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CHAPTER 1




 



Avaricia always lived up to its name. Within half an hour of reentering the city on an unassuming early winter night, Damon witnessed no fewer than three bribes, two muggings, and a rather uncoordinated attempt at purchasing sex from a woman who wasn’t selling.



He kept his hood up, grateful for the concealment it provided. The weather was cold enough to make those without a face covering the exception, and the guards Damon passed paid him little mind.



His first impulse upon leaving Azurecliff and The Rosewood Inn hadn’t been to return to the city he hated most, but after some consideration, he’d found it unavoidable. Vel was trapped within a magically induced sleep, a malady from a dreamspelling bout gone wrong.



If he wanted to find a way to save her, he was going to need help.



Damon came to a stop outside the unmarked door of a plain building in between a fletcher and a perfumery. He looked both ways, assuring himself that he was alone in the street, and knocked three times.



It was late, almost midnight, and he was half expecting to receive no answer. After a minute, the distinctive sound of footsteps came from the other side, and the door opened to reveal a tall woman with dark hair, tanned skin, and piercing hazel eyes.



“Damon Al-Kendras,” she said, without pause.



“Kassandra, er…” Damon flashed a smile and shrugged. “It’s horrible of me, but I actually forgot your last name.”



“You’re forgiven.” Sandra looked past him, frowning a bit. “Is your aesta not in attendance?”



“It’s just me tonight,” he said. “Can I come in?”



Sandra folded her arms and leaned against the doorframe. “Possibly. Why are you here, Damon? Has something happened?”



She pulled her nightgown closed against the night’s chill, which drew Damon’s attention toward what it covered. He could see the outlines of her full breasts against the thin, insubstantial fabric. She was an attractive woman, appearing perhaps forty in age, though to his knowledge, she was far, far older.



“Vel,” he said, dropping his gaze.



Over the course of the next few minutes, Damon explained as much as he could. He followed Sandra through her cozy little enchantment shop, into a small study in the back of her house, stuffed wall to wall with thick, old books. The room smelled of worn parchment and spilled ink. Sandra set a lantern down on a polished oak table and began pulling down a few specific volumes from the shelves.



“I can’t promise that any of these will have the answers you’re seeking, but you can take a gander and see.” She wiped the dust off the front of an aged tome and slid it toward him. “I wish I could give you a solution off the top of my head, but your predicament is fairly specific. Dreamspelling is one of the forgotten magics.”



“It’s more than I currently have to go off,” said Damon. “I’ll take what I can get.”



“It’s yours for the taking,” said Sandra.



She bent over, struggling to pull another volume out from one of the overstuffed lower shelves. The movement did interesting things to her nightrobe, pulling it open in front and shifting it upward in the back.



Sandra grinned at him as the book came loose, and Damon waged a war against himself to keep from drinking in the sight of her cleavage as she leaned forward to set the book down on the table.



 “Let me get you some food,” she said. “You’re a good man, Damon.”



She ruffled his hair and headed out through the door. Studying by lanternlight had never been something Damon had taken much pleasure in, but he set his mind to the task with as much focus as he could muster.



Sandra came and went with the food. An hour passed without much progress. As far as he could tell, the books simply didn’t have the relevant information he needed. He wasn’t surprised by that. He’d known it was unlikely that he would find much going into the search, but his disappointment was no less demoralizing in the face of the long odds.



“Any luck?” Sandra came into the room again, sidling up to the back of his chair and setting her hands on his shoulders.



“No,” he said. “At least I tried. I suppose I should be on my way.”



“Have you already rented a room in the city?” asked Sandra.



He shook his head. Sandra came around to the other side of the chair, smiling mischievously and hugging her arms across her body.



“You’re welcome to stay with me for the night,” she said.



“I don’t want to impose…”



Her smile twitched. She slid a few fingers deliberately along the hem of her robe, pulling it open slightly.



“You’re
 more than welcome
 to stay with me for the night, Damon,” she said.



He smiled back at her, despite his exhaustion and disappointment. Setting a hand on her hip, he gently pulled her into his lap. She let out a small, girlish squeal as his hands began to rove over her. His lips met hers, and Damon was immediately contented with his decision to come seeking information in Avaricia, despite his lack of results.



Sandra was naked underneath her nightrobe. Her body was lean, but her breasts were full and supple, with only a hint of sag to them that was erotic in its own way. She was as eager as he was, grinding herself over Damon’s hardening cock so insistently that it felt as though she was trying to rub his pants out of existence.



He picked her up and carried her to her bedchamber in his strong arms. She’d lit several candles, lending a sensual mood to the comfy space. Damon set her down on her quilt and pulled off his shirt. Sandra undid his belt and pulled down his trousers, blinking in appreciation as his hard cock came into view.



“Oh my,” she whispered. “I’m reminded again of why you’re such a handful for your aesta.”



Damon glanced away, feeling his face heat up. “Are you really going to talk about her right now?”



“If it gets a rise out of you, I will,” she said, smiling. “I want your best, Damon.”



Her expression seemed like a direct challenge, one he was eager to rise to. He spread her legs open and mounted her, sinking his cock into her wonderfully tight womanhood. Sandra let out a steady stream of moans as he began thrusting, letting out all of the stress and frustration of the past few days on her slender, mature body.



He hadn’t come to her for this, but she was willing, and he was horny. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, enjoying her body and letting his mind go blank. The bed creaked and groaned underneath them. Sandra urged him on with soft, cooing noises, legs squeezing tight and locking him into the embrace.



It wasn’t a long encounter, but the intensity of Damon’s release more than made up for it. Sandra sucked on his neck and nibbled his earlobe as he unloaded inside her. She ran her hand through his hair in a gentle, almost loving manner that reminded him far too much of his aesta.



“Are you planning on setting out early tomorrow?” she whispered.



“I have to. It’s not going to be easy for me to get around Avaricia during the day. Besides, you were the only lead within the city that I had to go on.”



Sandra rolled over, setting her chin atop her arm and scrunching her face up in distaste. “There’s only one other place where I suspect you might be able to find the answer you’re searching for.”



“Which would be?”



“You aren’t going to like it.”



Damon made a rolling motion with his hand. “It makes no difference what I like.”



She gave him a thin-lipped smile and shook her head. “Your aesta would kill me if she caught wind of me setting you on this path.”



“I don’t see her around,” said Damon, searching the room with exaggerated glances.



Sandra sighed. “You’ve no doubt already considered it, yourself. The knowledge you seek would have been commonplace in past centuries when magic was less rare. Someone with memories of that time might know more about Vel’s condition.”



“Someone with memories of that time…” muttered Damon. “One of the Forsaken, in other words.”



She nodded. “Their help doesn’t come cheap. I know that from experience.”










CHAPTER 2




 



Damon awoke the next morning to the sound of Sandra’s soft, rather girlish snoring. He smiled as he checked the window. The sun was coming up over the horizon, but he’d still have a few minutes before he needed to set out.



He pulled her into a gentle embrace and kissed her neck. She shifted against him, rolling over and yawning as she came awake.



“Fancy another round?” she whispered. “I forgot how energetic young men could be.”



Damon started to answer and then felt his jaw drop open as he actually looked at her. As one of Lascivious’s former crest sorceresses, Sandra had retained several facets of her innate magical affinity, including the ability to refresh her youth through sex.



“True Divine,” muttered Damon. “I’m…not so sure that I’m still the young one in this equation.”



He pulled back, feeling an unsettling lurch in his stomach as he realized he’d just been groping a woman who looked no older than a teenager, appearance wise. Sandra frowned as she sat up, peering down at her hands.



“I think I missed my target age by about a decade,” she sighed. “This is going to make for an interesting few years.”



“Wow.” Damon slid in closer to her, blatantly checking her out and noting a few of the more pronounced differences. “You must have been popular when you were younger.”



“Ahem.” Sandra shrugged his hand off her shoulder. “I’m still fairly popular.”



“I mean, you are, but…” He ran his hands up the front of her body, risking a quick inspection of her breasts with his palms. “Whoa.”



“You need to be leaving,” she said, standing up. “Every minute you stay here will make it more difficult for you to sneak by the guards and get out of the city.”



“I’m going. I am, truly, it’s just…”



He reached for her again. Sandra pulled away, frowning as she turned around in a manner that reminded him all too much of his aesta.



“I’m serious, Damon,” she said. “You took a brazen risk in coming here. Malon would never forgive me if I exposed you to unnecessary harm just for the sake of an extra early morning romp.”



He sighed and nodded. “Fair enough.”



“Travel safely,” she said. “I can spare some extra food. I noticed your pack was a little light.”



“Thanks.”



He was out the door within fifteen minutes. The sight of a teenaged Sandra waving him off as he started down the street was both surreal and intriguing, and he made a note to stop by again the next time he came through Avaricia.



Admittedly, it was anyone’s guess when that would be.



He pulled up the hood of his cloak and made his way toward the city’s southeast gate. The streets were alive with activity, despite the early hour. Damon weaved through a crowd surrounding a street performance. It was close to Alderman’s Day, or it possibly
 was
 Alderman’s Day. His sense of time had drifted a bit with his travels.



He was approaching the gate, nearly in the clear, when a whistle came from the alleyway directly to his left.



“Anders.”



Damon recognized the voice, and for a moment, he considered trying to run.



“Austine,” he said, stepping into the alley. “What do you want?”



“You don’t sound all that happy to see me.” Austine stepped forward, pulling the hood of his own cloak down to reveal a blond ponytail, matching diamond earrings, and a silk neck scarf.



“For good reason,” said Damon. “You tried to kill one of my friends the last time we met.”



In truth, Damon’s emotions were a storm of contradictions. He was annoyed with Austine. He hated him, even, for both the choices he’d made and the dark path he represented. He was also relieved beyond words to have confirmation that his oldest friend was still alive.



“I’ve tried to kill a lot of people,” said Austine. “It’s the better part of my job now, in case you hadn’t noticed.”



“Oh, I noticed.”



Damon’s fingers twitched toward his myrblade. He saw Austine’s shoulder give a subtle jerk in unconscious reaction. They both knew the game. Old friends and new enemies.



“Why are you here in Avaricia?” asked Austine. “I want the truth, Damon.”



“You can have it,” he said. He let his gaze drop, feeling his throat tighten as he tried to explain. “Vel is… unwell. She’s in a coma. There was an incident. Magic was involved. I came to see if I could find help for her, Aust.”



“Oh.” Austine relaxed his posture visibly. “I’m sorry.”



“Don’t be sorry,” said Damon. “Be helpful.”



“Damon, I—”



“Avarice might know something,” he continued, cutting Austine off. “If he has a secret library, or if you could subtly ask him about the situation, or…”



“I can’t. I’m sorry. I can’t help you, Damon.”



“You mean you won’t help me.”



“I mean I can’t!” snapped Austine. He pulled the silk scarf down, flashing the golden crest on his neck. “Do you understand what this means? The power it gives Avarice over me?”



“You’re scared of him,” said Damon.



Anger flashed in Austine’s eyes, and he bared his teeth for an instant. “I am. And if you had any sense, you would be too. You would have never come back to Avaricia.”



“If you can’t help me, then get out of my way. Go back to your money, and your wives, and whatever else it is that convinces you that it’s worth it.”



Damon had no sympathy for him, not then, not with Vel’s life on the line. He saw Austine’s eyes narrow and knew he’d pushed him too far with his last comment.



“I came to warn you, Damon,” he said. “Get out of the city. If you stay, I’ll be the one coming after you.”



“Nice seeing you too, Aust.”



Damon turned and left the alleyway without looking back.










CHAPTER 3




 



Damon spent the rest of his morning walking and thinking. Avaricia’s outskirts were safer than the area within the city limits, with few travelers giving him more than passing scrutiny as he traveled away from the coast.



It would all be so much simpler if he could just go back to the inn and be with Malon and Vel during his family’s time of need. He felt adrift on his own, searching for a solution to a problem he didn’t fully understand. Chasing after hope with no sense of direction.



He wanted to go back to them, but at the same time, he couldn’t go back. Not without a way to help Vel. Malon was counting on him. The responsibility saddled on his shoulders made him anxious, but it also gave him a purpose.



“What do you think, Myr?” he whispered. “You must have an idea about where we should head next.”



“Well…” Myr made a pensive, humming noise. “I think it’s time you sought out Ria. She might not have the answer you’re searching for, but she’ll no doubt be willing to help.”



He nodded. It made sense, and he’d been considering it, regardless. The only reason he hadn’t immediately traveled to Ria, who as far as he knew, was still staying with Sharika, was… because she was still staying with Sharika. Malon’s aesta was not a woman who Damon had found a way to get along with, as of yet.



The weather was blessedly fair, despite how late into the year it was. Damon had only to contend with a slight chill in the air as he traveled through the farmlands and pasture towns surrounding Avaricia’s outskirts.



He had all the food and water he needed to continue into the Malagantyan on foot. As much as he would have preferred to be on horseback, or better yet, sharing a wagon or carriage, the risk of being recognized was simply too high.



Despite having a firm understanding of this fact, when Damon came across a waylaid wagon off to the side of the road at the start of the afternoon, he couldn’t resist approaching to get a closer look. Three blonde women in fancily colored dresses were attempting to change one of the wagon wheels, with mixed success.



The oldest one, a busty woman in her late thirties or early forties, locked her eyes onto his. She smiled and waved him over. Damon felt himself walking their way, despite his better judgment.



“Need some help?” he asked.



“Oh, do we ever!” said the woman. “Our wagon wheel broke as we went over a bump, and we’ve been stuck here for most of the day. My name is Tessa. These are my daughters, Kay and Lolo.”



“It’s nice to meet all of you,” he said. “My name is Anders.”



The two younger women shot Damon disinterested glances. Tessa moved closer to him, setting a hand atop his bicep.



“Well, Anders, you look to be rather strong and capable,” said Tessa. “We’re headed northeast, toward Silke. If you could help us get our wagon on the road again, we’d be nothing if not grateful. You’d be welcome to travel with us if it suits you.”



Damon was already opening his mouth to reply when a chiding whisper came from his sword.



“Remember what Malon said about your tendency to trust women simply because they’re pretty?” Myr asked.



He remembered, though his mind seemed ready with endless reasons as to why this situation was an exception.



“We just need a set of willing hands to help us get the new wheel on,” said Tessa. “Surely, you could do that much? We would be
 overflowing
 with gratitude.”



She batted her eyelashes at him. Damon heard one of her daughters groan from behind her and got a sense of what kind of woman she was.



In the end, he gave them the help they needed and politely refused Tessa’s offers to give him a ride in return. The risk was too obvious and real for him to ignore. There were sketches of him floating around all across Veridan’s Curve, and with the bounty on his head as high as it was, he simply couldn’t place his trust in strangers, regardless of how flirtatious they were.



He waved to them as they rode off in the distance.



 



***



 



Two hours later, Damon watched a group of a dozen or so men on horseback riding toward him with far too much confidence for his liking. A rather familiar looking blonde woman sat on the back of one of the men’s horses. Tessa. She pointed to him as the group drew to a stop.



“See!” shouted Tessa. “I told you! That’s him, isn’t it? Damon Al-Kendras, the infamous outlaw!”



“That’s him,” said the gruff-looking man at the group’s head.



“Infamous outlaw, you say?” called Damon. “Are you sure that’s really the type of person you’d want to harass on an otherwise empty road?”



“For one hundred and fifty gold, I certainly would!” barked the man.



Damon couldn’t resist whistling at the number. His head had only been worth a hundred gold when he’d left Azurecliff. Avarice and Queen Anise were probably getting impatient.



He drew his myrblade, but it became immediately clear as the group of horsemen began to charge him down that there was little he’d be able to do with it that would be to his advantage.



The only way to strike out at the horses reliably would be to come to a stop, and several of the men carried spears or, in some cases, bows. He would be presenting himself as a target if he tried to stand his ground and fight.



He wasn’t too proud to be above running for his life and took off across the grass, heading straight for a disparate grouping of trees in the distance. The first volley of arrows struck the ground to his right and just behind him, near enough to suggest that they wouldn’t continue missing forever.



He risked a glance over his shoulder to see if the men were giving straightforward pursuit or perhaps attempting to round him off on the sides. The glare of the setting sun was in his eyes, rendering it a wasted effort. Another arrow hissed by his neck, coming close enough for him to feel the flutter it seared through the air. He ducked his head, barreling toward the trees at full speed.



More arrows rained down around him as he broke through the branches in search of safety, and Damon staggered as he tried to set a foot down into open air. The ground sloped downward at an angle just steep enough to be dangerous. He fell into a roll and not by choice, stirring up leaves and crushing a rotten tree stump as he descended the unexpected hill.



He was sure that the horses would be hard pressed to follow, which was all that really mattered. Rising to his feet as he came to a stop, he surveyed the area, listening to his pursuers and considering his next move.



They would still follow him. For one hundred and fifty gold, they would doubtlessly continue their pursuit, which would mean that at least a few of them would be leaving their horses at the edge of the trees.



He resisted the temptation to immediately rush back up the hill and try to take the fight head on. Instead, Damon slowly wound his way over to the right, back around, covering his tracks as he went. The men were anything but subtle, and he was able to get a sense of their movements by listening from a distance.



“We can split the money, but we can’t split the sword,” shouted one of them. “Rovahn’s balls. It’s only fair that if you want his weapon, you take that as your share.”



“How is that supposed to be fair?” asked another. “You can’t seriously believe that nonsense about it being a magical relic?”



“One of my friends has a brother who said he saw him use it in person. Froze a river clean over in the middle of the summer.”



Damon appreciated the apparent size of his growing legend. He took a few more quiet steps through the forest, taking care not to rustle the leaves, and poked his head back out through the trees.



Sure enough, most of the men had dismounted and given pursuit. There were still two waiting with the horses, along with Tessa, who paced the grass nervously. Damon drew his myrblade and got as close as he could before stepping out into the open.



“Is that wagon ride still on the table?” he called.



Tessa let out a high-pitched gasp. The two men drew their weapons, but in the time it took them, the fight had already been decided. Damon stabbed one of them in the shoulder and slashed the other on the withdrawal.



The woman screamed. Damon ignored her, hurrying to sabotage the saddles of every horse but one and sending them running by slapping them on the flanks.



“You…” Tessa whimpered and backed away from him slowly. “Please… Don’t kill me!”



“I was never going to, you ungrateful harlot!” he snapped.



It was petty, but he couldn’t resist running her down into a patch of fresh mud as he departed on his faithful new mount. She fell a second time, trying to find her feet. Damon howled with laughter as he took off into the evening’s fading light.










CHAPTER 4




 



In a perfect world, Damon would have continued his journey without interruption, without pause, and without looking back. As he’d learned time and time over, the world was far from perfect.



His stolen horse obliged his commands well enough, and after riding through the evening and into the dark of night, Damon found a relatively remote spot to make camp. He decided to risk a fire after making sure the nearby trees would effectively hide the light, and he set up his tent.



It was as he’d begun cooking a simple dinner of warmed bread and dried beans that he sensed eyes on him. It was the sort of feeling that set the hairs on the back of his neck to prickling up straight. He was being watched, though he had no idea from where.



He did his best to keep from revealing that he was aware of that fact. Pulling the cookpot off the fire, Damon gave the beans a slow stir with his spoon, then covered the pot and set the bread to warm on a clean rock alongside the flames.



His fingers settled casually on the hilt of his sword as he caught sight of a tiny movement on the periphery of his vision. He took a breath, waiting, shifting his legs underneath him with small, unassuming movements, picking his moment.



He drew his myrblade and attacked in the same motion, aiming for his opponent’s center of mass. The sword found only empty air, which should have been impossible given the speed of Damon’s strike. He blinked, eyes refocusing against the dark, and making out a familiar, feminine silhouette.



“It’s good to see you again, Damon,” whispered Lilian.



She strode forward into the light of the campfire, holding his gaze and smiling cordially. She wore a long cloak, skintight leather leggings, and a white wool tunic belted with silk. Such a normal outfit struck a jarring contrast against the woman, the
 zanyadai
 , wearing it.



Lilian’s hair was dark, glossy, and purple. Her skin was pale to the point of looking cold even against the warmth of the firelight. Her eyes… True Divine, looking into her eyes was like staring into an abyss of black, save for the way they would occasionally catch the right angle to reflect what they saw.



Despite her inhuman, monsterish appearance, she was still a woman. She was still attractive, perhaps even more so than before her transformation, with firm, full breasts, and a hip-to-waist ratio so alluring that it made Damon wonder if it was a side effect of her demonic diet.



“Lilian,” he said. “You have five seconds to explain what you’re doing here.”



It wasn’t an empty threat. She was dangerous. They’d fought before, and he’d only won by the grace of pulling a new trick out of the magic of his myrblade.



“Kastet sent me to look after you, her loyal retainer,” she said.



“To spy on me and report back to her, you mean.”



“Phrase it however you wish,” said Lilian. “I’m here. Isn’t that all that really matters?”



It would have been a lie for Damon to say he didn’t give serious consideration to attacking her. His trust in Kastet was at an all-time low.



In some of his more frustrated moments during the search to find a way to help Vel, he’d found himself blaming Kastet for her condition. She’d been the one to push forward the idea of assassinating Queen Anise. Ultimately, they’d taken the risk to forward her agenda.



“Smells good,” said Lilian, crouching down by the fire.



“Do you even eat regular food anymore?” he asked.



“Occasionally. When I’m in the mood.”



Damon waved a hand at her dismissively and returned to stirring his beans. If she wasn’t there to start trouble, so be it. He would humor her and get on with his night.



“Where did you get the horse?” asked Lilian.



“I stole it.”



Lilian furrowed her brow. “You’re serious?”



“What? You think I bought it? With what money, exactly?”



“Would your aesta approve of such recklessness?” asked Lilian.



“She isn’t here.”



“I noticed.” Lilian smirked, letting the moment grow full and pregnant before lowering herself to sit next to him. “Am I allowed to share your campsite, or will the noble swordsman see fit to drive the evil monster off?”



She let her leg fall sideways, knocking into his with incidental mischief. Damon didn’t turn to look at her, but he had to make an effort to refrain from scratching a certain itch on his neck that always seemed to crop up when she was around.



“Will you let me eat my dinner in peace?” he asked.



“Will you let me eat mine?” She drew closer to him as she spoke, whispering the question into his ear, against his neck.



He swung his arm out on reflex, trying to elbow her in the face. Lilian dodged with a movement so perfect and uncanny that it almost stole Damon’s focus of thought.



“That was a joke,” she said, gently rubbing his shoulder. “Unless you
 are
 willing to let me feed?”



“Not happening.”



He took his beans off the fire. It was hardly a meal worth savoring, but hunger was the best spice. He hadn’t eaten since the previous night.



Lilian continued to sit with him as he took his supper. As he ate the first few bites of the beans, he felt the mood shift a bit, or perhaps just his perception and assumptions about her, then and there. She really didn’t seem to want anything from him.



“Did you stop by Azurecliff on your way here?” he asked.



She nodded. “In passing. More of a quick foray into The Rosewood Inn than a real visit.”



She let the implication hang, forcing him to ask his question if wanted his answer.



“How are they doing?”



Lilian gave him a small smile, worth its weight in hope. “Malon is a strong woman. She’s set her mind to running the inn and taking care of Vel. She’s managing, Damon. She still has the merchant girl, Keiza, helping her, and Kastet visits almost every day.”



“And Vel?” he asked, forcing the words out.



“She’s hanging in there.”



“Tell me.”



Lilian put her hand back on his shoulder. “She’s lost some weight. Not a huge amount, but enough to be noticeable. Aside from that and her condition, she’s been in good health.”



“Right,” he muttered. “Well. That’s about what I expected.”



“Have you found any new leads on—”



“No,” he said tersely.



“I’m sorry.”



“Are you?”



“She’s still my friend, Damon,” said Lilian. “I care about her, too.”



He didn’t say anything more to her as he finished eating. After washing the pot out with a few drops of water, he set it back inside his pack and crouched in front of his tent.



“I’m going to sleep,” he said. “You should take your leave now.”



Lilian let out a mock hurt gasp. “Are you serious? You’re going to make me sleep out in the cold?”



“You’re nocturnal,” he said. “It’s not as though you planned on staying the night at my campsite, regardless.”



He took off his shirt and pants and slipped into his bedroll. The nights had been chilly as of late, but his quilt was warm and the lack of bugs a welcome change from the summer.



Lilian poked her head through the tent flap. “You aren’t wrong. I do plan on leaving before the night’s end, but I could spare a few hours, if you’d allow it.”



“Well, you’re welcome to sleep wherever you can find the space,” he said. “As long as you’re not in the way.”



He knew what her game was. What he didn’t know was why he was inviting her to play it with him. Damon wondered if he chafed at being lonely more than he let himself admit.



“Trust me, Damon,” cooed Lilian. “I won’t be in the way.”



She entered his tent on all fours, body naked, barely visible in the light of the dying fire.



“True Divine, you’re worse than Vel and Ria can sometimes be,” he said. “Get out of my tent.”



“Make me.”



He’d known she’d say that, or something like it. This was the only way he could let his guard down around Lilian. By pretending as though he was keeping it up, going through the motions of due diligence and just happening into a horny mistake.



He lunged at her, trying to wrestle her toward the tent flap. Lilian let out mocking giggles and began pulling at his undershorts. He acted as though he was annoyed by that, but found it strangely hot to have her tugging at his waistband and caressing the muscles of his abdomen with such brazen confidence.



It would have been a lie for him to claim that he hadn’t thought about Lilian in a sexual way in the time since her transformation. He was intrigued by the change she’d undergone, even setting aside the effect of her bite.



She could still bite him. Just because she hadn’t forced her fangs into his neck over the course of their interaction didn’t mean she was harmless. He thought of how Malon would react to the situation he’d put himself in and could all but hear her chiding tone.



Mind yourself, solas. She’s dangerous, and she knows where you’re weak.



“Oh,” said Lilian, in a throaty voice. “What’s this?”



She’d gotten his undershorts down and worked his cock out into the open. Her hand ran up and down his length as it eagerly grew to full size under her tender, insistent touch. Damon felt the tip of one of her claws gently press against the underside of his shaft and clenched various muscles in surprise.



“Be careful with those,” he growled.



“Do I still scare you, Damon?”



There was a waver in her voice as she spoke the question. She actually cared about his answer, he realized.



He stopped wrestling against her with aggressive movements and instead took her firmly and dominantly in his arms. He kissed her on the lips, the first time he could remember doing so since she’d undergone her change, and then lowered her down to his bedroll.



She was still naked. He’d known this, but knowing that a woman was naked and suddenly having her spread out and accessible on the ground were two different things. His cock probed into the sweetness between her thighs. She was either careful and diligent at shaving, or naturally smooth.



She buried her face into his shoulder as he sank his cock into her. Coming from any other woman, it would have been an innocuously intimate gesture. From Lilian, it was like having a knife pressed against his throat. A set of fangs, more accurately.



He didn’t trust her, not unconditionally, but he understood. In a way, sex had always been a way for Damon to understand the essence of each woman he’d been with on a deeper level. He saw Lilian as she was now. Her fangs, her skin… Her identity as a zanyadai was both a sword and a shield. The only way for her to hold his respect, from her point of view, was to keep those fangs bared, even now.



He thrust into her faster, marveling at the strange, almost active sensation of her womanhood. It squeezed and shifted, almost twisting itself in the sort of shapes a girl might roll her tongue into, to get a laugh out of her friends.



Well, she was going to get more than a laugh tonight.



He could feel the tension and pleasure coursing through Lilian’s body more directly. She was more sensitive than she’d been as a woman. It was a realization that made Damon smile on the inside to notice, the sort of thing he would once have boasted about to Austine. He slid a hand down and gently teased her womanhood with a finger as he slowed his pace, letting his cock spread her open with deliberate slowness.



“Where… do you think you’re touching?” she whispered.



“Right here.” He pressed down as though feeling a fruit’s firmness. Lilian’s back arched, and she wrapped her arms around him. He felt her claws dig into his back, not deep enough to cut or even scratch, but enough to make their presence known.



“You wonderful bastard,” she said, through pleasured breaths.



“You’re not going to tell Kastet about this,” whispered Damon. “You’ll tell her that you found me. You’ll tell her about the conversation we had. You’ll keep this…” He emphasized the pause with a rough thrust from his cock. “…between the two of us.”



“Mmhmm,” she moaned. “Alright.”



He kissed her and felt her strange tongue uncurl to meet his. Lilian wrapped her legs tight around him as they fell into a horny, sweaty rhythm, and then seemed to think better of it.



She began to take control in a way he could do nothing about. She moved with hot, lithe movements, easily as fast as she’d been during their last fight. The grace and flexibility of it left him awestruck. She slipped out from under him, pinning him on his back and remounting with a motion that put him back inside her with perfect aim.



He tried to roll back on top only to have her shift out of his grasp, like wrestling and fucking a sexy snake. The thought was unsettling, almost gross, but fed into his lust, pushing him to get the better of her.



Damon shifted again, finally managing to get a grip on her from behind. He sank his cock back into her womanhood and took hold of her arms at the elbows, putting her in a spot from which she wasn’t going to escape so easily. He thrust into her hard, savoring the soft padding of her butt, delighting in the way her moans matched the rhythm of his motions.



“Damon…” she moaned. “Oh, fuck! Oh!”



“That’s it, Lilian,” he said. “Remember this!”



She gasped and convulsed with pleasure. Damon pushed her head down against his bedroll, thrusting out the rest of his lust before pulling out at the last second. He came on the small of her back, noticing the way Lilian seemed to writhe as his hot seed dripped onto her bare skin.



A calm, empty moment followed, both of them working to catch their breath. Damon stretched out next to her. He was surprised, though not displeased, as Lilian shifted to cuddle against him. He was still wary of her intentions. She wouldn’t have sex with him just for the sake of pleasure. There was always an objective with her… wasn’t there?



“Thank you,” whispered Lilian.



“For what?”



“Seeing me as a woman, instead of a monster.”



Damon cleared his throat. “Lilian. You do realize that I’ve had sex with monsters before, right?”



She let out a growl and pinched his shoulder with her claws. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that.”



“I’m teasing you,” he said, ruffling her hair. “I see you for who you are. Remember, I saw how dangerous you were even before your transformation.”



“I remember,” she whispered. “Damon. Would you do this again? With me?”



“Do you mean tonight or just in general?”



“Either or both.”



He laughed, took her by the hips, and pulled her back onto his crotch.








CHAPTER 5




 



“We’re almost there, solas,” whispered Malon. “Just up ahead.”



She squeezed his hand, and Damon smiled at her. They were walking down the street, though he couldn’t say in which city or town. Malon wore one of her flirty summer dresses, and the wind kept playing with her braid, tossing it about with each pass.



“Where are we going?” he said. “Aesta?”



He blinked and realized his hand was now empty. He’d been separated from her by the flow of the crowd, and spun around, searching for her face in the midst of hundreds, thousands of others.



“Aesta?” he called. “Where did you go?”



The wind blew again, and he heard her voice in it, faint, but audible.



“Solas…”



 



***



 



Damon kicked one of his legs as he came awake, breathing heavily. He was alone on his bedroll, though that was no surprise. Lilian found the sun intolerable, and she’d told him she’d need to leave after their extended lovemaking session the previous night.



He felt for the amethyst dreamspell amulet around his neck and slowly turned it over in his fingers. He’d worn it nearly every night, just in case. So far, Malon hadn’t made an attempt to reach out to him.



He considered his dream and decided it was more likely a product of his own mind, rather than an aborted attempt of his aesta to send him a message. He could still feel the warmth of her hand, however, and the anxiety of losing her to the crowd had stirred within him.



Damon shook the feeling off as he dressed and struck down his camp. His breakfast was a meager handful of dried fruit, but he wasn’t often hungry in the morning on days when he set his own traveling pace.



The fact that he still had his stolen horse raised his spirits by an immeasurable amount. He spent a few minutes petting the animal’s neck and mane before climbing onto its back and setting off. It obeyed his commands without complaint, and he didn’t press it hard, maintaining an even canter as they set off down the road.



The next few days passed in a similar rhythm. Damon traveled across the countryside, stopping only to make camp, forage, and refill his waterskin. He eventually reached the end of the cleared grasslands, and lacking any other real option, was forced to let his horse go its own way.



He traveled through the trees for the better part of another day before finally arriving at an area he recognized. He continued through the forest, finding a partially trodden path which he followed to a familiar clearing.



Sharika’s longhouse was much as it had been on Damon’s last visit. Several of her young wards were at play on the grass outside, chasing each other around, or in the case of two little Remenai boys, knocking sticks together like swords.



They took notice of him immediately as he stepped out of the brush. Damon smiled and held his hands up. He recognized several of them, and it wasn’t long before the entire group whispered in their own language as they cautiously approached him.



“Hello,” he said, smiling and waving. “Remember me?”



A few of them began chanting his name, their accents making it sound more like
 demon
 , though their tones were cheery and welcoming. One of the little boys got his hands on the hilt of Damon’s myrblade, hanging from the weapon like a tree branch, rather than trying to pull it loose from the scabbard.



The door to the longhouse opened, and Sharika stepped out. She didn’t share in the children’s easy reactions to him, keeping her face stern and her eyes full of discernment. She looked much as she had the last time he’d seen her, green-haired, old but ageless, stiff and matronly.



It was the face Damon saw behind her which he cared more about. Ria stepped out of the longhouse and immediately broke into a sprint upon noticing him. She looked good, healthy and tanned, with a small strip of silver where she’d begun to let her medium-length black hair show its distinctive Rem heritage.



She wore a spiral tunic which did a fantastic job of cupping her breasts in an interesting manner, strips of green fabric crisscrossing to cover her torso and arms. It hung long at the waist like a skirt or longer tunic, and the gray leggings she had on underneath seemed almost optional.



“Damon!” she said, pulling him into a tight hug.



He hugged her back with matching ferocity. “Ria…”



She was taller than him by an inch or two, a fact which he often forgot about when they spent most of their time together. He felt her stooping forward a bit into the embrace, as though regardless of the extra inches and years she had on him, she still wanted to be the one being held by his arms.



He ran a hand through her hair, finger briefly touching the point of her left ear, and went for a kiss. His lips sought out hers and found her cheek instead. She cleared her throat, blushing a bit and looking as though she was trying to avoid glancing back at Sharika, who was obviously watching them.



So that’s how it was going to be.



“Has something happened?” asked Ria. “Are Malon and Velanor with you, or…?”



He winced. As much as he’d missed her, he wasn’t looking forward to this part.



“Azurecliff was attacked,” he said.



He told her everything over the course of the next few minutes, unconcerned about being overheard. The children didn’t speak Merinian. Damon saw Arylla standing next to Sharika, but she was out of earshot, and it wasn’t as though he worried for the two of them keeping his secrets. Ria listened with a thoughtful, stoic expression, though he could sense how hard she was taking the news.



“Velanor…” said Ria, shaking her head. “There must be more to this, no? She cannot wake up? How is she not…?”



“Malon has still managed to get her to drink water and eat porridge,” he said. He decided against mentioning what Lilian had said about Vel having lost weight. “It’s not unprecedented. Jilou, Kastet’s younger sister, was beset by a similar condition.”



“You said Jilou came awake in your presence when you told us of your encounter with her in Hearthold,” said Ria. “The same could happen for Velanor?”



“It’s possible,” he said. “But… I’m not sure how likely it is. Vel fell into her sleep after our mission in Hearthold failed. She was injured while within Jilou’s body.”



Damon could still see that moment in his mind’s eye, still hear the sickening thud of Jilou’s softer head against hard floor. He swallowed and took Ria’s hand, squeezing it reassuringly.



“I’m searching for a way to help her, Ria,” he said. “That’s why I’m here.”



“We must return to Azurecliff!” said Ria. “I cannot simply ignore Vel’s plight. Not without seeing her. And aesta… I am sure she would welcome my support.”



Damon winced. “That’s your choice to make, but I can’t go back. Doogle and Arturius know who I am. They’d run all of us out of town if they caught wind of me hiding at the inn.”



She let go of his hand, folding her arms as her expression grew pensive and serious. “Have you any clear ideas about where we might seek out aid for her?”



“Only one,” he said. “The Forsaken. Malon’s enchantress friend, Sandra, mentioned that one of them may have the knowledge we seek, given how many lives they’ve lived.”



“That is… less than ideal. No doubt whoever we ask would seek something from us in return. Perhaps there is another way? We could speak with Sharika, or even seek the wisdom of my people farther east.”



They didn’t have time to delve deeper into their discussion. Sharika and Arylla made their way over, both looking intent on receiving Damon with a proper welcome. He didn’t necessarily mind including them in the conversation, but wanted to make sure Ria was on the same page as him before opening the door to second opinions.



“It is good to see you well, Damon,” said Arylla. “Sharika wishes you to know that she is happy to see you, and you are welcome to rest and take dinner with us.”



“Thank you,” he said. “Tell her that I would be more than happy to accept such an offer.”



“It is past time that you learned to tell her such things yourself,” said Ria, somewhat haughtily. “Repeat after me, young Damon.
 Shasai, mona con lona.
 ”



“Is now really the best time for—”



She didn’t let him finish his objection. “
 Shasai, mona con lona.
 Say it, Damon.”



He resigned himself to the impromptu language lesson and repeated the phrase as best as he could. In truth, he’d become increasingly aware of what a disadvantage it was to not speak and understand at least a few words in Konokai. Sharika seemed to appreciate his attempt, and Damon followed her and the others back into the longhouse.










CHAPTER 6




 



The longhouse’s common room was warm and lively, in both a literal sense and in the mood of its occupants. The family seemed eager to have Damon as a guest. It was obvious in the little ones, the way the children fought over his attention and treated him like a wonderful novelty.



The older wards, Arylla and Saxil, had questions about his journey and the inn, questions which he could only go into so deeply. Even Sharika seemed to welcome his presence, though there was a subtle undercurrent of sadness in the appraising glances she gave him.



Damon was seated at the massive dining table in the longhouse’s central room. He noticed how careful Sharika and Arylla were about picking his place, leaving room for Saxil to sit in between him and Ria. He could almost imagine the conversation Ria had doubtless shared with Sharika about her time as Malon’s seta, how much it must have had in common with the judgmental manner in which he and Vel had also been questioned.



Arylla and Ria were keen on teaching him more Remenai words as they waited for Sharika to prepare a late lunch. By the time the food was ready. Damon could say
 hello
 ,
 thank you
 , and
 my name is,
 though he had some doubts about his ability to recall the lesson past the day.



Sharika set a bowl of venison and leek soup down in front of him. Damon bowed his head slightly and, drawing from his newfound knowledge, said
 thank you
 . She blinked, hesitating for a moment, before moving on to serve Arylla to Damon’s left.



The stew was hearty and delicious, doubly so after so many long days on the road. The children were clearly amused by Damon’s immense hunger and Merinian table manners. He winked at one of the little girls who kept covering her mouth each time she laughed and had her nearly falling out of her chair with giggles.



Sharika served a spicy tea that prompted Damon’s awareness with each sip after they’d finished the main course. He eventually drifted outside to play with the children, rather than sitting at the table and feeling like the odd man out in a conversation between the adults, one which he couldn’t understand.



He found a long branch and took to swinging it in wide arcs, letting the little wards jump over it as a game. They continued on like that until the sun began to set, and Arylla stepped in to grab his attention.



“I am afraid that we have a lack of beds within our house,” she said. “There is still room for you to set up your tent on the grass to sleep, however.”



“That works fine for me,” he said.



She led him to an open, flat spot perfect for camping. With the help of a few diligent Remenai children, Damon got his tent set up in record time. He made a quick trip to the nearby waterfalls to bathe and scrub his spare set of clothing toward something resembling cleanliness before returning to the clearing.



Sharika was putting the children to bed, but Ria and Arylla were waiting outside the longhouse. Arylla smiled and, after giving them both a significant glance back and forth, left them alone to talk.



“Hey,” he said. “It’s busy around here.”



Ria gave him a smile and a nod. “It is. Between the typical chores and mentoring the children, it in some ways resembles the work around the inn.”



“An inn full of nothing but children with no money,” he said. “I suppose that would have its ups and downs.”



He started walking toward his tent. She followed him but stayed a step or two behind. It seemed to represent a deeper distance between them that hadn’t been there before. He considered the flow of their relationship, how it had flourished when he’d first reconnected with her, how it had stagnated after their match in the Honorshade Tournament. Where were they now?



“I suppose I’ll be setting out tomorrow,” he said.



“With me,” said Ria. “I will be by your side. We will find a way to save Velanor together, Damon.”



“You could go back to the inn, if you wanted to.”



“Is that where I would be needed most?” She shook her head. “I think not.”



She reached out a hand, setting it on his shoulder, squeezing encouragingly. He wanted to draw her into an embrace, but he was acutely aware of where they were. The last thing Ria needed was for him to raise Sharika’s ire toward them both.



“I don’t have a plan,” he said. “I have nothing, really. I’ve just been… wandering around. Searching for a solution without ever finding one.”



“What you told me earlier would seem to be enough, no?” she said. “We seek out one of the Forsaken. It seems reasonable to approach Wrath, if we are able, given your established acquaintance with her.”



“Wrath…” Damon let out a complicated sigh. “I still don’t trust her.”



“You trust her enough not to kill you on sight. Given how near we are to being completely of desperation, it is at least a starting point.”



It felt strange to have someone to bounce ideas off. He didn’t trust Wrath, but trusted Ria. Hearing her say that she thought it was a reasonable approach gave him as much certainty as though he’d come to the conclusion himself.



“Fair enough,” he said. “We’ll set out tomorrow.”



“Do you know where to find her, or… do you have a means of contacting her?”



“I don’t, but I suspect Kastet and Lilian do,” he said. “Lilian’s still nearby, I think. I doubt we’ll even need to journey the way back to Hexadonia to make contact with her.”



“You have seen Lilian recently?” asked Ria. She quirked her mouth sideways, looking a bit suspicious and annoyed.



Damon cleared his throat. “She stopped by my campsite the other night.”



Ria waited, as though expecting an explanation or possibly a disclosure. Damon would tell her about bedding Lilian if she pressed the point or asked him directly, but he decided that could wait until he’d gotten a better sense of where they currently stood.



“Come here,” he said. He set a hand on her hip and tried to draw her into an embrace. Ria didn’t stop him, at least not until he began kissing her cheek and letting his kisses drift downward toward her neck.



“No,” she said, pushing him back. “Damon… Things are different among my people. The nature of our intimacy is… much harder for me to ignore or justify.”



 “Why should we have to justify ourselves?”



“Because we are not on an island.” Ria sighed and took a step farther away. “It felt like a game, almost, back at the tower. The thrill of breaking Malon’s rules and flaunting our love. She was right about so much more than I ever realized. There are always consequences.”



“What are you saying?” he asked.



“The children you were playing with, Damon,” whispered Ria. “Each one is a little seta or solas. Each one looks up to me as a role model, some to you, as well. They look to us for clues as to what is acceptable. Do you understand this?”



Damon didn’t answer her. He didn’t want to understand it, not in the way she did, not in the way that would keep them apart. At the same time, he loved her enough to accept her decision.



“So be it,” he said. “I’ll still welcome your company if you’ll help in the search for a way to save Vel.”



“Then you shall have it,” she said. “Thank you, Damon. I love you so much.”



“And I love you.”



He felt like pulling her close, embracing her and kissing her. It took a force of will to keep from doing just that, and somehow, the space left between them in that empty, expectant moment only made him more aware of her and how dangerous it now was for them to be alone together. He could stop himself kissing her for a time, but the tension seemed to contradict any chance of that restraint lasting forever, on both sides.



“Goodnight, Damon.”



“Goodnight, wife.”



She glowered at him, but a betraying smile snuck through at the edges of her mouth.










CHAPTER 7




 



Damon wore his dreamspell amulet to bed again, eager to hear from his aesta, if she had a message for him. He woke up disappointed and cold. The ground had frozen overnight, though the early morning sun was already working to melt the frosted dew.



He overheard a slight commotion from the direction of the longhouse. Sharika and Ria were outside, both speaking in tones that alternated between hushed and offended as they spoke with a young man whom Damon didn’t recognize.



He made his way over slowly, all too aware of how the sudden appearance of a Merinian into Remenai affairs might be perceived. Their attention wasn’t on him, however, and Ria was clearly at the center of the discussion.



Damon waited patiently until the man bowed to Sharika and Ria and departed into the woods before giving voice to his question.



“What’s going on?” he asked.



Ria hesitated for a moment before answering. “I have been summoned to meet with the
 Athlatak
 .”



“Alright,” said Damon. “What, or who, exactly is the Athlatak?”



Sharika began speaking in a serious voice, her words coming out so quickly that Damon doubted he would have been able to understand her even if he’d spoken Konokai. The older Remenai woman took hold of Ria’s shoulders and shook her for emphasis, not hard, but not softly, either.



Damon glanced past both of them toward the longhouse, where Arylla was making her way over. He moved to join her in hopes of getting a more straightforward answer.



“What is an Athlatak, Arylla?” he asked.



She winced slightly and ran a hand along her chin. “It is… difficult to translate. Sort of a ruler, like emperor or king, but only in passing. The word is closer to
 mapper
 or even
 painter
 in your people’s language.”



“He’s powerful, then?”



“Very much so,” said Arylla. “An Athlatak only rises among our people once every decade or so. Most serve for less than a year before accomplishing their
 mythosai
 , ah, stated purpose.”



“Sort of like a royal agenda?” He folded his arms. “Do you know what this Athlatak’s stated purpose is?”



Arylla shook her head. “I do not.”



Damon flicked his eyes toward Ria and Sharika, still in the middle of their intense discussion. “What are they arguing about?”



“Sharika…” Arylla hesitated, letting her expression take on a conflicted frown. “She says that there are few good reasons why that Athlatak would summon Ria, young and clanless as she is.”



“She’s a tempester,” Damon pointed out. “She’s also developed a bit of a reputation in Veridan’s Curve.”



“It is possible that the Athlatak wishes her to become his ally,” said Arylla. “It is, unfortunately, just as likely that he wishes her imprisoned or executed.”



He tensed his jaw and looked at Ria again. She was shaking her head, refusing to acknowledge some point that Sharika seemed adamant about making. The conversation between the two Remenai women ended in a huff, with Ria stomping off in the direction of the clearing’s edge.



“Hold up,” called Damon as he jogged after her. “Hey. Talk to me.”



“This… I am not certain whether your advice would be helpful in this matter.”



“I have more to offer than just my advice,” he said. “I’m with you, Ria. Whatever you decide.”



He pulled her into a hug from behind, heedless of being seen by Sharika and the others. Ria sighed, briefly melting into the embrace before pulling away and taking his hands into hers.



“The Athlatak has summoned me to Yvvestrosai, the City of Flowers,” she said. “If I heed his command, I will be walking into his domain and placing myself in his power. If I refuse it… I risk being made
 umasutten
 , word-exiled. It is nearly the same as having banishment marks placed on my face. I would be stripped of basic rights and reviled by my people.”



“Then let’s go talk with the Athlatak,” said Damon.



Ria was already shaking her head. “Damon, you are of Merinian birth. It is not as though you can just—”



“Ria. I’m going with you. You can either accept my help openly or accustom yourself to me following you for the length of the journey. Your choice.”



She let out an annoyed hiss through her teeth. “You do not even speak ten words of Konokai…”



“So teach me more.”



“…Or have any understanding of the local laws and customs!”



“Ria, I’m an outlaw, in case you’d forgotten,” he said. “If your help and advice isn’t sufficient to keep me in line once we enter the Remenai lands, it’s not as though dodging the authorities will be a new experience for me.”



“You are impossible!”



“No,” he said, quietly. “I just care about you.”



“What about Velanor?” asked Ria. “You already established your plan to help her. What of seeking out Wrath and plying her for advice?”



“
 Plying
 her for advice,” he said teasingly. “You certainly have a way with euphemisms.”



“I am being serious, young Damon!”



He made a show of looking around and scanning the trees. “I expect that if I start journeying east, out of the colonized regions, Wrath will catch wind of it. It might even be faster to get an audience with her through this approach. She seems awfully interested in what I’m up to.”



“You would be placing yourself in needless danger…” she said. She shook her head, her eyes pleading with him, but at the same time, he could see her warming to the idea.



“Not for the first time,” he said. “This isn’t just about me, Ria. Aesta would never forgive me if I let you go alone. Neither would Vel. I’m not interested in facing her ire straight away once she’s recovered.”



“Nor am I,” Ria said. She drew in a breath and held it a few moments. “Perhaps you are correct. I am being of narrow thinking in taking this upon myself alone. I could use your help."



“Then you'll have it,” said Damon. "Let's not dally for longer than we need to. We'll set out east and see what awaits."



"You have never traveled the Remenai lands beyond the Malagantyan before, have you?" Ria flashed a surprisingly eager smirk. "This will all be new to you, no?"



"I'm looking forward to it," Damon said. "Let's make for the forest."



"Not just yet. We should spend the morning and perhaps the afternoon saying our goodbyes to Sharika and the others."



Damon could have said his goodbyes with a few mere words and a wave or two, but he understood how meaningful it was for Ria. He followed her back to the longhouse, shouldering the look of disapproval with which Sharika favored them both.



Much of the conversation Ria shared with the other woman, her aesta's aesta, was lost on him in words, but perfectly clear in emotions. Sharika was clearly against them leaving, and from the way her eyes kept pulling toward Damon, he had a suspicion about the source of her anxiety.



“What’s she saying?” he whispered to Ria during a pause.



“She is expressing the concerns she harbors over us proceeding with this journey,” said Ria. “Some of them are… how do you say… tangential to the danger we will be exposing ourselves to.”



Sharika had always taken issue with their closeness as a family, to put it politely. Damon hadn’t cared about her opinion much from the start, but he knew that Ria did. She wasn’t capable of shrugging off that sort of judgment, not after putting so much effort into knowing her nearest relatives.



“Tell her that it wouldn’t make sense for you to go alone,” said Damon.



“I already have.”



“Then tell her we’re adults, and she has no place lording over our lives.”



“I already… Damon, would you please let me handle this?”



She shot him a look that left little room for objection. Damon headed into the longhouse, where he received a surprising amount of help refilling his food pack from Arylla, Saxil, and a few of the Remenai children.



“Bring her back to us, Damon,” said Arylla. “The children love her. They would be crushed if anything happened to her.”



“That’s a sentiment I share,” he said. “I don’t intend letting her come to harm.”



Arylla nodded and surprised him with a quick hug. Saxil made a show of shaking his hand, a gesture most Remenai dismissed as Merinian nonsense.



He rejoined Ria outside just as her conversation with Sharika was coming to an end. She looked deeply affected by the encounter, and Damon had the sense not to probe into what had transpired any more than he already had.



“Thank you,” he said to Sharika in Konokai.



She blinked and slowly, respectfully, offered him a nod in reply.



“I need to gather a few things,” said Ria. “But once I have… You are ready?”



“Ready and waiting,” he said. “Let’s go.”










CHAPTER 8




 



Damon genuinely enjoyed traveling with Ria again. Even before she’d left, their time at The Rosewood Inn had been a static routine, days of chores and small talk with lots to do and nothing to see.



He let her lead, in no small part due to how much he enjoyed watching her navigate the trees. She carried one of her carefully crafted wooden spears alongside the throwing knife he’d given her as a gift in the early part of the year. The leggings she wore clung tight to her thighs and butt, adding a pleasantly jiggly slice of wonder to his already magnificent view.



The late morning sunshine trickled through the immense forest canopy, dazzling splinters of light and sky. The ground cover—bracken, mosses, ferns, and a species of low-lying vine with bright red flowers that clung to anything it could reach—crackled and popped underfoot.



“How well do you know the route we’ll be traveling?” asked Damon.



“Well enough.” She shot a confident smile over her shoulder. “It will be a long journey. We still have two days to go within the Malagantyan before we reach Amaryssan, the Eastern Desert. Once we cross that, we shall need to continue through the Vinaland, or the Old Wilds.”



“Have you been this way before?”



“Much of it, yes. I have never come near to our destination, however. Yvvestrosai is not the type of city that a clanless such as myself could easily enter without danger.”



She seemed to draw in a bit in the wake of her words. Damon pulled forward, letting his shoulder brush alongside hers.



“You may be clanless, but you aren’t alone,” he said. “Any danger we’re heading into will be split between us.”



“That is sweet of you to say, Damon, but it may not be the case in practice,” she replied. “We shall see what fate has in store for us.”



A few hours later, fate threw a monster at them. They were still within the forest and received various warnings ahead of time, from the anxious bird calls to the sound of snapping branches, and even the smell carried by the shifting wind.



A lidaragi feasted on a fresh kill, a young boar who’d apparently stumbled into the troll’s territory. It was an ugly brute, close to five hundred pounds if Damon were to take a guess, and several heads taller than him.



He motioned for Ria to stand back as she raised her throwing knife. The weapon might be effective if she managed to take the lidaragi in one of the eyes or the front of the throat, but it was turned away from them, busy devouring the guts of its prey.



Damon crept forward, silently drawing his myrblade and picking his approach angle. He was a step away from being near enough to take the monster through the back with a sword stab when it tensed and reared up, swiveling its head around to face them.



He half expected Ria to let loose her throwing knife, or even her spear, but nothing came. She must have thought it too dangerous, given how easily a ranged attack could run astray of its intended target.



Damon hopped back a pace as the lidaragi swung a hulking arm at him. He slashed it across the chest in a quick counter and then dodged again, rolling past a mixture of snapping jaws and grappling claws.



He leapt upward with a flourish, jumping first onto an old stump and then at the troll’s back. With both hands on his myrblade’s hilt, he sank the weapon deep into the lidaragi’s back. His tongue went cold as he drew from his sword’s magic, freezing both the blade and the monster through which it was now impaled.



The moisture within the troll crystalized from the inside out, flesh bulging against its green skin as it died across the span of several painless instants. It took a bit of effort for Damon to pull his sword free, watching the monster fall forward like an intricately painted statue.



“I thought you were past the point of showcasing your combat prowess for me,” said Ria.



“Just figured I’d reveal one of my new tricks,” he said. “It’s effective against larger opponents who might survive a single stab.”



“A single
 misaimed
 stab,” said Ria. “Few creatures can withstand a blow to the heart.”



Damon wiped a few beads of sweat from his forehead and caught his breath. “Few, indeed.”



He had been trying to impress her, and from the smile she gave him as she continued walking, hips swaying with an extra ounce of allure, it had worked.



 



***



 



The lidaragi’s kill had been fresh. Damon saw no reason to waste the meat and cut a haunch off the boar after carefully cleaning his myrblade. They traveled for another hour before the setting sun and thick tree canopy colluded to shadow their way.



Ria chose their campsite, and Damon built the fire. A fallen tree gave them a natural bench to sit on, and a few minutes of cutting at the brush with his sword was all it took to clear space for their tents.



“You don’t have to set up your tent,” said Damon. “If you don’t want to, I mean. It’s up to you.”



He smiled at his own awkwardness. Ria smiled back, but it was one of a challenging variety that he hadn’t seen before.



“It is up to me,” said Ria. “I would like to have a tent for myself.”



He didn’t question her choice, though the urge to was near overpowering. Instead, he took to skinning the meat he’d taken off the boar and spitting it over the fire. It was a choice cut, fresh and fatty, better than the quality Malon would often buy in the Azurecliff market.



He listened to it sizzle over the flames and savored the smell of cooking meat. It was almost winter, and though that carried the upside of the forest being purged of flies and mosquitoes, it also meant that the predators would be hungry. He kept his sword unsheathed and within reach, ready if another lidaragi or goliath snake or—True Divine—a pack of wandering tau decided to try them.



“I wish to know more of what happened with you and Velanor during your dreamspell excursion,” said Ria.



“There’s not much more to tell.” He gave her a shrug, considering the events. “It was a limited window into the intrigue of Hearthold’s court.”



“Through the eyes of this Captain Aldric,” said Ria. “I never met him, myself. What was that like?”



“I suppose it was… informational,” he said. “Scandalous, even. He is, or at least was, in love with Queen Anise. There’s no way he could ever have been with her openly.”



“Do you think, perhaps, that is part of why he loved her?” asked Ria. “Because she was forbidden to him?”



A glob of fat dripped off the meat and into the flames, eliciting a hiss from the fire. Ria sat on the log, while Damon stooped forward on one knee, overseeing the cooking of their dinner.



“I don’t think it’s that simple,” said Damon.



“People often want what they cannot have.”



“But it isn’t fair to assume that the only reason they want it is because they can’t have it,” said Damon. “Love isn’t that simple.”



“Desire often is, however.”



She stared at him, her violet eyes perfect and piercing. Her gaze seemed to flaunt the difference in age between them, but that also served to remind Damon that she wasn’t so much older than him. Half a decade, a sprinkling of years, no more than that.



“Were these considerations on your mind when you chose to set up your own tent?” he asked.



She nodded. “Very much so.”



He considered that as he slowly turned the boar haunch over, exposing its underdone side to the flames. “Did you learn much from Sharika in your time with her?”



“Much of what she taught me was what I already should have known.”



She looked so beautiful, sitting on a log, in the middle of the woods. It annoyed Damon to see her like that, though he knew it was a petty emotion to feel. Ria was coming into the woman she was always meant to be.



She was more attractive to him now than ever before, with a newfound sense of propriety and social consideration taking the place of her impulsivity and recklessness, a change that their aesta would have celebrated.



Damon picked up a tiny, smooth rock and flicked it at her. Her nose wrinkled as the harmless projectile bounced off her cheek, followed by a distinct narrowing of the eyes.



“You are such a child,” she said.



“You are such a child,” he repeated in a mocking tone.



She picked up the rock and flung it back at him. Damon caught it on reflex. He saw Ria trying to suppress a smile as she continued to glare at him from across the fire.



Damon pulled the cooked meat off the spit, and for a time, eating took priority over conversation. The meat had no salt or seasoning, and the bread he warmed alongside it was a bit stale, but neither of them complained. It was good food with good company. It was enough.



The snap of a branch came from within the darkness of the trees, and they went still. They came to a decision without words, carefully standing up and reaching for their weapons. Damon set the meat to one edge of the fire, not interested in burning their dinner while they investigated the threat.



It took his eyes a long span of seconds to adjust to the night, but once they had, it wasn’t hard to see what had drawn his attention. A woman stood leaning against a tree no more than fifty feet away from their campsite, and Damon recognized her from her posture even before he and Ria drew near enough to make out her features.



“Lilian,” he said. “It’s about time you showed up.”










CHAPTER 9




 



“Damon,” said Ria. “What in Jad’s grace is she doing here?”



“Stalking me,” he said.



Lilian let out a snort and shifted position, raising her arms above her head to hang partially from a branch. “There’s no need to be so dramatic. I’m here to help as much as I am to watch… or to
 stalk
 , if you must.”



“Your timing isn’t bad,” he said. “There is something you could help us with.”



Lilian leaned forward, letting her body language mirror her interest. Damon exchanged a look with Ria, who gave him a hesitant nod.



“I have a few questions for Wrath,” he continued. “Could you or Kastet let her know that I need a word with her?”



“You’d co-opt me as your courier?” asked Lilian. “You do realize my skillset extends far beyond the simple delivery of messages?”



“Then it shouldn’t trouble you to handle this,” he said.



Lilian took a step toward him, letting her arms slide up the length of her body. She wore a cloak that fluttered open to reveal the skintight clothing she had on underneath. Every curve, recess, and angle was accentuated in its alluring, feminine glory.



“I don’t mind helping you, Damon Al-Kendras,” said Lilian. “I can seek out Wrath and ask her to meet with you. I can even lead her back to you for the sake of expediency. The two of you could be face to face by tomorrow, perhaps.”



“How would you lead her back to us?” asked Damon. “We won’t be staying in one place.”



Lilian circled him, leaning her face in to sniff his neck. “I know your smell.”



He felt two conflicting emotions, the urge to cringe, and a hunger closer to what had possessed him to bed her during their last encounter. He didn’t let himself respond to either.



“Good,” he said. “That’s all we need as of now. Tell Kastet to look after Vel and my aesta. Ria and I won’t be back to Azurecliff for some time.”



“Oh, I’m afraid it will cost you extra if you want two messages delivered.”



“Enough of this, zanyadai!” snapped Ria. “Either speak plainly or move on!”



Damon held up a hand, signaling Ria to silence. “What is it you want, Lilian?”



“It would be more prudent for us to
 discuss
 this… in private,” she whispered. “Come with me. We might be
 talking
 for a while. You should tell your sister not to wait up.”



Lilian pulled Damon into an embrace from the side. She turned her head sideways, somehow managing to seem as though she was both searching for a kiss and chastely holding her lips back. Her body felt hot, and it was as though the layers of clothing between them were nonexistent.



“I need to speak with you!” snapped Ria. She grabbed his shoulder and tried to yank him away from Lilian.



“After,” he said.



“Perhaps in the morning?” said Lilian. “Fear not. I’ll return him to you in one piece.”



“Get away from him!” snapped Ria. “You have overstayed your welcome.”



Lilian sighed and reluctantly stepped back. She ran her hand down Damon’s chest and across his stomach, letting her fingers draw a suggestive line across his waist before breaking contact.



Ria didn’t let go of him, not even as Lilian disappeared into the night, and not even as she led Damon into her tiny tent next to the fire.



“Were you being serious?” she asked. “Would you truly have gone with her, young Damon? To have her feed off you and… use you to her own ends?”



“She can’t feed off me anymore, not if I don’t want her to,” he said. “My blood is too cold for her.”



“You seemed willing enough a few minutes ago,” she pointed out. “Are you really lacking in sense to such a degree that you would play her game?”



“We’re all playing someone’s game. I’m going to hear her out.”



He made to slip out through the tent flap. Ria growled and wrapped her arms around him, pulling him down onto her bedroll. Damon suppressed a chuckle at how similar his current situation was to when he and Lilian had wrestled in his tent a few nights earlier.



“It’s going to take more than an aggressive hug to keep me in this tent, Ria,” he said.



“You are such a pain!” she said. “I will sit on you and hold you down if I have to.”



She pushed him hard in the chest, dropping him flat onto his back, and then dropped her butt onto his crotch. Damon bucked his hips a few times, making her work to straddle him and keep herself in place. He started running his hands up her body, caressing along her sides before outright groping her breasts.



“Mmm… I’ve missed these.” He gave them an obvious squeeze.



“Mind your hands!” she hissed.



He gave each of her nipples a small caress with his index fingers before slowly sliding his hands elsewhere. He didn’t push his luck. He didn’t need to. It was enough to have her as close as this after the distance she’d kept the past few days.



“I could knock you off if I wanted to and still catch up to Lilian,” he said.



“Try it and see what happens.”



He was glad his grin was hidden by the darkness of the tent as he made an exaggerated attempt at rolling sideways. Ria pinned his shoulders, plopping her crotch down on his stomach and squeezing her glorious thighs inward. She had such thick, strong legs.



“True Divine,” he muttered. “Remember when we used to spar with one another, Ria?”



“This is not a joke or a game!”



“Neither was our training,” he said. “Remember how I used to put you through your paces?”



“I won as often as you did, if not more.” She leaned forward, getting in his face. “I know what you are doing.”



“Tell me,” he whispered, lifting his head upward.



“You are so immature. You never grew beyond your fifteenth year, always thinking with your… your…”



Damon flexed a certain, rapidly stiffening part of his body. His cock found the cleft of her buttocks and briefly nestled there, until Ria let out an annoyed gasp and slid farther forward.



“My most humble apologies, mighty queen Ria!” he said. “You’re so right! I’m just a horny little boy! It was me, all this time. You’ve always been an innocent Remenai maiden, beset by lewd harassment.”



“Enough with your mocking!” She pressed down on him, trying to go for a more aggressive pin as though it might leave him chastened.



Damon leaned backward, rocking them both off balance. They fell into the side of the tent’s canvas. Ria twisted, body undulating against his as she fought to maintain control. He gripped her shoulder and pulled her closer, stealing a quick kiss which reverberated through the moment like a well-struck bell.



She let out a huff as their kiss broke and pushed him flat. “You are impossible.”



“You can always give up if I’m too much for you to handle.”



Ria made a noise bordering on a snarl and fell forward against him, using her chest to pin him in a manner that was an incredible turn-on for Damon, if not an effective tactic. He started kissing her neck and letting his hands run over her butt, caressing soft flesh, fingers sneaking into the waistband of her leggings.



She didn’t stop him. The time for words seemed to be coming to an end as their lips met again. She seemed to spend her aggression on the kiss, sucking and biting at his lip. Damon got a hand into her pants and let his fingers trace across the slit of her womanhood, drawing a shudder out of her.



She started to pull at his shirt, lifting it up and over his head. He was tempted, briefly, to tease her about wanting sex as badly as he did. The idea faded into the background as they continued to kiss and undress one another, pretenses forgotten, boundaries demolished.



They were in a tent in the middle of the woods, horny and slightly irritated with one another. It was complicated, and simple. It was hard, in Damon’s case, achingly so, but it was easy, inevitable, even.



The movements flowed together as their clothes came off. Ria surprised him with aggressive movements, still seeking supremacy regardless of the nature of what they were doing. She straddled him and Damon found that all he could do, that all he wanted to do, was watch.



Neither of them said anything, but Ria glared while he smiled. She gently rocked forward and back against his cock, pinning it against Damon’s body rather than having it seek a tighter target. He reached his arms up, not to flip her underneath him or play with her breasts, but to pull her into a simple, naked hug.



He held her against him like that for what felt like an eternity, but could only have been a dozen seconds at most. Then he shifted his hips upward, searching through her thighs and letting his shaft eventually prod into her wonderful warmth.



She shivered atop him as he sank his cock into her womanhood. For good reason – it was cold outside. The pleasure of being inside Ria again was entirely secondary to the fact of it, the proof of their relationship. It made so much of what Damon felt on the inside—emotions for which the world always seemed ready to shame him—feel valid and sacred.



“Damon,” she whispered. Her forehead bumped against his, and he gave her a clumsy kiss in the dark. The fire outside was down to its embers, but it hardly mattered.



They began moving together in perfect, illicit harmony. Ria rose to straddle him properly, undulating with movements that sent tiny bursts of pleasure through Damon’s hard cock. He ran his hands up her body, cupping her breasts, letting them fall, watching them jiggle, silhouetted by the night.



Ria sped up, shifting from rocking and teasing her crotch against his to bouncing with girlish little movements. She had such grace and control over the way she did it that it would have seemed elegant if not for the horny little noises which continuously escaped her lips.



Damon was just as horny as she was, letting his fingers dig into her buttocks, taking a grip and making as though to guide her. She was strong, however, and made it clear from the way she pressed her hands down on his chest that the only way he would be allowed to lead was if he got on top.



He was about to do just that, or at least make an attempt at it, when Ria sped her pace up. She leaned forward again, falling into his embrace. Damon squeezed his arms around her and let his body flow with hers. He heard Ria’s breath quickening, pitching upward, and couldn’t resist teasing her in the moment.



He gave her ass a squeeze, followed by a soft slap, followed by a decent one. Ria gasped and let out a warning growl. Damon took a fistful of hair and pulled, not hard, but enough to shift her head and expose her neck, on which he immediately began sucking.



“Damon!” she moaned. “…Husband!”



She let out a pleasured, squeaking noise, collapsing forward atop him. Damon held her in his arms as he continued rocking his hips, feeding his cock into her womanhood with slow, stroking pumps. It took him longer to reach his release, nearly a minute, but he reached it.



He pulled out and rolled sideways, still holding Ria in a lover’s embrace, but angling his cock to blow his seed away from her womanhood and away from the bedroll. He gasped at the familiar, insanely intense pleasure and hugged her tighter against him.










CHAPTER 10




 



For a while, neither Damon nor Ria said anything. They’d been here before—many, many times before. Ria had never subscribed to the innate sense of shame that Malon and Vel had always harbored. Or at least, if she had, she’d long ago decided it was secondary to her own needs and judgment.



“You are such a foolishly challenging man,” Ria finally whispered.



“Only with those who know me,” said Damon. “You know me, Ria. You must have known this would happen.”



“Who are you to tell me what I must have known?” she said, poking him in the cheek with a finger.



Damon caught her hand and kissed the back of her knuckles. “Are you alright?”



“Yes… and no.” She ran a hand through his hair, staring past his eyes, into the distance. “Words cannot capture how much you being here, husband, means to me. It lends me confidence. It frees me of anxieties that would keep me from clear thinking and smart action. But it also… Jad’s blood. It makes all of this so much more complicated.”



“Just tell me what you need from me.”



“I have already told you. The Remenai world is different. The fact that we were raised under the same aesta and yet love each other as we do can never be known by my people. I am unsure how widespread the knowledge may be. I am not even certain of my own standing, whether I am respected or reviled or nobody in particular.”



She paused and shook her head, eyes thoughtful, but clouded. Damon smoothed a few strands of hair back from her face, catching locks of silver and black between his fingers.



“If you want me to be your brother while we’re among your people, then that’s what I’ll be,” he said.



“Is that what I said I wanted?” she snapped.



“Hey, don’t get grumpy with me just because the situation is complicated.”



“I am not grumpy with you, I just…” She let out a long sigh. “Even the fact that you are a Merinian might become a snag in the brush. I know not how my people will react to one of the colonizers stepping into Yvvestrosai, even if you are traveling with me, even if you are respectful.”



“Well,” he began. “Just because you don’t know for sure doesn’t mean you need to worry about what could happen with such needless stress. We’ll figure it out.”



“We will,” she whispered. “You will need to follow my lead starting tomorrow, as there is no way to know when we will begin encountering my brethren. Young Damon… you must control your flirtation. No kissing, no open affection, not even when it seems as though we are alone. Never during the day.”



“I thought aesta had the mandate when it came to ruining my fun.”



Ria’s eyes narrowed into dangerous slits.



“That was a joke,” he said. “I’ll be on my best behavior. I love you, Ria.”



“I love you so much. Thank you.”



He kissed her, but his own words stuck in his head, prickling his thoughts in a way he couldn’t ignore. It had been a while since he’d heard from Malon.



“Where are you going?” asked Ria as he stood up.



“To get something from my tent,” he said.



“Come back after,” she replied. “We aren’t finished… talking for tonight.”



 



***



 



After a few more hours of
 talking
 with Ria, Damon pulled on the dreamspell amulet and fell asleep entwined in her embrace. He woke up alone on Ria’s bedroll the next morning, memory absent of anything resembling a dream.



He tamped his initial impulse to worry about Malon and Vel. He hadn’t been gone from the inn for long enough to forget how busy the nights could be, and how endless the work often was. She was also caring for Vel, which brought along its own special challenge.



On top of that, Malon was no doubt still processing how far they’d gone during their last encounter, on the floor of the common room, possessed by love and lust. Damon could imagine her worrying what might happen between them in a dream, perhaps to the point of only considering the possibility of using her dreamspelling if it were absolutely necessary.



He dressed and slid out from the tent. Ria had already packed his away for him, empty as it was, so he returned the favor by breaking down hers. The two of them shared a small breakfast of leftovers from the night before and then set off into the forest.



“The eastern Malagantyan is split by a range of mountains,” said Ria. “We will be traveling across steeper terrain over the coming days.”



“Sounds as though we might have to do some climbing,” said Damon.



“Let us hope not. If we are where I think we are, we should be able to transit through one of the lower passes.”



Damon nodded, following after Ria as they ducked under the stiff branches of an old oak tree. The forest on the other side was slightly thinner, and the sky above peeked through as a patch of clear blue. It was cold, and the warmth promised by the sun seemed lacking in comparison to the late season's ambient chill.



The wind was surprisingly strong, blowing against them from the front with enough force to slow their steps. Ria had her cloak on and tied the hood tighter as the gusts blew at her face, whipping against the fabric of her clothes. Her teeth chattered as she glanced over her shoulder at him, furrowing her brow.



“Are you not cold, in just that?” she asked.



The question caught Damon off guard. He wasn’t wearing his cloak, and his shirt wasn’t one of his warmer ones. He felt the chill but didn’t feel beset upon by it.



“I suppose I have a higher tolerance for cold weather than most,” he replied.



“It’s me,” whispered Myr.



He started slightly, surprised by her voice. Ria was already pushing forward, and Damon set a hand on his myrblade as he followed in her wake.



“You’ll never freeze to death,” whispered Myr. “You still might feel uncomfortable from intense cold, given how it can slow your muscles and body, but it’s no threat to your life as long as you’re wielding me.”



“Good to know,” he said.



Good… and a little unsettling. Damon couldn’t dispel the thought of what might happen to him if he were trapped in an avalanche, or frozen in ice. He would still die without breath, of course, but there were scenarios in which a normal person might die at certain temperatures which he could apparently survive. He’d rather give them consideration now than wait until they were at hand.



True to Ria’s prediction, the forest shifted into a series of woodsy hills. He could see the mountain range she’d spoken of in the distance. The mountains weren’t that high, but snow crested their peaks, and the craggy, rocky nature of their slopes didn’t look welcoming to travelers.



They pushed up a particularly steep slope that had them both climbing with their hands in places. Ria was ahead of Damon as they crested the top, and he saw her posture shift, head leaning sideways, fists clenching in frustration.



“Jad’s blood…” she muttered. “I thought we were somewhere else.”



He came alongside her and saw what she meant. They were atop a cliff, a ridge, really, that ran for a solid mile in either direction. Ahead of them, Damon could see the valley pass of which Ria had spoken in between the mountains ahead of them, but reaching it would either require several hours of backtracking or traversing a dangerous drop.



“Looks like we have to backtrack,” he said. “Come on. No sense in lingering here.”



Ria hissed through her teeth and folded her arms, her frustration written all over her expression.



“I believe we can make this climb,” she said. “It looks high, but if we go slow...”



“It doesn’t look high. It looks deadly,” he said. “A single fall, and that’s it.”



“Have more faith in yourself. You are capable, Damon. This is not as dangerous as it seems.”



He’d stopped listening to her and started peering down at the rocky terrain of the cliff wall. It was craggy with a fair number of handholds, but steep to the point where a few sections were hard to imagine as a route across. Descending would be far more of a challenge than an upward climb would have been.



“Ria…” he said uncertainly.



“I will be right there with you. We can even use this.”



She reached into her pack and pulled out a rope made from woven vines. It wasn’t long enough to get them all the way down, and trying to use it for such a descent would, of course, mean leaving the rope behind.



What Ria did instead was tie one end of it around her chest as a harness. She tossed the other end to Damon, who looked at it skeptically.



“I’m not in love with this idea,” he said.



“But you are in love with me,” said Ria. “And you trust me. This may even be fun for us, perhaps.”



She gave him a smile that he recognized from their childhood. As Damon thought about it, they’d essentially been in this exact same position once while exploring an area to the south of the farmstead they’d called the Sand Cliffs. Ria had convinced him to attempt a stupid climb, leading to him missing a handhold and a terrifying, though not life-threatening fall.



She’d made him promise not to tell aesta what they’d been doing afterward, and Damon had held to his word, though they’d still gotten a few stern words about the state of their dirty clothing.



“Fine,” he said. “But we go slow and do this as carefully as we possibly can.”



“That goes without saying, no?” Ria had a wild grin on her face. She helped him tie his harness, touching him freely with her hands in a manner that promised friskiness later if they managed the climb without any surprises.



“You go first,” said Damon. “You’re lighter than I am, so if you fall, chances are better I’ll be able to absorb your weight.”



“I am also a better climber than you,” she said, still smirking. “And husband?”



“Yeah?”



She grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him to her for an aggressive kiss.



“Be careful,” she said.










CHAPTER 11




 



Damon watched Ria get into position for their descent, sliding down on her stomach and slowly lowering herself onto the cliff. She still had her pack on, which on top of burdening her with extra weight, would also throw off the balance of her body. It was unavoidable, however. They couldn’t risk throwing their belongings down and potentially breaking valuable supplies.



The air was cold, and the wind’s strength seemed amplified by how high up they were. It blew constantly, shifting directions with no rhyme or reason in a manner which made it even harder to compensate for.



Damon watched Ria find the first few handholds along the rockface and start making progress downward. He put off following after her until he’d almost used up all the slack on their rope. If she did fall, he didn’t want to leave her with enough slack on the rope to build up speed before her harness pulled taut.



All the reservations he’d had about the climb immediately seemed justified. The rock was smoother than it had initially looked, and despite the availability of solid handholds, none felt secure against Damon’s fingers.



He had never been afraid of heights, but the act of descending a cliff face required him to look down constantly. He had to steel his nerves each time and focus on his breathing in the face of burgeoning vertigo. Ria seemed to be enjoying herself, which was more worrying to him than comforting.



“The handhold you are reaching for is not sturdy,” Ria called up to him, voice matter of fact.



“Alright. Where do I grab instead?”



“Shift sideways and—"



He heard a gasp and the sound of crumbling rock, and then felt the rope yank downward in nearly the same instant. Damon only had the fingers of his left hand in a grip against the cliff, but it was a solid grip.



Almost too solid, in fact. The pain that tore through his knuckles and hand as he tried to kick back into his previous footholds was enough to promise broken, if not severed, fingers. Ria shouted up at him, a mixture of words and terrified cries.



He set his right foot back against the cliff, letting out a deep, primal shout. If he slipped, they both would die, without question. His and Ria’s lives were both hanging on by the strength of his fingertips.



He grabbed the spot Ria had warned him about with his right hand. It immediately began to crumble, but it bought him a few invaluable seconds. He felt the rope slacken as Ria managed to find purchase on the cliff again and realized, sickeningly, that it was now his turn to fall.



The loose handhold gave away, and Damon’s foot slipped free of the crack he’d jammed it in. He was hanging by his fingers again for a terrifying instant, and then he was dropping like stone.



“Damon!” screamed Ria.



His harness snapped against his shoulders after a second of freefall, his head slamming into the side of the rock wall hard enough to make him feel confused and vacant for a moment. He heard Ria grunting with exertion above him and scraped his palms along the cliff, clinging on for dear life.



He found a handhold and a spot to set his feet, regaining his balance and shifting his weight off the rope. Ria was saying something he could hardly hear through the pounding in his skull. A trickle of blood ran from his forehead into his eye, and he winced as he tried to blink it away.



Compared to how it had begun, the rest of their descent was fairly straightforward. When Damon’s feet touched the ground, he made it three steps before his knees trembled and gave out beneath him. He fell down on all fours and vomited into the grass, not from fear, but from the lingering vertigo that had nothing to do with heights and everything to do with his head injury.



“Sorry,” whispered Ria.



His head was in her lap. When had she caught up with him? She also had her waterskin out and brought it to his lips. Damon took a small sip, clearing his mouth of the foul taste.



“How about next time we just go around?” he asked.



“We saved a lot of time,” she said. “Hours, if not an entire day.”



He narrowed his eyes at her. Ria glanced away. She had a cloth in her hand which she dampened with water and used to gently clean the cut on his forehead.



“Sorry,” she said again.



“Let’s keep going,” he said. “There’s still at least an hour of daylight left.”



“You are not fit to travel right now.” Ria set a hand on his chest and shook her head. “The cliff offers a bit of protection from the wind, and the ground is flat here. We can rest for tonight and continue tomorrow.”



“What was the point of us attempting that climb if not to speed our journey forward?” he asked.



“I do not think it would be wise.” Ria held him in a protective embrace, still dabbing at the cut on his forehead.



“You should listen to her, Damon”



The new voice was unexpected, but instantly familiar. Damon groaned and looked toward the top of the cliff. A flash of azure blue light came from the tree line ahead of them, and he let his eyes settle on the woman with dark blue hair.



Wrath looked good, almost unchanged from his last encounter with her. She wore her impressive obsidian plate armor, curved wrathblade hanging from the scabbard at her waist. Her dark blue hair was twisted up into a warrior’s bun, though the masculine style did little to detract from the intense femininity of her eyes and lips.



She looked like one of the Forsaken, but there was more to her presence than that simple fact. Wrath managed to stride the line between dangerous and desirable, practically oozing seduction while simultaneously seeming to threaten the entire world with the weight of her gaze.



Damon could feel Ria tensing, caught between continuing to cradle his head in her lap and rising to ready herself for a potential threat. He gave her hand a squeeze. He could handle Wrath. He had before, in more ways than most.



“Clara,” he called to her. “It’s nice to see you again.”



Wrath’s eyes narrowed, azure blue light flickering within her pupils. “I see you’re still keen on pushing your luck as far as it will go, Damon Al-Kendras.”



He let out a small groan as he rose to his feet, ignoring the pounding in his head. He still had on his myrblade but resisted the urge to set a hand atop the hilt.



“I have quite a bit of luck, it seems,” he said. “Do you not care for your birth name?”



“It isn’t my name anymore,” said Wrath.



“That’s not what I asked,” he said. “I think it’s pretty, by the way.”



“Damon,” whispered Ria. “I think it would be wise to avoid antagonizing her.”



“You should listen to her,” said Wrath. “I’m not in the best mood right now.”



“Well, I’m sorry about that, Clara,” said Damon. “If there’s anything I can do to help you feel better, just—"



Wrath seemed to blink out of existence as she moved, drawing from her incredible speed. She was faster than anyone or anything Damon had ever encountered, but she was also predictable. Not to most people, but certainly to him.



He’d served her. He’d bedded her. He’d seen her cry.



Damon drew his myrblade and blocked in a single, practiced motion. He wasn’t as fast as Wrath, yet was faster than nearly any other swordsman alive. He blocked her strike, a simple overhead slash, with no margin for error. He took no satisfaction in it. She’d allowed him the parry. If she’d wanted him dead, she never would have revealed herself to begin with.



“You’ve kept your skills sharp, I see,” said Wrath. “I notice you still carry my standard as your weapon.”



“Hey!” hissed Myr.



“You know as well as I do that my sword is no wrathblade,” said Damon. “Not anymore. It’s far more powerful.”



Wrath scoffed. She drew back and sheathed her own weapon, holding Damon’s gaze with intense, unnerving eyes.



“See, that’s what I like most about you,” she said. “It’s often hard to tell whether you’re justifiably confident, or an arrogant fool.”



“I’m still alive. That should tell you all you need to know.”



The wind whipped through the cliffs above, creating a distinct whistling noise against the crevices in the rocks. Ria drew close to Damon, never taking her eyes off Wrath.



“Remember why we are here,” she whispered. “You must ask her about Velanor.”



“My hearing is far better than I think you realize,” said Wrath. “What happened to your sister?”



He scratched his chin for a second. He’d been hoping to get Wrath to tell him what she wanted, first. She did, of course, want something. He couldn’t remember the last time they’d spoken without coming to terms of some sort.



“Vel is unwell,” he said. “She suffered an injury while dreamspelling, and we haven’t been able to wake her.”



Wrath furrowed her brow. “Is that all?”



Damon and Ria both nodded.



“No doubt, Famine would have some means of pulling her from her sleep,” said Wrath. “A potion or perhaps a smelling smoke that could satisfy your needs. I could ask her about it during our next encounter.”



“You could,” said Damon, waiting for what he knew was next.



“Of course, I would require a small favor from you in return,” said Wrath. “A reasonable favor. Nothing outlandish.”



“I’m listening,” he said.



Wrath smiled and paused, letting the brief silence lend weight to her words. “The Remenai Quorum of Clans has chosen a new Athlatak.”



Damon flicked his gaze toward Ria, who kept her mouth shut and all but shouted with her eyes for him to do the same.



“Go on,” he said.



“I wish for you to seek an audience with him,” said Wrath. “As luck would have it, I’ve heard he’s taken an interest in Ria. I’m half inclined to assume that’s already what you were on your way to do.”



She was sharp, which Damon should have expected. He nodded slowly, seeing no real chance of attempting to bluff her about their objective.



“You want an alliance with the Remenai for your war, then?” asked Damon. “Wasn’t this always a part of the plan?”



“Not quite,” said Wrath. “The Athlatak… Famine and I suspect that he may be one of us.”



Damon stared at her, knowing that she was serious, but half expecting it to be some kind of mocking joke or qualifier that it was a miniscule possibility. Nothing of the sort came. Famine let her words sink in over the span of a few silent, meaningful seconds.



“That cannot be possible,” said Ria, shaking her head. “My people loathe the Venmalani. They would never—"



“They don’t know,” interrupted Famine. “We’ve heard only a few reports of disconcerting behavior that would mark the Athlatak as one of us. Claims that he can best any man in combat, survive wounds that would have killed his rivals. Your people might assume he’s simply a warrior of rare prowess as long as they never see him use his magic in person.”



“Have the Forsaken always been able to reincarnate as the Remenai?” asked Damon.



“That’s a telling question,” said Wrath. “There is no actual difference, no true line between the Remenai and the Merinians. You could remark on ear shape, or hair and eye color, but the two peoples can breed without mishap. I have, in fact, been reborn among the Remenai, far in the past.”



“You have?” he asked. “I… assume it turned out poorly?”



“Put to death before my tenth birthday,” said Wrath. “It is as your sister says. The Remenai loathe my brethren. Famine and I must know the truth of this situation if we are to plan for the future of Veridan’s Curve with certainty.”



“You want us to figure it out for you?” asked Damon. “How are we supposed to do that?”



“Oh, I’ve no doubt you’ll think of something,” said Wrath. “Do this for me, and I will find a way to awaken your sleeping sister. Unless… there’s something else you’d prefer from me as a reward?”



Wrath’s crest. Damon was ashamed by how much her words tempted him. Not to disregard Vel’s needs, of course, but he briefly thought about trying to argue that he deserved both as a reward. The power available to him with both a crest and his myrblade would lift him to a new level. He’d be able to keep his family safe against almost anything.



Ria reached over to him and gave his arm a deliberate squeeze. “Velanor comes first.”



“I know that!” He pulled his arm away and nodded at Wrath. “I accept your terms. We’ll continue onward to Yvvestrosai and attempt to discover the Athlatak’s true identity.”



Wrath smirked at him, and in a flash of azure light, disappeared from sight.



“Did you really think I’d choose a crest over Vel?” Damon asked Ria.



“Not of your own accord,” she replied. “But Wrath… She is maneuvering you, husband. She is a creature of duplicity and plotting.”



“Not unlike a few other women in my life,” he muttered.



Ria glared at him and punched him in the shoulder.



“Relax,” he said. “I was talking about Kastet.”










CHAPTER 12




 



Damon and Ria continued their journey without interruption for the next few days. Traveling through the mountain pass was relatively smooth, with only the wind and the chill of the late season posing minor obstacles.



It was a time that Damon cherished in his heart. He and Ria joked and flirted and made love, picking beautiful campsites overlooking scenic valley views. Their pace was swift, but almost leisurely in comparison to some of their other journeys, and they grew as close to one another as they’d ever been.



The terrain shifted abruptly as they left the mountains. The ground sloped downward into a flat basin that might once have been a lake or inland sea. It was a desert now, a barren expanse of sand and dunes extending for at least a few dozen miles. Probably farther. It was hard to judge distance with so little to use for scale.



“Amaryssan,” said Ria. “The Eastern Desert. We will cut a line across its center, the area directly in front of us. It will not be an easy trek, but it represents the last unforgiving stretch of terrain between us and Yvvestrosai.”



“What’s so unforgiving about it?” asked Damon.



“Aside from the usual trappings posed by such harsh terrain – lack of available water, food, or shelter – there are quite a few monsters that make their home within this region.”



Damon let a smile sneak onto his face as he set a hand on his myrblade. “Sounds like fun.”



Amaryssan was beautiful in its own barren, unforgiving way. The wind was the only constant presence, gusting and making waves flow through the yellow scrub grass poking out of sections of dirt and clay intermingling the sand.



Massive dunes cast deep shadows that stretched and shifted depending on the sun’s position overhead. Desert or not, the weather was still cold. After Damon and Ria set up their campsite after the first day of slogging through the sand, the sky clouded over, and it began to snow. It was no more than a pitiful dusting that quickly melted into the sand, but it felt strange, regardless.



They were deep within the desert on the third day when everything changed. Damon was half walking, half sliding down a dune when he felt the ground underneath them begin to shake with a subtle quiver.



“Do you feel that?” he asked Ria.



She’d been using her spear as a walking stick and took a moment to stick its butt into the ground and lean against it. “Feel what?



“The ground,” he said. “For a moment, it felt as though it was…”



Another rumble came, this one powerful enough to send a few burrowed beetles skittering from their hiding spots. Damon exchanged a worried glance with Ria, and then immediately set about searching the nearby area for anything resembling cover.



He didn’t get a chance to look that hard. The rumbling grew to the strength of a full-on earthquake, one centered on a point not far from where they stood. Damon pulled Ria into a run, but it was hard to move swiftly through the desert.



A sudden burst of dust and sand came from Damon’s left, and he felt a shadow falling across him even before he’d seen what they were dealing with. He turned and felt his breath catch in his throat, fingers twitching as he fumbled to get his sword out.



A massive sand snake was midway through berthing from within the desert, creating a living arch of monsterish, scaly flesh overhead. It was as wide as Damon was tall, and at least a hundred feet long. It was, in a word, terrifying.



He’d faced off against a variety of monsters over the course of his life, from lidaragi to tau, even the moderately sizable colossus snakes of the Malagantyan. He’d never seen anything like this, never even dreamed of it in his most disturbing nightmares. It could crush them simply by falling over at the right angle, burying them in sand, even swallowing them whole. What could they possibly do against it?



“Run!” shouted Ria.



Damon was on board with that idea with every fiber of his being. They took off through the desert, their direction lost in their haste to simply get away. The speed with which they ran was one unlocked by the intensity of their desperation. Run or die. Run or be consumed. It was a simple, inescapable truth.



Time seemed to slow into fractured seconds as the sand snake came down in front of them, mouth open wide enough to expose several hideous rings of teeth. Damon seized Ria, who was a step in front of him, by the back of her tunic and yanked with all his strength as the monster dove into the sand within mere feet of swallowing her whole.



Unexpectedly, the hole the creature left in its wake began expanding. Damon felt himself suddenly scrambling uphill in his rush to put distance between himself and the monster. The sand crumbled underneath his hands and feet, slipping away, pulling him downward faster than he could pull himself up.



He shouted as the abyss opened and drew him in.



 



***



 



“Damon,” whispered Myr. “Damon! Wake up! Hey!”



Damon let out a groan and tried to pull himself up into a sitting position. He blinked, which was a mistake. His eyelids were coated with a layer of sand and dirt that threatened to force its way into sensitive places as his vision adjusted to the dark.



“What happened…” he muttered. “Am I… inside the snake?”



“Um…” Myr sounded caught between worry and amusement. “Do you want me to answer that or just give you another second to recover yourself?”



“I’m good, thanks.”



He was somewhere dark, but also somewhere spacious, judging from the way his voice echoed through the emptiness. A tiny dot of light was visible far above, too far to be a realistic means of escape. He was underground, in some kind of subterranean sand cavern.



“Rovahn’s balls,” he muttered. “This is where that monster lives, isn’t it?



“I don’t know,” said Myr.



He slowly pulled himself to his feet and began taking stock of his situation. He wasn’t injured beyond a few scratches and bruises. He still had his traveling pack, though a quick inspection of its interior revealed that he’d shattered his lantern at some point during the fall. His food and waterskin were still intact, which was a massive relief.



Ria was nowhere to be seen. Damon only barely resisted the urge to start shouting for her, aware of the likelihood of it being more than just the two of them in the sprawling cavern. His eyes were beginning to adjust, despite the fact that the hole through which he’d fallen seemed to be refilling and closing itself off with a fresh slide of sand.



There was more ambient light than he’d realized at first. Luminescent moss grew on both the cavern’s walls and the massive rock spires hanging from the ceiling and extending upward from the ground. The illumination it gave off was faint and reminiscent of the sickly green of the ghost moon, but it was enough for him to see a bare outline of the area.



“I need to find Ria,” he whispered. “If I’m down here, she must be, too.”



Myr didn’t say anything. He took her silence for affirmation and picked a direction at random in which to set off.



The simple act of walking across the cavern’s floor was made needlessly challenging by the nature of the terrain. It was filled with trenches and sloping ledges, as though centuries if not millennia of erosion had found certain types of rock easier to move than others.



The sound of dripping water in the distance was a constant distraction, and the air also surprisingly dank and humid, warmer than it had been on the surface. Damon resisted the temptation to consider how he might find a way back up when it was time, as the question threatened to feed into his ambient sense of claustrophobia.



A shout came from ahead of him and to his left, too distorted by the echo for him to make out specific words. He headed toward it, slowing as the sandy rock underneath his feet began to slope downward in a circular bowl shape.



“Daaa… mon,” called a familiar, though far distant voice.



“Ria!” he shouted. “Where are you?”



He had to wait a few seconds before the answer came.



“Down here!” she shouted.



The echo made the words lap over one another, emphasizing just how far down she was. He could see a dark pit at the center of the bowl-shaped depression in front of him, feeling his stomach twist as he considered how deep she might be.



“Are you alright?” he called. The question felt naïve and overly hopeful. He had to ask it, regardless.



“I am uninjured,” called Ria. “There was water where I landed. It is over my head. I… have not found a place with footing.”



Damon furiously considered his options. There was the rope, but it was still in Ria’s pack. If she could throw it up to him, maybe he could pull her up? He looked at the hole again, considering how horribly pitched her shouts were by the echo. Was she fifty feet down? A hundred feet? More than that?



“I’m going to drop a rock to try to get a sense of how deep down you are,” he said. “It’s just a small one. Apologies in advance if it lands on you.”



“Damon!” called Ria.



He gave it a shot, letting a coin-sized rock fall and listening for the splash. The time that went by before he heard it plunk into the water was disconcerting, if not outright heartbreaking.



“It is too far for the rope,” said Ria. “I know it is.”



“There’s another way,” he said.



“There is no other way. Damon… Husband… you must continue on. I will not have you wasting your only chance of survival on holding out on an empty hope.”



“Move toward the wall,” called Damon. “I’m coming down.”



“What?” Ria’s voice was panicked, and he heard the sound of water splashing from below. “No! Stay where you are! Damon, hold for a moment and think about this…”



He did, long enough to decide to shrug off his traveling pack so his food wasn’t ruined by the water. He slid down to the center of the bowl-shaped depression and eyed the imposing darkness of the pit. It wasn’t a simple thing to just jump and hope for the best, not according to his tense nerves and accelerating heart.



“Are you out of the way?” he asked.



“Damon, you foolish ass! Please! Spend some time thinking of another—"



He stepped forward before she could finish, letting himself drop into the mouth of the abyss.










CHAPTER 13




 



Damon was silent as he plummeted into the pit, though various internal screams reverberated through the core of his marrow. It wasn’t so much that he was terrified by the fall or even the potential for the danger, more the simple, innate way that the anticipation of his landing combined with the inability to see the water below.



He had no idea how long he’d been in the air or how much farther he had to go. It was more than unsettling and shook something deep in his core, a need for certainty, even if it came as certain death.



When he finally splashed down into the water, it was mid-breath. The force of his impact stung his feet through the soles of his boots, and he was left flailing to swim, not entirely certain of which way was up.



He let out a gasp that echoed weirdly off the walls of the pit as he surfaced. Ria was shouting at him in an annoyed voice, and he reached toward her, grabbing something that felt suspiciously soft against his hand.



“Ahem,” said Ria. “That is my breast.”



“It’s a nice breast.”



“You are a child,” she said. “You are a fool! What purpose is there in you subjecting yourself to the same hopeless fate I stumbled into?”



“It’s far from hopeless, now that I’m here,” he said. “Give me some space.”



She must have heard the confidence in his voice and trusted it. She splashed backward, giving Damon room to draw his myrblade and prepare for what came next.



“Good,” he said. “Now wrap your arms around my shoulders and hang on tight.”



“What are you going to do?”



“Lift us out of here. Now grab on.”



She did. Her teeth were chattering, and he could feel how cold she was through the contact of their skin. If he’d arrived an hour later, it was anyone’s guess whether she would still have been afloat, drained of energy and body heat.



Damon let out a breath of frozen condensation that passed near enough to Ria’s neck to send a wave of shivers through her. Carefully, still treading water, he took his sword and slid it down alongside his feet, focusing on picturing what he wanted to do as he drew from the myrblade’s magic.



A pillar of ice rose underneath them, lifting them up and onto solid, albeit frozen, ground. Water dripped from their bodies and clothing, freezing to the ice on contact. Ria clung tighter to him as he continued channeling his magic, driving the pillar upward and toward the pit’s mouth.



It wasn’t a simple act of magical prowess. The pit was deep enough to require him to think about how best to utilize the water to cross the distance between them and safety. He kept the pillar as thin as possible, barely a steppingstone for them both to stand on, embracing one another.



Higher and higher they rose, until the top of the pit was in sight and Ria shivered wildly against him. Damon didn’t feel cold, but was numbly aware of the fact that he was freezing, hardly any warmer than the ice.



“There,” he gasped, jaw clenching from the exertion of will. “That’s the top. We can pull ourselves up from here.”



“Husband,” whispered Ria. “I… think I am frozen to you.”



“Ah.” Damon shifted his focus, trying to let his own body temperature stabilize. “Any better?”



Ria pulled her cheek away from his, and Damon felt a small pinch as the skin separated.



“That was not all that pleasant,” she said.



“We’re alive and out of the pit. That’s all that matters.”



He let Ria go first, watching her pull herself up to the moderate safety of the cavern. To step off the platform without letting go of his myrblade, he had to time his own departure just so.  He let the pillar dissolve as he jumped, pulling his sword with him and scrambling over the rock ledge onto solid ground.



They were out of the pit, but far from out of danger, the darkness of the cavern feeling endless and all-consuming. Damon watched Ria taking stock of her traveling pack, which had fallen into the water along with her, ruining much of her food and leaving her without a change of dry clothes. She shivered and swore a few times under her breath as she wrung water out of a tunic and stuffed it away.



“We could rest here,” he suggested. “Set off once we’ve had time to dry and recover a bit.”



“I have no intention of staying in this cave a moment longer than I must,” said Ria.



Damon looked around. There wasn’t much to see, even with his eyes adjusted to the dim light.



“In that case, let’s start exploring,” he said. “There must be a place where it connects to the surface. We’ll keep an eye on the ground and watch for areas where it starts to slope upward.”



Ria nodded, and they both set off. Their progress was slow and directionless, with obstacles ranging from similar pits to the one they’d fallen into, to steep underground cliffs, and even just treacherous footing. Lichen and slime covered much of the rock, forcing them to take each step as though walking across ice.



Eventually, Damon found a tunnel which had a promising upward incline. He made sure to keep Ria close to him as he started along it but didn’t trust the darkness, even after more than an hour spent within it.



The tunnel shifted along wide, meandering turns, as though a river had carved through the stone. It narrowed in places, forcing them to commit to squeezing through tight gaps in single file. After one such chokepoint, it began to widen, opening up into a second large cavern that, by Damon’s reckoning, was at least a few dozen feet higher than where they’d started.



“Why are there so many rocks?” asked Ria, gesturing to the open chamber in front of them. “They seem oddly placed.”



Damon nodded slowly. Several dozen boulders, each smooth and oblong, sat in a messy, but not completely random pattern across the floor. A thin layer of strange fog occluded much of the chamber, lending a stale and bitter scent to the air, and in the distance, a soft rattling noise was audible.



 “I don’t think those are rocks,” said Damon.



“No?” Ria strode over to the closest one. “What would you assume them to be, in that…”



She touched one with her hand and immediately drew it back in disgust. The rock, the egg, shuddered slightly, and a crack formed across where her fingers had been an instant previous.



“Jad’s blood…” she swore. “Disgusting.”



“We have to keep going,” he whispered. “This is a sure sign that we’re on the right path. The sand snakes feed in the desert. There has to be a tunnel leading out from here.”



“You would have us walk through the nest of the monster that nearly ate us before we fell down here?”



She was already stepping backward, moving toward where they’d arrived from. Damon took her hand and squeezed it reassuringly, feigning confidence more than feeling it.



“Eggs are harmless,” he said. “Juvenile sand snakes are also probably harmless. If we encounter a larger one, I’ll handle it with my myrblade.”



“I’m not in love with snakes either, you know,” whispered Myr.



“We’re in more danger of starving in this cavern than we are of being overwhelmed by a bunch of eggs.” He gave the nearest one a nudge with his foot to illustrate his point.



“Fine,” said Ria. “But let us move quickly.”



“No objections to that.”



They weaved through rows upon rows of eggs, taking care not to draw too near any of them whenever possible. Damon paid attention to the slope, making sure they always continued in a direction that would take them nearer the surface. Unfortunately, it kept moving in the direction of the rustling noise he’d heard before, until the source of it drew into view against the darkness.



A ball of mating sand snakes sat near the back of the chamber, next to an opening that potentially would lead them to their escape. The snakes were entwined, almost knotted together, and the collective pile was twice Damon’s height and similarly wide.



“I feel sick,” muttered Ria.



The snakes abruptly stopped hissing. Damon gripped Ria’s shoulder, preparing to pull her into a sprint back the way they’d come, but after a moment or two of heightened interest, the creatures returned to their business.



He slowly nodded to the tunnel next to the mating pile and started walking in that direction, taking Ria’s hand again and making sure she stayed close. He never turned his back completely to the snake ball, just in case. It was a layer of caution which, as he soon realized, was justified.



The ground shook, and a shower of sand fell from the tunnel’s ceiling. Damon had just enough time to pull Ria with him as he leapt backward, narrowly avoiding the giant sand snake as it burst through the wall to their left.



It opened and closed its mouth, revealing rows of teeth and a tongue that looked quite a bit like a smaller snake in the way it curled and moved through the air. Damon could hear the rustling of more snakes moving to investigate from behind them. There was no turning back, no retreating.



He drew his myrblade, lunging forward without a second of hesitation. Ria shouted something, a warning which was probably justified, but impossible for him to heed. The giant sand snake’s tongue lashed out at him, and he struck it in the same moment.



Driving his myrblade deep into the flesh of the roof of the sand snake’s mouth, Damon channeled the weapon’s ice enchantment. He forced magic into the monster in much the same way he’d dealt with the lidaragi days earlier, freezing it from the inside out.



The snake thrashed against the tunnel from which it had emerged, shaking the ground so fiercely that Damon couldn’t see through the falling sand. He could feel the effect of his attack, however, as the monster’s movements slowed, and then stopped entirely.



He blinked, staring at what was undoubtedly the most impressive feat he’d ever managed with his weapon. Ria pulled him forward by the shirt sleeve. He snapped back to the moment, realizing he could see light far down the tunnel ahead of them.



They ran, quite literally, for their lives. The tunnel was collapsing into a mess of crumbling rock and sand even as they sprinted up it. Damon could hear the hissing of more sand snakes coming after them, eager for revenge.



He pushed forward as they reached the end, helping her up over a small barrier of sand in between them and freedom. She spun around, seizing him by the arms and pulling him the last distance to the surface.



It was nighttime, with a full ghost moon overhead, which surprised Damon. He rolled away from the crumbling hole leading to the tunnel, coughing sand out of his throat. Ria insisted on pushing him forward, and they continued their retreat for another few hundred feet before stopping to catch their breaths.



“We’re safe,” said Damon. “Now all we need to do is finish crossing the desert.”



Ria let out a long, tired sigh. “For now, perhaps finding a place to camp for tonight can take priority.”



“Most definitely.”










CHAPTER 14




 



Two grueling days later, Damon and Ria emerged from the desert. Their journey after leaving the underground caverns had been stressful, though uneventful. They traveled from dawn till dusk, rationing food and water and pushing themselves to their limit.



The region in between Amaryssan and the Old Wilds was a barren wasteland. The ground was hard, sunbaked mud with sparse patches of scrub grass, though the trees in the distance held the promise of more fertile land to come.



“Yvvestrosai is not far from here,” said Ria.”



“You’re sure?” asked Damon. “We were thrown off course by our misadventure through the caverns.”



“I have heard descriptions of this area,” said Ria. “If we travel east, we should arrive no later than tomorrow night.”



They made camp for the evening, wary of the black and gray clouds which had been gathering overhead since earlier that afternoon. Dinner was a cold, humble mixture of dried fruit and soon-to-be stale bread.



It started raining as they finished their meal, and for once, the weather presented more opportunity than inconvenience. Ria gave Damon an ambitious smile from the edge of her tent as the downpour began in earnest. She wiggled out of her tunic and leggings, underwear soon following, and went to stand in the rain.



Damon watched her for a moment as she began running her hands through her hair, letting the water do what it could to remove days of dirt and desert from her body. He joined her in a similar state, blinking as he felt droplets of precipitation pattering off his skin.



It was cold, which again surprised him given the terrain. It still felt incredible, refreshing to a transcendental degree. He combed his fingers through his hair as it began to drip with water, only then turning his attention to Ria.



She was soaking wet and shivering, but not uncomfortably so. The lines of her tan looked so intriguing, like a hidden, erotic pattern for Damon’s eyes only. He watched her bend forward to run her hands up her defined calves and strong, womanly thighs and found it hard to focus on taking his own rain bath.



Ria began smirking as she saw the effect she had on him. She stood up, arching her back and rising up on her toes to her complete height before striding over to him, hips swaying, breasts moving with subtle jiggles.



“You must clean yourself up, young Damon,” said Ria. “Did you never learn to bathe yourself?”



“You’re one to talk,” he said. “I think you missed a few spots.”



“Did I?” She made a face and reached an arm over her shoulder as though trying to wipe at her back. The movement pushed her breasts toward Damon. He felt his cock throb and pulled her close.



“Not there,” he said. “Over here.”



He pulled her so her butt was pressed snugly against his cock. He ran his hands over her body, letting one rest possessively on her hip, while the other cupped her breast. Slowly, he began rocking into her.



“You are still dirty,” she whispered.



“Am I?” He kissed her neck, letting his teeth gently drag across bare skin.



Ria turned around, slowing the movement to let her butt slide over the entire length of his manhood. She brought her lips in close to his as though to lock into a passionate kiss, only to turn at the last second to tease him.



“I would prefer not to share my tent with such a dirty man,” she said, running her hands over his shoulders and down his arms to wipe away spots he’d missed.



“Your tent?” He let out a scoff. “I seem to recall that we agreed to share it.”



“I agreed to share
 my tent
 with you,” she said, kneeling down and rubbing at his stomach. “I have always been charitable. You should know this.”



She shifted, cleaning his inner thighs, doing an impressive job of pretending as though Damon’s cock wasn’t aimed in her face like the point of a dagger.



“There,” she said, finally letting her gaze settle on his member. “Finished. Unless you think I should focus my attention somewhere else?”



Damon took her by the shoulder and aggressively, but not roughly, pulled her up. “I think you should get in the tent.”



“Ha!” said Ria. “You are adorable when you think you can boss me around, husband.”



He slapped her butt. Ria stomped a foot and spun around, eyes narrowed to a degree that was a little overdone. He gave her a teasing push on the shoulder and then ran by her, pulling her by the hand toward their humble abode for the night.



They fell upon one another as soon as they were out of the rain, kissing and caressing with the horny urgency of young lovers. They rolled around, both pushing to be the one in control, the leader, and butting heads as they often did elsewhere in life.



Damon seized Ria by the hips after flipping her facedown underneath him. She rose up, letting her butt grind into him as she had outside. He squeezed her breasts and kissed her on the cheek, easing her forward, lining it up.



He slid his cock into her, running a hand across her back as he did as though soothing a spooked animal. But Ria was anything but spooked. She wiggled her ass for him with horny movements, teasing his length even before he began to move on his own.  



He took her hard, but not punishingly so. Sex with Ria was so often about more than just pleasure. They were both in their prime, lovers and warriors, fit and aggressive. Sex with Ria was like fighting with Ria, fighting against her.



He watched her butt jiggling with each of his hard thrusts. Ria moaned, occasionally making a sexy, deeper noise, so horny it bordered on feral. He squeezed her breasts hard enough to leave marks with his fingertips. She arched her back and set a hand on his hip, clawing him as a powerful orgasm reverberated through her.



Damon wasn’t thinking as he came. It felt so natural to simply finish inside her that it wasn’t until the pleasure had him floating within his own body that he realized what he’d done. He pulled back, breathing hard, in time to keep the last few blasts of his seed from filling her up.



Neither of them said anything about it as they cuddled together on the bedroll. It hung over them like a hidden promise, like a new secret, a freshly uncovered fact that neither of them quite knew how to handle. They were too close now to truly care, in the moment, if he got her pregnant. They loved each other too much for that sort of hesitation to exist.



“Are you alright?” he eventually whispered.



“Mmm…” answered Ria. She snuggled closer into him.



Damon kissed her on the top of her head and then, remembering his loved ones across the desert, fumbled his amethyst dreamspell amulet out of his pack.



Ria lifted her head from his shoulder as he pulled the cord over his neck. It was dark within the tent, but he could sense the character of her gaze.



“I haven’t heard from aesta in a while,” he said. “I’m starting to get a little concerned.”



“Does she normally visit your dreams on a schedule?” asked Ria.



“Not exactly.” He shrugged, fingers toying with the amulet’s gemstone. “I suppose I’m just worried about whether something might have happened.”



“She is more equipped to handle herself than we are, husband.”



Damon nodded, but he couldn’t banish the tension from his posture.



“That is your main concern?” she said, reading him. “Or is there more?”



“I mean…” He winced, considering his words carefully. “There was… a small thing that happened, before I left.”



“A
 small thing
 ,” teased Ria. “You have a way of phrasing your deeds that does you no credit.”



“Aesta and I… We took things further than we usually do.”



“You bedded her?” asked Ria. Her voice was curious, but also slightly jealous. Not in a cruel or insecure way, but a more familiar shade of emotion. Jealousy among family.



“Sort of,” he said. “I did, or started to, but she has a way of pulling control back. Sorry. I didn’t mean to bring this up.”



Ria started laughing. Damon felt his face heat up.



“Young Damon,” she said softly. “You finally coaxed Malon into playing with you as a man, and now you fret over her not seeking you out in your dreams? Do you realize how that sounds?”



“Shut up.”



“You should think on whether your feelings are truly from a justified sense of worry for her and Velanor, or perhaps a different genesis.”



“That’s… fair, I suppose.”



“You should also remember that you are currently in a tent, with another woman whom you love and cherish.” Ria let out an amused sigh. “We will all need to sit down and have… a rather blunt conversation next we meet.”










CHAPTER 15




 



Damon awoke to the sound of voices the next morning, ones of a not so friendly tonality. He grunted, shifting into Ria, who was still naked against him, and reaching for his myrblade. It was raining outside the tent, a soft patter against the canvas shielding them from the elements.



“Wait,” whispered Ria. “These are Rem.”



“Your point being?” Damon glanced out of the tent through the flap. “They’re armed, and I count at least five.”



“I shall handle this,” said Ria. “Pass me my tunic.”



Damon furrowed his brow, but figured he could always step in if needed. He passed Ria her shirt, and she pulled it on before slipping out of the tent, foregoing girlshorts or pants. Her spiral tunic was long enough to cover the interesting parts of her body… if only barely.



Damon found his own undershorts and pulled them on. He could hear Ria conversing with the men, her voice icy against what sounded like mocking and derisive questioning on their end. He readied himself to attack at the first sign of aggression—but never got the chance.



One of the men drew a curved short sword from his belt. Ria waved an arm through the air absently. Thunder boomed overhead as a bolt of lightning struck the man who’d drawn his weapon, knocking him to the ground so abruptly that it felt separate from the rest of the encounter.



She shouted something, her voice simultaneously confident and threatening. Damon caught one of the words he’d learned,
 thank you
 , and felt himself growing curious. Another one of the men stepped forward, not drawing a weapon, but glaring and jabbing a finger at Ria.



Again, she struck with her tempesting, and again, it was over before it had even begun. Lightning struck the man in the chest, wrenching him off his feet and into a wild seizure across the mud. The remaining Remenai hurried to help their injured brethren to their feet, and the five of them retreated to the south at a speed that left no doubt to the degree of their terror.



“You’re a monster in a downpour,” said Damon.



She grinned at him. “So it seems. They knew who I was.”



“As they should,” said Damon. “You’ve developed quite the reputation.”



“
 Vaista Aestairius,
 ” said Ria. “Queen of Storms.”



“That’s what they’re calling you?” Damon fought to keep a teasing smile off his face. “Well, I’m sure it won’t go to your head or anything.”



“You should be more respectful when addressing a queen,” she said, jutting her chin.



“Right. Well, honored Queen Ria, we still have an hour or so until we need to pack up our camp, and I just noticed that you’re bottomless.”



She let out a squeal as he pulled her into the tent and onto his lap. It would have been a lie for Damon to claim that his arousal was solely due to what she was wearing. Power was a turn-on.



 



***



 



They set out again later that morning as the rain petered off into a damp drizzle and wispy fog. The muddy wastelands along the desert’s edge quickly gave way to a dense forest, the Old Wilds, as Ria had called them.



The trees were healthy, but the underbrush next to non-existent. Signs of the area being heavily traveled were everywhere, which left Damon perplexed by how little of the land was cleared.



Even as they began passing small wooden huts with thatched roofs, and occasionally small Rem villages, the forest still held dominion over the land. The region felt peaceful and calm, but occupied in a way that left Damon feeling as though he was being watched by hidden eyes.



“We are almost there,” said Ria. “Yvvestrosai is just ahead.”



“Where?” Damon furrowed his brow as she pointed at the tree line against the slope before them.



It wasn’t until they stood atop the hill that he received his first glimpse of the aptly named City of Flowers. Yvvestrosai stood at the center of a partially cleared valley, a sprawling cluster of buildings and bright, beautiful vegetation.



It looked nothing like a Merinian city, so much so that it seemed to war against the very definition of the word. Flowers and trees grew everywhere they could, flourishing under what Damon assumed was active cultivation among the local Remenai.



There were no roads or streets, at least not any matching the typical definition. Instead, thin paths weaved through the huts and buildings in patterns determined by an uncountable number of footfalls across years, if not decades.



Yvvestrosai looked as though it had grown in the same manner as the forest, a simple offshoot of the natural order. Damon stared at it for several long minutes beside Ria, wondering if the sight stirred her to the same degree it had him.



“There’s no wall,” he noted. “I don’t see any watch towers, either.”



“Do not assume that means the city is undefended,” said Ria. “You should wear your cloak as we travel into it. Keep your head covered, and avoid showing your face.”



“Is the fact that I’m a Merinian going to put me in danger here?”



He didn’t ask the question bitterly. He’d seen the way Ria had been treated in Avaricia and felt as though it would be petty to complain about shouldering similar prejudice to what she’d endured in the past.



“In all likelihood, yes, though I am not of certainty,” she said. “I have not spent time in Yvvestrosai, myself. The situation may also be different now that the clans are allied under the Athlatak.”



“Will he be eager to have us in his city?” asked Damon. “The men we encountered outside the Old Wilds seemed to act as though your reputation was widespread.”



“I do not know,” said Ria. “It would simplify our business if he were willing to treat us as honored guests, but… it is impossible to say for sure.”



Damon took her advice and pulled on his cloak before they started down into the city. Aside from the obvious aesthetic differences, Yvvestrosai also smelled different from Avaricia and the other port cities. The ambient stink of humanity at its worst was replaced with a scent that was ripe in a positive sense, flowers and pollen and the musk of damp leaves.



He did his best not to stare at the people. As exotic as the Remenai of Veridan’s Curve had seemed to him, witnessing them here, in the heart of their homeland, fascinated him on a new level.



Many of the women wore the matridai on their faces, while the faces of the men and younger children had similar, though more understated markings denoting their clans. It made Damon uncomfortably aware of how much not only he must stand out, but also Ria, who’d been orphaned before receiving her own clan tattoos.



He saw a young man seemingly bartering with an older woman over a bushel of fruit in a basket of woven reeds. No coin was exchanged during the transaction, but Damon still sensed a passage of debt, or favor, between them.



The simple act of traversing the thin footpaths cutting in between the buildings felt like a coordinated, communal dance. People carefully slipped by one another in single file on some paths, while others seemed to lock travel in a single direction. Intersections oftentimes joined more than four separate paths, eight or nine in some cases, with people moving by one another in unspoken, casual grace.



“Do you know where we’re going?” asked Damon.



Ria shook her head. “I have heard that the
 Athla Agualai
 is where the Athlatak resides. It roughly translates to the Water Palace.”



“Let’s keep our eyes peeled for a river.”



She nodded, her eyes panning across the area in front of them. “There. That is
 ton-ton,
 a local community hall. I have no doubt I can ask for the directions we need or even send a message to the Athlatak from there.”



A large building with a curved roof and several doors seemed to be a hub of the nearby section of the city, with a constant stream of people in and out. Ria held up a hand as he made to follow her toward it.



“You should wait here,” she said. “It would not end well if you were recognized as a Merinian face to face.”



“Fair enough.”



“Stay close, Damon. I am serious.”



“I will,” he said. “Relax.”



He smiled at her, resisting the urge to kiss her. They were already conspicuous enough and drawing a fair amount of attention. He went around to the side of a nearby building as Ria headed into the ton-ton, finding a spot out of direct view of the crowd.



A young Remenai girl with only wispy traces of her clan tattoos along the edges of her face approached him slowly. Damon smiled and held a hand up, deciding that if he were to be recognized as a Merinian, he might as well make a friendly impression.



“
 Hello,
 ” he said in Konokai.



The girl blinked in surprise and then smiled, grabbing his hand and pointing. Damon chuckled and tried to draw back, remembering what Ria had said. The girl was insistent, however, and he decided that it couldn’t hurt to follow her if she wasn’t going far.



She led him into a small alleyway that followed a slope downward into a tiny grove of trees and then let go of his hand, sprinting off. Damon turned to make his way back toward Ria only to find himself staring into the face of a wooden mask with demonic features painted black and red.



He flinched backward and reached for his myrblade, cursing himself for being such an idiot. He opted not to draw his sword, remembering where he was and how it would come across. It hardly mattered in the end, as a heavy cudgel took him in the back of the head. He heard it connect, but was unconscious before the pain set in.










CHAPTER 16




 



Damon was shivering from the cold when he woke up. He was in a cage, but that seemed secondary to the more important fact that the cage was hanging high in the air, at least a hundred feet up. He rubbed his hands together and then lightly touched the back of his head, groaning as his fingers touched a wound matted with hair and blood.



His myrblade was gone. No surprise there. He’d been strung up in one of the massive trees he’d seen in the distance during his initial glimpse of Yvvestrosai. Few people walked directly below him, though it was hard to tell exactly what was going on through the thick curtain of branches between himself and the ground.



His cage was made of solid wood and was neither high enough for him to stand up in, nor wide enough for him to lay down. It was snowing, a fact which he disregarded, until stopping to consider that he didn’t have his myrblade. The cold was back to being a threat.



A few hours must have passed since he’d been imprisoned, at the least. It was the middle of the night, with the ghost moon casting its teal glow across the city. Damon was struck by how few lights he saw, most of which came from the interior of buildings.



People weren’t walking with torches or lanterns, and few of the streets and courtyards had dedicated sources of illumination. It made Yvvestrosai feel sleepy and abandoned, like an empty ruin amidst the trees.



He tried to reel himself in, turning his attention back to his own circumstances. Ria might still be nearby, and he could call out to her and hope his voice carried. It wasn’t much of a plan, but he didn’t exactly have a range of options.



“Ria,” he called. “Ria.”



The wind blew through the tree from which he hung, overpowering his voice and swaying his cage in a manner that was incredibly disconcerting. He didn’t try again, even as his cage slowed to a stop.



If Ria were near enough to lend aid, what was he expecting from her? It wasn’t as though she could take on the Remenai warriors of an entire city. Damon pulled his knees into his chest, feeling increasingly desperate to preserve any amount of warmth, and looked up.



Several ropes attached to the cage’s top half, coming together into a thick knot above him. It wasn’t a static arrangement, as he noted the addition of a pulley and a long, wooden cylinder from which the extra rope seemingly unwound or into which it wrapped, allowing for ascent or descent.



With numb fingers, he tried to reach across to the mechanism. It was just out of reach, and he considered whether he could rock the cage to make it sway near enough. There would be little he could effectively do with just his fingers, however.



The cold was distracting, pitilessly effective at stealing and holding his attention. Damon brushed snowflakes out of his hair and tried to slide his arms inward along his tunic. He leaned his head back against the bars of the wooden cage. He’d think more about his options after taking a second or two to warm up. He was just… too cold.



 



***



 



“Damon… Hey! Damon! Wake up!”



He recognized that voice and knew where he was even before he opened his eyes.



“Myr…” he muttered. “Am I dreaming?”



He blinked, recognizing the austere surroundings of her ice prison within the myrblade’s enchantment. He didn’t have the sword with him. As far as he knew, he couldn’t enter Myr’s realm without close contact with the myrblade.



“You’re not dreaming,” said Myr. “You’re dying.”



“Ah. Well. That’s no good.”



“That’s extremely no good!” snapped Myr. “You need to summon me!”



“What?”



He saw her scowl. She was beautiful, even chained as she was. Blue skin, blue hair, bright blue eyes, and the sort of body that would have earned her the enmity of all the working women at a tavern.



“Since you’re a
 wielder,
 our bond still exists even when the sword is out of your hand,” said Myr. “It’s why no one else can tap into my enchantment, even if they hold me. Under certain circumstances, you can call me to your hand. Now would be a good time to give it a try.”



“Certain circumstances?” he muttered. “It would be easier if you explained what you meant by that.”



“I’m in a warm hut right now. Warm enough to melt ice. You’re outside, in the cold, cold enough for the air to freeze. Imagine the myrblade is simply like the ice you create with the enchantment.”



She spoke quickly, her voice sounding far-off, like a whisper from outside a window. He nodded slowly, though was still unsure whether he completely understood.



“Do it now!” snapped Myr. “Damon… you might die if you don’t.”



He chuckled despite how sobering he found her words. Myr’s realm dissolved, and he felt snowflakes fall away from his eyelashes as he blinked them back open.



Her description of the process of summoning the myrblade had been so straightforward that he couldn’t help but assume there must be more to it. Wouldn’t he have figured the technique out through his own razor-sharp intuition if it could be done so easily?



He splayed his sensationless fingers and tried to focus his will in the same way he did while manifesting Myr’s enchantment. He wanted his sword. He needed his sword. He exhaled and pictured it forming in front of him.



Strangely, it was as though he could feel his myrblade melting from wherever it currently was, locked away in a guard hut, perhaps, and reforming within his hand. Scabbard and all, his sword appeared, passing through space in response to his summon. The instant it finished forming, Damon felt his body readjusting to the cold, treating the weather like a newly saddled horse, a beast at his beck and call.



“Better?” whispered Myr.



“Immeasurably,” he sighed. “Now. Let’s get out of here.”



Seeing the winding rope mechanism before had given him the basis for an idea. With deliberate motions, Damon rocked the cage back and forth, until he was within striking distance of the pulley’s extra slack.



His idea was not to simply cut the rope. That would lead to a much more dramatic and deadly descent than his body would find agreeable. He was inspired by the new application of Myr’s ice enchantment and had a thought about how it might serve him now.



He lashed out with his sword, but didn’t aim to cut the rope, not yet. Instead, he froze the entire mechanism in solid ice, taking several strikes to make sure the entire cylinder was completely covered, aside from a tiny section he’d need to sever.



With that done, Damon finally did cut the rope. The cage barely reacted, given that the tension was frozen in place farther up the line. He braced himself against the sides of his tiny compartment and focused intensely on the ice. He exhaled, letting it melt, but only just enough for a portion of rope to slip through before reversing his will and freezing it again, letting the cage descend in small, stopping spurts.



He clenched his teeth in concentration, and his head throbbed from the intensity of focus, but the scheme worked perfectly. It took him a few minutes to descend all the way to the ground, but the process was silent, and no guards awaited him at his final stop.



Damon hacked through the bars of his cage with a single rough chop, picked up his myrblade’s scabbard, and silently began creeping through the City of Flowers.










CHAPTER 17




 



Damon had barely made it ten strides before a figure collided with him from behind. He almost spun and slashed on reflex, but a familiar voice stayed his hand.



“Damon!” hissed Ria. “Oh, Jad’s mercy! How did you do that?”



“I managed to use my myrblade to…” He frowned, turning into Ria’s embrace and an onslaught of kisses. “Wait, you were down here?”



“I was watching you,” she said. “It was hard for me to contain my worry.”



“Why didn’t you try to find a way to help me?”



“I did.” She took his hands into hers and squeezed them softly. “I spoke with the Athlatak’s mother, and she recognized the situation as a misunderstanding. She ordered you released, but only a few within Yvvestrosai are allowed to operate the tree cages. I was waiting for your jailor to arrive, in essence.”



“I was to be released?” he said, shaking his head. “So I escaped for nothing?”



“In essence, yes.”



He found it hard to be too aggrieved by that, given how the situation had led to him discovering a new ability. Ria attempted to rub some warmth into his hands. She made to take her own cloak off and give it to him, as his had been confiscated with the rest of his equipment. Damon waved the gesture off.



“The cold doesn’t bother me when I have my myrblade,” he said.



“If you insist. We need to make our way to the Water Palace without delay. The Athlatak will be expecting us.”



She took his hand and began leading him forward through the city.



“You said you met his mother?” he asked. “Did she seem agreeable?”



“She seemed… complicated,” said Ria. “This entire situation is not what I had expected.”



“What does that mean?”



“Best if you see for yourself.”



Yvvestrosai’s night life was different than Avaricia’s and other major cities in which Damon had spent time. The web of paths through the trees and flowers felt sleepy and muted with the few people out traveling with purpose.



There were no drunkards sitting in alleyways or arguing outside of taverns, no wandering groups of young ruffians looking to stir up trouble. Damon saw a pair of women walking while holding hands, neither dressed for the weather nor concerned with their surroundings. They would have been a target in Avaricia, or more likely, not on the street to begin with.



Ria led him through a wall of trees of suspiciously similar height. Their destination stood on the other side of it. The Water Palace was aptly named, with a thick moat encircling it, fed by several channels that ended in breathtaking, multilevel waterfalls.



The palace itself was elegant, with a fragile air about it. The walls were made of white stone, and numerous windows of stained glass stood out, serving less of a practical purpose and more of an artistic one. Each level’s windows were a different color: blue, red, a deep, glorious purple.



A simple drawbridge which looked to have been left down for long enough to set into the ground extended across the moat, connecting to a walkway of smooth gray stone bordered by flowing water on either side. A single guard stood in front of the palace’s main entrance. He stepped aside as Damon and Ria approached. They were expected, apparently.



“I suspect this hardly bears stating, but allow me to do the talking,” said Ria.



“I’m not a child,” he said.



“You would speak like one if you attempted to answer in Konokai.”



Damon bumped his hips into hers, and Ria planted a quick kiss on his cheek. They were led through the palace’s foyer by an attendant who bowed deeply to them, until they were left outside a door with two more guards standing either side of it.



Ria exchanged a few quick words with the men. They slid the polished wooden door open and gestured for Damon and Ria to step through.



The chamber they found themselves in was far stranger than Damon had been expecting. He assumed it to be the Remenai equivalent of a throne room or audience chamber, but he didn’t know enough about the culture surrounding the Athlatak to know for sure.



A wooden platform hung from ropes in the center of the room, suspended no more than two or three feet off the ground, but clean and resplendent—and uniquely strange. A Remenai boy of perhaps fourteen sat lounging atop it, clad in a black and gold mask painted with a face that reminded Damon of an owl’s head. He suspected that it would still look like a face even flipped upside down.



A beautiful Remenai woman with silver-streaked black hair stood next to the platform, gently rocking it back and forth with small pushes of one foot. She was tall and elegant, with beautiful, almost severe facial features. She wore a plain white gown belted around the waist with a silver sash.



Ria bowed toward the boy, shooting Damon a glance that compelled him to do the same. She then exchanged a few words with the woman, who smiled and offered her own, far more restrained bow.



“I will speak the Merinian language, in that case,” said the woman. “It is to everyone’s benefit for us to understand each other.”



She smiled at Damon.



“Thank you,” he said.



“I have already spoken some with
 Vaista Aestairius
 , the honored Queen of Storms,” said the woman. “I understand that the two of you were raised under the same aesta. Can I assume that you are both comfortable sharing this audience?”



“We are close,” said Ria, nodding. “There are no secrets between us.”



“I apologize for the manner in which you were apprehended upon entering Yvvestrosai,” said the woman, looking toward Damon. “We accepted another Merinian into our boundaries who has left us with a certain wariness of strangers.”



Damon nodded slowly. “I can understand that. There are no hard feelings on my part.”



“Good,” said the woman. “Allow me to formally introduce myself and my son. I am Ayisa Restador of Clan Ironblood. This is my son, Lassus, the Athlatak of the Assembled Clans.”



Ria bowed, and again, Damon followed her lead. The Athlatak lounged on the hanging platform, lying on his back with his hands folded into a pillow underneath his head.



“It is nice to meet you both,” said Ria. “I am Ria Zakur. This is Damon Al-Kendras.”



“You both have reputations which proceed you,” said Ayisa. “Vaista Aestairius
 herself, here in Yvvestrosai at long last. And Damon Al-Kendras, one of the most wanted men in Veridan’s Curve. No doubt it is Jad’s chosen fate for the two of you to share yourselves with one another.”



There was a knowing edge to her statement. Damon resisted the urge to glance toward Ria to see if she’d noticed it, too.



“Lassus,” said Ayisa. “Would you care to introduce yourself to our guests?”



The Athlatak let out an exaggerated groan and rolled onto his side. He propped his head up on one hand, watching them with the lazy familiarity of a tired old friend.



“Hello,” he said. “
 Vaista Aestairius
 . You are beautiful.”



His Merinian was accented to the point of being barely comprehensible, but Ria still bowed in response to the compliment. She said something to the teenage boy in Konokai which made him flinch back. Damon suspected he was either blushing or cringing underneath the mask.



“As I mentioned earlier, we have a great deal of respect for you, honored Ria,” said Ayisa. “My son had no ulterior motive in presenting you with a summons, beyond the chance to know you better and earn your friendship. He is young and presumptuous, but not duplicitous.”



“Our purpose in accepting is much of the same reason,” said Ria. “Many events are in motion within Veridan’s Curve, developments which are not as isolated as they may seem to you here in Yvvestrosai.”



“You speak of more than just the colonizers, I suspect,” said Ayisa. “The Venmalani.”



Damon kept his own reaction contained as he searched Ayisa’s expressions, and what little he could see of the Athlatak’s, for clues. It wasn’t as hard for him to imagine one of the Forsaken being as young as Lassus was after his encounter with Lascivious, Seffi, the shy teenager who still lived in her hometown with her parents.



The situation was balanced on a knife’s edge. Damon didn’t dare take the obvious approach of simply asking Lassus directly if he was one of the Forsaken. He also suspected that admitting his own association to Wrath would be dangerous, perhaps to the degree of ending up back in a cage or even executed on the spot.



“The Venmalani are a factor, yes,” said Ria carefully. “Many have been sighted along Veridan’s Curve in recent months. Damon and I were even present for an encounter between Avarice and Wrath during the Honorshade Tournament in Avaricia. We witnessed their power firsthand, the destruction of Avarice’s own keep, no less.”



Ayisa and Lassus gave no hint as to their feelings or agenda in the silence that followed. Ayisa clapped her hands together, and a young servant girl appeared from behind a curtain in the corner of the room. She leaned in near enough for Ayisa to whisper something into her ear and then disappeared out the chamber’s entrance.



“We have no wish to muddle our purpose in having you within the City of Flowers, Vaista Aestairius,” said Ayisa. “We will actively be courting your friendship in the coming days, as you will see. With that said, you should know that the warning you bring in regard to the Venmalani is both justified and timely.”



The door to the chamber opened. The servant Ayisa had sent from the room earlier strode in, leading a familiar blond-haired man behind her.



Damon was caught between smiling and scowling as he watched Austine fall forward into a sweeping bow. Damon met his eyes as he rose, feeling a prickling tension, combined with a rising potential for violence.



“Allow me to introduce Austine Treymore,” said Ayisa. “He is an ambassador in service to the self-proclaimed Godking Avarice.”



Austine wore a cloak with a wide neck clasp, effectively covering his crest. Damon doubted that he’d been open about his identity as a crest sorcerer, judging from Ayisa’s introduction. He had a choice to make, though he suspected if he outed his former friend as one of the Venmalese, a sworn servant of the Venmalani, the consequences might splash back upon him and Ria.



“Well met, Austine,” said Damon. “I am Damon Al-Kendras. This is Ria Zakur.”



Austine hesitated before smiling slightly and nodding. “Well met.”










CHAPTER 18




 



Damon and Ria’s audience with the Athlatak ended soon after Austine’s arrival. A servant led them out of the palace, speaking quietly with Ria in Konokai as they walked single file down one of the flower trails.



“Ayisa and the Athlatak have provided us with a
 flaqayai,
 ” she said. “It is a small domicile intended for guests and attended by servants.”



“Sounds comfortable,” said Damon.



The flaqayai was a simple, spacious A-frame hut. The bottom floor was an open common room, with two ladders on either side leading to bedrooms upstairs. A platter of food was already set out on the table, laden with a variety of bread, fruit, and cheese. Damon caught sight of his traveling pack and cloak, which had apparently been brought in at some point once the misunderstanding of his capture had been sorted out.



The servant bowed to Ria, and the two of them spoke a few more words. Damon waited until the servant’s departure before turning toward Ria and furrowing his brow.



“She says that we are also welcome to enjoy ourselves in the hot baths not far from here,” she explained. “The service attendants there will see to us if we so choose.”



“A bath would be welcome,” said Damon. “I think my joints are still partially frozen from my time in that cage.”



He folded his arms, trying to think through the situation. Austine’s presence wasn’t entirely unexpected. Avarice likely shared Wrath and Famine’s interest in the Athlatak, their potential sibling. Had Austine made progress already? Damon wondered if perhaps the most available initial lead might simply be plying his former friend for information.



“Wrath has been wrong before,” said Ria, guessing at his thoughts. “It is hard for me to imagine one of the Forsaken as a hormonal teenage boy.”



“What makes you think he’s hormonal?” asked Damon.



“He kept complimenting me in Konokai,” said Ria. “It was rather unseemly.”



Damon chuckled at that, but the emotion soon died on his lips. “I wouldn’t dismiss the possibility out of hand. The Forsaken can be any age, given how their rebirthing process works.”



He didn’t want to explain his experience with Lascivious to Ria, knowing it was a secret that he ultimately needed Malon’s permission to share. Thinking of his aesta brought his thoughts back to her silence through the dreamspell amulet. He took a breath, trying to keep his most relevant thoughts on top of the pile.



“I was more suspicious of the mother,” said Ria. “Ayisa. Do you think it possible that she might be one of the Forsaken and has used her power to position her son as the Athlatak?”



“Anything’s possible,” said Damon. “Do you know how he ascended to power?”



“Of that, I am as ignorant as you,” said Ria. “I will begin asking questions of those who will speak with me. I already seem to be well-liked and respected here in Yvvestrosai, despite our recent arrival.”



“I don’t doubt it,” said Damon. “You’re the mighty
 Queen of Storms
 , after all.”



He favored her with a heavily exaggerated bow. Ria set her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes.



“Watch it,” she said.



“Or what?” He grinned and grabbed her by the waist, pulling her close.



“Or I will not be of such an agreeable mind when you see what the hot baths have to offer,” she said.



“What’s that supposed to mean?”



“Come. I will show you.”



She ran a hand across his chest as she headed for the door, flashing a coy smile that stirred an unreasonable amount of excitement within him.



The hot baths weren’t far from their lodgings. The building was a wooden frame with a canopy stretched over it, and a healthy orange glow spilled through against the partially translucent fabric. Steam billowed into Damon’s face as he followed Ria inside, and the two of them were immediately met by four attractive Remenai women in gray robes who offered deep bows.



“It is a common tradition among the honored guests of larger clans to be provided with
 assistance
 in the bath,” explained Ria. “You are welcome to accept as much or as little help from them as you see fit, husband.”



“Um…” Damon furrowed his brow as one of the women stepped forward to gently tug on his arm, leading him toward one of the bathing chambers. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”



Ria grinned and sauntered over to him. She gave him a slow kiss as the other women began to touch him, soft hands gently pulling at his clothing and undoing the cord of his trousers.



He was naked and halfway aroused by the time they reached the actual bath chamber. He descended into a basin carved into the ground and stone, sighing at the way the water’s warmth caressed his muscles. Ria undressed herself and followed him, waving for the three bath attendants to join them.



“Are you planning on getting involved in this?” he asked her. His eyes, however, remained locked on one of the bathing attendants with silver-tipped brown hair as she slowly pulled her robe open, revealing a small, perky set of breasts.



“They are too young for me,” said Ria. “My tastes in women range toward those older, wiser, and more experienced than myself.”



“I can understand that,” said Damon. “You’re sure you don’t mind?”



Ria grinned and came closer to him in the water. She was more attractive to him than any of the attendants, tanned and curvaceous and confident, but the attendants were new and strange. Ria kissed him, and he hugged her as he kissed back.



“This is my gift to you,” she whispered. “I think it is only fair for there to be a reward for the commitment you made in undergoing this journey with me.”



“You’re the best,” he said.



He felt more awkward than expected as Ria slipped away from him and the attendants moved forward to take her place. They were all business at first – very much naked, but serious about using towel cloths and scented soap to get him clean.



The tone of their touching and caressing shifted as they finished washing Damon’s hair. He found himself meeting their gazes and smiling conspiratorially at the first one who took a direct hold of his cock.



Through it all, Ria watched from nearby. She watched, and she smirked as though witnessing her own victory, and above all else, she loved him. In some ways, she was the only woman who’d ever managed to overcome the obstacle of loving all of him. She saw him, in all his horny complexity, for who he really was.



The bath attendant’s hands united in the act of gently stroking and massaging him. Damon pulled the first one he’d seen get naked in for a kiss, and then for more. Her lips moved eagerly against his, and as Damon lifted her up onto the lip of the bathing basin, her legs parted for him like branches in the wind.



He would have been lying if he’d claimed it to be one of his prouder, or more clear-headed moments in life. The first bath attendant was lithe, with a tight womanhood that was rewarding to plunge into. The second had a softer body, with plumper breasts and a butt that felt perfect against his groping palms.



He never made it to the third.










CHAPTER 19




 



“Why do you keep looking at me like that, husband?”



After their baths, Damon and Ria had been given robes to wear, each surprisingly absorbent despite the thin, soft fabric. They walked through the City of Flowers side by side when they could, single file when the trails called for it, always holding hands.



“Because you’re beautiful,” he said, smiling to make the words seem like a challenge.



“You…” She squeezed his hand and gave him a mock scowl. “This is what you have to say, after spending half an hour frolicking with three other women?”



Her tone was all play and no anger, and Damon loved her all the more for it.



“Four would have been my record, if you’d have deigned to join in,” he said.



“I think the steam has gotten to your head.”



“I would also have been fine with just one woman, in the bath,” he said. “One woman I know rather well.”



He squeezed her hand and saw her cheeks flush. She was smiling, but she wouldn’t look at him until they arrived back at the flaqayai.



The food platter had been refreshed with a full dinner and drinks, both wine and what appeared to be a traditional Remenai liquor. Damon and Ria sat cross-legged around the short table, eating roasted and seasoned meat and mushroom skewers, fresh snow peas seasoned with garlic and butter, and thin flat breads that managed to taste both salty and sweet.



They sipped the wine freely, but approached the liquor, which had a powerful sour kick, with a bit more respect. Ria was soon yawning and ready to retire to bed. Damon gave her a tight hug and helped her to the room they’d be sharing before returning to be alone with his thoughts.



There was a ladder leading up to the second floor. He took the liquor with him as he climbed, emerging onto a balcony overlooking the flaqayai’s backside that he hadn’t noticed before.



Yvvestrosai was a beautiful city, dark and peaceful at night. He could see glow flies in the distance, tiny pinpricks of green light, the eponymous
 ghosts
 of the ghost moon. He sipped the liquor, taking in the sight, thinking about everything and nothing.



A flicker of azure light out of the corner of his eye brought about a stark change to the mood in the air. Damon turned to face Wrath slowly, unsurprised by her appearance, and so very tired of her games.



“Hello,” she said. “Can I have some of that?”



He turned around against the balcony’s railing, sighed, and passed her the bottle. She took a sip and made a face.



“Sour,” she commented.



“I thought you’d like it.”



“Hilarious. What do you have for me?”



Damon took the bottle back from her and gave a small shake of the head. “Not so fast. Let’s start with what you’ve learned about Vel’s condition.”



She gave him a cold smile. The power disparity between them seemed reflected by their attire. Wrath wore her armor, wrathblade hanging at her side. Damon was still in his comfortable bath robe. Her strength would have meant more to him had he not already arrived at the conclusion that she had no intention of killing him.



“You never stop pushing your luck, do you?” she said.



“I’m a lucky man. Now, if you’d like to hear about how my meeting with the Athlatak went, tell me what I want to know.”



Wrath let out a sigh, and the side of her mouth twitched in annoyance. “I’ve spoken with Famine. She is still seeking information about your sister’s condition, but she assures me that if the girl is managing to eat and drink any amount during her sleeping fit, it is a state which can be undone.”



“That’s an assumption,” he said. “That’s not what I asked for.”



“And do you have what I asked for, Damon? Can you tell me who the Athlatak is?”



“The Athlatak is just a boy,” he said. “No more than fifteen years old. His mother would appear to be the one holding the strings of power.”



“You assume that just because he’s young, he can’t be one of my siblings?”



“That’s not what I said.” Damon took a slow sip of the sour Remenai liquor, suppressing a grimace at the taste. “The only two Divine Remnants who haven’t revealed themselves are Craven and Malice. Can you tell me when they last died?”



“I… am not entirely sure. Craven, as the name would suggest, is notoriously shy. It’s been over a hundred years since myself or any of my siblings had a direct encounter, as far as I know. Malice chose seclusion after the last major war between the Forsaken, which was close to thirty years ago. It’s impossible to know for sure if either of them is still alive, or have died, or if we’re dealing with a man or woman in either case.”



“The Forsaken can switch genders on rebirth?” asked Damon.



“Occasionally, though most of us do trend toward one sex or the other.”



“What, exactly, are you expecting me to do? It’s not as though I can simply ask the Athlatak if he’s one of the Forsaken, or the Venmalani, and expect an honest answer?”



“Of course not.”



Damon folded his arms, considering the situation. “But you could, couldn’t you? It’s not as though it would be that unusual, given the storied history of you and your siblings.”



“It isn’t that simple,” said Wrath. “Craven spooks easily, and Malice is… unpredictable. My presence must remain concealed for now.”



“Then at the very least, I’m going to need you to provide me with a clue as to how to approach this.”



“Craven and Malice both have certain habits which you may be able to uncover as evidence of their identities,” said Wrath. “Malice is an enchanter. Likes to create weapons and jewelry, occasionally armor, with dark power contained within. Curses, sometimes, as well.”



Damon turned one of his palms up. “What, then? You want me to search the Water Palace for evil enchantments?”



“Yes. I’ve no doubt that your sister will be able to help you get access.”



Damon sighed. It wouldn’t be easy, and getting caught might well mean his death, but it was at least a straightforward objective.



“What about Craven?” he asked.



“Craven likes to hide, as I’m sure you might have guessed,” she said. “The Craven I last knew would build dungeons filled with traps to huddle within whenever they were in a mood to escape from the world.”



“You’d have me search for a dungeon?”



“Yes, I would,” said Wrath. “It’s likely near the city, no doubt somewhere the Athlatak is seen regularly. That should narrow your search down considerably.”



Damon didn’t say anything right away. He thought of Malon and Vel, his reasons for serving Wrath despite his wariness of her. He hated being used, but the idea of leaving Vel to waste away in eternal sleep was simply intolerable.



“I’ll do it,” he said. “It’s going to take a few days.”



“I’ll be checking in with you when I can.” Wrath took several steps, drawing near enough to kiss him. “I appreciate you, Damon.”



“I bet you do. Goodnight, Clara.”



Her mouth twitched. Damon suppressed his grin for long enough to see her disappear in a flash of azure light before smiling and letting the tension melt away from his shoulders.










CHAPTER 20




 



Damon was about to head back into the flaqayai when a movement from the trees below snagged his attention. A figure stepped out from behind a tall bush and gave a hesitant wave up to him. It was immediately clear who it was, just from the mop of blond hair and familiar posture.



“Were you hiding down there, Austine?” called Damon.



“Guilty as charged,” said Austine. “Wrath is terrifying. I have no idea what gives you the courage to speak to her so flippantly.”



“I’ve seen her naked before,” he said. “It helps a bit.”



Austine shook his head. “Good one.”



“Wasn’t a joke. Do you have some purpose for this visit, or would you prefer to huddle outside a while longer?”



They met downstairs, in the flaqayai’s common room. Despite Damon’s best attempt at staying quiet as he climbed down the ladder to the second floor, Ria awoke from the commotion.



“I did not realize that we had guests,” she said.



“I’m not sure I’d describe Austine as a guest, but he’s here, regardless.”



She came down to join them, and Damon was rather amused by the way Austine studiously avoided looking at her body, clad only in the scant cloth of her nightgown. They sat around the low table, and Damon passed Austine the sour Rem liquor and enjoyed his reaction as he took an overlarge sip.



“So,” said Damon. “How’d you survive our last encounter? I seem to recall stabbing you through the chest and pushing you into a river.”



“You must also recall aiming your strike to avoid major injury and giving me a warning before your push,” said Austine, with a smirk. “My survival involved a fair amount of bleeding and a stolen horse, but I’ve sufficiently recovered in the time since.”



“So you have. Now tell me why the fuck you’re here.”



“Haven’t you guessed already?” asked Austine. “We’re basically seeking the same thing, just on the orders of two rival Forsaken. We’ve been here before, Damon.”



It was hard to parse through the emotions that seeing Austine’s smug smile stirred within Damon. He was so sick of fighting his oldest friend, sick to the point of hating Austine and blaming him for it. He was also… remarkably glad to see him doing well. But that didn’t mean that he wasn’t going to oblige his game.



“I can’t say I know what you’re talking about,” said Damon. “Ria and I are here visiting some of her extended family.”



“She’s an orphan, just like you,” said Austine. “She has no extended family. Not that I would have believed your lie even if you’d been able to name names.”



“Why else would we be here?” asked Damon, bringing a finger to rub against his chin.



“The Athlatak has made impressive progress in unifying the Rem clans,” said Austine. “It’s clear that he could well be more than he seems. One of the Forsaken, even. Malice or Craven.”



Damon didn’t say anything. He was curious if Austine knew more than he did, and the best way to find out seemed to be to simply let him talk.



“Avarice is just as curious as Wrath, so much so that he sent me,” said Austine. “I don’t enjoy being here, just so you know. The Athlatak and his mother would likely have me executed if they knew the truth about me.”



Austine’s hand shifted to touch his crest, still covered by the gaudy, high-necked cloak he wore.



“You should just go home, then,” said Damon. “There’s no reason to take such a risk for so little payoff.”



“I was considering doing just that, until you arrived,” said Austine. “This makes everything so much more interesting.”



He gestured for the liquor bottle, and Damon slid it across the table to him. Damon actually agreed with his take on the situation. Austine’s presence posed an opportunity, though whether it would manifest as cooperation or competition was anyone’s guess.



With their rivalry, who knew?



“Well, I wish you the best of luck,” said Damon. “I could give you a hint, if you wanted, to help you get started.”



Ria, who’d been content with silence for their conversation, slid closer to Damon and put her arm around his waist. Austine turned his gaze upward in an awkward attempt to act as though he wasn’t witnessing a prelude to their intimacy.



“Sure,” said Austine. “I’ll take a hint.”



“The price is five gold,” said Damon. “I never said it came freely.”



Austine let out a chuckle. “Nice try. I’ll manage on my own, in that case. Goodnight, Damon.”



He stood up and left without another word. Ria’s hand shifted upward to gently stroke the side of Damon’s face.



“You may have to fight him again, husband,” she whispered.



“This time, I think it can be avoided. I
 hope
 it can be avoided.”



“You should ready yourself for the possibility that it cannot.”



 



***



 



Damon wore the amethyst dreamspell amulet to sleep again, though he was careful to manage his expectations. Ria had a point. Malon’s lack of contact through his dreams may have well been as much due to the complications of their relationship as any potential for danger at the inn.



He did dream, however, though in the murky, confusing way he was more used to in natural sleep. He walked with Malon through the Malagantyan, the familiar forest of his youth. The sun was out, the birds were chirping, and the air smelt of the late season’s ash and crimmor trees.



“Solas,” she whispered. “This way.”



She gestured deeper into the trees, letting go of his hand to run ahead of him. He followed as quickly as he could. Not quickly enough.



“Aesta,” he called.



He looked around, searching in all directions, but there was no sign of her.



“Where did you go…?”



His voice came out as a whisper, in a higher pitch than he’d expected. He looked down and saw a child’s hands and body. The forest was suddenly dark, and threatening noises loomed in the shadows. A child’s body, and a child’s fears.



He awoke dripping with sweat. Ria stirred next to him, nuzzling her cheek against his shoulder. Over the course of several long minutes, Damon caught his breath and dismissed the dream.










CHAPTER 21




 



Damon sat at the common room table the next morning, taking small bites of a pastry stuffed with mint-flavored sweet cream. The sun was out, and they’d opened one of the sliding windows to let the cool morning air refresh their flaqayai.



“I may need your help with investigating some of the leads Wrath provided me with last night,” he said to Ria, who sat next to him.



“I will do what I can.” She paused to take a sip of warm tea from a steaming mug. “I am not yet of certainty if the Athlatak will call on me again today. We are his guests, but he commands this entire city.”



“I think Ayisa does more of the commanding than he does,” muttered Damon. “Regardless, it’s not as though a direct audience with him is what we need. Wrath said there would be clues within the palace, or around other locations the Athlatak frequents. What I need is information on his activities.”



Ria considered his words, nodding slowly. “I will see what I can do. It is not a simple feat for me to ingratiate myself with the people who will have these answers, however.”



“Why not? You’re the Queen of Storms. Would it be so out of place for you to take an interest in the events of the city?”



“Perhaps not, but it is misguided to think of me simply as the Queen of Storms.” She exhaled through her nose and set her teacup down. “I am just as much clanless and just as much unmarried as I am renowned as a warrior.”



“That can’t matter that much, can it?” he said.



“You are unfamiliar with Rem culture. Think back to Joyell, how he approached wooing me as a suitor.”



Damon remembered the young Remenai from Ria’s mother’s clan who’d stalked and eventually kidnapped her in pursuit of winning her heart. “I assumed that he was unstable in the mind. Surely, that can’t be the standard of Remenai courting?”



“Not the standard, exactly, but his… enthusiasm is a trait considered acceptable, even honorable, among my people. There will no doubt be many, many men seeking my approval across the next few days.”



Her words affected Damon far more than he liked to admit. He wasn’t a jealous man, but the way she described her circumstances made him imagine a veritable crowd of suitors attempting to win her attention. It wasn’t as though he, as a Merinian, could simply pull his sword out and fend them off.



“Are you worried, husband?” she asked plainly.



“No!” he snapped. “I mean… should I be?”



“Of course not! Though, depending on how much of an imposition my current unmarried state ends up being… it seems we should at least consider a, ah, solution to it.”



She folded her arms, looking suddenly awkward and uncomfortable in her own skin. Damon wasn’t dense, and it wasn’t as though he hadn’t considered the idea before. He’d drawn the matridai on her face in charcoal, no less, which gave him a thought.



“Could we simply do what we did with Joyell?” asked Damon. “Put temporary matridai on you to scare them all off?”



“It would be counterproductive here in Yvvestrosai. No doubt, some of the men seeking my favor would be emboldened by knowing I was so near to being permanently pledged to another.”



She gave him an impatient, knowing look. Damon considered how Malon and Vel would react if he and Ria arrived back at the inn, freshly married in the eyes of the Remenai world god, Jad.



“Let’s get a sense of the situation today and then go from there,” he said carefully.



Ria nodded, but he could all but smell her obvious annoyance. “Well, I suppose if you are comfortable taking that risk…”



“Risk? What risk?”



“I simply mean that with so many men attempting to steal my heart, it is bold of you to place so much trust in me to guard myself.”



“You…” Damon shook his head as he noticed the suppressed smile on her lips. “How much of this are you playing up just to tease me?”



“Whatever do you mean by that? I speak the whole, honest truth.”



She had to hide her face behind her arm to cover her laughter. Damon playfully lunged at her, trying to wrestle her underneath him. She flipped him onto his back, laughing and grinning from ear to ear.



“Perhaps I exaggerate slightly,” she said. “But you must think about what the future will hold, Damon. Husband. For yourself, and for me, and for Malon and Vel.”



“Is it all on my shoulders to do this thinking?”



She still had him pinned, and she gave him a new kind of smile, gentle, almost pitying. “I already did my share of it when I first let you mark my face with charcoal.”



She was on her feet in the next instant, finishing her tea and heading for the door. Damon stayed where he was, enjoying the view of her butt in her tight leggings, with the hem of her spiral tunic flitting about like a short skirt.



“I should make an attempt at getting to know some of the Athlatak’s other favored courtiers,” said Ria. “It is best if… I proceed with this on my own.”



“I’d stand out too much, in other words.”



Ria nodded, but didn’t seem entirely comfortable with the fact, either. “It will be hard enough for me, as it is. But it does pose a chance for me to seek the type of information that might lead to the Athlatak’s true identity.”



“Be careful,” said Damon.



“You as well. Mind yourself if you travel out of the flaqayai.”



He nodded and watched her head out the door and into the trees. Damon took his time getting ready after that. He lingered in deciding whether it made sense to continue wearing a cloak in an attempt to hide his hair and ears before deciding it was pointless. The Remenai had seen through the disguise last time, and it wasn’t as though he wouldn’t still draw attention, regardless.



He wore his myrblade after going back and forth on how it might be perceived for several minutes. Neither Ria nor Ayisa had mentioned whether weapons were allowed to be worn openly in Yvvestrosai. He hadn’t seen many outside of those on the Water Palace’s guards, but only a fool would take any measure of security from that.



He put his sword belt on, in the end, but kept his hands away from the weapon’s hilt as he took the first steps out of the flaqayai and into the city. He had no defined objective, or even true sense of direction, given how dark the area had been when he’d first passed through it the night before.



In truth, all he wanted, all he expected, was to get a better sense of the city and its people. It was a humble goal, one that he mostly set about achieving by traveling in a slowly widening circle around his lodgings.



The amount of attention he drew as a Merinian, made him wonder if he’d ever truly understood why Ria had mostly avoided the major cities of Veridan’s Curve. It felt almost like a physical weight, an aura that drew the eyes of men, women and children while simultaneously discouraging them from drawing within ten feet of him.



Beyond that, he was still able to get a sense of the Rem as people. They were expressive and comfortable, serious and reserved. They spanned the full range of emotions and activities, from children chasing each other and wrestling in their games, to old women sitting side by side on tree swings and quietly gossiping as they swayed back and forth.



There was an entire world of experience within Yvvestrosai that left him in a state of profoundly respectful awe. It left him worrying, in truth, that Ria might not leave the city with him when it was time. Her words about marriage echoed in his head, forcing him to consider her questions against his tumultuous expectations for the future.



He realized that he’d gotten turned around while caught up in his own thoughts. He came to a stop on the trail on which he was walking, taking a moment to appreciate the flowers and foliage around him. A voice came from directly to his left, followed by a whistle that set the hairs on his neck standing on edge.



An old woman was cooking flat cakes over a fire and was glaring and holding one out to him. The glare was more of a prompt than a true expression of offense, the type of look Malon might give him when he was negligent with a chore.



He hesitantly walked over, reached out, and accepted the flat cake from her. It was sweet, with a subtle maple flavor that left him wanting a second bite. The woman looked at him thoughtfully, and then spoke.



“Is… good?” she asked, in choppy Merinian.



“Very good,” he replied.



He started laughing as he crammed the rest of the cake into his mouth.










CHAPTER 22




 



Damon didn’t accomplish much with his morning stroll, but hadn’t expected to. He returned to the flaqayai to wait for Ria only to discover that she’d already arrived back.



“Ah,” she said. “There you are. I spoke with Ayisa again.”



“Did she provide you with any new insights?”



“In a manner of speaking. There will be an
 asala-sala
 tonight. We are expected to attend.”



“What is an asala-sala?” asked Damon.



“
 A feast, of sorts,” said Ria. “It is not quite formal, but there are some informal rules which we must abide by to attend respectfully.”



“It’s going to be held at the palace?” He folded his arms, already anticipating a chance to start investigating some of what Wrath had mentioned.



“Yes, but it’s more than a simple gathering. There are customs to uphold. We will need to find you a mask.”



“A mask. Like the Turning Festival in Avaricia?”



Ria smirked at him. “Yes, though hopefully with less lingering confusion for you in the days after.”



They left the flaqayai and headed through the city. If Damon had thought he stood out before, walking alone, the attention was easily doubled by being together in public with Ria.



It was different from the way people had looked at him, staring and occasionally pointing. They treated Ria with a respect that bordered on reverence. A few people came forward, bowing to her as she passed by. Groups of people would whisper and move out of the way for her. Children would run up and pull at the hem of her tunic until she smiled and waved or patted their heads.



And the men. Again, Damon reflected on how he was not the jealous type, but if he had been, he would have lost his mind. He saw a range of Remenai men leering at her with hungry eyes, ranging from teenagers younger and shorter than he was, to old silver-haired veterans with battle scars.



She was clanless, unmarried, widely renowned, and most importantly, beautiful. He didn’t blame her for the effect she had on other men. He did walk a little closer to her, touch her a little more familiarly, one arm lingering around her hip as they walked side by side.



“Easy,” whispered Ria. “Some of the rumors circulating through the city have already spoken of your closeness to me as my brother.”



“If anyone asks, just tell them that Merinians are more intimate among family.”



She let out a snort. “That explains so very much, does it not? Oh, young Damon. You are too much.”



“Now and always.” He slid his hand a bit lower, groping her ass and flashing a teasing smile.



Ria came to a stop outside a building with a sign in the shape of a half-moon over a doorway filled with beaded curtains. She took Damon’s hand as she dipped her head forward to pass through the beads. He followed, stepping into a cozy Remenai mask store.



There was an artistry to mask-making that he’d never appreciated until that very moment. Dozens of different masks lined the walls, ranging from animal inspired, to monster themed, to a few which were abstract and conceptual.



He tested the tusk of a brown and gray boar mask, marveling at the detail that had gone into its construction. There was a troll mask that looked nearly lifelike, save for the edges and eye holes, and an oak mother mask that had Damon remembering an encounter he’d had with the sensual monster while traveling through the Malagantyan.



“You need one that suits the nature of your heart,” said Ria. “Strong willed, but impulsive. Savage, but loyal.”



She came behind him as he continued scanning the rows of masks, wrapping her arms around his chest and letting her breasts press into his shoulders. She squeezed him as she passed by a fearsome-looking bear mask.



“I’ve never really seen myself as a bear,” he said.



“No. Not a bear.”



She reached above where he’d been looking, pulling down a fancifully-colored black and red wolf mask. The wolf bore the tips of its teeth in the beginning of a snarl, the type of expression a dog might make to warn away another animal drawing a step too near to its food.



“I like it,” said Damon. “But it looks expensive.”



“I have money,” said Ria. “Ayisa provided me with a small stipend for us to use to enjoy the city.”



Damon frowned at that. “She’s giving you money now?”



“Yes. It would have been impolite for me to refuse, no?”



“I suppose…” he said. “That doesn’t mean it bodes well. It’s a clear sign of her trying to court your favor.”



“I see no issue with that.” Ria took the mask and held it up to Damon’s face, and he watched her through the eyeholes. “Would it not be preferable for us to be on friendly terms with the Athlatak if he does end up allied with Wrath and Famine?”



He didn’t say anything, but not for lack of an answer. Wrath and Famine, Kastet and Lilian. Now the Athlatak and his mother. There was seemingly no end to those who would try to use him and his family.  



“How about this mask for you?” said Damon, moving past his uncertainty. He pulled the beautifully carved oak mother down and held it up to Ria’s face.



“I already have one,” said Ria. “Ayisa presented it to me when she gave me the stipend.”



“What’s it of?”



She let out a laugh. “What fun would it be if I told you that?”



“I’ll find out sooner or later, regardless,” he said.



“Emphasis on later. Ayisa asked me to attend to her before the asala-sala. She can send one of her servants to guide you to the Water Palace, if needed, and then it will be up to you to guess who I am.”



“How is that fair?” he said, grabbing her by the hips. “You’ll know my mask, but I won’t know yours.”



“It might not be fair, but will it not be fun?”



“For you!”



Ria cackled and snuck forward to steal a kiss.










CHAPTER 23




 



After buying the mask, Damon and Ria briefly returned to the flaqayai. Ria was quickly summoned away by one of Ayisa’s servants, and she gave him an intense kiss goodbye.



“Promise me you will not stop searching until you find me?” she asked. “If I discover you in the arms of some other masked woman…”



“If that happens, it’s on you,” said Damon. “It’s not my fault if I suffer a case of mistaken identity, given the circumstances.”



She shot him an exaggerated glare. Damon gave her another kiss, turned her around by the shoulders, and pushed her out the door by the butt.



He didn’t have much to do that seemed relevant to their end goal, so he settled down at the low table in the flaqayai’s common room and sipped some of the leftover wine from the previous night. A servant arrived with a change of clothing for him. He very nearly refused it before deciding that it made far more sense to pair his fanciful new mask with traditional Remenai clothing, if only for the sake of blending in.



He waited for another hour after getting dressed, watching the sun set over the trees of the forest city as afternoon ceded way to evening. A heavy pounding came at the door too demanding to be any servant. Damon kept a hand on his myrblade as he went to answer.



A man in a fanciful golden tiger mask stood on the other side. Damon sighed and gestured for Austine to enter.



“No need,” said Austine. “I’m here to bring you to the party. Where’s your mask?”



“Right here.” Damon grabbed it from the table and pulled it on. “Did your buy yours in the city, or…?”



“Avarice prompted me to bring one with me before I set out. He’s rather well informed of Remenai traditions.”



“Explains all the glitter.”



“Shut up.”



They were far from the only people walking through the city in the direction of the Water Palace. Damon felt a palpable sense of nostalgia as he glimpsed a few of the women dressed in clothing ranging from elegant to seductive, each clad in a beautiful mask. It was hard not to think of Vel on the night so long ago, a night which had changed the direction of his life forever.



The Water Palace’s main chamber had been transformed into a space for revelry. The tables had all been moved along the outer wall, leaving the majority of the floor open for socializing and dancing. A soft, ambient rhythm came from a trio of drummers in the corner of the room, two playing large hand drums while the third struck out a melody with mallets on silver bells.



Damon searched the assembled guests for Ria, immediately finding the nature of the task daunting in its challenge. The masks more than adequately disguised each of the Remenai women, leaving only basic physical details such as height and shape and hair for him to base his guess on. As it happened, there were many, many women in the Athlatak’s court who resembled Ria to one degree or another.



“I see wine,” said Austine. “I know how I’ll be spending tonight. Just need to make sure I don’t drink too much before my performance.”



“Your performance?” asked Damon.



“Sure,” said Austine. “I thought I might do a circus act of some sort. What do you have planned for yours?”



He stared at Austine blankly, though the reaction came across more in his silence than the facial expression hidden under the wolf.



“You weren’t told?” asked Austine. “All guests from afar are required to perform a skill for the Athlatak and his court. It’s an old Remenai tradition.”



“I really wish Ria had mentioned that,” muttered Damon. “Well… I suppose since we’re both here, Austine, we could—"



“No,” interrupted Austine.



Damon had been about to suggest that they run one of their old gladiatorial routines, and Austine’s sharp dismissal of the idea surprised him.



“We’ve drawn our swords enough against one another,” said Austine. “On stage. In battle. Everywhere, it seems, as of late. I’ve decided on a new approach, for both our sakes. I won’t fight you, Damon, not even in jest.”



“You’re serious?” Damon furrowed his brow underneath the mask. “How long do you think you’ll be able to hold to that commitment?”



“Ideally, as long as needed. More likely, until one of us receives an order we can’t refuse. But until then, I see nothing to gain in us continuing to revel in the more violent aspects of our friendship.”



He patted Damon solidly on the back and walked away. It was hard for Damon to decide whether he was witnessing genuine growth and maturity in Austine, or the same stubbornness they both shared, just aimed in a new direction.



He headed toward where several servants in simple white masks were handing out wooden goblets full of wine. Damon went to accept his and was stopped by a young Remenai serving girl who insisted he take a sip from a mystery ladle first. He acquiesced, tasting a cinnamon liquor so strong that he immediately needed the wine to cool the burning sensation from his mouth.



A hush came across the assembled crowd as the Athlatak entered the chamber from the far door. Several servants began working winches that lowered a hanging wooden platform from the ceiling, similar to the one Damon had seen in the Athlatak’s audience chamber. The Athlatak stepped onto it as it came low enough, and then servants raised it back up to waist height, presenting him to the chamber as the center and highest point of attention.



A masked woman stood nearby the raised platform—Ayisa, Damon assumed. She received as much, if not more attention than the Athlatak, greeting guests one by one as they subtly made their way over to speak with her without seeming to queue in line.



He searched the crowd for Ria again, and again found himself annoyed at the nature of the task. It was hard to keep himself from worrying that she might currently be the object of some other man’s seduction, dancing with a suitor on the center floor, or overhearing some proud Remenai warriors boasting exploits.



He felt like a child for thinking such things and contented himself with sipping his wine and letting the evening run its course. He still needed to address the performance for the guest showcase that Austine had mentioned. He supposed he could display a few of the more acrobatic moves from his days as a gladiator on his own if it came to it.



Servants began setting up the tables along the edge of the room for dinner. Damon was surprised by the complexity of the arrangement, each table adorned with a portable metal brazier stoked with fresh coals, which heated pans of broth and oil.



The food was served raw, thin slices of meat and fresh vegetables, and each guest was given the privilege, some might say busywork, of cooking each item for themselves. He’d stayed at an expensive inn once that had served its meals in a similar manner.



He sat down with Austine at a table all to themselves. Apparently, the Remenai were willing to tolerate their presence at the feast up to the point of actually interacting with them, and not much further. They followed the example of the other guests, pulling their masks to the side just far enough to expose their mouths as they began to cook and eat small bits of food.



“I could get used to this,” said Austine. He pulled a piece of fileted fish from the oil and popped it into his mouth, wincing at the morsel’s heat.



“It’s certainly extravagant, in its own way,” said Damon. “It makes me wonder who the Athlatak is trying to impress.”



His gut instinct was to worry about it being an attempt at converting Ria into an alliance, or possibly even more, but it didn’t fit with the information at hand. More likely, it was to impress him and Austine, securing the good opinion and possibilities presented by alliances and friendship with the Merinians of Veridan’s Curve.



The crowd’s attention pulled toward the chamber’s center as a Remenai man in a full bird costume, complete with a feathered cloak and an artfully decorated mask, lifted his hands and began speaking. The words, aside from a brief
 thank you
 at the start, were lost on Damon, but he suspected he knew what was to come.



“I hope you gave your performance some thought,” said Austine. “Otherwise, you should prepare yourself to be shown up.”



“I have a few ideas,” lied Damon.



The man in the bird costume was popular with the crowd, getting a few hearty laughs and a solid round of applause across the next few minutes. He signaled the audience to silence again and announced the name of the first guest, a Remenai woman in a deer mask with golden-tipped antlers.



She made her way over to speak with the drummers before taking up her place in the center of the room, and breaking out into one of the most mesmerizing dance performances Damon had ever seen. It was a mixture of flips and spins and hip gyrations that left him questioning his assumption that he could simply do a couple of handsprings for his own show and call it a day.



The crowd loved her. Damon applauded with them as she finished, briefly stopping to consider whether he’d just watched Ria’s performance before noticing the long silver streaks in the woman’s hair and discounting her as a potential candidate.



The man in the bird mask returned to the center of the chamber, holding his arms up to command the crowd’s attention. He spoke to them in Konokai, voice playful and booming, leading the crowd in a back and forth that they seemed to know well.



Damon felt a flutter of panic as the bird mask turned his way, but it was Austine the announcer pulled up to perform next. He found it impressive how easily his friend took to the stage, how easily he always had taken to the stage, as he grinned and waved to a crowd of people with whom he could barely communicate.



Austine thrived under the weight of attention, be it positive or negative. Damon watched as he began gesturing to various people still in their seats, confidently pointing out and pantomiming what he wanted in the place of mutual vocabulary.



The Remenai began to throw him pieces of metal — hair pins, knives, belt buckles, no silverware, as most of their eating utensils were made of wood. Austine caught each object and redirected its path upward, quickly building them up until he was juggling six different objects in the air above him.



Austine was a practiced performer, and didn’t limit his act to simple juggling. He sang an old Merinian drinking song,
 The Kegs of Kentmore
 , as he juggled, stomping and occasionally sneaking a clap to give the crowd a rhythm to join in. Damon envied the thought his old friend had obviously put into his show, while simultaneously feeling a growing sense of dread at his inevitable turn to attempt to do the same.



More objects were added to the act, an impressive, borderline improbable number. All of them metal. The fact that the juggling was coordinated by Austine’s crest magic dulled the spectacle slightly for Damon, but the crowd didn’t know that, and their enthusiasm was no less infectious for it.



Austine had ten objects in the air at once when he finally brought the show to an end, catching everything while spinning in a quick circle and dipping into a swooping bow. Damon applauded along with the rest of the spectators, though his mind was furiously skipping through ideas for his own show.



“You’d better get ready,” muttered Austine as he rejoined Damon at the table. “You’re up next.”



The Remenai man in the bird mask had already turned his attention Damon’s way. There was no escape for him, and seemingly no justice in the cruel, unconcerned world. He wondered if he could risk sneaking toward the door, but the announcer was already on his way over, and the crowd’s focus had shifted onto him.



He stood up, smiling with confidence he didn’t feel, as the man in the bird mask gestured and shouted something in Konokai that he couldn’t understand. Salvation came at the last second, as it so often does.



A trio of young Remenai washwomen were carrying a large bucket of dirty water from table to table, collecting used and discarded plates. To Damon, they may as well have been carrying a pot of gold.










CHAPTER 24




 



He intercepted the washwomen and, with a smile and apologetic hands, swept the bucket of water away from them. The announcer in the bird mask narrated his activities in an overdramatic voice, much to the crowd’s amusement.



Damon had the kernel of an idea, but no real sense of what it might grow into. He set the bucket down in the center of the floor and slowly drew his myrblade. A hush fell across the audience, more intrigued than unnerved in character.



He turned his sword point down and dipped it into the water, taking a slow breath as he considered how to manifest the weapon’s enchantment. There was no danger in exposing himself here, so deep in Remenai territory, so far from where his name and abilities made him a wanted man.



The question of what he was supposed to use his myrblade to do for the sake of impressing the crowd was harder to answer than he would initially have expected. He wanted to make something beautiful, but it couldn’t just be from his memory; it needed to be something that they also understood and respected.



He thought of the sight of the water palace from within the city, the same way he’d first been struck by its majesty amidst the trees. The water within the bucket began to rise, still lacking any real shape, forming into a thin layer of ice that would serve as his canvas. His design would be hollow by necessity. He didn’t have all that much water to work with.



The crowd let out several hushed gasps at even just the initial display of his myrblade’s power. Damon tried to keep his focus on remembering each and every detail of the palace’s exterior. He pictured himself and Ria outside the building, and the confident way she’d walked up to the entrance, full of life and spirit.



He swore under his breath as he felt the ice taking on a new shape in response to his thoughts. What was supposed to be the lower half of the building’s wall had formed into a shapely set of legs. He considered for a moment, and then decided to go with it.



He pictured Ria again, the way she stood when she suspected a fight might soon be at hand, beautiful and prideful and wild. He formed hips and buttocks from the ice, a taut stomach, breasts. Realizing that he was, for whatever reason, picturing her naked, he took a breath and garbed her in a flowing gown of thin silk.



The crowd was whispering, though he couldn’t guess whether he’d impressed or scandalized them. He kept going, creating her arms and neck. She was larger than life, expanding upward from the bucket to stand nearly twice Damon’s height. He started creating her head, and then had an idea.



He left her face covered by a vague, unidentifiable mask. It was possible that a few members of the crowd might still identify her from her posture, or build, or make the reasonable guess about who she was from his closeness with her. To those who didn’t, it could have been a statue of any Remenai woman or all of them. By leaving that one detail undeveloped, it left the meaning of his work open for interpretation… to everyone except the statue’s subject.



The crowd applauded for him harder than they had for Austine. Damon felt as though in a dream as he stepped back from the ice statue and sheathed his myrblade. It would last an hour at most, before melting, but had only taken him minutes to create.



The man in the bird mask seized Damon’s arm and pulled it up into the air, shouting excitedly in Konokai. He couldn’t help but grin, feeling a little cocky as he had back in his gladiator days after winning a fight.



“Impressive,” said Austine as Damon sat back down. “Really impressive.”



Austine’s eyes were fixated on the ice statue, as were the gazes of half the adult men in the room. Damon leaned back, searching the crowd instead of taking the chance to admire his own handiwork.



He didn’t see Ria anywhere, and his search was interrupted when an attractive Remenai woman in a dark raven mask sat herself down on his lap without invitation. He recognized her from the weight of her body, the softness of her butt, and most of all, the feistiness of her eyes.



“You have captured the imagination of the entire chamber,” she whispered. “Should I be jealous of this woman of ice, husband?”



“I think many women are,” said Damon. “She has an incredible body. Hard to keep from staring, or touching, even.”



He kissed her neck and ran his hands up her stomach, only stopping when they were on course to rise above the table and grope her breasts. Her sitting in his lap would have been pushing it too far if not for the masks, and after a few more glorious seconds, she slid sideways into a second chair.



The show, first with the ice, and now with each other, had not been missed by the Athlatak or Ayisa. They were both staring at Damon when he looked their way, whispering to one another, faces and reactions hidden by their masks.



He pulled his attention back to why he was there and what needed to be done. Ria’s mind seemed on the same page as his when he glanced toward one of the chamber’s exits.



“Not just yet,” said Ria. “Let us wait for the next performance.”



An older Remenai woman in a dove mask was brought up next, and immediately began serenading the crowd with her beautiful singing voice. Ria pulled Damon along the edge of the room as the eyes of the crowd were captivated by the song.



There was a guard blocking the exit that led deeper into the Water Palace. Ria gave Damon a meaningful, almost apologetic look before approaching and applying her charm. The guard was old and distractable, and Damon managed to slip by while Ria held him in the spell of conversation.



The Water Palace’s hallways were unfamiliar to him, but simple enough in layout to guess where he needed to head. He kept close to the wall, peering around each corner and staying alert for guards.



The Athlatak’s bedchamber seemed an obvious place to begin his search. Damon found a staircase leading both up and down, and he went up, pausing at the top to let a guard pass before quickly crossing to another passageway.



It was a mixture of intuition and assumption that led him to the Athlatak’s chamber. There was a guard outside the door, of course, but Damon didn’t need to go in through the front.



He waited until the guard was looking the other way before slipping across the hall and pressing himself into the doorway of the next room over. He tried the handle and, as expected, found it locked. For him, it was a relatively minimal obstacle.



Drawing from his myrblade’s magic, Damon forced ice into the door’s simple lock, triggering the basic tumbler. He pushed the door open slowly, holding his breath each time the hinges creaked. He slipped inside, closing the door behind him.



The room in which he found himself clearly belonged to a woman, a subtle scent of perfume lingering in the air and a discarded nightgown set out across the bed. It was a large bedchamber, with a low table with cups and a water pitcher, and, as Damon had hoped, a window in the back.



He gently eased the window open and leaned out, eyeing the one of the next room over. There was hardly anything to cling to in between, but he was nothing if not adaptable. He grabbed the water pitcher, set a hand on the hilt of his myrblade, and got to work.



It was a simple matter of creating a small ledge to walk across, wide enough to stand on, thick enough to hold his weight. Damon searched the courtyard below for anyone who might be watching, along with the surrounding trees. He was unobserved, as far as he could tell.



“Be careful,” whispered Myr. “Ice is still slippery!”



It was good advice. Advice he really should have taken.



Damon made it two and a half steps before losing his footing and nearly falling to injury and possible death. He managed to steady himself only through flailing desperately and having the luck to find a small, handhold-shaped crack in the wall to steady himself.



Much more slowly, he continued shimmying across. The window slid open easily, and as silently as he could, he hopped forward into the Athlatak’s chamber.



The ease with which he’d managed to sneak into the room almost seemed like evidence in its own right. Would one of the Forsaken need to take major precautions to ensure they weren’t assassinated during the night? Surely not. A single guard to watch the door, more for appearance’s sake than out of true necessity, seemed to fit with the type of precautions a demigod might take.



He blinked, letting his eyes adjust to the dim, unlit chamber. It was surprisingly messy, with dirty clothes scattered across the floor and a few trays with unwashed dishes sitting in a pile atop one of the tables. It looked like the room of a teenage boy, in all honesty.



Damon didn’t see anything that screamed powerful enchanted artifact in the way Wrath had spoken of Malice. There was a large closet adorned with clothing, with a small glass display case in the back that held numerous items of jewelry.



He gently pulled the case open, observing the amulets and rings and jeweled brooches with a discerning eye. He could simply pick up each one, try to feel for the magic within in the same manner with which he manifested his myrblade’s enchantment. It wouldn’t be a quick process, but it would be effective.



“Wait,” whispered Myr. “Didn’t Wrath say that some of Malice’s favorite enchantments were curses.”



“She did,” muttered Damon. “But if that’s the case, how am I supposed to go about this?”



He eyed a pair of amulets, one inset with a massive ruby, the other with a dark blue stone that Damon didn’t recognize. Could they be enchanted with some evil, soul-sucking curse? He took his paranoia a step further, wondering if perhaps the ease with which he’d infiltrated the Athlatak’s chamber was intentional, like the open noose of a pheasant trap.



Voices came from just outside the door. Damon froze, resisting the urge to bolt for the window. Slowly, silently, he made his way out of the wardrobe and started toward the window. He heard the sound of the lock being triggered and knew there was no time.



Throwing himself flat, Damon slid underneath the bed, cursing himself for the idea even as he put it into action. He would be stuck for hours, probably overnight, once the Athlatak settled into his room.



Except, judging from the view of the feet and lower legs of the person who’d entered the room, he wasn’t dealing with the Athlatak. It was a woman, and she was alone. She took her time walking around, stooping to pick up the dirty clothes and toss them into a pile by the door.



Damon would have assumed her to be a maid or a servant if not for the tiny, annoyed sighs she let out as she did the work. He’d heard his aesta make similar sounds while cleaning up after him before. It was Ayisa, without a doubt, and a wave of relief flooded through him at that realization.



He saw her hand sink down to pick up a pair of undershorts near the edge of the bed and sensed her stop moving as she slowly drew back up. Had she seen him? He braced himself for a shout or scream, but it never came. Instead, he felt the bed above him shift as Ayisa settled down across it, letting out a strangely contented sigh.



He could hear her breathing, slow and steady, grow increasingly fragmented, as though she was having some sort of fit. The noise was paired with the rustling of clothing and small movements across the bed, as though she was rocking back and forth ever so slightly.



It wasn’t until she let out a low, lurid moan that Damon realized, unbelievably, that she was in the middle of pleasuring herself. He suppressed a chuckle, but his amusement quickly gave way to a burning sense of arousal as he pictured her lying across her son’s bed, doing something so dirty. Relieving pent-up urges primed to the bursting point with nowhere safe to go.



He felt his cock hardening and had to remind himself not to do anything stupid. The idea of slipping out from the bed to surprise her and attempt spontaneous seduction was tempting, despite the fact that it would undoubtedly get him killed. She was a smart woman and would correctly assume that his motives for hiding in her son’s room were either spying, sabotage, or murder.



He overruled the will of his burgeoning loins as he listened to Ayisa’s moaning take on a desperate, almost panicked tone. The bed rocked above him as she jerked her hips, playing with herself in search of a release that she clearly wanted, clearly needed.



Damon couldn’t keep his thoughts from drifting back to Malon. He thought of the first time they’d shared a tent as adults. He thought of the last time they’d kissed before he’d left, and all they’d done beyond just kissing. His cock was painfully hard, and frustratingly, there was nothing he could do about it.



Ayisa’s moaning cut off abruptly. Damon held his breath, fearing she’d noticed his presence, but he heard her sigh and turn over on the bed. The room smelled of her exertions, and when she finally rose from the bed and left through the door, he heard the guard on the other side say something that sounded suspiciously like a joke. The tone of Ayisa’s response was sharp, a reprimand, or perhaps an outright threat to ensure the man’s silence.



Damon slipped out from under the bed, considering what to do with the lurid bit of information he’d just gained, and exited back through the window.










CHAPTER 25




 



He was surprised to find the festivities still well underway when he arrived back in the Water Palace’s main chamber. Numerous eyes turned his way as he slipped by the rather surprised guard Ria had distracted earlier, but he otherwise rejoined the feast without issue.



Ria almost immediately grabbed his hand and pulled him to sit down at their table. He poured himself some wine and took a long sip before saying anything, enjoying the eagerness and impatience recognized in her eyes.



“So?” she said. “Did you find what we are looking for?”



He shook his head. “As far as I can tell, no. There was… something. I’m not sure if it’s a clue or just unusual, though.”



“What is it?”



Damon glanced toward the Athlatak watching them both, and decided a full disclosure could wait.



“After,” he said.



They spent another hour at their table, listening to the music and watching the dancers. Austine seemed intent on finding a companion for the night, and Damon got to watch his old friend’s clumsy attempts at seduction in a language he barely spoke.



A number of Remenai men and women approached Damon and Ria’s table, some speaking with her, others attempting to speak with him. Damon sensed Ria’s impatience as she politely waved off the men seeking her attention, only to have to serve as a translator for him as he politely accepted compliments from a young, attractive Remenai woman.



They readied themselves to leave along with a clump of other guests heading toward the exit at their earliest convenience. Austine caught Damon’s arm before he could follow Ria out of the main chamber.



“Damon,” he said. “Will you do me a momentous favor?”



“Probably not.”



Austine let out a hiss and pulled Damon behind one of the chamber’s pillars. “Switch masks with me.”



“What?”



“Your performance went over better than mine,” said Austine. “If I’m to have any hope of not sleeping alone tonight, I’ll need all the help I can get. Please!”



“You’re ludicrous,” replied Damon. “What makes you think I’d lend my identity to you for the sake of fraudulently seducing some poor, trusting woman?”



“I’ll pay you five gold.”



“Deal.”



He got the money on the spot, and after making sure no one else was watching, they swapped masks. Damon headed out of the Water Palace as the golden tiger, while Austine rushed back into the party as the black and red wolf.



He contemplated taking the mask off as he walked along the flower trails back toward the flaqayai but felt a wicked urge to tease Ria a bit. He slipped inside their lodgings and made his way upstairs, finding her standing in front of one of the windows, clad only in her mask and a thin evening gown.



“Were you delayed by something?” she asked without turning around.



Instead of answering, Damon pulled her into an embrace from behind. He heard her let out a purring noise and lean back into him… until she glanced over her shoulder and noticed the mask. She moved so quickly that he had no time to do much more than grimace at the series of punches she assaulted him with, slamming her fist into his stomach, and then catching him across the face with her elbow.



“Ow,” he muttered. “True Divine, Ria. It was a joke!”



“You…” She glared at him, gingerly pulling Austine’s mask back from his face. “You thought this would be funny? Well, I suppose now you have your punchline.”



“I thought it would scare you, rather than provoke a bludgeoning.” He rubbed the side of his face, feeling a powerful urge to take revenge.



“Well, I hope you have learned better,” she said.



“The only thing I learned was to attack first next time.”



He lunged forward, tackling her with enough strength to make it half playful and half serious. Ria gasped, her mask falling free from her face as she fell to the ground with him. She let out a snarl that was exaggerated judging from the smile on her face, and tried to roll him underneath her.



“If you think you are getting anywhere with me tonight after your attempt at humor, you are sorely…”



Her sentence bit off into a moan as Damon’s fingers found their way between her legs. She attempted to pinch them closed for an instant before seeming to think better of it and parting them to give him all the access he could ever require.



The pretense of wrestling fell to the wayside, as it so often did during their heated moments. Damon felt himself wondering how different their lives might be if their physical games had progressed like this back when they’d been young, though of course, the half-decade of years between them would have been a much larger thing back then.



Ria moaned a word in Konokai and rocked forward against his teasing fingers. He was light with his touch, almost to the point of being cruel, giving her just enough stimulation to leave her wanting more.



“Damon…” she whispered. “Husband.”



He felt a powerful urge to take her and mount her, but he was in the mood to see the full range of her reactions. He waited until she was nearly at her limit from his fingers and then stopped, feeling a bit mean at the way she sighed with disappointment, muscles tensing.



“We’re just getting started,” he said, sinking to shift his head between her thighs.



He felt the breath catch in her throat as he began planting kisses across the sensitive flesh of her inner thigh. Damon grinned up at her before pulling the fabric of her gown up and over her head and commencing the deluge of pleasure.



She tasted sweet, freshly washed, but faintly sweaty in that wonderful way that he so often found to be the most potent aphrodisiac in existence. Her reactions were as much encouragement as she’d ever given him elsewhere in life. He had her by the tongue, and he made sure to let her know it with the firm fingers he used to keep her thighs splayed.



“Damon!” A quiver ran through Ria as she reached her absolute limit.



Damon licked her juices from his lips and slid forward across the floor, smiling with pride at his handiwork. She looked as though she’d just fought an army by herself and come out unscathed and exhausted, content to do nothing but breathe heavily and bask in the afterglow.



“Looks like I pinned you,” he said, poking her in the cheek.



“It… would seem as though you did,” she said, forcing a waver from her voice.










CHAPTER 26




 



They spent a while making love in the flaqayai, putting its various tables and cushions to good use. Ria told him of what she’d managed to discover as they finally made their way to bed.



“There is a place of ancestor worship which the Athlatak visits regularly,” she said. “It is known as the
 Ken-Molonik
 , or ‘Glittering Spire’ in your language. Many of the heroes of local Remenai legends have climbed it in search of divine wisdom in communing with Jad.”



“That doesn’t seem so unusual for a newly chosen Athlatak,” said Damon.



“Not if taken with no knowledge of the context regarding who he may truly be,” said Ria. “There is a shrine atop the Ken-Molonik, along with a sacred tomb. If I were to place a wager on where a Venmalani such as Craven might build his dungeon, it would be there.”



“Right,” he said. “We should check it out tomorrow.”



Ria shook her head, gently rubbing her hand across his chest. “I must stay here. Ayisa wishes me to attend on her.”



“She’s been asking for you a lot since you arrived in the city.”



“I see little harm in it,” said Ria. “She has already offered to give me a place here within Yvvestrosai, a position and a role.”



“She has?”



“I refused her,” she said. “Well, that is to say, I evaded the question by speaking of my family, who rely upon me.”



She let out a sigh and pulled closer into Damon. He held her to him as they both drifted off to sleep, pondering what the future had in store for them both. Ria had always been so independent back when they’d lived at the tower. He realized that he had no idea what exactly it was that she really wanted, and he could admit to himself that it scared him a little.



 



***



 



Breakfast was brought to their door by a pair of servants. Damon ate a bowl of hot porridge made from a black grain that tasted of molasses. He’d forgotten to wear the amethyst amulet to bed the previous night, but it was hard to feel a sense of urgency over it given how restrained his aesta had been in reaching out to him.



He dressed in the clothing provided for them in the flaqayai and was pleasantly surprised by how well the Remenai-style tunic and leggings fit him. Ria waited by the door as he buckled his sword belt and prepared to set out.



“If your journey extends beyond a single night, please do not hesitate to come back,” she said. “This is merely one clue in a larger question.”



“From what you’ve told me, it sounds as though I can make the trip in a day. Will you find enough to keep busy with here in the city?”



“I think I will,” said Ria. “Be safe, husband.”



He pulled her into an embrace and kissed her. He was struck by the beauty he saw in her face and eyes and couldn’t resist letting his thumb brush along her cheek, outlining the matridai she’d once worn in charcoal and ash.



“I like it when you call me your husband,” he said. “I like calling you my wife.”



She gave him an impatient, knowing smirk. “It is funny how that is, no?”



“I’m not sure
 funny
 is the word I’d use for it,” he said. “…What does, um, placing the matridai on a woman typically involve?”



She blinked, noticing how serious he was. “It is a private affair, in most cases. Both of those to be married are naked for it. They exchange words of promise, and then the man uses a copper pen to slowly, over many hours, place the matridai upon the woman’s skin.”



“Could you get one of these copper pens?”



Ria let out a sigh and pulled away from him. “Damon, as much as I love you, I sometimes cannot abide how poor at this you are. What is it you wish to ask me? Can you just—"



“Will you marry me?” He grabbed her and held her, staring into her eyes, seeing her answer there even before it came from her lips.



“Yes…” she whispered, with a nod.



Damon left shortly after, both of them clumsily rushing through their goodbyes. Nothing of substance was spoken after his proposal and her acceptance. What was left to say?



He felt the truth of what he’d asked Ria in his heart, the intensity of his love for her, but it was a thing that stood in the face of so very many complications. He hadn’t asked her what her people, from the Athlatak, to Ayisa, to Sharika, might think of the match.



He hadn’t let himself truly consider how Malon and Vel would react to it, or even how he would live and behave within the bounds of matrimony. Would Ria abandon her long-held understanding of his promiscuous ways and insist that he be with her and only her?



He doubted she would, but the possibility was still there, however remote. He wouldn’t refuse her if she asked for his sexual loyalty once they were married. Love was funny like that, and in the same way that it compelled some men to sneak around behind the backs of those they were committed to, Damon knew on an innate level that it would give him the strength to be true to Ria, if that was what she felt she needed.



With that said, he hoped that giving her his commitment didn’t require him to pull back like that, especially from Malon and Vel. He wanted to marry Ria, if only so their love could be recognized and respected by her people. There was a logic to it that went beyond what lay within their hearts.



He hardly noticed the looks he received from the various Remenai people unused to having a Merinian in their midst as he made his way toward the edge of the city. The way in which the flowers and trails running between them slowly opened up into dirt and yellowing grass gave Damon a much better sense of how much work went into maintaining Yvvestrosai’s beauty.



Ria’s directions to reach the Glittering Spire had basically amounted to head east out of the city, and then look up. He wasn’t expecting it to be a long or challenging journey compared to his recent adventures, and perhaps that was why he let his guard down.



As Damon made his way up the rolling hill flanking Yvvestrosai to the east, he got the distinct sense that someone was following him. He continued for a while longer, reaching the top of the slope and using the moment as an excuse to peer back across the City of Flowers, a collage of color and beauty tucked away amidst the forest.



A flicker of movement from a nearby tree flipped the atmosphere toward something more tense and concerning. Damon didn’t draw his myrblade or give any immediate outward indication of what he’d seen, but he did start walking in a direction that would let him intercept whoever was following him.



There was another rustle in the leaves, and he saw no reason not to seize the moment. In a burst of motion, he drew his myrblade and attacked. Metal clattered off metal as another sword deflected. Damon sighed and took a step back, feeling as though he should have expected his pursuer.



“Austine,” he said. “What a predictable surprise.”



“Damon.” Austine stepped forward with a smile and a bow. “Do you want your mask back? It worked as I’d hoped in case you were wondering.”



“I wasn’t, and you can keep it.”



He made to keep walking, and as expected, Austine followed him.



“You’re shameless,” muttered Damon.



“Hey, I was a respectful gentleman! My delicate partner was more than willing to share her bed with me last night.”



“You know exactly what I’m talking about.”



Austine let out an abashed chuckle and shrugged. “Can you blame me? I knew you’d have an idea about where to seek evidence for the truth about the Athlatak. Following you is just searching efficiently.”



“Searching efficiently,” said Damon. “It’s impressive how you can spin your laziness into sounding almost like a cunning strategy.”



“Oh, but it is,” said Austine. “I could always go to the Athlatak and reveal why you’re in his presence.”



“You couldn’t, at least not without giving away your own intentions and purpose within Yvvestrosai.”



“As they say, birds of a feather…”



Damon sighed and resisted the urge to argue against him further. Having Austine tailing him wasn’t ideal, but it didn’t change his objective. If he found evidence of the Athlatak being one of the Forsaken, he’d deliver it to Wrath, as promised. Whatever happened past that point was none of his concern.



“Fine,” he said. “You can come along, Austine.”



“You have such a morose tone. This could be fun! We never get to spend time together these days outside of drinking together and trying to kill one another.”



“And whose fault is that?” asked Damon.



Austine laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. They set off together, chatting amicably, though their conversation never truly dipped below the surface.










CHAPTER 27




 



The terrain of the eastern Old Wilds was ancient and open. Trees loomed like towers, stabbing up into the sky and casting long, purposeful shadows across the landscape below. The forest was otherwise surprisingly thin, intermingled with stone ruins and evidence of prior cultivation, long since abandoned by the Remenai of the modern world.



They encountered few others on their way, but Damon sensed that they weren’t alone. He feared, for good reason, an encounter with a roaming Remenai clan who might recognize them as Merinians and act accordingly. Getting into a needless fight with the locals was far from his objective.



“Is that where we’re headed?” Austine moved ahead of him, cresting the top of a bushy knoll and pointing into the distance. In the valley a few miles distant, Damon could see an oddly shaped mountain, tall and sheer and thin. It felt lonely… Lonely, and judging from the white dusting its steep peak, rather cold.



“Yeah,” said Damon. “I hope you’re ready to climb.”



“There must be a path leading to the top if the Athlatak visits regularly?”



“I’m sure there is,” said Damon. “I’m also sure that if we took that approach, we’d risk being spotted. It defeats the point of us discovering the Athlatak’s identity if he discovers what we’re doing before we can use the information for leverage.”



They closed the distance to the Glittering Spire over the next hour. Damon got a better sense of where the name came from as he noticed the way minerals within the rock caught the sunlight, sparkling like tiny stars against the otherwise dark surface.



Even before they’d started up the initial slope around the mountain, the wind began picking up, pressing them back and forward, side to side, an obstacle onto itself to overcome. Damon slowed to a stop as he reached the first stretch of steep rock, the immensity of the task only then settling upon him.



“I didn’t come along just to beguile you, Damon,” said Austine. “I can help with this.”



He reached into his cloak and drew out two handfuls of throwing knives. Tossing them in the air, Austine used the power of his crest to arrest their motion. He sent them into the rock at high speed, each one sinking into the stone with a hammer crack as though it were soft wood.



“Nifty,” said Damon. “And those will support our weight?”



“I’ll go first if you have doubts.”



“I trust you, at least when it comes to this,” said Damon.



“You trust me with your life, you mean?” Austine shot him a smile that had Damon immediately doubting his conclusion.



“In this context, I suppose I do,” he said. “It would be uncharacteristically spiteful for you to kill me in such a cowardly way.”



He gestured to Austine, still letting him head up first in case the positioning of any of the throwing daggers needed fine-tuning. It made what would have been a treacherous, if not outright impossible climb into something far more reasonable.



They took breaks often, stopping each time they reached a ledge with room to stand. The wind, which had been rumbunctious even at ground level, became an unpredictable threat after the first hundred feet of the climb. It gusted with enough strength to sway Damon’s body from side to side, forcing him to pull closer to the rock to lower his profile.



He struggled, but not nearly as much as Austine above him. Damon hadn’t realized, likely due to his myrblade, how taxing the unrelenting cold was for someone unprepared for it.



“Austine,” he called up. “Let’s take a break for a bit on the ledge.”



“Sure. If you need to.”



Damon let his friend have his pride as they rested, smirking a bit at the way Austine attempted to warm his hands without being obvious about it. They still had a long way to go, but they’d risen high enough for the temple to resolve into view overhead. It looked small against the rock, and disconcertingly lonely.



Snow began to fall, first in fluffy, disparate tufts that could have been mistaken for old powder blown loose by the wind, and then in earnest. Sheets of the stuff came down upon Damon and Austine as they continued up the mountain, clinging to freezing cold daggers which, more often than not, were secured in sheer ice.



Austine attempted to reposition one as Damon moved off it. The spot into which he chose to direct it forward with his magic yielded too freely, and a horrifying crack spread from it toward the other daggers below.



“Ah!” screamed Austine. “Fuck, fuck, fuck—"



“Shut up!” cried Damon. “Just… hold on and be quiet!”



He shifted, putting himself in the precarious position of having one hand on his myrblade, one hand on the ice, and no hands on the dagger supporting his weight and supplying his life. He did a strange sort of armpit hold against it as he manifested Myr’s enchantment.



It was easy to work the sword’s magic in such cold temperatures. He concentrated on mending the still spreading crack in the ice, and it froze back together as though that was what it wanted, as well. A hidden will of the base element, the will of all things to continue being.



“There,” muttered Damon.



“I hate this,” said Austine. “This was a horrible idea.”



“A horrible idea which we are now fully committed to,” said Damon. “Now hurry up and climb.”



“I’ll climb, but hurrying is not on the horizon.”



They made slow and steady progress. The snow came down in heavier sheets, but it brought with it a calmness on the air that was welcome in place of the ripping wind. It muffled sound as well, and despite being no more than a few feet apart, Damon found himself having to shout up to Austine when he needed his attention.



With agonizing slowness, they made their way along the last, precarious section. It pushed out from the spire, forcing them to climb at an even less comfortable angle. Damon had already resolved himself with the fact that they would not be climbing down the same way for reasons of basic practicality. He simply didn’t think it possible.



Austine was the first to the top and let out a triumphant laugh, followed by a celebratory whoop that triggered a rumble of snow somewhere distant.



“If you could hold off on triggering an avalanche for just a moment, I would be so very grateful,” said Damon.



“Sorry.”



Damon joined him at the top, catching his breath and only then realizing how sweaty he’d become through the ascent. The view was magnificent, extending to Yvvestrosai and beyond. He could see the badlands he and Ria had crossed, along with the edge of the desert.



“I see why they built a shrine up here,” said Austine.



“Yes…” Damon could also see why a Forsaken like Craven might choose to attempt to build a dungeon there. Not only was it inaccessible, but the sightlines were unparalleled. An army could never approach the Glittering Spire in stealth.



The shrine had disappeared behind curtains of snow as the weather shifted, but they had no trouble finding it. It was clearly a well-kept building, not over-large, but impressive for such a remote location.



Not a single immaculate red tile was out of place from its roof, and an impressive stained-glass window filled much of the wall on its east side, likely placed to catch the sun in the morning.



“What are you expecting to find inside?” asked Austine.



“Proof,” he said. “Craven supposedly likes to repurpose and build dungeons. I have no idea whether the current Athlatak has been in power for long enough to make a serious go of it here, but if he’s been visiting regularly, there should be some sign of his activity.”



He moved forward to the door, boots displacing the snow that was deep enough now to lick at his ankles. Damon was surprised when he tried the handle and found it unlocked. He pushed the door open and stepped through into a large cathedral-style chamber.



It took his eyes a moment to recognize the nature of the décor and make sense of it. The shrine wasn’t in worship to the True Divine, Rovahn and Leandra, but to Jad, the Remenai World God. There were other small, stylistic differences in the furnishings, sitting mats in place of benches, walls painted directly rather than adorned with tapestries.



What truly made the space feel different from the Merinian shrines and churches Damon had been inside was the smell. There was a subtle hint of stale smoke, not heartlift weed, but scented with that similar promise of intoxication. He folded his arms and made a note to ask Ria if their religious practices might somehow be relevant to their investigation.



“That’s a set of stairs in the corner,” said Austine. “Let’s see where they lead.”



Damon nodded, and the two made their way into the shrine’s lower level.










CHAPTER 28




 



Damon was impressed, though not entirely surprised, by the crypt underneath the Glittering Spire’s shrine. The nature of the terrain meant that they must have taken advantage of a natural depression in the rock. It was hard for him to imagine how difficult it otherwise would have been to sink a foundation into solid stone.



It was that small understanding of where they were that left him feeling increasingly skeptical of the prospect of a hidden dungeon connected to the shrine. It seemed too large of a task for someone, even one of the Forsaken, to commit to building in such an unwieldy location.



The crypt had a sanctified air that made Damon remiss to start prodding around. There were five different tombs, each one represented by a statue of a different animal atop a sarcophagus. The same burnt incense staleness clung to the air, and it was clear that at the very least, the shrine was an active place of worship.



“This is it,” said Austine. “The door leading to the dungeon must be hidden amidst these burial grounds.”



“A hidden door,” said Damon. “That doesn’t strike you as slightly unfeasible?”



“What purpose would an
 accessible
 dungeon atop a steep, dangerous mountain peak serve to anyone?” asked Austine. “No. If there is a dungeon here, it’s cleverly hidden and likely full of immense valuables.”



“Are you speaking from a place of logic or a place of hope?”



Austine didn’t seem to hear him as he began running his hands along the smooth stone of the walls, searching for a hidden door handle or disguised trigger. Damon was content to let him look, and it was an extension of the task he’d come to accomplish.



“Try the back of the room,” he suggested helpfully. “If there was a hidden passageway leading deeper down, I would think that would be where they’d put it.”



“Good thinking.” Austine circled the edge of the room, stooping down on his knees in a few places to press his hands to the floor. “Hmm.”



“Nothing?”



“Perhaps… There might be a trigger inside one of these?”



Austine stood up and set his hand down on one of the sarcophagi. Damon had a good chuckle until he realized that his friend wasn’t joking.



“You’re serious?” he said. “Austine. You’re talking about defiling graves on the off-chance that, what? Someone decided to make the most inconveniently accessible hidden passageway in existence?”



“It’s not as though I can simply return to Avarice without doing a full and complete search,” said Austine. “I’d imagine Wrath would punish you similarly if she found out you were cutting corners.”



“Wrath isn’t my master, so I’m not operating out of fear of punishment.”



Austine scratched his chin and gave a dipping, exaggerated nod. “Right. Of course, she isn’t.”



“She’s offered me her crest before, in deals, if not outright,” he said defensively. “I’ve turned her down each and every time.”



“But you’re still here, doing her bidding,” said Austine. “You still fear her.”



“I respect her,” he said. “We’re closer to friends, or even lovers, than a master and a servant.”



Austine snorted and slapped the side of the stone statue nearest to him. He paled as he realized Damon wasn’t joking.



“Hold a moment,” muttered Austine. “You… you didn’t? You couldn’t have? You… and Wrath?”



Damon smirked and furrowed his brow. “It was a one-time thing.”



“You’re serious,” said Austine, voice near reverent. “True Divine. And I thought I was crazy.”



“We’re wasting time,” said Damon. “If you feel you must open those, then best make it quick.”



“Right. Can you lend a hand? These lids aren’t exactly light.”



It was far from Damon’s proudest moment in life. Together, he and Austine lifted and slid back the lid of the first sarcophagus. The smell that wafted from the ancient body was chalky and unpleasant, and the ghoulish sight of withered bones and ancient jewelry was even worse. Damon knew and hated the fact that he expected the image to make a recurrence in his dreams.



Austine grunted and pushed the lid further open. He reached a hand in and, without much care or restraint, began groping around the coffin’s interior. Damon took a step back as the vigorous motion stirred a well of decrepit dust into the air.



“Is that really necessary?” he asked.



“Look! I found a bunch of old coins.” Austine pulled a hand covered in chalky bone dust loose and proffered a palm full of ancient money toward Damon. “Want one?”



“I feel as though the word
 no
 doesn’t adequately express how much I don’t.”



They moved on to the next sarcophagus, and then to the one after that. Damon was at the point of arguing that it was a needless, disrespectful, and by definition, unholy search.



“Just one more,” said Austine. “We’ll skip the last one if there’s nothing here. Sound good?”



“It sounds like you would have been well-suited to the life of a graverobber,” said Damon.



“I feel the need to disagree with that on principle, but… I do find this fairly interesting.”



They sank down next to one of the unopened sarcophagi and muscled its lid up from the lower portion of the coffin. The smell was different this time around, and neither of them expected what they found within.



A beautiful woman with dark hair and pale skin lay within the grave, as naked as the day she was born and not the slightest bit dead or decayed. She was young, certainly younger than Damon and Austine, in her late teenage years at most. The two men exchanged a look before glancing back down at her in disbelief.



“How can she be here?” asked Damon.



“I haven’t the slightest clue,” said Austine. “She’s breathing. Her chest is moving. Quite the nice chest, I’ll add.”



“Cool it,” said Damon. “This doesn’t feel right.”



“This is as far from right as a situation can be!” snapped Austine. “She needs to be warmed up immediately. I’ll take charge and see to her care!”



“Austine…” he sighed, already disliking where things were going.



“Don’t let him touch her!” Myr’s voice was a sharp, frightened screech in Damon’s ear. “Get back! She’s like I was, in the time before!”



“What?”



“Fear not, beautiful, naked maiden,” whispered Austine. “You’ll be safe in my strong arms.”



“No!” cried Myr.



Austine brushed his fingers across the cheek of the naked woman and immediately let out a hiss of pain. He drew back instantly, clutching an ugly looking frost burn. The girl sucked in a breath and blinked ice-blue eyes open, each imbued with a menacing, subtle glow.



“Uh…” Austine cleared his throat and shot Damon an urgent look. “Perhaps we should close the lid on this one? Right now?”



The girl moved before they had the chance. She leapt to her feet, eyes blazing with cold fire, naked body taut and distracting. Damon drew his myrblade and set his own minor reservations aside as he slashed the weapon outward at her neck.



It did little more than nick her skin, impacting and bouncing off as though his weapon was as dull as a serving spoon. The girl let out a shrill screech and dove toward Damon. He fell backward as her fingers clutched his neck, expecting pain or at least cold. No such sensation came.



He was immune to the cold through Myr, after breaking her last chain. He surmised that the girl, body possessed by an ice elemental, had a similar defense against his myrblade, which was why his slash had done so little. He stared at the girl as her fingers tightened to choke him, only then realizing that she still had the strength to wring the life from his neck.



Austine roared and slammed a kick into the side of her head. She fell sideways, momentarily stunned.



“Come on!” Austine pulled Damon to his feet, and the two of them bolted for the stairs.



Damon appreciated his friend’s newfound sense of caution. He wasn’t entirely sure that a fight against an ice elemental was one that they could take, even with Austine’s crest and Damon’s sword magic.



They made it up to the shrine’s main level and slammed the door shut behind them. For a few seconds, it seemed as though they could simply sneak into a hasty retreat out the front while their alluring opponent struggled to break through the crypt’s door.



Glass shattered with a shrill death screech as a new enemy burst through the stained-glass window set into the shrine’s east wall. The monster that came through in the clatter landed on all fours and slowly rose to a standing position. It was humanoid and feminine, with faintly blue skin and wispy gray hair.



It reminded Damon of Myr, though he recognized the comparison for how unflattering it was. Austine drew back from it, glancing toward the door. A loud bang came from outside, and another ice elemental smashed through one of the windows across the chamber.



“Do we fight?” muttered Austine.



“Do we have a choice?” said Damon.










CHAPTER 29




 



Damon and Austine retreated outside the shrine, only to find that the snow was coming down even harder than it had been when they arrived. It slowed their footsteps, forcing them to displace powder up to the knees with each step.



The ice elementals gave pursuit, directed by their beautiful, naked, apparent leader. Damon had his myrblade out but was doubtful of how much use it would be. He shot a glance toward Austine, who was beset as much by the cold as by their enemies, shivering uncontrollably in the punishing mountain air.



One of the ice elementals launched itself forward, arms outstretched, diving for Damon. His sword couldn’t cut them effectively, but he still managed to swat the monster aside with a careful swing. Austine sent a throwing dagger flying at the elemental’s center of mass as it landed, and it let out a wounded hiss as the projectile sank into pale flesh.



“There are more coming!” shouted Austine. “We can’t stand and fight!”



It wasn’t as though they could easily run away, either, but Damon watched his friend make an attempt. The normal road leading down the mountain was just ahead of them, and Austine took off, hopping as much as running through the snow.



Damon only managed to follow for a few paces before one of the ice elementals cut off his escape. He swore under his breath and spun in a circle.



“Austine!” he shouted.



He saw Austine look back and slow to a stop, but another ice elemental was upon him before he could come to Damon’s aid. He traded a few blows with it before succumbing to a tackle and falling sideways down one of the snowy mountain slopes. Damon could only hope for the best and turn his attention back to his own situation.



The naked girl padded toward him on bare feet while the ice elementals closed in on him. He gripped his myrblade tightly enough to turn his knuckles white. The sword was his only chance, though he’d already proven to himself that he couldn’t attack them with it directly.



“Myr,” he muttered. “You must have some trick or secret that applies here. Right?”



“Damon…” she said, warningly. “You’ve already broken too many of the chains. You tread into dangerous ground by—"



“There is something, then?” he interrupted. “Myr! There’s no time!”



An ice elemental lunged for him, swinging clawed hands at his neck. He blocked to the best of his ability with his myrblade, feeling the strength of the attack vibrate through the weapon.



Another one tackled his legs. He went down hard in the snow, and despite being immune to the cold of the snow and ice, the jagged edge of the crust still cut at his face in places. One of the ice elementals was upon him before he could rise or counter, followed by another, followed by pain.



Damon let out an agonized roar as the claws of one of the monsters pierced his shoulder like razor-sharp icicles. He twisted reflexively, punching at the claws with his sword hand, and was somewhat nauseated to watch them snap off from the monster, still stuck in his shoulder.



The naked ice elemental woman slowly walked forward to stand in front of him. Damon was terrified, scared to the point of wondering if he truly was to die in such a pointless way.



And then, in less time than it took to finish a blink, he was with Myr, in her mystical ice realm. It struck him that she, in many ways, understood the danger he was in better than he did.



She was frowning, her blue lips full and lightly speckled with frost against her pale skin. He’d already broken two of her seven chains, and now, she offered a third up to him, though she seemed deeply unhappy about it.



“Here,” she said. “But this must be the last, Damon. Please…”



He gripped it and pulled, pushing his arm muscles to their limit and just beyond it. One of the links of the chain snapped with a sharp, resonant chime, and nearly as quickly as Damon had arrived, he was back in his body.



The pale girl from within the shrine screamed as though she’d just been lit on fire. Damon almost felt a pang of sympathy as he watched her fall back onto the snow, clawing at the front of her chest, but it faded as a white-blue light exuded from her flesh, leaving withered, ancient bones in its wake.



He expected the other ice elementals to suffer a similar fate, but they remained standing and alert. If anything, they seemed more vital than they had before, which was rather disconcerting. Damon inched backward across the snow, wincing as he again felt the pain of the icicles in his shoulder.



“Myr,” he muttered. “What did you do?”



“I told you,” she replied. “I am, or used to be, an ice elemental.”



“Your point?”



“They’re yours now.”



“What?”



Damon stared at the ice elementals, only then realizing that they weren’t hesitating in the face of their next attack but waiting for him to give a command. He slowly stood up, looking over the six monsters apparently now in his service.



“They’re ethereal and weather based, so it’s more of a limited ability than it may seem,” whispered Myr. “You’ll only be able to summon them in freezing temperatures, and not indefinitely.”



“So… when it’s snowing, I can have an army at my back?”



“Probably no more than half a dozen or so.”



“Good enough.” He shifted his fingers on his myrblade, considering his first command. “Ice elementals. Clean up the shrine. One of you broke a window when you attacked, and if we can’t replace it, we should at least clean up the glass.”



It wasn’t the type of thing he’d normally care so much about, but it seemed like a good test of both the monsters’ ability to understand his orders as well as their finer capabilities. Could they pick things up? Was their vision capable of spotting smaller shards of glass? The questions were not as minor as they seemed.



He joined them in the shrine, watching as they worked. Instead of picking up the glass shards by hand, one of them used an ability that Damon could only describe as
 frost breath
 to blow them out the shrine’s door. The others removed the larger pieces still dangling from the window’s empty frame. All in all, it was an impressive effort.



He opened his tunic, wincing as he pulled at one of the icicles still poking free from his shoulder. They weren’t in deep, but it felt like trying to pull an arrow out of himself. The pain each time he touched one of them was enough to ward him off from taking the necessary action.



“Ice elemental,” he called and then pointed. “You. Pull these out of me.”



The ice elemental didn’t nod or reply verbally, or give any indication that it had heard him and assented. Instead, it simply raised one of its hands and twitched its long fingers. The icicles came out all at once, hurtling toward the monster as though pulled by an invisible force.



“Dammit!” he hissed, planting a hand against the open wound, though there wasn’t as much blood as he would have expected. He sat down on one of the benches and stretched out. The elementals, free of a specific task, wandered over to stand around him in a semi-circle.



“Uh,” he said, trying to think of something else reasonable for them to do. “Let’s see. I suppose checking the rest of my body for other injuries makes sense. Ice elementals! Look me over.”



They immediately set themselves to the task, touching him with fingers that would have been painfully cold to anyone else. Damon could still feel the cold of their touch, but it was benign and familiar to him, like snow in the spring that melts as soon as it lands.



They stripped his clothes off with surprisingly gentle movements and began touching him all over. Without meaning to, Damon let himself look at them, taking in their alluring feminine features and vague, mask-like faces. They were beautiful in their own, inhuman way, and while some might have found it terrifying or discomforting, Damon appreciated their stark elegance.



One of the ice elementals had its hand on his inner thigh and was gently massaging higher and higher. Damon let out a soft grunt that might have been taken for encouragement as the edge of its hand brushed his package. He felt, not for the first time in his life, dubious of his own arousal as his cock began to stir and harden and steal the show.



He didn’t even need to give them a command, as it happened. A simple look into the frozen blue eyes of the one working his thigh was enough to coax it into taking hold of his tool. The other ice elementals began sliding across his chest and neck with soothing, intimate motions. He all but forgot about his injury and original request as the reality presented by his new power became clear.



“Whoa,” he said. “You have… surprisingly soft palms.”



The ice elemental currently stroking his cock had no response for him. Obviously. It sped up a little, and Damon felt his shaft throb, hard and hot against the cold, careful hands.



They were different from Myr or the pale girl, more like minor elementals that were formed entirely from ice. As such, none of them had mouths, which was a shame. He briefly considered asking Myr if there was a way to remedy before realizing how lurid and gross the question would sound, even for him.



Instead, he drew one of the ice elementals rubbing his chest in closer to him. He ran a hand between its legs, feeling for where its womanhood should have been… and found it. He hadn’t been expecting them to be anatomically correct in that regard, and it forced him to confront a question which he hated himself for wanting an answer to.



Would it even be safe? He was immune to the cold as a bonus from his myrblade, but did that apply to all of him, even during intimate moments? Was he willing to bet his prick on it?



Not quite yet, though part of that was due to the fact that the ice elemental currently pleasuring him was really, really good at it. He reached out a hand and began touching her… its… body. Surprisingly, the ice had some give to it, more like hard-packed snow than something truly frozen all the way through.



Another ice elemental joined in, seeming to sense how close he was getting. They both used their hands, touching all of his manhood, rubbing their cold breasts against his legs as they rocked forward and back with lurid motions. Damon felt his abdominal muscles tense, and then let them have it.



He felt the pleasure as his seed burst out onto bodies made of ice and sank into it, satisfied and incredibly fascinated by his newfound power.



“Ice elementals,” he said. “Clean up this new mess. And then put my clothes back on me.”
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Damon stopped short of having his newfound monster servants carry him down the mountain. Myr explained, as soon as he was decent again and non-awkward conversation could be had, that the ice elementals would melt within minutes if he brought them into warmer temperatures.



He released them himself as he started down the Glittering Spire’s main trail, watching as they melted in a manner similar to how all of the magical ice formed from his myrblade faded from existence. He wasn’t entirely sure how to resummon them when next needed, but he could always ask Myr.



“I feel entirely satisfied with our mission, despite not being any closer to discovering which of the Forsaken the Athlatak is,” he said.



“I suppose I’m glad for you,” said Myr. “Even if you did disgusting, hedonistic things with a bunch of monsters that are basically my distant sisters.”



“I just lay back,” he said. “They did everything.”



“Watch yourself,” said Myr. “I can get mad at you, just like anyone else.”



“Are you jealous?”



“What?” Myr made a puttering noise. “No, how could you even… I’m… I swear I’m not.”



He spent most of the walk down the path gently stroking Myr’s hilt and telling her, with full sincerity, how much he cared for her. The standard route down the Glittering Spire was a series of easily traversable switchbacks. Damon didn’t see any of the lookouts he’d feared might spy on him, and he felt as though his and Austine’s decision to climb the rock had been extremely overcautious.



There was still the question of where, exactly, Austine had ended up. It was one he felt he didn’t need an immediate answer to. He had no doubt that Austine had survived the encounter, and beyond that, it wasn’t his business to worry about a man who was as much an enemy as a friend.



It was late evening when he arrived back in Yvvestrosai, and it was still snowing. As beautiful as the city had been from the outset, seeing the trees and flowers and footpaths all covered in a thin layer of snow was utterly enchanting. Footprints told stories of where both people and animals had passed, and where they hadn’t. Snow fell in thick flakes, like tiny, white leaves dropping slowly through the air.



He wore his cloak, not wishing for more attention than he was already owed. It took him a while to find his way back to his and Ria’s flaqayai, time enough for night to truly arrive and settle. He opened the door, kicking snow off his boots on the step before coming in.



“Ria?” he called. “Are you home?”



There was no answer. Damon felt his heart stutter for an instant as his mind ran wild with possibilities and fears. He was almost considering rushing back outside and off to the Water Palace to confront Ayisa and the Athlatak when a lantern light passed over the ladder leading to the second floor.



“Up here,” she said. “I have something to show you.”



“Is that so?” He grinned, eager for whatever the surprise entailed.



He made the climb quickly and found Ria standing in their shared bedroom, wearing a long dress of green and white with thin shoulder straps and ruffled, flowing skirts. She gave him a shy smile and did a slow spin.



“It is a
 lossani
 ,” she said. “I knew of such things before today but never really paid mind to them. This is the type of a dress a young Remenai woman would wear during her matridai ceremony.”



“Were you wearing it while waiting for me, wife?” he asked.



“What? No! I was simply trying it on, and it seems you have remarkably good timing.”



She sat down on the bed, and Damon joined her. He set a hand on her leg, aware of how vulnerable she’d made herself for him. She was brave like that, willing to expose her heart, to him, at least.



“While you were out finding this stunning dress, did you happen to get the other things we spoke of this morning?” he asked. “For placing the matridai?”



She looked at him, her eyes meeting his with gentle solemnity. “I did.”



“Ria…” He took a breath, gathering his words, distilling his meaning. “I love you. I want you in my life, now and forever. As a friend. As a lover. As my wife.”



“As I want you, husband,” she said.



“I don’t want to wait another second,” he said, taking her hands and feeling his excitement growing.



“Neither do I,” she said. “Though… you should slow down, just a mite. These markings will be permanent. I do not wish for one to be unmatching, or unevenly marked, or—”



“Right, right, I get it,” he said. “And I’ll be careful. Can we do a practice run first? Just with setting the markings.”



“It is part of the process,” she said. “Another part of it is… for us both to be naked.”



“Are you expecting me to object to that, or something?”



She flashed a teasing scowl and pinched his arm. “Would you try to be serious, if only for the next hour?”



“I suppose I could try,” he said. “We should also talk about what I found at the shrine while it’s still fresh in my mind.”



He told her of encountering Austine, searching the shrine, and with a few details abridged, his new ability to summon ice elementals. Ria’s expression was thoughtful and pensive as Damon untied the back of her dress and slowly pulled it down, exposing her plump, tanned breasts.



“There is more to this situation than what we see,” she said. “We may be here in Yvvestrosai for longer than we expected.”



“We can’t stay forever,” said Damon. “We have to get back to aesta and Vel. Would Ayisa or the Athlatak object to you leaving if it were to tend to family matters?”



Ria shook her head. “I doubt they would try to stop me. Their position is more… tenuous than I first realized. I think they summoned me here to Yvvestrosai not out of a want to display their power to me, but of a genuine desire for an ally without prior affiliation.”



“Well, at least in that, we’re not picking through innumerous layers of deceit.” Damon pulled the dress the rest of the way off, letting his hungry gaze linger as Ria crossed her naked legs and shifted on the bed.



“The matridai supplies are in the satchel on the table,” she said. “But husband… you must be naked, too.”



“If I’m naked for this, too, it might take us longer to get to the point.”



She flashed a tiny, mischievous smile. “Are we in a rush?”



“No. We have all night.”



Damon took his clothes off slowly, feeling increasingly turned on by the weight of Ria’s gaze. He pulled his undershorts off with a deliberately slow motion, savoring her reaction as his cock came into view. In so many ways, she was already his wife, long since claimed and broken in. He knew every inch of her, and still, she excited him.



“Start with the oil paint,” said Ria in a sensual voice. “Practice a bit with your matridai. You have not forgotten how to make your own mark, have you, husband?”



“Oh, I remember,” he said. “I think practice would still be helpful.”



He found a wooden vial full of oil paint in the satchel and pulled the cork loose. Ria looked as though she was suppressing a grin as he walked back toward the bed.



“Roll over,” he said.



“What?”



“I might need to draw the matridai a few times,” he said. “Best if I make full use of your body as a canvas.”



“Mmm…” she hummed, with interest. “That does make sense.”



She rolled onto all fours, stretching like a cat waking from a nap, before slowly settling down onto her stomach. Damon climbed onto the bed and ran his hands across her back, letting his rapidly stiffening cock nestle within the cleft of her buttocks.



“Are you going to paint my back, husband?”



“To start. You’ll be covered by the time I’m finished.”



“You enjoy making a mess, no?” she whispered.



“More than you know.”



He let some of the paint dribble onto his fingers as he humped into her with subtle movements, recalling his matridai mark from memory. A swooping, stylized D which he’d need to reverse to match on each cheek. An elegant, curling line underneath, meaningless in terms of letters, but overflowing with meaning in terms of his love for her.



“Mmm…” she whispered. “It feels warm.”



“Good.”



He drew the matridai a second time, rocking his hips back and forth as his throbbing erection began to steal and hold his attention. He drew it a third time, reversed, right on the small of her back, a spot which he’d made messy so very many times before.



"I’ve almost got it,” he said. “Flip over. I want to use your front.”



“It is yours to use as you please, husband.”



He wiped her back off with a cloth to keep from staining the bed, and Ria flipped over. Her eyes were entirely fixated on his cock, and Damon got the distinct sense that they’d need to roll around for a bit to clear their heads enough to actually go through with the matridai ceremony.



“Which part of me are you going to mark next, young Damon?”



She slowly, teasingly, opened her thighs for him. Damon slid forward, nearly penetrating her as they continued their strange game of teasing and painting. He let his cock lie across her crotch and stomach, lounging in the silky hairs adorning her womanhood like an animal relaxing in the grass.



Damon drew his matridai again on her stomach with fast, confident motions. Ria bit her lip and rocked her hips forward. He reached out, cupping her breasts, matching her undulations, throbbing with lust.



They shared a kiss that was like the first spark of a wildfire, instantly setting off a rolling series of hot, passionate touches and movements. Damon caressed her chin with his thumb, holding her neck tenderly for no other reason than that he could. She trusted him to touch her there, to touch her anywhere, just as he trusted her.



The matridai was forgotten, or at least set aside, as he fell forward onto her. It wasn’t just about pleasure or lust with Ria. The emotions ran deeper and older than that, memories and history all bundled together and merely tied with the ribbon of arousal.



She flexed her hips up into him as he found an even pace. Each thrust sent a sensual wave flowing through the softness of her body, breasts swaying to the rhythm, hair a messy banner across the pillow.



He leaned forward to kiss her. She pulled him into a full body embrace, hugging him as much like her lover… as her younger sibling. It was a protective, loving embrace, full of sweet emotions and forbidden lust.



It was Ria with her arms around him. Ria, inside whom he had his shaft buried so roughly. Ria, the woman he wanted to marry and share his life with, even though she’d been so near to him from the start.



“Damon!” she moaned. Her legs tightened around him, making his motions grind her against the bed all the much more.



He buried his face in her breasts, still thrusting even as he cuddled against her like a spoiled little boy. She kissed him on top of his head with such love and intimacy that it almost felt condescending, in the gentlest possible way.



He let his movements grow rougher, closer to the wrestling that they’d started as children and, in a much dirtier fashion, still continued as adults. Ria writhed underneath him, passion and competitiveness plain in her eyes. He pinned her arms, gave her a smirk he knew would set her off, and watched the result.



She suppressed a smile, tried to flail her arms loose, and then seemed to melt backwards into the bed as they both understood that he could dominate her like this. She shuddered, and Damon felt a distinct clamping sensation in her womanhood.



“Ria!” he cried. He thrust into her with the last of his stamina, and then unloaded.



He didn’t care enough to pull out, or maybe a part of him truly didn’t want to. Ria didn’t even bother to unwrap her legs. They hugged each other, held each other, as they both came, heedless of anything but the state of the moment and the perfection of their love.



It was a moment that, like so many other things, didn’t last. A clatter came from downstairs, and the sound of someone climbing the ladder gave them both just enough time to pull a quilt over their nude bodies.



“Hello Damon, Ria,” said Wrath. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”










CHAPTER 31




 



“You are, in fact, interrupting,” said Damon. “Go away, Clara.”



Ria’s fingers dug into his thigh underneath the quilt. Wrath seemed more amused than annoyed. She’d ditched her armor and wore a plain silk shirt with several buttons undone at the neck over black leggings. The gap emphasized her pale cleavage as she folded her arms and slowly began walking around the room.



“Now, now,” said Wrath. “I didn’t bid you to travel to the City of Flowers to spend your visit in bed, fucking your sister. I gave you a task. I wish for an update on said task.”



He suppressed a wince, wishing that she’d come to simply tease him and entertain herself, rather than get straight to business. He would have to tread carefully, despite his annoyance at her interruption.



“It’s still in progress,” said Damon. “The leads I’ve found so far haven’t panned out conclusively.”



“You’re dodging my question,” said Wrath. “Give me a straight answer. What have you investigated, and what have you discovered?”



He looked her straight in the eyes, appreciating her beauty, if not feeling a sliver intimidated. “Nothing. No cursed artifacts laying around the Athlatak’s room. No dungeon hidden underneath his favorite shrine. I have yet to find any evidence pointing toward whether we’re dealing with Malice or Craven.”



“Thank you,” said Wrath, with a small, exaggerated bow. “I appreciate your efforts, Damon. I find your
 conclusion
 to be deeply displeasing, but at least you’ve proven to me that you haven’t spent this whole time sweating under the sheets.”



Ria had slipped out of bed and into her clothes. She tossed Damon his trousers, and he hurriedly pulled them on, knowing that Wrath wasn’t done yet.



“I’m open to ideas, if you have any,” he said. “There must be another way of determining whether a person is one of your brethren. How do you usually go about finding your siblings?”



“I’m usually not the one ferreting them out,” muttered Wrath. “I suppose my tactful approach is… less typical than I’ve been subjected to by the others in the past.”



Damon glanced at Ria, who made a tiny, hard-to-read gesture with one hand.



“Why not simply ask him?” she suggested.



“You wouldn’t get an answer out of him if he’s hidden himself to this point,” said Wrath.



“What I mean is why do
 you
 not ask?” said Ria. “If you revealed yourself to him, perhaps—"



“Are you fond of this city?” asked Wrath. “The houses, the people, even all the ridiculous flower trails and trees. Is it pleasing to your eyes? I want you to understand that if I did confront one of my siblings here, and speak to them as freely as needed, it’s very possible that there would be nothing… and no one… left afterward.”



Her voice was serious and somber. She wasn’t bluffing or bragging, merely stating a simple, sad fact. Damon wondered at the depth of emotion in her voice. Wrath seemed so often to have two faces, two moods, when it came to how she thought of the world and her place within it.



“Fair enough,” said Ria.



“You make a good point, though,” said Damon. “What if… I went and asked? Not for you, not as your representative, or anything so blatant. I might be able to talk to the boy and get an answer out of him.”



“What makes you think you could persuade him?” asked Wrath.



“I think…” He hesitated, considering how to put his suspicion into words. “There’s a surprising level of trust between the Athlatak and Ayisa. It’s not that I doubt that a teenage boy and his mother could be on good terms with one another, but I haven’t noticed a single point of contention between them.”



“Your point being?” asked Wrath. “If anything, this makes our task that much more difficult.”



“When I was searching the Athlatak’s room, I had to hide under the bed when someone came in,” he said. “That someone was Ayisa. She… took care of herself on his bed.”



He saw Ria and Wrath exchange a surprisingly confused glance.



“You know,” he said, feeling ridiculous. “She, ah,
 handled
 her feminine frustration.”



“She masturbated,” provided Ria. “Young Damon, you are so funny.”



Wrath let out a snort and clapped her hands together. “Now this is interesting. So, lead me through what you’re suggesting? I’m intrigued.”



“Lassus, before he becomes the Athlatak, starts remembering his old lives,” said Damon. “The newfound knowledge gives him confidence, maybe a few memories that put… unusual ideas in his head. He interacts with Ayisa differently after that, and in time, seduces her.”



“Such a relationship is a crime among the Remenai,” said Ria slowly.



“Hmm…” Wrath rubbed her thumb against her closed lips. “This wouldn’t be as unusual of a scandal as it might sound, at least for one of my siblings. It’s wild, but not outside the realm of possibility.”



“Clearly, it is not.” Ria gave Damon a long, piercing look. “It is interesting that you were able to divine all of this, Damon. Very interesting.”



He cleared his throat. “I’m not saying it with any certainty, just that it’s hard for me to imagine Ayisa doing such a lurid act on her son’s bed if there weren’t something more than the basic familial ties between them. We might be able to use this.”



“I like where your mind is at, but you haven’t thought this through completely,” said Wrath. “Do you truly suppose that Malice or Craven, when confronted with evidence of their illicit indulgence, would allow you to walk out of the room alive?”



“I would make it clear that others knew, and would reveal it if anything happened to me,” he said.



“Which would simply give them an incentive to torture you until they had the names they were seeking,” said Wrath. “No. Confronting the Athlatak is too dangerous. However, he isn’t the only one vulnerable in this scandal.”



“Yes,” said Ria. “I could arrange us a time to meet with Ayisa. She still favors me.”



“The situation is still not without danger,” said Wrath. “Assume Ayisa has taken a crest from her son. Treat her as you would Shank or Avarice’s sorcerer, or any opponent you consider to be dangerous.”



Damon nodded. “If a fight does break out, we might need you to intervene.”



“You’ll have it, to a degree,” said Wrath. “I’m not going to push one of my brothers into an alliance by force. It simply wouldn’t do. If this fails, I’ll help you leave the city.”



“You’ll owe us,” he said. “Don’t you forget that. We had a deal. I help you with this, and you help us heal Vel.”



“I haven’t forgotten,” she replied. “Keep your focus on the current situation, and we’ll get to your sleeping sister when it’s time. You should be ready for a fight, one which you’ll be taking the brunt of on your own.”



Damon looked at Ria and knew she was thinking the same thing. They would never be on their own, as long as they had each other. Wrath departed without another word, her body blurring with azure light as she left the flaqayai at intense speed.



“She is right to warn us of the danger here,” said Ria.



“I know.” He walked over to her and took her hands into his. “We likely have some time. We could keep going with what we were doing before.”



“After, husband,” she said, stroking his cheek. “Let us wait until this is settled and we are safe before letting our guard down and indulging.”



He nodded, taking her hand into his and kissing her knuckles. “We should pack our traveling bag before heading to the palace. There’s no telling how this might go.”
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They set out that same night. Ria assured Damon that Ayisa would take no offense in them arriving so late, though she suspected her warm welcome would last only to the point of them explaining their purpose.



The city felt calm and empty, despite it still being hours away from Eldritch’s zenith. The few people they passed paid them little notice, aside from the usual glances Damon received for being a Merinian in a Remenai city.



It was snowing, a gentle ballet of white crystals descending into the windless night. The ground was coated with a few inches everywhere but the usual paths between trees and flowers, painting Yvvestrosai in serene white.



The guards outside the Water Palace recognized Ria, and though she still spent a minute speaking with them in Konokai before they were allowed inside, they were left to stand on their own within the receiving chamber.



Ayisa met them a few minutes later. She was dressed in a simple black gown and slippers, an outfit which seemed insubstantial in the barren cold of the underheated palace. She folded her hands behind her back and greeted them with a small nod.



“Ria,” she said. “Damon. I have been told that you seek an audience with me. Has something happened?”



Damon shared a glance with Ria and hoped the uncertainty he saw in her expression wasn’t reflected in his own. There was no map to follow in regard to applying leverage to the mother of an Athlatak, no easy way to begin what they’d come there to do.



“Can we speak in private?” asked Ria.



“Of course,” said Ayisa. “Follow me.”



She gestured for them to walk alongside her as they moved deeper into the palace. Ayisa seemed to either place great trust in them, or take little heed of potential danger, not bothering to bring any guards with her as she brought them up to her private chamber.



A brazier freshly filled with coals heated the room, and a bottle of wine was already open on the side table. Ayisa found two more cups in a cabinet along the floor and poured them each a glass. She said nothing, eyeing them with the patient confidence of a powerful woman who expected her guests to start explaining themselves.



“Honored mother,” said Ria. “We have heard a rumor that we felt needed to be brought to your attention. A rumor… concerning you and your son.”



Damon caught Ayisa’s reaction, or to be specific, her lack of one. She blinked and nodded slowly, only raising her eyebrows to feign surprise after a few telling seconds.



“Please, go on,” said Ayisa. “I would hear of this rumor, especially if it concerned you to the point of bringing it to me directly.”



Ria looked toward Damon, and he sensed that it was his turn to roll their leverage forward.



“The two of you are lovers,” he said bluntly. “I both saw and heard what you were doing in the Athlatak’s room. On his own bed, no less.”



She could still deny it. They didn’t have hard proof, and it was entirely possible that the infatuation was one sided. Unlikely, but possible. Damon watched Ayisa take a shaky breath and turn away from them, and he knew in that instant that their gambit was going to pay off.



“You would be wise to speak less freely,” said Ayisa. “What is it you want from me? Tribute? A favor? Just to shame my son and me, as so many puritans would do in your place?”



 “That’s not why we’re here,” said Ria quickly. “We only want to help. To do that, for you and for us, we need an honest answer to a simple question. Tell us the truth, honored mother. How did your son rise in power and renown?”



Ayisa let out a tired, defeated sigh, and began to speak quickly in Konokai. Damon was, understandably, a little annoyed to be cut out of the conversation by her choice i language, but Ria translated small details in hushed whispers whenever Ayisa came to a pause.



“Her honored husband was Gorston, leader of Clan Ironblood, and a member of the Quorum of Clans,” she whispered. “There was… a duel between him and Mixa-Moxa. Gorston won but died two days later. Gorston still earned the mythosai, stated purpose, along with the title of Athlatak for his line?”



She spoke the last statement as a question and quickly asked for more details from Ayisa, who provided them without ever drawing her gaze up from the floor. Ria frowned, and she didn’t translate this time. Damon didn’t feel as though he needed to hear any more to know what his question should be.



“Ayisa,” he said, once she’d finished speaking. “Your son is more than just the Athlatak. Isn’t he?”



“We already spoke of my sins!” Ayisa snapped. “I will not stand here and be shamed by you.”



“That is not what he means,” said Ria. “Please, honored mother. You know Lassus better than all. Tell us the truth of his—"



A tremor ran through the Water Palace, shaking the floor underneath them. Damon looked from Ria to Ayisa, judging from the expressions on their faces that earthquakes weren’t common enough within the city to explain away the disturbance.



They hurried through the palace together, discussion set aside in favor of discovery. Ayisa drew back as they approached the Athlatak’s audience chamber, noting two corpses in place of the guards outside of it.



“Lassus!” she hissed.



Damon helped her with the door, but there was nothing he could offer for what awaited her on the other side of it. Wrath stood in front of the Athlatak’s raised perch, holding the teenage leader of the Remenai clans by the throat.



“He is just a boy.” Wrath opened her fingers, letting the Athlatak fall gasping to the ground. “Not one of my brethren. He is nothing. Useless to me.”



“I thought the plan was for us to handle this!” shouted Damon. “You could have done it this way from the start!”



“We’re no longer at the start,” said Wrath. “We’re at the end. Look out the window.”



Damon turned, and saw the fires burning along Yvvestrosai’s edge. The Water Palace was high enough up the slope that he could get glimpses of their apparent enemies in the glow of the flames. He stared, seeing spiders the size of men, but it didn’t make sense.



“What in the world?” muttered Ria.



“Avarice,” said Wrath. “One of his new creations. Trust me, they’re not fun to engage up close.”



Ayisa had been edging around the side of the room, and she took the opportunity to rush forward and pull her son to safety. Wrath barely even noticed that either of them were in the room, unconcerned entirely with the people who had previously been within the lens of her obsession.



“He must be here for the same reason we are,” said Damon.



“Oh?” Wrath gave him a questioning stare. “What makes you say that?”



“His crest sorcerer was here, in the city,” admitted Damon.



“And you didn’t tell me?” said Wrath through gritted teeth.



“No. I didn’t tell you.”



He wasn’t going to grovel or bend to Wrath’s intimidation. He wasn’t her servant, and he wanted to remind her of that and emphasize that she shouldn’t take his cooperation for granted. There were limits to how far Damon was willing to prod one of the Forsaken, however.



“Well, you reap what you sow,” Wrath said coldly. “This isn’t a fight I have any wish in taking. You’re welcome to join me in my retreat, and the aid I promised to your comatose sister will still be forthcoming.”



“Retreat?” said Ria. “You cannot possibly leave this city and these people at Avarice’s mercy?”



“I can’t, can I?” Wrath let out a snort. “You expect me to take a fight against Avarice, Avarice’s crest sorcerer, possibly Conceit, and an army of those damned copper spiders of his? How would you expect that to proceed, exactly? Do you foresee fewer people dying if I involve myself and my power for pointless reasons?”



“He is burning down this city!” shouted Ria.



“I noticed, and now I’m leaving,” said Wrath. “Damon? Last chance.”



He didn’t even look at her. There was a pulse of azure power as she used her speed to depart in a blur of light. He wasn’t proud of the fact that he wondered if they’d made the right choice, or of his inability to think of a way to do much more now than retreat through different means.



“Ria…” he said, already feeling defeated.



“No!” she snapped. “I am not leaving. Damon… husband. You must understand that these people… this place… it is not my home. I know nothing of Yvvestrosai, or my heritage. If I walk away and let this place and these people burn and die, I will never know. I must do this.”



He nodded slowly and took her hand. “We’ll both do it, Ria. Together. I’m with you.”










CHAPTER 33




 



A flurry of discussion took place between Ria, Ayisa, the Athlatak, and one of the remaining palace guards of rank. All of it was in Konokai, and Damon felt annoyed at his lack of knowledge of the language for the hundredth time over the past few weeks.



Whatever plan they were concocting was put on hold as a tremendous crash came from one of the windows of the audience chamber. Damon got the first up-close look at one Avarice’s copper spiders.



Eight copper legs protruded from a thick, pyramid-shaped carapace, along with half a dozen exhaust spouts burping out steam in regular intervals. The spider tapped from side to side, seeming to sense Damon through a hidden means, as he saw nothing resembling eyes anywhere on its body.



It skittered forward, each leg contributing to a clamor of metal against the stones of the floor. Damon drew his myrblade and attacked on reflex, wincing at the tremendous vibration the blow sent through his palm and wrist as it connected. His sword left a small dent and otherwise had no effect.



The spider lashed out with a coordinated spin attack, drawing up on its back legs while turning and slashing with its front ones. Damon didn’t bother trying to block, instead dodging backward. His attention was torn between his current fight with the mechanical monster and what was happening outside, the potential for more to swoop in through the windows.



Ria let out a roar and sent her throwing dagger hurtling toward the spider’s carapace. It sank half an inch into the softer metal but did little more than provide a temporary distraction. The spider was already moving toward a new target, Ayisa and the Athlatak, held within the bulwark of her loving arms.



The Remenai palace guard flung himself in the way, slamming his wooden spear down with punishing force. It knocked the copper spider flat for an instant, but the monster recovered and leapt forward. It struck the man full in the chest, toppling him to the ground under its immense weight. There was a scream as the razor legs tore into him, followed by a torrent of blood and shattered bone.



Damon stabbed his myrblade at it, focusing his aim rather than his force. He slid the sword into one of the steam spouts on its back, muscling the weapon’s point into the slightly smaller opening. From there, he let out a breath of cold condensation and manifested his myrblade’s enchantment.



Ice filled the copper spider’s mostly hollow interior, forcing its way out the other steam spouts and bulging against its copper body from within like the bloating of a week-old corpse. It fell sideways with a clatter, unable to continue whatever process had animated its form to begin with.



Ayisa ran toward the unfortunate guard who’d been on the receiving end of the spider’s legs, but a single look was enough to have her shaking her head and backing way. Damon’s attention was on the broken window. Another spider was already climbing the palace’s wall, metal legs biting into the stone exterior like copper climbing spikes.



Damon swatted his myrblade down at it when it came within striking range and was pleasantly surprised by how easily it came loose. It fell to the grass below, but immediately rose back to its feet.



“This doesn’t look good,” he muttered to Ria. “If you have any ideas, I’m open to them.”



“We need to help who we can,” she said, with determination in her voice. “The young, the sick, the wounded. They have no hope of fleeing or defending themselves.”



“Find who you can and bring them back here,” he said. He set his myrblade against the edge of the open window and froze a thin barrier to seal it shut. There were other windows, however, too many throughout the palace for him to have any hope of securing. “Barricade this chamber once you’ve got them all inside.”



“You speak as though you will be elsewhere?” she asked.



“I’m the distraction.”



He took a step toward the audience chamber’s door. Ria grabbed his arm, squeezing tightly enough with her fingers to scrape the skin through Damon’s shirt.



“No!” she snapped. “Enough stupidity. I should be by your side.”



“Not here,” he said. “Not this time. Ria… You have to trust me.”



“Damon,” she said. “Husband!”



He pulled her toward him, caressing her face, staring into her eyes, firm, but gentle. Gentle, but resolved.



“I love you,” he said. “You have to do this. As my lover… as my family… and as my wife. Stay back. Save as many people as you can. Keep them safe and keep yourself safe, no matter what.”



“If you die, Damon…” She shook her head and blinked a bit too quickly. “I will never forgive you.”



“I won’t die,” he said. “Promise.”



He kissed her, but too much was happening, and it wasn’t the dramatic meeting of lips it should have been. It was a hasty, almost clumsy goodbye, and he redoubled his commitment to that promise. He’d survive, if only to do that kiss over again.



Outside the palace, Yvvestrosai was descending into chaos. Numerous fires surged within the city now, despite the fact that snow still fell in a slow deluge of cold, white flakes.



“The ice elementals are the only thing that might give us a chance, Myr,” he whispered. “Can you summon them again?”



“I have the essence to, if that’s what you’re asking,” replied Myr’s whisper. “You’re the one who will need to do the actual work.”



He nodded slowly, though he wasn’t entirely certain he knew just what to do. A rustle through the snow alerted him to another copper spider, and he ducked on reflex, dodging the mechanical monster’s lunge by the length of a hair.



The spider landed on its feet, shifting direction and momentum faster than any flesh and blood opponent could have. Damon attempted to do as he had with the previous one inside the palace but getting the angle necessary to stab into its spouts proved difficult.



“Freeze it!” hissed Myr.



“I’m trying to!” he shouted.”



“No, I mean freeze it in place!”



He had no idea what she was stalking about until he looked down and noticed how thickly coated the grass was with snow. The copper spider began shuffling forward. Damon stabbed the tip of his myrblade into the ground and channeled the enchantment.



Each of the spider’s eight copper feet were instantly enveloped in creeping ice. While it may have been able to find purchase to pull one foot free, with all of them confined, it was rendered immobile.



Damon hurried around and quickly dispatched it with ice from the inside. It was a small victory, almost insulting in the face of the chaos that still roiled through the rest of Yvvestrosai. He gripped his sword and hurried into the fray, hoping he could do enough.










CHAPTER 34




 



Dealing with the fires was Damon’s first priority, though he had no idea as to the extent with which his myrblade could help. As soon as he was sure he was clear of the copper spiders, he focused his attention on his original idea – summoning the ice elementals for support.



He took a breath, dipped the tip of his sword into the snow, and focused. Snowflakes still actively fell down upon him, entangling themselves in his hair, melting atop his hands and the side of his neck. He focused on that sense of cold, the synergy it created with Myr and her enchantment, and visualized what he wanted.



The first ice elemental emerged from the snow in a fashion reminiscent of a child bursting from hiding amidst a pile of fall leaves. It flailed its arms, rising from the snow with bits of white still stuck to its otherwise crystalline, pale blue body. It was beautiful, dangerous, and seductive, and it brought Damon no small amount of comfort to know that it was on his side.



He summoned two more after that, and then five more, only stopping when Myr let out a small, wavering gasp after the eighth.



“I… I think that’s my limit,” she whispered.



“You did good,” he said. “I can make do with these. Ice elementals… follow me.”



He got the distinct sense that he didn’t actually need to vocalize his commands for them to obey him as they formed into a clump behind him. They were an impressive sight, each one slightly taller than he was, hauntingly beautiful with their naked female forms.



He came upon the first area of fighting and saw that Avarice’s attack wasn’t only composed of copper spiders. Soldiers and mercenaries were interspersed with the metal monsters, though fewer in number.



A trio of Remenai warriors fought for their lives against twice as many Merinian knights. The Rem kept trying to flee, but they were cut off at each attempt. Damon sent two of his ice elementals forward to help, and help they did.



The ice elemental in the lead struck out with a punch that left tendrils of frost creeping across the body of the knight on the receiving end. Two of the others attempted to slash at the ice elemental, but it dodged with inhuman grace and countered in a blur of movement.



Damon moved to attack from the side, hesitating as he glimpsed a figure rushing through the snow from the palace. He saw Ria out of the corner of his eye, but she was true to her word, stooping to help the retreating Remenai up and directing them toward safety rather than fighting directly by his side.



He sent a silent command to the other ice elementals to start putting out fires in the nearby buildings. The immensity of the task made him feel impotent, even with his newly summoned allies. He could see more people running in the chaos ahead, fleeing men and spiders and flames, some carrying small children, others clutching cherished possessions.



One of the Merinian mercenaries tried to make a run toward safer pastures. Damon ran him through the back with his sword, too furious to care whether it made for a fair engagement. He brought his ice elementals forward with him as they hurried into what had once been a square filled with flowers and berry bushes.



Blood stained the snow, and the building to Damon’s right was already collapsing from the damage caused by the fires. He saw a spider skittering out of the smoldering wreckage and received a clue to how the inferno had begun. This copper spider had a small mouth on the front of its carapace, and a tiny flame danced within it like an evil tongue.



Damon threw himself sideways just as the fire spider released a tremendous breath of flames, extending at least a dozen feet forward and as wide as a gout of smoke from a chimney. He felt a bit foolish as he rose to his feet, only then recovering his senses to remember that he was technically immune to most fire.



He set two ice elementals on the fire spider and watched with grim satisfaction as they drove their hands into the various openings they could find on its body and froze it from the inside out. Damon was just about ready to move on when a choked cry came from within the building.



He moved quickly, but he was already too late. He had the ice elementals freeze the fire in his way and pulled a person… a body… free from where it had been shielding itself from the fire underneath a piece of charred furniture. It was a young woman, mostly unburned, but past the point of breathing. Poisoned by the smoke, most likely.



Damon tried to contain his useless anger as he set her down on the snow and continued deeper into the dying city. Any hope he might have harbored from the outset, when he’d been looking out the palace window and seeing the destruction at arms’ length, had evaporated.



The most he could do now was staunch the bleeding. He stopped looking at each building and listening for the cries of those in need. Instead, he searched for Avarice, hunting the Forsaken with a single-minded anger he’d almost managed to forget over the past weeks and months.



Two Merinian soldiers moved to block his way as he headed toward what had once been a lively, flower-filled market square with a watering pond in the center. They seemed more confused by him than wary, and Damon cut them both to get them out of his way and make his intentions clear. Regardless of who they were, what was in their hearts, now… they were just invaders.



He walked over their bodies, distantly feeling the surging heat from a nearby building. He was in the middle of the destruction now and felt as impotent in the face of it as he had from a distance. The urge to simply turn and rush back to the Water Palace bubbled within him. He could grab Ria and whoever else was around to save and simply run away. Admit defeat.



No.



“You’re not one of mine,” came a deep, familiar voice. “How did you arrive in this city, kinsman?”



Avarice looked almost unchanged from when Damon had last seen him. He wore a golden circlet and white robes with gold trim, an ostentatious outfit in the best of times, a petty insult to wear amid the sacking of a city. His robes were dirty at least, smudged with soot, visible bloodstains along the sleeves.



He wasn’t alone, either. Stepping out of the smoke to one side was Austine, blond hair pulled back into a warrior’s tail, face cold and empty of emotion. Damon felt so much anger toward him, useless anger. He’d accepted that he couldn’t kill Austine, but not what that meant.



“Were you imprisoned by the Rem?” asked Avarice. “A trader or explorer, perhaps?”



“I walked here,” said Damon. He slowly lifted his myrblade, pointing the tip at Avarice even as his heart began to rattle a warning through his chest.



The Godking smirked back at him. “In that case, you walked to your death,” said Avarice. “Do you have a name?”



“I do,” said Damon. “We’ve met before.”



“Have we?”



“I threw a sword in your face.”



Avarice’s smirk became an outright smile. “That was you? I must say, you do know how to leave an impression. You’ve come a long way since then, it seems.”



Danger. Everything about the Godking, his expression, his stance, screamed of hidden danger. Damon tried not to think of the endless ways in which this monster of a man could kill him instantly, from riddling him with shards of metal pulled from the area, to simply lunging forward and tearing his heart out.



“Why are you doing this?” Damon asked. “What is it you want here? The Athlatak is not one of the Forsaken. There’s nothing for you in this city.”



“I don’t believe you,” said Avarice. “But even supposing I did, who’s to say I need any more reason for a conquest beyond the fact that it’s available to me? This land is fertile and untamed. Conquering it is no different than scraping lichen off a stone.”



Damon tightened his grip around his myrblade’s hilt, all of the aimless, nervous energy pouring out into his stance. He looked away from Avarice’s empty eyes and found Austine’s, instead.



“Are you happy?” Damon shouted at his old friend. “Are you content with your service to your master?”



There was a beat of silence that spoke volumes.



“You may answer him,” said Avarice, with a wave of his hand.



It was as though the Godking had physically removed his fingers from Austine’s mouth. Words began pouring out, so quickly that Damon missed the first few.



“…think I wanted this?” Austine asked. “I’m a servant, Damon. No different from you, though I know how you try to tell yourself it isn’t so. Would any of this be any different if Avarice had arrived in Yvvestrosai first, and Wrath had reacted?”



“You can tell yourself that if it soothes your conscience, but we both know it isn’t true,” said Damon.



“Isn’t it?” shouted Austine. “What will you say to Wrath when she finally offers you her crest? Do you suppose it will even be an offer? Or will it be her swooping in during your time of ultimate need, to take advantage of you?”



“Speaking from your own experience, I see.”



“You’re damn straight I am!” Austine’s face took on a dark, self-pitying cast. “I’m enough of a friend, Damon, that I genuinely hope you can learn from my mistakes instead of repeating them.”



“Enough.” Avarice raised a hand as though halting a carriage. “I find it rather fitting that the two of you can speak with such love and enmity for one another, but we only have so much time. Servant… Dispose of this interloper.”



The crest on Austine’s neck burst into a brilliant golden glow, mirrored by the light shining from his eyes. He drew his sword and rushed forward, straight toward Damon.










CHAPTER 35




 



Damon knew without needing to be told that Avarice would love nothing more than to watch him and Austine fight to the death. He’d paid them for as much once before, as it happened, but their duel in the Gilded Amphitheater felt so far off as to be remembered with the quality of a dream.



He wasn’t going to fight Austine. Not there, in the burning of the city, at the Godking’s request. Damon was both too sober minded and too desperate to take on his old friend in a pointless fight that neither of them, in their hearts, truly wanted.



He nodded to the ice elementals in hiding, having used the distraction of the conversation to move into position. One of them surged out from behind an undestroyed building, tackling Austine from out of view. Man and monster landed in a tangle of limbs and snow. Damon stabbed his myrblade into the cold ground and willed ice up over Austine’s wrists, neck, and ankles.



“Not this time,” said Damon. “If I fought you, here and now, one of us would end up dead. Too many will die today, as it is.”



He’d intentionally frozen ice over Austine’s mouth, as well, though left his nose open for breath. Whatever other words might have needed to be said could wait for now, forever, in truth.



“Interesting,” said Avarice. “Most interesting, indeed. Your sword has quite the enchantment. May I see it up close?”



He flicked a finger, attempting to draw Damon’s myrblade from his hands using his power over metal. Damon manifested the sword’s ice thorns, encasing the weapon in cold and shielding it from Avarice’s influence. He saw the Forsaken’s mouth twitch with annoyance.



“You’re not used to people standing up to you, are you?” asked Damon.



“If you wish to forfeit your life, that’s your choice,” said Avarice. “I hope you die at peace and without regrets, given the sacrifice you’re making for these savages.”



Damon took a cautious step back. Avarice wasn’t trying to intimidate him. He was simply speaking as he would to anyone, in any context, and it rendered his words doubly chilling.



Damon attacked first, more to get a sense of how outmatched he was than to score a hit. He actively suppressed the urge to run, to give in to the desperate seduction of his own terror. This was the stupidest thing he’d ever done, aside from throwing his sword at Avarice the first time around.



His slash missed, though, of course it did. Damon angled his sword as to sink the tip into the snow at the end of the arc, and he manifested the enchantment to cover himself completely in ice the instant after.



Avarice’s counter struck the back of his head, shattering the ice he’d just created and knocking him through the air. He acknowledged that had he not shielded himself with his myrblade, he’d now be missing most of his skull.



“Pathetic,” said Avarice. “What is your plan, swordsman? Are you hoping that Wrath will show herself and save you if you stall for long enough?”



Damon pulled himself from the crumple in which he’d landed and brought his sword back up to guard. He took a few shaky breaths and watched Avarice, ready to create another makeshift ice shield at the first sign of aggression.



“As it happens, I’m also hoping my sister makes an appearance,” said Avarice. “She’s always been my favorite. I hate her so much.”



The Godking lunged left, moving so fast that Damon only tracked his direction from a blurred afterimage. He dodged backward, bringing up a wall of ice between them more in hopes of giving himself another clue to the Forsaken’s end position than to truly slow him down.



Avarice burst through the ice. Damon preemptively slashed at where he guessed Avarice’s neck would soon be. He caught only thin air, and an instant later, was flying through the air.



The blow had caught him across the chest this time, hard enough to leave the front of his body numb and give him a temporary reprieve from the expected pain. Damon landed in the snow again. It took a force of will to rise back to his feet, and he didn’t manage it all that quickly.



“You’re not weak, or pathetic, or powerless,” called Avarice. “You’re simply mortal. You can’t keep up with me. You can’t match my strength. The truth is, your death here will not be dignified, and I’m past the point of offering you mercy. You should have—"



Avarice liked to talk, and he didn’t pay nearly enough attention to his surroundings mid-speech. It was this sole fact that let Damon’s ice elementals surprise him. He sent two diving at Avarice from different angles, the first reaching for his face, while the other tackled his legs.



Both ice elementals made contact, more from Avarice’s decision not to dodge than from dexterity on their part. The Godking seemed amused… right up until the ice elemental on his upper body began freezing his eyes shut.



“Grah!” roared Avarice. He spun in a circle, body blurring as the ice elementals were both disintegrated into shards of broken frost. His glare settled back on Damon as soon as he’d wiped his eyes clean, but he didn’t attack.



The sound of creaking metal echoed from a number of places within the shadows of the burning city. A small force of copper spiders assembled around Avarice. Damon had an instant of hope that the encounter might shift toward them smashing their summoned monsters together, rather than fighting directly, but it faded as Avarice pursued a less predictable strategy.



One by one, the copper spiders began to transform, each of their metal carapace’s unraveling like folded parchment. Avarice shifted the flattened sheets of copper toward him, where it began changing shape, falling into place on his legs, across his chest, and over his head to form a perfect suit of armor.



Though, calling it armor seemed an understatement. It was more as though he’d created a new body of metal which his already powerful form could reside within and control. It made for a depressingly ominous sight as Avarice began to move toward him, metal armor singing as it scraped at the joints.



Damon gave ground, summoning his ice elementals to him with each step. As tempting as it was to try to imitate the Godking and form a suit of ice armor of his own, the idea was foolish, if only because he could understand the difference in strength of ice and copper. Instead, Damon played up his fear, leaving several ice elementals in hiding, ready to attack from Avarice’s blind spots.



He whipped his sword into one of his old gladiator flourishes, feigning an obvious charge. Avarice roared with laughter and pulled back an arm to swat him away. Damon silently gave the command, and the ice elementals leapt on him.



His plan was simple. Avarice had taken the carapaces of the copper spiders, so why not do to him what Damon had already done to his metal monsters? The ice elementals found the chinks in the Godking’s armor and began pouring their chilling magic in through them. Avarice flailed his arms sideways in surprise, knocking away one of them, but leaving two more free to freeze him from the inside out.



It worked… for a few seconds.



“Coward!” bellowed the Godking. He stomped a foot, and his copper armor burst into pieces, each shooting outward from his body with deadly speed. Damon threw himself to the ground, but still felt a piece of metal bite into his shoulder as copper shrapnel tore through the surrounding area.



He winced, body curling with pain involuntarily, as Avarice came to stand over him. He still had his myrblade in hand, but the idea of making a last, desperate strike felt pathetic and useless.



He stared up at the Godking, the most hated of the Forsaken, and wondered how many men had been in this position before, dying after doing their best.



“Stop!”



A loud, high-pitched, slightly accented voice cut through the moment. Damon rolled his head sideways enough to see Lassus, the Athlatak, hurrying down one of the foot trails through the snow-covered flowers.



He wore leather armor, and his hair hung in a complicated braid across one shoulder. He walked slowly and his expression was serious, despite the obvious tremble in both of his hands. He was unarmed and posed about as much threat to Avarice as any fifteen-year-old boy would.



“This is my city, Venmalani,” said the Athlatak, enunciating carefully. “Take your evil and be gone!”



Avarice stepped over Damon with a long and slow stride, as though he were attempting to draw closer to a spooked animal. He looked Lassus up and down and gave a small shake of his head.



“You really are nothing,” muttered Avarice. “And I had harbored such hopes.”



“I am more than you could ever realize!” boomed the Athlatak. “I am the leader of a dozen clans! I am a warrior, bred and recognized and—"



Avarice seized him by the head, lifting him into the air like a little girl might carelessly pick up her doll.



“Do you have any idea how it feels to be alone?” whispered Avarice. “To be surrounded by mortals, people who grow old and die and fade? Every life a meaningless, arduous slog toward oblivion, and they do it all with smiles and ignorance and platitudes. I had harbored
 such
 hopes for you. And now, such disappointment.”



There was a hideous crunch as Avarice closed his hand, killing Lassus with as much effort as a normal man might use to crush a bug. He threw the corpse aside and began walking deeper into the city.



Damon struggled to his feet, even though he was far too late to do anything more than die a pointless death. He saw Avarice turn toward him, saw the blur of motion, and felt a burst of pain as he was knocked backwards and through the wall of a building.










CHAPTER 36




 



Damon was in pain from head to toe, inside and out. The building he’d been thrown into wasn’t on fire, but that was only a small comfort. His head throbbed in agony, and he felt nauseous as he tried to sit up and saw the world spinning around him.



How much time had passed? He suspected he’d been knocked unconscious, but the sky outside was still dark overhead, and fires smoldered throughout Yvvestrosai. He could see Lassus’s corpse on the ground and felt his heart ache in sympathy as he thought of how Ayisa would react to the loss.



The thought brought his focus back to what he was doing, and the people still at risk. Damon forced himself up to his legs and staggered up the snowy road, each step sending pain stabbing, through the innumerable injuries he’d suffered.



There were bodies everywhere. The sheer scale of the destruction made him feel a strange sense of fury toward Avarice, as much rage as it was fear. To be capable of destroying a city was different from the act of destroying one, and the resolve to commit to so much death was something Damon simply couldn’t understand.



He reached the top of the slope, furrowing his brow as he tried to remember where the Water Palace should have been amidst the city. He glanced from side to side before the realization hit, and hit hard. He was looking right at it, but the structure was nearly unrecognizable, veiled in smoke, wreathed with flames.



Damon broke into a run that sent pain stabbing through half the joints in his body. He was shouting, first Ria’s name, then just noise. He ran as fast as he could, sprinted ahead of his own racing thoughts.



The front entrance had collapsed into a pile of debris and rubble, and fires had been set in front of and beneath the windows on the upper floors. Avarice had wanted to turn the palace into a deathtrap. The Godking was nowhere to be seen, but even if he’d been gloating over his handiwork, he would have been Damon’s last priority.



It had to look worse than it was. The inside of the palace must have been shielded from the flames, at least to some degree. Damon told himself this over and over again. He forced himself to believe it as he rushed past one of the fires and began smashing the glass out of a window with the pommel of his myrblade.



A thick, acrid-tasting plume of smoke greeted him. He felt woozy even as he made an effort to keep from breathing it in. He tottered through the window, ignoring the cuts the remnants of glass left on his hands and shins.



The palace’s interior was no less ablaze, no less chaotic, than what Damon had seen throughout the rest of the city. A corpse greeted him next to the window through which he’d entered. One of the people Ayisa and Ria had tried to save… or Ayisa. Or Ria. The body was too charred for him to tell.



“Ria! Ria!”



He shouted at the top of his lungs, forcing her name out through the smoke, in between coughs. Damon couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of him. He stumbled into a fire that ran the length of an entire hallway and heard a voice. Not the one he wanted—needed—to hear.



“Careful, Damon!” whispered Myr. “Even you can take damage if you encounter a hot enough flame!”



He wanted to scream at her. How could he care about himself in that moment? He felt hot as he stumbled down the hallway, through the inferno, but the feeling came more from his heart than the blaze. The noise was oppressive, a rumbling, evil crackle that sounded from all directions.



“Ria!” he shouted. He punched a wall, leaving a hole in the heat-compromised mortar. He ran through the palace, feeling his clothes begin to ignite and crumble from his body.



He found bodies everywhere he looked. The air was thick with smoke and the off-putting scent of charred flesh. He felt as though he was picking through a funeral pyre, the somberness of ritual stripped away in favor of morbid reality.



Damon refused to think of anything other than finding her, of undoing what he’d let happen. He refused to think at all, too disparaged to have hope, but too desperate to give it up. Debris fell on him from above. The ceiling was caving in. He stumbled through the orange blaze, inhaling enough smoke to make him dry heave even as he continued shouting her name.



He came across few other bodies, but suspected it was due to the rising tide of flames obscuring his view. He never stopped shouting for her, even as true despair set in, and the tears began to streak down his smoke-stained face.



Everyone was dead.



Ria was dead.










CHAPTER 37




 



Damon was twelve years old and walking through the trees. He’d spent most of the summer indoors, sheltered from a recent spate of wildfires that had rendered much of the surrounding Malagantyan unpredictable and unsafe.



Malon had finally allowed him time to explore outside under the promise that he would stay near the tower, preferably within sight of her and little Vel, who’d taken to acting as her apprentice in weeding the garden.



He’d done his best to hold true to that commitment… for the first few minutes. The temptation posed by the forest was simply too much for him to resist. Every arm-length stick was a sword. Every hand-sized rock demanded to be juggled and thrown.



And then, as always, there was Ria. She’d taken to wandering more often now that the wildfires had died down, often raising Malon’s ire by staying out until late at night or disappearing for entire stretches of days at a time.



She’d been back at the tower for the summer, arguing with their aesta constantly, but also using Damon as an outlet for her energy. She’d started teaching him how to use a staff, and though he didn’t enjoy it as much as playing swords, it was still pretty fun.



The game he enjoyed more was simply trying to keep up with her. She had a way of moving through the forest that was elegant and purposeful, almost as though she belonged there as much as the animals did.



She was beautiful, though Damon would have never told her that to her face. He felt his neck flush as he remembered the time when he’d accidentally walked in on her while she’d been changing out of her girlshorts, or the time he’d spied on her in the lake until he’d nearly been caught by aesta.



Ria was eighteen, and the gap between them felt daunting and impassable. She existed in a different world, and so, Damon followed her sometimes, led by his curiosity as though pulled by a string.



He saw her ahead of him now, bending forward to examine one of the ash flowers in bloom from the recent fires. Her tunic was slightly small on her, and he felt strange as he caught sight of the way the bottom hem pulled up to expose her tight leggings and taut lower half.



Ria stiffened, coming alert. Damon caught his breath and pressed his back to the nearest tree he could find. He waited, feeling so very pleased with himself. There was no way she could see him. He was too quick and too stealthy. He could move through the forest just as well as she could, and she—



“Young Damon.” A set of arms curled around his chest, just under his shoulders, and yanked him into the air against the tree. “Are you stalking me?”



“I… was just.” Damon kicked his legs ineffectually, feeling much younger than he was. “I wanted to see where you were going. Doesn’t aesta get mad when you wander off?”



“She does,” said Ria. “But that is no reason for me to treat her word as Jad’s gospel.”



She let him drop and came around to the other side of the tree, prodding him in the chest to force his back flat against the trunk. Her smile was more playful than bullying, though she could most definitely be a bully when she wanted to.



“Well,” she said. “If you are coming, then come.”



“Where?” he asked.



She flicked her head toward the trees in the distance. “Deeper into the forest. There is a cliff that I suspect will give us a nice view of the ashbloom.”



She ruffled his hair, and without warning, took off at a loping sprint. Damon chased after her, resisting the urge to call for her to slow down even as he began to pant and sweat.



He knew the cliff she was talking about. There was a way around to walk up, if they were willing to spend another ten minutes taking the long way around. Ria was already testing handholds in the dirty rock when Damon reached her.



She flashed a smile at him. “We go up. Watch where I put my feet.”



He nodded, feeling strangely privileged to be coming along on one of her adventures. He took her advice, watching her careful positioning as she began the climb, though it was hard to focus on her feet over the rest of her.



Doubly hard as he began to follow and his perspective was limited to her long, powerful legs, and the way her butt pushed outward, shifting and angling for balance. A pebble came loose as Ria shifted one of her feet and bounced off Damon’s nose, as though the cliff itself was chastising him for leering at her so inappropriately.



He struggled to match her pace up the cliff. It wasn’t simply a result of her legs and arms being longer than his. She was fearless in the way she climbed, never hesitating, always testing each grip, always planning the route ahead. He wondered if he could develop that same confidence, the ease with which she moved not just up the cliff, but through the world in general.



It wasn’t so much that he wanted to be like her. He wanted to be her equal. He thought of his aesta’s overprotectiveness, how stifled he often felt at the remote farmstead. He remembered the last argument Ria had had with Malon, the way they’d clashed over Ria’s insistence that she was old enough to travel and do what she wanted.



“Damon!” snapped Ria.



He realized, belatedly, that he’d grabbed a patch of vine that wasn’t up to the task of supporting even part of his weight. He felt his hand slip, followed shortly after by his body leaning at a precarious angle, unbalanced by the surprise.



Ria’s hand shot down to grab his. She steadied him, and then carefully guided his fingers to a new handhold from where she sat along the cliff top.



“You… saved me,” he mumbled.



“Yes,” she said. “Why does that surprise you? I will always watch over you.”



 



***



 



I will always watch over you.



Damon wasn’t sure how much time had passed, or what was going on around him. He knew he’d left the crumbling Water Palace at some point, perhaps of his own volition, or perhaps at Myr’s urging. The structure had collapsed into the pile of smoldering stone and rubble upon which he now stood.



He couldn’t stop pacing, kicking through the ash and charred remnants of the palace and the people who’d died within it. At some point, he’d imagined what it would be like to return to the Rosewood Inn and face Malon and Vel. The pain caused by even picturing it in his head was enough to double him over with guilt and denial.



Not denial, no. He couldn’t let himself call it that because Ria simply couldn’t be dead. He’d never said a proper goodbye to her, after all. That wasn’t how death worked. The fates weren’t that cruel, so brazenly unfair. He told himself that she was still alive…



The world told him that she wasn’t.



There were people moving through Yvvestrosai, though none dared approach the man in burnt and tattered clothing standing upon the ruins of what once had been the grandest structure in town.



He took a breath, forcing himself to calm down. His foot brushed something in the debris, and a single glance was all it took for him to recognize the slender, hand-sized weapon. Ria’s throwing knife, the one he’d given her as a gift what now seemed like so long ago, was among the ashes of the destroyed palace.



The tumult of emotion the sight of the knife sent through him was nearly enough to bring him to his knees, but still, he resisted. Still, he forced himself to stay calm and think.



Just because Ria’s throwing knife hadn’t escaped the destruction didn’t mean that she hadn’t. After all, it was a
 throwing
 knife. She could have used it for its intended purpose and then simply never gotten the chance to recover it… though, she’d always managed to in the past.



He decided to take it with him, since it was Ria’s. Either he’d return it to her or…



Or he’d keep it in memory of her.



Damon dropped on all fours amidst the ash. He started digging with the knife, his arms moving for no other purpose than to give his energy and emotion a place to go, however pointless. He heard a horrible noise escape his throat as the knife’s tip caught against a piece of charred wood, and then the tears began to flow.










CHAPTER 38




 



Damon was unsure of how much time he’d spent within the ruins of the Water Palace. The sun was up, but the ground underneath, ash and smoldering wood and broken stone, was still hot to the touch. Too hot for anyone but him, really.



“Damon,” said a familiar voice.



He flinched at the sound, hurrying to wipe the wetness from his face with gritty hands. He knew who was behind him, and it wasn’t who he wanted to see.



“Do you need something from me, Clara?” he said, voice past bitter, noxious.



“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” said Wrath, in a quiet voice.



“From you… it’s worth less than nothing.” Damon slowly stood up. He slipped Ria’s throwing knife into his belt and rested a hand on the hilt of his myrblade. “This is your fault.”



She didn’t react to the accusation. She just stood there, wearing her obsidian armor as most women would wear a dress. She was at home amidst the destruction of the once beautiful city, the death and destruction only a passing concern.



“I can see why you might have the impulse to blame me, Damon, but we both know who killed her,” said Wrath.



“She isn’t…” Damon shook his head, but the words caught like tiny pebbles in his throat. “She made it out.”



“I saw what Avarice did,” said Wrath, slowly. “If she was in the palace, she didn’t make it out.”



Damon stilled his hand, not grabbing for the throwing knife, as a part of him desperately wanted to. It had given him hope, of a sort, to find it. Hope which Wrath’s words had turned to poison in his mouth.



“No,” he said, shaking his head.



“Listen to me, Damon,” said Wrath. “We still have a chance to—”



Damon drew his myrblade. He felt a cold, echoing fury, like a dark chant of loss and hatred. His jaw held so much tension that he heard a tiny pop escape as he finally spoke the words in his heart.



“You killed her,” he said to Wrath. “You, and Avarice. You and your brothers and sisters.”



“No, Damon,” she said quickly. “We both know that isn’t true.”



“We wouldn’t have come here if it weren’t for you!” he shouted.



“Ria would have come without you.” Wrath flashed a sardonic smile and turned one of her hands up. “The deal we made had nothing to do with Avarice’s ruthless choices.”



He didn’t want to hear this, not right now, and especially not from her.



“Draw your sword, Clara,” he said.



She made no move to touch the hilt of her wrathblade. Damon forced her hand.



He attacked with a slash that would have been foolhardy even against a normal opponent. No grace, no subtlety. Just raw anger pulling the strings of his muscles. He never saw Wrath move, simply blurring, and her sword was suddenly where it needed to be, blocking his.



He roared as he attacked again, and again… and again. He hacked away at her without seeing her, like a child attacking an imaginary opponent. Wrath humored him, at least to start. A sharp slap took him across the face, one in which she’d deliberately moved slowly enough for him to see both the lead up and execution.



“Get yourself together,” she growled. “You have so much more to do with yourself right now than trying to force me to kill you.”



“From the very beginning, you and your brethren have done nothing more than manipulate and abuse me and my family!” snarled Damon. “I hate your games! I’ll be the end of all of you!”



He exhaled frozen condensation through his teeth. There was still snow on the ground around the palace, but Damon had no intention of summoning the ice elementals. He wanted destruction. He wanted instant, frozen death.



Razor-sharp spikes of ice burst upward from death, coming toward Wrath on diagonals like an animal trap. She dodged, blurring and appearing just out of the way. Damon attacked with his sword, feeling metal bounce off metal, again and again.



He tried more of the ice spikes, sending one hurtling out of the snow and toward Wrath like a thrown spear. She blocked it with an open palm, the projectile leaving not so much as a scratch against her skin. Damon roared and pulled his myrblade back to attack again.



This time when Wrath vanished, she reappeared behind him. Directly behind, wrathblade sheathed, arms pulling him into a soft, but firm embrace. Damon tried to fling his sword around at her and fumbled it out of his hand in the process. He screamed, but the anger behind the noise gave way to true despair, true defeat.



“I’m sorry,” whispered Wrath.



He gritted his teeth and let out a feeble noise, like a growl from a puppy with a broken paw. He shook in Wrath’s arms, wishing that she’d just go away and leave him to mourn and self-destruct in peace.



“Why are you even here, Clara?” he muttered.



“To help you,” she said. “You know that.”



“Why didn’t you help us last night?” he asked, trying for anger, but not quite reaching it. “You could have fought Avarice with us.”



“As bad as what happened to Yvvestrosai was, the outcome would have been even more bloody had I entered the fight,” she said. “But you aren’t wrong. What I think I should have done is what I’ve wanted to do from the start.”



One of her hands slid into his tunic and gently caressed the bare flesh of his chest, just over his heart.



“I want Avarice dead just as badly as you do, Damon, if not more,” she said, soft words against his sensitive ear. “It’s time. Take my crest. Be my champion.”



 










CHAPTER 39




 



Pain stabbed into Ria’s face as she came awake. She flailed, pushing out with her arms, knocking her apparent attacker off her. She was in the dark, and judging from the echo that emanated through her surroundings, within a chamber of some kind.



“Breathe,” whispered Ayisa. “You’re safe here, Ria Zakur.”



Ria took her advice, as much to try to remember what had led to her current situation as to calm down. The chaos of Avarice’s attack on Yvvestrosai. Bringing as many people in need as she could back to the Water Palace.



“What happened?” she muttered. “Where are we?”



“We are in the tunnel underneath the city,” said Ayisa. “You suffered a blow to the head and fell unconscious. When Avarice began using his copper spiders to burn the Athla Agualai, we fled along with everyone we were protecting.”



Ria’s eyes had partially adjusted to the darkness. She could see for herself now. There were doors on either side of the stone hallway they were in, one of which bulged outward awkwardly from an apparent cave-in.



“The others…” she whispered. “Damon. What happened to Damon?”



She couldn’t keep the urgency, the creeping fear from her voice. For good reason, it seemed, judging from the character of the pause Ayisa took before her next words.



“Ria,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”



“No.”



“I went with Lassus into the city,” said Ayisa, speaking quickly. “He refused to stand back and do nothing, even at my command. He ran ahead and… I saw them both… with Avarice.”



“No,” repeated Ria. “You cannot know what you saw!”



“He killed my son!” hissed Ayisa. “Damon… his fate was the same. I saw the Venmalani strike him down, Ria. My sorrow is your sorrow.”



“You… that’s….” Ria shook her head, couldn’t do anything but shake her head. “That’s not possible! Why did you stand back and let that… that monster do what he did?”



It wasn’t a question she expected an answer to, but one did eventually come.



“Because I am a coward,” whispered Ayisa. “My feet refused to carry me alongside Lassus, to follow him to his death. My courageous son stood against an impossible enemy… and it was all I could do to watch.”



Ria realized that the other woman was sobbing, but it was hard to summon her sympathy through her own pain, her own confusion. She pulled her knees to her chest, hugging herself as she considered the possible ways in which Damon could still be alive. He had to still be alive. She wasn’t ready to admit otherwise, not yet, not so soon.



Her cheek hurt, and she remembered what had woken her up to begin with. She touched the spot of pain and winced as her fingers made contact with a fresh wound.



“Why are we still down here?” she whispered. “You said we were saved by this tunnel, along with the others?”



Another long, suggestive pause.



“I told them to go on ahead,” said Ayisa. “It would not do for them to see you just yet. Ria… you must know what Lassus’s death means. He was the Athlatak of our people.”



“I understand that,” said Ria. She felt the hair along the back of her neck begin to rise as she sensed a dark insinuation in the other woman’s voice.



“The reason Lassus summoned you to Yvvestrosai was to vet you for marriage,” said Ayisa slowly. “This is known to other powerful Rem, either through direct knowledge or by basic deduction. You were to be his partner, to support him through his mythosai. You have already become that.”



“What are you saying?”



“You married my son,” whispered Ayisa. “Tonight. Before any of this madness arose. He placed his matridai upon you, and the two of you consummated your love.”



Ria touched her cheek again. It felt hot this time instead of painful, and it was only then that she understood.



“No…” She surged forward, seizing Ayisa by the front of her gown and wrenching her against the wall of the tunnel. “You! What did you do? You manipulative, evil bitch!”



“This is what our people need!” snarled Ayisa. “You can lead them in Lassus’s stead if they believe you to be his woman, by law. The clans will follow you.”



“They will know it to be the lie that it is!” Ria pushed hard with her arms, banging Ayisa off the rock. “How could you? I love someone else! You cannot expect me to simply take your son’s legacy simply because I am positioned to.”



“You’re the only one who can!” shouted Ayisa. “You’re the
 Vaista Aestairius
 . Your reputation, the fact that you stand amongst us neutral to all clans, unaffiliated, unbiased. You must do this, Ria. Let me finish putting the matridai on you… for Lassus’s sake.”



Ria felt her face again. She sensed that she’d awoken early during the tattooing process. No more than a single line half the length of her smallest finger had been inked into her skin. Annoying, but enough to officially mar her with another man’s mark.



“I should kill you for soliciting me for this scheme,” she said, giving the idea serious consideration.



“You would be killing your people, if you did,” said Ayisa. “You grew up as an outsider, Ria. You can’t tell me that this isn’t your dream. You can lead the Remenai against the Merinians. You can prevent little boys and girls just like you from suffering under the prejudice of the Merinians, lives of servitude, never knowing their heritage.”



“You cannot truly expect—”



“I expect you to do what needs to be done!” shouted Ayisa. “Please. Ria. You know as truly as I do that this… this is the only way.”



Ayisa held out her hand in the dark and waited. Ria hated the fact that her words rang so true. She closed her eyes, thinking of Damon and his memory, knowing that he would never wish for her to diminish herself, to shy away from who she could be, in the wake of his death.



Ria reached out slowly… and slapped Ayisa’s hand away.



“I already have a husband,” she whispered.



 



***



 



“Ria would never forgive me if I took your crest,” said Damon.



“Ria is—”



“The answer is no.”



He felt Wrath’s arms tighten around him, not in threat, but more the type of hug a lover might share in lieu of letting go.



“You think you can say no to me, Damon Al-Kendras?” she hissed.



Damon gave her hands, now clasped over his chest, a soft, almost condescending pat. He turned around within her embrace and looked her in the eyes. More importantly, he let her see his, the mess of smeared ash streaked clean in places, from tears.



“She wouldn’t want this for me,” he said. “I can’t. I won’t.”



She glowered at him and pushed him away. “Well… can we at least still be friends?”



 



***



 



Vel gasped as she came awake, sitting straight up in bed. Her nightshirt was soaked through with sweat, and a cringe rippled through her as she pulled back a similarly damp and smelly quilt.



She was back in her own body. She pinched herself, just to make sure, and then hugged her arms across her chest. Her experience of the past couple of weeks had been foggy and dreamlike. She had been aware of Malon and Keiza feeding her, and at times, taking care of other, less elegant bodily needs.



She rose to her feet on unsteady legs, intent on surprising the others. They’d be so happy to see her up and moving. Malon had been withdrawn since Damon’s departure, and while Keiza had begun speaking again, she was quieter and far more reserved than the young woman Vel had known previously.



There was so much she needed to tell her aesta. Much of it was still wispy in her mind, as tenuous as any dream, which wasn’t surprising. Vel leaned against the wall of The Rosewood Inn’s upper hallway, taking shuffling steps as she approached the door to Malon’s room.



She knocked softly, and then tried the handle. The door swung open freely.



“Aesta?”



The bed was neatly made, but nobody was sleeping in it. The room was empty, and more worryingly, Malon’s traveling pack was missing from its usual place next to the door.



“Aesta?”



 



THE END
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