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CHAPTER 1

Damon felt a palpable sense of homecoming as he made his way down the road leading from Morotai toward the farmstead. He and Vel had set out to Hearthold nearly two months earlier. Between the chaos of the capital city and their meandering route across the ocean, it felt like a far longer absence than it had been, in truth.

The afternoon was crisp and sunny, imbued with the gentle serenity common to the forest once the season had passed midsummer’s peak. Damon walked at the front of the group, though it made no real difference, as close to home as they were. He and Vel could find their way back blindfolded at this point.

“Can we slow down for a bit?” asked Kastet. “I’m afraid I’m out of breath.”

The young, currently disinherited princess was doubled over and sweating profusely. She wore a plain gray tunic, one of Vel’s old ones, which had been Ria’s long before that, along with plain leggings. Her chestnut-brown hair was tied up into a simple bun, though a small collection of unruly strands seemed insistent on coming loose across her face.

“Of course, milady,” said Vel. She stepped up to Kastet’s side, pulling out a waterskin and presenting it to her. Vel’s traveling outfit was similar to Kastet’s, though the style fit her far better. She stood at her princess’s side, obedient, demure, so different from the oftentimes bratty girl she presented to her family.

“I didn’t realize it was going to be such a long walk,” said Kastet. “I can’t help but wonder if it would have made more sense to take a carriage.”

Damon resisted the temptation of a teasing smile. “We already took a carriage from Silke to Morotai. It would have been money wasted on a needless convenience.”

It would also have been far from the first unnecessary expenditure of coin throughout their journey, though he knew better than to point it out. After their escape from 
The Lonely Seagull
, they’d spent a day and a half adrift in a rowboat before being picked up by another ship headed to Telsius, an island city state in the middle of the Endless Ocean.

Kastet had insisted on staying at the most expensive inn available, which would have been fine, had they not lingered for nearly a week waiting for a suitable ship to carry them the rest of the way back to Veridan’s Curve.

“I’ve always been of the opinion that carriages are efficient in terms of cost,” said Kastet. “It’s paying for a utility, rather than splurging on a needless extravagance.”

“I respect that distinction, but we don’t have coin left over for utilities or splurging,” said Damon. “We’re lucky we managed to make it back to the tower, given how fast we burned through our funds.”

He turned around, making to start back down the trail as much to get home as to hide his current expression. He was unnerved by the way Kastet spent her money, but the fact that she had almost nothing left with which to pay him, her essential and loyal retainer, was what truly horrified him.

He would have made more if he’d stayed behind and helped Malon on the farm. The tradeoff being that Kastet would likely still be imprisoned or dead if he had, and Vel might be magically enslaved as Jilou’s puppet.

Life was full of sacrifice and disappointment.

“We aren’t far away, milady,” said Vel. “It’ll be so nice to be back. We’ll be able to rest, and my aesta will no doubt have advice for us on what to do next.”

“I would gladly accept any that she has to give,” said Kastet. “I have my own thoughts on how to move forward now that Anise has usurped the throne, but the situation is complicated, I must admit…”

She stopped to breathe again, her face flushed and slick with sweat. Damon let his pace slow, meandering over to the side of the 
trail to clear a young branch which was beginning to encroach into traveled space.

“You might not like what she has to tell you,” said Damon.

“Perhaps not,” said Kastet. “That doesn’t mean I shouldn’t hear it. I appreciate Lady Malon’s support, as I appreciate yours, Lord Damon.”

She stood upright again, smiling and setting a gentle hand on his shoulder. Damon noticed the way Vel’s mouth quirked sideways as she watched them, as it had for so many of the small, borderline intimate gestures with which Kastet had favored him over the past weeks.

He moved to stand next to Vel as soon as they continued forward, letting his fingers brush hers, but not making a move to hold her hand. She could hold his if she so chose. That was the message he both wanted and needed to send.

Vel would never be so open about her feelings toward him in front of Kastet. She cared about her Princess’s opinion, even when it ran directly contrary to her own emotions and desires. Especially now, given how Damon and Kastet’s relationship had veered slightly beyond basic friendship.

He felt as though he’d been engaged in a prolonged tightrope walk in his efforts to hold the balance between both women. More often than not, it came down to simply maintaining his own sense of control. Vel was a sister to him in all but name. Kastet was silver spoon royalty, destined for either greatness or great chaos.

“Another sip of water, maybe,” said Kastet. “Thank you, Velanor.”

She accepted the waterskin, spilling half the contents on herself and Vel in her haste to uncork it and take a drink. They both brushed away the spill, pulling their shirts downward and taut against their chests in the process. The wet fabric was woefully inadequate to hide the young, untouched curves of their breasts.

Damon couldn’t look away. He wasn’t a slave to his desires, but he’d gone so long, True Divine, so long

 without sex, and Vel and Kastet were young, attractive, and genuinely fun. They both might be willing to play in different contexts, and they both were off limits.

“We can have my aesta wash and dry our clothes when we reach the tower,” said Vel. “It’s no trouble for her. We can bathe in the lake and change into some of my spare stuff when we’re ready to relax.”

Vel and Kastet, naked and soaping themselves up in warm lake water… The mental image was almost too much.

“I would prefer to take a proper hot bath, I think,” said Kastet.

“There is our preference, and then there is reality,” said Damon. “We aren’t always so lucky as to have them align.”

Kastet frowned, shaking her head slightly. “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”

“Um…” said Vel, awkwardly. “We don’t really have a bathtub at the tower, milady. We’ve always just bathed in the lake.”

Damon suspected that the confused stare the princess offered back at Vel was one he’d be seeing often over the next few days.


CHAPTER 2

The farmstead drew into view as Damon and the others approached the end of the trail and the edge of the clearing. He slowed his pace, accepting an unexpected mixture of emotions upon taking in the sight of his home.

The tower looked smaller after experiencing the grandeur of the buildings in Hearthold, smaller even than it had when he’d first come home from Avaricia. It was still a subtle effect, a matter of perspective, easy to shake off, but impossible to ignore completely.

It was no more than an afterthought in his mind, however, as he thought of his impending reunion with Malon, and hopefully Ria. Vel, who carried both her own traveling bag and Kastet’s, seemed as though she was ready to take off toward the tower at a sprint if not for the weight of her burdens. Damon shared her enthusiasm.

Malon was in the garden, and he saw her before she saw him. She was down on her knees, weeding the potato plants, hands and upper arms streaked with dirt. She’d tucked her red braid into the neckline of her shirt, and her face had a light tan that paired well with the light freckles across her face.

She was a beautiful woman, imbued with the types of assets that men would obsess over and go to war for. She was also surprisingly youthful in appearance, despite having raised three children to adulthood. Damon pinpointed the instant her green eyes finally flicked in their direction and let himself sink into the beautiful smile she flashed in reaction.

“Aesta!” shouted Vel, running ahead of him and Kastet.

“Seta,” said Malon, pulling her into a tight embrace.

To Damon, it felt so right, so perfect, to see them share a reunion like that. Vel had sought out Malon’s help often in the days after their escape from Hearthold, both to keep Jilou at bay in her dreams, and for the simple advice and comfort her aesta had to offer.

“I didn’t think you’d be back for a few days to come,” said Malon.

“Kastet was keen on us taking the most… expediated travel options available,” said Damon. “It’s good to see you again, aesta. Truly.”

He moved to give her a hug of his own. She folded her arms and stepped back, making no attempt at accepting the embrace.

“It’s good to have you back home, solas,” she said. Her voice was cool, almost annoyed, and he felt suitably rebuffed. He was crushed to be on the receiving end of her ire for no real discernable reason after so many days on the road. He didn’t let it show.

“You haven’t seen the tower yet, have you, Kastet?” asked Damon.

Vel answered for her, seeming much more like herself back among family. “She had little reason to come out this way, so there was no chance for me to show her my true home. Allow me, milady, to give you a proper tour.”

She grinned and gestured for Kastet to follow. Damon felt a sneaking premonition as he walked along after them, with Malon just behind him.

“Velanor, when you told me we could seek refuge at your estate, I had no idea it would be in such a… far-flung location,” said Kastet.

“I would have assumed Velanor had told you more about her home,” said Malon.

Vel’s shoulders slumped a bit as she sensed the princess did not necessarily share her enthusiasm for their new living situation.

“Um…” said Vel, opening the front door. “This is the common room. We usually eat our meals together, here, around the table.”

“And your food is cooked in the…?” Kastet glanced around, searching for a dedicated kitchen which didn’t exist.

“Over the fire,” answered Damon. A slanted smile snuck across his face. Kastet’s confusion felt like fair revenge for being unable to stop her from wasting money on so many overpriced inns and unneeded carriages.

“You have a cook, though, I would assume?” asked Kastet. “Along with someone to tend to the small chores?”

“Our aesta handles most of the cooking, though we all pitch in with scrounging up ingredients,” said Damon. “The small chores, such as chopping firewood, or shoveling the horse dung, get shared by all of us. You’ll be taking a turn at them soon enough.”

“I… will?” asked Kastet. “Will I?”

She shot a confused glance at Vel, and then one toward Malon, who seemed ever so gracious and understanding.

“The pace of life may be different from what you’re used to, Princess, but I’m sure you’ll adjust easily enough,” said Malon. “We’ll find means for you to contribute in your own way. There’s no sense in saddling you with chores that are a bad match to your experience.”

“I would appreciate that, Lady Malon,” said Kastet, with a slight curtsy. “Just out of curiosity. What’s the quality of the inn we passed on our way through Morotai?”

“The Smoke and Stage,” said Damon. “That’s Jonna’s inn. It’s nothing like what you’re used to in Hearthold, but that’s beside the point. You don’t have enough money for that.”

“I have accounts in my own name,” said Kastet. “…Back in Hearthold.”

The defeat was obvious in her tone. Damon almost felt bad for her, if not for the nature of her current circumstances, then for the simple shock it must have been to have her entire life uprooted so swiftly. He could relate to that kind of change.

“We have plenty of room for you here, Kastet,” said Malon. “Or at least, we will, with a bit of adjusting. I found an extra mattress at a cheap price the last time Ria and I were in Morotai that I can set out for you.”

“How has Ria been?” asked Damon. “Is she off wandering again?”

Malon gave him a genuine smile and shook her head. “She’s 
mostly stayed close. She’s taking to training in the forest, but I have no doubt she’ll return tonight for dinner.”

At Kastet’s insistence, Vel continued the tour into the lesser-used, upstairs floors of the tower. Damon wondered if the princess was holding out hope that there might be hidden accommodations more suitable for her higher up. Regardless, it give him a chance to speak with Malon alone and honestly.

“I missed you,” he said, stepping forward. “It wasn’t the same seeing you through dreamspelling, though I did appreciate having the amulet on hand.”

Malon sighed, fighting a smile as she set her hands on her hips. Damon finally pulled her into the hug she’d managed to avoid earlier. Her body was so soft and familiar. He inhaled, smelling faint traces of crimson sap and wildflowers.

“Solas,” she whispered.

Damon kissed her on the cheek, letting the embrace grow deeper and distinctly less appropriate. Malon’s plump breasts pressed against his chest. He ran a hand up her back, touching and playing with her braid. Malon cleared her throat and pushed him back just as he began to grow hard.

“I have missed you,” he said. “Not just as my aesta.”

“Hold your tongue,” said Malon. “You have things to answer for.”

She prodded him in the chest with a finger to accentuate her point. Damon shook his head and frowned.

“What did I do?” he asked.

“Seta. We’ve kept in touch through the dreamspell amulet, as I’ve kept in touch with you. She isn’t good at keeping secrets, solas.”

Damon almost wanted to argue that point, but the words died on his lips as he realized what Malon meant. “She… told you about what happened between us in Hearthold?”

He and Vel had given in and had sex. Several times, though it had 
only been before the situation in Hearthold had grown turbulent. They’d managed to stay appropriate with one another after that, in no small part due to Kastet’s constant presence.

“We had a deal, solas,” said Malon. “You agreed to it willingly, and then failed to uphold your end. Why didn’t you reach out to me?”

He resisted the urge to apologize as he thought about what had actually happened in Hearthold. “It wasn’t that simple.”

“This is what men so often say after making a bad decision off the edge of their lust.”

“That doesn’t make it any less true,” he said, stepping closer. “It was after I went to see my… after I saw Wyden Starch.”

“Ah.”

Damon nodded, feeling no need to elaborate and no willingness to. He reached out, gently teasing the end of Malon’s braid.

“Vel was there for me after it happened.” He shrugged. “I needed her. I’m not perfect, aesta. Far from it. But as much of a mistake as it was to give in, I question the path I might have gone down if I hadn’t.”

Malon sighed, taking her hand into his. “I can understand how emotional you may have been at the time. Truly, I can. But it’s still no excuse for breaking a promise. Seta at least expressed regret over what happened.”

“I’m not surprised,” said Damon. “She tends to lean into her sense of responsibility and propriety when she’s around Kastet. I almost forget how bratty she can be at home sometimes when I see her as a prim and proper lady-in-waiting.”

The sound of Kastet and Vel coming back downstairs drew both of their attention.

“Her worlds are about to collide,” said Malon. “I get the sense that the next few days are going to be rather complicated for her and her princess.”

“Lady Malon, I thought I might draft a few letters to send by courier to some of my allies in the area,” said Kastet. “Do you have any capable ones nearby who might deliver them to town for me?”

Vel cringed from where she stood next to Kastet. Damon and Malon exchanged knowing smiles.

“I’m afraid we don’t have any couriers here, Your Highness,” said Malon.

“You… don’t have any?” repeated Kastet.

“I get the feeling this is going to take some adjusting for you,” said Damon.


CHAPTER 3

Damon volunteered himself for a few chores to get back on Malon’s good side. He spent an hour chopping firewood and doing his best to keep from looking in the direction of the lake, where Vel and Kastet were bathing.

Vel had threatened to advise Kastet to execute him once she was back in power if he peeped, and while it was clearly an empty threat, he was aware of how tough the first few nights at the tower would be for the princess.

Despite the odd sense of enjoyment he took in watching such a powerful, pampered woman squirm, Damon empathized with the cards Kastet had been dealt. Unlike him and Vel, she had no home to return to, no loving family waiting to welcome her back. She was alone, and he doubted she was handling that fact as well as she seemed to be on the surface.

After finishing with the firewood, Damon paid the horses a visit, brushing them and mucking out their stalls. Vel and Kastet had finished bathing, so he headed past the lake and back to the tower.

Ria stood in the common room. She wore a traditional Remenai spiral tunic made from twisting leaf cloth, with a skirt long enough to wear as a dress. Her black hair was longer than Damon remembered, falling just past her shoulders, with the single stripe of silver pulling away from the rest of her locks.

She was tall, with the telltale pointed Rem ears and fantastically vivid violet eyes. She turned to face him as he entered, setting a small parchment-wrapped bundle on the table behind her.

“Damon,” she said, her voice flowing and playful. “You’ve returned.”

“I have,” he said, grinning at her. “It’s good to see you, Ria.”

It was an understatement by miles. He’d missed Ria fiercely, and unlike with Malon, he had no way of communicating with her when the two of them were apart. He’d missed her so much that he wasn’t 
sure how to greet her, whether to play it cool and simply talk, or rush over and pull her into a lover’s embrace.

Their relationship had stretched and shifted over the past half year. Damon still remembered how wild their initial romance had been, with him drawing the matridai on her face and ploughing her so intensely that Malon had sent him on errands outside the farmstead just to put distance between them.

“Was your journey enjoyable?” asked Ria.

“At times,” he said. “It was certainly eventful.”

“Did you partake in many new experiences?” Ria leaned back against the table, crossing her legs.

“Here and there,” he said. “But you know me. I’ve seen enough of the world to be resistant to its novelties and enthrallments.”

Ria let out a small snort. “You are still imbued with a high opinion of yourself, it seems.”

“Always.” He took a step forward, closing the distance between them, though still not facing her directly. “Hearthold is a bustling city, but it takes a lot to draw me in.”

“Not as much as you seem to think,” said Ria with a smirk.

They stared at each other for several silent, wavering seconds. Damon was as unsure as ever where he stood in Ria’s eyes. She was so different from Vel, with her bratty exterior and tender core, or Malon, authoritative and off limits. Ria was inherently wild and unpredictable, in both the best and worst ways.

“I hope you’ve been keeping up with your training,” said Damon.

“Is that a challenge I hear in your tone?” asked Ria.

“Of course. It’s been too long since we’ve last sparred.”

“For good reason,” said Ria. “I had thought you were still sore over being handled by me in the tournament.”

“It’s been months since then. It won’t be you handling me this time.”

“Oh?” Ria’s smirk became a full-blown grin. “You think you can take me, young Damon?”

He got in her face, loving her for the way she did whatever it was she always did. “I do, and I will.”

“Dangerous words.”

“I know.”

She bit her lower lip. Damon’s fingers grazed the side of her hip. Footsteps sounded from upstairs, and he let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding as he and Ria rushed to move away from one another.

“Good timing, solas,” said Malon. “I have the water boiling for the stew. Can you chop up the potatoes for me?”

“I’d be more than willing to, aesta,” he said.

“So obedient,” said Ria. “You have missed Malon as well, then?”

“I’ve missed you both,” said Damon, a little tersely.

“Seta, would you mind checking on Velanor and Kastet?” asked Malon. “It would be best for the three of you to work out your sleeping arrangements now, rather than at bedtime. We have an extra mattress, but it will still need to be set down on the floor.”

“The room will be crowded with three beds, won’t it?” asked Damon. “Why not put the spare mattress in my room?”

Malon sighed and shook her head, while Ria didn’t even bother attempting to contain her laughter.

“Did you actually think I might agree to that, solas?” asked Malon.

“He does not think in terms of logic and reason when it comes to sleeping arrangements, it seems,” said Ria.

“I’m just saying…”

“We know exactly what you’re saying,” said Malon. “You need to watch yourself. We have a guest.”

She gave him a pointed look. Damon let it drop and focused on 
cutting potatoes.

It didn’t take long for the stew to cook once it was underway. Vel and Kastet entered the common room, both freshly clean and wearing nightclothes. Damon blinked in surprise, recognizing the nightgown Kastet was wearing as one of Vel’s, and finding it hard not to compare and contrast the fit.

Kastet was a small woman, more petite even than Vel, which left the gown’s front sagging low enough to reveal newly acquired tan lines across her pale flesh. She noticed Damon looking at her, blushing and giving him a not unwelcoming smile.

“It feels so wonderful to have a full table again,” said Malon. “Damon, could you grab a bottle of wine from the pantry?”

“Absolutely.”

He stood up, bringing glasses with him as he came back, and poured everyone a drink. He hesitated as he reached Vel’s cup, wondering if Malon would interject, given her previously expressed concerns of Vel drinking while technically under her twentieth year. Vel shot Damon a subtle glare that made him stifle a smile as he quickly poured her some.

She was close to her normal self again, which was more of a relief than he could put into words. Damon still remembered how distraught and lost Vel had seemed after being used as Jilou’s weapon against Prince Gabriel. They hadn’t spoken about it since leaving Hearthold, and he doubted they’d speak about it that night, unless Vel brought it up.

“I have heard some of the tale of what the three of you went through in Hearthold,” said Ria. “Kastet, do you mind if I delve for more detail on a few points? I would like to be of a deeper understanding of the current political situation.”

“I’ll answer to the best of my ability,” said Kastet. “I know only about what happened in Hearthold’s court. I was hoping to reach out to Lilian and get a sense of what’s occurred in Avaricia over the past few months, but I’m increasingly unsure of how to do so safely.”


CHAPTER 4

Damon listened to Ria asking a few basic questions about Queen Anise and Princess Jilou as he dug into his stew. It was hot and full of flavor, beef, and potatoes and salt. Malon had warmed fresh bread to eat alongside it, with generous pats of butter, a rarity in their household, spread across each slice.

“I was hoping I could use the inroads you have with the Remenai clans of the Malagantyan to reinforce my claim,” said Kastet.

“It is… not that simple,” said Ria. “The clans I have spoken to were already hesitant to involve themselves in the political struggles of the Merinians.”

“This situation affects all of Veridan’s Curve,” said Kastet. “I do still have allies. I’m sure Wrath will offer her support in whatever way she can once I’ve caught her up on the situation.”

Kastet shot a glance in Damon’s direction that he neither wanted nor needed. She and Vel had been at the inn on the night before they’d left for Hearthold, when Wrath had come to his room. They’d overheard enough to know that he’d bedded her, but it wasn’t as though a single night of impulsivity gave him any deeper sense of her.

“I would not place my trust in one of the Divine Remnants without understanding more about their true intentions,” said Malon.

“Wrath holds a deep grudge against Avarice, one that’s spanned lifetimes rather than years,” said Kastet. “I believe I can trust her to stand against the Godking, and my stepmother along with him, given their alliance.”

Damon glanced toward Malon and then toward Ria, both of whom seemed openly skeptical. He looked at Vel as well, though she seemed less than interested in contradicting her princess.

There was an obvious point that none of them had brought up or addressed. The question of whether Kastet was truly safe on the 
farmstead given how eager Queen Anise would be to recapture or even assassinate her, was a valid one.

Damon would have raised it directly if not for the fact that there was little they could do to avert such a scenario, other than staying vigilant. He decided to be a bit more circumspect.

“What’s the situation been like here at the tower?” asked Damon. “Has anyone new passed through the area recently?”

Malon shook her head. “It’s been quiet. I’ve had my hands full tending to chores. Seta has been more active in the forest. She might be able to provide a deeper insight on the matter.”

“Nothing new to report,” said Ria. “I hear your concern, however, young Damon. I will be alert to any changes over the next few days.”

She nodded to him, taking a sip of her wine. Damon wanted to ask about the bundle he’d seen her with as well, but he got the sense that she would have brought it up if it had been a topic meant for open discussion.

“Solas…” Malon folded her hands next to her bowl, looking at him with concern. “I still haven’t had a proper chance to discuss with you what happened with your father.”

Damon shrugged, keeping his expression still and ignoring the deep emotional ache. “It went how I should have expected it to, given what I knew about him. He had a message for you, aesta. So much was happening that I forgot to bring it up.”

“He did?” Malon furrowed her brow.

“He told me to tell you that he only ever did what he had to do, and knew it wasn’t always right. He said he only ever had a few choices and still found ways to make all the bad ones.” Damon looked at the faces around the table, taking a moment before finishing. “He said that to me before selling us out to Queen Anise and Captain Aldric.”

Nobody said anything. Ria reached her hand over to set atop his, and Vel rubbed his shoulder.

“Say the word, and I will go with you to seek revenge on this man,” said Ria. “He is not of your family, not as we are.”

“It’s alright,” said Damon. “I don’t care. It doesn’t matter.”

He shook his head, wishing more for the emotions and memories to be gone, rather than hating the man.

“Danio was an untrustworthy fool back when I knew him, solas,” said Malon. “I don’t mean to speak ill of the man, given your relation to him, but I want you to know that I share your perspective. He is a coward, and you are a better man than he ever was.”

Damon nodded, still keeping his face under control despite the surge her words sent through him. He wanted to doubt her, even though all of his experiences with his father supported her claim. She thought he was a better man than Danio had been. His heart raced as he thought about what that meant, and he forced himself not to read too deeply into it.

The conversation around the table shifted to lighter topics as the meal progressed. Kastet asked a few questions about the local area, namely where she might find a clothier and a perfumery. Vel gently explained that Morotai had neither, and Damon bit back a joke about how it made no difference, since she could hardly afford such expenses.

He finished his wine and helped Malon clear the table as the others began retiring to bed. The tower felt lively with Kastet as a guest. He found himself thinking of when Bylia had come to visit, and how tense it had been balancing his strange intimacy with Malon and the others against his romance with her.

It was different now, and he felt far less pressure to keep those secrets despite Kastet’s status. Perhaps because of her status. She was a princess, and they were coming to her aid in her time of need. Her concerns were on a higher level than who Damon was embracing or with whom he shared a bed, regardless of how lurid of an arrangement it may be.

Malon, on the other hand, was still diligent when it came to applying her watchful eye. She frowned at Damon as he brought back 
freshly washed dishes and began putting them away. Vel and Kastet were already in bed. Ria was loitering around the common room, ostensibly to finish her wine, though she kept shooting obvious glances in Damon’s direction.

“You’ll need your sleep after your long journey,” said Malon. “I’m trusting you not to get into any unneeded mischief tonight, solas.”

He tried to make his expression equal parts confused and innocent as he answered. “I’m not sure what you mean, aesta. I have nothing on my mind other than sleep.”

“Of that, I’m sure,” said Malon, looking back and forth between him and Ria.


CHAPTER 5

Damon waited with Ria in the common room until it became clear that Malon had no intention of retiring to bed before them. He resigned himself to getting some sleep and being patient.

He could always find time to spar with Ria tomorrow, perhaps take their training into the forest. Imagining the two of them, sweaty and panting, wrestling and rolling in the grass, made it impossible to deny a few shameful impulses roiling through both his loins and heart.

He didn’t fall asleep right away, which as it turned out, was rather fortunate. A quiet knock came at his door around an hour after he’d climbed into bed. He opened the door, finding Ria standing on the other side, clad in the green nightgown he’d bought her many months earlier and nothing else.

She didn’t say anything, merely flicking her head toward the tower’s door and stepping back. Damon didn’t bother putting clothes on beyond his undershorts, expecting the night to be warm enough to get away with it.

He and Ria crept through the common room, paying Malon’s ears the respect they deserved as they moved as silently as they could. They slipped outside and into the night. The stars were out, and a sliver of the ghost moon cast a teal-green hue across the clearing.

Ria had brought a lantern with her, and it wasn’t until they found a spot on the far side of the lake, out of view of the windows of the bedrooms, that Damon understood why. She pulled out a thin, leaf-rolled spliff, passing it to him to examine.

“This is heartlift weed,” he said, smelling the familiar aroma.

“We call it shienzyn
 in Konokai,” said Ria.

“You brought me out here to smoke with you?”

“Are you not interested?” she asked.

Damon chuckled. “I’m interested. I’m just surprised.”

He passed it back to her, and she quickly lit it from the lantern. Damon watched her pursing her lips as she inhaled, the ember on the opposite end flaring with orange. A sudden suspicion hit him, and he put it to voice.

“The bundle you had earlier today,” he said. “Was it more of this?”

“You are of a quick mind, young Damon,” said Ria. “Yes, it was. I wanted to speak with you about it.”

“The entire thing?” he asked. “How in the world did you get so much?”

She passed him the spliff. Damon took a slow hit as he listened to her answer.

“It is part of what I have been up to while you have been away,” she said. “One of the friendly clans I interact with had some shienzyn seeds they were willing to trade. I planted them, and the harvest was surprisingly good.”

“You’re growing your own heartlift weed?” he asked. “Does aesta know?”

“Do you suspect she would accept happily if I told her?” asked Ria.

“Maybe.” He shrugged and passed her the spliff back. “Probably not. She might be alright with it if you agreed to only use it for medicinal purposes.”

“She would demand that it stay in her alchemy cabinet,” said Ria. “I detest the way she treats us like foolish children. We are grown adults and have been for years.”

Damon nodded, feeling the heady, floating sensation of the drug overtaking him. “I mean, I can see where she’s coming from. This stuff can be addictive.”

“Addictive is another word for fun,” said Ria. “Though, I have more in mind to do with it than simply smoke it myself. Young 
Damon… Do you know anyone who might be interested in purchasing this shienzyn, this heartlift weed?”

He laughed outright and waited to take another hit before responding. “I would think you could find buyers among the Rem.”

“It is a common herb in the Malagantyan,” said Ria. “The price it goes for is far less than how it is valued in the Merinian colonies.”

She was sitting close to him and set a gentle hand on his leg, the tips of her fingers veering to rest on his inner thigh. Damon’s cock raced to a state of hardness at even that. It had been so long since he’d had any fun.

“I’d be the one fronting all the risk,” said Damon. “You need a license from the Godking to sell heartlift weed in Veridan’s Curve, one which I could never get.”

“When have you ever shied away from taking risks?” Ria bit her lower lip and slid her hand further up his leg, letting the edge of her fingers graze his cock through his undershorts.

“I’m saying you’d have to cut me in,” he said. “I want a share of the profits.”

“I could be flexible about that,” whispered Ria. “I would make sure you were satisfied.”

She began outright touching his tool, gently rubbing it through the fabric. It was painfully hard, and Damon’s breath caught as Ria touched him with fingers that knew all his weak points.

“You’re evil,” he said. “This isn’t a fair negotiation.”

“You love this, Damon,” she whispered. She stretched out, setting her head in his lap and kissing his inner thigh. “Be reasonable. Think about how much fun it could be to work together on this.”


Evil
 suddenly seemed like a gross under-assessment of Ria’s methods as she planted another kiss on his inner thigh and nibbled at the lower hem of his undershorts. Damon took a shallow breath and tried to keep from actively angling his erection to be closer to her mouth.

“Please, young Damon?” she whispered. “Think of the many perks that might come along with engaging in such mischief.”

She groped his bulge with one hand as she began to pull down his underwear with the other. Damon didn’t stop her. His cock sprang out into the open, as stiff and pointed as a dagger. Ria made no move to touch it now that it was loose, instead just watching his expression.

It was a mindlessly easy decision. All he had to do was agree, and he could sink his cock into her slutty mouth and dissolve into pleasure. All he had to do was agree… to sell heartlift weed without a license, as a wanted man who’d recently kidnapped a princess.

“The answer… is no,” he said, forcing the words out through gritted teeth. “It’s too risky, and I don’t like you manipulating me this way.”

“Manipulating you?” Ria let out an overly innocent-sounding gasp. “Damon, I have simply missed you. This deal would benefit us both, and once we have finished talking about it, I can show you just how much I have missed you.”

She slowly licked her lips, exhaling and letting her hot breath tickle his shaft. She really was evil. Well, two could play at that game.

“You know what?” Damon reached down and pulled his undershorts back up. “I think aesta should know about the heartlift weed.”

“You would not dare!” Ria grabbed his foot as he made to stand and walk away. “Damon!”

“I’m telling her,” he said. “It’s what you deserve after—”

Ria tackled him before he could start off toward the tower. They wrestled in the grass, both of them muttering out their irritation for the other.

“You are like a little boy for your precious aesta, ready to run off and tattle at a moment’s notice!” hissed Ria.

“Shut up!” snapped Damon. “You’re still doing it.”

“Doing what?” asked Ria. “Making valid points that leave you questioning your nature?”

He twisted, pinning Ria beneath him. She writhed, bucking her hips and making a significant amount of contact between their crotches. Enough for him to notice she wasn’t wearing girlshorts.

His lips found hers, though he wasn’t sure if he’d kissed her or she’d kissed him. They moved together, still wrestling, but now for very different reasons. Damon stripped his undershorts off, and in one swift, blissful motion, buried his cock midway into Ria’s tight, wet womanhood.

“Oh!” she moaned. “Mmm…”

“That’s my counteroffer,” he whispered.

“You foolish ass!” hissed Ria. “This will not happen tonight unless you agree to help me.”

“I’ll tell aesta,” said Damon. He got in a quick thrust, followed by three more, while she was still defenseless.

“Agree to help me at least find a buyer, Damon,” she said. “And then…”

“And then?”

She rocked her hips back and forth. “You know what then.”

Damon nodded. Ria’s legs abruptly closed around him, like a pitcher trap ensnaring a bee. Damon thrust into her madly, giving in to weeks of pent-up arousal. Being around Vel and Kastet had provided too much stimulation and not enough release. Ria, tall and tanned and curvaceous, was going to be
 his release.

“No patience,” moaned Ria. “No control. No…”

She trailed off as he fucked her harder. He groped one of her breasts and held her by the shoulder, squeezing his fingers as though still convinced she might try to squirm away. Ria was doing a lot of squirming, but it was for reasons separate from escaping him.

He kissed her and felt her tongue teasing his as her mouth sucked back greedily. His body tapped out a telltale, clapping rhythm 
against hers that seemed to infect the night with their lewdness. It was bold and wrong in all the best ways, and in all the worst ones. Malon had tried to stop them, so they’d snuck out, smoked together, and rolled around on the grass.

“True Divine.” Damon let out a low growl. “I forgot how tight you were.”

“Tighter since you left,” she whispered. “You need to stretch me open again, Damon.”

“I will,” he said. “This is an ongoing deal.”

“Mmm…”

“Anytime I want.”

“If you can take me, you can have me.”

He kissed her again, letting his fingers entwine with hers and pin one of her hands to the grass. He had no idea what she meant. If he could take her, he could have her? Did she really mean that?

At some point, they’d lost the spliff in the grass. Damon didn’t care. Ria was his drug for the night. He sank his cock as deep as it would go, leaning over her and grinding as though he was trying to work his sword into slightly too small of a sheath.

Ria whimpered, pressing her face, and then her teeth, into his shoulder. He’d have bite marks come morning, but he could worry about that later. He started pumping again, building up to an inevitable pace.

“That’s it,” she whispered. “Make me come, husband.”

Hearing her call him that was too much. Her fingers dug into his shoulders as he blew his load, tensing with disappointment. He had the wherewithal to pull out at the last second, finishing on her grass and her stomach, as Malon had once made Ria promise to make him do.

“So close,” sighed Ria.

“Who says I’m done?”

Damon slid downward, bringing his mouth to her second set of lips. Ria jerked and stiffened as he began gently kissing her, and then licking and sucking. She screamed in passion as she came.


CHAPTER 6

They cuddled together on the grass, both sweaty and panting and satisfied. Damon hadn’t realized how much he missed Ria until that very moment. It felt as though he’d been ignoring or perhaps even denying a part of their relationship, aided by the ocean between Hearthold and the tower.

Though now, she was looking at him with an expression that was less about romance. Damon tried to keep from smiling as he noticed her pleading eyes and the way she was gently drawing a circle on his chest with one finger.

“Will you at least consider helping me with my idea?” asked Ria. “I was counting on your agreement when I committed myself to growing the shienzyn.”

She kept up with the eyes and the dramatically desperate expression. Damon let out an exaggerated sigh and shook his head.

“You’re as bad as Vel when it comes to begging me for what you want,” he said.

Ria’s mouth twisted sideways into a curious smile. “Interesting that you would bring up Velanor at a time like this.”

“I just meant…” He winced, considering the greater context in which they’d just engaged with one another. “Ria. You should know that Vel and I were intimate during our time in Hearthold.”

“Were intimate?
”

“We had sex,” he said. “More than once.”

“I know.” Ria rubbed her hand along his chest. “Malon told me.”

She didn’t seem to care as far as he could see, or at least wasn’t going to make a big deal out of it this time. He still remembered how she’d reacted to him going to Vel on the night after the Honorshade Tournament.

“It was after I met with my father,” he said. “I was in an emotional place. He said some things to me which… got inside my 
head.”

“He was a real bastard, was he not?” said Ria.

Damon nodded. Ria leaned her head on her hand, elbow propped against the grass.

“I have explained to you before that I do not mind you being intimate with Velanor,” she said. “Yet you still have such guilt in your voice when you speak of being with her.”

Damon shrugged. “Aesta warned me away from leaning on the two of you like that. As though you were just… willing women, instead of family.”

He almost continued on to mention the deal that Malon had gotten out of him, which he’d quickly broken. He wasn’t sure he could endure Ria’s potentially mocking reaction if he explained it.

“Malon’s concerns are not unjustified, but the situation is not as simple as she attempts to make it,” said Ria. “Personally, I am glad Velanor was able to help you in Hearthold. As I have said before, I do not begrudge sharing you with her.”

“You say that so casually,” said Damon. “I’m not even sure that’s what this is.”

“I could be wrong,” said Ria. “She might be of a phase, for the moment. I still envision her marrying some dashing nobleman someday.”

“Why do you have to say things like that?”

“Jealous, young Damon? At such a small quip?”

He shot her a mock glare, and within seconds they were wrestling again. Damon was about to do more than just pin her when she grabbed his shoulder, squeezing in warning.

“Did you see that?” she whispered.

Damon frowned and shook his head. He rolled off her, following the arm she pointed into the darkness with his gaze.

A small movement amidst the trees held his attention, though 
trying to discern what had caused it was impossible in the limited light of the moon and stars. He exchanged a glance with Ria, who shook her head.

“I thought I saw someone,” she said. “It may have been… a trick of the eye.”

“Are you sure?” he asked. “We could go look around.”

“It would be unproductive in the dark,” she replied. “It may just have been an animal.”

“Still, let’s wait a bit. See if our midnight guest makes a return.”

They stayed out by the lake for half an hour without seeing anything before retiring to their beds.

***

Damon slept fitfully, and it still wasn’t enough to save him. It was late in the night when he opened his eyes, took a breath, and smelled smoke.

He was already coughing as he rolled out of bed. He felt ridiculous, almost disassociated, as he began pulling on clothes against instincts that screamed for him to run immediately. He picked up his myrblade and pushed out into the common room.

Orange flames had already consumed much of the space, clustering thickest around where the stairs led to the upper levels. Damon’s eyes burned from the smoke, and he couldn’t breathe without coughing.

“Fire!” he shouted. “The tower is…”

He forced himself to think, rather than simply react. Unsheathing his myrblade, Damon began drawing from its magic. He brought it down in an overhead arc designed to disseminate its frozen aura, rather than do damage.

The ice magic pushed back against the fire, giving him a small 
amount of breathing room, in a figurative sense. He felt a burst of hope, redoubling his efforts as he tried to clear the rest of the common room.

For each small fire he put out, however, five larger ones continued growing, creeping, consuming the family home. Damon let out a shout, feeling something breaking inside of him as he realized the futility of the situation.

“Damon,” whispered Myr. “I can only put out the fire. I can’t undo the damage it’s caused.”

She was right, and he was wasting what little time he had.

“Aesta!” he shouted. “Ria! Vel!”

He heard a cry come from the front door. A rising wall of flame cut him off from the avenue of escape, but he made quick work of it with his myrblade. He rushed forward, coughing as he emerged into the cool, dark night.

Someone was waiting for him outside, and he nearly collided with them as he tumbled forward. Damon blinked smoke from his eyes, recognizing Vel’s silhouette as she helped him to his feet.

“The others…” he said.

“They’re outside,” said Vel. “We left together. We called for you but you didn’t hear, and then the fire…”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Where are they?”

“I don’t know!” said Vel. “Aesta and Ria were going to get the horses, and, and…”

It was only then that Damon thought to look toward the stables. They were covered by a similar blaze, and a rush of horror hit him as he realized what that meant.

“The horses!” he shouted.

He ran over, knowing from the smell that the animals were already dead and gone. A fury unlike anything he’d ever felt overtook him as he thought about the gentle beasts suffering through the last few terrifying moments of their lives.

“Damon, look out!”

He threw himself sideways just as a hulking shape lumbered toward him, tackling through the space he’d just occupied. Damon sprang back to his feet, glancing over his shoulder to make sure Vel was safe before leveling his sword at his opponent.

The man must have been seven-and-a-half feet tall. He was a hulking giant, wielding a halberd that would have been cumbersomely sized for anyone else. His head was bald and waxed to a sheen, shedding a surreal orange gleam from the light of the surrounding fires.

“Fight me, little pepper,” said the man, in a low voice. “Let’s see if you’ve spent enough time in the sun.”


CHAPTER 7

Damon didn’t feel as though he was entering a fight or facing an opponent. He only felt his rage, an overwhelming sense of hatred and bloodlust toward whoever was responsible for burning his home and murdering his horses.

He rushed the giant, manifesting his myrblade’s ice thorns, and attacked in a blur of hacking strikes. The halberd the giant wielded was a solid weapon, and he managed to rebuff most of Damon’s attacks. One of them snuck through, striking the massive man in the side, but not piercing through more than the top layer of his clothing.

Chainmail. Annoying, but not insurmountable. Damon spun, swinging for the man’s exposed head and neck instead.

A hissing noise sounded from behind him and to his left. With it came a strange pull, as though a hidden wind was attempting to strip Damon’s myrblade from his hands. His fingers stayed tight against the weapon’s hilt, but the sucking sensation did manage to strip something else away.

The weapon’s magic seemed to leave it all at once, ice dissolving even as Damon willed the thorns to stay manifested. He took a step back in surprise, eyes flicking toward the source of the effect.

A rather unassuming man with dark brown skin and long, braided hair stood behind him, one arm raised with fingers splayed outward. Damon looked between him and the giant, swearing under his breath in the face of a sobering realization.

He knew who these men were. If he was right, Malon and Ria were likely dead.

A groan came from the tower as a few bricks in the lower portion crumbled from the heat. The entire structure tipped sideways, collapsing in a mess of smoke and flames and nearly landing on Damon and his opponent as it came down.

He’d just witnessed the destruction of his home, the only place 
he’d ever cared about, and he didn’t have even a second to mourn for it.

“Vel!” he shouted. She was closer to him than he realized. Damon grabbed her wrist as he sprinted by her, pulling her into a mad dash toward the trees.

The two men didn’t immediately follow, instead moving to stand and converse with one another. They were confident, almost aloof, and in no rush to run down their quarry. It was only that fact which let Damon and Vel escape.

He knew they weren’t alone. There’d be more, possibly men surrounding the tower from out of sight of the clearing, and at least one archer who’d stepped out of a nightmare, from the rumors he’d heard about her. Still, Damon pulled Vel forward, running through the familiar forest, heart aching as his emotions struggled with conclusions his conscious mind wasn’t ready for.

“The others…” said Vel, her voice strained with despair.

“We’ll find them,” he said. “They’ll be fine. I promise, they’ll be alright. We’ll find them.”

He squeezed her hand, never slowing down as they continued deeper into the trees. Branches and brambles scraped at his skin and clothing. Vel had her traveling bag with her which was a small miracle, but it also gave the forest something else to grab at, and she couldn’t move through the trees as quickly as he could.

It was hard to tell if minutes had passed or hours when they finally came to a stop. Damon would have pushed them farther forward, but Vel reached a point where she was too tired to continue without catching her breath.

They took a rest behind a thick oak tree, and he stood with his sword out, listening for any trace of their pursuers. Damon’s thoughts were too tumultuous for him to make sense of. They had to find the others. That was all it came down to.

“I’m scared,” whispered Vel. “How could they have done that?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I should have been more careful. We 
were too comfortable… too lazy.”

“It’s not your fault.”

Damon let out a slow breath, remembering the figure Ria had mentioned seeing earlier in the night.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s keep moving.”

They’d only traveled a short distance from where they’d stopped to rest when Vel let out a sudden gasp. Damon spun, readying his sword to cleave through an enemy. Instead, he found Ria standing behind Vel, one hand clamped over Vel’s mouth to keep her from shouting in surprise.

He nodded as Ria gestured for them both to follow. They traveled for another few minutes in silence before reaching their destination. Malon and Kastet were waiting at the bottom of a small slope, hidden from view by the terrain and the shadows of night.

They all hugged each other, pulling together amidst emotions and tension. Nobody said anything right off, but the sounds of shaky breathing and stifled sobs reflected everyone’s general mood. When they finally parted, everyone looked toward Malon, whose face was resolved and stony in the light of the situation.

“We’re all alive,” she whispered. “First and foremost, we have to recognize that fact and be thankful for it.”

“The horses,” said Vel. “Aesta, we—”

“We saw,” said Malon. “It’s a tragedy, truly. They were our friends, our loyal companions, and they were taken from us tonight.”

Damon took a moment to examine the state the others were in. Like Vel, Malon and Ria had gotten the chance to grab their traveling bags. Kastet was still clad in one of Vel’s nightgowns, though she had managed to put her boots on.

He felt like an idiot for not taking anything with him when he’d woken, but the fire had already consumed so much of the tower by then. He found a tree to lean against and took a moment to close his eyes and breathe.

“Who were they?” asked Ria. “Do we have any clues we can use to inform ourselves as we move forward?”


As we move forward
. He knew what Ria really meant. It was her way of alluding to the revenge they would have to seek against the people who’d destroyed their home and killed their animals.

“One of them was a dampener
,” said Malon. “A spellblood capable of absorbing certain forms of magic. I tried to overwhelm them with my power, but in the face of that man, I was rendered completely ineffective.”

“Paid assassins, then,” said Ria. “I can only assume they were chosen because of that, specifically. I still wish we knew more about them.”

“I can tell you exactly who they were,” said Damon, opening his eyes. “I recognized the bastards.”

All eyes turned toward him. He sheathed his myrblade and shook his head, trying to keep his face from looking as disparaged as he felt.

“They’re known as the Blacksoul Band,” he said. “They’re a notorious group of assassins-for-hire. I heard rumors about them during my time as a gladiator, whispers of some of the horrible things they’ve done. They’re true evil, as close as any can get.”

“What do you know about these assassins?” asked Kastet. “Even if the information is unpleasant, we should know what we’re up against.”

“Their company has several dozen members, but the trio that leads it are the infamous ones.” Damon ran a hand through his hair, pulling from old memories. “The giant goes by the name Jerome Numbers, and is generally the most recognizable.”

“Jerome Numbers?” asked Vel.

Damon nodded. “Most people would assume that he’s just a strongman, all brawn, no brains. They’d assume wrong. He’s dangerously smart. He… apparently is a poet and math practitioner. Though obviously, the larger part of his reputation comes from his killing ability.

“I saw a woman with them,” said Ria. “A woman with a crossbow.”

“That would be Agatha Milkthigh,” said Damon. “Don’t make the mistake of laughing or joking about her name when she’s in earshot.”

“Is she sensitive about it?” asked Ria.

“Very much so,” said Damon. “She’s a poisoner. Every crossbow bolt she shoots has some type of deadly alchemy concoction on its tip, but more often than not, she’ll just sneak into wherever her targets are staying and poison their food.”

He saw the others exchange glances as they all considered the stew they’d eaten earlier that night. Damon did his best to keep in mind that he’d helped Malon prepare it and would have seen if something had been off… hopefully.

“What of the dampener, solas?” asked Malon.

“His name is Shagille Monamu,” said Damon. “I’d heard rumors about him having some sort of dark power, but the stories were always vague about what he could do. I experienced it, too. It was as though he was sucking the magic out of my sword.”

He suddenly thought of Myr and felt a stab of worry run through him. He ran a thumb over his sword’s pommel.

“I’m fine,” whispered Myr. “Try to avoid getting close to him in the future, if you can. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation, by any means.”

“I don’t understand,” said Vel. “Why would these people want to kill us?”

Damon had expected the question. As much as he would have preferred to stay silent and leave his best guess unvoiced, the others needed to hear it.

“They often take debt contracts of dangerous people,” he said. “It’s likely that they were after me, collecting on my father’s debts.”

“Hold on,” said Kastet. “I believe Wrath mentioned to me that she currently owns the majority of your debt.”

Damon nodded and he saw understanding dawn in her eyes.

“She may have decided that I’m too dangerous to leave alive, or perhaps this is just some sick test on her part,” he said.

“I know that Wrath has taken a minor interest in you before, Damon, but this seems different,” said Malon. “You seem strangely certain in this theory.”

She stared at him for a moment before shifting her stern gaze onto Vel and Kastet. Apparently, the night he’d shared with Wrath hadn’t been part of Vel’s confession to her aesta. Damon cleared his throat awkwardly, not seeing any reason to intensify their current situation by bringing it up.

“There are less convoluted explanations for these assassins,” said Ria. “It would seem obvious that Princess Kastet’s presence might also serve as a catalyst for such an attack.”

“I would have to agree,” said Kastet. “My stepmother isn’t above hiring assassins to capture or kill me, by any stretch. Given how long we were waylaid on our journey back, the timing of this attack would suggest that the Blacksoul Band was watching the tower, lying in wait for my arrival.”

“Interesting,” said Malon. “Yes. That seems like a sensible explanation.”

She glanced toward Damon again, giving him a chance to provide a counterargument and offer up his secret. He avoided her gaze.

“In any case, we can’t stay here,” he said. “We have to run.”

“Do we?” asked Ria. “Could we face them, Damon?”

“No,” he said. “With Shagille, the dampener, it would just be the two of us against their entire company. They didn’t arrive in full strength at the tower, but I have no doubt that they’ll use their numbers now that they have us on the back foot.”

“We will continue to put distance between ourselves and our pursuers, then.” Malon lifted her pack, pulling it on with a strained expression.

She’d used her magic during the fight, by her own admission. 
Damon frowned as he considered the toll he knew her crest took on her. It wasn’t anything they could address at the moment, however. They had to keep moving.


CHAPTER 8

The next few minutes mainly consisted of taking stock of their supplies. They had three packed traveling bags, which meant three tents, three bedrolls, and three waterskins, though only one waterskin was completely full. None of the bags contained any food, and most of the spare clothes within them were already dirty and worn, garments forgotten after previous journeys.

Vel pulled out a pair of slightly stained leggings and an off-smelling tunic for Kastet to change into, which she did behind a group of trees. She returned carrying her nightgown, along with her coin purse, which she opened and presented to the group.

“I have just under thirty silver sables,” said Kastet. “I wish it were more.”

Damon bit back a comment about how it would have been more, perhaps enough to make a significant difference, if she’d been a bit wiser with her spending during their journey to the tower.

“I have a few coins as well, but not much,” said Malon. “Damon? Did you manage to grab your money on the way out?”

He sighed and shook his head, looking toward Vel and seeing a similar expression of regret.

“It makes little difference,” said Ria. “The sensible path forward is for us to escape deeper into the Malagantyan. We may be able to find one of the clans I have dealt with before and appeal for their aid.”

She looked around at their group, watching their faces as she waited for a response.

“No,” said Malon. “It’s too much of a gamble. We can’t assume that we’d find the assistance we’d need among the Remenai.”

“Where would we find assistance, then?” asked Ria in a terse voice. “From your master? From Lascivious?”

“Watch yourself, seta,” said Malon.

“That is where you would have us go, is it not?” snapped Ria. “You would trust one of the Forsaken over the Remenai. Over my people, my heritage!”

“Ria…” Damon set a hand on her shoulder, but she shook it loose.

“It’s been a stressful night,” said Malon. “You assume too much. I harbor no prejudice against the Remenai, Ria. How could you even think such a thing?”

“What issue do you have with my approach, then?” she asked.

“The only way we’d receive aid from one of the clans is if we explained why we were being pursued,” said Malon. “I agree with Kastet’s logic. I think the assassins are after her, and revealing that we’re on the run with an heir to the Merinian throne would mark us out. We’d be potential assets, at best, and targets, at worst.”

“What would you suggest instead?” asked Ria.

“We flee north along the edge of Veridan’s Curve, paying for whatever amount of transport we can afford,” said Malon. “If we could reach New Florencia before our pursuers caught up with us, we may find a certain amount of safety. The Godking’s reach doesn’t extend to colonies of Emperor Argenstein.”

Ria was already shaking her head. “You would have us travel openly? Think of how foolish that would be! You will get us all killed.”

“And what will surrendering ourselves to one of the Remenai clans at random achieve?” asked Malon. “Seta, I know how much trust you have in your people, but—”

“But what?” snapped Ria. “You act as though you have no faith in my status. I am a known warrior now throughout much of the Malagantyan. A hero of the Remenai, in the eyes of some, after my performance in the Honorshade Tournament.”

“This is not a matter up for discussion,” said Malon.

Damon winced at both her choice of words and tone of voice. He saw Ria’s fingers twitch toward the throwing dagger at her waist, and 
he saw the way Malon’s jaw was tight with anger. He stepped in between them, setting a hand on each of their shoulders.

“You’re right, aesta,” he said, glancing toward Ria before she could interject. “She is. We won’t discuss this. We’ll decide together, as a group. It’s not as though we’ll get anywhere if we aren’t all on board.”

His suggestion wasn’t enough to abate the tension, at least not at first. The two women continued their stare-off, their bond as aesta and seta distorted in the face of current and past conflicts. They were almost rivals in a way, though the word was far too simple and straightforward to accurately describe the progression of their relationship.

“Vel?” said Damon. “Kastet? What do the two of you think about what we should do?”

“Well…” Kastet cleared her throat and fidgeted with the bottom hem of her borrowed shirt. “I suppose I would be inclined to trust Ria in her judgment. I intend no offense, Lady Malon, but I’ve been formulating strategies in the background with her for many weeks now. Reaching out to friendly Remenai clans has been a part of our agenda from the start.”

She moved to stand next to Ria, sparing a quick glance over one shoulder for Vel, who stayed where she was.

“I think aesta’s plan is sound,” said Vel. “We can travel faster if we stick to the roads, even if it does leave us exposed in places. We’re on the run from these assassins, after all, right?”

Kastet frowned at her lady-in-waiting, but it was hard to tell whether it was out of disapproval for contradicting her, or the equal respect her opinion carried within the group. Vel moved to stand next to Malon. All eyes turned toward Damon.

It wasn’t an easy decision to make, but that fact was more due to the subtleties of their complex family dynamic than anything else. Malon watched him with an expression that was both stern and vaguely desperate. She needed him, his support, and most of all, his acknowledgment of her authority.

Ria was smiling, smirking, almost. She stood with her arms folded over her breasts, chin lifted to emphasize the long line of her slender neck. Her lips moved, mouthing a silent word that was just for him.

Husband.

Damon sighed, running a hand through his hair, knowing there was no option that wouldn’t hurt someone’s feelings and no easy middle ground.

“Aesta’s right,” he eventually said. “We don’t have the supplies we need to trek into the Malagantyan.”

One of Ria’s eyes twitched as her smile faded. “We can forage, and it is not as though we are unfamiliar with the landscape. Assuming we avoid any wildfires, survival is a trivial matter.”

“For now, maybe,” said Damon. “We have no store of longer-lasting food, and no margin for error. If we stick to the road, we at least have a chance of resupplying properly. Heading deeper into the forest only positions us for disaster if one of us gets injured or we can’t maintain our pace of travel.”

He didn’t stop himself from glancing toward Kastet as he spoke the last part. The princess was subdued in her reaction, though clearly annoyed by his assessment, however accurate it may have been.

“It’s settled, then,” said Malon. “We’ll head toward the Malagantyan’s outskirts, find a road, and follow it to a town. We’ll be far safer among people than here in the forest.”

Damon and Vel nodded, and Kastet didn’t object openly.

“Seta?” said Malon, addressing Ria. “Is this agreeable to you?”

Ria looked away from them, as though a fleeting glance toward the trees might help her better consider her options. “If this is what the group has decided, so be it.”

She didn’t look at Damon as she walked alongside the others. It was going to take some work to smooth out the damage he’d just done to her trust in him.


CHAPTER 9

They continued traveling at a grueling pace, only slowing when they had to, and only speaking when it was absolutely necessary. The Malagantyan was not a forgiving mistress after nightfall. The canopy of foliage and branches overhead choked out what little light from the moon and stars would have normally trickled down to them, turning traveling into a clumsy affair.

The combination of silence and empty moments left Damon with room to finally grapple with difficult questions. The tower was gone, destroyed by fire, collapsed into a pile of stone and rubble. Their home was gone, and the balance of life and love it had harbored was now vulnerable and exposed.

Where would they go? The plans presented by Malon and Ria had been focused on avoiding the Blacksoul Band, rather than leading to a true, durable endpoint. They’d lost so much more than just a roof over their heads, beds to sleep in, the horses, and the farm. Their previous path through the world crumbled to dust along with the tower’s oft-repaired walls of brick and mortar.

It wasn’t easy for the group to make progress, even as the first hints of sunrise began to filter through the trees. The light let Damon see his companions more clearly, and it was only then that he could appreciate what a ragged group they were.

Malon looked tired, the sort of tired that came from a deeper place than just physical exertion. Damon hadn’t seen her portion of the fight against the assassins, but he could imagine her going all out with her magic before realizing that the dampener negated it completely.

Kastet, as he’d expected, was completely unused to traveling at such an intense pace. She favored one leg to a significant degree, often lagging toward the back of their line. They could only travel as fast as she could, and Damon had to keep his frustration in check at the idea of being overtaken by the assassins due to Kastet having a blister or sore heel.

Vel looked distant, almost detached from the situation. He remembered how she’d been during their escape from Hearthold, the way the combination of her exhaustion and Jilou’s dreamspell whispering had pushed her to the brink. Damon felt like cursing as he considered how much stress the past month had saddled her with. She’d only just gotten home and been given no real room to rest before being thrust into a new catastrophe.

Ria was the only one who seemed to be adequately managing the stress of the moment. She was more familiar with traversing the outer reaches of the Malagantyan and had been through the area most recently. Damon was confident following her as she led the group forward, but he could sense the lingering conflict between her and Malon threatening to resurface.

“Are you sure this is the way, seta?” Malon stopped to pull a branch out of the way for Vel and Kastet to pass by.

“You question my knowledge of this area?” asked Ria. “Or perhaps you make to accuse me of leading us toward where I want, rather than where we have agreed upon?”

Her tone simmered with a fair amount of leftover anger. Malon didn’t respond to it directly, which was a relief to Damon.

“My vision is not as good in the early morning light as I would like,” said Malon. “I only ask because I suspect I can’t see as well as you.”

“I can hardly see at all,” said Vel. “My spectacles were in my room in the tower, and I didn’t think to grab them amidst the chaos.”

“We’ll get you another pair,” said Damon.

Their pace slowed as they continued onward, though this time it was related more to the exhaustion of the entire group than the state of any one person. Damon noticed Malon leaning over to gather some wild blueberries and resolved to also keep his eye out for any food to forage.

He found a small patch of mature wild carrots which he pulled loose from the soil and wiped clean. Kastet also found some berries, 
though they weren’t completely ripe, and Ria managed to unearth a few sweet radishes.

When they stopped to eat a little after midmorning, what they’d collected was all they had. Damon tried to keep from outright scoffing as he accepted his tiny portion of carrot, radish, and berries.

He bit back the impulse, knowing how quickly a desperate atmosphere could turn toxic. His stomach growled in frustration as he ate what amounted to no more than a couple of bites of food. It left his hunger demanding more of his attention, primed instead of sated.

“We still have plenty of water,” pointed out Malon.

“True,” said Damon, trying to help her fill the silence. “We can forage for more as we continue through the Malagantyan. Maybe even hunt a little as we go. Once we reach a town, we can use what money we do have to buy food and whatever else we need.”

It was wishful thinking, empty words for empty stomachs in an attempt to hand-wave away part of their misery. Damon took up the rear of the group as they continued forward, regretting it a bit as it gave him a clear view of his exhausted and despairing companions.

He’d hiked and camped through the Malagantyan so many times before. This felt different. There was no warm and safe home for them to eventually return to, no carefully thought-out supply pack. They were still early in their journey, and he could already feel the way each small problem accumulated and glommed onto the greater whole of their struggle.

Morning passed into afternoon. The group’s pace slowed, and it became clear to Damon that they simply couldn’t continue much farther without pushing Kastet or Malon to the point of collapse. He got the attention of the others as they came into view of a river, shifting their course to find a suitable camping spot.

“We should rest here for the night,” he said.

“I agree, solas,” said Malon. She looked toward Ria, as though expecting a remark or objection. Ria merely nodded her head, 
sliding to sit with her back against a tree trunk, too tired to consider protesting.

“Are we still being followed?” asked Vel.

Nobody answered for a moment. Damon couldn’t bear to be the one to snuff out her potential hope, but he wasn’t about to lie to her, either.

“We haven’t seen any sign of the assassins for a while, but it seems unlikely that they’d have completely lost our trail,” he said.

“I doubt they are traveling at the same pace we are,” said Ria.

“Will we be safe here for a night, at least?” asked Kastet.

Damon nodded, feeling as though it just might be the truth. He wasn’t sure it mattered even if it wasn’t the case. They couldn’t continue on for much longer without rest, and he doubted they were liable to find a better place to camp.

He took on as much of the work as he could as they settled in, pitching the three tents and surveying the surrounding area for anything resembling dinner. He found a small patch of wild rhubarb, which was a bit overripe, but still edible.

“We’re going to bathe in the river,” Malon announced. “Can you keep your distance for a bit, solas?”

“Of course,” he said.

He sat with his back against a tree on the edge of their camp, facing away from the river. He might have been much more tempted to peek if not for how exhausted he was. Sleep seemed like a more seductive prospect than stealing forbidden glances of naked butts and exposed breasts.

Or so he thought.

“Mmm…” sighed Ria. “This is exactly what my body desired.”

“I know, right?” said Vel. “The water is so much warmer than I expected it to be.”

Damon heard a splash, followed by an exaggerated, feminine 
snarl.

“You’ll pay for that, Ria!” shouted Vel.

“You assume it was intentional,” said Ria. “I did not assume you would slip.”

“Easy, you two,” said Malon. “Princess Kastet, you needn’t keep your clothes on if you don’t wish to. Damon will mind his eyes. I promise.”

“I am just… unused to bathing in front of others,” said Kastet. “Are you certain the water is safe?”

“The dangers of the Malagantyan do not generally extend to the rivers,” said Ria. “There are a few types of water snakes to look out for, but they are uncommon, mostly limited to the lower depths.”

“Water… snakes?” asked Kastet.

“They’re uncommon, as seta said,” said Malon. “I wouldn’t allow this opportunity to pass you by, Kastet. It might be a long while before we have another chance to clean up.”

“…Alright.”

Damon heard the sound of a fourth body splashing down into the slow-moving river. He considered taking a walk as his mind began to fixate on his naked companions, his mind’s eye running wild with lurid pictures.

“I did this once before with my brother, when we were young,” said Kastet. “Gabriel was a better swimmer than I was, and he had to help me get back up on the riverbank.”

Her voice wavered as she finished speaking. There was genuine pain, albeit of the repressed sort, in Kastet’s voice. It was a stark reminder of just how raw the events across the ocean in Hearthold still were, not just for her, but also for Vel.

“You have a right to be mad at me, if you want, milady,” said Vel. “I… still don’t remember. So often I’ll experience Jilou’s memories of controlling my body through my dreams, but I haven’t seen what happened that night yet. I don’t remember it, but it was me. My 
body. My hands.”

“Seta!” said Malon. “Don’t think in such ways. Kastet would no more blame you for her brother’s death than you would blame her for what happened to our home.”

There was a telling beat of silence before Kastet cleared her throat to voice her thoughts.

“Lady Malon is right,” she said. “I am still contemplating what happened to Gabriel, much as you are, Velanor. We needn’t speak of it now.”

Damon wasn’t sure if Kastet was doing Vel much of a favor by putting off an open discussion of the complicated emotions they were both struggling with. Of course, they had more pressing concerns. It was sobering to acknowledge that the danger they were in superseded taking the time to mourn, be it for a lost brother or a lost home.

They could well still lose more.


CHAPTER 10

Damon went for a walk as the women continued bathing, foraging for more food without much success. When he returned, Malon and the others were clothed and out of the water, hair hanging loose in wet, scraggly locks.

“I think I’ll take my own turn washing up,” he said. “Anyone care to join me?”

Malon sighed and folded her arms. Kastet furrowed her brow, eyes darting from Damon to Ria and Vel as though attempting to discern whether he’d been joking.

He was efficient with how he spent his time bathing, stripping off his clothes and getting straight to work scrubbing himself off. His foot sank into a patch of mud along the river’s edge in between two rocks. He flinched and yanked his leg back as he felt something pinch his toe before stopping to consider what it meant.

Damon returned to the camp site with more than just a freshly scrubbed face. He presented the river crab he’d liberated from the rocks to Malon, who was already in the process of assembling their meager ingredients into a simple meal.

“That’s a nice catch, solas, but I’m unsure if we can risk a fire,” she said.

“We’ll keep it small,” he said. “Just large enough to boil water. You have your camping pot with your pack, right?”

Malon nodded, and her frown faded into a reluctant smile. It was a pretty big crab, not enough to feed all of them on its own, but enough to go far if put into a soup.

Ria emerged from one of the tents wearing her half-shirt and girlshorts, and she came over to help him with the fire. She knew the Malagantyan better than any of them, and she had tips about controlling and hiding smoke.

She was smiling and readily held his gaze in that intriguing, 
dangerous kind of way. He wondered if he could risk pulling her in for a kiss. Probably not. Malon was there, observant as always, along with Kastet, who would have no shortage of questions.

“Here,” said Vel. “I saw some water lettuce in the river. It’s edible if boiled, right?”

“It is,” said Damon. “Not the tastiest vegetable, but still a good find.”

He set it out on a rock next to the crab, which he’d begun breaking apart with his myrblade. Malon moved into place with the pot as Ria got the fire going, ready to assemble the simple ingredients into the evening’s meal.

They didn’t say much to one another as Malon cooked, and the silence held even as the smell of the soup began to permeate the air and prime their appetites. Lacking individual bowls and spoons, they all took turns eating from the main pot once it was ready and sufficiently cooled.

“It’s delicious,” said Kastet as she took her turn.

“Starvation truly is the best spice,” said Damon.

Malon feigned offence with an exaggerated mock glare. “I would think it would still be passable even if it wasn’t all we had.”

“I like it,” said Vel.

“I didn’t say it was bad,” said Damon. “Just that anything would taste good at this point.”

“That is rather close to a backhanded compliment, young Damon,” said Ria.

He chuckled and accepted the pot as Kastet passed it to him. There wasn’t much left, and he didn’t take a lot for himself, wanting to make sure everyone else had enough.

They began sorting out the sleeping arrangements shortly after sunset. They had three tents, and Malon insisted on sharing one with Ria, with Vel and Kastet in the second and Damon in the third.

“I’ll take first watch,” he offered.

“Wake me up for the second,” said Ria.

She walked over and pulled him into a hug on her way to her tent. Damon held her, feeling the emotion underneath the embrace. It felt like so long since they’d been back at the farmstead, naked under the stars, even though it had been less than a full day.

Vel said goodnight to him next, sneaking a kiss on the lips as she hugged him. Damon felt Kastet’s eyes watching him, but he’d always been a bit over-affectionate with Vel, even around her.

“Goodnight, solas,” said Malon.

She smiled, but made no move to hug him as the others had. Kastet simply gave him a small wave as she passed by on the way to the tent she’d be sharing with Vel. Damon shifted his back a bit straighter against the tree, and stared out into the night.

***

They didn’t bother to keep the fire going past dinner, which meant that the forest was a mesh of pitch blackness. The sound of the river was soothing and constant, but it also made it a challenge for Damon to discern whether he was listening to the wind, or a scampering animal, or an actual threat.

He did identify the sound of one of his companions leaving their tent. He glanced over, unable to make out their identity in the dark, at least until they came up to him and began to speak.

“I can’t sleep,” whispered Vel.

Damon almost replied with a quip before recognizing the tension in her voice. “Nightmares, or Jilou?”

Vel sat down next to him, her back against the side of the same tree he leaned against. “Jilou. I can hear her whispering again. I think being so exhausted makes it easier for her to reach me.”

“She can’t do anything to you here,” he said.

“I know,” said Vel. “That’s not it. I’m not worried about her taking over my body again. It’s more like… I almost don’t know how to say it. As if I’m worried about her, I guess?”

Damon furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”

“Even after everything she’s done, everything she’s used my body for, she was still my friend,” whispered Vel. “I hate her, but at the same time, I pity her. She reaches out to me sometimes out of sheer loneliness. I wish so badly that she’d made better choices.”

“I think we all wish for that.”

He considered asking her about what happened to Prince Gabriel, but he didn’t know how to phrase his concern, or if he even should. Instead, he simply found Vel’s hand in the dark and held it. She shifted closer to him, drawing near enough for him to smell her hair. He put an arm around her shoulders, only then noticing what she was wearing… and what she wasn’t.

She was stripped down to her small clothes, half-shirt and girlshorts. Damon nuzzled his hand against her shoulder and neck. Vel let out a small, contented sigh and made no move to stop him as his hands began to roam.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

“Trying to help you get to sleep.”

Vel cleared her throat. “You… know of something that might help?”

“Yeah.”

He kissed her neck, putting a firm arm around her waist and shifting her into his lap. He was surprised at how horny he suddenly was, but it wasn’t just arousal that made him want Vel. He craved intimacy and sensual closeness.

The chaos of the day had tested both his resolve and his ability to keep the people he loved safe. He didn’t have it in him to keep himself restrained when Vel was so close to him at night, in the dark.

“We shouldn’t,” she whispered. “Someone will wake up.”

“Then head back to your tent.”

“Damon…” She exhaled against his shoulders. “You can be so demanding sometimes.”

“Am I being demanding?”

“Aren’t you?”

He sighed, unsure of what, exactly, he was feeling.

“It just feels so unnecessary,” he said. “Even now. Even on the run from assassins, with no food and not enough bedrolls in the middle of the woods… I still have to be mindful of who I love. Mindful of how I love, of who’s watching and how far I can go.”

“I know how much you love us, and how hard you’re trying to keep us safe,” whispered Vel. Truly, Damon, I do. But you’re acting like a spoiled little kid who wants to play with a toy at the dinner table.”

Damon had to turn his face away to keep her from seeing the begrudging smile creeping on his face. “Fair enough. I do feel the need to point out that in the analogy you just used, you’d be my toy.”

Vel let out an annoyed huff as he let one of his arms curl further around the front of her body and gently grope one of her small breasts.

“I didn’t come out here for this,” whispered Vel. “I genuinely couldn’t sleep.”

“My suggestion was sincere,” he replied. “Nothing gets me to sleep faster.”

She slid closer to him, and then shifted to a new spot entirely. Damon stayed where he was as Vel moved to straddle him. He hesitated for only a moment before pulling his pants down and letting his cock spring into the cool night air.

“Only until I get tired,” she whispered. “And I swear, Damon, that if you get rough or go too fast, I’ll step on your prick on my way back to my tent.”

“You’re scary sometimes.”

Vel wiggled out of her girlshorts, most of the movement hidden by the outline of her silhouette. Slowly, she lowered herself. Damon was still thinking about what she’d said, and he wondered if he was being unreasonable in the way he saw her, Ria, and Malon.

The thought dissolved into the mists of pleasure and sexual heat as Vel sank herself down on his hard cock. He let out a low groan and squeezed her butt, wondering what her face looked like at that moment underneath the veil of night’s shadow.

He sought her lips with his, feeling it hard to remember her earlier threat as she hungrily kissed him back. Vel took a shaky breath as Damon slid her lower, spearing up into her.

He let her move, gently urging her on with small touches and caresses. She did care about keeping quiet, stopping several times to listen to cracking branches or tiny noises from the tent.

She was the one who’d sought him out. Vel wasn’t as naïve or young as Damon often assumed she was. She had her own swirling mass of young adult urges and impulses to navigate through.

He gave her ass a rough squeeze and let his teeth drag gently along her neck and shoulder. Vel bucked her hips and wrapped her arms around him. She hugged him, holding tighter than she needed to. Holding on as though she was afraid of losing more on a day when they’d already lost so much.

“I’ll protect you,” he whispered. “You know that, right?”

“I know.”

“I love you, Vel.”

“I know,” she said. “Damon… I—”

“I know.” He took over, seizing her hips with his strong hands. Pumping her body up and down and putting his strength into it. He slowed the pace as soon as she started to moan, aware of how badly they needed to stay quiet.

It was cautious sex, with small movements, rocking her back and 
forth as though he was comforting her in her time of need. He wondered how far that was from the truth as Vel buried her face in his shoulder, wiggling her butt as he gently guided and urged her.

“Oh, Damon,” she whispered.

She shivered, and her womanhood squeezed tight around his cock, almost pinching it, even. The feeling was too good, and for a few seconds, he bounced her up and down with enough force to punctuate the air with lewd, rhythmic claps.

“True Divine, Vel,” he muttered. “You’re going to make me break aesta’s rule.”

She didn’t seem to hear him, at least not right away. She kept moving, matching the pace he led her at. Her body was so soft, and she still smelled clean from her bath in the river, though with a distinct undercurrent of ripe sex.

“What?” she finally whispered. “The… rule?”

“I’m so close,” he said. “I’ll pull out.”

“You would do it… inside?” she said.

“In an instant, if I could.” He squeezed her butt hard, mashing her down on his tool. “I’d fill you up.”

“Oh, Damon!” she cried. “I… You can’t…”

He wouldn’t let himself. He was trying to stop. Vel wasn’t helping in the way she squeezed herself tight on him as they continued chasing their mutual release. He felt her quiver, pressing her mouth against his shoulder and biting as the pleasure of her climax threatened to break her control and resolve.

“Vel!” he growled.

He bounced her faster, putting his arms into it, heedless of the noise and who might overhear. One of his hands slid up to her hair, and he gently laced his fingers through it and pulled back to shift her angle. He kissed and sucked on the nape of her neck. She made a mewling noise, too deep in her pleasure to have a defense against anything he might do.

He was past his bursting point, and as Vel came down and bottomed out on his cock, he let out a grunt and unloaded. Rule or not, the first throbbing burst of his seed went straight into where he’d promised to never let it go.

Damon had the sense to lift her up and slip his tool out before taking any further liberties. He held her like that, hugging her on his lap, for long minutes in the blissful aftermath.

“Are you still careful with Ria about, um… aesta’s rule?” asked Vel.

He nodded slowly, feeling a bit awkward about the topic. “I am. Vel, you should know that Ria and are still… intimate with each other. Last night, before the attack, we spent some time together. Time like this.”

“I’m aware,” said Vel. “Ria and I are honest with each other, Damon. She would have told me herself if not for the chaos of last night.”

“The two of you talk about me when I’m not around?”

She let out a quiet, but genuinely amused laugh. “Yeah. Why wouldn’t we?”


CHAPTER 11

Vel returned to her tent soon after they’d finished their lovemaking, and the rest of Damon’s night was uneventful. He switched off with Ria after a few hours and managed to get a decent amount of sleep before waking up the next morning.

There was no need for a fire, as they had no food to prepare for breakfast. Malon had already taken down her and Ria’s tent, and she flashed a subdued smile at him as he bent down to help her.

“Morning,” he said.

“Good morning, solas,” she replied. “Did you get a fair amount of sleep last night?”

She watched him as she asked the question, genuinely interested, rather than suspicious.

“I did,” he said, nodding slowly. He felt an odd sense of conflict as he thought of how he and Vel had snuck about.

He almost would have preferred her ire to complete obliviousness. When Malon caught them in the deed or after the fact, Damon wasn’t left feeling as though he was keeping a secret. He understood why she was so intent on keeping their relationships within the proper boundaries, and successfully managing to defy her behind her back left a bitter flavor in his mouth.

He was disappointed in his own behavior, and it was a strange realization to accept. The balance, the very essence of their once close-knit family was exposed and vulnerable. There was no home for them to return to, no comfortable farmstead with familiar roles and dynamics.

The tower had given them normalcy and routine, and even with that to ground them, he’d still seen how his indiscretions with Vel and Ria had negatively affected Malon. For her to have it thrust in her face again on top of losing so much and fighting for their very survival would be like rubbing salt in an open wound.

“We’ll continue heading west, veering north as we reach the edge of the Malagantyan,” said Malon, once Vel, Kastet, and Ria had come over to join them. “It’s essential that we find a town to resupply before our pursuers have a chance to catch up with us.”

“Will we have enough money for that?” asked Vel.

“There’s little need to be concerned about that,” said Kastet. She’d tied her hair up into a simple bun well suited for traveling. “I am still the princess of Merinia. No doubt, I could arrange a fair loan from a money lender with little need for much collateral beyond my word.”

“In doing so, you’d announce yourself and expose your presence,” said Damon. “Which would only lead to trouble for us down the line. For the time being, we can’t take advantage of any preferential treatment you might normally receive as Princess Kastet.”

“She could, if she wanted to,” said Ria. “Perhaps not among the colonists of Veridan’s Curve, but there are many clans within my people who would honor her status.”

She spoke her words calmly, stating a fact, rather than issuing a challenge. Malon responded with an equal level of tact.

“They would be as liable to exploit her for their own gain as they would be to lend genuine aid, seta,” said Malon. “You know as well as I do that politics are far from a simple matter. The Remenai are just as adept as the Merinians at identifying and obtaining advantage from a situation.”

“Perhaps,” said Ria.

The discussion didn’t rise beyond that level. Damon helped pack up the last tent, exchanging a few smiles and tender hand touches with Vel when no one else was looking.

Still, he saw Ria shoot a few knowing glances in their direction. He wondered if she and Vel had already had the conversation she’d alluded to the previous night, or if Ria was just that perceptive when it came to sensing and understanding their moods.

He shouldered one of the packs as the group set out, following the river west. Their pace was slower than it had been the previous day, despite the massive shift in visibility provided by the daylight. They were all hungry, and few sensations could match the oppressive atmosphere of intense hunger early in the morning.

Malon and Ria did their best to forage as they went, finding small patches of wild berries and a few edible mushrooms. There was food in abundance throughout the Malagantyan, but the amounts it grew in weren’t enough to fill all their stomachs.

Damon gave up most of his share, knowing that his body would outlast most of the others in terms of sheer endurance. Kastet and Vel needed to keep their strength up the most. Malon as well, though she seemed more rested now that she’d had a chance to sleep after using her magic.

“Jad’s mercy!” hissed Ria as she swatted a hand onto a horse fly which had landed on her shoulder. She flicked the dead insect off with a finger, knocking it to the side without looking, where it bounced off Vel’s cheek.

“Gross!” she snapped. “Ria! You did that intentionally.”

“It is just a bug,” said Ria. “A dead one, at that. Set your Merinian court expectations aside, Velanor. They will not serve you here.”

“You were the one swearing because a fly circled your head!” said Vel. “I don’t care about bugs. I just don’t want them flicked at me out of nowhere!”

“Then walk further to the side!”

“Hey,” said Damon. “Take a breath, you two. We’re all hungry, and we’re all grouchy, but the last thing we need is to start bickering with one another pointlessly.”

He caught an exchange of glares between Vel and Ria that seemed more intense than their current conflict justified.

Hours passed by in a routine of slow progress along the river. They forded it at one point, at Ria’s suggestion, to make their trail more difficult to follow. Damon saw few signs of the assassins in their 
wake, but he wasn’t about to mistake not seeing them for their lack of existence.

It was mid-afternoon when they finally caught sight of a town in the distance. The party came to a stop atop a small slope overlooking an array of buildings and farms split down the center by the river.

“I know this place,” said Damon. “It’s Valleystripe. That puts us farther north than I realized we’d traveled.”

“Valleystripe,” echoed Malon. “I’ve heard of it before, but never visited, myself. Can you tell us anything about the people here?”

“I’ve only passed by at a distance,” he replied. “It’s a Merinian farming town. Quiet and unassuming, but larger than it seems. Much of this section of the Malagantyan’s outskirts has been cleared completely for crops. This is the town the nearby farmers bring their goods to when it’s time to sell, not unlike how we used to bring ours to Morotai.”

It hurt to mention their old routine, so comfortable and familiar, and so impossible for them to ever get back. He shared a meaningful glance with Malon before folding his arms and looking back at their destination.

“We’d be too conspicuous going in together,” said Malon. “Most of our group will need to wait in the forest and stay in hiding.”

“What?” said Kastet. “But… we’ve reached a town! Surely, we could find an inn to shelter us for the night if we tried hard enough.”

“We don’t have the money for it,” said Damon. “That’s just a fact. There’s five of us, Kastet. We’ll be lucky to get the supplies we need and a small amount of food with the coin we have.”

She looked as though she wanted to protest. It wasn’t that Damon couldn’t see where she was coming from. Kastet had grown up in Hearthold, with everything she could ever ask for available at the wave of her hand. Even during her time in Avaricia, under the Godking’s thumb, she’d still been pampered and waited on.

“Solas is right,” said Malon. “We’ll need to make the funds we 
have stretch a long way. He and I will head into town and quickly handle the shopping. We’ll camp nearby tonight, which will at least provide us with an option if we’re attacked in our sleep.”

“Perhaps Damon and I should be the ones to head into town?” suggested Ria. “It makes little difference which of us go, and there may be Remenai in a town like this who can aid us in ways the Merinians cannot.”

Malon shrugged. “You may be right, seta. I’ve no problem with you going in my place. Just be sure to get everything we need.”

She began listing off the purchases they’d need to carefully budget as the group pooled their coins into a single, heartbreakingly light purse.

Two extra bedrolls to bring them to five total, oats, dried beans, and any other staple foods well suited for traveling. The last items on the lists were as many cloaks as they could afford, both because of how much cooler the climate to the north was and for the sake of obscuring their identities.

“Is that everything?” asked Damon.

Malon nodded. Vel and Kastet exchanged a glance, both clearly unhappy with being made to wait behind in the forest.

“Be careful, Damon,” said Vel. She planted a quick, reasonably chaste kiss on his cheek.

“I will,” he said.

“I shall bring my pack with me to carry our purchases,” said Ria. She smiled as strode forward to walk alongside Damon. The two of them made their way down the slope, and Damon spared one last glance at where they’d emerged from the forest to burn the spot into his memory.

“We can speak openly now that we are out of earshot,” said Ria.

Damon furrowed his brow. “We can. Is this about, ah, last night?”

“About how you helped Velanor get to sleep
?” asked Ria. “No, though I am aware. We were of a spat about it this morning. Less 
about the fact, and more over her poisonously smug mood.”

“I noticed,” he said. “Now really isn’t the time for your sibling squabbles.”

“Then perhaps you should be mindful about waving your dagger around camp,” said Ria. “Regardless, that was not my point. I have a secondary motive for wishing to handle this.”

“Which would be?”

“Open the front pocket of my pack.”

Damon did, and the smell that greeted him was enough to make needing to rifle around the pack’s interior unnecessary. “Heartlift weed. You managed to get what you harvested out of the tower.”

“Exactly.”

“And now you want me to help you sell it in a city with which neither of us have more than a passing familiarity, with no legally obtained sales license, when we’re already striving to keep a low profile?”

“Yes,” said Ria. “I know how the idea must seem, young Damon, but consider how this could change our circumstances. We will use the money we make from selling the shienzyn to fund our journey. It is a resource for us to make use of.”

“I can’t tell if this is a horrible idea or a brilliant one,” said Damon. “There’s no chance that aesta would approve.”

“Which is why I did not tell her.”


CHAPTER 12

Valleystripe was on the large side for a Merinian farming town. From a distance, it gave off the ambience of a quiet and respectable rural community. The type of place most people who aren’t born there would simply pass through on their way to their true destination.

It did have a distinctive smell, however. It reminded Damon of an old, stale barn which had been used for a range of different animals, dried cow dung and feathers and butchered meat.

It sprawled through the eponymous valley, with a stone arch bridge connecting the two halves of the town to the north, and a rickety wooden bridge doing the same in the south. Damon made sure Ria was close to his side as they started down the main road leading into Valleystripe from the east.

A pair of old women were hanging clothes on a drying line between two houses. A group of shouting young boys were in the midst of wrestling over a long, leather-wrapped stick with dangling tassels. Little attention was paid to Damon and Ria as they made their way forward, which was ideal.

Damon had been ready for the possibility of the Merinian colonials expressing prejudice toward his companion, but Valleystripe had the same cheery, aloof atmosphere as Morotai, at least on the surface.

Remembering Morotai hurt him, and he knew it might be a very long time, if ever, before any of them were able to return. It broke his heart to think of Jonna and her family hearing of the tower’s destruction and wondering what had happened to him and Malon and the others.

“There,” said Ria, gesturing ahead of them. “That would appear to be a market square.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” said Damon. “We do have some money. We should get as much of the shopping done as we can 
before we start taking any risks.”

They found a food stall with plenty of typical traveling foods easily enough. Damon bought a bag of oats, a bag of dried beans, and a small basket of discounted bruised fruit. They had enough left over to buy the bedrolls Malon had mentioned, and they bought a single, slightly used cloak with their remaining fifty copper.

“There,” said Ria. “You have handled your aesta’s errands. Shall we get down to our true business?”

Damon tried not to smile as he saw the way she looked at him. Her expression was expectant, almost pouty, not unlike Vel could be when she wanted something from him.

“I’m not really sure what you’re expecting from me,” he said. “I’m a man of many talents, but selling vices in a town I’ve never been to before isn’t one of them.”

“I am not asking for you to do anything but try,” said Ria. “I trust your judgment in this over my own.”

She looped her arm through his as they started walking again. To anyone watching them, they would have looked like a couple. True, it was a bit odd to see pairings between Merinians and Remenai, but Damon still felt as though the majority of gazes that fell upon them were filled with genuine appreciation for young love.

“Let’s find an inn,” he said. “The seediest one in town. That’s where we’ll start.”

***

Damon’s idea wasn’t a bad one. He and Ria eventually found an inn with a heavily weathered set of stairs leading to a dirty porch with a sign out front that said Red Toma’s Bed and Brew.
 He watched a few patrons entering and leaving before deciding that it fit the bill for what they were looking for.

He still wasn’t entirely sure of his approach as he loitered 
outside. It felt as though heading in to discuss the matter of heartlift weed with the proprietor would be too earnest and direct, especially if whoever was behind the bar didn’t take kindly to illegal vice sales in his establishment.

Instead, Damon had Ria take out some of the weed and roll him a basic spliff. He and Ria headed into the inn, and he still had just enough coin left to buy them each an ale. The bartender was an older, easily distractible man, and he made no objection when Damon lit the spliff from one of the inn’s lanterns.

They went outside to smoke it, standing on the corner. Damon’s theory was that the smell of heartlift weed would be obvious and recognizable enough to draw in those with interest of the drug toward making a purchase. He’d seen other heartlift merchants use a similar method. It was a simple and relatively lowkey method, and he hope it would be effective.

What skipped his mind ahead of time was how quickly the effects of the drug would begin to affect him. He wasn’t entirely sure if it was from his exhaustion, hunger, or some combination of both, but Damon felt as though the world was spinning around him after just a few hits.

“Damon,” said Ria. “Look.”

She elbowed him in the ribs and gestured across the street, where a figure watched them from an alleyway. Damon passed her the spliff, trying to will his focus back to let him interact with the world.

His optimism faded as their observer stepped out into the light, revealing a young beggar boy who couldn’t have been older than thirteen. Damon had done a variety of things he wasn’t proud of before, but selling heartlift weed to a literal child was not something he’d ever consider.

“Hey,” called the kid. “You new in town?”

Damon nodded. “Just arrived this afternoon.”

“Figured,” said the kid. “Haven’t seen you before. Or her. She 
your servant, or is she for hire?”

“I am his wife,” said Ria, answering before Damon could.

“Ah, man!” said the kid. “I was hoping you were for hire. I’ve never seen a Rem naked before.”

Ria blinked, aghast and bewildered. Damon set a hand on her back to help keep her calm, sensing that they might be able to profit off the boy’s frankness and irreverence.

“Do you know a lot of people in town?” he asked.

“I know everyone!” said the kid. “Well, mostly. All the people worth knowing, at least.”

“We were hoping to find someone who might have an interest in doing business with us.” Damon wiggled the spliff he held in between his fingers. “Do you understand my meaning?”

“I ain’t stupid,” said the kid. “It’s why I came over here in the first place. Well, that and to hopefully see some Rem titties.”

“Excuse me?” said Ria.

“If you’re helpful enough, nothing’s off the table,” said Damon.

Ria punched him in the shoulder. He laughed and took another hit from the spliff, which he recognized for a mistake as the world once again began to spin.

They followed their new friend down the road and around the corner. He led them to a surprisingly upscale brothel poised by the intersection next to the stone bridge. The boy pushed through the brothel’s front door, weaving through several men and women composing the early evening crowd.

The main room was well-lit, with a clean floor, circular glass windows, and a large hearth. Several reasonably attractive girls carried bottles of wine out for the patrons already sitting at the tables, all of them attired in matching dresses with impressively tight tailoring in the chests.

“Davy,” called the boy. “Is Ysabel in back?”

“Aye,” said a pudgy man polishing glasses behind the bar. “But what makes you think she’ll want to see you, Dolin?”

The boy, Dolin, apparently, gestured toward Damon and Ria. “I met some interesting folks.”

The bartender looked them up and down, sighed, and then disappeared into the inn’s back room. He returned no more than a minute later, motioning for them to enter the door he’d just been through with a subtle gesture of his head.

Damon glanced at Ria, who mounted no protest with her eyes or expression. He walked forward slowly, following Dolin into a section of the brothel that felt more like an exclusive lounge than a private back room. A large, red-faced man sat on a cushioned chair, drinking wine and receiving a dance from a young woman wearing thin silk sarong and half-shirt.

They passed through another door, finally coming to a stop in a small study chamber decorated with a range of different works of art. Expensive tapestries hung from the walls, and a wood carving of a horse rearing up on its back legs took up most of one corner of the room.

A thin woman in spectacles with gray-streaked black hair sat reading a ledger behind her desk. She frowned when she saw Dolin, and then sighed and gestured to the singular chair on the door side of her desk. Damon made no move to sit down, instead folding his arms and letting some of his uncertainty show in his expression.

“Dolin,” said the woman. “Would you mind explaining who these people are and why they’re here?”

“Travelers, Ysabel,” said Dolin. “I saw them loitering outside Toma’s place smoking heartlift weed. They asked me about selling it.”

“Is this true?” asked Ysabel.

Damon nodded slowly. “It is. My name is Anders. This is my wife, Heather. We came to town looking to do a bit of discrete business with our year’s harvest, if you catch my meaning.”

Ysabel let out a slow chuckle, the sound lingering in the stuffy space. She set her quill down and leaned back in her chair, steepling her fingers.

“How much do you have?” she asked.

Damon gave Ria a nod, and she opened her pack and removed the bundle of heartlift weed. She set it down on the desk, unfolding the oiled parchment paper to reveal the heady scented buds. Ysabel made a contemplative noise before picking one up and sniffing it.

“Mmm…” She gave them an appreciative nod. “I could certainly find buyers for heartlift weed of this potency. You came to the right person.”

“Glad to hear it,” said Damon.

“Leave this with me and I’ll be able compensate you in the realm of, oh, perhaps two silver per each of the small buds, and five for these larger ones. It’ll take me a week or two in order to move this much.”

“We need the money upfront,” said Ria. “I am afraid our travels keep us from being of a single place for that long.”

Ysabel gave them a gentle smile that veered into condescending territory. She had the confidence of a woman who was used to getting her way, which said a lot about her status in the relatively backwater town they were in.

“I’m not inclined to do business in such a manner,” said Ysabel. “You must consider the risk I’d be taking in such an agreement. If it turns out that there is less demand than anticipated…”

“Fair enough.” Damon shrugged and reached forward, pulling the heartlift weed back toward them before she could say anything else. “We’ll look elsewhere for offers. Thank you for your time”

“Not so fast…” said Ysabel.

Damon hardened his expression, setting his hand on his sword hilt and making his weapon obvious. “I’m sure a woman as busy as you has more pressing matters to attend to than engaging with 
travelers like us. Now, unless you plan on doing business, my wife and I will be going.”

“Slow down for a moment,” said Ysabel. “We can still work out a… mutually beneficial arrangement. I may not have the coin on hand to directly purchase all of your supply, but a deal for a small amount could be achieved.”

Money appeared out of the table from a purse she apparently kept in a drawer just out of sight. Damon did his best not to gape at the amounts she laid out before them.

In truth, it wasn’t that much money, just under a hundred silver sables. Damon could have earned that much in a busy week as a gladiator. Given their current situation, it was a lifeline, a miracle, even.

“Do we have a deal?” asked Ysabel. “I can purchase about half right now. Then, if you’re still in need of a buyer down the line, perhaps next week, bring me back the rest.”

“Heather?” said Damon. “What do you think?”

Ria stared blankly down at the money on the desk until he punctuated his question with a small nudge to her ribs with his elbow.

“Ah, right!” she said. “This seems sufficient.”


CHAPTER 13

They left the brothel with pockets bulging with coin, as neither of them had managed to get their dedicated coin purses out of the tower. Damon shared a grin with Ria as they walked out onto the street.

They took the time to peruse the market square once more, and Damon purchased some smoked sausage to cook for the others that night, along with a small bottle of plum brandy. He was euphoric as he walked alongside Ria back to the edge of town, and he threw caution to the wind, pulling her in close for several passionate, celebratory kisses.

“We might just have saved ourselves,” he said. “We have enough money to pay for transport for all five of us anywhere along Veridan’s Curve, along with whatever food we need.”

“That was only half,” said Ria. “Perhaps we might consider taking Ysabel up on the rest of her offer?”

Damon nodded slowly. “She was generous once she got going.”

They were approaching the edge of town, needing nothing else from Valleystripe, for the moment. Damon saw a group of rather rough-looking men waiting in clumps on either side of the bridge.

“She was suspiciously generous,” he said, feeling a premonition.

The boy, Dolin, was standing with the men, and his eyes flicked toward Damon and Ria a few times in conspicuously quick succession.

“Need anything before we do this?” he whispered to Ria.

“Another kiss.”

He grinned and pulled her to him. She bit his lip gently and let out a low, satisfied sigh. Damon rested his hand on his sword hilt and watched as Ria palmed her throwing dagger.

“Greetings,” called Damon. “I can’t help but notice that you and your friends have moved into position to block the bridge. It just so 
happens that my wife and I need to head over this bridge. Do you see our dilemma?”

The men exchanged a few looks, a few breaking into dark chuckles.

“Sorry, mister,” said Dolin. “I really do think your wife is pretty. Still want to see a Rem naked one day.”

“Get out of here, kid,” said Damon.

Surprisingly, he did just that, jogging off into the distance and leaving the adults to their unsavory business. Damon counted five men, and he took a moment while the situation was still calm to look around for any other spots that might hold an ambush, seeing nothing.

“If you’ve got any money or anything else of value, hand it over and we won’t hurt you,” said the man in front. He was tall and well-muscled, with a mop of curly red hair.

“Move.” Damon drew his sword. “I’m tired and have no mind for threats right now. Just move.”

The men pulled out their own weapons, most of them wielding short swords or cudgels. Damon stepped forward without preamble and began hacking at them, cutting one in the shoulder and another in the ankle before they began to put up any real resistance.

Ria surged to his side, stabbing a third man in the stomach. They were just thugs, small-town muscle, underequipped and inexperienced with doing much more than making lazy threats. The fight was over almost as soon as it had started.

“True Divine!” cried the man with the curly red hair. “Just go! We… we didn’t—”

“You didn’t what?” snapped Damon. “Think we’d put up a fight? I’ll forgive you for lacking any semblance of how hellish our past few days have been, and how ready for this sort of thing we are. I won’t forgive you, however, for threatening my wife! Get his coin purse, Heather.”

Ria was cleaning blood off her throwing dagger. It took her a second to remember that she was Heather and jump into action, patting the man down and pulling loose his money.

“It’s nearly empty,” she said.

“That’s fine. I’ll still take it. I actually need one.”

He sheathed his sword, took the man’s coin purse, and shouldered past the thugs who were still on their feet. Ria followed him, still watching the men carefully.

It only took them a few minutes to walk up the slope and make it back to where they’d left the others. Damon wasn’t able to suppress the grin on his face as he presented them with the food and supplies.

“We got everything you asked for, aesta,” he said to Malon. “Also, we managed to earn a bit of money while we were at it.”

“Nearly a hundred silver sables,” said Ria.

“Is that right?” Malon’s smile looked brittle and false. “Would you mind elaborating on what this work entailed?”

Damon exchanged a glance with Ria. He had no real desire to lie to Malon, but it couldn’t be avoided without coming clean.

“Just a few odd jobs,” he said. “Nothing too outlandish. I bought some smoked sausage. If we find a camping spot a bit farther into the forest, we should be fine to make a fire.”

“Sausage…” said Vel with an appreciative sigh. “Never in my life did I think that the idea of eating sausage would be so breathtakingly exciting.”

“Well, ah, there’s a first time for everything,” said Damon.

He helped Vel with her pack as they set out to find a place to camp for the night. Malon was deliberate in how she walked beside him, setting a hand on his shoulder to slow him down as the others moved on ahead.

“You reek of heartlift weed,” she whispered.

Damon’s neck muscles tensed. “There’s a good reason for that.”

“I’m listening.”

Malon could be scarily intense when she wanted to. Damon thought of a few excuses, each one less believable than the last. His aesta saved him from having to lie to her again, however.

“How about I tell you what I already know?” she suggested. “Ria has been either trading for heartlift weed with some of the Remenai she deals with or growing it herself. She told you about it the other night, when the two of you slipped outside after you thought everyone was asleep.”

“That’s… not inaccurate,” he admitted.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” asked Malon. “I can understand being concerned about how I might react under normal circumstances, but our current situation is fairly desperate. I need to have all the facts before coming to a decision.”

“I didn’t know until earlier, when we first entered Valleystripe,” said Damon.

“Would you have told me if you’d known before that?”

Damon looked away, unsure of both whether he wanted to answer, and what the answer would be. “Look, it doesn’t matter now. You know the truth. You know that we’re in a much better position because of what we did. Do you really need to lecture me on this?”

Malon folded her arms. “You didn’t smoke too much, did you?”

“Not really,” he said.

“Heartlift weed is addictive, both mentally and physically,” she said. “If you have any left, I’d appreciate it if you gave it to me. I’d feel more comfortable holding onto it for the group.”

“Ria has the rest of it.”

“I’ll speak with her, then.”

Damon sighed, feeling so much as he had when Malon used to catch him when he was up to mischief as a little boy. She was still his aesta, even now. It was a fact that was more comforting than annoying, even if it had her treating him like a child again. It made 
him feel as though not all of what they’d lost when the tower had crumbled was really gone.


CHAPTER 14

They set up camp half a mile outside of Valleystripe, far enough away to give them some privacy without completely abandoning the benefits of being near a town. Damon had seen several carriages available for hire, and with their new windfall of coin, they could book passage north the next morning if they so chose.

“You know,” said Kastet. “We could seek out a representative of Emperor Argenstein once we reach New Florencia. It’s entirely possible that the local governor would be willing to provide his assistance once he understood the situation.”

They’d risked a small fire, and everyone’s faces were illuminated by its warm glow in the cool night. Malon was cooking the sausages in their travel pot alongside a generous helping of beans. The smell was incredible, though Damon knew that was at least in part due to the influence of his ravenous hunger.

“I am not familiar with New Florencia,” said Ria. “Do they have prejudice toward the Remenai?”

“I… honestly don’t know,” said Kastet. “Avarice sees them as a rival faction in the region. I would assume they’d at least be open to discussing a potential alliance if it included a temporarily exiled Merinian princess and a few powerful Remenai clans.”

Ria nodded slowly. Malon looked far less certain.

“Contrary to what’s commonly said, the enemy of your enemy is not always your friend,” said Malon. “I would recommend a patient path forward, Your Highness. Easier and safer opportunities for you to regain power will eventually present themselves.”

“Perhaps,” said Kastet, with a sigh. “However, patience requires time. Do we have that much of it?”

It was plain what she was asking. The assassins were still on their tail, as far as any of them knew. They might need powerful allies sooner, rather than later.

“For tonight, at least, I think we’re safe enough to be patient,” said Malon, with a gentle smile. “Solas? Was that brandy I saw in the bag of supplies you brought back?”

“You saw correctly,” he said. “Should we open it?”

It was more of a question than it seemed. They weren’t necessarily safe, even with their proximity to a town. Then again, they might not be truly safe again for quite some time, and there was no sense in hauling an extra bottle around in one of the traveling bags indefinitely.

They passed both the brandy bottle and the pot around, lacking cups or bowls or anything beyond the most basic utensils to eat with. Sausage and beans was a pairing of food to which Damon had never given enough credit before, the meat spicy, the beans soft and savory.

The brandy was a nice addition, and between the five of them, it didn’t amount to enough liquor to get anyone overly drunk. Damon sat between Vel and Ria, both of them sidling up near enough to be almost openly cuddling him. Malon eyed them suspiciously as she took a sip from the brandy bottle, but she didn’t let her disapproval rise to the point of open complaint.

“Tomorrow, we’ll see about hiring a carriage,” said Damon. “It’s time for us to travel out of Veridan’s Curve and into New Florencia. That should be enough distance for us to finally start letting our guard down.”

“I agree, solas,” said Malon. “For tonight, however, it would be best for us to stay alert. I don’t mind taking the first watch, since—”

A branch cracked in the distance, the sound just loud enough to stand out against the ambient chirping of the crickets and rustling of the trees. Damon reached for his myrblade, feeling Vel and Ria stiffen straight.

Before he could draw his sword, however, a figure strode out of the forest, drawing into the circle of illumination provided by their fire. Damon recognized him by his hulking silhouette, if not his distinctive facial features.

“Hello,” said Jerome Numbers, of the Blacksoul Band. “Is there enough room for one more by your fire?”

Damon rose to his feet, unsheathing his sword in a slow, deliberate motion. The others were up and they moved to stand in positions that made tactical sense. Ria was next to him, while Vel and Kastet stood safely in the middle, and Malon faced outward, toward the forest behind them.

“You caught up with us, it seems,” said Damon. “Given how fast we’ve been traveling, I have to imagine it was a bit of a struggle.”

“We do what we do not just because we’re good at it, or because of the money.” Jerome reached down to pick up the discarded brandy bottle, wiggling it back and forth before downing the dregs. “A pepper must take passion in their work. There’s no purpose in living a life that goes against the beating of one’s own heart.”

“How very profound,” said Damon. “Is this also part of the passion you take in your work? You could have attacked us without warning, but instead, you come to talk?”

“Agatha poisoned your food.”

Damon felt his mouth go dry for an instant. A slow smile crept onto Jerome’s face, and he eventually waved a finger at them.

“That was a jest,” said Jerome. “Look at your faces! No, in truth, I came ahead to make this easy and straightforward. We only need two of you. Princess Kastet and her kidnapper. The rest may walk away with no further molestation.”

“I was not kidnapped!” shouted Kastet. “I was saved from imprisonment, and likely death, by Damon Al-Kendras. Neither he nor I will surrender to your company of assassins.”

“The truth is and always has been available for purchase,” said Jerome. “The facts of your situation are whatever my employer whispers into my ear.”

“We aren’t asleep in our home this time around,” said Damon in a low voice. “If you want to find out what happens when you face us in a fair fight, then bring the rest of your men out from the shadows.”

Jerome nodded and waved a hand. A ring of armed men, most of them wearing armor or chainmail, emerged from the shadowed trees. Damon spotted Agatha and Shagille, who walked forward to stand next to Jerome.

“Get down!” shouted Malon.

Damon dropped, pulling Vel and Kastet with him, aware of what his aesta likely had planned. Shagille was a dampener, but his ability to absorb magic wasn’t limitless.

Malon’s crest gave off a bright, crimson glow from underneath her tunic as she threw her arms sideways, launching thick plumes of flames toward the mercenaries approaching from the trees.

Near a dozen of them fell instantly, engulfed by the intense bursts of Malon’s magical fire. The screams of the men were thick on the air, and Damon couldn’t decide whether the ones still conscious enough to attempt to roll their own burning bodies out on the ground were lucky or cursed.

“Handle the sorceress,” Jerome said, addressing Shagille.

Damon launched himself forward, swinging his myrblade at the dampener as he moved to contain Malon’s spellcasting. The rest of the mercenaries were already closing in.

The danger was too spread out for them to have much strategy in their defense. Agatha levelled a crossbow at the center of their group, no doubt loaded with poisoned bolts. Jerome smiled and watched, prepared to charge forward at any moment.

Damon saw Ria dodge sideways out of the corner of his eye, letting her dagger fly toward Agatha. The twang of the crossbow shooting sounded in the same instant. The projectiles collided in midair, in an event of incredible improbability.

Ria rolled forward to collect her throwing dagger as more of the mercenaries closed on them from the trees. Malon was still flinging fire, but Shagille took another step toward her, holding his arms up and suddenly muting her magic as though blowing out a candle. Malon glared at him with gritted teeth, swinging a hand at him in a 
hard slap that missed by a few inches.

Damon held off the bulk of the mercenaries with quick, accurate sword strikes. He drew from his myrblade’s magic, not manifesting the ice thorns, but letting each strike cast a lingering freeze effect upon its target.

They weren’t going to win the fight. He could feel the truth of that on a deeper level amid their growing sense of desperation and despair. Damon looked toward Ria, catching her eye in between attacks.

“Grab Kastet!” he shouted. “Run!”

It wasn’t as much of an admission of defeat as it seemed. If he could split the Blacksoul Band up, their own chances of surviving the encounter would increase substantially. Ideally, Damon would split off from Malon far enough for at least one of them to be free of Shagille’s dampening aura, but their positions made it impossible for him to flee without leaving his aesta on her own.

Ria had gotten a hand on Kastet’s arm and pulled her into a run, followed closely behind by Vel, who was swinging a lit log from the fire at anyone who drew near her. Damon fell into place alongside Malon as Jerome and Shagille strode toward her.

He had an idea, and it was better than nothing.

“Steam,” he whispered to Malon.

One of her eyebrows twitched, but she nodded after a moment, understanding him. They turned away from Jerome and Shagille. Damon brought his sword down to the ground as Malon cast her flame magic in the same direction.

“Whoa!” cried Myr. “That’s hot!”

Fire met ice, and the result was a sudden burst of rippling steam. Damon’s lungs stung as he took his next breath, but his trick obscured the sightlines of the battlefield for the moment, leaving them with an opening. Damon snatched up one of the traveling bags from their campsite and pulled Malon toward the trees, sprinting at full tilt.


CHAPTER 15

Damon was concerned for the others, but his options were limited to simply staying ahead of the pursuers coming after him and Malon. He shot the occasional glance back in the direction of the mercenaries whenever he could, searching through the silhouettes in hopes of confirming whether the dampener was among them.

Malon wasn’t as fast a runner as he was, but it made little practical difference as they plodded through the thick forest. Branches, bushes, and hidden shifts in the ground were every bit as much an enemy to them as the Blacksoul Band.

Damon considered his luck to be strained to the limit, but not entirely absent. The rumble of thunder sounded no more than ten minutes into his and Malon’s hasty retreat. The rain came shortly after, cool droplets of what seemed like the True Divine’s intervention in the form of pelting precipitation.

Ria would be able to draw from her tempesting magic in such conditions. Damon wasn’t confident that lightning was outside the scope of Shagille’s dampening abilities, but the man could only be in a single place at a time. Either he’d gone after Ria, Vel, and Kastet, or he was still chasing Damon and Malon.

In either case, there would be an opportunity for a fight that would give them the edge. They didn’t necessarily need to eliminate the Blacksoul Band down to a man. If they could decisively win a fight against a portion of them, or even kill one of the company’s leaders, it might be enough to dissuade them from doubling down on their job’s finish.

It was more of a passing thought than a workable plan. Damon tripped over a tree root and nearly hit his head against a rock as he fell. Malon was at his side in an instant, pulling him back to his feet. A noise from farther on drew them both up short before they could make to continue.

A craggy cliff face segmented the forest ahead of them, with a 
fallen tree trunk leaning at an angle to make a triangle between the upper and lower level. Damon saw movement from above and farther into the forest. He motioned for Malon to crouch lower, and they both crept forward into the cover provided by the cliff.

There was a small opening underneath the fallen tree, a crevice within the rock formed by ancient movements of the terrain. Malon squeezed Damon’s shoulder, shifting down and into the tiny cave with nary a pause. Damon listened to the night, searching for their pursuers with his ears.

He was surprised when he found them. They were mostly ahead of him and Malon, positioned to encircle them into an ambush if they continued blundering into the dark. Hiding in the cave was their best option.

“It’s empty, as far as I can tell,” whispered Malon in a barely audible voice.

“Good. How are you positioned?”

“Surprisingly comfortably,” she said. “Just hide your traveling pack and squeeze yourself in, feet first.”

Damon did so, moving as quietly as he could and hoping that it would be enough. It was still raining, but the angle of the cliff and the underlying slope gave them plenty of cover. He fit his legs into the crevice and slowly began to wriggle himself in.

It was not a spacious arrangement. The cave had a fair amount of depth, but was barely wide enough for two people to lie side by side. He fit himself in next to Malon, expecting the cave to open up and feeling uncertain whether he was disappointed that it didn’t.

Malon leaned back against him, her body flush with his. Damon put an arm around her, hugging her on reflex. He could still see out of the cave if he shifted his head to look through the entrance, but the position of the tree left them, and even the crevice’s existence, entirely hidden from cursory inspection.

“It’s not too bad, is it?” whispered Malon.

“I’m fine.” Damon gave her body a small, reassuring squeeze.

“A bit lacking for wiggle room,” said Malon. She shifted against him, doing a bit of wiggling herself as she tried to get more comfortable. Damon took a slow breath, trying to force his lower half to stay calm and sensible.

Rain continued to pelt against the trees, creating an ambient patter of noise that would no doubt help cover any noise they made. Malon had just enough space to roll onto her other side, facing him directly in the darkness of their shelter.

“How do you think the others are faring?” asked Damon.

“I don’t know…” said Malon, with a tired sigh. “I can only hope they’ve managed as well as us. I heard several claps of thunder in quick succession while we were running. It may have been Ria using her magic to buy their escape.”

Damon nodded slowly, forcing himself to trust in Ria and Vel’s capabilities and tamping down on his own worries. Malon’s words had brought another issue to mind, one exacerbated by their current situation and apparent in her movements. One of her legs was already rubbing against his, angling for contact like the body of a horny teenager.

“Aesta,” he said. “You used your magic, too. Quite a bit of it, in fact.”

“I did, but it’s nothing to concern yourself with,” she said. “I’m fine, solas. Just a bit tired.”

He let his hand find her cheek in the dark, cupping gently, but confidently.

“I’ve seen how you can get when you’re just a bit tired
, aesta,” he said.

“Now is not the time for such jokes.”

He kissed her lips, letting his mouth drag across her cheek afterward to linger by her ear. “What is it time for, then?”

He felt a shudder run through her. In truth, he suspected he was as turned on as she was, if not more. He’d almost lost any semblance of control when she’d started talking about wiggle room

 in the first place.

He ran his hands along her body, feeling her do the same, though with reluctant movements. The confines of the cave had both created the situation and made it torturous. Even getting undressed within the space would be a challenge, but it was one that a certain part of Damon’s body already seemed more than up for.

“This is unfair,” whispered Malon. “I realize how hard it might be for you to control yourself with us like this, solas, but please… Remember who we are to one another.”

“What I remember is how drained you become every time I see you use your magic,” he said. “We can’t have that. Not here, not now.”

“You speak as if, as if…”

“As if what?” He kissed her neck and let his erection prod into her stomach.

“As if you’re going to do something about it,” said Malon.

Damon gripped her thigh, lifting it up as he continued to grind into her. The angle was all wrong. Getting it right would take effort on both their behalves. Though with Malon, and with how easily and often she’d shut him down in the past, that had always been the case.

“You… know what I want to do, aesta,” he whispered. He felt his ears prickle at his own vagueness. It was so hard to be direct with her about sex, and it always had been. “You know what we should do.”

“Should we, solas?” she asked. “You project such confidence. You never stop to consider the consequences of your actions.”

“What consequences?” He kissed her neck and let his hand cup one of her breasts through her tunic. “We’ve done this dance too many times. Look where we are, aesta. Nobody would ever know.”

“I would know,” she said. “You would know. We can’t. We simply can’t.”

“If that’s the case, then why do we end up here so often?” Damon took her hand, pulling against the small amount of resistance she held it back with, and dragged it down to his bulge. Malon’s fingers instantly began to explore and caress, taking a measure of his manhood through the fabric.

“Why do we end up here?” echoed Malon. “Because we both… threaten each other, in this way.”

“I threaten you?”

“Not in the usual sense of the word,” she whispered. “How many…” She cleared her throat. “How many women have you bedded, solas?”

Damon let out a low groan. He could have given her an answer to that question. Likely, it wasn’t nearly as many as she assumed. He’d had a few good first experiences which had given him an abundance of confidence.

But to have her ask him, in that loving, but embarrassed voice. To have her ask him while cupping his crotch and sneaking spare fingers into the waistline of his pants. To have his aesta ask him how many women he’d bedded while he was in the process, the preliminary stage, of bedding her…

“You don’t have to answer,” she said, just before he could. “My point is that you aren’t… unaccomplished, ah, in that realm. I am a crest sorceress of Lascivious. We threaten each other in a passionate sense. I think it’s made worse by the genuine love we share.”

“But you won’t face this threat?” asked Damon. “We could both face it down, here and now. As many times as it took for us to get over it. Again, and again…”

“I can hear it in your voice,” she whispered. “Oh, solas. Where did we go so wrong?”

Her words seemed to echo in his ear as he kissed her again, more hungrily this time. He pulled her body against his, marveling as he always did about how she seemed to fit him so perfectly.

“Mmm…” moaned Malon, as he gave one of her buttocks a hard 
squeeze.

Perhaps that was exactly what she needed. Malon could talk a good game about invisible threats and riding off the beaten track, but when it came down to it, she was still vulnerable to his advances. She didn’t need logic and reason, or a perfectly primed opportunity. She needed a good, hard fuck.

He pushed into her with more roughness, using what little space he had in the cave for its best purpose. Malon let out a surprised squeal as he started to pull her leggings down, immediately followed by an annoyed hiss.

And then his hands were bound by her magic. The crimson glow of the conjured bindings she used was enough to illuminate their tiny space. He could see her flushed, horny face, but more pressingly, he could see the intensity of her glare.

“Solas,” she said, harshly. “Enough.”

There was no innuendo in that statement, at least none he could detect.

“This isn’t fair,” he said.

“How is it not fair for me to say no to you?” she countered.

Those words stung more than a little, especially coming from his aesta. Damon didn’t let himself falter, however.

“Are you saying no to me, in this?” he asked. “When you kiss me back? When you… touch me back?”

“Your hands are bound, are they not?”

“Speaking of which, what happens when one of the Blacksoul Band comes along and sees unnatural red light spilling out of our hiding spot?”

Malon let out a huff and shifted his bindings upward, pulling his arms above his head. “This wouldn’t be needed if you could simply control yourself! Solas, you—”

“What?” he snapped. “I tried to help you in a situation where you needed help? I let my body react to being pressed against you in a 
tiny—”

She slapped him across the face. It wasn’t a hard blow. It couldn’t have been, given the limitations of the space. It was still more than enough to shut him up, to shame him.

“Solas,” she said. “You tried, as you have in the past more times than I can count, to have sex with me. To… have your aesta as you have had so many other women.”

“True Divine, you don’t…” He shut his eyes, face burning. “You don’t have to… say it like that.”

“I do,” she whispered. “I do, and you need to hear it. I love you solas, so much! I have no interest in seeing you make a mistake… in helping you make one… that might haunt you for the rest of your life.”

“You’re being overdramatic,” he muttered. “It wouldn’t haunt me.”

“It would haunt me,” she replied.

He let out a slow sigh and gave a small nod. The bindings dissipated, plunging them both back into darkness. He made no move to start touching and kissing her again. The awkwardness was as much a bulwark as any manifestation of her power.

“Come here, solas,” whispered Malon.

“What?”

“Hug me,” she said. “It’s alright. I know this situation is challenging for you, and I don’t mean to condemn your impulses, wrong as they may be. Let’s use this as a turning point. We can be close to one another, loving, and intimate… as an aesta and her solas. As we should be.”

“I’m a grown man,” he said. He let her embrace him, despite his verbal protest.

“To the world, perhaps,” she said. “To me… you’re still just solas.”

Her words stabbed at him, while simultaneously soothing him. 
He loved her so much. Enough to listen to what she was saying, and to hear what wasn’t being said. She needed him in much the same way he needed her. He couldn’t let her down, not in this.

“I love you, aesta,” he said. “I somehow doubt I’m going to be able to sleep, ah, like this.”

He flexed his cock, letting it poke her for emphasis, despite how it shamed him to do so after everything she’d said.

“Just focus on your breathing,” whispered Malon. “You’ll manage.”

“I apologize for anything that I might inadvertently do during the night,” he said.

“Let’s hope that you’re too enthralled by your dreams to have that be a worry for us,” whispered Malon.


CHAPTER 16

Damon chased after Bylia, watching the grass and flowers sway across the clearing around the tower. She was wearing one of her songstress gowns, cut from colorful, flowing fabric, and her chestnut brown hair hung loose across her shoulders.

“I thought you’d never come back,” he called, grinning as she turned to face him.

“I… felt that you needed me,” said Bylia with a small shrug. “So I came. I can do this much for you, sola… ah, Damon.”

He grinned, lifting her in his arms and spinning her around in the air. Bylia laughed shyly and set her hands on his shoulders. She let out a surprised whoop as he stumbled backward, the two of them falling to the soft ground in a sprawling, but not uncomfortable heap.

“Bylia…” he whispered, kissing her neck and then her lips. “You’ve been well missed.”

He touched her body without hesitation, feeling her plump breasts, and then pulling her thighs apart. He saw the surprise and shock in her expression, a bit more than what was warranted, but she had lost her memories, after all.

“Oh!” said Bylia. “Should we… go inside?”

“It’s just us here,” he said. “I think? I don’t care! I’ve missed you too much.”

He saw her gape as he dropped his trousers, letting his cock snap out into the sunlight. The tip was glistening, already primed from his excitement. Bylia held up a hand as though to gesture for him to slow down. He gripped it in his own and pressed it back against the grass, using his other hand to pull her skirt up.

“Easy,” said Bylia. “There’s no rush. Perhaps we should—”

She flinched and sucked in a breath as Damon buried his cock as deep as it would go into her womanhood. She was as turned on as he was, and the action of churning her up sent unreal pleasure coursing 
through Damon.

“Oh, Bylia,” he moaned. “True Divine. You’re even tighter than I remember.”

Her eyes were wide, aroused, almost in disbelief. Damon pumped into her roughly, remembering Bylia’s natural eagerness. She’d always been able to take a hard handling. She’d enjoyed pushing it to the limit as much as he had.

“That’s it,” he said, gruffly. “Do you remember this, Bylia? The way you used to moan for my cock?”

She shot him a glare, or at least tried to. Damon lifted her legs over his shoulders, flashing a cocky smile at her as he continued to dominate her. Bylia writhed underneath him, moving as though she was increasingly unsure of what she’d gotten herself into.

“Oh!” she cried. “Damon… You… you’re…”

“That’s right,” he said. “Sing your song for me, Bylia. Let me hear your voice.”

She didn’t sing, exactly. It was more of a pleasured squeal, one barely escaping her throat. Damon set his hand on the side of her face, kissing her once tenderly, and then gripping her hair to pull back with a bit of measured force. He’d always wanted to pull Bylia’s hair.

“Damon Al-Kendras!” cried Bylia.

She shuddered as he tightened his grip on her locks, taking her the way he’d always wanted to. She’d been such a tease, such a flirt on stage. No doubt dozens of other men had seen her perform and been tempted to take her as they would an eager courtesan.

“That’s it,” he whispered into her ear. “Shake your hips for me.”

She did, as though her body was being whispered to ahead of her mind’s consensus. She shook herself for him for several long seconds before snapping her eyes open, seeming to come to her senses and relocate her poise.

“You… can’t!” she said.

She pushed him back suddenly. It was out of nowhere, but as Damon fell backward onto the grass, he recognized a few of the signs he’d missed. He suddenly understood what was going on and felt like an idiot for not noticing it earlier.

“True Divine,” he muttered. “Your sister is waiting for you, isn’t she?”

He looked toward the tower and saw the carriage of Brienne and Lord Cornerstone. Brienne exited through the carriage’s side and came running, face pinched with worry.

“Bylia!” cried Brienne. “You’re having sex with Damon, out in the open?”

Bylia was blushing fiercely and attempting to make herself decent. “I was… I think I made a mistake.”

“Let me make it with you, sister,” said Brienne. She dropped to her knees next to Damon on the grass and gave his member a soft, full-lipped kiss. Damon groaned, unable to believe his luck. He’d never been open about how he’d occasionally lusted after Brienne. It felt like something out of a fantasy to finally have this chance.

He watched Brienne start to suck him off and shivered from the pleasure. Bylia sat with her arms folded nearby, shaking her head and muttering to herself while refusing to look at them.

“You’re not mad at me, are you, Bylia?” he asked.

Bylia sighed and finally glanced his way. “No, Damon, I’m not mad. It was my idea to visit you like this. I have to wonder what I was thinking…”

“It was a good idea,” he said. “Oh, True Divine!”

He seized Brienne by the face with both hands, using her mouth almost as though it belonged to him. Brienne was docile, almost removed from the situation, even as he surged beyond his sexual limits and began to unload into her wet, married mouth.

“I hope you’re satisfied,” whispered Bylia.


CHAPTER 17

Damon awoke feeling as though his dreams had been pleasant, though it was hard to remember more than fleeting wisps. The cave he and Malon had spent the night in was far from comfortable, but she’d arisen ahead of him, and he had enough room to easily slide himself out.

“Morning,” he said, finding Malon sitting against the fallen tree.

“Good morning, solas,” she said. “How did you sleep?”

“Well enough,” he said.

“The traveling pack you brought with you was the one with the oats and beans in it,” said Malon. “We don’t have much, but given that it’s just the two of us, we’ll at least have lunch and dinner.”

“Not breakfast?”

Malon waved a hand at the area around them. “I thought it unwise to risk it here, given that it’s where the Blacksoul Band will remember having lost our trail.”

“True,” he said.

She rose to her feet, and Damon pulled her into a quick hug and planted a kiss on her cheek. She didn’t look at him directly, and he was left wondering if perhaps not all was forgiven after the incident in the cave the previous night.

Malon was showing the exterior signs of their rough bout of traveling. Her hair, though still braided, was increasingly frazzled, the loose red locks looking like the sunrise in the morning light. Her clothing was stained in some places and streaked with dust in others.

So were his clothes, however, a fact which Malon emphasized as she brushed a bit of dirt off the chest of his tunic. Damon took a moment to look around the surrounding forest, trying to work out how they were going to find a way to meet up with the others.

“We could risk heading back to Valleystripe,” he suggested. “Ria, Vel, and Kastet would likely be able to make their way back to the 
town, regardless of which direction they fled in.”

“It’s not a bad idea, but it could be dangerous,” said Malon. “Best we save it for a last resort if we can’t find any signs of them nearby.”

Damon frowned as he considered her words. “They might not be nearby, aesta. I know you remember how adamant Ria was about taking Kastet deeper into the Malagantyan, to reach out to the Remenai clans she’s on friendly terms with.”

“I doubt seta would go against the will of the group on her own initiative if it meant putting distance between herself and us,” said Malon.

“It might not be on her own initiative,” said Damon. “If Kastet was the one who brought up the idea, I’m not sure Vel or Ria would contradict her.”

“For now, it makes sense for us to travel slow and keep our eyes open,” said Malon. “It’s all we can do, really.”

Damon nodded. He shouldered the traveling pack and reached for Malon’s hand, holding it as the two of them set out into the woods.

They set out with only the barest of inklings of direction. Damon used the sun’s position to set them on a northwestern course, though he knew they’d have to meander out of necessity to find the others.

He was glad for the meal they’d shared the previous night even as his hunger began to return with a vengeance. In fact, the thought of sharing another meal like that after reuniting with Ria, Vel, and Kastet gave him a wealth of hope to draw from.

Malon seemed recovered from using her magic the night before, which Damon was glad for. A tiny, evil part of him enjoyed it when she started to lose control like that. He tried to remember her words last night and how they’d impacted upon his conscience. She was his aesta, and that was just a fact, one which he should be more grateful for rather than trying to maneuver his way around.

“Hold a moment,” said Malon. “I see some wild raspberries atop that hill.”

“Enough to be worth gathering?”

“Wait here and I’ll go check,” she replied.

“Happily.”

He watched her go, the breeze toying with her hair like a banner in the wind. It wasn’t until she’d reached the top of the hill that Damon heard the cracking of branches nearby, too loud and deliberate to be a small animal.

He spun around, drawing his myrblade and searching the trees. It wasn’t a long search, and the one responsible for the noise made no immediate move to conceal themself.

A young Remenai girl no older than ten stood a few dozen feet away from Damon, gaping at him in muted surprise. She had clan markings on her face, curling like black inked script over her chin and cheeks, and her hair was woven into simple black braids.

Her eyes widened as she saw Damon, with his hard expression and drawn sword, and then she burst into tears. Damon winced and silently cursed himself as he watched her run off into the distance, sobbing near the top of her lungs.

He sheathed his sword, though a part of him felt as though he should keep it out. The girl had just announced their position to anyone within half a mile. He might well need it within the next few minutes.

“What did you do?” called Malon, as she made her way down the hill with two cupped hands filled with berries.

“There was a young Rem girl.” Damon shrugged, feeling foolish. “I drew my sword on reflex and she…reacted to it.”

Malon sighed and began filling one of the empty pockets of Damon’s traveling pack with the berries. “Which way did she go?”

She explained her logic as they set out after the girl. Malon had a fair amount of skill speaking Konokai, one of the more commonly spoken Rem languages. It was more likely than not that any Remenai they encountered who were traveling as a family would be friendly 
toward them, especially if they explained their own situation.

He let Malon lead the way, for obvious reasons. Despite how she’d sprinted off, the little Remenai girl always seemed to be just within view as they followed after her.

She led them through the trees on an increasingly deliberate path. Soon, they were walking along a relatively clean trail that led from north to south, into the distance. Damon drew even with Malon, seeing their apparent destination resolve through the trees ahead of them at the same time she did.

A Remenai longhouse made from blackwood logs and woven crimmor leaves stood in the center of a large clearing. The little girl had already sprinted over to another group of Rem children who were busy at play, shouting out a few words of warning in her native language.

Malon set a hand against Damon’s chest and slowly shook her head. “We should go no farther than this, for now. We’ll wait for one of the adults who are home to come out and…”

A Remenai woman emerged from the longhouse. She was old, green of hair, as he’d heard Ria say before. Her hair was closer to silver than green, but still vital, unlike the way Merinian hair usually went a duller gray.

She was tall and thin, and her pointed ears had the slightest droop to them. She wore a simple cloak of silk over a leafcloth tunic and leggings. All of this registered only faintly to Damon, secondary to the expression he saw on Malon’s face as she watched the Remenai woman approach.

“Aesta,” he said. “What is it?”

The Remenai woman’s eyes locked onto him, and a curious, wavering smile came onto her face. She looked back toward Malon, but pointed at Damon, her eyebrows lifting in question. Malon nodded, slowly, shakily.

“This is Sharika, solas,” she said. “Have I told you of her?”

“I think so. The name sounds familiar. She was an old friend of 
yours, wasn’t she?”

“She was. She’s…” Malon trailed off again. “Solas, she’s the reason I follow the path I do. She’s why I became an aesta. To Ria, to you, to Velanor.”

Damon nodded, eyeing the many children he could see milling about the clearing around them. “She inspired you, I take it?”

“You could say that,” said Malon. “You could also say that she… is my aesta.”


CHAPTER 18

Damon folded his arms. He knew he’d heard Malon correctly, but it still took him a moment to really… hear her correctly.

“You had an aesta,” he said, slowly. “You never told me that.”

“It’s complicated,” said Malon.

Damon nodded more out of reflex than true acceptance. His mind jumped to the next obvious, reasonable question. “Does Ria know?”

Malon either didn’t hear him or wasn’t in a state to answer. She stepped forward, walking to meet the woman, Sharika, her aesta
, midway. They stopped a few feet apart from each other in the middle of the clearing.

He would have given anything to listen in, but the distance and the fact that he couldn’t understand Konokai prevented him from eavesdropping twice over. He contented himself to slowly walk to them, resisting the urge to sprint toward the spectacle and follow the example of the many Remenai children now pulling at the hem of Sharika’s cloak.

Malon and Sharika’s conversation came to a lull as Damon drew near. Both women stared at him, saying nothing for an interval long enough to prompt him to glance toward Malon in question. She smiled, but in a way that didn’t reach her eyes.

“Solas,” she said. She pronounced it differently, more accented than usual. “This is Sharika Tsitazee. She’s my aesta and my oldest friend, and she’s agreed to help us find the others. She’s… interested in getting to know you, along with Velanor and Ria once we’re reunited.”

“Yeah,” said Damon. “Right. I have plenty of questions of my own.”

He couldn’t keep the suspicious tone from his voice as he spoke. Malon hadn’t lied to him, exactly. She’d told him at least a couple of 
stories about Sharika, but all of them had omitted a single, essential fact. There were a lot of things that made more sense to him, in that moment, but just as many that made less.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” said Sharika. “Nice… meeting.”

Her Merinian wasn’t anywhere close to good, or even truly passable. Damon had never learned Konokai or any of the Rem languages. Why hadn’t he learned at least a few of the common words? He felt foolish, suddenly, as a grown man with an aesta and what amounted to a Remenai sister while still being ignorant of even such basics.

“Sharika,” he said. “It’s nice to meet you. Truly.”

Sharika smiled, the action conjuring a web of wrinkles through her cheeks. She bowed to him. Damon bowed back, leaning a bit deeper than she did.

Two of the children had begun to wrestle, and one of them screamed in a manner which might have been either playful or pained. Sharika let out a small sigh and moved to intercept her energetic charges. A boy and a girl. A solas, and a seta.

“Solas,” said Malon. “I… should explain this to you.”

“Please, feel free.”

“I haven’t spoken about this much with you,” said Malon. “I would have. Or at least, I may have. You were gone for so long during your time as a gladiator.”

“You didn’t tell Vel or Ria either, though?” he said. It was a guess, but his intuition led him true.

“Neither of them ever shifted their focus in that direction.” Malon shrugged. “I didn’t keep this secret on purpose, and I’m more than willing to tell you of my past.”

“Do you really have a choice about it now that it’s been thrust into our faces?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Watch it.”

“I’m just pointing out what’s obvious.”

“For the moment, please, just hold your tongue and listen,” said Malon. “My birth parents died when I was thirteen, here, in the Malagantyan. They were missionaries, devout worshippers of the Cult of Arconn’s Way. I was with them on their mission. I saw them die at the hands of a group of bandits, deserters from the first Merinian colonies to reach Veridan’s Curve.

“I was spared. I don’t know why. I suppose it would be more accurate to say I don’t remember why. That entire period is lost to me from the impact of the trauma of whatever it was I experienced.

“Sharika found me and took me in. I joined her family. It was a home in motion, and I was an outsider to everyone but her, of course. The other Remenai in her care looked down on me, but I understood. I never blamed them for it. I stayed with Sharika for several years before our disagreements became insurmountable.”

“Is that why you never told us about her?” asked Damon. “Did the two of you have a falling out?”

“It was more intense than a mere falling out. I always worried that if I told you, or more likely, Ria, hearing the nature of my past might put ideas in your heads. I was so scared that you would look at me one day and come to a negative judgment about my care and love for you.”

Malon looked away, her fingers fidgeting against the bottom edge of her tunic in the same way Vel sometimes would when she was nervous or uncomfortable.

“Still…” Damon shrugged. “I suppose I would have liked to have met her before now, regardless. In safer circumstances.”

“She adheres to the Wandering Way,” said Malon. “We lived far from here during my time with her, and I doubt she’s been in this location for more than a year, at most. I wondered at times whether Sharika was still alive or not, given how long it had been since I’d last seen her.”

Damon nodded, understanding her a bit more. It was easy to fall into the habit of keeping oneself at a distance from people they cared about. He’d done the same with Malon, after all, during his time away 
building his career as a gladiator.

Sharika came back over, seeming to glide with each elegant step she took. There were so many small details about her, from her smile, to the set of her shoulders, and even the discerning confidence in her eyes that reminded Damon of Malon. He wondered how much of it was true opposed to simple projection on his part.

Sharika and Malon exchanged a few more words in Konokai, and then Malon turned to gesture Damon toward the longhouse.

“She’s invited us to have lunch with her and her family,” she said.

“Sounds good.”

The longhouse’s interior was simple, but spacious. It was open on one side, with a curtain of woven vines separating a wide common from the firepit just outside the home. Sharika set about preparing the food along with one of the older children, a Remenai girl with big brown eyes who couldn’t have been more than four or five years younger than Damon.

He took a seat on one of the stools around the common room’s large, rectangular table. The children buzzed with energy as they found their own places, with the exception of the little girl whom Damon had initially scared out in the woods. She remained on guard, hiding behind one of the vine curtains that cordoned off the longhouse’s individual rooms.

Malon came alive, showing Damon a side of her he’d never seen before. That wasn’t entirely true, however. He’d just never been on the outside looking in, getting a true view of the comfortable, patient way she interacted with children.

She spoke with each of them, answering their questions as often as asking her own, judging from the tenor of her words. One of them pulled on the end of her braid, a little boy with puffy cheeks and a mischievous smile. She swept him up in her arms and tickled him senseless.

The other children laughed along with them both. Damon grinned, feeling so swept up in the moment that he could almost 
forget about the danger that Vel, Ria, and Kastet might be in.

Almost.

Another child pulled on the hilt of his myrblade as Sharika and her helper started serving the food. Damon shot Malon a questioning glance as the small boy began to pull his sword a few inches from its scabbard, and she gave him a stern frown and shook her head.

“Sorry, little gladiator,” he said. “You’ll have to wait for now. Maybe I’ll get a chance to show it to you safely later on?”

The boy stared at him, nodded slowly, and then kept pulling on the sword hilt. Damon followed Malon’s example and fended him off with a barrage of tickles.


CHAPTER 19

The food was sublime, and Damon suspected he would have held that opinion even if the majority of his meals over the past few days hadn’t been starvation rations. Sharika served him a large helping of grilled fish fillet along with lettuce and cucumber salad. He ate it with a snit
, the traditional Remenai utensil. It was basically a flat spoon with one edge sharpened.

Malon and Sharika spoke at length, though it was all in Konokai and unintelligible to Damon. The older girl who’d helped Sharika with the food kept staring at him. It was only when Damon started staring back that she finally came over and took the nearby empty seat.

“Can… your ears be of listening to my words?” asked the girl.

Her pronunciation and grammar were a bit jumbled, but she spoke slowly and carefully.

“I understand you,” said Damon.

The girl smiled and set a hand to her chest. “Arylla.”

He did the same. “Damon.”

She nodded, still staring at him. A silent, somewhat awkward moment passed. It was clear that the girl wasn’t sure what she wanted to ask him, which was funny to Damon, as he also had no idea what sorts of things he’d want to ask her.

“Is there truth in the speakings that some Remenai live with the Merinians in their coast cities?” asked Arylla.

“Yes,” said Damon. “It’s not uncommon, though Rem are still the minority there. You see more Remenai living in the towns and cities along Veridan’s Curve than you do Merinians living with Rem in the Malagantyan.”

Arylla accepted his answer with a small bow. Damon felt a suspicion about why a young Remenai girl who’d taught herself Merinian on a passable level might be interested in learning about 
the world outside of the trees.

Damon finished his food, feeling genuinely full for the first time in days. Malon set a hand on his shoulder as her conversation with Sharika ended, giving it an affectionate squeeze.

“She’s offered to help us search for the others,” said Malon. “We’re welcome to stay here for as long as we need to, but as is often the case with aestas, she doesn’t have any freely available beds.”

“We do have a tent and a bedroll in the traveling pack,” he said. “We can make do. Is it wise, though, for us to limit our search to the nearby area?”

Malon shrugged. “It’s hard to say. We have so little to go on. I suppose it likely won’t make a difference whether we cover more ground or less, given that our reunion will be based off random chance.”

“We’ll find them,” said Damon. “Or they’ll find us.”

He reached out, brushing a few strands of hair back from Malon’s face and cupping her cheek. She gently cleared her throat and removed his hand, shooting him a coded frown.

Sharika led her children through the process of clearing the table and cleaning off the plates. Damon and Malon spent a few minutes setting up their singular tent and bedroll near the longhouse, an act which left Damon’s mind running wild with ideas he knew his aesta wouldn’t like.

He set off to search the surrounding area for Ria, Vel, and Kastet with what was left of the afternoon. Sharika and Malon stayed behind to speak some more and watch over the children, while Damon was joined by Arylla and two of the older teenagers.

Much of the forest near the longhouse was easily traversable, with open sightlines through the trees that let them check wide swathes of land without much effort. It was a beautiful area, fertile and peaceful in the way that only certain places within the Malagantyan managed to achieve. The farmstead had been one of them, and Damon felt the loss of their old home anew as he accepted 
the fact that it was gone forever.

“Water up here,” said Arylla. “You wish to bathe?”

“I suppose it couldn’t hurt,” said Damon. “Aesta, er, Malon, would also appreciate it, I think.”

“Fyora will bring her after,” said Arylla.

She gave Damon a grin that seemed a bit enthusiastic for the situation and ran down a nearby slope with leaping steps. He followed after her, arriving to find her standing next to a waterfall that crashed down into a perfect pool of clear blue water.

He waited for a moment or two before realizing that Arylla had no intention of giving him any privacy. Malon hadn’t needed to give him a warning for him to know it was obvious that he should be on his best behavior.

He undressed slowly, keeping his undershorts on and doing his best to ignore the way Arylla’s eyes stayed locked onto his body. The water was cold enough to steal his breath away, but the waterfall was an absolute treat. The pressure of the stream crashing down on him from above was enough to scour away days of accumulated dirt, sweat, and traveling.

Arylla shouted something that Damon couldn’t quite make out over the sound of the crashing water.

“What?” he replied.

She drew a bit closer to the bathing pool and tried again. He made out a word or two, but still couldn’t hear her.

“What?” he shouted again.

Arylla scowled in a manner that reminded him so much of Vel that it was almost uncanny. “Would you be ready to return soon?”

He heard her that time, but decided to have some fun. “What?”

Arylla made an annoyed face. She was already at the edge of the water, and after a moment of rather cute hesitation, she stripped off her tunic and leggings and joined him in the pool, clad only in her underwear.

“Damon!” she shouted, drawing next to him under the waterfall.

“What?” he said, smiling as he washed his chest and under his arms.

Arylla’s stare took on a different quality as the ambience shifted in response to their proximity and near nudity. Damon wondered if he was the first Merinian man, or even the first man of any type, that she’d seen this far unclothed.

“I…” Arylla cleared her throat, meeting his gaze, the tips of her ears reddening. “Would you… be of interest…?”

“Would I be of interest… in what?” he asked, stepping forward.

He knew he was being an idiot even as he felt his cock growing hard under the water’s surface. Arylla didn’t back away from him. He felt his fingers twitching as he considered how easy it would be to grab her by the waist and pull her to him. She’d undressed and followed him into the water. She couldn’t be that naïve… could she?

A massive splash from next to them announced the arrival of one of the other Remenai teenagers, a tall girl with dimpled chin. Damon came to his senses and playfully splashed them both, though the moment seemed to linger as the game shifted toward tugging at what was left of each other’s clothing. Arylla missed his undershorts more than once, all but groping his obvious erection in their place.

Damon felt a hand tap on his shoulder and turned around to discover that Malon had also arrived at the pool to bathe. She was in her small clothes, just as they all were, and True Divine, it was a sight that Damon had forgotten the brilliance of.

Her skin was pale in the places usually hidden by her clothing, and her red hair turned dark maroon as the water soaked through it. Her large breasts strained against the contours of her half-shirt, and she fidgeted slightly with her girlshorts, unable to get them to keep the proper fit over her buttocks that she desired.

“Aesta,” said Damon.

Malon cleared her throat. “Solas…”

“I see you came to get to cleaned up.”

“Yes,” she said, quietly. “I see no reason to stay dirty when the chance to get clean presents itself.”

He moved aside, giving her room to step underneath the waterfall. The Remenai girls had taken to floating on their backs in calmer waters, absorbed in their own conversation.

“Let me help you wash your back off,” said Damon.

He stepped forward to join her under the waterfall before she could answer, letting his tool prod into her ass. She was so warm compared to the water. Damon wrapped his arms around her stomach and kissed her neck, unable to control the sudden urge to be with her.

“Solas,” whispered Malon. “Not here.”

“Elsewhere, then?”

“Solas!”

She turned around in his grip, shooting him a glare that was clearly forced and exaggerated. Damon took the reprimand in stride, giving her a kiss on the lips that was too blatant to be chaste, but too quick to be passionate.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll meet you back at the longhouse.”


CHAPTER 20

Damon was left with little to do other than play with the children when he arrived back in Sharika’s clearing. Arylla had made the walk with him, but she’d gone straight to Sharika, and the two of them had entered a discussion in hushed tones. The number of glances they both shot in his direction during the exchange of words left him intrigued and slightly concerned.

Malon arrived back with the other teenage Remenai girl a few minutes later. Sharika immediately pulled her aside, and the two of them talked as they walked a slow lap around the edge of the trees. Damon occupied himself by helping Arylla resupply the fire ahead of dinner.

When he next saw Malon, she had an expression he’d never seen before. Her eyes were sorrowful, her gaze was downcast, and she kept her arms pulled tightly across her chest, as though trying to physically contain whatever mixture of emotions was currently roiling through her.

“Damon.” Sharika’s voice came from behind him, and he started in surprise.

“Yes?” he said.

“She wishes to share your presence,” said Arylla. “I will help her speak and hear you.”

Damon glanced toward Malon, who was over by their tent, watching the situation while trying to appear as though she wasn’t. He nodded, curious about what Sharika might have to say to him.

“Lead on,” he said.

He followed the two women into the longhouse. The children were all outside, though it was hard to tell whether that was intention or incidental. Damon folded his hands on the table and smiled pleasantly as he listened to Sharika ask her first question in Konokai for Arylla to translate.

“Sharika heard from Malon that you were eight years old when you first became her solas,” said Arylla. “What was your experience of her at that time?”

“It was good,” he said. “It was a relief, honestly. I was with my father before that and he… was a volatile man. Things were calm and stable at the tower with Malon, and she cared for me well.”

Arylla translated his answer. Damon let a smile sneak onto his face. It felt strange, but welcome, to be sharing such things with his aesta’s aesta. He made a note to ask Arylla if there was a better word for that later.

“Malon told Sharika that you left her care when you were thirteen,” said Arylla. “She was vague as to the reason. Why did you leave?”

Damon shrugged. “It was nothing she did. I wanted to be my own man, and I was scared that my father’s debt holders might start threatening her. Malon still loved me, regardless.”

Arylla nodded slowly, her expression flickering with a strange doubt as she translated. Damon waited patiently for the next question, but he found himself unready for it when it came.

“Did Malon ever kiss you or touch you as a young man in a manner that made you discomforted?” asked Arylla.

“…What?”

Arylla didn’t repeat the question, the accusation. She let it linger, and it seemed to choke the air within the longhouse, making each of Damon’s breaths hot and uncomfortable.

“What do you think happened?” he asked, directing the question at Sharika. “She didn’t do anything wrong! If anything, I was the one who… acted out.”

He swore under his breath as Arylla began to translate, wishing he’d chosen his words more carefully. Sharika’s response was sharp and stern, and Arylla’s translated question followed quickly after.

“Sharika wishes you to tell her honestly how many times Malon 
has taken you as a lover and at what ages,” said Arylla.

“Sharika can mind her own fucking business.” The stool tipped over backward as Damon rushed to his feet. “I’m done answering your questions.”

He left the longhouse in a huff, but he stopped himself instead of heading straight to the tent. He took a walk into the forest instead, trying to calm himself down as he simultaneously cursed himself out.

This was undeniably his fault. He’d pushed the boundary with Malon, imagining them to be an island apart from the world. She’d told him before about garlisinon
, the Remenai crime of grooming a child for sex. She’d tried to warn him off every step of the way, and he’d been too horny to care about anything other than using her body for the sake of getting off.

He ran a hand through his hair, suddenly wishing he had some strong ale, or even a spliff of heartlift weed. He leaned his back against the tree, watching the last of the day’s light fade as the sun began to set over the trees and hills in the distance.

When Damon arrived back at the longhouse, he could hear loud, familiar voices within. Malon and Sharika were arguing in Konokai, though calling it an argument seemed just short of the truth. Malon’s tone sounded hoarse and desperate, while Sharika’s was sharp and biting.

The leaf curtain opened, and Malon rushed out. She didn’t see him at first, and she was still hugging her arms across her chest with that same defensive posture. Her eyes were red around the edges, and she looked distraught in a way Damon had never seen. Even still, she forced a smile onto her face when she saw him.

“Ah,” she said. “Solas. I was… on my way to lie down for bit.”

“Aesta.” He took a step forward, which she matched by taking one back. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” said Malon, expression strained, on the verge of breaking. “I’m tired. I would just like to rest if that’s alright?”

He nodded as a horrible, aching lump formed in his throat. Malon hurried past him, crouching and slipping into the tent once she reached it.

He wanted to take her advice. He wanted to simply let her rest. He couldn’t, not now, not like this.

A sound Damon could never remember hearing before emanated from within the tent as he approached it. Malon was crying. She did it softly, maintaining control even through being overwhelmed by her emotions.

Malon was crying because of what he’d done to her. Because of the stupid, impulsive choices he’d made. Because of so many bad, horny decisions, so many lines crossed and boundaries broken.

She didn’t know he was there, or that he could hear her. Damon sat down against the corner of the longhouse, listening to his aesta cry in the tent on the other side of the clearing. He pressed his palms to his forehead and clenched his teeth, feeling like the fucking bastard he knew he might just be, deep down inside.

“Solas?” Malon surprised him, coming up and setting a hand on his shoulder. It had been a while, minutes, if not more than an hour. Her soft sobs had quieted at some point, but Damon’s guilt and shame had left them echoing in his ears.

“Aesta.” He glanced up at her, seeing the forced resolve and careful composure in her expression. “Are you rested?”

“I am,” she said. “I just needed a nap.”

He nodded, keeping it together for her sake, if no other reason. “I… might also take one, I think.”

Damon would never make his aesta cry like that again. He made it a silent, solemn promise.

Never again.


CHAPTER 21

For dinner, Sharika cooked up a fish stew worthy of Malon’s own kitchen, with a few interesting choices of spices and ingredients. The older Remenai woman said little to Malon and Damon as they ate, keeping her attention on controlling the chaos of the children’s antics.

As the meal ended, Damon prepared himself for a conclusion to Sharika’s earlier interrogation, but no such confrontation came. She said nothing to either him or Malon as they bid the household goodnight and made their way out to the tent.

It wasn’t the first time he and Malon had shared a single tent, a sole bedroll. Damon saw the way her posture stiffened as she stood outside the flap, her mind surely heading in the same direction as his. She looked brittle and vulnerable, and he suspected she was only a single passionate kiss or forbidden caress away from collapsing in on herself.

“I’ll take first watch,” he said. “We’re still on the run, after all. It makes sense to keep an eye out and defend this location as though we were out in the open.”

Malon nodded, but she didn’t turn to face him as she spoke. “Solas… I know Sharika spoke with you.”

“She did,” he said. The lump he’d felt earlier took over his throat again, making him wonder how much more talking he’d be able to do.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “For everything. Truly, solas. It may feel as though you’ve made mistakes, after speaking with her, but I hope you understand that in truth… They were all mine.”

“I was there, aesta,” he said. “In each of those moments. I was the one who pushed your limits. That was my choice.”

“Was it?”

He reached out, taking her hand and lifting it to kiss the back of 
her knuckles. “Yes. Just as it’s my choice now to be on watch, rather than in the tent. Just as it will be my choice to never cause you this sort of pain again. Never again, aesta.”

She stared at him. He couldn’t see her expression in the dark, and the silence that held sway over the moment felt sharp and precipitous.

“I love you, solas,” she whispered. “More than you’ll ever know.”

“If I said I loved you just as much, would you believe me?”

She made a sniffling noise and spoke in a shaky tone. “I think I would. Yes.”

He pulled her into the tightest hug he’d ever given her before, feeling her arms wrap around him with equal intensity. It lasted only an instant before they both came to their senses, pulling apart from one another, bit by bit. He held onto Malon’s fingers until the action of them stepping in different directions broke the point of contact.

***

Damon was far more tired than he realized, and despite his conviction to watch over Sharika’s home, he fell asleep within a few hours of his watch. He woke up with his back leaning against the tree trunk he’d been resting against, comfortable, aside from a wayward caterpillar which he brushed out of his hair.

It was early morning, and he immediately realized he hadn’t risen by happenstance. A Remenai warband made its way toward the clearing from deeper within the trees. Damon sprinted first to the tent to get Malon, and then to the longhouse to warn Sharika.

Sharika’s eyes narrowed as soon as she understood the situation. She immediately corralled Damon and Malon into a small room in the back of the longhouse, speaking in quiet tones to explain the situation. Malon relayed her words back to Damon as soon as they were alone.

“She says that she thinks it’s the Stobogan Clan,” whispered Malon. “They’ve declared a righteous war of territory on the Merinian colonists.”

“That sounds bad,” said Damon.

“It means that they would have no qualms about attacking us on sight.”

The room they were in had a thin window, large enough for a single set of eyes to peer through, but no more. Damon watched as a group of men and women in leaf weave tunics strode into the clearing, each carrying a longbow, spear, or sword.

The weapons weren’t what drew his attention. It was the rather angry and disheveled-looking Merinian princess walking in the center of their group, bound by vine rope at the wrists.

“Aesta!” whispered Damon. “That’s Kastet!”

He made to stand and hurry outside to help her, but Malon grabbed his hand.

“The smarter move is to get a message to Sharika and have her bargain for her release,” she said. “These warriors won’t take kindly to someone of Merinian descent demanding the release of one of their own.”

“I don’t need them to take kindly
 to it,” he said. “We can’t just leave her.”

Malon let out a sigh and gave him a reluctant nod. “I can’t use my magic here, solas. Not… not in front of Sharika.”

“You won’t need to.”

He hurried out into the clearing, arriving just as Sharika was beginning her discussion with the group’s leader. Some of the warriors began to murmur angrily and gesture to Damon. The murmurs became shouts of incredulity as Damon drew his sword and pointed it at the nearest Remenai warrior.

He saw Kastet’s eyes bulge with hope, but the core of Damon’s attention remained on the man who appeared to be the clan’s leader. 
The other Rem shouted and moved to surround him. Sharika was glaring openly at both Damon and the warriors preparing to fight him.

“Release her,” said Damon, voice low and dangerous. “Now!”

The Remenai couldn’t understand him, but they at least seemed to take him seriously as a threat. That was good.

“Arylla,” called Damon. He spotted the brown-eyed teenager behind him, toward the longhouse. “Translate for me.”

She walked forward hesitantly, one arm rubbing the elbow of the other. “I will do so.”

Damon knew he needed to make an impression before he began with his demands. He lifted the point of his myrblade upward, taking a long, cold breath as he drew from the weapon’s magic. The ice thorns manifested in a series of spikes and curved edges, like the branches of a tree of frozen death. The air around either side of the blade was thick with frozen condensation, swirls of mist dancing like smoke to a fire.

Every one of the Remenai warriors stared at his display, though their reactions varied from outrage to outright shock. He waited, letting the group draw to silence, and then spoke in a loud, unyielding voice.

“I’ve had a rather unpleasant couple of days,” shouted Damon. “I’m not in a patient mood. Release the girl or die. It’s that simple.”

He heard Arylla gasp as she began to convey his message in an uncertain, almost apologetic tone of voice. The leader of the warband barked out a laugh and stepped forward with his spear in hand. The man didn’t hesitate as he thrust the weapon forward, aiming for Damon’s chest.

He swung his myrblade down, splitting the spear in half and stripping both broken parts of the weapon from the leader of the warband’s grasp. Damon spun, deflecting a second attack from one of the men with swords. The metallic weapon froze to his myrblade, and he pulled that away as well.

“I can do this all day,” he called. He shot a look at Arylla, urging her to translate, which she did, and then continued. “I’m not here to fight you. The girl is my friend. We’re not your enemies. We fight against Avarice, the Godking, and Queen Anise of Merinia.”

He waited for his words, through Arylla, to resonate with the warriors before continuing.

“You may already know of the assassins they sent after us,” he said. “The Blacksoul Band. A company of evil men and women who kill for money and treat the Malagantyan with no respect. If you release my friend and walk away, I will kill those men, those Merinians. If you don’t release her…” Damon took a breath, knowing he could only make this threat if he’d follow through with it. “I’ll kill all of you. Release her or die.”

Sharika shouted something, and the older Rem woman cuffed Damon hard on the shoulder in a manner not at all far off from how Malon might have disciplined him. She grabbed the leader of the warriors by the hem of his tunic and pulled him away from everyone else, speaking in a serious, quiet tone.

Several uncomfortable minutes passed with Damon doing little more than holding his myrblade with numb fingers and staring the rest of the war party down. Finally, Sharika and the Remenai leader returned and announced their decision.

“They will release her,” said Arylla.

“Good,” said Damon.

“You are not a man of sanity,” muttered Arylla.

Kastet’s bindings were cut from her wrists. She glared at her captors for a moment before hurrying over to Damon and giving him an appreciative nod that seemed far too composed for the situation.

“Thank you,” said Kastet. “I had precious little desire to know what they intended to do with me.”

“When’s the last time you ate?” asked Damon.

“It’s been more than a day,” said Kastet.

“Arylla, can you get her some food and water?”

Arylla nodded and hurried off to do just that. Malon had emerged from the longhouse and was speaking with Sharika. The nature of the conversation seemed tense, judging from her expression.

He was considerate enough to wait while Kastet ate before seeking answers to his questions. Malon finished speaking with Sharika, and both women looked tense and serious as they walked away from each other.

“We have to leave,” said Malon. “I’ve strained my aesta’s goodwill too far, it seems. Solas, could you help me pack up the tent?”

“Of course.” He frowned, seeing the pain on Malon’s face and wishing he could do something about it. His actions were responsible for at least some of that pain, a fact which he wasn’t certain what to do with.


CHAPTER 22

Arylla and some of the children waved to Damon, Malon, and Kastet as they left the clearing, but that was the full extent of their goodbye. Damon waited until they were out of view of the longhouse before finally putting voice to his curiosity.

“Kastet, what happened?” he asked. “Where are Ria and Vel?”

Kastet was still carrying a small waterskin that Arylla had given her, and she took another sip before replying. “On the night when we were split up, Ria, Vel, and I attempted to flee into the forest. Ria wanted to stand her ground and use her tempesting magic to thin their ranks, but Vel and I refused to let her do so alone.

“The woman, Agatha, managed to aim one of her crossbow bolts on target. It struck Ria in the shoulder, but she reacted to the pain by unleashing so much lightning that the other members of the Blacksoul Band had to draw back.

“We managed to escape, and we found an abandoned shelter along the slope of a gorge to rest in. Vel and I treated Ria’s wound as best we could, but… there was poison on the crossbow bolt.”

Damon exchanged a glance of concern with Malon.

“Is she alive?” asked Malon, in a voice braced for the worst.

“She was when I left,” said Kastet. “Vel and I were sleeping in shifts, watching for the assassins and tending to Ria. When I woke up yesterday morning, Vel was gone.”

“She was gone?” asked Damon.

“Yes.” Kastet sighed and shook her head. “I know not where she went or why. I stayed with Ria for as long as I could, but she insisted I go looking for Vel, and for the two of you, as well. She said it was our only chance, and I agreed. The Remenai you saw me with captured me a few hours after I set out from the shelter, and I was in their captivity until you saved me.”

Her voice was stiff, deliberately so, and it made Damon consider 
her experience ahead of his worry for Vel and Ria.

“Did they hurt you?” he asked. “Or do anything else to you?”

“Of course not,” said Kastet. “I told them I was a princess, after all. Well, I tried to, at least.”

“Why would you tell them that?” asked Damon.

“Why?” she said. “Because it’s the only weapon I have, obviously. You can swing a sword, Damon. Malon, you have such overwhelming power with your spellcraft. I have the mere fact that I’m a princess, along with a tongue suited for diplomacy. I’m still unsure of how much good it did, given the limits of the language barrier between me and my captors.”

“You did what you had to,” said Malon. “Now, I need to know, Kastet. Can you lead us back to where Ria is?”

Kastet thought about it for a moment before nodding. “I… may be able to.”

She still seemed uncertain as she led them through the forest, her gaze shifting back and forth. More than once, she had them double back and head in a new direction.

It didn’t matter to Damon, and he doubted it made much difference to Malon. However slim the chance of Kastet being able to lead them back to Ria was, it was still more of a chance than they would have had on their own.

Kastet scowled in frustration and come to a stop at one point. Damon came up behind her and set a hand on her shoulder.

“Just do your best,” he said. “Trust your intuition. We’ll follow you.”

“…Thank you.”

They kept traveling. Kastet was too focused on the responsibility of tracking to say much, and the ambience between Damon and Malon was still tense and strange. He didn’t know what to say to his aesta, how to act after Sharika’s questions and accusations.

It wasn’t hard for him to imagine it from her perspective. He 
valued Malon’s opinion above anyone else in the world. He could safely assume she felt similar about Sharika’s opinion of her, at least to an extent.

To have Sharika discover and come to a judgment about the relationship between Malon and him was likely a nightmare scenario for her. One that she never would have expected to have come to pass in reality, especially not in the midst of a completely separate crisis, with Ria and Vel in jeopardy.

Damon wished there were something he could say to her, but even if he knew what the right words were, speaking them to Malon in Kastet’s presence wasn’t an option. All he could do was keep moving forward and hold to his promise in never making her cry like that again.

It took them several more hours, but eventually, Kastet spotted the shelter within the gorge. She hurried forward, leading Damon and Malon along a thin trail that cut back and forth along the slope. A large, but crude lean-to was set up against a cliff face, made from old blackwood branches with the gaps filled with clay.

Malon ran ahead of the two others, slipping into the lean-to. Damon arrived to find her already tending to Ria, who looked as pale as he’d ever seen her.

Her tunic was off, and the half-shirt underneath had been shifted to allow access to her injury where a simple bandage was wrapped around the wound left from the crossbow bolt. Ria’s skin and hair were both damp with sweat, despite the fair weather. The bedroll she lay across had an outline of moisture from her body, and her eyes hardly seemed to focus as they settled on the new arrivals to the shelter.

“Damon…” muttered Ria, in a weak voice. “Aesta.”

“Don’t talk, Ria,” said Malon. “Just breathe and rest. We’re here now. We’ll take care of you.”

She pulled out the waterskin and slowly helped Ria take a sip. She coughed up more than she managed to swallow. Malon had her drink more, turning to look at Kastet as she arrived at the lean-to’s 
entrance.

“Do you still have the crossbow bolt that struck her?” she asked.

Kastet shook her head. “Ria pulled it out while we were still moving.”

“What have her symptoms been, then?”

“She has a fever,” said Kastet. “She complained of tingling in her toes and fingers. She also had some cramping in her stomach earlier.”

“I see.” Malon brushed a few strands of sweaty hair back from Ria’s forehead. “Solas, go looking for rashbane, crimmor bark, and argenstein mushrooms.”

“The first two I can find, but I’m not familiar with the last,” he said.

“Argenstein mushrooms are circular, with pale stems and a maroon gradient on their caps.”

“I’ll find them,” he said.

“Again,” muttered Ria, eyes flicking over. “Husband. You… have a skillset in saving me from poison.”

“Husband?” Kastet quirked her mouth to the side as she glanced at Ria, and then at Damon.

“It’s an old joke,” said Damon lamely.

“Right,” said Kastet. “Well, I suppose I’ll go with you. I won’t be of much use here, and I’ve seen more of this area than you have.”

The crimmor bark was easy to find, practically within sight of the shelter as they left. Damon pulled off several large pieces and stuffed them into the pocket of his traveling pack. The rashbane and argenstein mushrooms were more elusive.

Rashbane was a common pest weed throughout most of the Malagantyan, its innate oil causing rashes on touch, as the name would suggest, but highly useful for certain medicinal purposes.

Damon couldn’t find any in the nearby area, and it was genuinely 
perplexing how little of it seemed to exist within the gorge. He gazed up at the trees in the forest above, deciding that it made more sense to make the climb back up the trail and search there than to scour the gorge’s interior.

Kastet followed along, though her pace was a fair bit slower than his. He heard a gasp of surprise as they traversed a particularly steep section. Turning around, Damon saw Kastet pulling herself up from the grass.

“I slipped,” she said. “I’m alright.”

“If you can’t make the climb, just go wait down by the shelter,” he said.

“I can make it!” she snapped.

He chuckled a bit at that, but he cut himself off as he noticed the way it summoned her ire.

“Don’t laugh at me!” she snapped. “There’s nothing funny about this.”

“There is, just not for you,” he said. “I laughed because you… reminded me of Vel just then.”

Thinking of Vel doused any humor the moment had originally held. Damon pushed himself harder, letting his frustration fuel his muscles as he hurried to find the ingredients Malon needed to treat Ria.

He located an argenstein mushroom nestled in the crack of a rock face. It was small, and there was only one. He hoped it would be enough.

The rashbane was easy to gather once he was out of the gorge. He picked it from the base, being careful to avoid touching the hairs that held the irritating oil.

“Do you need me to do anything?” asked Kastet.

“Walk behind me so I can make it down the trail faster.”

“That wasn’t what I meant,” said Kastet.

“I know, but it’s all you can do, right now,” said Damon. “You’ve already helped enough just by bringing us to Ria, Kastet. You don’t have… wait, what happened to your tunic?”

A tear ran from near the armpit of Kastet’s tunic down to the lower hem, with a matching, ugly red scratch underneath. She fidgeted as Damon looked more closely at the damage, which was almost entirely to her clothing, rather than her skin.

“It caught on a branch when I fell earlier,” she said. “It’s no trouble. I’ll get a new one when I can.”

“When you can?” asked Damon, with a sigh. “We’re on the run from assassins, Kastet. When, exactly, do you think that’s going to be?”

“When we, well…” She shrugged, conceding his point, or at least recognizing it.
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They hurried back to the shelter. Malon took the ingredients and immediately sent Damon back out to gather firewood. It was a small miracle that Ria, Kastet, and Vel had managed to grab the cookpot during their escape from the last campsite they’d occupied as a full group. Malon mixed water with the alchemy ingredients, stirring them into an even paste with a stripped-down stick.

Kastet helped Damon gather the branches and tinder. As soon as he’d finished starting the campfire for Malon, Damon waved a hand at her, gesturing to the tear on her tunic.

“Take it off,” he said.

Kastet’s upper lip twitched. “Excuse me?”

“Kastet, you’re going to be stuck wearing the tunic for the near future,” said Damon. “Take it off, and I’ll sew the damage the best I can.”

“I’m fine with it like this,” she said, folding her arms.

“Maybe you are, but you won’t be when it cools down later tonight,” he countered. “Besides, it’s not even your tunic. It’s the one Vel lent you when we first left the tower.”

“I…” Kastet glanced away, her face reddening. “I’m not even wearing a half-shirt underneath.”

“Hold your arms over them for a few minutes. Or don’t. Yours won’t be the first pair of breasts I’ve ever seen.”

He almost added that, despite not having seen them directly, he’d touched them plenty when the two of them had been hiding together in the crate during their escape from Hearthold.

“You’re a man!” said Kastet. “You don’t even have a needle. How do you expect to—”

Damon grabbed her tunic by the bottom hem, and then, meeting her eyes as he did it, slowly pulled it up and over her head. Kastet’s hair cascaded downward as it came loose from her tunic’s neckline.

Despite her earlier protest, she made no move to hide her small breasts. Her skin was pale, and it made her nipples stand out like bright, perky rosebuds. Damon didn’t stare. Well, he didn’t stare for that long.

“You can sew with basic materials if you’re patient enough,” he said. “It’s a simple process of poking holes and tying knots.”

He carefully cut loose a thin strip of fabric from the tunic’s bottom to serve as his makeshift string. Kastet watched him, standing as though she wasn’t sure what to do with her arms other than cover herself, but still deliberately choosing not to.

“You’ve done a lot of sewing, then?” she asked.

“Not really,” he said. “But certainly more than a princess.”

“Must you always tease me about that?”

“Yup,” he said. “My deepest apologies, Your Highness.”

He took out his myrblade, using the sharp tip to poke a series of small holes on either side of the torn fabric. Threading the fabric strip through them would take longer, so he decided to teach that part to Kastet to save himself the trouble.

“Like this?” she asked, carefully pushing the fabric through the hole.

Damon nodded, doing his best not to ogle the small mounds of her nude breasts as viewed from above. “Yeah. Just go all the way up and then back down.”

She kept going, focusing on the job. Her hands eventually got the hang of it, and she looked up at him when they did.

“I don’t care about tunics, Damon,” said Kastet. “Or sewing. Or… anything resembling being minimalist, or thrifty.”

“I noticed.”

“I care about my throne. I care about Merinia, and my home, and the future. Everything that happens in between is all the same to me. Just going through specific, necessary movements. Do you understand what I mean by that?”

Damon answered her honestly. “I do. And I wish I didn’t.”

It wasn’t a pretty job when she finished, but it was workable. Kastet looked less like royalty wearing the dirty, roughly repaired tunic, and more like what she was. A desperate traveler. Someone recently forced to readjust their definition of “hard times”.

“I’m worried for Ria, solas.”

Malon had come out of the shelter and up behind him. Damon felt his heart sink as he took in the worried frown on her face.

“We found all of the ingredients,” he said. “It’s not enough to treat the poison?”

“She needed it sooner than we ever would have been able to reach her,” said Malon. “It’ll only do so much now. Her body needs to fight the poison off on its own.”

“There must be something else we could do,” said Damon. “What if we brought her back to Sharika? Would she be able to help us?”

Malon’s expression slackened, and she gave a small shake of her head. “I’m unsure if Ria would be able to make the trip, and even less certain if Sharika would be welcoming to us again. After… everything that happened while we were there.”

Damon still felt as though he needed to speak with her about exactly what had occurred between Malon and her aesta, but it wasn’t the time.

He followed Malon back into the shelter, standing next to Ria’s unconscious form. She was still sweaty, and her breathing had a ragged quality to it that didn’t inspire much hope within Damon.

“True Divine,” he said. “She doesn’t deserve this.”

He stayed there with her, clinging to the dregs of hope.

***

They still had their fire, along with a small amount of food. Malon 
cooked a basic dinner consisting of dried beans with a scattering of wild carrots and radishes mixed in. They ate in silence, each of them dealing with their own thoughts and fears of what the future might hold.

Ria began moaning in pain midway through the meal. Malon rose, hurrying into the shelter to tend to her, though there was little she could do.

“You’ll be alright, seta,” said Malon in a soothing voice. “Just breathe and try to relax. This will pass.”

“Aesta…” muttered Ria. Damon heard a sobbing gasp escape her throat. He clutched his hands into fists as a coping mechanism and could feel grooves developing from the bite of his own fingernails.

Eventually, Ria fell silent, which scared him more than hearing her cry out in pain had. Damon slipped into the shelter to confirm she was still breathing, and that there was still some small chance of things eventually returning to normal.

“I’ll take the first watch so you can stay with her,” Damon said to Malon.

“Thank you, solas,” she replied.

Kastet rested in the shelter along with them, falling asleep nearly as soon as she found a spot to lie down after dinner. Damon recognized that she’d been through her own ordeal. Her handling among the Remenai clan must have been rough, both physically and mentally.

Damon made his way outside the shelter. He heard wolves howling in the distance and couldn’t stop himself from worrying for Vel. It was demoralizing to be in a situation where everyone he loved was in such danger. He couldn’t soothe one fear without having to address the next.

This time, however, he was given a break. As early evening gave way to true night, the silhouette of a woman appeared moving through the trees in the gorge below. Slowly, she made her way up the slope, heading straight for the shelter. Damon didn’t let himself 
give in to his hope until she drew near enough to their camp for the fire to illuminate her face.

“Vel,” he said, sighing with relief.

“Damon!” She ran the last few steps. Damon pulled her into a tight hug as soon as she closed the distance. He felt her shake against him and hugged her even tighter, as though if he let go, she might instantly disappear again.

“Are the others…?” Her voice was thick with doubt and uncertainty.

“They’re in the shelter,” he said. “Ria is still unwell. Kastet said you disappeared during the night. Vel… what happened?”

He already had a guess, and the way she avoided his gaze all but confirmed it.

“Jilou,” she said, simply.

“She took over your body again?”

Vel shook her head. “No. Not exactly. She was whispering to me again. Asking questions, but also trying to convince me to let her have control. Her voice kept getting louder, Damon. I think it was partly due to how exhausted I was.”

“So, what?” he asked. “You thought it would be a good idea to run off without saying anything to the others?”

“It wasn’t that simple!” hissed Vel. “Ria was unconscious, and Princess Kastet would have simply ordered me to stay.”

“Maybe she should have,” said Damon.

“I was afraid I might hurt one of them if Jilou took over. It was to protect them, Damon! I wasn’t exactly having fun out there on my own.”

“Look, it doesn’t matter,” he said. “Next time, we need to find a better solution. We have enough problems right now without having to worry about you running off.”

“I’m sorry,” whispered Vel. “Hey… Is there any food?”

He laughed. “Yeah. We have some stew left over.”

“What’s in it?”

“Beans and radishes.”

“Gross.”

“You don’t want any?” asked Damon.

“Of course, I do,” she said, smiling at him.

They decided against waking Malon, Ria, and Kastet. They all needed their rest, and Damon felt as though having a surprise for them in the morning would let them start off tomorrow with a positive mentality.

He brought Vel the stew and sat with her around the dying fire as she ate. She was filthy from her time in the woods, with bits of leaves in her hair and streaks of dirt across her face. She glanced up once, catching him staring.

“You’re getting a bath the next time we find a river or a lake,” he said.

“Why would you phrase it like that?” asked Vel. “Do you honestly think I’d put up any resistance to getting a chance to clean off?”

“I’d assumed you’d gone feral during your time howling with the wolves and eating raw critters.”

“I was not eating raw critters!” snapped Vel.

“Whoa, easy!” said Damon. He made soothing noises as though attempting to calm a startled beast. Vel stuck her tongue out at him.
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Vel came around to sit next to him as she finished eating. Neither of them said anything as he put his arm around her, drawing her in close. She rested her head on his shoulder, and Damon let himself indulge in the luxury of hope for their future.

“Did anything interesting happen to you and aesta while you were on your own?” asked Vel.

“Actually, yes,” said Damon. “We stumbled onto a Remenai orphanage run by Sharika.”

“Who is Sharika?”

“Sharika is our aesta’s aesta,” said Damon.

“Do you find it funny to tell me lies, Damon?”

“I’m not lying,” he said, grinning and squeezing his arm around her. “She had about a dozen children she was raising. It was pretty impressive. We stayed there last night and left this morning.”

“You’re serious?” Vel folded her arms and let out an exasperated sigh. “That’s so unfair! I wish I could have met her.”

“She and aesta have a… complicated relationship,” said Damon.

“That only makes me wish I’d met her even more.”

Vel snuggled closer to him. She was still dirty, and a bit smelly, but Damon didn’t really care. He kissed her cheek and picked a leaf out of her hair, hugging her body against his.

“Are we going to be alright?” whispered Vel.

He thought about how to answer that question for a bit longer than he would have liked. “I hope so. I’m trying my hardest to keep us all safe. True Divine, Vel, I hope so.”

She let out a breath and shifted closer. The two of them held each other, sharing in the simple comfort of their gentle intimacy.

“Damon,” said Vel. “Are you hard right now?”

“No,” he said. “Well… not entirely. What?”

Vel laughed. “I’ve been out in the forest for a night and a day. I’m all sweaty and smelly and dirty, and yet I can still get you hard just by cuddling up.”

“Maybe I have a fetish for smelly girls?”

He took an exaggerated sniff of her hair. Vel swatted him on the shoulder, but he caught her wrist and pulled her in close for a kiss.

It was indulgent in a way that brought him out of the moment. The chaos and desperation felt secondary to the softness of Vel’s lips and the closeness of her body. She kissed him back, catching herself after a moment.

“We probably shouldn’t,” she whispered.

“If you don’t want to, I won’t,” he said.

“But if I don’t stop you, you will?”

He ran his hand up her shirt as his answer. Vel shot a look toward the shelter, which was far enough away for them to be out of sight in the darkness, but near enough for sound to carry.

Their lips met again, followed shortly after by their tongues. Damon took a firm grip on Vel’s waist and lifted her up and into position. He stripped her completely naked, taking his own clothes off in between horny kisses.

He spread out their clothes to cover a section of the grass before seizing her in his strong arms and laying her down. The fire was nearly out, but Eldritch dominated the night sky, and its teal light made Vel’s blonde hair look faintly green.

He ran his thumb over her lips, slowly shifting himself into position between her legs. Vel kissed the back of one of his knuckles, staring into his eyes, aroused and ready. Damon cupped her breasts and let out a low breath.

Vel moaned as he slowly sank his cock into her. There was no rush, and he let himself savor the sensation, enjoying the feeling of exploring her womanhood, inch by inch.

Her moans were soft and restrained. Damon caressed her body, touching every inch available to him, appreciating her tight, youthful assets. Having her back, safe among the group, was the ultimate coup. This was how Damon wanted to have her, needed to have her.

He wasn’t without regrets, without shame, as he gave into his lust. It was just harder to care after facing the reality of their current hardship. He loved Vel, more than he probably should, and to have her safe and sound hit his emotions in a way that stole his control.

Damon could hear her resolve breaking in the face of her pleasure as he thrust faster, pumping forward and pulling out with easy, clean movements. Vel’s head tipped back, cheeks flushed, eyes flickering open and closed at random intervals.

“Oh!” she moaned. “Damon!”

One of her legs was out straight, while the other bent upward at an angle. Damon shifted her sideways, hugging one of her thighs to his chest as he pumped into her at an angle. Vel bit her lower lip, reaching up with one hand to caress his chest.

She was so wonderfully tight. His cock felt as if it was being sucked into her womanhood, held by its hot grip despite how wet she was for him. Vel’s breasts bounced at a lewd, sideways angle as he kept pumping into her.

His movements caused a tangle in the clothing, and as he reached to straighten it out underneath him, Vel rolled the rest of the way over. She stuck her butt up, wiggling slightly back and forth, and shot him a playful smile.

“You’re not as shy as you used to be,” he said.

“I can’t tell whether you’re complimenting me or calling me slutty.”

“They aren’t always separate things.”

He took her by the hips and slid his cock into her, taking her from behind. It was impossible to stay calm and collected with Vel bent forward in such a lewd, submissive pose. He took her hard and fast, 
only managing enough restraint to keep the noise of his crotch pounding against the cushion of her ass from waking up the others.

The temptation to blow inside her was more tempting than ever. He’d done it before, though it had been prior to Malon learning of his illicit activities when she’d begun to lay down her law. He wanted to finish inside Vel, not solely to claim her as his, or out of a primal urge to fill her up.

He wanted to do it out of a fear of the world stripping him of another chance. It was wrong. He knew that. It didn’t change how he felt, or the conclusion his love and lust for her was leading him toward, thrust by thrust.

“Vel.” He leaned forward over her, gripping her breasts and pumping hard. “I… I’m going to finish.”

“Damon,” she whispered. “You can’t.”

“I want to.”

“True Divine!” She shuddered, gripping his hand in hers. “You’ll regret it later if you do.”

“I still want to.”

“Damon!”

She shuddered as she reached her finish first, falling forward onto their clothes as though trying to dodge an oncoming arrow. It wasn’t that far from the truth, as the movement was enough to slip Damon’s cock loose from her tight opening.

He felt a bit cheated out of a real release as the lingering pleasure pushed him over the edge. He came on the grass, though he was still positioned over Vel. She rolled onto her side and folded her arms, glaring at him.

“You jerk,” she whispered in a tone that nearly contradicted her words.

“I’ll admit that I got a bit carried away.”

Vel gave him an odd smile and absentmindedly shifted a hand to her stomach. “It would be really bad if you made a habit of… doing 
that. Not just for how aesta would react, but for what it would mean for all of us.”

“I know,” he said.

“We’re still in danger, Damon,” said Vel. “I don’t even want to think about what might happen if...”

“I know,” he repeated. “I’ll be more careful next time.”

“You’re lucky I’m willing to give you a next time after that.”

“I would be the last person to ever claim I wasn’t lucky,” he said, grinning openly.
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Damon eventually retired to the shelter to sleep. The party was low on bedrolls, with only the one which Ria rested on and the one from his pack. He let Vel have it, as Kastet and Malon were already asleep, and resigned himself to resting on a flat section of ground.

He awoke to the sound of the fire crackling outside the shelter. Malon was preparing breakfast. Vel and Kastet were still asleep, and surprisingly, Ria was awake and sitting against the shelter’s rock wall.

“Damon,” said Ria in a tired and quiet voice. “I thought I was dreaming when I saw you and Malon had come to my rescue.”

“You were pretty out of it,” said Damon. “You were even calling her aesta again, for a while.”

Ria looked as though she was trying to suppress a smile. “Yes, well, it is as you said. I seem to be doing better now, though the dizziness is still a major factor.”

He went over to her, giving her a gentle hug from the side.

“You had me scared, for a while,” he said.

“When are you ever scared?”

He shrugged, though the question did more to highlight the desperate nature of their current circumstances than his steadfast nature.

“Do you think you’ll be well enough to travel today?” he asked.

“I know not,” said Ria. “I suspect I am still far from my full strength.”

They ate breakfast as a full group as Vel and Kastet woke up. Malon had gone through the trouble of making them each a spoon out of the stiff crimmor leaves, and they sat around the pot, devouring the oat porridge as though it was fine cuisine.

Ria ate less than the others, despite Malon’s urging. They only 
began to discuss their situation and what would need to happen next as the meal drew to a finish.

“We should have one person on watch at all times,” said Damon. “Whoever it is should climb up to the lip of the gorge, look out in all directions.”

“I feel as though we’re well hidden here,” said Kastet. “Between the trees and the elevation change, the only way they’ll find us is if they physically come down here.”

“Which they undoubtedly will once they finish searching the rest of the area,” said Malon. “They are not new to this line of work, nor unaccustomed to the mindset of the people who flee from them.”

Damon glanced outside of the shelter and up at the sky. It was cloudy, to the point of making the morning feel far darker than it normally should have been.

“Ria,” he said. “Did you manage to use your tempesting magic against the Blacksoul Band?”

She nodded slowly. “I did. The dampener is not capable of defending himself against it. Tempesting is the act of calling lightning, not simply creating it.”

“If we get a storm today, do you think you’d be up to fighting?” he asked.

She hesitated instead of answering. It was rare for her to approach a potential battle with anything other than open enthusiasm and ferocity. The pause spoke to how weak she truly was from the poison.

“Seta is in no condition to fight today,” said Malon. “I doubt she’ll even be able to walk on her own.”

“She is right,” said Ria.

Damon ran a hand over his chin, feeling the growth of his beard over the past few days. “We could always hope we can hold out in this hiding spot until the next storm. It’s not ideal, but we may not have another option.”

“What happens if they find us before then?” asked Vel.

Damon didn’t have a good response to that question. “We’ll find out if it comes to that.”

Malon took charge of the group for the rest of the morning, sending Damon off to keep watch from the top of the gorge, and Vel and Kastet to forage for fresh food and water. He started off immediately, hiking up the path the same way they’d come down originally until he reached a point high enough to have a view of the surrounding area.

He found a group of apple trees with small but ripe red fruits. After eating his fill, he stuffed as many as he could into his pockets, wishing he’d brought his traveling pack so he could load up with even more.

Not much happened for the next few hours. Thunder rumbled overhead once or twice, but the clouds stayed restrained, letting loose no rain across the gorge. The air was still, almost entirely windless, which left Damon jumping at every cracking branch or rustling bush he heard in the distance.

He was getting ready to return to the camp with the fruit he’d gathered late in the afternoon when he finally saw them. The members of the Blacksoul Band were impossible to miss, with Jerome Numbers standing a head taller than any of the other assassins at the front of the group.

He’d arrived in full force, with Shagille, Agatha, and several dozen foot soldiers following his lead. Damon crouched low, forcing himself to breathe, as he hoped that they were merely traveling through the area rather than heading straight for where he and the others were hiding.

Each step the Blacksoul Band took toward the gorge trampled upon that small, desperate hope. Damon couldn’t stay where he was. He hurried back down the trail, all but sprinting down the precarious slope, until he reached the shelter where the others were gathered.

“They’re here,” he said. “We have to move. Now.”

All eyes turned toward him. Ria was in bed, looking, if anything, worse than she had earlier. Malon was at her side, gently lifting a waterskin to Ria’s mouth. Malon immediately shook her head.

“Solas, we can’t,” she said. “We won’t make it. Not as far or as fast as we need to.”

“Staying here isn’t an option,” he said. “Look… I have an idea.”

Kastet and Vel had already hurried into action, packing up the supplies as quickly as they could. Malon nodded slowly for Damon to continue.

“I thought of this earlier and hoped Ria would be well enough to play a part, but that doesn’t seem as if it will be the case,” he said. “I’ll stay here. When the Blacksoul Band gets close, I’ll lead them deeper into the gorge. Then, from up there…”

He paused to point to the far edge of the gorge, opposite where the Blacksoul Band would soon be descending.

“You rain down as much fire as you can manage with your magic,” he finished.

“My magic won’t be effective against their dampener,” said Malon. “We’ve tried this before.”

“That’s why you shouldn’t aim for him, or even the rest of the company. Aim for the trees, for the bushes, and for the grass. Shagille can absorb your magically created fire, but I would bet ten gold crowns that his ability doesn’t extend to absorbing normal fire. It’s not as though your fireballs don’t still carry heat. He can likely only absorb the effect, not the result.”

“How sure are you about that?” Malon’s expression was stern, full of questions and authority. “Sure enough to bet your life?”

“Ria said that Shagille couldn’t absorb her lightning,” said Damon. “I’m almost certain. Regardless… This is what would be needed even if we had nothing to make a stand with other than my sword.”

“To what end?” asked Malon. “I set the gorge alight with both you 
and our enemies in it. How is this a desirable result?”

“I have my myrblade,” said Damon. “As long as I’m not too close to the dampener, I can use ice to clear myself a path to safety.

“Damon, just come with us!” said Vel. “Your Highness, he’ll listen to you! Order him to come with us from the start instead of being so foolish.”

Damon chuckled, exchanging a look with Kastet, who seemed less than eager to test her beleaguered status.

“He has a point,” said Kastet. “I’ve trusted Damon with my life before. I will again now.”

Vel pouted but raised no further objection. Ria was the only one who hadn’t spoken up yet, and she hardly looked to be in a condition to. Her face was feverish, and her breathing labored.

“Do not die in this act, Damon,” she muttered. “Please.”

“I won’t,” he said.

Malon sighed and began helping Ria to her feet so Vel could quickly roll the second bedroll away.

“I can see from your expression that you intend to follow this course of action through,” said Malon.

“I have to,” he said. “This is the only way, aesta. We can’t just wait here.”

“In that case, prepare yourself.” Malon held out a hand, splaying her fingers and looking thoughtful. “I will rain down an inferno on this gorge, solas. You need only be ready to escape once that happens. Please be careful.”

“I will.”

She hugged him and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. Tears edged into her eyes, though her expression was primarily one of resolve. Damon could see her taking the measure of the situation. Regardless of the merit of his idea, it would give them a chance.

He knew it must hurt her, as his aesta, to watch him shoulder so 
much danger, but Malon’s responsibility extended to trying to save Ria and Vel, as much as him. She had to protect who she could.

He helped them prepare, surrendering his own traveling pack to Kastet for safe keeping. Once the shelter had been stripped of everything useful, they made their way outside. Malon and Vel supported Ria, who wasn’t well enough to walk on her own.

“There’s no time for dramatic goodbyes,” said Damon. “Take care and travel fast. I’ll catch up with all of you soon.”

He waved them off, watching them as they followed the trail down into the gorge. It would lead them back up along the slope on the other side. He was contented by the fact that they would likely be safe, regardless of what happened over the next few minutes.


CHAPTER 26

Damon waited at the shelter, trying to get a sense of where the Blacksoul Band was descending from. He kept his myrblade sheathed, knowing that he wouldn’t be taking the fight there, but leading them farther down into the gorge, at least to start.

He was jittery, but in an excited, manic sort of way. He still owed the Blacksoul Band a debt of pain. They’d killed Malon’s horses and destroyed the tower, his home. Damon intended to get at least a small amount of payback before he mounted his own retreat.

The assassins finally appeared at the top of the gorge. Damon spared a glance toward Malon and the others, but they’d hiked at a reasonably fast pace and seemed to already be somewhere along the path up the other side, which was obscured from view by the trees.

He tried to make his movements convincing as he acted as though he’d been surprised by the Blacksoul Band, fumbling his way deeper into the gorge. They gave a swift pursuit, like hounds finally on the scent of prey.

The company of assassins had never seemed quite as numerous or quite as dangerous as they did in that moment. Damon tried to keep his breathing in check as he stayed aware of the situation. He needed to make sure they didn’t surround him. He couldn’t let them catch him too fast, either, as Malon still needed time to reach the other side of the slope.

The bottom of the gorge was an old riverbed, thick with dry grass and brush that would light up nicely. Damon made a show of hiding behind one of the few trees, watching the Blacksoul Band and continuing to play up his retreat.

As the assassins entered the riverbed, he realized he’d lost sight of some of them, at least half the company. His thoughts immediately jumped to Malon and the others, but only for a moment as the sound of movement suddenly came from behind him. They’d surrounded him, after all.

A tall man dressed in all black and wielding a spear threw himself forward, stabbing for his center of mass. Damon drew his myrblade, deflecting the strike and countering in a single motion.

He only caught the man in the shoulder, but his sword bit deep enough to drop him, regardless. There was more movement, more enemies, in the surrounding trees and brush. Damon had no choice but to move out into the clearing, into the open, which was less than ideal.

Agatha had already proven herself to be an adept archer, and her poisoned bolt had rendered Ria incapacitated, to put it mildly. He couldn’t afford to give her an open shot. Damon scanned the faces of the main bulk of the Blacksoul Band, searching for their designated poisoner.

He didn’t see her, but Jerome Numbers and Shagille Monamu were impossible to miss. Jerome had a casual air about him, carrying his halberd in one hand at his side and smiling as though he was out for a casual afternoon walk.

“You’re courageous, little pepper,” called Jerome. “I appreciate the fortitude it took for you to make this stand. Your death will be swift, and I’ll treasure the memory of both this fight and this day.”

“If you really want this to be a memory worth treasuring, why not face me alone?” asked Damon. “Let’s settle this man to man.”

“No,” said Jerome. He nodded to someone unseen behind Damon and to his left.

Damon threw himself sideways, dodging a crossbow bolt by a margin so narrow that he felt the disturbed air tickle the skin of his neck. He hit the ground rolling and came to his feet in front of another member of the Blacksoul Band, a scarred man with a curved sword.

Damon attacked, parried, and dispatched him. Blood trickled from his myrblade as he turned in a slow circle, trying to fend off dozens of men through the intensity of his expression and posture. It simply wasn’t a winnable fight. Not here, and not like this, even if he’d been able to draw from his myrblade’s magic.

The first fireball struck a clump of three men, incinerating the centermost instantly and sending the other two screaming and rolling for relief. Jerome shouted something that Damon couldn’t make out as another of Malon’s massive fireballs struck the dry grass and brush, which instantly erupted into flames.

His assumption had been spot on. Shagille had no apparent ability to control the fires once they were self-sustaining and fueled by kindling other than Malon’s crest magic. Unfortunately, he could still stop the fireballs as they traveled through the air, and he managed to do just that with the next one Malon sent down into the gorge.

Damon scooped a rock up from the dry riverbed and hurled it at Shagille, catching him in the side of the mouth and drawing his attention away from where it should have been. It was a cunning move, but it did little to change his current circumstances.

The assassins had him overwhelmed, attacking on all sides and from all angles. He fought wildly, deflecting attacks and attempting to dodge wherever he could. He used his myrblade to create a thin wall of ice to interrupt the charge of a large man with a war hammer and then rolled through the gap between two more on his other side.

Shagille let out a snarl from where he stood and reached forward with his hands. The ice wall disintegrated into a puddle. Damon dodged under a sword strike, but another assassin attacked at the same moment. A heavy wooden club slammed into his ribs, sending pain cracking through his body as though he’d been struck like a broken drum.

He gasped and fell sideways, only managing to keep his sword up in the most basic sense. A nearby assassin wielding an axe laughed as he brought his weapon down, aiming for Damon’s shoulder. Damon blocked, stumbling back to his feet and turning in a circle.

He was nearly surrounded. It was hard to keep his despair at bay as he recognized how over-optimistic he’d been. He’d put too much faith in his ability to do the impossible, and he’d be the one to pay the price.

The air above him hissed as another fireball came down, this one at least double the size of the earlier ones. Embers and flames splashed across the grass and brush in a wave of intense heat. The area began burning in earnest.

Damon watched the faces of the assassins, pinpointing the moment in which they realized that the fire was a far greater threat than their outnumbered quarry. They began falling into order, attempting to reform into their normal ranks and hold fast as a group.

Malon wasn’t done, however. More fireballs fell, lighting enough of the underbrush to choke the dry riverbed with a curtain of smoke. Damon had no idea where Shagille was, and he desperately hoped the same was true in reverse as he began manifesting his myrblade’s power and plotting his escape.

An assassin slammed their shoulder into him from the side and attempted to wrap a metal chain around Damon’s neck. He ducked low, slashing the man’s leg and then pushing him backward into a patch of burning grass. The man’s screams were accompanied by the stomach-roiling smell of charred flesh.

The air was nearly too hot to breathe and thickened with smoke. There weren’t just a few scattered fires, or even a healthy, but contained blaze. The gorge was an inferno. It was everything Damon had hoped Malon might be able to produce, and then some.

He was fairly certain that a significant portion of the assassins would be unable to escape. With that said, he wasn’t entirely sure if he’d be able to, either. He slashed through the flames blocking his way toward the far side of the gorge, near the path up which Malon and the others had escaped.

It was slow, effortful going. Each frozen slash created a curve of ice in the air, which would sizzle into steam as it made contact with the fire. It reminded him of being a boy again, swinging wildly at imaginary enemies with practice sticks, except the flames were anything but imaginary.

He feared some of the assassins might follow in his wake, but a 
quick check over one shoulder was enough to confirm that they were keeping their distance. His ribs screamed with both subtle and obvious pains, which made each breath of stingingly hot air doubly uncomfortable.

A fireball the size of a carriage crashed down near Damon, sending curls of flames dancing over the left half of his body. He shouted in surprise, hurrying to draw enough cold magic from his sword to extinguish his smoldering tunic.

More fire landed with a whoosh on his other side, and a new fear took hold within his gut. He could work his way through the existing fires with his myrblade, but if one of Malon’s massive fireballs struck him directly, he’d be charred before he ever got a chance to take a countermeasure.

The thought was unnerving, so much so that he was briefly left considering the sheer terror the Blacksoul Band must currently feel, given they were Malon’s actual targets. He wondered how capable she was at discerning him from their enemies from so far above and through the increasingly thick veil of smoke.

A figure charged at him from his right, arms outstretched. Damon readied his sword to cleave at the man, only to realize his assailant was engulfed in flames and screaming incoherently.

He dodged out of the way, slashing waves of cold to open a gap through the wall of fire blocking his way forward. He continued like that, making progress through the inferno by the tip of his myrblade, until he found the trailhead leading up.


CHAPTER 27

Damon hoped that the intensity of the smoke and flames filling the bottom of the gorge would keep the Blacksoul Band from effectively giving pursuit. Unfortunately, the fates did not deign to look so kindly on him.

He risked a glance back at the path behind him as he climbed as fast as he could. One of the assassins had reached the trailhead and taken the prudent approach, observing the direction of his route while waiting for backup.

Damon held to his confidence in the fact that the fire would still be enough to hold most of the assassins back when the boom of thunder sounded in the distance, followed by the rolling patter of an imminent downpour.

It was a sound that would normally raise his morale in a situation like this. However, with Ria barely able to walk on her own, let alone use her tempesting magic, rain would only serve to douse the flames, and his hopes along with them.

He’d bought himself and the others time, but not much. They had around half an hour of head start, longer if Jerome and the other leaders of the Blacksoul Band were compassionate enough to tend to the injuries of their hirelings.

Damon rushed up the slope, pushing so fast that he occasionally scampered on all fours. He grabbed an exposed tree root to pull himself up a steep section to skip a place where the trail curved into a switchback.

The rain intensified, pounding down on his head and back, but also turning the dirt underneath his feet into mud. What had already been a borderline treacherous path became a complete and utter slog as wet earth gave out underneath his dashing feet.

The other side of the gorge loomed ahead. He spotted Malon and the others as soon as he crested back to level ground. They’d only made it a few hundred feet away from the gorge. They’d have to 
make it so much farther in order to be safe, a distance that felt improbable, if not impossible.

What could he do? It was a question that felt as if it should have had an answer, a simple, smirkingly clever solution like so many he’d produced in the past. Some trick he could pull out at the last second with his myrblade, or a convoluted deception that would let them use the Blacksoul Band’s confidence against them.

Instead, he staggered forward, gritting his teeth as he saw Malon, Vel, and Kastet come to a stop and set Ria down. His response quickly faded into concern, horror even as he saw that Ria was anything but alright.

“Solas!” called Malon as he caught up. “She’s having a seizure!”

“No…” he said. “True Divine… We can’t stop here!”

“Ria!” cried Vel. “Is she going to hurt herself?”

“Help me shift her into a safe position,” said Malon.

“The fire wasn’t enough,” said Damon. “My plan wasn’t enough. Aesta… they’re still coming for us.”

Ria’s eyes were open, though they were rolled upward at disconcerting angles. Flecks of spittle dripped from one side of her mouth, and her lips were cracked and pale. She twisted, kicking out and swinging her arms unnaturally, while bucking with her head.

“I’ll carry her,” said Damon.

Malon shook her head. “We shouldn’t move her until—”

“We don’t have a choice!” shouted Damon.

He took Ria and flung her over his shoulder. She’d lost a significant amount of weight, but she was still a handful for him to keep under control as her fit continued, arms and legs flailing absently.

He ran alongside Vel and Kastet, with Malon following just behind him, ready to catch Ria if she fell loose from his grip. They kept going, past the point of having a direction other than away. Away from the Blacksoul Band, away from certain death.

Malon had the wherewithal to adjust their route toward an opportunity when it presented itself. She pulled them into a nearby strip of trees, ducking low underneath branches to lead them through to the other side.

A river cut through the clearing just beyond, easily fifty feet wide, well-fed and fast-flowing from the ongoing rain. Malon shot Damon an urgent look, her eyes darting from his face, down to his sword.

“Can you get us across?” she asked.

“Probably.” He gently passed off Ria, who’d mostly stopped seizing, to Malon and Vel. “I’ve done things similar to this before. I think it should work.”

“I can do it,” whispered Myr.

Damon drew his myrblade and got to work. He brought the sword’s tip down into the river next to the riverbank, shivering as the weapon’s aura conspired with the thick, pelting rain to make him genuinely cold.

He began forming the first few feet of the bridge. There was plenty of water to work with, but that also worked against him. The river thrummed with speed, which threatened the integrity of the ice. He was worried, even as his project began to take form in earnest. It was possible, likely even, that the center section wouldn’t support their weight when they began to cross.

“Change of plans,” he said. “Find a few pieces of driftwood.”

Malon, Vel, and Kastet gave him odd looks, but they carefully set Ria down and hurried into action as they realized he was serious. Damon started his project over, still keep the side of the ice anchored against the river, but forming a large, circular platform instead of the long bridge strip he’d previously been planning.

There was so much that could still go wrong with the new idea, he realized. It was more as though he’d traded one set of problems for another. The ice raft would be thick enough to hold its own in the river, but it could easily capsize if they didn’t balance their weight 
correctly.

The pieces of driftwood would serve as paddles, but he knew he was being optimistic in assuming it would be enough to give them full control over their path. They could easily be swept farther downriver. It would basically happen by default.

Which wasn’t a terrible outcome, given the aggression of their pursuers, but no doubt they’d eventually reach rocks, or a waterfall, or even just a section of rough water. With Ria in her current condition, that was all it would take to cost them their lives.

“I found two pieces,” said Vel.

She presented a piece of wood that looked like a two-handed club, along with a long, wrist-sized branch that would be perfect for punting if it could touch the bottom. Malon also found a piece, an actual board discarded from some former, unlucky raft.

The raft was complete. It wasn’t pretty, and it certainly wasn’t comfortable, but it was what they had. Damon had kept his sword frozen into the center to give him slightly more control over the launch, and he motioned with his free hand to the others.

“Get on,” he said. “We don’t have much time. Keep Ria near the center and make sure that you’re evenly spread out.”

They didn’t ask if he was sure it was going to work. They knew him, after all. They trusted him.

True Divine, it had to work.

Damon expected to look over his shoulder to see the Blacksoul Band bearing down on them just as they began to board, but in that, at least, they were lucky. Vel and Kastet held Ria between them, and Malon stood spotting from behind, just in case.

The ice raft bobbed back and forth but remained upright. Malon climbed on next, and having a third person on an off angle made the surface slant a bit.

“You’re too heavy for it, aesta,” he said.

She blinked, seeming to think for a moment that he was serious 
before realizing he was joking, and then glared at him. Damon smiled, hoping they’d all be safe enough in the near future for his anything but overweight aesta to chew him out for his teasing.

Damon passed the makeshift paddles forward and then climbed onto the raft. He still had to focus, carefully letting the ice holding the raft to the bank melt and crumble away to set them loose upon the river.

Vel and Kastet gasped in surprise as the water drew them up to speed. The ice bobbed up and down, threatening at times to knock its passengers loose. Malon and Vel made a valiant attempt at paddling them across, but they proceeded at more of a diagonal. Damon joined them, using the long branch to push from the river’s rocky bottom wherever he could.

The raft was unbelievably cold, and between the ongoing deluge of rain and his already soaked clothing, he felt as though he was at risk to literally freeze to the ice’s surface. Damon pushed them forward with everything he had, letting himself dream that safety was just ahead. Everything would be alright if they could simply make it to the other side of the river.

They hit something, though it was impossible to tell what. Something significantly harder and less forgiving than the water. The raft shattered, breaking into pieces across the span of a horrible, sickening instant.

Damon shouted, sheathing his myrblade on reflex and reaching out for anyone near enough to grab. He’d always been the type of person who focused best under pressure, capable of shrugging off his emotions and the overall stakes in the face of a problem.

The despair that took him now, however, made him wonder if it was even worth it to stay afloat. He’d built the raft, picked it out of several potentially workable ideas, and then helped the people he loved most onto it. He’d gotten them all killed.

The water was unbelievably cold. Damon had both his sword and his traveling pack to weigh him down, and that was before even considering the speed at which the water was pushing him forward. 
The rain and the rushing river combined to drown out all noise, though if the others were in the same situation he was, he knew they’d be focused on breathing, rather than shouting out.

He felt his fingers brush someone’s clothing and clamped his hand down. He pulled whoever it was in close. Ria, still delirious, arms and legs not engaged in anything resembling swimming. He kicked for the both of them, forcing her head above water.

He was shivering so much that his body felt as though the chill was simply vibrating through him. He couldn’t see through the rain and the darkness. Ria felt as cold as ice in his arms, and the river was unyielding in its forward pull.

They struck a rock jutting up from the river bottom. Damon’s head cracked hard enough against it for him to intuitively know to look for blood later. Still, it was a moment of fortune, as his feet were able to find purchase. He could stand, though it took a force of will to keep from being bowled over by the current’s pull.

“Solas!” Malon’s shout came from behind him. “Grab my hand!”

He turned around, still clutching Ria tight enough to leave bruises on her. Malon was on the riverbank, flat on her stomach, hand extended forward. He took a step toward her, and then another, and then he pushed Ria up, passing her to his aesta and safety.

Malon helped him along next. Damon immediately began coughing as soon as he was on the grass, extricating water from his throat that he hadn’t realized had been there. He didn’t let himself relax, not yet.

“Where’s Vel?” he asked. “Kastet?”

“There!” said Malon.

She pointed toward where the two women were in the river, farther up and slowly heading toward them. They’d managed to grab hold of a floating log that was making its way along the side of the river. It didn’t look comfortable, as the positioning left both women vulnerable to being brushed against the riverbank in places, but they 
didn’t seem to be at risk of drowning.

Malon and Damon quickly helped them to safety once they came within reach. Vel and Kastet both looked like drowned rats, and he knew they needed to catch their breath, to rest. There just wasn’t time.

“Up!” shouted Damon. “Get up! We have to move!”

He was still carrying Ria, but still managed to drag Vel and Kastet to their feet. He pushed the group forward, not just walking, but breaking into an even trot across the grass. They were too cold, and they had no way of avoiding the relentless rain. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility for one of them — Ria— to die of exposure by morning if they stayed where they were.

They found a road. There was no discussion about whether to follow it or not. Damon’s legs trusted it as the correct path forward as surely as his body had given in to the pull of the river. Shivering, huddled together, close to hopeless, they continued at the fastest pace they could manage until they simply couldn’t keep going.

“There,” said Malon in a shaky voice. “That looks like… an inn.”

A large building sat just off the road ahead of them. The grass was overgrown, and the sign out front was heavily weathered, but it did look as though it was a place intended to welcome travelers. Damon was too tired to consider whether the risk of staying somewhere so obvious was worth taking. They were out of choices.

Malon was first up the steps and to the door. She pushed it open a crack, turning to frown at the rest of them before opening it the rest of the way. No light came from within, no warm, welcoming hearth or smiling innkeeper. The place was abandoned.

“It’s all we have,” said Damon. “It’ll have to do.”

He carried Ria up the steps and over the threshold.


CHAPTER 28

The inn was empty. There was no sliver of doubt regarding that. The air smelled stale, with a subtle, lingering warmth that didn’t match the cold outside. Cobwebs hung from the corners of the walls, and dust clung to nearly every surface in a thin, uniform layer.

The common room was spacious and simple. Four circular tables with chairs in various states of disrepair were spread out across the main area. A long, L-shaped bar was set against the back wall with a double-sided fireplace to its right and an open door presumably leading to the kitchen to its left.

There were stairs leading up to both the second level and down into the basement. The windows in the common room were boarded up with planks, the original glass long since broken or pilfered.

“It’s dry, at least,” said Damon.

It was so much more than just dry. It was safe, and it was solid. He brought Ria over to one of the tables and gently laid her down across it after brushing back some of the dust.

The sound of rain pattering against the roof overhead was occasionally broken by the boom of thunder, but the inn’s interior was otherwise silent for the next few minutes.

He set his pack down and took stock of what was within it. The food he’d been carrying was soaked by the river, but his lantern, by some small miracle, was dry inside. He spent a minute getting it lit, illuminating the space around them in more detail.

“Can we rest here?” asked Vel.

She looked toward Damon, who looked toward Malon.

“We’ll be better off here than we’d be outside in the open,” she said.

“We’re ahead of the Blacksoul Band,” said Damon. “I suppose we owe that to my experiment of a raft. The river carried us farther downstream than I’d assumed, judging by the upkeep of the road we 
were on.”

He pulled out one of the chairs from the table Ria was lying on and gingerly sat down, listening to it creak as it took the first weight it had likely held in years.

“What happens if this inn’s owner stumbles upon us squatting here?” asked Kastet.

“I doubt the owner has been anywhere near this place in a long time,” said Damon. “Besides, I would rather be caught by someone who could be reasoned with, rather than our current pursuers.”

“She does have a point, solas,” said Malon. “We still haven’t seen all of this building yet. We should at least confirm that we are truly the only ones here.”

He nodded, rising to walk with her to the kitchen in back. It was a cozy space, with a small stone oven built atop the larger cooking hearth. There were pantry cabinets, a long cutting board, and a generous number of old ceramic plates and wooden cups.

“It must have been a nice inn back when it was in use,” he said.

“Very true.” Malon smiled, folding her arms in the dim space. “It seems fitting for us to find shelter in a place like this given how we used to talk about building our own.”

“We should be glad that we didn’t,” he said. “I can’t imagine losing anything beyond what we already did during the attack on the tower.”

His words cut the mood back down to a more solemn level. Malon drew closer to him, setting a hand on his shoulder.

“Upstairs or downstairs next?” she asked.

“Upstairs.”

They made their way up creaky steps, using the lantern to light their way. The inn’s second level was a simple hallway in both directions, with six rooms on either side for a dozen total.

They were each identical, except for their furnishings. Some of them were completely empty. Others had bedframes. The majority 
had both bedframes and simple straw mattresses, which, in Damon’s opinion, was a major windfall.

“Ria should at least be more comfortable on one of these than on a soaking wet bedroll,” said Damon.

“Most definitely,” said Malon. “Let’s bring her up after we explore the basement.”

Damon wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting from the basement, but it wasn’t what they found. He stared at a rectangular pool of water off to the side of the stone foundation, with a lip made of carefully laid brick. Water flowed into it from a rusty grate on one wall, and presumably exited through another he could see set lower down against the opposite side of the artificial basin.

“An aqueduct,” said Malon. “Fascinating. It must be fed from an underground offshoot of the river.”

“I can’t imagine the work that must have gone into building it,” muttered Damon.

“I would assume they noticed water coming through when they began on the foundation and decided to make it a part of the design, rather than attempting to plug the leak.”

The water was cold, but fresh and seemingly clean, as Damon took a quick sip from where it emerged from the wall. The basement also had some old brewing equipment, along with four small rooms that matched the ones on the second floor. One of them had been converted into a storage closet, though it was hard to tell if any of the items inside might be useful.

They made their way back upstairs. Damon was on guard, half expecting the inn to be under attack by the Blacksoul Band, or that the original owner had come to punish trespassers. His anxiety wasn’t based on logic or reason, but long days of hard traveling and bad luck.

“The inn looks empty,” said Malon. “There’s freshwater flowing through an aqueduct in the basement and usable beds upstairs. We would be foolhardy not to take advantage of this haven and stay 
here, at least for tonight.”

“I agree,” said Damon.

“I have no intention of going back out in the rain,” said Kastet.

“Is any of the food still dry enough to eat?” asked Vel.

“That’s a damn good question,” said Damon.

They searched through the two traveling packs they had left and found their meager food supplies. The beans and oats were soaked through, barely enough for a meal to begin with, but they put them each in some of the wooden cups from the kitchen and each took a turn attempting to eat as much of the tasteless mush as they could.

Damon carried Ria up to one of the empty beds on the second floor. The traveling quilts were as wet as the rest of their supplies, but the inn was just warm enough for them to get by, regardless. He sat with her on the straw mattress, brushing her hair back from her face, confirming that her condition was stable enough to make it through the night.

“Sleep well, wife,” he whispered. “We’re going to be alright.”

He wished the others a good night and went back downstairs, pulling a chair up to one of the windows to keep watch.


CHAPTER 29

Damon fell asleep at some point, which left him feeling rather derelict in his duties when he awoke the next morning. The inn was still secure and everyone was safe, so he contented himself with the outcome as he headed upstairs to check on the others.

Malon was in Ria’s room, tending to her with gentle attention and a cup of water. Ria’s eyes were open, and she flashed him a small smile as he entered.

“Damon,” she said. “Would you please tell Malon that I am well enough for her to stop fussing?”

“I would, if I had evidence of that,” he said. “How is she, aesta?”

“Her fever has gone down,” said Malon. “Still, she was overheated for an extended period of time yesterday. She’ll need more bedrest, several days’ worth at a bare minimum.”

“We shall see about that.” Ria sighed, taking another sip from the cup as Malon held it to her lips, and then closed her eyes.

They left her to sleep and headed back out into the hallway. From the sounds coming from the other rooms, Vel and Kastet had also arisen. One of the doors opened and Kastet, very much naked and oblivious, stepped outside. She saw Damon, made a noise reminiscent of a mouse peep, and covered herself as she scampered out of sight.

“I didn’t realize anyone was awake!” she cried. “I wanted to, ah… clean up a bit.”

“It’s fine, Your Highness,” said Malon. “We didn’t see anything. Right, solas?”

“I saw a few things,” he said. He thought about making a comment on whether it was in fashion to ask if princesses generally had dedicated maidservants tasked with trimming the hair of their nether regions before thinking much, much better of it.

“What’s with all the noise?” muttered Vel. She was barely wearing 
anything more than Kastet had, in her half-shirt and girlshorts, but seemed to care far less.

“Seta, go dress yourself,” chided Malon. “Solas is right here.”

“He doesn’t mind,” said Vel.

She flashed a sleepy grin and walked up to Damon, rising on tiptoe to kiss him on the lips. He gave Malon a sheepish smile and shrugged.

“I don’t mind, Vel,” he said. “But for the sake of, well, appearances… you should probably get dressed.”

Eventually, everyone except Ria gathered downstairs in the common room. The inn was surprisingly well-lit during the day once a few of the windows had been uncovered to allow sunlight and fresh air inside. Birds chirped outside, and the grass sparkled with droplets with dew.

Damon saw now that the road they’d traveled in on was frequented, perhaps even to point of being one of the main routes leading from Veridan’s Curve to New Florencia. They were somewhere on the border as far as he could tell, nestled in the boundary region that was claimed by both the Godking and Emperor Argenstein without truly belonging to either.

Damon felt a justified sense of paranoia as he peered out the window, trying not to expose his presence as he watched an old man atop a wagon urging his horses forward. He felt ridiculous, spying like some kind of outlaw, even though he technically was from the perspective of his pursuers.

“It’s a nice area,” said Malon. “It seems safe here. We aren’t far from the nearest town, either.”

“How do you know that?” asked Damon.

Malon gestured to one of the windows on the other side of the common room, through which the area to the north was visible. The road ran at a gentle curve, following alongside the river and leading to a collection of buildings in the distance.

“That’s convenient for us, at least,” he said. “Assuming you think we’d be safe to resupply. We still have a fair bit of money from the last town we visited.”

“We don’t have a choice,” said Malon. “Ria’s going to need a proper meal, and we’d have no luck foraging this close to the road.”

“Are we going to stay here?” asked Vel.

There was an edge of hope to her voice, and it wasn’t unwarranted. They’d spent so many days in the wild, lacking even what they needed to camp out comfortably. The abandoned inn was dusty and dirty, but it was a massive step up from anywhere they’d stayed since leaving the tower.

“It seems as though we will be,” said Malon. “At least until Ria is well enough to travel. If we keep a low profile, I see no reason why this inn would be more dangerous than any other place of rest currently available to us.”

Vel grinned, and Kastet looked relieved.

“I have some thoughts on what might suit us to purchase from the shops in town,” said Kastet. “If it’s within the group’s means, I could use a new shirt.”

She didn’t have to gesture to the ugly, roughly stitched tear in her tunic for everyone to catch her meaning.

“We’ll see,” said Malon. “I think it best if you two stay here and watch over seta while solas and I make the purchases. It’s fair to say that you might be recognized, Kastet, given how common portraits of the Merinian family are.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” said Kastet. “Perhaps I’m overdue for a new look.”

She frowned and ran a hand through her chestnut brown locks.

“Princess Kastet and I could use the time to clean up,” said Vel. “The aqueduct below is rather convenient. We can wash our things while we’re here and not feel quite as gross, moving forward.”

“Don’t let your guard down completely,” said Damon. “One of 
you should keep watch at all times."

“We will,” said Vel. “Stop worrying.”

“Not really an impulse I can get around after what we’ve been through,” he replied.

Malon set a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll need to be as careful as they are, solas. Let’s get moving. No sense in wasting time.”

They both tried to be as discreet as they could as they left the inn through the front door. They waited until the road was clear and then slipped out into the open, not wanting to risk having someone who knew the inn’s story start asking questions about what they were doing inside.

“The Rosewood Inn
,” said Malon, running her hand across the weathered sign out front by the road.

“It’s a pretty name,” he said.

“Rosewood is what Merinians call crimmor trees,” said Malon. “But this inn is clearly made from oak?”

Damon shrugged, less concerned with the mystery than she seemed. “It may have been rebuilt at some point. Perhaps a fire destroyed the original building.”

“Perhaps.”

They started down the road, walking close to one another and speaking little. Other travelers were fairly common, people in cross-country carriages, or men on horseback. Damon felt rather conspicuous in his dusty clothing. He’d brought his traveling pack to carry their purchases, and having it empty on his back was strange.

The road had a slight slope to it, drawing upward until the gap between them and the river became a steep, craggy drop. Damon could see a lake in the distance beyond the town, along with numerous waterfalls diving over even higher cliffs.

The largest waterfall was the result of another river, but various smaller ones dripped from crevices in the rock face, exit points of underground aquifers, at least partially explaining where the water 
in the inn’s basement had come from.

“I know where we are,” said Malon. “This town can only be Azurecliff.”

She pointed to coloring around the largest waterfall, which was a mix of rusty orange and bright blue, the result of some unknown mineral deposits, most likely.

“That’s Lake Azure,” said Malon, pointing to the lake. “And that’s Rovahn’s Falls.”

“It’s pretty,” said Damon.

“There’s an old legend Lake Azure is bottomless. They say the force of the water falling from such a great height has eroded the stone down through the world’s bedrock.”

Damon could see how a legend like that might have come about. The form of the cliffs and the lake below made it seem as though the idea held some merit. He couldn’t imagine how long it must have taken for the water to dig its way hundreds of feet down, or at least, how much higher the river must have been in the past.

There was no wall surrounding Azurecliff, but an archway wide enough to serve as a standalone parapet passed over the road at the edge of the town proper. A man stood atop it, surveying all incoming and outgoing travelers.

The man’s hair was wispy gray, and he had a plump stomach and long, bony arms. His gaze held on Damon and Malon as they drew closer to the archway, moving with them for long enough to trigger their wariness.

“I haven’t seen the two of you around here before,” called the man. “My name is Tristan Doogle. Just Doogle for short is what they mostly call me. I’m the town’s Penny Warden.”

Damon had no idea what that meant, a fact made even more uncertain by his suspicion that Doogle was currently drunk. His manner of speech hinted at it. The bottle in his hand, which he’d just taken a long sip of, was all but confirmation.

“We appreciate the welcome, Doogle,” Malon called up to him. “My name is—”

“No need!” A walking stick appeared in Doogle’s free hand, and he tapped it against the wood of the archway as though thumping a drum. “I know who you are.”

Damon froze. He glanced toward Malon, hating the tension he saw on her face.

“You’re Leah Rosewood!” called Doogle. “Little Leah, Old Cobb’s granddaughter! I’d recognize that red hair anywhere, even after all this time! Some of the children said they saw you through the inn’s window earlier this morning. We spent more than a year trying to send word after Old Cobb’s death, True Divine bless his soul. Some of the townsfolk wanted to put the old inn up for auction and put the money in the town’s coffers, you know.”

Damon tried to keep his expression still as he shot a sidelong look at Malon. She was smiling, thinking, and as always, quick on the uptake.

“Well, we’re so grateful that you didn’t,” said Malon. “Thank you, Doogle.”

“My pleasure,” said Doogle. “Don’t listen to anyone who says I was coming down on the side of those who wanted to sell. I said maybe eventually
. It was just to placate them, see.”

“We completely understand,” said Malon.

Doogle’s eyes darted toward Damon. “I take it this would be your…”

“My son,” my Malon.

“Anders Rosewood,” said Damon, smoothly.

Doogle looked him up and down. “You going to be looking for a job in town, Andy?”

Malon set a hand on Damon’s shoulder. “Oh, he’ll be busy helping me, at least to start.”

“Good. There’s not much work here on the cliff. Not much work 
at all, these days.”

Doogle took another sip from his bottle, swirling the contents around as he brought it down from his mouth.

“Well, we should continue with our shopping,” said Malon. “It was so nice to meet you, Lord Doogle.”

“Lord Doogle, she says!” bellowed Doogle. “A lord! Bwaha! I’ll have to tell that one to Arturius.”


CHAPTER 30

Azurecliff was a small village, perhaps fifty buildings in total, a mix of basic Merinian thatched wood roofs and Florencian cottages. The market square was impossible to miss, given how central it was. The vendor stalls looked to be permanent wooden fixtures, though only a few were currently occupied by merchants with goods to sell.

The buildings nearest to the market were easily identifiable by their size and appearance, if not the signs out front. The House of Gratitude
 was presumably the town’s main inn. K and K Essentials
 looked to be the general store. Damon could hear an anvil being worked from somewhere deeper within the town, but a smithy didn’t appeal to any of his or Malon’s current needs.

“Other than food and medicine for Ria, what else do we need?” asked Damon.

“I wish I could have penned a list before we came,” muttered Malon. “Let me think… We’re going to be lacking quilts, so we’ll need at least three new ones. A new tunic for… one of our companions if she’s to be comfortable.”

Damon nodded, taking more note of the careful way Malon had avoided saying Kastet’s name, rather than the items.

“It would be nice to have a third tent and traveling pack, but that’ll be an expensive purchase,” said Malon. “We may have to wait before replacing everything we’ve lost.”

“For now, at least,” said Damon.

He knew better than to mention it, but they still had a fair amount of heartlift weed that they could try selling if the situation in the village would allow for it. Malon would object, but depending on how the next few days went, Damon might find an opportunity that she needn’t know about.

They spent a minute checking with the merchants in the stalls to see what they had. Most of it was food, and Malon suggested they buy that last and check out the item store first. K and K Essentials
 
was a small and crowded space with a selection of wares best described as… varied.

Carpets, furniture, lanterns, tools, clothing, blankets… It was all there, and all stuffed into the shop’s front room in a manner that left a single, narrow route up to the counter without much wiggle room. Damon and Malon stood shoulder to shoulder, waiting at the empty counter for the proprietor to come and greet them.

It took a minute, but eventually, a tall man wearing spectacles and a work apron appeared from the door in the back. He had long black hair which hung in a dark ponytail, with pale, narrow features and bright eyes that suggested a Florencian ancestry.

“Greetings,” said the man. “Kemren Stone.”

Damon cleared his throat. “Anders Rosewood, and this is my… mother, Leah.”

He shook Kemren’s hand, as did Malon.

“Pleasure to meet you both,” said Kemren. “Are you passing through, or family of someone in town?”

Damon let Malon field the question, still unsure of how far their deception would take them. All it took was a single townsperson to not recognize them as who they were claiming to be for the subterfuge to be undone.

“My grandfather used to own the inn just outside of the village,” said Malon.

“You’re Cobb Rosewood’s granddaughter?” Kemren looked her up and down. “True Divine! Did you talk to Doogle, yet? That inn has sat untouched for half a decade, by my count. A few of the other members on the town council were starting to grumble about selling the place.”

“So we heard,” said Damon. “Fortunate we arrived when we did.”

“Fortunate and then some!” said Kemren. “A shame. I was hoping someone would buy it and turn it into a brothel. Another dream unfulfilled.”

Damon snorted, while Malon folded her arms and played the part of the slightly offended shop patron. He suspected that she didn’t have to play all that hard at it.

“We have a few things we’re in need of, if you can help us,” said Malon. “I’m afraid to say that we didn’t realize the state of the inn when we first set out on our journey.”

“Say no more,” said Kemren. “Allow me to fetch my beloved daughter and resident gopher. Keiza! Customer!”

Footsteps sounded from above them, and a woman dropped down from a ladder Damon hadn’t noticed toward the back of the room. She wore a spring dress that billowed up slightly in response to the speed of her descent.

She looked much like her father, with dark hair, dark eyes, and spectacles. She was around the same age as him and had full lips and a slender, attractive build.

“This is my daughter, Keiza,” said Kemren. “Keiza, meet Anders and Leah Rosewood.”

“Newly married, I take it?” asked Keiza with a smile.

Kemren winced and turned away from the situation. Damon tried not to laugh, an act which became infinitely more difficult when he noticed Malon’s embarrassment.

“She gets that a lot, given how young she was when she had me,” he said. His own ears began to heat up, and speaking the lie aloud gave him a better understanding of Malon’s plight.

“Oh!” said Keiza. “I’m so sorry. You just look so young. And your son looks so…”

She glanced at Damon once, and then again, her eyes widening slightly.

“If you’re quite through with embarrassing my customers, Keiza, I could use some help getting their order together,” said Kemren.

“Of course!” she said. “What do they need?”

Malon listed off the blankets, the tunic for Kastet, adding in a few 
pillow cushions after Kemren mentioned that he had some good ones in stock. Keiza moved quickly through the store and various backrooms, bringing everything out to set on the counter as Kemren tallied up their total.

“We also need apothecary supplies,” said Malon. “Ulster root, if you have it, along with lyrnas seed oil.”

“Has someone with you taken a fever?” asked Keiza.

“My daughter has,” said Malon.

“The cures you’re asking for are powerful,” said Keiza. “I serve as the town’s healer in training. I don’t generally sell my wares to be used by unpracticed hands.”

Damon expected Malon to chime in with the fact that she had more than sufficient expertise to administer them safely, but she stayed coy about her knowledge.

“I’ve read a bit about using them as a treatment,” said Malon. “Certainly, I don’t know as much as any healer, but I’m reasonably confident in my ability.”

“I still would prefer to bring them directly to the patient,” said Keiza. “If it’s alright with you, of course?”

Oddly, she looked at Damon as she asked the question. He wasn’t sure he liked the intensity of her eyes. They weren’t flirtatious, more observant, as though she was taking in his face in full detail.

“If you have the time, we would welcome the help,” said Malon. “Right, Anders?”

“Certainly,” he said.

“Wonderful,” said Keiza. “I’ll be by in a few hours, then.”

“I’ll send her with some spare firewood for you as well,” said Kemren. “I noticed that you didn’t buy any. If you’re used to cutting your own, it might disappoint you to find that it’s not so feasible in a roadside town like ours.”

“We’d greatly appreciate it,” said Malon.

“Tell your husband it’s on the house,” said Kemren.

“I’m not… that is to say…” Malon cleared her throat, turning her gaze upward. “I’m unmarried.”

Keiza and Kemren exchanged a wordless glance. Keiza elbowed Kemren in the ribs, and he scowled and pushed her shoulder.

“Don’t you have sorting to finish?” asked Kemren. “I swear, if it weren’t for the fact that she works for free, I’d have fired her years ago.”

“Father!” said Keiza. “I don’t work for free, just so you know. I take a small cut.”

“So small that I don’t even notice, half the time,” said Kemren. “She’s a good girl. Here’s to hoping she stays that way.”

Keiza let out an annoyed sigh. Damon and Malon took it as their cue to depart. Damon’s traveling bag was full of their purchases, which had come to a total of twenty silver, not a bad price. They had a little over seventy sables left, which could go a long way if they were careful.

“They seemed nice,” said Malon. “Though… I don’t understand the way they got when I mentioned I was unmarried.”

“You don’t understand it, or you don’t like it?” asked Damon.

“Both.”

Damon shrugged. “It’s a small village. You just inherited an inn as a supposedly single woman. You’re smart enough to read between the lines, aesta.”

“Supposedly single?” Malon’s expression grew serious, though there was an edge of vulnerability, of pain there, as well.

“I just mean…” Damon sighed. “I don’t know. Never mind.”

They moved away from each other as a courier on horseback hurried down the road, drawing back together, though not as close as they previously had been.

“Let’s get back to the inn, solas,” she said.


CHAPTER 31

Damon had felt a lingering tension between him and Malon ever since they’d left Sharika’s longhouse. They’d never cleared the air, not in the way they needed to, about what had happened and how it had affected her.

He tried to think of the right way to bring it up as they walked back down the road to The Rosewood Inn. He wanted to say something, but nothing sounded right. More accurately, it was just still too soon. He endured the silence, feeling comfortable, if a little awkward.

Damon was first to the door, relieved to be back with the others where they could relax easier within the group. He stopped in his tracks as he entered the inn’s common room, staring at a teenage boy he’d never seen before cleaning off the bar counter with an old rag.

His surprise gave way to caution, and he drew his myrblade. The boy spun around, clearly startled, brown eyes widening.

“Um…” said the boy. “It’s me. Kastet.”

Damon blinked. It was obvious now that it had been pointed out to him. Kastet had simply cut her hair, and the difference it made was hard to overstate. Her chestnut-brown locks were trimmed boyishly short, and it left her normally feminine features appearing more like the face of a young man still in the process of passing through puberty.

“You’re staring,” said Kastet. “It’s bad, isn’t it? True Divine… Velanor! You lied to me!”

Vel came out from the kitchen, clearly trying to suppress a smile. “It isn’t so bad, milady. It’s just different.”

“You’ll have to stop calling me that if we want to make this work how it should,” said Kastet.

“Oh my!” said Malon, catching up with Damon and entering the 
common room. “Princess Kastet! This is such a new look for you. I like it. No, I love it!”

“I should probably explain,” said Vel. “Kastet was looking to style her hair differently for the sake of being harder to recognize. She used Ria’s throwing knife to make a few adjustments on her own while she was bathing. A few… rough adjustments.”

“I panicked,” said Kastet, folding her arms. “I yelled for help, and Vel did what she could.”

“It was already too short for me to cut into a normal, feminine style, so I suggested that it might make sense for her to disguise herself as a boy,” said Vel. “I did the best I could to fix it up and make it look presentable as a masculine haircut.”

“It looks wonderful, Kastet,” said Malon. “It is a more boyish look, I’ll say that much, but it’s still pretty. You can grow it out to look more feminine in just a few short weeks, if you decide to.”

“It fits with the cover aesta and I have already fallen into,” said Damon. “The village’s Penny Warden misidentified aesta as the granddaughter of the inn’s deceased former owner.”

“…What?” said Vel.

Malon filled in a few details, smiling a bit as she mentioned Damon’s cover as her son.

“We can tell anyone who asks that you’re a family friend, or a cousin, if you’d prefer,” said Malon.

“A cousin might be too conspicuous, given how little we know about Cobb Rosewood’s family tree,” said Kastet. “But I agree. This could make for a durable disguise for all of us. The assassins on our trail will be looking for word of desperate travelers, not a family settling into an abandoned inn they’ve inherited.”

“That’s… a really good point,” said Damon. “What about Ria, though? I didn’t see many Remenai in the village. She’s going to stand out and draw attention.”

“I already told the general store owner that she’s my daughter,” 
said Malon. “We’ll stick with that story. I have no qualms with whatever judgment they levy upon me for having a half-rem
 child.”

“Can Ria pass for being just half-rem?” asked Damon.

“It’s as you pointed out,” said Malon. “There are few Remenai in this village. If their experience with foreign cultures is limited, she won’t have to work hard at it to pass.”

“We’ll all need fake names, then?” asked Vel.

“Malon and I have ours already,” said Damon. “She’s Leah Rosewood, and I’m Anders. Ria used Heather
 as a fake name when we were in Valleystripe.”

“Heather…” repeated Vel. “In that case, I’ll be Violet
. That fits nicely, doesn’t it? Heather and Violet.”

Kastet cleared her voice. “You can call me Kain
 when we’re among strangers, for the time being.”

She’d tried to throw her voice down to a more masculine pitch with mixed success. Damon laughed, stepping over to take a closer look at her with her new haircut.

“Looks like I’m going to have to make you into a man, Kain,” he said. “The first step, I think, is going to be doing something about these.”

He poked one of her breasts.

Kastet’s cheeks flushed. “It’s not as though they’re that large… are they?”

“Large enough to catch the eye of the men you come across, in case you hadn’t noticed,” said Damon.

“I can show her how to tighten her half-shirt to wrap them flat,” said Malon. “It’ll be natural once you get used to it, Kastet.”

“I suppose that wouldn’t be too difficult,” said Kastet.

Damon joined in with the cleaning, helping wherever he could as they worked to make the inn into less of a dust pit. The sheer volume of the dust was enough to leave him coughing whenever he swept it 
wrong. He found himself eagerly awaiting his own eventual turn in the aqueduct.

The stairs let out a creak, and all of them turned to find Ria making her way down into the common room. Her eyes were bleary, and strands of hair still clung to her face from sweat. She managed a smile despite her bedraggled appearance.

“Seta,” said Malon. “You shouldn’t be out of bed.”

“I cannot stay infirm indefinitely,” said Ria. “It chafes me to be of such inaction.”

“No offense, but you don’t look entirely recovered yet,” said Damon.

“One does not need to be entirely recovered to be useful,” said Ria.

Damon exchanged a look with the others, getting an idea.

“I still haven’t picked out a room for myself yet since I kept watch last night,” he said. “Why don’t you help me choose?”

Ria sighed, but she didn’t fight against him as he put a strong arm around her shoulders and began helping her back up the stairs. She felt thin, frail even. A few weeks earlier, he would have laughed at anyone describing her that way.

“The rooms are identical, young Damon,” she said. “Why does it matter where you sleep?”

“Some of them might have a few small, acoustical related perks,” he said. “Do you know which room aesta picked?”

A smile twitched across Ria’s face as she took his meaning. “Her room was this one, second from the last on the left side. Directly across from my room.”

She pressed a hand to the door for emphasis.

“I’ll take the one in the corner, next to yours, then,” he said.

“You are very mindful of how sound travels.” Ria stepped up behind him, wrapping her arms around his abdomen.

“If you were slightly better rested, I might run a test to see how certain noises traveled between different floors,” he whispered.

“I am plenty rested, young Damon,” she whispered into his ear.

He turned around, almost letting himself believe her, for a moment. The walk upstairs had brought a second wave of sweat onto her face and chest. She took breaths that sounded a little ragged and held onto his shoulder for more than just flirtatious effect.

“Let’s get you back to bed,” he said. “No sense in taking any chances.”

Ria sighed but allowed him to lead her into her room. She seemed sleepier by degrees as she lay down on the straw mattress and spread herself out.

“You have been outside and into town,” said Ria. “What do you make of this place?”

“That’s not an easy question to answer, based off less than a day of experience,” he said. “The people seem nice. Open enough to eagerly welcome travelers. Malon was even mistaken for the granddaughter of this inn’s original owner, so we have a cover story. You’ll have to use a fake name again, by the way.”

Ria nodded, but she didn’t seem to hear most of his points. “I feel as though… This is an environment I am less suited for. The constant noise from the road. The lack of forest and nature. This is not a place for me.”

“I doubt we’ll be here for that long,” said Damon. He wasn’t sure of that even as he spoke the words, however. “Regardless, you’re here with your family. Isn’t that enough to make it into a place for you?”

“That is… a fair point.”

Damon leaned forward, gently kissing her on the lips. He could tell how much further she had to go with her recovery from the way her mouth only slowly moved back against his.

“Sleep up,” he said. “Aesta found a healer in town, but she 
insisted on making a home visit instead of giving her what she needed to treat you directly.”

“Jad’s blood,” muttered Ria. “One more person to dote on me. Fantastic.”


CHAPTER 32

Damon headed back downstairs in time to discover Malon standing at the door, conversing with a group of travelers who’d stopped alongside the road. He resisted the urge to set a hand on his myrblade and make himself visible, taking in the situation first.

“I’m afraid not,” said Malon. “We’ve just arrived in town. It will be some time yet before the inn is open.”

“That’s a pity,” called a young woman on horseback. “My partner and I travel this route every fortnight. Would be nice to have a place to rent a bed other than The House of Gratitude. Melnicka, the owner, is as strict as they come.”

Malon waved them off as they continued on their way, exchanging a look with Damon as soon as they were out of earshot.

“Are we actually going to open this place as an inn?” he asked.

“I… hadn’t really considered the possibility,” she said, running a hand along her chin. “We’ll need to find a way to earn some money, regardless of what we do next. I suppose there might be worse ways of doing that than providing weary travelers with a place to rest their heads.”

“Can we truly risk it?” asked Vel. “So many people would be passing through. They’d spread word about us, wouldn’t they?”

“If we’re careful about using our fake names, it wouldn’t be us they’d be spreading word about,” said Damon. “There’s always a chance we could be found out, but that doesn’t necessarily change, even if we keep running.”

It was a question that surely deserved more discussion, but they didn’t have time for it just then. A small wagon drawn by a single horse came to a stop outside The Rosewood Inn. Keiza was in the front seat, and she smiled at them through the inn’s open door as she hopped down and began tying her mount to the hitching post.

Damon started to make his way out to greet her. Malon set a 
hand on his shoulder, stopping him before he could step onto the inn’s porch.

“Your sword, solas,” she whispered. “Perhaps it would be best if you stopped wearing it so openly. It will only draw attention in a town like this.”

“I… suppose that’s a fair point,” he said.

Malon let her hand slide down to his sword belt. She stepped behind him, undoing the clasp and slowly pulling it off.

“Don’t forget to train with me,” whispered Myr. “I swear I’ll never forgive you if you throw me into a closet and let me turn to rust!”

“I promise I won’t,” he said.

“What?” asked Malon.

Damon shook his head and waved a hand dismissively. “I should go greet our guest.”

He did his best to fall into the character of Anders Rosewood as he headed outside and walked over to Keiza. Anders was a man who’d lived a simple life, tending to the needs of his family and… farming? Working in a tannery? He’d have to confer with Malon on the specifics.  

What he did know was that Anders didn’t have the same streak of wanderlust that Damon Al-Kendras had once had. The drive that had pushed him to run away from home and become a gladiator. No, if Anders had ever had that sort of inclination, life had long since beat it out of him.

“Keiza,” he said. “I’m glad you were able to find the place.”

Keiza gave him an odd smile. “You’re the one who’s new to this town, Anders. I’ve lived here for most of my life. The Rosewood Inn might not have been in good condition for some of that time, but it’s always been obvious as a landmark.”

“Right,” he said. “Obviously. We had some travelers stop by earlier and ask us if we were open, if you can believe it.”

“I can absolutely believe it.” Keiza pulled her bag of healing supplies out from the back of the wagon. “What did you tell them?”

“Not yet,” he said. “We still have a fair number of decisions to make before we reach that point. If we reach that point.”

“The town could use another inn,” said Keiza. “Melnicka’s place isn’t exactly popular with everyone.”

He was about to ask for more specifics on just why that was, but they’d already started through the inn’s threshold. Malon was busy organizing some of their traveling supplies in the kitchen. Vel and Kastet were sitting at one of the inn’s tables, and both glanced up, flashing friendly smiles at Keiza.

Damon wasn’t sure how exactly to introduce them. He knew the words, the basic facts of who they were both pretending to be. It just felt strange, different from normal white lies, more like putting on a show, like some of his more theatrical gladiatorial bouts.

“Keiza, this my sister, Violet,” he said, gesturing to Vel. “And this is, uh, Kain.”

“I’m the family’s loyal retainer,” said Kastet, quickly.

“Um… retainer?” asked Keiza.

“Servant,” she quickly clarified.

Damon tried to keep his expression neutral as he inwardly cringed at the depth of her fake man voice.

“My other sister, Heather, is in her room,” said Damon. “She’s the one that needs your help.”

Malon came out from the kitchen and gestured for Keiza to follow her upstairs. Damon went with them, watching from the hall as Keiza approached Ria’s bed.

“She’s… one of the Remenai?” said Keiza in surprise.

“She’s half-rem,” said Malon. “Her father was a green scout from the Vanrillion Clan.”

“Ah.” Keiza took the fact in with a nod. She didn’t seem 
judgmental about it, though there was an empty moment in which she adjusted her spectacles on her face. “Well, then. Can you tell me more about Heather’s condition?”

Malon related a carefully constructed lie involving Ria having fallen onto an old arrow shaft while collecting firewood during their journey to Azurecliff. If Keiza had any doubts about the factualness of it, she didn’t put them to voice.

“Ulster root will reduce pain and swelling,” said Keiza. “I can give her a basic dose now, but you’ll need to administer the rest on your own. You want to be careful about using too much, as it can cause extreme muscle paralysis in high doses.”

“I’m familiar with its properties,” said Malon, politely.

“Lyrnas seed oil will help her sleep,” said Keiza. “Again, too much of it can also be dangerous. I’ve known a few cases where people have fallen asleep for days, even, after ingesting large amounts.”

“Thank you, Keiza,” said Malon. “This town must value your expertise highly.”

Keiza gave Malon a slightly awkward smile. “Nobody else has much experience in the arts of healing, so I’ve taken to the role myself. Everything I know I’ve learned from books, with a few lessons from passing travelers here and there.”

She looked at Ria again, and her expression took on a cast that Damon couldn’t ignore. She seemed tense, almost worried.

“Keiza,” said Ria. “I appreciate your help, but I must ask you a question.”

“Go right ahead,” said Keiza.

“Are you uncomfortable with the fact that I am one of the Remenai?”

Damon shot Ria a look. She needed to be more careful, not just with remembering to refer to herself as half-rem, but treating it as a truth. This was not a road they could afford to go down, for the time 
being.

“I’m… fine with it,” said Keiza. “Really, I am. I apologize if it seemed as though I was looking at you strangely. However, this is a small town. There are some here who have fought against the Remenai. Doogle and Arturius were once part of a mercenary company that cleared portions of the wild regions. Doogle still harbors a… small amount of anger toward the Rem.”

“That is not uncommon,” said Ria. “Thank you for telling me.”

“I’m not saying you should avoid him, or worry about him, just that…” Keiza shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s hard to see the way some people come to their judgments and don’t see the limits of our emotions and behaviors. Doogle isn’t a bad man, but he’s not fully in control when it comes to certain things.”

“You’re kind to be so open with us, Keiza,” said Malon. “We’ll have to find a way to repay you and your father once Heather has recovered.”

Keiza and Malon spent some time discussing the purchase of the apothecary ingredients. Damon made his way down to the common room, helping Vel and Kastet with cleaning for a few minutes. When Keiza was ready to leave, he walked outside to her wagon and helped her unload the firewood that Kemren had gifted them.

“We appreciate the help,” said Damon. “We were so worried about Heather these past few days. I don’t know if my… mother told you or not, but Heather had a seizure during our journey here.”

“She mentioned it,” said Keiza. “It’s not uncommon for the heat of a fever to occasionally push people to that point when they’re unwell.”

“If there’s anything I can do to repay you, don’t hesitate to let me know,” he said.

Keiza smiled. She had the appearance of an academic, a bookworm, even, but there was a fair amount of confidence underneath her spectacles and conservative clothing choices.

“Azurecliff is a small town, as you’ve no doubt seen,” said Keiza. 
“I’m sure I’ll find some excuse to reach out to you for help sooner or later.”

“Anything you need.”

Keiza’s eyes lingered on his as she toyed with her horse’s lead. She glanced toward the empty wagon and then back at him.

“What is it?” he asked.

“You have a familiar face,” she said. “This may sound odd, but did you ever spend time in Avaricia? It would have been a few years ago…”

Damon froze, but played it off as quickly after reading the situation. “Maybe. I’ve been to the city a few times, mostly running errands. Did we bump into each other there?”

“We just might have,” she said. “Well, I should be on me way. Good luck with your cleaning, Anders Rosewood.”

“Travel safe, Keiza Stone.”

He waved as she and her wagon disappeared up the road. Her question echoed in his head, but he downplayed its significance. She’d only said he had a familiar face, after all. It wasn’t as though she was accusing him of being anyone other than who he’d presented himself to be.

He considered whether to tell the others and decided against it. He didn’t want to be the one to spoil the temporary respite they’d found.


CHAPTER 33

Malon was looking through their new purchases and planning out dinner when Damon came back inside. Vel and Kastet were nowhere to be seen, and Ria was presumably still upstairs, resting.

“Keiza seems like a sweet girl,” said Malon.

“She’s fine,” said Damon.

Malon gave him an odd, teasing look as she cleared her throat and smoothed out her skirt. “Could you help me get a fire going in the hearth? I’d like to take the opportunity to cook a proper dinner tonight.”

“Absolutely.”

He got some firewood from the newly created pile outside the inn and brought it to the hearth. Malon had gone upstairs for something, but a glance at the ingredients she’d taken out told Damon she’d be making a stew.

He took the cooking pot down into the basement, intent on bringing up water to save his aesta the trouble. He’d only made it halfway down the stairs when the sound of voices alerted him to Vel and Kastet’s presence.

“Try again,” said Vel.

Kastet cleared her throat. “Hello. My name is Kain.”

Damon lingered on the stairs, not wanting to burst in on them when they were clearly bathing, but too intrigued to head back up. A perverted part of him wished there were a way he could peep on them, but if he went any deeper into the basement, he’d be discovered instantly.

“It sounds as if you’re a girl trying to sound like a boy,” said Vel.

“That’s… exactly what I am, though.”

“Maybe you could pretend to be extremely shy and just not talk?”

Damon heard a splash, followed by a laugh.

“That’s a terrible solution!” said Kastet. “Lady Velanor, I’m docking your pay for such inexcusable service.”

“You haven’t paid me in over a month!”

More splashing. Damon smiled. It felt good to know that the two of them were still getting along, despite everything that had happened. He finally tore himself away from their conversation, slipping back upstairs as silently as he could.

He set the cooking pot down, content to let Malon be the one to interrupt the girls’ bathing time when she needed it filled with water. He started prepping the hearth, instead. His fire-starting kit was upstairs in his bag, so he headed up to get it.

Malon was in her room, changing out of her heavily worn clothing into a comfortable dress which had somehow made it into her traveling bag. Damon passed by the half-open door to her room just as she was pulling it down over her otherwise nude body.

Her hair was out of its braid, and she reached to free it from the dress’s hem as Damon watched. He noticed when she sensed him, turning around with a look on her face, equal parts teasing and reproachful.

“Do you need something, solas?” she asked.

“I was getting the fire started for you,” he said. “My flint is in my room.”

“Ah,” said Malon. “I’ll be down to start dinner in just a moment. I found this gown stuffed into one of the packs and felt the urge to make myself a bit comfortable.”

“I’m glad you let yourself act on that particular urge,” he said, stepping into her room.

She turned away from him, running a hand through her hair to pull it back behind her shoulders. Damon stepped into her, pulling her into an embrace. He wrapped his arms around her and let his crotch press against her backside, inhaling her scent as he leaned his 
face down against the nape of her neck.

“Leah Rosewood,” he said. “The name fits you well, I think.”

“Just as Anders Rosewood
 fits you, solas,” she said. “They are roles which I think we would do well to fall into… even if it takes work to maintain them.”

“I don’t disagree with that.” Damon planted a soft kiss on her neck, feeling her sigh as her body melded against his. “But just as we sometimes want to change out of our traveling clothes, we also should make room to set the roles aside, here and there.”

“And where would that leave us, solas?” she whispered. “What would it change?”

He was already moving against her, grinding his growing erection into her soft butt. Malon arched her back as he ran his hands up her body, stopping just short of cupping her breasts through the thin fabric of her dress.

“We’ve been through so much, aesta,” he said. “We deserve this…”

Either his words or his tone set her off, breaking the spell. Malon turned around abruptly and gave him a gentle push in the chest.

“Solas,” she whispered. “Damon. This needs to stop.”

He couldn’t meet her gaze. He knew what was coming. It had already arrived in the form of the tears she’d spilled after speaking with Sharika, her own aesta.

“I see now what should have been obvious from the beginning,” said Malon. “I’ve let my fondness for you, along with my needs as a crest sorceress, pollute our relationship. During our short time with Sharika, I finally saw the truth of my actions.”

She made a face that threatened to break Damon’s heart, slowly shaking her head.

“You told her about us?” he asked. “Didn’t you?”

“She could see it in the way we were around one another,” said Malon. “She was… not gentle with the reprimand she gave me. Solas, 
you must understand. Her perspective is one I can’t simply ignore or set aside. She was my aesta. She knows me better than anyone in the world… My inclinations. My failings.”

“She’s just a woman,” said Damon.

“So am I.”

Her words struck true, reverberating through the depths of his heart. Damon took a breath, suddenly wishing he could have a do-over of the past week, or perhaps a few months longer.

“I’ll respect whatever decision you come to,” he said. “Just as Sharika is your aesta… You’re mine. I don’t ever want to lose that.”

“Thank you.”

She hugged him, and he hugged her back. It was an embrace with limits, the careful, respectful touch of her solas, or Anders Rosewood, even.

“Not everything has to change,” said Malon. “We can still hug and be familiar with one another.”

Damon nodded. He let his fingers brush hers.

“Hand-holding as well, I assume?”

Malon gave him an annoyed smile. “Yes, solas. You can hold my hand.”

“Kissing?”

He couldn’t help himself. Why couldn’t he ever help himself? He stepped closer to Malon, letting his presence become a threat to her matriarchal authority. She didn’t back down, but her resolve wavered in a few obvious ways as she steadied herself.

“Kissing should be alright, at times, and with… certain limits,” she said.

“Uh-huh.” He got even closer, letting his mouth draw near hers. Malon stared into his eyes, her head turning sideways with a subtle movement that he wondered if she was even aware of.

She didn’t stop him as he pressed his lips against hers, but she did 
set a hand on his shoulder. Damon could feel the flutter of her emotions in the way her fingers dug in as he deepened the kiss. Would she squeeze the same way in other, more sexual moments? Would his aesta dig her nails in as he pumped into her at a rugged, burning pace?

“Solas!” she said sharply. “Enough.”

He gave her one last kiss on the edge of her chin and slowly pulled back. Malon glared at him, but the feeling behind it was exaggerated and overacted.

“I blame Anders Rosewood for that last one,” he said. “It seems he’s similarly lacking when it comes to keeping himself under control.”

“Don’t say such foolish things,” said Malon, fighting an obvious smile. “Now, if you don’t mind, I think it would be best for us to turn our focus back to dinner.”

“Of course,” said Damon. “I should get that fire going for you.”

“Thank you.”

Another moment passed before either of them managed to resist the thick tension for long enough to look away. Malon guided him out of his room by the shoulder and quickly split off as soon as they were in the hall. Damon started toward his room to get the flint, but he paused when he noticed Ria’s door was partially open.

“What is it about Malon that turns you into such a horny beast, husband?” whispered Ria.

He flinched at the accusation, accurate as it was. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

“I knew your lusts leaned her way, but I suppose I was never aware of just how deep they held you.”

Ria opened the door to her room, standing before him in just her underwear, smiling wickedly.

“I was just talking with aesta,” he said lamely. “I’m not sure what you thought you saw or heard, but…”

“Save it. I am not as oblivious as Vel, nor as willing to overlook the obvious as Kastet. I know you burn for her, Damon, so do not insult me with lies.”

She didn’t seem mad, which if anything, was even more worrying. Damon could endure a jealous takedown from Ria. The mischievous gleam in her eye made him think that she had something far more dangerous in mind.

“What do you want me to say?” he asked.

“Nothing,” said Ria. “I am simply curious. Is it how she dotes on you? Or is it a deeper allure? Some type of point relating to your ego as a man, perhaps a need to surpass your father?”

“Ria…” he said through gritted teeth. “We aren’t having this discussion.”

“Why not?” she asked. “Do you harbor that much fear about where it will lead? Worry not, I shall leave this be. If…”

“If what?”

“If you place your trust in me during the next crisis,” she said. “And there will be another crisis, Damon.”

“When have I ever not trusted you?”

“Do you forget what took us down this path so quickly?” she asked. “You were the deciding factor after the attack on the tower, when Malon and I were at odds over whether to flee into the Malagantyan or colonial territory.”

“Ria, that was—”

“It was exactly what I speak of now,” she interrupted. “I still cannot tell whether you sided with her because she’s your aesta, and you love her… or because she’s a woman, and you love her.”

“Interesting how you leave out the possibility that I thought she was being the most sensible, and I love her,” said Damon.

Ria narrowed her eyes into thin, angry slits. Damon saw her start to turn away and quickly pulled her back, embracing her body, which still felt hot. He gave her a kiss on both cheeks and brushed 
her hair back from her face.

“I do trust you, Ria,” he said. “To be clear, if we’re discovered again here at the inn, I see little choice for us but to flee into the Malagantyan. I will side with you if that happens, sweet wife.”

“You say those words with such seriousness,” said Ria. She was trying not to smile, and she avoided his gaze in a subtle way.

“With such seriousness?” Damon grinned and kissed her on the neck. “Almost as though I mean them?”

His thumb settled on her chin, gently tracing the shape of the matridai he’d once drawn on her face with charcoal, of which he’d never forgotten the design.

“Malon will get upset if she finds me out of bed,” said Ria.

“Then come find me later, when she’s asleep.”

Ria smirked at him, seeming to both enjoy and bristle at his commanding tone. Damon gave her a small pat on the butt as she left his room, which earned him another overblown glare.


CHAPTER 34

A general sense of merriment and relaxation emanated from the common room as Damon made his way downstairs. Several lanterns had been lit and set out on a few of the inn’s many tables to give the space the warm illumination the previous night had so sorely lacked.

A fire was going in the hearth, and Malon hummed to herself as she dutifully prepared dinner in the kitchen. Vel and Kastet were… dancing with one another, which made him pause.

“You aren’t necessarily doing anything wrong, milady,” said Vel. “Your hands are more or less in the right places.”

“We have no pace,” grumbled Kastet. “We keep very nearly bumping into the tables.”

“Well…” Vel shrugged. “That’s because you have to lead.”

“What’s this now?” asked Damon.

The two women parted, turning to look at him.

“Ahem… Mister Anders,” said Kastet, practicing her man voice. “I thought it was about time for me to learn to dance properly. As a man, I of course mean.”

Damon let out a squall of good-natured laughter. “I see.”

“Kas… ah, Kain
, is worried that if he isn’t capable of dancing with a woman when the time arises, his new identity will be compromised,” said Vel.

“Seems reasonable,” said Damon, nodding vigorously. “Imagine if you stepped on a woman’s toes accidentally or were off rhythm. She’d instantly suspect you of being a fugitive princess in disguise.”

“Are you going to make mock of my insecurity, or are you going to help?” asked Kain.

Damon grinned and skipped over to them with a traveling dance step. “I wouldn’t miss this opportunity for a hundred gold.”

He made a show of politely bowing to Vel in the manner of a man 
asking for a dance, one hand extended forward. She smiled sheepishly, waiting first for Kain to nod before setting her fingers into Damon’s palm.

“The most important thing to keep in mind when dancing with a woman is that she is in your care,” said Damon.

He began moving slowly, pulling Vel along to a nonexistent rhythm. They hadn’t had an opportunity to dance together since they’d been in Hearthold. Vel looked elated as he gently turned her into a spin and pulled her body against his.

“You make it look so easy and natural,” muttered Kain.

“Of course, I do,” said Damon. “I’ve practiced both this and what it usually leads to.”

He pulled Vel a bit closer, guiding her a bit more aggressively with the hand he had on her hip.

“Where it leads to?” asked Kain.

Vel cleared her throat, looking a little flustered. “Damon is implying that he’s bedded women that he’s danced with before.”

He gently caressed Vel’s hip and pulled her in a little closer, arousal prickling across his midriff as her words stirred ideas in his head.

“I’m sure Mister Anders has had his, um, fair run of the local girls,” said Kain. “Is it that essential to approach dancing with such a… goal-oriented mindset?”

“I see no reason why you couldn’t learn to do it platonically,” said Damon. “I can teach you a few things.”

He twirled Vel and stepped back, and the two of them shared a polite bow as they parted. He reached for Kain’s hand next. She frowned as he moved her into position as he would any woman he was about to dance with.

“How is dancing as the girl going to help me?” asked Kain. “I need to be the one in the dominant—”

“You need to pay attention,” said Damon. “Feel where my hands 
are. Think about how much strength I’m using when I do this…” He pulled her into motion, leading her smoothly from side to side. “Or this…”

He spun her and dipped her, enjoying the surprise and defenselessness he saw on her face as she went backward.

“Dancing is about building trust,” said Damon. “About showing that you can touch a woman’s body, react to her wants and needs, and most importantly, have fun with the basics.”

He moved her in a simple step that went back, forward, and diagonally to the side. They did it three times in quick succession, until their bodies were moving so perfectly in tandem that they smiled dumbly at each other, preserved in their own private, energetic moment.

“I see,” said Kain. “I think I still have much to learn on both sides.”

“The food is ready!” called Malon. “Would someone check on Ria and see if she’s feeling well enough to come down and eat at the table?”

Vel immediately volunteered. Damon found a place at the table nearest to the kitchen with Kastet, who’d returned to using her normal voice with her practice complete.

Malon smiled broadly as she brought out a platter filled with bowls of steaming stew and a loaf of freshly warmed bread. The inn was surprisingly well-stocked with dinnerware, though most of it was wooden and well-used. It was fine for them after a good washing, and Damon had no complaints as Malon set one of the bowls down in front of him.

“This smells fantastic,” he said.

“It’s beef stew with fresh snap peas, garlic, and potatoes,” said Malon. “It was all bought from the market in Azurecliff. I doubt the foraging is going to be as good around here as it was back at the tower, but…”

Her expression darkened at the mention of their former home. 
Damon reached a hand across the table.

“There’s plenty of room around the inn for us to get a garden going, at least,” he suggested.

“Thank you, solas.”

Vel and Ria showered Malon with compliments of their own as they descended the stairs and discovered the feast. They all dug in, eating with a voracity primed by long days of hard living and meager road rations.

“Was there anything lacking from the kitchen, aesta?” asked Damon. “We still have some money left over. I could stop by K and K Essentials tomorrow and fill out your cooking equipment, if needed.”

“I could use a few versatile pans,” said Malon. “A skillet would be useful. Perhaps a grilling rack, as well, for cooking meat more easily.”

“There are other things that we’ll need to look into buying,” said Vel. “Clothing, for starters. It’s not as though we can simply go around wearing the same things, day in and day out.”

“Many people do just that in small towns like this,” Damon pointed out.

Kastet and Vel exchanged a disapproving glance. Ria let out an amused sigh.

“Restoring our individual wardrobes might be more of a long-term project,” said Malon. “I suspect we will have no shortage of expenses once we begin assessing what we’ll need to restore this inn to a more presentable state.”

“Is that what you intend us to do, then?” asked Ria. “Continue life here, in these roles?”

It was a genuine question, rather than one of the challenges to Malon’s authority that Ria had so often engaged in back at the tower. Damon appreciated Ria’s self-control as well as Malon’s tact with her answer.

“That is what we’ll be expected to do, given who the townspeople 
think we currently are,” said Malon. “You still aren’t well enough to travel again yet, seta. Even if you were, our money is limited. If we could manage to stay undiscovered here for two weeks, a month, even, we could put ourselves in a position to travel wherever we wanted.”

Damon kept the obvious question to himself. And then what? Where would they go? What would they do there, beyond trying to keep Kastet hidden? They couldn’t run forever. Adding to that, it wasn’t as though they were entirely without allies.

He thought of Ria’s early point about fleeing into the Malagantyan and finding powerful clans to support Kastet’s claim among the Rem. There was also Wrath, who despite her volatility, might well be willing to throw her lot in with them again if she thought it would lead to Avarice’s downfall.

“I like it here,” said Vel. “For now at least, I’ll take having a roof, and a bed, and homecooked stew over camping in the wild.”

“Here here.” Damon mopped up the last drops of his stew with his bread and wolfed it down. “Is there any more—”

A knock came at the front door, three ominous raps of knuckle on wood. Damon exchanged a glance with Malon, and then with everyone else at the table, before slowly rising to his feet. He wasn’t wearing his myrblade, and he made the exaggerated motion of drawing it. Kastet caught his meaning and hurried upstairs to collect the weapon from his room.

He waited before opening the door, wishing they had a slat or peephole to use to get a sense of who was on the other side. Malon had followed him, standing a bit back and to the side. There was nothing suspicious in her positioning as the lady of the establishment, and it would be convenient placement if the situation ended up calling for a burst of magical inferno.

Damon opened the door, blinking in surprise and relief as he made out the face of Tristan Doogle, Azurecliff’s old Penny Warden, on the other side. He flashed a smile and took a step back to welcome the man in.

“Doogle,” he said. “What an unexpected treat! We were just sitting down to dinner. Please, feel free to come on in.”

“Don’t mind if I do!” said Doogle. “I brought wine. Think of it as an inn-warming gift, aye?”

He grinned and pressed the bottle into Damon’s hands.

“That’s very kind of you,” said Damon.

“Let me tell you, Andy,” said Doogle. “Truth is, half of Azurecliff is tapping their feet, biding their time, waiting for the night you and Lady Leah decide to fling the doors open and start welcoming people in. All we’ve had for years now, bloody years, is Melnicka’s place in the market square. And get this! She doesn’t serve alcohol! It’s a dry establishment — she doesn’t even allow people to bring their own…”

Doogle’s rant trailed off as his eyes scanned the table and met Ria’s. He stared for a second or two, and an expression of barely contained loathing took over his face. Damon confronted what he saw in it head on, setting a firm hand on Doogle’s shoulder.

“Doogle,” he said. “These are my sisters, Violet and Heather.”

He gestured to Vel and Ria, who both gave polite nods to the aged Penny Warden. Doogle’s gaze continued to bore into Ria, turning the situation into one that was a mere insult or insinuation away from shouting, if not violence.

“You have… a half-rem daughter, Lady Leah?” asked Doogle.

“I do.” Malon stepped forward, positioning herself in between the table and the old man. “Your town’s healer came by earlier today. I’m surprised the rumor hadn’t already gotten back to you.”

“Keiza isn’t really the type for spreading around such… dark gossip,” said Doogle. “A half-rem daughter… Some times we’re living in, aye? I take it her father is long since out of the picture?”

Malon’s eyes became as cold as ice. She stared at Doogle as though she was ripping his soul from his body. Could she do that? Damon felt as though he wouldn’t have been surprised to discover it among her powers, in that tense, dangerous moment.

“Let me make something abundantly clear to you, Mister Doogle,” said Malon tersely. “Heather is my daughter, and I love her beyond words. If you have an issue to raise, or words to speak, do so now and show us where you stand.”

A subtle flicker of crimson light danced across Malon’s lower back, though it was mostly hidden by her dress, to anyone who didn’t know to look for it. Damon held his breath, aware of the fact that Doogle’s next words could well decide whether he walked out of the inn smiling or with a melted face.

“I… was just surprised, is all,” said Doogle. “I fought against Rem before, in my mercenary days.”

“So we’ve heard,” said Damon.

“Old habits of an old man,” he said. “Please. Take the wine. I think I should go before I embarrass myself any further.”

He pushed the wine into Damon’s hands, offered an awkward smile to the room, and swiveled toward the door.

“It was nice meeting you, Doogle,” called Ria from the table. “I know how habits can be. I am not a woman of baseless grudges.”

“Thank Rovahn for that,” muttered Doogle. “I would be crying myself to sleep tonight if I got myself banned from the best inn in town before it even opened.”

The remark got a few genuine laughs from the others in the room, though Malon still wasn’t among them. Damon patted Doogle on the back as he left, wishing him a safe walk back to Azurecliff and softly shutting the door.

“I don’t think he’ll be much trouble,” said Damon. “I think he’s just a bit too open with his thoughts.”

“I hope so, solas,” said Malon. “Try to keep the fact that he gave us a bottle of wine from clouding your better judgment.”

“Do you truly think so little of me?” he asked, as he used a rusted corkscrew from the kitchen to pop open the bottle.


CHAPTER 35

The good mood returned almost instantly after Doogle’s departure. The gifted wine was strong and tasty, and Damon was all too happy to help Kastet and Vel finish their cups after they expressed their disinterest in it.

It was late when the meal came to its end. Damon said goodnight to each of the others in turn, giving Malon a chaste hug, Vel a quick kiss on the cheek, and Kastet a pat on the shoulder.

Ria lingered with him in the common room, openly intentional in her desire to stay up and engage in whatever mischief might be available. Malon, ever-doting and all-knowing, gently guided Ria toward the stairs after telling Damon not to stay up too late.

“I won’t,” he said. “I plan on keeping watch for a bit, and then having a bath.”

“I wouldn’t worry about us being surprised in the night,” said Malon. “If it happens, we won’t see it coming even if we’re staring out the windows. There are travelers on this road, even at night, and it would be impossible to tell them from our pursuers.”

“Fair point,” he said. “Goodnight, aesta.”

“Goodnight, solas.”

He headed straight downstairs, taking one of the lanterns with him. Cool air and the sound of flowing water greeted him as he walked across the basement’s cold stone floor.

The aqueduct was still as marvelous to him as it had been when they first discovered it. It spanned the full length of the basement’s back wall, with a lip of stone and cement rising two feet to help contain shifts in the water level.

Damon stripped off his clothing, briefly considering attempting to wash his garments before deciding it would be pointless if they didn’t have time to dry completely by morning. He tested the water with one of his feet. It was cold, as he’d expected, but the hearth was 
still burning upstairs. He’d be able to warm up easily enough once he was clean.

He climbed over the partition and sank into the water. He was surprised by how much deeper it was than it looked. The original architects had dug more than four feet down beyond the basement’s floor, leaving enough room for the water to reach well past waist height.

During times of heavy rain or frost melt, Damon could imagine the water coming nearly up over his head if the aqueduct ever filled all the way up to the lip. He let the stream flow against him, slowly beginning the process of scrubbing himself to the best of his ability with his palms.

He should have grabbed a towel. It was an odd thought for him to have, given he was reasonably certain that they didn’t own any towels. One more item to be replaced over the coming days and weeks.

The basement door creaked open. Damon had a suspicion of who it might be, one which was immediately confirmed when he saw Ria creeping downstairs, clad only in her underwear. She grinned when she saw him in the water. Damon returned her smile, shifting to float on his back, which incidentally revealed his front to her.

“Malon advised me to bathe as often as possible,” said Ria in a slow voice. “She said the coolness of the water would help my fever.”

“Is that right?” said Damon. “Well, the water might be a bit warmer than you were expecting tonight.”

“You have it ready for me, young Damon?” she said, voice a purr.

He nodded. “If you can handle it.”

“I have recovered by leaps and bounds.”

“Then climb on in, Ria.”

He touched himself as he watched Ria stripping off her half-shirt and girlshorts. Her body was leaner than he remembered, but the 
weight she’d lost from her poisoning had all come from places other than her chest and butt. Damon couldn’t take his eyes off her breasts as she slowly made her way over to the aqueduct, his eyes drinking in every small movement, every minute jiggle.

“Here,” he said, offering her a hand. “Let me help you.”

“Is it going to be tight with us both?”

“We’ll make it fit.”

Ria was purposefully slow in the way she climbed over the aqueduct’s lip and descended into the water. She shivered from the cold, nipples hardening visibly, and bit her lower lip. Damon let the tension build to nigh unbearable levels as he stood no more than a foot away from her, his hard cock aimed at her body like a spear ready to sink into a fresh kill.

He reached out for her hand. Ria grinned and stepped back, playing coy and making to wash herself as though there wasn’t an aroused, naked young man in the same bath as her. Damon continued attempting to close the distance, each step he took forward matched by Ria taking one back.

She playfully retreated all the way to the grate where the water emerged, turning to face away from him. Damon finally got his hands on her hips, feeling himself remember his dances with Vel and Kastet earlier that night as he positioned her.

“Mmm,” moaned Ria. “Young Damon. Just what is it that you have in mind?”

He took hold of her hands and pressed them forward against the basement’s wall, above the grate. Ria laughed and stuck her butt out, wiggling for him and pouting erotically over her shoulder. He forced himself to slow down, wanting to beat her at her own game. He ran his hands up her skin with slow movements intended to tease, rather than please.

“True Divine, Ria,” he said, stopping just short of cupping her breasts. “You have such a fun body.”

“Does it turn you on, husband?”

“It gets me hard,” he said. “Now just what do you expect me to do about that?”

He pressed his cock forward, letting it nuzzle between her thighs. It felt nice, but Damon could think of a few things that would feel even nicer.

Ria gasped as he sank the tip of his tool into her horny, wet womanhood.

“You could never pass for half-rem to anyone who felt you from the inside,” he whispered. “The squeeze is just too much.”

“Mmm…” moaned Ria. “Young Damon. You have a dirty, Merinian mouth. You take what you want, just like the other colonizers.”

“I take what I want, whenever I want,” he whispered. “But not because I’m a Merinian. Because you’re my dirty, loving wife.”

He began tracing where the matridai would be on her face again as he slowly pumped into her. Ria turned her head, getting her lips around the tip of his thumb and giving it a healthy suck. Damon was off after that, an eager participant in the race to the edge of their mutual pleasure.

He pumped into her hard, each thrust bumping her forward against the walls and the water’s grate. He could see the way Ria’s big breasts squeezed against the barrier as he took her from behind. Her butt flattened and shifted in much the same way, a willing cushion for the abuse Damon inflicting on her tight, slutty lane.

“Harder,” whispered Ria. “Give it to me, Damon.”

“I’m going to give it to you. And you’re going to take it.”

“Oh!” Ria arched her back.

Damon leaned forward, kissing and then sucking on a spot on her neck. He took hold of one of her elbows, pulling her back into him as he worked her with dominant strokes. Ria moaned, and he could only hope the sound was sufficiently muffled by the ambient hiss of the flowing water.

Damon was ready to blow. He wanted more than anything to plant his seed deep inside Ria. His mind was forthcoming with reasons and justifications for him to keep going and finish within her warm, welcoming channel. They were already husband and wife in their games. What would adding the risk of a child into the equation truly change?

Everything. It would change everything, starting with his relationship with Ria and ending with his relationships with Malon and Vel. It would completely upset the strange balance they were all fumbling to maintain.

But all he could think about was how incredible it would feel to cross that final line, to claim her without boundaries. Damon was growing increasingly uncertain of whether he could muster the self-control to pull out when the sound of the basement door opening cut through his and Ria’s fun.

“Is someone down here?” called Kastet.

Damon exchanged a glance with Ria, who had a worried frown on her face. His cock was still inside her, and even though they’d both stopped moving, it was throbbing, on the cusp of exploding at the slightest touch.

Ria silently slid downward, dropping low enough in the water to be hidden by the aqueduct’s lip. If Kastet came close enough, Ria would still be visible, but with Damon naked, that possibility seemed unlikely.

“I’m bathing,” called Damon.

“Oh.” Kastet continued down the stairs, folding her arms as she reached the bottom.

Damon kept his eyes on her, resisting the urge to glance toward Ria’s discarded small clothes, which she’d thrown into the same pile he’d left his own garments in. It wouldn’t be obvious unless Kastet started poking through the things, but it would give them away just as surely as her seeing Ria directly.

“Yeah,” said Damon. “I’ve gotten fairly dirty with all the 
traveling. Haven’t gotten a chance to get the scent of the road off me until now.”

“I’d noticed that you’d developed a certain… musk,” said Kastet. “It wasn’t unpleasant, mind you. Just noticeable. I figured it was how all men smelled after a few days without washing.”

“Well, that’s why I’m here,” he replied. “Giving myself a nice, long scrub.”

At some point during the exchange, Ria began caressing Damon’s inner thighs with her hands. He cleared his throat, trying not to let anything show on his face as she wrapped her fingers around his hard cock and began slowly stroking.

“I heard some noises on my way down,” said Kastet.

Damon cleared his throat. “Noises?”

“Moans,” said Kastet. “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I’m just curious if you were…?”

He could try to dodge the point by forcing her to say it, but hearing Kastet, so inexperienced and pristine, speak openly about masturbation would be more than enough to push him over the edge.

“I was,” he said. “It’s normal for a man to be a bit pent up after days on the road with numerous beautiful women.”

He had to force the words out. Ria took her teasing a step further, nuzzling her cheek against his member and throwing in the occasional lick. It was almost even with the water level, which made the contrast between the cold stream and Ria’s brilliantly hot mouth that much harder to ignore.

“Oh,” said Kastet. “Well, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. You were so… vocal, though.”

“We don’t have to talk about this, Your Highness,” he said.

“Perhaps we do.” Kastet drew a bit closer, putting Damon and Ria in peril of being discovered. “Kain should know about how men act when they do these things, in case it’s ever relevant.”

“When in the world would a man’s masturbation habits ever be the topic of conversation?” asked Damon.

“Fair enough.” Kastet flashed a grin that told him that, in this instance, at least, she wasn’t as naïve as she seemed. “I suppose the only question that’s still on my mind is… did you finish?”

Her smile didn’t waver, and her eyes stayed locked on his with what seemed to be seductive intent. Coming from anyone other than a princess, Damon would have taken the look to be an open invitation to come and fuck whoever was shooting it his way.

Ria started sucking, bobbing her head back and forth with the clear intention of making him come. He was too close to be able to stop himself even if he’d wanted to. His only consideration was how to play it off in front of Kastet.

He reached a hand down, seizing Ria’s head, but seeming to grasp himself from Kastet’s perspective, and let out a slow groan.

“Yeah,” he said. “I did.”

“You are a lecher, Damon Al-Kendras,” said Kastet, still grinning at him.

“Is that Kain’s opinion, or Kastet’s?”

“You keep pushing your luck, and you’ll find out sooner or later,” she said.

“If you keep stumbling in on me while I’m bathing, Kastet, it will be sooner,” he said. “Sooner than you think. Sooner than you might be ready for.”

Kastet opened her mouth as though to respond with a quip. I’m ready now,
 her eyes seemed to scream. But she didn’t say it, and Damon was grateful for reasons that had nothing to do with the desires of his prick.

“I came to get some water,” said Kastet, holding up the cup in her hand.

“There’s some in the waterskin in the kitchen upstairs.”

She gave a curt nod. “I guess I’ll fill myself up there.”

She turned and walked up the stairs. Damon waited for a few seconds after the door had shut before sighing and leaning against the wall. Ria rose up from her hiding spot, smiling and laughing.

“She is more outgoing than I initially gave her credit for,” said Ria. “Tell me when she finally spreads for you, husband.”

“Why do you have to say things like that?”

“Because it bothers you.” Ria drew close, whispering more words in his ear. “Because it turns you on.”


CHAPTER 36

Damon awoke to a surprising amount of noise coming from elsewhere within the inn the next morning. He pulled himself out of bed slowly and made his way downstairs.

To his surprise, he found that they had visitors, or rather… patrons. Three men in rough-worn work clothing sat at the bar, each one digging into a full bowl of porridge. Vel lingered nearby at one of the tables holding a waterskin, presumably to refill the men’s cups if needed, while Kastet stood behind the bar as Kain, making small talk in her man voice.

“I haven’t been up that way myself,” said Kastet. “We just arrived here in town.”

“So we’ve heard,” said one of the men. “You and the rest of your family, right?”

“Ah. I’m actually just the… family’s servant. Lady Leah is a kind employer, however.”

Vel and Kastet both looked toward Damon as he came downstairs, their expressions slightly uncertain. It was an odd situation, and he could understand their hesitance. If he decided not to play along, or that the idea of an inn rubbed him the wrong way when sprung on him like this, the situation might turn tense.

Luckily, it was a surprise that Damon genuinely enjoyed.

“Morning sis,” he said to Vel. “Morning, Kain. Morning gents. Can I get the three of you anything?”

“Oh, we’re fine,” said one of the patrons. “This porridge is tasty. Rovahn’s balls, you serve up breakfast like this every morning, and I’ll start waiting in line.”

“Would any of you like some more porridge?” Malon appeared from the kitchen, carrying the cookpot with a wooden ladle. Two of the men grinned and raised their hands.

“Much obliged, Lady Leah,” said one of them as she refilled his 
bowl.

She shot Damon a smile and nodded toward the kitchen. He followed her into the back, folding his arms and furrowing his brow.

“I don’t mind this, but I would have appreciated a heads-up last night that you intended to open today,” he said.

“I didn’t.” Malon looked as though she was trying to contain a smile. “I was making a large batch of porridge for all of us, and these three happened to pass by when the smell was at its strongest. Can you blame them, solas? We do have a sign out front announcing ourselves as an inn.”

“Maybe we should consider taking that down for the time being?” he suggested. “Just until we’re well and truly settled in.”

Malon held up a finger. She reached into one of the cupboards and pulled out a small stash of copper coins.

“They’ve each paid twenty copper for breakfast,” she said. “I think that’s slightly on the cheap side, given how willing they were to pull out their purses, but it’s still more than half a sable in total, after expenses. Just for feeding them! It’s practically no work at all for me after years of providing for the three of you.”

“That’s probably not a bad way of looking at it,” said Damon. “Let’s just make sure that they know they got lucky, and we’re not officially open yet.”

Malon nodded, and the two of them walked back out into the common room to find a fourth patron had managed to get inside the inn. Kemren, the owner of the general store, stood in front of the door, smiling and speaking politely with Vel.

His eyes lit up when he saw Malon and Damon, and he adjusted his spectacles as he hurried over to them.

“Leah, Anders,” said Kemren. “I wish you’d told me you planned on opening so soon! I’d have sent some of my customers your way.”

“We’re not open yet,” said Damon. The men sitting at the counter shot him confused glances. “Technically speaking. These men are 
more like… training fodder, than full-fledged patrons. We still need a bit more time to finish cleaning and getting ready.”

“Now that you mention, the floor is still rather dusty,” said Kemren. “There’s also a bit of a draft coming from the windows. I hear the local general store has both cleaning equipment and parchment windows you could use to address such things.”

“How kind of you to point that out, Kemren,” said Malon. “More to add to the list. Our plan is to approach opening in steps.”

“If you want my advice, you should make the next step be getting a keg,” said Kemren. “I have one in my store that I could lend you for the time being.”

Damon and Malon glanced at each other. Malon looked uncertain, but in Damon’s straightforward opinion, turning down a free keg while serving as the proprietor of an inn was outright madness.

“We would happily accept a keg, if you have one to lend,” said Damon. “I’ll be by to pick it up later today.”

“Fabulous!” said Kemren. “I’m sure Keiza would appreciate you stopping by to see her, as well.”

Kemren gave a small, somewhat unnecessary bow and headed for the door. Malon folded her arms, watching as the remaining patrons finished up and excused themselves to work.

“This all feels so different,” she muttered. “How did we land ourselves here?”

“I recall that it involved a fair amount of near starvation and running for our lives.”

Malon elbowed him in the ribs. Damon caught her hand and pulled it up over her head, turning her in a spontaneous ballroom spin before pulling her close again and putting his arm around her waist.

“I’ll see about doing some more cleaning with Violet and Kain,” said Malon. “We made progress yesterday, but I’d like the common 
room to be spotless before we formally announce ourselves to the community.”

“I’ll go and get that keg,” said Damon.

“Stop by the town’s other inn while you’re at it,” said Malon. “The House of Gratitude.”

“Why?”

“I haven’t spent enough time in taverns and inns to know how much things should cost,” she said. “If you could spy on their prices a bit, it would help us get off to a competitive start.”

“Good thinking.”

He spoke with Vel and Kastet, joking with them for a few minutes, and then headed up to give Ria a quick good morning kiss before heading out the door. The sky was overcast, and the day felt more like early fall than late summer as they reached the transition between seasons.

A few travelers on horseback passed him by on the way toward Azurecliff. Damon wasn’t entirely free of his paranoia, and he avoided looking at them until he was certain their gazes were turned the other way. None of them looked like mercenaries, let alone members of the Blacksoul Band, but he was still wary as he made his way into town.

Rightly so, it seemed. One of the men who’d been on horseback was engaged in a fierce argument with another traveler. Now down off his horse, the first man jabbed a finger in the face of the other, shouting something about having almost fallen and demanding an apology.

“Apologize to my ass, you lump-faced cretin!” replied the other man.

There was a shout of anger, followed by a punch. The two men flung their fists at one another with more emotion than technique. Damon was tempted to continue on by, but it was such a pointless argument that he felt he couldn’t let it devolve into one of them getting seriously hurt.

“Take it easy, you two,” he said. “This is foolishness.”

He caught the wrist of one of the men as he pulled his arm back to throw another uncoordinated punch. Instead of thanking him and appreciating the outcome, the first man attacked Damon as well, attempting to kick him hard in the knee.

Damon spun, flinging the man he held into a sprawl and punching the other in the stomach. He took a step back, already regretting his decision to intervene instead of simply walking by.

“What’s this, now?” boomed a deep, commanding voice.

An older man, bald with broad shoulders and scarred hands, walked out from between two buildings, scowling at the scene. He eyed the two men who’d been fighting before looking at Damon, clearly making the distinction between who was at fault.

“Piss off!” yelled one of the brawlers. “This ain’t none of your business!”

The scuffle continued for another minute, now joined by Damon and the bald man. The two combatants were quickly left bruised and repentant for their blunders. Damon rubbed his knuckles, nodding to the old man in thanks.

“That was a nice dodge.” He extended a hand to clasp Damon’s. “Arturius Lancaster.”

“Anders Rosewood,” said Damon.

“Where’d you train, Anders?” asked Arturius. “You’ve got the bearing of a swordsman, if I’m not mistaken.”

Damon hesitated. There was nothing necessarily wrong with admitting that Anders Rosewood knew how to fight, how to use a sword. He had to be careful how he spoke about it, however.

“I’m self-taught,” he said. “I’ve played around a bit, but I’ve never fought in a real fight before.”

“You wouldn’t call this a real fight?” asked Arturius, nodding to the two men they’d restrained, who were both now scampering off.

“Not really,” said Damon.

Arturius laughed. “Me neither. Listen, I’m on my way to get some steel right now, but if you’re sticking around the area, you should drop by my smithy. I’ve been looking for a new sparring partner, and I’d be remiss not to try to recruit you into the role.”

“I thought I heard the sound of an anvil the other day,” said Damon. “I’ll see if I can stop sometime soon. We’re still busy getting the inn set up.”

“You’re with Lady Leah, then?” asked Arturius. “She’s been the talk of the town. Old Doogle was pretty hung up on the fact that she has a half-rem daughter… Which I take to be your sister?”

Damon’s jaw tensed at the mention of Ria. “Is that a problem for you?”

Arturius shook his head. “Not in the slightest. I served in the same mercenary company as Doogle way back in the day. We took different lessons away from our time in the wild. I still consider him my friend and help out with his duties as the Penny Warden when called upon, but I don’t share his views on the Remenai people.”

“That’s good to know,” he said. “Well, I’ll let you get back to your work.”

“Be seeing you, Anders Rosewood.”

Arturius gave him a curt nod and hurried off, walking with more of a spring than most men in their later years typically managed. Damon wasn’t sure if it was safe to take him up on his offer and spar, at least not right away. But the fact that the man had offered left him feeling a bit more comfortable in Azurecliff, as though it was a place where he might make a real friend or two.


CHAPTER 37

The House of Gratitude was on Damon’s route to K and K Essentials, so he stopped there on his way past. It was a nice building, with an all-white exterior and carefully cared for flower gardens out front.

The front door was unlocked. Damon entered expecting to step into the typical ambience of conversation and cheer endemic to most town inns. Instead, he found himself in a much more serious and somber space.

A tall woman in her mid-to-late thirties with long blonde hair stood behind a serving table. She wore a pristine white gown and no shoes, and her green eyes locked onto Damon as he made his way forward.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

Damon glanced toward the few patrons, if that’s what they were, of the establishment. They each had a bowl of hot porridge in front of them. In some ways, it was similar to the scene he’d woken up to at The Rosewood Inn that morning. In other ways, mainly the off-putting, tense atmosphere, it couldn’t have been more different.

“You might be able to,” he said. “My name is Anders Rosewood. My family and I just arrived in town. We’ve been staying in the old inn just outside of town.”

The woman shook her head. “I’m sorry, but you didn’t answer my question. Can I help you or not?”

Her tone was stern, almost snide. Damon worked to keep his expression neutral as he made another attempt at basic, polite conversation.

“I’d heard that there was another inn here in town,” he said. “I thought I’d come by and introduce myself.”

The woman sighed and brought a finger to rub the bridge of her nose. “My name is Melnicka Light. I do not run an inn, Anders 
Rosewood. I run a holy mission in which I serve all people and spread the word of Leandra’s Original Message.”

“That’s, um, nice,” he said. “But people do come here to get food? Or if they need a place to sleep?”

“They do, and as Leandra intends, I help them,” said Melnicka.

“How much does this help usually cost?” asked Damon.

“Whatever those who enter can afford to spare.”

He folded his arms. “I don’t suppose you have much ale on tap either, then?”

The look Melnicka responded to the question with made Damon feel as though he’d just asked to sneak a peak at her small clothes.

“If you wish to sit and eat, Anders Rosewood, you are welcome to,” she said stiffly. “If you have interest in hearing Leandra’s Original Message, I would be more than willing to share it with you. But alcohol is not part of what I offer under this roof, and never will be.”

Damon left The House of Gratitude shortly after, feeling as though he had a much better understanding of why most of the townsfolk he’d spoken with were so enthusiastic toward the idea of a new inn opening in town.

He headed straight to K and K Essentials to secure the keg. Kemren was reading a book behind the counter, and Keiza crouched down by one of the crowded display shelves, busy reorganizing a row of ornate, palm-sized wood carvings.

“Good timing, Anders!” said Kemren. “Keiza, you can finish that later. Why don’t you show him where the keg is and help him bring it down in the wagon?”

“Sure.” Keiza smiled at Damon and motioned for him to follow her back outside. She had on a sweater over her skirt, which seemed a fair compromise for the cool weather. It was an outfit that did a great job of emphasizing the subtle curves of her hips without veering too far into casual territory.

“We had our first patrons this morning,” said Damon. “A few men smelled porridge and assumed we were open, and my aes… uh, mother, was too kind to turn them away.”

“You’re going to have a fair amount of that around here,” said Keiza. “Azurecliff is a small town. Everyone is comfortable stopping by and saying hello in a way that might be a bit unusual for someone used to the city.”

She shot him an odd look, the same piercing, expectant one he’d seen during their conversation the previous day. Damon let it slide.

“Your father must really value your help,” he said. “I hope he pays you well.”

“Well enough,” said Keiza. “I could say the same for you, Anders. It’s a bit surprising how close you seem with your family.”

“Is it?” He shrugged. “We’ve been through a lot together recently. I can’t imagine being anywhere else.”

The keg was inside a storage shed behind the general store. Keiza removed the tap and made a struggling attempt to tip it onto its side.

“Here.” Damon came up behind her and used his much stronger arms to get the job done. “I can hear ale sloshing around inside. Is it full?”

“It wouldn’t budge if it were,” said Keiza. “This one has already served a few drinks. My father sometimes throws parties behind the store, since much of the town has no other way to buy booze, aside from going to the brewer directly.”

“He’s not going to mind giving us the ale along with the keg?” asked Damon.

Keiza shook her head. “You’re welcome to pay him back for it if you’d like. I get the sense that he’s eager to have your family’s inn open as soon as possible. It’ll be good for the town, not just in how much more welcoming we’ll seem toward travelers, but as a place for us to gather and unwind freely.”

She flashed him a smile as he rolled the keg forward. Kemren and 
Keiza’s wagon wasn’t far, though it took the both of them to lift the keg up onto it once they reached it.

“Are you planning on jumping ahead and opening tonight?” she asked.

Damon shook his head. “My mother wants to wait a few more days. The inn could use some more cleaning, and we’re still helping my sister recover from her illness.”

“Well, be sure to tell me when you do,” said Keiza. “I’ll come through on opening night. I’ll also keep my ears open for any performers passing through the town that might be interested in putting on a show for the night.”

“Thanks,” said Damon.

“It would be wonderful if you could get a minstrel or a songstress, or perhaps even some gladiators for entertainment,” said Keiza.

“We’ll probably just stick to music, thanks.”

Damon resisted the urge to narrow his eyes. She couldn’t have made it any clearer that she knew who he really was, or at least heavily suspected it, if she tried. He wasn’t sure what to do about that just yet, and luckily, Kemren saved him from needing a solution in the moment.

“I hope my daughter’s company isn’t too challenging for you, Anders,” said Kemren. “There aren’t many other young people in town. Especially young men.”

“Father, please don’t start.”

“I’m not.” Kemren let out a bellowing laugh and set a hand on both Keiza’s and Damon’s shoulders. “I just came to share a bit of news that might interest the new proprietors of The Rosewood Inn. It seems as though a group of mercenaries working for the Merinian Royal Family passed through town last night.”

Damon’s blood ran cold. “Mercenaries, you say?”

“Yeah. I heard they gave Melnicka a huge tip for answering a few 
questions about the outlaws they’re chasing, even though she didn’t know anything. They might be the ideal patrons to start out with if you’re interested in doing another soft opening like this morning, just given how much coin you could get out of them without much effort.”

“Did they… mention what they were called?” asked Damon.

“Yeah,” said Kemren. “The Blood Sword Company, or some such overdramatic nonsense.”

“The Blacksoul Band,” corrected Keiza.

“I was close!” said Kemren. “That’s hardly any better. Anyway, I’ve no doubt they’ll be through town again. They said they’d be in the area for a few days. Should I send them your way, Anders?”

Damon folded his arms and considered his answer carefully. Danger was back on the upswing.


CHAPTER 38

Keiza helped him bring the keg down the road to The Rosewood Inn with her father’s wagon. Damon was withdrawn from the conversation, though he did his best to make polite, occasionally flirtatious small talk.

“I can take it from here,” he said, rolling the keg down from the wagon once they were outside the inn.

“Are you sure?” asked Keiza. “I wouldn’t mind helping you set up and prepare the inn a bit. If you were interested, that is.”

“You’re kind to offer, but I think it’s best if I handle this with my family, for now,” said Damon. “I plan on paying you back for the help you’ve already given, though.”

“My father and I are always happy to—”

“I meant you, specifically.” Damon gave her a half-charming, half-dangerous smile, which had the desired effect. Keiza put up no further protest, grinning and waving to him as she turned her wagon around and headed up the road.

Damon took his time rolling the keg toward the front of the inn, hoping one person in particular would come out to help him move it. As it happened, he did.

“Kain,” said Damon. “Can I have a word?”

***

There was a spot behind the bar in the common room where the keg fit perfectly. Damon spent some time reattaching the tap before it was ready for service. He grinned at Malon, Ria, Vel, and Kastet as he poured the first mug of ale.

“Are you sure it’s safe to drink?” asked Vel.

“Not entirely,” said Damon. “Best if I have a few mugs first before 
the rest of you start trying it.”

Vel let out an exasperated sigh and tried to wrestle her way past him to get at the keg. Damon laughed, setting his mug down for a moment to lift her into the air and unceremoniously deposit her on the other side of the bar.

“Restrain yourself, Violet
,” said Damon. “I want to use this as practice for my bartending skills. A dry run of what might soon be our nightly routine. Each of you can come up to the bar, and I’ll serve you in the order in which you arrive.”

“I believe I was here first,” said Ria.

“You’re still recovering,” said Malon. “I’m… a bit conflicted over whether you should be drinking.”

“The ale isn’t the strongest,” said Damon. “It’ll be fine.”

He took the mugs he’d carefully picked out and prepared and filled one up for Ria. Malon smiled as she took a seat at the bar, accepting her drink next.

“Thank you, solas,” she said.

“You’re welcome, aesta.”

Vel cleared her throat, noisily taking her own stool and drumming her fingers on the counter. “Forgetting someone?”

“And you’re still underage,” pointed out Malon. “Perhaps this isn’t the best idea…”

“The drinking age in New Florencia is eighteen, and we’re basically on the border,” said Vel. “Come on! Aesta, you can’t deny me this.”

Malon sighed and waved a hand in defeat. “Fine.”

Damon filled her mug up carefully, making sure there was just the right amount of froth on top. “There you are, miss.”

“Thank you, sir.”

He filled a mug for Kastet, who was far more reticent to immediately start drinking. Damon gave her a small nod, sipping 
from his own cup.

“Let’s have a toast,” he said. “To our new beginning.”

The others echoed his sentiment as they lifted their mugs to clink against his.

“This inn, this town, it all just feels right to me,” he said. “It’s not perfect, by any means. But even the rough edges of this situation feel as though they’re suited for us, the way we’ve grown together. This might be more than a place where we can rest and feel safe. This could be a place where we could live and grow.”

He watched them, noticing the way Vel had already slumped forward against the counter.

“You’re certainly in a thoughtful mood, solas,” said Malon, stifling a yawn.

“I am, and all of the thinking I’ve done points to the same end,” he said. “We have to protect what we love. Not just from our enemies, but from the world. The cruelty of our own decisions and actions. It’s a different kind of sacrifice.”

“Sacrifice…” said Ria. “Yes… That is true.”

Ria shifted to the side, banging against the wall as she slid to the ground. Malon was on her feet, eyes fierce even as her movements were clumsy and loose.

“You’re tired, aesta,” said Damon, coming around to catch her before she could fall. “Let me help you to bed.”

He shot a glance toward Kastet, who nodded and helped shift Ria out of the way so he could bring Malon upstairs. He did the same for Ria and Vel, setting them each down in their respective beds.

“Why me?” asked Kastet, as he made his way back downstairs the final time. “Why did you tell me the truth about what you intended to do? Why not simply drug my wine instead?”

“Because I can’t do it alone,” said Damon. “I need your help.”

“That argument might hold for Malon and Vel, who might chafe against this on moral grounds, but Ria would have helped you.”

Damon folded his arms and leaned against the partition behind the bar. They still had some time before their guests arrived. He could be honest with her. She deserved it, given what he’d be asking of her.

“The Blacksoul Band isn’t after Ria,” he said. “They’re after you, Kastet. They won’t stop chasing you until someone solves them as a problem. I think that someone should, at least in part, be you.”

“Because it’s my responsibility?” she asked.

“Yes. If you want to be anything more than a footnote in Queen Anise’s rule, you’re going to have to be willing, occasionally, to get your hands dirty.”

Kastet glanced away. If Damon didn’t know her as well as he did, he would have felt sympathetic, perhaps even cruel about what he was asking of her. But he did know her. The look on her face wasn’t one of hesitation, fear, or disgust. It was the look of a student trying to absorb a teacher’s lesson.

“You know that the Blacksoul Band won’t stop coming. You can run if that’s what you want. Or you can find a way to use the resources you have to handle them. You’re smart enough to know what needs to be done, Kastet, and mature enough to help me do it.”

“Mature enough?”

“Mature enough, capable enough…” Damon leaned his head on the diagonal. “Broken enough. Take your pick. I think you’re capable of traversing the murky morality of killing murderers in cold blood for the sake of surviving.”

Kastet nodded slowly. “I don’t disagree with that. The fact that I’m a princess also means that you’ll have a pardon for this down the line, when I eventually reclaim my throne.”

“Is it truly a crime to kill men sent to assassinate you?” asked Damon.

“When they’re sent by a queen? Yes.”

Damon burst out laughing, and Kastet gave him a dark smile.

“Your sense of humor can be a bit frustrating,” she said.

“You want to know the real reason why you had to be the one to help me?” he asked.

She hesitated for a moment before nodding.

“Your hair,” he said. “You look like a completely different person. There’s not a chance in hell they’ll recognize you.”


CHAPTER 39

Another hour passed before the inn’s front door swung open. Damon was already in the kitchen, hiding just out of sight. Kastet stood tending to the inn’s bar with everything she needed close at hand.

“I told you they were open,” said Jerome Numbers. “You are open, are you not?”

“Unofficially,” said Kastet, voice low. “The inn was closed for a while, as you can probably tell from the worn exterior. We were told you might be a special case, guests we’d do well to cater to. Please, come right on in.”

Damon heard footsteps moving across the floor. It was raining outside, and he risked a low glance which revealed that their new patrons hadn’t bothered to wipe off their shoes.

It was just the three of them, the trio of leaders of the Blacksoul Band. Jerome Numbers, Agatha Milkthigh, and Shagille Monamu. This was their chance, perhaps the best and only one they’d ever get. It was all on Kastet.

“What are you waiting for, boy?” asked Shagille. “Pour us some fucking ale.”

“Don’t swear at him, Shaggie,” said Agatha. “He’s just a young thing. Young and cute. I like that.”

“Are you the only one within the establishment?” asked Jerome. “It seems shortsighted to leave such a large inn to a single, inexperienced bartender.”

“It’s just me here tonight,” said Kastet.

Damon didn’t like listening to the conversation shift in that direction. There was little Kastet could do to corral their talk elsewhere, however. He’d reminded her ahead of time that the most critical aspect of her disguise would be quiet, unflinching subservience. She just needed to serve them their drinks, nod her 
head, and do her best to seem as if she was answering their questions.

“We’re here for a reason,” said Jerome. “There are some criminals who may be in or around this town that we’ve been hired to bring to justice. One of them has assumed the identity of Princess Kastet, slandering her name by committing crimes under the guise of royalty.”

A crash echoed through the common room as one of the mugs hit the floor. Damon held his breath as he heard Kastet apologizing and hurrying to clean the mess up.

“I haven’t heard anything about that,” she said. She didn’t sound convincing. True Divine, she needed to sound more credible.

“Are you sure?” asked Agatha. “If you were more willing to talk… more willing to play… there could be rewards in it for you.”

“How likely would it be for our quarry to come through an inn like this?” asked Jerome. “It looks nearly abandoned.”

“You’re saying they wouldn’t have seen it as a viable place to hide out?” asked Agatha.

“Quite the opposite,” said Jerome. “When I saw this place, I felt almost sure that they were inside. I can’t explain why… intuition, divine inspiration. This is exactly where they’d choose to lay low.”

“I… I’m sorry?” said Kastet. “There isn’t anyone else here. I don’t even mean to say that your outlaws aren’t here. It’s just us, sir.”

A single glance into one of the rooms Malon and the others occupied upstairs, and the game was over. Damon clenched his teeth, hoping his faith in Kastet hadn’t been misplaced.

“We do have ale, however!” she said quickly. “Plenty of ale. Warm beds, as well, and some stew on the fire in back.”

“We aren’t here for food,” said Jerome. “Why do you seem so nervous, boy?”

“I…” Kastet took a slow, audible breath. “I’m not used to being around swords.”

“So young,” said Agatha. “Nobody’s taught you anything yet, but you’re nearly a man grown. Someone needs to do you a favor and start teaching you about swords of all kinds.”

“Can you stop thinking with your trap for five fucking minutes, Milkthigh?” asked Shagille. “We aren’t here to fool around, we’re here to fina funning gah.”

“What?” snapped Agatha.

“I said…” Shagille let out a small groan. “We here da fina… fuh…”

A mug hit the floor, followed shortly after by the sound of a body collapsing forward against the bar.

“The ale…” muttered Jerome. “…Poisoned?”

That was Damon’s cue. He strode out from the kitchen slowly, taking in the sight of the leaders of the Blacksoul Band with their strings cut.

“Ulster root,” said Damon. “I had to grind it up into fine powder to get it to mix properly with ale. I was worried that it might reduce the effect, but it seems as though it worked out in the end.”

“Fuh… fuh…” Jerome did his best to glare and swear with an uncooperative body. “Fuck you!”

“It causes muscle paralysis in high enough doses,” said Damon. “I’ve heard that some people find it relaxing. I hope that brings you at least some comfort over the next few minutes.”

Shagille tried to rise to his feet, but the action began and ended with a slight, rather insignificant twitch of his shoulders. Damon nodded to Kastet, who reached under the bar and passed him the belt.

“If you can believe it, you’re the first patrons we’ve ever served ale to,” said Damon. “It’s a shame we’ll never get your feedback on how good of a job we did.”

Jerome let out a grunt of effort, and the hulking man’s lips moved, though no words escaped. A bit of drool dripped down onto the counter, and his breathing took on a wet tonality.

“I don’t enjoy this,” said Damon. “The three of you and your assassins have pushed me to my limit. Tested my boundaries, really. I don’t consider myself to be a killer by nature, but if I have to, I will kill those who threaten the lives of the people I love without hesitation.”

He looped the belt around Shagille’s neck, his heart pounding as he steeled his nerves for what was to come. He could see Kastet watching him out of the corner of his eye. She refused to look away. He respected that.

Right as Damon began applying the needed amount of pressure, Agatha exploded into movement. She sprinted toward the door before either he or Kastet could make a grab for her.

“Damn it!” hissed Damon. “She’s a fucking poisoner. I should have realized… She’s built up her immunity to common drugs and poisons.”

He hesitated, unsure of what the right move was. She was heading to warn the rest of their band, to bring them to the inn for retribution, no doubt.

“I have to go after her,” he said to Kastet.

“What about these two?”

“The paralysis will last for another hour,” he said. “If I’m not back in thirty minutes… You know what needs to be done.”

“I… I’m not sure that I can,” said Kastet.

“I am
 sure that you can,” said Damon. “There’s no time. I trust you, Kastet. You can do this.”

Kastet nodded.

Damon didn’t waste another second. He sprinted out into the night, eyes locking on to Agatha as she disappeared into the distance on horseback. Jerome and Shagille had ridden into town, as well, and he felt no qualms about borrowing one of their horses to give pursuit.


CHAPTER 40

Agatha was still reeling from the effects of the poison as she arrived back at the Blacksoul Band’s riverside camp, though she did her best to keep it from showing. She stretched her mouth out before addressing the group. She was their leader now, given how unlikely it was that Jerome and Shagille would survive. She needed to maintain their confidence.

“We’ve found our prey!” shouted Agatha. “They’re at the inn we went to investigate. They’re cowards, tricksters, and they managed to fool Jerome and Shagille into letting their guard down. But I’m still here! The rest of us can save them!”

She picked her crossbow up from where she’d left it by the main fire and thrust it into the air. Several of the men cheered. Others were still waking or sobering up. She’d need all of them for what came next.

“We’re marching on this inn,” she said. “We’re going to burn it to the ground and do whatever comes naturally to the rats we flush out. Feel free to have your way with the pretty ones.”

Louder cheers resounded through the camp in response to that. Agatha grinned, hoping her expression looked as bloodthirsty in the firelight as she currently felt. She turned back toward where she’d come from, facing away from the river, and toward the sound of a galloping horse headed their way.

It didn’t take much guesswork for her to figure out who it was. The fool, the man accused of kidnapping or saving a princess, depending on who was asked. Damon Al-Kendras.

He was riding his horse straight into them. Agatha knew her strengths and didn’t think twice about what needed to be done. She leveled her crossbow at the horse and pulled the trigger.

***

Damon’s mount gave out underneath him with a pained squeal, flopping forward onto the ground and unceremoniously flinging him off. He ducked and rolled as he landed, carried a fair distance across the grass by his momentum, and then some.

He’d made sure to approach from the angle that would put him closest to the river, and because of that, he kept rolling even after he should have stopped. If the assassins noticed his sudden enthusiasm to fall into the water, none of them pointed it out audibly.

Damon did his best to act surprised and panicked as he continued over the bank. He backed deeper into the river, first up to knee height, and then up to his waist. He lowered himself so his body was covered up to the neck. It was a small thing, but it would spoil the usefulness of Agatha’s crossbow, forcing them to come into the water after him.

“He came straight to us,” said Agatha. “Looks as though we have some luck tonight, after all. He’s the only one that can put up a decent fight other than the tribal bitch, who I already put a bolt through.”

“Look at him!” shouted another man. “He’s already cowering in the water. He’s done.”

Damon waited while about half of the Blacksoul Band splashed into the river after him. It was a good start, but he needed more. He made as though attempting to float down the river, drawing the rest of them out. He let all of the assassins surround him, and then sprang his trap.

Drawing his myrblade, Damon let out a breath of frozen air and pulled from the sword’s ice magic. He manifested chains of ice to lock the Blacksoul Band in place, spinning around to see and target all of them.

Gasps of surprise and disbelief spread through the group. They’d never gotten a proper introduction to his magic, after all, given their reliance on Shagille. By the time they realized what was going on, it was already too late.

“You’re all such goddamn fools,” he said. “You would already be 
dead twice over if it weren’t for the spellblood, the dampener, in your company.”

“No more of us will be dying tonight!” screeched Agatha. “You and your family will be in pieces come morning!”

She tried to lift her crossbow, struggling against the chains holding her wrists. Damon decided to make an example of her. He conjured a spike of ice from the river’s water directly beneath one of her arms, stabbing through her at the point where her shoulder connected to her torso. Agatha screamed, and Damon had to speak up to be heard over her vocal expressions of agony.

“I kept wracking my brain for a way to settle this without having to kill all of you on the way over here,” he said. “I don’t like killing. I do it when I have to, and it’s not as though I believe in the True Divine’s watchful eye, or the immutable balance of actions… but I still don’t like the act of taking the life of a person, or multiple people. But then, you had to go and kill that horse.”

Damon turned his gaze toward the downed animal on the side of the riverbank, ignoring Agatha’s sobs and the growing, muttering panic among the men.

“That was your own horse!” shouted Damon. “Rovahn’s balls! You just went ahead and killed the animal because it was convenient. Your own fucking horse, and for what? Convenience? The promise of a relatively meager amount of money, divided across all of you?

“It reminded me of how you killed my horses, and how you destroyed my home, and tried so hard to murder my friends and family. The more I think about that, or about what could potentially happen if I let any of you bring word back to Queen Anise, and the simpler this becomes for me.”

He heard their shouts. Some were angry. Most were terrified. He blocked out the sounds, gripping his myrblade with fingers that were, admittedly, trembling under the pressure.

“There are always consequences in life,” said Damon. “I hope you can find peace in accepting yours.”

Spikes of ice rose from the river like the stakes of a rough palisade, spearing through each and every remaining member of the Blacksoul Band. Damon would have preferred to aim his attacks in such a way to kill them all instantly, but there were over two dozen, and he also didn’t care that much.

He felt numb. He felt afraid. But more than anything, he felt an overwhelming sense of relief. The river ran red with the blood of his enemies. He let the ice spikes dissolve, watching the corpses float past him on their way down Rovahn’s Falls and to the bottomless Lake Azure.

It didn’t matter much to him whether they were discovered on the way. The sheer scale of the death Damon had just inflicted would be too much for anyone to ever suspect a humble, newly arrived family in the process of fixing up an old inn.

The deed was done, or almost done. He rinsed his myrblade off in the water and brought it up to sheathe it.

“That wasn’t pretty,” whispered Myr. “But I suppose, it’s what I’m for.”

“Myr,” said Damon. “Are you alright?”

“No, I…” Myr hesitated, voice catching. “I don’t think I am.”

“There was no other way,” said Damon. “I couldn’t… think of another way, at least. I’m not perfect.”

“I know,” said Myr. “And I don’t blame you. But I still want you to be better.”

“I want that too.”

“Goodbye, Damon.”

“Myr?”

She didn’t answer. He took a slow breath, trying to keep her words from feeling as ominous as they sounded as he sheathed the sword. Damon climbed out of the river, not looking back at his handiwork, and not letting himself think about his decisions.

He headed back toward the inn.


CHAPTER 41

Kastet was waiting for him outside. Damon met her gaze, sensing a tense, intangible weight being exchanged and balanced between them.

“Did you do it?” she asked.

“Yeah. Did you?”

She slowly nodded her head. “They’re dead. I’ll need help with…”

“Moving them. Right.”

Jerome’s body was far, far heavier than Shagille’s. It took both Damon and Kastet working in tandem and stopping often to get him to the river and tip him into the fast-flowing water. Shagille was easier, and by the midpoint of the night, he and Kastet were alone in a bar that showed no sign of the massacre which had taken place.

“The others will have questions,” said Kastet.

“They might,” said Damon.

“What are we supposed to tell them?”

“If they ask, we simply tell them that we handled it,” said Damon. “Ria will read between the lines. Vel will pout, but she’ll accept it.”

“What about your aesta?”

He shook his head. “I honestly don’t know. She might understand, or she might be furious. I’m still holding out hope that they simply don’t remember any of what happened tonight tomorrow morning. If that’s the case, then we can simply continue as we have.”

“With them still thinking that the Blacksoul Band could show up at any time?”

Damon shrugged. “A little extra caution won’t hurt them. Over time, they’ll stop thinking of the assassins as a major threat and assume that they passed us by or gave up.”

He moved around to the back of the bar, pouring them both an ale from the keg into fresh, clean cups. Kastet drank hers quickly, sighing as she set the mug down.

“I feel so free,” she whispered. “Those men would have killed me.”

“Raped you, and then killed you.”

“Right.” She shot him an exaggerated glare. “Thanks for pointing that out.”

“You’re welcome,” he said. “Kastet, we did what he had to do. Too often. people use that excuse for hurting and killing others, but in this case… We had no other choice.”

She took a seat at the stool across from him. Damon stared into the wood of the counter and didn’t notice when she placed her hands into his.

“You can talk to me about what happened at their camp, if you want to,” she whispered.

“You can talk to me about what happened here, after I left,” he said.

“That’s an offer I may soon take you up on,” she said.

He held her hands like that for a while, longer than he would normally let himself. There was a hidden intimacy to the moment, but not one of the variety that stirred Damon. It was the intimacy of trust, the intimacy of secrets. He wasn’t keen on testing what it could bear.

“Would you like some more ale, Kain?”

Kastet closed her eyes. There were tears in them when they reopened.

“I think I would, Anders. Thank you.”

***

Damon took a rare stab at handling breakfast the next morning. Malon had bought a decent selection of staple foods from the market in Azurecliff, and the idea of putting his own spin on the porridge to surprise the others ran away with his imagination.

Unfortunately, he was pulling from memory, and became vaguely certain that he’d added too much water as he watched the oats bubbling over the fire. They still smelled fairly nice, and a quick taste test was enough to reassure him that they were still edible.

There were no early morning patrons, which was a relief. Malon was the first downstairs, followed shortly after by Kastet, Vel, and Ria.

“I feel exhausted,” muttered Vel. “What in the world happened last night?”

“Lots of drinking,” said Damon. “You don’t remember? I think we got a little ahead of ourselves with the keg, especially after so long on the road without much rest.”

“Do they make their beer differently in this northern town?” asked Ria. “It tasted far less potent than it apparently was…”

Damon shrugged. “Kemren mentioned that the brewer is here in town. I can ask him some questions when I go to refill the keg.”

“Is that porridge, solas?” Malon furrowed her brow as she looked toward the kitchen. “You’re handling breakfast?”

“I was up first,” he said. “I thought you could use a break.”

“That’s so sweet of you,” she said. “Do you mind if I take a look at your progress?”

“Sure.” He led her into the kitchen, giving the bubbling pot a quick stir as he presented it to her.

Malon’s eyes were on the food, but her focus seemed elsewhere. She looked out through the gap in the partition at the others, who were chatting amicably with one another, still waking up.

“I haven’t drunk so much ale as to cause myself to pass out since I was your age,” she said to him.

“There’s no shame in it,” said Damon. “Unless it becomes a habit.”

Malon folded her arms. “I was keeping track of the ulster root and lyrnas seed oil. I noticed how much was missing.”

Damon looked away from her.

“You confronted them on your own,” she whispered. “That’s it, isn’t it? Was it just you? Did Ria help?”

“Kastet, actually. They won’t be bothering us anymore.”

Malon let out a tired sigh and shook her head. “That was beyond rash, solas.”

“You sound disappointed.”

“Disappointed… perhaps in a certain sense of the word.” She came up behind him as he continued to stir the porridge, wrapping him in a protective, possessive hug. “There will be more. These won’t be the last threats to come looking for us, or Kastet. You won’t have the option of handling the next danger on your own, despite how much you may want to.”

“I know,” he said. “I just… This time, I felt I needed to protect all of you. Not just from the danger. From all of it.”

“It’s my job to protect you, not the other way around,” she replied. “Don’t ever do anything that stupid again without talking to me first.”

Her arms tightened around his chest. Damon set his hand atop hers, lifting it to his mouth to kiss the back of her knuckles. A knock came at the inn’s front door, and Vel hurried into the kitchen, smiling broadly.

“We have some more patrons outside,” she said. “I think they smelled the porridge again.”

Damon ran a hand along his chin. “Should we let them in?”

Malon’s eyes twinkled as she gave it a moment of thought. She eventually nodded.

“Let them in.”

THE END
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