would have been me
 killing you, Damon,” said Austine. “Not some stuck-up Queen with no sense of adventure and no taste for playful conversation.”

“No luck on bedding her?”

“Nah, Captain Aldric’s got those thighs under lock and key.”

Damon snorted. “How tragic. Well, you’ll be home to your personal courtesans soon enough. Maybe our paths will cross again on the other side of the Endless Ocean.”

He passed the bottle back. Austine gripped his hand for a moment before pulling him into a tight hug.

“Take care, brother,” he said.

“You as well.”

Damon headed to find Kastet and Vel, mind already swirling with ideas. He gave Kastet a small frown as he entered her chamber. They needed to talk business, which meant that they needed to be alone.

“Velanor,” said Kastet. “Would you mind, um, getting us a bottle of wine for a nightcap?”

Vel gave the Princess a seething look as she forced a nod. Damon took her hand and squeezed it as she made her way to the door.

“Tell one of the maid servants that Kastet wants to take a bath, while you’re at it,” he said. “Tell them to bring the largest tub they have available, since it’s been such a stressful day for her.”

Vel quirked an eyebrow at Kastet, who nodded uncertainly. Vel departed, and once the door was shut, Damon explained the situation.

“Anise is sending you back to Avaricia tomorrow morning,” he said. “Which means we’re escaping tonight.”

Kastet folded her arms. “How?”

“The less I reveal to you right now, the better,” said Damon. “Have Vel help you pick out clothes for the road and pack a traveling bag. We’ll have to reveal that much to her, but there’s no way around it.”

“Where will you be?”

“Doing the same. Send Vel to knock on my door once your bathwater is lukewarm.”

Kastet raised a single finger as though to ask one more question, but seemed to think for a while before letting it emerge. “Will this work, Damon? Are you confident we can escape, or are you just indulging me in my desire for a show of defiance?”

“I have a perfect track record when it comes to not being executed or thrown in the dungeon up until this point in my life,” he said. “I’d like to preserve that record for as long as possible.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Your stepmother is a political creature,” he said. “She’s smart, but prone to underestimating people. This will probably work.”

It was the best he could offer her. There was no guarantee. Even the logistics of his idea were still in motion, but given that the alternative was to wait and see what happened, he felt good about it.

Most of Damon’s traveling bag had never been fully unpacked from when he’d first arrived in the castle. He changed some things out, leaving a few threadbare articles of clothing behind in exchange for the loaned finery the servants had provided him with.

About an hour passed before a soft knock came at his door. He opened to find Vel, pouting to such a degree that for once, it looked entirely dramatic and sincere. She shook her head slowly at him and refused to meet his gaze.

“Princess Kastet wishes to see you, Lord Damon,” she said, sourly.

“Vel…”

“This way, milord.”

“Vel!” He caught her by the arm before she could turn and begin down the hall. “Can you just trust in my judgment for a night? I know you’re confused. The situation is just… really complicated.”

“Too complicated for my tiny maid servant brain,” she said. “Of course, milord.”

Her tone was bitter and sardonic, but there was an edge of real hurt underneath. Damon pulled her into a hug from behind, ignoring her reluctance.

“Trust me,” he said. “Please. Just for a little while longer.”

“Whatever.”

“Are you rolling your eyes at me?”

She made a noise and pulled free from his embrace. Damon followed her to Kastet’s room, making sure nobody else was in the hall in either direction before slipping inside.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes, but…” Kastet looked at Vel and then shot him a concerned glance. He shook his head.

“We can’t send Vel away this time,” he said. “We’ll just have to move fast.”

“Perhaps she could close her eyes and cover her ears?” asked Kastet.

“Enough!” shouted Vel. “Stop! It’s past time for you both to tell me what’s going on.”

“Look…” Damon chewed at his lower lip, considering how to phrase it to soften the revelation. “Jilou seems to be involved with Queen Anise’s scheming. We’re worried that she may be eavesdropping through you, Vel.”

Vel blinked, mouth falling open in surprise. “…Oh. I see.”

“We’re both sorry if it seemed like we were shutting you out,” said Kastet. “You’re our trusted ally, Velanor. Jilou… is not.”

“I get it,” said Vel. “I suppose it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

She looked a bit dejected, but she took up Kastet’s suggestion, covering her ears and closing her eyes. A knot twisted through Damon’s stomach as he saw her like that.

“Damon?” said Kastet.

“Right. You focus on barricading the door. Lock it, bar it, lean furniture up against it. The longer it takes for them to get in, the more of a head start we’ll have.”

“If we aren’t going out the door, then how are we escaping?” she asked.

“The window.”

“Are you crazy?” hissed Kastet. “We’re easily five levels up, and even if we climb down, we’d still have to make it over the castle’s wall.”

“I had something a bit faster in mind.”


CHAPTER 34

Damon spent the next few minutes shouldering the massive, and incredibly heavy, bathing tub over to the window of Kastet’s chamber.

“Are you sure this is going to work?” he whispered, setting a hand on his sword hilt.

“Positive,” said Myr. “Mostly positive. Almost halfway mostly positive.”

“The word positive normally implies… you know what? Never mind. Just give me any advice you think of.”

He drew his myrblade once the tub was in position, leaning his head out the window to take in the extent of the castle courtyard. There were several guards patrolling the gardens, and at least one walking the ramparts.

Damon’s plan, the way he’d originally conceived it, consisted of creating a slide of ice across the open air, over the wall, and into the safety of the empty city streets on the other side. He now realized two things.

They would need to move quickly, or the ice slide would surely be spotted and give them away. There would be a small opening in which none of the guards were in the area of the castle over which he’d be creating the slide, and they’d need to time it just right.

The second realization was that the ice slide was going to have to be breathtakingly steep, possibly ending in a small fall to the ground. He didn’t have all that much water to work with. His myrblade could draw significant amounts of moisture from the open air, but only in the region directly around his person. The bathwater would have to suffice for the majority of the slide.

“Let’s hope I’m underestimating the volume of this tub,” he muttered.

Kastet shot him a worried look from the door, which she was still 
barricading. Damon waved a hand at her as though dismissing any possible concerns as invalid and unnecessary.

He tested the water, confirming it was cool enough, and let his myrblade’s edge sink into it. Exhaling a puff of frozen air, Damon got to work.

It was impressive to watch, even to him. He coaxed ice out of the tub, letting it curl up and over the window’s lip. The bathwater drew upward, running over the first section of curled ice slab and slowly extending it, foot by foot.

Damon’s eyes searched the castle’s courtyard and wall for any approaching guards, but he’d gotten lucky, and they seemed to be on the other side of the area. He committed fully to the project, letting the water extend the ice slide further and faster.

It was like watching a tongue of ice slowly uncurl from a mouth, in this case, Kastet’s window. He worried that the structure might crack at the midpoint, but he’d learned that ice was stronger than most people gave it credit for.

He let the ice use the castle wall as a support and continued to extend it blindly for another few feet before feeling as though his work was reasonably complete. He ran a hand over the slide, which was barely wide enough for a single person to sit and slide comfortably, and imagined how easily someone unused to the experience might fall off.

He quickly added a three-inch lip to either side to make his audacious idea for escape ever so slightly safer.

“It’s ready,” he said. “Kastet, you’re going first.”

“What?” The princess frowned and gave her head a small shake. “Ah. It hasn’t been tested yet. Is it truly going to hold my weight?”

“You’re the lightest out of the three of us,” said Damon. “If it’ll hold anyone, it’ll hold you. I’ll send your bag down after you land.”

She looked rather small, and rather unlike a princess, in that moment. Vel had helped her pick out a pair of sturdy leather leggings and a plain tunic, along with a baggy cloak to help conceal 
her identity. The clothing looked wrong on her, as though the simple act of wearing it was sapping her usual confidence.

“Trust me, Kastet.” He took both of her hands and led her over to the window. “Just sit right up here.”

He shifted her up onto the windowsill, sitting with her butt on the ice slide, legs extended forward.

“Try not to scream,” he added.

“What?”

He gave her a small push before she could raise more of an objection. To her credit, Kastet made more of a gasping noise than a scream. Damon watched her body pick up speed as it headed down the slide, almost too much speed. He considered it to be more of a feature than a flaw.

The angle left him with no view of her landing. He waited for a moment before sending her traveling bag down the slide, thinking ahead enough to send his and Vel’s down, as well. As he turned back toward Vel to let her know she could unplug her ears and open her eyes, he saw that she already had.

She smiled in a way that told him all he needed to know.

“It wasn’t my idea to frame you with the knife, you know,” said Jilou. She grinned madly at him, stepping forward, completely in control of Vel.

She’d been closing her eyes and covering her ears. Was that all the opportunity Jilou needed to usurp her former maid servant’s body?

“Get out of her,” said Damon, through gritted teeth.

“It wasn’t!” said Jilou. “But Mummy told me that if you got in trouble for what happened to Gabriel, you’d have to stay here. She wouldn’t have let anything bad happen to you, and then we could have been together. Forever and for always…”

“Stop this,” he said. “Let go of Vel’s body!”

Jilou let out an amused giggle. “I don’t think so. It’s so easy to 
reach Velanor now. Her body is as much mine as it is hers. She wants this, too. Do you think she would let me in so freely if—”

“I don’t have time for this!” Damon seized her by the shoulders and shook her hard. “Vel!”

“Help!” screamed Jilou. “Guards! Help me! I’m being taken against my will!”

She was loud, and her voice emanated both out into the castle hallway and down into the courtyard. Damon clamped a hand over her mouth. Jilou began struggling against him, slapping with her hands and twisting Vel’s body in ways he worried might hurt it.

She bit his hand. Damon snarled and clasped tighter, trying to decide what to do. It was too dangerous to send her down the slide alone, but he hadn’t built it to support the weight of multiple people.

“Vel!” he hissed. “If you’re in there, please! Come back!”

Jilou kept struggling. Footsteps sounded in the hallway, followed by loud banging against Kastet’s door. He had no time and no options.

“If you struggle for this,” he said in a darkly serious voice. “You’ll kill both me and Vel. Stop.”

He squeezed Jilou in a dominant embrace. She went still. Damon took a breath, wondering if her obedience would even matter in the light of how likely it was that the ice snapped under their weight.

He set her body in front of his on the slide, pulling forward with legs on either side of her, and then pushed off. The ice was shockingly cold, even through his clothing, and unbelievably slick. Damon and Jilou began picking up speed almost instantly, flying out of Kastet’s room and into the cool night.

The wall passed underneath him, and he barely had time to register what that meant before they were both airborne. They landed in a painful crumple on the street outside the castle, out of direct view of anyone watching but still far from safety.

“Help!” cried Jilou. “He—”

Damon forced his hand back over her mouth. Kastet stood nearby, looking around nervously to see if anyone had overheard. She stiffened her expression and strode forward, staring into Jilou’s eyes as Damon held her still.

“Sister,” said Kastet. “I won’t forget what you did. I might be fleeing Hearthold, but I’ll be back, and we’ll settle this.”

“Can you convince her to leave Vel’s body, while you’re at it?” asked Damon.

“Maybe,” said Kastet. “Let me try something.”

She reached out, pulling Damon’s fingers back from Jilou’s mouth, and then slapped the possessed girl hard across the face. Damon winced, though he noticed the way Vel’s eyes briefly fluttered upward and felt the slackening of her muscles.

“Ow…” moaned Vel. “What… just happened?”

Her eyes were misty with tears, and there was a red mark on her cheek from Kastet’s slap. Damon still had his arms around her, though now he was hugging her instead of restraining her. A hard lump formed in his throat as he thought about what Vel was going through, how confused she must be, and the lack of time they had to explain anything.

“We have to move,” he said. “I’m sorry, Vel. We’ll talk about this later, I promise.”

“I know,” she whispered. “I… think I felt it, that time. Jilou’s using my body again, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” said Damon.

“Last night,” said Vel. “Was it her?”

He couldn’t answer, not without saying too much, while at the same time less than she needed.

“We should find an inn,” said Kastet. “If we rent a room discretely, we’ll be able to rest and plan our next move.”

Damon nodded with a small amount of hesitation. “It’s a good idea. Just, uh, keep in mind that the inns that are as discrete as we’ll 
be looking for are not the most hospitable places.”


CHAPTER 35

Damon held both Vel and Kastet’s hands as he walked through the slummy outskirts of the city. Despite the way Jilou had delayed them, it still seemed as though they’d gotten ahead of word of Kastet’s escape.

He could imagine how Anise, manipulative and duplicitous as she was, would present the situation to the city guard. The fair Princess Kastet, kidnapped by a man already under suspicion for attacking an innocent jeweler. The guards wouldn’t think twice about killing him and Vel if it meant having a chance to make it into the Queen’s good graces.

Contrary to its name, The King’s Wayrest
 was as cheap and ramshackle as any inn Damon had ever seen. He led Vel and Kastet up to the door slowly, pulling them to the side as the innkeeper, a burly short-haired woman, tossed a staggering drunkard out onto his ass.

“Try that again in my place, Benny, and you’ll get the sharp end of a broken bottle to your balls!” snarled the woman. “Oh! New patrons, right this way! Don’t be minding him.”

They followed her inside. The inn’s interior was little better than how it had looked from outside. The counter was crooked and leaned at a slant. The floor was dirty, with puddles of spilled ale in places. Cobwebs hung in the darkened upper corners of the common room.

“What can I get for you?” asked the innkeeper. “Food? Drink?”

“We’ll take a room, if you have any available,” said Damon.

“50 copper,” she replied. “Comes with food, just a simple hearty stew. Bed is small, but we’ve got no lice here. Are these two working girls?”

She eyed Vel and Kastet.

“No,” said Damon. “Why?”

“If they were, it’d be 75 copper, but I’d mind your privacy and 
stick to my story if anyone comes asking about you or them.”

“In that case, here’s 75,” said Damon.

Vel kicked him in the shin, and he could see Kastet shaking her head from the corner of his eye. They didn’t press their complaints, however, and the three of them each took a bowl of stew up to the room with them.

The bed was barebones, consisting of a thin straw mattress on a baseboard and a cloth pillow. The walls were thin enough for the sounds of ongoing conversations in the common room to leak through. What they’d paid for in discretion was inversely matched in their lack of real privacy.

Damon unshouldered his pack and sat down on the bed, turning his attention toward Vel and Kastet as he tested a spoonful of the stew. They looked shaken, Vel more than the princess, and uneasy over their current circumstances.

“We’ll be okay,” he said. “Tomorrow, we’ll head to the docks and look into finding a ship back to Veridan’s Curve. I meant to ask earlier, Kastet, but how much money do you have in your purse?”

“Four gold crowns and around ninety silver,” said Kastet. “Will that be enough? It was all I could gather in such a rush.”

Damon shrugged. “More would have been better, but that should be plenty to book us passage.”

He set his bowl down, moving to where Vel was sitting on the floor in the corner of the room. He sat down next to her and held her hand.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

She shrugged. “You never answered my question. Damon… I have to know. Was I the one who murdered Prince Gabriel?”

She looked at him with eyes that demanded an answer, while being so simultaneously vulnerable that Damon could only wonder if she’d be able to handle the truth.

“No,” he said. “Jilou… murdered Prince Gabriel. Not you.”

“Does it even make a difference?” whispered Vel. “I can’t stop her. She’s so strong. I don’t even realize what’s going on when she takes over, let alone have a chance to fight back.”

She sniffled, squeezing her fingers into his hand, and then broke. Damon pulled her into an embrace as she buried her face into his shoulder, and hot tears dampened his shirt.

It was a window into the way Vel must have felt and reacted to the other situations Jilou had forced her into over the years. Dipping into the fountain naked. Seducing him during the Turning Festival. He couldn’t imagine what she was going through, coming back to herself with only hints to what her body had been used for.

“It wasn’t you,” he whispered, stroking her hair. “Jilou will never be you. I promise, Vel. We’re going to find a way to block her out.”

He shifted Vel’s face up and kissed her on the lips, ignoring Kastet’s presence. He needed her to know that he loved her, that he was there for her, and that he always would be.

They ate their food in silence. Damon brought the empty bowls back downstairs. They worked out their resting arrangements when he came back up, rolling out the bedrolls from his and Vel’s packs.

“Kastet didn’t have a bedroll to bring,” said Vel.

“Honestly, she might not need one until we make it across the Endless Ocean,” said Damon. “We have the single bed for tonight. It doesn’t look all that comfortable, but as the innkeeper said, it’s free of lice.”

Kastet made a face. “Um… Would it be rude for me to ask if I could sleep on your bedroll, instead, Damon? I don’t mind letting you have the bed.”

“Sure. I don’t plan on sleeping much right now, anyway. One of us needs to be on guard.”

He glanced toward Vel, wondering if she might want it for herself. Vel shook her head.

“I don’t think I’ll be getting much sleep either,” she whispered.

He nodded. They found spots around the room over the course of the next hour, started to relax.

***

The sound of deep, authoritative voices alerted Damon to the arrival of trouble far sooner than he would have liked. The thin walls of their room did a poor job of muffling the conversation taking place in the common room.

“You’re looking for somebody, then?” asked the innkeeper. “I’m always willing to help the guard to the best of my ability, but we don’t often have patrons staying the night.”

“Answer the question!” snapped a gruff voice. “Was she here or not?”

“If she had come through, 75 copper might be helping in waking up my sleeping memory.”

Damon moved as quickly as he could without making noise. He woke Kastet and Vel, who’d fallen asleep, despite her earlier resolve to stay up. He put his hand over each of their mouths as he shook their shoulders to ensure they stayed silent.

They hurriedly stored away their bedrolls, putting their packs on as heavy footsteps approached their door. Damon was sick of reacting and being on the defensive. He drew his myrblade, waited until he heard one of the guards coming to a stop outside, and slammed his foot through the door.

The man was thrown back into the wall. Damon slashed him across his sword arm, turning to catch the blade of another man as it came down into an overhead chop. He squeezed his sword hilt, drawing from Myr’s ice magic to freeze the other man’s weapon to his own. Pulling hard sideways, he stripped the sword from the guard’s grasp, kicked him hard in the stomach, and delivered a debilitating cut to his leg.

“What are you doing?” screeched the innkeeper. “Help! Help me!”

Damon sheathed his sword and pulled Vel and Kastet along with him. He didn’t take the door they’d entered through, instead finding one in the back of the inn that led to a sour-smelling alleyway.

True to his suspicion, there were more guards waiting for them around the front of the inn. Damon tried to stay out of their field of view as he led Vel and Kastet in the only direction available, back toward the more populated sections of the city.

“Where are we going?” whispered Kastet.

“Not sure yet,” he said.

“They knew to check that inn,” said Vel.

“They may have been checking every inn,” he suggested.

“Maybe,” she whispered. “Or… Jilou may have seen where we were through my eyes.”

“If that’s the case, then so be it,” he said. “We can’t do anything about it now.”

“Damon…” said Vel. Her voice wavered, full of distress. “I could be a danger to you and Kastet both. What if—”

“Stop talking!” he snapped. “I need to think.”

They couldn’t stay out on the street. There were dangers in a city like Hearthold, muggers and roving street gangs. While they might not have been a serious threat to him with his myrblade, getting into an engagement would draw unneeded attention to their party.

In truth, Vel’s concern over her potentially leading the guards to them through Jilou wasn’t unfounded, either. Damon frowned as he considered how serious of an issue it actually was.

“The guards only found us after we rested at the inn,” he said. “I think Jilou’s eavesdropping might only be a factor if you fall asleep.”

“She’s reached out to me before while I was awake,” pointed out Vel.

“Recently?”

She shook her head. “No, not strictly speaking. I was tired when I had my eyes closed in Kastet’s chamber. The last time she did it when I was fully awake was during the Turning Festival.”

“That was months ago,” said Damon. “We’re going to have to act off the assumption that she isn’t listening in while you’re awake. If that isn’t the case, then there’s almost nothing we can do to escape Anise.”

He led them into another alleyway, recognizing the area. They were near Burgundy Street. An idea came to him that was just audacious and random enough to have potential.

“Does Anise know about my father?” he asked Kastet.

“She does,” said Kastet. “I had to explain the situation to Captain Aldric after your little incident. I’m sure he reported the details back to Kastet.”

“If that’s the case, no doubt Starch’s Jewelry and Finery was one of the first places they would have checked for us tonight,” he said. “And if they’ve already
 checked and found it empty…”

The door to the jewelry store was locked, but that was only a small obstacle to Damon and his myrblade. He pressed the tip of his sword to the keyhole, forcing an expanding mass of ice into the lock to break it through the sheer internal force.

He yanked the door open after a few tries and, after making sure they were unobserved in the street, let Vel and Kastet inside. The store was much as it had been during his last visit, darker, and much messier after his destructive episode, but otherwise quiet and empty.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” asked Vel.

“It’s the best I could come up with on short notice,” said Damon. “Our plan is otherwise unchanged. We wait here until just before morning, slip out, find our way to the docks, and get out of this realm.
”

“My stepmother is methodical,” said Kastet. “If she knows we’re attempting to flee by sea, she’ll have guards watching all outgoing ships.”

Vel wrapped her arms around herself, sinking a bit further into despair. “I’m going to stay awake for the rest of the night. If every time I sleep, I end up revealing our secrets to Jilou… then I simply won’t sleep.”

“I’ll stay awake with you,” said Damon.

There were no beds within the store, but they picked a corner to relax in, not risking taking the bedrolls out. Damon sat behind Vel, holding her in a hug almost like he’d held her on the way down the ice slide. He rubbed her hands, too focused on comforting her to let himself enjoy the physical intimacy and where it might lead.

They didn’t make it through the night.


CHAPTER 36

With several hours still to go before sunset, the door to the jewelry store creaked open. Wyden Starch strode inside, his posture stiffening as he took in the sight of the intruders. Damon’s hand played across his sword hilt, manifesting his conflict over what to do.

“You’ve got a lot of balls coming back here,” said Wyden. “Hands off the sword. My wife, Janie, is outside. You pull a weapon, and I’ll tell her to yell for the guards.”

“They wouldn’t arrive quickly enough,” said Damon.

“I’m familiar with how deadly swords can be, you little shit,” said Wyden. “You’d kill me, and then the guards would overwhelm and eventually kill you.”

“Please,” said Kastet. “This situation is far from what it looks like. I’m Princess—”

“Kastet,” interrupted Wyden. “I know who you are. I had Captain Aldric at my shop earlier today explaining how you’d been kidnapped by one of your retainers.”

“I can assure you that I haven’t been kidnapped,” said Kastet. “Damon is helping me escape a situation which would lead to my practical imprisonment, if not worse.”

“I don’t give a damn about that,” said Wyden. “You’re in my shop. You broke my fucking door. You—”

“You left me,” said Damon. “As a little boy. You left, and you never came back. I’ve thought about it enough to realize that it was probably for the best. But that happened, Danio, or Wyden, or whatever you wish to be called. If you don’t help me, here and now, you’ll have to live with that guilt twice over.”

Wyden barked a laugh. “I will, will I? I have all the power here, you self-righteous little shit. I could do more than just call the guards. The princess is clearly off limits, but your little blonde friend 
there is quite the looker. Do you want me to make this even worse for you?”

Damon gritted his teeth. He’d never felt so angry toward anyone in his life. He couldn’t simply repeat his outburst from his last encounter with Wyden. They were at his mercy.

“That blonde friend of mine also grew up under Malon,” said Damon.

Wyden flinched back as though Damon had prodded him with a burning brand.

“She’s doing well, by the way,” he continued. “She raised three wayward children into capable, fair-minded adults. She protects and guides her little slice of the Malagantyan, always kind, always humble.”

“Is that so?” muttered Wyden.

“That’s where we’re going when we leave this cesspool of a city,” said Damon. “Back home. Back to the tower. I’ll be sure to tell Malon all about how helpful you were, Wyden Starch.”

Damon’s father exhaled through his teeth. Wyden massaged his temples for a moment before holding a finger up and moving past them, into the shop’s back room.

He returned a minute later carrying a missive bound with a wax seal. Wyden narrowed his eyes at Damon as he handed the letter over.

“Do you know what really makes a man into a man
?” asked Wyden. “Learning to accept the difference between doing what you want and doing what you must.”

Damon shrugged and held up the missive. “What’s this?”

“Instructions to the man who’ll be saving your ass,” said Wyden. “Head down to the southside docks. Look for the captain of The Lonely Seagull
 later this morning.
 Give him the note, and make sure you don’t do anything to piss him off.”

Damon glanced toward Vel and Kastet who seemed intrigued, if 
not eager to accept Wyden’s help. He felt more hesitant.

“How do I know this isn’t some trick?” he asked.

“You don’t,” said Wyden. “I’m not about to waste my time convincing you either way. If you decide to go your own route, don’t be stupid enough to keep that note on your person. Tear it up and stomp it out of existence.”

Wyden went to the door and pulled it open. He looked expectantly at his uninvited guests, eventually gesturing to the early morning, blue-black darkness.

“Is that it?” asked Damon.

“Just about,” said Wyden. “Tell Malon… Tell her I only ever did what I had to, and I know it wasn’t always right. Tell her I only ever had a few choices, and I always still found a way to make the bad ones.”

“Should I write this down?” Damon quipped.

“Get out of my fucking shop,” said Wyden, with a hint of a smile.

There was no hug, no handshake. Damon slipped the missive into the inner pocket of his tunic, made sure that Vel and Kastet were close by and following, and set off into the city.

***

The three of them did their best to avoid the guards for the next few hours, with mixed results. They were headed down a street that was empty, aside from a single city footman on patrol, when Kastet tripped over a loose stone and fell to one knee. Both Damon and Vel stooped to help her, which appeared to trigger the guard’s suspicion.

“What’s going on there?” shouted the man. “You three are out and about rather early.”

“We’re travelers,” said Vel, turning around and revealing her face. “Just getting a feel for the city.”

It was a smart risk to take on her part. Damon knew all of the city guardsmen would have been alerted to Kastet’s “kidnapping” and given descriptions of both her and himself. Vel was the only one who could show her face with reasonable certainty of not drawing suspicion.

“A feel for the city, aye?” asked the guard. “Well… Are you looking to get a feel for anywhere in particular?”

Damon wasn’t a fan of the tone of the man’s voice. There was another guard coming from the other direction, farther up the street. The situation was about to become dangerous if they didn’t find a way to move on soon.

“We’d like to find a store,” said Vel. “One with supplies and dried food. Traveling stuff… you know.”

“Is that right?” asked the guard. He glanced past them toward the other guard, and gave a small wave of his hand. “Why don’t my partner and I show you where those stores would be, aye?”

Vel nodded uncertainly. Damon kept the hood of his cloak up, tempering his paranoia. Vel was pretty. The guard was likely reacting to that with his helpfulness. There was no need to panic just yet.

The second guard joined their small group. The sun was rising, and with it came the early risers of the city. Washwomen, pulling down clothing from lines. Street vendors pushing carts and preparing food. Tavern barmen pushing late night drunks out onto early morning streets.

“You’ve arrived in Hearthold at a strange time,” said the guard. “Lots of rumors floating around about the Queen and the prince.”

“I’ve heard a few of them,” said Vel. “What do you think is going to happen?”

“That’s what we’ve all been asking,” said the guard. “This turn, up ahead.”

He set a hand on Vel’s shoulder and pointed to a side street leading off to the right. Damon reached for his sword hilt as he 
became more certain they’d stumbled into a trap. It was one he should have seen in advance, should have led them around, and now it was one he would have to fight them out of.

The street the guard had turned them into contained no shops and terminated in a dead end. Half a dozen off-duty guards mingled about at outdoor tables, throwing dice and drinking liquor.

“Hey boys,” said the guard who’d been leading them. “This fine lady is a traveler. She’s looking to see a bit more of the city. Thought we might be able to show her some of it. Think she has a friend, too.”

Damon almost laughed as he realized they hadn’t been discovered, but they had blundered into a group of men with authority that they were eager to abuse. One of the men glared at him and jabbed a finger at his chest.

“You, my good man, should go for a walk,” said the guard. “Come back in a little bit and see what your traveling companions have learned about where to find things in Hearthold.”

Damon folded his arms and sighed. Several of the men stood up. At least one scooped up a cudgel from where it had been leaning against a table.

“You have no idea who we are, have you?” asked Kastet.

“Should we?” asked one of the men. A few glances were exchanged among them. Kastet nodded to Damon and set a hand on his shoulder.

“Where do you want us?” she whispered.

Damon flicked his thumb toward a stack of crates Kastet and Vel could hide behind. He saw another man reach for a weapon and decided it was time for him to reveal his own.

He was ready to fight, but the sheer number advantage of the guards forced him to acknowledge that there was a very real chance he could lose. There were eight guards in total. Three were obviously drunk, but even clumsy strikes could overtake him if he was forced to contend with eight weapons at once.

“Hey!” shouted one of them. “Put that sword down.”

Damon shook his head. He let out a puff of frozen air and extended his myrblade’s ice thorns. The effect made the guards rear together into a clump. They kept their backs to the alleyway’s dead end, a cautious strategy, and one that was perfect for what Damon had in mind.

“He can’t fight us all at once!” shouted one of the men.

“I shouldn’t need to,” said Damon.

He kicked the nearest table over, spilling cups and bottles onto the already damp, humid ground. Stabbing the tip of his myrblade into the cracks between the stone, Damon focused his will and drew from his sword’s magic.

A wall of inch-thick ice rose upward from the ground, blocking the entire alleyway off as effectively as a locked door. Frozen condensation wafted off the ice, which looked pale blue in the light of the rising sun. Damon could still hear the men shouting and swearing in confusion on the other side.

“Come on,” he said, waving a hand at Vel and Kastet.

“Will that hold them if they try to smash through?” asked Vel.

“It’s an inch thick,” said Damon.

Vel frowned. “Is that a yes?”

Damon laughed and shook his head. “They could probably punch through it if they wanted to. I’m counting on the fact that they’ll be too stunned to try for the next minute or so.”

They took off at a run, leaving the guards to contend with their confusing, icy circumstances.


CHAPTER 37

Hearthold’s streets began to fill with people as the morning wore on, which was both a blessing and a curse for Damon and his companions. They could blend into the crowds and become anonymous, but with that came more determined guards.

“My stepmother will redouble her efforts to find us,” whispered Kastet. “I’m worried we might not even be able to make it to the docks at this rate.”

The guards were setting up checkpoints in various sections of the city. There was no chance of Kastet making it through one without being recognized. Damon led the group down alleyways and side streets whenever he could, trying to avoid the scrutiny of the authorities wherever he could.

“There,” he said. “That’s the south side docks, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” said Kastet.

There weren’t as many ships moored along the south side docks as there were in the busier sections of the city’s docks. Damon saw only a couple of guards, but the fact that there were so few ships meant that simply approaching the area would immediately draw attention.

“Any ideas?” he asked. “We still have no idea which ship is The Lonely Seagull
. It would draw even more attention to start asking questions and bumbling about.”

“We could wait,” said Kastet. “Listen to some of the conversations of the sailors as they pass by.”

“Also a double-edged sword,” he said. “Every minute we dally is more time for the guards to find us.”

He glanced toward Kastet, and then toward Vel. It was only then that Damon saw how unsettled and discomforted Vel looked.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She took a breath before answering. “I… can feel her. Damon, I 
don’t know what to do.”

She shook her head, looking so young and vulnerable. He was reminded of the Vel he knew from childhood, so small and sensitive to the world. He pulled her into a hug.

“Just breathe,” he said. “Is she seeing through your eyes right now?”

“No,” said Vel. “It’s more like… she’s whispering to me. Except her words don’t sound like just words. It’s more like she’s whispering the truth.”

“She doesn’t know what the truth is,” said Damon. “Jilou isn’t the True Divine. She’s a spellblood, and she’s just trying to get into your head, regardless of what it takes.”

“I know,” said Vel. “I’m trying to block her out. I just think… What if she doesn’t leave next time?”

“It’s your body,” he said, emphasizing her words by squeezing her tighter into the hug. “Not hers.”

She nodded and leaned her head against his chest, surrendering to his protective arms. Kastet tapped them both on the shoulder, drawing their attention.

“I think I found The Lonely Seagull
,” she said. She pointed across the harbor at one ship in particular. It took Damon a minute of observing to notice it had a figurehead of a naked woman with wings and the head of a seagull.

“I doubt a seagull that looked like that would find herself very lonely,” he said. “Just saying.”

“Pervert,” whispered Vel.

It was easy enough to find the ship’s captain. He met them on the wharf, furrowing his brow in surprise as Damon explained their encounter with Wyden Starch. He passed the man the missive and waited a surprisingly long time for him to slowly read it.

“Alright,” said the captain. “We’ll need to be quick and careful about this, methinks. The Queen has ordered regular searches of all 
ships departing the harbor, no doubt in search for her wayward daughter.”

Damon resisted the urge to glance at Kastet, unsure of how much the letter had revealed.

“To get the three of you hidden aboard, we’ll need to put you in a crate,” said the captain. “It’ll be a tight fit, but you’ll only need to bear through it until we’re out of view of the coast. No more than a day’s sailing, at most.”

Damon looked over at Vel and Kastet. Kastet frowned but slowly nodded, while Vel gave an uncertain shrug.

“We can manage that,” said Damon.

The captain’s mention of a tight fit
 had done the crate they were to be smuggled in too much justice. It wasn’t high enough for Damon to stand up in, or wide enough for him to extend his arms to the side, or even long enough for him to lie down.

He was genuinely concerned that Vel or Kastet might raise a fuss as the three of them made their first attempt at fitting inside. The captain was eager to be done with the job, rushing them to cram in. There were several slats, through which air and a small amount of light filtered in from the top, which did a good job of at least warding off Damon’s claustrophobia.

He could always use his myrblade to free them if it came to it.

“Feel free to share your thoughts about how this is going to work,” he said to Vel and Kastet.

“You’re the largest,” said Kastet. “Find your spot, and Vel and I will figure out how to fill the gaps.”

“That sounds reasonable.” He gave a forced smile and looked at Vel, who held one of her arms at the elbow.

“I’m a little worried,” she said. “It’s going to be dark inside the crate.”

“Dark, but safe,” said Damon.

“For you. What if I fall asleep? I’m so tired from last night. If I 
even just close my eyes, I’m afraid it might be enough for her.”

Damon gave the question some thought and came up with a surprisingly decent answer. “Put on the dreamspell amulet aesta gave you. Think about her as you fall asleep. She might be able to help against Jilou.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” whispered Vel. “Alright.”

She pulled on the amulet. The captain made an impatient noise from where he and his men, who were waiting to load the crate aboard, stood nearby. Damon ducked into the crate’s open side, made his way over to the far corner, and tried to get comfortable.

Vel deferred next pick to her princess. Kastet slowly climbed into the crate, attempting to slide down and against the side wall, perpendicular to Damon. The angle it left her legs at seemed like it would be painful to maintain for a longer amount of time.

She shifted so she was sitting between Damon’s legs, back pressed against his chest. “Is this alright?” she asked.

Damon shrugged in Vel’s direction. “I don’t have a problem with it.”

“It’s just for now,” said Vel. “I should be able to fit facing you both on the other side.”

She climbed in. Damon felt a slight resurgence of claustrophobia as the ship’s workers put the other side of the crate back on and nailed it into place. It was dark, cramped, and unexpectedly warm within their secret, mobile hideaway.

They were carried aboard the ship and below decks. Damon felt them being set down, followed by the men making their way back upstairs to tend to their departure. He waited a minute, listening to the silence of the cargo hold, before deciding it was likely safe for them to speak to one another.

“Well,” he said. “I now feel a bit silly for thinking that our original trip out from Hearthold was uncomfortable.”

“True,” said Kastet. “This is a fair bit less spacious than the 
previous private cabin Vel and I shared.”

Vel giggled, and Damon felt Kastet’s body writhing slightly against him as she joined in with her own laughter.

“Do you think it’s safe for me to go to sleep now that I have the amulet on?” asked Vel. “I’m actually surprisingly tired, and I’d rather sleep through this, given the choice.”

“Almost,” said Damon. “Wait until we feel the ship start to move a bit more. If Jilou can still discover your secrets despite the amulet, then we should wait until we’re at sea and there’s no way for her to act on them.”

It wasn’t a long wait. No more than fifteen minutes later, the ship began lurching forward, swaying and bobbing from the waves. The sound of Vel’s cute, overtired snores came shortly after.

Kastet sighed and shifted herself back against him. Damon had been trying to figure out what do with his hands since they’d first assumed their positions within the crate. There weren’t many open places to set them that weren’t on her body.

“You make a surprisingly good chair,” said Kastet. She set her own hands on his thighs, as though letting them linger on armrests. It didn’t help Damon’s current predicament.

“Thanks,” he said. “I have a good track record for women being satisfied after sitting on my lap.”

Kastet let out a small snort and rubbed her hand along his thigh. “Funny. I was worried that having a princess residing on your legs might unsettle you.”

“Unsettle isn’t the right word.”

There was a beat of silence as Kastet took that in. “What is, then?”

She smelled so good, like expensive, but nuanced perfume and fine soap.

“We should rest,” he said, changing the subject. “Vel’s got the right idea of things.”

“I’m not tired,” said Kastet. “Just hot.”

“It’s probably going to get hotter in the near term,” said Damon. “Those slits don’t offer much airflow.”

“True.” Kastet began shifting more.

It took Damon longer than it should have to realize she was undressing.

“Are you… taking off your clothing?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Kastet. “I’m not interested in sweating through my clothes over the course of the next hour.”

“Is that really the best idea?”

“You’re going to levy complaints at a woman undressing in your presence?” teased Kastet. “I must have misjudged what sort of man you are, Damon Al-Kendras.”

“You’re a princess, not just a woman.”

“You can strip down, too, if you’d like,” said Kastet. “I’ve seen you in less, after all.”

It was as tempting as anything ever had been in Damon’s life, and he gave in. He took off his cloak, his tunic, and his pants, leaving just his undershorts. Kastet had a good point about how hot the crate was getting.

“There,” she said, settling back into her spot between his legs. “Isn’t that better?”

“Much.” Damon rested his hands on her hips. “Is this alright?”

“It doesn’t bother me,” said Kastet. “I mean, you have to put your hands somewhere, don’t you?”

Damon slowly nodded. He let his fingers caress her bare flesh. She only had on her half-shirt and girlshorts. Her skin felt so soft and flawless, and he found himself imagining what she must look like in the light of day.

“Can you move your sword hilt into a new position?” whispered Kastet.

Damon cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I took my sword off 
with my pants… Your Highness.”

“Oh,” said Kastet. “So that’s… Oh! Um, I see.”

Damon flexed his cock without meaning to, pressing it into her lower back. He let his fingers slide further, passing onto her taut stomach. He was veering into gross territory and could only imagine how it was making her feel.

“We can shift around,” he said. “I’ll wake Vel and have her sit between my legs, instead.”

“I didn’t say it was a problem,” said Kastet. “I just didn’t know. I haven’t… been close with a man in a situation like this before. I wasn’t expecting your, ah, physical reaction.”

“You weren’t expecting me to get hard for you, Kastet?” he whispered.

He felt her flinch and suck in a breath. “I just didn’t… consider. Velanor has told me about you, Damon.”

“Told you about me, or warned you about me?”

“The way you handled Lilian was warning enough,” said Kastet. “You’re a bit of a rogue when it comes to women.”

Damon slid his hands further up her body, wondering the usual questions. What the hell was he doing? Why did he feel the urge to do it so badly? Most importantly, how far would he decide to go?

“So you, Princess Kastet, in your infinite wisdom, decided to strip your clothes off and sit in my lap.” He whispered his words into her ear, letting his lips brush her neck as he pulled back.

“Perhaps…” She cleared her throat, steadying herself. “Perhaps I was simply in the mood to tease you a bit. You know who I am, Damon. There are limits, lines in the sand, even for you.”

“Take a guess at what happens to the women who decide it might be fun to tease me,” he whispered. He slid one of his hands lower, letting it touch the upper hem of her girlshorts. Kastet writhed against him, unable to contain her reaction. Too easy.

“I’m not just a woman,” said Kastet. “I’m… a princess.”

“Yeah,” he said. “You’ll end up betrothed to some stuffy nobleman. Not someone you pick for yourself, but someone with the right last name. Sounds like fun.”

His fingers grazed across the silken fabric of her girlshorts. Kastet opened her legs a little wider for him.

“Passion isn’t the only thing in life,” she whispered. “It’s irrelevant in the greater scheme of—”

He probed a single finger into the hem of her underwear and she instantly cut off, exhaling a surprised, lustful breath. Damon knew he was playing a dangerous game. She truly was different from other women, a blood heir to a fortune of unimaginable proportions. There were few doors that would be opened by going down this path, and many that would be closed.

“I’m a rogue, but I’m not a fool, Kastet,” he said, gingerly withdrawing his hand. “Let’s try to get some rest.”

“Good,” she said. “I’m glad you came to reason. It’s not as though it would be proper for you to sample the goods before I… what was it you said? Ended up betrothed to some stuffy nobleman?”

“It wouldn’t,” said Damon. “I’d ruin you in the process.”

“Ruin me,” said Kastet, leaning back into him. “You have such an engorged opinion of yourself.”

“If you do end up losing your throne, you might just see why that is.”

“I’ve already lost it, haven’t I?”

Damon shifted his hands up her body. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

“Damon…” Kastet shifted sideways, nuzzling him slightly with her head, presenting her lips to him. Did she even know what she was doing? Did he care?

He kissed her, feeling emotions he’d been harboring since Vel had first introduced him to Kastet back in Avaricia burgeoning to the surface.

He’d bedded women twice his age and then some before. He’d bedded women he’d considered family. He’d rolled around and mostly destroyed an inn room with Wrath in the throes of desire and lust.

Why was this any different? Kastet squeezed and shifted her ass against his cock with unpracticed, uncertain movements. He kissed her neck, trying to will himself to stop. This was a road he genuinely did not want to go down.

Even dispossessed of her throne, Kastet was powerful, made unique by her status. Her virginity and her composure, in a romantic sense, were valuable. To her, but also to him, as cynical as he felt in acknowledging it.

She could well end up being the Queen of Merinia within her lifetime, if not within a few years. Where would that leave him if it came about? Would he continue to be her retainer and trusted friend? No. More likely, he’d be a loose end.

He kissed her again, annoyed by the conflict the thought stirred in him. Kastet, so regal, so composed, so often manipulative. She was used to being in charge, to being obeyed.

He decided to tease her a bit more, even as he acknowledged it was a bad idea for a multitude of reasons. Sliding his fingers deeper into her girlshorts, Damon found the answer to a question he’d never stopped to consider.

Princess Kastet, the deposed heir to the Merinian throne did, in fact, shave down there.

“Oh…” she whispered. “That’s…”

She could barely speak, and her body quivered against him as Damon let his finger trace the lips of her womanhood.

“See what I mean, Kastet?” he whispered. “I’ve been here many, many times before, and it’s dangerous territory.”

Kastet made a breathy noise and reached behind her, groping at his cock. She squeezed it with her fingers, her movements harder than they should have been and clumsy in their rush to pull it free of 
his undershorts.

Damon gave the Princess a tight squeeze around the midriff, letting his cock settle flat between her thighs. He wondered if she realized how fast she was moving, and how foolish it was to put herself such a position with a man like him.

“I… didn’t realize it would feel like this,” she whispered. She rocked her hips back and forth, letting her underwear and what lay bound beneath grind against Damon’s hard cock.

“This is just a teaser of what it
 feels like,” said Damon. “And this is as far as I can let you go.”

He started to pull his hand out of Kastet’s underwear. She pressed her own against it, locking it in place with surprising strength. The Princess of Merinia let out a small, lustful growl as she continued to rock herself against him, squeezing her thighs to pin his cock between her legs.

He didn’t take it further, not out of fear, but out of respect for the consequences. He gently shifted her body in his strong arms, letting his cock stimulate her womanhood without ever running the risk of spearing inside.

It was like the reverse of Malon’s resistance to his attempts to seduce her. He found himself appreciating Kastet’s inexperience. If she’d been even half as horny and aggressive with him as he’d been with Malon, he would doubtless be inside her tight, virgin womanhood already.

The thought sent a new surge of arousal through him. Kastet leaned her head back on his shoulder. Damon cupped one of her breasts, bouncing her up and down, feeling the moment sprinting toward a conclusion. Kastet let out a reluctant whimper, stiffening against him before a tremendous shiver ran through her.

Damon kept moving her body, knowing how impractical and dangerous it would be to burst all over her, and also not caring. He let his teeth drag against Kastet’s bare shoulder as her pretty, petite body brought him over the edge. His seed spurted up like a blast from a geyser, covering her stomach and legs with a hot, sticky 
mess. Kastet seemed too out of it to care, at least at first.

“Are you alright?” he whispered.

He felt Kastet take a deliberately slow breath. “I’m fine, Damon. That was… imprudent. On both of our behalves.”

“I warned you.”

“I agreed with your warning,” she said, with a shrug.

“And yet here we are.”

Kastet nodded. She reached her hands down, wiping herself off. Damon put his cock away, letting her shift back down, though it was barely any less hard than it had been. Before either of them could do any further processing of what they’d just done, Vel let out a low, worrying gasp from where she lay on the other side of the crate.

“She’s still sleeping,” said Kastet. “She must be… having a nightmare.”

“A nightmare named Jilou,” muttered Damon. “True Divine. I wish there were some way I could help her.”

It wasn’t until he said it out loud that he realized there might well be. If Vel had managed to reach out to Malon using her own dreamspell amulet, would it be possible for him to reach the same dream space with his own?

He was rummaging through his pack for the amulet even before he was confident the idea would work. He pulled it on and leaned his head back against the crate, sensing Kastet’s confusion as she waited, still mostly naked and entirely in his lap.

“I have to fall asleep,” said Damon.

“Right now?”

“As soon as I can,” he said. “It’s to help Vel.”

Kastet was silent, and it was hard to know if he’d offended her or if she was just her usual, thoughtful self.

“You really love her, don’t you?” she asked.

“I do.”

“She’s lucky to have a brother like you.” She shifted, turning sideways and reaching an arm up to stroke his hair. “Here. I used to do this for Gabriel sometimes.”

“Sorry,” said Damon, almost reflexively. “Gabriel was a good man, in the process of becoming a better one.”

“Don’t be sorry,” whispered Kastet. “Help me get my revenge.”


CHAPTER 38

Despite the odd circumstances, and despite the distraction of Kastet’s royal, newly accessible body, Damon managed to fall asleep within a few minutes. The hot, stale air of the crate was more of a help than a hindrance, especially when combined with the ambient darkness.

The switch was night and day. He was in another world and could only do his best to make sense of what he could see. Malon was there, clad in her pink nightgown and nothing else. She stood over a stone slab the size and shape of a bed, upon which Vel’s naked body lay unmoving.

“Solas!” cried Malon. “You mustn’t be here! It’s too dangerous!

Surrounding them was a shimmering globe of crimson energy. Malon’s crest pulsed with matching power from her lower back, holding the spherical barrier in place. Every few seconds, a section of the barrier bulged inward, assuming the shape of a hand, or a glaring face.

“Let me help!” said Damon.

Malon shook her head. Her face was set into an expression of deep concentration. A few stray strands of red hair hung loose from her braid, and she dripped with sweat.

“There’s nothing you can do,” said Malon. “Please! I can’t protect you both.”

“I’m facing her,” said Damon. “I might be the only one who can.”

“Solas!” cried Malon.

Damon pushed forward before she could object any further, letting himself pass through the barrier which only seemed to inhibit attacks coming from the outside. He emerged into an open field, sparse of grass and free of trees in all directions.

Jilou stood no more than ten feet away from where he emerged. She wore her fanciful dress, her gleaming jewelry, and her ridiculous 
crown, but despite her childish appearance, her face was stony and harsh. She gave Damon a thin smile when she saw him.

“Sir gladiator,” she whispered. “I’m surprised you would elect to join us. It’s a pleasant surprise, mind you.”

“Jilou!” he shouted. “This has to stop! Vel was your friend. She trusted you. You can’t do this to her!”

“It was her choice to let me in,” said Jilou. “As far as I’m concerned, it’s my body as much as hers now.”

She waved a hand, and two looming, vaguely humanoid figures emerged from behind her. Lord Pupperstein and Lady Tigerclaw looked far less endearing and comical than they had during Damon’s previous encounter with them.

He reached for his sword, but his myrblade hadn’t made the transition into the dream. Pupperstein let out a low growl and rushed toward Damon on all fours, its eyes kindled with intelligence, while its jaws snapped with animal ferocity.

Damon shouted and kicked out at the monster, scoring a glancing blow across its snout. It wasn’t enough to stop it, however, and it leapt onto him, sinking its teeth deep into the flesh of his bicep.

It hurt. It most definitely hurt. Damon screamed and thrashed, only managing to fling the monster aside by sacrificing a mouthful-sized chunk of his flesh. He tried to breathe and remind himself it was just a dream as he clasped that gory, nauseating wound left in the attack’s wake.

Tigerclaw slammed into him from behind, bringing him down to the ground as her jaws snapped for his neck. Damon shouted and tried to fling the cat monster sideways, claws raking against his chest and stomach as he pushed her away.

He could tell himself it was a dream all he wanted. It didn’t change his body’s instinctual reaction to being circled by two predators. The urge to run was near overwhelming, and Damon’s thoughts kept circling back to his myrblade as though he could simply will it into existence.

A triumphant laugh came from Jilou’s direction. She’d managed to shatter a person-sized section loose from Malon’s barrier and was in the process of ducking through it. Damon sensed the monsters attacking in his moment of distraction.

He snarled as he delivered a punch to Pupperstein’s face, sending the dog flying. Tigerclaw slammed into Damon’s chest, but he stayed upright, attacking with his fingers as though he had claws of his own and headbutting the monster hard in the snout.

He flung the cat monster loose from him and staggered toward Vel. The barrier had completely dissolved now. Malon rushed to him as he approached the stone slab, taking him by the shoulders and pulling him close.

“Wake Vel up!” she yelled. “Hurry, solas!”

She pushed him hard in the chest. Hard enough to remove him from the shared dream.

***

Damon jerked backward, banging his head against the wall of the crate. He was still embracing Kastet, who was no doubt surprised by his sudden awakening.

“Vel!” he said, sitting up.

The crate was tiny, and finding her was a simple matter of reaching out with his hands. He gripped her body, cupping her head for support, and gently began shaking her.

“Come on,” he said. “Open your eyes. Wake up, Vel.”

“Damon, what’s going on?” asked Kastet.

“I have to wake her up!” he said. “Come on, Vel. Wake up!”

He shook her harder, stopping only to pull her into a tight hug and listen for signs of her stirring. She was deep asleep, held in her dream by a force greater than her own exhaustion.

“Vel!” he said, squeezing her shoulders. “Please! Come on!”

He shook her side to side. He pinched one of her arms hard enough to likely leave a bruise. Still, she refused to stir.

“Damon, someone’s outside the crate!” said Kastet. “They’re letting us out! We can ask them for water to pour on her face.”

Damon pulled Vel to his chest, praying it wasn’t too late. The front of the crate fell open, and blindingly bright lantern light greeted them through the gap.

“Well then,” said a familiar voice. “I’m going to have to ask that all of you step out into the open. This game has gone on for long enough, Your Highness.”

“Captain Aldric…” muttered Kastet.

“No!” shouted Damon. Rough arms grabbed him as he attempted to shift backward into the crate and unsheathe his myrblade. He was still mostly undressed, and he heard a chuckle sound among their captors as he was pulled into the open.

“At least your last moments of freedom were fun for you, Damon,” said Austine. He stood next to Aldric, along with half a dozen Hearthold guards.

“Unhand him!” snapped Kastet. “I am your princess! You’ve been lied to about this situation and are in no position to apprehend my retainer.”

“I’m afraid that’s not the case,” said Aldric. “We put this plan into motion with the Queen’s blessing before you’d even set foot on this ship. We knew that Wyden Starch had a family connection to Lord Damon. He was surprisingly willing to set you up.”

“That bastard!” snarled Damon. He tried to twist free from the guards. A heavy hand cuffed him across the face, sending flickers of stars along the edge of his vision.

“It’s over,” said Aldric. “This ship is half a day out from Hearthold. Its destination has always been Avaricia. I’m surprised by how easy it was to lure you into such an obvious trap. I never 
thought it would actually work.”

“Aust!” said Damon. “Please! Do something!”

Austine’s face looked conflicted in the shadowed light of the lantern, but not overly so. He held his arms out, hands turned palm up, and shrugged.

“Sorry, Damon,” he said. “The situation is out of my control at this point.”

“The guards are under my command, regardless,” said Aldric. “The Queen thought my presence in Avaricia would help stymie the princess’s rebellious streak.”

“She’s also looking to get married, so I’m sure it seemed like a convenient opportunity to reassign her favorite guardsman
 without too much awkwardness,” said Austine.

“Shut your mouth!” snapped Aldric.

Damon tried to pull free from the guards holding him once more, to no avail. Kastet had also been pulled free from the crate. He expected Vel to be carried out, as well, and blinked in surprise when she exited on her own feet.

“Captain Aldric,” she said. “Thank you for the timely intervention. Of course, it wouldn’t have been necessary if you and my mother had acted on my information more effectively.”

The guards looked at each other. Aldric smirked and held out his hand.

“That’s you then, Princess Jilou?” he said. “The Queen mentioned you’d found a means to use your talents to extend your awareness into other bodies.”

“Indeed,” said Jilou. “I thought it might help Kastet’s transition if I stayed close and kept her company.”

“No!” shouted Damon. “Let her go! Jilou, you can’t do this!”

Aldric let out an exaggerated sigh. He drew a metal gauntleted hand back and struck Damon hard in the back of the head. He felt the blow, but he didn’t feel himself hit the floor.


CHAPTER 39

Damon’s arms were bound behind his back when he awoke. His captors had apparently gone through the trouble of putting his clothes back on him, though he could feel from the roughness of the fabric that his shirt was inside out.

He was in the ship’s brig, a small hold with wooden slats forming a private, almost cozy jail cell. His mouth was dry, and the intensity of his thirst was enough to make him wish he’d stayed asleep up till the moment they gave him food and water.

Assuming his captors would. He became less certain as he considered it. He was a dead man. They needed Kastet, and they would likely spare Vel now that she’d been possessed by Jilou. They had no incentive to leave him alive, dangerous as he’d already proven himself to be.

The hatch to the brig opened, and a figure carrying a lantern came down the stairs. Damon recognized Captain Aldric’s serious face as he came to stand in front of the bars of his cell. He held Damon’s myrblade in his free hand and smirked slightly as he lifted the weapon for his own examination.

“You made quite the stir over your short time in Hearthold,” said Aldric. “It’s no wonder the princess was seduced by your plotting so easily. She’s always been weak at the knees for strong men.”

“If that’s the perspective you’re viewing this situation through, I honestly pity you,” said Damon. “Princess Kastet is the rightful heir to her father’s throne. Queen Anise has usurped all of the limited power that she has.”

Aldric stared at Damon’s myrblade, not seeming to hear him. “I was Kastet’s first infatuation, you know. I expected her to still be nipping at my heels for whatever attention I’d give her when I came back.”

“Is that really what you came down here to talk to me about?” 
asked Damon. “If that’s the case, it must have been quite the shock for you when you found us in that crate. She was purring for me before you found us in case you were unaware.”

If he could make Aldric angry enough to come into the cell, he’d have a chance. A small one, but a chance, nonetheless. He needed to work the man for a reaction.

“She’ll learn who her true allies are soon enough,” said Aldric. “I didn’t come down here to discuss Kastet. Your life is forfeit if you don’t start cooperating, Damon Al-Kendras. We can begin with the question of your enchanted sword. Tell me how to unleash its power.”

Aldric drew Damon’s myrblade slowly from its scabbard, holding the flat of the blade pressed between his fingers.

“Ew,” whispered Myr. “This man has no idea how to touch a sword.”

“I saw what you did during your dinner show the other night,” said Aldric. “Tell me how the magic of this weapon works, and you’ll earn a significant amount of goodwill. Enough to forestall your death for the time being.”

“There’s a trick to it,” said Damon. “Hold the hilt with both hands.”

“Like this?” Aldric furrowed his brow as he gripped the weapon.

“Exactly. And then twist it around and shove it straight up your ass.”

“Damon,” hissed Myr. “He’d better not actually do it. I don’t want to experience that!”

Aldric let out a sigh and sheathed the myrblade. He shook his head slowly, staring at Damon within the cell.

“So be it,” said Aldric. “You’ve all but sealed your fate. I hope you’ve made peace with Rovahn and Leandra, Damon Al-Kendras.”

The hatch leading to the upper decks opened, and someone new came down the stairs. Damon’s hopes spiked when he saw Vel’s face, 
only to immediately sink as he saw the expression on her face. Not Vel. Jilou.

“Has he begun to warm to your interrogation methods, Captain Aldric?” asked Jilou.

“Not as of yet, Princess,” said Aldric.

“You aren’t going to harm him,” said Jilou.

“I…” Aldric hesitated, clearly uncertain. “I hope it won’t come to that. He is a prisoner, but he is dangerous.”

“I’d like him returned to Hearthold,” said Jilou. “Mother told me I could keep him if I aided her.”

Damon gritted his teeth, straining against his bonds. He wanted to kill Aldric. He wanted to seize Jilou by the shoulders and shake her hard enough to force her from Vel’s body. More than anything, he just wanted things to be different.

“It isn’t that simple, Princess,” said Aldric. “He is young and rebellious. He—”

Jilou cut him off with a kiss. Damon watched in silent agony as Vel’s lips pressed against Captain Aldric’s. He saw Aldric start to push her away and then seem to think better of it, reaching down to press one of his palms against her ass.

Jilou’s hands, Vel’s hands, reached for the myrblade. Damon realized the genius of her ploy as she pulled the sword loose from the scabbard and away from Aldric. She thrust it through the bars hilt-first, her expression frantic and desperate.

“Hurry, Damon!” shouted Vel.

With his hands bound behind him, he had to turn and fumble blindly for the weapon. He took hold of it just as Aldric shoved Vel aside, and he felt a fresh wave of anger burgeoning within him.

“You stupid harlot!” shouted Aldric.

Damon tried to shift the sword to cut through his bindings, knowing his myrblade’s magic was useless to him if he couldn’t shift the weapon to direct it. Aldric was too fast. He threw the door to 
Damon’s cell open and kicked him hard in the back, knocking him down and the sword loose from his hands.

Damon tried to scramble back to the weapon, but even simple movements were made slow and cumbersome by his restraints. Aldric kicked him again, picking up the myrblade, and then set his foot on Damon’s neck.

“Guards!” shouted Aldric.

Several men responded to the command. Austine was one of them. Damon turned his head sideways, watching his old friend frown and avoid his gaze. To Austine’s credit, he did help Vel up and move to stand protectively in front of her.

“You’re too dangerous to leave alive,” said Aldric. “Bring him onto deck. This ends here and now.”

Two of the guards roughly pulled Damon up by the shoulders and marched him up the stairs. Vel screamed for help, for mercy on his behalf. It was a waste of breath. Damon didn’t want her to see what was about to happen. She wouldn’t have any good use for the memories it would leave her with.

The midday sun was blindingly bright after his time within the ship’s dank hold. Damon smelled sea salt on the air and took in the empty expanse of blue across the horizon. They were far out from land, on a ship controlled by Captain Aldric and Queen Anise’s men. Even if he managed to overwhelm Aldric with his myrblade, what then? Escape was more than just defeating ones’ enemies.

“Stop!” Kastet’s voice was loud and borderline shrill. “Captain Aldric, this man is my retainer! I order you to release him this instant!”

Aldric stared her down and shook his head. “He will be released, though not into your service. This man is too dangerous to be kept on the ship.”

He flung Damon’s myrblade into the distance and then nodded to the two men holding him by the shoulders. Kastet and Vel screamed in unison as he was unceremoniously flipped over the ship’s railing 
and into the depths of the open ocean.


CHAPTER 40

Damon struck the water headfirst and without the opportunity to take a proper breath. His wrists were still bound behind him, which further limited the actions he could take to forestall his panic.

He kicked his legs, eventually managing to get his head back above the water’s surface. Even the simple act of keeping his mouth and nose clear took every ounce of effort he had, kicking and flopping and balancing while sucking in desperate breaths.

The ship was already pulling away from him as it caught the swift afternoon wind in its sails. It was out of earshot, though he doubted being able to hear what was happening on deck would have changed his circumstances.

It was over. Despair overtook Damon as he accepted his circumstances and his likely fate. He’d be lucky if he stayed afloat for the next few minutes. Swimming for long enough to reach any form of safety was so unlikely that it felt delusional to consider. This was it.

He tugged again at his bindings, praying for the water to let them stretch enough to free one of his wrists. It was an empty hope, but the same could be said about every facet of his current situation.

“No…” he muttered. He sucked in a quick breath as a wave slapped into his face, saltwater forcing its way up his nose. He kicked harder. The panic rose within his chest, and he could do nothing to quell it.

Slowly but surely, Damon began to tire and sink into the ocean’s passively cruel embrace. He stopped trying to stay above the surface. Instead, he’d take a breath and let himself drop, going lower each time and having less energy left to bring himself back for the next breath.

He’d tried his hardest to save Vel and Kastet. He couldn’t fault himself. He’d trusted Wyden Starch, lacking any other real option, and it’d been a mistake. He could almost soothe his regrets with that 
pathetic sense of self-pity. It wasn’t his fault. He’d done his best and come up short.

“Damon!” whispered Myr. “Hey! Hurry up and come get me.”

He jerked, kicking again to rise above the water’s surface.

“Myr…” he muttered. “Where are you?”

“Down here,” she replied. “Um… Way down here. You’re a good swimmer, right?”

He wasn’t a bad one. He thought back to racing Ria in the lake, and splashing and wrestling with Vel. He was so tired, but he could do this. He had to do this.

“I’m coming,” he said.

He took a minute to twist his arms underneath his legs, so even though they were still bound, they were at least in front of his body rather than behind. He took the deepest breath he could manage while working to stay balanced before diving underneath the water’s surface.

The deep blue was inherently peaceful, serene in the face of the chaotic situation, along with the life and death stakes. It was indifferent, a silent spectator, a cool realm of endless, cerulean gradients sequestered off from the world of man.

Damon kicked his legs and arms in rhythmic opposition, swimming more like a sea snake than a person. Saltwater stung his eyes, and even after only a handful of seconds, he could feel the air going stale in his lungs.

“I’m farther down,” said Myr. “Much farther down. Please… Please don’t stop swimming.”

He wasn’t going to, but he had no way of telling her that. Instead, he just kept kicking, kept pulling with his arms, and kept the hope alive as he forced his body deeper.

“I’ve always believed in you, Damon,” whispered Myr. “You’re so much stronger than you know. On a level that goes deeper than skill or power. You have a strong heart.”

He could hear her voice as though it was closer, but the water was opaque even at a distance of a few feet. He’d gone so far down, and a burning ache was spreading through his chest.

“I don’t want to sound pushy, but it would be really unpleasant for me to spend the rest of my existence rusting at the bottom of the ocean,” said Myr. “You’re close. Turn right a bit. Your right, not mine.”

Damon scowled a bit and shifted his direction. He was too deep now, past the point of having enough breath to make it back to the surface. He’d had an idea about how to use the sword to help him back up when he’d first gone under, but it was hard to focus when the core of his effort was dedicated to controlling his growing sense of panic.

“Here!” cried Myr. “I’m right here! On the rock!”

He blinked, focusing his eyes through the cloudy water. His myrblade was balanced precariously on the edge of an underwater slope, with the ocean’s true bottom looming like a dark chasm off to the side. Colorful fish swirled in patterned masses, and seaweed swayed at the whim of the hidden current.

Damon seized the weapon in both hands as though taking hold of a lifeline in midair. He hissed out a stream of bubbles, heart pounding as he tried to think of a way to use it to save himself. He was drowning. It was the tradeoff he’d made to descend so deep.

“Just do what you’ve practiced,” whispered Myr. “You’re a wielder, Damon. Show them your heart!”

Her encouragement was vague, but still welcome. Damon shifted his legs into position to kick off the cliff. He felt a strange mixture of relief, confusion, and an overwhelming need to breathe. He thought of the stories Malon used to tell of the monsters dwelling deep underwater, sea dragons and leviathans.

His fingers twitched on the hilt of his sword.

***

Austine stared out into the ocean, watching a flock of gulls swooping and diving for fish in the distance. The ship’s deck was calm, almost quiet, though he could hear either Princess Kastet or Damon’s sister softly crying from where they stood behind him.

Strangely, he felt an urge to comfort them, or at least express his own conflict over how the situation had played out. He should have stopped Aldric, but then again, where would that have led? His hand went to the crest on his neck, rubbing it absent-mindedly, thinking about old decisions and new mistakes.

“I know it was you who gave them the warning before they left the castle,” said Aldric. The Captain of the Queen’s Guard moved to lean against the railing next to Austine. One of Aldric’s hands hung near his sword hilt, hinting at a threat which Austine knew the other man was smart enough not to commit to.

“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” said Austine.

“Get your loyalties in check,” said Aldric. “You serve Avarice. Queen Anise is the Godking’s faithful ally. You have no business interfering in her family matters.”

“You’re paranoid, Aldric. Have you spent much time in Avaricia? I can recommend a few brothels to help you relax once we arrive in the city.”

Austine shifted forward against the railing, still looking out across the ocean.

“I intend on reporting your insubordination to the Godking,” said Aldric. “Let your master decide how much he values obedience in his lessors.”

“Go right ahead.”

Austine’s aloof dismissal of the other man’s concerns seemed to enflame him, rather than push past the issue. Aldric seized him by the shoulder, but hesitated, following his gaze instead of escalating the conflict.

“You keep staring out into the ocean,” said Aldric. “Expecting company?”

“It’s always a possibility.”

“He’s dead,” said Aldric. “You saw him go under. Dead, or soon to be dead.”

“Maybe,” said Austine. “But maybe not. I know Damon Al-Kendras. He’s resilient, not unlike myself.”

“I would recommend against projecting the size of your ego onto his odds of survival.”

Austine snorted and was about to clap back with a quip of his own when the gulls in the distance suddenly fled from their spot in the ocean. The water was deceptively still for an instant that felt paused, almost frozen.

A series of concentric ripples emanated from a point amid the waves, and then a monster burst forth. It gleamed like crystal in the light of the afternoon sun, rising alongside the ship before curling overhead.

It was a sea snake, wide enough to swallow a man and longer than the galleon itself. Its body was made of pure ice, but that was a fact that unnerved Austine even as it let him make sense of the thing.

He looked toward the monster’s head, and as expected, saw a familiar figure mounted atop it.


CHAPTER 41

Damon sucked in several blessedly sweet breaths of air as he clung to his carefully constructed ice leviathan. He’d been stealthy on his approach, only poking his head above water when he needed to breathe and keeping his creation otherwise hidden until he’d drawn near the galleon.

He’d never applied his myrblade’s ice magic to such a large project before, though of course, he’d never tried using the blade in the midst of an ocean of near limitless resources. His only constraint lay in the extent of Myr’s magical reserves, which would recover in time and had barely been tapped since he used the weapon to help Vel and Kastet escape the castle.

He let the ice leviathan’s body curve as he angled the frozen monster over the ship, punching a hole through the mainsail as he passed by. It was all a ruse, all for show, but no less impressive because of it.

The ice leviathan wasn’t actually maneuverable or dangerous, at least not in the way the men watching from below might assume. The only difference between it and the basic ice pillars he’d practiced back at the farmstead was in its detail and form. And, True Divine, what a difference that was.

He suppressed a shiver as he let the ice leviathan dive low, sinking back underneath the ocean’s surface. Let the men on the ship panic for a minute as they considered what mayhem the sea monster might cause from below.

Damon tightened his grip on his myrblade, freezing the ship’s rudder solid as he passed by underneath. He surfaced again on the back of the ice leviathan, this time letting it smash through the ship’s railing and slide to a stop on deck. Hopping down, he let the construct dissolve before any of the sailors could get a close look. No need to expose his trick for the deception that it was.

“It’s over, Aldric,” he called. “My companions and I will be 
departing this ship. It’s up to you how much of your men’s blood will stain the deck before we do.”

Aldric drew his sword, his face contorting into a mask of rage and disbelief. Some of the armed men on deck followed suit. Others shifted toward more distant sections of the ship, as though they could dissolve into the background.

It was a confidence game, or in less flattering terms, a bluff. Damon couldn’t fight Aldric, Austine, and the rest of the men. He needed to get Kastet and Vel, who were both watching from the upper deck, and get off the ship.

“Lord Austine,” said Aldric. “Handle this fool.”

Austine let out a derisive snort. “I think I’ll pass. We aren’t due for a rematch just yet.”

He shot Damon an encouraging smirk and stepped back. Aldric glanced over his shoulder at his men before locking his gaze back on Damon.

“I’ll handle him myself, then,” said Aldric. “You’re no soldier, Damon Al-Kendras. Your sword and magic tricks won’t save you in a real duel.”

Damon furrowed his brow, intrigued by Aldric’s murky logic. He caught Aldric’s sword as it came down for the opening strike, deflecting it neatly. They circled each other with mutual wariness. Aldric was good, Damon could tell that much from simply watching his footwork.

They parried a few more strikes, momentum shifting back and forth, never settling. Damon’s thoughts were as much on his objective as on the duel. He wasn’t there to beat Aldric, and in fact, doing so through conventional means might even work against his end goal.

“I’m barely even exerting myself,” said Aldric. “Is this the best you can do?”

Damon resisted the urge to answer honestly and admit that no, it wasn’t. He was distracted, and Aldric took advantage of it, pressing 
on the attack and forcing him back. One of Aldric’s slashes clanged forcefully against his myrblade, nearly bouncing the water-slick hilt out of Damon’s grip.

He caught the next strike and deflected it to the side but wasn’t ready for the low kick Aldric followed it up with. An unfortunate and rather painful pop sounded from his knee, and he found he could no longer put his full weight on the leg. He’d been lazy, and now Aldric was intent on making him pay for it.

Damon fell back, defending as Aldric pushed him toward the gap in the railing where the ice leviathan had crashed onto the deck. It was right where Aldric wanted him, defending with his back to the open ocean, primed to be pushed off the ship at any time.

Coincidentally, it was also right where Damon wanted Aldric.

“Can I ask you a question?” he said.

Aldric had pushed him within a few feet of the gap in the railing. He literally had no room to retreat backward, and with his injured leg, no dexterity to evade to either side. Aldric grinned, pausing for long enough to glance over at his men and savor his imminent victory.

“Of course, Damon Al-Kendras,” said Aldric. “If your tone is polite enough, perhaps mercy is still within the realm of possibility.”

“How long can you hold your breath?”

Aldric stared at him, shaking his head in misguided amusement. Damon let the tip of his myrblade touch the puddle of water left over from his ice leviathan, which both men were currently standing in.

The ice locked Aldric’s feet to the deck first, securing him in place. It moved upward from there, creeping along his body. There was no shortage of moisture to supply Damon’s magic, and in truth, he didn’t need all that much.

“What is this?” cried Aldric. “Treachery! You cheat!”

The Captain of the Queen’s Guard slammed his sword down into the ice as it worked its way up his legs, covering his waist. Damon 
didn’t bother freezing his arms, instead focusing the ice over the other man’s neck, and then his face. He saw the look of horror in Aldric’s eyes as the ice plugged his mouth and nose.

Leaving Aldric’s arms free meant that the ship’s crew were able to watch him panic from a distance as he tried to claw the ice off with his fingertips, to no avail. Damon slowly sheathed his myrblade, gesturing to Kastet and Vel to hurry over to him.

“Captain Aldric never answered my question, so I have no idea how long he’ll last like that before suffocating,” said Damon. “My companions and I will be taking your rowboat, enough food and water for two weeks, and our belongings. I would recommend you prepare that for us before we begin to test the limits of Aldric’s lungs.”

From nearby, Austine began to laugh uncontrollably. Damon’s hand shot down to his sword hilt, ready for another fight, until he realized his old friend had no intention intervening.

“Well played, Damon,” said Austine. “I suppose I’ll see you on the other side of the ocean. I hope you have a plan for managing the waves in that rowboat.”

“Would I trust the lives of myself and my friends to it if I didn’t?” asked Damon.


CHAPTER 42

“Can’t you use your ice magic to propel us forward somehow?” asked Vel.

“It’s not that simple,” said Damon. “The trick with the ice leviathan would probably end up capsizing the boat, rather than speeding our progress. Same with ice gliding.”

The three of them were sitting on the benches within the rowboat. Damon had taken up the majority of rowing over the past few hours, as it required strength that Vel and Kastet simply didn’t have. They’d been out of sight of The Lonely Seagull
 for most of the afternoon, but it was hard to tell if they were making much progress beyond the pull of the current.

“You should rest,” said Kastet. “I’m sure we’ll find a ship capable of picking us up sooner or later. Rowing faster won’t lead to it happening sooner.”

“True enough,” said Damon. He sighed and stretched out his shoulders. “Well, at least you’ll have an interesting story to tell about your harrowing escape from your evil stepmother, Kastet.”

Kastet smiled and set her hand on his leg. “An interesting story, indeed. Though I still question whether Anise is truly evil, or just misguided. We know so little about what really happened. Gabriel’s body was never found, after all.”

Vel drew inward, hugging her knees. Damon reached out, gently rubbing her shoulders.

“How do you feel, Vel?” he asked.

“Better,” she said. “Ever since aesta helped me when Jilou was attempting to invade my dream, it’s felt as though my mind has been back to being my own. I can hear her whispering now and then, but it’s distant and a little easier to ignore.”

“You had me fooled along with Captain Aldric when you played as though she’d possessed you,” he said.

Vel shrugged. “It’s not a hard role to pretend when it’s one I’ve previously lived.”

She looked out across the water, and a dark expression took hold on her face. Damon pulled her into a gentle hug and sought her lips with his.

She gave him her cheek, though Damon could tell from her eyes that she wanted more, just as he did. Kastet was with them, and the three of them wouldn’t be getting much privacy for the next few days, or possibly weeks.

He considered what that meant. He would need to explain to Vel what happened between him and Kastet in the crate, and explain to Kastet why it was something that could never happen again.

It was a small price to pay for their safety and freedom. He’d done the impossible, and he was proud of himself beyond words.

Damon worked the oars to keep them moving, stopping late in the afternoon to rifle through the supplies Aldric’s men had been kind enough to lend them. He let out a triumphant laugh when his search turned up a bottle of deep amber liquor.

“Now look what we have here,” he said. “Is anyone else in the mood to get drunk? There’s plenty to share.”

“We’re adrift at sea, under the hot sun, with a limited supply of clean water,” said Vel. “Liquor seems like a bad idea.”

“I agree,” said Damon. “Best to get rid of the evil temptation as soon as possible.”

He popped the cork and took a long sip, sighing as the drink relaxed muscles he hadn’t realized he’d been tensing. The boat swayed over the waves. The sun dipped low on the horizon, its red-orange reflection distorted across the ocean.

“I suppose I could use a few sips of that after what I’ve been through,” said Kastet.

“Here.” Damon slid over to her, putting an arm around her shoulders as he handed over the bottle. “Drink as much as you 
want.”

“Damon!” said Vel. “Don’t be so familiar with her. She’s still a princess!”

“It’s fine,” said Kastet. “Damon will always have a place in my heart for how willing he was to help me and my brother.”

She sagged a bit at her own mention of Gabriel. She made to hand the bottle back to Damon, but he shook his head, encouraging her to take another sip.

“We’ll avenge him, Kastet,” he said. “It may not be a fast or direct process, but eventually, we’ll find a way to do him justice.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Really, Damon. Thank you for everything. There will be no small amount of compensation in store for you once I find a path back to my inheritance.”

“I like the sound of that,” said Damon.

Kastet gave him a curious smile as she turned her face toward his. “Anything you want.”

Damon squeezed her a bit closer with the arm he still had around her. “Money. Maybe a title to go with it. I got used to the way you called me Lord Damon.
”

“It does have a certain ring to it, doesn’t it?” said Kastet. “Lord Damon.”

“I want a horse for reward, if it’s not too much to ask,” said Vel. “A pretty, purebred one that’s young and fast.”

“Just a horse?” asked Kastet. “I could help find you a husband, as well?”

“Um…” Vel gave an ambivalent shrug. “Maybe?”

“We’ll have to throw a feast once you’re back on your throne,” said Damon. “With plenty of wine and meat. Some pies and candied fruit.”

“Fresh apple pie would be divine,” said Vel.

“Cakes, too,” said Kastet. “A fruitcake with maple frosting.”

They continued on, listing off foods and drinks in the earnest manner only castaways can. The future, beyond the clouds, was bright.

THE END
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