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CHAPTER 1

Damon Al-Kendras did his best to appear intimidated as the lidaragis,
 more commonly known as a wolf troll, approached him from the other side of the arena. Interestingly, it wasn’t all that hard.

He’d fought lidaragi before. He’d fought this particular one before, a full seven times previously in front of audiences and countless dozen more during training.

He had as much experience on the subject as any licensed gladiator west of the Endless Ocean possibly could. He’d seen what their jaws could do.

Damon watched as the monster snapped its teeth, spittle flying loose in a humid spray, and heard the overlapping shouts of the Averician nobles eager for blood. He took a tighter grip on his sword, circling left and preparing for act one.

The wolf troll let out a roar loud enough to send a tremor through the air between it and Damon. He matched it with a cry of his own, swinging sword up over his head in one hand, more for imagery than as a practical defense.

The wolf troll, or Jorgan, as they’d affectionately named him, was not trained to hold back. Jorgan knew his cues for the performance along with a few simple commands like follow, wait, and play dead.

He was as well trained as a monster could be, which was more of a disconcerting thought than a comforting one.

“Does Jorgan seem a touch angrier today than usual?” asked Austine, his blade partner.

“He’s a convincing actor,” said Damon. “So much so that I do occasionally wonder whether he’s forgotten that it’s an act.”

The wolf troll stomped its foot, eyeing both of its opponents with what seemed to be pure, unbridled fury. Austine was playing to the crowd, grinning and seeking their approval as he twisted his sword into a flourish of blade routines, despite his previously expressed misgivings.

Damon blinked. Orange light flickered from several dozen torch sconces set into the gritty, oft stained walls of Avaricia’s blood sport pit. It gave them each a dozen shadows, a dozen dark doppelgangers matching the minute movements each participant, man and monster alike.

“No sense in wasting time,” said Damon. “Remember. Act one is all about setting expectations and—”

“Building tension,” interrupted Austine. “Yes, I know. First one to get the crowd on their feet with a daring attack drinks for free tonight.”

“You’re on.” Damon suppressed a grin as the two of them moved to attack from different angles. “And I’ll hear no complaints if I decide I’m in the mood for expensive ale.”

Austine nodded, shooting one last glance over his shoulder. Damon noted how his friend’s attention lingered on a group of women watching from the edge of the stands, nearly all of whom were made up in fanciful, glittering Turning Festival masks.

The holiday was relatively minor, one of dozens littering the spring season in Avaricia, but the city’s nobles never passed up an opportunity to spend an evening carousing. Especially not under the guise of anonymity, as tradition mandated.

Damon’s eyes held, partially against his own volition, as his gaze passed over one of the noblewomen in particular. Her hair was blonde, done up in a proper Merinian bun, complete with two loose spirals dangling alongside either ear.

Her build was petite, with full curves and lean recesses perfectly highlighted by a tight black ribbon silk dress. Damon saw a tiny, mischievous smile play across her lips underneath the mask. He realized that she was, in fact, watching him back.

She reminded him of someone, though he didn’t have the time to attempt to remember who. Austine had sprung into motion, approaching the wolf troll at a dead sprint.

A low, powerful growl emanated from Jorgan’s maw, shaking Damon somewhere deep within his bones. He saw Austine commit to a stab. The wolf troll’s arm was a blur, countering with perfect, reflexive speed.

Damon had always thought that his friend received less than sufficient credit for his bravery. Austine was well-suited to playing the part of the fearless, determined hero. In his mind, he was both invincible and justifiably reckless.

Damon watched as Jorgan, the trained wolf troll, buffeted Austine, the fearless stage gladiator, into and through the air. He watched his friend land in a sprawl that was as convincing as it likely was painful.

The Traveling Troll Bout, or Liguente Lidaragis,
 as it was sometimes advertised to the Remenai majority crowds of Veridan’s Curve, was simple entertainment. It was technically possible for Damon and Austine to make it through all four acts of the monster bout without taking a single major hit. Of course, they’d never managed it before, never even come close.

He watched as his friend struggled to his feet, glaring at the wolf troll with genuine disdain. Rolling out one shoulder, Austine appealed to the crowd, jabbing his sword into the air and charging forward into another foolhardy attack.

Damon felt a few long-held concerns about his brash, boastful friend’s ability to keep a cool head begin to resurface. In a monster bout, it was always a challenge to keep the performance’s momentum and drama within entertaining boundaries.

Austine’s job in this particular bout was to gracefully and, under ideal circumstances, carefully, allow himself to lose. Make a show of taking a dangerous angle, and take a pulled blow from Jorgan, the hideous wolf troll of nightmares, for the sake of putting on a good show.

Damon was convinced that Austine simply wasn’t equipped with the ability to generate humility. The crowd was somewhat to blame. Giving Austine anything resembling universal encouragement was like pouring oil into a hearth and fanning the flames.

He smiled, shifting his longsword into position with less flare than his friend, but moving much more carefully toward Jorgan, who was currently slamming Austine into the side of the arena wall.

Len, their troupe master, had trained a… certain level of restraint into the wolf troll, but it was only enough to prevent him from maiming or killing Damon and the other gladiators. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. Most of the time.

“Prepare yourself, lidaragis! Prepare yourself!” Damon coughed and cleared his throat before repeating the carefully trained command a bit more slowly. “Pre…pare.”

Jorgan finally released Austine from his grip and began stomping from foot to foot. Austine’s wounds weren’t that bad, just a cut on the forehead and a solid black eye, but Damon strongly doubted his friend would be rejoining the fray.

He was careful about his engagement, making his attacks land where the wolf troll’s green hide skin was thick, calloused, near impervious to the cuts. A few extra tricks here and there, namely using a flask of climbing vine sap hidden up one sleeve to fake evidence of troll blood, and the roaring crowd got what they wanted without the pointless death.

Despite the choreographed nature of the fight, it still wasn’t easy to drive Jorgan into submission. Damon had trained as a swordsman as a teenager, back in the time before the Godking Avarice had banned true death fights.

He was the best he knew, and he knew many. Jorgan wouldn’t have stood much of a chance against him if he’d been fighting to kill instead of to impress. He ducked under a sweeping, open palmed strike and twisted into a sword slash that had him flipping sideways over one shoulder.

The hilt of his sword bucked against his hand as the blunted blade caught the troll across the length of its thigh. Damon let another spurt of the climbing vine sap go, and Jorgan took the signal, dropping to one knee as though his leg had lost its strength.

The angle Damon landed at put his gaze into the crowd again. He saw the blonde woman in the mask flash a curious smile, and she folded her arms, somehow looking both intrigued and unimpressed.

The crowd roared as Jorgan reached forward, trying to snatch at Damon. He leaned back a few inches, letting the troll’s fingers pass near enough to rustle his shirt, and then launched into the next series of strikes.

***

“Under the eyes of the God, Rovahn, and the Goddess, Leandra, these two brave warriors risked their very lives to send one of the Forsaken’s minions into the dirt,” boomed Len, the troupe master of the Gleaming Scythe Gladiatorial Entertainment Company. “The least you can do is risk opening your purses to support their valor!”

Damon made a show of looking deeply humbled as the audience tossed a tribute of copper and silver coins into the arena. They’d already been paid a base performance fee by a representative of the Godking, but tips were tips, and it was no small deluge of money.

Jorgan was doing an excellent job of playing dead as Austine and one of the arena guards pulled him down into the arena pits. It was the last show of their contract, and they would be releasing the wolf troll back into the wilds of the New North within the next few days, deep in the unmapped forests of the northernmost Merinian colonial territory.

Damon had already given Jorgan his own sentimental goodbye before the start of the fight. They’d pushed the ruse to its limit enough across the seven performances, and according the Len, the cost to keep the monster fed and housed made keeping him around beyond a single tour prohibitively expensive.

“Austine,” called Damon. “About that ale…”

Austine gave a noncommittal shrug. “I could go for an ale or two. Or seven. I could go for one of these mysterious and oh so comely masked maidens alongside it.”

Austine grinned, looking up into the stands at toward a trio of masked women who were apparently waiting for them. He blew them a kiss, which was enough stimulation to break them into a fit of giggles.

“That’s a promising sign,” said Damon.

“You can have whichever one is leftover after I’ve picked my two favorites,” said Austine.

“You’re nothing if not charitable,” said Damon. “But for tonight, I think I’ve got my eye on someone else.”

He looked toward the masked blonde he’d made eyes with earlier, who was still watching him, and still so perplexingly familiar. She smiled again, and what stirred within him, at least, was something he could place.


CHAPTER 2

The streets of Avaricia on the night of the Turning Festival were packed full of people, distractions, and two rather tired gladiators. It was unfortunate, but no real surprise that, by the time Damon and Austine had finished bathing and dressing themselves in shirts and slacks suitable for a proper night out, they’d lost track of their romantic targets.

“We’ll go to the Butterchurn Lounge,” said Austine. “It’s where fine women such as the ones we recently discovered would congregate.”

“It’s expensive,” said Damon.

“Did you forget that I’m buying?”

“More a general lack of faith in your charity than a lapse of memory.”

Avaricia had been constructed on top of the remnants of an ancient native city, and there was a contrast between the old stone structures, built centuries ago by the Remenai during a more civilized time of their peoples, and the new wooden buildings in the style of the Merianian colonists.

The Butterchurn Lounge was in the Upper Docks District, a well-to do area that felt almost like a section of Hearthold shipped across the ocean in pristine condition.

Or at least, that was what Damon liked to tell himself. The troupe had only performed in Hearthold once, but the long trip out to Merinia’s capital city had been an eye-opening experience for someone who’d grown up in the colonies.

The Butterchurn Lounge was quiet, which wasn’t all that surprising, given how many masked revelers were congregating in the streets for more performances and the flameworks shows. Damon and Austine found two adjacent seats at the bar and sat down.

“Two mugs of Black Adder, if you would,” said Austine, to the bartender.

“Are you attempting to get us both into trouble tonight, Aust?” asked Damon.

Austine grinned and gestured to his face. “In fact, I’m attempting to get myself out of trouble. They say that beer helps reduce swelling, and my face is in dire need of such relief.”

“Rovahn’s balls,” said Damon, shaking his head. “That’s absolute bunk. Who told you that?”

“My face being swollen, or the remedy?”

“The remedy.”

“Well, it’s more like more own personal hypothesis,” said Austine. “I’ve been fleshing it out over the past few months. In fact, I might just…”

He trailed off as the lounge’s door swung open, and the person Damon had been hoping to find stepped in through it. The masked blonde woman was no less stunning up close, short and petite, but not lacking in the bosom or hips.

Her mask was white and gold, almost matching the color of her hair, with two playful cat ears jutting from the top section. He was close enough to her now to make a guess at her age.

She was certainly younger than his own twenty-three years, but the confidence he saw in her deep blue eyes made him think that she was at least above twenty, which was the Godking Avarice’s long imposed threshold for intimate relations and betrothal.

“Leandra’s bush…” muttered Austine. “You are absolutely breathtaking, milady! Please, take a seat over here. Allow us to lavish you with attention.”

Damon resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Austine, as usual, was all bluster, all impulse, and no restraint. He usually got away with blurting nonsense out of his mouth when it came to interacting with women solely off the basis of his height and handsome face.

Damon, in comparison, was average in most senses of the word. Average height, average build, average and somewhat forgettable features, and depressingly boring brown hair.

He had his successes here and there when it came to casual romance, but they were normally primed by one of their shows. They were also rarely at the expense of Austine, when he was around to grin and babble out compliments to whichever adoring maiden was his first pick.

“I watched your fight,” said the young woman in the cat mask. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

“The wolf troll is truly one of the fiercest opponents I’ve ever faced!” boomed Austine. “I can only hope the danger I was in didn’t needlessly upset you, as I assure you, I had everything under—”

“You gave it a command, at one point,” she said, ignoring Austine and speaking directly to Damon. He grinned, tapping a finger along the edge of his Black Adder ale.

“You caught that,” said Damon. “I can’t say I’m all that surprised. You were certainly watching the bout rather attentively.”

She sat down next to him. Damon motioned to the bartender, who set down another mug of ale for her. She attempted to take a dainty sip, but one of the protrusions on the mask got in the way and a few bits of white froth spilled down the cleavage of her black dress, as though Damon hadn’t already had ample incentive to look that way.

“It was all just a ruse, wasn’t it?” asked the woman.

“Would you rather that we’d actually slain a wolf troll for the sake of a bloodthirsty crowd?” asked Damon. “They’re vicious monsters, but they aren’t evil, and even if they were…”

“You can justify it however you want,” said the young woman. “I caught you. What’s to stop me from announcing the truth and unveiling you?”

Austine snorted. Damon gave her a patronizing smile and a small shake of his head.

“You aren’t from around Veridan’s Curve, are you?” he asked.

She opened her mouth as though to snap back with a retort, and then hesitated, blushing slightly. Instead of speaking, she took a sip of her beer, coughing as she set the mug down.

“What my brusque friend is no doubt trying to say is that there’s no real secret to what we do,” said Damon. “Death fights are officially banned by the Godking Avarice. While monster fights are occasionally to the death, it’s rare. The crowd accepts the fantasy regardless. It’s all for fun, and everyone knows that, aside from the children who come to the bouts and—”

“I am not a child!” snapped the young woman.

Damon chuckled. Austine let out a booming laugh and clacked his now empty mug on the counter. What was visible of the woman’s face reddened even more deeply, and she pushed back from the counter, disappearing out through the Butterchurn Lounge’s door before either of them could stop her.

Austine merely shrugged, but something about her was still tugging at Damon. He stood up from the counter and hurried after her, catching up an instant before she disappeared into one of the raucous, chanting crowds of Turning Festival night.

“I was simply explaining the nature of the situation,” said Damon. “If you’d given me a chance to finish before storming off, I would have pointed out that most visitors from outside the area also find it confusing.”

The woman stopped in the middle of the street, which was another sign of just how unused to Avaricia she was. Damon moved in close, letting his larger profile shield them from the surging crowd. He still wasn’t sure if she was going to slip away or not, so he risked asking the question he’d so far been unable to dismiss.

“Why were you watching me so closely during the fight?” he asked.

A tiny, mischievous smile played across the young woman’s exposed lips. Instead of answering with words, she reached out and took his hand, threading her fingers through his with far more intimacy than he would have thought appropriate.

“Do you have a room nearby?” she asked.


CHAPTER 3

The Gleaming Scythe had rented rooms for all its gladiators at the Window Glow Inn. Two of Damon’s friends, Alexio and Adam, were already milling about in the common room. Alexio whistled as Damon led the young woman in the cat mask by the bar and toward the stairs, and he did his best to not smile in response.

He felt her hand squeeze against his and knew without needing to be told that she was blushing under her mask. The feeling was mutual, to a point. His heart was pounding in his chest. It had been a while, longer than what he considered fair, since his last sexual encounter.

He felt a bit awkward as he led her into his humble rented room, trying to choose his words carefully. He was well aware of how easily she’d taken offense earlier and suspected that the risk of him doing it again and sabotaging a very fun night was rather higher than it seemed.

“What’s your name?” he asked, shutting the door slowly and ignoring the way it creaked.

“I’m not going to tell you that,” said the woman.

Damon smiled, letting his eyes settle on hers, noticing the way she grinned back at him as though she was winning at some invisible game.

“Will you take your mask off, then?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “It stays on.”

“Does the dress stay on, too?”

He closed the distance between them, letting his hand settle on one of her hips.

“Truly?” The young woman’s lips pulled together into a pout. “I won’t tell you my name, and I won’t take my mask off, and yet you’re still so eager to bed me?”

“Does that come as a surprise to you?” asked Damon. He was tempted to ask about how much experience she had with men to not understand the nature of their lust, but again, knew that it would risk offence.

“You don’t even know me,” she said.

He shifted his hand up, sliding it along her body until it cupped her chin, his thumb resting on the slight dimple he found there.

“That’s what I find so peculiar,” he whispered. “You seem… very familiar to me.”

The woman surprised him then, leaning forward to steal a quick, somewhat uncoordinated kiss. She spun around, pressing into him, reaching up and around with her fingers to undo the topmost of seven buttons along the back of her dress.

“Will you teach me one of the moves you used in the arena?” she whispered.

Damon undid the second button, feeling his cock hardening as the dress shifted and revealed a wider sliver of pale, nubile flesh.

“Those moves are dangerous,” he said. “Are you sure you’re up for it?”

“You can take on a lidaragis without flinching, but a young maiden in a cat mask is more than you can handle?”

There was a teasing edge to her voice. Damon undid the third button and took a commanding grip of her hips, grinding his bulge into her cute, soft butt. She let out a small, anticipatory smile and pressed back into him, a dry run of what was to come.

“The question is more about what you can handle,” he said. “You don’t seem like the type that’s… wielded many swords.”

“Try me,” she whispered.

He had a hundred times a hundred questions, particularly about why a young, seemingly well to do woman would be keeping such a loose grip on her own chastity. But those questions could be answered later. He pulled her dress down, letting it slowly, tantalizingly sink to the floor.

Damon almost groaned as he took in the sight of her body clad only in underwear. She wore a thin chemise of Merinian silk, white with red stiches, that covered her from chest to just below her buttocks, along with a pair of tiny girlshorts in matching color.

He pulled his shirt off, kicking off his boots and trousers in record time. She turned to look at him, her eyes blinking underneath the cat mask as she took in the sight of his stiff arousal.

It was as though he’d issued her a challenge, and from the way the young woman’s expression fluttered, she was deep in that competitive mood.

She pulled the chemise’s straps off her shoulders, stepping out of it as it fell to the ground alongside her dress. She wiggled out of her girlshorts, glancing away shyly as she stepped out of them with each leg. And yet still, she kept the mask on.

Her breasts were mid-sized, not small, but not large, either, with faint pink nipples. She had trimmed the hair adorning her crotch, forgoing a complete shave, as was the custom in Veridan’s Curve, for a perfectly styled triangle of silky gold.

Damon reached out, intent on taking the mask off, but she stopped him again, flashing a smirk. Undeterred, he tried again, turning it into a game as he pulled her onto his bed. She let out a squealing laugh, and then they were rolling and kissing, mask forgotten, world forgotten. Two naked young lovers exploring the heat of each other’s bodies for the first time.

He wanted to take her hard and fast, multiple times, if possible. It was thrilling to imagine and even more exciting to start to do. He rolled her underneath him, gently parting her thighs, and speared his cock at its long-awaited target.

She gasped as his tip entered her. She was as tight as the Goddess, and the crush of her hot womanhood almost seemed to reject Damon’s girth. He forced calm into his movements, kissing her lips and her neck around the edge of her mask. Gently caressing her breasts with soft movements of his thumb, enjoying the way her eyes were already flitting with pleasure.

She made tiny cooing noises as he pumped into her. The painted plaster of the mask pressed into Damon’s shoulder, but his attention was on the rest of her body. Her pale, milky white breasts jiggled in perfect, tantalizing circles as he thrust into her, faster and faster with each movement.

She didn’t seem to know what to do with her legs, eventually on extending them as far out to either side as she could. It was simultaneously cute and seductive. Damon took hold of one of her elbows, using it for leverage and finding a strong, almost punishing rhythm.

“Oh!” she cried. “By… the Goddess!”

He would have preferred to hear her moaning his name, but he realized that he hadn’t told her it. It was galling to him that they’d made it so far while both concealing so much, but it didn’t really matter. The pleasure the young woman’s nubile body was providing was unreal, pushing him to chase their passion to its very limit.

He sucked on one of her nipples, gently pinching it with his teeth. She gasped, body bucking as a tremendous orgasm reverberated through her. Gripping her firmly by the buttocks, Damon got back up to pace, feeling her tightness seeming to stroke his entire length in a perfect, almost sucking, grip.

“Do you care?” he whispered.

“Oh… what?” She sounded dazed, drunk on pleasure. He brought his lips to her ear, gently nipping her earlobe.

“Do you care if I finish inside you?” he whispered.

She wrapped her legs around him in response. Damon cradled her small body with his arms as he pumped out the last few thrusts, feeling the contrast between the mask and her nudity, between her girlishness and her wonton lust.

He unloaded his seed as deep as he could make it go, still thrusting even as the pleasure overwhelmed him and stole his strength. She rewarded him with a series of soft, shuddering moans.


CHAPTER 4

Damon woke up alone, which of course meant that he’d fallen asleep at some point. He remembered little of what had happened after his intense love making session with the strange young woman in the cat mask.

Her smell was still clinging to the quilt of the bed, which was his only evidence beyond his own memory of the encounter having been real.

It had been real, right? Right. He smoothed a hand across his pillow, remembering the way the woman had felt, the way her body had looked.

Austine would always brag about how his most attractive conquests were Leandra reborn in the flesh. For once, Damon could understand his friend’s reasoning in taking the Goddess’s name in vain, the fairer half of the True Divine.

He chastised himself as he pulled his clothes on for not learning more about her. He knew, on some level, that he still would have never seen her again, even if he’d managed to pry her identity into the open. She’d insisted on that mask for a reason.

Damon headed downstairs and was greeted by the sight of various members of the Gleaming Scythe recovering from the various misadventures through which they’d celebrated the Turning Day Night.

Alexio and Adom, the twins, were sitting across from each other at a table, heads bowed forward in the classic posture of a hangover, mugs filled with heavily watered wine.

Len had his head buried in a ledger, tending to work he’d likely abandoned the previous night in favor of carousing.

Austine had apparently found someone to share his bed after all. A rather rotund woman with the thickest neck Damon had ever seen and a face so ruddy and formless that it reminded him of rising bread sat next to him at the bar. She was smiling, despite Austine’s ongoing awkward attempts to shoo her toward the door.

“I’m a seamstress,” said the woman. “Everyone needs a seamstress.”

“There’s just… no way it would work.” Austine cringed and ran a hand through his hair.

“All those sweet things you whispered to me,” said the woman. “You didn’t mean them, did you?”

“Of course he meant them.” Damon couldn’t resist getting in on the fun on his friend’s behalf. “Aust has always been a romantic at heart.”

“I…” Austine frowned and shot a glare at Damon.

“I’m a seamstress,” repeated the woman. “You’re a gladiator. I could fix your clothing. All of your clothing!”

“Now that you mention it…” Len slid his ledger aside, with a devious gleam in his eye. “We could always use a seamstress.”

“What?” Austine shot him a pleading look. “No! You can’t… I mean… Why?”

The large woman seemed to dramatically consider for a moment before grinning and slapping Austine hard enough on the shoulders to press him forward against the bar.

“I’m just kidding, blondie. I’m on my way toward the door, don’t you make this more of a worry than it is. You should use your mouth for more kissing and less talking, specially down below. I am a seamstress and I’ve worked with needles bigger than your prick.”

“That is slanderous, I’ll have you know,” snapped Austine. “It only looked small because your gut is so fucking…”

The large woman stood up from her stool with a loud screech. “What’s that, now?”

After a few more highly entertaining minutes of teasing Austine about his sexual performance, the woman left, and Damon took her seat at the bar. He smiled wryly, enjoying watching Austine blush for the first time he’d seen in a while.

“Shut your mouth,” said Austine. “Not a word.”

“Certainly not just one,” said Damon. “A woman like that… I’m thinking more like two fifty, three hundred?”

The twins snorted. Austine waved a hand, as though encouraging the moment to pass by faster.

“At least I brought a woman back,” said Austine. “What happened to your masked maiden? Did she get stolen away from you by a more deserving candidate?”

“No.” Damon grinned. “We had a nice time.”

“You didn’t?” Austine’s eyebrows shot up. “You did! Rovahn’s balls, Damon. Describe her for me! Paint a picture, if you can!”

“I keep what happens in private contained in private.”

Austine let out a dramatic sigh. “At least tell me what she looked like with the mask off. Was her face of the same tier as the rest of her?”

Damon shrugged, hiding the better portion of his own curiosity under nonchalance.

“If you’re quite done discussing the origins of your future cock mite maladies, I need to be paying Damon out for yesterday’s bout,” said Len. “It’s a bit less than expected. Had to set aside a portion of the greater amount to bring Jorgan back to the wild. True Divine, that troll was one of the good ones.”

“No doubt.” Damon sat down at Len’s table and extended his palm. Fifteen silver sables was still an impressive payment for one night’s work, more than enough to last him through the month with some to spare if he kept it close.

“You put on a damn good show,” said Len. “Your pa would be proud, I hope you know.”

Damon nodded, though the mention of the esteemed Danio Al-Kendras always gave him pause. His father had been a true gladiator, a member of the famous Gilded Swords, with a career spanning dozens of fights to death. Damon had only been five when Danio had passed away, his mother long gone in the years before memory.

He’d spent most of his childhood with his father’s close friend, Malon, who’d all but raised him. She was his aesta
, the Remenai word for a female guardian, protector of orphans. Malon, along with the other children she took in, Velanor and Ria, had been his real family, but his father’s legacy was the one that followed him.

“Get that face off your face,” said Len. “He would be. I knew him as well as anyone. I ain’t bringing him up off hand, either. You should know, Damon, that some men were in here earlier asking about you…”

Damon winced. “Asking about me how, exactly?”

“With swords on their belts, but that could mean almost anything these days with the tensions with the Rem,” said Len. “They were looking for the son of Danio Al-Kendras. I told them you were staying elsewhere. They said they’d be waiting in the old shipyard until midday.”

“Thanks.” Damon tapped his fingers on the bar. “I should check into this.”

“Want company?” asked Austine.

“Better if I go alone.”


CHAPTER 5

As much as he valued Austine’s loyalty and friendship, the last thing Damon was interested in doing was putting his usually hotheaded friend in a situation where he’d need to be humble. He couldn’t trust him to keep his mouth shut, and the people his father had owed money to upon his death were never hesitant to inflict pain.

It was part of why Damon had begun to train as a gladiator at such an early age. He’d left Malon’s farmstead at age thirteen, barely old enough to hold a sword, after one of his father’s debtors had confronted him in a nearby town and made threats against her and Velanor.

Damon headed up to his room. He grabbed his wrathblade instead of the blunted one he used for performances. It was his most prized possession, a gift from Lady Adele of Paquet after a particularly memorable gladiatorial bout that had been well received by the audience. She’d been a fan of his father’s as a young girl and was now every bit as much a fan of him.

Wrathblades were extraordinarily rare, made from obsidian steel and forged by the last reincarnation of Wrath before his invasion of Merinia. Out of the seven Forsaken, Wrath was often considered to be the most talented at war, and it showed in the craftsmanship of his weapons.

The streets of Avaricia were subdued in the wake of the festival night. There was a lingering scent on the air separate from the usual city stink, stale and sour, like the unwashed denizens of a cheap tavern.

A few cart vendors were set up in the main square, though most were chatting with each other rather than hawking their wares to the nonexistent crowd. A tired beggar had set up a temporary bed underneath the awning of a resplendent clothing store that the city guard would have normally shooed him off from.

Damon hurried past, heading south through the city, and then west. The old shipyard was the territory of the Dockside Lads, who he’d dealt with several times before on the same topic of his father’s debts. They were one of the factions that Danio Al-Kendras had borrowed from the most.

Damon always felt an odd sense of guilt whenever he considered how much better off his life would be if his father had died before he’d developed his gambling habit.

It was all he’d inherited from the man, and regardless how much the burden weighed him down, there was a stubborn side of him that still insisted it held some sort of deeper meaning. The rational side of him, however, just wished that the various legal obligations had been buried alongside his father.

He was familiar with the lane that led to the Dockside Lads favorite safehouse. Damon slipped into the dark alley, tensing as he noticed the man standing guard outside the door notice him. He reached a fist behind him and tapped lazily on the wood with his knuckles, clearly having expected Damon’s arrival.

Seven men poured out of the safehouse and into the alleyway. Damon made absolutely sure that they were all to his front, with no room to sneak around him from behind. The alleyway wasn’t overly narrow, but if it did come to swords, he’d still be able to force them to come at him one abreast.

“Is that…?” The largest of the men, who also happened to be their leader, made a show of squinting at him. “I suppose it is. Damon Al-Kendras. Good of you to make such a timely appearance.”

Damon nodded, recognizing the man as much from his face as from the hulking, rusted iron war hammer hanging across his shoulders. “Gavel. I was told you were asking around for me.”

Gavel had earned his nickname in a rather basic fashion. When he got angry, he liked to emphasize his point by slamming his hammer down on nearby objects, usually with destructive results. He didn’t look angry to Damon, but that wasn’t as much of a relief as it should have been.

“Need another payment on your old pa’s debt,” said Gavel. “You gots to pay the extra, the uh… What’s the word again?”

“Interest,” said one of his lackeys.

“Interest!” said Gavel. “Yes. You gots to take interest in the extra on the amount.”

Damon tried to make his expression as considerate and placating as possible. “I’m here, and I have a payment, but not on the interest. We’ve talked about this before, Gavel. I’ve only committed to paying the base amount of what my father owed you. That’s all you’ll get.”

A slow, ugly grin took hold on Gavel’s face. “We have talked abouts it before. That’s true. What’s also true is, unlike before, we now know where your people are, Damon Al-Kendras. The farm with your, uh… Rovahn’s balls, what’s the word again?”

“His aesta,” said one of the men. “It’s like godmother or some such.”

“Aesta!” boomed Gavel. “That’s right. Now, you wouldn’t want to see us go to collect your debt from her instead, would you? ‘Specially if she can’t be paying. Might not end so well.”

Damon hesitated, stopping himself from pointing out that Malon was one of the most capable and dangerous women he’d ever met. It was beside the point, and it would make little difference if they did manage to get the drop on her at night, or on one of her visits into town.

“I don’t take kindly to threats, Gavel,” he said. “I have money to pay down the base amount. If you want that money, you’ll need to take it on my terms.”

He let his fingers dance across the hilt of his wrathblade. For a moment, it looked as though Gavel might concede to his terms. He sucked in a breath as he saw the big man draw his war hammer.

“I think instead I’ll just take the money, and keep my own terms,” said Gavel. “You should have taken the extra, uh…”

“Interest,” said one of his men.

“Yes,” said Gavel. “This is a lesson of what happens when you ain’t interested in your debts.”

Damon drew his wrathblade in a smooth motion, falling into a guard stance. Gavel was in front of his men, but he took a step back, conceding his spot to a pair of men who could fight side by side more easily.

The one on the left had a fishing hook on a broken wooden pole, like a poor man’s scythe. The one on the right had a thin claymore which he held in a manner that suggested he was familiar with at least the basics of wielding it.

Though the shows the Damon put on with his fellow gladiators were often staged, there was nothing fake about his skill with a sword. He’d trained with every duelist who’d take students during his early years in Vernidan’s Curve, and for the last two, he’d been good enough to give lessons of his own.

He spun into a feint in the direction of the man with the claymore, forcing him to take a step back. The other one slashed with his fishing hook and no subtlety. Damon caught the hook portion of the weapon with the guard of his wrath blade, the rusty tip missing his hand by mere inches, and then twisted, separating the makeshift weapon from its wielder.

He managed a quick reverse slash intended to wound, rather than kill, and was only just quick enough to get his sword back up in time to block an overhead strike from the man with the claymore. Another member of the Dockside Lads moved to take the place of the wounded man, short sword already drawn.

Damon parried another claymore strike, kicked the man in the knee, and then delivered a quick slash to his wrist, forcing him to drop his weapon. He hopped back, dodging the initial stab of the man with the short sword and countering.

It was a mistake, but one that was unavoidable when up against multiple opponents. Gavel entered the fray in the same instant Damon struck out against the short sword wielder. The war hammer was a blur in his periphery, and Damon frantically threw himself sideways, giving the weapon the respect it deserved. A single hit from that and the fight would be over.

He tried to circle sideways, and only then realized he’d made a second mistake. A blow landed on the back of his head, not from the war hammer, but a smaller, wooden club. The Dockside Lads had held one of their members back, ready to ambush him from behind. He’d assumed he’d kept them all to his front, and he’d been wrong.

He covered his head as he went down, expecting the hailstorm of kicks to the ribs, shoulders, and skull that arrived in earnest an instant later. One of his ribs screamed in pain as an iron toed boot ricocheted off comparatively soft bone. Gavel laughed, enjoying his pain.

“I be thinking I want some collateral on top of what we already have,” he said. “And that’s one nice looking sword.”

“No!” Damon still had it gripped in his right hand. He tried to throw his left onto the hilt for more insurance, but one of the men stomped on his wrist.

He felt Gavel prying his fingers back with brutal strength, chuckling cruelly as he worked.

“Quit making this such a struggle,” said Gavel.

Pain exploded through Damon’s index finger as the leader of the Dockside Boys snapped it sideways, breaking it at a horrific angle. He screamed. He couldn’t help it.

He threw his head backward in a useless attempt to headbutt, or maybe to escape. The wrathblade left his grip, and the ornate scabbard was stripped from his waist in the moments after, soon joined by the purse of fifteen silver sables he’d just been given by Len.

“That should do,” said Gavel. “Can’t be ruining him too badly. He still needs to pay. You will be paying us, won’t you, Damon Al-Kendras? You’ll pay us, and your pretty little aesta gets left alone, and everyone’s happy. See how that works?”

Another kick slammed into his ribs. Damon would have tried to shield himself from it, but his broken finger was now taking priority over the rest of his body. Someone spat on the back of his neck, a gesture which the others soon joined in on, until a brief squall of saliva and nastiness was raining down on his face and clothing.

The Dockside Lads laughed as they made their way back into their hideout. Damon twitched with rage as he slowly pulled himself up, cradled his finger, and headed back to the inn.


CHAPTER 6

“True Divine, Damon! What in blazes did you get yourself into?”

Austine was the first of the troupe to greet him as he entered the common room and immediately pulled him down into a chair, wincing with concern as he saw the broken finger.

“Nothing that I wasn’t already deep in,” muttered Damon.

“Your wrathblade…” Austine shook his head as looked toward where Damon’s scabbard should have been. “They took it?”

He could only manage a small nod in reply. The wrathblade had been his most prized possession by far, and even just acknowledging its loss was painful, let alone dwelling on it. He would likely never see the weapon again, but it still wasn’t his primary concern, at that moment.

“I have to leave, Aust,” he said.

“What?” snapped Austine. “Damon, we’ll go with you and make this right. The twins are always down for a brawl. Len will stay out of it, but whoever did this will pay for it. You needn’t worry.”

“I’m not worried for myself,” he said. “I need to warn my aesta. There’s no telling what might happen if I don’t.”

Len had come downstairs and immediately begun fussing over Damon’s finger. He had the bartender bring him a basic bandage, splint, and gestured for Damon to brace himself.

“This is going to hurt,” said Len. “Ready?”

Damon nodded. He hissed through his teeth as Len pulled the finger straight and quickly bound it back in place. It hurt like nothing he’d felt before, and it would hinder his ability to use a sword with his right hand at full strength for a good while. Regardless, he still felt as though he’d gotten off easy, knowing Gavel’s volatile temperament.

Part of the reason why he’d been so careful about keeping Malon and the others at a distance was because of this very circumstance. The people his father had owed money to didn’t have qualms about threatening or attacking women.

He’d left Malon’s lake farm at thirteen as much out of his desire to follow in the footsteps of the prouder side of Danio’s legacy as to protect her, or at the very least, to keep her from needing to protect him.

“I’m not sure when I’ll be back,” said Damon. “I can’t leave Malon alone if the Dockside Lads are serious about their threat.”

“You really care about her, don’t you?” said Austine. “You talk about her so rarely. I thought the two of you had become estranged.”

“Only by time and distance.” Damon shrugged. “She wrote to me, but even writing back felt dangerous. The couriers sell information just as freely as anyone, especially those that risk the journey up north.”

“Here.” Len had disappeared back upstairs and returned with one of their blunted prop swords. “You’ll need to sharpen it before its useful for more than making threats, but it’s the best of the bunch. Twill be a good weapon once you get it back into condition.”

“Thank you,” said Damon. “The only other favor I’ll ask for is, well…”

Len nodded. “I know. You’ll always be welcome back here, Damon. We won’t say a word to those pissants about where you’ve gone. I might even still have some opportunities to send your way if you can receive letters where you’re headed.”

“You can send them to Morotai,” said Damon. “It’s a village close to the lake farm.”

He trusted Len and Austine, but still felt wary about giving more specific details than that. He suspected that Gavel already knew where Malon’s farm was, but his father owed debts to various other unsavory groups who might still be in want of more leverage over him.

“Damon,” said Austine. “Brother. Say the word and I’ll go with you.”

“Leandra’s bush, you will!” snapped Len.

“It’s fine,” said Damon. “I’d appreciate the company, Aust, but you’re needed here with the rest of the troupe. If all goes well, I’ll only be gone a few weeks, long enough to ensure that Malon isn’t in danger.”

“Long enough for that finger to heal, I’d also be thinking,” said Len. “Convenient time to take an injury like that to your sword hand, at least.”

“Always the optimist.” He forced a smile onto his face, ignoring his throbbing finger and aching ribs. “Thank you, Len. For everything.”

Len pulled him into a tight hug, as did Austine. Damon took the time to look for the twins upstairs, but they weren’t around, and he wasn’t in a position to search them out or wait for them to return. Len and Austine promised to send them a warm goodbye on his behalf, which would have to be enough.

***

The next few hours flowed smoothly into the next few days. A caravan driver looking for help picked him up outside the gates of Avaricia, and in exchange for moving crates and looking threatening, he received food and a ride.

Malon’s farm were a good stone’s throw into the New North, the yet untamed forested region that the Merinian colonists mostly ceded to the Remenai, outside of a few trading outposts. It was near Morotai, which had originally been a Remenai village, one of the few that had welcomed the Merinians to the point of now having them as a majority.

The forest surrounding it was known as the Malagantyan, a sprawling collection of ancient trees and dense foliage.

Traditional Remenai legends surrounding the Malagantyan often related to its ability to swallow up travelers, never to be seen again within its tangle of trees and foliage. One of the traditional tribal roles within Rem culture was that of the green scout, the local navigator who spent their entire life learning the lay of the land and helping others find their way through it by the grace of Jad, the Remenai world god.

The weather was warm and mild. Though Damon hadn’t spent much time in the wild during his time with the troupe, he was aware of how the Turning Festival marked the official passage of seasons, winter’s concession to spring. It was evident in every aspect of the terrain, the soft soil, the fresh grass, the abundance of young, vocal birds.

If Damon had set out a few months later, much of the Malagantyan would be consumed by the intense wildfires common to its summers. The Remenai often abandoned their villages for weeks at a time, returning to flame scorched stone buildings built for enduring such extremes and rebuilding at the end of the season.

“This is where the road splits,” said the caravan master. “We’re heading into Morotai for the night. You’re welcome to come along if you want to visit the town, but the farm you spoke of is down that path.”

“Right…” Damon hopped down from the back of the wagon, finding the area oddly new to him despite the time he’d spent there. “I can make my way from here. Thanks for everything.”

“Leandra’s blessing, traveler,” said the caravan master.

He watched the line of wagons disappear down the road, turning his attention toward his own path. Compared to the main route between Morotai and Avaricia, it looked far less traveled, and substantially less maintained.

Fallen branches and tree trunks littered a path overgrown by grass and weeds in most places, proving that it had at least been a few weeks since a wagon last passed through.

With each step he took, the area became more familiar. It had been ten years since he’d left Malon’s lake farm, a decade of superficial changes across the terrain and a much broader evolution of his own perspective.

The Malagantyan Forest had seemed so dark and dangerous as a child, which it was, but back then he’d had only a vague understanding of the various threats it posed.

Wolf trolls, like Jorgan, were common enough to be a real danger and easily capable of killing a single unwary traveler.

Colossus snakes were what Malon had always used as her go to justification for keeping Damon, Velanor, and Ria, when she wasn’t running away, inside during the night.

There was a general trend for fauna within the Malagantyan to verge toward the extremes, with lots of small birds and varmint living within a system dominated by the massive predators. The sun had already been near setting when the caravan had dropped Damon off, and the thick, natural canopy overhead meant that the night arrived early.

He moved to the left of the trail to avoid a patch of mud and then slowed, losing the path for a few steps before finding it again. A group of birds took flight to his left, followed immediately by the sound of aggressively rustling leaves.

Damon’s hand snapped to his sword hilt on reflex, which resulted in both a grimace, as he remembered his broken finger, and disappointment as he touched the unfamiliar weapon and remembered his lost wrathblade.

The silence lingered with the moment. Damon exhaled as he heard the noise of whatever animal he was dealing with scamper off in the other direction.  He adjusted the splint on his finger, found the path, and continued through the encroaching darkness.


CHAPTER 7

Damon felt the full extent of his long absence during the last few minutes of his walk down the path, which were marked by several stumbling encounters with tree roots and encroaching bramble bushes as the shadows grew long and stubborn.

He felt a smile sneak onto his face as he finally reached the clearing. Malon’s home was a long abandoned, lovingly restored Remenai tower house, which sat alongside a plowed field and small lake.

It was beautiful, and the normally serene scene was made even more peaceful by that orange haze of the setting sun. It was his home, and seeing it after so long brought Damon an unexpected rush of nostalgia and emotions that made his breath catch.

Malon had repaired the window panel in the third-floor storage room. He and Vel had broken it through a bout of misbehavior years earlier, roughhousing and wrestling and accidentally striking it at the wrong angle. He’d nearly fallen out of it, in fact, and he’d been given extra chores from Malon as punishment, namely weeding the field, which he’d always hated.

She’d also patched the roof, which had once been so leaky when it rained that it barely offered any protection at all. The pale stone of the tower was repaired by off-color bricks in various other places, giving the tower house a quilt-like architectural style.

He stopped in front of the door, remembering the day he’d helped her take it off and replace the hinges. Vel had complained about her fingers hurting, and Ria had eventually shown up to chastise them both for holding it wrong and take her place while Malon finished driving in the nails.

Damon reached for the door handle but stopped himself before making contact. Ten years was a long time. Could he even be sure that she still lived within the tower, and hadn’t just sold it to someone else during the interim?

His doubt was enough to convince him to knock instead of simply barging in and kicking his shoes off, like he would have a lifetime ago when the place had been where he always felt like he’d belonged. He knocked three times, knuckles of his uninjured left-hand rapping softly against the old wood.

Malon opened the door, looking so much like the woman he remembered, despite the time away. Her face was pale, with faint freckles and full lips. She kept her hair twisted into a simple red braid that hung between her shoulders, but as always, there were a few strands loose in front, like an accidental frame for her beautiful features.

She wore a simple grey tunic over black leggings, a practical, borderline unfeminine outfit, with a splash of femininity thrown back in by the pale pink apron she nearly always had on. The soft glow of lamplight made her seem far younger and prettier than he remembered.

“Damon…” she whispered. She stared at him, shaking her head once before a true smile took hold.

“Aesta,” he said. “I’m back.”

She pulled him into a tight hug that Damon hadn’t realized how much he’d needed. She was a medium sized woman, which meant that she’d been of a height with him back when he’d left. She barely stood past his shoulder now, and her relative shortness took him by surprise.

Damon returned her embrace, catching the faint scent of sweet crimson sap, her favorite cooking ingredient, so much so that it served as an incidental perfume. He hugged her back, and let his concerns about his father’s debts and his lost wrathblade, about his entire situation fade away. He hugged her back and it was as though he’d never left.

But he had, and he’d come to warn her. Malon seemed to sense the change in his mood instantly. She pulled back from the hug and tapped a single finger against his lips before he could say a word.

“Not yet,” she said. “I know you’re here for a reason, and we’ll get it eventually, solas
. But not until you’re settled in and comfortable.”

He’d always been her solas
, the Remenai word for a woman’s young male charge, usually orphaned. Damon grinned at hearing the old, familiar term and the affection in her voice, and he responded in kind.

“Of course, aesta.
 Is that stew cooking on the fire I smell?”

“Just the potatoes, so far,” said Malon. “If I’d known you were coming, I’d have started dinner earlier.”

She pulled him by both hands into the house, spinning around behind them to shut the door by leaning her butt and back against it. Damon let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding as he took in the familiar common room.

The fire was lit, with plenty of wood stacked in neat rows along the wall across the room. Malon’s chair was pulled up to the hearth, where an open pot hung with the beginnings of dinner. The dining table was tucked into the corner of the room, long unused and lonely.

“Please,” said Malon, pulling out a chair for him. “Sit. It must have been a hard journey for you to get here. Rest your legs.”

“I’m fine,” he said, taking a seat despite himself.

Malon busied herself pulling ingredients for the stew, which gave him a moment to indulge in contemplation. He glanced toward the door leading to Vel and Ria’s room. They’d both had to share the space back when the four of them had lived together, though Ria was so wild that she spent near half her nights in the forest.

He couldn’t resist taking a peek into his old room. The nostalgia was near overwhelming as soon as he’d poked his head in. His old wooden training sword still lay across his clothing chest. His shortbow had been either unstrung or broken at some point, but the wood was still in good condition, and it was leaning in the corner.

Various sets of trousers, skirts, and blouses lay scattered across the floor, which made him raise an eyebrow. Malon seemed to read his question before he asked it as he looked over to where she was in front of the fire.

“Ria left some of her things in there,” said Malon. “It didn’t seem fair to make her and Vel keep sharing that one room with you gone. She was careful about keeping all the things you left right where they were.”

“It’s fine,” said Damon. “I don’t mind. Aesta… I’m so sorry for the way that I left.”

A simple apology didn’t feel like enough. He’d left without saying goodbye, never visited, never written. Part of it had been out of concern for Malon, Vel, and Ria, but it would be a lie to say that his own wanderlust hadn’t been an element.

“I understand, solas,” said Malon. “Truly, I do. It was your time to spread your wings, if not because of your father’s enemies, then for the sake of your own destiny. You were young and full of energy, too much to stay cooped up with just the farm and what little fun can be found in Morotai.”

She set the ladle down in the pot and turned around, crossing her legs and folding her hands over her apron covered lap. “Though I do wish that you’d have written me back occasionally.”

Her expression became a bit more chastising, and for some reason, it made Damon smile and feel appreciated. More than just that, really. It made him feel loved.

“I was worried about the letters being traced back here,” he said. “Couriers talk when coins get bandied about, just as much as anyone if not more so. Harder for them to trace a letter coming from the north rather than one going out to it.”

“I know,” she said. “Oh, don’t give me that look! I kept busy here at the farm with my own projects. I won’t have you treating me like I’m some old, lonely crone.”

Damon chuckled. “That would be impossible, aesta.”

He meant that in a literal sense. He hadn’t mentioned it, and wasn’t really sure how to mention it, but Malon looked good. She’d been in her thirtieth year when he’d left, which would make her forty, but she seemed to have scarcely aged at all in that time.

She was a beautiful woman, though she often tried to downplay it with her clothing choices. Damon wasn’t sure if he’d ignored that fact as a child, or just been unable to see it, viewing her through the eyes of prepubescence.

Malon had generous, full breasts, a trim waist, and hips that were undeniable in their appeal to the masculine eye. Damon felt a flash of weirdly enticing shame as he took in those facts, along with her borderline unnaturally youthful skin, full lips, and deep green eyes. She was gorgeous, and full of the confidence and poise that came with maturity.

“Damon!” She waved a hand at him, clearly suppressing a smile. “Stop it with that look of yours! You’ll make me blush as red as my hair.”

“Sorry…” he said, quickly. He was the one blushing now, and he cleared his throat to push back against the momentary awkwardness.

Malon gave him a dreamy smile, and then suddenly perked up, glancing toward the hall. She smoothed out her apron as she stood up from her chair and hurried toward her room.

“I have something to show you!” she said.

“You do?” Damon furrowed his brow. She was gone for a minute, so he took up the role of watching the fire, adding another small log in a spot where it would burn evenly.

“Here.” Malon was grinning as she came back out into the common room. She had a small, illustrated parchment flier in her hand, which she offered to him.

“This is…” Damon blinked, reading the name of the Gleaming Scythe across the top, and then the lineup of gladiators for a bout that had taken place over five years earlier. “My first performance. Wait… You were there? You saw me during my first fight?”

Malon’s smile grew even broader as she nodded. “I was. I’d never felt so proud of you in my entire life, solas. I used to worry so much about the trouble you’d get into, and whether you’d make out on your own, but after seeing that, I knew you’d be okay.”

“Why didn’t you come find me after the bout?” he asked. “If I’d known…”

Malon waved a hand as though brushing the idea away. “You were seventeen, solas, and in the city with your friends. What did you do that night? Would having your aesta chiding over you have enhanced your experience?”

Damon felt his cheeks start to heat up again as he realized that he’d lost his virginity on that particular night. Having Malon there would have certainly complicated the situation.

She slipped from the common room into the pantry and came back carrying a wicker box full of strips of salted meat, which she began chopping and adding to the stew, along with carrots and turnips.

“Beef,” said Damon, appreciatively. “Where did you get that from?”

“I traded Rance Algon a bottle of waterfruit wine for it,” she said. “I still have plenty from last season, and I’ve sold as much in Morotai as the villagers will buy.”

“Algon…” Damon furrowed his brow. “The widower? Is he still in the market for a wife?”

Malon laughed. “I suspect he is, but this particular unmarried woman is not on the marketplace.”

Damon felt an odd, warring sense of relief and concern. “You’ve never really taken your suitors seriously. I still remember that attitude from when I was young, even though I didn’t have a firm grasp of what was going on back then.”

“There seems to be no end to men who think themselves capable of winning my heart,” sighed Malon. “How could I have ever taken them all seriously?”

“That’s not what I mean,” said Damon. “I guess I just wonder why you choose to be alone, when you don’t have to?”

“I told you to stop with those thoughts, solas,” said Malon. “I’m not some lonely, wasting biddy. I have my reasons, both for remaining here at the farm and for preferring my own company.”

Reasons which she apparently felt no need to elaborate on. Damon let the subject rest and instead enjoyed the atmosphere of the room as Malon slowly stirred the stew, adding pinches of pepper and a dash of crimson sap.


CHAPTER 8

“How are Vel and Ria doing?” asked Damon.

He felt wistful as he thought of them, both nearly sisters in all but name. Vel, always trailing after him, blonde hair covering her eyes, threatening to tattle whenever she wasn’t included in his mischief. Ria, tall and fearless, the first Rem that he’d ever known and his touchstone against the prejudice that infected so much of Veridan’s Curve’s culture.

“I sent Velanor to school,” said Malon. “It was expensive, but I did it.”

“Aesta!” Damon grinned and would have pulled her into a hug had she not been still tending to the stew. “That’s wonderful! I remember how badly she used to pine for friends her own age. Going to school was her dream.”

“I know,” said Malon. “Though it was a little heartbreaking for me to see her leave at almost the same age you left at. I had friends in Merinia who helped me find somewhere affordable but respectable. She took a ship from Silke to Hearthold alone at only twelve years. I was so worried, up until she crossed the sea and began writing back.”

She gave Damon a severe look, and he accepted it without complaint or defense.

“She’s doing remarkably well, Damon,” continued Malon. “She graduated at the top of her class and made friends in high places.”

“Really?”

Malon flashed a proud smile and nodded. “Since she finished her education, she’s been serving as the lady-in-waiting to Princess Kastet.”

“Rovahn’s balls!” blurted Damon. “I mean… Wow! You’re sure she hasn’t exaggerated her circumstances a bit in the letters?”

“She’s coming back to stay for a while,” said Malon. “She’ll be able to tell you all about it herself, and you can be the judge.”

“She is?” asked Damon. “That’s perfect. I can’t wait to see her. It’s been so long. What about Ria? How has she been doing?”

He saw the way Malon’s face grew serious and nearly had his answer before she even spoke.

“It’s been a few months since she last returned home,” said Malon. “We… argued the last time that she was here. She’s been taking a lot of risks lately. I just wish she would be more willing to recognize that she isn’t invincible.”

“She’s always been that way, though,” said Damon. “I remember how much of a wayward soul she was growing up.”

“The situation is different now,” said Malon. “The tensions between the Remenai and the Merinians make it hard for someone in her situation. She’s clanless, and the other Rem know it. I’m the only person who would come to her aid if they decided to move against her.”

“I would, too,” said Damon. “I thought she would have been able to earn their respect. She’s got so much innate talent when it comes to tempesting.”

“The Rem don’t revere spellbloods in the same way that the Merinians do,” said Malon. “Which isn’t to say that Ria hasn’t made some progress in reaching out to the northern clans. It’s just been difficult for her. Aside from here, she doesn’t have anywhere to call home, and yet residing within the tower house has always stifled her as an adult.”

Malon sighed. Damon moved to her side and set a hand on her shoulder.

“She’ll be alright,” he said. “I hope she does come back soon. I miss her.”

He’d always connected with Ria in a way that was different from his relationships with Malon and Vel. She’d encouraged him, even when his ideas were dangerous in the context of him as an adolescent. She’d been the one who’d told him that if he wanted to be a gladiator, then he should simply run away and be a gladiator.

“I suspect she will.” Malon began pulling bowls out of the cupboard. Damon watched her set one with a small chip on the rim back, opting for a flawless one instead to ladle the soup for him into. She passed him the bowl and then blinked, gesturing over to the dining table as though only then remembering its purpose.

The stew was a combination of salted beef, potatoes, carrots, and a hint of spice from the crimson sap, Malon’s secret ingredient. Damon let out an appreciative sigh as he tucked into it, despite it being nearly too hot for his tongue. It was better than the inn food that had become his standby, better than anything he could remember eating outside of Lady Adele’s court.

“Damon,” said Malon. “I was going to write you again within the next few days.”

He winced. “Look, I know that I should have been better about—”

“That’s not what I mean.” Malon folded her hands over her bowl and stared into his eyes, her expression serious and full of gravity. “The world is changing around us, solas. Not just here, but everywhere that matters. I can only do so much to protect you and Velanor and Ria, and in very real sense, I’ll need your help in the coming days just as much as you’ll need mine.”

Damon frowned slightly, unsure of what she meant, but entirely sure that he needed to tell her his own reasons for returning.

“Aesta,” he said. “My father’s debts have been catching up with me again. There’s at least one group of men, thieves and footpads, truly, who’ve already made threats. Not just against me… but against here, and against you. I’m so sorry.”

She nodded, eyes still serious, and then reached, taking his hands into hers. “There is no need to apologize. I’m simply glad that it was enough to motivate you to come back.”

“Of course,” said Damon. “I’ll stay for as long as I can. Regardless of what threats face us and the farmstead, I’ll help you against them. I’ve grown strong, aesta. I can fight.”

He stood up and pulled her into a hug, holding her tight against him. It was so different from hugging her as a child. The fact that Malon was a woman, full of softness and curves and femininity, was impossible to ignore. An uncomfortable truth, almost. She was a woman, and he was a man…

She pulled back slightly, cupping his cheek. Damon felt his eyes dance to the side as though possessed by an uncharacteristic shyness. Malon stepped forward, her smile filled with pride.

“Thank you, solas.”

She kissed him softly on the lips. He was so surprised that he almost flinched away. But of course, she’d always kissed him like that. Nothing had changed. Everything had changed. He used to fidget away in the manner of a child whenever she’d demand a kiss. He felt ashamed as he now realized he wanted the kiss to continue on for longer.

He ran his hands along Malon’s hips. He felt her tense slightly, her posture a mixture of surprise and consideration. She set her hands atop his, and it was only then that Malon noticed his splinted finger. Her reaction was immediate. She let out a worried gasp, followed by a wince.

“Oh, what did you do?” she chided.

“It was… nothing,” he said. “I made a stupid mistake.”

“I’ll resplint this as soon as you finish that bowl of stew,” she said. She sniffed the air once. “Perhaps after you’ve cleaned up a bit in the lake, as well. The journey must have been long and hard.”

“Long and lazy, more like,” he said, with a smile. “But it has been a few days since I’ve had a proper bath.”


CHAPTER 9

Malon lit the travel lantern and carried it to the door, along with a towel cloth and a rounded pumice stone. Damon got the door for her, stepping out into the reasonably warm night. The stars were out overhead, along with Eldritch, the ghost moon.

“I only have the one towel cloth, so we’ll have to share,” said Malon. “I gave one to Velanor when I left, and I think Ria borrowed one indefinitely during a previous visit.”

“It’s fine, as long as we…” He trailed off, suddenly realizing the implication of her words. “Uh… You plan on bathing as well?”

“Of course,” said Malon. “It’s so nice to crawl into bed after getting clean.”

She kept her face stoic for a moment before flashing a teasing grin.

“Relax, solas,” she said, playfully. “I’ll turn out the lantern once we reach the lake. We can find our way back easily enough in the dark once our eyes have adjusted.”

“It’s fine,” he said, quickly. “I mean, it’s no big deal.”

It was and it wasn’t. They’d bathed together numerous times when he’d been a child, but no amount of nostalgia could make it feel the same now as it had back then. He was a grown man, and averting his gaze from Malon was so much harder than it had been back then, through the eyes of an innocent boy.

True to her word, Malon extinguished the lantern as soon as they reached the edge of the lake. The darkness silhouetted them both, and Malon set the towel cloth down and removed her slippers as she stepped onto the slender strip of beach they’d maintained, clearing grass and shifting sand each spring.

“I’ll get into the water first,” she said. “Feel free to turn your back if it’s too much for you to handle.”

“It isn’t… I mean… It’s just…”

“I’m teasing you, solas,” she said, with a girlish giggle. “I’m sure you’ve seen women’s bodies in more detail in your time away.”

He couldn’t see her face, but he knew that she still had on that teasing expression. He resigned himself to his fate, sitting down next to the towel and taking his own shoes off.

When he looked back toward Malon, she’d already begun taking off her apron, slowly untying the strings in back. He couldn’t see more than shapes against the dark, but it was enough to notice as she pulled her tunic up and over her head, letting her breasts fall loose of the fabric and demand his attention with each tantalizing jiggle.

He knew he should look it away but found it impossible, especially as Malon slowly began wiggling out of her tight leggings. How could this be the same woman who he’d seen as a chiding matron during his time on the farm as a young teenager? It made him question just how young he’d truly been when he’d left to have not noticed the full extent of her beauty.

“Solas,” cooed Malon. “Are you going to come in?”

“Yes,” he said. “I’m coming.”

He stood up, pulling his shirt off, and then hesitating. He’d been trying to ignore the fact Malon’s display had stirred his arousal, but with his pants off, neither he nor she would be able to do that easily.

Paradoxically, the sudden surge of shame the realization brought about only seemed to make his cock harder, rather than reeling it in. He let his hands pause at the drawstring of his trousers, moving to the edge of the water.

Malon was already in up to her waist, and Damon watched as she dove forward even deeper. She rolled over, floating on her back, the dual mounds of her breasts poking visibly above the water’s placid surface.

She wasn’t looking at him, which was all he cared about. Damon took his trousers off in record time, his cock flapping around foolishly as it came loose of the fabric. He hunched over as he leapt forward into the water, splashing more than he needed to.

“You’re in quite the rush to get clean,” said Malon.

“It’s as I said,” he replied. “It’s been a rather long and hard journey.”

“Of that I have no doubt.”

Damon had hoped that the water would have a cooling effect upon both his body and his lust, and while it did, his new proximity to Malon in the nude almost totally countered it.

He felt himself growing more turned on, growing more intrigued by her and the situation. He felt guilty, but it was as though his arousal didn’t care, as though it would take any emotion as fuel to burn through to keep its heat going.

“I can bring you the washing stone if you need it,” said Malon. She held up the grey pumice rock, which also brought her slick breasts above the surface. Droplets fell from them as they jiggled from the movement, beading visibly on her nipples even though the darkness hid the detail.

“I’m fine,” he said. He wasn’t fine.

“I’ve finished already,” she said. “I’ll wait for you on the shore?”

She ended her sentence as a question, as though offering to help wash him as she had so often as a child. He exhaled through his teeth, confused about her intentions and his own perspective. He was reading into the situation in a way that didn’t fit, likely due to the bad influence of his currently hard cock.

It was a problem, and it would be even more of one if it was still hard when he left the water. Damon decided to do something about it. He turned sideways, making sure one of his arms was hidden from Malon’s view, and began to stroke himself off.

She was still walking back to shore, water dripping from her hair and body, hips swaying back and forth with each step. Damon briefly entertained the idea of running up behind her and pulling her into a hug, if only to discover how it would feel to bury his cock against her soft, full buttocks.

She slowly leaned over to pick up the towel, butt jutting outward, breasts dangling like fat, jiggling teardrops. Damon let out a small groan as she began drying herself off.

She stopped briefly to stretch her back and then began running the fabric over every inch of her skin. She pulled her buttocks apart slightly as she dried them, and she lifted her breasts as she dried underneath, letting each one fall loose with intensely sexual movements.

“Solas?” she called.

Her voice was what did it. Damon unloaded his seed into the lake, groaning from the pleasure of it even as the shame hit him harder. What he’d just done was wrong on so many different levels, and yet…

“Solas,” repeated Malon.

“What?” he mumbled. “Sorry.”

“I don’t want to set the towel down, now that it’s damp,” said Malon. “Can you finish up?”

“I just did,” he said, face flushed.


CHAPTER 10

The sound of Malon humming a beautiful, familiar song lulled Damon out of sleep the next morning. He was lying in his childhood bed in his old room, still in a daze over how content those two facts left him.

“Aesta,” he whispered. He felt the expected brush of guilt as he remembered the previous night, the lake, how he’d looked at her, but it was fleeting. She needn’t know about that, and he’d control himself better in the future.

“Solas,” replied Malon, with a smile that matched his own contentment.

“That song…” he said. “I know it.”

“It’s the one that Ria learned during her visits to her people,” said Malon. “Remember? She tried to teach us how to sing it once.”

“Isn’t it about war?”

“More the aftermath.” Malon had let her hair out of the braid, and she brushed a few unruly red strands loose from her face. “The time when the people who stay behind regain their footing, begin to rebuild, and the old warriors come back with their love.”

She wore only a thin blue night slip, one which she’d had since before Damon had left years earlier that had been patched and mended over the years. It had a drooping neckline and barely reached a few inches past where it needed to cover her lower reaches.

Damon was just awake enough to begin to notice why Malon was moving around his room. He’d slept naked, and she was gathering his discarded clothes. She reached to pick up his abandoned trousers, leaning forward, letting the cleavage revealed by her slip billow downward in a manner that drew his eyes like a flamework.

“Are you getting up?” asked Malon.

“Of course, it’s just…” He reflexively set his hands into his lap. “I need to get dressed, first.”

“When has that ever stopped you before?” Malon grinned. “Remember the time you… Ah, well. I suppose it would only serve to tease you if I brought up such old embarrassments.”

She sighed and sat down next to him on the bed, resting a hand on his leg. Damon wondered if she realized how close her fingers were to his cock. He suppressed a wince, realizing that if he didn’t stay calm, his erection would brush her hand as it came to life.

“I’ll find time to wash the clothes you arrived in,” said Malon. “You have more in your pack, I hope? There are a few of your old things here, but aside from some of the larger shirts, I doubt much will fit you.”

“Aesta,” he said, with a hint of warning in his voice. She’d started rubbing her hand back forth, which felt incredible, dangerously so.

“I am sorry if I dote on you incessantly,” said Malon. “Damon… Having you back has made me realize just how much I missed you to begin with.

“I feel the same way,” he said. “The hustle of city life fit me for a time. Right up until I left, even. But I’ve done some growing in my time away, in a way that’s reminded me of what matters most.”

Malon gave him a small, almost shy smile and leaned forward. She was sideways to him as she planted a soft peck on his lips, which had the effect of giving Damon a deep inhale of her wonderful, feminine smell. He couldn’t resist wrapping his arms around her for a moment, holding her body against his in a strange, but intimate, sideways hug.

“Oh!” Malon stood up suddenly. “I forgot the porridge!”

Her departure left Damon with room to sit and slide out of bed. Malon’s scent was still stuck in his head as he pulled a tunic and a pair trousers out of his pack and began getting dressed.

Malon was already ladling out a bowl of blackseed porridge for him. Damon’s relationship with the hearty staple cereal had fluctuated over the years.

He’d turned his nose up at it more often than not back during his childhood, and then begun to crave the stuff upon leaving. He’d found it impossible in the truest sense of the word to find an inn that could prepare in Malon’s practiced style.

“Maple sap?” asked Malon, wiggling the glass bottle of the precious syrup.

“Of course.” Damon grinned as she leaned forward to add a few drops into the bowl.

The motion caused Malon’s night slip to billow forward again, pulling so low against her cleavage that he half expected to see something even more lurid popping out. Did he want to see that? He didn’t let himself think the answer.

The more important question was how long it would take him to adjust to the new situation at the tower house. Malon was the same woman who she’d been during his childhood. He was the one who’d changed, who’d grown to see her differently, and he was the one who would need to…

“Whoops!” Malon let out a small, giggling laugh as a drop of maple sap landed on the flawless, pale flesh of one of her breasts. She seemed unaware of Damon’s focus as she ran a thumb over the sticky syrup, which only managed to spread it around. She shifted her approach, cupping her breast with one hand and rubbing with the fingers of the others.

“Oh no…” said Malon. “Look at my melons!”

“What?” Damon jumped a bit, his knee hitting against the underside of the table. “No, I was…”

He trailed off, realizing that Malon’s attention had shifted to window, where her actual, farm grown melons were currently under assault. A group of three giant boars, each one standing nearly as tall as a horse, were in the process of opening a gap in the wooden fence protecting the farm’s produce.

“Not again!” cried Malon. “They ate nearly half of the crop last time.”

“I’ll handle this,” said Damon. “With any luck, we might even end up with some pork to eat for tonight.”

Malon looked as though she was going to object, but she seemed to think better of it in the end. She simply smiled and nodded as he hurried to grab his sword and rush outside. Almost as soon as he’d stepped in the open, the boars seemed to hesitate, shifting their attention toward him with wary respect rather than continuing their assault on the fence.

It was a beautiful morning, with only a few wispy traces of clouds overhead, a soft, swirling breeze, and drops of dew coating the grass. The air smelled so crisp and clean that it made Damon wonder how he’d ever endured the ever-present stale city air.

He approached the boars slowly, projecting strength and confidence. Len had never staged a monster fight with one of the creatures before, as he’d always been of the opinion that they were too ordinary, too familiar for colonists born and raised in Merinia, where boars were also commonplace.

Still, they were undeniably dangerous. The combination of their bulk and their razor-sharp tusks left them with numerous means with which to maim or kill a human. One of the boars let out a deep snort and bowed its head as he approached, a gesture which he doubted signified anything resembling submission for the creatures.

He drew his sword as it charged him, remembering two unfortunate facts that deserved his attention. His finger was still splinted, which made it hard to maintain a strong grip on his weapon, let alone attack at full strength. On top of that, since he hadn’t yet found the time to sharpen it, his sword still had a blunted edge.

He still managed to dodge the boar’s attack and counter, though it was in the form of a rather mild smack to the flank, rather than killing blow. The boar squealed in surprise, continuing off into the forest, where it practically created its own trail as it bumbled through the undergrowth.

Unphased, the other two boars approached him slowly, one of them moving to circle behind him. Despite the fact that they weren’t technically predators, they still seemed to have solid instincts when it came to cornering an opponent they felt they could overpower. He cursed, making a mental note to find time to sharpen his sword even if it was just on a smooth rock.

He attacked first, hoping it would give him the edge. He leapt into the air, gripping his sword hilt with both hands and sweeping downward to deliver a resonant crack of a strike directly to the nose of one of the giant boars.

The blow elicited the pain he’d been expecting it to, but the boars reacted opposite how he’d hoped. It rushed forward instead of backward, dropping its head low to dip underneath him before sweeping up and over.

Only by the True Divine’s grace did the razor-sharp tusks miss Damon’s stomach, though the angle at which the boar’s upper skull slammed into him was only a small improvement.

He flipped over once as he flew through the air, landing hard on his side with the wind knocked out of him. His sword had come loose from his hand, and his broken finger throbbed with pain that made him suspect he’d added a few days to the time it would take to heal.

He heard the stomping footsteps approach as much as he felt them resonate through the soil. Damon covered his head and brought his knees up to his chest, knowing it would do basically nothing to protect them if the massive boars began kicking and goring him in earnest.

“Get back!” shouted Malon. “You don’t belong here! Go!”

One of the boars made an odd choking noise. Damon lifted his head, his concern for Malon outweighing his own caution. One of the boars was already retreating into the trees, while the other seemed to be choking, or at least short on breath.

“Shoo!” shouted Malon. “Go!”

She clapped her hands, extended her arms, and stood up on her tiptoes, trying to make herself seem as large and intimidating as possible. It would have been comical under less dangerous circumstances. Unbelievably, it worked, and the remaining boar took off toward the cover of the forest, gasping for air as though it’d had just emerged from the water.

“Are you alright?” asked Malon, dropping to her knees next to him.

“I’m fine.” Damon frowned and furrowed his brow. “How did you manage that?”

“Oh, they come around here every now and then,” said Malon. “I’ve learned what scares them. It doesn’t take much, but you have to know the trick.”

She was still dressed in her night slip, which seemed borderline lewd to be wearing out in the open, even on a farmstead as remote as theirs. Damon watched her chest heave as she took deep breaths. She grinned at him and tapped a finger on his nose.

“I appreciate you trying to help, solas, but there are more effective ways for you to go about it,” she said. “I can keep the beasts of the forest at bay. It’s the heavy lifting and harvesting I need your help for.”

“The grunt work, then?”

“Your words, not mine,” said Malon.

She stood up and then helped him to his feet, keeping his injured hand in hers to momentarily fuss about his finger.

“It’s fine,” he lied. “My sword hilt just rattled against it a bit.”

“I’ll re-set the splint later tonight,” said Malon.


CHAPTER 11

True to Malon’s word, there was plenty of work to be done on the farm that Damon was more than capable of even with his broken finger. He took point on gathering and splitting firewood, one of the tasks that had been his core responsibility during his last few years on the farm during childhood.

Despite how dense the forest surrounding the farm was, the job still required him to hike out a fair distance before finding suitable deadwood. Most of the trees near the farm were either too young and thin or too old and massive to be suitable.

The Malagantyan Forest was primarily blackwood, with a sprinkling of maple, oak, and the crimmor trees that Malon harvested the crimson sap from. While blackwood could technically burn in a fire, it tended to need a much hotter flame to get started.

Oak wood was what he wanted, and he still had the instincts and knowledge needed to spot the trees at a distance. It took him less than half an hour to find a suitable target, a standing trunk of deadwood thin enough to saw through.

He could use the saw with his offhand, which made the job relatively straightforward, to start. The tree was larger than he’d first realized, and the challenge then became pacing himself as he slowly dragged it across the ruddy forest floor, minding the dips in the soil and protruding rocks and roots.

It took him the better part of an hour to get his prize back to the farmstead, and an interesting sight greeted him there. A small carriage sat in front of the tower house, with a man in the plain black and brown tunic of a carriage driver watching two horses in the small stable where Malon housed her own stallion.

Damon was more interested in whoever the carriage was ferrying around. He let go of his firewood haul, wiped his hands off on his trousers, and hurried toward the tower house.

The sound of a heated discussion reached him before he’d even opened the door. He recognized the pitch of their tones and knew the essence of the argument, if not the subject. It was like hearing two actors work a long-rehearsed scene, the rise and fall of authority and annoyance.

Damon grinned. Only Malon and Vel could ever argue like that. He opened the door and stepped into the common room, feeling an even deeper sense of homecoming stirring within him.

“Seta
, please,” soothed Malon.

“No, aesta
!” shouted Vel. “I refuse! You said nothing of needing me to stay in your letter. You can’t simply invite someone to visit under false pretenses and then just, just…”

Vel’s expression was flustered, and her arms were tightly folded across her chest, shoulders stubbornly set. She wore a blue dress with intricate yellow embroidery that looked far more appropriate for a noble’s court than a remote farmstead, with matching slippers of resplendent white leather.

It wasn’t her clothing which Damon focused on, however, but her hair. It was twisted up into a Merinian bun, with two fanciful, dangling spirals on either side. He blinked, eyes roving up and down her body, taking in her height, the nature of her assets underneath the clothing, and felt a horrifying realization click into place.

Vel turned to face him and he saw his own surprise reflected in her expression, at least for an instant. She seemed to master her emotions, smiling warmly, but Damon was sure he hadn’t imagined her hesitation and the potential shock underneath it.

“Oh…” she said. “Damon! It’s… so good to see you.”

It was her. Damon felt as though a flock of birds was fluttering through his stomach. He was almost sure that it was the same young woman who’d worn the cat mask, the same young woman who he’d brought into his room in the inn during the Turning Festival in Avaricia and laid down onto his bed.

It couldn’t be, but everything about her matched. For it to be a simple coincidence would be…

“Solas?” called Malon. “Are you alright?”

He cleared his throat. “Of course, sorry. Vel… It’s been so long. You’ve certainly… grown up.”

“I know,” said Vel, her voice a tad thin. “You look so much more like, um, a man. I almost didn’t recognize you. How silly is that?”

She let out a tiny, rather forced laugh. Damon added to it with a coughing chuckle of his own. Neither of them moved to close the distance between them, to pull the other into the tight embrace that the reunion would have otherwise warranted.

“I’ll let the two of you catch up,” said Malon. “I need to make sure I remembered to refill the troth for the horses.”

“Wait!” snapped Vel. “We aren’t done talking yet! I haven’t agreed to anything!”

“Right, right, seta,” said Malon, emphasizing the familial Rem term with an obvious roll of her eyes. “We’ll discuss it.”

She slipped out the door before Vel could protest further, shutting the door behind her. The awkward silence that established itself during the next few seconds was one of the most uncomfortable that Damon had ever endured.

“You’re back,” he said.

Vel gave a tiny shrug. “So are you.”

More silence. The memory of the sex pounded at his awareness as he remembered how he’d pounded the woman in the cat mask. He remembered her shuddering moans and soft flesh, her sexy body and silky hair, and was overwhelmed by the uncanny resemblance to Vel’s own respective features.

“Damon…” said Vel. “You’re looking at me weirdly.”

“What route did you take on your way here from Merinia?” he asked. “You were at the court in Hearthold, so you obviously took a ship across the sea. Did it dock in Avaricia?”

Vel’s face flushed, and she narrowed her eyes defensively. “Why does that matter?”

“I’m just curious.” He coughed again, forcing out more words, difficult words. “I thought I might have… run into you just before I left.”


Plowed into you, more like
, he thought.

Vel gave a dismissive shrug. “How should I know? I had a carriage waiting for me ahead of time, and I pay no mind to these rustic colonial cities. All of Veridan’s Curve would fit within the capital district with room to spare, I hope you know.”

She turned to head out the door, presumably after Malon.

“Velanor,” he said. “How many days ago did your ship dock?”

She spun around, her face taking on a poutiness that reminded Damon so much of her as a little girl. “What business is that of yours? I’m beginning to dislike the tone of your questions, Damon.”

He was familiar with her bratty side, but it had matured along with her body in their time apart. There was a dismissive, haughty elegance to it, as though she was talking down to a subordinate, regardless of the fact that he was the older one.

It chafed him every bit as much to be on the receiving end of as when they were children. Yet, at the same time, Damon was reluctant to push the point. He wasn’t obstinate enough to dismiss the possibility that he was mistaken.

Memories, especially ones from a night that involved drinking and passion, were often malleable. It wasn’t outside of the question to think that he’d simply bedded a woman with a remarkable resemblance to Vel and was allowing his fear play up their similarities retroactively.

“Aesta!” Vel had finally noticed what Malon’s intent had been by slipping out of the house and was hurrying after her in a huff.

Damon looked out the open door in time to watch Vel’s hired carriage disappearing into the trees, with Malon making her way back toward the tower house with Vel’s traveling bag in hand. He heard their argument begin anew as Vel confronted her and ran a hand through his hair, wondering if perhaps he already had enough drama to deal with without potentiating more.


CHAPTER 12

The two women reentered the tower house like storm and thunder. Vel was yelling and throwing a veritable fit, but each of Malon’s replies had the sharpness and bite of years of strict authority.

“You bribed my carriage driver to leave without me!” shouted Vel.

“A tip is not a bribe,” said Malon. “I merely paid the man what I thought he was due and explained the situation. The fact that he left without checking with you first speaks more to the lack of trust you foster among the people you hire.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Vel stomped a foot, balling both hands into fists and narrowing her eyes. “I’m no child, aesta! You cannot simply make decisions on my behalf anymore. I am Lady Velanor Isar Deconte of the Malagantyan Colonies!”

“Is that how they refer to the New North, now?” mused Malon. “It has a certain ring to it. Very well. Lady Velanor, would you so kindly take tea with me on the balcony while I, one of your innumerable local retainers, explain to you a situation that requires your attention?”

Malon matched Vel’s courtly tone so perfectly that Damon almost snorted with appreciation. It effectively stole the wind out from Vel’s sails, and she seemed content to contain her response to quiet grumbling as Malon gestured for the two of them to follow her upstairs.

The second level of the tower house consisted of the study and Malon’s alchemy lab, a peaceful space which Damon and Vel had always treated with respect during their childhood. Damon remembered Malon’s reading and penmanship lessons, but also the cozy nights when he’d been allowed to curl up with a book next to a lantern and read until he drifted off to sleep.

The third level had always been used for storage, namely extra firewood, casks of wine too valuable to leave in the shed, and various collected bits and bobs that somehow managed to escape being thrown out. It was where Damon and Ria had sparred and trained with one another on days when the weather had prevented them from going outside.

They took the final set of stairs up to the rooftop. A steep, triangular canopy of thatched water reeds helped protect the main roof from leaking, as it was often prone to, and also provided a cozy balcony area with beautiful views across the lake and the greater Malagantyan region.

Only a single chair was currently in residence, nestled behind a small table with a teapot atop it, true to Malon’s word. She took the seat for herself and gestured for Damon and Vel to find a spot against the roof’s ancient stone parapet as she began pouring them each a cup.

“If you each had to take a guess as to why I invited you back here, what would it be?” asked Malon. “You arrived before I could reach out to you, Damon, but I want you to consider the question, all the same.”

Damon glanced over at Vel, noticing the concern in her expression reflecting his own thoughts.

“I assumed…” Vel hesitated, clearing her throat. “My assumption was that you’d fallen ill, aesta. It’s part of why I feel so blindsided by all of this. You seem in perfect health, in which case I’m at a loss.”

Malon nodded, more in acknowledgment of her guess rather than affirmation of her answer. Her green eyes flicked toward Damon.

“Well, I already explained my reason for coming back,” he said. “You mentioned new dangers, both ones that you wish to protect us from and ones you want our help with. Given where we are, in an area colonized by the Merinians, but still claimed by the Remenai, I’d guess that you expect the tensions between the two peoples to finally spill over.”

“That’s a fair guess, if an obvious one,” said Malon. “It would be a serious threat to my existence here, but if that were the case, why would I summon you, Velanor, and Ria into the chaos instead of warning you away from it?”

Damon had no answer to that, and from Vel’s expression, she seemed unwilling to hazard another guess.

“The threat I speak of comes from none other than the Divine Remnants,” said Malon.

Damon inhaled sharply, but he also noted Malon’s particular phrasing. Most Merinians referred to the Divine Remnants with the name they were known by in modern history, the Forsaken, or occasionally by the Remenai term, the Venmalese.

The Forsaken were alleged to be the illegitimate children of the True Divine, cursed to reincarnate indefinitely to pay for the carnal affairs of Rovahn and Leandra, God and Goddess. Each of them possessed the kind of magical power that went beyond mortal understanding, inspiring a wealth of stories and legends that blurred fact and fiction.

“Lascivious, Conceit, Malice, Famine, Wrath, Craven, and of course, Avarice,” said Damon. “If the Godking Avarice is looking to stir up trouble, it would likely be by marching an army north from Avaricia and Veridan’s Curve to seize more land from the Rem.”

“It’s more complicated than that,” said Malon. “A war is brewing, not between armies or cultures, but between the factions within the Divine Remnants. I… We… are in a rather unique position which might allow us to not only influence the passage of events, but also save innocent lives.”

Vel let out a somewhat overdone sigh. “That is all well and good, but even as you give specifics, you paint pictures with increasingly vague terms. Influence the passing of events? A war between the Forsaken? Which ones, where, and why? And most importantly, how do you expect us to affect any of it?”

“You already spoke of the deep inroads you’ve made into Merinian court,” said Malon. “Would Princess Kastet not trust your word to act on what might otherwise be a calamity if you came to her with evidence and information? Ria, likewise, can speak the language of the Remenai and walk among them, despite her status as a clanless.”

Damon smiled sheepishly and raised a finger. “Surely you must also have an intricate part for me to play as well, aesta.”

“Solas…” She grinned at him with such affection that he almost blushed. “Not everything is veiled with intrigue. You are strong, as talented with your sword as your father was, and capable of developing into an even greater warrior with the right guidance.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” he said, winking at her. “Well, I’m satisfied. Is there anything else we should disclose while we’re at it?”

He shot a pointed glance toward Vel, who kept her gaze steadily locked on the center of her teacup.

“It sounds as though I could have played much of my part in this back in Hearthold,” she said. “Letters and couriers do exist, aesta.”

“Well, there is more to it than what I’ve explained so far,” said Malon.

“Like what?” snapped Vel. “Weeding gardens? Harvesting melons and waterfruit?”

Malon chuckled. “For today, yes, actually. I plan on heading into Morotai tomorrow to sell my produce. Your help would be appreciated, seta.”

Her tone left little question as to whether appreciated and expected were separate entities in the current context. Damon sipped his tea and smiled, curious as to whether they’d make it through the afternoon without a second major argument.


CHAPTER 13

Malon wasted no time putting them to work. Damon stood next to the melon field he’d already defended against giant boars that morning, hands dirty with soil, loading ripe fruit into a basket and making sure the unripe ones were properly weeded.

It was a chore that he was familiar and comfortable with, despite his long absence from the farm. He knew that the same familiarity applied to Vel, which made it doubly frustrating to watch her drag her feet, working at a quarter of the pace he was and spending as much time pruning her clothing as piling melons.

“This is beneath me,” muttered Vel. “My weekly allowance from Princess Kastet would easily be enough to pay five laborers to do this task in my place.”

“Do you have that money with you?” asked Damon.

“Of course not!” snapped Vel.

“Then quit thinking about it,” said Damon. “The faster we work, the faster we’ll be done.”

Vel scowled at him. She lazily tossed the melon she’d been holding into one of the baskets from slightly too high, leaving a bruise on the fruit. Damon shot her a severe look.

“Careful,” he said.

“Or what?” She gave him a defiant pout. “Just because you’re more accustomed to slumming in the dirt than I am doesn’t give you any authority over me.”

“Accustomed to slumming in the dirt?” asked Damon. “I’ll have you know that I was one of the most promising up and coming gladiators in Avaricia.”

Vel let out a single, mocking laugh. “So defensive! I didn’t mean anything by it, Damon. Simply that compared to the company I’m used to keeping, you’re somewhat of a country bumpkin.”

“I couldn’t care less what a bunch of stuffy, soft-handed nobles think of me.”

“True Divine, Damon,” said Vel. “Just listen to yourself. You sound like an actual peasant.”

He felt his temper rise, but instead of hitting back with words, he took aim at Vel’s rather obvious weak spot. He dipped a hand into a loose section of soil, pulling loose a clot of mud with an earthworm wriggling through it.

Vel made a face, but she had no time to dodge or even react before the muck was midway through the air. It struck her in the chest, against her neck and cleavage, and Vel let out a disgusted, high pitched groan.

“Are you serious?” she shouted. “Have you not aged a day since you left? This is disgusting, and… Damon, don’t you dare!”

He had another clump of mud in hand. Vel set her hands on her hips and jutted her chin out, practically daring him to let it loose with her defiant posture. He obliged her, and this time, the mud struck her midsection, against the dress.

“You bastard!” She glared at him, teeth gritted, and pulled loose a handful of mud of her own. Her aim was surprisingly good, and she caught him in the shoulder even though he tried to dodge.

“There you go,” he said. “Welcome to the world of peasants, Vel.”

“I hope you’re happy,” she grumbled. “Now we’re both going to be filthy for the rest of the day.”

“I take it you’ve forgotten how the waterfruit are harvested, then?”

***

They both eventually managed to get back on task and finish collecting the ripe melons and weeding the rest. After carrying the boxes into the shed to load into the carriage for the next day, Damon and Vel headed to the lake.

He was surprised by the way the smile he saw on her face as she stared out over the water. It was one that reminded him of Vel as a little girl, precocious and full of energy and imagination.

She took a seat on the edge of the bank near the beach, ditching her slippers to soak her feet just under the lake’s surface. Damon also kicked his shoes off, but continued from there, stripping out of his shirt.

“Is that really necessary?” Vel’s face was strangely flushed as she observed his newly bare chest.

“I’d take my pants off, too, but I know how much of a fuss you’d make,” he said. “It’s better than going through the rest of the day in soaking wet clothing.”

Vel blushed even deeper, glancing down at her resplendent, albeit mud-stained, dress. “I think I’ll keep my clothing on, regardless.”

Damon would have argued the point, but a sudden realization made him hold his tongue and consider her perspective. If she was the young woman in the cat mask from the night of the Turning Festival, revealing her chemise and girlshorts would expose her if she was wearing the same ones. Given the fact that she’d been traveling recently, it didn’t seem unlikely.

“Why are you staring at me like that?” asked Vel.

“Oh, no reason.” He grinned and started out into the water. “Come on, let’s get to it. I won’t hesitate to splash you if you don’t do your share.”

“Damon Al-Kendras, don’t you dare!”

He dared. Vel let out a squeal as the water he splashed soaked her dress. She began wading out after him, first bunching up the bottom of her dress before realizing how pointless it was, given the nature of their task.

The lakebed was a mixture of fine sand and sticky clay, and it felt incredible against the soles of his tired feet. Damon pushed off, floating on his back as he’d seen Malon do while washing the previous night.

He realized, quite suddenly, that he was glad to be home. Not just glad. He wanted to stay, to help Malon, perhaps even reach a point where he and Vel were enjoying each other’s company as adults.

The thought made him feel hot in more places than just the face. He kicked his legs, swimming further out, and then shifted to tread water upright. He could see the waterfruit in the depths of the lake below, like sunken, spherical angles with long, trailing seaweed extending from their tops.

“Would it really be so hard for you to handle this on your own?” asked Vel.

“It would be excruciating,” said Damon. “I’ll give you a demonstration, in case your time amongst the nobles has atrophied your memory.”

Vel nodded. Damon pushed up and then dove down, sinking into the peaceful pool of blue. He always luxuriated in that first moment of tranquility, when the sounds of the world above faded away and time seemed to slow to the pace of molasses.

The trick to harvesting waterfruit was to grab at the base instead of the weeds. It was tempting to grab at the weeds, given how much closer they were to the surface, but they usually snapped off when pulled, leaving a gash on the fruit that would leak their precious juice and cause them to rot early.

He took his time, getting a firm hold on where the fruit’s base connected to the lake bottom, and then pushed off with his legs. Once free of their roots, waterfruit were buoyant enough to float on their own, meaning it was a simple matter of pushing them toward the beach and collecting them into baskets later.

He surfaced right next to Vel, who apparently hadn’t been expecting him, judging from the pitch of her gasp.

“Your turn,” he said. “Make sure you dive straight down. Otherwise, you won’t sink deep enough.”

It was a blatant exaggeration, but a woman performing a straight dive downward in a dress would have no real way of keeping it from billowing outward, revealing her slip.

“Why do I get the feeling that this is a perverted ploy you concocted to peep at my underwear?” asked Vel.

Damon stared at her, feeling annoyed at his utter inability to come up with a decent counter or denial. In that moment, he made his decision. He’d already come too far to turn back.

“You’re just trying to avoid doing work, and that dress is only going to get in the way.”

He made a grab for the bottom hem of Vel’s dress, but her speed surprised him. She pumped her arms and kicked backward, diving downward as he tried to follow. Damon tried to make out her shape underneath the surface, but a powerful tug pulled at the bottom of his trousers before he could.

“Hey!” he shouted.

Vel surfaced near the beach, sticking her tongue out at him with unabashed, childish glee. Her dress clung to every curve of her body, revealing the shape of her modest breasts with a distinct lack of modesty. He watched as she sprinted away from the lake, tossing his pants into the mud of the melon patch, before continuing inside.


CHAPTER 14

Damon finished harvesting the waterfruits naked and alone, which would have been a pain if more of them had been fully ripe. He still intended to give Malon a full report of Vel’s abdication of responsibility, but the water was the perfect temperature for swimming and he couldn’t resist lounging in the lake for a while before searching her out.

He collected his pants, washed them off, found his shirt, and dressed. After dragging the baskets of waterfruits back to the shed and making sure the horses were fed and sufficiently watered, he made his way back to the tower house.

The common room was empty, which presented an opportunity that he hadn’t been expecting. Though Vel had managed to foil his first attempt at finding evidence that would prove she was who he suspected she was had failed, there was another rather obvious route he could pursue.

The cat mask his festival partner had been wearing had looked expensive, intricately designed, and not the type of possession a woman of class and style would simply throw out at the end of the night. If he was right, and if Vel had continued to travel straight to the farm from Avaricia, she’d still have it somewhere in her bag.

He hesitated outside of the door of her room, listening with both his ears and his gut. Malon was probably tending to dinner, picking fresh herbs for whatever meal she planned on preparing for the night. Which meant that Vel was either in her room, or sulking up on the rooftop, and it didn’t sound like she was in her room.

The risk wasn’t a major one. Damon opened the door casually, poking his head through as though he expected her to be waiting on the other side. She wasn’t, and another moment of listening and trusting his senses, he slipped on through.

Much of the decor of Vel’s room was still familiar to him, even after a decade away. Velanor’s youthful personality had been as close to traditionally feminine as a young girl could approach on a relatively remote farmstead.

She’d picked, pressed, and embossed flowers to pin to her wall in fanciful patterns. She’d collected rocks and minerals, as well, pink quartz and faux sapphires, jade and fool’s gold. Her love of animals, to a certain extent, had been the outlier, though it was mostly represented in small ways, prized bird feathers and prismatic seashells.

Damon moved past the old and into the new, eyeing what she’d brought with her. He knew he didn’t have time for an in-depth search and settled for a thorough feel around, pressing his hands against the sides of her traveling bags, feeling for what he suspected might be there rather than performing a complete tear down.

It didn’t take long for him to find it. Vel’s traveling bags had a number of intricately stitched side-pockets, and an object that felt remarkably similar to a Turning Festival mask had been stuffed into the edge of one of them.

Damon fished it out, quickly discovering that it was tucked within another smaller, silken carrying case. He was in the process of undoing the drawstring when the sound of the door snapping open posed a sudden interruption.

“Leandra’s bush!” shouted Vel. “What do you think you’re doing, Damon?”

Vel was far faster than Damon had ever given her credit for. She stole forward, snatching the bag out of his hand before he could get so much as a glimpse inside of it. Damon managed to resist the urge to dive after it, though he was left wondering if his restraint had been a mistake in the following seconds.

“What’s inside that bag, Vel?” he asked.

Her eyes narrowed into offended, pale blue slits. “What does it matter?”

“Velanor.” He let the edge of his frustration into his tone. “Open it. Now.”

“Or what?” she snapped, crossing her arms. “We aren’t kids anymore. You can’t just boss me around and expect me to bend to your will. I was a lady-in-waiting to Princess Kastet. Do you even understand what that means? Of course you don’t, you don’t even—”

Damon’s anger got the better of him. He made at grab for the mask. Vel leaned backward, holding it above her head and out of his reach. He had too much momentum to arrest his movement, and they collided together, falling onto her bed in a tangle of limbs.

“You oaf!” Vel let out a girlish grunt as she tried to wriggle away. Damon knew he’d gone too far to stop, at that point. He pinned her body with his shoulder, grabbed the bag, and stripped it from her grasp.

Vel bucked her hips, trying to knock him off, her body grinding against his. Damon undid the bag’s drawstring and withdrew a resplendent Turning Festival mask in the style of a golden cat, indistinguishable from the one he remembered.

A small, reasonable part of him had been hoping he’d find a different mask, that his intuition had tripped up somewhere along the line and left him with an imagined version of events. Instead, he was left with only the reality of the situation, the cat mask, Vel’s familiar body wriggling underneath him, her eyes still glaring with furious defiance.

“Damon!” she shouted. “True Divine, Damon! Get off me this instant!”

He kept her pinned, wary to her ways and not ignoring the possibility that she might grab it back from him and try to destroy it if given the chance. Her dress was still damp from their earlier swimming in the lake, and their wrestling had shifted it downward, revealing a hint of the edge of one of her pink nipples as her chest continued to heave for breath.

“Vel,” he said, more softly. “On the night of the Turning Festival I… There was a woman wearing a cat mask who I… spent time with.”

Vel’s anger faded, and she caught him off guard with a teasing smile. “You spent time with her, did you? You needn’t use a euphemism in place of the word sex, Damon. I’m familiar with how it works.”

“Are you, now?” He wiggled the mask. “Vel. I need to know if—”

“That mask isn’t unique,” said Vel. “There were dozens of identical ones in the stall of the vendor I bought it from. It’s not as expensive as it looks, either, though it wasn’t exactly cheap.”

Doubt ran through him like the first taste of frigid winter winds. Vel had always been an adept liar, but what proof did he have that she wasn’t telling the truth?

It wasn’t inconceivable for there to be more than one of the same style of mask. Why did he feel so conflicted, as though part of him had been hoping to catch her, to find evidence of something so illicit and wrong?

“You thought that you’d bedded me?” Vel let out a rather unladylike snort. “Are you jesting, Damon? What sounds did I make while you were working my body, hmm? Was I loud, or quiet? Or did I whimper like a blushing virgin?”

“Enough,” he said, feeling his face heat up.

“Did I beg for it, Damon?” Vel made an exaggerated lewd face and rolled her hips, grinding her crotch into his. “What were you planning on doing once you’d outed me here on the farm, you pervert?”

He exhaled through his teeth, pushing off his bed before she could stir his anger any further. He felt his humiliation rising in hot waves as he headed for the door, hesitating as his instincts turned the situation over, as they always did.

Vel had stopped teasing him abruptly, almost as though she was wary of pushing her luck, which would only make sense if she did have something to hide.

“I feel so foolish.” He flashed a smile that blatantly contradicted his words. “You’re right, though. The young woman I bedded did seem rather eager, certainly on the verge of begging for it. I told Austine as much. We both had a laugh about it. It’d been a while since I last bedded a true noblewoman, and this one moaned like a dockside whore.”

Vel blinked a few times, but it was impossible to tell whether it was out of annoyance, outrage, or plain disgust. “Your last true noblewoman as well, most likely. You should have savored the moment.”

“I somehow doubt it will be the last.”

He locked eyes with Vel, wondering if the tension he felt was real or imagined.


CHAPTER 15

Damon spent the next half hour in and out of the common room, refilling the tower house’s supply of firewood and then rekindling the hearth. Malon arrived back just after he’d managed to coax to life a strong flame, carrying a bundle of fresh herbs and wild onion.

She was in a good mood, judging from the smile on her face and the eagerness with which she flitted about the room. Vel entered the common room upon hearing the door open, and the earlier awkwardness and tension Damon had felt toward her was forgotten as Malon set down her harvest and began assembling the rest of the necessary ingredients for dinner.

“It’s just going to be stew again,” she told Damon. “I have more of the salted beef, but little else as far as food goes. You aren’t sick of it already, are you, solas?”

Damon was sitting next to her at the table, and she set her hand on his knee, which sent several varieties of warmth emanating into several sections of his body. She was wearing her apron again, and her red braid had snuck into the loop of fabric holding the upper half around her neck.

“If it’s half as tasty as it was last night, expect me to ask for seconds and clean my bowl twice over,” he said, with a smile.

“I suppose it wouldn’t make much difference if I complained, would it?” Vel was leaning against the wall next to the hearth, somehow managing to look both aloof and annoyed.

“I wasn’t asking you, seta, so yes, it makes no difference.” Malon slid the chunks of salted beef she’d been cutting to the side and began tearing up the wild onion. “Assuming you can set aside the expectations court food has imbued you with, I think you might find it to your liking.”

Damon shot Vel a glance, expecting more of her haughty disdain. She seemed to pause instead of speaking freely, and then surprised him.

“I used to like stew, as a girl,” she said. “I think… It’s possible that I might even have missed it a bit.”

Malon flashed a smile that originated as much from her eyes as it was from the mouth. Damon helped her as she began carrying ingredients over to the pot boiling over the water, adding them at her instruction, everything timed to cook just so.

“Did the two of you manage the chores well enough?” she asked. “I saw that the melons were harvested, at least.”

“We did,” said Vel. “Damon and I split the work. It all went rather smoothly.”

She flashed a sweet smile. Damon was on the verge of sharing his own, rather less equitable version of events when he saw the combination of pride and relief in Malon’s expression. He was again struck by just how beautiful she was, pale and freckled, skin smooth and flawless to a degree that almost made her seem of an age with him or even Vel.

“I’m so glad.” Malon reached out, taking both Damon and Vel’s hands. “It means the world to me that the two of you are here.”

“I… still haven’t agreed to stay indefinitely,” said Vel. She gave a small, self-defeating shrug. “But I would be lying to say that I’m not glad to see you, aesta. And to be home, at least for the time being.”

Malon grinned and pulled her into a tight hug. Damon was smiling too, though it was undercut slightly by his awareness of the fragility of the balance that existed between them. He’d spent most of the day trying to confront Vel and find proof of something that would likely devastate Malon to know about.

“It’s ready,” said Malon. “Please, sit. I want both of you to tell me something interesting of your time away.”

Damon glanced at Vel, more out of reflex than out of choice.

She furrowed her brow, but then gave it some thought, tapping a finger against her lips. “I doubt I mentioned this in my letters to you, aesta, but I suspect that one of the more prominent members of Merinian court has… a bit of a crush on me.”

He couldn’t say exactly why that piqued his interest, but for some reason, it did.

Malon’s reaction, however, was more practical and cautioned. “This crush
 didn’t progress into anything more, I assume? He was aware that you are still under twenty and ineligible for physical relations and honest marriage, seta?”

Damon brought his hand to his mouth and let out an uncomfortable cough.

“Obviously, and, um, I don’t think marriage is what he had in mind,” said Vel. “Prince Gabriel is a bit… eccentric, underneath all the protocol and pomp.”

“Prince Gabriel?” Damon blinked, unable to contain his surprise. “As in, future heir to the throne of Hearthold, Prince Gabriel.”

“Yes…” Vel, for once, didn’t luxuriate in the status the moment would have otherwise provided. “He didn’t try to bed me, in case that’s what you’re wondering.”

“Of that, at least, I’m glad,” said Malon. “What did he do?”

“He… asked for a pair of my girlshorts,” said Vel. “The manner in which he went about making the request wasn’t exactly gentile, either. I think his time within the royal castle has affected his ability to relate to people, especially women.”

“He wanted your undergarments?” Damon gaped, struggling to contain his laughter. “Did you go along with it?”

“He’s the heir to the throne,” said Vel. “It wasn’t as though I could just say no. But he also gives me the creeps, so I wasn’t about to say yes with no reservations, either. I stole a pair of Matron Alexia’s undergarments, and then asked the court jester to use them in one of his crossplay performances, for good measure. I still haven’t the faintest clue exactly what Prince Gabriel wanted or intended with them.”

Vel folded her arms, looking both thoughtful and, from an outside perspective, incredibly naïve. Malon brought a hand to her mouth, trying to contain laughter as her face began to flush. Damon grinned and made an obscene gesture over his crotch.

“It’s better if you don’t consider it overmuch,” he said.

“Gross!” cried Vel.

Malon let out an involuntary, girlish snort in response to the face she made. The stew was just about finished cooking, and she began spooning them each out a large, steaming portion. Damon could smell the wild onion, along with garlic and the slightest pinch of ground ginger.

He couldn’t resist taking an early, tongue scalding sip. Malon set out cups and hurried to pour both him and Vel some water before disappearing into the pantry. She emerged with a plain bottle of wine with a smooth cork, and flashed Damon a borderline conspiratorial smile.

“I should have mentioned this last night,” she said. “We still have plenty of bottles from last season’s waterfruit wine harvest. Would you care for some, solas?”

“Absolutely,” he said.

“I would also enjoy a glass,” said Vel.

“You are still below the age of majority, seta, but I have some juice that you can drink if you’d like,” said Malon. She poured some wine into Damon’s mug and then frowned, realizing that the bottle hadn’t been full to start. “I’ll get another bottle.”

Damon waited until she had her back turned before winking at Vel and sliding his mug toward her. She blinked in confusion for a moment before quickly drinking it down, so fast in fact that she let out a small cough as she finished.

“Thanks.” She flashed a grin at him that reminded him of their childhood. “I won’t tell, I promise.”

“I’m not worried,” said Damon. “I know how practiced you are at keeping secrets.”

He stared at her, enduring the resurgence of the tension between them until Malon arrived back from the pantry.


CHAPTER 16

The rest of dinner was comfortable and familiar. Damon told Malon and Vel the story of one of his more humorous gladiator bouts, which involved him and Austine taking on a pair of androgynous twin assassins, who Austine later ended up in bed with.

“Hold on,” interrupted Vel. “Were they male or female?”

“To this day, Austine still won’t tell me,” said Damon. “I don’t think it matters much to him, as long as the targets of affections are attractive and open to being seduced.”

Vel giggled and looked as though she was about to say something before hesitating in a manner that piqued Damon’s suspicions. With Malon still at the table, it wasn’t a line of questioning which he could currently explore, however.

They continued conversing after dinner and into the night, retiring for bed long after the ghost moon had reached its zenith in the sky outside. Damon’s room was next to Vel’s, which made it possible to listen for the cessation of the creaking floorboards and rustling bedsheets that signified that she’d fallen asleep or was at least lying still on her mattress.

Aside from finding the Turning Festival mask, there was one other obvious method through which Damon felt certain that he could confirm whether she’d been the woman from his intimate encounter. He’d already made an attempt at seeing her undergarments in the lake. There was a chance that Vel had already switched out of them, but what he currently had in mind was to look a layer deeper.

If he could see her body, particularly her breasts and nude lower half, he would undoubtedly be able to know the truth with certainty. His memory of the encounter was still vivid enough to stir his loins just thinking of it. The comparison would only take a glimpse, and it seemed worth risking Vel’s ire and potentially Malon’s disapproval to know for sure.

He slowly made his way out into the silent common room, drawing from his experiences sneaking around the tower house as a child to open his door without a creak, stepping lightly on the pads of his feet. He paused outside Vel’s door, feeling an odd conflict as he considered the potential outcomes and what they would mean.

If Vel really was the young woman from that night, then there was no taking back the passion they’d shared. It would be like opening the front door during a raging storm. Even once the door was shut, the carpet and walls would still be soaking wet, a mess created in an instant that would take many times longer to clean up.

Would they tell Malon, or would they keep it from her? Secrets carried a pull of their own, especially those with such inherent, forbidden emotions.

Would they go back to how they’d been on that night, and if they did, would things between them ever return to normal?

Damon listened outside Vel’s door. He slowly reached for the knob, feeling his heart pound against the inside of his ribs as the intensity of the moment began to affect him. He flinched, hearing a noise, and then froze.

Not just a noise. A soft, shuddering moan. And not from Vel’s room, either.

Malon had left her door open a crack, likely out of habit of living in the tower house on her own. She was in bed, covered by only a thin sheet, and otherwise completely naked. Damon shouldn’t have been able to see that much detail, and wouldn’t have been able to, if not for the eerie crimson light which was emanating from somewhere underneath her sheet.

“Oh…” Malon’s voice was a passionate waver. Her eyes fluttered and she leaned her head back, hips bucking upward slightly in time with a pulse of that eerie crimson light.

There was something moving between her legs, and it took Damon far longer than it should have to realize it was her hand. Her hair was out of its usual braid, red locks splayed across her pillow in a manner that, for no reason he could properly discern, made the scene a hundred times lewder than it already was.

She started biting her lower lip and fell into a lusty rhythm that made Damon think of how aroused he’d been in the lake the night before. What would have happened if she’d gotten back into the water while he’d been stroking his cock? What would happen if he went to her now, closed the distance, and the simple nature of man and woman attempt to take its course?

The crimson light pulsed again as Malon let out a breathy, feminine gasp. Damon felt himself struggling to focus on it, let alone think about what it might be, as though it was a minor aspect of a fluctuating dream, which was a possibility, he conceded.

“Solas?”

Malon’s voice was soft and surprised. Damon was caught in between trying to sneak back to his own room and staying where he was, eventually opting for the path of least resistance. Malon pulled the sheet around her, the strange light fading as she rose to her feet.

Only the teal green glow of the ghost moon illuminated her as she padded across the floor on bare feet, wearing the insubstantial sheet as a cloak, her body covered, but anything but hidden.

He could see it all, from the curves of her generously plump breasts, to the points of her nipples, to the subtle slope of her taut waist above her full hips.

“What was that?” he asked. His voice sounded so quiet and boyish to his own ear. Malon smiled at him, her face still flushed from the scene he’d stumbled in on.

“What was what?” she countered.

“I heard something, and saw…” He shook his head, trying to search beyond a sudden blankness in his memory. “I was concerned.”

“Ah.” Malon stepped forward, setting a hand on his chest. “Just a cramp in my thigh. Painful, but nothing serious.”

Her touch sent warmth flooding over him, and it was as though he was hearing the echo of her pleasured moans again, except with her much closer, demanding his attention. He was aware of the fact that he had a serious erection, tenting his pants in a manner that she couldn’t have missed, pointing straight toward her like a notched arrow, ready to sing through the air.

He reached his hand forward, touching first her hip, and then sliding his hand down over and across her thigh, settling his fingers high on the inside of it. He watched as she sucked in a quick, shaky breath, clearly as affected by his touch as he was by hers.

“I could rub it out for you,” he said.

A curious smile took up residence on her face. Damon wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw her eyes flick downward for an instant, taking in the full extent of his current state. She brought the hand she had on his chest up, gently and lovingly cupping his cheek.

“It is nothing, solas,” she whispered. “I can handle it. You are so kind to offer, though.”

She pulled him into a hug, somehow managing to ignore the hardness of his member as it poked against her stomach. Damon felt intoxicated by her current scent, a mixture of the crimson sap she was so fond of, sweat, with an illicit hint of the distinctly feminine smell so common to freshly frolicked beds and dens of seduction.

“Aesta,” he whispered. He wrapped his arms around her, gently grinding his hardness forward, too horny to make any attempt at disguising what he was doing.

Malon caressed his cheek, breathing against the sensitive skin along the edge of his chin and underneath his ear. She planted a gentle kiss on his lips, and then a longer one, rocking herself forward to match his movements without escalation.

Damon was ready and willing to be the one to take things further. He ran his hands over Malon’s insanely soft body through the sheet, feeling a hunger take hold of him as her warmth radiated into his palms. He was about to cup one of her breasts when she stopped him, lacing her fingers through his and gently leading him away from the door.

She pulled him out of her room and back into his. Damon knew from her posture that she had no intention of going down the path he so deeply desired, and that singular fact was enough to let him feel the full range of his shame and propriety.

Malon pulled the quilt back from his bed, gently set him down, and then set a hand on his chest, guiding him to sleep almost as she’d done more than a decade earlier. Damon’s erection was still obvious, and he tried not to reach for it immediately as he watched her leaving, hips gently swaying in a manner that caused the edge of one of her buttocks to peek out from the fabric of the sheet.

He began stroking himself, not bothering with a slow buildup. Malon had left the door open, and the same sound he’d heard earlier softly echoed in. The sound of her breathy, pleasured moans. She was of a state and mind with him, aroused and in her bed and taking care of her own lustful frustration.

“Oh!” she gasped. “Mmm…”

He had the forethought to grab one of his unwashed shirts from beside the bed as he unloaded. The pleasure pulsed through every inch of his body, forcing clenched muscles that he hadn’t known existed.

He sighed and leaned his head back, confused and unable to dismiss the sense that he’d forgotten something important.


CHAPTER 17

Damon helped Malon attach the horses to the wagon about an hour after sunrise the next morning. Their harvest from the day before, along with two casks of waterfruit wine, were already loaded up in the back, ready to be sold in Morotai’s market square.

“What’s wrong?” asked Damon. Malon was staring at the front of the wagon with her arms crossed, her features written into a concerned frowned.

“I didn’t stop to consider how little room would be left in the wagon with it completely loaded,” she said. “One of us might have to stay behind.”

Vel was by the edge of the lake soaking her feet, but still near enough to overhear Malon’s words. “I refuse to stay here. That level of boredom would be simply unbearable.”

“I need solas to help me move the casks, if not the rest of my wares,” said Malon.”

“I’ll just walk alongside the wagon,” he said. “It isn’t that far, is it?”

“The distance isn’t the issue,” said Malon. “It rained early this morning and the mud in these parts is stubborn enough to suck off boots.”

Vel let out a disappointed groan, sensing which of them would end up being cut from the journey if it came to it. “I’m not staying behind. Please, aesta. There must be a way.”

Malon glanced at Damon and then back at Vel, giving a small shrug. “Would you be willing to sit on Damon’s lap?”

“What?” he snapped.

“You did it a few times before as children.” Malon turned her palms up. “If you’re not comfortable with, I understand, solas.”

“If that’s where I have to sit, so be it.” Vel had on a simple white summer dress with maroon embroidery in the shape of flowers and a draw tie made of red felt around the waist. Her hair was down, and she arched her back into a stretch before bending over to pull her shoes on.

“I mean, I’m not sure if…” Damon trailed off, suddenly realizing the potential opportunity. “I guess it could work. But I’m not interested in you complaining about being uncomfortable.”

“The ride isn’t that far, as you already mentioned,” said Vel. “I’ll manage.”

Damon nodded slowly. He’d been considering attempting to peek on Vel while she was sleeping to get a sense of whether her naked body was the same one he remembered from the night of the Turning Festival. Having her on his lap could be just as good, assuming he got a chance to discretely feel around in the right places.

The thought sent an odd flush of excitement in the direction of his crotch, which he immediately began forcing down, for Vel’s sake if not his own. Malon was already climbing into the front of the wagon, and he moved to do the same.

“I trust that you won’t start complaining about my weight?” said Vel.

A dozen different quips danced across the tip of Damon’s tongue until he noticed that Vel was being serious. She looked vulnerable, almost reluctantly so, as though she expected a quip, too.

“Velanor, you’re tiny, and I doubt I’ll even notice your weight.” He smiled reassuringly, climbed into the wagon, and patted his thigh. “Hop up.”

“Can you give me a hand?”

He reached down and pulled her aboard. Vel let out a tiny squeak as she fell onto him unsteadily, her soft butt pressing down against his crotch as he took a firm hold of her hips to steady her.

“Thanks,” she said.

“My pleasure.”

“Are you both comfortable?” asked Malon. “We’re in no rush, so I’ll keep the horses at an even pace.”

“I’m fine,” said Vel, adjusting her positioning with a few side to side movements that Damon was acutely aware of.

“As am I,” he said.

“Then we’re off!” Malon grinned and started the horses forward. They seemed to know their way, heading straight for the same path Damon had taken to reach the tower house a few days earlier.

He realized how much bumpier the ride was going to be than he’d expected as soon as they were off the grass and onto the path. Vel bounced on his lap in a manner that felt far too familiar in all the dirtiest possible ways, so he tried pulling her downward, using his strength to lock her buttocks against his crotch.

She set her hand on his knee to help steady herself, seemed to think better of it and try to hold the side of the wagon, and then grabbed his knee again. Damon did his best to keep his plan in mind without letting his thoughts of how interesting it felt to have Vel’s butt on his lap stir up memories of the encounter with the young woman in the cat mask.

“Are you both comfortable?” asked Malon.

Vel cleared her throat, absentmindedly stroking Damon’s knee and thigh. “Damon doesn’t make the best chair, but I’m managing.”

“Beggars can’t be choosers, Vel,” he said, shifting his hand a bit further up her side.

He got the sense that if he could feel one of her breasts, even just for an instant, he might be able to match it to the woman in his memory. He was waiting for a bump to give him a plausible amount of deniability before making the attempt.

“I was anticipating more fallen branches to be impeding our progress,” said Malon. “I had to move more than a few the last time I collected herbs out this way. An entire fallen tree, in one instance.”

Vel cleared her throat, shifting in a manner that slid her rear along the length of Damon’s crotch. “My carriage driver and his guard were diligent about clearing the way. They’re used to backroads, and not about to let a hard tree trunk in the wrong place spoil their journey.”

There was a hint of coyness and accusation in her voice, which was fair. He felt a similar conflict to the one he’d confronted seeing Malon the previous night stirring in both his heart and his loins, perhaps even just a new facet of the same one. Vel was nearly his sister, if not by blood, then most definitely by circumstance.

For him to find her sexually attractive behind a mask after years apart was understandable, excusable, even. For Vel to turn him on to his current level of excitement, knowing full well who she was and how close they’d been growing up, was not.

Which, bizarrely, made it that much more difficult to calm himself down. He felt Vel move forward a bit as she shifted her weight, and the sensation of her soft buttocks sliding along his hardening cock felt dangerously enjoyable.

She tensed as she reset her positioning, back arching slightly as though she was caught in between recoiling and remaining where she was.

Damon felt her pinch her buttocks together as though it might solve the problem for them. It had the opposite effect, gripping his cock in a lewdly cushioned embrace.

He tried again to focus on the road, but it didn’t help. He watched as Malon failed to react quickly enough as the horses pulled the carriage over a hidden bump.

Vel bounced a few inches out of his lap. Damon grabbed her and pulled her back down on his hard cock, lifting his hips slightly and grinding into her so blatantly that he half expected her to turn around and slap him.

When she didn’t, he interpreted it as a sign that there might be some merit to his hastily conceived plan after all. He slid his hands higher up her body, feeling the warmth of her body through the fabric of her dangerously thin dress.

He stopped as the skin of his index fingers brushed against the bottom edge of both her breasts, hoping that Malon didn’t choose that moment to look over.

It was Vel who caught him instead.

“I know what you’re doing,” she hissed.

“Oh?” Damon smiled, despite the way his heart pounded in anticipation of disaster. “And what’s that?

He flexed his hips up, burying his cock longwise down the length of her seductively soft buttocks and thighs.

“I can feel it, Damon,” whispered Vel.

He couldn’t understand what it was about those words, about that sentence, about her breathless voice, that turned him on so much. She was still squeezing his leg, not hard enough to hurt or even warn him off.

“What can you feel, Vel?”

She rocked back and forth, stroking him off with her buttocks, emphasizing what she could feel without saying it out loud and nearly making Damon spoil his trousers in the process.

Comparing her to the young woman in the cat mask had, at some point, become an objective secondary to indulging in his own perverted desires.

“I’ll tell aesta,” she whispered.

“What will you tell her?”

Vel let out a tiny, almost inaudible whimper. Damon shot the briefest glance toward Malon before making good on his goal and cupping one of her small but wonderfully soft breasts.

With his hand firmly on her chest, and his cock rigidly poking into the perfect, glorious lane formed by her buttocks and thighs, he was almost beyond thinking. Beyond anything other than his intense, illicit, actively throbbing need.

“You’re disgusting,” said Vel, as she continued to rock back and forth, a complicit participant in whatever was currently happening.

“Admit it and I’ll stop,” he whispered. He let his lips brush against her neck. Vel leaned her head back on her shoulder.

“You’re a dirty commoner,” she hissed. “You probably stick your cock in cheap whores.”

“Where do you think I’ll end up sticking it tonight?”

Vel moaned and began undulating against him even faster. The wagon went over another bump, and for a split instant, Damon’s cock pushed point-on against her womanhood, testing the fabric of both his trousers and her dress in a dangerous game of accidental eroticism.

He had a moment of clarity in which he realized that regardless of whether his suspicions about Vel were true, he still wanted her. The shame and guilt tightly wound around that thought only fed the flames of his sexual hunger. He slid his free hand down the length of her stomach, ostensibly to steady her, fingers exploring her crotch and the delicacies he could feel through the folds of her dress.

“Are the two of you comfortable?” asked Malon.

Damon froze, expecting her to look over and catch them. When she didn’t, he eventually realized that she still expected an answer.

It was Vel, surprisingly, who responded first. “I’m… managing.”

“If you’re not comfortable, Vel, we can always stop and shift around,” he said.”

She cleared her throat, her body still moving ever so slightly along the dangerous path they’d both committed to. “It’s fine. For now. I’ll tell you if I need to stop.”

The rational part of Damon’s mind, the part that understood the complications and consequences of what they were doing, wished that she hadn’t said that. The rest of him wanted to use her like one of the cheap whores she’d accused him of bedding earlier.

“We’re almost there,” said Malon. “Hang on. This last part is always the bumpiest.”

She wasn’t exaggerating. The last section of the road leading through the Malagantyan Forest was riddled with rocks and potholes, so much so that Vel began to bounce up and down against Damon’s crotch.

He took hold of her hips, pulling her down each time with firm, dominant movements. Pulling her down along the turgid length of his manhood, making her aware of it, showing her the full extent of what she’d done.

It was as close to sex as two people could get with their clothes on. And in truth, in Damon’s firmly held opinion, it was as close to sex as he and Vel, nearly brother and sister in all but name, could ever knowingly get.

“Oh…” whispered Vel.

Her voice had been louder than she realized, loud enough for Malon to hear.

“It’s rough, but we’re almost through,” she said. “Try not to fight against the bumps. Just lean into them.”

Damon bounced Vel up and down, far beyond caring if they were caught and what Malon would say. He cupped her breasts, blatantly pinching one of her nipples while simultaneously kissing her neck. He felt Vel suddenly stiffen, squeezing her thighs tight around his cock, back arching, hips jerking for more.

He could feel a faint moisture down there, enough to know that they’d need to do a bit of clothing readjustment to keep the wetness from showing. He was still flexing his hips, dry thrusting up into her, a finger count of movements away from making a hot, sticky mess in his pants.

“Finally!” said Malon. “Solas, do you mind walking alongside the cart now? It would be unseemly for seta to still be in your lap when we enter the town proper.”

Damon took a deep breath before answering in a somewhat successful attempt to calm himself down. “If you think it’s necessary.”

Vel twitched in his lap and stayed suspiciously silent. He rubbed her knee for a second and then carefully shifted her off his lap before hopping down, hiding both his arousal and his disappointment.


CHAPTER 18

Damon had spent enough time traveling the greater Veridan’s Curve region to understand Morotai within the greater context of the colonized area. The defining aspect when viewed from afar was still the pale, scorch marked stone of most of the buildings.

The direct definition of Malagantyan
 was “fire washed” or, in more literal terms, “hell born.” Damon still had youthful memories of intense forest fires encroaching on his peaceful life within the tower house, held at bay only by the clearing and the strange calming effects of the lake.

Morotai was a rural town defined by the resilience of its residents. It was only when the fires grew to the point of actual inferno that they would retreat from their homes, willing to accept temporary defeat in place of loss of life.

But the central aspect of that retreat was available only due to the town’s unique architecture. The pale stone of uncertain origin that the most of Morotai’s architecture was made of, termed rem stone
 by the Merinian majority population, was practically invulnerable to heat.

The wooden buildings, often built as extensions to the native buildings, were anything but. Damon had always found the contrast fascinating as a child, in no small part due to how neatly it mirrored the contrast between the town’s residents.

Malon waved a hand from where she still sat atop the wagon at a Vestatille, the quiet Rem scout who had served as Morotai’s unofficial town guard for as long as Damon could remember. He stood atop the lookout tower just outside the palisade, his silhouette spindly against the rising sun and recognizable primarily by the defining features of the Rem, long limbs, long ears, intricate facial tattoos.

The animosity between the colonial Merinians and the native Remenai had always been muted in Morotai, only bubbling to the surface when outside instigators from either of the two races passed through the village. Life was simple and quiet for the towns citizens, and it was held in bad taste to judge a person on grounds outside of their actions or character.

A group of Rem children in traditional spiral tunics played alongside a smaller Merinian boy who seemed intent on catching or at least tagging the others. An older Remenai woman watched them with a patient smile on her face, occasionally whistling when their roughhousing grew too intense.

Morotai’s main feature was its simple market square and the free-standing wooden inn, the largest building town and a statement of the stubbornness of the Merinian majority, given how often it had been decimated by the fires and reconstructed. Half a dozen vendors were set up and tending to customers, selling their goods out of small tents or the backs of wagons.

Most of it was local, fruit and fresh bread and simple furniture, but Damon saw imported goods as well, dyed clothing from Merinia and albino chickens from the Exodus Islands. The other traders greeted Malon with grins and waves, and in one instance, a flirtatiously blown kiss.

“Solas, seta,” said Malon. “Can you help me unload? Denya has graciously agreed to buy our produce. The casks will go to Bart at the inn, so he’ll have his boys help us with those.”

Vel let out an annoyed groan. Damon shot her a chastising glance. “Of course we’ll help, aesta.”

They carried out the melons and water fruit, setting each one down at the guidance of Denya, an old farm woman who remembered them fondly from their youth.

“These are my Milly’s favorite,” she said. “So ripe. You must have had a terrific growing season this year, Malon. I can give you twenty-five sables for the lot, easy.”

“That’s it?” asked Damon. “Twenty-five silver sables for this entire harvest?”

His tone carried more gall than he’d intended it to, and Denya frowned at him, tutting her annoyance in a familiar manner.

“Damon isn’t used to how things are here in Morotai,” said Malon, apologetically. “It’s more than enough, Denya.”

She set a hand on Damon’s shoulder and gently drew him away from the wagon as Denya proceeded to begin loading some of the choicest fruits into open spots across her stall. Malon looped her arm through Damon’s, smiling as she began guiding him toward the doors of the Smoke and Stage, Morotai’s sole inn.

“You’re really going to accept that paltry payment?” he asked.

“Money spends further here in Morotai, solas,” she said, brushing a loose strand of red hair out of her face. “People also have less of it. If I demanded what the same harvest might go for in a city, no one here could pay. We make up the difference with kindness when we can. For example, Denya’s son is the local butcher, and I’m sure when I buy fresh meat tomorrow, he’ll quote us a reasonable price.”

“Yeah, but…” He shook his head, wishing he had a better way to phrase what he was about to say. “I was nearly making that much off each of my gladiator bouts in Avaricia for a single evening. If I’d known that you were only making this much off your entire harvest…”

Malon smiled and pulled closer to him, patting her hand on his pectoral muscle. “I appreciate the thought, but I haven’t struggled, solas. I’m proud of your success, but I would never ask anything of you like that, truly.”

She was still smiling and staring into his eyes as they passed through the door of the Smoke and Stage. The inn was run by a plump woman named Jonna, who handled all the cooking, and her heavily bearded and usually silent husband, Bart, who tended the bar.

“Malon!” Jonna was in the common room, attacking a dust pile with a broom. “I was starting to think that you might poke your way into town one of these weeks. It’s that time of year, yeah? And I see you finally took my advice and found a husband!”

She looked toward Damon, who felt his face flush with heat as he realized that she was talking about him. He looked to Malon for rescue, but she was blushing even harder and struggled to get her correction out over the next few seconds.

“Oh, no… you see, um…” She glanced downward, her face nearly matching her hair in an uncharacteristic display of embarrassment. “Jonna, this is Damon. Remember Damon?”

Vel burst into laughter somewhere behind them, which didn’t help alleviate Malon’s flustered state.

Jonna brought a hand to her mouth. “Oh! I am positively mortified! Damon, you’ve grown so tall! I simply assumed, given how particular Malon is about her various suitors despite being so beautiful that one of them finally… ahem. Bart! Get them some cider, will you?”

Malon cleared her throat, walking with Damon toward the bar and regaining her conversational stride in the process. “It’s fine, really. Speaking of drinks, we also brought two casks of waterfruit wine for the inn.”

“I was hoping that might be the case,” said Jonna. “The last batch you made was so popular that it barely lasted a month. We’ll have no trouble selling it, Malon, and can pay you a premium. I’ll call the boys to help you move it. Boys!”

“Are you talking about Obi and the twins?” asked Vel, stepping out from behind the others. “True Divine, it’s been an age since I’ve seen them.”

“Velanor!” Jonna grinned and pulled her into a hug. “You’ve turned into such a beautiful young woman! Malon, you must be so thrilled to have the both of them back! Is Ria…?”

Malon gave a small, somewhat pained shake of her head, and Jonna quickly changed the subject. “How was your journey out?”

She and Malon stepped apart from the others, but Jonna’s children stomped into the inn from outside, neatly filling the pause. The twins came first, two young boys around ten years of age with curly brown hair and ruddy faces.

“Vel!” They both shouted, running toward her in unison.

“Jase and Joss!” Vel flashed one of the first true smiles Damon had seen her express since arriving back at the farm. “You’re so big now!”

Damon got the sense that he’d be hearing that sentiment expressed at least a few more times over the course of the day. Behind the boys stood a young teenager who took more after his father, with a robust frame and patchy facial hair that Damon suspected he was stubbornly refusing to shave.

“Obi,” he said, smiling and reaching out his arm. “Remember me?”

“…Damon?” he said. “They said you left. To be a gladiator or something.”

“I did,” he said. “Now I’m back.”

Obi nodded, his face turning thoughtful as he looked past Damon, toward Vel. She smiled and waved at him, and the rate at which Obi seemed to recede into a shy state of awkwardness reminded Damon of his own early teenage years.

He was about to do his best at getting Obi talking again when he overheard the way the twins were interacting with Vel, particularly the questions they were asking her.

“Are you a virgin?” asked Joss.

Damon watched Vel blinking in either surprise or disbelief.

“That’s… not the sort of question you ask a lady,” said Vel.

“So you aren’t, then?” said Joss.

“If you’re not a virgin, does that mean you’re going to be a courtesan?” asked Jase. “My mom says only girls who plan on making a career as a courtesan lose their virginity as a teenager.”

“I’m not… you can’t just…”

“Courtesan means whore!” Joss grinned and pointed a finger at Vel. “Jase, you just called Vel a whore! I’m telling mother!”

“I didn’t call her a whore, I said courtesan!” cried Jase. “And I didn’t call her that. I just asked…”

“Damon…” said Vel, in a pouty voice. “Help me.”

“Hey boys, check out my sword,” he said, drawing his thankfully still blunted blade from its scabbard.


CHAPTER 19

Malon and Jonna eventually meandered outside along with the boys to move the casks out of the wagon. Damon made to follow and lend his help, but Malon pressed a gentle hand against his chest and shook her head.

“You’ve done enough, solas,” she said. “Sit down at the bar and take Jonna up on the cider she offered.”

She kissed him, pressing her lips against his for what felt like a hot instant that lasted just a little too long.

Jonna tisked and shook her head. “And you wonder why I mistook him for your husband…”

“Jonna,” said Mal, warning her with a frown.

The two women departed with Jonna’s boys, and Damon took a seat next to Vel at the bar, who looked fairly out of place in her nuanced spring dress and lavishly cared for hair. She had a mug in front of her of deep amber cider and made a slightly guilty face when she noticed him watching her.

“Aesta wouldn’t approve,” he said, pulling his own mug of hard cider toward him.

“Are you going to tell her?” asked Vel.

“No,” he said. “If you drink it fast enough, I bet you could down another before she gets back.”

A slow smile crept across Vel’s face and she took another sip before letting out a sigh. “It’s really good. I suppose it has to be, given how little there is to do in this tiny town.”

“There’s plenty to do,” said Damon. “Just nothing that interests someone of your particular…”

He made a rolling motion with his hand as he tried and failed to find a word that was accurate without being insulting. Vel didn’t seem to notice or care.

“Morotai always seemed so small and inconsequential when I was young,” she said. “Even when it was the only town I really knew. I was hoping that it would seem different when I came back.”

“Different how?”

She shrugged. “It essentially serves as a colonial outpost. A touchstone for the farms attempting to draw value from the Malagantyan’s fertility. I thought I might see it differently with a better understanding of that context.”

“But you don’t.”

“Do you?” asked Vel. “You’ve traveled at least some, Damon. You’ve seen real towns and cities before. What do you think of this place?”

He could tell it was a serious question for her, a meaningful one that she hadn’t asked by accident. He ran a finger along the handle of his mug, looking into her striking blue eyes and giving her his full attention as he considered his answer.

“It’s not about the place, but the people,” he said. “Morotai is filled with kind, honest people. What traveling has taught me, Vel, is that those are a lot rarer than you’d assume.”

“As nice as that sounds, it’s a bit naïve,” said Vel. “There aren’t even that many people here.”

“I prefer to think of myself as well-adjusted.” He took a long sip of his cider, savoring the conflict between the alcohol and sweetness. “I’ve got a good drink, good company. That’s enough to satisfy me.”

Vel rolled her eyes. Damon was in the middle of anticipating her next bratty retort when a new voice drew his attention toward the inn’s entrance.

“Damon? Damon Al-Kendras?”

A young woman with chestnut brown hair and a sizable bust had just entered the common room with a smile on her face and a slightly furrowed brow. She wore a low-cut dancer’s dress, thin shoulder straps and multiple layers of thin, brightly dyed skirts intended to billow outward during spins.

It took him longer than it should have to recognize her. “Bylia? True Divine, it’s been so long!”

“Three years,” she said, nodding. “I was only seventeen when we last met.”

Bylia was far prettier than Damon remembered, though a certain amount of that may have been due to the influence of the hard cider. He’d first met her in Silke, eastern Veridan’s Curve, where she and her older sister, Brienne, had traveled with their troupe for a time as songstresses.

Austine had been a philanderer even back then, and for a time, he and Brienne had been an item. Damon had spent many quiet nights serving as Bylia’s platonic date, as she’d still been underage at that time. Still, they’d gotten along quite well, and keeping those encounters chaste had often been a serious challenge.

“I’m surprised to see you here, of all places,” said Damon.

Bylia flashed a smile that instantly reminded him that she had an incredible smile. “That’s my line, sir gladiator. I’ve been the resident minstrel here at the Smoke and Stage for nearly four months now.”

“My childhood home is one of the colonial farms in the Malagantyan,” said Damon. “We came to sell produce in the market.”

“Are you staying the night?” asked Bylia.

It was only then that she seemed to notice and acknowledge Vel. There was a moment of appraisal between the two women, and Damon felt like the true depth of the hidden subtleties exchanged in their brief instant of eye contact and attention was lost on him.

“Is she your…?” Bylia trailed off, raising an eyebrow.

“This is Velanor,” he said, quickly. “We grew up together under the same aesta, Malon.”

He pointed back through the open door toward where Malon was still helping roll one of the wine casks toward the inn. The twins were buzzing around her, alternating between helping and stealing crouched glances that Damon suspected were intended to sneak glimpses down her dress.

“She’s your aesta?” asked Bylia, shaking her head. “She looks so young, though. Is it really just the three of you on the farm?”

He nodded, feeling accused in a way he couldn’t quite place. “We have the horses, too.”

Bylia and Vel both snorted in near unison, which seemed to catch them both off guard. They eyed each other again, with Bylia glancing back toward Damon first.

“I’m performing tonight,” she said. “Will you at least stay to hear my song?”

“Absolutely!” said Damon. “What’s it about?”

“Love.” She brushed a few loose strands of hair out of her eyes and gave him a diagonal half smile. “Accidental love. The kind that’s easy to fall into and hard to fall out of.”

“The dangerous kind, in other words,” he said.

Bylia grinned and gave his shoulder an affectionate stroke before continuing on toward the Smoke and Stage’s eponymous stage. He watched her go, and then watched Vel watch him.

“She seems nice,” said Vel, in a not-so-nice tone.

“She is,” said Damon. “She’s like us in a lot of ways. Her parents died when she was young and it’s just been her and her older sister.”

Vel folded her arms and set her lips into a familiar pouty expression. “Did you bed her?”

“What?” snapped Damon. “Of course not! She was seventeen when we last spent time together.”

Vel seemed ready with a response, but she hesitated and offered a shrug instead of putting it into words.

“She’s a friend, Vel,” he said. “One I haven’t seen in far too long. You should talk with her when you get a chance. The two of you have more in common than I think you realize.”

“I somehow doubt that.”

“You’re going to regret it if you write her off as a simple commoner, or however the noblewomen you’re used to sipping wine with might see it,” he said. “She’s special, Vel.”

“Why?” asked Vel. “Because she has big breasts?”

Damon shrugged and tried to make his face look convincing. “I hadn’t noticed.”

Vel let out a huff, finished her cider, and stood up from the bar, walking off.


CHAPTER 20

Damon finished his cider, and no sooner had he pushed his mug forward along the bar did Bart, Jonna’s bearded husband, arrive to refill it. He felt content, borderline happy, but was still aware enough to recognize the danger inherent within letting his guard down completely.

“How has the village been faring lately?” he asked.

Bart let out a small, somewhat positively pitched grunt. Damon remembered that particular facet of the quiet bartender’s character. He was not a man of many words.

“Have many travelers come through recently?” he asked.

Bart gave a small shake of his head and another grunt, this time in a tone that Damon interpreted as a no.

“There’s a reason behind why I came back, Bart,” he said. “I thought… I feared, really, that Malon and the farm might be in danger. My father racked up a considerable amount of debt across a wide variety of dangerous people and I suspect that they might try to use my loved ones as a means of putting pressure on me.”

The sudden hardening of Bart’s expression was almost more disconcerting than their current topic of discussion. Bart was tall and broad, but quiet and placid of personality. Damon suddenly felt compelled to reconsider his childhood assessment of the man as a gentle giant.

“If you could simply keep an eye out and an ear open for me, I’d be most grateful,” he said. “Any strangers asking about me, or my father, or Malon would obviously fit the bill.”

Bart gave him a slow nod, cracking the massive knuckles of his right hand. More patrons were arriving by the moment, and he gave Damon one last reassuring look before slipping off to tend to them.

The afternoon had progressed into early evening. Damon spent the next half hour greeting a range of people that he recognized to varying extents. He felt proud and humbled for many of the adults he’d known as a child to greet him, to shake his hand, as a man.

In some cases, they’d heard of his exploits as a gladiator. In some cases, they’d actually seen him perform. In all cases, to them, he was still Damon Al-Kendras, Malon’s energetic young ward, a member of their community.

It wasn’t just Merinians who shook his hand, but the local, native Remenai, as well. Damon had only begun making the distinction between the Merinians and Rem upon moving to Veridan’s Curve, where race had always been an active factor, and the specter of prejudice seemed to vanish into the nonsense that is was now that he was home.

Deremia, an elderly Remenai forager, took the time to sit down next to him and buy him a drink.

“Young Al-Kendras,” he said. “It is most pleasing to see you back in the region.”

His most vivid memory of Deremia was being chased out of an untamed field of wild carrots for indulging in the mischief of young boys, but he pushed that aside. “Thanks. It’s good to be back, and good to see you, Elder Deremia.”

They shook hands and conversed about everything and nothing, and then Deremia excused himself, falling into a table with a group of Merinian farmers in the manner of an old friend.

Damon appreciated the ease with which the two cultures mingled so much more as an adult than he ever had as a child. It was a small thing, but huge, at the same time, and left him wondering about Malon’s words on choosing to stay in the area for a reason.

More patrons arrived by the minute. A group of tired Merinian farm hands sat down at the bar. A family of Reminai hunters carried a rosy cheeked child with endearingly large ears over to a table in the corner. A group of desperate beggars of near an even split of both peoples queued by the door, and Jonna quickly tended to them with whatever was ripe and available for giving.

It felt right. Almost nothing that Damon could remember within his recent experience had felt so right. He sipped at the hard cider which Bart had continuously provided him without ever demanding a copper cent in return and watched as Bylia pulled her chime chord out of its case and prepared to grace the crowd with her song.

A feminine hand set down a bowl of stew on a plate alongside a thick slice of ruggedly crusted bread. Damon turned to see Malon joining him on the stool Vel had previously been sitting on, carrying a matching array of food for herself, along with a mug of cider, and smiling warmly.

“Jonna gifted us dinner and three rooms upstairs for tonight,” she said. “You aren’t sick of stew already, are you solas?”

She ran a hair through his hair, and he noticed the rosy glow in her cheeks and wondered how long it had been since he’d last seen Malon drunk, or at least tipsy.

“Jonna’s stew is a different animal than yours,” he said.

“Better, you mean?” asked Malon. “She does have more experiencing cooking and certainly receives a wider array of feedback.”

“Neither better nor worse, just different.” He spooned up a bite, feeling his mouth sing as a tender chunk of spicy chicken fell apart on his tongue. “You look so happy, aesta.”

“As do you,” she said, her smile widening even further. “I’m happy that you’re taking to this change so well.”

“You like it here, don’t you?” he asked. “This town. The farm.”

He realized that he’d come to view Malon’s circumstances through a pessimistic lens at some point, the type of perspective that a young man riding the early days of an exciting career develops for most other seemingly boring paths in life.

“I do,” said Malon. “Very much so. I have my reasons for staying in the Malagantyan that have little to do with any particular passion for farming or economic considerations, but I’d be lying if I said I haven’t grown fond of it.”

She pursed her lips, shifting her attention from him toward Vel, who was sulking at a table in the corner with a similar slate of food in front of her. The expression on her face was so dour that several young men, including Obi, were keeping their distance despite the obvious interested glances they shot in her direction.

“Vel’s going to need a bit more time, I think,” he said.

“Of that I have no doubt.” Malon took a sip of her cider. “Can you help her along, solas?”

“As much as she’ll let me. We haven’t exactly worked out our friction quite yet.”

“Thank you.” Malon leaned over and planted a wet kiss on his cheek. Damon felt his face flush a bit as the heat of her lips seemed to cling to his skin, aware of how it must look to anyone watching.

Most of the evening crowd had settled into seats with drinks and dinner, and Bylia had moved to the center of the stage to begin her song. She had a coy smile on her face as she watched the crowd watch her, and her eyes seemed to linger on Damon for a moment or two longer than the rest.

“Do you know her?” asked Malon.

“I do,” he said. “She’s a friend.”

“Is that right?” Malon’s mouth quirked sideways, but she let him off without saying anything more, fingers playing with the bottom of her neat red braid.

Bylia began playing her chime cord, each of the long harp strings vibrating with the sound of an accompanying metal bell as the silver slits in between knocked together. The room was silent aside from the music, and after stringing out a smooth melody as a base, she began to sing.

Even her voice had matured in the time since Damon had last seen her, and the nature of the lyrics caught him by surprise. Namely, the fact that they were in Konakai, one of the native Rem languages, as opposed to Merinian.

Damon, along with most of the patrons in attendance, couldn’t understand the words, but in truth, it didn’t matter. Bylia had said that her song was about accidental love, and the beautiful, lilting melody of her voice conveyed the theme so perfectly that he could almost picture the scene of two young, circumstance fated lovers in his head.

The crowd erupted into applause and foot stomps as the first song came to an end. Bylia only took a brief pause to bask in the attention before bowing and beginning another. Damon leaned forward against the bar, sipping his cider, eating his soup, and feeling content.


CHAPTER 21

It was late in the evening when Bylia’s performance finally came to an end. Damon was on his third cider and second helping of stew. Malon had slipped away to help Jonna with various inn related odd jobs, and the inn’s patrons were beginning a slow trickle home or to their rooms.

Bylia had gone upstairs after finishing her last song, and when she came back down, she wore a long burgundy tunic over a pair of silk leggings, a much more reasonable and presumably comfortable outfit to wind down the evening in. Damon grinned and patted the stool next to him, and she smiled back and sat down.

“How was I?” she asked.

He raised an eyebrow at her dramatically. “Do you really need to ask?”

“Not really, but I do love compliments,” she said.

“That much, I remember.” He slid his cider toward her, and she took a quick sip. “You were outstanding, Bylia.”

She let out a small cough as she passed his drink back. “Thank you.”

“I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, but hearing you sing…” He shrugged. “It makes me wonder what you’re doing here in Morotai.”

“What do you mean?”

“Why not travel back to Veridan’s Coast?” asked Damon. “I’m sure you’d be able to make a handsome profit if you returned to the route we were on when you traveled with the Gleaming Scythe.”

“I was with Brienne back then, along with you and the other gladiators,” she said. “The rigors and dangers of travel weren’t a thing I needed to concern myself with.”

“You could always hire a guard. Two or three, even, given what you could make once you built up your name.”

“If I knew of even just one such man who was trustworthy in that way, perhaps I would have left this town already.” She gave him a meaningful smile, her eyes lingering on his for a second or three too long.

Damon was about to suggest they take the conversation upstairs when a niggling thought came to him. He glanced around the common room, spotting Malon near the door leading to the kitchen in back, but no Vel.

“Did you happen to see Velanor while you were upstairs?” he asked.

Bylia frowned. “No, I didn’t. Why? Is she prone to sneaking off on her own?”

Damon rubbed one of his knuckles against his chin, feeling a rise of concern and dark premonition. “Not especially. I should go take a look around for her.”

“I’ll come with you.” Bylia slipped her arm through his as he stood up, and they exited the inn.

Morotai was too small of a village to warrant exterior illumination beyond what little windowlight spilled out from its various residences and the ethereal green glow of Eldritch in full majesty. The sky was clear and the constellations were out, the Red Eye and the Grinning Lemur foremost among them.

Beyond the market square, near where the shops and houses were smaller and sparser, stood five people in the middle of a clear conflict. It was a tableau of shadows, the silhouette of a petite, frightened woman held tight by the tallest of the bunch while the remaining three waited for directions.

“Run back to the inn,” said Damon. “Get Malon. Don’t alert anyone else and make sure she knows that the situation could be dangerous.”

He pulled his arm free from Bylia but couldn’t bother to make sure that she’d heard and would follow his command. He set his hand on the hilt of his sword, suppressing the urge to take Rovahn’s name in vain at the frustration he felt toward himself over still not having found the time to sharpen it.

Color and detail entered the scene as he took the last few steps needed to properly see what was going on. A tall, heavily scarred Remenai man in a fine silk tunic and trousers stood behind Vel, one arm wrapped underneath her breasts while the other held both her hands together by the wrists.

There were three other men, two Merinians and another Rem, arrayed around him, clearly paying him deference. All of them wore a collection of swords and daggers, but none of them moved to draw them, even as Damon unsheathed his own blade.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” said the scarred Rem, in a quiet, mocking voice. “I was of consideration toward sending your pretty companion off to find you. I wonder if you would care to guess why we are here?”

His Merinian was good, though it had the eccentricities and the lilting, almost musical accent most Rem never fully eradicated. Damon saw the man’s face more clearly now, noting that one of his long ears was missing its top half.

He also had a facial tattoo of two overlapping Vs cutting across the other, more nuanced tattoos of his face. A banishment mark, given only to Rem who’d been exiled from their clans.

“If I had to guess, I would say that you want something from me,” he said.

“That is a rather safe and boring guess,” said the Rem.

“My line of work has taught me the value of caution,” said Damon. “I’m at an obvious disadvantage here. You know who I am, but I don’t know you.”

“You should.” The Rem leaned in closer to Vel, who wasn’t doing much to hide her obvious terror, and made a purring sound from his throat. “In Veridan’s Curve, they know me as Shank. Many are of knowledge of my… extensive dealings.”

Damon felt his blood run cold, more for Vel’s sake than his own. Shank had a reputation as an indiscriminate killer for hire, willing to take on jobs involving women, children, even nobility and those with the Godking Avarice’s favor. His hand felt clammy against his sword hilt, but he did his best to swallow his nerves and keep his voice steady.

“And these three?” he asked, gesturing to the other men as though they mattered in an attempt to downplay Shank’s intimidation.

“These three are not of worth explanation,” said Shank. “Gavel’s men. Brawn without brains. Brawn of which knows it’s place.”

“What do you want?” asked Damon.

A cool wind blew through the trees in the distance, whistling against the branches and rattling the leaves.

“You are of respect in a large way among the coastal cities,” said Shank, ignoring his question. “Damon Al-Kendras. A swordsman as much as a gladiator, a warrior of power. In some circles, you are of reputation greater than my own. In the circles of death, however, I am the one they speak of.”

“If you’re here to kill me, then let’s get straight to the point,” said Damon. “Let her go and draw your steel.”

“No,” said Shank. “Not yet.”

He gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod, his face expressive, albeit uneven, with both long Rem ears drawing downward. The other three men drew their weapons and stepped forward to confront Damon directly, fanning out to surround him on all sides.

“Gavel wants his money, Damon Al-Kendras,” said Shank. “Are you of ability to pay it?”

“Are you capable of asking nicely?” asked Damon.

Shank nodded again. Two of the three bruisers attacked at once, swinging curved longswords in an attack that would have easily downed an average, unprepared warrior.

Damon parried both blows with a single movement, grimacing as the hilt of his weapon vibrated painfully against his injured finger. It was distracting, but not as restricting as it had been days earlier. It was manageable, which was enough.

The issue of his sword’s dulled performance edge was a larger issue. Damon knocked aside an attack from the third man, ducking under a follow up strike from one of the first two and hopping a pace back. He would need to judge his attacks carefully. Revealing the limited state of his weapon’s ability to do damage would leave him at a disadvantage he couldn’t afford.

Instead of attacking normally, Damon struck out with the flat of his blade, the metal making a satisfying crack as it connected with the kneecap of one of the Merinians. He dodged two staggered slashes from the others, spinning and countering with a blow to one of their hands with enough savage strength to disarm the weapon from the man’s fingers.

Damon’s performances with the Gleaming Scythe had often been pretended, exaggerated affairs, but his sword skills were anything but. His reputation as a gladiator came from his abilities, the small but telling movements that would sell the action to even the most combat experienced members of the audience.

He all but danced around his opponents, continuing to punish them with the flat of his blade and smiling as though he had a choice in the matter. One of them dropped after a blunted blow to the side of head that he threw the full spectrum of his strength into. The one whose knee he’d shattered fell victim to a trip and a hard kick to the face.

He slammed his elbow into the side of the last ones neck, slipping behind his guard to grab, lever, and break his arm at the shoulder. Shank’s lackies let out a variety of groans and pained noises as the ones still conscious attempted to drag themselves out of the fray.

“A true man of performance,” said Shank. “I am of appreciation for that. I see now why you harbor so much stubbornness.”

He ran a finger across Vel’s neck. Damon gritted his teeth, wanting to shout for him to stop but fearing it might lead to worse consequences.

Surprisingly, Shank shoved her away after a moment, resting his hand on his sword and taking slow steps forward. Vel sprinted toward the inn, shooting several panicked glances that all but invited Damon to run with her. He knew he couldn’t, not without turning his back to an opponent with an extremely dangerous reputation.

“I overheard a rumor that you have a wrathblade,” said Shank, slowly drawing his own curved longsword.

“Does this look like a wrathblade to you?” asked Damon. “If you were hoping it might be an extra perk in the contract, you should speak with your employer about that.”

“Ah, I am not of concern for it,” said Shank. “Curious coincidence, it would have been.”

Damon wondered about the meaning behind those words as they began to circle each other. In the glow of the ghost moon, he could see Shank’s sword clearly enough to tell it wasn’t a wrathblade.

There was no warning before the first attack. Shank moved swiftly, almost matching Damon’s own speed, which was annoying. The limitation of not being able to use the edge of his sword without revealing its dullness was even worse, forcing him to pass on an early opportunity to strike what might have been a fight finishing blow.

Their blades sang and clashed, a mockery of the beautiful music Bylia had played for the inn earlier that night on her chime chord. Shank was a more than worthy opponent, but that fact brought out the best in him.

He fought with everything he had, reacting to blurring movements in his peripheral vision, sensing strikes and feints rather than seeing him. He struck back with ugly aggression, hammering his sword against Shank’s, pushing the scarred Remenai onto defense.

He felt the fight slowly but surely shift in his favor, which made Shank’s smile all the more horrifying when it came. He slashed, the tip of his sword fluttering Shank’s tunic, but not slashing into it as a sharpened sword would have.

“An opponent of capabilities,” said Shank. “Most interesting. But many would describe me in terms of the same vein.”

He let go of his sword, lifting his right hand and making a fist. Damon stared in stunned disbelief as a symbol began to shine with a chilling azure blue glow. It took him a couple of seconds to realize that he recognized the shape of the rune, the very same pattern which had been imprinted onto the base of the metal of his wrathblade.

Shank’s eyes took on the same brilliant color of azure as he took up a grip on his weapon again, smiling and tensing his shoulders. The whistling of the wind provided an interlude that held in that empty moment.

Damon attacked, slashing at neck level, expecting Shank to deflect. Instead, he disappeared, body blurring from the speed of the movement. Stinging pain pulsed through Damon’s left shoulder as he felt his opponent’s sword make contact, sinking through skin and muscle and pulling back with the same unreal swiftness.

He spun around. Shank wasn’t there. Quiet, mocking laughter came from all directions at once. Damon felt like he was in a dream, a nightmare, searching for glimpses of a monster in the background.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” said Shank, voice echoing. “Can you not fight what you cannot see?”

A blow took him in the side of the head, either from Shank’s blade flat or sword pummel. Damon spun, swinging his blade in a circle and finding nothing.

“So slow,” said Shank. “So weak. Might you need motivation? I could seek out your companion and pull her from the inn?”

Shank manifested, in front of him, spinning his sword in a flourish. Damon rushed to block, knowing that it wouldn’t be enough and fearing that the fight’s end was close.

He blocked at random, guessing at where the next attack would come from. He was wrong, simply unable to predict Shank at the unreal speeds at which his magic was allowing him to move.

Though as it turned out, he didn’t have to be right. A faint crimson hue surrounded Shank, holding him in place, sword pulled back in preparation for the final strike. Damon whirled, looking toward the inn and gaping in total shock.

Malon stood on the outskirts of town, her eyes brimming with a crimson glow a twin to the light emanating from Shank’s own eyes. Her hand was outstretched, and the grass surrounding her seemed to blow outward in even, concentric waves.

Shank made a gagging noise, and Damon suddenly became aware that the other men, his lackies, had regrouped behind him. Malon strode forward, her red braid dancing with energy like a snake dangling from a tree branch.

“This is not your territory,” she said. “You made a blunder tonight.”

She opened her fingers slightly.

Shank coughed and then spoke, though the rest of his body remained frozen in stasis. “Another… crest? It can’t be.”

“It can be,” said Malon. “I know you’re here to collect on a debt, one which I will provide a partial payment for. Tell your master what happened here and make no attempt to return.”

Malon extended her other hand, tossing a purse of coins onto the grass in front of Shank. She relaxed her magical grip, lowering her arm. Shank fell to his knees, snatching up the coins and glaring out his fury.

“This isn’t over,” muttered Shank.

“For your sake, you should hope that it is,” said Malon.


CHAPTER 22

Damon clutched a hand over his wounded shoulder, watching as Shank and his lackies disappeared into the trees. He turned toward Malon, still in awe of her display of power, in time to see her waver and fall to one knee.

“Aesta!”

He hurried to her side, ignoring his own injury in lieu of whatever had stricken her. Malon reached for him and he embraced her, expecting a hug.

She kissed him hungrily, running a hand through his hair. He felt her push her tongue into his mouth, which he was fairly certain she’d never done before.

“Aesta?” he whispered, as their lips parted.

“Mmm…” she moaned. “Solas…”

She pulled him to the ground with her, hands roving, exploring places that he knew they’d never go normally. Damon felt his disbelief pivot toward arousal as she groped his crotch, and then they were kissing again.

“Damon!” Vel’s voice came from the direction of the inn. “Aesta!”

Hearing Vel seemed just enough to snap Malon out of her intimate trance. She cleared her throat and took a deep breath, biting her lower lip and setting a hand on Damon’s chest. It was only then that she seemed to notice his wounded shoulder and back to the true nature of the moment.

“We need to get inside the inn,” whispered Malon. “I’ll explain everything once we’re sure we’re safe.”

The Smoke and Stage’s remaining patrons gaped at Damon, sword out and shoulder bloody, as he entered. Jonna immediately began fussing over them and assembling clean water and bandages. Bylia grabbed Damon’s good hand and followed him, Malon, and Vel upstairs.

They closed themselves inside one of the rooms Jonna had reserved for them. Bylia began tending to Damon’s injury as soon as Jonna brought the supplies up, carefully stitching and dressing the wound, which was thankfully a clean and surprisingly shallow cut.

“Aesta…” he said. “What was that?”

He was sitting on the bed with Bylia and Vel, and all three of them looked toward Malon, who stood near the door. She seemed recovered was watching him with her arms crossed, expression neutral, eyes knowing and confident.

“That…” she began. “Was a sorcerer. The azure mark on the back of his hand was Wrath’s crest.”

Vel shook her head, making a face somewhere between a frown and a pout. “What are you talking about? What does that mean?”

Malon gave her a chagrined smile. “It means that he’s been chosen to serve one of the Divine Remnants, in this case Wrath. The crest gives him certain magical abilities not unlike those of a spellblood, but far more potent, as you experienced, solas.”

She looked toward Damon, who furrowed his brow.

“Shank… wasn’t the only one using magic, aesta,” he said. “Tell me the truth. Do you also have a crest?”

For a moment that seemed to stretch and linger, Damon was left wondering whether she would admit what he already knew. She looked back and forth between him and Vel for a beat before slowly nodding.

“I do,” she said. “My situation is… rather unique, though not more so than many other crest sorcerers and sorceresses. My crest contract is with Lascivious, and I have served her over the past three years in a variety of different capacities.”

“Lascivious?” snapped Vel. “You serve the Forsaken of passion and lust?”

“I have a crest contract with her, but it isn’t that simple,” said Malon. “My magic comes at a cost that I must pay in a predetermined way. A crest sorcerer in service to Wrath would pay a similar price in violence and death.”

Damon winced as Bylia pulled another stitch through his skin in pursuit of closing his shoulder injury.

“You said that tensions between the Forsaken were rising in this area the last time we spoke of them,” he said. “Aesta. Is this related?”

“Not in the way you might think,” she replied. “The man who accosted you tonight was not acting directly on behalf of Wrath, but if we were to strike against him, it would risk instigating the situation.”

“What are you saying?”

Malon moved to crouch by where he sat on the bed, taking his hands into hers. The memory of their deep kiss and her pawing hands came unbidden to his mind, and he suddenly found it extremely hard to ignore her intoxicating scent and the way her beautiful eyes roved over his face and chest.

“What I’m saying, solas, is that if this man continues pursuing the debt you’ve inherited, you must find a way to pay it,” she said. “It’s not a simple matter of killing him or fighting him off.”

“I… saw some of the fight,” said Bylia, speaking for the first time since Damon had arrived back. “You almost managed to win, Damon. Even though you just had your sword and he was so powerful.”

She’d finished the last stitch and begun dabbing the last bits of blood from the wound with gentle movements. Damon smiled at her, and just was aware enough to catch Vel pouting out of the corner of his eye.

“You’re asking me to do the impossible, aesta,” he said, turning back toward Malon. “The amount is several gold crowns. I don’t see how I could ever pay it off in a reasonable amount of time.”

“I gave him most of the money from the harvest today in that purse.” Malon held up a hand before Damon could protest. “It was necessary, please understand. This is larger than you, Damon, larger than your father’s debts or your reputation. It was a small price to pay to potentially delay or avert what’s coming.”

“It’s my responsibility,” he said. “If you think paying the debt is the way to go, I’ll take heed. But I insist on being the one to find the money to pay it with from now on.”

Malon nodded slowly. The room was silent as each of them exchanged worried glances. Damon reached out, taking Vel and Malon’s hands into his own.

“We’ll make it through this,” he said. “I promise. This is why I came back. To protect you both.”

Vel looked like she was about to cry, but Malon seemed as confident and capable as ever. She squeezed his hand for a moment and then stepped back.

“Now,” she said. “I must rest. My display of my abilities was… fairly draining.”

It was subtle, but Damon noticed a slight flush that came to her cheeks, along with an intensity to her eyes, as though whatever price Lascivious forced her to pay for her magic was still taking its toll.

“Goodnight, aesta,” he said.

“Goodnight, solas.”

Malon left the room. Vel looked back and forth between Bylia and Damon, as though unsure whether she felt compelled to follow.

“Damon…” said Vel, voice uncharacteristically shy. “You came looking for me.”

“Yeah,” he said. “As soon as I realized that you weren’t at the inn.”

“I went for a walk to clear my head, I suppose.” She shrugged, still looking sheepish. “They surprised me. I tried to scream, but I guess nobody heard.”

“Did they do anything to you?” asked Damon. “Hurt you, or…?”

“No,” she said. “I think they would have, though, if you hadn’t arrived when you did.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, teasingly.

Vel exhaled and folded her arms across her chest. “Thank you. When we get back to the farm… I think we should probably talk.”

The look she gave him left almost no doubt as to about what, at least from what Damon could read into it. He felt an odd flutter in his heart, not unlike what he’d felt on the night of the Turning Festival, leading the young woman in the cat mask up to his room.

“Let’s talk, then,” he said. “As soon as we’re back.”

She nodded slowly, blinking and glancing at Bylia with an expectant air.

“I should check him for other injuries,” said Bylia.

“Of course,” said Vel. “Thank you for your help as well.”

She left the room, softly closing the door behind her.


CHAPTER 23

Bylia began running her hands over Damon’s hair and head, feeling a few of the lumps he’d earned from various blows throughout the fight with gingerly touches.

“I bet this wasn’t quite what you had in mind when you considered catching up with an old friend tonight,” he said, smiling.

“You mentioned your debts once or twice back when we first traveled together,” said Bylia. “A surprise, for sure, but not a completely unexpected one.”

The hand she currently had intwined within his hair shifted downward, briefly cupping his cheek and running along the edge of his chin. Damon had taken off his tunic when she’d first begun dressing his cut, and she suddenly felt very close and very kissable.

She didn’t stop him as he leaned forward and pressed his mouth to hers. She did stop him as he tried to take it further than that, catching his hand by the wrist as it slid up the fabric of her tunic to cup one of her breasts.

“Damon,” she said. “You came very close to dying tonight.”

He smiled and perked his eyebrows up. “Not for the first time, and likely not for the last.”

“This isn’t one of your mummers fights where you’re expected to build up the danger,” she said.

“I’m aware of that. Bylia, this is why I came back to the area. Gavel, the gang leader who is currently the most pressing of my father’s debt holders, threatened Malon while I was still in Avaricia.”

“I know the type of man you are, Damon.” Bylia weaved her fingers through his. “It’s not like you to ignore such a threat. You took it seriously and made it your responsibility. But what if there is another option?"

“Bylia…”

“Just listen, for now,” she said. “This assassin seemed as intrigued by the idea of fighting and killing you as he did by the objective of collecting his employer’s debt.”

“He probably liked the idea of killing a gladiator,” he said. “I’m not sure I’d go as far to say that he’s intrigued by me.”

“Lots of people are intrigued by you,” said Bylia, flashing a small, knowing smile. “Damon, what if you’re putting Malon and Velanor in danger by staying at the farm?”

He was already shaking his head, but Bylia pressed her finger against his lips before he could raise an objection out loud.

“As I told you earlier tonight, I have been looking for a traveling companion. Someone who I trust with the strength to keep me safe on the road. Damon, if you were so willing, I would welcome your company.”

“If you are right about Shank being willing to follow after me instead putting pressure on Malon and Vel, you’d be stepping into the fire in their place,” said Damon. “Bylia…”

“Don’t answer just yet,” she whispered. “There are… other reasons why I think it might be an arrangement that would work for the two of us, specifically.”

She ran a hand down his bare chest, letting her fingers trace the cord of his trousers and begin to play with the knot just above his crotch. It was a hard knot, though as Bylia slowly worked it loose, a harder thing rose to fill the newly provided space.

“I never missed the way you used to look at me, Damon,” said Bylia.

“I take offense,” said Damon. “You were seventeen, back then.”

“Looking isn’t a capital offense,” she whispered. “Besides, it’s not as though I’m still underage.”

Or inexperienced, Damon thought, but didn’t say. He felt the muscles of his abdomen tighten with excitement as she deftly worked his cock out of his trousers and began to stroke it with gentle, fluid movements.

A part of him knew that her seduction had a secondary motive that she’d already all but admitted to. That part of him kept quiet as Bylia’s hot breath tickled the sensitive underside of his shaft. She licked her lips slowly, and then him with even more deliberate slowness.

She kept her eyes on his as she continued pleasuring him with her tongue, prodding and polishing his cock with a dangerous amount of patience. Damon reached a hand down to affectionately caress her face and hair, aware of how close what she was currently doing matched his previously unfulfilled illicit fantasies of her from years before.

She engulfed the head of his member with her mouth, soft lips pillowing downward to create a tight, hot seal. The pleasure was almost too much for him. With effort, he focused on his breathing, regaining just enough calm to keep from charging across his limit.

The amount of accidental stimulation Malon and Vel had treated him to over the past few days wasn’t helping his stamina. He wondered if that was reason enough to seriously consider Bylia’s offer, given how it presented the obvious potential for love and romance.

He’d be able to have as much sex as he wanted, free to indulge in desire without guilt. She would let him take her as a woman, perhaps even marry her, one day. It was acceptable and appropriate for him to lust after her.

She began bobbing her head up and down, strands of chestnut brown hair falling across her forehead and eyes. Bylia made her living off her voice, off her mouth, and it felt so significant that she was willing to put it to such a dirty use on his behalf.

He made small movements with his own hips as she committed to a faster pace, lips sliding further and further down with each sinking motion.

Damon twisted his fingers through her hair, urging her to speed up. She obliged him, hot mouth sucking, tiny slurping noises growing loud enough to betray the lewd act to the empty room.

“Oh…” sighed Damon.

Bylia let out a pleased, matching hum and gripped his thigh with her fingers. Damon bucked his hips, feeling the final call of his pleasure and lust. He pulled her head downward, sinking his entire cock into her mouth as he unloaded, twitching from his neck to his toes as she sucked down his hot seed.

She kept going for a while longer, only sliding up to lie next to Damon on the bed long after he’d gone completely soft. He held her close, but he kept his heart at a distance.

“Bylia…” he whispered.

“You don’t have to decide now,” she whispered. “Even if you feel as though you need to stay with Malon and Velanor for the time being, I’ll be in Morotai for a while longer. It’s not as though I’ve any interest in traveling by myself.”

“You could always come and join us at the farm.”

Bylia snorted. “Truly a kind offer, Damon Al-Kendras, but I think the tips from the evening crowd at the Smoke and Stage might be just a shade or two better.”


CHAPTER 24

Damon gave Bylia a parting hug as he left the inn the next morning. Malon and Vel were already up and waiting for him with the horses at the wagon, and he hurried to join them, grateful that there was now enough room for everyone to sit comfortably.

“You’re coming back with us?” asked Vel.

“Yeah,” he said. “Is that a problem?”

“No, I just suspected you might…” Vel shrugged. “Never mind. It makes no difference.”

“Fine,” he said.

“Solas, do you mind making sure the bag in the back doesn’t shift too much once we get moving?” asked Malon. “There’s salted meat along with a few spices we were running low on, plus two bottles of plum brandy as an extra gift from Jonna. We’ll need to make it last for a while, however.”

Damon nodded, suppressing a wave of guilt over the fact that Malon had used her money from her harvest on making what was essentially an interest payment on his father’s debt. Vel was climbing into the front seat of the wagon and stopped to catch his gaze.

“I heard someone, a trader, I think, mention that boar pelts were fetching an unusually high price,” said Vel. “Malon told me about your encounter with them when you first arrived. Maybe you could try your hand at hunting, Damon?”

It felt strange to hear her make an earnest suggestion related to something like hunting, so far from her usual primp and pomp, but he appreciated it. “That’s interesting. I’d still have to mind the cut across my shoulder, but it would certainly help keep me busy.”

The trip along the road back to the farm was relatively uneventful. It was only a few hours into the morning when they arrived. Damon helped carry Malon’s food and spices into the pantry before taking his sword back outside.

“Do we still have that old whetstone you used to sharpen the knives with?” he asked.

“It still gets regular use,” said Malon. “It’s outside by the shed.”

She turned to gesture toward where she meant and wavered slightly, bumping into the dining table. Damon was at her side in an instant, wrapping an arm around her and holding her up.

“Easy,” he said. “You’re still tired. You should get some rest. I can handle the fire and… aesta?”

Malon was biting her lower lip slightly and shifted into him as though trying to share an embrace more passionate than Damon would have normally expected from her. She nuzzled his neck, breath hot against the sensitive skin there, and then planted a kiss on the lower line of his jaw.

“It’s… more than just being tired,” she whispered. “Solas.”

Her face flushed red and she suddenly pulled back from him, folding her arms across her chest like a bulwark against whatever had just happened. Last night’s conversation was still fresh in his mind. Malon was a crest sorcerer, imbued with magic and sworn to contract with one of the Forsaken.

“What can I do to help?” he asked, stepping toward her.

Malon took a matching step back. “It’s fine, truly. Just… be a bit more mindful with your hands when I’ve been using my magic.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Uh, of course. Are you in pain?”

“Quite the opposite.” She cleared her throat, cheeks turning a color red that seemed to highlight both her freckles and just how beautiful and youthful she truly was. Damon wondered if that, too, was a side effect of her crest.

It took Malon a moment that seemed to represent the sum total of her force of will to draw her eyes away from Damon and disappear into her room. He wanted to follow, to check up on her and make sure she was alright, but she didn’t mince words. If what she needed was rest and space, it was what he’d give her, at least for now.

He found the whetstone next to the shed near a convenient stump to sit on and got to work. The original blunting of the weapon had been thorough, with safety always a concern during performances. However, it was a solid weapon underneath, just as Len had told him when he’d gifted it to him after the loss of his wrathblade.

Thinking of Len brought to mind Austine and the other members of the Gleaming Scythe. A tiny, niggling voice in the back of his head began to question whether he should have taken up Bylia on her offer, after all.

Perhaps he could have even linked up with his old troupe for a while, slid back into a life of performance and adventure, traveling and seeing the world from a shifting, exciting vantage point.

He finished sharpening the sword, and a morose frown took up residence on his face, one of the variety that he couldn’t have fought against if he wanted to. He sheathed the weapon and, remembering what Vel had mentioned about boar pelts fetching a nice price, began searching the nearby trees for a solid length of blackwood branch.

“What are you doing?” called Vel.

Damon looked up from the tree he’d been surveying, spotting Vel walking across the main clearing around the tower house. She was barefoot, wearing only her simple blue spring dress, blonde hair dancing in the wind about her shoulders.

“Making a spear for boar hunting,” he said. “I thought you were inside.”

“There’s nothing interesting inside.” She folded her arms, stopping before entering the edge of the trees. “Why a spear? Did your bow break?”

He let out a small chuckle. “I haven’t used that thing in years, Vel. We never fought with bows for our arena duels. Throwing spears were our projectile weapon of choice.”

Damon got a hold of the branch he’d been eyeing and yanked it loose, rolling it over his palms and envisioning how he’d bring the wood to a proper point. It was a solid length, of an age that provided serious durability, more than good enough for his purposes.

“Wouldn’t a bow make more sense?” Vel set her hands on her hips, smiling and jutting her chin out. “I have to imagine it would be more of a challenge to sink your spear into fresh meat than to score a hit with an arrow.”

“In that case, you are lacking in imagination,” said Damon. He twirled the blackwood branch in a flourish and headed for the shed, keen on finding a whittling knife to finish the job.

He went slow, taking small slivers of wood off and turning the branch by small degrees after each pass. The wood was twisted in a manner that made it feel almost like he was revealing the spear’s end, rather than creating it, and he tapped a finger against the finished point appreciatively.

Vel had found her own entertainment while he’d been working. She’d taken his old short bow out of his room, along with the quiver of arrows that went with it, and managed to restring it. She was currently in the process of pulling back an arrow with form that Damon suspected would leave her with an injury.

“Bring it up a bit higher, but not so close to your cheek,” he said.

Vel glanced toward him, eyebrow raised. “You’re suddenly an expert again?”

“Just someone with a vested interest in not seeing you get hurt.” He set his spear down and walked over to her. “You should use your muscles when you pull back the arrow.”

“I am!” snapped Vel.

He moved in close behind her as she struggled to get the string and her arm back.

“These muscles,” he said, running a hand up her back. “And here.”

He touched his hand to her abdomen, and to Vel’s credit, he felt her body flex in those places as she committed more of her strength to the bow.

“Better?” she asked, voice quiet, a little strained.

“Bend your knees more,” he said. “Also, center your hips more toward me.”

“Like this?” Vel pressed her butt backward, grinding it into his crotch in a manner that may or may not have been intentional.

“Good. Breathe from your solar plexus, right here.”

He let his hand settle just underneath her breaths, feeling as she took deep, shaky breaths.

“In… and out,” he said. “Focus on your target. Steady your shoulders, and on your next exhale… release!”

Vel let her arrow fly, flinching with the surprise of a beginner as the bow’s string snapped forward. She let out a whoop and jumped in triumph, immediately pulling Damon into a hug.

“That felt amazing!” she said. “Did I hit the tree?”

“Not even close.”

“Well… It was my first time! Hey! Quit smiling like that.”

“Smiling like what?”

“You’re teasing me!”


CHAPTER 25

Damon and Vel returned to the tower house to check in with Malon, who was now up and  in the early stages of preparing dinner. With a few hours left to spare in the afternoon, he decided to take his first stab at boar hunting.

“I’m coming, too,” said Vel.

“You’re wearing a dress,” said Damon.

“I can change.”

She began to change before even closing the door to her room completely, pulling her dress up and over her head. Damon caught an illicit glimpse of naked buttock before feeling the full weight of Malon’s judgmental gaze and turning away.

“Keep an eye on her, solas,” said Malon.

“I will.”

“And don’t venture too far from the farm.” Malon paused her chopping of the vegetables for long enough to favor him with a serious look. “I mean it. There are dangers in the Malagantyan that far outstrip giant boars and colossus snakes.”

“I know,” he said.

Though in truth, he wasn’t sure he did know the full extent of what she was referring to. Malon had a much better idea of the current situation in the surrounding area than he did, a fact which both gave her warning extra weight and added emphasis to the trust she was placing in him to watch over Vel.

Once Vel was finished changing into a brown tunic and black leggings that had once belonged to Ria, they set out with their weapons in hand. It reminded Damon of some of the adventures they’d gone on as children, bumbling through the forest with no real rhyme or direction.

It was spring, and the Malagantyan was thick with new life, from the birds, to the insects, to the grass and budding trees. He held his spear at the ready, using it to push aside inconvenient bushes and hold back branches when needed.

He traveled slowly, weaving a careful path of mindful steps through the thick undergrowth. Vel was less practiced at the basics of bush hiking than he was, but she kept up, occasionally scowling and swearing under her breath as various pieces of snagging vegetation caught at the string of the short bow.

“Eek!” she squealed. “Something just bit me.”

“It happens,” said Damon. “Just keep moving and bear it.”

A massive tree trunk split the foliage in front of them, forming a natural, though barebones leaning shelter. As Damon ducked through one of the gaps in the branches jutting out at downward angles, a small groundhog fled forward into the nearby bushes.

He held an arm out, hearing more than just the sound of the groundhog’s legs. A long, silent moment passed, during which he could practically smell the presence of a larger animal, and true to his instincts, it emerged from cover a few seconds later.

The giant boar which plowed its way out of the trees made the ones Damon had seen the day before last seem like inadequately nourished juveniles by comparison. It was easily as tall in the flank as Malon’s horses, but far wider, with a coarse coat of brown fur and powerful corded muscles visible underneath.

It was an old boy, with streaks of grey visible through its vertical mane and a distinct yellow tint to its otherwise flawless razor tusks.

Damon remembered how Len had always warned him to be mindful whenever facing an older gladiator, as it was a business in which only the smartest and strongest made it that far. He suspected that the same mantra applied just as easily to fantastically large predators.

It snorted and dropped its head, which would have been an intimidating gesture even if Damon hadn’t known exactly what it meant.

His first instinct was to grab for his sword, but he hesitated with his hand on his hilt, realizing that the weapon would be near useless against a beast with tusks of a similar length.

His newly crafted spear was the obvious alternative, and he leveled it at the boar’s snout as it committed to its charge. The ground literally shook underneath its feet, which had the odd effect of making a reciprocal, fear induced tremor run along the length of Damon’s arm.

Vel screamed, which didn’t help. He realized at what might have been the very last instant that his idea of countering the boar or warding it off with the spear was overly optimistic.

After making sure Vel was clear of the charging beast’s path, he flung himself sideways, making an after the fact attempt at stabbing the spear into its flank. Surprisingly, it drew blood, though not much. Not nearly enough.

Damon rolled, wincing as an exposed tree root introduced itself to the small of his back. He came to his feet with the same practiced dexterity he’d always been so proud of as a gladiator.

The giant boar was fast in a different way, all instinct and unrestrained muscle, pulling even as Damon drew ready even though it had a considerable amount of extra bulk to shift.

There was no elegant dodge from him this time, no chance of one, even. Damon missed his spear thrust and immediately attempted to bring the spear’s butt around in a blunting blow. The boar dipped its head, bucking upward with its unfairly toned neck muscles, slamming into him.

He was lucky, at least so far in the way the boar’s tusks missed him. The core of its head certainly didn’t, and though Damon had been flung through the air more times than he could count, it had never been with quite so much reckless force.

He landed on his knees, both of which left trailing indents in the thinly grassed soil. The shock the impact sent through his legs was enough to keep him from standing immediately, and in that crucial instant, he realized he’d dropped his spear.

The boar stomped, snorted again, and lowered his head in preparation of a charge. Damon fumbled for his sword as he rose, rather shakily, to his feet. Pain throbbed through the various injuries he’d otherwise put out of mind, his shoulder, his finger, even the bruises on his face.

The boar’s forward dash was too swift for him to even pull his sword back in the time he had to prepare. By some miracle of the True Divine, he didn’t have to.

The sound of a bow string snapping taut cut through the air, and the arrow followed an instant later. It took the boar through the side of the neck, stealing the beast’s attention away from Damon and locking it into a series of flinches and thrashes.

It let out a deep, infuriated roar which carried a wave of dank humidity from its breath. Damon steadied himself and pulled back his sword, but he had no time to get an attack off before the boar turned and fled into the trees with thundering steps.

“I hit it!” shouted Vel. “Damon, did you see that? The arrow flew so quickly, I almost didn’t see if—”

“Come on!” He grinned and seized her by the wrist, pulling her into motion.

“What? Why?”

“We’re hunting, Vel,” he said. “We have to track it down and finish what we started.”

“Oh! Right!”

Damon found his spear on the way by, though the point had snapped off, likely deep within the muscle of the boar’s flank. There was a visible trail of disturbed undergrowth and broken branches for them to follow, along with the retreating sound of more snapping foliage further ahead.

The ground sloped downward, forcing him and Vel to shuffle step down a small bank. Damon held his arm out as they reached the bottom, spotting a shadow on the other side of a massive tree stump. Vel caught his eye for a moment and then slowly nodded, pulling another arrow from her quiver to notch in the short bow.

His heart was pounding, which made it take longer than it should have to recognize what they found as they came around to confront their supposed prey.

A young Remenai woman a few years older than Damon was collapsed against the shattered remnants of a tree, head lulled back, eyes closed.

She had the same lean, athletic build common to most of the Rem, perhaps an inch or two taller than Damon, and she was clad in a spiral tunic made of viridian weave leaf. It was a flexible fabric which allowed the various, tantalizing slips running horizontal across the garment to stretch and widen while remaining more or less in place.

Her hair was mid-length and wispy black, with a single lock of silver in the front that represented the beginning of an eventual shift to a green-grey hue natural for adult Rem in their prime. Her eyes were a beautiful violet hue, a fact which Damon knew without needing to see them open.

“Ria!” Vel let out a worried gasp and went to the other woman’s side immediately, gently touching her hands first to her face, and then to her neck.

“Is she breathing?” asked Damon.

“Yes, but…”

“Step back.” He crouched down, taking Ria’s face and quickly scanning for any obvious injuries. Finding none, he gave her arm a gentle shake, whispering her name once more. “Ria. Can you hear me?”

There was no reply. Damon chewed his lip and glanced one last time in the direction their original prey had disappeared off into before scooping Ria into his arms and turning to head back toward the farm.


CHAPTER 26

By the time they made it through the forest, Damon’s muscles were burning from the exertion of carrying Ria. She wasn’t heavy, certainly not compared to a Merinian of a similar size, but he and Vel had traveled far deeper into the Malagantyan than he’d realized.

Malon was by the edge of the lake filling a pot with water. Her eyes widened when she saw them before setting back into the serious, authoritative expression that times of crisis so often brought out of her.

“Solas, set her down in your room,” said Malon. “Seta, put another log on the fire and look for clean towel cloths in the pantry.”

Damon and Vel nodded and hurried inside. He set Ria down in his own bed, feeling a bit annoyed at himself for not tidying it up after he’d last slept in it. She let out a quiet groan and muttered something inaudible as he pulled her shoes off and covered her with the quilt.

Appearance wise, she looked near to how Damon remembered her from their last meeting. Her face was thin and slightly tanned, with high cheekbones and, at least by Merinian beauty standards, long, exotic eyelashes.

The more important detail was that her face was still free of traditional Remenai facial tattoos. Ria had never known her birth mother, and her lack of even the basic clan patterns meant that she must have died while Ria was still extremely young, or at least been an outcast when she’d given birth to Ria.

It had always been a sore spot for her, one that she’d never learn to nurse in healthy, mature ways, at least up until when Damon had last seen her. He reached a hand out, gently cupping her face, smiling with relief at the fact that she had come back at least one more time.

Ria’s eyes fluttered open, focusing on him tiredly after a moment. Damon watched a coy smile blossom on her face, along with clear recognition of who she was with and where she currently was.

“Young Damon,” she said, softly. “When did you become a man?”

Damon snorted, grinning back at her. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it, Ria? I’m surprised you even recognize me.”

“Velanor did not?” asked Ria.

He shrugged awkwardly. “It’s a bit complicated.”

“Why am I not of surprise?” She licked her lips, pushing up onto her elbows, and gestured toward him with a curling finger. “Come hither, Damon.”

“Ria…” He rolled his eyes, feeling his cheeks flush as memories of how affectionate, both physically and emotionally, she’d always been.

“I need a view of a proper perspective,” she whispered. “You have a man’s face. Your muscles seem to also suggest that you are of a Merinian man’s proper strength.”

“I appreciate the fact that you noticed.” He moved closer to her, dropping to one knee beside the bed. “They’re the result of long hours of training over the course of the past few years.”

“You achieved your ideal, then?” Ria brushed some of his hair back from his face and pursed her lips. “You are of the Merinian warrior dancers now, Damon?”

“You’re putting it on a bit thick with your accent,” he said. “I know that you know what gladiators are. It’s not a dance.”

“It may not be, but I would not call it true combat, either,” she said. “But I mean no offense. In fact, I wish for you to show me some of your moves. When we get a chance to be alone, that is.”

She gave him a sly wink with enough blatant suggestion in it to leave him completely tongue tied. Ria had always teased him in similar ways.

She’d called him to the edge of the lake while bathing naked numerous times and often spied on him when it was his turn, which had left him abashed and frustrated during his pubescent years when he’d still been figuring his own body out.

The fact that they were both adults, five years apart in age and ten years removed from seeing one another, seemed to threaten to turn the sparks of those flirtations into an outright wildfire. A wildfire not unlike one of the Malagantyan infernos that swept through the forest and left new fertility in its destructive wake.

Damon stared at her, suddenly imbued with an acute awareness of how the soft rise and fall of her chest moved her moderately sized breasts against the stretchy fabric of her spiral tunic. The room felt overheated, but in a contrary manner that demanded him to get closer to her and feel her warmth against him.

“Seta.”

Malon’s voice shattered through the collected tension. She stood in the doorway, holding a pot of freshly warmed water. Vel was a step behind her, carrying clean towel cloths and frowning anxiously.

“Malon,” said Ria.

Damon couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard Ria address Malon as aesta
, even though the entire reason Malon had started using the Remenai terms of endearment in the beginning was to help Ria connect to her native people’s culture. It twisted his heart strings into familiar knots, but it was far from unexpected.

“Are you injured?” asked Malon.

“Exhausted and undernourished, certainly, but no, I am not injured.” Ria let out a tired sigh and folded her arms. “My life has been of constant danger for the past few weeks. I am beyond lucky to have been found by Damon.”

“Danger from what?” asked Malon.

Ria made a dismissive gesture with her hand and furrowed her brow. “It matters not. Were you preparing dinner before I arrived? My hunger is overwhelming.”

Damon knew that Ria’s habit of dismissing Malon’s concerns, oftentimes through changing the subject, had always been one of their aesta’s biggest pet peeves. Tonight, she simply gave Ria a slow nod, passing the pot of warm water to Vel and wordlessly excusing herself to the common room.

“Ria,” said Vel, hurrying over. “I was so worried! Why you can’t you just stay at the farm? Or even in Morotai?”

“Young Velenor,” said Ria, smiling with deep affection. “Why can you not stay at the farm? Why must you run off and be a woman of courtly ritual?”

Vel dipped a towel cloth into the water and began wiping a spot of dirt from Ria’s face. “That’s not even close to being the same.”

“Is it not?”

Vel rolled her eyes, though the brattiness of the gesture was undercut by the fondness in her smile. “We’ll have to agree to disagree, then. I’m just glad that you’re home.”

“This is not my…”

Damon cleared his throat and gave her a look. Ria had always been good at reading his not so subtle clues and pokes.

“Yes,” she said, nodding to Vel. “For now, I suppose I agree. It is good to be of this place once more, though it may be for just a time.”

“Where have you been, Ria?” asked Vel. “I understand your reasons for not telling aesta, but surely you can trust me? I’ll keep your secrets to myself.”

“I trust you beyond all, Velanor.” Ria reached her hand out, stroking Vel’s loose blonde hair even as Vel continued cleaning her face. “Come here.”

She opened her arms, sweeping Vel into a hug. Damon felt a stupid grin spread across his face as a level of vicarious affection that he couldn’t remember outside of childhood swelled within him.

“You too, Damon,” said Ria. “To have all of us together again under the same roof… It is of Jad’s trusted will.”

He joined them both on the bed, feeling their soft bodies press into his as the three orphans committed to the hug. He could identify their separate smells, Vel’s understated perfume and expensive soap, Ria’s musky, grassy, outdoor freshness.

“Damon,” said Vel. “I just realized that Ria being back leaves you with nowhere to sleep tonight, now that her old bed has been moved out of your room.”

“She makes a valid point, young Damon,” cooed Ria, with a wry smile. “Just where will you sleep tonight?”


CHAPTER 27

“Dinner is ready,” called Malon.

Damon was first into the common room, taking a seat at the table and marveling at the array of food that Malon had prepared. She’d gotten fresh meat from Morotai, thick beef flank steaks exquisitely seasoned with salt and pepper, but there were also vegetables, roasted carrots, potatoes, and steamed kale cabbage.

She’d taken out a bottle of waterfruit wine and apparently discarded her reservations about Vel drinking, either intentionally or by accident of distraction. Four full glasses were set at each place at the table, and a smile blossomed on Malon’s face as she saw Damon enter the room, followed closely behind by Vel, who’d lent the still weakened Ria a shoulder to lean on.

“There’s more than enough for all of us,” said Malon. “Please, sit. Eat.”

“Gladly,” said Damon.

He immediately started loading his plate up. Vel joined him, as did Ria, with a measure of reluctance. The steaks were cooked perfectly, and the vegetables were grilled to ideal tenderness without veering into burnt or mushy territory.

“It means so much to me to have the three of you back,” said Malon. “We have a great deal to discuss. It’s difficult to know where to begin.”

“Oh, I suspect I know of where you will start,” said Ria, voice challenging, almost snide.

Malon’s expression grew stern, though there was an upsurge of carefully controlled emotion visible underneath the otherwise stony mask. “Don’t test me, seta. You aren’t wrong, but neither am I for having questions.”

“When have you ever not had them?” Ria leaned back in her chair, running a finger in a habitual pattern along the edge of her chin. “Question after question. You ask so much, Malon. Quite curious how averse you are to being of answers in return.”

“Ria…” said Malon. “Who was chasing you? I know you aren’t interested in having me worry about you, but if there are new dangers within the forest, I need to know for the sake of the people here.”

“The people here?” Ria raised an eyebrow. “The Merinian colonizers, you mean?”

Malon said nothing, but she didn’t look away, either.

“You have always been reliant on your instincts,” said Ria. “If I am of anything in your stead, it is of that.”

“Ria…” said Malon.

“No!” Ria bumped the table as she stood up. “I will not pretend any longer, Malon. I know the truth about you, and they deserve to know it, too. They deserve to know why I left!”

Damon had seen enough arguments between Ria and Malon before to differentiate between her natural rebelliousness and when she actually had a point. He watched Ria now, reading both the accusation and anger in her voice, and he took her words seriously.

“Say what you need to say,” said Malon.

“You are no mere Merinian farm holder,” said Ria. “You have not been for years. You are a woman of secrets. A woman of danger. One of the venmalani
. Show them the truth, Malon!”

She stabbed a finger at the woman who she no longer called her aesta, face set into a furious, borderline hurt, expression.

“Ria,” said Damon. “We know about her crest. That’s what you mean, isn’t it? Venmalani… That’s the Remenai word for a sorcerer.”

“She told us,” agreed Vel. Her anxiety was open on her face, and she glanced nervously between Ria and Malon.

“Do you understand what it means to sign a contract with one of Venmalese, the Forsaken, as they are called by the Merinians?” asked Ria. “She is a tool. A pawn of ancient evil. If ordered, she would kill any of us in this room, and there are those out there who would torture and kill us just as quickly to be of an understanding to her location and her master’s weaknesses.”

Damon felt the hairs on the back of his arm standup up, and a sudden snap of static from the movement of one of Vel’s locks of hair confirmed that it wasn’t a physical reaction.

Ria was a spellblood, a tempester, capable of drawing and commanding lightning energy. Her talents had been minor when Damon had last seen her, but he could sense how much stronger she’d grown in the time since.

“Ria,” said Malon, in a quiet voice. “Seta. You aren’t wrong, but neither do you have the full truth. The Divine Remnants are not universally evil. Their motives and intentions vary much as those of any woman or man to another person. The service I pledge to Lascivious is related to fertility and growth, to stemming chaos among cultures and realms rather than creating it.”

“Bah!” Ria slapped a hand down on the table hard enough to shake the cutlery. “You would claim that regardless whether it was of truth. How can you expect me, expect anyone, to trust your word when—”

“You are not just anyone, seta,” whispered Malon. “It is why I wished for your return. Why I summoned Velanor back, and was about to send for Damon, as well. I trust the three of you with my secrets, with my life, and in essence, the future of the Malagantyan and Veridan’s Curve.”

A silence held in the wake of her words, though it was created by different reasons for each of them. Malon seemed content to let her statement sink in. Vel looked confused and more than a little anxious. Ria’s expression and posture had become an interesting shade of contemplation, brooding but serious.

Damon was mostly just hungry. He cut into his steak, taking a bite and savoring the taste even as the noise of his eating drew looks from the others.

“I might have to look into buying a new sword,” he said. “I get the sense there’s going to be a great deal of fighting in the near future. Speaking of which… Ria, would you care to finally tell us how you ended up where we found you?”

Ria sighed and gave him a reluctant, tired smile. “For you, young Damon, I suppose I can be of words. It is far from as dramatic of a revelation as the one Malon has graced the table with. A group of outcast Rem, complete with banishment marks, was stirring up trouble among the peaceable clans. I defended one such group and became among their targets.”

“Banishment marks…” said Damon. “Were there any Merinians among them?”

“A few, though that is not uncommon.”

“Was there a Rem with a crest?” he asked. “A man named—”

“Shank,” interrupted Ria. “Yes. He was their leader. He made me an offer to surrender and become one of them, which I, for good reason, refused.”

“He isn’t just in the area to harass you, Ria,” said Damon. “He works in Veridan’s Curve on occasion. He’s been hired to collect one of my father’s debts. I fought him in Morotai.”

His hand reflexively went to the injury on his shoulder.

Ria made a curious face, lips pursing and pulling sideways. “I am unsurprised to find us with a mutual foe. It appears the time has come for us to fight at the side of one another, Damon. We should do what we can to begin becoming of synergy.”

Her eyes burned with a mixture of passions, for battle and for something else. Damon held her gaze until the silence became heavy enough for him to realize how awkward it must be for Malon and Vel.

“How about the two of you, all of us, really, take some time to rest?” suggested Vel. “Malon is still tired from using her abilities in Morotai. Damon, the wound on your shoulder has only barely begun to close up. And Ria…”

“You make a good point, seta,” said Malon. “Can we all agree to that?”

She spoke to the table, but her words were clearly for Ria.

“You will find no resistance from me, Malon,” said Ria. “At least for now, on this.”

“Damon,” said Vel. “Do you have any good gladiator stories you could tell?”

“Hundreds.” He grinned, and in between mouthfuls of succulent beef and roasted vegetables he broke into the tale of the first time he’d ever had to finish a fight with a broken weapon, improvising the end of the bout with comical results.

Ria took up the role of storyteller as soon as he finished. She spoke of her travels through the deeper regions of the Malagantyan, places still untouched by the tendrils of Merinian colonization.

“As the three of you know better than any, I am of no clan,” said Ria. “It means that I have no people to call my own, but no natural enemies, by that same draw. Many clans were willing to speak to me, or even share food and fire, as long as I presented peacefully.

“The Tellandrius clan, across the Hidden Gorge far to the north-east, have a monthly ritual in which they…” She cleared her throat meaningfully. “…share one another. In a deep sense, of bodies and lust.”

“Were you there for it?” asked Damon.

Ria nodded, flashing a dangerous smirk. “But of course. I would not know of it, had I not been. Still, I was not of them, and while most were content to have me watch, few deigned to invite me to join. There was one woman, however. Older, already green of hair, and unexpectedly, a fellow spellblood, a tempester, like myself.”

Damon realized he was leaning forward against the table. “Go on…”

“Oh, it would not be of polite discussion, I think,” she said, eyes flicking toward Vel and Malon, who both looked degrees of uncomfortable. “Let me just say that I learned much from her. Perhaps I will visit again and see if I am more welcome during their next ritual.”

Damon only just resisted the urge to beg her to take him along.


CHAPTER 28

The evening wound down as the meal came to a close. Ria was still visibly exhausted, and Damon was quick to offer his bed to her.

“Thank you,” she said. “I will leave room on one side for you to join me, when you are ready.”

“I think it would far more appropriate for Damon to take my bed, tonight,” said Malon, chidingly. “I have rested throughout the day and doubt I’ll need much sleep.”

“Always looking out for the moral sanctity of your precious solas,” said Ria, mockingly. “I should have expected no less.”

She settled for pulling Damon into a hug, which gave him a more direct sense of how weakened she was while also making him acutely aware of her body and its feminine softness. He let one of his hands settle on the back of her head, briefly touching one of her long, sensitive ears.

“Goodnight, Ria,” he said.

“Damon.” She pulled back, biting her lower lip, and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Sleep well.”

He noticed Vel watching them as Ria disappeared into his room and shut the door. Her arms were folded and her expression was clearly disapproving, maybe even a little jealous.

“She’s too flirtatious with you,” said Vel. “She wasn’t like that before, was she?”

“I was just a boy before.” He cleared his throat, realizing how that sounded. “She’s just teasing, Vel. It’s not like she means anything by it.”

“I know that!” snapped Vel. “It’s just weird. Especially after how you got with your crazy ideas about my mask.”

“What’s this about a mask?” asked Malon.

“It’s nothing,” said Damon.

“Anyway,” continued Vel. “I’m also tired, so I will also be heading to bed.”

She looked at Damon expectantly, and he realized she was waiting for a hug similar to the one he’d given Ria. He stepped over to her, feeling awkward as he extended his arms. Vel was blushing, making it even weirder, at least until he felt the crush of her body against his.

“It’s nice to have Ria back,” said Vel. “And to have you here as well, Damon.”

“I feel the same way,” he said.

Vel settled her head against his shoulder and let out a soft sigh. He enjoyed the moment, the closeness he felt for her, but couldn’t pull his thoughts from how she’d mentioned that cat mask. Her body felt way too familiar, the way it fit against his, and he felt ashamed at how it drew out his arousal despite the reluctance and denial of his mind.

“Goodnight, Vel.”

“Goodnight,” she whispered, blinking at him, faces mere inches apart.

Malon cleared her throat and Vel sheepishly pulled back, disappearing into her own room.

“It’s nice to see that you’re getting along with the two of them,” said Malon, once they were alone in the common room.

“It is,” he said. “It’s been so long since we’ve all seen each other. I’m looking forward to getting to know them as adults.”

Malon gave him an interesting smile and a tiny nod. “Would you mind helping me clear the table, solas?”

“Of course.”

There wasn’t much water left in the washing basin, so Damon carried a few buckets back and forth from the lake to refill it. Then, he crouched beside Malon, scouring with wash stones while she dried each dish with a towel cloth.

It was when they were bringing the clean dishes back inside that he noticed Malon stumble, nearly dropping the set of plates she was carrying in her hands. Damon caught her by the shoulders, helping her to the kitchen table to set her haul down.

She shivered, placing a hand on his chest that sent a wave of warm excitement spreading through him. Malon closed her eyes, breathing deep, and drew closer to him, close enough for her large breasts to mash against the side of his arm.

“You’re still tired,” he said. “Did you really get enough rest last night after using your magic?”

“Perhaps not,” she said.

“Then you need to sleep more than I do.”

“No, solas,” said Malon, shaking her head. “Really, I’m fine. You should take the bed first. I can just…”

She tried to pull away from him, staggering as he stopped supporting her. Damon caught her again before she could fall and was surprised when Malon pushed forward into a more intimate embrace, instead.

She kissed his cheek, then his lips, her hips undulating provocatively against his. Her eyes were closed, and she was biting her lower lip in a manner which made him wonder if she was in full control of herself.

“Aesta,” he whispered. “We can rest together. I would almost prefer it to leaving you alone right now. I’m a little worried.”

“You mustn’t worry for me, solas,” she said. “It might not… be the best idea for you to lie close with me, as I am now.”

She was still moving her body against his, and he felt his arousal burgeoning in response. He wasn’t stupid. He knew exactly what she meant. Part of him didn’t care and wanted to play with fire, the same part which he’d given into that first night bathing with Malon in the lake.

“I’m sure it will be fine,” he lied. “Come, aesta. You need your rest.”


CHAPTER 29

Malon led him into her bedroom by the hand, letting go only as they approached her bed. There was no lantern burning, which left the only illumination coming from the common hearth behind them, no more than a sliver of orange light as Damon closed the door.

He watched her pull off her apron, tunic, and leggings in a state of surprised, muted arousal. Malon was now clad only in her small clothes, a loose shift, from what he could see, and possibly girlshorts, though it was impossible to tell that from her silhouette.

“Solas,” she cooed, sitting down on the bed. “You don’t have to sleep in your trousers if you prefer not to.”

“Ah…” Damon was glad the darkness hid the color of his cheeks. “If you don’t mind it, aesta.”

He stripped off his tunic and trousers, joining Malon under the sheet in no more than his undershorts. Her warmth was already spreading through the quilt, and Damon felt his heart pounding in his chest as his bare shoulder brushed against the edge of hers.

For a while, the room was silent aside from the sound of their lengthening breath. Damon was still ashamed at how aroused and excited he was, but he managed to calm somewhat, accepting the fact that Malon had only rest in mind when she’d agreed to share her bed with him.

Wishing for anything more than that with his aesta, of all people, was beyond shameful. He leaned into that feeling, chastising himself for letting himself view her in that way.

It had the opposite effect of what he’d hoped, conjuring images of the way her tunic billowed downward to reveal her cleavage as she’d served the food, or the back and forth, wiggling motion of her hips as she’d taken off her leggings.

His guilt over seeing her like that, like the attractive older woman she was outside of their relationship to one another, was a potent intoxicant. Like one of the smoke drugs that Austine had been so fond of, bringing about euphoria, but undercut by dirtier emotions that created both conflict and oftentimes addictions in their users.

His hand drifted downward, settling on his near painfully hard cock. He tried to pretend he wasn’t doing what he was doing as he began to touch himself through his undershorts, heartrate quickening, awareness of Malon as deep as it had ever been.

“Solas,” came her soft voice. “Are you asleep?”

“…No,” he replied.

He felt her roll over to face him and immediately did the same. Eldritch had shifted out from behind a cloud, and by the ghost moon’s light, he could see most of the details of her pale face, red hair askew across her forehead, eyes mirroring his own conflict.

He was kissing her before he knew what he was doing. He felt a shudder run through Malon’s body as their lips touched, followed by a faint pulse of crimson light that he might have missed had he not known about her crest.

Malon let out a shivering moan and pressed herself against him, Damon’s cock grinding into her stomach was proof of his illicit desire, impossible to ignore.

She kissed him with too much passion for what they were to one another, her tongue pushing into his mouth, teaching him lessons he thought he’d already learned. He ran his hands over her slender body, groping her buttocks, grinding into her, desperate to do more.

“I… I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I am so sorry, solas. Often, in the days after I use my magic, I become… beholden to the nature of my crest contract.”

She bit her lower lip, hips rolling in time with Damon’s own movements.

“It’s not your fault,” he whispered, voice guilty. “I’m also finding it hard to, uh, act respectfully.”

He squeezed her butt and pulled her up slightly, adjusting her so his cock was resting directly between her thighs, nestled right below the place where he so badly wished to sheathe it. Malon hugged him tight and let out an abashed moan.

“We can’t,” she whispered. “We mustn’t.”

“I know,” he said, still pushing forward and back, despite himself. “I just want to help you, aesta. In any way that I can.”

“It’s wrong and unfair for me to expose you to this side of myself,” said Malon.

“I don’t mind,” he said. “I love you so much, aesta.”

“I love you just the same.”

She kissed him deeply again, this time so passionately that it made the previous kiss seem chaste. Damon groped one of her breasts and one of her buttocks, searching to find an angle with his cock that Malon refused to let him have.

She ran a hand through his hair while simultaneously kissing him and squeezing his member with her thighs, locking it in a place that was dangerous, but comparatively safe.

“This can’t happen,” whispered Malon. “Forget the events of this night, solas. We need to stop here. I am capable of… helping myself move past this state.”

She slid a hand down between them, and Damon blinked in stunned disbelief as he felt her finger gently push his cock aside and take its place between her legs. She pushed her hips out a bit, adding a safe distance for good measure, though now their foreheads were touching, breath mingling.

“Aesta…” he whispered. “Are you…?”

“Forget all of this night, solas,” she whispered. “Tomorrow, we shan’t speak of it.”

“Aesta,” he said. “I’m going to have to… help myself as well.”

“Solas!” she moaned. “Don’t say such things!”

He kissed her lips, and then her neck. “If you are, why can’t I?”

He took firm hold of his cock and began gently stroking, knowing that any further stimulation would have him blowing his load in an instant. Each of his forward motions was in time with Malon’s gentle undulations.

It made the fact that there was no direct contact between their lower halves seem like a pointless technicality, with both of them pleasuring themselves no more than inches apart.

“Solas,” she whispered, voice undercut by shame.

Damon kissed her. She pulled her lips away, giving him only her cheek. He kissed her neck instead, and then, lost in a fog of lust, pulled her slip down, exposing one of her breasts.

He kissed her there as well, lips finding first the soft upper flesh of her chest, and then her nipple. He sucked on it, hearing Malon gasp sharply, sensing her movements between her legs speed up. He matched her pace, beating off as though pounding at a drum, cock pointed at its forbidden target.

Their motions drew them together until Damon’s member was back between her thighs, his pumping hand now brushing Malon’s masturbating fingers with each stroke. It was too much for him to handle. She came an instant before he did, one of her legs reaching out to pull him closer, despite her reservations.

He let go of his cock as he blew his load, pulling her into an embrace with both arms. He tried to spear into her without thinking, desperate to bury his cock in her womanhood, but the angle was wrong. His seed splattered against her thighs and crotch, and they hugged each other, mostly naked and completely blissed out.

The sound of Malon’s heavy, satisfied breathing was like music to his ears, but it only lasted for a short span of seconds before she pulled back and rolled out of the bed.

“That… shouldn’t have happened, solas,” she whispered.

The crimson pulsing of her crest faded like the last dying embers of a fire as she quickly pulled a nightgown on.

“I didn’t mean for it to,” he said. “I’m sorry, aesta.”

“It’s not your fault,” she said. “I should’ve been more careful about allowing us to end up in a situation with so much… confusion. We weren’t thinking as ourselves. My crest can stir the emotions of others under certain circumstances, a fact which I came to forget after living alone for so long.”

“It’s not as though I’m not to blame as well,” he said. “I wanted it. And I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t enjoy it.”

Malon cleared her throat, as though that small gesture could also clear the tension from the room. “Sleep, solas. I need to clean myself up, regardless. I’ll get some rest after.”

She left the room before he could form a response, and he realized it was probably for the best as the full weight of the shame of what he’d just done hit him like a mace to the chest.


CHAPTER 30

It was late in the morning when Damon awoke the next day. He dressed quickly, hearing the sounds conversation filling the common room, and emerged to join the others. Malon was spooning out a ladle of porridge for Vel. Ria was nowhere to be seen.

“Good morning, solas,” said Malon. She smiled warmly at him, and neither her expression nor her tone hinted at what had taken place between them the night before.

“Good morning, aesta.” He kissed her on the cheek, trying not to let her familiar smell stir recent, illicit memories. “Morning, Vel.”

“Damon,” said Vel. “You seem happy. Is aesta’s bed that much more comfortable than your own?”

His face flushed, despite there being nothing overtly accusatory about her question. “It would seem so. I slept surprisingly well.”

“Have some breakfast,” said Malon. “Jonna gave me some brown sugar in the market which blends marvelously with the porridge.”

“I would love some,” he said. “Where’s Ria?”

“She insisted on doing her early morning training,” said Malon. “I believe she’s out by the lake, in the old spot where she used to practice.”

Malon leaned forward to ladle the porridge, and it took a force of will for Damon to keep from glancing down at her full, flawless cleavage. It seemed worse to do it now, after the guilt-stricken way she’d been in during the wake of their illicit intimacy.

“I have a few chores that the two of you can help with today, if you’re so inclined,” said Malon. “The melon field needs to be weeded and tilled over. I also could use a few ripe waterfruits for the dessert I have planned for tonight.”

“Of course,” said Damon.

He smiled, watching as Malon adjusted her braid and shifted it back over her shoulder. Malon noticed his attention and gave him a small smile that strode the line between flirtatious and chastising.

“How much sleep did you get last night, aesta?” asked Vel. “Did you and Damon trade off, or…?”

She didn’t finish her sentence, as though even the idea of them sharing a bed seemed weird to voice aloud. It only fanned the flames of Damon’s shame, especially as he considered how Vel, let alone Ria, would react if given a clear picture of what had transpired.

“I didn’t need much sleep,” said Malon. “I’ll take a nap later today if I feel tired, worry not.”

Damon went looking for Ria as soon as he’d finished his porridge. True to what Malon had said earlier, he found her lakeside, moving through the motions of one of the Remenai martial styles at a slow speed, adjusting each detail for perfection.

She’d changed into some of her old clothing, black leggings and a grey half shirt that left her navel and taut stomach on full display. He’d always found Ria to be intriguing as children, and only part of that had been due to her being half a decade older than him.

He saw now that there was a quality of intangible beauty to her, an exotic elegance that was shared by only a few of the Rem he’d known in Veridan’s Curve. Her hair was long enough to be playful, but short enough to be convenient. Her pointed ears jutted outward elfishly, moving almost as though to counterbalance her attacks, always aware, always listening.

Damon realized that he was all but leering at her, and made himself known, kicking his shoes off and padding across the grass to join her by the lake. Ria finished the series of flowing strikes and relaxed her shoulders, turning to raise an eyebrow at him.

“I’m surprised you aren’t practicing your tempesting,” said Damon. He gestured upward, to the overcast sky, pregnant black with approaching storm clouds.

Tempesting was beholden to the weather, and on days when the moisture and pressure was thick in the air, the magic came easier for its wielder. She would be at full strength during a true storm, though matching the weather to her combat needs often made fighting under those circumstances a rarity.

“I am beyond the level of practicing,” said Ria, with a smirk.

“You’ve never lacked for confidence, have you?” asked Damon. “I disagree. Everyone needs practice.”

“Such a general remark,” said Ria. “Are you of assumptions now, young Damon?”

He chuckled. “Maybe, but not in the way you’re probably thinking. When I first saw you out here, I assumed that your reasons were the same as they used to be. Remember how Malon used to scold you for frightening Vel by practicing your lightning strikes too close to her?”

“I have… vague memories of such things,” said Ria. “How the tables have turned. She is the frightening one, now.”

“Malon?” asked Damon.

“Her too, but I speak of Velanor.” Ria made an upturned gesture with one hand. “She is more frightening than me, in some ways. She is a Merinian noblewoman, while I am but a humble clanless Remenai. She will become of power once she marries well. She will have more influence as a colonizer on the Malagantyan than some of its natives, if she chooses it for herself.”

Damon nodded, but he felt his face betraying his emotions as he considered Vel being taken as some snooty nobleman’s wife. His thoughts went back to the mask and the Turning Festival, some sick part of him still refusing to accept the woman he’d bedded and Vel as separate people.

“Does that thought unsettle you?” asked Ria.

Damon shrugged and, like any good swordsman, deflected. “No, that’s not it. Are there truly no clans who would accept you, Ria? Tempesting is rare, even among the Rem, and it’s not as though you, uh, don’t have other assets on top of that.”

Ria let out a single, beautiful laugh. “You assume much of me just as I assume much of Vel, it seems. We are of the same in this, which makes question my previous point. Yes, there are clans who would adopt me, were I to marry into them and become subservient. I… dislike the idea.”

“You’re too proud for it, you mean?”

She stared him down, still smiling, but as intense as he’d ever seen her. “If you mind, I was about my sparring. Unless you would care to join me?”

She took up a Rem combat stance, eyebrows perking upward.

“Gladly,” said Damon.

He rolled out both his shoulders, moving to stand across from her. It wasn’t the first time they’d sparred, but the last had been before Damon had reached his full size. Ria was still an inch or so taller than him, but his reach was comparable and at least in terms of physical strength, he had her outmatched.

Damon’s experience in hand to hand combat was limited, however, consisting only of a few tips on throwing proper punches and landing low kicks intermingled with advice on wrestling submission holds. He circled Ria, keeping his knees slightly bent, legs ready to push him toward an advantage.

She attacked first, one of her hands blurring outward in an open palmed strike. Damon dodged, but Ria was clever, and the movement had only been a feint to set up her next attack, a spinning elbow aimed for his chin.

He leaned and lifted his shoulder, taking the blow on the meaty upper muscle of his arm. He punched outward. Ria dodged with a mixture of speed and flexibility, leaning back and letting his fist pass through the space where she’d just been.

He kicked low and she evaded to the left with a side flip, landing and responding with her own spinning low kick. Damon hopped over it with less flair before blundering forward, pulling her into a simple wrestling hug and twisting them both to the ground.

Ria made a quick movement with her hands, and static suddenly sparked between them. Damon almost let go of her, but he knew more than most about tempesting. She wasn’t immune to her own shock magic, just more familiar with how it felt to be on the receiving end of and more capable of expecting the pain.

He hugged her tighter, twisting her underneath him and straddling her stomach. It was the first time he’d ever pinned Ria before during their sparring, and rather than being offended or churlish about it, she grinned up at him, looking almost proud.

“You are not bad,” she said. “I thought my magic would surprise you.”

“I performed with a Remenai tempester for a time while with my gladiatorial troupe.”

“One with the banishment mark, no doubt?”

Damon gave a small nod. He stayed where he was for a moment, enjoying the softness of Ria’s slender body underneath him despite the breach in what was probably appropriate. Her half-shirt had shifted up to expose the bottom of one of her breasts, and he wondered if she could feel his tool through his clothing, settled on her stomach as it was.

“You have pinned me,” said Ria, teasingly. “What sort of attitude will you be about toward your defeated opponent, young Damon?”

“Mercy,” he said, standing up and offering her a hand. “For now. Ria, can I ask you something?”

“Merinians,” she muttered. “Why ask if you can ask? So pointless.”

“You were on your way back to the farm before we found you,” he said. “Why? Safety? Loneliness?”

“You already know, I suspect,” said Ria. “It seems not of coincidence that we both arrived back here for much the same reason. Shank. I wished to seek the aid of Malon in fighting and killing him, if she could be convinced. I was desperate in that, and I now think misguided, as well.”

“She’s already spoken of not wanting to face him directly. I think it’s related to her crest and how it might provoke the Forsaken if she moves against him.”

“Yes.” Ria folded her arms, hair still dancing in the warm wind. “Malon will not help. However, in you, young Damon, I might have an ally just as potent.”

“You would help me face Shank?” asked Damon.

“Ah.” Ria gave him a patronizing smile. “It is in fact you
 who would help me
, though I am of awareness that the distinction means less in Merinian than it does in my language.”

Damon almost made a quip about how Merianian was her language, technically the first one she’d learned having been raised from infancy by Malon, but thought better of it. Ria was already sensitive enough about her heritage and lack of clan tattoos.

“Let’s do it,” he said. “We’ll have to find them, first.”

“Perhaps,” said Ria. “And this…” She gestured toward the sky. “Is ideal for our engagement. We need to set out as soon as we are able.”

“I’m with you,” said Damon.


CHAPTER 31

Damon and Ria began gathering supplies as soon as they were back inside the tower house, filling two traveling bags with food and basic camping supplies. Malon was still in the kitchen, and her eyes grew serious as she noticed what they were doing.

“Where are the two of you going?” she asked.

Damon hesitated, considering his answer, which gave Ria ample room to respond without thinking.

“We are not going to simply sit here and wait for our enemies to attack,” she said. “We are of patience, not of foolishness. Taking the fight on our own terms is the only way to ensure the outcome we need.”

Malon frowned and shook her head. “It isn’t that simple. Seta, you are talking about a crest sorcerer with the backing, however indirectly, of one of the Divine Remnants.”

“That is what truly influences your thinking, is it not?” countered Ria. “The whims of your master, Lascivious. You are no more than a thrall to her, beholden to her each and every wish.”

“Mind your words,” said Malon, in a severe voice. “I won’t allow you to rush into this situation blinded by assumptions based off your limited understanding.”

“You cannot stop me, Malon,” Ria said, with a scoff. “I am a child no longer. I have become of power and am at least of a match for you.”

The tension within the room seemed to have thickened to an impossible level over such a short exchange of words. Damon reached a hand to grab Ria’s shoulder, but she brushed it off. Vel had emerged from her room and was looking back and forth between the two other women with a worried expression.

“Is this the truth of why you’ve returned, seta?” asked Malon. “Do you wish to challenge me, as I know you so wished to in the time when you first began to wander?”

“If you are of intention to stop me from facing the crest sorcerer with Damon, then you must do it the hard way, Malon.”

***

Despite various protests from Damon and Vel, the encounter between Ria and Malon escalated outside. The two women, one a spellblood, the other a sorceress, stared each other down on the grass alongside the lake.

At a glance, they were opposites. Malon, fair skinned, hair in a red braid, still clad in her apron over a simple dress of pale violet. Ria, tall and tanned and serious, already crouched in her Remenai combat stance of choice.

“This is stupid!” cried Vel. “Aesta! Ria! Nothing will be accomplished by the two of you trying to hurt each other.”

“Relax, seta,” said Malon. “I suspect no harm will come from this encounter.”

“Your arrogance is unbecoming,” said Ria. “Prepare yourself and hope that your words are of truth.”

“Ria,” said Damon, through his teeth. “This isn’t what I had in mind when I said I’d help you!”

“Solas,” said Malon. She gave him a smile that was comforting, despite the circumstances, and enough to convince him that perhaps it might be best to let the long simmering tensions between her and Ria run their course.

The wind picked up suddenly, and a whisper rippled through the trees as rain began to fall in the distance, and then overhead. Ria looked so incredibly pleased that it almost seemed as though she’d already won. She began moving her hands slowly, directing her magic with motions that Damon had never fully understood in purpose or mechanism.

Damon brushed a few droplets off his face, hardly caring about getting wet in light of what was about to take place. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck and arms begin to stand up again, as they had the night before, and it took the core of his willpower to keep from shouting a warning to Malon.

There was no visual component to Ria’s tempesting about her person, aside from perhaps a slightly stronger swirling of wind around her personal space. It wasn’t until small flickers of static and lightning began appearing in the air, each new burst appearing nearer to Malon with slow deliberation, that her ability could be recognized for what it was.

Malon barely reacted, blinking and taking a moment to smooth back freshly wet strands of red bangs. With her arms down at her sides, still clad in her cooking apron, she looked distinctly unprepared for what Damon knew would soon be vicious onslaught of magical lightning.

The first contact of Ria’s tempesting was a simple touch, rather than a true attack. A tiny burst of lightning struck Malon’s braid, causing it to dance like a seizing snake for an instant before falling slack.

“The next strike will contain my full power,” said Ria.

Malon simply smiled, confident and unphased. Ria let out a snarl, pulling her arms above her head and swirling them in a motion that quite literally directed the strength of the budding storm.

The boom of thunder rippled through the clearing in the same instant that a massive bolt of lightning lit up the overcast, rainy sky. It was too bright for Damon to see the moment it struck, which left his heart pounding at the possibility that it might also be too much for Malon to handle.

His fears were unfounded, but that wasn’t enough to calm him down. Malon was entirely uninjured and unimpressed by Ria’s display. A faint crimson glow emanated from where her crest presumably was on her lower back, bright enough to bleed out through the fabric of her dress.

Her eyes were also glowing the same color red, which made for a start contrast against Ria, whose tempesting magic only manifested through its effects. It made Damon think of Ria’s words the previous night, her accusations of the Forsaken as ancient evil and Malon gaining her power through servitude.

“Are you finished?” called Malon. She voiced her question confidently, with no undercurrent of challenge or mockery, but it made little difference in the way Ria interpreted it.

“That is only a fraction of my true strength!” shouted Ria.

She charged forward, more lightning crackling down with each step, surrounding Malon as though to cut off any potential retreat. Ria feinted left and then spun, hurling herself forward into a tackle preempted and partially hidden by a leading flash of lightning between her and Malon.

She never finished that tackle. Malon lifted a hand as soon as Ria’s legs left the ground. Crimson shimmers appeared in the air, and as Ria’s dive took her into them, she collided with a hidden magical barrier that rippled red in reaction.

It was as though she’d attempted to tackle a wall, and the effect thereafter followed much the same. She fell to the wet ground, immediately rolling back to her feet. She waved a hand overhead, summoning more lightning, this time to attack Malon’s defensive barrier.

The crimson shimmers seemed to shatter and then fade into red sparks as Ria’s tempesting magic delivered a tremendous blow. She smirked and continued forward, this time more warily, drawing within distance for hand to hand combat against her former aesta.

Malon barely moved, merely lifting an arm and half extending a single finger. Red light pulsed around Ria like a sheath, paralyzing her mid-step. Malon turned her hand palm down and Ria followed, flipping head over heels before being released into an uncomfortable, but ultimately harmless drop.

“I will not give up!” screamed Ria. “If you think your tricks will be enough to dissuade me, you have—”

Malon suddenly flung her arms outward to either side. A ball of magical flame appeared in each of her hands, burning more intensely than any natural fire and shedding sparks like fresh wood embers. She slammed both palms together, forcing a thick pillar of crimson fire straight up into the air.

It shifted outward as it rose, becoming a curving dome of flame that covered not only herself and Ria, but Damon and Vel and the entirety of the clearing containing the farmstead.

For five of the longest seconds of Damon’s life, he watched Malon’s spell turn the overcast sky into a controlled crimson inferno, rain sputtering into steam before it could even reach the ground or their heads. She let her arms drop as she ended the spell, still staring at Ria, who’d fallen to one knee in complete awe of the display.

“Seta,” said Malon, crouching down beside her. “Are you satisfied?”

Ria’s only answer was the slightest nod of her head, though whether that was due to the remnants of her defiance or complete shock was anyone’s guess. With the fight over, Malon turned and strode past her, brushing droplets of water off her red braid as the rain resumed its fall.


CHAPTER 32

Damon’s awe over the fight he’d just witnessed only lasted until he stopped to consider the toll Malon’s magic had taken on her the previous time around, a display which now seemed like child’s play compared to what he’d just seen her do. He hurried to follow after her into the tower house, leaving Ria and Vel outside in the rain.

Malon’s door wasn’t barred, which was as much of an invitation as Damon needed. He did take the time to knock, but slipped inside rather than waiting for her response, his concern getting the better of him.

The pale violet dress Malon had been wearing was lying on the floor, crumpled and damp. Malon, herself, was in bed, her quilt pulled up partially, but not completely, across her chest. Damon could see an interesting amount of the pale, partially freckled flesh of her upper breasts, but again, his concern kept him from fully appreciating the sight.

Her eyes were closed, but she was breathing deliberately, deep, intentional breaths. She blinked, noticing him as he stepped forward, and immediately began shaking her head.

“Aesta,” he said. “How are you feeling?”

“Solas…” Her voice was weak and tired, as though half a day of grueling work had taken place in between her duel against Ria and the current moment. “I’m… fine. Truly.”

“You’re anything but,” said Damon. “Please, tell me. What can I do?”

He began walking toward her bed, intent on sitting down next to her and at the very least giving her his full attention. Each step he took closer to her sent a flutter through his body, namely his abdomen, with a guilty emphasis on his loins. The fact that she was nude underneath the quilt became more relevant, drawing his eyes, demanding his focus.

“Let me rest,” whispered Malon.

“I will, but first I think I should—”

“Solas!”

Her voice was serious and commanding, and perhaps it would have been enough to stop Damon in his tracks under placid circumstances. He felt drawn to her, the current moment blending with his memories of the previous night and the dirty intimacy they’d engaged in while sharing the bed.

Damon’s forehead bumped off a wall that shouldn’t have existed. He flinched backward, blinking in surprise as he realized that Malon had conjured one of the same magical barriers she’d used against Ria across the room. He stared numbly at it, and though the wall faded almost as quickly as it had appeared, the depth in Malon’s eyes told him that she’d summon it back if needed.

“I won’t budge on this, solas,” she said, quietly. “Your concern is appreciated, but I need you to let me rest on my own terms.”

Damon folded his arms, letting his reluctance take up residence on his face. “I need you to be honest with me about the toll your magic takes on you.”

Malon said nothing for a moment that stretched into uncomfortable territory. “It isn’t a… destructive toll, as long as I am careful. Solas, you needn’t worry. This doesn’t concern you.”

“The fact that I’m currently concerned would seem to contradict that.”

Again, Malon let the silence overfill the room. “You mustn’t speak of this to Velanor, or even Ria.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t wish them to know,” she said, curtly. “I would prefer for you not to know, either, but given how… close you’ve been to my magic, I suspect you’ll place the pieces together eventually even if I seal my lips.”

“I’ll stay quiet, then,” he said. “I’m just worried about you, aesta.”

“I know,” said Malon. “Solas… There are two ways for me to recover after using my magic. I can either rest in bed, sleeping and eating and recovering naturally. Or…”

“Or?”

She took a breath, exhaling softly through her nose. “I can fulfill the base conditions of my crest contract. A contract which embodies the virtues of, well… of Lascivious.”

She gave a tiny, rather cute shrug of her shoulders. Damon made a partially successful attempt at keeping his jaw from dropping as he considered and realized the implications of her words.

“You mean that you can engage in activities of an, uh, intimate nature?” he asked.

Malon gave him a rather condescending smile. “Solas. I am again going to firmly insist that you let me rest. I need my space right now, perhaps from you most of all.”

He wanted to ask what she meant. He was scared to ask what she meant.

“If that’s truly what you feel like you want,” he said.

“It’s what I truly feel like I need,” she replied. “I love you, solas.”

“I love you too.”

She nodded in a manner that was clearly a dismissal, and he turned and left through the door. Ria was waiting in the common room, hair and clothing still damp from the rain.

“Is she fatigued?” she asked.

“If I say yes, will you use it as a chance to duel her again?” asked Damon.

Surprisingly, Ria’s gaze sank to the floor. “Not for… some time. If ever.”

“That was so stupid!” snapped Vel, who Damon hadn’t noticed was sitting at the table. “What need is there for us to be provoking conflict among one another? We’re all stuck on this stupid farm together. Can’t we at least get along?”

“It’s not entirely Ria’s fault,” said Damon. “We aren’t children anymore, Vel. I think Malon is still adjusting to that fact.”

He sat down next to Vel and then, noticing how upset she was, took hold of her hand and squeezed.

“You are not wrong, but you are not entirely right,” said Ria. “We are not children, that is true. But the forces at play in the Malagantyan are clearly beyond our individual ability to influence. Malon is of power that makes us seem as relevant as children.”

Damon couldn’t resist chuckling. “It’s surprising how capable you are of showing her respect when she’s not in the room.”

Ria glared at him. “Acknowledgment and respect are not the same.” She headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” asked Vel.

“Relax,” said Ria. “I am simply going to the lake to bathe. You will not appreciate my smell come evening if I put it off for any longer.”

She grabbed a towel cloth from the pantry before heading out through the front door. Damon folded his arms on the table, watching Vel begin moving around the common room out of the corner of his eye.

“Aesta had already begun laying out dinner,” she said. “I’ll make an attempt at finishing it.”

“You’re wording doesn’t exactly inspire my optimism.”

“Shut up!” she snapped. “I’ll cook. You go watch Ria.”

“Why?”

“Have you forgotten how she used to disappear when we were younger?” asked Vel. “She could have already run off into the forest in just the minute she’s been out of sight. Go and make sure that she at least stays for tonight.”

Vel’s tone was serious, irritated, and surprisingly vulnerable. Damon considered the emotional toll she was paying, torn from her life in court only to come home to a reenactment of much of the conflict and turmoil of her youth.

“If she tries to run, I’ll drag her back by the ears,” he said. He leaned over, kissed Vel on the cheek, and hurried off toward the lake.


CHAPTER 33

Ria was where she’d said she’d be, which was both a relief to Damon and a minor problem unto itself. She was bathing in the lake, her half tunic and leggings lying in a crumpled pile on the edge of the bank.

The first glimpse he received of her tanned flesh, obscured and blurred by the refraction of the water, was enough to tell him that she hadn’t bothered leaving her small clothes on, either.

The rain had subsided, leaving a veil of fog in its wake that only added to the mystique of the moment. Ria broke the surface of the water, droplets of water beading on her nude breasts, which Damon briefly saw in their full glory for the first time as an adult.

They were of a good size for her lean body, large enough to jiggle and bounce without verging into unwieldy territory, with deep brown nipples.

“How long has it been since you last spied in me while I was bathing?” Ria called, without turning to look at him.

“We both spied on each other, if I recall,” he countered.

“We were of different motivations,” said Ria. She shifted to float on her back, her naked body sending a ripple outward across the surface of the water. “I did it to tease you and fully intended to be caught each time. You tried to hide, watching with curious eyes, a little boy eager to see a woman in the bare.”

“Don’t act like you cared all that much,” said Damon. “You’ve always been a bit of a flaunter.”

Ria laughed. “A flaunter? You Merinians and your pointless modesty. This is my natural state.”

She twisted, turning upright, but dipping her knees to keep most of her body obscured by the water’s refraction. Slowly, Ria stood up, water trickling from her nude form as though in consecration of her raw beauty.

His face felt hot, and his arousal was burgeoning in a physical sense. He didn’t let himself look at Ria, even though he desperately wanted to.

“Vel was afraid you might run away,” he said, in a desperate bid to shift the tone of their conversation.

“Velanor is of good instincts,” said Ria. “I was considering it. Are you here to keep guard and ensure I stay?”

“Something like that?”

He risked a sidelong glance that he instantly regretted. Ria had her arms crossed over her breasts and held his gaze for a split second, lips pursed into a tiny smile, one eyebrow lifted.

“The water is warm, Damon,” she called to him. “Why not join me and ensure you get the job done properly?”

It was a horrible idea, but his body began to move before his mind could issue a halt. He tossed his tunic and trousers aside, feeling the warm late afternoon wind kissing his newly exposed flesh.

“Leaving the undershorts on?” called Ria, who was now swimming the forward stroke in a smooth circle. “Do you feel embarrassment under my gaze?”

“Not exactly,” said Damon, with a cough.

He hooked his thumbs into the waistband of his undershorts, acutely aware of the obvious bulge in the fabric. Ria must have seen it too. She was poking him, seeing how far he’d go. Damon wondered if maybe he should start poking back.

His cock snapped loose as he pulled his shorts down and kicked them aside, growing even harder as he noticed the way Ria’s eyes locked onto it. She looked like she had another quip in store for him, but it seemed to die on her lips as Damon began walking forward, unashamed of the intensity of his own masculine state.

Well, perhaps slightly ashamed, he admitted to himself.

She hadn’t been lying. The water was warm, primed by multiple days of direct sunlight. He waded in until he was waist deep, deliberately ignoring Ria as he began to swim the crawl stroke out to deeper water.

“Are you running away from me, young Damon?” called Ria.

He shifted to treading water, letting her draw near and suppressing the strange mixture of embarrassment and arousal he felt as she did.

He’d once seen an erotic play starring a Remenai dancer with Austine, a young, beautiful tribal woman who’d lured a mercenary to his blissful doom in an ancient fountain spring. It was hard not to favorably compare Ria to the dancer, who’d appeared naked for much of the play and been handpicked for her face and assets.

“Malon mentioned wanting us to pick a few waterfruits earlier today,” he said. “She might not be up to making what she had planned with them, but I should still get them, just in case.”

Ria grinned, bobbing upward to briefly expose her breasts before diving downward, legs and butt briefly poking above the surface before sinking into the deep. Damon followed after her, but she’d always been the faster swimmer.

There was only one waterfruit of sufficient ripeness, and Ria plucked it from the vine with deft hands. She held it in her arms as she came to the surface, kicking her legs to stay afloat as she lifted it over her head triumphantly.

“Nice,” said Damon. “Toss it here.”

Ria grinned teasingly and shook her head. “I think I’ll keep it for myself. I have always been of fondness for the flavor of these fruits.”

Damon floated toward her and made a grab for the fruit. Ria laughed and pulled it out of his reach. He caught one of her ankles as she tried to kick away and reeled her toward him. He grabbed again, this time taking her by the hips, and pulled her body into his.

For a glorious instant, his cock mashed against her wonderfully soft butt. The sensation was enough to stir his tool back to its former proportions. Ria tried to buck him off, pushing backward, grinding into him with accidental naughtiness. Damon wrapped his arms around her, one hand cupping one of her breasts, all but groaning in pleasure as she wiggled in a manner that rubbed her buttocks along his hard length.

“Not quite, young Damon,” laughed Ria. “This prize is not so easy to be taken as such.”

She held the waterfruit in one hand overhead, turning so they were face to face. She was slightly taller than him, which made it hard for Damon to grab at the fruit. He did the obvious thing and grabbed at her instead, wrapping his arms tight and pulling her body to his.

Ria had been bobbing upward as he hugged her, and pressed together as they suddenly were, the resulting downward shift left Damon’s cock with only one, rather tight and welcoming, place to go. She gasped and he let out a low groan, and they both stared foolishly into each other’s faces, the waterfruit forgotten and floating off toward the lake’s center.

His cock was buried most of the way into Ria’s wonderous womanhood. He wouldn’t have believed it, had the sensation not been so distinct and stunningly pleasurable. There were no words to apologize, excuse, or explain what he’d just done, what they’d both were now continuing to do, so he said nothing.

They held each other, staying afloat through a mixture of natural buoyancy and gentle leg treading, which had the added effect of bouncing Ria ever so slightly up and down along Damon’s length. Her eyes were fluttering, and she was shaking her head in small movements back and forth, reflecting Damon’s own internal reaction.

“Damon,” whispered Ria. “We are sinking.”

He took hold of her buttocks, not even trying to hide his intentions as he pumped into her. “Are we?”

“We could drown, if we stay like this,” said Ria, speaking the words against his neck.

“We could,” Damon admitted. He tried to kiss her lips and got her cheek instead as Ria turned her face at the last instant.

“Malon…” She cleared her throat, still rolling her hips to meet his thrusts. “Malon would not want us to drown.”

“When have you ever cared about how aesta felt?” asked Damon.

Ria shook her head again, her mouth falling half open either in awe of the pleasure or an inability to form a proper response. For several blissful, guilty seconds, they continued to bob, Damon’s cock plunging into her and removing all plausible deniability from the situation.

“Velanor will be the one to find us, if we continue, ahem, drowning,” said Ria.

Damon groped one of her breasts, still thinking with the tip of his cock. Ria suddenly surprised him with a kiss, no more than a quick peck, and then forcibly pushed down on his shoulders, separating them and dunking his head.

Damon hadn’t been expecting it. Water rushed up his nose, burning his sinuses and leaving him coughing as he came back to the surface. Ria had retrieved the waterfruit and was already wading into the shallows. She seemed to have found her modesty in the wake of what they’d begun, and kept her breasts securely covered by one arm as she looked his way.

“For what it is worth,” she began, “I enjoy our bathing games, young Damon. We may find time to indulge in a bit of teasing again, if Jad wills it.”

He wasn’t sure whether to tell her he was looking forward to it or admit that they’d just made a terrible mistake, crossed a truly unfortunate line. He watched Ria walk back to the tower house naked, hips swaying from side to side, waterfruit in one hand and her dirty clothing in the other.


CHAPTER 34

The rest of the afternoon passed in relative peace. Damon helped with the remaining chores, tending to the horses and carrying firewood inside. Vel handled the situation inside the tower house, watching over Malon as she rested and preparing a stew from whatever miscellaneous ingredients she could find for dinner.

The fight had apparently taken a hidden toll on Ria, as well. Damon found her asleep in his bed when he finally carried the last of the firewood inside and finished his share of the work. It was early evening, and while he was again curious about what the sleeping situation would be for the approaching night, he figured it made sense to let her sleep for the time being.

“The stew is almost finished,” said Vel. “Want some?”

“Sure,” he said. “How is aesta doing?”

“She’s fine, as far as I can tell.” Vel began ladling two portions of the stew, which was mostly vegetables with a few hunks of leftover meat, into bowls. “I hope Ria learned something from today.”

“I agree, but it’s not as though she didn’t have a point.”

Vel frowned, sliding his bowl across the table. “What do you mean by that?”

He shrugged. “Shank took you hostage in Morotai, Vel. He’s not going to stop coming after us, and his methods are obviously rather underhanded. With Malon refusing to be proactive in helping us fight, it’s possible, even likely, that we’ll end up being surprised by what he does next.”

“Do you think he might come here?” asked Vel. “To the farm?”

He hesitated, seeing the anxiety in her expression. The truth was that he still didn’t know for sure if Shank had figured out their exact location. The people of Morotai hadn’t seem like the type who would freely give out information on one of their own to a stranger.

Beyond that, he saw no reason to stir Vel’s worries over an outcome which they had so little control over.

“I don’t think his first move will be to attack the farm,” said Damon. “Gavel, the man who he’s acting on behalf of, wants my money, not my head. I think we’ll be safe here if we’re smart about sticking together and not openly announcing our presence.”

“Are you certain?” asked Vel.

“Not completely, but regardless, we aren’t exactly defenseless,” he said. “If Shank does attack, I highly doubt Malon’s current reservations about fighting will hold her back from melting his face off.

Vel snorted and covered her mouth. “You’re probably right. Here, the soup should be cool enough for you to start eating. Give it a try!”

Damon nodded and scooped up a spoonful of carrot, potato, and broth. The predominant flavor was of salt… an intense amount of salt. He suppressed a cough as he chewed and swallowed.

“It’s… interesting,” he said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” snapped Vel.

He flashed a teasing smile. “Let’s just say that it would be ideal if Malon was recovered enough to do the cooking tomorrow night.”

“Hey! It can’t be that bad!”

Vel took a spoonful from her own bowl and tasted it. Damon watched her blink in surprise, making an obvious effort to keep her lips from puckering at the overpowering flavor.

“It’s fine,” she insisted. “Salty stews are actually quite popular in the capital.”

“Oh, I’m sure they are,” said Damon, rolling his eyes.

She tried to slap her shoulder, but Damon caught her wrist, holding her hand and caressing one of her knuckles instead.

“Thanks,” he said.

“For what?”

He shrugged. “I know you never wanted to come back to the farm, Vel. I also know that the situation we’re in right now is at least partially my fault.”

“Your father’s fault, you mean,” she said. “It’s not like you were the one who ran up those debts.”

“It makes little difference to them,” he said. “Regardless, my point is simply that I appreciate your effort in keeping a mostly positive attitude.”

“Oh…” she said, smiling. “Thank you. I thought for a second you were going to bring up the cat mask again and your ridiculous fantasy about, well, you know.”

She blushed, and the expression was so genuine on her face that Damon suddenly felt embarrassed, himself. He had basically accused Vel of not just willingly going to bed with a man, a commoner, no less, after an hour of knowing him, but also of getting intimate with someone who was a nearly brother in all but name.

“I’m sorry about that, Vel,” he said. “I’ll admit that I was wrong.”

The words still felt odd to say aloud, as though his instincts still wanted to contradict them, but he saw the relief they brought to Vel’s expression.

“Is the soup really that bad?” she asked.

He took another sip, confirming that it was. “Nah. Just a bit salty.”

***

Damon rested in the common room after dinner, nursing a half full mug of waterfruit wine. Vel had brought Malon and Ria a bowl of the soup, the latter of whom was still sleeping in Damon’s bed.

He wasn’t tired, however, and it only seemed fair for him to be the last one awake, given that fact. He took his and Vel’s dishes outside to wash in the trough, only to discover that someone else was also up.

“Damon,” said Ria. “Care to be of mischief with me tonight?”

Her voice was playful and suggestive, but the fact that she was dressed in a tunic with one of her old coats over it made him discard his first interpretation of her words.

“Are you finally making your departure?” he asked.

“Hopefully not,” said Ria. “I know where Shank and his friends are currently camping.”

Damon folded his arms. “You didn’t see fit to mention this earlier?”

“I was unsure if it would get back to Malon if I told you,” said Ria. “Not to mention that I needed this, the weather, the approaching storm, to be at my full strength. If we are of timing on this, I shall make my performance earlier today look like a novice’s experimentation. If you would like, you can come along with me and lend a hand with what needs to happen.”

He considered for only a moment before deciding. “I’ll get my sword.”


CHAPTER 35

They left the tower house as quietly as they could, falling into stride through the dreary, rain-soaked night. Damon suspected that his clothes were going to remain somewhere between damp and drenched for the next few hours, a reality which he forced himself to accept and begin to ignore.

He ran next to Ria at full speed out of necessity, surprised by both her speed and the range of her night vision. They broke into the trees side by side, dancing through the darkness, dodging brambles and dipping under branches.

The Malagantyan was prone to flooding on a mild scale during the spring season, and thin rivulets of water formed a flowing web of freshly fed runoff. The ghost moon was nearly full and stubborn in its refusal to be hidden by the clouds, which lent the water and the rolling fog an eerie green ambience.

Ria seemed to know exactly where she was going. It was a fact that lent Damon confidence as he matched her movements, ducking and dodging and keeping time with her every step.

Nearly an hour passed with neither of them speaking a word. Ria suddenly stopped and held an arm out to one side, falling into a crouch. Damon slowed, taking in the landscape ahead.

An ancient riverbed had been temporarily revitalized by the falling rain, with a stream cutting along past a series of steep hills leading to a cliff. Ria seemed cautious in a way that left Damon suspecting that they were close to their destination.

“We must be of silence, of shadow,” whispered Ria.

“Can you see them from here?” asked Damon.

She didn’t answer, already moving to cross the stream with a graceful loping step. Her foot tore up a patch of damp grass on the other side, exposing a spot of fresh, wet mud, but it wasn’t enough to steal her balance.

Damon got a running start, barely making it across with a fair cut less of clearance. He attempted to follow in the wake of Ria’s trail up the next hill, but soon realized that even her delicate movements through the grass left traces of her passage, ones he didn’t want to double emphasize with his own heavy feet.

They climbed for long minutes, angling back and forth to continue upward as the slope shifted dangerously vertical.

A massive boulder of exposed rock lay at the top of the cliff, center sunken inward far enough to form a cozy cave for one. Damon was about to investigate further when Ria gripped his shoulder, digging her fingernails in, and gestured ahead of them.

On the far side of their current position, in a small clearing far below them, stood several simple canopy tents and a large fire. The men around it looked miserable even from a distance, but it was the builds of their bodies that Damon noticed.

Ten in total, they were a near even mix of Merinians and Remenai, a fact not so strange in itself, but matching with what Ria had said about the makeup of Shank’s gang.

He let his hand rest on his sword, feeling a rush of nervous energy. They were outnumbered, but Ria’s tempesting and the high ground might be enough to swing the odds in their favor, regardless.

“Can you strike at them with lightning from up here?” he whispered.

Ria gave him a curious, but not complete, smile. “I can, but not as of now. The storm needs to recover its strength first.”

She glanced up, and Damon noticed what she meant. The rain had slowed to a trickle, and it had been at least a few minutes since he’d last heard the boom of thunder.

“We shall wait here,” whispered Ria.

She gestured behind them with her head. Damon followed her into the cave, watching as she shifted an old leafy tree branch sideways to conceal the entrance. He suddenly realized that it wasn’t just a cave, but her cave, a hiding spot she’d clearly used before.

A burned-out fire sat next to the opening, where the smoke could rise without pooling into a problem. A single, surprisingly clean blanket lay across a sleeping pad of layered willow boughs. There was even a rock of the perfect shape and size to sit on, which Ria immediately took for herself. Damon opted for the floor, instead.

“This is pretty nice,” he said.

“It has sufficed on several occasions in the past,” said Ria. “The only route up to this cave is of the angle we ascended.”

“Is this where you were staying before coming back to the farm?”

She shook her head. “It is not. This is where I stayed when I first began to wander. The first place I made of my own.”

Damon couldn’t resist teasing her a bit. “It could perhaps use a carpet, maybe a few wall hangings.”

“I did not stay here for that long, you fool.”

“You had somewhere else to be?” he asked.

Ria folded her arms and hid her gaze against one of the cave walls.

“Tell me,” said Damon. “I want to understand more about your path in life, Ria. You never told us, at least Vel and I, much about your time away.”

Ria held her silence for another moment before finally sighing and speaking her mind. “Of what is there to tell? I am a clanless Remenai, young Damon. Are you of a full understanding as to what that means?”

He shook his head. “I know it means that you’re limited in how you can interact with your people, but beyond that, I’ll admit that the significance is lost on me.”

Ria stood up, moving from the rock, to her makeshift bed in the corner. “To your Merinian eyes, I suspect being of no clan would seem similar to you or Vel’s circumstances, to be born of no true family. The truth is that it is closer to being of no name, afforded no rights.”

Damon stood up and moved to join her on the bed, putting an arm around her. “Ria… I didn’t realize.”

“Your pity is less than warranted,” said Ria. “I enjoyed my travels. Even if I was not accepted by my people in the way that I wanted, I became of their knowledge in many ways.”

“Well…” He shrugged. “The sex ritual you mentioned in the Hidden Gorge certainly seems like some knowledge worth having.”

Ria snorted. “Yes, it was rather enjoyable, even though I partook of it only with another woman.”

She turned to face him, smiling more with her eyes than with her mouth. One of her hands shifted to rest on his thigh, and it was suddenly as if they were picking up from right where they’d left off in the lake.

“Did you know that clanless women fall outside the normal bounds of monogamous restrictions in many clans?” whispered Ria. “Would you like to be of awareness about how many Remenai males have taken me as their own, young Damon?”

Her words were both disconcerting and intriguing. He wanted to know, but he didn’t want to hear her say it. He ran a hand up the front of her tunic, gently cupping one of her breasts as she leaned in closer to him.

“None,” she whispered. “In fact… I have only ever been taken as a woman by one man, and that particular encounter was not of a satisfying conclusion.”

“Is that right?” he replied.

He kissed her, feeling an illicit thrill surge through them. They hadn’t kissed in the lake, both of them still clinging to the shroud of deniability about what they’d been doing. He kissed her now, and instantly felt shame and arousal recoil through him.

“Ria…” he whispered. “Maybe we shouldn’t.”

“We are of time and of opportunity.” She gestured to the rain falling outside the cave, which still hadn’t picked back up. “There are many wise Remenai parables about the importance of finishing what has been started.”

She kissed him and gently rolled him onto his back, lifting and dropping a leg to straddle his crotch. He felt himself hardening at a rapid pace and reached up his hands to hold Ria by the shoulders and slow things down.

“This wouldn’t be the finish, Ria,” he said. “It would be the start. We would never be able to see each other how we used to, how it was when we were growing up together.”

“I have been within reach of many opportunities to bed with other men,” she said. “Remenai males see me as an object, open and willing to be of their taking. Merinian men see my ears and my body, a chance to indulge in a fetish. Damon… you see my eyes.”

“Of course I do,” he hissed. “But that’s not reason enough, by itself. If we do this, things will change between us. Forever.”

“Change is a rule of life.”

“Ria…” he said.

“You sound afraid,” she whispered, pushing past his guard to kiss his neck. “Are you anxious about satisfying me properly?”

Damon shifted his hands to grip her hips, his irritation only building in light of her teasing and dismissal of his concerns. Ria reached down and pulled her tunic up and over her head, leaning forward to let her naked breasts dangle in front of his face.

The rest of their clothes followed with a borderline silly amount of tugging and fumbling, leaving them in the same positions, but newly naked and aroused. Damon’s heart pounded in light of what they were about to do.

In a sense, it felt almost like they were young again, curious and experimenting in the way that children so often do. The nature of their relationship created a different sort of intimacy, one that held so much more depth than Damon’s one-night encounters, but also a fragility of its own.

“Ria,” he whispered. “This is your last chance to stop me.”

He gingerly guided her hips upward, lining his cock up with her womanhood, pushing it up to tease against the soft petals of her opening.

“To stop you?” Ria let out an amused sigh. “Young Damon, your concern is appreciated, but so very…”

She trailed off in midsentence as he pulled his downward, sinking his tool deep into the tight embrace of her sex. A shudder ran through her, and Damon took a perverse amount of enjoyment in seeing how much pleasure he’d given Ria with just that first entrance thrust.

She leaned forward, kissing him with hungry, horny lips. Damon gripped her buttocks and guided her to start pumping her hips on his cock. Her breasts jiggled as she rocked back and forth. He kissed one, seeking the nipple of the other with his mouth and missing as Ria arched her back.

She set her hands down on his chest, moaning as she began to experiment, grinding and undulating, bouncing up and down. Damon ran his hands over her body, down her long, smooth legs. She leaned over to kiss him again and he cupped her face, letting a finger trail over the pointed edge of her ear.

“Oh…” Another shudder ran through her. “Damon!”

She hugged him tight, leaning so far forward that his cock felt the pressure of the angle, and shivered with what must have been an intense release. Damon ran a hand through her hair, still feeling his own lust, and gently rolled her over.

With Ria spread out on the blanket, he got his first real glimpse of her as a true sexual partner. Her face was flushed. Her breasts fell to either side at slightly odd angles. Her thin Remenai body was naked and revealed. A faint layer of silky hair covered her crotch, black with streaks of pale silver that made him think of a skunk’s stripe.

He started thrusting into her, each one rewarding him with an intoxicating burst of pleasure and the sound of her pleasured breath. He kissed her, feeling her lips move clumsily, as though literally drunk on the sensations of sex.

Memories of them together as children came unbidden to his mind. He remembered spying on her in early adolescence, feeling such confusion over the nature of his own arousal back then. Ria let out another moan, voice so familiar, but so new. A forbidden secret she’d kept from him for so long, finally exposed to the open.

“Oh, True Divine,” he muttered. “Ria!”

He pumped into her one final time, pulling her downward by one shoulder to thrust his cock as deep as it could possibly go. Ria shuddered as he released inside her, seeming unworried, despite the issues it posed.

Damon wrapped his arms around her, catching up with the moment and the pace of his own breath. Ria hugged him back, burying her face against his shoulder, and it was only then that he appreciated the reality of what they’d just done.


CHAPTER 36

They continued to lie on Ria’s old bed, listening to the rain outside the cave, pooling warmth while they waited for what lay ahead. Ria stroked Damon’s hair gingerly, and he knew that she was watching him with concern.

“Are you alright, Damon?” she whispered.

“I’m fine.” He shrugged. “Just confused. I… can’t believe that just happened.”

“Is it truly so hard to accept?” asked Ria. “We have been close of relationship for many, many years.”

“More than a close relationship,” said Damon. “We’ve been family, basically. What are we supposed to do when we go back to the farmstead? Do we tell Malon and Vel? Do we keep it secret?”

“The decision is yours,” said Ria. “I feel no responsibility to adhere to Merinian social norms. If you wish for us to never touch one another again, I will also understand.”

“That’s not what I want.” He sighed, rising up on one elbow. “What was this, Ria?”

She glanced downward, only drawing her gaze up to meet his after several contemplative seconds. “This was what men and women are of in their truest moments. This was a bonding, two people who trust and love one another expressing the depths of those emotions. This was us, young Damon, regardless of what Vel or Malon or the world wishes to say about it.”

There was a strength in her voice, not confidence exactly, but more of a deliberate firmness that was so in line with how Damon now knew Ria had chosen to live. She didn’t have time for self-doubt or questioning her past decisions. She made her own way through life, writing her own rules as she went.

“I will have to brew some, ah, maiden’s tea.” She cleared her throat and gave him a chastising look. “Could you be more careful next time?”

“Next time, and the time after,” said Damon. “It was hard to stop myself. You feel so good, Ria.”

“As do you,” she whispered.

She kissed him again, and despite how recently they’d been together, Damon felt his lust burgeoning in hopes of a second round. He was in the middle of reaching to pull Ria’s thighs open when the sound of booming thunder brought them back to their main objective.

“It is time,” she said.

“I’m ready,” said Damon.

They dressed quickly, Damon strapping on his sword belt and checking his weapon, Ria tying her hair back into a short ponytail to keep it out of her face.

Watching from the edge of the cliff, Damon saw Shank’s gang scrambling into their tents as the intensifying rain extinguished their fire. Lightning rippled through the sky overhead, crisscrossing over the ghost moon, coupled with bone rattling thunder.

“I’ll get close,” said Damon. “You bring the tempesting from up here.”

“There is too much danger in facing them alone,” said Ria.

“I’m just the distraction,” said Damon. “I’ll be relying on you for the heavy hits. Just, uh, make sure to keep your magic from targeting me.”

“I will be sure of aim.” Ria grabbed his hand, lacing her fingers through his and squeezing. “Still, be cautious, Damon. The danger here is real.”

“You too.”

He pulled her to him, kissing her for a long moment before starting his trek down the hill. The visibility was low, and the sound of the storm was more than enough to cover the noise of his approach.

There was an obvious area for him to sneak toward as he drew near, a thick clump of bushes away from where the entrances to the group’s tents were pointed. Damon nestled into it, hesitating as he began to wonder if Ria needed a signal to attack and what might serve the task.

The signal, in fact, came from her, in the form of a bolt of lightning striking the largest of the tents and lighting it on fire.

There was a yell from inside, followed by another volley of directed bolts to the other tents. The thunder boomed so loud that Damon’s ears ached from its intensity.

It was far more power than Ria had brought to bear against Malon, and even though he’d seen such a preview earlier in the day, he still felt a measurable sense of awe, enough to briefly stunt his reaction.

A Merianian rushed from one of the burning tents, waving an arm at where he saw the fire. A bolt of lightning cut him down as though in punishment from the True Divine, his body falling limp to the ground, unconscious or dead.

Not all of Shank’s men appeared content to serve as target practice for a tempester. It was mainly the Remenai who took their chance at fleeing, perhaps fearing the spellblood magic more than the expected dangers of the Malagantyan at night.

The four Merinians stood their ground, but even they seemed unaware and unprepared for what has going on. Damon managed to close the distance into their camp before they even appeared to realize that they were in a fight.

He slashed out at the first man who saw him, catching him completely off guard. The edge of his blade sank deep into the man’s arm, deep enough to maim if not render the limb completely useless.

He’d used that same strike with a blunted edge dozens, if not hundreds, of times before. In performances, drawing blood was a controlled, calculated affair, orchestrated for the audience and avoided when by accident.

There was nothing accidental about what he’d just done or the trail of dark red leaking into the dirt behind his retreating foe.

It was Damon’s first experience with real, unbridled violence, but too much else was happening for him to care, shouts and movement and the brutal chorus of thunder.

He had no time to examine his own actions. Another opponent rushed toward him, this one with dual daggers.

Damon fell into a guard stance, but it proved unnecessary as lightning struck a nearby rock, jarring the other man out of his attack before he could fully commit. Damon slashed low, taking him in the calf to drop him down to a stoop, and then slamming his knee into the man’s face.

He saw a flash of movement in his periphery and dove right on instinct. The axe blade of a halberd bit deep into the dirt where he’d been standing a moment earlier.

Its wielder was a burly man, fast, too, who yanked the weapon upward and prepared to make another strike while Damon was still within its effective range.

Halberds were weak against convincing feints. Damon danced left, luring the weapon down again before bursting forward with hidden speed.

He cleaved through the weapon’s haft with one strike, carrying the spin completely around, and buried his sword through his opponent’s thigh.

The blade was slick with red as he drew it back, numbly watching the defeated man slump forward and hurry to crawl away on hands and knees. Damon spun around, eyes passing over what was left of the camp, searching for Shank.

The crest sorcerer found him first. Pain exploded against the side of Damon’s head as the world turned sideways.

He landed on top of one of the collapsed tent canopies, inches away from the smoldering fire, with what felt like tiny mallets conducting brutal demolition on the inside of his head.

“Curious…” Shank’s voice was loud and strangely amused. “I would not have expected one such as yourself to be of recklessness to such a degree.”

Damon pulled himself up, doing his best not to loathe the sluggish way his body was responding to him. Shank could have already killed him, could have even slit his throat without ever even appearing in front of him.

His crest was giving off an eerie azure light, which made the smile underneath his banishment marks look undeniably ghoulish. He held his curved sword loose in the fingers of one hand and approached Damon with deceptive slowness.

“Gavel wished for the money he was owed, but some of the men you just fought were of his employ,” said Shank. “I am certain that he would prefer I resolve this situation, regardless of outstanding payment.”

There was a sudden blur, a sudden flash of cold blue, and Damon’s sword was no longer in his hand. He saw it bouncing across the dirt a dozen feet away, sensed Shank behind him, ready to issue the finishing strike on his newly disarmed opponent.

Ria’s voice cut through the moment, angry words spoken in Konokai, the local Rem language. Damon looked over his shoulder to see Shank whirling, searching the darkness for her. A bolt of lightning cut through the storm, striking the exact spot where he stood.

“Damon!” Ria rushed to his sword, picking up his sword as she entered the camp and passing it to him.

Damon blinked, clearing the after-image from his eyes and refocusing on Shank. The crest sorcerer was on his hands and knees, smoke rising from a vicious looking scorch mark on his shoulder, muscles in his fingers still twitching from the intensity of the shock.

“Ekastra!” shouted Ria. “Fool! You think yourself faster than lightning?”

Shank lifted his head, eyes glowing a frozen blue, and began to laugh. “I have no need to be. I can simply be faster than your eyes.”

His body blurred an instant before Ria brought down her next lightning strike. Damon brought his sword to bare and whirled in a circle, searching the storm swept night for blurs and shadows.

He knew, in that moment, that despite their efforts, they’d come up short. Shank’s crest gave him an advantage too great for even Ria’s tempesting to counter.

Damon felt the air move to his left and blocked on instinct. He caught the center of Shank’s sword, partially stopping the approaching slash, but the weapon’s curve still managed to sneak by and do damage.

The slash took him in the same shoulder he’d injured in their previous fight, blood seeping from new and old wounds alike. He felt the pressure on his weapon recede as their opponent launched into a new attack, too fast to follow. Ria gasped and doubled over.

Damon swore under his breath as he caught her by the shoulders, and he only partially untensed upon seeing that she’d been either kicked or punched in the stomach, rather than impaled or disemboweled.

“Damon!” she shouted.

Her eyes looked to the right of his face, and then to his neck. Damon had time to glance downward and confirm that Shank’s horrible curved sword was against his throat before everything happened at once.

An arrow hissed through the air by Damon’s ear. Shank let out a screech of pain and dropped his weapon, stumbling back. Vel appeared near the smoldering canvas tent fires, holding the short bow with one hand and covering her mouth with the other.

Ria burst into motion, launching a spinning kick that struck Shank clear across the mouth before he could use his crest magic to put himself out of reach. He retreated as soon as he recovered enough to act, briefly appearing as a blur at the edge of the clearing before disappearing into the dense trees of the Malagantyan.


CHAPTER 37

Vel was shaking, and Damon wasn’t sure whether it was from the chill of the rain and wind, or from fear. He hurried over to her, ignoring his own wounds to wrap his arms around her shoulders.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

She nodded, teeth chattering, and leaned her head forward into his chest.

“How did you find us?” he asked.

“I followed you,” she whispered. “When you and Ria left together, I thought… Well, I’m not sure what I thought. It just felt dangerous to leave you to whatever you had planned.”

Ria let out an appreciative chuckle. “You were proven correct, young Velanor.”

“I didn’t watch the path you took up the cliffs to the cave closely enough to follow you up,” said Vel. “I was getting ready to give up and head back to the tower house when I saw you sneak into the campsite, Damon.”

“You saved our lives,” he said.

“We are not out of danger yet,” said Ria. “We must be of haste. Shank could recover enough to decide to take his revenge at any moment.”

“Right,” said Damon. “Let’s move.”

The journey back to the farmstead was fairly miserable. Damon kept a hand clutched over his shoulder, fingers going numb under the relentless onslaught of cold rain.

The forest had begun to flood, leaving them splashing through several inch-deep puddles to progress forward at more than one point.

The tower house was a comforting sight, with its glowing orange windows indicating that the hearth was still aflame within.

Vel opened the door for Damon and Ria, and the three of them stumbled into the common room, dripping wet with water like half-drowned rats.

Malon sat at the dining table, fingers steepled, expression serious. She didn’t look up as they entered, instead waiting while they took their shoes off and discarded soaking outer layers of clothing.

“Aesta…” said Damon.

“Stop.” Malon’s eyes flicked up to pan over them. “Don’t waste my time with excuses. Tell me exactly where the three of you have been and what you’ve done.”

Her voice was stern and authoritative, churning old memories of childhood punishments to the fore. Damon was aware that he wasn’t the only one avoiding her gaze, nor hoping that one of the others would take point in explaining the nature of their mess.

“Ria and I went after Shank,” he said, after too long of a pause. “We thought that if we attacked during the storm and took him by surprise…”

“Rash, impulsive, and foolish,” sighed Malon. “Seta? What of you? Did you go after them to bring them back?”

“I tried to,” muttered Vel. “I didn’t make it in time. I’m sorry.”

“We recognize the mistake we made, aesta,” said Damon.

“No,” said Malon. “The mistake was in my judgment, not in your actions. I was overestimating my ability to keep you all safe. I underestimated both your energy and impulsiveness.”

“Aesta…” said Vel.

“Tomorrow, all of you will return to your normal lives.” Malon gave them a sad smile, resting her chin against her folded hands. “It’s for your own sake as much as mine.”

“What?” snapped Damon. “Look, we admitted that we made a mistake. The situation hasn’t changed that much.”

“We can’t just leave you here,” said Vel. “Please. I wasn’t interested in coming back to the farmstead to begin with, but I’m even less interested of knowingly leaving you in danger.”

“I’ve shown you some of what I can do, but not all, by any stretch,” said Malon. “I’ll be fine.”

“So, what?” Damon let some of his frustration veer into his voice. “You’re just going to throw us off the farm now, because… what? You don’t trust us to stay alive anymore? I came back here to help keep you safe, aesta!”

“I know, solas,” she said, standing up. “I can’t fully explain how much I appreciate that sentiment. How much I love you for it. But this… is simply how it must be.”

Malon crossed the distance to him before he could say another word, reaching out a hand to gently caress his cheek. For some reason, Damon found it hard to look at her directly, the conflict within his emotions stirring old memories.

She leaned forward, kissed him once on the cheek, and then the lips, and then spoke to the room. “Each of you should get some sleep. Ria, for tonight, you may rest in my bed.”

It was a testament to the gravity of the moment that Ria simply nodded instead of making a fuss. She was the first to leave the common room, followed by Vel, and finally Damon, once he realized that Malon clearly considered the conversation to be over.

He stripped out of his clothing, rebandaged his shoulder, and climbed under his quilt. He could hear the constant patter of rain on the roof overhead, now sans magical thunder. The illumination of the hearth flickered through the crack between his door and the floor, occasionally broken by Malon’s passing shadow.

He didn’t want to leave. He would, if Malon insisted, but he didn’t want to. It was a stark realization, one that raised hard questions about where his life was headed and what he wanted out of it. Five years chasing the dream of becoming a gladiator comparable to his father and the Gilded Swords, and now he was pining for the old life he’d run away from.

Except it wasn’t the same life. He wasn’t a child anymore, blessed and cursed with the innocence and naivety of youth. Malon wasn’t simply his aesta anymore, and Ria and Vel were grown and independent.

Three women, three changing relationships, all balanced on the edge of a knife. Balanced on a situation filled with dangers he still didn’t fully understand.

Strangely, he felt himself missing his old sword, his wrathblade. He massaged his broken finger through the splint, wincing as he thought back to Gavel and the alleyway and the encounter which had set the course of his life askew.

It was a ridiculous notion, but some deep-set part of his instincts told him that the past week of his life would have played out extremely differently if he’d somehow managed to keep ahold of the weapon. He blinked, giving the thought the attention it deserved.

Shank had asked about his wrathblade. He’d assumed it was simple curiosity, interest born from the nature of his crest, but Damon still remembered the eagerness in the outcast Rem’s voice.

It was a line of thinking that only led to him feeling the loss of his prized weapon all the more deeply. His priceless wrathblade, gifted to him by Lady Adele of Paquet, the third woman he’d ever bedded in his life, incidentally.

He glanced toward the door, suddenly hoping that it would open and Ria or Malon or even Vel would slip in and join him in his bed. He felt his face flush as he finally acknowledged the fact that he was attracted to them through the veil of shame and guilt and familial history.

The light from the hearth peeking through under the door dimmed, but no footsteps followed. Damon resigned himself to thoughts and fantasies of things he wanted that he simply couldn’t have as he finally drifted off to sleep.


CHAPTER 38

Damon went to sleep alone and woke up with a guest. His eyes were still closed when he felt his visitor slip under the quilt next to him. He suspected he knew who it was, and the soft, playful voice gave him immediate confirmation.

“Young Damon,” whispered Ria. “Are you still asleep?”

He felt her lips press against his and sleepily kissed her back. Reaching an arm over and around her, he tiredly tried to pull her body to lock into his, feeling a sudden pressing and achingly hard need to take care of a certain problem he’d woken up with.

“Oh, if only,” sighed Ria. “I would enjoy nothing more than to be of pleasure this morning, once, twice, three times, if your stamina allowed.”

“I believe it would for that,” said Damon. He kissed her again, cupping one of her breasts through the fabric of her spiral tunic.

Ria ran her hands through his hair, sliding upward to pull his face into her bosom. “I am sorry, Damon. I… am taking the request of Malon, our aesta, to heart. It is time for me to depart.”

“Why now?” Damon shook his head, pulling back from the embrace, looking at her seriously. “When was the last time you actually listened to her, rather than rebelling?”

“Long ago, this is true.”

“Be honest with me. Are you afraid of Shank?”

Ria blinked, her violet eyes betraying nothing as they peeked out behind loose strands of black hair. “No. At least, not in the sense you may think me of. I am afraid, Damon, of my own weakness. Against Shank, yes, but against Malon, as well. I need to become stronger and I sense that time is of the essence.”

“Is that the only reason?” he asked.

“Are you asking me if I am fleeing in light of our fledgling intimacy?”

“Fleeing isn’t exactly the word I’d choose.” Damon shrugged. “But yes. I suppose I am.”

He felt Ria’s arms wrap tighter around his chest. She gave him a slow kiss, not just taking her time, but letting Damon take his as he kissed her back.

“I felt vulnerable with you,” said Ria. “That is true. With that said, I would have risked it, if it had made sense.”

He reached out, letting his thumb press against the bottom of her chin. “I think it could.”

“I wish it could.”  She closed her eyes, smiling sadly. “I would follow you, if you asked me to. I suspect you would… follow me, of the same?”

“I would,” said Damon. “I somehow doubt it would end well.”

“You would be attacked, possibly killed, by warriors of the Kirranosai as soon as we passed more than a day’s travel north, east, or west of here.”

“That’s wonderful to consider.”

Ria rolled her eyes. “Would it be all that much better for one such as I in the Merinian colony cities?”

“Objectively yes, but not by all that much,” he said. “You wouldn’t be safe either. I know, and I understand your point.”

Ria nodded as though she’d needed to hear him agree before it was genuinely made true. “We will see each other again.”

“Yeah. We will.”

Ria stared at him, and Damon felt his heart break in the same instant her resolve briefly flickered. She closed her eyes, bending her head forward, and Damon pulled her into a tight hug.

“One month, Ria. Regardless of what else happens. Come back to the farm in one month from today, even if just for the night.”

“Malon may not—”

“Aesta,” said Damon, “will have calmed down by then. I’ll figure this out.”

She watched him for a purposeful span of seconds, reading him on a level that felt akin to being undressed. He didn’t look away and didn’t let go of her.

“One month from today,” said Ria, with a nod.

He followed her into the common room in time to witness the tail end of her tearful goodbye to Vel. The two women, nearly sisters in all but name, hugged each and whispered to each other. Valid questions about where Ria would go and what she’d do from Vel, honest reassurances about her ability to take care of herself from Ria.

“I will be okay, Velanor,” said Ria. “I love you and this will not be the last time we see one another.”

“I know,” said Vel. “It’s always the same. Goodbyes never get any easier.”

“That is a statement of the truth.”

Malon waited by the door, wearing her grey tunic and black leggings, hair not yet in its usual red braid. Ria nodded to her with a face much more guarded than it had been with either of the others.

“Malon,” she said. “I will take your advice.”

“Seta.” Malon blinked a couple of times. “Please be careful.”

“Always,” said Ria.

Malon didn’t look like she knew what to do with her hands, as though the distance grown between her and Ria made it hard for her to even know how to give her former ward a hug.

It was distance too far to cross in that instant. Ria shot one last look in the direction of Damon and Vel before shouldering a bag of supplies she must have prepared the night before and slipping out through the door.

Malon let out a sigh and leaned against the dining table. “This is for the best. The two of you should also leave by midday. Solas, I’d been hoping since you both are heading toward the coast that you could watch over seta along the way.”

Damon glanced toward Vel and nodded. “I can, but… Aesta, are you sure about this?”

“Very much so,” she said. “It isn’t forever. The situation here will settle down in time, truly.”

Her words sounded much like what he’d told Ria just a moment earlier, which made him appreciate just how hard the decision was for Malon. She was a practical woman and wouldn’t go to such great lengths to protect them if she didn’t think it was necessary.

It was a fact which paradoxically left him feeling more than ever like he needed to be the one to resolve the situation.

He’d tried the obvious approach, simply attacking and killing Shank. He’d nearly killed two men with his sword, mercenaries and assassins, true enough, but he’d still come close to ending their lives.

“Solas?” asked Malon. “Are you alright?”

“Fine,” he said. Malon began to scoop a bowl of porridge for him, but he shook his head. “I’m not especially hungry.”

He needed to find a way to get money, if not enough to pay Gavel back, then at least enough to sate him for a few more days until he could think of a new plan.

When he framed the problem in that context, it almost seemed reasonable, like one of the old debts he’d occasionally accrue from drinking and carousing with Austine. A simple cost instead of a threat against his family and home.

The morning passed in a mixture of light packing and heavy silence. Damon closed the door to his old room, listening to it creak as it set into the doorframe, and joined Malon and Vel during the tail end of their goodbye in the common room.

“Enjoy yourself, seta,” whispered Malon, as the two of them hugged.

“I will,” she replied.

“You have so much in life ahead of you,” said Malon. “Promise you won’t get hung up on your worries?”

“I promise,” said Vel, with a small sniffle. Her eyes were red with recently wiped tears. Her bag looked less full than it had when she’d arrived, with the addition, Damon noted, of the old short bow.

“I’ll wait outside, Damon,” Vel told him. “Aesta wants us to walk to Morotai together.”

“Right,” he said. “I won’t be long.”

She gave him a sad smile, squeezed Malon’s hand one last time, and slipped through the door. The silence in the common room suddenly felt ancient and loaded, and Damon endured for a moment before letting it break.

“Aesta,” he said.

“Solas.”

He drew close to her, pulling her into an embrace, rather than a goodbye hug. He saw the flutter of surprise in her eyes, followed by stern authority that would have been more convincing had she not let him continue touching her. He kissed her in the moment that she was about to object, his lips moving with passion that even he hadn’t been expecting.

“Please, solas,” she whispered, setting a hand on his chest.

“I need to know the truth.” He spoke gentle words into her ear, knowing how his breath would feel against her neck. “Are you sending us away to protect us, or to protect yourself?”

“Protect myself from what?” She raised an eyebrow, locking gazes with him. Damon kissed her again and felt the lustful, hungry way she responded. They began moving, suddenly bumping into the common table, and he felt an intense urge to flip her down onto it, to do more than just that.

“From what might happen,” he said. “From the cost of your crest magic. From me, as a man.”

“You’re cocky, solas,” she said, shaking her head. Her hips were not on the same page as her mouth, apparently, as they continued to flex toward him with small movements, thighs open against his questing hardness.

“If this is why…” He let his hands slide underneath her tunic, tracing the spot he remembered her crest to be in on her lower back. “…Then we should confront it directly. Here and now. Regardless of what it means.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying, nor what you’re doing,” whispered Malon. “You are a sweet young man, Damon, but this is not what you want.”

“I know what I want, and—”

“This is not what you will get,” she said, more firmly. “I… perhaps gave you the wrong idea on the night when Ria first arrived and you shared my bed. You saw me in a vulnerable state. You’re still young and full of energy, and my magic has residual effects, and…”

He kissed her again, barely pretending about what he was doing as he gripped one of her thighs and caressed his thumb upward toward her womanhood. “The magic barrier you used yesterday isn’t the only one you’ve put up between us.”

She pressed a hand to his chest. “For good reason. Solas, you are confused.”

He kissed her neck, sliding a hand upward to cup just underneath one of her breasts. “Would you care to help me with my confusion, then?”

“It wouldn’t be help,” she said.

Finally, Malon pushed him back, clearing her throat and leaning forward to stand up from where he’d had her pressed against the table. She managed to summon authority back into her expression, folding her arms and chastising him with her gaze.

“I love you, solas,” she said. “But you need to go back to your old life. Once you’ve cleared your head and I’ve had time to assess the situation here, you will of course be welcome to come back.”

“I love you, aesta,” he said. “More than I think you know.”

“Be careful with your love, solas.”


CHAPTER 39

It was warm, and the sky was clear overhead as Damon and Vel made their way down the thin path leading away from the farmstead and toward the main road. The fair weather was no panacea for his mood, however, which seemed to grow darker and more conflicted with each step he took back toward his old life.

“I still just don’t know,” he said. “She might be wrong. She might be doing this to save us at the expense of putting herself in danger.”

He’d already expressed the sentiment to her in different words several times over.

Vel was silent for a moment before responding with a small shrug. “That’s just the sort of logic aesta would use to make a decision, but I’m not so sure. Damon… It’s possible that the danger posed by Shank is actually diffused by having you and Ria leave the farmstead.”

“You think he’ll shift his focus once he realizes we aren’t living at the tower house?”

“I think that’s what aesta thinks,” said Vel. “It is a fair point, you must admit. Shank had a grudge against Ria and a mission to extort you. Now, his attention will be split in multiple directions. I doubt he’ll focus on the farmstead, given all that’s waiting for him there is a crest sorceress who has already defeated him once.”

Her words reminded him of a similar warning Bylia had issued to him, a warning he’d ignored with mixed results. He shook his head and sighed, unable to bring enough coherence to his feelings to argue a counterpoint.

“You might be right,” he said. “But what if—”

“What if I’m wrong?” cut in Vel.

“No. I was going to say what if we’re supposed to stay at the farm? It felt right to me, for all of us to be back there together.”

Vel flashed a teasing smile. “I’m sure it did. You, the sole man living in a tower house filled with attractive women and not enough beds.”

“Hey,” he said, shooting her a mock glare.

“Hey, yourself,” said Vel. “I saw Ria sneak into your room this morning. I wasn’t going to bring it up while we were all still together and ruin the mood, but did the two of you…?”

“Ria and I?” Damon forced out a semi-convincing snort. “Really, Vel? What goes on inside that head of yours?”

“I was just asking,” she said, voice haughty. “You don’t have to mock me.”

“I was only just asking back when I brought up my questions about your cat mask.”

Vel stumbled on a tree root, and when Damon next saw her face, it was bright red. An awkward silence took up residence between them, and he found himself wishing that he could take back or at least amend his words as the long walk to Moratai stretched on.

***

The town’s sleepy absence did not deign to awaken itself merely for their arrival. Damon greeted Vestatille in his watch tower, before heading toward the inn alongside Vel to start asking about wagons heading south.

“You’re sure that you have enough to pay for both of us?” asked Damon.

“Obviously,” said Vel. “I didn’t set out from Hearthold with an empty purse. I knew I’d have to make my way back eventually. You are going to owe me a favor for this.”

“How about I just pay you back when I start earning coin again?”

“I’d rather you owe me a favor.” Vel gave him a teasing smile, and Damon couldn’t resist playfully swatting her on the shoulder. She caught his hand and held it, arms swinging back and forth, as they entered the Smoke and Stage.

Bylia was sitting at the bar, sipping a mug of either ale or cider and looking profoundly bored.

She went through a series of reactions in response to the sound of the door opening, first brushing a few strands of chestnut brown hair out of her face to glance toward the new arrival, then recognizing Damon and perking up, with her eyes finally settling on his and Vel’s intertwined fingers.

“I should have guessed you’d be here,” he said, pulling away from Vel to join Bylia. “Are you singing again tonight?”

“Undoubtedly,” said Bylia. “For a crowd of perhaps a dozen, if I’m lucky. What brings you out from the peaceful farmstead to visit this beautiful, bustling center of community and commerce?”

“Just passing through,” said Damon. “Any interest in joining us as a traveling companion?”

He saw Bylia flash a beautiful smile, which dimmed slightly as she glanced back and forth between him and Vel. “I think I’ll pass, for the time being. I appreciate you making the offer but I wouldn’t want to impose.”

“Are you sure?” asked Damon. “I’m likely going to be spending some time in Avaricia with my old troupe. You might be able to find work with us if you come along.”

He still remembered, rather distinctly, the proposal she’d made of the two of them traveling together. Damon found himself wondering if it was perhaps the perfect time to give the arrangement, along with whatever it led to, a fair shot.

“I get the impression that you aren’t traveling back to Avaricia solely with performing in mind,” said Bylia.

Damon shrugged, finding that he couldn’t deny it.

As much as he did feel a pull toward his sidelined career and his father’s legacy among the Gilded Swords, he knew it wouldn’t be as simple as merely picking up from where he’d left off.

Gavel was still a threat, one that he would be avoiding as much as finding the right circumstance and angle to mount a counterattack from.

“You aren’t wrong,” he said.

Bylia took his hand and kissed his knuckles with a sigh. “Come find me when your life has calmed down, and my offer will still stand. Until then… I suppose I’ll be staying here. Perhaps I’ll pay Malon a visit at the farm.”

“I’m sure she’d like that,” he said.

After consulting with Jonna and Bart, Damon walked alongside Vel toward the stables and a soon-departing wagon to Veridan’s Curve. He reached her hand to hold again and didn’t find it.

“You were awfully quick to invite her to come along with us,” muttered Vel.

“She’s a friend.”

“Is she?” asked Vel.

“Why does your tone sound so sulky?” asked Damon. “I simply thought that it might be nice for us to have some additional company on the journey.”

“Additional, large-chested company,” said Vel.

“I’ve always been more about the feel of breasts, rather than pure size.”

Vel stared at him, blinking a few times as though she couldn’t quite believe what he’d just said or take it seriously. Damon contributed to the moment by reaching out a finger to poke her playfully in the chest.

“Hmmm…” He shrugged. “Not bad.”

“Damon Al-Kendras!”


CHAPTER 40

Three days later, they reached Avaricia. Damon helped Vel down from the carriage they’d hired to expediate the trip and stared out across the city he’d spent a fair chunk of the previous five years in.

It hadn’t changed, but his time back home made him see it differently. Avaricia was a city of privilege, which meant different things to different people.

From a certain angle, it was a rising jewel, a colonial port city poised for greatness. From another perspective, like the view from the hovels in which the thousands of poor made their beds, it was a pit of inequality and Remenai exploitation.

The newer construction of the wealthy districts and Veridas Keep did look nice, a fact which Damon admitted only while keeping in mind where that money came from. Avaricia’s main road led straight out of the Malagantyan and into the city’s docks, a vein through which the wealth of the New North was pumped back to Hearthold.

“Did you enjoy this city when you lived here?” asked Vel.

She walked close next to him, her shoulder brushing against his, seeming less than at ease as they passed through the shanties and dirty alleyways and disheveled beggars common to the city’s outskirts.

“Enjoy isn’t the word I would use,” said Damon. “I was used to it. I lived a relatively comfortable life. I wouldn’t say I ever fell in love with Avaricia, but I made a living off entertaining its people. I needed the city as much as it needed me.”

“That’s an interesting way of putting it,” said Vel. “Do you not feel like you need it anymore?”

He considered her question, wondering if he’d really come back to his old life, or just to visit until he could return to the farmstead. He was about to answer when a heavy hand settled on his shoulder, jerking him to the side, away from Vel.

“Damon Al-Kendras.” The man who’d grabbed him was tall, with a crooked nose. “Remember me?”

“No,” he said, letting his hand rest on the hilt of his sword. “Should I?”

“Gavel has been looking for you,” said the man. “I’d go tell him you’d arrived back myself, but I don’t doubt he already knows. You best make your way to see him, and it best not be empty handed.”

The man slipped away into the crowd. Damon swore under his breath and started cracking his knuckles.

“Damon…” Vel grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “Are you in danger?”

“Not just yet,” he said. “Look, it’s not for you to concern yourself with. Let’s get you on a ship back to Hearthold as soon as possible. I don’t want you around me in case this situation escalates.”

“Wait… no,” said Vel.

“I’m not going to argue on this, Vel. It’s what aesta would—”

“That’s not what I mean,” she said. “Look!”

She pointed down the road, toward where a crowd had assembled around a heavily guarded procession of noble carriages. The largest of them was pulled by four massive horses, and had a curved canopy roof that left an open view of its resplendent passengers.

Damon recognized one of them instantly. The Godking Avarice was entirely bald, with pale skin and pale eyes, dressed in a robe of all white and carrying a small golden scepter which he would occasionally gesture out to the crowd with.

He was one of the Forsaken, which held a deeper meaning to Damon after what Malon had explained to him about the nature of crests. Damon eyed several of the guards holding back the crowd in the street around the carriage, wondering if any of them were secretly sorcerers, wondering what powers Avarice’s crest might imbue them with.

“That’s my liege!” said Vel. “The woman. That’s Princess Kastet.”

There was a woman sitting next to the Godking, dressed in a gown of cream and pink, chestnut brown hair carefully done up in a style that complimented the thin golden circlet she wore on her head. Damon glanced back at Vel, feeling a deeper understanding of why she’d been so eager to brag about her place in Merinian court as a lady in waiting to one of the princesses.

“Huh,” said Damon. “Well, that’s quite the convenience. I suppose you can just meet her here in Avarice and return to Hearthold as part of her retinue.”

“It looks as though she’s just arriving in the city,” said Vel. “There’ll likely be a banquet in her honor tomorrow, given how late it already is in the day. Damon… do you know what this means?”

He shook his head. “I honestly don’t.”

“There will be entertainment,” said Vel. “Without a doubt. If I can make it back into Kastet’s company tonight and make the suggestion, you could be a part of that entertainment. You and your troupe!”

“That’s… actually not a bad idea,” he said. “I’m assuming it would pay well?”

“Better than you’ve ever been paid before, most likely,” said Vel. “I doubt it would be enough to pay off your complete debt, but it would be something.”

“True Divine…” muttered Damon. “This could be exactly what I need. Vel, if you can make this happen, I will owe you a massive favor.”

She grinned at him and began pulling him along by the hand. “I like the sound of that. Come on, there’s no time to waste. Kastet will be staying at the Royal Lodgings next to the keep.”

***

By no small stroke of luck, the guard at the gate of the Royal Lodgings was part of Princess Kastet’s traveling party and recognized Vel on sight. She explained the situation and was allowed to pass, though the access wasn’t extended to Damon.

“I’ll need to go looking for Len and the rest of the troupe,” he told her. “Can you meet me in the city once you’ve spoken with your princess?”

“It’s no trouble,” said Vel.

“We usually stay at the Window Glow Inn,” said Damon. “If you follow the main road to the open market, it’s—”

“I know where it is,” said Vel.

Damon nodded, and then actually stopped to consider her words. She knew where the Window Glow Inn was, despite only having visited Avaricia in passing, and despite it being one of dozens of inns scattered about through the city. The Window Glow Inn, the same establishment he’d taken the young woman in the cat mask to on the night of the Turning Festival.

“You know where it is?” he said. “Vel. Hold, a moment. Vel!”

She stared at him, her reaction shifting from surprise, to embarrassment, to one much more guarded and controlled. “I’m sorry, Damon! I, um, have to go.”

She hurried off toward the Royal Lodgings, leaving him stuck behind the guarded gate, unable to follow. He took his time walking back down the road, doing his best to keep from dwelling on the implications of what was beginning to seem like an obvious fact.


CHAPTER 41

The walk to the Window Glow Inn gave Damon time to become sufficiently pessimistic over whether his troupe was still in residence there, or still in Avaricia to begin with. He pushed the door open, hopes extended and ready to be dashed, and blinked in surprise.

Len and Austine were almost exactly where he’d last seen them. Len was poking a spoon into a bowl of stew at one of the tables. Austine was at the bar, chatting up a woman who was either an affordable prostitute or just happened to share the fashion sensibilities of one.

“Rovahn’s balls!” shouted Austine. He jumped to his feet, nearly knocking the woman off her stool. “Damon Al-Kendras! About time you dragged yourself back into the civilized world.”

“It’s good to see you, Aust,” he said, slapping hands with his friend.

“I hope your time away has proven more profitable than our time waiting here,” said Len.

“I’m not sure if profitable would be the right choice of word,” he replied.

“Drinks!” Austine threw an arm over his shoulder and began pulling him toward the bar. “This calls for drinks! And perhaps some frolicking about with this fair night maiden. She’s already paid for, you know.”

“You paid me for last night, not for today,” said the woman.

“Well, I certainly meant to!” said Austine. “Would it be the same rate if the two of us went together?”

“That will never happen,” said Damon.

“Truer words have never been spoken,” said the woman. She cleared her throat, smoothed the fabric of her dress, and headed for the door.

“Fine!” called Austine. “Be that way! You know, one of Leandra’s virtues is maintaining an open perspective?”

“Something tells me she doesn’t base her work off the divine gospel,” said Damon.

Len joined them at the bar, gesturing for the bored old innkeeper to pour them each a mug of ale. “It is good to see you again, Damon, but I can’t help but wonder what caused this turnabout.”

“That’s a fair sentiment,” he said. “I might have a lead for some work for us of the highly paid, prestigious variety.”

He explained his conversation with Vel and her friendship with Princess Kastet, watching the excitement and enthusiasm blossom in his friend’s expressions.

“True Divine, Damon,” muttered Austine. “We’d be performing for the Princess and her retinue, and possibly even the Godking?”

“Our schedule has slowed to a crawl precisely because we weren’t the type of reputable entertainment suited for Merinian royalty,” said Len.

“It’s been drier than an ugly widow’s cunt,” said Austine.

“What a beautiful expression,” said Damon.

Len waved Austine to silence and leaned forward against the bar. “You’re sure that this is a genuine opportunity?”

“Vel seems sure enough,” he said. “I trust her.”

“Well then,” said Austine. “This calls for more ale!”

“Not too much more!” snapped Len. “Leandra’s bush, if this is really happening, there’s work to do! We need to wash the costumes, polish the swords. We’ll need to find the twins, make sure they’re on standby if needed. True Divine, the two of you need to practice!”

“When have we ever needed to practice?” Austine grinned and punched Damon in the shoulder. “We’ve got reflexes and instincts and incredible rapport!”

Damon flicked a copper cent toward Austine’s face in an attempt to give him a chance to illustrate his point. It struck him on the nose and fell forward into his mug with a froth splashing thunk.

“I wasn’t ready,” he muttered.

“At the very least, make sure you work out the basics of your routine tonight,” said Len. “I suspect I’ll be needed elsewhere if we want to secure this potential contract?”

Damon was about to answer when he saw Austine’s head swivel toward the door on the edge of his periphery. He turned around on his stool to find Vel shyly pushing her way into the Window Glow inn’s common room.

“And just who is this positively mesmerizing beauty?” asked Austine, standing and even offering a small bow. “Austine Treymore, milady, at your service. My I be the first of no doubt dozens of men to inquire about sharing a drink with you tonight?”

Vel cleared her throat, looking more put off than flattered. “I’m here for Damon.”

“Vel, meet Austine and Len,” he said. “They’re both members of the Gleaming Scythe. Len, Austine, Velenor and I grew up together on Malon’s farmstead.”

“A pleasure, milady,” said Len, dipping his head.

“You found the place easily. I take it?” asked Damon. “I’m glad.”

“As am I…” Vel pulled a folded slip of parchment from underneath one arm and smiled as she passed it to him. “Princess Kastet loved the idea when I proposed it to her. She had the Godking’s clerk draw up a writ of performance on the spot.”

“An official writ of performance?” Len came to stand next to Vel and Damon, eyeing the parchment with an expression that bordered on awe. “Am I reading this correctly? Five hundred silver sables for the company, with another two hundred for each of the performers?”

Austine whooped. Damon nearly choked on his ale mid-sip.

“You’ll be in the Gilded Amphitheater, too,” said Vel. “I hope that’s workable? The Godking insisted that it be used in place of the Mid City Arena, which I assume you’re more comfortable with.”

“That’s where the Gilded Swords used to fight,” muttered Austine. “We’ve dreamed about performing there since we first began in Avaricia. Are you quite certain that I can’t buy you a drink, milady? Or at the very least, grovel at your glorious feet?”

“I’m certain,” said Vel.

Damon was feeling a similar cocktail of emotions to what he could see on the faces of his friends, with an extra dash of suspicion. Vel knew that they mainly frequented the Mid City Arena, which, while public information, was not the sort of detail he would have expected her to pick up by accident given her supposed unfamiliarity with Avaricia.

“Well, it seems as though you’ll finally get a chance to see me perform,” said Damon.

“Ah. Yes, that’s right.”

“I can hardly wait to look up and see your adoring face in the crowd,” he said, giving her what he hoped was a piercing stare. Vel blushed and locked her gaze back down on the writ.

“This will need to be signed and returned before tomorrow morning,” said Len. “I should head out and take care of it before it gets any later. The clerks in Veridas Keep work late, but no sense in taking any risks when it comes to an opportunity like this.”

“By all means,” said Vel, passing him the writ.

“If you can, keep an eye on these two,” said Len, playfully slapping Damon’s shoulder. “They’re allowed three ales, two if it’s the strong brown stuff, and not a sip more. True Divine, if you’re both sick from drink tomorrow morning…”

“We won’t be, Len,” said Damon. “Travel safe.”

***

Austine shattered past the three ale limit within half an hour of Len’s departure, despite Damon and Vel’s best efforts. He was busy attempting to subtly proposition a woman who Damon suspected wasn’t actually selling sex, rather than just playing coy.

The innkeeper deigned to let Vel buy ale, and she’d been gracious enough to buy Damon a refill, too. It felt strangely familiar to sit at the bar with her, sipping their drinks, talking about nothing and people watching as the night wore on.

“I should walk you back to your lodgings before it gets too late,” he said. “It’s not as though it would be seemly for you to spend the night here, with me.”

He gave her a smile with a teasing edge open to interpretation.

“Of course not!” snapped Vel. “Um…. But I would appreciate that, if you don’t mind.”

Damon stood up and extended his arm crooked at the elbow. She looped hers through it and, after giving Austine a quick wave and hoping for the best, Damon led her out onto the street.

Eldritch was waning and partially covered by a cloudy sky, but there was a sufficient amount of stray lantern and torch light to see by. It was warm, and the city felt deceptively peaceful with mostly empty streets.

“Princess Kastet will be staying in Avaricia for the next few months,” said Vel.

Damon furrowed his brow. “Which means you’ll be staying here too, as her lady in waiting?”

She nodded. “I think it might be nice. I prefer Hearthold, to be truthful, but there’s so much new to me in this city. It also brings me comfort to know that I’ll be only a few days from aesta and the farm, rather than weeks removed.”

“You’ll be close to me, as well,” he pointed out.

“That’s true.” Vel sighed and leaned her head to the side, resting it against his shoulder. “I hope we can have more nights like this one.”

The Legacy Fountain stood outside of the Veridas Keep and the nearby Royal Lodgings. It was one of the few genuinely impressive fixtures of the city that had been restored from the original Remenai ruins, though the statues in the center had been re-carved to represent historical figures from Merinian history.

A green sliver of the ghost moon was visible in the central pool of water. The air felt crisp and cold as they drew near, each of them staring into the pool and seeing their own separate truths in the reflections of their faces.

“Velanor,” he said, speaking to her eyes reflected in the water. “Is there anything that you feel I should know?”

He watched her blink, but she didn’t look away, as though seeing him through the fountain’s pool gave distance to the moment.

“Damon,” she said. “I enjoy having you in my life again. I never realized how much I felt your absence during my time abroad, and now that we’ve been growing close again, I really appreciate it. Appreciate you.”

“Vel…”

She turned to face him then, the cool night wind rustling her dress and tangling her blonde hair. “It’s so fragile, Damon. I don’t want to be the one to break it.”

He saw the instant her expression was about to break and pulled her into a tight hug before it could. He held her, feeling more like who he was to her than he ever had before. A protector, a friend, nearly an older brother, regardless of blood or sin.

“I love you, Vel,” he whispered.

“I love you, too, Damon.”

He squeezed her, and they stood there, the moment sliding sideways, out of time. Vel reached a hand up, touching his face and chin. She gave him a soft, slow kiss, her lips pressing against his for long enough to leave him confused and ashamed of his own sudden desire for more.

“I should take you back to your lodgings,” he said.

“Right,” she whispered. “You should.”

It was fragile. Damon pulled back, extended his arm for her, and began walking her toward the gate.
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The makeshift gladiator pits of the Gilded Amphitheater were both posh and totally impractical. Most of the waiting area was taken up by a massive stone bathing basin, which servants kept at optimal temperature for the gladiators by making never ending trips with wooden buckets of steaming hot water.

Exactly one person was taking advantage of the bathing basin, which could have easily accompanied a dozen. Damon had stopped nagging Austine about getting out of the water and into costume when he realized that a bath might be just what he needed to shake off the lingering effects of ignoring Len’s ale limit the previous night.

“The crowd is already filing in,” said Damon. “You can spend another five minutes in there, and then you need to get into costume.”

He was already wearing his. It was one of the finer and, subsequently, more garish outfits that the Gleaming Scythe owned. Tight black britches with the crotch tailored immodestly tight, along with a similarly tight jerkin that only had buttons for midway up the chest to reveal his neckline in the fashion of a flaunting maiden.

There was also a cape for each of them, white and blue for Damon, black and red for Austine, but they were still waiting for those to arrive, along with their swords, which Len promised

“This feels beyond marvelous,” muttered Austine. “I wonder if they’ll let me linger for a while once the bout is finished.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if some other distraction stole your attention first,” said Damon. “The theater is packed. This may well be the largest audience we’ve ever performed in front of.”

He could hear the footsteps of people filing into the stands, which were directly above them, neatly encircling the arena setup to provide even the cheapest seats with a clear view of the action.

“Len picked out the nice costumes, right?” called Austine.

“Yeah.” Damon heard the sound of dripping water as his friend climbed out of the bath.

“True Divine,” said Austine. “The two of us will have an actual princess leering at our manly assets.”

“Put your pants on before you get too excited,” said Damon. “We need to talk about how this show is actually going to go.”

Someone approached from down the hall at a sprint. Damon turned just as Len slid to a stop in the pits, carrying their swords and capes, breathing heavily. He steadied himself and shot Austine an impatient glare.

“You’ve got less than ten minutes to get ready!” he boomed. “What are you doing? Damon, how much did he drink last night?”

“Three drinks,” said Damon. “I was watching him like a hawk.”

Austine let out a small groan as he tripped while trying to pull on his overtight britches, landing in a sprawl.

“Well, I hope for your sakes that’s the truth,” said Len. “My part in this is done for today. Here are your capes, and here are your swords.”

He passed the bundle to Damon, who whistled with appreciation at the fanciful adorned sword pummels, each one with rubies or sapphires set into the pummel and crossguard which matched the capes. Len set a hand over his as he moved to draw one from its scabbard.

“They have a bit of polish oil still on them to make them really gleam in the sunlight,” said Len. “Best you keep them sheathed until the start of the performance.”

“Duly noted,” said Damon. “Is there anything else we should know before heading out there?”

Len looked conflicted, and hesitated as he started to speak. “Ah… This is a different sort of audience. The Godking, the Princess, the nobles, they’re all powerful people. Best to play to the crowd. Give them what they want, because they are rather accustomed to getting it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Damon.

Len slapped him on the shoulder, gave Austine one last disapproving shake of the head, and disappeared back down the hall. Damon busied himself adjusting his cape and sword belt while waiting for his companion to reach a similar state of dress.

“What say you, Damon?” called Austine. “The saint and the scoundrel? I don’t mind playing the scoundrel again, given how much of it comes naturally to me.”

“No objections here,” said Damon. “We’ll start with a few easy passes, run the clench flip, followed by fast taps into a disarm.”

“Repeat from the beginning through the second time, except into a low blow instead of a disarm,” said Austine. “Should we have come up with a new routine last night after all? We could run this in our sleep.”

“Are you nervous, Aust?” asked Damon.

“No,” said Austine. “Well, yes and no. If we excel in this performance, Damon, there’s no telling how far we might rise. We could even end up on the short list to join the Gilded Swords.”

“Which is why it makes more sense for us to run one of our old routines,” he said. “We can focus on playing to the crowd instead of tripping over our movements.”

“That’s a valid point.” Austine had just finished pulling on his jerkin and began shaking out and tying on his cape. “Damon… I love this.”

“So do I,” said Damon, grinning. “I didn’t realize how much I missed it while I was away at the farm.”

“I never had anything good in my life growing up, let alone anything that caused people to view me in a positive light,” said Austine. “I was weak and worthless, unremarkable in every sense of the word.” He strapped on his sword and did a circle with his hips. “And now, a princess is going to be leering at my ass and manhood.”

“Rovahn’s balls,” said Damon. “Best we put on a good show for her, then.”

He joined Austine with matching hip circles that threatened the integrity of the tight stitches of his britches.

***

The roar of the crowd was unreal as one of the Gilded Amphitheater guards led them out into the dueling circle. They were in character from the moment they entered the crowd’s view, Austine playing up his swagger, while Damon walked with slow, stoic movements.

It was a warm morning, with the sun high in the sky and only the slightest breeze. The stands were packed with far more people than Damon could ever remember having come to watch one of their bouts before. The sound of the audience, even when they weren’t reacting and cheering, was enough to keep him from being able to hear much of anything else.

The Godking Avarice and Princess Kastet sat in a private section of the stands directly across from the entrance to the pits, both of them clad in expensively tailored outfits and shielded from the direct sun by attendants holding the poles of a portable shade canopy.

Damon felt his nerves edging up into his throat as he and Austine dropped into deep, respectful bows. He was glad it wasn’t going to be a performance with any speaking lines, as he doubted whether he’d be able to trust his voice in the moment.

His nervousness was tempered by his excitement, and the latter outstripped the former as he saw Austine rise from his bow and pump his fists brazenly into the air for the crowd. This was their moment, their chance to break out into the wider world of gladiatorial fame. He wondered if years down the line, he’d look back on the current day as a turning point in his life.

The Godking Avarice stood up from his seat, holding his arms out in an attempt at ushering the crowd into silence. Damon furrowed his brow, his surprise shifting into awe and respect as the Godking’s voice boomed out over the arena with enough volume and presence to be heard, regardless.

“Friends and citizens,” said Avarice. “I welcome you to the Gilded Amphitheater. The spectacle you are about to be treated to is in honor of High Princess Kastet Alquin, second heir to the throne of Hearthold and the Realm of Merinia.

“Ten years ago, I forbade the gladiators of Veridan’s Coast from partaking in blood bouts under the penalty of exile. Today, in honor of High Princess Kastet, who hails from mainland Merinia where no such prohibition exists, I will wave this restriction.”

Damon blinked, the meaning in the words sinking in once, twice, three times before he truly understood.

“Two brave, honorable warriors have entered the arena,” said Avarice. “Only one shall depart alive.”


CHAPTER 43

The crowd let out a savage roar of approval in response to Avarice’s words. Damon stared up at the Godking, noting the sudden shift in Princess Kastet’s expression.

She was surprised to an extent that made him think that the blood bout hadn’t been her idea, an assumption immediately reinforced by the way she moved to Avarice’s side and whispered something into his ear.

Avarice smiled, seeming unmoved by whatever concern the princess had expressed. It was as much a statement of the power balance between the Godking and his Merinian allies as anything could be, and left Damon wondering if perhaps Kastet was more of a pampered hostage than an honored guest.

Avarice waved to the crowd, his eyes passing once more over the two gladiators as he lowered himself back into his seat. Damon felt a sudden urge to scream at him, his anger shifting from the Godking to Len as another realization took hold.

He drew the new sword Len had brought him and touched a finger to its edge, which as expected, was razor sharp. Austine flinched back, staring at Damon with an expression as deep set into confusion as he’d ever seen it.

“Len set us up!” he shouted. “The guards, Aust! We can talk to them. They can’t force us to fight.”

He knew even as he spoke the words aloud that the sentiment was desperate and hollow. The nearest guard made a show of ignoring Damon as he shouted his appeal, lowering his spear to point at Damon’s chest as he attempted to draw near the exit leading back to the pits.

“Do not belabor this further, brave gladiators,” boomed the Godking. “The crowd wishes their entertainment, as do I, and as does the princess.”

“We could attack the guards…” said Damon, his voice betraying his growing despair.

Austine drew his sword and gave a slow, resolved nod. “So be it. Damon… may the True Divine forgive us both.”

He attacked, and even though Damon saw it coming and had plenty of time, he still fumbled his block. The sound of the first touch of their swords, metal chiming against metal, was suffocated by the crowd’s booming reaction.

The surreal, empty moment in between strikes fed into Damon’s gut-wrenching horror like fresh air against a dry grass fire. Austine stared at him with eyes that said so much and yet so very little.

It was hard, near impossible, to hold that gaze. To accept the paradox presented by knowing that the man who was undoubtedly his best friend might be seconds away from killing him.

“Aust!” he shouted.

He felt like a child. The only thing that kept him from crying, from actually crying in front of a crowd of thousands of jeering onlookers, was his hardened performance persona, the trick of tensing his jaw and blinking a bit faster than normal to steady his emotions through physical impulse.

They met with swords again, gleaming blades clashing in the sunlight twice in quick succession before each dodged past the other. The fight was almost progressing along the same routine they’d discussed early, the movements faster and far more dangerous, but the pacing a near perfect match.

Damon kept expecting Austine to break character, to fling his weapon aside and appeal to the judgment of the crowd and the Godking and the aggressive guards. It never happened, and his hope made what he saw in his friend’s expression feel that much more like a betrayal.

There was a resolve in both the set of his eyes and the thin line of his mouth. It was so much worse and so much more than just seeing that Austine was desperate to be the one who lived.

Rather, it was as though Austine’s chosen strategy under the pressure of the moment was to win the subtle battle of mentalities, the inner clash of confidence and self-worth.

To make Damon look away first. To catch him with the feints and dirty tricks that he’d always hated and been vulnerable to. To win, to survive, even if it took cannibalizing the essence of years of devoted friendship.

Austine blurred left. Damon swung, feeling his blade catch as the other man blocked and immediately whirling into a reverse strike. Austine dodged back and countered with an overhead slash, which Damon dodged. He cut low. Austine jumped high.

They were both the best at what they did, and what they did was sword fighting. Performing at their level had developed within them a level of skill and instinct far beyond most talented duelists, specifically because of the restraints, the fact that their fights needed to go on for longer and approach the edge of death more dramatically than most warriors even considered possible.

The crowd, in Damon’s honest opinion, was reprehensible in its collective excitement. Men and women were screaming, louder and more reactive to each and every movement than they ever had been during his previous, carefully rehearsed bouts.

It all seemed so pointless, the choreography, the effort, the storytelling they’d attempted through combat, all just a distracting veneer painted over the bloodlust of the mob.

Damon was suddenly on the defensive, blocking a series of cuts and slashes that surprised him more with intensity rather than form.

The surrealness of the fight hit him again, and he could almost convince himself that it was just practice. Like the time they’d worked on a new routine after a few rounds at the tavern, the careless strength, the impulsive commitments.

He made as though to block one of Austine’s side slashes and dodged at the last second instead. It left him with an opportunity to attack, one which he took a second too long to consider and let pass him by.

Austine whirled, cutting in a spinning arc. Damon hopped back an instant too late, the tip of his friend’s sword tearing open both his jerkin and the top layer of skin across his chest.

There was a moment of numbness followed by stinging pain and the distinct sense of a wound warning him not to make a wrong move unless he wanted it to tear further open. He felt the true depths of his doubt, realizing that Austine knew the nature of his every move, the core of his every weakness.

But he couldn’t lose. True Divine, he simply could not lose. Damon leaned into his speed, the one advantage he’d always had over Austine. He alternated between defense, counter attacks, and vicious assaults, falling into the rhythm of the fight.

A part of him enjoyed it. Most of him despised it. He pushed Austine back, attacking fast enough to force a stumble. Again, he hesitated, but so did his friend, catching his breath rather than seizing the opening.

“Did you know?” he asked.

Austine blinked, his expression breaking into fury as he shook his head. “You would ask me that, Damon? Truly? Rovahn’s balls, of course I didn’t!”

“Then why?” he shouted. “If we worked together, we could—”

“We could what?” snapped Austine. “Die together? Against the guards? Against the Godking?”

The crowd roared, responding to their body language if not their words.

“You’re my friend, Damon,” hissed Austine. “You’re more than that. A brother, really. That’s why at least one of us needs to continue on, regardless of what it takes.”

Damon could hear the honesty in Austine’s voice, the belief and commitment he had to the sentiment. He’d always been that way, so capable of making a decision and sticking to it, hesitation and self-doubt be damned. It made Damon furious to see that side of him surfacing now, in a context with actual, deadly consequences.

He harnessed that anger, attacking Austine with a series of his best slashes, angling toward the weak points he’d normally have avoided, rather than exploited. He was snarling, flinging every ounce of muscle in his body into brutal, punishing strikes.

They fell into a series of attacks and counters that was almost identical to one of their more impressive routines, which gave Damon a sudden idea. There was a spinning slash at the end which Austine would be expecting in the routine. If he replaced it with a thrust or low sweep…

The idea felt too vile, too underhanded for him to use against a friend. Damon committed to the spinning slash as he normally would have, perhaps a bit faster and a bit harder, but otherwise no different from how he would have thrown it in practice.

There was no sharp clang, no stiff recoil. He felt the edge of his sword sink into Austine’s torso, barely even slowing down as it found an angle to dig through muscle and side of his ribs. Damon stared in disbelief as his friend stumbled, falling sideways, blood spurting freely, too much blood.

“Austine…” he said. He couldn’t hear his own voice over the surge of cheers from the crowd, clapping hands and stomping feet, a disgusting amount of enthusiasm.

He came back to the world, to what was happening, and immediately went to his friend’s side. He made a pathetic attempt at trying to apply pressure to the wound he’d just created, cradling Austine, shaking his head in disbelief, frustration, and an incomparable sense of guilt.

“You were supposed to block…” hissed Damon. “It’s always a block there.”

Austine coughed, spraying a fine mist of blood on Damon’s face. He perked his eyebrows up and somehow managed a smile. “I know.”

“Did you…?”

“Nah,” muttered Austine. “Maybe… I was distracted.”

“Bullshit.”

“I saw a pretty face in the crowd,” muttered Austine. “Blonde hair. You know the one.”

“You’re not going to die.” Damon squeezed his hand tighter against the oozing gash in his friend’s side, only relenting when he saw the way it made him wince. “You idiot. You can’t die.”

“This was it,” said Austine. “This was the best fight we ever had. Best performance, too. So dramatic.”

Damon smeared blood on his face in an attempt to figure out why his eyes felt so hot and blurry. “Yeah… I guess it was.”

“Make sure Len dies for this, yeah?”

“Yeah.”

Austine’s veneer of stoic calm finally broke. His face contorted in pain, and tears began streaming down his cheeks. It only lasted for a couple of seconds before his stare became blank, unfocused, and empty. Damon felt the exact moment when his best friend took his last breath.


CHAPTER 44

“A champion has arisen,” boomed the Godking Avarice. “Damon Al-Kendras. You have fought with true honor and valor on this day.”

Damon was moving before he even knew what he was doing. He lifted his sword, still slick and crimson with Austine’s blood, and hurled it into the stands, at the heart of Avarice himself.

It was a good throw, imbued with all the strength he had left. His blade arced through the air, spinning point to hilt, crossing the distance toward its target.

It melted and fell to the ground as it came within a dozen feet of the Godking’s aura, liquid metal steaming and dripping across one of the lower seats.

The sapphires inset into the hilt briefly caught the sun as they bounced out of sight. The crowd seemed to hesitate before surging with a variety of reactions, cheers and screams and plenty of anger directed toward Damon.

A rock struck him on the shoulder, followed by a deluge of additional projectiles as more of the crowd opted to fling whatever they could find at him. Damon neither flinched away nor tried to shield himself. He simply stared up at Avarice, knowing that his revenge was directed as much at the Godking as it was at Len.

“I was in the mood to offer you an additional reward,” said Avarice. “It could have been money, status, or power. Now it shall simply be mercy, the forgiveness of your liege in the wake of such a thoughtless, impulsive action.”

Damon gritted his teeth, overcome by hot fury at the fact that his life was being spared by such a detestable example of smirking evil. The Godking waved a hand, and the arena guards seized him by the shoulders, dragging him away from Austine’s body and into the pits.

***

The next hour of Damon’s life passed by in a surreal blur. He felt one of the Godking’s clerks pushing a bag of coins into his hands, and the guards were leading him out of the venue, past a growing crowd of both fans and furious avengers loyal to Avarice.

He was aware of them releasing him in the market, once he was away from the attention of those who’d watched the blood bout. He was less aware of how he made it back to the Window Glow Inn, what he’d said to the innkeeper or how much he’d paid him. He remembered mumbling something about paying for a hot bath and a private room.

He was in a wooden tub. The water was steaming from the last round of buckets the servants had brought in for him. He could still feel Aust’s blood on his hands, despite having washed them dozens of times over.

There was a knock at the door. Damon ignored it, sinking lower into the water, wishing he could simply dissolve his awareness into its warmth.

“Damon,” called Vel. “I know you’re in there.”

He heard her try the door, only for it catch against the drop bar. He’d paid the innkeeper for that permission and hadn’t hesitated to take advantage of it.

“It was my fault,” she said, voice quiet. “I saw everything. It was my idea, my suggestion for Kastet to have a gladiator fight. Damon, I’m so sorry.”

He heard her words, but they couldn’t reach him. Nothing could, not then, not with Austine’s blank, glassed over eyes still burning as an afterimage against his memory. He heard her try the door again and briefly considered reassuring her, or yelling for her to go away, but the lump in his throat simply refused to yield.

“I’m not leaving,” said Vel. “Damon, please let me in.”

Blonde hair. You know the one.

He lifted his hand from the water, letting drops fall back into the tub.

“Say something!” shouted Vel. “Please!”

He took a breath and made an attempt. “Vel, I’m… fine.”

He wasn’t, and he knew there’d be no convincing her otherwise. In truth, there was so much else that he desperately wanted to say and needed to share. It was more than just the fight, more than just his anger, by so much.

It was the story of Damon and Austine, years of friendship and adventures which had been meaningful and compelling.

If anything, the core of his current frustration was directed toward how much he hated the memories of their brotherhood being tainted by the deception and trickery which lead up to Austine’s death. Such a horrific ending had no place in defining their shared legacy.

“You aren’t alone, Damon,” said Vel. “Please don’t forget that.”

He stayed in the bath until all of the water’s warmth had faded, still feeling dazed as he dried off and clothed himself. Vel was waiting in the inn’s common room and immediately pulled him over to sit at her table.

She didn’t stop him from drinking ale to dull the pain, and she didn’t break the silence which still held him. Rather, she held his hand, gently caressing his knuckles, staying close while giving him space.

She brought food for both of them, buttered bread and bowls of chicken and carrot stew. Damon had no appetite, but still forced as many bites down as he could, knowing it would only worry Vel further if he refused to eat.

The combination of food and drink and company was enough to revive him, at least partially. He blinked a couple of times, noticing the setting sun outside the window, realizing what it meant.

“You have to get back,” he said.

Vel started, surprised to hear him speak. “Kastet will understand if I—”

“I’m fine,” he said, a bit more forcefully than he’d meant to. “Really. I am.”

Vel shook her head, but she seemed to think better of pushing her point. She finished the last bite of her bread and pushed her chair back with a scrape.

“I’ll walk you to your lodgings,” he offered.

Vel’s expression softened, and she reached out to take and squeeze his hand. “No, that’s alright. I’m fine on my own, Damon. Just like you.”

***

The innkeeper’s sense of the situation had apparently been expanded from several of the patrons who’d been at the Gilded Amphitheater for the fight.

Damon found himself with the nicest available room at no extra cost. He stretched out in bed, shivering under the sheets despite the fact that he didn’t feel all that cold.

He heard a faint knock at the door, followed by the sound of it creaking open. He hadn’t bothered locking it, given how little he had other than his newly earned bag of silver sables, which was safe underneath his pillow.

He recognized a familiar silhouette. A petite woman in a simple nightgown wearing a cat mask with golden glitter that sparkled in the faint moonlight. He sat up in bed, feeling a sudden surge of confusion which refused to give way as he pushed his thoughts into it.

“What…” He trailed off as the woman pulled her gown up and over her head, taking care as the cloth passed over her mask, which she kept tied onto her face.

She slid back the sheets and joined him in bed, sitting half on her knees and half in his lap. Damon wore only his undershorts, and he could feel the heat of her body like a freshly kindled hearth.

He kissed her, more out of reflex than intention. He’d thought so much about her, about the night of the Turning Festival and the implications of her hidden identity. Each of his questions had the same answer, one he suspected he already knew. He reached out, taking hold of the mask.

“Don’t,” whispered an all too familiar voice.

He was desperate to see her, to know this side of her, but he hesitated. Letting her keep the mask felt like such a small concession to make in light of the drama and chaos of the rest of his life, let alone the potential pleasure of the moment.

He let his hand drop, running it along her body instead as a strange alchemy of emotion roiled through his heart and chest. Austine would have loved to hear about him encountering the infamous masked maiden a second time, hanging on every detail he’d willingly disclose.

Damon closed his eyes and took a shaky breath. He felt the woman pushing a hand against his sternum, gently guiding him to lay flat and pulling the quilt back over them. She ran her fingers over his stomach, hooking her thumbs into his undershorts and gently sliding them downward.

The mask let him pretend like he didn’t know who it was. The mask made it simple to focus on the pleasure of her touch as she began to move her hand up and down along his hardening length. The mask gave him a pass on so many complicated questions, on guilt and shame and anything outside the purview of venting his frustration on a soft, willing body.

He ran his hand through the woman’s silky hair, pulling her face near enough to his cock to feel the wonderfully warm exhalations as her hot breath escaped her lips. She rewarded him by sticking out her tongue, prodding and licking with touches meant to explore, rather than give immediate pleasure.

Damon groaned, tugging greedily on her hair, urging her to do more than just that. She obliged him with a slow, sucking kiss, followed by another lick. She parted her lips, taking the tip of his tool into the throes of her heavenly mouth.

It felt incredible, but so very unfair. His guilt and shame were one in the same, with the chaos in the arena seeming to meld into what was unfolding within the sheets of his bed.

Two unrelated crimes, linked together by him and his choices. He felt a sudden anger pulse through him, snaring his attention back to the cat masked woman’s wonderful lips.

He took a more dominant hold on her head, flexing his hips to sink his cock upward. She let out a tiny, somewhat annoyed squeal and pulled back, coughing and clearing her throat with a familiar noise. Damon felt his jaw tense, so many conflicting emotions hitting him all at once.

He seized the woman by the shoulders and flipped her underneath him hard enough to elicite a groan from the shifting bed.

She didn’t protest as he rolled on top, spreading her thighs with his hands and searching for the needed angle to spear into her womanhood. She didn’t protest as he began thrusting at full, punishing speed. She didn’t protest even as he pinned her arms, breathing heavily, angrily.

She let a tiny moan, half pleasure, half pain, and urged him on with her legs. One of them wrapped around him at a surprisingly flexible angle, the back of her heel gently rubbing against him even as Damon continued pinning her, pumping into her, heedless of his own aggression.

She felt so good, and part of him hated her for it. Part of him hated himself just as much for how much he loved it. He thrust harder, kicking the quilt out of the way with one leg, thrusting into her for no other reason than to distract himself from his own sins.

He had one of her arms by the elbow and used it for leverage, putting far more strength into the act of bedding a petite woman in a fanciful cat mask than should have ever been required. He heard her moans rising in pitch, almost matching the noises that he’d been making without realizing it.

He intensified his onslaught, and it was far too much for her. He felt her body quiver as she came, but even that wasn’t enough to snap him out of his furious lust. He went faster, sinking his cock into her, sinking into the feeling of control, pointless control, he had over her nude, nubile body.

He gasped as he found his own release, still holding her down as though he’d taken her by force. He blinked, only then realizing that he’d started crying at some point, his eyes moving off script from the rest of his body.

He slid over, collapsing onto the bed where there was space and ran his hands through his hair. He had a headache, a persistent, pounding one. He felt his lips moving and realized that he was speaking a moment after he’d already begun.

“I… killed my best friend,” he muttered.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

She pulled him into a gentle embrace, burying his eyes into her nude bosom. Damon felt a shiver run through him and did his best to focus on breathing, on silence, on what little was still within his control.


CHAPTER 45

Damon wasn’t surprised when he woke up alone in his bed the next morning. He made his way downstairs and into the common room. It was just him, the innkeeper, and a tired looking mercenary, but there was a pot of porridge which he was encouraged to help himself to.

He was midway through eating when Vel made her way through the door. She was wearing a dress he hadn’t seen before, deep green with gold trim and a broad sash around the waist to add form. She made her way over to his table, smoothing out her skirt as she took a seat.

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

“Well enough. You?”

Vel shrugged and gave him a small, relaxed smile. “Yeah.”

She helped herself to a spoonful of his porridge. Damon grinned, well aware how the overcooked flavor and lack of sugar left something to be desired.

“Does Princess Kastet know you’re here?” he asked.

“Of course. She’s fine with it, at least for the time being. I hope I can introduce you to her eventually. I think you’d like her.”

“That would be an interesting meeting,” he said. “I’m not as irreverent as Aust could be at times, but I’ve never been one for flattery and court manners.”

He winced internally at his own mention of Austine. Vel seemed to notice, reaching across the table to hold his hand.

“Damon,” she said. “What are you plans?”

He shrugged. “For today, or for the future in general?”

“Both.”

For the second time, he shrugged. “I have money now. I suppose I’ll start by paying off another portion of my debt to Gavel. I’ll keep a fair bit of my earnings for myself, regardless. After that, I guess I’ll look for more work. As a gladiator, as a mercenary…”

His shoulders went up for a third time. Vel frowned, but it seemed like an expression born more from concern than disapproval.

“I’m wary of leaving you alone,” she said. “I’ll check in with Kastet and let her know that I’m needed elsewhere for today. I’ll go with you to drop off your debt payment.”

“No. That’s simply out of the question. It’s safer for me to do this on my own. I won’t be able to protect us both against an attack, let alone an ambush, as easily as I can manage it alone.”

“These people are dangerous, Damon!”

“So am I.” He took his hand back and stared at his palm. “But I doubt it’ll come to a fight, especially if I go alone. After last night, I’ll be more in demand than ever as a gladiator. They’ll know they can keep getting money out of me if they’re patient.”

“Damon…” said Vel.

“If anything, I have more to worry about from the Godking’s sycophants than I do from Gavel and his motley crew.”

Vel’s eyes widened and Damon chewed his lip, instantly regretting his choice of words.

“Do you think Avarice will seek revenge against you?” she whispered.

“No, I don’t. He gave me a pardon. Anyone who attempted to invalidate his mercy would likely suffer a worse punishment than death.”

Vel still looked upset. Damon reached out to take both of her hands and gave her a reassuring smile.

“Look,” he said. “You have to trust that I can take care of myself, Vel. There’s nobody we can appeal to capable of doing it for me.”

“Aesta might be able to.”

He glanced away. “It’s not as though I haven’t considered heading back to the farm, but I’m not sure she’d have me. I’m here in Avaricia for the time being, but I’ll manage. You’re here, too. We can make plans to meet up for dinner tonight, and on a regular basis after that.”

Vel stared down at the rough wood of their table and slowly nodded. “I suppose that’s all I can ask for. Just please, Damon… Be careful?”

“Always.”

***

At first glance the old shipyard looked deserted, aside from a single beggar sitting outside of a ramshackle hovel. Damon rested his hand on his sword and slowly made his way along the pier to the alleyway running along the side of Gavel’s main hideout, strongly suspecting that the leader of the Dockside Lads would be anticipating his visit.

He was patient, refusing to be caught by the same trap which he’d fallen victim to last time. After confirming twice over that there were no thugs hiding in wait anywhere outside, he picked up a few pieces of scrap wood and tossed them at the door, venturing no further than the edge of the alley’s mouth.

“What the shit was that?” The lackey who’d thrown the door open blinked in surprise when he saw Damon. “Ah. The gladiator! About time you paid your dues. Right this way, if you don’t mind…”

“I do mind,” said Damon. “Gavel can meet me out here.”

“You got some set of balls on you,” said the man. “Listen, if you think—”

Damon lifted his sword a few inches clear of its scabbard, still meeting the man’s gaze with an expression empty of anything resembling emotion or hesitation. The man cleared his throat and took a step back into the hideout.

A minute passed before the sound of multiple sets of footsteps signaled the arrival of the gang leader and his followers. Gavel looked as ugly and imposing as ever, bald and splotchy faced and built like an unfortunately gnarled tree.

He had eight men with him, and though it was a larger group than Damon had faced during their previous encounter, several of them moved with visibly drunken gaits. It was no real struggle to keep his rather minor sense of intimidation from showing on his face.

“The mighty Damon Al-Kendras,” said Gavel. “I was getting to wonder if I’d ever be seeing you again, after hearing the mixed word from my newly hired debt collector. Rovahn’s shit, imagine my surprise when one of my boys tells me you’re in the city, and not just that, but back in the arena, to boot!”

Damon, lacking any interest in engaging with Gavel on the level of small talk, simply pulled his purse out of his pocket. “Here. Another payment on my father’s debt.”

It was a little more than half of the earnings he’d taken from the blood bout. Part of him was eager to be rid of it, as though a lingering taint existed over the coins, the gleaming, metallic proof of the horrible act he’d committed.

He didn’t hesitate as he tossed the bag to Gavel, who caught it and immediately undid the draw tie.

“Impressive, if a little light.” The bald man made as though estimating the weight of the coins on his palm. “I was getting to thinking that the nature of the fight might lead to about twice this or more, what with you not having to split the take with a dead man. He was your friend, aye? Arnold, or Augustil, or—”

“Austine,” said Damon. “He was my friend. I’m warning you now that there will be consequences if you speak ill of him.”

It was a challenge to Gavel’s authority, and not one he could apparently shake off under the gazes of his men. He snorted, striding forward until he was right in Damon’s face, mace held loose in one hand, stolen wrathblade hanging from the belt around his waist.

“Your friend?” Gavel glanced back toward his men. “Sucking each other’s pricks off, were you? I always figured Augustine was more in taste for the cheapest of whores, but I suppose the two ain’t mutual exclusive. Looks as though you’ll have to find a new cock to suck now, aye, Damon? Lads, any of you interested in volunteering for the—”

Damon was aware of his arm moving to draw his sword, aware enough, at least, that he could have put a stop to it if he’d wanted to. His reflexes were still primed by the previous night’s fight. Austine had brought out the best in him and then some.

His blade blurred though the air and into the hulking bald man’s gut in the blink of an eye. Gavel’s laugh abruptly cut off into a disbelieving gasp, and his lips moved through the motions of several eerie, soundless syllables.

Damon seized the hilt of his sword, his true sword, and pulled. The wrathblade came loose from its scabbard around Gavel’s waist as much through the force of the dying man falling back as from being drawn.

The sole thought in residence within his head, in that moment, was how much easier it was to kill someone he hated as opposed to someone he loved. Time seemed to slow down, not as much because of Damon’s heightened awareness of the situation as because of the second unexpected occurrence held within it.

Gavel’s blood spurted outward from his abdomen, spraying across Damon’s hand, fingers, and most importantly, the edge of the wrathblade. A line of ice blue runes pulsed with light, running the full length of the sword, from the start of the cross guard to the end of the tip.

Damon stared with wide eyes, not just at the glowing wrathblade, but at Gavel, who was now falling backward at the speed of lukewarm molasses. The world around him was moving at a magically subdued pace, as though he’d been given two extra seconds for each one afforded to Gavel and his men.

He remembered then how Shank had inquired about his wrathblade, first and foremost, seeming more interested in the weapon than he ever had been in obtaining his employer’s debt. It was a fleeting thought as Gavel’s men began to react to his impalement, and slow as they were, they still had him completely outnumbered.

His wrathblade seemed to pulse in time with his heartbeat as he surged forward. One of Gavel’s men attacked with his cudgel, the motion almost comical in its ensorcelled lethargy. Damon slashed low, tearing a deep gash into the tender area behind the man’s knee as he spun past him.

He disabled two more of the Dockside Lads with similar debilitating, though less than fatal, attacks. One of the men behind the first set was fast, to the point where he almost landed a blow despite the speed the wrathblade had imbued Damon with. He cut the man’s hand off at the wrist, his sword moving before he’d even committed to the cut on a mental level.

The rest of Gavel’s gang fell in a similar faction. The wrathblade’s speed faded as Damon took on his last opponent, but he was still able to find an opening to score a non-fatal, fight ending blow.

The alleyway in the wake of the strange fight was a chorus of swearing and intensely pained moans. It took Damon several seconds to process what had just happened, but as soon as he did, he made for the purse he’d handed over to Gavel, who was now very much deceased, and started away.

He paused at the mouth of the alleyway, opting to take the scabbard to his wrathblade. It would have been a shame to leave it behind, really. A sword, in the long term, was only as good as its scabbard.

He felt close to throwing up as he sprinted out of the old shipyard and attempted to blend into the local crowd.


CHAPTER 46

Damon felt the moments blending together as he slowly made his way back to the Window Glow Inn. All the relevant concerns, from the prospect of retaliation from the Dockside Lads, to the potential for Avaricia’s city watch to brand him a murderer, felt far off.

As though they were mere raindrops viewed from behind a sturdy window, each one spattering and running down the glass.

His hazy reverie was immediately broken when he entered the inn’s common room. A woman with a long red braid, eternally youthful futures, and a body full of perfect, familiar curves sat at the table facing the door. She stood up when she saw him, her brow furrowing with mildly suppressed worry.

“Aesta,” muttered Damon. He closed the distance and pulled Malon into a tight hug. “What are you doing here?”

“Solas.” She pulled back far enough to stroke his cheek, offering him a small, sad smile. “I’m bringing you home.”

He shook his head. “You don’t understand.”

“I do,” she replied. “I spoke with seta already. She told me about what you were made to do. Before I’d even arrived in Avaricia, I’d begun to doubt my decision to send you away. This… all but confirms it, as much as any sign from the True Divine could.”

Damon still felt caught by hesitation. He glanced around the mostly empty inn, as though expecting enemies to emerge from the woodwork.

“I went to pay Gavel, the man who hired Shank,” said Damon. “I… reacted without thinking. Aesta, I…”

“Not here.” She gently pressed a finger to his mouth. “Come. The horses are outside, along with the wagon. We’ll leave immediately and continue this conversation once we’re somewhere safer.”

***

Their exit from the city passed in much the same manner. Damon struggled to focus for more than a few seconds at a time and eventually even fell asleep. He dreamed of sticking Gavel with his sword again, glancing up once he’d thrust hilt deep only to see Austine’s face, instead.

“Solas.”

Malon gently shook his shoulder. Damon blinked his eyes open, realizing that they were outside of Avaricia, stopped just off the road where a small copse of trees hid their presence from the major sightlines of the surrounding area.

It was twilight, and the ghost moon was already out, seeming to wage a clandestine battle against the setting sun over claim to the sky.

He began setting up the small leather traveling tent Malon had brought along with them, wondering at how they’d ever be able to both fit comfortably inside.

Malon made a small fire, so small in fact that she opted to simply warm slices of bread and dried meat over it on a pan rather than attempting serious cooking.

With the tent erected and the food warmed, they both sat down next to the fire, eating in same silence that had held for what felt like hours. It was Damon who finally broke it, words pouring out of him like overflow from a dam.

“I paid my father’s debt in blood,” he said. “With Austine… with Gavel. That isn’t his only debt, either. Will it be the same for the others? Is this just how I’ve chosen to live the rest of my life?”

The fire crackled, snapping through the thin, branchy strips of wood available to it. Malon didn’t answer him immediately, and it was clear to Damon that she was serious about considering not just his words, but the emotion behind them.

“There is at least one debt of your father’s which will never weigh on your shoulders,” she said.

“The one with Gavel? It’s delayed, not settled. Whoever replaces him will likely try to collect on it.”

“No.” Malon put an arm around him, waiting until he met her gaze before continuing. “The one your father owed to me.”

“For taking me in?” he asked. “Did he promise you something in advance for caring for me?”

Malon shook her head and gave him a small smile. “No. I did that did because it’s simply what an aesta does. It’s of no real importance what the debt involved. Just know, solas, that each day I spend with you is repayment in its own right.”

“Aesta,” he said. “I love you.”

“I love you just the same, solas.”

She pulled him into a hug. Damon felt a passing lightheadedness on inhaling her scent, the faint aroma of crimson sap mixed with a distinctly feminine musk.

He felt his body stirring inwardly, and the sensation was about to run off in its own direction when Malon’s hand slid down the side of his body, coming to rest on the hilt of his newly recovered sword.

“This is…” She pulled back, raising an eyebrow.

“Ah.” Damon reached down and slowly drew the weapon from its scabbard. “I’ve never shown you this, have I? I was given it as a gift after I left the farmstead, but Gavel stole it from me just before I returned home. It’s known as a—”

“Wrathblade,” interrupted Malon. “This… Was the Remenai crest sorcerer aware of the fact that you had this?”

Damon wrinkled his brow. “He asked about it, yes. Do you think this sword is part of why he agreed to pursue Gavel’s debt?”

Malon didn’t right away, her eyes remaining locked on Damon’s weapon. “Wrathblades are for more than mere swords. They’re imbued with magic. Dangerous magic, solas.”

“You know more than you’re telling me, don’t you?” he said.

“The only secrets I keep are ones necessary for the sake of protecting the people I love,” said Malon. “In this case, you.”

“I’m not getting rid of the sword,” he said. “Not without understanding more about it.”

“I wouldn’t ask that of you.”

They’d finished their food, and Malon watched him with an odd, appraising expression.

“I’ve already used it.” Damon ran a finger along its edge and smoothly sheathed the wrathblade. “I’ve seen some of what it can do.”

“It tasted blood, then?”

Damon nodded.

“I suspected as much,” said Malon.

“But you still won’t tell me what you know?”

“Not yet,” she said, with a smirk. “I will teach you, worry not. But not until I sense that you’re ready.”

Damon shifted closer to her, listening to the fire crackle to his left while the crickets began their nightly chorus on his right. “You’ll teach me?” He smirked and drew nearer still, bringing his face into dangerous proximity with hers. “You should know that I’ve already learned much, aesta.”

Malon’s eyebrow twitched. “Is that right? I wonder just what it is that you’re—”

He cut her off with a kiss, testing her reaction, but also feeling like it had been drawn out of him on a deeper level. Malon’s tongue was quick to respond to his, far too quick, given who they were to one another.

“Solas…” whispered Malon. She swallowed audibly and pressed a gentle hand to his chest, shaking her head in a motion that caused a few strands of red hair to come loose across her face.

“Aesta,” he said. “You mentioned that how your crest magic works is beholden to a contract with Lascivious. I’m not daft. Each of the Forsaken share the innate behavior attributed to their names. I can only assume that the crest contracts work the same way.”

“Solas,” she said, falling short of the firmness she attempted to put into her voice.

“You pay your price in lust, or intimacy, at least,” he said. “You basically admitted as much after your fight with Ria.”

Malon said nothing, and her expression betrayed little more.

“You mentioned that my father owed you a debt,” continued Damon. “Given the obvious dangers we’re going to face, whether it’s from Shank, other dangerous people seeking money, or other threats from within the Malagantyan… You’re going to need my help to stay at full strength.”

“Are you listening to yourself right now, solas?” asked Malon. “Do you have any idea what you’re suggesting? You think that because your father owed me a debt, I’d be the type of women who would demand you pay a lurid price as compensation?”

“You know that’s not what I mean.”

“What I mean,” she said. “What I feel I should emphasize, though it’s somewhat embarrassing for me to do so, is that my crest contract goes both ways.”

Damon frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Malon dropped her gaze, taking his hands into hers. “The simplest way for me to regain my strength after using my powers is, as you said, through acts of physical intimacy. It’s almost as though there’s an aura which surrounds my behavior in these times, at all times, to some degree. An aura of…” She cleared her throat awkwardly. “Excitement and… arousal.”

Damon resisted the urge to chuckle. He let his hand rest on her knee, and then slide up her thigh, only stopping when he saw the sudden, severe shift in Malon’s expression.

“Is this aura here with us right now?” he asked.

“Solas!”

“I’m joking, aesta,” he said. “I understand what you’re saying and the nature of your concerns. I’m not suggesting this out of random opportunity or any responsibility I feel over my father’s debts. You’re a strong, intelligent, beautiful woman. You care for me more than anyone else in the world, and I—”

“Solas.”

“And I care for you!” He finished. “And… I suspect you want this too.”

Malon blinked, took a breath, and then cleared her throat purposely. She stood up and brushed her hands off on her long tunic, stepping toward the tent. “It’s been a long day for both of us. I think we should get some sleep to clear our heads.”

Damon stood up, catching her before she could disappear into their shelter and pulling her into a hug from behind.

He was ashamed at how hard speaking honestly with her had gotten him, but as all things intimate do, his arousal served a purpose. He let it press into her buttocks, felt the sudden shiver that ran through her, and brought his lips in close to her ear.

“Is that what you think we’ll be doing tonight?” he whispered. “Sleeping? Truly?”

“You’re striding a dangerous line, young man.”

“As were you, when you made the choice to bring only a single, rather small tent,” he said. “Will we be sharing a bedroll, too? I suppose it hardly matters, given how tight of a fit it will be.”

She let him touch her, let him take in the full measure of her hips and bosom through her clothing with his hands. He wasn’t sure what that meant, whether Malon was in a similar state or just patiently waiting for the right moment to chide him like a proper aesta.

“You are young, solas,” she whispered. “Far too young. I could show you things which would make you realize that.”

“I’m surprised you think that’s the sort of threat that would intimidate me.” He kissed her neck, letting his hand cup the entirety of one of her breasts. They felt so good, and he felt so sincerely lewd and ashamed for considering the incredible range of activities they would be well suited for.

“You’re being difficult,” whispered Malon.

Difficult. The word, that phrase, had always been her catch-all reprimand to him as a child. It stirred a conflict within Damon as he continued poking her in the rear with his erection, intensely aware of his own guilt, the wrongness of his attraction.

“The situation in the tent is what I think will be difficult,” he replied.

Malon turned around, breaking the contact of their bodies, but not moving far enough away from Damon to keep from staying wrapped within his arms and embrace.

“Solas, if you would take a moment to clear your head, there would be little issue.” She gave him a passably stern look. “I am much older than you, much older than I seem. My appearance is kept this way only because of my crest. If I’d aged naturally, you… would understand, and perhaps would be free of these… inclinations.”

“I somehow doubt you’d be any less beautiful,” he said. “How many suitors have you had over the years, aesta? I’ve seen the way men look at you.”

It made his face flush to mention, especially to her. It had bothered him as a child, and now here he was, leering her at her with eyes no less hungry. The thought should have pushed him back, but instead, it only made him want to see her more, see all of her, everything underneath.

“Men are men,” she said. “For them, it’s only natural.”

“I’m a man. I’m not sure I can help it.”

She pressed a hand to his chest and a sudden firmness entered her expression. “And if I told you that you must?”

There was a snap to her voice that told him that challenging her, in that moment, would be like challenging her punishments as a child. His judgment may have been affected by a haze of heady horniness, but hers wasn’t, at least not nearly to the same degree. He swallowed, feeling his respect rein in his own rebellion against her authority.

“I will try my best,” he said. “For you, aesta.”

“…Thank you.” Malon blinked, looking surprised, relieved, and oddly disappointed all at once. “I love you so much, solas.”

“As I love you,” he said. He gave her hands a chaste squeeze, rallying his willpower and pulling away. Dipping into the tent, he grabbed one of the two bedrolls and began sliding it out to set up elsewhere.

“What are you doing?” snapped Malon.

“I assume this is what you meant?”

“Of course not,” she said, brusquely. “It gets far too cold for you to sleep out in the open.”

She began taking her tunic off right there in front of him, as though trying to make a statement about how the page had already been turned on any thoughts of further physical intimacy.

It had the opposite effect, especially as she started wiggling out of her leggings, standing before him in nothing more than a half shirt and girlshorts.

She folded each garment and set them down just inside the tent before dropping to her knees to slip in herself. Pausing just beyond the flap, she shot an expectant glance back at him.

“Am I to sleep with my clothes off, as well?” asked Damon.

“You may be uncomfortable if you keep them on,” said Malon, in a matter of fact tone.

He stared at her, letting his eyes linger on hers before slowly pulling his shirt off. The sense of her gaze roving across the muscles of his stomach, arms, and chest sent a perverse thrill through him, but that no more than a warmup compared to the heat brought about by lowering his trousers.

He had undershorts on, of course, but the thin cloth was a thinner veneer over what was otherwise a disgustingly lewd moment.

Malon was kneeling just inside the tent, and he was standing just outside of it. His hard cock bulged against the fabric of his undershorts, pointing directly into her lightly freckled face, hovering mere inches away from her perfect, full lips.

“It’s going to be a tight fit,” he said.

“Yes, well…” Malon cleared her throat awkwardly. “I’m sure we’ll find a way to make it comfortable.”

“Are you ready for me to slide in?”

Malon was still staring at his cock, and it seemed to take a moment for his words to register. “Ah. Yes. I only have the one quilt, unfortunately, but I’m sure, we’ll…”

She trailed off as Damon joined her under the blanket. The sudden closeness of their near-naked bodies caused the tension to surge to a level above and beyond where it needed to be. He set a hand on her hip, and then was pulling her to him, kissing her and feeling her kiss him back.

He pawed at her with rough, searching movements, his fingers groping at her thighs and buttocks. Malon reciprocated, touching his abdomen, her body moving willingly against his as she eagerly kissed him back.

The moment was primed to the bursting point, and Damon slid his fingers into the waistline of her girlshorts, ready to take it even further.

She stopped him, setting her hand flat on his chest and taking a breath. “Solas. Do I truly arouse you so?”

He took a hold of her wrist and shifted her hand directly onto his slate hard cock, feeling her fingers immediately begin touching and caressing it through his shorts.

“That’s not as much of an answer as you may think it is,” she whispered.

“I could give you more of one, if you wanted.”

“Solas, this is because of my crest,” she said. “It’s more powerful than you realize. It stirs thoughts and desires. It presents me as an object of sexuality and fertility. Even simply looking at my lips or my breasts may be enough to place ideas in your head of various… problematic and inappropriate activities.”

“I’m not sure I’d describe such things as problematic,” he said. “Enjoyable, fun, dirty, all seem like better descriptions.”

“It’s my turn to feel less than surprised,” said Malon. “You have a young man’s mind.”

“And a young man’s vigor.” Damon pressed his cock against her stomach, feeling a shiver run through her in response. “Aesta. Let’s simply keep each other nice and warm underneath this quilt.”

He tried to pull her girlshorts down a second time, feeling Malon wiggle in a manner that foiled his efforts. She kept her hand on his bulge, and as Damon kissed again, she still kissed him back, heedless of the effect the contradiction had on him.

“We’ll be traveling again tomorrow, and at this rate, we’ll never get to sleep,” said Malon.

“I can think of a few things that might help relax us.”

“I’m sure… you could.” Malon struggled to get words out through his deluge of kisses. “But… solas… you must find your own way to… calm yourself down.”

She let out a gasp as Damon’s hand finally found its way into her girlshorts. His fingers trailed across the lips of her womanhood, feeling the hot, wetness there. She was ready for him, and that fact nearly made him burst prematurely.

“Oh!” moaned Malon. “Oh, solas!”

He teased her with his fingers, letting the tip of one penetrate her ever so slightly. The way her body quivered was so lewd and seductive that Damon lost any semblance of control. He tore off his undershorts, followed shortly after by hers, and pressed her thighs apart.

“Aesta,” he said, groaning with anticipation. He leaned forward and she leaned up, her lips meeting his for the most intense kiss they’d shared yet. He pushed forward, letting his cock tease against her hot, tight opening.

For an instant, the tip of his member entered her. The pleasure that surged through him was unbelievable, so vivid and compelling that Damon wondered if he was another facet of her crest aura. He wondered if pushing his full length into her, thrusting and pumping as his hips were already in motion to do, might spoil sex with any other woman for him forever.

“Solas!” snapped Malon. The firmness had reentered both her voice and her actions. She thrust a hand forward, pushing not just back, but flipping him downward. Crimson light filled the tiny tent, and Damon realized that he couldn’t lift his shoulders up from the ground.

“Aesta?” he said, blinking in surprise. “Did you just use your magic on me?”

“You forced me to,” she said, a touch defensively. “You pushed your luck too far by twice over.”

“I could have stopped,” he said, feeling the lie in the words even as he spoke them.

“You couldn’t have, but I don’t blame you entirely,” she said. “This is my fault as well.”

He was still naked from the waist down, and feeling her soft fingers close around his granite hard shaft stole a gasp from his throat. Malon pressed her other hand onto his chest, warning him to stay where he was as much as threatening to hold him in place again.

He could see her face in the waning firelight, the struggle in her expression as she breathed heavily and gently bit her lower lip.

“I underestimated the size of your needs, as a young man,” she whispered, gently stroking him off. “For tonight, I will take responsibility for that. But we will never put ourselves in the position for this to happen again.”

“Aesta!” he said. “That feels incredible.”

“Does it?” A coy smile played across her lips. “I’m barely doing anything.”

She ran her thumb over the head of his cock and increased the pace of her soft, loving stroking. Damon felt his back arching in response to her movements, his hips bucking as readily as he would have if he’d paid an expensive whore to ride him off.

“You’ve grown so much,” whispered Malon. “Oh, I shouldn’t say such things right now, should I? But it’s true. In so many ways, solas, you have become a man.”

She gently shifted into a twisting motion with her hand that felt incomprehensibly good. She leaned in closer, her eyes wide, but blinking, as she stared at the head of his member.

“Aesta,” he said. “I should warn you…”

Malon let out a small, interesting moan. “What is it, solas?”

“If you keep your face so near…” He felt his face flush as he considered the dirtiness of what he was about to say. “I’ll have to make a mess on you.”

Malon closed her eyes and let out a quivering breath. Damon felt his cheeks grow even hotter. He’d just told his aesta, the woman who’d cared for him for near the entirety of childhood, that he might soon spurt his seed onto her face.

“Should I stop, then?” asked Malon.

Damon reached a hand out to cup her cheek in response. She kissed the edge of one of his fingers and stared him directly in the eyes.

He wasn’t sure if it was his hand urging her mouth toward his member, or if his arm was simply moving to follow her lead. Malon kissed his finger again, slowly turning her face, lips dragging along his hand, and then not pausing as they made contact with his cock.

She kept her mouth there for a brilliant, agonizing moment, as though giving his erection the same sort of chaste kiss goodnight she might have placed on his forehead. Then, she leaned forward and parted her lips.

Damon groaned, shivering at the sheer, impossible pleasure of his aesta’s hot, dirty mouth.

She went easy at first. Slowly, expertly, she bobbed her head with small movements, saliva dripping down the edges of her lips wherever it could.

“Aesta!” he said. “That feels so good! True Divine, you’re incredible.”

She made a small noise somewhere between a hum and a purr and began lowering her mouth deeper with each pass. She was blushing a shade of red near to her hair, but her eyes didn’t shy away from his.

He understood what she’d meant when she’d said that she’d make him feel like the young man he was. He was barely holding on, so near to blowing that it fed into the rest of the shame the moment held.

Her tongue moved against his cock with loving, sensual motions. She slowed down as she leaned further forward, turning her head sideways and giving each edge of his member the perfect attention it apparently deserved.

Damon felt his breath catch in his throat as he watched his aesta rubbing her cheek against his cock. Licking it. Kissing it. Working it off with a skillset that made the both of them blush.

“Are you enjoying this, solas?” she asked, with a small smile.

“Beyond words,” he said.

“Do you want me to put it back in my mouth?”

Damon could only groan and nod his head. He heard her exhale in amusement as she began to suck again, her hands gently rubbing the inside of his thighs soothingly.

He was too far gone to consider anything other than his own pleasure. He cupped her cheek, pulled her face inward as he began flexing his hips up.

His motions made lewd, churning noises inside Malon’s mouth. She squeezed his thighs, her fingernails digging in for an instant of warning.

Damon stopped, forcing himself to breathe as she continued sucking him off at a slower, though no less enjoyable pace. He still wasn’t in control of himself, however, and within seconds he was reaching for her head again, this time taking hold of the base of her braid.

Malon let it slide, and there was an element of understanding in her eyes. She let him guide her movements by her braid, to a certain extent. When Damon urged her head downward, she went as far as she could, briefly taking him into a place beyond her mouth before pulling back.

She reached a hand up and placed it over his, still letting him guide her, but in a way that made it clear that she was in control. She bobbed her head with long movements, her lips sliding up and down his full, hard length. It was too much, far too much. Damon felt the pleasure charge toward the edge of the cliff and then straight off.

“Aesta!” he moaned.

His cock spasmed as he came, pushing out his hot seed with the intensity of an arrow. Malon accepted each burst with careful tenderness, her mouth continuing to gently suck as her hands fondled him in other places.

Damon leaned his head back, breathing heavily, still reeling from the unbelievable pleasure. Malon slid up, pulling him into an embrace from the side.

“That was… incredible,” he whispered.

“It was only for tonight, solas,” she said. “I love you so very much. I hope you understand that what I did was not to muddy the lines between us, but for the sake of helping you. I am still your aesta and always will be.”

“I know,” he said. “I love you too.”

He gave her a gentle kiss on the mouth, running his hand through her hair. Leaning into the embrace, he felt the contact of their bodies. Despite having released no more than a minute earlier, it was still enough to rekindle what was left of his arousal.

“When you say only for tonight, that would seem to imply that your help is still available until the morning?” he asked.

Malon gave him an interesting half-smile. “Am I going to have my hands full with you, solas?”

“More than I think you realize.”

THE END

If you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s really a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about by books as soon as they’re published, either follow me on my Amazon author page
 or click here
 to sign up for my mailing list.

Thanks for reading,

Anya
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