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CHAPTER 1

The night road was empty and quiet, save for the whipping wind and the incessant rattling of the brittle late-autumn leaves. It was cold, too cold and a half for anyone to be out.

“We can’t sleep in the rough again, Sam,” whispered the woman.

“I know, Mippy,” said her husband. “I know. It ain’t good for you, and it sure as shit ain’t good for the babe.”

He slipped a hand under the folds of her cloak to touch her plump, pregnant belly. He could feel her shivering even just from that, her body fighting for warmth in small ways.

“We should have stayed at our last campsite,” whispered Mippy. “We had firewood, at least, and could have found more.”

“That looks like an inn up ahead, don’t it?”

She drew closer to him, following the line of his arm as he pointed into the darkness. A building stood on the side of the road, clear enough in the moonlight for them to see the details of its ramshackle exterior.

“Well, there’s a sign out front,” said Mippy. “Some glow in the windows, too. Looks a bit run down, though.”

Sam took her hand and squeezed it. “Could say the same about us.”

“Think they’ll have an open room?”

“I hope so.”

“Think we can afford it?”

“True Divine, I hope so.”

***

Damon heard the knock at the door and reflexively twitched up from his chair, blinking tired eyes. It had been his turn for common room duty that night, a chore which seemed the homebound equivalent of being on watch while on the road.

He did his best to wake himself up as he made his way to the door and found mixed success. There were two people on the other side, a man armed with a short sword, and a woman armed with an unborn child.

“Hello,” he said, mostly yawning into their faces. “Beds and food and all that. Come on in.”

“So this is an inn, then?” asked the woman.

Damon nodded and stepped aside, graciously gesturing with an arm for them to enter. The common room’s hearth was down to coals, but he felt no desire to rekindle it, late as the hour was.

“It’s a cold night to be out on the road,” he said to them. “Heading north in a hurry?”

The couple exchanged looks with one another. The man cleared his throat and gave an answer.

“I suppose we don’t really have a destination, strange as that sounds,” he said.

Damon nodded. “I’ve been there before. No need to explain.”

“We had to leave our old town because of…” The woman set her hands protectively on her stomach. “Certain events. We don’t have a place in mind to resettle yet.”

“Well, you needn’t worry anymore about that tonight,” said Damon. “Food is thirty copper a bowl, though it’ll be a bit cold by this point. Beer is ten. Rooms are five silver.”

The two travelers exchanged glances. The man took a threadbare coin pouch out of his pocket and, expression hopeful, poured its contents out into his hand. Two silver sables and a handful of copper pennies.

“We just need a bed,” he muttered. “Please. We don’t have 
much.”

Damon shrugged. “Looks like five silver to me.”

He took only one of the silver sables from the man’s hand and quickly waved away their gratitude. Malon would notice the discrepancy in their finances in the morning, but he doubted she’d be overly upset.

“Let me get you each a bowl of stew to take up with you,” he added. “On the house.”

“Thank you,” said the woman. “From the essence of my heart.”

He made a quick trip into the kitchens, fixing everything up onto a platter with the addition of a leftover hunk of bread. The two travelers shared a few whispered words as Damon led them toward the stairs.

A loud bang came from behind the door leading to the basement, followed by a high-pitched whistle. Damon swore under his breath, keeping his expression even as he glanced over one shoulder at his guests.

“The wind has a way of kicking through the stones downstairs,” he said. “Makes for some strange sounds. Just ignore it.”

“Sorry.” The man pulled his wife closer to him with one arm. “We’re a bit on edge after a few nights sleeping outside. Every noise in the dark sounds like danger to us.”

Damon nodded sympathetically and carefully placed himself between the basement door and the young couple. “Well, you’ll be in no danger tonight. Let’s head on upstairs and I’ll show you to your room.”

He waited for them to disappear into the inn’s second-floor hallway before turning to watch the door for a moment. No further noise came, which reassured him that he at least had time to tend to his guests before tending to his monster.

“Here we are,” said Damon. “It’s nothing much. Quilt and pillow are fresh. Chamber pot is in the corner. Room’s rented through until 
midday tomorrow. Breakfast is complimentary.”

The woman sat down on the bed and smiled at him. “Thank you, mister…”

“Anders,” he said, quickly.

“I’m Mippy, and this is my husband, Sam,” she replied.

“Nice to meet you both,” he said. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to come down and ask. And, uh, keep in mind that it does get a bit windy here at The Rosewood Inn, at times. As I said, just ignore it.”

They nodded, accepting both his hospitality and excuse. Damon shut the door and carefully made his way back down the hallway. He’d fed and cared for his guests. Lilian came next.


CHAPTER 2

The hairs along the back of Damon’s neck prickled with anticipation as he prepared to descend into the inn’s basement. They’d been keeping a schedule of feeding Lilian twice a day, with Kastet lending her neck in the morning, and Damon lending his in the evening.

They’d all shared the same concerns after their return from the Remnant Stones. Lilian had been transformed, turned into something they didn’t fully understand by a potion made from the blood of a zanyadai
.

The threat of her breaking loose and attacking someone still existed, but with each passing day, it seemed less like an inevitable outcome and more like a risk to be carefully managed. As long as she was being fed on a consistent basis, Lilian was the same calm, rational woman she’d always been. At least, in most ways.

Another whistle came from within the basement. Damon hadn’t gotten the chance to slip away from the bar earlier that night to visit her. He’d been distracted after the crowd had cleared, and then again as Malon and the others had begun to retire to bed and the discussion had shifted to who would have common room duty for the night.

He set his fingers on the handle of the door and took a breath. Footsteps sounded from the upper level just as he began to open it.

“Solas,” said Malon, in a quiet voice. “I do hope you weren’t planning on heading down into the basement all by yourself.”

He pulled his hand back, feeling a bit like a boy with his hand caught in the sweets pantry. “She didn’t get a chance to feed earlier. A few overnight guests arrived, and I thought it might be imprudent to leave it until morning.”

“What’s imprudent is putting yourself in a position where you’re alone with her.” Malon made her way over to him, wearing her concern and disapproval openly on her face.

She was in her nightclothes, a simple robe made from soft white cotton with a patterned belt tied tight around her waist. The robe did a decent job of hiding the mesmerizing curves of her breasts and hips, though the effect was a bit diminished by the way it implied that she wore little else underneath.

Her red hair was loose and messy across her shoulders. She ran a hand through it as she drew to a stop, chastising him with a look from her serious, green eyes. Malon insisted on being present whenever he let Lilian feed off him, even though it seemed less and less necessary by the day.

“I didn’t want to wake you,” he said.

“I was still awake,” she replied. “I heard you with that couple. I’m glad we could give them a bed for the night.”

He shrugged. “So am I. To the tune of just over a silver sable. They didn’t have much.”

Malon sighed. “I suppose it makes little difference. The room would have been otherwise empty for the night. Let’s just hope they aren’t too vocal over the discount to the locals.”

Damon nodded, turning his attention back to the closed basement door. Malon set a hand on his shoulder.

“Let me get a lantern, first,” she said.

She returned a minute later, and the two descended into the inn’s cellar with cautious steps. Damon quickly spotted Lilian’s silhouette. She was in the corner, sitting atop the simple sleeping palette they’d set up for her over her objections. She’d been vocal in her assurances that it wasn’t necessary, and she’d be comfortable enough on the floor.

Lilian was smiling as the lantern’s light fell across her face, illuminating her unsettling features. Her skin was pale and faintly blue in hue. Her hair, once golden blonde, was now dark violet and wispy, like strands of shadow.

It was her eyes which most consistently unnerved Damon. They were black to the edges, as though a vial of ink had been dumped into 
each. Moreover, Lilian didn’t seem to need to blink. She still did, at times, but it was always in a slow, inhuman manner.

“Damon,” whispered Lilian. “I missed you tonight.”

He made his way forward slowly. Lilian’s chain was connected to the back-left corner of the basement, away from both the stairs and the rushing current of the aqueduct.

“The inn was busy,” he said. “I never had the opportunity.”

“I’m aware,” she replied. “I hear much of what transpires within the common room from down here. I was patient for as long as I felt I could be before calling to you.”

She licked her lips, her eyes focusing on Damon’s neck. He could feel the presence of her gaze almost as though it had physical weight. He glanced toward Malon, who slowly nodded.

“Are you ready, Lilian?” he asked.

“I’ve been ready, Damon,” she whispered. “I’ve been waiting.”

She leaned back on her elbows, patting the spot next to her. They’d taken the wrist chains off after she’d been in captivity for a few days but left the one around her neck. She’d taken off most of her clothing and she wore only an insubstantial half-shirt and matching girl shorts. It made her seem innocent, vulnerable even, despite her transformed body.

With each beat of his heart, Damon felt his arousal climb higher, like the heat of the sun pushing free of cloud cover. He sat down next to Lilian, forcing himself to ignore the magnitude of her presence. She was still undeniably beautiful, but in a way that was scary to acknowledge. He was wary about giving her that power, of letting her draw his eyes in.

Lilian reached out with her hand, setting it on his shoulder. Her claws pinched against the fabric of his shirt, holding him in place and almost veering into threatening territory. He took a breath, his body reacting in anticipation of what came next.

She planted a kiss on his neck, simple and sweet. He tensed his 
shoulder on reflex, muscles swelling high and low. Lilian didn’t bite him immediately, instead letting her breath tickle against sensitive skin and dropping her free hand down to rest possessively on the inside of his thigh.

“Your blood tastes so different than Kastet’s,” whispered Lilian. “Richer. Stronger. It makes me want to suck you dry.”

“As it happens, I would have to kill you if you ever tried,” he said. It took a force of will to keep his voice steady.

“It would be a waste,” she said. “We’re only just getting started, the two of us.”

“Get on with it, Lilian,” he said. “I’m not interested in—”

She sank her fangs into his neck, not bothering to numb the skin with licks and kisses. They both knew it wasn’t necessary anymore. Damon felt a small pinch of pain, followed by an overwhelming burst of raw, throbbing pleasure.

He couldn’t stop his body’s reaction to her. He pulled Lilian into an embrace, the two of them falling sideways onto her pallet. She wrapped her legs tight around him, rocking her hips and seeming to delight in the illicit contact of their bodies.

Damon hadn’t bedded her since her change, though not for lack of desire. Malon’s insistence of watching whenever Lilian fed off him allowed her to step in before the encounters progressed to that point.

He suspected he would have taken Lilian, had his aesta not been there. More accurately, she would have taken him. He wasn’t a fool, and it was simply too much to resist. He didn’t have the same resolve in terms of his desire that Kastet seemingly did, and he had a previous history with Lilian that made seduction feel inevitable.

She was dangerous. He knew that better than anyone.

Her lips were against his neck, with soft, insistent sucking of her mouth. Lilian rocked her hips forward, thighs open, clawed fingers teasing into the waistband of Damon’s trousers along his back. He cupped one of her breasts and gave it a rough squeeze, feeling no 
major difference in how they felt between now and when she’d still been human.

“That’s enough,” said Malon curtly.

It was Lilian who obeyed the command, rather than Damon. He only extricated himself from the embrace and stopped pawing Lilian’s body as she pulled her fangs back and gently pushed him away. She licked his blood from her lips as she let out a satisfied sigh.

“So good,” she whispered. “I feel so honored each time you share yourself with me, Damon.”

He was still breathing heavily, still aroused past the point of thinking. “I’m flattered.”

“You should come down for a visit outside of our feeding time,” she whispered. “Let me repay you for your kindness. Let me—”

“That’s more than enough, Lilian,” said Malon. “Solas. Let’s go upstairs.”

Damon rubbed his neck, glancing back and forth between Lilian and Malon. “Right. You’re right, aesta.”

“Is she?” asked Lilian. “I’m harmless when I’m not hungry. You don’t have to run away.”

“Leaving a prisoner to their cell is not the same thing as running away,” said Malon.

“I thought I was simply an indefinite guest here at the inn, not a prisoner.” Lilian flashed a grin, revealing several blood-soaked teeth. “I suppose it does explain the chain.”

Malon helped Damon to his feet, and he had enough presence of mind to follow her up the stairs and into the common room. She gave him a worried look as she shut the door.

“This isn’t sustainable,” she said, with a sigh. “She’s dangerous. Too dangerous for us to harbor, let alone help.”

“We’re going about this wrong, I think,” he said. “She’s only dangerous because we’re treating her like a monster. She’s still intelligent, aesta. She’s not out of control most of the time.”

“Solas, I know that’s what you’d like to believe,” said Malon. “You were fond of her in the time before her transformation, but she isn’t that same girl. Your judgment is clouded.”

Damon resisted the urge to argue the point. Mainly because he understood exactly what she was saying, agreed with parts of it, even. He rubbed his neck and turned away from Malon, heading back into the common room.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“The night isn’t over yet,” he said. “More travelers might arrive at the inn.”

Malon walked over to him with slow steps. She wrapped her arms around him from behind.

“Solas,” she whispered. “We both know that isn’t why you feel the need to stay down here.”

He hated the fact that he knew she was right. He felt a burning desire to go downstairs and talk with Lilian some more. A burning desire to do far more than just talk. It was her bite, her wonderfully corrupting bite, but the knowledge alone wasn’t enough to keep his traitorous arousal in line.

“I should stay down here,” he muttered.

“You should come to bed,” said Malon.

“I should—”

“Solas.” Malon stood up on her tiptoes to kiss him on the side of the cheek. “Come to bed for tonight. Please?”

“Aesta…”

“I know you wish to head back down into the basement and… speak with Lilian,” said Malon. “How about you come up to my room and speak with me, instead?”

She took his hand and began leading him toward the stairs before he could consider otherwise. Damon followed her, Lilian’s bite still throbbing with pleasure.


CHAPTER 3

“Aesta, I’m alright,” said Damon as Malon dragged him into her room. “You don’t have to…”

She pulled at the hem of her robe, opening the center slit of the fabric enough to reveal a tantalizing amount of cleavage. “Were you saying something?”

He shook his head. “Nothing important.”

She gave him a gentle push, sitting him down on her bed. It wasn’t as though her expression was without conflict. She was his aesta, and Damon could imagine what was going through her mind. She wanted to keep him safe, and Lilian posed a threat that was decidedly different from any other from which she’d attempted to protect him before.

“I’ve been searching for more information on the zanyadai,” she said in a serious voice. “There is always inherent danger interacting with monsters and entities we don’t understand.”

She let her fingers tease at her robe, not pulling it completely open, but not closing it, either. Damon was drawn in by the amount of nude, feminine flesh she’d already exposed. He could see the edge of one of her nipples, or at least thought he could, a tiny sliver of erotic pink.

“She’s still Lilian,” he pointed out. “The transformation she’s undergone hasn’t changed that.”

“Are you defending or condemning her by saying that?” asked Malon. “She was Kastet’s spy within Avarice’s court. The effect her bite has on men is clearly not lost on her, solas. She’s using it as a weapon against you.”

“I think that’s a bit of a reach,” he said.

“Is it?” Malon leaned forward over him, setting a hand on his knee. Damon’s body reacted more than it normally would have, though what she was doing was a full-on seduction, in its own right. 
He stared at her chest as her robe billowed open, almost completely exposing her plump, dangling breasts.

“I recognize that her bite has a certain effect on me,” he said. “It’s not my fault. It’s not as though I can simply dismiss the sensation.”

“I’m not asking you to dismiss it.” Malon slid her hand higher along his thigh. “I’m offering to help you redirect it. To channel it, disassociate it away from her.”

Damon reached his hand out, cupping the edge of her cheek, and pulled her in for a kiss. Her lips were hot against his, despite the slow, somewhat reluctant way she kissed him back. He tried to keep the smile off his face as he nodded and shifted backward on Malon’s bed.

“You’ve made such a persuasive argument,” he said. “I’m almost convinced by it.”

He saw her try and fail to contain a smile.

“Almost?” she asked.

Damon reached forward, touching the edge of the hem of Malon’s robe. He gently pulled it open, nearly groaning as her naked breasts came into full view. He cupped one of them, but Malon set her hand over his, firmly controlling how far she would allow him to wander.

“Come here,” he said.

He took hold of her waist and attempted to pull her onto the bed. Malon stayed where she was, but her hands began rubbing his thigh more intently, her fingers shifting to flick against the knot of the drawstring of his trousers.

“This won’t be a regular thing, solas,” she whispered. “I’m only doing this to help you stay clear-headed.”

Damon suppressed a grin as he lifted his hips and allowed her to pull his pants down. She slowly dropped to her knees as his pants came loose at his ankles, rubbing his thighs and positioning herself in between his legs.

His erection looked comical in the way it strained against his undershorts, leaving a small wet spot where his pre-arousal dampened the fabric. Malon blushed as her hands slowly slid toward the top of his underwear, and she hesitated before pulling them down.

“You aren’t just doing this because of Lilian, aesta,” he said.

“Solas.” Her voice was stern, a clear warning against where his words were leading.

“I won’t say any more,” he said. “But we both know.”

“Get that smug look off your face, Damon.”

He grinned despite his effort not to, and reached out a hand to stroke her soft red hair. Malon edged his undershorts down, and his cock snapped loose like a knight standing to attention. He saw her eyes fixate on it, and the blush it brought to her cheeks, and felt ashamed at the intensity of his own dirty thoughts.

“I love you,” he whispered.

“I know. I love you, just the same. I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t.”

She took hold of his member with one of her soft hands and gently began to stroke. Damon groaned, falling on the bed, hips flexing toward his aesta with a mind of their own.

“So eager,” she whispered. “Should I use two hands, solas? You’ve grown so much. They both fit with room to spare.”

Her fingers closed around his shaft in much the same way he might grip a sword, except with a loving tenderness with which no one would wield a weapon. He bit his lower lip as he stared at her, breasts on full display out the front of her robe, as she blushed and worked to pleasure him.

“Come up onto the bed with me,” he said. He already pulled her upward as he spoke.

Malon’s smile became an outright laugh as he threw her down across the mattress. Her robe fell open, exposing her naked body in 
a manner that made Damon feel torn between burning the sight into his memory and looking away respectfully.

Faint freckles dusted the pale flesh of her upper chest, just above her plump breasts, which lolled to the side at lewd angles. A thin patch of hair as red as her braid adorned her crotch. She was incredible. She was…

“Aesta…”

He had no words other than that. Malon reached for his cock again as he began kissing her neck, the two facing one another across the bed, side by side. Damon ran a hand up the side of her body and shifted to embrace her. To do more than that if he could.

“Behave,” she whispered. One of her hands continued with soft strokes along his shaft, while the other gently rubbed his chest, as though calming an overeager horse.

“That’s not what your eyes are telling me,” he said. He let his hand trace the inside of one of her thighs, his fingers teasing higher, feeling the tension building in her body.

Malon’s eyes suddenly pulsed crimson with power. “What are my eyes telling you now, solas?”

Damon sighed, but didn’t draw his hand back. She was naked next to him, her body practically giving him every signal in the world that she was ready to be taken, while refusing him in mind.

She was his aesta, and it was a simple truth that both fed into his desire and prevented it from ever being fulfilled.

“What if I said I wanted you to stop me?” he asked.

“What?”

“You have all the power, aesta,” he said. “With your magic, you can stop me whenever you want.”

Malon frowned at him. “I’m aware of that.”

He cupped her cheek and looked at her seriously. “Whenever
 you want.”

He saw her blink, hearing not just his words, but the deep, desperate hunger behind them. He wanted her so badly. Knowing that she could stop him, that she would — when she chose to — wasn’t a fact which needed to get in the way of him trying.

Malon still rhythmically stroked his cock, but as good as it felt, he needed more. He kissed her deeply, pulling her thighs open as he leaned into the embrace. A soft moan escaped Malon’s lips. Damon kissed her neck and pulled her face toward his, shifting in closer.

“Solas…” Malon didn’t shake her head or glare at him. She blinked, sharing the expression of the virgins Damon had bedded. He spread her thighs further open and let his cock lie across her crotch, slowly pulling it back to line up the angle.

“Aesta,” he said. “I love you so much.”

“I know you do.” She sighed, looking on the verge of tears. “And I love you. I just wonder how I let it get to this.”

Damon let his cock shift into place. It was hard to the point where it threatened to stay that way forever as he let the tip press against the lips of his aesta’s womanhood. He pressed forward, lingering on the precipice of spearing into her.

“Do you want me to stop?” he whispered.

Malon shook her head. “I’m your aesta. I don’t want
 you to stop… I need you to.”

Slowly, but willingly, Damon mastered his frustration. “Then I’ll stop.”

She nodded slowly. Damon leaned forward to kiss her again, confused by the hunger with which she kissed him back. They stayed just like that, on the verge of shattering any pretense of restraint between them. Damon gently nuzzled his forehead against hers, staring into her eyes.

“Would you like a kiss goodnight?” she whispered.

“Sure,” he said.

He only realized that she wasn’t talking about a kiss on his lips as 
he made to lean in for it and missed her face. Malon gently shifted him onto his back and slid down lower on the bed. She shot him a crooked smile and blushed a bit, opting to grab the quilt and toss it over the both of them to hide the dirtiness of what she was about to do.

Whatever disappointment Damon had felt faded into the distance as his aesta’s lips closed around the head of his cock. He groaned and leaned his head back, feeling her sucking and licking and putting in the work to deliver true pleasure.

The sight of her head bobbing up and down underneath the quilt was insanely hot. Damon spread his legs open wider and reached down with his hands. He felt around under the blanket like a blind man, touching her soft hair, gently caressing her shoulder and neck.

Her mouth felt fantastic. It was bliss of a kind that promised so much more. He hated himself for showing so much restraint earlier, for not taking her and experiencing her fully. He also hated himself for wanting it so badly. He knew full well that if he ever did spread his aesta open and truly take her as a woman, it might be at her expense. At the expense of their love. And he loved her, so much.

“Aesta…” Damon groaned as Malon’s lips sank further down his shaft than he’d ever thought possible. He cupped her cheek gently with one hand while taking a rough handful of her hair with the other. Gripping her face, he flexed his hips up, fucking her mouth hard enough to make lewd churning noises as he crossed the turning point and blew his seed.

She didn’t stop sucking until he’d gone completely soft. Wiggling upward from underneath the quilt, her face appeared next to him like a mouse poking out of a hole. She had a satisfied smile. Damon hugged her tight.

“Well,” he said. “That’s one way to get Lilian off my mind.”

Malon cleared her throat. “Don’t expect this to become a regular thing.”

“I love you too much to let myself expect that.”

She looked away from him, or at least tried to. Damon cupped her cheek and turned her head, forcing her eyes to meet his. He smiled, and it wasn’t the smile of a man who’d just gotten lucky, or even one angling for more.

“Am I a terrible aesta?” she whispered.

Damon laughed. Malon glared at him and slapped him on the shoulder. He caught her hand and kissed the back of her knuckles.

“You are an incredible, loving aesta,” he said. “I don’t ever want to lose you. You mean the world to me.”

“Solas…”

He gave her another tight hug, and the only sound left within the room was that of their own breathing. He stayed with her until he was sure she’d fallen asleep before carefully sliding out of the bed and sneaking back to his own room.


CHAPTER 4

Damon was up late and in a hurry the next morning, two things which kept him from seeing Ria as he rushed out of his room. He collided with her, and she fell down.

“True Divine,” he said. “Sorry, Ria.”

“What has you in such a hurry, husband?” she asked. “Do you have an important place to be?”

He reached a hand down to help her to her feet. Ria had taken to wearing dresses over the past few days, a fact which he found both perplexing and amusingly hard to pull his eyes away from.

The one she had on now was black, with thick, voluminous skirts. It matched her hair, which she’d let slowly grow out over the past weeks, in a striking way. Damon took in the sight of her, smiling at how she indulged in the attention.

“I was heading down to check on Kastet,” he said. “She’s been feeding Lilian in the morning. Aesta doesn’t insist on watching when she does it, though.”

“Malon is usually cooking breakfast in the morning, is she not?” asked Ria. “Besides, Kastet and Lilian are both women.”

“Your point being?” asked Damon. “You’re a woman, and you’ve been open in the past about how you’ve, er, engaged with other women, at times.”

“Merinians are not the same,” said Ria, with a shrug. “Kastet is a princess, and Lilian, as I understand it, was a member of her court. Beyond that, women are more sensitive as partners. Especially to those used to being handled by men.”

She smiled, and the tension between them seemed to creep upward across the empty moment that followed. Damon let it flow. He hadn’t gotten many chances to be truly alone with Ria since they’d arrived at The Rosewood Inn.

“I like that dress on you,” he said.

“I am stuck deciding whether I find it ridiculous or liberating.” She did a small twirl for him, sending the skirts spinning out to the side.

“A bit of both, I think,” he said.

He caught her by the hand and pulled her to him. Ria grinned as he ran his hands down the sides of her body, settling them both on her butt and groping her through the soft fabric of the dress.

He gave her a passionate kiss, feeling a sudden urge to pin her against the wall and have his way with her. The sound of laughter coming from the common room, however, was quick to remind them of their responsibilities.

“We have patrons,” whispered Ria.

Damon sighed. “It seems we always have patrons, these days.”

“Find me later, husband,” she said. “I will keep the dress on for you.”

She let her finger trail across his chest as she slid past by him and made her way downstairs. Damon followed a moment later, shifting into the persona of Anders Rosewood as he descended the steps.

Four guests were in the midst of taking breakfast in the common room, including the young couple Damon had allowed in at a discount the night before. He frowned as he spotted the man who’d been so concerned with finding refuge for his pregnant wife openly leering at Vel’s cleavage as she leaned over to bring his bowl to the kitchen for a second serving of porridge.

Though, given the cut of the dress Vel had on, few men would have been able to resist the temptation. It was one of the low-cut, flirty ones that both she and Ria often opted for when working the common room, the two of them claiming it resulted in better tips.

Vel had put her blonde hair into girlish side braids, and she smiled an overwide, incredibly fake smile at the man as he continued to ogle her. Damon made his way up beside her, planting a quick, 
brotherly kiss on her cheek and drawing near enough to whisper in her ear.

“He has no money,” he said.

Vel let out a sigh, all pretense of cheer fading from her face. “Why are we feeding him, then?”

“His wife is pregnant,” he said.

“I noticed. I also noticed, and was disgusted by, how fixated his eyes have been on my brassiere.”

“He’s not alone in that,” said Damon, helping himself to a mental image he’d carry throughout the day.

Vel crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “Don’t you have chores to be doing?”

“Sheesh, I was just saying good morning.”

A smile broke through the bratty veneer of her expression. “Well, good morning.”

“Seen Kain anywhere?”

Vel cleared her throat, stepping to put herself and Damon out of earshot of any nearby patrons. “He’s down in the cellar, I think.”

“Right,” said Damon. “I think I’ll go check on him.”

He didn’t get the chance, as the door to the basement opened right as he was about to set his hand on the handle. Kastet emerged, clad in a tunic and trousers, chestnut brown hair still cut boyishly short.

She looked tired and pale and was rubbing with her hand at one side of her neck. Damon worried it might come back bloody as she pulled it away, but Kastet had apparently done a good job of cleaning herself up afterward.

“Good morning, Kain,” said Damon.

“Anders,” said Kastet. “Good morning.”

Damon glanced at the nearest patrons. They were likely out of earshot, but he still didn’t dare speak openly.

“Did you run an errand down in the basement?” he asked.

Kastet nodded. “I did. It went smoothly.”

“That’s good to hear.”

Kastet folded her arms, expression pensive. “There is a lot of potential in the basement, you know.”

“Potential?”

“Opportunity,” said Kastet. “We should talk when we get a chance. All of us. Certainly, Lady Leah would need to be a part of the discussion.”

Damon nodded slowly, though he wasn’t entirely sure he agreed with her.

***

He spent most of the day handling the heavy chores around the inn. He made a trip into town to resupply the inn’s keg, paying a wagon driver to bring it back after not being able to find Kemren and Keiza and thus secure a free ride. He then moved firewood into the inn, carefully stacking it into place for easy access on busy nights.

By the time late afternoon gave way to early evening, Damon was exhausted. He lingered in the empty common room with Vel and Ria. Malon was in the kitchen, preparing a meal of bread, cheese, and sausage for dinner. Kastet was hard at work with her sweeping.

“We should take tonight off,” said Vel. “I heard from one of the girls in town that there’s a minstrel company performing in the square.”

“Seriously?” Damon took a seat in one of the chairs and put his feet up on the table. “You should have reached out to them and seen if you could convince them to perform outside the inn.”

“I think we already have enough excitement, solas,” said Malon as she emerged from the kitchen. She bumped into his feet with the 
side of her hip and gave him a chastising look. “Don’t put your dirty boots on the table.”

“Think of how much money we could make in a single night with a minstrel performance pulling in a thirsty audience,” he said.

“We’ve been doing alright, as is,” said Malon.

“He has a point,” said Ria. “No doubt the performers would also see the advantage of being near an inn with a bar.”

“It’s probably too late now, regardless,” said Kastet. “The sun has set. They’ll be starting their show within the hour.”

Everyone exchanged glances as they all recognized what that meant.

“I’m going,” said Vel. “If we have no patrons, we don’t need any servers.”

“I would like to also see the show, if possible,” said Ria.

“What? I’m not staying here!” snapped Kastet.

Damon sighed and looked at Malon.

“I don’t mind staying and tending to the kitchen,” she said. “Solas? If you man the bar, we should be able to cover for the others.”

He let out a groan, but didn’t object. In truth, seeing the performance would likely have brought back as many bad memories as good ones after how his time with the Gleaming Scythe had ended. Still, a show was a show. He’d enjoyed performing as a gladiator as much out of his appreciation of live storytelling as for the money.

“I suppose I wouldn’t mind staying here,” he said. “If any of you get bored, promise you’ll come back and switch places with me?”

“Of course!” said Vel. “Thank you, Damon!”

She kissed him on the lips on her way out the door. Ria gave him a quick side hug, while Kastet simply waved. The common room was silent as the three departed, and Damon looked toward Malon to see her favoring him with a warm smile.

“That was kind of you,” she said. “I think those three could use some entertainment.”

“And I couldn’t?”

She smiled wryly. “I think you have your fill of entertainment in your regular life.”

He couldn’t argue with that, though he wanted to. Malon headed back into the kitchen. Damon polished the bar, more out of boredom than necessity. He tapped his fingers on the wood, wishing for a sudden rush of patrons to distract him.

“I’m going to check on Lilian, aesta,” he said. “I’ll call you down if she’s starting to get hungry.”

“Go ahead. Just don’t linger in her presence without me.”

“I won’t.”


CHAPTER 5

Damon found it easy to stay true to his word as he descended into the basement. Mainly because, as far as he could tell, Lilian was no longer there.

He searched every corner of the stones, more out of a sense of numb disbelief than any expectation of finding her. Lilian’s chain leash still hung from the iron clasp to which they’d secured it upon first bringing her to the inn. She just was no longer bound to it.

Damon even searched the water of the aqueduct and tested the bars on either side of the channel. He carefully thought through the time he and the others had spent within the inn that day. Had she been given any opportunity to escape through the front door? As far as he could remember, someone had always been in the common room throughout the daytime.

He took the steps two at a time and raced into the kitchen. Malon reacted to the expression on his face even before he spoke.

“What happened?” she asked.

Damon shook his head. “She’s gone.”

Malon was pulling a warm loaf of bread out from the oven. She wiped flour off on her apron and folded her arms. “She has to be nearby. She can’t tolerate the light of the sun. However she escaped, it simply isn’t possible for her to have gone far.”

“I’ll look for her,” he said. “True Divine. We have to find her before she gets herself into trouble.”

“I’ll watch the inn. Be careful, solas.”

He nodded and ran out the door. A steady stream of travelers moved up the road outside the inn, no doubt on their way to join in the revelry of the minstrel show. Damon scanned each face he could see, but it was late enough in the evening to make discerning details a struggle. He swore under his breath at not bringing a lantern with him.

He followed after them, though he wasn’t sure if Lilian would opt to travel into town or into the wild. She obviously desired her freedom, but for what purpose? She’d never lost her resolve toward serving Kastet, even after undergoing her transformation. The idea of her leaving the inn and going her own way felt a bit out of character, though he conceded that it was possible.

It was also possible that she simply wanted to feed, to taste fresh blood and experience a new person. If that were the case, she would no doubt head toward where there were plenty of potential targets. The minstrel performance seemed as though it would pose an obvious attraction to her, with so many eyes turned toward a stage making it easy for her to sneak around unseen.

He found himself wishing he’d brought his myrblade as he jogged the last distance into the center square, though he knew it would have drawn too much attention. He spotted Vel, Ria, and Kastet easily enough. They sat near the front of the assembled crowd, staring ahead at the yet empty wagon stage.

There was a sense of anticipation in the air which he felt should have made it easier to find Lilian, or at least verify that she wasn’t in attendance. Instead, it had Damon second guessing himself, following the paths of people’s gazes toward nothing in particular.

A cheer came from the crowd as a woman with black, curly hair stepped onto the stage from behind back curtains. She wore a mask that reminded Damon of the Turning Festival, with small, glittering rubies inset into the eyes.

She was joined by several young girls with similar curly hair who he guessed to be her daughters. An older man with a tall hat played a hand drum, while the girls pulled out simple wooden instruments, joining in with flutes and miniature harps and whistles.

The woman in the mask began to sing, and for a moment, Damon forgot what he was supposed to be doing. She had the most beautiful voice he’d ever heard, or close to it. The only songstress he’d heard who could compare was Bylia.

The thought lent an undue somberness to the moment. Damon 
was half tempted to break away from the crowd and look elsewhere, but he spotted something that stood out on the edge of the village square.

A woman in a heavy cloak that hid her face and features led a man toward an alleyway in between two buildings. The man’s friends were nearby, and a few of them laughed and gossiped, seeming to cheer him on a bit. The woman wore gloves, though that wasn’t so odd, given the recent late autumn weather.

She led him into the shadows between the buildings. Damon was moving even before he saw her push the man against one of the building’s walls and lean forward to bring her mouth in close to his neck. He was one of their patrons from earlier that day, a fact which tied it all together.

Damon seized Lilian by the shoulder and yanked her back before she could begin feeding off the man properly. She fell to the ground with a small gasp, hood tipping backward to reveal… a face that didn’t fit. She wasn’t Lilian, which put him in a rather awkward position.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” shouted the man. “Asana, do you know this man?”

“No!” cried the woman. “I mean… I don’t think so! I swear, I would have told you!”

“Hold on,” said Damon. “This is a case of mistaken—”

“You bastard!” shouted the man. He threw an ill-advised punch in the narrow alleyway. Damon dodged, letting his attacker’s hand strike the wood of the building behind him. The sound was loud enough to make the minstrels falter and draw the attention of the assembled crowd, including the man’s friends.

Damon dodged another punch, retaliated with a quick jab combo of his own, and almost retreated backward into another opponent. The first man spat on the ground and let out a wild shout.

It was genuinely impressive how quickly Damon’s blunder instigated an outright brawl. He had the advantage of the alleyway, 
but he was still up against the man and at least four of his friends, with concerned members of the crowd pushing in and complicating the situation further.

He punched one of them hard in the jaw, feeling teeth shift underneath his knuckles. Another ate one of his kicks after an untimely stumble. Damon twisted and attacked and defended, making up for being outnumbered and lacking his sword by the sheer ferocity of his movements.

The minstrels stopped playing. People shouted in the direction of Damon and the men, a few of them going so far as to throw a rock or two.

A loud voice bellowed “True Divine!” and the man at the mouth of the alleyway was yanked into a chokehold.

“Who started it?” snapped Doogle, who stood next to Arturius, holding the struggling man.

Several fingers pointed at Damon. Most condemning were those of the neutral members of the crowd nearby who’d witnessed the scene. He winced as he surveyed the damage he’d inflicted on his opponents. There were bruises and bleeding noses, but also a few missing teeth and one man who would surely need stitches along his cheek. All over his aggressive misunderstanding.

“Let’s go.” Arturius seized Damon roughly by the arm and started pulling him out of the alley and away from the crowd.

“Thanks,” he muttered.

“Don’t thank me, lad,” said Arturius. “You’re getting thrown in a cell.”


CHAPTER 6

The cell turned out to be exactly what it sounded like. As the town’s Penny Warden, Doogle occupied a slightly ramshackle house that also served as Azurecliff’s center of official business. There was a separate entrance from the one through which Doogle usually entered, leading to an office, a gathering room with rows of benches, and a simple, tiny jail.

Arturius wasn’t rough with Damon as he led him into the sole cell within the jail. He almost seemed regretful as he gestured for Damon to enter, which he did, seeing no easy way around it.

“I’ll admit to starting that fight, but only by accident,” he said. “It was a misunderstanding.”

“A misunderstanding, huh?” Arturius shut the barred metal door and folded his arms. “I have several members of the crowd who swear they saw you put hands on that man’s woman and then start throwing punches.”

“I knocked her down, yes, but…” Damon rubbed his chin, realizing he had no real way of explaining without revealing too much about Lilian. “I thought she was someone else.”

“So you admit that you meant to attack someone,
 just not her?” asked Arturius. “You aren’t doing yourself any favors.”

“Isn’t that just the story of my life?” muttered Damon.

Doogle entered through the jail’s door, and Damon sensed his anger even in the dim light. He thrust a finger through the bars and into Damon’s face.

“Do you have any idea how hard I had to work to convince that minstrel company to add Azurecliff to their traveling schedule?” he shouted. “We’re not a large town, or a rich one, Andy. This little incident might be enough to scare them off permanently. You think they’ll be eager to come back to a place filled with violent ruffians, fighting at the drop of a hat?”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Honestly, I am.”

“You will be,” said Doogle. “Best believe that.”

Arturius cleared his throat. “Look, lad. It doesn’t matter overmuch whether or not you have a good reason for doing what you did. You can’t act so impulsively. I don’t know how things were for you wherever you came from before you arrived here, but we don’t tolerate this sort of nonsense in our town.”

Damon looked down at the stone floor of the cell, saying nothing. Arturius’s words resonated with him on a level that he doubted the other man could understand. He was impulsive, not just with the fight he’d accidentally started, but with so many of his actions and decisions. Arturius and Doogle didn’t know the truth of the situation, but ultimately, the truth was just as shortsighted.

“I made a mistake,” he said. “I’ll accept whatever punishment you send my way.”

What else could he say? He liked Azurecliff, not just for himself, but for Malon and Vel and Ria, and even Kastet. It was a sleepy, cozy little town, and they’d been presented with an opportunity to form a life within it. He didn’t want to have to leave again, to be put back in a position of never knowing where he and the women he loved would bed down on a given night.

“He stays in here tonight,” said Doogle, with a sigh. “He needs more time to cool off.”

“I think that’s fair,” said Arturius.

They left him alone. The cell was dank, and Damon hadn’t realized how thirsty he was. He found himself wishing he’d asked for a drink of water when he’d had the chance.

An unpleasant stench filled the corner of the cell occupied by the chamber pot, heavily suggesting that the jail’s previous denizens had struggled to properly aim their business. Damon sat down against the opposite wall and did his best to rest his thoughts.

Lilian was still out there, somewhere. Strangely, the thought made him feel more concerned for her than it did for the town. She 
wasn’t foolish, but she would need to feed eventually. He hoped she’d have the sense to seek out Kastet when that time came.

Damon spent the next few minutes trying not to dwell on his mistakes and ignoring the ripe smell within the cell. The door opened, and a woman stepped into the jail. It took his eyes a moment to make out her face in the dark.

“Why are you here, Keiza?” he asked.

The daughter of the local general store owner was pretty, with dark hair, pale features, and piercing eyes. Her hair was twisted up into a simple bun, and she wore a plain dress which emphasized the elegance of her figure. She strode forward, coming right up to the bars, and peering into his cell.

“What do you have to say for yourself?” she asked.

“Nothing in particular.”

Her fingers tightened on the bars separating them. “Nothing? That’s not enough. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t start opening up to Doogle and Arturius about my suspicions.”

Keiza knew too much. She’d never confronted him outright about it, but Damon was fairly certain she knew his real name. She’d also seen the body of one of the members of the Blacksoul Band and brought it up to him in a manner that had felt distinctly accusatory.

“I made a mistake,” he muttered.

“Why? What were you trying to accomplish? Was this a personal grudge, or retribution for something, or…?”

“I…” Damon sighed, trying to think of what to say without further priming her curiosity. “True Divine, Keiza. I was trying to protect the town, but I can’t explain any more than that.”

“How?” she asked. “How is pushing a woman and picking a fight in any way related to keeping Azurecliff safe?”

He shook his head, feeling so annoyed at himself, annoyed at the weight of his lies and deceit.

“I can’t say anything more, but it’s the truth,” he said. 
“Obviously, I acted on impulse and mistook the identity of the person I was looking for, but I was trying to protect the town.”

“From what?”

“A monster.”

Keiza laughed, but the sound died on her lips as she realized he was serious. “A monster? Really, Damon?”

“Really, Keiza. I know how this must sound to you, but the world is a far more dangerous place than you and your community realize. I was trying to protect the town, and I went about it stupidly, and it crumbled in my face. What more is there to say?”

She stayed where she was for a solid minute, perhaps trying to read something in his expression. She turned around and started to leave.

“Has my family tried to visit me?” he asked.

She glanced over her shoulder at him. “They aren’t outside. If they have, they returned to the inn afterward. If they haven’t, I’d guess that they’re frustrated with you, and rightfully so.”

He was tempted to have her bring a message to them, but he couldn’t think of what to say. Keiza left, closing the door gently behind her. Strangely, Damon was left with little doubt that she’d keep his secrets, at least for a little while longer.

The stone floor was cold and dank, but he stretched out and attempted to get what little rest it could offer him.


CHAPTER 7

Damon spent the rest of the night in jail, and some of the morning. It was hard to tell what time it was when he woke up. He could hear voices on the other side of the door, which opened after a moment.

“There’s no getting around it,” said Doogle. “He’ll have to pay his fines, along with the accumulated tax payments the inn has been truant on. I didn’t want to press the point right away, with you all still so new to town, but that amount is money due.”

“Tax payments and fines?” Kastet’s voice was loud and annoyed. “Surely, those can be deferred for the time being. It’s not as though we don’t have the funds.”

Malon cleared her throat. “It’s exactly as though we don’t have the funds, Kain
. Doogle, we understand how this incident must reflect on us, but haven’t we otherwise been contributing to the town during our time here?”

“That’s true, but this is a complicated situation, Lady Leah,” said Doogle. “You have to understand how it will look to the people if I let your son off with a slap on the wrist. The brawl he started was a serious bit of violence.”

“He didn’t start it!” snapped Vel.

“Technically, he did,” said Ria, with a small sigh.

“I’ll put it to you simply,” said Doogle. “The total amount of fines and taxes together is just under three and a half gold. If you can come up with that by the end of next week, we can forget all about this.”

Damon stood up and made his way over to the bars, gripping them as he suppressed a feeling of dread and nausea. The idea of being stuck in jail for more than a week while his family worked to make money as quickly as possible, however possible, was incredibly disconcerting.

“I have forty-five silver,” said Malon. “It’s all I… all we have. I’ll give it to you as a payment on the amount if you let my son go.”

She spoke her words as an offer, but her tone made them sound like a threat. Damon gritted his teeth, knowing that if she saw no other way, Malon would likely just use her magic to free him and suffer whatever consequences resulted.

“I… suppose I could work with that,” said Doogle. “It’ll bring what you owe down to three gold crowns, even. But I can’t budge on the date it’s owed by. One of Emperor Argenstein’s bastards is on his way to Azurecliff to collect the season’s taxes. It’ll be the entire town suffering, not just you, if you don’t get me it in time.”

“We’ll find a way,” said Malon.

Hs shame deepened as he considered the range of problems soon to be presented by their newfound circumstances. With no money, they’d be running the inn without any buffer room. They might be able to refill the keg or resupply their pantry if they had a profitable evening crowd, but it was unlikely they’d be able to afford both.

Saving money on top of that seemed like wishful thinking. Damon’s expression was serious as Doogle entered the jail and opened his cell.

“You best be finding a way to repay your mother as quickly as possible,” said Doogle. “You’ve mucked up a mess for your family, Anders Rosewood. I hope you’re man enough to clean it up.”

Damon didn’t bother to reply. He wasn’t interested in arguing with Doogle, and not just because he served as the town’s nominal authority as the Penny Warden. He was the inn’s best customer, and they would need him buying drinks at his usual rate over the next few days.

Ria immediately pulled him into a hug as he stepped out into the crisp autumn morning, followed an instant later by Vel. Malon frowned at him, but the expression was more concern than disapproval.

“Are you alright?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” he said. “Do you want me to explain what happened, or have you already pieced it together?”

The four women exchanged glances.

“I think we already have an understanding of why you were arrested,” said Ria.

“It was stupid, I know,” he said. “I’ll find a way to raise that money. I promise you, I will.”

“Let’s worry about that once you’ve gotten some food and rest,” said Malon as they started walking down the road.

“I can’t rest yet,” said Damon. “I still have to track down Lilian.”

Again, his family and Kastet exchanged a knowing look.

“What?” he asked.

“Lilian has already returned,” said Vel. “She was back in the basement when we came home from the minstrel show.”

“She even had her chains back on,” said Kastet. “It was as though she’d never left.”

“How is that possible?” asked Damon. “Aesta, you were at the inn during that time, weren’t you? You would have seen her come through the common room.”

“I was in and out of the kitchen, solas,” she admitted. “I could have missed her if she entered quietly.”

Damon frowned and folded his arms. “What did she have to say for herself?”

“Almost nothing,” said Kastet. “She’s being coy about answering our questions.”

Kastet was the only one who didn’t sound unnerved. Damon didn’t dare to bring up what it would mean for them if Lilian could make it out of her chains and through locked doors. They had enough to worry about without dwelling on the possibility of being bitten by a human-zanyadai hybrid during their sleep.

“I’ll see what I can get out of her,” said Damon.

“What are we going to do about the money Doogle wants?” asked Vel.

Nobody said anything. As much as the question seemed on the surface to be directed at all of them, Damon felt as if he was the one who truly owed her an answer.

“I’ll see about taking up some odd jobs in town,” he said. “Arturius mentioned some contract work that occasionally comes up. I suppose I could find time to handle that during the day and still work the bar in the morning and night.”

“We’re all going to pitch in, solas,” said Malon. “Your fines are the smaller portion of the amount owed. We’d still be in this situation even if you hadn’t acted impulsively, regardless.”

“The amount isn’t so outsized,” said Kastet. “We have options. There are people who may be willing to cover it on our behalf.”

She gave each of them a knowing look as they continued down the road toward the inn. Damon knew without needing it to be voiced what she was talking about. He made sure they were far out of earshot before replying.

“I’m not interested in asking one of the Forsaken for a loan,” he said harshly.

“Why not?” asked Kastet. “I’m sure Wrath would have the money, along with the willingness, if the request came from you and me both.”

“Wrath already holds a substantial amount of debt over my head, which I’ve no interested in adding to,” he replied. “On top of that, I don’t see a way around revealing the inn to her if we did make the request. She’d pry until she uncovered it, even if we concocted a lie about what we need the money for.”

“I’ll give you your first point, but I see no reason why we should have to keep the inn hidden from Wrath,” said Kastet. “She’s our ally. We have to trust her to some degree or another.”

“That’s actually not true in the slightest, and the answer is still no.” Damon looked down the road at The Rosewood Inn, his simple, 
cozy home. “I’ve uprooted my life enough times over the past year. I have no interest in having to do it again.”

Kastet sighed, but she let the point drop.


CHAPTER 8

The inn was closed out of necessity, during the first few hours of the morning. Few patrons came through after Damon and the others arrived back. It gave him the chance he needed to check in on Lilian.

Malon followed close behind as he made his way downstairs. The cellar’s cool air always caught him off guard, and a slight shiver ran through him as he descended the last few steps.

“Hello,” called Lilian.

She wasn’t chained up, as Kastet had suggested she was earlier, which would have been worrying had she not been in the middle of bathing. She’d taken her clothes off and folded them in a neat pile next to the aqueduct, and she currently floated on her back, completely naked and glistening wet.

“What are you doing?” asked Damon.

She quirked a smile at him and shifted upright, leaning her arms and upper body against the stone retention lip of the channel. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

The movement created a shelf underneath her breasts. They looked distinctly inhuman, with dark blue nipples and strong veins visible like spider webs under the skin.

She ran her hands across her face, collecting all of her dark hair in a single lock, and pulled herself out of the water. Shadows danced across her body, emphasizing the balance between her lithe, strong muscles and taut curves.

On a purely physical level, it was one of the most seductive sights Damon had ever witnessed. Lilian’s attractiveness was shaped by her monsterish, magical nature to draw the masculine eye, each breast and buttock with the perfect amount of youthful plumpness.

“Put some clothes on,” he said, much against his own desires.

“Come bathe with me,” said Lilian. “You’ll enjoy it. I promise.”

“Not happening.”

“Are you saying that because you’re afraid of me, or because you know your aesta won’t let you?”

Damon glared at her, an annoying flush coming to his cheeks. He actually agreed with Malon’s reasoning for keeping watch whenever he was alone with Lilian. He knew himself well enough to know that he was, in a word, seducible. Still, the insinuation chafed at his pride.

“How did you escape the cellar, Lilian?” he asked.

She sat down on the lip of the aqueduct, carefully crossing her legs in a manner which almost teased a glimpse of her womanhood. “Magic.”

Damon gritted his teeth. “Where did you go last night?”

“Out.”

“Did you feed off anyone in town?”

She smirked at him. “Are you jealous?”

Damon’s frustration boiled over, and he started to take a step forward. Malon set a hand on his shoulder.

“Breathe, solas,” she whispered. “Remember that she was good at drawing a rise out of you even before her change.”

He nodded and let his fingers touch hers in reassurance. In truth, he hadn’t expected her to answer those questions. He didn’t truly need the answers to them, either. It wasn’t what stoked his current sense of curiosity.

“Will you at least give me one straight answer?” he asked.

“If I answer yes to that, will you be satisfied?”

“Why did you come back?” he asked. “You could have gone anywhere. Traveling by night is a cumbersome limitation, but not an insurmountable one. Finding people to feed on wouldn’t have been a problem, not for someone like you.”

“Someone like me…” she echoed. “Who am I?”

She asked the question so earnestly that Damon almost thought 
she wanted him to answer it.

“I’m still Lilian,” she continued. “Princess Kastet’s lady-in-waiting. Velanor’s best and oldest friend. Your occasional lover.”

“And a talented, practical-minded spy,” he added glibly.

She narrowed her eyes and flexed the claws of her left hand. “Listen well, Damon Al-Kendras. I didn’t come from a highborn background. I have no family, no husband, no friends, outside of the ones here in this inn. All of that was supposed to come later, after I’d proven myself in Kastet’s eyes and helped her reclaim at least some of her power and prestige.”

Her hand slapped down hard on the lip of the aqueduct, the action causing various parts of her nude body to jiggle in interesting ways. Damon half expected her grip to cause the stone to crack and shatter, but instead, it was her expression that broke. She looked as though she was about to cry.

“I have nothing now, and it’s all… because of my own choices,” she said softly. “Because I was so sure of my work. Addicted to it, in truth. You ask why I came back? True Divine, Damon! Where else would I have gone? Where could… something like me go?”

Had Malon not been next to him with one of her hands still settled on his shoulder in restraint and warning, Damon would have gone to her and embraced her. He was damn lucky she was there. That much he could recognize, without question.

“The inn is empty,” he said. “Do you want to come upstairs?”

Lilian shook her head. “Impossible. Even indirect sunlight leaves me chafing for hours after exposure.”

Damon made his way over to the leash hanging from the wall, finding the sight of it suddenly abhorrent. “I’ll put this away. I see no real need for it anymore.”

“It’s not as though I can’t slip out of it, regardless,” said Lilian.

“I’ll bring down a quilt and a pillow to set up one of the rooms in the basement for you,” said Damon. “We should have done that 
earlier. We just…”

“You were just scared of me.” Lilian flashed a dark smile. “I understand. And as I’ve said before, I don’t really need a bed. I’ll accept it as a gesture, but I don’t sleep much.”

She shifted, arching her back in a manner that all but thrust her naked breasts in the focus of Damon’s attention. He was still wary of her, if anything, even more so now. But he could recognize that there was a possible way to tackle the problem she presented with finesse, rather than force or fear.

“Hungry?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Tonight I will be.”

“I’ll come by then.”

He heard Malon sigh from behind him. The two of them made their way upstairs soon after, and true to his word, Damon brought down everything needed to set Lilian up a proper bed.

“It’s so soft,” she said, stretching out across it seductively. “Here. Feel for yourself.”

She curled a finger at him, still very much naked.

“Don’t do that,” he said.

“Do what?”

“You know what.”


CHAPTER 9

Damon was surprisingly fatigued by his night in jail, so he spent the lazy hours of the late morning and early afternoon asleep in his room. He thought about the money they owed, his mind circling for ideas on how to raise such a huge amount of coin, to no avail.

There were already a few patrons lingering around the common room as he came downstairs. He was surprised the others hadn’t woken him up as people began to arrive. He recognized two men whose names he could never remember taking a late lunch at a table in the corner.

Kemren, Keiza’s father, was also in the common room, standing in the doorway of the partition that divided it from the kitchen and chatting amicably with Lady Leah
. Damon had long suspected that the well-to-do widower might be in the market for a new wife.

It amused him more than it annoyed him to see the eagerness with which Kemren attempted to win Malon’s attention and favor. Kemren stood less than no chance at managing to land a strike on her heart, but Damon knew she secretly enjoyed the attention.

It often put her in a mood that made it easier for him to advance with his own intimate kisses and caresses, which dulled any feeling of jealousy he would otherwise have harbored. He couldn’t resist making his way over to tease them a bit.

“Leather jerkins, a whole shipment of them!” said Kemren. “We managed to make quite the profit.”

“How fortunate,” said Malon.

“Good to see you, Kemren.” Damon set a genial hand on the merchant’s shoulder as he slipped by him. “Mother, I was wondering if you needed anything before I took up my place at the bar?”

Malon smiled, her eyebrows rising a bit in surprise. She stirred a pot over the hearth, and Damon came up behind her, planting a kiss on her cheek and pulling her into a gentle hug from behind. It was a 
gesture only just within the line of acceptability, or perhaps just over it, for a son to be so familiar and intimate with his beloved mum.

“Ah,” she said, bristling a bit. “Yes. I suppose I could use another stick of wood for the fire.”

“I’ll get it for you!” said Kemren.

“Did you hear that?” Damon slid a hand downward toward Malon’s crotch, the movement hidden by the angle they were at, and he sniffed her hair. “He’ll get it for us.”

Kemren disappeared into the common room. Damon softly kissed his aesta’s neck and let his cock grind into her ass.

“Watch yourself, solas,” she whispered.

“Or what?” he said, with a chuckle. “Will you use your magic to fling me aside in front of our midafternoon patrons?”

Malon gave him a gentle kick to the shin with her foot. “I’m serious. You know this isn’t the time for your teasing.”

She turned around and folded her arms, chiding him with her expression. Damon held up his hands in a brief gesture of surrender and then cupped her cheek. He kissed her, a bit surprised by how eagerly she kissed him back. He ran his hands down her body, firmly palming her buttocks.

“Later, then,” he said.

Malon cleared her throat. “If you must… later would be better.”

He kissed her a second time and nearly had to set his own suggestion aside as he felt his manhood stiffening, begging him to somehow push the encounter further. Kemren’s footsteps drew toward the open doorway. Malon pulled back from him, quickly smoothing out her skirt.

“I brought two pieces, just in case you needed more,” said Kemren.

Damon accepted them, still standing a bit too close behind Malon as he jostled the pieces into place, jamming the last one in a spot a 
bit too tight for it to fit without rough force.

“Thanks,” he said. “Well, I should get back to the bar.”

He gave Lady Leah a quick, justifiably chaste kiss on the cheek and headed back into the common room. Vel and Ria sat at one of the tables, looking bored, and they immediately moved to stools at the bar when they saw him take up position behind it.

“I doubt we’ll get many guests tonight after last night’s incident,” said Vel. “Can one of us take the night off?”

“That’s not how it works,” said Damon.

“Why not?” asked Vel. “I’m tired. If Ria’s willing to stay down here on her own, I should be able to—”

“I never said I was willing,” said Ria. “I only agreed that it made sense that, if Damon and—”

“Anders
,” corrected Damon.

Ria sighed and waved a hand. “If Anders and our mother found it acceptable, then perhaps we could trade off our work.”

“That’s what I’m saying,” said Vel. “You’ll be the server for tonight, and tomorrow…”

“What happens if we have a busy enough night tomorrow to need both of you?” asked Damon. “Will one of you start complaining over how you deserve the night off?”

Vel and Ria exchanged a glance. Damon knew better than to take them too seriously. They’d always bickered and verbally prodded one another, even when they’d been young.

“Why should it be up to Damon, anyway?” asked Vel. “Let’s go ask…”

She trailed off as a new patron strode in through the front door and drew the attention of the entire room. A Remenai teenager around Vel’s age clad in a green spiral tunic, soft leather slippers, and jade earrings took a few hesitant steps across the floor. Her hair was dark, except for two stray locks of silver, and she had big brown eyes.

Damon recognized her immediately. She was Arylla, one of Sharika’s setas. She’d helped them during their escape from the Blacksoul Band, translating for Damon whenever needed.

“Who is that?” whispered Vel.

Ria was already on her feet, though she seemed unsure of whether to approach the girl or to wait for her to approach them. Vel and Ria hadn’t been with Damon and Malon when they’d briefly visited Sharika’s longhouse, and thus had never met Arylla.

“She’s a friend,” he said. “Violet, go tell our mother that, um… tell her that we have a special guest for the night.”

Vel hurried off. Ria gave Damon a borderline suspicious look as he stood up and hurried over to Arylla. She smiled broadly as she recognized him and didn’t resist as he led her over to the bar by the hand.

“Is this, ah, acceptable?” asked Arylla. “Am I… of welcome here?”

“Now and always,” said Damon. “Let me get you a beer and make a long overdue introduction. Arylla, this is Ria. Ria, this is Arylla. She is one of Sharika’s setas.”

He had to quickly explain their pseudonyms to Arylla, which gave Ria, who looked totally dumbfounded, a moment to catch her tongue.

“You are… Sharika’s seta?” asked Ria.

“I am,” said Arylla. “You are Malon’s seta?”

Ria shrugged and nodded simultaneously. Whatever resistance she had toward calling Malon aesta
 to her face seemed to fall aside in front of the young woman who, in a very real sense, was one of her extended family.

“Here you go,” said Damon, setting a mug of ale down in front of Arylla. “And one for you too, Heather. I’ve decided to take Violet up on her suggestion, after all. I think it’s you who will probably need the night off.”

“Thank you,” said Ria. “This… I am not even sure what to say.”

Arylla flashed Ria a pretty smile and said something in Konokai that set off a giggling fit between both women. They moved to one of the tables in the corner of the common room to continue their conversation, aware of how the other patrons were watching them like a novelty.

Malon and Vel emerged from the kitchen, each coming up to stand on either side of Damon behind the bar, all watching the pair of young Remenai women.

“What does this mean?” he whispered.

Malon shook her head. “I don’t know. For Sharika to seek us out here… Honestly, solas. I just don’t know.”


CHAPTER 10

They still had an inn to run, which left Damon coming to understand the situation through whispered words, in bits and pieces. Vel stopped by the table to meet Arylla officially. She came back with a mixed look on her face.

“I don’t think she likes me much,” she muttered.

“What makes you think that?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” Vel sighed and shook her head. “Maybe I’m misreading her mood, or maybe she just likes Ria more.”

“Hey.” He put an arm around her shoulder and brushed a few strands of hair out of her face. “Let’s not jump to hasty conclusions.”

“You’re probably right,” muttered Vel. “I just felt so awkward sitting with them. I don’t speak a word of Konokai.”

“Neither do I,” said Damon.

She smiled at that. Damon bumped into her with the side of his hip, grinning as she bumped him back.

“Do you mind if I rest for a bit?” asked Vel. “It’s late enough that I doubt we’ll be getting many more guests.”

“Go ahead,” he said.

She started to turn away. Damon felt a flash of concern for her.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

She flinched, flashing him a smile a bit too big to be real. “I’m fine.”

“Promise you’d tell me if you weren’t?”

“I promise,” she said.

“Liar,” Damon muttered under his breath, as she hurried toward the stairs. He made a mental note to visit her room later that night and see if he could tease the truth out of her.

Patrons continued to trickle out over the next few minutes. Malon had cooked roast chicken, potatoes, and fresh peas for dinner, and there was plenty left over for them to take for a meal. They locked the door as their last guest, aside from Arylla, made their way out, and set one of the tables for dinner.

Damon took a seat in between Arylla and Malon. The Remenai teenager seemed more nervous in Malon’s presence, but she and Ria continued their whispered conversation, smiling and emoting with one another.

“Do you need anything, Arylla?” asked Malon. “I could make tea if you wanted something else to drink other than water or ale? Or wine, perhaps?”

“Ah…” said Arylla. “It is no problem.”

She raised her water glass and took a quick sip, smiling as though to mark her preference.

“We are so happy to have you here, but I must admit that I’m a little concerned about you coming alone,” said Malon. “Is everything alright back at the longhouse?”

“Your concern is appreciated, but unwarranted,” said Arylla. “It is my aesta who worries for you, in truth.”

“She sent you to… check up on me?” asked Malon.

“Aesta felt much guilt over sending you and your solas away as she did,” said Arylla. “She feared that she may have made a condemnation of your deaths through her thoughtless mistake. We have been searching for you, asking among the Merinians who will speak to us, even. I am so happy that I found you.”

She flashed a girlish grin and plucked a chicken leg from the platter as though it were her prize. Damon chuckled at her earnestness, but his reaction wasn’t shared by everyone at the table.

Kastet was unimpressed. “We’re attempting to preserve our privacy. I sincerely hope that all of this questioning you did about our location doesn’t give away where we are, or our identities.”

“We were of as much discretion as we could manage,” said Arylla through a mouthful of chicken. “I will bring word of your safety and presence back to my aesta. No doubt, she will wish to see you all, and to meet Ria and Velanor.”

“Sharika wants to visit?” Damon suppressed a wince. “For how long, exactly?”

He wasn’t keen on the idea for a number of reasons, namely that Sharika was rather conservative when it came to the social boundaries Damon had grown so used to sidestepping.

She’d had nothing but harsh words for Malon after learning of the nature of their love. No doubt it would be a repeat performance from the traditional Remenai matriarch, perhaps several, if she discovered how intimate he was with Vel and Ria.

“She’s more than welcome to,” said Malon. “A visit from my aesta, to my new home… I would love that.”

“I shall return tomorrow, then,” said Arylla.

“I am curious about you, Arylla,” said Ria. “If it is not polite for me to ask, feel free to say so, but how did you end up in Sharika’s care?”

It was an interesting question. Though Vel and Ria had both been infants, orphaned in the Malagantyan and adopted by Malon early, Damon had been given up by his father at eight. Malon had been older than that when she’d first been taken in by her aesta.

“I am comfortable speaking of it,” said Arylla. “I was young, just past the point of cupping memories. My clan was very small. My father killed one of my mothers, and my remaining mother killed him. She was then killed by the clan’s, ah, what is the word? The daimanon.
”

“I see,” said Malon.

Damon exchanged a confused glance with Kastet before glancing at Ria.

“Daimanon means cook,” said Ria.

***

Damon cleared the table after the meal, leaving Malon free to help get Arylla settled in one of the rooms upstairs. Nobody else had volunteered for common room duty amidst the excitement of their unexpected guest, and the nap he’d taken earlier left him primed for it.

He was rested, but boredom was still a factor. He slipped upstairs on impulse after a while, curious about who might still be awake. Ria was in the middle of leaving Arylla’s room, and she flashed a smile at him as she saw him down the hall.

“Husband,” she whispered.

“Wife. Have you made a new friend?”

He pulled her into an embrace, heedless of how easily the others could stumble into the scene. Ria looked at him pensively, finding his hand with hers and threading their fingers together.

“More than just that,” she said. “I… feel as though I have found one of the last pieces to a puzzle. The torn corner of a tapestry, stitched and reattached. She is so much like me, despite being so different.”

“I’m glad for you,” he said.

“Thank you.”

He leaned in and kissed her. Her room was right next to where they were standing, and he made to open the door and push her in ahead of him. Ria set a hand on his chest before he could, smiling apologetically.

“Perhaps… not tonight,” she said. “We could be overheard.”

“You aren’t normally concerned about that,” he pointed out.

Ria’s eyes flicked toward Arylla’s room as she shrugged. “Soon, husband. Just not tonight.”

She closed the door slowly, both of them still flirting with their 
eyes until the handle clicked into place.


CHAPTER 11

Damon went to his aesta’s room next, as much out of a desire to spend time with her as out of concern for how long it had been since Lilian had fed. He found Malon sitting at her desk with several sheets of parchment spread out before her, brow furrowed in concentration.

“Do you need something, solas?” she asked.

“I was going to feed Lilian,” he said. “She said she wasn’t hungry this morning, but it’s been hours since then.”

“I’m in the middle of creating the documents we’ll need in order to pay the taxes we owe,” she replied. “Unfortunately, it isn’t as simple as handing Doogle a purse full of coin.”

“It isn’t?” he said. “That’s surprising, and a little worrying.”

“We should be fine. I suspect he won’t look too hard at them. I just need to have the general information in order.”

“What about Lilian?” he asked.

Malon shrugged. “See if Kastet will feed her. She’s capable of doing it alone.”

“You insist on watching me whenever I’m with Lilian,” he said. “How is it different for Kastet?”

“Kastet didn’t have a sexual relationship with the woman in question before her transformation.” Malon’s tone was half teasing and half cross. “Lilian was, and in some ways still is, her servant. They have far more fixed boundaries toward one another.”

“I guess,” he said. He slipped into Malon’s room, coming to stand behind her chair, and started massaging her shoulders. “Can I help you with your work?”

She glanced back at him, expression stern and matronly. “The help
 I think you’d offer would only distract me. I love you. Now go to bed.”

“Harsh, but fair,” he said. “And I love you, too.”

He kissed her on the cheek and quietly left the room. He felt a bit as he had back when he’d gone tavern-hopping with Austine in Avaricia, moving from one woman to the next, flirting shamelessly and eager to find someone to warm his bed for the night.

And Vel’s door was still open.

He suppressed a smile as he quietly made his way in that direction. The hallway was dim, however, and he saw a flicker of movement, followed by the door snapping closed, which was odd. He remembered their conversation earlier and decided that, at the very least, he needed to check up on how she was feeling.

“Vel?” He gently rapped his knuckles on her door. “Can I come in?”

The door swung open as though she’d been standing right on the other side of it. “Oh! Sir gladiator. Good evening.”

“I was worried about you after… wait, what did you just call me?”

She blinked several times in quick succession and quirked her mouth sideways. “Um, sorry, Damon. I just felt like teasing you just now. You’re so funny!”

“Sure,” he said. “Are you feeling alright? You seemed out of sorts earlier.”

“Never better,” she said. “I am a bit bored, I suppose. Do you think you could… take me for a walk around the area?”

“It’s the middle of the night,” he said.

“I don’t mind.”

“It’s going to be cold and completely dark,” he said. “I don’t see a point. Unless…”

He gave her a lurid smile and leaned a little harder against the doorframe. A romp in the bushes might be fun. They could keep each other warm.

“Unless what?” said Vel. Her tone was unexpectedly oblivious. 
Damon frowned and wondered if he just needed to be blunt about wanting sex.

A load moan came from somewhere downstairs, startling them both.

“What was that?” whispered Vel.

“I don’t know, but I’m going to go find out,” he said. “Want to come with?”

Vel pulled back from the door, shuddering a bit and shaking her head. “No, I, um… I’m suddenly… rather tired. I need to sleep. Goodnight.”

She wordlessly skipped backward, falling blindly onto her bed and bouncing once before going still. Damon slowly closed the door as another noise came from downstairs, stealing his attention.

He hurried down into the common room and continued into the basement. He could hear the noise of at least two people and surmised that Kastet had taken the initiative to head down and feed Lilian. The situation worried him for reasons he couldn’t quite put into words.

As it happened, his concern was justified. Damon crept down the stairs as silently as he could, hoping to get a sense of what was going on before they knew he was there. The sight that greeted him was one of the most disconcertingly arousing things he’d ever laid eyes on.

Lilian and Kastet were both completely naked. Lilian had Kastet in an embrace from behind, one hand lewdly groping her breasts while the other explored between her thighs. She was feeding off her, lips shifting between sucking on her neck and whispering words of dirtiness Damon couldn’t make out into her ear.

Kastet’s expression was completely blissed out, so much so that she looked utterly foolish and inebriated. Her eyes were rolled upward, and she bit her lower lip. She shuddered each time Lilian’s touch shifted across her, be it a fang pressing into the nape of her neck, or a claw gently stroking her womanhood.

Damon got hard as he watched from the edge of the stairs, just out of view. His mind was blank, and all he could think of was how envious he was of Lilian, to have one of Kastet’s petite breasts firmly in hand to tease and squeeze.

He was walking forward before he was even sure of what he was doing. Lilian reacted first, her lewd embrace of Kastet stiffening at the sudden interruption. Kastet only noticed him a moment later, her face flushing as she made a futile attempt at covering up.

“Damon!” shouted Kastet. “What are you doing down here?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” he said, forcing control into his voice.

“It’s alright,” said Lilian. “He can join us.”

Damon came to his senses. He ignored the demands of his manhood, erect and straining against his pants, as he picked up Kastet’s clothing and shoved the garments into her arms. She began pulling on her small clothes, shaking her head and refusing to meet his gaze.

“Come on,” he said, pulling her roughly by the arm toward the stairs.

“You don’t have to go,” cooed Lilian. “Really. You don’t. We could all have some fun together. It’ll be our little—”

“Stop talking,” he said.

Lilian flashed a grin that reveled her bloody fangs. “You’re curious, aren’t you? Would you like to know what she felt when I touched her? Would you like me to show you?”

Damon didn’t look back as he dragged Kastet upstairs with him. He doubted he’d have been able to resist her pull, her monstrous sexual aura, if he had. His body thrummed with arousal even as he shut the door to the basement behind him.

He brought Kastet up to her room and all but threw her away from him. “What were you thinking? Are you out of your mind?”

Her face was still flushed, but Damon began to wonder if that was 
for shame, or lingering arousal. She narrowed her eyes at him and gave a small shake of her head.

“You know what I was thinking,” she said. She brought a hand to her neck, holding his gaze. “I could blame you for this if I truly wanted to. You introduced me to this, Damon. Lilian… I let her in through a door that you opened.”

“That doesn’t excuse the danger she presents,” he said. “She is part zanyadai now. I don’t even fully understand, myself, what that means, but letting her seduce you is playing a fool’s game.”

“Don’t you want to know what it felt like?” whispered Kastet.

Damon looked away from her. “I’m not interested.”

“Neither was I. I’d never even considered being with a woman before, but her hands… her touch. The way it felt as she was feeding off me. True Divine…”

She stood up from her bed and approached him. There was still a small bead of blood on her neck, no more than might trickle out of a cat scratch. She wiped it up with the tip of her finger and held it out to his lips.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Helping you understand.”

She pressed her finger to his lips. Damon wasn’t sure why he let her do it. The disgust he felt toward tasting Kastet’s blood was swept to the side as he realized that there was more on her finger than just that.

Whatever it was that made Lilian’s bite feel so pleasurable and irresistible was apparently contained within her saliva, at least in part. Damon felt a rush of pleasure so intoxicating and sexual that it made his toes cramp up.

“Dammit,” he muttered.

He seized Kastet by the thighs, lifting her into the air and grinding himself against her. Kastet wrapped her legs around his waist, kissing him with the clumsy passion of a new student of sex. 
Fresh, but eager.

Damon carried her to the bed, falling on top of her as they began to kiss and rub together. He stripped her half-shirt off, followed shortly after by her girlshorts. Kastet was already panting as she fumbled her way through undoing the tie of his trouser cord. Damon marveled at the shy excitement in her expression as she pulled his pants down, along with his underwear, and stared at his cock.

He cupped her cheek and pressed the tip against her lips. Kastet hesitated for an instant before opening her mouth to him, sucking and experimenting with what she could do with her tongue.

“You’re the first princess who has ever sucked my cock,” said Damon.

She glared up at him, and something in her eyes set him off. He pushed her firmly down on the bed, spread her legs, and entered her with a hard thrust. She let out a cry of pleasure that would no doubt be heard elsewhere within the inn. He couldn’t slow down.

Whatever aphrodisiac he’d tasted in Kastet’s blood had stirred something within him that continued to roil through his loins. He took her like a copper courtesan, thrusting and battering himself against her without restraint.

Kastet moaned again. This time, he had just enough wherewithal to angle her mouth into his shoulder. She bit the skin there, mirroring Lilian’s bite. Who was the one in control of that relationship? Did the spy obey the princess, or did she pull the strings?

“Damon!” moaned Kastet. “Oh, True Divine! Damon, I… I…”

He kissed her fiercely and fucked her harder. She was still so tight, though that shouldn’t have been a surprise to him. Damon lifted her legs, pinning them back at a flexible angle that let him drive his shaft even deeper. Kastet’s face twisted with the pleasure of it, eyes fluttering shut only to snap back open as he tapped her with increasing momentum.

She let out tiny whimpers in time with each of his thrusts. A 
small, forced snort took the place of one of them, and she buried her face in his shoulder again, clearly embarrassed. Damon laughed and seized her buttocks.

“I have you snorting for me,” he said.

“Don’t say such things unless you… oh… oh!”

He pumped into her, handling her petite body the way it was meant to be handled. She wrapped her arms around his neck, hanging off him as he lifted her for his explicit use. He felt a sudden shudder run through Kastet, and she threw her head back as an orgasm pulsed through her, silencing her moans.

A polite knock came at the door of Kastet’s room. Damon froze. Kastet took a moment to come back to reality, but as soon as she did, she cleared her throat, fumbling the quilt over herself to hide Damon as best she could.

“Um, yes?” called Kastet.

“It’s Malon. May I come in?”

Kastet winced. Damon had shifted to embracing her from behind and gently slid his cock back into her womanhood.

“Now isn’t the best time,” she said, voice wavering.

There was a beat of silence, just long enough to give them false hope.

“Because Damon is in there with you?” asked Malon.

Kastet scrunched her face up in horror. Damon soothingly stroked her hair.

“He is,” answered Damon.

He heard his aesta sigh outside the door. It wasn’t enough to make him back down, to make him stop defiling the young, earnest princess.

“Use your judgment, solas,” said Malon. “Please.”

He heard her walk away and felt his voice of reason return. Kastet was wiggling her hips for him, urging him on. He stroked her 
hair again and pulled his cock out.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“This is a bad idea.” He kissed her again, despite himself. “She’s right. I think that… applies even more to you, than me.”

Kastet’s expression became slightly abashed. She nodded, but didn’t pull away from him. Damon felt a smile tugging at the edge of her mouth as she began sliding down his body.

“You were saying something before about me being the first princess who’s ever… ahem.”

Soft lips closed around his cock. Damon leaned his head back on the pillow, caught between pretending it was someone else and simply letting it be her. Her technique was clumsy and unpolished, but sometimes, clumsy and unpolished could get the job done.


CHAPTER 12

Damon slept in his own bed that night. He awoke to the sound of a soft knock at his door, followed soon after by it opening. Malon entered his room, clad in her usual skirts, hair freshly woven into a perfect red braid.

“Good morning, solas,” she said.

“Good morning, aesta.”

He sat up, letting the quilt slide down the length of his bare chest. It was hard to draw his eyes away from hers, and each step she took toward him made him feel substantially warmer underneath his sheets.

She sat down on the edge of his bed as she had so many times throughout his childhood, back at the tower. She rested a familiar hand on him, opting to touch the fabric of the quilt, rather than bare skin. Still, the touch seemed to pulse through him, challenging him to touch her back or ask for more.

Malon cleared her throat. “I already talked to Kastet about last night.”

“You did?” He winced as he tried not to imagine how that conversation had likely gone. “Was that really necessary?”

“It was. I believe I’ve gotten a sense of what happened. You were right to get her away from Lilian, and while I would strongly advise you away from becoming entangled with a princess, I understand the feeling
 that was likely in the air.”

“It was quite the feeling,” he replied.

He held Malon’s gaze and fought the urge to fling her down on the bed in demonstration. She looked away, eyes searching his nearly empty room for nothing in particular, buying a second for them both to breathe.

“I’m beginning to doubt that having you and Kastet continue 
feeding Lilian will be sustainable,” she said.

“I wholeheartedly agree,” he said. “Though I’m not sure where that leaves us. We can’t simply turn her loose into the night when she gets hungry.”

“There must be a better solution than that,” said Malon. “Perhaps we need to include her in this discussion and get a sense of what she wants.”

Damon shrugged. He’d already spoken to Lilian on the topic. She had no interest in leaving her princess, her only tie back to the life she’d once lived. The transformation hadn’t altered her loyalties.

“I’ll see what I can think of,” he lied.

It was a lie because he already had an idea, just not one his aesta was going to appreciate. Malon patted him on the leg and started to leave the room. He caught her hand and drew her in, tugging her by the arm as though pulling up a fishing line.

“Good morning, aesta,” he said as soon as their faces were close together.

“Good morning, solas.”

She kissed him softly, chastely, on the lips. He kissed her back with tongue, wrapping his arms around her and shifting her onto his bed. It said much about how far their relationship had progressed, or decayed, that she let him. She didn’t come back to herself and begin warding off his advances until he was nearly on top of her.

“Breakfast,” she said, almost pleadingly.

Damon nodded. “Right. Can you and the others handle it on your own? I needed to run an errand in town.”

“We’re fine by ourselves.”

“Good.”

***

It was one of those rare days on which Damon had good reason to wear his myrblade in public. It was still disguised as much as he was, given how the weapon’s grandiose appearance would have been out of place in humble Azurecliff. Strands of leather wrapped around the hilt and scabbard gave it the appearance of a sword that’d undergone a restoration, rather than one enchanted by a sentient Ice Elemental.

“Hi,” he whispered.

“Hello, Damon,” muttered Myr.

He gently stroked the sword’s hilt as he walked down the inn’s porch stairway. “You sound a bit cross with me.”

“I am a bit cross with you!” said Myr. “You say you’re going to polish me, and then you never do! You’re always too busy with the inn, or with your sisters, or your aesta.”

“I’m sorry for that,” he said. “I have been busy.”

Myr let out a sigh. “I know. I suppose I don’t fault you for it. Peace and quiet isn’t all bad.”

“I hope you’ve gotten your fill of it,” he said. “Action is back on the table.”

Myr let out a pleased laugh, and Damon gave her hilt another squeeze. He headed north into town, waving at various people he only partially recognized. Being the innkeeper made him something of a feature of the town.

His destination was Arturius’s smithy, which served a dual purpose within the town. Arturius sat outside against one of the trees in his front yard, sharpening a newly forged bastard sword. He stood up upon seeing Damon, waving a hand in greeting.

There was no trace of animosity on the old man’s face. If there were any hard feelings over Damon’s brief stay in the jail, he wasn’t wearing them openly. Damon folded his arms as he walked over, nodding to the weapon in Arturius’s hands.

“That’s a nice blade,” he said.

“It is, isn’t it?” asked Arturius. “Pity no one around here will have the coin to buy it.”

“Where do you plan on selling it, then?”

Arturius tested the edge and pursed his lips appreciatively. “Silke, most likely. Sometimes, I head north and ply my wares in Oceanbud. I knew a woman up there, but she’s probably married by now. What do I owe this visit to, Anders?”

“You mentioned freelance contracts a while back,” said Damon. “I could use some extra coin right about now. Mind giving me the rundown?”

“Right this way.”

Arturius led him over to a wooden notice board hanging to one of the support beams of the open-air smithy. Several pieces of parchment were pinned to it, each written in a different hand and detailing a different contract.

“Townsfolk and travelers post what they need up here,” said Arturius. “Any interested mercenaries and freelancers can pull a job down and follow up on it. We’ve got a couple you can choose from right now, though they might not all be a good fit for you.”

Arturius seemed to be enjoying himself as he unpinned three different contracts and cleared his throat dramatically.

“Victor Blackseed, one of the Emperor’s bastards, is in the area to collect taxes on behalf of Florencia,” said Arturius. “He’s got an entourage of soldiers, servants, and other nobles with him. They’ve offered twenty-five silver for anyone in town willing to enter their service for deliveries and… various other odd jobs.”

“Various other odd jobs?” Damon gave Arturius a look.

“Booze, heartlift weed, and whores,” said Arturius. “It’ll be a hard-earned purse of silver, that’s for sure. I’d be careful if they swing by your inn. They won’t openly violate the laws of our town, I don’t think, but they’ll push what they can get away with as far as it’ll go.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said. “It’s not quite what I’m looking for. Next one?”

“This contract has been on the board for months now,” said Arturius. “The Remenai ruin of Hexadonia lies to the east of town, across the river. It’s currently occupied by a band of Remenai exiles and escaped prisoners. Their leader claims an ancestral right on the ruin and surrounding territory that’s impossible to verify, but the men have bounties on their heads, regardless. Five gold has been raised to force them off by trading companies with grievances against them.”

“Five gold?” Damon nodded appreciatively at the amount. “How many exiles and escapees are we talking about, here?”

“A dozen, at least,” said Arturius. “As I said, the job’s been up for a while. Too dangerous for one man to handle on his own, hence the hefty payout.”

Damon folded his arms. Even with his myrblade and some help, it would likely be impossible to finish the contract without intense amounts of killing. He was still looking to avoid that, given how much strain it had put on his relationship with Myr in the past.

“Anything else?” he asked.

Arturius nodded and pulled the last contract to the front. “This one is a bit more straightforward. Lacey Creekins had an heirloom stolen by a trio of known murderers and rapists on her way back from visiting Silke. They… weren’t kind to her and her family. They besmirched her reputation as a woman, killed her nephew, and stole a necklace that holds a significant amount of meaning.”

“That happened to Lacey?” Damon scowled, recognizing the name of an older woman who occasionally came into the inn on weekends.

“She doesn’t like to speak of it, no doubt for good reason,” said Arturius. “The job pays a hundred and fifty silver.”

“Not bad. I think I can handle this one.” He set a hand on his sword for emphasis.

“So do I, lad,” said Arturius. “I should say, the reason the payout is so generous is because of how hard it’s going to be to find these men. They were here in Azurecliff the day after the attack, before we knew about it, mind you. No one has seen them in the time since.”

“Where did they go while they were in town?” asked Damon.

“The general store,” said Arturius. “We’d hoped that they might have sold the heirloom to Kemren and Keiza, but no such luck.”

“Is that what Lacey cares about most? Just getting this necklace back?”

Arturius gave the contract a pensive look and shrugged. “It’s not uncommon for folk to fixate on one thing after such a tragedy. She just wants a sense of control back. You know her, or have met her, at least. She’s not one for revenge. Just wants her favorite necklace to be returned.”

“Well,” he said. “I suppose I should get to work finding it for her, then.”


CHAPTER 13

Damon’s plan was simple. Lilian had already proven that she could sneak out of the inn without detection. He was going to take her with him to handle the conflict and juggle two problems simultaneously. The money could go to paying off the debts owed to Doogle, while the criminals would make convenient targets for the hungry zanyadai to feed upon.

He would still need to find them first, but he had an idea about how to do that. He headed for K and K Essentials, pushing his way into the cozy general store and slowing to a stop. Keiza was busy with a customer, so he waited in the back, perusing a long row of men’s shirts, tunics, and jerkins in various styles.

“What can I help you with, Anders?” called Keiza, once she was free.

“Oh, this and that.” He flashed what he considered to be a winning smile at Keiza. It had no effect on her. She was and always had been immune to his charm. “Do you know anything about the group of bandits who attacked Lacey?”

Keiza looked up from the ledger in which she’d been scribbling, considering him. “Not much. They did come through my shop while they were in town, before anyone knew what they were about. It was a nasty attack. Her nephew was…”

She trailed off. Damon nodded and frowned.

“Killed,” he finished for her. “Arturius told me. I’ve already accepted the contract. I’m planning on making sure they don’t hurt anyone else.”

“You are?” she asked, setting her quill down. “That’s… thank you. It’s not easy to see the way the effects of an attack like the one Lacey and her family suffered ripple through a community. People have been scared to travel because of it.”

“Unfortunately, that’s a lesson they probably shouldn’t unlearn. 
The world is a dangerous place right now.”

“I’m sure you would know.” Keiza glanced away and pursed her lips, as though regretting the words as she spoke them. “I just mean… If you can be proactive and protect the town in this way, Anders, it would mean a lot to the people here. I’ll help in any way I can.”

“Did they trade with you at all while they were here?”

She nodded. “One of them sold me an old jerkin with a few ugly tears in it. Melnicka buys them to restore them and give away to those in need as charity.”

She disappeared into the back of the shop for a moment and returned with a plain green jerkin. Damon nodded appreciatively as she set it down on the counter.

“How much?” he asked.

“Is this truly going to help you in your search?”

“How much?”

Keiza gave him a small but genuine smile. “You can have it, Anders. Just promise you’ll do your best. I’d love for you to find the men and bring them to justice, but it’s enough for the people here just to know that you put in the effort.”

“Keiza,” he said. “I wouldn’t waste my time if I didn’t think I could handle this.”

“I’m sure the coin reward for the contract also factors into it.”

“I do have some rehabilitative fines in the need of paying off.” He tapped his knuckles on the counter and slid the jerkin his way.

“Take care, Anders.”

***

He headed straight back to the inn, arriving as the last patrons of the morning were filing out. Ria was speaking with Arylla at the door. 
Sharika’s young Remenai ward wore a small, newly refilled traveling pack, and from the way she gestured to Ria, it seemed as though she was attempting to convince her to come along.

Ria shook her head and kissed the teenager on the cheek. Arylla reluctantly stepped away, coming toward Damon to hug him as she passed by.

“I will return with my aesta soon,” said Arylla. “It is my wish as much as hers for us to know one another more closely.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Well, you’ll be welcome when you arrive back.”

The words felt a bit hollow and forced. As much as he was intrigued by the idea of getting to know what amounted to his extended family, Sharika’s unyielding manner and strict, conservative standards left him with reservations.

Arylla left, heading off into the trees far in the distance rather than following the road. Vel and Kastet milled about the common room, taking on their cleaning tasks with a leisurely air. Damon found Malon in the kitchen and smiled as he presented her with the tunic.

“This belonged to a bandit who has a contract on his head,” he said. “Can you use your magical homing spell to help me track the fiend down?”

She let out a sigh and looked at him seriously. “You, of all people, should know it isn’t as simple as flashing my crest to cast that spell. It takes effort and focus and… a certain amount of privacy.”

He drew a bit closer to her, feeling parts of himself flutter as he caught a whiff of her scent. “Are you saying it’s too much for you to handle?”

Malon straightened her back, meeting his gaze. “I’m saying you’ll have to wait until tonight. Once I’ve prepared dinner, I suppose I can give it a try, though you’ll need to find someone to cover your shift if you intend to pursue this contract tonight.”

“You trust me to handle it?” He furrowed his brow, a bit surprised. He let his hand settle on his aesta’s hip, as though testing 
her physical boundary as he probed the limits of her faith in him.

“I trust you, solas. I’m not enamored with the idea of you chasing after bandits on your own, but we are in a bit of a squeeze right now in terms of our coin. I think you can handle it.”

“We are
 in a bit of a squeeze, aren’t we?” he said, letting his hand slip a bit further back.

“Watch yourself,” she said, swatting him gently on the shoulder. “Go do some chores.”

He did just that, hauling firewood, clearing leaves outside, and digging a new hole for the inn’s signpost, which had begun to lean at an angle. He also found an opportunity to sneak down and visit Lilian with the intent of pitching his plan to her.

“Interesting,” she said, after hearing the basic details. “A question.”

“I’m listening.”

“Can I have a kiss?”

Damon shook his head. “What does that have to do with the two of us hunting bandits?  I need to know how you snuck out of the basement and if you’d be willing to do it again tonight if it meant having some fresh faces to feed on.”

“You still don’t get it,” said Lilian. “You’re not even hearing yourself, are you? You gloss over my question about whether you’ll kiss me and, in the same breath, offer to let me… what? Indulge in the instincts of a bloodthirsty monster?”

Damon held his tongue, biting back on the impulse to point out that she was
 a bloodthirsty monster, in the strictest sense. That was her point, he realized.

“Come here,” he said.

“So, are you going to kiss me?”

“Just come here!”

He glowered at her as she made her way over. She drew in on 
herself, seeming smaller and less certain of herself than Damon knew she was. She was wearing her old clothing, the same clothes she’d worn when she’d first been turned. Why hadn’t they bothered to ask if she needed new ones?

He reached out with his hand, touching her cheek and looking into her eyes. They were dark, but he knew it was a fool’s assumption to think the blackness in her irises reflected the darkness of her soul. Lilian’s darkness was more complicated than a simple shade of black.

He leaned his mouth into hers, not looking away until the last second, and kissed her full on the mouth. She was hesitant about kissing him back, at least at first. He teased his tongue forward and felt her respond with her own, which was long enough to reach into strange, arousing places, fluttering against the inside of his cheeks. He’d expected a similar effect to when he’d tasted Kastet’s blood the night before, but it didn’t happen.

“See,” she purred, as they came up for air. “A kiss is still a kiss. I’m still a woman.”

“You’re still a woman,” he agreed. “But you aren’t just a woman. I should have phrased my request differently before, Lilian. I could use your help in hunting some bandits, and I think it might help you as well to have new people to sate yourself on. The effect of your bite is more powerful than I think you know, and I’m worried that Kastet can’t handle it long term.”

“Of course.” Lilian embraced him, and she let her kisses travel from his cheek to his neck. “I’ve seen what my bite can do to… Kastet.”

She let her teeth drag across his neck, but didn’t dig in. Damon arched his back, his cock stiffening with anticipation. He wanted her to bite him, he realized. True Divine, he wanted it bad, along with what would come after if he let himself entangle his body with hers.

He pushed her away roughly by the shoulders and pointed a finger at her accusingly. “Don’t do that.”

“Don’t do what?”

“You’re wicked.” He smiled at her. “So, what do you say? Want to hunt some bandits with me? You’ll need to make it out of this cellar on your own, but I get the sense that won’t be a problem.”

“When and where would you like to meet?”


CHAPTER 14

Damon made his way back upstairs after discussing and solidifying the details of his plan with Lilian. He still had no idea where the bandits he’d be hunting were, so he settled for meeting her in a discrete location outside of town. He was still curious about how she was making her escapes, but suspected he wouldn’t get an answer from a simple line of inquiry, given how slippery Lilian generally was.

The evening crowd was relatively minimal when it finally arrived. Damon patiently tended the bar and, with a small amount of persuasion, managed to get Kastet to agree to cover for him later that night. He didn’t tell her about Lilian, unsure of what her reaction to his plan might be.

“Anders,” said Malon. “I finished making the stew. I’m feeling a bit tired and thought I might go lie down for a bit.”

Damon nodded. “I think that’s a good idea. I’m sure Heather and Violet can handle serving supper without you.”

He watched her ascend the stairs, considering whether it might make sense for him to head up and see if she needed any help. The door to the inn swung open, and he set the thought aside as a tall, well-dressed man with brooding features stomped his way into the common room.

“Do you serve actual ale here?” asked the man. His voice was loud and vaguely petulant.

“For paying customers, yes,” said Damon.

“Good. My name is Victor Blackseed. I am one of the Emperor’s sons, and I’d like a pitcher of ale and a room for the night.”

Damon heard something in the man’s voice that made him wary. “I’m afraid all of our rooms are full at the moment, but we can certainly help you with a parched throat.”

Doogle opened his mouth, probably to reflexively call Damon on 
the lie. Damon gave him a meaningful look, and the Penny Warden held his silence. The Emperor’s bastard son took over-loud steps as he found a seat at the bar.

His face was pale and pudgy, and he looked to be perhaps a few years older than Damon. Despite his regal, borderline impractical garb, he was missing the two smallest fingers on his left hand. He favored Damon with a look of disdain as he gestured to the keg.

“Well?” snapped Victor. “I came here expecting service. Get to serving me already! I am the Emperor’s son.”

Doogle cleared his throat. “Remember? I mentioned him to you, Andy. He’s our town’s guest for the next few days, while he takes a survey of the region and collects the requisite taxes.”

“Oh,” said Damon. “This is the Emperor’s bastard, then.”

Victor stiffened. Damon gave him the phoniest cordial smile he had in his repertoire and started filling a mug.

“I’ve always been fascinated by the rumors surrounding the Florencian Imperial line,” he continued. “I heard it said once that each Emperor strives to have one legitimate son along with as many bastards as he can produce. It’s a clever way to preempt the typical power struggles among siblings.”

“You’re mouthy for an innkeeper,” said Victor.

Damon nodded sagely. “What happened to your fingers?”

Victor made to stand up from his stool. Doogle set a hand on his arm.

“Andy is still new here in Azurecliff,” said Doogle. “He comes from the south. He’s not familiar with the ways of Florencian people. He didn’t mean anything by the question, I’m sure.”

Ria grabbed Damon by the sleeve and pulled him away from the bar, into the kitchen. She glared at him and stabbed a finger into his chest.

“You need to make yourself scarce for tonight,” she said. “I heard of your plan to chase your bandit contract. I would think this 
to be a good time for you to depart.”

“I was just making conversation,” he said.

“Husband. You need to learn to control your tongue.”

He shrugged. “Fair point. But I’m not sure I like the idea of leaving you all alone with a man like that. He’s entitled, and probably dangerous. He might have come to the inn alone, but he has an entourage of soldiers and sycophants traveling with him.”

“All the more reason for you to keep your head down,” said Ria. “I can handle this one. If he attempts to get fresh with Vel or Kastet, I will stab him in the balls.”

The look in her eyes told Damon that she was deadly serious. “You should take your own advice. But still… be careful. Don’t let him get any of you alone, even for a second.”

“We have been women our entire lives, young Damon. We can look after ourselves.”

He pulled her in close for a kiss, brushing the hair back from her forehead.

“I might not be back until morning,” he said.

“Watch yourself. You are strong, but you are not invincible.”

“I will.”

He headed upstairs, flashing a smile to Vel on the way. Kastet had taken his place at the bar, and was already pouring another drink for the Emperor’s bastard, who seemed deflated from their earlier exchange.

Damon stuffed a few essential items into his traveling pack, pulled on his myrblade, and headed to Malon’s room. He pressed his ear to the door and heard the sound of heavy breathing and light moaning coming from the other side. He knocked once and opened it.

“Aesta?”

“Solas!” Malon lay in bed, apparently naked from how quickly 
she pulled the quilt up in defense. “I… I’m busy, at the moment.”

Damon snorted and slipped into her room. “I can see that.”

She glared at him, but the expression was exaggerated just enough to undercut its intent. “I’m working on casting the spell you need to follow up on your contract.”

“I was getting ready to leave,” said Damon. “It seems as though you aren’t quite there yet.”

He strode over to her bed, watching as she pulled the quilt higher and clutched it over her naked breasts.

“If you could simply wait for a bit longer…” she started.

“I can’t wait,” he said. He took a seat next to her on the bed. Malon sucked in a quick breath, holding it as she watched him drink her in with his eyes.

He reached out and took a dominant hold of the blanket. Malon stopped him just as he began to pull down on it, taking his hand, lovingly kissing his knuckles, and shifting it to cup her cheek.

“Solas,” she said, softly. “You can wait. I trust you… to wait.”

His jaw tensed. It was hard to think, hard to even see straight over the sudden throbbing in his loins. “I need it now. The spell.”

“I’m close.”

“How close?”

A smirk snuck onto her face. She leaned back on the bed and shifted his hand again, letting it slide under the quilt, though she still held it in place with one hand. It was as though she was giving him a tour of her body, letting his fingers glide over her plump breasts, across her taut stomach, before reaching the final destination.

Her womanhood was wet with arousal and seemed to pulse with heat. She held his gaze, or at least tried to, as he parted her lower lips with his fingers. The way her eyes fluttered shut as he slid one, two fingers inside her was one of the hottest things Damon had ever seen.

“You need all the help you can get to cast this spell, don’t you, 
aesta?”

“Don’t…” She shuddered, struggling to speak through the pleasure. “…overstep yourself, solas.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said. “You wanted my help. I’m going to give it to you.”

He curled his fingers, savoring the way her back arched at a matching angle. Malon’s face flushed pink, and she bit her lower lip, watching through a haze of lust.

Damon leaned forward and kissed her. He kept his face close to hers, committing every twitch and shudder to memory as he continued fingering her with gentle, insistent movements. She glared at him, caught between looking away and submitting passionately.

“Solas,” she said. “Oh! Oh, solas!”

He pulled her into an embrace, feeling her womanhood contract and spasm as she came. He held her like that, kissing her gently, protectively. So badly he wanted to seize the opportunity to do more, but he felt as though it would truly be taking advantage of her, here and now. She’d let her guard down to cast the spell he needed. He could give her a break.

“There,” he said. “I told you I could be helpful.”

Malon, still breathing deeply, flashed an unexpected smile at him and leaned her head back against her pillow. “That was immensely helpful. Wow.”

Damon grinned. “Anytime.”

“Not anytime, but this time,” she said. “Are you ready?”

“You’re going to cast it now?”

“Set the jerkin out across my lap.”

She pulled the quilt around her again as she sat up. Damon passed her the jerkin. His aesta set one hand upon it and closed her eyes in concentration. There was a pulse of crimson from her lower back, mirrored by her glowing red eyes, and a pink sphere appeared in the air.

“Perfect,” said Damon. “Ah. I should probably have stopped to think about how I was going to get it out of the inn without drawing attention.”

Malon let out a heavy sigh. “Must I do everything for you, solas?”

She stood up, still attempting to cover herself using the quilt, with mixed success. Damon caught sight of half of one of her pale nipples as the fabric shifted, and he could see all of her back and butt as she strode by him.

She took the magical homing sphere in one hand, gently shifting it down and into Damon’s traveling pack. She quickly closed it for him. Damon could still feel the tug of the sphere as it tried to surge off toward his target, which was almost as useful in terms of guidance as following behind it.

“There,” she said. “Does that work for you?”

She pulled the quilt to cover herself more properly and gave him a motherly smile.

“It’s perfect,” he said. “Thank you, aesta.”

“Travel safely, solas.”


CHAPTER 15

The night was chilly and unforgiving. Damon’s breath came out in thick white plumes as he headed down the road leading south from the inn, ignoring the pull of the magical homing beacon in lieu of first finding Lilian.

They’d agreed to meet up in a small thicket of trees out of view of the main road. She wasn’t there when Damon arrived. He’d foregone taking a lantern with him for practicality’s sake, not wanting the light to give him away once he got down to the business of bandit hunting.

It left him without a means with which to dispel the darkness. He looked around, trying to spot a womanly shape in the wan light of the ghost moon, and seeing nothing.

“Hello,” whispered a feminine voice, from just behind his shoulder.

He controlled his outward reaction while nearly having a fit of the heart within. “Don’t do that.”

Lilian let out a laugh and gave him a playful push. “It’s hard not to. I forgot how uncomfortable the night is for normal people.”

“No, you didn’t,” said Damon.

“Perhaps not. Perhaps I just feel more comfortable facing off against the things that lurk while the world sleeps now that I’m one of them.”

It was impossible to see much of her in the darkness, but the few details he could make out of Lilian all reminded him of how much of a monster she was, even amidst her playfulness. Her breath wasn’t warm with condensation like his was. She’d taken off her clothing, leaving her silhouette deceptively sexual and inviting.

“Are you ready?” he asked. “I have a way in which to track our targets, but I’m not sure how far we’ll need to travel.”

“I’ve been
 ready,” said Lilian. “Lead the way.”

Damon opened his pack and unleashed the magical homing sphere. It illuminated them both in vital pink light for an instant, revealing Lilian’s smirk and the lewd, monsterish details of her naked body. The orb bobbed as it set off toward its apparent target.

“Let’s go,” he said.

“Right beside you.” She looped her arm through his as though they were about to go skipping off on a date. She pressed the tips of her claws into his bicep, hard enough to tease, rather than pierce clothing and flesh.

He shook her off and gestured for her to follow in a more reasonable manner. Together, they followed the beacon, trusting its direction as it led them across the main road, down a hill, and into the trees.

Within the first minute of navigating the tangle of a forest at night, it became clear that Lilian had far better night vision than he did. Damon wasn’t too proud to let her take the lead, matching her movements as she ducked and shifted and found animal paths that gave them more walking room.

The homing sphere led them on a relatively straight course for about an hour. The cold of the night was just right to allow Damon to maintain the perfect balance between sweating from his body’s own heat and having his fingers and ears go numb from the chill.

He drew to a stop as they crested a high hill. Lilian motioned to the sphere with a frantic movement, lowering her voice to a whisper.

“They’re just up ahead, if your aesta’s spell has led us true,” she said. “Can you dismiss it now? It will give us away in short order, otherwise.”

“Not really sure how,” said Damon. “But I can do this.”

He opened his traveling pack and swung it to catch the beacon like a fish in a net. He supposed that it would fade from existence when it was spent, much like the last one Malon had created for him.

With that handled, he was left with a chance to take a closer look at their targets. A small fire burned in the clearing below the hill. 
Three men sat around it, passing a cookpot and a bottle of wine or liquor. They all wore swords and knives and gave off the gruffness of men accustomed to simply taking what they wanted.

Damon signaled for Lilian to crouch low, and the two of them slowly crept down the slope. They drew to a stop as they came within earshot, watching and eavesdropping.

“Haven’t had some of that in a while,” said one of the men. “It’s hard to find around here.”

“Heartlift is bunk,” said another. “Tickles my throat wrong. Can’t stand all the coughing.”

“Nobody was fucking asking you!” One of the men shoved another and then waved a hand at the fire. “Let me get another hit of it. It’s good stuff. Just wish there were a whore around so I could enjoy it more.”

“That might be an option soon. We’ll be back on the road tomorrow. Let’s keep our eyes open. Plenty of women out and about.”

Lilian tapped Damon on the shoulder. He gave her a tiny nod, sensing her plan without needing to have her explain it out loud. A minute passed before she made her move.

“Hello?” called Lilian, in a believably scared voice. “Is anyone there? I’m afraid I’ve lost my sense of direction. I saw the fire and hoped that maybe…”

“Rovahn’s balls,” muttered one of the men. One of the others began laughing, though the first quickly shushed him into silence. “Yes, well, you found your way to a safe place, madam. Come right over here and sit down between us.”

“What was that?” called Lilian. “I’m sorry, I’m having trouble hearing you.”

One of the men stood up and shifted his belt and pants. “Why don’t I help lead you over? What’s your name?”

Damon couldn’t tell what was going on through the darkness, but 
he listened to the man’s footsteps, branches snapping as he stepped into the trees. There was an abrupt noise, a half-formed scream cutting off before it could reach its pinnacle.

“Brussen?” called one of the men still by the fire. “Didya find her?”

There was no reply, which Damon took as a sign to make his own move.

“Good evening,” he said, drawing his myrblade and striding into the firelight. “I’ve been led to believe that you three men have a contract out on your heads. You attacked a family, killed a child, stole a necklace. Pretty unseemly.”

“Who the fuck are you?” shouted the nearest man as he stood to his feet. “Brussen? Get back here, we’ve got a mercenary on our ass.”

“The woman’s with him!” snapped the other man. “Brussen’s probably already got a blade in him.”

“Oh, no,” cooed Lilian. “He’d be no use to me, cold and dead.”

The men drew their weapons, spinning around fearfully, unsure of whether to guard against Damon or Lilian. It was the perfect opening for his attack. Damon lunged, stabbing one of them through the shoulder before the man could react and attempt to defend himself.

The remaining bandit roared and surprised Damon, throwing himself into a tackle rather than attempting to stab or slash with one of his many knives. Damon fell backward a pace, pulling his sword free from the other bandit, who crumpled to the ground.

The last man drew a short sword and a wickedly curved dagger. He exhaled through his teeth, letting out a bestial growl.

“You’re going to pay for thinking you can take us on, boy,” he snarled.

A terrified scream came from the direction toward which Lilian had lured the first man. The bandit who’d gone down from Damon’s shoulder stab let out a whimper and took off into the darkness, 
fleeing the ruined safety of his campsite and the sounds of his captured fellow.

“Tell me where the necklace is, and I’ll let you flee from here with your life,” said Damon.

For a moment, it seemed as though the bandit might cooperate. Then, his hand jerked backward, readying his dagger to plunge into Damon’s chest. Damon slashed with his myrblade, severing the man’s hand with a single clean cut to the wrist.

“Argh!” The bandit fell to one knee, clutching at the stump of his arm as a torrent of blood poured forth.

“Your choice,” said Damon.

The bandit whimpered and reached into his shirt. He flung a silver necklace studded with sapphires at Damon and stumbled off into the night.

“Well, I got what I came for,” he said. “Lilian?”

He could see her form through the veil of darkness. She was hunched over the bandit she’d lured away from the fire, greedily sucking on his neck. Damon frowned. She didn’t normally take more than a single long sip when feeding off him and Kastet.

“Hey,” he called. “I left the other two alive. There’s no reason to drain this one completely.”

She didn’t stop feeding. Damon silently acknowledged that, from her point of view, there was likely no reason not
 to drain him completely. Would the world truly be worse off with one fewer bandit?

He felt a powerful wave of nausea as he listened to the sound of her sucking and sighing with satisfaction. “Lilian. That’s enough.”

“Says who?” she called, lifting her head. “You? It’s just us out here, Damon. Could you even stop me if you wanted to?”

“I’m not forcing you to stop,” he said. “I’m asking you to.”

“And I’m saying no.”

“Lilian!” he snapped.

“It’s never enough,” she said, voice quivering. “I want this. He’s scum. You heard the conversation. He won’t be missed.”

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is your point? You seem to have a perverse misunderstanding of the ways in which I’m still a human, and those in which I truly am a monster.”

She brought her mouth back down to the man’s neck. He wasn’t moving anymore, not even with the tiny, reflexive twitches of prey being set upon by a predator. Damon swore under his breath, sheathed his myrblade, and walked over to her, feeling his heart sink in response to what he’d unleashed.

He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. He felt like a complete idiot for thinking it’d been a good idea.

“We’re heading back,” he said. “Now.”

“I don’t think so,” she whispered. “It’s as you said. You left the other two alive. Why waste this opportunity?”

“Lilian!”

Damon reached out to set a hand on her shoulder. Lilian moved with inhuman speed, disappearing deeper into the darkness without a trace.


CHAPTER 16

Damon spent the entire night looking for Lilian, barely stopping to rest in between shifting directions. The pressure seemed to build with each passing moment, until he sensed that his frustration and obsession related to finding her had become more of an obstacle than a motivator.

He took a breath as dawn arrived, and he considered the situation. There was a chance that when he returned to the inn, she’d already be back, returned to the cellar like a good little hybrid monster girl. But she would need somewhere to shelter through the day.

He held onto that hope as he made the journey back to The Rosewood Inn, pushing through misty vistas and walking over dew-studded grass. That hope faded in the wind when he spotted Malon sitting on the porch, sipping from a mug of steaming tea with unslept posture.

“Good morning, aesta,” he said, with an unenthusiastic wave.

She stared at him as he made his way up the porch steps, shaking her head and not bothering to rise to greet him.

“What were you thinking?” she asked, voice stiff. “Were
 you even thinking, solas?”

There was no point in evading his lot. Damon rubbed his hands together against the chill of the early morning, late autumn air. “I was trying to help her. I thought if she were given a chance to channel her hunger against people who… perhaps deserved her fangs more than Kastet and I, then—”

“Then what?” shouted Malon. “What outcome were you expecting? She hasn’t adapted to her transformation yet. Perhaps in time, with far more trust between her and us, we could have considered such an arrangement, but not without discussing it as a group. You should know that Kain
 has also been up this entire night, worried out of his mind for her.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. The words sounded hollow and meaningless, even to him. “I’ll continue searching for her as soon as I can.”

“I know you will, but not just yet.” Malon glanced down into the contents of her teacup. “My aesta, Sharika, will be arriving to visit us later today.”

“She’s really coming?” said Damon. “Here? To the inn?”

“Yes.”

He wasn’t sure how to react to that, and from Malon’s expression, neither did she. Sharika made Damon nervous and uncertain. She’d left both him and Malon questioning their choices after their last encounter, and it was a power made more unsettling to him through the fact that he couldn’t speak her language. He couldn’t even manage an objection against her judgments.

“I should go speak to Kain,” said Damon. “Thank you for waiting up for me.”

They entered the inn together. The common room was empty, and the ground floor was still, with the faint, lingering smell of last night’s dinner still hanging in the air.

Damon headed up to the second floor and approached Kastet’s door. It swung open as he raised his fist to knock, revealing a bleary eyed, boy-haired princess.

“Did you really think you could steal my servant from me?” she asked. Her voice was imbued with a surprising amount of fury, undercut slightly as she swallowed an obvious yawn.

“Easy,” he replied. “You know that wasn’t my intention.”

“I know no such thing. I have no idea what your intention was, Damon Al-Kendras, because you didn’t explain your plan or ask for my guidance ahead of time!”

“I wanted to give her a chance to be more than just our prisoner.”

“She wasn’t a prisoner!” yelled Kastet. “She was fine here. Her needs were being met. If you were sick of letting her feed on you, I 
would have willingly made up the difference with my own blood.”

“And what do you suppose that would have done to you?” he asked. “I’m sure you could have managed it for a few days, a week, at most. What about after that? What happens long term?”

Kastet glared at him instead of offering a reply. Damon glared right back. It was one thing to be dressed down by his aesta for being irresponsible, but Princess Kastet was just as flippant in her own naïve way.

“It wasn’t your decision to make,” she finally said.

She slammed the door in Damon’s face, which was fine by him. He wasn’t about to concede his point any more than she was willing to truly hear it.

“What is this ruckus?” asked Ria, coming out of her room. “Ah, husband. You are back.”

She sidled up next to him, kissing his cheek and hugging him from behind. Vel’s door opened, as well, and she wiped her eyes as she made her way out in her nightgown.

“Some of us are trying to sleep, you know,” she said.

“Sorry,” said Damon.

Ria furrowed her brow, looking at Vel seriously. “I heard much activity in your room last night. Perhaps you should get some more rest?”

“Um…” Vel blushed and glanced away. “I’m not sure what you mean?”

“You were stomping about and talking to yourself,” said Ria. “It was enough noise to reach me through the walls.”

“I was, ah, just turning in my bed, I suppose,” offered Vel, with a shrug.

She seemed strangely anxious, but Damon had enough questions and problems to occupy himself without inventing a new one.

“I’m headed to bed,” he said. “Sharika’s coming tonight. No sense 
in facing that with no sleep under my belt.”

Vel and Ria exchanged a glance.

“What do you mean by that?” asked Ria.

“You’ll see soon enough,” he muttered. “She can be a little intense.”

***

Damon slept through the morning and into the early afternoon. He made a trip into town as soon as he was up, delivering the necklace to Lacey and receiving the one hundred fifty silver reward for the contract.

Coin purse bulging, he let Arturius know to pull the job down from his notice board, and returned to the inn. They hadn’t received many patrons that morning, and Malon was with the others in the common room.

“I suppose it goes without saying, but it would mean a lot to me tonight if you were all on your best behavior,” she said. “I think it would also be best if we did some cleaning in advance of Sharika’s arrival.”

“The inn is already clean,” said Vel. “Well, mostly.”

She wiped at a small stain on the table at which she sat, failing to do much more than draw attention to it.

“I think our focus should be less on hosting friends of the family, and more on finding Lilian,” said Kastet. “She may be in danger, or even injured.”

“I don’t disagree with you, but doubt she’s run into anything she can’t handle,” said Damon.

“You don’t know that.” Kastet shot a look that threatened to renew their argument from earlier.

“Enough,” said Malon. “I won’t have this petty squabbling today. 
I want all of you to be on your best behavior tonight. I need you to be. Please.”

“We will be, aesta,” said Damon. “Does it make sense to leave the inn open and receive patrons? I can’t help but think that it would only complicate the situation, on top of potentially putting our identities at risk.”

“I considered that,” said Malon. “Ultimately, we need the money. My aesta will understand if we’re open about the situation.”

“How will our usual patrons react?” asked Vel.

“They accepted Ria easily enough,” said Malon. “I’m sure they can accept Sharika and her entourage for a night.”

Damon nodded, though he noticed the uncertainty in Ria’s expression. The night meant more to Malon than he suspected she would let herself admit. They would all be on their best behavior. He only hoped the same would be true for their guests.


CHAPTER 17

The rest of the afternoon was spent cleaning the inn at a level that went deeper than they’d ever done before. Damon polished the bar and swept every corner and crevice of the common room. He cleaned the cellar, as well, working to force some of the dingy dampness out of the now empty underground chamber.

Vel and Ria were in the common room scrubbing down tables when he came back upstairs. Both women seemed slightly anxious, though it was nothing in comparison to the way Malon moved endlessly through the inn, venting her stress on the faults of the old building. He picked up a rag to lend his help to the task.

“You’ve met Sharika, Damon,” said Vel. “What’s she like?”

“She seemed rather… serious,” he said. The word he thought fit best was intimidating
, but Vel was nervous enough as it was.

“Did she like you?” asked Vel.

Damon cleared his throat. “We didn’t speak that much. Aesta and I were only at her home for a passing day, and I couldn’t understand her language.”

“What was her relationship with Malon like?” asked Ria. “I think there must be a reason why they have been of such distance with one another for all this time.”

The question was another one Damon felt it best to attempt to dodge. “They’re a lot like each other in many ways. Aesta’s relationship with Sharika reminded me a bit of our relationships with her.”

The answer seemed to prickle both Vel and Ria, who exchanged a glance with one another.

“We all have different relationships with aesta, though,” said Vel. “Are you saying that they were like aesta and Ria, or… aesta and you?”

Damon glanced away and shook his head dismissively. “You’ll understand when she gets here. Just be polite and on your best behavior.”

The front door opened, and all three of them stiffened with anticipation. Doogle poked his head in, looking about the common room and taking in their efforts at cleaning.

“Am I too early for an afternoon beer?” he asked. “Looks as though you’re all engaged in some serious renovation efforts.”

“Feel free to come right on in, Doogle.” Damon set his rag down and headed for the bar. “I should warn you in advance that we’re expecting some special guests tonight.”

Doogle arched his brow. “Special guests?”

Damon nodded, figuring it was better to be upfront. “A few Remenai friends from my mother’s past.”

“Is that right?” said Doogle. “Are they well mannered?”

Damon stopped in his tracks. “Excuse me?”

“I’m just asking if they’re the sociable types. The ones that aren’t looking to pick fights and act like savages. No offense to you, Lady Heather, but I fought against your kind during my mercenary days. I’ve seen how some of the Rem can be.”

“In that case…” Damon walked toward Doogle, stepping in close to the other man. “I think you’d best find somewhere else to drink tonight.”

“What?” shouted Doogle. “Now hold for just a minute! I’m only speaking my commonly held thoughts, Andy. The tension tends to linger, you know. There are killers and wilders among the Rem. Everyone knows that.”

Damon looked directly into the Penny Warden’s eyes, feeling a cold, familiar anger. “Get out of my inn.”

“Are you joking?” said Doogle, taking a step back.

“You’re not welcome in here with that mindset,” he said. “Now turn around and get the fuck out of my inn.”

“You little…” Doogle jabbed a finger at him. “Fine! I’ll leave. You’d best have the taxes and fines you owe when I come back! Maybe this inn would run better in more competent hands.”

He left without saying another word. Damon shook his head. Ria scrubbed at the table she was cleaning a bit more aggressively.

“Was that necessary?” asked Vel. “He probably still has some trauma from his fighting days. I doubt it’s anything personal.”

“Velanor,” said Ria. “That man is a racist. Avoidance is just a manifestation of his prejudice and hate.”

“That’s going a little far,” said Vel. “He’s been a good customer. He’s not a bad person.”

“Ria’s right.” Damon set a hand on Vel’s shoulder. “We don’t necessarily know what he’s been through, but he’s not above being judged on his words and actions.”

“Just because he’s wary of the Rem doesn’t mean…” Vel trailed off, uncertainty verging into her expression.

“What does it mean then, Velanor?” asked Ria.

“I’m just saying that… he’s Doogle,” said Vel. “He’s just a harmless drunkard. He’s been kind to us, even you, at times, Ria.”

“We’ll continue welcoming his kindness and his coin,” said Damon. “But as long as I’m here, he’ll be checking his prejudice at the door.”

Ria came up next to Damon and took his hand into hers, threading her fingers through his. She had a tiny smile on her face, and she gave him a slow kiss.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He nodded and pulled her into a tight hug. They drew apart as footsteps sounded from the floor above, though only out of reflex. Kastet came downstairs in a huff, sighing heavily as she took a seat at one of the tables.

“This is stupid,” she said. “Are we really going to set aside Lilian and the danger she might be in… for what? A family dinner?”

“I sincerely doubt she’s in danger,” said Damon. “If you could have seen what she did before taking off into the night…”

He suppressed a shudder and shook his head.

“If you’d taken me with you, perhaps I’d have a better understanding,” said Kastet acidly.

“It’ll be alright, milady,” said Vel, coming to Kastet’s side. “Lil is both smart and loyal. She’ll be back soon.”

“You don’t know that.” Kastet scratched at her neck, unconsciously touching the spot where Lilian would usually bite. “None of you care about her as I do!”

“Take a breath,” said Damon. “Getting worked up isn’t going to accomplish anything.”

“No…” she said, shaking her head. “You’re right about that, Damon. I’m going to look for her.”

She stood up from her chair. Vel reached for Kastet’s hand to calm her down, but she put herself out of reach.

“You shouldn’t go alone,” said Vel. “We can all search together tomorrow, or perhaps later tonight.”

“This isn’t up for discussion,” said Kastet. “I’m my own person. If you wish to come along, you’re welcome to, but you have no right to stop me.”

She stomped her way back upstairs. Vel shot Damon a pleading glance. He shook his head and turned his hands up.

“She isn’t wrong,” he said. “She is her own person. We can’t stop her if she wants to go, even if it’s a bad idea.”

“Are you saying that I have to choose between meeting Malon’s aesta and serving my princess?” asked Vel.

“I think your princess could use a dose of reality,” said Damon. “No doubt, she’ll get it tonight if she insists on this search. It gets rather cold after dark this late into the autumn.”


CHAPTER 18

An anxious mood gripped the common room as Damon waited with Malon, Vel, and Ria. Kastet followed through with her promise to leave to search for Lilian, departing with one of the tents and a heavy cloak. Vel fussed over her all the way to the door and seemed compelled to follow.

Ria related his argument with Doogle to Malon. Damon expected a rebuke, but his aesta simply nodded.

“Mind that you don’t work him up to the point of violence if he broaches the topic again,” said Malon.

“That’s all you’re going to say to him?” asked Vel. “Doogle is the town’s Penny Warden!”

“And this is our inn,” said Malon.

“Well, as far as they know, it is,” said Damon.

He chewed his lip as he considered how they’d been taking the town’s misassumption about who they were for granted. He’d never stopped to consider if it might be truly a lie they could prolong indefinitely. It was possible that the real Leah Rosewood might show up at some point. What then?

There was a soft knock at the door, and Malon sprang up from her chair fast enough to make the legs screech against the wood. “That must be her. Seta, can you check in the kitchen to make sure the food is still warming over the fire?”

Vel and Ria exchanged a look, uncertain of which one of them Malon was referring to. In the end, they both went. Malon looked nervous as she fidgeted with her dress on her way to the door. Damon wanted to be at her side as she opened it, but second-guessed himself as he thought of how his last encounter with Sharika had gone.

“Aesta,” said Malon as she greeted their guests.

“Seta,” said Sharika.

Sharika hadn’t arrived alone. Arylla was with her, along with a young teenage boy perhaps thirteen or fourteen years old. The three of them wore traditional Remenai clothing, spiral tunics along with animal hide cloaks.

They each reacted differently as they entered the common room. Sharika was stoic, scanning the inn with an expression that revealed nothing. Arylla flashed Damon a smile and waved with her fingers. The boy’s eyes were wide with fascination, to such a degree that it was hard to imagine he’d seen much Merinian or Florencian architecture up until that point in his life.

“Come on in,” said Damon, gesturing to the tables. “Have a seat.”

He pulled out chairs for them, smiling and doing his best to be a gracious host. With seven of them set to be eating together, it made sense to push two tables close to one another, so Damon set about the task as Malon spoke to Sharika in Konokai.

Vel and Ria returned from the kitchen, both seeming uncertain of how to present themselves to their aesta’s aesta. Sharika didn’t notice them right away, and when she did, she favored them with decidedly different greetings.

She moved in close to Ria, looking her up and down appraisingly, and then gently smiled. She reached out a hand, touched Ria’s cheek tenderly, and asked a question in Konokai, which Ria answered with a quiet, foreign syllable. Both women continued to look at each other, and the feeling of a connection having been formed between them was palpable.

Sharika then proceeded on to Vel, and gave a small nod of acknowledgment to her as she walked right by.

In Damon’s opinion, it went far beyond a slight and into the realm of casual cruelty. Vel turned around before he could see her reaction. He followed her as she fled into the kitchen, and heard her sniffle as she stared at the corner cabinet as though it was on fire.

“Hey,” he said. “What can I do?”

“Nothing…” she muttered. “I just wanted… I don’t know. To feel like I’m important. Like I belong here, and I make sense, you know? But then I wonder… Did Ria feel like this all along?”

“Do you know what I think?”

Vel tried to stealthily wipe away tears as she turned around, shaking her head.

“That if I’d known Sharika was going to be such a bitch, I’d have let Doogle stay and be rude to her,” he said.

“Damon!” Vel laughed and tried to swat him on the shoulder. He caught her hand and kissed it.

“She’s Malon’s aesta, Vel,” he said. “It’s our decision whether or not that has to have any real meaning to us.”

“It’s clearly meaningful to Ria…” muttered Vel.

“Then it’s meaningful to Ria,” said Damon. “Families are complicated.”

She stared at him, eyes still red-rimmed and moist. Malon cleared her throat from where she stood by the partition.

“Solas. Seta. Would you mind helping me bring the food out?”

“Not at all, aesta,” said Vel.

Malon had outdone herself with her cooking, and Damon was left with a suspicion that she hadn’t simply been sitting around and waiting for him while he’d been out the previous night.

She’d cooked a whole chicken, stuffed with breadcrumbs, carrots, and celery. She’d baked fresh bread, flavored subtly with spicy crimmor sap, a rare delicacy in itself so far north. There were roasted potatoes with chive butter, and even an apple pie for dessert.

Sharika seemed rather unimpressed as the three of them set the various platters down across the table. Damon took his satisfaction in the expressions of Arylla and the younger teenage boy, whose name he’d overheard as Saxil.

He brought a pitcher of beer and a bottle of wine from the bar before taking his own seat, going around the table and offering some to each person. Ria and Vel took wine, Sharika and Malon declined both, and Arylla and Saxil seemed unsure if they were allowed to drink at all.

It left Damon with rather a lot of beer to drink by himself, one of those annoyingly good problems to have. He sat down, slowly serving himself as the platters were passed his way, and waited for something to happen.

It wasn’t as though the table was lacking for conversation, but it was all just in a language he didn’t grasp at all. Malon, Ria, Sharika and her wards all spoke in quick phrases and syllables. Basic compliments about the food and their day, perhaps? Damon had no idea and it irked him a bit, though he could blame no one but himself for never having learned Konokai.

The language barrier seemed to hit Vel far harder. She poked at her food, turning over the same piece of chicken, eyes on her plate, ears open and hopeful. Damon wasn’t sure his encouragement would do much for her this time around.

“I am… pleased to have this chance to visit,” said Sharika during a lull in the main conversation. Vel straightened in her chair as though she’d been addressed by name.

“We are just as pleased to have you here,” said Vel. “Truly, we are. I’d heard stories of you from Damon and aesta, but… I had always hoped to meet you in person.”

“Yes…” said Sharika. “I… have questions. But, ah… better if Arylla speak my words, no?”

“That’s fine!” said Vel. “I understand completely.”

She flashed a smile at Sharika and Arylla both. Damon poured himself more beer as he felt a sinking suspicion about where the interaction was heading.

Sharika asked her question in Konokai, and Arylla adeptly translated. “She wishes to know if you’ve found Malon to be a kind 
aesta, capable of meeting your needs.”

“Of course!” said Vel, beaming at Malon. “She’s always been there for me. She even managed to send me to school in Hearthold, which led to a first-rate education and opportunities that I would never have expected.”

Arylla translated this back to Sharika, who nodded sagely. Sharika asked another question.

“Was your time in the Merinian homeland to your liking?” translated Arylla. “Did you feel accepted there?”

“I suppose I did,” said Vel. “It was different, serving Princess Kastet in court. I enjoyed that life. I do miss it, at times.”

Her eyes took on a faraway quality, and she flashed a mischievous smile at some memory or other. Damon wished he could warn her about what he knew was coming next as Sharika gave Arylla the next question to speak aloud.

“Velanor.” Arylla frowned slightly. “Aesta wishes to know if you have… ah… preserved your virginity as valued in Merinian culture?”

Vel blinked and stared at Sharika blankly. “Excuse me?”

Sharika was already speaking another question to Arylla in a tone that—even across languages—sounded distinctly judgmental and harsh.

“I am so sorry, but she wishes me to ask…” Arylla fidgeted, looking upward and at no one as she continued. “…if you perhaps lost your virginity to Damon?”

Vel’s chair screeched as she stood up. Malon reached a hand after her as she headed to the stairs.

“Seta…” she said soothingly.

Vel didn’t stop, and Damon felt as though he couldn’t either. He jabbed a finger across the table at Sharika.

“Is this really what you traveled here for?” he shouted. “To ask questions in an attempt to shame us, rather than get to know us?”

“Solas,” said Malon. “Please. Calm down.”

“She
 needs to calm down!” he snapped. “If she wants my respect, or to be part of our lives, then it’s on her to act like a decent person. Otherwise, she can go—”

“Solas!” shouted Malon.

Damon shook his head and pushed his own chair back. He made a moment of it, finishing the rest of the beer in his mug, and then heading for the stairs.


CHAPTER 19

Damon waited outside the door to Vel’s room, giving a few minutes for her to cry and collect herself. She was proud, more than he oftentimes realized, a trait she and Ria both shared. She wouldn’t want him to see her cry, even if all he desired was to comfort her and help her feel better.

When he finally entered her room, he found her in bed, turned away from him with the quilt pulled over most of her body. She didn’t face him or say anything as he slowly shut the door behind him.

“Hey,” he said. “How are you feeling?”

She didn’t answer. Damon walked over to her bed and sat down next to her.

“Just to be clear, my first real interaction with Sharika was almost no different from that,” he said. “It felt as though she was only talking to me to unearth reasons to judge aesta on how she raised us. She’s a very petty woman, in my honest opinion.”

Vel still said nothing. Damon rubbed her back through the blanket.

“I think we should go back downstairs, enjoy the feast aesta prepared, and refuse to let Sharika ruin our night,” he said. “We don’t have to seek her approval. She doesn’t seem to care if she has ours. Why should we value hers?”

Vel finally turned over. Damon was surprised to see her smiling at him dreamily, as though she’d just woken up.

“You have such a handsome voice,” she said. “So deep. It’s like I can feel each syllable resonating through me.”

“Uh, thanks,” he said.

“Where’s your sword?”

Damon shook his head. “I don’t wear it here at the inn. You know 
that.”

“Right,” she said. “Of course. Damon?”

“Yeah?”

“Could I have a kiss?”

She blinked at him sweetly and pulled the quilt up to her chin. Damon furrowed his brow, feeling that something was clearly off, but leaned in to oblige her. Vel’s lips met his with gentle, uncertain movements. He pulled back as a sudden realization took hold.

“Sharika’s question really unnerved you, didn’t it?” he asked.

Vel stared at him blankly for a moment before nodding. “Yeah, uh, it did.”

“So much so that you left the table,” he said. “We could be downstairs right now, eating the delicious pork that aesta cooked for us.”

Vel shrugged. “I supposed so, but I’d rather be up here with you. I have you all to myself up here. Now kiss me again, sir gladiator.”

She grinned and leaned forward. Damon pressed her down by the shoulders, locking her against the bed with his strength.

“Why are you here, Jilou?” he snapped. “What do you want?”

“Um…” She shook her head, eyes darting wildly in search of escape. “I’m not Jilou?”

“Then what did aesta use to garnish the pork she cooked?”

She looked as if she was about to take a guess, but her expression wilted, and she glanced away. “This is a misunderstanding. Please, Damon, just… take a breath.”

“Were you spying on us?” he asked. “What have you reported back to your mother?”

“It’s not what you think,” said Jilou. “Vel… She asked me to switch with her. She was upset. She didn’t want to be herself, for a little while.”

“Liar.” He shook her by the shoulders. “Vel! Snap out of it! Let go 
of her, Jilou.”

Jilou sighed and closed her eyes. When she blinked them back open, her face was different, her mannerisms back to the girl Damon remembered and loved.

“Damon,” sighed Vel. “Please don’t make a big deal of this.”

“You let her take over your body?” he snapped. “Vel, are you out of your mind?”

“No!” she said, hurriedly. “Please, just listen to me! This isn’t what you think. I can do it, too.”

“You can do what?”

“I’m a dreamwalker,” said Vel. “I never realized it before, because I didn’t develop my talent early the way Jilou did, but there were a few signs. It’s why she was able to assert so much control over my body compared to other people.”

He stared at her, considering for an instant whether he was really speaking with Vel, or if Jilou was just a better actress than he’d given her credit for.

“What did we have for dinner tonight?” he asked.

“Chicken and potatoes and apple pie,” said Vel. “Promise not to tell aesta about this?”

“I have to tell her, Vel,” he said. “Why would you even want to keep something like this secret from her?”

“Because you know how she is! She’ll get worried if I tell her and insist that I stop.”

“For good reason!” he said. “What is it that you’re even trying to accomplish by letting her into your body?”

Vel blushed and shifted her eyes downward. “I told you. I can do what she can do now, even more, in some ways. While she’s in my body… I’m in hers.”

“What?”

A knock came at the door, followed by Malon’s soft voice. “Solas, 
seta? Please come back downstairs. I’ve spoken with Sharika. She won’t continue the line of questioning she brought up earlier.”  

Vel mouthed the words promise me
. Damon sighed and gave a reluctant nod. He would demand a full explanation later and decide what to do then.

They walked out into the hallway under the weight of their aesta’s suspicious gaze, rightly applied for all the wrong reasons. Ria frowned at them as they rejoined the others at the table, but Sharika, Arylla, and Saxil smiled politely.

The meal continued without further drama. Sharika spoke through Arylla, asking Damon a couple of questions about his time as a gladiator. She seemed to bristle as Damon explained how he’d been a performer, rather than a true warrior.

Sharika also complimented Vel on her dress, which seemed like a peace offering after her previous line of interrogation. Vel was polite, but she made no attempt at drawing the older Rem woman into a deeper conversation, for which Damon didn’t fault her.

He was stuffed by the time Malon cut into the apple pie. A heavy knock came at the door. He’d locked it earlier, not expecting many patrons after his spat with Doogle. He excused himself from the table and went to deal with their insistent visitor.

“Finally!” snapped Victor Blackseed. “Let me in, barkeep. I’m in a piss-poor mood and desire to do some serious drinking.”

The Emperor’s bastard was alone, but he acted as though he was flanked by an army as he attempted to shoulder his way in through the half-open door. Damon stood his ground.

“I’m afraid we’re out of ale,” he said unapologetically.

“Out of ale?” snapped Victor. “Bah! What kind of inn runs out of ale?”

“This one.” Damon shut the door in his face. He started to walk away but found it impossible to ignore the heavy barrage of pounding. He took a breath, mastering his annoyance, and opened the door again, slipping out into the night.

“Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear.” He stepped in close, getting into the other man’s face. “We’re closed. Now, is that a problem for you?”

Victor Blackseed had an inch or two on Damon in height, and a fair amount of extra weight, but it made little difference in terms of his ability to weather intimidation. He sneered at Damon, eyes briefly flicking down to check if he had a weapon, and still seemed to conclude it wasn’t a fight he was interested in taking.

“You’ll regret this,” said Victor. “You’re too smug to be an innkeeper. You will most certainly regret this.”

“I don’t think I will, in all honesty,” said Damon. “Now turn around and walk away.”

He sort of hoped that Victor wouldn’t, despite where it would lead. After dealing with Sharika and Jilou, he felt as though he was overdue for a chance to punch someone who deserved it. Victor spat on the grass, issued one last sneer, and walked away.


CHAPTER 20

The meal drew to a close soon after Damon returned to the table. He went upstairs to help Malon make up rooms for Sharika, Arylla, and Saxil, and then helped her clear the table.

“It could have gone worse,” said Malon.

“It could have,” he said.

“At least Sharika and Ria seemed to find some common ground,” said Malon.

He didn’t have anything to say to that. In truth, he felt a bit as though his aesta was attempting to force a relationship already soured by time. If Sharika wanted to know Malon and the rest of them, she could do it by being open, rather than forcing her judgments upon them.

“Speak your mind, solas,” said Malon. “I can see the conflict in your expression.”

“It’s just…” He shrugged. “You weren’t there in Hearthold when I met my father. Or, as he calls himself now, Wyden Starch.”

“You told me of it,” said Malon. “I don’t see much comparison to be made between Danio and my aesta.”

“I’m not seeing similarities between them, but between us,” he said. “I wasn’t sure what I wanted from him when I went to see him. Whether it was approval, or an apology, or simply just… closure on a relationship that I’d set behind me. In the end, it didn’t matter. Seeking anything from him only wasted my time and left me open.”

He set down a dirty plate in the washing basin. Malon came up behind him as he stood, wrapping her arms around his abdomen with a gentle hug.

“You don’t deserve to harbor such cynicism, solas,” she said. “I am truly sorry for what happened between you and your father.”

She gave him a squeeze, and he felt a bit foolish for projecting his 
situation onto hers.

“I love you, aesta.”

“And I love you.”

***

The night drew to its end as people began to retire to their rooms. Ria offered to handle the common room duty, which left Damon free to prowl the upstairs hallway once he suspected everyone else was asleep.

He slipped into Vel’s room without knocking. She was still awake, reading by lantern light and clearly expecting him.

“Hey,” she said.

“Is that really you?” he asked. “What did we have for dessert?”

She rolled her eyes at him. “Do you want me to give you the explanation you’re obviously here for, or not?”

“You’re Vel,” he said, smiling. “And I do need an explanation. I gave it some more thought while we were eating, and I can guess a fair bit from what you’ve already told me.”

He joined her on the bed. She was in her nightgown, but getting frisky was secondary to getting answers.

“It’s genius,” he continued. “You can dreamspell. You’ve clearly been switching places with Jilou to get yourself in position to spy on Queen Anise.”

“Well, um…” She gave a half-shrug. “Sort of?”

“What have you learned so far?”

“Not much, really,” she said. “Hearthold Castle has been quiet.”

“Well, do you have a plan to discover more than just that?”

“I’m still, um, working on a plan, I guess you could say…”

She glanced away from him. Damon narrowed his eyes, sensing her hesitation.

“You haven’t made an effort to spy on the Queen, have you?” he guessed.

“I’ve thought about it.” Vel played with one of her fingernails, still not meeting his gaze. “I mean… It’s hard. I suppose I haven’t been as active in Jilou’s body as I could have been. I just…”

“You just what?”

She finally glanced up, face full of shame. “I wanted to be her. To have what she had. I always wanted it, first with Kastet when I served as her lady-in-waiting, and now… You don’t understand, do you?”

“I don’t, but I want to.” Damon set his hands atop hers. “Tell me.”

“I’ve been through so much,” whispered Vel. “From having to leave Hearthold and come back to the tower. Gabriel’s death. Running from assassins. I… just wanted a break. I’m not like you or aesta or even Ria. I’m not a warrior or a sorceress or a tempester. I just feel so tired, and being here at the inn hasn’t changed that.

“Jilou has been reaching out to me in my dreams for weeks now. It was through speaking with her sometimes, as we used to speak—like friends—that I learned what I could do. I started making my dreams come true at night if you can believe it. Manipulating that secondary world so that… I didn’t have to feel that my life was so disappointing.

“It was her idea. She felt the same way, except reversed. We started switching places because it let her escape the pressure of her mother, and it let me be a princess. Am I a foolish girl for wanting that? For enjoying having someone with my old job wait on me and treat me like I’m special? For running away from my life and my problems… Am I just weak?”

“You’re not foolish, and you’re not weak,” said Damon.

“I just wanted to have something more than this.” She gestured to the room around her. “I was careful. I think I’m more powerful 
with dreamspelling than Jilou is. I kept an eye on her even when we were swapped, making sure she never had a chance to slip outside or discover where we were. It’s not as though I put my blind trust in her.”

“I believe you,” he said.

Vel was silent for a moment, still holding his hand. “Are you going to tell aesta?”

“Is there a reason why I shouldn’t?” he asked.

She pursed her lips. “Do you still have the amethyst dreamspell amulet that she gave you?”

Damon nodded.

“Then let me show you something first,” she said. “I don’t want it to seem like I’ve just been selfishly running away. I’ve learned so much about dreamspelling. It’s as I said — I can do things that Jilou can’t.”

“What do you mean?”

She gave him a tiny, mischievous smile. “Let me show you. It’ll be more fun this way, I promise.”

Damon wasn’t sure, for numerous reasons, but he trusted Vel enough to take the leap. He slipped back to his own room, found the dreamspelling amulet, and returned. Vel made room for him in her bed, and he took most of his clothing off before slipping under the sheets.

“Good,” said Vel. “Now try to fall asleep.”

“I’m not tired yet,” he said.

He set his hand on her hip and pulled her closer. She didn’t resist him with her body, but he could hear the exasperation in her sigh.

“Damon…” she whispered. “Sharika’s only a few rooms down. Not to mention aesta.”

“You’re right,” he said with an overly defeated sigh. “Can I at least have a hug?”

Vel narrowed her eyes. “You’ve used that trick on me before! Don’t expect me to—”

He cut her off with a quick kiss and then paused, trying to tell if she was real mad, or Vel
 mad. She pouted at him. He kissed her again, longer this time, and felt her melt into the moment.

“We aren’t going to be waking people up tonight,” she said.

“We’ll be quiet.”

“We will be,” she said. “Because I’m taking charge.”

She set a hand firmly on his chest and pushed him onto his back. Damon started to protest, but forgot why he needed to as he watched Vel slide her fingers into his undershorts and slowly pull them down.

His cock hardened under her gaze as they came loose. Vel tossed them aside and slowly ran her hands up his legs. She brought her mouth within kissing distance of his shaft, but only breathed on it, delighting in his impatient reaction.

“You’re doing good so far,” she said. “Barely a peep.”

She gave his cock a quick, lewd, but chaste peck. Damon wasn’t surprised when she continued sliding forward, bunching up her nightgown to flash him with her nude womanhood underneath. She straddled him, managing a passable expression of sternness as she settled herself down.

Damon moaned as he felt the awesome crush of her womanhood. Despite her earlier protest, she was clearly as horny as he was, wet and primed and sex-eager. His hands ran over her, but she redirected them from her hips and ass, pulling them up to her breasts — fun to play with, but a hard place from which to take control.

“I told you,” she said. “I’m in charge.”

“You’re hot when you’re bossy,” he said.

“Shut up,” she said, smiling. “Say it.”

She rocked her hips forward and back, getting the feel of his shaft as though breaking in a new chair.

“Say what?” he asked. He lifted both of her breasts and let them fall, marveling at the eroticism of the way they shifted underneath her gown’s thin fabric.

“Tell me I’m in charge,” she said.

He might have simply gone along with her game if it hadn’t been for the bratty, borderline smug look on her face.

“You’re in charge,” he said.

He waited for her victorious smile before slapping her hard on the ass and taking a firm hold of her hips. He bounced her on his cock with reckless, bed-creaking abandon. Vel tried to contain herself and settled for breathlessly chastising him in between moans.

“You… jerk,” she managed. “I’m… gonna…”

“Go ahead,” he said. “Do your worst.”

He slapped her butt on the other side and pulled her closer to him. With his free hand, he slid loose one of the straps of her nightgown, letting the chest hang at a diagonal that left a pale, perfect breast open to the air. Damon found her nipple with his mouth and sucked on it as he continued directing the motion of her hips with guiding movements.

“Damon!” she moaned. She alternated between her fingers against his bare chest and digging in with her nails, like a kitten testing its claws. Damon tested her back, pumping up into her as he pulled her down to make each thrust taste of punishment.

He pulled her into a tight hug as he felt the pleasure begin to overwhelm her. It was what he knew she needed after the day she’d had, that feeling of being held and protected. He teased her and toyed with her, but above all else, he loved her endlessly.

“I love you, Vel,” he told her.

“I love you… so much,” she whispered, through her shuddering pleasure.

He pulled out just as he was about to come, expertly aiming his load into the folds of her nightgown to save her bed from any further 
mess. Vel was blissed out as he stripped the soiled garment off her and tossed it aside. She looked over at him with bleary, satisfied eyes.

“You always get what you want, don’t you?” she whispered.

“If you hadn’t wanted that too, it wouldn’t have happened,” he said with a yawn.

She smirked and tried to hide her smile. “Next time, I won’t let you steal control so easily.”

“Weren’t we about to do something before we got into this?” He rolled the gemstone of his dreamspell amulet between his fingers. Vel shifted her head to lay against his shoulder.

“Right…” she said. “All we need to do is fall asleep together.”

Damon caressed her hair. It was so soft, like strands of golden silk. He let out another yawn and let his head sink comfortably into the pillow.


CHAPTER 21

Damon came awake to the sound of someone pounding at the door. It took him only a couple of seconds to recognize that the bed he was lying in was not his own, nor was it Vel’s. It was too pointlessly soft, like lying on a palette of silken dresses, rather than a place to sleep.

He sat up, trying to organize his thoughts. As he brought a hand up to run it through his hair, he caught sight of the scars across his knuckles and heavily sun-weathered skin. He stared blankly as he remembered where he’d last been. Vel had wanted to show him the power of her dreamspelling…

“Sir?” called a voice. “Are you awake?”

The pounding came again. Damon stood up, taking in the room by the light of a dying brazier. It was a masculine space with a practical carpet, a map on one wall, and a sword belt hanging from the back of the door’s hook.

“Sir?” called the incessant voice.

“I’m coming,” said Damon. He heard himself speak, but it wasn’t him. The words were his, but everything from the pitch to the way the noise resonated through his throat was disconcerting and wrong.

He took a slow breath, feeling nauseous as he appreciated what Vel had done. He was in someone else’s body. For how long? How would he signal her to let him come back to himself? What happened if there was a mishap, either here in his borrowed body, or back at the inn with his real one?

He made his way toward the chamber pot in the corner, intent on vomiting. He found that it was full and felt the impulse to retch redouble. Forcing it down, he set himself to a task that seemed like a reasonable distraction. He was wearing undershorts and a baggy nightshirt. He should dress himself.

He quickly rifled through the wardrobe, frowning at the 
expensive trim of the shirts, pants, and jackets. He found a set in navy and gold that seemed to fit together and pulled it all on. The knocking on his door, which had stopped, began anew.

“Please, sir,” said the voice. “I have a message from—”

Damon threw the door open. A young page stood in the hallway of a castle. Damon glared at him and judged the body he was in to be someone important from the way the teenager shrank back in fear.

“What is it?” barked Damon.

“The… Queen wishes to see you in her audience chamber,” said the page.

“The Queen?” repeated Damon. “Queen… Anise?”

The page looked at him strangely. “Yes, sir.”

“And she is… where?”

“In her audience chamber.”

Damon nodded. He peeked his head back out into the hallway. He’d been within Hearthold Castle once before, but the hallways had been confusing even when he’d been paying attention.

“So be it,” he said. “Lead on.”

The page looked confused as Damon indicated down the hallway with his hand. He cleared his throat and gestured in the other direction.

“Alright, sir.”

He followed after the young man, trying to pick up whatever context clues he could from the people they passed in the hall. Most them avoided eye contact, but the ones who did meet his gaze nodded submissively, or in some cases, stopped to salute.

He recognized where they were as they drew closer to the audience chamber. The page left him with the two guards assigned at the door, both of whom saluted smartly.

“She’s waiting for you, sir,” one said.

“I’ll head right in, then,” said Damon.

They opened the door and Damon entered the chamber. He blinked as his eyes settled on Queen Anise, Kastet’s stepmother, the current ruler of the realm of Merinia.

She was looking good. She wore a new crown, silver with gold tips across the top. The dark blue dress she wore had a plunging V-neckline, white lace straps barely holding it closed against her impressive cleavage.

Damon was so close, but still so far. Even within her own throne room, Queen Anise had four guards standing with her, two on either side. They would no doubt rush to her defense in the face of any threat.

“Captain Aldric,” said Anise, nodding to him.

Damon did his best to keep the grin off his face. Vel had somehow used her dreamspelling to put him in Aldric’s body. Captain Aldric, the Queen’s most loyal servant! He felt like kissing her, though he recognized he’d already done a fair bit of that in the minutes prior.

“My Queen.” Damon sank into a formal bow, hoping that it matched with the way the Captain would normally interact with her.

“Do you have an update for me on the preparations for our visit to Veridan’s Curve?” she asked.

Damon nodded slowly and thought furiously. “No updates yet, milady. I wanted to ask you more about the specifics of when you wish to arrive, specifically, and where you’d prefer to stay.”

Queen Anise sighed, looking annoyed, rather than suspicious. “We have been over this numerous times, already. I understand your concerns, but I’ve no wish to retread our previous conversation.”

“If that’s what you so wish, my Queen,” said Damon.

Queen Anise quirked her head sideways. “Are you feeling quite alright, Aldric?

“Absolutely!” he said. “A bit tired, perhaps.”

She nodded slowly, but the suspicion remained in her eyes. “Yes, 
well… I’ve also received new details on this alliance between Avarice and Conceit. It seems as though he’s consolidating his power. As of yet, my spies are still unable to tell me much in terms of where this leaves us against him. I doubt he’d be so foolhardy as to attempt to move against Merinia before handling the other Forsaken, but we cannot discount it as a future possibility.”

Damon cleared his throat. “More than just a possibility, knowing Avarice. We should consider moving against him first. Surprising him while he’s distracted.”

“Where is this coming from, Aldric?” asked Anise. “Yesterday, you were recommending the opposite course of action.”

“And tomorrow, I may change my mind yet again,” he said, giving his future self some slack. “We must consider all options. We’re sailing into uncharted waters.”

“Hmm.” Queen Anise tapped a finger against her lips. “Put as so, your suggestion now seems prudent. I must tend to other matters but… come find me later tonight.”

She gave him a sly, inviting look. Damon nodded slowly, mastering his disbelief. Kastet had accused Anise and Aldric of having an indecent relationship during their visit to Hearthold. He found himself hoping that Vel could maintain her dreamspelling long enough for him to pay the Queen that visit.

As his thoughts touched on Vel, he realized she was likely also within the castle, in spirit if not in body. He reoriented himself as he left Queen Anise’s chamber, heading through Hearthold Castle’s stone hallways, toward a certain, forgotten tower.

The guard standing outside Jilou’s room practically danced out of Damon’s way. He nodded to the man and stepped through the door. The sight that greeted him on the other side was amusing, if not surprising.


Jilou
 sat awake in her bed, clad in a preposterously extravagant dress. She was nibbling on a fruit pastry, joking with the lady-in-waiting who was currently brushing her hair. She shot Aldric
 a smile as he entered the room, ignoring the way her servant grew tense in 
the presence of the powerful Guard Captain.

“Leave us for a moment,” said Vel. “I wish to speak with Captain Aldric in private.”

“Yes, milady,” said the girl.

She immediately set the brush down and left the room. Damon waited for a few more seconds after the door had shut before pulling a chair up to Jilou’s bed and staring into Vel’s eyes.

“This is the craziest thing you’ve ever done,” he said.

“That’s high praise, given my record,” said Vel.

Damon looked away from her, hiding an oncoming smile. “You seem to be enjoying yourself. I understand now why you were so hesitant to tell aesta about this.”

“She would worry and overstate the danger,” said Vel. “I’m just having a little fun.”

Damon took a pastry off her silver platter and bit into it, tasting sweet blueberries and the faint whisper of cinnamon. “That girl you had brushing your hair was you once.”

“Exactly,” she said. “How the tables have been turned! I so much prefer being on this side of the pampering.”

“It’s a wasted opportunity to just lie in bed and have your servants dance for you, and you know it,” he said.

“I do,” said Vel. “But regardless, I still have to act like Jilou. She’s bedridden on most days. Aldric, on the other hand…”

Damon brought a hand to his face and gently touched his unfamiliar chin. “I’m trying to figure out what I can. We already knew that Queen Anise was planning a trip to Veridan’s Curve to meet with Avarice. There might be a chance for us to meddle there.”

“I suppose that’s true,” she replied. “It seems a waste to have to wait for that. I keep considering our money troubles. If we could simply spirit off some of this extravagance, the inn’s finances would be set.”

Damon nodded, and then stopped to consider her words. “Vel. You’re a genius.”

“What did I say?”

He kissed her, or rather, Aldric kissed Jilou. Vel blinked in surprise and frowned as he hurried through the door and out of her room.

He found the page who’d led him earlier in the hallway and motioned for him to follow. Together, they reentered Aldric’s chambers. Damon found a small carry bag and began looting the room for various small, valuable trinkets. A silver necklace. A golden earring. The complete contents of Aldric’s rather full coin purse.

“Take this to a courier,” he said. “Pay to have it delivered to Veridan’s Curve.”

“Um, excuse me, sir?” The page frowned and shook his head in confusion. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“Have it shipped, by courier, to this address.” Damon scribbled down the details with a quill on a scrap of parchment. “Speak nothing of this to anyone, not even to me, if asked in the future.”

The location was, of course, not the inn itself, but a small trading post trustable to safely hold deliveries a fair distance outside of Azurecliff. It would take weeks, if not over a month for the package to arrive, but when it did, their money problems would effectively be solved. Damon grinned to himself as he watched the page depart. He blinked and felt his hold on Aldric’s body fading away.


CHAPTER 22

Damon shared a few words and a few kisses with Vel, also back in her own body, before leaving her room and heading to bed. He awoke the next morning still in awe of the previous night’s events.

It wasn’t until he started down the stairs that he remembered Sharika, and the tension of their shared dinner, bracing himself for an awkward breakfast. Instead, he found Malon waiting in the common room, her expression furrowed with worry.

“Kastet didn’t come back last night,” she told him.

“She didn’t?” Damon shook his head. “Maybe… she met up with Lilian?”

“Perhaps,” replied Malon. She said the word in a way which made him wonder if that was why she was as concerned as she appeared. What would happen to Kastet, were she alone with Lilian, with nobody else to trust or rely on?

“We need to find her,” he said. “Any chance you have another homing spell up your sleeve for the task?”

“It isn’t that simple,” she said with a sigh. “It’s dangerous for me to use that particular bit of magic without resting for a few days afterward.”

“I’ll search for her myself, then,” he said.

Malon shook her head and set a hand on his shoulder. “Wait a bit. Sharika will be departing soon. We should wish her off, first.”

There was an edge to her tone that suggested to Damon that she was eager to have the inn back to normal again. He nodded and headed to the bar, pouring water for Arylla and Saxil, who were speaking with one another and looking uncertain of what to do with themselves.

Sharika was at a table by herself. She caught up with Malon as the other woman headed for the kitchen. From the quality of the frown 
on Sharika’s face, Damon had a suspicion of what was to come next.

“I thought aesta said she was leaving,” said Vel, coming up beside him.

“Oh, she is,” he said. “She just always likes to get the last word in.”

Even without being able to understand Konokai, Damon could understand the tone of the argument taking place in the kitchen. Sharika wasn’t yelling, exactly, but her voice was thick with rebuke and easily loud enough to be overheard from the common room.

“Is Sharika… telling her off?” whispered Vel.

“They’re so dysfunctional,” muttered Damon. “Aesta values Sharika’s judgment. I can understand why, but it’s still hard to watch her put herself in this position.”

He sighed and crossed his arms on the counter, tamping down on an echo of the same emotions he’d felt the last time Malon had been on the receiving end of Sharika’s ire. Was it his fault? Maybe… Probably, at least in part.

Eventually, Malon’s voice faded entirely from the exchange, and Sharika’s biting tone hammered down on a few repetitive syllables, the way a person might reprimand a dog that was hard of hearing. Damon couldn’t meet his aesta’s face for long when she finally emerged from the kitchen, shoulders slumped, eyes a bit redder than they’d been a few minutes earlier.

“Hey,” he said, setting a hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to put yourself through this.”

“It isn’t that simple,” she said softly. “She speaks the truth, from her perspective. About me, about my choices, and how lax I’ve been in my judgment.”

Damon found it hard to push back against the defeat in her voice, especially without knowing the specifics of Sharika’s rebuke. He simply squeezed Malon’s shoulder and stepped away. Sharika had sat down with Arylla and Saxil, and the three seemed as though they were readying themselves for departure.

Apparently, they weren’t alone in their preparations. Ria appeared at the top of the stairs, traveling bag hanging across one shoulder, treasured throwing dagger at her belt. She avoided Damon’s gaze as she made her way down into the common room.

He didn’t say anything to her, though not for lack of words. He wasn’t interested in giving Sharika additional fodder for the judgments she levied upon his family. What he had to say was meant for Ria’s ears alone.

They ate a quick breakfast at inadvertently segregated tables, Damon, Malon and Vel at one, Sharika, her wards, and Ria at the other. He said his goodbyes to Arylla and Saxil first when they finished eating, drawing a smile from each with his insistence that they not be strangers.

He managed to get Ria alone in the kitchen. She struggled to look at him with the confidence and flirtation he’d grown to know and love, but she finally spoke her reasons.

“I must go with them,” she said quietly. “I simply cannot pass on this opportunity to know my own people and to know of Malon’s aesta. You must understand this, young Damon.”

She met his gaze with eyes that had a thing deeper than hunger in them, a hole she’d been trying to fill her entire life. Damon wondered if he’d tried to fill that same hole when he’d gone to meet his father in Hearthold. The emptiness of lost heritage. An orphan’s ultimate pain.

“I do understand,” he said.

“I don’t.” Malon had been listening from the edge of the doorway, and she entered with Vel on her heels. “Seta. This is more of a decision than you realize.”

There was a waver in Malon’s voice that left Damon aching. She was still reeling from Sharika’s criticisms, only to have her oldest seta’s departure suddenly thrust into her face.

“What would you suggest I do instead?” asked Ria.

Already defeated, Malon shook her head. “Just… wait. Let us 
plan this for a time when I can come with you.”

“I cannot,” whispered Ria.

“Promise you’ll come back?” said Vel. She moved to hug Ria from the side and looked on the verge of tears.

“I swear it,” said Ria. “Before the end of the year, if not sooner.”

It hit Damon then. She was really going, and all the promises in the world wouldn’t bind fate’s path to her word. He looked away from the scene as Malon and Vel gave Ria their hugs and goodbyes. Soft arms wrapping around his shoulders told him when they were finally alone.

“Husband,” she whispered.

“Wife,” he said. He cleared his throat. “Bring me back a gift?”

“Consider it done.”

He turned around, smiling and setting his hands on her hips. “Something nice. Not just a polished rock, or a carved piece of wood.”

“That is an incredibly ignorant thing to say in relation to my people,” she said, grinning.

“Take care of yourself.”

“I will if you will.”

They kissed, and he held her for a minute before letting her go.


CHAPTER 23

The Rosewood Inn felt empty and over-large in the wake of Ria and Sharika’s departure. Damon went through the morning routine alongside Malon and Vel, wiping off a few tables he’d ignored the previous night and preparing for potential morning patrons.

“Aesta, is there anything you need from the market?” asked Damon. “I can do the rounds while I’m searching for Kastet.”

“Whatever meat looks fresh, along with carrots and potatoes,” said Malon. “Firewood, as well. It seems we’re always in need of that.”

She sounded so tired. Damon held her hand for a minute, glancing over at Vel, who was sweeping the floor in front of the door. There was still something she needed to know about, a secret too big to go unspoken.

“We need to talk about last night,” he said, still looking at Vel.

“I suppose we do,” said Malon with a sigh. “Seta, you must understand that my aesta, Sharika, comes from a very… traditional background. Which isn’t to say that her concern over what you and solas have gotten into with your flirtations isn’t well over the line, just that she can be rather harsh in her judgments.”

“Um…” Damon rubbed his suddenly warm neck and cleared his throat. “I was speaking of—”

“Aesta wasn’t finished, Damon,” said Vel, with a pleading look. “We should listen to her now, and you can say your piece later
.”

He shrugged, seeing no real need to force the point.

“We’re family,” said Malon. “Above all else. Sharika’s heart is in the right place with her concern, but we needn’t let her perspective weigh upon us. We just need to be more intelligent in the future with our choices and continue loving one another.”

She held both of her arms open, gesturing for them to come in 
close. They hadn’t shared a group hug since before Damon had first left to chase his dreams of becoming a gladiator. He was taller than Vel and Malon, and hugging them both at once felt more possessive and protective than it had when he’d just been a boy.

“That was nice,” sighed Malon as they pulled apart. “I can handle the inn for the time being, given it seems as though we’ll have no patrons this morning. Solas, you should look for Kastet, but also keep your eyes open for any opportunities to raise some more coin for our taxes.”

“I will…” He nodded slowly, wishing he could tell her about the dream haul he’d made as Aldric. “I’ll be back before the sun sets.”

“Why don’t I walk with you into town?” suggested Vel. “That way, I can take the food and firewood back to aesta.”

“Sounds good.”

They left shortly after. Damon passed Vel some of the coin he’d earned from Lacey’s contract so she could make the purchases herself. He waited until he was sure that they were out of earshot from the inn before speaking up.

“We have to tell aesta about your dreamspelling,” he said.

“No,” she replied.

“Why not? Vel, this is serious. She has a better understanding of this form of magic than you do, even if she can only dabble in it. You’re a spellblood, a dreamwalker.”

“I know that,” said Vel. “It’s my
 secret. It’s my own special talent. Don’t you get it? I want it to be just mine for now. For at least a little while longer. If I tell her, it’s just going to be another aspect of my life for her to enforce control over. I’m a grown woman!”

She folded her arms. Damon heard the conviction in her voice, and he understood where she was coming from. Malon had gone so far as to confiscate his myrblade once after he’d had a mishap early on in his training. She had a way of treating them like children even as far as they were into adulthood.

“Fine,” he said. “But I reserve the right to tell her if it seems as though we’re stepping into dangerous territory.”

“Fair enough.” She flashed him a pretty smile and found his hand with hers. “Let’s just focus on what’s on the table right now, alright, Anders
?”

“Fair enough, Violet.”

They looked more like lovers than siblings as they entered town, but he couldn’t find it in himself to care. Their first stop was at one of the stalls selling vegetables, where Vel purchased a few choice carrots and potatoes for Malon’s dinner.

Damon made a few inquiries into whether anyone had seen Kain around the previous night and was quickly pointed in the direction of K and K Essentials by a young girl selling dyed cloth.

“He was seen around Kemren’s shop?” he asked.

The girl shook her head. “Can’t say. But I know Kemren’s daughter didn’t come home, either. Maybe he knows something you don’t?”

Damon shared a glance with Vel and headed straight for the general store. He found Kemren slumped over the counter, looking pale and exhausted.

“Hey,” he said, softly closing the door. “I heard about Keiza.”

Kemren managed a nod. “She… went out yesterday evening to run an errand and never came back. True Divine, I don’t know what to do! I can’t lose her! I couldn’t bear it!”

“Slow down,” said Damon. “Start from the beginning. What was this errand she went out to run?”

Kemren took a breath. “Our sales have been on a downward slide lately. Keiza thought it might help us bring in some extra capital if we kept an eye out for odd jobs. Arturius puts a few that are simple enough to accomplish up on his notice board, here and there.”

“Which contract did she take?”

“Victor Blackseed and his entourage needed a small delivery of 
spirits,” said Kemren. “It was twenty-five silver on top of what they’d pay for the liquor. Keiza and I both thought that she could run out and have it done within an hour or two.”

He sank forward onto the counter, burying his face in his hands. Damon winced, remembering his conversation with Arturius about the Emperor’s bastard and his entourage. A pretty woman, carrying booze, walking into their camp alone…

“I’ll bring her back,” said Damon. “Just point me in the direction of their camp.”

He listened to Kemren’s directions and met up with Vel outside. She seemed dubious as he explained his lead.

“Do you really think Kain would have just stumbled into Victor Blackseed’s encampment?” she asked.

“I suppose it’s possible, but not likely,” he said. “He was looking for Lilian, and that wouldn’t be where he’d find her. It also doesn’t seem likely that they’d abduct him unless a few of them were into pretty lads.”

“Then why bother following up on this?” asked Vel. “Keiza is a grown woman. She can take care of herself.”

“Are you jealous?” asked Damon.

He only had a second to enjoy Vel’s flustered reaction before the sound of heavy footsteps heading his way pulled his attention elsewhere. Doogle slowed to a stop nearby and gave Damon an intense frown.

“Mister Rosewood,” said Doogle. “We need to discuss the matter of your fines and taxes.”

“I’m still working on it, Mister Doogle,” said Damon as politely as he could manage. “I promise that I have several sources of funding secured already. It’s just a matter of time before they come to fruition.”

“You don’t have all that much time left,” said Doogle.

“I know.” Damon drew a bit closer to the other man, holding up 
his hands in a gesture of defeat. “Look, I hope you understand that last night wasn’t anything personal. I’m simply trying to keep the peace within my inn.”

Doogle grunted, his expression softening. “I do understand, Andy. Better than I think you know. I know myself better than most. Though, with that said, I’d understand even better if you gave me a free drink or two in compensation.”

“You give me an extra few days on this tax bill, and it’s a deal.”

Doogle laughed and shook his hand. Damon sighed and turned back to Vel.

“The work never ends, does it?” he said.

She patted him on the shoulder and looped her arm through his. “It doesn’t. But I appreciate you.”


CHAPTER 24

Damon walked Vel back to the inn before departing, both out of a desire to keep her safe and because he sensed he’d soon be needing backup. He strapped on his sword belt, feeling the usual upswing in confidence always brought on by having Myr at his side.

It was a crisp autumn morning, unseasonably warm, despite clouds covering half the sky. Damon followed one of the side roads out of town, walking along it for the first few minutes of his journey before opting to travel through the trees, just out of sight.

He didn’t want the Emperor’s bastard to know he was coming. There was no advantage in being expected in this kind of situation. He spotted their encampment after another few minutes of hiking, observing it through the gaps in the branches from a safe distance.

The caution he’d employed in his approach seemed unnecessary. He saw no lookouts posted, and the men within the camp were eating and drinking around the fire, paying no heed to their surroundings. Damon didn’t see Keiza anywhere, but there were over a dozen tents, several of which were large enough to easily hide a captured woman within.

Deciding it was time to pay them his regards, he stepped out of the trees, abandoning any semblance of stealth as he walked into the campsite. Several of the men eyed him suspiciously. One hurried toward the largest of the tents, emerging a moment later alongside a half-dressed Victor Blackseed.

Damon’s impression of the man was unchanged from his initial encounter with him. Victor had a smugness to him that bordered on insufferable. He wasn’t wearing a sword, or a shirt, for that matter, but his hair was carefully combed and slicked back with perfumed oil.

“It’s the innkeeper!” shouted Victor. “Well, how about that! You’re brazen to stride into my camp, unannounced. What if I were to choose this moment to express my displeasure at being denied 
service at your inn last night?”

Several men stood up in response to his words, setting their hands upon the swords and daggers. Damon kept his expression cold and serious, muscles tensed, ready to draw his myrblade in an instant if needed.

“You can express yourself however you please,” said Damon. “I’m here for Keiza.”

Victor shrugged. “I’m sorry, I’m bad with names. Keiza is…?”

“The daughter of the owner of the general store,” said Damon. “She brought you booze last night.”

A few of the men smiled or chuckled to one another. Victor continued to play up his bafflement.

“Keiza, Keiza…” Victor suddenly snapped his fingers. “Ah! I do think I recall her now that you mention it. My encampments always have various women coming and going. Washwomen, seamstresses… whores. You know how it is.”

“Where is she?”

“She’s comfortable,” said Victor. “My tent is no doubt more accommodating than any of the rooms at your dingy inn. It’s got a big bed… soft cushions.”

“You don’t want to play this game with me, Blackseed,” said Damon.

“It’s a game, now?” asked Victor. “No, I don’t think so. It’s simply the way of things. I am the Emperor’s son. You’re a commoner. And, according to this sad little town’s Penny Warden, you owe me tax money.”

“Bring Keiza out here. Now.”

“Now that is a scary face,” said Victor. “I can see so much in it. More than I think you realize. You grew up with heavy burdens on your shoulders. You’re used to being strong for your family, but also used to being poor. Being in debt. This woman, Keiza, you probably had your sights set on her for a wife. An ending for a happy story—
love and marriage, and stability.”

Damon couldn’t stop himself from chuckling. He let his thumb caress the hilt of his myrblade.

“Promise me you won’t kill them?” whispered Myr.

“I won’t have to,” he said. “Trust me.”

“What was that, innkeeper?” shouted Victor. “Speak up so my men and I can hear you.”

Damon drew his sword and, with a single smooth, deliberate motion, pressed the tip to Victor Blackseed’s throat. “Is this loud enough for you?”

Victor’s eyes bulged outward. He swallowed, shoulders falling and then forcibly straightening. “What are you idiots waiting for? He drew his weapon on me! Kill him!”

His men followed the command at a rate which let Damon end the fight before it even began. He got a free slash against the first man to begin drawing his sword, severing a finger and slicing tendons. Another man reached for a dagger on his belt. Damon stabbed him in the crotch.

He prodded the tip of his now bloody sword back in Victor’s face, smiling coldly. He took the time to wipe his blade off on the fine fabric of the Emperor’s bastard’s trousers as he grinned at the stunned reactions of the group.

“I haven’t even started yet,” he said. “This is nothing. Go ahead. Order your men to attack again. See what happens.”

He drew from Myr’s enchantment as he brought the blade back up to Victor Blackseed’s neck. Ice condensed across the silver longsword with a subtle hiss. Victor’s face clenched with pain as the flat of the myrblade left a visible ice burn against his skin.

“Who… are you?” hissed Victor.

Damon pulled his sword back, still eyeing the men around him warily. “It’s as you said. I’m the innkeeper.”

He let his shoulder knock into the Emperor’s bastard as he strode 
past him. He headed for the largest tent, pulling back the flap to discover Keiza sitting in the corner.

She looked tired, but otherwise unharmed. Her eyes went wide when she saw him, and she hurried to her feet.

“Your father sent me,” he said. “Ready to go?”

“True Divine,” whispered Keiza. “Thank you.”

She gripped his arm tight enough to hurt as Damon led her out of the encampment. He kept his sword drawn until they were a fair way down the path toward Azurecliff.

“Did they hurt you?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

“Did they…?”

“No.” She squeezed his arm even tighter. “Though, it’s clearly what they intended. They took the liquor I’d brought with me and insisted I drink with them. I refused and tried to leave, but they said it was too dangerous for me to go alone. They offered to keep me company
 until they could send someone to bring me back to town. I had to bite one of their fingers near to the bone to keep it from being more than just an offer.”

“Why in the world did you think it was a good idea to make that delivery to begin with?” he asked.

“Are you going to mock me for being naïve, Anders?” she snapped. “I… suppose I deserve it. Victor Blackseed is royalty, of a certain sort. I simply figured that he and his men would be above such behavior.”

“Royal blood doesn’t preclude debauchery,” said Damon. “I’m just glad you’re safe. Your father is going to be relieved.”

“No doubt he’s been up all night worrying,” she said with a sigh.

Damon watched the reunion between father and daughter from a distance after delivering her back to the general store. Kemren hugged her tight, blaming himself for the ordeal, more than her. Damon was turning to go when Kemren called out to him.

“Anders,” he said. “Did you have to draw blood to get her out of there?”

Damon shrugged. “A bit. Nobody died.”

“In that case…” Kemren swallowed, seeming to force his words out through a tight throat. “Keiza. I’d like you to help the Rosewoods out at the inn for a while as repayment.”

Damon was about to assure the other man that it was fine, but something in Kemren’s expression made him reconsider. He had a secondary reason for sending Keiza to the inn. She would be safer there, with him, if the Emperor’s bastard decided to act on the whims of his bruised ego.

“Keiza’s help would be welcome,” said Damon. “We could always use an extra set of hands.”

“Do I get a say in this?” asked Keiza.

“Please, Keiza,” said Kemren. “Just for today. Until things calm down.”

She sighed but nodded. The two shared another hug, and then Damon left with her walking at his side.

“He really cares about you,” he said.

“I know he does,” said Keiza. “He also trusts you.”

“More than you do, you mean?”

She gave him an affectionate smile. “A bit more than I do. I can’t say that what you just did for me hasn’t affected my opinion.”

“Duly noted.”


CHAPTER 25

Malon and Vel were more than happy to have Keiza lending her help, despite the inn only having three patrons in residence so early in the afternoon. Damon left them to handle the common room and spent some more time searching for Kastet, sticking close enough to the inn to simultaneously keep watch for Victor Blackseed.

His search was fruitless, and he took up his usual position at the bar as the evening crowd began to file in. Doogle seemed to have set their argument completely behind him, and Damon was true to his word in giving him a few free mugs of ale.

Running the inn without Ria and Kastet felt different. The job wasn’t harder, especially with Keiza lending her polished work ethic to the task. It simply felt… more like work. Damon would joke with Vel here and there, complimenting Malon on her stew when she called him in for a taste test, but it wasn’t quite the same.

He served ale through the evening, always smiling, always listening to the woes and lives of his patrons. Vel and Keiza served dinner once it was ready, taking turns to give each other breaks to rest and eat. The crowd began to die down as the night entered its later hours.

“I’ll walk you home,” he said to Keiza. “I’d offer you a free room for your service, but I expect it would do your father’s nerves good to have you near for the night.”

“Keep your eyes open, Anders,” said Malon, setting a hand on his shoulder.

“I will.” He turned to Keiza and hooked a thumb toward the door. “Ready?”

They didn’t say much at first as they strode quickly through the chilly night. The Eldritch moon was nearly full, its teal glow taking on a deeper green than usual. The town’s main road was empty, and each of Damon’s exhalations was accompanied by a white burst of condensation.

“Where did Heather and Kain go?” asked Keiza. “I didn’t see them tonight.”

“Heather is… handling an errand,” he said. “Kain ran off with a girl.”

“Are the lies really so endless with you, Anders
?” she asked.

“I suppose they are,” he said. “They have to be. I have too many people counting on me to bandy the truth around like a child.”

He didn’t speak harshly. He smiled at her, wishing he could tell her more, or that she could at least accept why he couldn’t.

Keiza slowly shook her head.

“This is unfair,” she muttered.

“So are many things in life,” he said. “As it happens, I can be a liar and still save you from bad situations.”

They drew to a stop outside K and K Essentials. Keiza made no move to open the door. The windows were dark, except for the one nearest to the hearth, which flickered with the fire’s dying embers. She watched him, waiting for something. The truth? A kiss? Was it fair to give her either?

“Goodnight, Keiza,” he said, turning to go.

“You don’t have to…” She cleared her throat. “What I mean is… I’m sure my father is asleep. If you wanted to come in, you’d be welcome to.”

He hesitated, but only for a moment. “Maybe another time. My family is waiting for me back at the inn.”

“Anders…” She walked up behind him, drawing close enough for him to feel her words against his back. “I know you aren’t as noble as you pretend to be.”

“You don’t know me, Keiza.” He turned around and gave her a sad, honest smile. “I’ll see you around.”

***

Damon felt the full range of his regret as he imagined how his night might have gone if he’d simply taken Keiza up on her offer. He’d saved her, he’d brought her home to her father. A childish part of him seemed caught up in the idea that he deserved
 to take her, if she was offering herself to him, as though lust and relations boiled down to a simple balance of actions.

Those regrets thinned and faded as he opened the door to The Rosewood Inn and found Malon and Vel waiting for him. They’d poured ale for themselves and were sitting at a table, smiling and enjoying each other’s company. Damon grinned at their surprised expressions as he joined them.

“Solas,” said Malon. “We, um, weren’t sure whether it made sense to wait up for you.”

“I’m going to pretend I don’t know what you mean by that,” he said.

“I’ll do the same and pretend like you wouldn’t have been a total jackass to bed Keiza, as sweet as she is, without telling her the full truth,” said Vel. “Which isn’t yours to tell, by the way.”

“We’re just friends,” he said.

Malon and Vel exchanged a look. He glowered at them as he poured himself a beer.

The three of them retired to bed shortly after. Damon was in a certain kind of mood after having to turn Keiza down, and he did his best to come up with an excuse to get some alone time with Malon and then Vel, to no avail.

Instead, he gave Myr some overdue attention. He lay mostly naked in his room with his myrblade resting under his arm. Focusing on his breathing, he let himself sink into the deeper connection he shared with that weapon, awareness fading from his experience of his humble bedroom.

Myr’s ethereal realm manifested as a chamber made from ice. She smiled as their eyes met, shifting within her chains in a manner that moved her body in interesting ways. She was beautiful, skin as 
blue as fresh ice, hair dark and wispy, exotic and curvaceous.

“Master,” she said. “Damon. Hello.”

“Hello, Myr.”

She stared at him with eyes full of intrigue. Damon grinned and stepped closer. He kissed her on the lips, feeling a shudder run through his body at the feeling of her mouth against his, simultaneously cold and hot.

“The scuffle with Blackseed and his men got me thinking,” he said, letting his fingers run over her various chains.

“It isn’t time yet,” replied Myr.

Damon carefully came around behind her, doing his best to hold her intimately while ignoring the cold touch and occasional pinch of the shifting, magical metal links.

“How will I know when it’s time?” he asked. “It’s not as though you’ve been forthcoming with information about your power.”

“Sorry,” said Myr. “I just… still have concerns.”

“Talk to me.” Damon ran his hands up her taut, bare stomach. Touching Myr’s body felt like sex in the winter, chasing warmth to escape the cold.

“Damon…” whispered Myr.

“Just give me something,” he said. “We’ve come so far together. I don’t like feeling blind toward my own sword.”

He cupped one of Myr’s breasts, listening as she let out a soft, surprisingly girlish moan.

“Fine,” she said. “Some of the chains will increase your general power. Others will give you specific abilities.”

“Such as?”

“I can’t tell you just yet,” said Myr.

“Will you at least point me toward which chain contains the most powerful ability?”

He let his fingers graze across several in quick succession.

“It doesn’t work like that,” whispered Myr. “Each ability is relative to your current strength as a wielder. Much as you can only create so much ice right now, even with access to water, these abilities would also be tied to how many of the general power chains you’ve broken.”

“It feels as though you’re describing a realm to me without showing me the map.”

She smirked at him and let her butt press more directly against his crotch. “How else would one encourage you to journey across the lands yourself?”

Damon had a certain journey already in mind. He found the chains crisscrossing between Myr’s thighs and gingerly began to slip them aside. He moved with her, rocking his hips forward to meet her tiny, urgent, backwards pushes.

And then, the door to Damon’s room back at the inn slammed open, and he was suddenly in his bed again, half-naked and half-curled around his sword, pressing an obvious erection against its hilt. Damon heard Vel gasp and then break out into a fit of laughter.


CHAPTER 26

“True Divine, Damon!” cried Vel. “No way. You aren’t… are you seriously… with your sword?”

“Rovahn’s balls, Vel!” Damon lobbed his pillow at her, but she dodged it. “Don’t you ever knock?”

“I was trying to be quiet, but I suppose it doesn’t matter now.” She bent over to pick up the pillow, her girlshorts pulling tight into the cleft of her buttocks. “I can always go if you’d prefer to continue your fencing
. Do you ever end up with cuts in awkward places?”

She grinned and made a show of fluffing his pillow before leaning forward to set it down on his bed. Damon sheathed his myrblade, set it down on the floor, and seized Vel by the arm before she could pull back completely.

She let out a squeal but didn’t stop him as he pulled her to wrestle across his mattress. They both smiled as they rolled, yanking at each other’s underwear and groping each other’s bodies.

“Hold on a second, sword lover,” said Vel. “I didn’t come here for this.”

She set her hands on his chest. Damon already had her thighs spread open, and it took a force of will to stop himself from carrying the momentum forward. He restrained himself, though he still let his thumbs press suggestively along the edge of her girlshorts.

“What, then?” he asked.

“Come with me again tonight,” she said. “To Hearthold.”

Damon glanced toward the wall. “We should really tell aesta about this, Vel.”

“Not yet,” she said. “Wouldn’t it be better if we did what you suggested and managed to unearth some of Queen Anise’s secrets, first? That way, if she does forbid me from using my ability so freely, we’ve at least accomplished something already.”

“We could do that…” Damon tugged on the hem of her underwear. “…Or.”

“We can do both,” said Vel. “Come find me afterward.”

She gave him a quick kiss on the lips and rolled out of his bed before Damon could object. He sighed as he heard her slip out of the room, shutting the door behind her. After a minute, he pulled on the amethyst dreamspell amulet and rested his head against his pillow.

***

Damon came awake much as he had during his previous bout of dreamspelling. He was in Aldric’s bed, undressed to the waist. Someone was knocking on his door.

He found a pile of discarded, but relatively clean clothing on the floor which he pulled on. He opened the door, recognizing the same page he’d seen previously.

“Sir,” said the page. “The Queen wishes to speak with you.”

“Right, right.” Damon flexed his scarred hands. “In the throne room?”

“In her chambers.”

He nodded, recalling where they were from memory. It wasn’t too far from where Kastet’s room had been. He set off immediately, mind racing with questions he might ask to give himself some idea of what Queen Anise had in store for her wayward stepdaughter.

The castle was dark at night, lit only by torch sconces set far enough apart from one another along the hallway to leave patches of shadow in between. Damon’s footsteps echoed off the wide stone walls, and he dimly wondered what would happen if he were to be attacked and killed while inhabiting Aldric’s body.

He came to a stop outside the Queen’s room. Two guards stood on either side of her door, and both seemed to be expecting him from the way they saluted and immediately departed their posts. He 
did his best to act naturally as he considered whether to knock or simply let himself in.

He opted for knocking, three soft taps. The door opened a minute later. Queen Anise poked her head out and gave him a small smile.

“You’re late.” She stepped back from the door, giving him room to enter.

It wasn’t until Damon stepped into her chamber that the nature of the situation caught up with him. Anise’s room was lavish, with crushed velvet couches and tapestries hanging from the walls and a massive four-poster bed. It was currently lit by a half dozen fragrantly scented candles, each carefully placed around the room in such a way as to create a mood.

Anise’s dark hair, long and glossy, cascaded across her shoulders. She wore a sheer nightrobe that left just enough to the imagination to stir some interesting thoughts. Damon had once thought her slightly chubby, but he saw now that she was just soft and curvy, with full hips and plump breasts. She looked like a queen, pampered and fattened up in all the best places.

And at that moment, she had eyes only for him… or Aldric. Damon wasn’t sure the distinction mattered when he was the one holding the horse’s reins. He looked at Anise again, trying to get a sense of her expectations from her smile.

“I saw you training in the courtyard today with some of your apprentice guardsman,” she said. “You sure knew how to put them in their place.”

“They just needed a proper workout,” he said. “A good sweating. Some discipline.”

Queen Anise blinked, apparently surprised by his response. Was Aldric the aggressive type, or perhaps usually more of a submissive groveler? Damon smiled, not overly concerned if he was acting out of character.

“Discipline is a thing developed over time,” said Anise, clearing her throat. “How long have you been serving me for, Aldric?”

She walked over to a table against the side of the room with an open bottle of wine on it and began pouring herself a glass. Damon came up behind her, standing close, a little too close.

“I like your nightgown,” he said. “Did you wear it just for me?”

Anise cleared her throat again. “I asked you a question, Aldric.”

He let his hand touch the side of her leg, and then risked squeezing her ass softly. Anise sucked in a breath and set her hands on the table.

“You did, didn’t you?” he said. “I’m flattered. Truly.”

“Aldric…”

Damon ran his hands up her body. He let his fingers touch her neck, feeling a strange mixture of thoughts and ideas. She was unguarded and vulnerable. He could kill her, if he chose to, likely without even being overheard. His hands—Aldric’s hands—were capable of it.

But it wasn’t a decision to make lightly. There was no sense in doing something he couldn’t undo without fully understanding the consequences of the action. Kastet wasn’t even aware of Vel’s dreamspelling ability and the possible advantages of it yet.

“You’re confident tonight,” said Anise. “What’s to stop me from deciding I wish to sleep alone?”

“This.” He pressed his cock into her ass. He felt her react, tensing and melding back into him.

“Is that your sword hilt I feel poking into me, Aldric?” whispered the Queen.

“I think you know what it is,” growled Damon.

He stripped his shirt and pants off without withdrawing from where he stood. Anise was eager to stick her butt out for him as he shifted her hips.

“I… I didn’t give you permission to disrobe!” said Anise.

Damon pulled the front of her robe open and took her breasts 
into his hands. They felt incredible, fat and soft, as pampered as she was.

“So this is what a Queen’s bosom feels like,” he whispered into her ear.

“Aldric…” She leaned her head back against his shoulder. “You… ah… I give you my permission to take me to bed.”

He pushed her down against the table. “This is fine.”

“Aldric!”

He speared his cock forward into her, sinking it deep into her womanhood. Queen Anise moaned freely, unconcerned about the noise. Damon squeezed her buttocks and slowly began to thrust.

He couldn’t resist taking her hard and fast. There was an element of novelty to it, a once in a lifetime thrill. She was the Queen of Merinia, and regardless of whether it was truly him
 or Aldric who was taking her body made little difference. He would remember the tightness of her womanhood and the sound of her breathy moans.

He did pull her to the bed eventually, as much out of a desire to prolong the encounter as at her urging. He all but fell on top of her, tearing her robe in his haste to cast it aside. She didn’t seem to care and was back to moaning in ecstasy as he plunged his tool back into her.

“How’s that, Your Highness?” whispered Damon. He leaned forward to kiss her neck, taking a firmer squeeze of one of her buttocks.

“Oh!” she cried. “Aldric. Be… careful.”

He barely heard her as he lost himself to the rhythm of thrusts. Her body was pale and sweaty. The air stank of sex. Queen Anise was getting the romp she wanted, and he was going to make sure she got a little more.

“That’s nice,” he growled into her ear. “Take it, Anise. Take it all.”

“True Divine!” Queen Anise’s voice was pitched high as her body quivered underneath him.

Damon gave it to her as hard as he could for those brilliant, last few thrusts. Then, he unloaded inside her, horny and careless. She was sex drunk, and it took her a moment to come back to herself.

“Captain Aldric!” she shouted.

Damon felt a hard slap take him across the face. He rolled off her, laughing to himself.

“This isn’t funny!” she said, bunching the sheets over her nude body. “You came inside me. I’ll have to have my physicker brew the maiden’s tea for me again.”

“I was just lost in the expanse of your majesty,” he said, voice mocking. She glared at him, but recovered herself shortly after.

“There was a matter I wished to discuss with you,” said Anise. “I didn’t simply bring you here to rut like animals.”

“I’m listening,” said Damon.

“Our prisoner needs to be checked on. One of his guards said he’d been refusing his meals again.”

Damon was about to tell her that he’d prefer to go a second round, rather than running errands, when he considered what having access to one of Queen Anise’s prisoners might reveal to him.

“I’ll go check on him, then,” he said.

He dressed quickly, skipping over his usual post-sex pleasantries. Anise didn’t seem to mind. Damon headed down several staircases, finding his way to the dungeon more out of a general sense of where it should be, rather than true direction.

A single guard was on duty outside the first hallway of cells. He stood and saluted as soon as he saw Aldric. Damon waved the gesture away and stepped in close to the man.

“I’m here to see the Queen’s prisoner,” he said.

The guard furrowed his brow. “I suppose you mean the special
 one?”

Damon nodded slowly. The guard led him past several cells full of 
sleeping prisoners of lesser import, through two additional doors, down another staircase, and through another door after that.

“He’s been attempting to starve himself, but he doesn’t have the will for it,” said the guard. “Some food is always gone from the plates we bring him.”

“Leave us,” said Damon. “I wish to speak with him alone.”

He took the guard’s lantern from him as he left and slowly walked toward the metal bars. His curiosity got the better of him as he raised the light to illuminate the man inside the cage. He was asleep, slumped in the corner. Damon thumped the lantern’s metal edge against one of the bars.

“Hey,” he said. “Wake up.”

The man groaned and lifted his head. The face was easily recognizable, despite the dirt streaks and disheveled hair.

Prince Gabriel, Princess Kastet’s brother and the true heir of the Merinian throne, narrowed his eyes.


CHAPTER 27

The shock of seeing Prince Gabriel, alive and well, albeit as a prisoner, was enough to knock Damon off balance and out of Aldric’s body. He came to in his own bed, dripping with sweat, thoughts racing.

He’d assumed that Vel, controlled by Jilou, had murdered Prince Gabriel. Damon had been the one who’d found the body, but as he considered his own memory of that time, he realized that he’d never confirmed Gabriel’s death. He hadn’t checked for a heartbeat or felt for his breath. He’d been too concerned with getting Vel to safety.

He hurried to Vel’s room, banging on her door for a moment before simply forcing his way in. She was still asleep, no doubt indulging in the perks of Jilou’s body. Damon shook her by the shoulders until she stirred and blinked her eyes open.

“Damon…?” she muttered. “What are you—”

“Gabriel is alive.”

She stared at him, eyes wide, mouth slack, as his words sank in.

“How… is that possible?” she asked. “You said you saw his body!”

“I saw him on the ground,” said Damon. “We assumed he was dead, and that Queen Anise was simply hiding that fact for her own benefit.”

“She used Jilou… and me… to try to kill him,” said Vel. “Why wouldn’t she have simply finished Gabriel, then? If Anise’s assassination failed, why not finish the job once she’d captured him?”

“We escaped the next night,” pointed out Damon. “Maybe she was ready to execute him and then decided it made more sense to keep him as a prisoner?”

“But why?”

Damon folded his arms, seeing the pieces start to fall into place. 
“Because that way, if Kastet ever did gather allies and press her claim, Anise could produce Gabriel, the true heir, to undercut her completely.”

Vel made a face and rubbed her temples. “This is too confusing for me.”

“We have to find Kastet as soon as possible,” he said. “She needs to know about this, and so does aesta.”

Vel winced, but she slowly nodded and stood up from her bed. “You’re right. At this point, I can’t keep my dreamspelling secret from her any longer.”

They hurried into the hallway, stopping at the door to Malon’s room. Damon opened the door and started to enter. Vel grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him back.

“She might be sleeping naked, Damon,” she said. “I should wake her.”

“I don’t think she’ll mind me seeing her naked,” he said. He only realized how it sounded several lengthy seconds after the words had already left his mouth.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Vel. “Why wouldn’t she mind?”

“I, uh, just meant…”

“Move!”

Vel tried to push by him. Damon resisted more out of stubbornness than intention. They had a petty little wrestling match as they both tried to push through the door at once. Malon let out a sigh from her bed and sat up, wrapping the sheet around her possibly bare chest.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Prince Gabriel is—”

“Aesta, I discovered that I’m a spellblood and—”

“Queen Anise may have been holding him—”

“Quiet!” snapped Malon. “Is it not enough for you both to wake me up in the middle of the night? Breathe and explain, one at a time.”

Over the course of the next few minutes, they both reported the critical details of the situation to their aesta. Malon listened thoughtfully, asking for clarification when she felt the need. She nodded slowly as they both finished.

“Seta,” said Malon. “You should have told me immediately when you first noticed your talent for dreamspelling.”

“Sorry, aesta,” said Vel. “I just… didn’t want to complicate things.”

“It’s alright. I suspected it long ago, when you first told me of Jilou’s ability to take control of your body. Such a thing is not a simple feat.”

“Why is it that Vel can do it with Aldric, then?” asked Damon.

“It isn’t Vel possessing Aldric’s sleeping body,” said Malon. “She possesses Jilou, who no doubt has dreamspelled through Aldric herself in the past. We should consider ourselves lucky that Vel has not used her dreamspelling on us in a similar manner, lest Jilou have a similar avenue of controlling us here in the inn.”

“What should we do?” asked Vel. “If Gabriel is still alive, what does that mean for Kastet?”

“There is nothing we can do tonight,” said Malon. “Tomorrow, we’ll redouble our search for Kastet. She needs to be included in this discussion. Gabriel is her brother. Now, head to sleep. Both of you.”

She shot a pointed look at Damon, who’d been drawing nearer to her bed over the course of the conversation. The three of them said a final goodnight, and Damon and Vel headed back to their rooms.

***

“Solas,” whispered Malon. “Are you still asleep?”

It was morning, or close to it. Damon was awake, but only just barely. He kept his eyes closed, interested in seeing what his aesta would do, but also genuinely tired.

“I have a pair of Kastet’s underwear,” said Malon. “Ah. That sounded wrong. To find her with my homing spell. It’s been two days since I last cast it, so…”

Damon felt her wonderfully familiar weight settle down on the bed beside him. He saw no real benefit to pretending he hadn’t heard her. He opened his eyes, drinking in the sight of her. She wore one his tunics, an oversized grey one that had been passed around mostly by Vel and Ria as a passable nightgown.

“Vel’s still asleep?” he asked.

Malon gave him a small nod, the side of her lips twitching as though she was trying to contain a smile. Damon pulled his quilt back, only then realizing the intensity of his morning oak, and how debauched it was to flash it to his aesta. He had his undershorts on, but even still…

“Were you expecting this?” asked Malon, with a shake of her head.

“Of course not. You know how men are during sleep.”

“I know how men are period, solas,” she whispered. “I routinely try to let myself forget the fact that you’ve grown into one so completely.”

“It’s been years since I became a man, aesta,” he said. “Come here. Lie down with me. Let’s talk about this spell
.”

Malon gave him a look that somehow managed to seem both proud and disappointed. “My own aesta once told me that it’s the men who only wish to talk who I should be most wary of.”

“Did I ever say I only wish to talk?”

He found her hand and began reeling her in like a fish, leading her to him by the arm. She let him do it, too, which surprised him a little. As Malon slid into the bed next to him, Damon rolled onto his side, 
letting his erection settle between them like a prophecy.

She’d been telling the truth about having Kastet’s underwear, and she set them down next to Damon’s pillow, near enough for the heady, feminine scent to whisper to him. He pulled his aesta in closer, letting his hand run over the curve of her hips and meander toward her ass.

“Solas,” she whispered, in a dreamy voice. She caressed his hair, smoothing a few loose strands back from his forehead. Damon pulled her into an embrace as he kissed her, letting his cock prod against, and then in between, her thighs.

She opened her mouth for him as their lips mashed together. Damon let his tongue tease against hers as he gently rocked his hips forward and back. His undershorts were in the way. He pulled them down, delighting in the tiny gasp that escaped Malon’s throat as his naked member made first contact.

How far would she let him go? He spent so much time wondering about that question, as though it hovered over every encounter. He still felt as though the point he’d made days earlier, when she’d pulled him away from the basement and Lilian, still stood.

She could stop him whenever she wanted with her magic. True Divine, she could stop him with a few words. She was his aesta, and he loved her… but she’d come to his bed. Be it for the spell, or for something else, it made no difference.

“Aesta…” Damon gently rolled her onto her back. Malon blinked a few times in quick succession, her face taking on the same look of anticipation and vulnerability he’d seen in so many women before. Her hair wasn’t braided, early as it was, and it fell across the pillow like clean red silk.

Damon let his cock probe forward, almost gasping with excitement as he felt it touch her nude womanhood under her tunic, rather than girlshorts. He risked as much as he could, letting the tip of his cock press forward until it had parted her lips just so. He stared into his aesta’s pleasured face, as aroused by her reaction as he was by the sensation.

More. He needed more.

He held her face in his hand, not looking away from her eyes for a second as he sank his cock another inch forward. He was truly inside her now. The pleasure was unreal, enough to make him forget how wrong and unholy it was.

“The spell…” Malon’s hand groped out, twirling through the pair of Kastet’s girlshorts she’d brought with her. Damon set his hand down atop hers, fingers threading through hers.

“The spell,” he agreed, with a nod.

He thrust forward into his aesta. She gasped, the sound betraying her excitement and the intensity of her pleasure. Damon felt as though he was melting into her, as if he was already on the verge of blowing his load before even getting started. Her womanhood was so perfect, like a warm glove that just happened to be the perfect fit… with a bit of stretching.

He kissed her passionately, squeezing her hand in a tight expression of his lust. He wrapped his arms underneath her, gripping her shoulders, preparing to take her with everything he had.

A knock sounded at the door to his room, followed an instant later by Vel’s voice. “Damon? Is aesta in there with you?”

Damon was upside down by the time Vel had finished speaking, launched sideways by a sudden, terrified burst of magic on Malon’s behalf. He felt so cheated. So wronged. So aggrieved.

He landed hard on his shoulders on the floor, feeling as though he was falling back to the ground after taking flight. There was nothing to savor, nothing that satisfied him about what had just happened. He glared at the door, annoyed beyond words at Vel for something that wasn’t her fault in any true sense.

Then, he looked at Malon. She was still in his bed, covering herself with his quilt, despite still having her tunic on. His tunic. She had her face hidden in her hands and slowly dragged them down, revealing an expression of deep conflict, and deeper shame.

No. It wasn’t that simple. It would never be that simple, not with 
his aesta, and thinking otherwise would only disappoint him and wound her. On a certain level, Damon blamed himself for simply trying it, time after time, all while knowing what the end result would be.

It was more than that. He could give up, guard himself against his lust, and never touch his aesta as a woman again. He could do that…

And the feeling would still be there.

“I was consulting with solas on something,” said Malon. “We just finished.”

She shot him a worrying look and headed to the door, taking Kastet’s girlshorts with her. Damon grabbed his pillow and flung it against the wall, feeling like a child again. Like a rebellious teen, eager to run off to get what he deserved.

Just what the fuck did he deserve?


CHAPTER 28

He lay down in his bed, still naked, covering himself with the quilt. The door to his room was still partially open, and it let out a creak as Vel pushed her way through. She was in her underwear but seemed comfortable, despite the intensity of his gaze.

“Go away, Vel,” he muttered.

The door slammed shut.

“No,” she said. “I’m not an idiot, Damon.”

“No, but you are really dumb sometimes.”

“And you’re a jerk.”

She sat down on his bed, unknowingly choosing the same spot as Malon earlier. Damon sighed and propped his head up on an arm to look at her. She wasn’t mad or suspicious. Vel looked genuinely concerned, making all the conflict and shame within him coalesce into something real.

“I’m worried,” she said. “Seriously… Have you even thought about what could happen?”

“She came into my room, Vel!” he snapped. “She climbed into my bed, even. You sound like Sharika right now.”

“I sound like Sharika?” Vel let out a scoff and folded her arms. “That’s your idea of counterargument? That I sound like the woman who’s concerned about our family falling apart because some of us can’t keep our hands off each other?”

“Where do you think it all started?” he shouted. “Take a guess. I’ll even give you a hint. You, me, Avaricia… A mask.”

“Don’t try to put this on me!” Vel grabbed his pillow and hit him on the shoulder with it. “I wasn’t in control of myself that night!”

“What about the other times then, Vel?”

“What about them?” She got in his face and jabbed a finger 
against his chest. “How can you try to suggest that this isn’t the result of your choices? True Divine, sometimes I wonder what would have happened if you’d simply taken Bylia as a wife and left us alone!”

“I didn’t want Bylia as a wife!” He knocked her hand away and glared at her. “I didn’t leave because I didn’t want to leave, Vel.”

“So you stayed, because, what?” Vel jutted her chin out. “You thought it would be easier to just keep fooling around with me and Ria… and even aesta?”

“I stayed because I loved you!” he shouted. “Because I loved all of you! Rovahn’s balls, you are really dumb sometimes.”

“Shut up.”

“Make me.”

She pushed him in the chest. Damon caught her arms by the wrists and pulled her down onto his bed. There was still a small wet spot he hadn’t noticed before from what he and Malon had begun. He ignored it as he pulled Vel into a clumsy, aggressive embrace.

She shot him a mock glare even as she ran her hands across his bare chest. Damon stripped her girlshorts off, past the point of being able to go slow and take his time.

“Aesta is obviously awake, Damon,” said Vel.

“I don’t care anymore.”

He kissed her, feeling her lips move eagerly against his. She bit his lip gently as they parted. Damon pressed his cock forward against her womanhood, matching the position he’d been in with Malon almost place for place.

He didn’t hesitate with Vel. She wasn’t ready for him on the first thrust, but he felt her womanhood slickening as he slowly pulled back. He felt a powerful temptation to unload his frustration onto her, to use her the way he wanted to use his aesta, hard and without restraint.

Vel did her part to feed into it, bucking her hips up to meet each 
of his movements, digging her fingernails into his shoulders. She looked annoyed, as much at herself as at him. Damon sank his cock deeper into her, letting his pace build. They kissed, tongues flitting together as the bed rocked underneath them.

He rammed into her with strong, deliberate movements. An evil whisper in the back of his mind urged him to take her hard, to make it loud enough for Malon to hear. To force her to think and confront what was going on under the roof of The Rosewood Inn.

“Damon…” Vel cupped his face in her hand, turning it so he was looking into her eyes. Her face was flushed, but she had a tiny, mischievous smile on her face. He loved her for that, for looking at him and letting him look at her. For being able to cross the line, knowing how wrong it was, and linger.

She let out a quivering moan, and he couldn’t hold off for a second longer. He pulled out, playing by the rules, and unloaded onto her stomach. Vel let out a sigh and rubbed his shoulders, closing her eyes and catching her breath.

“Our family is weird,” she whispered. “But at least we’ve managed to stick together.”

Damon kissed her and cradled her head against his shoulder. “I’d rather be weird than boring.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, because there’s no comfortable place in between the two.”

“I love you, Vel.”

“I love you, too.” She smiled and kissed his bicep. “Aesta is going to be furious with us.”

“That’s a bit hypocritical, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, but I somehow doubt pointing that out to her will calm her down.” Vel used his quilt to wipe the mess off her stomach and got up, heading for the door. “We’ll have patrons coming in soon. Don’t take too long to get ready.”

Damon made his way downstairs a few minutes later. The 
common room was empty, and he could smell porridge cooking in the kitchen. He headed through the partition, ready to be chewed out by Malon, but she only smiled at him as he approached.

“I cast the spell.” She nodded toward his traveling bag, which had a lump pulling up from within it and was giving off a few slivers of pink light. “The weather is dreary outside, but I still think you should go after Kastet as soon as you can, solas.”

“I will,” he said. “Aesta… Should we talk for a bit, first?”

Malon tapped her stirring spoon on the side of the porridge pot and shot him a stern look. “If you’re speaking of what happened in your room, I see little for us to talk about. I simply needed some, ahem, help from you. To cast the spell.”

He could the feel the effort she was putting into her words. He knew that if he wanted to, he could push her on the point, take aim at the truth, and let his arrow sink into it. But it was an arrow aimed at her heart, one that he worried might cost her too much.

“Well, I’m glad I could help,” he said.

“I plan on speaking to seta about her visit to your room while you’re out searching, solas,” she said. “Don’t think I missed what the two of you were getting up to. You need to learn to keep your hands to yourself.”

He nodded, incredibly sad for a reason he couldn’t put into words. “I suppose I do. I should get going.”

“Be safe in your search, solas,” she said.

“I will, aesta. I love you.”

“As I love you.”


CHAPTER 29

Damon packed a tent and some food into his traveling bag, taking care not to release the spell Malon had worked so hard on just yet, and set out. It was a foggy, misty morning, with a constant drizzle of rain feeding into the dreary veil.

He followed the beacon’s gentle tugs along the road to the south, veering into the trees at its bidding. The canopy of branches they provided kept him from being quite as exposed to the gentle downpour, but the lack of an obvious path to follow slowed him down.

He released the beacon as soon as he was sure he was deep enough into the forest to avoid potential discovery. It moved at a pace that left him scrambling to keep up with it, but in some ways, he preferred that to taking his time. Between the muddy ground and the damp weather, he simply wanted to get the ordeal of finding Kastet over with.

He pushed through a dense thicket of bramble bushes, finding a narrow game trail on the other side. The beacon was headed near enough along the same angle for him to make use of the trail, which he followed up until it broke out of the forest onto the bank of a fast-flowing river.

The beacon made a turn eastward, which was the same direction of the water’s current. Damon slowly drew his sword, fingers softly caressing the hilt.

“Looks like it’s time to break out one of our old tricks, Myr,” he said. “Are you up for some ice gliding?”

“Of course!” she said earnestly. “The question is whether you’re up for it. It has been a while…”

Damon let the sword’s tip part through the surface of the water. “It’s not one of those things that’s easily forgettable.”

He froze a wide, balanced starting platform for himself and 
hopped onto it without preamble. His boots slid across it, almost slipping out from underneath him, but he shifted his weight forward and let his myrblade extend the ice in front of him.

The sudden sense of exhilaration that the act stirred within him was enough to make his heart pound at double speed. He flew along the river, moving at the speed of the current, which seemed faster from an active perspective than watching from on land.

The spray kicked up on either side of him, dampening his trousers and leaving a smooth wake in his trail. He kept his eyes on the beacon, fingers tightly gripping his myrblade’s hilt, leaning from side to side to follow the river as it continued its meandering route in an eastern direction.

He let himself off along a riverbank, following into the trees again, and then down a hill. Damon was beginning to contemplate taking a rest when he spotted something other than nature in the distance.

The beacon came to a stop in front of an ancient, sprawling, Remenai ruin. An old stone wall surrounded a small, centuries-decayed castle, with vines and moss clinging to the exterior wherever they could. It was a crumbling relic, but one that was clearly occupied.

A makeshift wooden barricade closed off the fortress’s most prominent entrance. There were a few stray branches of old, fallen wood visible on the ground, suggesting the area had been raked for kindling.

Only a single of the castle’s towers remained standing, despite signs of there having been at least three in the past. The architectural style made Damon ache for the farmstead and Malon’s tower, his home in simple, straightforward times.

A sharp snap in the distance brought his attention back to the situation at hand. Malon’s beacon faded from existence, meaning that Kastet was somewhere nearby. The situation become clear as he carefully thought through what he knew.

“She must have been out traveling with Lilian, for some reason,” 
he said. “They drew too close to this place and were captured.”

“Captured?” whispered Myr. “By whom?”

“This is Hexadonia, I’m assuming,” he said. “The ancient Remenai ruin that Arturius’s notice board had a contract for. We’re dealing with exiled Rem and escaped prisoners.”

“Oh!”

Damon sheathed his myrblade. First things first. The only way he was getting to Kastet was to get over the ruin’s wall. Going in through the barricaded front entrance seemed like a good way to volunteer for a couple of arrows to the chest.

Staying hidden within the trees, he did a complete lap around the wall, trying to spot any lookouts or archers patrolling the parapet. He didn’t see any, which stirred more uncertainty within him than it cured.

He had no idea how much time Kastet might have within her captors’ hands before they did something reprehensible to her. He had to act immediately, despite his misgivings. Damon found a section of wall with particularly thick vines coating it and started climbing.

It was easy going, with large cracks in the wall providing secondary hand and footholds. He waited as he reached the top, peering out over the edge of the wall and searching for enemies from his new vantage point. Still nothing.

He pulled himself onto the parapet, pausing long enough to scan over the courtyard below. He saw the remnants of a large fire, no more than a day or two old. Various items were scattered around, a sword sunken into an old tree stump, a pile of arrow shafts in the process of fletching. As far as he could tell, still no bandits.

Damon started down the other side of the wall, only to immediately discover that the vines were nowhere near as sturdy. One of them tore loose in his hand, and he had a terrifying instant of flailing into open air before he lost his grip and fell backward.

He didn’t scream, but that was the only positive thing that could 
be said about his descent. He landed on what he’d originally taken to be a hatch door leading down to a sublevel. It broke his fall sufficiently to make his landing a second later soft enough to be painful, but not devastating.

Damon worked his way to his knees and then to his feet, sure that the noise would draw his enemies in number. He’d fallen farther than he’d realized, and as he looked up at the hatch he’d smashed through, he accepted that there was no easy way for him to climb back out.

He appeared to be in a tunnel, though with the only light coming from the now open shaft above, he could only see a few feet into the darkness ahead of him. He moved forward, continuing until he was hidden by the shadows, and then began fumbling around in his traveling pack.

His lantern was, by some miracle, unbroken by the fall. He spent a minute debating whether to risk lighting it before deciding that there was no getting around the need to see what he was doing. All signs pointed toward the ruin being recently abandoned, a fact which again raised the question of what Kastet was doing within, but he’d figure that out when he found her.

He lit the lantern and took stock of his situation. The tunnel surrounding him was made of polished black obsidian, smooth and uniform to the touch. It seemed as though the path had been worn into the rock over time, perhaps by an underground river, but the rock was so smooth that he questioned if it were possible.

Damon started forward slowly, listening into the darkness as he continued to search the shadows with his eyes. His own footsteps echoed strangely, and after a minute, he reached an intersection.

More than a dozen tunnels branched off from the central area in which he found himself. Pillars of polished obsidian rose from floor to ceiling like support beams, which left Damon again questioning how the sublevel had been formed and what it’d been intended for.

“Any suggestions?” he whispered to Myr.

“Follow the wall,” she said. “Turn left at every intersection and 
trace the outside edge.”

Damon was about to compliment the idea when he caught sight of movement out of the corner of his eye. He spun around, only to find himself staring into his own reflection, rendered by the light of his torch against one of the polished stone obsidian pillars.

Something seemed off about one of his ears, but he discarded the issue as an artifact of the stone’s distortion as he peered closer. He looked around for a few seconds longer before taking Myr’s advice and starting off to the left.

He kept expecting to encounter someone, or something, but the only things greeting him other than the empty hallway were more obsidian stone pillars. He continued left at each intersection, feeling increasingly uneasy. He knew he wasn’t being watched, but he somehow couldn’t shake the sense of eyes on him.

He spent half an hour following the left side route, which was an enormous amount of time to spend within such an unsettling space. Strangely, when he came back to the central area from which he’d first set out, it seemed as though he emerged from his original tunnel, the one from which he’d fallen in from. Except, he knew he hadn’t passed underneath the hatch.

“What is this place?” he muttered.

Again, he saw movement and spun around, staring at his reflection in one of the pillars. For an instant, he thought he saw himself with his eyes closed, but that simply wasn’t possible. The reflection matched again as he began to examine it closer, moving exactly as he did.

“I don’t like this place,” he said, shaking his head.

“Neither do I,” whispered Myr. “Maybe… try to get back to where you fell in from? You could always see if you could call for help.”

“Not just yet,” he said.

He tried the same strategy, except for following along the right wall instead of the left. The only distinct change he noticed was in his 
own perception, the subtle feeling that he was being watched building to outright paranoia.

When he again emerged into the central area without ever turning around or sensing the tunnel loop back on itself, he was forced to admit that he was dealing with a monster, or an intangible, likely evil, hidden power. He shouldered his pack off, set his dying lantern down on the ground, and sat with his sword across his legs.

He watched the stone pillars without looking directly at them, falling into a trance-like state as he observed the world through his peripheral vision. His reflections were most definitely moving on their own, which was both unsettling to realize and a massive relief. He wasn’t twitchy or crazy. He was simply trapped underground with a phantom.


CHAPTER 30

“If your goal is to kill me, then have at it,” said Damon. “I know you’re there. I won’t be surprised.”

He rose to his feet, turning in a slow circle and holding his myrblade in a tight grip. He let his eyes shift across each of the polished stone pillars, observing the way his reflections moved. They all matched, except for one.

He saw himself smirking in that reflection, though his mouth was relaxed in reality. Damon didn’t hesitate. He lunged forward, slamming a forward kick into the stone pillar. His foot hit hard enough to sting through his boot, despite the care he took to avoid breaking any toes.

There was a shudder and screech, and an ominous black blur rushed out of the pillar and into the shadows beyond the lantern’s reach. Damon shook his head, letting out an irritated sigh. He had absolutely no interest in fighting whatever this thing was.

“Don’t waste my time!” he shouted. “If you want me, come and get me!”

He didn’t expect the taunt to have much effect, which made his surprise that much more potent when a shape emerged from the darkness. It was made of shadow in the form of a man he recognized: himself.

There was no color to the phantom’s body or face, just swirling blackness, but it was otherwise a perfect copy of him, down to the stance with which he held his myrblade. Damon took a step back, and the shadow did likewise. He circled right, and the shadow went left, the same direction, from its point of view.

He suspected he already knew what would happen if he attempted to strike out at it. He thought back to a few of the practice duels he’d fought with Austine, how the two of them would react when they both attempted the same strike. Against a phantom, he wasn’t sure if his attacks would be effective, and he couldn’t assume 
that its attacks wouldn’t cause him harm. He couldn’t just swing at it if it were going to copy him.

The shadow stood on the edge of the lantern’s light. That was a clue if Damon had ever recognized one. He took several steps in various directions, watching it mirror him, and then drew nearer to the lantern.

The shadow let out a hiss as it stepped toward the light, dissolving in the direction of one of the pillars. Damon didn’t hesitate for an instant. He picked up the lantern, spun around, and flung it at the reflection to which the shadow had fled.

A screech of inhuman pain echoed through the chamber as the lantern shattered, dosing the obsidian pillar with a splash of oil and flame. Silence held as the fuel burned out. Damon was plunged back into pitch darkness, but he could sense that he’d destroyed whatever evil had once lurked within it.

“That was creepy,” whispered Myr.

“Yeah. Let’s hope this place only had just the one.”

He attempted Myr’s earlier idea of tracing his way around the labyrinth’s outer wall again, this time with success. The path eventually led to a single, polished stone hallway, which brought him to a door he was certain he hadn’t discovered before.

It didn’t open for him when he tried to push it forward, and it took him a few seconds to realize that the drop bar holding it shut was on his side. He lifted it out of the way, pushed the door open, and stepped into the room on the other side.

Damon found himself in a familiar setting. Rusted metal bars penned him into a simple jail cell, one which presumably had been built to trap intruders who’d fallen into the corrupted maze he’d just navigated. Several lit torches hung from sconces along the other side of the wall, far outside the reach of the bars.

He wasn’t alone in the cell. A Remenai man in his forties or fifties lay collapsed in the corner, clutching at a wound on his stomach. The exile marks were clear across his face, but he didn’t glare at 
Damon as their eyes met.

“What’s happened?” asked Damon. “Were you with the others occupying Hexadonia?”

The Rem man gave no answer beyond a pained groan. Damon walked toward the cell’s door and tried pushing it open, to no avail. He looked toward the wooden door sealing him off from the rest of the ruin and came to a decision.

“We might be in here for a while,” he said, more to himself than his cellmate.

He took some food and water out of his pack, taking lunch for himself and offering some to the Remenai man, who didn’t seem keen on eating or drinking. He took out one of the bandages Malon had sneakily packed away in one of the pockets and offered it to the other prisoner, but he steadfastly refused it as well.

An hour passed without much happening of note. Damon heard footsteps coming from far off within the castle. He considered whether to draw his myrblade and prepare himself for a fight, or slip back through the door to the labyrinth and hide out of sight.

In the end, he simply waited, more curious than worried. The door leading to the rest of Hexadonia opened, and two familiar figures entered the jail.

Kastet looked much as she had when Damon had last seen her, clad in a boyish tunic and leggings, with the addition of a Remenai style curved short sword at her waist. Lilian wore a heavy cloak over her clothing and kept the hood pulled up, though a single glance at her discolored, claw-like hands was enough for him to identify her by.

“Kastet.” Damon chuckled, despite himself. “I’ve come to rescue you.”

“So it seems,” said Kastet.

He looked back and forth between her and Lilian, feeling an odd, unwelcome tension.

“Are you going to let me out of this cell?” he asked.

Kastet hesitated for just long enough before answering to make Damon feel a newfound wariness.

“Of course,” she finally said. “Right this way. I was sipping wine in the Grand Hall.”

She unlocked the cell with a key just as rusty as the bars and gestured for him to follow her. Damon spared a glance for the dying prisoner.

“Most of the men holed up within this place fled once I began my assault,” said Lilian, answering his unasked question. “This one was less cooperative than the others. I’m sure he now wishes he’d left while he had the chance.”

“Your assault?” he asked. “You took on the bandits here by yourself?”

“I did.” Her lips twitched into a smile underneath her hood. “I have more weapons than just my claws and teeth. Fear can be as powerful as any sword.”

Damon didn’t say anything. He followed after Kastet, a bit uneasy with Lilian walking behind him.

The ruin’s interior was a mess, and not just as a result of the steady march of time. Shards of broken wine bottles, discarded bits of food, and suspicious stains littered the floors and surfaces. The previous occupants had clearly not given the ancient fortress the respect it had once deserved.

They climbed a spiral staircase with crumbling steps, emerging out into a large chamber with several obsidian pillars similar to the ones Damon had encountered in the labyrinth. He eyed his reflection suspiciously but couldn’t spot any anomalies this time.

There was a raised dais in the center of the room, complete with an obsidian stone throne in the center. A bottle of wine stood on one of the throne’s arms, and Kastet offered it to Damon before taking her seat. He accepted it and took a small sip, tasting strong, fruit-flavored liquor.

“So,” he said. “On top of finding Lilian, you also found yourself a castle.”

“A castle, and a bit of coin,” said Kastet. “I’m aware of the open contract on clearing the bandits from this region. I plan on collecting my prize the next time I’m in Azurecliff.”

Damon nodded slowly. “And here I was, thinking you might be in danger.”

“Not in the least. This place is a ruin, but now that Lilian and I have handled its previous denizens, it’s entirely safe.”

“What about the lower level?” asked Damon. “Have you seen it? The phantom?”

Kastet and Lilian exchanged a glance.

“What are you talking about?” asked Kastet.

“There was something in the shadows down there,” he said. “A phantom that lurks in the dark. It didn’t seem to like fire, but I can’t be sure whether I killed it.”

Kastet stared at him for a few seconds before smiling and exhaling through her nose. “Funny. I forgot about your infamous sense of humor. Sure, Damon. I’ll keep my eyes out for any wicked ghosts creeping through the night.”

“I’m not kidding,” he said.

“It matters not,” she replied. “My current plan, regardless of what might already be down there, is to fill that lower level with servants from Famine’s army. I doubt this phantom will begrudge a few new monsterish housemates.”

“You plan on using this place, then?” he asked.

“I plan on ruling from here in exile.” Kastet clasped her hands together and set them down in her lap. “For the first time in months, I can finally feel hopeful again. With Lilian at my side, we can begin solidifying our power in the area.”

Lilian moved behind Kastet, letting her arms dangle forward over the back of the throne. She rubbed a certain spot on Kastet’s 
neck with her fingers. Kastet took hold of her hand and planted a soft kiss on the other woman’s palm.

Damon struggled with what he saw pass between them. They were acting as a pair, separate in their decision-making from him and Malon and the others. He felt an urge to mount an objection, to treat Kastet like the little princess he’d rescued from her stepmother in Hearthold and brought home with him. Except, that wasn’t who she was anymore.

“Well,” he said, swallowing his conflict. “I’m just glad that you’re safe.”

“I am more than just safe,” she replied. “I’m ready to strike back, Damon. I know this…” She gestured to the ruined chamber. “…might not seem like much yet. There’s still work to be done, so much work. Every step of the way, from here on out, I’m going to need you, Damon. Until the day I sit upon my true throne.”

He nodded slowly, though he wasn’t nearly as sure about helping her as he’d once been.

“You still have my support, provided you also heed my counsel,” he said. “This isn’t going to be as simple as you think.”

“Oh?” She smiled at him, eyes full of dark humor. “Why do you say that?”

He smiled back at her, undercutting the mood. “Because your brother is still alive.”


CHAPTER 31

“My… brother?” Kastet shook her head. “Gabriel is dead.”

“We thought
 that Gabriel was dead,” he said. “Your stepmother seems to have taken him prisoner, rather than murdered him, as we’d suspected.”

“How do you know this?” snapped Kastet. “By what information are you making these claims?”

He didn’t necessarily want to give up Vel’s secret, given she’d trusted him to keep it, but he saw no other way. Kastet needed to believe that he was telling the truth.

“Vel is a dreamwalker,” said Damon. “She’s only learned to tap into her power in recent weeks. It’s why Jilou was able to control her so completely. Vel managed to put me into Aldric’s sleeping body, and I saw Gabriel in Hearthold Castle’s dungeon with my own eyes.”

Kastet’s expression was still, unblinking, as she stared at him. Damon was already anticipating her next question, knowing how she was.

“She put you in Aldric’s body,” said Kastet. “How close were you able to get to my stepmother?”

Damon cleared his throat with an innocent cough. “Fairly close, I’d say.”

“Close enough to… remove her from power?” asked Kastet.

“Kill her, you mean?”  He still had the wine in hand and paused to take a deep sip of it. “You want to know if Vel can use her power to help me assassinate a queen?”

“Damon, please. Just listen, it—”

“Think about what she went through!” shouted Damon. “She was used by Jilou for this very plot once before. You’d turn around and ask her to do it again? For what, Kastet? A throne? Your sense of royal entitlement?”

“I’m not asking her!” snapped Kastet. “I’m asking you. Vel would merely be opening the door. You’re the one I would ask, because I know you’re capable of this.”

She stood up and stepped down from the dais, coming in close to him. She matched his gaze for several eternal seconds before letting it fall to the stone floor, head bowed.

“I’ve killed before, remember,” said Kastet. “I know what I’m asking of you. In some ways, it’s no different from what you asked of me, on that night in the common room. I strangled two men to death. It wasn’t something I wanted to do, or even would have thought myself capable of. But I did it, to keep myself safe, and to keep your family safe.”

She looked up at him. There were tears in her eyes. Damon felt an instinctive pull to hug her, to comfort her. He crushed it within himself. Kastet was a manipulator, more so now than she’d been back when he’d first met her.

But that didn’t mean she was wrong.

“There may be a middle ground,” said Damon. “Our goals could still be pursued even just through freeing your brother and getting him to safety. I can at least promise you that I’ll try my hardest to do that.”

“It’s not enough,” said Kastet.

“I might be able to influence the Queen as Aldric. Ward her off plans of action that would affect us. Inflame her suspicions toward Avarice.”

“I know my stepmother, and she isn’t easily swayed,” said Kastet. “Beyond that, I have sincere doubts about how durable your guise as Aldric will be, long term. People will begin to notice irregularities in your behavior. He might even realize he’s being controlled, given time.”

“I’m not going to agree to anything here and now,” said Damon. “I need to discuss it with everyone back at the inn.”

“By everyone, you mean your aesta?”

“And Vel,” said Damon. “I won’t make this decision without discussing it with my family.”

Kastet said nothing to that. Damon handed her the wine bottle and sighed. He had a headache, one of the subtle, sticky variety that he knew would accompany him through the rest of the day.

“Let’s head to the inn, then,” said Kastet. “Regardless of whether you agree to help or not, we need to have the discussion as soon as possible.”

Damon nodded, shifting his glance toward the other woman in the chamber. “I think it might be best if you stayed behind, Lilian. It’ll be evening by the time we get back, and sneaking you past our patrons would be more trouble than it’s worth.”

“That’s fine by me.” Lilian strode up to him, pulling the hood of her cloak back far enough to reveal a devious smile. “I have no real interest in returning to the inn. I want you to know that I have the greatest respect for you, Damon. You’re always welcome to come by and see me.”

She licked her lips. Damon felt a chill run up his spine and had to force down the urge to itch a certain spot on his neck.

“Let’s go,” he said, nodding to Kastet.

***

They traveled quickly, seldom speaking. The evening was chilly, and the earlier rain and fog settled into a thin layer of frost as the sun set over the horizon. Kastet kept up with Damon, despite the occasionally punishing pace at which he traveled through the woods.

They eventually found the road and followed it back through Azurecliff. The inn’s windows were bright with a welcoming orange glow as they made their way up the porch steps. The warmth of the common room was a relief against Damon’s numb cheeks and ears as 
he slipped inside.

“Kain!” shouted Vel.

She bounded across the floor in a few quick steps and pulled Kastet into a hug. Damon was more circumspect, nodding first to Doogle, the sole patron of the night.

“Your sister seems fond of that boy,” said Doogle. “Watch out for that one.”

“Oh, trust me, I will,” said Damon.

Malon emerged from the kitchen, smiling, and coming over to give Damon a quick kiss on the cheek. “Good work, solas.”

“There is more of it to be done,” he said. “We need to talk as soon as… we have a moment.”

She nodded. “Of course. I understand completely.”

The next hour felt more like a performance than real life. Damon tried to keep up his usual demeanor as the friendly, stoic innkeeper, mind racing through scenarios and outcomes in the background.

Malon and Vel served dinner, a simple stew composed of beans and some leftover meat. More patrons came and went, and the evening seemed to crawl along like cooling molasses. Doogle was back to being their only guest when Arturius arrived at the inn, face scrunched up into a pensive frown.

“Doogle,” called Arturius. “Are you sober?”

“Fairly sober, sure.”

“The Blackseed boy is raising a fuss in the market,” said Arturius. “I think you’re going to have to be the one to calm him down.”

Doogle sighed and rose from his stool. “So be it. The work never ends, does it? Can you keep my seat reserved, Andy?”

“We actually were thinking about closing up for tonight,” said Damon. “Given how slow it’s been, and having some work that needs to be handled behind the scenes. I’m sure you understand.”

“I’m sure I don’t,” muttered Doogle. “Ah. So be it. Tomorrow, 
then.”

Damon locked the door as soon as the two men were off the porch. Malon came out from the kitchen with bowls of stew for each of them, and they settled down at one of their tables. Kastet didn’t touch her food, clearly eager to get to the discussion at hand.

“Damon told me everything,” she said.

Vel pursed her lips. Malon frowned and gave a small shake of her head.

“There was no getting around it,” he said. “She needed to know that her brother was still alive, and I couldn’t tell her that without explaining how I knew.”

“I’ve already spoken with Damon about our options,” said Kastet. “It seems clear to me that Gabriel needs our help.”

“We should help him!” said Vel. “We have to! I won’t be able to sleep at night knowing he’s locked in a dungeon because of me.”

“It isn’t that simple,” said Damon.

“You’re right,” said Kastet. “Even if we did manage to free Gabriel from the castle, his life would be all but forfeit if Anise managed to act before he could gather allies and press his claim. She isn’t going to surrender power to the stepson she imprisoned and hid from the world.”

“What would you suggest, then?” asked Vel.

The silence that greeted that question was an answer of its own. Damon brought his hand to his chin, eyes glancing toward his aesta. Malon didn’t meet his gaze. She looked uncertain and didn’t chime in with her thoughts.

“Through Aldric, I believe that Damon can put an end to this conflict,” said Kastet. “I know the idea of this might not sit well with some of you, but it’s simply an extension of our current conflict. My stepmother has tried to kill all of us numerous times. Do we not deserve this chance to strike back?”

“So…” Vel set her hands palm down on the table. “You’re asking 
me to… what?”

“All you’d need to do is put Damon back in Aldric’s body,” said Kastet. “He would do the rest.”

The princess shot him a pleading glance. Damon looked away from her, expecting Malon to speak her piece. When she stayed silent, he realized it wasn’t her potential reservations weighing down his decision, but his own uncertainty.

“Aesta,” he said. “Please. Help me make this decision.”

She reached over and took hold of his hands. The depth of her expression went beyond simple sadness or regret. It was enough to break his heart, seeing her like that.

“I can’t make this decision for you, solas,” she whispered. “It isn’t as simple as right and wrong or retaliation against an enemy. I think… regardless of whether Queen Anise or Gabriel or Kastet is on the Merinian throne, the conflict between the Forsaken will still be inevitable.”

“Maybe, but at the very least, we wouldn’t have to hide under false names,” he said.

“I don’t deny that.” Malon sighed, caressing his knuckles with her thumb. “I wish I could protect you, here and now. This choice shouldn’t have to fall upon your shoulders.”

Damon stared down at his bowl. He pulled his hands free of Malon’s and took a bite, exhaling at the simmering heat against his tongue. He ate some more, letting the silence become pointlessly heavy, before finally coming to a decision.

“I’ll do it,” he said. “If this is what it takes to keep us safe, I’ll do it. But freeing Gabriel comes first. He’s the rightful heir to the Merinian throne.”

“Excellent!” Kastet grinned and set her spoon down. “Well, then. Shall we get started after dinner?”


CHAPTER 32

Damon had a few beers with his food, as much to steel his nerves as to numb his conscience. He went upstairs with the others once he’d finished. They gathered in Vel’s room, sharing in a tense, nervous anticipation as they went over the plan one last time.

“Remember, you’re going to have to be subtle in your approach to stand any chance at achieving everything you’re setting out to do,” said Kastet. “You have to get Gabriel out of the castle without being seen, first and foremost.”

“Any ideas on how to go about that?” he asked.

“You’ll be in Aldric’s body. You should be able to give orders to most of the guards, within reason. I have my doubts about whether ordering them to release the Queen’s most prized prisoner would be a command they’d follow, however.”

“I suppose it’ll depend on my tone,” he said.

“After that, dealing with my stepmother will be your next objective,” said Kastet. “I’ll leave the means and method to your discretion. Once the deed is done, if you see the opportunity, confess. Claim it was a crime of passion, or an act of jealousy.

“There are already rumors within Hearthold’s walls about Anise and Aldric. The idea of him murdering her to keep her from another man’s arms would be lurid enough to take hold in the imagination, regardless of what he might say after the fact, once you’re out of his body.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Damon looked away from Kastet, flashing Vel a reassuring smile. “How are you feeling about this?”

“I don’t have to do much,” said Vel. “I will be in Jilou’s body, though. If it comes to it, I suppose I could help, as well. You know where to find me.”

“You said that you and she were… becoming close again,” said Damon carefully.

“In some ways, yes,” said Vel. “I wonder if it can really be considered a betrayal of her trust, given all that’s happened between us. She’s hurt me so many times in the past. I’m not doing this out of a desire for revenge… but it is revenge, in a way. She likely even deserves worse.”

Vel sighed. Malon moved to stand behind her, gently rubbing her shoulders.

“I want both of you to be careful,” she said. “Above all else, you must keep the truth of your identities secret. Even if it means abandoning parts of the plan.”

“We will, aesta,” said Damon.

Vel nodded to him. Malon and Kastet left the room. Together, Damon and Vel stripped down to their underwear and lay next to one another underneath the quilt, dimming the lantern and taking deep, calming breaths. Damon pulled Vel into a gentle, cuddling embrace.

“Nervous?” he said.

“How could I not be?” she whispered. “I’ll manage, though. I’m glad that you’re here with me.”

He hugged her tighter to him, suppressing the impulse to try for more. Malon and Kastet were right outside the door, and the mood wasn’t exactly romantic.

“Once this is done, we’ll be able to relax,” he said. “We won’t have to worry so much anymore. We can just be a family again. All of us, together.”

“Promise?”

He smiled. “I promise.”

***

Damon had never harbored all that much respect for Captain Aldric.

The man’s willingness to be a useful, groveling tool for Queen Anise had soured any fair opinion he might originally have had of the man—which only made it that much more amusing, borderline hilarious really, for him to realize where he was as he blinked his eyes open and took in the scene around him.

“You didn’t pay me to fall asleep here. Get going already, Aldric. There’s another guest already waiting for me downstairs.”

The sheets were fine silk, and the courtesan was attractive, with a striking resemblance to Queen Anise that wasn’t lost on Damon. He tried to keep from smiling as he picked up his clothing from next to the bed, dressing slowly as he pulled on the unfamiliar garments.

“I’m a regular here, no less,” he said, conversationally. “How careful am I about my visits?”

The woman looked at him strangely. “I haven’t told anyone, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“You’re going to, after today,” said Damon. “I want you to reveal yourself. Be honest and come forward. I want the realm to have a window into my heart.”

“You’re talking nonsense, and you need to go.” The woman took a step toward the door and held her arm out.

Damon didn’t object. He hoped she’d take his advice in the wake of what Aldric was about to do. It would add a level of illicit context to Aldric’s eventual confession. Lusting after Queen Anise to the point of hiring a lookalike courtesan was the sort of emotional coping one might expect ahead of a crime of passion.

He made his way downstairs, considering how best to approach sneaking Gabriel out of the castle. He had a few major advantages, namely knowing where the prince was, along with technically having the authority to demand to see him. It seemed unlikely, however, to think that he could just stroll into the dungeons and walk Gabriel out.

“Thinking of going another round?” asked a perfumed woman. She set a hand on Damon’s shoulder. Aldric’s shoulder, really. An 
idea hit him.

“I’m not, but I have a few friends who could use a surprise.”

***

Aldric’s coin purse had enough gold and silver for Damon to hire a temporary harem as an escort back into Hearthold Keep. It was a bit of a spectacle as he walked the four courtesans through the courtyard, drawing stares and a few whistles from various guardsmen and minor nobles.

The two guards directly outside the castle’s gate were even more direct with their attention. One of them held up a hand and cleared his throat.

“Lord Captain, I’m sorry, but you know as well as I do that Queen Anise has barred working women from the castle. No offense, ladies.”

“Oh, these are friends of mine,” said Damon. “It’s not what you’re thinking.”

“Seems a lot more like it is what I’m thinking.”

Damon drew closer to the man, leaning in. “How about I send them by after, to convince you themselves? If you would just get to know them a little, you’d understand, right?”

“I…” The guard’s face flushed as one of the women blew him a kiss. “I suppose I could speak to them myself for… confirmation of their identities. Later tonight, after I get off my shift?”

Damon clapped him on the shoulder and bid the women to follow him. He led them through Hearthold’s stone hallways, down several flights of stairs, and into the dungeon. The guards on duty stood to salute as he emerged first through the narrow doorway, and then shifted to gaping as the courtesans came into view.

“I wanted to congratulate all of you for working so hard,” he called in a genial voice. “Then I stopped to think of how much more 
effective it would be if I had some of my more expressive friends congratulate you for me.”

“Sir?” said one of the jailors, expression blank.

Damon waved a hand, and the courtesans played their part. They each strode forward and took one of the guards by the hand, leading him back toward the stairs. One of them had to spirit off two guards, but Damon doubted they’d mind a bit of sharing.

“Hold on!” said one of the guards. “We can’t all just run off at once!”

“I’ll cover for you,” said Damon. “Take your time. You deserve this.”

He waved as the guards disappeared with the flirtatious, giggling courtesans, and then got to work.


CHAPTER 33

There was one more guard within the prison, stationed just outside the door leading to Gabriel’s cell. Unfortunately, Damon was out of courtesans. He walked up to the man, who saluted smartly, and punched him hard in the jaw.

“Ow!” cried the man. “What was that for?”

Damon scowled at Aldric’s hand, which was throbbing and apparently not capable of knocking someone out with a decent hit. He quickly fell atop the man, pulling him into a chokehold until he fell unconscious.

“What’s going on?” came Gabriel’s thin voice.

“Your rescue,” said Damon. “How do you feel right now? Are you well enough to walk on your own?”

“I… think so.”

There was the sound of chains rattling as Gabriel shifted within the cell. Damon cursed as he tried the door, which was obviously locked. He patted down the knocked-out guard down for keys, which he found after a moment.

“Alright.” He took off the guard’s clothing, as well. “You’re going to put all of this on, and then we’ll simply walk out of the castle.”

“Aldric,” said Gabriel. “Why are you doing this? Is this a ploy from my stepmother to have an excuse to kill me?”

“I’m going to explain what’s going on, and you’re going to have trust me and take me at my word,” said Damon. “There simply isn’t time for us to have this conversation any other way.”

He opened the cell’s door and unshackled Gabriel. The young prince was disheveled, though it was hard to see much more than that in the darkness of the cell.

“I’m listening,” said Gabriel as he began pulling on the guard’s clothing.

“I’m not Aldric. It’s me, Damon Al-Kendras. Vel can dreamspell, just like your sister Jilou, and she used her magic to put me into Aldric’s sleeping body. I’m here to rescue you, but we need to move quickly, because it’s not always up to me how long I have like this.”

“You’re serious?” Gabriel let out a stuttering sound. “You’re… Damon? Well, I suppose you must be. As little sense as that makes, Aldric attempting to free me would make even less.”

“That’s a practical way of looking at it,” said Damon. “Now, you’re going to need to hide once you’re out of the castle. You were betrothed to someone before you were imprisoned. Lady Cassie or some such, right?”

“Lady Candice,” said Gabriel. “Yes. If you can get me to her, she would surely help me!”

“Good. It’s going to be on you, at that point. I’m across the ocean now. I won’t even be able to offer advice. If all goes well, you can simply clean yourself up and claim your throne.”

“That’ll be a challenge, to say the least.” Gabriel pulled on the guard’s shirt, trousers, and cloak. “My stepmother isn’t simply going to step aside and let me have my birthright.”

“That’s the other thing I’m here to take care of,” said Damon, with a grim smile.

“Ah. Well. No objections from me on that subject.”

“We have to move,” said Damon. “Keep your head down and let me do the talking.”

He led Gabriel out of the dungeon, eyeing him over once they were in the light. Any concern Damon previously had over Gabriel being recognized for who he was vanished in an instant. With that said, he didn’t look much like a guard either, too scrawny within his clothes, too pale and dirty.

Damon’s heart pounded as he hurriedly guided Gabriel down the hallway. He knew he was in no real danger, given it wasn’t even his own body he was risking. If anything, that fact made the risk to Gabriel feel all the more real. He was gambling with this man’s life to 
win his freedom.

The walk through Hearthold Castle went surprisingly smoothly. Few guards gave them more than a glance over as they continued by. Gabriel grabbed Damon’s shoulder at one point, angling him left down a side passage at an intersection.

“We shouldn’t leave through the front gate,” he muttered. “The servant’s entrance is this way.”

They continued forward, the various turns and passages leading them through the castle’s dining hall and out the back. The servant’s entrance was within sight when Damon’s plan hit its first snag.

“Aldric,” boomed a deep, commanding voice. “Hold a moment.”

Damon froze. He stood with Gabriel in the rear of the castle’s kitchen, in between a large clay oven and hanging stand for cured sausage. A tall man clad in a flowing black robe strode after them, setting a bowl of soup down on the counter.

“Is there a problem?” snapped Damon dismissively.

“Who is that with you?” asked the man.

“None of your business.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. He stepped up to Gabriel and forcefully yanked his hood down before Damon could intervene.

“It’s none of the Queen’s spymaster’s business why her guard captain is walking around with her disinherited stepson?” shouted the man.

Damon cursed and pushed Gabriel out of reach as a pair of gleaming daggers appeared in the spymaster’s hands. Gabriel gasped and ran to the door, continuing out of the kitchen’s back exit. Damon reached for his sword, scowling at how different even simply drawing Aldric’s weapon felt from his myrblade.

The spymaster slashed at his face with one of the daggers. Damon dodged, leaving the attack to catch a bag on the shelf behind him. It tore open, splashing a stream of white flour across the kitchen.

Damon got Aldric’s sword up, thrusting forward, pushing the 
spymaster back. They circled each other from opposite sides of a central kitchen island loaded with spices and bags of staple foods.

“True Divine, Aldric,” muttered the spymaster. “How could you of all people betray Anise? You loved her more than any of us!”

“She brought this upon herself,” said Damon. “Any claim she once had to the throne vanished when she decided to imprison our rightful King!”

The spymaster pulled one of his daggers back, prepping for a throw. Damon ducked, only realizing his mistake as he saw the other man leap onto the table instead of releasing his weapon. The spymaster stabbed downward. Damon rolled sideways, coming to his feet, sword at guard.

He slashed not at his opponent, but at a clump of garlic hanging on a drying rack. The spice fell with a surprising amount of weight, landing on the spymaster’s head with enough momentum to force him to flinch back.

Damon thrust his sword forward, taking the other man through the abdomen. He twisted his sword once for good measure before pulling it loose. It felt callous to kill a man who didn’t understand the full situation in cold blood, but then again, it was the Queen’s spymaster. He’d no doubt had a hand in directing the scheme which had imprisoned Gabriel and put Damon and his family on the run.

He rinsed Aldric’s sword off in a wash basin and headed for the door. He wasn’t fast enough to escape before a pair of guards arrived, accompanied by a cook who’d doubtless overheard the fight. The guards saluted Damon, and he saw his chance to direct the narrative.

“Treason!” he shouted. “The Queen’s spymaster has committed treason! Gather the garrison and begin searching the castle’s lower levels for spies. I will go to our Queen and keep her safe.”

“Yes sir, Lord Captain!” replied the guards, in unison.


CHAPTER 34

Damon made it through the castle and up to the Queen’s chambers without further interruptions, despite the fervor of the guards now searching the castle. Being Aldric had its perks. He paused outside the door to Anise’s chamber, taking a breath and forcing his hands to steady in the face of what he was about to do.

He opened the door and immediately hesitated. Anise was clad in her nightgown, sitting on her bed. She wasn’t alone. Jilou — Vel — was with her, accompanied by one of her ladies-in-waiting.

“Aldric,” said Anise. “What’s going on? I can hear a commotion outside my door.”

“Your spymaster has betrayed you, my Queen,” said Damon. In truth, he couldn’t say more than that. He didn’t even know the man’s name.

He walked into the room slowly, stealing a glance toward Vel. She gave a small, pleading shake of her head. He could guess what had happened, or near enough to it. Either Jilou had been asleep in her mother’s room already, or Vel had heard the commotion, assumed Damon had been captured, and come to make a desperate attempt on the Queen’s life herself.

“Treason,” said Anise. “I suppose I should have expected it. We live in such turbulent times. No doubt there are many who would benefit from seeing the crown on the head of another.”

“You’re safe now,” said Damon. “I’ll guard your room until we’re sure the castle is secure.”

Anise rose from her bed, slowly walking toward him. She was a beautiful woman. Had they been different people, in a different place, Damon might have been able to genuinely appreciate her intense beauty and obvious intelligence.

“I’m lucky to have such a loyal and considerate Guard Captain,” said Anise. She reached out a hand and gently caressed his chest. 
“We needn’t worry now that you’re here. I expect the situation is already under control.”

“More or less,” he said.

“Then let’s relax. Let me pour you a glass of wine. It’s from the Harris-Hopland vintage, the one gifted to me by Duke Montagne during his visit to court last month. I remember how much you enjoyed it.”

“It was delicious,” said Damon.

He watched as Anise moved to the table next to her wine rack and began pouring him a glass from an open bottle. He glanced at Vel, letting his eyes flick meaningfully from her, to Jilou’s lady-in-waiting.

She caught his meaning instantly and made a show of gesturing to the girl, pulling her attention away from him and the Queen. Damon strode forward with silent steps, gathering his resolve as he came up behind the voluptuous Queen. It was now or never.

He hesitated, feeling a paucity of strength in his hands and fingers, in every muscle he would need to get the job done. He couldn’t do it. Anise perhaps deserved to die for all she’d done, but to kill her in cold blood, in front of Vel, no less. He glanced over his shoulder at her, seeing his own uncertainty reflected in her expression.

“Aldric?” said Anise.

“What is it, my Queen?”

Anise whirled around, striking him across the head with the wine bottle. Damon tripped sideways, feeling his skull pulse with pain as the glass shattered from the impact. The blow had been enough to cut his scalp, and the sensation of the wine dripping into it burned hot.

“The fair Duke Montagne passed away last year,” said Anise quietly. “His daughter, Duchess Marisa, was the one who visited our court. A fact which you should remember, given how much time you spent flirting with her.”

“My Queen…” managed Damon. “Wait just a moment. I—”

“Guards!” screamed Anise. “Imposter! Guards! Arrest Captain Aldric!”

The sound of pounding footsteps immediately echoed from the hallway, but Damon had a more immediate threat to deal with. Anise was advancing on him with the broken bottle. He reached for his sword, Aldric’s sword, but couldn’t draw it from the awkward, unfamiliar angle of the scabbard.

Anise was a heartbeat away from stabbing the bottle into his eyes when Vel leapt at her. She grabbed for the makeshift weapon, putting Jilou’s body to as much use as she could as the two women struggled for dominance.

Anise won. She flung Vel sideways into the table. Vel struck at an odd angle, her head first hitting the corner of the wood, and then slamming backward into the ground. Damon had time only to see the blood pooling around her cracked skull before being unceremoniously yanked out of Aldric’s body.

***

Damon thrashed as he came awake, sweaty and breathing hard. He was in Vel’s bed, back at the inn. She was next to him, and sitting in chairs nearby were Malon and Kastet.

“Did you do it?” asked Kastet. “Is it over?”

He let out a sigh and gave a small shake of the head. “Your brother is free, though I have no idea if he’ll find the help he needs. Queen Anise is still alive, and she caught Aldric in the act.”

He ran a hand through his hair, half-expecting to find the wound Anise had inflicted on Aldric with the wine bottle. He glanced at Vel, who was still asleep. She didn’t rise even as he began shaking her shoulder.

“Vel?” he whispered. “Hey! Vel!”

“Easy, solas,” said Malon. “Take a breath. Explain to me what happened.”

“She tried to stop the Queen during the assassination attempt and got knocked down,” he said. “She hit her head, or Jilou, with her still in Jilou’s body. That shouldn’t affect her, though, should it?”

“I’ll tend to seta,” said Malon. “Events have transpired here in town while you’ve been out. You should see what’s going on.”

Damon furrowed his brow, quickly climbing out of bed and heading for the stairs. Kastet came with him, and they stood on the porch, staring up the road at Azurecliff in flames.

“Rovahn’s balls…” muttered Damon. “What’s happened?”

“We don’t know for certain, but I suspect it’s the doing of the Emperor’s bastard,” said Kastet. “Remember how Arturius came looking for Doogle just before you and Velanor began dreamspelling?”

Damon rushed back inside, taking the steps upstairs two at a time. He grabbed his myrblade and strapped it on, pausing outside Vel’s door. Malon was sitting next to her on the bed, frowning worriedly as she gently stroked her hair.

He was tempted to ask her to come with him, given how potent her magic could be in a fight, but Vel needed her, too. He could manage a spoiled noble and some mercenaries on his own. He would have to.

“I’m coming with you,” said Kastet.

Damon tried to seethe with frustration as he shouldered his way past her. “I’m going to be too busy fighting to stop you following me, in all likelihood. Stay out of the way and don’t let anyone grab you, alright?”

“You won’t have to worry about me,” she replied.

He shot one last glance at Vel and Malon, feeling his heart ache with worry for her condition, and then headed back downstairs.


CHAPTER 35

Smoked veiled Azurecliff from a distance, rendering its buildings and the archway over the road in a blur, like an unfinished painting. Damon ran with his sword out, fearing on an unshakable level that he was already too late.

Numerous buildings were already on fire, and as he drew closer, he could hear people screaming for help or mercy. These were people that he recognized, patrons of his bar, not all known to him by name, but familiar faces within the town.

The heat from the blaze pushed back the late autumn chill, making the night ominous and unseasonably warm. It resonated with the growing rage within Damon, making him feel at home amidst the flames, jaw tensing with anger to the rhythm of crackling wood.

A figure strode toward, backlit by a house fire. It wasn’t one of the townsfolk. He could tell that much from the loose, relaxed posture, if not the war axe hanging from their belts.

“What’s the meaning of this?” asked Damon.

“Fuck off!” The man pulled out his axe and made a rude gesture with his free hand. “You’ll turn around and leave if you know what’s good for you.”

“I think I’d rather kill you, instead.” Damon’s voice was low and dark, the words outside of his control. It wasn’t hate that he was feeling, more like broken righteousness, unbounded justice.

He launched himself at the man before more could be spoken. The war axe came up. It was a pitiful thing against his myrblade. Damon parried a hacking blow, spun, and severed the weapon’s head from the shaft.

He slashed the man across the stomach, which elicited a horrible, guttural sound, like a breath leaving through a new exit. The man fell to his knees. Damon kicked him in the teeth and watched him flop onto his back.

“Now,” he said. “Answer my question.”

“What?”

“What are you doing here?”

“Lord… Blackseed. The Penny Warden was holding back. He didn’t pay everything he owed. Tried to make it sound like this town was p-poorer than it was.”

Damon ran a hand through his hair. His own lack of payment on behalf of the inn no doubt played into this outcome, if not the way he’d embarrassed Victor Blackseed when he’d rescued Keiza.

“If you think you can survive that cut I just gave you, it’s in your best interest to get away from here,” said Damon. “I doubt many from your mercenary company will survive the coming minutes.”

“Fuck you!”

Damon brought his sword down on the man’s hand, severing a few of his fingers. It was petty and cruel, but practical. On closer inspection, the wound he’d given the man before wasn’t that bad, and the last thing he needed was him scrambling to find a new weapon.

He continued forward, not running, not drawing attention, eyes and ears taking in the chaos. Men were looting, which seemed so utterly pointless. What was there to take from Azurecliff? Food? Furniture? Not coin, that was for damn sure.

Another man came at Damon with a club, laughing with such reckless abandon that it was easy to react to his approach. Damon dodged, slashing at his knee. He cut again as the man staggered, his myrblade biting in deep enough at the wrist to render the hand useless.

He punched the man in the face, hit him with the pummel of his myrblade, and then kicked him hard in the ribs as he collapsed to his stomach. There was a shout up the road, deeper within the flames.

Damon followed his anger, heeding its beckoning call as if he’d been guided by Malon’s magical beacons. It led him to a group of 
men standing together, clustered around a captive whom he instantly recognized. Damon whistled, drawing the group’s attention.

“Arturius,” he called. “Are you alright?”

“I’ve been better,” said Arturius, with a cough. “They surprised me. I wasn’t—”

“Shut your mouth!” barked one of the men. He punctuated his words with a hard cuff across Arturius’s head. They had him tied up, and his face was swollen and puffy with streaks of dried blood.

“Touch him again, and I won’t bother trying to be merciful,” said Damon.

There were four of them, all large and ugly and brutish. They shared an amused look at Damon’s words before breaking out into laughter. Damon joined in with his own mocking chuckle, even going so far as to clap a few times for the sake of the mood.

“You’re fucked, boy,” said the tallest of the bunch. “Saved us time by coming to us.”

Damon saw them more in terms of their weapons than their physical features. A great sword, two axes, and a death maul. He let them try to encircle him, shifting the conflict away from Arturius in case the old timer had any tricks up his sleeve.

One of the men with an axe growled and leapt into the air. Damon parried his overhead strike, but the death maul swung his way before he could counter. The great sword was there, singing through the air to meet him as he spun into a new position. Damon pushed the strike away with his sword, shoulders turning, eyes searching for the next attack.

He’d done enough fighting to feel the balance of combat at an innate level. Almost from the start of the fight, Damon knew he was technically outmatched in terms of numbers and strength, if not speed and skill. He couldn’t beat them all with simple swordplay. The math wasn’t in his favor.

“He’ll understand,” whispered Myr. “Saving lives is more 
important than protecting your identity.”

Damon agreed more with his heart than his head. He’d never been under the impression that his identity as Anders, the humble innkeeper, would hold indefinitely. Better to take off the mask when it mattered than let it slip off on its own.

He drew from his myrblade’s enchantment, manifesting ice thorns along the weapon’s silver edge. The hilt was refreshingly cold against Damon’s hands as he shifted how he wielded it, no longer searching and slashing, but bludgeoning and aiming for simple contact.

The men drew back, but only for an instant. They came at him all at once. Damon spun, slashing his myrblade horizontally and dragging the ice thorns across one of the axes and the great maul. The weapons froze to the thorns instantly, coming loose from the grips of the wielders like proffered gifts.

Damon shook them loose behind him and continued advancing. One of the unarmed men had the brilliant idea of trying to tackle his legs. The ice thorns crunched as he sank his weapon down against the man’s unprotected back.

“Rovahn’s balls!” cried the man with the great sword. “Sorcerer!”

“Not quite.” Damon attacked, knocking the great sword out of the way and slashing the man across the chest. The other mercenary with the war axe took off running, leaving Damon with time to breathe and free their captive.

“Remind me to ask you what in Leandra’s name that was, once this is all over,” muttered Arturius.

“I would prefer if you didn’t,” said Damon. “Truly. Pretend you never saw that.”

The look in Arturius’s eyes told him that the old man already knew far more than he’d been letting on. Arturius nodded, but something about the gesture felt hollow and forced.

Regardless, they headed deeper into the town as a pair. Arturius scooped up the great sword dropped by one of the men from the last 
fight, wielding the weapon as though he’d fought with one before.

Together, they ran into the inferno of burning buildings and fallen bodies.


CHAPTER 36

Damon heard the laughter of men, twisted and perverse, like a vulture’s call amidst the chaos. He gestured to Arturius, leading him around the back of a once familiar building now transformed by the fire’s damage.

A man was doing his best to shield his companion from a group of approaching men. Damon recognized them both instantly. Mippy and Sam, the two young lovers expecting a child, to whom he’d given a deal on an inn room a few days earlier.

Arturius was moving even before he was, cutting down two of the men with swift sword strikes. Damon handled the third, feinting to force an opening and slashing him across the chest.

“Thank you!” cried Mippy. She pulled Damon into a hug made ungainly and awkward by her swollen belly.

“Get out of here,” said Damon. “It’s not safe.”

He almost told them to go back to the inn, but it wouldn’t be safe there, either. Malon could perhaps hold off the mercenaries in a fair fight, but from the look of the town, that wasn’t what Victor Blackseed’s tactics consisted of. They’d torch the inn and move on.

The thought had him feeling anxious and impatient. He started after Arturius, slowing to a stop as he heard a scream coming from his left. A woman frantically yelled up at the window of a burning building. Damon could see a tiny face through the smoke, a young child trapped by the fire, unable to commit to jumping from the second floor to safety.

He sprinted to the house’s door, knocking through it with his shoulder and only slowing down when he hit the flames on the other side. Unsheathing his myrblade, Damon drew from its freezing enchantment. He swiped the sword through the fire, hearing a small hiss, but not seeing much change.

“Damn it!” He tried again and then opted to ignore the flame and 
try to jump past. It was one of those ideas that flipped from feeling plausible one moment, to a huge, obvious blunder the next.

Damon tried to fall backward out of the patch of inferno into which he’d just leapt. His pant leg was on fire, but so was his back and… True Divine. His hair, burning with that horrible, singed alchemy smell.

He screamed as pure agony became his reality. What had he been thinking? He hadn’t been
 thinking. It was the dark side of getting caught up in the moment, in needing to save people at his own expense. He couldn’t even save himself now. The fire was spreading across his clothing like an old, dry log in a blazing hearth.

He blinked, and was staring into the face of Myr, pale blue and beautiful. He looked around, recognizing his new surroundings as her prison within the ice enchantment.

“I don’t have time for this right now, Myr!” he shouted. “I’m dying!”

“You don’t have time for anything but this!” she screamed back.

She arched her back, presenting her chest to him. Damon stared at her wonderfully plump and exotic breasts for a few blank seconds, wondering if they were somehow enchanted, as well.

He felt like an idiot as he realized she was offering the chain across her chest to him.

“Oh!” He grabbed the chain tight in his fingers, knuckles sliding against soft breast flesh. “Right!”

It only took an instant to snap this particular chain, and then Damon was back in his body. He felt a moment of terror as he realized he was still very much on fire, but it subsided as he recognized, impossibly, that it merely felt like a tickle to him.

He rose to his feet, sucking in a breath that felt as though it went cold as it entered his lips. The flames sizzled and faded from his skin. His clothing was still in smoldering tatters, and his hair… well, he tried not to think too much about his hair. Aside from that, he was just about fine.

“I’m fireproof?” he asked.

“You can absorb fire now, yes,” whispered Myr. “But only to a certain extent! You’re no more immune to it than the ice would be. A hot enough flame, or long enough exposure, and you’ll burn just like anyone else.”

A child’s cry came from the house’s second floor, drawing Damon’s attention back to where it needed to be. He rushed upstairs, threw the little girl over his shoulder, and deftly jumped down from the window.

“Thank you!” cried the woman. “Oh, Remy! Oh, True Divine, thank you!”

She hugged her daughter tight as Damon passed her off. Arturius stood not far away, and he stared at Damon with a look of open awe and mild suspicion.

“What are you, lad?” he asked.

“Just an innkeeper.” Damon gave him a serious look. “Come on. There’s no time for this right now.”

Their path took them back onto the main road, which quickly brought them to the market square. It had fared better than much of the rest of the town, though that seemed in part due to the number of mercenaries still actively looting the buildings for whatever could be had.

A group of five mingled outside K and K Essentials, joking and laughing with one another. Damon’s anger rose to his throat as he made his way over. The men saw him coming and began grinning and waving.

“I recognize this fella,” called one of them. “He’s the one who saved her before!”

“You might as well get in line, while you’re here,” laughed another. “We’re giving her a minute before we start up. Too violent with her claws and teeth for us to have much fun so soon after what we did to her father.”

Damon glanced at Arturius, whose expression was cold as ice. They moved at the same time, slamming into the men with their weapons before most of them could react. It was a blur of rushing sword strikes, screams, and spilled blood. It was over fast.

“You should check on Keiza,” said Arturius. “I’ll hold down the street.”

Damon nodded and hurried into the general store. He didn’t have to search to find her. She was on her knees, head bowed over Kemren’s bloody body. The sight was so heart-wrenching that for a good minute, all Damon could do was stand there, numb and wordless.

“Keiza…” he finally said. “I’m so sorry.”

He wondered if he was apologizing simply to say something, or because he truly felt as though he needed to. He’d instigated this attack, if not through being unable to pay Doogle the inn’s taxes, then by striking a blow against the bastard’s pride when he’d saved Keiza.

He set a hand on her shoulder. She didn’t react to his touch. Damon waited for another minute before gently taking her by the hand and leading her out the door. It was too dangerous for her to stay where she was with the way the buildings were burning.

“Arturius,” said Damon. “Can you get her to safety?”

He tried to pass Keiza’s hand over to the older man, but she wouldn’t let go of him. There was something absent from her expression that made his heart feel as if it was being shredded from the inside out. She wasn’t there, wasn’t seeing or experiencing the moment.

“Damon!” shouted Kastet.

He could only glare at her for the name slip as she caught up to him, panting and holding a comically small kitchen knife out in front of her. Damon quickly shifted Keiza onto Kastet, pulling himself free of her tight grip.

“You shouldn’t be out here, but since you are, keep her safe,” he 
said. “Get back to the inn if you see an opening.”

“I’m not leaving!” said Kastet. “I need to be a part of this. This attack will have consequences reaching far beyond Azurecliff.”

Damon scowled at her, but there wasn’t time to do anything more. Hoofbeats sounded from farther up the road, to the north. He turned to see Victor Blackseed approaching on horseback, flanked by nearly a dozen men on foot.

The Emperor’s bastard’s face looked gaunt in the firelight, and he flashed an evil smile as he approached their group. The mercenaries with him held their weapons at the ready but made no move to attack.

“The humble innkeeper finally appears,” called Victor. “I had my men working their way through the town from north to south. We would have reached your establishment eventually, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t appreciate you seeking us out of your own initiative.”

“If you want me, here I am.” Damon raised the tip of his sword and pointed it at Blackseed’s chest. “Get off your horse and face me like a man, you murderer.”

Victor barked a laugh and waved a hand through the air. “Hilarious. Do you consider yourself to be a murderer each time you step on an ant, or dispose of a rat? This isn’t the first town I’ve torched as repentance for flaunting its unpaid dues, and I doubt it will be the last.”

“You are a complete fool!” Kastet was the one who spoke up, surprisingly. “I hope you know that your father will hear of this.”

“My father?” said Victor. “You’re deluded if you think any of this will ever reach his ears.”

“You have no idea who I am, do you?” said Kastet. “He’ll not only hear about this, but from someone who I expect he’ll be keen on listening to.”

It was subtle, but her words seemed to give Blackseed pause. He licked his lips and waved a hand at Damon and Arturius. “Kill them 
all.”

Damon was moving before Victor had finished speaking. He cut down the two nearest men with freezing strikes and then pressed the flat of his blade to the horse’s leg. He wasn’t interested in killing the beast, but he didn’t have to. A quick blast of cold was enough to make it rear back and fling the Emperor’s bastard from his saddle.

The other mercenaries rushed forward to defend their leader. Damon struck at one of them, hearing the clang of metal from his left as Arturius parried one of their blows. The press of so many weapons was a threat, regardless of the skill of the men wielding them, and the danger extended to Kastet, who lingered within range behind them.

One of the men landed a bludgeoning strike onto Damon’s left shoulder with a heavy cudgel, and the pain was jarring enough to make him afraid to keep moving the arm. He slashed with his myrblade one handed, buying himself enough space to breathe for a moment.

Arturius grunted as he took a sword slash across the thigh. It wasn’t enough to drop him to one knee, rather, the cut locked him in place, unable to put enough weight on the leg to rush forward or draw back.

Damon attacked a man moving to hit Arturius from behind. His strike was weaker than it should have been, driven only by one arm. He tried to make up for it with his magic, priming the ice enchantment to freeze as the weapon dinged off the chain armor of the man he struck.

It slowed him down, at least. Damon spun, hearing movement behind him. He leapt out of range of the slash of a halberd, but the evasion pushed him into Arturius. The two men stood back to back for a desperate moment, both wounded, both fending off multiple opponents.

Kastet staggered back from a young mercenary with a curved dagger who seemed keener on toying with her than striking a killing blow. Damon gritted his teeth, directing his fury toward his nearest opponents and hoping he could pull off a miracle to make it to her in 
time.

As it turned out, he didn’t have to. A slender figure in a hooded cloak grabbed at the man accosting Kastet and pulled him into the shadows. Lilian had come, after all. Damon wasn’t surprised, given how loyal she was to her princess.

He rolled out his injured shoulder. It was bruised, but still functional. A roar came from his left. Damon ducked on reflex, avoiding another cudgel blow that would have cracked his skull like a walnut shell.

He swung his sword wildly, taking advantage of openings for awkward strikes and momentary opportunities. It wasn’t a beautiful fight. It was violence at its most instinctual, the snapping jaws of a young wolf, a cornered troll flailing its horn.

Damon wasn’t aware of all the men he struck down, not during the fight, not even after the fact. He realized they’d fought the men to a draw when he began seeking out a fresh target and found only mercenaries in retreat.

He spotted Victor Blackseed, sword in hand, sprinting off toward the trees. Arturius set a hand on his shoulder, the wounded one, unfortunately, and squeezed.

“Catch him,” said Arturius, through gritted teeth. “Alive or dead. You go and make him answer for this, lad.”

“There’s only one answer I’ll accept,” said Damon. He took off at a run, marking the spot where the Emperor’s bastard had fled into the forest.


CHAPTER 37

Damon’s pursuit took him into the trees, where only slivers of moonlight illuminated the way forward. He followed more by sound than sight, listening for the cracking of branches underfoot, or just as often, Victor’s muffled swearing.

He had the advantage of following in a partially cleared path, with his quarry doing the work of parting branches and leading the way. Damon gained ground on him quickly, but held back as he neared striking distance, intent on picking his moment.

It came as Victor attempted to loop back around, no doubt in hopes of meeting up with whichever of his men had managed to escape the battle in town. Damon stepped out from behind a tree just as the other man moved into an open clearing. He punched Victor hard in the face and seized him by the throat before he could recover.

“You really are a bastard,” muttered Damon. “You killed good people tonight. It doesn’t matter who you are. There are consequences for doing what you did.”

“Consequences which he’ll no doubt need to repent for.”

Lilian’s voice sounded from behind him, soft but confident. Damon risked a glance over his shoulder as she emerged from the forest, walking so silently that it rebuked the clamor of his own pursuit.

“I seem to recall you agreeing to stay away from Azurecliff,” he said.

“You would have lost against those mercenaries, were it not for my help,” said Lilian. “I killed four of them.”

The moon was fully visible in the sky above the open grass of the clearing. Lilian pulled back her hood, revealing her pale, inhuman face. A ring of blood coated the edge of her mouth, and the only attempt she made at wiping it away was with the occasional small, 
licking motion of her tongue.

“Why are you here?” asked Damon.

“Kastet was in danger. I’m her humble servant and protector.”

“You know what I mean,” said Damon. “Why did you follow me?”

“I was following the prize.” Lilian strode closer, flexing the claws of one hand as she pointed to Damon’s captive. “Victor Blackseed. He’s one of the Emperor’s bastards.”

“I’m aware.”

“Are you?” asked Lilian. “Kastet asked me to bring him to her alive. She seems to think he could be useful.”

Damon couldn’t stop a dark chuckle from escaping his lips. He shifted Victor, still holding him by the neck, but now with the edge of his myrblade pressed against vulnerable flesh.

“It never ends with the two of you, does it?” asked Damon. “Even in the midst of a tragedy, you’re thinking about how to leverage events for your next scheme.”

“Why wouldn’t I think about it?” asked Lilian. “He is the son of Emperor Argenstein, legitimate or not. Aside from Kastet, Argenstein is one of the few people who would benefit from replacing Queen Anise and removing Avarice from power.”

“It’s all just a game to you, to her,” he said. “I wonder if Kastet will even know what to do with her throne once she’s on it.”

“Damon…” An edge of warning and threat entered Lilian’s voice. “Let him go.”

“Too many people died today, Lilian.”

She narrowed her eyes. “So, what then? Will you simply act on impulse and claim it as vengeance? You so often look at me like I’m a monster for being bound to my impulses, only to turn around and do whatever you damn well please. To your friends, your enemies… your family.”

“If you think taking this conversation in that direction is going to 
convince me, you’re sorely mistaken.”

Lilian set her hands on her hips as a gust of wind blew her cloak sideways. “You’re no king, Damon Al-Kendras. You don’t get to mete out judgment.”

“And Kastet is no queen.” He met Lilian’s gaze, unafraid and unwilling to back down. “The people of Azurecliff have been good to me. This man caused too much pain today to be allowed to walk away. I am impulsive, Lilian. You’re absolutely right about that. But at the end of the day, the choices I make are the ones that let me live with myself.”

He drew his myrblade back and thrust it through Victor Blackseed’s chest. He didn’t enjoy killing, and the sense of the Emperor’s bastard twitching and bleeding out on his sword brought him closer to retching than anything resembling fulfilment.

“You’re going to regret what you just did,” said Lilian.

Damon slowly drew his sword out, wiping each side off on Victor’s tunic. “Is that a threat?”

Lilian’s beautiful, inhuman lips turned up into a cold smile. She seemed to dissolve as she moved, quick as she was. Damon caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye, but couldn’t react in time to keep her claws from digging into his shoulder.

He staggered backward, feeling hot blood dripping from the wound, staining the fabric of his torn tunic. Lilian appeared in front of him, near enough to kiss him, if she so chose. Damon spun, lifting his elbow and striking with the point of it.

The blow found only thin air. Lilian was fast, a fact he should have realized after their little bandit-hunting adventure. She took off into the darkness at a speed he hadn’t been able to follow with his feet or his eyes.

Damon stepped forward into the clearing, taking advantage of the open space, if nothing else. He could fend her off as long as he could see her coming. She was unarmed, but that made little difference. She had weapons in her claws and fangs, and a spell of her 
own with her bite.

He turned around, expecting to catch a glimpse of her, but found nothing. He sensed her watching him, even though he couldn’t see her, the weight of her gaze landing on him with a tangible presence.

Damon felt a disturbance on the air to his left. He spun, slashing with his myrblade. Lilian hissed and drew back, and despite himself, Damon hesitated. He saw Lilian clutching her hand to her wrist, which had a small cut across the skin.

She lapped up the blood with her long tongue, dark eyes never looking away from Damon’s face. He smiled at her as though they were flirting in a tavern.

“What else can you do with that tongue?” he asked.

“If you’d been more reasonable, I might have shown you,” whispered Lilian.

She lunged for him, leveraging her intense speed in a straightforward surprise attack. Damon had faced off against opponents faster than himself before, however. He let his body react on impulse, throwing a punch with the hand that held his myrblade instead of attempting to swing it.

The blow caught Lilian hard in the side of her open jaw. Damon felt sharp teeth raking across his knuckles, but still managed to deal the brunt of the damage from the exchange. Lilian screeched in pain as she fell backward. He didn’t let her go far, diving forward to pin her before she could disappear again.

It was a tradeoff. With her so close, his myrblade became less of a help and more of a hindrance. Lilian’s knee slammed up into his stomach. He twisted, pulling her to the ground and falling atop her.

“I feel as though we’ve been here before,” he said as he wrestled her arms down.

Lilian hissed and bared her teeth. “You should have kept your distance.”

She twisted before he could stop her, slamming her fangs into his 
neck. Damon gasped, feeling the expected rush of heady, erotic pleasure. He forced himself to think through the haze, tightening the noose of the trap he’d set.

Drawing from his myrblade’s enchantment and his newest ability, Damon cooled the skin of his neck and his blood to freezing temperatures. He felt Lilian tense with surprise, along with a complete cessation of the seductive effect of her bite. She tried to pull her lips back, pushing against his chest to leverage her frozen lips off his impossibly cold neck.

“I wish you’d believed me back when I told you that you were in over your head,” he said. He pinned her to the ground with his forearm, lifted his myrblade, and held her gaze for several seconds that seemed to stretch on and on.

Slowly, Damon pulled away from her. He stood to his feet and sheathed his sword, still watching her, making her aware of the fact that he could have killed her.

“Do you think this changes anything?” asked Lilian.

“It doesn’t have to,” he said. “We aren’t enemies, Lilian. You’re loyal to a fault. Kastet isn’t going to hold Victor Blackseed’s death against me.”

“She wanted him alive.”

“She doesn’t know what she wants,” said Damon.

He reached a hand down and pulled Lilian to her feet. She glared at him, and strangely, the expression felt muted, almost childish, even with her dark, inhuman eyes.

“You aren’t Kastet’s monster, Lilian,” he said. “You’re her friend. Start acting like it. Quit letting her boss you around so much.”

“I could have her under my spell, if I wanted,” said Lilian. “She craves my bite. She offers herself up for me to feed off.”

“Because she’s your friend, you dolt,” he said. “She might make bad decisions at times, but she’s as disciplined as they come in terms of her goals.”

He walked over to Victor Blackseed’s body and patted down the pockets, eventually finding a half-full coin purse. There was probably more money hidden somewhere within the bastard’s campsite, though Damon had little doubt that the mercenaries who escaped Azurecliff would loot it long before he’d have a chance to take it.

“What is it that you want?” asked Lilian.

“Do you really have to ask that?” He tucked the coin purse away and rubbed at the scratches on his shoulder. “Shouldn’t it be obvious by now?”

Lilian was silent for a moment. She turned as though to head back into the forest, glancing back at him at the last second.

“Your family is lucky to have you,” she said.


CHAPTER 38

Azurecliff was still thick with smoke when Damon arrived back, despite the majority of fires having been contained. The town was in ruins, with numerous buildings burned beyond repair, bodies laid out in lines along the street, survivors grouped together around their wounded and lost loved ones.

Taking in the tragedy, Damon felt as out of place as he had on his first arrival to the area. He wanted to help, but he didn’t know how to start or where he was needed. The fighting was done, and that was the part he was most comfortable with, as damning as it was to admit that about himself.

“Anders,” called Arturius. “Over here.”

He waved Damon over to where he and Doogle oversaw a group of men and women carrying the wounded into Melnicka’s bunkhouse. Damon hurried over, feeling conspicuous with his sword at his hip. Arturius had seen him use his myrblade’s enchantment, signs of which were still obvious on him with his burned clothing and hair.

“What can I do to help?” he asked.

Doogle and Arturius shared a glance that seemed too guarded on both sides.

“You’ve done enough already,” said Doogle.

Arturius cleared his throat. “What he means to say is that you’d be best suited to checking on your own family, as of now. Head back to the inn. I didn’t see any of the bastard’s men heading off that way, but best to check in and be certain.”

Damon nodded slowly. “I’ll do that. Is there anyone in need of a room for the night? There must be at least a few lacking for a bed, given how much damage those fools caused.”

“We talked about that a bit,” said Arturius. “We’ve already started shuffling folks around. Best if you keep your rooms empty to 
rent to those who will be coming in the aftermath. We’ll need places for the merchants, healers, and workers to bed down if we’re ever to get back on the path to restoring our town.”

“True enough.” He waited a moment longer, sensing a distinct tension between himself, Doogle, and Arturius. There wasn’t anything he could do to dispel it, however, and they had a point about him checking on the others.

He hurried through Azurecliff, all but holding his breath as he left the town along the road to the south and saw The Rosewood Inn come into view. There was no smoke or fire, and as far as he could tell, no other signs of struggle or forced entry.

Still, he couldn’t keep himself from expecting the worst as he opened the door. Malon and Keiza were seated in the common room, at the table nearest the hearth. Malon stood up and went to him, fast footsteps betraying her worry.

“Solas,” she whispered as she pulled him into a tight hug.

“The town is safe now,” he said. It was the truth, if a bare one. “The Emperor’s bastard is dead, and his men were driven off.”

“You did well.” She kissed his cheek and pulled back a bit, holding him by the shoulders. “Your hair… What happened?”

She touched singed locks where the fire had burned him before he’d broken Myr’s second chain. Damon covered her hand with his, unable to contain his mirth.

“The fire thought I needed a haircut,” he said.

“You certainly do now.” Malon smiled, but the expression was fleeting, almost haunted. Damon couldn’t look at her like that, so he glanced around the inn, instead.

“Where’s Kain?” he asked.

“He left shortly after dropping Keiza off.” Malon’s gaze turned toward the other woman in the room. Keiza was still seated at the table, head bowed, posture broken.

“That’s not unexpected,” said Damon. “I had a few words with 
Lilian. I don’t think we’re seeing eye to eye anymore.”

He made his way over to Keiza and sat down across from her. Reaching over the table, he gently set one of his hands atop hers.

“Hey,” he said. “How are you holding up?”

She looked up, but her gaze seemed to go through him, off into the distance.

“She hasn’t said anything yet,” said Malon. “I tried to bring her up to one of the beds, but she wanted to stay down here.”

“You should rest, Keiza,” said Damon. “Sleep would do you good. You don’t need to deal with all of this tonight.”

He took her fingers into his and gently led her to her feet. She didn’t resist as he slowly brought her toward the stairs. It was Malon who came around to stand in front of Damon, her expression finally giving in to the flicker of despair he’d seen earlier.

“Solas,” she said. “Seta… still hasn’t woken up.”

Vel. His concerns had shifted away from her in his rush to defend the town, but his aesta’s clearly hadn’t. His tired heart pounded with fresh aches as he recognized the redness around the edges of her eyes.

“She will,” he said. “She’s likely just tired. Using her power as she did must have drained her.”

Malon didn’t say anything. Damon continued leading Keiza up the stairs, taking his time as she hesitated with each and every step. They found a room for her with a fresh bed, and Damon waited in the hallway while Malon helped her into it.

“Solas,” said Malon. “Were the men… rough with her?”

Damon grimaced as he realized that he still hadn’t told her everything. “They didn’t touch her, as far as I can tell. Her father… Kemren… He wasn’t so lucky.”

Malon nodded slowly. It was all too much, hardship upon hardship. They’d come to know Azurecliff better than some of its own residents in their short time in the area, and they knew as well 
as anyone what the loss of someone like Kemren would mean for the town’s people.

He turned and looked toward the door to Vel’s room. It was partially open, and he could see her lying in bed, asleep to the world. He walked in and sat down next to her, confirming her breath as he watched her chest rise and fall.

“I’m… so sorry,” said Malon, voice cracking. “I’m not yet certain what can be done for her.”

“She just looks like she’s sleeping.” He reached out and gently smoothed a few strands of hair back from her forehead. “Vel. Wake up. Velanor.”

He shook her shoulder gently, and then a little harder. He felt emotion thick in his throat, lumpy and painful. He’d been so reckless in going along with Kastet’s idea.

“Vel!” he said. He shook her more forcefully. “Wake up! Quit playing around!”

“Solas…” Malon set a hand on his shoulder, gently attempting to draw him back.

“Come on, Vel!” he shouted. “Please!”

He shook her harder, almost throttling her against her pillow. Her blonde hair shook out in a messy sprawl. Her eyes stayed closed, and she didn’t so much as groan in her sleep.

“Enough, solas!” Malon’s fingers dug deep into his shoulder. “It isn’t your fault. It’s… it’s mine.”

She pulled him out of Vel’s room, taking the lantern with her, and down into the common room. Damon was full of useless energy. He got them each a mug from behind the bar and poured two beers. Malon sat down at one of the stools like a patron come to rest after a trying day.

“It isn’t anyone’s fault,” he said, replying to her earlier words.

“No…” said Malon. “You don’t understand. I did this, not just what’s happened to seta, but…”

She looked out the window. Azurecliff was only visible as a few dots of lantern light and illuminated windows in the distance. Fewer than usual, after all that had happened.

“What are you talking about?” asked Damon.

“It was me. I waited too long.”

Damon pushed one of the mugs toward her and took a sip of his own. “What do you mean?”

“When I first saw the smoke and fires in Azurecliff, the two of you were still immersed in seta’s dreamspelling,” said Malon. “I had the opportunity to wake you then. If I had, you could have helped defend the town, and seta never would have been exposed to any danger. But instead, I waited, in my own selfish hope that you could end Queen Anise’s life and ensure our family’s safety. It was my decision that destroyed Azurecliff and hurt seta.”

“Aesta, you couldn’t have known,” he said, taking her hand. “You did what you thought best. There’s no guarantee that you even could have woken us up.”

She didn’t seem to hear him. Damon waited, not knowing what to do other than be there for her.

“I so badly wished for this to be the turning point,” she whispered. “For us to have a real chance at making this new life work. I had these ideas of you settling down with a pretty wife, perhaps even Keiza, and Vel and Ria finding happiness and contentment. I gambled on my hopes for you, and I lost, and now—”

“I need a haircut,” said Damon.

“What?”

“Wasn’t there a pair of cutting shears hanging up in the kitchen?” he asked.

He went back to find them before she could answer, returning with them in hand. Malon looked at him oddly as he made a show of blindly grabbing a clump of his hair and bringing the sheers up to cut at it.

“Oh, solas,” she sighed. “Have a seat on one of the stools.”


CHAPTER 39

Damon took his beer with him as he came around to the other side of the bar, sitting on a stool that Malon had positioned in an empty section of floor. She’d changed into her nightgown, and Damon inhaled her clean, feminine smell as she circled around him, taking in the damage to his hair.

“It’s going to be shorter than you usually wear it,” she said.

“I’ll manage,” he replied.

“I’m not sure I can get it completely even on the side.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Parts of it are still—”

“Aesta. It’ll be fine.”

He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her into a hug. He was still sitting down on the stool, which put him just about at eye level with her bosom. He couldn’t resist burying his face in her breasts, despite the otherwise tender ambience of the moment.

“Comfortable?” she asked, voice amused.

“Mmm… very.”

She ran a hand through his singed hair and kissed him on the forehead. “Hold your head still. It’ll end up being pointless if you move. Your hair will look even worse than it did to start.”

“I’m holding still,” he said.

He straightened his back and waited while she made another circle around him, examining the damage. Neither of them said anything, and a deep sense of tranquility filled the silence as she began to carefully slide the sheers into place and cut strands of hair from his head.

Each touch of the metal and her fingers sent a chill through him. She leaned forward, and her breath tickled his neck and the side of 
his ear. She made small, thoughtful noises, as though finding the perfect new haircut for him was a puzzle worthy of her attention.

“You used to have such long hair,” whispered Malon. “You’d go a year without letting me cut it when you were young.”

“I struggled to sit still for anything back then.”

“I’d be lying if I claimed that this wasn’t easier than the trims I gave you back then.” Malon came around to his front, leaning forward as she trimmed the locks over his forehead.

It felt strange to look at her and see the care and concentration she put into her work written so clearly across her face. It was just a haircut, but she made it seem so careful and exact. As though she was putting the finishing touches on a painting, every movement and adjustment was thoughtful and full of purpose.

“There,” she whispered, with a small, genuine smile. She dusted the hair off his head with a few tender sweeps of her hand and then tried to do the same for his shoulders. The action drew her attention to the scrape Lilian had left on him, and she scrunched her face in concern.

“It’s nothing,” he said. “Just a few small scratches.”

“All the same, I should clean it for you,” she said. “Take your shirt off.”

Damon hesitated, not wanting to impose on her any further than he already had. Malon set her hands on her hips and looked at him sternly.

“Solas. Take off your shirt.”

He sighed. “Now this truly feels as though I’m back to being a boy.”

He took his tunic off and tossed it onto the floor. Malon gave him an exasperated shake of the head, picked up the discarded garment, and set it on one of the tables.

“Bring that down to the basement and throw it in the wash pile, after,” she said.

She disappeared into the kitchen, returning with a clean bandage and a bowl of water. Damon patiently waited, wincing a few times, as she cleaned and dressed his shoulder.

“There,” she said. “All better?”

“All better.” He set his hands on her hips and pulled her into him. “Thank you, aesta.”

He kissed her on the cheek. There was an urge within him to do more, but he was so tired, emotionally as much as physically. Malon pulled him into a loving hug, running her hand over his recently cut hair and exhaling softly.

“We’ll make it through this,” she whispered.

“We will.”

***

Damon slept fitfully in his own bed. His dreams were haunted by the memories of his dreamspelling adventure with Vel, reliving both the excitement of bedding a queen and fighting as Aldric, and the horror of watching Jilou’s head hit the floor.

It was early when he arose, and he didn’t head downstairs. Instead, he went to Vel’s room, first sitting at her side, and then climbing into her bed to lie next to her. He gently caressed her forehead and cheek, trying to take comfort in her steady breathing. She wasn’t dead, she was just sleeping. She would wake up eventually.

She had to.

Damon headed downstairs with the expectation of an empty inn. Keiza was in the kitchen, cooking breakfast, which was an encouraging sign. He stood in the doorway of the partition, watching as she silently worked a pot of porridge over the fire.

“You didn’t have to do that,” he said.

She looked up at him, and though she didn’t smile, there was more awareness in her expression than there had been the day before.

“Let me get you some water,” said Damon.

He left and returned with a cup for each of them. Keiza accepted hers wordlessly, still watching the pot as she took a sip.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t imagine what you must be going through right now. You can stay here at the inn for as long as you need. My aesta and I will help you get back on your feet.”

Still, she said nothing. Whether it was the lingering shock of what she’d experienced, or a deeper emotional wound, Damon had no idea. He stood where he was, sharing the silence, being there for her, if only to be present.

He found himself missing Ria fiercely, for reasons he couldn’t quite articulate. She would have been able to make a difference in protecting the town. Her confidence and spirit were something he’d come to take for granted, only obvious in the shadow left by their absence.

Malon made her way downstairs. She was smiling, but the expression was weary on her face. Damon suspected she’d fared as poorly as he had in getting sleep the previous night.

“Morning, aesta,” he said.

“Good morning, solas.” She looked from him to Keiza, a trace of uncertainty stealing onto her face.

Damon had given up any pretense of hiding his identity to Keiza. She’d all but guessed whom he was even before the action of the previous night. It was a secondary concern after what she’d been through—after what they’d all been through.

“Keiza is making breakfast,” he said.

“Why don’t I see if I can help?” suggested Malon.

Damon stepped back from the kitchen, giving Malon space to step by him. He took a seat at one of the tables, and a few minutes 
later, they were all settled in with bowls of porridge and cups of tea.

“I managed to get seta to drink,” said Malon. “Just a few sips of water, but it was still a reassuring sight. I’ll bring some porridge up after and see if she’ll eat a few bites.”

“That’s good!” said Damon. “They fed Jilou in a similar fashion. She was bedridden. It’s why she was never openly spoken of as a princess. She…”

He trailed off, fighting a sudden tightness in his throat.

“She’ll wake up, solas,” whispered Malon. “We’ll be here for her when she does.”

Damon nodded and cleared his throat. “I thought I’d head into town at first light. See where I can help out. Keiza, you can come along, if you’d like.”

Keiza didn’t look up from her bowl, but she did give a small, almost imperceptible shake of her head.

“I could grab anything you need, as well, if you’d prefer to stay,” he said. “Clothes from your house or anything else.”

She didn’t say anything, but she did give him a small, seemingly reassuring smile. Damon contented himself with the silence as they continued their meal.


CHAPTER 40

Damon set off as soon as they finished eating, taking care to kiss both Malon and Vel goodbye. In the early morning light, Azurecliff looked worse off than it had the night before. Even the buildings which had escaped total destruction had at least some fire damage, lending the town a sense of looming abandonment.

There was work to take care of everywhere he looked. He spent a few hours helping townsfolk clear their remaining possessions out of destroyed ruins that had once been their homes. Damon was quick to let them know that if they needed food, a place to sleep, anything, they could simply show up at the inn. It said much about how the people of Azurecliff pulled together that near everyone he spoke to was already taken care of.

Damon didn’t encounter Doogle or Arturius, who both seemed to be in charge of coordinating the overall effort. He joined a few teenagers in chopping firewood as the afternoon drifted on, hearing that there would be a funeral pyre for Azurecliff’s dead. The bodies of Victor Blackseed’s mercenary company were already being tossed over Rovahn’s Falls without ceremony.

He finally spotted Arturius and jogged into Azurecliff’s market square to see if he needed anything. The old soldier gave him an odd smile and immediately clapped a hand on his shoulder, leading him into one of the alleyways running in between two fire-scorched buildings.

“Been looking for you, lad,” said Arturius.

“I’ve been around,” he said. “There’s enough work here to keep anyone busy.”

“That there is. Your family is alright, I take it?”

“My mother is fine. Heather is still out of town. Violet… ah, she’s sick right now. It’s not related to the attack on the town. She’ll get well soon.”

Arturius let out a long sigh. “I’m sorry to hear that. She’s a strong lass, though. Listen, Anders…”

He stopped walking, turning his gaze down to the ground for a moment before folding his arms and looking at Damon seriously.

“Lad, if you’ve got somewhere else to be, I think you should go be there,” said Arturius. “As soon as possible, if you catch my meaning.”

“I’m… not sure I do. It’s as I said, Arturius. My sister is sick. Bedridden sick. We couldn’t travel right now if we wanted to.”

“I’m not speaking of your whole family,” said Arturius. “Just you. True Divine, this is far from a conversation I would prefer to be having, and not with you, of all people. You fought alongside me to save the town last night.”

Damon furrowed his brow. He glanced about to make sure they weren’t being overheard before leaning in to speak more quietly. “Give it to me plain, Arturius. What are you talking about?”

“I think you know what I’m talking about. Doogle knows, too. Others, maybe, or they will soon, at least. Not sure how many caught sight of your fighting style
 last night.”

Damon’s blood went cold. He ran a hand through his hair, shaking his head.

“I’ll talk to Doogle,” he said. “I’ll figure something out.”

“Anders…” Arturius grabbed him by the elbow as he started to walk away. “Please. Don’t do anything rash. You’re a good man. Keep it that way.”

He let Damon go, and those ominous words echoed in his head as he crossed the ash-strewn grass toward the town office. Doogle was at his desk, and he looked as though he’d been expecting him. Damon took a seat and waited, knowing it was pointless to say anything.

“Victor Blackseed gave me a sketch of a wanted man before the fighting broke out,” said Doogle.

He pulled out a piece of parchment from a compartment and slid 
it across his desk. It was a fairly artful depiction, including not just the general details of Damon’s face, but a surprisingly accurate sketch of his myrblade.

“One hundred gold for proof of death or capture,” he read, with a whistle. “That’s an insane amount of coin. Was this why Blackseed attacked the town?”

“One of the reasons,” said Doogle. “But not the only one. All the blather he said about the taxes coming up short was… actually true. Not just from you and the inn, but others, people who simply didn’t have the money to pay.”

Damon bit his lip near hard enough to draw blood as he considered his options—or his lack of options. “A hundred gold is a lot of money.”

“It could do a lot for this town right now, yes,” said Doogle. “But if I were going to collect on it, we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now. It’s the fact that someone will show up to collect on it, Andy. And when they do… we can’t be seen as having aided or hidden you.”

“Doogle.” Damon shook his head slowly. “Look, I’ll go. But my family, at the inn… They can’t run with me! It wouldn’t work. There’s just no way.”

“They can stay. I’m not looking to ask the obvious questions that arise from you not being who you say you are. Leah and Violet and Kain… They’re all good people, as far as I see it.”

“Thank you.” Damon let out a breath, feeling as though at least he could see a path forward. “I’ll leave later tonight.”

“Do you have somewhere to go?” asked Doogle.

“Sure. I figure I’ll go turn myself in and collect the reward.”

Doogle laughed at that, and Damon spared himself a smile.

“It’s been good knowing you,” he said.

“You as well, Anders Rosewood.”

They shook hands, and Damon left.


CHAPTER 41

There were a few patrons awaiting Damon back at the inn, though not as many as he would have expected. He took over the bar from Malon, flashing her a smile and kissing her on the cheek.

The town was in no shape for him to be charging full price for food and ale. Damon took only what he thought each person could afford, making it clear that they should send his way anyone lacking dinner or a warm place to sleep.

They took in a young teenage girl who’d lost her mother in one of the fires, along with a pair of brothers, the oldest of whom was no more than thirteen or fourteen. Damon waited in the common room long after the last patron had departed, polishing glasses and trying to figure out what do.

He knew that he had to leave, and he would. How to go about it was an entirely different problem.

Malon made her way downstairs with slow, soft steps. She’d changed out of her day clothes into her nightgown, though she still had her hair braided. Her feet were bare, a small fact which underlined how safe and homely the inn’s interior had become for them. Damon still remembered when they’d first found it and broken into it in the middle of a storm, dust and cobwebs everywhere.

“I put our guests to bed,” she said. “Olivia, the girl, seemed happy just to have a warm bed to sleep in. The two brothers, Marcos and Keena, refused to take separate rooms. Keiza’s bringing them extra sheets and pillows in case they decide the bed is too crowded.”

“No surprise that they don’t want to be split up, after what they’ve been through,” said Damon.

“Have you eaten already?”

“Yeah,” he said, with a quick nod. “I snuck a bowl of soup earlier.”

Several bowls. He was acutely aware of how much harder leaving 
would be if he attempted it on a less than full stomach.

“I was going to head up and say goodnight to Vel,” said Malon. “I think she may be able to hear us, sometimes, even if she is asleep.”

“I’ll meet you up there in a few minutes.”

“Take your time.” She smiled at him and leaned forward across the bar. Damon cupped her cheek and kissed her gently, chastely, on the lips.

He waited until he heard her footsteps fade before taking out his traveling pack from underneath the counter and beginning a second round of preparations. He had no interest in taking more food with him than he’d need for three days, at most.

There was no way to get around the fact that he’d need at least some money, but he left a note detailing the treasure he’d sent by courier while in Aldric’s body. Malon would be capable of finding it, and it was more than enough to keep the inn financially solvent for months, if not a full year.

He made a quick trip down into the basement to snag a clean change of clothes. Malon had found time to wash his best tunic and leggings, a convenience Damon knew he’d miss dearly on his own. He couldn’t resist bringing the clothing to his nose to steal a smell of her familiar wash soap before stuffing the garments away.

“It’s going to be alright, you know?” whispered Myr. “You’ll see her again, along with Vel and Ria.”

“I know,” he whispered.

He filled up his water skin while he was downstairs and headed back up through the common room. Running through the list of essentials in his head, he realized that he had everything he needed. He could leave, walk out the door and into the night, off toward whatever adventure awaited him next.

Damon stood in the common room for what felt like an hour, simultaneously restless and frozen in place. He set down his traveling pack and sword and slowly made his way back upstairs.

He found Malon in Vel’s room. The two women were asleep together on the bed, although only one of them was liable to wake up at the sound of his footsteps. He didn’t enter the room, unwilling to risk what he knew would be a confrontation if his aesta discovered his plan.

“I love you, Vel,” he whispered. “I love you, aesta. I hope you both understand. Someday, I’ll be back. I promise.”

He knew the inn well enough to avoid the creaky stairs on his way back down to the common room. He poured himself a mug of ale and downed it, as much for the feeling of warmth it would bring against the late autumn chill as to steel his nerves.

“Solas.”

He flinched, turning around slowly, and tried to act innocent. “Aesta.”

“Where do you think you’re going?” she asked, eyeing his traveling pack.

“I don’t know,” he answered honestly.

She shook her head, walking toward the bar slowly, looking so serenely sad. “Why?”

“Doogle and Arturius know who I am.”

“Then I’ll speak with them,” she said.

“It isn’t that simple!” Emotions that Damon had been actively managing all day spilled out in his voice. “You can’t shield me from this, aesta. But maybe, just maybe… I can shield you and Vel.”

“We’re all in this together, solas,” she said. She leaned over the bar counter, taking one of his hands in between hers. “You and me. Vel and Ria. We’re a family.”

“You know as well as I do that it would be impossible to travel with Vel right now. Until she recovers, you need a place like this. Here at the inn, you can take care of her. With Keiza’s help, you could even keep admitting patrons and have a steady income.”

“Stop talking like this.” Her fingers dug into his palm and 
knuckles. “Please.”

“I have to go.” Damon came around to the other side of the bar, shaking his head as he turned his shoulders toward the door.

“You don’t,” said Malon. She grabbed him again, this time by the sleeve. “You need to stay.”

“I’m not a boy anymore, aesta. As simple of a thing as it is to say, it’s what you’ve been missing, on a certain level.”

“Perhaps you aren’t a boy, but you are still so young. So much younger than you think you are.”

“I’m old enough to do what’s right,” he said. “Goodbye, aesta. I love you.”

He pulled his shirt loose of her and started to reach for his traveling pack and sword. Malon’s eyes flashed with red light. Damon gaped at her, turning to look over his shoulder at a freshly created barrier of crimson power blocking off the door.

“That’s your move, then?” He spun back toward her, narrowing his eyes. “You’re going to use your magic to stop me?”

“If I must,” she replied. She’d let her hair down while lying next to Vel, and the crimson light emanating from her barrier made it look like red silk against the setting sun.

“Do you think I want to leave?” He took a step forward, refusing to back down. “Do you really think in the depths of my heart that I want to be anywhere other than here, at your side, and at Vel’s?”

“You’ve done a considerable job across these past few months of distorting what you want.”

“Oh, yes, because you’ve been so clear about your own feelings.”

“Mind yourself, solas.”

“Is that coming from my aesta, or Lascivious’s crest sorceress?”

Malon jutted her chin out, drawing closer to him. “Watch your tongue.”

He didn’t look away, not even for a second. “Or what?”

“Or…” Malon seemed to search for the right words for a moment. Damon took full advantage.

He kissed her on the lips, drawn into her by a force greater than either of their separate wills. Malon’s body moved against his as though she’d been expecting it, tongue dancing to greet his even as Damon felt her hands drawing up to press against his chest as a bulwark against further passion.

It felt so strange to kiss her like this, as though his mind couldn’t decide whether she was a woman or his aesta. His cock was well on its way to a conclusion. He felt it stiffening at a sprint as he pulled her into him by the hips, grinding himself into her soft body.

He kissed her neck. He moved her, guiding her toward the table. He felt her flinch as her butt banged against it. He cupped her cheek and gave her a deep kiss, his free hand roving over her body, groping her ass. His fingers settled on her thigh from there, probing inward and urging her legs open.

He felt her body stiffen defensively. Shamefully, Damon didn’t stop right away, his hands and lips still searching for contact even as his tiny aesta gave his chest a firm, resolved push. He took a breath and forced control into his muscles, blood pounding in his head, in his cock.

“Solas,” she said, breathlessly. “Our emotions are all over the place. This isn’t appropriate.”

“Kiss me.”

She did, though only at the insistence of Damon’s lips. He felt the conflict in her body, caught between relaxing into him and curling away. He kissed her neck and cupped her butt again, lifting her up to sit on the table with his strong arms.

“Mmm… solas.” She turned her head up, trying to hide her flushed cheeks. “I just used my magic. Vel and Keiza and our patrons are upstairs. This… here… right now, it isn’t—”

“Right now, aesta.” He touched her chin, turning her gaze down to meet his. “Right here, and right now.”

A tiny, reflexive moan escaped her lips. Damon kissed her aggressively, feeling the beast take over again as he pressed against her. He lifted her up from the table, only to set her down again as his hands continued roving, her butt settling against the wood with a slight creaking noise.

He was moving too fast, even for himself. He undid the drawstring of his trousers, pulling them down and stepping out of them. He tossed off his shirt. Malon’s hands shot toward his bare chest as though drawn by a spell, but she seemed caught between pushing him away and gently rubbing his pectoral muscles.

“Oh, solas,” she whispered.

He kissed her again, leaning over her, bending her back and spreading her legs. His cock was still contained by his undershorts, but his body didn’t seem to acknowledge or care. He probed into her with his lust, his stiff tool driving the outer fabric of their underwear together. Malon’s arm swung out sideways, knocking into his traveling pack, which fell to the floor.

“Your bag!” she said, with genuine concern. “Are… are you sure you have everything you need?”

She slid away from him, setting her feet back down on the floor and bending over to put one of the tent stakes that had fallen out back into place. Damon watched her nightgown ride up across her plump buttocks.

“Just about.” He slid his hands up her legs, took hold of her girlshorts, and firmly pulled them down. Malon stepped out of them with dreamy, unconscious movements, glancing toward the stairs.

“You made sure to bring an extra towel cloth?” she asked.

“Uh-huh.” He came up behind her, kissing her neck and sliding his hands up her body to cup her breasts. She wasn’t wearing a half-shirt, and he could feel the points of her nipples through her nightgown.

“And you… brought the small cookpot?” she asked.

“It’s in there, aesta,” he whispered, his fingers shifting under the 
hem of her gown, sliding across her naked thigh.

Malon cleared her throat. “Always remember to check your campsite. You can’t be sleeping just anywhere.”

“I’ll make sure to bed down appropriately, aesta.”

Hs fingers dragged over the lips of her womanhood, and then spread it open. Malon’s back arched as he began teasing and exploring. He felt her wetness and couldn’t take it, couldn’t bear it, for even a second longer. He wrapped a firm arm around her stomach, kissed her on the back of the head, and began shifting down to the floor.

“It’s going to be hard, you know?” she whispered.

“I know.” Damon pulled his undershorts down.

“Harder than you realize, I think.” She reached her hand up, absently touching and taking the measure of his thick cock. “Promise me you’ll find your way back?”

“I promise.” He leaned forward over her, gently easing between her thighs. Malon sighed and reached her hands out, cupping his cheeks from both sides. She pulled him in for a kiss. Damon did the rest.

He pressed his cock against her womanhood, easing it in, slowly, and then more aggressively. Malon’s reaction was as pronounced as though he’d stabbed her, with pleasure in the place of pain. She ran her hand through his hair, buried her face in his shoulder, body curling and writhing in ecstasy.

“True Divine,” he muttered. “Aesta…”

He pulled one of the straps of her nightgown down, lewdly exposing one of her breasts. He palmed it, squeezing his fingers into the wonderful, erotic plumpness of her chest. He pumped his cock into her again, and again. Faster each time. Harder each time.

He looked at her face and nearly came prematurely from the nature of the expression she showed him. She bit her lip. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes fluttering, and soft, breathy moans continued 
to leak out, despite her obvious attempts to contain them.

“Aesta!” he shouted. He pinned one of her arms down in a needless display of dominance. Malon found his fingers and threaded hers through his. Damon pumped into her at a desperate, constant pace, falling into the moment like a boulder tumbling down a hill.

“Oh, solas!” She lifted her hips higher, legs falling sideways at submissive, forgotten angles. “Oh… oh… oh!”

“It feels so good,” he muttered. He pulled her into him as he thrust, shifting her body with enough force to mess up her hair across the wooden floorboards. “True Divine, aesta. You’re the best.”

“Don’t…” Her words were breathy, syllables shaky and erotically pitched. “Don’t say such things, solas.”

“All the men stare at you,” he said. “You’re more seductive clothed than most women are naked.”

“Solas, what did I just… oh… what did I say?”

He pressed his chest down over her and clutched at her hair with one hand, pulling her head back to give himself an opening to kiss and suck on her neck.

“You’re so tight and hot,” he muttered. “I can barely stand it!”

Her next complaint came out as a muffled whimper as Damon speared into her with the energy of a young, horny man.

“Oh!” she finally managed. “It’s… too much!”

“Take it, aesta!” he growled. “Take it all.”

“Solas!”

Her tone had an edge to it this time, the same snap she always used when she meant business. Damon couldn’t have stopped himself if he’d wanted to, but he did hesitate, for an instant. She brought her hand up and gently caressed his cheek with her thumb.

“You’re being too aggressive,” she said, gently. “You can’t say such things to me.”

Part of him wanted to argue that point, but her smile was so gentle that he couldn’t help but feel a little ashamed of his own horniness.

“Take a breath,” she said. “You’ll enjoy yourself more.”

“Trust me, I’m already enjoying myself.”

He started to thrust again. Malon set her hand on his chest and pulled her thighs together. It was a cruel power play, but he couldn’t bring himself to push past it, not against those loving eyes and that gentle smile.

Slowly, and with lots of kisses, Malon guided him onto his back. She lay next to him on the hard wooden floorboards, still warm from the hearth’s heat. She traced the muscles of his chest and stomach, fingers dipping low to draw an invisible line across his crotch, just above his hard member.

“You’ve grown so much,” she whispered. “You have a man’s body, solas.”

“A man’s body, and a man’s needs.” He rubbed his thumb across her lips and took a possessive hold of the side of her face. She flashed him a teasing smile, ignoring the less than subtle way he urged her mouth toward his prick.

“Promise me that you’ll keep your guard up while you’re on the road?” she asked.

“I promise.” He flexed his hips, pushing his cock toward her luscious lips. Malon was quick on the defense, turning to let his member prod into her cheek, instead.

“I mean around women, as much as men,” she said. “You don’t always think with your head.”

“I won’t deny that,” he said. “You should help me clear my head before I set out.”

“Remember to use your new name,” she continued. “You’ve developed a bit of a reputation.”

“Aesta…” he said, sighing petulantly.

“And remember to—”

He gripped a fistful of her hair and interrupted her with his cock, pressing it against and then into her mouth. She glared at him, but shuddered as he tightened his grip and began guiding her head forward and back, lips sliding, cheeks sucking.

“I won’t forget,” he said. “I have a good memory, aesta. I still remember this… the first time you sucked my cock. The thing you can do with your tongue.”

She forcefully pulled her head back, face reddening as his cock continued to throb inches away from her lips. She met his gaze, and her eyes took on an interesting gleam.

“I came up with that for you, solas,” she whispered. “It’s only for you.”

Her words echoed in his head as she kissed the tip of his member, and then slowly began to suck. The pleasure was wicked, unreal by half. Damon bucked to meet each downward bob of her head at first, but was soon completely overwhelmed by the pleasure. It was all he could do to lie back and let his muscles tense and jerk of their own accord as his aesta sucked him off.

It was absolute bliss, absolute perfection. And she was doing it because she loved him. She did it all out of such a deep, sincere love, pushing through the shame and wrongness to arrive at where they’d been all along. Devoted to each other. He was her solas, and she was taking care of him.

He felt her tongue move and do the
 thing
, and he had to bite his lip to keep from roaring out his pleasure. He came so hard that it was almost painful, blasting his seed into her mouth with a rude amount of force.

She lovingly rubbed his chest and stomach as he came, moving from pleasuring him to simply cleaning up the mess he’d made. A small trickle oozed out down her chin. She wiped it off with a finger and, smirking at him, wiped that finger on her nightgown.

She cuddled up beside him on the floor, her hand still rubbing his 
chest, sliding low to briefly caress his manhood. “You’re still hard, solas. Come with me. Come to bed.”

“If I do, I won’t leave tonight, that’s for sure. I won’t leave at all. Is this why you let me take you like this? So near to having all of you?”

“No. I let you have me because I love you. Far more than what’s appropriate.”

“I love you too, aesta,” he said. “So deeply it hurts. If I stayed here, at the inn, I have no doubt that you’d fight to protect me, if it came to it. I can’t have that. We
, you, and I, and Vel, and Ria, can’t have that.”

Malon sighed. She shifted her head onto his shoulder, sliding her hand up to caress the line of his chin and the small patch of stubble underneath his lower lip.

“What am I ever going to do with you, solas?” she whispered. “It almost makes sense, of a sort, for you to leave now. With all that’s going on, with all that’s happened, both in the world and… between us.”

“What do you mean by that?”

She sat up, eyes dreamy, but also sad, as she stared at him. “You’ve opened yourself up for so much pain without realizing it or intending to. You’re so strong and courageous and sharp… and so tragically naïve.”

“Aesta…” He wanted to deny it, but the accusation didn’t sting. Not exactly. Not from her. “I’m not leaving for good. I just can’t be here right now. I can still help. I’ll search for more information about Vel’s condition. Someone must know something. There is a way to wake her up.”

“That would be a noble objective,” said Malon. “Consider seeking out Ria if you need help. She’ll likely still be with Sharika and may have ideas of her own. And don’t forget to take the amethyst dreamspell amulet with you. I may need to reach out if the situation changes.”

“I’ll wear it to sleep every night.”

Malon seemed to fight against a smile at that. She rose to her feet and began picking up his clothing and passing it to him. She helped him with his shirt and put on his sword belt for him, carefully adjusting the fit with loving arms.

“Take care, solas,” she said. “I love you.”

“I love you, just the same.” He brushed her hair back and kissed her once on the cheek and once on the lips.

Damon took one last look at The Rosewood Inn’s common room before setting a hand on his myrblade’s hilt and disappearing into the night.

THE END

Hey! If you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s really a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about by books as soon as they’re published, click here
 to sign up for my mailing list. For questions, comments, and general feedback, shoot me an email at anyamerchant@hotmail.com
.

Sin and Soil 9 will be out at the very end of December or possibly 
the start of January. The holidays, in my experience, are full of unexpected productivity pitfalls!

Thanks for reading,
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