
        
            
                
            
        

    






Sin and Soil 7

Anya Merchant


Copyright © 2020 by Anya Merchant




All rights reserved




Kindle Edition




This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or persons is entirely coincidental. This work is intended for adults only. It contains substantial sexually explicit language and scenes that may be considered offensive by some readers. None of the characters engaging in sexual conduct in this work of fiction are under the age of 18, legally unable to give consent, or related by blood.



Cover art by Chocolate Raptor. Cover typography by Pixel Perfect Publishing.


Contents


Sin and Soil 7



Anya Merchant



CHAPTER 1



CHAPTER 2



CHAPTER 3



CHAPTER 4



CHAPTER 5



CHAPTER 6



CHAPTER 7



CHAPTER 8



CHAPTER 9



CHAPTER 10



CHAPTER 11



CHAPTER 12



CHAPTER 13



CHAPTER 14



CHAPTER 15



CHAPTER 16



CHAPTER 17



CHAPTER 18



CHAPTER 19



CHAPTER 20



CHAPTER 21



CHAPTER 22



CHAPTER 23



CHAPTER 24



CHAPTER 25



CHAPTER 26



CHAPTER 27



CHAPTER 28



CHAPTER 29



CHAPTER 30



CHAPTER 31



CHAPTER 32



CHAPTER 33



CHAPTER 34



CHAPTER 35



CHAPTER 36



CHAPTER 37



CHAPTER 38



CHAPTER 39



CHAPTER 40



CHAPTER 1

Damon had a clear view of the brisk, early autumn afternoon through The Rosewood Inn’s open front door. The road running by the inn was heavily traveled, framed by trees with yellowing fall leaves in the distance and deep green grass and brush farther up.

He stood behind the bar, running a rag across the wooden surface in an unending and near futile attempt at bringing the wood to a full sheen. Doogle and Arturius were the only patrons currently occupying the tavern stools, both nursing full mugs of ale, both nipping at each other’s egos.

“I had an injury before that battle,” said Doogle. “You’re well aware of that, Arturius.”

“Well aware. Bad case of knicker rash, wasn’t it?”

Doogle gave the other man a healthy elbow in the shoulder. “It was a gash to the leg sustained the week previous. If I recall, the only reason I even took that spear stab was because you were a laggard on our defense.”

“Ah, yes, Doogle,” said Arturius. “It’s my job to keep you protected from all attacks on all angles. Must have slipped my mind on that day.”

“The point I was building to…” Doogle made a rolling flourish with one hand. “Is that despite my handicap, I still managed to down no fewer than a dozen Remenai deathmasks—”

“You double the number every time you tell this story,” said Arturius.

“Pray tell, Arturius, how many did you kill?”

“I was part of the forward force, Doogle,” said Arturius. “You remember that. The entire purpose of the Battle of Stout Point River was to secure the bridge.”

“Yes, and I’m sure that would have been just so easy to 
accomplish without hardnosed warriors such as myself being willing to risk their asses in holding back the savage ferocity of our enemies.”

“Funny how your favorite story is the sole time in which you were closer to the action than I was.”

“I was fighting them with my feet and fists!” said Doogle. “I gave one a head butt and stabbed another at the same time!”

He made to take another sip of his ale, but the mug was down to its dregs. Damon, the helpful innkeeper, was there in an instant with a refill. He smiled to himself, more in response to the easy way the two old friends had with one another than at the content of their conversation.

“The world has changed since we were in the company,” said Arturius. “True Divine, there was a time when we would have been at risk for a Rem raid here in Azurecliff, even this far north.”

“People have gone soft, you mean,” said Doogle. “Young men don’t bother to think about how to serve the world with their strength.”

“I suppose this is what we were fighting for, though maybe we didn’t realize it at the time,” said Arturius with a shrug.

Doogle frowned and accepted his mug from Damon. His eyes darted downward to the drink for a moment, and then back up to the young innkeeper.

“What of you, Andy?” asked Doogle. “You ever think about setting off to make a name for yourself?”

Damon’s attention had shifted to a new group of patrons, carpenters or millers from the look of them. Vel was already heading for their table to see if they needed anything.

She wore one of the new dresses Malon had bought for her and Ria to look presentable in while tending to the front of the house, green and white with a strategically tailored bust. Her blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she had a wide, somewhat forced smile for their new guests.  

“Andy?” prompted Doogle.

“He’s giving the question some thought,” said Arturius. “Good on him.”

Damon furrowed his brow, casually rapping his fingers on the bar counter. “I suppose there was a time when I sought glory in the same way so many young men do. There’s more to just that in life, though.”

“You can’t tell me, in all seriousness, that you don’t still harbor some of that,” said Doogle. “I saw you with that sword at your side when you first came into town, Anders. Where’d you go and put it, anyway?”

“Ah,” said Damon. “That old thing. It’s just a traveling companion. Helps give a certain impression on the road. Helps keep my family and me safe.”

It was easier to let the truth sound through his words as he spoke about his myrblade, his most prized possession. Myr had gone silent since the final battle against the Blacksoul Band, and the sword’s magic had gone into a similar hibernation.

She’d told him that she’d needed some time to rest, and Damon had been left wondering — in the wake of the brutality he’d inflicted on the assassins pursuing his family — if maybe he did, as well. Time to rest. Time to not think and stress and carry the weight of the world on his shoulders.

“I had you pegged as a swordsman,” said Arturius, with a knowing smile. “Bring the blade by my smithy when you have the time.”

Damon shook his head. “It’s just an old thing. It would be a waste of—”

“Trust me,” said Arturius. “Bring it by. You won’t regret it. I know more about weapons than I think you realize.”

There was a gleam in the old man’s eye as he spoke of his own prowess as a smith and warrior. Damon nodded, though he was still unsure whether he’d risk taking him up on the offer.

“Anders?” Kastet came through the inn’s front door carrying a broom, face dusty from chores. “Is there anything I can assist with inside for a time? I think the porch is all but free of dust.”

She still bound her breasts and pitched her voice downward to match her new identity as Kain. Kastet otherwise needed only a small amount of acting to play her role, despite it being the near inverse of a princess. She was good when it came to deceit, but she approached the chores Damon gave her in earnest, even when his justification for them needing to be done was spurious at best.

He’d sent her out to sweep the porch not because the porch needed sweeping, but so people passing by on the road would take the hint and realize they were finally open. It was hard to judge from the current evening crowd whether it had much effect.

“Why don’t you go see if Lady Leah needs anything done in the kitchen?” he suggested.

Kastet smiled, nodded, and walked past the bar and through the partition. Despite her short hair and reasonably androgynous figure, she still walked like a girl. It was only due to how little attention she attracted as the inn’s resident errand boy that nobody but him had yet to notice.

A shout came from one of the tables, followed soon after by the clatter of mugs banging against the table. The sound annoyed Damon, though he’d been assured by a few patrons that it wasn’t considered rude or impolite in Azurecliff and held no ill intention. Damon waved a hand at Vel and Ria, who were both taking breaks off to the side of the common room.

“It’s, um, Heather’s turn,” said Vel. “I handled the last table.”

“And I took care of the three before that,” said Ria.

“We haven’t even had that many tables to serve tonight!” snapped Vel.

The two of them devolved into annoyed whispers and bickering. Damon massaged his temples, disappointed, but not surprised.

“Can one of you watch the bar for a minute?” he asked, looking 
toward Doogle and Arturius.

“Go on, lad,” said Arturius. “We’ll keep an eye out. Let them have it.”

He nodded to them and came around to the other side of the counter. Vel and Ria both turned to him as he approached, hope burgeoning in Vel’s expression, while Ria gave him a resolved smile.

“Come on.” Damon set a hand on each of their shoulders and led them down into the basement. “What’s going on?”

“Ria keeps skipping tables when it should be her turn,” said Vel. “I can’t be expected to pick up the slack endlessly, can I?”

“It is not a matter of turns, Velanor,” snapped Ria. “My balance is still recovering after my poisoning. If a group asks for more mugs than I can carry in both hands, it is a struggle for me.”

She set her hands on her hips, staring Vel down. Ria wore a dress nearly identical to Vel’s, though the fit on her did more to highlight the curves of her breasts and hips. Her black hair was tied up into a basic bun, which emphasized her slender neck and the Rem heritage visible in the points of her ears.

“That’s such a lame excuse!” shouted Vel. “Am I supposed to handle every table with more than two patrons, then?”

“Enough,” said Damon. “Look. We’re all in this together when it comes to running this inn. You both understand that, right? We have to share the work in a way that makes sense.”

“It would seem as though I have more practice with sharing
 than Velanor does,” said Ria, with a smirk. She pulled closer to Damon. “If it is that much of an issue, I will take two trips for the larger tables. For the sake of the inn.”

She put an arm around Damon, drawing close and leaning in toward him with both her body and her lips. It was hard to overstate the effect she had on him. Malon had been particularly keen on enforcing the boundaries between them since arriving at the inn. Their new identities were still those of a relatively normal family, and none of them had any interest in kindling a scandal that would 
threaten their new life together.

“Ria!” snapped Vel. “Damon! Don’t do that in front of me!”

“Head upstairs, then,” said Ria. She kissed Damon on the cheek and began moving against him with subtle motions. He cleared his throat. It had been over a week since he’d last had anything resembling sex, but now wasn’t the time. There were patrons in the common room, and Malon would soon expect their help serving dinner.

“We need to get back to work. All of us.” He drew away from Ria and took Vel’s hand into his. “Ria’s going to help out with more tables when she can. All good?”

Vel was still pouting, and he wasn’t entirely surprised when she turned bold, drawing forward to sneak a quick kiss from him.

“All good,” said Vel. “I believe there’s still a table waiting for us. Can we do this one together, Heather
?”

“I see no reason why not, Violet.
” Ria rubbed her on the shoulder and fell into step behind her as they made their way back upstairs.

“See?” said Damon. “It’s not so hard to get along, is it?”

They didn’t answer him, and he was left feeling a bit underappreciated.


CHAPTER 2

A queue of patrons had formed at the bar when Damon arrived back in the common room. Arturius and Doogle had been true to their word and were making pleasant conversation with the thirsty men and women to distract them from their parched throats.

Damon hurried behind the counter and began filling mugs. He took coin upfront from people he didn’t recognize, mostly travelers passing through the area who’d arrived seeking dinner and temporary company. For the locals, he kept a careful tab on a ledger underneath the counter, updating it whenever he had a spare second in between tasks.

The work was never truly done, even with all five of them there to share it. There was always a table to be wiped down or a spill to be wiped up. The work was tiring in a manner that sapped at his endurance, radically different from performing as a gladiator or even tending to the chores back on the farmstead.

Damon had quickly come to realize that his role wasn’t simply to sell ale and food. It was to be there, all the time. To be a familiar face, a constant presence. An ear to listen to complaints about everything and nothing or to share in the successes, or more often the failures, of the day.

They were still a week out, at least, from offering the full range of services provided by the typical inn. The process of setting up enough rooms with beds, blankets, and lanterns was expensive.

In truth, Damon was glad they weren’t yet renting out rooms. It would have been too much, too fast. Not just for him, but for the others. They needed a bit more time to find a comfortable rhythm amidst the new pace of their lives.

“Stew smells fantastic,” said Arturius.

“Fucking fantastic,” agreed Doogle with a theatric sniff of the air. “Say, Andy… Not to rush the good Lady Leah with her artistry, but would it be possible for you to inquire on when abouts the food 
might be ready?”

“She’s not huge on that question,” said Damon, still filling mugs. “I can get you an estimate in a minute, but that’s all it’ll be.”

“Good enough for me,” said Doogle. “Mmm… Lady Leah’s stew. You must have been the luckiest lad alive to grow up eating that on the regular.”

“Let me go poke my head into the kitchen and see how it’s coming along,” said Damon.

He filled up the mug of the last patron at the bar, wiped his hands on his trousers, and headed into the back. Malon was busy cooking over the hearth, stirring a massive pot they’d inherited with the inn as she carefully added pinches of salt and spices.

She smiled at him as he entered. Her red hair was pulled back in its usual braid, and everything from the streaks of flour across her cheeks to the apron tied around her waist and neck seemed normal for her.

She’d taken on her new identity with perhaps more ease than the rest of them, if only for how closely it resembled the role she’d grown so accustomed to as their aesta. She was used to being the matriarch, and as Lady Leah
, she was merely serving in that capacity for an entire inn, rather than just a family.

“Anders,” she said, keeping character. “The patrons are hungry, I take it?”

“I think the smell of your cooking is what’s got them eager for dinner as much as the grumbling of their stomachs,” he said. “Do you need anything?”

“More wood for the fire would be helpful,” said Malon. “I sent Kain out to collect some from the pile.”

“I’ll check on him.”

Malon nodded. Her eyes lingered on Damon, as his did on hers. He reached out and took her hand, enjoying the softness of her flour-coated fingers.

“Anders…” she said, smiling despite her slightly chastising tone.

“I’m going.” He kissed the back of her hand and gave it a small squeeze. “I was just distracted by the smell of your stew.”

“Clearly,” she said.

Vel and Ria were back to bickering over who would clear the mugs from a newly emptied table. Damon had to tend to the bar for a moment, providing Doogle and Arturius with a refill before he could make it to the door.

He found Kastet — Kain
 — outside, just a few steps away from the inn’s door. Kastet was speaking with a teenage girl with short hair and a broad smile, gesturing nervously with her arms in an attempt to diffuse the attention.

“Oh, well, I have to help the Rosewoods out here at the inn,” said Kastet, in her deep-pitched voice. “I can’t simply run off on an adventure.”

“You could at least ask, though, couldn’t you?” said the girl. “Please? I promise that we’ll have fun…”

Damon had never seen Princess Kastet’s face take on such a flustered expression. It was strange, seeing her like that. He still vividly remembered the night they’d lured the Blacksoul Band into a trap.

He’d left Kastet to handle Shagille and Jerome, drugged, but still in need of dispatching. Was she truly the same person who’d taken care of two infamous assassins without complaint or hesitation?

“Perhaps… later this week?” said Kastet meekly. “I simply can’t tonight.”

“It’s a date!” The girl planted a kiss on Kastet’s cheek and bounded off, skipping up the road toward Azurecliff. Damon did his best to pretend as though he hadn’t been eavesdropping as she turned his way.

“Lady Leah needs that firewood,” he said, clearing his throat.

“Ah, of course.” Kastet fell into step as they walked toward the 
pile. “Um… Anders?”

“Yeah?”

“Is it normal to feel as though certain young women are impossible to say no to?”

Damon chuckled. “Absolutely. It’s more than normal. It’s to be expected, at least until you’ve grown a bit of hair on your chest.”

“Let’s hope I get my throne back before then,” she muttered under her breath.


CHAPTER 3

Damon helped Kastet carry the firewood back inside, doing the majority of the lifting without complaint. Malon was putting the finishing touches on her stew and warming slices of bread over the fire to serve as appetizers.

A cheer came from various patrons as Vel and Ria began serving food to the tables, carrying plates and bowls to set down in front of anyone who’d paid the inn’s reasonable dinner fee. There were plenty of open seats in the common room, and once everyone had their food, Vel, Ria, and Kastet took a table for themselves, eating and commiserating over how tired they were.

Of course, Damon had to stay at the bar, refilling mugs and fighting back the constant encroachment of his guests’ collective thirst. The keg was already more than half empty. He’d need to bring it to Roslin, the town’s reclusive brewer, in the morning.

“You should eat, too,” said Malon, sidling up next to him with bread and a bowl of stew.

“I can wait until later,” he said. “It’s no trouble.”

“Nonsense,” said Malon. “I’ll help you watch the bar. We’ll eat together.”

He shrugged. “I suppose that could work.”

The meal was a communal affair, and despite the many patrons being spread out across numerous tables and stools, conversation flowed freely. It was somewhat of a relief for Damon not to be the focal point of the room, if only for a few minutes.

The stew was phenomenal. Malon had begun to outdo herself on a nightly basis, shifting the spices she used in her cooking to keep the taste of her food from becoming too predictable. Damon scooped up a spoonful of chicken, rice, and green onion, savoring the moment as much as the flavor.

“How is it?” asked Malon.

“It’s delicious, aesta,” he said.

She brought a finger to her lips in warning, her expression turning serious. Damon sighed. It was tiring keeping up the charade sometimes, though he recognized how critical it was. They were still fugitives, despite having fended off the Blacksoul Band. It was only a matter of time before Queen Anise made another attempt at hunting them down.

“I was thinking of using sausage for tomorrow’s stew,” said Malon, not skipping a beat.

“That sounds—”

A crash came from the edge of the common room as a man Damon remembered serving ale to earlier tried to force his way out through the door. Kastet stood in the man’s path, arms outstretched. Damon had mentioned to her earlier that he was letting the man open up a small tab but didn’t trust him to leave without paying it off, given his surly attitude.

“I already told you,” shouted the man. “I’ll pay when I pay! Quit treating me like a fucking criminal, boy!”

The man tried to shoulder his way past Kastet. Damon was moving in an instant. He reached under the counter for his myrblade, only stopping himself at the last instant as he remembered his conversation with Doogle and Arturius. No, he wouldn’t be taking out his sword. Not tonight.

He felt the weight of the stares of everyone in the common room as he approached the man and seized him by the scruff of the shirt. He multitasked, shooting a wave and a smile to his patrons as the friendly innkeeper before turning the icy temper of a former gladiator toward the drunken lout.

“Pay your tab and get out,” said Damon. “If you do it now and keep your tongue in check, I won’t ban you from my inn permanently.”

The man sneered at him, taking a breath no doubt in preparation for a tirade of obscenities. Damon gave him a hard push, knocking 
his back against the corner of the doorframe at a painful angle. He saw the man wince and noticed the way the confidence faded from his expression.

“Fine,” said the man. “Take your money. But I won’t be coming back!”

“Tragic,” said Damon. “Whatever will we do without you?”

A few chuckles sounded from elsewhere within the room. The man set two silver sables and a scattering of copper pennies down into Damon’s hand and stumbled out into the night.

If the outburst had an effect on the general mood in the common room, it was limited to a few other patrons making haste to pay down what they owed. Damon returned to the counter, finishing his stew and falling back into the rhythm of serving drinks.

“You handled that well.” Malon set a hand on his shoulder and flashed him a smile.

“I shouldn’t have let him start a tab to begin with,” he said. “He was rude in a way that had me doubting him from the get-go.”

“That’s the real job of an innkeeper,” said Doogle, raising his mug and giving him a pointed look. “I agree with your mother. True Divine, you have quite an intensity about you when it comes down to a confrontation!”

Doogle laughed absentmindedly, but Arturius’s expression was more sobering from where he sat beside his friend. Damon wondered if even without drawing his sword, he might have revealed too much.

The common room stayed open for a few more hours as the various patrons slowly filed out. Doogle was the last to depart, stumbling drunk and singing the inn’s praises.

“You’re heroes,” mumbled Doogle. “All of you… You don’t understand how much I needed this.”

“I know, Doogle,” said Damon, patting him on the back. “I know.”

“Nobody listens like you all do,” said Doogle. “They hear me, but they don’t hear
 me.”

“Well, you’ll always be welcome,” said Malon in a polite but insistent voice.

Damon helped him to the road and watched him walk off until he was certain the old Penny Warden would make it up the hill to Azurecliff safely. He headed back inside and began helping the rest of his tired family close up for the night.

“My feet are killing me,” muttered Vel.

“Worse than when we were on the run from the Blacksoul Band?” asked Damon.

“Not quite.” Vel joined Ria as the two of them cleared off the last of the tables, wiped them off, and flipped the chairs onto them upside down. Kastet swept the floor, while Malon carried dishes downstairs to wash in the aqueduct.

Damon poured them each a mug of ale for when they finished. They adhered to a general policy of not drinking while tending to the inn for responsibility’s sake, but once the day was finished, it was expected that they share a nightcap before retiring to their beds.

“My feet feel fine,” muttered Ria. “My face. The constant smiling. The forced politeness…”

“You looked like you were enjoying yourself,” said Damon. “Some of the time, at least.”

“I think… it is the difference between enjoying oneself and having
 to enjoy oneself.” She sighed and took a sip of her beer. “I count myself lucky that the patrons were relatively respectful tonight.”

“They can be pretty demanding at times,” said Kastet.

Damon couldn’t resist prompting her a bit. “Not just the men, either. Did you get the name of that young woman who was so intent on taking you out, Kastet?”

Everyone turned to stare at the princess, expressions ranging from open-mouthed shock in Vel’s case, to something distinctly more intrigued in Ria’s.

“Egret is her name.” Kastet cleared her throat awkwardly. “I won’t be taking her out. Kain will have a better excuse if she arrives at the inn again. Perhaps an injured ankle, or—”

Something hard struck the side of the inn with a resounding crack, a rock or a piece of wood by Damon’s guess. He glanced toward the others briefly before heading to the bar and reaching for his myrblade.

“Solas,” said Malon. “That’s not how we’ll handle this.”

“We don’t even know what this is yet,” he said.

She gestured toward the window, through which she had a relatively clear view. It was impossible to make out most of the silhouettes of whoever was outside in the dark, but one of them was shouting, and Damon recognized the voice as the man he’d ejected from the inn earlier that night.

“Nobody threatens Devin Rarson! Get out here and apologize! Right now!”

“He’s going to get something from me, but it won’t be an apology,” muttered Damon.

Malon sighed and set a hand on his shoulder. “No. That’s not how we, the Rosewoods, would handle this. Mind who we are here.”

Her fingers dug in a bit, holding until Damon nodded and relaxed his stance. They took a lantern out onto the porch. Malon wasn’t intimidated by the men, but neither did she give off an intimidating presence as she made her way over to them with Damon beside her.

“Whatever your friend told you to convince you to come out here tonight was likely an exaggeration or outright lie,” said Malon, speaking to the full group. “He refused to pay his tab, and we kicked him out. That’s it. That’s all that happened.”

A few mutters came from the men behind the main instigator. There were eight of them, enough to be dangerous, despite the fact that none of them were armed. For a moment, it seemed as though Malon’s direct approach had doused the general anger of the group.

“This fucking bitch thinks she can talk down to us!” The leader of the bunch surged forward, pushing Malon hard enough to knock her back a few feet. She gasped, landing hard and dropping the lantern, which stayed lit, though the light now came at a low, useless angle.

Damon was throwing punches before he could think better of it. He slammed a fist into the face of the man he’d thrown out of the inn earlier and then spun, landing a jab on his friend to the left. He moved through the group with form and instinct, dishing out pain to everyone in reach.

But it was still eight against one. He still agreed with Malon’s decision. Having his myrblade, magic or not, would have led him to maim or kill, likely ruining the work they’d done in establishing a new life.

Several blows rained down on him from different directions. Damon kept his guard up even as hard knuckles and elbows struck his face and head. He took the hits like an innkeeper, which is to say like any man up against eight opponents with no weapon or distinct advantage.

It hurt, and it was one-sided, and Damon’s only real option was to guard his head and go down. He heard Malon shout something. Would the others come out to join the fray? Ria might be able to get a bit of violence done with her knife, but she was still recovering. Vel and Kastet would only become targets for the men.

“Get off him!” shouted Malon.

Damon looked up to see her swinging the lantern. It struck the shoulder of one of the men, showering the ground with glass and sending up a suspiciously powerful burst of flame which immediately spread to the clothing of several of the other attackers. Damon caught the faintest flicker of crimson from the crest on her lower back.

“My arm!” cried one of the men.

The entire group retreated, with five of their number patting out flames or rolling on the ground. Malon helped Damon up and back into the inn.


CHAPTER 4

“That was foolishness,” said Ria through gritted teeth. “You have a sword, young Damon! Use it when the situation calls for it.”

“It would have only led to speculation among the people of this town,” said Malon. She dabbed a wet cloth against Damon’s forehead, cleaning a small cut running along his scalp. “You’ve seen solas use his blade in a fight. His talent is impossible to ignore, let alone excuse away if people start asking questions.”

Damon was quiet. The fight had shaken him, but not in the way the others probably assumed. He leaned forward against the table, examining the damage he’d done to his own knuckles with a hit to someone’s teeth.

“Aesta’s right,” said Damon. “There were no consequences for losing that fight, not in the same way there would have been for winning it.”

But what about the next one? He didn’t voice the question aloud, knowing there was no good answer to it. He could easily have taken on those men with his myrblade, but the weapon was still without its magic.

“Let’s forget about this and head to bed,” said Damon. “I’m not in a mood to discuss it any more tonight.”

The others gave him pitying looks as he bid them each goodnight. It was all chaste hugs and kisses on the cheek under Malon’s watchful gaze. Damon didn’t care. His mind was elsewhere, dueling with a sense of anxiety that was both justified and impossible to dismiss.

He wouldn’t merely be pretending to be an innkeeper for much longer, at the rate he was going. He took his dormant myrblade, laying the silver sword out on the bar counter and pulling it free from its ornate scabbard.

It still looked like a wrathblade in the dark, despite having 
changed colors after the swap of enchantments, with its twisted, almost ghastly hilt and the cross guard like a set of monster wings.

It was as though the fight with the rowdy men had been an analog of his real fear. The feeling was the same, the awareness of his missing potential, the knowledge of how normal he was underneath his weapon.

Without his myrblade, he truly was just an innkeeper, talented with a sword, but still a normal man. The thought annoyed him like a bug sting, itching and demanding his attention. Myr hadn’t spoken a word to him in almost two weeks. She’d said goodbye after helping him deal with the Blacksoul Band, and he wasn’t sure what that meant.

She could have meant a few days, a month, or just as easily years or decades. Was he simply to fall into his identity as Anders Rosewood and twiddle his thumbs? Damon was a wielder
, uniquely capable and suited to harnessing the power of enchanted items.

And without his myrblade, it was utterly meaningless. He felt naked and weak without the weapon’s magic, and even just admitting that to himself exposed the cracks of his ego. He’d grown so used to considering the weapon a part of his own strength.

Here he was. The brave, foolhardy innkeeper. What would he do the next time an enemy on par with the Blacksoul Band came after them?

Damon leaned forward, gently running his fingers over his sword, his myrblade. He lifted the weapon and pressed his forehead to the hilt.

“Where did you go, Myr?” he whispered. “How can I help you?”

All at once, Damon was somewhere else. Light flashed in his vision, and his skin prickled with cold. He exhaled and saw a puff of frozen air come out, not unlike what he was accustomed to while using his myrblade’s magic.

He seemed to be in some type of chamber or cell made of ice. It was in the shape of an octagonal crystal, suffused with light evenly in 
all directions. The air was cold enough to set his teeth to chattering, but the harshness of Damon’s strange new environment was secondary to what he saw in the chamber’s center.

A beautiful woman with pale blue skin, dark blue hair, and mesmerizing blue eyes stood chained to the chamber’s center. She was gorgeous and tall, with full curves and an ethereal ambience, and aside from the chains holding her, she was completely naked. Though, her restraints were numerous enough to obscure the more lurid aspects of her state.

“Damon,” whispered a familiar voice. “You came for me.”

He took a step forward, slowly shaking his head. “Myr? That’s you, isn’t it?”

Myr nodded, the chains binding her letting out a slight rattle from the equally slight movement.

“Where are we?” he asked. “Are we… inside the sword?”

“It’s hard to explain, and there are holes in my memory,” she whispered. “This is a representation of the enchantment. I guess you could say… of me. Of how I exist within this sword.”

“You’ve been here this entire time?” he asked. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“It isn’t that simple,” said Myr. “This is merely how you perceive me, not as I am. Like a shadow cast by a shape.”

Damon took a step forward and saw Myr’s face shift into a worried expression.

“Stay back,” she whispered. “Damon… these chains need to stay on. You’ve already tapped into too much of my power for either of us to be safe. I need you to promise me you won’t take them off.”

He shook his head. “What do you mean?”

“You must leave the chains on,” she said. “It’s for the best, for both of us. No matter how tempted you might be, you have to leave the chains on.”

Her eyes gleamed with light for an instant, the way the sun 
reflected off sheer ice. Damon folded his arms, considering the situation carefully as he stared at the chained, naked frost woman.

“I want to understand,” he said. “I never thought… we’d get to meet like this.”

“Neither did I,” whispered Myr.

He circled her, briefly admiring the way the chains pulled against her pale buttocks. He came back around to her front, standing close, meeting her gaze.

“What happens if I take the chains off, Myr?” he asked.

She looked away and didn’t answer.

“There are seven of them in total,” he noted. “Seven… is there a significance to that number?”

“Damon…” Myr shook her head slowly. “I can’t.”

“The fact that you told me I shouldn’t remove the chains implies I have the ability to, despite how stout they look. Do you know how it’s done, Myr?”

She seemed to resign herself to his curiosity, giving him a small, beautiful smile. “I can’t tell you.”

“Can I touch them?”

Myr gave him a hesitant nod. Damon reached out a hand to touch first Myr’s cheek, and then one of the chains. Both were shockingly cold, but he only felt the sensation of it, not the pain that would normally accompany it.

“Chilly,” he said.

“Mmm,” moaned Myr.

He ran his hands along the chains, letting his fingers gently trace the skin underneath on both sides. The tip of his index finger glided across the soft flesh of her left breast, which felt simultaneously cold and warm, through some paradox of sensation.

He stopped as his hands approached her crotch, slowly rubbing back and forth just above the point where two of the chains twisted 
together and pulled taut between her thighs.

“Are you comfortable with me touching you as well, Myr?” he asked.

She gave a nod, biting her lower lip. “I already know what your hands feel like, Damon. Your touch is something I’ve always enjoyed.”

He came around behind her and slipped his hands underneath the chains across her stomach, running his palms over her smooth, soft skin. He found it easy to ignore the cold as he moved upward from there, cupping her breasts, gently squeezing, gently caressing.

“Does it feel like this when I polish you?” he whispered.

“This is better,” said Myr. “Mmm… Just be careful.”

He took hold of one of the chains between her thighs and gave it a gentle but dominant pull. Myr gasped, arching her back, wiggling her hips for him with slight, seeking movements.

“What if I just take this one off?” he asked.

“Don’t!” hissed Myr.

“Tell me what will happen.”

He gave it another pull, and she let out a pleasured whimper and arched her back. Damon seized her by the chains across her chest and pulled her in for an intense kiss.

Her lips were cold, but her mouth was warm, and her tongue felt hot as it passionately teased into his. Damon grabbed one of Myr’s thighs and pulled her upward, though it only served to confirm what he already knew.

There would be limits to their fun with the chains positioned as they were. She’d said before that she’d tempt him to take them off, despite her own conflict. She wasn’t lacking in terms of foresight.

“If I take this chain off…” He palmed one of the chains between her legs. “…Will it help restore your power?”

“It won’t restore it,” whispered Myr. “It will unleash it.”

Her words sent a ripple of arousal and excitement through him. Damon bent Myr forward and took the chain in a hard, two-handed grip. Myr bucked her upper body back into him, searching for a kiss and temporarily forestalling what felt inevitable. She shook her head even as she kissed him.

Was she scared? Did he know what he was playing with?

A thump came from somewhere unseen, and without preamble, Damon was back in The Rosewood Inn’s common room. He held the sword much as he had in his last physical moment, pushing the pommel to his forehead, though he was now apparently sucking and licking the crossguard as though it were the lips of an ethereal blue woman.

“Um…” Kastet’s voice made him jump and almost drop the sword. “I came down to get some water.”

She was staring at him, probably for good reason.

“This isn’t what it looks like,” said Damon.

It was exactly what it looked like, he silently conceded.

“I didn’t see anything,” said Kastet. “I’ll just be… getting the water… and heading back to bed.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Thanks.”


CHAPTER 5

Over the next hour, Damon tried several times to return to the ice prison in which he’d seen Myr, with no success. He was left wondering if he’d somehow dreamed the encounter, but he’d been standing up, holding the sword. He’d never fallen asleep in a position like that before, and the experience had been far too vivid to be a mere daydream.

It was a shame, as not only was he curious about the chains and the potential they might hold, he’d also been really turned on. He fell asleep horny and more than a little unfulfilled, the combination making it hard to muster the effort to handle himself, so to speak.

***

“Damon,” whispered Ria. “Are you awake yet?”

He let out a tired moan, recognizing it was morning, and that he wasn’t alone in bed. Ria had slid in to join him. Her hand gently rubbed his chest, followed by her body pressing into his. Ria was naked, next to him in bed, breathing on his neck.

“It’s been so long,” she whispered.

“Aesta…” he mumbled. “She’ll hear us.”

“She’s downstairs preparing breakfast for the morning patrons. Vel and Kastet are assisting her.”

Ria might as well have whispered dirtiness into his ear for how much her words turned him on. Damon came awake in multiple ways, grabbing her and kissing her twice in quick succession.

“You’re sure they’re all downstairs?” he asked.

“Would you stop even if I said I was not?”

“No,” he admitted.

He kissed her again, fumbling to get his undershorts down. Ria gave him some assistance and then quickly rolled onto her back, lifting one of her flexible legs up to caress his chest with her toes.

Seeing her like that, tanned and naked, breasts and body on full display, was an absolute treat. She smirked, sensing the effect she had on him.

“Be quick, husband,” she whispered. “We do not get these chances… Oh!”

She sucked in a gasp as Damon sank his length into her. He felt her body responding to him, arms and legs closing to entangle him like a snare trap of passion and sex. He pumped into her at the fastest pace he could reasonably get away with, given the presence of the rest of his family downstairs.

Ria’s mouth was against his ear, gently shushing him with the occasional whispered word in Konokai thrown in. The bed threatened to betray them with its creaking. Damon debated whether quick and hard might be a better approach than slow and quiet. His current pace was somewhere in between, though he went harder as Ria began to moan and shudder underneath him.

“True Divine, Ria,” he muttered. “I’d fuck you every night if I could.”

“Every night and every morning,” she cooed. “Seize the chances you’re given, young Damon. Seize me.”

He did just that, squeezing his fingers into her hips as he defiled her with his cock. He felt his pleasure building, coursing through him until his entire body seemed to throb to the rhythm of each of his thrusts.

The bed scraped on the floor with each back and forth motion, as loud and oblivious as the two lovers testing the limits of its craftsmanship. Ria let out a gasp and squeezed Damon so tight with her legs that a few of his bruises from the night before were renewed.

He held her head tight against his chest as he managed a few last, sweaty pumps and unloaded. Ria and he were practiced when it 
came to being careful, and as he shifted his cock out of her to blow his seed, she arched her butt to keep it from making too much of a mess on her. Though, there were still his sheets and the quilt to think about.

“Aesta is going to be suspicious when I bring my sheets to wash in the aqueduct,” said Damon.

“Ask her to wash them for you, then,” said Ria. “You know how she is. She will never confront you on it if you are open and unflinching.”

Damon chuckled at the mental image of Malon examining such an obvious stain on the middle of his quilt. He pulled Ria closer, feeling her nuzzle against him, both still drunk on the sensation of post-sex bliss.

“I need to get dressed,” she said. “If I take too long, Malon will get suspicious. Or Velanor, perhaps.”

“Vel doesn’t care,” said Damon.

“She does, just for different reasons,” said Ria. “You should find time to spend with her today or tomorrow.”

“You’re so thoughtful.”

Ria climbed out of his bed and tiptoed out of his room, as though footsteps in the hallway, of all things, might be enough to give them away. Damon took a few minutes before getting up, getting dressed, and heading down.

The smell of breakfast wafted over him as he entered the common room, stirring his stomach into a state of healthy hunger. Malon was cooking toast and bacon, while Kastet and Vel tended to the bar and tables.

There weren’t many patrons, however. A pair of teenagers with bleary eyes and an awkward atmosphere sat at the table in the corner. Damon wondered if one was perhaps buying breakfast for the other after an unexpected sleepover tryst.

“Need help with anything?” he asked Vel and Kastet.

“We’re good,” said Vel. “Lady Leah wants to speak with you in back.”

He nodded and headed into the kitchen. Malon was organizing her pots rather than continuing her cooking, which was sensible given the low turnout.

“Good morning, solas,” she said. “Did you sleep well?”

There was no accusation in her voice, which was more of a relief than Damon could admit to himself. “Well enough.”

She pushed a plate with thick slabs of bacon and golden-brown buttered toast into his hands. “We’re going to need more firewood for tonight, along with a few other things. I wanted to wait until everyone was up and we could speak together to discuss it.”

“I think Ria just woke up,” he said. “She should be out soon.”

The awkward couple departed as Damon reentered the common room. He took a seat at the bar and began digging in, making a simple sandwich with the materials at hand.

Ria had dipped down to the basement to bathe in the aqueduct, and when she came back up, she was in her underwear and soaking wet. She gave Damon a conspiratorial smile as she rounded the last stair steps.

“Ria!” hissed Vel. “What if there were customers here?”

“They would find themselves with a new reason to come back,” said Ria. “And if there were customers here, I would be of the name Heather, if you recall.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” said Vel.

“Easy, you two,” said Malon. “You both touch upon the point I wanted to bring up. We need to have a serious discussion about our finances.”

That got Damon’s attention, especially because Malon seemed distracted enough by it to ignore the fact that Ria was still lingering, nearly naked, in front of him. He turned around on his stool, sitting so he was facing Malon in the center of the room.

“I was under the impression that we were doing alright,” said Damon. “The inn was nearly full last night. We had a few days where it was standing room only earlier this week.”

“The issue is with our expenses,” said Malon. “We’ve been selling ale nearly at the same price we buy it at.”

“That was what we decided made sense,” said Kastet. “The townspeople of Azurecliff are used to drinking in their homes, or outside in the open. They would find it hard to justify coming to the inn if the ale were more expensive than what they could buy directly from the brewery.”

“That’s true,” replied Malon. “I also don’t think it’s an uncommon problem for inns to have. There may not be a way for us to get around the fact that selling ale won’t be a significant moneymaker for us.”

“We need to make up for it in other ways, then,” said Damon. “For starters, we can be a bit more efficient with the food we serve.”

“Efficient?” asked Vel. “By that you mean stingy?”

“No,” he said. “Well, sort of. Think of how we cooked while we were on the run. We could serve more staple foods, dial back the amount of meat in each portion.”

“I think our patrons would notice, especially if we still charged fifty copper per plate,” said Malon. “That’s not quite what I had in mind. We need to move more quickly with getting the extra rooms set up so we can start renting beds.”

A few glances were exchanged among them all. They’d talked about that aspect of running an inn before, and they weren’t all of the same opinion.

“I have little eagerness for the idea of opening our new home up to whatever Merinian rabble decides to throw their coins our way,” said Ria. “I think you underestimate how much of an inconvenience it will be.”

“It’s a service that we’d be providing,” said Vel. “We’d make money from it.”

“I… feel I must agree with Ria on this,” said Kastet. “Consider that we’ll need to keep our guard up whenever we host guests. That might not seem like much of an imposition for you all, having just taken new names, but I can’t pretend to be a young man indefinitely.”

“We’ll go slow,” said Damon. “Maybe we start by just renting out the beds upstairs first, so we never have more than four or five guests at time.”

“Five random people sharing our space seems like a huge number,” said Ria.

“You’re being too negative,” said Vel. “Think of the people who might stop by. Talented songstresses, or brave knights, or young adventurers on their first quest. Why wouldn’t we want to help people like that?”

Even Damon felt the impulse to burst the bubble of Vel’s enthusiasm as he heard her rather optimistic vision of what their overnight guests would be like. He folded his arms and looked at Malon, who seemed to be taking everyone’s opinion into account.

“We still need more blankets and pillows, and a bit more cleaning before we’ll be ready to start renting out rooms,” said Malon. “In part, that’s why we’re having this discussion. We don’t have the money to buy what we need right now, and that won’t change unless we start bringing in more coin.”

“How, aesta?” asked Damon.

Malon smiled and gave a slightly abashed shrug. “Tips. Solas, this applies to you as much as it does to Velanor and Ria. The three of you have the most interaction with our patrons. A few kind words, and extra smile, would go a long way toward earning us the extra money we need to finish our renovations.”

Vel looked put off by the idea. Damon felt as though he already did enough work by manning the bar and lifting heavy things without needing to add any more on top of it.

Ria looked outright sullen. “I have an alternative solution.”

“Go ahead, seta,” said Malon with a nod.

“We start selling the shienzyn I grew, which you confiscated from me.”

“No,” said Malon.

“What if we—”

“Absolutely not.”

Damon raised a finger. “Aesta, I think it might be worth discussing, at least. We could—”

Malon cleared her throat. “If either of you say another word on the subject, I’ll go upstairs and burn through the rest of that heartlift weed with my magic. Are we clear?”

Damon and Ria both gave reluctant nods. It was a good idea, in Damon’s opinion, but clearly one on which they’d need to take a different approach.


CHAPTER 6

There was plenty of work to be done around the inn, from cleaning the remaining upstairs rooms, to clearing overgrown weeds and prettying up the exterior, to handling the usual chores of washing and drying dishes and clothes.

Damon often took up the task of making runs into town, as he could carry the most without needing to rely on seeking out a carriage for help. He headed upstairs with Malon to get what little money the group had in their collective coin purse for the purchases he’d need to make.

It gave him a chance to be alone with her, which felt rare these days. She stood close to him as she carefully counted out the coins he’d need, close enough that she didn’t need to speak loudly once she had them.

“The firewood is the main priority,” she said. “See if Kemren will let you use his wagon to bring it down so you don’t have to make multiple trips.”

“I can ask, but we rely on his help an awful lot.”

“I’m sure he’ll be willing,” said Malon. “If he doesn’t offer outright, then bring it up with Keiza. She seems very keen on you, solas.”

She gave him a knowing smile, but she didn’t know, not really. Keiza had been asking him more questions about his past, about the fictitious life he’d lived as Anders Rosewood before coming to Azurecliff.

She had a sense of his secret, but what really unsettled him was the way she sat on it. She hadn’t accused him outright. Maybe she wouldn’t? Or maybe she was just waiting for a proper, dramatic opportunity.

“I’ll get the wood to where it needs to be, aesta,” he said.

“Thank you, solas.”

He took her hand into his and kissed the back of it, wishing he could kiss her lips, instead. She didn’t draw away from him as she so often did these days. Ever since their stay with Malon’s aesta, Sharika, she’d been diligent about enforcing the boundary between them.

“Are you going to head out now?” she asked. It was a genuine question in that tone — as though Damon could say no, he’d stay right there in her room and try his luck.

“Something happened last night,” he said.

“Oh?”

“With my sword. After the incident with the fools outside, I was in the common room. It’s still as I told you previously. Myr doesn’t speak to me anymore. But last night, I had a… vision, of sorts. It was as though I went within the enchantment and spoke to her directly.”

“That is unusual,” said Malon. “Are you sure this wasn’t a dream?”

Damon chuckled. “To be honest, not entirely. She was chained up and said some vague and conflicting things about whether I should take them off her.”

Malon smiled and sighed at him. “You and your sword. I’m afraid I don’t know what help or advice I could offer you on this.”

“You’re the sorceress,” said Damon. “Don’t you have at least some familiarity with unpredictable enchantments?”

“Some,” she replied. “Not much.”

“Could you correspond with your friend Sandra, maybe?” he asked.

It wasn’t a suggestion he enjoyed putting forward to his aesta. While Sandra had been Myr’s previous owner who had performed the enchantment swap on his wrathblade, Damon had also bedded her, with Malon one room over, no less. He saw her expression harden with resolve.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said. “Solas, in truth, you 
don’t need to have a weapon with such power anymore.”

“…What?”

“We’re here,” said Malon. “We’re safe. The assassins are no longer chasing us.”

“More could arrive at any time.”

“And how would they find us?”

Damon shrugged. “Perhaps… Jilou might manage to reach out to Vel and spy through her eyes.”

“I’ve spoken to seta about her dreamspell contact with Princess Jilou,” said Malon. “For now, it seems we have little to fear from it.”

“There could be other dangers.” He stepped forward, his annoyance shifting into a different emotion as he came within a few inches of Malon, close enough to sense her heat.

“Such as?” she asked in quiet voice.

“Unexpected threats,” he said.

“You worry that we’d be taken unaware, then?”

“We won’t see it coming when it does happen, aesta.” He leaned forward, bringing his lips a bit closer to hers. “We all can be surprised.”

Malon cleared her throat. “Not as easily as you might think.” She patted him on the chest as she slid past him and into the hallway. “Now, head out and bring me that wood.”

***

Despite Malon’s opinion on his myrblade, Damon still felt an intense desire to figure out what was happening with his sword. He wrapped it in a cloak to keep the weapon from standing out too much as he carried it and began the walk up into town.

The Rosewood Inn had a major advantage in being so close to a 
relatively major road. The flow of travelers and caravans gave it a general ambience of safety and openness. In some ways, it was the opposite of their old farmstead, connected so directly to the greater world instead of being cordoned off by the forest.

It was a clear, early autumn day. Birds chirped and flew from tree to tree, occasionally dropping into the road itself to scavenge for whatever discarded bits of food they could find. Azurecliff looked busy, with a large caravan making its way toward the market square. It boded well for the inn’s potential crowd that night.

He made his way under the town’s entrance archway, considering whether it made more sense to get the firewood immediately, or if he should handle his own errand first. Damon had an idea about who might be able to give him some help with the sword, and while it was a gamble, it was one he’d take for Myr’s sake.

Arturius’s smithy was on the northern edge of town. The furnace, bellows, and slack tub were outside, but still within the low fence that surrounded the yard and modest cottage. Arturius wasn’t working the forge, which was ideal, as it meant Damon wouldn’t be interrupting.

He knocked on the door of the cottage and waited. Arturius was shirtless when he greeted him, and he shot Damon a grin before glancing over his shoulder at a middle-aged woman swaddled within the sheets of his bed.

“Anders,” said Arturius. “What an unexpected surprise. Do you have important matters to discuss? I have a guest over right now and am a bit less than keen on interruptions.”

“It’s about a sword,” said Damon.

Arturius’s eyes darted down to the bundle in his hand. “Ah. Suzy, help yourself to the food in the pantry. This shouldn’t take long, but I’d like to give it my attention.”

Arturius stepped forward, closing the door behind him. He led Damon around to the back of the cottage, where several training dummies in varying states of disrepair were set up, along with a surprisingly well-maintained sand dueling circle.

“So,” said Arturius. “You’ve finally decided to be honest with me.”

There was an edge of humor in his voice that made his words feel less direct and piercing than they otherwise would have been. Still, there was only so much he could reveal to the older man. Damon paused for suspense and then pulled his myrblade free from the bundle.

“That… is a fine-looking weapon,” said Arturius. “True Divine, boy! Where did you come across it?”

“It was a gift,” Damon said truthfully. “It didn’t look like this to begin with. I suppose you could say it took me a while to figure out how to restore it to its current state.”

Arturius gave him a questioning look and hesitantly reached his hands out. Damon nodded and passed him the blade. He watched the smith gently pull it loose from the scabbard and test the edge appreciatively.

“You clearly didn’t bring it to be sharpened,” said Arturius. “Can I take this to mean you’ve decided to take me up on my offer to do some sparring?”

Damon nodded. “Yes. But you should know that I was coy about my sword skills for a reason. I need you to keep quiet about this.”

“That’s no trouble,” said Arturius. “Just ask Suzy about how discrete I can be! Ah… That’s a joke. Please don’t actually ask her that.”

Damon chuckled. “I won’t.”

“Is it your mother?” asked Arturius. “She doesn’t want you fighting, does she? I got a bit of a sense that she’s attached to the idea of you all settling into town, living a quiet life.”

“That’s basically it. Though it might not be as quiet as it seems around here.”

“I wouldn’t disagree with that.” Arturius rubbed his stubble and gestured to the dueling circle. “Well then… Shall we?”


CHAPTER 7

The conclusion Damon had come to was that there was likely nobody who could advise him concerning what was going on with his myrblade. Even Sandra would only be able to give him her best guess, given the history of the weapon and his own unique circumstances.

It had been more than a week since he’d last practiced with his sword, and longer since he’d last fought an opponent with it. He suspected that Myr’s silence might be related, and if it was, perhaps simply spending more time with his weapon might make a difference.

Sparring, polishing the blade and hilt, even just wearing it on his sword belt when he could without drawing attention might help him reach Myr within her imprisonment again. And even if it didn’t, it still gave him an excuse to handle his weapon. He was a swordsman at heart, and he always would be.

Arturius took out a longsword with a wide blade and rounded cross guard from inside the cottage. The two of them faced one another from across the sand-dueling circle, both wearing their eagerness for the coming match openly.

“Am I taking a risk in assuming that you have the control to spar with sharpened weapons without risking my life, Anders?” asked Arturius.

“There’s no risk,” he replied. “I’ve sparred with real swords a few times before.”

A few hundred times, if not a few thousand. He doubted Arturius would be able to land a strike on him, let alone one that would put his life at risk.

He watched the older man with a critical eye as they both fell into dueling stances. They circled one another, shifting their swords on the diagonals, and the positioning of their feet.

Damon attacked first, swinging his myrblade into a lazy slash 
intended to test Arturius’s reflexes more than accomplish anything. The old smith blocked and countered with swift, no-nonsense movements.

“Not bad,” said Damon.

Arturius barked out a laugh. “Not bad, he says. You should ready yourself, boy.”

“I’m ready and—”

Arturius attacked before he could finish his sentence. His style was a mixture of brute strength and efficient, intelligent technique. Damon parried, ducked under a second slash, and countered. Arturius caught his strike, deflecting it to the side in a manner that would have thrown a lesser opponent off balance.

They fell back from one other, slowly circling around the edge of the sand. It felt wonderful to have his myrblade back in his hand again, though it pained him to know he couldn’t draw from its magic even if he wanted to.

Arturius feinted forward, testing Damon’s reflexes. He responded with a counter feint, the movement drawing them both into a brief standoff of competing potential attack angles and defensive responses.

He was surprised by the old man’s prowess. Few people could match Damon in a swordfight. Only Austine had ever been able to keep up with him in recent times, setting aside Shank, who had been dangerous mainly because of Wrath’s crest.

He pushed forward, exchanging more strikes with Arturius. The two fought each other evenly, trading advantages and using every inch of the dueling circle for positioning. They continued sparring for long minutes, until they were both sweaty and breathing heavy.

Damon made to defend against a forward thrust from Arturius’s longsword, only to feel his sword hilt buck from his fingers as he blocked. His myrblade fell to the sand, and he stared at it, almost in disbelief of the fact that he’d just been defeated.

“Well fought,” said Arturius.

Damon shook his head. “Who are you, exactly?”

“How about I tell you after you tell me?”

Damon couldn’t stop himself from laughing, and Arturius joined in, clapping a hand on his shoulder. The shared humor was genuine, even if neither of them was willing to be. Damon knew he wouldn’t get an answer out of Arturius any more than he had reason to trust the other man with himself.

“Doogle and I occasionally need to hire help handling certain types of situations in the area,” said Arturius. “Ruffians passing through, or the occasional criminal on the run. The contracts get posted on the notice board next to Melnicka’s place.”

“Are you asking if I’d be interested in letting you post them outside my inn?”

“You know what I’m asking,” said Arturius.

Damon smiled and folded his arms. “You know where to find me if anything serious comes up, Arturius.”

“That I do. I’ll be busy with Suzy tonight, no doubt, but I’ll be by the inn again tomorrow or the day after. If you’re not too busy, we can talk a bit more about sparring and keeping Azurecliff safe.”

“We’ll see.”

***

Damon headed to K and K Essentials immediately after he left. He found Keiza standing against the corner of the building as he approached, within line of sight of where he and Arturius had just been dueling, though a ways off.

She smiled at him in a way that immediately put him on the defensive. Keiza was pale and beautiful, with dark hair and round-rimmed spectacles. Damon did his best to act casual and boring as he gestured to the shop’s open door.

“Is Kemren around?” he asked. “The inn is low on firewood, and my mother sent me to buy some more.”

“It’s just me for the moment, but I can help you with that,” said Keiza.

She led him around the back of the shop to where her and her father’s own store of firewood was stacked. They discussed prices, and it was within what Malon had given Damon, though only just.

“My father is going to be back at the store any minute,” said Keiza. “Why don’t I help you bring this down to your inn now so you don’t have to bother with multiple trips?”

“You’re too kind,” said Damon.

“My father would insist on it,” she said. “He’s been clear to me about how he thinks you Rosewoods are good people.”

There was a hint of doubt in her tone, more the sarcastic sort than outright derisive.

Still, Damon wasn’t about to refuse the help, though he knew what it would cost him even as they loaded the firewood onto the wagon. He climbed in beside her as they set out, with the singular horse’s footsteps clacking against the village road.

“So,” he said.

“So,” replied Keiza. “How has business been down at the inn, Anders?”

“It’s been steady,” he said. “We’re still getting into the routine of handling the work and patrons.”

“I can imagine. Say… Did you ever hear anything more from those mercenaries who were passing through the week before last?”

He shrugged a shoulder, having already expected the question to come eventually. “No, we never did. The Blacksoul Band was what they were called, right? Maybe it’s for the best with a name like that.”

He flashed her a teasing smile. Keiza’s expression remained serious.

“What’s strange is that no one in town seems to have heard anything more from them,” she said. “A few of the merchants in the market square prepared an order of food for them, but they all but disappeared after their first night in town.”

“Is that unusual?” he said. “Lots of travelers must pass through Azurecliff without slowing down.”

“I suppose it’s not. It just stuck out to me, particularly because of the questions they were asking about the outlaws they were hunting.”

Damon ran a hand along his chin, furrowing his brow. “Sounds like a mystery.”

“Yes,” said Keiza. “Quite the mystery, indeed.”

She looked at him, wielding her piercing stare like a weapon. Damon resorted to one of his tried and true tactics for the sake of distraction.

“What’s a woman like you doing in Azurecliff, anyway?” he asked.

“Excuse me?”

“You’re beautiful,” he said, matching her stare. “Your father is a respected business owner. Travelers are always passing through this town. How are you still unmarried?”

“That’s… none of your business,” said Keiza.

“I would argue that as your local innkeeper and bartender, it’s entirely my business,” he said.

Keiza folded her arms and shook her head, though it was more of a defensive gesture than a dismissive one. “You expect me to just open up to you about my love life?”

“If you want to, sure,” said Damon. “I am a bit curious, underneath the teasing. You don’t have to pour your soul out to me or anything, but my ears are open if you ever want to talk.”

Keiza stayed quiet for the next few minutes, until the atmosphere was awkward and the wagon was pulling into the inn. She tied up the horse and finally looked at him again as they began unloading the 
firewood.

“I have to return to the store,” she said.

“Of course.”

“But… later tonight, I suppose I could come by for a drink,” she said.

“You’d be more than welcome,” said Damon. “Your first ale is on the house as thanks for helping me with the firewood.”

“Well, how can I say no to that?” Keiza looked past him, toward the inn’s open door. “It seems as though your mother is waiting for you, Anders Rosewood.”

He glanced the same way, seeing Malon just inside the common room. “Seems like it. I should get going.”

He took a step toward the inn’s porch.

“Anders?” called Keiza.

“Yeah?”

“Don’t forget your sword.”

She passed him his weapon, which had been bundled when he arrived at K and K Essentials and now clearly was not. Keiza met his gaze as he climbed back into the wagon. Damon wondered if perhaps he’d miscalculated in trying to get a rise out of her.


CHAPTER 8

Afternoons were always slow at the inn, but as evening began to come around in full force, Damon was left slightly underwhelmed by their lack of patrons. Doogle arrived near sunset, as he did almost every night, and he had the common room to himself.

The town’s pudgy, eccentric penny warden was already slightly drunk as he took a seat at the bar. Damon filled him up a mug and slid it across the counter.

“Evening, Doogle,” he said.

“Evening. You folks are open, ain’t you? No sign out front that I missed, declaring you’re closed for the night?”

Damon let out a short chuckle. “No, we’re open. Was there anything you saw to give off that impression?”

Doogle shook his head. Damon gave him space to settle into his stool and sip his drink. Across the common room, Vel and Kastet sat at a table and talked to one another quietly, looking almost like a couple to anyone who didn’t know them, given Kastet’s disguise as Kain.

Ria was sharpening her throwing knife, a habit which Malon frowned upon her doing in front of their patrons. Damon supposed that Doogle wasn’t really the sort to notice or care about that kind of thing.

“Hmm…” said Doogle. “You know…”

Damon waited, but the old man seemed keen on being prompted before continuing. “What do I know?”

“That troublemaker you dusted out the front door last night,” said Doogle. “He’s sort of well-known around here.”

“Of course, he is,” muttered Damon. “He came back later in the night. We had a bit of a showdown outside.”

“Ah,” said Doogle. “That explains it! He’s the son of a local farm 
owner. A lot of the guys who’d been coming in here on the nightly probably got a recommendation that they stay away from now on.”

Damon groaned and tried not to feel too annoyed with himself. He might have handled the situation with slightly more tact, in retrospect, but it wasn’t as though he could let some entitled asshole run up a tab indefinitely without paying.

“Well, I suppose we’ll just have to hope we get some travelers in tonight,” he said.

They didn’t. Doogle was their only patron for the next hour, though he provided more conversation and distraction than most as he continued to drink beer after beer.

Keiza kept true to her word, however, entering the tavern just before dusk gave way to proper night. She glanced around at the empty tables and seats before slowly approaching the far end of the bar.

“It’s quiet in here tonight,” she said.

“It is,” he agreed. “It seems we’ve been ensnared into our first patron relations scandal.”

She took a stool at the bar. Damon filled a mug of ale for her and stood nearby, not initially forcing any questions or conversation on her.

He could sense the gazes of Vel, Ria, and Kastet on both him and Keiza. He knew what they were probably thinking, and they weren’t entirely wrong. The situation needed to be played carefully. Damon needed to be Anders Rosewood, not himself.

“It’s not as though I plan on spending the rest of my life in this town,” said Keiza. “And it’s not as though I haven’t left before.”

“Wanderlust,” he said. “It’s a real thing.”

“Are you speaking from experience?”

He took a cloth and started polishing a glass, considering how much he could risk telling. “I suppose I am. I spent most of my teenage years abroad.”

“Working in Veridan’s Curve?” asked Keiza. “Avaricia, perhaps?”

He gave her no reaction, already regretting giving her the opening. “I passed through a few times while looking for work.”

“It’s an interesting city,” said Keiza.

“It’s a den of crime and violence.”

She laughed and nodded. “True enough. I spent half a year there and wouldn’t necessarily say I enjoyed it.”

“What brought you out there?” he asked.

Keiza took a sip from her mug, set it back down, and slowly turned it around. “An old friend.”

“A man?”

“Yes, a man, Anders,” she said. “We were close. Intimate… but it wasn’t love. Or maybe it was. It’s so hard to sort it out in retrospect.”

“Relationships are that way more often than not,” he said. He couldn’t resist the urge to glance toward Vel and Ria, who were both watching his conversation while feigning disinterest.

“I went to Avaricia to be with him,” said Keiza. “I took in the sights and sounds… the performances. After it became clear that it wasn’t working between us, I came back here. It’s strange, coming back to see one’s childhood home anew.”

“That’s the truth, isn’t it?” he said.

There was a beat of silence, underscored by the relative emptiness of the inn’s common room. Damon could hear Malon chopping ingredients for whatever she was making for dinner from the kitchen, along with the crackling of the hearth.

“I saw your sparring match with Arturius earlier today,” said Keiza.

“I had a feeling you might have been watching.”

“You’re talented with a sword,” she continued. “It surprised me. I knew Arturius was a master swordsman, but I’d never seen him draw even with someone like that.”

“Well, he’s an old warrior. I have the advantage of youth on my side.”

“The last time I saw sword skills like that on display was back in Avaricia,” said Keiza. “Between the gladiators who often perform in the city.”

She wasn’t subtle, but she didn’t hammer the point in with her tone as hard as she could have. Damon felt oddly flattered by her veiled accusation. He wished he could just be honest with her, but it was far too dangerous, so instead, he responded in kind.

“I’ve seen a few gladiatorial bouts, myself,” he said. “There’s lots of talent in the arena.”

“A surprising amount. I hear it’s lucrative work.”

“No doubt,” he said. “I’m sure many of the performers are passionate about what they do, as well. A shame they’re so often forced to retire early.”

Keiza inched closer to the bar and to Damon. “Is that the case? What forces them out, then? Is it the nature of the work… or perhaps the nature of the world?”

“Far be it for a simple innkeeper like me to know.” He eyed her mug. “Refill?”

Keiza scowled at him and pushed her mug forward. “I need to get some air.”

She stood up from her stool and headed out through the inn’s front entrance. Almost as soon as she was out of view, Vel and Ria both sidled up to Damon at the bar. Vel was visibly annoyed, but Ria’s expression was a mixture of curiosity and intrigue.

“The two of you seemed to be having a rather engaging conversation,” said Vel, keeping her voice low. Doogle was still nearby, though out of earshot.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “More than you know. I think she’s guessed who I am.”

“From what?” asked Ria.

“She may have seen me back when I was performing in Avaricia,” he said. “If anyone is going to expose us, it’ll be her. I’m trying to nip the problem in the bud.”

“It certainly seems as though you’re trying to nip something,” said Vel.

“Come,” said Ria, nodding toward the kitchen. “Lady Leah should hear of this.”

Damon nodded. “Doogle, do you need anything?”

“I’m good, all good,” mumbled Doogle.

Malon was adding ingredients to her stew, slowly stirring the pot over the fire. She turned to face them as they entered, reacting to what she saw in their faces.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“It seems as though Keiza, the daughter of the owner of the general store, might know my secret,” said Damon.

Malon nodded, seeming unconcerned. “Then you should do your best to stay in her good graces, solas.”

“Stay in her good graces?” said Vel. “Aesta! Why would you say that? Do you even know what you mean by that?”

“She is not wrong, Velanor,” said Ria.

“Ria!” snapped Vel. “She’s saying—”

“I know what she’s saying,” said Ria. “Damon might have to seduce this woman.”

“And you take no issue with that?” asked Vel.

“Why would she take an issue with it, seta?” asked Malon.

Damon cleared his throat. “I never said I wanted to seduce her.”

Malon, Ria, and Vel each gave him a matching blank stare.

“What?” he asked. “Keiza’s interesting, and it’s not as though she’s not attractive, but…”

“Young Damon,” said Ria. “We know you, in this capacity, 
perhaps better than you know yourself. More honestly, at least.”

“Solas…” Malon set a kind hand on his shoulder. “You were right to approach this as a problem. What more of a solution could there be to one of this nature? Keiza seems like a respectable, intelligent girl. Gain her confidence, if not her heart.”

Damon folded his arms and looked back toward the common room. It wasn’t so much that he disagreed with Malon and Ria’s assessment. More that there was an aspect of it which reminded him far too much of the secrets he’d kept from Bylia, and the tragic way things had ended between them.

Still, the situation wouldn’t only affect him. The secrets were larger this time. Larger and darker.

“I’ll do what I can,” he said.


CHAPTER 9

Damon spent the next hour playing the part of the dutiful bartender, making sure both Doogle and Keiza had ale and an ear to vent to. Keiza’s mood had shifted in a lighthearted direction, and she set her questions and subtle accusations aside for the night.

“A stage would be a fine addition, once you’ve handled the rest of the renovations,” she said. “We have a fair number of talented songstresses and minstrels passing through Azurecliff regularly.”

“No doubt it would be worth the money if we could build our crowd back up,” said Damon. “It might take some time for us to get to that point, but…”

He trailed off into numb silence as the inn’s front door opened and a familiar face strode into the common room.

Princess Kastet’s former lady-in-waiting, Lilian, looked well. Her resemblance to Vel was still striking to witness, with matching blonde hair and green eyes, and it was clear from the cut and condition of her tunic and leggings that she’d traveled far to arrive at The Rosewood Inn.

Vel and Kastet had dropped back into the kitchen to help Malon with something. Lilian’s focus was entirely on him as she strode forward, eventually taking a stool at the bar one down from Keiza.

“Look who we have here,” said Lilian with a smirk. “It’s certainly been a while.”

Keiza quirked an eyebrow up. “Is she a friend of yours, Anders?”

Why was she there? What was her game? More importantly, how likely was she to blow his family’s cover in front of Keiza?

“Yeah,” he said. “She’s an old friend. Keiza, this is Lilian. Lilian, Keiza.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” said Lilian. “I hope I haven’t interrupted the atmosphere overmuch. It’s so cozy and quiet here 
tonight.”

“It is,” said Keiza. “It has been. I… think I should be going.”

Damon came around to the other side of the bar, escorting her to the door. “I’m glad you stopped by, Keiza.”

“So am I,” she said. “It was nice.”

She smiled, but her eyes still held that questioning edge.

“Look, I know there’s a lot of stuff about me and my family that… stands out a bit,” he said.

“Interesting way of putting it,” said Keiza. “I wouldn’t disagree.”

Damon smiled at her. “I hope you come in for another ale sometime soon. Tell your father thanks for the firewood.”

“I will. Goodnight, Anders.”

He stepped out of her way as she left. That only left Doogle as their remaining patron, and the old man looked as though he was already a few drinks past what should have been his last ale for the night.

Damon helped Doogle outside, catching Keiza in time to entreat her into giving the Penny Warden a ride back into town. He barred the inn’s front door as he made his way back inside.

“Lilian…” Kastet had just made her way into the common room, staring in surprise at her friend and confident.

“Kastet,” said Lilian. “You cut your hair.”

“I did,” said Kastet. “You… survived. I wasn’t sure if my missive would reach you, let alone whether you’d managed to avoid the agents of Avarice and my stepmother.”

“Lilian’s here?” shouted Vel, from the kitchen. She ran out, immediately pulling Lilian into a crushing hug as the two women shared a girlish moment.

They ran through the normal routine of closing up the inn as quickly as they could, dimming the lanterns to keep any travelers from mistaking the healthy glow through the windows for them being 
open. Malon brought out what was left of the stew, serving Lilian up a bowl, first and foremost.

Damon and the others took seats at the table nearest the hearth, which gave off a mature orange glow and cast long shadows across the room. Lilian explained as she ate, occasionally dabbing at her lips with a handkerchief from her pocket.

“Princess Kastet, after you left to return to Hearthold in the wake of your father’s death, I lingered in Avarice’s court, following your wishes,” said Lilian. “I barely escaped when word of your supposed kidnapping reached the city. I hid myself, never staying in the same place for more than one night.”

“How did you know to find us here?” asked Damon.

“That would be my doing,” said Kastet. “Once I had the sense that we were safe here in Azurecliff, I sent a courier with a missive to a drop point just outside of Avaricia that Lilian and I arranged months ago.”

“I acted on all of your orders, milady.” Lilian smiled, setting her spoon down. “As it happens, Wrath contacted me no more than a week before your message arrived.”

“You met with her?” asked Kastet. She looked from Lilian, to Damon, to Malon, and back to Lilian. Wrath getting involved would affect all of them, and not necessarily in the same way.

“Can I speak freely here?” asked Lilian. Her gaze, along with Kastet’s, moved back to focus on Malon.

“Lady Malon,” said Kastet in a gentle voice. “Your particular, er, loyalties may make this conversation personally conflicting for you. I’m going to have to ask that you wait in the other room.”

Kastet had shrugged off the guise of Kain and regained much of the poise of a princess. Her words carried a surprising amount of weight and finality. Intimidated wasn’t quite the right word for how Damon felt, but it wasn’t quite the wrong one, either.

“Hold on,” said Damon. “I trust my aesta implicitly. Any conflict between her and Wrath is one that I’ll take her side on, as would Ria 
and Vel.”

Both women nodded to Damon, and the four of them faced Kastet and her spy as a unified front.

“So be it,” said Kastet with a sigh. “If it can’t be avoided, then I’ll extend you my trust, as I did when you saved my life in Hearthold. Lilian? Do you object?”

“I trust your judgment, milady,” said Lilian. “With that said, the message I have to bring is sensitive, but not vitally so. Wrath is interested in meeting with you in person to discuss the true beginning of our war against Avarice. She also wishes you to know that she’s made an alliance with Famine.”

Damon sat up straighter in his chair. He’d fought against Famine months earlier, after Bylia had been attacked and captured. He glanced over at Ria, who’d been by his side during that dangerous chapter. They’d ultimately struck a white peace with Famine and retreated after freeing her prisoners. Damon had brought Famine’s message to Wrath, who had presumably followed up on it.

“Wrath, Famine, and Kastet could pose a significant threat to Avarice’s rule,” said Damon.

“Not just us,” said Kastet. “Ria. This is it. We must have your allies among the Remenai. The only thing we currently lack is an army. With manpower, we could wipe the taint of Avarice and my stepmother from Veridan’s Curve!”

“Unfortunately, it will not be that simple,” said Ria. “Many — most of my people, approach the Venmalese with a great deal of suspicion. They will not be eager to throw their lives away alongside those they see as monsters.”

“Your role in this will be to convince them,” said Kastet. “Though, I suspect we’re getting ahead of ourselves. First, I must meet with Wrath and Famine, face to face.”

“Lilian,” said Damon. “You mentioned that Wrath contacted you before you came here. Is there any chance that you were followed or tracked by magical means?”

Lilian shook her head, though her expression was pensive. “I suppose I can’t completely rule the possibility out, but I don’t think so. I was careful.”

It was hard for Damon to sort through all of what he was feeling and thinking. The idea of Wrath and Famine discovering The Rosewood Inn and his family’s new, peaceful place within the world unnerved him to the core.

But at the same time, it didn’t matter. If Wrath and Famine were making moves directly against Avarice, and if Kastet had decided to set herself back into play, there was nothing he could do to shield them all.

Ria would seize the chance to carve out a better world for her native people. Vel would serve her princess as a loyal lady-in-waiting. The question was more on him, on what he’d decide to do when the fighting started and when push came to shove.

Hs fingers yearned for the reassurance of his myrblade’s hilt. He knew he’d need the weapon more than ever in the coming weeks.


CHAPTER 10

There was little left to discuss after Lilian had finished her report. Wrath had left her with a meeting place, the town of Billowbrook to the southwest. They’d have time to prepare before setting off, but Damon wondered if any amount of preparation would be enough to steel them against the volatility of the future.

Damon helped Malon get one of the extra rooms into a reasonably comfortable state for Lilian, and everyone shared in a somber goodnight as they retired to bed. He stripped down to his undershorts, sighing as he sat on his mattress.

His myrblade leaned against his bedside table. Damon laid it out across his lap, intent on making another attempt at reaching Myr and seeing what he could do about her imprisonment. He’d just begun stroking the sword’s hilt with his fingers when a knock came at his door.

He opened it and was less than surprised to see Lilian standing in the hallway, clad only in her small clothes and still damp from a recent bath.

“Kastet’s back to her old ways, it seems,” he said. “Are you here to investigate my loyalties, or pump me for information?”

Lilian gave him a wry smile. “Invite me in, and you’ll find out soon enough.”

Damon stepped aside, leaving her just enough room to enter by brushing herself by him. He closed the door, still considering how to play the situation. He’d long since let his guard down around Kastet. But now that Lilian was back, he wasn’t sure he could afford to.

“Wrath is going to offer you her crest,” said Lilian.

“She told you that?”

“No. She did ask about you, however. Quite a bit.”

Lilian sat down on Damon’s bed. He took a step toward her, 
thinking through her words carefully. He couldn’t imagine what she’d get out of lying about something like this. Why volunteer the information, though?

“According to Kastet, you and Wrath have gotten… close before,” said Lilian.

Damon smirked. “That’s one way of putting it.”

“I want to know where your loyalties truly lie, Damon,” said Lilian. “If Wrath offers you her crest, will you accept it?”

It was a simple question, with anything but a simple answer. Damon had wanted Wrath’s crest, and he still did from a practical standpoint. But agreeing to serve one of the Forsaken with the current atmosphere seemingly marching toward war would put him in an impossible position.

Depending on how the alliances shifted and crumbled, he might end up becoming an enemy of his own family. Malon, Ria, possibly even Vel. But those were outside possibilities, and his myrblade was still dormant. Accepting Wrath’s crest might let him become powerful again, potentially even more powerful than he’d been before.

“Wrath and Kastet are allies,” said Damon. “Would it really matter to Kastet if I took Wrath’s crest?”

“You aren’t naïve, Damon.” Lilian shifted on the bed, opening her legs slightly. “Don’t pretend as if you are.”

“Who’s to say that it wouldn’t strengthen Kastet’s alliance?” asked Damon. “It’s as you said. Wrath and I have gotten closer to one another.”

Lilian’s smile twitched. She seemed unnerved by him speaking so freely about how he’d bedded one of the Forsaken. For good reason, no doubt.

“Answer me simply,” said Lilian. “Do you want it?”

He moved to stand in front of her, a little closer than he needed to be. “Not everything in life is about what we want.”

“Not everything, but this?” said Lilian. “Wrath’s crest may soon be yours for the taking.”

“So you say.”

“So I say,” she whispered. “Tell me the truth, Damon. Do you want that power?”

“Do I want it?” He shrugged. “Maybe. Do I need it? That’s the question I think you meant to ask.”

“Power is what all men need, at their core. The power to dominate. The power to take and seize whatever they want, to live on the edge of their impulses.”

“Lilian.” He leaned forward, firmly setting his hands atop her knees. “We both know that I don’t need a crest to do that.”

She sucked in a quick breath and nodded. “Good.”

The moment stretched as she watched him. She started to stand up. Damon set his hand on her hip, noting her reaction and the way his soft touch seemed to ripple through her tense shoulders and back.

He leaned forward and kissed her. Lilian’s lips were hungry against his, searching for passion on a deeper level. Why? She did everything for a reason. Did she simply think that he gave more honest answers while horny? Or was his sexual appetite suddenly on the list of Princess Kastet’s current concerns?

He pushed her back, taking her body in strong arms and shifting it into a more central position on his bed. She looked like any other woman, with her blonde hair splayed out across the quilt, her body under-clothed and undefended. She looked like Vel.

Damon leaned into his lust, pawing and groping her breasts and butt. He stripped her girlshorts off. She was unshaven, though that wasn’t surprising given the amount of travel she’d undergone. It was far from a bad look on her.

She reached her hands out, pulling his undershorts down and shooting him that infuriating, borderline arrogant smirk. Damon 
kissed her again. He wanted to hear her moan. He wanted to draw enough noise out of her to let Kastet listen to what he was doing to her ambitious little spy.

His first few thrusts into her tight, hot womanhood were clumsy and brutish. She was ready for him, aroused perhaps as much by the dance of their words as his touch on her body. She curled against him, letting her body wrap around his like a curtain of warmth and feminine sex.

“Lilian,” he whispered. “You’re in over your head.”

She let out a pleasured laugh. “You wish I were.”

He cupped the side of her face, letting her fingers drag down over her neck and then up, across her lips. Lilian sucked on the tip of one. Damon grunted and fell forward onto her, thrusting with enough force to send echoes of pleasure through his muscles.

They wrestled and shifted, vying for their own pleasure as much as control of the encounter. Damon flipped Lilian over and took her from behind, thrusting into her with movements that reverberated through her soft, nubile body. Her breasts swung forward and back with hypnotic little shakes. Damon cupped them, squeezing them tight and letting his pleasure turn him into the beast.

She knew how to move her hips. She knew how to moan, how to urge him on, how to whisper hidden, dirty words that meant everything and nothing. Damon felt his release sneak up on him.

She didn’t ask him to pull out, and he didn’t offer, though as he came inside her, he immediately felt a fair amount of regret. She was Kastet’s resident spy and manipulator. He’d let himself play into her hands in order to play with her, and it felt like a betrayal of his goals, in retrospect.

“Did you enjoy that, Damon?” whispered Lilian. She ran a hand over his chest and stomach as they both lay on their backs. He got the sense that if he gave the word, he could set her to stroking and sucking him back into a state of arousal for a second round. That was why she was there.

“More or less,” he said. “It’s not going to happen again.”

“It could happen every night, if you wanted,” she replied. “Though, of course, there would be a few small conditions.”

“I don’t want or need to have you every night,” he said. “But I’ll still hear your conditions, if only to know where your mind is.”

Lilian nodded. She leaned halfway up, resting her elbow on the mattress and her head on her hand. “Damon, if Wrath offers you her crest, you need to politely turn her down. For Kastet’s sake, and for your family’s sake.”

He didn’t look at her. Despite everything he knew and suspected about what could happen if he became Wrath’s crest sorcerer, he was still undecided. He still wanted to hear Wrath offer it to him if nothing else.

“What else?” he asked.

“If Kastet offers herself to you, you need to politely turn her down.”

“What?”

“She’s still naïve and inexperienced in that way,” said Lilian. “She’s clearly developed an infatuation toward you, if not more than that. But I don’t think she realizes how such… entanglements would complicate her situation. She’s going to need to marry for political purposes, probably sooner rather than later.”

“You’re serious?” He tried not to smirk. It wasn’t as though he hadn’t noticed the shift in the way Kastet had looked at him ever since their escape from Hearthold, but nothing had happened since then.

“I’m deadly serious,” said Lilian. “If you fuck my princess, Damon Al-Kendras, I will gouge one of your eyes out.”

“Easy!” He took her fingers and kissed them. “Fine. I won’t touch Kastet.”

“Good.”

“Kain, on the other hand, could be fun. He’s one of those pretty 
lads.”

Lilian scowled and swatted him somewhere sensitive.


CHAPTER 11

Damon woke up to the sound of someone pounding on his door. Lilian had left at some point during the night, and he only had time to groan and sit halfway up before Vel stormed into his room.

His first assumption was that she was mad at him for bedding her friend and fellow lady-in-waiting. Vel’s expression was more concerned than angry, however, which suggested otherwise.

“Damon!” she said. “You have to get up! Something’s happened. Aesta is…”

Vel trailed off, her eyes flicking down toward his crotch. Damon followed her gaze, only then appreciating the full extent of his morning oak. His quilt was tented in a manner that bordered on outright comical.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Um…” Vel blushed, cleared her throat, and made an attempt at looking away. “When we woke up this morning, aesta was… True Divine, Damon. Can you at least roll over onto your side?”

“It’ll still be hard.”

“Yes, but…” She sighed and bit her lip. “Look, I came up here to tell you that aesta has disappeared.”

“What?”

“She made breakfast, penned a note for us, and left with one of the traveling packs and tents,” said Vel. “Here. See for yourself.”

She sat down next to him on the bed and passed him a piece of parchment.

Friends and Family,

An unexpected occurrence requires my attention. I’m not in any danger and will return within the week. Watch over the inn and one 
another.

Malon

“When was this found?” he asked.

“No more than half an hour ago,” said Vel. “I was the first up. I wasn’t sure what to do about it at first.”

“Gather everyone in the common room,” he said. “We have to discuss this.”

Vel nodded, stealing one last glance at the bulge in his quilt before hurrying out of his room. Damon dressed quickly and made his way downstairs. The others were already assembled, and from their frowns and expressions of curiosity, they’d already been filled in.

“Now that we’re all here, I think we need to recognize the simple truth,” said Kastet. “There’s only one pressing matter which I believe Lady Malon would need to attend to with such urgency.”

Damon exchanged looks with Vel and Ria before shaking his head. “I think there could be a few other reasons. I don’t necessarily disagree that one is more likely than the others, however.”

“Damon,” said Vel. “Is she talking about…?”

“Lascivious,” he said.

Before he could go on, a knock came at the inn’s front door. Damon exchanged a glance with Ria before reluctantly walking over and opening it. Doogle stood on the other side, with two other men who worked in town.

“Opening late this morning, Andy?” asked Doogle. “You normally have the door open by sunrise.”

“Ah, right.” Damon did his best to smile and stay polite. “We have a bit of an unusual situation on our hands today.”

“Tell me about it!” Doogle slipped by Damon and into the common room. “Is that porridge I smell?”

Malon had cooked breakfast, and the scent still lingered in and around the inn. If she’d been wanting a distraction to help reduce the impact of her leaving, she could have done far worse.

“Violet, Heather,” called Damon. “Get these men some breakfast.”

Kastet cleared her throat, speaking in her lower, more masculine tone. “Anders. Could we finish our conversation in private?”

“In a minute,” said Damon. “Why don’t you go sweep off the porch in case more patrons come our way?”

She glared at him, but still picked up the broom and headed outside. Lilian had taken a seat at one of the tables, and rather than looking annoyed, she seemed almost amused by his handling of the situation.

Damon slipped upstairs and began assembling his own traveling supplies. He didn’t take much, forgoing even the second tent, as he suspected that if he didn’t manage to catch up with Malon by nightfall, he’d have to abandon his chase, regardless. A small amount of food suitable to traveling, a change of clothes, a durable blanket.

His myrblade, of course.

“You are going after her, husband.” Ria stood in the doorway to his room, and her tone left her words as a statement, rather than a question.

“I’ll find her,” he said. “It needs to be one of us. Either you or me, and I think I’ll have an easier time traveling through this area as a Merinian than you will as one of the Remenai.”

“No doubt,” said Ria. “What Kastet said could be the truth, but we both know Malon well enough to understand that it could also be something else. She is a spirited woman, even more so in recent months.”

“Whatever her reasons are, I’d prefer to get an understanding of them ahead of Kastet and Lilian,” he said. “Keep an eye on them while I’m gone. Make sure they don’t try to meet with Wrath and Famine until I’ve returned.”

Ria frowned at that. “You worry for their loyalty?”

“Loyalty?” He shook his head. “More their judgment. Lilian is arrogant, and Kastet doesn’t have a true understanding of just how powerless she is.”

He started to put on his myrblade. Ria came up behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist to adjust the hang of his sword belt.

“They have need of me for their war scheme,” said Ria. “I will make sure they wait for your and Malon’s return before taking any further moves.”

“Thank you. I can travel faster than aesta. As long as I can pick up her trail and don’t get too distracted, this shouldn’t take long.”

Ria didn’t say anything. He looked over his shoulder and saw her favoring him with a surprisingly worried expression.

“What?” he asked.

“You can be… rather distractible at times.”


CHAPTER 12

Damon threw on a baggy cloak to cover his sword and headed down into the common room to announce his departure to the others. They still had patrons in the inn, which made it a rather strained affair.

“Be careful, Anders,” said Vel. “I’m serious.”

“Careful?” Doogle furrowed his brow. “Where, exactly, are you heading, lad?”

“Ah…” Damon winced and fumbled for an excuse. “Back to our old home. I’ll be meeting my mother along the way and we’ll be, uh, grabbing some items to tackle what’s left of our move.”

“The inn might start getting busy again,” said Kastet, as Kain. “We’ll have to take a few liberties to handle everything shorthanded if any unexpected guests arrive.”

“Just do your best and be mindful of what Lady Leah would want,” said Damon, stressing his words.

“It’s far from ideal to have her away from the inn so suddenly,” said Kastet. “We have decisions to make about, um, services and purchases.”

“Well, you know how she is.” He gave Kastet a very wide and false grin. She scowled back at him.

“Good luck, brother,” said Vel. She pulled him into a hug from the side and kissed him on the cheek. “Make sure she comes back safe.”

“I will.”

It felt strange setting out on the road with the intention of covering ground. Though they’d only been staying at The Rosewood Inn for a few short weeks, it had already begun to feel like home. The world hadn’t come to a standstill just because Damon and his family had. Events were still in motion.

The fair fall weather was no small blessing. A few clouds meandered across the sky above, but not enough to bode rain. The air was warm without being hot, which left him with room to travel at speed without worrying about sweating.

He passed through the archway leading into Azurecliff, eyeing Rovahn’s Falls in the distance. Damon was acting on the rather large assumption that Malon had headed north, possibly across the border into New Florencia.

It was a rough guess, but not one without deduction. When they’d first fled the tower after being attacked by the Blacksoul Band, Malon had suggested they head that way. She’d been vague about why at the time, but it made sense to Damon that there must have been something in New Florencia to justify her optimism.

“Anders?” called Keiza from the stoop of K and K Essentials. “Are you going somewhere?”

He nodded slowly, wondering if being caught by her was a blessing or a curse. “I am. I shouldn’t be gone for more than a day or two.”

She furrowed her brow. “Where are you headed? Is the inn going to manage alright without you?”

He decided he didn’t have much to lose by being mostly honest with Keiza, given how she’d probably be suspicious of him, regardless.

“My mother left town this morning,” he said. “She left us a note, but it was vague. We think she might have gone to meet with someone important to her.”

“Oh,” said Keiza. “Oh!”

Damon cleared his throat, bristling a bit at his own characterization of the situation. “I know this is a long shot, but is there any chance you saw her pass through?”

“Yeah,” said Keiza. “It was before sunrise, but I’m an early riser. I can’t be sure that it was her, but it’s rare for travelers to pass through town alone like that at such a sleepy hour. She was headed 
north up the road.”

“I had a feeling that might be the case,” he said. “Thanks.”

“Anytime,” said Keiza. “Be careful, Anders.”

“I will be.”

He ran at a jog along the road, leaving the town behind him as he continued into the distance. Patches of the land on either side of the river had been cleared for crops and animal grazing, with trees encroaching on the road in the places in between. It felt like passing through tunnels of autumn colors, with leaves falling as densely as snow.

Damon tried not to let his thoughts linger on his own mixed emotions. If the obvious assumption was correct, Malon had left the inn to report to Lascivious, her master, and one of the Forsaken. She hadn’t explained herself. She hadn’t asked them to come with her.

She’d just left.

It was hard not to feel a little betrayed. His aesta had been so diligent in keeping the part of her life occupied by Lascivious and her crest sequestered away in secret. Even after everything they’d been through, she still wasn’t open with him, or with any of them, about it.

A leaf landed in Damon’s hair as he passed through the shadow of several massive oak trees. He wondered if perhaps some of Malon’s decision was owed to the forbidden intimacy they’d shared. He remembered how she became after using her magic, how she’d reluctantly let him help her recover in her times of need.

Was she worried that Lascivious would have her use her magic again and what might result from it? Or was it simpler than that, perhaps just the echo of her guilt? Facing Lascivious after how far she and Damon had traveled into their illicit desires might be too much for her, the inverse of how Sharika had made her feel.

Damon sighed and set a hand on his sword hilt. On top of having to worry about his aesta and her motivations, he also had to worry about himself. With his myrblade still dormant, his capabilities weren’t all that far beyond those of the typical traveler. He’d need to 
be careful around larger groups of strangers, at least the ones well-armed enough to pose a threat.

The next few hours of travel passed uneventfully. There were other travelers on the road, but they were of the same mind as him, passing with a wide berth and minding their own matters. Damon kept hoping one of the people he’d approach to overtake would end up being Malon underneath their cloak, but his luck didn’t extend so far.

He came across an old farmhouse cordoned off by a rickety, weather-worn fence. The estate itself looked well kept, but what stole Damon’s attention was the long line of apple trees just within the property, each one brimming with ripe, early autumn fruit.

He hadn’t taken the time to eat before leaving that morning, as concerned and hasty as he’d been. His hunger stirred as he eyed the apples. A significant number had already dropped to the ground. He doubted the farm’s owner was overly concerned with securing the full harvest.

Damon looked both ways along the road, confirming no travelers were in sight. He looked at the farmhouse itself, but it was near impossible to tell if anyone was currently in residence within. The apple trees were no more than a dozen paces from the fence.

His stomach growled, and it was decided. Damon carefully leapt over the fence and trotted over to the nearest apple tree. He stuffed two apples into his pockets and was about to sink his teeth into a third when a loud bark came from elsewhere within the farmyard.

The dog that charged at him was neither large nor threatening. It wasn’t even all that young, running with a slightly offset gait that suggested a previous injury. It never stopped barking, however, and Damon was left deciding between bolting for the road or trying to play the situation a bit more coolly.

“Hey!” shouted a woman’s voice. “What’s going on here?”

Damon winced. He reached out a hand, hoping to calm the dog. It snapped at his finger, and only his gladiatorial reflexes kept him from losing the digit. The woman ambled out through the 
farmhouse’s front door, shielding her eyes from the sun to gaze over at him.

“This isn’t what it looks like,” called Damon.

The woman furrowed her brow. She wasn’t unattractive, but clearly older than him, with a distinct chubbiness about her. Her hair was dark brown and her clothes were practical, with a few stains that reminded Damon of his own time back on Malon’s farmstead.

“What it looks like…” said the woman slowly. “…Is that my dog managed to get outside the fence. Again! Why do you do this, Curly?”

The dog continued barking at Damon, if anything, even louder than it had before.

“Well, he was in the road, you see,” said Damon. “I thought I’d just bring him back over, assuming he was yours, but he started barking.”

“He’s a guard dog,” said the woman. “My husband brought him here to help keep the constant stream of apple thieves from being able to steal our livelihood quite so easily!”

“Right,” muttered Damon. “Apple thieves.”

He tried to shift his pockets around so the spherical fruits inside weren’t quite so obvious in the way they bulged outward.

“My name is Gaela,” called the woman. “It’s just me here. My husband is in town today, so I was having a lonely little lunch inside. You’re welcome to join me, mister…”

“Anders,” he said. “Anders Rosewood.”

“Ooh,” she said. “That’s a nice name.”

“Thank you.”

He took her up on her invitation and was soon sitting at a heavily polished but clearly homemade dining room table. Gaela had cooked sausage and peppers with fresh bread on the side, a meal that seemed a bit decadent for a simple lunch. Damon steered their polite conversation toward his own ends as he ate.

“I’m looking for my mother,” he said. “It seems she set off this way this morning. Left us a note saying she had some affairs to attend to, but we’re worried she might have gone to, uh, see an old friend.”

“Oh, that’s quite a pickle!” said Gaela. “Well, I do often watch the road. As I said before, it’s unbelievable how many apples we seem to be losing every day, and I have a clear view from my window.”

She gestured to the window behind her. Damon peered through it, spotting the dog trotting underneath one of the apple trees. It came to a slow stop, dropped low on its legs, and then leapt high enough into the air to snatch one of the fruits off a branch.

“Would you care for some apple wine?” asked Gaela.

“Sure,” said Damon. “So, my mother would have passed along this way earlier this morning, an hour or two after sunrise, I think.”

“There was a woman who came along this way,” said Gaela. “Solo travelers tend to stick out in my mind. I can’t tell you much more than that, though.”

She stood up and headed to the door, intent on letting the dog in. Damon finished his apple wine and stood to go.

The dog immediately began barking again when it saw him. Gaela was apologizing for it when the dog jumped and snapped at Damon’s pocket, hitting at just the right angle to knock the apple loose.

“Uh…” he said, trying to look innocent.

“You’re one of the apple thieves!” shouted Gaela. “Apple thief!”

She flung a cup of water at him that Damon barely managed to dodge.

“I should really be going,” he said.


CHAPTER 13

Damon’s encounter with Gaela and the apple-thieving dog had been fruitful. It wasn’t impossible that she’d mistaken Malon for another solo female traveler, but unlikely within the timeframe he’d been speaking about. He knew he was heading the right way, along with approximately how far behind her he was.

Damon munched on his remaining apple as he walked, wishing a wagon would roll by with a driver open to letting him barter for a ride. Unfortunately, he didn’t actually have the money to spare for that. Malon didn’t, either, a fact in which he could take a small amount of solace. They were both limited to the speed of their legs, and his were longer.

He was still a bit drunk from Gaela’s apple wine when he spotted a wagon on the side of the road in the distance. An old man with a white beard far longer and more spectacular than his remaining head hair was attempting to prop the wagon up with rocks to change one of the back wheels. His two horses neighed impatiently, and the old man seemed very concerned about how conspicuous he was to anyone passing by.

“Need a hand?” called Damon.

“What?” The old man snapped his eyes in Damon’s direction. “Oh. Ah. I suppose I do, though I don’t have much to offer in exchange.”

“Are you headed north?”

***

It took only a few minutes to get the wheel changed once Damon set his mind and muscles to the task. The horses pulled them forward along the road, traveling at a speed that was a bit underwhelming, though still faster than Damon could have managed by walking.

“You say you’re from Azurecliff?” asked the old man, who Damon had learned was named Clint.

“Yeah,” he said. “My family just opened an inn there. The Rosewood Inn. You should stop by if you’re ever in the area.”

“I pass by there on the regular!” said Clint. “What’s brought you out this way?”

“I’m looking for my mother,” he said. “I doubt you would have seen her unless you were stuck in that same spot a few hours back.”

“No, you arrived pretty much right after I’d broken down,” said Clint. “Thanks again for that. I’m set to pick up a batch of canvases in West Umberland.”

“Canvases?”

“Painting canvases,” said Clint. “I’ve got a special client down in Veridan’s Curve who does portraits. He’s planning on trying to get one of Queen Anise during her upcoming visit to Avaricia.”

Damon let his reaction show on his face, impressed by the morsel of information. “I wasn’t aware the Queen was coming to Veridan’s Curve.”

“Something about normalizing relations between Merinia and the Godking,” said Clint. “Don’t know much about that sort of thing.”

Damon nodded along with the rest of the conversation, but his thoughts swirled underneath. Was Wrath and Famine’s sudden interest in an alliance that included Princess Kastet simply coincidental timing? Would there ever be a better opportunity to move against Avarice than when one of his key allies could be dethroned and replaced in the same gambit?

“Do you know when the Queen will be arriving?” he asked.

“Soon, I suppose,” said Clint. “Can’t say exactly when.”

He stayed with Clint for a few more hours, only departing when the traveling merchant’s route took him along a road which veered off in a new direction. Damon was left debating whether to stick with the wagon and gamble on Malon having taken the same turn, or 
continue due north, and he chose to keep his course.

The sun was setting when Damon decided to make camp for the night. He spotted a grove of trees across a field of tall grass and felt as though it was the perfect place to rest without having to worry about being seen.

The fact that it was the same type of spot that Malon would have picked left him feeling slightly less surprised than he otherwise would have been when he noticed a small campfire illuminating an all-too-familiar silhouette.

She looked his way as he approached, the fire lighting up her face and confirming her as his aesta. Damon waved and casually took a spot across from her, eyeing the pot cooking over the flames.

“Aesta,” he said.

Malon sighed, shoulders relaxing. “Solas.”

She wore a maroon tunic and black leggings, along with a dark gray cloak. Damon hadn’t seen the clothes before, but he supposed it was possible she’d bought them on route. It was a small detail, but one that fed into his sense of frustration over how secretive she’d been in her departure and reasons for leaving.

“Why?” he asked.

“Why what?” she replied. She didn’t smile. Her face was resolved, and she didn’t shy away from his gaze. She was annoyingly beautiful, now more than ever.

“I understand if you don’t want to advertise your intentions and objectives to, say, Kastet, or Lilian, or Wrath,” he said. “But you could have told me, at least! Is this truly what the trust between us has deteriorated to?”

“You tell me, solas,” she said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Malon let her focus shift to stirring the stew in the pot. “Did you trust me on the night you confronted the Blacksoul Band?”

“I was protecting you!”

“Do you think I left on a whim?” she asked. “Could it be possible that I, perhaps, trusted in my judgment and set out from the inn with the intention of protecting you, and Vel, and Ria?”

He didn’t have a good answer, but he gave one anyway. “It’s hard to say, given how little I know about where you’re going and why.”

Malon sighed and shook her head. “Look. You’re here now. I apologize for making you worry. The choice is yours whether to head back to Azurecliff or continue forward with me.”

“Will you at least tell me where we’re going?”

“The town of Anliwich,” said Malon. “I need to check in with a friend there.”

“A friend,” he said dryly.

“A friend,” she repeated.

Damon still had concerns, but Malon lifted the ladle from the stew and brought it forward to his mouth, offering him a taste.

“Whoa,” he said. “Lots of spices.”

“Is it bad?”

“No,” he said. “More flavorful than you’d expect from a traveling stew.”

“I made a spice mixture to add to it before leaving this morning,” she admitted.

“Smart,” he said. He made to take the ladle from her hand for another taste, but she pulled it out of reach.

“You should set up your tent if you’re planning on staying at my campsite,” said Malon.

“I didn’t bring a tent,” he said. “The plan was to find you earlier in the day or turn back if I couldn’t.”

“What would you have done if you hadn’t found me?”

“The same thing it seems I’ll end up doing regardless,” he said. “Sleeping with my back against a tree.”

Malon didn’t say anything, and Damon felt almost glad for that. The situation between him and his aesta was as complicated and fragile as it had ever been. It was one thing to tease her a bit at the inn, where people were always around and their surroundings were calm and controlled.

Here, they were on their own, camping off the beaten path. Malon’s tent and bedroll were already set up, the same tent and bedroll that they’d once shared on a hot night outside Avaricia. He’d come so close to taking her completely as a woman that night. To sleep next to her now would be an invitation to pick up from where they’d left off, one he doubted he’d be able to refuse.

“That seems… prudent,” said Malon. “As long as it doesn’t rain.”

Her words left him hoping, almost praying for the crack of thunder overhead. Damon felt a burden of shame as he realized he was getting hard imagining the scenario. Slipping into Malon’s tent after a sudden squall, stripping wet clothes off and lying down under the same quilt, aroused and naked.

“Solas?” Malon held the ladle out. “More stew?”


CHAPTER 14

The mood was calm and familiar as Damon and Malon finished their supper. They spoke openly with one another on safe topics. The inn, how the others would manage without them, the gossip Damon had heard from the traveling merchant about Queen Anise’s arrival.

Neither of them broached the subject of the mysterious friend Malon was so keen on visiting. They didn’t talk about their own relationship either, be it in the form of previous nights on which they’d shared tents, the so-called horseplay
 they’d once indulged in with one another, or the shadow still lingering after their visit to Sharika’s orphanage.

It was too complicated, too tangled, like an old knot twisted in upon itself so any fiddling with it would only draw it tighter. Damon stood up as they finished eating and walked over to a broad tree on the edge of their campsite.

“This looks fine,” he said, sitting down against it. “I’ll manage well enough for tonight.”

Malon’s face was illuminated by the firelight. She didn’t look pleased by the arrangement, but he could tell from the small nod she gave that the side of chastity was winning out in her inner conflict.

“I could stay up with you until you drift off,” said Malon.

“There wouldn’t be much point. I figured I’d just spend time polishing my sword and…”

He trailed off, realizing how his words must sound to her. He quickly pulled his myrblade onto his lap, clearing his throat as he gestured to it.

“Polishing my myrblade is what I mean,” he said. “I’d like to see if I can reach her again.”

Malon sat by the entrance to the tent, and she watched him as he began running his fingers along the hilt.

“Do you have your dreamspell amulet with you, solas?”

He nodded. “I brought it just in case you decided to reach out to me.”

“If you wanted to, I could attempt to peer into your dreams tonight,” she said.

“I don’t know if what I experienced with Myr was a dream.” He shrugged. “Regardless, I see no reason why it wouldn’t be worth trying.”

He pulled the amulet out of his pack and put it around his neck. Malon stayed where she was rather than retiring to her own bedroll, face considerate. He almost expected her to invite him into the tent, and he almost expected himself to jump at the chance.

Instead, she came out to sit with him next to the tree. She held his hand. It was a small gesture of intimacy, but Damon savored it, all the same. He wondered sometimes what it was he truly wanted from her, if it was about sex, or love, or just being as close as he could be to his aesta.

“Anything yet?” asked Malon.

Damon squeezed the hand holding the hilt of his myrblade. “No. I’m not entirely sure how to do this. It was a bit like falling asleep before, I suppose. Falling into a dream, more like.”

“Here.” Malon gently guided him by the shoulders to lie down with his head in her lap. Damon felt silly as a grown man lying with his aesta like this, but then she began running her hands through his hair, and his objections died on his lips.

***

The shift into Myr’s prison happened all at once. Damon was suddenly on his feet within the mysterious chamber of ice. Myr was across from him, her seductive ice-blue body held firm by heavy chains.

A gasp came from Damon’s left. He glanced over to see Malon in a pile on the floor, as though she’d just fallen at a strange angle. He chuckled and reached a hand down to help her up.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“I’m fine, solas,” she said. “This place is… very strange. Entering your mind while you are here feels unlike anything I’ve done before. Almost like stepping into somewhere physical.”

“Yeah, well, it gets stranger.” He held out a hand, gesturing to Myr. “Aesta, meet Myr, the talent and voice behind my myrblade.”

“He’s the talent behind it,” said Myr, smiling a little. “I simply lend the power.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Myr,” said Malon. “You’re the first Ice Elemental I’ve ever spoken to cordially.”

“Ice Elemental?” asked Damon.

“She’s right, I think,” said Myr. “I was… a monster, Damon.”

“Ice Elementals aren’t monsters, strictly speaking,” said Malon. “They’re more like manifestations of power. They can take bodies for themselves, sometimes among the living, sometimes among the dead or inanimate. In your case, I assume you were once a human woman who was possessed by an Ice Elemental.”

“Um…” said Myr. “I don’t remember that.”

“What do you remember?” asked Damon. “Has anything come to you that might help us?”

The sound of wind ran through the chamber, though Damon felt no breeze against his skin. It was high-pitched, like a fierce gust over frozen snow crust in midwinter.

“I do remember being this, a monster or an Ice Elemental or whatever it is I am,” said Myr. “Bits and pieces, not the full picture. I killed men, Damon. Just like you did, but at the same time, not like you. I would embrace them. They’d feel so warm in my arms, and then so cold.

“Eventually, a group of men came after me. They couldn’t kill 
me. I somehow remember knowing that, even at the time. They knew it too, so what they did instead was trap me, I think.”

“Yes,” said Malon. “They must have had an enchanter among them. You’ve been soul trapped
, Myr. That’s what created the enchantment which lends solas’s sword so much strength. It’s your soul.”

Damon felt as though he knew all of this already, just from the many whispered words he’d shared with Myr. She wasn’t just a sword, or just an enchantment. She’d been even more lively than the embodiment of Wrath which had previously been within his weapon.

“What I don’t understand is why you’ve been bound like this,” said Malon. “It wasn’t the case before, was it?”

Myr looked away. “No. It wasn’t.”

“What do you mean?” asked Damon.

“The first chain had already been removed,” said Myr. “I put it back on after… what you did.”

He had no words. He wasn’t even sure if he could speak through the lump of shame that had taken hold in his throat. His sword, a tool meant for warfare and violence and killing, had been overwhelmed by the level of death he’d inflicted with it.

“Did you ever stop to think what would have happened had Damon gone into that fight without your enchantment?” asked Malon. “He will face opponents and battles far more dangerous than that. You’re inviting death upon him by withholding your power.”

“Aesta…” said Damon.

“This is your sword, solas,” she chided. “I will always wish for a world in which there is no impetus for us to need such power, but if the events of last night are any indicator, we aren’t there yet.”

She strode forward before he could say anything, setting her hands on one of Myr’s chains and gripping it firmly. There was a flash of crimson as she attempted to apply her magic to the task, and then she was flying through the air.

“Aesta!” shouted Damon.

Malon landed in a crumpled pile not unlike how she’d first arrived within the dream prison, with a few additions. Seven chains wrapped around her body, binding her in a manner not unlike Myr, though none of them connected directly to the walls of the chamber.

“Myr!” snapped Damon. “Rovahn’s balls, what did you just do?”

“She can’t remove the chains,” said Myr, turning her gaze down and to the side. “Only my master can.”

Malon let out a groan and unsteadily rose to her feet. “Solas… Please take these things off me.”

“This was a terrible idea,” muttered Damon. “Can you just end your dreamspelling and wake up in the real world?”

“They work the same on me as they do on the Ice Elemental,” said Malon. “I’m cut off from my power. If you can’t get these chains off…”

She swallowed, her expression serious and worried as she made an attempt at pulling on the chains crisscrossing her chest. They were tight enough to make interesting patterns, with one of the chains cutting just under her breasts and two others forcing them together from the sides.

She was still clothed, of course, but that did little to relieve the awkwardness of the situation as Damon took up a position behind her and began touching the chains. He shot a glance at Myr, who watched with a guilty frown.

“Will you tell me how to take them off now, Myr?” he asked.

“They simply need to be broken,” she said. “It takes a strong will, rather than strong arms.”

“Do this carefully, solas,” whispered Malon. “A few of them are located in… compromising places.”

She crossed and then uncrossed her legs, clearly trying to find a way to stand comfortably with the chains taut between her crotch and thighs.

“I can see that,” he said. “I’ll pull on them a bit first. Try to get a sense of which will be the easiest for you to have taken off.”

“I think that would be wise.”

He stepped in closer, setting his hands on her shoulders. A shudder ran through Malon from even just that. It was strange to see her like this. He’d recognized the fact that he’d grown taller than his aesta upon first returning to the farmstead long ago, but here and now, bound and unsteady, she suddenly seemed small.

Just a small woman, powerless and tied up with chains. She was vulnerable, and she was placing her trust in him, not as her solas, but as a man who could get the job done and do what she couldn’t.

“How does this feel, aesta?” He gave one of the chains running over her shoulder and crossing down her back a gentle pull. Malon sucked in a shaky breath, back arching visibly.

“It’s cold,” she whispered.

“Sorry!” called Myr.

“I… I don’t think it would hurt me for you to pull on it, though,” whispered Malon.

“Good,” said Damon. “I’m going to have to in order to get you off.”

Malon cleared her throat. “Solas.”

“What?”

She let out a sigh. “Never mind. Just be quick.”

He tested it again, pulling it up high enough to get his hands underneath the metal and grip it solidly. The idea of simply slipping it sideways and off her body seemed like the simple and obvious solution, but the chains wove through one another in such a way to make it impossible.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Go ahead,” said Malon.

Damon set his strength to pulling at the chain. It felt as strong 
and unyielding as any metal in the real world, but he persisted, grunting and pulling Malon closer to brace her body against his. Her butt pressed into his crotch as he pulled and yanked.

A sharp, chiming snap sounded through the chamber as one of the chain’s links finally gave. Damon let out a breath of exertion as he pulled it loose from Malon, watching her shudder again as individual links slid against her body at the points where the other chains still held it taut.

“You alright?” he asked.

“Mmhmm,” said Malon, hugging her arms across herself. Her face was bright red. “You can keep going, solas. Uh… if you’re ready?”

He set his hands on her hips, repositioning her body. Slowly, he ran his fingers up his sides, testing each chain again and observing her reaction. Malon twitched and shuddered, tension pooling in her muscles of a kind that Damon hadn’t expected.

“Do you have to pull on them like that?” she whispered.

“I could hurt you if I just pick one at random, aesta.”

He tugged on another chain. Malon made a surprised noise and bent forward a little. Damon held the chain, trying not to indulge in the control it gave him over her. A soft tug was enough to move her forward or back. What would happen if he pulled harder?

“Solas?” said Malon.

“Right. Brace yourself.”

“Against what?” she asked.

Damon took her by the hips again and pulled her backward. He was shamefully aroused, and he felt his aesta reacting to his hard cock pressing into the valley of her thighs. There were chains there, of course, which made it a bit less enjoyable than it would have normally been.

He put effort into snapping the next chain, grunting a bit as he snapped it loose. Malon shivered and fell forward. Damon grabbed 
her by one of the points where the chains crossed to help steady her, but it very nearly had the opposite effect. She shuddered and briefly tried to reach back to swat off his hands before hugging herself.

“Do you want me to let go?” he asked.

“It’s… fine,” she said, her tone undercutting her words. “Some of the chains pull at me in… sensitive ways.”

“Does it feel bad?”

Malon cleared her throat. “No, solas. It doesn’t feel… bad.”

He couldn’t resist giving the knot of chain he held another gentle tug. A sexual noise escaped Malon’s throat.

The next four chains were straightforward to remove, none of them touching Malon in a manner that stole her breath away overmuch. The last two, however, were the ones that sidled up between her thighs, rising across her body to make an x-shape along the edges of her breasts.

“When I pull on these, aesta,” he whispered into her ear. “You’re going to feel it.”

“I can take it, solas,” she replied. “Just don’t… misinterpret my reaction.”

“I plan on savoring it.”

“Solas! You—”

He gave one of the chains a small tug, cutting off her protest midsentence. Malon arched her back and pressed herself against him, her body quivering against the chain striding her womanhood.

Damon carefully got his hands into place, not doing much to disguise the way he teased her with back and forth motions of the chain. Malon shivered and kept her face turned away from him. Her entire body tensed and flexed as he took a dominant grip on the chain and pulled.

She let out a pleasured gasp and fell to her knees. Damon crouched over her, gently rubbing her back.

“One more, aesta,” he said. “Let’s do it now.”

“Solas,” she whispered. “I think I… I might need a minute.”

He grabbed the chain, pushing her shoulder so she was bent over on all fours. He knew he was pressing his luck, but he couldn’t resist. He pulled on the last chain, fully aware of how it teased her between the legs.

Malon let out a whimper and splayed her hands across the floor of the ice chamber. Her legs suddenly snapped tight together in an attempt to hide or stop the inevitable, but that only forced the metal links deeper into her.

Damon gave the chain a soft, leading pull. Malon’s head shot back, and her eyes began to flutter as she let out a shuddering, contented moan. He planted a soft kiss on her neck and then committed his strength, breaking the last binding.

He’d expected to still be in the ice prison once Malon was free, but the act instantly broke the spell of the dream world. He felt Malon’s soft thighs underneath his head and stared up at the stars and the ghost moon. Malon was quivering, and she took a few steadying breaths, still absently stroking his hair.

“Well,” she said. “It seems that was a poor idea.”

“Speak for yourself,” said Damon. “I feel as though it was rather illuminating.”

“Let’s forget this ever happened and get some sleep.” She started to shift him off her and stand up.

“Of course, aesta,” he said. “Say, I saw some chains for sale in Kemren’s shop a few days ago. Perhaps we could—”

She swatted him hard on the knee. “Go to sleep, solas.”


CHAPTER 15

Damon had a cramp in his leg when he woke up the next morning. His spot against the tree had been far from comfortable, but he shook it off quickly as he heard movement and voices from deeper within the forest.

There was no time to wake up Malon. He set a hand on his sword hilt, not drawing his myrblade, but readying himself to. A group of scruffy looking men materialized from within the woods, stepping into the modest campsite as though it was their own.

“What’s this, now?” called the one in front. “A man sleeping against a tree while his woman is in the tent? Bit of a lover’s quarrel, maybe?”

There were six of them in total, each armed with a sword or similar melee weapon. Damon sighed and drew his myrblade.

“I just woke up,” he said. “I doubt any of you have an idea of how much danger you’re in right now, but since I’m still groggy, I’ll give you the chance to walk away, regardless.”

The men laughed. Damon joined in with his own exaggerated cackle. He stepped forward, drawing his sword into a basic guard stance.

“How about we offer you the same?” said their leader. “We’re here to help, see. If you’re having an argument with your missus, why not let us talk to her? We’ll each go into the tent one by one, see, and take a turn having a nice, honest—”

Damon blurred forward, slashing the man’s wrist. His strike didn’t sink deep enough to sever the hand, but it still elicited a nice scream. The other men shouted and made to attack. He blocked a sword strike and countered with a slash that forced two of the others back.

He was reasonably certain he could dispatch all of them on his own if he was quick and careful. Malon saved him from having to. 
She crawled out of the tent and stood up, the crest on her back flickering with crimson power.

She was undressed, clad only in her small clothes, and the men took notice immediately. So much so that the fight drew to a pause as they ogled her, one of them whistling, two others stepping in her direction.

“True Divine,” said one of the men. “Whose idea was it to come this way again?”

“Mine,” said one of the others.

“I will never doubt your judgment again. Look at the tits on her. I’m getting hard already. I can’t wait to—"

Damon stabbed the man speaking through the thigh with his myrblade. “Watch your tongue, or I will cut it out.”

Another man roared and charged, only to be unceremoniously lifted into the air by crimson energy and hurled into the trees. Malon knocked another prone with a push of power, wisely opting to forego her fire magic in respect for the flammable forest around them.

Damon slashed another man across the chest and spun, searching and failing to find a new target. The short exchange of violence had been enough to send them running, with the few who were uninjured helping their wounded friends hobble into the distance.

“Are you alright, solas?” asked Malon.

“Fine,” he said. “I could have handled that, you know.”

“I’m aware.” Malon smiled and blushed slightly. “I don’t doubt your prowess.”

He furrowed his brow, noticing the heaviness of her breathing. She’d used her magic, and he knew what that did to her.

“We should strike down the camp in case there are others nearby,” he said, taking a step toward her.

“I agree,” said Malon. “We still have a fair bit of traveling ahead of us.”

“We do.” Damon set a hand on her hip and gently drew her to him. “Good morning, aesta.

“Good morning, solas.” She tried not to smile as Damon brushed hair back from her face.

He kissed her on the lips, enjoying what she allowed him to get away with in her post-magic state. He knew it was cruel to take advantage in such a way, so he didn’t push his luck, only kissing and doing a bit of touching. Her butt felt so incredible in his hands.

“Mmm…” moaned Malon. “You’re wicked, solas. You know this isn’t proper.”

“I know.” He ran a thumb over her lips. “And you know.”

She cleared her throat, patted him on the chest, and gave him a serious look. “I’m going to get dressed now.”

He held her in the embrace for another few seconds, and the memory of the control he’d had over her with the chains came to mind unbidden. He pulled his arms away from her, feeling a mixture of burgeoning desire and warranted shame.

Malon changed back into her tunic, leggings, and cloak. Damon prepared them a quick breakfast consisting of leftovers from the night before and hardened oat squares. They ate, packed up the tent, and set off.

The sky began to cloud over as soon as they reached the road. No more than an hour into their day’s journey did the thunder begin to boom. The weather made the morning disconcertingly dark, and the rain felt overdue when it finally began to fall.

It was just a trickle at first, enough to wet Damon’s hair and push him to walk a little faster. Malon’s hand brushed his as they drew closer together and he took it into his, enjoying the simple intimacy of walking at her side.

Even though the rain was more of a drizzle than a deluge, it still was enough to make the going into a slog. For a while, they walked alongside the road, sticking to the cover of whatever trees they could find. That cover eventually ran out as their direction took 
them down a side road to the east.

Damon followed Malon with no real idea of where they were going. Within a few minutes of being out in the open again, his shirt was soaked completely through. He wiped wetness from his face and squeezed his aesta’s hand.

“How much farther do we need to go?” he asked. “Would it make sense to camp through this?”

“We aren’t far,” said Malon. “It’ll be a few more hours, but if we keep going, we’ll arrive today. We can endure.”

Endure was the word for it. The autumn had a hint of chilliness even when the weather was fair. With the rain pouring down on them, slowly but surely drenching their clothing, it was impossible to keep warm in any real sense of the word.

They continued forward, maintaining a pace motivated as much by escaping the dreary weather as reaching their destination. Damon’s boots squelched with each step as the leather inevitably soaked through. He kept thinking that he was as drenched as he could possibly be, only to be proven wrong a few minutes later as his waterlogged clothing hung heavier on his frame.

Malon wasn’t fairing any better. Her tunic was tight against her chest, and droplets of rain dripped in a near constant stream from the tip of her ponytail. She was pale, all color and warmth washed from her face by the storm’s incessant onslaught.

She fell down at one point, sliding across the ground on her knees after stumbling over uneven terrain. Damon helped her to her feet, noticing how quickly the rain washed the mud from her leggings. She hung on him at the side from that point forward, teeth chattering from the cold.

“There!” she finally announced after several more hours of their numbing march. “That’s Anliwich. That’s where we’re headed.”

It was a small village nestled within a low-lying mountain valley. Anliwich was tiny and quaint, even when compared to Azurecliff or Morotai. The houses and buildings were modest and charming, all in 
the style of Florencian cottages. There couldn’t have been more than twenty properties in total.

Damon wasn’t there to see the town’s sights. He immediately began scrutinizing what he could see of the area, looking for anything that seemed out of place through the continuous veil of rain.

Would one of the Forsaken truly hide out in such an out of the way, unassuming town? He wondered if his urge to ask that question was exactly why they might.


CHAPTER 16

“Here we are,” said Malon.

“Here we are,” replied Damon. “Am I allowed to follow you forward, or will you force me to wait on the village outskirts?”

Malon furrowed her brow and gave him a small shake of the head. “You may have to temper your disappointment if you were expecting some dramatic revelation, solas. I’m here for a practical purpose.”

She led him along the town’s only road. With the rain coming down in pouring sheets, few people were outside, even where the option of covered porches was available. The storm’s intensity was so much, in fact, that Damon realized the puddle he was attempting to step out of was an even layer of flooding across the ground.

He took a second look at the buildings around him and realized that the lifted foundations served a purpose beyond adding to the charm of the cottages. They had a clearance of several feet, likely enough to avoid exposing their interior floors to the water when it began to rise in earnest.

Malon led him into what was, by far, the largest building of the bunch. Damon’s silent hope for it to be an inn was at once fulfilled as they stepped into the warm, welcoming common room.

“Leandra’s bush, you’re both dripping wet!” called a woman’s voice. “Towels! Let’s start with towels, shall we?”

Within minutes, the two travelers were warming up in front of a roaring hearth, both swaddled with two towels apiece. The innkeeper was a woman with wide hips, a generous bust, and an easy smile, named Phoebe. Aside from her, the inn was otherwise deserted, with Damon and Malon the only patrons in residence.

“I’m so happy you came back through this way, Malon,” said Phoebe. “How long has it been? Five years?”

“Closer to seven, I would think,” said Malon. “Phoebe, this is 
Damon.”

Phoebe’s smile grew a bit wider. “A pleasure to meet you, Damon. You are Malon’s…?”

“She’s my aesta,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”

Phoebe blinked at him blankly. “Uh-huh. I’m not familiar with the term.”

“He’s family,” said Malon. “I trust Damon implicitly. With that said… It might be best if Phoebe and I converse in private for a few minutes. Are you alright with that, solas?”

Damon nodded slowly, doing his best to keep from favoring the attractive innkeeper with his ever-growing sense of suspicion. Was this why Malon had been so warm to the idea of running an inn? Was she following the example of her master?”

He tried to listen in on Malon and Phoebe’s conversation as they made their way into the kitchen, but he only managed to pick out the occasional laugh or single word exclamation. He looked around the common room instead, trying to pick out clues from what seemed like an incredibly mundane space.

“You’re welcome to take a bath if you’d like, Damon,” called Phoebe. “The inn has its own cistern to draw from. It’ll take some time to heat, but there’ll be no shortage of water after rain like this.”

“Perhaps I’ll take one when I return for the night,” suggested Malon. “I’m afraid I still have to head back out into the rain to visit a few more people.”

“Of course,” said Phoebe. “I’ll have rooms prepared for you both. It’s at my courtesy. We still have much more to speak of, Malon.”

Malon smiled and squeezed Phoebe’s hands before returning to Damon in the common room. Her hair was still damp, and she looked less than thrilled about heading back outside as she made her way toward the door.

“You can stay here if you’d like,” she offered.

“Would it make it more convenient for you if I did?” he asked, 
voice edged with suspicion.

Malon let out a small laugh. “You are so certain of your assumptions. I would think you to be old enough to know better than to fall into that sort of flattened thinking.”

“Is it really necessary for you to maintain this wall of secrecy, even now?” he asked. “Aesta, I know why we’re here.”

“And why are we here, solas?”

She got in his face a bit, though more in a teasing way than a confrontational one. Damon shot another glance toward Phoebe, who was still near enough to make him weigh honesty against the potential for eavesdropping. Though, if Phoebe was Lascivious, the risk was irrelevant.

“Onward, then,” he said. “Let’s take care of whatever else you need to in this town.”

“Follow me.”

Malon moved quickly once they were back out in the rain. The town’s tiny size was advantageous for getting around, and they were soon standing on another porch. Malon knocked gently on the door, and after a moment, it edged open.

“Yes?” said an aged, feminine voice.

Even though the door was only open a crack, the smell of incense wafted out with enough strength to make Damon feel as though he was tasting lavender. Malon leaned her head to the side, putting her face into view of the house’s occupant.

“Hello, Dice,” said Malon. “It’s been a while.”

“Malon.” The door opened wider. “Well, don’t just stand there. Get inside already.”

The woman, Dice, was old and frail, to the point Damon had to fight the urge to immediately discount her as one of the Forsaken. He’d assumed that the same power imbued within Malon’s crest that kept her from aging visibly would also be available to the Divine Remnants themselves.

Perhaps it was a choice for them, or perhaps they had more control over their physical appearance than he’d realized?

“Who’s the boy?” snapped Dice. She wore a dark cloak, and her gray hair stuck out at stiff angles, like old straw.

“This is Damon,” said Malon.

“Hello,” he said. He didn’t try to sound polite as Dice glared at him and looked him over.

“I’m not interested in tending to our business in front of an audience, Malon,” said Dice. “You should know better by now.”

“I know well enough,” said Malon. “This won’t take long. When you hear what I have to say, I think you’ll let the matter drop.”

Dice muttered something under her breath and gestured for them to come in. Her house gave off an aura of disuse, more of a shack than a proper home, really. A dim lantern sat on a table in the center of the room. Various alchemy ingredients adorned the shelves across the walls, including several animal skulls, a jar full of yellow liquid, and dried blood painted into patterns across a strip of parchment.

“He’s wearing a sword,” said Dice. “Does the boy think he’s some kind of warrior?”

Damon matched the sneer on her face with a dismissive smirk. “Do you think you’re some kind of witch?”

“Oh, I’m worse than that,” said Dice. “I’m a heretic.”

She smiled, revealing the few yellowing teeth left in her mouth. Damon shot a glance at Malon, uncertain of the true nature of the situation.

“Dice,” said Malon. “Can we please get down to business?”

“I suppose.” The old woman let out a cackle and sat down at the table. “He’s fun to tease.”

“He can be.” Malon looked as though she was containing a smile. “Here’s what I brought you.”

She reached into her tunic and withdrew a familiar-looking bundle, though it wasn’t until she spread it open for Dice’s inspection that the heady scent reached Damon’s nose.

“Hey!” he said. “That’s the heartlift weed.”

“Yes, it is,” said Malon.

“It’s a little damp,” muttered Dice. “The buds are nicely sized. I could give you eighty silver for the lot.”

“You’re selling it?” shouted Damon. “After how you reacted to Ria and I suggesting the very same thing?”

“Dice deals in medicine,” said Malon. “She’ll use the drug for its intended purpose.”

“More or less.” Dice cackled again and smelled one of the buds. She and Malon fell into a whispered conversation not unlike the one Malon had shared with Phoebe earlier.

Damon folded his arms and leaned against the wall by the door. It seemed hard to fathom that Malon’s true purpose for coming to Anliwich could simply have been to sell heartlift weed. Then again, with how tight their finances had become at The Rosewood Inn, it wasn’t as though it didn’t make a certain amount of sense.

They left soon after. The rain hadn’t let up in the slightest, and the town was now partially flooded, with water pooling up to their ankles over the road in places. They hurried toward another cottage, this one with windows that glowed with ambient light against the stormy, late afternoon gloom.

Malon knocked gently on the door. It opened after a minute. An attractive blonde woman greeted them, cradling her pregnant stomach with one arm while holding a nursing baby with the other. Damon tried not to glance reflexively toward the nipple from which the child enthusiastically sucked milk.

“Malon,” said the woman. “You’ve returned!”

“I have,” said Malon. “I’m sorry it took as long as it did, Tonia.”

“Please, come in!” said the woman.

She stepped backward, ushering them into a cozy home that couldn’t have been more different from Dice’s dingy shack. A bookshelf with old, neatly organized volumes stood along one wall. The hearth crackled, flames licking at a fresh log, filling the room with warmth and illumination.

Several cushioned chairs were arranged around the fire, with a few children’s toys scattered across the floor underneath their legs. A man wearing an apron poked his head out of the apparent kitchen.

“Tonia?” said the man. “Is someone… Oh! Lady Malon!”

Damon saw a complicated mixture of emotions pass across the man’s face. Tonia hurried over to him, passing the baby into his arms and setting a hand on his shoulder.

“Damon, meet Tonia and Carter,” said Malon. “Tonia, Carter. This is Damon.”

“It’s so nice to finally meet you,” said Tonia. “Malon spoke at length about you on her last visit. Although it was years and years ago! I can see you’ve grown since then.”

“I have,” said Damon. “It’s nice to meet you both.”

He felt as though he’d had his fill of introductions for the day. He was more interested in getting answers, but they still seemed elusive. Malon and Tonia took seats in front of the fire, while Carter returned to the kitchen.

There was another person within the home. Damon caught sight of a young girl’s face, no older than twelve or thirteen at most, peering down at him from a second-floor loft. She hid as soon as their eyes met. Damon quirked an eyebrow at Tonia and Malon, who’d caught the exchange.

“That’s my daughter, Seffarina,” said Tonia. “Seffi, for short. She’s a bit shy.”

“A bit shy, she says!” boomed Carter from the kitchen.

“She likes to read,” said Tonia. “Anywho. You must have traveled through the storm to get here? I hope you were careful. Our 
village isn’t without danger, you know.”

“We were cautious,” said Malon. “Solas, ah, Damon, has a strong sword arm. We managed well enough. I had some business to attend to with Dice, but I also come bearing news that you should be privy to.”

Damon tried to seem inconspicuous as he drew closer to their conversation. This was it. Tonia was Malon’s hidden master. She seemed a bit too agreeable for him to easily imagine her as one of the Forsaken, but her appearance certainly fit. Attractive, pregnant—breastfeeding, even. She was practically brimming with the results of embodying a lascivious nature.

“Is it fair to say that it involves what you wrote about in your letter?” asked Tonia.

Malon nodded. “The inn which we’ve taken over could sorely use the help of a skilled craftsman. If Carter had interest in taking on some of the renovations, I’m sure we could work out fair compensation.”

“He would absolutely be interested!” said Tonia. “Thank you so much, Malon. You know how hard times have been for us. This would be a serious windfall.”

Damon kept thinking he was hearing a hidden code with Malon and Tonia’s conversation, because otherwise, it was mind-numbingly mundane and straightforward. He kept expecting them to drop into whispers as Malon had with Dice and Phoebe, but she never did.

He followed her back out onto the road as she said her goodbyes, waving to the little girl, Seffi, who blushed and ran back upstairs. Malon didn’t slow down for him as she made her way toward the inn.

“Are you having fun with this?” he asked.

“A little,” she said, smiling at him. “What have you learned so far, solas?”

He stared at her through the rain, looking back to Tonia and Carter’s house, and then to Dice’s shack.

“Assuming Lascivious is here in this town…” he began, thinking it through. “…She isn’t as ambitious as the other Forsaken.”

Malon neither confirmed nor denied his conclusion.


CHAPTER 17

They headed back to the inn. A few patrons had arrived since they’d left, but no more than half a dozen in total. Phoebe apologized profusely at other guests having gotten ahead of them in line for baths, setting a mug of ale down at the bar for each of them.

“Feels nice to be on this side of an inn again, after so much time having it be work,” said Damon.

“Very true.” Malon took a sip of her drink and wiped a bit of froth off the tip of her nose. “Phoebe has been in this business for far longer than we have. We should take notice of how she runs her establishment.”

“I have been,” he said. “It makes me appreciate the fact that we have multiple sets of hands. She hasn’t stopped moving since we first got back.”

Malon chuckled and slid her beer to the side as Phoebe reappeared with plates of potato hash and glazed carrots for each of them. Damon dug into the food as he remembered his hunger, savoring each and every bite.

He was nearly finished with his meal when a shout came from the corner of the common room. A young woman sitting near the window stared transfixed into the road outside. She waved a hand to the others, gesturing them over as she swiveled her head around, face scrunched with worry.

“It’s back!” she said.

Murmurs of fear and concern spread through the few patrons in attendance. Damon walked over to the window, frowning as he took in what he saw outside.

There was a monster in the street. It was tall, easily double the size of a man, with long, misshapen tentacle arms and a face that seemed composed only of a gaping, razor-toothed mouth-hole. It was dark purple in color, and though it stood upright on two legs, 
there was a hunch to its posture that made Damon think it would be just as comfortable using its tentacles as extra feet.

“True Divine,” he muttered. “What is that?”

He drew his sword on reflex. He’d fought some intimidating opponents before, but the sight of this… thing
 standing in the rain, in the middle of the night, made his blood run cold.

“That’s one of the river feeders.” Phoebe’s voice was one of forced calm, the tone a person relies upon when aware of how close they’re treading to panic. “It usually stays near water, so we don’t have much trouble avoiding it. When it floods, like this… sometimes it comes farther in.”

“Pensalagi
 is the Remenai word for it,” said Malon. “They’re dangerous, but incredibly rare. Solas… We can’t ignore this.”

He nodded, sucking in a breath and taking a second look at the monster. It moved slowly, but that didn’t necessarily mean it was slow. It seemed pensive in the way it shifted forward along the road, holding its tentacles out every few steps as though sensing something on the air with the tips of the appendages.

He made his way out through the inn’s front door, cursing softly as his feet sank into the floodwaters, now up to the bottom of his calves. High enough to slow him down as he stepped forward.

He briefly considered how much easier the oncoming fight would be if his myrblade weren’t still dormant. A few ice spikes would, at the very least, be enough to spear the pensalagi in place. It was pointless to strategize with an ability he didn’t have, so instead, he glanced toward Malon who was following behind him.

“Can you hold it in place?” he asked.

“I’m… not sure,” she said.

“Fire?”

She shook her head. “The rain is too heavy for it to be of much use.”

“Wonderful.” Damon rolled his shoulder out and started forward. 
“I’ll start this off. Look for an opening to paralyze it with your spells if you can.”

Malon gave him a nod and a pat on the shoulder. “Be careful, solas.”

Stealth was out of the question as he rushed toward the monster, each step splashing loudly through the flooded road. It spun to face him as he came within sword striking distance, tentacles shooting outward as though attempting to make itself seem larger.

It didn’t really need to do that, Damon silently noted. It was already twice as tall as he was and perhaps three or four times heavier. His heart pounded as he launched into his first attack, slashing his myrblade at the eerie, gill-like slits running across the pensalagi’s chest.

It reared back with surprising speed, putting itself just out of range. Damon leaned into his momentum, twisting his sword into another strike that caught and severed one of the monster’s tentacles.

A hideous scream sounded from deep within its maw, like the echo of breaking glass. Tentacles surged toward Damon, groping for his arms and legs. He dodged most of them, but most — unfortunately — was not all.

One of the appendages took a firm grip of his ankle, nearly knocking him off his feet as he tried to step back. His only option was to swing his myrblade in a wild, desperate defense, barely keeping the monster from being able to press its advantage momentarily.

“Solas!” shouted Malon.

The monster’s mouth stretched open, a full circle of razor-sharp teeth wide enough across to easily fit Damon’s head. That seemed to be the pensalagi’s objective as it fell forward onto him. At the last second, an aura of crimson pulsed into existence, freezing the monster’s mouth mere inches from crushing down on Damon’s skull.

He grunted and thrust his sword into the obvious target, sinking the tip deep into the pensalagi’s throat. There was a spurt of blood 
along with a hiss of pain. Malon’s magic wavered as the monster began to thrash, but it relented its attack, instead retreating through the water at a speed no human could easily have matched.

“That’ll have to suffice, for now,” said Malon. “We’ll look into this more tomorrow.”

“Right.” Damon sheathed his myrblade. “Thanks for catching it when it lunged at me.”

Malon gave him one of her doting smiles. They’d been back out in the rain for long enough to render themselves drenched again, and he could see the curves of her breasts through the thin, soaking wet fabric of her tunic.

“Think nothing of it, solas,” she said.

She reached her hand out, taking his into hers and leading him back inside the inn.

***

The patrons greeted them with a round of applause, along with several offers to buy them drinks. Damon accepted a few of them, as did Malon. They were heroes for the night, though their sopping wet clothing made it hard to revel in their glory for long.

Phoebe was kind enough to steer them upstairs to where the bath chamber had been prepared for them. Two tubs full of steaming hot water sat divided by a cloth screen partition, a sight so enticing that Damon let out an involuntary groan.

“When you undress, toss your clothing in this basket here,” said Phoebe, gesturing to a wooden clothes hamper. “There are towels and modesty robes hanging from the bath partition, so I’ll wash the rest of your garb and let it dry by the fire for the morning. Please, don’t hesitate to let me know if you need anything else. The two of you did an incredible thing for our town tonight.”

She grinned at them both, and after shooting Malon a slightly 
apologetic glance, planted a quick kiss on Damon’s cheek. He felt the spot where her lips had touched with his fingers as she left the chamber, shooting his aesta an amused smile.


CHAPTER 18

“She seems a little taken with you,” said Malon.

“She’s just being nice,” said Damon. “I’d rather have a chance to pick her mind than a kiss from her, honestly. It seems as though she’s quite practiced when it comes to running an inn.”

He stepped behind the partition, noting the way it rendered Malon in silhouette on the other side, rather than obscuring her form completely.

“How do you think Velanor, Ria, and Kain are managing?” she asked.

Damon took his tunic off and lobbed it into the hamper. “Do you want a reassuring answer, or an honest one?”

“I want your native opinion,” said Malon.

She began untying her tunic with slow, elegant movements. Damon wondered if she could sense him staring through the screen.

“I think they might be struggling,” said Damon. “Ria and Vel have a habit of bickering with one another when it comes to dividing work. Remember how they used to be over chores back at the farmstead?”

“They have Kain,” pointed out Malon. “Perhaps he could help maintain the peace.”

“No offense to Kain, but he doesn’t have the requisite experience with hard work to make a good innkeeper.”

Damon slid his trousers down, pausing for a moment before removing his undershorts. Malon slipped off her half-shirt as he looked back over at the partition, her breasts falling loose in motions that were still utterly mesmerizing, even blurred by the screen.

“I think they’ll be alright,” said Malon. “I have to imagine they’ll find a way to hold themselves together. With how few patrons we were getting, this may have been a good chance for them to take on 
more responsibility.”

Damon nodded, though he wasn’t sure he’d actually heard a single word she said as she wiggled out of her leggings and girlshorts. She was naked behind the screen, so close that he could reach out and caress her body had the divider not been there. His aesta, the woman he loved and respected and cherished, naked and sighing as she sank into a hot bath.

There was a knock at the door. Damon spun, only realizing how aroused he’d become as his cock moved with his body like a thick branch in the wind.

“One of the patrons sent you up a bottle of apple wine, if you’re…” Phoebe gaped at Damon, eyes fluttering as she took in the sight of his flaunted manhood. “Um… If you’re interested.”

“Always,” said Damon. He motioned with his hand for her to come over, almost grinning as he saw the way her face flushed, and her obvious determination to not ogle him further. “Thank you.”

“Anytime,” she said.

Malon cleared her throat. “We were in the middle of bathing, Phoebe.”

“Oh! Right! Excuse me.”

Damon chuckled as she hurried out of the chamber and closed the door behind her, taking their wet clothes with her. He took a long swig of the apple wine and briefly considered passing it to Malon as an excuse to go around to the other side of the partition. There was a sufficient gap to hand it through at the bottom, however, as Malon demonstrated by reaching an arm under.

“Thank you, solas,” she said.

“Drink as much as you’d like. I filled up on my free hero beers earlier.”

Malon took a long sip of the wine. “You were
 the hero tonight. I hope you know that.”

“I do,” he said. “You… held back with your magic. I know you 
could have downed that monster with the sheer force of your spellcraft, even lacking fire.”

“It’s not always that simple, solas,” she whispered. She slid deep enough into the bath for only her head to be visible, along with the arm holding the wine bottle.

“What makes it complicated?” asked Damon as he sank into his own tub. The water was brilliant, so near to the inverse of his entire dreary, wet day.

“I think you know already,” said Malon. “Perhaps I was worried. It is… just the two of us here, on this journey. At this inn. Perhaps I feared I might become crazed with passion if I threw a real spell.”

“I’m not sure I believe you.”

“It’s part of the truth. The part that I have the means to control.” The accusation was thick in her voice, but also a bit playful.

“I’ve been getting better at controlling myself,” he countered.

Malon let out a rolling giggle and drank more wine.

“I’m serious,” he said. “Aesta, I’ve had more perspective in recent weeks. Ever since we… met with Sharika.”

Malon sighed. “I’d prefer not to speak of that.”

“Then don’t speak. Just listen. In the same way Sharika is your aesta, you’re mine.” He sank deeper into the tub, leaning his head back against the hard wooden lip. “I could never bear to feel as though I’d lost your respect or your love through my own impulsive actions. I’d never be able to live with myself, let alone look you in the eye.”

There was a beat of pause as his words divided the moment in the same way the partition divided the room.

“That’s never going to happen,” whispered Malon. “True… our little, um, accidents
 were a part of what Sharika and I discussed. But our relationship was already far more strained and complicated than you realize. There’s nothing you could do that would make me stop loving you, solas. You make me proud every single day.”

Damon rose up in the tub, looking directly at her through the screen. “Truly?”

“Truly.”

There was another knock, followed by the door inching open a crack.

“Sorry to interrupt you again, but it seems as though we have more guests tonight than expected,” called Phoebe. “Would it be too uncomfortable for the two of you to share a single room tonight? I only ask because I’d have to turn away a group of travelers, otherwise.”

Damon wanted to answer in the affirmative, but he wasn’t the one who’d be most affected by the choice. He looked at Malon, watching her sip from the wine. She was really going at that bottle.

“What do you say, solas?” she asked. “Can we make do?”

“Absolutely.”


CHAPTER 19

Phoebe led them out of the bathing chamber once they’d finished washing and drying themselves. True to her word, she’d given them each towels and comfortable robes. Malon looked adorable swaddled in hers, red hair free from the usual confines of her braid.

“Here we are,” said Phoebe. “It’s not much, but it’s the nicest room in the inn. I swear to you, it is!”

“It’s perfect,” said Malon.

Damon wondered what was going through her head as she examined the bed, replete with quilt, mattress, and two pillows. It was large enough that they’d both be able to sleep comfortably.

If they could sleep. If they could hold to the convictions they’d expressed earlier.

“I’ll be downstairs for an hour or so longer if you need anything,” said Phoebe. She smiled and left the room. Damon softly closed the door as Malon adjusted the lantern to be a bit brighter.

She still had the apple wine with her, and as she sat on the bed and sipped from the bottle, it seemed like a scene from so many of Damon’s old memories. If she’d been a different woman, or he a different man, the night would still be in its early stages.

“Are you coming to bed, solas?” she asked. She had a wicked smile on her face.

“Of course, aesta,” he said.

He stared in mute shock as she opened her robe and let it fall to the floor next to the bed. She’d put her small clothes back on underneath, but even still…

Seeing her like that, two rough clothing tugs away from being completely naked, drew his desires into his loins. Damon stared at her, all but bedding her with his eyes. She watched him back, now smiling with an expectant edge.

“It isn’t as though you haven’t seen me like this before,” she said. “Or other women in far less.”

“You aren’t other women,” he said huskily. He cleared his throat, controlling himself. “But I… take your meaning. It’s fine.”

He took his own robe off, turning to keep his hardening cock from being quite as obvious as it was. Malon giggled, and he heard her take another sip of the wine.

“How much have you had to drink tonight, exactly?” he asked.

“I have a fondness for apple wine,” said Malon. “We should plant an orchard behind the inn.”

“An orchard?” Damon tried not to smile too much as he climbed into bed next to his clearly rather inebriated aesta.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Full of ripe fruit.”

“Apple thieves are apparently quite the threat, you know.” He slid in a little closer, lying on his side, staring his aesta full in the eyes. “You’d have to be careful.”

“Are you afraid some passerby might pluck my fruit?” whispered Malon. “You’d have to defend the orchard then, solas.”

“With my life.” He set a hand on her hips. “Your fruit is mine to pluck, after all.”

Her eyes fluttered, but she didn’t look away. What was he doing? What was he thinking? It was so easy to talk a big game when it came to control and emotions. Here they were. Here was the moment of truth.

She was his aesta. She was supposed to stop him from blundering into foolish mistakes.

“Since we’re headed to bed,” she whispered, clearing her throat, “you should dim the lantern.”

“Of course. That’ll make it easier for us to sleep.”

“Much easier.”

He rallied every ounce of willpower available to him as he stood 
up from the bed, walked over to the lantern, and dimmed its glow. It all seemed for naught as he came back to the bed and climbed in, feeling the warmth of her presence, breathing her scent.

He didn’t pull her to him as a woman, however. He managed that much. His hand found Malon’s, and it seemed for a moment as though that would be enough. Solas and aesta. Leah and Anders Rosewood. Sleeping side-by-side, holding hands and minding their boundaries.

Malon slid in a little closer. Damon reciprocated by drawing closer to her. He turned onto his side and set his hand back on her. She leaned her face in close to his, and they shared a short kiss. Just a kiss. Nothing outlandish, nothing forbidden.

Malon rolled over, the movement pushing her butt in his direction. Damon pulled her body against his and let out a low groan as the incredible crush of her soft body stirred his cock into motion.

It was just a hug. Nothing more. He hugged his aesta, softly kissing her neck, gently grinding his hips forward, roving over her taut stomach with his hands. Just a hug, one in which he took a firm, dominant grip on the inside of her thigh, fingers teasing the lower hem of her girlshorts.

The thought that she might finally let him get away with it made his heart race, and not entirely in a good way. He’d felt similarly with other women before, some whom he’d respected, while bedding them. His lust could be an ugly, demanding thing.

She was going to stop him. She had to. Because otherwise, he was going to use her in a way they could never come back from. She was going to stop him if only because she was the one woman who reliably could in a situation like this.

Malon let out a soft moan as Damon continued thrusting his hard cock against her thighs. Their underwear was thin and insubstantial, barely enough of a barrier to keep him from easing himself inside of her.

He kissed her neck and wrapped a firm arm around her chest, groping one of her breasts outright. Malon arched her back and took 
a shaky breath. She made several soft, pleasured noises, each one higher in pitch than the last, each one accompanied by a slight wiggle of her butt against his cock.

They matched each other in perfect, illicit rhythm. Damon groped his aesta’s breasts with one hand while gently caressing the back of her neck with the other. The moment was so sexual and so brazen, completely outside the careful boundaries they’d worked so hard to maintain. He had to pace himself to keep from blowing his load in his undershorts.

The bed started creaking a bit as continued relentlessly dry fucking her. It felt so good to squeeze her body against his. He pressed his nose into her hair, inhaling her scent. Malon’s hand came to rest atop the one he had on her hips, finally giving him the tiny tap of warning he’d known to expect.

“Solas,” she whispered. “What is it about me that makes you so beholden to your lust?”

He didn’t have to think about his answer. “The fact that you’re you.”

She rolled over, facing him in the darkness, and cupped his cheek with her hand. It was a gesture that went back further than their illicit games and forbidden desires. She stroked his cheek as she had when he’d been a child, and he felt his cock getting even harder. It was all so wrong. So right, but so wrong.

He gave her a passionate kiss and made to roll her onto her back and spread her legs. Malon stopped him with a single hand to his chest. She ran her hands up his arms, repositioning them above her head with small, leading touches.

A flash of crimson briefly lit the room, and Damon realized she’d bound his hands to the headboard. He chuckled and shook his head.

“Is this really necessary?” he asked.

“I haven’t forgotten about what happened last night, within your sword.” She rubbed his chest. “Consider this revenge for the way you molested your aesta while she was chained up.”

Damon groaned, his manhood pulsing in response to not just the memory, but the chastising way she spoke about it.

“You’re making me wish I’d done more than I did,” he said.

“You should count yourself lucky that you didn’t.”

He felt a little ridiculous, bound by his aesta’s magic, cock bulging through the fabric of his undershorts. If Malon felt his awkwardness, she didn’t let it show outwardly. She kissed him on the cheek, brushed some of his hair back from his forehead, and then kissed him on the lips.

“I was so proud of you today,” she whispered.

“Truly?”

She nodded and began tracing the outlines of his abdominal muscles. “I sometimes wonder how you can move so fast or attack with such strength with your sword. You’ve grown so strong, solas.”

The tone of her voice was one of pride, not the basic flattery with which other women might talk about his sword skills or muscles. She was his aesta, and she was proud of him, proud of how he’d turned out.

“You became a man behind my back,” she said. “The way you’ve committed yourself to your family, to protecting Vel and Ria and me… There aren’t words to express how happy it makes me.”

Her hand drifted lower, and her gaze fell upon his face as her fingers teased the waistband of his undershorts. Damon gave her a small nod.

“You can express yourself with me however you feel most comfortable, aesta,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere, and neither is the love I feel for you.”

Slowly, she hooked her fingers into his undershorts and began pulling them down. A tiny breath of anticipation escaped Damon’s throat as his granite-hard cock escaped the confines of the fabric.

“This would feel more like revenge for what you did to me while I was chained if you didn’t seem to be enjoying it so much,” she said.

“You’re too kindhearted,” he said. “I think if I made a fuss, you’d stop.”

“I should stop.” Malon ran her hand up his thigh, and then her fingers closed around his cock. “I really should.”

It was an open question to Damon as to what had brought about her willingness to play with him, in this way, in the first place. There was the wine, along with her earlier usage of magic, but he felt a suspicion that her words about revenge for what had happened in Myr’s prison were more than just teasing.

He’d had all the control in that moment, with her chained. She’d been bound before him, and even if he hadn’t taken her body fully, he’d still possessed her as a woman. The way she’d reacted to his touch, shuddering at his mercy, had shifted an intangible aspect of the power balance between them.

Malon slowly began to stroke his cock, and Damon felt her taking that power back. It didn’t matter if the teasing was well and beyond her normal boundaries of intimacy. She was his aesta, and she needed him to know that she was the one in control.

“This,” she said, pumping his cock. “You’ll give this to a woman one day, solas.”

“I’ve given it to many women, aesta.”

“You know what I mean,” she said. “I hope you do, at least. I hope you have a family of your own, along with all the happiness that comes with it.”

She leaned forward, kissing him on the lips. She stopped to brush her hair back and lifted one of her legs over him. Damon wished that his hands were unbound so he could tear her girlshorts off, literally if needed, and spear himself into her.

“I’m not going anywhere just yet, aesta,” he said. “You still need me.”

She nodded. “I do.”

She settled herself down on his cock and began to grind back and 
forth. It was pleasurable for her, no doubt, but it bordered on torture for him. To have his tool so close to being able to slip inside her womanhood was like being taunted by the fates.

Malon pulled her girlshorts aside, and Damon felt the warmth and wetness of the lips of her womanhood. They slid along his shaft, never quite nearing the angle needed for raw penetration. It was still direct contact, lewd and sticky, replete with dirty little noises as his aesta rocked herself back and forth.

“You’ll make a woman very, very happy with this,” she whispered.

“I’ve made women moan and scream with it before, aesta.” He flexed his hips and cock. “Would you like to find out how?”

Malon made a whimpering noise and fell forward against him, still rubbing and grinding. It was as though she was trying to stop herself, as if his words had pushed her right to the edge of desperately needing a cock inside her. His aesta… desperate for cock. Damon gasped and leaned his head back.

“Solas!”

Malon’s body shuddered as she came, jerking sideways, hips still grinding with that same, insistent, sexual pace. Damon wasn’t far behind. Malon shifted to kiss him as he came, which left him spurting his load at a dangerous angle as the pleasure overtook him.

She shifted to lay beside him on the bed, releasing the spell binding his wrists. Damon saw her cleaning her crotch and womanhood off in the dark and realized exactly where his seed had landed. It felt dirty, knowing that if he’d pushed upward another inch with his hips, he’d have blown his load inside her.

“Do you want me to get you a towel, aesta?” he asked.

She tiredly mumbled something back. When Damon returned with the towel, she was already asleep.


CHAPTER 20

Damon ate breakfast in the common room the next morning. He’d given Malon more time to sleep in their shared bed, opting instead to rub elbows with the inn’s other patrons and ask Phoebe a few questions.

“You have to charge what you have to charge,” she said. “I’d never be able to keep this place running if I didn’t make a small profit off each bed, drink, and plate.”

“How much of a profit are we talking, exactly?” asked Damon.

“A small
 profit,” said Phoebe with a modest smile.

Malon still looked tired when she made her way downstairs. She’d put her hair into a simple ponytail rather than her usual braid, and her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes as she greeted Phoebe and took a seat next to Damon. Phoebe served her breakfast, flat cakes with sliced fruit, and left them to their conversation.

“Solas,” she said. “I was drunk last night.”

“I noticed,” he said.

“Extremely drunk,” said Malon. “I had some ideas in my head about teasing you that got more than a little out of hand.”

“You don’t have to apologize,” he said. “We had a fun night.”

“Fun is not the word I would use for it.” She folded her arms, blushing a little. “I’m going to be more careful about how much I drink in the future, but I’d appreciate it if you were also mindful about how… dangerous it can get between us when we’re both inebriated.”

“I suppose that’s fair, but you’re the one who used your magic to bind me to the—”

Malon brought a finger to her lips and shushed him, glancing nervously at the other patrons. Damon tried not to smile. She did have a point, though only just. It wasn’t as though he hadn’t noticed 
how much she’d been drinking.

“You’re not wrong,” he said. “I’m sorry if what happened upset you.”

“It didn’t upset me, solas,” she said. “But it did come close. Ahem. Very close.”

“I know.” He smirked at her, feeling the tension briefly surge to interesting levels.

The door to the inn opened, and the old woman, Dice, entered. Malon immediately rose to her feet, sensing something in Dice’s demeanor and expression.

“What is it?” she asked. “Has something happened?”

“Yes,” said Dice. “One of the boys of the local lumberjack went missing last night. He was on his way home during the flood and never arrived.”

“When was this?” asked Malon.

“Just after you battled the pensalagi,” said Dice. “There is a chance that the child is still alive.”

Malon exchanged a glance with Damon. Monster hunting wasn’t exactly what they’d come to town to accomplish, but he was becoming less certain he knew their real purpose in Anliwich, regardless.

“We’ll go after him,” said Malon. “Do the monsters nest nearby?”

“I believe Tonia’s husband has seen the area they usually come from.”

Malon nodded. “Finish your breakfast, solas, and we’ll set out.”

***

Anliwich was far more enjoyable to walk through during clear weather. The floodwaters had drained out of the town, though the ground was still quite wet underfoot. A rainbow cut across the valley 
in the distance, giving the morning a cheery, fantastical ambience.

They found Tonia cradling her youngest child in her arms outside their house. The older girl, Seffi, was drawing in the dirt with a stick and immediately ran inside as Malon and Damon approached.

“She’s a bit out of sorts today,” said Tonia. “The boy who went missing was a friend of hers.”

“I can imagine how that might be upsetting,” said Malon. “Tonia… Damon and I are going after the child.”

“I’ll go with you,” said Tonia. “Seffi can watch the baby for the day. It’s fine.”

“I… don’t think that would be a good idea,” said Malon. “The risk is simply too high.”

There was an implication there that Damon suspected went beyond her concern for Tonia’s pregnancy. He folded his arms, trying to keep his suspicion from showing openly on his face.

Seffi came forward then, though it seemed to take her an attempt or two to gather up the courage needed. She held up a hand, glancing from Malon to Tonia, and finally to Damon.

“I know where the river feeder comes from,” she said in a quiet voice. “It’s a cave. I can show them… if it’s alright?”

“If you’re up to it, it would help both the town and possibly your friend Alek,” said Tonia.

“You don’t have to force yourself if you aren’t comfortable, Seffi,” said Malon.

The young girl ambled over to Malon, reverting to whispering as she shared a few guarded words that Damon couldn’t hear. Malon nodded, quietly thanked her, and turned back toward Tonia.

“We’ll keep her safe,” she said.

“Thank you,” said Tonia. “It might be good for her. She stays inside for much of the time. I worry for her friend, but it gladdens me that Seffi wants to be part of the search for him.”

Tonia hugged her daughter and then made her way back inside the house. Damon and Malon followed Seffi out of the village. The girl stayed far enough ahead of them so that it felt a bit as though she was verging on running away.

“Is Seffi always like this?” he asked. “It seems as though you’ve met her before.”

“Always, though she’s a bit shyer than she used to be,” said Malon. “She’s a sweet girl, and very cautious. It’s not a bad trait for a fifteen-year-old to have, given what openness among girls her age can so often lead to.”

“She’s fifteen?” Damon furrowed his brow. “I would have guessed eleven, maybe twelve at the oldest.”

Seffi swiveled her head around, staring him with a rapidly reddening face. She didn’t glare, but if anything, that only made the moment feel even more awkward.

“Sorry,” he said. “Maybe you’re a late bloomer?”

“Solas, mind your tongue,” said Malon, voice stiff.

Seffi led them through the trees along an old logging trail. The canopy of the trees combined with the dense brush to make it feel as though they were moving through a natural forest tunnel. Their path snaked along the slope of a hill before dipping down over the other side.

The trail eventually spilled out onto the bank of a river, thickly overgrown with high grass and low bushes. The river traveled with the terrain, shifting into a waterfall that pooled into a small pond. It took Damon a moment to realize that the pool’s outflow was underground, lending to the effect of the basin being on the verge of overflowing at any moment.

“This is it, Seffi?” asked Malon.

The girl nodded and drew back, standing near the edge of the trees. Damon took a closer look at the pool, noticing how the craggy rocks deeper within the water hid a few large, ominous shadows.

“Stand back,” said Malon. “The easiest way to handle this is to simply collapse a few rocks using my magic.”

“Will that be enough to kill them?” Damon peered uncertainly into the water’s depths.

“We shall soon find out.”

Malon wasted no time in directing her magic toward the spot from which the waterfall fell. She drew a few large boulders out from within the ground, crimson light flaring as a controlled earth slide tumbled forward into the pool of water.

Nothing happened for a second or two. Damon was about to accept the anticlimactic results of Malon’s method when a distinct ripple went through the water’s surface.

There was a splash, and then he was fighting.


CHAPTER 21

For Damon, drawing his sword was an action as reflexive as blinking or breathing. It was simply in his hand, in motion, before his mind had completely caught up with the situation.

He slashed off a tentacle of a pensalagi attempting to seize Malon by the neck. The monster let out a nauseating hiss and fell back a few paces, but others were already rising from the water to continue the fight.

Damon counted five in total. They ranged in size from the largest, which seemed to be the same one that’d wandered into town, to a pair no larger than children entering pubescence.

He moved to stand in front of Malon, cursing as he considered his odds. Monsters like the river feeders were unpredictable, impossible to intimidate, and generally awful opponents to fight on their own defensive ground.

“Get the girl,” he said to Malon. “Make sure she’s safe.”

Malon nodded “I’ll support you with my magic once she’s clear from the fight. Be careful, solas.”

Damon rushed into motion. The monsters attacked all at once. The only advantage he had was in how uncoordinated they seemed around one another, attacking in ways that sometimes tangled their tentacles together or threw one of their brethren off balance.

The blood of Damon’s enemies rained down on him as he severed tentacles in a whirlwind of flowing sword strikes. It was disgusting but satisfying in its own way. Unfortunately, the monsters still came at him, treating the damage as superficial, which wasn’t far from the truth.

“Solas!” shouted Malon.

He didn’t need to hear the rest of her shout to know what to do. Damon threw himself down and to the side. A fireball the size of a skull soared just next to where he’d recently been standing, sizzling 
as it struck the largest pensalagi and turned a portion of its chest into a charred burn.

“It’s going to take more than that,” he called, rising to his feet. “Aesta?”

Malon let out a surprised shout as one of the smaller pensalagi attacked her from behind. It was Damon’s first real opportunity to see what happened when one of the monsters managed to get in close enough to put all of its tentacles to use.

She was ensnared by it, with its wriggling, slimy arms squeezing her tight around the chest, between the thighs, and unfortunately, around the neck. It was as though the monster was attempting to recreate the scene with the chains with its own appendages. Damon didn’t have the time he needed to save her cautiously, but he couldn’t just hack through the tentacles with his sword.

His attention was split, and he noticed the tentacle wrapping around his ankle a fraction of a second too late. Damon stabbed his myrblade toward the ground, but he was pulled off his feet before he could finish the strike.

“No!” he shouted, feeling the direction in which it pulled him. He swung his myrblade blindly, but the pensalagi was out of range.

The water was freezing cold, fed by the last of the ice thaw in the mountains far to the north. Damon didn’t get a chance to suck in a full breath before his head was under. The water slowed his sword down enough to make it ineffectual, so he didn’t bother trying to use it after the first failed swing.

It wasn’t right. That was all he could think to himself as the tentacles wrapped around his chest, sliding across his throat. It wasn’t as it had been when he’d been underwater in the ocean, diving for his myrblade after being thrown off the ship by Captain Aldric. There was no trick he could rely on with Myr to get himself back to the surface in dramatic fashion… was there?


Myr
, he thought to the sword. Help me.


There was no response, which he’d expected. He was almost out 
of breath. The pensalagi dragged him toward a dark cave opening in the rock into which the current flowed. Damon knew without needing to consider it that passing into that cave would mean certain death.

He made another attempt with his sword, not slashing this time, but poking wildly. There was too much on the line. Malon would be next if he didn’t get out of the water and back into the fight. The tip of his blade sank into monster flesh, and he felt the tentacles weaken a bit.

He thrashed, kicking for the surface and pulling free from at least some of the pensalagi’s arms. He didn’t need to escape completely, just enough to turn around, to see what he was fighting, and respond properly.

Another stab struck true. An underwater cloud of monster blood spread like an ink blot across parchment, obscuring his view. He kicked again, this time breaking the surface and getting the chance to suck down a breath of delicious air.

Malon was still ensnared by one of the pensalagi, slowly being dragged toward the water by a monster small enough to make it into a feat. Damon pulled himself onto dry land, working against his waterlogged clothing. The river feeders were waiting for him, and even as he began to attack, tentacles ensnared him, wrapping around the wrist of his sword arm, reducing his threat.

He let out a roar and kept trying to pull free. He needed just a little more strength, a little more magic and luck. The fight hadn’t been audacious for them to take on, but they’d been sloppy, surprised, and overwhelmed.

“Aesta!” shouted Damon. “I need your magic.”

She tried to shout something in response, but it came out as a choking cough. Damon was heaved off his feet by a tug from the tentacle holding him. Which was fortunate, given what happened next.

Dozens of snaking plumes of fire suddenly filled the air, curling and rolling and, in all cases, finding their targets. The flames 
punched holes through the pensalagi like throwing spears, but no spear could do this kind of damage.

It was a surreal sight, mainly because Damon could still see Malon out of the corner of his eye and knew that the magic wasn’t coming from her. It seemed like an imitation of what the pensalagi could do, a distillation and reimagining of what made them so dangerous.

The fight was over within seconds, but the flames continued, biting and slamming into the monsters until what was left crumbled into ash. Damon took a few slow breaths as he sat up, feeling no less cautious than he had while facing the monsters.

The girl, Seffi, stood at the edge of the trees, holding both hands out in front of her. A crimson glow slowly faded from her eyes, and she covered her mouth with both hands in either horror or shame.

“It’s alright,” called Malon in a soothing voice. “You did the right thing.”

“Aesta…” Damon shook his head, struggling to accept what should have been obvious. “It’s her. She’s—”

“She’s Seffi.” Malon shot him a pointed look. “Come. Let’s get her back to her home. We can talk about it more there.”

Damon nodded, numb from both the chill of his wet clothing and the events at hand. He stood up, watching Malon walk over to comfort Seffi, who was still covering her mouth and trembling.

They spent a few minutes searching for the boy who’d gone missing, with little success. Malon gave Seffi a small hug, and the two held hands as they walked, the crest sorceress and her fifteen-year-old demigod master.


CHAPTER 22

Damon conceded that there’d been a few obvious clues he’d missed. When they’d met Malon’s friend Sandra in Avaricia months earlier, the old enchantress had admitted she’d once been a crest sorceress of Lascivious.

She’d said at the time that her crest contract had been broken when Lascivious died. There’d been a lot to unpack from that simple fact, namely that Lascivious, in her new reincarnation, had to be younger than Sandra by a significant amount.

The way Malon had spoken of Lascivious had also been suspicious at times. She’d been so wary of the other Forsaken, Avarice and Wrath and Famine, in a way that seemed almost hypocritical given her own crest contract. Lascivious was still just a girl, however, and above all else, Malon was an aesta, overflowing with kindness and compassion toward children in need.

None of them spoke as they walked back to Anliwich.

Tonia worriedly welcomed them into her home, seeming to sense from their expressions that something had happened before any of them spoke.

She presented Damon, who was still damp from his fall into the river, with a chair next to the hearth. Malon remained standing, while Seffi took a spot off to the side, almost seeming to hide in the corner of the room.

“Tonia,” said Malon. “Damon knows about Seffi.”

A crash of dishware came as Tonia dropped one of the plates she’d been preparing to load up with food. The baby began crying in its crib. Malon held up a hand, moving to comfort it as Tonia continued her attempt at making them lunch.

“Well then.” Tonia took in a breath, seeming on the verge of sobs. “Will you… keep my daughter’s secret? Please?”

“Of course,” he said. “It’s as much my aesta’s secret as it is Seffi’s. 
It’s the answer to a question I’ve been thinking about for quite some time now. It’s just…”

“You have other questions,” said Malon. She picked up Tonia’s baby and gently rocked it in her arms. “The time has come, solas. Whatever you wish to know, ask, and I will answer.”

He nodded, considering his words for a moment. “How did it all start?”

Malon looked toward Tonia, who gave a small nod, resting one of her hands on her pregnant belly.

“I could tell Seffi was special from the beginning,” said Tonia. “She was perfect. She never cried, never once got sick. When she got cuts or bruises, I could watch them fade, healing at a speed that simply wasn’t sensible or possible. She was so strong, too, but only when she wanted to be.”

Tonia began setting slices of bread and cheese out on the plates set across the counter with trembling hands. “We lived in Avaricia back then. This was before Carter came into our lives. Seffi’s birth father. Ah, well, he never wanted much to do with me, and I never told him about her.

“Avarice began a search for children of a certain age right around Seffi’s eighth birthday. He was looking for Lascivious. I kept telling myself that it was impossible. Not Seffi, despite her gifts. I kept holding to that thought until they were knocking on the doors of my neighbors, and it really hit me that… we had to run. I couldn’t let him find her.”

“She reached out to some mercenaries for help,” said Malon. “They pointed her toward Sandra, who helped them flee to somewhere safe.”

The small smile Malon gave as she spoke the last sentence was enough for Damon to catch her meaning.

“The two of you fled to our old farmstead in the Malagantyan?” asked Damon.

“We did,” said Tonia.

“If Seffi was eight at the time, that would have been seven years ago,” said Damon. “I’d already left to train as a gladiator. What about Vel and Ria? They didn’t suspect anything?”

“Ria was wandering at the time,” said Malon. “Vel was close to an age with Seffi. They were polite with one another, though we could only harbor Seffi and Tonia for a few days. I left Vel with Jonna in Morotai while I brought Seffi and Tonia north, to one of the border towns where Avarice’s influence wasn’t as strong.”

“That sounds awfully familiar,” said Damon. “Why didn’t you just keep her at the tower? She might have been safe there, given how remote the Malagantyan was, especially years back.”

Malon furrowed her brow, seeming to lack a good answer. Tonia provided one instead.

“Seffi was my daughter,” said Tonia. “No doubt Malon could have kept her safe, but I wanted more than that. I wanted to raise her, to let her have the most normal life that she could and be a part of it as her mother. I also had family in this town, a cousin who helped me get back on my feet.”

“It wasn’t easy bringing them here, solas,” said Malon. “I… formed my crest contract with Seffi during the journey. Avarice’s agents surprised us during a stop in one of the towns on the way. We came very close to being killed, and I… more than anything, I remember the feeling. The sense of profound injustice I felt toward this young girl who would be killed, if not imprisoned and enslaved, because of a fluke of her birth.

“Seffi reached her hand out and simply asked me if I would help her. Her eyes were glowing. I knew enough from Sandra to sense what was happening and understand the weight of the moment. I took her hand, solas. I agreed to help her… and in that, I accepted her crest.”

Damon could picture the scene. It spoke so much to who Malon was in her heart. He felt a strange pride for his aesta in that moment, to know she’d taken on such a deep responsibility for the sake of protecting a little girl, even if it meant swearing loyalty to whomever 
or whatever that little girl might eventually become.

“She doesn’t seem the same as Avarice or Wrath,” said Damon. “Her personality is… well, it’s normal. She just seems like a sweet little girl. Ah, no offense, Seffi.”

Seffi nodded, her face reddening a bit.

“She doesn’t have her ancestral memories yet,” said Malon. “She doesn’t remember being Lascivious in her previous lives. It’s possible that she may never remember. I’ve yet to find an answer to the question of whether each of the Divine Remnants must reach that point in all of their reincarnations.”

“Aesta,” said Damon. “What happens if she does remember, though?”

It was a question which felt rude, but one that he had to ask. Wrath, Avarice, even Famine all seemed to live and think and operate on a level that treated violence and killing like a game, with the purpose of their lives being only to wage war against the other Forsaken.

“I’m sorry…” Seffi’s voice was a whisper, and she spoke more to the floor than the room. “I didn’t mean to make the contract… I didn’t know.”

“Seffi,” said Malon. “You needn’t apologize. Not for this. I chose to help you then, as I do now. On that note, there is another matter we need to discuss.”

“I knew it,” muttered Tonia. “Is Avarice coming for her again?”

“No,” said Malon quickly. “At least, not yet. Two of the other Divine Remnants have formed an alliance, however. It’s hard to know how this will play out, but I think the best option for Seffi right now is to be diplomatic.”

“She can’t…” said Tonia, shaking her head. “I won’t let her go. True Divine! I’m not ready to let my daughter go yet!”

She ran over to Seffi and pulled her into a tight, protective embrace. Malon still held the baby and shifted to gently bouncing it. 
The tiny child let out a snort that created a snot bubble and began to laugh.

“Seffi doesn’t have to do anything other than trust me to act on her behalf,” said Malon. “I will serve as her emissary, if she would allow it.”

Tonia furrowed her brow and looked toward her daughter uncertainly.

“I trust Malon,” whispered Seffi. “She’s my crest sorceress, right? She saved me before. I don’t think she’d act with ill intentions.”

“She wouldn’t,” said Damon. “Trusting my aesta is probably the smartest move you can make right now, Seffi. Aside from recruiting another crest sorcerer.”

“Another… crest sorcerer?” Seffi furrowed her brow.

“Yeah,” he said. “Of course, it would have to be someone you and she could both trust. Someone with a good head on their shoulders, solid sword skills, and a prior track record for standing their ground against the other Forsaken.”

Tonia made an offended noise, but Malon seemed more open to the suggestion.

“It isn’t a bad idea, solas, though I would have a few reservations about it,” she said. “Unfortunately, Seffi has yet to reach the level of power needed to maintain multiple crests at once.”

“I’m sorry,” whispered Seffi.

“I didn’t really expect it to be on the table, regardless,” he said. “I can manage as I am.”

He would have to, at least until he figured out how to restore Myr’s power. There was no way he could take any other crest, given how directly it would put him at odds with Malon and Seffi.

“Malon.” Tonia walked over to the other woman, gently accepting her baby back. “Tell me truthfully. Will your mediations with the other Divine Remnants be enough to keep Seffi safe?”

“I know not for certain,” said Malon. “Hopefully, it’ll be enough. 
Be ready in the coming days and weeks, just in case.”

“I don’t want Seffi to have to live a life like them,” said Tonia. “She’s a sweet girl. She doesn’t have a violent bone in her body.”

Damon could hear the truth in her words. It was hard to look at Seffi and see anything but a shy little girl with messy brown hair, still growing into a young woman’s confidence.

“This is the only way,” said Malon. “If we tread carefully and strive to remain neutral in this conflict, Seffi will have a chance of continuing her life here a while longer.”

There was an unspoken implication in her words. Eventually, Seffi’s fate would catch up with her, even in the form of her own lost memories, or an encounter with her divine siblings. To Damon, it made Malon and Tonia’s desire to let her have a mostly normal life that much more tragically commendable.

“Thank you,” whispered Seffi.


CHAPTER 23

With their business in Anliwich complete, Damon and Malon set off toward The Rosewood Inn. Malon offered to pay one of the town’s wagons for transport with some of the money she’d made from Dice’s purchase of the heartlift weed. The man had insisted on giving them a ride for free in return for how they’d defended the town the previous night.

They made good time, conversing little, each distracted by their own thoughts. Damon wondered how Seffi — Lascivious — remaining in hiding would affect the coming conflict. He might come to regret not pressing Malon to ally herself more actively with Wrath and Famine, but the opposite was just as true. Would Seffi’s diplomacy be enough to protect her if Avarice came out on top against his other siblings?

The wagon bumped over a pothole in the road, and Malon shifted unsteadily beside him. Damon put an arm around her, feeling her instantly melt into an embrace against his side.

“You used your magic against the pensalagi,” he said.

“You very nearly drowned in that fight,” said Malon. “Your clothes are still wet, solas.”

She felt his wet tunic, letting her hand run down to his similarly damp leggings. She let it rest on his inner thigh, leaning her shoulder against his chest, giving in to the intimacy of the moment.

“Our own future will also be in play during this oncoming conflict,” he said. “It’s been so peaceful at the inn for the last few weeks. I was hoping it would last a while longer.”

“So was I, solas,” she whispered. “You make a good innkeeper.”

“You make a good cook.”

She gave him a teasing smile. “This is a new discovery for you?”

“Not new, but newly reinforced,” he said.

Malon rubbed her hand gently on his leg. It sent a flutter of excitement to his crotch, though it was obviously unintentional on her part.

“I’m cautiously optimistic,” said Malon. “I can make no predictions for what the future might hold, whether it’s in the form of tension between the Forsaken, or an outright war. But I do think that it needn’t be our
 war if we’re careful.”

“Kastet feels a responsibility toward her throne,” pointed out Damon. “She may commit herself to this path regardless of available alternatives.”

“It’s our responsibility to advise her against rash action,” said Malon. “It’s not our place to serve her if we don’t agree with her decisions, however.”

Damon nodded. He smiled, feeling so appreciative of her, of her advice, her presence in the world. He kissed her on the cheek. Malon’s eyes fluttered, and the fingers she had on his thigh tightened a bit. She had used her magic recently. He knew the effect he was likely having on her.

“We’ll be home soon,” she said.

“Soon, but not yet,” he replied.

She narrowed her eyes a bit, but the tiny, reluctant smile on her lips kept the expression from being as chastising as it should have been. Damon kissed her again, letting his lips drag along her neck. The wagon driver’s attention was entirely on the road. They were in their own little world, him and his aesta, free to share the moment together.

“Solas,” she whispered. “Behave yourself.”

Her hand didn’t move, contradicting her words. One of her fingers almost touched his cock through his trousers, moving along his leg as though drawing an invisible boundary.

“It’s difficult, aesta,” he said.

“I’m aware. But you’re capable of it.”

He took a breath, on the verge of blowing just from the tiny amount of teasing she was doing.

“If you were anyone else,” she continued, “I would have given up on hoping you’d adjust your behavior. I would have given up on myself for so often letting you get away with the things you do. But you aren’t anyone else, solas. You’re you.”

She withdrew her hand. Damon shook his head, unsure of what she meant by her words.

“I’m not certain I understand,” he said.

“You don’t have to understand.” She reached out, gently caressing his cheek. “Just do your best. I love you more than you know.”

She rested her head on his shoulder, and he held her against him like that, feeling a bit childish for wanting more. It was enough to have her like this. Close and intimate. To have her trust and her love, and to know that she thought he could be better. It was enough… wasn’t it?

***

The next few hours passed with Damon and Malon at comfortable rest. They set a good pace in the wagon. It was late afternoon when Azurecliff came into view, which emphasized to Damon just how unknowingly close they’d been to Malon’s Forsaken master for the past few weeks. Though, thinking of Seffi in terms like that felt a bit unfair.

It was strange passing through Azurecliff from the north. The town showed them a different side of itself, with the buildings and farms seeming a bit scarcer and farther apart. The townsfolk welcomed them warmly, waving and shouting their hellos. Damon smiled and waved back, falling easily again into the guise of Anders Rosewood.

The wagon driver insisted on bringing them the full distance. Damon helped Malon down as they arrived and thanked the man for his help. The Rosewood Inn was a bit disheveled on the outside, but the door was open, and he could hear voices within.

Not just voices, he soon discovered. An outright shouting match between familiar faces was on full display within the common room, though it wasn’t the first thing to catch Damon’s attention.

The inn was a mess. It looked as though not a single plate, mug, or bowl had been moved from where a patron had set it down throughout the past two days. Muddy footsteps told the stories of several guests’ paths across the floor. There was even money out openly on the bar, not in an obvious spot, but somewhere where it might be snatched by a pilfering patron.

“You are being obstinate!” shouted Ria. “Stop imagining that the world is the sort of place where words alone hold weight.”

“Then stop treating me like a child!” snapped Kastet. “I know more about politics than you do, Ria. If it were all about a person’s army, every mercenary would be a king.”

“Many do claim to be, Kastet,” said Ria. “Think carefully of what you speak.”

“Quit talking down to me!” shouted Kastet. “I am Princess Kastet Alquin of —”

“Whoa!” Damon seized Kastet by the waist and clamped a hand over her mouth. “Easy! That’s not the type of thing we want to be shouting with the door to the inn wide open, now is it?”

“What in the world is going on here?” asked Malon.

“Aesta!” Vel appeared from the kitchen, blonde locks bouncing as she bounded through the messy common room. She pulled Malon into a tight hug. “We’ve been a bit… lost… without you.”

“We would have been fine if you and you sister had spent less time bickering,” said Kastet after wriggling to free her mouth from Damon’s palm.

Ria let out a derisive laugh. “Yes, Your Highness. Velanor and I were the problem, not the woman incapable of cooking, or handling coins quickly, or even keeping her voice pitched downward enough to maintain her disguise.”

“That only happened once, with one person!” said Kastet, shifting into Kain’s voice. “It’s not as though he even came to a conclusion about it.”

“Enough!” snapped Damon. “No more arguing. Explain to me what’s going on. What were the two of you talking about when aesta and I first…”

He trailed off as he caught sight of a group three travelers headed up the path toward the inn. It was late afternoon, earlier than the evening rush would usually start. They’d be expecting food and a drink or two, and likely wouldn’t stay for long.

“Heather, Violet,” said Malon. “Why don’t the two of you clean up these tables while I tend to the cooking?”

“I’ve already started a stew,” said Vel. “It only has potatoes. I wasn’t sure what else to add.”

“I’ll look at our store of ingredients and figure it out,” said Malon. “Kain, would you mind sweeping the floor?”

Kastet scowled around the room in a manner that suggested she did mind, quite a bit in fact, but she nodded and took up the broom.

“Nice work,” said Damon, setting a hand on the small of Malon’s back. She caught his wrist and smirked at him.

“Tend the bar, Anders,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind explaining away the mess if they ask about it.”

“I’m good at explaining away messes.”

“Almost as good as you are at making them,” she said.


CHAPTER 24

“Got a cousin up that way that says there be some work for me and my boys, but I was worrying about some whispers of bandits on the road ahead of us.”

Damon furrowed his brow as he listened to Danlin, one of his talkative patrons.

“I had heard the same thing,” said Damon. “Though my mother and I were on that road earlier today and it was safe enough. Another traveler mentioned that they’d been chased off by some passing mercenaries.”

“Rovahn’s balls, let’s hope that’s the case,” said Danlin. “We’re headed that way, regardless. We should get going, as it were. Thank you for your time, Mister Rosewood.”

“Thank you for your coin.”

He smiled and bid Danlin and his two sons a quick goodbye. Vel, Ria, and Kastet were still restoring order and cleanliness to the inn, but now that the common room was empty, they could speak freely.

“Would someone explain to me why the inn was allowed to get this messy?” he asked. “I feel as though keeping the place clean should be second nature to the three of you by now.”

Ria and Kastet scowled at each other. Vel folded her arms, seeming annoyed, if also partially culpable.

“They both kept getting distracted by their argument,” said Vel. “I wasn’t about to do all of the cleaning myself, so I tried to focus on getting them to be civil with each other.”

“I take it that it didn’t work,” said Damon.

Vel nodded.

“So, what happened to Lilian?” he asked.

“That’s what the core of our… discussion… was rooted in,” said Kastet. “Can we close the door for a moment to discuss pressing 
matters?”

“I think we need to,” he said with a nod.

Closing the inn’s door wasn’t a surefire way to keep guests from intruding on their privacy, but it would give them slightly more forewarning. Damon followed Vel, Ria, and Kastet into the kitchen, where they could speak without needing to interrupt Malon from her cooking.

“Shortly after the two of you departed, I sent Lilian to deliver my reply to Wrath and Famine,” said Kastet. “I agreed to meet with them as soon as possible.”

“Which is foolishness,” said Ria. “We have no power! What is your plan, oh mighty princess, if they decide you would serve them more faithfully as a captive than an ally?”

“They can’t simply take me captive,” said Kastet.

“Why not?” asked Damon. “She’s got a point. We can’t match them in terms of outright power.”

His hand went to his waist, though he’d already taken off his sword and stored it under the bar counter. With Myr still dormant, he couldn’t even come close to putting up a fight against one of the Forsaken, let alone two.

“Our position isn’t quite as weak as it may seem,” said Malon. “As some of you may already have guessed, Damon and I traveled to meet with Lascivious.”

The revelation reverberated through the room. Vel’s jaw dropped. Ria folded her arms. Kastet looked as though she was considering her words extremely carefully.

“What was she like?” asked Vel. “Damon, you have to tell me everything! I know aesta won’t, but you can’t keep this secret.”

“Solas,” said Malon sternly. “I would prefer to not have the details of our meeting become general knowledge.”

“Sorry, Vel,” he said with a shrug.

“Please, Lady Malon,” said Kastet. “I need to know where 
Lascivious stands in terms of the coming conflict. That was what you spoke to her about, was it not?”

“If possible, she wishes to remain in the background,” said Malon. “She’s placed her full confidence in me to negotiate in her stead.”

“Then we aren’t without strength!” said Kastet. “If you’re with us, Lady Malon, Wrath and Famine won’t have the option of simply imprisoning me without fear of retaliation from Lascivious.”

Damon winced, hiding it by covering his mouth as though deep in consideration. The idea of Seffi being able to effectively retaliate against her divine siblings, or even having the confidence to, seemed rather optimistic.

“Yes,” said Malon. “This was my purpose in seeking her out directly.”

All eyes turned toward Ria. The stubbornness had left her expression, and she nodded slowly.

“This meeting still holds risks,” said Ria. “Kastet. Hear me as your friend and advisor when I say that there is a genuine risk of you becoming a puppet of the Venmalese. They will use you to wage war against Avarice.”

“I know,” said Kastet. “I know that, Ria. I don’t fault you for your passion on this subject. But you must realize that the same is true of your people. If we reach out to the Remenai first and seek alliances with them, we’re operating from a similar position. They will also use me as a puppet to wage war against Veridan’s Curve. The only difference is in the specifics of their objectives.”

“Is that the only difference you see?” asked Ria. “Would you rather be a puppet of a man, or the puppet of monster?”

“Seta,” said Malon, setting a hand on Ria’s shoulder. “There is only so much we can do from our current position. I fear the danger of our current circumstances is greater than it will be if we take action. There’s a risk in become marred and split by arguments.”

Ria sighed. “I… suppose you have a point.”

None of them said anything for a moment. Vel was the one to break the silence, clearing her throat and raising her hand.

“Um,” she said. “I bought quilts.”

“…What?” said Damon.

“For the extra beds we have,” she said. “We can rent out four rooms overnight now if we want.”

“Nice,” he said. “Good work, Vel.”

She grinned at him, and Damon couldn’t resist pulling her into a hug and giving her a quick kiss on the cheek.

“Easy with your sister, Anders,” said Malon with a bit of emphasis.

“Yes, of course,” he said without enthusiasm.

***

Damon would have appreciated some time to relax, maybe take a bath and have a beer, but the evening crowd began filing in almost as soon as they reopened the inn’s door. He seemed to have been well missed by the common folk of Azurecliff, and even a few patrons who’d never spoken to him before greeted him warmly.

“What’s your mother cooking up for us tonight, Anders?” asked Doogle. “Smells like potatoes and… is that pork I smell?”

“Pork sausage stew,” he said. “Should be tasty. Can I refill that mug for you?”

“By all means.”

Damon poured the man another beer, tilting the mug to ensure just the right amount of froth across the top. Ria tapped her hand on the end of the other bar, signaling she also needed refills, which he quickly provided.

“You need to tell me everything that happened during your journey,” she whispered.

“Not now,” he said.

“Obviously not now. But I need to know each and every detail. I noticed how much… Lady Leah withheld when we were speaking earlier.”

“I’ll tell you everything,” he said. “Later.”

She squeezed his hand and hurried off with the mugs he’d filled for her. Damon was busy considering whether it was a betrayal of his aesta’s trust to reveal information about Seffi to Ria when a new guest strode into The Rosewood Inn.

Austine Treymore, Avarice’s crest sorcerer and Damon’s oldest friend, grinned as he strode up to the bar and seated himself.


CHAPTER 25

“It’s been a while,” said Austine. “I see you’ve been busy. Never really pictured you as an innkeeper, Dam—”

Damon leaned forward, surreptitiously shifting his elbow down on Austine’s hand to interrupt him. Austine winced and let out a snort of pain.

“It has been a while, Aust,” he said. “I almost thought you’d forgotten about your old friend, Anders Rosewood
.”

Austine stared at him blankly. “Forgotten about who now?”

“This is The Rosewood Inn,” said Damon slowly. “You’ve met my mother Leah
 before, haven’t you? She inherited it, but we were only in a position to move here recently, see?”

“I see.” Austine let out a laugh and nodded his head. “Sort of. Wait, hold on. So who is Anders, then?”

Damon massaged his temples and feigned a shrug to Doogle, who was listening in. “My friend Austine is a gladiator. He’s taken many blows to the head over the years.”

“Tough line of work,” said Doogle. “Can I get another refill, Andy?”

“Oh!” said Austine. “Ah. Yes. Good to see you’re moving up in the world, um, Andy. I thought after that little scuffle we had on that ship, you might have… well… It’s good to see you’re well.”

“I appreciate that.” He let himself relax a little. “It’s good to see you, too, though I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in knowing why you are here.”

Another patron took the stool to Austine’s left. Damon greeted the man and poured him a beer, hands moving unconsciously through the motions.

“How do I put this, exactly?” said Austine. “I’m here on business, but not business related to what you might assume.”

Damon nodded. Austine wore his sword, along with a cloak with a thick neckline that covered Avarice’s golden crest on his throat. He’d let his blond hair grow out a bit, long enough to pull back into a short warrior’s tail. He was handsome and well-dressed to the point of standing out from the other patrons. Damon needed to be careful about their interaction.

Vel tapped a hand on the end of the bar. She stared at Austine with open, fearful eyes. Damon touched her shoulder as he refilled the mug she’d brought up from one of the tables. She looked at him, and he pulled her close.

“It’s alright,” he said. “He’s not here for us. And even if he were… you’ve seen me kick his ass before.”

“A few times,” she said, smiling. “Still. Don’t do anything stupid, Damon.”

“I won’t. I’ll make sure he doesn’t, either.”

Doogle and the other nearby patrons were distracted by their conversations, which left Damon with a brief opening. He leaned forward against the bar, smiling as he lowered his voice and asked a serious question.

“How the hell did you find me, Aust?”

Austine chuckled. “You went right by me in your carriage. I was north of this town, on my horse, on the road. Right next to you, in fact. I even waved and whistled. You seemed a bit too busy hugging your aesta to notice.”

“Shut up. And I think you mean my mother
.”

Austine let out a longer laugh. “True Divine, Anders, you certainly have been busy. I would like to stress, again, that I’m not here for you. I won’t report back to, ah, my employer about the fact that you’ve opened an inn here in this town. Now have a beer with me!”

Damon smiled but shook his head. “I’m working.”

“Seriously? I’ll pay you to take the night off.”

He pulled out a gold coin and flipped it into the air, drawing the attention of more than a few people.

“That’s not how it works,” he said. “Now put your gold away and try to stop being so noticeable.”

Austine sighed. “Fine. I suppose I’ll have to drink for both of us. Can I rent a room here, at least?”

“That you can do,” he said. “We’ll have a chance to drink later, no doubt.”

Damon fell into his usual routine of running the bar over the next few minutes. It was hard to worry too much about potential consequences of Austine’s presence when half a dozen thirsty patrons were competing for his attention and a refill.

Malon finished cooking the stew, and Vel, Ria, and Kastet streamed in and out of the kitchen as they fed the considerable evening crowd. Damon was relieved, if a little overwhelmed, to have so many patrons back at the inn after their incident with Devin Rarson.

He was starving, but eating in front of the patrons was generally an unprofessional look, so he resigned himself to having Ria tell Malon to make sure she saved some of the stew for him to eat later, which she always did. A few stools opened up at the bar, giving him and Austine the space to speak again.

“Who’s the girl over in the corner?” asked Austine.

He nodded to the other side of the inn. Damon saw Keiza sitting at a table with a few other women from the town.

“A friend,” he said.

“Just a friend?” asked Austine. “She’s staring daggers at you. Let me guess — you bedded her and never courted her.”

“That’s what you would guess,” said Damon with a smile. “No. She’s just a bit… tricky.”

“You should be careful with her, then,” said Austine. “And the serving boy?”

“The… serving boy?”

Austine flicked his head at Kastet, who was in her role as Kain, as usual.

“He’s one of those pretty lads,” said Austine. “Did one of your sisters beg you to hire him, or something?”

Damon snorted and refilled Austine’s mug. “Something like that, yeah.”

“He’s twenty or nearabout, right?” asked Austine.

“He is, but—”

“Then I’m going in.”

Before Damon could object, Austine found a new seat next to where Kastet stood. With the stew served, Kastet was back to sweeping. She smiled politely as Austine began shamelessly hitting on her, or rather, hitting on Kain.

Damon was conflicted over whether to intervene. Austine had always been into pretty, feminine-looking men. It was a bit galling that he didn’t recognize Kastet in her disguise, but he hadn’t spent as much time around the princess as Damon had, and he was also drunk.

Kastet looked rather uncomfortable, but she was at work. She maintained her polite, professional façade, answering Austine’s questions as best she could.

“I’m sure a lad like you has all the ladies coming after him, aye?” said Austine. “Pity that they barely know what to do in the sheets half the time, right?”

“Ah,” said Kastet. “Um. I actually haven’t…”

“A virgin, then?” Austine grinned and clapped Kastet on the back. “There’s no shame in that, Kain! Mind me asking if it’s for a lack of opportunity, or perhaps… a lack of desire?”

“Could you, um, excuse me for a moment?” asked Kastet. She hurried into the kitchen without waiting for his response. Austine waited, giving Damon a thumbs up, clearly deluded about his odds of 
taking a certain pretty boy to bed that night.

The stool Austine had occupied at the bar didn’t stay empty for long. Keiza said nothing as she sat down. Damon poured her a mug of ale, reflecting her silence as she took a slow sip.

The fast-paced nature of the job of an innkeeper during evening hours was, for once, a blessing for him. Damon was soon too busy to stand around and serve as the target of Keiza’s unspoken intensity. She finally did speak up, however, the next time he had a moment between tending to the patrons.

“I’m glad you were able to sort things out with your mother so quickly,” she said.

“She was just visiting some friends, as it turned out,” he said with a nod.

“Friends. Right.” Keiza flipped a few dark strands of hair out of her face. “I half expected you to simply disappear and not come back.”

“Now why would I do a thing like that?”

“That’s a good question,” said Keiza. “Running away from something, perhaps?”

She wasn’t speaking in a loud voice, but her words still felt direct and threatening, like an invisible noose around his neck. Damon stared her full in the eyes, hands absently polishing the rim of a mug.

“What do you want, Keiza?” he asked.

“Meet me outside by the trees. I want to speak to you honestly.”

Damon gestured to the busy common room. “I’m needed here, at the moment.”

“Get someone to cover for you. I’ll wait a few minutes.”

She finished her beer, stood up, and headed for the door. Damon scowled at her butt as he watched her disappear into the night.

He waved Kastet over and convinced her to cover for him for a while. As he left the bar, Damon briefly considered whether he was 
about to walk into a trap. Keiza knew too much, and she was more capable than he’d initially realized. It wasn’t beyond her to concoct a situation where he’d be stumbling blind into a group of mercenaries.

His paranoia was getting a bit too insidious for his liking.


CHAPTER 26

Damon wasn’t without weapons as he approached the small grouping of trees around the back of the inn where Keiza awaited him. He had the forethought to scoop up a bottle of wine from behind the bar on his way out. If he wasn’t walking into a trap, then he was going to make his best attempt at seducing her and plowing her suspicions down to a manageable level.

She struck quite the figure, hair blowing in the wind, tinted by Eldritch’s faint blue-green glow. Damon slowly came to stand in front of her, revealing the wine from behind his back like a special gift, just for her.

“I thought if I was going to take part of the night off, I might as well take full advantage of it,” he said.

“Do I look as though I’m in the mood to drink wine, Anders?” she asked.

Her tone was curt and serious. Damon wasn’t sure how to play her question. He decided to forge on, regardless.

“I saw you watching me, Keiza,” he said. “Staring at me, really.”

“Is there something wrong with that?”

“No.” He took a step closer to her, a fraction of a step too close. “I liked it. You were watching me work.”

Keiza jutted her chin out at him. “And that’s what you do for work, Anders? Truly?”

“I’m versatile when it comes to my profession, but I never fail to get the job done.”

A smile crept onto Damon’s face as he felt the tension lengthen and thicken between them. He was already so close. He leaned forward, letting his lips draw toward hers like a boulder rolling down a hill.

Keiza turned around just before the kiss, sucking in a shaky 
breath.

“I found a body in the river,” she whispered. “A man with scars on his face, and a collection of well-used knives on his belt.”

So that was it. He should have guessed it from her earlier questions. Still, it wasn’t as though he’d carved his name on the men he’d killed. He could still deny and deflect, or even just play dumb.

“Was he from town?” he asked.

“No,” said Keiza with a small sigh. “I believe he was from the mercenary group that passed through Azurecliff a few weeks ago. The Blacksoul Band.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I found him the day after they disappeared. His body… was ruined. He didn’t have cuts on him or bruises. He had these… gashes. As though he’d been stabbed through by a halberd in multiple places.”

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” said Damon. “It could have been an animal, or perhaps a monster.”

“Unlikely, given how close our town is to the main road.”

Damon shrugged. “He must have gotten on the wrong side of someone, then. It’s not strange for a man with knives and scars to have some enemies.”

Keiza’s eyes narrowed, gleaming in the moonlight. “Enemies. Right. Anders, the state his body was in made me feel like I couldn’t breathe simply to look at it.”

“Keiza.” He reached out to take her hands. She drew them away from him but didn’t step back, which made what little space that separated them feel like it was about to snap out of existence.

“What kind of man could do something like that?” she asked.

He watched her. She wasn’t trembling, but her posture rippled with emotions he couldn’t identify, emotions he doubted she even understood.

“Have you known many men, Keiza?” he asked.

“I’ve known plenty of men.”

“Then I have to imagine that you do understand how circumstances might have… forced someone’s hand. Perhaps the other man in the fight had a grudge. Perhaps he was just defending people he cared about.”

“You’re talking about killing, Anders,” she whispered.

“I am.” He leaned in again, not to kiss her, but to speak at near a whisper. “The man who committed this act is probably dangerous. He’s probably not the type of person you’d want to be looking into.”

“I’m not afraid of dangerous men.”

Damon waited for a beat before setting his hand gently on her waist. Keiza flinched, and he couldn’t stop himself from smiling and shaking his head.

“But you are afraid of harmless innkeepers, apparently?” he asked.

She didn’t say anything, and the moment seemed to slip by them both. Damon turned to head back to the inn. Keiza grabbed the edge of his sleeve. He turned and kissed her full on, pressing her back against the trunk of a nearby tree, body acting on reflex in response to long minutes of unfulfilled expectation.

“Oh…” she moaned.

“Do you want me to stop, Keiza?” he whispered. “Do you want me to go? To leave your town?”

“I…”

“Say it.”

“True Divine, I—”

“Keiza?” The sound of Kemren’s voice came from the inn’s entrance. “Is that you and Anders in the trees?”

Keiza exhaled through her tooth. “I’m here, Father.”

“Good!” called Kemren. “Don’t mind me. I just wanted to tell you 
to leave the front door unlocked if you get home before I do. Sorry for the interruption, and please feel free to continue from where you just left off. I’m overdue to be a grandfather.”

Damon heard the man let out a rather amused laugh as he disappeared into The Redwood Inn. He stood with Keiza in the trees, feeling awkward and no longer in the mood.

“I think I’m going to head home,” she said.

“I think that’s a good idea.”

Damon wanted to say something more about the meat of their discussion, but he still wasn’t sure where he stood with her. Did she know, or did she just suspect? And if she did know, was she the type to try to expose him, or turn him in?

He picked up the bottle of wine. A few more minutes alone with her, and he might have had both his answers and some serious fun. He wondered about what that thought said about him as he made his way back inside the inn.

The rest of the night was mellow, with patrons slowly flowing out of the inn until only its permanent residents were left, along with one other. Austine pushed his considerable alcohol tolerance past the limit and passed out at one of the tables.

“He’ll pay for a room,” said Damon. “Kain, can you help me get him upstairs?”

Kastet nodded, taking his legs while Damon handled the bulk of his weight. Vel led them to one of the new rooms she’d prepared upstairs, and they set him down atop the quilt.

“Kain,” mumbled Austine. “Kain! Come tuck me in. Come here… come on.”

Kastet scrunched her face up and pulled back into the hallway. She frowned at Damon as he followed her out and shut the door.

“Can you talk to him about being less pushy about his infatuation with me, or rather, with Kain?” asked Kastet. “I have less than no interest. He thinks I’m a man, and he wants to…”

She shuddered, and Damon chuckled.

“I’ve tried to dissuade Austine from chasing after his romantic targets before,” he said. “It rarely works out in my favor. He’ll be gone tomorrow, no doubt, and you won’t have to worry about him hitting on Kain anymore.”

“Let’s hope so,” whispered Kastet. “If Lilian had overheard some of what he was saying to me, she would have tried to kill him.”

“Which wouldn’t have ended well,” he pointed out.


CHAPTER 27

As Damon still hadn’t eaten yet, he took a quick dinner downstairs in the common room. Malon’s stew was still hot off the fire, and he had two mugs of beer along with it. Each of the others drifted off to bed, one by one. Malon kissed him on the cheek as she retired for the night, the last other person still awake.

“Don’t stay up too late, solas,” she said. “No doubt tomorrow will have much in store for us.”

“I won’t. Goodnight, aesta.”

She held his hand for a moment longer before slowly making her way upstairs. Damon still needed to take a bath, and he opted to take his myrblade down into the basement along with him.

The water was cold, but his body adjusted to it quickly, and his body’s reaction to the chill seemed fitting as he sat in the aqueduct with his dormant myrblade in hand. He gently stroked Myr’s hilt, breathing slowly, angling toward the same state he’d been in during their previous encounters within the enchantment.

It didn’t take long. Damon blinked, recognizing his new surroundings as Myr’s ethereal prison. She watched him, still bound tight by her chains, with an obvious frown on her face.

“You’re back,” she said.

“I’m back,” he said.

“We both know what that means, Damon,” she said.

“I need your strength again, Myr,” he said. “Look, I know you’re concerned about what happened, but—”

“You can’t unchain me, Damon,” she said, looking away. Her blue eyes looked so cold, so sad. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Just the first chain,” he said. “You said that it had already been undone when you became my sword. I won’t touch the others. I just want back the power that you had already shared with me.”

“Damon,” said Myr. “I respect you. I… love you. You’re my master, but you don’t understand. You don’t see it.”

“I don’t see what?”

Myr shifted her hands across her body, fingers teasing at the metal of one chain in particular. There was so much beautiful, blue flesh visible underneath. She was an Ice Elemental, but she was also a woman, a curvaceous, sexual creature.

“I will let you break this chain,” she said. “But only if you experience what you did.”

“Experience what I did? What am I agreeing to, exactly?”

“I want you to see my memory of what happened that night in the river,” whispered Myr.

“Why?” he asked. “I remember it, myself.”

“Do you?” Myr’s expression grew dark, and she extended a hand for him to take. She looked regal and dangerous in that moment, like a queen offering her subject possible amnesty, or possible execution.

Damon took her hand and felt the ethereal prison shift around him. He was suddenly back at the river on that fateful night when he confronted Agatha and the main body of the Blacksoul Band.

His perspective was different than how he remembered, loose and adrift. He heard himself speaking and was momentarily discomforted by the emptiness of his own voice.

“There are always consequences in life,” he heard himself say. “I hope you can find peace in accepting yours.”

Damon’s experience of the memory slowed to a crawl as he watched himself sink his myrblade into the water and begin to summon the ice thorns he’d used to dispatch the assassins. He experienced Myr’s memory of manifesting his will, felt the ice forming, and saw what happened next.

An older man with wispy gray hair and a curved dagger screamed in agony as he took one ice spike through the leg and 
another through the lower back. Through Myr’s experience of the ice, Damon could feel the man twitching, like a bug pinned to a child’s parchment.

A young man who couldn’t have been any older than Damon clutched at the ice spike which had taken him through the chest, tears running freely down his face as he fought pitifully against his fate.

He saw Agatha shuddering with pain, sobbing, holding her hands over gashes that bled fast and freely into the river’s current. He saw dozens of others dying, each one taking to their torment differently. Twenty-seven men and one woman was the total of the lives he’d snuffed out in a moment of magic and ruthlessness.

None of them were, strictly speaking, good people. Nobody who takes money in exchange for murder deserves to be called that. Even so, Damon knew without needing to be told that some of them had friends, family, people who would miss them.

The moment didn’t end. It looped back on itself. He could distinguish between several different voices begging for mercy that Damon had never considered giving them. It was a sound that hit him on a strange level, missing his heart completely, but still making him feel as though he was about to retch.

Damon saw a scarred man with a belt full of knives, and Keiza’s words rang through his memory like a well-struck bell.

What kind of man could do something like that?

“Myr…” he muttered, closing his eyes.

He was back in the prison when he opened them. His hands had begun trembling at some point. He pressed his palms together, but it only seemed to push the sensation deeper into his body, rather than steadying him.

“Do you understand now, Damon?” she whispered. “I don’t think you’re evil. I don’t even think you were necessarily wrong in taking those lives. Wrathful, and a little cruel maybe, but likely you saved more bloodshed in stopping them than just what would have been 
inflicted on yourself and your family. Other people they would have gone on to kill in the future.

“But it’s still… so much death. So much death, Damon. You killed them all. I thought about what might happen if you used me to kill people under different circumstances, where your reasons might not be as pressing.

“What truly scared me, Damon, was what you could become. What would happen if you became jaded and unaffected by the killing. You have so much potential. I don’t want to see you use it to cause more death.”

“Myr…” Damon blinked, only then realizing he had tears in his eyes. “I don’t want to see that, either.”

He was conflicted, but in a way, the fact that the conflict existed now, where it hadn’t before, gave him hope. He would be more careful both with how he used his myrblade and how he valued life in general. He would have to be.

“It’s this one,” whispered Myr. She pulled at one the chains that twisted across her breasts. Damon could see the edges of a dark blue nipple peeking through around one of the sides of the metal links.

“Are you sure?” he asked. “I don’t have to take it off, Myr.”

“I think you do, or at least, you will, soon enough,” she said. “I am still worried. But I don’t want my concern over how you’ll use my power lead to you being underequipped against the challenges ahead of you. You’re a good master, Damon, and you’re a wielder. You’re one of the few who can unlock my strength in such a way.”

He nodded slowly, but still felt uneasy as he drew near Myr and took hold of the chain. It was colder than ice, and the chill went straight into his knuckles and the bones of his fingers. It felt as though his fingers had frozen into place after only a few seconds.

“Mmm…” hummed Myr. “You can go ahead, whenever you’re ready.”

“Alright.” Damon pulled on the chain, putting his strength into pulling it apart just as he might snap a thin string. His muscles 
strained to apply more force, and he gritted his teeth, grunting and concentrating. He started to doubt whether he could even do it.

The screech of metal suddenly echoed through the ethereal prison as one of the links on the chain gave out. Damon saw Myr shudder, noticed the way the removal of the chain exposed one of her breasts, and felt a sudden rush of warmth and power.

“It’s done,” he said.

“Yes.” She pulled an arm across her chest and looked at him seriously. “Please, Damon. What I’ve shown you here and what I’ve told you about the chains is information which may lead you into danger. The rest of the chains must stay on.”

“I understand,” he said.

“Do you?”

He shrugged. “I think so. Perhaps not in the same way you do, Myr, but after what you showed me…” He shook his head and looked at the floor. “True Divine. I don’t like having the kind of power that lets me kill like that.”

“It would be so much more, Damon,” she said. “More than your heart is able to handle. I don’t want to see you become that cold.”

The scene around him flashed and faded. Damon was back in the aqueduct, holding his myrblade and shivering in the chilly water.


CHAPTER 28

Damon wanted to sleep in the next morning, feeling as though the will to rise from bed was completely absent from his being. He’d had a nightmare about what Myr had shown him, and it was the first time he’d truly struggled with the nature of what he’d done to the Blacksoul Band in his dreams.

He was reasonably sure that the others could manage the inn through the opening hours. They had housed their first overnight patron, but Austine would no doubt be off by the time he finished whatever breakfast Malon inevitably cooked up for the common room.

“Damon?” Vel’s voice came from the hallway, more curious than concerned. “Are you still tired from the road?”

He risked a glance through half-lidded eyes as she made her way into his room. She hadn’t gotten dressed and wore only her half-shirt and girlshorts. He could see her nipples pressing out against the fabric of her top and felt his already stiff cock strain a bit against his quilt. Apparently, he’d dreamed of more than just death the night before.

It was hard to hold onto his deflated mood as Vel’s hand brushed hair back from his forehead. She sat down next to him and pulled his quilt back, rubbing his bare chest affectionately. He’d missed her more than he’d realized even in just the two days he’d been gone.

“…Damon?” she whispered. “Are you asleep?”

Her breath tickled his face as she spoke, underscoring how close she was to him. Her hand slid a bit lower across his bare chest and stomach. She hesitated, and a moment later, Damon felt her poke the apparently obvious bulge of his erection through the quilt.

“He is obviously sleeping, Velanor.” Ria’s voice was followed by her stepping into his room and closing the door. “There is no need to wake him. It is just the hungover swordsman downstairs, and Malon and Kastet seem capable of handling him.”

Another risky glance told Damon that Ria was more clothed than Vel had been, wearing a tunic and short leggings that left her calves bare. He felt her weight also settle onto his bed. He had to focus to keep his breathing even as he felt Ria’s hand give his morning oak an appreciative pat.

“Ria!” said Vel. She reached out, swatting Ria’s hand away and touching Damon herself in the process.

“What?” asked Ria. “He is asleep, Velanor. What do you think his dreams are of?”

“I don’t know,” said Vel. “It’s Damon. Probably Bylia… or perhaps that girl, Keiza, who he went off with last night.”

“I was going to guess Malon.”

“Ew!” said Vel. “Why would Damon be dreaming about our aesta?”

“Just a guess.”

Damon felt a hand close around the bulge of his cock, squeezing the quilt into a soft, not unpleasant cocoon around his arousal. The hand began to gently pull, and Damon was so very glad that he’d decided to sleep in.

“What are you doing?” hissed Vel.

“I want to see it,” whispered Ria. “He is still sound asleep.”

“I know you’ve seen it before,” said Vel.

“As have you, but it is always in motion,” said Ria. “Damon has no patience. He is always sticking it somewhere, always thrusting.”

Vel snorted. “He can be a little hasty. And a little demanding.”

A second hand began fondling him, though it was still through the quilt.

“The door is closed,” said Ria. “Malon will be busy with cooking downstairs, and Kastet, or Kain
, is likely occupied with the swordsman.”

“Let’s just be quick.”

“Now who is the hasty one?” asked Ria.

Damon felt the quilt being pulled back. He let out a tired groan but kept his eyes shut, trying to react as realistically as he could. He still had his undershorts on, but Ria and Vel seemed intent on removing those, as well.

He felt his underwear gently, gradually removed by the two women he’d grown up with, all while pretending to be asleep. It was one of the most bizarrely arousing experiences of his adult life. He felt his naked, erect cock snap outward into the slightly cold air of the room. Even though he couldn’t see them, he could feel Vel and Ria staring.

“I find it difficult to see it and not want to do more,” said Ria.

“Ria!” said Vel. “You’re going too far.”

“Then leave,” said Ria. “No one is stopping you.”

A hand closed around his erection, followed immediately after by another, smaller and softer. Ria let out a giggle, and Vel sighed.

“How does it get so hard?” asked Vel.

“He is a very passionate man.”

Damon felt Ria shifting positions on the bed.

“Ria!” hissed Vel. “Don’t! He’ll definitely wake up if you do that!”

“So?” replied Ria. “You think he will be angry with us when he does?”

Bliss. Unadulterated bliss flooded through Damon as a set of soft lips pressed a kiss to the underside of his shaft. He felt a wet tongue lick him from base to tip, and it was all he could do to keep from grabbing a fistful of hair, presumably Ria’s, and thrusting forward.

“That’s not fair!” said Vel. “Ria!”

Vel sighed, and this time he couldn’t hold back a groan as a second set of lips joined the first. Vel sucked on the tip of his cock, while Ria kissed and licked lower down. The pleasure was unreal, too much and not enough at the same time. Could he have this from 
them every morning if he made a habit of staying in bed?

His willpower for the subterfuge gave out. He set a hand on both of their heads, sensing them each start with surprise and look his way.

“You are awake,” said Ria.

Vel’s mouth was still on his member, but she blinked out a similar sentiment.

“I’m awake,” he said. “True Divine, you’re both wicked.”

He lost any semblance of self-control. Vel was wearing less clothing. Vel would be faster. Damon seized her by the shoulders, flipped her underneath him on the bed, and yanked down her girlshorts.

“Damon!” said Vel. “Hold on for… Oh!”

He sank his cock into her with one hard, deliberate thrust. Vel was already wet, and she and Ria had done a fantastic job of slicking him up. There was no resistance, nothing stopping him from plunging balls deep inside her pretty, petite body.

He wrapped one hand around her back, clutching her shoulder and pulling her body back into him with each of his pumps. Vel’s body writhed underneath him, and she let out a few vocal moans before getting her voice under control.

“You like that, Vel?” he growled. “Is this what you wanted so badly when you snuck into my room?”

“I… I didn’t!”

“You did!” Damon kissed her aggressively and pulled her half-shirt down. Her pale breasts jiggled into view. He kissed each of her nipples before sucking on the right one, still thrusting, possessing her nubile body as completely as he could.

“True Divine!” cried Vel. “Damon!”

He didn’t slow his pace, even as he felt Vel tensing up and digging her fingers into his back. He took her harder, faster, punishing her body with his movements.

“Young Damon. Husband.” Ria was still in the room, still on the bed next to them, in fact. Damon hadn’t forgotten about her, but his intense need to come, to take Vel and use her, was at the fore of his mind. He felt Ria shift so she was behind him, felt her hands settle lovingly on his shoulders.

“Oh!” cried Vel. Her hips bucked like a flustered mare as she came. Damon held them steady with his strong arms, pumping into her as though he was getting paid to do it. Vel was so hot and tight. She looked like a high-priced courtesan with her blonde hair splayed out across the pillow, breasts jiggling to the rhythm of his thrusts.

“Easy,” whispered Ria. “The day ahead is long. Pace yourself.”

Damon gritted his teeth, still thrusting into Vel. Ria’s words were like the wind in the distance, but as she started to kiss his neck and rub on him from behind, Damon lost all sense of restraint.

“Vel!” he moaned. He felt his endurance coming down to the last few thrusts. He made them count, pumping into her hard enough to sting. He surged past his limit, unloading the first burst of his seed deep into Vel’s tight, pink womanhood.

“Careful…” Ria’s arms wrapped around him, guiding him back. “Remember what your aesta has dictated.”

She took hold of his sticky cock as it came loose from Vel, shifting it to aim the next few strings of his seed onto her stomach. Damon was completely blissed out, unable to think, let alone speak. Vel flashed him a smile equal parts embarrassed and pleased with herself.

He collapsed forward onto his bed, shifting so Vel was on one shoulder and Ria was on the other. It was a beautiful moment, but one which could only last for a few minutes.

“I should wash up,” said Vel.

“Malon will get suspicious if we are all absent for too long,” said Ria.

“Hey,” he said, stopping them both at the door. They both paused, glancing back at him.

“I plan on getting revenge for this,” he said.

Vel and Ria let out matching laughs.

“Revenge?” said Vel.

“Revenge,” he repeated. “It’s my turn to play with you both while you’re sleeping.”

“If you can make it into my room without waking me, husband, you are more than welcome to,” said Ria.

“Ria!” said Vel. “You can’t say things like that! He’s going to take it as an open invitation to…”

Damon grabbed Vel’s hand, pulled her back toward his bed, and kissed her full on the lips.

“You should go wash up,” he said, brushing a few strands of hair back from her face.


CHAPTER 29

Damon was strategic about how he made his entrance down into the common room, giving Ria and Vel a plausible head start to keep them from seeming conspicuous. Malon tended to his place at the bar, though the task didn’t involve much, given they only had a single patron.

Austine was collapsed forward against the bar, seeming as near to unconsciousness as an awake person could approach. Damon ignored him, first heading behind the bar to hug Malon and plant a gentle kiss on her cheek.

“You slept in this morning, solas,” she said.

He nodded, deciding she needed to hear at least part of the truth. “I was up late last night, but for good reason. I managed to restore the power of my sword.”

Malon give his hand a small squeeze and shot a concerned glance at Austine. She was wary of him overhearing, given his status as Avarice’s crest sorcerer. Damon didn’t resist as she pulled him around the corner into the kitchen.

“You broke her chains, then?” asked Malon.

“One of them,” he said. “I think it best to take her advice and leave the rest untouched, for now.”

Without Ria and Vel eager and willing to serve as a distraction, his mind was free to parse through what Myr had shown him. He heard the echo of twenty-eight people screaming in agony. They hadn’t been the first lives Damon had taken, but rather than diminishing the impact of what he’d done, it felt like a further condemnation of it.

“You have a mature expression on your face right now,” said Malon. “This is what growth feels like, solas.”

“I suppose so.” He took a breath and let out a slightly shaky sigh. “I should go do my job.”

“As should I. Breakfast is nearly done. I already made the batter for pancakes, so I’ll cook them up as needed.”

“That sounds perfect.”

He wanted to kiss her again, but she’d already turned to tend to the fire. He did it anyway, pulling her into a borderline erotic embrace from behind and planting a hot kiss on her cheek.

“You smell incredible, aesta,” he whispered.

“You have a bar to tend, solas,” she replied.

He gave her one last squeeze in the hug, savoring her soft body against his, and turned away. Despite having engaged with both Vel and Ria not half an hour earlier, it was his aesta’s scent that lingered in his mind as he walked back out into the common room.

Austine let out a groan and tapped a hand against the bar. Damon folded his arms, feeling distinctly nostalgic as he looked upon his friend undone by a night of heavy drinking.

“You can’t use your crest to neutralize the effects of alcohol, or something?” he asked.

“Who says I can’t?” muttered Austine. “Maybe I simply chose not to.”

“You with your infinite depths of self-control,” said Damon. “I should have cut you off halfway through the night.”

“Pour me a beer,” muttered Austine. “I need to calm my stomach.”

Damon poured him a glass of water, instead. Vel and Kastet came up from the basement, both freshly washed and partially dried. Austine did a double-take as he saw them, expression turning a bit sour.

“That little liar,” he muttered. “Kain claimed he was a virgin. Well, I suppose you’re the one with the foremost right to be offended, given that he’s plowing your sister.”

Damon covered his mouth, hiding a smile. “Yes, well, I suppose I’ll just have to be happy for them.”

“Plans for today?” asked Austine.

Damon gestured to the inn. “This. If I have time, I might do some sparring. The town’s smith is an old blade master.”

“You don’t say? I’d love to stick around and see, but I suppose I should be getting back to my objective.”

Austine didn’t elaborate, and Damon didn’t ask. He accepted his friend’s money, bickered for a bit about what constituted a fair tip, and waved him out the door.

Lilian arrived back at the inn mere minutes after Austine’s departure. She looked tired, as though she’d traveled through the night, and went straight to Kastet once she was inside. Sensing the urgency of her gait, Damon went to the front door and locked it.

All six of them sat around one of the tables in the common room. Damon was across from Lilian, in between Vel and Ria, and he watched as she carefully unrolled the missive she held and passed it to Kastet.

“It’s a message from Wrath,” said Lilian. Her serious blue eyes scanned each face around the table. “She told me to deliver it to you with absolute haste.”

“She’s serious about establishing this alliance,” said Kastet, scanning over the letter. “Wrath has specified all of the details here, along with who she’d like to speak with. This isn’t just about me. Damon, Ria. Wrath also is interested in having the two of you formally commit to being her allies.”

Damon exchanged a glance with Ria, who seemed uncertain, borderline suspicious. Malon’s face was similarly concerned, with an additional edge of anger tinging her eyes. He remembered what Lilian had said about Wrath offering him her crest. Would it be a precondition of any sort of partnership between them?

“Hold on,” said Vel. “Is this truly the best idea for all of us? Aesta… What will it mean for you if Damon and Ria and Kastet are allied to Wrath?”

“Lascivious wishes to stay as passive as she can through this 
conflict,” said Malon. “I… won’t be able to help in your battles. I think this is a decision you’ll each need to make for yourselves, regardless of what Wrath desires.”

She spoke to the table, but her eyes were for Damon. He knew what she was thinking. If he took Wrath’s crest, it might only be a matter of time before they were set against each other, or against their masters for refusing orders.

“Wrath wishes us to meet her at the Remnant Stones,” said Kastet. “I’m not familiar with the location.”

“The Remnant Stones are northwest of Azurecliff, about a day’s journey,” said Malon. “They were originally statues, built to honor the Divine Remnants of generations past in the days before Merinia began to colonize this region.”

“They were built by the Old Remenai, then?” asked Ria.

Malon nodded. “During a time of peace between the Divine Remnants, if you can believe it.”

Damon considered the relevance of that. He’d wondered before about how the Forsaken seemed inexplicably concentrated around Veridan’s Curve, given the wideness of the greater world. It was illuminating to realize that in a sense, this was their home realm, and whatever divine magic kept them reincarnating was as tied to the land as it was to their souls.

“I’ll be the one to ask the obvious question,” he said, turning his mind back to the situation at hand. “Does it truly make sense for us to consider this? I know you’ve plotted with Wrath before, Kastet, but for us to commit to an actual alliance seems… a bit ambitious, not to mention overly optimistic.”

“We must meet with her,” said Kastet. “I
 must, at the least. This could be my only chance.”

“I… agree with Kastet,” said Ria. “As much as I yearn for more allies, for strength, we cannot delay without risking offense if Wrath wishes to speak with us now.”

“I don’t trust her,” said Damon. “I know her better than any of 
you… and I just don’t. She is one of the Forsaken. I can’t help but think it’s naïve to assume that we can leverage an alliance with her into an advantage for ourselves.”

“Our alliance is with each other, first and foremost,” said Kastet. “The fact of the matter is we can’t stand up to an enemy like my stepmother, or Avarice, on our own. We need help. Wrath is offering us an opportunity.”

“She’s right,” said Malon. Her words carried the weight of finality, so much so that even Damon wanted to believe her. “I know you’re wary, solas, and for good reason. But if we continue as we are now, the unfortunate truth is that it will only be a matter of time before Kastet is rediscovered, or one of the other Divine Remnants decides to attack Lascivious or me. We need to be mindful of the benefits of forming an alliance.”

“I don’t disagree with your logic, but we haven’t heard Wrath’s terms yet,” he said. “She might ask us for the type of commitment that’s not easy for us to give.”

If Wrath wanted him to agree to a crest contract with her as part of the negotiation, what would he do? What would Malon say, to know that the only thing keeping them from being set against one another was the tenuous peace between Wrath and Lascivious?

“It’s as you said,” replied Malon. “We haven’t heard Wrath’s terms yet. We need to take this one step at a time.”

Everyone around the table nodded, including Damon. They rose from the table and began their preparations.


CHAPTER 30

Damon found many of the usual traveling concerns easy to address, in no small part thanks to the recent income of the inn. They had enough coin to purchase what they’d need for a few days of traveling on foot and camping, which felt like a luxury after their time running from the Blacksoul Band.

Even Damon’s traveling pack was lighter than it would normally have been, with so many sets of shoulders to spread the load across. They were out of the inn by midday, passing north into Azurecliff after ensuring that the inn was securely locked and boarded up.

“You’re heading out again?” called Doogle from his perch atop the town’s entrance archway. “So soon? Didn’t you and your mother just return, Anders?”

“We still have more to move,” said Damon. “It makes more sense for us all to go this time around. Many hands make light work.”

“Those many hands will be well missed for every day your inn stays closed,” grumbled the old man. “Suppose I’ll have to buy some spirits and hunker down until you return.”

“We won’t be gone long,” said Malon. “You have my word.”

They stopped by the market and Kemren’s shop to make their purchases. Malon opted to buy another tent, supplementing the two increasingly tattered ones the family still had and the smaller one Lilian used herself. She passed the new tent to Damon, giving him a knowing look.

“As the only man among us, I think it’s fair for you to have your own tent, solas,” she said. “Don’t you?”

“I suppose that depends on your perspective,” he said with a smile. He’d been looking forward to the usual dance of figuring out who was sleeping where. It gave him an unimpeachable excuse to bed Vel and Ria on the regular, not to mention the potential for Malon to share his bedroll for a night.

He reminded himself of their journey’s serious objective and followed the others outside. They bought a fair amount of food, mostly hard sausage and road biscuits and the like. Damon kept his eyes peeled for Keiza, excuse ready to counter her suspicion, but he didn’t end up seeing her.

It was a mellow autumn afternoon, perfect traveling weather. They set out north along the road at a hard march, stopping to sip from their waterskins every half hour or so. Damon walked alongside Ria at the back of the group, keeping a close eye out for any surprises.

There was a confidence, a silent inevitability, underneath the group’s mood. Damon’s life had become entwined with all of theirs, from Malon and her crest, to Ria and Vel, Kastet and her throne. Even Wrath was connected to him through the string of his sword’s legacy and the encounters they’d shared. Whatever happened over the next few days would set their direction.

***

Their route took them off the main road after only a few hours. The landscape was flat, full of plains with sparse trees. The wind was powerful, and it pressed against them from the front as though urging them to reconsider each step forward.

They didn’t stop for lunch, camped late in the evening, and were rather unceremoniously back to traveling early the next morning. Damon swallowed his annoyance at having such a minimal amount of sleep and helped a few of the others, namely Vel and Kastet, tamp down on their own complaints.

The terrain shifted from open plains into rolling hills, with thin, pliable trees with which Damon was unfamiliar interspersed with the brush in the adjoining lowlands. They made good progress, but he still found himself surprised when their destination came into sight late in the afternoon.

“We’ve made good time,” said Malon. “We can get plenty of sleep tonight and be well rested for the meeting tomorrow morning.”

The Remnant Stones were a sight to behold, though Damon never would have guessed their significance from afar without prior knowledge. From the positions of what was left of them, they’d once been seven statues of the Forsaken standing in a perfect circle, each rising at least a hundred feet high.

The thing is, there wasn’t much left of them. The largest intact body part was a leg, which rose to a heavily weathered stone stump, replete with moss across its jagged top. A few severed feet were scattered nearby in their original positions, but most of what was considered to be the Remnant Stones came from the fallen pieces. The heads and hands — and in some cases, partially destroyed abdomens — of the Forsaken statues lay strewn about the field.

Had they been of living flesh, it would have been the aftermath of a massacre, and not one easily washed away by the river’s rushing current.

Malon called for them to camp on a section of flat ground midway up a hill, hidden on one side but above the trees down below, where the shadows were already long and impenetrable. Damon spent another minute taking in the sight of the stones before heading off to gather firewood, leaving the others to set up the tents.

He felt strangely peaceful as he began stripping down pieces of wood for kindling. The next few days would involve them making decisions which would affect their own futures, perhaps even the future of Veridan’s Curve. To have a chance to sit down around the camp and simply be in one another’s company felt like a fading privilege.

“Malon is ready to start cooking.” Ria’s voice drew Damon from his reverie. “I came to help you gather the necessary wood. Use me as needed.”

He shifted the pieces he carried, turning to face Ria. She’d taken off her tunic for whatever reason, and stood in her half-shirt and leggings, her dark hair tied back in a simple bun.

“As needed?” he said with a slight smile. “I’m lucky to come by such help.”

“Lucky, indeed.” Ria came around behind him, letting her hand trail up the side of his shoulder as she took a piece of firewood from him. “Malon insisted on sharing a tent with me last night, for reasons not completely of foolishness.”

“But you’re not sharing one with her tonight?” he asked.

“She switched with Kastet.”

“Good,” he said. “Come to my tent tonight, once everyone is asleep.”

“Mmm…” hummed Ria. “Whatever would you need help with in there, young Damon?”

He drew closer to her, setting the firewood down so he could kiss her neck and let his words tickle against her ear. “Show up naked.”

“We are not alone in the campsite, even if all but us will be asleep,” she said. “What if—"

He gave her chest a push, not hard, but enough to lock her back against the tree she’d been standing in front of. Damon pressed himself against her, faking as though going for a kiss and drawing his lips up at the last second. Ria let out an excited breath, her body open, undulating against his.

“Solas!” called Malon. “Seta! We need that firewood.”

“I’ll see you tonight,” he whispered. “Wife.”

“Husband.”

There was an unexpected and not unwelcome surprise waiting for them back at their hillside camp. All of the tents were set up, and Lilian had out a bottle of brandy which she, Vel, and Kastet sipped from while sitting next to the empty, recently built firepit. The bottle looked expensive — fine glass with gemstones glued along its edge in places.

“A gift from Wrath?” guessed Damon.

“That’s right,” said Lilian. “Care for a sip?”

“Are you certain it was not tampered with?” asked Ria.


Poisoned

 was the word Damon was sure she was alluding to. He appreciated her not saying that, however, given how quickly Vel and Kastet might potentially be unsettled by the thought.

“I tested it on my way back to the inn,” said Lilian. “A few times, in fact.”

“Then I will absolutely have some,” said Damon.

He was slightly buzzed as he began building the fire. Malon began cooking the stew as soon as he had it going, adding ingredients as the rest of them settled into spots nearby.

Damon was next to Ria, who had cuddled up against him without hesitation. His arm was around her waist, and one of her hands rested on his thigh, occasionally rubbing, just enough teasing to clap back against his earlier demand of her.

“The food smells wonderful, aesta,” said Damon.

Malon glanced up from the pot, her face lit by the warm glow of the fire. “Thank you, solas. It’s nothing fancy. Spicy sausage with wild carrot and leek.”

“You always undersell your cooking, even at the inn,” said Vel.

Malon smiled and shrugged. “I’ve always found it to be enough to feed people and see the enjoyment in their faces. In them asking for seconds.”

“Will there be enough for seconds tonight?” asked Damon.

“I cooked plenty, solas,” she replied. “Tomorrow will be a big day.”

The food was delicious, the perfect blend of savory meat, fresh vegetables, and rich flavor. Damon had a few more sips of brandy throughout the meal, which he enjoyed. Ria continued teasing him the entire time, all but goading his cock with her insisting fingers.

Damon was almost out of his mind when the meal drew to a close and his companions began retiring to bed. He hunched a bit to keep his arousal from being obvious to Malon, who drew close to hug him goodnight.

“Should I take first watch tonight?” he asked.

“No need, solas,” she replied. “Lilian volunteered.”

“Ah,” said Damon.

“She’s going to do it from the top of the hill to give herself a better view,” said Malon, gesturing to where the slope continued up a ways further.

“That’s perfect,” he said. “For keeping watch. It’s a good spot to watch from.”

Just far enough away to keep her from being a nosy presence, in fact.

“I’ll have Velanor in my tent with me, but don’t hesitate to let me know if you need anything, solas.” She leaned in to kiss him on the cheek. “Sleep up.”

“I will. I love you, aesta.”

“I love you, just the same.”

Vel and Kastet were already in their tent. Damon gave them a wave and a passing goodnight before slipping into his own abode for the night and collapsing on his bedroll. He was excited, but in a measured, almost fragile way. It would be so hot if Ria did show up naked, but it was an open question whether she’d be able to show up at all, with so many sets of eyes and ears within the camp.

It was a form of anticipation that fed into his arousal like dry kindling into an open flame. Damon stripped off his own clothing and lay naked on his bedroll, edging himself in a manner that probably wasn’t advisable if he wanted to do more than just make a mess of Ria within the first few minutes of her arrival.

He waited. And he waited. An hour passed by with each minute feeling like an eternity onto itself. Still, Damon waited… and was rewarded.

The flap to his tent pushed open. Damon didn’t so much as take the time to confirm it was Ria on the other side before flinging her down on the bedroll and mounting her. It was, in fact, Ria, and she’d 
been a good girl and shown up as naked as her birthing day.

“Husband,” she whispered. “Are you as horny as I am?”

“Does this answer your question?” He speared his cock forward, sinking into the pleasure of her womanhood, the tight, hot hole he’d been imagining for hours. “You’re mine, sweet wife. And tonight, I’ll have you dancing all night long.”

Ria let out a pleasured gasp as Damon began to move. He tried to slow his breathing even as he aggressively plunged his shaft into her. It felt so good, so much better than he’d imagined when they’d been eating dinner and the scene had played out in his head.

“Take me, young Damon,” hissed Ria. “Use me.”

“You’re mine,” he whispered. “Don’t ever forget that.”

He laced his fingers through hers with both hands, pressing her palms down onto the back of his bedroll. Ria’s legs wrapped tight around him, and for a few moments, he was simply grinding and rocking against her, the fit of his cock in her womanhood too tight to do much more against the crush of her powerful thighs.

They rolled sideways. Ria’s hand slapped the canopy of the tent, sending a ripple through the shelter. Damon slapped her ass. He seized it with rough fingers, massaging each of her buttocks like bread dough in need of working.

“Faster,” he said. “Work those hips, Ria.”

He slapped her butt again. Ria growled and pinned his wrist.

“You’re… mmm… more of a brat than Velanor sometimes,” she said. “But I will ride you, young Damon. Tonight, I will make you come first.”

Damon snorted. “You can go ahead and…”


Try
 was the word he’d been looking to end that sentence with. Ria did something that stole his attention before he could finish his thought. She rocked her hips in such a perfect, fast rhythm, working his cock without a sliver of waisted energy.

Damon stared at her in the dark, watching her breasts bounce. 
He couldn’t see her tan lines, but he knew they were there. Ria’s threat to make him come first suddenly felt more like a prophecy. He set his hands on her waist in an attempt to stop her, or at least slow her down.

“True Divine,” he muttered. “Ria. Hold on… Just… Oh!”

She let out a lewd moan and went even faster, fast enough to make Damon’s mind go blank from the pleasure. There was no stopping her, no desire from him for her to stop. He seized her by the hips and jerked upward, feeling his cock thrum as he sent his seed bursting as deep inside of her as it had ever gone.

He knew he should pull out. Surely, Ria knew that too, but there was a reluctance on both sides. Damon was too blissed to realize what it meant that the tent flap had been pulled open by a hand that didn’t belong to either him or Ria.

That, in the end, was what pulled them apart and saved them from breaking their aesta’s unwritten rule.


CHAPTER 31

“Hi,” said Lilian. “I hope I’m not interrupting. Though clearly… I’m interrupting.”

Damon and Ria fumbled and scrambled away from each other, briefly grabbing at the same quilt and tugging back and forth to shield their own modesty. Damon let Ria have it, catching his breath, still sweaty from sex.

“Were you spying on us?” he asked.

Lilian let out a small chuckle. “Yes. It’s what I do. It seems to have served a purpose in this case.”

“Jad’s blood!” snarled Ria. “You pathetic little harpy!”

Damon grabbed her wrist as she stood and started toward the other woman. He pulled her in close, kissing her on the cheek and brushing hair back from her forehead.

“Head back to your tent,” he whispered. “I’ll talk to her.”

He could sense that Ria was glaring at them both, despite not being able to see her expression in the dark. She shouldered by Lilian as she passed but said nothing more as she returned to her own tent.

“The two of you share an aesta,” said Lilian.

“This is none of your business,” said Damon.

“By Remenai standards, doesn’t that make her your sister?”

“Enough, Lilian,” he said. “If I catch you spying on me again, I’ll—”

“You’re in no position to make threats, Damon Al-Kendras. Let’s suppose Ria does manage to gain allies among her people. What do you think will happen if they later learn of her having these sorts of relations?”

Damon pulled on his trousers and left his tent, wanting to get 
away from her even if it meant giving up sleep. “I’ll take over your watch if you forget what you just saw.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” said Lilian.

He ignored her refusal, heading up the hill to where she’d been keeping guard. The spot gave him a fairly good view of the area. The night was clear, and between the stars and Eldritch, the area around the Remnant Stones was faintly illuminated.

Lilian followed him.

“I’m not the judgmental type, Damon,” she said. “Ria is… well, calling her beautiful doesn’t really do it justice. I understand the attraction. Unfortunately, Rem culture is rather conservative, on the whole. My issue is that there’s a very real chance this might become a problem if it continues once we begin gathering Rem allies.”

“Ria and I will work through it,” he said.

Lilian didn’t say anything. Her silence was telling, and Damon suspected that she was also considering if he might have similar relationships with Velanor, or even Malon. He swore under his breath, wishing he’d simply managed to keep his lust in check for the night.

“Hold on,” said Lilian. “What’s that?”

She set a hand on his shoulder and turned him to look toward the southeast, away from the Remnant Stones. On a hill lower down than theirs, nearly obscured by a grouping of small trees, was a hidden campsite. No fire was visible, but a thin trickle of smoke suggested that there was one there, carefully angled to give off no light.

“Rovahn’s balls,” muttered Damon.

“We’re being followed,” said Lilian.

He nodded. Lilian set her hands on her hips.

“You’re not surprised,” she said. “You knew, didn’t you?”

“I suspected,” he said. “I’ll deal with it.”

“Damon, hold on. We should—”

“I’ll deal with it!” he snapped.

She didn’t try to stop him as he left, first heading to grab his sword from his tent before continuing toward the other hill. His path took him through the low-lying trees, and then up again, back down, and back up. He could see the fire clearly as he reached the small campsite, along with the silhouette of a man sitting in front of it.

Damon didn’t try to hide his approach. He walked up casually and took a seat down on the other side of the fire. Neither of them said anything for a few seconds.

“You said you were on unrelated business, Aust,” said Damon.

Shadows cast by the fire danced across Austine’s face. He had a bottle of wine in his hand, and he took a sip before answering.

“I thought I was,” he said. “You didn’t tell me you were seeking an alliance with Wrath, Damon.”

“Wrath and Famine. Feel free to report that back to your master. Perhaps he’ll show some caution when he realizes his siblings have begun to team up.”

Austine sighed. “True Divine. I don’t care about any of this, personally. I hope you know that.”

“I do. How are your wives doing?”

“We’re not technically married,” said Austine. “How are your sisters?”

“We’re not technically…” Damon chuckled and trailed off. “Dammit.”

“Divine dammit. Want some wine?”

“I’m good, thanks,” said Damon.

Neither said anything for a minute or two. Words were dangerous, but eventually, they also became unavoidable.

“You can’t stay here, Aust,” he said. “I don’t want to fight you, but it won’t be up to me. It was enough to have you showing up 
unannounced at the inn. You have to go.”

“I don’t have to go anywhere, Damon.”  Austine set the wine bottle down. “I’m good right here.”

“I’m asking you as your friend.”

“And I’m telling you no,” said Austine. “As a friend.”

Damon gritted his teeth. “You’ll die. Your crest doesn’t make you invincible.”

“Is that a threat?”

“No, that’s a fact,” said Damon. “You already have what you wanted. You can leave, report back to Avarice, and tell him about this meeting.”

“I could,” said Austine. “But… it would go a lot more smoothly if I had Kastet with me when I did.”

Damon couldn’t help but smile, despite the underlying tension. “You knew it was her?”

Austine grinned back at him. “I did. She’s not bad at playing the part of a pretty young lad. I thought if I could get her alone at the inn, I might be able to sneak off with her. Taking her now would work just as well, however.”

“You can’t take her, Aust,” said Damon.

“Why not?”

“Because I’m standing between you and her.”

“That one was a threat, I think,” said Austine.


CHAPTER 32

Damon slowly stood, as did his oldest friend in the world. The fire still burned between them, crackling, dancing, filling the silence.

They drew their swords in perfect unison, as though trying to fall back into their hard-earned rapport as blade partners.

The first exchange of attacks happened over the fire, flames reflecting off Damon’s myrblade and Austine’s ornate, golden-trimmed longsword. They drew back as the clang of metal echoed in the distance, circling one another slowly and shifting onto the open grass.

“If we do this here and now, it won’t be like the other times, Damon,” said Austine. “You know that as well as I do.”

“Then why bother, Aust?” he asked. “Walk away.”

“Bring me Kastet, and I will.”

“That’s not going to happen!”

“Why not?” Austine held up a hand. “Stop a moment and think! Consider this seriously. What loyalty have you to Kastet that comes before our friendship? We’re brothers!”

“She trusts me. She doesn’t deserve any of what’s happened to her.”

“What does she deserve, then?” snapped Austine. “To start a civil war that will kill thousands? How many innocents do you think will die when armies start taking towns and cities, Damon? That’s not even considering the damage the Forsaken will cause.”

“So you suggest I betray Kastet and… what? Deliver her to Avarice?”

“Why not?” asked Austine. “Honestly… Why not? Whatever grudge you might hold against him for what happened during our blood bout in the Gilded Amphitheater isn’t worth starting a war over. I let it go. You can let it go. Kastet would be comfortable as his 
guest.”

“His prisoner,” said Damon.

“She would be comfortable, regardless. She might even rise to her throne one day if it suits Avarice’s will. You’d choose destruction and chaos over that?”

“Queen Anise used Vel to murder Prince Gabriel,” said Damon. “Avarice is a corrupt manipulator intent on stealing the Malagantyan and all of the land farther to the east from the Remenai.”

“Your point being?”

“There is such a thing as right and wrong, Aust,” said Damon. “I’m not going to give up on building a better future just because it might bring about war sooner, rather than later. If that’s what it takes, so be it.”

Austine stared at him for an interval that seemed to make all his previous words resonate through Damon’s head. What grudge did he hold against Avarice, with Austine surviving the blood bout and making it a farce? He’d still had his best friend stolen on that day, and he’d never gotten him back in the way he truly wanted.

They clashed into one another again, swords whistling and singing as they met in the night. There were two sources of light, the ghost moon above their heads and Austine’s fire to the side. The combination cast strange outlines over their bodies and faces, expressions covered in masks of shifting, dancing darkness.

Damon deflected a side slash and responded with a solid counter. Austine wasn’t there when his sword reached the point where it should have connected. He was drawing from his crest magic. Damon spun, blocking an attack on instinct, more than reflex.

He reached out to his myrblade as he took a step back, feeling a bit overwhelmed with appreciation and relief at the fact that it responded to him instantly. He’d repented and broken Myr’s first chain. He had back the sword’s freezing magic, ice thorns, and other relevant abilities.

It was a huge boon, but he hadn’t practiced with his myrblade’s magic in over two weeks, a longer period of time than it seemed for a swordsman with an enchanted weapon. He manifested his weapon’s ice thorns as he watched Austine feint forward, only then realizing there wasn’t much he could do with the thorns after taking an unwieldy strike with his newly enlarged weapon.

“You’re slower than I am, Damon.” A kick slammed into his leg from the left, just out of sight. Damon ignored the pain and stepped backward, trying to think through the encounter.

How had he beaten Austine in their previous matches? There was always some surprise, some trick he’d been able to pull out at the last second. He had no new tricks, and even his old ones felt wonky and ineffective.

“Don’t think about how to use my magic to win,” whispered Myr. “Use my magic when you see an opening to win.”

“That barely counts as advice,” muttered Damon.

He took it to heart, regardless, letting the ice thorns melt away from his myrblade. His fingers were cold, and he was half tempted to try freezing his grip closed as he deflected another strike from Austine and nearly had his weapon torn loose from his hand.

“Really, Damon? Why would you think to confront me alone when you’ve gotten so much weaker than you were last time around?”

“What you see as weakness is actually—”

Austine’s fist slammed into the side of Damon’s face, interrupting him. He tasted blood as he staggered backward. Austine was just too fast. How was he supposed to fight an opponent with that kind of speed advantage?

He set the idea of using his magic aside, instead taking a breath and priming his long-trained sword skills. Austine had been his blade partner once. Even if he’d gotten faster, he wasn’t unpredictable, not to Damon. Not after everything they’d been through.

He let himself fight without thinking, dimming his awareness to 
everything but himself, his opponent, and the two swords in play. Austine’s attacks were quicker than his, but not always to the point where he couldn’t expect where they’d be coming from or shorten his blocks to deflect with a bit of added risk.

The sound of their swords kissing edge to edge rang rhythmically through the air. Even if the others couldn’t overhear from within their tents, someone would notice how long he’d been gone, soon. Lilian, if no one else. Damon needed to finish the fight soon. He wasn’t even sure what finishing the fight
 would mean. Was this it?

He feinted and made it a good one. Austine shifted his sword upward to block. Damon lunged as though to commit to a forward stab and then feinted a second time, spinning and slashing at the wrist of Austine’s sword hand. He felt his weapon sink into flesh… and stop.

He stared in disbelief at the edge of his myrblade, which had cut no deeper than a quarter of an inch into Austine’s arm at the wrist. His friend flashed a maddening grin, face only half lit by the fire, as he lifted his mostly unwounded hand and clenched his fist.

“My master taught me an interesting application of my crest,” he said. “By consuming certain foods high in metal content, and by carefully focusing my efforts, I’ve made certain parts of my body as strong as steel. My bones, my heart, teeth, fingernails… You can’t beat me, Damon. You can barely even hurt me.”

Austine swung his sword into a horizontal slash. Damon leapt back, but Austine followed through with a hard shoulder tackle that reinforced his old friend’s previous statement. It felt like a battering ram collided with him. He flew backward through the air, hitting the ground hard and coming to an ungainly stop.

His knee bumped into something as he made to rise. Austine’s traveling pack, with a full waterskin hanging off one side. It wouldn’t be enough water to freeze the ground, not with how quickly the grass and soil would absorb it, and not with how brittle the ice would be across such an uneven surface.

He wasn’t sure he could do anything with it. He also was pretty 
sure that Austine didn’t know that. He slowly unhooked the waterskin, cradling it like a baby under one arm and forcing a smile onto his face as he rose to his feet.

“It’s over, Austine,” said Damon.

“You think I’m intimidated by your ice magic?” asked Austine. There was an edge of bluster to his voice which confirmed what Damon had hoped.

“I do. For good reason. Don’t make me go for your eyes this time.”

Damon used his thumb to flick the cork from the bottle and made as though to splash it forward. He wasn’t sure if he was still bluffing. If he could splash water onto Austine’s face, going for the eyes would be an option, though one he’d have to live with on his conscience if he used it against his oldest friend.

He saw a figure move behind Austine, and any hope of ending the encounter without further complication faded instantly. Damon couldn’t shout out without putting one of his allies in danger, which left him watching what happened next in mute horror.

Lilian leapt forward, dagger in hand, and tried to stab Austine from behind. Austine moved with his crest-enhanced speed, seizing her wrist, shaking the knife loose, and pulling her in front of him. Lilian let out a shout of surprise, struggling for only a moment before Austine sank his strong fingers down on her shoulder, holding her firm.

“Another one of yours, Damon?” called Austine. “I swear. You collect girlfriends like… well, like I do, I suppose. She’s pretty.”

“She’s got nothing to do with this,” said Damon. “With us. With our fight.”

“Says who?” Austine lifted his sword and pointed the tip at Damon’s chest. “You? In some ways, Damon, the difference between us would seem only to be that we’ve chosen different sides ahead of a war. In truth, I think we may have grown to see the world in opposite ways.”

Austine brought his sword back, letting the edge press threateningly against Lilian’s slender neck. He stared at Damon, raising his eyebrows as though prompting him to express his desperation.

“Let her go,” he said.

“Bring me Kastet,” said Austine. “You like this one. You’ve slept with her. I can tell that much. I will trade her with you, for Kastet.”

“Don’t barter with him!” hissed Lilian. “He’s lying!”

Austine laughed. “You don’t know me very well if you think so. Which isn’t to say that I wouldn’t mind keeping you.”

Austine let the fingers of the hand he had around her chest slide up to caress the edge of her chin. He brought his face in closer to her neck and let out a satisfied groan.

“Stop that,” said Damon through gritted teeth.

“She smells nice.” Austine buried his nose in her hair. “I’ve always had a thing for athletic blondes, especially ones with measurable endowments.”

“You’re going to let her go, Austine,” said Damon.

“And why would I do a thing like that?”

“Because I know you, and you know me,” said Damon. “You know I won’t give you Kastet. And I know that you’re a good person underneath that crest.”

Austine let out a mocking laugh. “You’re so naïve, Damon.” He cupped Lilian’s cheek again, turning her face to his as though he was about to kiss her. “Do you know who she reminds me of? Your sister, Vel.”

Damon heard Lilian’s pained gasp before he saw the sword impaled through her stomach. He stared in numb disbelief at the bloody weapon, the deep red stain spreading across Lilian’s tunic, and Austine’s cold, unflinching smile. Austine drew his weapon out from her abdomen. Lilian took a single, hopeful, staggering step before collapsing to the ground.


CHAPTER 33

Damon rushed forward, but it wasn’t until he’d taken a few steps that he knew whether he was moving to attack Austine or be with Lilian in her last few moments. He fell to the ground next to Kastet’s beautiful spy, Vel’s fellow lady-in-waiting, and a woman he’d cared more for than he’d ever let himself show.

“No…” He tried to staunch the bleeding, holding his hand against the wound, fingers sticky with blood. “True Divine! It’s alright. Lilian… it’s alright.”

Shouts came from farther down the hill. Damon glanced toward Austine in time to see him retreating toward the trees, and for good reason. Malon was on her way, eyes already brimming with crimson power.

“What happened?” shouted Kastet. “What…? No!”

She fell to Lilian’s side, followed shortly after by Vel. Damon ignored them both, focusing all his attention on holding shut Lilian’s wound as best he could. The sword had gone through her back. He knew she was bleeding just as much into his hands as into the ground.

“Should we chase him?” asked Ria.

“It would be a fool’s errand,” said Malon. “We can’t assume he’s alone simply because he presented himself that way.”

“Lady Malon!” cried Kastet. “You must do something! Please! You can do something, can’t you?”

Kastet looked at Malon with desperation in her eyes. Malon slowly shook her head, dropping to set a hand on the wayward princess’s shoulder.

“I know of no magic which can heal wounds of the flesh,” she whispered. “I am so very sorry, Kastet.”

The princess shook her head, eyes turning immediately to Ria, 
instead. “Can you do something? Please! You could… stitch her wound closed? Some herb or treatment. Please? Anything…”

“I’m fine,” whispered Lilian. “Milady. You needn’t worry about me. I served well, didn’t I?”

“Of course, you did,” whispered Kastet. She stroked Lilian’s hair, hand trembling as tears streamed down her face. “You served me well from the very start, Lilian.”

“Lilian…” whispered Vel. “No. You can’t die. Damon? Do something! She can’t die!”

“Vel…” whispered Lilian. “You… are such a bitch.”

She managed a wink, tears rolling loose in the process.

Vel sniffed and sobbed, clutching Lilian’s hand. “I know.”

“I love you like a sister,” whispered Lilian.

“You are my sister,” said Vel. “Please. Please, Lilian! Stay with us.”

Damon was in pain, deep and justified pain. He blamed himself, and for good reason. If he’d finished the fight with Austine like he should have, Lilian would never have needed to intervene. And after that, he’d even attempted to call Austine’s bluff, wagering with her life in the moment.

“I liked you… you know.” It wasn’t immediately clear to whom Lilian was speaking, but Damon sensed these words were for him. “You figured me out from the start. I think I would have looked down on you if you hadn’t guessed I was a spy.”

“You were a spy?” he said, trying for teasing with his tone and only just managing to keep his voice steady. “I was trying to get a rise out of you when I said that. I had no idea.”

Lilian let out a chuckle which died as it left her mouth and became a horrible sob. Her face contorted with the pain, made ugly by the nearness and knowledge of her own death. “I’m really scared.”

“You’re going to be fine,” whispered Kastet. “You’ll heal. We’ll 
make this alliance. We’ll find a way to get back to Hearthold, and, and… I’ll give you a title! I’ll give you your own landed title, Lilian, please, please… just don’t die.”

“She doesn’t have to.”

A new voice cut through the somber moment, a voice Damon recognized and didn’t find pleasant. It was raspy, borderline inhumane, a match for the woman it belonged to.

Famine strode out of the trees, hobbled forward slightly, and pulled down the hood of her cloak. She looked distinctly inhuman, the result of her half-goblin heritage. Her skin was a shade of gray-green, her eyes beady, and the smile she flashed Damon as twisted as he’d ever seen.

“Who are you?” cried Kastet.

“Famine,” answered Ria. She’d been there during Damon’s encounter with Famine, deep within the caves and cliffs of the eastern Malagantyan.

Damon felt like spitting as he remembered how she’d stolen the memory of Bylia, his former love.

“Do we have time for introductions?” asked Famine. “It doesn’t seem as though we do. She looks near death’s door already, but I still might be able to help, if you’d have me.”

Damon shook his head. “I don’t recognize anything you could offer as help. You stole Bylia’s memories!”

Famine let out a cackling laugh. “Stole
 is a stronger word than I would consider appropriate. Borrowed would be more appropriate. And this situation is clearly unrelated.”

Her words gave Damon pause, but he shook his head, refusing to be drawn in. “No. You’re made of nothing but lies!”

“I wasn’t offering my help to you, you fucking worm,” hissed Famine. She reached into her cloak and drew out a small glass vial. “Here. A curative of my own making. If she drinks this, I promise you she’ll heal.”

“Don’t touch it!” said Damon.

“Be quiet!” snapped Kastet. She looked at Famine. “Tell me more of what it will do.”

“Do you have time for the lengthy explanation, Princess?” asked Famine. “It’s a curative, as I said.”

“I know of no such healing potion,” said Malon. “There is no curative that can mend the type of wounds Lilian has suffered.”

“You’re arrogant to assume that you have a complete knowledge of what’s possible,” said Famine. “I’ve spent years, more than a decade, experimenting on my servants. They’re monsters. It’s not as though I can simply bring them to a healer when they suffer injuries. I’ve learned how to get by with… unorthodox means of restoring them to strength.”

“I don’t have time for this!” shouted Kastet. “Be plain with me! What will this do to her?”

“It will give her the strength to heal herself,” said Famine. “Strength beyond that, even.”

“Kastet,” said Damon, voice low. “Listen to me. There’s always a catch. She’s grinning like a madwoman! This is one of the Forsaken you’re dealing with! True Divine… just think for a second.”

Kastet stared at him. “I won’t let her die. She’s my friend. I can’t let her die.”

She took the potion from Famine’s hand and hurriedly pulled loose the cork. Vel helped her lift Lilian’s head up at a higher angle. Lilian winced from the pain, her face pale from blood loss. She seemed only dimly aware of what was going on as Kastet poured the concoction down her throat.

Nothing happened, not at first, and not for several arduous, confusing minutes. Famine stayed apart from their harrowing vigil. Kastet and Vel were silent, each gently stroking Lilian’s hair and shoulders, comforting her as she seemed to die in their arms. Damon’s hand never left her wound, and he was the first to notice the change.

“Her bleeding has stopped,” he said.

“It worked?” asked Kastet. “Lilian. Can you hear me? How do you feel?”

“I…” Lilian’s eyes flicked open. Her pupils dilated, growing in size past what should have been possible until her eyes were entirely dark. “I… feel weird.”

She seized, head shooting backward to strike the grass, limbs flailing wildly to the side. Damon pulled his blood-stained hands back from her stomach. He briefly considered trying to hold her down, but her thrashing was so intense that he doubted he could even get a solid grip on her.

He pulled Kastet and Vel back, instead. All they could do was watch as Lilian screamed, her body a blur as she shook wildly, screaming and hissing and spitting.

“What did you do to her?” asked Kastet.

Famine cackled and shook her head. “What did I do? You gave her the potion, Princess, not I!”

The transformation happened fast, or at least, it felt as though it did. Minutes passed with everyone’s attention fixated on her, nobody daring to speak more than a couple of syllables.

Lilian’s veins stood out clearly along her neck, pushing out like overgrown tree roots against thin soil. A pale blue mottling spread across her skin, disparate splotches that grew and connected until her body was an entirely different color. She let out a silent scream, stretching out her tongue, which was now long enough to fall sideways across her cheek.

Her fingers became distinctly claw-like, and razor fangs grew from her mouth, popping loose the teeth they replaced like bits of loose corn. Even her hair changed color, shifting from blonde, through blue, all the way to an inky purple.

Her chest heaved up and down with each breath. She licked her fangs with her long, slender tongue, eyes scanning over Damon, Kastet, and the others.

“Mmm…” moaned Lilian. “This… feels interesting.”

“Tell me what you did!” Kastet seized Famine by the front of her cloak and shook her.

The roar of what must have been hundreds of monsters of various types came from the forest in response to the physical threat to their master. Damon set a hand on Kastet’s shoulder, pulling her back.

“The potion was a tonic made from zanyadai
 blood,” said Famine. “The zanyadai
, or blood queen
, is a monster the Rem hunted to near extinction. By drinking their blood, she has become one of them. Your servant will be stronger, faster, perhaps a bit more focused, and she’ll heal from almost any wound.”

“What’s happened?” Lilian pulled her knees in to her chest and hugged herself. “What do I look like? Am I… Am I hideous?”

“It’s best for her to feed at least every other day,” said Famine. “Three, maybe four days is the longest she can go without.”

“Without what?” asked Kastet.

Famine didn’t answer the question, and she didn’t need to. Lilian shifted forward, first inspecting, and then gently sniffing the pool of her own blood she’d left against the grass.

“It isn’t the same if she doesn’t drink it fresh,” said Famine. “Straight from the body. It’s a vital energy, imbued with the essence of magic in the same manner as all forms of power.”

“I’m… a monster,” whispered Lilian.

“It’s alright.” Kastet moved to kneel next to her, setting a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll figure this out. You’re alive. That’s all that matters.”

“Kastet…” whispered Lilian.

She slowly rose to her feet, looking so different from the young blonde woman she’d been mere minutes earlier. She wasn’t hideous or unattractive, but she was clearly inhuman, easily to the point of being frightening to strangers.

Kastet gave her loyal servant a tight hug. Lilian hugged back, and then began nuzzling her mouth against Kastet’s neck.

“You smell so nice,” whispered Lilian.

Her eyes widened, and her fangs seemed to protrude a bit further from her mouth. Damon shouted and pulled Lilian back. Lilian’s newly enhanced strength was almost too much for him, and she fought to rush forward, fangs bared, eyes focused on Kastet’s neck.

“Fear not,” said Famine. “I have an extra leash.”

She pulled out a leather collar attached to a thick chain and a set of metal wrist bindings. Damon held her as steady as he could as Famine snapped each of the restraints into place. She handed the end of the leash to Damon. He accepted it, glaring at her openly. Lilian, with her wrists locked behind her, seemed to have regained control of herself.

“My life is over,” she whispered. “I’m not even a person. I’ll be no one.”

“You’ll be my servant,” said Kastet.

“You’ll be my friend,” said Vel.

Both women set a hand protectively on each of Lilian’s shoulders. Damon exchanged glances with Malon and Ria, wondering if it would have been a mercy to simply let her die.


CHAPTER 34

Damon still held Lilian’s chain, and he gave it a small pull as she began nuzzling Vel in the same manner she had before nearly attacking Kastet. She came to him instantly, embracing him in a side-hug that set the hairs on the back of his neck standing up straight.

“You smell good, too,” she whispered. “I should have figured that much.”

Her jet-black eyes bored into him, but Damon didn’t look away.

“Would you rather have died?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “Are you going to kill me?”

He shook his head. She smiled and hugged him a little tighter. Damon shifted his grip on the leash so he could yank her head downward if she went for his neck. He had a headache, and the negotiation between Kastet, Malon, and the Forsaken hadn’t even started yet.

“Wrath is on her way,” said Famine. “One of my servants spotted her heading toward the stones. We shouldn’t dally, given that Avarice’s servant has already discovered us.”

“We’ll meet you there,” said Malon. She waited until Famine walked out of earshot before addressing the others. “Vel, Ria, Kastet. Strike down the camp. We can’t sleep here tonight.”

Could they sleep anywhere with a newborn monster in their midst? How much control did Lilian have over her cravings? There were so many questions, and they didn’t have time to find the answers. In the distance, Famine already waited amidst the crumbling ruins of the Remnant Stones.

He kept a firm grip on Lilian’s leash as the others packed up the tents. He could feel her struggle to keep herself in line through the way her body tensed and moved against his. She leaned in, going for his neck, almost letting her lips touch bare skin, and then she stiffened and pulled back.

“Are you going to kill your friend?” whispered Lilian. “Avarice’s crest sorcerer?”

“I don’t know.”

“Will you stop me when I try to kill him?”

“I don’t know!” He yanked on Lilian’s chain, feeling her fangs briefly graze his neck. Lilian laughed and returned to her earlier place, side-embracing him like an old lover.

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

Damon took a breath. “I’m managing.”

“I can take her, if you’d prefer,” she offered.

The idea of Malon attempting to control Lilian through pulling on her leash, with her relatively slender arms and feminine physique, seemed unwise. She might be able to use her magic to handle her, but that had its own toll and wouldn’t be a long-term solution.

“I can handle her,” said Damon.

“Are you sure about that?” whispered Lilian.

Damon glared at her. She gave him a half-smile that he’d seen on her face before, back in the Royal Lodgings in Avaricia.

“I was just teasing you,” she said.

“Well, stop that,” he said. “Just behave yourself. To the best of your current ability.”

Damon accepted his pack from Ria and carefully pulled it onto his shoulders. He walked alongside Lilian as they made their way to join Famine in the center of the Remnant Stones. There was no sign of Wrath, but he took Famine at her word that she’d be along shortly.

“Here she comes,” said Famine.

Wrath seemed to appear from nowhere, coming to stand amidst the Remnant Stones in a sudden flash of azure light. It was her power, her speed, which allowed such blindingly fast movement. Damon imagined how it might look if she used that skill to murder someone who she’d decided needed dying. It wasn’t an enjoyable 
mental picture.

She looked good, vibrant and confident. She wore the same intricate black plate mail Damon had seen her in a few times prior, and her blue hair hung unbound across her shoulders, reacting to the whispers of the wind. Her curved wrathblade hung at her waist, but she kept her hand away from it, instead folding her arms as she scanned the clearing.

“Princess Kastet,” she said. “Lady Malon. Damon.”

She flashed a small, playful smirk that was just for him. Vel and Kastet looked uncomfortable. They’d been there on the night in the inn before crossing the ocean, when Wrath had come to his room, come to his bed.

Wrath’s gaze shifted to Lilian, and any trace of humor left her face. “That was your retainer, wasn’t it, Kastet? Do you mind explaining to me what you let Famine do to her?”

Lilian made a low, purring noise and let her claws gently drag across Damon’s chest. Even over his clothes, he could feel how sharp they were.

“What I did to her was save her life and make her better,” said Famine. “They don’t see it yet, but I think they will in time.”

“You disgust me,” said Wrath.

Famine let out a hideous cackle. “I’ve heard those words so often, they’ve lost meaning!”

“If it weren’t for the fact that we have a common enemy, I would never taint myself with your presence,” said Wrath.

“You haven’t changed at all, sister,” said Famine.

“Enough.” Kastet cut in, drawing the sum of princess poise as she held out her arms to the assembled group. “We’re all here for essentially the same reason. We want to overthrow Avarice. Now one of my servants has already paid a price in blood, just in coming here, from Avarice’s champion. I won’t let pointless bickering get in the way of our progress.”

She sounded authoritative, like someone meant to be listened to, a fact which stood in spite of her short stature and extremely boyish haircut—thriving off the contrast, if anything. Neither of the Forsaken seemed keen on being the first to cooperate, however, and a tense silence held dominion over the moment.

Famine began to whistle a tune, as though mocking their attempted covenant. Damon knew she was really just mocking him. It was one of Bylia’s songs, insignificant among the greater mass of stolen memories.

He felt Wrath’s eyes on him, but each time he glanced her way, her attention was suddenly turned elsewhere. Lilian kept fidgeting against him, and he had to give her chain a few stiff pulls to keep her in line.

“Well?” said Damon after too much quiet. “What are we doing here? Are we just going to waste the chance we’ve been given?”

Famine finally cleared her throat and took a step forward. “I suppose that depends on how well all of you can listen and obey. I have a plan to strike against Avarice. It’s simple and brilliant. With your help, your commitment, and proper execution… It could change everything.”

“I’m listening,” said Damon.

The others also nodded, aside from Wrath, who was now staring at Famine.

“I have an army,” said Famine. “It’s a small one, but the fact that it’s composed entirely of monsters makes it… rather formidable. You should know, Damon Al-Kendras, Ria Zakur. You have both faced it before.”

Damon tensed his jaw. He saw Ria bring her throwing knife to hand as she glared at Famine.

“You had some of my people, the Remenai, when we fought,” said Ria.

“Your point?” Famine started to jab a finger at her and then hesitated. “Ah. You’re asking if I still have those alliances? No, 
unfortunately. I suppose you could say they expired, hence my willingness to treat with all of you.”

“We’re getting off topic,” said Kastet. “Please, Famine. If you would continue.”

Famine licked her lips and flashed a ghastly smile. “But of course. My point was that while I could attack Avarice, perhaps fling my monsters at the city walls of Avaricia, it would be a wasted effort. More nuance is required than that. That’s where all of you come in.”

“You want us to, what?” asked Damon. “Infiltrate the city for you? Find a way to let your monsters in?”

“I could not have put it better myself,” said Famine. “I see this as a multi-faceted war. We have our claimant, Princess Kastet Alquin. We have our champions, Damon Al-Kendras and Ria Zakur. We have our brethren—myself, Wrath, and… apparently, Lascivious.”

Famine shifted her gaze onto Malon.

“Lascivious will not be fighting directly,” said Malon. “She wishes to remain passive in this conflict. Any aid she chooses to provide will be secondary and through indirect means.”

“We’ll see about that,” said Wrath. “Would you really choose to sit back and watch while your family goes to war? They could die without your master’s aid.”

“It isn’t that simple,” said Malon. She shot Damon, Ria, and Vel an apologetic look. Damon understood and tried to reassure her with a smile.

“It never is, is it?” Famine waved a dismissive hand in Malon’s direction and continued on. “Lascivious would be welcome, but she isn’t necessary, strictly speaking. What is necessary is a wider coalition. We need Remenai allies, along with any Merinian dissidents who might be willing to forsake
 their Queen.”

She cackled, but her expression grew serious as she looked toward Ria and Kastet.

“It has been my active intention to seek out allies among my 
people for many months now,” said Ria. “Convincing them to side with the Venmalese, even against Avarice and the colonizers, will not be easy.”

“None of this will be easy, child,” said Famine.

“I can seek out a way to open my ears to what’s happening in the court of Hearthold,” said Kastet. “It may take some time, and I’m unsure of the quality of my potential prospects.”

“Would it help if a few high-ranking nobles currently within Avarice’s court were made examples of?” asked Famine. “I can send my monster army to eliminate those living on estates in remote and vulnerable places. A few brutal murders can go a long way toward swaying sentiment.”

“We aren’t going to be assassinating innocent people with monsters,” said Damon stiffly.

“Not yet, perhaps,” said Famine. “Not until we know which ones would hurt Avarice the most to lose.”

Damon gritted his teeth. Lilian was still tight against his side, though she’d calmed down a bit from before. He could feel her claws against the small of his back. What was he doing? Was this truly the way forward?

The question was still on his mind when a noise came from the edge of the trees. He wasn’t the only one who heard it.

“What was that?” asked Ria.

“He’s here,” said Wrath. “Our brother.”


CHAPTER 35

Avarice stepped out of the darkness and strode forward through the ruins of the Remnant Stones. He looked much as Damon remembered him, clad in a white and gold robe that would have seemed ostentatious if not for his status and power. His head was shaved bald, and he didn’t smile as he joined the circle of plotters.

Damon exchanged a glance with Wrath. She gave a small shake of her head, confirming what he’d already assumed. Avarice had only just arrived. No eavesdropping had taken place, though given how vague and early their general plan was, it made no real difference if someone had been listening. The basic truces and alliances between them were the only things exposed.

“Wrath,” said Avarice. “Famine. My beloved sisters. It is so good to see the two of you getting along.”

Neither of the two women said anything. There was a matching tension in their posture that Damon didn’t like to see. They were scared, or at least intimidated.

“We must never forget the ties that bind us,” said Avarice. “Family. Despite all of our bickering and squabbles, when the climate shifts toward war, we still fall into the same old habits. That’s not an accusation, mind you. Forming an alliance was the right move. You’ll need it to stand against us.”

“Us?” said Wrath.

Avarice clapped his hands together twice, and two new figures emerged from the trees behind him. Damon wasn’t quite sure what he was looking at. He saw a pair of beautiful, ebony skinned women—twins, by their resemblance—stride forward to stand on either side of Avarice.

They were identical right down to the expensive red dresses they each wore over their curvaceous bodies. They both had bouncy brown hair, piercing eyes, and dangerous smiles.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” said both women in unison. “My name is Lady Elysia Damar of West Drafia. Better known to you all, I suppose, as Conceit.
”

“What is this?” growled Wrath. “You would side with him, sister? Over us?”

“You never sought me out.” Both Conceits managed a matching shrug as they spoke. “Avarice found me. He was kind to me. He explained why what happened during my last life was necessary and gave me assurances it wouldn’t happen again.”

“You have some gall to come here with him and speak of assurances and kindness,” said Famine in a smoldering tone. “Enough! If domination is what you have in mind, so be it!”

She let out a whistle, and a rustling noise passed through the trees around the Remnant Stones. Dozens of monsters began pouring out of the darkness and into the wane light of the ghost moon, falling into position next to Famine.

Damon saw tau, lidaragi, goliath snakes, a grotesque, feminine-looking monster he guessed was a true zanyadai, and others that he didn’t recognize. It was a sight out of a nightmare, but it wasn’t an endless force, certainly not up against two of the Forsaken.

“Hold a moment!” called Malon. She stepped forward, standing not quite in between the Forsaken, but still in the open. “This fight needn’t happen. Think of where we are right now, what these Remnant Stones once represented! There was once true peace between the children of Rovahn and Leandra.”

Avarice let out a dark laugh. “Do you think that fact is lost on any of us? Hold your tongue, crest sorceress. You have no sense of what you speak. Step aside and allow me to treat with my sisters.”

“Take a step back, Lady Malon,” said Famine in a surprisingly gentle voice. “This confrontation will change nothing beyond giving us a chance to cut off the serpent at the head.”

“I think of myself as more of a hydra than a serpent,” said Conceit, speaking with both her bodies.

A hand clamped down on Damon’s shoulder. Wrath had used her speed to close the distance between them, and he felt her words against his neck as she began whispering in his ear.

“Get the princess out of here,” she said. “Famine and I will take the fight and hold them off. Keep the princess safe and hidden, and I’ll give you my crest.”

“Who says I still want your crest?” asked Damon.

“Clara.”

“What?”

“You asked me what my name was… my birth name… the last time we spoke,” she whispered. “Clara.”

It was just a name, yet it was so much more. It was as though she was asking him not to give up on her, not just yet. But he wasn’t given a chance to reply. Wrath flashed with azure light and was suddenly in the middle of the fray, attacking Avarice and Conceit in rapid, wild abandon. Famine’s monsters were close behind, moving with the coordination of a locust swarm.

“Come on!” shouted Damon. He yanked on Lilian’s chain and waved to the others, hurrying away from Remnant Stones as the chaos ramped up.

Vel shouted something to him, but her words were drowned out by the sound of the Forsaken clashing with one another at full strength. A massive plume of dust swept over them, carried by a sudden wind created by some powerful unseen attack. The ground underneath their feet rumbled as one of the demigods landed, enough to shake the earth.

It was a fight which Damon and his companions saw through its effects on the terrain, rather than direct observation. Only Wrath was imbued with the kind of speed needed to seemingly teleport from one place to another, but the others blurred in their movements, still fast enough to play tricks on the eye.

It might have been surreal if not for the incredible danger it presented. One of Famine’s lidaragi dissolved into a mess of blood, 
bones, and gore as a cloud of swords manipulated through Avarice’s magic fell upon it all at once. A flash of azure light appeared behind one of Conceit’s bodies, and an instant later, Conceit was airborne, flying across the field to smash into one of the taller Remnant Stones, pulverizing a section of it.

Wrath and Avarice crashed together, attacks landing so hard it sent a resonant crack across the surrounding hills and stirred another cloud of dust that obscured Damon’s vision. Though of course, he hardly needed to see what was happening. He could feel the thrum of battle on the air, resonating through his existence.

It was a level of power so far beyond him, beyond anything he’d seen before. Beyond anything he’d seen Malon do, or Ria with her tempesting. It left him wondering if their aim to ally themselves with Wrath and Famine was just placing themselves into the power sphere of the demigods, putting them at the mercy of beings they could never hope to match.

Damon had his myrblade out, and his fingers squeezed into the hilt, unable to stave off the sudden desire to increase his own power. Lilian had stopped following him. He yanked her forward by the chain, hurrying her along to keep pace with the others. They needed to get out of the area as fast as humanly possible.

“Solas!” called Malon.

It took him a moment to recognize what had drawn her attention. A figure stood blocking their way forward, clad in a cloak, wielding a familiar sword.

“We’re all going to stay right where we are,” said Austine.


CHAPTER 36

There was a beat of silence and hesitation for which Damon loathed Austine. He could feel Malon and Ria sizing him up as an opponent. Moreover, he could feel Lilian seizing forward against her chain in an attempt to get at him. She didn’t seem to be at full strength, which was the only thing that kept her from doing it.

“I’ll handle him,” said Damon. “You all go on ahead.”

Several sets of concerned eyes turned Damon’s way. Vel set a hand on his shoulder.

“We aren’t leaving you, Damon,” said Vel.

“You have to.”

“Solas, you can’t expect us to let you fight him on your own,” said Malon.

“I have to.” Damon carefully passed the end of Lilian’s leash to Ria. “He’s my best friend. He’s my brother. I’m the only one who can do this in the way it needs to be done.”

“I appreciate your confidence in yourself, Damon,” said Austine. “I always have. But this time, you should consider letting them stay.”

Damon didn’t acknowledge him, still looking at the others. “Go. I’ll catch up. Promise.”

Malon looked so sad and tired in that moment, as though she wanted to protect him, needed
 to protect him, but knew she couldn’t. She stepped forward, cupping Damon’s cheek to pull him in for a quick kiss on the lips.

“Win the fight, but stay safe,” she whispered.

He nodded. “Watch out for Lilian.”

Ria and Vel were quick to attempt similar goodbyes, but the ground was still shaking, and chaos reigned at the Remnant Stones behind them. Malon shooed them off, and then Damon and Austine 
were alone, facing each other with swords out.

“You always were a gentleman,” said Austine. “But it’s fine. I don’t mind having to hunt them down afterwards. I know which direction they’ll be heading in.”

Damon raised his myrblade, watching and slowly circling Austine. “Did you tell your master, after all? Does Avarice know about the inn?”

“What?” Austine sneered at him. “Or course not! I may have arbitrary morals, Damon, but I don’t break my word. Think of it this way: If you win this fight and kill me, your secret stays safe a while longer. How’s that for motivation?”

“What happened to your sense of humor, Aust?”

“Money and murder.”

Austine attacked first, coming at Damon with a simple overhead slash. Damon deflected it and countered, swinging low. The sound of their swords battering together was hardly identifiable over the incredible noise of the Forsaken engaging with one another.

It was like sparring against his own shadow. He knew how Austine moved, where he’d be next, how he’d counter, dodge, and parry. They weren’t running through one of their old gladiatorial routines. They didn’t need to.

It was sword fighting at a level Damon had only reached a few times in his life, the type of duel where things like his grip on his sword and the sweatiness of his hand were more liable to decide who lost than technique or tactics. They were too close to a match for one another for things like that to matter.

But they were holding back, in a sense. Damon knew that as soon as he began to draw from Myr’s magic, Austine would reveal some new, dangerous trick with metal, with which to retaliate. There was a silent understanding between the two of them that it needed to be a mutual decision for their duel to progress to that point.

Damon caught Austine’s sword with an ambitious, behind-the-back block. He spun, slashing for Austine’s neck. Austine blocked 
and tried to push him back, forcing them both into a clench. Damon knew Austine was stronger than he was with his crest, but he found a jutting shard of statue to set his foot against, leveraging the terrain to hold firm.

Bits of dirt rained down on them. It was the only warning either of them were given before a chunk of earth and stone the size of a building’s foundation fell overhead. Damon threw himself sideways, rolling out of range. Austine jumped and slid.

They stood up, looking first to the place where they’d very nearly been crushed, and then to each other. Damon started laughing, and Austine immediately joined in.

“That would have been quite the ending,” he said.

“You think one of them did it intentionally?” guessed Austine.

“Nah. They like to have an audience to watch their slap fights too much, even if it’s a distracted one.”

“I can appreciate that sentiment,” said Austine.

They stared at each other, thinking of days gone by. The ground rumbled underneath their feet, almost shaking them to their knees. Austine rushed forward at Damon while he was still recovering. Damon dodged a hard slash aimed at his chest, countering with a lunge that also missed.

They traded a few brutal strikes, metal singing off metal. Damon felt the sting through his fingers as he put his strength into holding his myrblade firm. Austine’s crest flickered with golden light as he defended against the last blow, and he knew his old friend had finally resorted to using his crest.

“I suppose it’s that time, then,” said Damon.

“Closing time. You’re the innkeeper. You’d be the one to know.”

Austine reached into his shirt and withdrew four small metal throwing darts, each with a razor-sharp tip. Damon wanted to swear as he saw his friend lob them into the air, but also didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of getting a reaction.

He had to assume they weren’t poisoned. They could be, but there was little he could do about it if they were, regardless, distracting as the thought was. Damon took a slow breath and exhaled cold air, manifesting his myrblade’s ice thorns to a ridiculous degree.

It felt more as though he was wielding a small, frozen tree rather than a sword, which was exactly what he wanted. Any of the darts that struck the ice would freeze to it instantly. It was a simple matter of battering them out of the air and returning to their direct duel.

Simple. Easy. Except the darts were noiseless, near invisible in the dead of night, and could move through the air in impossible paths, limited only by Austine’s control and imagination. Damon swung his myrblade blindly, trying to connect with the darts, aware of the inefficiencies of his one and only defensive strategy.

“Just give up, Damon,” said Austine. “True Divine, this is hard to watch. You’re never going to—”

A massive tau hurtled through the night, colliding with Austine and knocking him off his feet. Damon quirked an eyebrow in surprise. Famine was intervening in the fight on his behalf?

There was a tug at his ankle, and he turned his attention downward in time to see a goliath snake as thick as his arm wrapping its way up his body. He let out a horrified shout and tried to bring his myrblade down to slash it. The ice thorns were at strange angles, however, and he couldn’t cut the snake without also hurting himself.

By the time the ice dissolved, the snake was already curling around his torso. Goliath snakes weren’t venomous, opting to squeeze their prey to death and then slowly swallowing it. The thought did little to dismiss his growing sense of panic as the snake begin to slither itself around his neck.

Austine struggled against his own unexpected opponent as the highlander tau choked him with one arm and raised a fist to bludgeon him with the other. Their eyes met. Damon’s sword was still in hand. He flailed out, slashing the tau across the face as Austine carefully cut the snake across the middle.

It was the type of thing that, even during a duel, the two of them were willing to do for one another, no questions asked. Damon pushed the snake off him as it thrashed and gushed blood. The tau still had some life left, so he dispatched it with a quick stab.

He almost reached a hand out to help Austine to his feet, only just managing to keep himself from going that far. He took a step back, bringing his sword up to bear, and watched his old friend recover.

“You could have run, you know,” said Austine. “While I was getting up.”

“I don’t often run from fights,” said Damon.

Austine nodded. “I know. But I was still hoping you’d run from this one.”


CHAPTER 37

Damon and Austine fought through the forest, exchanging attacks in a blur of violence and movement. The sound of the Forsaken’s battle grew a bit more distant, though it still dominated the otherwise silent night.

Damon’s thoughts, whenever they had room to meander outside of the immediate fight, were on his myrblade. He needed to find a way to disable Austine with his freezing enchantment. He was limited by the terrain.

There was only so much he could do with the moisture his myrblade could draw from the ambient air. Ice thorns. Basic shielding, though it was unwieldy and slow. He needed more water, which was part of the reason he let the fight turn into a bit of a chase. There was a river nearby if he could only just find it.

They traded a few more sword strikes. Austine aimed for his weak spots, but Damon had expected him to and was quick to parry. Austine raised his sword high, intent on cleaving downward. He moved to block, but instead of committing to the slash, Austine threw his sword.

It was a trick Damon had seen before, and a trick he hated being on the receiving end of. Damon dodged the sword as it passed by on the way out. With his magic, Austine would summon it back, possibly to his hand, possibly directed toward Damon’s sternum.

He dove to the ground, trying to make himself less of an easy target. The grass was wet with dew, dampening the front of Damon’s shirt and trousers. He smiled to himself as he realized he had exactly what he needed.

After wetting both sides of his myrblade as much as possible, Damon got to his feet. Austine had his sword back, but the loose grip with which he held it warned of another sword throw in the near future. Damon rolled out one of his shoulders and nodded in appreciation.

“Nice trick,” he said.

“Thanks,” said Austine.

Damon spun, his tongue going cold as he drew from his myrblade’s magic. He slashed in Austine’s direction, using the ice enchantment just as the water from the dew slid forward off his sword. The ice he formed from ambient condensation always froze directly to his myrblade, but water on the blade could move and freeze simultaneously.

The spell manifested as a razor-sharp arc of ice, like one of the throwing sticks used by the Remenai on occasion, for hunting. It spun as it traveled through the air, curving slightly in a manner which Damon hadn’t intended, but deeply appreciated. Austine blinked in surprise, only raising his own weapon to slash the ice down at the last possible second.

Damon dropped low and collected more of the dew on his blade. Austine watched him warily, no doubt considering whether he could throw his own sword again safely. Damon didn’t need to discard his weapon to strike from a distance.

They both committed to their next attack at the same time. Damon’s ice crescent struck Austine’s sword in midair, showering them both with bits of stinging ice and deflecting the weapon off its course. Austine drew his sword back, while Damon ran his blade through the grass again.

They repeated the exchange twice more, and it felt a bit as if they were indulging in their own amusement, rather than fighting seriously. That was how fights with Austine always were. It wasn’t simply about killing one another. There was a competitiveness, a rivalry, that extended to each individual trick and skill, developing into pointless contests of methods and egos.

And this time, it would come to an end. This would be their last fight. It wasn’t a realization Damon wanted, but he felt it deep in his body, down to his marrow. The music had long since stopped, and it was time for the dance to end.

They closed the distance between each other again, falling into 
the rhythm of strikes and dodges and blocks. They moved through one of their old sword routines, each committing to it for the sake of testing the other, exposing a weakness in muscle memory.

Austine slashed unexpectedly. Damon leapt backward, bursting out of the trees. There was a cliff behind him, and the roar of water far below held promise. It was too far down, however, at least thirty feet, but maybe as many as fifty. He couldn’t access it with his enchantment.

He briefly considered hurling himself down into the water, but Austine’s mind seemed to move in the same direction. He spun past Damon, putting himself in between him and the cliff’s edge. If Damon wanted to go for a swim, he was going to have to deal with his friend first.

“Do you want to call it quits for today?” called Damon.

Austine chuckled. “I unfortunately can’t. You know that.”

“I do, Austine,” he said. “I just wish…”

He sighed, unable to put words to what he felt. He wished they’d made different decisions, had more luck on their paths through life, and been given a chance to be something other than enemies. But it just wasn’t so.

He rushed toward Aust, attacking with a barrage of cuts and chops intended to unbalance, if not overwhelm. Austine countered each one. His movements were slower than they’d been at the beginning of the fight, but so were Damon’s. He was only staving off exhaustion through pure force of will, pushing his muscles to the point of burning and cramping.

It was a brutal exchange. Austine’s face was a mask of sweat and exertion, with a hint of growing anger at how far Damon had pushed him. Still, Damon continued, attacking relentlessly, blocking when Austine managed his own strikes, bludgeoning his friend down.

He managed a tricky dodge, leaning back to avoid a slash he knew Austine had been expecting him to parry. He lunged forward, stabbing and sinking his sword into Austine’s shoulder, feeling the 
tip nick bone and sink deeper into flesh. The bones were metal. The flesh was soft.

Pain stabbed through the back of Damon’s own shoulder as what he suspected was a stray, magically summoned metal dart sank into sensitive muscle and tissue. He saw his pain reflected in Austine’s face as he twisted his sword through his friend’s shoulder on reflex.

“I... can survive this,” said Austine through gritted teeth.

“You might,” said Damon.

“I can still move the dart,” said Austine. “I’ll… pull it toward your heart. Kill you instantly.”

“I’ll freeze your blood. You’ll die before you even know what’s happened.”

Austine glared at him. Damon glared back. Blood dripped from both their wounds. Damon felt a warm trickle running down his back, staining his shirt.

He let out a small, pained laugh. Austine shook his head, fighting a smile.

“You’re a fucking idiot,” muttered Damon.

“And you’re a fucking asshole.”

***

The wagon was hot, and it smelled rancid and stale, as though it had been used previously to transport meat and then been left unattended a few times in the sun. Damon supposed that was what it was transporting now. Fresh meat, ready to be cooked and eaten.

The only other boy who’d made it to the Gleaming Scythe’s open audition sat in the seat across from him, though they’d both been too busy peering out through the wagon’s slats to match their attention to one another. It was Damon’s first time heading into one of Veridan Curve’s larger cities on his own, without aesta watching over him 
and keeping him safe.

The wagon went over a deep pit in the road at an ill-advised speed. Damon bounced on his bench, banging his head against the corner of the roof. He groaned with pain and heard the boy across from him start laughing.

“Shut up,” said Damon.

“It’s like you’ve never been in a closed wagon before,” said the boy. “They bounce you around. You have to sit with a bit more—”

Another bump, another collision, though it wasn’t Damon’s head this time. The other boy had been sitting with one leg up, and the bounce forced his knee into his own chin, causing his teeth to snap together hard enough to make a clicking noise. Damon laughed and slapped a hand down on his leg.

“It’s like you’ve never been in a closed wagon before,” he echoed mockingly.

“Right. I suppose I deserved that.” The boy reached his hand out. “Austine Treymore.”

“Damon Al-Kendras,” he said, shaking hands.

They said nothing more, both imbued with the awkwardness and lack of conversational confidence of teenagers in a new situation. Damon looked out the wagon’s slat again, trying to see ahead of the horses, instead of across the empty landscape to the side of the road.

“Will they give us a serious chance?” he asked. “I know that making it through the trial means we’re apprentices, but are they serious about taking us on?”

“I certainly hope so,” said Austine. “I auditioned last year, and they turned me down. I really want this.”

“So do I,” he said. “My father was a gladiator.”

“Did he train you?”

“No. He gave me up when I was younger.”

“Oh.” Austine glanced away. “Sorry. You still fought pretty well 
when they had us duel with those wooden swords.”

“Thanks.”

The wagon went over another bump. They were more prepared for it this time, both grabbing at the edge of the bench to keep themselves steady.

“We could go pretty far, you know,” said Austine. “It’s not unheard of for gladiators to rise in fame. Some of them even end up serving as guards and advisors to important people. It isn’t just about the money.”

“You sound hopeful.”

“More ambitious than hopeful,” said Austine. “I want it all. The money. The buxom wife. The house. Don’t you?”

Damon shrugged. “I suppose I just want to do something meaningful. I think performing as a gladiator might be it.”

“How did you manage to almost beat me in that sparring match with that kind of attitude?”

“Almost
 beat you?” Damon snorted. “I stripped your sword out of your hand.”

“They called the end of it right before that!” snapped Austine. “You didn’t beat me!”

***

Damon felt the dart jerk once in the flesh of his back, and then drop to the ground. Austine groaned, head lolling a bit lower, still impaled on Damon’s blade.

“You didn’t… beat me,” muttered Austine.

Damon gave him a sad smile. “No. I think it was another draw. Austine?”

“Yeah?”

“You’ll survive this wound, right?”

Austine nodded.

“And you’ll never speak a word about the inn to anyone?”

“I already promised you that,” said Austine. “Fucker.”

Damon drew his sword out of Austine’s shoulder in a quick movement he suspected was as painful for him as for his friend. The hole the dart had punched into his back made even small movements hot and torturous.

“If you ever attack one of the people I care about again, I really will freeze your blood solid,” he said.

“Not making any promises,” muttered Austine.

They were still on the edge of the cliff, with the rushing river below them, which left Damon with no real question of how to respond. He shoved Austine, sending him flailing into the open air. He heard a splash a few seconds later, followed by several angry shouts drowned out by the hissing water.


CHAPTER 38

The fight was over. Damon was still near enough to the Remnant Stones for the Forsaken to be a threat, and he was also still bleeding from a gash in his back inflicted by a magically controlled metal dart.

It hurt to move. He cursed Austine under his breath, trying and failing to reach back and press a hand to his wound. He settled for pulling his tunic tighter against the spot to apply pressure on it as he hurried into the trees and reoriented himself.

He headed east, keeping his eyes and ears open for any sign of Malon and the others. He considered himself lucky not to have already stumbled into Avarice or Conceit, but it was a span of luck that could only stretch so far. He didn’t see his companions anywhere, and it was deep into the night.

It was arduous going. Each step forward Damon took pulled at his injury, threatening to start the bleeding anew. He collapsed after a few hellish hours, just as night turned to morning. The incessantly cheerful chirping of the birds made him feel like shouting for peace and quiet.

He lay stomach-down on the grass to keep his wound from chafing. Myr cleared her throat to make herself known. It was a relief to hear even just that, to know that he wasn’t entirely alone. She sounded contented, not with herself, but with him. 

“You made the right choice,” she said.

“Oh yeah?” Damon let out a sigh into the arm on which he rested his head. “What choice was that?”

“You wouldn’t have done it,” said Myr. “Even if he killed you. Your threat to freeze him was an empty one.”

“You don’t know that.”

“But I do,” she whispered. “I know you.”

“Are you going to moralize over every decision I make with the 
myrblade from now on?” he asked. “Would you have put the first chain back on if I’d frozen him solid?”

“No,” she said, her voice sad. “Not everything is that simple, Damon.”

He was glad for that, at least. She wasn’t wrong. He wouldn’t have frozen Austine as he’d threatened to, but it would have been harder to make the threat if he’d known Myr’s magic was the price he’d pay for following through.

“You’re going to find your way,” whispered Myr. “Travel fast when you wake up.”

“No food, no water, and no tent,” muttered Damon. “I really don’t have much choice, do I?”

He slept well enough, but when he awoke, his wound throbbed far more painfully than it had when he’d fallen asleep. The simple act of standing was made incredibly difficult by the pain. He rolled first onto his side before rising to his knees and carefully finding his feet afterward.

Any hope of rejoining Malon and the others was set aside in favor of simply making it back to the inn. Damon traveled like a lumbering bear, building up momentum and doing his best to maintain it, even when it meant barreling through bushes and brush.

He eventually found the road, and had the luck to stumble upon a sympathetic wagon driver. Damon rode in the back for a long span of miles, sitting amidst bundles of hay and trying to ignore the way each bump sent pain stabbing through his back. They didn’t travel fast, no more than walking speed, but the fact that it didn’t require active effort made all the difference.

When Azurecliff drew within sight in the distance, he nearly wept with relief. The wagon driver let him off just outside of town. He looped around to the inn without passing directly through on the road, not wanting to give Keiza any more arrows for her quiver of suspicion.

It was early evening when he reached The Rosewood Inn. The 
windows were dark, which left him assuming he’d made better time than Malon and the others. The door was locked, as he expected, but he heard voices from within that convinced him to knock, regardless.

He heard the hiss of a whispered discussion and let out a sigh. “It’s me. Damon.”

The door opened. Malon was on the other side, standing within the dim, candlelit common room.

“Solas!” She pulled him into a tight hug that had Damon instantly wincing. “We were so worried. Are you alright?”

“Ow,” he muttered. “Not quite.”

“I’ll get my healing bag,” she said. “Sit. Rest.”

Vel and Ria were with Malon in the common room, and each badgered him with questions as he entered and carefully settled himself into one of the chairs.

“Are you sure you’re alright, Damon?” asked Vel.

“Were you discrete in your escape?” asked Ria. “No one was able to follow you back to the inn, I trust?”

“Pour me a beer,” he said with a sigh. “I’m alive. And no, I wasn’t followed.”

He explained how he’d made it back, giving the details with as much enthusiasm as he could manage. Ria set a mug in front of him, and he took a long, potentially ill-advised sip. The alcohol hit him hard, likely due to his lack of food and sleep.

“What happened after we split up?” he asked. “Where are Lilian and Kastet?”

Vel and Ria exchanged glances. Malon had come back downstairs with her healing supplies, and she fielded the question for them.

“Lilian is in the basement, chained up,” said Malon. “She’s… not been adjusting well to her new condition. We didn’t want to announce our presence back at the inn because of it, let alone open for tonight. Kastet is resting in her room. Lilian became hungry on 
our trip back, and Kastet was willing to let her feed off her blood.”

Malon looked down and shook her head.

“When Lilian fed off Kastet, it drained a lot of her energy, but it was more than just that,” said Vel. “Lilian whispered something to her. Kastet won’t tell us what it was, but it clearly affected her.”

“Can you turn around in the chair, solas?” asked Malon. “Ria, bring him some bread and cheese. Velanor, can you get him some water? From one of the waterskins upstairs, not the basement.”

“I wouldn’t go down there, regardless.” Vel shuddered and fidgeted her fingers against her elbow. “I haven’t even bathed since we got back.”

“So that’s what that smell is.”

“Damon!”

He chuckled, which was a mistake as it sent a twitch through his injured shoulder. Malon let out an uncomfortable sigh as she took stock of his back.

“Your shirt is stuck to the wound,” she said. “It’s going to hurt to take it off… but it has to come off. The bleeding will also restart. Are you ready for this, solas?”

“Can I have another beer first?” he asked.

Malon smiled and didn’t object. She caressed his hair while Ria refilled his mug. Vel held one of his hands while he drank a few more sips and finally nodded.

It was painful, but in a way that left him feeling relieved, almost satisfied, afterward. Malon was quick to clean and bandage the wound. He didn’t bother putting on a new shirt.

“Solas,” whispered Malon. She gently massaged his shoulders, keeping clear of his wound. “What happened?”

He sighed, knowing he couldn’t avoid explaining any longer. “What always happens. I fought Austine. It was pointless, and stupid, and probably avoidable.”

All three women drew nearer, setting their hands on his shoulders or chest or neck, supporting him in small ways. He needed it more than he admitted to himself.

“Solas,” whispered Malon. “Did you…?”

“Kill him?” Damon shook his head. “No. Part of me wishes I had. Or rather, that I could. Instead, I’ll just have to fight him again… and again. Until one of us finally does finish it.”

“I’m so sorry,” said Malon.

“Young Damon,” said Ria in a stern voice. “You speak as though you might let him be the one to win, to kill you, in the end. Promise me that you will not be of such foolishness.”

He didn’t say anything. It was a promise he couldn’t make in the face of the commitment, but not out of any desire to die on his part. He was rationalizing, bargaining with himself, to find a way around what he knew to be inevitable.

“I hate this,” he muttered. “This political game we’ve been dragged into. Staring up into dark clouds, knowing the storm of war is on the way.”

“You should tell that to Kastet,” whispered Malon. “We agree with you, solas, but she doesn’t listen to us like she listens to you.”

“I suppose I should,” he said. “Is she up in her—”

A crash came from the basement, followed by an unnerving screech that carried the same disconcerting essence of breaking glass. Damon glanced at the others, who each avoided meeting his gaze in turn.

“That was Lilian,” muttered Vel. “Aesta thinks she’s hungry again.”

Malon folded her arms. “As I said. Kastet was feeding her when needed, but she’s exhausted from the toll it’s taken on her.”

Another noise came from the floor below, the sound of chains clacking against stone.

“What are we supposed to do?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” said Malon in a defeated voice. “It’s been on my mind since we set out from the Remnant Stones, and I still have no good solution. Kastet won’t hear of sending Lilian away or… taking other measures. I don’t fully understand the change that’s taken hold within her, let alone have any ideas about how to reverse it.”

She turned her hands palm up and shook her head.

“Kastet was able to feed her without suffering lingering negative effects?” asked Damon.

“It seems so,” said Ria.

“We don’t know that,” said Malon. “There may be more subtle aspects to Lilian’s bite that have yet to be revealed.”

“She seemed fairly keen on me back at the Remnant Stones,” said Damon. “I’ll feed her, if she’s willing to accept it.”

“Damon, you just arrived back!” said Vel. “You’re in no condition to give up more blood after your injury.”

The noise from the basement continued, providing a better argument than he could come up with on his own.

“I’m heading down there,” he said. “Lilian should be a part of this discussion, too, regardless of what we decide.”

“Solas, I’m not leaving you alone with her,” said Malon. “You may have been her friend before, but she is dangerous now.”

“Let’s go, then.”


CHAPTER 39

Malon took Damon by the hand and helped him to his feet. He opened the door leading to the basement, viewing the darkness that greeted him at the top of the stairs with more caution than he once would have.

They brought a lantern down with them, and Damon led the way with it as he slowly descended into the inn’s subfloor. The air was cool and slightly humid from the flow of the aqueduct, though that wasn’t what made the hairs on his arms stand up straight.

Lilian was chained in the corner of the room, out of direct reach of the stairs and away from the water. Her leash was attached to a steel ring set into the basement’s stone wall, and she seemed contained, if not calm.

He’d expected to see a wild, thrashing monster. Instead, he saw Lilian in the midst of a battle between chaos and control. She held her knees like a little girl with nothing else near enough to hug. Every now and then, a shudder would run through her shoulders and arms, clawed hands flexing into half-balled fists as though dealing with a sensation that had nowhere else to go.

“Lilian,” he said softly. “It’s me. Damon.”

She didn’t answer him. He wasn’t near enough with the lantern to see her in the dim light of the basement. He wished he could see her face and her eyes, see if she was still there
, really. Malon set a hand on his shoulder as he made his way forward.

“She’s dangerous, solas,” she whispered.

“She’s scared,” he said. “I might be able to help.”

“You should listen to your aesta, Damon.” Lilian’s voice was thin and hollow, as if all the hope had been completely shoveled out. “I am dangerous. To you. To everyone. I think… to myself, most of all.”

She inhaled deeply through her nose, and another shudder ran through her shoulders. Damon handed the lantern to Malon, 
ignoring the concern in her expression, and moved closer.

“I’ll do whatever I can for you,” he said. “Whatever is best. I just need help knowing what that is.”

“Can you even fathom what I’m going through?” she asked. “I don’t think you can. I think it would disgust you to try to understand. Do you know what it’s like to look at your hands, Damon, and see these?”

She reached toward him with clawed fingers, bending each individually. Damon sat down next to her.

“Do you resent us for what happened?” he asked.

“I know that I could, if I wanted to,” said Lilian. “The feeling is there, like the coals of a fire. Easy to stoke. But no, Damon. I don’t resent you or Kastet. I made my choices. I chose to intervene in your fight after you asked me to let you handle it.”

“Austine was only there because of me,” said Damon. “I accept responsibility for that.”

She didn’t seem to hear him and he took the hint, not pressing the point.

“Do you want to come upstairs?” he asked. “You don’t have to stay down here. We could take the leash off if you felt up for it.”

“It isn’t that simple,” said Lilian. “The sun hurts me during the day, and at night… all I can think about is feeding and prowling outside.”

Another tremor ran through her back and shoulders. Lilian reached for him with one of her hands, but the movement seemed disconnected, as if her arm had a mind of its own. She thrashed and pulled back at the last moment, hugging her knees again and taking ragged breaths.

“You smell nice,” she whispered.

“Thank you,” said Damon. “You can come closer, if you want.”

She slid over, hips sidling against the stone floor and wall of the cellar in a movement far more girlish than monsterish. Damon 
suppressed his caution enough to put an arm around her, and she nuzzled her head against his shoulder almost as any other girl would have.

“Damon,” whispered Lilian. “Please. You said you wanted to help. Then, please… please…”

She licked her lips and shuddered. Damon nodded slowly.

“If you need to feed off me, you can,” he said.

“Solas,” said Malon. “From what Kastet has told us, the sensation can be… a little overwhelming.”

“She’s trying to say that you might find it enjoyable.” Lilian’s voice was quiet, and her breath tickled the bare skin of Damon’s neck. “Just hold still. I’ll be gentle. As gentle as I can be. Mmm… You smell so good, Damon.”

She made a noise somewhere in between a sob and a laugh. Damon reached for her hand, doing his best to ignore how cold and wrong her fingers felt. She rubbed her head against his shoulder again and then shifted, moving to straddle him where he sat.

He looked into her eyes, and only then did he feel afraid of her. It wasn’t because of what he saw that had changed within them, the uniform oily darkness, but because of what had remained the same. She was still Lilian, still Kastet’s intelligent, ruthless spy. She’d already been dangerous before, and now…

Lilian licked his neck, and the spot where her tongue made contact went numb. She ran her hands over his chest, as though trying to soothe him like a spooked animal, and planted a kiss on his throat. Her fangs sank in, and Damon’s eyes bulged against their sockets as an insane rush of pleasure took hold of him.

It was more than a mere sensation. The feeling was like having drunken sex with a beautiful woman in a hot bath, inebriated and dangerous and explicit. To call it pleasurable would be an understatement, like calling a wildfire warm. It was a full experience of the body and mind, a rush on par with anything Damon had felt before.

He clung to Lilian as she greedily sucked on his neck. He touched her hips and rocked her on his lap, unable to stem the sudden rush of lewd thoughts and ideas. She pressed back, just as eager in the moment as he was.

“Solas?” called Malon.

He barely heard her. Lilian drank deeper of his blood, and though he could sense how much she was taking, he couldn’t bring himself to stop her.

“Solas!”

He felt one of Lilian’s hands sneak around to his bandaged shoulder. She slid a finger underneath, probing the bloody wound. It hurt a bit, but the pain was distant and secondary. He didn’t care. She could hurt him if she wished. It was only fair.

A sudden blast of force knocked Lilian out of his lap and to the side. She let out a hideous screech as she struck the stone. Damon blinked, feeling as though he was coming back to the moment after being… somewhere else.

Damon was cold and woozy, as though he might vomit as he stood unsteadily to his feet. Malon gripped his wrist in a tight, protective hold and led him out of the range of Lilian’s chain.

“I warned you,” said Malon.

Lilian laughed and banged her chain against the stone. “He should have listened to his precious aesta. Damon’s always been the kind of man who needs to learn a lesson for himself, though. I don’t fault you for learning this one. You’re allowed to be afraid of me.”

Damon ran a hand over the spot on his neck where she had fed off him. It came back bloody.

“I’m not afraid of you,” he said.

“Then you’re a fool.”


CHAPTER 40

“That was stupid of me,” muttered Damon.

Malon had brought him upstairs to her room, and she dabbed at his neck with a clean pocket square. “Stupid isn’t the word I’d use. Charitable, perhaps. It’s a fact of Lilian’s existence now. She needs to feed to survive.”

Damon sighed, closing his eyes and letting himself focus on the sensation of his aesta’s soft touch. “What should we do?”

“I’m not certain,” said Malon. “There might not be a way for us to help her, and I doubt this will be sustainable.”

Damon ran a hand through his hair and slumped his shoulders. “I’m trying my hardest, you know.”

“I know.” Malon lifted his face so they were looking into each other’s eyes. “I’m proud of you, solas.”

She kissed him gently on the lips, her mouth moving against his in a manner that went above and beyond what should have been appropriate. He kissed her back, drawing strength from the small show of intimacy. He was trying his hardest — for her, for Vel, for Ria. And for Kastet and Lilian, too.

“I need to speak with the princess,” he said.

Malon smirked. “I think that would be wise. She’s been spending most of her time in her room, and it’s been hard for us to get through to her. She listens to you differently.”

She set her hands on Damon’s shoulders and caressed him as though trying to rub resolve into his back. He stood up from the bed, kissed her once more, and slipped out into the hallway.

Kastet invited him in after the first two knocks. He gently shut the door behind him, taking in the sight of the young, disinherited princess. She wore a simple nightgown, a new one bought in Azurecliff, and sat on her bed. Her boyishly short hair made her 
seem younger than she was, and less imposing, somehow.

“Damon,” she said. “I’m so glad to see you made it back unharmed.”

“Mostly
 unharmed,” he said, shifting his shoulder. “Austine landed a hit with one of his tricks.”

“Ouch. Well, overall, it’s a small price to pay for what we managed to secure for ourselves.”

Damon walked over to her bed and sat down next to her. “I wasn’t the only one who paid the price.”

She met his gaze without looking away, her expression serious and resolved. “If you’re here to stir my regrets, don’t bother.”

“I know how badly you want back your birthright and your home. But don’t try to sweep this under the rug. You wanted this alliance with Famine and Wrath, and you traded your friend’s humanity in order to get it.”

“You think I had a choice in what happened to Lilian?” snapped Kastet. “What, was I supposed to just sit back and let her die?”

“What will it be next time?” asked Damon. “You know how Famine is. Wrath, as well. They aren’t going to be the types of allies that respect your moral authority, Kastet.”

She jutted out her chin at him defiantly. “I need them for their strength, not for their purity.”

“You’re an idiot,” he said. “You don’t have them, Kastet. They have you
.”

Kastet scoffed. “Excuse me? I am Princess Kastet Alquin of—”

“Shut up!” Damon seized her by the shoulder. “Just… shut up. From now on, you don’t get to make the major decisions, Princess
. You don’t get to turn your friends into monsters anymore.”

“And you do?” She knocked his hand loose. “You had me kill two men for you, Anders
. You turned me into a monster in much the same way. Nothing I’ve done over the past few days is any worse than what we did to the Blacksoul Band.”

The words stung of truth, but Damon shook his head, not letting himself surrender to her point.

“We both have to live with what we did to those men,” he said. “Just as we both have to live with what happened to Lilian. The question, Kastet, is whether you’re going to learn from our mistakes, or whether you’re going to keep making them.”

“Yes, because you’re so wise and righteous,” she replied in a mocking voice. “You make your mistakes over and over, and yet hold me accountable for mine.”

“Watch your tone,” said Damon through gritted teeth.

“Who will you make a mistake with tonight, Damon?” asked Kastet. “Vel? Ria? Your aesta, perhaps?”

He went still. She knew. Of course, she knew. They’d been living together for long enough now that she would have overheard him having sex with one of them eventually. Kastet glared at him and stood up from the bed.

“That’s better,” she said, smoothing out her nightgown. “You don’t get to talk to me like that, Damon. You’re my retainer. I know you better than you know yourself, and you’ll, you’ll…”

Damon rose to his feet, slowly closing the distance between them as she spoke. “I’ll what?” He reached his hand out, setting it firmly on her hip. “What do you want from your retainer, Kastet?”

“You… will respect me.”

He smiled, seeing the sudden change in her expression as he caressed the side of her body with his thumb. “You want me to respect you?”

Her eyes fluttered, struggling to maintain her earlier confidence. “…Uh-huh.”

He pulled her to him, kissing her deeply. Kastet tensed, but she kissed him back. Her body moved under his touch as he pulled her to the bed, all but tossing her down on it. He’d promised Lilian that he wouldn’t do this, that he wouldn’t take her. But that was before, and 
this felt more like discipline than indulgence.

He rolled onto her with rushed, horny movements, stripping off his belt and trousers and sliding her nightgown up. She wasn’t wearing any girlshorts underneath. Damon smirked at that and saw her reacting to his expression, her blushing, her uncertainty.

“I…” Kastet looked away and cleared her throat. “I haven’t… I mean to say… I’m a… virgin.”

“Really?” Damon brought a hand to his mouth in mock surprise. “I would have never guessed.”

“Quiet! I told you I wanted your respect, and I meant it when I—”

She gasped as he pushed forward, sinking the tip of his cock into her overwhelmingly tight womanhood. She was wet, despite her inexperience. Her body told no lies.

“Is that enough respect for you, Your Highness?” he whispered. “Or do you want more?”

She mumbled something unintelligible and looped her arms around his neck. Damon tried to be gentle with her, but he was still worked up after Lilian’s bite. His hips moved with a mind of their own, plunging his cock into her fresh, virgin sex.

“You’re so tight,” he whispered. “Oh yeah. That’s good. I should have bedded you months ago.”

She squeezed her arms tighter around his neck. Damon pumped faster, letting his cock slide deeper with each forward motion. He still had to go slow, easing himself in, stretching her open for the first time.

She let out a moan she tried to stifle by burying her face in his shoulder. Damon cupped her chin and shifted her head back, giving her a quick kiss and savoring her lewd expression.

“I want to hear you moan, Princess,” he whispered. “Go on. Let me hear it.”

“True Divine!” she cried. “Quit… saying things like that.”

Damon grinned and thrust into her a little harder, letting his 
body slap against hers with dirty noises. “You weren’t even wearing underwear. You wanted to get fucked by me tonight, didn’t you?”

“Ah… oh!”

“Virgins shouldn’t be so horny, Kastet,” he whispered. “You wanted it bad, didn’t you?”

“Damon!”

She shuddered and clutched her arms tighter around his shoulders. Damon plowed her harder, cocky and victorious as he felt her come for him. She would never be quite the same again. He’d taught her a lesson she’d been overdue to learn, and he suspected she’d be eager to learn more.

“Here.” He flipped her onto her stomach. Kastet, still blissed out and drowsy from her orgasm, gave him a blank look. He gave her butt a soft slap and then speared into her womanhood from behind. She let out a tiny, pleasured squeal and buried her face in the pillow.

He pressed himself down over her, slowly thrusting in and pulling out. It was as dominant as sex could get. He would have pulled her hair, too, had it been long enough. He needed Kastet to know it wasn’t a game. Life, sex, war. None of it was a game.

“Damon!” she cried. “Oh… True Divine! Damon!”

He had her arms by the elbows, though he softened his grip as he felt her come again, her body contorting and flexing from the pleasure. Damon took hold of her buttocks, squeezing and probing a bit with his fingers, letting her know who her body belonged to now.

She would fight back. Or perhaps she wouldn’t. Lilian was wrong in thinking Kastet needed to be protected from this. She needed to know how to handle herself in the bedroom if she was ever going to be truly powerful as a princess, let alone a queen.

He reached his relentless, automatic pace. He plowed into Kastet from behind and reached around to fondle her petite breasts. She still had on her nightgown, but she’d sweated so much that it was slick against her body.

The only thing that saved him from the blunder of finishing inside her was the extensive practice he’d had with Vel and Ria. Damon pulled out at the last second, groaning as he finished on the small of her back.

His cock nestled between her buttocks like a river running through a valley. Kastet flexed and gave him a small squeeze. He reached forward and gently stroked her hair.

“Are you alright?” he asked after another minute like that.

Kastet cleared her throat. “Get me a towel.”

Damon laughed and slapped her butt again. “What was that?”

“Um… could you please get me a towel?”

“Of course, Your Highness,” he said.

He found one on top of her wardrobe and used it to clean up the mess he’d made on her back. Kastet adjusted her nightgown once he had, rolling onto her side to face him.

“Will this complicate things for you?” she asked. “I know about the others. You’re intimate with them. Vel, and Ria… even your aesta.”

“Shouldn’t I be the one asking that? I’m not exactly a one-woman man, Kastet. Not that it would make sense for us to be together like that, even if I were. You’re a princess.”

“I know that.” She frowned and looked down at the conspicuous stain on the bed left from their lovemaking. “This may have been a lapse in judgment on my part.”

“May have been?”

She shrugged. “I couldn’t stay a virgin forever. There’s a fair chance that… I’ll die before ever marrying, let alone before winning my throne back. It seems a waste to die without experiencing this.”

“Very true,” he said.

“This must remain a secret, Damon,” said Kastet.

“It’s our secrets that bind us. You know about us, about what 
I’ve been doing… with the women I love. And I know what your face looks like when you’re writhing in pleasure.”

“I suppose that’s a fair way of looking at it,” she said. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”

She reached a hand out as though to shake on a deal. Damon snorted, lifted her chin up with his hand, and kissed her on the lips.

“You should get some sleep,” he said. “You’ll need your energy for tomorrow.”

“No doubt,” said Kastet. “The days are growing longer, aren’t they?”

“Much longer.”

THE END


Continued in Sin and Soil 8
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